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 WE REMIND: Events depicted in this record occurred during the use of language systems other than English. In consideration of the reader, all representations of character thought and speech have been translated to the nearest English equivalent in use at the time of transcription.
 


 Chapter 1
 


 Blackness, crashing, every touch is a searing impact. Extreme motion without purpose or destination—chaos. Up and down have become mere concepts in this nightmare of heat and confusion.

A flickering glow bleeds from the void—flames.

“Put it out,” a woman shouts.

My skin is burning. Snapped alert by a blistering surface, I spring up only to tumble over and smack the floor. Or was it the ceiling? The two have traded places, and again, flipping end over end.

From thick smoke, flames snap out like whips, steel panels glisten white-hot, creak and moan, melting conduits dangle and sway. The upending eases but the compartment is spiraling—we’re falling. A warm flow trickles down my forehead, into my eyes. I reach for my scalp and the wet mess leaves my fingertips bloody. Something hard and I became far more intimate than we should have.

Someone darts through the smoke. Then back again, and she stops to look at me.

“Put it out.”

She is strangely familiar. Rusty hair in a high ponytail, determined stare, her cheeks are heated rosy. A woman of such beauty she may be a goddess, casting a disapproving glare as if provoked and contemplating wrath if I don’t get up and . . . do what?

Dread strikes. Something bad is going to happen, and worse—it happens to her.

“Hurry!” she cries.

The fire. I came here to put out a fire. An extinguisher is here somewhere. In a cabinet, but the door won’t budge. The hinges are melted, the handle is hot, now my palms are charred.

Failure obscures all fear. I don’t know which is worse—the fear, the failure, the dread—or knowing that I’m completely useless.

Towering flames rise at her back. She rushes to reach me, her arms outstretched. The goddess is drained of wrath, stricken with sorrow, streaming tears and hollow. Her hopeless stare won’t let go, yearning for a last embrace, and testament to our fate—there is no tomorrow.

“We won’t survive,” she says. “Don’t get lost. Remember, I’ll find you. I’ll find you!”

Rapt by her mesmerizing gaze, I am spellbound, the threat of incineration a distant concern. Her eyes—so clear, so light, so blue.

Tender blue eyes, that may never forgive me.


 * * *


 “Hey.” A male voice. “Come on, wake up.”

The inferno fades. Damp, chilly clothing clings to my skin, a dreadful reminder of this aching body, cold, wet and unfed. I lie crumpled atop a soggy patch of cardboard, gazing up at massive concrete slabs, enormous iron girders, hanging in the shadows of night. There is no fire, no woman, and no blue eyes. I’m where I was all along, sleeping under this bridge.

The recurring dream visits again this night, a dream so real, it must be. I can feel the flames, hear her voice, and sense the dread every time. Then I wake in this miserable place, where the sun never shines.

A figure hovers overhead. “Hey, buddy,” he says. “You got some change? I need a drink. Come on, help a poor guy out.”

Why does he bother me? I just want to sleep. Forever would be good.

The rude awakener is a repulsive sight, his clothes a patchwork of grimy fibers stained by splotches of sweat, beer, or other foul substance. More wretched is his nasty beard, having reached a matting so thorough it could be carpet, splattered with remnants of his last few meals. I shouldn’t be one to judge, seeing how I’ve been caught napping under a bridge, but at least I’ve enough sense to wipe my face after dinner, and comb my beard once in a while.

Then the smell hits. Hard to say which is worse, the stench of his last drink, or that unmistakable odor seeping from clothes unwashed in weeks, hanging from a body unwashed in months. Some people just don’t understand. Bathing has value, at least to the rest of us.

He grins, revealing teeth rotten where they’re not missing. “Don’t forget what you’re looking for.”

Huh? I was looking for something. But what? And when? I hate that—sure of something, but at the same time, clueless. Because I can’t remember. Nonsense. He’s messing with my head and it’s working. A migraine erupts, like getting smacked in the skull by a ten-pound sledgehammer.

I try rubbing out the ache. Useless. “I’m not looking for anything, not from you.”

“Sure you are,” he says. “And I have some right here.”

“You do?” I struggle upright. “What?”

His stare is creepy. His eyes, what is it? Something is wrong with his eyes.

He leans close and says, “Vital information.”

I expected him to whip out some smelly little trinket, buried in his filthy coat, soaking up that wretched stench. Maybe even a few tabs of pain relief. But no, my prize is the intangible wisdom of a drunken lunatic.

“Get away from me.”

“People are looking for you,” he says.

Life is bad enough, but listening to this nonsense, I just realized—worse has no limit.

“Listen, you old fart, I bet people are looking for you, too, at least they should be. You stink, you’re annoying, not to mention completely insane.”

He doesn’t even flinch. He just stares at me, and I can’t get over it—something is wrong with his eyes. Not the eyes of a drunk. He has a sober gaze, clear and intent, as though eyes of another have been plugged into his dirty, drunken head.

“People are looking for you,” he says. “Some you’ll want finding you, the others, I don’t think so. Remember, stay alert and pay attention. You have a choice to make, of who to trust.”

I don’t trust him, I know that much. No surprise really, since I don’t trust anyone, ever. Then the blind spots start dancing. The migraine mutates—now someone has thumbs behind my eyes, pushing the mushy orbs out of my skull.

“Why don’t you buzz off? You’re giving me a headache, freak.”

He chuckles, then points over my shoulder. “Maybe, but she’s not a freak.”

“Who?”

“Someone you know.”

Could it be? The urge is overwhelming, I must know, and spin around hoping to see the woman who haunts my nightmares. Nothing, absolutely nothing, other than the usual rain-slicked avenue, lined with the same monotonous string of ugly concrete buildings. Duped by a drunk, great. Next he’ll steal my stuff while I’m not looking, I know how it goes. What stuff? My precious cardboard?

But there is something, maybe half a block away. A person materializes out of thin air, standing on the sidewalk. A woman. That’s not right, people don’t come out of nowhere. She fades in and out, flickering some, a translucent, dreamlike vision, leading me to wonder—am I still dreaming? Or I’ve started dreaming again. No, to wonder if you’re dreaming isn’t dreaming. A dream is only a dream when you don’t know it’s a dream, right?

I don’t want to lose sight of this apparition, but at the same time, that shifty derelict lurking out of view makes me nervous. I spin around to find him right where I left him, perfectly still, sober eyes gazing, patiently waiting. Good, he knows how to behave. I’ll trust him this one time. Back to the girl. Her mouth moves, she might be talking, but she makes no sound, maybe some static. She looks familiar, dark hair in pigtails. I’ve seen that before somewhere, but I don’t think it was a dream. Or maybe it was. Another dream?

Stabbing pain strikes, like burning needles hammered into my brain, an instant torture that sends me to my knees and both hands to my skull. This can’t be a dream. Dreams don’t hurt this much.

The dark sky crackles the familiar sound of an approaching thunderstorm. The overcast swirls like a churning cauldron and a blinding flash ignites. Now the bum fades in and out, just like the girl, and he seems to speak, but he makes no sound. More lightning brightens the street, then a bang of thunder. The woman is gone. I twist around, and the bum has vanished as well. All that remains is lightning, thunder, and a roaring downpour.

I don’t understand, he was right here. I looked away for only a moment. There wasn’t enough time for him to be gone.

Okay, now I’m awake.


 * * *


 Under this bridge is a good place to sleep, considering the weather, but it doesn’t do much good. The rain finds its way into my clothes anyway. The concrete underbelly is so dark it might as well be painted black. Everything here takes on a similar hue, since there’s so little light, and so little life. The lack of color only reinforces my grave depression, confirming that life is trivial, and its end a meaningless eventuality.

Every night I walk below this very bridge, toward the river, where I find the same thing, time and again. Past the tall chain-link fence that blocks any further travel, across the river is a dazzling city, what one might call downtown, or the center of things. Bright lights, tall buildings, reaching into a dismal gray overcast. Just one more place I’ll never go. Not that I care to, but somehow it calls to me. I don’t even know how to get there. Over this bridge you’d think, but there’s no way to cross. Every onramp is blocked by ten-foot high concrete slabs.

The coat I traded for a while back is better than my last. Still with holes in every pocket, but at least this one has fewer stains, and the seam along the back isn’t unraveling. I’ve had these shoes so long, I can’t remember where they came from. But then, I can’t remember much of anything. The past seems like a dream, so unreal. What was I doing last year? Even a month ago. To recall might illuminate some purpose in life, other than wandering aimlessly one day to the next.

Dreams are better than real life. I get to be someone important, not just another loser. I’m the hero who saves the world and gets the girl. Except when I fail and we burn. I hate that dream.

Even the accident is like a dream. I can’t remember exactly what happened, but whatever it was, the trauma formed a barrier, a veil between certain knowledge and the darkened past that I have yet to penetrate. Without a past, my days are like riding a boxcar in the fog. Ahead, the train slips from view, no sign of the engine pulling life along, and behind, a long string of freight fades into the mist. No future, no picture of the past, just a dreary now.

Perhaps I could recall a past if not tortured by chronic migraines, my splendid reward for surviving the accident. I often wish that I hadn’t. The painless slumber of death might be pleasant. Instead, my sentence is a life of misery, trapped in a body burdened with pain, foremost this throbbing skull, though a growling stomach adds its own version of anguish. Time for some food. And something for this aching head. Any end to this agony, now that would be a dream come true. My goal in life—escape the pain.

Wrapped in my inadequate coat, I emerge from under the bridge and start along the sidewalk. The relentless shower is like watery bullets, hammering my skull as I push through the weather. In minutes my socks are soaked, and my toes are chilled to the bone. I am here to suffer.

Tiny waves gush across the smooth pavement, a glimmering sheet that spills off into the gutter and empties into the many drains. A pulsating vision of lively ripples moving past. Life has become so hollow, even the simplest things are fascinating, as simple as water flowing across a sidewalk.


 * * *


 A few blocks up the street is Sandy’s diner, a greasy dive named for its proprietor. She’s nice enough, though a fake sort of gal who likes to talk a lot, usually for no reason besides hearing the sound of her own voice. You might imagine she was once beautiful, but the ravages of time have changed that. Deep lines crossing her face, and weathered skin clinging to her boney frame, I often wonder if she spent the last decade touring the desert.

A gust of toasty air rolls out when I pull the door open. Ah, that’s better. Too bad I can’t hang out in here forever. But then, I wouldn’t call that a particularly exciting life, either.

The flickering fluorescent lights don’t bring much color to anything, it all has the same dull sheen. Enough to illuminate the food anyway. Or what you might call food, which here, amounts to little more than basic fuel a body requires.

I might consider an open booth near the window, but one lowly customer hogging an entire booth would be the ultimate act of selfishness. A seat at the counter should do just fine, leaving the booths for people with friends joining them. Not me.

Others are present, no one important, just more losers like me. This part of town doesn’t cater to many well-to-do folks. A few people glance over as I slip into a seat at the counter, then realize it’s just me, and get back to their meals.

Even though I’ve seen it all before, every visit I have to gawk at the odd knick-knacks mounted to the walls. A car’s grille, banged up road signs, on the other wall an antique something, looks like an eggbeater, next to a transistor radio. Splattered across every wall are ancient photos behind cracked glass in broken frames, of people from another century. Dusty junk hangs from the ceiling, worn tools with splintery handles, a pogo-stick, rusty saber and more, all sorts of crap. An irritating buzz comes from a flickering neon sign that reads “Good Ol’ Home Cooking.” Not any home of mine. Some lunatic decorated this joint.

Sandy approaches with pad in hand, ready for my order, and as always, wearing her warm, forced smile. “Carl, what are you doing up so late? Staying out of trouble, I hope.”

“I’d still be sleeping if that damn bum would’ve left me alone.”

“Another run-in?” she asks. “Don’t tell me you got in another fight.”

“Might as well have. Feels like my head’s been kicked in.”

“Carl, you say that every time I see you.” She leans on one hip, smacks her gum, and taps her pad with the pen.

“Well, it’s how I feel every time you see me.”

Her smile tightens to a teasing sort of wrinkled grin. “You just need a warm meal. What’ll you have?”

“How about some egg-fried toast.”

“No such thing, hon. Same as last time.”

I’ve been asking for that dish every visit, but I’m never in luck. The funny thing is, I don’t remember ever having it before. Heck, I’m not even sure what it is.

“You mean scrambled eggs,” she says, already scribbling the undesired order. “That your favorite?”

If eating the same thing forever is the definition of favorite, she could be right. But the number of times I’ve consumed the disgusting meal has me wondering—did scrambled eggs ever taste good?

“What I really need is something for this headache. My skull’s in a vise.”

Sandy has more than just food, thank goodness. She has a stock of medicine, cures for a variety of ailments, one of which I seek daily—relief from the chronic migraines. Life might be tolerable, though cold, wet and dark, if only this endless ache would lighten up once in a while. At times the sensation nears that of a truck driving through my skull. The torture is without end, but it does vary. If I think, my head hurts. Lie about like a vegetable, it subsides a bit. A great incentive to be a vegetable.

Sandy reaches into her apron and pulls out a small container. “I have some Duprixol, that’ll make it better.”

Ah, the good stuff. Duprixol almost kills the pain, at least, better than the imitation crap peddled on the street. Most of the riffraff don’t care for the drugs, they only want the liquor and will gladly trade. Not me, I’ll take Duprixol any day. Liquor can’t begin to dull this kind of ache.

I reach across the counter and Sandy drops two tablets in my palm. I pop the pills then reach out again, ready for more.

She loses her smile. “I think two is enough.”

“Tonight it’s bad, Sandy. Real bad, worse than ever.”

She eyes me with concern, then drops another tablet in my palm. “What made it so bad? What happened?”

“A bum woke me up, asking for change. I don’t know what was worse, that damn nightmare, or his breath.”

“Just like last night?” she teases.

“No, it was different this time. The guy was babbling about some people looking for me, and a girl I know, maybe, I’m not sure. I guess she showed up, I mean, another girl I know, but it was strange. She came out of nowhere, and she looked misty, almost like a ghost.”

“A girl?” Sandy steps back. “What did she tell you?”

Her heightened concern lacks the usual fakeness.

I proceed carefully. “She didn’t really tell me anything. She looked like she was talking, but she made no sound, maybe some static. I was probably hallucinating, maybe still dreaming. But my head exploded with pain, I mean, more than ever before. How can a dream do that?”

Sandy freezes like a deactivated robot. What did I say?

She reanimates. “Carl, don’t leave, I’ll be right back.” She hurries away.

What the heck is her problem? It’s like I said the magic word. Did I? And what was it? I’ve never seen her act so weird, like she’s on drugs. That’s idiotic. I’m the guy on drugs, with a mind off imagining who-knows-what new paranoid nonsense, the same as always. A few minutes more, all will be fine, once that Duprixol kicks in. Yeah, time to sit and relax, get comfortable, and enjoy the ride.


 * * *


 The cook delivers the deluxe meal of scrambled eggs. Oh how sick I am of this. All runny, like they haven’t been cooked enough, yet the eggs have a distinct burnt flavor. Maybe it’s a spice called burnt, and someone thinks it’s tasty, like all spices that cover up the real taste. Not me, I want egg-fried toast.

As the cook heads back to the kitchen, I call out to him, “Hey, what’s up with Sandy tonight?”

He halts, how Sandy did, like a robot switched off. Then he turns slowly to face me. “I have no opinions to offer you. I simply work here. You do not. Do not talk to me.”

Wow, I was just trying to make polite conversation. Do not talk to me? Not polite enough. He heads for the kitchen to resume his duties, which apparently include treating the customers as rudely as possible. Past the portal where he trades orders for food, he picks up a butcher’s knife and stares at me. I get the hint. The dude is in no mood to speak with anybody, more likely dice them.

Here we go, another pile of runny eggs. The flavor and texture are nauseating, but hurling is a worthwhile risk—the pain of hunger is surpassing the migraine, which is easing up just a bit thanks to that dose of Duprixol. My head almost doesn’t hurt. Almost doesn’t is like a dream itself, a possible release from this agonizing torture. A teaser, nearly removing all the pain, but leaving just enough to remind that it’s still there, sure to ignite again later.

At the counter’s end, Sandy is talking on the telephone, but something is wrong. She looks concerned and keeps glancing this way. Now she’s staring at me. Is she talking about me? Nah, I’m a nobody. Enough paranoia for one night.

One last bite and the plate is clean, other than the greasy coating left behind. Now if all goes well, the runny mess will stay in my stomach long enough to be digested.

Sandy returns. “Carl, you need to stay here awhile. Some people are coming by, and they want to speak with you.”

Something is wrong. No one has ever wanted to speak with me. Sounds like trouble.

“I don’t know, Sandy, I got things to do.”

“Don’t be silly, Carl. You have nothing better to do than wait in this warm, dry place, for the nice people coming to see you.”

Nice people? Coming to see me? Okay, this is weird. I may not know much, but I know how to feel, and right now the feeling says danger. I have to get out of here. But I don’t want to appear frightened or alarmed. That’s what they say about animals, right? If you act confident, the critter will have respect. By not showing fear, it tells them they don’t actually need to hurt you. What utter nonsense. But it sounds good, so I’ll pretend it’s not nonsense.

“Thanks for the meal, Sandy, that was great, really, but I have to go. I have a meeting, I mean, an interview. I don’t want to blow it, you know?” I rise from the seat and prepare for a graceful exit.

Sandy leans over the counter and stuffs me back down. “Don’t be ridiculous, Carl. No one has an interview in the middle of the night. Just sit and relax.”

What’s wrong with me? I’m trembling. I don’t even know why. Overwhelming instinct obscures all that—I must go, immediately. I spring from the seat and go for the door. When it swings open, three men are blocking the exit, and they don’t look friendly.

The coward in me has glued my feet to the floor. I’m such a wimp, though occasional thoughts let me feel otherwise for a moment, if only a moment.


 * * *


 “Carl Brown?”

One of the strange men calls out my name. I feel naked, standing here before a trio of thugs as people in the diner look on with morbid curiosity.

“He just left,” I tell them. “I bet if you hurry, you might catch him.”

Hoping that saved my butt, I let out a huge sigh of relief, then cling to my next breath, in case I’m still in trouble. Unfortunately, fear has a revealing effect on the body. He doesn’t fall for it. He doesn’t even look away.

“You are Carl Brown, yes?”

This time I make no excuse, though I fear my new response is no better—no response, other than a nervous twitching that rattles my knees. He understands what’s going on, and it doesn’t help when Sandy points to me and nods.

Having found the elusive Carl Brown, the strange man becomes oddly elated. “I see that Carl is present. Excellent. We have been looking for Carl.”

The way he talks sends shivers up my spine, like he’s not really the person he pretends to be. No, he’s some kind of thing. All three men are dressed the same, uniforms perhaps, though too casual for that. Black sport jackets, the cheesy plastic kind that pretend to look expensive, over black turtlenecks, and they wear black slacks, along with black boots. No problem coordinating colors here. And the boots, polished to such a shine that light reflects from the glossy surface. These folks are well-to-do. You can always tell by the shoes. Good shoes, not a loser.

Their hair is odd, black as well, and cropped short in the shape of a helmet. Looks stupid like a goon. More peculiar is their haircuts are identical, as if they’re copies of the same person, only with slightly dissimilar facial features. But very few, since they all wear nearly the same expression—hardened people pretending to be pleasant. Creepy, that’s what I call it.

The strange man continues, “The Association understands much of Carl’s behavior, but it is time that we understand more, most importantly, Carl’s present tendencies, his innermost thoughts, and of course, views on life, social conduct, and future events.”

What did he just say? I study the leg of his slacks, searching for tiny wires near the floor, leading off to some machine that fed him all that nonsense. Nope, no wires.

Easing back a step, I hope to lure the thugs into the diner just a bit. “What would you like to know?”

The strange man becomes excited, a fake kind of excited, like my supposed willingness to participate activated his I-should-be-excited circuit. “Carl understands of course, he must answer specific questions under controlled conditions, otherwise the information we seek may prove erroneous, and certainly, that would be most unfortunate for all concerned. The time has come. We have transport. Carl is prepared to join us, yes?”

Here I am standing before a man—or robot—as he speaks to me, yet he uses my name in the third person. Is this weird? Carl thinks so. Carl doesn’t like this conversation. Carl should get the heck out of here.

Now would be a great time to wake up. But this couldn’t be a dream—I just wondered if it was. This experience isn’t passing the dream test. I’d pinch myself to check, but I’m sure it would just hurt.


 * * *


 A threatening situation is an amazing stimulant. The mind churns, working out a solution, while the body retreats a step, another and another, which the goons match. I have successfully drawn them farther into the diner, away from the door.

In a burst, I slice between them and out the exit. Down the slippery steps and onto the sidewalk, I run for my life. Miserable or not, I don’t care to explore other options right now. Any life away from here will do.

The weather is painful, the cold rain acting as tiny daggers stabbing my face as I charge ahead. Adding to the torture, my skull may soon explode. The migraine is back, and this time, the truck driving through is chased by a runaway freight train.

Regardless of weather, migraines or goons, running for one’s life is hard work. Every gasp for breath feels empty. Not only my skull, my heart and lungs may soon explode. Within a few blocks, my stamina fades. I’m no athlete. I slow to a jog and glance over my shoulder, hoping that strange encounter is behind me. No! I mean, not behind me. Idle thoughts are traitorous. The strange encounter is right behind and closing fast—here come the goons.

Terror injects a new supply of stamina. Back to a furious sprint, I scramble across the street and duck behind a building, hoping to lose them in a dark alley. Behind a warehouse, I leap onto a loading dock and hurry across only to have it end suddenly, leaving me to soar off and crash into a cluster of garbage cans. Damn, be quiet!

Cloaked by darkness, I keep low and peer over the loading dock, fearing my little accident may have betrayed me. Hurried boot-steps grow louder, slapping the wet pavement. They don’t turn—they have continued forward along the alley, assuming I had done the same. I am not such a loser after all.

Around the warehouse, I sneak back to the street where our chase began. A sonorous humming fills the sky as an aircraft descends from the clouds, a helicopter perhaps. The black, rain-slicked craft sets down in the street near the diner. A stream of men emerge from a hatchway like a colony of rampaging ants, all copies of one another, the same black outfits, the same helmet hair, a steady flow of black. Each carries a thin rectangular device with shoulder strap. Weapons? As the men disembark, one waves and hollers instructions. He’s pointing this way. Following his command, the men charge forward, splashing through puddles in the street.

I pull back, out of view, and stand petrified against the cold wall. I have to think but can’t—too scared. I can’t cross the street, I’ll be seen, then either captured or killed, whatever it is they intend. They must want to talk real bad. Or they want me dead. There must be somewhere I could hide.

Towering above, freeway interchanges crisscross overhead and block out the stormy sky. The network of motorways connects to the nearby bridge, which has concrete staircases leading up to the elevated highways. Before this moment I had not imagined a reason to explore any, but now their value is clear—the perfect place to hide, up high and out of sight while the goons scurry along the rainy avenues below. Better still, I may discover access to the bridge and get across the river. Surely, the bright lights of downtown are no place to slay a person. I could find safety there. Someone would understand. Someone might help.

I hurry back to the loading dock, crouch and peer over—the way is clear. Across the street and along the next block, I cling to the building, masked by shadows. At the corner, I spy around—careful! Lean out too far and I’ll get my head blown off. Looks okay, no goons, or anyone else. Salvation is just across the street. I make a dash for the stairs, around the concrete barrier and up the first step. A whizzing sound approaches, rising in pitch. BLAM! Chunks of concrete scatter as I vault up three steps each stride. I’m halfway to the top when the whizzing comes again. BLAM!

I thought they wanted to talk.

The stairs end at an unpleasant surprise—a solid wall of concrete. Seems the purpose of this structure is for no one to get anywhere, and tonight, that no one is me.

In the streets below, the goons are taking shots at the staircase, and more are coming to join them. Their thin weapons emit a sizzling beam, torturous whizzing, and once striking their target, explode another spray of pulverized concrete. The stairs are crumbling fast.

Overhead, a power line leads to a warehouse across the street. I can slide along it, to the rooftop, and escape. I can? Have I gone mad? I’ll have to deal with that later—madness is a minor flaw compared to dead.

Sizzling blasts pound the staircase as I climb onto a slippery handrail. I wrestle the buckle loose and pull my belt from its loops, then slap it over the power line. Their barrage demolishes the staircase, all support drops from under my feet, and I’m left to dangle. Soaked by rain, the power line is slick, and my ride is swift.

Here comes the whizzing. Scorched air sizzles at my back, narrowly missing as I whoosh past. The belt whines, sliding along the line, carrying me to my only escape. The wet strap is slipping from my grasp, but my perilous flight is not delayed. Sailing onward, I’m almost to the rooftop.

The power line snaps, and like a rubber band, it coils away into darkness. The fall should be slight—I’ve made it. I’m over the warehouse. Over a skylight. I plunge into the fragile pane and burst through shattering glass.


 * * *


 Glass isn’t so tough, but too bad this floor is bare concrete. Some carpeting might have helped. Look at that, I didn’t even make a dent. And to think migraines could hurt. What migraine? That discomfort is a whisper compared to this body’s shouting pain, screaming from head to toe.

Inside the warehouse is dark, thanks to my latest stunt. Nice work busting the power line. Some light streams in through a window, but not much. The room is stuffed full of machines. Maybe drill presses. Lathes? Or grinding equipment. Rows of identical contraptions fade into darkness, all large, tall and across. Something is manufactured here, or maybe it’s a print shop.

Everything is covered by fine powder, and touching it leaves my moist fingertips spotted with dust-turned-mud. Seems the place was abandoned ages ago. No need for any remorse over the power line. The electricity was off long before I showed up.

As I examine my muddy fingertips, a dark pool collects in my open palm, then begins dripping between my fingers. Something warm, flowing from inside my coat. When I try taking it off, a sharp pain explodes like a lightning bolt, screaming from shoulder to fingertips, which have suddenly gone numb.

Aw, crap. A giant chunk of glass is sticking out of my arm.

Pain and experience are funny things. Maybe I’m going into shock, that might explain it. Here I am, arm impaled by a jagged shard, and I go about exploring the room, oblivious of the injury. But once I see the wound, see the blood, oh how the pain comes alive.

I search the dusty workbenches and find some crusty shop towels, probably full of germs or other toxic substance, but there’s no choice, I have to fix this. Using a rag for a glove, I keep from slicing my hand and give the shard a tug. Sure sounds easy, and we’ll just have to feel the pain later—pull harder. I yank the shard free and toss it to the floor where it shatters into a spray of harmless granules. Pieces that small when I hit the skylight would have been nice.

I wiggle out of the blood-soaked coat, hoping to find a minor flesh wound, but it’s just not my night. I’ve never seen so much blood, especially my own. But then, nobody sees that much of their own blood and talks about it later.

Cinched tight around my arm, the dirty shop towels serve as a crude bandage, effective enough to slow the bleeding. Hardly the work of a qualified physician, but forced to play doctor, we do our best. One crisis resolved, I’m back to the original—it won’t be long before the goon patrol shows up. As if cued by my thoughts, an abrupt scuffle downstairs signals their entry into the building. They holler to one another, something about which exits to cover, and to get upstairs, that’s where he is. Of course, they’re referring to me. If only it could be someone else.


 * * *


 What I need is a weapon. Let’s make this contest fair. I fumble in darkness, searching workbenches and digging through drawers, only to discover a bunch of junk. Old parts, manuals and small tools, nothing capable of much harm to anyone. A large tool chest may contain the perfect weapon, except the damn thing is locked. There could be a machete inside, or better still, a machine gun. I’d settle for a hammer.

The goons are coming. They’ve made it to the second level, smashing down doors and shouting. I can’t make out what they’re saying, but I can imagine— “Where is that little weasel? I’m going to blow his entire head off!”

I need a weapon. I need that chest open.

Could the key be hidden under the chest itself? It’s not very large, and doesn’t appear all that heavy. Under the chest would be a great hiding place. Nobody would think of looking there. But I just thought to look. Right, a nobody like me. This time my logic makes perfect sense.

I tilt the chest back and reach a hand underneath. Nothing, so I reach further, then lose my grip and the chest crashes down. I take it back—this chest is plenty heavy. Add a smashed hand to my slashed arm, but something is sandwiched between my palm and the workbench—a key.

Making a guess and being right is infinitely rewarding pain relief. I don’t feel any of it other than thrilled. I hoist the chest up and seize the key to my defense.

The goons are closing in. They’re awfully noisy, knocking around furniture and banging down doors. Not a very stealthy bunch. Their boisterous approach provides a glimmer of hope. I am one, silent in a veil of darkness. They are many, loud and clumsy. I have an advantage.

Digging through the chest, I hope to find a bazooka, or better still, a magic portal that will get me the heck out of here. What is this? Some kind of puller for removing wheels or disks from machines. Maybe I could pull their brains out. No! Drawer after drawer, the search turns up an assortment of weird tools, little gadgets really, nothing very threatening. All hope is fading, and the approaching racket doesn’t help. This may be the end. They’ll storm in here and blow my head clean off, I can just see it now.

The last drawer seems to be stuck. Reaching under the concealed edge, I find something caught between it and the drawer above. I fiddle the thing loose and the drawer pops open. What is it? Without better light, it’s difficult to tell. A dark color, almost black, with a rough texture. Heavy, metal, and well over a foot long. A large wrench? Yes, and adjustable—an enormous adjustable wrench, for really big nuts. Just what I was looking for.

Weapon in hand, I cling to a wall, and creep toward an open doorway.

Their voices are clear, just around the corner.

“Check in here, I’ll check across the hall.”

I have reached the door. Any farther and I would be in the doorway itself.

The first goon steps in.


 * * *


 They all look the same, black on black. B-O-B. Bob’s the name, all with the same cheesy jacket, the same goony turtleneck, the same helmet hair.

Wielding the wrench in one hand, I draw a long swing and bring the heavy tool across Bob’s face. Bones snap and crack, he goes down, but in a dying spasm he pulls the trigger, blasting walls and shattering windows.

I dip low and prepare for the next assailant. He steps in, targeting where I was standing only seconds before. He fires into empty space, sizzling just overhead, followed by crackling that raises the hair on my scalp. I clutch the wrench with both hands—my injured arm screams, begging to hang limp and recover. Too bad, we’re in this together, me, the mind, and the body’s every limb. Survival of the whole.

With the wrench near the floor, I swing it in a wide, sweeping arc, propelling the tool with all my might. The crude weapon smashes into Bob’s ankle with a shattering crunch. Take that, you bastard! That’s what you get for shooting at me.

Bob reaches for his injury with both hands, as I knew he would, leaving his weapon to drop within reach. Howling in agony, he topples in the doorway for the next thug to trip over. Good, another step closer to fair.

No need for the wrench any longer, and no time for long good-byes—time for a real weapon. I drop the wrench and snatch Bob’s rifle.

Clinging to a wall, I creep through darkness, deeper into the room. I’m not far when another Bob enters and starts blasting. The goon is firing every direction like I might be a spider hanging from the ceiling, and he must take into account any possibility.

I dodge a scatter of energy beams and duck behind a workbench. The fireworks provide some light, enough to examine the rifle. The simple device is shaped as a slender rectangle, constructed from an odd material. It seems metallic, polished smooth with a deep blue sheen, but the thing is surprisingly light. A small nozzle projects from one end, and other than a trigger below and a few dials along the topside, the weapon is little more than a thin stick. The dials are likely set to destroy, based on the room’s condition. Giant craters scar the walls, many blasted clear through, open to the night outside, some even bigger than the windows. A few more like that and there won’t be any walls.

Enough of Bob’s ridiculous blasting, it’s driving me nuts, not to mention the unintelligible hollering like he’s some crazed lunatic. I sight over the workbench and squeeze the trigger. The whizzing begins, painfully loud. The beam strikes Bob in the chest and knocks him to the floor.

His blasting ends but not for long. Another Bob steps in and takes over, attacking the room as he hollers, just like the last idiot. What’s with these guys? They could shoot me but all they’re doing is tearing the room apart and making a bunch of racket. Fine, you’re next. Another squeeze of the trigger, the whizzing begins, and Bob number two goes down. Look at that—I’m a pretty good shot.

Silence is brief. From a doorway across the room, another Bob enters—he has a clear aim. The whizzing comes fast, I drop to the floor, roll on my back and dodge the blast. Hair on my forearm rises as the beam passes ever so close, but does miss, and strikes a nearby workbench, blowing it to bits scattered across the floor, sizzling and crackling. That was close—that could have been scattered bits of me sizzling.

The whizzing repeats, followed by an incoming beam. I roll across the floor dodging a barrage of scorching blasts. My injured arm throbs with pain, the bandage is coming loose, and that means bleeding to death. Not so urgent as my new crisis—one false move and there won’t be anything to bleed from.

I scramble behind a tall metal cabinet. Blasts glance the unit and reflect snaps of thunder, but to my relief, fail to destroy it. I keep low and peer around.

Across the room are the two victims of my blasts, or rather—should-be victims. One gets up and brushes off his chest as though my assault did nothing more than inconvenience him. How does that work? Next he reaches out to his buddy and helps him up, then they straighten out their jackets. I’m not so fond of this stupid rifle. I may need that wrench back.

I’ve got to figure out how this thing works, particularly, how to increase the damage. The current settings must be stun, and even that has little effect. This must work like a volume knob, clockwise means more. Okay, every dial all the way to maximum. This time they’re toast.

“I wouldn’t do that if I were you. Someone might get hurt, including yourself.”


 * * *


 I whirl around to find a fellow crouched in a corner. Masked by shadows, his features are unclear, but I’m quick to notice his rumpled brown jacket, unlike the cheesy plastic kind the Bobs wear.

“What are you talking about?” I ask.

The stranger creeps out of the shadows. He looks fit, not particularly young, hair shorter than mine but not cropped like the Bobs, and disheveled like he just woke up. He has the rough start of a beard, a few days unshaven. A fellow loser?

“If you fire that thing at full power,” he says, “you might kill them. Sure, after you blow out an entire wall and the building collapses. But just think, all that will probably kill you, too.”

I have to admit, he could be right. Given the destruction at a lower setting, full volume might take out an entire wall. And without a wall, yes, gravity tends to bring things down.

“Okay, but why doesn’t it work on them? It tears the walls apart, but all it does is knock them over.”

“Well sure,” he says, like I should already know. “It’s electromagnetic. Microwaves, you know. Like an oven, just more concentrated. It shakes up molecules, that’s all.”

“Look, buddy, that doesn’t explain how it blows up walls but not them. It doesn’t do a damn thing. They just get up and brush themselves off.”

“It’s the frequency,” he says, oddly calm in light of the blasts streaking across the room. “And the target, that’s all. In a body, molecules are loose, but in something hard like concrete, they’re rigid. At the right frequency, a chain reaction begins, and all the shaking makes it shatter. See?” He points to a wall just as a blast strikes and sprays debris. “Solid objects can’t take it and explode. Bodies though, they can deal with it. But it does hurt, I know, so please, stop pointing that thing at me.”

He reaches out to the rifle and directs the barrel to one side. He may be trustworthy. He seems reasonable, unlike the Bobs, and he talks like a real person, not like a robot on drugs.

“Come on,” he says. “Let’s get out of here.”

He crawls toward the rear of the room, the farthest end from where the Bob brothers are busy having target practice. Though reluctant, I follow. He nudges a door open and we slip through, then descend a stairwell without attracting any attention. He has stealth, I admire that. Perhaps together, we may get out of this mess. Wait a minute—we? We are getting out of here?

“Who are you?” I ask.

He says nothing, and continues down the steps. Despite my growing concern, I keep close behind. When we reach the last step, he turns around.

“I’m Jared. What’s your name?”

I expect him to already know my name, though I couldn’t say where the notion comes from, and I’m not comfortable disclosing my notions to a stranger.

“Me? I’m just the janitor. I was minding my own business, you know, cleaning up the dust, and these boys started shooting at me.”

“Carl, that’s stupid. We know you’re not the janitor.”

“We? Who is we?”

He chuckles. “You know, you and me.”

Upstairs, the blasting continues, a ruckus so loud it reverberates throughout the building. The Bobs don’t give up easy, and they’re awfully noisy in their effort to make sure I’m good and dead. Except, to be dead . . .

“Jared, if this thing doesn’t hurt them . . .” I indicate the rifle in my grasp. “And it’s the same weapon they have, it won’t hurt me either, will it?”

He grins like he knows too much. “I never said it doesn’t hurt, Carl. I’m sure it would knock you out for a while if nothing else. It can be quite painful, trust me.”

I don’t like it when someone uses the phrase trust me. It usually means they intend to screw me. He swings around and continues into a short hallway. I follow behind, keeping a safe distance, but close enough to make sure this weapon doesn’t miss.

From the hallway we emerge in a large room on the lower level. Countless shelves fill the space, but no products fill the shelves. Well, unless thick layers of dust could be called a product. A product of something. In one corner is a large roll-up door where trucks might load materials. From the looks of the place, it seems little has been manufactured, delivered, or otherwise processed around here for some time. It’s like a tomb.

Jared points to the loading door. “We can make our way out over there. Go get it open.”

“I think you should open it.” I keep a ready finger on the trigger.

He shrugs. “Okay, if that’s how you want it.” He turns away and walks toward the door before I have a chance to act further. I didn’t even have to threaten him with the rifle, he agreed all on his own. Have I misjudged him? Of course I have. Here’s a guy offering to help, and what am I going to do? Shoot him? No wonder I have no friends.

As he walks away, the racket upstairs ceases. Did the Bobs give up? This realization is unsettling—if they’re not upstairs tearing the room apart, where are they?

“Hey, Jared, what happened to the goon patrol?”

On his way to the loading door, he turns back. “The what?”

“You know, the guys upstairs. The goons trying to kill me.”

He laughs. I guess he thinks it’s funny. He continues to the loading door and wrestles with the latch. “Them?” he says, and glances over his shoulder. “They’re not trying to kill you. They were just keeping you busy until I got here.”

Huh?

He gets the latch loose, then turns around and grins.

“I’ll take care of making you dead.”


 * * *


 Chased by a gang of thugs is one thing, an understandably terrifying circumstance. But having someone pretend to help you, only to stab you in the back when you turn around—infuriating!

Jared has sealed his fate, he will die. If not by this ineffective weapon, then by these murderous hands clamped around his neck. But then, he could be lying about the rifle. He has lied about everything else. At the higher setting, the strange weapon will erase him from existence, and he knows it.

I target the bastard and squeeze the trigger. The whizzing begins, terribly loud but with some delay. A sizzling beam erupts and instantly strikes, knocking Jared off his feet and crashing into the roll-up door.

However, the full-powered blast has not vaporized him as I had hoped. At least, not yet. Vicious spasms escalate until his body becomes a tremulous mass of flesh, tortured by intense vibrations, the frequency so rapid he almost appears translucent.

The spastic vibrations change frequency, getting slower, though he still wiggles like a bowl of gelatin. He struggles up onto one knee, and steadies himself with one hand. The intensity fades and he stands upright, undulating like the reflection in a wavering crazy-house mirror, and I can see him—grinning? Does this torture not hurt? He said it would.

Still pulsating, he speaks and it sounds funny, like he’s underwater. “That won’t do any good, Carl.” He opens his coat to indicate a small box clipped to his belt. “I have protection.”

Jared must be a villain, with that idiotic urge to explain everything, that my weapon will do no good, how he’s unbeatable, gloating over the glory of it all. Typical.

“This is a wave canceller,” he says, holding out the little gadget. “It matches the frequency of that weapon and makes it useless. Too bad you don’t have one.” He laughs like he’s so smart, and I’m so stupid.

The swell of fury grows—I won’t be laughed at any more than I’ll be double-crossed.

Considering what he said about the building, I get a new idea. My turn to be a cocky smart-ass. “So tell me, Jared, is that magic box of yours going to make this building any lighter when you’re buried under it?”

The loading door rolls up and crashes at the top. Of course, waiting outside is an army of Bobs. So that was the surprise. Jared darts into the mob and scrambles to escape. I quickly target above the loading door, squeeze the trigger, and the whizzing begins. The pitch is torturous. What I need is ear protection.

A blistering pulse strikes and spreads out like a scatter of lightning bolts. The shuddering intensifies and the concrete explodes—most of one wall and half of the ceiling. Chunks become deadly projectiles that take out a good number of Bobs, though plenty remain unscathed, scrambling past the carnage of fallen comrades. Weapons blazing, the survivors advance. I duck for cover in a corridor, clear of their whizzing blasts.

A low roar grows in volume. I spy around the corner to see an entire wall is gone, leaving behind twisted steel beams and the second floor unsupported. Concrete slabs thunder down and entomb the Bobs. That’ll teach you to mess with me. Except Jared was right. The avalanche will bury me next.

Crashing debris nips at my heels as I scramble deeper into the warehouse. The monster is at my back and I have no escape, except—a window. Not that again. I charge ahead and dive into the fragile pane, shatter past and soar out with a spray of glass. I land on the sidewalk, roll off the curb, and the weapon slips away. Over my shoulder, the building is coming down. Where’s the rifle? No time. I hustle across the street as chunks whack me from behind, adding incentive to move faster. This battered body resists, like the damn thing is wearing lead boots. Get moving, body. I’m trying to save your poor ass, too.

A blast of dust overtakes me on the other side of the street. I turn around, wave off the obnoxious powder, and witness the final consequence of my efforts. The building pours in on itself, a quake of tumbling debris then a billowing plume, slowly rising into the still night air. The cascading roar subsides, and the last stray particles trickle down through the rubble, finding their way to the bottom.

Dust covers me from head to toe. The fine layer clings to the blood leaking from the crude bandage, and the mixture creates a messy, mud-like goo. If only it was raining. The rain has ceased for a rare moment, and dawn is breaking, getting lighter at the horizon. Today’s first light brings a lively color, pink and orange behind the clouds.

This brief moment each day is my favorite. The colors in the sky are beautiful. I yearn to witness a sky full of these hues, I dearly long for that. As I drift off, indulging in the marvelous sight, the pains torturing this body fade. I should be collapsing now from the damage done this night, but the beauty of this vision is intoxicating. If only the dreamy experience would last forever.

“Like I said, too bad you don’t have one of these.”


 * * *


 I twist around and there he stands, calling attention to the little box clipped to his belt. Similarly doused by a generous layer of dust, he has also escaped the building’s collapse. He does possess the gift of stealth, which I might admire, but under the circumstances, I cannot bring myself to admire anything associated with Jared.

He holds a blast rifle point-blank, perhaps the same one I lost along the sidewalk. There is no time to react.

“You can’t win.” He unleashes a smug grin, the trigger clicks, and the whizzing begins.

I am filled with horror. If only I hadn’t daydreamed about the morning sky. If only I had run the instant I hit the sidewalk. If only . . .

Regret is useless. Nothing can save me now.

A sizzling beam emerges from the barrel, and a wave of terror converts every perception to slow motion. Like a thousand hot needles, the assaulting energy unleashes a sadistic dance that penetrates deep into every muscle, a hideous torture as I am burned alive—from the inside out. Bright flashes obscure all vision, lightning storms so intense there is nothing else to see, and bombarded by unbearable booming thunder, there is nothing else to hear, only this body’s every molecule slamming into every other.

A furious vibration rattles my bones. Jared failed to mention the weapon’s effect on bone, and only now does the truth strike—bones are much harder than the rest of the body. Perhaps not as hard as concrete, yet apt to shatter just the same. A terrifying thought—my entire skeleton disintegrating, leaving behind slush held in a bag of skin. A horrible end.

Every circuit is shutting down, the pain is too great.

Sight dissolves, sound fades.

I feel no more, I am done.

All is black, all is numb.








 Chapter 2
 


 I am floating through space. Outer space. Countless points of starlight dot the blackness. The sensation is wonderful, gliding across an expanse of unrestricted nothing, a taste of total freedom. Alone in a calm, there is nothing I must do. I may never grow tired of this experience.

But it can’t be right. My blood should boil. My body should explode. Yet here I am, serene, and without fear. The reason—I am without a body. There is nothing to me. I simply exist, surrounded by endless space.

An immense pull summons me. My bodiless nothing is drawn into a narrow space, long like a straw, that stretches to infinity. Captured by the mysterious force, I am taken away and accelerated to an immeasurable velocity.

My journey ends when a solid object crashes into me. Or I have crashed into it. In either case, the result is pain, which only a body could provide.

Everywhere is dark, thick smoke, I can hardly breathe. Dread strikes—smoke means fire, feeding this burning temperature. I must not die by fire. Beyond the obvious fear of burning alive, there is more—I must avoid fire at all costs.

Another person is present. She is looking for something in a cabinet. Scattered remnants of memory surface. There was a battle, and we are traveling to join others, but our vessel has suffered a malfunction.

The woman hurries across the compartment, darts back again, and stops when she notices me. Her eyes are mesmerizing, tender blue with an electric dazzle. I sense another kind of heat emanating from this beautiful woman. I’ve made a mistake, and she’s unhappy with me.

“What are you doing?” she says. “Put it out.”

I want to say something, but I can’t. I am a spectator, a lifeless rag doll, yet subjected to every unpleasant sensation associated with being here.

“They’ll get us if we burn,” she says. “Hurry! Put it out.”

I don’t understand what she means, but in a way, I might.

An intense flash—the flames surge brighter, roaring out of control, there is no hope of fighting the blaze. The small compartment becomes an efficient crematorium.

Somewhere in the flames, I hear her screaming. I don’t want to hear that, anything but that, then I don’t—my ears have melted, and my eyes, I want to cry, but there is nothing left that cries. I am coming undone.

Our vessel collides with something and the compartment explodes. My remains scatter to the wind, a mist of ash going all directions.

I am lost. I no longer have a body.


 * * *


 A burning sensation is concentrated on my shoulder. Opening the eyes I’m surprised to have, I find Jared poking me with a long stick, painfully hot at one end.

“Stop that!” I cry.

Take me back to the dream, the part without a body, without this antenna of pain reception.

He withdraws the instrument of torture, a telescoping rod that he collapses and slips in his coat. “Nice of you to join us,” he says. “You didn’t have to pass out, you big baby.”

My head is still full of cobwebs. I was having the dream again. I’m not dead. But not much better off, after getting zapped by that damn microwave oven on a stick.

I’m lying on a plush armless sofa, a sort of padded bench. The soft fabric is cool and soothing, I could rest here awhile. The spacious room is dimly lit, walls covered by dark paneling trimmed by lighter molding high above. Beyond the border, the ceiling curves inward, painted so black its height is difficult to estimate. An abyss, leading up rather than down. An unsettling sight, to imagine it was the floor instead.

As I gaze upward, Jared leans into my view. “Everything working in that pea brain of yours?”

“No thanks to you, asshole. What am I doing here?”

“I brought you in, that’s all. You could have come along quietly, you know. There wasn’t any need for all that ruckus.”

When I sit up, a door opens and a Bob enters the room. “We thank you for your assistance with the subject. We shall take over now.”

“I did my part,” Jared says. “When’s the Association planning to keep their end of the bargain?”

“We shall not discuss our arrangement in the presence of the subject.”

“He nearly killed me!”

Nice to know I’ve caused grief for Jared. He’s a damn bastard in my book. The jerk deserves a few lifetimes of grief.

Bob says, “There shall be little delay, I assure you.”

“I want no delays,” Jared says. “We’ve all suffered enough.”

“Excuse me,” I interrupt. “Might I have a say in this? I’d like to go now, if you don’t mind. I’m tired, I’m hungry, and I need a bath.”

Jared whirls on me. “I’ve had it with you and all your clowning around. Always a smart-ass remark.” He sandwiches his skull in both hands. “I’m sick and tired of hearing your voice. Shut up, shut up, shut up!”

I have annoyed him. Good.

“Ease your mind of the subject,” Bob says. “We shall discuss the terms of our agreement when all is in order.”

“Fine,” Jared says. “Just make it soon.” He goes to the door and Bob follows. On the way out, Jared glances back one last time, his exasperation replaced by a slimy grin, and that slippery, casual tone. “Do as you’re told, Carl, and talk to the nice folks. You’re in good hands, trust me.” He snickers and slaps the door shut.

I hope to never see that bastard again, but then, I wouldn’t mind under different circumstances, like when I have the upper hand. I’ll torture him, then I’ll kill him. Twice. Ten. A thousand times.


 * * *


 Alone, there is time to gather my thoughts. It’s no stretch to imagine these people intend to hurt me further. I need to compose a plan of escape. I require information. I must study the surroundings for a weakness.

My first instinct is to check the door. I wiggle the handle. What was I thinking? They wouldn’t go to all that trouble just to let me walk right out.

I’ve been given a change of clothes, plain white trousers and a button shirt. Bland. Someone even cleaned me up a bit, but nothing to help my greasy hair and beard. I check my arm and expect to find a gory mess, but no, someone has changed the cluster of grimy rags to a proper bandage, taped up nice and clean.

Daylight streams in through a window across the room. No, I’m not crashing through this one. I’m curious as to what’s outside, and windows are good for that, too. Past the glass, the street is five or six floors down, confirming the window as a lousy escape. The sky is the usual gray, no evidence of sun other than a dim glow behind the clouds. I’d guess it’s late afternoon, nearly evening, but I couldn’t say what day it is. There’s no telling how long I was unconscious.

On the sidewalk below, people move along going about their business, but the scene is creepy. They wear matching suits, black coats and white shirts, thin black ties, and they carry slim briefcases. They look like a colony of ants, scattering all directions without colliding as they serve a higher purpose, like the queen ant or something. The sight of businessmen scurrying about downtown should come as no surprise. The disturbing part is how closely they resemble one another, like the Bobs—they all look the same. But not like the Bobs, those goons don’t wear ties. But still, these folks have their own brand of sameness, like a matching fleet of corporate associates late for an important meeting. Although they dress different, the businessmen share one feature with the Bobs—the black helmet hairstyle. Blended in the crowd are women as well, conforming as the men do, wearing smart business suits all black, except for knee-high skirts instead of slacks, and their longer hair is assembled into a bun.

The room is filled with rows of matching furniture, dark red armless sofas with tufted padding. A number of poor souls could occupy this space at the same time, but I’m the sole occupant for now. Across the room is a flat screen mounted to the wall. I step closer, find the power switch, and the screen brightens with a video image. I ease back, sit on a padded bench, and watch.

“You too can have all this,” a man says. “Now how much would you pay? Well don’t answer yet, you also get . . .”

The scene is a kitchen with a guy wearing an apron and chefs hat, operating a countertop appliance. He tosses in vegetables and the gadget spits out neatly diced chunks. Now he grinds some meat. And the entire time talking, talking, he never stops talking. Next he demonstrates an array of attachments, then shows off plastic bowls for mixing ingredients. He insists that I must have all this, as everyone else does.

“You get all this for the amazing low price . . .”

For a bunch of plastic garbage?

“Three easy payments of . . .”

Three? One is too much for the whole thing. He keeps talking and talking, it seems without a single breath between words or sentences.

“Call in the next fifteen minutes and we’ll also include . . .”

More? Oh, just more plastic crap, big deal.

“Operators are standing by.”

The mountain of plastic garbage one will receive appears endless. A phone number zips past faster than anyone could possibly read, though he does repeat it six or more times during the final seconds, and the program ends.

Now an attractive woman fills the screen. That’s better.

“Feminine odor can ruin that crucial first encounter. Avoid embarrassment, and maintain status among your peers. Regular douching with the fresh, springtime scent of . . .”

She’s not talking about what I think she’s talking about, is she? That’s disgusting. Now she’s going to show us how it works. No, I can’t watch this.

I spring up and switch the channel. Now an older fellow comes on.

“John Thompson here with some helpful hints for improving your home.”

He’s in the backyard of a house. This show looks better, maybe even something of educational value, like a do-it-yourself remodeling program.

“The color you choose for your home is an important decision. Here we have Jackensteen’s Brand Extra Durable Exterior House Paint, available in approved colors, now on sale at your local . . .”

This show has zero value. They only want to sell more products.

Armed with a bucket and brush, he paints a small area on the back of the house—the same color it’s already painted. The camera backs away to shows the entire neighborhood. What? Every house is painted the same boring gray color.

I feel violated, invaded, infected with the desire of others, that I desire what they choose I desire, which I don’t, and never did in the first place. A creepy feeling, like getting brainwashed. I turn the stupid thing off.

Back at the window, I gaze down on the sidewalk and the flock of individuals moving past, all of them anything but individual. Don’t tell me I have to join these mindless drones that have no sense of variety. I resist that, but I may be without a choice, which is the sickening part. I would never choose that lifestyle. It’s not right, not where I belong. But why would I think that? The feeling is unjustified, without a clear memory giving reason to feel anything. But still, I feel a detached memory—I am not one of these people.

Little good it does. The baseless notion lacks any answer, such as how to escape. It only tells me that I must.


 * * *


 The door opens and two Bobs haul in another fellow. They toss him onto one of the padded benches, then exit and lock the door. The poor guy slumps over, either severely beaten or just plain tired. He’s had a rough time, hair mussed and skin dirty, covered with scrapes and bruises. He’s wearing the same white trousers and button shirt, like me. A fellow loser?

“You okay?” I ask.

He looks up. “Huh? Oh, I don’t know, not really.” He tries to straighten up, groans and grimaces, and reaches around to rub his back.

I move closer. “What happened to you?”

“I don’t understand,” he says. “I was minding my own business, and some guys wanted to talk. But they were scary, so I ran. I guess I shouldn’t have run. Maybe I’d be all right if I just didn’t run.”

Stalked by the goon patrol is one thing, but to see another in pain, having suffered the same, now that hurts. The bonds of friendship form quickly when you share a similar experience, perhaps more so when the experience is unpleasant.

I sit down across from him. “What’s your name?”

“Me?” His tired eyes focus on me. “Vincent, but you can call me Vinnie.”

“Okay, Vinnie. I’m Carl, but you can call me Carl.”

His eyes pinch and he sinks inward, as if replaying my words, trying to make sense of them.

“Vinnie, I’m just kidding. It’s a joke.”

That probably wasn’t such a good idea, and only confirms how lousy I am with jokes. I should know better, but sometimes I can’t help it.

“Oh, I get it, ha,” he says, hardly a laugh, then he scans the room.

“There’s no other exit.” I point to the door. “And that one’s locked, so it looks like we’re stuck here awhile. I wouldn’t suggest the window, either. We’re up a few floors, probably just bust our necks.”

He looks around the room, nods a few times, then sighs. “We’ll just have to tell them what they want to know, and hope they let us go after that.”

Nice optimism, though difficult to share. “I don’t know, Vinnie. After the rough treatment so far, I doubt the rest will be much different.”

“Maybe, but that was probably because we ran. I guess you could be right, heck, I don’t know. But if you are, what difference does it make? I don’t think there’s any way out besides talking to them. What happens next is beyond our control.”

He could be right, except the part about what happens next. The future is not written, and what happens next is not beyond my control. I can change it.

“So tell me, Carl, what’s your story?”

“About the same as yours, Vinnie. I was minding my own business and they wanted to talk, but I had other ideas. So I ran. Didn’t do me much good, I ended up here anyway.”

“Looks like we’re in the same boat. Wonder what’s so interesting about us. Tell me, Carl, what do you do for a living? Maybe that has something to do with it.”

“Nothing special, whatever I can get each day. I load trucks a lot, and trains, too. All sorts of boxes, I don’t even know what’s in them, not that I care. As long as they pay me at the end of the day, I’m happy.”

Not much of a life, I know, but alive and loading boxes is better than dead inside one, six feet underground.

“Yeah,” he says, “I done some of that too, now and then. Keeps you fit anyway.” He goes on to describe a variety of odd jobs, cleaning parking lots, washing cars and unloading trucks, all sorts of miscellany similar to my varied attempts at squeaking out a meager living. So much in common, I’m surprised we hadn’t met before. But the similarity of our lives fails to explain why anyone would want to talk with us so badly. It makes no sense. We’re both losers.

“So tell me, Carl, where did you grow up?”

The question itself is a sad reminder. “The thing is, I don’t really know.”

“Why’s that?”

“I had an accident a while back, I’m not even sure what happened. All I know is I woke up in the hospital with my head in bandages and a migraine so bad I couldn’t see straight. Some brain injury that required surgery. The whole deal really messed up my memory. I can’t recall anything before that.”

“Then you don’t remember growing up.”

“Sometimes I get flashes like a dream, probably just nonsense imaginary stuff. I don’t think it really matters anyway. I doubt my life was anything important before that anyhow. I was probably loading boxes and one fell on me, or some dumb thing like that. Maybe I got hit by a train, who knows. Who cares?”

“Somebody must care.”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Come on, Carl, you must have someone who visited you in the hospital.”

“Nope, no one. I’m a nobody, without any friends or family. No, not a single person cared about me, no visitors at all, just the doctors and nurses. I guess they cared, they put me back together pretty good. I felt okay after that, well, except for the migraines. Damn painful. Just something I have to deal with. I shouldn’t complain. I could’ve ended up a vegetable, kept alive by weird little machines.”

“Yeah, that’s an awful way to go through the rest of your life. Good thing you can still walk around and do stuff, but it sure stinks not remembering. So you’re sure, you can’t remember anything before that.”

I know his type, so lonely and desperate for a conversation, they never let one die. On and on, long past the obvious conclusion.

“I’m telling you, Vinnie, it’s all gone. It makes me dull and boring, I know, having no grand stories to tell about things I did or places I went, but I doubt anything exciting ever happened to me anyway.”

He sinks inward like he’s calculating something. Perhaps a clue that explains our being here together. “Are you absolutely positive?” he asks. “You don’t remember even one thing before the accident.”

It’s like he doesn’t believe me. “I told you, I don’t remember. Really.”

He aims a blank stare at me, as if judging my sincerity. Then he says, “Okay, as long as you’re really sure.”

“What about you, Vinnie? Where did you grow up?”

He rises from the bench rather easily, as though his pain has suddenly disappeared. “That’s not important,” he says, and heads for the door. “Don’t worry about me. There’s nothing to tell that matters at this point.”

What’s with him? Mister Conversation when I’m the subject, now he’s got other things to do.

He presses a button next to the door, leans closer, and speaks into an intercom. “He’s ready. Come and get him.”


 * * *


 To think I may have finally found a friend. No, I have sucker tattooed across my forehead. The door pops open and Vinnie slips through without so much as a good-bye. It was all a charade. What was so important that I might say?

Three Bobs march in and they don’t look happy. One is holding a strange device.

“Put out your hands,” he says.

“What, are they on fire?”

My sincere confusion is contagious—the Bobs look mystified. I inspect my hands, which appear fine. Bob extends the strange device. Oh, I should have known, they want to restrain me. I must be dangerous.

“What if I don’t want to?”

The Bobs exchange befuddled glances, as though no one has ever questioned their commands. They don’t know what to do.

Then one of them gets a bright idea. “If you do not, we will put out your hands for you.”

This guy’s a real genius. Who taught these goons to handle things? They’re a bunch of idiots.

“I don’t want to. Now what happens?”

Again they look to one another, unsure of the proper course of action. Then a realization comes to them. They grab my arms, pull hard, and wrestle the device over my wrists.

“Hey, whoa there, no need for that. Take it easy, I was just funnin’ with y’all.”

They are not amused. They haul me out the door, adding loads of unnecessary roughness. Looks like I made them mad.

We enter a long corridor that leads somewhere, but the thing is, I don’t want to know where. My doom is just beyond the next door, I’m sure of it. Torture, pain, and without a doubt, my last moments alive.


 * * *


 After a distance along the corridor, we arrive at a door that the Bobs slam open and haul me through. The room is identical to the last, the same dark paneling, the same black ceiling like an abyss leading upward, but the open space lacks the rows of padded benches.

Men are seated behind a wide table, silent with their hands folded. Thirteen in all. The lack of variety continues—they all look the same. Not like the Bobs, these guys resemble the businessmen roaming the streets of downtown, but dressed more elite than the masses, they appear men of higher status, wearing exquisite gray suits few could afford, perfectly knotted neckties, and pressed white dress shirts. Nothing casual about these refined gents, but they do share one feature with the Bobs—the black helmet hairstyle.

A single chair is facing the table, and next to it is a smaller table where a strange device is set up, some sort of electronic console, surely an instrument of torture. The Bobs wrestle me into the chair, again using unnecessary force. They don’t seem to realize that I’m perfectly capable of sitting down all by myself.

“Come on, Bob, take it easy. I’m not resisting here, am I?” Bob slams my ass down and cinches straps over my wrists and ankles. “Hey, Bob, where’d you get that jacket? Bob’s House of Fine Plastic? You could’ve done better, you know, maybe some actual leather. Couldn’t afford the real thing, is that it? Ouch! Okay, okay, I’m sitting already.”

The Bobs pull the straps extra tight. I must be dangerous all right, and they’re not taking any chances. Having completed the task of securing me to the chair, the brutes step back, their ugly expressions full of disgust. Good, I have annoyed them.

This must be how criminals are handled. But I’m no criminal. I was minding my own business before all this. I did nothing to hurt anyone. Well, until they unleashed the manhunt. But my criminal acts are justified—that was all self-defense. Besides, I didn’t crush them, the building did.

I wonder about this chair. Could it be an electric chair? I’m going to be fried while they watch my skin boil and pop, peeling off my crispy frame right before their eyes. That might be entertaining for some people. Not me. But then, I won’t be the one watching.

At the far end of the room, another door opens and a man enters. He carries a black satchel, which upon arriving, he sets on the floor below the small table next to the chair. Finally, someone who looks different from the rest. A doctor, judging by the white lab coat, but more than that, he has wiry gray hair sticking out the back of his head, while the front half is completely bald. He looks funny like a clown and I want to laugh, but I can’t, too scared for that. The half-crazed professor is preparing for a mad experiment, and clearly, the focus of that experiment is me. He wears horn-rimmed glasses with thick lenses that only amplify his menacing glare. Those glasses alone would make anyone look evil. He’s also the first person in this crowd with facial hair. He has a rather pointy goatee to match his rather pointy nose. An ugly man.

He comes near and speaks in a raspy voice. “Let us have a look at that wound, shall we?” He clutches my arm and squeezes it like I’m made of putty.

“Ouch! Is that necessary? It’s fine already, leave it alone.”

His eyes go wide, shocked by my suggestion. “Oh no, we must make sure that all is in order. We do not want your wound to become infected, that would be most unfortunate. Let us have a closer look.” He rips the bandage from my arm, not in a gentle fashion as would a person with an ounce of compassion, no, he tears the thing off in one vicious yank.

“Yow! Can’t you have a heart?”

My new inflictor of pain hesitates, befuddled by my remark. “I do have a heart, right here.” He points to his chest. “If I did not, I would not be alive, now would I. You are quite an odd creature. What is the source of these strange idioms? If only I had more time to study your kind.”

One of the businessmen stands. “Enough! You will cease unnecessary conversation with the subject. Complete your inspection and prepare the equipment.”

Tempted with defiance, the doctor glares at the businessman, then he changes his mind and cowers. Yeah, I’d do what I’m told, too. That guy looks scary.

The doctor returns to my wound, his eyeballs giant past the thick lenses of his glasses. He studies intently, as though searching for traces of bacteria invisible to the naked eye. He pokes and prods, examines further, then satisfied, reports his findings. “He is healthy. The injury is repaired.”

These people are truly creepy. They have nearly killed me in an effort to bring me here, and now I’m strapped to this chair, which has to be an instrument of execution. But they want to make sure I’m healthy, before making me entirely unhealthy, the ultimate unhealthy—dead. Ironic, like disinfecting the needle before administering a lethal injection.

The doctor shifts to the small table and prepares the electronic device. He puts in a roll of paper that sticks out one end, then pulls the unwinding sheet over a flat area beneath a suspended needle. He adjusts controls then pulls out thin leads that end in half a dozen circular pads. He opens my shirt and applies the pads to my chest, shoulders, and forehead. More wires end in a pair of thimble-like cones that he slips over my fingertips.

My heartbeat rises to thunder. My body is having the natural reaction to impending harm. I’m strapped to this chair and here I will die, it’s that simple. There’s no way out, might as well relax and let it happen. Regardless, the flow of adrenaline begins. Preparing itself for the coming torture, this body believes it can survive. I fail to see how.


 * * *


 The far door opens and a woman enters, carrying a small device with keypad. An older lady, she is dressed like the men, but with a knee-high skirt and her hair in a bun. Her heels snap the floor as she walks across the room, then she seats herself at the table.

One of the men rises, the one who scolded the doctor. “We are ready to begin,” he says, standing firm with hands like tripods, fingers spread atop the table. He seems to be in charge. The ready-to-begin prologue is a clue, but even when silent, he exudes an authoritative presence.

“Carl, we are going to ask you some questions, and you must be completely honest. Rest assured, your responses will be held in the strictest confidence. It is vital that we know your every thought, anything that may come to mind. Do you understand?”

“Not really.”

“All we ask is that you try.” He lowers back to sitting, hands folded atop the table and staring at me, his expression drained of all emotion.

At least he’s talking to me, not about me while I’m sitting right here. This time I’m not a thing, or subject to be discussed, and he speaks in a calm, reassuring tone. I wish I was as calm. I’m not even close, greased by sweat while my heart works overtime, straining to pump the terror out. The machine on the table seems to agree. The needle scribbles wildly, drawing peaks and valleys across the rolling paper.

Given the circumstances, I realize what this situation represents. The businessmen are like a group of attorneys, or a panel of judges. The woman is recording what we speak, typing our words into her small device. The doctor is tracking my physical condition.

“Am I on trial?”

“No, Carl, you are not on trial. We simply have questions for you, that is all.”

“What kind of questions?”

“Specific questions that we will ask, which we hope, will expose your considerations, so that we may confirm your state of mind before advancing to the next process.”

Something about this reeks of sinister intent, but his calm demeanor is contagious. The scribbling needle seems to agree, drawing a nearly flat line across the slowly rolling paper.

“Look, I can appreciate that you have questions, but I have plenty of my own. And I don’t like being tricked, either. What was all that nonsense with Vinnie?”

“I apologize for his part in this, but it was necessary. Our questions must be answered under precise conditions, to ensure that you attain the proper end result.”

“You could just ask. What’s with all the deception? Why not send in a counselor or something, instead of the big act.”

The needle jerks and scrawls a few jagged slopes.

“Again I apologize,” he says, “but it was necessary, and I hope that will suffice as an explanation.”

It doesn’t, but somehow I doubt arguing over it will do any good at this point.

“Fine, but who are you people, and what do you want with me?”

The leader glances at the other businessmen. They nod. The leader says, “We are members of the Association, the body governing this system, and many others. We are entrusted with maintaining the conformity of our civilization here, and beyond. This is an ideal handed down by our ancestors that we take great pride in carrying forth into future generations. The program in which you are enrolled exists to establish individual consistency within our organized society. We take great pains to eliminate variation from the populace, a social flaw that causes confusion and unmanageable cultural problems. Our goal is a pure society, rid of these negative aspects, bringing contentment to the peoples we govern.”

I don’t like the sound of this. I’d call it wiping out the dissidents. Sure, they’ve removed every scrap of variation, and created the most boring society anyone could possibly imagine.

“That’s swell. What’s it got to do with me?”

“You are no different from the many citizens we process on a daily basis. The program is for your own benefit, helping you understand the value of conformity, and in doing so, eliminate the harmful deviations you have acquired, all of which are cause for unrest, for you, and those around you. We are pleased to inform you that your journey is nearly at an end. After a series of questions, your processing will be completed, and you will be free to go.”

I like the free to go part, though rather doubt their definition of free matches my own. These creeps are oppressive, and proud of it. However, that opinion needs to stay private. Better to cooperate, and in the process, learn all I can about these pigs.

“Okay, let’s get started.”

The leader almost smiles. “Very good, Carl. I can see by your eagerness to participate that you have advanced to a higher state of consciousness. I am proud of you.”

Proud of me? Oh please, don’t make me sick.

“Let’s just get on with it.”

“Very well,” he says. “For our first question, please, tell us what you know about death.”

My heart jumps. “I wouldn’t know. I’m not dead yet, and I’d really like to stay that way.”

Though a few close calls thanks to the goon patrol. Is that what they want? Right, have me experience near-death just so I can describe the terror. A bunch of sadistic bastards. The doctor’s machine goes wild, the needle scrawling peaks and valleys across the paper. Is that thing reading my mind? I hope not. They won’t like what’s hiding in here.

“Of course you are not dead,” the leader says. “But please, Carl, tell us your beliefs. What happens when a person dies? Where do they go?”

“They don’t go anywhere. They turn into worm food.”

The needle scribbles a few peaks, then calms down. The businessmen glance at the doctor. He nods, and they appear satisfied.

“Very good, Carl. Now, let us explore the concept a bit further. Tell us what you know about Heaven and Hell.”

“Everybody knows about Heaven and Hell, that’s easy. Heaven is where the good people go, and the bad people go to Hell.”

“Go when?” he asks.

“When they die. Okay, so their body is worm food, but they get to spend eternity someplace else.”

“Tell us, Carl, where would you like to spend eternity?”

A dumb question. Like anyone wants to burn in Hell.

“Heaven, of course.”

The needle jerks, making jagged lines across the rolling paper, now collecting on the floor. The businessmen glance at the doctor. He nods, and they appear satisfied.

The leader asks, “Did you consider that Hell is unpleasant?”

That thing is reading my mind.

“Of course I did. Hell sucks, everybody knows that.”

The scribbling needle calms down. Now I understand, there’s no use in lying. It’s all on that paper rolling onto the floor.

“Now tell us, Carl, which was your first thought? That Heaven would be pleasurable, or that Hell is not?”

“How awful Hell would be. I don’t want to go there. I want to be good and go to Heaven instead. I’m sure it’s way better.”

“When you considered how terrible Hell would be, how did that make you feel?”

“Like I’m burning alive, that’s how. I don’t want to go there, really, I don’t. Going to Hell is the worst thing that could possibly happen to anyone. I’m scared just thinking about it.”

The businessmen crack small grins. Are they pleased? Or gloating? They didn’t even glance at the doctor. My words were enough to satisfy them this time.

“Very good, Carl. I am proud of you.”

I’m going to vomit if he says that one more time. He’s not proud of me. No, he’s proud of what he has done to me.


 * * *


 All this talk of the afterlife has triggered an excruciating migraine.

“Hey, doc,” I call out. “Got something for pain?”

The doctor is perplexed. “Doc? What is that?”

I think to myself, You!
Ya dumb-ass!

The needle goes berserk and catches his attention.

“Sir, my head hurts. Do you have any drugs?” Maybe he’ll understand that. Most doctors do, and seem to enjoy the query.

“Oh, yes, of course.” He rummages through his little case.

Another businessman stands. “No! There will be no intoxication during the interview.”

Thanks a lot, pal. I’d like to share this fine pain, via a swift kick upside his head.

The drug-forbidding businessman returns to his seat, and the doctor cowers over his weird machine.

The leader says, “Now, Carl, we have one topic remaining.”

Good, we’re almost done. Thank—

“God,” he says. “Tell us what you know about God.”

A jolt of terror stabs my heart. They’re plugged into my mind. They’re invading my thoughts.

“I’m not sure, other than we’d better please Him, or we’re not going to Heaven. Right?”

What do I know of the Almighty God? Only that I should fear Him more than these creeps.

“Do you fear God?” he asks.

Again my thoughts are invaded. This intrusion is sickening. My heart sinks to join a foul knot forming in my stomach.

“I do, more than anything else. He will send me to Hell if I do not please Him.”

Their questions have reached a dark place where caustic emotions brew. I fear God may be watching over our conversation this very instant, judging my every word, even my thoughts, and He stands poised to punish me if I select an improper response, even an unsatisfactory consideration. I have broken out in a cold sweat. My heart is racing. I’m trembling, the needle is swinging across the paper. They have triggered a terror in me I did not realize exists—an embedded, gruesome fear—I must please God, or He will send me to Hell, without question or reprieve, ever. I cannot imagine any thought more terrifying. Absolute, eternal damnation.

The fear is intense, yet I fail to understand it. If God loves me, why would He send me to Hell? Why would He punish me at all? Perhaps He doesn’t love me. No, I must not have these thoughts. I will be punished for even thinking such a thing. Could I be so bad as to deserve eternal damnation? I don’t know, but I’m not taking any chances. I will be good and make God happy.

The leader says, “Very good, Carl, you have become well adjusted. God should be quite pleased with your obedience. You need not worry. You will not be visiting Hell any time soon.”

Any time soon? That small window of possibility remains open. As long as I behave in the future, and keep myself out of trouble, I’ll also keep myself out of Hell. I must ensure above all else, that every waking moment, I am as good as good can be.

“I’ve answered your questions. Can I go now?”

“A final process remains,” he says. “Have patience. Your enrollment in the program is nearly at an end.”


 * * *


 The doctor removes the pads from my chest, forehead and shoulders, then he packs his gear and collects the paper piled on the floor. The woman who recorded our conversation rises and exits through the far door, and the doctor follows her out.

It appears our little chat is over. The businessmen remain seated with their hands folded. The leader leans to the fellow beside him and whispers something, probably about me and what happens next. The final process I assume, which remains an unsettling mystery. They said I’d be free to go, but somehow, that freedom could be to go somewhere I wouldn’t choose.

The Bobs return and release my restraints. They yank me out of the chair and hold tight.

“It’s okay, Bob,” I say to one, then his partner, “And you too, Bob, don’t worry. I’m not running away this time.”

The goons aren’t taking any chances. They secure another restraint over my wrists and fasten the device with excessive force.

“My name is not Bob,” one says, then points to his buddy. “And neither is his, you stupid creature. You will cease referring to agents in this manner immediately.”

I have annoyed him. Good. I’d like to annoy him to death.

“Okay, then what’s your name? Maybe if you introduced yourself properly, I’d know what to call you.”

“That is not important.”

Sure, all the fuss over the proper name and he still doesn’t tell. In that case, I’m sticking with Bob. But then, Dickhead might work, too.

“Don’t I have a right to know who’s roughing me up? I might want to file a complaint. I think every one of you should give me your names. You’re all in big trouble.”

“Enough!” he hollers. “You will be silent.” He points to the door, and the others take every opportunity to slam me into the doorframe on the way out, inflicting additional pain that they seem to enjoy dispensing.

Boy, they’re pissed off. Maybe I should stop calling them Bob.


 * * *


 After an exhausting trek through a maze of corridors and stairwells, I’m completely lost. Each passage resembles every other, just like the strange people inhabiting this place. Perhaps that is the final process—confuse my sense of direction until I’m thoroughly disoriented. If so, it’s working. I can’t tell which way is which, except that we have been steadily descending. Every stairwell goes down.

Venturing still lower, I begin to wonder—how far down are we to go? We must be underground by now. Hey, hang on, we’re not going to . . .

Could it be? Could a doorway to the underworld exist below this building? Nah, that’s nonsense. We’re going to the basement. The parking garage. They’re going to give me a lift. But on second thought, a gateway to the underworld is more plausible.

The stairwell ends at a massive steel door. Could it be the door to Hell? No, that’s idiotic. They pull the door open, an enormous slab a foot thick, like a vault. A door such as this could withstand some heavy abuse, like the fires of Hell.

Stop that! It’s not the door to Hell.

Beyond the opening is a black void. Hell’s not black, right? Hell glows, it’s on fire.

The Bobs remove my restraint and shove me through the doorway, into darkness. The door booms shut and the echo fades, giving way to sharp ringing in my ears. That too fades, and I stand alone in a dead calm of silence.


 * * *


What is that smell? Nasty. The stench is like burnt dog hair, though I couldn’t qualify that statement, can’t say I’ve ever barbecued a dog before. But still, the hideous odor is like singed hair mixed with the rotting flesh of an animal. It sure smells like hell.

As my eyes adjust to the darkness, the room’s details slowly form. A strange place, not really a room, and it sure stinks bad with that foul odor staining the cool air. The space is round, like a giant tube standing on end, pointing to the sky. Suspended across the tube is a platform constructed of metal mesh, through which gases or liquids could flow easily. Past the grated decking, the view below is utter blackness. The bottom could be ten feet down, or a mile.

Beyond the round opening high above, there is night sky, but something is different—the darkness is sprinkled with starlight. A wonderful sight, igniting fine memories of lazy evenings spent gazing into the heavens. I haven’t seen stars like that since—

What? I’ve never seen a starry night. Not since the accident. Perhaps my previous life was not so dull after all. The sight of starlight has sparked a lost memory.

Along the platform are guardrails, surely to keep us poor losers from accidentally falling to the bottom, however far down that may be. The metal railing is sticky and covered with soot, and it’s cold, like it’s been inside a freezer.

I peer over the side and search for the bottom. From the eerie quiet, a faint noise begins, coming from below. A low roar, like a furnace igniting. Warm air rises from the depths, and a dim orange glow spreads out far below.

It is Hell.

The dream, the dread—I can’t die by fire. My heart pounds, the flow of adrenaline begins. I am in complete agreement with my body—we will not burn. I search for a hold along the walls, hoping to climb out, and find the surface coated with soot and the sticky remains of every victim who stood here before me. No! There must be a way out of this tube. This tube? This tube is a smokestack. I’ll be ash blowing in the wind, and that was their intent all along. I have to get out of here, then I’m going to kill every last one of them.

A new sound comes from above, a sonorous humming and another low roar. But this sound is not fire. A strange machine is hovering over the smokestack. A flimsy rope ladder is thrown from an open hatch. Someone is leaning out. A woman.

“Adam,” she calls. “Grab the ladder.”

Who is Adam? It doesn’t matter. She’s offering a way out, and I’m taking it.

“Bring it lower!” I shout.

The ladder dangles from an aircraft straining to hover steady. I climb onto the metal railing, standing precariously on the thin edge, and reach for the ladder. It swings past, beyond my grasp, then the aircraft dips and the ladder plunges—I snatch hold of it. The aircraft is smacked by a sudden gust, shoots up fast, and I’m yanked airborne.

“Hang on!” the woman calls.

The jolt is too much—the rough cord slips through my fingers. I crash into the guardrail, except—the wrong side. I have missed the platform and now face a fiery death.

“Adam!” she screams.

My outstretched hand passes over the railing, my one chance. Fingers hook, too little I fear, but determination ignites. I seize hold of the railing, halting my descent, and nearly ripping my arm from the socket.

The hot railing scalds my palm. Flames shoot up and brighten the round space. Black soot covers the featureless walls, platform, and guardrails.

The rope ladder swings past, just out of reach. The woman is on her way down.

“Hang on!” she calls. “I’m coming.”

Wow, look at that! She is totally hot. What am I thinking? I’m about to die, and what am I doing? I must be out of my mind. But I can’t help it, she looks that good. Tight black shorts, I mean short, baring muscular thighs all the way up, blending perfectly into shapely hips that sway with her marvelous backside as she hurries down the ladder. Gadgets surround her trim waist, hanging from a thick belt that matches her big, bad-ass black boots. As she reaches the ladder’s end, she twists halfway, flinging dark pigtails as she clings to the flimsy rungs, one arm intertwined while the other fiddles through her belt of goodies. Her tight sleeveless top reveals the rest of her feminine features, not particularly abundant, yet incredibly arousing, most notable the tantalizing treats the sheer garment fails to conceal.

Okay, enough of that. But I can’t help it. The sight of any female so gorgeous lets me forget the pain—the scorching heat burning my eyes, hand fried by the guardrail, and one arm nearly plucked from my torso. All gone for one brief moment. Then the pain comes alive as reality steals the moment away.

“Hold still, Adam, I’ll get you.”

There she goes again, calling me Adam. Perhaps this is a case of mistaken identity. I’m not going to say anything. No sense in spoiling my rescue just because I’m the wrong guy.

She pulls a device from her belt. It looks like a gun.

My shoes start smoldering. Kicking my feet, I strain to extinguish the fiery footwear.

“Stop squirming,” she says. “Sit still already.”

“Sit? Right, I’ll just whip out a chair.”

Couldn’t help it, sarcasm took over. Better to die laughing—even at a bad joke—than to never laugh at all.

“You are such a smart-ass.” She smiles, almost giggling. “Just hold still.”

The joke wasn’t too bad, she gets it. A nice change from the humor-impaired people I’ve had to deal with lately. Then she points her gun at me.

“What are you doing with that?”

“Just shut up and be still.” She squints one eye to improve her aim.

Eyes tight, hiding from my demise, I pray that life’s behavior scores well enough to put me in Heaven. Here comes my last moment alive.

A small pop and something slings around my waist, slapping hard like a whip.

“Ouch! Is that necessary?”

Around my waist is a thin wire that she is fastening to the ladder.

“Would you rather be toast?”

Her device wasn’t a gun after all. Or, a wire gun, I suppose.

“Well?” she says, focused on my hand clutching the guardrail. “Let’s go.”

A determined stare reveals her impatience. More convincing is her gorgeous smile, a great incentive to join her.

I let go of the hot railing, and snared by the wire, swing away as she clings to the ladder, both of us dangling like a disjointed puppet over the rising inferno. She waves at the hovering aircraft and we are hoisted skyward, though faster would be better. Hungry flames shoot up, chasing after us, and the platform below is engulfed by a roaring blaze. I would be toast now if not for this woman, she wasn’t kidding. She hurries up the ladder, reeled in one jerking yank after another, drawing us closer to the open hatch.

The flames cease instantly. Down below, panels snap open and hiss, breathing out an invisible barrier made of nothing more than air. Then opposing nozzles project and unleash streams of milky substance, concentrating on the torched platform. I would have drowned in that deluge. Or rather my remains, a swirling cloud of ash. The devices below would be containing those ashes. Why?

A shape is forming. The strange object grows larger as the streams crash into one another, and the process creates a giant ice cube. The guardrails now look frosty, which explains the initial coldness. Just before I arrived, another poor soul stood on that platform and was cremated.

A loud bang comes from above and the ladder flies sideways. I’m flung into a wall, bounce off, then crash into another. A mechanism has struck the aircraft, which strains to recover, engines whining as it repositions over the smokestack. The ladder is reeled in fast, yanking the wire tighter around my belly, and I go soaring upward. Walls of soot stream past as I rise toward better air, clearing heat and smoke from my lungs and burning eyes. My ascent eases and I hang weightless for a split-second, fearing a rapid descent comes next, back to the death trap. Arms reach out and haul me into the aircraft.


 * * *


 Three bodies tumble across the compartment and crash. The woman untangles herself from me and another guy, then jumps up and shouts into a corridor, “David! Get us out of here.”

“Wait!” I cry. “I want to see what happens to the ice.”

I don’t know what gave me the idea I could start barking orders, but I have to know what this program is all about, especially that ice.

The woman sighs, annoyed with me, and it’s familiar, like I’ve annoyed her before. “Okay, but be quick about it.” She turns away and relays instructions to the pilot. “David, hang on, Adam wants to see something. But keep away from that thing. I don’t want it smacking us again.”

The aircraft shoots up. I get untangled from the wire, then lean out the open hatch. The machinery that collided with the aircraft is a giant crane. It lowers into the smokestack, pulls out the cube, then swings to one side and extends its boom, transporting the ice to another area, out of view.

“Turn this thing around,” I say. “I want to see where the ice goes.”

The woman shouts into the corridor, “David, turn us around. He wants to see where it’s putting that thing.”

“Okay,” a voice replies. “Hang on.”

I assume that corridor leads to the cockpit, and further assume that voice belongs to David, the pilot. I once knew a David, I think, but can’t quite remember. But I’m sure I know a guy named Dave, and might even recall—yes, he was a pilot. Here comes another migraine.

The aircraft rotates and the crane comes into view. The ice with my name on it is lowered into a corrugated metal container, about the size of a train car, but without wheels. Spread across an enormous platform, countless containers are stacked one atop another, the highest with their lids open as blocks of ice are dropped in.

The crane returns to the smokestack and retrieves another cube just that fast, and there is not one crane, nor one smokestack. Dozens of the dark cylinders line the backside of the building, and half as many cranes shift between them. The tubes periodically spit flame followed by a puff of smoke, then a crane lifts out the frosty cargo.

Someone taps my shoulder. I swing around to find the lovely woman pointing to her wrist, at a nonexistent timepiece. “Time’s up. We have to get out of here.”

She’s right—I’m sightseeing when we should be gone, before more trouble shows up. The Bobs won’t be happy with my escape, and will likely arrive any minute to show us just how unhappy they can be.

“Okay, we can go now.”

How is it that I’m giving orders and approving actions? I just got here.

The woman pulls me in and secures the hatch, then hollers into the corridor, “Go, David, go!”


 * * *


 The aircraft shoots ahead so fast I’m knocked to the deck, flat on my back. The woman follows, toppling over to land on my chest, her lips just above mine. An instinctual urge to keep her safe, I curl an arm around her and hold tight. The contact is arousing, her chest to mine, and in my grasp, toned muscle flowing along her spine.

“Did you miss me?” she asks.

Do we know each other? I wouldn’t mind knowing her. She’s awesome.

“I’m not sure,” I say. “I mean, not sure who you are.”

“Oh, right, I almost forgot. You don’t know a bunch of stuff.”

As if I need to be reminded. Reminded of all I can’t remind myself—of anything. What I know, who I know, hell, I’m not even sure who I am anymore. I feel like a science experiment, testing how the subject turns out if tortured by an endless dose of ignorance.

“You’re damn right I don’t know a bunch of stuff. Like who you are, and this other guy, and what the hell’s going on. I want answers!”

She sits up to straddle my waist. “Adam, it’s me, Madison. You know, your—”

“Maddie!” the other fellow shouts. “Knock it off. Don’t be talking like that before he’s ready. You know how it works.”

More people talking about me in the third person. Enough of this crap.

“And you!” I holler at her nerdy partner. “Who are you? Don’t talk to her about me. Talk to me if you have something to say about me.”

I shove Madison off. She gets up and casts a disbelieving stare. Too bad, girl, I have better things to do than lie under you.

The other fellow approaches, a scrawny runt with stringy hair crossing his brow, hair he keeps pushing to one side, an annoying nervous habit. He wears baggy shorts a few sizes too large, perhaps all he could find or afford. His chicken legs descend from the giant shorts, into black socks and red sneakers. What a goofball. An oversized tee-shirt hangs from his wiry frame, decorated by crazy artwork. I can’t make out what it’s supposed to be, maybe a logo, but really just a splash of color with orange fabric for a backdrop.

“I’m sorry, sir,” he says. “I didn’t mean to upset you. We need to do a few things first, then we’ll help you understand everything, I promise. Oh, and I’m Matthew, by the way, but you can call me Matt.”

Sir? Did he just call me sir? He is a bit younger. Perhaps it’s that respect for your elders nonsense. But I’m not that much older than him.

“Okay, Matt. I’m Carl, but you can call—”

Wait—that didn’t work on the last guy. My corny joke went right over his head. I should refrain, though it seems to be working this time. Matt has already started chuckling.

“Call you Carl?” he asks. “I’d prefer Adam, and yeah, that lame joke of yours works with Adam, too.”

“Now hold on, you’re doing the same thing, talking about stuff before I’m ready. What makes you so special? And what the hell am I not ready for?”

“Sorry, sir, I’m just excited to see you again, the same way Maddie is. Please forgive me. We need to get out, I mean, fix you up, okay?”

“Quit apologizing! And quit calling me sir. You know I hate that.”

He does? How do I know he knows? Weird.

“We need to fix your wounds,” he says. “Then we’ll explain everything.” He points to my hand.

I had almost forgotten in all the commotion. Again the inescapable pain mechanism turns on. Upon inspecting my burnt palm, oh how the pain comes alive.

“We need to put you under, sir. Oops, I’m sor— I mean, put you—”

“Under what?”

“You know, right? Well I guess maybe not. Under . . . while we take out . . . I mean, while we fix you up, okay?”

“Take out what?” I ask, just as a migraine erupts. Here comes that truck driving through.

Madison shoves him out of the way. “Matt, just shut up. Let me handle this.” She draws near, holding a slender metallic vial. “I’m sorry, honey. Don’t be mad at me, this is necessary.”

She pokes me in the neck with her sinister device. It burns. Something flows from the tiny shaft, into my body, and I begin to feel fuzzy. Now what have I gotten myself into? I’m about to fall, Matt is moving behind me, and Madison helps him catch my limp body. I feel light and free, an enjoyable sensation, almost like floating through space, but at the same time, I’m scared.

I’m afraid I’ve been tricked again.








 Chapter 3
 


 Grass. I feel grass. It tickles my back and makes me itch. And moist, the ground is cool, but there is heat coming from above. I open my eyes to see a gorgeous pink sky, full of puffy white clouds, sunbeams slicing through it all.

A tree towers overhead, its leafy limbs shading the meadow as I lie here gazing into the sky. Sunlight burns past the clouds, the branches and leaves, and pours down to warm my skin. A perfect day.

Light wind rustles leaves high in the tree, one breaks loose and rides the breeze. I am fascinated by this simple action, a fallen leaf making its way down to the meadow. The journey seems to last forever, in long sweeping arcs, back and forth.

I hear children playing. Laughing. A wonderful sound of carefree life as kids play their imaginary games. I’d like to find them and play too, but it’s so nice here, spread out on the cool grass, soaking up the warm sunshine.

Something is different about my body. It’s little. I am a small boy. I spring up and test my legs, bursting with energy, sending me high each time I jump. I have shoes with little red lights that blink when I shake my feet. Cool! My arms are new and move easily. Nothing hurts. I dance round and round, and round again. This fresh body is a thrill.

The tree seems to stare down on me, telling me to stop playing and be serious. An imposing sight, its trunk is bigger around than ten of me. I like it. The tree can protect me, its mighty trunk, umbrella of leafy limbs, and most of all, its years of wisdom. It breathes, slowly in, then out. Roots wiggle beneath my feet, burrowing through the soil. The tree is alive, just like me, except it knows everything I don’t.

Out from under the tree, I bring a hand over my brow and search the sunny sky, pink and white with clouds in so many shapes. One of the clouds looks like a truck. One is shaped like an airplane. Another looks like an angry old man with a long beard. Maybe that one is God. Another could be a flower, a white rose. I draw in a deep breath, searching for the fragrance. I can smell it, delightful! My imagination is new and ingenious, bringing the scent on command.

An unusual noise is getting louder. A machine, a truck or train, spoiling my perfect day. Go away! I hear the children again, but this time they’re not laughing. This makes me sad at first, then afraid. The children are screaming. They’re not having fun anymore.

I climb a small hill and search for the source of the noise. Growling machines are creeping across the grassy land, surrounded by men wearing black coats and holding sticks. They’re chasing after the children. The bad men are hurting my friends. Stop that! The children stop screaming. They make no sound at all, only the growling machines, tearing up the grass. I hate those bad men. They’re taking away our fun, and taking away my friends. Their noisy machines are getting louder. They’re coming to hurt me with their sticks.

I need somewhere to hide. I hurry back to the tree, my wonderful tree, my best friend in the whole world. The tree will help me, I know it will. Where will I hide?

Standing under the tree, I’m surprised to hear a girl’s voice.

“In the tree,” she says.

A young girl is clinging to branches high up in the tree. She must have escaped the bad men. But how did she get all the way up there? She reaches a hand toward me. That’s silly, I can’t stretch that far. But she has the right idea. We’ll hide together.

I climb after her and she goes higher, then she stops. She looks down on me and smiles. What a great smile, and her blue eyes look magical. I want to catch her. She swings around, flinging her rusty ponytail, and climbs faster than I can keep up with. She’s really good at climbing trees, even better than me.

A roaring machine passes under the tree. Men are down below, searching the meadow. We have succeeded. When I look up to smile at my friend, I can’t find her. I’m afraid to climb any higher, I might fall. She isn’t scared. She has climbed farther than I ever would have.

One of the bad men looks up and points. Oh no, he can see me. I’ll pretend to be invisible. That’s what my friend did, and so will I. No one can see me if I keep my body perfectly still. Works every time when I play hide and seek.

He looks. He looks again. Maybe my invisibility isn’t working today. Please!
Work today!
I need to be invisible! He walks away and looks somewhere else. See, I am invisible. I knew I could do it.

The roaring machine rams into the tree and all the branches shake. Oh no, my friend, are you hurt? The tree has no mouth to scream, but I know it hurts. My friend, I am so sorry.

My invisibility must have worn off. The bad men are pointing at me and shouting words I don’t understand. The growling machine strikes again and the tree shakes too much. My foot slips off the branch and my fingers scrape past bark.

I shouldn’t have climbed so far, it’s a long way to the ground. I go tumbling down, faster and faster, so scared, then crash onto the cool grass below the tree. It doesn’t hurt, but I think it should, or maybe it did and I missed it.

On my back, I’m right where I started. But this time I am tired, very tired, and the grass doesn’t tickle. I can’t feel anything, and I can’t move. All I can see is the sky, and that same cloud, the one that looks like an angry old man. Is that you, God? Why don’t you like me? Why do you let the bad men hurt me? Please, God, tell me why.


 * * *


 “Adam, we’re done.”

A moist cloth cools my forehead. I know that voice—Madison.

“How are you doing?” she asks.

When I try sitting up, it doesn’t go so well. Feels like someone jackhammered the back of my skull. I reach around and discover ooze seeping out. “Done doing what? Playing doctor?” To hell with the pain, I’m sitting up.

Matt wears a pair of bloody surgical gloves and holds a tiny object between his thumb and forefinger. “All better now,” he says, pleased with himself. “We took it out, like I almost told you, but you know, the risk of side effects and all. It’s safe to talk now.”

“Yeah, and what did you remove it with, a hacksaw? You got a license for this kind of thing?” I can’t believe this. Had I known they were going to chop a hole in my head, I would’ve told them both to screw off. Then I realize, the pain of having my skull invaded is minor compared to what is missing—that slow, low, neverending pulsation of my brain trying to bust out. That excruciating pain is gone.

“What did you remove?” I ask.

Matt steps closer and holds out the tiny object.

I’m instantly tortured by a high-pitched chorus wielding hammers. I slap both hands to my skull.

“Oh, sorry,” Matt says. “I didn’t realize it was still working.” He steps away and the pain turns off like someone threw a switch. He goes to a workbench and digs through a small toolbox. After fiddling with the object, he turns back. “That should do. Here, have a look.”

As he comes near, I cringe, but no, the pain is absent. The object is a slim capsule constructed of smooth metal, about the size of a painkiller. But the resemblance ends there.

“That was in my head?”

“Yep,” he says. “That’s what makes your head hurt. I mean, made it hurt. Not anymore, I disabled it. Well, besides taking it out of your head, of course.”

“What in the world? Are you serious?”

Madison sits down beside me. “Adam, I’ll explain. But first, let me finish up.” She leans closer, angled behind me, and swabs the back of my head with a moist towelette. An icy sting hits my scalp a second later.

“Let’s start with the name,” I say. “Why are you calling me Adam? My name is Carl.”

She pulls around to face me. “Oh, Adam, why did they give you such a silly name? Carl? Just look at yourself. Do you look like a Carl?”

She may have a point. I never cared much for that name.

I reach around to check her work and discover a tidy bandage. No more goo, and whatever she did, the pain of cranial invasion is fading. And my hand, wrapped in gauze and taped, no longer radiates that burning tingle.

Could these be the people the old bum was talking about? Those I should trust? They haven’t actually tricked me, at least, not beyond what is necessary, or so they say. And each result has not equaled pain, rather its removal. More importantly, they have saved me from the ultimate pain—death. Perhaps even a fiery trip to Hell. The last group detaining me was clearly otherwise. And that’s another thing—no one is detaining me, are they? These two haven’t said anything about me having to stay.

I ask Madison, “What if I want to go now?”

Her mood darkens. “If you want to, but please, I wish you wouldn’t. I miss you.” She gets up and enters the corridor leading to the cockpit. I can hear her talking but can’t make out the words. The mellow whine that has filled the background changes to a low roar, the aircraft slows to a hover, then drops. There is a whirring sound, metal slapping, and we touchdown. She told the pilot to land?

She emerges from the corridor and goes to the exterior hatch. The door swings open to reveal a cool evening outside.

“If you don’t trust us,” she says, “you can leave.”

I get up and peer out. We’re in a clearing surrounded by forest. Below the hatchway, small steps fold out and reach to the ground. I venture down and farther into the grassy clearing. The night is perfectly clear, not a single cloud, a sheet of solid black dotted with starlight. A marvelous sight, with moonlight glancing the treetops. No concrete in any direction, I like that. Fresh air fills my lungs, a cool sensation that is calming. It reminds me of a better place, a better time, somewhere I’ve been before.

“You see?” Madison says. “You’re not our prisoner.”

I swing around to see her in the hatchway.

She looks sad. “Adam, please. We’re here to help you.”

I wouldn’t know where to go anyway. I’d probably end up lost in the woods. They passed the test. She has offered freedom.

“Okay, you can call me Adam, for now.”

That should make her feel better, but I’m still keeping my guard up. I’ve been tricked enough lately. I’ll be the Adam she wants, and we’ll see how it goes.

Actually, the name Adam does sound better, and imagining it as my own has a strange effect. I feel stronger, calmer, and oddly confident. Realizing this, a tingling surge of energy flows throughout my body, as if it’s pleased with the name as well, and happy to have me back.

Yeah, I like you too, settle down.


 * * *


 Madison is back to smiling, as she stands waiting in the hatchway, but I’m distracted by all that surrounds her—the aircraft that brought us here, which resembles no aircraft I’ve ever seen before. A sleek oblong shape, shiny black with angular projections, but all so minor none could possibly serve as wings. How does the thing fly? And where is the exhaust? I see no ports astern, or openings along the hull, other than the hatch and small windows at the nose. There are no rotor blades, it couldn’t be a helicopter. But then, it is night, the moonlight faint. The details are masked by darkness. Besides, the wings could be retractable, and the exhaust muffled by screens to provide stealth. Yes, that explains it. Not to worry. Obviously, the craft is capable of flight, or we wouldn’t be here.

I climb the steps. “Okay, I’ll stay. But it’s time for some answers. No more screwing around.”

Madison lights up with a glowing smile and reaches out to pull me in through the hatchway.

From the corridor leading to the cockpit, another odd character emerges, though not quite the fashion nightmare Matt portrays. This new fellow dresses similarly casual, but at least he understands something about color coordination. He wears khaki shorts that are not excessively large, though comfortably loose, black sneakers and a solid black tee-shirt, free of any silly advertising or undecipherable artwork. His hair is blond, well, more like yellow, above dark roots. He’s bleached out the color, producing a mess of plastic yellow doll hair that pokes out all directions, but loaded with gel, a mess styled to appear random on purpose.

“Adam!” He flies at me with arms outstretched.

“Dave?”

He captures me in a big bear hug.

I know this guy, he’s my friend. But where did we meet?

Dave leans back and rattles my shoulders. “I wasn’t going to leave my best friend behind. Good to see you, man.”

His enormous smile gleams white. He’s very happy to see me, but his stare is distracting. What is it? Something about his eyes, they look . . . sober? That’s good, he’s doing the driving, he had better be sober. But I’ve seen those eyes before, plugged into a face where they didn’t belong. That stinky old bum. And Madison was the girl in pigtails.

“You two were under the bridge.”

“Not really,” Dave says.

“What do you mean? Was it you or not?”

“That was a couple of holograms.”

“Holograms? What the hell for? And why a bum?”

“Our transmission was being monitored, so we projected something that fit the scene. They probably didn’t understand all that, but they would have for sure if I showed up like this.” He points in at himself. Indeed, the goon squad would be quick to stamp out that sort of fashion, especially the spiky yellow hair.

“What about Madison?” I ask. “She looked pretty much like she does now.”

She smiles. All I have to do is say her name and she smiles.

Dave explains, “I wanted you to see Maddie the way you know her, thought it might spark your memory, maybe. But we couldn’t get her sound to work, probably a good thing, you know, all that sappy babble of hers.”

She glares at Dave. “Hey!”

“Not now, Maddie, later.”

“Now hold on,” I say. “What about the stink? You smelled like the sewer, mixed with a truckload of alcohol. Holograms don’t have scent.”

“Mine do,” Matt says.

I swing around to meet his proud grin.

Dave asks, “Do you think we overdid it? You know, the smell.”

“It was disgusting. Was that much odor really necessary?”

“No,” Matt says, “but it was kinda cool, a neat trick, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, neat. So how about you, Matt? What costume did you wear? The garbage lying next to me?”

Apparently not, judging by his frown.

“Matt was running the gear,” Madison says, and pats him on the back.

His goofy smile returns and he launches into an animated explanation. “Yeah, I networked the system through a spectral randomizer, riding a hundred-sixty-two gigahertz, then two-ninety-eight, back down to sixteen, that kind of thing. A couple nanoseconds here, a couple there, no way they could triangulate that action.”

This guy is one hell of a nerd, and proud of it.

I ask, “And what were you hoping to accomplish?”

Dave slaps me on the back and points that big white grin my direction. “Like I said, we thought it might spark your memory. Figured it was worth a try.”

A bunch of goofballs. Where do they come up with this nonsense? I shouldn’t ask—I have a strange feeling I know the answer. Reminds me of the sort of goofy thing I would do.

“Let’s say you did spark my memory. Then what?”

Dave fumbles for an explanation. “We didn’t really finish the whole plan, exactly. We probably thought maybe talk you into going somewhere safe, then figure out how to pick you up, I think.”

Confidence like that makes me wonder—who’s in charge here? No, don’t tell me.

“But that didn’t happen,” I point out. “No, you sparked my memory all right, then I said the magic word, whatever that was, and the goon patrol showed up.”

“It might have worked,” Dave says, “if not for that thunderstorm.”

“Yeah,” Matt says. “It’s tricky guiding that kind of photon energy through a lightning disturbance, really, it’s tough. All the ionization fouls things up. I tried though, really, I did.”

Madison says, “Don’t worry about it, Matt, you did fine. Adam, none of that matters, everything worked out okay. We got you back, all that counts. Actually, things worked out pretty good. Snatching you out of the body reduction flue was a great idea. As far as they know, you didn’t escape.”

“Worked out good?” Arms out, I turn and turn, calling attention to the soot covering me, then tap the base of my skull and wave my bandaged hand. “You call any of this good?”

Dave’s gleaming smile melts. “It could have been worse.”

Madison gazes at me with sad eyes, and Matt stares blankly, stringy hair crossing his brow. I know these people, but not like this. They really miss me, and dread what might have happened.

“Okay, so you have a point. I’d be dead right now.”

Dave and Matt exchange puzzled glances.

Madison studies me curiously. “Adam, you realize—”

“Not yet,” Matt says. “He doesn’t remember.”

“Remember what?” I ask.

Dave brings an arm around my shoulder. “Take it slow, Adam, one step at a time. Let’s sit down and I’ll explain everything, at least, all we know.”


 * * *


 For the first time in my short memory, I may have found others I can trust. That I actually have friends, or might ever trust anyone, are both difficult to believe. More odd is what creeps in from the void. No clear memory confirms the notion, but there is no denying it. Our small group earned each other’s trust long ago.

To one side of the compartment is a makeshift kitchen, little more than a narrow table opposite a counter below three metal cabinets. This craft is no luxury liner. On the opposite side are workbenches and bolted-down toolboxes, which have plastic drawers with translucent faces, giving hints to the contents, a variety of tools and other gadgets, perhaps spare parts. Mounted to the wall are large clear tubes that store yellow pressure suits, some with helmets. This aircraft must fly high, where the air is thin.

Dave suggests that we gather at the table. Madison carries a metal carafe from which she pours a cup of dark liquid, then hands it to me. The cup is warm, the aroma inviting.

Madison watches as I sip the beverage. “Better?” she asks.

“Yes, thank you. I haven’t had a good cup of coffee since—”

That’s not right. I’ve never had coffee before. I don’t even know what coffee is. What? Of course I do. I’ve had coffee many times. But when? Doorways are drifting open, and clues to my identity are pouring out. Memories emerge, and one is the last time I had coffee.

“Since when?” Madison asks with a clever grin.

Strange—for every new question, there is more to remember. Within the mind, a dormant function awakens, that of an obedient servant prepared to fetch any answer, until this moment left lonely, waiting only for the questions. The question becomes the key that unlocks the door, and the servant ventures past the veil of certain knowledge, to retrieve answers hidden deep within my darkened memory.

“When I left,” I realize. “We said our good-byes over coffee. You tricked me into remembering that.”

“Very good,” she says. “But it’s not a trick. I was hoping, but I didn’t trick you.”

The coffee is warm and flavorful, a delight I have sorely missed. “Thanks. I’ve been tricked enough lately.”

“Right,” she says. “Tricked by the Association.”

“The conformists,” Dave says. “Out to make everything the same, their same.”

“Yeah, I heard all about it, up close and personal. But why?”

“I guess they believe it’s the answer to social problems. Maybe it is, but damn, who wants to live like that?”

“Not me.”

“Right. And me neither, or Maddie, or Matt, or a lot of other people. And according to the Association, that means we get eliminated.”

“Why can’t they just do what they want, and we’ll do what we want?”

“Oh no,” Dave says. “They don’t see it that way. They’re totally unreasonable. All must conform or the grand scheme doesn’t work. I’m telling you, these guys are fanatics. They won’t stop until the entire galaxy is the same.”

“That’s insane. Someone has to stop them.”

“Right. Someone like you. Why they want you out of the way.”

“Out of the way?” A surprising choice of words. “That’s putting it mildly. Looks more like they want me dead.”

“No doubt they’d love that, but there’s one little problem—you don’t die.”

“What are you talking about? Sure I’ll die, someday.”

Madison jabs me in the chest. “No, Adam, that body will die, not you.”

“Are you both crazy?”

Dave sighs. “I’m not talking about your body. When I say you, I’m talking about you as a being, a soul, an essence, whatever you want to call it. You. You’re not a body. You remember that much, don’t you?”

Another key turns and the door swings open. Of course I remember—being, body, and mind are separate entities. I have known this all along. But I’m confused. The memory exists, I am certain, but it was out of reach, hidden in a safe and the combination thrown away. But his words unlock the answer. The simple truth cannot be denied—I am not a body. I am me. I am I.

Old habits die hard. I reach for my head in a useless attempt to rub out pain.

Matt notices. “You don’t have to do that anymore, remember? I took it out.” He holds up the tiny capsule he removed from my skull.

He’s right. I’m chasing after a pain that no longer exists.

Madison says, “They can destroy our bodies, but they can never destroy us, what we feel, or believe, our thoughts, our passions, our love of life, or our way of life. And what they can never change is that we don’t agree, and we never will, no matter what.”

This is too much. We don’t die? No, we don’t, and more odd is that I already know that, or knew it, I just forgot. No, I didn’t forget. It was taken from me. I was made to forget.

Gathered around the table, my trio of friends stare at me, their long faces dreading a bleak future. But if what they say is true . . .

“If we don’t die, what are we worried about?”

Dave says, “They invented something worse.”

“Worse? What could be worse than dead?”

“I don’t know what they call it, but we call it dead forever.”


 * * *


 Out the corner of one eye, I catch a glimmer of light. Past the open hatch, a scorching beam strikes the ground and explodes a fireball.

Dave and Matt scramble to the cockpit. Madison slaps the hatch shut and chases after them. The ship launches to the sky, I struggle for balance, then duck into the corridor leading to the cockpit, right on Madison’s tail. Along the passage are steel rungs like a ladder, but oddly, they run sideways. The cockpit is big, not at all what I expected. Roomy enough for a dozen crewmembers, and the ceiling is tall, covered with controls well out of reach.

As I stand gawking at the ceiling, a blast strikes and foils my footing. The craft rocks hard, tossing me into Dave and almost knocking him from his seat. He doesn’t notice. Besides strapped in nice and tight, he’s consumed with guiding our craft through a maze of fireballs lighting up the sky. To his side, Matt is buckled in facing a screen and terminal, keys clacking and fingers a blur.

“Who is it?” I ask.

Across the cockpit, Madison says, “Looks like a scout craft.”

Dave says, “Get the shields up, quick!”

“I’m working on it,” Matt says, no chance to clear the stringy hair from his brow. “They’re running circles around my calculations. This junk is obsolete.”

Dave asks Madison, “You got a shot?”

She stands facing another screen and controls below. “I might if you quit bouncing around. I keep losing it.”

“I have to!” Dave snaps. “Or we’ll lose it for sure, when we’re hit.”

“Can you outrun them?” I ask.

Dave stays focused on the view ahead. “I’m giving it all she’s got, and they’re still on our ass. It doesn’t look good.”

“But it’s only a scout craft, and we’re—”

Like mental adrenaline, the past feeds an analytical marvel that springs into action, computing our scenario and solution at a speed beyond human comprehension. I don’t know how, and can hardly believe it, but I know exactly what to do.

I hurry to Madison’s console. The screen is mostly black, with a small image of the pursuing craft. “I need to see that ship. Can you zoom in?”

“What for?” she asks.

“I have to see it, to know what to do about it.”

“Okay, how’s this?” The enemy craft enlarges to fill the screen.

Come on, fire at us. Their weapons strike, our craft shudders. Another shot misses, and confirms their weakness.

“Where are the weapons on this ship?”

Madison is puzzled. “Why? Are you going to hang out the door and shoot at them yourself?”

“No! The ship’s guns. How are we equipped?”

“Two inducers forward, one aft, and—”

“Forward the most powerful?”

“Of course,” she says. “But don’t expect much, they have shields, too. We’re better off making a run for it. We’re not riding around in a battleship, you know.”

“But could we do enough damage if we made a direct hit without their shields interfering?”

She stares at me like I’m a nutcase. “What makes you think their shields are going to stop interfering any time soon?”

My wacky plan has yet to impress her. It might if she stops being such a smart-ass.

I ask Dave, “Can you put us nose to nose with them?”

“What in blazes for?”

“Can you or not?”

“Sure I can, I can do a lot of things. Doesn’t mean I want to.”

“Fine, I’ll get back to you on that. Matt, can you match their shield frequency?”

“What are you up to?” he asks.

“Just tell me if you can.”

“Of course I can, I’m a genius.”

“All right, Mister Genius, after we turn around, figure out their frequency and match it, quick.”

“Okay, but what are you talking about? After we turn around?”


 * * *


 A mind is a great tool, I should have more. I don’t know where these crazy ideas come from, but the supply appears endless, particularly in times of stress. Put me in danger and this mind dispenses a solution, it seems without effort. Even stranger is the sudden recall of the craft’s capabilities, weapons, and shields. Yes, we have shields, as does our enemy, and that is the answer.

Following my command, Dave slows our craft to a hover. The pursuing enemy duplicates our lazy speed and pounds us with blasts. Matt maintains the shields, keeping us from harm, but we can’t stay this way for long. We’re far too vulnerable.

“Get on their nose,” I tell Dave. “And stick with them no matter where they go.”

He whips the craft around and aligns us nose to nose, hulls nearly touching. The blasts stop pounding us, and instead, the sizzling beams whiz past.

Our adversary is a scout craft, its armaments designed for defense, mounted to the sides. Like a prey animal with eyes set in opposing directions, for a wide view of potential threats. But the design has a flaw—a blind spot in front where their weapons cannot reach. Our vessel, on the other hand, is an attack craft. A predator. A wild cat with eyes set tight.

We have rendered our enemy harmless as long as Dave can maintain this precarious alignment. Our adversary maneuvers for an angle of attack, shifting position and darting back, but Dave keeps us in their blind spot. Engines scream, crashing shields ignite sizzling arcs, and two craft dance across the sky, one struggling to break free, the other staring down its prey.

“Matt, you got it?”

His fingers torture the console. “I’m working on it.”

Dave struggles with controls. The engines howl.

“Matt, we don’t have time.”

“Almost, hang on.”

The enemy wiggles free and a blast grazes our hull. Dave quickly realigns.

“Come on, Matt, now’s the time.”

“Almost, almost . . . got it!”

The crashing arcs cease. Having synchronized our shields with the enemy’s, neither provides resistance, rather they blend together. With little distance between the two, the shields combine to form a single energy field surrounding both craft. We have slipped inside our enemy’s bubble of protection.

Madison awaits my order.

Whoever I’m becoming, I don’t recall him this bloodthirsty.

“Blow those fuckers out of the sky.”

She smiles. “My pleasure, boss.”

A scorching blast pounds the defenseless vessel dead ahead. A direct hit, how could it be otherwise? The enemy craft shudders. Oh shit. I failed to calculate all results of this crazy idea.

“Dave—make a distance, quick!”

He veers our craft away, but it’s too late. The explosion showers us with fragments of our enemy, and threatens to destroy our craft as well. However, our favorite techno-weenie saves the day. Matt has restored the shields and kept us from harm. His quick response is helpful, but not enough to escape our next crisis. A tremendous shock wave slams us across the sky, hurling our craft out of control. Panels moan and buckle, consoles spit sparks, and smoke flows into the cockpit. The craft rocks hard and sends me stumbling. I trip over the hatchway into the rear compartment, soaring headfirst through smoky chaos, and smash into a panel. I feel out my skull, expecting to find a bloody mess, but my fingers are dry. Still hurts like hell. I spring up only to tumble over and smack the floor, or was it the ceiling? They’re trading places, flipping end over end, throwing junk into a frenzy and me into panels while a fire rages—like the dream. But this is no dream, this is real. Have my dreams foretold the future? Except the female is missing. Where is the woman who haunts my nightmares?

The craft settles somewhat, at least the ceiling and floor stop trading places, but we’re still spinning round in a flat trajectory. Matt dashes in from the cockpit with a fire extinguisher and attacks the flames. Small motors whir, I’m guessing the landing gear, but our lateral motion remains great. This is going to be one rough landing.

Back in the corridor and heading for the cockpit, I realize a use for the silly sideways ladder—something to hang on to in all this chaos. I reach the cockpit to find Dave and Madison wrestling with controls. The engines scream as Dave fights to correct the ship’s attitude. Treetops slap the hull and branches snap, beyond the forward view is a forest whipping past, and we’re on top of it. Not the best landing site, but there’s not much choice. We’re soaring into the woods and all of Dave’s efforts to avert disaster appear useless.

The forest engulfs our craft. A cacophony rises as the ship slices through smaller branches slapping and cracking, then deeper thuds as heavier trunks pound the hull. Combined with the howling engines, the orchestra of noise progresses toward a crescendo, which I fear, concludes in one harsh bang when we smack to ground.

Madison races around the cockpit while Dave stays focused on bringing us in as best he can. The landing pads hit the ground, sending a concussion throughout the ship. Tortured metal screams, trees snap and splinter, shrieking landing pads scrape and rumble. The craft is coming undone—one sharp snap then twisting metal, the floor drops from beneath us. The sagging hull burrows into soil and a tidal wave of loose dirt washes over the viewports. The sudden deceleration sends me and Madison soaring across the cockpit, and the craft comes to an abrupt halt. After a thunderous finale, the torturous symphony ebbs into an eerie quiet.

A funny thing, each time we’re knocked over, Madison finds me as a place to land. Again she is lying on my chest, her lips just above mine.

Dave remains strapped in nice and tight, facing forward and shaking his head, his only view a wall of dirt past the cockpit windows. He turns to notice us flat on the floor, and glares.

“I told you I didn’t want to.”


 * * *


 Matt rushes into the cockpit. “Everybody okay?” His concern shifts to disgust. “For crying out loud, Maddie, do you always find a way to lay on Adam?”

Her dreamy gaze stays with me. “My favorite position, on top of things.” She winks.

“You make me sick,” Matt says. “Get your mind out of the gutter.” He storms out of the cockpit.

Madison rises and offers a hand to pull me up. She is quite strong, yet her touch is soft. The fantasies begin, imagining all that is firm, wrapped in silky skin.

Dave unbuckles. “Be careful, Adam. You don’t want to be messing around with her.”

Madison glares at him. “Let Adam decide what he wants to mess with, that’s his business.”

Moving into the hatchway, Dave pauses. His brow tightens. “It’s not right, Maddie.”

She tracks his exit, and once he is gone, her deadly glare thaws. She returns to me, back to smiling, and slinks closer with passion in her eyes, her lips full, swelling with desire. We are alone, together. I could kiss her this instant, there is nothing to stop me, certainly not her.

Stop that. We just crashed. Why can’t I get her off my mind? It’s her fault, she’s that beautiful. She is beyond gorgeous, lips so sweet, that adoring gaze. She wants me.

No! Stop it. Not okay.


 * * *


 In the rear compartment, cabinets are flung open to let the contents scatter. Toolboxes are bolted down, but drawers are slid out and emptied. Crap is thrown everywhere. The flipping and turning of our descent tossed the cargo of this ship like a giant salad. Salad? That’s a thought, and my empty stomach hears it, perking up to gurgle and groan, reminding me of the last time we dined, in more ways than one.

“Hey, you guys got anything to eat around here?”

Matt glares incredulously.

Dave says, “Man, you think of food at the strangest times.” He chuckles and gets back to cleaning up the mess.

Dave and Matt are more interested in their chores, but Madison is quick to provide. She bends over to reach between mounds of junk littering the floor. “Here,” she says, clutching a small foil packet. “Have some of this. It’s not much, or very exciting, but it’ll ease your hunger.”

She tosses the packet to me. The label reads Tasty Food Product. A flavor might be nice. Doesn’t matter, I’m too hungry to be fussy. But how does this work? It’s all slippery.

Madison plucks it from my clumsy fingers. “Let me help you, silly. Just tear the corner and squeeze it out into your mouth.”

Squishing goo out of a slimy packet isn’t exactly my idea of a meal, but hunger calls to anything edible. She hands it over and I fill my mouth with nearly half the contents in one load. Rolling the slop across my tongue, I hope to catch a flavor before it makes the short journey to my stomach. Bacon? Maybe. And turkey. Cheese, and lots of mayonnaise, I like that. Not bad. On the backside, the label reads Club Sandwich. Not much of a sandwich, more like soupy gel from a blender. Clubbed might be a better description.

“Thank you, my dear. Not too exciting, true, but still delicious.”

“My pleasure, Adam.”

“Are you two done?” Matt stands glaring at us. “You know, we could use some help. Come on, you’re fed, now get your ass over here and help clean up. You too, Maddie. Get your mind out of his pants.”

Smart-ass. But he’s right. Together we straighten out the mess and get everything back to where it belongs, at least, where I think it belongs. Good enough anyway. We’re done cleaning up, but Dave seems to be looking for something.

“First things first,” he says, and picks up a hammer. “Where is it? Where did it go?” Sifting through toolboxes, he looks ready to bust some heads.

Matt starts toward Dave. “Leave that stuff alone.”

“Where is it?” Dave plunges a hand into Matt’s pocket.

“Back off!” Matt tries squirming free.

Dave pulls out a small plastic case. “Bet you put it in here.” He pops the case open and shakes it empty over a workbench. “There it is.” He raises the hammer.

“No!” Matt screams.

Parts bounce, some tumble off the edge. Dave pounds the countertop again.

Matt is devastated. “Why? I wanted to take it apart and see how the rest works.”

“You have enough gadgets to fool with. Sorry, Matt, I don’t feel like having the Association sneak up on us again.”

The tiny capsule I once carried in my skull is now a splatter of miniature parts.

“It had a tracking device?” I ask.

“Among other things,” Dave says. “How do you think we found you?”

“Thanks to Matt,” Madison says, and pats him on the back. “Nice job hacking the signal.”

“Right,” Dave says, and glares at Matt. “Except Mister Genius forgot to turn it off.”

Matt doesn’t look so proud now, staring at the smashed device, mangled beyond repair. All ties are severed, captivity a nest from which I have flown. The lifeline is broken, I am on my own. However, it is now clear—the enemy knows of my escape. Though one step closer, I am not yet free.


 * * *


 Dave opens the hatch and the small steps fold out, now cockeyed with the injured craft tilted at an angle. Morning sun sneaks over the horizon, bringing light to the surrounding forest. Down the steps, we turn around to view the craft, scarred by scrapes and dents across the battered hull, which is supported on hefty struts lacking any wheels, just flat metal pads in contact with the ground, sure to tear up any runway. But one of the struts is missing, leaving a corner to sag, and bulldoze a mound of loose soil where the craft burrowed on impact.

A high canopy of trees masks our location well, except our descent gouged a path through the timbers, and actually, we’re not hidden at all. For someone searching from above, the long clearing we carved out of the forest points right to us.

Dave and Matt step around the craft, gauging the damage.

Matt says, “Nice job, Adam. You really thought that one through.”

“Hey, they’re not chasing us anymore. Give me a break.”

Shaking his head, he walks away.

Crouched on his heels, Dave inspects the tangled metal where our missing strut belongs. “Aw, shit,” he gripes. “That’ll be a bitch to get back on. And where the hell is it anyway?”

I look to the long trail of flattened trees we left behind. “Must be back there somewhere.”

He stands and gazes into the distance. “Man, this sucks. Matt, figure out what else is busted and get it fixed.”

Halfway up the cockeyed steps, Matt turns back. “Yeah, right. I’ll just wave my magic wand and it’ll all be fixed. You’re a menace, Dave. Between you and Adam’s bright idea, she’s busted up pretty good this time. You’d better hope I can fix any of this.”

“Whatever, just do it. Maddie, pull out a jack and figure out how to get under there. We need this thing back up on four legs again. We’ll go find the landing pad.”

Dave waves for me to follow, and we begin a trek along the path of descent. The morning sun feels good, and getting out for a walk on a day without overcast is a rare treat. Not raining for once, and a nice temperature, with patches of blue coming through the clouds as flattened brush snaps underfoot. The crash site fades behind us, and in little time I’m breaking a sweat, just from walking. I’m really out of shape.

As we hike, Dave scans the distance. “We have to find that thing, this is bad.”

“Sorry, Dave, I didn’t mean to—”

“Not you. Don’t worry, you did great.”

“I did?”

“Sure, like always.” His big white grin stretches wide.

“Not great enough. Now we’re stuck here.”

“We’ll find it,” he says, forging ahead at a steady pace. “And we’ll fix it. We have to, or we’re—”

“Dead forever?”

He glances at me, and his pace slows. His gaze drops.

I stop to face him. “So what does it mean? What exactly is dead forever?”

“Like I told you, we don’t die. And the Association knows it.”

“They do?”

“Of course they do.” He points to the trail ahead, and we continue hiking. “They fully understand that killing the body does nothing to actually kill a person.”

“So why stick me in a furnace?”

“That’s just to dispose of your body.”

“Right, make me dead.”

“No, make your body dead, remember?”

“Okay, make my body dead. What about me?”

“Well that’s just it. If you’re asking the question, you don’t know the answer.”

“Right, I don’t. Why I’m asking.”

“You’re missing the point. You don’t know the answer, that’s what dead forever is all about. Not remembering what to do when the body is gone.”

“Okay, so what is it I’m not remembering?”

“To come back and get another. In some manner of awareness, not—”

“What are you talking about? We don’t get another body. We go to Heaven or Hell after that.”

Dave laughs so hard he has to stop and hold his belly. “Wow, they programmed you damn good.” He fights to calm whatever is so amusing. “You actually believe all that crap?”

“Well, I think so. Shouldn’t I?”

“Adam, that’s idiotic, just think about it. You have a body, then it gets old or has some accident. Okay, now it’s useless and you’re done with it, so you leave it behind and go someplace else, but only one choice out of two? Heaven or Hell? Of course, depending on how good or bad you are.”

“That’s the way I understand it.”

“Come on, that’s ridiculous.” A hand to my shoulder, he coaxes me along, and we get moving again. “Check it out, Adam. You have a choice of final destinations, one that promises eternal bliss, the other, everlasting misery. So basically, do right, you get pleasure, do wrong, you get pain. What does that tell you?”

“I better be good?”

“Right,” he says. “You had better, or else. Don’t you get it? It’s about control, keeping people in line.”

“You really think so?”

“No, I don’t think, I know. There’s a difference.”

“But knowing right from wrong is important. We can’t just do whatever we want.”

“Sure, but what is right and wrong? Either could be anything, that’s a matter of viewpoint. What’s right for one is wrong for another. And when the other wants their definition of right to be the ultimate rule, they use concepts like Heaven and Hell to do it.”

“Concepts? Are you saying Heaven and Hell don’t even exist?”

“I never said that. Sure, Heaven could exist, so could Hell, both could be plenty real, but more important is their source. Concept or not, who do you think created them?”

“God did, didn’t he?”

Dave halts and stares hard. “Wow, you’ve been mind-fucked, and good. Adam, listen, God has nothing to do with it. Heaven and Hell are the creation of Man, and Man alone. Do you actually believe God would create a place like Hell? And then put you there? That’s like saying a parent wants to torture their own children. Sure, it may happen, but do you think any sane parent would do such a thing?”

“I wouldn’t think so.”

I would hope that any parent, sane or not, would have enough sense to love their children instead of torturing them. But then, a person may do as they please with their possessions, that’s their business. Of course, that only serves as valid justification if you believe children are possessions.

“Torture is a product of insanity,” he says. “So if Hell is God’s idea, and we get tortured there, God must be insane. Do you really think that’s possible?”

Could it be? Is the world crazy simply because God has a screw loose? That’s ridiculous. God is not insane. And he’s not afraid, angry, happy or sad, or desiring to punish. None of those things. They are all conditions of Man, not God.

“Of course not,” I say. “He wouldn’t be God if he was insane.”

Dave chuckles. “Look, Adam, I can’t tell you what to think about God, that’s a personal thing, and I don’t want to intrude on your relationship with God, but I find it funny that you keep using God and he in the same sentence. What makes you call God a he, like it’s a man?”

There is no answer, just how it’s always been. But his little sermon calls attention to something more important—my relationship with God, and how it’s a personal thing. He’s right. My relationship with God is not for another to dictate, not Dave, and certainly not members of the Association—not anyone. It is for me to decide. But what is my relationship with God? Not fear, it couldn’t be. Fear is a tool of the enslaver. God is not an enslaver. God should be a source of inspiration.

Is that my relationship with God?

Perhaps, but somehow the notion feels empty. There must be more.


 * * *


 The sun has escaped the horizon to join the soft blue morning sky. In the distance, rolling hills go on forever, blanketed by thriving green grass. Beauty surrounds this wilderness where the air is clean, yet people choose to dwell in their concrete castles that litter the cities. Perhaps they would venture to this place if not slaves to an ideology, drained of their free will, and denied all they truly find enjoyable. Or maybe we are wrong, and the citizens do agree, even enjoy their structured existence, and only we find it odd to conform. In either case, one’s path through life should be a choice, and right to conform or not, I choose mine—individuality, surrounded by diversity, and freedom to roam.

At last we locate the missing strut. During our hasty landing, it hooked on a cluster of exposed roots, and our valuable component was ensnared. A fierce contest the strut lost. Though victorious, the sprawling roots were ripped from the soil, but in time they will heal, as will our craft. What may not heal is the surrounding forest. Along the path of descent, countless trees are slaughtered. Considering their sacrifice, one broken strut is a small price to pay.

Careful not to inflict further damage, we claw at the dirt and unwind the strangling coils that have captured our strut.

On his knees, Dave props it up and gauges the damage. “We’re damn lucky,” he says. “It’s not too banged up, and the break is clean. This’ll be a bitch, but I think we can fix it.”

Together, Dave and I begin hauling the severed component back to the craft. It is heavy, requiring our full strength to set it in motion, and a sustained effort to keep dragging it along. As we forge ahead, my attention drifts across the distance we must cover before returning to the crash site, our destination. I imagine arriving there, and this act of daydreaming brings forth a detailed mental image. In the vision, Dave and the others are near the craft, examining the broken strut. The image is perfectly clear, like it’s real. As if viewing the future, but only within my mind, and somehow this act of imagination diminishes the effort our task requires.

I’m hauling this hunk of metal with more than my body.


 * * *


 As we drag the strut, my mind wanders, a welcome distraction from our tiresome chore, but the random thoughts only scatter and fade, overrun by another stream spawned by the last, and the last before that. Thinking is different now, no longer crushed by pain when I daydream. I have Matt to thank for getting that capsule out of my head, and Dave smashing it was a fitting end to that taste of Hell. However, all the free thinking arrives at little or nothing, failing to open a door to understanding, and still I’m without countless answers I crave. To think at all only generates more questions.

“Dave, there’s something I still don’t get.”

“Yeah, what’s that?”

“What you said about coming back, and getting another body. If what you say is true, it wouldn’t matter if I burned. I’d just get a new body, right?”

“Except you didn’t know that at the time, did you, the whole problem. Not knowing is what makes you vulnerable, and that’s how it works. Besides, there’s not a body supply nearby, at least, not controlled by the Association. So you tell me, after your body burned, where would you go?”

“I don’t know. Like I said, I figured we went to Heaven or Hell after that.”

“Exactly the point. Not knowing what really happens is how they keep you from coming back.”

“So what really happens?”

“Anything you want, if you know it. But that’s the trick—you don’t. Instead you’re thrown into an endless cycle of living and dying, over and over, repeated without end.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad.”

“If you know it’s happening, but the cycle I’m talking about has a special feature—you don’t. And let me tell you, it seems to be working.”

“How’s that?”

“You’re not alone, Adam. A few have escaped, but not many. Plenty of others have been captured, and now, nothing. They never come back.”

“Come back, as in live again.”

“To a life we know anyway, or to see any of us ever again. However it works, this memory wipe of theirs erases everything, even knowledge of repeating life, and swaps in the Heaven and Hell fairytale instead. Best we can tell, the goal is to eliminate a connection between lives, leaving a person to go on living, and go on dying, except convinced that each time around is the only time around.”

“So let me get this straight. We don’t die, but really, we do. And live again, just not remembering that we don’t die.”

“Right.”

“What does that accomplish? We’re still living.”

“You’re not thinking this all the way through. The Association screws you over, right? And you’re pissed off about it. But what happens when you forget all that? Okay, so you live again, but you don’t remember. In a short time you forget who the Association even is, much less that you’re pissed at them for screwing you over. Now they have what they wanted all along—to get rid of you, and everyone else like you, the only way they could.”

“Erasing memory doesn’t get rid of anyone. I’m still here.”

“But would you have been?”

Had those flames reached any higher, any sooner, before Madison plucked me out of that smokestack, who knows where I’d be by now. How soon I forget—I’m not supposed to be here.

“Stealing memory is just the beginning,” he says. “We may be ignorant of our former lives, but that doesn’t change how we behave in this life, and since they can’t stand us the way we are, they certainly don’t want us around.”

“Okay, so what does it mean?”

“They put us someplace else.”

“Where?”

He stops, and the strut sinks in loose soil. “Remember when I said I’d explain all this, at least, all we know?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, that’s the part we don’t know. None of us do. We don’t know where everyone is going. All we know is they’re gone.”

His sober gaze hints at regret. The people who have simply vanished may include fallen comrades. His, and perhaps even, friends of mine.

“Dead forever,” I realize.

“Right. Worse than dead for us. Better than dead for them.”

My thoughts drift back to that dreaded interview, those creepy businessmen, their strange questions and how pleased they were with my responses. More than pleased, they were proud of their elaborate deception, and my complete ignorance. It almost worked, and certainly would have if my friends hadn’t shown up. I owe them more than my life—I owe them my self.

Dave tugs on the strut. “Come on, let’s get this thing back, and get out of here.”

We continue hauling it back to the crash site.

“Tell me something, Dave. Did I already know all this, before they screwed with my head?”

“I can’t answer that, Adam, only you can. I can’t tell you what you know now, or knew then, or any time in the past, even though there’s plenty I’d really like to tell you, but then, it wouldn’t be yours to know. But I’ll say this much—knowing you like I have all this time, you’ve always been a smart guy, an aware being. I’ll leave you with that for an answer.”

“You want me to think for myself.”

He nods.

“Fair enough, but there’s one thing I can’t figure out.”

“What now?”

“The ice. That cube the crane pulled out of the smokestack.”

“Beats me,” he says. “You had a better view than the rest of us. You tell me, what happened down there?”

“I’m not sure. After the fire, some blasts shot out and made a giant ice cube. If I burned, my remains would be trapped inside ice now.”

He brightens up with a sudden realization. “So that’s how they do it.”

“Do what?”

“The ice. Like you said, it’s the trap. You found it.”

“Trap? I’d be dead. Who needs a trap? Dead people don’t escape.”

“Of course they do. They escape the body and find a new one. But not if they get trapped in something else first.”

“Ice?”

“Sure. Just like a body, if you don’t know you can get out—you can’t.”

“But, Dave, you’re contradicting yourself. So I’m burned alive and my ashes are stuck in ice. But you said I’m not a body, right? I’m not there, just my remains.”

“You have to consider how people behave when they lose a body. It may be dead, but they still follow it around. Normally, burning is good, because there’s nothing left to follow.”

“Burning is good? No, Dave, I have a strong instinct to avoid fire.”

“After death, not during. If you know you’re dead, it’s like there’s your old body burning up, a nice release. But burning alive is something else, bad news. The sudden loss of an anchor point, the physical pain and shock of dying, all at the same time, next thing you know you’re mixed up and can’t fix a position in space. When you’re fighting the Association, and you’re in their territory, it’s risky to lose a body that way. They’ll suck you into a trap during all the confusion. It’s standard training in our line of work to avoid death by fire, don’t be alarmed by that.”

“Our line of work? And what is that?”

“We’ll get to that when you’re ready. The ice is way more important, now that you’ve figured it out.”

“Me? Sounds like you got it all figured out.”

“Give yourself more credit, Adam. You’re the guy who discovered the trap, and escaped.”

This is all backward. But I can’t exactly argue. I was there, he’s right. And the picture of what happens there is perfectly clear. Too clear, of an event I would rather soon forget.

“Okay, let’s say you’re right, and it’s a trap. So I would’ve been trapped in ice. Then what? What happens to the ice?”

“Most likely it goes bye-bye, to that someplace else I was talking about earlier. We’ve made an important first step. Now we know how, thanks to you, my friend.”

Someplace else, but none of us knows where.

A memory tickles, an unfinished task.


 * * *


 Back at the crash site, Madison uses a shovel to clear loose soil at the nose of the craft. It remains half-buried, but she has managed to make enough room for a jack. Dave examines the strut, and Matt is busy with a portable arc welder, repairing damage to the hull. He turns off his equipment, starts toward Dave, and slaps up his welding mask along the way. Madison plants her shovel in the dirt and joins them. All three study the damaged strut.

A strange thing hits me—the scene of my crewmates as they examine the landing strut. It might otherwise be meaningless, except—I am seeing a precise duplicate of the earlier vision, while daydreaming as Dave and I hauled the strut. An odd sensation, to view a reality that moments before was only an idle thought. As if by imagining it, I created it. Or perhaps, I saw the future.

Madison says, “Adam, help me with this jack.” She goes to the sagging corner and sets the jack into position under the hull.

Sharp raps echo across the forest as Dave bangs on the strut with a sledgehammer, straightening its twisted form. He sees me watching and says, “I’ll take care of this. Go on and help Maddie.”

Her job looks impossible. It’s hard to imagine the craft upright, especially with a wimpy jack like that. “How’s this supposed to work?” I ask. “You actually expect that to lift this thing?”

She scowls. “Not with an attitude like that, you bonehead. Knock it off.”

True, I should be more helpful. Might have to kick my own ass, if only I could reach it.

The jack is a simple hydraulic lift with hoses running off into the ship. She has it all set up and ready to go, and seems to be doing fine on her own. What help is she talking about? She works a remote that activates a loud engine inside the ship, generating quite a racket. The jack groans, straining to lift the heavy craft.

“I need more help than that,” she says.

“What do you mean?”

“Come on, I need you to see it.”

“See what?”

She stares at me, waiting for . . . what?

“Damn,” she says. “Why can’t you be smart all the time?”

The jack fights against the weight, but it’s going nowhere, and Madison is only getting more frustrated. Whatever she wants from me, I’m drawing a blank. But then, staring at the jack, I have another vision.

The craft is raised on the jack. Not in reality—in my mind. The image is perfectly clear. I’m standing beside Madison, dirt is sliding off the hull, and sunlight leaks through gaps between the craft and undergrowth.

“That’s better,” she says, and snaps me back to reality.

As I watch the jack, it takes on new life, thrusting the heavy load upward. It continues to strain and moan, but fights through its work nonetheless, and the sagging corner slowly rises. Dave stops banging on the broken strut and glances over at our progress. Matt flips up his mask and looks at the rising craft, then slaps it down and gets back to welding. A few moments pass, and the craft is fully elevated.

That strange thing hits me again—the vision from only moments before. Here it is, perfectly duplicated. But something is even stranger. There is the craft, now raised on the jack, and Madison standing there, but . . .

That’s me next to Madison.

But it can’t be. How can I see myself this way? I feel displaced, out of control, fumbling for a hold. Something’s not right, but the sensation is interesting, like floating free. But without weight, there is nothing to float, or float on. And my body, it looks blank, like I’m not there. I’m not—I’m over here.

“It’s okay,” Madison says. “Just relax.”

She speaks to my body, not me. Am I invisible?

Dave joins her and asks my body, “How are you doing?”

He deserves a reply, so I intend one and it seems to work.

“I’m not sure,” my body says. “What’s happening?”

Hearing myself speak while outside the body is strange. I don’t sound like me.

“It’s no big deal,” Madison says. “Just another way to look at things.”

Dave says, “Don’t be alarmed, Adam. It’s a choice. You can exist inside or out, whichever’s more comfortable.”

I wouldn’t call this exactly comfortable, more like I might step on my own toes, or bump into something since I can’t see straight. I might be able to kick my own ass now, except it feels like I’m going to fall over. There’s nothing to hang on to, or anything to hang on with. I would choose . . .

I’m whooshed back inside my head.

“What the hell was that?” I ask, the words reverberating inside my skull with the familiar tone I’ve always known.

“Out of body,” Madison says. “All better now?”

“I guess, but that was weird. Like falling from the sky, no control.”

“Yeah,” Dave says, “it can be disorienting when you haven’t done it for a while, especially if you’re not ready for it.”

Disorienting? Too much like being dead. My little adventure fades and the others show little concern, as though this out-of-body thing is an everyday experience. Perhaps for them, which raises another question—are they not in their bodies? I might ask, but they all get back to their chores and ignore me. Besides, exploring the topic could lead to another unexpected excursion, which is frightful. What happens if I can’t get back inside my head?


 * * *


 Dave drags the severed strut to the hull, and together we wrestle it into position. Matt arrives with his arc welder and sections of reinforcing steel. He flips his mask down and gets to work while the rest of us shun the bright sparks. After several welds, Matt switches off his equipment and steps back.

“Now,” Dave says, “the moment of truth. Will it hold?”

Matt slaps his mask up. “Hey, of course it will. That’s quality workmanship by an experienced professional.”

Dave ignores the cocky little twerp, and says to Madison. “Let it down, easy.”

She works her remote, and the craft settles until supported by the strut. A few creaks and groans, then quiet.

“Told you so,” Matt says, and beams a proud grin.

Madison pats him on the back. “Nice work, Matt.”

Dave takes hold of the strut and rattles it good. “This will do. All right, you did okay—this time.”

Matt goes sour, glaring at Dave.

Dave doesn’t even notice. He walks away, better things to do, and starts picking through the scattered mess of equipment that accumulated during repairs—wrenches and spare parts, the jack and Matt’s welding gear, her shovel and various electronic gadgets, the purpose of which I couldn’t begin to guess. Dave takes charge, calling out to the rest of us, what to take, where to put it, and together we begin hoisting items back into the craft.

While gathering another load, Dave says, “So, Matt, everything else good to go?”

Burdened by a pile of tools, Matt stops halfway up the steps. “Yep, I waved that magic wand like always. Good thing you got me around, Dave, or we’d be stuck here for sure.”

“Hey!” Madison cries. “I helped too, you know.”

Matt chuckles. “Yeah, not bad, for a girl.”

She ignites with scorn, drops the jack and shovel and more, flames may shoot from her eyes next. “Come back here, you little wiener. You’re getting your ass kicked.”

“Yeah, like if you could.” He springs up the steps into the craft, leaving behind a trail of laughter.

Dave and I follow after them, and halfway up the steps, a loud crash sounds like tools hitting the floor. When we reach the top, the scattered pile includes two bickering contestants tangled up wrestling. She wasn’t kidding about kicking his ass. Madison has him face down, one arm behind his back, and his neck pinned by her knee.

“Say you’re sorry!” she howls. “Say you didn’t mean it, or I’ll show you how not-bad-for-a-girl this girl can be.”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” he says, though not too hurt, he is still laughing. “I didn’t mean it, just teasing. Come on, lighten up.”

She releases his spindly arm and straightens up, hands at her hips. “That’s better, but you’re still a little wiener.”

“Enough fooling around!” Dave snaps. “Time to go, before more trouble shows up.”

Outside, dark clouds brew along the horizon. Night will fall soon and Dave is right—danger could be as near as the next breath. Everyone agrees, and quarrels among ourselves will have to wait. A few more trips down the steps, we work as a team and gather the remaining tools until everything is put away. Dave and Matt head for the cockpit while Madison secures the hatch, and once again I am alone with her. However, this time she ignores the opportunity and starts toward the cockpit.

I reach out to her. “Madison, tell me something.”

She pauses to listen.

“You and Matt,” I say. “What’s all that about?”

“What do you mean?”

“You two fight an awful lot. How come?”

She smiles. “You don’t remember.”

On that note, she deems our conversation complete and moves along.


 * * *


 Back to the cockpit, I plop down in the copilot seat. I’d help fly this thing if I could remember how, but even so, I don’t expect to be doing much other than getting some rest. I’m wasted.

The engines start with a low roar and rise in pitch until nearly silent, all but for a faint whine. The craft lifts off and weaves through the woods, then hovers just above the treetops. Dave punches the throttle and we’re sucked into our seats—hard. Beyond the side viewport, the ground blasts away and scattered clouds whip past.

As we soar higher, my thoughts retrace all that happened, in reverse. Crashing into the forest, tumbling helplessly, back to the explosion where it all began. Everything happened so fast. I don’t understand where the idea came from, or why any of them even followed my crazy instructions. But they did, like it was business as usual.

Madison asks, “Care for something to drink?”

Apparently she doubles as a stewardess, though I’d best refrain from any comment, or else find myself pinned to the floor with her knee crushing my neck.

Dave says, “Tea for me.”

“And you, Adam?”

“Sure, I’ll have some too.”

She looks at Matt and awaits his choice.

“Tea?” he says. “What do I look like?”

Madison smirks. “Do you really want to know?”

He draws a swift breath, preparing for the joust, but reconsiders. “Nothing for me.” He swings around to face his console, and Madison exits to the rear compartment.

Once she is gone, Dave laughs. “You’re such a weenie, Matt. There’s nothing wrong with tea.”

“Oh? The big tough warriors drink tea?”

“Yeah, we do. So what do little wiener-heads drink?”

Dave and I laugh.

Matt spins around in his seat. “Real men drink beer!” He puts fists at his hips and tries to puff up his scrawny little chest.

I point out, “Must be why you ain’t drinking one.”

Dave roars with laughter.

Matt is not so amused. “Hey! I’m working here.”

“Yeah, Adam,” Dave says. “Beer’s not a good idea in our line of work. At least—while you’re working!” He howls like it’s hilarious, then acts out a drunken stupor, swerving the craft across the sky. Good thing we’re up so high. He laughs so hard he snorts and whoops, cracking himself up real good. Dork. Bad enough laughing at your own jokes, worse when they’re not even funny.

“And just what is our line of work?” I ask.

He sees that I’m not laughing and returns to level flight. “I hate to keep telling you how things are. It’s like I’m filling your head with my own ideas.”

“At least give me a hint.”

Arms outstretched, he says, “Just look around. Hints are everywhere.”

Following his advice, I scan the cockpit. Okay, so it’s a cockpit. This is an assault craft. We have weapons, tactical displays, shields.

“We are military,” I suggest.

“You’re on to it.”

But where are the uniforms? These characters dress like they’re on vacation. But of course—uniforms are part of the conformist ideal, with which we do not agree. We are not a mindless force of regimented drones, walking the same, talking the same, even dressing alike. We are individuals, each with personal ideas, though united toward a common goal—freedom from the Association. Even without a specific memory to confirm it, the passion is clear, a fierce notion deep down that drives me to preserve individuality for all. Apparently with such fervor that I am willing to fight. However, I would rather not, and more so, gladly forget that I ever had in any past. I hate war. In dreams, memory, or real life.

Madison returns and hands me a sealed container with built-in straw. “Here you go,” she says. “I added a little something extra to help you sleep.”

While sipping the tea, my attention roams, then I catch a glimpse out the side viewport. The sky has split into halves, darker above and glowing purple below, gently curving where they meet. We have reached a tremendous altitude. The tea is delicious and soon my eyelids grow heavy. Beyond the cockpit windows, all light fades. Night is coming, and with it, the call to sleep.

My thoughts wander, reviewing recent events. The abandoned warehouse, fighting the Bobs, escaping the furnace and taking down the scout craft. Deeds of a soldier, with combat skills born of experience. I’ve waged war before, against the Association. Was I? The bleary memories float across my mind, but soon they scatter, focus dissolving, thoughts fading. Reality slips from view and I begin to drift off, approaching a pleasant slumber.


 * * *


 Something smacks me in the face and I’m instantly awake. All I can see is smooth metal, point-blank, chilly against my nose. What is this, a steel coffin?

I thrash to one side and thrust against the panel, struggling to break free of this trap. My body careens away and spins like a top. What the hell is this? As the dizzy scene races past, I catch a glimpse of Dave and Matt above, looking down. I mean, below, looking up. What?

Matt hollers, “Hey, flyboy! You’re supposed to strap in.”

Dave and Matt are laughing. I can hear them clearly, but each time around they’re just a blur. A hand smacks into mine and stops my spinning. Madison holds tight and keeps me steady. Her pigtails are sticking straight out each side.

“Quit jerking around,” she says. “Be gentle.”

We’re floating free, surrounded by the cockpit, suspended high above where Dave and Matt are seated . . . on the wall? The forward view seems to be on the floor. I turn to look, and Madison counteracts my twisting motion with a shove of her hand against mine.

“Adam! What did I just tell you? Don’t push off like that. There’s nothing to stop your inertia.”

Out the viewport is utter blackness, a void lacking all detail other than a purple disk about the size of the moon. But that’s no moon. A planet?

We’re in space.

“What are we doing in outer space?”

With a mild tug, Madison draws me into her arms. She holds tight, smiling as we gently spin, face to face.

“We’re going home, Adam. Home.”








 Chapter 4
 


 The wind is strong. Gusts so violent, the slaps threaten to knock me from this perch. A brilliant sun hangs in the soft pink sky, bringing light and warmth to this marvelous day. Not a single cloud interferes.

I am standing atop a tall building, a good fifty floors or more. The view is spectacular, stretching from the mountains to the sea, and all the land in between, populated by a sprawling metropolis. Down below, people crowd the sidewalks, and vehicles fill a maze of congested avenues. They all look so small, like tiny insects.

Nearby, a woman is standing at the roof’s edge, enjoying the view as well. She turns to look at me. A crisp breeze tosses rusty strands around her face. She clears her scattered mane and smiles, staring at me from eyes the lightest blue, nearly clear, like sparkling crystal.

“In love,” she says, “one may fall.”

She turns on her heels, facing away from the precipice. Arms outstretched, she leans back.

“No!” I race to save her but it’s too late. Completely of her own will, she falls away and vanishes over the edge.

It’s never too late—I’m going after her. I leap off the building and sail down, the stream of air tearing at my face—frightening—but at the same time, refreshing. The woman, where did she go? City streets race up to greet me, and oddly, I welcome it. I have no fear. One quick twist and I gently touch down.

I’m lost in a bustling crowd moving along the sidewalk. Consumed with their busy existence, they are oblivious of my presence. Vehicles speed through the street, a cacophony of engines, horns, and people hollering obscenities as they jockey for position.

The woman has vanished in the crowd, yet I sense her voice in my thoughts. “Two may fall to become one, or fall further, to become fewer.”

In an instant, I’m atop the building again.

What happened? Perhaps I only dreamt that she was here. A strange intuition emerges from my confusion—I must go down to the street and find her. But not by falling, that was the wrong choice.

Behind me is a doorway which I enter, then down a few steps into a hallway. The plush carpeting squishes between my bare toes. Farther along the corridor is an elevator with polished steel doors. I press the down button and wait. A few moments pass, a bell sounds, and the doors slide open.

Inside the elevator is an old lady with white hair and a black fur coat, the short kind only down to the waist. She wears jewelry—earrings, bracelet and necklace, all bright diamonds. And she looks to have spent millions more on makeup.

Her face contorts with disgust.

I study myself. I have no clothes. Where did they go?

Aghast, the old lady rushes out of the elevator, mumbling words I can’t understand. Okay, be offended, your choice. I step in, the doors slide shut, and the elevator shoots down, but so fast that I become weightless. The floor and ceiling vault away, the walls contract, and the elevator becomes a long tube with me soaring through so fast that any sense of up or down vanish. The space closes in and the speed increases to the point of terror, to be restricted in all directions but one and propelled so swiftly, like a bullet hurling to the barrel’s end, destined to crash and splatter. No—this is just another experience. There is nothing to fear.

Next I’m standing on a sidewalk. No one is present, no busy people, no traffic in the street. The sidewalk borders the edge of a park, and a connecting sidewalk leads to an area with a few fiberglass lunch tables. I’m overly fascinated by papers circling the tables, carried aloft on a calm breeze. Pieces of trash, sections of newspaper, floating about and faintly slapping as they collide. Their swirling motion is absolutely captivating.

The sidewalk is more interesting. The sections of concrete are aligned with exquisite precision, making them fit together exactly, with lines between the slabs perfectly straight. I am irresistibly drawn to this otherwise meaningless characteristic of the pavement. It seems important, but I have no idea why.

Beyond the park is a factory, an ominous edifice of dark red bricks. Tall chimneys eject thick plumes of black smoke that blend with the cloudy sky. This is a bad place. Dread urges me to run away, but it doesn’t work. I want to run, I’m trying to run, but an unseen force has taken hold, and each stride results in a minuscule distance gained. Frustration mounts as every effort to escape only increases the restraining force. Determined, I lean forward and slip ahead a fraction. Leaning further, I make progress, and once my body is at a steep incline, each stride begins to cover a distance I would expect. Inclined, I can get away. But I must keep barreling forward, for if I do not, I may fall flat on my face. My speed increases until I’m moving rapidly, which pleases me. Then I elongate into a thin dart and shoot up into the clouds.

I’m somewhere else, another park, grass beneath my feet. I have shoes again, along with the rest of my clothes, all black. Other people dressed in black are gathered around one spot. This isn’t a park, it’s a cemetery.

Carefully, I ease closer to the mourning crowd, but keep enough distance to remain unnoticed. An old man is lying in a casket suspended over a fresh grave. He seems familiar, but I couldn’t say why. Then, his lifeless body crawls out of the casket, and he pushes through the crowd. They don’t seem to notice him, or me, the mourners just keep sobbing. The old man emerges from the crowd and approaches.

“Don’t let them bury me,” he says.

Despite an incredible urge to speak, I cannot make a sound.

“Please, don’t bury me. I’ll have to stay here while the insects eat my body, until it’s gone. Don’t let them do that to me, that’s horrible. Please, take the body away and burn it.”

I feel sorry for the old man. He may be related to me, and asking for help, but I don’t know what to do. No one else has noticed our conversation. The mourners remain gathered around the casket while a man reads from a book. I can see the old man lying in the casket, clearly dead, yet the same old man is standing before me, pleading for my help.

He comes closer, and reaches out to my face.

I flinch.

He caresses my cheek. “Please . . .”

What the hell is this?

“Please . . .”

Soft fingertips brush against my face. This old man, especially a dead old man, could not possibly have a touch so soft.

A distant sound grows louder—a rhythmic thumping of deep bass, accompanied by an electrified twang, contained in a playful melody. A guitar, an electric guitar, weeping as its strings are manipulated into the sound of . . . music?

The old man strokes my cheek, and the scene fades to black.

“Please, Adam. Wake up.”


 * * *


 Madison gazes at me while stroking fingertips across my cheek.

“Did you sleep well?” she asks.

“I don’t know. Maybe, before that crazy dream.”

“Anything good?”

“I wouldn’t call any of it good. A bunch of nonsense like always.”

The darkened compartment gives few details. Together we’re wrapped in a doublewide sleeping bag hanging from the ceiling. Or is it the wall? Where did up go?

Her grin is sly. “You know, it’s not always nonsense.”

“Maybe not for you.”

“We’re talking about your dreams, not mine.”

“How about I lend you a few, and you tell me what it all means.”

“You know we can’t do that.”

“At this point, what I know, or think I know, I have to wonder if any of it’s even true.”

She ponders that a moment. “Well, you know what they say—what you think is true is proved wrong by what you don’t think.” She winks.

“Now you’re giving me a headache.”

“Stop it, Adam. Your mind is trying to tell you something.”

“Maybe it should speak more clearly.”

“Or you should listen better.”

Of course, all my fault. I shouldn’t even be dreaming. “So the dreams are supposed to mean something.”

She fiddles with a mesh netting that holds us in the bag. “That’s for you to decide, not me. All I can say is pay attention, and at least try to figure out what your mind is telling you.”

“Okay. Falling should be scary and dead relatives ought to be burned. The rest is complete nonsense, and even those two are a stretch.”

“For now, but later, once you think about what you’re not, the rest might end up making more sense than you realize.” She loosens the mesh and wiggles out of the bag—naked.

She hears my gasp and twists around. “What’s the big deal?”

Oh my. She floats like an angel, slowly drifting away. Her dark hair spreads out in all directions, an odd sight, like she’s underwater. She reaches up to collect the wandering strands and secures a pair of pigtails. Exposed from head to toe, her silky skin is golden brown, except her nipples, much darker like chocolate. She has the ultimate female body, every feature curving smoothly, well-defined hips, tight tummy and petite breasts, limbs that suggest athletic potential. Her thighs could crush me, an experience I may not mind.

Near a wall, she pushes off and glides back. She reaches past me for a handhold, then brings a palm under my chin and coaxes it up, closing my mouth, which apparently has been hanging wide open.

“You’re gawking,” she says. “You act like you’ve never seen a naked woman before, and I’m pretty sure you have.”

She is close. I can smell her, and nearly taste her skin.

A familiar sound captures my attention—an electric guitar moaning sweetly, relaxed and easy, in time with mellow bass delivering a cyclic pattern of soft tremors. Wonderful. I haven’t heard music like that since . . . when? Music, the other lost treasure, forbidden in their utopian society. There ought to be music wherever you go, a symphony of sounds at all locations.

Madison is naked. And she was in this blanket, sack, whatever it is, in here with me. I study myself. I’m naked. Well, one part of the dream wasn’t complete nonsense.

“Madison, we didn’t . . .”

“What?”

“You know.” I rattle the baggy blanket thing, suggesting how the same might have moved earlier.

“Oh, Adam, not while you’re snoring.” Then her eyes light up. “But now that you’re awake . . .” She reaches past my shoulder and pulls herself near, until her nose is brushing against mine.

I tense up. “Ah, that’s not such a good idea, is it?”

What am I saying? It’s a great idea. I’ve been lusting after her every minute since we met. Her gaze is unwavering. Her eyes say it all—she wants me. But surely, someone may disapprove. So what, let them disapprove. This moment is mine. However, I wonder . . .

“Can we do it without gravity?”

Her grin turns wicked. “We can do it any way you like.” She shifts to the side, and her lips begin exploring my neck, where she plants a tender kiss, then roams further, up to my ear, her tongue tickling. More sweet kisses as she nuzzles my neck, then she slips one hand into the sleeping bag and slides her fingers across my chest, wandering along my belly and farther down.

We’re startled by a sudden exhaust of air pressure, then a sharp clank as a latch snaps open. Light streams in through a hatchway and brightens the compartment. A silhouette hangs in the entry.

“Hey guys, we’re almost—” Matt floats in through the hatchway. “Maddie! Get off him!”

She withdraws her venturing hand. “Get off him?” She pushes off and floats away. “Or get him off?” She giggles.

“You make me sick. Get dressed.” Matt slips out the hatchway and propels himself along the connecting passage, back to wherever it was he came from. I wish he would’ve stayed there in the first place.


 * * *


 Madison can’t stop giggling, amused by our being caught, as if she enjoys it. She wrestles into a tight bodysuit, shiny black. A treat itself, watching as she wiggles and squirms. She zips up and seals herself in, then pulls more clothes from a locker.

“Wear these,” she says, and tosses the items. “You’ll like them better.”

Faded blue jeans, white pullover, and a black leather vest.

“I need a shower first. I’m filthy.”

She grins. “A dirty old man, though I doubt any shower will ever fix that.”

“Ha-ha, real funny. I’m talking about my skin.”

She glides close and pulls me from the sleeping bag, naked as the day I was born. Without the aid of gravity, my dangling member slaps like a wet noodle. Not a very impressive first impression. But then, she’s probably seen me naked before, I just don’t remember. Regardless, this is embarrassing.

Past the grime coating my skin, she seems to find a pleasant sight, increasing the width of her grin. She pulls me into a narrow passage and points to a small hatch.

Before I go, there is something I must say. “Madison, thank you, for everything. I’m so glad you found me, and saved me. Really, I am. I was so lost, and would’ve been even more lost by now. I really mean it, Madison. Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Now wash that dirt off, you slime-ball.” Her open palm smacks my bare ass. The sting is unpleasant, but knowing it came from her, I almost enjoy it.

She leaves me to my bathing. I was hoping she might assist.


 * * *


 Beyond the hatchway is a small compartment for bathing and relieving oneself. A good idea, I’m overdue. In what resembles a urinal, a narrow funnel hangs from the end of a tube. They can’t be serious. Well, better than spraying all over the wall. But really, it would probably end up all over me. I plug into the strange apparatus and let it flow. A vicious sucking ignites, whooshing away the waste product well before I’m done. I try getting loose but the damn thing is tenacious. Actually, if I relax, this could be exciting. No! It’s just a hunk of cold plastic. Relieved—physically and of filthy thoughts—I pull free of the potentially pleasing energetic vacuum.

Next to the urinal is a tall cylinder with a glass door. As I glide near, the door slides open to reveal a narrow tube constructed of stainless steel. Maybe this isn’t the shower, seeing how it lacks a spout or drain. When I slip in, the door snaps shut in a whoosh and the portal seals tight. I try to escape but the door won’t budge. An ominous noise begins—growling. A mist of hot steam fills the tube, then the growling escalates to a piercing whine, and a gale-force wind churns the moistened air. This shower is weird, more like getting dry-cleaned. Seconds later, the mist evacuates followed by a brief storm of heated air. The cyclone ends, the latch clicks, and the door slides open. Yeah, I knew that.

I glide to a wall-mounted mirror. Haven’t had a good look at myself in a while. Is that really me? Must be, but somehow it doesn’t seem right. Time for some grooming, that’s the problem. Wild hair, nearly to my shoulders, and a frizzy mess after that crazy shower. My beard is worse, all scraggly. The man in the mirror isn’t me. He’s a barbarian.

Inside a cabinet, I find an electric trimmer and a pair of scissors. Using the trimmer, I reduce my beard to an acceptable length, nice and tight, close to the skin. Now beard clippings are floating everywhere. Madison might get upset about the mess. The urinal will help. Armed with the vacuum hose, I go after the stray whiskers, capturing the little suckers—with the big sucker. Rather fun, like a game.

Now the hair. I can’t really give myself a proper haircut without a view of the back, but at least I can trim the bangs and get it out of my face. Maybe I could use the earlier trick, and view myself from outside the body. No, I’ll tip over and stab myself with the scissors, probably right in the eye. Not a good idea. Maybe later, when no sharp objects are in my presence.

I comb the wet hair forward, aim just above the eyebrows, and cut straight across. Well, as straight as can be expected. It might help if I was standing with feet on the floor like a normal person, instead of slowly rotating. Now the sides look too long, like a girl with bangs. And in all truth, I can reach some of the back without going exterior, at least enough to even out this mess. Clumps of wet hair orbit my head, which I must swat away. Time for that sucker again. Madison will never know how messy I’ve been.

After a few corrections, which only shorten the hair further, I’m satisfied. Better, but still, the man in the mirror is a stranger. Those eyes, they don’t seem right, like they’re not even mine. Green around the edges with a brown ring in the center, moving outward like flames on a golden star. So which is it? Green, brown, or gold? All and more—hazel, eyes of shifting color.

What happened to my clothes? Every time I let go of something it drifts away. Gravity has value, unrealized until it’s gone—keeping things where they belong. Back to the berthing compartment, I chase after the apparel and corral each item one by one.

Madison was right, I do like these clothes better. The jeans are long since new, faded and supple, though still cling well to my thighs and butt. The pullover is not so snug, but does follow my shape, heavier fabric than a typical tee-shirt, and long sleeves with thick elastic cuffs that stick in place when pushed higher up my forearms. But most attractive is the black leather vest, which encases my torso rather well, as if custom-tailored. Inside a locker, I find a pair of tall lace-up boots, black with thick, durable soles. They fit perfectly, just like the rest. How is it they have clothes, in a style that would please me, all exactly the right size?


 * * *


 The lack of gravity has been challenging, but I’m getting used to it. Using rungs along the corridor, I propel my body and soar into the cockpit, targeting the copilot seat. My aim is perfect, I come right to it. Or it comes to me. That’s part of the disorientation. Am I moving? Or is everything around me moving while I, in fact, remain motionless? With everything weightless, including me, it feels impossible to tell the difference.

Dave glances over as I slide into the seat. “Morning, Adam, how’s—” He’s horrified. “What the hell happened to your hair?”

Busy at a console, Madison spins around. She’s not too happy, either. “Aw, Adam, why did you have to go and do that? You looked so good before.”

Matt turns to look and his eyes go wide. “You could’ve at least made it straight, you knucklehead.”

I reach for my bangs. The hair is a lot shorter than I expected, now that it’s dry.

Madison comes up from behind and tidies the mess, running her fingers through and flipping the choppy strands side to side. “Oh, Matt, it’s not that bad. He’s still cute.”

“Like you should talk,” I say to Matt. “At least my hair’s clean.”

He doesn’t catch the insult, too busy tossing his own. “Sure, but it looks like you had an accident with farm equipment.”

Dave laughs. “You should’ve waited, I know a good hairstylist. A professional, not a hack like you.”

I’ll live with the hack job. Better than plastic yellow doll hair sticking out all directions.

Madison spins the seat around and yanks me out before I’ve a chance to buckle up. As she conducts a survey of my features, her eyes undress me all over again. “Wow, Adam, you look good. Real good.” Her seductive gaze crawls back up my torso, to my eyes, and we lock stares. After an uncomfortable silence, her grin turns wicked—like I’m on the menu, and she’s starving.

“Check it out,” Dave says. “We’re coming in.” He points out the forward view and urges me to strap in.

We’re still in space, but swiftly approaching a planet. The atmosphere looks detached from the globe, like a giant pink bubble surrounding the fragile world.

As we enter the atmosphere, gravity returns, and with it, a myriad of strange sensations, worst of all the rocks rolling around in my gut. We descend through bright daylight, scattered clouds whipping past, then glide over a coastline where ocean waves crash and burst, thrust against towering red cliffs. The steep rock walls rise to lush plateaus that blend with forested land, and farther in the distance, snowcapped mountains. Lower still, we soar above a stretch of white sand, waves lapping the shore. People crowd the beach, sunbathing in bikinis and flashy swim trunks, others playing in the water. The scene reminds me of something, a better time, a better place, but I can’t see it. The memory is cloudy.

Dave talks with someone over the radio. Our speed decreases and the craft drops, then he flips switches and the landing gear extends. “Let’s see how well you did, Matt. Hang on everybody, this might be bumpy.”

“It’s going to hold,” Matt says. “Have I ever let you down before?”

As the ground approaches, Dave ponders a memory. His thoughts remain private, but judging by the foul expression forming, the experience wasn’t pleasant.

“That’s not fair,” Matt says. “I already told you, that wasn’t my fault.”

I remark, “So Mister Genius isn’t all he’s cracked up to be.”

Dave laughs and Matt doesn’t say another word.

The craft sets down, a solid boom, followed by creaking and groaning, giving Dave an expression as if his face is making the noises. A few moments pass, the unsettling racket eases, and all is quiet.

“Told you so,” Matt says.

Dave’s reply is almost apologetic.

“Okay, you did all right. This time.”


 * * *


 Dave pops the hatch, the small steps fold out, and he starts down. I follow him out, Matt and Madison trail behind. Off the last step, I pause to enjoy the warm weather and fine air, fresh and sweet. The pink sky is full of puffy white clouds, sunbeams slicing through it all, a gorgeous day.

As we cross the landing platform, a creaking sound comes from behind, and grows to a screech of twisting metal.

I spin around.

Matt stands frozen, eyes tight contorting his face, bracing for the inevitable failure. Beyond him, the craft shudders. The landing strut snaps, and the hull crashes down.

Once the booming echo fades, Dave says, “Told me so, eh?”

Matt looks ready to tear off another strut and wrap it around Dave’s neck. “Yeah, I told you so is right. I said it would hold until we got home. I never said it would last forever.”

The mind is an interesting device, how it must justify all results, whether intended or not. The perfect analytical machine is incapable of error, so when faced with the possibility, it must invent an excuse as ridiculous as calling attention to the precise words spoken. And now, after the fact, it’s almost like Matt expected this to happen. His mind is satisfied, right again. Try computing an excuse that satisfies the rest of us.

Dave gives his opinion of Matt’s mental prowess. “Fine, be all happy with yourself, Mister Never-wrong. Now fix it, right. And the rest. I want her purring like a kitty next time we fly, you got that?”

“Yeah, yeah, whatever,” Matt says, walking away. “I’ll take care of it . . .”

“What did you say?” Dave asks.

Matt turns back. “I said I’ll take care of it.”

“No, after that.”

Matt makes a valiant effort at absolute innocence. “I didn’t say anything after that. You’re hearing things.”

Dave tightens his brow. Then he gives it up, walks past, and leaves our injured craft behind.

If my senses serve me well, I’d say Matt mumbled, “Jerk.”


 * * *


 The landing platform is a long strip of concrete where countless craft are parked facing a similarly long terminal building, a few floors tall, constructed of glass with an aqua sheen supported by a network of struts. From the terminal, maintenance personnel emerge, dressed in gray coveralls. When they see our craft and its awkward droop, they start shaking their heads.

On his way inside, Dave turns back. “Come on, we have other business.”

Madison pulls me along and we follow Dave, leaving Matt to face the repairmen and explain our craft’s condition. His stellar mind will compute excuses enough to justify the damage, none of it Matt’s fault, of course.

Inside the terminal, we enter a wide corridor thrumming with people. They wear every fashion imaginable, some in shorts, loose shirts and sandals ready for the beach, others more spiffy in relaxed business attire, though most dress casual—jeans and pullover, boots or sneakers. Hairstyles vary, females long and loose, brunettes, blondes, even bright pink. A few males have long hair, though most wear shorter styles, some flashy like Dave’s, but none so butchered as mine. There are soldiers as well, roughly an equal number male and female, wearing a variety of military uniforms, either dark coats with stiff collar, tight bodysuits, or camouflaged shirt and pants a mixture of olive drab and tan.

As we push through the crowd, some people glance, and when I fall under their gaze, they brighten up. Many smile, others wave, a few even say, “Hi, Adam.”

Privately, I ask Madison, “Do I know these people?”

She smiles and pats me on the back. “Their favorite hero.”

Have I been here before? I must have, but so much is foreign. Certainly attractive to my tastes, but still, it seems unfamiliar. Emotions clash—this place hints at a life full of meaning and purpose, but at the same time, dread strikes—there is no clear memory of being here. I feel empty, out of place. And what does the emptiness hold? A time of success and accomplishment? Or strife, burdened with too much responsibility? Even to recall misery is better than to be empty.


 * * *


 On the street side, the terminal faces a multilane boulevard crammed full of vehicles dropping off and picking up passengers, one after another, then moving along. Overhead, elevated walkways connect the terminal with a parking structure across the street. Hanging from one of the spans is a wide banner that reads “Welcome home.”

I ask Madison, “Welcome who? Me?”

Dave chuckles. “Not much trouble remembering his ego.”

“No, silly,” Madison says. “The troops.” She points to soldiers marching toward buses farther along the street, and others joining friends and loved ones parked at the curb.

Dave says, “We’ve repelled another Association offensive, and they’ve backed off for now. The fleet is home to resupply and celebrate victory.”

“Fleet?”

He points to the sky. I must strain to see anything other than scattered clouds.

Madison leans near, her head to mine, and directs my gaze as she points upward. “See, up there.”

High in the sky are tiny specks clumped together, a few reflecting glints of sunlight.

“In outer space?”

“Low orbit,” Dave says. “Too big for surface landings. They’re coming in on shuttles, like that one now.” He points over my shoulder just as a faint whine grows to a deafening roar. A craft passes directly overhead, blocks out the sky, and I nearly leap from my skin. The craft maneuvers behind the terminal and drops to the landing platform.

“The thing’s the size of a city block.”

Dave chuckles. “It’s just a shuttle.” He calls for us to follow, and we proceed along the sidewalk. As more craft zip past, I try to heed his advice and convince myself not to be alarmed by the cantankerous hunks of steel magically floating overhead.

Chasing after Dave, we advance at a hurried stride, and soon my breathing matches the pace. But something is different about the air. Not bad, rather rich and satisfying, but certainly peculiar. Each breath tingles deep inside my lungs, and my head begins to feel light.

“Slow down,” Madison says, walking alongside. “You’ve been gone awhile. You need to adjust.”

I can feel a tight grin pinching my cheeks, and a slight buzz coming on. Feels like I’m walking on mashed potatoes.

She grabs hold and makes me halt. “Your breathing, you ’tard. You’re hyperventilating.”

Oh, that. Against an instinctual urge to do otherwise, I slow my breathing to the point I should be gasping for air, but the concentrated atmosphere contains abundant oxygen. Strange that I could pause so long between breaths and not struggle for more. But not strange—I already knew that.

My gaze wanders to the sky. I do remember this place. Rich atmosphere, pink sky full of puffy white clouds, and bright sun warming my skin.

I have been here before.


 * * *


 At the curb, Dave waves at the passing cars. What is this about? Greeting his friends? He must be popular. I go to the curb and wave with him.

“What are you doing?” he asks. “I’ll take care of it. We only need one taxi.”

“Oh.” I smile. “Better chance we’ll get one.”

I must look like an idiot. But it’s true, two of us waving is sure to score a ride. What? A lame excuse for acting like an idiot, when I know perfectly well what he was doing. Who’s insisting they’re right here?

A taxi pulls to the curb. Madison opens the door and we climb in back. Dave hops in up front next to the driver, a fellow with dark tan and wavy sun-bleached hair, wearing shorts and sandals, and a bright orange button shirt decorated with parrots and pineapples.

Dave tells the driver, “Two stops . . .” He goes on to describe our destinations, both completely unfamiliar. In an alarming surge, the taxi catapults into traffic. The wide boulevard is heavily congested, slowing our journey, but the driver is quite the maniac, weaving in and out of every nook and cranny, as if one car length would make a difference in the end.

The driver asks, “You looking to surf? The sets are wicked today.”

Surf? Surfing, I remember—stand on a board skimming over the waves and hope you don’t fall off. Something like that.

“Not right now,” I say. “Maybe later.”

The driver peers into the rearview mirror, putting his attention on me instead of traffic. “That’s cool, dude. When you have some time I’ll show you the killer spots without a bunch of posers riding their inflatable rafts, getting in the way. Ask for cab four-twenty, that’s me.” He scans the road for maybe a microsecond, then back to me in the mirror. “Hey, dude, how about some party action? Looking for a night on the town?”

On the dash is a small certificate with his name and photo.

“Ah, Jeremiah, maybe you should keep an eye on the road.”

“Call me Jerry, that’ll do.”

“Watch out!”

About to smack a vehicle dead ahead, he calmly throws the taxi over one lane. I could use a new pair of shorts after that, but everyone else is calm, no big deal. Seems I have no memory of a typical taxi ride. Easy to understand why.

“There’s a bitchin’ band playing tonight,” Jerry says. “A friend of mine, really good, dude, far out stuff. Loud guitars, and my friend, she sings, and really good. I’m telling you, man, you should check it out, her band is totally boss. Tonight at Rocko’s. Call me later and I’ll get you there.”

Arms wrapped around her knees, Madison leans forward. “How about dancing? Any clubs you’d suggest?”

Jerry peers at her in the rearview mirror. His brow tightens. “What, like that meat market shit? Boomp boomp boomp, that kind of thing?”

Madison scowls. “No, you twit, not that kind of dancing. The naked kind. You know, where I can enjoy a good cocktail and see some sexy women.”

“Oh, that kind of dancing,” Jerry says. “I know just the place, lots of chicks, real tasty, I’m sure you’ll dig it. They got a live band, too, that’s cool for a nudie bar.”

“Good,” Madison says. “I’ll call you later.” She glances at me and gives my thigh a squeeze. “I have plans for Adam.”

All her affection, all her lust, I had thought—

I look to her with profound confusion.

“What?” she asks. “You actually think you’re the only one who turns me on?”

That didn’t answer the question—the one I never asked.

“Madison, what are you saying? Do you like watching, or is it more than that?”

She giggles. “What’s more than that?”

“You know. Do I have to say it?”

“Yes, you do. I want you to say it. Come on, let’s hear it.”

“Well, are you . . . I mean, do you . . .”

“Come on, you can do it. You’re a big boy now.”

“Okay, I’ll say it—do you like sex with women? There, I said it.”

Stroking a finger across her chin, she contemplates the query, her wandering gaze lost in a distant fantasy. “Sex with women,” she muses. “Hmm, I wonder . . .”

Oh stop toying with me, you don’t have to think about it that much. In the meantime, Dave chuckles. He probably has an idea of what’s coming.

Her pretend daydream complete, she gets a mischievous grin and says no more. Come on, just answer the question. Her evasive game having served its purpose—whatever that may be—at last she satisfies my curiosity.

“Well, if you must know . . . yes, I do, just like I enjoy the idea of sex with you. Women give pleasure as well as any man, sometimes even better. I like sex, any kind of sex, and I want it all.”

Dave’s mild chuckles have evolved into hearty laughter. Seems he already knew about this. Actually, I’m not that shocked. I probably knew as well, and simply forgot.

She asks, “Would you like to try it sometime?”

“Try what?”

“You know, sex. With me, and another woman.”

Oh boy, now I’m on the spot. Two naked ladies touching each other? Where do I fit in? In between. A surge of blood changes course and rockets to my crotch.

Madison simply gazes at me, awaiting my response. I should be honest.

“Yeah, I would like that. Actually, I’d dig it a lot.”

Her eyes light up and she draws me into an embrace, her lips close to my ear. “And you will dig it, believe me, I’ll make sure you do.”

She squeezes me tight, which only heightens my arousal, almost too much for public display. I need to save that for the right time and place, not here in this taxi.

Jerry says, “Wow, you’re one lucky dude.” Then he shifts his attention back to the road, where I wish he would keep it.

Dave twists around, and this time he’s not amused. “Maddie, that’s not such a good idea.”

She releases me. “David, don’t be such a busybody.”

His brow tightens. Then he gives it up, turns around and faces forward. Next I catch a glimpse of Jerry in the rearview mirror, studying me.

“Hey, dude,” he says. “There’s one other place you should go.”

“Oh? Where’s that?”

“Another friend of mine, she does hair. Man, someone really butchered your strands. I hope you didn’t pay for that.”


 * * *


 In a residential neighborhood, Jerry slows the taxi to the curb. Our first stop. I glance at Madison and she seems to understand my question without words. She shakes her head once and puts a hand on my knee to keep me seated.

Dave pops the door open and steps out, then leans toward the open window next to Madison. “I’ll be over later,” he says. “In the meantime, behave yourself. Understood?”

She remains silent, staring straight ahead.

He looks past her, to me, and says, “Can you just trust me on this for now?”

Unsure of what to say, I can only shrug.

He walks away and climbs the steps of a funky bungalow surrounded by an overgrown yard full of dandelions. Perhaps a great pilot, but not much of a gardener. Halfway up the steps, he waves good-bye, and we’re on our way.

A winding street takes us closer to the beach. The road levels out to a straight boulevard running parallel to a stretch of bleached sand, waves breaking on the shore and people basking in the sun, others playing in the water.

I ask Madison, “What’s up with Dave?”

“He’s just jealous, don’t mind him.”

Dave is jealous? Of who? There’s something here I need to remember.

After a short ride, we turn in to an alley, then stop behind a house that faces the beach, nearly on the sand itself.

“Here you go,” Jerry says. “Call me later if you want some action. Remember, cab four-twenty, that’s me.”

“We’ll do that,” Madison says. “Come on, Adam, this is it.”

She starts around the two-story house, light blue with white trim, weathered by the salty wind and sand. The worn siding is adorned by a funky clutter of fishing nets and boat parts. Around to the front, steps lead up to a redwood deck the width of the house.

Madison hurries up the steps and slips inside. I am not so hurried, scaling the steps while indulging in the handrail’s texture, and an odd feeling creeps in. The wood is familiar. I have held it before. I worked it, cut it, and changed its shape. I made this deck, built it with my own hands. I remember doing it as the bright sun warmed my skin, and the ocean breeze cooled it.

On the top step, I turn slowly, taking in the panoramic view of water stretching across the horizon. The wind tickles my skin and pulls a crisp ocean scent under the eaves. I remember this precise view. More of the past is creeping to the surface, a rush of visions, relaxing moments spent here on this very deck.

This is no dream, but the images do appear dreamlike, somewhat hazy and unclear. Despite the quality of the memories, I am certain—they are real.

I was here. But when?


 * * *


 Madison comes out the front door, armed with canned beverages. The screen door slaps shut behind her. “Care for a cold beer?”

“Yeah, that’d be good.”

She hands one over, which I promptly snap open and guzzle. Ah, cold beer on a warm, sunny day, now that I remember well, and have sorely missed without ever realizing it.

Madison wears sunglasses and holds another pair, which she offers to me. It is bright, some eye protection would be nice. The shades have dark lenses that wrap around, just the sort I would choose. Then I realize—they are my sunglasses. Just like the clothes—these are my clothes. Why they fit so well.

How very strange to experience something new, when it’s not something new. The rediscovery is wonderful, but at the same time, a grim reminder that so much remains lost. I want it all back.

Madison points to a pair of chaise lounges on the deck. More of the past—I remember making the outdoor furniture using scraps from the deck construction. I painted over the wood to make them white, though I couldn’t say when, but seeing how the paint is cracking, it had to be some time ago. Side by side, we relax with our legs outstretched on the long chairs. My body sinks into the plump cushion, so comfortable I could rest here for days. Silent minutes pass, sipping our beers and soaking up the sun, as beads of sweat tickle my warm skin.

“Madison, tell me how all this happened.”

“All what?” she asks, reclined and sunbathing.

“My memory. How did I lose it?”

She cocks her head my way. “I don’t know, Adam, only you do.”

“But that’s the problem. I don’t.”

“Yes you do,” she insists, and turns back to the sky. “You just have to remember.”

“But I don’t. I can’t.”

“Why do you give up so easy?”

“I’m trying, really, but it’s all blank. I can’t remember anything before the accident.”

“What accident?” she asks.

“I got smacked by a train, maybe, or something. I’m not sure. My first clear memory is waking up in the hospital.”

“Then how do you know there was an accident?”

“That’s what they told me, and besides, there must have been. Why else would I be in the hospital?”

She peers at me over her sunglasses. “Use your imagination a little.”

“Tried that already. All I got was trains.”

One amused giggle. “You’re silly. So what happened before you woke up?”

“How am I supposed to know? I was unconscious.”

“Answer the question—what happened before you woke up?”

My mind wanders, listening for an answer. Silence.

“Look at it,” she says.

I sit up and stare out at the beach. What is there to see, that isn’t here to see? Sand, more sand, a blank canvas of sandy tan. The beach loses focus and I drift to a murky otherworld, almost like a dream, but while fully awake. Bright lights shine down, people are talking, and a grinding sound at the back of my head is pressed against it and rumbling. They’re cutting into my skull.

“There wasn’t any accident,” I realize. “That’s when they stuck that thing in my head.”

My mind goes reeling. I should go back this instant and torture those bastards. Let’s chop their heads open. Pluck out their eyeballs, too, and trim their limbs down to the torso. Gut them like a fish.

Reclined beside me, Madison keeps gazing into the sky, and her smile grows.

“What are you grinning about?”

“I’m happy,” she says. “And you should be, too.”

“Why?”

“You just remembered more.” She tilts her glasses down to look me in the eye. “Hurts, doesn’t it?”

“It does?”

“Does it?” she asks.

“Does what? What are you saying?”

“I’m helping you answer your own question.”

“You are? I don’t see how.”

Watching the sky, she tilts her can for another sip of beer, and says no more.

“I don’t get it, Madison. What hurts and what’s that got to do with anything?”

She sits up to face me. “Adam, if a memory holds pain, do you want to look at it?”

“Nobody wants pain.”

“The answer to your question.”

I study her expression, hoping to pick up some clue I’ve missed. The sunglasses complete her poker face.

“Sorry, Madison, that doesn’t begin to answer anything.”

“Let’s talk about another pain.” She reaches around behind my neck. “That capsule they put in your head.”

I shift away. “That I’d rather forget.”

“Right, because it hurt.”

“Hurt like hell.”

“When?” she asks.

“It was pretty much perpetual. The damn thing never gave me a break.”

“But sometimes, did it hurt more than others?”

I get up, go to the deck’s railing, and stare out at the beach. “Maybe it did. What difference does it make?”

“Answer the question—when did it hurt more?”

Gazing out at the sand and shore, I search for memories of the recent past. Ouch. The search produced a tinge of head pain. It shouldn’t, the capsule is gone, but somehow it left its mark. Like the cells are trained, and want to strangle my brain every time—

I swing around. “When something reminded me.”

“Reminded you of what?” she asks with a clever grin.

She’s tricking me. But it’s not a trick if it’s for your own benefit, is it?

“But how?” I ask. “How could any device control my mind? How could that capsule even know what I’m thinking?”

She reclines, back to sunbathing. “Brainwave patterns are difficult to hide.”

I return to my chair beside hers. “My thoughts come from my brain?”

She laughs. “Of course not, silly. That hunk of cellular tissue is about as capable of thought as a rock.”

“Then what do brainwaves have to do with what I think?”

“They’re the result of what you think, not the thought itself.”

I flop back in the chair and stare into the sky. “You scared me for a minute there. I’d hate to think, I mean, that I couldn’t think. You know, without a body, without a brain. The thought of not having thoughts . . .”

“Stop it,” she says. “Thoughts aren’t physical, so don’t worry, nothing physical can take them from you.”

“But that capsule did.”

“It didn’t take them, it just analyzed them.”

“Same difference. I still feel invaded, like my mind’s been sucked out of my brain.”

“Adam, that’s nonsense. Your brain isn’t you, or your mind, neither are physical. Thoughts, intent, desire, all that comes from you. The brain is just an interface between you and reality. You make a decision and tell the mind, it tells the brain, then it sorts out the details and sends electrical impulses to the rest of the body. Those impulses are physical, and can be measured by physical devices, like the disrupter they put in your head.”

“Okay, so my brain is waving and making a bunch of noise. But how could it know what I’m thinking?”

“Certain thoughts produce certain patterns. When the disrupter detects a pattern that belongs to something you shouldn’t be thinking, it generates its own pattern, a conflicting electrical signal that fouls up everything.”

“You mean, makes my head hurt like hell.”

“Like a collar that shocks the poor animal every time it gets near the fence.”

“And my memory, what happened to me, is on the other side of the fence.”

She smiles. “But there’s no collar. The disrupter’s gone. So now, the only pain you have left to face is the pain stored in the memory itself. When you do, whatever the pain is hiding, will return to you.”


 * * *


 Reclined side by side, Madison and I drink our beers, and for a time we refrain from conversation. Heated sand warms the breeze, waves slap the shore, and the sun bears down. A perfect day, bright and alive, but my mind sinks to a dark place. The past lurks out of view like a hazard obscured by fallen leaves on a stormy night. Each step forward is perilous.

“Madison, why not just tell me? You know my past.”

She twists on her side to face me. “You’re in a fragile state, Adam. Anything I say could be like a post-hypnotic suggestion, so it’s risky to just tell you. I can try some, but only what I’m comfortable with, not too much. Besides, if I tell you, it’s what I remember, not you. Do you trust my memory to be the same as yours?”

She knows me well, and that I would never fully trust her version of my past.

“But what if I never remember?”

“You remembered the coffee, when you left.”

“Maybe. Having some with you, but that’s about it.”

“We said our good-byes over coffee, remember? That was at the airport. Then I waved to you and the rest of the crew, and off you went.”

“Off I went? To where?”

She shoots a glare over her sunglasses. True, a dumb question.

“Okay, I understand where. But why? Why did I go there?”

“A mission, remember?”

I pick at peeling paint on the chair’s armrest, revealing bare wood beneath. “Not yet, I’m still working on it.”

“We’re fighting the Association,” she says. “You remember that, right?”

“Yes, I realize that.”

“Okay, so we need intelligence to fight them. We need to know what they’re doing, how they’re doing it, and when they’re going to do it.”

“Sounds like spying.”

“Then you remember.”

Her repeated query acts more as a command, and it’s working. Splotches of memory begin to surface. Infiltrating enemy installations, but not to kill, to deceive them, and convince soldiers to abandon their posts. Posing as a superior officer in need of information, enemy secrets of course. On the battlefield, but not as common infantry, rather a soldier of the mind, devising clever schemes to mislead the enemy and allow our forces to outflank their position. The vague memories are confusing, but my certainty grows. I am skilled in unconventional warfare, using intelligent action to win battles, instead of blowing up people—an Alternative Combat Engineer.

But how could I be so talented at war? I hate war. I would gladly never again wield a weapon or cause harm to another. However, a deep conviction overpowers all that—I must fight to preserve freedom. Our lives are threatened by a ruthless invader. I hate this, I don’t want it, but I can’t ignore it. If they would just leave us alone, everything would be fine. But no, they refuse. So I am forced into battle—because of them.

“Well?” Madison asks. “Do you remember?”

“Some, but I’m not so sure I want to.”


 * * *


 Beer empty, I wander inside in search of another. Past the screen door, I step into the living room. The kitchen is just beyond, and I know exactly where to find the beer. Having made this short journey countless times before, the pattern of steps leading to the fridge is one memory they could never erase.

The fridge holds a healthy stock of beer in gleaming silver cans. I lean in, wrap a hand around the cool aluminum, and flashes of memory ignite—lounging on the deck, talking with friends, watching the sunset as we get drunk and silly.

In the living room, the hardwood floor shines an amber glow, covered in spots by small rugs. Overstuffed furniture, a sofa and chairs—none of which match—are surrounded by funky knick-knacks. A shelf holds scaled-down model spacecraft, next to seashells, dried sand dollars, starfish, and an abalone shell that glistens a misty teal sheen. Above a brick fireplace are trophies, some topped by rockets, others by surfboards.

Along one wall is a collection of photos, many of me, some with other people. Most are unfamiliar, but not all. There’s a picture of me and Dave, taken some time ago. We look younger and his hair is dark, before he bleached it out and became a banana-head. Another photo shows a large group gathered in a park having a cookout, and I appear to be the center of attention. Next to that is perhaps a family portrait, some older folks behind me. My parents? I have no memory of any. The concept itself feels foreign, like any parents of mine have been dead so long, relating to complete strangers would be easier.

“Madison,” I call to the deck outside.

Her voice drifts in through the screen door. “Yeah?”

“You said something about waving good-bye, to me and the crew. What crew were you talking about?”

Awaiting her reply, I browse the gallery of past images.

“The team,” she says. “Like always. You know, David and the rest.”

“Matt? You were saying good-bye.”

The next photo—how can this be? I’m standing before a craft, others joining me, some kind of celebration. I look happy, but this can’t be right. At my side, that cocky grin, it’s him.

“Jared,” she says, “and Matt and Chris. I didn’t go that time, I had other things to do.”

The screen door slaps shut behind me. On the deck, I stand numb, staring out at the ocean. My mind is lost, searching for an answer, an explanation, a reason.

“What’s wrong?” Madison asks.

“Jared. I don’t understand. He was my friend?”

“Of course he’s your friend.”

My face is on fire, but it has nothing to do with the weather. “Some friend. I’m killing that evil fuck the next chance I get.” Detached by rage, I feel a million miles away.

“Adam!” She leaps up and tears off her sunglasses. “How can you say that?”

“He shot my ass and turned me in, so forgive me if I’m a little pissed off.”

The can of beer slips from her fingers and smacks the deck. Foam bubbles out and drains between the boards. “You saw Jared? Is he okay?”

I lean over and scoop up the empty. “Yeah, just dandy. And all cozy with his pals—the Association.” The aluminum collapses in my tightening grasp.

“That’s ridiculous. He’s not with them.”

“Oh? I’ll tell you what, let’s track down the bastard and you can see for yourself. Yeah, a real sweetheart. Then I’ll beat the shit out of him.” I pitch the crumpled metal like a bullet that plows into the heated sand.

“No one’s beating Jared,” she says.

“Whose side are you on?”

“Our side. Jared is one of us.”

“If he is, I’m not.”

“Stop it, Adam. You’re jumping to conclusions.”

“When someone tortures you, there’s only one conclusion—enemy.”

“I’m sure he has a good explanation.”

“What is it with you? All this chummy stuff, like you’re good ol’ buddies.”

Her hollow stare says nothing.

Then it hits me. “You two had a thing.”

Now I get a firsthand look at the other Madison—no dreamy gazes, no sexy grins.

“That’s none of your business,” she says.

Great, now we’re getting somewhere. Hopeless war, some personal relationship garbage, now friends withholding steamy secrets. Must have been an easy memory wipe for me. Who’d want to remember a life loaded with this crap?

“Fine,” I say. “You’re right, none of my business. But you can’t stand there and ignore what I know, and you don’t. There’s no question about it, Madison, I was there.”

Her fire melts. She lowers to the edge of her seat, downcast and searching. After a moment, she looks up. “There must be a reason. There has to be.”

“I’m sure there is, but there’s no excuse, and no explanation that will ever justify what he has done to me. Jared is now the enemy.”


 * * *


 Madison goes inside while I stand alone on the deck, tortured by thoughts spinning out of control. The ocean, sky, warm sun and waves washing the shore—an instant of perfect life, a precious now, slipping away. But not all memories of Jared are bad. We had good times, playing ball on the beach, surfing together, building hot-rod craft and challenging each other to race. As soldiers we stood side by side, fought our enemy and chased them through space, flying our ships faster than anyone else, always pushing the envelope. Then coming home for beers, laughing about our daredevil adventures, and boasting how we had outsmarted the enemy once again. But all that is in the past. Now we have a traitor. The shift in alliance holds devastating potential.

Inside, Madison stands past the sofa, talking on the telephone. As I enter, she glances at me and hangs up.

“Is everything okay?” I ask.

She offers that special grin that tells me I’m being silly.

“That’s a silly question,” she says.

I’m getting better at this.

She heads for the kitchen and goes to the fridge. Standing before the open door, she fetches a beer, pops the top, and downs the entire load in one long guzzle. Not only is she gorgeous, she can drink like a sailor. We could have some fun together. After flinging the empty into the sink, she grabs a fresh can and sits at the table.

“Madison, you didn’t answer the question. Is everything okay?”

“What is everything?” she asks. “See, that’s silly. Be more specific.”

I sit across from her. “All right. Are you okay?”

“Sure, I’m fine. How are you?”

What’s with her? She’s acting like a robot.

“Madison, something’s wrong. Is it Jared?”

Her eyes flash. “I told you, that’s none of your business.”

I match her glare. “Don’t worry so much, I won’t remember anyway.”

She drains her beer and smacks it down. “Good.”

“Now it’s good? I thought I’m supposed to remember things. What, only things you want me to remember?”

We lock stares, and this time her eyes tell another story—she is frightened.

“What are you hiding?” I ask.

She looks away. “Nothing. I’m just worried, you know, about Jared.” She gets up and opens the fridge.

“Worried about him?” I ask. “Or what you should be worried about—that he wants us all dead forever.”

She returns to the table with more beer, and offers one. “I doubt he wants that.”

“Just me, is that it?”

Scanning the floor, she says, “It’s something else. It has to be.”

“I may not remember anything, but you’re not much better off.”

She looks up. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“This crap with Jared, this history. I’m glad it’s none of my business. I don’t care to have my judgment clouded by emotion, like you.”

“Right, like you should talk.”

“Look, Madison, I may not be perfect, but at least I’m trying. What are you doing?”

“Hoping to drop the subject of Jared and me. You know, there are other things to talk about.”

“Oh, is that it? Silly me, I didn’t realize. Okay, let’s talk about something else. Where would you like to start? The weather’s pretty nice today. What do you think?”

Her glare tightens.

The screen door slaps open. Dave hustles across the living room and into the kitchen. “What’s all this about Jared?”

Madison breathes a sigh of relief. “About time you got here.” She gets up and opens the fridge. “Adam has a lot of explaining to do.” From the fridge, she pulls out a twelve-pack, then points to the screen door and deck beyond. “Let’s relax outside and let him tell his story.”


 * * *


 Sunset marks the day’s passage into twilight, the sight of which unleashes a flood of scattered memories, the many instances I had witnessed a sunset from this very deck. The sight takes me back to that dreadful morning, when the colors in the sky caught my attention, just before Jared inflicted unthinkable pain. But worse, he wanted me to know it was coming. It was not enough to simply shoot me in the back. No, he had to make sure it was clear, that he was the inflictor of pain.

As we drain many beers, I explain every detail of my experiences, starting with the hospital stay, the supposed result of an accident that never happened, up to when Dave and Madison appeared as holograms, and the rest before I was rescued. They laugh, amused by my story, particularly the odd conclusions I had formed during my time of ignorance. The Association did their job well, and turned me into a genuine idiot. Worse is wondering if my true self will ever fully emerge, who I dearly hope is not such an idiot.

As I ramble, Dave asks, “Bobs?”

“You know, the goons. With the cheesy jackets.”

“Agents,” he says. “Association cops.”

Madison asks, “Why in the world would you call them Bob?”

“You know, what they wear, and their hair. Black-on-black.”

They both laugh. Dave says, “Yeah, that sure fits,” and tips his beer for another swig.

“But what about Jared?” Madison asks. “Think, Adam, there must be a clue. Maybe he only pretended to hurt you, so they’d think he was on their side, when really, he was saving you from something worse.”

“Trust me, there was nothing pretend about it. He enjoyed hurting me. And not much could be worse than what happened, or was going to happen.”

Dave asks, “Did you catch him talking to the Bobs?”

“Some.”

Madison says, “That’s a clue, Adam, right there. Think carefully, what did they say?”

“Something about reward, I’m not sure.”

They exchanged puzzled glances.

Dave asks, “What kind of reward?”

“They didn’t say. Whatever it was, he was impatient for it. Pissed even, when Bob said he had to wait until all was in order, something like that.”

Madison says, “Jared’s not greedy that way. It must be something else.”

“Maybe he turned on us to win his freedom.”

Dave chuckles. “Yeah, right. Only a well-defined, conformed freedom, with an approved structure. Get real, Adam. The only freedom they dole out is freedom from misbehaving.”

“What else could it be?”

We fall silent, pondering any possible explanation for Jared’s betrayal, but there is none. Dave and Madison have no answer, just as I do not. Only Jared knows. If only I could remember more, maybe, somehow, I might solve this puzzle sooner rather than later.

That’s what they call a wish.


 * * *


 Our depleted beers form a large pyramid growing in one corner of the deck. We’re all feeling loose, cracking jokes and laughing, the seriousness of it all having slipped away, probably lost somewhere in all those empties. I’m feeling no pain, that’s for sure, and caring less and less about Jared and his no-good deeds. No point in fussing over any of it, there’s good beer to be drunk.

Dave’s humor is in high gear, endlessly amused by his own ridiculous conclusions. Having exhausted his supply of jokes—all of which are completely stupid, though we do keep laughing—he wanders inside for more beer. Moments later, he appears on the other side of the screen door, holding a jacket.

“Look what I found in your closet.” He steps out and pushes the garment at me. “It’ll be cooling off soon. You might need this.”

Something’s not right. He has a big grin, like a joke is brewing.

I study the jacket. What? Black, the cheesy plastic kind the Bobs wear. “What the hell is that shit? I’m not wearing that.”

“Aw, come on, Bobby boy, it’ll look so good on you.”

“Ha-ha, Dave, real funny. I don’t think so.” I slap the silly sportswear away. “Get rid of that damn thing.”

What is that jacket doing in my closet? I’d never wear it.

Dave stands there laughing, cracking himself up real good, and now Madison is acting completely silly. She takes her pigtails out and flings her long mane to cover half her face, then bats her eyes like a wicked seductress stalking prey. Maybe she is, and I’m seeing the real Madison. Then again, maybe not. She bursts into hysterical laughter and makes goofy faces, none of them any sort of expression that would seduce me.

Dave returns to his seat. “Jared’s just a jackass. Fuck him.”

I certainly agree. “Yeah, fuck him. Fuck him with a big donkey dick.”

We all join in a roar of laughter.

“Yeah,” Madison says. “That selfish little prick, everything’s about him. Me me me, that’s Jared. Can’t even hold out long enough for a woman to—” She slaps a hand over her mouth, eyes wide. But she can’t take it, and bursts into a delirium of giggles.

“Oh?” I say. “So you did have a thing, eh?”

Her smile starts to wither. Now I’m the target of a hard stare. This could be painful.

Dave says, “The real question is, who didn’t she have a thing with.”

Us boys laugh hard, so much my side hurts.

Madison gets nasty, the bad kind of nasty, glaring at Dave. “What are you saying, jackass? You make me sound like a slut. I haven’t done you, so there’s one person.”

“Yeah, and why is that, Maddie? You don’t like me, or what?”

She pretends to be serious, but I can tell, it’s just an act. Like she’s upper class, nose held high. “Sorry, David, you’re just not my type. You don’t ring my bell.” She struggles to maintain the serious act, but it’s more than she can handle. She breaks out laughing, nearly in tears, and more of those goofy faces.

“But Adam does,” he says. “How’s that work?”

Madison reels in the giggles and sets a new stage, that of a hungry lover lost in a dreamy fantasy, her smile yearning, misty eyes fluttering. “Adam’s another story. He’s a studmuffin. All he has to do is touch me and I get shivers all over, I just do, and every night when I dream of us making love, over and over, he won’t stop touching me, or kissing me, and I just have to scream!” She demonstrates with a squealing cry that pierces the night.

That’s it, she’s gone too far.

“Madison—stop it.”

Dave stops laughing. Madison, too, is surprised by my sudden change of tone, and halts her lustful performance. Both are silent and staring at me, hanging on my next words.

“You’re giving me a boner.”

Dave howls so hard he falls off his seat. Madison doubles over with arms wrapped around her tummy, gasping between snorting shrieks of laughter. I can’t keep a straight face for another second, and bust up along with them.

Beer is great fun. Where did all the safeties go? Washed away, the tiny voices that warn, No, don’t say that! The guards are down, I might say anything. So what? I’m one hell of a funny guy.

Hurried footfalls pounce the steps leading up to the deck.

“Hey, guys, what’s going on?”

It’s Matt, coming to join us. The moment he speaks, we break out laughing.

“Are you guys drunk or something?”

Dave pretends to be serious. “No, we’re telling jokes.”

We fall silent and Dave pulls a tight grin. This should be good.

“Yeah,” he says. “Jokes about you.”

Everyone laughs, except Matt.

“Aw, man, you guys are drunk. You’re all a bunch of lushes, for crying out loud.” He finds a seat and doesn’t appear all that happy, but he is staying, so we must not be too drunk.

I raise and rattle my beer. “Hey, Matt, want one? You know, time to be a real man.”

“Yeah, right. Looks like I have some catching up to do.”

I try getting up but Madison stuffs me back down. “Relax,” she says. “I’ll get it.” The screen door slaps shut after she steps inside. Now’s my big chance, her momentary absence the perfect opportunity to gossip about her love life.

“So, Matt, how about you?” I ask. “You know, Madison, eh? You ring her bell?”

Dave is mid-sip, can cocked way back, and he nearly chokes. He rips the can from his mouth and sprays.

Matt is horrified. “You sick pervert.”

The screen door slaps shut. Madison is back.

“Who’s a pervert?” she asks.

Dave holds in a fit of laughter. He’s close to losing it any second.

Matt aims his disgusted glare at Madison. “Adam, that’s who. No wonder you like him. His mind’s in the gutter, right next to yours.”

“Why?” she asks. “What did he say?”

She hands Matt a beer, and another to me. Matt says nothing, shaking his head, then cracks his beer open and has a taste, and just keeps shaking his head.

I say to Madison, “I asked if he rings your bell. You know, have you done him.”

Dave can’t take it—his laughter erupts.

Madison goes sour, hands at her hips. “Adam! He’s my brother.”

Overwhelmed by a wave of embarrassment, I don’t know what to think. No wonder they fight like siblings.

Dumbfounded, I ask Matt, “She’s your sister?”

His stare leaves a trace of doubt. He glances at Madison, then back to me. “I guess you could say that.” With caution he adds, “You sure have a lot to remember.”

“Yeah, no shit.”

Matt probes further. “And why is that, Adam? Why are you so resistant to—”

Madison springs forward and covers his mouth.

“To what?” I ask.

Dave gets annoyed. “Maddie, it doesn’t matter. Let the little wiener talk.”

Matt rips her hand away and glares at Dave. “Listen here, Mister Fancy-pants, I’m tired of you calling me names.”

“I wouldn’t call you names if you weren’t such a scrawny geek.”

Matt lunges at Dave.

I grab Matt’s arm. “Hold on. Resistant to what?”

He spins around. “Recall. You’re a big pussy that everyone has to baby, because oh, you poor thing, it might hurt to remember the truth.”

“What truth?”

“Figure it out, dumb-ass!”

Dave chuckles. “Now who’s calling names?”

Matt resumes his assault, slapping Dave across the chest, to which he acts more annoyed than threatened. “Back off, wiener-brain.” Matt ignites with pansy fury. Dave dances around the deck evading him, and laughing.

Madison chases after them. “Stop it, both of you.”

Matt whirls on her. “And you! How about what you should be telling him.”

She halts. “You know I can’t.”

Matt grumbles, “You mean, won’t.”

“Tell me what?” I ask.

“Everybody calm down,” Dave says. He coaxes Madison to join him, and they step inside. The screen door slaps shut and their muffled voices leak through.

More secrets—bullshit. I start for the door but Matt cuts me off. He stares at me like it’s the last time we’ll ever see each other. “Adam, please. I’ve admired you for so long, but now . . .”

“What is it, Matt?”

“Think about what you’re doing. And remember who you are!”

“I still wish one of you would just tell me.”

His gaze drops. “No, Adam, it doesn’t work that way.” He looks me in the eye and squeezes my arm. “You have to remember, that’s the only way. I just wish you’d hurry up.”

“Why?”

He steps back. “You’re like a reformatted data brick. Makes it blank like your memory, but you know how it works.” He glances past the screen door at Madison, inside and out of earshot. “I shouldn’t even be telling you this much, but screw it, here goes. Like a data brick, the files aren’t deleted, just the directory entries pointing to them. You know what happens when new data is added before undeleting files you want back.”

I do know, but not how or why I would. “The new data is stored in any available space, marked available when a file is deleted, or the whole brick is formatted.”

“Overwriting the old data, making it gone for good.”

Dave and Madison step out. She’s jubilant and he’s apprehensive. She hurries down the steps. “Let’s go. He’ll be here in a few minutes.”

“Who?” Matt asks.

Dave shuffles toward the steps. “It’s okay, Matt. We’re going for a ride.”

Matt is reluctant, but he follows, and farther down the steps, Dave whispers more to him.

I’m not going anywhere. “Dave, you don’t approve.”

Halfway down the steps, he turns back. “Adam, come here.”

Matt continues around the house, following Madison. I join Dave on the steps.

“Listen,” he says. “Maddie suggests we go out, you know, cool off. We’re all getting a little tense, right?”

“But you don’t think it’s a good idea.”

“Maybe not the best, but better than this. We’re supposed to have fun tonight, not all this bickering. Wouldn’t you agree?”

His cheesy smile could be more convincing.

“So where are we going?” I ask.

“Just out to have some drinks, no big deal. Come on, it’ll be fun, just like the good ol’ days.” Down two more steps, he turns back. “Oh, but promise me one thing. Watch yourself around Maddie, okay?”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t let her take advantage of you.”

My feet remain glued to the steps. “Don’t mess with me, Dave. Tell me what you’re not telling me.”

“Okay, I’ll tell you.” He climbs to my side. “Look, you have a lot to remember, right? Maddie thinks seeing things will help, that’s all. Sound reasonable?”

“Sure, but I’m still stuck on you not liking it. Why?”

He ponders that a moment, then looks me in the eye.

“Because, we’re doing her idea, not mine.”


 * * *


 In the alley behind the house, a taxi is waiting. Our friend Jerry. Madison leans into his open window and says something, then hops in back with Matt. I slide in next to her, and Dave sits up front.

After a maze of residential streets, we climb an onramp and merge with freeway traffic. Ahead, a string of taillights leads to our destination, a sprawling cityscape. Not exactly an enormous metropolis, but still a sight. Tall buildings reach for the sky, forming a checkerboard of panes aglow, contrasting the soft night.

Along the way, my friends argue over where to go, and Jerry has plenty of his own ideas, but Madison shoots down every last suggestion that Dave and Matt have to offer. The girl knows what she wants, and she’s going to get it. Jerry’s brand of nightlife appears to win her interest, as he gives a review of every club in town, and one of his favorites might fit her scheme. At any rate, his enthusiasm leaves no doubt, the place is totally boss, dude.

Evening traffic moves swiftly and soon we’re cruising along a major boulevard flanked by tall buildings. Jammed in with other vehicles, the flow thickens, and the congestion allows me an opportunity to see the sights. Shops and restaurants display colorful, vibrant signs, and people crowd the sidewalks. A lively bunch, their fashion reaches to every end of the spectrum, some dull and baggy, others snug and dazzling, along with every hairstyle imaginable. Though fashion may vary, the people share one aspect—all are smiling, talking and laughing, bright and alive. Everyone is upbeat, like a party is going on.

My thoughts turn to the Association and their fanatic attitude toward variation, the social flaw that supposedly causes confusion and results in cultural problems. What problems? Viewing the crowd in all their radical variation, I must ask—what is the problem here? These people are happy and well adjusted. They’re having fun enjoying life, and going about their business without harming anyone else. How is any of this a problem?

But it doesn’t make sense. “I thought we’re at war.”

Dave says, “Just taking time out to celebrate a well-earned victory.”

“Why not keep the heat on? You know, chase after those bastards and take this war to their front door.”

Matt smiles. “Now there’s the Adam I know.”

Madison says, “The Association has yet to penetrate our defenses, here at home or on Theabis. Our forces have done well, they deserve some R and R. Everybody needs a break sometime, right?”

My teeth mash. “I would never give any enemy a break.”

“Not them, silly. We need a break. Look at the troops. They’re having fun, getting a load off, and that makes them more effective. They’ll get back to work soon, don’t worry.”

Scanning the sidewalk, I fail to spot a single uniform. “What troops?”

She points out the window at the passing crowd.

I look, and look again. Still no uniforms. I turn back to her. “Those aren’t soldiers. They’re citizens, aren’t they?”

The joy of celebration melts from her eyes.

“Adam, on this planet, every last one of us is a soldier.”


 * * *


 The taxi pulls in to a parking lot next to a large square building, decorated by a mural painted across one entire side. I pop the door open and wander out, mesmerized by the colorful artwork. The drawings are mostly people, some pretty crappy, but they’re people anyway, just with a cartoony flair. The images depict individuals engaged in pleasurable activities—surfing and biking, riding skateboards and sailboats, all with a backdrop of rugged mountains, stretches of ocean, and a brilliant sun shining down. A snapshot of the good life, everyone smiling, happy and carefree. But silly, their smiles are way too big.

“Come on, Adam.” Madison tugs on me and points to the others, ahead of us and turning a corner around to the front side. What is that sound? Pounding bass leaks from the building—music.

Around the corner, we join a line of people waiting to enter. Overhead, a large marquee reads Rocko’s, flashing red and yellow. Closer to the entrance, the music grows louder—massive bass, intense drums, guitars and screaming vocals.

The line inches forward and we reach the entrance. Madison greets a fellow at the door and extends her arm. He presses something against the inside of her wrist, then she turns to me and says, “You too, Adam.”

What is this? Some kind of ritual. It appears benign, so I expose my wrist as she asks, and the man sticks me with his little device. It doesn’t hurt any, but leaves a splotch of black ink in the shape of a flower.

What’s wrong with me? I’m getting stamped on the way into a music venue. I’ve done this plenty of times. Boy, they scrambled my noodles good.

Past the entrance, we’re swept away by a thick crowd cramming into a tight corridor that leads to the main auditorium. We emerge from the passage and the music explodes like a gust of wind. The frenzy climbs to a peak, then in perfect unison, the tight band ends on a single note and immediately begins a new song, at first quiet, only a vicious, yet delicate torture of guitar strings. An accompanying guitar joins the melody after a few beats, then an intense burst as the entire band erupts, drums pounding, tremors of bass and two guitars screaming wildly, a raging storm of musical energy in perfect harmony.

Madison says something but the music’s too loud, and she waves for me to follow. She’s smiling, that’s all she had to say. I stick to her tail as she pushes through the crowd, and we approach the stage.

The song reaches a quiet segment, each slap of the bass guitar clear, the gentle tingle of a cymbal, and brisk raps on a tom drum. Then the song explodes, the vocalist screaming out above all the rest. A girl, damn pretty, who alone produces sound enough to match a small chorus. Her screams fade and the two guitars take over, bursting into a frenzy of rapid progressions the drums and bass uphold flawlessly.

Near the stage, we’re surrounded by a throng of excited fans, packed in so tight we can barely move through. A delirium of activity with everyone jumping, dancing and screaming, as dazzling lights wash over the crowd and bathe the walls in brilliant colors.

Madison sways to the beat, then reaches out and coaxes me to join her. Together we engage in a hypnotic exchange of gyrations. Her hips shimmy, she wiggles and squirms, her erotic motion an irresistible invitation. My body begins a rhythmic spasm, following every note as I move closer to her. She brings her arms over my shoulders, pulls me near, and eases toward a slower pace as her lips approach my ear.

“Do you like it?” she asks.

“I absolutely love it!”

She leans back, directly before me, swaying in my arms.

“I absolutely love you,” she says.

She loves me? Or does she just want sex? I’m not sure. I might return the affectionate words, but I don’t know, not yet. I have to remember more first, more about her and all the rest, before I make that kind of commitment, even if only words.

The room seems to vault away, like I’m getting sucked out. The walls spread out, the floor drifts down, way down, as though the room is becoming giant. What is happening? Then I see myself in the crowd, dancing with Madison, and the music is not so loud. I’m doing it again—out of body. It feels good this time, more comfortable than before, but I look completely silly, flopping around like a drunken fish out of water.

Madison pulls my body near as I float above, watching. Eyes closed, she tilts her head, drifting closer, and we fall into a kiss. My body nor I do anything to resist the gesture, rather we indulge in it. Her moist lips slide across mine, the soft wiggle of her tongue, tickling—

“You make me sick!”

The alarming interruption sucks me back into my skull.

“Quit messing with Adam,” Matt says, standing in the crowd—not dancing one bit—and glaring at us. “Come on, we got a table over here.” He turns away and pushes through the mob.

One commitment is easy, words or otherwise, and soon to be expressed—my true feelings for the one person I absolutely love the least.


 * * *


 Dave and Jerry are waiting at a table loaded with frosty pints of beer, foamy heads spilling over. As I slide into a seat, Matt prepares to sit next to me. Madison lunges at him with a menacing scowl. Yeah, I wouldn’t sit there either, looks like a good way to get your eyes scratched out. Matt backs off and finds a spot on the other side next to Dave. Madison congratulates herself with a smug grin, lowers to her chair, and scoots it closer to mine.

She caresses my cheek with the back of her hand. “Honey, you’re so hot.”

No shit, I’m totally burning up. Chugging ice-cold beer will fix that. I drain the glass and reach for another. As I cool off and start the next beer, my attention wanders to the dancing crowd. Beer, music, and good friends. What more could you ask for? Except for one problem—the Association wants to take this away. You could ask them to leave us alone, that’s what I’d ask for. Tonight’s fun is a prime example of all they detest—our lifestyle, and its deviation from the normal, well-adjusted version they demand.

The energetic crowd sways like tall grass blowing in a breeze, bathed in a scatter of colorful spinning lights, as resounding melodies saturate every corner of the auditorium. These people are happy, doing what they choose, and everyone is thrilled to be here. A dreamlike vision comes to me—the crowd is another crowd, but the same crowd, just . . . not here.

Dave waves a hand across my distant gaze. “Hey, what’s with the serious look?”

Snapped back to reality, I reply, “You know, the Association.” I down the rest of my beer and reach for another, which continue showing up right on cue.

Dave says, “You mean how they don’t like this stuff, and plan to eliminate it.”

My attention drifts back to the crowd, and the daydream resumes. “Yeah,” I say, feeling somewhat detached. “But it’s not going to happen. They’ll never take this away, even if they think they do.”

Jerry asks, “What do you mean, dude? If they think they do?”

The crowd weaves hypnotically, their motion begins to slow, and the blaring music seems to fade.

“I don’t know, but I just know. I see us doing this in the future, no matter what happens, no matter where we go. It can’t be taken away, I just know it. I can see it.”

“Enough serious talk,” Dave says. “There’s plenty of time for that tomorrow.”

His words bleed into the vision. Tomorrow is . . . the future. The dancing crowd, they are . . . when? Not now, not really. And where? I must find them. An unfinished task, to locate . . . a diagram? Of what? The memory taunts but holds back, though its importance is clear—a vital clue exists that points the way to our missing friends.

“Knock it off,” Dave says. “We’re supposed to be celebrating.”

The daydream screeches to a halt. “Victory?”

“Yeah, some anyway. Better than that, getting you back.” He unleashes that big white grin and rattles my shoulder. “So shut up and have some fun. We’ll deal with the rest tomorrow.”

Right, have fun tonight, then tomorrow they’ll drop a load on me, something about how we’re going to lose all this. Sure, I remember plenty.

Madison has that wicked look again, like she’s hungry and I’m on the menu. “That’s right,” she says. “Tonight’s a chance for you and me to have some of our own, private fun.” She slides a hand across my thigh and gives it a squeeze.

Dave says, “I really wish you’d stop that.”

Now he becomes the target of her glare, but that lusty gaze I’ve been soaking in just gave birth to venomous snakes. “And I really wish you’d mind your own business.” Then she turns to me and might as well be an entirely different person. “Well, sweetie? Ready to go?”

Jerry realizes the call to duty. “Go? Where to?”

“Home,” Matt says.

Madison scowls at him. “We’re not going home yet.”

“I am. I’ve had enough of this grand idea.”

“Me too,” Dave says. “Jerry, looks like the party’s over, at least for me and Matt.”

Jerry asks, “How about you, Adam?”

Another new beer shows up. The buzz phase is past, now approaching the threshold of full-blown falling down drunken foolishness.

“Hell no!” I declare. “I’m not done, I’m with Madison. I’m doing whatever she’s doing.”

Dave is not amused by my enthusiasm. He stands and pushes in his chair. “Fine, but don’t stay out too late.”

“What are you, my mommy?”

His brow tightens. Then he gives it up and starts for the exit. Matt and Jerry follow.

Madison rises and lends me her hand. Oh, standing is difficult, I can’t seem to keep from swaying. Madison has a much better sense of herself, holding tight and keeping me pointed the right direction. My date, she’s taking care of her drunk. Delightful!

Stumbling over my own toes as Madison hauls me across the parking lot, I’m yanked all over the place on the way to the taxi. The ordeal seems to last forever, but I know better, it was only minutes. Whatever was in that beer sure messed up my sense of time, and space, and balance, and . . .

I climb into the backseat and snuggle up beside Madison, her thigh jammed tight against mine. She grins and fiddles with my knee. On her other side, Matt glances at me, her wandering hand, then rolls his eyes. “Oh brother,” he says. “I’ve had enough of this crap. Get me out of here, quick!”

Jerry starts the engine. “Okay, okay, keep your pants on, dude.”

“Mine are on fine.”

Matt and Dave seem irritated with Madison, like she’s misbehaving. Oh hell, let her misbehave, she’s good at it. My hand runs along her thigh and begins to wander.

Once underway, the bright cityscape soon fades as we venture into an industrial area littered with factories and warehouses. Jerry turns in to a dark alley flanked by brick buildings. He punches the throttle and speeds through the narrow passage, batting away a few stray garbage cans along the way. What’s the damn hurry? A cross street is ahead and he’s not bothering to slow down. He’s a maniac. We soar through the intersection—he didn’t even look—and rocket into the next alley, the rear bumper scraping as the taxi bottoms out. Nearing the end—our end I fear, when a speeding truck barrels through the next blind intersection—he jams the brakes and skids around the corner, bringing the taxi to a neat stop along the curb.

“Here you go,” he says.

I claw at the door latch and scramble to escape this psycho before we all end up dead. The door pops open and I leap out, then stagger around the taxi to the sidewalk where it’s safe. Or maybe not—a dingy street, not so well lit, and not as upscale as the section of town we left behind.

Madison gets out and joins me.

Dave says, “Maddie, behave yourself.” He leans out the taxi window with a stern eye on her. “Don’t let Adam get too drunk. We have other things to deal with tomorrow.”

She leaks a sneaky grin. “I assure you, I’ll be my very best.”

Yeah, I bet we have other things to deal with tomorrow. A universe full of them.


 * * *


 The taxi fades into darkness, leaving me and Madison outside a small purple building. A tiny marquee displays a splash of flamboyant lettering that spells “Sammie’s,” under which further text reads “Exotic Dancers, Live Nude Girls,” and other lewd phrases suggesting we best not miss out on the wild, sex-starved women waiting—exclusively for us—just beyond the door. Good thing we showed up. Wouldn’t want them going hungry.

Inside, we’re greeted by a blast of upbeat music. The live band is a simple three piece, drums, bass and guitar, belting out a powerful tune with a snappy tempo. The pace is frantic, so many notes crammed into so little time that it’s difficult to keep up. The intricate bass line could be a solo itself, and it’s a wonder the drums survive, pounded so hard the fragile skins may burst. The guitarist is a master. He plays rhythm, but within it manages a lead segment simultaneously. Truly phenomenal, these guys are incredibly talented. The energetic music urges me to dance, shuffling my feet and swinging my arms as my head bangs like a hammer.

“Hey, disco-boy,” Madison says. “The girls do the dancing, and we watch.”

“Oh, sorry.” My embarrassing performance comes to a sharp halt.

She latches on and hauls me deeper into the club. While pushing through the rambunctious crowd, we pass the stage where the exotic girls perform. Wow! Look at that! The girl is gorgeous, and even better—completely naked. I’m going to like this place. Her breasts are very large, but something is wrong. They don’t seem to hang any, rather poke straight out, like someone took a mammoth cantaloupe, sliced the thing in two, and pasted each half to her chest.

In a secluded corner, we settle into a cozy table. After a few moments, a waitress arrives.

“What can I get you?” she asks.

“Whiskey and soda for me,” Madison says. “And for him, a shot of the same.”

A shot? I can’t say anything, not with the waitress staring at me. She won’t serve either of us after my tongue falls out and wiggles across the table looking for some words.

“A shot of what?” the waitress asks. “Whiskey, or soda?”

“Whiskey,” Madison says, and glances at me, then back to the waitress. “What? He’s okay, he’s a marshmallow. He won’t cause any trouble.”

The waitress studies my face like something is wrong with it. “Well maybe, but . . .”

“But what?” Madison asks.

The waitress points to my mouth. “Look at him, he’s got permagrin. If he smiles any bigger, his head’s gonna crack open.”

They both laugh. Ha-ha, very funny.

“So what, I’m just happy. I’m having loads of fun, so I smile big.”

That didn’t go so bad. Seems the beer cells—I mean, brain cells—that control speech, yeah, that’s it, they aren’t too far gone, not yet.

“Okay, I’ll serve him,” the waitress says. “But keep an eye on Mister Happy and his load of fun.” She glares one last time—a warning shot—and wanders off.

Madison gazes at me with her lovely inquisitive expression. “What are you so happy about?”

Hmm, what’s a good answer?

“Life?”

One word replies are good. In this condition, forming complete sentences is a chore.

She smiles. “Life, eh? So you’re liking it.”

“Yes.”

See, I can do it. One word at a time.

“So tell me, Mister Happy, what are you liking about it? What’s making you smile so much?”

How can I answer that in just one word?

“You,” comes flying out of my mouth.

Or I could have said beer, the real reason I can’t stop grinning. But my first choice was better, seeing how it gave Madison a glowing smile.

“Oh, Adam, you’re so charming. I love you.” She forms an expression that may lead to crying, not of sorrow, but of joy. She is so beautiful, even when she tears up. She deserves more than one word at a time.

“I love you too.”

What did I say? I did, I said it, it’s true, but it’s okay. More drinks tearing down the barriers that hold our emotions hostage.

A tear slips down her cheek, and her mouth scrunches into a tiny smile. The size does not reduce its significance, her smile is full of love, for me, for us, our being together.

The waitress returns with our drinks. Madison wipes her tear and gets a new smile, not so tiny. She raises her glass high. “Cheers!” She extends her arm, casting the beverage away. Is something wrong with it? She hasn’t even tried it yet. And what is cheers? Next she says, “Drink up.” Oh, I get that, put it up. When I raise my small glass, she smacks hers into mine, then adds more nonsense. “Bottoms up, down the hatch.” She brings it to her lips and flings her head back, taking the load in one swallow. Maybe I’ll follow, but I don’t follow this lingo. What hatch? We’re nowhere near the ship.

I tilt my tiny glass and down the contents in one swift gulp. Yow! It burns, almost. Not really, just that it might somehow. A cool liquid, but it warms my chest.

Now hold on—I know what she was doing. A toast. A ceremonial embrace of glasses and the following consumption of the beverages contained therein. Huh? Good thing I didn’t try saying that, tough enough just thinking it. A toast, sure, and I’ve had whiskey before, but why didn’t I remember until after the fact? Familiar situations emerge, yet they appear foreign until past, then it’s all perfectly clear—similar events have occurred before. The drinks are having a strange effect. An occluded past knocks at the door, and forces its way in, but without regard for which memories are trivial, and which are of deadly importance.

Madison says, “Let’s sit at the rack. I want a better look.”

Huh? Oh, the rack, I know that one—the area around the stage where us sleazy men can sit close and see all the details. Sure, I know all about the rack, I’ve seen that before. Yeah, it’s all coming back, thanks to that head-whirling whiskey. Maybe I’ll have another.


 * * *


 We slip into seats at the rack. The other sleazy men gathered at the stage notice Madison, and they smile. Apparently any female, on stage or off, gets the attention of these perverts.

A different girl now performs, quite delicious, though a contrast to the last—this one has titties. That’s the thing about breasts. When they’re really big they’re called boobs, knockers, maybe even jugs, while the smaller variety are typically referred to as titties, or simply—tits. The dancer’s breasts remind me of Madison, whose are similarly small, but that’s okay, since the real beauty of any breast is the nipple, where the mouth finds pleasure tickling the stiff candy with the tongue and teeth, sucking and nibbling, oh what a delightful treat.

Much of the dancer’s physique is similar to Madison. The womanly hips, meaty thighs, and petite though adequate breasts, baring tight, erect nipples. But her skin is fair, a contrast to Madison’s luxurious bronze, and her shorter hair is dirty blonde.

The dancer has moved along the stage, giving each customer a personal show, and now she approaches me and Madison. The dancer wiggles and squirms erotically, nearly touching herself in all the right places, which brings much delight to Madison, who displays a wide grin as she enjoys the dancer’s suggestive performance. The dancer draws extremely close, bringing her luscious breast nearly in contact with Madison’s cheek.

Madison asks, “What’s your name?”

“Emerald. And you?”

“I’m Madison, and this is Adam.”

Emerald smiles. “Hi, Adam. Nice to see you brought your woman along.” She looks at Madison with a sensual gaze nearly equal to one Madison might conjure herself. “She is beautiful,” Emerald says, then reaches out to stroke Madison’s hair. “You’re a lucky guy to have such a beautiful girlfriend.”

Girlfriend? When did she become my girlfriend? Sure, she’s a girl, and my friend, but combined, the term is uncomfortable.

Madison returns the caress, running the back of her hand across Emerald’s cheek. “When do you get off?”

What does she mean? Matt is right, my mind’s in the gutter. I’ve got to stop being such a sleaze, I might get hurt. She means when she gets off work.

Emerald says, “When you touch the right spot.” Her sweet lips curl toward a grin.

Seems everybody’s in the gutter with me. Yep, we’re all gutter trash, doomed to a life of pure pleasure. Love it!

“Then later tonight,” Madison says.

Emerald stops swaying and her eyes light up. “Wow, you’re not one to beat around the bush.”

She say bush? Screw it, being a sleaze is fun, I won’t get hurt.

Madison grins. “Yes and no.”

The song concludes and Emerald collects her tips, the majority of which came from Madison, whose generous offerings lie scattered across the stage. Emerald takes her time scooping up the bills, all the while smiling at Madison. Then she winks, hurries off the stage, and the next girl takes over.

Madison quietly says, “Let’s go back to the table.”

“Why?” I ask, loud and clear.

On stage is the girl who was performing when we first arrived.

“Not here.” Madison yanks me off my seat.

Across the club, we return to our table.

“So why?” I ask. “I thought you liked watching. She looks pretty good.”

“Not all of them, silly. She has fake . . . you know. A gigantic chest doesn’t automatically make a girl sexy.”

“Fake what?” I ask, the shock pushing my voice loud enough that curious club-goers look to our table.

Madison pulls me near and speaks privately. “Breasts, you ’tard. You know, sacks of goo in her chest. That’s icky. They feel funny.”

How very odd. Why would a woman do that to herself? Well, explains how the melons defy gravity. Is that sexy? I don’t know, but I wouldn’t say no if she asked me to touch them. They’re not that icky.

“Wait here,” Madison says. “I’ll be right back.” She gets up to leave but turns back. “Oh, and if the waitress comes by, order me another drink, and get whatever feels right for you.” She hurries away.

I’m stuck here anyhow, my legs feel like rubber. Sitting will do just fine. Whatever feels right? I don’t know, this drunk thing is difficult, maybe I should take it easy and have a soda. To hell with that, real men drink beer. The waitress stops by and I order another round.

Sitting alone for a spell, I sip my beer and enjoy the band, which continues playing upbeat, energetic tunes. Beer, women, and good music. What more could you ask for? Aw, crap, I just reminded myself again. I could ask to keep all this. Boy, the goons would really have something to say about this joint. Here we have devil worship, certain to be wiped out in the name of social purity.

Madison returns with our new friend in her clutches. “Emerald wants to join us. Okay with you?”

Duh. Like I want her to go away. Why does she even ask?

“Hell yeah!” I announce to the whole place. “Two gorgeous women? What more could you—”

No, I’m not going to say it, I’m not even going to think it. Now’s the time to enjoy life. I’ll have fun tonight, and worry about my problems tomorrow.

I think the beer said that.


 * * *


 Beer is a funny thing. It has a mind of its own, the beer mind, that overpowers the regular mind. Or is that my own mind being drunk? I can’t tell, and really, don’t care so much. Beer and related beverages have additional effects, obscuring all good sense, leading a person to believe they are invincible. But some drunks believe too much, falling prey to their twisted imagination, and end up doing something really stupid, like standing in front of a speeding truck as though it would simply bounce off of them. That’s not a good drunk. Well, unless it’s a beer truck, that’s different.

Madison calls for my attention, which is flying all over the room about now.

“I’ll be right back,” she says, and leaves Emerald at the table.

Now where is she going?

Emerald is a beautiful girl as her name suggests, a brilliant gemstone. But her name is not Emerald. Huh? Where did that come from? That’s the beer talking, right? Emerald, or whatever her name is—stop it! Anyway, she gazes at me and says, “Madison tells me you want to play.”

“Play?” I say, my mouth suddenly operational. “I was thinking more like you and me getting it on animal-style while you go down on Madison.”

I can’t believe it. Did I just say that out loud? It’s that fucking beer. Oh hell, it doesn’t matter. She’ll probably be impressed by my sexual confidence, appearing as a real man. Did I actually just think that? That’s totally lame.

“Ooo, I like the sound of that,” she says. “So you like me?”

Now what have I gotten myself into? She deserves a reply, but possessed by a demon of blunt sincerity . . .

“Yes, I like you very much,” I say, off to a respectable start. “In fact, I lust to tongue your sweet honey lollipop, and fill you with my creamy delight, over and over, until you’re gushing with ecstasy.”

Don’t tell me that just fell out of my mouth.

Madison returns and slips in cozy next to Emerald. “Have you two gotten to know each other?”

“Oh yes, we have,” Emerald says, gushing already, probably wet between the thighs by now. “He’s awesome. He says all the right things, and he’s so handsome.”

Is she on drugs? Maybe the beer altered what she really said. Yeah, something about a turd pretending to be Prince Charming.

“Then you’re ready to play,” Madison says. “And you, Adam?”

“I should be popping a boner any second now.”

That should do it for today’s quota of colorful references to sex. I’m slipping from reality, which is no longer all that real, more like we’re on a merry-go-round, since the room started spinning. The beer mind may be good at being sleazy, but it’s lousy at focus. Madison now has a twin, and both are tugging on my arm, though they seem to be floating past, and keep leaping back to float past again.

“All righty then,” she says. “Finish your drink. Jerry’s on the way.”

One swift gulp and the beer is gone, followed by a boisterous belch. Boy, they probably thought that was manly. No, they giggled, maybe. Hard to tell, they won’t sit still.

I struggle up and escort my dates, not one, but two women, well, maybe four, could be eight, not quite sure. Anyway, the entire orgy, over to my place to strip naked and . . .

Whoa—the floor doesn’t seem completely flat, rather a bit slanted. This makes it nearly impossible to stand up straight, since every time I do, I immediately fall to one side.

Madison holds tight and guides me toward the exit.

The damn wall leaps out and smacks me!

What’s the deal? Walls don’t usually do that, why now? No fair. The whole place wants to turn round and round.

The waitress approaches as we near the exit. She has a few duplicates following her as well. They all stop to look at me, their every motion synchronized.

I slur, “Hiya, cutie, wanna come too? Orgy over at my place.”

My final lecherous proposal doesn’t seem to work. Maybe I didn’t add the proper smile. Or delivered it to the wrong one, there might be six of her. They all respond, but none of them appears interested in the offer.

“Looks like Mister Happy is done. No more permagrin.”

They all laugh, and I go stumbling out the door.


 * * *


 Jerry and his trusty taxi are waiting just outside. Madison hauls me toward the open back door.

“Wait!” I cry. Something bad is about to happen, and I don’t think Jerry would appreciate it in the backseat of his taxi.

I stagger to the curb, drop to my knees, and hurl the contents of my stomach into the gutter. One violent purge, followed by a few tremors, leaves my lips coated with yuck. My tongue strains to collect the slimy remnants and spit out the nasty flavor. Oh, this is gross. Matt was right about me and the gutter—my mind’s in it now, along with my stomach, and maybe a few other organs.

From behind, Madison tugs on my shoulder. “Honey, you okay?”

I can’t answer, but I can think—do I look okay? What is okay? I can’t let her see me like this, I must look terrible. She wouldn’t want to kiss me now.

“Let’s go, baby,” she says. “I’ll take care of you.”

Yeah, that’s better, I need to be taken care of. I’m completely out of control, barfing, falling over, a genuine drunk. I am not okay, that much is painfully obvious by now.

Madison resumes her struggle, wrestling me into the backseat where Emerald is waiting. I’m a lead weight, more than she can manage. She’ll have to, I’m nearly incapable of functioning at this point. Next thing I know, I find myself slumped in the backseat between the girls.

“Take us home,” Madison says to Jerry.

He turns around, eyes wide. “Like I said, you’re one lucky dude.”

Lucky? What, once you vomit, you win the drinking game? Dork. Good thing I can’t talk right now, or I’d call him that and end up in a fight to top it all off. He’d kick my ass anyway. I wouldn’t know which of the four of him to punch.

Madison brings her lips close to my ear. “We’re going home, honey. You’ll be okay. This is Tina, by the way. I thought you should know her real name, since we’re going to get personal.”

“I thought her name was Emerald.”

The few remaining words squeeze past the yuck coating my lips, which I thought by now had sealed my mouth shut. Better than another purge blasting it open. Either way, those may be my last words for a while. I’m slipping from reality.

“That’s my stage name,” Tina says. “You know, to keep the weirdos away. You guys are cool, you can know my real name.”

Weirdos? A great description for me in this condition. Strange, I was right. Was it me? Or the beer mind? Or my regular mind, is it still there? Hello, are you there? Was it you? How did we know her name wasn’t Emerald? How?

What an odd thing. I call to my mind, but it doesn’t supply an answer. Instead, it gives a completely different response.

“Go to sleep, you are done.”

I promptly comply, passing out cold.








 Chapter 5
 


 The thrust, the power, roaring between my thighs, of all the bikes I’ve ever owned, this ride is my favorite. A splendid machine, perfectly tuned, its maximum potential is realized. My skill as a mechanic is evident this fine day. The clever tweaks aimed at boosting the engine’s output have produced outstanding results. The motorcycle purrs, the exhaust mellow, until twisting the throttle and launching my rocket along the winding route, so much force unleashed, I can barely hang on to the beast.

The afternoon is bright and clear, perfect weather for a motorcycle ride in the mountains. The air is thin at this high altitude, but cruising at intense speed slowed only by the winding turns, the oncoming stream tears at my face and fills my lungs. I am well protected in a sturdy leather jacket, and my hands are sheathed in a pair of riding gloves. They are quite snug, yet offer exceptional freedom of movement, allowing me to keep this roaring monster under control.

Past the road’s edge and far below, a grandiose valley stretches across the land. On the opposite side, the winding route follows every contour of the mountain, wrapping around then bending out, and again the oncoming road curls around the next ridge.

The mountainside is blanketed by tall pines that reach for the sky. Trees are an amazing example of life. They must be infinitely wise, having amassed a fortune of knowledge as they stand rooted in one spot, slowly inching upward while bearing witness to every event occurring in their presence. They might even recall events eons ago, a countless number of our lifetimes. If only they could talk and share their thoughts, what tales we might learn.

Soaring through the next turn, I marvel at this nimble machine. I spent all of yesterday working on it, and today the bike performs flawlessly, a potent machine purring between my thighs. The results are so pleasing, I have extended my journey, pushing deeper into the rugged slopes. Through every turn along the winding route, the heated rubber clings to the road like glue.

Streaming past, the rush of oncoming air rumbles, and somehow, it sounds like a whisper.

“Slow down.”

That’s just the wind, and besides, this bike can handle any turn I throw it into. I twist the throttle, lean the bike far, and stick to the centerline. The curving roadway slips from view beyond the next ridge. When the road straightens out, I glance down at the speedometer. Nice, we made it through that one at eighty-five. This bike is awesome.

I look up—to see a woman in the road. A woman of such beauty she may be a goddess, casting a disapproving glare as if provoked and commanding time to crawl.

I swerve to miss her and dump the bike. Foot pegs carve asphalt showering sparks, and the road grinds away one boot’s smoking sole. I cling to the handgrips, hanging on for dear life, as her intent stare tracks my perilous journey past.

The bike is heading for the shoulder, the valley side, and no guardrail. Too fast, letting go won’t work. I’m committed to this course either way. My heart drops into my stomach. No, the bike will right itself and get up. It has to. Please, no.

The road is only so wide, and I have found its edge, only to leave it behind. There is nothing left. Nothing left but sky.

The bike rips from my grasp and spins flat, flinging away like a boomerang, leaving me to plummet and slam into the mountainside. The blow is bone crushing, but death is delayed, saved for the ultimate impact waiting farther below. I bounce away and soon return, crashing into the mountain and tumbling past rocky outcrops.

There is no hope of surviving, but I must try. It’s not over till it’s over. I claw at bushes streaming past, branches, anything, there must be something. My outstretched hand hooks on an exposed root, I seize hold, and like a slender thread unwinding, it rips from the soil and halts my descent in a stiff jerk. I dangle over certain death, straining to catch my breath.

“Help!”

Someone must hear.

“Please, someone, help me!”

There is no reply. I am doomed. In a short time, I will lose hold and fall to my death. Terror fills my last moments alive.

No, I do not agree. I will not succumb to the fear of death and let it take my life. I will not. I will talk to my savior. The root has come from a tree. A tree that can save me.

“Lend me your will to survive.”

“That hurt, you know.”

“Who said that?” I ask, as the slimy root inches through my grasp.

“Who did you decide to talk to?” the voice asks.

Higher up the mountainside, there are only trees. But one has a face. A face? The face of a grumpy old man.

“Didn’t hear me?” the tree says. “I asked who you decided to talk to.”

The wooden mouth moves, the tree is talking. How can this be?

“Are you talking to me?”

“You’re talking to me, aren’t you? So I get to talk back, right?”

“But you’re a tree. Trees don’t talk.”

“How often have you decided you could talk to a tree?”

What is this, a logic tree?

“Never, I’d have to admit. This would be the first time.”

“Then what’s so surprising? If this is the first time, which means you’ve never tried it before, how do you know a tree wouldn’t respond?”

It is a logic tree. Did I miss something? Okay, this is totally weird, but my grip is slipping, nearing the end of this fragile tether, and I want to live. Any chance will do, no matter how crazy.

“Can you help me?” I ask.

“I can only help you if you help yourself.”

“What kind of answer is that?”

“What kind of answer would you like?”

The tree avoids the question with another question. Yes, one of those tricky, logical types.

“I want you to answer yes, and get me out of this mess, that’s the answer I want.”

“Very well.”

Like a giant whip, the root comes to life and flings me to the sky. When I crash down, I’m back on the road, right where I started. How is this possible? And where is the woman responsible for this brush with death? She has vanished.

Now another tree has the face, the same face.

“Is that better?” the tree asks.

“I guess, but I don’t understand. Don’t get me wrong, I’m grateful for your help, but I’m awfully confused.”

“What is confusing you?”

“How any of this is possible.”

“Take a look,” the tree says. A branch creaks, and like an arm, it points over the cliff.

I creep toward the edge and crane my neck to look. That’s a long way down. Far below, my motorcycle is smashed to pieces splattered across the land. The sight brings me terrible sadness, a wonderful machine I had worked all day to perfect, now it’s trash at the bottom of a ravine. What a waste. I’m grief-stricken over the loss of my bike, it was my favorite.

“What do you see?” the tree asks.

“My bike, mangled beyond repair. I’ll never be able to fix it. The thing’s ruined.”

“Look again.”

“All right, but I’m sure it’s still there.”

Looks about the same, and sure enough, the twisted heap of metal that once was my bike hasn’t gone anywhere. But there’s more.

I’m down there.

My body is at the bottom, mangled beyond repair, bloody and broken, surely dead. But I’m standing right here. How is this possible? The truth hits and I’m grief-stricken over the loss of my body, it was my favorite.

“Have you learned anything?” the tree asks.

I look down at the ravine. “Bodies and bikes don’t like cliffs, that’s for sure.”

“Good,” the tree says, and the wooden mouth smiles. The tree appears satisfied and says no more.

Satisfied? Who cares if any tree is satisfied?

“What the hell is going on?” I ask.

The tree creaks, leaning toward me, and brows of bark squeeze tighter. “Talk of Hell is dangerous. Wouldn’t want to go there, you know.”

That’s it, all I can stand of people telling me about Hell and how I’m going there. I have an answer for this tree, sure to blow its mind. Does it have a mind? It must—it talks.

“Listen here, Woody, I want to go there. That’s right, I want to go to Hell. And you know what happens when I get there? I’m tearing it down. I’m going to take it apart, that’s what’ll happen. That place will cease to exist when I’m done. I’ve had it with this shit!”

“Good, you have passion. If that is your path, do follow it. But remember—hostility will not aid your endeavor. Anger only serves to hinder your true strength.”

What else should I expect, talking to any tree so perfectly logical. A regular wise guy full of smart-ass comebacks. But I already told myself that, how wise trees are. Now look at me, getting all testy with this one. Maybe he’s right.

I ask the tree, “Are you saying anger makes me weak?”

“Do you consider that anger makes you weak?”

Again the tree poses a question when it should be answering one. Regardless, I consider the question. Does anger hold me back? It could be true. Free from the strangling emotion, I’m able to mold my surroundings. My thoughts become paramount, they become truth. Like the root, and the tree, I decided they would help. Not out of anger, hatred or even fear, not really. The determination came from a place where none of those emotions exist, all are without meaning. The decision was a product of me, stemming from a will to survive. But I died anyway. I’m dead? Then this is just my imagination. No, there’s more to this. It’s all screwy, like a dream.

A dream?

I’m having a dream.

But that violates the dream rule. I can’t dream and know I’m dreaming, or it’s not a dream. Or is it? This can’t be real, it’s all too strange. No, this isn’t real. I was somewhere else before this. I was drinking, there were some girls, a taxi, I was sick. What am I doing here?

If I am dreaming, I can make it end.

“I’m going to wake up now.”

The wooden face smiles. “Okay. Good-bye, and good luck.”


 * * *


 My eyes snap open and I gasp for air. I was dreaming, and I knew it. I have control. This scares me—but is also thrilling—to think I might conquer a curse that renders me helpless each night. That tree stuff was weird, especially the part about Hell and getting angry.

Early morning daylight leaks in through the living-room window. I’m lying on the sofa. How did I get here? And what happened last night? I was going to watch the girls play, and with any luck, maybe get laid. I can’t remember what came last.

A skimpy blanket barely covers me, too short to reach my bare feet, chilled by a cool draft. There must be a window open. Worse than the drafty room, I am alone. Where is Madison?

Perhaps she was part of the dream. Last night, and all the nights before, all of it could have been a dream. Madison makes better sense as a figment of my imagination, a lively fantasy willed into creation by desire. How else could anyone be so enamored with me? Her being a dream is a rational explanation, and the rest was probably a dream, too. All the mysteries, and so much that didn’t make sense. That’s what dreams are, a bunch of crazy stuff that doesn’t fit together, and that’s how I remember it. And when I finally told myself to wake up, I did, for real this time.

I’m dressed in underwear and a tee-shirt. When did I put these on? I can’t remember. Sitting up doesn’t go so well. Feels like a truck is driving through my skull. I need something for that. And something to eat. I get up and stagger to the kitchen, wobbling the entire way. Damn, my head hurts bad. Is that thing still in there? I wonder. But that was part of the dream, wasn’t it?

There isn’t much food in the fridge. But lots of empty space, plenty of room for—that’s where all the beer was. Where did it go? Maybe I’ll have some eggs, but I’m in no mood to cook anything. A slice of bologna, that’ll do. I don’t even look for bread.

Past the kitchen window, the beach looks deserted, other than a few early morning surfers catching some sets before the masses invade the shore. Wise. Not too sunny today, a little overcast, possibly even a hint of drizzle. That’s more sensible, too, after a dream with sun, sun, and more sun, or nothing but cold, dark rain. Back to reality and its moderate weather.

“Would you like some egg-fried toast?”

I whirl around to see Madison leaning against the kitchen doorframe, arms folded across her open robe, almost revealing her breasts, but in plain sight her slender tummy, and lower, a neatly trimmed thatch of hair.

But she was a dream. Wasn’t she? All I can do is stare at her. I don’t know what to believe anymore.

“What’s wrong?” she asks.

“My freakin’ head’s gonna explode!” Old habits die hard—a hand goes to my scalp. Useless. Bone’s too thick to feel the pounding on this side, or let my fingers do anything about the throbbing ache inside. “Did you put that thing back in? Why would you do that? Did I misbehave last night?”

She ties her robe and strolls past, to the stove, where she heats a skillet. “One question at a time, okay? First of all, no, I didn’t put anything in your head, so that answers the next question, why I would, which doesn’t need an answer since I didn’t. As for you misbehaving, yeah, you’re one naughty boy. I should give you a good spanking.”

What did I do? My legs feel like rubber, like I spent all night climbing a mountain, or something. Whatever it was, the expedition drained my muscles and turned them to putty.

The smell of a hot skillet tells me a meal is on the way. Good, I’m dying here. I make it to the kitchen table and drop into a chair.

She opens a cupboard. “Now, about your head, that’s normal, a real headache. They call it a hangover. Happens when you drink your brains out all night. You need to learn some self-control.”

“Don’t worry, I’m never doing that again.”

She glances over her shoulder. “You say that every time.”

“I really mean it this time. I feel like shit.”

She shifts to the sink and fills a glass of water.

“Here, take these.” She passes the glass and opens her palm to offer three tablets.

“Is it Duprixol?” I ask. “That works pretty good.”

She springs back. “Hell no. You don’t want any of that.”

“Why not?”

“It’s a memory suppressant.”

“You mean . . .”

“Yeah. It does a lot more than kill a headache.”

A headache of my captors’ design. So they butchered my memory with excruciating pain, then graciously provided a remedy that only butchered it more. Easy to see whose best interests were at heart.

“I took that stuff every day.”

“That’s the idea, along with putting it in your food. Ever notice that everything tasted burnt?”

So it wasn’t a dream. And better than any dream, reality delivers actual answers that add up—those nasty burnt eggs Sandy forced on me every visit. To realize this is somehow thrilling, or it could be a relief, difficult to say which. A relief to know I won’t be eating that crap anymore. At any rate, the slice of sharpened awareness is one step closer to all there is to know. But what about the girls, playing with each other, and me? That’s what I really want to know.

“What happened last night?”

Madison leans into the fridge, looking for something. “Don’t tell me you forgot already.”

“Forgot what? What happened?”

She pulls out eggs and gets busy at the stove. “We went out dancing and had some drinks.”

“Yeah, I remember that part. What I mean is, after we came home.”

“Remember the taxi?”

“What about it?”

She glances over her shoulder. “You passed out in it, you ’tard.”

“Oh, right. But what about after that? What happened?”

“Nothing that involved you,” she says, facing the stove. “You snore like a freight train, by the way. We didn’t care much for that racket.”

We? As in her and Emerald, or whatever her name is. This I have got to know. Just hearing about what they did, the details could be exciting. Possibly as much as the real thing, maybe.

“Yeah, but what about you and Emerald? What happened? Tell me.”

Working over the sizzling skillet, she says, “Tina. What do you think, silly. We had sex. She’s a great lover.”

“Really? Like how? What happened? Tell me everything.”

She twists around. “What a typical male. We kissed, I played with her tits, then some grinding, you know, like all women do. After that we ate each other. Is that better?”

Somehow it helps, but it’s just not the same as seeing it for yourself. She’s right about the self-control. I need to watch my drinking so I don’t miss the next time.

She comes to the table and sets down a plate of egg-fried toast, topped with loads of butter and drowning in syrup.

“Here you go, honey. I bet you missed this.”

The aroma is magnificent. Maple syrup and real butter, battered eggs smothering the bread, grilled to golden brown and steaming hot, fresh off the stove. Now this is living. And made by a beautiful woman. The best dream come true can’t compete with reality this good.

Madison sits across the table from me, picking at a plate of scrambled eggs. After truckloads of the runny slop, I’m not sure if I could tolerate any ever again, but I am curious.

“Could I try a taste?”

“Sure.” She lifts her fork and guides a small helping into my mouth.

Being fed by a woman is good too, very good. Arousing even. The fluffy morsel is something to chew, not all runny and loose. I search for the familiar burnt flavor, but the unsavory spice is absent. Actually, scrambled eggs aren’t bad when they don’t taste burnt.

However, egg-fried toast is the king of all breakfasts. I dive into the tall stack and feast on the meal. Madison finishes her eggs and remains at the table, just sitting there, silently watching me eat. She seems to enjoy watching as much as I enjoy the food she has prepared. Everybody wins.

More of the past begins to make sense. Why I asked for the dish every visit to Sandy’s diner. I’ve had this meal before, many times, as now the memory is fully restored. Egg-fried toast is my favorite breakfast.

But part of the memory is skewed. Madison sitting there, happy to see me fed as I gorge on her delicious meal. It was someone else across the table.


 * * *


 After breakfast, Madison stands before the sink, rinsing dishes. I stay at the table and flip through a newspaper while my food digests. That second helping may not have been such a great idea, but it sure tasted good. If I was only a mouth, or could ditch this stomach about to burst, I’d have thirds.

The newspaper seems foreign. I don’t recognize any of the people or places mentioned. Most of the news is boring anyway. Military plans, which is ridiculous to broadcast, but likely just a fabrication to throw off the enemy, along with the public. Some domestic disputes, results of a horseracing contest, and predictions for more good weather. The pleasing forecast helps restore one memory, how I like it here, at least, this particular region of the planet. Abundant sunny weather. Not only in dreams, it happens in reality, too, when the place you call home isn’t one of the poles.

The real reason the paper is boring—my mind won’t let go of last night. I wanted it so bad, I still want it. Especially now, like a junkie needing a fix. I’m afraid to admit it, but I might fuck anything.

“I don’t understand the whole sex thing.”

Madison wipes her hands with a dishtowel. “I must not, either. What are you talking about?”

“You know, the way we are. We’re both horny. Don’t deny it, I know you are. But it doesn’t make sense. We’re not bodies.”

“Sure,” she says, coming to the table, “but we each have one, and sex is important to our bodies.”

“Why should it matter?”

She sits across from me. “Adam, to play a game, you need a playing piece.”

“Okay, so I have a playing piece. Now the game is sex?”

“Not necessarily. Think of your body like a car. If it breaks down, you can’t get around, right? So you have to take care of it, give it fuel and clean it, fix things now and then.”

“So we eat, sleep, and take a bath.”

“And have sex. That’s just as important.”

“I don’t see how. I won’t die without sex. But then again, sometimes I wonder.”

“Think of your body,” she says. “Sex gives it hope that life continues through offspring, and that makes it happy. In some way, it survives.”

“Okay, but wanting sex and having children are two different things. Sure, they’re related, but one doesn’t always equal the other. I’m talking about sex, not raising a family.”

“They may be different to you and me, but they’re not to your body. From its perspective, sex means it’s succeeding at making more bodies, regardless of whether or not it actually is.”

“But it only succeeds if it actually does.”

“True, but consider this—when you want to accomplish something, you don’t know if you’ll succeed, do you?”

“No one knows the future.”

“Does that stop you from trying?”

Tricked again, by my own words.

“Okay, point taken. But still, why so strong an urge? I get so horny sometimes I don’t know what to do with myself.”

“That’s the body talking the only way it knows how—instinct. That continual drive to accomplish something without knowing whether it’s even possible.”

“I know it’s possible.”

“Maybe, but that’s you. Your body has no idea, only to keep trying.”

“Something feels wrong about it. Like my body is calling the shots, and I’m stuck along for the ride.”

She smiles. “It’s not so bad. You get things too, you know.”

“Sex? Seems I’ve been tricked by my body. This horny thing is all its idea. All I get out of the deal is blue balls.”

She giggles. “You’re silly. When you’re intimate with someone, you get more than just sex.”

“Oh? Like what? What else is there to get?”

She reaches out to rest her hand on mine. “Attention.”

I pull my hand from under hers. “I don’t need attention. I’m not some needy child.”

“All beings crave attention, and you’re no different. To exist alone is dreadful. There’s no one to look at you, so really, you’re nothing. When others show up, and you capture their attention, then you get to be something.”

“What’s that got to do with sex?”

“Everything. In relationships, couples take turns being interested and being interesting, and that exchange of attention develops into a powerful force—attraction. Combined with the body’s urge to procreate, then comes sex, and the partners satisfy their need for attention, and at the same time, satisfy their bodies’ need for sex. Everybody wins.”

“It still feels wrong. Sex has its time and place, and I have other things to do. I should be in charge. I should be able to tell my body when, and when not. But it seems I can’t. And don’t get me wrong, but you don’t help much, if you know what I mean.”

She gets a sly grin. “You forgot how.”

“How to what?”

She springs up, pushes in her chair, and starts out of the kitchen. “Get dressed. There’s something I want to show you.”


 * * *


 After roaming the house in my underwear, searching for her, I find Madison in the bedroom, rummaging through a dresser, then the closet. She must stay here often, given she has an entire wardrobe on hand. Somewhat amusing, she roots through all that stuff and ends up choosing jeans and a tee-shirt. She doesn’t seem to realize me watching as she gets dressed, beginning with frail underwear, then wiggling into the tight denim, a delight to watch as her titties jiggle. She pulls her shirt down and notices me in the doorway. She smiles. Giving attention is good too, when you know it’s received.

While gathering her hair into pigtails, her stare shifts lower. “Put some clothes on, you pervert.”

I look down. When did that happen? I hurry to the closet in search of something to wear. Jeans, pullover, and another black vest. Seems I have a few. So I’m in a rut, everyone is entitled to favorites. Getting into the jeans is a challenge, with Trigger Happy and his load of fun playing stick ’em up. He doesn’t care to fold in half, either, and ends up pasted sideways, pointing to my pocket.

Madison tosses me a sturdy leather jacket, then sits on the bed’s edge and laces her boots. In a pocket of the jacket, I find a pair of riding gloves and try them on. They fit snug, yet offer exceptional freedom of movement, allowing my fingers to flex easily. More of my favorite things.

Madison dons a matching jacket and starts for the living room.

“Where are we going?” I ask.

Her voice drifts back along the hallway. “Come on, let’s get on the road. It’s a long ride.”


 * * *


 In the alley behind the house, Madison reaches into her jacket and pulls out a small remote. She points it at the garage, and the door begins to rise.

She asks, “Would you like to ride, or drive?”

Inside the garage is dark, but when the door reaches the top, a light comes on. The garage could hold two cars, but it’s mostly empty, other than workbenches and tool chests along one wall, and parked in the center, a lone motorcycle leaning on its kickstand. My motorcycle.

I hurry into the garage. My awesome bike is not mangled beyond repair, trash at the bottom of a ravine. But is it the same bike? It is the very same, exactly like the dream. I check my body and make sure everything is in place. My body is fine, not mangled beyond repair, trash at the bottom of a ravine. Weird, it was a dream, but . . .

“Well?” Madison asks. “Ride or drive?”

The dream lingers. It seemed so real, enough to generate real emotions that also linger.

“We’re not going to the mountains, are we?”

“No, silly, what gave you that idea?” She circles the bike. “So what’s it gonna be? Ride or drive? Come on, it’s not that tough to decide.”

She stands there staring at me, the bike between us, while I stand here staring back at her. I want to drive, I want that feeling again, that awesome power between my thighs, but . . .

“Adam! Make a choice.”

“Okay, I’ll drive.”

“Good.” She tosses me a helmet. “I hope you don’t have that much trouble deciding when to turn. I don’t feel like flying off the road today.”

Now that just wasn’t fair.

Carefully, I lift one leg over the seat, and Madison hops on back, excited and ready to go. Not me, better we just sit here, make sure everything will be okay, though I couldn’t say how. That was just a dream, right?

A twist of the key and the engine roars to life. Such immense power, growling between my thighs. And so immense is the potential for death. How can a dream affect me so deeply?

Like many times before, I twist the throttle and roll out of the garage, into the alley. Madison gives directions as I guide the motorcycle through town, indulging in the pleasant thought that my bike and I are intact. Let’s keep it that way.

“Take a left at the next light,” she says. “Then go straight until you see highway eighty-one.”

As long as we stay out of the mountains. I’m brave enough to ride this thing, but I can’t shake the dream. I don’t want to see too much in common, and I’ve already seen enough.

The clouds break as the day progresses, and the sun begins to leak through. The weatherman nailed the forecast, but even so, I should have remembered. Most any day around here starts with overcast that burns off by afternoon. I knew that. The gray mist is a seaside morning thing, all that moisture rolling in from the ocean. Back to sunny skies, like my dreams. Like the last dream. It was sunny and clear in the mountains, too.

For a time we travel at a lazy speed, something safe. I’m still timid, but the ride is wonderful, and soon my worry eases. The lack of mountainous terrain helps. I gradually increase speed, becoming comfortable with my old friend.

Highway eighty-one approaches. “Take a right,” she says, “and keep going.”

Having gained some confidence, I lean into the turn and twist the throttle, pushing the bike with all its might. The exhaust resonates a sweetly tame thunder, roaring deeply, very masculine. The bike handles flawlessly, clinging to the road like glue. Ahead is a long stretch of highway with two lanes in each direction, separated by a grassy median. The route looks safe, no mountain curves, and little chance of a head-on collision.

What am I thinking? Forget the dream. Being afraid that life may leave is no way to go through it. That’s one sure way to ruin all the fun.


 * * *


 After traveling a great distance, we have left all civilization behind, and ventured to the land of brown. The barren scenery is uninspiring. Clumps of sagebrush off the highway, a barbed-wire fence now and then. Occasional dirt roads climb low mounds, otherwise the terrain is flat and featureless. The highway is down to one lane in each direction, an endless straight line that stretches to the horizon.

Ahead is the first landmark in some time, a small sign quickly approaching. Difficult to read with a splotch of dirt covering most of it, but near the bottom looks like the word farm.

Madison says, “Take the next turn.”

I slow the bike and exit the highway, onto a dirt road dropping fast into a rocky canyon. Madison holds tight as the bike dips and rises, rolling down the bumpy route, leaving behind a cloud of dust.

The road gets steeper, falling quickly, and the brakes are all that keep us from racing to the bottom. Like dropping from the clouds, the land of brown is gone when the road levels out and opens to a lush valley. In every direction are flowering bushes, sprawling ivy and scattered trees, moss clings to every rock. The road becomes a pair of thin strips worn out of the grass by a car or truck’s repeated travel. As we follow the route, a thickening forest rises at our flanks, towering higher until masking all but flickering patches of sunlight. The shaded air is moist and cool, a pleasant relief from the day’s relentless heat. The twin paths carved out of the grass end at a gravel driveway alongside a white picket fence. Past the low fence is the first structure we’ve encountered since leaving town—a funky old farmhouse, engulfed by a cathedral of plant life, sweetening the air with a magnificent, fresh scent.

“You can stop now,” Madison says. “We’re here.”

I figured as much, seeing how there’s nowhere else to go besides into the forest, a woodland so dense it’s hard to imagine a motorcycle making it through. We coast to a stop and Madison springs from the seat. The afternoon has fully arrived, bringing with it columns of sun that break past the trees, warming the moist air. She slips out of her jacket and tosses it over the seat, next to mine, and we hang our helmets from the handlebars.

As we pass through the fence gate and approach the farmhouse, the front door swings open and a man steps out on the porch. He’s older and somewhat round, wearing overalls, and he has a white beard without a mustache. A funny-looking beard, shaped to follow the contour of his jaw, like a disk supporting the rest of his head. He’s completely bald in front, but long white strands flow from the sides and back, down onto his shoulders. He crosses the porch and bounces down the steps, his eyes cheery, his smile warm.

“Hello, Maddie, Adam. How are you kids today?”

Madison accepts his embrace. “Who you calling a kid?” she says. “I’m as old as you, you old fart.”

He leans back, holding her shoulders and looking her over, and his smile grows.

Madison says to me, “You remember Mac, don’t you?”

I don’t want to appear rude. It’s completely embarrassing when you’re introduced to someone you should already know, like they were so uninteresting that you didn’t bother to remember their name. Not very flattering.

“Hi there, Mac,” I call out with an air of familiarity. “How you been?”

He scowls, eyes nowhere near cheery. “Don’t bullshit me, Adam. If you don’t remember, just say so. You have a perfectly good excuse. I know what you’ve been through.”

My confident gaze drops like a brick. I’ve been caught making an ass of myself.

“It’s okay,” he says, stepping closer. “I wouldn’t remember me, either.” He slaps my shoulder and bursts a big belly laugh, “Ho ho ho.”

His eyes resume the cheery sparkle, and his rosy cheeks get rounder as he pulls a wide smile. A jolly old fellow, when he’s not so dark and serious. But I guess he wasn’t serious. A joke, at my expense. Madison laughs along with Mac while I stand here waiting for the embarrassment to fade, and wishing it would hurry up.

“So tell me,” Mac says, “what brings you kids all the way out here this fine day?”

Madison says, “I brought Adam to see the farm. I was trying to help him understand a few things about sex, and thought seeing the farm might help.”

“Understand what?” I ask. “How animals fornicate?”

Mac chuckles, ho ho ho, and his middle jiggles. “Maddie, my girl, a splendid idea.” He rattles my shoulder. “Come along, my boy, there is much to see. And trust me, after today, you’ll understand plenty.”


 * * *


 Inside the farmhouse, the living room has walls of knotty pine, and furniture with wooden arms and flowery cushions. Doilies are spread across the coffee and end tables, not what I’d expect from a man of any age. Looks more like grandma decorated the place. Past an arched portal is a contrasting kitchen, more a technological decor, with pristine white countertops and stainless steel appliances, neutral walls and cabinets, all sparkling clean. Mac passes through a sliding glass door that opens to the backyard, populated by thriving plant life that blends with the tall forest beyond. Mac must be one hell of a gardener, a real green thumb.

We follow him along a trail that winds into the woods. He babbles while pointing out the sights, but I’m distracted by activity in the surrounding forest. Leaves rustle and branches crack. I scan between the timbers, searching for the source. There it is again, a rustling now joined by grunts and squeaks, and it’s moving. Then the explanation darts out from behind a bush—a man chasing after a woman, both running through the forest naked.

My attention rockets back to Mac. “What is this? A nudist colony?”

He stands proud, arms folded and smiling. “That’s some of the latest harvest. Looks pretty good, eh?”

“Harvest? What kind of farm is this?”

“Why, a body farm, of course.”

“A what?”

He laughs, ho ho ho. “Which part don’t you understand? Body, or farm?”

“You make bodies here?”

“Yep, that’s what I do. The best bodies around.”

He continues hiking the trail and calls for us to follow. Madison takes my hand and pulls me along, but my baffled mind can’t keep up. Within the forest, bodies wander aimlessly, all naked. Not all without aim—a guy with a boner is chasing after a pair of girls. I guess one’s not enough. More females roam about, and a group of guys are huddled a ways off, doing nothing really, just gazing at the scenery with a dull stare, until they notice the females and chase after them. Nearby, a couple is . . . no, that’s not right. Come on, get a room.

Ahead, a male is standing near a bush, just off the trail. As we approach, Mac stops and points at the guy. “Take a look at this model. Sleek, trim, sure to please. Stellar performance, the best in its class.”

He talks like he’s selling cars, pointing out the fine workmanship as he describes key features. But I can’t argue, the guy is fit, well-toned muscles, handsome even. I wouldn’t mind having a body like that.

“Is he a person?” I ask. “Or . . .”

“Not yet,” Mac explains. “Just a vehicle, awaiting a proud new owner.”

Yeah, I think Mac’s last job was a used car salesman.

I creep closer and study the male. His dull gaze seems to stare right through me. “Then nobody’s home.”

“So to speak,” Mac says.

The guy, vehicle, body, whatever he is, cocks his head and notices a female moving past. He takes off chasing after her.

“Where’s he going?”

Mac watches the fellow vanish in the forest. “It would appear that unit is interested in mating.”

Unit? Nice way to refer to someone. About as personable as subject.

“So he’s off to make more bodies.”

“Oh no,” Mac says. “Outdated methods like that are far too inefficient. We have strict deadlines to meet. The conventional approach would never do.”

“Deadlines?”

Don’t tell me—like an auto factory.

“Of course,” he says. “Demand is high during this time of war.”

“What’s war got to do with it?”

Madison says, “Don’t you remember?”

“What’s to remember? A bunch of naked people running around the woods?”

Mac’s big belly wiggles. “Ho ho ho! Not a bunch, a batch. They don’t grow on trees, you know. And this is an exceptional batch, if I do say so myself. One of the finest yet, and produced in record time.”

Mac has one hell of a job. What a pain in the ass, babysitting all these people while they grow up.

Madison says, “Adam, tell me, where do you think that body came from?”

She’s pointing at me.

“You mean, this body?”

“Yes, that one, right there.”

“I couldn’t really say. My memories of childhood seem to be washed away with all the rest. I’m starting to remember some, but nothing that far back.”

Madison glances at Mac, who matches her expression of concern. Or is that surprise?

“I see,” she says. “So tell me, Adam, what do you remember about the war?”

“The war? I’m not sure. I fought in it, I kind of remember that. Most of it’s still fuzzy like a dream, but I’m pretty sure the memories are real.”

“Okay, so you fought in the war. Then answer this—did you ever die in battle?”

Did I die? I must have, no one is invincible. But I must search deeper. A faded memory comes to me—the sky is darkened by black smoke, and the air is acrid with the tang of discharged weaponry. Foot soldiers charge across a scorched landscape, advancing on an immense mechanized force. Our bodies against machines? Seems we have no other choice. Sizzling beams cross the distance and strike our column. Blades of light slice through my comrades—and me. I can feel an echo of the pain just thinking about it. Then I’m buckled down in a snug cockpit, soaring into a maze of scattering beams, and speeding toward a giant craft.

All white, nothing else. Only intense, bright light.

No—I don’t want to look at these memories. There’s too much pain here.

“Yeah, I died.” My voice crackles past my tightening throat. “More times than I care to recall.”

“Oh really?” she says. “So explain this—if you died, how are you standing here now?”

She’s getting tricky again, and as usual, it’s working. Of course I’m here now. I’m not a body, that’s how. After I died, I got a new one.

Oh my.

The past slaps me in the face—I remember this place. Well, not necessarily this particular place, maybe, or others like it. Body farms. Sometimes they were near the battlefield, other times in a large spaceship, if the conflict was off-planet. Where you go to get a new body after losing one in combat.

The astonishing truth hits me like a freight train.

“This body came from here.”

Mac smiles. “And a very fine product you have there, if I do say so myself.”


 * * *


 As we hike the forest path, assorted bodies roam about the woods. Large and small, different colors, light hair, others dark, an endless selection from which to choose, far more varied than simply a choice of male or female. I do remember this place, though not as a body like those wandering the woods. They seem to have little purpose other than staying alive. Many stare into the sky, as if waiting for their master, while others forage in bushes for something to eat. Then there’s the occasional couple exploring the joy of physical pleasure. I was here before, but not staring at the sky, looking for food, or having a good time. I had much more to do, and was gone as soon as I arrived.

Ahead, a female is standing near the trail. Mac and Madison pause while I take a closer look. She is beautiful, in great shape, and superbly configured. I should be attracted to her, but something is missing, I just don’t know what to call it. She stands perfectly still, gazing at nothing, no emotion really, just a loose smile. When I study her eyes, she stares straight through me. Then she reaches out to give me a hug, and starts humping my leg.

Not what I was looking for.

Mac and Madison laugh as I wiggle free of the friendly female.

A male is farther ahead. Maybe he has better manners. We approach, and like the female, he stares right through me with that same empty gaze. His eyes are strange—dull gray.

“Hey, Mac, what’s with their eyes?”

“This unit awaits a proud owner,” he explains, stepping closer. “Before delivery, the eyes have no real color, just what you see here. Once the owner takes possession, they add that unique flair. Just one of the many features their personality brings to the new vehicle.”

“Eye color is part of their personality? I mean, a person’s . . .”

“Of course,” he says. “Eyes tell us who someone is. A window to the soul, so to speak. And like a fingerprint, none are exactly alike.”

I shift to Madison, gazing at me from dark brown eyes, rich and creamy, subtle hints of amber. Is that her? I look deep into her eyes, falling into her steady gaze, watching me watching her. She is letting me in, past the walls we build around ourselves. I know those eyes—I see her in them. I have known those eyes for lifetimes.

This talk of eye color brings back the nightmare, and the woman telling me to put out the fire. One detail is so vivid, I can see it now—her tender blue eyes.

Another unit steps out of the forest and stands next to the fellow we’re inspecting. Huh? He’s an exact duplicate.

“What’s with this guy?” I ask. “His twin brother?”

Mac explains, “Our clientele may select any model, or combination of options, in advance. That way their new vehicle is ready to go at any time, or a fleet of them.”

“You mean, some real guy looks the same as these two?”

“Of course. Many customers are perfectly happy with their appearance and keep the style. Others change from time to time. It’s all a matter of personal taste.”

Beyond the twins, a female spies on us from behind a tree.

“What’s that one?” I ask, and step toward her.

Startled by my advance, the curious female whirls around and scampers away, rusty hair swaying as she vanishes in the woods.

Madison yanks me back, almost off my feet. “Forget about that one, the owner won’t be here for a while.” She hauls me back on track, leading the way along the wandering path.

Deeper into the woods is fine, just don’t lead me astray.


 * * *


 For a time, the forest only thickens as we push on, then the trail ends at a bluff overlooking a dry canyon. Down in the canyon, long shacks are aligned in rows, like barracks. In an open area surrounded by the bland housing, individuals are assembled into regimented columns. These people have clothes, drab green shorts, matching tee-shirts, and black boots. They appear to be exercising. A man in front directs the group—one two, one two, on and on. What a pain in the ass, and a perfect waste of time.

“What’s going on down there?” I ask.

“Calisthenics,” Mac says.

“Yeah, I figured as much, but why?”

“Do you want a body that’s all flabby and weak? Certainly not! We provide only the best. Our units are high quality, top grade products.”

“You mean, those are more bodies, not people?”

He looks down on the exercising crowd. “Last week’s batch, a special infantry order. The military is quite particular. They demand superior physical endurance, so we must condition the units extensively before delivery.”

Last week?

“Mac, just how long does a batch take?”

“It varies, though I am rather proud of the latest batch. I created them in only six days.”

“Days? How is that possible?”

He gets a crafty grin. “Trade secret. Don’t think just ’cause I’m showing you around means I’m going to reveal my techniques. That’s proprietary information. Visit any of the competition and you’re looking at a thirty day lead time, at least. They don’t know how I do it, and I don’t plan on letting them know. You’ve got to have an edge in this business, and my best edge is turnaround time. With all my tricks, I got ’em whipped.”

Somehow, I believe it. But at the same time, can hardly believe any of it. A body farm? My dreams are tame. I won’t press him to divulge his precious secrets. All that remains hidden, and I don’t remember, could be secrets I may not want to know.

Mac urges that we continue and leads the way along a minor dirt path, toward a concrete structure that overlooks the barracks and exercising bodies. A bland building, two stories with no windows, it looks like a factory or warehouse. We enter through a side door into a dimly lit environment populated by computers, display screens, and tall cylindrical contraptions hissing vapor, strung together by a network of clear hoses pumping bubbly foam. Mac takes us through another room where technicians are working at consoles, and others tend to enormous tanks of swampy green liquids. I assume these are real people, as they appear consumed with rather intelligent tasks, more than just flexing their muscles.

Mac escorts us to an office, and we sit before a wide desk lined with computer screens. He takes a seat between us and waves across the screens, which display colorful schematics of body parts and their functions. There are diagrams for every muscle, fluid and organ, down to the cellular level, annotated with the purpose of each.

“This is where we work on new designs,” he says. “We’ve toiled long and hard to engineer the perfect unit, durable yet flexible, with high tolerance for pain, and the capacity to repair damage without outside help. You know, the world out there is a tough place, and there’s not always someone around to put a unit back together. A multitude of systems make up every unit, and each must work together flawlessly if we expect the thing to survive. Every design must pass rigorous trials before moving on to the prototype stage.”

The many screens present an overwhelming library of knowledge about bodies and their construction. The wealth of specifics is staggering. Mac points out features, calls up new screens, and explains details of countless components as we try to absorb it all. He seems very excited to have us here. I take it he doesn’t get many visitors, at least, anyone who sticks around for long.

“Here are some of our earlier designs,” he says, pointing to a screen that shows complete bodies, rather than an exploded view of disassembled parts. “All have various problems. This one for example, too much hair. Keeps it warm, but the damn thing sinks in water. So we cut back on the hair and modified the skin for better fluid repellency, making brief aquatic periods more manageable. And this one, way too tall. Falls over too much, quite a problem with balance. We struggled with it a great deal, gyroscopes and such, but in the end, it wasn’t worth the trouble, and besides, it just made their heads too big. Instead we reduced the vertical size. But not too much, see, this one is too short, couldn’t reach any food and starved themselves. Every detail must be just right.”

He calls up another screen that displays a variety of strange creatures, some resembling animals—birds, lizards, all very odd, almost funny. I’m fascinated by one that looks like a cat, but stands on two legs like a man.

“What’s that one?” I ask.

“An earlier model we tried for a while. Not bad, it has its advantages, but the hair’s a problem, just too damn much. Always coughing up a hairball. And the eyes are too vulnerable. We found it better to utilize compact vision components and situate the devices further back in the skull, under the brow, out of harm’s way. The whiskers are useful in the dark, but they look absurd on later designs. Sharp teeth work well for a carnivore, but initial prototypes survived better on nuts and vegetables, so we engineered a flat design with ample molars, more effective at breaking down the cellulose matter most units prefer.”

“What about the legs?” I ask. “I mean, only two? Break one and you’re going nowhere. Why not four, like most animals?”

“Oh no, bipedal is the best, by far. We learned that ages ago, after extensive testing. Bipedal makes the most versatile vehicle, especially with the refinements we’ve added to the current model. Here, have a look.”

He calls up further screens detailing various organs, each responsible for simple, though important tasks. He bubbles with excitement as he shows off his accomplishments, then an assistant stops by to ask a question, and Mac gets grumpy. He excuses himself to give the assistant a good lashing, and keeps his voice low, but his irritation is apparent. He quickly returns, back to his excited self, and pages through screen after screen, looking for something in particular. He stops on a diagram of the inner ear, and connecting ear canal.

“I worked on much of this myself,” he says. “Nice design, eh? I had a terrible problem though. Prototypes were screaming in pain, they just couldn’t take it.”

Madison asks, “What was the problem, Mac?”

He laughs, ho ho ho. “Well, my pretty one, if you expect to hear anything, you need an open passage for sound waves to enter. Unfortunately, that leaves it open to critters as well. A terrible problem, those insects crawling in there, scratching up the tissue, looking for a place to nest. It drove those early units insane.”

Madison cringes, and rubs one ear. “The poor things, how awful.”

“So how did you get the bugs out?” I ask.

“Simple,” he says. “I engineered a pliable compound with an obnoxious odor, and glands to secrete the foul substance.”

“Earwax?”

“Precisely. Bugs hate the smell, and stay out.”

Madison and I exchange silent glances. Her smile says it all, we agree—Mac is very clever. And we have these bodies to prove it.

I playfully remark, “So I have you to thank for that nasty stuff in my ears.”

He pulls a tight grin. “And no bugs.”

“Why not make a body out of metal?” I ask. “Then you wouldn’t have problems like that.”

“We’ve tried that before, and some models work pretty good, but it has other issues. For one thing, it’s not self-healing. Well, unless you want to carry a blowtorch everywhere you go. And it’s too heavy. If you want durability, that’s great, but all the extra weight gets tiresome. Just imagine the energy requirements on a unit like that. Not very efficient. Good for warfare, but not the rest of the time, like when you want to relax. Imagine sex if you had a metal body, boy, now wouldn’t that be something. Well, I guess you could say you’re as hard as steel.” He pauses to chuckle, ho ho ho. “But cuddling afterward wouldn’t be very comfortable, big metal parts clanging together, you know. The current model is much better, soft and resilient. Besides, you can add armor any time you like, and take it off when you’re done. That’s the beauty of the bipedal design. It’s so versatile, and all on its own.”

Today’s discovery is bizarre. Drop by your local body dealer and negotiate the purchase of a new, improved model. An odd notion. I half expect we’ll talk options next, then terms, contracts and service agreements. The available products do look splendid, no doubt, but this body should do just fine for now. It’s like a comfortable, worn-in shoe, a good friend that I have come to know well. Regardless, I’ll be back here someday. This body won’t last forever.


 * * *


 The tour is complete, and Madison wants to get going. Mac joins us and we begin a trek back to the farmhouse. Returning the way we came, we pass through the forest and once again absorb a view of bodies roaming the woods. But now they seem different. Learning of their construction gives a new perspective. The manufactured units are electrochemical machines converting food into energy, enabling their locomotion so they may search out the next source of fuel and stay alive, while waiting to serve the purpose for which they were painstakingly devised. Mind-boggling to imagine, as Mac described, the multitude of systems that make up each unit, which must work together flawlessly for a body to survive. Mac has achieved success—the bodies are surviving as designed. Even mine, a miracle after the punishment this body has endured. Watching the countless bodies roam the woods, and now knowing of his hand in their creation, I can no longer regard Mac as simply a body farmer. His accomplishments amount to a marvel of engineering.

As we hike the forest trail, I remark, “Seems you’re pretty good at this, Mac.”

“One of the best,” he says, a few steps ahead. “Time will do that to you, my boy. Been at this business now, oh, eighty, maybe ninety—”

“Years?” I ask. “You don’t look that old.”

“Years?” He laughs. “On what planet? Maybe some pathetic world going around the speed of snail-snot rolling uphill. A planet that slow would probably fall out of orbit. Actually, come to think of it, there might be one that slow. I was reading somewhere in a magazine . . .”

“Not years? Then what?”

Trailing behind me, Madison says, “Lifetimes, silly.”

“Sure,” Mac says, “and that doesn’t count the twenty or so I spent as an apprentice. Someone has to teach you this stuff, you know. It doesn’t grow on trees, ho ho ho.”

“That’s hard to imagine.”

Madison says, “Why imagine when you can remember.”

Here comes that tricky logic of hers.

I stop to face her. “Okay, Madison, what am I supposed to remember this time?”

Her grin is sly. “You’ve been doing something for a while, too, you know.”

This guessing game is getting old. “And what would that be?”

“Fighting the Association.”

“Yeah, I suppose. Is there a point?”

“How long have you been fighting them? How many—”

“Lifetimes?” The significance of her query begins to sink in. Before this moment, I hadn’t given serious consideration to the implications of existing as an entity separate from the body. It means multiple lifetimes in numerous bodies. The concept of reincarnation has been laid before me, and I’ve talked about it as being true, but no one has asked to quantify that truth, and what it really means—until now. How many times have I repeated this struggle? Countless lifetimes I imagine, but as Madison has pointed out, remember is the key word. And she made it specific—how many lives spent fighting our enemy.

“Look at it,” she says, and Mac doubles back, curious for my answer as well.

As before, I make the request of my mind to unleash the obedient servant, and the veil of certain knowledge is breeched. From the darkened past, a number comes to me.

“Six hundred and fourteen.”

Odd, the words just sprang from my lips. Then it hits me. I can’t believe it. No, I can, it’s true. I know it’s true. Boiling rage joins this newfound detail of my past. Hundreds of lifetimes worth of skill and experience nearly wiped away. Insidious bastards! All I have sought to learn, to accomplish, all my advancements, every awareness, destined for erasure. My task is renewed. My revenge is certain. I will destroy the Association, every last one of them.

Mac lays a hand on my shoulder. “Whoa there, big fella, take it easy. Anger like that will get you nowhere. Remember that much if you can hold on to anything.”

The tree, in the dream, said the same. Have I learned anything? Only that my intense hatred of the Association grows stronger. But hatred is not the answer. Anger will block my true strength. Could I not hate them? That is uncertain, though there could be a time when it was possible, somewhere in a long-forgotten past. But if a moment that preceded hatred was recalled, what will I become? Perhaps effective enough to conquer what I hate. But more frightening is what else I may become—free of hate, along with every other emotion.


 * * *


 Not far to go, the farmhouse is coming into view past the trees. Mac pushes on ahead of us.

Behind me, Madison calls, “Adam, are you coming?”

I turn back. She stands waiting near a connecting path.

“I thought we’re going back to the house.”

“Not yet,” she says. “Come on.”

“Go ahead,” Mac says. “Don’t worry about me. You and Maddie go enjoy yourselves.” He continues hiking and leaves us behind.

Madison motions vigorously, urging me to come. “Hurry up.”

I double back and join her. She takes my hand and hauls me onto another trail winding through the forest.

“Where are we going?” I ask, struggling to keep up.

“I want to show you something.”

“There’s more?”

Her grin turns wicked. “Trust me, the best part.”


 * * *


 The woodland trail soon dwindles, and the forest comes to engulf us. Struggling through a tight assemblage of woody stems and flowering bushes, she is determined, thrusting forward in long strides as we penetrate the thicket, myself having a hard time, her pace is so furious. Without a doubt, she’s excited by what’s coming.

The dense forest ends at a steep headland overlooking a fertile valley. Below, a flourishing plant kingdom dominates the landscape, lying peacefully beneath the soft pink sky, and extending past the horizon.

She releases me and steps forward, arms outstretched.

“The most beautiful garden on any world. Paradise.”

At her side, I join in her delight, taking in the magnificent sight—an endless stretch of wild agriculture. Open ferns yellow and green, sprawling ivy and squat bushes flat on top, almost like giant toadstools, between patches of lavender and sage, dwarfed by random plots of massive oaks standing guard over this lively example of nature at its best. Wild flowers fill the gaps, yielding soft petals in a rainbow of colors, and gentle waterways wind through grassy plains that blanket the valley floor. Her excitement is understandable. This is definitely worth seeing, indeed the best part.

She takes my hand and pulls me down the embankment. Struggling to keep up, I’m hauled farther down the hillside, slicing through a sea of tall grass. Descending the steep incline, I must keep barreling forward, for if I do not, I may fall flat on my face.

Near the bottom, we stumble and roll the remaining distance, our bodies tangling as her pigtails slap like whips. We land in a soft meadow and she rolls atop my chest. Looking down on me, I expect that she might say something, but she does not, she only smiles. Then she rises, reaches out a hand to pull me up, and runs off into the garden like a child at play.

Not so hurried, I stroll through the maze of plant life, in awe of the scenery as thriving vegetation passes underfoot, spread out beneath the sagging branches of trees heavy with fruit. Flowering vines climb anything that stands upright, reaching for the pink sky. If not for the tender blossoms flaunting a palette of divine hues, I might mistake the coiling stems for slithering snakes. A babbling brook catches my ear, and a gentle wisp of warm air rustles the trees, their leaves a vibrant, glossy green.

Struggling to spot her, I spy between the many berry bushes, flowering shrubs, and apple trees. I come upon a grassy clearing and approach the center, turning slowly as I search for her, surely hiding somewhere in the garden. Coming around full circle, I’m surprised to find her right behind me, holding a shiny red apple.

“Have a bite,” she says. “It’s yummy.” She raises the fruit to my lips.

I step back. “We’re not supposed to eat this stuff, are we?”

“Don’t worry about it, everybody else does.”

She slides the fruit across my lips in a slow, sultry motion. The polished red orb does look tasty, but this isn’t right. Someone will be unhappy. Another step back, I nearly stumble over a log hidden in the grass. She reaches out and clutches me tight, keeping me upright, her gaze locked on mine, her eyes hungry. She brings the apple back to my lips.

Though reluctant, I let her feed me. A crisp snap results and a juicy portion lands in my mouth. As I masticate the sinfully delicious meat, she withdraws the meal and indulges in it herself. We stare at one another, chewing, then she tosses the apple over her shoulder.

“Hey, I wanted another bite.”

While licking at the sweet, sticky remains, she slowly loosens her pigtails, one after the other, releasing her flowing mane to fall across her shoulders. Next she reaches to my shoulder, caressing, then a quick shove, she sends me to the grass flat on my back. She straddles my waist and leans forward, her loose locks tickling my cheeks.

Her dreamy gaze is a new experience. Gorgeous as always, but somehow different, more sensual, inviting me to fulfill her desires. Her hands caress my chest, slipping beneath the vest, finding my own nipples, though small, becoming aroused nonetheless. Her nimble fingers venture lower, sliding under my shirt and coaxing the garment off as I raise each arm to allow the undressing.

She sits up and peels off her shirt, then flings it away. My arousal increases tenfold as she grinds atop me, her jeans to mine, while I survey the contours of her sweet, petite breasts. Her arousal is evident, her gaze dreamy, erotic, and her tight nipples erect.

A twist to each side, she reaches back to slip out of her boots, then leans forward, looking down on me with not so much a smile, rather intent to devour. Her eyes might eat me if they had teeth. She scoots back to straddle my knees, and fiddles with the buttons of my jeans. This proximity to what holds pleasure unleashes a flood of erotic sensations rocketing to every extremity, leading me to shudder and whisper a moan. As I lie here helpless, under her control, our stares remain locked, each tracking the other.

On her knees, she crawls backward to my boots and unwinds the laces, then slips each off and takes hold of my jeans, tugging gently, easing the soft denim along my legs. She rises, staring down on me while working the buttons of her own jeans, one by one. Rocking her hips, she inches the snug pants down her thighs, until they crumple at her feet and she steps out of them, the only remaining garment a patch of silky fabric held in place by thin strands riding low on her hips. She sways gently, easing the panties down, past her thighs, and dropping to her ankles.

She kneels beside me and taunts with unhurried movement, tugging at my briefs. My penis springs free, now fully erect. She smiles, and slowly, completes the removal of all that remains, then eases one leg over to straddle my quivering body, her eyes locked on mine. She reaches down and soft fingertips discover the root of my desire. A surge of erotic sensation erupts as her grasp tightens and she begins a slow, rhythmic stroke. With our union tantalizingly near, she guides the tip of my manhood along her succulent passage, moist with anticipation. I want to move, I want to thrust into her, but her eyes command that I remain perfectly still.

One sudden plunge, she slams down hard, hair flung back and gasping delight. Letting the initial entrance simmer, she gazes down on me from dreamy eyes framed by dark strands crossing her face. A soft bite of her lip, eyes fluttering as she bears down, she shifts and wiggles, savoring the full extent of me inside her.

She eases upward—I fear too much—but she is in complete control, clinging to my desire by the smallest measure. A minor grin as she hesitates, teasing, then she slides down easy, slow, eyes drifting closed, moaning the entire distance.

Settled atop my groin, she grinds into me, hips squirming. She rises and slams down hard, again, sooner, quicker and harder, her motion becoming vigorous, pounding her body into mine again and again. She pants feverishly, glistening with sweat, and thrusts with such force she must steady herself. She reaches to my chest and drives her fingernails into my flesh. I can be still no longer, and join in her rhythm.

My hands wander as we collide, exploring her marvelous body, smooth and soft yet so firm, and so heated by her furious motion. Her petite breasts bounce joyfully, and I cannot resist—my fingertips brush across her nipples and tease playfully, then venture lower, down her sleek belly and around her waist, to the slope of her curvaceous hips. Holding her flanks, I pull voraciously, driving myself deeper with each penetrating thrust. She matches my vigor and my hands thirst for more, reaching around her back to discover a magnificent contour where the two halves meet in the center. Her body is rock-solid, yet her skin is delicately soft, and bathed in a sea of sweat.

Arms around her, I tug gently, easing her forward, down to me. Her hands slide off my chest, to the grass, and a nipple drops down to tickle my waiting lips. My tongue chases after the stiff candy, salted by her sweat, a flavor that intensifies the inferno burning within me. Oh, oh, I’m ready to burst, I’m going to—

Expertly, she rolls over to slip beneath me, and postpones my ecstasy. I pull back and get up on knees spread wide, her outstretched legs against my chest. She stares up at me, out of breath and sweaty, lying in a pool of dark strands spread across our grassy bed.

With a firm hold of her thighs, I pull tight and insert myself. Slipping into her ignites a divine sensation that shoots up my spine, spreads to every extremity, and finding no quarter left to permeate, races back down and into her.

Her legs flail against my chest, she shudders, and her gentle moaning swells as her thighs quiver in my grasp. Her tummy contracts in a sudden convulsion, curling her back as it rises from the grass. She reaches to my shoulders, her moist lips slack, staring at me, and her gasps escalate to piercing cries of passion.

Her time is near. I pause our furious rhythm, remaining fully embedded within her. Her tummy tightens in small jerks, curling her back more and more, bringing her lips closer to mine.

A faint pulsing is evident during our cessation of motion. The gentle squeezing tickles my desire, joined by a warmth as her moisture flows across my groin, leading to a spasm of erotic pleasure running a wild course throughout my body.

Her sweet lips brush against mine and the gentle caress becomes the final note in our symphony of sex, unleashing the powerful storm swelling within me. My temperature soars, the bottom of my feet are on fire! A mighty surge erupts, her cries escalate, and she begins her climax.

Her fingers crawl up my neck and find a handful of hair. She clamps tight and tugs, pulling me down to smother my face in hers. Her moist lips slide across mine, our tongues tangling as we share orgasms, floating across a universe of ecstasy.

Excitement melts like sparks on a breeze, my body spent, all essence drained. I rest on her chest, struggling for breath, as our sweaty skins meld together. My pounding heart chases after hers, and for a moment, the two beat as one.


 * * *


 Slow, easy breathing, so quiet a heartbeat is clear, I lie cradled in her loving arms.

She whispers, “You’re amazing.”

With my face nuzzled against her neck, I murmur, “Only trying.”

“Trying what?” she asks, shifting to one side, straining for a look at me.

I lift my head what little I’m able, and gaze into those gorgeous brown eyes. “Trying to be as amazing as you, my dear. That was incredible.”

She smiles and pulls me down, my lips back to her neck, where very lightly, I kiss her a few times. As I melt in her embrace, she gently strokes my back and fiddles with my hair, all the while rocking me as would a mother coaxing her child to sleep.

After resting a spell, I wiggle free of her tender touches and roll over to snuggle at her side. She looks at me and smiles, her satisfaction evident.

“Now do you understand?” she asks.

“Understand what?”

“What I was telling you earlier, about sex.”

“I know I like it, I understand that much. That was wonderful.”

“Yes, it was, but I was also hoping it might help you understand better.”

My gaze wanders to the pink sky, full of puffy white clouds. “It might, but having sex that good, with you, all the thinking goes away, all the worry over what anything means. I’m so lost in it, I don’t really care if I understand anything ever again.”

“For now, and that was the point. I wanted your body to take over for a while, so you could see that it has needs, too. And calm that urge you forgot how to control.”

“There’s a way to control it?”

“Don’t starve your body’s sexual hunger. Give it what it craves. It doesn’t have to be every ten minutes of every day, but none is worse. The urge takes over and runs your life. Give your body a reasonable amount of pleasure, and it obeys. It’s happy now, right?”

“Very.”

“Now you’re calling the shots, not the body.”

So it’s another trick. Well, I’ll participate in that trick any time she asks. And her goal is reached, I do understand. Sexual relations have a profound effect. Beyond the obvious pleasure, it gives the intellect a rest. The thinking mind is off somewhere else, doing whatever. But soon it returns, armed with a question.

I look to her in earnest. “Madison, does this mean we’ll have a child?”

She looks away. “I’m sorry, Adam, we can’t do that.”

“But isn’t that the whole point, to make more bodies? You know, children.”

“There’s more to it than just making bodies. You enjoy doing it, don’t you?”

“Sure I like doing it, but what about kids?”

“We’re at war. Children take too long.”

“What do kids have to do with war?”

“They don’t, that’s the point.”

“I don’t understand.”

She gets annoyed. “Adam, you can’t fight a war in a child’s body.”

“I wouldn’t expect to. I’ll fight while I’m an adult, then I’ll come back and be a kid for a while, right?”

Her stare turns hollow. My suggestion has triggered terrible regret.

“I’m so sorry, Adam.”

“I won’t come back?”

“No, you’ll come back,” she says, her sorrow deepening. “Like always—ready to fight.”

“What do you mean?”

She hesitates, afraid to tell, like my favorite pet died while I was away.

“There are no children,” she says.

“What? Why not?”

“We’re incapable of reproducing.”

“Why?”

She reveals a disturbing bit of information. “We’re fixed, all of us. Our bodies lack the ingredients to make more.”

“Look, I didn’t ask how, I asked why. Why are there no children? Why don’t we get to be kids?”

“I’m sorry, Adam, it has to be this way. There’s no time for that.”

“You’re dodging the question. Why is there no time for children?”

“We’re at war, remember? Children are wonderful, I agree. I miss that experience as much as you, but there’s just no time for family life.”

“I don’t see why any war should keep us from having families. Just because I father a child doesn’t mean I can’t fight.”

“Sure, but do you want that child fighting along with you?”

“Of course not.”

“You don’t understand, Adam. This war is serious, our enemy is vicious. We’re vastly outnumbered, and the outcome could rest on the actions of a single individual. Every available being has to assume its most capable form, fully grown and prepared for combat, or we’re sure to be enslaved. Are you willing to risk that for the sake of childhood, either your own, or the children you father?”

This is terribly depressing, but my conviction to freedom is undeniable.

“No.”

“And think about the people fighting along with you, like Matt and David. Not only are they good friends, they’re experienced soldiers, loyal to you and your cause. Suppose they’re killed, then what are you going to do? Wait until they grow up again?”

“There’s no time for that.”

“Right. That’s why we do it this way. Instead of waiting years, you’re back together and ready to go the same day.”

Yeah, ready to go. To war.


 * * *


 Madison suggests that we bathe, and starts exploring the garden, lured on by the faint trickle of nearby water. We follow the sound and find a calm stream sparkling under late afternoon sun. She skips down the bank and slips into the shallow current, gently streaming past her hips. She leans forward to immerse herself, then snaps up to fling back her wet mane.

Beads of moisture cling to her golden skin and reflect intense flashes of sunlight. This irritating sensory input makes me uneasy, I must squint and look away. The bright flashes remind me of something, but the memory is unclear. Whatever it was, I don’t want to see it again.

I descend the bank and join her. The water is cool, a nice relief from the warm day. Scooping water with her hands, she cleanses herself of our encounter. I step through the current and assist her. She returns the same, and together we bathe each other.

“Madison, I’m confused. If none of us are having children, what about Matt?”

“What about him?”

“You said he’s your brother. But if what you say is true, none of us have parents. So how could he be your brother?”

“Well, he is my brother. Or I should say, was my brother, because he was, a long time ago, before the war. We may have different bodies now, but some things never change, and having Matt as my little brother is one of them. A lot of people follow each other around like that, forming families that used to be families before, or even longtime friends.”

Of all the memories revived today, many bizarre to even imagine, her idea of siblings is not so outrageous. As one encounters likable people along the way, why not continue spending time with them? How many brothers and sisters might I have? Countless. And what about wives, or even girlfriends? An unsettling thought. Some things may be better left forgotten.


 * * *


 Back on shore, we search for our clothes. I almost expect Matt to show up and tell us how sick it makes him. Brotherly love can be odd at times. What will he have to say about today’s adventure?

As I step into my jeans, I notice Madison has gathered her things but isn’t bothering to get dressed. She wanders away naked.

“Hey, wait for me.”

I hurry to button my jeans, grab my shirt, vest and boots, and chase after her. She looks back and smiles, then disappears behind a hedge. The maze of plant life hides all but the occasional sound of her laughter. I thrash and swipe, pushing past dense overgrowth, then emerge in a grassy meadow. She’s climbing the embankment, heading back to the forest.

“Hey, wait up!”

She reaches the top and slips from view. She’s teasing me and enjoying every minute of it. I charge up the hill, slicing through tall grass, determined to catch her.

Back to the shady forest, my search is magnified. The woods are full of wandering units, all naked. Which one is Madison?

There she is—the long dark hair, that’s her. I creep up from behind, wrap an arm around her tummy, and pull tight. She’s not getting away from me this time.

She whirls around, groping madly and humping my leg. Not Madison. The female, while certainly gorgeous, needs to learn some manners. She’s getting my jeans wet. I pull free and tear off into the forest, any direction will do, just get me away from that mindless thing.

Ahead is another female with dark hair, past leafy branches hanging low, masking a decent view. The skin tone may be off a bit, but the forest shade could be casting a shadow. The hair’s a little different, but close, and the hips are about right . . .

What’s wrong with me? Just go for it.

“Madison?”

Before she can respond, a male unit glides in and sweeps her off her feet, both tumbling through a bed of leaves as they begin to . . .

No, that couldn’t be her. She wouldn’t do that with him, would she? Well, if it is her, I have earned my just rewards. The failure to assert myself has left me out in the cold.

From behind, fingers caress my shoulder. I twist around to face another female, this one with better manners, as she is simply running fingertips along my skin, curiously indulging in the sensation rather than groping me with wild abandon. It’s the woman, or unit, that was spying on us earlier, from behind the tree. Or its twin. There could be more than one, as Mac explained. She is beautiful, her skin light and silky, rusty hair long and straight. She seems familiar, and might be if not for the hollow gaze, that colorless dull gray. Regardless, her soft touches give rise to many sensations. Against my better judgment, I reach out and slide fingers along her side, and lower, to the slope of her hip. Her skin is incredibly smooth, as if brand new, and our gentle exchange, while perfectly innocent, may be the first step toward an exchange of greater pleasures, not so innocent. I’m becoming aroused. Is this okay? Her fingertips glide across my bare chest as we ease closer, nearing a kiss.

I’m yanked backward, stumbling over a log, and land in a spiny thicket. I raise a hand over my brow to shade bright sun coming through the trees.

“What the hell are you doing?” Madison stands over me, naked except for the wad of clothing under one arm, and she’s pissed.

“Looking for you,” I say.

“You seem to be easily distracted.”

“Her? That was nothing. I was just curious.”

She yanks me upright. “Watch who you get curious with.” She gets in my face. “You might get hurt.” Her fiery stare intensifies, then she storms off in a huff, back to the forest path.

She’s right, I am easily distracted, this time by the rousing swing of her hips as she stalks away, naked as the day she was born. Or rather, the day that gorgeous body was manufactured.


 * * *


 On our way back to the farmhouse, Madison starts getting into her clothes. Each time she pauses to add another item, I take the chance to say I’m sorry, which prompts her to postpone dressing and hurry along. After a dozen apologies, we’re dressed again and she agrees to forgive me, but not very sincere, more like she’s annoyed or distracted and wants me to shut up already. She keeps looking to the sun hanging low in the sky, just above the treetops.

Back at the farmhouse, we find Mac in the living room, reading a book and sipping tea. He sets the book down and motions to the sofa, inviting us to stay and socialize, even offers to fetch us drinks, anything we’d like.

“No, Mac,” Madison says. “Maybe another time. We have a long ride ahead of us.”

She hauls me out the front door and Mac follows to offer his good-byes. Three seconds of me shaking his hand is all she can stand before dragging me down the steps. I was only trying to be polite. Mac stands on the porch watching as we don our jackets and helmets.

“Stop by for a visit anytime,” he says, like he already misses us.

Someday perhaps, but if for another body, not anytime soon, I hope. Knowing a fresh vehicle awaits does little to ease the painful thought of losing the one I have.

Mac waves good-bye, then he turns to the front door and shuffles inside, back to his world of mindless drones. We should have stayed longer, spent the night even, at least one night. He’d probably like that, sit and talk awhile, with real people. I would if I were him, but not Madison. She can’t leave fast enough, ready to sit me on the bike herself.

“What’s your hurry?” I ask.

“It’ll be dark soon.” She looks to the day’s last sun punching through the trees.

I study the forest, but can’t see anything past the orange glow. “They turn into zombies or something?”

She smirks. “They manage that day or night.” She taps her wrist, at a nonexistent timepiece. “Time to go.”

Maybe I’ll buy her a watch someday, to replace the imaginary one.

“All right, we’re going.”

When I lift a leg over the bike, I’m paralyzed by a shooting pain, up my insides and ending in my chest. Then it’s gone as quick as it came.

“You okay?” she asks.

“How about you drive this time. I’m not feeling so good.”

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t know, just a little beat.”

She giggles. “Yeah, I bet you are.”

I scoot back on the seat and let her have control this time. Driving is good, but riding is good, too. I wrap my arms around her tummy and hold tight.

She maneuvers the bike up the bumpy road, and we get back to the highway. At the intersection, she glances over her shoulder. “Just how fast does this thing go?” She grins, then twists the throttle wide open and banks onto the highway, the bike nearly on its side and my knee skimming over coarse asphalt. The bike snaps upright when we straighten out, she runs up through the gears, and our rocket ride only accelerates. Speed so intense, I can barely hang on or find my next breath.

The sun follows alongside, funny how that works, the land around us screaming past while the mighty orb matches our pace, so far away that after miles it hasn’t budged, other than dropping below the horizon well before we might reach home. Our trek continues under magenta evening sky, and further into night, one lonely headlight guiding our way along the darkened highway. As we travel homeward, time passes quickly, as if the ride back is shorter than the journey out. Likely due to the ridiculous speed she applies to the motorcycle, but more than that, somehow the return trip always feels bound by different rules of time and distance. It just goes by faster. As in dreams, where time and distance do as they please.

But this is no dream. It had better not be. Don’t let me wake to a cold bed and empty arms. I squeeze tighter and cling to her warm body. Let this dream come true continue.


 * * *


 Rolling through quiet streets, we cruise toward the beach. The ocean is calm, reflecting bright moonlight, our exhaust the only sound, rumbling low. Madison slows the bike and turns in to the alley. She reaches into her jacket, clicks the garage opener, and jabs the throttle. Fires spits from the exhaust and we rocket past the opening door, then she slams on the brakes and nearly throws me from this bucking bronco.

“Was that really necessary?” I ask.

She kills the engine and springs off the seat. “Maybe not, but it was kind of fun, don’t you think?”

“What I think is, next time I’ll drive. At least the heart attack will be my own fault.”

Pulling my leg over the seat is a chore, and when my foot drops, the floor doesn’t feel all that solid. No, the floor is fine. The problem is my legs, rumbled to putty by the bike’s droning roar.

Dave bursts into the garage. “Where have you been? We had important things to do, remember? This is no time for joy rides.”

Madison removes her helmet and flings her hair into place. “Just shut up, David. We were doing important things, helping Adam remember more, so he can remember what to do next.”

Since when is it my job to say what we do? Let someone else, I’m in no mood for any of that, not right now.

“Look, Dave, I’ve had a rough day.” I get my helmet off. “Madison wore me out, if you know what I mean.”

Dave is aghast. His horrified glare shifts to her. “Right, real important stuff to remember, like how to get it on.”

Madison turns nasty, the bad kind of nasty. She lands a finger on Dave’s chest and jabs hard. “It is important, David. Knock it off with all the technical stuff, and all that serious, depressing, doom and gloom end of the world crap, like remembering any of that is going to make him better. He needs to know who he is, too, and what he feels.”

Dave swats her hand away. He looks poised to strike. He can’t be that barbaric, she is a woman, though given his contempt, he might use words more colorful.

We make it around the house as they continue arguing, their voices growing louder, fighting to shout over the other. I wish they’d shut up. Let’s have some peace and quiet while I lie down and relax. My entire body feels melted, except my chest is tight, and I’m out of breath, almost dizzy. Past the front door, I make a beeline for the sofa and plop down.

Matt comes out of the kitchen, hears their argument, and his eyes go wide. “You did what?” He blasts Madison, “Sex is all you think about. You slut!”

Oh man, here come the flames. “You watch your mouth.” She advances on him, aiming to rip his head off. “You’re not my master.”

“Right,” Matt says. “But what about Chris?”

Madison halts.

I’ve heard that name before. When Madison mentioned the crew.

“Who’s Chris?” I ask.

Madison says to Matt, “What she doesn’t know won’t hurt her.”

“Sure,” Matt says. “She’s not a whore, like you.”

She lunges and pins him to the wall. I leap from the sofa, and despite crushing pain of my chest in a vise, insert myself between the two.

“Now hold on!” I holler. “Who is Chris?”

Matt finally realizes my question but doesn’t answer. Instead he looks to Dave. “He really doesn’t know, does he?”

Dave studies me, then says to Matt, “I don’t think so.”

Madison steps back, getting uncomfortable with all this.

Matt starts for the wall of photos, muttering as he moves off, “I think Maddie should tell him. It’s only fair after what she’s done today.”

Another step back, she timidly says, “What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him, either.”

“Madison!” I shout. “What the hell is going on? I thought this was about me remembering things. Now you have something you don’t want me to remember?”

Everyone is in turmoil, and it has something to do with whatever she’s not telling. She doesn’t look so angry now, more like embarrassed or guilty. She stares at me, silent and worried.

Dave lashes out at her, “Maddie, tell him!”

Matt returns with a photo taken from the wall. “Fuck that, I’ll show him.” He shoves the small framed image into my hands.

Is this someone I should know? It must be, I have her picture. But how could I forget any woman so gorgeous? I struggle to correlate the image with its mental companion. Rusty hair, long and straight. Silky skin, and her eyes—the most striking feature—I have seen those eyes before.

Fierce pain strikes my chest, down one arm and into my jaw. The photo slips from my fingers and smacks the floor, shattering the glass. Lost in a spray of jagged shards, her tender blue eyes stare up at me. My love of many lives—Christina.

What have I done?

Another jolt stabs my chest. This heart throbs like a knife carving up my insides. No, I don’t want to look at this memory—it hurts too much.

But—they are friends.

I don’t know whether I’m more pissed, confused, or in pain.

“Madison, what’s the deal? Aren’t you and Christina friends?”

She is terrified, her words timid.

“We are.”

“I don’t understand.”

“We are friends, Adam, but we’re also competitors.”

“Competing for what?”

“You.”








 Chapter 6
 


 Cool water laps at my face, washing up one cheek, chilled by wet sand. At eye level, rippling fluid blends into swells frayed by a breeze. A pale yellow moon hangs low in the blood-red sky, turbulent with black clouds.

The river churns past, swells peak, and like a mouth opening, each tries to speak. What are the words? A droning rumble, but whispers leak out, calling for help—don’t leave us, don’t forget, please. My memories.

Caressing my cheek, the memories moan a plea to return home. Each like a child, not yearning for freedom, rather comfort in the arms of a loving soul.

Robed figures appear, bleeding out of blackness and walking along the shore. Reapers, faceless beneath their tattered hoods and sickles in their grasp, they turn to face the churning flow and walk upon the water, marching toward the horizon then fanning out across it. They raise their blades high, strike the red night, and rip open the sky. Blood gushes from gaping wounds, raining down on the memories floating past, which rise from the current as sparkling shafts with mouths, screaming a dying call.

I reach out to the bloodied water—the memories must not die. A shaft shoots from the surface in the shape of an arm and latches onto my hand. The shaft freezes solid, then the river becomes a thousand frozen arms, reaching for the sky.

The cold burns. Every arm shatters, a roaring thunder. The sky descends and the river transforms into a raging bloodstream surging through a winding artery. Drowned by the warm flow, my body melts away, reduced to scattered particles swirling among the rest. Faced with a million choices of where to exist, I select a single cell and take command.

But the reapers remain. They are tiny like me, though soon they multiply. Thousands of them hack with their sickles, tearing apart the passage. They have not melted, but neither have I. My body did not dissolve—I have assumed the smallest viewpoint possible, and now ride the flow within the body I hope to save.

Responsibility accompanies my new role. I am a leukocyte, a protector of life. The reapers are the disease. The strong providers join us, red blood cells, and other strange globule creatures, countless cells caught in a flurry of pulsing thrusts, and I am one. But how can I move? There is no how, only intending to advance, and I do.

Legions of fellow corpuscles join my crusade. My thoughts are their thoughts, we are a single point of decision, though scattered throughout the plasma. Under my command, the army advances on the intruders. The enemy shifts their destructive efforts from the walls of our home, and their sickles rip apart my comrades. Though stricken, my fellow warriors release a fireball of poison. The furious battle heats the blood as we soar through a network of cardiac expressways. The confusing twists and turns throw us into a swirling blend of combating microorganisms.

The flow halts and a violent backwash scatters the troops. Where is the next pulse? With our journey at rest, the reapers seize the opportunity for counterattack. Intent on victory, our forces match their assault. My fellow leukocytes emit a cloud of poison aimed at destroying the intruders.

The reapers wrestle and squirm, many disintegrating as though bathed in acid. We are winning the battle—we have upheld our responsibility to the body. But the flow remains at rest. Shouldn’t we be going now? Something is wrong.

A blade rips through my cell body and slices me in two.

I twist to face a surviving reaper, sickle poised to strike again. Beneath the ragged hood, a cocky grin. With a flick of his head, the fabric flops back to reveal his face. His eyes are glowing red orbs. The sickle strikes, I am quartered. He watches, delighting in the pain he inflicts, and pleased to know that I am fully aware—inflicted by him.

He grows larger, the sickle as well, which he thrusts into the artery and rips open a gaping wound, a pain endured by every member of my leukocyte army. I can feel it.

I can’t move, I’m falling to pieces, and the scene is growing dark. I force the remaining poison from my quartered self and shower him in a mist of death. Covering his face with both hands, he loses the sickle, and it drifts away into darkness.

A pulse blasts hard, throwing us into a scatter of cells, and tearing apart what little remains of my tiny body. I am coming undone, but I am not afraid. I accept my fate, but do believe I will miss existing. To not exist at all is worse than even the most mundane existence, even that of a single leukocyte.

Another mighty thrust, the missing rhythm returns, and the dying reapers are washed away. Again and again, the pulse beats strong. Yes, this is the song I know. Though a failure at my own survival, we have succeeded at saving the whole—this body will survive.

Blackness descends as I tumble helplessly, caught in the swirling flow. Something appears, soaring out of the dark. A glistening object, it grows larger, bouncing past a scatter of blood cells. Square, transparent and slick—an icy cube with someone trapped inside, screaming and banging, struggling to break free.

As the cube slips past, she looks directly at me. “Adam, help!”

I have to save her. What can I do? I can’t move.

“Adam! I need you! I’m here!”

The cube is swallowed by darkness. Her tender blue eyes are gone.

A pulse slams hard and my cell body explodes into a spray of debris.

I have come undone.


 * * *


 My only view is a ceiling, endless white squares, with tiny holes in a random pattern. I can’t move, the signals aren’t making it through. My body has only one response—not now, try again later. My eyes work, but all there is to see is that damn ceiling. The countless little holes are going to drive me insane. With some effort, my head flops to one side, but the new view provides few clues. A room sparkling clean, and a door with clothes hanging from a hook.

“I was so worried,” she says.

I know that voice—Madison. Behind me. After a ridiculous argument with my body, we agree to get this head pointed the other direction. I must squint. Bright sun comes in through a window past her, making a silhouette. She is sitting in a chair near the bedside.

The room is all white, except a gadget mounted to the wall, something rubber and shiny chrome. Near the bed is a cart full of electronic gear, and the place reeks of disinfectant. Mounted to the cart are tall rods elevating bags of clear liquid. From the sacks of fluid, thin tubing leads down, past a metal railing, then beneath a white sheet covering me. I reach for the cloth, my arm says hell no, but I insist, and together we raise the cover enough to see the tubing is taped to my wrist.

“Are you okay?” Madison asks.

“Dammit!” I holler, which hurts my insides something terrible. “Stop asking me that. Look at me. Do I look okay?” I try sitting up, but it doesn’t go so well. My entire body is sore, especially my chest. I get up on one elbow anyway.

She reaches for my shoulder. “Take it easy.”

Though confused and in a world of hurt, I still recall how to be pissed off.

“Make me.”

“Come on, lie down. You need some rest.”

“What happened?”

She withdraws, and hesitates. “Seems you had a little problem.”

“Okay, that’s it.” I tear the covers off and sit up straight. “I’ve had enough of this guessing game, and all your little clues.”

I stare at the wall and call upon my infinite determination.

“Now I will know.”


 * * *


 Strange, as though time passed, but at the same time, it didn’t. A lifetime of experience was compressed into a fraction of a second, then expanded back to fill the expected time, but in a space of no time. And here I am, right where I started.

Madison is puzzled. “Know what?”

“Everything I forgot.”

“Just like that.”

“Yeah, just like that.”

“So you know what happened.”

“Of course. That crate of vegetables fell off the train and smacked me right in the head. And you doctor people just finished putting in that thing that makes me forget who I am, so I won’t know what’s going on when I get fried.”

She stares at me like I’ve lost my last marble. “What are you talking about?”

Nice, I like the sound of that. My turn to be the riddler, and hers to be riddled.

“Madison, I’m just kidding.”

“Then you really know.”

“Sure. Myocardial infarction.”

“My-o what?”

“My-o-card-i-al in-farc-tion. Are you telling me I know something you don’t? Now there’s a new twist.”

“I’m just . . . just surprised to hear you talk that way.”

“What’s wrong with how I talk?”

“Nothing, you’re just . . . what’s with the fancy medical lingo?”

“I used to be a doctor, a long time ago, in another life. I’m just calling it what it’s called. You know, the arteries get clogged and the blood doesn’t flow so well. The heart doesn’t like that, and says, Hello? Something’s wrong here.
Feel this, that ought to get your attention. Bodies are funny that way. They speak a language all their own—pain.”

She only becomes more confused. “But . . .”

“But what? Am I supposed to stay dumb forever? Not much better than dead forever. I’m tired of asking questions.”

“I don’t understand.”

Good, now she knows how it feels.

“Actually,” I say, “it was Jared’s fault. Well, not really, just in the dream.”

“The dream?”

“Yeah, he cut me apart. But I showed him. Kicked his ass good, but it took everything I had to finish the job. I was a leukocyte, like a bad-ass cop, out cleaning up the neighborhood.”

Dave enters the room and sees me sitting up. His eyes go wide. “Oh man, you scared the shit out of us.” He rushes to the bedside.

“Forget about me, I’m fine.”

“But you’re—”

“I had a heart attack, big deal.”

Madison shoots upright. “It is a big deal. You almost died.”

“So what, it’s just a body.”

Dave says, “It’s a big deal when you don’t remember how to get another one. Do you?”

He would have to remind me. Death is still a bit fuzzy, particularly, how to make it through. Awareness of immortality offers little comfort when you don’t know how it works. Okay, so I don’t know everything. But I’ll know soon enough.

“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.”

The door clicks shut as another fellow enters the room. A doctor, judging by the white coat. “After an extended period of rest,” he says.

“Look, Doc, there’s no time for that. I have much to do.”

The doctor shakes a scolding finger. “You have only one thing to do, and that’s lie down and get some rest. Then we’ll talk about what you’ve been eating.”

“What’s wrong with what I’ve been eating?”

“That’s what I’d like to know. I can’t imagine what foul substance you’ve been ingesting, but whatever it is, it’s ruining your body. You need to consider a better diet.”

“Try a daily dose of scrambled eggs laced with amnesia-inducing drugs, and see how you like it.”

The doctor’s puzzled stare leads nowhere.

“Never mind,” I say. “Just tell me what’s wrong with this body.”

“Well, the thing is, it’s a wreck.”

“Bad answer, Doc. How can I fix anything with generalities like that? Tell me what the problem is, then I’ll take care of it, right here, right now.”

The perplexed doctor turns to Dave, as if to say, your friend is weird. Dave returns his own expression without words, seeming to reply, yeah, tell me about it.

“Come on, Doc, I don’t have all day. Describe the problem and I’ll patch things up.”

The doctor shifts to a nurse who has entered the room. He asks her, “What is the dosage here?” She hands him a clipboard. Yeah, I know, my chart. With the long list of drugs scheduled for consumption. I’m sick to death of drugs.

“Looks about right,” the doctor says, studying the chart. “He shouldn’t be acting this irrational.”

“Hey!” I say. “I’m right here. Talk to me, not them, or yourself. I’m sick of that shit.”

The doctor hands the chart back to the nurse. “Very well, I’ll talk to you. You’re under the influence of medication right now, so please, try to remain calm and think about what you’re saying.”

“I know that. Look, Doc, the drugs are affecting my body, sure, but I’m a different story. The drugs aren’t doing it to me. I’m serious here. Tell me what’s wrong and I’ll fix it, then we’ll be on our way.”

His eyes flash horror. “Oh no, there will be none of that. You’re not going anywhere. You are very sick, and need rest.”

“That’s your fault, Doc. If you’d tell me what’s wrong, specifically, then I could fix it and I wouldn’t be sick.”

The doctor crosses his arms and talks like I’m an ignorant child. “All right, I’ll tell you what’s wrong. You have elevated triglyceride levels and excessive cholesterol, causing a severe case of atherosclerosis.”

“Sure, I can take care of that junk. What I need to know is where the damage is. I can’t fix what I can’t see.”

“Damage?” he asks.

“Yeah, I had an episode, right? The heart muscle is damaged, it must be. I need to know where so I can look at it. Come on, help me out here.”

Though utterly baffled, as if I’m the first patient to ever suggest the simple remedy, the doctor points to my chest. “Here,” he says.

“The left ventricle.”

He nods. “Near the mitral valve. A laceration of the myocardium.”

“Thank you. Now I will fix it.”


 * * *


 The realm of dreams appears on command. An act of will, a fully conscious choice. I am dreaming, and know that I am.

Soaring through arteries, I rocket past a torrent of blood cells struggling against big globules of oily fat—triglycerides. A mess of waxy goo sticks to everything—cholesterol. This goes beyond all moderation, and leaves little room for the vital nutrients to move through. I imagine the scene another way—with fewer. I am within a dream of my own invention, where every event is of my choosing. The way becomes clear as the view shifts to how I prefer—with fewer.

In the left ventricle, the noise is tremendous, like a relentless drum beating hard. A frenzied stream of blood rushes into the chamber, straining to continue its journey throughout the body. More undesired matter collects here, reducing the heart’s performance, and making its job difficult. The heart works hard, it deserves help, and the many deposits are not helping. I see it another way—with fewer.

The flow surges with new life, sending the many nutrients on their way. Now clear of the restricting matter, the heart muscle is evident, and its pain. A nasty injury has torn the precious tissue. Viewing the wound, I agree, let the damage be however it decides, but I choose to see it another way—healthy. Scars fade and the invigorated muscle pulses with dynamic thrusts, performing brilliantly.

Now, one other matter before the conclusion of this fine dream. Enough fooling around with internal organs. In the next instant, I’m approaching tall glass doors. Madison is at my side, Dave the other. The doors slide open and we pass outside. It’s a gorgeous day, sunny and warm, and a taxi is waiting at the curb. The driver opens the door, inviting us to climb aboard.


 * * *


 Madison, Dave, the doctor and nurse, all stare at me, silent and profoundly confused.

“All done,” I announce. “Let’s go now. We have much to do.”

“Now hold on,” the doctor says. “You can’t just imagine you’re well and have it be so.”

“Open your mind a little, Doc. There’s more to medicine than drugs and electronic gizmos. Hook me up to one of your gadgets and have a look for yourself.”

Determined to remove all doubt, the doctor pulls a small device from his coat, and without warning—which might be nice—he stabs me in the arm. A stream of blood flows into the thing and he withdraws it.

“How is this possible?” he asks, studying the instrument.

I only smile, confident that I’ve performed a feat of medicine he has yet to learn.

He puts a hand on my shoulder. “Lie down,” he commands.

Before I’ve a chance to complain, he forces me onto my back and goes to the end of the bed, where he fiddles with controls. A panel emerges from the bed frame and flips horizontal, then other panels pop up along the sides to support it. The sections combine to create an archway that moves slowly over my legs, then my torso. The doctor leans close and studies the device.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“You told me to look, so I am. Now lie still and be quiet. This won’t hurt, just some discomfort.”

An energy field emanates from the archway and creates a tingling sensation in my chest, like a hundred flies crawling under my skin. He adjusts the device while studying what it reveals. What is he looking at? I want to see what he sees.

I’m outside the body, watching over his shoulder.

The display shows a view of the body’s interior, color and everything. Layers appear on screen like the body has been cut into thin slices, which the doctor moves through with the turn of a dial. He stops on a view of the heart. I mean, my heart.

The doctor looks up, astonished. “I can’t believe it.”

“Believe what?” Madison asks.

The doctor stares at her like he’s seen a ghost. Or a miracle.

“He’s healed months in only minutes.” He looks to my body’s face. “How?”

I soar back into my skull and return a smug grin.

“There is no how, there is only do.”


 * * *


 The doctor conducts an exhaustive check of his equipment. What’s so hard to believe? I suppose that’s it—belief itself is difficult, regardless of what’s believed. The gizmos must be malfunctioning. Perhaps. Machines can be helpful, but to place all one’s faith in a gadget seems wrong. Another strange belief—that objects hold answers. His equipment could have been wrong the whole time, and just started working right, to show that I’m fine. Now there’s a perfectly logical explanation for this result, allowing reality to agree with me.

Madison looks awfully worried, likely due to my sudden recall, particularly, of the one person she so conveniently failed to mention. I have to be honest with myself, I’m not really upset about what happened, it was a lot of fun. But the manner in which she accomplished our pleasure is something else altogether.

“I’m mad at you.”

Her troubled eyes drop. “I know, Adam. I’m sorry.” She lowers to the bedside chair.

“Yeah, you should be. You lied to me.”

She looks up. “I didn’t lie. I just didn’t tell you everything.”

“Right, and that has a name—a lie of omission.”

In the aim of my stern glare, she remains silent, staring back with those sad, puppy dog eyes, loaded with guilt.

“Stop looking at me like that.”

“Why?”

“Because! I’m trying to be angry.”

Which I cannot do. She was only following her heart, and you can’t blame someone for being in touch with their emotions. More importantly, her actions stemmed from a love for me, not malice toward Christina. There’s a difference of some magnitude, and I recognize that. But while her heart was busy chasing after affection, she should have listened to her head as well, and been more forthright. What happened might have happened anyway, without adding the tense emotional wrapper we must deal with now. How will I explain this to Christina? I forgot? Perhaps true, but it’s a lousy excuse. I cannot begin to imagine any better excuse, so for now, I won’t. When the time comes, I will be honest, even if the hard truth hinders our reunion, and I will seek her forgiveness. But first, I must find her. Starting now.

“Dave, how’s the ship?”

“Why? We going somewhere?”

“To get Christina. I know where she is.”

Madison stands fast. “How could you possibly know?”

Perhaps someday she’ll have more faith, and learn to believe in me when I’m this certain.

“The dream told me.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. It’s just silly dream nonsense.”

I return the sly grin she once offered. “Dreams are not always nonsense, remember?”

She stares back, a face of stone. Given time, her little talk about listening to the mind has proven effective. However, probably not the result she was hoping for.


 * * *


 It’s creepy to think people actually die here. I can almost sense them around me, wanting in. Go find your own body, this one’s taken. A shiver climbs my spine, I shake it off, then peel the tape and tubing from my arm. Back on two feet, this body isn’t all that steady, but comes around after a few deep breaths. I flex these stiff joints, find a balance, then gather my clothes and start getting dressed.

The doctor is still busy with his equipment, in search of a rational explanation for what just happened. He’ll think of something, his mind like any other, driven to justify every result, whether intended or not. He notices me out of bed and lifts a stern finger, preparing to dish out another scolding. He can insist all he likes, but he can’t make me stay if I no longer require his services. I thank him regardless, as I’m sure his skill saved my life. Now it’s time to save the rest of this life, all on my own.

Dressed and ready to go, I herd Dave and Madison toward the door. “Come now, we have much to do.”

Madison is reluctant. “But, you’re ill. How did—”

“No, my dear, I was ill. Big difference.”

Dave eyes me with distrust, like I might be possessed. Right, I’m full of myself. I push them both out the door. A wide corridor leads to a spacious lobby, then we pass a long reception counter. Ahead, a pair of tall glass doors slide open, and together we exit the hospital. It’s a gorgeous day, sunny and warm, and a taxi is waiting at the curb. The driver opens the door. Dave and Madison pile in back, I hop in up front next to the driver.

“Where to?” he asks.

I twist around to face Dave. “Me and you need haircuts. Where’s that stylist you were talking about?”

“I don’t understand.”

“Are you going to tell the driver where to go, or am I going to smack you?”

“I like my hair just fine. What are you making me do?”

I climb the seatback and get in his face. “You’ll find out when we get there, if you ever tell him where to go.”

Though reluctant, Dave is obedient and gives the cabbie directions. Apparently, I have given Dave a complex over his hair. That or intimidated him. Madison, too, she looks surprised. I twist around and face forward. It’s my turn to know what the hell’s going on.

The car lunges into traffic, tires squealing and snapping our heads back. What is it with taxis around this place? If a heart attack doesn’t kill me, one of these rides will. They’re all maniacs, and this guy is no different, changing lanes to drive up the next car’s ass, then switching back the instant another lane opens up. Now he hugs the curb, street signs whizzing past, and every dip tossing us like rag dolls. Sure, I know what’s going on—death to all passengers when we plow into that parked truck ahead. No, another lane change, breezing past inches before impact.

As the taxi weaves through traffic, Madison says, “Adam, what about the dream? What happened?”

“I saw Christina, crying for help.”

No reply. I turn around to see if she heard me. She’s doing that guilty thing again, and doesn’t appear interested in the rest.

Dave says, “So you saw her in a dream. How’s that tell you where she is?”

“She was trapped in ice. She’s with the others.”

“Right, they’re in ice. But where?”

“Precisely what you and I shall soon discover.”

“So you have a plan.”

A plan? Yeah, I got one, and it operates on a fundamental principle—make it up as we go. But I don’t think Dave needs to know about that ingenious feature just yet.

“Sure, I have a plan. Trust me.”

Nice. My turn to use that annoying phrase.

“Okay, I’ll trust you,” he says, though his tone fails to convince me. “But I still don’t understand why you have to screw with my hair.”


 * * *


 The taxi speeds through downtown. The sky is clear, mid-afternoon, but I have no idea what day it is. There’s no telling how long I was laid up in the hospital. Deciding to know ripped open the veil of certain knowledge, but focused little on recent events. The obedient servant reached into the depths and brought back a confused mess I must now sort out. Knowing a past, and knowing what to do with it in the present, are two entirely different things. But a portion of the mess falls together like shards of glass in reverse, reassembling into a clear pane that looks out on the most important memory of all—Christina.

She is the love of my lives. How could I forget? I can only justify the ignorance with pain, both physical and emotional, that I had associated with her. The recurring nightmare, never knowing who she was, yet feeling that itch, that intuition. She was real, not just a dream. But the pain, so great, and the fear of facing my mistakes, certainly to blame for our capture, and losing the memory of her. Regret that still holds power over me. I’m afraid it’s all my fault.

However, the memory of Christina has other effects, one of which is a powerful surge of confidence. The memory of her includes the subjects we have talked about, and the concepts we believe in. The power of being, when it commands the body and all the minds, converting intent into reality. Christina is a wise soul who has guided me through much confusion over who I am, what I am, and the abilities I possess. She taught me to trust and believe in myself, and above all, listen to my inner voice of knowledge. I have her to thank for every effect I may cause, stemming from an unwavering confidence in all I know. Talents that have escaped my grasp—until I remembered her. It’s all coming back, except the most valued treasure of all, Christina herself. I would give up all the rest, just to be with her.

The taxi double-parks outside a hair salon.

Dave’s curiosity is boiling over. “Okay, we’re here. Now tell me what you’re making me do.”

“You’ll see.” I smile, he frowns. He’ll know soon enough, and when he does, boy, is he going to have one hell of a fit.

We enter the salon and settle into seats along the row of barber chairs. Madison stays in the waiting area and picks up a magazine. An odd fellow approaches, frail and wiry, swinging his arms like a girl. He has hair like Dave, the same yellow riding dark roots that tells me it’s not his natural shade. No wonder Dave likes this place—he gets what he likes from someone who enjoys the same.

“Hello, David,” the wiry fellow calls out. “What are you after today?”

“Hi, Freddie, good to see you. I guess we need new hairdos, at least that’s what my friend Adam says. But you’ll have to squeeze it out of him. He’s been tight-lipped with me all the way down here.”

“Well hello there, Adam,” the wiry fellow says. “I am Fredrico, pleased to make your acquaintance.” He performs a dainty bow while shaking my hand, then glances up at me. “Such a handsome devil.”

Huh?

He circles the chair, fiddling with my hair. “You have such a lovely mane, I’d hate to take much away. But your bangs, now there’s a disaster, you poor child. Never go back to that incompetent hairdresser. Only come to the best, Fredrico, and I shall treat your hair as a goddess.”

My hair is a goddess?

Freddie pokes at the choppy locks, becoming intimate with the mess. “Whatever will I do? Your bangs are just so short. Oh, honey, there’s so little left to work with.”

“Don’t worry, that guy won’t ever be cutting my hair again, trust me.”

Freddie steps back, hands at his hips. “I knew it. One of those greasy slobs that call themselves a barber. They know nothing of fashion, just snip snip snip, there you go. Don’t you fret, honey, I’ll think of something fabulous.”

“It shouldn’t be too hard. We want something shorter anyway.”

Dave is aghast. “Shorter? Hey, I don’t know about this.”

“Shut up, Dave, you don’t have a choice, I’m giving the orders here. You can change it back to that silly yellow crap later.”

Freddie glows with fascination. “Ooo, how exciting. You are such a top, Adam, such a beast. Please, do continue.”

Dave stares straight ahead, about to crack.

“No, it’s not like that,” I explain. “See that girl over there, reading a magazine, that’s my, I mean, one of my girlfriends. I’m very much a man, understand?”

“More than one?” Freddie seems impressed. “Not hard to imagine, a sweet hunk like you. Yes, honey, I can see you are very much a man, and while it might take more than one woman to please you, one talented fellow who really knows—”

“Whoa now, let’s not go there.” This guy has to understand, men can be handsome, sure, but no one gets me off like a woman. “Look, we came here for haircuts, okay?”

Freddie gives me a sly grin, then gets back to business. “And you have come to the right place. I am a master, the creator of any image you desire. It is my art, my craft, my passion in life. Beautiful hair.”

“This job won’t be exactly beautiful.”

“Oh? And why is that?”

“Put it this way—when you want hair like the guys you hate most, you don’t call it beautiful.”

Dave figures it out and starts his tantrum right on cue. “We’re cutting our hair like them? Are you out of your mind?”

Freddie says, “Adam, look at you, you’ve got David in a tizzy. Just what does this hairstyle look like?”

“Black, short, maybe a little shorter than my bangs, except it should be straight, not like the hack job I did.”

Whoops—cat’s out of the bag.

“Adam! Tell me it’s not so. You did that to yourself? Oh, honey, shame on you. Never cut your own hair, only trust it to your hairdresser. You poor child, you have so much to learn.”

“It was out of control, I looked like a barbarian, you know? I was in space, there were scissors . . .”

“That’s no excuse. From now on you will come to Fredrico. I will be the master of your hair. Now finish telling me what you’re after.”

“Okay, like I was saying, short, straight bangs, but they continue around without sideburns, almost like a helmet, but way too short in front. And all black. Real stupid looking, like a goon.”

“So you want to appear as a stupid looking goon.”

“Exactly.”

Dave drops his shaking head into one hand.

Freddie runs fingers across my jaw. Hey, watch it.

“And the beard?” he asks.

“No beard, clean shaven.”

I’ll look like a goon all right.

Freddie rubs his hands together. “Very well then, let us begin.”

Starting with Dave as I watch, Freddie turns the chair and cocks him back, putting Dave’s head over a shallow sink. Next he whips out a tube and squirts a thick, black goo that he massages into Dave’s scalp, making it the color of road tar, only blacker and shiny like enamel. Freddie rinses the excess, towels Dave off, then pulls out his tools and gets to work. As he pushes on studiously, I offer tips, describing what we hope to come from his efforts. The expression on Dave’s face is a beauty, brows tight and teeth clenched, as if each stroke of Freddie’s tool actually inflicts pain. Freddie drives deeper toward the roots, slicing through vanishing hair as clumps fall to the floor and pile up around the chair. I almost feel sorry for Dave and his blackened banana-head.

Done with Dave, Freddie steps back to admire his work. “Well, Adam, how is that?”

Jet black, the helmet shape, and not a strand out of place. Dave looks like a Bob.

“Perfect. Now do me the same, just the same.”

The whole point—they’re all the same.

He repeats with me and in a short time he’s satisfied. He offers a handheld mirror. As I gaze into it, an evil foe stares back. I might have to kick my own ass.

Arms folded, Freddie leans on one hip. “It’s not a bad look. Smart and businesslike. I have done well.”

His skill with hair is excellent, no doubt, but I wouldn’t call the style smart.

Dave snatches the mirror and studies himself. “Aw, man, I look terrible.”

“Stop whining, you look fine.” I stand and brush off. “Come on, get your butt in gear. We have much to do.” I yank him off his seat.

On our way to the waiting area, I quietly ask, “Dave, tell me something.”

He halts. “What? How much I hate looking like a freak?”

“No, that’s obvious. I was curious, why you get your hair done by—”

“A faggot?”

“Well, I guess. Not exactly the word I had in mind.”

“He’s the best.”

“You two aren’t . . .”

“He’s the best hairdresser, you dork. Really, no one’s as good as Freddie, I know, I’ve tried them all, and most suck.” He introverts momentarily, then glares. “You know what I mean. Don’t judge people by how they look or act, or what they like to play with. Judge them by what they can do, and how well they do it, and I’m not talking about that kind of doin’ it, either, you pervert.”

“I wasn’t judging anyone, that’s their own business. I was just curious, are you—”

“No! But so what if I was? I’d be off the team, is that it?”

“Just wondered, that’s all.” Wondered whose eyes might be boring into my tail end when I didn’t know better.

We continue to the waiting area and join Madison. She looks up from the magazine and her face goes sour. “Oh, Adam, your beard, what have you done? And your hair, that’s awful. You looked so good before.” Then she glances at Dave and cringes.

A bunch of whiners. It’s only hair.

“Don’t worry, it’ll grow back. All part of the plan.”

This is the best idea I could come up with. If anyone has a better idea, I’m all ears. On the way out, passing a mirror confirms it—I am all ears, thanks to this ridiculous haircut. I’m a stupid looking goon all right.


 * * *


 After rescue, I was anxious to lose the barbarian look, but had no idea it would ultimately lead to this. Dave is right, he looks terrible, and so do I. Worse is the discomfort. The short hair is tolerable, but my naked face is chilled by the slightest breeze. Comfort will have to wait, as our success depends on effective disguises. However, we’ll need more than matching haircuts.

Back on the sidewalk, we hurry past storefronts. Hardware, pet grooming, a sandwich shop, none of which complete the costume. Then we happen along a store with wooden bodies posing in the window, clothed in flashy apparel. The place looks promising.

Inside the store, a young woman emerges from between the racks. Her hair sprouts multiple colors, blueberry, hot pink, streaks of dayglo orange. A tight jumpsuit clings to her bones so precisely, the sight is not exactly attractive.

“Can I help you?” she asks.

“You tell me. We’re looking for a black jacket.”

“Like, denim? Fleece? Maybe tweed. Or something totally intense, you know, like leather.”

“Actually, we’re looking for cheesy plastic, the shiny kind.”

The clerk studies Dave, then me. Particularly, our hair.

“Seriously?” she asks.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Like, that fad dried up forever ago, just like your gnarly hair. Get with the times, dorko. You been camping out in an ice cube?”

I don’t care to go into that particular story with this intriguing young lady. Maybe some other lifetime.

“Look, do you have what we need or not?”

The store clerk rolls her mascara-blackened eyes. “Sure, I got what you need, totally.” She starts toward the rear of the store, and we follow.

After a few aisles, Madison stops to pull a jacket from the rack. She holds it up and pins it against me. “You’d look good in this, Adam, real good.”

Maybe, except it’s brown suede.

“Madison, we didn’t come here so I can look real good. We came here for something specific, and that’s not it.”

“I know, but look, it’s on sale.” She stuffs the tag in my face. “How can you pass up a deal like this? Think of the savings.”

“I’ll save plenty, by not buying it. See, that’s a great sale—one-hundred percent off.” I snatch the bargain from her and cram it back in the rack of spectacular savings.

She frowns and gives me more of those puppy dog eyes. She doesn’t care about finding a deal. She’s looking for any excuse to interact—she misses me. At least, how I used to be.

We catch up with Dave and the clerk just as she crowns him with a ridiculous yellow wig of bouncy curls flowing past his shoulders. He goes into jackass mode, flinging the plastic yellow doll hair as he plays air-guitar to some obnoxious racket blaring from a boom box. What the hell is this?

The clerk zeros in on me, a matching wig in her grasp. “Here’s what you need, dick-weed, then you won’t look like such a dork.”

Dave calls out, “Hey, Adam, check it out. Let’s be rock stars instead. Du du du, whaaiing . . .”

Oh please. It’s bad enough pretending to play guitar. Don’t even try to imagine that anything from your mouth could ever come close.

The clerk pushes a jacket at me, but there’s one big problem—plaid?

“I would not wear a plaid jacket if my life depended on it, which it just so happens, it does. We’re looking for cheesy plastic.”

“Like, it’s not my job, your dorkness, to make you look all goony and out of fashion. Get hip already.”

Next she holds out a pair of striped pants adorned with glitter. This is absurd. What the hell are we doing here? Wasting time!

“I realize the answer to your original question.”

The young clerk is puzzled. That figures, her query was, like, so five minutes ago.

“What question?” she asks.

“No, you can’t help us.”


 * * *


 Outside again, we stand on a corner, searching for an answer. Across the street are sporting goods, two bars, and a furniture store. Farther along the block, we pass a gift boutique, antique shop, and restaurant. The plan is sinking fast.

Determined to make this work, I lead the way along the next two blocks, in search of the right shop. Ahead is a secondhand store. That could work. What is not in fashion one day, ends up someplace else the next.

When we enter the store, no one emerges from the racks to ask if they can help. We’re off to a better start already. Rummaging through all the store has to offer, it’s hard to imagine anyone would pay good money for this junk, but apparently people do. The place is open for business and full of scrounging shoppers. Deeper in the store, my nose catches a whiff of the threadbare garments. Do they wash this stuff before putting it on the rack? Everything smells funny, like it’s been here awhile.

In the coat section, the racks are stuffed full, but without any effort to categorize anything. A heavy parka hangs next to a business suit, then a jean jacket, followed by a pink tuxedo with ruffled collar. Not a single item matches any other, unless of course, you judge by odor.

We march the aisles, sifting through the mess. Between a vinyl yellow raincoat and a green corduroy zip-up sort of thing, I find a black jacket, the cheesy plastic kind the Bobs wear.

“Dave, over here.”

He comes near and I pull out the jacket.

His brows dart up. “You expect me to wear that?”

“That’s the plan.”

He reaches into the rack and pulls out a windbreaker made of bright silver foil, with hood and matching gloves. “You wear it, I’ll wear this.”

“Right, and get us both torched. We have to look like them, not Johnny Space Cadet.”

He scans the rack. “But they only have one.”

“I got one back home, remember? Your little joke the other night?” I push the jacket at him and grin. “Come on, Bobby boy, it’ll look so good on you.”

He glares hard.

I match the glare and end playtime. “Put it on.”

Though reluctant, he slips into the jacket, then turns to a mirror. He might be happier if he was handed a life sentence.

“Lighten up, Dave, it’s not that bad.”

“Yes it is, look at me.” He stares into the mirror, horrified. “I look like a penis.”

I glance at the mirror. Can’t argue with the dork, considering the helmet hair.

“That’s a good thing,” I say.

“Oh? How you figure?”

“Just think, all the girls will want Penis Man, the guy with the big package. They’ll all be chasing after you.”

He brightens up. “Yeah, I could wear a cape.” He raises a clenched fist overhead and hollers in a deep, pretending-to-be-mighty voice, “Penis Man, man of steel!” Then he brings arms to his sides and thrusts his entire body like it’s one giant cock.

Oh brother, now what have I done? Given myself a fit of laughter. But more than that, I have restored a vital ingredient to our success—Dave and his splendid sense of humor.


 * * *


 Back home, Matt is lounging on the sofa, taking apart some gadget, pieces of it scattered across the coffee table. As we enter, he idly glances, then a double take, eyes wide.

“What have you done?” he asks.

“Shut up,” Dave says. “Just be glad Adam didn’t make you do it too.”

“I am, trust me.” Matt’s horrified stare shifts to me, and he points to Dave. “You make me look like that and we won’t be friends anymore.”

“Settle down,” I say. “There’s a good reason, and we need your help.”

“As long as it doesn’t include turning me into a mutant.”

Smirking, Madison moves past and goes to the kitchen. Sure, she still has her hair.

Matt stays focused on me. “Hey, now hold on. What are you doing here? You’re supposed to be in the hospital.”

“I’m done with that. We have other things to do.”

“What are you talking about? You had a heart attack.”

“I took care of it.”

Dave says to Matt, “He thinks he’s a doctor now.”

“What?” Matt swings around to me. “Adam, you’re a screwball. You could’ve died.”

I start for the kitchen. “So what, it’s just a body.”

Dave reaches out to stop me. “But are you ready for that? Have you remembered what to do?”

His question strikes a chord of fear. Immortality is a wonderful idea, but a dreadful unknown remains—how to die, and what to do afterward. In my ignorance, capture is most likely, as before. I should be more concerned about potential death, but even worse, knowing the unpleasant experience could extend far beyond the loss of one body, I must be careful. However, that concern needs to stay private. For our next challenge, and any hope of staying alive, I require their confidence.

“Don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine.”

Dave doesn’t look all that convinced. “If you say so.”

His tone hints at doubt. But then, I shouldn’t be surprised. After all, doubt is contagious.


 * * *


 In the kitchen we gather at the table, my trio of friends eager to hear the plan. Their confidence is far from won, and given what little I’ve dreamed up so far, gaining their support could prove as challenging as the rest. Better plans have less reliance on wishful thinking.

“Dave and I are going back,” I explain. “We’ll sneak in, pretending we’re Bobs. Matt, you’ll take us there.”

Madison says, “I’m not going, am I.”

“Sorry, you wouldn’t fit in this time. I hope you understand.”

“Is there any way I can help?”

“Well, I guess you can spend some time wishing us luck.”

She pulls a weak smile, nowhere near her usual beaming expression, then rises from the table and goes to the living room. I don’t know what to do with her. She didn’t have to leave.

Matt says, “So you sneak in, then what?”

I watch Madison step outside, and the screen door slaps shut.

“Well?” Matt asks. “What happens once you sneak in?”

“We find out where the ice goes.”

Dave asks, “How do we do that?”

“Follow it.”

“Okay, so we follow the ice, and hope we’re not caught in the process. Then what?”

“I haven’t really got that far yet.”

“What?” A hand to his scalp, Dave can’t find enough hair to grab hold. “I did this, for a plan that weak?”

“Dave, you have to understand. I have to find Christina. I’m lost without her.”

His glare tightens, then he glances over his shoulder. Following his gaze past the living room, I notice Madison outside the screen door, standing on the deck.

Speaking low, he says, “I was beginning to think it was Maddie.”

“You don’t have to remind me. Look, she’s a great gal, who wouldn’t dig her? But you know how I feel about Christina.”

He remains silent, staring at me, casting doubt in my feelings for her. Then his gaze drops. “Yeah, I know.”

“So why didn’t you say anything?”

He pushes off from the table, chair legs scraping the floor. “What did I tell you?”

“What?”

He stands, glaring at me. “Remember? It’s not such a good idea?”

“What are you, Mister Subtle? If you have something to say, come out and say it.”

“I said plenty. Remember? You shouldn’t be messing with her?”

Madison peers in through the screen door. “Everything okay in there?”

Dave replies, but keeps his glare on me. “Yeah, we’re just working out Adam’s master plan.”

I keep my voice low. “There’s nothing wrong with expressing love, even if it means sex. Some people need to lighten up.”

Matt says, “And some people need to think with the right head.”

Dave adds, “The one that doesn’t waste precious time chasing pussy.”

I’ve lost some respect here. In hindsight, it’s clear now. They were both trying to tell me, I just didn’t want to listen. For a reason—I didn’t want anything stopping me. I’ve been lied to enough, I’m not going to start lying to myself.

“Okay, maybe you guys are right. That might not have been the best thing to do.”

Matt scowls. “You’re something else. A regular hero.”


 * * *


 Love is such a difficult thing to sort out. I suppose it should be, for so powerful a force, even greater than ourselves. People might say Madison betrayed me, but I’m not convinced of that. She offered her love, and I offered mine, she didn’t take it. Christina will be unhappy, but I cannot honestly say that I feel the same. Does that make me a bad person? I don’t know about that. I love Christina dearly, but at the same time, I adore Madison as well. One does not subtract from the other.

I venture outside in search of Madison. She stands alone on the deck, gazing into the starry night. She turns to face me, but remains silent.

“What are you doing?” I ask.

“You said to wish you luck.”

She turns her gaze to the night. A shooting star streaks across the dark sky. And another. A minor meteor shower.

“So you’re wishing us luck,” I say.

“Yeah, and a few things for myself.”

“Oh? What are you wishing for?”

“Adam, you’re not supposed to tell, or it won’t come true.”

“It’s okay, you can tell me. I’ll help you make it come true.”

She hangs her head. “No, I don’t think so.” Hands to her face, she begins to sob.

I’m not sure what to do when confronted by grief. Cry, too? What good would that do? Whatever troubles her, I’m most likely to blame. I can’t help it, I must comfort her. I reach out and draw her into my arms. With her head against my chest, her tears flow.

“I’m so sorry, Adam. I’m so ashamed.”

“Ashamed? Of what?”

“I should have told you.”

“Hey, there were many things untold, and still are.”

“I know, but I also know myself, and why I didn’t tell you.”

“Why? What is it?”

She leans back, her stare a mess of tears. “I wanted you, Adam. I’ve always wanted you. I can’t imagine any person I’d rather be around. You’re the best.”

“Okay, you want to be around me, and you are. So what’s the problem?”

She pulls free of my embrace. “I didn’t tell you about Chris, I was enjoying your attention too much. I was afraid if I told you, you’d remember everything, then you’d just forget about me.”

“Forget about you? I could never forget you, Madison. Just because I love Christina doesn’t mean I don’t love you.”

She turns away, her sorrow dropping toward apathy. “No, Adam, it doesn’t work that way.”

“What do you mean?” I move to face her.

“True love is for two people, not three. I may excite you, but you’re in love with Chris. You talk about her like she’s your other half, like she’s your source of life. I’m not that, as much as I want to be.”

“You are.”

“No, Adam, it’s not true.”

“Madison, you and Christina are different people, each with unique qualities, not better, not worse, just different. I love your qualities, and I love hers. Nothing says I can’t love both.”

Her eyes gloss over. I can’t take it. I can’t see her crying, it’s killing me. I reach out and bring her into my arms. “Please, don’t cry. Everything will be okay.”

She sniffles, sucking back the tears. “Adam, I love you, and I want you to be happy, but I feel terrible for what I’ve done. Please understand, I only did it because I love you so much, and I want to be near you. But I never meant to hurt you.”

“You haven’t hurt me. I agree you should have told me sooner, but I understand your reasons. Beyond that, I enjoyed the rest very much.”

She shifts away, wiping her tears, then she looks at me. “You did?”

“Of course I did. What do you think? I was dreading every moment? Come on, think about it. Did I look like I wasn’t enjoying myself?”

“Well, no. I liked it, too. Actually, I liked it a lot.”

“Okay, so what’s the problem? Today’s a new day, right?”

That didn’t work. Here come the tears.

“That’s just it, Adam. Now you’ve remembered Chris and you’re going off to find her. It’s a new day and all the tomorrows you’ll spend with her.”

Now I understand—it’s a matter of time.


 * * *


 Time is a funny thing. Well, so is a bunch of other stuff, maybe that’s the point. Time puts things where they go. Or more precisely, where we think they should go.

Music is a good example. Without time, there would be no music. A song would be an instant of noise, every carefully crafted note piled on top of one another, one hideous bwang! But with time, a musician can select specific notes and align them in a desired order.

In order, that’s part of it. Time dictates a first, a second, and eventually, a last. But the entire concept of something being first and another being last is just a component of the physical existence. Like a rock, which begins as a mountain, and eventually ends up as sand.

For us, there is no time. We are here now, before, and after. Time only makes things more interesting. Like music, without time, life would be a single instant, every experience, good, bad or otherwise, blurted out all at once. No chance to even know what happened.

I coax Madison toward the steps leading off the deck and sit us down facing the moonlit ocean. We watch the waves for a time, and her tears dwindle.

I take her hand in mine. “Madison, what we experienced we will always experience.”

“We’re not experiencing it now, so how could that be true?”

“Do you remember us in the garden?”

“Of course I do. I think about it all the time.”

“See, just what I mean—all the time. Do you get it?”

“Get it?” she asks. “No, I don’t get it.”

“You said you think about it all the time.”

“So?”

“That’s the point. You think about the fun we had, all the time. That means you’re thinking about it, which is the same as making it, and you’re doing it all the time.”

“Adam, that’s stupid. That’s remembering it. It’s not the same.”

“Are you sure?”

“Well, yes, I am.”

“Look at it another way. Let me ask you to remember something pleasant.”

“What?”

“It doesn’t matter, just something from long ago, way back.”

She goes silent, then says, “Okay. I remember when I had parents, before the war. My dad taught me how to ride a bike when I was little. I always remember that because I admired him for his patience.”

“So you remember it. You can see it.”

“Yes.”

“Now remember the falling stars tonight, when you made a wish.”

“What about it?”

“Just remember it. Hold the picture in your mind, along with the memory of your dad, and learning to ride the bike.”

“All right,” she says.

“Now answer this—what is different?”

“They’re different memories. Is that supposed to mean something?”

“What happened is different, the content, but think about the structure, the way each looks. Is anything different?”

“They look like all memories do. Is there a point?”

“I’m getting there, bear with me. Now imagine a future, a long time from now, when all this war stuff is over. We’re having kids again, and you’re teaching your son how to ride a bike.”

She smiles, seems to like the idea.

“Can you see it?” I ask.

“Yes, I can.”

“Now hold that picture next to the other memories, the one from long ago, and the stars tonight, then tell me—what is different? The structure, not the content. How each looks.”

“They look about the same, I guess.”

“Right. So imagining the future is no different from remembering the past.”

“No, they are different. One didn’t happen yet.”

“Not the content, I’m talking about the structure, the way it looks. Something about it is different from now, this very instant, but not different between the past and the future. Do you understand?”

“Not really. What are you trying to say?”

“There is no past or future. There is only now, and not now.”


 * * *


 Apparently, my perception of time is not so obvious to everyone else. Even when presented as clearly as possible, others find the concept elusive. But that’s the trick, and design of it, which makes time persist. And that’s one thing time does well—it persists.

I have only stumbled into this reconciliation, as the mention of children was by no means intentional, but appears to be precisely what brightened her mood.

“Adam, do you really think we’ll make it through and have kids again?”

I could be honest, but my own uncertainty is not too comforting. And since comfort keeps the tears away . . .

“I’m sure of it.”

She smiles. “I miss children.”

“Yeah, me too, especially being one. I wouldn’t mind a break from all this serious stuff.”

Which reminds me, I’m not a kid and have plenty of serious matters to deal with. Something about a diagram. But, a diagram of what? Unclear, though not its importance, and the gnawing dread that without it, I have failed. Worse are the serious thoughts of all we must face. Our next endeavor is fraught with risk, the results of which could lead to triumph, or our doom. The future is a pleasant idea, that tomorrow is waiting for us to arrive. We hunger for it, another day to exist, but waiting in the shadows of doubt are the monsters of failure, and they are hungry, too. One mistake now and we’re all dead forever.

“Adam, promise me something.”

Her soothing voice lifts me from a strangling vision in which the future is uncertain.

“What?” I ask.

“Promise me you’ll take care of Adam.”

“What do you mean?”

“I can stand the thought of not having you, if that’s how it must be, but I can’t stand the thought of you not having yourself. Please, don’t get caught and let them take you away. Be careful, and always remember, always be Adam.”

I nudge her chin and make her look at me with those gorgeous dark brown eyes.

“Madison, no matter what happens, you will always know me, I promise.”








 Chapter 7
 


 Weaponless, I scramble to seize a shaft of lumber, my only defense. My opponent is not intimidated, wielding a metal club lined with sharp triangles apt to perforate organs. He swings the deadly weapon, I duck and roll, scoop up the timber and deflect his blow. Again he swipes, but my dexterity is unmatched. Before he can strike, I heave the wooden beam and bash his skull. Down he goes, unconscious.

A wire slaps around my neck and goes taut. I drop the lumber and reach past my shoulders, to the assailant behind, latch onto his jacket and pitch forward, vaulting him over my back and crashing to the floor.

My jaw is clobbered, slinging my head around to collide with another pounding fist. I swerve to miss the next and return it in kind, then spin to block another attack. The pair throw more punches that fail to strike, overwhelmed as I whirl, parry and jab, fighting back.

I need to get out of this room. When I pull the door open, another adversary is standing on the other side. Unlike the others, my new opponent is armed with a blast rifle. He sees that I am weaponless, and he gleams with imagined confidence. The trigger clicks, the high-pitched whizzing begins, and glowing energy emerges from the barrel.

I do not agree.

“Stop!”

The radiant energy hangs suspended, twitching and crackling. The floating cloud is fascinating, a swirling mist of shifting color, caught in an aura of sparkling glitter. I plunge a hand into the inert plasma, and rapid vibrations tingle my skin. I draw my fingers in and the energy follows, forming a sphere cradled in my palm. The gift is absolutely beautiful, a rainbow of dazzling elegance, contained inside a compact globe.

I smile at the man who offered the gift. “Thank you.”

His eyes fill with fright. Why? What is there to fear?

I open my palm flat. “I don’t need this. You can have it back.”

The glowing plasma leaps from my hand and streams back to its source. The beam strikes the man and surrounds his body in sizzling arcs.

“What’s the problem?” I ask. “It’s just a ball of energy.”

He has no answer, too busy coping with a convulsing body. As the intensity rises, he becomes less solid, rather an assemblage of tiny particles. Pieces of him begin breaking away, hurled outward by the furious vibrations, leaving the collection he considers to be his body. More and more, until the last trace scatters, the energy dissipates, and the man is gone.

No wonder he was afraid. There was no need to be, and maybe if he wasn’t, he’d still be here. Then we could play catch with the energy ball. That might have been fun. Oh well, that’s done, and I have work to do. I came here looking for something. A bucket? I was looking for a bucket.

The hallway leads back to the room where we were working. I enter to find Christina wielding a hose, cleaning the insides of a large machine. She is wearing a chemical-resistant apron, safety goggles, and jumbo-sized green rubber gloves. In one hand she holds the hose, the other an abrasive sponge. The machine has deep tanks that hold liquid, but the fluids have become contaminated, full of crusty remnants and moldy growths. She’s making progress, one tank looks sparkling clean, but water is everywhere, splattered across the wall and collecting in puddles on the floor.

“Did you find it?” she asks.

“Find what?”

“The blue bucket.”

“Oh yeah, I almost forgot. I looked everywhere, but I couldn’t find it.”

“Maybe it’s in the kitchen.”

“That’s a thought. I’ll go check.”

Past the doorway, I cross the living room, on my way to the kitchen. The home is attractive, older but well kept, doors and windows framed by dark wood, lighter molding above, and plenty of antique furniture. A warm glow shines from the hardwood floor, covered in spots by intricately woven rugs, details rich and plush.

In the kitchen, I find a crowd of laughing people. Some guy tells a joke and scantily clad young ladies giggle. Others hold drinks, mingle and converse, a few grope each other. Some kind of party. Am I the host? Maybe not. No one seems to notice me.

I weave between the partygoers and open cabinet doors below the sink. No bucket here, either. Now the people notice me—I can feel them staring. I twist on my heels and rise to face them. Everyone is silent, while their beady eyes bore into me.

The bucket must be in the garage. Out the back door, I start down the steps, but the way is blocked by more people sipping drinks and enjoying themselves, having their own party alongside the house.

“Excuse me,” I say to a man blocking the way.

He turns to me and smiles. “Are you looking for virtue?” He scans a group of ladies between the house and garage, as if searching for one in particular, named Virtue.

“No, I don’t know her. I’m looking for a bucket.”

One of the girls asks, “A bucket of virtue?”

The crowd erupts with hysterical laughter.

What a bunch of weird people. What the hell is a bucket of virtue?

But of course—dreaming again.

Time to wake up.


 * * *


 My first waking vision is the dresser in the corner. My dresser, in my bedroom, where I fell asleep last night. I flip the covers and get out of bed, not all that steady, still half asleep. I should make some coffee.

In the living room, past the picture window, there is activity outside. The driveway is full of men wearing orange vests and yellow hardhats, stacking equipment against the garage door. Weird enough, but weirder—I don’t have a picture window. And my garage is in the alley. I don’t even have a driveway.

I crawl onto the sofa under the window and watch the construction workers scurry back and forth to their trucks, hauling wooden barriers, scaffolding, and power tools. Another man follows the workers, armed with a video camera. He points the camera at the window, recording my bewilderment. I get a sense of why he’s doing this—to prove I’m aware of imminent construction and can’t deny it later. Weird.

I charge outside and chase after the workers. They leave the driveway and move along the sidewalk toward another house. I’m right behind them, they should notice me, but they just keep talking among themselves like I’m invisible. One worker tells another about the next house, explaining how it needs repair, and since the owner isn’t doing it, they will, whether the owner likes it or not.

What is this nonsense? I’m still dreaming.

I wake up again, snug beneath the covers, in my bed, in my bedroom, the same place I woke up last time. Or so I thought. The same dresser is in the corner, just like before, but the dream lingers. I leap out of bed and dash to the living room, to check the driveway. I don’t want to see—

I can’t see anything. My eyes are open but there’s nothing, it’s all black. Someone is holding my hand. Madison, I think. She guides the way to the bathroom and reassures me that everything will be okay, don’t worry.

What the hell? I’ve awoken twice now.

I wake up in bed, the same bed, the same dresser in the corner, the exact same scene all over again. How can this be? A dream within a dream within a dream?

In the living room, Madison is asleep on the sofa. What is she doing here? Maybe I’m still dreaming. I wiggle her elbow.

Her groggy eyes flutter open. “Is it time to wake up?”

“I think so, but I’m not sure.”

“Why not?”

“I already have, and twice before now.”

She rolls on her side, facing the cushion, and pulls a blanket over her. “Well, you know what they say . . .”

“What?”

“Third time’s a charm.”

“Huh?”

She starts snoring.

How can I tell if this is a dream? Each time has been completely real, just like now. I could be dreaming this very instant. So I should just wake up. It doesn’t seem to work, everything is still the same. How will I know? There’s no way to be sure. All I can do is move through the experience and see where it leads. If this is a dream, I’ll wake up eventually.

What I really need is some coffee. I’m still in a daze. In the kitchen, I search the cupboards. There must be a tin here somewhere, there has to be. I know there’s coffee in this house, but I can’t find any.

“Madison . . .”

No response, not even the sound of her snoring.

I go to the living room. “Come on, Madison, wake up. I need coffee. Where is it?”

What? The sofa is empty. She was here, wasn’t she? Didn’t she talk to me, something about a charm, or was it three charms? Third time’s a charm. Was that a dream? Or is this a dream?

Perhaps it’s all a dream.


 * * *


 Dream or not, I’m wearing clothes this time. After getting dressed, I step out on the deck, ease the front door shut, and zip my coat to seal out the cold morning. The ocean is calm, beneath dark purple sky just before dawn. My favorite time of day, when so many minds are at rest, the clutter of their thoughts is absent.

Close to sunrise, the sky shows few stars. But one shines bright, twinkling, adjacent to the crescent moon. Not a star—a planet. Perhaps the very planet I will visit soon, a chilling reminder that my future is all but certain.

Around the house to the alley, I find a taxi waiting. I didn’t call a taxi. Or did I?

The driver leans out the window. “Hey there, Adam. Off to find more adventure?”

It’s Jerry. What is he doing here? The sun isn’t even up yet. Of course, the perfect explanation—more dream nonsense.

“No,” I reply. “I’m looking for a bucket.”

He stares at me like I’m a nutcase. “What are you talking about? You’re one silly dude.”

“I need the blue bucket. Take me to it immediately.”

“The only place I’m taking you is to the airport, like Dave asked. What’s wrong with you? Are you even awake yet?”

I hop in the backseat. “Sometimes I wonder.”

He chuckles, and we get going. So Dave sent him. Now it makes sense.

Past a few sleepy avenues, he says, “You should have listened to me.”

“About what?”

Maybe the dream nonsense is coming after all.

He stares at me in the rearview mirror.

“Now your hair looks even worse.”


 * * *


 For once I wish he would drive like a maniac. The road is clear, why not floor it? But no, Jerry is feeling lazy this morning, taking his time, and filling it with endless opinions about hair fashion, how mine’s a wreck, then where to surf, and wanting to know how I liked his favorite club the other night. What is a polite way to say shut up?

At last we arrive at the airport. On the curb, I slap the door shut and wave good-bye. Jerry stares at me through the windshield like he’s sad to see me go. Or he shares my dread, that I may never return.

At this early hour, the airport is quieter than before, but still lively. Not everyone is sleeping, plenty have business well before the sun arrives. But this time no one notices me, like I’m invisible. Nonsense. That was just a silly dream. They don’t recognize me because of the haircut.

Out on the tarmac, a hint of magenta glows along the horizon, under dark purple sky. Our craft is upright, broken strut fully restored. Matt made good on his promise. Dave strolls around the craft, studying a clipboard then glancing at the hull, and he marks another line off his checklist.

“Hey, Dave, how’s she look?”

“Morning, Adam. Matt has a few tweaks left, but other than that, she looks ready to go.”

No comment about a bucket. So far, so good.

Dave completes his inspection and we climb aboard. Some way to start the day—seal yourself inside an oversized coffee can. The steps retract and Dave secures the hatch, then he says, “You should give Matt a hand.”

“With what?”

“Some problem with the engine. Go find him, you’ll see.”

Following his advice, I go aft and down one deck, and hear Matt hollering.

“You piece of shit. Come on, work right!”

In a compartment cluttered with tools and spare parts, he’s holding a big wrench, poised to strike. Apparently, working on the engine. Working on scolding it, like that’ll do any good.

“What’s the problem, Matt?”

“A flutter in thirty-six.”

A cover is removed from the engine, allowing a clear view of the internal components. Suddenly, it all becomes familiar. I remember this.

Everything in the universe vibrates. The engine generates precise frequencies—extremely precise—within millionths of a cycle. And more than one frequency, a great number in fact. And when the contrasting wavelengths are interlaced correctly, interference patterns result, that become seemingly unrelated harmonics on which we ride, taking advantage of the fact that everything in the universe vibrates. Simple.

“Is the track clean?” I ask. “And the ball?”

“I’ve been through all that too many times. I don’t get it. Everything was fine, then all of a sudden it’s fucked.”

“Something had to change. Machines don’t stop working for no reason.”

“I didn’t change anything, I just turned it on. This fucking junk is a big pile of shit.” He slams the wrench against the cover, adding to dents already scarring the poor thing.

“To start with, Matt, stop calling it a piece of shit, and stop hitting it. Machines don’t like that any more than people do.”

I lean into the open panel. A series of circular tracks stand upright, sandwiched together to form a long tube. Each track has a depression around the internal circumference, where a small metal ball travels round and round. But not an ordinary metal ball. The vital component is constructed from a dense element, rare and difficult to acquire, machined to exacting tolerances, as is the track. The slightest variance throws it all out of whack.

“Start it up, let’s have a look.”

He works a handheld remote wired to the engine. In the center of the circular tracks, a thick shaft slowly rotates. The metal balls follow the shaft’s motion, commencing their endless journey around the tracks. The engine gains speed and the many balls become a blur, racing round and round.

Matt rattles the remote. “See, look at that flutter.”

A display on the remote indicates output frequency. The numbers are flying all over the place. This calls for a closer inspection. I reach for the exterior of the faulty track. Gadgets tell much in the way of symptoms, but touch provides feedback no gadget can match.

As the engine whines, I feel a slight flutter. Intuition has matched the gadget. Now let’s delve deeper, and exchange thoughts on why.

“Bring thirty-six up a notch.”

He tweaks the remote. The rotating shaft is not a solid piece, rather many rings stacked together, each aligned with its corresponding track. At position thirty-six, a segment projects outward, and that ball spins faster.

The flutter changes frequency. My conversation with the engine has begun.

“Now slow it down.”

The segment retracts more than the rest, and the ball goes around slower.

I close my eyes and listen through touch, easing my hand across the track’s exterior, searching for the slightest difference in vibration. Reaching lower, my fingers detect a rumble, not audible, and extremely faint. I’m moving the right direction. Lower still, I arrive at the track mounts. A vision overtakes all perception—Matt with his wrench, and a small part in his other hand.

Matt interrupts the dreamy vision. “What are you doing?”

“Finding the cause.”

“What do you call this technique? Hands on?”

Smart-ass.

“Turn it off. I want to look at something.”

The engine winds down and the balls settle at the bottom of each track. I remove a lower access panel near the track mounts.

“Well here’s the problem, Matt. I’m surprised you hadn’t noticed yourself. Look, the nut’s cracked.”

He strains to see the tiny flaw, a defect so minor, only the most intent inspection would reveal it.

“I’ll be damned,” he says. “That never happened before.”

Probably why he didn’t think to check. What has happened before is a great place to start, but when it fails to yield a cause, you must look further—there is always a reason. Always. And finding it can be as simple as looking in the obvious places, as well as those not so obvious. You must question everything, and entertain all possibilities.

He roots through a box of spare parts and finds a suitable replacement, then puts his wrench to work—doing what it was meant for. He cinches the nut tight and starts the engine. He studies the readout, then looks to me.

“Adam, you’re magic.”

Magic? I don’t know about that.


 * * *


 How is it that one day goes all wrong, while another, everything works out perfectly? Some call it luck, magic, the stars are in alignment or other nonsense, all too often concluded as the explanation for success. Or take the example of different individuals struggling with the same problem. One fails miserably, while another under identical conditions, handles everything brilliantly. Magic? I think not. It’s called genius—looking, thinking, and acting, based solely on clues from the environment, without influence from any preconceived notion.

Doesn’t mean it’s easy. Genius is hard work, just like everything else, even when it appears effortless. Physical strain is obvious, a mind exerting itself is not. And at times, the mind is burdened far beyond anything the body could bear.

Unfortunately, the mind is seldom rewarded for its efforts. The result of its conclusions, favorable or not, are quickly attributed to magic or luck, good and bad, and this invalidation of the true source only weakens the fine instrument. The being as well, whose intent commands the mind. When intentions are denied, you’re eroding the ability to project intention, the means by which we mold existence. Deny intentions—for example, I didn’t mean it—and a dwindling spiral begins, the universe becoming whatever it is, rather than all we intend for it to be.

Further damage exists outside the being, body and mind—the opinion of others. This keeps the mind at bay, and souls unsure of whether to cast their intentions. To express pride, or announce how splendidly the mind performs, rather than calling it magic or a stroke of luck, can be considered arrogant, which at times, makes others uncomfortable.

I’d explain all this to Matt, but he’d only think of me as cocky, if not worse. Better left unsaid. For now, I’ll let Matt believe it was magic.


 * * *


 Space travel has got to be the most boring activity ever. Once underway, the calm ride is monotonous, like we’re not even moving. We could be stuck in one spot while the universe passes by. I know that sensation means something.

Being stuck in a spacecraft with two guys doesn’t help. At least when Madison was aboard, a few nearly exciting situations developed, and her pleasant, at times aggressive, personality kept my mind busy. But now my mind wrestles with an uncertain future, and determination must battle apprehension to breed confidence. Which I hope, fuels prudent judgment and intelligent planning. A long list of virtues that continue eluding me. The lack of planning could spell our end, but I have to keep telling myself—better to act with no planning than to plan endlessly with no action. A perfect justification to throw myself and others into a dark unknown. The only virtue driving this crazy idea is my impatience to find her.

Dave suggests that we get into our costumes and become the Bobs we hope to deceive. In our berthing compartments, we change, then return to the cockpit. We have done well, the hair, the jackets, every detail, but something’s not right.

As Dave and I study each other, he seems to share the same conclusion, taking in the sum of my disguise and straining to pinpoint why it doesn’t add up.

“What’s missing?” I ask.

Busy in the pilot seat, Matt twists around to look us over. “It’s your face.”

“What’s wrong with my face?”

If we’re going to talk about someone’s face, let’s start with his.

“You look like a little boy,” he says. “Playing spy.”

Dave smirks. “Maybe because he is.”

“No,” Matt says, “not what I mean. It’s just, your expression. You look curious.”

“Well, I am. What am I supposed to do about that?”

“Look, Adam, if you’re going to fool them, you have to do more than dress up in a costume. You have to act the same.”

I try a scowl.

Dave laughs.

“And you,” Matt says to Dave. “You can’t laugh all the time. They don’t laugh.”

“How do you know? Maybe they do.”

“Think about it,” I say. “What would guys like that have to laugh about?”

Dave considers it. “Okay, so how’s this?” He scrunches his face.

“No,” Matt says. “You got it all wrong. They don’t laugh, and they don’t smile, but that doesn’t mean they’re pissed off all the time. Look emotionless, with that stupid wide-eyed stare they have, like you’re dumbfounded.”

Given the uncertainty we face, that expression won’t take much acting.

“Is this better?” Dave aims a blank stare at nothing.

He’s got it—he looks like a goon. Then he glares at me.

“What?” I ask.

“I look like a penis, I know it.”

Matt says, “Just make sure it’s an emotionless penis.”

“A limp dick?” Dave says.

Matt snickers. “If the shoe fits . . .”

Dave rockets at him, fills a fist with Matt’s shirt, and nearly rips him from the pilot seat.

“Knock it off.” I pull them apart. “Both of you, this is serious. Dave, you had it perfect. Try again.”

He duplicates the empty expression.

“Just like that,” I say. “Keep that face and we’ll be fine.”

“Maybe. Let’s see your best face.”

I give it a try, staring mindlessly at nothing.

“Better,” Matt says. “But keep working on it—a lot—and hope you get it right before we get there.”

Dave says, “And what is the rest of your brilliant plan? Land on the roof and hope no one notices?”

“Obviously not. We’ll have to drop off further out, and make our way in on foot.”

“We have to walk?”

“A little walking won’t hurt you.”

“Sure, but what if we run into someone? What are we supposed to say? Don’t mind us, just out for an evening stroll. Yeah, agents do that all the time when they’re not laughing.”

“You could at least try to make this work, instead of making a joke of everything.”

“I’m serious here. You ever see them walking anywhere? The goons have transport, they don’t walk.”

“He’s right,” Matt says. “You’ll look totally out of place.”

Unless there’s a perfectly logical explanation for our lack of transport.

“We could be pilots,” I say.

“What good does that do?” Dave asks.

“The surviving crew of the scout craft we destroyed. We can say we were shot down and captured, and escaped after being tortured.”

“Aren’t you being a little dramatic?”

“Whatever makes a good story. And whatever the story is, we need the same story, or we’re busted.”

“All right, so we’ll be shot down, tortured pilots. You expect anyone to believe that?”

I’d reply with honesty, but I require his confidence, the lack of which now has me wondering if any of this will even work.

“Someone will believe, trust me.”


 * * *


 The passage of time is agonizing, not knowing the challenges that await. I can only imagine, and wish something else occupied my mind so it would stop entertaining the worst possible outcome. In a few days I’ll be Carl again, wondering if life is even worth living. Or long past that miserable experience and speeding toward the next, someplace even more unpleasant, wherever that may be. But then, I wouldn’t know the difference, without a memory of anything better.

All of time outside this moment holds infinite possibilities. Horrible ends and triumphs, in a past we can recall, and as many in all moments yet to come. I tried to convince Madison of this sensation of time, when I’ve hardly convinced myself. I know it’s true, the past and future are incredibly similar, while a universe apart from every new moment, but clinging to the fanciful idea is useless. There is nothing I can do with it. Knowing this aspect of time only makes me feel helpless, lacking any clear method that puts the idea to practical use. If only there was, perhaps I could remember the future, and see the mistakes I’m about to make.

In time we do arrive, the purple globe slowly growing larger as the distance closes. Craft of immense size orbit the enemy planet, standing guard. The massive battle cruisers sprout guns from stern to aft, and we’re gliding into their sights. One alone could make our puny ride a smudge hanging in the void of space.

However, when we cruise past, the giant craft take no action. Then we skim the atmosphere, whipping up flames across the nose. Someone must notice that. We plunge into a thick overcast and the flames cease. Murky clumps of vapor stream past, then we burst from the clouds over a darkened landscape, and near the horizon, a glistening metropolis brightens the night sky.

“How do you do it?” I ask.

Busy piloting, Matt glances over his shoulder. “Do what?”

“How come they can’t see us?”

He grins. “Holograms, and a few other tricks. We don’t look like we really do. Like you guys.” He waves across our outfits and hair.

“Oh, I see.”

Dave says, “And they don’t.”

The engines roar as Matt brings the craft to a hover. Dave and I head for the rear compartment, he snaps the latch, and the exterior door swings open. The engines howl as the craft hovers above darkness.

Dave shouts over the noise, “This is it. After you.” He extends a gracious hand toward the black unknown.

I peer out. No telling if there’s even ground below. Landing on the roof might have been a better idea after all.

“Sometime this week?” he says.

Out the hatchway, I follow my feet and brace for impact. One after the other we crash and tumble across a grassy clearing surrounded by forest. On my back, the grass doesn’t tickle and the sky is dark, other than light streaming from the hatchway we left behind, surrounded by a wavering mirage that resembles starry night. The craft, disguised. So that’s how he does it. The hatch closes and the wiggling mass of starlight-dotted-blackness shoots away, growing less distinct until it’s just another patch of night blending with the rest.

Dave and I are without transport, a recourse, or any lifeline. Our quest is confirmed—there is no turning back.


 * * *


 Lost in the woods, the distance from anything familiar warps all sense of time. What seems an hour is probably much less, spent hiking the forest in darkness, before we discover a two-lane highway and begin a trek toward civilization. While better than landing on the rooftop, this choice is ripe with its own disadvantages—I’m worn out already. The thin air doesn’t help, or rather it being thick with toxins that displace the oxygen, the real reason for this poor atmosphere, which only now I recall, after returning here with far more memory intact than when I last departed. Back to the enemy planet, I’m back to the laborious task of inhaling frequently, as we walk the shoulder of a road that stretches out endlessly.

Dave asks, “Are you afraid?”

“In a way.”

“Doesn’t sound like you are.”

“I am, it’s just not on my mind as much as other things.”

“Christina?”

“And the others. But yeah, I really miss Christina.”

“I know,” he says. “You two are tight, more than anybody else I’ve ever known, almost like you’re the same person. Sorry we didn’t find her. Really, I tried.”

“Don’t worry about it, you did great. You got me out, and I love you for that. We’ll find her and everybody else, then we’ll stop this bullshit once and for all. We can do it.”

“No, Adam, you can do it. I couldn’t do any of this myself. It’s only possible because you’re leading the way.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, Dave, there’s nothing I have that you don’t. Actually, you’re probably better off than me, considering what I went through.”

“No, Adam, it’s not that way. You’re different.”

“What do you mean by different?”

Much of our tastes differ, and we look different most of the time—though not at the moment, for good reason—but deep down we have the same passion for freedom, we’ve fought the same battles, and we share the same love of life. We’re not so different from each other.

“I don’t know how to explain it,” he says. “You just know more, or feel more, or something. I don’t know what it is. And you make things happen just by thinking about it. You’ve always been that way.”

“That’s just curiosity.”

Aren’t we all curious? I am, and listen to existence, which is bursting with things to say, just not with words. We use words, but they are only a vehicle. The cargo is thought, and that language is universal.

“And you learn anything easy,” he says. “Like it’s no work, no struggle. I don’t understand that. I can’t do that, so to me it makes you different.”

“That’s not skill at studying, it’s because I already know. Think about it, after all these lifetimes, I’m not learning it for the first time, I remember it from before. All it takes is a trigger to spark the memory, a reminder. Doesn’t it work that way for everyone?”

“I don’t know, I guess it could. You make it sound so simple. For me learning is never that simple, it’s hard work.”

“You’re trying too much. Don’t bother to remember every detail, like being forced to recite it the next day. That’s not learning, that’s memorizing, and it doesn’t work. Just relax and absorb it, and let the mind file it away. That doesn’t take any special skill, other than trusting your mind to retain it. Then later, when there’s a use for it, the mind will deliver, driven by necessity.”

“Still sounds too easy, at least, compared to the rest of us. You have something else, something different.”

“That’s desire—to know, to be, and to alter existence.” I wave a hand across the sky and starlight, a cosmos of infinite possibilities. “I don’t know where it comes from, and really, I don’t care. All I know is it exists within me. It exists in everyone.”

“Maybe, but not to the same degree as you. I’m damned glad you’re not the enemy. I think I would lose.”


 * * *


 Our trek along the highway brings us to a small town, quiet and dark. As we advance along a central avenue, the sleepy town grows around us, buildings one and two stories, all dormant at this early hour. However, beyond an approaching intersection, there is activity.

Around the corner are bright lights atop tall poles, shining down on sections of torn up pavement, surrounded by backhoes and dump trucks. The street is full of construction workers wearing orange vests and yellow hardhats, shoveling dirt, others hauling scaffolding and tools, more erecting wooden road barriers. I’ve seen this before—in the dream. But I’m not dreaming now, I’m fairly sure, as enough time has passed without any nonsense showing up. Which is perhaps one way to detect a dream—the sense of time. In reality, time is rigid, orderly. But in dreams it’s all screwed up, moving fast then slow, unrealistic. Like a rubber band stretching out and snapping back. The physical world would never allow such a thing, having rules to enforce. But then, while rules may not be broken, perhaps they could be stretched—like a rubber band.

As we approach the workers, one of them notices us. “Hello, sir,” he says. “Is there a problem? We’re following the plans to the letter.”

I assume an authoritative tone. “Yes, the work is satisfactory. However, there is an important matter at hand.”

“Certainly, sir, and what is that? Do you require our assistance?”

He appears eager to please, as though we might torture him if he doesn’t obey. I suppose we would, if we were actual Bobs.

“You will assist us immediately,” I say. “My associate and I require transport to headquarters. You will comply.”

“Of course, sir, but I don’t understand. Where is your vehicle? This is all very unusual. Not that it’s a problem, I just . . .”

“Information that we may not disclose. I could elaborate, but then of course, we would have to see you terminated. Standard security measures, you understand.”

His eyes fill with fright. “Yes, sir,” he says, backing away. “I’ll take you immediately. I’ll take you myself.” He scrambles into an orange pickup truck loaded with tools, wooden barriers, and safety cones.

Dave leaks a grin, and we climb into the cab. The construction worker throws the truck in gear and speeds onto the highway like we’re being chased by a killer wave. Not only does he drive well above the speed limit, he turns on flashing yellow lights, as if it’s an emergency. Maybe for him.

“Supplementary lighting will not be necessary,” I say. “Drive at the proper speed and return to standard headlights only. There shall be no unusual activity. You will comply.”

“I’m sorry, sir.” He kills the extra lights and slows the vehicle, then remains silent as he ferries us to our destination. The lack of conversation is uncomfortable. I might ask his name, or engage in a minor chat, but either could expose that we are not genuine. Instead, miles of darkened highway pass as three guys stare straight out the windshield.


 * * *


 By sunrise we arrive at headquarters, the ominous black tower where I was interviewed and nearly fried. Morning brings light to the city, but as before, little hint of actual sunshine. Just a dull glow behind the perpetual gray overcast.

We get out of the truck and the construction worker makes a quick exit, tires screeching before the door even slaps shut. I take it he doesn’t like this place any better than we do.

Dave’s expression is appropriate for the costume—such trepidation that he is without emotion. I know the feeling, and hope to appear the same. Just don’t smile, they don’t do that.

Wide steps rise to the entrance. The building is constructed entirely of black glass, concealing what hideous torture may be going on inside. As we scale the steps, I gaze up at the darkened panes, pondering which of the many windows is the one I peered out of during my time as a prisoner. Now I’m going back? I’m nuts. But I have to. Christina could be past any one of those windows, looking out this very instant. She might even see us, but she wouldn’t know it’s me, coming to save her.

Tall glass doors slide open, and two Bobs exit the building. They notice us. They look disturbed. Something is wrong. They hurry down the steps, coming straight for us.

“What are you doing here?” one calls out.

I can do this. Keep it cool. Don’t let the fear show.

“Returning from patrol,” I announce, assuming an authoritative tone. “Our craft was shot down by rebel spies.”

The Bobs halt before us, one step higher. “Rebel spies?” one asks.

My heart falls into my stomach. His emotionless stare says it all—he doesn’t believe a word of this. An unnerving silence passes as the Bobs exchange puzzled glances. Then, to my surprise, they erupt in a roar of laughter. What? I thought these guys never laughed. They just never laughed around me, the real me, since they hate the real me.

“What spies?” Bob asks, still chuckling. “This is a joke, right? Come on, what’s the punch line?”

Now we’re in Dave’s territory. They think I’m kidding. What do I say?

Dave beats me to it. “The rebel spies infiltrating headquarters.”

Dave!

Any minute I’ll be back in that furnace, burnt to a crisp. Or maybe not—the Bobs keep laughing.

“That’s a good one,” Bob says. “Rebel spies, that’s hilarious. And they’re infiltrating headquarters. Ha!”

His buddy says, “Yeah, like they’re smart enough to spy on anything. I suppose they tortured you, too.”

Dave glances at me and smiles, even though Matt worked so hard to convince us otherwise. But he’s right—his response blends perfectly with the situation. I reluctantly grin and force a chuckle, as if our funny little chat is refreshing.

The Bobs continue down the steps, laughter dwindling.

Quietly, I ask, “Dave, are you insane?”

“No, I’m clever. There’s a difference.”

“But what you said.”

“It was the obvious conclusion. You started a funny, I just finished up.”

“A funny?”

“You know, a joke. Something I know about.”

“And this something you know about, it told you to say that?”

“Sure. Just like any joke, you tell a serious story then end it with something ridiculous, something that doesn’t fit with the rest. That’s humor—ridiculous contrast.”

“Okay, so it worked,” I admit, though can’t begin to imagine how. “But of all the things you could say, why that? It was nearly the truth.”

“Best way to hide the truth is not hide it at all. Lay it out in plain sight, but make it so incredible and farfetched, it’s unbelievable, like a joke. That makes it invisible.”

“Is there a school where you learn this stuff?”

He shrugs. “Raw instinct.”


 * * *


 The tall glass doors slide apart, opening to a spacious lobby perfectly clean, rather businesslike with nothing out of place, since it lacks anything that could be out of place. The walls are completely bare, not a single piece of art, sculpture or vase, even a plant or two. No sofa or chairs to make a waiting area, only one long reception counter far across the lobby, that feels half a block away. But plenty of light, calling attention to our entrance—we’re on display.

Intersecting the lobby, a wide corridor stretches out endlessly, the gleam of polished flooring giving the semblance of a distant mirage. Directly ahead, an older woman is stationed behind the reception counter. She rises to study us, her expression of concern suggesting we may appear out of place. I’ve hardly recovered from the last confrontation.

From the corridor, a platoon of Bobs approach the lobby, their boot-steps growing louder as they march neatly aligned eight abreast, some kind of drill or morning exercise. As the woman prepares to come around the counter and interrogate us, the regiment crosses the lobby, obscuring her view. Thinking fast, I pull Dave into formation and join the crowd, hoping to blend in and confuse her. She needn’t know about us rebel spies infiltrating headquarters.

Mixed in with the Bobs, we keep marching and don’t look back, that would be unusual. Better to obediently advance like all the rest, eyes fixed forward, and hope she’s lost track of us.

The platoon marches through one hallway after another, each identical to the last. Regimented exercise may benefit those obsessed with conformity, molding the participants into duplicates so precise even their limbs move in unison, but for our purposes, we’re only killing time until we’re caught.

Along the hallway are closed doors. Nothing is labeled, leaving me to guess which one might be the janitor’s closet or similar quiet space. Anywhere out of sight where I can dream up the rest of this floundering plan. The next door looks as good as any. As the column marches past, I signal for Dave to follow, pull the door open, and we slip inside.

Bad choice.


 * * *


 The guy behind the desk isn’t the janitor. Same helmet hair, though gray around the edges, he appears a man of status, wearing a longer coat with medals pinned to his chest. He’s reading papers, which he slaps down on the desk.

“I beg your pardon.”

Instinct screams to turn about face and go back to marching, except for the vision of armed Bobs filling the hallway after this guy sounds the alarm.

“Forgive me, sir,” I say. “We didn’t mean to—”

“Do you have business here?” he asks.

“Yes, sir, we do.”

He hollers, “Without an appointment!”

On the desk is a name plaque—General Carver. Great, just my luck.

“I’m afraid so, sir.”

“This is highly irregular.” He rises from his lofty throne. “Your business here had better be of the utmost importance.”

“Yes, sir, very important,” I inform him. Unfortunately, no one informed me. I’ve no clue what business to pretend, important or otherwise.

“Well!” he hollers. “Have you come here to waste my time?”

“Oh no, sir, not at all,” I say, trying to please the ornery bastard. “I wouldn’t dream of wasting your time. I can see you’re a very important man.”

Palms flat on the desk, the general leans over it to lock a stare on me. “One more word other than your business and you will find yourself mining stethorus droppings on Shezarus-nine.”

A nasty lump swells in my throat—it’s showtime. I look to Dave, hoping for a clever punch line. He stares ahead mindlessly like an emotionless robot, just as we had rehearsed. Great, I’m stuck with the lead role.

“I am Special Agent Bob,” I explain, conjuring a tone of confidence. “And this is my associate, Agent Roberts. We have been sent here by the Intelligence Department.”

“Intelligence? What are they up to? Now look here, unscheduled visits from any department violate standard procedure. I received no memo.”

“Oh no, sir, there can be no memos.”

“And why not?”

Come on, Dave, let’s have that punch line.

The general looks us over during a tense silence, then plops down in his seat and twists to face a computer terminal. “I’m done with you two. Let’s have your numbers. You’re both going down for discipline.”

Unfortunately, I did not foresee a need for numbers, precisely why we have none. I might dream up some random digits, but the computer will likely respond invalid, leading to far worse than discipline.

“I’m sorry, sir, we are unable to give you any numbers.”

Like Dave said, tell a ridiculous truth, right?

“You had better give me your numbers this instant, soldier, or—”

“I’m sorry, sir, we can’t do that.”

“And why not!” he hollers.

I step forward, hoping to add a sense of urgency. “We’re conducting a secret mission.”

“I don’t care if it’s a secret, I expect a memo.”

“Oh no, sir, our mission is so secret it bears no name, and when discussed, may only be referred to as code name, Project X.”

“All operations must be documented per the fundamental directive, and that includes Intelligence operations, secret or otherwise.”

“But you see, sir, this is a special case. Project X is so secret, its existence can be revealed only to those in positions of authority, such as yourself.”

“We’ll just see what Intelligence has to say about this.” He reaches for the phone.

“Oh no, sir, you don’t want to do that. Project X is top, top secret, so secret in fact, our presence here will be denied by all personnel involved, even ourselves. There can be no memos, or potentially recorded phone conversations. It is vital that we ensure your deniability.”

“My deniability?”

That got his attention. Prepared to dial, he hesitates.

“Exactly, sir. We require your assistance, but you may be implicated if our objective is uncovered.”

“What objective?”

Dave steps forward. “Rebel spies are infiltrating headquarters.”

The general springs from his seat. “That’s preposterous!”

“Indeed,” I agree, matching his alarm. “And worse yet, Intelligence believes sympathizers are assisting the rebels.”

He smacks down the handset. “We have traitors in our ranks?”

“Within this very building.”

Little does he realize, in this very office.

Gravely concerned, he asks, “Is the R and R program at risk?”

The what? Dave is equally puzzled, and fails to fire back any witty one-liners.

At a loss for anything better, I reply, “When rebels are involved, everything is at risk.”

The general contemplates my obscure comment while I nervously await his opinion of it.

“Oh, quite true.”

He lowers to his seat, and I resume breathing.

“Then you understand, sir, the importance of our mission. It is vital that we uncover the scum before it’s too late, but we must proceed with caution. The sympathizers could be powerful figures, and the political implications devastating. Involvement on your part may taint your record and stall further advancement, you do understand. We would prefer to keep your impeccable record intact, so we must ask that you speak to no one regarding this matter.”

The general snaps upright. “It most certainly is impeccable! My record stands above all the rest.” He steps around the desk and slaps a hand to my shoulder. “I knew it all along, the resistance has agents lurking on the inside. And of course you would come to me, my allegiance to the Association is supreme, everybody knows that.”

“Absolutely, sir. Your accomplishments are impressive, and you have come highly recommended by parties who shall remain anonymous.”

Right, since they’re a product of my imagination.

He rattles my shoulder, then goes around the desk and reclines in his throne. “Very well. What assistance do you require?”

Wow, my load of bullshit worked. Now what?

“We require—”

What do we require? I look to Dave.

He says, “Identification, with unrestricted computer access.”

The general asks, “And whose identification do you expect me to hand over?”

Can’t he just make something up? I suppose not. Their adherence to procedure would never allow that. But there is a solution—the original plan, with one small tweak.

“Deceased identities,” I suggest.

Dave glances at me, confused. He doesn’t get it.

The general asks, “What good are deceased identities? When a soldier dies it’s a matter of public record.”

“But not for soldiers recently deceased and not yet recorded.”

Dave glances at me again, and he grows more perplexed. Hang in there, buddy, you’ll see where this leads.

“Now hold on there,” the general says. “What do you expect? Take a few good men and put them to death just so you can have their identities? I’m loyal to the cause, but that’s hardly fair to the men who have to give up a body. Let them die in battle, with honor. You won’t see any kind of help like that from me.”

“Oh no, sir, we have no intention of asking for any such thing. The deaths have already occurred, we only ask that you determine their numbers and issue replacement badges.”

Dave says, “With unrestricted computer access.”

The general is skeptical. “Are you suggesting fallen soldiers have not been recovered and fully documented? This is highly irregular. And how could you know of such a thing when I do not?”

Dave says, “We are from the Intelligence department.”

The general rises up with a scowl.

Dave!

I get between them. “What my associate means to say is, these are sensitive Intelligence matters. We could not disclose this information before meeting with you, I’m sure you understand.”

Locked on Dave, the general’s scowl slowly melts. “Oh, certainly.” He lowers back to his seat.

I explain, “Intelligence is aware of the deaths because we are responsible. A scout craft piloted by known sympathizers was intercepted and destroyed during the escape of a prominent member of the resistance. If you check your records, I’m sure you’ll find a scout craft unaccounted for.”

Dave glances at me and nearly foils his disguise when he brightens up—now he gets it.

The general turns to his computer, jabs keys, then studies the screen. “Why, yes,” he says. “A routine patrol reported rebels and engaged. That was their last transmission.”

“And they have not returned to base.”

“The record indicates missing in action, outcome undetermined.”

“I assure you, a record planted by Intelligence to conceal the hideous plot. No need for internal panic, you understand. The truth is, the pilots were aiding an escape, their craft was shot down, and Intelligence has them on ice. Our assignment is to discreetly assume their identities, infiltrate the network of sympathizers, and expose the traitors. All we require now are badges with the pilot’s identification numbers.”

Dave says, “With unrestricted computer access.”

I toss a stare his way, hoping he gets the drift. “Yes, and with the necessary access, as Agent Roberts has been so kind to mention more than once.”

“You two are from Intelligence,” the general says. “Why not make your own badges?”

A good point, and like all good points, it deserves an equally ridiculous reason to be overlooked. “You know as well as I, sir, that every time Intelligence does anything unusual, everybody gets nosey. We require the utmost discretion, Project X is top, top secret, I’m sure you understand. No one will suspect a thing if you issue replacement badges for pilots already under your command.”

Dave says, “With unrestricted computer access.”

This time I shoot a hard glare.

The general sinks inward, his gaze drifting across the desktop. He looks up at Dave, then me.

“Very well,” he says. “Let us ensure that Project X is a success.”


 * * *


 Following my instructions, the general modifies the computer record with further nonsense—the scout craft suffered an unfortunate accident, and the matter has been fully resolved. That should keep any nosey investigators off our trail. Next he takes our photos with a small camera that spits out self-adhesive holo-magnetic strips. From a drawer he pulls out two blank cards, applies the tape with our pictures, then swipes the fresh identification through a magnetic encoder next to his terminal.

He rises and hands over the badges. I clip mine to the lapel of my jacket.

“About the escape,” he says. “Has Intelligence made any progress?”

“Progress?” I ask.

“Have you recovered the subject?”

Is he referring to my escape?

“I’m sorry, sir, we’re not allowed to discuss that, you understand of course, sensitive Intelligence matters. But please, any information you have to offer would be greatly appreciated.”

“I imagine it’s all in the report, but if I might add, a number of soldiers were injured, and I don’t mean just physically, the incident injured their dignity. I’m sure you know how bad morale destroys a unit. If you don’t mind my asking, some of us would like to participate in reprisals when the time comes.”

What the hell is he talking about? I didn’t realize Bobs had any dignity. Plenty of malice, sure, but not dignity.

“I will relay your request. I cannot make any promises, you understand, but please, tell me, what is this talk of dignity?”

He lowers to his chair. “I’m sure you’d agree, a soldier yourself. It’s awfully embarrassing when an entire unit gets its ass kicked by one girl.”

One girl? The entire room seems to glow brighter.

Except I’m supposed to know about this. I’ll blow it for sure if I get too curious.

“An unfortunate consequence,” I say, consoling the general as best I can while suppressing an overwhelming urge to ask for more. “Rest assured, she will be recovered soon, and your men’s dignity restored.”

“That’s right,” he grumbles. “After we beat her senseless and have our way with her.”

My arm flinches, my fist tightens. Adrenaline soars into my pounding heart. It takes all I have to keep from lunging over the desk and strangling the macho prick. If a glare alone could harness the rising emotion, the fireball unleashed would leave a bloody stain atop his headless neck.

Dave coaxes me back, the touch across my arm like an awakening hand, shaking loose a nightmare. And like a fading dream, the anger lingers, though reality bleeds through to remind—danger still exists. No mistakes. Stick to the plan. Not the time for revenge, not yet.

Dave takes over. “General Carver, sir, Special Agent Bob and I will need to excuse ourselves, if you don’t mind. Could you direct us to somewhere quiet with computer access?”

The general studies a desktop calendar. “Academy Training Room One is vacant today.” He looks up. “You should find no one there to disturb you.”

“Thank you, sir,” Dave says. “And remember, speak to no one about our visit.”

“Consider it done.” The general stands and ceremoniously smacks his chest with a clenched fist. “Long live the Association, Guardians of Order.”


 * * *


 Back in the hallway, Dave and I each breathe a sigh of relief—huge.

Dave asks, “What was all that nonsense?”

I can only shrug. “Raw instinct.”

He chuckles. “Yeah, I guess. Man, that was great. You’re one hell of a bullshitter.”

“A product of stress, that’s all I can say.”

“And what happened at the end? You looked ready to crush the guy’s skull.”

“You heard what he said.”

“Yeah, but shit, man, I’ve never seen you so angry.”

“If they lay a hand on Christina, you’ll see a thousand times that, trust me.” Vengeance returns, just thinking about that sadistic bastard.

Dave silently watches as my fury rises to a boil, his stare growing fearful. “I believe it,” he says.

No—don’t be angry, I won’t be effective. Kill the creep later, after we complete the mission.

I ask, “And what was all that whining about computer access?”

“I didn’t want you to forget this time.”

“Forget what?”

He grins, and it reminds me of him posing as the bum under the bridge, except this time his gleaming teeth are intact. He waves his badge across my view. “How to find what you’re looking for.”

A young woman approaches, studying papers as she moves at a resolute stride, the snap of her heels growing louder. Great, just what I wasn’t looking for. We’ll be caught for sure if we talk to anyone else. Look away and let her walk on by.

Dave gets in her path. “Excuse me, miss.”

Dave!

She stops to offer her attention, and I stop breathing.

“I’m new here,” Dave says. “My first day in fact. Could you direct me to Academy Training Room One?”

“Sure,” she says, then turns halfway and points. “Section C. Take a right at the end of the hall, then a little farther, it’ll be on your left. There’s a sign, you can’t miss it.”

Amazing, he did it. Now if my frantic pulse would just settle down.

“Congratulations on being accepted,” she says. “The best of luck to you.” Then she becomes suspicious. “But come to think of it, there are no classes in room one today. Are you sure that’s right?”

“Did I say one? I mean two, I think. Sorry, I lost some of my paperwork, you know, the dog ate it.”

Like she’s really going to believe that. Then he smiles, like it’s supposed to be funny. What? She giggles.

“That’s just past room one,” she says. “You’ll see the signs.” She continues on her way, the snap of her heels fading.

Can Dave make anyone laugh? Perhaps, and that might be a good thing. I’ll need help laughing about it when we’re caught.


 * * *


 Dave opens the door and we slip into Academy Training Room One. The lights are off, but high along one wall, small windows let in enough daylight to navigate the quiet space. To my relief, the place is deserted. Each confrontation is only more tense than the last.

At the head of the class is a chalkboard and inactive video screen, and to one side is the instructor’s desk. The rest of the room is filled with long tables facing the chalkboard, and computer terminals spread across the tables, a personal station for each student.

I sit before one of the terminals, constructed of molded gray plastic that houses the keyboard and screen in a single case. Other than the keyboard, I see no other button or switch. I check the sides and back, and still find nothing.

“Where do you turn this thing on?”

“Hey, don’t look at me,” Dave says, pulling a chair closer to sit beside me. “I’m just a pilot. You’re the computer genius.”

“Me? What are you talking about?”

“You know, don’t you?”

“Sorry, Dave, this isn’t working.”

“Come on, Adam, you know all about this computer stuff, remember?”

I do? Matt’s the computer geek. But he’s no smarter than me, so maybe it’s true. What do I know about computers? I know they are binary, based on the states of on or off, akin to yes or no, the most complicated decision you could expect a machine to make. But when a stream of the simple decisions are aligned in precise order and executed at lightning speed, machines become capable of seemingly complex decisions, and equally complex tasks. It’s all an illusion of course, like a dream, where the unbelievable is taken for granted. An illusion we take for granted each time we use a computer, as miles of wire process instructions so quickly we mistake it for intelligence, or dismiss as magic beyond our grasp, when really, we should just be amazed that any of it is even possible, and the miracle actually works. But the question remains—how to turn it on. Unpowered, the miracle makes a good doorstop. In the top corner of the keyboard, one is unmarked, and set off from the others, as good a choice as any. My guess is correct. Like magic, the computer comes to life, whirring followed by faint clicking, and the screen displays a single line of text.


 Swipe identification
 

“We already did,” Dave says.

“Did what?”

He tugs at the badge clipped to my jacket. “Swiped ID. You know, from the general.”

A small red light flashes near a slot along the top edge of the keyboard.

“Don’t be a moron, Dave.” He’s right about one thing—I’m the expert here. I unclip the badge, but is it safe to use? The general might have tricked us and created badges that sound an alarm once we use them. A chance we’ll have to take. I slide my badge through the slot, the red light changes to green, and no sirens wail, to my relief.

On the screen, a vertical strip is drawn down one side, where a series of buttons appear. Not real buttons, rather silly little pictograms. One is a red hexagon, like a stop sign. That must mean stop. Stop what though? We have to start something before we can stop it. Another looks like a man running. Below that is a bird, wings outstretched and something in its beak, could be a sheet of paper. Then an image of a man sitting down, legs folded. Who thought up all this crap? Near the bottom, the last pictogram resembles a bucket. Maybe that bucket of virtue I never found.

“Well?” Dave asks.

“Well what?”

“What makes it go?”

That’s what I’d like to know. I touch the on-screen buttons, but nothing happens. Of course—the screen is not touch-sensitive like our computers. This primitive design presents buttons as metaphors. Okay, I remember this. There’s another way, a metaphorical way to press the buttons.

“Why isn’t it working?” Dave asks.

A lone white arrow hovers in the center of the screen.

“It’s that arrow,” I say. “We have to move it over one of the buttons, then press it.”

“How?” he asks. “You just think about it?” He squints and grunts as if straining to send a telepathic command. Or having a tough time on the can. His eyes snap open and he gazes at the screen, searching for success. The little arrow hasn’t budged.

“You try it,” he says. “You’re better at that kind of thing.”

He’s not joking—he’s actually serious.

“Don’t be ridiculous, Dave. Things don’t move just by thinking about it. They move by the rules of existence.” Thinking about it helps, sure, but thought must inspire physical action, the justification for an object’s movement.

“So enlighten me, oh wise one. What are these rules we must follow?”

“Simple,” I explain. “A device here somewhere controls that arrow, and we move it with our hand, dumb-ass.”

He reaches for a palm-sized orb on the table beside the terminal. “This hunk of plastic maybe.”

Of course—the Selection Pointer Interface Device. The SPID. Spend some effort making this primitive crap more intuitive, instead of wasted on clever new acronyms. It might make more sense to name it after a small rodent.

“Yeah, Dave, that’s it. The mystical orb that makes this all possible.”

He hands over the spid and I give it a try. Bingo, the arrow moves. Now let’s see what the running man does. I navigate the arrow over the pictogram and click once. The white arrow changes to a tiny image of the same running man, but animated this time, his little arms and legs going wild. Must mean he’s working on it.

Dave and I stare at the screen, waiting as the animated figure runs in place, going nowhere. What is it doing? Something, though it fails to give any clue as to what, or any evidence of progress. I fear the running man could be another metaphor—angry Bobs charging through the corridor, coming this way.


 * * *


 There is noise at the door—the knob turning. Someone steps in, flips the switch, and the lights flicker on one by one. Unlike the Bobs, this older gent suffers from male pattern baldness, and he wears small rimless glasses. The tweed jacket with elbow patches must be an old favorite, worn daily for some time. He does not immediately notice us, rather goes directly to the instructor’s desk, hauling a satchel that he plops down and roots through. He pulls out a stack of textbooks, then realizes our presence.

“What are you doing here?” he asks. “There’s no class today.”

Not another confrontation.

Dave stands. “Working on extra credit.”

Dave!

“Credit for what?” the instructor asks. “I don’t recognize either of you. What class are you assigned to?”

Now would be a great time for a weapon. Zap this guy and make him shut up.

Dave says, “We’re working on a special project to learn where the ice goes.”

Zap Dave, too, before everybody knows our entire plan.

“Ice?” the instructor says. “What are you talking about?”

Dave glances at me like I might say something clever. Hey, don’t look at me, buddy. You started this round of nonsense, you can finish.

He says to the instructor, “Where the rebels go.”

The instructor reaches for the phone.

Dave advances on the desk. “Oh no, sir, please don’t report us. We missed class, I’m sorry, but you see, we’re here on our own time, making up the lessons.”

Missed class? He needs to shut up before he makes this any worse.

The instructor starts dialing. “Yes, it’s clear you failed just about every lesson, calling it ice of all things.”

This isn’t good. I get up and join Dave, facing the desk.

“Hello?” the instructor says into the phone. “Yes, I have an order.”

An order for our arrest. With a discreet nod, I signal Dave, and we creep toward the desk.

“Yes, the same,” the instructor explains to those at the other end of the phone. “But get it right this time—no onions.”

Poised to attack, Dave and I freeze, then exchange befuddled glances.

The instructor hangs up the phone. Shaking his head, he comes around the desk and leans against the edge. “Now look here,” he says, a scolding finger emphasizing his words. “You won’t get anywhere in life if you waste your time with needless activities other than class. This kind of behavior is not what the Association is looking for in members of the GP. You’re lucky you’ve even been accepted, now you’re throwing it all away. You had better shape up quick, or you’ll both end up losers, wandering the streets with the rest of the riffraff.”

Dave looks ready to rip the guy’s head off, but he resists. Instead, he hangs his own head. “Yes, sir.”

The instructor shifts to me, projecting a reprimand that needs no words.

I stare at the floor. “Sorry, sir. It won’t happen again.”

“I’m sorry as well,” he says, “but I’m afraid this little mishap cannot go unreported. Let’s have your numbers.” He snatches the badge clipped to my jacket and studies it. “What is this? This isn’t student identification, not even cadet.” He looks up. “You’re veteran soldiers with security clearance. What’s going on here?”

We’re not talking our way out of this one. If not for the silly story about missing class, maybe, but not now.

Dave says, “Sir, I can explain everything.”

“You can start this instant, then we’ll have a talk with security. This had better be good.”

Yeah, Dave, it better, or an army of Bobs is next. The instructor goes around the desk, approaching the phone. Now’s the time, Dave, let’s have that good explanation. We don’t want him calling anyone else. I doubt the next conversation will be about lunch.

“We’re rebel spies infiltrating headquarters.”

Dave!

Equally stunned by the outrageous remark, the instructor stands dumbfounded. Then he lunges for the phone. In a blur, Dave slaps hands atop the desk and swivels horizontal, soaring across to plant boots in the instructor’s chest, knocking him back, his glasses off, and the phone from his grasp. The instructor crashes to the floor and struggles up to sprint for the door. I chase after him and slide across the smooth tile, crossing his path and tripping him as Dave catches up and secures him in a headlock. He fights to break free, arms swinging and legs flailing. Stop kicking me, you bastard!

“Intruders!” he hollers. “Sound the alarm!”

Dave ratchets down and flops over, the instructor atop his chest and facing me. A swift fist to his groin convinces him to think again about hollering, as his screams fall silent and he gasps for breath. I straddle them both and smother him while Dave tightens like a vise, restricting his airway. The instructor kicks and squirms, eyes bugging out, then fluttering lazy. His limbs calm and he falls unconscious.

Dave gets up and glares down on the instructor’s limp body. “Watch who you call a loser, asshole.” He straightens his crumpled jacket, then says to me, “Can’t talk your way around those types. Far too intellectual.”


 * * *


 My precious badge ended up behind the instructor’s desk. It goes in a pocket where it’s safe from grabby hands. Next we search the drawers for rope, wire, chains, anything to restrain our victim. All we find is a wimpy ball of string. Using a ridiculous amount, hoping to increase its effect, I bind him in so much that he appears outfitted in a custom-tailored suit of cotton twine, arms now a snug combo with his torso. Dave returns from the rear of the room with a wad of paper towels, and stuffs them in the guy’s mouth. A good idea. When he comes around, we don’t want him hollering about us rebel spies infiltrating headquarters.

With the instructor secured, we return to the computer terminal and resume our study time that was so rudely interrupted. The white arrow is back. Seems the running man gave up on whatever he was chasing after, or running away from. In either case, the choice didn’t produce any meaningful result.

“Try the bird,” Dave says. “Look, it’s holding something in its beak. Probably what we want to know.”

The metaphor does suggest the retrieval of something, most likely information, since this contraption isn’t capable of much else. I click the bird and a new dialog box appears.


 Enter search pattern
 

“Bravo, Dave, now you’re the computer genius. So where do we begin?”

“What was the general talking about? Some kind of program.”

“R and R.”

“Yeah. Start with that.”

I enter the mysterious term and select the running man. The arrow changes to the animated figure as before, and a flood of text boxes begin filling the screen, and continue popping up one after another. Enough! The stop sign, duh. I click the red hexagon and the barrage ceases. The topmost frame contains the answer to our query.


 Relocation and Rebirth program (R & R). Association directive 756915445862, approved 65675986. Due to economic hardship resulting from an extended war effort, the Relocation and Rebirth program exists as the final solution to the overpopulation of incurable subjects engaged in resistance. Nonconforming citizens will be conditioned and prepared for transport via body reduction and subsequent stasis within silicium containment fields.
 

Dave asks, “What’s the containment field?”

“Let’s find out.”

I’m getting the hang of this. Clicking the bird brings up a new search dialog, then after entering the term, I hit the running man. Again text boxes fill the screen and I must jab the stop button to halt the onslaught. After navigating through a ridiculous amount of text exploring the topic, a hyperlink leads to a definition.


 Silicium Containment Field (SCF). Charged silica molecules embedded in glycol and trace lysozyme, suspended in a hydrogen-oxygen enclosure brought to a solid state by extreme low temperature. Functions as containment of subjects during relocation to the Restricted Zone. Dissolves on contact with sodium chloride residing in median temperature liquids.
 

“The ice,” Dave says.

“With a little something extra.”

“Yeah, like some poor fool trapped inside. But where does it go?”

“It says right there.” I point to the screen. “The Restricted Zone.”

“Never heard of it.”

“Well duh, it’s restricted.”

“Then it’s a good thing.”

“What is?”

He waves his badge and grins. “Unrestricted computer access.”

His overzealous insistence for access is turning out to be warranted. I call up a new search dialog and enter the phrase. Another barrage fills the screen and again I must halt the flood of information, then sort through the mess.


 Restricted Zone. Sector 177, level 16. Current destination for incurable subjects engaged in resistance. All access is strictly prohibited other than approved activities relating to the Relocation and Rebirth program. Currently limited to the transport of loaded silicium containment fields and the delivery of materials required to complete the conversion of existing civilizations that have been deemed incurable. Upon conclusion of the R & R program, this region of space is to remain restricted indefinitely. All personnel will vacate and no further access will be permitted. Violation of this directive will result in severe penalty.
 

I point to the screen. “That’s where everyone is going.”

“Sure, but where is it?”

“It says right there. Sector one-seventy-seven, level sixteen.”

“That’s about as good as around the corner and over a few systems, then take a left at the next planet and keep going. Those numbers are meaningless, they’re Association identifiers. Don’t tell me you have a handy-dandy Association star-map in your back pocket.”

“No, can’t say that I do. But I do have an Association computer sitting right in front of me.”

All we must do is access a star-map, unrestricted as all the rest. But first these text boxes have to go. The clutter of overlapping frames is like a year’s worth of junk mail. I study the vertical bar loaded with pictures and search for the right metaphor. Someone should slap the guy who came up with this nonsense. Why not have the words? Do they think computer operators are illiterate? One button might be a paintbrush, or maybe a broom sweeping. Works for me—clean up your mess. I click the broom and the text frames vanish. Right again. Okay, this pictogram idea isn’t so bad, if you’re patient and use half a brain.

Next I call up a fresh search, this time for star-map. A program launches and black fills the screen. A single text frame appears.


 Enter system identifier
 

We’re making progress, except for one problem—restored memories of geography are lagging behind all the rest. I haven’t a clue where we are.

“Dave, what system is this?”

“Orn.”

“That’s it? Just Orn?”

“Don’t tell me you forgot that systems are named after the star.”

“No.”

Even so, the name of our nearest star seems foreign. Probably because I think of it as simply the sun, regardless of the system. It seems goofy otherwise—an ornny day with warm ornshine begins at ornrise and ends with ornset. Sounds like nonsense from a dream. Regardless, I scoot the spid and click the bird, then enter Orn. Sure, and all that makes perfect sense.

The screen presents a diagram of the star and surrounding planets, along with a description.


 Ornal system. Eight planets orbiting the yellow dwarf Orn. Three inhabitable: three, four, and six. Orn-3 primary base of Association operations.
 

Each planet is listed by number, its position counting outward from the star. But these planets have names, I know they do. I just don’t remember what they are.

“Dave, what’s this planet called?”

“You mean, the one we’re on now?”

“No, some planet halfway across the galaxy. Of course the one we’re on now, dumb-ass.”

“Like it says, Orn-3.”

“Yeah, I understand it’s the third planet, but what’s the name?”

“That’s how they do it, they don’t use names. They identify all planets by star and orbit number.”

“What about four and six? We don’t call them by number, do we?”

“No, we’re the rebels. Like I said, that’s an Association thing.”

“Right, I get it. So what are the names?”

“Four is Idan. You know, our planet.”

“Of course I know we’re from Idan.”

Huh? But I didn’t know a second ago. Strange to recall forgetting, now that I remember.

“And six?” I ask.

He chuckles. “The big one. I figured you’d get that all on your own, since you went there so much.”

“I did?”

“You know, coordinating affairs with a certain commander.”

Affairs? Don’t tell me I’ve been fooling around in another garden.

“Who?” I ask.

He stares incredulously at the idiot me. “Duh, you bonehead. Chris.”

“Oh. I mean, right. She’s from Theabis. I knew that.”

Memory is the weirdest thing. All it takes is one little tickle. But with the recollection comes a painful reminder—where could she be, and how will I find her? A search by eye color, hair, gender? I’ve nothing else to go on. There must be so many subjects. How will I find the single person I’m looking for?

Dave asks, “Why are you looking up Orn? I thought we’re looking for the Restricted Zone.”

“I want to see where it is from here.”

Searching the array of pull-down menus, I find an option for secondary location. Without a specific star name, all we can do is supply the sector and level, and hope that works. It does—the diagram scales down and the star-map presents the stretch of space between Orn and the Restricted Zone, complete with detailed measurements and astronomic trajectories. The distant location now included in the diagram appears empty, unlike the Ornal system, which neighbors a multitude of stars populated by a diverse collection of planets. The Restricted Zone seems a lonely corner of the galaxy, though a single star is listed, labeled Sol. I click the lone star and the diagram zooms in to provide details. A flashing message appears on the screen.


 WARNING: Restricted Zone. Travel into or out of the Solar system is strictly prohibited without express authorization and is limited exclusively to activities relating to the R & R program.
 

Below the diagram is a description.


 Solar system. Ten planets orbiting the yellow dwarf Sol. Three inhabitable: three, four, and five.
 

“That’s funny,” Dave says.

“What now?”

“The star name.”

“Why? What’s so funny about it?”

“It’s like an acronym. You know, S-O-L, for Shit Outta Luck.”

Perhaps an appropriate label, though I doubt our missing friends would find it so humorous. But then, stripped of their true identity, they wouldn’t know whether to laugh, cry, or be angry. Only to survive, in a world devised by our enemy, whatever that world may be.


 * * *


 We have a destination, now we need directions. Without a diagram listing specific coordinates, the mission has stalled. I search the pull-down menus and find an option for hard copy. From a slot below the screen, a screeching carriage plods side to side, and curly paper slowly emerges.

Dave says, “Ah, Adam . . .”

“What?” I ask, more interested in the flimsy scroll the computer is printing. The lazy pace it creeps out of the slot is terribly frustrating. I thought computers were quick. I could copy it down by hand faster than the damn thing.

He says, “Our friend seems to be missing.”

My attention rockets to our bound victim, who is gone. Only a pile of wimpy string and the paper towels.

BLAR, BLAR, BLAR . . .

The bastard turned us in.

Competing with the droning alarm, an urgent voice booms from a loudspeaker: “Intruder alert. Security personnel to section C. Intruder alert. Security personnel to section C.”

“That’s us,” Dave says.

BLAR, BLAR, BLAR . . .

We should hide. Then what? That’s stupid, they’ll find us and we’re toast anyway. What can we do? We can’t just stand here, they’re coming to get us.

BLAR, BLAR, BLAR . . .

Out the door won’t work. The window? I’m in no mood for more of that. I don’t know what to do. Dave stares at me, expecting a solution.

BLAR, BLAR, BLAR . . .

Maybe I could think if that damn alarm would shut up—it’s driving me nuts!

BLAR, BLAR, BLAR . . .

The door is our only option. We’ll have to take our chances in the hallway. If we’re lucky, we may escape with what we’ve learned so far.

We sprint for the door. Wait—the coordinates. We need the diagram. I hurry back to the computer and tear the precious information from the slot. It appears complete. No time—the curly paper goes into a pocket and I catch up with Dave.

I crack the door open just a sliver. The corridor is stuffed full of Bobs marching past. I slap the door shut.

“This isn’t good.”

Dave glares like it’s all my fault. “Ya think?”

The door bursts open, nearly off its hinges. A cluster of Bobs stands in the doorway, loaded with weaponry.

We’re at the end of the line. There’s no talking our way out of this one.


 * * *


 Bob’s scorching glare says it all—something unpleasant is next, just around the corner. Torture, interrogation, and without a doubt, our fiery end.

Bob says, “You two, come with us.”

Others step forward and we’re hauled into the corridor. Oh man, we’re done. No ridiculous story will save us this time, not a chance. Goons close in to surround us, shove urgently, and coax us along. Another Bob approaches, pissed off and ornery like all the rest, but worse—armed with three blast rifles. He hands one to Dave, and another to me.

“Fall in, soldiers, we have intruders.”

The thugs charge away and join the advancing crowd, leaving me and Dave behind, stunned by the gracious gift of deadly weapons.

“It’s not us?” Dave asks, twisting his rifle to view all sides like it might be a toy.

I don’t know what to say, unsure of what’s happening, my confused thoughts racing to catch up with an unbelievable reality. Seems fate shines a good light on us today. Still, a fresh pair of shorts might be nice, and maybe that elusive bucket to catch the spew my stomach wants to hurl. I’m tempted to run and hide, but the Bobs expect our help with the intruders, who are, apparently, someone else besides us. Could we possibly be that lucky?

As terror subsides, rational thinking returns. We should follow the Bobs, to do otherwise may attract attention. Dave is already falling in and signaling for me to catch up. Except now is my perfect chance to exact revenge. As I contemplate how many Bobs this gift of a weapon might cut down, prudent judgment grapples with my thirst for vengeance. The plan is intact. We have to complete the mission. Cut them to pieces later.

Lost in a sea of advancing Bobs, we’re swept along despite my strong urge to hold back. We’re charging into battle whether we like it or not. But who are we fighting? That’s what I’d like to know. If this place has intruders, that means enemies of the Association, in other words—our allies.

The mob forges ahead, waving weapons and hollering, with us hopelessly jammed in with the goons. I’m reminded of soldiers charging across a battlefield, sparking memories I’d rather not look at right now, especially the terror each holds. The present is terrifying enough. Might we step aside and let the Bobs fight their own battle?

Too many past experiences cry out, No! All fueled by grisly visions of our untimely end. Transferring out of the infantry to become a combat engineer was for good reason—sneak around and wiggle out of tight spots instead of thrown at them head-on. I am not a number, just another soldier, an expendable portion of a larger force.

Ahead, the hallway intersects another where the front-line troops turn, heading into the next corridor. Beyond the corner, cracking snaps and brilliant flashes brighten the coming passage. Charred bodies soar back and litter the floor, prompting the mob to slow their advance. Yeah, a good idea, since your buddies up front just got toasted.

Electrobeams streak past and deafening snaps torture my ears. The armaments around the corner are something new. In contrast to the thin stick blast rifles favored by the goons, whatever the intruders are packing, their weapons lack the familiar whizzing, rather sound more like a whip cracking, followed by a whoosh that ends in a sizzle. Even greater contrast is the result—the poor bastards who turned the corner came back in pieces tough to identify. Unlike the Bobs I zapped before, these guys aren’t getting up to straighten their jackets, ever.

More Bobs push through the crowd, advancing to the front line, equipped with body armor, helmets, and handheld cannons. They pass the rest of us unprotected fools and turn the corner. After a volley of weapons fire, a smaller few of the armored troops come soaring back, bloody and sizzling. They did better, but not by much.

An armored soldier calls out, “Fall in behind.”

The goon patrol shuffles forward. Against every effort to hold back, we’re swept along with the rest, destined for certain death by hideous dismemberment. How will I find a new body?

The column reaches the corner and flows around, into the next corridor, identical to the last other than filled with a tangle of scorching beams cutting down Bobs left, right, and center. The intruders wear snug bodysuits all black, complete with gloves and tight cloth clinging to their heads, like ski masks that hide all but eyes and mouth. Some tend to massive cannons that generate the ear-shattering snaps, and others armed with blast pistols scale the walls like spiders, deftly evading Bobs and their lousy aim while striking back with deadly accuracy. These guys are good, crack shots and unusual tactics. What seems disconcerted independent action is actually an illusion. In fact, the intruders are tightly coordinated, yet the Bobs would never suspect as they struggle to follow the seemingly random formations. But I recognize it. I know these tactics.

“Fire your weapon,” a Bob calls out from behind.

Right, I’m a bad guy today, and should be firing before we appear out of place, sure to be exposed as spies, or at a minimum, harshly disciplined for severe lack of courage in the line of duty. But I can’t fire at my allies. As a compromise, I let off a few stray rounds, aimed carelessly at the walls and ceiling, even a couple—completely by accident of course—landing squarely in the backs of my pretend comrades. These things happen in the chaos of battle. Dave follows my example, blasting the hallway, not to mention a Bob now and then, which no one seems to notice. Most of the confused troops are doing the same themselves.

Engaging in battle, against allies or otherwise, was not part of the plan. Time for this nightmare to end. I signal for Dave to follow and struggle to the side, forcing our way across the advancing horde. An approaching door is our only escape from this insanity. The mob charges ahead and the door draws near. We shove and claw our way through the goons, the door bursts open, and a flood of reinforcements emerge from a stairwell.

We squeeze between an endless stream of agents and get past the doorway, then fight our way up the stairs. The flow thins and we quicken our ascent, passing a few stragglers.

One of them snatches hold of me. “Hey,” Bob says, rattling my jacket. “Where are you going? The intruders are downstairs.”

A few steps higher, Dave turns back. “There’s more on level five. Hurry!” He sprints up the steps. With Bob distracted, I get loose and catch up with Dave. Round we go up the stairs, and turning onto the next flight, I notice someone close behind. Bob is following us.

At level five we burst from the stairwell, our wannabe friend right on our heels. The hallway is identical to downstairs, same gleaming tile, the same bare walls. A duplicate in every detail, except this hallway is deserted.

“What are you talking about?” Bob says. “Nobody’s up here.”

I whirl around. “Look, pal, we’re on a secret mission, okay? So if you want to stay out of trouble, you’d better run along now and join your buddies downstairs.”

“You know,” Dave says, “it won’t stay a secret if you keep telling everyone.”

An electrobeam streaks past, raising the sparse hair clinging to my scalp. A wall explodes and plaster sprays the floor. I duck and spin around, only to discover intruders closing the distance. Dave was right about more on level five, and we just found them. The stealthy warriors match those downstairs, the same black bodysuits and ski masks that hide their faces.

Vastly outnumbered, retreat is our only option. Joined by our unwelcome tagalong Bob, Dave and I flee the opposite direction. We are met by a second batch of intruders, weapons raised to a deadly aim. I slide to a halt.

“Drop your weapons,” an intruder calls out.

No fair. I finally get a weapon, now I have to give it up. Not fair at all. Confronted by a dozen blast rifles held at a steady aim, there is no other choice. Over my shoulder, another dozen confirms our lack of options. Dave nods, and together we let our weapons slip to the floor.

Bob has other ideas. Like some stupid ambition to be a hero. He unholsters a blast pistol, as if he’s some hotshot bad-ass.

“No!” I dive for his pistol. I don’t care to be caught in the crossfire when the intruders dissect this idiot with shards of light. I strike his arm and deflect his aim, but he pulls the trigger anyway, weapon point-blank, and blasts a crater where we stand.

Thrown airborne, I crash to the floor along with chunks of it, then rocket across the smooth tile and collide headfirst with a wall. Not what I had in mind for today, not at all. Maybe if I close my eyes and make a wish, and really try, I’ll wake up for the fourth time—for real this time—and none of this will be happening.


 * * *


 The lump crowning my skull is real, the two dozen intruders are real, and the dumb-ass, Bob, who so effectively struck his target, only confirms reality. I doubt my imagination is capable of manufacturing anyone that stupid. To wish all this was just a bad dream isn’t going to work, because it’s not.

Wishful thinking is useless, and that’s all my plan has turned out to be—an exercise in wishful thinking. To imagine I would simply walk in here and find Christina. Yeah, I’m dreaming all right.

The intruders close rank and surround us. One searches my pockets while six others hold rifles at a close aim.

“What are you looking for?” I ask.

“Shut up!” The butt of his rifle smacks my jaw, knocking me into a wall and crashing to the floor. He yanks me up to resume the search, and he’s not gentle about it, jerking me all directions while tearing through my pockets. He finds the computer printout with coordinates, figures it’s trash and stuffs it back in my pocket, then dives into another and pulls out my identification badge.

He spins around. “Try this one,” he calls to a band of approaching intruders, one burdened by a large backpack.

“It’s not any good,” I say. “It’s a fake.”

He whirls around, glaring viciously through his mask, and pounds his rifle into my belly. Doubled over and gasping for breath, I struggle to understand why he has to be so mean. Is everyone in the universe out to beat me senseless? I thought the Bobs were bad. My allies aren’t any better.

The badge-stealing intruder tosses my identification to the fellow with the backpack, who slips it off and pulls out a portable computer. He runs my badge through a card reader, studies the screen, then looks up. “Perfect, unrestricted. This will work.”

Back on my feet, I say, “You know, guys, it may not look like it, but actually, I’m on your side. If you tell me what you’re after, maybe I can help.”

Again my jaw is clobbered, and another rifle pounds my stomach. On my knees, I silently scream for air to replace the wind knocked out of me. I catch some breath, massage my battered jaw, and decide that will be quite enough.

I stand tall. “Now look here! I’m not the enemy.”

Here comes the butt of his rifle.

I do not agree.

“Stop!”

My open palm meets the blunt end of his weapon, bringing it to a sharp halt, while my intent stare locks on the eyes hiding behind the mask.

“You will not hit me again, is that clear?”

The intruder releases the rifle like it’s on fire, and with a snap of my wrist, I flick it away. It hits the floor and slides across, just as I saw it doing only moments before it did.

He steps back and others follow, some retreating two steps as they huddle closer together. A silence passes as the group stares at me, it seems in awe. Then one pushes through the crowd, uniformed as the rest, the same black bodysuit and ski mask.

“Adam?”

Who is this? My next inflictor of pain? But she called my name. This person knows who I am. She steps closer, and I search for a recognizable identity, but the black cloth clinging to her face hides all clues except for soft lips and—tender blue eyes.


 * * *


 The entire universe melts from view, my darling the only sight I care for. The walls ripple and fade, the floor a spread of misty clouds, the ceiling as tall as the sky. Like falling from the heavens to land in her arms, for one tiny moment, reality does not exist. Only my precious love.

She rolls the mask up and off, and her rusty hair spills out. One flick of her pretty head, she puts the mane in place, then focuses on me. She looks disappointed.

“What happened to your hair?” she asks.

“Long story.”

“And your beard?”

“Same story.”

She gazes at me like I’m a stranger, or a bad copy. Considering the costume, I am a copy, and bad.

“Is it really you?” she asks, a tilt of her head as she studies me.

Come on, I don’t look that different. I didn’t realize a visit to the salon could kill it for us.

“Christina, trust me. I am me.”

Her eyes narrow. “Tell me the three magic words, the special way.”

Great. My memory’s whacked, leaving me to guess and risk losing the woman of my dreams, all because I fail a quiz. But as they say, better to fail trying than to fail by not.

I gaze into her tender blue eyes and convey with the utmost sincerity, “I love you.”

Her stare holds steady—no reaction. Come on, that was special, and has to be the right three words.

Her lips curl toward a sweet grin. She removes her gloves and reaches out to my cheek, her soft fingers sliding across, then caressing my neck. That’s a nice touch. Please, more.

“I don’t want to hear it,” she says, her gaze imparting the playful, though clever tease. “I want to know it.”

Fingers clinging to my neck, she tugs gently, and her loving gaze becomes dreamy. Oh my, I’m trembling. I can’t control myself. Nearing a kiss, my eyes fall closed.

“Our objective is reached, Commander. We must depart immediately.”

Lips puckered and ready to go, I crack one eye open. An intruder has yanked her away. Hey, can’t you see we’re having a moment here? Distracted from the kiss, Christina changes instantly—tender lover turned deadly warrior.

“Of course,” she says, suddenly all business. “Gather the troops and proceed to the rendezvous. Contact the admiral and let him know we have Adam. That will set his mind at ease.”

She takes my hand and tugs, urging me to follow, to which I respond with an equally fierce tug holding her back.

“Adam!” she scolds, then a lover’s grin sneaking out. “We’ll get to that later. We have to go now.”

“Right, but what about him?” I indicate our self-appointed buddy, Bob, who wrestles in the arms of intruders restraining him.

Christina pulls a small device from her belt, advances on Bob, and applies the gadget to his neck. A buzzing sound results and his worthless body slumps to the floor. I’m a bit surprised at how easy that was.

“You didn’t kill him, did you?”

What’s wrong with me? I wanted them all dead a minute ago.

“No, you goof. I just made him sleepy for a while. What about that one?”

“That’s Dave.”

“David?” She rushes closer and gives him a hug, just as the intruders release him, realizing that he’s one of us.

Dave unleashes that big white grin. “Hi, Chris. Nice to see you again.”

She steps back and studies him. “David, you look like . . .”

He scowls. “Like what?” He glares at me, then back to her.

One hand over her mouth, she giggles. “Like a penis.”

Dave glares hard—at me.


 * * *


 We climb a stairwell leading to the rooftop, the rendezvous. Rebel intruders laden with weaponry storm upward, a concert of hurried boot-steps. Christina leads the way, climbing ahead of me as I indulge in each precise movement of her magnificent body, my thoughts chasing after her, catching up to a reality in which I am so near my greatest treasure. It’s too good to be true. Continuing toward our goal, she repeatedly looks over her shoulder to see that I am following, and she smiles. Each time she glances, I’m awarded the glorious vision of the most beautiful woman I have ever laid eyes on. More than physical—what she is, how she moves, the things she says, even what she thinks. All perfect, if there could ever be such a thing. Perhaps not for everyone, but for this man, there is no question—Christina is my perfect.

She asks, “Why are you dressed like them?”

“To sneak in and rescue you.”

“I already escaped,” she says, like it’s no big deal.

I vault up extra steps and continue climbing at her side. “Then why the hell are you back?”

“To sneak in and rescue you.”

Dave hurries up the steps behind us. “You two should talk more. I would’ve preferred staying home, you know, instead of risking my neck for no good reason.”

Christina keeps climbing, silent and gazing at me as I return the same. There is no need for words, our thoughts speak volumes. Yes, she agrees, there is much to talk about now that we’re together again. But first we must escape this evil place, and more so, return home to where it is safe, and where we can endlessly meld in each other’s loving arms. She reaches out and we continue up the steps, hand in hand. The simple embrace is amazing, her soft skin to mine a marvelous sensation capable of setting the entire universe at rest. Well, my universe. My every thought is calm, I am confident and free from all worry. With her hand in mine, I can do anything, and succeed.

Now I will.


 * * *


 The stairwell ends at a single door that opens to the rooftop. The sky is blackened by a swarm of craft, Association and rebel, swooping, diving, and blasting. A chilly wind cuts to the bone, slapping so violent I must struggle for balance.

I shout above the powerful gusts, “What’s going on? All-out war?”

Christina clears scattered hair from her view. “Just a diversion until we could find you.”

One hell of a diversion. Good thing I was here.

A sonorous humming overtakes the howling wind—a large craft drops from the sky. It hovers just above the rooftop, engines whining, then an enormous hatch slides open. Beyond the hatchway is a cavernous compartment roomy enough for the rebel intruders and all their gear.

Troops stream from the stairwell, out the door, and hurry toward the waiting transport. The minor structure they flow from is no larger than the stairwell it covers, and it’s the only projection rising from the rooftop, an entirely flat area lacking even a parapet. In the absence of safeties near the edge, apprehension brews—avoid the perimeter.

Christina stands at the door, guiding troops through. A respected commander leaves no soldier behind. When the last emerge, she brings up the rear. The flow of rebel intruders begins leaping into the transport. Dave scrambles aboard and hollers for me to join him, but I hold back.

“Hurry!” I call to her, the stretch between us feeling like a mile. I want her by my side.

She is not the last. Behind her, someone else steps out the open door.


 * * *


 He looks different since our last encounter, though I doubt he’s become any less evil. Still the devilish gleam in his eye, and rough start of a beard, but now he’s fashioned his hair in a spiky style. This time his attire is somewhat stylish—a long dark coat, over a pressed dress shirt black as night, finished with a soft gold tie.

“Leaving so soon?” Jared says, cocky as always, and holding a weapon in each hand.

Christina spins to face him, a fair distance between them, but closer to him than me. I start for her. She whirls around and sprints toward me.

Jared raises one of his weapons and takes aim. A thin strand streams from the barrel and slaps around her neck. A wire-gun. The restraint holds tight, snapping her back and crashing down. She springs up to regain footing, both hands at her neck, struggling to pry the cable free.

Jared taunts with little jerks of the tether. “She makes a nice pet,” he says, grin growing. “When she’s on a leash.” He flips a lever and pulls the trigger. The wire retracts fast, reeling her in, and she goes stumbling backward, into his clutches. His other weapon is far more deadly—a blast pistol. He presses the barrel tight against her skull.

“Careful now,” he says, watching me advance. “Someone might get hurt.”

I stop dead in my tracks.

He pushes his grotesque face through her hair. “We should spend some time together.”

She swings a fist. “Go to Hell!”

He yanks the wire-gun, whirling her off-balance and out of striking range.

“Been there,” he says. “Actually, I’m the principal architect.”

“Let her go,” I demand.

He swings around to study me, standing here frozen. He eases into a sly grin. “Let her go?”

From above, a blast strikes the rooftop, another smacks the hovering transport. Our comrades take evasive action. Engines screaming, the craft launches to the sky, then the fading whine as they leave us behind.

Jared snaps the wire-gun like a whip and flings Christina careening toward the edge.

No!

At the precipice and teetering unsteady, she says, “Adam, don’t come after me.”

Jared flicks the wire-gun. Like a wave, the energy flows along the slackened line, riding high, and once arriving, knocks Christina off-balance and over the edge, screaming.

“There she goes,” he says.

I target his outstretched arm, determined to reach the wire-gun, whirring shrill and smoking as the spool unwinds furiously. Surprisingly, he steps forward and offers it. I’m nearly to him when the wire reaches the end of its supply—a loud snap. In a blur, the device launches out of his relaxed grip.

“Whoopsie,” he says, pretending surprise.

The wire-gun skitters across the rooftop, following after Christina and her fading screams. I go tearing after it.

“That’s right,” he says. “Go after her.”

I dive to the edge and stretch to reach the gun. At the precipice, it slips through my fingers and sails off the rooftop, gone forever.

Staring over the side, I have a clear view of the street, many floors down. I watch helplessly—horrified—as Christina plummets, screaming the entire distance until muffled by the thick thud of her precious body slamming into the pavement far below.


 * * *


 Fury blackens all sorrow—for now—as anger buries the grief. This is the last time Jared will hurt me, or anyone I love. My rage is so incredible, I have become calm, triggered by an infusion of every emotion released all at once.

I get up and turn to face Jared. He laughs as I start toward him, accelerating each step and rising to a blazing sprint, locked on my prey. He loses the cocky grin and aims his pistol. I don’t care, fire all you like. Nothing—not you or your puny weapons—will stop me.

A sizzling beam shoots from the barrel. I twist and swerve, the beam whizzes past. His next blast can’t match my fluid motion, any assault is useless—I am beyond determined. On his third try I’m in his face, knocking the barrel skyward and him to the deck with a bone-crushing body-slam. I straddle the bastard, deflect his pistol and blasts, my free hand an iron fist—all the weapon I need—fueled by a lunatic frenzy of blows unleashed across his face.

His pistol crashes into my skull like a hammer, sending me over and he gets free. Stunned, I hurry to rise as he sits up and spits a mouthful of blood, his eyes and cheeks badly swollen. For a split-second we lock stares, his that of a hideous monster.

He aims the pistol. I kick for the weapon and connect, knocking it from his grasp, but a scorching blast grazes my arm, screaming fire! One leg out, I’m caught off-balance. He seizes my boot and twists, twirling me over and crashing down. He pins me and returns a frenzy of fists, beating my face until bloody and swollen to match his. I twine our legs and fling hard, flipping him over and rise to the top, bashing his skull until he duplicates the maneuver and regains control. Then I’m back on top, blood slinging from my raging fists—then him, pummeling my face—then me—then him—trading places as we trade blows, rolling across the rooftop knocking the crap out of each other.

With well-matched strength and determination, all we accomplish is beating ourselves equally senseless. Exhausted, his blows become little more than dropping a fist, until even that is too strenuous. He flops over to land on his back, both of us collapsed and laid out flat, catching our breath, bloody, bruised, and beaten.

Jared cocks his head to see the blast pistol lying on the rooftop. He reaches for the weapon, retrieves it, and struggles up onto one knee.

He presses the barrel between my eyes. “You’re done.”

Sonorous humming comes fast and loud. The rebel transport drops from the sky, hanging over the rooftop, and the cargo door slams open. I must be dreaming, to see what I’m seeing, in the threshold wielding a blast cannon. Christina, alive.

“I brought extras,” she says, and aims for Jared.

I knock the pistol from his grip and she opens fire. Jared scrambles to his feet, dodging blasts, and dives for the only available cover—behind the rooftop access structure.

Christina leaps out and rushes to my aid.

“Give me that fucking thing.” I seize the weapon from her, pull the trigger and keep it depressed, screaming a storm of obscenities while the cannon recoils like a jackhammer gone mad. I empty the weapon blasting every square inch of the structure Jared hides behind, reducing it to a mound of debris, then hustle around to the backside, ready to finish the bastard. He stands near the roof’s edge, hands up, a face of stone. A few brisk steps and the weapon is up close and personal, my unblinking eye staring down the barrel into his.

“You’re who’s done.” Not a hint of regret, not a single reason to reconsider, this ends right here, right now. I squeeze the trigger—click.

His blank expression slowly morphs into the cocky Jared I’ve come to know, along with the smug grin I hate.

“You can’t win,” he says.

Behind him, a pair of enemy craft rise from below the precipice, weapons hanging from their bellies, wiggling for aim. He glances over his shoulder, gives me that pansy-ass grin, then drops to the deck. The enemy weapons blaze.

Christina comes out of nowhere and tackles me. We scramble for cover behind the demolished access structure. Vicious humming soars overhead—the rebel transport swoops past, door open with cargo bay full of intruders and their blast cannons. The enemy craft shift to our allies and open fire, rebels return as much or more, and blinding electrobeams fill the sky.

I peer over the smoldering debris and search for Jared. I still want to kill that bastard, at least a hundred times, maybe more.

Christina pulls me down. “Forget about Jared,” she says. “We have to get out of here.”

I call upon my infinite determination.

“I will never forget.”


 * * *


 Enemy squadrons dive from the sky, gunning for the transport. Christina and I sprint across the rooftop, dodging fireballs exploding in our path. Rebel fighters come head-on, soar past and slice through the enemy, delivering a barrage of counter-assault. Brilliant spheres sizzle and crack, and shards of light crash overhead. The rebel transport drops lower, cargo door open and Dave reaching out, joined by a throng of rebel intruders hollering for us to run faster. Their outstretched arms haul us aboard, the door slams shut, and the noise of battle is displaced by screaming engines. The craft tilts in a jerk, forcing all to struggle for balance. A blast strikes and rocks us sideways as the craft launches into the sky.

As the transport climbs rapidly, I stand facing Christina, struggling to comprehend how this is possible.

“Is it really you?” I ask.

“Of course, you goof. Look for yourself.” She widens her eyes.

I could become lost in those blue eyes. I certainly have, and I will again. Of course it’s her, my one and only Christina. But how? I watched her fall, and worse, witnessed the moment of impact. And now here she is, just as before. So much has happened so fast, I don’t know what to believe anymore.

The noisy cargo bay draws my attention. Past Christina, the cavernous interior of the transport spreads out like a warehouse, bustling with activity as rebels dismantle and stow weaponry. Legions of the mysterious individuals work industriously, outfitted in matching black bodysuits, but now with their ski masks removed, the intruders assume a not-so-mysterious sense of personality.

“Who are all your friends?” I ask.

“The finest soldiers this side of the galaxy.” Christina looks across the troops hurrying past, very proud of them, then back to me. “And more than happy to assist when their favorite hero is in trouble.”

“Hey,” Dave says. “Us boys from Idan aren’t so bad.”

Christina laughs. “No offense, David, but you boys wouldn’t stand a chance up against this Theabean regiment.”

“Why not?” I ask. “What makes soldiers from Theabis so special?”

She folds her arms and smiles proudly. “Their commander.”

Dave glances at me and we silently agree—good thing we’re on the same team. Neither of us would want to face Christina in battle.

He asks, “Why are women always right?”

“Easy,” I explain. “They’re female.”

Beyond Dave, an odd sight catches my eye, partly obscured by the stream of soldiers moving past. I work my way through the troops and approach a quiet corner of the cargo bay.

A string of females is seated along a bench, outfitted in the same black bodysuits, but without masks to hide their faces. Silent and unmoving, they sit with supreme posture, projecting mindless gazes from dull gray eyes.

All duplicates of Christina.

Christina—the real Christina—appears at my side. “I came prepared.”

My attention remains on the inanimate copies. “That is creepy.”

“I would have brought some for you, but I wasn’t sure if you remembered how to do it.”

“Do what?” I ask.

“Leave the body and get another,” she says, like it’s no big deal.

I can only stare at—the extras. They’re units, from the farm.

“Do you?” she asks.

Her blunt question only magnifies my discomfort with the whole idea. Do I know how to die?

“This one’s fine for now. Don’t worry about me.”

Her gaze deepens and she becomes somber. She reaches out to caress my swollen cheek. “Adam, all I do is worry about you.”


 * * *


 Our vigorous ascent continues, rocketing into the atmosphere, and Christina guides me to a berthing compartment as I hobble alongside. The reality of warfare has set in—this body has taken a beating. Cuts and bruises, both eyes blackened, every muscle strained. She opens a hatch and pulls me through, then puts me in a bunk where I may recuperate. She gathers antiseptic, gauze and washrags, then kneels at my side, cleaning my wounds.

“Ouch! Take it easy, will ya?”

“Don’t be such a sissy.”

“A sissy? Hey, I could’ve run away.”

“Without me?”

“For all I knew, you were dead.”

She postpones the mild torture, runs her fingers through my hair, and massages my battered skull. Yes, please, more of that. I hurt everywhere, and that kind of tender touch is medicine capable of curing any ailment.

“I would never do that to you, Adam.”

“You wouldn’t?”

She shakes her head and smiles. “No way. I’m with you forever.” She leans close, applies a tender kiss to my forehead, another to the bridge of my nose, then face to face, our lips draw near.

My eyes fall closed.

Next thing I know, my skull whacks a bulkhead.

I look down to see Christina looking up at me, and giggling.

We have escaped the atmosphere.


 * * *


 A rap on the hatch catches our combined attention. Christina draws her wandering hair into a ponytail, then pushes off and glides to the hatch. In the meantime, I fumble for something to hang on to. She opens the door and Dave floats in, studying a sheet of paper he is holding.

“Adam, I think this message is yours.”

“Who’s it from?”

“That’s the weird part.”

“Why? What’s so weird about it?”

Christina peers over his shoulder and studies the message.

Dave says, “I can’t tell if it’s a message for you, or from you.”

“Where’d you get it?”

“It came over standard channels a few minutes ago.”

Christina takes the paper from Dave, then shifts to me and rattles the sheet. “Adam, did you write this?”

“I don’t know. Let’s have a look.”

She hands over the note.


 WE REMIND: The mission is intact and will progress now that we have restored memory and reassembled the team. At this time, what we sought to accomplish will be evident. Proceed immediately to the coordinates indicated by the diagram. Good luck. Adam.
 

“Well?” Dave asks. “Did you write it?”

“That’s not important.” I pat down the pockets of my jacket. Where is it?

“Who is we?” Christina asks.

“It doesn’t matter. More important is what it says.”

Where is that thing? I know I put it in one of these pockets.

Dave asks, “What’s it say that’s so important?”

Here it is—the computer printout with star-map and precise coordinates.

“It says my intentions are not denied. I remember what I was doing in the first place, before any of this.”

“And what is that?” he asks.

I wave the diagram. “Obtaining a scrap of restricted information.”

Christina gets excited. “You got it?”

“Got what?” Dave asks.

“We will not be going home.”

Dave looks surprised. “We’re not? Then where?”

My determination is infinite. I have restored myself, including my memory, and with it—the original mission. I know who I am, where I’ve been, and most important, where I am going. Now I will discover the unknown—the fate of our missing friends.

“The Restricted Zone.”


 # # #
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