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Chapter One

Duncan Gage sensed a wrongness when he awoke. An absence on the other side of the bed when he'd been expecting to wake up with Marlene Hefter: the woman with whom he'd gone to sleep. Marlene and he had been seeing each other fairly regularly lately. He enjoyed her company and certainly enjoyed the sex. When she stayed over, he could almost predict that they'd wind up in the shower together in the morning and then go back to bed for a while before breakfast. That being the case, the blank side of the bed was as much disappointing as disconcerting. He listened, thinking she might have gone to the bathroom or even begun her shower, expecting him to hear the water running and join her. Then he realized that only the bedroom night light was on. The bathroom door stood ajar, but there was neither sound nor light coming from inside it.

Reaching out, he flicked on the bedside lamp. He sat up in bed and looked around. Marlene's clothes lay undisturbed just where she'd left them on one of the chairs. Her purse lay on its side atop the chest of drawers, also just as it had been when they'd slid into bed together. Her see-through nightgown lay tangled in the sheets of the bed. More puzzled than alarmed, Duncan slid his feet over the side of the bed and stood up. He pulled on his robe and headed for the kitchen, but slowly, staring in all directions in case Marlene had gotten up and for some reason wandered into another room of the house he'd bought the year before. He found no sign of her.

Befuddled, he almost automatically went through the motions of getting a pot of coffee in motion. He left it to brew and returned to the bedroom, again gazing around in case she'd fallen or... hell, he didn't know what. Frankly, he just couldn't imagine her getting up during the night and walking away stark naked, leaving all her other belongings including her flimsy nightgown behind. They certainly hadn't quarreled, so there was no reason for her to have left. It didn't make sense. He felt distinctly uneasy but not yet really alarmed. There has to be a logical explanation, he told himself.

He entered the bathroom, shucked his robe and showered quickly. As he dried himself, he listened for sounds of Marlene stirring about, but he heard nothing. He dressed in jeans and shirt, ran a shaver over his face and combed his mass of black wavy hair into some kind of order. He went into the living room and sat down in his easy chair. He picked up the phone, held it a moment, and then dropped it back into its cradle. He had intended to call the police and report Marlene missing but hesitated, remembering how many times he'd read in detective fiction that adults wouldn't be entered on a missing person's list for three days. After all, he knew what they'd say-if his girlfriend decided to get up in the middle of the night and go somewhere, she was, after all, an adult and could do as she damn well pleased.

Except that it didn't make a lick of sense. She'd never do anything like that, except under duress. She was level-headed-a senior editor at a major publishing company who, prior to that, had been a tenured professor at the university. She was no more likely to go wandering off in the middle of the night than baby not yet able to walk. Except that she obviously had-and from a home locked from the inside.

A horrid thought came to mind. Suppose she'd gotten up for some reason-maybe something as mundane as wanting a drink of water-and encountered an intruder with a gun who then silently took her captive. Duncan got up and went to the front door. The chain was still hooked in place. He checked the back door. Same thing. Becoming anxious now, he went around to each window. They were all locked by the little tabs which prevented them from being opened from the outside.

He returned to the living room, scratching his head. Shit, he thought. She couldn't have gone anywhere! Am I going crazy? Once more, he made a circuit of the house, not that he thought he could have overlooked her. This time, however, he poked into the closets, opened cabinets, got down on his hands and knees and looked under both beds. He even explored in places where she couldn't possibly have hidden, even had that been her intention.

It was at that point that he began doubting his own memory. He thought for a moment. So far as he remembered, he and Marlene had left work at Prince's Publishing, Inc. and joined June and Les for drinks while waiting for the Denver traffic to die down to something more than a crawl.

Duncan waited impatiently until fifteen minutes after eight and dialed the firm. He asked for June, who answered promptly.

Before he could begin to explain, June was off and running in her usual peripatetic style of speech. "Dunc, you and Marly must have had a hell of a night after you left us. You're both late! Better get a move on. The editorial conference starts at nine. And hey, I... "

"June, I don't know where Marly is. She... she was gone when I woke up this morning, but all her things are still here."

"What? What do you mean?"

"She's gone," he repeated. "All my doors and windows were locked form the inside. Her clothes and purse are still here, but she's gone!"

"Duncan Gage, are you pulling some kind of bullshit joke? I don't think it's funny!"

"I'm not joking. I tell you, she's gone!"

A silence ensued on June's end of the line.

"June? Are you there?"

"I'm here. You're sure you're not joking?"

"No, damn it, I am not joking! She disappeared wearing absolutely nothing. All her clothes are here-even her nightgown."

"I think you'd better call the police, then."

"They'll think I'm nuts if I tell them that my girlfriend disappeared and left all the locks intact. Even the chain on both doors."

"Even more reason to call, then."

He considered for a moment more and then gave up. "Okay, I'll call. Tell Sid I won't be in until late, if at all."

"Okay, I'll tell him you have an emergency situation. I'll explain to him later. Let me know, huh?"

"I will. Promise." He hung up. For a long moment, he sat in his chair reflecting, but no momentous new ideas occurred to him. Reluctantly, he reached down to the shelf below the top of the chair-side table and produced the Denver phone directory. He found the number of the police department and held his finger on it while he dialed. Reluctantly.

Duncan was surprised. His call was handled routinely at first, but after he described the circumstances, the operator asked him to hold and transferred him to someone else.

"This is Detective Jordon, Mr. Duncan. I'd be interested to hear you describe the circumstances of your missing girl friend. Would you, please?"

"But I just told someone about it!"

"Yes, but that person wasn't a detective. Please, I really do want to hear what happened."

Patiently, Duncan again described the circumstances of Marlene's disappearance.

"Are you at home now, Mr. Duncan?"

"Yes, I am. I haven't gone anywhere since I woke up and found that Marlene was gone."

"Fine. Would you mind staying there until my partner and I can get out there? It will take about thirty minutes or so."

"No, I guess not. But what... "

"We'll be there in a half hour, Mr. Duncan. Wait for us, please."

***

Caden Jordan stood for a moment after disconnecting. He had the kind of mind that disliked inconsistencies, but on the other hand he loved to root out the source of them. He glanced over to the desk in the precinct homicide division he shared with his partner, William Borders. It was one of several in the open room visible from where he stood. Most were in open-ended cubicles intended to provide a modicum of privacy and abate some of the constant noise. They did little of either. He took a few steps toward their desk. Borders looked up with raised brows as he approached.

"What we got?" he asked. His voice was slightly gravelly from years of smoking.

"Another locked-room missing person. Just what we need to make our day."

"Shit." Borders pulled on his overlarge nose that detracted from his otherwise good looks. "How come missing persons isn't catching it?"

"Because I told them we wanted the next one." Caden was the senior partner.

Borders' brows rose again. "You think he whacked her?"

"Didn't sound like it, but if it checks out, this will be the third case. Person goes missing, taking nothing with them, and is never seen again. That makes the disappearances possible homicides, which means you and your big schnozz get to leave the paperwork and take a ride with me."

"Does Bond know?" Lt. Bond was the supervisor for their homicide division.

"Yeah, I already told him I wanted the next weird one."

"Joy. Let's do it." Borders got to his feet and reached for his jacket.

***

Since Borders liked to drive and he didn't, Caden took shotgun. He cracked the window, knowing his partner would soon light up another cigarette after already finishing one on the way to their car, a reasonably new and reasonably clean Ford.

"So, what's this, the third?" Borders asked as he pulled out of the parking lot.

"Yeah. That we know of. There might have been others earlier that we missed. Matter of fact, if this one turns out the same, I think I'll send out a bulletin to some other big cities. See if they've had anything like it."

"They'll think you're nuts."

Caden snorted. "Locked Room Mysteries! More likely, they'll think I'm bullshitting or cracking up. Y'know?"

"Or reading too many detective stories," Borders added with a chuckle.

"Yeah. That, too." He paused in thought for a moment. "They could be homicides, you know."

"Sure they could. I think you just got tired of looking at deaders and grabbed these to play with."

Caden shrugged. "Anyway, some of our regular missing persons might fit the category if we were to re-examine them. Once is a happenstance. Twice a coincidence. Three times and you have a pattern. I suspect there's more than three in the city, if we look hard enough."

Besides querying other police departments, he intended to set up a computer search of the missing persons files for the last year or so and see what turned up. He hated not being able to explain all the facets of a case and rarely rested until he could. He was the analyst of the team. Borders was the plodder, rarely missing an important piece of data. He and Borders had a great closure rate. He just hoped that a real bad homicide didn't fall on them until he chased this phenomenon down. Regular homicides, no sweat. Husband shoots wife or vice versa. Gangbanger shoots it out with rival drug dealer. No sweat. Break-in homicide. Problem that would probably take time to solve, but still in the category of the routine. Persons vanishing from a locked house... interesting problem: the kind he preferred.

***

An hour later Caden and his partner had gone over the disappearance of one Marlene Hefter in minute detail, right down to walking through the house with Duncan Gage while he showed them how the chains on both the front and back doors were hooked when he made his first tour of the place that morning. He showed them how the windows each had the little tabs turned so that they couldn't be opened from the outside. They would have been turned the wrong way had Marlene exited through a window and then closed it behind her.

"You see?" he said, speaking to Caden, whom he had identified as the one in charge. "There's just no goddamned way she could have left without leaving a sign of how she did it." His voice had lost some of its assurance by this time. A little while before, he'd had the sudden thought that the detectives might possibly be considering him a suspect. Shit, if he were a detective, he might think he was a suspect, too. The whole thing made no sense, and he was becoming a little unglued.

The detectives exchanged glances. Both had long experience in picking up on little characteristics people exhibited while lying, and neither had any reason so far to disbelieve the man's story. He was nervous, sure, and becoming more so as time wore on, but he was still sincere and honest, so far as they could tell.

"Mr. Gage, right now I have to tell you that we don't have a clue as to how this happened. We'll enter Marlene's name on the missing person's list immediately and attach a high priority to it. For the time being, that's all we can do, other than talk to some of your and her friends and acquaintances and see if we can develop any sort of pattern or reason to the... uh, event." Caden took out his holder and extracted one of his personal cards. He handed it to Gage. "Call me if anything else comes up, anything at all. Okay?"

"I will. You bet I will!"

"And in the meantime, don't leave town, and notify us if you change addresses or phone numbers."

"Why would I do that? Shit, I own this home."

"Of course. Just routine procedure, Mister Gage. We'll be in touch." Each of them shook hands with Gage and departed. Caden had a frown on his face. Borders only looked puzzled.

"Coffee and something to eat?" Borders asked.

"Later. Let's get back and do the paperwork on this, silly as it sounds. I can already hear what Bond is gonna say."

"Yeah. Gage is the perp. That's what he'll say."

"He'll be wrong, though."

Borders sighed. "Yeah, I think so, too."

***

"He volunteered to take a lie detector test," Caden told Jules Bond when the Lieutenant questioned Caden and Borders' conclusion that Gage was telling the truth.

"Can't be," he said. "Vanishing from a locked house occurs only in that Agatha Christie shit. Bring him in and sweat him, why don't you?"

"He's told us all he knows already, Boss. Look, how about holding off and letting me send a query out to the departments of some major cities and see if they've run across anything like this. Gage's girlfriend wasn't the first, you know. Remember the dude who was a co-owner of that little genetics lab? And his partners still swear he'd never have done it without telling them? He vanished from his bed where he was lying right next to his wife. Never heard from again. Left a wife and a kid behind."

"That happens a lot."

"Yeah, but there's almost always precipitating circumstances. And usually the dopes leave a trail a mile wide. Not happening in these cases."

"All right, all right!" Bond threw up his hands. "Go on, get out of here. Send your queries. And in the meantime, Travers has a body for you. One that hasn't vanished."

***

"Two from Houston. One from Santa Fe. Six from Los Angeles. Two from Denver. A dozen from the East Coast. Another from... "

"All right, stop. I get it," Bond said from behind the desk in his office. "Now tell me what you're planning on doing about it in your voluminous spare time? The fucking drug wars are heating up again. The Chief says if another innocent bystander gets caught in the line of fire, someone else is going to, too. Meaning, get busy and make some arrests, if only to get the shits off the street for a few days."

"I'll make time somehow, Boss. This is some weird shit. I sent back and asked for details of all the missing persons. There's got to be a common denominator." At least, he thought, there must be.
Everything has an explanation, if you look hard enough.

"There doesn't have to be, Jordan. People go missing all the time. You know that as well as I do."

"The kicker is the way they went in all these cases, Boss. They disappeared into thin air. Even when there were routes they could have taken to leave without being seen, they all left seemingly without any clothes on. What they'd been wearing was found lying on the floor or on a bed. Tell me, where in hell can a nude man, or worse yet, a stark naked woman, go without being noticed? Shit, wives or husbands or significant others would surely know what the missing person had been wearing-or not wearing."

"All right, goddamnit, you always like the fucking mysterious shit. Work at it, but don't slough off on your regular caseload. Got me?"

"Got it, Boss."

"Good. Now get out of here and let me get some work done."

Caden went.



Chapter Two

Police Sergeant Jeffrey Morgan had been in a car accident that injured one of his legs and prevented him from fulfilling his usual patrol duty in the streets of Pittsburgh. Being the type who liked to stay busy, he refused to take his last two weeks of allowed medical leave and asked for limited duty. After a bit of paper shuffling, he wound up in the missing persons department, filling in for an officer on vacation. He thought nothing of the first request from his colleagues in Denver for files of missing persons who had vanished under peculiar circumstances-files where the cases were still open. He was much more concerned, not to say puzzled, when soon afterward a similar request came across his desk from none other than an agent representing the NSA. Knowing better than to cross swords with a subunit of Homeland Security, he provided the data promptly, but he didn't let it stop there. Officer Morgan never had liked puzzles, and two requests for the same data from different organizations presented a puzzle he thought about for a day or so but couldn't solve to his satisfaction. He took the matter up with his supervisor, Lieutenant Goldgreen.

"Yeah, Lou, from the NSA. And before that from the PD in Denver. What do you think's going on? Could it be a serial killer, maybe?"

"The NSA doesn't normally get involved with serial killers, Jeff. Damned if I know why they'd want the same data Denver requested, though."

"That's what I thought," Morgan said. "I couldn't think of a reason. Can you?"

"Not right off hand. Tell you what, I'll take it up with the Captain when he comes back from lunch. Run me off copies of the requests and the data you sent, and we'll see what he says."

From there, the little riddle made its way on up the chain of command to the Pittsburgh Chief of Police, and from there sideways to Washington where it bounced from a statistics office to the CIA, and then into the warren of offices the burgeoning Department of Homeland Security occupied, where it traveled to several other offices before finally arriving in the office of the Assistant Director of the NSA for personnel, Georgette Cranshall. Her Chief of Staff couldn't figure out what was going on, so, without bothering to notify her, he took it upon himself to send it back down the chain of command of the NSA with a request for explanation from the originating party or parties. He didn't think she should be bothered with such trivia when much more important items were crossing her desk with a never-ending relentlessness. Inevitably, it eventually it arrived on the desk of Jerry Redstone. But that took almost two weeks.

***

"But how the hell did they manage it, Larry? I can see the Chinks or Russkies wanting to get their hands on Doctor Bigelow, but sneaking into his house in the middle of the night and dragging him off without waking his wife strikes me as a stupid way of doing it," Ruthanne Carter said. "It doesn't make a fucking lick of sense."

Lawrence Tracker moved some papers around on his desk and then looked up. "It worked, didn't it?"

"Did it? Or did he just decide to take a powder?"

"There's nothing to indicate that he was having problems at home. No gambling that we know of or any other of the usual stuff. I think it was the Chinese."

Ruthanne had been partnered with Tracker at the NSA for only a short time. They were both field agents for the National Security Agency. Both had made their way up the career ladder to date from their acumen at background investigation of NSA employees-those whose actions for one reason or another might compromise security.

"Okay, I give you that. I don't really think he just all of a sudden decided to leave his wife and daughter. But damn it, there's something funny about the method."

"I can agree with that. Question is, where do we go from here?"

Ruthanne looked away for a moment, thinking. She had already decided that Tracker was one of those types who were just a bit lazy but so brilliant that it almost never mattered. She hadn't decided yet whether she liked him personally or not. He had a rather plain face but nice wavy brown hair he wore a little longer than fashionable, nor was he all that big a man: a couple of inches shy of six feet. However, she'd heard he was a martial arts expert. He was also unmarried, just as she was.

"Maybe we should see if there have been other cases like this, lately?" she suggested.

"Wouldn't we know? No, not necessarily," he contradicted himself. "We usually get them before they go missing, if any have. Why not start there?"

"I could set up some algorithms, but getting the computer time might be tough right now what with the upheavals in China and India. The analysts are trying to sort out who's likely to come out on top and what they'll do if and when. Not to mention the problem with Israel." She was something of a computer whiz but had resisted attempts to transfer into a desk job working with the big mainframes would entail. She preferred outside work.

"There's always a problem with Israel."

"Uh huh. I guess I could write a program for my own computer, but it would take a lot more time and wouldn't contain nearly as much data."

"Tell you what. Let's use yours and see if we get any preliminary results-enough to take it to the boss. He'd be more apt to back our request to use the mainframe that way."

"Yeah, and the analysts would probably take it away from us." The expression on her classically pretty face was enough to let him know what she thought of analysts who grabbed data dug up by field agents and then used it to further their own careers.

"Breaks of the game, but if you want to go with it we'll have to take the chance. We sure as hell haven't made any progress going in other directions."

Ruthanne tilted her head slightly. It was a characteristic of hers when she was debating internally with herself. She wasn't aware of it, nor was she aware that Laurence Tracker thought it was an attractive trait. In fact, he thought she was a very attractive woman, and truth be told, she was. She wore her black hair below her shoulders sometimes but usually braided it in a single complicated pigtail that kept it out of her way while she was on duty. She had noticed him admiring her, but that was nothing remarkable. Most men did. She was small, with a petite figure that was well curved, especially upstairs. He looked at her often but in a way that was removed from blatant ogling.

"A penny?"

"Oh. Sorry, I was thinking. This is Friday. Are you free this weekend?"

"Nothing I can't get out of if it's important."

"All right, let's spend the rest of the day making notes of things we won't be able to get from here at home. Then you can help me work up a program- parameters and that sort of thing-and I'll write the algorithms. We'll see what comes up."

He nodded. "Do we ask the main office for data on missing employees? Or branch offices? Or the boss?"

Ruthanne ran a forefinger over her lips-another trait indicating that she was thinking. "We'll ask, but carefully. I'd rather we didn't raise a ruckus right off."

He smiled. "Suits. Let's get busy."

***

"Well, you can't say we didn't get results," Caden said. "Now the problem is, what the hell do we do with them?" He and Borders were at a cops' bar a couple of blocks from the precinct, having a beer after leaving for the day.

"I'm not so sure we have anything, partner." He tilted his glass, emptied it and added more from the bottle. "Or at least, anything we can take to the boss."

"Yeah, it's all kind of nebulous, but still... look, most of the MPs, the missing persons, are middle to upper class. No one ever sees them go, and in fact they all seem to go when they should have been asleep. Doesn't that suggest anything to you?" Caden took a drink of his own beer and licked foam from his upper lip. He had poured too quickly and got more of a head in his glass than intended.

"Sure. Don't go to sleep." Seeing no reaction from his partner, he quickly added, "Sorry. Guess that wasn't funny. Thing is, I can't see a way to go much further with this shit, interesting as it is."

"It's more than just interesting, William my friend. It's fucking batshit weird."

"Mmm. I wonder if anyone else has noticed."

"Like who?"

"Homeland Security, maybe? The CIA? FBI? Seems like someone oughta have picked up on it by now."

"Out of the mouths of babes," Caden said. "On the other hand, there's still not too many of them, and they're so scattered that the whole situation may still be undercover."

"Maybe undercover on purpose?"

"Uhm. Could be, I guess. But if it was that much of a secret I doubt we'd have gotten the replies we did."

"Yeah, guess so. Just a thought."

"It's a good one, Bill. Do you know anyone in HS?"

"Only a few Fibs and I doubt that you want to bring them in."

"Not only no, but hell no. They'd either call us crazy or jump on it and take all the credit. We'd never get a mention if they figured it out."

"If we can't, I doubt that they could."

"Not individually, but remember, the Fibs have all the resources of the government to call on. We don't." he drained his glass. "Another beer?"

Borders glanced at his watch. "One more, and then I gotta head for home. Betty said next time I'm late for dinner without a good reason she's going to stuff it in me from the other end."

Caden chuckled and signaled for another round. He wasn't letting on to Borders or their boss, but he was beginning really to worry about a conspiracy of some sort. He just didn't know what to do about it, or rather, he wasn't sure of which path to take in letting higher-ups know what he thought. Those higher than Lieutenant Bond, whose worries were more attuned to homicide clearance rates than conspiracies.

As he poured from the new bottle into his glass, his attention went back to his original question. "Okay, so you don't know anyone in HS except FBI types. How about someone who knows someone?"

"Negative," Borders replied after a moment of thought.

"Shit. Me, neither. Come to think about it, though, maybe I do know someone to call." He pulled out his phone and went to the menu to find the list of numbers that weren't keyed in for speed dialing. He searched and found the name he wanted: an old friend from his hitch in the army who he knew had gone into intelligence work at the Pentagon. The friend was probably still at work, even given the time difference between Denver and the East Coast, but he didn't know that number. Instead he called the man's home. His wife answered.

"Glenda? Caden Jordan. Remember me? Yeah, fine. How about you? Good. Hey, I don't suppose Sam is home yet, is he? He's a glutton for punishment, isn't he? Would you give him a message, then? Thanks. Here's my number. Just ask him to call me when he gets home." He gave Glenda his cell phone number, chatted a couple more minutes catching up on minutiae, and then hung up.

"Who'd you call?" Borders asked.

"A friend that works in the Pentagon. He'll call me when he gets home. He puts in more hours there than any two other officers, especially considering the shit going on overseas. I'll bet he knows something, or if he doesn't he'll know someone we can talk to."

"Good deal. You can tell me about it tomorrow. I have to scram."

Caden stayed for one more beer while looking over the female prospects. Seeing no one he was interested in at the moment, he decided to call it a night. His friend, Colonel Samuel Ender, called just after he arrived at his apartment and hung up his jacket.

"Sambo! Hey good to hear your voice. How they hanging?"

He laughed at Ender's answer, and then got down to business. It took about five minutes to relate what they knew so far.

"Y'know, Caden, this sounds ominous in a way, but I haven't heard anything out of the ordinary. People go missing all the time."

"Do you know anyone in Homeland Security or one of the departments I could talk to that might be interested in following up on it?"

"Mmm. Let me think... Ah! Hell yeah, she'd be interested if anyone is. She's my niece, so treat her gently. I don't want her to get into any trouble."

"No problem. I'll be discreet as hell."

"Okay, her name is Ruthanne Carter. She's with NSA. Hang on a minute and let me find her number."

He was gone for what seemed like a long time to Caden, but his watch said it was only a few minutes.

"Here's her number. Ready?"

"Shoot." He copied it down and made sure he had the spelling of the name right, and then, just as he had with Glenda, he spent some time catching up on their affairs. It made him vaguely ashamed that he had let friendships lapse, but on the other hand he thought that the friends probably felt the same way. Once off the phone, he got comfortable in an old pair of jeans and shirt, poured a dollop of Scotch over ice, and sat down in his easy chair. He picked up his phone from the cradle where it lived before he took it to bed and dialed Ruthanne Carter's number.

***

"You've got a nice place here," Tracker said as they entered Ruthanne's home in a gated suburb near Maryland but still in the Washington district. Is it yours?"

"Uh huh."

He whistled. She knew he was thinking of what it cost and how she could afford it on her salary.

"I inherited it from the folks. The taxes are bad, but it beats paying rent or living in an apartment. Make yourself comfortable, and I'll fix us a drink."

"Do you have any bourbon?'

"Jim Beam is all. I usually drink Jack Daniels or a white Zinfandel."

"Okay, I'll have whatever you're having."

"Brave man. Black Jack it is. Come on down to the den. You can take your jacket off there and hang up your piece." She dropped down two steps into a spacious wood-paneled room, complete with bar, comfortable chairs and couches and a big television but no pool table. He liked that. He never had cared for pool.

Ruthanne placed their drinks atop coasters on the coffee table in front of the couch, and then excused herself. She went to her bedroom and shucked her business suit in favor of jeans and an old soft shirt. Had she been alone, she would have dispensed with her bra, but she refrained from doing so with Larry here. Not yet, anyway, and maybe never. She still hadn't made up her mind about him, but so far, he rated mostly favorable-certainly more favorable than anyone else she had been out with lately. When she returned, she brought her laptop and pads and pens.

"Let's relax first and talk business after I get on the outside of some ethanol. I can make some sandwiches later, or we can send out for pizza, or whatever."

"Pizza sounds good, and I wouldn't mind unwinding a bit. I've been thinking about that shit all day."

She laughed. "Business already. Actually, I have, too." She took a long enthusiastic sip of her drink. It made her feel better almost immediately. Living alone and being without a current male friend, she had gotten into the habit of imbibing a couple of drinks before making dinner, if she felt like cooking. Usually she didn't-not for just herself.

"All right, we may as well get started. It's going to take a while anyhow. Go ahead and make a note of anything you think we should include while I start typing in what I know we'll need for the program."

He picked up one of the pads. Ruthanne placed her laptop across her thighs and began entering all the parameters she could think of. During the day she had gotten the missing persons departments of the Washington D.C. police as well as from two other cities, Detroit and Pittsburgh, where she had contacts in their police departments-people who could be trusted keep her queries as quiet as possible and to send her their latest unsolved missing persons files. She wasn't too specific in delineating the types of cases, in hopes that her requests would seem fairly innocuous but still hush-hush and related to national security. In addition, she very carefully went into the general NSA computer files her security allowed and queried its search engine about agents and/or employees of NSA who had disappeared without apparent cause.

She found several but discarded all but two. The others she knew had been written off to counterespionage agents. She went back and forth between windows on her laptop, sifting out the wheat from the chaff while thinking that a remarkable number of people vanished every day, or attempted to vanish. Most failed in their mission, but here and there it appeared that a few succeeded. Once she had all the cases she thought might be pertinent, she began going back and entering particulars such as occupation, age, sex, and marital status, or, failing that, the pertinent facts of significant others along with any other items or events she could think of that might possibly tie them together, or, on the other hand, eliminate some of them.

She paused now and then to take a sip of Jack Daniels. Each time she did so, she glanced at Tracker. He was still busily writing on the pad propped on his crossed legs. She finished her drink about the same time as she came to a stopping point.

"How are you doing, Larry?" she asked.

"Still thinking. I'm not the computer whiz you are, but I know a lot of what we need to look for if we're going to get anywhere soon."

"Why don't I send for a pizza while we have another drink? I'm ready to look at what you have and see how much we duplicated."

"Suits. I'll make the drinks while you look at my notes, if that's okay."

"Go ahead. I'll call our order in and see what you have."

Surprisingly to her, after a fashion, he had come up with a goodly number of points she hadn't considered, although she thought she probably would have gotten most of them eventually. At any rate, he had done well. She was impressed, but then she already knew he was smart. For one thing, he had starred a note that neither of them had thought of until now: disappearances of more than one person at the same time.

Now, that was an interesting thought. She remembered a couple of the cases sent to her that might have been couples. They had just been entered separately in the files. She checked back, compared dates, times and addresses and found two matches-both couples in their thirties.

Accepting the fresh drink, Ruthanne remarked, "You know, I can't help wondering if anyone else is working on unusual missing persons cases besides us. Just from what few areas I queried, I'd be surprised if no one is."

"If they're scattered, maybe not. How did I do?"

"Good-especially your note on more than one." She smiled at him. "That was good thinking, and sure 'nuff, I found two of them I'd overlooked. I don't know exactly how to enter them in the program, but I'll think of a way so it can be considered. You know, I'm beginning to think this might be a lot bigger than we thought when we started with Dr. Bigelow's disappearance."

"Uh huh, I agree. And say... I wonder if any other countries are finding events like these?"

Ruthanne was startled into taking a larger drink than she had intended. She coughed and stared at Tracker. "Larry, damn it, why didn't I think of that? Hell, our MPs don't necessarily have anything to do with another country!"

"But... never mind. We don't know anything yet. I wonder how we could discreetly find out, though?"

"Beats me. We can't just call the Kremlin and ask how many of their agents have gone missing, not to mention private citizens."

"No, we can't, not without causing a ruckus."

She sighed. "That's one that'll have to wait until we see what we come up with once we do our correlations-if we come up with anything."

They were just polishing off the pizza when her phone rang. Tracker politely got up in order to give her some privacy, but he hadn't taken more than a few steps away when she motioned him back.

He stood and listened.

Ruthanne's voice and expression became more animated the longer she talked. "No shit? That many? Uh huh. Now listen, Detective Jordan, you're obviously a very bright man to have gotten as far as you have, but I sincerely believe we should combine forces. Uh huh. Have you got any vacation time coming? Good. Can you take it? All right, when? Next week sounds great. How about if we pay your way to Fort Meade, Maryland for a few days and you bring everything you have with you? Would that work? You sure? Great! Give me your email, and let me make certain I've got your name spelled right and your phone number. I'll make reservations for you and email them to you. No, not a word, not to anyone. I believe this is bigger than either of us thought at first. Great. Good talking to you, too. See you soon. Call if anything else unusual comes up in the meantime, okay? Good." She closed her phone and simply stared into space for a time.

Finally, Tracker asked "Problems?"

"Huh? Oh, sorry. I was wool gathering." She took a deep breath. "Larry, believe it or not, we are involved in a phenomenon of some sort that I really don't understand." She began relating all that Detective Jordan had told her while watching to see how he reacted. When he did it was in the form of a question.

"Did I hear you offer to pay for him to come here?"

She nodded. "We can draw on our slush fund to pay for it. If accounting gives us a hard time, I'll cover it myself. We need to talk to him. And Larry... how about we not involve the boss just yet? Not until after we talk to Jordan and enter his data into our program?"

"Your program. I couldn't write one. All I can help with is thinking up parameters to use."

"Whatever. Whew! Talking to him took something out of me. I need a stretch. How about you?"

"Okay. Walk?"

"Yeah. I've got a big back yard."

She led him out the back way. Dusk had fallen, but the two security lights and that shining from the house gave enough to see by. She took him on a slow circuit of the yard, pointing out her favorites, the azaleas that were in full bloom, and laughing when he almost stepped into the little fish pond, owing to his keeping his eyes on her instead of watching where he was going. The stars were out but couldn't be seen in their full brilliance because of the city lights. Nevertheless, they provided a nice backdrop to the brief break. She thought for a moment that he would kiss her when they paused just before going back in. She was mildly disappointed that he didn't. Maybe he was just a slow starter. Or maybe he was seeing someone else. She hadn't asked.

"That was nice," he commented when they were back inside and seated. "Back to work?"

"Uh huh. Let me check my email and see if Jordan has sent his data yet." He hadn't. She supposed it would take a little time for him to organize it in attachments, even if he was in a position to do so without being questioned at the moment. She felt impatient, restless, wanting to get on with what they were doing, but she wanted Jordan's data before going further.

Impulsively, she asked "Larry, are you serious with anyone right now?"

"Not really," he said after raising his brows for a moment. "You?"

"No. Not for a while, now."

"Then maybe... "

Her laptop dinged, indicating incoming mail. She glanced at it and saw that it was from Jordan. She was almost sorry. She put it back in her lap and glanced at him.

"Move over closer and read it with me."

A half hour later she looked up. "Whew! He and his partner have been busy little boys. Look, it's going to take me a while to enter all this, write a preliminary program, and transfer it all to my PC. There's not much you can do to help, so why don't we plan on meeting tomorrow morning back here?"

"How about breakfast? We could meet somewhere and then come here."

"I'll scramble us an egg. Plan on staying the day, though. I think we're going to have a lot to talk about."

"Sounds good." He stood up.

She walked him to the front door. She could see how indecisive he was. She reached her hands up around his neck and drew his head down for a kiss. She meant it to be brief, but it went on longer than she intended. When her lips parted for his tongue, she let it go for a moment, and then broke it off.

"G'night, Larry. See you tomorrow."

He smiled down at her. "I'll be looking forward to it."



Chapter Three

Caden Jordan made certain he arrived at the precinct office early. He wanted to catch his partner before he got off on some errand or caught an assignment from Bond. In retrospect, he knew he should have called him yesterday evening after he'd had the conversation with Carter, the NSA agent, but he hadn't. Fortunately, Borders arrived a little earlier than usual and Bond had yet to appear.

"Let's go and get some coffee," he said immediately to Borders.

"Huh? I've already... "

Caden gripped his arm firmly. "We'll bring back some donuts," he announced to the only other two detectives there. He urged Borders toward the elevator. Once inside, Borders spoke up.

"What in hell's got you all roused up this morning? Did you find someone to go home with last night?"

"Better than that, in a way. I'll tell you outside. We can walk."

"Shit, Caden, it's cold out there."

"All right, all right, we'll take the car."

Caden slid into the driver's seat, for a change. He started the engine in order to get some heat going but made no effort to leave.

"I talked to an agent at the National Security Agency last night. Want to know what she said?"

"She?"

"Yeah, she. Don't read anything into it that isn't there. She wants to fly me to Fort Meade in Maryland Tuesday. It seems as if we ain't the only one that has problems with MPs."

"No shit? What'd she say?"

"Not much, really, but she did ask us to sit on what we have for the time being." He shifted into drive and pulled forward.

"They going to freeze us out, is that it?"

"She didn't come off that way. Anyhow, I have paid reservations for a flight out Tuesday. I've got lots of vacation time coming, and I'm going to take the rest of the week."

"Bond won't like it."

"He never likes it. Too bad. I feel a depression coming on, and the only cure is some vacation time."

"So how come she didn't invite us both, huh? Answer me that."

Caden felt vaguely embarrassed but answered as best he could. "She didn't say, but I am the senior partner. She asked. Maybe her budget is as limited as ours."

"Maybe she just wants your body."

"Huh! She probably looks like Raggedy Ann." Her voice didn't sound that way, though. She spoke pleasantly with a soft twang.

The donuts and coffee had been only an excuse not to be seen whispering to Borders. Detectives were curious dudes, or they wouldn't be detectives. He hadn't wanted any of them to notice anything out of the ordinary. The donuts were appreciated, though. He carried the remainder of his coffee into Bond's office as soon as he arrived.

"Whatever you're planning on asking, the answer is no," Bond said immediately.

"Boss, I need a vacation and now is a good time. The only case worth mentioning is the Verston Murder, and Bill can handle that without my help."

The lieutenant stared at him suspiciously. "Why do I get the impression you're trying to put one over on me?"

"Probably because you're always so suspicious of my perfectly legitimate requests, Boss. Don't worry, I'll be back by next Monday, and I'll spend all day today clearing up my paperwork."

"All right, but I still think you're up to something. Go on, get outa here."

Caden left, smiling.

***

Ruthanne had been glad in the past that field agents were given so much leeway to set their own schedules and make reports, especially the latter. It wasn't quite that easy now, though. Jerry Redstone, their immediate supervisor, wasn't one of her favorite persons. He tended to want everything neat and tidy and fitted into known categories. If an employee, Dr. Bigelow for example, went missing, he wanted him to have had a mistress or a gambling problem. Or he wanted there to be obvious evidence of abduction by a foreign power or any number of other reasons. He did not want the disappearance to be mysteriously unexplained. He wanted his reports in on time and became seriously upset when they weren't. He graded his subordinates on how well they dressed and how punctual they were and how they treated their superiors but hardly ever on the actual work they did. He took that for granted, so long as their goals were accomplished.

Ruthanne had yet to decide on how to approach Redstone to present their findings when they were completed. She was already contemplating going over his head. For one thing, he was notorious for letting critical information slip out in conversations, through lack of forethought. Depending on what they discovered, she thought it might be best if the explanation was never made public. It was a startling thought in a way, for data on missing persons didn't normally affect national security unless those who went missing were spies, of course. So far, none of them were, although three employees of HS were among their statistical universe and two of them had belonged to NSA. She was expecting Larry any moment. She had dressed rather more carefully than normal for a Saturday morning. She was still in jeans but wore an attractive red blouse rather than the old tee shirt she normally would have had on. It amused her when she thought of what she was doing, but she left the blouse on, nevertheless.

The doorbell rang. She knew it must be Larry. She had left word at the gate to pass him through.

"Good morning," he said when she opened the door. He was dressed casually in jeans and a denim jacket over a white shirt that matched his sneakers. The denim jacket was a bit heavy for early spring, but she noticed the way the right pocket dragged down a bit. He was carrying a small pistol. She didn't ask why. NSA field agents weren't required to be armed off duty, but some carried their pieces anyway. She doubted that what he had concealed in that small pocket amounted to his regular hardware, but a small pistol could be just as deadly as a large caliber one if the owner's aim was good.

"Hi. Come on in. I have some coffee ready."

"Good. I'm always up for coffee. You look real nice this morning."

"Thanks. Just for you." She smiled at him

Shortly they were sitting at the kitchen table with their cups.

"What's that good smell?" he asked.

"I lied. It isn't scrambled eggs. How about kolaches and cinnamon rolls?"

"If they taste as good as they smell, it sounds great."

"They'll be ready in about ten minutes."

"Did you finish your program after I left last night?'

"Uh huh. It ran last night. I haven't looked yet. We'll print it off after breakfast and see what we have."

He raised his brows.

She shrugged. "I'm not expecting miracles. I'll be satisfied if it just points us in some kind of direction."

"I'd be even more satisfied if it told us it's all just coincidence or normal events."

"Me, too, but I don't think that will happen."

She couldn't help but eat hurriedly and noted with amusement that Larry was doing the same. She had been tempted to look at the program results first thing in the morning but had nobly resisted. They were partners. If anything unusual appeared, she wanted them both to see it together.

Finished, she wiped her mouth with her napkin. "Ready for the moment of truth?"

"Ready as I'll ever be. Thanks. That was a great breakfast. I'll have to cook one for you sometime."

She smiled. "Deal. Let's go do the print and take it to the den with some more coffee."

Her PC was in a room she used for an office. The printing went quickly after she called up the results of her programming efforts, even though she had the printer make two copies.

In the den with more coffee they sat together on the couch, each reading in silence.

Just as she had suspected, there were no major revelations, and yet... 

Every disappearance had come at night.

Every one had come while the person was presumed to be asleep.

The proportion of males to females was almost exactly even, contrary to national statistics on disappearances in the age groups observed.

All the vanished persons were middle to upper class.

All were well above average in intelligence, judging either by records or by inference from other factors, such as type of work done.

Most had advanced degrees or were smart enough to hold highly technical jobs without having earned higher degrees. All but a few were at least college educated.

Everyone was between middle twenties to early sixties in age.

No precipitating factors were evident that might have caused the disappearance, but of course they had already known that.

All worked in professions where innovativeness was a positive asset.

There was no correlation associated with marital status. Wives were separated from husbands and vice versa, and the same held true of significant others, except for four couples, each pair of which had vanished simultaneously.

The missing persons were predominantly Caucasian. They appeared at first glance to be proportional to their representation in the mid-to-upper middle class and to their ranks in the workplaces involved.

Ruthanne chuckled as she read.

"What's funny?"

"Have you gotten to the religious affiliation yet?"

"Uh huh, but we didn't have that for a lot of them."

"It's still peculiar. Of the ones where we do have the data, it appears that they are mostly agnostics. Only one outright atheist is noted. Only a couple are listed as Christians, and those are from the denominations where people go to church as much for the companionship as worship. No Hindus, but a couple of Buddhists and one follower of Confucius."

"Curious, but... shit, I don't know what it means. Do you?"

She shrugged. "Nope."

"Let's read on, then."

There were a lot of memberships in gyms or evidence that the missing persons exercised in other environments.

Given the age brackets, women with children were underrepresented.

Ruthanne read on and continued to be unnerved. She also began to realize that with the data they now had, they could figure out many more traits they probably needed to add.

Scientists were highly represented but not exclusively so. Of the sciences listed, the analytical ones such as computer analysts, physicists, cosmologists, mathematicians, geneticists and the like predominated.

None were in any sort of financial difficulty.

There were few statements of marital discord.

A few of the cases were really puzzling. The persons had vanished from apartment towers or gated communities where security cameras were ubiquitous, but there was no record at all of their departure.

When she finished with the last sheet of the printout, she set the papers on the coffee table cautiously, as if they might explode if she weren't careful.

"Amazing, isn't it?" she said to Tracker as he scrutinized the last page of his copy and deposited the stack beside hers.

"Scary is the term I'd be more likely to use."

"Mmm, yes. I don't think I can argue with you. What do you think Jerry would do if we presented him with this?"

"He'd probably tell us to quit wasting our time with statistics and find out where Bigelow is."

"Or send the whole thing to the analytical guys to play with," she suggested. "God knows what they'd do with it!"

"Which brings up the question of what we're going to do with it," he countered.

"Larry, this is like something from the X-files. Or a science fiction movie. Or a bad suspense/thriller novel. I can look at all these correlations and statistics, but I can't make the people seem real to me. And yet... " her voice trailed off as she looked at him.

His expression was serious. "And yet there's something going on right under our noses that no one has a clue about."

"So far as we know." She smiled wryly.

"Yeah. Ruthie, I wouldn't want you to think I'm an alcoholic, and I rarely drink in the morning, but right now I think I'd like something a little stronger than coffee."

She chuckled. "That's the first time anyone's called me Ruthie since high school. Sit tight. I'll get us something." She picked up their coffee cups and left.

She came back with a bottle of Hennessey's and two fresh cups of coffee. "Here you go. I'll let you add it to your taste, or if you don't like coffee royal, I'll bring a snifter."

"This is great." He took a short moment to inhale the fumes, and then took a large sip from the cup. "Just what I needed."

"Thanks. I believe it won't hurt me, either."

"Well, I hope it helps in deciding what we're going to do with the... situation, I guess we could call it. We can't just sit on it, Ruthie."

She smiled again at the shortened version of her name. "I realize that, but I think we need to be very careful of who we give it to. I don't know about you, but I do not want to turn it over to Jerry Redstone."

"I'm with you, but we'll have to think of something to give him Monday. He'll expect a report then, but I'm sure we can come up with some bullshit about Bigelow for him to play with. In the meantime, any suggestions on where we go with it?"

"I'm still thinking."

"Me, too, but I have a suggestion. Let's not do anything until we talk with that cop and go over all his raw data. Afterwards, we'll probably want to add some more factors to your program. I'd like to see us nail it down so tight that no one can argue with us, whoever we go to."

"I've already thought of a number of things we missed on the first run, and as you say, I'm sure the raw data from Jordan will account for some more. Suppose we just spend the rest of day relaxing and kicking the thing around from time to time to see if we come up with any new ideas. Then tomorrow I'll begin revising my program and maybe setting up a couple of new ones, depending on what we think of."

"Okay by me. What's your idea of relaxing?"


Talk about a leading question, she thought. It sent a sudden surge of desire through her body. She suppressed that feeling quickly, albeit a bit reluctantly. She was determined not to make the same mistake she had on the last couple of occasions when she let her impulses overrule her good sense and became intimate with a man before knowing enough about him. The train of thought took only seconds, but she realized that Larry was waiting on an answer.

"Why don't we take a long walk? It's a nice day, and you haven't seen the amenities of the neighborhood. We can grab lunch at the club and decide what to do after that."

She could tell he was disappointed. Too bad. If it was going to be any good with him, waiting a bit wouldn't hurt. So long as she gave him a little encouragement along the way.

That afternoon, back at her home, Ruthanne mixed up a pitcher of iced tea. When she brought two glasses back into the den, she found Larry perusing the printout again. She sat down beside him and placed the glasses on the coffee table.

"I suppose it's a good idea to go over them again," she offered. "Are you finding anything we haven't already discussed?"

"Umm." He set the papers back where they had been and turned to her. "You know what we haven't done yet?"

"Don't make me guess."

"All right. We haven't done any correlations on where they went missing, nor the type of environment they were in at the time."

She frowned. "Well, we know most if not all of them were thought to be sleeping. The disappearance always occurred at night, which would put most of them in a bedroom."

"Yes, but that's not what I'm talking about. Does the area of the country have anything to do with them? What about the type of homes? In what kind of suburb or apartment complex or other area?

"Okay, point taken, but I'm not sure such data would be useful."

"That's it, though. We can't know until it's been checked."

She had to admit he was right. Perhaps, she told herself, she was reticent because he'd thought of it, and she hadn't.

"And there's one more thing. How did they vanish? Was there any phenomena associated with the exact time of their disappearance or before or afterward?"

Ruthanne frowned again. "Like what?"

"Oh, hell, I don't know. Flashing lights. Thunder and lightning. Ghosts. Strange noises. Static on their television sets. Anything at all."

"Let me think a minute." What she thought was that she was ashamed for not considering the factors he had. For someone who was supposed to be a computer whiz, she wasn't showing off the best of her ability. Or the best of her thought processes. Either that, or Mr. Tracker was even brighter than she already thought he was. Finally she raised her head and looked at him.

"Okay, valid points. All of them. And good thinking. Some of it I can do tomorrow, but there's a problem, especially with the phenomena associated with them. How in hell do we go about finding if there were any? Every single person closely associated with the MP would have to be interviewed again. The sites would have to be viewed again. Hell, we'd even have to go back and pull up meteorology reports and forecasts."

"Why forecasts?"

"To see if they changed significantly. Larry, hon, this is way too big for us to handle ourselves. Besides, I don't think my PC could handle the kind of program we're going to need to include the factors you mentioned anyway. We've already admitted that, and your observations simply reinforce it. Before you leave, let's decide what we're going to tell Jerry Boy on Monday and then figure out who we're going to take our results to."

His expression didn't reveal whether or not he was disappointed at the news that he would be leaving in a couple of hours. He nodded.

"So, any ideas?" she asked.

"Redstone is easy. Let's tell him we had a lead in Dallas that we had to chase, but it didn't pan out."

"What about receipts for travel? No, don't worry about those. If he asks, I'll have some bogus ones made up and ready for him. Amazing what you can do with a computer and a printer, isn't it?"

He laughed. "Okay, first problem solved. How about the other?"

"Mmm... do you know Stephanie Whitson?"

"The Assistant Director? I've met her once or twice, but I can't say I know her. She has a good rep with the troops, though."

"I've met her, too, but only once. She did impress me then. I believe she's probably our best bet, despite the high level she occupies. Like you say, she has a good rep. We'll be going way out of the chain of command, but I think she'd agree that keeping this quiet for the time being is wise. It wouldn't stay secret long if we tried working it up the line. Someone would leak it to the press, and there'd be a firestorm of media speculation, not to mention what would happen on the internet and with the tabloids."

"So... Whitson it is?"

"If you're agreed, I am, but let's meet with our detective first."

"Suits."

Ruthanne heard Larry begin to whistle after she sent him off with a long kiss at the door. She smiled and rubbed her lips with a forefinger.



Chapter Four

On Tuesday morning Detective Caden Jordan caught his plane, right on time. The nice NSA lady had also given him hotel accommodations at a Holiday Inn. As soon as he was settled in and had something to eat, he called her.

"Glad you made it, Detective. Now take down this address." He told her to wait a moment, fumbled for a pen and his notebook, and then wrote the address as she gave it to him.

"Got it? At one o'clock, catch a taxi and go to that address. It's my home. I'll leave word at the gate. Just given them my name, and the cab will bring you right to my doorstep. My partner and I will meet you here."

"'Curiouser and curiouser', said Alice," he muttered to himself. He was beginning to believe that he and Borders had unintentionally stepped into a pile of shit. A big one. Nevertheless, he certainly wasn't going to complain about being given a free vacation in D.C., especially considering that a late Spring snowstorm had begun just as he left Denver. And he had to admit that this appeared to be shaping up into the most interesting event he'd encountered in quite some time.

An hour later, after paying the cabbie, he stood at the entrance to a very expensive home inside a gated community. He rang the doorbell. A very attractive and curvaceous brunette opened the door.

"Hello, Detective. I'm Ruthanne Carter with the NSA. Come on in and meet my partner." She motioned him inside then led the way into a spacious den. A rather plain-faced, serious-looking, brown-haired man dressed in jeans and a short-sleeved shirt stood up as they entered.

"This is my partner, Larry Tracker. We're working together on the MP cases."

Jordan reached forward and shook the man's hand. He had a firm grip that enabled him to feel the calluses on Tracker's hands. A weight lifter or maybe a karate expert, he surmised. He didn't look like a weight lifter, but his forearms had well-developed muscles. He was an exerciser for certain.

"Can I get you something to drink?"

"Sure. Whatever you're having."

She brought him a beer and indicated a chair. "Detective... or may I call you Caden?"

"Sure."

"Okay, Caden, since talking to you, we've put our findings together with the briefs you sent us and run them through a computer program I wrote. What we'd like you to do is sit here and go through the result while we go over the rest of your raw data. You brought it with you, I take it?"

"It's in my briefcase." He opened it and handed over a thick stack of folders.

"Thanks." She handed him a sheaf of printed pages. "Here's our results. If you want more beer, shout."

He began reading.

***

Ruthanne beckoned to Larry. They nestled together on the couch and began going through the folders the detective had brought. Almost at once, she got back up and retrieved pads and pens for each of them. Keeping their voices low in order not to disturb Caden, they read and whispered at each other, making notes as they agreed on one point or another gleaned from the raw data. She saw quickly enough that there would be more factors to add to her program. So long as they stayed within the original parameters, though, she thought her PC could manage the number crunching of additional data. There's time, she thought. So far, Redstone was apparently buying their story about the trip to Dallas. They wouldn't have to make another report until the next Monday, and before then she wanted to take their data to Whitson.

"Damn, I hope we're allowed to stay with this," Larry murmured. "It's got to be either a national conspiracy of some sort or something so bodacious we'll have trouble believing it even if we solve the riddle."

She almost laughed out loud but stifled it in time. He was right, though. Despite that, she just couldn't get her mind around anything other than a conspiracy. A human conspiracy. She thought Larry was willing to stretch his mind a bit further than that, but he hadn't come right out and said anything about little green men so far.

"I'm finished," Caden announced.

Ruthanne set the folder she had been perusing onto the top of the pile of similar ones on the coffee table. She stood up and stretched, and then spoke to him.

"Caden, thanks for bringing these files. The additional information is going to be very helpful when we take this thing up the ladder. In the meantime, there's a ticklish matter to be discussed."

He grinned. "Like how to keep the media from getting hold of it?"

She nodded. "Very astute of you. Yes, that's the immediate problem. I'm sure you saw from the results of the program I ran on the missing persons that there's a pattern to those who vanish without apparent reason and without leaving clues behind."

"Yeah, I saw. They almost all have a lot of attributes in common. Your program didn't draw any conclusions, though. What or who do you guys think is behind it?"

"The program wasn't designed to draw conclusions. That's for us to do. We don't know yet what's behind the MPs. There are some other factors possibly associated with them that we need to check, but it will take a bigger computer than what I have. For that to happen, we have to go above our pay grade, but in the meantime we need to keep this as quiet as possible. Which brings me to the point of asking about your partner. Did you happen to suggest to him that we should sit on what you had so far?"

"As a matter of fact, I did. However... I would like to stay with this thing, since we turned it up. Can you maybe put in a word for me with your boss?"

"How about your partner? Does he want in, too?"

"Not if it involves travel. He's married with kids. I don't have any obligations."

"Okay. I have to tell you, though, that we're not all that certain of being kept on it ourselves. All we can do is ask, and I'll do that for you if we stay involved. You'd probably have to move here temporarily, but again, if we stay with it, there should be no problem with finances if the NSA requests your services for a while."

He grinned. "Great. What now?"

"Why not have another beer with us, while Larry and I decide how to approach the big suits?"

"Sure."

She and Larry each took another bottle and brought a second for Caden. He sat sipping silently while they talked.

"What do we do, Larry? Go a couple of ranks higher than Redstone to a person one or another of us knows well and ask them to help us get an appointment with Whitson?"

"We could, but I've got a marker owed to me. I could use it, I think."

"Who?"

"James Barclay. Know him?"

"No."

"I worked for him out of Fort Meade before he got promoted to an office. I did him a big favor back then."

"How so?"

"His kid got into trouble. I happen to have a good friend with the PD there-a Captain-and managed to get the boy turned loose by a promise of restitution. No need going into details, but it worked out all right. The kid's in college now, apparently doing okay. Thing is, Jim... James told me once he's pretty tight with Whitson. I didn't ask in what way, but I guess now is the time to find out just how close he is. I'll give him a call and see if he can get us an appointment real soon."

"Sounds good. Go for it."

Larry had the number in his phone archives but not on speed dial. He punched it in, and waited as it rang. Ruthanne saw his face brighten and deduced that he'd caught his former superior at home. She listened closely.

"Good to talk to you, too, Jim. Everything okay at home? Uh huh. Yeah, glad to hear it. Yeah, you're right, I didn't call on a weekend just to shoot the breeze. What my current partner, Ruthanne Carter, and I need is an appointment soonest with Stephanie Whitson. Yeah, it's real important-and Jim, before you ask, I don't think I should tell you what it is. If she wants to bring you in on it, great. I enjoyed working for you but... uh huh. No, that's too long a wait. The top people need to get cracking on this real quick and try to put a damper on it before the media gets its nose into it. I'm sure, Jim. It's real and still going on. I really hate to ask this and not give you a hint about what it's about but... okay. You have my number? Yeah, that's Ruthanne Carter. Thanks, Jim. I really do appreciate this. I promise, once we see her, I'll ask her to brief you. Right. Later." He closed his phone and blew out a breath.

"He'll do it?" Ruthanne asked.

"He said he'll try his best. He'll call back."

"Nothing to do but wait, then, I guess." She knew a disappointed look must have crossed her face and did her best to suppress it. It was unreasonable to have expected immediate results.

"I take it that it'll be a while before you get to tell anyone about this, huh?" Caden said.

"I don't know how long it'll take," Larry responded. "Hopefully, not long. Is anyone else hungry?"

Two hours later, as they were polishing off the last of the Chinese fast food Ruthanne had sent out for, Larry's phone rang. He pulled it from his pocket quickly and flipped it open.

"Tracker here."

It was his friend. "Can you be here at Fort Meade by Friday?"

"You bet!"

"Okay, your appointment is for five o'clock in her office. She said to tell you if this isn't good you're gonna be reassigned to track reindeer in Alaska."

"It's solid. Thanks again, Jim."

He put up his phone and gave the other two the news. "I've got a suggestion, too. Caden, how about you checking with your partner to see if any questions have been asked about your queries? If there have been, try to deflect any questions on what it's about. I'll give you a lift to your hotel. How does that sound?"

Caden shrugged. "Okay by me. Just keep in touch."

Ruthanne smiled at him. "Don't worry, we will."

***

Stephanie Whitson escorted her last appointment to the entrance of her office and shook his hand. "Thanks for coming by. I'll look into the matter and get back to you as soon as I can."

"In a pig's eye I will," she muttered to herself. As far as she could tell, he was just another conspiracy nut with enough juice to force an appointment on her. It made her wonder what would be coming at her at five o'clock when the two field agents Jim insisted needed to see her arrived. She glanced at the clock and stepped out into the alcove where her administrative assistant lived.

"That was it, wasn't it, Joan?"

"Yes, it was. Of course you've still got those two agents to deal with. You're running late. Would you like me to stay?"

"No, I don't see any need for you to put in more overtime than you already do. I would appreciate it if you'd put on a fresh pot of coffee and escort them in before you leave, though."

"Will do. See you tomorrow, then."

"Thanks, Joan.

Stephanie Whitson had worked her way up through the ranks, beginning as a field agent. She took any assignment offered and tried her level best to do a good job no matter how stupid she sometimes thought the assignments were. Sometimes she thought that ninety per cent of bureaucrats and politicians lost a massive number of brain cells as the importance of their job grew. She had vowed never to let it happen to her. She thought she had succeeded about as well as possible in the labyrinthine shifting of political alignments from election to election and the appointments and hiring of people owed favors regardless of qualifications.

She knew she was known for being outspoken, but she also knew that her word was respected and that she was admired for her honesty, because she never tried to spin bad news or enhance good news nor take credit for other people's work. Neither had she ever attempted to use her good looks to help her career. She thought it would certainly have been possible with her platinum hair, blue eyes and slim figure if she'd had any inclination at all to play the game that way, but she hadn't.

She was one of three assistant directors, but she had the job she had always wanted: Assistant Director of Operations. It made for interesting work that she still enjoyed, even if it didn't leave much time for other activities. She hadn't married until her late thirties and was childless. Occasionally she regretted that, but she supposed a pregnancy was still possible in these days of old grandmothers having babies. She and John still talked about it, anyway. She looked up as the door opened.

"Mrs. Witson, Ruthanne Carter and Larry Tracker." Joan brought them inside, waited on her superior's nod, and then left.

"Please sit down. Would either of you care for coffee?"

"Perhaps in a little while," Ruthanne said, drawing a faint frown from Stephanie. She spoke as if they intended to remain for some time.

"Same here," Larry agreed. "Let us give you a preliminary briefing. Then, if you decide to keep us, we'll take you up on your offer."

She had to grant him a smile at that remark. "All right. You may begin."

The two agents exchanged glances, but it was the Carter woman who began.

"Last week, shortly after we were assigned to the case of the missing Dr. Bigelow, I received a call from a police detective by the name of Caden Jordan. He and his partner had stumbled across a pattern of missing persons and... "

Sitting with her chin propped on clasped hands with her elbows resting on the surface of her desk, Stephanie listened attentively. At first she thought the agents had let themselves be seduced into believing in a conspiracy that couldn't possibly exist, but the longer Ruthanne Carter talked, the more she began to believe there might be something to their tale. After Carter told of writing her own computer program and running the MPs through it, she was, if not completely convinced of a conspiracy, at least willing to consider the possibility.

"And do you have the results of your program with you?" she asked, unconsciously glancing at the briefcase by the chair where Tracker was sitting.

"Yes, ma'am, we do," Ruthanne said.

Tracker picked up the briefcase and opened it. He drew out a folder, closed the briefcase, and then stood and placed it on her desk.

She opened the folder and riffed through the pages. She was a very fast reader, but it would still take a while to go through.

"Suppose we all have some coffee while I'm looking this over," she suggested.

At Larry's suggestion, Ruthanne had added to the end of the computer run their conclusions, such as they were, and their suggestions on how to proceed from there, along with an explanation of why they had been unable to do it themselves-they lacked both computer power and the necessary data.

Stephanie read through that section twice, and then went back over the summarized correlations the program had revealed so far. She found herself beginning to speculate wildly. She forced those conjectures aside for the moment and looked at the two agents. They were sitting there expectantly with anxious expressions on their faces.

"You can relax," she said with a smile. "You did the right thing by bringing this directly to me." She saw their tenseness disappear and smiled again. "Now then, I have to figure out who else to bring in on this. It's going to be hard to keep this secret, with as many areas as you want to include in a new program. Meteorological data, for instance. Satellite readings and the other data sources you suggested. It's not that I think they're unnecessary, but we do want to keep this quiet as long as possible. And I suppose you two want to be included in the search for a cause, don't you?"

"Yes, ma'am," Tracker assured her. "The detective who first became aware of a pattern and called us wants to be in on it also."

"I think we can manage that with no problem. It's going to take at least a week to gather a team, though. We'll need a good statistician and some other specialists." She mused for a moment on how to proceed.

"Mr. Tracker, I have job for you immediately." She opened a drawer in her desk with a code and pulled out a credit card. She handed it to him. "This is already activated. What I want you to do is visit each of the police departments in the cities from which the data was obtained and personally put a Top Secret NSA clamp on any dissemination of the data they furnished you. I'll give you the forms. Anyone who has any knowledge of, or was involved in gathering the data, is to be sworn to secrecy. Have them sign the forms spelling out their obligations and the penalties for disclosing this information without specific permission. Get this done and get back here as soon as possible. Oh... your detective friend wants to be included in the investigation. Take him with you. He ought to be able to add some verisimilitude to your requests for secrecy. I'll contact his Police Chief before you arrive and get that fixed up."

"Uh, yes, ma'am. But are you sure that bringing attention to the disappearances won't enhance the possibilities of a leak?"

"Not if you don't tell them about any of the other cities where disappearances have occurred."

He nodded, apparently satisfied.

"And you, Ms. Carter, will remain here and play a coordinating role in assembling the other data and getting another program written to include it. I'll furnish you an assistant who's familiar with the type of computer we'll be using. You won't actually write the new program or programs-we have specialists for that type of thing-but you will make certain that when going outside the agency for data that the requests stay as secret as possible. I'll have office space for both of you by Monday, even though only Ruthanne will be here for the next week or two. It will be just you two at first, but it will have plenty of expansion room. I'm sure you or I will be adding staff."

"Yes, ma'am," Ruthanne answered.

"Very well. Beginning Monday, I want you both to check in with my administrative assistant, Joan Enderby, each afternoon as close to four o'clock as possible. If there's anything you need to bring to my attention, ask for me personally. Clear?"

She received nods from both.

"And just for your information, I believe there is something incredibly improbable going on. I don't know what it is, but we're going to get to the bottom of it just as soon as possible. I can promise you that."



Chapter Five


Perhaps I should have told them that an investigation was already underway, Stephanie thought. No more than a month ago, two of the agencies' best analytical computer scientists had vanished while working at night in a closed, guarded section of the computer facilities. Further, the security cameras at the only exit failed to show anything amiss. The case was still open, unsolved and unlikely to be in the near future. The only reason Carter and Tracker had been assigned to Doctor Bigelow's disappearance was an overly efficient manager who knew nothing of the other two missing persons and got right on it. There was nothing to do but let them run with it after that, and run they had.

What bothered her most was that no one else, including her, had thought to investigate disappearances outside the agency except those two agents, and even then they'd had to be jogged by a detective sergeant in Denver to get their investigation rolling. She had to admit they'd done a fine job after that, and she had every intention of letting them know the circumstances of the two missing computer analysts very soon. She just hadn't felt like getting into it tonight. It had been a long day. Right now, it was time for her to get home, have a drink and something to eat, and then settle down to some serious thinking, with maybe a tryst with John later to help her sleep.

***

After leaving the meeting, Ruthanne asked Larry to her home for supper. "Stephanie told me to get right on it," Larry reminded her. "Why don't you order takeout, which I'll pay for, while I start making reservations?"

"Okay. Would you like wine with the meal?"

"Go ahead and order some. If I can't get a flight out until morning, I'll have a glass."

She called room service while Larry began making flight reservations with his laptop. Despite the urgency that appeared to be driving Whitson, Ruthanne sincerely hoped that he couldn't get a flight out until morning. She had decided that it was time to make a move, especially since Larry was being so polite. Once Caden had departed, Larry had made a tentative suggestion after indulging in a long kiss. She had told him she wasn't quite ready, but quite suddenly she realized that she was. More than ready, for that matter.

Larry looked up from his laptop. "Okay, I can get a flight out at eleven o'clock tonight. That'll give us just enough time to eat, but I'll have to go easy on the wine."


Drat! That's what you get for waiting so long, Ruthanne,she thought.

When he left a little more than an hour later, she sent him off with a very long embrace and kiss that held all sorts of promises in it.

***

"John, I'm not the only one that's going to have to work this weekend," Stephanie told her husband on Saturday morning. "I'm having to call in several other people as well."

"Does this have anything to do with that scientist who vanished?"

She frowned. "How did you know anything about that?"

He shrugged. "It was in the paper this morning."

"Shit! Not on the front page, I hope?"

"No. There were just a few paragraphs-more speculation than fact. The reason I mentioned it was that it sounded peculiar to me."

"I sincerely hope that not many others picked up on that." And thank God neither of the computer analysts had been in a lasting relationship! Their disappearance had been relatively easy to conceal. "John, please don't discuss it with anyone, and if it's brought up in conversation, try to brush it off as a spy versus spy thing. Trust me, it's better that way."

"You know I trust you, and I'd really rather not know most of what you're involved with."

"Good." She paused to kiss him before leaving. "I don't know how long this will take. I'll be home soon as I can."

"Don't worry about it. I have some research that's going to take a while."

Her husband was near to becoming a highly respected and much read novelist. He wasn't quite a headliner yet, but he was getting close. His last book had sold a good many thousands of copies and the advance for the one he was working on now was well into the five-figure range.

She drove her own car to Fort Meade rather than bothering her regular chauffeur on a weekend. Besides, going in her own vehicle would cut down speculation. She shuddered at the thought of what a media frenzy the MPs would cause if the extent of the astonishing disappearances became public. Of course, people went missing all the time, but never so many under circumstances such as the agents and detectives had tracked.

What she intended to do today was talk to the few people she intended to bring wholly into the picture at a time when other employees weren't around to speculate on why she was spending the time with them.

Spencer Shulman was already there, waiting in the alcove where Joan usually held sway.

"Good morning, Spence," she said as she unlocked her office door. "Nice to see you looking so good for a Saturday morning." She was teasing a bit. Spencer was a tall youngster with startling red hair and a multitude of freckles, but he was still reasonably good looking. He was also unmarried, unattached and usually spent Friday nights carousing in one or another of the singles bars. He was also a masterful programmer, and despite his youth, given the choice between a new computer problem and a new woman, he was apt to choose the computer.

"After your call I went on back home and got some rest. I figured you'd have me working overtime for a while."

"Could be. Today, though, we're just going to have a group meeting where I explain what the problem is. There are two others on the way, so hold your questions until then. In the meantime, I'm going to get some coffee going."

A half hour later, the other two had arrived, and the four of them were seated in her office, coffee cups in hand. She was behind her desk, the other three in chairs. Besides Spencer, there was Racee Elder. Elder was a brilliant statistician with a great sense of humor, which was a good thing, considering her name and her perky, slightly overweight prettiness. Edmund Grayweather, the physicist of her initial group, was closer to her own age than the other two. He had graying hair but was built like an athlete. His specialty was quantum physics, but he was well versed in any number of other areas of his profession. She had decided to bring in the two agents who were investigating the pair of computer analysts who had vanished the following week, just to get everyone on the same playbook, but Carter and Tracker were going to remain in charge of however many field agents were finally assigned to the problem.

Stephanie took a sip of coffee. She set her cup down and began explaining why she had called the specialists in on a weekend. By the time she finished, Spencer's pale skin had gone even whiter, making his freckles stand out like tiny gunshot wounds. Grayweather was frowning with his mouth hanging half open, and Racee was looking off into the distance as if already mentally creating a huge statistical universe to play with.

"Questions?" she said, gazing at each of them in turn.

"We need more data," Racee said immediately.

"Exactly what our smart little agents and their detective told me. Don't worry; you'll get it, but it is going to take time. I'll give you a list of the areas of data we've thought of, and you can add any you feel we left out."

"Good!" She went back to her mental musing.

"If it's not a foreign power or a conspiracy in our own country, I see only two other possibilities," Grayweather said.

"And those are?"

"Someone or something is grabbing them from a parallel universe, or it's the fabulous Little Green Men finally making their appearance." He shrugged as if trying to appear in a normal frame of mind, but Stephanie could tell that he was shaken. "Frankly, I'd much rather find that it's a conspiracy, but judging by the way these people vanish and never show up again, I have problems imagining how any type of conspirator could pull off such a feat-not without some kind of scientific advance: a breakthrough of a completely different kind of physics." He made a throwaway gesture with the hand not holding his cup. "And I haven't read or heard anything about paradigm advances anywhere lately."

"What about you, Spence?" she asked.

He was rubbing his hands together as if trying to squash an insect between them. "I think I'll reserve judgment. It's out of my field. Just give me the data, and I'll damned well write you the best program I've ever done in my life."

"Very well. Will you need some help?"

"Not if I can keep my regular technician. He's smarter than I am. In fact, he'd be running the department instead of me, if he'd ever go back and get an advanced degree."

"If he can keep quiet, fine. I guess you can go then, if you like. You need not return until Monday unless, of course, you care to start your work this weekend."

"I believe I'll start setting up the program, if I can keep a copy of all this stuff you've talked about."

Nodding, she withdrew a copy of the detective's and the agents' files, including all the raw data. She handed it to him after having him sign the necessary forms she already had typed up. He touched a finger to his forehead and departed abruptly.

"I can do some preliminary work now, but of course my interpretations can't be made until Spence finishes his program and runs it," Racee announced. "May I leave?"

"Certainly. Do you need a copy of all the stuff we have so far?"

"Only the computer run Carter made, and hers and Tracker's notes on what else they think is needed."

She signed for those and left as well.

"Little Green Men. Is that what you said, Edmund?"

"Or a parallel universe. You know-such as some physicists who specialize in quantum physics theorize is possible. All I need is some time to think, and then to look at the final computer run. I do think we need to investigate any satellite irregularities that have occurred at or near the time people disappeared. I'll probably need to talk to the ones who download the data. You've already mentioned associated meteorology data. I'd say we might also look at tidal irregularities, volcanic action, unexplained activity of the UFO or ghostly variety taking place at the time, too. I'm sure I'll be able to come up with some others, too."

Stephanie winced, although not visibly. If she allowed it, that was going to mean talking to a lot of people without security clearances. "How about newspaper accounts? Would those cut own some on the number of people we have to talk to?"

He rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "I suppose news reports would help. I don't know whether they would reduce the number of contacts we'll have to make." He shrugged. "We'll probably have to devise a cover story of some kind, and your people are surely better at that than I'd be."

She tilted her lips into a wry smile. "Yes, I would imagine so. Anything else?"

"Not at the moment, but I'll probably come up with some more questions and suggestions by Monday."

"Do you need copies of the documents?"

"No, I can do without them."

"All right, I suppose we're finished, then."

Grayweather nodded and left in his ambling walk that seemed desultory but nevertheless moved him along quickly.

Stephanie sat for awhile making notes as to who else she would need to bring into the group and other things that need attended to. She knew she was going to have to delegate many of her routine duties until this bigger problem was solved, if it ever was. Little Green Men, indeed!

***

"Go on inside," the police sergeant who served as secretary to Police Chief Darka Tostova of Seattle said.

Caden Jordan led Tracker into the office. The Chief, a burly man with a hint of an epicanthic fold to his eyes, peered closely at them as they entered. He was seated, but he stood and came around the desk to shake hands and get the introductions out of the way.

"Sit down," Tostava said, "and tell me what in hell the National Security Agency wants with me." He frowned as fiercely as his Russian ancestors must have when Alaska was sold to America. He was looking directly at Tracker.

"It's not that we want anything to do with you, sir," Larry said politely. "It's that we're very much in need of your services and that of your department." He had refined his technique by this time to a smooth flow. "Detective Jordan is from Denver Homicide. He's been temporarily assigned to the NSA because of something he discovered. He, in turn, contacted me and my partner. Caden?"

Caden proceeded to relate his request for missing persons data from the Seattle PD but only that. He didn't mention the other PDs he'd contacted.

"Chief Tostova, it's not that we don't trust you personally, but The NSA has specifically directed me to keep as much information as possible as secret as possible for the time being. I'm very sorry to arouse your curiosity and then not satisfy it, but right now our superiors think it best that the complete picture be kept to as small a group as possible."

Tostova's frown grew even more severe. Tracker suspected that he used it as a tool to drag more information from persons that they originally intended to give.

"It has nothing to do with my Russian origins, I take it?"

"No, sir," Larry assured him. "In fact, I can tell you that at the present time and so far as we know, the problem is confined to our country. That may change, of course."

"I see. People mysteriously disappear and you want to keep it away from the newshounds. Da?"

Caden grinned. "Correct." He also thought the Russian persona was a slight put-on. "We'd like the officer who sent me the data I requested to be sworn to secrecy, along with anyone else he's talked extensively to about the missing persons. And we would very much like you to keep your eye on any other people who vanish under mysterious circumstances for no apparent reason. We'd also like you to try to prevent a media fuss being made about them. I realize, and my superiors realize, that you're a public servant, and that you can carry that sort of thing only so far. But whatever you can do would be much appreciated."

The chief ran blunt fingers through his rumpled hair that still had more black than gray in it. He nodded. "I will do what I can for you, on one condition."

"And that is?"

"I want a phone number so that I can contact you or your superiors who are working on the problem. That way I can update any information from here and you can provide me with help if I need it. You or your superiors can also keep me informed as much about these events as you deem safe within the constraints of national security."

Caden stood up. "That much I can promise you, Chief. In fact, we had intended to do that much anyway. After all, we may need your help in the future." He handed the Chief one of his business cards with his cell phone number, as did Jordan. He glanced at his watch. "And now we have a plane to catch."

"To see another Police Chief, I warrant. Da?"

Larry only smiled as he shook hands. This Chief, at least, was no fool.

***

"And that takes care of the West Coast," Caden said once they were outside the building.

"Only six more cities to go. Or is it seven?" Larry asked.

"Six, I think. We've been flying so much I'll never get my time and date sense untangled."

"I wonder what the folks back home have come up with?"

"Why don't you call and ask?"

"Security," Larry answered. "I talk to either Ruthanne or Joan every day, but I have to speak around the substance of the investigation and both of them do, too, just in case. I do have the idea they're moving right along in getting the big computer program ready to run, though. I hope we finish up in time to see it."



Chapter Six

Ruthanne hadn't worked so hard since her time spent at the NSA academy. She arrived at the office Whitson had given her early and almost always stayed late. Most of her time was spent either interviewing selected persons in order to glean data from them or bringing them into the fold and putting out fires. Already there had been several prima donnas who almost spilled the beans before being caught. With Whitson's authority behind her, she made short shrift of them.

What she actually did was put the fear of God into their very souls, acting as if they were only one step away from being confined to a deep dark dungeon, perhaps inhabited by water-boarders and other evil minions of the shady side of the intelligence business. The fact that they no longer existed, at least to her knowledge, made no difference. If she thought putting over the idea that they did still exist in order to keep the idiots under a tight rein would help, she would threaten with the best of them. Usually it wasn't necessary, though. A simple sit down with the offenders almost always sufficed.

She found that she missed Larry even more than she'd thought she would. He wasn't your typical alpha male, but he did get things done in his quiet way. He hadn't reported any problems with the police departments so far, and he was well past the halfway point of his itinerary. It would be great if he made it back for the first computer run. It had been put off twice as more and more data and additional parameters poured in. She smiled to herself as she thought of the welcome home she intended to give him.

She glanced at her watch as she entered the operations building and headed for the first security check point. If his previous habits held, Ed Grayweather would probably already be here, although it seemed he devoted most of his time simply to thinking. She had no objection. Someone damn well ought to be cogitating on how the hell this was happening and what it meant. She had come to respect his opinions and observations. He had been instrumental in covering the gamut of possible factors affecting the disappearances, but he wasn't given to idle speculation. He liked to pore over facts.

Depositing her purse in a drawer of her desk first, she came back out and took the stairs up one more flight, blessing the fact that she was allowed to dress more casually than the usual headquarters minions. The stairs would have been difficult for even one-inch heels, but with casual sneakers she got a little exercise going up and down stairs.

Grayweather's office door was ajar. He usually kept it that way, claiming that too much silence was detrimental to his thinking, and that if his door was open co-workers were more likely to drop by. Conversations with them, he said, sometimes led to new ideas. She tapped at the partially open door and stepped inside. He was leaning back in his big office chair sipping at a cup of coffee. Papers were scattered on his desk in a seemingly random array, but she'd found that he knew exactly where each was and what they contained. He looked up at the sound of her footsteps.

"Good morning, Ed," she greeted him.

"Morning. Have a seat. Fresh coffee in the pot."

She accepted the offer. His was undoubtedly the best brew in the building. Seating herself in one of the visitor's chairs, she settled down for a brief talk.

"Anything new this morning?" she asked, to get the ball rolling.

"Matter of fact, there is. I feel ashamed to mention it, but I think we've all been so carried away by this thing that no one has tried find out how long it's been going on." He raised his brows.

She knew he was right and said so. "I just hate to bring more people into it, and if we start backtracking, we'll have to. I'm surprised we've kept a lid on it this long."

He nodded. "Yes, but we may need to. Also I, meaning me personally, need to know the extent of the phenomenon. I know you've said you don't have much data outside the United States, but couldn't you ask Interpol? Or rather, have Detective Jordan do the asking? There's less likelihood of a detective stirring up a fire than an intelligence agency."

"All right, I'll see what I can do in both cases. Is there a particular reason why you need that data? Don't we have a big enough statistical universe already?"

"Perhaps for some purposes, but not for mine."

"And why is that?"

He pulled at an earlobe for a moment. "Well, I said something sort of jokingly to Whitman when she first recruited me for this shebang, but now I'm convinced. I believe these disappearances are being caused by an outside agency." He held up his hand to stop an impending question. "By that I mean an agency outside the bounds of our normal experience. It isn't another nation or another intelligence agency or terrorists or any human agency grabbing our people. It's something much greater than that."

Ruthanne felt a chill sweep through her body. She was silent for a moment, simply because she had no idea of what to say to him.

Surprisingly, he grinned. "Don't get too upset about it. By the time we get it figured out, I wouldn't be surprised to have a whole new science to play with."

"Why do you say that?"

He shrugged. "If they, meaning the entity that's responsible, can use something like... oh, say a wormhole in space, for example... to snatch human beings, we should be able to detect the resonance of it, or the side effects, maybe. Something, anyhow. From there, we'll get an idea of how it's done, I think. And once we know that, we can begin either stopping it or duplicating the effect, or maybe even turning it around on the entity responsible."

"You seem awfully sure of yourself."

"I have to be, or I wouldn't be able to work. I wonder if Spencer is in yet?"

"Probably."

"Let's go and see him. I want to get a feeling of how long it'll be until his first computer run and maybe talk to him about a couple of other things."

"Let me call my office and tell Joan where I am. She should be in by now."

***

Shulman was busy inputting something from a larger than normal keyboard he had redesigned to make his work easier and faster. His assistant was nearby, reading from a printout, but he caught the movement of visitors. He tapped Shulman's arm, causing him to look around.

"Good morning, Spence. Are we interrupting? If so, we can come back."

"It's all right," he said cheerfully. He ran a hand through his thatch of bright red hair. It didn't contribute anything toward helping correct its untidiness. If anything, it made it worse. "Let's go into my office."

His office was in synch with his hair-in disarray. He picked sheaves of printouts from one chair and a stack of computer journals and magazines from another in order to give them a place to sit. He rolled his chair from behind his desk to join them in a closer seating arrangement.

"How near are you to beginning your first run?" Grayweather asked without any preliminary chatter.

"Oh, I've already done a few practice runs, ironing out some wrinkles in the program. Say another day or two for the first real one. I'll be sure and let everyone know in advance."

"How much would it bother you if we added a few more parameters?"

He grinned. "Not a bit. The more data the better, in this case. Racee might disagree, though. She likes to limit her statistical universes in order to get clearer and more accurate results, but this thing is a different kind of animal. We don't know what we're going to find or even how to interpret it yet. Lay it on me."

Grayweather crossed his legs. "Suppose we gave you some data on our best guess of when this mess began. Would it then be relatively easy to tell whether it's picking up or slowing down?"

"Sure, if the data is good, and there's enough of it. Garbage in, garbage out, y'know."

"Uh huh. And then suppose we got some samples of how far it extends, like to other parts of the world and extrapolated that to determine the numbers in those areas?"

"Umm, I don't especially like extrapolations before a run, but we could plug the figures in. Maybe make two jobs of it, with and without. Matter of fact, I'm sure I'll want to make a lot of runs playing with the different factors to wring everything possible out of what data we have."

"Good. You know we've been collecting reports of coinciding atmospheric turmoil or the lack thereof compared to averages. We're also inputting associated satellite irregularities in satellite downloads, but I thought of another thing we need."

"And that is... ?"

"Earthquake data. Or, I should say, seismological data at the time and at or near the sites of the disappearances that are different from what's regularly seen from the same area."

"Mmm. Now that's a big order. There are different departments that collect the data, and a lot of it isn't collated unless there's an obvious need. You're talking about lots of work."

The idea didn't appear to bother Grayweather. "I think we need it. I'm doubtful that we'll get much from the satellites, but quakes too small to register other than on an instrument might tell us something."

"I'll try to get you at least some partial data, Ed," Ruthanne said. "It's going to hold up the run, though, won't it, Spence?'

"Yup. But unless you're in a tearing hurry, don't worry about it. As I said, the more data the better."

As Ruthanne was on the way back to her office she thought of Larry. At least maybe he'll be back for the first run, she thought . On the other hand, if Grayweather was right, he already knew that it was something from out of this world. The idea was sobering and scary. She didn't sleep well that night.

***

"Damned if I'm not glad this is over with," Caden said.

"Yeah, me too. I'll be glad to get back. That last ol' boy in Atlanta sure wasn't happy with us, was he?"

"He's a fucking crook and ignorant as sin. I could just see him figuring ways to either make a buck or grab a little more power from what's happening."

Larry remembered him well. He doubted that he would have been able to deal with the man, but Caden had caught on to him almost immediately. The Chief hadn't wanted to sign the non-disclosure forms, either, but the detective hadn't let that upset him. He simply referred obliquely to another person who'd tried to beat the system who was now residing in the cellar of a safe house without even television to keep him company. The fact that the "other person" was a figment of his imagination hadn't appeared to bother him a bit. Still, he thought it was a harbinger of things to come. So many strange disappearances were bound to attract the attention of an inquisitive reporter soon. Then they would either have to co-opt him or her, or face the public with all the uproar sure to be engendered.

Almost all the time on the flight back to Fort Meade, Larry thought of Ruthanne and how glad he would be to see her again. It had been several years since he'd been really enamored about a woman, but he knew he'd fallen this time. The nice part about it was that he almost certain she reciprocated his desire. That last kissing embrace before leaving on the mission to visit the Police chiefs was surely an indication, if he knew anything at all about women. His mind did tend to wander a bit, though. Fort Meade was near Washington. Washington was filled with politicians and power brokers. None of them had vanished mysteriously. He wondered what that said about the type of leaders with which the country was burdened.

The first thing Larry did after the drive with Caden back to the city was to drop his bag and call Ruthanne on her mobile phone.

"We're back," he announced, even though she already knew they had been due to return that day.

"I'll be there just as soon as I can away!" she exclaimed.

He thought she sounded excited. He knew he was, just at the thought of seeing her.

When the knock on the door came, he hurried to open it, even though he had just come from the shower and was still zipping his trousers. He didn't even have his shirt on yet.

Ruthanne took one look at him, and barely let him get the door closed before she was in his arms, hugging him with fierce enthusiasm.

She drew back for a second. "Larry, you look wonderful!"

"So do you!" he replied vehemently. He bent to kiss her. Her arms went around his neck, locking their lips together.

When they parted, she observed, "You look as if you're either getting ready for bed or just came from it."

"Actually, that's where I'd like to be with you," he said, impulsively turning his thoughts into words. What emerged caused him to blush.

She smiled sweetly at him. "That can be arranged."

They undressed together, although it didn't take him long, given that he had fewer articles of clothing to discard. He watched as she unhooked her bra and dropped it to the chair where the rest of her clothes were piled. He admired the sway of her full breasts as she slid out of her panties. She blew him a kiss and hurried into the bathroom.

"I'll just be a minute," she said before closing the door.

He heard the sound of running water and waited impatiently for her to reappear. He felt a tingling in his body, but he put it down to excitement and anticipation. The water ran on and on while he waited. And waited... and waited. When he finally got up and called, she didn't answer. The door was unlocked. He pulled it open. The faucet in the sink was running, but the bathroom was entirely empty. It was also windowless.

His hands trembled as badly as his voice did when he called Stephanie Whitson and told her that Ruthanne had disappeared without a trace.



Chapter Seven

Larry had been questioned insistently by both Whitson and Caden after being told to report back to Fort Meade. He could only repeat his story over and over again, but Whitson finally zeroed in on the faint tingling sensation he'd felt.

"Let me get Ed in here. Maybe he can make something of that."

Grayweather entered a few minutes later, dressed even more casually than the rest of them, in worn jeans and an old shirt. He sat down in a chair in front of Larry.

"Tell him your story again, Larry. All of it," Stephanie ordered.

He did, becoming a bit embarrassed again, just as he had while relating the circumstances of Ruthanne's disappearance to Whitson and Caden.

"The tingling," Grayweather exclaimed. "Describe it again." His eyes were bright and focused. Afterward he looked over at the other two with something of an accusation in his gaze. "Has this been described before?"

Stephanie had to think. "Yes, twice, but remember, this is only the third case where someone was that close and also awake at the time the other person vanished."

"Still, I should have been told." He waved a hand in the air. "Never mind, though."

"Do you think it's important?" Stephanie asked.

"Of course I do! I just wish I had more than two occurrences to consider."

"Do you have any idea what caused it?"

"No. I'll keep it in mind when we see what the computer tells us, though. Somehow, I think it's significant. I need to think about it for a while." Abruptly, he stood up and walked away without another word, turning in the hallway toward his own office.

***

Jerry Redstone stared at the first page of the report that had finally made its way to his office. He had already read it but now he went over it again, looking especially at the date of the original missive. Disappearances? And his own subordinates had been requesting information from sources outside the agency without notifying him? To his ordered personality it was akin to blasphemy. Immediately he had his AA put out a summons for Ruthanne Carter and Laurence Tracker, whose names appeared as the requesting individuals. After that he waited, fuming, for them to come in from the field and report. Neither he nor his AA had any idea that they were already in the building, albeit in a different wing.

When they hadn't made an appearance by noon, he went to lunch in the agency cafeteria. He sat with two individuals of roughly equal rank. After engaging in the usual greetings and small talk, he began probing for information, seeing if anyone else was aware of mysterious disappearances other than Dr. Bigelow.

"Bigelow is still missing," one of his table companions said. "No one has found hide nor hair of him. I'd be willing to bet the Chinks grabbed him. Bastards can't invent anything themselves. They have to steal our secrets and grab our scientists." He made a sound of disgust.

"I heard a rumor of sorts about a couple of programmers who were working one day, but they haven't come back. I think they must have been fired. Probably some hanky-panky in one of those little closed rooms while they were supposed to be working."

"Really? How about in other cities? Have we lost any people from other agencies?"

Both the others shrugged, but Redstone didn't allow the subject to drop. He kept talking about people vanishing for no known reason, sure that even if they didn't know anything about it, they would certainly talk to other people and eventually it would get back to him. In the meantime he was damned well going to carve Tracker and Carter new assholes for starting something like this without his permission and without even notifying him.

His subordinates still hadn't appeared by late that evening, nor did either of them answer their phones. He began to wonder if perhaps they had disappeared. He decided he'd better ask about them, in a roundabout way, of course. It wouldn't do to let anyone know he had lost track of two of his field agents, damn their hides. And of course he would have to report their absence, if they didn't report in by the next morning.

***


Shit! Stephanie thought. She had already decided she was going to have to notify the NSA Director, Timothy Huffman, even if he was a political appointee, but Carter's vanishing act combined with that idiot Redstone's gossiping was simply hurrying the process. Redstone first, though, since he had already requested an appointment.

Once she had him in her office seated on the other side of her desk she began.

"Jerry, for reasons you aren't aware of, Laurence Tracker and Ruthanne Carter have been reassigned. I thought it best at the time to keep it quiet. The reason for doing so remains relevant. So for the immediate future-until you're informed differently-their names will stay in your department, but they will be working directly for me. Understand?"

"Not really. What's all this about mysterious disappearances? Does it have anything to do with Dr. Bigelow, or those two computer analysts who I heard were fired?"


Good God! How much gossiping has this fool done since that stupid report hit his desk? "What did I just say? There were and are good reasons to keep what they are doing now very quiet. That means that you are not to speak of them, or of their reassignment, nor are you to speak of disappearances of any kind. Do I make myself clear?"

"But... "

"Is that clear?" She put a threatening overtone to her voice.

"I guess so, but... "

"No buts. You are not to speak of these matters or of anything associated with them or anything that might possibly be associated with them. Now that's all. I have an appointment with the Director."

Very reluctantly, Redstone left her office. She knew he was one of those people who couldn't stand not to be in the know, but this time he was going to put up with it, if she had to personally tie him to his chair or put a gag on him herself.

And now for the Director.

***

"I can see why you wanted more data before coming to me, but... Well, let it go for now. Tell me what you have," Huffman said. He was a former Air Force General who had specialized in intelligence work. Stephanie respected him, but he was still a political appointee with all the baggage that entailed. However, he was far better than most of the idiots in Washington. His lined face and white hair, along with serious blue eyes, inspired some confidence in her that he was capable, and that he wasn't even taking into consideration his military record, which was what had gotten him the job.

"Yes, sir. I had really hoped we'd have our first computer run before now, and that's when I intended to bring it all to you. If I was in error, I apologize.

Huffman waved his hand. "I said never mind. Go ahead."

She began, and as she talked, he began to sit up straighter and listen intently. Stephanie's description of Ruthanne's disappearance caused his folded hands to clench hard enough to turn his knuckles white.

"When do you expect to make your computer run?"

"Within the week, sir. Probably the weekend, though. There are a few more items we need to consider, and our physicist, Dr. Grayweather, is still thinking about it all. He seems to feel the events are... unworldly, I suppose you could say, for lack of a better word."

"Unworldly indeed, but whether it is or not, I believe I had better inform the President. After what you had to say about that fellow Redstone, I think there's a possibility he could be ambushed at a press conference, if he isn't made aware of what's happening."

"Yes, sir." She hated to admit that someone like Redstone even worked for the NSA, but she'd had nothing to do with either hiring him or promoting him. The Director was right, though. The President had to know, even before the computer run. She very much wanted to tell Huffman what an ass she thought the President was, but she figured if Huffman didn't know it by now, nothing she could say would convince him. She just hoped that President Avrason would listen to his more astute advisors.

***

Before informing the President, Huffman knew he would first have to notify Jerome Finkley, the Homeland Security Director. He hated that. The man was a pure political animal who had been appointed to the post by President Avrason in order pay back a favor owed by the party to the man. But whether he hated it or not, there was no recourse. That afternoon he found himself in Finkley's office sitting across from his desk explaining that some citizens, including important scientists, inventors and other people who apparently were of the type to have open, innovative minds, had vanished without a trace.

"What country is pulling this shit?" Finkley blustered. "We can't let them get away with this crap!" As he spoke, he leaned across his desk for emphasis.

"The people in NSA who are investigating the phenomena don't think it's a country. They believe the disappearances are more likely to be, umm, extremely unusual events that have never been seen before." Seeing the blank expression on Finkely's face, he added hastily, "But they've gathered all the data possible and should have a complete analysis of what's happening by this weekend at the latest. I don't think we should jiggle their elbows right now, but I did want to give the president a heads-up in case of leaks. That way he won't be surprised by the press if leaks occur."

"Exactly what were you planning on telling him?"

"I was going to tell him exactly what I just finished telling you. After the computer run, we'll certainly know a lot more."

"I'll tell the President," he said. "Just tell the NSA nerds to get off their duff and get the rest of the information to me. By the end of the week, if it's at all possible."

Huffman concealed a sigh. He'd know it would go this way. "I'll do my best, sir."

***

"Shit!" Stephanie exclaimed when she saw a handful of reporters on the sidewalk outside the gate, along with their ever-present assistants carrying recorders. A line of cars was parked along the street. She kept her windows rolled up but still heard their shouts.

"Ms. Whitson! What country is grabbing our people?"

"Who else has vanished?"

"Why has this been kept secret for so long?"

The sound of screamed questions faded as she pulled away from the gate. It was Friday. They were planning he computer run beginning first thing Saturday morning. Too bad that whoever leaked the news couldn't have waited a day or two until the team had obtained harder data.

More reporters were clustered at the entrance to Fort Meade. She saw that some extra guards had been dispatched to help control traffic and keep unauthorized people away from the confines of the Fort. She had to endure more shouting, screaming reporters before she was passed through. She kept her lips closed in a thin line and never turned her head despite the number of times she heard her name. Whoever had leaked had done a good job of it, but she hoped the other members of her team were still free of harassment.

Once in the confines of the headquarters building she breathed a sigh of relief. She didn't intend to leave the place until after the computer analysis was ready if she could possibly avoid it. And that included writing a summary of the findings for General Huffman.



Chapter Eight

"We can't wait any longer, Ed. We've got to start the run now, even if you would like to add some more data. If we don't get an analysis out by tomorrow, we're all likely to be out of a job."

Grayweather nodded a reluctant okay.

Larry wanted it as soon as possible. He was hoping desperately that the computer run and analysis would somehow point to where and how the people had disappeared. If so, he intended to go to wherever Ruthanne had gone, although he hadn't voiced those thoughts yet. Caden, Spencer and Racee all wanted to begin as well, although part of that was blatant curiosity. They wanted to know the results of all their work as soon as possible, and they didn't much care what Huffman or the President thought.

"I've got just a few more tweaks," Spencer stated. "Give me two hours and we can do it."

"All right, Spencer. Two hours, but no more. By tomorrow morning we have to have a report for the General. He'd probably give us more time if it were up to him, but it's not. He's under the same pressure we are."

***

Less than the stated two hours later, Spencer poked his head into Stephanie's office. "I've started the run," he said. "Just wanted to let you know."

"How long do you think it'll take?"

"Oh, it shouldn't be more than two or three hours if we don't run into any gremlins. Tell everyone to stay close. I'm having ten copies of the results printed out. Then you can tell me what you all think after you've read them. The analysis of results is more your job than mine."

"Ok. Thanks, Spence." She glanced at her watch. "I'll have pizza sent up at noon. Don't plan on going anywhere the rest of the day and maybe tonight as well."

He flinched but didn't protest as he backed out and closed the door.

While waiting impatiently for the computer run, Larry came back to her office with several copies of the morning edition of the Washington Post. He left one with her and retreated to the office he and Ruthanne had shared.

Stephanie picked up the newspaper. There wasn't any doubt over what the leading story was about. The headlines were in large, heavy type. The main story was headlined "Mysterious Disappearances" and the subhead continued "Occurring In Cities All Over The Country." She read through the article quickly, looking for a hint of how much the media actually knew. It turned out to be less than the headlines indicated. The actual names of the vanished were not mentioned, giving her cause to think the leak wasn't as dire as she had first thought. The article appeared to be based much more on gossip and speculation than facts. Nevertheless, she knew that the story would put heavy pressure on her group to produce results-as if they could be grabbed out of a magic hat on demand. It was the kind of thing the media loved-a good mystery and an inconclusive outcome so that they could keep the story running.

While waiting, she began going back over all the events in her mind. She was slightly amused, or would have been had it not been so serious, over the fashion in which Ruthanne disappeared. She wondered where the agent was now and what she was doing, if indeed she were capable of doing anything.

***

Spencer broke into Stephanie's reverie with the announcement that the computer's first run was finished. He deposited a copy of the printouts on her desk.

"The pizza just arrived. You want to eat in here or outside?"

"Let's take it to the lounge and eat while we read. We can compare notes as we go if we want to."

"Good."

She got up and carried the printout with her. The others entered the lounge almost at the same time. The pizza was on the conference table along with a stack of napkins. The delicious aroma reminded her that she hadn't had any breakfast. Being careful not to muss the paper with pizza drippings, she began to read. Of course the pages she held drew no conclusions as such. She or anyone else had to do that from the summarized data. Neither was she a statistician such as Racee, who could glance at a graph of just about any kind and interpret it easily. She turned to the back pages to see what the data was telling them-what patterns, if any, Spencer's computer had discerned from the voluminous number crunching. What she was looking for first was a complete profile of the types of people vanishing in a particular manner, and after that, what patterns, if any, there were to the disappearances. It was all there, in line after line of type. Some things she and the group already knew, of course, such as the age ranges of the persons, but with regard to the rest, they'd had at most, suspicions, hunches or merely WAG (wild ass guesses). She found the combined summation of the typical profile and began reading it.

Age, mid-twenties to early sixties; I.Q. range from 110 to out of sight; occupation in the sciences or other fields where free thinking was a plus; none of the MPs were real freaks or off the wall personalities, nor did any suffer from mental illnesses; slightly more males than females; Caucasians and Asians overrepresented in proportion to their percentage of the total population; other groups underrepresented; earnings above average (which figured from the other data) and a number of other factors and traits that pretty much told her what kind of person the Entity (she had decided to call the cause of the disappearances the "Entity" for lack of a better word) was after.

The phenomena had apparently begun a month ago. It was not international in scope, although their data was limited for this factor, due to her not wanting to bring other nations into it just yet. And that might not be necessary, she decided. The disappearances seemed to have been confined to North America, with almost all being from the United States. Curious, she thought, but then Americans have long been known for their inventiveness and innovation. The Entity must have figured that out as well.

The disappearances had gradually speeded up, although they were not yet of a magnitude to penetrate the consciousness of the nation. The computer had also discerned a pattern of some sort, but she passed it by for the moment. Graywweather didn't, though.

"They're concentrating on cities. We have enough data now to make that clear," he said. "Not only that, it appears they're trying to avoid alarming us."

"How so?" Stephanie asked. "And refer to whatever is causing the disappearances as the 'Entity,' so we'll all be sure we're talking about the same thing."

"Good name," he replied around a mouthful of pizza. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and continued. "The Entity never strikes more than once in the same city before moving to another, but the pattern is clear enough. The abductions are occurring in a regular route from city to city, fifteen in all, and then starting over with the same cities in the same order."

"So we can predict where the, uh, Entity will strike next, huh?" Larry exclaimed.

Stephanie glanced at him. He had a strange, longing expression on his face.

"So long as it keeps to the same pattern," Grayweather replied.

"So we can now predict the next city where the Entity will grab someone," Larry declared thoughtfully, "and we know approximately what kind of person. Ed, is there any way of narrowing it down closer?"

"In what manner?"

"Like a particular section of a city or a particular building?"

Grayweather rubbed his chin. "I don't know yet. Let me read everything. Maybe, maybe not."

"How about the timing?" Larry persisted. "Is that on a schedule, too? Like a particular time of day when it happens?"

Grayweather shrugged. "Let's read."


I can predict one thing, Stephanie thought. Larry is going to want to serve as bait to try finding Ruthanne.

"This is interesting," Spencer said, speaking for the first time. "There's a correlation of ambient temperature elevation just before it happens. The correlation isn't very high, but we didn't try for temperature readings every minute of the day and we didn't have that many readings near the source, either. We need to gather more of that data and do another run." He tapped the keyboard of his pad, making a note.

"And look here," Grayweather said. His normally quiet voice held a tinge of excitement in it. "There's always a miniquake shortly before it happens. "A very small one, and there are many others tangled with it that are normal, so to speak. If they hadn't happened in a couple of the cities where normally you wouldn't see any kind of activity, I doubt that the computer would have called it to our attention. There's another one for you, Spence. We need a good geologist to help us eliminate the naturally occurring quakes so we'll have a better predictive ability."

"What would quakes mean, Ed?" Stephanie asked. She pushed her chair away from the table and went to the coffee dispenser for a refill.

"I'll have to think about it, but offhand I'd say the miniquakes are a reflection of the power source needed to bring off the grab and then transport the body... uh, let's not say that! Transport the person," he emphasized.

"How close to the site of the person is the quake, Ed? Can you tell?" Larry asked. His hands were clasped together on the table. His body leaned forward expectantly.

"Not with this data. And there may be more activity that the seismographs aren't picking up for lack of enough sensitivity. We'll have to check that out, and also determine how deep the quakes are. Surface or way down?" He chuckled. "We may need a slew of geologists before we're finished."

"Let's not get carried away," Stephanie cautioned.

"What's the difference?" Racee said. "The media has the story now."

"But they don't have all of it, and I'd like to keep it that way for the time being." She let her professional gaze sweep around the table, meeting each person's eyes with her own. The order not to talk about this still stands." She held their gaze until she had affirmative nods from each. "Good. If everyone is finished eating, let's move back to my office into some more comfortable chairs."

Seated in the four guest chairs, the participants in the conference continued reading and conferring. Grayweather again pointed out a phenomenon associated with the Entity.

"Look here. We wanted to see if there was any signal interference or an unrecognized signal or wavelength associated with when a person is grabbed. I thought maybe we'd see something like that, but I wasn't expecting so much. At the moment of the grab, there is a burst of static in the immediate area. It's usually confined to the immediate area, so naturally we didn't have a lot of data except from persons living in apartment buildings."

"Why not?" Racee said.

"The Entity usually grabs the person at night, and most were living in homes. In a single-family dwelling the other people there might be asleep, or if not, they might take little note of it, since it doesn't last for long and does no damage other than causing computers to shut down and reboot, just like an interruption of electric power. The next time it happens, I'll have some instruments as close to the source as I'm able to predict. Maybe I'll get some readings that will tell us more."

He held up a finger to stop the questions for the moment. "And that's not all. Following the miniquake, there's a signal-sort of like... um... call it a sound wave, although it's more like a microwave. At any rate, it carries a whale of a lot of data, I think. We only got two reports of it, and only one recording, but it's mixed in with a lot of other stuff. I'll have someone try to isolate it and see what it looks like then.

"There's also a tingling sensation that a few people reported who were in a room next to the person who was grabbed. A lot of different things could cause that. And again, since we can now predict where the next snatch will take place, we'll just saturate the area with instruments and recorders." He shrugged as he added, "There's no predicting what we'll find out. It's just the obvious next step."

"What do we tell General Huffman?" Stephanie asked. "The decision will be mine, but I'd like some input here."

"Tell him everything we have, but ask him to keep the predictability we've determined to ourselves for the time being. It's not enough yet to pinpoint an exact area anyway," Larry said.

"In general, I agree, but tell me why you think that way."

"Because," Larry explained, "if the exact location gets out, we'll have the whole area surrounded by army troops, a slew of bureaucrats wanting in on the action, and God knows what else. We wouldn't be able to do our jobs at all."

"I agree completely," Caden said, "but we'd damn well better hurry. We can't sit on that information for very long. Someone will ask for the raw data and figure it out for themselves."

Stephanie nodded. She saw an all-night planning session coming up. But before she did anything else, she needed to see Huffman and get his consent to release only selected parts of the results.



Chapter Nine

Once Whitson finally called a halt to further work that evening, Larry and Caden departed together. Once home and alone, Larry couldn't keep his mind still. He kept dwelling on Ruthanne and the hope of either finding a way to bring her back or going to wherever she was. The problem was going to be finding a reason to put him in the right position, depending on the future situation. At the moment, there was no way to predict the exact location where a disappearance would take place, but he thought Edmund Grayweather would probably be able to zero in on that problem with additional data for Spencer to work with. After that, he would have to see. Already he had an idea of how to go about getting himself in the right location at the right time. The problem was that the Entity seemed to pick particular persons. Suppose he wasn't the type it wanted? Or suppose it didn't realize his potential?

He chuckled out loud, but a thought arose that hadn't yet been broached by their group. Just how did the Entity go about selecting a particular person during its circuit of the cities from which it had chosen to pick persons? It seemed to him that it would almost have to have a way to observe without it's being apparent. Another problem for Ed. Or perhaps Caden, with his detective's nose for the unusual-for clues others probably wouldn't notice-could help. He made up his mind to ask Caden about it soon.

***

Stephanie entered Timothy Huffman's office with a certain amount of trepidation. She didn't know the man well, and she was going to ask him to perform a service that could get him and her both fired. Yet it seemed to her to be the best way.

"Good morning, Ms. Whitson," he greeted her and came from behind his desk to grasp her hand in a warm fashion.

"Good morning, sir. And please call me Stephanie."

"All right. And you may call me General." He grinned at her expression. "Or privately, my name is Tim or Timothy. Have a seat." He gestured toward a chair fronted by a low table. "Would you like coffee? Or something else?"

"Coffee would be fine, thanks. Black."

He nodded and turned toward a little alcove in the corner where freshly brewed coffee emitted its pleasant aroma. He poured a cup for each, brought the cups back to the little table, and sat down in another chair cattycorner to hers. He adjusted it a bit and then leaned back comfortably.

"Now then, to business. I just finished reading the summary of your computer data that you prepared. Also there was that little note you attached, asking me not to share the data with anyone until after speaking with you."

"Yes, sir. I think it is very important to limit the distribution of some of what we learned from the first computer run. I've prepared a short brief for you on my reasoning."

He crossed his legs and clasped his kneecap with both hands. "All right, tell me what you think should be held back first, and then I'll read."

"Yes, sir." She took a deep breath. "I'd like to keep the predictability portion of our report confidential while we try to refine it. I think if we let that out now, the areas of visitations would probably be cordoned off, probably by the army, in an attempt to stymie more persons from being grabbed by what we're calling the Entity. Further, I think we'd be overwhelmed with bureaucrats and their minions insinuating themselves into our investigation. I'm sure most of them would mean well, but right now their efforts would only be confusing. And last, I believe we'll be able to pinpoint the area of future disappearances much more accurately. At that time, we could have a volunteer, or perhaps more than one, try to be picked. Such a person could carry a message from our government."

"And the message would be... ?"

She shrugged. "We'd ask why it is taking people from Earth, ask about their condition, offer to cooperate if the reasons are good, and so on."

"Do you think you could find a volunteer?"

"Of course. I would. One of my agents is probably dreaming up reasons right now why he should go."

"Really! I'd have thought volunteers would be in amazingly short supply. Do you consider this man highly qualified to act as an envoy from our government to an alien Entity?

"Extremely qualified."

"Recruit him, then. Don't hide the fact that he may be courting death-although I suppose he knows that. Emphasize that we need to have someone from the Agency in place wherever it is that the Entity is sequestering all these people. You know, I rather doubt that the damned alien is killing them. If he were simply interested in committing mass murder of human beings, he'd just blast them and be done with it. The fact that he's painstakingly selecting highly intelligent, scientifically adept types makes me think that he has a use for them-that he intends to pick their brains, perhaps. It may well be that they're all alive and kicking... somewhere. And if that's the case, then an MP who can claim to be an envoy from the American government could perhaps produce a breakthrough-persuade the Entity to contact us."

"I fully agree. I'll recruit the man I have in mind-or someone else."

"Good. Stephanie, the fact that I agree with you with regard to the need for holding back some of what we've learned may not have much bearing on what I'm able to do. I can limit distribution of your data, but I doubt that I can keep it that way for long. Which means you should encourage your people to move as quickly as possible."

"I'll try hurrying them, but some of the data they're after now will take a while to dig up. They'll need to place instruments in the vicinity of future visits."

"All right. Is Grayweather still thinking parallel universes or aliens?"

"Yes, sir. One or the other."

He shook his head. "I have a hard time thinking of a parallel universe as real."

She smiled. "So do we, General. So do we."

***

Larry decided he needed a confidant: someone to help him get situated in the next city to be targeted by the Entity. Making an overture to anyone fully acquainted with all of what was now known about the cause of the many disappearances would be ticklish, he knew. That person might feel obligated not only to refuse to help him, but also to let Stephanie Whitsun know what he planned, lest his independent action interfere with the NSA's collection of data-or worse yet, cause the Entity to tumble, somehow, so that he skipped the city he would otherwise have hit next. The fact that he wished to be snatched because he had fallen in love with Ruthanne Carter would form another reason for the higher-ups to find his action questionable.

Frowning, he weighed various options and found none he considered foolproof.

To his intense surprise, Stephanie Whitsun phoned him in person and asked him to come to her office, rather than having Joan Enderby relay the message. Wondering uneasily if she suspected that he might be planning to get himself snatched, he walked into the outer office at the time she had specified, to find Joan absent and Stephanie herself awaiting him. "Come on in," she invited rather than directed. "Sit down."

Striving not to seem worried, Larry sat down.

Stephanie got straight to the point. "I've just come from a meeting with General Huffman. He agreed with my suggestion that we should recruit a volunteer willing to place himself at a strategic point in the next city due to be targeted by the Entity, in the hope of getting abducted. That person would then serve as our envoy to the Entity. I strongly suspect that you'll prove willing to volunteer. Am I wrong?"

Stunned, Larry yet replied with absolutely no hesitation. "Hell, no, you're not wrong. I'll gladly volunteer!"

"I'm glad to hear it. You've no illusions regarding the danger, I'm sure. Well. We need to speed up our operation, even though General Huffman agreed to hold back the information I asked that he not reveal. I'm calling a planning session shortly. Joan will notify you of the time. I expect it to be a long one. Larry... thank you, for taking on a task for which few of our agents would volunteer."

"Thank you, for selecting me," Larry replied succinctly. Sensing that Stephanie had purposely refrained from mentioning his relationship with Ruthanne, he prudently said nothing regarding his chief motive for volunteering. Rising, he took his departure, feeling only vast relief, despite his knowing exactly the magnitude of the danger he now faced.

***

On the afternoon following the all-night session, General Huffman and an aide briefed the President and his national security advisor on the situation. After hearing that the Director of the NSA accepted as highly probable the astounding conclusion that a large number of disappearances of scientists and technicians had been brought about by the actions of an alien being, Avrason exploded. "You're telling me that you believe this ridiculous assertion by this... Grayweather?" he all but shouted. "Do you know what the repercussions would be if I were to tell a public clamoring for answers regarding the cause of the disappearances-because someone leaked to the press the fact that people have been disappearing-that aliens are snatching our citizens? Half of the country would laugh themselves silly at my gullibility, and the other half would fall into a blind panic! There'd be mass hysteria! Do you know what happened in 1938, when Orson Welles broadcast a radio show about an invasion by Martians? Do you think I want to preside over a reenactment of that fiasco?"

General Huffman's brow furrowed, but he held his temper. "That fiasco occurred, sir, because the broadcast of the fictional story War of the Worlds was presented in the format of a series of news bulletins," he countered calmly. "And the panic wasn't as pronounced as a lot of people have claimed. I'm not suggesting that you state categorically that an alien Entity is the cause of the disappearances, but what if that turns out to be the truth? As the NSA experts who've diligently researched the phenomenon now believe? Suppose, sir, that the Entity suddenly manifests itself in some dramatic public manner to thousands of witnesses simultaneously, so that the citizenry can't help but conclude that the manifestation forms absolute proof that aliens exist? Do you want the populace to recall that you denied any alien involvement? Pooh-poohed the notion? Claimed that some enemy abroad was responsible?"

Aghast, Avrason rasped, "You think... Grayweather thinks... that such a manifestation will occur?"

"If the disappearances are being caused by an Entity from a parallel universe, such an event most definitely could occur. We aren't certain that it will. Actually, the disappearances have reflected stealth on the part of the Entity, rather than bold confrontation. I suggest that you word any statement you make to the public with great care, sir."

"Surely the military could blast the damned thing if it appears, could they not? I wouldn't hesitate to launch a nuclear strike on it!"


Oh, my God. "Blasting it before we know its intentions could prove a dire error, sir," Huffman stated evenly, keeping an admirable hold on his temper. "We'd have no idea at that point what retaliatory power it would have. I strongly urge that you see to it that our first response would be to ascertain its intentions, rather than blindly striking out against it. Doing so might precipitate the annihilation of our entire nation... or perhaps of all mankind... sir."

"Holy fucking hell!" Avrason muttered as he blanched visibly. Turning to his national security advisor, he grated, "Set up a meeting ASAP with the Joint Chiefs, the top brass at the Pentagon, and whatever experts General Huffman's had on the job. We need to plan. In the meantime, get the press secretary to stall on the matter of the disappearances."

Disturbed initially by the President's reaction- Avrason always gives maximum consideration to the political ramifications of any crisis rather than to the security concerns, Huffman had thought censoriously-the General had recoiled inwardly on hearing the Commander-in-Chief express willingness to order a nuclear strike. God in Heaven, this man could annihilate a major American city and cause millions of deaths from radioactive fallout if he panics, Huffman silently railed. You're going to have to use every means at your command to unite the Joint Chiefs and the strategists at the Pentagon behind a foolproof plan, and impress on Avrason that while he has the sole power to initiate a launch, he also has the prime responsibility, and he'd damned well better solicit and take some expert military advice before issuing any such command!

That, the General knew from experience, would prove a tall order indeed.

***

Eleven days after volunteering, Larry Tracker rose from a comfortable armchair in his room on the third floor of a highly rated hotel in Olympia, Washington-a hotel located between two large facilities devoted to pharmaceutical research. Both were owned by private, for-profit companies. As he stripped off his clothes and donned a pair of green-and-blue-striped pajamas, he wondered uneasily whether the Entity might prefer a researcher with a Ph.D. in biochemistry or molecular biology, to a man with his mental equipment. If the Entity's main qualification is the capacity to innovate- to dream up unorthodox solutions to problems- perhaps I'd have an edge over a scientist who works within a corporate culture, he sought to reassure himself. Even if the company's success depends on the results of research in a highly competitive field. Corporations tend not to promote those who refuse to fall into line with company policy. Well... I guess we'll see. Shrugging, he turned back the covers, slid into bed, and sought to fall asleep. Sleep eluded him for a considerable time, but he finally dropped off.

When a fellow agent entered Larry's apartment in the morning, he beheld a pair of green-and-blue-striped pajamas tangled with a rumpled sheet and blanket in the queen-sized bed. The bathroom he saw to be empty. Larry Tracker, he concluded grimly, has just become the latest person to be abducted by the thrice-damned Entity!



Chapter Ten

Dr. Ryan Bigelow woke to the unsettling realization that he could not be in his own bed, owing to the hardness of the surface on which he lay. Opening his eyes, he beheld a shimmering expanse of light wholly unfamiliar to him. What in the hell... ? Abruptly, he sat up. His tall, broad shouldered body, which he kept in commendable shape by working out frequently, lay on hard, smooth, sandy ground, beneath a commodious, translucent, shimmering dome the inner surface of which radiated light that illuminated the interior without producing a glare. Stark naked, conscious of an annoying stiffness in his limbs, the newly awakened geneticist concluded that he must have lain on this cold, unyielding ground for some time. Shock metamorphosed into stupefaction as he stared at the inner surface of the shimmering dome. No plausible explanation for anything in his view struck him. Rising to his feet, he glanced around, and spied an opening in the diaphanous wall. Striding to the V-shaped aperture big enough to allow him to pass through without touching the wall of the dome, he stepped outside.

Shock set his gut clenching. He stood outdoors, in bright sunshine, on a fairly flat, brush-covered plain, staring into a wholly unfamiliar landscape. Far away, rugged foothills lay tucked against more distant mountains. A river that meandered across the plain flowed into a spectacular gorge cut into the hills: a wild but lovely place he judged to be farther away than it looked, owing to the pristine clarity of the air. The hair rose on the viewer's neck as he realized that no such landscape as this existed anywhere near Baltimore, Maryland, where he lived. This looks like the American West, he surmised bemusedly. Badly shaken, he walked away from the dome that appeared dazzling white, if no less insubstantial in its consistency, when viewed from without. Turning, he scanned that portion of the horizon which, up until now, had been behind him.

Shock set him reeling. A huge stone city occupied a site within a U-shaped bend of the river, at a point several miles away. An imposing stepped structure rose to an impressive height, to tower above large clusters of buildings constructed, he instantly surmised, of local rock, given that the reddish-brown color of the city matched that of the rock formations in the distance.

A breeze rose, causing him to shiver. Naked, lacking the most rudimentary tool, he stood erect, still, and stared in befuddlement at the city that seemed ancient-eerily prehistoric in its aspect. Squinting, he sought to catch a glimpse of the occupants, but he saw none. Neither did he spy any domestic animals. Green patches came into view around the perimeter of the buildings-areas he thought might be plots of cultivated ground-but no living thing met his questing gaze: human being, domestic animal, wild animal. The entire complex seemed deserted.

Rubbing his eyes, he wondered uneasily if he was dreaming. No, he concluded, as the pain arising from walking the few steps he had taken on the rough ground impinged on his senses. No. I'm not at home with Alison and Sally. I'm... somewhere else. Where? And how in hell did I get dumped here?

Bigelow mastered the raw fear threatening to unman him. A mind trained in a scientific discipline now fell back on logic and common sense. Turning, he stared at the blinding white dome. Instinctively, he had not touched the shimmering walls. Now, he walked cautiously over to the structure, and sought to re-enter. Some unseen force stopped him cold a half-meter from the door. It was as if he had hit an invisible wall. That barrier, he discovered, extended all the way around the dome. The interior as seen through the aperture looked the same: a floor of hard, sandy ground. Shaking his head, he again scanned the environs: brush-covered plain, distant mountains, river, and the strange, primitive stone city.

Shock set him shivering. A trifle heavily, he sat down on the ground facing the dome and pondered his circumstances. After five minutes of intense thought, he concluded that he was not hallucinating-that the rocky ground, the bushes, and the bruises on his bare feet were damned well real, and that the seemingly ancient stone city must be real also.

Squinting into the limitless blue sky, he watched a white-headed bird of imposing size circle high overhead. It's a bald eagle... a bird of a recognizable species, he assured himself . I seem to be still on Earth. But that city... 

Sitting there naked, shoeless, he got a grip on himself. Deciding that survival took precedence over figuring out what had happened to him, he thrust from mind the heart-wrenching thought of how worried Alison would be over his vanishing from their bed, and resolved to think only of survival. Mustering his ample courage, he began walking towards the city.

Picking his way with care, he yet kept an eye out for predators, even though he knew with chilling clarity that he could not fight off an attacking mountain lion, or a pack of coyotes, let alone wolves. Neither could he flee. At length, he spied a narrow trail through the brush that seemed likely to take him to the river. Relief suffused him as his sore feet now sank into bare, dusty soil. Peering at the narrow game trail, he noted the occasional print of a small, cloven hoof. Deer, he surmised. Or perhaps antelope. Not once did he spy a print of a human foot-or for that matter, of a horse's hoof.

Turning, he looked back. The dome he saw to be unchanged.

When he reached the river, he flung himself down on a pebbly stretch of shore and drank deeply out of his cupped hands. After splashing water on his face, he thrust his lacerated feet into the cool water, and gazed about him. He was a good deal closer to the city now. Staring intently at the walls of stone, he again marveled that not a single human being had come into view.

The sunlight seemed hotter now. I'll get sunburned, he thought glumly. Driven by the pain in his feet, he took the time to fashion two thick pads of the leaves of plants growing along the river, and bound those onto the soles of each foot with tough vines. Knowing that the hastily improvised shoes wouldn't last long, he yet savored the relief the padding gave his bruised feet.

Standing by the stream, with no idea of which direction east might be, he nonetheless saw that the sun was not anywhere near its zenith. Concluding that it was either early morning or late afternoon, he reflected that he had waked as if from sleep. Evidently, he had been snatched during the night. It's more likely morning, he decided. If so, then the city is west of where I'm standing, the gorge is south, and so are the mountains.

Determinedly, he headed for the city. He kept a sharp lookout for people, given his nudity. He saw eight deer grazing some distance out on the plain as he approached the city, but no cattle or horses. The deer, larger than the white-tailed variety with which he was familiar, jerked up their heads on seeing him, but they did not flee. Frowning, he proceeded warily on feet wrapped in swiftly fraying leaves. A few times, he gazed back the way he had come. The mysterious dome still sparkled in the sun.

As he drew close to the city, he saw that the green patches were not cultivated areas. They once had been, he surmised, but they were wild and overgrown, now, even if lush. Small streams flowing from the river irrigated the plots-streams that the fascinated viewer judged to have been artificially created by the builders. Walking into one thicket of gnarled bushes, he saw that the branches bore small, dark fruits. Warily, he picked one, pinched it, and tasted the juice. Finding that it was sweet, he grunted in satisfaction. He recalled reading somewhere that sweet fruits were hardly ever poisonous. For a time, he picked and ate the tart but sweet morsels, until the food took the edge off his hunger.

The availability of edible fruit produced only a scant diminishing of his anxiety. I need protein, he acknowledged grimly. Meat. Or fish. Tools. Weapons. Clothing. Shoes, by God!

Emerging from the thicket on the far side, he discovered that the stream that irrigated this patch of vegetation flowed down a short incline and disappeared into the opening of what he surmised to be an underground watercourse flowing below the city. He saw that the ground on which the city stood was noticeably higher than the river. No vegetation grew close to the walls now looming ahead of him. A paved area surrounded the high stone wall he now approached. Exhibiting caution, he walked along beneath the massive stone rampart, hoping that no one lurking above would drop some lethal missile on him.

He saw no one, and heard nothing.

Upon reaching an entry point in the wall, he noted that the archway featured a huge, metal-sheathed gate, but the gate stood open. Breathlessly, he peered within, to see a passage stretching away between windowless stone walls. Boldly, he entered, and strode down the hall from which other passages led away. At length, he emerged into a stone-paved avenue he instantly judged to be a hundred feet wide and over three hundred feet long. Turning to his left, he stared at the base of the stepped pyramidal tower rising by diminishing stages. That edifice rearing far upward dominated the entire complex. Long flights of stone steps stretched upwards to each smaller stage, allowing access to the small, flat area forming the top.

Gazing about, he stared in wonder. Huge stone statues lined the avenue on both sides. Carved of creamy rock that he estimated to be sandstone, they stood gazing out towards the avenue-some male, some female, all looking quite human. The sculptors had depicted them as being dressed in long, flowing robes. Staring into the wide, unnaturally large eyes of one grave, unsmiling stone face, Bigelow felt a shiver run down his spine. The eyes seemed fixed on him. The overwhelmingly large scale of the sculpture produced awe, and the seeming meeting of his eyes with those of the huge male figure held his gaze longer than he might have stared otherwise.

Standing in that huge, empty space, under the limitless blue sky arching overhead, warmed by sunlight now quite hot, Bigelow felt small, vulnerable, and insignificant. This seemingly deserted city, he instinctively knew, had stood for many centuries-perhaps for a millennium.

Shaking his head, he dominated the intimidating effect of his surroundings. Resolving to view the heart of the city, he marched boldly down the avenue towards the stepped pyramid. Ziggurats, those are called, he reminded himself bemusedly. This statuary bears no resemblance to Mesoamerican stone pillars, he decided, recalling illustrated articles in the National Geographic. Odd, that. These look more like far more ancient statues found in really old civilizations in the Middle East. Babylonian. Sumerian. That sort.

At the end of the avenue, a wide space shaded by a high, flat roof supported by thick pillars proved to be the porch of what Bigelow saw must be a temple. A high, wide, imposing entry featured ornately fashioned metal-sheathed doors, which stood wide open. Seeing no sign of human occupancy, Bigelow strode through the doorway into the huge, lofty, rectangular chamber. Narrow beams of light streamed in from three sections of unglazed stone grillwork set high in the side walls. At the far end of the cavernous room stood an eight-foot-tall stone statue mounted upon a square pedestal.

Bigelow strode to the pedestal and stared at the statue. Awed, he judged that regal-looking male image to have once been arrayed in cloth garments. Wisps of discolored fabric, coated with dust, hung from the stone. A pile of dust interspersed with fragile, decomposing strands of what he guessed to have once been thread, lay about the foot of the figure. Before the statue, a stone table stood, bearing metal bowls, platters, cups, spoons, and the like.

The disintegrated remains of cloth lay here also. The dishes and utensils, he noted, were not fashioned proportionately to the oversized statue. They were of the size ordinary people would use. Stone benches ran along the sides of the chamber, behind two parallel rows of pillars supporting the roof. The central space loomed empty. Each of the side walls featured two doors far smaller than those forming the entry.

Dust covered the stone-paved floor and formed fan-shaped mounds in the corners of the rectangular chamber. Bird droppings could be seen here and there on the benches and the head and shoulders of the statue, which, like the others, possessed huge eyes that riveted the gaze of the beholder. The tracks of rodents- Mice? Or
perhaps... rats? Bigelow wondered uneasily-showed in the dust. No evidence of any human presence met his view.


Well, by all that's fortunate, I can use those dishes! he exulted.

Buoyed a trifle in spirit, he opened one of two doors to his right as he faced the statue. Stepping inside a chamber smaller than the temple-a room also illuminated by light coming through stone grillwork set high in the wall-he beheld an ornate wooden litter reposing on a stone table. On the half-rotted support stood a moderately sized statue unlike any other he had seen.

Stepping close, he saw that the head was hollow. Peering into a rather large opening in the back of the head, he saw that the head was a human skull covered with some sort of plaster-like coating. Flat, polished inserts of glittering semi-precious stones conformed to the planes of the face, covering the human bone. Curved pieces of what he assumed must be clear quartz had been set into the eye sockets. Did they put a candle into the skull, so the light would shine through the quartz? he wondered, intrigued by the supposition.

The body of the statue was formed of wood covered with plaster. Big, full breasts and wide, flaring hips, lovingly sculpted, proclaimed that this was a female deity. The body, which ended below the knees, evidently for the sake of stability, lacked any jeweled ornamentation. He saw that it, too, was covered by the dusty, filmy remains of cloth. Semi-precious stones littered the surface of the litter. Those he surmised to have once adorned the rich robes used to clothe the statue.


They must have carried this image in processions, he ruminated.

A row of wooden chests, their surfaces deteriorated into dust, he assumed must have held robes used to dress the idol. Conscious that the day was passing, he opted not to examine those. Striding back out into the temple, he entered the adjoining chamber.

Walking inside, he found himself in what he figured must be a storage room. Stone benches set along two of the walls supported pottery of a distinctive design, stacks of metal bowls, pots, and utensils, and various other goods. Twelve rectangular stone chests, arranged in four rows of three chests each, formed of blocks mortared to the stone-flagged floor had been topped with flat, inch-thick, sandstone slabs.

Curiosity mastered the nagging fears occasioned by the man's need for food and the means of making a fire. Striding over to where lay a pile of spears, he picked one up. The wooden shaft he saw to be exceedingly brittle. The outside of the wood had deteriorated, streaking his hand with thick brown dust that had once been the outer part of the wood. Bronze, he marveled as he examined the spearhead. Not iron... bronze. Small piles of clay tablets containing marks of an unfamiliar nature he judged to have provided some means of counting or at least tabulating the goods stored in here.

Driven by curiosity as much as by need, he used a spearhead to pry up a stone slab on the top of one of the stone chests, and push it aside. The container proved to be filled to the brim with articles made of cloth. Marveling that the cloth seemed unaffected by age, probably owing to the lack of air and absence of sunlight, he removed an item. Shaking it out, he found it to be a long robe.

Rejoicing in his find, he donned the voluminous garment, which, surprisingly enough, fit his breadth of shoulder, but turned out to be too short, both in the length of the sleeves and of the skirt, judging by the robes shown on the statues.

Holding out his arms, he studied the cloth. Finely woven wool, he guessed. Not made of plant fibers.

Each of the first row of chests held garments.

The chests in the second row of receptacles he discovered to be packed to the brim with blankets. Rejoicing in that find, he pulled out four, and levered the slab back over the hoard. Studying them, he noted that the strands had been dyed different colors, and the blankets sported brown, blue, yellow and maroon stripes.

The third row of containers proved to be filled with flat, uncut, tanned hides: usable leather. Elated, he pulled one out.

The containers in the fourth row he saw to be half full of folded lengths of white cloth. He extracted two of those.

Vast relief suffused this man used to living in a modern American city-a scholarly man of forty-three, who kept his muscular body in shape, but who was by no means an outdoorsman. Calculating that the odds of his surviving a prolonged stay in this place just tilted strongly in his favor, he sturdily refused to contemplate living the rest of his life here. Opting to take things one day at a time, he took heart from knowing that his situation was now vastly improved.

Leaving the items he had selected piled on a bench, he hastened across the temple and entered the first of two closed doors in the opposite wall. This chamber, he instantly surmised, was a kitchen. A narrow, round, open-topped, stone-walled structure met his eye. Staring into the depths, he felt dampness rise from the blackness below. Several small pots reposed on the flat rim of what he judged to be a well. A large pot fitted with three short chains attached to its top-chains attached to a single long chain-rested on the floor next to the wall. The ring on the end of the long chain he saw to be affixed to a bronze ring on the flat edge of the stonework.

Lifting the pot, he blew out the dust, and used the hem of his robe to wipe out the interior. He then lowered the pot into the well, delighted to hear a splash. When he pulled the pot back up, he rejoiced at seeing it brimful of clear, presumably drinkable water. No scum, no cloudiness, no debris defiled it. Mustering his courage, he set the pot on the flat rim of the well, cleaned out one of the small receptacles, dipped it into the pot, and took a long drink. The water exhibited neither a bad taste nor any offensive odor.


That stream that vanished must flow through an underground canal, he decided, and emerge somewhere on the opposite side of the complex. The constant flow keeps the water from going stagnant.

Glancing about, he viewed an array of small stone tables, a large hearth from which rose two metal posts topped by what he guessed was a spit, and a number of bronze tripods half full of sand. Black powder lay atop the sand. They cooked smaller amounts of food in these, he told himself, noting that pots of various sizes littered the tops of the tables. Pots featuring three short legs stood on some of the tripods.

A shiver coursed down Bigelow's spine as he studied the arrangement of the pots, plates, utensils, and such across the large work area. This kitchen looks exactly as if cooking a meal was in progress when the people left. What in hell happened to the populace?

Frowning, he resolved to return to that conundrum later. Spying a rear door, he opened it, to behold tall stacks of firewood: hand-hewn logs evidently used beneath the spit, piles of smaller sticks, short logs, and piles of brown dust that he suspected might have been tinder. Wondering how the people had started their fires, he recalled reading about wooden drills used to spin a slender wooden rod in a hole, creating friction enough to ignite tinder, and then the wood. Deciding that the drills would now be dust, he shrugged a trifle dejectedly.

A door connected the kitchen with the adjoining chamber, which also could be entered from the temple. This proved to hold a huge array of large ceramic urns topped with tightly fitting ceramic lids. Those, he discovered, held dried beans, dried peas, grain that he could not identify, dried leaves that gave off an aromatic odor, and the like.

Electrified by that find, he wondered if the beans and peas were still edible. Might they still germinate? he asked himself in wonder. Likely not. But still... I'll deal with this conundrum tomorrow, he decided as he replaced the lids on the jars he had opened.

Bigelow returned to the storeroom containing the implements, weapons, pots, and such. Standing, he studied the array. In his mind, he reviewed all the ways he had read about regarding the starting of fires in earlier societies, and then in his own. A memory surfaced. His normally calm face lit with fierce excitement. Hastily, he selected a small, pointed knife, exited the storeroom, and re-entered that containing the portable statue. Eagerly, he examined the eye sockets. Carefully, he used the pointed implement to pry one of the curved quartz eyes out of the skull. This will work! he exulted.

Wishing that the robe he wore had pockets, he went back to the storeroom and looked over the utensils. Spying a large bronze bowl, he filled it a third full of sooty sand from a tripod. Into that, he tossed the piece of curved quartz, a small, sharp knife, and a larger blade. As an afterthought, he added a spoon, a ceramic cup, and a small bronze plate. Optimist, you are, he chided his alter ego.

Annoyed by the lack of a belt to his gown, he tore off a wide strip from one of the two lengths of white cloth, and tied the sash around his waist. Carefully, he cut a square from the same expanse of cloth, tied the corners to form a pouch, and attached that to the sash. Thus girded, he remembered his sore feet. Standing on the flat piece of leather, he used the tip of a knife to score an outline of each of his feet. Carefully, he cut along the lines, fashioning two soles. Those he bound to his feet with strips of cloth. Frowning, he tore off other strips of cloth and tucked them over his sash, for use when the ones on his feet wore through. Rising, he picked up the bowl, and made his way out to the avenue.

The bright sunlight hit him in the eyes, causing him to squint. Fierce hope suffused him as he hastened out of the temple complex, using the same route by which he had entered. Proceeding to the brush-covered plain, he used the large knife to cut off a piece of tough wood from which he removed the branches. He then split the wood and wedged the piece of curved quartz into the split end. That device he laid on the ground while he gathered a small pile of dead, dry grass, dry leaves and twigs torn from the brush, and other tinder. Those he set atop the sand in the large bowl.

Glancing up at the sky, he saw that the sun had passed the zenith, and now hung lower in the sky. Holding the stick in which he had embedded the lens, he concentrated the sun's rays onto the pile of tinder. After a span of time in which his gut knotted and sweat rolled down his face, he succeeded in heating the tinder sufficiently that it caught fire. Feverishly, he added more tinder, until he had a substantial blaze going. Rocking back on his heels, he breathed a fervent sigh of relief.

Pride suffused him. I can survive here, he exulted. I have fire, clothing and utensils. Now all I need is meat.

His momentary exultation dissipated. I've never killed anything, he mourned. Could I bring myself to spear a deer? How in hell will I get close enough? Could I make a bow and arrows and kill one? I'm no marksman. Shit.

A thought impinged: one that set his gut quivering. I can't fish, either, he acknowledged bleakly. I've got no line, no reel, no hooks. But by God, I remember what my cousin Harry did when we two boys rambled over Grandfather's farm!

In fevered haste, Bigelow tossed brush onto the small blaze until it flared up satisfactorily. He kept adding new flammable material until the fire subsided into a deep bed of coals. That task took considerable time. Glancing at the sky, he saw that the sun had sunk perceptibly lower. Rising, he hastened back towards the tangled vegetation watered by the artificial ditches. Stopping, he picked a quantity of the tart, sweet fruits and tucked them into his pouch. Then, resolutely, he walked along one of the ditches until he found a place where tall grass hung over the side of the bank formed of thick sod. Lying prone, parallel to the bank, he rolled up his sleeve. He then reached down into the water and groped below the overhanging grass.

Nothing of interest met his questing grasp. Squirming along the bank on his stomach, he kept reaching under the grass drooping over the side of the bank, cursing under his breath. Finally, he hit pay dirt. His hand closed over a trout hugging the bank in what it considered a safe haven. Exulting, he grasped the fish, and tossed it onto the grassy bank, where it thrashed about frantically. Reaching for a rock, he bashed the head of the unfortunate creature until it ceased flopping.

Pride again swelled. I didn't believe that fish would just hang motionless under a bank with overhanging grass, until I saw Harry catch three this way. Well! I've got protein, a fire, clothing, and utensils. I'm going to survive, by God!

Sitting before his fire, Bigelow set a thin, flat rock into the glowing coals, and laid the fish he had cleaned on the hot stone. After a time, he slid the broad bronze knife blade under the fish and flipped it. At length, he lifted the browned, cooked fish onto a greenish bronze plate, pulled the cooked flesh away from the bones, and dined heartily on the roasted flesh. Pride flared, only to die away as he fretted about the pain, worry and heartache Alison and Sally must be suffering.


Were they hauled off somewhere, too? he asked himself bleakly. Or did Alison wake to find me gone? What in hell caused me to be plucked out of my bed and transported here? Did my government do this?

Frowning, he gave himself up to intense thought. Did aliens snatch me? he asked himself in disbelief. Shaking his head, he dismissed that outlandish thought. They'd have hauled me aboard a ship, n ot let me loose in this desolate place, he surmised, feeling silly for even considering any hypothesis that featured aliens. Standing, Bigelow stared off into the distance. The dome, less radiant now, owing to the onset of dusk, was still there. No human figure met his roving eye. He spied three head of antelope a considerable distance away. Except for them, the plain seemed devoid of life.

Rising, Bigelow regarded the bed of coals in the center of the bronze pot. He used the knife to flip out the hot rock. The other implements he tucked into the cloth pouch. Lifting the pot containing still-glowing coals bedded on sand, he walked back to the temple complex.

By the time he got there, the sun had set. Hastening into the kitchen, he scraped the still-glowing coals into a much larger brass tripod containing sooty sand and fetched a quantity of wood from what he mentally classed as the woodshed. He added the ancient, brittle, disintegrating wood and blew on the coals. The fire flared up, cheering him. When he achieved a new bed of coals, he laid an upside-down bronze pot-one wide but shallow-over the tripod, hoping that the coals would not die out before morning.

Frowning, he debated with himself as to whether he should sleep in the safety of the kitchen, with the door shut, or bed down outside. The realization that if the fire went out he would spend the night in pitch blackness in a dusty, dank stone chamber daunted him.

Once again, he hastened outside and walked to the small stream, where he cut a large quantity of sweet-smelling grass. That he piled on the second cloth from which he had not cut pieces. Hurrying, he bore the bundle back to the temple and formed an improvised mattress under the overhang, close to the still-open door of the temple. He had left the door to the kitchen open, in case he had to flee inside.

Beside the bed, he laid a spear, the handle of which showed the least deterioration of any in the storeroom, and a sharp knife. One of the four blankets he laid over the grass-filled cloth. The other three he spread on top. As a final touch, he stuffed his pouch full of grass to form a pillow. He then walked out into the avenue, gazed upwards, and observed the heavens.

Accustomed to the pervasive light pollution in Eastern cities, Bigelow gasped as he stared up at the grandeur above. Vast numbers of stars spread like a diaphanous, sparkling veil over the moonless, cloudless, blue-black sky. The dense band he recognized as the Milky Way arched overhead, inspiring awe. Frowning, he located the Big Dipper. Running his gaze up from the two fairly bright stars in the front of the bowl of the Big Dipper, he stopped when he hit on the not very bright star: the last star in the handle of the Little Dipper. That's the North Star, he assured himself . And yes... the mountains are south of here.

Oddly enough, the pinpointing of north gave him a feeling of being a bit more in control of his destiny, despite the utter weirdness of his situation.

The bed seemed soft enough. He drew up the three blankets and tried to slip off into sleep. His churning mind resisted its onslaught, but at length, his tired, stressed body succumbed to the need to restore itself. Bigelow passed into welcome oblivion.



Chapter Eleven

Bigelow woke at first light, mainly because he felt chilled. Huddled under the blankets, he grew conscious of the cold air flowing over his exposed face. Rising stiffly from his bed, he stretched, stared out over the statue-lined avenue, and despondently acknowledged that he was still here, wherever "here" was. Hastily, he repaired to what he now called the kitchen, and lifted the cover off the fire. A few of the embers still glowed red. Cheered by the sight, he added fuel, and soon had a fire burning. When it subsided into embers, he heated water, dropped in the tart fruits, and let them simmer.

Sipping the hot, sweet liquid, he mourned the fact that he might never taste coffee again. His shoulders slumped, and depression reared its ugly head. Fierce longing for the company of his wife and daughter assailed him, along with potent worry regarding their welfare. Hoping that they suffered only the trauma of unexplained loss, and had not been dumped into some strange environment themselves, he fought depression. He managed to master his emotion, knowing that dwelling on dark possibilities offered a potent check on his ability to survive.

He drank the hot liquid and spooned up the softened fruits. The food took the edge off his hunger but did not entirely assuage it. A thought struck him. Striding into the storeroom, he extracted a robe from the stone receptacle. Stopping by his bed, he pulled the cloth from around the crushed green grass, which he spread out in the sun to dry into hay. He then tore a sash off the end of the cloth from which he had torn other pieces. Tossing the grass out of his pouch, he stuffed the wide sash inside.

Hastily, he fashioned a new pair of sandals, which he likewise tucked into the pouch. The robe he tied around his neck by the arms. Resolutely, he wrapped a knife in cloth and stuffed that into his sash. His face reflecting anxiety, he proceeded out into the avenue, carrying the spear he had kept handy by his bed while he slept. As the sun rose, he began walking at a brisk pace towards the dome, which he saw to be still there.

When he arrived, he again found that he could not approach the mysterious phenomenon closer than half a meter. The exterior shimmered brightly in the light of the newly risen sun. Seating himself opposite the door, he gazed within.

Twenty minutes later, a pronounced tingling on his skin caused the hair to rise on the nape of his neck. Before his unbelieving eyes, he saw the ghostly figure of a man's naked body appear, and then take on substantiality. As he watched, stupefied with astonishment, the chest of the reclining figure rose and fell. He was alive... breathing. But asleep.

Leaping to his feet, Bigelow ascertained that the invisible barrier remained in place. Shaking his head, he sought to calm his pounding heart. Well, you now know that you weren't flown here in a plane and dumped out, he grated silently to his alter self. You were... teleported here!
Turned into energy, and reconstituted into matter! That's not possible! It's the stuff of science fiction! Star Trek movies! But it just happened... right before your bulging eyes!

Bigelow spent the next ten minutes striving to decide what agency of his government might have perfected the technique, and just where their unethical experiment might have landed both himself and the man lying motionless within the dome. His ruminations left him more astonished, outraged, fearful, and more confused than when he began his assessment.

All at once, the man within the dome stirred, opened his eyes, and rose to a sitting position. His comely face expressed stupefaction, just as had that of the concerned watcher. Rising with lithe grace, the man Bigelow guessed to be in his mid-thirties stood, gazed around, and spied the aperture. He strode out with absolutely no difficulty. The barrier, the geneticist realized, only prevented anyone from entering.

Stopping short, the naked man fixed his eyes on the robed figure standing, now, facing him. Instantly, his nude body took on a combative stance.

"There's no need to be afraid of me," Bigelow assured him. "I was brought here the same way you were, yesterday-naked as a jaybird, and absolutely unable to explain how I got here, or where this place is. My name is Ryan Bigelow."

The newcomer, tall, handsome, blonde-an athlete, Bigelow surmised, by the look of his hard-muscled body-gasped, "What in God's name... ?" Tearing his eyes from the man clad in the robe, he gazed all around, and spied the stone city. "Holy fucking hell!" he muttered. "Is that place... real? Or am I seeing things?"

"It's as real as you and I are," Bigelow assured him, even as he wondered just how real the two of them were, given what he had just witnessed. "It's an ancient city that's totally devoid of people. As to just where we are, I'd guess the American West. But it's... wilderness, here. There's no sign whatsoever of human life, and no artifacts except that stone city."

"You woke up in that damned dome, too?" the man asked.

"Yes, I did. Yesterday morning." Bigelow made no mention of what he had just seen, not wishing to add to the man's trauma. Holding out the spare robe and a sash, he suggested, "I found these garments in the deserted city. They serve to cover our nakedness, at least. Here, put it on. And tie these sandals onto your feet. Walking barefooted here is really painful."

Bemusedly, the man accepted the robe, and slid it over his head. "I'm Alec Hastings," he informed his benefactor as he tied the sash. "I'm not hallucinating, am I?"

"You're not," Bigelow assured him gently. "Believe me. That city's real. We're real. And we face an ongoing problem of surviving here. I've made a fairly satisfactory start, but two of us will do better than one could in that regard."

Gazing down at himself, Hastings declared, "You've made a resounding start, I'd say. Thank you for your thoughtfulness in bringing this stuff! Did you walk naked all the way to that blasted stone citadel?"

"Yes, I did. Hard on the feet, that trip."

"I'll bet that's the understatement of the week!" An engaging grin accompanied that exclamation.

Liking the ebullient newcomer, Bigelow smiled warmly at him, cheered by the man's sturdy refusal to rant or rave or grow deeply depressed over his predicament.

"Have you any idea of how we might have landed in this pickle?" Hastings asked.

"None I feel sure about. I refuse to believe that we'll be here forever. If some government agency isolated us here, eventually they'll rescue us, I should think."

"Mmm. You might well be making an unwarranted assumption there. Maybe aliens have sent us back in time." That suggestion emerged in a measured tone devoid of flippancy.

"I thought about the possibility that aliens snatched me, yesterday, too," Bigelow admitted. "But we simply don't know. We lack crucial data needed to arrive at a valid conclusion. So let's concentrate on surviving, eh? Once we have a supply of meat or fish on hand, we can spend mental energy speculating."

"You make good sense, Ryan," the newcomer agreed. "What do you do for a living?"

"I'm a geneticist-one of three partners who own and operate a small genetics lab in Baltimore."

"I'm the head of the History Department at Grangely College. It's a small private liberal arts college in Richmond, Virginia."

Spontaneously, the two intellectual types shook hands, glad of each other's company.

Bigelow led the way down the game trail. When the pair arrived at the small stream that watered the thicket where the fruit grew, he stopped, and explained how he had caught the fish yesterday afternoon. "There must be quite a few in there," he observed. "But my method won't work on a large scale. They'll get wary, and be far harder to catch that way."

"We ought to build a fish weir," the historian exclaimed as he scanned the stream banks. "They've worked beautifully for a thousand years."

"A fish weir?"

"Yes. A wall of closely spaced thin poles, set into the bottom of the ditch in the shape of a V, and another wall of poles set across the ditch a short distance downstream. The fish swim in through the narrow opening in the V-shaped wall, and collect in the space between the walls. They tend not to swim back out the narrow opening in the V. When quite a few have collected, you jump in and herd them against the wall. You can scoop them up with a net, or snag them with a hook, or just catch them with your hands and toss them out."

"By God, that would work!" Bigelow exclaimed. "After I show you the city, we'll build one, if you're willing."

"I can wait to see the sights," Hastings assured him. "I could use a filling meal. Let's do it right now. If you'll let me use that knife in your belt, I'll cut willow branches and sharpen them. We can hammer them in with a rock."

Handing Hastings the knife, Bigelow hunted up two suitable rocks. He also deposited a considerable quantity of the fruits in his pouch. When the pile of straight, slender poles lay on the bank, Hastings thrust one into the stream. "It's only about four feet deep," he announced. "I'll shed this blasted robe, slip into the water, and hammer the poles into the bottom."

Shedding his own robe, Bigelow announced firmly, "I'll do that on the other end."

Smiling in comradely fashion, Hastings nodded, and the two men set to work.

An hour later, two walls of closely spaced willow wands interlaced with thinner willow switches enclosed a short area of the narrow ditch. "We'd better let the mud settle before we try anything else," the originator of the idea suggested. "How about showing me the inside of this astounding pile?" As he spoke, he again donned the robe.

A short time later, Hastings stood tautly still, gazing in awe down the avenue lined with statues. He, too, felt a shiver go through him as he met the huge eyes of one of the idols. Wrenching his glance away, he muttered, "Eerie, this place. Awesome. Ancient, obviously. Ryan... we can't be in the America we grew up in! There's no such place as this in the United States. I think we've traveled back in time!"

"That's one possibility, I imagine," Bigelow reluctantly agreed. "But let's reserve judgment until we have time to sit at our ease and mull over the possibilities. Let me show you the amazing hoard of useful stuff I discovered."

The embers were still red in the tripod when Bigelow ushered his fellow abductee into the kitchen. While Hastings examined the layout, Bigelow fed the fire, shook the bulk of the fruits out of his pouch into a pot, added water, and set the mixture simmering. "They're better cooked," he explained. "You must be hungry. I had some for breakfast, so eat these raw, and then down what I'm cooking as soon as they're stewed."

After eating his fill, Hastings followed Bigelow into the other chambers, and took in the store of tools, weapons, utensils, and such. "If we can hunt and fish, we won't lack for the basic necessities," he declared. "Not even if we get a steady influx of abducted people."

Uneasily, Bigelow declared, "You and I arrived early in the morning. But that's no guarantee that new arrivals will arrive at that time. We need to keep a close eye on the dome. We don't need distraught, frightened, naked people going into hysterics alone out there!"

"You're right," Hastings agreed. "Let's go out and scan the trail down here, before we try to net some fish. And let's get out some more gowns, and cut some more sandals. We could leave those up there, suspended from poles stuck in the ground, so that vermin like mice or voles don't damage them."

Carrying knives, squares of cloth, clothing, a sharpened stick, Bigelow's spear, a pot with a bail, and four pairs of sandals, the two men returned to the bank of the small stream. Staring in unison over the plain, they spied no new arrival limping towards the city. The dome still sparkled in the bright sunlight, but no distraught figure stood near it. Relieved, they surveyed the weir, and saw that cloudiness still rendered the water opaque. Shrugging, they hiked to the dome, pounded the sharpened pole into the hard earth, and hung two robes, two sashes, and a pouch containing two pairs of sandals thereon. Hastily, they returned to the weir.

Still hungry even after eating the stewed fruit, Hastings scanned the water. The cloudiness had vanished. Opting to try scooping out fish with a crude cloth net tied to a forked stick, the two men stood on the bank, and stared into the water. A fish jumped into the air, and splashed back down, startling Bigelow and elating Hastings. A few minutes later, the younger man succeeded in catching a fair-sized, fat trout. Stifling a whoop of satisfaction lest the sound scatter the fish, he let Bigelow kill and clean the catch. Standing tautly still, he watched, and finally dipped out a fish far larger than any caught thus far. Over the course of the next forty-five minutes, he extracted three more of medium size.

"By God, your weir's a resounding success!" Bigelow affirmed, smiling broadly. "I doubt that I'd have thought of building something like this."

"My specialty is medieval European history. Back in those times, people built lots of weirs from rock or wood. And this narrow ditch is just right for one."

"Damned if it isn't! I think we should cook all of these, Alec. They'll spoil in the heat. It's cold at night here, but it gets really hot by midday. Let's head for the kitchen."

Swiftly, the pair re-entered the complex. Bigelow cooked the fish as he had the one caught on the prior day. Each man ate two of the smaller ones. The cooked pair they wrapped in cloth and placed in a covered clay pot, which they set on a stone bench far from the tripod in which the fire burned.

His brow furrowed, Hastings remarked, "You know... the cooks left this area in the middle of cooking a meal. There's no evidence that invaders broke in. There's no sign of a struggle. And if the people all suddenly got sick and died, where in hell are the bodies? There'd be skeletons. You said this door was closed when you got here. Had bodies lain here, and had the door been left open, predators... scavengers... coyotes, perhaps... would have smelled them, and come in and feasted. There'd be bones scattered all over. You said the gate in the wall was open, and so was the one leading into the temple. Coyotes are pretty bold, I've read."

"I noticed that the arrangement of the utensils suggested that the people left in the middle of cooking a meal. Alec... there are no skeletons anywhere I've been, although I'll admit, I haven't done much exploring yet. The food problem I judged the most pressing."

"Mm. Well, perhaps we should do a bit of exploring."

The chambers beneath the overhanging roof running parallel to the avenue behind the statues proved to be workshops. Fascinated, the two men sought to identify what was made in each, and identified areas devoted to spinning, weaving, the making of robes, the creation of pottery, the crafting of leather, the fashioning of metal vessels, and the like. When they had ascertained that no dwelling places occupied the ground floor of the complex, they ascended to the upper level, which was set back, so that the flat, stone-paved roofs of the workshops formed a walkway in front of a row of rooms built on a flat expanse dug out of a hill.

Standing on the unroofed, flagged passage fronting a row of chambers on the west side of the complex-a passage that overlooked the avenue-the two men entered what they instantly judged to have been a family dwelling. That relatively large, dirt-floored chamber featured a central hearth, on which reposed two capacious bronze pots, a four-foot-long wooden bench on which rested pottery, bronze vessels, and other utensils, and wide, low wooden platforms running down two of the four walls. Remnants of cloth festooned those.

"I expect they slept on those platforms at night, and sat on them by day," Hastings remarked. A two-foot-tall, unadorned, thick-walled, heavy-lidded clay pot reposed in a corner, behind a wattled screen of disintegrating wood. Within it, they saw a bronze vessel fitted with a bail. "I'll wager that's their version of a toilet," Hastings observed with a wry grin. "They must have emptied those inner pots into a cistern, or perhaps they carried them out to dump the contents on their garden plots. But I think it more likely that there's an underground repository for waste somewhere nearby."

A door to the rear-one of two-beckoned. The two men entered, to behold a three-foot-tall statue of a female deity mounted on a pedestal. Several smaller statues stood on a stone bench. Beside them lay three small, non-upright figures with outsized eyes.

"Household gods, I expect," Bigelow commented. "What was the purpose of those small ones, do you suppose?"

Picking one up, Hastings found that it fit comfortably in his hand. "Pocket versions," he suggested. "Only these blasted people never learned the art of making pockets."

"These ancient people's lives seem to have been wholly dominated by the gods they worshipped," Bigelow remarked. Faint censure showed on his face.

"And goddesses," Hastings added. "This one's female." Laughing, he pointed to a big-breasted, full-hipped image: one of the smaller upright figures. "Mae West, that one," he observed. "Awesome knockers!"

Chuckling, Bigelow nodded and glanced about. Frowning, he stepped close to the wall. "Look at those drawings carved into the stone," he urged.

Hastings looked. An imposing, obviously authoritarian figure wearing a cloak over a flowing, wide-skirted robe sat on some sort of support that raised his seated body higher than that of the dignified man clad in a robe similar to those worn by the two men studying the image. The standing individual stared, mesmerized, at the seated figure, who grasped a rod topped with a three-pronged symbol in one hand, and extended the other arm in such a way that his finger pointed to the left ear of the standing figure, whose arms hung at his sides. Various other symbols appeared below the sophisticated line drawing.

"What's the guy standing up doing?" Hastings asked, shaking his head in puzzlement.

"He's being given orders by a superior, I'd say."

"Could be, I guess. Look here."

A simpler line drawing showed a man in a robe standing facing the viewer. A larger, more imposing, big-eyed, full-breasted female figure stood to his rear, slightly to his left, and seemed to speak into his left ear.

"And what's she doing?" Bigelow asked.

"She sure as hell doesn't look as if she's whispering sweet nothings into that ear," Hastings retorted. "He looks utterly henpecked to me."

"As if he's taking orders from her," Bigelow observed.

"Why in hell would a man want the evidence of his wife's bossing him around carved into the wall of his private chapel?" Hastings queried, frowning.

"Maybe that's a goddess, and she does the bossing, not the man's wife," Bigelow suggested.

"Whatever, those images bother me," Hastings admitted. "Those subordinate guys seem... robotized. Glassy-eyed. You know, art in medieval churches projected a lot of joyousness... love. Excitement... drama... faith in a compassionate Savior. These don't."

"Some powerful incentive caused the builders of this city to carve all those statues lining the avenue," Bigelow reminded his new friend. "Some ancient religion exerted a strong hold on them."

"I'll say!"

The other room, which was smaller than the main chamber, seemed to have been a bedroom.

The other dwellings along the row mimicked the first. After visiting several, the two men retraced their steps. The dwellings on the upper tier on the opposite side of the avenue they found to be similar. Stopping to investigate the chambers opening onto the wide, roofed porch shading the front of the temple on either side of the entry, they discovered several far bigger and more lavishly furnished dwelling places.

"These must have been occupied by the top priests in the hierarchy, or war leaders, or other guys high up in the pecking order," Hastings surmised. "What do you say to our moving into this apartment? It's one of the two that are closest to the door of the temple, and it's got four good-sized rooms plus a roomful of statues. Or do you prefer just camping in the kitchen?"

"I have a bad feeling that we may get God knows how many more people emerging from that damned dome in the days to come," Bigelow confided. "We may see a lot of cooking going on in the kitchen. So yes... let's you and I move in here, where we'll be close to the storerooms. The Lord only knows what sort of people could emerge from that dome. Thugs or criminal types could come through, I suppose."

"We'd best stay prepared for all kinds of trouble," Hastings agreed, frowning. "Let's move stuff we figure we might need into our new quarters. Including weapons."

"That sounds like a winner," Bigelow replied grimly.

***

The two men swept out their new abode with improvised brooms, carried quite a bit of gear inside, made grass-filled beds, and dined late in the day on the cooked fish. After eating, they caught and cooked five more fish and collected a store of the fruit. Cheered, they expanded their range, and found a patch of trees bearing stunted fruits that looked and tasted like small, hard, tart plums. Their pouches bulging, they stood at sunset and stared out at the dome in the swiftly fading light, but they saw no one approaching.

Noting that Bigelow had been a trifle evasive when asked what he saw through the aperture before the arrival of a new abductee, Hastings resolved to watch, himself, the next morning. To his relief, his companion seemed perfectly willing to let him observe. A fire kindled on the hearth of their "apartment" banished the dankness, and cheered both men as well as warmed them. Bigelow showed Hastings the lens-like piece of quartz he had used to make a fire, eliciting a whistle. "Slick move," the historian commended him.

Lying on fairly comfortable beds beneath warm blankets in a chamber they considered as safe as one could find in this strange place, they savored the realization that they did not face daunting loneliness. Both fell asleep with relative ease, despite their worries about the wrenching anxiety those friends and family members missing them would suffer.

***

Shortly after dawn of the following day, Hastings and Bigelow sat cross-legged on the hard ground, staring into the dome. When the ghostly image of a nude, middle-aged woman formed and then solidified into living, breathing flesh, Hastings gasped aloud, clapped a hand to his forehead, and then spluttered, "Holy fucking shit! Did you see me materialize that way?"

"Yes. I didn't say so, right away. You'd suffered shock enough, I figured."

"Good thing my heart's sound, or I'd have dropped dead of a coronary attack just now!" the shaken observer muttered. "Ryan... it's got to be aliens snatching us and dumping us here. Nobody on Earth knows how to teleport people!"

"We can't be absolutely certain of that. But I'm not ruling out aliens, believe me."

Hastings uttered several choice obscenities, and then broke off as he saw the woman sit up, glance wildly around, and rise to her feet. When she emerged, obviously flustered by her nakedness, shielding her genitals with one hand and her bosom with her forearm, he courteously averted his eyes. Bigelow, looking straight into her eyes, and nowhere else, calmed her with gentle words, and handed her a robe and sash. "I'll turn my back while you put this on, ma'am," he assured her.

When the newcomer announced in a shaky voice that she was dressed, she studied the two faces, and found their aspect reassuring. The sight of the city unnerved her, but the two men spoke soothingly so as to reassure her. As she struggled to gain a grip on herself, they noted that she appeared to be in her late forties. Her face they saw to be quite plain, and her figure stocky, but she spoke in a cultured tone.

After Bigelow introduced both Hastings and himself and described their professions, she mastered bemusement. "I'm Claire Cavendish," she told them. "I'm an orthopedic surgeon. I'm one of four surgeons with that specialty who own and staff a diagnostic clinic in Durham, North Carolina. My husband's one of them." Tears sprang into her eyes as she mentioned him, but she blinked them back. "We're associated with a local hospital where we replace hips and knees, and perform various procedures on spines and joints."

After exchanging glances with Bigelow, Hastings directed his next remarked to him. "We're all well-educated folks, mmm?"

"So we are. Let's hope that trend continues."

"You think... others will wake up in there... ?" the woman gasped.

"We think it highly possible," Bigelow stated calmly. "Dr. Cavendish, you'd better don these sandals. They're crude, but the ground's rough, here."

"Please... call me Claire," the woman urged. Swiftly, she regained a good bit of what both men suspected to be habitual brisk assurance. Smiling wanly, she exclaimed, "I appreciate your both coming up here solely to soften the ghastly shock I just experienced."

The smile that lit her plain face warmed both men, who generated swift liking for this new addition to their society. That liking deepened as they observed her reaction when she stood in the statue-lined avenue and exhibited no sign that the sight daunted her. Their respect increased when she dined heartily on cold cooked fish and stewed fruit, and later took a tour with them through the temple and the storerooms. Amazement blended with awe and shock, but she proved resolute as she contemplated dominating loss, anxiety, the emotional pain of separation from the husband she loved, and living a drastically altered lifestyle.

"If we get inundated with new arrivals," she assured them, "I'll be glad to meet them at the dome and soften the shock."

"We'd appreciate having a woman help us take on that responsibility," Bigelow replied gratefully, shuddering as he envisioned dealing with a young, nude, hysterical, screaming girl.

"I grow a small kitchen garden, and I was raised by a mother who raised a big family garden," Claire informed them. "My folks owned a small farm. I'd be glad to see if some of those beans and peas might retain the ability to germinate. We could soak some, too, and then cook them. We should save an ample supply for seed, though-not eat them all. If a lot of people collect here, we'll need to grow a great deal of food. If you two agree, perhaps we should consider inventorying the supplies you've found, and hand them out as needed, rather than letting everyone who arrives scrounge through these chambers adjoining the temple storerooms. We'd avoid quarrels, that way. After we see to it that the newcomers have what they most need to survive, we could encourage them to scrounge in the rest of the complex, but with the intent to share what they find... the way you two generous souls have shared with each other, and with me."

"I welcome that offer," Bigelow assured her, impressed both by her grasp of the problems that could loom, and of her willingness to pitch in and help.

"So do I," Hastings chimed in. "If a lot of people collect here, we'll need superb leadership and a willingness of all of the residents to cooperate and help each other. We'll need to stop dead any outbreak of an 'It's every man for himself' philosophy."

"Damned right," Bigelow concurred vigorously. "Alec, what do you say to Claire's moving into the big apartment on the other side of the temple entry from ours? That one's the same size as ours. Claire, you could invite any new female arrival you find you particularly like, to share it with you, or you could keep the extra space free, so as to use it as a clinic, in case anyone gets injured."

"That suits me," the surgeon replied. "Although I'll be direly limited in my ability to treat traumas, owing to the lack of any surgical supplies. But I could collect implements that might help me cope... cloth to use as bandaging, and such... prepare for the worst. I'll gladly do that."

Warmed by her willingness to take on the challenge, the two men showed her the apartment. While she swept it out, they conferred outside and agreed on a plan. "When new people arrive, we'll tell the men to select apartments on the west side, and the women on the east side," Bigelow declared. "We'll congregate in this vicinity, and ignore the vast areas of this complex that we haven't explored yet. Let's take this competent, courageous woman up on her offer, and let her inventory what we have available in the temple storerooms. As she said, we'll need to dole out items so as to be sure the newcomers don't suffer. But we'll need to take charge. I trust her, Alec. She could be a great help to both of us."

Nowise averse to that plan, Hastings nodded, but he added, "You're a natural leader, Ryan. I'll defer to you, and help you all I can. So will Claire, I feel sure. Damn, but assuring survival here for a lot of people could get to be a big challenge. None of the three of us are outdoorsmen."

"Perhaps a few of that type will arrive."

"Whoever... or whatever... is collecting American citizens here, is selecting for high intelligence and good education."

"It seems that way. I hope so. But damn... why are we being brought here?"

"I haven't a clue, Ryan. But I expect at some point, the aliens will make contact, and tell us."

"Or the rogue government agency will tell us. Or the outlaw band of rogue scientists performing an experiment on us will reveal their intentions."

Smiling, Hastings clapped his new friend on the shoulder in comradely fashion. "Time will tell, I guess. Let's take it one day at a time, mmm?"

"That's the only damned way we can take it."

***

Shortly after dawn on the next day, three fascinated observers beheld the ghostly figure of a man take on substance, and turn into a living, breathing human being. Mastering her profound shock, Claire Cavendish kept admirable control of herself. Faced with indubitable fact, she accepted the unexplainable.

By now, Bigelow had his speech to the traumatized newcomer perfected. This man he saw to be a slim, short, non-athletic individual in his late twenties. When the newest abductee stood clothed in a robe too long for his height, they learned that his name was Arthur McConnell, and that he was a mathematician who taught at Yale University. Bigelow had heard of him. He knew that McConnell was a prodigy in the field of mathematics, who had written three controversial books on abstruse mathematical theory before he turned twenty. Surmising that this intense, scholarly youth possessed at the best estimate a minimal ability to survive in a primitive environment, they yet welcomed him warmly, and resolved to help him adapt.

McConnell took up residence in an apartment in what Dr. Cavendish firmly informed him was the men's side of the complex. The three self-appointed custodians of the basic means of survival fed him, and then provided the bemused, still-distraught, manifestly depressed mathematician with the means of living in adequate comfort there. Conscious that he lacked the most rudimentary ability to survive on his own, the scholarly intellectual a good part of whose daily life had been spent in an esoteric mental realm proved exceedingly grateful to the three more robustly assertive personalities.

"I appreciate what you've done for me," he assured them earnestly. "I... I know that I'm not what you probably wanted to have join you. But I can work. If you need rough, unskilled labor, I'll perform it. I... I'm still... upset... confused... royally pissed, if you want to know the truth! I don't fit here! But... Damn. You three know how to cope. I'm going to have to learn to cope. If you'll let me, I'll go with you in the morning, and try to calm whoever staggers out of that damned dome. If he's some poor bastard as helpless in a wilderness as I am, at least I can sympathize, and help him through the trauma."

Admiration suffused the three activists. "Arthur, back where we all formerly lived, you made marvelous contributions to the general welfare," Bigelow assured him gently. "You will here, too. Don't stress yourself further, worrying. When we see a way you can contribute, we'll tell you. We'll all have to perform labor we're not used to doing. Don't fret. You're welcome here. Okay?"

"Okay," the youth replied dubiously. "I'll do my best."

Biting back a firm directive that the youthful genius should muster his formidable mathematical expertise and figure out just what in hell had happened to all of them, Hastings resolved not to add to the young man's obvious mental upset. Kindly, he asked that the lad accompany him to the weir and keep him company as he scooped up fish, while Bigelow and Cavendish cooked, scrounged in the workshops, and explored new areas of the complex. Nodding, the youth followed him, and watched as Hastings harvested five fat trout.

"That's a clever trap," McConnell acknowledged, cringing as he watched his companion kill, gut and clean the fish. "Alec... this can't be modern America. This ancient city's unique. There's no relic left from former times of this size or design anywhere in the USA!"

"Ryan and I figure we don't have enough data to allow for even rudimentary speculation as to where we are," Hastings replied evenly. "You know... you might possess knowledge that could help in solving an aggravating enigma, at some future time. But don't rack your brain to the point where you get mentally distraught. Take it one day at a time, mmm? We'll all stay alive until we get hauled back to our former lives, or else find ways to survive and thrive here indefinitely."

"I... I don't fit here! I'm not a pioneer type! I've gone from knowing myself a respected mathematical expert to being a damned leech! A parasite! An inept fool who has to have care taken of him!" As he uttered that emotional self-condemnation, his voice raised an octave.

Turning, Hastings laid an arm over the distraught youth's shoulder. "Arthur, you're absolutely wrong," he asserted firmly. "The three of us understand the magnitude of your intellectual accomplishment, and we hold that accomplishment in the highest respect. Besides, we like you. Kid, you need to relax. You need to trust us. We face a weirdly uncertain future. For all we know, your knowledge might ultimately provide the key that saves us all. Now, stop racking your brain to pieces, mmm? You're going to survive, just as we will."

Comforted, the young man nodded bleakly. Bracing himself, he tucked three slimy, slippery dead fish into the pouch on his belt, wiped his hands on his robe, and followed Hastings back into the city.

***

The next abductee proved to be a strikingly attractive girl of thirty-two. Claire handled that arrival. The girl, Sharon Roberts, after weathering profound shock, informed the welcoming committee that she was a chemist who worked for a major pharmaceutical company located in Charlotte, North Carolina. "I'm a natural products chemist," she confided, after mastering the upset engendered by her finding herself in such a weird situation. "I've isolated two never-before-seen alkaloids new to science from roots we imported from India. I've got a high-paying job, an upscale house, great prospects for advancement, and a boyfriend I'm beginning to think may be the man I've been waiting for. Damn it-what did I do to deserve to land in this place?" As she spoke those thoughts, her voice grew shrill, and tears rolled down her cheeks.

"None of us asked to be cast out here," Arthur stated forlornly, before anyone else could speak. "But we had no choice. Sharon, your skills will enable you to fit in, for as long as we're stuck here. Mine are useless in this environment. I know... you're dreadfully upset. But these folks will help you adapt. If they could do that for me, they most surely can do it for you! For anyone, actually."

"Arthur's right," Claire Cavendish stated firmly, after shooting a glance of warm approval at the mathematician. "We'll help you, and you'll fit in beautifully. Now then. You've got a brisk walk ahead of you, Sharon. Let's go."

Getting a grip on herself, Sharon Roberts followed the surgeon to the city, and accepted Claire's invitation to spend the night in her apartment, and stay until she got used enough to the life here that she could select and outfit quarters of her own.

***

The next morning, only Bigelow, Arthur and Claire Cavendish went to see who might emerge from the dome. Hastings had resolved to investigate more of the many plots of wild, unrestrained growth surrounding the city, so as to see if he could find any new edible fruits, vegetables or tubers. On finding that Sharon had grown up in a small town in a rural area of Pennsylvania, and that her parents had grown a family garden, he asked if she would accompany him. She readily agreed, after suppressing a nagging fear that his main reason for asking might be that he intended to put the make on her. That fear swiftly dissipated, as he proved himself a courteous, friendly, wholly non-threatening companion.

On this day, the abductee who emerged from the dome the welcoming committee saw to be a slim, gray-haired man whose ascetic, expressive face, high forehead, and liquid brown eyes struck them as very likely to belong to a scholar or theorist. Blinking in the sunlight, the newcomer weathered the trauma, after hearing Bigelow's explanation of what had transpired. Squinting, he stared at what he perceived as a blurred image of a city. "I can't see well in the distance without my glasses," he explained. "And I woke with them gone. Damn! I can't imagine... This whole thing seems... uncanny. Improbable. Downright disgusting! I'm not fitted for any life but the one that engrossed me... until I woke here... " Staring from face to face, he answered Bigelow's question as to who he was. "I'm Saul Steiglitz," he stated in a halting, emotion-laden voice. "I'm a physicist... "

"You're Dr. Saul D. Steiglitz, the physicist who wrote those electrifying books about mind, matter, information theory, and the generating of artificial intelligence?" the youthful mathematician exclaimed, his voice registering sudden fierce excitement.

"Yes... that's who I am," Steiglitz acknowledged. "And you're... "

"Arthur McConnell. I'm a mathematician."

"You're Dr. Arthur Andrew McConnell? You're the genius whose work rekindled my enthusiasm after I figured I was over the hill at fifty... too old to generate any new theoretical breakthroughs?"

"I'm glad and proud to hear that my work had that effect on you, sir. Yes. I've admired your work for years. I'm honored that you recognize my name."

"Recognize... Dr. McConnell, I profoundly admire your work! How upsetting, that you've been hauled here... That we'll likely die here... "

His voice taking on a firmness that neither Bigelow nor Cavendish had heard from him prior to now, the lad thrust an arm around the visibly shaken physicist's shoulders, and declared vehemently, "You're going to survive here, Dr. Steiglitz. All of us are. You and I aren't well fitted for a pioneer lifestyle, but I'm young, and I'll learn, and by God, if you have difficulty seeing, I'll take care of you. You can move in with me. I'll make sure you have everything you need to survive. I'll do that gladly... proudly! Your mind is a national treasure, sir. I'm going to see that it goes on functioning. And please, call me Arthur."

Bemusedly, the physicist used to living a life devoted mainly to thinking on a level most men could not attain, embraced the patently sincere youth he knew to be a mathematical genius. "Bless you, lad," he murmured. "I'm probably not worth saving in this situation, but I appreciate your willingness to put up with a nearsighted scholar who couldn't survive in a wilderness a week, if he were totally on his own. Please call me Saul."

"We'll all help you to survive," Bigelow asserted vehemently. "We're honored to have you in our company, Dr. Steiglitz. I've heard of you. We welcome you."

"We do indeed," Claire Cavendish added firmly.

Galvanized into becoming a protector rather than a parasite, the young mathematician took charge from that moment of the older man whose physique, while perfectly adequate for taking brisk walks about the Institute that took pride in offering a famous physicist a refuge where he could think without having to worry about supporting himself, lacked the stamina Bigelow possessed. His eyesight, while perfectly adequate when he could wear glasses that corrected his myopia, proved woefully inadequate to the demands of the lifestyle he now perforce embraced. Arthur not only befriended the older man, he went to great lengths to make Steiglitz comfortable in his apartment. The two theorists spent a good bit of time engaged in discussions that no other member of the group could follow, let alone join.

***

When Hastings emerged from his quarters that morning with intent to investigate the wild thickets and formerly cultivated patches of ground in the company of Sharon Roberts, the Professor of History packed a spear that he had recently refitted with a new wooden shaft. The narrow, pointed blade he had sharpened, using a flat piece of sandstone. Seeing the chemist's eyes go wide as he appeared with the weapon in hand, he explained, "We've never yet encountered any predatory wild animal, but that could change. I'd hate to find myself confronting a mountain lion or a wolverine or a bear, but if some such dangerous beast were to come into view, I'd as leave be able to put up a fight. I'm no outdoorsman, but I'd do my damnedest to protect us both."

"I'm sure you would," the girl acknowledged, her admiration plain to Hastings' view. "You know... I ought to carry a weapon, too. I'd probably just get in your way, given that I've never hunted, but I don't scare all that easily. We have dangerous predators in North Carolina-feral hogs and black bear. We also have foxes, bobcats and coyotes. I've seen coyotes while camping out in the Pisgah Ranger District, but they run away from people... they don't attack. But here... who knows what a pack of them might do? Would you mind if I at least pack a knife?"

"Hell, no! I think you should." Together, the pair selected a knife and fashioned a crude leather scabbard. Sharon tucked the implement into her sash, and the two new friends set off on their tour.

Five hours later, each of the two abductees had risen greatly in the other's regard. Sharon proved knowledgeable about edible plants, and indefatigable in her effort to locate useful ones. To her intense joy, she stumbled upon a stand of wild squash plants that were starting to bloom. She also discovered flowering pole bean vines intertwined with stands of small, slender trees that bore similarities to chokecherries, and she spied several varieties of fruits and berries hanging from trees or bushes that neither forager recognized. Those proved sweet on the tongue, so the pair added a quantity to their collections.

Hastings made a mental map of plots watered by six narrow canals, all of which flowed directly out of the river, following man-made channels to a point close to the walls of the city, where they flowed through vertical stone-lined shafts into what he guessed to be man-made canals beneath the city-subterranean channels that he knew must exit on the far side of the complex. Those were accessed by residents of the city via narrow, vertical well shafts.


Marvel of engineering, this place, for being hundreds of years old, he mused. But what in hell happened to make the populace simply
vanish?

A chill suddenly suffused him as a most unsettling idea struck him. Did the people who built this city get snatched from their work and their homes and their beds the same way we did? Were they tossed out in some other place... exactly as all of us were? Is there some connection between what happened to them and is now happening to a selection of modern Americans? What... or who... engineered that astounding feat of serial teleportation of intellectual types to a place that suffered a massive, simultaneous vanishing of its populace hundreds of years ago?

Unable to hazard a guess as to the cause of the conundrum, the historian stood erect, still, lost in thought. Suddenly, his eyes opened wide, and he tensed. Ten feet away from him stood a fat, three-point buck deer.

Hastings had never hunted. That sport held no appeal for him. He had a pet cat, liked dogs, and abhorred people proven to have abused animals. But now, what he saw was meat. Food. A hedge against famine, for a community not well fitted for living a primitive lifestyle-a community getting larger by the day.

Sharon he saw to be some quite distance away, squatting on the ground while digging up a plant. She had her back to him. Behind the deer grazing placidly loomed a tangled thicket of bushes that formed an obstacle to its fleeing.

Grasping the shaft of his spear, he charged the buck. Even as the startled animal jerked up its head and initiated a turn, the point took it under the shoulder. Leaping upwards, it sought to bound forward, but the hunter exhibiting an adrenaline-enhanced burst of strength drove the point in deeper. The buck's frantic upward bound fell short, and the mortally wounded animal sank to its knees, and then collapsed. Wishing to end its suffering quickly, Hastings pulled out his knife and cut its throat. Blood gushed onto the trampled grass, and the light went out of the deer's eyes. Pity blended with fierce joy, in the man breathing hard from the exertion.

Hearing the sound of trampling hooves and pounding feet, Sharon Roberts leaped up and whirled. On seeing what transpired, she stifled a scream of horror, clapping her hand across her mouth to aid in that effort. But she, too, on this day had worked in the full consciousness that famine stalked her fellow abductees-city people whose vulnerability worried her as much as did her own. Dominating her gut reaction-a rush of pity for the dying animal-she got hold of herself, and hastened forward, well aware that a wounded deer could still wield sharp, flailing hooves and employ formidable antlers in a futile, final defense. But when she got there, the deer was dead.

Meeting her eyes squarely, Hastings declared softly, "That buck is food. Concentrated energy. A hedge against famine. I didn't enjoy killing it. But I couldn't pass up what well may prove a one-time opportunity."

"I know that, Alec. You just lowered the odds that we'll suffer a dangerous food shortage at a point not far in the future. I admire you for what you just did."

Relieved by her acceptance, the author of the achievement pondered the next step. "I don't think we should gut the deer out here," he opined. "The smell rising from the pile of guts might attract predators... scavengers. Bad enough that the blood's soaked into the ground. That buck's heavy. Would you mind fetching Ryan and Claire? Don't upset Dr. Steiglitz by even telling him about what I did. Take care with Arthur. Bring him only if you think he won't be traumatized by the sight of blood and guts."

"Right." Turning, the girl sped away.

Placing his foot on the deer's rib cage, Hastings struggled, but he finally managed to withdraw the spearhead. He then tried pulling the carcass along the ground, but found it far too heavy. Panting, he cursed the fact that he seemed to have grown badly out of shape in this place. Again, he wondered just where in the hell he had landed.

The surgeon, who arrived with Bigelow and McConnell, showed no upset at the sight of the wound and the blood. Arthur paled, but gamely fought his squeamishness. Each of five people gripped a leg and the antlers of the deer, which they managed to lift by exerting their combined strength. After a difficult, arduous trip, they dropped the carcass on the paving beneath the porch overhanging the temple.

"Man, am I out of shape!" Hastings grumbled.

"I doubt that you are," Dr. Cavendish retorted, smiling. "The altitude's higher here than along the East Coast, I suspect. There's a lot less oxygen in a lungful of air at high altitudes. Your body has to make a million new red blood cells for every thousand feet you ascend, so as to function properly. Adjusting takes time."

"I've read that mountain climbers can get an ailment called altitude sickness if they exert themselves too violently at really high elevations," Sharon Roberts observed.

"That's true. We all need to be aware of the fact that we're not properly acclimated yet," Claire warned. "Especially Dr. Steiglitz. He ought to take it pretty easy-not put an undue strain on his heart."

"I'll make sure he doesn't," Arthur promised.

"We should hang the carcass before gutting and skinning it," Claire announced, once all the panting and puffing subsided. "But it's damned heavy. So I suggest that we remove the front quarters and the hindquarters, skin them, and hang them. We can then lift the trunk and gut the carcass. That'll mean that we won't have the hide in one piece, but that's not as important as keeping the meat clean and covering it with cloth to keep the flies off it."

"Have you done this before, Claire?" Bigelow asked, glad that someone seemed to know how best to proceed.

"My father and brothers went on hunting trips when I was growing up. I went along, sometimes, even if I didn't hunt. I watched them dress out carcasses."

"Well, by God, you take charge," Bigelow urged. "Tell us what to do to help."

Nodding, the surgeon took the sharp knife Hastings offered, and cut the two front quarters away from the carcass. Curiosity outweighed McConnell's pronounced queasiness. "There's no joint holding a front quarter to the rest of the skeleton, is there?" he remarked.

"No," Claire acknowledged noncommittally, wondering if this mathematical genius had ever studied elementary biology . Likely not, she surmised. His mind's focused on only one discipline. But what a fine mind it must be!

Hastings struck off the head with a bronze axe, given that no saws had turned up among the artifacts. Deftly, Dr. Cavendish cut through the hindquarter, unerringly finding the joint of each hip without making unnecessary cuts. She also left the tendon firmly attached to the shank bone at the hoof end of the hind legs, thereby providing a handy hole through which to insert a cord of braided cloth hastily prepared by Bigelow, who swiftly made several more such cords.

At length, four quarters hung from metal protuberances in the walls of the storage chamber: items that had evidently served originally as supports for torches. Hastings and Bigelow lifted the carcass, which they suspended by a braided rope tied around the neck and looped over the support. Dr. Cavendish then slit the belly and hacked into the breastbone with a bronze implement resembling a cleaver. The guts fell out into a wide, commodious bronze vessel set in place by Sharon Roberts.

Gagging from the strong odor, Arthur McConnell stepped back, but he didn't retire from the scene, nor did he utter any complaint.

No whit squeamish, the surgeon swiftly located and separated the liver, the kidneys, and the heart damaged by the tip of the spearhead. Those she laid in a smaller bronze pan. She then extracted the tongue from the head.

"Where shall we dump the guts?" McConnell asked Bigelow. Bravely, he added, "I'll carry them wherever you think we should pitch them."

"Guts have uses, Arthur," Claire cautioned gently, smiling at the man she knew to be fighting revulsion, but who wished desperately to provide some useful contribution. "A particular part of the guts of cows have been used as surgical sutures, for example. When cleaned and dried, guts serve as tough, flexible cords."

"They used to use them in tennis racquets," Sharon Roberts interjected.

"They still do," Hastings declared. "Claire, when you finish, select what you think will be useful out of that stinking pile, okay? And then, Arthur, let's you and I lay the head and the remaining guts out on some high place far from this area, where the sun will swiftly dry them, and the birds can eat them. That way, the offal won't attract predators other than buzzards, eagles, and ravens, or the like."

Warmed by the willingness of these decisive, take-charge types-people he saw as well able to cope with this appalling situation in ways he knew he never could-to make him feel a part of the group, McConnell nodded. When the surgeon finished pulling out what she judged could be useful, he picked up the now exceedingly bad-smelling remainder and followed Hastings up a two flights of stone steps leading to a flat surface forming the base from which the upward-looming ziggurat rose to its imposing height. McConnell scattered the offal on the paving stones and let the head roll out to rest next to them.

"Phew," Hastings grunted. "Thank you, Arthur. How's Dr. Steiglitz doing?"

"He's resting, right now. He took a walk today and visited some of what he figures were workshops located under the tier of apartments where we live. That jaunt tired him, so I brought him some cold juice obtained from boiled fruit, and urged him to rest. He's started keeping a record of how long all of us have been here. He scratches the marks on the wall of our apartment."

"Good for him! I never gave making a calendar a thought!

Returning to find the meat wrapped in cloth, the two men lent a hand to Bigelow and the two women, who announced their intention of carrying a large metal tripod out from a workshop, filling it with sand, and building a fire out here so that all of them could roast chunks of heart and liver over the coals. While four of the five people engaged in those tasks, McConnell fetched Dr. Steiglitz from their quarters.

At one point, Dr. Cavendish grumbled in a low tone to Sharon as she washed her bloodstained hands in cold water, "What we need right now is soap! But Ryan and Alec evidently haven't ever located any."

"I could make soap," the chemist replied unhesitatingly, "if all of you would agree to let me use the fat off that deer. I'd boil up the fat with water that I'd dripped through wood ashes. That process results in soft soap, but it gets things clean. I've never tried making it, but that's how the early settlers did it."

"We need soap more than we need that fat, nice as it would be to be able to fry meat or fish in fat. I'll persuade Ryan and Alec to let you have it."

"Super! Claire, much as I appreciate your inviting me to bunk with you, I think we'd both be better off if each of us had a lot of room, so that I can run experiments and you can set up a clinic. You might soon have patients needing care, and I expect I'll find myself periodically doing smelly things like making soap or washing and drying deer guts. I'll move into a set of two or three rooms in that area where any newly arrived women will be housed, and I'll be close by if they're scared or upset or depressed and need a helping hand. And you'll have a place in which to store supplies, and one room to use for doing procedures and another to use as a ward."

Nodding a shade bleakly, Claire readily agreed. "I hate to think of coping with major traumas under these primitive conditions, but I'll definitely need to be prepared," she replied. "You're a caring person, Sharon, and you've got valuable skills. I'm proud to be your friend."

"I'm proud to be yours!"

***

At length, six people sat cross-legged on the pavement, eating with relish meat impaled on sharpened willow sticks and roasted over hot coals. As they finished their meal with raw fruit, and drank cold water from bowls dating from a bronze age, more than one of them wished that the water was laced with whisky. Replete with the first meat they had eaten since emerging from the dome, they conversed in lively fashion, until the deepening darkness sent them scattering to their quarters. So comforting did they find the impromptu gathering around a fire that they agreed to gather here every night, to talk over the events of the day and bounce ideas off each other.


So far, so good,Bigelow silently exclaimed, glad to see them all getting along. We're bound to get some selfish whiners and complainers, or worse, some antisocial or agitator type, eventually. The more cohesive this group grows, the better we'll be able to handle that problem. Sighing, he wondered how his wife and daughter were holding up. Thrusting his fears on that score from mind, he tossed out a question to Hastings as they got ready for bed.

"You know what we need, damn it?"

"What I felt a big need for tonight was a double shot of Jack Daniels," Hastings responded vehemently.

"Right. Only I envisioned a bottle of Chardonnay wine."

"Wine would be easier to make than whisky, I expect, but I'd be glad to down either. But I guess we should rejoice that we're full of meat, and not yearn for a frill," Hastings added sardonically. "But damn it, I'd have traded the meat for an alcoholic beverage of any sort, tonight. Maybe Sharon could make some wine. I'll await the proper moment, and suggest it to her."

"You two seem to get along right well," Bigelow observed serenely, his tone conveying that he merely stated an observed fact.

"We do," Hastings readily agreed. "Not to worry, Ryan," he assured his roommate softly. "We all face a dangerous future here. I'm not about to start thinking with my gonads instead of with my brain. So Sharon and I will likely just stay good friends while we see how in hell this blasted adventure turns out."

Nodding, Bigelow generated warm admiration for this man he sensed to live by a strict code of personal ethics, as did he himself.



Chapter Twelve

At first light on the following morning, Bigelow, Claire Cavendish, and Arthur McConnell awaited a new arrival. Arthur had volunteered to help in this manner, because he considered calming, reassuring and welcoming new arrivals a vital task-one he felt better suited to performing than he did clumsily bashing wildly thrashing fish on the head with rocks and yanking out their guts, or helping with the cooking, a chore for which he knew he showed no natural aptitude whatsoever. Bigelow and Claire, who had seen him greet Sharon Roberts and Dr. Steiglitz, had welcomed his assistance.

When a strikingly attractive woman emerged in the state of shock which the three abductees expected and labored to alleviate, they succeeded in calming Marlene Hefter. Upon learning that she had vanished from the bed in which she gone to sleep next to the man she had been seeing fairly regularly, they exchanged glances as they realized that the times and places of the abductions seemed to form a pattern. Snatched at night, the person emerged here at dawn.

"What will Duncan think?" Marlene lamented. "And my job... I'm the on the editorial board of Prince's Publishing in Denver. I was supposed to chair an important meeting at nine this morning! How in hell could I have waked up here? Am I suffering a mental breakdown?" Her voice grew shrill as she stared distractedly from face to face.

Arthur McConnell spoke decisively but soothingly, explaining that they had all weathered the same trauma that now afflicted her, and they could offer no explanation of what happened. "We have no hard data to go on, at this point," he declared decisively. "We've all engaged in wild speculations for which we can offer no proof, but at some point one or more of us may achieve a tenable theory. Right now, you need to come with us and get integrated into our... "

A shrill cry issuing from the entry to the dome caused him to break off in mid-sentence. All four people whirled about and gazed at the naked woman striving to shield her genitals and breasts from their scrutiny: a woman who, they saw, had just emerged in Marlene's wake.

Marlene Hefter gasped aloud, on seeing the newcomer. She knew right well that there had been no other person in the dome when she stumbled out.

Hastening forward as the two men averted their eyes, Claire again launched into the explanations and reassurances she had just offered Marlene. When the newest arrival finished donning a robe, sash and sandals, the three jolted greeters stared into the dome, wondering uneasily if more people might emerge. After conferring, they accepted Bigelow's offer to stay on watch here, while the other two escorted Marlene and the newest arrival to the city.

The second abductee, a tall, shapely Hispanic woman of thirty-eight, told them that her name was Pilar Hernandez. "I'm a computer programmer who loves to cook," she informed them. "I wasn't happy working for a big company, so I started my own. We market a line of packaged, microwaveable, high-end gourmet food: entrees, appetizers, desserts, and such, from recipes I developed. I sell what we produce through the websites I designed and through marketing campaigns I conduct on the Internet, selling to individuals directly rather than to retail outlets. Our products are costly but absolutely delicious, and the demand for them has soared. Damn it, I need to be at work! I'm a key factor in the operation! And my poor husband... Manuel will be devastated! Traumatized! I simply can't believe that this has happened to me!"

Impulsively, Marlene hugged Pilar. "I'm as mystified and upset as you are," she murmured as the distraught woman hugged her back. "Let's go with Claire and Arthur, and see what we face in that city I can't believe I'm seeing." Suffused with relief on seeing Pilar pull herself together and agree, the surgeon and the mathematician ushered the pair to the city, and saw them fed and installed in adjoining quarters.

Bigelow waited patiently until what he surmised to be mid-morning, but no one else emerged from the dome. A gown fluttered from the pole, and sash bound a pair of sandals to the wooden support . If anyone else comes out, the poor bastard won't stumble into the city barefooted and naked, he assured himself. Sighing, he headed for the city.

Marlene and Pilar proved to be civic-minded, level-headed, extremely competent types well able to handle the emotional pain plaguing each. Pilar offered numerous suggestions for cooking for a large number of people to Hastings, who until now had been the main provider of and distributor of the fish, fruit and deer meat. After hearing her describe her accomplishments, he asked her to take charge of the kitchen, after assuring her that each person would bear the responsibility for washing his or her own utensils and cooking for himself or herself as much as possible.

"I'm not suggesting that you provide all the labor needed to feed the mob," he assured her. "But I'd be most grateful if you'd oversee the care and sharing of the food. Some foodstuffs may need to be cooked in large quantities and then distributed to the group, but if that sort of thing starts occurring frequently, I'll see to it that you get help-that you don't have to sweat blood doing all the work yourself. I'll go on striving to provide food. Sharon Roberts and I will work together at that chore."

Marlene, who had taken an instant liking to Pilar, offered to assist her in doing the chore the cook/programmer willingly agreed to undertake-an offer which Pilar gladly accepted, given that the liking was mutual.

Bigelow returned to find the two women becoming readily integrated into the group. He also discovered that Dr. Steiglitz had constructed a horizontal sundial, and had performed the necessary calculations so as to adjust the device to tell day of the month, which was June, and the local time. Smiling at the physicist, Bigelow confided, "I keep glancing at my wrist, and I find it frustrating not to know the time. But I miss my laptop one hell of a lot more!"

"So do I," Steiglitz assured him, frowning. "But you know... I'm thinking on a more fundamental plane, here. Doing less in the way of performing calculations I eventually commit to paper or an electronic file, and more in the way of trying to fit new data... newly generated ideas... new thoughts... into my understanding of what the term 'mind' actually encompasses. I mean... It's... it's hard to explain in words... "

"Hard to explain to me, Saul. To all but one of us. Thank God you have Arthur to talk to, here!"

A wide, exceedingly engaging smile overspread the face of the physicist. "Arthur's like the son I never sired," he confided softly. "He's one reason why I feel that I might again achieve a breathtaking breakthrough... Even at my age... "

"Great leaps forward in the understanding of the universe can be prompted by one's being landed in a tough situation demanding unique solutions," Bigelow asserted, smiling. "I'm glad you're here, Saul."

"To tell the truth... Contrary to what one would expect, I'm becoming glad that I face this unprecedented challenge of needing to explain the unexplainable," Steiglitz admitted in wonder. "I'll do my best, Ryan. Believe me."

"I know damned well you will, Saul."

***

On the following day, Bigelow, Hastings and McConnell formed the welcoming committee. The individual who emerged proved to be a lean, tall, lithe, hard-muscled man of twenty-eight. Thick dark hair, cut quite short, framed a ruggedly handsome, deeply tanned face notable for a strong jaw, a high forehead, and a pair of piercing blue eyes. Moving with catlike grace, he listened with commendable calm to their explanation. Frowning, he scanned the three faces, and saw no guile in any of them.

"I'm Gary Logan," he announced, prompting the others to identify themselves and briefly state their professions. "Let me dive into that damned bathrobe and get decent." Swiftly, he donned a robe, which he viewed with obvious distaste. He then strode out and stared in astonishment at the environs.

"Fucking hell!" he expostulated. "That's the Gates of Lodore! That's the Green River that flows into it. Vermilion Creek empties into the Green right over there. Those mountains are the Uinta Range. But what in the hell... There's no road! Highway 318 should be right over there! There's no sign of anything man-made... no parking lot by the gorge... nobody rafting on the river... no vehicles anywhere! There's not one damned sign of anything man-made! Except that stone city I can't believe I'm seeing!"

"We felt the same way when we stumbled out," Hastings admitted. "I've wondered if we haven't journeyed back in time."

"No! That doesn't explain it. This is crazy... not possible! That city was never there! Not in the near or distant past! Never! There'd be remains... ruins... evidence... And there aren't! This area's been minutely studied by archeologists, fossil hunters, geologists, anthropologists, engineers... you name it and they've combed through it. Over at Vernal, Utah... southwest of here... there are cliff dwellings... ruins of pueblos built by the Anasazi a thousand years ago. But those cliff dwellings don't look anything like this! So we can't have traveled back in time!"

Stunned by that passionate, decisive pronouncement, Bigelow frowned in frustration, and Hastings shrugged, his body language expressive of bemusement. But McConnell's face reflected sudden, intense interest.

"Gary, imagine that we're looking at this area as it existed three thousand years ago or more," the mathematician urged. "That we've traveled far enough back in time that we've reached an era in which a bronze-age city such as this might have supported a large population. Could the city have been destroyed millennia ago, so completely that no trace of it surfaces in our age?"

"That stone pile you say has been abandoned for centuries looks damned solid to me," Logan countered levelly. "How old are the pyramids of Egypt? Six thousand years or more, right? The pyramids stand in the desert, I grant you, so there's little moisture in the dry air. Well, this land's arid in places, and the air's dry, but it does get rain and snow. But I'll be damned if I believe that any stone city existed at any point in the past, right here in Brown's Park! Civilizations don't disappear without a trace! And this area's been scoured for decades by hordes of experts searching for fossils, stone arrowheads, stone tools, rocks, minerals, semiprecious stones... you name it. But that's damned well the Gates of Lodore! I've ridden on horseback here, camped out here, rafted down the Green River to Echo Park. I know this place like the back of my hand!"

"I believe you, Gary," McConnell earnestly assured the outdoorsman whose vehemence excited rather than disturbed him. "You've provided me with valuable data. I hope you'll take the time to confer with Dr. Steiglitz. He's a superbly gifted physicist, and I think I see where his thoughts regarding this conundrum are tending. You're likely right. We may well not have traveled back in time!"

"Well, by God, we sure as hell aren't in the present, either!" Hastings interjected heatedly. "Might we be in the future?"

"I doubt that," McConnell stated softly. "But please... let me confer with Dr. Steiglitz, before I comment further on that suggestion." The youthful mathematician's voice betrayed an inner excitement that Hastings noted but could not explain. Knowing that both the mathematician and the physicist preferred to reason from a starting point of hard data and to feel sure of the correctness of their conclusions before they outlined those, he refrained from pressing McConnell before he felt ready to offer a theory.

Expecting to learn that Gary Logan would turn out to be a rancher or an outfitter or such, the welcoming committee learned to their surprise that this man of twenty-eight was a computer expert: a programmer and software developer who owned a start-up company he had founded in Denver. At present, however, he was living in Washington D.C., where he worked for Wyoming's senior Senator. "I designed and set up Senator Danziger's official website, developed databases listing his supporters, contributors and constituents, and created specialized, state-of-the-art types of software for corresponding with individual constituents and answering their questions," he explained. "I despise living in D.C., but I couldn't resist the challenge Senator Danziger offered me. And given that I admire and respect the man, despite my deep-seated distrust of politicians in general, I accepted his offer. He's a statesman, by God, more than he is a politician. Well! Are any other poor bastards likely to emerge from that damned dome that looks like something planted here by aliens?"

On hearing that, Hastings nudged Bigelow, but made no comment.

"Two people arrived yesterday," Bigelow admitted.

"I can hike to the city on my own, if you feel the need to stay here and calm the next arrival down," Logan declared.

"Why don't I go with Gary, and you and Alec stay to see if anyone else emerges?" McConnell suggested. "I can introduce Gary to the others, show him how we've coped, and get him settled in an apartment."

Divining that McConnell greatly desired to confer with Steiglitz, Bigelow nodded. "Good idea, Arthur. Gary, we welcome you. You'll prove a major asset to the community, I suspect, given your knowledge of this area. We've all grown quite close in a short time, despite the great disparity in our backgrounds."

"That's good to hear," Logan asserted forcefully. "You've stayed civilized, evidently. Easy for people tossed into a jackpot like this to lapse really quickly into savagery."

"We're well aware of that, and we intend to do all in our power to keep our rapidly expanding community ordered, and its members focused on helping each other," Bigelow declared levelly.

"Well, I'm basically a loner, but I was raised on a cattle ranch in Wyoming, and I know damned well how to be a good neighbor. Neighbors help neighbors, where I come from. If the early settlers hadn't done that, they wouldn't have survived, let alone thrived. So don't worry on that score."

Cheered by that vehement assertion, Bigelow thrust out a hand, which Logan gripped with force enough to leave the scientist's fingers tingling.

Watching the two men so near in age but so utterly unlike in their backgrounds and mental outlook hike briskly down the path beaten out, now, in the brush, Hastings remarked feelingly, "I like our new recruit. Logan's a quintessential survivor. He won't take any shit off of anyone, I'll wager, but he won't cause you and me any problem. And if we get in a major bind, he'll be a formidable asset."

"Damned right!"

No new abductee arrived on this day. At mid-morning, the pair hastened back to the city.

***

Upon arriving at the temple with Logan, McConnell introduced him to Claire Cavendish, Sharon Roberts, and Saul Steiglitz. Owing to his nearsightedness, the physicist could not see a predator approaching. Hating the thought of joining the food-gathering group, he had volunteered to help the surgeon and the chemist by doing mundane jobs such as converting a large square of cloth into an array of tightly rolled bandages, thereby freeing them up to do chores in their field requiring expert knowledge and skill. A bit shocked to see female faces-no one had told Logan that women had been abducted right along with men-the newcomer yet greeted all three people courteously. McConnell filled him in as to the background of the three, finding to his surprise that Logan had heard of both Steiglitz and himself, and knew of their contributions to the world's store of knowledge.

McConnell then introduced Logan to Pilar and Marlene, who he saw to be engaged in organizing the kitchen so as to better serve the needs of the group. Evincing keen interest, Logan promised that he would do his damnedest to provide meat, fish, and other food gathered in the wild.

A shrewd judge of human nature, Pilar noted the subtle signs indicating that Gary regarded Marlene as strikingly attractive, and that Marlene saw Gary as a virile, dominant, ruggedly self-sufficient male who radiated sensual appeal. Pain suffused the head cook, as she thought of the state the husband she loved must be in by now.

The nonverbal signals so readily picked up by Pilar totally failed to register on the unworldly mathematician.

After viewing the temple, the kitchen, the storeroom, and such, Logan accepted McConnell's invitation to select an apartment on the men's side. Upon entering the one adjoining that shared by McConnell and Steiglitz, he opted to occupy it, without bothering to view any others.

"Arthur," he declared firmly, "I'll be glad to confer with Dr. Steiglitz, but, like both of you, I need to collect hard data, and reason things out from there. I'm going to take a tour of the area. I'll leave as soon as I can gather up some gear, here. I may not get back by dark, and if I don't reappear, don't worry about me, okay? I'll return when I've learned what I want to know."

"I fully understand," McConnell assured him. "I'll go with you to gather gear. If there's something you need that you don't see, tell me. I'll talk to Claire and Sharon, and we'll try to turn up a substitute."

Impressed by the willingness of the surgeon and the chemist to help him find what he needed, Logan finally stood outfitted for trip he intended to take. He had used a sharp knife to shorten the tunic to a point just above his knees, and fashioned the excess cloth into a breechclout worn beneath the truncated robe. Around his head, he had bound a narrow leather band to which he had attached a stiff leather visor by punching holes in band and visor, and lacing them together with a narrow strip of cloth. That item he wore over a rectangle of cloth that he draped over his head so that it hung down low enough to shield his neck and ears from the sun.

An improvised, commodious cloth bag hung suspended from his shoulder by a braided cloth strap. From his sash hung a cloth pouch in which he carried a few raw fruits and a piece of cooked fish, a small pottery drinking cup, a section of deer gut that Sharon had washed and dried, a small bronze plate and spoon, a length of cloth folded compactly into a square, a bronze awl, a tiny bronze blade, and a few other oddments made of bronze.

He had fashioned himself far sturdier footgear than that devised by Bigelow and Hastings, by punching holes in two soles and stitching them together. From between the two halves issued strips of cloth that the maker used to bind the soles to his feet. A long, newly sharpened bronze knife in a stitched leather scabbard hung down from his sash, held by leather loops through which his sash passed. Logan had fitted a long, slender spearhead to a meter-long shaft cut from a dry, dead tree. The spear he carried shaft down in the bag slung over his shoulder. A blanket hung from his shoulders like a cloak, fastened with cloth ties.

Watching him march out to the river and proceed with long, swinging strides towards the Gates of Lodore, Bigelow, Hastings, Cavendish, Roberts, Hefter and Hernandez silently hoped that he would not encounter any vicious predator. In the eyes of Marlene Hefter, his cloak gave him the aspect of a modern Superman. Come back safe was the thought she sent winging after him.

Logan never reappeared that evening. Suspecting that he would not return until he had made an extensive exploration of the area so familiar to him, the others did not worry unduly. Dr. McConnell and Dr. Steiglitz spent hours closeted together in their quarters. When they failed to come to the evening gathering, Hastings and Cavendish took them supper, but valiantly refrained from launching a barrage of questions. Confident that the two geniuses would share their conclusions once they reached a consensus, they bid the pair goodnight, and left them engaged in intense discussion.

***

On the next day, two men emerged in quick succession from the dome. They proved to be two NSA agents-two highly skilled computer analysts-who stalked out in quick succession. Each man's shock and dismay at landing in the weird landscape was compounded by seeing a colleague. Both new arrivals listened to the now well-practiced reassurances and introductions offered by Bigelow, Cavendish and McConnell. Both dominated the substantial fear generated by their minute inspection of the dome they found they could not re-enter.

"Alien origin, this phenomenon's got to have, wouldn't you say, Vern?" Hal Johansson rasped, his normally unreadable face nakedly expressing extreme dismay.

"I simply can't imagine that any American government agency's developed the ability teleport individuals safely, let alone create this unearthly terminal point for reconstituting them," Vernon Massey observed, obviously shaken by his observations and suppositions. He had seen his colleague materialize out of thin air, and the sight had rocked him. "Or any agency in any other country, for that matter. Hal, we need to confer... and soon."

"Right." Now clad in robes, the two men now stared in heightening confusion at the stone city. "My God, would you look at that!" Vern grated. "Jesus, Hal... this might not even be America. Shit, this might not even be Earth!"

"It seems to be Earth," Bigelow interjected evenly. "The man who arrived yesterday recognized the landmarks. That gorge is known as the Gates of Lodore, the river's the Green River, and this area's known as Brown's Park, Colorado."

"So we've been hauled off to a site in Colorado sporting a stone city that looks as if it formed the backdrop for some movie like The Egyptian," Vern shot back. "Wonderful! It is real, isn't it? Not a Hollywood set?" His voice dripped sarcasm, but his face registered dire uncertainty, and a wish that he'd hear the affirmative answer he instinctively knew would not be forthcoming.

"Yes, it's real," Bigelow asserted firmly. "Gentlemen, let's go. We'll get you settled in, and this evening, two geniuses at math and physics will hopefully be able to shed a little light on the conundrum."

***

That night, shortly before dark, Gary Logan returned. The group gathering for their nightly cooking of meat speared on sticks hailed him warmly, their relief at beholding his safe return totally evident to him. Eagerly, Arthur McConnell introduced Logan to Saul Steiglitz, who greeted him courteously and expressed intense interest in hearing what he had discovered.

"I'll get to that right suddenly, sir," Logan replied.

The sack hanging from his back the abductees saw to be bulging, as was his pouch. In one hand, he carried a forked willow branch from which hung eight fat, cleaned fish. In his other hand, he carried the shortened spear.

Opening the large bag, he reached inside and withdrew a short bow strung with deer gut, and three feathered arrows tipped with stone arrowheads. On hearing a few gasps at the sight of the arrowheads, he shook his head, and hastened to explain, "I didn't find those arrowheads. I made them. I'll have more to say about that shortly."

On seeing the bow, the two NSA agents exchanged glances.

Logan next removed five large, de-stemmed mushrooms and three medium-sized, pear-shaped, solid fungi he identified as puffballs. Those he handed to Pilar. "They're all delicious fried, ma'am," he informed her, smiling. "And yes, they're all edible." He then proceeded to lay out two small, skinned carcasses wrapped in cloth. "Rock chucks," he stated laconically.

"Are they... rodents?" Marlene asked, striving not to appear taken aback.

"No, ma'am. They're marmots. Related to squirrels. They make good eating, in a pinch. Any of you who'd care to try a chunk cooked over the coals, help yourself."

Unhesitatingly, Bigelow and Hastings accepted that offer. "We'll cook some slices, and then hand them around," Hastings announced. "They look good to me, by God!"

The next items to emerge from the sack were four fat birds. "Sage chickens," Logan stated. "I skinned them instead of plucking them. Easier that way. And believe me, if you like fried chicken, you'll love these fried."

The birds were followed by five large eggs wrapped in grass. "Duck eggs," Logan informed them. "And these are water lily roots. You can fry them or bake them like potatoes. And these are wild onions, and this is wild mint. Those are wild strawberries. These are green cattail seed heads, which you can roast like corn on the cob. Cattails provide more bounty to a hunter/gatherer than any other plant you'll find in this area. If anyone's interested, I'll conduct a course on all its uses, tomorrow."

"I'll sign up," Sharon Roberts exclaimed. Hearing a chorus of assents, Logan smiled and declared, "I'll teach all of you tomorrow afternoon, folks."

Craning to look at the pile of foodstuffs, the abductees constantly afflicted by nagging worry about finding enough food to keep them from starving heartily commended the self-reliant outdoorsman.

Logan next withdrew a bundle that turned out to be the rolled-up pelts of the marmots, and a bundle of sage chicken feathers. The last items to emerge were an assortment of rocks.

"These are iron pyrite, and those are flint," he enlightened them. "An old man who worked for my dad on the ranch taught me to make flint arrowheads the way the Indians and the ancient people did. We hunted arrowheads together, for sport. You could find quite a few where I grew up, if you knew where to look."

Frowning, Logan addressed the physicist. "Dr. Steiglitz, Arthur said that you both need hard data from which to theorize about where all of us might have been taken. I can't make much sense of what I learned yesterday and today, but I'll tell you what I observed."

"I can't wait to hear your observations, Mr. Logan," the physicist exclaimed. "Arthur relayed to me what you told him, but I'm sure you've made new discoveries since then."

"Call me Gary, please. All right, I'll share what I've observed, for what it's worth, after I eat a bite."

"Marvelous! Gary, please call me Saul," Steiglitz urged. Smiling, Logan nodded.

Accepting a willow wand on which a chunk of deer meat and a chunk of rock chuck had been roasted, and a cup of cold water, Logan ate, noting with satisfaction that the roasted marmot seemed to have found eager acceptance. At length, he rose, fixed his eyes on Steiglitz, and spoke.

"I took a hike over to the Gates of Lodore, yesterday, folks. I found not one single sign of any living human presence. That most definitely is the gorge I've rafted through. The rock formations exposed when the plateau got uplifted and the river cut down through it are exactly as I remember them... dense sandstone, quartzite, and such. So are various oddly shaped rock formations.

"But as I walked along the Green River, today, I noticed something I found exceedingly odd. Salt cedar trees grow all along the Green River. They're an invasive species that probably arrived in the southern Colorado River basin in the early twentieth century and have since spread upstream to nearly all of the tributaries. They've crowded out a lot of the native species. That's a bit of history I learned from a biologist I once met on a rafting trip. Well... yesterday and today, I saw not a single salt cedar tree. Nary a one!

"Here's another odd thing. I know where there are several drawings-petroglyphs-carved in the rock in Brown's Park. They're quite old. But they weren't there. I know damned well that they hadn't been vandalized or destroyed as of last summer, at least. Today, I saw no evidence of destruction where I know the carvings ought to be. The rock looks as if no human hand has ever touched it.

"There's more. I went to a place I know of, where the Indians once gathered to chip stone and make arrowheads. There's an outcropping of flint there. But there were no chippings scattered about... no flawed, discarded points... no evidence whatsoever that anyone had ever chipped stone there. I made myself three arrowheads, and looked all around, but I seemed to be the first person ever to practice that art, there.

"Next point: I spotted a small herd of what looked like cattle, today. But by God, they weren't any breed that I've ever seen! I was raised on a cattle ranch. My folks bought and sold cattle, and I'm familiar with the common breeds. These had long, straight, forward-tipping horns-damned nasty-looking horns-and long, shaggy hides. I've never seen or heard of anything resembling those critters running wild in Colorado or being raised the USA.

"Last point: I saw not one sign of horses. Not a hoof print, not a single pile of horseshit... no sign whatsoever that horses had ever ranged over this area. Horses were brought to the American West by the Spaniards-in the fifteen hundreds, as I recall. So they're not native to this area. But they've come to be ubiquitous. Wild horses still turn up around here. But they're missing in this version of Brown's Park."

Frowning, the Wyoming native sought to convey his impressions. "Dr. Steiglitz... Folks... Here's my take. It's as if this landscape with its stone city and its lack of a modern human presence is a flawed copy of the Brown's Park I rode through on horseback last summer. A copy in which the gorge and the mountains-the rocky underpinning of the place-came through the copying process okay, but the copy doesn't fully match the original in its less rigid elements: plants, animals, historical artifacts, and such. I got one damned eerie feeling, as I hiked yesterday and today through this new, unsettling version of a place I know well, let me tell you."

His eyes reflecting profound excitement, Steiglitz glanced at McConnell, whose face radiated shock, dismay, but also wonder. The physicist then stood and addressed the group.

"Gary, your analogy matches exactly the explanation that I think most probable, regarding where we've landed," he stated a shade grimly. "My conclusion will likely upset some of you. Given that I can offer no hard proof that I'm right, you can reject it, if you find it too bizarre to believe. I won't try to convince you, because I could only offer mathematical justifications so complex that I fear that out of this company, only Arthur McConnell could follow them. So. I don't think we've been transported either to the past or the future of the Earth on which we lived prior to waking up in the dome. I believe that we've somehow been transported to a parallel universe in which there exists a parallel Earth-an Earth that is, as Gary so aptly said-a copy of our native Earth."

Gasps arose from those who had listened with bated breath.

"What do you mean by a parallel Earth?" Pilar blurted.

"There's a theory, first proposed by Hugh Everett III, that at the moment that an observer observes some pivotal event that could have gone one way or another, or renders an important judgment, the universe splits into two... or possibly more... new universes. The observer then exists in both. Of course, he's not aware of this. In the first, he lives with one set of consequences of the event or of his decision, and a duplicate of him lives with the other set of consequences of the event or of his decision, in the new, parallel Earth located in a new, parallel universe. All human beings are observers. So, the number of parallel universes containing parallel Earths must be inconceivably huge."

Shock blended with disbelief on a number of faces. "Holy shit," Hal Johansson muttered.

"Please understand that I can't envision, at this point, just how such a transfer of human beings could be accomplished," Steiglitz emphasized. "If the possibility of that happening had been suggested to me before I landed here, I would have asserted that such a transfer is impossible, because at this point in time, our scientific community lacks any ability to teleport anything other than individual atoms and photons, and thus far, those have been teleported only over a distance of several meters. Teleporting a human being would require huge advances in the construction and understanding of quantum computers, new breakthroughs in mathematics, and far greater understanding of human physiology and mentality."

Glancing over the astounded, troubled faces of the profoundly disturbed listeners, Steiglitz added softly, "As I said, it's not an easy theory to accept."

"I believe that it's one we need to consider highly probable," Arthur McConnell stated gravely.

"But... shit... if no one on Earth has the means of teleporting people at the present time, that leaves only... aliens. Right, Dr. Steiglitz?" Vern Massey rasped.

"Just what sort of agency... what sort of operator... could engineer the collecting of all of us in this particular place in a parallel Earth, I simply cannot envision," Steiglitz admitted. "But I strongly doubt that any human agency exists on our native Earth at this present time that could do so. That dome strikes me as a phenomenon that would be impossible for scientists on our native Earth to construct, let alone utilize. So I won't rule out the possibility that our predicament has been engineered by alien beings."

"If you're right... we'll never be able to go home, will we?" Marlene Hefter asked, striving to conceal rapidly escalating fear.

"Marlene, if we've been brought here by aliens, they might just return us in the same way they brought us, at some point," the physicist declared gently. "I suppose it's possible that such beings could be performing some experiment... seeing how we react in a daunting situation, perhaps. But I think it unwise to rack our brains with wild speculation as to why this happened. We'll only cause ourselves deeper distress. I think the most mentally healthy way of handling our situation is for all of us to go on striving not only to survive, but to thrive. We need to continue to offer help and comfort to each other, and to new arrivals. None of us has been harmed. So I hope that none of you will lapse into despair. My theory is, after all, only a theory."

"Can you totally rule out the possibility that we've traveled back in time?" Hastings asked. "Gary Logan just made a good argument against that hypothesis, I know, but what's your take on that possibility?"

"I've considered it, but I think the parallel Earth theory more likely," Steiglitz stated calmly.

"I can offer a good argument against that suggestion-one that differs from Gary's," Hal Johansson announced. "I'm an NSA field agent, but I'm also an amateur astronomer. Because of the wobble of the Earth's axis, Polaris-the North Star-wasn't always the pole star, and it won't be, in the distant future. About five thousand years ago, Alpha Draconis was the pole star. About three thousand years ago, Beta Ursae Minoris was the pole star. But by God, just look overhead! There's the Big Dipper, and there's the North Star-the last star in the handle of the little dipper. The sky tonight's exactly the same as it is on our native Earth. Some of you might not have noticed, if you live in a city plagued with light pollution, but if you're fortunate enough to live somewhere where the stars can be seen, that up there's exactly what you'd see if you were at home."

"That's exactly what I did see when I flew into Denver from D.C. two weeks ago, and drove up to Wyoming to visit my brother before flying back," Logan declared. "There's no light pollution on his ranch."

"Fucking hell!" Vern Massey muttered in so low a tone that only Hal heard him.

Bigelow now addressed the group. "Folks, as Dr. Steiglitz said, working ourselves into a blue funk isn't going to help matters any. We need to stay busy collecting and cooking food. Gary, we could use tutoring on more than just the uses of cattails. We'd be grateful if you'd offer some, in between bouts of using your survival skills. Vern and Hal, I'd like to confer with you both, tomorrow, as soon as I return from the dome. I go every morning at dawn, in company with a few others, so as to prevent any arrival from lapsing into hysteria or panic, and I generally return at mid-morning."

"We'll come to the temple at noon-or when we think noon's arrived," Hal assured him. "Vern and I opted to share an apartment. You seem to be the leader of this group, Dr. Bigelow. Would you mind if we do some exploring of the city tomorrow?"

"Of course I wouldn't mind! I was the first person to arrive, Hal. I sought to cushion the shock for new arrivals, and to bring them clothing and sandals. I haven't been formally elected this group's leader, but I've tried, with the help of others, to see to it that we stay a cohesive, cooperative society. At some point, if our numbers increase, the group should perhaps consider electing a leader. But at present, we've all gotten along, and we've all gotten enough to eat. I'll welcome any contribution the two of you can make to the general welfare."

Impressed by that calm, measured summation, cognizant of the success of this natural leader's efforts, Hal exclaimed, "You've done an outstanding job, Dr. Bigelow. Vern and I look forward to conferring with you tomorrow."

Shortly afterward, the group dispersed. When Bigelow and Hastings strode into the apartment they shared, Hastings declared grimly, "Those NSA agents' minds' I'll wager stay focused on security. As much on that area as on collecting food."

"I think that likely. They're going to confer with you, me, Arthur and Claire, tomorrow. I view myself as a coordinator more than I do a leader. I noticed that the mention of aliens jarred them both badly."

"Me, too. Damn! What a blasted pickle we've landed in. I could have used a straight shot tonight, after hearing Steiglitz's theory. Parallel Earth. Holy fucking shit!"

"I'm going to take Saul's advice, Alec. Survive, try to thrive, and keep on fostering cohesiveness in the group. Not fret about what I can't change."

"I'll do likewise, but I expect I won't be able to keep the fretting entirely at bay. But I'll do my damnedest."

Shortly thereafter, both men took to their beds, hoping that the tiredness induced by a long day marked not only by physical labor but also by profound mental trauma would allow them to slip off to sleep with no delay. But for each, the process took longer than he wished.



Chapter Thirteen

Bigelow, Hastings and McConnell went to the dome on the next day, leaving Claire Cavendish to keep an eye on how the new arrivals of the prior day handled their entry into the community.

Shortly after first light, the nude figure of a woman materialized. Wishing that Claire was with them, Hastings averted his eyes. McConnell did likewise. Bigelow offered reassurances to the newcomer, a woman in her late forties: a sturdy, stocky individual five foot eight in height, whose square, strong-jawed face he saw to be framed in long, untidy, gray-streaked brown hair. No beauty in the best of times, she struck them as unduly combative as she glared at them, radiating anger and outrage more than she did fear or dismay.

Her name, they discovered, was Dr. Joyce Blackstone. She was a well-known anthropologist noted for a book well received in her field: a tome that analyzed and compared ancient building techniques. When she stood facing the pair, clad in robe, sash, and sandals, she stared in palpable shock at the dome, the sight of which badly unnerved her. Once the two greeters got her calmed down, she turned and gazed out at her surroundings. When her eyes fell on the city, she gasped, but her reaction to that improbable sight held far more of wonder-of excitement-than of stupefaction.

"Is that city... real?" she gasped.

When the guides assured her that it was, and that it had been abandoned by its former occupants long ago, she radiated excitement. "I want to see it! Explore it! This place may look like Colorado, but it can't be! That city looks like those built in ancient Mesopotamia!"

"I'll stay with Dr. Bigelow, Alec, if you'd care to escort Dr. Blackstone to the city," Arthur offered, fully understanding her avid scholarly interest.

On the way down the path, Joyce came near to breaking into a jog, so impatient was she to enter the ancient city. After she waxed rhapsodic over the statues in the avenue, Hastings urged that she examine those later. Managing to start her moving again, he showed her through the temple complex, striving to ignore grave misgivings arising from his estimation that integrating a person of her temperament might prove a trifle difficult.

That estimate proved to be right on the mark. On learning that the utensils and implements in the "kitchen" had been heavily used, and some removed and taken elsewhere, and that no record had been made of their original placements, Blackstone first grew aghast, and then waxed offensively censorious. "This is a prime, hitherto untouched bronze-age site!" she exclaimed angrily. "It's been badly damaged! Valuable data has been irretrievably lost!"

Pilar glared in manifest scorn at the complainer. Turning to Hastings, she grated, "Alec, I strongly suggest that you conduct this... person... out of my work area. As for you," she added wrathfully while poking her forefinger forcefully into the chest of the offender, "I assume you like to eat? How good are you at snagging fish out of a stream and cleaning them? How good are you at killing a deer, cutting its throat, spilling its guts, skinning the carcass, and roasting the meat on sticks out in the open so you don't commit the major crime of disturbing any part of this chamber well suited to cooking for a community of people trying desperately to survive? Eh, you blithering idiot? If you spout one more word of blame about our use of what's in this chamber or any other, I'll put you on a diet of fruit you'll gather on your own... right suddenly!"

Visibly taken aback by that onslaught, Joyce Blackstone jutted her chin and muttered the word "bitch" in a low tone, but the graphic description of preparing meat for the table registered. Realizing that she did indeed need to eat, that she had never foraged or hunted and possessed absolutely no skills along those lines, she subsided into frosty silence.

Inwardly consumed with hilarity, Hastings yet smoothed the incipient grin from his comely face, and declared mildly, "Joyce, I'm sure you value your own survival. We stand prepared to help you survive. We'd appreciate your moderating your choice of words. Now then. Let's continue the tour. I know you're first and foremost an archeologist, but you're also a city person thrust into an extremely dangerous predicament. Please bear that in mind."

Nodding stiffly, Blackstone followed him into the chamber housing the statue reposing on the remains of the wooden litter. Her eyes lit with delight, but on seeing the empty eye socket, she let out a screech. "Who did that? she cried. "I can see using pots and dishes, but what vandal just gouged out the twin of that marvelous quartz eye for no valid reason? That's disgusting! Destruction for its own sake!"

His lips thinning, his eyes gone hard, Hastings yet held his temper. "Dr. Blackstone," he suggested levelly, "let's do a thought experiment. Let's imagine that you were the first of this group to emerge from the dome. Let's imagine that you walked stark naked through that coarse, tough brush on bare, lacerated feet, and arrived here tired, hungry, and conscious of being utterly alone. Just how would you have gone about starting a fire?"

"Why... Surely there were bow drills here... 

"There may have been, long ago, but you discover that they've all disintegrated into dust over time. So what do you do?

"Look for pyrite and flint," the archeologist shot back, annoyed at the inquisition.

"We looked. We saw no flint, nor any other rock such as pyrite, either here or in the storeroom. And of course, there wasn't anything made of steel."

"Well... I'd have had to go out and hunt up flint and pyrite."

"According to Gary Logan, who's well acquainted with this area, flint does crop out in Brown's Park, but it occurs in places not close to this city. So just what would you have done to start a fire on that day of your arrival? Hike barefooted for miles in the hope of finding flint in one area, and pyrite in another, in a wild, dangerous wilderness wholly unfamiliar to you?"

"I... All of a sudden, enlightenment dawned on the woman who was nowise stupid. "Ohhh... I see. Whoever arrived first used that curved quartz as a magnifying glass!"

"He did indeed," Hastings replied a shade tartly. "Would you characterize Dr. Bigelow as a vandal, Dr. Blackstone? A man who destroys simply for amusement? He's a talented leader and a respected geneticist."

"No... certainly not! No! I... I... got carried away. I... see now... I owe you an apology, Dr. Hastings. But for me... This magnificent, hitherto untouched site forms the find of a lifetime! A matchless opportunity to add to archeological knowledge! Wherever the place actually is!" As she launched that passionate appeal, her voice rose in pitch.

Touched by her fervor, Hastings softened his tone. "I can understand that it would, Dr. Blackstone. I realize that we barged in here with no thought of cataloguing the artifacts. We mainly yearned to obtain and cook protein, so that we'd have energy enough to spend time in other pursuits besides gathering small, non-filling fruits. Not being given to excess, Dr. Bigelow did leave the other eye in place. We haven't defaced or harmed any of the other statues, nor have we damaged the carvings on the walls of any dwellings.

"Actually, we haven't even explored much of the city. We haven't had time. So you'll have plenty of untouched chambers to investigate. We'd appreciate it, though, if you'd lend a hand in performing some of the essential chores, as all of the rest of us do. We all do work of some sort, so as to justify our helping ourselves to food provided and cooked by others."

Chastened, the woman nodded. "Of course," she agreed shamefacedly. "As I said, I got carried away. I'll apologize to that firebrand of a cook, and I'll do what I can to contribute to the collection of food."

Smiling on the enthusiast, Hastings urged gently, "Let's get you settled in a chamber, Dr. Blackstone. I'll introduce you to Sharon Roberts, a pharmaceutical chemist who helps me gather plants and such, and who uses her skills to provide necessities such as strings made of dried deer guts. Perhaps you could spend some time helping her, before taking off on an investigative tour, mmm?"

"I'll be glad to help her. And please... call me Joyce."

"Call me Alec, okay? Now, come along. You'll fit in, Joyce, if you'll bear in mind that survival tops discovery, for now." Savoring relief, he ushered her into what Sharon Roberts now called her "chemistry lab" and left her helping the chemist as Sharon sought to produce soap.

***

Standing in front of the dome, the two-man welcoming committee watched as a tall, muscular, handsome, black-haired, dark-eyed man emerged to stare in total disbelief at the two of them. "Is this some damned practical joke?" he snarled as he gazed at their robes and noted their nine-day-old beards. "Who in hell are you two freaks? Would-be New Age gurus, perhaps? Extras from some Grade B movie? And where in hell have you bastards hauled me?"

His brow knitting and his eyes narrowing, Bigelow rasped, "I'm Dr. Ryan Bigelow, a geneticist who's a part owner of the lab where he's made three widely acclaimed breakthroughs in gene therapy. This is Dr. Arthur McConnell, a mathematician of such stature in his profession that few of his colleagues, even, can discuss mathematics on his level. If you think the two of us confined you within that dome, my good man, just try walking back inside!"

"I'll just do that," the newcomer grated sardonically. Turning, he strode at a swift pace towards the entrance. Of a sudden, he hit the invisible barrier with jarring force, and bounced. "What in the fuck!" he snarled even as he paled in shock. Whirling about, he glared at the two observers he saw to be royally pissed. "Just what is that damned thing?" he grated.

"We don't know what it is," McConnell stated evenly. "That dome might well be a construct created by aliens. I rather doubt that you believe in the possibility of aliens' existing, but that could prove an egregious error in judgment. Just who are you, and why might you have been selected for abduction by whatever agency snatched all of us out of our beds and transported us here?"

On hearing the cultured tones of both robed men, the newcomer lost some of his belligerence. "I'm John Harlan Halverson III," he stated haughtily. "CEO of Halverson Marketing Analysis, Incorporated, a highly profitable company located in Palo Alto, California-a company that I founded and own. I've got a Ph.D. in business administration from the Wharton School of Business of the University of Pennsylvania. But I find it all but impossible to believe that I've just been abducted by aliens!"

At this juncture, the strains of the past nine days got to Bigelow. "You can damned well believe whatever you wish to believe," he rasped, glaring at this newcomer he mentally classed as a supercilious bastard. "Turn around, Dr. Halverson. Take a gander at that city, over there. If that sight doesn't convince you that you're no longer on the Earth you grew up on, then stay in denial. We trudged up here with the intent to help you. If you don't want help, then fend for yourself. But if you're intelligent enough to realize that you need help, then exhibit a fundamental respect for decorum. Don this robe, and cover your private parts. And then, unless you think you can survive by yourself in a howling wilderness, Dr. McConnell and I will conduct you to that city, and we and our fellow abductees will do what we can to see to it that you don't die of starvation and exposure!"

Both observers watched the scorn in the man's eyes melt in succession into uncertainty, nascent upset, and then frowning calculation. "I hardly think you can blame me for thinking what I initially did," he asserted frostily. "But I'll grant that the dome does seem an enigma." Pulling the robe over his head, he tied the sash and donned the crude sandals, his face reflecting strong aversion to the garments. "Well, let's go," he commanded rather than suggested.

Their ire returning in force, the two guides escorted the arrogant newcomer to the city. This supercilious prick will constitute a major problem to the group, Bigelow reflected grimly. Thank God he didn't arrive right after I did... or before I did!

On being shown through the temple complex, Halverson made no attempt to hide his disgust at the prospect of living the lifestyle he saw unfolding in his view. His being handed a plate of cold, cooked fish and a cup of herb tea for breakfast did nothing to improve his outlook. When confronted with a politely worded but obviously non-negotiable ultimatum issued by Dr. Cavendish that he work so as to eat, he had to struggle to master his outrage and offer a grudging assent. That assent, Bigelow, Hastings, Cavendish and McConnell accurately judged to have only been tendered because Halverson grew instantly cognizant of the solid unanimity of purpose reflected in their eyes. "I'll gather fruit already judged to be edible, and look for new types," he grated. "I've got no aptitude for hunting. Just how much produce will I have to turn in to meet my quota?" That final question came couched in a sneering tone.

"Quite a bit," Cavendish stated baldly before anyone else could answer. "Meat is concentrated food. A human body gets far more calories from a steak than it does from an equal weight of plums or berries. So you'd better reconcile yourself to having to hustle, and produce a substantial harvest, Dr. Halverson." Fearless, openly contemptuous of this arrogant, uncooperative potential leech, the surgeon held the furious glance of the marketing analyst until he averted his eyes.

Pilar Hernandez, her handsome face openly expressing contempt for this new addition to the group, and Marlene Hefter, equally repelled by his churlish attitude, exchanged disgusted glances.

"We'll provide you with a cloth bag," Hastings announced in a calm but uncompromising tone, even though inwardly he seethed with anger. "If you fill it daily with edible fruits, we'll consider that you've earned the right to eat for that day."

"Well! You've all got a firm grip on power, here," Halverson grated. "Hand the damned thing over, and show me where the blasted trees are."

"We will, right after you select an apartment in the area in which the men reside," Bigelow stated. "For some reason I can't fathom, you've chosen to adopt a wholly uncooperative attitude in a bad situation we're all in together. If we hear any complaint whatsoever from your neighbors regarding harassment or intrusions into their apartments, you'll be required to move to an isolated area, Dr. Halverson."

"Oh, really! And who's going to evict me bodily?"

"A committee consisting of all the able-bodied athletes among us-people determined to assure that you cease being a problem to the group," Hastings rasped menacingly. No more afraid of this mean-spirited, antisocial troublemaker than Claire had been, he added, "You won't know what martial skills you're up against, Halverson. So weigh well what course you take at this juncture."

Halverson's expression once again turned calculating. He had not been told how many members the group contained. Swiftly, he weighed his limited options. "Just show me to an isolated apartment right now," he snarled. "I have no desire to live next door to any of you!"

"Wise choice, that," Hastings retorted grimly. "There's a chamber I know of that fronts on the plaza. I'll show you where it is, after we outfit you with blankets and a means of making a grass-stuffed mattress."

When at length Bigelow, Hastings, Cavendish and McConnell got their troublesome charge installed in a workshop that featured a hearth, a wide, low, long stone table big enough to serve as a bed-a workshop in which a decaying loom could still be seen for what it had once been-the four friends ushered the seething newcomer to an area which they knew featured a good stand of fruit that could be gathered with relative ease. After leaving him there, they stalked back to the temple area and conferred.

"That miserable bastard's going to pose a major problem," Bigelow predicted grimly.

"He sure as hell is," Hastings grated.

"I wonder why he can't see that he's worsening his own chances of surviving by behaving thus?" McConnell asked of no one in particular, being genuinely puzzled.

"I think he's taking his dire fear, unbearable frustration and superabundance of irrational anger out on us," Cavendish opined. "He's striking out blindly at all and sundry, as does a badly spoiled kid deprived of some favorite amusement. I expect that as owner and CEO of a large, successful company, he's enjoyed exerting formidable power over his employees. I also think he's lived a lavish, self-indulgent life that included gourmet dining, high consumption of alcohol and perhaps of drugs, and exotic sex on demand. He simply can't accept an inexplicable change in his lifestyle-a change that's far more radical for him than it is for any of us."

"Just what we needed," Hastings groaned. "Well, after dealing with this dickhead, I've come to regard our overzealous archeologist as a lovable addition. What a day this is turning out to be!"

"No shit," McConnell exclaimed feelingly. The hostility-charged atmosphere generated by Halverson had upset him badly. Used to associating with scholarly colleagues who respected and admired his talents as well as each other's, he had found the events of the morning deeply unsettling.

"Well, the bastard will stay occupied for three or four hours, I'd guess," Bigelow stated wearily. "Let's meet with those two NSA men, and see what degree of bad news we'll hear from them."

"You don't want or need me for that chore, do you, Ryan?" McConnell asked diffidently. "I could help Sharon or the cooks."

"Hell, yes, I want you to come," Bigelow declared with adamant force. "You volunteered to take on the daily emotional burden of greeting frantic, frightened, confused arrivals. You've handled that draining chore with admirable competence, and provided vital aid and comfort to Saul. You're a part of our leadership team, Arthur. If you're willing to come, you're surely welcome to do so."

"Please do come," Hastings urged. His liking and admiration for the unworldly mathematician had taken a quantum leap over the past few days.

Nodding in eager acceptance, McConnell savored his burgeoning certainty that the others believed that he had made contributions fully valuable enough to have paid for his meals.

***

Hal Johansson and Vern Massey strode into the porch of the temple when they judged that the sun had reached its zenith. Four people greeted them courteously, and invited them to lunch on cold cooked fish, cold slices of fried deer meat, and the liquid from boiled plums.

The pair dropped to the paving to sit cross-legged facing the four leaders of the group. They wolfed down the lunch and thanked the providers. At that point, they launched into a summary of their concerns.

"Folks, here's our analysis of the situation," Vern Massey declared. "We spent the morning studying the layout here. When you people arrived, the metal-sheathed door on the west side of the city was evidently open, and you left it open. We trekked over to the east side of the city, and found that the identical door on that side was open, too. We exerted considerable strength and leverage, but we got it to turn on its ancient hinges, and we closed it. We managed to drop the massive bar that prevents outsiders from opening it.

"We then discovered that there's a much larger entry portal-one we think was only opened on ceremonial occasions-on the south side, at the far end of this long avenue... what some of you people now call the plaza. That was closed and locked. There's a smaller entry close by it that's similar to the other two, and it was open. We closed and locked it.

"There may be secret exits elsewhere, but we didn't have time to investigate. This sprawling complex is filled with narrow passages and lots of chambers. Well. We shut the most obvious routes into the city, except for the entry you've all been using. But your leaving that open at night worries us badly."

"Why?" Bigelow asked.

Glancing uneasily at each other, the two NSA agents simultaneously took a deep breath. Hal Johansson stated levelly, "Look, folks, that dome couldn't have been constructed by anyone on Earth. And even if that statement's open to debate, the fact that people materialize within it out of thin air most definitely isn't. Vern and I aren't in the highest echelon of the NSA, but we're high enough up to be certain that no big breakthrough in teleportation's been achieved by any agency of our government or any other on our native Earth.

"So that points to one thing: we've been brought here by some alien agency. For what reason, we don't know. We've been tossing ideas around, regarding possible motives. We've considered everything from their testing our ability to survive in a tough situation-an hypothesis we consider highly unlikely-to a far nastier one. Maybe they're collecting us to serve as a food supply at some point in the future... when they land a ship and arrive in force. That notion shook us as badly as I'm sure it'll shake you. But denial isn't a just river in Egypt, people. If we've been collected here by some advance group attached to some large force of aliens contemplating invasion of this Earth or the one we were snatched from, we need to face that reality, and take defensive action."

On hearing that ghastly assessment delivered so soon after he and his companions found themselves forced to deal with the major problem posed by Halverson, Bigelow felt as if he had just suffered a hammerblow to his breastbone. "Surely you jest!" he retorted sardonically. "If a horde of aliens shows up below the walls-vicious predators bent on dining on us, for God's sake-do you really think that any measures we could put in place would stand a prayer of working? Shit! You may be right. But an alien race able to haul us here could annihilate us with ease, given their technological superiority and our pitiful numbers and lack of any but the most primitive weapons. My personal opinion, gentlemen, is that we face immediate problems we stand a chance of solving. We should concentrate on handling those, because if we don't, we'll starve before the alien horde arrives!"

"I fully agree," Hastings declared vehemently.

"So do I," Claire Cavendish stated evenly.

More inclined to listen to an argument that questioned his conclusions than were the three tired, emotionally drained activists who had labored so mightily over the past week to serve the members of this burgeoning community, Arthur McConnell sought to reduce the tension.

"Ryan... Alec... Claire... We four have just suffered through an exceedingly trying morning. These two gentlemen from the NSA, who naturally view matters from a different perspective than we do, are simply stating their analysis of an aspect of our situation here that we haven't considered up till now. Hal... Vern... I'd like to hear your suggestions as to just what we could do to increase our safety, even if only marginally."

Impressed by the youthful genius' ability to spread balm on troubled waters-a trait he nowise expected McConnell to display-Hal shot him a grateful glance. "I guess we came on a bit strong," he acknowledged. "But would it be a big deal if we shut and barred the south gate each night, after everyone's inside? Or would it be a major annoyance if Vern and I recruited one other member of your group, so three of us could stand watch for three-hour stints every night, so as to spot any hostile force approaching? Even if the aliens never make themselves known, we don't know but what this version of Earth sports hostile native human beings who might show up and attack us with primitive weapons. Vern and I would be more than willing to stand three-hour-long watches nightly, and still do our damnedest to hunt and forage during the days. We'll contribute to the food store, never fear. And if you guys need help subduing anyone who goes off the deep end from stress-someone whose inability to cope tips him over the edge so that he attacks somebody, or some high-strung type who goes stark, staring berserk-we possess skills that will enable us to handle that emergency efficiently and safely. We won't have any qualms about doing so, either."

The four people who had just dealt with Halverson exchanged bleak glances. "That final offer I heartily appreciate," Bigelow assured them. "And I don't see any problem with your closing the south gate at night, after everyone's inside. Gentlemen, I apologize for my brusqueness. We just had to deal with a newcomer who poses a serious problem. We handled it, but I for one am glad that you men possess the sort of skills needed to handle any violent outbreak. So mount your guard. We'll give you whatever assistance you need."

"Do you think Gary Logan might be willing to take a turn at standing guard?" Hal inquired a shade warily.

Hastingsreplied vehemently before Bigelow could decide what to say. "Hal, here's my take on that idea. Of all of us-you two included-Logan's the best fitted to hunt and kill game. He knows this area like the back of his hand. He has skills we desperately need so as to keep the food coming in. Also, he's a loner-a ruggedly independent type who stands willing to do all he can to help, but who wants to provide that help on his own terms. He wouldn't take kindly to having anyone issue him orders. I think leaving him free to do his thing on his own will maximize his effectiveness. I don't think we should ask him to stand watch."

Frowning, Hal asked, "There's really no one else we could ask, is there?"

"Yes, there is," Claire Cavendish stated with adamant force. "Two people arrived in the dome today. The first is a woman: a well-known anthropologist. Joyce Blackstone's overmastering wish is to study this prime archeological site. She has neither any interest in, nor aptitude for, food gathering, cooking, or such. She's consumed with fierce desire to protect, catalog, study, and preserve artifacts in this site. I feel sure she'd welcome an offer to earn her keep by standing guard and by helping you two find and close other avenues that might admit enemies. She's tough, outspoken, and a trifle abrasive, but she's highly competent. She's also familiar with primitive cultures, including, I'm sure, their weaponry and the means they used to defend themselves. I think her aims might just correlate quite well with yours."

Taken aback, Hal glanced at Vern, who he saw to be frowning, but weighing that suggestion. "How do we know she won't succumb to the temptation to use her watch to investigate chambers, instead of scanning the land outside the city?" Vern asked a shade dubiously.

"She wouldn't," Hastings declared vociferously. "She's so fiercely dedicated to the rules governing the investigation of new sites that she instinctively put following those rules ahead of her own welfare and comfort. She knows she needs to contribute to the communal effort to help everyone survive. She'd willingly accept the rules you two experts at security lay down, and put abiding by those above her own welfare. Of that I feel certain. She's a highly self-disciplined investigator. I agree with Claire. Joyce would be a prime asset to your defense force, even if she possesses no skills in the art of self-defense... or of offence."

Raising an eyebrow, Vern turned to Hal. "Well, old buddy, unless we want to spend our nights standing four or five hour watches each... What the hell. Shall we give her a try?"

"I'm game," Hal agreed, shrugging. A daunting thought struck him. "She's not... a hot number... is she?" he asked Hastings. "We don't need to contend with that sort of distraction in this jackpot. I mean... Jesus. We don't need to find ourselves... Breaking off, he actually flushed.

Laughter wholly devoid either of derision or condescension erupted from Hastings, and Bigelow chuckled. "Joyce is middle aged, more than a little abrasive at times, and not what I'd classify as a hot number, gentlemen. But she's fearless, competent, highly knowledgeable about primitive cities, and, I suspect, tough as five-ply laminate. I don't think the sight of her will prove that sort of distraction to you."

Relief shone from two rugged faces. Both agents were men in their middle forties: highly competent professionals devoted to assuring the security of the USA. Neither had ever mixed business with pleasure-not that either of them was at all slow to pursue pleasure when a legitimate opportunity arose. "All right, we'll take the br... this tough gal... on," Vern assured Bigelow. He had caught himself before the word "broad" fully escaped him. "Thanks for the tip, Dr. Cavendish."

Inwardly profoundly relieved, Claire smiled with patent warmth on these two hard-faced, obviously tough individuals, and exclaimed, "You're welcome."

Bigelow hunted up the archeologist and introduced her to the two agents, who then made their pitch.

To Bigelow's vast relief, Joyce Blackstone eagerly agreed to spend the middle three hours of each night on watch, as an alternative to assisting the chemist, harvesting fruit or (ghastly thought) working in the kitchen with the "firebrand."

The archeologist listened intently as the two agents stated their reasons for wishing to close the south gate at night and stand watch. Rather diffidently, for her, she offered a suggestion. "There are watch posts on the walls, gentlemen, but the walls are many miles long. No one person could go around the entire city in a night, let alone in three hours. But we could watch from the first stage of the ziggurat-the step pyramid-which is a lot higher, and far smaller at its base than is the city.

"The distance around that first step of the three platforms is long, too, but if a guard started from the stair in the middle of the south side of the ziggurat on the first step and walked to the south-western corner of that step, he could scan the land to the south and the west. If he then retraced his steps and then advanced to the southeastern corner, he could view the terrain to the east. When he again returned to the stair, he'd have gone half the distance around the platform, and he'd have viewed the landscape from three sides. I imagine that one person walking briskly could do that much in three hours.

"The next person to come on duty could go the other way-start from the middle of the south side, walk to the southwest corner and proceed to the northwest corner, and walk back. That way, we wouldn't have someone watching the north much of the night, but maybe we could recruit a fourth guard at some point who could start at the southwest corner, walk up to the northwest side and spend an hour watching the north side. I expect that any human enemy force, at least, would be least likely to attack from the mountains to the south, but they'd be most likely to advance from the northeast or the west, given the lay of the land."

Glancing approvingly at their recruit, the two agents nodded. "We thought of that, too," Hal admitted. "Joyce, might there be some chambers opening onto that first of the three-stepped tiers? We haven't had time to climb up the stairs and look."

"There might be. If there are, they'll be close to each of the two flights of stairs, at the top, or perhaps even at the bottom. Most ziggurats have three flights of stairs on three of the four sides that slope inward toward the next tier, but this tower has only one flight going up each tier. If chambers exist, they'll very likely be storage areas for weapons. A small number of guards stationed at the top or bottom of each set of stairs could prevent non-priests from spying on the rituals the priests conducted at the shrine on the flat top of the ziggurat. Priests might well have cooked sacrificial food or burnt the carcasses of sacrificial animals in that shrine on the top tier. But then, some ziggurats weren't used for ceremonies. They were simply considered the home of the chief god. In those societies, the priests performed all of their ceremonies in the temple, or carried a portable image on a litter in a procession."

"Care to hike up there with us and see if any chambers exist?" Vern asked.

"I'd simply love to! But Dr. Hastings asked me to assist Sharon Roberts... " Stricken, the woman debated with herself what to do. She had no wish to annoy either Bigelow or Hastings any further.

On seeing her crestfallen state, Hal suppressed a grin. "Shit, Joyce, we'll go with you, and tell Dr. Hastings and Dr. Roberts that Dr. Bigelow gave you a new job, okay? Then we'll all take a gander at the lowest tier of that rock pile."

Suffused with manifest relief, Joyce accepted that offer. Shortly thereafter, she became a permanent member of the newly instituted force of guards.

***

After solving the problem Joyce Blackstone posed, Bigelow, Hastings and McConnell took plates of food out to the porch of the temple, where they beheld Dr. Steiglitz scrubbing robes-two belonging to Arthur and himself, and two belonging to Sharon Roberts and Claire Cavendish-in a large bronze tub.

The physicist hailed them cheerily. "Sit down, gentlemen. I'm doing a quality control test on the efficacy of the soap Sharon just produced. The results are most gratifying. It works! I'd be happy to run a new test on a robe belonging to each of you two gentlemen, this afternoon, if you'd care to change into a fresh one. Pilar figures that for now, we can each have two."

"Mine could use a wash," Hastings conceded, glancing down at his soiled garment. "I'll take you up on that welcome offer!"

"So will I," Bigelow likewise affirmed. "We appreciate your willingness to take on that chore, Saul."

"I do so all the more cheerily, for knowing that Sharon's newest project is the production of wine," the physicist confided. "Fermenting it and aging it will take time, but the end result I'm sure will boost morale." Accepting the plate Arthur handed him, he thanked the young man he saw to look frazzled. "Tough morning?" he asked solicitously.

"Abominable morning," Arthur replied wryly. "Our newest arrival reacted by lashing out viciously at us. He's in total denial... behaving antisocially."

Frowning, Steiglitz observed sadly, "I guess that was bound to happen. People react to disaster in many different ways-some really bad."

"Hemingway defined courage as grace under pressure," Hastings mused. "To put it mildly, this new arrival reacted to pressure with exceptional arrogance and an astonishing lack of courage. We handled the problem, but I don't think we solved it permanently. But we will." That final declaration came couched in a tone freighted with grim determination.

"I'm sure you will," Steiglitz assured the three men he saw to be strung out. "Why don't you three take a bit of time off?" he suggested gently. "Do a bit of exploring?"

"We're assembling at the river at mid-afternoon, where Gary Logan promised to conduct a seminar on the many uses of cattails," Hastings replied. "Actually, I'm looking forward to learning what he intends to teach. Before that, I plan to sharpen knives for the cooks, and then make Ryan and myself a sturdier pair of sandals and a visor to keep the sun out of our eyes when we're outdoors."

"And I'm going to see if I can devise a way to make sure that a cistern I suspect to be one of those in which the original residents emptied their potties really was used for that purpose," Bigelow announced. "I'd hate like hell to dump a load of shit into the underground canals from which we draw water!"

"I'll haul some poles in here, and set up racks on which to hang the clothes you just washed," McConnell assured the laundryman.

Relaxed by the meal taken in company with congenial associates, all four men rose, feeling better able now to attack the chores they had set themselves.

***

Gary Logan rose at first light. Quickly, he donned his clothing and assembled his hunting gear. He then strode out of his quarters, drank deeply of water raised from the well in the kitchen, and helped himself to a large, cold, cooked fish. Laden with the gear, which he packed on his back, he strode out into the chilly morning. The sun had not yet risen. He noted the wispy clouds known in Wyoming as "mare's tails" in the mostly clear sky, and concluded that it might well rain a day or so hence.

Two hours later, he lay motionless on a low, steep bluff overlooking a section of riverbank where the tracks told him that deer and antelope came to drink. When at length a small herd of deer filed down to the edge of the stream, he studied them intently. Waiting until a fat dry doe passed close by the where he lay prone, he rose up, fitted an arrow to his short but powerful bow, and let the feathered shaft fly. The shaft buried itself in her body, just behind the shoulder. She leaped up, ran a short distance, and fell over dead. The other deer fled.

Deftly, the hunter cut the doe's throat, letting the blood drain. He then expertly skinned the animal, which still lay on its back. After separating the hide from the meat except down the doe's back, he pulled out the guts onto a piece of cloth and drew the cloth away from the carcass.

Working quickly and competently, he separated the four skinned quarters from the carcass. Laying each on a large, smooth, gray, weathered trunk of a fallen tree left by some old spring flood, he cut the meat away from the bone. The meat he wrapped in cloth and packed into his sack. He then finished skinning the deer. Turning the carcass over, he cut the loin away from the backbone, wrapped that, and added it to the sack. Letting the carcass rest on the skin, he stripped the remaining meat off of it, glancing around him and behind him occasionally, in case some predator drawn by the smell of blood might be sneaking up on him. When he finished, he extracted the tongue and separated the heart, liver, kidneys and guts from the rest of the offal, and packed those into the sack. He then split the skull and extracted the brains, which he wrapped in large leaves and tucked into his pack.

Rising, he set the heavy sack on the dead tree, slid his arms into the two straps attached to it, and heaved it up onto his back. Carrying his bow in one hand and his short spear in the other, he headed back to the city. He arrived earlier than he had expected, hot, tired, and sore from the straps that had dug into his shoulders and produced chafing, owing to the heaviness of the burden.

***

Marlene Hefter had started a test plot in an area close to the thickets of fruit-bearing trees. She had planted various types of bean seeds taken from ancient stores, marking each row with two pottery cups, one of which had been inverted over the other. Inside, she had placed a number of the type of beans planted in that row. As she now did every afternoon, she walked out to see if any beans had sprouted. When she finished viewing the rows showing no sign whatsoever of sprouted beans, she sighed audibly. Deciding to scoop fish out of the weir while she was close by, she headed in that direction. When she emerged from behind some tall bushes, she beheld John Harlan Halverson III bathing in the canal just upstream from the weir.

Outraged, she yet controlled her ire. Scathingly, she stared down at the unabashed naked man lolling at his ease in the water. "Do you normally boil the meat for your dinner in your dirty bathwater?" she inquired sardonically, glaring down at the object of her ire, who now stood up and stared at her.

"What do you mean?" he asked in a haughty tone.

"Haven't you figured out that this canal flows into the underground conduits that supply the kitchen with water-as well as the other wells located throughout the city?"

Jolted by her charge-Halverson was nothing if not ultra-fastidious-he yet hid his reaction. Noting the color flooding into the cheeks of the irritated woman who had tested the efficacy of Sharon's soap that morning by washing her long, dark, wavy hair in soapy water and rinsing it until it squeaked, he judged her the only woman he had met so far who projected any sexual appeal whatsoever. "Hell, no," he admitted. "Nobody mentioned that fact to me!"

In leisurely fashion, he climbed out and stood, stark naked, on the grassy bank, full in the view of the woman astonished by his total lack of modesty. The man who had failed to control seething anger, acute frustration, and his growing sense that living this new, harsh lifestyle would prove totally intolerable now generated an upsurge of raw, uncontrollable lust. His male member hardened, and a glitter appeared in eyes suddenly gone dark with primal desire.

At first merely shocked by the man's brazen exposure of his genitals, Marlene now succumbed to fear as she noted that unmistakable sign of arousal. She suddenly sensed the intensity of the man's sudden, overpowering, uncontrollable passion. Turning, she sought to run, but Halverson overtook her almost instantly. Grasping her left arm in a powerful grip, he swung her around to face him and slid the other arm around her. He maintained his hold, effectively immobilizing her. "Not so fast," he rasped, pulling her against him. Without uttering a further word, he fastened his mouth over hers, forced hers open, and engaged in an erotic kiss.

Dire fear now surged through the woman struggling vainly to break loose. Jerking her head back, she managed to get free of her assailant's lips. "You filthy bastard!" she cried in a voice shrill with rage and shock. "Let go of me!"

"Wildcat, aren't you?" Halverson sneered as he pressed his mouth against her neck and attempted to close his teeth on a tiny fold of her skin.

At that instant, a brawny arm encircled Halverson's throat from behind. Gary Logan had walked on silent feet (his habitual way of walking) towards the fish weir. He had heard Marlene's question to Halverson. Upon observing what happened next, he had set his burden on the ground and frozen into taut stillness, wishful of seeing just what this stranger who he realized must have arrived that morning would do. Cold rage enveloped him as he witnessed the assault.

Swiftly, the outdoorsman darted forward, obtained a choking hold on the aggressor, and exerted painful pressure on his larynx. "Let her go, or die!" he grated in a chilling tone that left no doubt in the mind either of Marlene or her assailant of his willingness to kill. Sensing that Logan's threat was no bluff, Halverson let go of the shaken, outraged woman, who stumbled a few feet away, and then stood watching with wide, troubled eyes what now transpired.

After accomplishing what he intended, the rescuer switched tactics. Jerking his startled opponent around, he landed a series of brutally hard punches on the naked man's rib cage, cracking a number of ribs. After delivering a final, powerful punch to his adversary's breastbone, he drove his knee forcefully into the groin of the offender he viewed as a would-be rapist.

A shriek broke from the lips of the recipient of that punishment. Stepping back, Logan watched as Halverson, whose face now contorted in agony, crumpled to the ground and curled up, clutching the site from which pain more severe than any he had hitherto experienced now radiated. Satisfied that the assailant would not rise for some time, Logan turned to the woman gone pale as salt.

"You won't... You won't... " she gasped in horror.

"Kill him? I should. Right here, and right now. He'd undoubtedly have raped you. As things stand, he poses a dire threat to the stability and well-being of the group."

On hearing that, the man still writhing in intense pain stared wildly at the outdoorsman: a man he had not met-a man he instantly deduced to be far more dangerous than Bigelow, Hastings, McConnell and Steiglitz combined. Fear now showed nakedly on his handsome face.

"Gary... please... don't," Marlene begged. "I know... he deserved what he just got. But killing... "

His eyes fixed on her rather than on the man on the ground, Logan observed bitterly, "You're right, of course. Being decent, civilized citizens, you and I shrink from taking the law into our own hands-even here, where there's no agency of law enforcement prepared to deal with this piece of oozing excrement. Well, the veneer civilization laid on me as I grew up was always pretty thin. I should kill him. But I won't, Marlene. Not yet, anyway." Noting her pallor, he took her by the shoulders, and drew her gently against his chest. "It's all right, girl. He didn't get it done, and I kept hold of my temper. There, now. You surely didn't need this trauma on top of the other."

In a fashion purely comradely, Logan hugged her, and then held her away. Frowning, he asked, "Marlene... would you trust me to handle this mess? If you'll do as I ask, I rather think that I'll be able to spare the leaders of the group at least part of the trauma they're going to have to face at some point."

"Of course I trust you! If you hadn't seen... If you hadn't done what you did... " Breaking off, Marlene shuddered visibly. Her vision of superman clashed violently with what she had just witnessed. Her rescuer had not abided by the Marquis of Queensbury rules. He had delivered swift, harsh, effective punches, and ended by striking a telling blow "below the belt." His action had been punitive, not sportsmanlike. Gentle as he had been with her, she entertained no doubt that he could and would kill, if he judged killing necessary.

The conflict engendered when her idealistic, incipiently romantic view of him clashed violently with the reality of what she had just seen set her nerves on edge, even as she divined that no woman would ever need to fear this throwback to an earlier age-this rugged individualist who stood ready and willing to kill with his bare hands if he judged that course necessary, but who lived by a stern personal code of ethics: a code that mandated that he guard, protect, and respect women.

No whit apologetic for having taken the course of action he had followed, Logan declared softly, "It's all right, girl. Hear? Now listen. When we get back, don't tell the others what happened. Try not to show that you just sustained a bad shock. Promise me that you won't tell them, unless I ask you to."

"All right. But what if he... "

"He won't," Logan stated in a voice freighted with grim certainty. "I'll see to that. I promise you." Bending down, he glanced at the bag Halverson had filled two-thirds full of fruit. Turning to view the man now attempting to rise, he jerked him to his feet, and picked up his robe. Thrusting the garment into his hands, he rasped, "Listen to me, you despicable bastard. First, you're going to dress. Do it."

Still enveloped in pain, Halverson obeyed.

"Now then. You're going to fill this bag right up to the top, and this pouch as well," Logan rasped. Whipping a folded piece of cloth from the pouch at his belt, he quickly tied the four corners together and thrust the improvised bag on the now wholly cowed offender. "We're going inside. You won't. You'll lunch on fruit, alone, while you make one of the two choices open to you.

"You can leave, if you wish. Nobody will stop you. You can take the bag of fruit, light out of here, and fend for yourself somewhere far upriver. Or, you can fill both bags and deliver them into my hands when I come back out. Marlene and I will then consider that the pain I just inflicted on you will suffice as punishment for attempted rape-inadequate as that punishment was, considering the gravity of the offense. We'll say nothing about your criminal assault to the others.

"However, you'll stick to me like glue, all day today. You'll zip your lip and do your damnedest to learn what I'll teach the group. You'll treat the others with respect. If I hear one insult... one smart remark... pass your lips, I'll break your cracked ribs. Do I make myself plain?"

"Yes... " That admission emerged as if wrenched forcibly out of the man sullenly glaring at Logan.

"All right." Satisfied, Logan lifted the heavy pack into the fork in the thick trunk of an old, low-growing fruit tree. Squatting, he slid his arms through the straps and heaved the burden onto his back, saying, "Let's go, Marlene."

Halverson watched them depart. Turning, he stared out over the brush-covered plain bisected by the river flowing between banks sporting lush, green growth. His glance shifted to the mountains flanking the gorge. Fear bordering on terror looked nakedly from his eyes, as he weighed his odds of surviving in that wild, uninhabited land so utterly beautiful and yet so forbidding in its aspect. Shuddering, he decided that he would stand a better chance of living through this nightmare clouding his mind and driving him to utter despair if he stuck with the group. Glumly, he picked up the pouch and set about filling it.

***

By the time Gary Logan and Marlene Hefter arrived at the porch of the temple, Marlene had managed to get a firm grip on herself. Her pallor gone, she exhibited no outward sign of the anxiety and mental upset still afflicting her. She had offered patently sincere thanks to her rescuer as they walked through the passage leading to the plaza. Logan had assured her gently that he needed no thanks, and had urged her not to worry. "I'll fix things so that Halverson's nullified as a threat to anyone, Marlene," he stated firmly. "You'll see. Give me till tonight to prove that to you. Okay?"

Reassured as much by his confident tone as by his words, Marlene had nodded in assent.

Logandeposited his pack on a stone table in the kitchen. Elated by the sight of the large quantity of deer meat, Pilar beamed on him. "The mighty hunter returns!" she exclaimed. "Thank you, Gary! I've got stew staying hot over there. I'll dip you up a bowl while you wash your hands right here. Here's a towel. Marlene, why don't you eat now, too? I'll dole out stew to any latecomers, and eat last."

Gary and Marlene walked out to sit under the porch, and joined Saul Steiglitz, who sat on a tall pottery urn he had turned upside down. The renowned physicist the newcomers saw to be happily eating Pilar's stew-meat boiled with water lily roots, wild mushrooms, and wild onions. Eight similar urns stood in a row nearby. "I got damned tired of sitting on the paving," Saul explained. "I found these urns in a storeroom on the east side of the avenue. They were all empty. Take a seat!"

A few moments later, Sharon Roberts strolled up and joined the group. Logan noted with satisfaction that Marlene took part in the conversation, and showed no lingering sign of having been subjected to vile abuse a short time ago.

A few moments later, Pilar Hernandez emerged holding a plate on which reposed a gray, soft mass lying upon broad leaves. "Gary, what in the fucking hell is this blubbery shit?" she expostulated. "This isn't something you expect me to cook, is it?"

Laughing, Logan drawled, "Well, that blubbery shit is edible, Pilar-but that's not why I packed it along. That's the deer's brains. Mixed with ashes, brains can be used to soften the stiff, dried hide of a deer. I kept the hide in one piece. I've got it drying, and of course it's stiffening. Brains added to ashes and rubbed into a stiff hide softens the leather beautifully. You'll see. I wasn't about to waste a prime byproduct of killing for meat."

"Well, I'll be damned," Pilar exclaimed. "I'm glad I asked, before tossing them. Would you please take them with you when you leave?"

"You bet." Still chuckling, Logan went on dining. Sharon Roberts drawled, "Now, that's a chemical process not stored in my long-term memory! But I'll remember it."

Marlene smiled on the outdoorsman, silently marveling at the extent of his knowledge of things no man she had ever dated would have known.

***

The entire company showed up at mid-afternoon to accompany Logan to a spot at the edge of the river where a stand of cattails could be reached with relative ease. When the dozen people emerged from the gate, Logan saw Halverson walk out of the thicket carrying the two bags. Both were filled to the top with fruit. His manner subdued, the offender silently handed over the bags, which Logan left just inside the entry. Rather to the surprise of Bigelow, Hastings, Cavendish and McConnell, the surly newcomer trudged to the river along with the others, making no remarks of any sort to anyone.

Loganled the way to an extensive stand of cattails. The tall, tough plants, which clustered at the edge of a small backwater where the current was sluggish, could be reached easily, if one did not mind walking barefoot in deep mud. Nobody minded, Logan noticed. Even Halverson made no complaint.

During the next half hour, the abductees learned that young, tender cattail shoots are edible raw or cooked; the roots are tough but can be mashed and pounded in water, and the starch that settles out can be used in place of flour, formed into patties and fried, or even used to treat cuts, burns, rashes or sores; green, immature seed heads can be boiled and eaten like corn on the cob; the pollen spikes can be used to thicken soups; the leaves, when dried, can be woven into mats and baskets; the fluffy seed heads, formerly used to stuff life-preservers, when sewn into a double-layered garment mimic the efficacy of down as an insulator; and that cattail heads also serve as emergency tinder. After watching a demonstration of what to harvest, they spent the ensuing hour collecting the various usable parts of the plants.

Bigelow, Hastings, Cavendish and McConnell noticed the subdued, non-combative demeanor of the newest arrival. Puzzled, but greatly relieved, they passed no comments to each other about the change in this setting, lest they be overheard.

The community effort in the warm, sunny, breezy afternoon cheered the members of the group. When they finally walked back to the porch in front of the temple and deposited their burdens in a spot selected by Pilar Hernandez, they drank cooled, diluted juice from boiled fruit and chatted animatedly under the overhang. Once they had quenched their thirst, Ryan Bigelow rose, and offered courteous thanks to Gary Logan. The others chorused their appreciation.

Smiling, Logan replied, "You're welcome." He then grasped at what he perceived to be a good opportunity. His face taking on a grave aspect, he asked Bigelow if he could address the group.

On hearing a willing assent, the outdoorsman stated evenly, "Folks, it's always better to form a plan to deal with a potential problem than it is to deal with a problem of crisis proportions when no mechanism for solving it has ever been put in place. Up till now, we've all gotten along just fine, and willingly aided each other. But we've got no idea who... or what... is selecting and transporting people abducted from Earth who are getting dumped out here. I think it entirely possible that we could get some criminal type emerging from the dome, at some point."

Jarred by that statement, Bigelow and Hastings exchanged glances. The members of the group listened in taut silence, jolted by that bald announcement.

"If some such person were then to commit a crime, such as assault that results in a major injury, murder, rape, arson, a major theft or destruction of food stores, or some such criminal act, we ourselves would have to deal with the offender. To do that effectively, we need to elect a leader-not simply follow the strong, able, just, civic-minded leader who leads us informally but effectively now. Let me explain why.

"Let's say some offender does commit a major crime at some future point, and that person is identified and restrained. What do we do with him or her? Well, as I see it, we have four choices. First: we can banish that person. Drive him into the wilderness. To be honest, for most arrivals, that would be a death sentence. It's warm here now, in June, and it'll get hot this summer. But when November rolls around, we're going to see snow and bitter cold prevail until March at the earliest, or perhaps as late as the end of April. Even if the banished criminal survived until the onset of winter, he'd likely die of exposure and starvation before spring."

Several faces turned bleak on hearing that blunt statement regarding the severity of the winter they would eventually face.

"Second, we could imprison that person in a locked chamber. Well, we'd then have to feed him, keep him warm, and haul away his waste-do all the things for him we need to do for ourselves, without getting any help from him in return. I see that as taking on a burden we can't afford to shoulder.

"Third: we could force him to labor for us. But I feel sure that doing so would harm us more than it would him. We recoil at the very thought! So I suggest that we scratch that option."

Heads nodded vigorously at that point.

"So that leaves a final choice. Our elected leader could serve as a duly elected judge. All of us could serve as jurors. We could hear the accusation, weigh the evidence, and evaluate the accused person's defense of himself. The jury could decide either to exonerate him... or to execute him."

Gasps issued from some of the listeners. Jolted by the proposal he divined to be a direct result of his blindly succumbing to hot lust after failing to come to grips with impotent, uncontrollable fury over being landed in an intolerable situation, Halverson had wondered if this speech formed a prelude to denouncing him. Unsure up till now, at this juncture he saw a ray of hope: these women-the members of the company from whom the gasps had issued-would never agree to the imposition of a death sentence on anyone.

"I know," Logan stated evenly. "The prospect of executing a criminal strikes all of you as an exceedingly grim one. But consider this. Those of us who're here now have grown very close. If any of you were actually to witness a vicious attack-a fellow abductee being murdered, assaulted, willfully injured, or raped-you'd most likely change your view of execution as a fitting way to rid the group of a dire threat to its communal existence. You might well prove more than willing to vote for an execution to take place.

"But even if you did cast a yes vote, many of you would find it all but impossible to carry out the sentence yourselves. So let me suggest a means of getting around that difficulty. We could at that point offer the convicted offender the choice of banishment or execution. If he chose banishment, he'd die alone-out of sight of all of us. However, knowing that he faces a high possibility of dying in the wilderness, he might dare us to execute him, thinking that we'd shrink from carrying out the task. So here's what I suggest.

"I'm not fitted to serve as leader/judge. I feel that I can serve the community best by doing what I did this morning-providing the meat stripped from the carcass of a freshly killed deer, to be cooked and doled out by those doing the cooking and serving, not by me. But I could-and would-serve as executioner. I've killed men. I did a tour of duty in Iraq. I didn't enjoy killing, but I didn't shrink from doing what I saw as my duty. I rather imagine that Vern and Hal have training that would enable them to act as executioners if they absolutely knew that the lives of all of us depended on that execution's taking place."

Both agents nodded, their faces grim but their expressions leaving no doubt as to their agreement with the proposal.

His earlier hope dashed, Halverson listened intently, striving to hide growing consternation.

"Well. If the three of us were to form a firing squad of archers, or together conduct a hanging, we would know that all of us share the responsibility. It wouldn't rest on just one of us. I'd be willing to take on that totally distasteful but patently necessary chore, should the need arise. But I'd want to be asked to do so by an elected leader who just passed a death sentence on a convicted criminal after as fair a trial as we could manage. Right now, we're all here in one place. That doesn't happen often. So I respectfully submit that now would be a good time to hold an election."

All eyes but one pair turned to Ryan Bigelow, who saw nods of assent and ready acceptance in his comrades' expressions. Hastings kept his glance on Halverson. He had seen the man blanch on hearing Gary mention a firing squad of archers. Something happened between that miserable prick and Logan, today, he surmised, frowning grimly. Something that prompted this push for an election. But what?

"I agree," Bigelow stated gravely. "Gary, since you've taken yourself out of consideration for that office, I ask you to preside over a meeting conducted according to parliamentary rules. Will you do so?"

"Gladly."

"All of those who agree to use this method of electing a leader, raise your hands," Bigelow directed.

Every hand rose in the air-even Halverson's, when he saw the unanimity displayed by the members of the group: the women as well as the men.

"I'll accept nominations," Logan announced.

Hands rose in the air. Pointing to one, Logan said, "Dr. Roberts?"

"I nominate Dr. Ryan Bigelow."

"I second the motion," Vern Massey stated levelly.

"I move that nominations cease," Marlene Hefter declared in a firm, hard voice, drawing the attention of Bigelow and his three closest advisors.

"All those in favor of closing the nominations, signify by raising a hand."

Every hand in the group except Bigelow's again rose, including Logan's. Hastings, positioned where he could observe Halverson, noticed a slight hesitation, but the antisocial new arrival did raise his hand and hold it for the count.

"All those wishful of casting a vote for Dr. Ryan Bigelow to serve as leader and judge, raise your hand."

Every hand but one shot up instantly, from that of Hastings to that of Joyce Blackstone. The only person exhibiting perceptible hesitation was that of Halverson, but he knew right well that if he failed to vote yes, he'd put himself squarely in the spotlight, and perhaps invite investigation into his actions earlier on this day on the part of Bigelow and Hastings. The fear gripping him drove him to cast the vote. The mention of a firing squad of archers had curled his nerve endings.

Turning, Logan smiled warmly at the newly elected official. "I'm glad of the outcome, Ryan," he declared. "Best that it be official."

"I thank all of you, for the confidence you've placed in my judgment," Bigelow assured these people who had so readily placed so much faith in his ability to lead. "However, I don't think we should stop here. Life here poses many dangers. I think we need to elect a deputy leader who'll succeed me if I succumb to an attack by a wild animal, or drown while bathing in the river, or get murdered by some violent, antisocial new arrival. Gary, I'd appreciate your conducting another election."

As he named the possibilities, Bigelow let his eyes rest on Halverson, who cringed mentally on hearing that list of potential causes and noting that glance fixed on him.

Nodding, Logan initiated a new procedure. The group unanimously elected Dr. Alec Hastings to the position of deputy leader. Hastings warmly thanked the company, and Bigelow assured them that both of he and Hastings would continue to take counsel with various members of the group, as they had been doing all along, and call on anyone for advice who possessed special expertise likely to aid in the solving of some particular difficulty.

Both newly elected leaders saw vigorous nods and expressions plainly indicative of satisfaction and profound relief-with one notable exception. On seeing Halverson's face grow unreadable, after noting the flashes of fear and then the evidence of cool calculation register on the face the troublemaker sought to control, Bigelow frowned. Something happened today that Gary chose not to reveal, he decided. Something really bad. Or... something that could have turned out to be exceedingly bad, if Gary hadn't seen a train wreck coming and stopped it. I won't ask, though. He's neutralized Halverson. Scared the living shit out of the bastard, if I'm any judge. Well, Ryan, you now are the judge. Let's hope that the fear Gary just instilled in Halverson lasts. I have a feeling that this group owes Gary Logan a bigger debt than they may ever realize, at this juncture!



Chapter Fourteen

The evening meal consisted of chunks of deer meat each member of the group roasted on a willow stick, bowls of stewed fruit, and cups of pungent herb tea. At the start of the meal, Bigelow introduced Halverson to those who had not met him. The misfit accepted the friendly greetings civilly enough to satisfy Logan, but did not join in any of the conversations going on around him. The two newly elected leaders noted that he rose and strode away before most of the company left the communal fire.

When the bulk of the diners had departed, only Gary Logan, Pilar Hernandez, and Marlene Hefter remained. Marlene rose and began collecting the plates, cups and spoons washed and rinsed by the diners and left on a bench just inside the kitchen door. Gary picked up the vessel containing the soapy wash water and carried it to the cistern Bigelow had proven to be one in which the original inhabitants had dumped waste. Pilar followed, bearing the rinse water. Both returned to the kitchen, where Marlene had stacked the utensils and now sat waiting for the pot of herb tea to re-heat.

Smiling on the pair, Pilar owned to being tired. "I'm going to bed," she announced. Well aware that she never went to bed this early, her assistant smiled warmly, nodded and said good-night, suspecting why Pilar had made that announcement. Alone with Logan, who showed no inclination to rise and leave, Marlene tossed a piece of ancient firewood on the cooking fire, and beamed on the man to whom she felt she owed a major debt. No nervousness at the thought of being left alone with him assailed her. "Shall we have one last cup of herb tea?" she asked.

Seating himself on a low stone bench, Gary Logan said, "Please," and held out a pottery cup. Marlene filled it, and filled her own cup. "Sit down here, beside me," he commanded rather than asked. When Marlene sat beside him, he thrust an arm around her shoulders, and drew her against him, glad to feel not the slightest resistance.

Drawn against his shoulder, Marlene intuitively sensed that he posed no danger to her, despite his overture. Relaxing against him, she awaited some swift, amorous advance, but he talked rather than acted. "You got a bad scare today," he declared softly. "Well, don't dwell on it, girl. That bastard won't try that again. So. Are you married?"

"No. I... I was seeing a man... a co-worker... but we weren't engaged... or even really sure we cared enough about each other to think of getting engaged. We had good sex. But... "

"I know how that goes. You're like me. You need sexual satisfaction, and your co-worker provided it. But I'll bet you held high standards when it came to considering a lover taken because you needed sexual relief, as a potential husband."

"You're dead on the mark," Marlene admitted wryly. "I like Duncan. I enjoyed going to bed with him. But you know... it's really strange. Waking up here was really traumatic. And I'm a city person. I had trouble adapting to this primitive life, at first. But I adjusted. And now... I feel more at ease with the people around me than I did with my co-workers at Prince Publishing. Quite a few of them envied me because of my swift rise to the position of senior editor, and most of the ones who weren't jealous didn't offer friendship... just casual invitations to have a drink after work, before they went out with their significant others.

"But Pilar, and Alec, and Sharon, and Arthur, and Saul... They all helped me to cope. It seems to me right now that the affair I had with Duncan occurred in the distant past... that it was just a passing fancy. Why, I don't know. It's as if I'm more vitally alive, here. Perhaps the uncertainty... the sense of living daily with the possibility of dying in some ghastly fashion... does that to a person."

"It does," Logan agreed softly. "Life's never so precious as when you know you could lose it at any minute."

"Gary... are you married?"

"No. I never have been. I've come close, twice, but it didn't happen. When I started up my business in Denver, I got deeply involved with a local woman-one who was sharp, sexy, and successful in the business she'd started there. But when I told her I was moving to D.C. to work for Senator Danziger, she dumped me. I didn't like living in D.C., and perhaps that's why I took up with a smart, good-looking, career-minded woman who worked for the State Department so soon afterward. But when she got posted to our embassy in France, I refused to quit my job so as to accompany her there. We broke up right suddenly. That was a month ago. I haven't gone to bed with any woman since Vera left."

"I was in bed with Duncan when I got... snatched," Marlene confided bleakly. "That added to the trauma. I can't imagine what he must have thought! That I walked out on him in the middle of the night... That something awful happened to me... "

"Something damned nasty did happen to you. To all of us. But by God, we're going to survive here, Marlene. And if we can figure out who... or what... is responsible, we'll fight whatever it turns out to be."

"You mean, you'll fight it... or him. And protect the rest of us... just as you did me, today. You're a natural warrior."

"I'll go on protecting you, Marlene."

Comforted by that promise, feeling cherished, Marlene smiled up at her companion. Exhibiting no sudden urgency, Logan bent his head, and fastened his mouth over hers gently but insistently. No lingering effect of the trauma of the afternoon caused Marlene to pull away. On the contrary, she melted into his arms, and returned his kiss with fully as much hot passion as her response generated in him. "Girl, would you care to retire with me to my Spartan apartment, and let me override your bad memories from this afternoon with some far pleasanter ones?" he asked softly, after finally freeing her lips.

"Yes! I would!"

Just before Marlene finally fell asleep in the arms of her new, virile, possessive lover, she readily acknowledged that he had driven her bad memories of that afternoon completely below the plane of her consciousness.

***

Pilar Hernandez fell asleep after shedding hot tears wrenched out of her by her futile yearning for her virile, passionate, and undoubtedly frantically worried husband.

Sharon Roberts lay thinking of Alec Hastings, rather than of the man she had thought she would at some point learn to love before waking here and being forced to accomplish a drastic remake of her life. Sighing, she found herself wishing that Alec saw her as desirable. Guiltily, she acknowledged that she had grown to see him as such. Her attempts to think of other things failed to banish him from mind. When she finally fell asleep, she found that Alec, not Bill Slade, haunted troubling dreams that formed a distorted rehash of this new, dangerous, but gripping life she now led.

Bigelow fell asleep almost instantly, being worn out by the emotional stress engendered by the events of the day.

Hastingslay curled on his side, mulling over possible future ramifications of those same events and worrying about various and sundry problems he could imagine arising from other causes than Halverson. When he finally forbade his alter ego to wrestle with those any longer, he found that his thoughts turned to the soothing effect Sharon Roberts, always cheerful and always admirably competent, unfailingly produced on his stressed psyche. He slid off into slumber thinking of her.

Arthur McConnell retreated into the realm of esoteric mathematics, and his surroundings failed to impinge on his consciousness in the slightest degree.

Saul Steiglitz fell asleep at once, worn out from having performed far more hard physical labor over the last two days than he had taken on in years.

Hal Johansson turned over the watch to Joyce Blackstone with a smile and a clap on the back. He had grown to like the tough, energetic, dedicated archeologist far more than he had originally figured he would. He and Vern Massey had taken up residence in a rather commodious chamber at the top of the stairs on the first step of the ziggurat. As Joyce had predicted, that chamber proved to be one in which a cache of ancient weapons had been stored-spears, disintegrating bows, metal-tipped arrows the shafts of which crumbled into dust when handled, and metal-embossed wooden frames that Joyce said had once been covered with tough, stiff hides and had served as shields. Vern he saw to be asleep. Within five minutes, the tired agent snored in unison with his buddy.

Joyce Blackstone strode along the first tier, staring out at the plain, the river, the gorge, and the mountains. No sign of any human being caught her roving eye. Sturdily, she resisted the temptation to dwell mentally on an exciting if startling archeological find she had made that morning. Conscientious to a fault, she kept her full attention on the landscape.

Claire Cavendish lay in bed, reviewing all she had learned about mental aberrations during her training as a physician for two reasons: to override her futile, poignant longing to be reunited with her husband, and to prepare for a possible medical emergency. She, too, had guessed that Halverson and Logan had developed a major conflict. Admiration of Logan's quiet, smooth, effective handling of whatever had occurred blended with worry as to whether the badly stressed misfit might tip over into berserker-like rage at some point. She knew right well that repressed fury and acute frustration could explode suddenly into mindless violence. Finally, she, too, slipped off into dream-shot sleep.

***

As Bigelow, Hastings, and McConnell trudged out to the dome shimmering in the light of dawn on the day following the arrival of Blackstone and Halverson, the two weary elected leaders owned to hoping that congenial people would emerge. McConnell agreed, but he observed musingly, "Yesterday was a statistical anomaly, I'd guess. The unknown agency seems to be selecting for high intelligence, analytical skills, innovativeness, and related qualities. Halverson's highly intelligent and evidently quite innovative, even if he simply couldn't handle being faced with so abrupt and so radical a change in what was very likely a shockingly hedonistic after-work lifestyle. So I'm hoping that we won't face more than the usual upset, today."

When the nude figure of a woman emerged to stand gazing in shock at the three bearded, robed men, one of whom held out a garment to her as the other two courteously averted their eyes, she gasped aloud, as enlightenment struck her. I've been snatched by the Entity! I must just have vanished out of my bed! Swiftly, she donned the robe, exhibiting far less befuddlement than the three men expected. Once clothed, she announced, "I'm Ruthanne Carter. I'm a field agent for the NSA. I was one of a group gathering and analyzing data in an attempt to explain the mysterious disappearances of a large number of people who vanish without a trace and are never seen again. Now I've been abducted! Who are you men?"

Shock showed visibly on the faces of the three members of the welcoming committee, each of whom raked the newcomer with a penetrating glance. "I'm Dr. Ryan Bigelow. This is Dr. Alec Hastings, and this is Dr. Arthur McConnell."

"You're Dr. Bigelow? You were the first to go missing! But since you disappeared, scores of people have vanished! How many are here?"

"You're the fourteenth person to emerge from the dome," McConnell informed her, before the others could tally up the number.

"But... but... A lot more people than that have disappeared without a trace!"

"Perhaps they were transported to another location," Hastings suggested, frowning.

"Or to a different parallel Earth," McConnell countered.

On hearing that observation, Ruthanne exclaimed, "You're a mathematician, as I recall, Dr. McConnell. You seem to concur with the conclusion drawn by Dr. Edmund Grayweather, a well-known physicist. Have you proof? Have you been contacted by what most of us now call the Entity, for lack of a better term?"

"No, we haven't been contacted," McConnell stated levelly. "But after seeing a ghostly image form, take on substance, and become a living, breathing human being before our disbelieving eyes, Dr. Steiglitz and I concluded that no human agency-governmental, private, or clandestine-could have engineered this dome we suspect to be a complex force field, let alone have teleported all of us here."

"Dr. Saul Steiglitz? He's here, too?"

"He is indeed. Ms. Carter... "

"Ruthanne."

"Ruthanne. You need to speak with Saul Steiglitz as soon as you can," McConnell urged. "He'll be most anxious to learn what evidence, if any, the government possesses as to the nature of this being you call the Entity."

"We just... vanished?" Bigelow rasped, his anxiety manifest to all. "Nothing bad happened to our loved ones... to my wife, who lay next to me in my bed when I disappeared?"

"She didn't even know you'd disappeared, until she woke up and found you gone," Ruthanne assured him gently, knowing how traumatized he must have been on stepping out here and finding himself alone. "Of course she grew distraught on finding you gone, so she called 911. But no harm whatsoever came to her, and from what I've learned indirectly, she's coping with the situation as well as can be expected. I know how worried you must have been since this happened, Dr. Bigelow, and I sympathize. I'm in the same boat... but at least Larry will know what happened to me. He was working on this enigma too... "

A quiver in the voice so calm up until now caused Bigelow to slide an arm around the agent's shoulders. "Most of us suffer from acute worry about those back home, Ruthanne," he declared gently. "We understand how you feel."

"I'm sure you do." Liking the geneticist, Ruthanne surmised that he now held a high place in the regard of his fellow MPs.

Relieved at least to hear that his wife and daughter had not been dumped out on some other parallel Earth, Bigelow now addressed McConnell. "Arthur, please take Ruthanne to the city, get her fed and settled in, and then introduce her to Saul. Alec and I will wait to see if anyone else arrives."

Watching the pair hurry towards the city, the sight of which had astonished but not overly stunned Ruthanne, Hastings observed, "I don't like this development at all! This... thing... she calls the Entity evidently has stashed small groups of people in various locations. What might that portend? That he's scattering his food stores out over a wide area?"

"Alec, I can't imagine. And that food idea of Vern's was pure speculation-a wild guess. Let's not do any more wild guessing until we hear what Saul and Arthur think, after conferring with Ruthanne. She seems like a level-headed, courageous, competent, caring addition to the group."

A pronounced tingle-a sensation stronger than the one which they had gotten used to feeling when a new arrival materialized-now set both men's nerves on edge. Staring through the aperture in the dome, they watched wide-eyed as two nude bodies, one male, one female, took on substance as they lay side by side on the hard ground.

A short time later, the pair woke, gazed wildly at each other, leaped to their feet, and spied the door. Agitatedly, the man urged the woman to let him go first. He stepped out to behold two bearded, robed figures holding out robes to him. "We're here to help you," Bigelow assured him. Swiftly, he launched into his now-perfected explanations and effort to calm the new arrivals.

The pair proved to be a husband and wife: a couple in their mid-fifties named Martin and Vivian Kelsey. Martin, the greeters learned, was a linguist who had written several books expounding theories he held regarding the development of languages by early man-theories that conflicted sharply with the views held in that regard by the majority of his fellows in his profession. Vivian was a classical scholar and computer analyst who had set up several eminently useful databases to aid scholars searching for the definitions of terms that occur in classical literature. They lived in a small college town in New Jersey: a town pleasantly rural in aspect, but in an area only an hour away from New York City by bus or train. They had been sleeping side by side in a New York City motel room when the Entity snatched them.

Perhaps because they were spared the trauma of agonizing over what one spouse would think upon finding the other vanished, the two handled their entry into this mystifying situation with calmness, courage and resolve. Relieved, the two elected leaders yet generated the same daunting thought: these two scholarly intellectuals would hardly turn out to be efficient hunters. The three newest arrivals would put a further strain on their marginal resources. Logan had left at dawn to hunt, and would most likely bring back meat, but there seemed to be no end in sight to the influx of people.

The revelation that many more people had vanished than had shown up here had jolted both leaders. Keeping their troubling thoughts to themselves, they opted to leave the vicinity of the dome a bit earlier than they usually did. Three sets of clothing hung now from the pole, so if anyone new showed up, the latecomer would at least not be forced to walk naked and barefooted to the city.

Fascinated as well as reassured by the ample evidence proving that a smoothly operating civic structure had evolved among the MPs, Ruthanne Carter ate a hot, freshly baked trout and a cup of stewed fruit, and drank a cup of herb tea offered to her by Pilar Hernandez, who, along with Marlene Hefter, greeted her warmly. Marlene escorted the woman she silently owned to liking, to a chamber next to that occupied by Joyce Blackstone.

Ruthanne quickly assured Marlene, whose name she recognized as the MP whose disappearance had piqued Caden Jordan's interest, that this room-one of several fitted with beds and blankets in anticipation of new arrivals who might need to lie down after weathering severe mental trauma-would do fine, Ruthanne returned with her guide, to find McConnell and Steiglitz awaiting her, along with Hastings, who had jogged on ahead so as to attend this meeting, letting Bigelow see to the needs of the couple. Marlene made the introductions, and then left the self-possessed new arrival in the company of the two men whose eagerness to confer with Ruthanne surprised Marlene.

"Ruthanne, Arthur has informed me that Dr. Edmund Grayweather, whom I've met at various conferences and scientific meetings and greatly admire, strongly suspects that some outside agency-some non-human agency-is causing these disappearances. You've conferred with Ed Grayweather, I take it. I'd appreciate your repeating for us what he said, as exactly as your memory allows."

Frowning in concentration, Ruthanne ruminated for a moment, and then stated levelly, "Dr. Grayweather used the term 'an agency outside the bounds of our normal experience... not another nation or terrorists or any human agency.' He then said this: 'If the entity that's responsible can use something like a wormhole in space to snatch human beings, we should be able to detect the resonance of it... the side effects... maybe. And from there, we'll get an idea of how it's done. Once we know that, we can begin stopping it or duplicating the effect... maybe turn it around on the entity responsible.' We have analysts compiling data on disturbances such as atmospheric turmoil, irregularities in satellite downloads, seismological effects and the like, associated with the disappearances. But no big breakthrough's come about yet."

"I see." Steiglitz and McConnell exchanged glances. "Wormhole," McConnell mused aloud. "Einstein-Rosen bridge, in which space-time curvature connects two distant locations or times within our universe."

"Specifically, between a black hole and a white hole," Steiglitz added. "But yes. Within our universe. Not across whatever sort of interface it is that separatestwo parallel universes. Even within a single universe, the idea that traversable wormholes could be used to allow spaceships to get from one point to a distant point quickly seems highly improbable. Traversability via spaceship would only be possible if exotic matter possessing negative energy density could be used to stabilize the wormhole. But then, I suppose that some highly advanced, spacefaring alien civilization might be able to utilize such topological features of space-time... "

"Within one universe, perhaps. Across two parallel universes?" McConnell posited softly. "I find the whole notion of wormholes so fraught with uncertainties as to defy any belief that a theorist or group of experts on the Earth that produced you and me, Saul, could make any rational analysis of exactly how an advanced alien race could utilize such structures as routes for travel. But perhaps I'm being unduly negative."

"All we notice is a small tingle," Steiglitz reminded his colleague musingly. "And that might well be some minor effect that occurs when the person being teleported reverts to his original form. It may even be an effect produced solely by the dome, if that shimmering phenomenon is indeed a force field designed simply to protect the new arrival from hostile people or predatory animals until that person awakes and can emerge. So perhaps the mechanism of transference is something other than a wormhole. Something that no theorist on Earth has yet envisioned... or perhaps, one that no one on our native Earth is capable of envisioning."

"I felt no tingle when I awoke," Ruthanne declared, frowning.

"You awoke a few minutes after you materialized within the dome," McConnell explained. Hastily, he added, "We didn't stare with any wish to violate your privacy, Ruthanne. We acted as scientific observers of the transition of a human being from some invisible, non-material state to living, breathing flesh: a phenomenon that still both fascinates and mystifies us."

That earnest protestation on the part of the youthful but unworldly genius both touched and amused Ruthanne, who kept both emotions off her face. "You've no need to apologize, Dr. McConnell," she declared vehemently. "I'd have stared, too... in horror, as much as fascination, I rather think." Frowning, she thought over what had been said, and determinedly voiced her thought. "At some point, this being... the Entity... will contact us. He brought us here for a reason. He selects people exhibiting certain abilities and qualities. So he has a use for those abilities, I'd guess. Don't you think?"

"That's a supposition based on an eminently rational analysis," McConnell agreed wryly, directing that remark to Hastings, who smiled a shade grimly as he recalled Vern Massey's wild guess about their being held as food stores. "I think it highly likely that contact will eventually occur," the mathematician added. "I guess we'll just have to wait and see what form that contact takes."

"Have either of you... or both of you... told the other members of your group about the possibility that they've been teleported to a parallel Earth?" Ruthanne asked the two theorists.

"I told the earlier arrivals that I held that belief, but that I had no proof," Steiglitz replied. "The notion didn't cause anyone to lapse into hysteria. I doubt that it will now, even though we're gained a few more residents. I think that at this point in time, you should address the group, given that you were a part of the investigation into the disappearances. These people deserve to know every bit of factual information now available to us, and to hear that Dr. Grayweather agrees with me as to the likelihood that we're on a parallel Earth."

"This evening, when we're all here for supper, would be a good time for you to update them, don't you think, Saul?" McConnell suggested. "And Ruthanne could tell them what she knows."

On hearing a ready assent from Steiglitz, Ruthanne nodded.

"Alec, they'll all be here tonight, won't they?" Saul asked.

"I'll see to it that they're all present," Hastings assured him. Nodding, the two scientists rose, shook hands with Ruthanne after thanking her for conferring with them, and departed to attend to the chores they planned to complete during the afternoon.

"Ruthanne, allow me to show you through the temple complex," Hastings suggested, unutterably glad that the three people who had arrived on this day posed so great a contrast to Halverson.

"Please do. And afterwards, I need to find a way to contribute to the general welfare," the agent exclaimed. "You people function now as a smoothly operating social group based on a voluntary division of labor, and I need to do my fair share of the work."

Beaming on her, Hastings declared, "As soon as you've taken the tour, we'll talk about that. Come along, Ruthanne."

A disturbing thought now struck the woman accompanying Hastings into the temple. What she had learned here had not really helped her better to understand what the Entity planned, or what means he might use to bring his plan to culmination. Pain gripped her, as she thought of Larry Tracker. He'll know I'm now an MP, she reflected. He'll realize that I didn't walk out on him just as we were about to go to bed together. He'll do all he can to further the investigation. But what can the investigators... the government... theorists like Grayweather... do? Is the ball really solely in the hands of the Entity? McConnell thinks so. Damn!

Pulling herself together, Ruthanne thrust Larry from mind, and listened to Hastings' explanations of how they lived. Filled with growing admiration of the system now firmly in place for greeting, feeding, clothing, and housing newcomers to the group and making use of any special skills they possessed, and impressed with Pilar's streamlined system for cooking and doling out the food, Ruthanne offered to help the woman faced with three new arrivals on this day. Recognizing a fellow organizer-a sharp, energetic, highly self-motivated woman well able to learn on any job and then handle it-Pilar leaped at the chance to secure Ruthanne's assistance as well as Marlene's. Figuratively rolling up her sleeves, Ruthanne pitched in and worked cheerfully and competently.

Bigelow showed Martin and Vivian Kelsey through the complex. Astonished at beholding the degree of social cohesiveness achieved by the group, they, too, offered to do whatever they could to help. On learning that Martin was an avid fly fisherman, Hastings asked him to take over the task of collecting fish out of the existing weir and building a second one. Vivian willingly agreed to help Sharon Roberts with the projects she had going: soap-making, wine-making, the production of vinegar for cooking, the extraction of flour from cattail roots, the conversion of deer guts into bowstrings and other useful items, and an attempt to crystallize acetylsalicylic acid, popularly known as aspirin, from various concentrated extracts of willow bark, shoots, branches, and leaves. That latter endeavor Dr. Roberts had undertaken at the behest of the surgeon.

Over the now ritualized ceremony of cooking of meat on willow sticks over a fire outside the temple entry in the evenings, Bigelow introduced the three newcomers, and asked Ruthanne Carter to repeat what she had told Steiglitz and McConnell. After she did so, Steiglitz explained his theory, stating calmly that they had been teleported to a parallel Earth by the Entity: a name that he, the physicist, Ruthanne, Bigelow, Hastings and Cavendish all now used to designate the mysterious agency responsible for their plight. The Kelseys listened in frowning wonder, but they weathered the shock the recitals engendered. Halverson stared aghast at the two famous theorists whose names he recognized, while Steiglitz spoke. The blend of impotent fury and incipient desperation that showed plainly but fleetingly on the face of the social misfit set Claire Cavendish's nerves on edge.

Logan also noticed. Narrowing his eyes, he debated whether or not to ask Vern Massey or Hal Johansson to keep an eye on Halverson in the mornings, but he decided against so doing... at least yet. Vern and Hal, he had learned after he returned that afternoon from his hunt, had constructed several clever snares, with which they had succeeded in trapping two of the large brown hares Logan called jackrabbits, out on the brushy plain, that morning. Impressed by the two men's ingenious efforts to contribute meat to the communal larder, Logan had promised to bring back suitable hardwood and show them how to make bows.

The Wyoming native then listened with interest as the two self-appointed guards described the cache of weapons they had found in the chamber in the ziggurat. At their request, Joyce Blackstone expounded on the types of weapons used by primitive people. The three guards promised to provide Logan with a store of the metal arrowheads they had found in relative abundance in the chamber, greatly to his satisfaction. Liking Joyce, Logan resolved to make her a bow and a store of arrows, as well.

Ruthanne made the acquaintance of Joyce Blackstone and the two NSA agents, who were men she had not known personally while working at the NSA. Hal told her about the three of them having taken on the chore of mounting guard at night, and Ruthanne agreed that hostile native human beings might indeed form a threat. But all three NSA agents now owned to believing that the Entity would very likely do nothing so crude as to send a force of militant aliens to attack them and kill them. "If he... or it... possesses the power to create that dome and haul us here, he could have killed us at any time," Hal opined glumly. "He must have something in mind other than killing us."

"Enslaving us?" Vern suggested grimly.

"Shit. If that was his intent, he'd have had a force of nasty aliens or menacing robots standing at the exit of the dome ready to pluck us out and put us to work the minute we arrived, Hal scoffed. "This whole deal makes no sense to me. What in the fucking hell could the Entity want from us that he couldn't do for himself, if he's so advanced scientifically?"

"Damned if I know," Vern admitted.

"He selectively snatched people of high intelligence-people with analytical skills-successful professionals of one sort or another," Ruthanne reminded them. "He had a reason for doing that. But I can't imagine what his reason might be. As you say, he's far beyond us technologically."

"His reason might be that there's some type of knowledge that human beings have that he doesn't," Joyce Blackstone offered thoughtfully. "Knowledge that he isn't equipped to learn, however advanced he is in most ways."


By God, she could be right! Frowning, Ruthanne considered that shrewd supposition. "That's a novel idea," she exclaimed. "You may have hit on the only plausible reason. And if you're right, the Entity will assuredly contact us, sooner or later."

"I can't wait," Hal drawled sardonically. "Seeing an alien monstrosity appear in the flesh... or whatever... might traumatize all of us!"

"I want to know what the Entity's purpose in hauling us here is," Ruthanne grated harshly. "A lot of people have vanished. We need to learn why. We sure as hell weren't getting any closer to finding out when I got snatched!"

"Well... I guess we wait and see," Vern drawled. "The ball's in the Entity's court right now, damn its guts. If it has guts."

Jarred at hearing that echo of her own metaphor, Ruthanne stifled an upsurge of impotent rage at the Entity, at Fate, at the fact that she had landed here without Larry. The fucking snatcher abducted Martin and Vivian both. Why in hell couldn't he have taken Larry along with me? Of a sudden, guilt rushed in to displace her fury. Why would you wish whatever ghastly danger we're all bound to face on a man you've grown to care so deeply about? she chided her alter self savagely. Be damned glad he's there, working to unravel this blasted enigma! Not here! Exerting the formidable power of her will, she got a grip on herself, and determined to work at helping the others survive, until the Entity contacted them. The ball, she grimly acknowledged, was indeed in the Entity's court.

At that juncture, the three guards rose and left, to attend to their self-imposed duty.

Still intrigued by Joyce Blackstone's shrewd supposition, Ruthanne moved to a different seat, and repeated the archeologist's remark to the four leaders-the people she knew had been here longest.

"You know, that's a theory that I think has an important corollary," Hastings declared adamantly. "We tend to assume that any being advanced enough to bring that dome into being and teleport human beings here must be omnipotent. But no being-human or alien-is omnipotent: all powerful. Nor omniscient: all knowing. God is supposed to be both. But I'm damned sure that none of us believe that the Entity is God-if God does indeed exist. The Entity's some blasted non-human being or agency-some alien ruler or tyrant or military leader or spaceship commander who's got some nefarious purpose in mind. We need to believe that as human beings we might well be superior to this Entity mentally, in numerous ways, even if he is more advanced technologically. We need to keep our cool, avoid being intimidated, and assert ourselves, if he contacts us."

"Hear, hear!" Ruthanne applauded. "My thought exactly."

"I agree," McConnell stated softly. "If it comes to bargaining, we'll need to keep our wits about us."

"That might prove difficult, but I agree that we need to arm ourselves against the temptation to succumb to despair, no matter how all-powerful the Entity might at first appear, Steiglitz cautioned.

"You all seem to think that the Entity will prove hostile," Bigelow stated musingly. "Perhaps he won't. But you're right: we'll need to stay cool, calm and collected, once we begin a dialogue."

All agreed on that score. The company broke up, but the five people who had participated in that discussion regarding the Entity found themselves tossing, turning and fighting potent anxiety before sleep finally claimed them.

***

After reporting to the kitchen at dawn, Ruthanne pitched in with a will. She found Pilar and Marlene to be congenial co-workers. The influx of three people on the prior day prompted Pilar to send Marlene and Ruthanne foraging for hitherto undiscovered plants and fruit-bearing trees farther than anyone had gone before. Both women wore knives in their sashes, and Ruthanne carried a spear: one of four fitted with new handles by Alec Hastings, and left for the use of anyone working in the kitchen.

Hastings himself packed a spear whenever he went outside, in case another opportunity to kill a deer might arise, but also as a defensive measure. He felt as wary of having a run-in with Halverson as he did of facing a mountain lion, a bear, or some other predatory beast. The misfit, Hastings saw, worked steadily enough at filling a bag with fruit, and replied with a laconic, "Morning," after Hastings civilly greeted him, but his actions in no way reassured the deputy leader.

Bigelow and McConnell went to the dome, and returned with a lone arrival: Dr. Gregory Wardell, an astronomer in the employ of NASA-a man of forty-two well known for his work on cataloguing near-earth objects, plotting their trajectories, and developing means of deflecting them. A compactly built athlete, Greg Wardell had hired outfitters to take him on hunting trips in the wilds of Montana and Idaho on his vacations, over the years. An expert marksman with a rifle, but a hunter who lacked any skill whatsoever at using a bow, he readily agreed when Bigelow suggested that he take archery lessons from Gary Logan with a view to joining the ranks of the hunters. In the meantime, Wardell willingly undertook the onerous chore of cutting grass, binding it into bundles, and hauling it to the temple complex to be dried into hay for use in mattresses and pillows.

Hastings looked in on Martin Kelsey, who he saw to be hard at work building a fish weir. After stopping to give the linguist a hand, he concluded that this quiet, scholarly, courteous, industrious addition to the group would definitely prove an asset.

The day passed peacefully, and ended with the meal at which everyone showed up. "Anyone have any new, odd, or puzzling experiences to relate?" Hastings asked, given that he now spent whole days without seeing some members of the group other than at this nightly gathering.

Joyce Blackstone rose, and glanced around the company. "I do," she announced a shade grimly. "From the start, I found it damned odd that this city so obviously once inhabited by a bustling, prehistoric civilization-a peaceful civilization-totally lacks any human remains. There's no sign that some force of invaders stormed in, conquered the populace, and either killed or enslaved the survivors. If a virulent epidemic of disease felled the people, prompting the survivors to flee, you'd expect to find skeletons of those who dropped in their tracks or died in their beds. But there were absolutely none along the avenue, or in the passageways, or in any of the chambers we investigated. Yesterday, though, I did find a skeleton."

A few gasps of shock arose, as every eye riveted itself to the speaker. "I found a set of remains that belonged to someone who evidently died before the others vanished. And they did vanish. Just as we did, from our beds in our homes. Whatever happened to us, happened to the original inhabitants of this place, centuries ago."

Joyce paused for only a second as more exclamations escaped the listeners. Her face grim, she stated levelly, "The body-a female skeleton-had been laid in the bottom of a grave dug five feet down into the earth of a chamber used to house the family god-a chamber that was part of a dwelling place of a family. Ornaments-semiprecious stones in which tiny holes had been bored so that the stones could be strung on a cord and used as a necklace-lay scattered among the bones, because of course the cord had rotted. Around the grave, there were household items that had not yet been placed inside the grave. Others had been set with care next to the body. There were metal shovel blades with rotting handles lying next to the pile of earth that ought to have been used to fill the grave. It was apparent that the people vanished right in the middle of the ritualized, reverent burial of a dead woman-a burial that never got completed."

As the listeners exchanged frowning glances, Bigelow spoke. "The first thing that struck me, when I became the first of us to enter this city, was the lack of any bodies," he informed the group. "A meal was in the process of being prepared in what we now call the kitchen, when the vanishing took place. There were no signs of violence. Just of everyone's suddenly being... gone."

"I think it likely that the fate of the original inhabitants of this city will turn out to be linked to the Entity," Saul Steiglitz observed musingly. "There's a reason why he brought us here, out of a limitless number of parallel universes containing parallel Earths. If so... Dr. Blackstone, how old do you think this city is?" he asked.

"It's a bronze-age city. It bears far more resemblances to the ancient cities in Mesopotamia than to those of Mesoamerica or those in the American Southwest. I can't say with any certainty, but I'd guess that it's anywhere from eight hundred years old to well over a thousand. The air's dry here, which retards the decomposition of wood and cloth, but there's no sound wooden implement or structure left. The lack of air in those full-to-the-brim stone storage containers preserved cloth and leather. The seeds stored in pottery containers filled full and sealed tightly survived intact. But whether they'll germinate... "

"Two of those bean seeds have germinated!" Marlene interrupted excitedly. "Today!"

That announcement prompted an excited murmuring by the listeners.

"What's the oldest seed ever to have germinated?" Arthur McConnell asked, directing his question to Joyce Blackstone.

"As far as I know, that would be a date palm seed stored in hot, dry conditions in the Masada Fortress on the edge of the Dead Sea in Israel. That seed germinated in 2008 and grew into a sapling," Joyce replied. "Carbon dating showed that two seeds found with it-two that didn't germinate-were two thousand years old."

"Seeds from a tree that was contemporaneous with Jesus Christ," Vivian Kelsey breathed softly to her husband. "Amazing!"

A different and far more startling conclusion leaped out to jar Bigelow badly. "Let's take the lower number-eight hundred years," he suggested in a tone that nowise betrayed his sudden onslaught of dismay. "If it was the Entity who snatched the entire population of this city, then he's at least eight hundred years old!"

"Shit, maybe he's not an Entity, as in one lone being," Vern Massey postulated. "Maybe the operative factor's a whole race of aliens! A fast-multiplying horde that's been messing with the inhabitants of various parallel Earths for centuries!"

"That's pure supposition, unsupported by any evidence whatsoever," McConnell stated calmly, but in a tone of such conviction as to draw all eyes to his own self. "Let's not allow our vivid imaginations to gallop unchecked, people. Let's focus first and foremost on our own situation. The Entity has acted with a certain deliberateness, in our case. He's been highly selective, and he's taken time to assemble a group here. It's exceedingly likely that at some point he'll contact us. If there's some connection between the long-ago inhabitants of this city, the Entity, and ourselves, that connection may well get explained when he does contact us. And even if he did abduct the people of this city centuries ago, it doesn't follow logically that he harmed them. He hasn't harmed us."

"Not yet," Massey muttered in an undertone to Hal.

"Shit, he could have moved them somewhere else," Hal retorted in a whisper. "Maybe he's playing a cosmic game of checkers!"

With difficulty, Vern Massey stifled a snort of derision.

Bigelow now addressed the group. "Folks, Arthur made a good point," he declared. "We need to add whatever pieces to the puzzle that we can-share our observations and feel free to offer hypotheses, however farfetched-but let's be exceedingly wary of embracing any particular hypothesis without ample, overwhelming proof of its truth. We're a diverse group of decent people that have voluntarily evolved a strong community spirit during a time of great stress, rather than sinking into social anarchy. Together, we can muster a great deal of expertise in a variety of disciplines. Let's keep our minds open and flexible."

Low expressions of assent arose from everyone, including Vern Massey and Hal Johansson. Even Halverson nodded bleakly.

***

On the following morning, a single new arrival materialized: Dr. Carol Maloney, a slim, rather plain woman in her thirties who turned out to be a physiologist employed by a large hospital in Houston, Texas, where she had done pioneering research on the functions of the human brain. Claire Cavendish took the distraught woman under her wing. After a tense, emotion-charged initial effort that caused the compassionate surgeon silently to rail against the lack of sedatives and tranquillizers in this God-forsaken place, Cavendish at length succeeded in integrating the newcomer into the group, much to the relief of Bigelow and Hastings. On finding that Carol enjoyed cooking and excelled at the art, Pilar and Marlene decided that Marlene would now spend the bulk of her time farming small plots, Ruthanne would take on the chores Marlene had done in the kitchen, and Carol would help Pilar cook, given that the size of the group had increased considerably.

On that day, life went on without any major crises developing. Martin Kelsey brought the ladies in the food distribution center a large quantity of cleaned trout, and suggested that they smoke some of them. Intrigued, the three women collected various types of aromatic brush, set those burning into coals beneath an improvised oven, and let the smoke and heat dry and preserve the fish they had soaked in salt water. Elated by their success, they marinated chunks of deer meat in vinegar and the juice from stewed fruit, and cooked those over a metal grating. That useful item had been unearthed by Dr. Steiglitz as he painstakingly searched the row of workshops looking for sewing needles at the request of Sharon Roberts. The company dug into the barbequed meat with relish, and lauded the cooks.

***

The next day saw a single arrival: a petite, lovely woman of twenty-six named Sara Chen: an American citizen whose Chinese father and Russian mother had met and married while going through the process of becoming American citizens. Sara, they learned, had earned an advanced degree in English literature from Columbia University in New York. The multilingual student, a prodigy at programming, had developed a complex computer program for translating obscure Chinese dialects into English. She had designed a website from which she sold the program to universities, government agencies, and various foundations all over the world.

But the greeters learned those facts later in the day. Swiftly becoming traumatized, the girl who had lived her whole life in New York City had verged on hysteria when she stumbled out into a wilderness that she perceived as terrifying and a situation she saw as all but impossible of belief. Arthur McConnell had finally managed to calm her, when Claire Cavendish and Ryan Bigelow found their usual reassurances and methods of coping falling on deaf ears. Suspecting that Arthur's youth, innate gentleness and unfailing patience would far surpass the efficacy of their reasoned appeals, the two seasoned greeters let him handle what they both saw as the worst case of shock, terror and mental trauma to afflict a newly arrived abductee thus far.

When the trio of concerned leaders finally escorted the still-distraught girl into the city, they found that the sight of the statues lining the outsized avenue leading to the temple re-ignited her mental agitation. Her reaction intensified as they drew closer to the temple, behind which reared the massive ziggurat. The weirdness of the overpoweringly huge architecture produced fear rather than awe. On seeing the girl's mental stress intensify, Arthur McConnell lifted her bodily in his arms-a feat he found relatively easy to accomplish, given her small, delicate build and light weight.

"I'll tend to Sara," he declared decisively to Bigelow and Cavendish. Seeing the way the girl clung to him, both leaders willingly left the chore of dealing with this crisis to the one person to whom the traumatized newcomer seemed to have given her trust.

"Make her lie flat, so as to minimize the chance of her going into serious shock," Cavendish advised. "And keep her warm."

Nodding in assent, Arthur carried the girl bodily up the stair to the second level and into the apartment he shared with Dr. Steiglitz. As he bore her into the main chamber in which both he and Steiglitz slept, he murmured reassurances, the tone of which soothed more than did the words themselves. Gently, he laid the shivering girl on his bed.

On impulse, the youthful, precocious genius who had never had a girlfriend in his entire prior life lay beside the distraught newcomer, clasped her against his slender, robed body, and pulled the blankets over them both. "Sara, nothing bad is going to happen to you, here," he assured her earnestly. "I know... you've suffered a huge shock. And I can't explain why or how any of us were brought here. All I can tell you is that I'll help you adjust... help you cope. Now, calm down. We'll all take good care of you. I'll take good care of you! Hear? Relax, Sara. You're safe with me. You believe that, do you not?"

Intuitively sensing that this gentle, patently concerned, youthful man posed no danger to her whatsoever-that on the contrary, he offered help and comfort she badly needed-Sara clung to him. Making an heroic effort, she sought desperately to regain control of herself. Acting on impulse, Arthur stroked the long, straight black hair that fell below her shoulders, and murmured reassurances. A half hour passed without his being aware of the passage of time. At length, he felt the tension drain out of her. Heartened, he held her close, unutterably glad to find that she had not fainted, dissolved into tears or begun to scream uncontrollably. "There, that's better," he murmured. "You're going to be all right, Sara. Believe me."

Beginning to believe him, Sara whispered, "Your name is... Arthur?"

"Arthur McConnell."

"You woke up in that weird, shimmering place, too?"

"Yes. We all did. There are nineteen of us here now, counting you. We've all grown into a closely knit community. You'll fit in, Sara. I'll help you. All of us will. Now, would you care to rise, and accompany me to the kitchen? You'll feel better if you eat something. I'll go with you. I'll stay with you, until you get used to everything that I know will be new to you."

Once she finally mastered dire shock, the girl succumbed to shame at the degree to which she had lost control of herself. "I didn't handle waking up in so strange a place... so wild a land... and meeting all of you... very well... did I?" she admitted, awash now in guilt. "But I had a dreadfully bad night... last night... or whenever it was that I fell asleep. I broke up with my fiance... the wealthy, older man my parents wanted so badly for me to marry that they pressured me into becoming engaged to him. But the better I got to know him, the surer I grew that I didn't want to be his wife. So last night, I broke off the engagement.

"He got really angry, and called my parents. We all live in New York City, in the same neighborhood. They hurried over, but I refused to change my mind. My ex-fiance stormed out. My parents and I had a big family fight. I felt terrible, because I not only deeply angered them, I disappointed them badly. They sacrificed so much to pay for my education, and they want me to be financially secure because they love me. But they have such old-fashioned ideas about marriage! I was dreadfully upset when I finally fell asleep... after midnight. And then... to wake up here... "

"That definitely was a double dose of trauma," Arthur agreed softly, hugging her. Pity mingled with sudden gladness, as the fact that she was not married registered. "But you need to pull yourself together, Sara. Take it one hour at a time... one day at a time. You'll adjust. Hear?"

Firmly but gently, McConnell succeeded in getting Sara to rise. He watched solicitously as she braided her long, disheveled dark hair into two plaits. Glancing around, she noticed the other bed. "Do you live here?" she asked, wondering uneasily if this man had a wife who might barge in and grow jealous on finding her here.

"Yes. Saul Steiglitz and I share this apartment. Saul's a physicist-a man whose mind is a national treasure. He arrived naked, too-without his glasses-and he's extremely nearsighted. He's the oldest member of the group. He and I have grown really close, since we met."

Reassured, Sara braced herself, and followed Arthur to the porch of the temple, where she beheld a man she judged to be in his early fifties sitting on an upside-down urn just beyond the overhang, vigorously scrubbing soiled clothing in a large bronze vessel set on a tripod. A pile of dirty rags lay beside him on the paving stones, and a second vessel held clean garments immersed in rinse water. Glancing up, he squinted as he watched their blurred images approach nearer. On seeing a girl he had never met, he courteously rose and held out a hand. "Ahh... you must have just arrived," he greeted her, smiling warmly. "I'm Saul Steiglitz."

Gripping his hand, Sara mustered a wan smile: the first to appear on her face since she awakened here. "I'm Sara Chen," she replied. "You're Arthur's roommate?"

"Indeed, yes. Arthur was one of the people on hand when I stumbled naked and half-blind out of that damned dome. He took me in, helped me cope, and ever since then, he's fussed over me just as if he were my son. I've grown to think of him as the son I never sired," Saul declared, his eyes twinkling, but his tone giving no doubt of his utter sincerity. Studying the lovely face and petite frame of this girl who looked fragile as fine porcelain, he noted the signs of strain. "You look as if you need a big, hearty breakfast," he observed decisively. "Sit down, Sara. Arthur, why don't you fetch Sara a plate? She looks a bit frazzled. The fresh air will do her good."

Warmed by the man's solicitude, Sara sat down, and Arthur strode into the temple. Faced with the huge, brooding image of the stone god, he realized that the sight would have further jolted the girl indeed "frazzled." Within the kitchen, he found Pilar stirring a large pot full of a stew from which rose an enticing smell, and Claire Cavendish in conference with Alec Hastings. "Where's Sara?" the surgeon asked anxiously.

"Sitting in the sun with Saul," Arthur replied. "Sara's over the worst of her upset, I think. I'm fetching her a plate. She suffered a double trauma. She fell asleep after breaking up with the wealthy fiance her old-fashioned parents foisted on her, and the four of them had a monumental family fight that of itself traumatized Sara. She fell asleep at midnight only to wake up here. She's lived all her life in New York City, and I suspect that Central Park's her idea of a wilderness. So you can imagine how the landscape of Brown's Park and the sight of this ancient city affected her!"

"The poor girl!" Pilar exclaimed. "How dreadful!"

"Arthur, stick with her, today," Claire Cavendish urged. "She oughtn't to be left alone. She trusts you. Don't worry about doing anything today other than seeing to it that Sara doesn't succumb to utter despair, mmm?"

"I'd intended to do that. Saul's being his usual lively, kind self, right now, so I figured I'd let her sit in the sun and avoid the sight of the statue in the temple. We'll take care of her, Claire."

"Bless you, Arthur! I've got other people I need to keep an eye on."

"You tend to them, and I'll take care of Sara," Arthur assured her. Accepting a bowl of stew and a cup of cold juice from Pilar, he hastened out.

Staring after him, Hastings smiled knowingly at the patently worried surgeon. "He will, by God, Claire. That lad may be a wholly unworldly genius who's spent a good part of his life in a virtual realm that most mathematicians lack the ability ever to enter, but he's a kind, caring soul, nonetheless. He and Saul will accomplish what you and I would flub up, I strongly suspect."

"That's for sure!" Pilar exclaimed. "Bravo for them both!"

"Amen," the physician impulsively declared, and departed.

***

Her nerves raw from the encounter with Sara Chen, Claire Cavendish reviewed her recent observations of Halverson. She had kept a sharp eye on the man she suspected originally to be filled with impotent fury, but who now seemed to be sinking into despair. She had noted that although he spent three or four hours collecting fruit each day, he moved like an automaton, and never spoke first to anyone. He worked so as to eat, perfunctorily and methodically, and replied to cordial greetings offered by those working nearby with laconic one-word answers or merely with a nod or grunt. Acting purely on a hunch, she headed for Fish Weir One, as Hastings now referred to the original structure. The fact that she packed a knife in her belt, even though she had no training in self-defense, betrayed the depth of her anxiety.

At first, she thought that all was well. Halverson stood facing an old, gnarled tree thick in the trunk and heavy in the branches. His back was towards her, and she saw that he was doing something with his hands. But when she got closer, she saw him toss a rock over a high, thick branch. Attached to the rock was a rope braided out of strips of cloth he had torn from the cloth of two bags. The rope, she saw with horror, ended in a noose. As she strode soundlessly forward, she saw him step up onto the trunk of a dead, fallen tree and tie the free end of the rope around the trunk.

"There's a far better solution to your problem than the one you've chosen," the surgeon stated calmly, lest she precipitate the act she sought to prevent.

Whirling about, Halverson snarled, "The hell there is!"

"Why not step down and listen?" Cavendish urged in a tone deliberately kept matter-of-fact. "Why not take five minutes to reconsider your options? The day's young yet, Dr. Halverson. And so are you."

"Why in hell do you care what I do?"

"I'm a physician, Dr. Halverson. I took an oath. I care about anyone who's suffering pain-mental or physical."

Intuitively, Cavendish knew that a reasoned, non-emotional statement of the sort offered in business meetings called to discuss marketing strategies would work better than would an emotion-charged plea, with this man. And it did. The despair that had showed nakedly in the CEO's eyes now blended with uncertainty. "You're not a damned shrink, are you?"

"No. I specialized in orthopedic surgery. But I've got the same basic training any physician has. If you'll agree to step down, I'll sit here with you, and we'll talk."

"Talking won't help!" the misfit grated.

"It can't hurt, can it?"

"It sure as hell will, if you're stalling me until your buddies arrive, bent on locking me up without the means of ending a life I can no longer bear to lead," Halverson rasped.

"I happened by on my way to viewing the sprouted eight-hundred-year-old seeds," Cavendish declared equably. "I told no one where I was going. No one's nearby, that I can tell. You'll run no risk of being locked up, even if someone does pass by. I won't tell them what I found you doing."

The physician's reasoned replies had produced the effect of beguiling the man in the grip of black depression into engaging in a dialogue. Standing on the fallen tree, holding the free end of the rope in his hand, he studied the woman's face, which showed the same sort of calm concern that his personal physician normally displayed during an office visit. Of a sudden, Halverson's shoulders drooped. He pulled the rope off the branch and stepped down. Cavendish stood utterly still, and maintained her calm. "Shall we sit down on the grass?" she suggested.

Both participants in the dialogue sat, facing each other.

"Let's define the problem," Cavendish stated levelly. "Getting hauled here against your will by some alien Entity has infuriated you, and from the start you found the change from your previous highly pleasurable lifestyle to this subsistence lifestyle all but intolerable. Isn't that so?"

Expecting to be hit with platitudes he stood ready to mock, Halverson found himself thrown off stride by that calmly offered clinical analysis. "Yes," he rasped.

"If you take your own life, you'll have conceded victory to the Entity," the self-appointed crisis counselor pointed out evenly. "You'll have waived any chance to do your part in outwitting him-in turning the tables on him. You're a highly intelligent, extremely capable individual, Dr. Halverson. Your particular expertise might prove crucial to the joint effort mounted by the group to wrest concessions from this enigmatic being-such as returning us to our native Earth in return for whatever it is he wants from us. Your anger would be better directed against the Entity, than against your fellow abductees. If you were to begin considering them as allies in an imminent, tough battle of wits, rather than as people you don't particularly like, you might find that embracing that new goal would enable you to put up with present annoyances and hardships in the expectation of achieving a future, highly satisfying victory."

That advice was not at all what the self-pitying hedonist expected to hear. Shocked, he considered her words, and felt his old combativeness stir. A victor in numerous no-holds-barred corporate battles, the winning of which had given him intense satisfaction, Halverson realized that this orthopedic surgeon considered the Entity beatable, advanced though that enigmatic being might be. Recalling the discussion of the night before, he acknowledged that the two men best equipped to bargain with the thrice-damned Entity-McConnell and Steiglitz-thought likewise. Frowning blackly, he unknowingly refocused his ire on the Entity. Staring at this serenely unflappable, middle-aged member of the group's top echelon of leaders-a woman who, he now bitterly acknowledged, could have tip-toed away and let him remove himself as a problem to the group's leadership-he found that he agreed with her.

"You... scored points," he grated. "Yes... The blasted Entity's got to have chinks in its damned armor! All right. I'll wait... see what happens if and when the fucking alien contacts us. I don't know what I could do to put it in a bind, but I'd sure as hell like to deal it some major blow!"

"So would I," the surgeon grated, nowise telling an untruth. "Well! Why don't you take a break from gathering fruit, Dr. Halverson? Let's go and look at sprouts emerging from eight-hundred-year-old seeds. Perhaps that sight will strike both of us as evidence of the tenacity of Earthly life, mmm? And then, perhaps you'll agree that we use that rope you just made, to bind the big pile of cattail leaves Vivian Kelsey cut this morning, which she intends to use to make coolie hats for those working outdoors in the hot sun. After we dump those outside the storeroom, we can grab a cold cooked fish and a cup of tea, and take a break."

Astounded by that overture-one that made him realize that Logan and Hefter must have kept his ill-advised sexual adventure strictly to themselves-Halverson gruffly assented. Exactly as if no attempt on the part of her companion to end his life had ever occurred, Cavendish conversed with the haggard, stressed-out executive/playboy exactly as she would have with Hastings, had he chanced to visit the bean plots with her.

After the pair trudged back to the temple bearing loads of cattail leaves bound with braided cloth rope, Cavendish talked about the efforts of various people to fill basic needs as the pair ate cold fish and drank hot tea while sitting on the inverted urns around the large tripod over which the nightly meals were cooked. Halverson listened, and even passed a short remark.

Finally, the surgeon fetched a new length of cloth and handed it to the man whose mental state she judged to have undergone a beneficial change. "You can make new bags, and go on gathering fruit, if you wish," she stated serenely. "Or you can clear a plot out beyond where the current plots are, and plant some of those ancient beans, so as to add a bit of variety to your effort. I brought you a handful. Or, given that you're taller and stronger than most of us women, you could harvest cattails, if you can stand wading in the mud." That final suggestion, Halverson noted, had nothing in it of sarcasm.

"I'll... do all three things," he declared gruffly. "If you'll tell the cooks that you... suggested that I do so."

"I'll do that right now," Cavendish promised. "Here, take this knife. You'll need it to cut cattails. Please note: I'm putting a lot of faith in your newfound desire to live until you can join in the fight to force the Entity to repatriate us, Dr. Halverson."

Shock surged through the recipient of the gift. Taking the sheathed bronze blade from the work-roughened hand of the surgeon, he thrust it into his sash and tucked a cloth-wrapped package of beans into his pouch. Haltingly, he replied, "Thank you... Dr. Cavendish. For... the knife... And for the consultation."

"You're welcome," the vastly relieved physician assured him. "Come back, if you sense a relapse coming on."

"I... I don't think... I'll suffer a relapse." Turning, the man strode back down the avenue towards the west gate, filled with a new sense of purpose.

Feeling utterly drained, Claire Cavendish tracked down Sharon Roberts and asked if she could sample an extract of willow that might possibly contain aspirin, as her head ached damnably. Sensing the magnitude of her friend's exhaustion, Sharon asked no questions. "You look beat," she declared. "I've got something that'll work better, I believe, Claire. How about a cup of wine?"

"Woman, that would sure as hell hit the spot!"

"We'll both have one-serve as guinea pigs. If a cup of the vintage causes us to fall flat on our faces, we won't serve it tonight to the mob." Pulling an improvised stopper out of a tall ceramic jug, Sharon poured two small portions into cups. Raising hers, she declared, "A toast. To the confounding of the fucking Entity!"

"The sooner the better!" the surgeon rasped as the cups clinked together.

The wine, the two women discovered, was delicious.

***

A filling meal of jackrabbit stew (tasty, even if the meat proved a trifle stringy) eaten in the company of the two men whom she now unconsciously began to regard as surrogates for her own closely knit family-the caring parents she deeply loved, even if she disagreed with them regarding her marrying the man of their choice-served to calm Sara considerably. "This meat's not any sort I've ever tasted before," she remarked, obviously puzzled. "Do some of you hunt... kill animals... out in that wild land?"

"Some of us do," Arthur replied. "Gary Logan's a highly successful hunter. Vern Massey, Hal Johansson and Greg Wardell are becoming proficient with a bow as well. Some of us trap fish in weirs, and scoop them out daily. Others harvest wild fruit and other edible plants in those irrigated patches outside the walls. We all use whatever skills we possess, to do tasks that benefit the community as a whole."

Chuckling, Saul Steiglitz added, "I can't see well enough to learn to hunt, and I'm singularly lacking in practical skills like cooking or making soap or vinegar as our chemist does. So I wash clothes, and scrounge for tools the others need, such as that grill on the cooking tripod. Oh, by the way, Arthur-this morning, I found a store of crude metal needles! Sharon will be glad to get those. She's been worrying about how to keep us all warmly dressed when winter comes, even if it's only June, right now!"

"You have cloth?" Sara asked, feeling the texture of her robe.

"Yes. The ancient people spun and wove wool and converted some sort of plant fibers into cloth. They stored these robes and blankets in such a way that they didn't deteriorate. But the winters are quite cold, here. Gary Logan warned us about that."

"They were really cold in Russia, too, where my mother grew up," Sara confided. "Her mother and her aunts made most of the family's clothes. And Mother made most of mine, when we were all scrimping and saving while I was working towards getting my Ph.D. from Columbia and creating the complex program for translating Chinese dialects into English.

"Mother taught me to sew while I was in high school. Now that I've been selling my program so successfully over the Internet, I can afford to buy good clothes, but Mother still makes hers and mine. They're not only beautifully made, they're quite fashionable. She reads fashion magazines, studies clothing displayed in store windows, and watches what fashionably dressed women she sees on the streets are wearing. Few people realize that my clothes aren't bought at expensive shops!"

Saul and Arthur exchanged elated glances. "Sara," Arthur asked gently, "would you be willing to spend some time each day to sew vests that could be stuffed with a substitute for down? See if what crude materials we have available could work to keep us warm?"

"Oh, yes! Gladly! I could do that! At home, I sew on a machine, but I know how to sew using a needle and thread. I'd be so relieved if I could do what I can to help, here in the city! I could never bring myself to kill an animal. And I'd be so relieved not to have to walk about alone, picking fruit out in that wild land!"

Ten minutes later, Arthur ushered Sara into Sharon Roberts' improvised chemistry lab-a space cluttered with all sorts of materials, and filled at this time with miasmic fumes issuing from a bubbling, three-legged pot set over a bank of coals. McConnell introduced the newest arrival, and announced that she knew how to sew. "Perhaps Sara could make vests stuffed with cattail insulation," he suggested. "If you'd let her use those needles Saul found."

Eager to pass that task on to someone better skilled at sewing than she was herself, Sharon Roberts handed over to the two visitors a large bag of cattail seeds, a collection of metal needles, and a pottery urn containing skeins of thread Marlene had found in the storeroom while searching for new varieties of seeds. "Ask Alec to issue Sara cloth from the storeroom," she advised. "Has she chosen an apartment yet?"

"I'll find Sara a place in which to live and work," Arthur assured her, wrinkling his nose from the smell. "What's that in the pot?"

"That's deer hooves boiling. I'm making glue."

Relieved to hear that she did not expect anyone to eat the concoction, Arthur steered his charge out into the fresh air of the walkway fronting the apartments where most of the women lived. Suspecting that the prospect of living alone in one of those sets of chambers featuring idols and strange, troubling carvings on the walls would daunt the girl still not over her shock, he frowned, pondered, and then brightened. "Sara, there's a workshop on the end of the row right below the chamber Saul and I share. It's got two chambers. You could sleep in one, and store your sewing materials in the other, but your apartment would only be a short distance from the place where we all gather in the evenings. You could sit and sew out in the fresh air in the daytime, and talk to Saul if he happens to be working there. He often does."

Glad to be offered quarters close to his, Sara readily agreed. A chill crept down her spine at the thought of sleeping alone in one of the primitive stone chambers, but she nodded. Arthur helped her clean out the two-chamber workshop and fashion a bed and a pillow. He then introduced her to Pilar, Marlene and Ruthanne, who saw the girl outfitted with a spare robe, cloth and blankets. Given that he gently warned her about the presence of the huge idol in the temple, she saw what she expected to see, and experienced only a minor jolt to her sensibilities.

For the balance of the afternoon, McConnell stayed close to the girl bearing a heavy burden of sorrow arising from her certainty that her parents, from whom she had parted in anger, would be frantic by now. Saul, too, stayed close, sensing the girl's fragile mental state.

At the end of the day in which both men shepherded the still mentally upset newcomer into a semblance of assimilation into the community, Saul took Arthur aside, and stated baldly, "Arthur, this girl's used to living within the framework of a loving family. She's torn by guilt and racked by fear. Sara trusts you. She shouldn't have to sleep in that blasted two-chamber workshop simply because of a few people's damned notions of propriety. She needs to sleep between you and me, feeling safe and secure. I place perfect trust your honor, lad. If Sara were my daughter, I'd suggest the same solution. I know damned well that you won't take advantage of her, even though I know that you find her desirable. So let's invite her to live with us. What do you say?"

Profoundly relieved-he had come to the same conclusion-and profoundly touched by Saul's trust in his integrity, Arthur declared huskily, "Saul, she needs comforting. I'm really glad that you suggested this solution. I swear to you that I'll treat her as if she were my sister, until we manage to force this thrice-damned Entity to repatriate us, in return for what the fucking bastard wants of us. But then... Saul, I truly believe I could grow to care deeply for this girl... marry her... make her parents glad to have me as their son-in-law. But I'll put those thoughts from mind. For now, all I'll think about is Sara's well-being. Not mine."

"I believe you, Arthur. Shall I ask her, or would you prefer to do so?

"You do it. You're the head of the family, Saul."

Sara's relief on hearing Saul's gently uttered invitation radiated from her lovely, expressive face. "Oh... yes!" she breathed. "Yes! All day, I've dreaded spending tonight alone in some dank stone chamber that looks like a jail cell! Yes! Thank you, Dr. Steiglitz. I'm so glad you asked!"

After cooking three chunks of rock chuck meat speared on a sharpened stick, eating it along with a tasty patty of fried cattail root, and imbibing a half a cup of a delicious wine that met with eager acceptance by everyone in the group, Sara fell into a deep, healing sleep on a hay-stuffed bed laid out between Saul's and Arthur's.

To his surprise and dismay, Arthur experienced a surge of fierce lust accompanied by a spontaneous erection, after his two companions slept. His physical reaction drove him to provide a physical solution to his raw need. But not once did he so much as toy with the notion of trying to beguile a woman who had placed such trust in both him and Saul, into letting him seduce her. Once he achieved relief, he lay savoring his certainty that this virginal girl lying an arm's length away would not now succumb to depression or despair. No thought of his own welfare so much as impinged on his mind.









Chapter Fifteen




At first light on the following day, Ruthanne Carter accompanied Bigelow and Hastings to the dome. Bigelow had asked her to come, feeling that having an exceptionally self-reliant woman along-a woman seemingly not the least bit daunted by finding herself in this trying situation-would be a plus if another female abductee verged on hysteria after emerging. McConnell had not come. He had felt that he could do more good by seeing to it that Sara Chen got a start at doing a task that he hoped would absorb her. Claire Cavendish had stayed in the city so as to keep an eye on Halverson and be available in case Carol Maloney or Sara Chen succumbed to depression severe enough to cause either of them to act irrationally.

The surgeon's bout of crisis counseling had rendered her exquisitely aware that some depressed newcomer engaged in performing a solitary chore could let himself dwell so fixedly on the thought that he or she would have to live this unsatisfying life for decades to come, that the person might well grow suicidal, just as Halverson had. She knew that a good many suicides were impulsive acts-that if that individual had somehow gotten deflected from his purpose by an unexpected interruption, he most likely wouldn't have killed himself at a later point in time. So she resolved to keep a close watch on numerous vulnerable people on this day.

Gratified that Dr. Bigelow-the man Ruthanne Carter now knew to be the unanimously elected leader of the group-had placed enough trust in her judgment as to welcome her aid in dealing with a potentially serious problem, the NSA agent welcomed the chance to watch a teleported abductee materialize. Standing before the aperture, she stared fixedly into the well-lit interior of the dome. She had tested the barrier, and found it as effective as Bigelow and Hastings had told her it was. As sure as were they that the dome had not been set in place by any human agency, she awaited the phenomenon she hoped was now imminent.

A pronounced tingle set the hair on the nape of her neck rising. Simultaneously, she beheld the ghostly, insubstantial image of a man appear, take on substance, and begin breathing. The sight of a stranger materializing thus would have been shock enough, but the impact of what she saw rocked her to her core. "That's Larry Tracker!" she cried, half in joy and half in utter consternation. "My partner at the NSA! Oh, God... Does the Entity know what we we've been doing... ?" Stark fear contended with the other strong emotions gripping her.

Within the dome, Larry Tracker opened his eyes, and stared at the luminescent walls overhead. What in the fuck? This isn't... My God, we did it! Spence and I picked the right spot! I've been abducted by the Entity! His elation banished the fear contending for prominence. Rising, he assessed how he felt. I'm all right. I'm stark naked, but not hurt. Not injured. Not restrained. Am I confined in this shimmering dome? No... there's a door. Let's see what this parallel Earth looks like!

Relieved to discover that nothing prevented his leaving the dome, he stepped out to find himself facing the woman he had so desperately wanted to see again. The intensity of his relief and joy stunned him. Before he could react, Ruthanne hurled herself into his arms. "Larry! I can't believe it's you! Where were you when you got snatched? How in hell... "

His arms closed around her. Forgetting his nudity, barely aware that two other people stood staring at the high drama confronting them, he fastened his mouth over hers, and kissed her passionately.

"No danger of that man's lapsing into hysteria," Hastings murmured to his fellow greeter. "He'd as leave be here with Ruthanne as at home without her, I'd guess!"

"It sure as hell looks that way!" Bigelow agreed. "He must be the... "

A pronounced tingling caused him to break off in mid-sentence. Bigelow's skin crawled, as did Hastings'. Both men stared at the aperture. Whirling about, Hastings gripped Ruthanne's shoulder, and cried, "Look! Both of you!"

Larry and Ruthanne, who had likewise felt the eerie sensation, let go of each other, and riveted their eyes to the dome. The bright, reflective, shimmering outer surface of the construct dulled, thinned, faded. Before their disbelieving eyes, the dome vanished. Ceased to be. No trace of its existence remained. No mark showed on the hard earth where the perimeter of the base had been. The perimeter, they knew, had seemed to touch the ground, but no sign of its former contact with the earth met their eyes. It was as if the weird construct had never existed.

"Well, folks," Hastings drawled, taking this new shocker in stride, "it looks to me as if the Entity just closed down this port of entry! There won't be any more arrivals, Ryan. Wouldn't you say?"

"You're undoubtedly right. Well!" Bigelow shook his head, and sought to assimilate this new factor into what little they data they had regarding the actions of the enigmatic Entity.

Grown suddenly conscious of his nudity, Tracker flushed. "Ruthanne, are those clothes on the pole... "

"We brought you a set of clothing!" the woman still suffering from a dual shock assured him. "Ryan... "

"Here, put these on," Bigelow urged, belatedly handing the final arrival a bundle consisting of robe, sash and sandals. "I apologize for my tardiness in handing them over. I brought these for you, but it was a bit of a shock to see the dome vanish!" He and Hastings pointedly turned away while Larry donned the garments. Ruthanne kept her eyes glued to this man she now realized just how much she had missed. When he finished dressing, she asserted almost accusingly, "You put yourself out as bait to the Entity, didn't you? You figured out a way to get him to snatch you!"

"Spence and I figured out a way. And it worked. Ruthanne... I had official approval for serving as bait. I'm supposed to convey a message to the Entity. But I mainly volunteered to go where I'd likely get abducted, in the hope of seeing you again. But it's uncanny that you showed up here today, out of almost a hundred MPs... "

"There aren't a hundred MPs here," Ruthanne hastened to explain. "You're the twentieth person to arrive. Thank God you ended up here... with me! The Entity must have multiple groupings-either on this parallel Earth, or on four or five different ones!"

Shock contended with vast, overpowering relief in the man who had wrongly assumed that all the MPs had been transported to one location. My God, what if I'd landed in some other grouping and found that Ruthanne was somewhere else! he expostulated silently . I lucked out, big time!

Equally relieved, Ruthanne gasped, "I'm so glad you're here!" Grown conscious that she had left the two leaders of the group in no doubt whatsoever as to the strength of her feelings for Larry, Ruthanne now flushed faintly. "Dr. Bigelow... Dr. Hastings... this is Larry Tracker. He and I are... were... field agents... partners... in the NSA. We were both investigating the unexplained disappearances of prominent scientists and technologists, starting with your abduction, Dr. Bigelow. We were in the midst of that investigation when I got snatched. We grew... quite close, emotionally... during the investigation. Larry deliberately put himself in a place and a time where the probability was great that he'd be snatched, too. And... he was. Thank God he ended up here with me, and not in some other grouping!"

Enlightenment struck the two leaders. Hastings declared softly, "You're a brave man, Mr. Tracker. I'm equally glad that your wild gamble paid off."

"Just how many people have vanished, thus far?" Bigelow asked, frowning blackly.

"As of yesterday, three short of a hundred," Tracker informed them. "I make the ninety-eighth. And most likely, two more will appear in some other grouping. A round hundred, I'll bet. It seems as if the Entity likes numbers divisible by ten."

"What steps are being taken by the US government to determine what the Entity is, and what he wants?" Hastings asked.

"A lot of analyses have been conducted, one of which was accurate enough to let me position myself at the point where we figured the next snatch would occur," Tracker answered. "Dr. Grayweather believes that the Entity's transporting the MPs to a parallel Earth, and no other viable explanations have superseded that hypothesis, thus far. But no one has a clue as to what or who the Entity is, why he's abducting the sort of people he's selecting, and what he wants of those people. Nor do they know how he makes them vanish. My superiors let me volunteer to try to get snatched, so that I could bear a message from the government to the Entity. My mission is to ask why he's taking people from Earth, to inquire about their condition, to offer to cooperate if the reasons are good, and so on."

"Well, we've amassed some telling evidence that this is indeed a parallel Earth-that we haven't been transported into the past or the future of our native Earth," Bigelow stated decisively. "We four people need to return to the city, and confer with everyone there, right suddenly, but most importantly, with Dr. Steiglitz and Dr. McConnell."

"They both landed here?" Larry exclaimed excitedly. "What an enormous asset those two men of towering intellect will be!"

"They've already proved themselves such," Hastings drawled. "In numerous ways, not all of them scientific."

Stunned anew as he viewed the ancient city, Larry Tracker emitted a low whistle. "Man, I see what you mean about telling evidence," he breathed. "Are you sure this area's duplicated on our Earth?"

"Damned sure. Gary Logan, one of the members of the group-a man who grew up in Wyoming-instantly recognized it as Brown's Park, Colorado. Gary's hiked, rafted and ridden on horseback through here many times, and he knows the place like the back of his hand. He says this is a flawed copy of the Brown's Park on our Earth."

"Well, I'd say that pretty well clinches it," Larry agreed. "Let's hike on down to that amazing pile and confer with your people."

Impatient as he was to see Steiglitz and McConnell, Larry Tracker yet succumbed to awe as he stepped out onto the wide, long avenue lined with outsized, huge-eyed stone statues. Staring mesmerized at one of those, he felt a shiver course down his backbone. "Damned eerie," he muttered. "I feel as if those eyes are fixed right on me!"

"We all found those statues to be unsettling," Ruthanne remarked. "And the ziggurat, as well."

Those approaching the temple found Dr. Steiglitz sitting on an inverted pottery urn, stuffing cattail seeds into an eight-inch-square cloth bag: one of a pile reposing on the paving. Beside him sat a girl notable for a lovely face, long dark hair, and a petite, shapely body clad in a robe far too big for her. She had shortened the sleeves and the bottom of the skirt, but the sash tied around her narrow waist confined a lot of excess fabric. As they approached, she thrust a stuffed cloth bag into a piece of a garment sewn double, and began to stitch it in place. The garment, puffy at the top but flat towards the bottom, they saw to resemble a down vest in the process of being constructed. Across from her, Arthur McConnell squatted on the pavement, using a piece of charcoal to outline a cloth pattern laid on a sheet of uncut cloth. Beside him lay a sharp bronze blade.

Rising, the three people studied the man they knew must be the newest arrival: a man five foot ten, who moved with feline grace. Wavy dark hair worn a trifle long framed a face striking rather than handsome. Bigelow made the introductions, and the three who had been engaged in the task of sewing vests shook hands with the newcomer. Eager as the two leaders were to consult with the mathematician and the physicist, they yet noticed with relief that on this day, Sara's face had regained what the judged to be its habitual serenity.

The two men seated themselves. Bigelow informed the two theorists that the dome had vanished shortly after Larry emerged. That news electrified the pair. "The collecting of people here just ended!" McConnell declared with adamant force.

"Exactly. I expect that contact will occur shortly," Steiglitz predicted emphatically.

Hastings noted that Sara's cheeks paled, but she made no sound. Her "family" had told her about the Entity that morning, so what she heard now came as no shock.

Bigelow now asked Larry Tracker to repeat his summary of what the government had discovered, and how the investigation had been proceeding just before he himself vanished.

Larry willingly did so. "General Huffman succeeded in keeping the fact that we knew where the Entity would probably snatch people next from getting out, but the news that scores of people had vanished without a trace caused widespread outrage and fear. When an official speaking on a Sunday talk show refused to rule out alien involvement, the shit really hit the fan. People are scared. They're yelling to their congressmen to get to the bottom of the mystery and to put protective measures in place. They're also demanding to know what the Commander-in-Chief is doing to find those missing and protect the citizens. The President scheduled a press conference, but I don't know how that turned out. I got abducted before it was held."

"Does the President believe, himself, that aliens might be responsible?" Steiglitz asked.

"I don't know, Saul. But I firmly believe that the hypothesis held by you and Arthur and Grayweather is the most likely explanation of what's happened. Stephanie Whitsun and General Huffman believe that as well. And now that the dome's vanished, I expect that the Entity will soon contact us. Just what form that contact will take, I've no idea. Nor do I have a clue as to why the Entity isolated this group of twenty people in this place, and other groups elsewhere-whether on distant parts of this version of Earth, or on other parallel Earths, we have no way of knowing-rather than just assembling groups in isolated areas of our native Earth."

Frowns greeted that summary.

"If, as you say, the news just got out, and people are panicking and clamoring for answers, God knows what orders Avrason might issue," Ruthanne retorted, failing to hide her disdain as she mentioned the President. "Probably, the Entity knew that would happen, and wanted us in a place where no civil or military power could possibly interfere when he appears, or does whatever he needs to do to establish contact."

"I wonder if he'll contact one group after another until he gets what he wants, or whether he'll contact all the groups at once," Hastings mused aloud.

"None of us wielded any civil or military authority at home," Steiglitz pointed out. "We have no power to compel our government to take any particular action. Larry is the government's official spokesman, and he could perhaps persuade his superiors at the NSA to take specific steps, but he can't compel them to do so. And unless the Entity returns us to our native Earth, we can't exert any influence on anyone in power there. That renders the Entity's purpose rather mystifying, wouldn't you say?"

"Perhaps Joyce Blackstone was right," McConnell suggested. "Perhaps there really is some type of knowledge that human beings have that the Entity doesn't-knowledge that this alien being isn't equipped to learn, however advanced he is in most ways. And perhaps he figured that our diverse backgrounds... our various areas of expertise... will combine to provide him with an answer."

Frowning, Larry pondered that suggestion. "Perhaps so. But that implies that he's just satisfying idle curiosity. I can't believe that's all there is to this pattern of serial abduction. I think he's got some purpose in mind-one that could turn out to be really bad for Americans in particular and the people of Earth in general."

"We tend to assume the worst," Bigelow cautioned. "His purpose might be just the opposite: beneficial to the people of Earth. Let's not prejudge the Entity."

Unconvinced, Larry yet nodded. "I guess we'll find out," he observed glumly. "Right suddenly."

***

No closer to an answer as to what the Entity ultimately wanted than before, Larry accompanied Ruthanne, Bigelow and Hastings into the kitchen, where he met Pilar Hernandez and Carol Maloney, and accepted a plate of what looked to him like fried chicken. That tasty offering came accompanied by a cattail root patty and a cup of cold herb tea. The newest arrival ate while sitting beside Ruthanne at a stone table, across from Bigelow and Hastings.

"Larry, Dr. Bigelow is the duly elected leader of this group, and Dr. Hastings is his elected deputy," Ruthanne explained. She had heard about the election from Marlene Hefter. "Dr. Bigelow served as the unofficial leader until the election was held. He and Dr. Hastings and Dr. Cavendish and Dr. McConnell have done a magnificent job of greeting and calming frightened new arrivals and then integrating them into the group. Everyone voluntarily contributes labor, using whatever skill he or she possesses. We have skilled hunters, providers of fish, gatherers of wild fruit and other edible plants, two talented cooks, a chemist who's produced everything from soap to wine, a physician skilled at handling emotional trauma, three guards who stand watch during the night, and a highly competent seamstress. Thanks to the unflagging efforts of these exceptional leaders, this group is remarkably stable emotionally and self-sufficient physically, even though most of the members were city dwellers-not rugged outdoorsmen like Gary Logan."

"I thank you, for offering that cheering accolade," Ryan Bigelow replied softly, smiling at this fearless woman who possessed a driving energy that had swiftly won his admiration.

"We did what we knew had to be done," Hastings declared levelly. "As Gary Logan once said, it'd be awfully easy for people tossed into a jackpot like this to lapse really quickly into savagery."

"No shit!" Larry exclaimed, not trying to hide his admiration of the two bearded leaders who had struck him as wholly unflappable in the face of the sudden, startling vanishing of the dome. "I need to do whatever I can do that you need done, Dr. Hastings." Intrigued, he silently owned to harboring a keen desire to meet Gary Logan.

"Please, call me Alec," Hastings requested firmly. "I'll take you on a tour outside, Larry. After you see what everyone does, you can opt to do something different, or help with a project instituted by someone else, in the food-producing line."

"Suits me." After surveying the two fish weirs in the company of Martin Kelsey, Larry offered to build a third such trap on another of the six artificial waterways that watered the agricultural plots before flowing beneath the city. The two men joined in that effort, and then made six new scoops for harvesting the expanded catch. Liking the quiet, scholarly linguist, Larry initiated a discussion as to how they might best hunt sage chickens, given that he had found the one he had eaten on arriving to be utterly delicious. Kelsey readily agreed, and proposed that they consult on that evening with Gary Logan. That suggestion Tracker eagerly accepted.

***

That evening, around the fire, Bigelow informed the group that the dome had vanished. He noticed some agitated expressions, but his revelation produced no hysterical outcries. He then introduced the newcomer, who repeated his explanation of what was going on at home to the entire group.

The news that no new arrivals would be coming produced as much relief as fear, in most of the listeners. They had all begun to worry that the constant influx of city people would far outrun their ability to provide food. Gary Logan's face plainly expressed relief. So did that of Pilar Hernandez and Carol Maloney.

"I expect that the Entity will contact us, at some point," Bigelow announced gravely. "Of course, we have no idea what form that contact will take. I urge all of you to brace yourselves. If the Entity appears in some weirdly alien form, we need to keep from succumbing to panic. Remember, he hasn't harmed us. So brace yourselves for an encounter that might prove highly traumatic, unless we stand mentally prepared to witness it."

A murmur arose from the group as that directive sank in. However, no one succumbed to hysteria: not even Sara. She simply grasped Arthur McConnell's hand, and drew closer to him. He thrust an arm around her and murmured a reassurance.

On that night, those gathered around the fire welcomed the proffering of full cups of wine, served by Pilar, Carol and Marlene. Far more subdued than they normally were, the abductees talked in low tones of what had gone on during the day, but the prospect of seeing the Entity in the flesh (or whatever) remained in the forefront of their minds. Larry Tracker made the acquaintance of Gary Logan, and the two men took an instant liking to each other. Gary described how the Shoshoni and the Utes had hunted sage chickens-with nets-and agreed to help Tracker and Kelsey to do likewise. But the overall mood remained subdued, and the gathering broke up rather more quickly than was usual.

Larry Tracker and Ruthanne Carter retired to the apartment she had selected-the one next to Joyce Blackstone's. Joyce, Ruth knew, would trudge up to the first step of the ziggurat and nap in the chamber that had contained the cache of weapons, while Vern Massey stood guard, and she and Hal slept side by side. Joyce would then rise, take the middle watch, and stand guard while Vern and Hal both slept. Hal would patrol until dawn, at which time he would brew a pot of strong herb tea, muttering anathemas because it wasn't coffee, and offer the newly awakening archeologist an eye-opener. Leaving Vern to sleep undisturbed, the two guards would descend the steps and hike to the kitchen, where Pilar would greet them cheerily and serve them an especially hearty breakfast she had prepared and kept hot just for them. Her admiration of their adhering so strictly to their self-imposed, boring, but civic-minded task mounted with each passing day.

Once alone with Larry, Ruthanne slid her arms around him, and huskily told him how much she had missed him. "I knew you'd know I'd been abducted by the Entity," she confided. "But I never dreamed that you'd put yourself out as bait... try so hard to get abducted! Larry, I'm overwhelmed... "

"Don't be, girl. I cursed the blasted Entity hourly, after he snatched you before I got to take you to bed. Ruthanne... you don't feel any differently about our doing that now... do you?"

"Of course not! Let me prove that to you... mmm?"

In the grip of raw lust, Tracker shed his robe as Ruthanne did likewise. The two fell onto the hard, grass-filled, cloth-bound bed, and let their passion take its course. Finally, physically sated and full of joy despite their awareness of the dangers lying directly ahead, they slept in each other's arms with no thought of anything other than the belief of each that this was the real thing: a relationship that would prove permanent.

***

On the opposite side of the statue-lined thoroughfare, Marlene Hefter lay in the arms of Gary Logan. Awash in sensual bliss, she resolutely refused to think of what might happen on the morrow. Her nebulous fears of just what contact by an alien Entity might mean for the group lay firmly imprisoned in a compartment located below the plane of her consciousness. Her lips brushed the soft skin below her partner's shoulder. "Gary... I'm falling in love with you," she murmured.

"Girl, I fell in love with you the first night I took you to bed," Logan whispered into her ear. "If and when we get home, will you marry me?"

"Yes! Oh... yes!" No doubt, no hesitation surfaced as Marlene uttered that swift assent. Logan drew her close, and kissed her gently. "I'm glad, Marlene. Whatever happens in the near future, that'll be the one thing I'll fight like hell to make happen. Our getting home."

Clasped against Logan's hard, muscular chest, Marlene savored happiness far greater than any she had known in any other man's arms.

***

By eleven-thirty, nineteen people slept. Hal Johansson was on guard, his mind occupied by a strange dream that had bothered him badly. Sara Chen lay soundly asleep on her grass-stuffed bed between Arthur and Saul, who snored softly. Vivian Kelsey lay spooned against her husband's back. Hastings had fallen asleep after tossing restlessly while striving to thrust his growing desire for Sharon Roberts from mind. Sharon had finally succumbed to oblivion after concluding dolefully that she just must not seem sexy enough to interest Alec Hastings. Ryan Bigelow slipped off after thinking sorrowfully of his wife and daughter. Others in the group had also fought depression over their separation from those they loved. Halverson finally slept, after silently hurling a string of obscenities at the Entity while desperately hoping that the imminent contact with the object of his hatred would return him to his former life.

***

Just before dawn, every sleeping person in the group reared bolt upright in bed. Those who had gone to bed alone in a chamber leaped up, wide-eyed, and hastened outside, to see those who occupied neighboring apartments staring in shock at them.

In the chamber on the second tier of the ziggurat, Joyce Blackstone mentioned her dream to Hal Johansson. "Jesus, Joyce-I had the same dream before I went on guard! When they awakened Vern Massey, they found that he, too, had had the identical dream. "Shit, it must be the Entity's doing," Hal growled. "We'd better talk to the others!"

Gary Logan sat frowning in puzzlement at the lover he saw to have awakened also. "I just had the damnedest dream!" he blurted out. "It was as vivid as if I'd been awake!"

"So did I," Marlene confided. "A bearded, robed man stood next to this bed, and ordered me to go to the plaza at noon, and form a circle with the other members of the group. He said that our leader should stand in the center, and await what he'll hear!"

The hair stirred on Logan's neck, and his eyes narrowed. "I dreamed that exact same thing!"

The two stared at each other in shock. "We need to see if the others had dreams!" Logan rasped. "Let's get dressed and find out!"

When they emerged, they saw Vivian and Martin Kelsey, who had dressed in haste. Vivian's hair hung in disarray around her face, and Kelsey looked both astonished and worried. "Gary!" he called out. "Did the two of you just have a vivid dream?"

"We sure as hell did," Logan replied grimly. "Martin, let's go to the temple, and talk to the others. I think perhaps the Entity just made his first move in the game."

On the other side of the avenue, McConnell and Steiglitz drew the same conclusion. Sara, pale but composed, rose, hastened into the rear chamber she used as a dressing room, and emerged wearing her daytime robe. The three of them hurried to the porch of the temple, to find Bigelow, Hastings and Cavendish already there. "Did you... "

"All three of us had the same vivid dream," McConnell announced before Bigelow could finish speaking. "We think it was a message from the Entity."

"Here come the others," Hastings broke in. "I guess everyone got the message!"

Surrounded by an excited, fearful, chattering mob, Ryan Bigelow raised his voice and asked for silence. "Folks, I know. All of us seem to have had the same vivid dream. That's not a natural occurrence, so the dreams may be some message sent by the Entity. Let's sit in a circle, and see if we can learn anything about the Entity from what we all experienced."

A few minutes later, twenty people sat cross-legged in a ring, silently awaiting instructions from Bigelow. "I think it would help if each of us first described what he or she saw, and then repeated exactly what they heard the dream-figure say," he suggested. "Let's start with Alec, and then Sharon, and go around the circle from there."

Nodding, Hastings declared, "An imposing, bearded man wearing a robe spoke in an authoritarian tone. He said, "Go to the open space lined with statues, promptly at noon. Form a circle with your fellow abductees. Your leader must stand in the center of the circle and receive orders!"

Frowning in concentration, Sharon Roberts exclaimed, "I saw a tall, bearded male figure that looked uncannily like that damned idol in the temple. He said in a commanding voice, "Go to the avenue at twelve o'clock, and form a ring with the other members of the group. Your leader will stand in the center of the ring and await instructions!"

Pilar Hernandez wrinkled her brow, and stated, "I saw exactly what Sharon did. The man haughtily ordered me to go to the plaza at noon and sit in a circle with the other people. He then said that our leader must stand in the center of the circle and wait to be addressed!"

Three more speakers-Carol Maloney, Marlene Hefter, and Gary Logan all described what they saw and heard. After hearing their statements, Martin Kelsey, patently intrigued, raised a hand.

"Martin, you have a thought?" Bigelow asked.

"Yes. You people who just spoke... are you sure that you repeated what the figure said with absolute exactitude? I'm not criticizing, mind you-I need to know."

"I repeated what the messenger said exactly," Gary Logan stated levelly.

"So did I," Pilar declared vehemently.

The others who had spoken made the same assertion. All eyes now riveted themselves to Martin Kelsey.

"Folks, I'm a linguist," he reminded them. "If you notice, each of you saw exactly the same thing: a tall, bearded man wearing a robe such as we're all wearing. He spoke in an authoritarian tone. He bore a resemblance to the idol in the temple. Nobody's description of what he or she saw varied in the least degree from anyone else's. And you all got the same message. But each person heard different synonyms used to convey that message. Some heard 'circle.' Some heard 'ring.' Some heard 'avenue.' Some heard 'plaza.' Alec heard 'open space lined with statues.' And the leader was to await 'orders,' 'enlightenment,' 'instruction' or 'being addressed.' Those terms convey almost the same meaning, but they're different."

"What do you conclude from that, Martin?" Steiglitz asked, his fascination evident.

"That the Entity can't speak English," Kelsey declared firmly.

Gasps of astonishment arose from the group.

"Let me elaborate," Kelsey urged. "Evidently, the Entity can cause an image to form in our minds that we all see. But when it came to making the image speak, the Entity must have inserted the content of the message non-verbally into the part of our brain that stores incoming raw data: the right hemisphere, in most people. We ourselves then converted that raw data-the incoming, nonverbal information the Entity somehow forced us to verbalize and hear in our dream as if the dream-figure spoke it-into English words. "Orders. Enlightenment. Instructions. And so on."

Her face a study in astonishment, Sara Chen raised her hand.

"Sara?" Bigelow said, inviting her to speak.

"I saw exactly what all the others did," the girl declared breathlessly. "And the message was the same. But the dream-figure spoke to me in Chinese!"

" Chinese!" Kelsey exclaimed, as gasps again issued from the listeners.

"Yes," the girl replied. "My father is Chinese. My mother is Russian, but she speaks Chinese. We live in New York City, in what's called Chinatown. My father and mother weren't born there, but I was. My father had a lot of cousins living there when he became a citizen, so he moved there to be near his relatives. The neighborhood has mostly Chinese residents, and the culture is far more Chinese than American. My parents and I are bilingual-extremely fluent in Chinese and English. We speak both at home. But I think... "

"You think what, Sara?" Bigelow asked gently.

"My father and mother are very old fashioned," the girl explained a shade defensively. "My father is head of the family. He made all the major decisions when I was growing up, about where we lived, whether to move to a bigger apartment, whether or not to buy an expensive appliance, and such. He's... very kind... very caring of Mother and me... but very authoritarian. I think that's why I heard the figure speak in Chinese... in my father's voice."

"You say he spoke in your father's voice?" Kelsey asked, his face betraying intense interest.

"Yes. It was... eerie. He didn't look anything like my father. But the voice was his." As she made that firm declaration, the girl visibly shivered.

Carol Maloney now raised her hand and was recognized. "I'm a physiologist who specializes in mental disorders," she explained. "The dream I had was exactly like all of yours. But it was ultra-vivid! Almost hallucinatory in its intensity. When I woke, I thought for a few minutes that the man really had stood beside my bed and said what he did. Well... when people develop schizophrenia and hear 'voices'-auditory hallucinations-they most often think they're hearing their father, or their mother, or some supernatural being, or God, or Jesus Christ, or even the Devil: some personage that they view as an authority figure."

"Interesting," Kelsey remarked.

"So the Entity can't speak our language... either of our languages... but he can deliver the same message to each of us: a non-verbal one that we put into our own words. Am I correct?" Hastings now asked.

"That's my take," Kelsey affirmed.

"Why didn't the Entity just have the dream figure ask each of us whatever question he wants answered?" Greg Wardell asked of no one in particular.

Steiglitz raised his hand, and took the floor. "I think, Greg, that the Entity wants to initiate a dialogue. If all he intended was to issue orders, he could have used the dream-figure to issue them. But if the dreamer replied to a question, he'd reply in English. Perhaps the Entity would have trouble understanding a reply couched in English or Chinese... or for that matter, French, or Spanish, or Greek! Or Latin... a dead language!"

"Or Fortran, or Gotran, or Javascript," Gary Logan drawled, causing Steigliz to raise his eyebrows in surprise and then nod vigorously.

"If the Entity can't understand anything we say, I don't see how in hell we'll be able to have a dialogue with him!" Hal stated in an exasperated tone.

Halverson at this juncture muttered an obscenity, prompting Cavendish to cast a quizzical glance at him. His attention, however, remained fixed on the speakers.

"Consider this," McConnell urged, frowning as he weighed the implications of what he had heard. "The figure directed that a leader enter the circle and await 'enlightenment.' That word Gary supplied out of his right brain, to my mind, bears a slightly different meaning than 'orders' or 'instructions.' I think the Entity stumbled a bit, at that point-didn't make crystal clear just what the function of the leader would be. I agree with Martin-the Entity seems not to understand English... or Chinese... or programming languages. It's quite possible, I suppose, that spoken language of any sort might be foreign to his nature. If an alien evolved in an environment in which sound waves couldn't be used for communication, he wouldn't have developed a spoken language. He could be far more alien in his thinking than we imagine."

"If that's true, then the blasted Entity does sport a chink in his damned armor," Halverson blurted out. "One we can perhaps exploit!"

"He does indeed," Steiglitz agreed equably, surprised to hear the sullenly uncommunicative misfit pass a comment. "But just how he intends to use a leader who speaks only English to conduct a dialogue, I can't envision."

"Saul, there's one language that human beings and the Entity both speak," McConnell stated emphatically.

"You mean... "

"Mathematics."

A chorus of low exclamations greeted that pronouncement.

Smiling wryly, Saul retorted gently, " You could communicate with the Entity on that level, lad. I perhaps could, to a degree. But the average human being, no matter how well educated, would fail utterly in that regard. I wonder if you fully realize, Arthur, just how unique your mind is!"

"I know how great a mind you possess," McConnell assured the physicist. "And you're right... few people can think purely in symbolic terms, where no words are necessary. So we do need to initiate a dialogue in which all of us here can join on an equal footing. And I can't envision how the Entity plans to use a leader to do that, either."

"I expect I'll find out, four hours from now," Bigelow stated levelly.

A hush fell over the group.

"Ryan, you've got a wife and a daughter," Hastings reminded his friend, his handsome face plainly expressing his potent anxiety. "I'm divorced, with no children. We don't know what'll happen. Why not let me... "

"No," Bigelow declared vehemently. "I thank you, but no. I'm the duly elected leader in whom all who voted-the majority of those here-placed their complete trust. I accepted the office of leader-and the trust. Dangerous or not, I need to be the one who enters the circle."

"I was allowed to put myself in the position my superiors figured would result in my being abducted," Larry Tracker objected, even as his admiration for Bigelow's courage surged. "My superiors in the NSA did so because I agreed to ask the Entity why he's taking people from Earth, to inquire about their condition, and to offer to cooperate, if that seems a good thing. Ryan, I've got official sanction for standing in the circle! And I'm single!"

Ruthanne felt her gut knot, but she kept her anxiety off her face.

"Larry, if the Entity wants a dialogue, and manages to start one, you'll be the first to get to state your concerns," Bigelow promised. "You can ask your questions. But I'll run the risk of initiating the contact. I feel that doing so is my duty-no one else's. The NSA has no jurisdiction here. We're no longer on our native Earth. The power here resides with each and every member of this group. I've been chosen to act as your representative... your leader. I'll act as such-whatever the risk involved."

Admiration blended with fear in the faces of the abductees nodding as they accepting that decision: one they saw as bold, decisive, courageous and unselfish.

***

Promptly at noon, as determined by Dr. Steiglitz's sundial, the profoundly worried members of the group formed a circle on the pavement in front of the temple. Ryan Bigelow strode into the center of the ring. Standing tall, his body erect, his face serene, he awaited contact by the Entity. Around him, nineteen taut, worried, fearful people riveted their eyes to his person.

Of a sudden, the leader clutched his head in both hands. Aghast, the viewers watched Bigelow's face contort into a grimace of pain. A voice not his-a male voice, deep, cold, and commanding in tone-issued from his mouth, sending shivers coursing down the spines of the listeners. "I... am... he... who... is... the... "

A scream tore from Bigelow's lips-an anguished cry that curdled the blood of the horrified abductees. As they watched, he sank to his knees on the pavement, and then crumpled. For a few seconds, he shook uncontrollably while mouthing guttural, incomprehensible sounds, and then lapsed into unconsciousness.

"Oh, my God," Claire Cavendish cried. Darting forward, she laid two fingers on Bigelow's neck. "He's got a pulse," she grated to Hastings, who had also sprinted forward. "Alec, turn him... That's right. Lay him flat on his back... He's unconscious."

"Stand back, folks," Gary Logan commanded in a tone that demanded compliance. "Dr. Cavendish knows best what to do. Pilar, fetch two blankets. Hal... Vern... Go and get those poles used for drying laundry. We'll make a stretcher, in case Ryan doesn't come round right away."

Three people instantly sped away.

"Gary... Alec... we won't move him just yet," Claire demurred. "I have no idea what happened! If it's severe shock, we need to keep him lying flat, and keep him warm. If that shaking was a mild epileptic seizure, we need to keep him right here, under observation!" As she spoke, she felt his brow, silently cursing her lack of the most rudimentary medical instruments. Nineteen direly worried people waited, but the fallen leader lay without moving, utterly insensible.

Pilar, who had raced into the temple storeroom, now hastened forward and proffered two blankets. As Cavendish tucked them around her patient, Hastings rose, and addressed the group in a voice freighted with authority.

"Folks, Ryan's being stricken this way isn't just a personal blow for all of us who consider him a friend. It's a major setback with regard to our compelling need to communicate with the Entity. Ryan may turn out to be all right when he wakes up, or he may not. But he'd be the first to tell us not to succumb to despair. The Entity's trying to communicate. I truly don't think he intended to harm Ryan. Something went wrong that he didn't expect. Please, get a grip on yourselves. Take the same places in the circle as you had before. We need to assess if we've learned anything from this failed attempt. Martin, did you gain any insight?"

"The Entity did exactly what he did during our dreams," the linguist stated evenly. "He inserted the content of a non-verbal message into the part of Ryan's brain that stores incoming raw data. He then forced Ryan not only to convert that nonverbal information into English, but to speak it aloud. But that invasion of Ryan's mind traumatized him... caused the process to go awry. Carol, you have an idea?"

"Schizophrenics sometimes speak in voices not their own," the physiologist stated breathlessly. "They seem 'possessed' by some other persona that speaks out of their mouths. Their normal personalities fragment. Their minds get taken over by this dominant persona, and when the event ends, they can recall nothing of what the other self said. This fiasco, to me, looks dreadfully similar."

His brow wrinkling, Hastings exclaimed, "That's what happened to the Oracle at Delphi, for over a thousand years in Greece. Some simple country girl went into the 'sacred trance,' and expounded on what course the Athenian leaders and generals should take to conduct a war, for example. To this day, it's a big mystery as to how a simple, uneducated girl could offer such advice-but the priestesses did!"

"You people are saying that the Entity caused Ryan to develop schizophrenia?" Tracker expostulated, as the faces of the listeners reflected horror blended with dire fear.

"No-I don't think that's an accurate description," Martin Kelsey demurred forcefully. Listen, Larry. Think of this. Yesterday, you and I walked out to the fish weir. We saw a big fish jump. Without premeditation, I yelled, 'Hey, would you look at that!' And you instantly replied, 'Man, that was a big one!' Well. When I impulsively commented on what we saw, I didn't spend any appreciable time thinking up what to say. My remark just popped out. And your reply didn't represent the end result of a long deliberative process on your part. It likewise just popped out. Am I correct?"

Frowning, Tracker cogitated, and nodded. "That's so. But what in hell does that have to do with... "

"Let me explain. In those moments, you and I verbalized a remark and a response generated in the non-speaking right sides of our brains-the non-verbal side: the repository of the accumulated wisdom and knowledge attained over a lifetime. The seat of our judgment. That half of our mind provided the instantaneous impetus for the left side of our brain to put a non-verbal thought into English wording, which each of us spoke aloud. Larry, people tend to assume that the 'stream of consciousness' running constantly through our heads is consciousness. But it isn't! The ideas we verbalize originate in the half of our brains that are silent. We're so used to speaking impulsively when we meet someone, and having thoughts couched in English running constantly though what we refer to as our 'heads,' that we don't realize that we're not in verbal contact with the bulk of our mentality."

"Holy fucking shit!" Vern Massey rasped audibly. Larry frowned, weighed that assertion, and swore softly himself.

"Ruthanne?"

"Alec... people... last night, the Entity sent a visual image to each of us. If Martin's right, the Entity also implanted a message in the right brain of every one of us and forced us to hear the words in a dream. So he can insert information into our right brains without harming us. Today, he did that to Ryan. But then he spoke through Ryan. He used Ryan's voice-one not his own-to make a statement. But that part of the process caused a short-out in Ryan's mentality. That could be a fatal flaw in the Entity's modus operandi, or a glitch that occurred because of some quirk in Ryan's mental makeup that we others might not have."

"You're suggesting that the fucking Entity tried to use Ryan Bigelow as a damned radio transmitter? As a broadcasting unit?" Halverson grated, his outrage palpable to the listeners.

"I think that possible," Ruthanne replied calmly. "After hearing Martin's explanation."

"I think it likely," Kelsey stated firmly. "And I likewise think that the Entity hoped to use Ryan's mentality to receive replies from us: replies that Ryan would hear, process, and store in his right brain, where the Entity could access that data, which would be in nonverbal form: the only sort he seems somehow to understand. I think that perhaps that process would enable the Entity to initiate a dialogue without any need for him to understand English. Had it worked, Ryan would have done all the translating."

A chorus of exclamations greeted that disturbing hypothesis.

"Well, I suggest that we do this," Ruthanne declared vehemently. "Let's not drag through another day brooding about what happened and waiting for another dream to occur tonight. Let's re-form our circle exactly as it was. Let's all focus our minds on the Entity. Maybe he'll send us a dream, right promptly."

"He well might," Steiglitz stated levelly. "If... "

At that moment, Bigelow's eyes opened. Stiffly, he sat up and gazed fixedly at Cavendish.

"Ryan! Are you in any pain?" she asked, as Hastings knelt beside his close friend.

Bigelow made no reply.

"Ryan, speak to me," Hastings implored, shaken to his core.

Bigelow's head turned. His eyes seemed to focus on his close friend, but no recognition, no understanding, showed in them, and no word passed his lips.

"Ryan, raise your right hand," Cavendish ordered sharply. Bigelow stared at her. Slowly, he raised his right hand, and then let it fall limply into his lap. "Raise your left hand!" the physician commanded. Her patient listlessly obeyed. "Now, repeat after me: I am Ryan Bigelow!"

Mute, expressionless, Bigelow sat staring past, not at, the physician whose heart ached, and whose hopes plummeted. No sound escaped him, let alone a greeting. "Alec, he can't talk," she exclaimed. "He understands at least part of what we say, but he can't speak!"

"Has he had a stroke?"

"I'm not certain, but I don't think so. He raised both hands. He shows no drooping of either eye, or weakness on one side. He understands what we say. But he can't put his thoughts, if he's generating any conscious thoughts, into words, and say them!"

"Ryan, lie down and rest," Hastings urged gently. Obediently, Bigelow sank back down and lay supine, staring at the sky. Marlene Hefter, who had hastily donned a coolie hat made of dried, woven cattail leaves before leaving Gary's apartment, walked over and set the headgear so that it shaded the stricken leader's face. Tears coursed down her cheeks.

Rising, Hastings addressed the group. "People, let's do as Ruthanne suggested. Let's reform the circle. Let's let Ryan remain where he is, right in front of Claire, so she can keep an eye on him. Let's all remain silent and concentrate on the Entity. He might well be as frustrated as we are. Let's see what happens."

For the next ten minutes, nineteen people sat in total silence, concentrating on what they knew of the Entity. A breeze swept through the wide avenue. High above, an eagle circled, riding an updraft in a pristinely clear blue sky. Heat reflected from the paving, causing wavy distortions in the abductees' view of the stones. No sound impinged on anyone's notice.

Of a sudden, the seated figures stiffened. Their eyes glazed over, and their faces grew blank. A minute passed... two... three. Sara opened her eyes, and gazed wildly at Arthur, who slid an arm around her. Marlene reached out and gripped Gary's arm. Hastings sat wide-eyed, watching his fellows react. Rising, he exclaimed, "I had a waking dream! I take it you all did, as well?"

A chorus of assents greeted him. Turning to Sharon Roberts, who sat on his right, he asked her to describe what she saw. "I saw a female robed figure: a tall, imposing, commanding woman," the chemist declared breathlessly. "She looked uncannily like the goddess carved on the wall of the room I sleep in. She told me that a leader must stand in this circle, and speak what she hears! And yes... she used the word 'she'!"

"I saw and heard the same thing!" Pilar cried out agitatedly, not waiting her turn.

"So did I!" the other women all exclaimed at once.

"So did I... but she spoke in Russian," Sara whispered to McConnell. "In my mother's voice!" Wonder blended with fear as she mentioned that eerie circumstance.

"One at a time, please, folks," Hastings directed. "Larry, what did you see and hear?"

"The same thing as the women did. 'A leader should stand in the ring, and speak what she hears!'"

"So did I-in those words exactly," Logan affirmed. Only I heard 'ring' as 'circle.'

A tally of responses produced the unsettling certainty that the Entity had just specified that the next person to try to be the go-between should be female. Hastings scanned the faces of the women, and saw various combinations of dismay, horror, and stark fear.

Ruthanne stood up, and faced the group. "I'll do it," she declared firmly, although her face all saw to have paled noticeably.

"No! No, damn it! I'm the one who was sent here to make contact!" Larry Tracker all but shouted.

"The Entity just plainly expressed a gender preference," Ruthanne countered calmly. "Larry, we've got to succeed in making contact! I don't know why he now wants a female go-between, but he still wants a dialogue. If we don't take this chance to start one, he might give up on this group, abandon us, and concentrate his efforts on a different group on some other parallel Earth!"

"Folks, listen," Hastings urged, causing the spate of talk among the members to subside. "Ruthanne's right. I intended to stand in the circle, this second round. But we need to make contact. We need to assert ourselves, but we don't need to do the exact opposite of what the Entity just specified. Ruthanne, I honor your courage. Are you very sure... "

"I'm absolutely sure."

A soft susurrus of approving comments rose from around the circle. His face visibly distraught, Larry Tracker sought to control his fear, but succeeded only in forcing his facial muscles to cease betraying the magnitude of that fear.

Their faces grim, distraught, anxious, the group again sat in a tight circle. Ryan Bigelow still lay supine in front of Claire Cavendish. Ruthanne Carter walked purposefully to the center of the ring, and stood erect, still. The slight sound of a few dry, dead, breeze-borne leaves fluttering along the paving stones grated on tense nerves.

Of a sudden, Ruthanne's body stiffened. The spectators saw her clap her hands to her head, but only briefly. Her eyes widened, and she uttered an audible gasp. Her expression, they noted in wonder, reflected not agony, but shock. Her body grew rigid, and a deep, coldly autocratic male voice issued from her mouth. "I... am... the being... you call... the Entity! I have... brought all of you here... to perform the tasks... I order you to undertake!"

At that point, Ruthanne's face contorted, not in agony, but much as it would have had she suddenly engaged in a physical fight with a human opponent. She remained standing, but her hands clenched, her chin jutted, and her expression clearly indicated that she waged a mighty mental battle. Finally, words tore from her lips, but this time in her own voice.

"I... am... Ruthanne Carter! You... the Entity... are an invader in my mind! I will not... allow you... to possess my mind entirely! I will allow you to speak through my mouth... as a guest. But only... if you repair the damage... your intrusion into the mind of Dr. Bigelow wrought!"

As the astounded spectators watched, her face contorted into fury, and the mental struggle recommenced. After a few seconds, the male voice again spoke in a tone bearing overtones not only of icy anger, but also of profound shock. "How dare you... oppose my will!"

"I am Ruthanne Carter! I will consent to speak as your interpreter... but I will stay me! If you won't do this my way... if you seek to force yourself into the minds of one after another of us... terrified, unwilling people... you may get eighteen more failures... never make your wishes known! You've got what you need, in me! Don't push your luck, Entity!"

Electrified by that passionate exchange, the onlookers uttered various cries or gasps, some indicative of manifest dismay, but most of unabashed admiration.

A pause in the dialogue occurred. The listeners leaned forward, listening with bated breath. Ruthanne's face now reflected fierce, unyielding determination.

"I... agree," the Entity finally rasped. "Move the circle... so that the damaged man... lies in the center. Leader... stand at the edge. Warn those forming the circle... not to move... until I permit them to do so."

"Do what he says!" Ruthanne cried in her own voice.

Hastily, the abductees obeyed. Sitting wide-eyed, fearful, shaken by collapse of Dr. Bigelow, rocked to their depths on witnessing the violence of the encounter between the Entity and Ruthanne, they waited, their eyes riveted to the limp figure of their insensible leader.

A familiar tingling now assailed the spectators: an effect more pronounced than any they had hitherto experienced. As they watched, mesmerized, Ryan Bigelow's body faded into ghostly insubstantiality and vanished. His robe, sash and sandals lay flat on the paving stones. The man they saw to be gone. Mindful of the Entity's command, they neither moved nor spoke.

Five minutes passed: a span of time that seemed an eon to the traumatized abductees. Just as the thought dawned that Bigelow might be gone for good, the astounded watchers jolted by a strong, prolonged tingling sensation saw the ghostly image appear, take on substance, and metamorphose into a living, breathing, naked man.

"He is as he was," the voice of the Entity declared coldly. "You may now move."

"Withdraw from my mind," the voice of Ruthanne commanded. "If he's indeed as he was, I'll allow you to invade my mind again at sunset! Not before!"

Ruthanne felt the powerful presence depart. Pale, haggard, she staggered a trifle as she walked forward. Leaping to his feet, Larry Tracker caught her, lifted her bodily, and cradled her in his arms. She clung to him, shaking visibly.

A burst of exclamations issued from the spectators. Alec Hastings, Claire Cavendish, and Arthur McConnell gathered around the inert form of Ryan Bigelow. McConnell spread the naked man's robe over him. "Folks, please... stay put," Hastings exhorted, addressing the other abductees.

A breathless silence descended over the group. Taut, fearful, wide-eyed, they watched. Five minutes limped by at a snail-like pace. Finally, Bigelow opened his eyes, gazed wildly around, and reared upright. "What happened to me?" he asked.

"Ryan, look at me," Hastings commanded. "Who am I?"

"Alec, what in the living hell are you asking me that for? What happened? I can't remember... I walked into the circle, and now I'm lying here stark naked! Did the fucking Entity knock me out?"

"He tried to speak through you, and the attempt failed. You passed out, and when you seemed to come to, you couldn't speak. The Entity then sent us all a dream demanding that a woman enter the circle. Ruthanne volunteered. She succeeded in acting as an intermediary. She waged a mental battle with the Entity and won. She told him that if he didn't fix whatever damage he'd done to your mind, she'd refuse to let him speak through her. Her demand pissed him off royally, but he repaired the damage by causing you to vanish and reappear a short time later. You owe her, Ryan-big time!"

"My God... Ruthanne established contact, and forced the Entity to accept a condition? I need to... Damn it, stand in front of me, Alec, so I can get dressed!"

Once again clad in his robe, Bigelow knelt beside Larry Tracker, who still sat in his place in the ring, clasping the woman he loved against his chest. "Ruthanne, I owe you a major debt, Alec tells me," the elected leader declared in a husky tone. "When you feel you're able, will you tell us about your experience?"

"I can do that now, Ryan. I was just... a bit shaky... And you don't owe me any debt. We all owe you."

Rising, Ruthanne faced the company, and spoke. "The Entity invaded my mind," she declared, shivering. "He took total possession, really swiftly. My sense of being 'me' faded rapidly and then all but vanished. I simply don't have the words to describe how terrifying that feeling was! It was as if the person that is Ruthanne Carter would shortly cease to exist. Then, thoughts impinged. I found myself struggling to put words to them. I was compelled to put words to them! I had to grope for words, because the thoughts weren't couched in words, and they had a... a strangeness... to them." Ruthanne paused, frowning as she sought to describe the indescribable.

"I experienced... a conflict. I was vanishing, but the ideas were pushing their way out... being put into words without my consent or volition! Then I heard a ghostly echo in my head of the Entity's declaration. I struggled to come back... to stay me... to fight him... to regain control. It took every ounce of willpower I possess, but I managed to voice my own thoughts. I could feel, somehow... no, I experienced... the anger my doing so generated in the intruder who'd tried to take over my whole mind. I grew furious: outraged by his arrogance!

"But this is really weird, people. At the same time, I got the uncanny sense that the Entity found my mind alien. Unexpectedly so. That he was sort of feeling his way. I pushed back... regained full control. He was still there when I issued my ultimatum. And then I let him respond. I permitted him to speak through me! I was at home in my mind. He wasn't. That gave me an edge. He backed down... agreed to repair the damage he'd caused to Ryan's mentality. And he did! We can deal with the Entity-bargain with him! But we need to know what in hell he wants. I'll take him on again, at sunset!"

"Are you perfectly sure you can handle the stress of another contact so soon?" Alec Hastings asked worriedly. "Ruthanne, we don't want to see you get harmed!"

"If I didn't the first time, I won't later today," Ruthanne replied stoutly. "Ryan... Alec... Larry... We need the dialogue. We can outsmart the Entity. What we need to do now, is agree on what strategy I should employ. I think I should demand that he answer a question first, before he just arrogantly issues some outrageous command!"

Instantly, before Tracker could respond, McConnell raised his hand. "Arthur?" Bigelow said, inviting him to speak.

"Ruthanne's right," the mathematical genius asserted firmly. "Larry, your superiors wanted you to ask why the Entity's taking people from Earth, to inquire about their condition, and to offer to cooperate, if we feel we can do so in good conscience. But the most fundamental thing we need to know before we ask those questions is who and what the Entity is. We should demand that he divulge what he is, before we agree to listen to his demands. Then he'll tell us why he sequestered us here, and what he wants us to do. And if it turns out that he orders us to perform some appalling act that we can't in conscience agree to perform, we'll have a better idea of what power he has over us, and what steps we can take to oppose his demand."

"I heartily agree," Saul Steiglitz declared vehemently. "We need to know the nature and extent of his power!"

"The fact that he caused a hundred people to vanish and reappear here and on other parallel Earths tells me he's an opponent to reckon with!" Hal Johansson exclaimed grimly. "But I agree. We need to find out just what the fucking bastard is. Know your enemy, goes the saying."

"Sun Tzu, The Art of War: 'So it is said that if you know your enemies and know yourself, you can win a hundred battles without a single loss. If you only know yourself, but not your opponent, you may win or may lose. If you know neither yourself nor your enemy, you will always endanger yourself,' Gary Logan drawled. "Damned fine strategist, Sun Tzu. I agree with him. And with Hal. And with Arthur."

"So do I," Ruthanne admitted. "But what if the Entity starts telling us what he is, and I simply don't have the words in my vocabulary to translate what he's inserting into the nonverbal part of my brain? Suppose the explanation's so technical-so based on esoteric scientific principles-that I lack the power to verbalize it?"

"You'll get him to agree to tell us what he is," Saul Steiglitz declared firmly. "You'll then tell him that I'll stand in the circle and receive his explanation."

"Saul... no! I'll do that!" McConnell cried in alarm.

"No, lad. I will. I'm far less important to the group, the other abductees, and our nation than you are. I stand a good chance of understanding what the Entity reveals. You stand a better one, but you're the biggest weapon in our arsenal: a mathematical genius. We can't risk your priceless mind's being damaged! If I don't get harmed, then we can assume that Ryan's mind had some glitch unique to him. But if I do suffer harm, then we'll know that the odds of any man's being able to do what Ruthanne did will fall drastically."

"But Saul... "

"Saul's right," Hastings interrupted, his face grim, but his tone compelling in its urgency. "Arthur's the one of us best fitted to understand the Entity, and to exploit any 'chink in his armor' as John Halverson just aptly put it. We can't risk letting Arthur's mind get damaged. Saul volunteered. He understands mathematics and physics on a level that none of the rest of us can approach. I think we should accept his selfless, courageous offer."

In the end, Saul prevailed. Tears welled in Sara's eyes, but she blinked them back, accepting the fact that Saul had just made a selfless, courageous decision he felt to be best for the group-his surrogate family. Admiration blended with sorrow in her stressed mind, and merged with her profound relief that Arthur would not be the man running that risk.

Moved to admiration of the physicist's courage and sense of duty, Larry Tracker savored relief that a dialogue now seemed imminent: that the days of waiting and speculating were past. His jaw now jutted, as he silently resolved to bring all the cunning, all the knowledge, all the tenacity at his command, to the task of wresting from the Entity every concession possible.

Ryan Bigelow, who lacked the slightest streak of petty-mindedness, rejoiced in the knowledge that Ruthanne had succeeded where he had failed. Gratitude suffused him, as he thought of how much he owed her. He, too, generated a fierce resolve to outwit, out-think, and out-maneuver the blasted Entity. For the first time in many days, he actually believed that he might at some point be re-united with his wife and daughter.

For the balance of the afternoon, the abductees did their chores, striving not to let their potent anxiety depress them. They, too, felt that a breakthrough had been made, and a good outcome was not at least possible, if not probable.

Slowly but inexorably, the sun sank towards the western horizon. Ruthanne strove to remain calm. Not only did she succeed, she grew impatient to have the battle of wits that faced her commence.









Chapter Sixteen




When the gathering broke up, Alec Hastings felt utterly drained. The disaster that had befallen his close friend had upset him badly. He had nerved himself to take Bigelow's place, if the Entity sent another dream. He had resolved to stand in the circle and risk incurring mental damage. He had felt that his position as deputy leader made his doing so mandatory. When the Entity demanded that a woman assume that responsibility, he had struggled with his innate chivalrousness, but had reluctantly agreed, because he recognized that the need of the entire group to communicate would require someone's incurring a monumental risk-and if that had to be a woman, so be it. He had experienced vast relief after he witnessed the success of Ruthanne's bold move. Now, however, he felt deeply depressed.


My educational background-in medieval history-isn't going to be of the slightest use in this jackpot, he concluded morosely. Shit. If Saul's mind gets blasted, the Entity might just write us all off. We might spend the balance of our lives here. That thought direly depressed him.

Sharon Roberts had sat next to Hastings in the circle. When he rose, she saw how haggard he looked. Sensing his deep discouragement, she acted purely on impulse. "Alec, you look utterly beat," she asserted softly. "This whole day's been awful. And worse things might happen, come sunset. I've got a new batch of wine aging. One cup of the old, tasty vintage might do a lot to soothe your nerves. Would you care to have one with me, in my quarters? It's a bit smelly in there, right now, but not as bad as it was yesterday. We can sit in my bedroom, not in the damned lab."

"Woman, that's the best offer I've had today," the troubled, worried, tired leader exclaimed gratefully. "Lead on."

Seated on a stone bench in the chamber the chemist used as her bedroom, Hastings accepted a small pottery cup filled with wine. A faint, rank odor drifted out of the adjoining room to assail his nostrils, but it failed to command one iota of his attention as he took a rather long pull on the wine. Sitting back, he smiled wanly at the woman sipping her portion sparingly. "I needed a lift," he acknowledged wryly. "I appreciate your providing a really effective one." A memory impinged: one that had surfaced often, of late. Yielding to his intense need to know, he asked diffidently, "Sharon, you told us right after you emerged from the dome that you have a boyfriend back home... right?"

"Yes, I did," the chemist admitted, wondering suddenly if that was why he had never evinced any interest in her beyond friendship. She knew that he and his wife had gotten a divorce some years back, but she had not thought much about what she had cried out in the traumatic aftermath of finding herself abducted and transported here. Dismay now blended with faint hope. Tell him how you've come to feel! she adjured her alter ego.

"Yes, I was in a relationship, Alec. But you know... I was so involved in my job... in my career... that my work took precedence over everything. Now that I look back, I think that what I felt for Owen was mostly lust. And I think that satisfying his own hot need formed Owen's main motivation for going to bed with me. He was as ambitious... as set on advancing in his career... as bent on rising in the corporate hierarchy of the company he worked for... as I was. We fit, sexually. Each of us gave each other what he needed.

"But damn it... our whole relationship revolved around what we did in bed. The sex was great. But now... I realize that I didn't know much about Owen, other than how good a lover he was. I've wondered a lot, lately, that if we'd both been abducted, just how he'd have handled the trauma of landing here and coping with the shock, the deprivations, the danger, and the need to hunt... to fish... to survive. I've grown pretty certain that he wouldn't have coped well-that he could never have measured up the way you have-you, and Ryan, and Arthur, and Gary, and all the other men who've risen so admirably to every challenge, from calming new arrivals to putting meat on the table.

"Alec... I've changed. I never had to face a challenge of this nature before. I hope I've measured up. But I know damned well that you have! And I admire you, profoundly. Believe me!"

"You've more than measured up!" Hastings exclaimed vehemently. "You've made valuable contributions to the general welfare. No one else had the necessary knowledge or skill to do what you've done. Sharon... We face a really chancy future, right now. God only knows whether we'll succeed in outwitting the Entity. I felt really comfortable with you from the start. But I figured originally that I should concentrate on the job at hand, and not add my possibly unwanted attentions to the burden of work and worry you were so valiantly carrying. But right now... Damn it, girl, I've not only grown to admire you, I've come to care for you deeply. Whatever happens... Whether or not we ever get home... Either way... That feeling won't change."

"Oh... Alec... I'm so glad to hear you say that!"

Shocked to behold the fierce joy that now radiated from the face of the woman who had ceased hoping that this man would ever consider her more than just a friend, Hastings suddenly realized that her desire for him matched his for her. Joy suffused him. Rising, he pulled her to her feet, drew her into his arms, and kissed her. His kiss swiftly turned deeply passionate. "Sharon," he urged, "will you let me... "

Before he could finish speaking, she cried, "Yes! Now!"

For the ensuing hour, the leader mentally stressed and physically drained not only by the events of the day but also by the cumulative effect of the pressures he had willingly borne since emerging from the dome, and the competent, hard-working chemist who had all but given up hope that this man would ever see her as other than a friend, indulged in a long, languorous, competently executed ascent to ecstasy. Finally, spent, utterly satiated, they slept for another hour in each other's arms. Both of them thrust wholly from mind the dangerous encounter that would transpire two hours hence. When they rose, each strode forth harboring a fierce, greatly enhanced determination to take on the thrice-damned Entity and prevail.

***

At sunset, nineteen tense, badly worried abductees sat cross-legged in a tight circle on the paving stones on the avenue, at a point opposite the door to the temple. Ruthanne Carter walked purposefully into the center of the ring, and awaited contact. Moments later, her face reflected a momentary struggle, and then she spoke.

"I am Ruthanne Carter! I give my permission for you, the Entity, to remain in my mind for the purpose of speaking through my mouth. But before I consent to serve as an interpreter who will allow all the members of this group to hear what you wish to tell us, I insist that you agree to convey to the one of us best able to understand your explanation, just who and what you are. You don't need to speak through him. Just convey the information to him. After you depart from his mind, and he tells us who and what you are, I will willingly serve as your interpreter!"

New evidence of a struggle appeared on the face of the woman whose eyes flashed and whose chin jutted. At length, the Entity spoke in his cold, authoritarian male voice. "How dare you... make such a demand? My power vastly exceeds yours!"

"I agree that you have great power," Ruthanne's voice stated equably. "But you need me, to convey to this group what you want from us. We are unanimously agreed that before you do so, we must know who and what you are! Saul Steiglitz has volunteered to let you enter his mind and insert this information. Once he conveys to us who and what you are, I will serve as your interpreter. Not before!"

"You run a greater risk... than you realize... when you defy me!" the Entity rasped in a threatening tone.

"I speak for all of us, not just for myself," Ruthanne replied evenly. "All of us wish to know who and what you are. So I must run the risk! You need our help, evidently. Why anger us by refusing to grant a request that might well result in our becoming better able to help you?"

For a long minute, silence hung over the circle like a pall. Finally, the Entity grated, "Let the man... enter the circle. I will... provide the information. After I leave his mind... and he conveys the information... you will return to the center of the ring, and I will speak through you."

Ruthanne felt him withdraw from her mind. By all that's holy, that was a close call! she silently expostulated. I pissed him off royally!


By God, she got him to agree! Bigelow silently marveled.

McConnell's face reflected satisfaction blended with bleakness. The Entity stifled rage because he needs Ruthanne, he concluded. How many fine minds has he wrecked prior to now, in his search for a tough, flexible, atypical mentality coupled with a strong, stable personality? Will Saul's be the next? Damn!


The Entity accepted another condition! Larry Tracker silently exulted. That could mean that he's had quite a few failures in his quest for an abductee through whom he can speak! Perhaps Ryan's experience has been the norm! That thought produced sudden, dire fear. Oh, God. Saul... Are we about to see his priceless mind get damaged?

The same thought struck most of the others, and reflected nakedly on faces that had already been exhibiting strain. Bodies went rigid with fear, as their owners awaited imminent disaster.

His own countenance serene, Saul Steiglitz walked into the center of the circle and stood erect, his body language signifying no hint of fear. As his fellows watched in mounting dismay, he suddenly clapped both hands to his head. A grimace attested to acute mental distress. Within seconds, however, the grimace faded, and the physicist's face reflected rapidly escalating excitement. His dark, liquid eyes went wide. Both his body language and his ecstatic facial expression vividly conveyed that his encounter with the Entity had just lifted him to rapture.

No voice issued from Steiglitz's lips-neither his own, nor that of the Entity. For a span of five minutes, the physicist stood erect, still, his body taut with excitement, as he communed with the invisible, undetectable alien. Finally, the rapt look died away, to be replaced by one of bemused wonder. Turning, he walked unsteadily towards Arthur and Sara, who leaped to their feet and gripped his arms before Bigelow and Hastings, who had likewise hurried forward, could do likewise. Sara threw her arms around Saul and hugged him. When she let go, McConnell did likewise. Both of them savored unutterable relief.

Logan swiftly fetched an inverted urn. Thrusting it into the circle, he urged the physicist to sit on it. Ruthanne stood still, awaiting whatever might come, but the Entity made no attempt to reestablish contact.

"Saul, are you all right?" McConnell asked softly.

"More than all right, Arthur. Enlightened! I can't believe... Let me... come down from the pinnacle... "

Sharon Roberts, who had brought the ceramic vessel containing the last of the first batch of wine, now handed the physicist a cup. Absently, his eyes still alight with the ebbing wash of intellectual ecstasy, he sipped it. "Ahhh... thank you," he murmured. "Let me see if I can convey... the indescribable. My friends... Please, sit down, and I'll try my best. I think I'd better stay seated. I'm a bit shaky yet."

Instantly, the circle re-formed into a crescent of people profoundly relieved to discover that Saul seemed unharmed and eager to share what he had learned.

"The shock of having a powerful mentality invade my mind rattled me badly," Steiglitz admitted candidly. "At first, I felt something akin to pain, but it was mental, not physical. It faded, after the Entity ensconced himself in my mind. I heard no words in my head. I think Martin Kelsey is right: only one hemisphere of a human brain can verbalize. The Entity invaded the non-speaking half of my brain. He insinuated concepts into my nonverbal cerebellum that he didn't couch in words. I got inundated with raw data expressed in symbolism: mostly mathematical, but also visual.

"I... I can't really explain... what transpired." The speaker's voice conveyed wonder. "But neither can I really explain how I think when I verge on a breakthrough in theoretical physics. I don't think in words. I envision the breakthrough in visual patterns... mathematical symbolism. I often have difficulty explaining the exciting, profoundly new but fundamental concept that I just worked out, to colleagues. Words... get in the way... much more than they help. Some of my colleagues fully understand. They've encountered the same problem.

"I know exactly what you mean, Saul," McConnell declared wryly.

"Well... the Entity doesn't use words," Steiglitz declared. "He thinks constantly on the plane I only attain occasionally, and on far higher planes. He communicated on a wordless level, with astounding clarity. Bear with me, as I try to put into non-mathematical terms what I just learned."

A low murmur of awe rose from the circle. McConnell's eyes betrayed intense excitement.

"The Entity is not a material being," Steiglitz announced levelly. "He's not composed of matter. Neither is he composed of energy. As Einstein proved, and I expect most of you realize, the concept to which we give the name 'energy' is interchangeable with 'matter.' The Entity is neither. He's the self-aware sum of all of the bits of information amassed by all of the fused minds of an unimaginably old alien race-minds now freed of any need to reside in a physical body."

Exclamations of shock and astonishment burst from the group. "Hear that?" Vern Massey muttered in a low tone to Johansson. "Damned if the fucking Entity isn't a whole race of aliens-in and of himself! I wasn't all that far off in my wild guess, was I?"

"I concede the point, Vern," Bigelow declared with a smile. He had overheard the remark.

"At least the enemy's not a fast-multiplying, ravenous horde of individual meat-eating aliens," Hal Johansson shot back even as he savored the thought that one of his worries just vanished.

"No shit!"

"How in hell did the aliens get to be what the Entity says he is?" Hastings asked bemusedly.

"The answer to that question astounds me," Steiglitz admitted breathlessly. "The Entity is actually a supremely complex program that runs on a quantum computer. That computer-a machine far, far in advance of anything anyone on our native Earth has even conceived, let alone built- does have a physical presence. It's housed in an ancient starship now permanently moored to a site on an Earth that's one of an almost infinite number of parallel Earths."

New exclamations of astonishment arose from the listeners. McConnell's face took on an expression as rapt as Saul's had been. "What we could learn from the Entity!" he breathed. "If only... " Whatever thought prompted that final aborted question, McConnell chose not to say aloud.

"Where did the spaceship come from?" Hastings asked. His brow grew deeply furrowed as he sought to digest the unsettling data Saul had obtained at such risk.

"The alien race-one far different in physical and mental makeup from ours-originated on a planet circling a sun-like star in a galaxy located in a parallel universe from which both the universe containing this Earth we're now on, and the one containing our native Earth, split off," Steiglitz replied. "When the star evolved into a red giant, it expanded and engulfed the planet. But the alien race, ancient even then, had taken to space in ships long before that destructive event occurred.

"The planetless aliens found themselves forced to search out asteroids and other cosmic bodies to supply their need for raw materials with which to maintain their ships. They didn't consume food: they absorbed radiant energy directly though their integument... their skin. They had no spoken language. They communicated telepathically: mind to mind. Their new life proved difficult, but the wrenching change produced a big spurt in their evolution. Over time, they developed exceedingly powerful minds. They not only outgrew the need for a planet, they even outgrew the need for bodies, and therefore of ships. They achieved immortality, in a sense, when they fused their mentalities into the unified being we call the Entity.

"To accomplish that feat, they developed a set of astoundingly complex algorithms, and recreated themselves as a program that could run on a quantum computer. They housed the computer in a highly advanced spaceship-one powered by a tachyon drive. They downloaded the program into the computer just before the ship took flight. At that moment, the Entity was born. The flight, programmed in advance, took the Entity and his 'generative computer' to a planet orbiting a sun similar to the one their home planet. There, the vessel landed. It's still there."

"What does the Entity spend his time doing?" Ruthanne asked. "Other than abducting human beings and forcing them to serve his needs?" As she spoke, her lip curled in disdain.

"The Entity is eons old," Steiglitz replied. "He has no overriding interest in human beings. The main purpose of his existence is the continuing contemplation of abstruse aspects of reality within the multiverse. Those ultra-profound reflections, mathematical in nature, are beyond the capacity of individual human brains to comprehend."

"How in hell does this intelligent, self-aware, gallivanting computer program move between parallel Earths?" Tracker expostulated, his puzzlement obvious. "Does he travel at faster-than-light velocities?"

"No," Steiglitz countered softly, obviously awed. "The Entity can move instantaneously from one parallel Earth to another. He doesn't have to travel through space-time at the speed of light, or even faster than light. His ability to pass through the interface separating the Earth in one universe from an Earth in another universe and immediately arrive at any point in that second universe to which he wishes to go, resembles the way two electrons passing through a slit can 'communicate' with each other-that is, respond to each other by one's giving the other a particular direction to its spin. In such an instance, information travels instantaneously, even though the electrons are light-years apart. The Entity is composed of qubits of information. He travels instantaneously."

"But even if he can pass through the interface from one universe to another, wouldn't he have to travel at the speed of light to get from the edge of that universe to an Earth?" Bigelow asked, frowning as he sought to visualize a profoundly radical concept.

"No. He's not made of matter, Ryan. He's... nonmaterial. He's a body of information. He can exist in two entangled quantum states simultaneously... or perhaps even more than two. His mode of transference isn't through the space-time of any universe. It's... other. Outside of space-time. Outside our cognizance... I... I can't put that astounding new concept into words. Arthur would understand... "

"I need to interact with the Entity, as you just did," McConnell exclaimed, his eyes alight with profound excitement. "I think... We need to find out just what it is that this unbelievably powerful intelligence needs from us! Saul, you and I need to discuss what you just learned, privately. And then... I want to see what I can learn directly from the Entity!"

"Re-form the circle!" Ruthanne commanded. "The Entity's back!"

Instantly, the abductees obeyed. A hush fell over the assemblage. Ruthanne walked to the center of the circle, and awaited enlightenment as to the Entity's nature.

"I am the Entity!" the cold, male voice stated in lieu of any greeting. "I have... brought you here... to use your combined knowledge... to further mine. You now know... that my continued existence... depends on the continued existence... of the spaceship... in which my generative computer... is situated. For a thousand of your years... that ship has been guarded... by a population of human beings. They... are identical to you... in body. But not... in their mentality.

"When I enter the mind of a guard... he does not... sense my presence. He hears my command... spoken in his language. He obeys instantly... just as he does... when he hears any command issue from his... repository of knowledge. But you... sense my presence! You... assert your separateness! You dare to oppose my will!"

"I remain Ruthanne Carter," Ruthanne's voice declared stoutly. "I have allowed you to enter my mind, so that we twenty people can have a dialogue with you. That could work greatly to your advantage, Entity! What do you want of us?"

"You will first perform... a task. You will study the city formerly inhabited... by people indistinguishable... from those who guard my ship. You will learn... discover... deduce... how your minds differ... from those of the people... who built the city... in which you stand. At sunset tomorrow... all will form a circle here. If your answer... holds truth... I will then tell you... what else I demand of you! Know this: your lives... lie... in... my... keeping!"

"I am Ruthanne Carter!" Ruthanne's voice proclaimed forcefully. "I have voiced your message. I will allow you to enter my mind at sunset tomorrow. I will convey to you the reply of our group. But beware, Entity. I am valuable to you! So are the members of this group. Bear that in mind!"

Ruthanne's face contorted briefly into a mask of anger, which proved fleeting. Her expression swiftly changed to one of grim satisfaction. "He's gone," she rasped. "He's royally pissed, but I could sense that he realized that what I just said 'holds truth!'"

A chorus of approving exclamations rose from the assemblage.

"God only knows how many abductees in other groups got left in the same dreadful shape Ryan was in before the Entity undid the damage," Hastings exclaimed bitterly. "And I heartily doubt that this arrogant aggregate of information volunteered to do for those poor bastards what Ruthanne forced him to do for Ryan!"

"No shit!" Logan agreed. "He's totally ruthless, I'd guess."

Soft exclamations of dismay blended with growls of defiance, as Logan drove that point home.

"What in hell did he mean when he said, 'When I enter a guard's mind, he doesn't sense my presence. He hears my command spoken in his language. He obeys instantly, just as he does when he hears any command issue from his... ?' How did the blasted Entity put it?" Larry Tracker asked of no one in particular.

"His repository of knowledge," McConnell interjected, supplying the term the Entity had employed. "His right brain. The part that stores what Martin described as 'a person's accumulated knowledge and wisdom attained over a lifetime. The seat of his judgment.'"

"Yes, that's the term the Entity used. His 'repository of knowledge.' But what did he mean when he said that the poor bastard obeys just as he does when he hears any command issue from his right brain? If the Entity weren't ensconced in his mind, he wouldn't hear anything. If he met with some problem, he'd decide what to do, and then do it, right?"

At this juncture, Martin Kelsey leaped to his feet, and addressed Bigelow in a tone freighted with intense excitement. "Ryan... folks... I think I just got a really controversial linguistic theory I've espoused vindicated," he exclaimed. "I think I just tumbled to the cause of the problem the Entity encounters when he attempts to communicate with modern human beings. Would you all care to hear me explain?"

A chorus of assents greeted that offer. "By all means!" Bigelow exclaimed. "I sure as hell could use some enlightenment!"

"Damned right," Vern Massey grunted. "We're dealing with an enigma!"

Heads nodded vigorously in agreement.

"Well. Let me start this way," Kelsey suggested. "You all think of yourselves as conscious beings. You all figure that your fellow human beings are also conscious. But for decades, linguists, scientists, and experts in a lot of other fields have failed to agree on a definition of the term 'consciousness.' Most people, I think, confuse that term with 'mind' or with 'self-awareness' or even with 'sentience.' But it isn't synonymous with those concepts. Nor does it have any specific location in the physical brain-but more on that later.

"Let me give an example. Every morning, I drive to the college where I teach, right in the middle of the rush hour, through fairly congested traffic. I know the route by heart. I've had the same car for three years now. As I drive, I tick off in my mind the points I intend to get across to my students during the first class I'll teach that day. I phrase key points in concise language, so as to avoid confusing anyone.

"As I drive, I stop at red lights, slow when the driver in the car ahead of me signals he's about to turn, change lanes so as to make a left turn, etc. I do all that driving automatically. I'm not conscious of doing it. I don't have to keep commanding my right foot to hit the gas or the brake, or to order my eyes to glance up at the overhead signal light. I'm conscious only of the planning I'm doing in my left brain. My right brain oversees the driving of the car.

"At this moment, I'm conscious of talking to you. I'm figuring out what to say. I don't have to order myself to breathe, or my heart to beat, or my eyes to blink, or even direct my hand to brush a mosquito or a fly off my face. I do those things automatically."

Scanning the group, Kelsey saw frowns of concentration, several raised eyebrows, and a few astonished nods.

"So. Consciousness comes into play only when I have to make a judgment... plan a course of action... decide how best to phrase a key point for delivery to a group of students later in the day. Or... when a crisis occurs, and I have to make a snap judgment.

"Let's say that the car ahead of me blows a front tire. What do I do? I 'see' in my mind's eye that he's about to swerve right into my lane. I 'see' my car crashing into his if I keep going straight. I 'see' in my mind's eye that if I leave the road, I'll bounce over rough ground and hit a wire fence. I 'see' the terrible wreck that'll occur if I smash into the car ahead of me. Based on that analysis and judgment made nearly instantaneously, I choose to leave the road and ram the wire fence. I do so, and I escape with only a few cuts and bruises.

"That judgment was made consciously. But how? I could make it, because I have an analog self... what one theorist-an author named Julian Jaynes-calls the 'analog I'. I see a mental picture of myself doing one thing that has a certain consequence. I then see the same picture of myself doing a different thing, which has a different consequence. I make a rational choice between those two alternatives. My real self acts. And I survive.

"But folks... Jaynes offered a wealth of evidence suggesting that human beings didn't always behave in that way. Imagine this. Let's say that you will shortly rise, go to the west gate, emerge, and walk to Fish Weir One. You 'see' an image of yourself making that short trip. You 'see' what your real self will see on the way there: pavement, statues, the fronts of workshops, the passageway, the gate, the river, the sky... all that. You 'see' the canal and the weir. But where in your real brain is that analog of yourself?

"You say, 'In my head.' Where in your head? Have you a little hollow place right behind your eyes where your analog self lives? No! But you all know that you have an 'analog I' and that you use it when you make a decision. The information about what your real self will see during a journey to the fish weir is supplied by your nonverbal right brain, and you verbalize what you'll see... pass a running comment on it... in your left brain. Consciousness is an outgrowth of language."

That final vehement pronouncement produced a burst of surprised exclamations.

"Now, let's imagine that you don't have an analog self," Kelsey continued. "Let's imagine that you go through life doing things that don't require consciousness. You walk down the avenue, you recognize your neighbor, you say, 'I greet you, Joe,' and you hear him say, 'I greet you, Bill.' You pass by him, you go to your workshop, you sit at a loom, and you weave for a time. Then, because you limp rather badly, you pick up the staff you always carry and walk outside, driven by a need to urinate in the chamber used for depositing bodily waste.

"You aren't conscious of doing those things. You don't need to be conscious to do any of them. No stream of consciousness couched in elegant, complex, metaphor-rich English runs through your head. You walk, you breathe, you see, you speak, you do work, but your left brain doesn't reflect on who you are or the whys and wherefores of what you do.

"Suddenly, a dog races out a door, growls, bares its teeth, and runs towards you, looking ferocious. You lack an 'analog I'." You can't 'see' your analog self doing one or the other of two possible things in a virtual mindspace. You can't envision the consequences of whirling about and running away or of standing your ground and bashing the dog. But you need to make a judgment right pronto. Suddenly, a voice sounds in your ears. 'Strike the animal with the staff!' it says. You hear, and you instantly obey. Instantly. You knock the dog senseless. You escape injury. Your life goes on."

A sustained murmur of objections and comments now grew in volume. "Shit, Martin's saying that the people who built this city were all schizophrenic nutcases!" Vern Massy muttered to Hal Johansson.

"Well, if they weren't, why in hell did they fixate so relentlessly on gods and goddesses?" Hal shot back.

"By all that's holy... I never thought of their mentality's requiring that they do so," Joyce Blackstone exclaimed aloud, mainly to herself. "But that would explain so much!"

Martin held out his hands, and refocused the attention of the group on himself. "I know, folks. You can't imagine living that way. But think. Why did the ancient people carve all these statues? Why did they have a chapel full of them in their dwelling place? Why did they make small images easy to hold in one's hand? Why did they make the large ones have such outsized, mesmerizing eyes? Why did they carve pictures of a god or goddess speaking into the ear of a man or woman who stands there listening intently? Why did they expend the enormous labor required to build the ziggurat? Why did a caste of priests spend so big a part of their day dressing the statue in the temple in robes, cooking food that got placed on a table in front of that chief god, carrying that statue of a goddess in processions, and conducting ceremonies that honored various gods and goddesses?

"I'll tell you why.

"You all heard Carol Maloney mention that schizophrenic patients hear voices. Carol called those voices 'auditory hallucinations.' She said that often there was no visual aura, just the sound of the voice: a real sound couched in words... a sentence that the patients heard no differently than one they'd hear when a doctor or nurse spoke to them.

"Is it so far-fetched to theorize that in the remote past, non-conscious men heard a voice they believed to be that of a parent, a king, a priest, a high official, or a god issue a command, when they needed to know what choice to make during a crisis? A command that originated in their right brain, but which seemed to come from a huge, big-eyed statue, a small, hand-held one, a medium-sized one in a private chapel, or a ziggurat? Or from the high priest, even though he isn't currently in view? Or from their father, even if Dad happened to have died four months ago?"

"Or from their dead mother, who lies in a grave dug right in the main room of their home... so she could continue to speak the words they don't realize are generated by their own right brains!" Joyce Blackstone exclaimed, being so overcome by the impact of this startling new theory that she blurted out her thought even as Kelsey spoke.

"Exactly," Kelsey replied, smiling at the archeologist. "So if the Entity entered such a person's right brain and caused a nonverbal thought to pop into his left brain in the form of a command, that person would hear the command in the same way-and probably in the same familiar voice-in which his mind habitually rendered judgments as to what he should do in an unprecedented situation.

"The Entity wouldn't have had to contend with a conscious persona residing in the left brain-a persona that would grow instantly aware that some outside intelligence just invaded his repository of knowledge and is trying to take control of his thinking mind and causing his 'self' to disappear. And the Entity wouldn't have had the problem of forcing that outraged, rebellious persona to put the commands the invader issued into spoken words.

"If an ancient, non-conscious leader heard the Entity's command, he'd order his underlings to do whatever was required, because the god they all revered and obeyed just spoke. The leader himself would obey, as he always did. So would the underlings, who routinely heard and obeyed the hallucinated voice of the leader, after they left his presence. To the leader, the command of the Entity would be indistinguishable from the hallucinated command of the god, which he routinely heard. He'd never know about the Entity."

"Well, I'll be damned!" Larry Tracker expostulated. "No wonder the contact damaged Ryan's mind! I can't believe that Ruthanne's mind survived the original trauma!"

"Thank God it did!" Bigelow interjected.

"So actually... consciousness is an outgrowth of language... the ever-increasing ability to employ metaphors," Arthur McConnell declared musingly.

"Exactly," Kelsey agreed. "Let me elaborate. The 'analog I' is not the person himself. It's a model of the person as he exists in the real world. The mindspace is a metaphor for the real world. The 'analog I' and the mindspace in which it operates have the same type of reality as does mathematics. Does the number sixty-eight have physical reality? No. It's a mental construct that corresponds to something in the real world... say, sixty-eight cows or sixty-eight automobiles. The combination of numerals isn't a thing in and of itself.

"The mindspace is also a metaphor for time. People and events have to be located in it, which gives the person doing the locating a sense of past, present and future. That's an essential characteristic of consciousness... having that sense of past, present and future. Non-conscious men lived in an eternal present. They were unable to form a narrative that would show what would happen in the future if they performed a certain series of actions right now, or had done so in the past. The mindspace is a metaphor... a construct of language."

"Martin, I think you've hit on a really plausible explanation for how the Entity forced his guards to obey his commands even though he seems not to be able to learn human languages," Larry Tracker observed thoughtfully. "I think you've figured out why he's found it really difficult to communicate with modern people. But Saul... If he's just a collection of bits of information... how can he select certain people out of millions? How does he make us vanish, and transport us here?"

A sigh escaped the physicist. "The Entity didn't impart that information," he explained. "He let me see who and what he is, as we asked. He showed me only what he wished me to know. I could sense the vastness of his intellect... the huge stores of data embedded in the program... but I couldn't get past... I couldn't break through... I can't explain, Larry. He blocked me. I never made any impact on his mind. He didn't allow me to ask questions. He imparted the information regarding who and what he is, and withdrew."

"I see. Well... we still don't know what demand he intends to lay on us. He didn't sound open to negotiation. God only knows what he might want!" Frustration freighted that remark.

"So far, we've held our own," McConnell reminded Tracker evenly. "Or I should say, Ruthanne has held her own. Amazing as the Entity's intellect is, it isn't flawless. The fused minds left themselves direly vulnerable when they rendered their unified, collective existence dependent on a machine, however durable and however low-maintenance that machine might be. They must have let their bodies die. So only the collective mind survives.

"Early on, the Entity sneakily conned some tribe of primitive men into guarding the ship. I'd be willing to bet that that's where the problem's surfaced! Maybe they've wised up, and verge on rebelling. Maybe they're stricken with a deadly epidemic of disease, and dropping like flies. Maybe their minds have evolved, and he can no longer con them into thinking his ship's a god, or the house of a god, or whatever. So he needs replacements.

"But the men of this era can't be conned into blind obedience as those primitive people were. So he's casting about for a way to con us... or force us... or trick us... into solving his knotty problem. If so, we hold an edge.

"He can kill, I've no doubt. But he can't stop an epidemic of smallpox or some such disease. Nor can he stop evolution. He's pissed off because he has to address this problem that's interfering with his lofty intellectual pursuits. If he gets angry enough to snuff us out, he'll have to start over with a different group. It might well be that Ruthanne's the only functioning interpreter the Entity's got! So we need to stay a jump ahead. We need to anticipate where he's going. And we need to stand firm, impose conditions, and meet threat with reasoned arguments, as Ruthanne did tonight. We need to believe that we can use our conscious, rational, cunning, tough, flexible, yet compassionate minds to outsmart this thrice-damned, conscienceless, self-aware program!"

"Damned right!" Gary Logan exclaimed with passionate vehemence. At this moment, his admiration for this unworldly intellectual-a man he now perceived as fully as much of a warrior as he was himself-took a quantum leap.

"Absolutely!" Bigelow exclaimed, equally impressed.

"Hear, hear!" Ruthanne Carter and Larry Tracker chorused.

A loud burst of approving comments echoed theirs.

Pilar Hernandez rose and addressed the group. "Folks, this has been a trying day. Let's regroup around the barbeque fire. Carol and I will throw marinated meat, fish, and sage chicken on the grill, and you can help yourselves. We all need to take a break! Let's eat, people."

***

Hot food and cool fruit drinks eaten in good company heartened and re-energized twenty people who had indeed put in a trying day. Noticing a subtle change in Hastings' manner towards Sharon Roberts, Bigelow deduced that the two had passed from being friends to lovers. Heartily glad, for both their sakes, he yet felt his own unslaked yearning for his wife and daughter intensify.

Resolutely, he sought to put that chronic pain from mind. The courage and determination shown by Arthur McConnell, who Bigelow fully realized would be the foremost warrior in the battle to implement whatever mental strategies the group adopted so as to outwit the Entity, had won his complete admiration. Even so, Bigelow nowise felt certain that the group would win the battle. We'll prevail or die, he concluded grimly. Worse things can happen to a human being than dying.

When the dining ended, and the abductees sat talking animatedly around the large, sand-filled tripod in which embers glowed, Bigelow spoke in a low tone to the man he considered his closest friend within this group. "Alec, you look far happier right now than you've been since you marched out of the dome. I'm heartily glad of that. If you decide to move in with Sharon, rest assured that you won't hurt my feelings in the least."

Deeply touched, Hastings nodded. "I'll do that, Ryan. I appreciate your tact. You know, I had a lot of acquaintances back home...men I regarded as friends. But none of them ever grew to mean to me what you now do. I think of you as a brother. No... closer than a brother. Perhaps comrade in arms describes it better: the strongest of all bonds-the one uniting men who've fought back to back against a hated foe. That's the one prime benefit that's come out of our damned incarceration by this pernicious mobile computer program!"

"I feel the same way, Alec." Strong emotion gripped each of the two scholarly, ordinarily non-combative academics, who, in the normal course of their lives, would never have developed that sort of bond with any man.

***

Gary Logan had eaten dinner while sitting with Marlene Hefter, Vern Massey, Hal Johansson and Greg Wardell. Frowning, the foremost hunter addressed the three men who had worked feverishly to hone their skill with the bows and arrows Gary had fashioned. "Folks, we need to rise at first light and down a large game animal, or better yet, several. Once we start negotiating with the fucking Entity, we'll need to be on hand for the fight. We have until just before sunset tomorrow to stock the larder."

"The deer are getting leery of coming to that place where they like to drink-the spot where we shot that big buck," Vern observed worriedly.

"I know," Logan agreed. "Before I teamed up with the three of you, I saw a herd of wild cattle. Cattle are grazers. They eat grass. Deer are browsers. They prefer woody twigs and leaves from shrubs and trees. Those cattle don't go to water where we've been ambushing deer. There's a spot near the gorge where we could lie on a rock ledge and await developments. But let me warn you, guys: those damned cattle have horns more lethal than those of any bull I've ever corralled. They're long, thin, and sharp as a spear point. So we'll need to be damned careful. A wounded critter mad with rage could skewer one of us damned easily."

No whit daunted, the astronomer/hunter nodded. "We'll take care," Wardell promised.

"Damned right," Vern Massey muttered.

"We'll pack spears as well as bows, mm? Impale a downed animal while out of reach of the horns?" Hal Johansson suggested.

"We'll go armed to the teeth," Gary declared grimly. "And we'll take no chances."

Marlene Hefter, who had heard that exchange, shivered as fear and dread gripped her. Well aware that the entire group ate exceedingly well, owing to the skill and daring of these four tough, fearless outdoorsmen, she knew that no appeal of hers would deter Gary from hunting the most dangerous game animal of all. Pride in his competency contended with fear for his life. Resolved not to reveal the magnitude of her fear, she passed no comment regarding the proposed hunt, unaware that her inability to hide her thoughts had betrayed her to the man grown adept at interpreting the fleeting changes crossing her mobile, lovely face.

After listening to the discussion, Hastings joined it. "A cow weighs damned near a thousand pounds, right, people?"

"Right. Half of that is meat," Logan replied.

"You four would each have to haul a hundred twenty-five pounds of meat back here, if you kill a cow," Hastings declared vehemently. "How about if all the able-bodied men accompany you, but stay well out of the way until you make the kill? We could help with the butchering and the cutting up of the carcass as well as with the carrying."

"How about if all the able-bodied women go along to help, too?" Sharon Roberts suggested a shade combatively. "We can damned well carry meat, guys! Or better yet, two of us could carry a big chunk suspended from a pole."

"If you all came, we could kill more than one cow," Logan pointed out, liking the idea. "We could cut poles, and carry the meat in pairs. Small-boned, petite women could pair up and take on lighter loads."

"How would we preserve the excess meat?" Bigelow asked.

"We could smoke some," Logan suggested. "And if the cooks could spare the salt, we could salt quite a lot in those big urns."

"You bet we can spare the salt," Pilar declared. "Joyce found a new big stash of salt, just recently, in a distant workshop where they tanned hides and made leather. She figures that the ancient residents must have traded with other primitive people who lived near the Great Salt Lake in Utah. That's not so far away that traders couldn't have made the trip."

Eager voices chimed in, as the abductees elated at the thought of a hoard of fresh and preserved meat offered to help with the work. A plan evolved that met with unanimous approval.

When Logan and Hefter finally retired to their chamber, Logan drew his lover close. "Marly, I know you worry. I admire you for keeping that worry bottled up. You and I both know that if these people are to survive here, they need protein. They can't do hard physical work and mount a heroic mental struggle on a diet of stewed fruit. Fish are fine, but they're small. So are birds. A single cow provides a wealth of meat. We'll be careful, girl. Rest assured of that. Now, let me drive the worry out of your mind, for a short time, anyway. Mmm?"

"I was going to try to take your mind off those damned cattle, once we got in bed!" Marlene confided, touched by his ability to divine her state of mind.

"Let's do that for each other, girl."

When the pair finally drifted off to sleep after a memorable bout of highly erotic lovemaking, their last thoughts focused solely on each other.

***

While Gary and Marlene made love, Steiglitz and McConnell sat facing each other in their quarters, and engaged in an intense discussion. Wholly unable to understand anything the two geniuses said, Sara lay curled on her side under a blanket, focusing on the tone of the two men's exchange rather than the meaning. Mathematics was as foreign a language to her as Chinese was to them.

That realization failed to upset her. On the contrary, her respect for both men soared, as she intuitively divined the power of their minds. Conditioned to revere learning and scholarship, possessed of a robust self-esteem owing to her consciousness of, and pride in, her own academic and commercial achievements, she lay relaxed, still, thinking fondly of Arthur. Musingly, she contrasted his unfailing gentleness to her with his fierce, determined readiness to battle a dangerous, enigmatic enemy. She felt safe in the bosom of her surrogate family. Relief at finding that Saul had escaped suffering mental damage again suffused her.

As she studied Arthur's comely face, desire stirred. The virginal girl failed to recognize it for what it was. A vague wish that she could sleep in the arms of this man she liked and trusted surfaced. The stirrings in her loins grew. Instead of disturbing her, the sensations pleased her. That artlessly enjoyed physical pleasure bolstered her view of Arthur as someone she cared deeply for... someone she loved.

Sara fell asleep before the two men wholly engrossed in an exchange of ideas for which words were completely inadequate finished their discussion. By the time they came down from the pinnacle to lie raptly contemplating new knowledge expressed purely in mathematical symbolism, both realized that they had established a beachhead in the fight against the Entity.

***

Ruthanne, totally exhausted, stumbled as she and Larry Tracker entered their bedchamber. Larry caught her before she could fall. "You're hammered, aren't you?" he exclaimed, seeing the lines of strain in her face. "Well, no wonder!" Deftly, he undressed her. "Get in, woman," he urged. A minute later, he slid in and gathered her into his arms. "Would you like me to make love to you?" he asked gently. "Or just hold you until you fall asleep?"

"Just hold me. Larry... I love you. I know that now. The realization that the Entity could kill me if I send him into a rage has made me realize just how much I love you-how much I'd hate not having the rest of a normal lifespan in which to go on loving you. But that won't stop me from defying the damned mind-invader! I want us to live a free life on our native Earth-not a subsistence-level life here or an intolerably miserable life spent as slaves doing the will of the fucking Entity somewhere else. I need to sleep. I need to be rested and ready by sunset tomorrow... "

"I know. You will be." Drawing her even closer, Larry stroked her back, and murmured endearments the tone of which soothed even more than the meaning. Relaxing, Ruthanne slid off into oblivion, feeling cherished.

***

John Halverson III lay staring into the glow from dying coals on the hearth in his chamber. On that evening, Claire Cavendish had chosen to sit next to him in the circle, and during the dining period. She had passed a remark regarding Kelsey's theory of the workings of human minds, in a dry tone of academic evaluation. Her studied casualness had prevented his generating any annoying sense that she spoke to him out of pity or anxiety regarding his mental state. Halverson had surprised her, and even himself, by offering a shrewd comment in support of Kelsey's theory.

"You know... modern men can lie to gain a desired outcome," he had pointed out. "I'll bet those ancient men couldn't. I mean, if you live a life not too dissimilar from that of a horse or a cow or a dog... eating, walking around, working, dancing in front of a blasted idol, doing all that mindlessly, even fucking mindlessly... if you don't have a 'self' you can 'see' acting out alternative scenarios, you most likely couldn't lie. And if you're programmed to obey blindly any hallucinated command you hear, what would be the point of lying to your neighbor? It wouldn't get you anywhere.

"But conscious men can and do lie. They can see themselves doing one thing, like fucking the neighbor's luscious, promiscuous daughter, even as they assure the poor dumb bastard that yes, indeed, his daughter's a paragon of respectability. They can compel belief, if they're clever liars.

"So damn it, that ability to dissimulate could be a big advantage in a battle of wits with the Entity! He's a blasted computer program! He's a collection of information. Big deal, we're supposed to think. He's composed of fused minds of aliens who communicated mind to mind, telepathically. Could they have learned to lie? To send false information to a fellow for the purpose of fooling him? Possibly not. I'd say probably not. The Entity issues commands. He doesn't cajole. He doesn't flatter. He doesn't suck up to Ruthanne... offer insincere praise in the hope of getting a concession out of her. Yes... I rather think that modern human beings do have more native cunning than he does. I hope to hell our cunning outweighs the power of his intellect!"

"Interesting thought," Cavendish had remarked, quite truthfully. "I guess we'll know more, this time tomorrow."

"If the fucking Entity doesn't blast all our minds into a smoking mass of burnt-out circuitry in a fit of rage," he had replied gloomily.

"All we can do is our best," the surgeon had replied stoutly. Oddly, her refusal to succumb to gloom had heartened him. That civil conversation with the one member of the group who didn't annoy him, or inspire fear in him, or bore him, had soothed his lacerated nerves. He slipped off to sleep on this night far more easily than he normally did.









Chapter Seventeen




Shortly after dawn, the four hunters lay still as death atop a relatively flat rock ledge overlooking a grassy meadow close to the narrow gorge through which the Green River flowed. Small, triangular biting flies that Logan called "deer flies" plagued them, but no hand slapped a thigh or arm when a fly bit shrinking flesh, lest the sound be heard by the cattle they hoped would come to drink at the place marked by old tracks. The chill of dawn rapidly gave way to the warmth of a day they judged would be sweltering. Heat radiated upwards off the rock, causing them to feel as if they were being fried.

A quarter of a mile away, sixteen people kept well out of sight, in a thick stand of low bushes and slender trees.

Of a sudden, Logan stiffened. "Here they come," he whispered in a tone almost inaudible.

As the four predators watched, nine horned cows and eight calves emerged from a stand of trees, crossed the meadow, and approached the river. Acting on the agreed plan, three of the hunters lay motionless. Gary Logan rose to a kneeling position, and loosed a bronze-tipped arrow that struck unerringly just behind the shoulder of the one dry cow: an animal he judged to be a two-year-old. Bellowing, she staggered and fell, to lie thrashing on the ground. The other three men then rose. Greg Wardell put a second arrow into the body of the wounded cow, which ceased moving. Massey shot a second cow. His arrow missed the heart. The bellowing beast ran towards the rock, only to take an arrow from Johansson's bow in its throat, and another missile shot by Wardell in its chest. That animal, a mature cow, crashed to the earth. Logan loosed an arrow that hit its calf in the heart, killing it instantly.

The rest of the herd fled back across the meadow and disappeared into the stand of trees.

"I'm not sure they're all dead," Logan warned. "Be careful."

Warily, the four men descended from the outcropping of rock, and fanned out, to stand staring at the three carcasses. Logan bore a long, sharp spear. The others held an arrow notched to their bows.

Of a sudden, the young dry cow lurched to its feet and attacked. Before any of the bowmen could loose an arrow, the wounded animal, from whose head two long, narrow, sharp horns extended, charged Logan, who had stood his ground on seeing her head directly for him. His spear penetrated her chest, and her forward momentum drove the point in deeper than he could have managed had she been standing still.

The cow's front quarters crumpled, and she pitched forward. The shaft of the spear hit the ground and broke with a loud crack. Logan leaped back, too late to avoid contact with the wicked horn that plowed a furrow along his right side. The cow, penetrated by three more arrows, fell dead.

Logan swayed, but remained on his feet, even as blood coursed freely down his right leg.

"Damn! Gary, let us bandage that gash!" Vern Massey urged, gripping the wounded man by the arm to steady him. As Hal frantically tore cloth yanked from his pouch into strips, Greg produced a small, stoppered, ceramic jug full of fruit juice. "Drink this," he directed. "All of it! You're losing a lot of blood, and you could go into shock. We need to get the bleeding stopped!"

Gary gulped down the sweet juice. Standing with his arms bent and raised to chest height, he grimly dominated severe pain. As Hal held an improvised pad along the deep gash in the flesh over his rib cage, Vern wrapped strips of bandaging around the torso of the man who had not let so much as a grunt escape him. When Vern finished tying off the bandaging, satisfied that he had staunched the flow of blood, Gary nodded. "That'll do fine," he rasped. "A gash that bled that badly isn't nearly as likely to get infected as a puncture wound would."

"Let the doc look at it anyway, tonight," Greg insisted.

"If it seems worse, I will," the wounded man agreed. "Shit!" he added disgustedly. "I'll be a lot less help now than I'd have been if I'd been quicker on my feet!"

"We're damned glad you're alive!" Hal growled. "If you'd lost your nerve and turned to run, that damned cow would have gored you right through the heart and lung. You just take it easy, hear?"

Vern signaled to the others to come. He then commenced the chore of gutting and butchering the mature cow. Greg expertly began gutting and skinning the calf. Hal did likewise on the young dry cow. Gary Logan, who knew better than to risk starting the wound bleeding again, stood guard, watching to make sure that no predators such as wolves, coyotes or mountain lions converged, being attracted by the smell of blood. When the balance of the company arrived, the three men had made a good start on the distasteful tasks remaining.

On seeing the blood caked on her lover's side and leg, Marlene stifled an outcry. "Gary, you're hurt!" she exclaimed. "Oh, God. Claire... "

"How deep is it?" the surgeon asked, striding over after hearing that exchange.

"Not bad," Logan assured her. "No ribs got broken. The horn plowed a six-inch-long furrow along my flesh. It bled enough that I doubt that it'll get infected. I drank a pint or so of fruit juice. And yes, Doc, I'll refrain from lifting anything heavy enough to start it bleeding again."

"Well! A sensible patient-the best kind. Somebody did a good job of bandaging you. Take it easy, and if you start feeling faint, lie down flat on your back. Hear?"

"Yes, ma'am," Gary drawled, smiling on this woman he heartily admired. "Marlene, I'm all right. Do what you came to do, okay?"

For four hours, the company plagued by biting flies, voracious mosquitoes and blistering heat labored at gutting three carcasses, skinning them, removing the front quarters and the hindquarters, and stripping the meat off the bones. Sara Chen, faced with a lurid scene of slaughter utterly new to her experience, mastered incipient revulsion, and gamely set herself the task of wrapping hearts, livers, kidneys and tongues in cloth, and then packing the usable guts into separate bundles. Gagging from the smell of the offal, she grimaced, but worked with a will.

Even Halverson worked steadily, without grumbling. Upon noticing that circumstance, Logan savored grim satisfaction over the way his strategy had worked. When Claire Cavendish passed a pleasant remark to the normally uncommunicative misfit, he offered a similar one in reply, surprising the keen observer. Claire cares about every damned one of us, Logan reflected admiringly . Even
that surly bastard. Decent as they come, she is.

Shortly after noon, the hot, tired, but determined group finished the taxing job of readying the meat for transport. Pairs of people matched for height and strength lifted the ends of poles from which blankets bearing loads of cloth-wrapped bundles of meat hung suspended. The pairs set off in single file, heading back to the city. The distance that lay ahead seemed to a good many of them to be endless.

Three hours later, the last pair of sweating, footsore, exhausted abductees afflicted with blistered hands and sunburned faces entered the east gate and bore their burdens to the temple. There, the entire company worked under Pilar's and Gary's directions.

Some of them laid slices of meat in layers separated by liberal doses of salt in large urns. They had learned that the salt would draw moisture from the fresh meat, forming brine that would preserve the beef. Others hung strips of meat over the racks used for drying laundry, which now reposed over a bed of coals on which had been laid aspen boughs stripped of leaves. Those sent up a thick cloud of pungent smoke. Others set less-than-choice cuts of meat boiling in pots to which Pilar and Carol Maloney added fragrant herbs and wild onions.

Towards the end of that span of time, Marlene laid freshly sliced pieces of the loin of the young dry cow on the grill, seeing to it that the tender steaks remained deep pink inside and crisp on the outside. A tantalizing smell arose from the top of the large bronze tripod.

At five PM by Saul's sundial, the exhausted company sat down to a hearty meal of beefsteaks, baked squash, baked cattail hearts, and a full cup of Sharon's new batch of wine.

At six, feeling now as if they'd live, the abductees listened as Ryan Bigelow addressed the group. "Folks, you all put out heroic effort, today. I commend each and every one of you. We just assured ourselves of food for some time to come. Now, we need to rest up over the ensuing hour, and prepare ourselves mentally for a duel with the Entity. Ruthanne, how tired are you?"

"That fantastic dinner and that delicious wine rejuvenated me," the interpreter declared stoutly. "I'm ready, Ryan. Believe me."

"Martin, would you undertake the chore of explaining to the Entity your theory of why our minds are different from those of the ancient people?"

"Gladly," the linguist replied.

"I thank you. Well. Let's let the Entity find us enjoying a good after-dinner conversation, not fretting ourselves into fits, eh?"

Laughter erupted from the hunters, and proved contagious. Everyone broke into laughter, and then clapped. Beaming on these people for whom he entertained profound admiration, Bigelow sat down amid cheers.

"We'll prevail," Hastings predicted levelly.

"I agree," Bigelow assured him.

An hour later, as the sun began to sink below the horizon, Ruthanne walked into the center of the ring. Larry Tracker noted with fierce pride that her body language shouted confidence.

Ruthanne stood tall, her heart beating rapidly, but her face remaining serene.

"I am the Entity," the cold masculine voice announced. "I await your analysis."

"I am Ruthanne Carter," Ruthanne responded firmly. "Martin Kelsey will now offer the explanation you asked us to provide. We all concur in the belief that what Martin says is true."

"Let him speak."

Exhibiting no fear, Kelsey repeated almost verbatim the explanation he had given the group earlier. He spoke a shade more slowly than he normally did, figuring that the Entity would need time in which to assimilate the meaning of the ideas that the process of hearing the speech would insert into Ruthanne's right brain. When he finished, he stated evenly, "I can't prove the truth of my statement as to how primitive men's minds work. I know how ours work. But my explanation fits your description of how you communicated with the primitive people you call your Guardians."

For a few minutes that seemed an eon to the taut, nervous listeners, no sound issued from Ruthanne. She stood erect, her face calm.


The Entity's wrestling with the data, but he lacks a template in which to fit it, Arthur McConnell shrewdly surmised. Excitement rendered his slim body taut, as he waited to learn how the Entity would handle that difficulty.

After a considerable time, the Entity spoke in a measured tone. "You claim that all men on your Earth... are now what you term 'conscious'... meaning that a construct of the symbolism you call 'language' enables them to make judgments. I accept that claim as holding truth... even though I cannot test its veracity."


I was right! He's admitting that he's unable to learn a human language! McConnell exulted.

At this juncture, the Entity's voice exhibited an overtone of scorn. "Your race... communicates in an extremely inefficient way. You employ... exceedingly slow sound waves... propagated through a gaseous atmosphere. You assign a body of symbols you call language... to the sounds. But each grouping of people... who live in harmony with each other... kinfolk... tribe... city... city-state... nation...speaks a different language. This circumstance hinders men from advancing in knowledge. It also causes problems... confusion and divisiveness. It injects difficulty... into the process... whereby I communicate with you."


Touche, Entity, McConnell conceded, filled with grim amusement. More than one abductee grudgingly conceded that the Entity had just scored a valid point.

"I shall now... provide you with facts," the Entity announced. "You will need to know those facts... when you perform the task... I intend to lay on you. I command you to listen."

"We are willing to listen, Entity," Ruthanne countered tartly. "You need the information we can provide. I suggest that you employ the term 'ask' rather than 'command.' We are free minds, not automatons. We are willing to help you solve whatever problem caused you to gather us here, provided that the solution harms no being of any sort. Your using the insulting term 'command' only serves to make us less willing to aid you."

Once again, Ruthanne's fists clenched, and her chin jutted. After a long minute in which the worried spectators divined that a struggle took place, the Entity spoke again.

"Your mentality... differs greatly... from that of the Guardians. You are... alien... in your view... of your place... in the cosmos! I will tolerate your audacity... because you have provided truth. Hear truth from me, now."

"We listen," Ruthanne stated levelly.


She got him to back down, by God! Larry Tracker marveled. She simply refuses to take any shit off him!

McConnell's eyes lit with satisfaction. The Entity just admitted that he finds our mentality alien, he exulted. That's a weakness we can exploit!

The Entity now spoke in a tone no less coldly authoritarian than before. "The spaceship that houses my generative computer... has rested for three thousand six hundred of your years... on an Earth located in a universe... from which your Earth... and this one... split off.

"For fifteen hundred of your years... the ship was guarded... by a race of primitive human beings... much like the ones that built this city. When I entered the mind of their leader... he accepted my commands... as coming from the deity... the people served. They built a wall around the ship... and kept all men away... kept the vegetation from undermining the wall. Each new generation did likewise. That prevented destruction... such as this. Behold!"

At that moment, a series of images formed on the screen of every abductee's mind. As in a dream, they each beheld a succession of views of an immense, elaborate stone temple, obviously ancient, in a jungle setting. Huge trees could be seen to have invaded the temple buildings. Vast, ugly, thick, tenacious root systems had grown over, around, and through crumbling stonework, breaching walls and roofs, and wreaking havoc on the integrity of the structures.

The vivid images faded. "That was the nine-hundred-year-old-ruins of the Cambodian temple of Angkor Wat!" Joyce Blackstone exclaimed. Heads nodded, as most of the abductees recognized the name.

Once again, the Entity spoke.

"You have seen... what I must prevent from happening... to my ship... and the wall that surrounds it," he declared. "The Guardians... kept such damage from occurring. Their mentality did not change. But the complexity of their culture changed. They increased in numbers. Their ceremonies grew more elaborate. Their hierarchy of leaders... grew unwieldy. The people began to experience difficulty... in hearing the commands of the leaders. A day came... when the entire populace... left the city. They spread out into the land... forsook their deity. They grew more primitive.

"They angered me. I had protected them. I had killed any armed force... that attacked them. They had lived a peaceful, prosperous life. But they disobeyed my command. So I killed them."

Audible gasps arose from the listeners as the Entity made that coldly unemotional admission. Vivian Kelsey visibly paled, as did Carol Maloney. A condemnatory hiss escaped Pilar Hernandez, whose dark eyes glinted with anger. Sara Chen's face mirrored horror blended with pity for the dead Guardians. Jaws clenched, and eyes narrowed.


The fucking bastard! Larry Tracker silently fumed. He's no less likely to kill us than he did them!

If the universal disapprobation registered on the Entity, he ignored it. "I entered the mind... of the leader... of a distant city... one smaller than that built by the Guardians. He led his people... to the now empty city... adjoining the wall. That populace... became the new Guardians. All went well... for twelve hundred of your years."

Noting that the Entity still spoke haltingly-that pauses still occurred in his statements-McConnell savored satisfaction. He's still wrestling with the problem of assimilating the raw data flowing into Ruthanne's right brain and forcing her left brain to convert his replies into English wording, the mathematician exulted grimly. Powerful as his intellect is, he finds that difficult. That's a weakness I may be able to exploit. I'm beginning to see how... 

The Entity's cold authoritarian voice went on speaking, its timbre sending chills down more than one spine. "Then... two distant cultures... sent small groups of men... who wished to trade their goods... for goods produced by the Guardians. This trade... grew in size. The Guardians... sent men to the other cities... to trade. This new development... resulted in their learning to use... the symbolism... you call writing.

"At first... when their eyes rested on the symbols... all of them heard the message exactly as they heard... the commands of their leaders. But as the trade increased... those engaged in trade... experienced a change in their mentality. They stopped hearing the message conveyed by the symbols. They received it... differently. They grew unable... to hear the voice of their leaders. This change gradually spread... to those living in the city.

"The leaders now had trouble... making their people obey. They held power by inspiring fear... by punishing harshly... those who did not obey. They desired... augmented power. They commanded the people... to arm themselves. They mounted an attack... on the populace... of a distant city. They fought a war. Many died. Many got captured... enslaved. Most of the warriors... never returned.

"An armed force... attacked the city of the Guardians. I killed the attackers. But the Guardians who remained... were now unfit to guard. I killed them also. That left the ship unguarded... against the vegetation... and the hordes of men living in distant civilizations."

Low, angry exclamations arose from the abductees, rather than gasps of surprise. "The fucking monster!" Vern Massey breathed in an undertone to Hal. "He's a mass murderer!"

"No shit!" Hal Johansson hissed almost inaudibly.

Unmoved, the Entity went on speaking. "Nine hundred of your years ago... I needed new Guardians. This city... had a population... of the right size and mentality. I transported the populace... to the city built against the wall surrounding the ship. Some of them fled... spread out into the land. But most entered the city. They lived there... re-created the life... they had lived here. I entered the mind of the leader. His people became... the new Guardians. They served their deity... by protecting the wall... and the ship. I killed any group that approached the city. I isolated the people... so that they would not change."

As the Entity admitted to successive killings, the faces of the listeners grew even grimmer.

"But the change... came from within. The new Guardians learned... of themselves... to use the symbols called writing. Now, they hear commands issued by leaders... far less frequently. This disturbs them. It frightens them... saddens them. They beg their deity to speak. When I enter their minds, I find them... subtly different. When I issue a command... they gladly obey. But this will change."


He's does have a problem, by God, Bigelow reflected silently. But what in the living hell can we do to alleviate it?

"I left the Earth on which you originate... untouched," the Entity announced. "Your Earth... served to show me... what would happen... if I did not intervene. Three thousand five hundred of your years ago... a huge and violent volcanic eruption... and its attendant tsunami... destroyed cities and civilizations... killed many people. A great many more became refugees. Those with minds identical to the Guardians... died in great numbers. The minds of those who survived... changed. Great new civilizations rose. Men fought highly destructive wars... conquered... and were conquered... over millennia filled with violence. During the last hundred of your years... millions died from conflicts... from wars... or at the whim... of certain autocratic leaders.

"You claim that your minds changed... as a result of that long succession of events. I have accepted your explanation... as holding truth. But your culture... your civilization... is now at peace. The populace from which I took you... has vastly increased its knowledge. Your culture... has made considerable progress... in what you call technology. I intend to make use... of your abilities. You will reflect on the facts I have presented. At noon tomorrow... I will lay on you the task... I require that you perform."

Ruthanne's eyes glinted as she spoke in her own voice. "I am Ruthanne Carter! We will willingly use our abilities to help you solve the problem facing you, Entity. I again suggest that you reflect on our value to you, between now and noon tomorrow, and couch your wishes in terms that don't render us less willing to help you!"

Ruthanne's face registered fleeting combativeness, but almost instantly turned serene. "The Entity's gone," she announced. "He bristled, but I think he finally realizes that what I said 'held truth!'"

"This dreadful Entity is a mass murderer of human beings!" Vivian Kelsey cried heatedly. "God only knows the ghastly total of the lives he's destroyed! How can we bargain with a being as callous... as ruthless... as murderous... as he is?"

"We bargain or we die-it's as simple as that," Halverson grated. That bitter comment voiced by the most uncommunicative member of the group caused heads to turn, and eyebrows to lift in surprise.

"There's one thing we need to bear in mind, folks," Joyce Blackstone pointed out calmly. "The Entity is a composite of minds vastly different from our own. He finds our beliefs as alien to his thinking as we find his alien to ours.

"I rather imagine that he views human beings much as we view cattle. If we keep a cow in order to milk her, we grow fond of her-treat her like a pet. But the farmer who lives down the road raises cattle to be slaughtered as beef. We see nothing wrong with that. We buy the beef in the market, and enjoy eating it. We don't think of the farmer or ourselves as mass murderers of a bovine race equal in worth to ours. I strongly suspect that the Entity thinks of us as we think of cattle."

"Joyce, old girl, you just scored a telling point!" Vern Massey admitted. His and Hal's close association with the tough, feisty archeologist had caused both NSA agents to generate deep liking and profound admiration for her: feelings she reciprocated.

"No shit!" Hal chimed in. "But cattle can turn and gore the farmer, by God. Or the hunter! Gary would be dead now, if he hadn't been blessed with a superabundance of cool nerve and a set of lightning reflexes. But he's alive and kicking-and he ate a chunk of the damned cow for dinner!"

Vivian Kelsey shuddered, causing Martin to slip an arm around her. "Hal's right, Viv," he murmured. "The Entity's an enemy we need to understand, if we expect to defeat him."

"I know," his wife whispered. "I know. And I'm no vegetarian. But just hearing that alien voice sends chills up my spine!"

Martin Kelsey now addressed the group at large. "For all his great intellect, the Entity still has trouble grasping that the reason why his mindlessly happy, peaceful, prosperous Guardians' minds changed once they got invaded, attacked, or even just contacted by traders who spoke a different language, was that the trauma or the novelty produced the change! The hallucinated voices drew on the wisdom stored in the person's right brain. If some frightful natural disaster occurred, or if some enemy attacked those primitive people using weapons unfamiliar to them and perhaps greatly superior to theirs, they had no wisdom stored that would allow them to cope with that unprecedented situation. So the voices either got garbled, or grew angry and condemnatory, or ceased entirely.

"That left the non-conscious people unable to cope with a situation far more dangerous than any they'd ever faced before. Those whose minds had begun to evolve a mindspace and an 'analog I'-probably because they dealt constantly with foreign traders or traveled to other cities to trade-would have been the ones most likely to survive such a catastrophe. They'd live to pass on their genes. The bigger the catastrophe, the greater would be the likelihood that the disaster would spawn conscious men. Finally, the new, improved mindset would become the norm."

"That makes sense," Hastings declared musingly. "The monumental catastrophe the Entity mentioned occurred three thousand five hundred years ago. An unthinkably destructive volcanic eruption occurred on an island in the Aegean Sea called Thera. Most of the island's land surface dropped to lie beneath a thousand feet of water. The land that remained above sea level got buried under volcanic ash. A tsunami seven hundred feet high smashed into the cities that lined the coast of Crete and other islands in the Aegean. The death toll was enormous. A dark age commenced, in which great civilizations such at the Minoan and Mycenaean simply ended... ceased to be. Masses of survivors suddenly became refugees. That ghastly upheaval would indeed have necessitated a change in the human mindset."

"Holy shit!" Hal exclaimed. "Ghastly's the word! Imagine a wave that size hitting New York City!"

"I'd as leave not," Vern muttered, shivering involuntarily.

"The blasted Entity used our Earth as a control in his thrice-damned experiment!" Ryan Bigelow pointed out grimly. "We're damned lucky that he let the inhabitants of our Earth alone. But he's working up to an attempt at trying to make us into his new guardians, just as Arthur figured, last night-I'd be willing to bet!"

"I'm sure he is," McConnell agreed. "But he's treading a bit warily, for him. His old method, which gained him over a millennium of freedom from worry about the safety of his ship and computer every time he set a new force of non-conscious guards in place, is no longer an option. He's been reduced to asking the very people he figures on exploiting to help him understand how best to exploit them! His admission that he finds our minds alien is in itself a sign of weakness. The more I learn about the way his mind works, the more I think that we can come out on top in the struggle about to commence."

"Well... let's go to bed, folks. We've put in one hell of a day," Bigelow suggested. "Gary, how do you feel?"

"I'm fine, Ryan. Sore, but I don't feel any undue swelling. Claire dosed me with an evil-tasting brew she swore contained aspirin. She told me to leave the bandages on, so as not to start the wound bleeding again. She'll keep a close eye on me, never doubt." As he drawled that assurance, he shot the surgeon a wide grin.

"I sure as hell will!" Cavendish retorted, smiling.

Exhausted, deeply worried, and plagued with aches and pains from the unwonted amount of strenuous labor performed on that day, the abductees repaired to their bedchambers. Most of them fell asleep as soon as they collapsed on their beds.

***

At noon of the day following the hunt, the tense, apprehensive abductees formed a circle. A sense of grim foreboding assailed them, as Ruthanne Carter, feeling rested and fit, given that no one, from Larry Tracker to Ryan Bigelow to Pilar Hernandez to Arthur McConnell-who had insisted on doing the work Ruthanne had intended to do-had allowed her to do anything but rest up for what Arthur predicted would be a grueling mental ordeal. Resolute, unafraid, she stood in the center of the ring, and prepared for the invasion of the alien mentality.

"I am the Entity!" The cold voice rang out amid a profound, brooding silence. "Of all the groups that I assembled... this group has most successfully handled... the challenge of living successfully in a city... built by ancient men. I need new Guardians. I have therefore chosen you... to be the rulers... of a new race of Guardians. I will select and transport... a thousand breeding pairs of young human beings... from your culture... to the city in which you will live."

Aghast, the abductees reacted without thinking. Loud exclamations of horror, outrage and disbelief greeted that declaration. Spontaneously, half of the people rose to their feet in patent anger. Some shook their fists. Others shouted curses.

"Be silent!" the Entity commanded menacingly. "Sit down and listen... lest I kill you all now!" That overt threat caused the listeners well aware that the Entity could indeed kill them instantly, to reform the circle and maintain a sullen, calculating silence.

"You will rule the breeding pairs. You will teach them... how to live and thrive... in a city such as this one. I will kill any who rebel... or who fail to obey you... or who refuse to serve as Guardians. I will provide replacements... for any I kill. The civilization that will develop... will face no human enemies... because I will kill the present Guardians... and any group of outsiders sent to the city... by any other civilization. The new race... descended from the new Guardians... will use their enhanced mentality... to keep the wall and the ship safe... for many generations to come." That ultimatum the alien delivered with chilling finality.

The invisible enemy's perceived intransigence caused the harried recipients of his ultimatum to react in a manner wholly opposite to his expectations.

"No! Never! I'll die first! The fucking bastard! Up yours, you murderous freak!" A concatenation of those cries and others indicative of fierce anger and unyielding rebelliousness rose from the group, in spite of the immediacy of the threat. Most again leaped to their feet, their eyes blazing. A few of the women clapped hands to their mouths, and sought to dominate an urge to succumb to despair, but none burst into tears. Other women shrilled their violent objections in tones as combative as that of most of the men.

Bigelow's voice rang out in a tone of absolute command. "People, sit back down! Now! This is a crucial moment. We can't afford to panic. We need to respond calmly but decisively! Sit down and be quiet! You'll all get a chance to respond in an orderly fashion! Entity, you can kill us, but you can't subjugate us! Prepare to hear our replies. Listen, and learn!"

The abductees sat back down, their eyes grown hard, their pulse rates soaring, their fists clenched, their faces either flushed with rage or stony with obstinacy.

Shocked to her bones, Ruthanne yet maintained control of the red rage that set her gut clenching and her eyes flashing. "Entity, your plan is doomed to fail!" she admonished him shrilly. "You've completely misunderstood how our minds work! Our leader has spoken. We will each respond. You will hear our responses through my mind. I warn you: you will not like what you hear! We are not primitive men! We are conscious men and women who abhor slavery and abhor the idea of controlling slaves! We perform at maximum efficiency only when we willingly undertake a task in return for benefits agreed on by both parties beforehand! Use us as advisors! We will strive to find a solution that benefits both you and ourselves. Your survival depends on your willingness to deal with us in the same way that we deal with each other!"

Heads nodded vigorously, and shouts of agreement rang out. "Damned right!" five voices cried in unison.

"Be silent!" the patently furious Entity thundered in a tone that sent fear rocketing through the rebellious hearers. "Do you not value your lives?"

Even at that moment of high crisis, more than one of the appalled, furious listeners thought he detected a note of astonishment in that query hurled with such force.

"Of course we value our lives!" Ruthanne declared scathingly. "But we value our freedom more! Hear truth, Entity! You'll gain far more from us if you offer a benefit in return for our help, than if you try to force us to obey you! Conscious men freely and gladly perform services for other men, in return for benefits agreed on by both parties ahead of time. That two-way exchange benefits both parties! If you want us to work at maximum efficiency, then ask! Don't demand! Don't threaten! Yes, you can kill us. But if you do, your best hope of achieving a solution will die with us!"

A spontaneous outburst of agreement rose from the abductees, as Ruthanne concluded that uncompromising challenge.

"Entity, we live by standards unfathomable to you," Bigelow now stated grimly. "Our success in surviving here resulted from our adhering to those standards. In this microcosm of the culture that spawned us, we leaders didn't grasp power-our fellows freely delegated power to us. Each of us has voluntarily worked for the benefit of all, since we arrived here. Each has willingly contributed whatever knowledge and skill he or she possessed so that all could survive. Our values are wholly alien to your thinking! At this time, I'm going to ask each person to answer yes or no to this question: 'Are you willing to accept the role the Entity seeks to force on us, knowing that he may kill you if you refuse?' Neither I nor Ruthanne can speak for all!"

For a time, the Entity remained silent, digesting that collective response: one that Ruthanne sensed he had never expected to hear. The abductees sat rigidly still, grappling mentally with the bitter certainty that they could fall over dead within minutes. Martin Kelsey thrust an arm around his patently distraught wife, and Logan did likewise with Marlene Hefter, whose face had turned white as salt even as it set like stone into lines of grim determination. Sara clasped Arthur's hand, but she sat with her chin up, fatalistically awaiting whatever evil would befall herself and the man she loved. Hastings drew Sharon Roberts against his side, even as he noted the look of unyielding obstinacy etched on her face.

"Ask the question of all," the Entity grated harshly.

Bigelow repeated the question. "Alec, you'll go first," he directed.

Hastings snapped out a resounding "No." Sharon Roberts did likewise. No vacillation, no hysterical pleading, no tears or lamentations burst from a single abductee, from Vivian Kelsey to Carol Maloney to Sara Chen to John Harlan Halverson III. One after another, twenty individuals voiced a firm, unhesitating, uncompromising "No."

When that astounding exhibition of raw courage ended, silence fell. Bodies tensed in anticipation of falling over dead. Seconds seemed to have stalled on their inexorable march into oblivion.

No bolt struck from the blue. The arrow of time seemed halted in mid-flight.

Ruthanne stood erect, defiant. She sensed the Entity's anger, but she also sensed frustration. As his silence persisted, she thought she sensed uncertainty.

"One thing you said holds truth," the Entity finally grated. "Your thinking... differs fundamentally from mine. I understand now... that I need to use... the strengths inherent in your mentality... not foster weakness. What benefits do you require... in return for seeking a solution acceptable to me?"


Ruthanne just faced down this rabid killer and extracted a major concession! Larry Tracker expostulated to his astounded alter self. Damn, she must be the only interpreter he got out of the hundred people he snatched!

"All of us need to confer before I can answer that question," Ruthanne countered. "We will perform the service as a team, for a benefit agreed on beforehand by every member of the team."

"I will give you time. I will consider... granting the benefit."


He's backing down! Logan silently exulted. Others felt hope return as they drew the same conclusion.

"That's not all we need," the translator stated firmly. "For us to succeed in devising a plan, we'll need you to answer some highly technical questions. We cannot form a plan without gaining access to certain information that you alone can provide. We will also need time in which to gain insights, weigh alternatives, and agree on a solution."

"I will give you time. I will answer your questions. But your mind has serious limitations. Those will prevent... your putting any highly abstruse answers I seek to give... into your language." That reply came couched in a voice tinged with disdain.

"I fully realize that," Ruthanne retorted scathingly. "After you answer the spoken questions, you'll need to address highly technical questions posed by Arthur McConnell. He can communicate with you mind to mind, in the same manner as did Saul Steiglitz. The information Arthur McConnell acquires directly from you might well form the deciding factor as to whether or not we succeed in devising a viable plan."


Bravo, Ruthanne! McConnell silently exclaimed. You intuitively put me last on the agenda. That'll give me a big edge!

"Let all of your members in turn... ask what questions they have... now. Then, I will communicate with Arthur McConnell directly... rather than through your mind. All of you will then confer."

Bigelow asked the first question. "Evidently, the dome to which we got teleported was composed of a force field. Why can't you just erect a huge force field around the ship, so that all men would be blocked from entering it?"

After a slight delay, the Entity replied. "Maintaining even a small field... requires constant effort on my part. The need to maintain a huge field in perpetuity... is totally unacceptable to me."

"I ask that you send us all a dream-image of your ship," Larry Tracker urged, being wishful to see just what the focus of the Entity's concern actually looked like.

A few seconds passed. Sitting silently, the abductees entered a dream-state. A vision arose on the screens of their minds, of a huge, bullet-shaped artifact encased in a silvery, highly reflective, seemingly metallic skin. The upright bullet-shape reposed on six tall, stout, relatively thick legs that extended outward from the sides of the bullet shape before curving downward. The blunt nose of the vessel pointed to the sky. The exterior of the ship the fascinated viewers saw to be seamless and featureless. No portholes, no protuberances, no hatch met their questing eyes. The starship rested on a patch of bare, rocky, relatively flat ground surrounded by a high stone wall topped by knife-like metal projections set close together. The wall would have seemed a marvel of ancient engineering, had its immensity not been dwarfed by that of the alien craft towering above it.

Beyond the wall rose a stone city featuring a ziggurat on the end opposite that abutting the wall that encircled the ship. Its height the awed viewers saw to be slightly higher than the legs supporting the body of the vessel. The starship, gleaming in the sunlight, dominated the landscape. Around the city, a lush jungle sought to encroach on various plots of tilled ground. Exotically horned cattle and animals that resembled water buffalo grazed in some of those enclosures. The men toiling in the fields and walking about in the city provided a scale by which the size of the ship could be roughly estimated. The interstellar voyager the bemused spectators judged to be between eight hundred and a thousand feet in height.

Abruptly, the vision faded.

"Holy fucking shit," Vern Massey breathed. "Imagine if that thing had set down in Central Park in New York City, instead of in that damned jungle populated only by a tribe of ancient men whose gut instinct was to fall on their faces and worship it! There'd have been total panic across America. Chaos!"

"It's almost as tall as the Empire State Building," Tracker whispered. "And it held only the Entity's quantum computer. No crew. No living bodies. What the NASA engineers could learn from examining it!"

"Or launching it... manning it... using it to explore the solar system!" McConnell added softly in a tone breathing awe. "And beyond!"

"Small hope of that," Logan muttered. "It's sitting on a parallel Earth on which no man of our culture will ever set foot, I sincerely hope!"

Rising, Saul Steiglitz calmly asked a question. "When we materialized in the dome, Entity, we were naked. Does this mean that you're unable to teleport non-living matter-items such as clothing, tools, complex electronic devices, and the like?"

A longer pause preceded the next reply. "Those of my race... have never had any need for... tools... clothing... electronic devices. We evolved... on a planet... similar to Earth. Our gas-filled bodies... floated in the upper atmosphere... absorbed energy directly from the sun. We communicated mind to mind. We evolved... a high order of mental power. When we saw the need to leave Earth... we used the power of our minds... to force the beings that had evolved on the surface of the planet... beings bearing similarities to men... to build the ships in which we... and they... entered a new life."

A low hiss of shock and dismay rose from the group on hearing the Entity admit that his race had enslaved another.

"Once we fused our minds... I had no need... beyond ensuring... that my ship was guarded. I selected an Earth... because Earth had spawned a race inferior to ours... but capable of developing... what you call technology. Teleporting living beings... differs little... from the process we developed... that enabled our minds to fuse... and to achieve the transfer... from that mode of living... to my present existence. I have had no need... to develop a process... for teleporting... complex devices."


No need to do so, or no ability to do so? McConnell wondered, frowning.

"What harm could primitive men do to your ship if it was left unguarded, and the wall was allowed to crumble?" Gary Logan asked. "Surely a ship that could voyage through interstellar space and descend unharmed through our atmosphere could withstand both freezing temperatures and intense heat. Why then could it not prove invulnerable to rampaging jungle vegetation and the impact of puny missiles such as arrows and spears?"

"The ship that bore our generative computer... was built by the race we subjugated. This small vessel... was assembled on the hull... of one of the ships of far greater size... in which my race lived. Members of the subjugated race... installed the quantum computer... in a secure container... one devoid of air within... and reduced to a temperature a few degrees above the lowest temperature possible. That container... they installed in the ship. The builders programmed the robotic elements... that operated the ship... and set the ship on a course for Earth.

"The makers did their work... in a compartment that adjoined the mothership... one provided with air and warmth. No living being manned the ship... when it got launched from the mothership. I was then as I am now. The hatch leading to the interior of the ship... was sealed from without... but not from within... in case I were to find it necessary... at some time in the distant future... to command members of another subjugated race... to enter the ship... and perform some needed repair. They could ascend up a stairwell within one of the six supports... that leads to the hatch... and enter the large, warm, air-filled chamber... in which the compartment housing my generative computer resides.

"I deemed it unlikely... that a race of primitive men... could decipher the code inscribed on the device... that opens the door in the base of the support... and also opens the hatch leading to the interior of the ship... but I took no chances. The top of the wall... is a flat expanse... studded with sharp metal blades. The wall lacks any entry. The ground beneath the ship is mostly rock. No man... no rampantly prolific vegetation... no animal... has breached the wall... since it was built three thousand five hundred years ago.

"But if the wall... were to remain unguarded... the hordes of primitive men... who populate that Earth... men who will eventually develop the new mentality... could undermine the wall... allow vegetation to weaken it... use technology to complete the destruction. In time... such men could breach the hatch of the ship... using technology... such as your kind now possesses. They could then destroy... the airless, supercooled container housing my generative computer."

As McConnell and Steiglitz absorbed those revelations, ideas struck both of them forcefully. The two men exchanged telling glances. Before any other member of the group could formulate and ask a new question, McConnell rose and addressed the Entity. "I am Arthur McConnell! I can communicate with you nonverbally. I have questions I wish answered. I await your entry into my repository of knowledge."

"Stand in the center of the circle," the Entity commanded coldly.

His youthful face unafraid-eager, even-McConnell walked into the center of the circle and awaited the Entity's entry into his mind. His direly worried, badly shaken fellows sat tautly still, with their eyes fixed on him. They saw the youthful mathematician grimace for a fleeting span of seconds, before his face grew rapt, just as had that of Saul Steiglitz. Their relief swiftly grew into wonder, as they saw his slim body stiffen and his expressive face reflect an overpowering, all-consuming excitement. No sound passed his lips. His stance gave the impression that he stood poised on the verge of flight: that whatever abstruse knowledge flowed into his mind had energized him as nothing had in his prior existence.

Expecting that the contact would be brief-that the Entity would haughtily impart enough information to answer a question, and then break off the contact, as he had done with Saul-the intent observers frowned in puzzlement as the communion of two minds utterly different in their makeup continued unabated. Time passed. McConnell's entire person radiated a concentration so intense... an exaltation so profound... as to seem unnatural: beyond the capacity of an ordinary mortal. Fear gripped the beholders, as they began to wonder if the friend they cherished might prove unable to return to the mundane concerns of everyday life after this experience that more closely resembled the state of religious ecstasy achieved by mystics than it did the reception of scientific data provided by a disdainful superior intellect to a passively receptive human mind.

As they waited, their anxiety ballooned. Fear for Arthur's sanity set them shivering in dread. Lacking timepieces, they lost any sense of how much time had passed. They sat as if carved of stone, their fear etched nakedly on their faces.

Finally, the look of ecstasy faded, and McConnell's mobile face expressed fierce, triumphant satisfaction. The slim body lost its tension. Exhausted, physically drained, his brow wet with perspiration, his eyes remote, the mathematician staggered towards Sara and Saul, who leaped up, dashed forward, and caught him by the arms before he fell. Hastings and Bigelow, who had done likewise, helped lower him to a sitting position.

"Arthur, are you all right?" Sara whispered, her lovely face a mask of concern.

For a span of seconds, McConnell sat mute, his eyes focused on a distant point, his heart pounding. "Yes... " he finally breathed, finding it difficult to order his racing mind well enough to enable him to couch his thoughts in words. "I... I just need... a bit of time... "

"I fully realize that, lad," Steiglitz assured him. "Just sit for a while, and come off the high." His arm continued to support the man slumping against him as if his bones had lost their rigidity.

"I am the Entity!" the cold voice rasped. "At noon tomorrow... I will hear your solution... hear what benefit you request. Make sure you devise... a workable solution!" That final statement came couched in a tone of blatant menace.

"I am Ruthanne Carter! We will do all in our power to devise a workable solution. Stand prepared to grant the benefits we will ask in return!" Her voice rang out defiantly. A few seconds passed, in which her face fleetingly mirrored anger. "He's gone," she announced. "He's still royally pissed, but I sense that he's desperately hoping that we truly can come up with a solution he can accept. I think our readiness to die rather than live enslaved shook him." She walked wearily towards Tracker, who caught her up in his arms, sat her down next to him, and drew her close.

"You did more than hold your own," he commended her grimly. "You made the fucking alien back down!"

A buzz of conversation now ensued, as the abductees feeling as if they had just dodged a speeding bullet by the span of a finger voiced their relief and praised Bigelow and Ruthanne for the way they had handled the whole situation. Casting worried glances on McConnell, they sought to see if the youthful genius had suffered any harm.

Sitting cross-legged on the paving between Sara and Saul, the still-entranced mathematician gradually mastered himself well enough to address the witnesses breathlessly eager to hear what had transpired. "I think I'd better remain sitting," he announced apologetically. "But what I learned! Let me try to put my experience into words."

After a brief pause, the patently awed expert spoke. "When the Entity invaded my nonverbal mind and began a dialogue couched in relatively simple terms, I felt no discomfort... no pain... no fear," he confided. "I responded... and found that I could communicate on a level I don't think he expected me to be able to reach. He didn't try to speak through me, or to cause my persona to vanish, as he did initially with Ruthanne. We communicated... in mathematical symbolism... visual images... the same symbolism in which I think during the times when I get most of my insights. At first, he imparted knowledge in response to my wordless questions. But then, I asked how he teleported human beings from one point in the space-time of one universe to a point in the space-time of another universe.

"He said that he takes a pattern of each person... an ultra-detailed pattern of information regarding the physical and mental makeup of the person. That pattern he stores temporarily in his mentality... which means in an unimaginably huge database housed on his quantum computer and constantly accessible to him. He then causes the person's body to disperse into its individual atoms. The person vanishes... ceases to exist physically. The stored pattern... the unique body of information that constitutes the essence of that person... gets transported from Point A to Point B in the same way that the Entity transports himself from one point to another. Remember: he's composed of qubits of information. When that instantaneous transfer happens, the person gets reconstituted from particles that occur in the new universe. That process reproduces the pattern exactly, so that the persona remains unchanged."

"Holy shit!" Hal Johansson expostulated in patent dismay. "We're not really us, then? We're duplicates?"

"No," Arthur countered. "You're you. You need to realize that the particles comprising the reconstituted person... protons, electrons, and the like... are interchangeable with any other such particle. The change makes absolutely no difference to that person's essence. His persona is restored in its entirety from the pattern. Actually, the entire material of which any human body is composed has been replaced many times since that person was born, but his persona remains unchanged."

"Shit, Hal, when you leave a ring around the bathtub, you deposited a bunch of skin cells there. New ones grow to replace them. You turn food into new cells, not just energy," Vern Massey pointed out.

"It sounds creepy, just the same, damn it," Hal muttered, prompting a few smiles to appear on strained, anxious faces.

"Arthur, how does the Entity pass through the interface between two parallel universes?" Hastings inquired.

"To understand that, you have to realize that the entire universe... any universe... is basically composed of information. So is the Entity. He passes instantaneously through that virtual border as if it weren't there. To anything made of matter/energy, it's a barrier... the border of the multiverse... the boundary separating one time and space from another... a region of hyperspace composed of endless possibilities, should one be able to travel in it. If only... "

For a second, the clear voice trailed off, and McConnell's eyes grew remote. "But enough of that," he quickly admonished himself, forcing his thoughts off a beguilingly intriguing progression of thought. "To the Entity... and to the pattern he teleports... that interface is porous."

Shaking their heads, the listeners strove not to grasp so esoteric a concept, but to believe that it could be true.

"I know... words don't suffice," Arthur conceded. "But the Entity did teleport us here. That we all know. Well! I asked him why he can't teleport a pattern taken from a complex device made of inanimate matter. I'd have judged that easier than teleporting people. To my surprise, he admitted that he can't. He gave a response couched in mathematical symbolism. I absorbed his response, pondered it, and suddenly gained an insight as to how to solve the problem that prevented his having that ability. I urged him to let me insert a new concept into his mind. He had blocked me from doing so, up till then. But his voracious appetite for knowledge outweighed his unwillingness to let down his guard with an inferior and possibly hostile being. So he dropped the barrier, and by so doing, let me see into his mentality. And what I learned in that brief span of time astounded me!"

"What a feat you just accomplished!" Saul exclaimed in wonder. "Marvelous!"

"The Entity's mentality is wholly alien to ours," McConnell declared forcefully. "He's a program governed by a complex set of algorithms-a program that runs on a quantum computer. Those alien minds could not originally, and can't now, conceive of what thinking in a language is like. They communicated concepts mind to mind. They were organized into a hierarchy of rank based on the differences in their intelligence. The most intelligent of them ruled. They didn't fight among themselves. They were a rigidly regimented society of individuals, each of whom obeyed those higher in rank, and issued orders to those lower in rank. They didn't develop complex personalities.

"When they fused, they formed a single mind unified in its purpose: to acquire unimaginably advanced knowledge of the cosmos, without being bothered by any mundane concerns. To gain that end, the Entity stood prepared to enslave, coerce, or trick any inferior race into tending to any physical need he had. Be very sure of this, folks. The Entity has no conscience. He has no pity, no compassion, no ability to see us as other than useful or not useful to him." After driving that chilling point home, he paused for emphasis.

"He's an enemy to reckon with, by God," Logan stated grimly.

"Damned if he isn't!" several voices chorused.

"The Entity is eons old," McConnell reminded his fellows. "He hasn't changed his pattern of thought since he became what he is. The individual brains of those that fused to become the Entity were single. We're blessed with complex dual brains and unique minds. The Entity's 'consciousness'-his judgment-making facility-is totally algorithmic in its origin. Ours, I'm discovering, isn't entirely algorithmic. Because we speak in a highly nuanced language rich in metaphors, and because we evolved to be able to posit and ponder abstract concepts like duty, honor, integrity, love, patriotism, and self-sacrifice, as well as hatred, loathing, selfishness, vindictiveness and other destructive concepts-any one of us has a far more complex conscious persona than that of the Entity."

"Speaking as a student of classical literature, I can see where we would," Vivian Kelsey exclaimed, surprising her husband. "The Entity uses his vast knowledge simply for his own gratification! What a sterile, selfish existence his is!"

"I agree, Vivian," Saul Steiglitz commented vehemently. "But he'd form a priceless resource for our scientific community, if he could be persuaded to share his knowledge!"

"Or if he could be manipulated into paying that price for our protecting his computer," Logan tossed out, frowning as he considered their limited options.

"Exactly," Arthur agreed. "Well. I made two vitally important discoveries. The first is this: to move any non-living device or object, the Entity will have to develop an unimaginably complex pattern. He pounced on my solution to the difficulty he'd encountered with creating patterns for complex machines or devices so as to be able to teleport them and have them function after they get reconstituted. But he'll need to grow adept at developing patterns for complex non-living devices, before he can teleport one successfully. And the more complex the device, the harder his task will be.

"But people-get this. One full, gloriously complete pattern already exists in the body of information stored in his mentality. And that's the pattern for his spaceship. It's the pattern for which the quantum computers built according to instructions imparted by the aliens and used by his enslaved builders contributed the essential data. I think I may be able to use that pattern to force him to teleport the ship to a particular point on our Earth."

That bold pronouncement set the group abuzz once again.

Raising a hand, McConnell urged, "Listen, folks. We're in a tough spot. There's no possible way the Entity can force men of our Earth and our mentality to become devoted, supremely effective Guardians. I think he's beginning to realize this. That's why I brought up the question of teleporting devices made of inanimate matter. His ship couldn't make a transit through the interface between universes. But he could teleport it to a location on our Earth. I think I see a way in which I could cause it to materialize in a spot different from the one he selects."

"My damned head's spinning!" Hastings exclaimed bemusedly. "How in hell could he survive having his quantum computer teleported by him? That's an idea akin to pulling oneself upwards by means of one's own bootstraps, isn't it?"

"In his essence, the Entity is separate from the computer," McConnell stated firmly. "He wouldn't need to store the pattern of the computer on the computer-it's already there. It's part and parcel of his essence, as is the program that generates him. What you think of as 'travel time'-finite time elapsing between a teleported person or object's vanishing and reappearing-isn't actually a measurable span of seconds, or even of nanoseconds. The change in locations happens instantaneously-unless the Entity chooses to leave a pattern on the computer for a finite amount of time between the vanishing of that person and the reappearing, as he did with us, and with Ryan, when he repaired his mental damage. The computer would instantaneously reconstitute in the new location, with the Entity's generative program intact."

"Is what would occur similar to what happens when I power down my computer and then turn it back on?" Claire Cavendish asked. "The operating system and all the programs spring into action, just as if there'd never been any interruption in the supply of power. Or is that a major oversimplification?"

"You can think of teleportation as somewhat similar, Claire," Arthur conceded. "People, the Entity has successfully made such a change, once already. A similar transfer occurred when he caused himself to cease being a fusion of innumerable individuals and become a program run on a computer. He didn't cease to exist in the 'non-interim' between those fused minds' dependence on physical bodies and their becoming what the Entity is now. It was an instantaneous transition. He... they... never ceased existing."

"I guess I'll have to take your word for it," Hastings replied dubiously. "My mind simply can't grasp the basic fundamentals of what yours comprehends."

"None of our minds can," Bigelow stated firmly. "But if Arthur's right, we just might be able to convince the Entity that we-or rather the American government-will offer to place the compartment housing his quantum computer in a place considered to be impregnable. One such place springs to my mind: the military base located deep inside Cheyenne Mountain in Colorado. We could promise to undertake to arrange that his computer be conveyed there and guarded, in return for the benefits we ask for. Among those could be a demand that he spend one day a year communing with our top scientists."

"And a demand that we appropriate, study, and eventually employ the starship for which he now has no need!" Larry Tracker exclaimed excitedly. "Imagine... we'd have in our possession a faster-than-light ship-one powered by a tachyon drive!"

"This all sounds exceedingly chancy to me," Vern Massey grumbled. "The plan's got a shitload of 'if's in it, as far as I can see!"

"Actually, the Entity's computer would be far safer in the millennium to come in that base carved out beneath Cheyenne Mountain that he'd be if it stays unguarded where it is, in an ancient ship in that hot, humid jungle environment on that parallel Earth," Logan remarked musingly. "He might leap at the chance to get his computer ensconced there!"

"And if Arthur could force him to land the ship where it would be in harm's way if we didn't intervene-if it were to materialize at a point where it will automatically be targeted by some major weapon capable of destroying it if he tries to double-cross us-we'd have him by the nuts!" Hal Johansson exulted.

"It would have to be a weapon control of which rests with people other than us-people whose names we don't know-people in a chain of command going from the top to a bottom far down the chain-so that he wouldn't know who he needed to kill," McConnell cautioned. "We'd have to see to it that several of us get teleported there as well-to explain what the ship is, and to prevent the weapon from being used."

"Arthur, how in the living hell could you possibly force the Entity to do something he doesn't want to do?" Tracker asked, even as the possibility set his mind churning.

"Larry, I made a second vitally important discovery. Martin showed us that men's minds can evolve... change... when traumatic events force them to rise to an unprecedented challenge. Men went from being non-conscious to conscious because of catastrophic changes in our environment. We modern men can go one step further-or at least, I truly believe that I can do so-knowing what I now know about the Entity's mentality and mine. I believe that I can develop the ability to enter a human right brain."

That claim produced a collective hiss of sounds indicative of severe shock.

"Let me assure you that I have no desire to speak through any person, or try to thrust aside that person's persona and insinuate my own, or extract knowledge from any person!" McConnell exclaimed vehemently. "I'd do it solely for the purpose of staying dormant in a person's right brain while the Entity invades that brain. I believe that I could then manipulate data stored in his mentality without his realizing that I'm there or tumbling to what I'm doing."

Astounded, the abductees voiced a burst of excited comments. "Arthur, can you explain that in terms we can understand?" Bigelow asked.

"I'll try, Ryan," McConnell replied, rubbing a sleeve across his brow as he strove to convey in words concepts for which no words existed. "A human brain runs on electrical impulses. Those impulses create an electromagnetic field. The fields of two human beings in close proximity overlap. I think I've learned from my contact with the Entity's mind how to shape and direct my field so that it will merge with that of a second human being. If I succeed in channeling that field... shaping it... focusing it... I'll be able to merge my mind with that of another human being. And because I'm not the enemy, I won't cause the slightest harm. And if I'm right... this merging of minds in order to share knowledge directly-non-verbally- voluntarily-will constitute the next phase of human evolution."

"Hell and damnation!" Hal Johansson blurted. "Count me out as a volunteer!"

A wave of gasps and exclamations running the gamut from awe to excitement to revulsion to profound fear followed that initial voicing of Hal's gut reaction. Raising a hand held palm outward, McConnell sought and gained their attention.

"I saw deeply into the Entity's mentality once he let his guard down," the mathematician informed the intent, astonished listeners. "His mind has... for lack of a better word... blind spots. Areas where I instantly knew that I could probe without his being aware that I intruded. I speak a sub-language of mathematics: binary code. I learned much about how the Entity's programmed. Saul, I feel sure, can help me attain even deeper insights with regard to this aspect, but even before I consult with Saul, I feel certain that I could act much as a Trojan horse does in a digital computer. I could alter data or performance without the Entity's being aware of my doing so, if I could get in contact with his mind without his knowing that I entered it."

"How in hell could you enter his mind without his knowing it?" Vern Massey spluttered.

"The Entity has to exert a great deal of effort and concentrate fully when he speaks through Ruthanne's left brain," Arthur replied calmly. "He has to exert even more effort to understand the data that flows into her right brain when she hears a question asked by one of us, so that he knows what was said. To use a graphic English metaphor, the Entity has his hands full at that juncture. He can't maintain his guard over his own mentality. I could enter his mind at that point, and insert data... algorithms... into the program that constitutes his essence. I could invade his mind without his knowledge, and force him to teleport his spaceship with his computer aboard it, to our Earth. I could also force him to teleport several of us to a point nearby... or a point somewhere else."

"Oh, my God. Arthur... Are you saying that you actually think that you could invade my right brain?" Ruthanne gasped in disbelief. Visibly taken aback, Larry Tracker felt his gut knot painfully.

"Yes. I do think so. Ruthanne, you trust me, do you not?" the youthful genius asked gently.

"Of course I trust you! But... Arthur... it would be a dangerous experiment, would it not?" Exhausted from the ordeal just ended, Ruthanne found this new possibility direly upsetting.

"No, it won't be dangerous," McConnell emphasized, his face vividly expressing understanding of her fear. "If I fail, nothing will happen. If I succeed, I doubt that you'll even know when I entered or when I withdrew, or that I was ever there."

"But... Ruthanne's voice trailed off, as fear contended with nascent hope that the conflict with the Entity might at some point end well not only for herself, but for all of these sorely tried people.

"The Entity might well have invaded all of our right brains without our knowing, when he considered us as candidates for abduction," Saul Steiglitz pointed out trenchantly.

"No, he didn't, Saul," Arthur demurred. "He set up a complex scanning program that ran without his being 'conscious' of the huge amount of data gained from the scanning. That's evidently how Larry got here. The NSA agents discovered certain repetitions... certain similarities in the procedure... that enabled Larry to go to the place where the next abduction would occur. Since his mind passed the test of suitability, he got abducted. But nonetheless, information was gleaned from our brains and stored in the Entity's mentality."

"You're saying that I won't know you're there, if you don't try to displace... to vanquish... my persona? If you don't try to force me to let you speak through me?" Ruthanne asked, her still-potent fear manifest to her comrades as well as to Larry Tracker.

"I doubt that you'll sense my presence, Ruthanne, if I don't access information or embed new information in your mind," Arthur replied gently, well aware of how she felt. His admiration for her courage soared, as he watched her strive valiantly to dominate her fear.

"So you won't access my memories? My knowledge?"

"No. I'll just see if I can establish myself as a dormant presence. If I can, I feel certain that I'll be able to use your right brain as a platform from which I can enter the mind of the Entity while he has his guard down... while he's struggling to carry on a dialogue with someone in the group who's speaking aloud."

At this juncture, Sara spoke with passionate intensity, surprising the people who had come to regard her as exceedingly shy and reluctant to offer any suggestion or comment. "Arthur, Ruthanne's mind is unique!" she declared vehemently. "She can communicate with the Entity. She may be the only one of all those the wretched alien snatched who's able to do so. Instead of risking doing unintended damage to Ruthanne's unique mind, enter my mind. I trust you implicitly. I know you'd never willingly harm any of us... especially me. If you do so inadvertently, I forgive you ahead of time. If that happens... if my mind gets damaged... the group won't suffer the terrible blow that damaging Ruthanne's mind would constitute."

"Oh, God, Sara... " Appalled, faced with a choice he had not foreseen any need to make, Arthur yet acknowledged the fairness inherent in the girl's reasoning.

"She's right, Arthur," Bigelow acknowledged bleakly. "Sara, I honor your courage as much as I do Ruthanne's. At some point in the near future, we might all end up having to choose to accept death, rather than become complicit in the enslavement of a huge number of innocent Americans. So we need to stand prepared to accept offers by people who choose to run a risk for the good of all, as we try to develop a viable strategy."

"Ryan, you bravely ran the first and much worst risk, by standing in the circle when none of us knew what damage contact by the Entity might wreak on you," Sara reminded Bigelow forcefully. "You surely have the right to offer that reminder to all of us! Arthur, I'll be your guinea pig. Hear?"


Check and mate, McConnell thought bleakly. They're both using impeccable logic. "Very well, Sara. You're absolutely right... and so is Ryan. We'll do it now. Sit here, facing me. I'd appreciate it if you all would remain silent," he asked, addressing the group as a whole.

Breathlessly, the abductees sat in their circle, their eyes riveted to the gentle, caring man possessed of a unique, priceless mind and the lovely girl who they all knew cared deeply for him. In the silence that ensued, the whine of a mosquito seemed to assault their ears. Sara sat erect, her face serene-unafraid. Arthur's normally expressive countenance reflected intense concentration. Minutes passed. Sara neither grimaced nor clapped her hands to her head. She waited, the trust she placed in this man absolute.

Finally, McConnell's expression changed to one of triumph, and his body grew taut with excitement rather than effort. "I did it!" he exclaimed hoarsely. "I can take on the Entity through this means!"

Puzzled, Sara cried, "Arthur, how can you be sure? I felt nothing!"

"That's because I didn't do anything. I didn't interact with your mind. But I feel sure that I can. Would you trust me to embed a tiny fragment of data into your repository of knowledge... do just enough to allow you to sense my presence? That way you'll know what an intrusion feels like, and I'll prove to everyone that I can interact with the mind of another."

A bit taken aback, Sara yet opted to go the full length in this experiment that both frightened and fascinated her. "Yes, I trust you," she assured him sturdily. "Do the experiment."

Once again, the pair sat facing each other. As before, Arthur's face reflected intense concentration. Of a sudden, Sara cried out, and clapped her hands to her head. Her face mirrored not fear, not pain, but acute shock. That expression lasted for only a second or two. Her taut body relaxed, and her face grew calm. "You just withdrew, didn't you?" she breathed.

"Yes. Did that fleeting contact frighten you?"

"No... I wasn't afraid, because it was you... not the Entity. But I've never felt anything like that before! It was... eerie! What did you do?"

Instead of explaining, McConnell snapped out a question. "Sara, what's the mathematical formula for calculating the total entropy of a system?"

"It's S equals k log W," Sara instantly replied. After giving that quick, decisive reply, she clapped a hand over her mouth as her eyes went wide. "Ohhh!" she cried, half in wonder and half in consternation. A collective chorus of sounds signifying astonishment arose from the group.

"Did you know that yesterday?" Arthur asked gently.

"No! I don't even know what entropy is!" Sara exclaimed. "The only science course I ever took in college was biology!"

"I put that small bit of information into your mind so I could prove to myself, as much as to you, that I can really do what the Entity does," Arthur asserted gently. "I never pried into your repository of knowledge, Sara. I simply assumed that that particular bit of information wouldn't be likely to reside in that repository. And I didn't see where having it inserted there would do any harm."

"It didn't. And I'm glad you could prove to yourself and to all of us that we now possess a formidable weapon against the Entity! Ruthanne, if Arthur's presence didn't harm me, the chances are good that it won't harm you, wouldn't you agree?"

"I feel less worried now, that's for sure," Ruthanne admitted. "I thank you for volunteering, Sara."

"I thank you, for your amazing courage!" Sara shot back. "We all owe you so much!"

"Damned if we don't!" Logan exclaimed.

"Arthur, how sure are you that you can hide your presence in Ruthanne's mind from the Entity initially-before he starts concentrating?" Larry Tracker asked, failing to hide his deep fear that McConnell might be overestimating his ability to conceal his presence from the Entity.

"I'll enter her mind prior to his invading," Arthur assured him. "I'll lie dormant. I feel ninety-nine percent certain that he won't sense my presence. I'll wait until he drops his guard-concentrates on analyzing what he learns as she listens to someone talk-before I invade his mentality. He doesn't engage all of what you can think of as a huge database of knowledge when he acts as a conscious persona. He won't realize that I've altered any part of that vast store of data until it's too late."

McConnell's confidence buoyed some hopes, but it introduced new worries in a good many of the listeners. Faced with a formidable possibility of failure that would result in the instant death of all of them, the abductees frowningly considered the options being discussed.

"Arthur, here we sit talking about how we're going to turn the tables on the Entity," Tracker pointed out worriedly. "Our plans are now embedded in all of our right brains. What if the fucking Entity enters our minds and learns our plans? He could, damned easily, could he not?" As he hurled that query at the mathematician, his face nakedly exhibited strain engendered as he contemplated the risks McConnell's daring strategy posed to all, but especially to Ruthanne.

"Yes, the Entity could invade the mind of any one of us so as to see what we're discussing, and he could learn what we plan," McConnell admitted candidly. "But I feel certain that he won't. For a number of reasons. First: he needs a solution desperately. He took a thrust in the guts when he found that his lone means of coercion-the threat of death-failed to work on us. Killing us lies in his power. So does teleporting us. But he has no other weapons in his arsenal. He's frustrated and annoyed, but he's also cognizant that if we don't come up with a viable solution, he might never achieve one. So he's not likely to invade our minds to see what we're thinking. He knows that we'd sense his presence, and in consequence, be even less likely to come up with a solution he can accept.

"Second: he's arrogantly, haughtily sure of himself-utterly certain that any mind as inferior as he considers ours to be could never harm him. So he's not likely to put out the considerable effort it would take for him to enter all of our minds in turn to see if we're plotting any offensive move. He knows that whatever plan we hatch, we'll communicate through Ruthanne. He's growing more adept at communicating that way. It takes a lot of effort and concentration for him to enter anyone's mind and see what new information just got stored there. I feel sure he won't do that."

"Do you feel that even if he agrees to offer a benefit, he might renege on his promise, once he gets what he wants?" Logan asked, frowning thoughtfully.

"I think that highly likely," McConnell stated grimly. "I think we need to offer a valid solution, and stand prepared to keep our word. His mind could form a scientific resource so marvelous as to verge on the miraculous-if we can generate a threat to his existence so effective that he'd never dare kill again. We need him to teleport us home. We need him to teleport the eighty other abductees home, and in the process to repair any minds damaged as Ryan's was. We need to make sure that he lets his remaining Guardians live."

"We also need him to tell their leaders that their god has ascended to the heavens and no longer needs them to serve him," Joyce Blackstone announced grimly.

"Yes! Oh, yes!" Vivian Kelsey cried passionately. "Those poor people!"

"We'll need a damned effective threat," Tracker warned. "That might not be easy to arrange."

"Well, let's assume that Arthur can pull off making like a Trojan and alter data," Logan suggested. "Where could we cause the Entity's ship to materialize so that the very location could serve as a threat?"

"Right in front of a huge piece of loaded ordinance at an Army weapons-testing range?" Hastings tossed out.

"Right astraddle of a flat section of a strip mine that's studded with explosive charges?" Greg Wardell offered.

"Somewhere in the range of a drone armed with hellfire missiles?" Logan suggested.

"People, there's a problem with any suggestion that we cause him to reconstitute the ship in a narrowly defined location," McConnell warned a shade glumly. "To position it exactly, I'd have to know the exact coordinates: the latitude and longitude. I could transpose that data into his system. Latitude and longitude are alien to his thinking, but a point on the surface has to be defined by two coordinates of some kind. I could make the conversion. I'd need to know those coordinates, to have it appear at a point that has to be exceedingly exact. That limits our choices."

"That fucking well blasts our chances!" Vern Massey expostulated in patent frustration. "Who in the hell carries the exact latitude and longitude of any damned place on the planet in his head?" Exclamations of disappointment echoed his statement. Faces that had mirrored hope now creased into expressions of acute disappointment.

Of a sudden, a seldom-heard voice rang out over the gathering.

"I do!" John Harlan Halverson III all but shouted. "And I know of a place that would serve our need to perfection!"

That electrifying outburst startled the abductees grown used to the misfit's sullen taciturnity. Halverson had seldom offered any comment in a general discussion.

"What place is that?" Bigelow asked.

"The ship could materialize astraddle of a launch pad for an intercontinental ballistic missile armed with a nuclear warhead!"

A chorus of excited exclamations burst from the abductees galvanized into shock and hope by that vigorous declaration.

"How does it happen that you know the coordinates for a missile site?" Hastings asked, striving to hide his disbelief.

"I do, by God! Let me explain. I'm the CEO of Halverson Marketing Analysis, Incorporated. My clients include all sorts of firms and individuals interested in marketing or acquiring some product or service. Well, not long before I got snatched by the fucking Entity, I took on a job for a man who'd made a fortune in the real estate market. Gideon Franklin Olander's retired, and he's obscenely wealthy. He figures that the US might well sustain a nuclear attack during this century. He wanted to buy a property that contained a decommissioned missile silo and turn the silo into an ultra-protected bunker to be used by his family-especially his grandchildren. Those nuclear-proof structures represent the strongest construction ever built on Earth. They'll still be around centuries from now.

"Most of the silos decommissioned after 1965 got destroyed in accordance with international treaties. The ones built before that-old Titan missile silos-got left intact. A good many of those got remodeled into fancy-and exceedingly safe-private residences. But the owners of those utterly unique homes are highly reluctant to sell, for any price. So stinking rich as he is, Olander nevertheless failed to acquire one of those.

"Over the past year, President Avrason has pursued his ridiculously shortsighted policy of voluntarily lowering our defenses in the name of peace and love for all mankind, despite the fact that we've got enemies all over the world who want us dead with a passion that greatly exceeds Avrason's enthusiasm for walking softly and carrying carrots instead of big sticks. A year ago, Avrason started a push to get some of the active missile sites decommissioned. Because no treaty would be involved, the government figured on selling the land with the silos left intact. But the recent developments overseas over the past two months caused the President to do a quick about-face regarding our defenses. Now he's decided that we should strengthen them.

"But before that happened, I flew Gideon Franklin Olander to Montana to look at the lay of the land surrounding an active missile site. We heard a rumor circulating in D.C. that it was one of those Avrason figured on getting decommissioned. I've been a big contributor to the campaigns of Senator Zachariah Lofenski, who's a staunch supporter of this President's policies, especially those involving national defense. I get a lot of inside information from Lofenski's aides, and they assured me that the rumor was true. So we spent a lot of time and Olander's money planning to acquire the site if it got decommissioned.

"I'm a pilot-fly my own Learjet. I've got what's known as advanced recall. I associate data-numerical or verbal-with images. That mnemonic method works for me. The data I anchor that way stays in my memory for years. I still remember the coordinates of that active launch site exactly. And as I said, it never got decommissioned."

"Shit, that would fill the bill!" Vern Massey exulted. Heads nodded, as others agreed.

"You couldn't have flown right over the silo," Larry Tracker declared, eyeing the misfit dubiously. "The air space above a missile site is restricted."

"Of course it is," Halverson snapped. "But Olander and I spent a lot of hours poring over maps of the area. He envisioned buying up a huge tract of land surrounding the site, and building an extensive, isolated residential community within a perimeter of undeveloped land-a complex of elaborate homes, shops, and small businesses. That exclusive gated village would encircle the best damned bomb shelter that could be acquired.

"Olander's a survivalist. He wants his family to survive any nuclear attack-or any sort of attack-on this country. Naturally, I didn't fly right over the site! But during the course of all the intensive planning Olander and I did using maps and plats of who owned what land over a wide surrounding area-data my employees accessed from the local courthouse-I memorized the coordinates of the silo itself. That was to be the focal point of the entire new development. I still remember those coordinates."

Even as eagerness overspread the face of the mathematician, Logan's eyes narrowed. The idea struck him that perhaps this arrogant, totally self-centered, antisocial misfit saw a chance to be one of those McConnell would cause the Entity to transfer back to the Earth of their origin to explain what the ship was and why it had materialized, and that Halverson had therefore made a snap decision to pretend to have knowledge he actually did not possess.

Bigelow, as buoyed by the declaration as McConnell was, failed to notice the set of Logan's face, but Hastings did. Once again, the deputy leader wondered just what sort of altercation had occurred between Logan and Halverson. He knew that their pivotal run-in must have been an incendiary one, given that it had prompted Logan's urging of a formal election of a leader and the adoption of a stern policy of executing rather than imprisoning of any violent offender who attacked anyone in the group. The same thought that struck Logan impacted Hastings' mind. Can this premier bastard be lying in the hope of being one of the first to get teleported back home? I wonder.

A burst of excited talk about the possibilities opened by Halverson's pronouncement ensued among small groups of people who had been sitting close together. When the initial din died down, Bigelow gathered the attention of all. "We need to agree on a proposal that we'll make to the Entity, and on the price we'll exact from him," he declared gravely. "We then need to word both statements with exceeding care. Let's work on that, folks.

Forty minutes later, after a vigorous parliamentary-style debate in which everyone contributed his or her views, the abductees unanimously agreed on their proposed solution to the Entity's problem (and the exact wording of that solution) which would be submitted to the alien. They likewise agreed on the exact wording of the benefits they would demand in return for the help they would provide.

Once this task was completed, the abductees did their daily chores. Anxiety contended with hope as they mulled over what the latest confrontation with the Entity had revealed. During the communal evening meal, they avoided discussing what had been agreed upon, feeling that further discussion would be counterproductive. That night, three pairs of lovers and one married couple engaged in passionate exchanges, despite knowing the danger that loomed ahead-or perhaps because that danger hung over them. Sara lay in Arthur's arms, for comfort rather than for sex. Well aware of the trust she placed in him, Arthur valiantly resisted an almost irresistible urge to make love to her. His one wish at this point was that the pair of them would live to see the day when he could marry her. Love contended in his tired mind with desire, and prevailed.









Chapter Eighteen




At noon of the following day, Ruthanne, who had memorized the wording developed by the group, stood in the center of the circle, and awaited contact by an alien mentality-a being who she knew possessed the power to fry her brain in nanoseconds if he grew enraged. She could not sense the presence of Arthur in her mind. Fearing that if she dwelled in the slightest degree on the fact of his lying dormant there, she would betray his presence to the Entity, she concentrated grimly on reciting the opening lines of the solution she would shortly outline, and tried valiantly to suppress any telltale side thought.

"I am the Entity!" the cold, masculine voice announced. "I await your solution!"

"I am Ruthanne Carter," the woman mustering all the power of her courage and will declared forcefully. "I have memorized the exact wording of the solution we twenty people unanimously propose. I now deliver it. I strongly suggest that after hearing it, you reflect on our offer before commenting on it."

"How dare you make such a suggestion! You will do well... to refrain from angering me! State your solution!" the patently outraged Entity rasped.

No whit daunted, Ruthanne jutted her chin a trifle. She had detected an overtone of anxiety as well as of annoyance in the alien's response. When she spoke, her voice held no edge of fear. On the contrary, her entire person radiated confidence.

"As you once acknowledged, Entity, we twenty conscious, reasoning, modern human beings come of a culture that has vastly increased its knowledge and made astounding progress in technology," the interpreter stated firmly. "We believe that if the ship housing your 'generative computer' were teleported to the Earth of our origin, and we were returned with it, we could convince our government that it would greatly benefit the United States to house your computer in the safest place on the planet: the military complex occupying the nuclear-bomb-proof fortress carved out beneath Cheyenne Mountain in the State of Colorado. There, your computer would be guarded in perpetuity by the world's foremost military force. It would remain far safer there than it could ever be rendered by any race of 'Guardians' on the parallel Earth where it rests now. We will gladly, willingly, and eagerly arrange this highly advantageous solution for you, in exchange for certain benefits."

For a few seconds after the speaker delivered that bombshell, no sound emanated from her throat. Her chin jutted a trifle further, but her face remained serene. Finally, the Entity thundered, "You promise far more... than you might be able to deliver! You cannot guarantee... that the members of your government... will agree to use its militant professionals... to house my generative computer in that underground base... to guard it in perpetuity!"


He didn't flatly refuse to consider the idea! He knows how secure the Complex is! And his objection is reasonable! Larry Tracker exulted. Hope flickered now on numerous strained faces.

"Four of us are members of our government," Ruthanne stated calmly. "Myself, Larry Tracker, Hal Johansson, and Vern Massey. We all hold high positions in the NSA: the National Security Administration. Larry Tracker and I were deeply involved in the investigation as to how and why the people you abducted disappeared. Larry Tracker voluntarily placed himself in a location where he and his fellow investigators suspected that he would be selected for abduction, so that he could attest to you in person that our government wishes to negotiate with you, so as to prevent further such abductions.

"Larry Tracker was in constant contact with several high officials, some in the military, before you teleported him here. Another one of us, Gary Logan, works for Senator Danziger, who's the ranking member of the Senate Armed Services Committee of the Congress of the United States. John Harlan Halverson III is well known to another powerful leader, Senator Zachariah Lofensky. Our leaders know of your existence. They have deduced that you teleported us to a parallel Earth. They wish to protect our citizens from harm. They would welcome the chance to guard your computer in perpetuity in exchange for the benefits I'll outline."

That final assertion conveyed manifest sincerity.

Several seconds elapsed before the Entity rasped, "I will consider your solution... even though it holds much danger for me. What benefits do you ask?"

Buoyed to find that the alien had not rejected the proposed solution out of hand, Ruthanne replied serenely, "To gain our help, you will agree to teleport back to the Earth of our origin all the members of this group, as well as the other eighty people you abducted. You will restore to full mental health any of those eighty people damaged as Ryan Bigelow was by your attempts to use them as interpreters. You will agree to refrain from killing or abducting any resident of our Earth, ever again.

"You will also refrain from harming your present Guardians. You will instill into the mind of their leader the fact that the deity they serve has ascended into heaven and no longer requires them to keep the wall in repair. You will agree to commune mind to mind with a small number of our country's top scientists, and impart the knowledge they seek, on the first day of the first month of every year, in perpetuity. You will agree that once the compartment housing your computer is ensconced in an area deep within the Air Force Complex at Cheyenne Mountain, you will allow members of our space agency to study your ship intensively, and eventually to launch it and use it for the exploration of space. In return, you'll enjoy absolute security and total peace of mind, in perpetuity."

Of a sudden, Ruthanne's face reflected a struggle: one that persisted for a few minutes. Finally, the Entity queried harshly, "Why do you concern yourselves... with my Guardians? Those primitive beings... do not form part of your culture!"

"They are human beings," Ruthanne shot back vehemently. "We consider all human beings, on whatever parallel Earth, to be part of our race-worthy of our help. You ought to value this quality we display of caring for others, rather than condemn it! We are intensely loyal not only to all those of our culture, but also to any person of any culture-even an alien Entity such as yourself-with whom we enter a formal agreement to offer a service in exchange for benefits. We will do everything in our power-even risk our lives and liberty-to assure that your computer remains safe in perpetuity, once we enter that agreement!"

New signs of a struggle appeared: a struggle that proved sharp but brief. "You ask too much! If I allow members of your race to enter my ship, I risk their damaging my computer!"

"We will assure that only highly trained specialists enter the ship. I will convey to them your exact instructions. You realize, do you not, that your ship is far too large to fit inside the Complex? That you will need to trust a body of capable technicians to remove the compartment housing your computer and convey it to the Complex? Once it arrives there, you will have no further use for your ship. So why not offer that premier benefit to our government, so as to assure that our leaders will do their utmost to guard and protect you, for the sake of the knowledge they will gain from you later on, regarding its operation?"

Silence followed that shrewd appeal. When he again spoke, the Entity made no reply to Ruthanne's question. "To what site... do you propose... that I teleport my ship?" he asked in a tone cold as the deeps of space.

Primed by the group as to how to reply to this loaded question, Ruthanne stated serenely, "To some sparsely settled area in Colorado-preferably a rural area, because the sudden appearance of your ship would cause panic in any densely populated place. But even so, you will need to teleport us there as well, so that we can explain to the local authorities what your ship is and how it got there. We will immediately contact those high in our government, explain the agreement we forged with you, and work to assure that they keep it."

"I will not return all of you at once," the Entity stated in a coldly uncompromising tone. "I will teleport the ship... and the five men who belong to your government... or have influence with your leaders. You... and the others... and the eighty human beings on various Earths... and my Guardians... will serve as hostages. I will not convey in full the benefits you demand... until my computer is safe within the fortress... and well guarded. If the five men whom I teleport along with the ship... fail to convince your leaders to keep the agreement... I will kill all of you."

Gasps of shock, dismay and fear arose from the group.

"How can we be certain that if our leaders do embrace our solution and keep the agreement, you will then convey the benefit in full?" Ruthanne countered tartly. "That you will refrain from killing people on Earth, out of a mistaken belief that coercion is preferable to conferring benefits in return for a service?"

"You can't be certain," the Entity replied haughtily. "If I am greatly pleased by the outcome... I will confer the benefits. But if you do not secure the agreement... you can be exceedingly certain... that I will kill all those I have teleported here... and to other parallel Earths... and those in your government who failed to listen to you... and my Guardians. I will then teleport my ship elsewhere... and start over."

Braced to contend with such an impasse, Ruthanne yet felt her gut tighten into a painful knot. She had no way of knowing whether McConnell had proved able to lay dormant within her mind during this negotiation, but at least the Entity had shown no sign of having discovered the intruder. She had no certainty whatsoever that Arthur had managed to insert the changes into the Entity's quantum computer that would cause the ship and the five abductees to materialize atop the missile site in Montana rather than in some sparsely populated area of Colorado.

Ruthanne sensed that the Entity would not budge in his refusal to transport all of them along with the ship. The abductees had expected that outcome. They had agreed beforehand that if he did refuse to confer the benefits until afterwards, they would go along, and hope against hope that Arthur McConnell's plan would succeed. They nonetheless knew that even if it did, the Entity might kill them all in a fit of rage on discovering the switch, before they could even make sure that he knew how lethal a weapon now targeted his ship.

Those harried souls also realized that the President (a man they all regarded as weak and deficient in judgment when it came to handling any crisis involving national security) would swiftly become cognizant of the fact that an obviously alien ship straddled an active missile site. They entertained dire fear that the President could possibly succumb to blind panic and hastily order the firing of the missile without consulting General Huffman, Dr. Grayweather, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, or any of his military or scientific advisors. If that happened, the five men on the ground beside the ship would be annihilated along with the Entity, as would a good part of the population of Montana, they acknowledged gloomily. A hundred abductees, a huge number of citizens of the USA, and countless Guardians would be killed. But the Earth would be saved from any further harm wreaked by the Entity.

Those daunting considerations, which led to that final grim conclusion, had prompted them to tell Ruthanne to agree, if she faced the dilemma now staring them in the face. Gathering her courage, she spoke in a tone that betrayed none of her acute fear. "We feel certain that our leaders will accept our solution, and that what they do for you will greatly please you, Entity. The five men who belong to the government or possess influence await teleportation to a location near to your ship."

That pronouncement, despite being agreed on beforehand, fell on the ears of the listeners like the knell of doom. Their only real hope, they all knew with stark clarity, rested on the ability of the youthful mathematical genius gambling his life, Ruthanne's life, and theirs in an exceedingly chancy attempt to pull off a spectacular coup against a powerful alien foe.

"Tell them to stand in the center of the circle," the Entity commanded.

Seconds later, Larry Tracker, Vern Massey, Hal Johansson, Gary Logan, and John Harlan Halverson III stood in a row within the ring of tense, fearful comrades, facing Ruthanne. Within a few minutes, their bodies thinned to transparency, and vanished. Their garments lay scattered over the pavement.

A low cry issued from Marlene Hefter. Tears she refused to let fall burned behind her eyes. Joyce Blackstone's face grew bleak, and she, too, fought an urge to weep. Sara, who had sought valiantly to keep any thought of Arthur from surfacing, lest the Entity scan her mind, focused grimly on her fear for those who had vanished. Bigelow stared bleakly at Ruthanne, dreading what now might happen.

Of a sudden, the Entity's voice literally screamed through Ruthanne's mouth. "You tricked me! You damaged me! Where have you caused my ship to appear? Speak truth, or die!

"Kill us and you'll die, Entity!" Ruthanne shouted. "Your ship is now targeted by a nuclear-tipped missile! Keep the bargain you made with us, and we'll save your computer from being annihilated!"

"You! McConnell! You invaded... You did this!" the Entity literally shrieked. "You'll... "

Agony surged through Ruthanne's mind, which now became a battleground on which McConnell and the Entity waged a titanic struggle. Aghast, she desperately sought to preserve her sanity. She managed that feat solely because the Entity and the mathematician swiftly reached a deadlock in the lethal duel playing out on the template of her own mentality. Anger blended with savage hatred of the Entity as the interpreter struggled to cope with intense mental trauma.

The horrified viewers saw Ruthanne's face contort into a mask of anguish. They saw her clap her hands to her head, and shudder. Bigelow and Hastings leaped to their feet and slid their arms around her torso, fearing that she would pitch forward onto the pavement. Fear etched itself into their faces, as they divined the magnitude of the struggle going on within her mind.

Arthur McConnell's body the spectators saw to have gone rigid. His eyes stared unseeing into space. No sound tore from his mouth. Sweat burst out on his forehead, and ran down his face. He seemed to have fallen into a catatonic state. Fear convulsed them, and despair enveloped them.

Ruthanne had learned more during her frequent encounters with the alien than she had realized. She grew aware of Arthur's presence, as the Entity's control over her mind fractured, owing to his need to cope with McConnell's aggressive counterattack. Without knowing how she did it, she aligned her mental power with Arthur's, and pushed. That term she knew to be inadequate, but no other word sufficed. She did not know what weapons Arthur now wielded. She could not communicate with him. But her strength of mind and will somehow-she knew not how-augmented his. Ruthanne's entry into the fray tipped the scale in Arthur's favor. The Entity suddenly capitulated.

"I... will... confer... the required benefits!" the patently distressed alien rasped. "If... my generative computer... survives... the danger... to which you have exposed it! I will trust you... to provide... the service. Do not... damage me... further!" As the Entity made that final adjuration, his voice grew so shrill as to qualify as a scream.

"We keep any bargain we make! Even with a being capable of rank treachery!" Ruthanne retorted fiercely. "We'll keep our bargain with you! But you'd better realize that if you harm anyone-military personnel at the missile site, or any of us-you'll have no way to convey the message to those who control the missile that it's in the best interest of the nation that they not launch it!

"I... will... not harm... anyone!" the defeated alien shrieked.

Shock rippled through the assemblage of witnesses. Riveting their collective gaze to the mathematician, they saw his rigid body relax a trifle, and animation return to his eyes. Ruthanne's face, white now as the snow on the peaks, relaxed, and then projected grim satisfaction, even as she desperately hoped that the President would not order the destruction of the obviously alien ship before the five men who she hoped had been teleported to the vicinity of the launch pad could explain who they were and what bargain the group had made with the Entity. Her body straightened, and she stood tall. The two leaders relaxed their hold on her, sensing that she could stand on her own.

Arthur's body grew rigid, and his face now expressed unyielding determination. The spectators surmised accurately that he, not Ruthanne, now communed with the Entity from within the mind of the woman still retaining her unique individuality.

No further speech issued from Ruthanne's lips. Her face relaxed, finally. "The Entity just withdrew," she informed the group in a voice that testified to her utter exhaustion. She swayed, prompting Bigelow and Hastings to grip her arms and help her to sit down. She slumped against them, mute, spent, feeling as if she had just taken a hammerblow to the solar plexus.

Sara and Saul, seated on either side of Arthur McConnell, felt his body go suddenly slack. Sara slid an arm around him, and Saul laid his arm over the exhausted mathematician's shoulder. Pale, damp with sweat, he let them keep him sitting upright. Feeling his body tremble, they drew in sharp, audible breaths as fear for his mental health racked them.

Gradually, the trembling ceased. After a full twenty minutes passed, McConnell regained strength enough to speak. "Sara, I'm all right," he murmured to the girl who had grown more frightened by the minute. "Hear? I'll be fine. I'm just worn out."

"Oh, Arthur-I worried so! Saul did too. That vicious alien tried to kill you! We could see that!"

"He would have, had it not been for Ruthanne," Arthur stated grimly. Turning his head, he glanced over at the woman he rejoiced at seeing recuperated enough to talk to those around her. "Ruthanne, you saved my life!" he called out, prompting all those conversing to fall silent. "The Entity and I were deadlocked. But my mind's flesh and blood, and flesh and blood eventually tires. The Entity keeps slugging. You made the victory possible," he asserted vehemently. "You're a warrior, woman! We all owe you-even if Avrason snatches defeat from victory!"

Dread again assaulted the hearers. "Let's hope his advisors can talk sense into him," Hastings growled, prompting a low but intense collective response.

"I specified where the Entity is to teleport the eighty other abductees," McConnell informed his comrades in a voice freighted with weariness. "I repeated our demands regarding the Guardians. He withdrew, so we now have no way of knowing whether or not Avrason panicked and ordered a launch so as to destroy what's obviously an alien spaceship, but not obviously an unmanned one. If that happens, folks, we'll be stranded here for the rest of our lives. Ironic, it'll be, if we defeated the blasted alien only to have our own national leader kill tens of thousands of American citizens and condemn all hundred of us abductees to untold misery or death!"

"Arthur, you fought a magnificent battle, and defeated the bastard," Bigelow declared huskily but firmly. "We've done all we could. Ruthanne, we honor your astounding courage. Now, I guess, we wait. Folks, let's get up and stretch, but let's stay in this area, in case the Entity contacts Ruthanne again."

Fifteen direly stressed, deeply worried people crowded around Arthur and Ruthanne, and offered heartfelt thanks. Afterwards, they did as Bigelow suggested, their hearts growing heavier with each passing minute.

***

In an underground launch control center located in central Montana, Captain Adam Cramer glanced at his watch. Forty minutes until the end of our shift, he noted. Leaning back in the ultra-ergonomic seat designed to minimize fatigue, he recalled that tomorrow was his wife Sheryl's birthday. Not only had he remembered it, he congratulated himself. He had bought her a strikingly handsome necklace: five lovely Mexican fire opals set in silver hanging from a hand-crafted silver chain. She's still a damned sexy woman, even after bearing me two sons, he reflected proudly. We'll have wine with... 

Of a sudden, Cramer stiffened. A red warning light blinked on the panel in front of him. A sustained sound signifying malfunction fell on his ears with jarring force. Even as numerous other visual and auditory signals clamored for the Captain's attention, a gasp of utter shock escaped Lieutenant Mel Handley, who sat with wide, disbelieving eyes riveted to a screen showing the launch pad fifteen miles away: the site where an LGM-30G Minuteman III intercontinental ballistic missile pointed skyward in its underground silo, ready for launch should the Commander-in-Chief issue the order... to Cramer and himself.


Holy Mother of God! "Captain Cramer! Look at the visual of the pad... quick!"

Cramer had already accessed that view. Staring into the screen, he felt his gut kink violently. His eyes went wide as he reeled from severe shock. "What in the fucking hell is that?" he snarled. "And how in hell did it get there? Did it land there, Lieutenant?"

"No, sir. No! It... I happened to be watching, sir. It... just appeared. Nothing was there, and then that... ship... just materialized out of thin air. You see it too, sir?" Handley's voice grew shrill as he asked that final question.

"Of course I see it! We're not both hallucinating! The system's screaming the fact that something solid is interfering with the transmission of various kinds of data! But how in hell... "

Dread enveloped Cramer, even as he reached for the instrument that would put him in contact with Washington. That's an alien craft, he surmised. It has to be. No country on Earth possesses the power to make as huge an object as that simply materialize right over an active silo. If we're ordered to launch the missile... Sheryl... the boys... everyone at Malmstrom... most of the residents of Montana... will die. By my hand! God Almighty... 

"Sir... if we're ordered to launch... " Agony freighted Handley's voice.

"I know. Sit tight, Lieutenant. And keep your eyes glued to that screen." If the order comes... if that ship's full of hostile aliens... one of a fleet bent on invading and conquering Earth... the same aliens who performed those eerie abductions... I'll have to obey the order to launch. I'll have to! God help us all... 

***

Larry Tracker opened his eyes to find himself lying on hard ground next to a wire fence. Lurching to a sitting position, he saw that he had awakened next to Gary Logan. Three other inert bodies lay a short distance away. Swiveling his head, he gazed in awe at the huge alien ship towering over them. Six thick, silvery legs curving out from the lower end of the bullet-shaped artifact held the base of the ship exactly atop what he unerringly guessed to be the concrete slab topping an underground silo. The shadow cast by the giant construct stretched for an amazing distance across flat, brush-covered, treeless land. A brisk breeze raised goose bumps on Tracker's nude body. By all that's holy, Halverson did remember the coordinates, he exulted. And McConnell did outwit the Entity! But now... 

A grunt fell on his ears. Logan lurched to his feet. "Christ, would you look at that!" he exclaimed. "Larry, shake Vern awake. You know damned well that we're on Candid Camera! We need to send a signal that we're Americans, not humanoid aliens!" As he spoke, he grabbed Halverson's shoulder and shook him briskly.

On seeing the social outcast open his eyes and stare wildly about, Logan admitted sardonically, "Well, you made good on your brag, Halverson. I commend you." Rising, the outdoorsman woke Hal Johansson. "Rise up, people," he urged. "We need to prove that we're human. Stand at attention, in a tight line, and offer the President a military salute."

"The President... ? Oh, shit, you're right," Hal responded, his instant perception of the danger in which they stood banishing his grogginess. "Fucking hell!"

A half-second later, five stark naked bearded men with shaggy, unkempt hair stood erect in a line, raised their right arms in unison, and offered a military salute to the unseen observers: high officials who they felt sure watched their every move even as they engaged in frantic speculation as to what the mysterious apparition straddling the launch pad might be. They stood tall and went on saluting, even as the thought that they could die within minutes assailed them.

***

Eight miles away, a small convoy of military vehicles headed towards the missile site. The occupants, most of them members of the 345th Maintenance Squadron of Malmstrom Air Force Base, proceeded with the intent of conducting certain routine maintenance tasks within the launch silo. US Air Force Senior Airman Lance Albertson and Airman First Class Ken Strathmore, seated in the lead vehicle, gazed out over the flat, seemingly unoccupied land stretching away as far as the eye could see. Both men remained well aware, however, that physical barriers, certain hardened facilities, numerous mechanical and electrical devices, and elite, highly disciplined security forces maintained a vigilant watch, ensuring the safety and physical security of the missile. They likewise knew that the local landowners habitually hastened to report any unusual or suspicious activity occurring within the areas in which they worked. Never, since the beginning of their posting here, had either man ever entertained any worry regarding security when he worked at the site.

Given that the road made an S-shaped bend at one point, Albertson found himself staring out of the side rear window of the vehicle straight at the fenced area around the launch pad. Strathmore gazed out the other side, at terrain wearily familiar to him, his mind on matters other than the view. "Fucking hell!" Albertson suddenly yelled, jarring Strathmore's nerves. "Stop right here, damn it! Look at that!"

The vehicle lurched to a halt, prompting those behind it to stop as well. Drivers and occupants leaped out, imitating Senior Airman Albertson, who now stood staring in utter stupefaction at the huge, upright, silvery, bullet-shaped object rising straight up from what he knew to be the launch pad.

"What in the everlasting hell is that thing, and how did it get there?" Strathmore gasped.

"It just... appeared," Albertson rasped. "There was nothing there... and then for a moment there was a transparent image of that outfit... and then it looked as it does now! You don't suppose it's a holographic image projected onto the site by pranksters, do you?"

"Shit! It looks plenty solid to me!"

At that moment, the second highest ranking member of the contingent, Lieutenant Colonel Diego Martinez, strode up and barked, "Did either of you see that damned thing appear?"

"I did, sir," Albertson replied. "There was nothing there. And then a faint, transparent image formed, that quickly solidified into what you see now. You do see it, sir?"

"Of course I see it!" Martinez retorted scathingly. "Who could miss it? Major Bagenstroff's advising the base, and asking for orders. Get back in, men. I expect we'll advance and investigate. We're getting reinforcements."

Even as the Lieutenant Colonel spoke, two large vehicles crammed full of an armed security force raced up and bypassed those parked in the road. Two minutes later, the convoy moved out, with the vehicle occupied by Major Ralph Bagenstroff following in the rear of the security contingent. Shaken by the conference he had just had with the Secretary of Defense, no less, in which he had sensed the acute tension afflicting the group of top brass and civilian leaders gathered around the President, the Major wondered uneasily if Avrason might order a launch, despite the fact that he had been explicitly informed of the devastation to the nation that would result from firing a nuclear-tipped ICBM into the bottom end of that obviously alien artifact. Involuntarily, he shuddered.

During that swift advance, Major Bagenstroff kept his eyes riveted to the huge construct straddling the launch pad. A ship? he wondered. A weapon?
It's an Unidentified Roosting Object, he thought to himself in a fleeting attempt at gallows humor. It didn't land there. It materialized there! Out of thin air! Impossible. But there it is-where absolutely nothing was earlier. It didn't land. A descent would have triggered a host of defense mechanisms. Not a single alarm sounded. But there it stands! He grew aware of a row of figures standing rigidly still in a single line on the ground next to the towering object-figures dwarfed by its immensity. Are those beings on the ground aliens? Could I be heading for a first contact? Fucking shit!

As the convoy grew close, Bagenstroff stared in bemusement at five stark naked, shaggy-haired, bearded, seemingly human individuals standing rigidly at attention, saluting in the American military manner. They look human, he ruminated nervously. Would aliens salute? Hardly! Oh, my God. Those hundred people that got abducted by what the President said could possibly be an alien... the Entity, they called him... people who vanished without a trace... could this contingent be some of those people? Are they being used as intermediaries to deliver a message? Could they have been teleported here? Could that ship have been teleported? From where? Fucking hell!

Acting under orders to advance, observe, and report, but on no account to offer any provocation to any alien beings, Major Bagenstroff grew aware of sweat dampening the back of his neck as the vehicle passed through the gate in the wire fence that enclosed the site. The huge, bullet-shaped ship resting on six sturdy legs dwarfed both his convoy and the five men still standing at attention... still saluting.

***

"My arm's getting fucking exhausted," Halverson complained in an undertone as the convoy entered the fenced enclosure.

"Tough shit," Logan shot back. "Getting shot by some special forces sniper in that convoy will hurt a lot worse."

"If the President had panicked, we'd either be vaporized within a rapidly expanding mushroom cloud by now, or be dying swiftly and horribly from the lethal dose of radiation released by the dirtiest bomb ever to be unleashed anywhere on Earth. So I suspect heads more level than Avrason's prevailed, wouldn't you say, Gary?" Larry Tracker muttered.

"I hope to hell they go on prevailing," Logan replied grimly. "Avrason's got the final say."

"As if I find that thought reassuring!" Vern growled. Hal muttered in agreement.

"Larry, you're the one who should act as spokesman," Logan declared firmly. "The NSA sent you to negotiate with the fucking Entity. You're their envoy."

"Right," Vern and Hal chorused. Halverson said nothing. Logan's admission that he had "made good on his brag" had not made him any less wary of the militant outdoorsman.

None of the five moved a muscle as the convoy entered the gate and stopped. The armed security force deployed in a wide circle around the line of naked men. Major Bagenstroff stalked to a position opposite the man standing in the center, and barked, "At ease. Who are you?"

Savoring the relief engendered when he lowered his tired arm, Larry Tracker replied calmly, "I'm Laurence Tracker of the National Security Administration, Major. To my right are Vern Massey and Hal Johansson, also with the NSA. To my left is John Harlan Halverson III, a close friend and supporter of Senator Zachariah Lofenski, the Senate Majority Leader. Next to him is Gary Logan, who works for Senator Mark Danziger, the Ranking Member on the Senate Armed Forces Committee. All of us were among the hundred people abducted by the Entity: an alien whom we defeated and turned from being a major threat to being a major benefit to our government."

"You defeated this Entity?" Bagenstroff interrupted, his eyes grown hard, his face nakedly registering disbelief.

"If we hadn't, do you really suppose that the Entity would have teleported the ship containing the quantum computer that supports his existence to that particular site... sir? Put himself totally in the President's power?"Tracker grated, disliking being called a liar.

"Is that ship manned by this... Entity? Is it crammed full of some alien force?" Bagenstroff rasped, disliking the civilian's sardonic tone.

"No, it isn't manned by any living being, Major. It's an alien construct designed solely to house a supremely advanced quantum computer. The Entity is actually a computer program... a freely roving, immaterial being composed of bits of information. But his existence is supported by the computer. The Entity's a fusion of all the minds of his race. He has no alien force at his command. He's responsible for causing one hundred American experts in various fields to be teleported to copies of this Earth located in various parallel universes, and he can kill men with ease before they know they're targeted, by burning out the circuits of their brains. But he won't, now. We have him checkmated."

"Fucking hell!" Bagenstroff muttered, jolted by the news of the Entity's murderous tendencies. Feeling suddenly vulnerable, he eyed the towering artifact with grim distaste. "Go on with your explanation."

"As I said, sir, we five men and fifteen others of our group helped defeat the Entity. The man most responsible for our success is Arthur McConnell, a mathematical genius who tricked the Entity into teleporting this ship here, where the government can keep it targeted by a nuclear-armed missile, thereby forcing the Entity to keep the agreement. The danger is over, Major-provided that the government acts in good faith and keeps the terms we negotiated with this powerful alien being. The NSA arranged for me to be where the next abduction would occur, in the hope that I'd be snatched, and I was. My superiors commissioned me to negotiate with the Entity. Not only have I done so-all twenty of us have cooperatively achieved a major breakthrough. We need to speak with the President and... "

On seeing the heads of those standing behind the Major involuntarily swivel to the right, Tracker broke off his explanation, and followed their gaze. To his infinite relief, he beheld a large, shimmering, highly reflective dome materialize within a corner of the fenced area. "Don't shoot at the dome!" he commanded sharply, upon seeing the armed force level their weapons at this new surreal manifestation. "Fifteen of our fellow abductees will shortly emerge from that dome! The Entity's keeping to the agreement we made with him! Don't shoot!"

"Lower your weapons," the leader of the security force barked.

Struggling to conceal profound shock, Bagenstroff eyed this new manifestation of unearthly power with sudden dire fear, which he succeeded in concealing perfectly.

"Major, more than half of the people that will emerge from that dome are women," Tracker announced. "They'll be stark naked. I'm sure they'd appreciate it if you'd allow your men to strip off their shirts or jackets and let the women cover themselves, so they don't have to emerge nude."

His head spinning as he sought to assimilate the astounding claims made by this person who he now reluctantly judged to be who he said he was, the Major turned to Lieutenant Colonel Martinez, who had been listening to someone on a cell phone. Bagenstroff's face expressed an unspoken question.

"What Mr. Tracker says is true, sir," Martinez assured him crisply. "I'm on the line with the Secretary of Defense. Tracker is with the NSA. The Secretary urges us to do as he says... to let those within that dome emerge safely. Here, sir. The Secretary wishes to speak to you. And the President wishes to speak to Mr. Tracker."

At that moment, the five stressed repatriates heaved audible sighs of relief. Relaxing, they exchanged broad grins. "By God, Arthur delivered the goods," Vern exclaimed feelingly.

"Damned if he didn't!" Logan agreed. Turning to Halverson, he thrust out a hand, which the astonished misfit instinctively grasped. "John," Logan admitted evenly, "were it not for your amazing feat of memory, we couldn't have pulled off this victory. We all owe you. The country owes you as well."

Instead of offering an arrogant, flip reply, as Logan and the others fully expected him to do, Halverson displayed an astonishing restraint. "That's the only contribution I made," he acknowledged with brutal honesty. "I'm glad I was able to help defeat the fucking Entity! And I'm sure as hell glad that we're all safely back on Earth."

Managing to conceal his profound astonishment, Logan clapped the social misfit on the shoulder in comradely fashion. In an unpremeditated burst of unity, the other three men did likewise. At that juncture, Martinez requested that Larry Tracker come to the phone and tell his story directly to the President.

***

Fifteen miles away, Captain Adam Cramer slumped in his ergonomic seat and expelled an audible sigh of relief so profound that releasing it left him giddy. I'll see Sheryl and the boys again, he assured himself bemusedly. I won't have to face my God at the seat of judgment knowing that I killed them... in defense of the country... the fellow Americans I swore to serve and protect. That I obeyed the most frightful order that could possibly be issued to a husband and father by the Commander-in-Chief. Oh, Sheryl... 

Lieutenant Mel Handley wiped the sweat from his brow and murmured softly, "Not our time to die, today, eh, sir?"

"Evidently not, Mel. Thank God."

***

Within the dome, Bigelow woke first. Sitting up, he realized that he lay within a larger dome than the one out of which he had crawled on that memorable first day spent on the parallel Earth. Hope soared, as he counted the inert figures, and saw that his fourteen comrades lay sprawled on the hard ground around him. Through the aperture in the dome, he could see the massive legs supporting the alien ship, and in the foreground, a line of military figures obviously, gloriously American in their aspect.

Claire Cavanaugh stirred, rolled over, and sat up. When the realization struck her as to where she was, her face took on an expression of incandescent joy. "Ryan, we're home!" she cried aloud, no whit worried by her nudity: a factor that ranked low in her perceptions right then. "We're back!" With that, she threw herself into his arms, and hugged him with surprising strength.

"Thank God!" Bigelow responded in a voice hoarse with deep emotion as he hugged her with exuberant abandon.

The others now woke almost simultaneously. Sara launched her slim body into Arthur's arms, heedless of her nudity. Hastings embraced Sharon Roberts, who clung to him tenaciously as tears welled. The others enthusiastically clapped the mathematician on the back and did likewise to Ruthanne. The entire company then indulged in an orgy of hugging, handshaking, backslapping, laughing, and crying tears of pure joy.

Ten minutes later, the fifteen radiantly happy repatriated abductees emerged from the dome, to find a motley pile of garments stacked outside the aperture. Minutes later, their loins wrapped in various types of garments, the women's upper bodies covered by jackets, tee shirts and shirts from military uniforms , they walked a trifle unsteadily to where their five comrades awaited them, and hugged the five men enthusiastically. Halverson drew no fewer hugs than did the others. His sullen animosity draining away in this moment of heady triumph, he hugged his fellows in his turn.

Ruthanne melted against Larry, her heart pounding and her pulse roaring in her ears. "I tried not to think of you being annihilated in a nuclear blast or killed by lethal radiation from a ruptured device," she gasped. "But I knew that could happen!"

"Don't think we didn't get the willies when we woke in the shadow of that monstrous ship," he murmured. "But if it didn't happen then, I doubt that it will now."

As the military personnel watched in awe, the shimmering dome faded into transparency, and vanished before their disbelieving eyes.

When the initial transports of joy died down, Ruthanne addressed the man she judged to be in command. "Major, I'm Ruthanne Carter, of the NSA. I'm the only one of us-and I believe I'm the only one of the hundred abductees-who possesses the ability to serve as the intermediary through which the Entity speaks. I'm ready to act in that capacity while the government carries out the arrangements we negotiated with the Entity."

"Do you have to be here, to do that?" Bagenstroff inquired courteously, being now confirmed in his belief that these people were not pawns of the mysterious Entity-people forced to do the will of a dangerous, devious, manipulative alien.

"No. I can be anywhere. And I can't contact him-he has to enter my mind of his own volition. But he will, shortly, I feel sure. And I'd like to be standing within a circle formed of my nineteen fellow abductees when he does."

"Mr. Tracker's explained the agreement to the President and his advisors," Major Bagenstroff informed her. "They listened, asked questions, and conferred among themselves. The President agreed to abide by the terms of the agreement: that much I know. But while Mr. Tracker was on the phone with the President and his advisors, some extraordinary event evidently occurred in D.C.-an event that caused them to grow quite upset and excited. The President got off the phone, and the Secretary of Defense ordered us to remain here while they addressed this new development."

Dread suddenly gripped the woman who had been so sure that all was now well. Oh, fucking hell! Did the Entity go on a killing spree in Washington? she wondered as her gut tightened painfully. But if he had, wouldn't he have wiped Avrason first? Doesn't he know that the missile can only be launched by the command of the President? Does he know that much, and fail to realize that there's a long line of succession that kicks in if the top officials die along with the President? Oh, God... 

Larry appeared next to her, and gripped her arm. "The President committed himself to honoring the agreement, full in the hearing of a host of his advisors, after he heard my explanation. So he won't be able to vacillate later. But then some news came in that rattled him and his advisors badly. I urged them to tell me... told them I could perhaps explain any new development... but they're phoning back after they learn more. Holy shit, Ruthanne... you don't suppose the Entity killed anyone in D.C., do you?"

Arthur McConnell strode up at that point. He had observed the changes visible on their faces. "What's happened?" he asked.

"Just as I finished making the case to the President that he should honor the agreement and got his wholehearted agreement, something happened in D.C. that got him and his advisors all agog. They put me on hold, in a manner of speaking. I hope to hell the Entity didn't go on a killing spree!"

"I doubt that he did. Quite the contrary: he's most likely continuing to carry out his end of the bargain," the mathematician assured the pair, smiling mischievously. "I expect he's returning the other eighty abductees."

***

As usual, a busy throng of people occupied the steps of the United States Capitol Building on this bright, sunny day in July. Most concentrated on whatever business brought them to the Capitol, but a few gazed down the slightly less than two mile length of the National Mall, past the equestrian statue of Ulysses S. Grant and the lovely pool fronting it, to the spot where the Washington Monument rose in majestic splendor, partially obscuring their view of the Lincoln Memorial. A multitude of trees bordered the broad walk surrounding the grassy park. Pedestrians strolled along the pavement. Vehicular traffic flowed horizontally in their view, on roads separating expanses of lush green grass.

Suddenly, the traffic came to an abrupt halt. Motors uniformly died. Horns became inoperable. An invisible barrier kept those on the walks and streets from stepping onto the grassy areas. Those already on those expanses vanished, with nothing left to show that they had been there but articles of clothing scattered on the ground. Those misfortunate souls reappeared seconds later, stark naked, on other grassy areas some distance from the Mall, to their utter discomfiture. That phenomenon produced intense shock in the passersby who chanced to see nude, distraught men, women and children suddenly materialize out of thin air.

The shouts of astonishment issuing from those who viewed the inexplicable events occurring on the Mall caused others on the steps of the Capitol to stop cold in their tracks, and stare. As they watched, a transparent, tenuous, hemispherical object took on substance, turning into a large, shimmering, opaque, highly reflective white dome.

Screams issued from the spectators, many of whom panicked badly. Some of those on the walks sought to advance onto the grass, only to hit an invisible barrier, and bounce. Those within ten feet of the dome felt a strong, eerie, tingling sensation. While those on the steps, the walks, and the streets stared in utter shock, a second dome came into existence a short distance from the first. As the stunned populace watched, wide-eyed, they beheld a third dome appear, and then a fourth.

Sirens screamed in the distance as police cars raced towards the Mall, only to fall mute as the vehicles came to a stop, their motors dead, a quarter of a mile from their destination.

A throng of people, including numerous senators and representatives, exited the Capitol building, drawn by hearing incoherent reports relayed to them from people who had been outside when the commotion began, but who ran inside to report what they had seen.

People who had been strolling about nearby and who had heard the electrifying news from friends via their cell phones, now swarmed out of the trees and surrounding areas to converge on the pavement bordering the grassy expanses. They, too, tried to advance onto the grass, only to hit the invisible barrier.

As the stupefied throng of pedestrians and other observers watched, naked men and women stumbled out of apertures in the domes, to stand blinking bemusedly in the sunlight. Unmindful of their nudity, they stared for a few seconds, recognized where they were, cried out in astonishment, and then engaged in an orgy of hugging each other. Some wept, some laughed, and some, seemingly stunned into incoherence, groggily let themselves be hugged.

A few moments later, the domes thinned to transparency and vanished, in the order in which they had appeared. Cries of astonishment, awe and fear rose from the spectators, but the mob of naked people on the grass cheered wildly.

An expanse of famous parkland that had witnessed many a demonstration, many a march for some deeply espoused cause, and many an eloquent, rousing address delivered to a huge, enthusiastic crowd, could now claim the distinction of having formed the setting for an historic first: the freeing of a large number of hostages by a defeated, tamed, alien Entity.

***

Sitting in a circle in the shadow of the looming ship, surrounded by a ring of fascinated military personnel, nineteen abductees fixed their glance on Ruthanne Carter, who stood in the center of the ring, radiating confidence. Profound silence fell over the ranks of the spectators. When a cold, masculine voice issued from the mouth of the woman the timbre of whose voice he felt he now knew well, the hair on the back of Major Bagenstroff's neck rose, and he gave a slight start: a response he instantly hoped no one had noticed.

"I am the Entity!" the voice intoned in an imperious tone. "I have carried out... my part of our bargain. I have teleported the seventy-six surviving human beings... I sequestered on various parallel Earths... to the spot designated by Arthur McConnell. I killed none of them. One... drowned in a river. One was slain... by another in his group. The killer then took his own life. Another... in a different group... also took his own life. I have repaired the minds... of those damaged... by my attempts to speak through them. I will now demonstrate to all of you... that I did not harm my Guardians... and that I freed them... from the need to obey the commands... I issued earlier."

As the astounded spectators watched, the abductees stared silently at a remote point in space. A vision arose on the screen of their minds: a vision that unrolled as if it were a documentary film. They saw the ship rising majestically above the walls enclosing it, in the ancient city surrounded by jungle. Of a sudden, the huge artifact thinned to transparency and vanished. All over the city, and in the surrounding fields, men shouted, pointed, clapped their hands to their heads, ran about distractedly, or fell prostrate on the ground as if to plead for the god to return. A venerable, bearded, white-robed figure stood in the main plaza, his arms outstretched to the sky, his face rapt. Eventually, he dropped his arms, and addressed the agitated group that had collected around him. As he spoke, the faces of the high priests and other residents of the town calmed, and they, too, raised their hands in what the viewers intuitively judged to be a farewell gesture.

Shortly thereafter, wrapped in immense dignity, surrounded by the elders, high priests, and other leaders, the High Priest addressed a huge throng of his people. Obviously, he conveyed the message he had received from the invisible Entity. The final depiction was of an immense, joyous, city-wide celebration of the ascent of the god into the heavens.

Joy suffused the twenty people witnessing that outcome.

"I am Ruthanne Carter!" the interpreter now stated calmly in her own voice. "Entity, you have completed the first part of the bargain we struck with you. We have done all we said we would do. Our nation's supreme leader has agreed to honor the agreement in its entirety. The return of the other abductees caused an interruption, but the President will shortly contact us once more. One hour from now, we will again form our circle. Enter my mind at that time. We will advise you as to the details that will be involved in the removal of the compartment housing your generative computer and its installation in the fortress beneath Cheyenne Mountain."

"I shall return in one hour," the deep, cold masculine voice agreed.

Striding out of the ring, Ruthanne confronted Major Bagenstroff, and spoke in a crisp, assured tone. "I sincerely hope that the President won't change his mind about honoring the agreement, now that he's been advised that the commotion that interrupted the conference was caused by the Entity's returning the other surviving abductees, Major. The Entity will henceforth form a marvelous source of knowledge for the American scientific and mathematical community. Please strive at this time to put Larry Tracker back in communication with the Commander-in-Chief."

"I'll do my best, ma'am," Bagenstroff assured this woman, being absolutely certain that the eerie drama he had just witnessed had been no sham. Admiration for her sheer guts prompted him to smile with manifest warmth as he made that promise. Sensing that the reservations he had harbored initially had vanished, Ruthanne smiled back with engaging warmth.

Twenty minutes later, the President offered a ringing assurance to Larry Tracker, in the hearing of all of his advisers and numerous members of his cabinet, of his unaltered intent to abide by the terms of the agreement. He then delegated the authority for overseeing the transfer of the Entity's quantum computer to a specialized area being prepared within the Cheyenne Mountain Complex to General Huffman, and ordered that operation to begin at once.

Awash in relief, Ruthanne and Larry embraced. The pair engaged in a long, passionate kiss, caring no whit what any witness, from the President to the lowest ranking airman in the convoy, thought of their joyous celebration of a hard-won victory over a formidable alien foe.









Chapter Nineteen




Late in the memorable day when the ninety-seven surviving MPs awoke on their native Earth-a day that reached a climax when the President, elated by the return of the abductees in so dramatic and public a fashion, assured Ruthanne Carter and Larry Tracker that he would honor the agreement in full-the engineer in charge of the preparations for transporting of the Entity's computer to the Cheyenne Mountain Complex agreed to a plan urgently advanced by Larry Tracker to insure that the compartment housing the quantum computer would remain threatened by annihilation during its transit there. General Huffman assured Tracker that the compartment would be encased within gear designed to destroy the computer should the Entity kill anyone or otherwise break the agreement. That forceful assertion produced profound relief in all twenty members of the group that had won the victory.

That evening, twenty tired but happy repatriates gratefully entered quarters hastily prepared for them at Malmstrom Air Force Base. General Huffman had arranged to have their wives, husbands, children, and any other relative, friend or significant other whose presence they requested flown to the base. A score of tearful reunions followed.

Caden Jordan and Stephanie Whitsun flew to Malmstrom at the invitation of Larry Tracker. Caden, Stephanie, Larry and Ruthanne spent a lively evening telling each other all that had happened during the past month over bottles of excellent wine.

President Avrason gave a ringing address to the nation in which he intimated that owing to his decisive and effective leadership, the enigma of the disappearances had not only been explained, the alien Entity who had caused the problem had been converted into a benefit to the nation.

Dreading the task of telling Duncan Gage that she was engaged to marry a fellow abductee, Marlene Hefter phoned her former lover. Stuttering a bit, Duncan revealed in a voice tinged with shame that he had thought her dead, and that he was now engaged to someone else. Elated rather than upset, Marlene gently informed him that she, too, was engaged to someone else. The call ended on a mutually friendly note, to the vast relief of both former lovers. On hearing the news, Gary Logan pulled Marlene into his arms and bestowed a fiercely possessive kiss on his bride-to-be.

Sharon Roberts' call to her former lover produced the husky admission that he had missed her badly, but that he had accepted a promotion that would require him to move to New York City shortly. Feeling certain that she would not wish to leave her job if she by some chance reappeared, he had decided that he would begin dating other women once he got settled into his new life. On hearing that she was engaged to another abductee, Owen congratulated her in a tone that seemed quite sincere. Smiling wryly, she ended the call, certain now that his feeling for her had been even shallower than she had suspected. Happiness surged though her when she rejoined the man she would wed within the month, and the pair enjoyed a few drinks before dinner.

Sara Chen had a highly emotional reunion with her parents. Her announcement that she intended to marry Arthur McConnell, a famous mathematician, caused shock that swiftly melted into joyous acceptance of the news. Arthur found himself happily comparing the warm family atmosphere her parents generated to that which he had enjoyed while living in close quarters with Sara and Saul. Sara's vigorous assertion that Saul Steiglitz, a famous physicist, had stood in the stead of an uncle to her during her exile on the alternate Earth won that beaming friend instant acceptance into the Chen family circle.

***

On the day following the reunions, most of the twenty victors in the struggle left for home. Larry Tracker, Ruthanne Carter, Arthur McConnell, and Saul Steiglitz, all of whom had volunteered to act as consultants to the team of Air Force engineers and technicians preparing remove the compartment housing the Entity's computer and transfer it to the Complex beneath Cheyenne Mountain, remained at Malmstrom Air Force Base, as did Sara Chen, now formally engaged to Arthur McConnell.

The Entity, speaking through Ruthanne, gave precise instructions as to how to ascend the staircase within one of the legs supporting the ship, open the hatch situated where the curved leg attached to the side of the cylinder, and identify the rather small-sized compartment housing his generative computer. No hitch ensued as a team of experts removed the compartment from the ship.

When the preparations for the transfer had been completed, the compartment rested on the flat bed of a large truck. An intricate maze of coils and other gear now encased it. These, Ruthanne had explained to the Entity, constituted insurance against treachery, once the compartment was no longer situated in the line of fire of a nuclear-armed missile. "If you kill anyone in a fit of vindictiveness, powerful laser cutters will bore into the walls of the compartment, allowing atmospheric pressure to replace the near-vacuum within," she warned. "Simultaneously, the coils will raise the temperature to a degree that will insure that your computer is destroyed. However, so long as you keep your agreement to answer the questions of scientists able to commune with you in the language of pure mathematics on the first day of every year, and kill no one, your computer will be as safe as human ingenuity can make it, in perpetuity."

The Entity replied in an icy tone that he would abide by the agreement.

Seated in a government vehicle in the convoy conveying the Entity's computer to the Complex where it would henceforth reside, Larry Tracker and Ruthanne Carter gazed in awe at the rugged mountainous terrain visible from the narrow, winding, elevated road forming the approach to the underground stronghold. At one point, the high elevation allowed a truly spectacular far view of the surrounding area. "Damned if you can't see Nebraska from here," Tracker muttered as he gazed at the distant horizon.

Finally, the convoy approached the opening leading into a long, winding granite tunnel carved in the early 1960s. The entrance to the Complex seemed tiny in contrast to the size of the mountain and the extent of the magnificent vista visible from the approach. The truck passed by the twenty-five-ton steel blast doors, which had not been closed for any great length of time since the early 1970s, but which had remained shut on September 11, 2001, for almost three hours, in response to a possible threat to the underground base.

The truck stopped at a point just beyond a stop light in the tunnel. The crew of technicians, using a highly maneuverable skid-steer vehicle, carefully conveyed the compartment encased in its overlay of coils to a chamber that had been prepared for its occupancy. There, they connected the coils to a control panel, integrating the container into a complex system that would allow instant destruction of the computer should the Entity break the agreement. Only then did they inactivate the remote control that would have allowed destruction had the Entity broken the agreement during the journey. When they finished that job, they departed, leaving Larry Tracker, Ruthanne Carter, Arthur McConnell, Saul Steiglitz, Sara Chen, General Huffman and the general's aide gazing at the end result of twenty people's traumatic adventure.

"I am the Entity!" the familiar cold masculine voice stated, issuing from Ruthanne's mouth. That peremptory salutation visibly startled the General and his aide. "I am compelled to admit... that you and the others in your group... have kept your part of the agreement... and that I am now far safer than I was... before you tricked me into teleporting my ship to your Earth. I shall now return... to the contemplation of concepts... far beyond your comprehension. I shall not speak through you again."

"I am Ruthanne Carter! I wish you well, Entity. But I won't miss acting as your interpreter. Good-bye."

Silence fell. "He's gone," Ruthanne stated calmly. "He's not keen on offering thanks, is he?"

"Hell, no, he's not," Larry growled.

"His mind isn't geared for that," McConnell offered gently. "Well! What do all of you say to joining Sara and me for a drink, when we get back to Peterson Air Force Base? Before my fiancee and I fly to New York to get ready for our wedding next Saturday?"

"My fiancee and I will gladly take you up on that offer," Larry replied with a grin, as he slipped an arm around Ruthanne. Chuckling, Saul nodded.

"So will we-but the drinks will be on the United States Air Force, by God," the General stated firmly.

Smiling broadly, the triumphant victors in a fierce battle with a murderous alien Entity left the chamber without once looking back.
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