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I. SAVIOUR IN TIME

SATURDAY, JUNE 12, 1965: THE BONDING

The sun was bright and a warm late-spring breeze blew across the green Pennsylvania hills as Matthew Hart screamed joyfully through the woods. Running as fast as he could, he went down one path and up another, until he found himself falling and rolling down a steep embankment, finally coming to rest atop a pile of old leaves and branches. Not far behind was Dion Osborne, a fair-haired young boy of Matthew's age and height.

With a loud squeal, young Dion jumped the final embankment and landed almost directly on top of Matthew, finally reaching out and grabbing him.

"I got you!" Dion shouted playfully. "I got you, Matt!"

But Matt was too tired to argue. He just rolled over and looked up through the towering trees at the clear blue sky. "Yeah, okay. Next time I'll be it."

For a while both boys just laid there, breathing deeply the clean, sweet air that was almost Heaven. Finally they sat up and looked at eachother.

"I can't believe it's finally summer vacation," Dion said.

Matt nodded and smiled. "I know. Who needs that stuffy ol' school, anyway?"

"My uncle was a piano player in Boston, and he never went past the eighth grade."

"Is that what you want to do when you grow up...be a piano player?"

Dion shrugged. "Nah-h-h. I wanna play guitar like John Lennon."

"Yeah. Me, too."

"You can't be like John Lennon, 'cause I'm gonna be like him. You have to be like someone else."

Matt thought for a moment. "Okay, then. I'll be like George Harrison."

"Okay," Dion agreed. "They're both good guys."

"Yeah."

For a while longer there was silence. Then Matt turned to Dion. "You know...I'll bet John and George did something to be really good friends forever."

"Like what?" Dion asked with a puzzled look on his face.

"Oh, I don't know...some kind of pact...a bond."

"You mean like blood-brothers?"

Matt nodded. "Yeah...a blood bond."

"You think we should do something like that?"

"Sure. It's what the Indians used to do."

"But John and George aren't Indians," Dion argued.

"No, but they're best friends, and I bet they did a blood bond."

For another moment they were quiet. Then Dion smiled and nodded once. "Okay....Let's do it." He pulled out a small pocket knife and opened it up. When Matt saw the shiny blade, his first reaction was to pull back. Dion saw this and laughed. "You're not afraid, are you?"

Matt was afraid, but he couldn't tell his friend so. "No, not really."

"Well, we gonna do it?"

For a moment Matt sighed deeply, but then he smiled. "Yeah-h-h. Let's do it!"

Dion held out his left hand and put the blade against the open palm. "It's gotta be the left hand, 'cause it's closest to the heart."

"Okay."

Dion slowly pulled the sharp blade across his palm, and soon blood was dripping out of his hand.

"Oh, god!" Matt muttered.

"Your turn."

Matt hesitated for a moment, but then he stuck his open hand out. With sweat beginning to cover his forehead, he watched as Dion sliced a small cut into his left palm. The pain was immediately noticeable, but it wasn't really as bad as he had thought it would be.

Then Dion held his bleeding palm out and Matt placed his on top.

"This is to being best friends forever," Matt said.

"Blood brothers," Dion agreed, and the two boys gripped each other’s hand and let the blood flow between them.

Matt smiled and looked into his best friend's eyes. "This is gonna be the best summer ever!"

Dion nodded as the sun peaked through the trees and fell upon them in the quiet woods.

WEDNESDAY, MAY 27, 1970: GRADUATION DAY 

"And as we say farewell to the one hundred eighty-two students who are leaving us today, they are just now saying hello to the world outside...a world which promises hope and a clear future for them and their posterity."

The crowd at the outdoor graduation ceremony applauded as the speaker at the podium took a drink of water from a nearby glass. The speaker -- Principal Torney -- motioned for his secretary to join him, and she did, carrying one hundred eighty-two diplomas.

"And now," Torney went on, "as I read off your names, will you, the graduating class of 1970, please come forward to receive your well-earned diplomas."

And so the calling of the roll began...from Susan Adams down the line to Stephen Zelinski, each student in turn strolling slowly, proudly, front and center to receive his or her final reprieve from the prison known as high school. It was not only a proud day for them all, but one of uncertain anticipation. No one knew how long they had waited for this day but the students themselves.

After the ceremonies, the students broke off into their little groups of friends, some wishing farewells and good lucks, and other making plans for the evening to come. One such group was that of three young men who had been close friends for over five years...Dion Osborne, Matthew Hart, and Leonard Shaw.

"So, what's the deal?" Dion asked with enthusiasm. "Are we goin' or not?"

"Goin' where?" Matt asked.

"Dave Carter's party," Leonard replied, looking around as though the whole idea was a big secret. Actually nothing could be farther from the truth. Half of the 1970 graduating class of Bartsville Senior High was going to be at that party.

"Oh, yeah, I heard about that," Matt said. "Alot of beer and stuff."

"And a live band," Dion added. "You goin'?"

Matt shook his head. "I was invited, but Kathy and I have plans of our own."

Both Dion and Leonard guffawed and made ridiculous sounds, and Leonard lightly punched Matt's shoulder as he moved closer. "So what's the story with you two?"

Matt almost blushed. "I think this is it, fellas. Tonight I think Kathy's finally gonna give in."

"Look," Leonard said. "You've been goin' with her for over two years, an' she hasn't given in yet."

"Yeah," Dion agreed. "You're both still virgins!"

"Who says I'm a virgin?" Matt rebuked. "I've had it before!"

Again his friends scoffed.

"Yeah, right," Leonard commented. "If Kathy ever found you screwin' around on her, she'd cut yer balls off."

Matt looked down and scuffed his shoes on the ground. "Yeah, well -- "

"Well, does that mean you're not goin' to the party?" Dion asked.

"Yeah, I'm goin' out with Kathy," Matt replied.

"Well, let's go, Dion," Leonard said. "We're the ride for a few of the others."

"Right," Dion agreed. "See ya later, Matt. Have a good time."

"You, too," Matt returned. "And be careful driving."

"Right," Leonard said.

Matt stood for a moment and sadly watched his best friend walk away into a group of waiting ex-students. Something didn't feel right, but it wasn't anything that he could put his finger on. Maybe it was because this was the first time he wasn't going to a party with Dion. Ever since they had begun drinking beer, Matt and Dion had always partied together, and many times Leonard had been with them....But now it was different. They were going one way, and he was going another....Was this what graduating from high school meant...to go your separate ways and leave your friends behind?

Suddenly there was a tap on Matt's shoulder, and he turned to see his parents and sisters standing before him.

"Aren't you going to a party with your friends?" Mr. Hart asked.

"Of course he's not going to a party," Mrs. Hart interjected. "He wants to spend his graduation night with his parents -- after all, we were the ones who pushed him to graduate."

"Yeah," one of the sisters teased. "Or else he'd be one of those hippies you see on TV."

Suddenly Matt felt he should speak up. "Mother, Father...Kathy and I are going out to dinner."

"What?" Mrs. Hart asked. "You can't just go off and leave us like that. You owe us--"

"Mother!" Matt shouted, but then he took a moment to control himself. "Kathy and I have been planning this dinner for weeks, okay?"

Mr. Hart stepped forward, a hand in his pocket. "We understand, son. You and Kathy go ahead and have your evening out. We'll still be around when you get home." He pulled his hand out of his pocket and furtively stuck something into Matt's right hand. "Have a good time." He then took his wife by the arm and pulled her away. "Let's go, dear. It's time we got home."

The family walked away and Matt looked down into his hand where he saw the fifty dollar bill his father had slipped to him. Good ol' Dad, he thought as he strolled off in search of Kathy King, his girl-friend of over two years.

Matt found Kathy who was looking for him. "You tell your parents?" she asked after they kissed.

"Yeah, Mother wasn't too happy, but Dad understood."

"Yeah, it was the opposite with mine. Mom was happy to see me go out, but Daddy was afraid we were going out to get drunk with the others, even though I told him you and I were going alone."

Matt chuckled and shook his head. "Parents! Sometimes they can be...such a drag."

"Yeah....Well, let's go."

Hand-in-hand, they went for Kathy's car, which was parked about three blocks away from the football field.

Dinner was filling and expensive, but there seemed to be something in the air as Matt and Kathy finished the meal. Matt could see that Kathy had something on her mind, and all during dinner he hadn't said anything, but the suspense was getting the best of him.

"What's wrong, sweetheart?" he finally asked. "You've been quiet all evening."

Kathy played with her food with her fork. "I guess I'm just not very hungry."

"Something on your mind?"

"Yeah, but...can we go now?"

Matt shrugged. "Sure, I guess."

Outside, Kathy was still quiet as they got into her car and took off down the road, heading out of Bartsville. Kathy took the car onto Route 70 West and drove without a word. Matt obliged her her silence, but his interest arose when she pulled off of the highway and went for the lit-up roadside motel.

Silence...that was all that he could hear.

The bathroom door opened, and Matt held his breath as Kathy walked slowly out with a gentle smile on her face. Matt grabbed the covers as Kathy moved closer to the bed. Light from the lamp across the room passed through Kathy's thin gown, and her form was distinctly apparent to him.

"Are...are you sure about this?" he found himself asking.

Kathy nodded her head. "Uh-huh."

"Well, if you're sure, then I guess I am too."

Kathy stopped at the edge of the bed and slowly let her gown drop to the floor, revealing a body that looked every bit as good to Matt as any he had ever seen in his father's girlie magazines.

"Well?" the girl asked nervously. "Do I look nice?"

Matt was beginning to perspire more and he gripped the bed covers tighter. "Y-Y-Yeah...you look...g-great....Wow!"

Smiling even more, Kathy wordlessly got into bed next to Matt and pulled the covers up over her. When she was situated, she turned to Matt. "You ever do this before? You know what to do?"

Matt had told his friends that he was not a virgin, but the truth was that he had never been with a girl or woman before. He had lied to his friends, but he couldn't lie to Kathy. "No, I've never been with -- I mean, I've never done it before -- I mean,--"

"That's okay," Kathy cut in.

"How about you? You ever do this before?"

Suddenly Kathy sat up. "Matthew Hart! We've been going together for two years, and you know I'm still a virgin!"

"Yeah, I know....So?"

"So what?"

"Well, we gonna do it?"

"You know how?"

Matt swallowed hard. "I think so."

"Well, then, just tell me what to do."

"Well...I guess you just lay back and I...you know...put it in."

Kathy laid back and positioned herself just right until she was comfortable. "Okay."

Matt hesitated. "You ready?"

"I guess so."

"They say the first time's supposed to hurt a little -- for the girl, I mean."

Kathy smiled. "I don't care. I wanna do it, so let's just do it, okay?"

Matt slowly climbed on top of his girl and tried to put himself into her...and missed. Feeling stupid and clumsy, he placed a few kisses on her face and neck, then tried to enter her again...failing.

Kathy could tell that he was having a hard time, so she reached down and took a hold of him.

"Ow!" Matt cried out. "Easy."

"Well, I never felt one in my hand before. It's so hard, how could it hurt?"

"Believe me, it does. Please be careful."

Kathy kissed Matt on the lips, then took a hold of his privates again, this time more gently. Matt could feel Kathy put him into her, and she groaned slightly as he pushed to get it all the way in. Her warmth and her tightness felt so good! He never knew it could be like this!

THURSDAY, MAY 28, 1970: THE NEXT DAY

Kathy had, indeed, been a virgin, but she went through the motions with as much passion as Matt had ever dreamed she would. The night was surely one that neither of them would forget, even though they made love only one time.

When Matt awoke, Kathy was already up and showered, standing naked at the end of the bed. "Time to get up, sleepy-head. You hungry?"

Matt sat up and looked around. "What time is it?"

"Quarter to eight," she replied as she pulled her pink lace panties up onto her.

"Is that all?" He let his head plop back down to the pillow.

"I'm so hungry I could eat a horse!"

He gazed up at the ceiling. "You okay?"

She pulled her brassiere on and reached back to clasp it shut. "Whataya mean?"

"I mean, like...you're not sore or anything, are you?"

"A little...but I'm okay." She stepped around to Matt's side of the bed and sat next to him. "I had a good time last night."

Suddenly Matt began to laugh out loud, causing Kathy to frown and furl her brow.

"And just what are you laughing about, Matthew Hart?" she asked.

"Oh, I was just wondering what your parents are gonna say," he laughed. "You've never been out all night before."

"I know," she replied. "But I start college in the fall, so they'd better get used to me doing what I want, when I want."

"Well, I just hope your father doesn't come looking for me with his shotgun."

Kathy broke out with a roar of laughter. "Wouldn't that be something! Daddy making us have a shotgun wedding!"

"Huh! A shotgun wedding I could handle, but I'm afraid it would be a shotgun funeral -- mine!"

"Don't worry," Kathy assured him. "I can handle Daddy." She gave Matt a quick kiss, then went back to getting dressed. "Now, get up and get dressed. I'm hungry."

Matt slowly dragged himself out of bed and went into the bathroom for a quick shower. The hunger he felt was not for food, but he wasn't going to say anything. Kathy had given herself to him the night before -- a dream come true for him -- so he wasn't going to say anything else.

Evelyn Martin was in something of a hurry that morning. Her husband had been late getting off to work, and the kids -- as usual -- didn't want to go to school. Thank Heavens they had only two weeks left before summer vacation! Then they would go off to summer camp for a month and Evelyn could have some time to herself every day!

She put her left turn signal on as she pulled up to the stop sign. Stopping her red Chevy, she looked first right, then left, making sure there was no on-coming traffic. When she saw that she was clear to go, she pulled onto Route 917 and headed down the road towards Bartsville, her left turn signal still flashing away.

The '68 Ford thundered down the dirt road, raising dust behind it all the way. Behind the wheel, Leonard Shaw was keeping his eyes on the road, but in the passenger's seat Dion Osborne was keeping his eyes closed. He seemed to have the granddaddy of all hangovers.

"How much did I drink last night?" Dion asked wearily, still with his eyes closed.

"I don't know," Leonard replied, "but I think you over-did it."

"Yeah, tell me something new."

"While I, on the other hand, controlled my impulses and stayed sober enough to turn down Laura Peterson."

"You're kidding!" Suddenly Dion's eyes were wide open. "You turned her down?"

"Twice...or was it three times? I don't remember now."

"God! How could you do such a thing, Len?"

"You know I can't cheat on Diane. If she ever found out, I'd be dog-meat!"

Dion sat back and closed his eyes again. "Yeah, I guess you would."

Leonard could see the stop sign up ahead, so he began to slow the car. Pulling up to the four-way intersection, he stopped, then looked first right, then left. Nothing was coming from the left, but a red Chevy was coming down the road from the right. The car's left turn signal was flashing, so he figured the driver was going to slow and make a left, even though the car was coming somewhat fast.

Leonard decided to go ahead and make his turn before the red car made its turn, so he pushed on the gas pedal and pulled the car out into the intersection.

Dion opened his eyes to see where they were turning, but all he saw was a flash of red charging at him. Then suddenly his head was full of crashing sounds, and pain -- godawful pain! -- shot through his body. He let out a mixed cry of fear and pain as the world went into a wild spin.

The four-way intersection was littered with twisted metal and broken glass, and the air was full of screams and crying....Hell had just made its way to Earth.

TUESDAY, JUNE 2, 1970: SAYING GOOD-BYE

Why did Matt feel like it should be raining?...He knew why. His best friend was lying in a box in the ground, that was why. When he had heard the news, he locked himself in his bedroom, refusing to see anyone, including Kathy, and cried for two days. He couldn't believe it. One day they were all graduating from high school, an entire future ahead of them, and the next his best friend was dead, killed in a stupid car wreck...and all because some stupid-assed woman forgot to make sure her left turn signal was not on.

Damn it all to hell! he thought as the minister said the eulogy over the open grave. It just isn't fair! He was too young to die. Why couldn't it have been that shithead woman? She hardly even got hurt!
"Ashes to ashes, dust to dust," the minister droned, and then he crossed the grave. "Rest in peace." The minister then turned from the grave and approached Dion's weeping parents.

As the other mourners turned away and strolled slowly, sadly, to their cars, Matt remained standing over the open grave.

"I loved you like a brother, Dion Osborne," he said, trying so hard to hold back the tears. "If I could trade places with you right now, you know I would....You had everything...you were the best guitar player I ever knew, you had a nice girl, and college was just three months away....It just isn't fair."

Suddenly a hand was on Matt's shoulder, and he turned to face Kathy. She said nothing as her wet eyes met his...and then suddenly they were in each other's arms crying.

3 A.M., SUNDAY, MAY 27, 1990: TWENTY YEARS LATER

The dream had been all too real...a gathering...a familiar place...a familiar face. In fact, the face he saw was all too familiar...but one he hadn't seen in over ten years, since the last time he had dreamed about the person behind the face. A face he hadn't seen in real life for twenty years. A face who had belonged to his best friend during high school days. A face who had belonged to someone who had...died.

Suddenly Matt Hart's eyes were open and he was sitting up in his bed, dazed and confused....But of course it had only been a dream. Dion Osborne had been dead for twenty years...killed in a tragic car accident, less than twenty-four hours after they had all graduated from high school. May 28, 1970...a day Matt would never forget...a day many men and women from Bartsville would never forget. Dion Osborne had been a popular fellow...tall, long blond hair, bright blue eyes, captivating sense of humour, easy-going smile....And a great guitar player.

Why? Matt thought with a cloudy head as he sat up on the side of his bed. Why do I dream of him? He was my best friend, but he's been gone for twenty years. Why does he still haunt my dreams?
Matt reached over, switched on a bedside lamp, then grabbed a nearby glass of water. As he took a few sips of the warm liquid, he tried to rationalise his feelings. It was because Dion's departure was his first exposure to death. Heaven knows he had seen plenty of death since then...family, friends, Viet Nam.

But Dion had been the first.

Setting the glass down, he switched the lamp off, then got back into bed, pulling the covers securely over him. There was something ominous in the night...but why? Why did this night bother him so?

He closed his eyes and tried to let scenes of the dream fade away into obscurity. It was a difficult task, but soon he was drifting away into a restless, but dreamless, sleep.

The drive home from work was less than frantic, but time seemed to be passing too swiftly. How he hated to work on Sundays! The project, however, was finally finished! After years of work -- years of blood, sweat, and tears -- his life's dream was about to come to be realised! The university had backed him on an impossible project, and now he was about to surprise them -- and the world -- with the amazing outcome....Mankind would soon witness the dream of men since the dawn of the Renaissance back in the fifteenth century. It was sure to rock the very foundations of Science.

But first...the reunion!

Damn! he thought. I'd forgotten all about that! Our high school class reunion! Our twentieth! How could I be so forgetful?
His mind had been on his work all day, but now that he was away from it, his mind began to wander again...back to the dream that he had had the night before...and suddenly it all seemed so clear. That was why the dream had popped into his sub-conscious! And that was why it haunted him so! Today was their twentieth graduation anniversary...and that meant that tomorrow was the twentieth anniversary of Dion Osborne's death!

Matt suddenly heard a loud horn, and he found himself swerving back onto his own side of the road as a pick-up truck passed swiftly by. He realised that he had better keep his mind on his driving, or he would be next to go...something he did not relish. Since Dion's death, he had refused to become another statistic in the police books of automobile deaths. That was something he had sworn would never happen...not to him.

If only he could go on living without thinking of his long-lost friend.

There were certainly more people at the reunion than Matt had thought would show. The last reunion -- their fifth in 1975 -- had been something less than spectacular, so no tenth or fifteenth had been held. This one, however, seemed to bring out everyone he had known from the old days...with a few exceptions, of course. Dennis Lowry, David Carter, and John Turback had all died in separate accidents back in the Seventies...Matt knew their presence would be missed...but somehow the thought that Dion Osborne wouldn't be there seemed overwhelming. The others had been popular, but Dion had been his best friend...and a friend to everyone else here as well.

Matt ordered himself a drink at the bar, downed it in one gulp, then ordered another. If he was going to make it through the evening, he had better tighten up his nerves.

Suddenly there was a hand on his left shoulder and he turned to see...Kathy King.

"Well, I'll be," he said. "Kathy."

A smile appeared on her face. "Hello, Matt." She leaned forward and gently kissed him on the cheek.

"You still look good," he finally said.

"And you haven't changed a bit," she returned.

He looked up for just a second. "The hair's a little shorter than the last time we all got together."

Kathy looked down at the floor for a moment. "I didn't make it to that one, remember?"

"Yeah, that's right....Kathy--"

He was cut off by a hand on his shoulder and a rough voice from behind.

"Is that who I think it is?" the voice bellowed.

Matt turned around and saw John Miller, Bartsville's rugged ex-quarterback of high school days. "Well, well, well. How's it goin', John?"

"Good, Matt," Miller returned. "And you?"

"Oh, I can't complain. Got a good job at the university."

Miller nodded. "So I hear. Damn! You haven't changed a bit! Even your hair's as short as it was in school."

"Well, I've had it longer, but, well, you know...styles change."

"Yeah, I guess they do," Miller agreed. "So tell me...what happened to you after school?"

Matt shuffled his feet a little, feeling just a bit uncomfortable. To tell the truth, back in high school he and Miller had never really gotten along all that well...and here they were, acting like old friends. "Oh, I got caught up in the war, then I came back and went to college. Got my degree in Nuclear Physics and got a job with the university. Been there ever since."

"Well, I'm glad to see that you're doing so good. I own my own string of shoe stores out west...bringin' in half a million a year -- before taxes, that is. Then of course there're all the other expenses, employees and stuff, you know."

"Well, it sounds like you've done good for yourself, too," Matt said, wishing he could get away from this guy. Kathy was standing patiently nearby, and he wanted to talk with her some more. "Look, John, I hate to dash off, but I'm not sure how long I can stay, and I've got some business to attend to before I go, so I'd better circulate."

"Oh, sure," Miller said. "Don't let me hold you up. I'll see you around. In the meantime, I could use a drink."

Miller went for the bar, and Matt turned back to Kathy. "Let's go for a walk, okay?"

She smiled and nodded. "Sure."

They went to the front door and left the large room, Matt following Kathy.

For a long time, it seemed, neither of them said a word as they strolled along the quiet sidewalk. Then Matt finally spoke up.

"Why didn't you write to me in Nam?" he asked.

Kathy watched her feet move one at a time as they walked. It was obviously the one question she had hoped Matt wouldn't ask. "I was afraid."

"Afraid?"

"Afraid you might write back."

Matt stopped, and so did Kathy. He looked into her eyes, then they started walking again.

"That doesn't make any sense, you know that."

"If you would've written back, then I would've had to write again. We would have kept writing, and then one day...I was afraid the letters would suddenly quit coming."

"You mean--"

She stopped suddenly. "I mean I was afraid of you getting killed in the middle of our relationship. Oh, Matt, you know how I felt about the war. It was wrong, but you went anyway."

"I had to," he returned. "I wanted to go to college, but I couldn't afford it on my own. Besides--"

"You couldn't disappoint your parents, I know." Kathy sounded bitter.

"That's right."

"So, instead, you disappointed me."

"I'm sorry, Kathy. Believe me. I never meant to hurt you. I just...I just wanted to do what was right. The trouble was...I didn't know what was right at the time. I'm still not sure I do. I grew to hate the war -- and the military -- but without them I would have never went to college. I would have never gotten my degree. I would have never gotten the project of a lifetime."

Kathy looked up at him. "What project?"

Matt found himself chuckling. "Well, I can't really talk about it. Not that it's exactly what you'd call top secret, but the results I've come across are. I was working with particle acceleration, when I came across a unique side effect."

"Nothing dangerous, I hope."

"In the wrong hands, I guess it could be...but in itself, no."

Kathy began to slowly walk, and Matt joined her. "It all sounds rather ominous."

"Not really," he said. "It's just science."

Kathy grunted. "Ha! Science! Has it really ever done us any good?"

"I think so...at least in the long run. You can't deprive Mankind of all its benefits just because a few crackpots have used it for the wrong purposes."

"No, I guess not."

"So, what have you been up to all these years?"

Kathy hesitated thoughtfully for a moment. "Well, after you went away, I went to college as planned and, after ten long years, I finally got my Criminal Law degree. I got married and moved to Philadelphia where I got a job with a small law firm. After a while with them, I worked my way into a position with the D.A.'s office, and I've been there for the past five years."

"So how's married life treatin' ya?"

"We were divorced in '88."

"Oh," Matt commented. "Sorry."

"I'm not...not really. It got to the point where I was making more money than my husband, and he wasn't really very happy about that. Then when the architectural firm he was working for went under, all he would do is sit at home and mope. Eventually he took to drinking, and things really began to go downhill for us."

"So, you divorced him?"

"He divorced me. Said my important position and extravagant income were making him feel inadequate. Christ, he even tried suing me for alimony! I tried to tell him Pennsylvania didn't have an alimony law, but he wouldn't listen. Had to find out for himself when he tried to take me to court."

"I'm sorry," Matt again apologised.

"For what?" Kathy asked. "Everything's worked out. Jack's living out west somewhere working for some third-rate construction company, and I'm still doing well in Philadelphia."

"I'm sorry for all the sadness you've had to endure...from me and from your ex. You deserve better."

"Yeah, well, all's well that ends well, I guess."

"Yeah."

Kathy stopped walking and so did Matt. They turned towards eachother, then Kathy leaned forward and kissed Matt. He put his arms around her for a moment, but felt himself unwrap them in an attack of confusion.

When they were finished with the kiss, he stepped back. "What was that for?"

"I don't know," she replied. "Old times' sake, I guess. I am glad to see you again, Matt."

"Same here. I just wish things could have been different between us after high school."

"Yeah, well, there's no sense in crying over opportunities lost, huh?"

Matt nodded. "Right....Think we should be getting back?"

"I guess," Kathy replied with a shrug, and they turned to go back to the reunion.

"I had a strange dream last night," Matt suddenly found himself saying as they walked.

"Oh?"

"It was about Dion Osborne."

"Oh, no."

"Yeah....The second serious one I've had since he died."

"What do you mean...serious?"

"I -- I don't really know. I mean, I don't really know how to describe the feeling. I know I've dreamed about him several times before, but only twice was it so...real. So haunting. Almost as though he were talking to me from the past. I don't know. I'm beginning to feel like I'm becoming obsessed with his memory."

"I wouldn't call it an obsession. After all, he was your best friend for -- how many years?"

"Five, I know, but -- damn! -- he's been dead four times that long!"

"Well, we were all young at the time. Sometimes things that affect us when we're young affect us more than things that happen later in life."

Matt grunted. "Now you're starting to sound like a psychiatrist."

"Well, I did have to take courses in Psychiatry in order to get my Law degree."

"Yeah, well, save the head-shrinking for your criminal cases. Don't use it on me, okay?"

Kathy could feel a sense of defensiveness in Matt's tone of voice. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend you."

Matt sighed heavily. "No, I'm sorry. I guess I am letting the whole thing get to me. Maybe you're right. It's just one of those childhood things that I'll probably never grow out of. I shouldn't blame you for trying to help."

There were a few moments of silence as they walked before Kathy stopped, pulling on Matt's arm for him to stop as well.

She looked up into his eyes. "You want to forego the rest of the reunion?"

Matt wrinkled his eyebrows. "Huh?"

"Remember that first night we spent together...the night of our graduation?"

"Yeah."

"Well, I have a room at that same motel. I hear the bar fixes a mean extra-dry martini."

Matt looked up into the starry sky and sighed. "You think that's wise -- I mean, it's been almost twenty years since we last saw eachother, and I don't want things to go too fast...you know what I mean?"

"Let's just start with a few drinks, okay?"

"Well, I'm not much on martinis, but I could go for a beer, I guess."

"Good. You can follow me in your car....I take it you still know the way."

Matt smiled. "How could I ever forget?"

The passing of the years had not robbed Kathy of the silky-smooth skin that Matt remembered all too well. Despite eight years of marriage, she had remained childless, and her body had retained that look and feel of ageless youth.

To run his tongue up along her inner thighs sent shivers of ecstasy along Matt's spine. To feel her smoothness was Heaven to him. Although she no longer had the tightness of a virgin teenager, just to be inside of her, to hold her, felt just as good.

He had had a number of women over the years, but to be with Kathy, to make love to Kathy, made him feel like that very first time they had shared themselves with eachother. It was a dream come true, just as it had been that first time in the same motel so many years ago. He never thought they would ever meet again, much less be sharing each other's love...and, yes, it was love they were feeling. Despite the distance that had grown between them over the past two decades, they both had harboured a hidden love for eachother that had passed the test of time. No words had to be spoken to tell of this love...it was fully displayed by their emotions.

When their passionate love-making was over, they settled back for a different kind of love-making...the kind that needed no sex or passion. They simply held eachother in a comfortable embrace until they were both fast asleep...and dreaming the dreams that lovers dream.

MONDAY, MAY 28, 1990: DAY OF DECISION

The Spring rain that fell upon Matt Hart as he stood over the grave was warm and mocking. It hadn't rained the day the grave was filled so many years before, and that was surely a more sorrowful day than this...or was it? The memory of Dion hadn't decreased over the years, and neither had the pain of his death...the dreams that never ceased proved that.

"It's been a long time, hasn't it, my friend?" he mumbled to the grave. "I haven't been here since you first arrived....I know it seems like I'd forgotten you, but we both know that's not so. I just couldn't bring myself to this again...not after...."

He went silent and closed his eyes. Raising his head, he let the gentle rain fall upon his saddened face. A moment later he looked back down at the weathered memorial. "I swear, as I did that first day, if I could change places with you I would...if for no other reason than to release myself from the dreams that continue to haunt me. If only there was something I could have done then...if only there was something I could do now."

Suddenly he felt a hand on his shoulder and he nearly jumped out of his skin. Slowly he turned and saw--

Dion! It was his friend Dion Osborne, standing there smiling wordlessly at him, as though to say `It's alright, my brother. You have proven to be a true friend. Everything is alright.'

But then the image began to fade...slowly...until another face appeared...and it was that of another familiar person. It was Kathy.

"You okay?" she asked, rain dripping down her smooth cheeks.

For a moment Matt could only gaze into her eyes, not sure if what he was seeing was real or just another illusion, as Dion's appearance had been.

Kathy grabbed Matt's arms and shook him slightly. "Hey! You okay?"

He suddenly shook his head to clear it, then looked down at the ground. "I -- I think so. For a moment there I thought...but, no. What I saw was only a fleeting desire. It was you all along."

"Huh?"

He looked up at her. "Never mind. What are you doing here?"

"I tried to call you at home and at the university, but you weren't at either place, so I came here, knowing what day this is."

"Yeah, I felt like I had to come here today."

"You come here every year on this date?"

Matt shook his head. "No. This is the first time I've been here since he was laid to rest."

"Then why now?"

"I don't know. I just feel like I should do something."

"Now what on Earth could you do? He's been dead for twenty years. I mean -- it's not like you can go back in time and change things, you know."

Suddenly Matt's eyes opened wide and a slight smile appeared on his face. He took Kathy's face into his hands and gave her a kiss. "Darling, you are wonderful!"

She just furled her brow. "I am?" But Matt was running towards his car. "Hey, wait!" She took off after him. He jumped into his car and sped away, and Kathy quickly followed in her vehicle.

The university was bustling with students and staff members who were going to lunch, but Matt didn't seem to notice any of them, despite a number of calls aimed towards him. Kathy quickly parked her car and followed him into the long white building that was some distance away from the rest of the buildings on the campus.

When the puzzled woman caught up to Matt, she found him sitting at a small computer console punching in data and query statements like there was no tomorrow. On the terminal screen, numbers and small graphs flashed on and off at neck-breaking speed. Matt was examining each and every one of them, eyes glued to the screen.

"So...what's going on?" Kathy asked, not really sure if she should interrupt his frantic activity.

"You said it yourself," Matt replied without taking his eyes from the computer terminal. "Go back through time and change things!"

"Yeah, but I was just kidding...sorta." She knew the subject of Dion was nothing to kid about.

"Well, there's more here than meets the eye, m'dear."

Kathy took a moment to look around the room. All along the walls were consoles of flashing lights and massive computer memory storage banks. In the far corner, however, was one item that looked a little out of place...a tall, glass box, appearing more like a telephone booth without a telephone than any piece of scientific equipment.

"My work here was dealing with atomic particle acceleration," Matt explained, still examining the numbers and graphs on the screen. "I was trying to cause a reversal in the life of atomic structures, and in this way maybe -- just maybe -- we could get an idea of what was going on in the universe just before the Big Bang."

"Yeah, I remember some of the theories from college physics," Kathy said.

"Well, along the way I discovered something quite extraordinary."

"Which was?"

Matt pressed a button which froze the image that was on the computer screen, then stood, turning to face her. "Time travel."

At first Kathy couldn't believe she was hearing this...not from someone as level-headed as Matthew Hart.

"I think you've been sitting in front of this computer too long. Everyone knows that time travel is impossible. The past is gone forever and the future hasn't existed yet. There's no other place to go to, and no other place to be but here and now."

Matt raised his hand, finger pointed to the sky. "Wrong! The atomic patterns of our past are still all around us, hidden from us by various wavelengths of light that surround everything."

"Huh?"

He turned and held her arms. "Remember all those acid trips people used to take back in the Sixties?"

"Yeah."

"Remember how they said they could see trails of light following behind things that moved?"

"Yeah, so?"

"Well, don't you see? In a way they were seeing the past trailing the present." He could see that she didn't understand. "It's all a matter of perception based upon light waves. By taking the LSD, these people were accelerating the atomic structures of their optic nerves, thus they were able to see, for only minute seconds at a time, bits of the past."

Kathy shook her head. "Now I know you're losing it. LSD and time travel! Jesus, what's this world coming to?"

Matt smiled and went over to one of the large computer consoles. "It's coming to a new age. Time travel through technology instead of drugs."

"That one's been done before. Remember H. G. Wells?"

"That was fiction, this is fact...I know."

"How do you know?"

He pressed a few glowing buttons, then turned to her. "Because, my dear, I have done it already." He then went back to the small desktop computer.

Kathy shook her head as she followed him. "You've actually gone back through time?"

"No," he replied, "but three nights ago I sent a notepad with a question written on it back through time."

"How far back?"

"One month."

"But how do you know?"

"The question on the paper was `What is the date?', and when I retrieved the notepad, there was an answer...April the twenty-fifth, Nineteen-Ninety."

“And you gave yourself the answer?” she asked, eying him suspiciously.

“Yes,” was his reply. “I was sitting at my desk here on the night of the Twenty-Fifth, finishing up some paperwork, when suddenly words began to – materialise – on the notepad in front of me. At first I didn’t know what to make of it, but I wrote ‘April the twenty-fifth, Nineteen-Ninety’ on the paper, just out of – I don’t know – I just did it….The paper laid there, and I finished up my work and went home…but when I returned the next day, it was gone. I had retrieved it from the future…which was three nights ago.”

"This is too much," Kathy sighed. "Okay. So, just for the sake of argument, let's say you've discovered time travel. Isn't it just a little impossible for two identical things from different time periods to exist in the same time period?"

"That's what I thought, too, and my first couple of experiments failed for that very reason. But then I discovered that if you could transpose the future item on top of the past item -- making them as one -- then that would make it possible. Like taking two sheets of plastic, both with the same words written on them, and laying one on top of the other. Pressed together, they look like one sheet, and the words look like they were written on that one sheet. The only difference here is that the two items will actually merge to form one. And since they're the same item, only from different times, no harm will come to either of them."

Kathy sighed and chuckled only slightly. "Okay, I understand what you're saying, but how does that apply here?"

Again Matt pressed a button that froze the screen image, then stood to face Kathy. "Don't you see? I can send myself back, merging myself with the myself of 1970. I'll look like I did in 1970, but I'll have the memories and knowledge I have in 1990."

Kathy suddenly shook her head. "This is nuts, Matt! You can't do something like this to yourself without testing it first! I mean, even if it is possible, there should be other ways of testing it without exposing yourself to the dangers. Committees should be formed. Medical tests. The whole shmear. You can't just go half-cocked and zap yourself to -- God knows where, if anywhere!"

Matt smiled. "I appreciate your concern, but it's hardly professional...or necessary. Believe me, I'm not suicidal. If I thought there was the slightest chance of being in danger, I wouldn't even think of doing this. I'm not that brave."

Kathy looked into his eyes for the truth. "Then you really think this thing of yours could work?"

"I know it will," Matt tried to assure her with a smile. "It's been tested. Atomic structures remain intact. There's no excessive radiation or pressures involved. I'll be completely safe."

Suddenly Kathy fell into his arms and held him tightly. "Oh, Matt, if anything should ever happen to you--"

"I promise, nothing will."

She stepped back and looked at him. "But how will you get back?"

"There's a timer on the machine. All I'll need is thirty-six hours, at the most."

"Can you be sure of the timing?"

"I've charted my exact nuclear position of twenty years ago...eight a.m., Wednesday morning, May the Twenty-Seventh, Nineteen-Seventy. I was still in bed, I remember."

Kathy chuckled." How in th' hell can you remember that?"

"Because I was always still in bed at eight in those days."

"Jesus!"

"So, everything's gonna be alright. I've got it all pinned down."

Kathy sighed. "Okay....Is there anything I can do to help?"

Matt shook his head. "No. Everything's automated. All you have to do is sit back and watch...that is if you want to stick around for thirty-six hours."

"I think maybe I should...just in case."

He shrugged. "Suit yourself." He started for one of the large consoles, but Kathy grabbed him.

"Matt, what if something should go wrong -- I mean in Nineteen-Seventy. What if there's an accident or something?"

Matt sighed and looked into her eyes. It wasn't as though he hadn't thought of that possibility himself. "If anything should happen to me back there and I should, well, die or something, well, then...everything I've ever accomplished, everything I've ever created...will cease to exist. There will never have been a Matthew Hart beyond the year Nineteen-Seventy."

This made Kathy frantic. "Oh, no, Matt!"

"But don't worry," he tried to assure her once again. "I'm going there to prevent an accident, not get into one."

Again Kathy sighed and tried to regain her composure as she nodded. "Okay. You know what you're doing."

"But of course I do," he said with a smile. "And you know what the best part is -- aside from saving Dion, that is?"

"No, what?"

His smile became broader. "I'll get to relive that wonderful evening all over again...the one when you and I first made love."

Her bright eyes smiled, even though there was a small frown on her face. "And I won't even be there."

"Oh, but you will," he returned, pressing a few buttons on one of the consoles. "The you of 1970, that is."

"Well, that's no fun," she moaned.

Matt pressed a couple more buttons, then stepped back from the computers, sighing heavily. "Well, that's it. Everything's programmed in and ready to go. All I have to do is get undressed." He quickly took his clothes off and tossed them aside. He then walked over to the glass box and pressed a black button, causing a door to slide open.

Kathy ran over and grabbed him, embracing him tightly. "Matthew Hart, you come back to me, you hear?"

"I will," he promised. "Believe me, I will."

They kissed a passionate kiss, squeezing eachother and letting their love flow between them....Then Matt stepped away.

"Well, it's time to go," he said. Slowly and deliberately he stepped into the vertical booth and pressed another black button on the inside of the chamber. The glass door quietly slid closed. Another button was pressed, and the computers' activities suddenly increased. A loud hum began to fill the air, and Kathy stepped away from the booth, folding her hands against her lips.

Inside the box, Matt watched the numbers on a small digital meter go from zero to beyond two thousand, knowing what was about to come next. He could see Kathy on the outside waving to him slightly and he smiled a little just before he closed his eyes.

"Nineteen-Seventy, here I come," he muttered...and suddenly he disappeared from sight.

WEDNESDAY, MAY 27, 1970: THE RETURN

He opened his eyes and saw nothing but a blur for the first few moments. Slowly things began to come into focus...a calendar on the far wall, a picture of Einstein on the wall closest to him, and a mirror on the third wall. Painfully he sat up and looked around. On the wall over the head of his bed was a large drawing of the solar system, complete with planetary orbits. Across the room was a bookcase, a dresser, and a small desk and chair. Upon the mantle of the bed was a clock...eight o'clock, it read.

He laid back down and sighed heavily. Why did he feel so tired? He felt as though every ounce of strength had been sucked out of his body....He let his eyes close and darkness began to once again surround his mind.

"Are you up yet?" a voice called from afar.

Matt Hart laid silently in his bed, not moving an inch, as though he hadn't heard the call...which he hadn't.

Abruptly his bedroom door flung open and a woman was standing there in the entrance to the room. The expression on her face was not a happy one. "Matthew! Wake up!"

Suddenly Matt's eyes opened wide and he shot up to a sitting position on the edge of his bed. For a moment he looked around, not sure if what he was seeing was real or just an illusion....Didn't this place look familiar for some reason?

"Well?" the woman insisted. "You gonna get up today or what?"

"Huh?" Matt grunted, still not certain of his surroundings.

"It's after eight o'clock, and your breakfast is cold! I fixed sausage today instead of bacon and this is the thanks I get, huh?"

Suddenly it all came back to him. He looked up at the calendar...1970, it read!...He had done it! He had traveled back through time to 1970! His experiment had actually worked!

He looked over at the woman in the doorway. "Mother?"

"Well, who'd you expect -- Cleopatra?" Mrs. Hart returned. "Come on, now. Get yourself up and dressed. This is your graduation day. You've got a lot to do."

For a moment he couldn't believe he was actually looking at his own mother. He'd forgotten what she had looked like twenty years ago.

"You okay, Matt?...You didn't go out and get drunk last night, did you?"

Matt shook his head, then livened up. "Oh, uh, no, Mom. I'm okay. I just had a hard time getting to sleep last night, I guess. I'm still a little sleepy."

"Well, put yourself into the shower and you'll wake up quick enough. In the meantime, I'll go see if I can reheat your breakfast." Mrs. Hart then left the room, closing the door behind her.

Slowly Matt stood and looked around....God, how this brought back memories! His old desk, the bookcase full of astronomy and physics books, and his huge picture of Albert Einstein, whose eyes seemed to follow him everywhere he would go in the room.

Twenty years! he thought. I actually made it!
He walked over to the full-length mirror and inspected himself....Lucky for him he hadn't grown in height or width since he was sixteen. He'd always been six-foot-two, one hundred eighty-five pounds. The physical overlap might not have been so easy if he had gained or lost weight over the years.

But there was one difference that was noticeable...he felt like he was seventeen again! It was amazing how the years had ignored the outside of his body, but had slowly taken away the stamina he had once had as a youngster....But now he was truly young again, with all the strengths and physical abilities of a seventeen-year-old!

"This is incredible!" he muttered to himself. "The folks at the university will never believe this when I get back!"

Suddenly there was a loud voice from outside his window, and he went to take a look. There was an old man standing in the yard next door, fist raised and shaking in the air, and he was shouting furiously.

"Old man Geist," Matt chuckled. "The birds must have been eating his grass seed again." For as much as he had disliked the old man's eccentric ways, it felt good to see the old coot again, after all these years. The old man had died in Eighty-Five, but here he was, alive and well again.

Matt walked away from the window. "Well, I might as well get myself together. I've got a lot to do."

He reached over and turned on his old AM radio, and The Supremes came on, singing Baby Love....Now that did bring back memories!...He took off his pajama shirt and left the bedroom, making his way to the bathroom for a nice hot shower.

"And as we say farewell to the one hundred eighty-two students who are leaving us today, they are just now saying hello to the world outside...a world which promises hope and a clear future for them and their posterity."

The crowd at the outdoor graduation ceremony applauded as the speaker at the podium took a drink of water from a nearby glass. The speaker -- Principal Torney -- motioned for his secretary to join him, and she did, carrying one hundred eighty-two diplomas.

"And now," Torney went on, "as I read off your names, will you, the graduating class of 1970, please come forward to receive your well-earned diplomas."

And so the calling of the roll began...from Susan Adams down the line to Stephen Zelinski, each student in turn strolling slowly, proudly, front and center to receive his or her final reprieve from the prison known as high school. It was not only a proud day for them all, but one of uncertain anticipation. No one knew how long they had waited for this day but the students themselves.

After the ceremonies, the students broke off into their little groups of friends, some wishing farewells and good lucks, and other making plans for the evening to come. One such group was that of three young men who had been close friends for over five years...Dion Osborne, Matthew Hart, and Leonard Shaw.

"So, what's the deal?" Dion asked with enthusiasm. "Are we goin' or not?"

"Goin' where?" Matt asked, knowing quite well where.

"Dave Carter's party," Leonard replied, looking around as though the whole idea was a big secret. Actually nothing could be farther from the truth. Half of the 1970 graduating class of Bartsville Senior High was going to be at that party.

"Oh, yeah, I heard about that," Matt said. "Alot of beer and stuff."

"And a live band," Dion added. "You goin'?"

Matt didn't really know what to say. He had to stop Dion from going to that party -- somehow. "Dion, can I speak with you alone for a moment...please?"

Dion and Leonard looked at each other for a second, then Dion shrugged his shoulders and nodded. "Sure, Matt."

Matt took Dion aside. "I really don't think you should go to this party."

"Why not?" Dion asked.

"Well, it could be dangerous. What if it gets busted or something?"

"It's on private property -- a farm. No one's gonna call the cops on us, c'mon! Don't be such a jerk allova sudden."

"I'm not. Just lookin' out for your best interests, that's all. I think the party is the wrong way to celebrate graduation."

Dion laughed. "Are you serious? Now how much do I party? Not much. I drink a little beer now and then, that's all."

"Well, do yourself a favour tonight and don't get too drunk. Leave early and if Leonard's too drunk to drive, then you drive, okay?"

Dion looked his friend square in the eyes. "What's up with you? Why all this concern suddenly?"

Matt could see that he had no recourse but to tell it like it was. "What would you say if I were to tell you that I knew for sure that you were going to be in an automobile accident tomorrow."

"What -- you suddenly take to seein' the future?"

Matt chuckled, trying to keep Dion's spirits up. "Maybe."

"Well, then you're crazy!"

"C'mon, Dion! We've been best friends for five years. Have I ever lied to you?"

"I never thought so, but now I'm not so sure. If you think I'm gonna miss this graduation party just because you're afraid of something that isn't gonna happen, well, then you're nuts!" Dion started to walk away, but Matt grabbed his arm.

"It is gonna happen, I know it! You're going to be involved in a car wreck at eight o'clock tomorrow morning on your way home from the party!"

Dion yanked himself away from Matt's grip. "You're crazy! Get away from me or, best friend or not, I'll smack you one but good!"

"But you don't understand!"

"You're right. I don't." And Dion turned to rejoin Leonard.

"You're going to be killed!" Matt shouted out.

Dion suddenly turned and stepped up to Matt. "You said what?"

"I said you're gonna be killed in that car wreck tomorrow. Believe me, I know what I'm talking about!"

Dion's eyes were suddenly burning with anger. "Get away from me and keep away! A joke's a joke, but this is sick. You're sick!...I don't think I even want to be your best friend any more, not if you're gonna act like that. Jesus!" He turned and walked away, leaving Matt feeling dismayed.

"I'm not joking! You're gonna be killed!"

Dion ignored the cries, but a number of other people in the area were taking notice, causing Matt to step back and go silent. He watched Dion tell Leonard what was just said, and the two had a good laugh as they walked away.

Matt had failed in his attempt to save his best friend.

Suddenly there was a tap on Matt's shoulder, and he turned to see his parents and sisters standing before him.

"Aren't you going to a party with your friends?" Mr. Hart asked.

"No, I can't," Matt replied.

"I remember when I graduated--"

"Of course he's not going to a party," Mrs. Hart interjected. "He wants to spend his graduation night with his parents -- after all, we were the ones who pushed him to graduate."

"Yeah," one of the sisters teased. "Or else he'd be one of those hippies you see on TV."

Suddenly Matt felt he should speak up. "Mother, Father...Kathy and I are going out to dinner."

"What?" Mrs. Hart asked. "You can't just go off and leave us like that. You owe us -- "

"Mother!" Matt shouted, but then he took a moment to control himself. "Kathy and I have been planning this dinner for weeks, okay?"

Mr. Hart stepped forward, a hand in his pocket. "We understand, son. You and Kathy go ahead and have your evening out. We'll still be around when you get home." He pulled his hand out of his pocket and furtively stuck something into Matt's right hand. "Have a good time." He then took his wife by the arm and pulled her away. "Let's go, dear. It's time we got home."

The family walked away and Matt looked down into his hand where he saw the fifty dollar bill his father had slipped to him. Good ol' Dad, he thought as he strolled off in search of the Kathy of 1970. He knew that there was nothing he could do at this point to save Dion from his impending doom. If he went to the party and caused a scene there, it would only cause trouble for everyone....He would have to think of something else before eight the next morning. Until then, he would just play the part of the Matthew Hart of 1970.

He found Kathy, who had been looking for him. "You tell your parents?" she asked after they kissed.

"Yeah, Mother wasn't too happy, but Dad understood."

"Yeah, it was the opposite with mine. Mom was happy to see me go out, but Daddy was afraid we were going out to get drunk with the others, even though I told him you and I were going alone."

Matt chuckled and shook his head. "Parents! Sometimes they can be...such a drag."

"Yeah....Well, let's go."

Hand-in-hand, they went for Kathy's car, which was parked about three blocks away from the football field.

Dinner was filling and expensive, but there seemed to be something in the air as Matt and Kathy finished the meal. Matt could see that Kathy had something on her mind, and all during dinner he hadn't said anything, but the suspense was getting the best of him.

"What's wrong, sweetheart?" he finally asked. "You've been quiet all evening."

Kathy played with her food with her fork. "I guess I'm just not very hungry."

"Something's on your mind, isn't it?"

"Yeah, but--"

"I know what it is."

"You do?"

"I think so."

"Can we go now?"

Matt shrugged. "Sure, why not."

Outside, Matt followed Kathy to her car door. "Mind if I drive?"

"But you don't even know where I was going to go," she replied.

He smirked just slightly. "Let me surprise you, okay?"

She shrugged her shoulders and handed him the keys. "Sure, why not?"

They headed down the road and got onto Route 70 West. Matt drove to the same motel he remembered going to that first night, and shut the car off.

Kathy turned to him as they sat there, eyes wide open. "But how did you know I was going to bring us here?"

Matt smiled with a shrug and a shake of his head. "Just a lucky guess, I suppose."

Silence...that was all that he could hear.

The bathroom door opened and Kathy slowly strolled out into the room as Matt waited patiently in bed. He was suddenly finding this to not be as exciting as the first time he'd been through this. The mystery was gone. He had already made love to Kathy a half-dozen times, so there was really nothing to look forward to. He did, however, have to play the game...make her believe this was his first time ever. Light from the lamp across the room passed through Kathy's thin gown, and her form was distinctly apparent to him.

"Are...are you sure about this?" he found himself asking.

Kathy nodded her head. "Uh-huh."

"Well, if you're sure, then I guess I am too."

Kathy stopped at the edge of the bed and slowly let her gown drop to the floor, revealing a body that looked every bit as good to Matt as he had remembered. And the funny thing was that she would still look just as good twenty years in the future.

"Well?" the girl asked nervously. "Do I look nice?"

Matt smiled. "You look fantastic."

Smiling even more, Kathy wordlessly got into bed next to Matt and pulled the covers up over her. When she was situated, she turned to Matt. "You ever do this before? You know what to do?"

Matt had never lied to Kathy before, but he realised that he would have to start now. "No, I've never been with -- I mean, I've never done it before -- I mean--"

"That's okay," Kathy cut in.

"How about you? You ever do this before?"

Suddenly Kathy sat up. "Matthew Hart! We've been going together for two years, and you know I'm still a virgin!"

"Yeah, I know....So?"

"So what?"

"Well, we gonna do it?"

"You know how?"

Matt nodded. "I think so."

"Well, then, just tell me what to do."

"Well...I guess you just lay back and I...you know...put it in."

Kathy laid back and positioned herself just right until she was comfortable. "Okay."

Matt hesitated. "You ready?"

"I guess so."

"They say the first time's supposed to hurt a little -- for the girl, I mean."

Kathy smiled. "I don't care. I wanna do it, so let's just do it, okay?"

Matt slowly climbed on top of his girl and tried to put himself into her...and missed. Of course, this time he was only playing the game of clumsy young beginner.

Kathy decided that he was having a hard time, so she reached down and took a hold of him.

"Ow!" Matt cried out. "Easy."

"Well, I never felt one in my hand before. It's so hard, how could it hurt?"

"Believe me, it does. Please be careful."

Kathy kissed Matt on the lips, then took a hold of his privates again, this time more gently. Matt could feel Kathy put him into her, and she groaned slightly as he pushed to get it all the way in. Her warmth and her tightness felt so good! Suddenly, despite the familiarity of the scene, he was beginning to really enjoy himself!

THURSDAY, MAY 28, 1970: THE SACRIFICE

Kathy had, indeed, been a virgin, and Matt had known that she was, but she went through the motions with as much passion as he had remembered she would. The night was surely one that neither of them would forget, even though they made love only one time. Matt knew, however, that other evenings were to follow.

When Matt awoke, Kathy was already up and showered, standing naked at the end of the bed. "Time to get up, sleepy-head. You hungry?"

Matt sat up and looked around. "What time is it?"

"Seven-thirty," she replied as she pulled her pink lace panties up onto her.

"Is that all?" He let his head plop back down to the pillow. But suddenly he was bolting up and getting dressed. "Shit! I can't believe this! Everything that I've been through, and I'm gonna miss the whole reason why I came back!"

Kathy looked at him quizzically. "What?"

"Never mind," Matt replied as he pulled on his shirt. "I need to use your car."

"What for?"

"I -- I can't tell you, but believe me it's very important." He sat and pulled on his shoes.

"But what--"

"Please! I can't explain right now! I need your car!"

Kathy went to her purse and pulled out the car keys. "Okay, okay, but how am I going to get home? My parents -- my father--"

"Don't worry. You can handle Daddy," he said as he grabbed the keys from her. "Besides, I should be less than an hour. Get yourself some breakfast and I'll tell you the whole story when I get back, okay?"

Kathy stepped closer to him. "Okay, sweetheart. I'll be in the cafe."

"Good girl." He leaned forward and kissed her. "I'll be back, I promise."

Quickly he ran out the door and got into Kathy's car. Starting the vehicle, he took off down the road, getting onto Route 70 East and heading towards Bartsville.

Evelyn Martin was in something of a hurry that morning. Her husband had been late getting off to work, and the kids, as usual, didn't want to go to school. Thank Heavens they had only two weeks left before summer vacation! Then they would go off to summer camp for a month and Evelyn could have some time to herself every day!

She put her left turn signal on as she pulled up to the stop sign. Stopping her red Chevy, she looked first right, then left, making sure there was no on-coming traffic. When she saw that she was clear to go, she pulled onto Route 917 and headed down the road towards Bartsville, her left turn signal still flashing away.

The '68 Ford thundered down the dirt road, raising dust behind it all the way. Behind the wheel, Leonard Shaw was keeping his eyes on the road, but in the passenger's seat Dion Osborne was keeping his eyes closed. He seemed to have the granddaddy of all hangovers.

"How much did I drink last night?" Dion asked wearily, still with his eyes closed.

"I don't know," Leonard replied, "but I think you over-did it."

"Yeah, tell me something new."

"While I, on the other hand, controlled my impulses and stayed sober enough to turn down Laura Peterson."

"You're kidding!" Suddenly Dion's eyes were wide open. "You turned her down?"

"Twice...or was it three times? I don't remember now."

"God! How could you do such a thing, Len?"

Matt had zipped through Bartsville faster than he had ever done when he was originally younger and had fancied breaking every speed law in the book. This time, however, there was a real purpose to his illegal speeding, and he couldn't believe that it might all be for nothing! His fascination with Kathy had cost him valuable time.

Damn it to hell! he thought to himself with anger. I should have went to that party last night and kept him and Leonard from leaving this morning!
Suddenly a dozen different things that he could have done to save his friend's life shot through his head, but he knew it was useless to think of them now. Hind-sight was easy, it seemed, but saving a life was not.

He looked at his watch...five minutes until eight....The accident had not occurred at exactly eight, but he didn't know if it was just before or just after. Time was running out, and he had no way of knowing just how long he had.

The dirt road he was on -- a short cut he had remembered -- was bumpy and dusty, but he couldn't worry about that now. He was getting close to the intersection where the accident was going to occur....If only he had enough time!

He was a time traveler who was running out of time.

Leonard could see the stop sign up ahead, so he began to slow the car. Pulling up to the four-way intersection, he stopped, then looked first right, then left.

Nothing was coming from the left, but a red Chevy was coming down the road from the right. The car's left turn signal was flashing, so he figured the driver was going to slow and make a left, even though the car was coming somewhat fast.

As he sped down the road, Matt could see the intersection...and more! Leonard was getting ready to pull out -- right in front of a red Chevy with a flashing left turn signal! The accident had not yet happened, but there was nothing he could do to stop it! He was too late!...Or was he? There was one thing left that he could do.

Leonard decided to go ahead and make his turn before the red car made its turn, so he pushed on the gas pedal and pulled the car out into the intersection.

Suddenly, out of nowhere, a small white car was coming his way from across the intersection!

There was no other way around it. He had to take the chance! With less than a second left before the red Chevy slammed into the blue Ford, Matt ran Kathy's small white car between the Chevy and Ford, causing the red Chevy to slam into his side door.

It was the last thing he ever did.

As soon as the Chevy hit the white car, the white car was pushed into the blue Ford. All three cars slid along the road for about fifty feet, metal twisting and glass breaking. There were screams of terror in the air, even after the vehicles had come to a dead stop.

Then there was silence.

For a long time no one moved or said anything, but eventually Leonard and Dion were shaken out of their shock and they began to crawl out of the car by way of Leonard's unobstructed door.

"Goddamn!" Leonard cried out.

"What th' hell happened?" Dion screamed.

"I don't know! I was pulling out, and that red car didn't slow down. If that other one hadn't got in it's way--"

Suddenly they were running around to see who was in the white car.

"Oh, Jesus!" Dion gasped.

"What th' hell?" Leonard muttered. "Matt Hart!"

"Jesus Christ!"

"What th' hell is he doing here?"

They tried to open the door on the passenger side of the white car, and succeeded after a few tries. Leonard reached over and pulled on Matt's bloodied arm, but Matt just slumped over and laid on the seat motionless.

"He's dead," Leonard said as he pulled himself back out of the twisted vehicle.

"Oh, god, Len!" Dion cried, tears beginning to stream down his cheeks. "He can't be dead. He's my best friend. He can't be dead!"

He scrambled towards the open door, but Leonard grabbed him and held him back. "He's gone! That's it! There's nothing we can do for him!"

For a moment they stood there, quietly sobbing and not knowing what to do next.

"That should have been us," Leonard finally muttered.

Dion looked up at him. "What?"

"That should have been us....I was pulling out in front of that red car. I thought it was slowing down to turn -- its left turn signal was on. I thought it was turning, so I pulled out. Somehow Matt ended up between us."

"Oh, god."

"Dion...Matt saved our lives."

Dion sniffed up some tears. "He said I was going to die today."

"He said what?"

"Don't you remember? Last night, just after graduation, before we went to the party?...He told me not to go because I was going to die in a car wreck this morning on my way home from the party."

Leonard's mouth opened wide. "My god, he did! And we just laughed about it!"

"But Len," Dion asked, turning to Leonard, "...how did he know?"

Leonard shook his head as he cried. "I don't know. I really don't."

Dion looked up and shook his fists at the sky. "How did he know?"

MONDAY, MAY 28, 1990: TWENTY YEARS LATER

The Spring rain that fell upon Dion Osborne as he stood over the grave was warm and mocking. It hadn't rained the day the grave was filled, and that was surely a more sorrowful day than this...or was it? The memory of Matt hadn't decreased over the years, and neither had the pain of his death...the dreams proved that.

But over the years, so much had happened. After Matt's death, he and Kathy King, Matt's old girl friend, had become close. But she went away to college and he went to Viet Nam. When he returned, he went to college and studied Nuclear Physics, getting his degree and a good job with the local university....It was funny, in a sad sort of way. While Matt was alive, it was he who had been into Nuclear Physics. But after his death, Dion took it up, swearing to do good -- a kind of pay-off to the debt that he owed Matt, who had saved his life.

Strange how things could happen without notice.

"It's been a long time, hasn't it, my friend?" he mumbled to the grave. "I haven't been here since you first arrived....I know it seems like I'd forgotten you, but we both know that's not so. I just couldn't bring myself to this again...not after....Jesus, Matt. You saved my life! Somehow you knew about the accident and you saved my life!...How did you know?"

He went silent and closed his eyes. Raising his head, he let the gentle rain fall upon his saddened face. A moment later he looked back down at the weathered memorial. "I swear, as I did that first day, if I could change places with you I would...if for no other reason than to release myself from the dreams that continue to haunt me. If only there was something I could have done then...if only there was something I could do now."

Suddenly he felt a hand on his shoulder and he nearly jumped out of his skin. Slowly he turned and saw--

Matt! It was his friend Matt Hart, standing there smiling wordlessly at him, as though to say `It's alright, my brother. You have proven to be a true friend. Everything is alright.'

But then the image began to fade...slowly...until another face appeared...and it was that of another familiar person. It was Kathy.

"You okay?" she asked, rain dripping down her smooth cheeks.

For a moment Dion could only gaze into her eyes, not sure if what he was seeing was real or just another illusion, as Matt's appearance had been.

Kathy grabbed Dion's arms and shook him slightly. "Hey! You okay?"

He suddenly shook his head to clear it, then looked down at the ground. "I -- I think so. For a moment there I thought...but, no. What I saw was only a fleeting desire. It was you all along."

"Huh?"

He looked up at her. "Never mind. What are you doing here?"

"I tried to call you at home and at the university, but you weren't at either place, so I came here, knowing what day this is."

"Yeah, I felt like I had to come here today."

"You come here every year on this date?"

Dion shook his head. "No. This is the first time I've been here since he was laid to rest."

"Then why now?"

"I don't know. I just feel like I should do something."

"Now what on Earth could you do? He's been dead for twenty years. I mean -- it's not like you can go back in time and change things, you know."

Suddenly Dion's eyes opened wide and a slight smile appeared on his face. He took Kathy's face into his hands and gave her a kiss. "Kathy, you are wonderful!"

She just furled her brow. "I am?" But Dion was running towards his car. "Hey, wait!" She took off after him. He jumped into his car and sped away, and Kathy quickly followed in her vehicle. Kathy followed Dion to his laboratory at the university where she found him sitting at a small desk-top computer. He told her of his marvelous discovery while working on particle acceleration -- time travel! After a short argument, he convinced her that he was not crazy and that he could go back in time to prevent the accident that had killed Matt Hart. Soon everything was set. He took off his clothes so he would have no trouble transposing his two bodies -- that of 1990 and that of 1970 -- then he stepped into the vertical glass chamber that was to send him back in time. Inside the box, Dion watched the numbers on a small digital meter go from zero to beyond two thousand, knowing what was about to come next. He could see Kathy on the outside waving to him slightly and he smiled a little just before he closed his eyes.

"Nineteen-Seventy, here I come," he muttered...and suddenly he disappeared from sight.

THE END
II. THE TIDES OF TROUBLE


The middle-aged man, dressed in bland swimming trunks with a towel draped around his neck strolled through the shadow-filled office. He gently ran a hand over the pictures on the mantle…pictures of himself, pictures of his business partners, pictures of his wife – his lost love, Betty….They were all certainly pictures of a better time…a time when all things made sense.


“Oh, Betty,” he moaned softly as he handled a picture of a young woman. “What have I done to you – to us? How did it all get out of control?”


He slowly placed a couple of fingers onto her lips and closed his eyes, almost as though he could feel her gentle kiss.


A moment later, he turned away from the mantle and went to his desk, pressing a button on an intercom box. “James.”


“Yes, sir?” a voice responded.


“Please bring me a drink out at the pool.”


“At once, sir.”


A few minutes later, George Douglas sat back in his pool-side lounge chair and cursed aloud….What was he going to do?


“Problems, sir?” James, his servant, asked as a drink was passed to George.


George looked up at his attendant as he took the drink. “James, you do watch the news, don’t you?”


James calmly shook his head. “No, sir….Nothing but bad news…wars and terrorists and murder….It’s a very bad world out there, sir.”


George grunted and smiled slightly. “Things are so different than they used to be, that’s for sure.”


“How so, sir – if I might ask.”


“Once there was a time when things were easier…a man knew where he stood in the scheme of things. Wars were waged, victories were won, and money was made….But now? People aer trying to destroy our country from within and without, the government debates this and that on how to stop it – with little or no results, and you’ve got environmentalists crying about this and that when it comes to the weapons that could stop those terrorists….Don’t they understand?…War doesn’t come without costs…and if it takes chemicals and gases to destroy the vermin who would destroy us, well, then, so be it!”


James shuffled uneasily. “Yes, sir, but – again if I might ask…at what cost?”


George looked up again at his servant. “Nothing is perfect, James. No project is completely safe at first. Sometimes errors are made in the initial phases of experimentation. If people are injured in the course of discovery, well…freedom has its price, I suppose.”


James sighed. “As you say, sir….Will there be anything else, sir?”


George again grunted. “No, James. That’ll be all for now.”


The attendant nodded slightly and walked back to the large house, leaving his employer alone next to the swimming pool.


“God!” he said aloud to no one. “What am I going to do?


He picked up a nearby newspaper and scanned the front page momentarily. Then with disgust he tossed the paper aside and took a sip of his drink. Better to drown himself in his pool than to drown his sorrows in alcohol, but…well, perhaps things would get better. Perhaps it was all a bad dream, and he’d awaken and things would be alright. Nothing could really be this bad in the real world! But there it was…on Page One…He took another sip of his drink.


Yes…better to drown himself in his pool than to drown his sorrow in alcohol, but…


He closed his eyes and let the troubles of his world drift away….


Somehow he was there…in the town of his birth. The town where he grew from a small child to manhood. The town where he met his wife-to-be, married, and began his small, but modest, business. The town he was destined to destroy.

Slowly he strolled along the sidewalk, feeling as though he was supposed to be there…but then a thought came to him: Why shouldn’t I be here?
Why, indeed. It seemed to him that he had just been somewhere else…someplace far away. Another time…another place. Then suddenly he was here – this time in space…this space in time. A different time…a different place. He was still George Douglas, but he was a different George Douglas…and the town that he had destroyed had come back to life. Despite the irregularity of that, he found it to be quite normal.

“George,” a voice suddenly called from behind. “George Douglas!”

He turned around quickly and saw her…Betty! The woman who was to one day become his wife…Betty!…But she was so young, still a girl of sixteen; still Betty Johnson. She wouldn’t become Betty Douglas for another five years.

“Betty?” he mumbled, feeling himself unable to believe his eye. “Betty?”

She ran up to him and smiled so beautifully. “Hello, George. I wasn’t expecting to see you here.”

He looked at her and suddenly he was confused….Betty, his dear Betty, had been dead for two years….How was it that she came to be here…here in a town that had been dead for almost twenty years?

“Hello…Betty,” he found himself saying. “What are you doing here?”

“Where else would I be?” she replied with a smile. “I was just walking down the street and I saw you, so I thought I’d walk with you.”

That was strange, George decided, since, up this time in their past lives, Betty had really paid very little attention to him….But wasn’t this how it had all begun, so many years ago?…It was so long ago…he could scarcely recall.

“Well, that’s nice of you,” he returned, forcing a smile. Then another thought came to him: How was it she recognized him? Surely he was much older than he had been those many years ago. “Betty…how old am I?”

The young girl giggled. “Is this another of your jokes?”

“No….How old am I?…How old do I look?”

“You’re eighteen, silly…two years older than me….Are you feeling okay?”

George sighed and decided that this vision was one with a mind of its own. She saw him as they were when they were both young…before they were married…before she got sick…before – all the trouble.

“George?” Betty insisted.

“Oh, yes…I’m okay,” he replied, pulling himself out of his reverie. “I was just going over to the ice cream parlour. Would you like a cone?”

“Hey, that sounds good!”

So they walked for a few blocks, heading for the old corner ice cream parlor. About halfway through town, Betty abruptly stopped and sat on the grass lawn of the town hall. George sat next to her and gazed at her….How he adored her shiny brown hair and smooth white skin! If only he could tell her what he felt, but…did he dare?

Betty leaned forward and pressed her soft lips against his. That first kiss lasted only a moment, but a moment later they were tightly embracing each other and kissing again.

Somewhere in the background he could hear an old Smokey Robinson and the Miracles song, but then he remembered…in this time, the song wasn’t old…but he was, despite the fact that Betty didn’t see him as such.

She pulled back and smiled at him as her eyes sparkled. “It’s such a beautiful day, don’t you think?”

“Yes, it is,” he replied, without thinking.

“So…is this love?”

He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. You’re only sixteen. Is this what love is like when you’re sixteen?”

“I guess,” she replied. The bright sun shone down from the cloudless sky and reflected off of her lips. “Let’s go.”

“Where?” he asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. Just down the street.”

“Okay.” So he stood, pulling her up, and they strolled down the street.

It was like a dream.

Times were so much simpler. The people were friendlier and money was all around to be made. He knew where he stood in the scheme of things…and Betty was to be his girl…someday his wife.

“Yes, someday I will be your wife,” Betty suddenly said, as though reflecting his thoughts.

“What?” he asked, taken off guard. He quickly stopped walking and pulled her to face him.

“You’ll start your own chemical company,” she went on. “Contracts will come in left-and-right, and money will be made.”

“How – how do you know?” he stammered. “This hasn’t happened yet…not here…not now.”

“Your small business will bloom to become one of the largest in the nation…and that’s when you’ll leave this town, taking me and the corporation with you.”

“This is impossible!” George whispered.

She smiled at him so serenely. “But you will.” She began walking again, and George followed, his mind reeling from this vision.

They stopped on the corner next to the old theater, where the red fire hydrant was, and she perked up her ears.

“Betty!” a voice called from far off.

Betty turned to him. “I hear Mother calling. I have to go.”

“No!” George cried out. “I have to know how you know!”

“Later, okay?…We’ll have time later. Good-bye, George.” And she turned and walked away, leaving George alone on the street corner next to the red fire hydrant, where the old theater was.

He looked at the theater for a moment, then back to where Betty had been walking – but she was gone!

Suddenly the world around him faded into a haze, only to be immediately replaced by the same world…but something was different.

Time had passed…a number of years…but he couldn’t tell just how many years.

George looked around, facing in the opposite direction, and he saw two young men whom he recognized…but he couldn’t believe his eyes!

“Chuck?” he whispered to himself. “Bill?” Surely these couldn’t be his old business partners.

He looked harder as the two men approached….Yes, it was his two old friends…his business partners!

“What’s the news, George?” Bill asked as he pulled a toothpick from between his lips.

George didn’t know what to say….This vision was getting stranger by the minute!

“I don’t understand,” he found himself saying anyway.

“What’s the problem?” Bill returned.

“Yeah,” Chuck agreed. “You seem to be out of it.”

George looked at his two old friends and his head was swimming. “This town…you two. What are you doing here?”

“What do you mean?” Bill asked.

“Aren’t – aren’t you supposed to be…dead?”

“We’re alive, George,” Chuck returned. “Just as you are…just as Betty is….Just as it was a long time ago.”

“Right,” Bill agreed. “The business has been going for a few years, now, we’re making lots of money, and all is right with the world, right?”

George didn’t know what to say. “So, what are you two doing?”

“We’re going over to see John,” Chuck replied. “He’s been pretty sick lately.”

“Real bad?” George asked.

Bill nodded. “Real bad.”

“Yes”, he remembered aloud. “John Davis has been quite ill for a long time…months.” He turned to his friends. “Okay, let’s go see John.”

They silently walked down the street, and the houses began to get older and more run-down….Was this the bad part of town…or was it the sad part of town? No one good ever came out of this part of town….John had been good, but…

They came up to the old, beat-up, run-down house, and Bill stepped up to knock on the door. Suddenly John’s old mother stuck her head out of the door and sneered.

“Go away!” she cackled. “Go away and don’t you ever come back!”

“We just wanted to see John,” George spoke up.

“No,” John’s mother replied. “You can’t ever se him. He’s sick, no thanks to you, and you can’t see him. Just go away!”

And Mrs. Davis slammed the door.

George looked up at the porch overhang and saw a sign made of wood with words burned into it which read: “Walter Davis died here and you didn’t care.”

Yes, that was it! John’s father had been real sick, too, and he died a year before….So long ago!

“That was the beginning,” George mumbled to himself, his friends appearing to ignore him momentarily. “My chemical company had that big accident…and the town began to die, one person at a time.” He looked around him, his friends oblivious to him. “Even after we took the corporation out of this town…this place died, one person by one person, until there was no one…and the town was destroyed.”

“That’s bad,” Chuck agreed.

“Bad?” George cried out. “Don’t you realize what we did?”

“Yeah,” Bill said. “Let’s just go.” He and Chuck walked down from the porch.

For a moment George stood frozen in his tracks, but then he quickly caught up to his friends. “Where to now?”

Bill smiled. “To chase some women at the old hangout.”

Nah-h-h,” George returned. “I’m getting too old for that stuff. Besides, I’m married by now, right?”

“Yeah, yeah,” Chuck said. “So what do you want to do?”

George shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t know. Let’s just walk.”

So further and further they walked into the sad, bad part of town, and the houses got to looking worse and more run-down. Suddenly George stopped in front of a dark old house, and a strange feeling rushed into him.

“I think I should go into this one,” he said with a sigh.

“Why?” Chuck asked.

George turned to his friends. “Because this is where I grew up…you know that.”

“Right,” Bill said. “Good-bye, George.”

“But – ” he started, but George could only watch as his old friends walked away, leaving him alone in front of the even older house. He turned and stepped up onto the porch of the house. He turned to see his friends, but they were gone, nowhere to be seen.

Turning back to the house, he stepped up to the door. He reached out to grab the doorknob, but the door suddenly, slowly, opened on its own. George looked around to see if anyone had noticed, but no one was around. Slowly, he turned back to the inviting opened door and he walked in.

The door closed and George looked around. He was at the top of the steps that led into the old living room…and now the old living room had the sea in it. The sea stood before him, crashing, wave after wave.

He walked down and down, and the air became cloudier and cloudier…hazier and hazier. It was all becoming much too much to imagine being real…but he knew that it was. He knew that it was yesterday…or was it? Maybe he was just asleep in yesterday.

In the air were sounds of death all around, sounding like bombs and missiles and cries of death and destruction….Somehow he felt as though he knew them well…as though he knew every soul who was crying out in torment.

The haze, the haze…the fog, the smoke, the bubbles…and the haze. Why was there the haze?

He could barely remember…he awoke from yesterday…alive, but the war was here to stay. He took a last walk through the noise to the sea. It was too bad that his friends couldn’t be with him…to behold this underwater paradise!

Further down into the water he went…and then…she was there with him!

The fair-haired beauty with eyes of silver and emerald-green gazed beyond the haze, beneath the waves…leading him to golden avenues and glass spires where even the dead could be king.

“I am the joy,” she said, although her lips did not move to form the words. “I am the heaven that you embrace….I am Ezmerelda, a daughter of the sea.”

His mind beheld her words, as though they were stardust – precious and flowing.

“Who am I?” he asked in his thoughts.

“You are the survivor,” she replied. “You are the one of your world who has seen the death that you desire. You and your chemicals…you and your money….Your town died…your friends died…your wife died…but you are the survivor.”

“Yes,” George said with a nod. “You’re right. There was money to be made, so I had to survive.”

Ezmerelda took him by the hand and smiled a gentle smile to comfort him. “Hurry, my darling. We mustn’t be late.”

“Late for what?”

“Come,” she insisted. “This way.”

He could hear maddening serenity…it was in the very direction that she was pointing with one hand as she took his hand with her other.

Together they soared – through the haze…through the fog…through the bubbles. Through the sea they swiftly swam, towards the city of golden avenues and glass spires.

Fair-haired beauties with sparkling fins and breasts as supple as the virgin goddess beside him frolicked amongst the rainbow array of multi-colored plants that flourished amongst the delicate spires of glass. Along the avenues of gold rose bubbles of rhythmic vibrations – the music of the underwater spheres – to fill the city with sensations of peace and love and the serenity due to everyone who had ever survived all that he had survived.

It was a world that he had always dreamed of…the perfect world where everyone was beautiful and happy.

Up to the door of the highest spire in the city they swam, and Ezmerelda stopped and moved behind George as he stood there, weightless in the water.

“That is your door,” she said to him. “Hear it beckon to you. It calls your name.”

“George…George,” the water called from behind the door. “Come to us, George.”

George looked back and Ezmerelda was smiling. She nodded and he looked again at the beckoning door. Two small steps he took through the waters of peace, and again he looked back.

The mermaid smiled still and nodded. “You are with us now, George. You are a merman in the sea of despair. Open the door and enter. All that you now desire will be yours.”

Another step towards the door, and George looked back…but this time Ezmerelda was gone….She was no longer with him!

He turned and the door slowly opened. He found himself being drawn into the spire, and he could not look back again….Further and further he went, through the door and into the darkness that was on the other side.

The door closed and a small light filled the water. Through the slight haze of the water he could see figures…they were approaching.

The figures had faces that he could barely recall…they were almost not faces at all. Rotting corpses…teeth bared from decay…but he knew who they were.

John Davis!…Walter Davis!…Bill!…Chuck!…And – Betty! His darling Betty, now a rotting corpse!…And more corpses!…Hundreds and hundreds more!…Thousands and thousands more! All who had died of his chemicals while on Earth were there! They wore the knowing grin of death…and they were calling to him – for him!

“Come, George,” they called in unison. “You are now one of us. You have killed us. But now you are one of us….You are the dead!”

George stood frozen as the hordes of the dead fell upon him. He opened his mouth to scream, and he felt the water enter his lungs…to suffocate him into a cold, watery darkness….


The police detective stood from the edge of the pool as the rescue paramedics pulled the lifeless body from the water.


“It appears to be suicide, alright,” the detective said to his partner. “The servant says he came out here after hearing a splash, knowing that Mr. Douglas was quite drunk and out here alone.”


“You sure it was suicide and not just an accident?” the other detective asked.


“According to the servant, Mr. Douglas made it a point to never go into the water while he was drinking, so it must have been intentional….Suicide.”


The second detective walked over to the lounge chair and picked up the newspaper that was lying next to it. He looked at the first page and grunted. “No wonder the poor old man was so pissed off. According to this article, his company has been forced to close by the government.”


The other detective stepped up next to him. “What for?”


“Flagrant safety violations …repeated environmental poisonings…unsafe disposal of toxic wastes. Seems he was being indicted by the EPA and he was being sued by a number of people.”


The first detective grunted. “Yeah, he was out to make his money any way he could, I guess…and eventually it led him to a watery death.”


The other detective tossed the newspaper aside, then he and his partner walked away from the scene of the dream…the last dream George Douglas would ever have.

THE END

III. BY THE LIGHT OF THE SILVERY MOON

I.
The air was as thick as mosquitoes in a mid-August Georgian swamp...that's Georgia, U.S.A., not Georgia, C.I.S. All the air conditioners in Tokyo couldn't have made the place feel like northern Canada, which is just where everyone in the London courtroom probably wished they were...and not only because of the heat, which made the place feel like a dense African jungle...heat and humidity. Of course the smoke from the cigarettes and cigars and tobacco pipes and the occasional joint from the judge's chambers didn't help the air situation, either....There was absolutely no way around it -- things were really just sucking at the time.

And, of course, Roger Tell really just didn't want to be there at that particular time....It's just that -- well...he didn't really have much choice in the matter...in as much as he was the star witness for the defense. If he didn't show up throughout the entire boring proceeding -- day after day, week after week -- he would be held in contempt of court...as though the judge could read minds, or something!

But despite what he felt about the court -- or the judge -- Roger knew that his testimony had turned the tide for one Ms. Rebecca Sonnybrooke, the poor and somewhat -- at this time -- helpless defendant of these tedious, monotonous, apathetic, weary, lethargic, listless, vapid, and somewhat boring -- if not all together legal, moral, and ethical -- court proceedings.

Yes, Roger could honestly say that he had made local history on this day.

The handfans waved as the ceiling fans turned and mosquitoes buzzed about as the cigar-smoking public defender swaggered on up to the judge's bench....Of course, Roger's daydream didn't last long as he was awaken by the jury's entrance, and Roger found himself back in the London courtroom...air conditioned modernly, but still hot, none-the-less.

"Members of the jury, have you reached your verdict?" the judge asked after the commotion had settled.

The jury foreman (who was, in this case, a woman) stood and shook her head. "Yes."

The judge repositioned himself. "May we hear it."

The foreman (who was still a woman) raised a piece of paper and spoke..."Guilty."

The judge frowned. "You had to read that from a piece of paper?" he mumbled loudly. Then he cleared his throat, suddenly realising that his courtroom was in sudden disarray as the audience went into a sudden frenzy...and, of course, the distraught and not-at-all-too-happy defendant was setting the tone for the upheaval. The judge only went on to bang his gavel -- quite a few times, in fact -- and this seemed to secretly cause him great delight. He was sometimes happy to have a gavel at all at his age, so he went on banging it and banging it until the crowd finally settled down.

Then the judge cleared his throat again. "A-hem! Yes, well that doesn't surprise me one bit. Had it not been for the defense testimony of one Roger Tell, Ms. Sonnybrooke might be going free. One hell of a defense witness, Mr. Tell. Please remind me to call on you again should we have a hardened criminal who needs defended. Sheesh! -- And so I condemn you, Ms. Rebecca Sonnybrooke, to twenty-five consecutive life sentences plus fifty years for public nudenesses."

"But I'm eighty-three years old!" Rebecca yelled out.

"That's why you're getting those extra fifty years," the judge said with gross distaste, as he had seen photographs of her...nudenesses. "And if you ever run over one of our fine young cannibals again, you'll receive another twenty-five consecutive life sentences!"

Rebecca lowered her head. "You're too kind, m'luv."

Finally, after a short, breath-taking silence that seemed to permeate the soul of every living human being (and even a few who weren't quite living) in the courtroom, the judge sighed. "Very well. Take her away...court dismissed. Keep-sake programmes of the entire proceedings may be purchased from the bailiff in the corridor. God be with you."

And the judge got up and left the room, leaving the press to get their half-stories and relative truths from throughout the upheaval’d crowd. The police would certainly have their hands full on this one, that was fer sure, yes, sir-ree, Bob!

On the other hand, Roger Tell went straight for the door and attempted to walk out -- except he only succeeded in smashing his face against the door, which he had forgotten to open. A nearby guard, who had just gotten up off the floor after getting his nose broken by a flying chair, opened the door for Roger, with a gentle smile, then blew Roger a kiss as Roger stepped out of the room and down the corridor, where, of course, he found tons of people trying to get through the police line at the top of the steps to the courthouse.

This, of course, could not really be happening to me, Roger thought to himself.

"It sure in hell is, pal!" a voice suddenly boomed inside his head, and, having no recourse but to jump, Roger found himself darting towards the nearest fire exit, not having time to wonder such things as "Who were all those people?" or "Where did that voice inside my head come from?" or even "Why am I to suddenly be the crux of some silly plot to destroy the world or stop air pollution or something ridiculous once again in somebody's crazy, stupid, and totally socially-irrelevant book?". He just hoped his leading lady didn't end up being some Doris Day-type caricature. More like Marilyn Monroe...or maybe even like Bette Midler...subtle, but strangely alluring.

Truth of the matter was, there was never to be a woman in Roger Tell's life -- save for poor dear Ms. Rebecca Sonnybrooke, who was herself a lonely old spinster of the most craggley type -- and that was a fact. Good ol' Roger was doomed to a life of spittoon-lined bars, X-rated picture parlours, and magazine-ladened bathrooms. Not exactly the kind of guy who would wind up as the hero of a first-rate novel, huh?

Well, we'll let history be the judge of that, eh?

Roger had no time to think about his miserable destiny. He was too busy getting the hell out of Dodge!...so to speak. He found a fire exit that led him to the rear parking lot, which wasn't so bad because his car was parked in front of the building as it was that the parking lot led through a dark, damp, garbage-filled alley...the kind where unsuspecting victims got their intestines spilled out all over the grimy ground over a few pence or the keys to a car.

"But that can't happen to me," Roger said to himself. "I suspect, therefore I can't be caught off guard....Yes, sir-ree. If they come to get me, I'll take care of them....You got that right! I'll -- I'll -- kick 'em an' bite 'em an' scratch 'em and -- why -- why -- I'll take care of them!"

But during all the commotion he was making, he failed to realise that absolutely no one was there, and long before he finally decided to look around and settle down, he was out of the alley and heading into the middle of a busy downtown London street.

"Look out!" someone yelled as he screeched past Roger.

"Get outta th' street, ya bum!" someone else yelled from a passing taxi, and Roger only had about a quarter-second to realise that it was the driver of the taxi who had yelled before Roger himself found himself jumping back onto the sidewalk. He cautiously made his way all the way around the block towards his car, thinking, as he went, about the court case he was just involved in.

Of course, Ms. Rebecca Sonnybrooke was innocent, but Roger seemed to have something of a difficult time convincing everyone else of that...and he wasn't certain as to why. He knew for a fact that the eighty-three-year-old woman was innocent, because he knew she had an alibi...but it wasn't something that he could talk about -- not easily, anyway.

"Well that's the way the ball bounces," Roger thought aloud to himself as he approached his big red car. "I did the best I could. So what if the old biddy croaks behind bars? So what if I was supposed to save her, and instead ended up frying her ass?...so to speak. I couldn't tell what I knew to be the truth...not if they stuck a thousand searing white-hot sewing needles up under my fingernails. I will never tell!"...And so Roger never would, or so he was convinced of as much.

Well, we'll let history be the judge of that one, too, okay?

Roger took the parking ticket from his car's front window (just his luck, he thought), got into the big red vehicle, and took off down the busy street. As he sped along, he began to think about what the judge had said just before leaving the courtroom.

"...God be with you." the judge had said.

Roger grunted and sighed. Which god? Whose god? The Judeo-Christian-Moslem god? A Norse god? A Greco-Roman god? A Japanese god? How about a Druid god? Except for the Greco-Roman, there were enough of the right kind of people in the courtroom to have fulfilled the needs of all the aforementioned gods....The guy in the back with the long blond hair and little metal hammer seemed to catch his eye once or twice. And one old guy kind of looked like the Judeo-Christian-Moslem god as portrayed by Michelangelo at the top of the Sistine Chapel. Of course, the old guy was just a wino who had nothing better to do than be in that particular courtroom on that particular day....Whose god did the judge mean, anyway? It seemed to Roger that the ideas behind the law should be kept clear of any religious overtones or possible influences. Leanings towards one side or the other could lead to possible prejudices and misguided feelings of loyalty against a specific idea...equal justice for all.
So why all this fuss about a god?...Of course, the judge had almost certainly meant the Judeo-Christian-Moslem god, mistakenly called Jehovah (of course, as everybody knows, the name Jehovah is a mediæval contrivance and is never found in the original Judeo-Christian Bible manuscripts or the Islamic Quran.). All judges were Judeo-Christian god-fearing people...although by the likes of some of their off-time recreations, many of them were not really as fearing as they might portend.

"I wonder," Roger thought to himself as he prepared to turn a corner. "Will this Judeo-Christian god prevent some poor slob from becoming dog-meat if I should suddenly get reckless?"

Down the street Emmett Dornsby was crossing the way, thinking about the heavy schedule ahead of him....So many things to do, in such a short time! And his wife didn't make things any better...always telling him that they should have separate beds now that the kids are older, since they still hadn't gotten around to telling the kids what a big bed in the middle of a bedroom was for.

Suddenly a big red car screeched around the corner and knocked Emmett Dornsby to the ground as the driver continued recklessly on.

"Sorry!" Roger called back as he fought with the raging vehicle.

Soon he was out of sight and Emmett was able to get up and regain his composure. "Damned bloody maniac! Doesn't he know I've got a busy schedule ahead of me and to end up dead on some city street would simply ruin my entire day? I've got my oldest daughter's wedding to attend this morning, my youngest daughter's high school graduation to go to this evening, and I'm making lusty, passionate love to my secretary late tonight!"

He looked up at the sky pensively. "Hm-m-m....I wonder what the wife's got planned?"

II.
The wedding went as drool and slow-paced as a Catholic wedding could go. All the holy-rollers were there, since Emmett Dornsby was a prominent man in his circles, and their mere presence seemed to detract from the wedding service itself.

After the vows were said and the bride and groom zipped unfashionably down the corridor, there came the usual handshakes and congratulations and well-wishes from all sides of the wedding families. It was all Emmett could do to keep up with all the names and faces and faraway places. He soon found himself creating an excuse for dodging out of the post-ceremonial gathering -- generally referred to as the reception -- and having somewhere else to go in a hurry....Truth was he had to hurry and dig up a fresh suit for his youngest daughter's graduation ceremony later that afternoon.

Would the rush-rush-rush in his life never end? Emmett thought with agony as he jumped into his car and ordered the chauffeur to get on with it.

Before he knew it, the hours had passed and the graduation ceremony was finally drawing to a close. His youngest daughter Annie gave Emmett a hearty, friendly hug, then ran off with the football team as her father watched with moistened eyes....My, how she had grown! And now she was seeing boys! A whole lot of them!...All at the same time.

Emmett crooked his head for a moment and thought....Something was not quite right....Why would his daughter be seeing a whole lot of guys...at the same time?

Suddenly Emmett was screaming and chasing the old remade-up school bus down the street.

"Annie, oh, Annie! Don't give them your fanny!" he cried as he trounced up the street, being smothered by the fumes left behind by the bus. "How can you do this to me -- to your mother? To yourself? Annie, you weren't supposed to know about this, yet! Come back! Come back, Annie!"

He found himself quickly losing the race, and soon he was standing still, crouched over in the middle of the street, breathing quite heavily.

"Oh, God! Oh, GOD, NO!" he cried as he grabbed his left arm and fell to the ground. For a moment Emmett gasped and moaned and squirmed on the ground...and then it was all over. Emmett Dornsby of west London was dead.

Fred Rubble was Emmett Dornsby's third cousin twice removed four times...but Emmett had included him in his will, even though Fred himself was an American. Only his only grandmother on his mother's side had been British. This was, however, the opportunity that Fred had been wishing for all his life. A chance to get out of America at least once in his miserable existence! Visit relatives. Experience history older than a measly half-a-millennium (give or take a decade). Hell, Jerusalem was nearly three-thousand years old! And how old was Jerico?...No one knew for sure...maybe ten thousand years....Or how about China for antiquity, or Greece, home of democracy?

Hell, Fred would even gladly settle for London, whose own history pre-dated even the Saxons by eight hundred years...before Britain was given back to the Saxons by Rome in A.D. 407. Before Londinium was founded by the Romans in 43 B.C. Before Julius Cæsar failed in his attempt to conquer Britain in 54 B.C. Not before, however, the Britons built Stonehenge in 1900 B.C. Somewhere around 400 B.C. the original site of London was settled by the Celts under King Belin.

Yes, and long before he realised it, Fred was merrily on his way to jolly old England, where "the people talk funny and they drive on the wrong side of the road"...and call their cookies crackers, and soccer football, highways motorways, and...what else?...Fred was sure he would think of others.

He wondered if they would make fun of his talking? After all, he was just a humble pig-farmer from Oklahoma -- Macallister, to be exact. He wouldn't be talking like one of those polished-up city businessman-types from New York....God, how they talked funny up there!

Suddenly, Fred began to feel funny again. The jet made a slight -- ever-so-slight, in fact -- wobble, and Fred could feel himself getting sick.

"First time in a plane?" the man next to him asked.

"How could you tell?" Fred asked, sitting up and wiping his mouth.

The older man looked down and grimaced. "That's the third time you've vomited onto my shoes."

Fred looked up at him and grinned. "Sorry 'bout that." Then he promptly passed out.

When he finally came to, he was throwing up on a different pair of shoes...those of the jet's captain, who was coaxing Fred awake with a small ammonia capsule.

"Don't do that!" Fred moaned, waving his arms.

"But I haven't even broken the capsule yet," the pilot remarked.

"Well, save it. Your breath is bad enough. Have we landed?"

"Fifteen minutes ago, Mr. Rubble."

"Well, then I'd be alright if you'd just take that capsule away and leave me alone!"

"Everyone's departed the jet but you, sir. The ground crew is waiting to maintain her."

Fred looked up, bleary-eyed. "Her who?"

"The jet, sir," the pilot replied. "The jet. You must depart the jet now, please."

Fred was finally coherent enough to understand, and within moments he was greeted by a hot, humid thundershower...noticeably missing was the famous London fog, however.

"Just the other day the temperature was ninety-eight," one woman said as they stood in the customs queue. "Hotter than today, but at least it wasn't raining."

"What's the temperature today?" Fred asked, not really caring, but wanting to keep the lady contented.

"Ninety-six -- say! You're an American, aren't you?"

Fred nodded and chuckled. "Yes, ma'm."

"One of them funny-talking ones, huh? From some booney, I suppose."

"Oklahoma, ma'm."

The woman grunted a funny little British-sounding grunt. "Never heard of the place."

"Macallister, Oklahoma, ma'm."

"Yeah, an' you're the Yank who vomited all over that poor guy's shoes -- three times!"

"Well, I ain't much for flyin', ma'm. First time. Got my guts in an uproar."

"Hm! You should have stayed a colony when you had the chance. Now look at you. A country of mixed-up and confused people who don't know where you stand in the world."

This, of course, made Fred Rubble rather angry. He was a proud American, and no one was going to talk that way about the U-S-A! "Well, so much for diplomacy," he sighed, and then he proceeded to give the older woman a good, hard right cross, sending her flying over the customs counter and right into the lap of one of the numerous customs officials. For some strange reason which Fred Rubble never in the entirety of the rest of his life could figure, the official only smiled and let the woman rest there, saying nothing to Fred as the Generous American continued on down the queue.

"What would you say if I were to tell you I think you have sexy thighs?" Annie Dornsby asked Fred Rubble as they walked through the flower garden of the Dornsby estate not long after the funeral of Emmett Dornsby, Annie's father.

This seemed an odd thing to be asked, since no one had ever asked a pig-farmer from Oklahoma that before. Fred wondered if all British women were this forward, or was it something that infected all Britishers, regardless of gender.

"Well?" Annie persisted politely, in that ever-so-subtle British way of hers (which, of course, included a quick flutter of her long eyelashes which may or may not have been real).

Fred was completely taken aback by her style and was still wondering why anyone would dare ask that of an Oklahoman pig-farmer, and as such he was totally lost for an answer. "Uh -- well, what, sweetheart? I'm afraid I didn't understand."

Annie looked at him rather strangely, altho she was sure he was the strange one. "Which word didn't you understand?"

Fred looked thoughtfully up at the sky for a moment, then: "Uh...what was the first word?"

Is he for real? Annie thought. "I was wondering what you would say if I were to tell you I think you have sexy thighs."

Fred pondered the odd question for a moment, then shrugged his shoulders. "I dunno -- why? Is it the sort of thing you might tell me?"

"No, not really…even though I just did," Annie giggled.

"Oh." Fred wasn't sure what to make of this eighteen-year-old British doll, who was certainly some kind of relation to him, even if it were three somethings twice removed four times.

Annie stopped and looked up at him. "It's times like this that I wonder how you Yanks ever survived as a species."

Fred wrinkled his brow. "A what?"

"Species."

"Feces? Who you callin' shit?"

"Species, stupid! God! Don't you know anything? I wanna jump your bones!"

Again Fred wrinkled his brow....He'd been doing that alot since he came to England. "My what?"

"Your bones."

"What on earth do my bones have to do with anything?"

Annie was beyond repose. Why on earth was she bothering with this American simpleton?...And they said the British were cold about the subject!

So instead of trying to explain herself any further, she proceeded to rip open her lacey, dark blue blouse, exposing two very nice-looking breasts -- well, at least she thought they were nice-looking. "You want these?"

Fred shrugged. "Why? You givin' them away?"

"You can have them, if you like."

Again Fred shrugged. "I dunno -- wouldn't they look kinda outta place on me?"

This sent Annie crazy with furiousnesses. "Jesus, you dumb American asshole! I'm trying to say that I want you to make love to me!"

"Oh," Fred mumbled, and a moment later he realised just what it was that Annie had said to him...and, of course, that made Fred Rubble rather angry. He was a proud American, and no one was going to talk that way about the U-S-A! "Well, so much for the birds and the bees!" And he proceeded to give the young lady a hearty left hook, whereupon dear sweet Annie -- who wanted to give him her fanny -- went flying into a bed of roses. "Watch out for the thorns," he warned as he walked away. "You might get hurt."

Annie took a few moments to recover, then she shook her head as she stood. "Christ! Even the football team wasn't that stupid!" And it was at this very moment that Annie decided to never try to make it with an American pig-farmer again! From now on any American she wished to procreate with would have to have at least a high school diploma!

Of course, as we all know quite well by now, Annie Dornsby was destined to marry a Swahili chieftain, which meant she had to procreate with every male in the tribe at least once a day. Now to some folks, this might seem like a fate worse than death -- and, indeed, it is -- but to Annie it was Heaven!

Of course, however, Fred Rubble had his own idea of what Heaven would be like. This, on the other hand, was the furthest thing from his mind as he walked down the streets of London. He happened to come across a particularly grizzly murder scene, back in a lot at the farthest reaches of a dead-end alley.

"What's all this, now?" a policeman yelled out loudly over a megaphone. "Move along! Move along!"

Before he was going to move, however, Fred immediately decided, he was going to look around...just to check on his theory that -- other than the police and the deceased -- he, Fred J. Rubble of Macallister, Oklahoma, was indeed the only soul around.

And sure enough, Fred had been right. Taking heart in this, he then moved along...right along onto the scene of the murder. Suddenly, however, a trench-coated man stepped in front of him.

"You can't come onto this lot!" the policeman warned loudly. "It's the scene of a particularly grizzly murder, and we must keep this kind of stuff away from the public so that they'll feel safe and secure and believe that once you're shot in the heart you either recover miraculously -- like those guys in the soaps -- or you wriggle and squirm and convulse with terrifying agony until you finally kick over in a pool of your own blood...and sometimes other nasty fluids."

But then it suddenly hit Fred...like a ton of bricks!

"My god!" Fred guffawed. "Yer an American!"

And indeed the trench-coated man was an American. "Warren Bogota, here on assignment from Washington, I'm afraid."

"Afraid?" Fred asked.

"Afraid?" the man returned as he looked around. "Who's afraid?"

"You said you were."

"I'm not afraid of anything!...Well, I don't particularly like soggy donuts...but that's a completely different matter...unless it's between eleven and eleven-fifteen p.m. on the third Sunday of the fourth month of every fifth leap year....Then there's some kind of distant resemblance."

This Fred could accept, but the answer to his next question he found difficult. "So...what brings you to England?"

Bogota squinted his eyes. "Can't say."

Well, as previously stated, Fred found this difficult to accept. "Whaddaya mean? Cat got yer tongue? -- Yuk! Yuk!"

Again Bogota squinted his eyes, this time shaking his head. He sure hoped all pig-farmers from Macallister, Oklahoma, weren't this dumb! Could give America a bad rep! "What I mean is I can't talk about it. Hush-hush stuff, ya know?"

Fred's eyes nearly fell onto the ground -- well, one of them actually did, but we won't talk about that. "You mean government-type of stuff? You a spy?"

Bogota first shook his head -- "Yes," -- then nodded -- "and no."

"Huh?"

"I'm here on government business, but I'm not a spy."

"Then what th' hell are ya -- " Fred cried out -- "a character from the works of San Theropy and Kingdise?" Suddenly Fred paused and looked blankly forward. "What a strange, strange line."

But suddenly Fred was back to his normal self. "So, what's this yer tryin' ta tell me?"

Bogota looked Fred J. Rubble straight in the eyes. "What I'm sayin' is to mind your own goddamn business!" And he promptly turned around and walked away into the still of the night...well, actually it was still only until he stepped out of the dead-end alley, whereupon he found himself right in the middle of a busy intersection in west London.

Quickly he ran across the street to his waiting car, then buzzed off down the street, nearly running a red light in the process. There was no time to procrastinate! Eerie things were about to happen in London, he could tell. He could feel it. He could read it in tomorrow's Times if he didn't get his ass in gear!

III.
The streets of San Francisco were not quite like the TV programme...unless, of course, you had a black-and-white TV. Then it hardly mattered.

Billy-Bob and his brother, who had just flown in from the other coast, were not quite ready to undertake the job which they were about to undertake...however, they went ahead and undertook it anyway.

"We're gonna make big bucks on this one, Jimmy-Bob," Billy-Bob whispered to his brother as they attempted to pick open the lock on a door in the rear of the TransAmerican Building. "If we can get those documents, Mr. Big'll pay us five hundred dollars...cash, no checks. How can we lose?"

Jimmy-Bob sighed and shook his head. "You've already lost...your brains!"

"Huh?"

"Don't you realise -- and I'm saying that with a British spelling just to be sophisticated -- that you're being taken?"

"Taken?" Billy-Bob asked, not altogether understanding. "Where?" 

"You jerk! If this Mr. Big wants those documents so bad that he has to resort to using you, of all people, to get them, then I figure they must be worth a whole lot more than a measly five hundred bucks....You catch my drift?"

Billy-Bob scratched his head for a moment, then shook his head in bewilderment. "Gee, Jimmy-Bob. I never thought about it that way -- yeah, I guess Mr. Big is desperate if he has to use me. Gosh, Jimmy-Bob! How come I never think of things like that?"

"'Cause Momma used to beat the rugs with you twice a week when you were a baby."

"Really?"

Jimmy-Bob nodded. "Oh, yeah. There'd be the rugs, just a hangin' on the line with the breeze flowin' through them so nicely -- then all of a sudden here'd come Momma, holdin' you by your feet and swingin' away at the rugs."

Billy-Bob was astonished. "Wow!"

"Yeah...but you'd only scream for the first nine or ten smacks. After that there was only the sound of your head hitting the rugs. Windy days were the best, tho. Sometimes Momma would miss the rugs as they flapped in the wind, and you'd accidentally slip from her hands and go flyin' into the heavy-duty log fence we had around the yard."

"Gol-ly!"

"But that was a long time ago. Right now we gotta do this job...then we deal with your Mr. Big." Suddenly there was a click, and the thick metal door slowly creaked towards them a little.

"You got it, Jimmy-Bob!" Billy-Bob exclaimed quietly.

"Of course, fathead."

"I knew I called you for some good reason. You're the best there is!"

"Yeah...you finally did something right for a change. C'mon, let's get in there and back out, okay?" Jimmy-Bob led the way as they crept into the rear of the large spired building. They found the freight elevator and called it down. A few moments later they were on their way up into the heart of the building.

"Okay, which way?" Jimmy-Bob asked as they exited the noisy elevator.

"I don't know. It's" -- he quickly pulled a piece of paper out of his pants pocket -- "it's suite five-one-nine, wherever that is."

"Jesus! -- Okay, you go that way and I'll go the other. When you find it, come back and get me, okay?"

Billy-Bob nodded, then took off down the corridor. His brother headed off in the opposite direction, wondering if Billy-Bob had indeed done something right for a change after all. For the pittance that he was getting for this job, it wasn't worth Billy-Bob's trouble -- or his own, for that matter! He had better things to do back on the other coast....But right now he had to see his stupid brother through this crap. No sense putting the family through the pain of having Billy-Bob in jail so far from home.

Suddenly there was a thumping noise from behind, and Jimmy-Bob slipped into a dark corner.

"Jimmy-Bob!" a voice whispered out through the dimness. It was his stupid brother, announcing to the whole world that they were there!

Jimmy-Bob suddenly darted out from the dark corner.

"Yah!" Billy-Bob screamed as he abruptly jumped backwards.

"Sh-h-h!" Jimmy-Bob hushed. "It's me, you dork!"

Billy-Bob suddenly put a hand over his own mouth and became quiet. "I found the place!" he then whispered.

"Yeah, just tell everybody!" Jimmy-Bob scolded softly. "C'mon, let's go."

Billy-Bob led the way back to just past the freight elevator.

"Okay, so where's the suite?" Jimmy-Bob asked.

"Down this way," his brother replied, pointing down the corridor.

"Where?"

Billy-Bob scratched his lowered head. "Uh -- I forget."

"What?"

"Well, I was so excited about finding the place, when I came to get you -- I forgot where it was."

Jimmy-Bob was not too happy. "Damn you, Billy-Bob! It's somewhere down this way -- that much we know, at least. C'mon!" He grabbed his brother by the lapel of his coat and they proceeded down the dimly-lit hallway.

Finally they came upon suite five-one-nine, and Jimmy-Bob carefully unlocked the door. They quickly entered the dark chamber and closed the door behind them. Flashlights went on and the two intrepid thieves moved towards a large desk.

Suddenly a small lamp went on and two set of eyes glowed towards each other.

"Okay, now what?" Jimmy-Bob asked.

Billy-Bob shrugged. "I don't know. We look for some place where they would hide valuable stuff -- a safe or something."

"Yeah, okay. You look through this desk and I'll see if I can find a safe." Jimmy-Bob went away to search for a safe, and Billy-Bob began to rifle through the desk drawers, looking through books and magazines and folders and binders and envelopes and little folded pieces of paper.

A moment later Jimmy-Bob reappeared. "You find anything?"

"Nope. Nothing important, anyway."

"Well, I found a safe. C'mon."

Billy-Bob followed his brother to a far wall where his brother showed him a painting.

"But that's just a picture of a naked girl with a banana," Billy-Bob observed.

"Right," Jimmy-Bob replied, "but look behind it, stupid."

Billy-Bob carefully pulled the painting away from the wall, looked behind it, then replaced it. "Yeah, so?" But then he suddenly looked again. "Hey, Jimmy-Bob -- there's a safe in this wall!"

"No, shit!" Jimmy-Bob cursed as he grabbed the painting away from his brother. "Move aside!" His brother moved as Jimmy-Bob set the painting down, then he stepped towards the wall safe. "Let's see if I can crack this baby."

"But won't that make a lot of noise?" Billy-Bob asked.

"Shut up, stupid!" Jimmy-Bob then proceeded to work on opening the safe. After a few slow turns of the dial, he twisted the handle and pulled -- and the small door opened towards him.

"You did it again," Billy-Bob said.

Jimmy-Bob didn't bother to answer. He was too involved in looking at what he had just discovered. "My god! Will ya look at that, Billy-Bob!"

Billy-Bob gasped. "There must be a thousand dollars there!"

"Try a million, fathead! Over a million dollars stacked up in here!"

"Jesus! But what about important documents? That's what we came for."

"I don't see anything else -- just the money."

"Darn it! I've gotta find those documents."

Jimmy-Bob turned impatiently to his brother. "Screw those documents! Let's just grab all this money and hit the road, huh? You can call your Mr. Big and tell him there were no documents to be found and you've got to leave town on another job."

"Where? What job?"

"That's just it, you dunderhead! There is no other job. We just take this money and leave this town -- this state -- this country! We can go to Europe -- travel the Orient. We can do anything we want."

"I want to build an ice cream store over near Golden Gate Park."

"You stupid! We can't stay around here if we do this!"

"Then how about an ice cream store in Nome, Alaska?"

Jimmy-Bob nodded. "Yeah, sure, if you want. Now let's just grab this stuff and get the hell outta here, okay?"

"Right!"

"Okay. See if you can find a bag of some kind."

The two men searched the dimly-lit room until Jimmy-Bob stood up, holding a bag. "Got one. C'mon, let's get the money!"

They rushed back to the safe, and Billy-Bob began to scoop the money out of the safe and into the bag his brother held open. Soon the safe was empty...except for one little black box, which Billy-Bob quickly grabbed.

"Whattaya think this is, Jimmy-Bob?" he asked, examining it.

Jimmy-Bob took the small object from him and looked it over. "I don't know. It's got a red button on it....Hm-m-m...I wonder what it does?"

He pressed the button, and suddenly the door to the wall closet across the room slowly slid open. Small wisps of fog trail out as Jimmy-Bob and his brother silently moved closer to the open door. They stopped just outside the closet and eyed each other.

"Whattaya think?" Billy-Bob asked.

His brother scratched his head thoughtfully. "I don't know. Think there's anything in there?"

"Well, I dunno. You think?"

"Could be, if it has to have a secret opener that's locked in a hidden safe....Could be something real valuable in there."

"Okay, so?"

Jimmy-Bob shrugged. "So...let's check it out."

Taking one last look at each other in the dimness, the two brothers stepped through the wide door together...together into the fog...whereupon they both promptly disappeared.

Never in his entire life had he been in such a predicament as he was now...bullets flying, glass breaking, and by-standers screaming. This was not Warren Bogota's idea of a good time...except on those days when he couldn't get any from his wife...then this would have been a great time! This, however, was not one of those days. This was the kind of day when he should be sitting on a beach at Marseilles or even Barbados, watching the naked girls jiggle their boobs as they played volleyball on the beach.

Another bullet ricocheted near his head, and suddenly he realised that there were no jiggling boobs anywhere nearby. The only boob around was himself, for getting into such a mess. He'd discovered the international plot he was sent to London to find, and now he was cornered. He swore that if he lived through this, he was going to get into another line of work...something easier and safer -- like center for an NFL football team.

Suddenly two men -- not looking or seeming too awfully intelligent -- jumped into his darkened corner, and Bogota pointed his gun at them.

"Don't shoot!" the shorter man shouted.

"Where th' hell are we?" the taller man asked frantically.

Bogota looked at them angrily. "Who th' hell are you two?"

"I'm Jimmy-Bob," the taller man introduced, "and this is Billy-Bob, my brother. Where th' hell are we? We stepped into a closet, an' suddenly here we are!"

"You're in the middle of a shoot-out!" Bogota shouted.

Suddenly a loud sound broke the air.

"What's that?" Billy-Bob asked.

"Police," Bogota replied after a moment. "But they won't be any help. My assignment is top secret."

"Police?" Jimmy-Bob commented. "I never heard a siren sound like that in New York City!"

"You're not in New York City!" Bogota said as a bullet whizzed by. He fired off a couple shots of his own before returning to his two new companions.

"Of course not," Billy-Bob said. "This is San Francisco."

Bogota glared at him. "The hell it is, boy! This is London, England...where the people talk funny, and call their french fries chips and waiting lines queues, and who knows what else! England, boys! This is it!"

Jimmy-Bob and his brother looked first at each other, then at the little black box with the single button on it.

"Uh-oh-h," Billy-Bob mumbled. "Jimmy-Bob, I think we're in a lot of trouble."

"You bet you are," Bogota said. "We're about to get ourselves wasted...if not by those creeps out there, then by the cops."

Jimmy-Bob thought for a moment, then eyed the little black box. "Billy-Bob, you thinkin' what I'm -- nah! Of course not." Then he turned to Bogota. "Say, mister, what would it be worth to you if we could get you out of here?"

Bogota shrugged. "I'd owe you my life. You could have anything you asked for."

"A horse farm in Montana?" Billy-Bob blurted.

Again Bogota shrugged. "I guess I could swing it. I've got connections."

Jimmy-Bob shook his head at his brother's idiocy, then turned back to Bogota. "Well, we're about to leave. Grab my coat." Billy-Bob grabbed his brother's coat, but Jimmy-Bob smacked him away. "Not you, dummy! Him! He didn't come through with us, so he might not go this time if he's not touching one of us."

Bogota wrinkled his brow at them. "What th' hell you talkin' about?"

"Trust me," Jimmy-Bob replied. "Just grab my coat."

Warren Bogota didn't know what these two guys' game was,, but he was in a bad way just then, so he was willing to try anything. He grabbed onto Jimmy-Bob's jacket, then Jimmy-Bob pressed the single button that stood out from the little black box in his hand. There was a moment of silence, then a soft whirring sound seemed to fill their ears.

A moment later, small wisps of fog appeared, and the three men suddenly disappeared...as tho they had never existed.

The closet was dark and foggy, but soon Warren Bogota, Jimmy-Bob, and Billy-Bob were stepping into the light of the room...but somehow the room was brighter than when the two brothers had left.

"Have a good time, boys?" a gruff voice boomed at the three men. They looked up to see an older man surrounded by five men toting very large handguns.

"Oh-my-god!" Bogota mumbled.

"I see you found our little secret," the older man said. "We can't have that, now can we?"

"Billy-Bob, you get me into more damned trouble!" Jimmy-Bob said.

The older man turned to his gunmen. "Okay, boys."

Billy-Bob put a hand to his stomach, which wasn't feeling very good just then. "Jimmy-Bob..."

Suddenly a round of shots rang out, and the three men who had just stepped out of the closet fell dead, all bleeding profusely and shaking with convulsions for a few moments. When they became still, the older man pointed at them. "Get rid of them."

"Right, Mr. Garter," one of the gunmen replied, and he and the four other gunmen proceed to clear the room of the dead strangers.

This was not what Garter had had planned for the evening, but a short and simple execution of intruders seemed fitting, in as much as this was to be his last night on Earth. A quick trip to London, an even quicker meeting with associates, and then it was off to Altair Five for some long-overdue rest and relaxation with some three-boob'd lady from Sirius -- if he was lucky.

And, of course, he was always lucky. If worse came to worse, he could always use his financial powers of persuasion to get his way...but he hadn't done that since he was a teenager.

"By the li-i-i-i-ight of the sil-ver-y moo-oo-oo-oo-oon..." Garter happily sang, completely out of tune.

Yes, he was determined to have a cosmic time this vacation.

IV.
The pawn shoppe in outer London was not one which had received a lot of business of late. There were a lot of sellers, each person willing to depart with his or her possession at a ridiculously low price, but there were few buyers.

That was why when the grubby little man entered the shoppe asking about a gun, the owner did not hesitate to show him his secret collection of weapons-for-sale. England was notorious for its anti-gun laws, but money was money and if the shoppe owner could make a few extra pounds by bending a few laws, well so be it. Some laws were made to be broken, it seemed, just by the nature of those laws.

The grubby little man looked to be angered but composed as he laid out fifty pounds for a small thirty-eight caliber handgun. There were no bullets involved in the sale, however. The shoppe owner may have been greedy, but he wasn't stupid. He wasn't about to get himself shot by a gun that he himself sold.

The buyer seemed satisfied, however, and placed the weapon under his pants' belt behind his back, making sure his jacket covered the weapon. He then walked quietly out of the shoppe, turning right and disappearing into the afternoon crowds.

Garter puffed on his large cigar as he stepped into the restaurant full of people. A maître d' immediately approached him and smiled cordially.

"A table for one, or are you expecting company?" the maître d' asked.

"Table for three...secluded, if possible, please."

"Yes, sir, of course. This way, please." Garter followed the staunch gentleman to a table in a far dim corner. "Will this suit your needs, sir?"

Garter nodded. "Yes, thank you. I'll be expecting two gentlemen who will ask for Mr. Garter. Please direct them to me."

"Yes, sir."

"And please bring me a bottle of your best house wine."

"As you wish, sir," the maître d' replied, and he turned and walked away, leaving Garter to his cigar. A few moments later, the maître d' returned with a bottle of wine and three glasses. "Do you wish me to sample the wine for you, sir?"

"No, that won't be necessary. Just leave it."

"Yes, sir. Will you be requiring a menu?"

"No, just the wine."

"Yes, sir." The older man set the bottle down and again walked away, leaving Garter to his cigar...and the wine.

"By the li-i-i-i-ight of the sil-ver-y moo-oo-oo-oo-oon…" Garter sang softly to himself as he opened the wine. This was a very important night for him, in as much as he was about to become the richest man on Earth...for a little while, anyway. Not long after that he would leave the planet of his birth...free to spread his new-found-wealth throughout the known galaxy.

Well into the second bottle of wine, Garter found himself wondering -- for the umpteenth time -- what had become of his expected guests. No sooner had the thought slipped away than did the maître d' arrive with two men.

"Your guests, sir," the maître d' announced.

"Thank you," Garter returned. The two men remained standing until the maître d' left, then they sat at the table. "Wine, gentlemen?" Garter offered.

One of the men shook his head. "We have no need of intoxicants."

Garter shrugged. "Suit yourselves. It's top notch stuff, but if you don't want any, that's that much more for me."

"Our mission here is finished," the second man announced quietly. "You have fulfilled your end of the bargain. In our vehicle we have all the gold and diamonds you requested as payment."

"Sounds good to me," Garter said.

"And transportation has been arranged for you to leave this planet," the first man added.

"I hope you got everything you needed," Garter expressed, only half meaning it. He didn't really care one way or the other whether the men got what they wanted or not...so long as he got his due payment for his trouble.

The first man nodded. "Our extensive research into your planetary civilisations has paid off. We have decided that your race is perfect for our needs."

"Yes," the second man agreed. "The violence here is overwhelming...but that is to our benefit. Once we are aboard our vessel, we shall contact our leaders and recommend an immediate invasion of your planet."

"And good riddance, too," Garter mumbled. "A worthless lot, the human race."

"Not to us," the first man countered. "They will make excellent warriors for our many campaigns across the galaxy. The capacity for killing is high with Earth humans."

"Yes," the second man agreed. "They will serve our empire well."

Garter sighed heavily and lifted his glass. "And I will be one of the richest men in the galaxy."

"How so?" the first man asked.

"With all that gold and diamonds?" Garter returned. "Hell, I'll be spending that stuff for a long, long time!"

The two men looked at each other quizzically.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Garter," the first man said, "but I'm afraid you have somehow misunderstood. Gold and diamonds are valuable only on this primitive planet. Out there amongst the stars such minerals are completely worthless."

At this bit of information, Garter nearly swallowed his cigar. "What?...You're kidding, right?"

"I'm afraid not," the second man replied. "You will be a pauper out there."

Garter lowered his head into his hands. "Oh, god, no. What have I done?"

The first man placed a hand onto Garter's right shoulder. "You have sold-out your planet -- and your people -- for a large supply of worthless rocks, Earthman."

Garter could not believe his rotten luck! All his scheming and work for nothing! And now he would go down in Earth history as the man who sold the world -- for junk!

Suddenly there was a loud commotion at the front of the restaurant -- the sounds of men shouting. A moment later a grubby little man appeared in the middle of the floor.

"My name is Roger Tell," the man screamed, "and I want you all to listen to me!"

A deathly hush fell over the entire restaurant as the patrons watched and listened to this crazy man who was waving a gun.

"I can't live with my guilt any more!" Roger Tell went on. "I lied at the trial of Ms. Rebecca Sonnybrooke...but I had to. I loved her and she loved me -- at least I think she did -- but I was thirty and she was eighty-five. I decided that it wouldn't work. On the night of the murder of the fine young cannibal, she was with me...in my bed...making cold passionless love with me! She couldn't have killed anyone, don't you see? She was with me that night! We ate here -- our favourite restaurant -- then went to my place!"

The maître d' stepped forward. "Please, sir. Will you please just leave this establishment?"

Roger Tell turned to the maître d' and fired one shot into the man's face. The maître d' fell to the floor and died noisily.

"That's what happens when you cross me!" Roger went on. "This was our favourite place. I lied in the courtroom and Ms. Rebecca went to prison because I knew our relationship wouldn't work...and now I'm unhappy. I can't take it anymore!"

He walked slowly around the restaurant, casually waving the gun. "So...if I can't be happy, then...no one else can, either!"

He proceeded to fire off all the bullets from his gun, killing as many people as there were bullets....One of the dead was the Earthman named Garter.

"Interesting," one of the aliens said to the other. "A prime example of the blood-thirstiness of human beings."

The second alien nodded. "Yes, indeed. They will make great warriors for our empire."

Roger Tell, however, cared not about such things. When he saw that he was out of bullets, he just turned and walked out of the restaurant, singing a little song. "By the li-i-i-i-ight of the sil-ver-y moo-oo-oo-oo-oon... "

"How ironic," the first alien observed. "Mr. Garter being killed by one of those who will soon be killing for us."

"Indeed," the second alien agreed. "Ironic."

"Shall we go?"

"Yes. Preparations for the invasion must be made."

The two men stood, placed a number of pieces of paper that was used as currency on Earth onto the table, then quietly left the mass confusion that reigned in the restaurant.

Actually, the confusion was only beginning.

THE END

IV. THE POLITICS OF FLYING

To spread my arms and soar like a bird,

Touch Heaven and feel it inside.

A nod of my head, and speak not a word,

Then breathe the tumultuous sky.

Invisible wings upon my back

Lift me above the ground.

I merely think, and up I go,

My ascent makes not a sound.

Whirlpools of air fill my nostrils and ears

With sounds of the angels sighing.

I swoop from the clouds and touch down,

O, so soft,

And dream of the freedom of flying.
It all began... 
...well, it's such a strange story, I don't really know how or where to start. No one will ever believe that it really happened...not to me -- not to anyone....But it did happen, so I guess I'll just start at the beginning and let you decide for yourself whether or not I'm telling the truth....

It all began...at work.

I was a part-time data entry person at a local hospital close to where I lived...four hours a night -- five p.m. to nine -- five nights a week. On this particular evening, a Thursday, I was feeling tired -- well, I was always tired it seemed, but I seemed to be extra-worn this day....You see, I had had the dream again the night before... that dream -- the dream of flying. Whenever I had that dream, I always awoke feeling tired and worn, as though I had expended great amounts of energy while sleeping -- and dreaming...dreaming of flying.

A very strange dream, different each time only in actual content, but the basic theme was always the same...without wings, organic or mechanical, I was able to fly. All I had to do was think about it, concentrate on raising myself above the ground, and there I was...flying! Of course, doing the actual flying was the easy part, once I got the hang of it. Moving myself around, no matter what position I was in, over, around, and between people and buildings, was no simple task...but eventually I was doing well enough to do some pretty amazing things. But it was getting off the ground in the first place that seemed to take the most effort, the most concentration...the most energy. Over the course of fifteen years, however, the amount needed to take off was slowly becoming less and less.

...O-kay. -- Fifteen years! You might say. By this time I should be a pro, right? Well, I probably would have been if the occurrences had been more frequent and consistent. Trouble was, however, that in fifteen years I'd dreamed of flying less than a hundred times...each dream being perhaps -- how long? -- seconds or perhaps a minute or two in real time, but seeming like five minutes to an hour in that other existence. Hell, it usually takes an airplane pilot more hours than that to become good at flying. So why should thought-flying, as I call it, take any less time?

A psychologist once told me the dreams were normal, and I shouldn't concern myself too much with meaning. A psychiatrist once told me I had so many problems -- some real, some self-induced -- that the dreams of flying were my subconscious efforts to escape my predicaments. And a seer -- at least she said she was a seer -- once told me that my spirit was actually leaving my body as I slept -- astral projection, she called it -- and my spirit had entered the nether-world occupied by other spirits of people who were sleeping.

At first I believed the psychologist, since I was never one to take credence in the meaning of dreams. As time went on, however, I found the psychiatrist's view more appealing, in as much as I was going through some troubled times and did have a conscious desire to escape, which I could not...so I figured my subconscious was doing it for me. But things usually managed to change for the better in my life, even if for only a while, but the dreams of flying remained. That was when I happened, quite by accident, to meet the seer. The only arguable flaw in her conclusion was that in my dreams I was the only one who could fly, no one else. The other people in my dreams always moved around by conventional means, walking, driving, et cetera. If they were spirits as well, then why couldn't they fly? The seer could only say that I would have to concentrate harder in order to see them fly. To them, I looked as though I was walking or driving or et cetera, unless they concentrated, too. Of course, my psychiatrist said basically the same thing, except in his view, the other spirits were purposely tricking me to see them as not flying. I could see them fly only if I concentrated hard enough....My psychologist had nothing at all to say. He just sat there, nodding slowly, and Hm-m-m'd alot.

After that, I decided to work it all out for myself. I was crazy enough to have the dreams; I might just be crazy enough to figure it all out.

But back to this particular Thursday evening we were discussing, okay?

The work was fast and furious as ever, but I was not really into it. I was traveling too far each day for too few hours. My car was falling apart, I was up to my neck in debt, and I was just generally bored with the job...again, as I always got bored with my jobs. I was determined to stay with it, though, as it might be a good stepping stone to a better position within the organisation. Night after night it was the same thing on the computer, but I'd done worse. I had no desire to go back to clearing out developable land and dragging logs up loose-dirt hillsides. That kind of shit was for the birds.

That was why I got into computers, and in just over two years I had become pretty good. I knew my hardware and I could use a lot of different kinds of software, and the fact that I had a computer at home didn't hurt, either. I was doing programming in a few different languages, and I even managed to sell a number of customised software packages for paying customers, things like Amortization Schedules for a lawyer, a computerised Appointment Calendar for a secretary, Graphic Charts for an accountant, a Closing Prorations calculator for a realtor, a Repair Order Form creator for a garage, a Statics package for a teacher, and a Straight Bill of Lading program for a trucking firm. And that's not to mention the ones I did for myself -- games...but we won't go into those right now. BASIC and QuickBASIC and Turbo Pascal and Turbo C and Fortan were very soon like old friends to me. I was still to master -- or even come close to being half-good at -- Assembler and database programming...and that was where the real money was at, especially programming with a database language. If only I could learn that, I'd have it made, I was sure. Until then I was going to have to be satisfied with something less.

But back to this particular Thursday evening we were discussing, okay?

I went through my usual ritual of starting at five, taking a five-minute cigarette break at six, working until seven-thirty, taking another break, then going full-speed-ahead until nine. I managed to keep my sugar intake down to a single candy bar, and I had classical music on the radio. The end of the week was near and I was already hyped up. Time to begin the long drop down to normalcy...time to begin the mellowing.

At nine I slowly shut down the computer, locked up the office, then went down the hall to the elevators. I pressed the down button, but neither elevator seemed to respond. A second push, then a third, and still nothing happened. They were probably tied up by patients roaming the halls.

I decided, instead, to take the stairway...it was only two flights down to the first-level parking garage. I found myself rushing through the metal door and down the first tier of stairs. Holding my briefcase with one hand and the railing with the other, I careened down the twelve steps, sharply turned the corner, and went tearing down the second. Halfway down the third tier I found myself tripping, and away I went, hurled uncontrollably through the air.

I landed with a slight crack! and a thud! against a far wall and crumpled to the floor in an inverted heap of pain. I thought that for perhaps a few minutes I had blacked out -- it was difficult to tell for certain -- but eventually I began to realise myself and my surroundings again. I opened my eyes and things were blurred for a short time, going 'round and 'round as though I were caught up in the middle of a kaleidoscope.

Eventually my vision cleared, but for a few moments more I laid there, unable and unwilling to move...I was afraid of what I might discover had been broken.

"Oh, shit!" I groaned, once I had begun to unravel. "Where'd that wall come from? --  Oww! Shit!"

I brought myself around to be sitting upright on the floor, wondering if I should move myself any further. Surely I had to have broken something! For painful minutes without end I sat there, but I knew I would have to move at some point.

With only a moment's more hesitation, I slowly slid myself up the wall, feeling my legs wobble beneath my bruised and battered body.

"Ahk!" I screamed as I held my throbbing head. "Where th' hell'd I ever learn how to walk?...Damn!"

I stood there and let myself stretch a little....No, nothing was broken, just hurt. Only my head pounded, but that was to be expected...considering.

I clumsily searched around for my briefcase, then descended slowly -- oh, ever so slowly, right? -- down the rest of the steps to the first-level parking garage. Hobbling back and forth, I was soon in my car and beginning the long drive home.

My friends were waving and little children were calling to me, all as though nothing were unusual...but why should they act any differently? After all, I was only flying. No one else could do it, but I could, and no one ever thought that to be unusual. With a smile, I looked away into the sky behind me, and it was as if an invisible energy were pushing me away from that empty space, propelling me towards the empty space in front of me. I twisted myself around, and I was changing direction. A quick swoop up, then a spin around, a full-circled loop, then a short dive. A leveled off about fifty feet above the grassy ground, and I then stopped -- suspended motionless above the ground. I just hung there, somewhere between vertical and horizontal, and looked around me...up, down, left, and right. There was nothing I couldn't do...nowhere I couldn't go. All I had to do was fly. 
Suddenly my eyes opened and I immediately knew something was different...I had awoken. I had been dreaming again...that dream! That dream of flying!

I closed my eyes and remained laid out horizontally and let the sounds of early afternoon surround and penetrate me....There were the birds singing and the children playing and the motored vehicles passing the house. I knew them all too well by now. That was the trouble with working evening shifts. By the time I got to bed, it was early morning, and by the time I awoke it was past noon, usually around one-thirty or two.

I opened my eyes and stretched...and immediately something seemed different...out of place...very strange....Looking to my right I saw that somehow everything in my room had shrunk -- or maybe sunk. I was above everything else in the room!

I twisted to look at my bed, only to see that I was suspended about four feet over the bed...I was just hanging there in mid-air!

"What th' hell -- ?" I started, but then I suddenly found myself falling straight down. Luckily the bed didn't move and I landed on it, bouncing and jostling around, until I was still again.

For a long moment nothing happened...I couldn't move or say anything or even breathe!...Suddenly I found myself gasping for air and grabbing onto my bedsheet.

"Holy shit!" I whimpered, my breathing erratic and uneven. "Holy shit! What happened? What did I do?"

Slowly, like someone taking their first steps after years of watching other people walk but never having done it himself, I twisted around and placed first one then the other foot onto the cool floor. When I was sure my feet were firmly planted, I sat myself up, looking up into the air over my head.

"What did I do?" I asked myself again. "What could I have done? It couldn't have been me, but...I know I wasn't dreaming." Suddenly I was standing with a new-found energy and courage. "I was dreaming about flying, again, but I woke up....I woke up!...Damn! I woke up and I was hanging in mid-air!...Damn!"

I sat back down onto my bed and thought about it for a moment. It couldn't have been a part of my dream, because I knew I was awake. I was listening to all the sounds I always heard from the outside, and I was conscious of it....There was no doubt about it -- I had been awake. It was no dream!

The realisation finally sunk in, and I flopped back down onto my back, looking up into the air that I had briefly occupied.

"I actually did it!" I whispered to myself with a new kind of madness...the madness of power...the power to do what no man had ever done before. "I was actually flying!"

Of course, I knew that I hadn't really flown -- I had just suspended myself above the ground -- but it was probably as close to real flying as I was ever to get, and it was still something that no one had ever been able to do before, unless, of course, you believe all those stories about Indian gurus who could levitate themselves, but I was never much on the supernatural or psychic phenomenon. This, however, was one for the books, and I was at a loss as to how it could be explained.

After a long time of thinking, I finally decided that my dream of flying had actually forced huge amounts of energy to be radiated from my mind, uncontrolled, and that energy pushed my body up from the bed. Simple -- if that term could apply -- levitation. Not really flying, but...similar. A first step, perhaps, huh? First simple levitation up into the air, then maneuvering around, little by little, then finally actually flying. It could be a matter of taking things step by step, until I mastered the art of flying.

"This is ridiculous!" I suddenly found myself screaming as I jumped up out of bed again. "I can't fly! It was a mistake! A fluke of nature! Something like that will never happen again!"

I scrambled around looking for my bathrobe and put it on, cursing and shaking my head. "I dream too goddamn much! I've gotta get back to reality, right? Okay, so I woke up suspended over my bed, and it was just luck, that's all. It'll never happen again, so I might as well face up to that right off th' bat, okay?"

I put my slippers on and went downstairs for my usual late breakfast....Boy, did I feel like a real dope!...Still, though, there was something in the back of my head that I wasn't conscious of, but if I had been, I'm sure it would have bugged me...at least it should have!...Hell -- I had levitated myself! That was something one only heard of in legends and fairy tales! Yet... I'd done it!
Another Friday night and I didn't have any place to go. The girls I used to see on my last job were college students during the day who worked afternoons and partied at night...and went home to see mom and dad on the weekends. So I was used to doing nothing on Friday nights.

Work had been neither exciting or tedious that evening...it was just work. The tapping away at the computer keyboard, filling out databases on people I would never meet or know....It was just work.

None-the-less, I was glad when nine o'clock rolled around, and in no time I was on my way home. The drive down the deserted four-lane highway was cool and quiet, and the breeze from my open windows drifted through my hair with a sense of carefree gentleness. The strange experience I'd had that early afternoon had bothered me all day back in the furthest recesses of my mind, but I was determined that nothing was going to upset me. It was Friday night, and I had no responsibilities until Monday afternoon.

Life, as an existing entity, however, had other plans for me that night.

Luckily I had just started up a hill, so my speed was dying down when the right front tire blew. My car was immediately yanked to the right, but I was able to steer it back to the left. I didn't hit the brake right away, but instead let up on the gas, and my speed decreased quickly since I was going uphill. I fought to keep the car in my own lane, and when my speed had diminished enough, I pumped the brakes until I was almost at a complete stop. That was when I finally pulled over off the road and parked, shutting the engine and lights off.

"God-dammit!" I moaned loudly, but there was no one to hear me. This stretch of road was usually deserted by this time, and this particular evening was no exception. "Shit!"

I grabbed my flashlight and got out of the car, walking around to examine the blown tire...not that it would do me any good. My spare was probably flat, and I didn't even have a bumperjack anyway.

"Well, that's that," I sighed with resignation. I knew what had to be done, so I locked up my car and began to walk the remaining ten or so miles home. A few cars might show up along the way, but I doubted if anyone would stop to give me a ride. Briefcase or not, I still wasn't dressed like a respectable businessman.

The walk wasn't so bad...I just hated wasting the time. I could have been at home working on my computer, eating dinner, or just watching TV...anything but walking down a dark highway. I was becoming more and more upset with every step. To help relieve the tension, I let my mind roam...the stars above me, the crickets below me, the darkness before and behind me. My mind roamed, and I began to think of all kinds of things to keep it occupied, some bizarre and some normal, and some even erotic.

Eventually, my mind got around to thinking about what had happened to me earlier that afternoon.

"Okay, dammit," I whispered to myself as I walked. "If I can fly, let's see it happen. It's gotta be better than walking."

Of course, nothing happened.

"Flying. Flying. Think of flying!" I thought about flying, but still nothing happened. I stopped and looked around me with disgust. "This is stupid! Of course I'm not going to fly. It was only a stupid dream. And who knows? Maybe I didn't really levitate myself...maybe I just thought I did...maybe I was still asleep -- or half-asleep -- when I thought I was levitating."

Then, as though to get myself walking again, I looked behind myself one last time and imagined pushing myself away from where I was...I took a step -- and suddenly I found myself leaping through the air! I was taken by surprised and down I went -- flat on my chest, arms and legs sprawled out over the ground.

Quickly I jumped up and spun around, looking back to where I'd been...a good thirty yards from where I now was!...This was unbelievable! My last step had just moved me ninety feet or more! This was fantastic!
"Yeah, but can I do it again?" I asked myself. "Okay. What did I do?...I didn't think about flying...I just kinda thought about...pushing myself away from where I was."

I looked at the ground and thought about pushing my mind away from it...and suddenly my whole body was being propelled through the air -- not quickly, but out of control. Again I fell, but this time I was on my back.

"Hot-damn!" I screamed as I jumped up to my feet. "I did it! I actually made myself fly!" I walked quickly around in a circle, pounding my feet upon the ground. "Hot-damn! I can do it! I can do it!"

I trounced around a few more times before I finally settled down and let my mind take it all in. "Yeah, I can push myself forward, but can I push myself up?...Can I actually, really... fly?"

Without another word, I looked straight down at the ground near my feet and thought about moving myself away. Immediately I found myself shooting straight up like a rocket. "Whoa! Hold it. Shit!" I shut my eyes and let my mind forget about flying. I could feel myself come to a slow stop, then start to fall. As my speed increased, I pushed at the ground with my mind, and I was soon easing down until my feet gently came to rest on the grassy surface.

"Well!" I heaved a sigh. "At least I figured out how to land." I looked around me in the darkness, seeing that there was still no one about. "Well, it's still a long way home. I guess I'd better put this power of mine to work one way or the other."

I decided against attempting full-flight, at least until I got a better handle on the situation. Learning how to control this power wasn't going to come all at once. Instead, I put myself through a number of long jumps, each being anywhere from fifty to one hundred yards long, taking me no higher than thirty feet.

In less than an hour, I found myself on the outskirts of my small town, whereupon I took to walking normally. There was no sense, I figured, in raising alarm and public speculation until I myself knew just what the hell was going on.

The next day I awoke unusually early, but feeling tired and worn none-the-less...something I had almost expected. There was a price to pay for my new-found ability...my mental energies were drained, and this, in turn, drained me physically. This was something that, as time went on, I would have to learn to overcome...starting with a good breakfast. The meal consisted of corn flakes, waffles, eggs, bacon, sausages, toast, milk, and orange juice...easily more than I would normally have eaten in three days, but I seemed to have no problem in scarfing it all down this one morning. I had alot to do that Saturday and I knew I would need as much energy as I could muster.

After breakfast, I started my activities by enlisting the aid of my brother-in-law in getting my car back on the road. With that done, and the day just into the afternoon, I took a long drive far out into the countryside where there were nothing but cornfields and pasturelands for as far as the eye could see. This, I figured, was as good a place as any to practise my flying...yes, real flying, not just big leaps and bounds like I had been doing the night before.

I began the exercise, however, with a rehash of what I'd learned the night before, mainly how to take off and land on my feet without injuring myself. I started with the big leaps and bounds, but soon found myself unable to contain myself any longer. I took off at a forty-five degree angle and went slowly up to an altitude of about fifty feet, where I managed to level off. At first I kept my speed fairly constant -- as far as I could tell -- somewhere around twenty miles an hour. The air burned my eyes at first, but once all the watering was over, I got used to the inconvenience.

After a while I learned that I could control my speed and rate of acceleration with a few relatively simple thoughts. I found that I didn't even have to turn my head to push myself away from whatever was behind me, ground or air. All I had to do was think in that direction, and I would be propelled in the opposite direction, which, up to this time, had always been straight ahead. Finally, however, I began to get more sophisticated in my flight patterns, making sharper and faster direction changes in my mind. I was not, however, ready to take such advances this soon. I found myself soaring too close to the ground at one point, smacking my shoulder dead into a protruding boulder. The price I paid for my confusion and light-headedness was a badly-scraped and bruised shoulder and a sore back when I flipped around, head over heels, and slid on it to a dead stop...the thin trunk of a young sapling between my legs, just inches from a very sensitive area of my body.

Slowly -- oh, ever so slowly, right? -- I got up onto my feet, feeling like the world's biggest jerk. I immediately felt my back rebelling against me, but it was another moment before I realised that my left shoulder was saying something like "Hey, buddy, I'm not altogether all together, ya know -- asshole?"

"Don't call me that," I returned to myself. "I can't help it if I get out of control sometimes."

And in order to further console my damaged and angry self, I quit flying for the evening, which the time was well into. Getting into my car, however, I still felt very good about the progress I had made that day. It appeared that the hardest part about this whole thing was going to be keeping myself from just flying about any time I felt like it. I was pretty sure the world, as a whole, was not ready for a guy who could thought-fly. One day, maybe, I would reveal myself...but not until I had mastered the power completely and felt certain that I could handle any situation that might come up. For instance, knowing that a severe -- yet, mere -- bump on the head had given me the ability to fly in the sky at will might well give doctors the idea of performing some kind of brain surgery on me...and that I could live without, thank you.

Four weeks -- one month...thirty days, I was counting the days. In just thirty days I had learned so much about flying. It was amazing! The things I could do. Triple loops, high dives, and quick stops...and I could even suspend myself almost motionless, just kinda hang-out in mid-air. The things I could do!

The drain on my brain took a little longer to subside, but by the end of the sixth week -- about forty-five days -- there were no more headaches and I was waking up more alive and clearheaded. By the end of the second month -- I could start counting months instead of days -- I was feeling pretty normal for a guy who could fly. The flying itself was becoming second nature, but I had been right...the hardest part was resisting the urge to just blow minds and take off flying right in the middle of the crowded little town I lived in. To be able to yell out "Hey, look at me, people! I can fly!", and soar up and around, between buildings and trees and people. It was very difficult to keep from doing this, but I knew that I had to keep my power a secret.

At one point, I had played with the idea of using my ability for fighting crime -- some kind of costumed superhero -- but the thought quickly passed with a roar of inner laughter. So I could fly, big deal! What would happen the first time some thug emptied his gun into me, huh?...No, thanks. I'll leave Christopher Reeve to be Superman, Michael Keaton to be Batman, and me to be just me.

Yes, it was aggravating, but I managed to keep quiet about flying while I flew as often as possible every day before driving -- god, how boring! -- to work. Strangely enough, though, work itself didn't seem to change any...no better, no worse. It was something that I couldn't do while flying, so it remained untouched by my outside experiences. What was affected the most was probably my social life. I saw fewer women and had almost become a stranger to my family, my parents and sisters. Even the amount of computer work I did at home dropped off drastically. Flying had become a drug for me...it was easy to do, the price was minimal, and it felt good to do it. I had become hooked...addicted to not just the art -- the actual act -- of flying, but the thought of flying. Every waking moment I thought about flying. I thought about it less at work, but I thought about it everywhere else like a man obsessed....I was obsessed!

Three months...then four months. Summer was coming to a slow close, hot days but cool nights. Flying had finally crept into my job. I hadn't really gotten any worse, but I hadn't gotten any better, either. Things were stagnating there. Outside of work, I was driving myself into a frenzy. I was taking more and more chances with my life, going so far as to play chicken with large, immovable objects, and with my anonymity. More than once I came very, very close to being seen by someone on the ground or in a passing airplane or helicopter. I was putting more of a strain on my mind every day, and it was taking its toll...until everything finally caught up with me.

It was another Friday evening and the air was extra cool at two thousand feet. This, however, did little to help my composure. I was out on a late night flight around the outer limits of my small town, something I was well acquainted with doing, but I could feel that something was wrong. My timing was off, my reflexes were slow, and I seemed to be expending more energy than usual. I knew this was all happening, but I tried to not let it bother me. All I wanted to do was fly! That was all. Let no one bother me, and I'll be happy to do nothing but fly.

More and more, farther and farther, faster and faster.

Then finally...it all hit me.

A sudden flash of pain shot through my head, and I immediately lost all my strength. Instinctively I turned and headed for home, not even bothering to land just outside of town and walk the rest of the way. At this point my anonymity was irrelevant. I didn't even have the strength to walk, but I had to get home. I had long ago -- or so it seemed -- learned how to glide on the air currents of only a few thousand feet. With my arms outstretched, pulling the ends of my jacket out like a pair of artificial wings, I glided along the breezy currents, using my mind as little as possible. This seemed to be working pretty well until I was just about over my own house, when I began to lose consciousness. Quickly I pushed myself down, pushing against the ground to slow my descent as I was about ten feet from the ground.

That last ten feet I would not see. I blacked out and crashed into the ground -- and I had no idea where I was...nor did I care. Sheer, complete exhaustion had finally overtaken me, and I was out cold in the middle of my backyard.

If there was one lesson I had learned, it was that excess does not lead to success. I had nearly killed myself with my excesses. Like a narcotic drug, my flying over-use had nearly claimed a victim -- probably its first, and last. What were the chances that this could happen to someone else?

I slept all day Saturday, getting up only twice to use the bathroom. I didn't even eat. On Sunday I got up twice to eat, and I used the bathroom a few times, but I slept the rest of the time. I could feel my strength coming back to me, slowly.

By Monday, I felt alot better, but still below par. I knew that it would be a while before I went back to flying, and in the meantime I had a lot of thinking to do. Flying hadn't nearly killed me...it was the obsession with flying. I had pushed too hard, taken too many flights too soon. I couldn't control myself. I couldn't control my urges, and I couldn't control my abilities. There was more of an energy drain than was immediately apparent, and that was where the real danger lie. I could soon deplete my mind of energy without realising it until it was too late. This was something that was going to have to be constantly watched.

But, for the time being, I was swearing off flying for a while -- a few weeks, at least -- and I vowed to try to not even think about it during that time. I knew it would be hard, but it was my only chance at a complete recovery. After that, I would put more stringent controls on the use of my power. Once I learned to pace myself, I was sure I would then be in complete control of the situation.

Strangely enough, time was passing quickly and my thoughts rarely turned to flying. It was almost as though...I could do it, but why bother? I could tell no one about it, so I couldn't do it just any ol' time, so...why bother? There was a whole plethora of things that I could do instead, more profitable things...and not just in monetary terms.

I got into my job more, and I even got better at it. My home computer got used more, and so did my little black book (yes, I actually had one of those!). I began seeing female friends more often, much to their surprise. Most of them had thought that I'd run off to join a monastery or something similarly isolated.

Linda, however, always knew I'd be back in circulation....Strange thing about Linda, though -- she seemed to know everything about me, except the flying, of course. She could tell when I was happy or sad or angry or content, just by watching me, no matter how hard I tried to conceal my emotions, which I often did. Even better, I guess, was her ability to handle any emotion I might be experiencing. When I was happy, she could keep the momentum going for hours on end. If I was sad, she knew how to brighten my spirits, and my anger she was able to turn into contentedness with just the right words. This was something that not even members of my family could ever do.

Of all the girls I was seeing, I could never figure out why Linda and I were never closer than we were. An occasional day in the park or night on the town, but that was about it. Our sexual encounters were few, but always enjoyable...so what was the problem? It seemed as though we were made for each other, yet we managed to make few commitments...Perhaps that was why we got along so well.

On this one Sunday afternoon, however, we were having one of our few disagreements, and it was over the frequency -- or lack of it -- that we saw each other.

"You've been so distant," Linda said as we walked along a set of railroad tracks. "This is the first time I've seen you in over a month."

"Yeah, I'm sorry, but--"

"I know it's not the other girls. I've talked to them, and you've been just as distant with them."

"I know. I've had some personal problems that've needed working out, that's all."

"Is it money? You know I can lend you some unt--"

"No...no, money's the least of my worries right now."

"Then what? You know you can tell me. I don't understand why you don't let me in. I care. Your friends care."

I stopped and turned to her. "Believe me, if I told you, you'd probably -- no, you would -- laugh and say I was crazy."

"I would never do that," she defended.

"Yes, you would, and the funny thing is that I wouldn't blame you. If I didn't know better myself, I'd think it was a crazy thing, too."

"Nothing could be that unusual. I know Life can be pretty bizarre, but c'mon. It's probably nothing I haven't heard before. Remember...I interned in the hospital's Children's Ward, so I've heard it all."

A distant train sounded its whistle as I grinned at Linda. "Yeah, I'll bet...but just the same, I think I'll keep it to myself for the time being, okay?"

Linda shrugged. "I guess. Whatever you say."

I could tell that it was really not okay to her. "Besides...I don't need some shrink -- even a pretty one who means well and I have a lot of respect for -- digging around in my mind. One confused person here is quite enough without you being infected as well."

Again the train whistle sounded, this time seeming much closer. Linda put her arms loosely around my neck. "Okay." We kissed for a moment.

A second kiss was on its way, but a loud scream interrupted us. We both looked around, and Linda pointed at the source of the noise. "Over there -- that little boy! Something's wrong with him!"

We ran down the tracks to the young boy who was having trouble getting out of the rails...and the train was getting dangerously close!

"Stay here!" I ordered, and Linda moved away from the tracks as I ran to the boy. "What's wrong, son?"

"I was riding my bike down on the rail when I slipped and got stuck," he cried.

I bent down to take a look. "Okay, hold on."

"The train's comin' faster!" he warned.

As I tugged on his foot, I looked up and saw that the train was bearing down upon us -- less than a quarter-mile!

"Hurry!" Linda screamed.

"Please, mister," the boy cried. "Do something."

"Yeah, like, I'm trying, okay?" I sighed loudly. The boy's foot was stuck under the rail and the only way it would come out would be to lose the shoe. I started to untie it, but -- "Damn! It's knotted! I can't get it untied!"

"Oh, god!," Linda yelled. "Hurry! Look out!"

"Oh, no!" the boy screamed.

I finally got the shoe untied, but -- I looked up, and there was the train, right there, ready to kiss my face good-bye!

"Oh, shit!" I cursed, and then I did what I had no choice but to do. I grabbed the boy and got th' hell out of there...but not in quite the way anyone but me would ever expect.

The train went by, and for a long time no one moved. The boy was standing a few feet from me -- staring, just staring -- and Linda was still across the tracks. Both were just staring at me, not believing what had just happened.

Finally, I took the boy aside. He seemed rather hesitant at first, but he gave no real resistance.

"You okay, son?" I asked.

The boy said nothing, but kept his eyes transfixed on me as he slowly nodded his head.

"Good," I said softly. "Look...I know what you're thinking -- or maybe I don't, I dunno -- but I think it would be a good idea if we all just kept this to ourselves, okay? I mean, who would ever believe a story like this one, huh? We all know that nobody can really fly...right?"

The boy looked up into my eyes for a moment, then down at the ground. "I guess so."

"Right."

The boy looked over at the tracks. "My bike...it's wrecked."

"Yeah, well, just be thankful that it's your bike and not your body, okay?"

The boy looked back up at me and slowly nodded. "Yeah, I guess so." Then he stuck his hands into his pockets and slowly walked off down the tracks after the distant train.

Linda stood across the tracks for a few minutes more before she made her way over to my side. I didn't know what to say to her, so I put my hands into my pockets as well and looked around at the large clouds in the sky. It was funny how just then they seemed to be so far away.

Finally she put an arm around one of mine. "Is this the big secret you couldn't talk about?"

Suddenly it was as though she was a stranger, and I was afraid to look her in the eyes. I just nodded while still looking up at the sky. Then I looked down at the ground as I started to walk. She remained at my side, still holding on to my arm.

"So...you want to talk about it?"

I slowly shook my head, as though I wasn't sure of my answer...and to be honest, I wasn't. Maybe I should talk to Linda. She was a trained psychiatrist. She would understand....I had to talk to somebody about it. I was going crazy, just holding it in.

I quickly stopped and looked her in the eyes. "You got a few extra hours?"

Linda smiled and tightened her grip on my arm. "Honey, I'm not going anywhere."

We started to walk again, back to the car, and I proceeded to tell her the entire story, from my earliest dreams of flying right up to the present....And it sure felt good to get it off my chest!

Was it my imagination, or were cars following me everywhere I went? First a yellow convertible, then a dark blue sedan, then a white stationwagon, then a....

Or were strangers trailing me by foot into every shoppe or restaurant I entered? First a tall young man, then a short old man, then an even-shorter old woman, then....

Ever since that day at the train tracks, I felt as though the entire world knew my secret. I even had dreams...strange dreams, even for my tastes...some with throngs of people yelling out "Help me! Save me! You're the messiah reborn!"...and others with hordes of people huddled around me screaming "Freak! Monster! Kill the demon!". It was almost more than I could bear. No longer was sleep a doorway to solitude and magical fantasies...the idea of sleep was itself becoming a nightmare, worse than any nightmare I'd had while sleeping.

Yet, I knew it was all in my head, as most paranoia is. Linda would certainly tell no one -- who would believe such a story? As far as the little boy went, even if he did tell someone -- again, who would believe it?...It had to be all in my head. No one would be following me.

None-the-less, I decided to continue my sabbatical from flying. I didn't seem to miss it as badly as I thought I might -- only occasionally, when the sky was cool and clear and the moon was full and bright. On those nights, from an altitude of three thousand or more feet, I could see for miles and miles -- maybe hundreds! The soft moonlight would throw shadows everywhere, adding a surrealistic mystique to the sleeping Earth below.

But that was all over -- at least for a while. I knew I could never give it up completely...it was too deep into my psyche, second nature. It was as natural for me as walking. But, for a while, it would have to be put on hold. Besides, winter would be here soon, and who wanted to fly in all that cold, huh?...Perhaps by springtime things would be different.

The snow came, and the snow went. November, December, January, February, and March. The cold turned to chilly, and the chilly to warm. The savage beast of winter was calmed by the gentle kiss of spring, and life returned to the land.

And just as I knew that life would return to the land, I knew I would have to return to the air. Five months of self-denial was almost more than I had bargained for...but I knew what it had done for my perspective. It had made me see things from both sides of the issue.

On one hand, flying would no longer dominate my life, as it once had. It was a gift that had to be used wisely, in times of need. Only on rare occasions would I allow myself the luxury of frivolous frolic amongst the clouds.

On the other hand, I felt it was time to set a few things straight in the world around me. No longer was I going to cower away and hide my secret from the world. I could fly, and the whole world was going to know it! Damn all those who might try to exploit my power! They couldn't force me to do anything I didn't want to do. The power was mine and mine alone. There was no way it could be shared, even if I ever wanted to. A bump on the head had given me the power, and if someone else wanted to fly as well -- well, let that person go get his own bump on the head!

Having not flown for five months, I decided to get some practise before springing my surprise on the whole world...after all, if I was going to shock these people, then I might as well look good at it, eh?

I left my car at home and walked out of my small town, going for a few miles and finding a small wooded area along side the gravelly road. I looked around to make sure that no one was about, then I crept into the overgrowth, almost as though I were expecting to find a thousand people inside watching my every move. I went in about a hundred yards, then stopped in a clearing, looking around, trying to convince myself that I was alone in this tiny wilderness. I looked up and saw that the tops of the trees had spread out, leaving a hole where I could ascend over the woods...my doorway to the heavens.

Taking a deep breath, I stood straight and closed my eyes, clearing my mind of all thoughts. I knew that under ordinary situations this warm-up wasn't necessary, but this was not an ordinary situation. I hadn't been airborne in five months, and the mental strain was bound to be a bit much until I got used to it again. I had to be sure every bit of my concentration was on flying and little, if anything, else.

After a few deep breaths, I opened my eyes and sighed. "Well, off we go into the wild blue yonder."

I slowly lowered my head and thought about pushing myself away from the ground. A moment later I found myself gently rising into the air...and suddenly it all came back to me! Just like a person never forgets how to ride a bike once he has learned, so it was with my flying. Fifteen years of dreaming and three solid months of doing could not be diminished by one winter of idleness.

Before long I was doing somersaults and loops and climbs and dives, and for a while I envisioned myself some kind of air-ballet performance. Strauss' Tales From the Vienna Woods danced in my head as I playfully glided to its gentle rhythms. Higher I went, higher than I'd ever gone before, soaring rhythmically in and out of the few cool spring clouds that sprinkled the blue sea of air.

Before I realised how far I'd gone, I soon found myself over my small town, waving down to the startled onlookers below. I was far too high to see their faces, but I knew they would be wearing expressions of surprise and disbelief as they watched me perform what they could only be considering a miracle.

And a miracle it might indeed have been, but I wasn't going to let that deter me from doing what I knew must be done. I was tired of hiding. I felt like flying, and no one on Earth was going to stop me! Let them gape and point and call me "messiah" or call me "monster". I no longer cared. It was my freedom that mattered now. The freedom to do what I could do without restraint, without hesitation, and without the fear of being inconvenienced by other people's fears and desires.

I lowered myself down to a mere one hundred yards, letting the people get a good look at me. Cars screeched to a halt, and people scurried out of the shoppes at the insistence of the people already in the streets. They all looked up, some pointing, and gossiped amongst themselves about the amazing thing they were witnessing. A few people even went so far as to take pictures of me.

Well, that's okay, I thought. I wanted people to know, so why shouldn't they have proof as well? Soon the whole world would know...and that's what I wanted, right?
That thought suddenly hit home just as I was preparing to coast down even further -- perhaps to just a few feet from the ground...but I never went down. The idea of the entire planet knowing I could fly wasn't so bad, but I suddenly realised that I would have to get used to a few things. Maybe this rash impulse for freedom wasn't such a good idea after all.

Without so much as a wave to my onlookers, I turned myself around and headed towards the city limits. Many of the people below were trying to follow me, so I gained altitude and slipped into a low-lying cloud, where I went straight up and out through the top. By now I was too high to be seen, so I went on towards the wooded area I had started from....But then a thought came to mind. I couldn't just walk back into town. Surely some of the people would recognise me. I wasn't ready for that yet.

I made a quick turn and flew westward, going to my sister's place far out into the country. When asked where my car was, I made up a story about it not wanting to start so I hitchhiked out to see her and her husband anyway. I wasn't sure if they bought it, but they invited me to stay for dinner and a few games of computerised backgammon. By the time my sister gave me a ride home, it was dark outside and my identity was secured...for the time being, at least. I had let my zeal for both flying and freedom jeopardise my future freedom of flying. I thought I would be able to handle the response, but the full ramifications were yet to dawn on me. There would be reporters and scientists, military and political offers, Carson and Letterman, and, no doubt, Phil and Oprah. The reporters I could probably handle, but not the rest.

I went to bed feeling like I had been a real horse's ass and was about to get everything I deserved. From now on life would be very different...very, very different.

I was so afraid of going outdoors that I called off sick from work and stayed locked securely in my home. The television news was flooded with reports of a flying man, and the reports even included pictures from a dozen sources. This much solid evidence was surely too much to shrug off, no matter how ridiculous the story sounded. A dozen people from different walks of life -- even though they were from the same general geographic location -- could not have all created phony pictures....Someone out there could actually fly!

The radio news, naturally, took a slightly softer stance on the issue. Unable to show pictures, they merely reported the story in such a way as to let the listeners decide for themselves...were they crazy, or were the reports true?...No pictures at eleven.

Suddenly there was a knock on my front door...and a million thoughts shot through my head. Had someone already deduced who the flying stranger had been? Were they coming to take me away (ha! ha!)? And if so, who would it be...the police?...the military?...the FBI or CIA?...or just a bunch of mad scientists who would want to carefully slice my brain open to see what made me tick? If that was the case, I was afraid they wouldn't find much. Somewhere along the line I must have lost my brains, pulling a stupid stunt like I had the day before! How could I actually believe I could have more freedom by revealing myself to the world? My naive belief in the freedom to do as I pleased probably destroyed any chance I may have had for freedom...period.

I slowly peeked out the window to the side of the door...and there was Linda, fidgeting nervously, like a bride on her wedding day....Quickly I unlocked and opened the door, grabbing Linda by the arm and pulling her in. I just as quickly then slammed the door and locked it, taking a quick peek out the window to see if anyone had spotted me....When I was certain that no one had, I turned to Linda and sighed.

"You deserve to be scared," she immediately attacked. "What kind of crap do you call what you did yesterday?"

"Jesus, Linda, I don't know," I defended, knowing it was a lost cause. I was certainly the dunderhead of all time. "I just got tired of hiding every time I wanted to fly."

"So naturally you just had to go out and expose yourself to everyone, cameras and all, huh? Don't you know what you've done?"

"I think I have a pretty good idea."

"You've destroyed any chance you might have had to live a relatively normal life -- probably for as long as you live."

"You call being able to fly at will normal?"

"I said relatively normal. At least you could have remained anonymous. But, no-o-o! You had to go and show off to everyone, and now, as soon as you've been identified from the pictures, you'll have everyone on your ass from the little ol' lady next door calling you the devil to foreign governments wanting your power...or worse."

"Ha! What could be worse?"

"They might see you as some kind of threat and try to kill you, especially if they think you're involved with our government."

I just shrugged. "I can think of worse things than death, right now. Besides, if I was working for our government, do you for a moment believe I would have exposed myself like I did? I'm sure those foreign guys would think of that, too."

"None-the-less, you screwed up. I kept quiet for your sake, and then you go and pull a stunt like that!"

I slowly stepped up to her and put my arms around her, embracing her snugly. "Yeah, I know," I sighed. "What am I gonna do?"

Linda sighed also, holding me tight. "I don't know. Maybe you should disappear for a while...go somewhere where news doesn't travel so fast and you won't be recognised."

"Yeah....Do they like Americans in the Amazon?"

She looked up at me. "Only as a first course entree."

"Great. You're a lot of help."

"Well, I wasn't thinking of anywhere quite so far...maybe like out west somewhere -- Idaho or Montana."

"Potatoes or sheep, huh? Well, it's been a long time since I was on a farm, darlin'. I'm not so sure I could survive for very long."

"You might not have to," she said. "Once all the excitement has died down, you'll be forgotten quickly. Grow some longer hair and a beard and you could probably even come right back here to live if you wanted."

"You think?" I asked, wishing I had her confidence.

"I don't see why not. These people have short memories when it comes to the unusual. If it doesn't affect their everyday lives, it soon becomes a thing of the past...and soon forgotten."

I stepped away from her and paced the floor a little. "Okay, but what about you? You going with me?"

Linda lowered her head a little. "I can't. I have my job, and there's my parents to consider. They're old and if I leave I might never see them again."

"Yeah, I guess. But what about money? You know I haven't got that much."

"How much could you need?"

I shrugged. "I don't know. It's been a long time since I've traveled. The cost of living on the road isn't as cheap as it used to be."

"Well, I've got a few thousand in the bank I could give you."

Immediately I shook my head. "No way, darlin'. You've been saving up for a new car, and I'm not gonna take that away from you."

She stepped up to me. "I can always start saving again, that's no problem, but you need to get away right now."

"I can't do it."

"Well, then, take a few hundred, at least. I know I can spare that much."

I thought about it for a moment, than nodded. "Okay. If you insist -- but no more. I'll just have to make do."

"I know you'll be alright," she said. Then she leaned up and kissed me. I received her lips with grateful passion....I knew I would certainly miss her.

Suddenly there was a loud rap on my front door...and there was the sound of screeching tires in the street outside. Quickly I moved backwards toward my kitchen as Linda stepped over to the window. Carefully pulling the curtains a mere half-inch away, she saw at least four men in dark suits walking towards the house.

Stepping back from the window, she turned to me. "We've got visitors."

"No shit," I let out. "Do me a favour and see who they are, okay? I'm not really ready for this."

"Ha! After what you pulled yesterday, I should let them have you. Maybe they'll tie you down so you can't fly any more, ya big show-off." She then motioned for me to move back further into the kitchen, which I did.

I heard Linda open the door and greet the strangers. They asked if a certain man she knew lived here, to which she replied...

..."Yes."

"May we speak with him just briefly, please?" one of the men asked. "It's very important."

"Who are you?" she immediately asked. I certainly couldn't fault her for her straight-forwardness.

For a moment or two, from where I was standing, I could hear only silence...then there was a slight uh-huh...uh-huh from Linda.

"And why would guys like you want to see a guy like him?" she asked bluntly. Whatever she had seen or heard during that silence didn't seem to impress her much. "He's done nothing wrong, believe me. He's a decent fellow."

"Yes, I'm sure he is," the same male voice returned, "but we still need to ask him a few questions, nothing more."

A moment more of silence, then: "Just a few questions, huh?" Linda asked.

"I promise," the stranger replied.

She hesitated. "Well...I suppose--"

Just then I walked in and distracted her. "This is my problem. My fault, my problem. Let 'em in."

"You sure?" she asked.

"They know I'm here, so why not. You don't need the aggravation."

She just shrugged. "If you say so." She then opened the door further and unlocked the screendoor.

The four men slowly stepped into my living room, closing the door behind them.

Linda quickly turned to me. "They said they just wanted to ask a few questions....They're from the National Security Bureau."

"That's okay," I assured her.

One of the men in dark suits stepped directly up to me, pulling a picture out of his suitcoat pocket.

He stuck the picture into my face. "Is this you?"

His bluntness was not unexpected, but I decided that I liked it. If I was going to go through with this, then I had to expect the worst they could throw at me.

I looked over the snapshot for a moment, then sighed. "If it is me, it's not a very good likeness. Is that the best shot you could get"

"A concerned citizen--"

"Ha!" I interrupted.

"--sent us this picture," he went on. "Of course we thought it was total rubbish, but in checking it out, our lab decided that it was authentic."

"Isn't technology wonderful?" I asked. "First we invent a way to take pictures -- since we all know that one picture is worth a thousand words -- then we have to invent a way to be sure the picture isn't a lie!"

"This is you. We've asked dozens of people in this town. You're not well known, but enough leads finally got us to you."

"Yeah, yeah, so what?" I found myself asking. Where in the world was all my straight-forwardness coming from all-of-the-sudden? I wasn't usually this brash with the law....Maybe my belief in the freedom to use my gift as I pleased was driving me on. I wasn't the smartest person in the world, but I knew what these guys wanted.

"So, you admit freely that this is your picture...flying low over this town?" the man asked.

It was then that I realised the other three men hadn't said a thing during the entire interchange of words. I immediately decided that they were just cronies -- strong-arm -- and therefore had nothing of any relevance to say....I then turned my attention back to the conversation-at-hand.

"Yeah, that's me....So what of it? Can't a guy go for a quiet flight around town without being harassed?"

"We're not here to harass you, sir," the stranger quickly said. "We're here to discuss a deal."

"A deal?" I asked....A deal? What could they possibly get from me -- a knock on the head and the hope that they'll turn out like me, able to fly?

The man took a quick glance at Linda. "Is there a place we can be alone? I don't think--"

"She's good," I interrupted. "Anything you tell me she can hear."

The man hesitated for a moment, sighing heavily a couple of times and looking over at his companions, then he turned back to me. "Very well....We have come here today to offer you a position...a position of great importance."

I looked right at him for a minute, keeping myself from bursting out at his seemingly over-sincere straight face. "You'd better be giving me the White House job, or I'm gonna be mighty disappointed."

"The White House job?"

Was this guy as stupid as the other three looked, or what? "Are you here to make me President of this country?"

The stranger shook his head, still retaining his straight face. "Hardly."

This only fueled my brashness. "Then you ain't offerin' me diddley, mister. I know what you want. I'm not stupid, pal. You want my power. Well, you can't have it. Nobody can have it, because I'm not in a position to give it away."

The man shook his head. "You don't understand. No one said anything about giving it away. We will pay you handsomely if you will teach some of our people how to...you know..."

"Fly?" I presumed.

"Yes."

"Some of your people, huh?"

"That's right."

"Like those dolts over there?" I motioned towards his silent partners.

"Hardly, sir. These men are land troops, so to speak. The air division of any force must be more sophisticated, thus so must our men."

I looked over at Linda, who also had been quiet all during the men's visit. "Do you believe this guy?" I asked her. "He sounds like an Air Farce TV commercial -- `It's not just an adventure...it's a job!'. Jesus!"

"I understand your reluctance...but we are determined."

"Yeah, I'll bet. Look...this isn't something I can teach, okay? It's a physical thing, unique to me and me only. No one else in the world can learn it."

The stranger sighed. "None-the-less, I must insist that you come with me."

"And if I don't?" I asked, not sure that was the right question to ask.

The stranger suddenly snapped his fingers, and in a flash two of his men had a tight grip on Linda's arms. She tried to struggled her way free, but they held firm.

"And now," the stranger said, "...as I said--"

"Run!" Linda suddenly screamed. For perhaps a half-second I hesitated, thinking of her safety first, but then she let out another scream. "Go! Run!"

By this time the stranger was coming towards me. I threw a lamp at him and ran towards the back door, tossing chairs between him and me. I made it outside with the man hot on my heels, but I clearly had the advantage. As soon as I was clear of the house, I threw myself into the air and flew straight up, ignoring any and all bystanders who might see me. My identity was of little significance at this point. I had to get to safety at all costs...or did I?

When I was far above and away from my would-be abductors, I took myself out of town to a secluded spot and gently landed, feeling totally confused and angered. Why did I have to run like that? Linda was in danger and all I could think about was myself. What an ass I'd been! I couldn't leave her like that! I had to go back!

I immediately leapt into the air and made my way back to my home, breaking every flight record I had set to date. When I got home, I saw that the strangers' cars were gone, but I was careful in my approach since they could easily be in hiding.

I crept up to the porch and peaked into the window. The front room was empty of people, so I carefully entered and silently searched throughout the entire house, finding no one.

I went back into the living room and immediately noticed something that I'd initially missed in my angered, silent frenzy. Lying on my bed...it was a purse -- Linda's. With it was a quickly-scrawled note:

`If you wish to see the girl alive gain,

meet us at the marina tonight, nine o'clock.'

I balled the note up and violently tossed it against a far wall, looking down at Linda's purse. Again I felt like the world's biggest ass! If only I hadn't heeded her advice and left her alone with those men!

I swore right then that if they harmed her in any way whatsoever I would not rest until they were dead...no matter what it took!

The air was cool and quiet, only the sound of the water breaking against the riverbanks cut through the silence. I had flown in through the darkness and landed silently just outside the marina area, hoping to get the upper hand in this matter....I was not to be successful.

"You're right on time," a voice growled from behind. I turned quickly and saw the same four men who had visited my home earlier that day. With them was Linda, looking unharmed in the dimness but scared.

"Did they do anything to you?" I asked her.

She shook her head no.

"If nothing else, we are gentlemen," the head stranger said.

"Yeah, right," I returned. "Okay, so here I am. Now release her."

"Not just yet," the stranger said. "We must be sure you agree to our terms."

"Which are?"

"Quite simple, actually. You merely agree to accompany us quietly, and the girl goes free."

"If I give my word, what makes you think I'll keep it once she's out of danger?"

The stranger smirked. "We can recapture her at any time. No one escapes us for long."

"I see," I said, realising the truth of his statement. "Tell me this, then. Why me? Why you? I mean, granted a flying man isn't something one sees every day, but why you guys -- the Feds? Surely you don't think I can be of any help to you, do ya? And what makes you so sure I'd want to be?"

The stranger shuffled his feet slightly. "We've gone over your records and have discovered some very interesting things about you."

"Like?"

"Like -- back in the Sixties you were involved in a number of anti-war demonstrations."

"Yeah...along with a few million others around the world."

"While in the service you filed for Conscientious Objector status. Later you worked in campaigns against certain presidential candidates. You're a loner... a rebel without a cause, to coin a phrase."

"Right."

"No, I'm afraid you would be of no use to this government...or any other, for that matter. Your psychological profile suggests that you would rather die than align yourself with any political organisation...our side or theirs."

I was wondering what all this was leading up to, and I told him so.

"You are a threat to us," the stranger said. "Not in any way you would immediately recognise, but in ways beyond your understanding."

"Try me," I said.

"Your ability to fly represents the ultimate in freedom...the ability to break the bonds of restraint that governments must have over its people."

"That's bullshit," I defended. "I got my power quite by accident...a bump on the head somehow affected my brain. The chances of that happening again to someone else has got to be astronomical!"

"Perhaps, but even so it's what you represent that counts...unlimited freedom. Even if no one else could ever accomplish what you can do, it would still undermine our efforts at control...both external and internal security would be at risk. People would see you as a symbol of rebellion."

"But that's already happening in countries all over the world...and all without me. What more could I contribute?"

"You'd be surprised. Freedom to think is one thing, but freedom to act -- freedom to move -- is quite another. Even in a democracy there are restraints. You remove all restraints, and you stand as a symbol to everyone that also wants to remove all the restraints."

"You guys are sick!" I growled.

"Perhaps, by your idealistic standards, but it's the way things have always been since the dawn of man and government...control of the many by the few. Letting the people believe they are free while keeping a tight grip on them."

"Good ol' government of, for, and by the people, eh?"

"It's for their own good."

"Right. It'll take some convincing to make me believe that crap, pal."

"Whether you believe it or not, it's the truth."

"You're truth."

"As you wish," the stranger said with a slight nod. "But now...here you are -- a symbol of complete freedom, and I'm afraid you can't be allowed to let the people see or hear of you."

"But people have already seen me. They know I exist."

"Oh, we can take care of that one isolated incident...a Hollywood stunt, an experimental holographic projection, mass hallucination caused by something in the town's drinking water. There are a dozen possible options to explain away your appearance."

I couldn't help but chuckle a little. "Just like UFOs, huh?"

The stranger actually smiled slightly. "Exactly. Now you're catching on."

I couldn't help but smile a little myself. "Oh, I caught on quite a while ago, pal."

"And what's that supposed to mean?"

"What time do you figure it is?"

"I'd estimate about nine-fifteen, nine-twenty," the stranger replied.

"Well, I'd say it's getting to be about that time, then."

"Time for what?"

No sooner had the stranger asked that question than there were suddenly five State Police cars pulling into the marina lot, lights flashing.

I immediately stepped over to Linda and grabbed her. "Hausta-la-bye-bye, pal."

"What th' -- ?" the stranger started as he watched me lead Linda into the darkness.

"An anonymous caller told them there was a big drug deal going down on the marina," I quickly explained. "Let's see you talk your way out of this one."

And in a very short moment Linda and I were gone, leaving the strangers to their predicament. I realised, of course, that they would, indeed, talk their way out of the situation -- a presentation of their credentials would no doubt fix everything. Once the state troopers confirmed their identities, the strangers would be free to go...which gave Linda and me very little time.

I had never tried to fly with another person holding on to me, but I found that the extra weight was something I was quick to get accustomed to. We immediately flew to my house and I quickly packed my old military backpack with three pairs of jeans, four shirts, a sweater, and a flashlight.

"What about me?" Linda asked as I packed. "I can't stay around here now."

"Sorry, babe," I replied, "but I can't take you with me. I don't know how far I'll be going, and you'd get a little heavy after a while, ya know?"

I grabbed the pack and we left the house, hurrying down the street to a darkened spot amongst a grove of trees. From there we could still see my house.

"I'm gonna miss you," Linda said.

I sighed heavily, not being very good at good-byes. "Yeah, I'll miss you, too. I was just getting to think maybe..." My voice trailed off as I let the thought go. No sense in wondering what might have been. "So...what will you do?"

"Well...they don't know my last name, so I should have no trouble hiding. I've got an aunt in up-state New York -- in the mountains. I could go live with her for a while. In a year or so the heat should be off, then I might come back, I don't know. Who knows? I might like it up there enough to stay."

Suddenly three cars quickly pulled up to my house down the street, and the four strangers jumped out. Two went around to the rear, while the other two went in through the front door. A moment later, however, they returned to the street, seeming frustrated. After another moment of indecision, they got back into their cars and took off, roaring past Linda and me as we hid in the shadows.

"You gonna be okay?" I finally asked.

Linda nodded. "It'll take them a while to find out where I live, so I've still got time to get packed." She reached into her pants pocket and pulled out a wad of money. "Here's fifty dollars. It's all I've got on me." She stuffed it into my hand. "I wish I could help more."

I leaned over and kissed her. "You've already done more than your share."

She stepped forward and embraced me, pressing her warm lips hard against mine. We kissed for a very long moment, knowing it might be the last time we would ever see each other....Finally the last kiss was over.

"Well, " I sighed hesitantly, "I guess I'd better go."

"Yeah...You take care of yourself, ya hear?"

"Yeah...you, too."

I waved, then mentally pushed myself up into the cool night air, leaving behind everything and everyone I knew and cared about.

For over a year I traveled the country, sometimes walking, sometimes hitchhiking, sometimes flying. I eventually settled down in the Canadian Rockies, helping a lonely old sheep farmer raise his herd and grow a few crops.

On the day the old man died, I finally showed him my power...and it was the most marvelous thing he had ever seen! He died with a smile on his face, knowing his life was complete and that he had, indeed, seen it all.

As for me, I'm still up here raising sheep and a few crops. The old man left the farm to me when he died, so I've been eeking out a fairly decent living...just me and Linda...yes, she eventually found me, and now she's up here -- and we're loving every minute of our solitude!

I still fly quite a bit, but now with a purpose. Comes in mighty handy for finding lost sheep...and I don't have to worry about being seen by anyone since we own five hundred beautiful acres in the middle of nowhere. Then, of course, there's the occasional trip into town forty miles to the east...I just land outside, walk in, get what I need, walk out, then fly home....We have a truck for large hauls, but that doesn't happen much. Life is so much simpler on a farm!

I guess, in the long run, I was lucky. I had had a short run-in with Big Brother and I learned the politics of flying...and I was able to overcome them both.

THE END
V. THE COMMON BLOOD

February 9, 2021...4:30 p.m. P.D.T.

Rain fell upon the silver spires of San Francisco as Ryan Nimota drove across the Bay Bridge towards home in The City. The twenty-three-year-old Chinese-American student of Linguistics and Biochemistry at U.C. Berkeley wanted to relax as he drove, but found it impossible as his girl Loretta rambled on and on about her racquetball lessons.

"Are you listening?" she asked in mid-sentence.

"Sure I am," Ryan replied, half-lying.

Loretta continued as Ryan pulled off the bridge and entered downtown San Francisco. Another week of finals and the half-semester would be over. Another four months and the year would be over. Another year and he would graduate....About time! Damn time goes too slow!
On Geary Street he stopped for a red light. Suddenly darkness began to cover him. It must have been in his mind, for Loretta seemed unaffected as she rambled on. Soon her voice faded from his head. He heard nothing, but saw...a desert! A red desert, under a bluish-pink sky. There were reddish mountains, many with caves...caves of silence and total darkness.

Suddenly, out of the sky fell a large, fiery object...a meteor which had been drawn away from a passing shower by gravity. The meteor fired down and crashed into the highest peak of the red mountains, exploding on impact and leaving the red peak several thousands of feet shorter....When the noise and red dust had settled, a green glow beaconed from the top of the mountain. On for a moment, then off for a moment. On again, off again. On, off...as though signaling to the stars above.

"Ryan!" a voice clamoured. It was Loretta.

Ryan was suddenly aware of his surroundings. The traffic light had turned green and cars behind him were honking.

"Sorry, doll," he said to his girl as he gave his car gas. "Got my mind on something else, I guess."

"On what?" Loretta asked suspiciously. "Have you even heard a single word I've said?"

"Uh, yeah," he lied. "That's what I had my mind on."

Loretta eyed him doubtfully, then continued her ramblings.

February 10, 2021...10:00 p.m. P.D.T.

For a Saturday night things were rather dull. Loretta was tired from her racquetball game and had called to cancel their date. Nothing was on the television, and he had already finished his homework, due on Monday....Ryan was completely bored.

He made himself a cup of hot chocolate and searched through his compact disk collection for some suitable music. Rock...jazz...classical...nothing seemed to satisfy his mood. Then he came upon his old Isao Tomita collection...The Firebird Suite, The Planets, Kosmos, The Bermuda Triangle....He settled for Kosmos.

Placing the disk into his stereo, he adjusted the controls, then plopped down onto his couch to relax. The electronic-classical music began and the apartment was soon filled with ethereal magic...just the mood Ryan desired.

He sipped his chocolate and stared into nothingness...but soon darkness began closing in...and the music slowly faded away. In his mind he saw a red mountain range towering over a cold, red desert, the wind creating swirls of dust here and there.

Despite the wind and dust, there was silence...until a flaming ball of -- something -- struck the highest peak in the range, exploding on impact and leaving the red peak several thousands of feet shorter....When the noise and red dust had settled, a green glow beaconed from the top of the mountain. On for a moment, then off for a moment. On again, off again. On, off...as though signaling to the stars above.

Suddenly six black figures arose from the insides of the glow and formed a horizontal line. Growing larger and larger until they blotted out the alien vision, the hazing figures became clearly detailed symbols...having no immediate meaning, but clearly meaning something.

The suddenly the symbols were gone...the apartment and the music had returned, and Ryan was aware of himself...and of his wet lap. He had dropped his hot chocolate.

But he remembered the vision.

February 11, 2021...2:15 p.m. P.D.T.

Ever since the evening before, Ryan hadn't felt right. His sleep had been restless and dreamless, as far as he could remember. He'd canceled his usual Sunday brunch date with Loretta and decided to rest at home.

Something, however, led him to place a new compact disk into his stereo and begin a conversational recording.

"Sunday, February the eleventh, two-thousand-one," he said into the air. Within the stereo was a small microphone that was clearly picking up his voice. "On both Friday the ninth and Saturday the tenth I have been subjected to a strange...vision, for lack of a better description. I have never been subjected to anything like it before, and at neither time was I preoccupied with the subject of the vision before the vision occurred....At both times my mind was relatively blank and unpressured....I do not know the meaning of the vision, but both times they were the same...except that on the second occasion the vision was ended by a display of six recognisable and familiar symbols...an infinity symbol, an E that mathematically symbolises equals, a circle with a cross attached below it which symbolises woman, a plus sign, two parallel but oppositely-pointing half-arrows with a slanted line cutting through them which I believe means an irreversible chemical reaction, and an asterisk which -- I don't know what that means....In fact, I have no idea what the combination of symbols as a whole is supposed to mean....It's all very strange."

Ryan paused to sip his ginger ale, then continued. "As far as the vision is concerned, I'm not really sure where it takes place...some strange alien landscape, cold and windy....I think it was red, but I could be wrong....I don't know when I'll have the vision again -- if I ever do -- but if it follows the same pattern as before -- if it can be called a pattern -- I should feel a slight tingle in my eyes, ears, and temples just moments before the vision. When that happens, I'll be ready to continue this disk, and I'll attempt to verbally describe what I am seeing. Until then, I'm putting my recording on pause."

He pushed the pause button, then sighed. He had to see it again....He had to know what it meant!

February 11, 2021...11:30 p.m. P.D.T.

Ryan closed his book and set it on the couch. All evening he had waited...hoping the vision would return, but nothing came to him. He was disappointed, to say the least, as he finally decided the thing was gone forever. Perhaps the first time was a fluke daydream, and the second time was a subconsciously-triggered coincidence....At any rate, he concluded, the day had been a total waste.

Sighing, he sat on the floor to turn his stereo off, when he began to feel his head tingle, and the darkness began to close in.

Automatically, he hit the stereo's pause button and began to speak the words that he never heard himself say.

"The red desert...so cold and barren....The darkness is quiet. Mountains are towering overhead...dominating, but lifeless....I see...a light -- a fire -- coming from the skies! It's soundless, but as it hits the tallest peak, I hear an explosion...a terrible roar, but it soon disappears....The air is full of red dust, but it's clearing now....Where the peak was struck I now see a green glow...it's not a steady glow. It goes on and off at regular intervals....I'm getting a strange feeling from the glowing mountain...as though someone were calling to me...as though I were being told something I can't understand....Now something is coming out of the glow...something dark, coming towards me...six symbols. I know their meaning, but I can't describe them....They're coming towards me...coming closer...towards me! I can't move away...they're coming closer!...In my head! They're in my head...all in my head! They're -- uh!"

Suddenly Ryan's eyes rolled up into his head and he fell over, his body shaking with violent convulsions. White foam poured from his mouth and his convulsions became more violent. The room around him began to shake as a shrill scream left his mouth...then there was a muffled explosion as his head burst into a dozen bloodied pieces.

Something had destroyed Ryan Nimota...and he would never know what his vision meant.

February 20, 2021...11:30 a.m. P.D.T.

Loretta Adams sat down in the empty classroom with her small compact disk player. A moment later she was joined by an older man, Robert Guevera, U.C. Berkeley's Professor of Linguistics.

"Thank-you for coming, Professor," Loretta said somberly.

Prof. Guevera sat at a desk next to her. "I'm sorry about Ryan....I know you were close."

"Very close, thank-you," she said. "But I have something I would like you to hear...a disk Ryan made just before he died."

"A disk?"

"Yes, a compact disk he was recording on. When Ryan didn't pick me up for school that day, I went to his apartment. His car was there, but he didn't answer the door, so I let myself in with the key he'd given me."

"You were the first to find him?"

"Yes...I was....His stereo was still on, but I didn't notice that just then...I mean -- considering the condition he was in....I called the police...." She was having a hard time talking, and tears began to roll down her cheeks.

"Take your time," Guevera said softly.

She had to pause for a few moments to regain her composure, then she continued. "Three days later -- last Thursday -- I went to his apartment to pick up a few of my things, and it was then that I noticed his stereo...it was still on. I listened to the disk that he'd been recording on....Professor, I don't know what it means, but...something -- even Ryan didn't know what it was -- was happening to him....He saw something. A vision."

Guevera seemed skeptical. "A...vision?"

"Yes, sir...and he was recording it verbally...when he...died." She produced the disk from her purse. "I didn't go to the police about it....I'd like you to listen to it."

Loretta placed the disk into her machine and pressed a button. The disk began playing from the beginning.

The professor listened intently as Ryan's voice hypnotically described the strange mental pictures he had seen....When the message finished with the sounds of Ryan's mysterious death, Loretta quickly turned the player off.

"Well?" she managed to ask, eyes full of tears.

The professor sighed thoughtfully. "Interesting, indeed."

"Does it make any sense to you?"

"None whatsoever...I'm sorry. But it's obvious that Ryan did see...something. It was in his mind, but I'm sure by the tone of his voice that it was neither contrived or a daydream. He was awake enough to dictate it...but it's very strange."

"What can we do?" Loretta asked.

"Now? Nothing. Nothing at all....Have you heard the coroner's autopsy report on the cause of death?"

"Not yet...not the official report."

The professor stood and paced around Loretta's desk. "What with the condition of Ryan's head after death, it was hard to determine the exact cause. It was as though tremendous pressures had built up inside his skull, growing stronger until it just...exploded....I'm sorry."

"But he was perfectly healthy!" Loretta sobbed.

"I know. For all intents and purposes, Ryan should be alive and well....He should never had died."

May 21, 2021...11:00 a.m. P.S.T.

Loretta Adams was still trying to get over her loss of Ryan over three months before. She attempted to get more involved with her school work, trying to forget...but it was very difficult.

As she entered the university cafeteria, she was approached by Professor Guevera.

"How are things going?" he asked with concern.

"I'm coping with it...in my own desperate way," she replied, trying to smile a little.

"Loretta...do you still have that disk Ryan was making when he died?"

"The one you heard?"

"Yes."

She nodded. "Yes, it's at home. Why?"

"The one you heard?"

"Yes."

She nodded. "Yes, it's at home. Why?"

"I'd like to borrow it for a short time, if I may," he replied. "There's someone -- a good friend of mine -- who would like to listen to it. It's rather important."

"Sure. I could bring it tomorrow....Why the sudden interest in the disk?"

Prof. Guevera sighed thoughtfully. "My friend works for the government, and he's informed me -- quite unofficially, I might add -- that two weeks ago a stray meteor struck a mountaintop on Mars...and since then radio telescopes around the world have been receiving a signal from the mountain area on Mars at regular intervals."

"Just like the vision," Loretta said.

Prof. Guevera slowly nodded. "Just like the vision."

June 19, 2022...6:00 a.m. E.S.T.

Two hours until lift-off. The rising sun over the Atlantic Ocean seemed to beckon to the tall, white-winged shuttle craft which towered over Cape Canaveral like a looming god. Never before had this shuttle, a veteran of a dozen or so space shots, seen such an exciting day...or such excited Humans. This was to begin a new age for Man...one that had been a long time in coming, but had finally arrived. History was about to be written...but the shuttle didn't care. Gods cared not for history.

A line of dwarfed beings walked below the towering vehicle and into the gantry lift. The six suited figures and two white-garbed technicians stood silently on the lift platform awaiting their arrival at the entrance of the huge shuttle.

Within minutes the lift stopped and one technician opened the shuttle door. One by one the six suited figures entered the shuttle.

Colonial Alexavier Pondu, mission commander, stepped in first.

Captain Charles Reed, the Mars rocket's pilot, followed.

Lieutenant Edward Jeffers, astrogator.

Doctor Vera Hayden, biochemist.

Doctor Arthur Sneed, geophysicist and chemist.

Doctor Brandon Gerard, physician and exobiologist.

In this order the shuttle was filled. Six very important, and very apprehensive, people. Their mission was one of great importance, in many ways. Ever since the strange signals from Mars began, many questions had been asked...and soon it was decided that answers could be found only by sending an expedition to the planet. In this case, machines would not do...only humans could be counted on to get results.

Historically, this was the first manned mission to the planet Mars...a long way in coming.

Socially, at least as far as the United States was concerned, this was the first manned mission to go beyond Earth orbit that was to include not only a black astronaut, Capt. Reed, but also a woman astronaut, Dr. Hayden.

Politically, this first manned mission was American, something the Russians did not like. For over a decade the Russians had been the leader in planetary exploration and research, launching a half-dozen probes to Mars and Venus since 2010. At one point, during the glasnost period of the late twentieth century, a joint Russian-American manned venture to Mars had been planned...but it never got beyond the planning stage. Political unrest within both countries stifled the program. Terrorist action world-wide and a restart of the Cold War with Russia, which many had thought was long over, made Russia and America rivals once again in a program which, many believed, could only be continued by international cooperation.

The Russians would give every eye-tooth in Moscow to be performing this launch, and they had even been approached by a wary U.S. government and asked if they would consider contributing either cosmonauts or equipment -- or both -- but the Russians were having too many problems to commit resources to such a quickly thrown-together mission. By the beginning of the twenty-first century, the Russians were beginning to feel the backlash of the glasnost period...Capitalism was running rampant and the majority of the common people were demanding more and more a full Democracy...something many of the old leaders within the Russian government were not prepared to give, despite the words of the ruling President. This, in turn, led to unrest by the peoples of Russia. They were already having enough problems with starvation, financial poverty, drugs, and crime.

The United States itself was having a difficult time maintaining its position in the world. The European Commonwealth, Japan, and China had taken over the lead as space-faring nations in 2012, jointly building a large space-station in geocentric Earth orbit over Geneva, Switzerland, home of the new United Nations center. Economic and social unrest within the United States was threatening government power in many circles, and the value of the Dollar was becoming increasingly questioned....Only a concerted effort by the government to do something really earthshaking could lift the United States out of its doldrums.

So the United States, in a last-ditch effort to regenerate some kind of national spirit and dedication, managed, after much debate and wasted words and dollars, to keep the space race alive by taking the next major step...to investigate the strange signals from Mars. And with or without the Russians' help, they were determined to do just that.

With the astronauts well-secured in the passenger section of the shuttle, the technicians locked the shuttle door and lowered themselves down the gantry. Then the last-minute computer check-out of the shuttle began.

Lift-off was smooth as silk. The winged wonder roared and bellowed smoke and flames as it rose high above the shiny Atlantic. Higher and higher, until it could no longer be seen by the naked eye. But it was not lost. Hundreds of electronic eyes and ears all around the world tracked the vessel as it attained Earth orbit and pursued the awaiting space station, Luna Two.

Luna Two, the station built by the Americans, was a technological marvel...one of many Mankind had managed to pull off during his short time on the planet Earth. Artificial gravity of a sort, regenerated fresh air, and lots of working space. Looking like a dozen old Skylabs hooked together to form a crude circular object, the station was used for astrophysical observations, biochemical experiments, which included the making of new medicines and elements that only near-zero gravity could allow, and as a launch point for many Earth-orbit and beyond satellites. And now it had a new function...first stop on the long Martian mission that was now underway by the Americans.

Within moments the computer-guided shuttle docked within Luna Two. Then the astronauts unfastened themselves and opened the shuttle door. Out of the shuttle and a right turn down the corridor to Final Briefing.

Damn red tape in outer space! Pondu thought. He was anxious -- as were the others -- to get this show on the road!

The astronauts were given orange juice and neurovibrations to relax them from the stress of Earth departure.

No acceleration pressure in space, Pondu thought as he relaxed in the neurovibrator chair. He closed his eyes and thought of little green men as the chair's vibrations went through his body.

The six anxious astronauts finished their treatments with a final med-check....All were perfect.

A final briefing via audio/video comlink with Earth took nearly an hour as they waited for the approaching launch window. This did nothing to ease the nerves of the astronauts who just wanted to get on their way, but they absorbed every bit of last-minute info. Mission Control in Houston wished them a final good-luck and the Mars Mission was officially underway.

The astronauts were led down a corridor to a sealed-off docking platform. They were protected by two sealed doors and a pressure chamber, but the windows were large enough to see what was on the other side of that protection...the Phoenix.

Never to have seen the light of day from the surface of the Earth, the Phoenix had been built entirely in Earth-orbit by trained crews stationed on Luna Two. The magnificent spectre of power called Phoenix took one million years of planning, six trillion dollars of funding, two years of building, and was three weeks finished. Two test runs of the entire system proved the vessel to be flight-worthy...but it had never left its dock at Luna Two. Its maiden voyage was still to come.

The basic structure of the ship was like a dozen-dozen girders and tanks and pipes all thrown together in a rectangular shape. At the rear were three powerful nuclear engines -- useless on Earth, because of the radiation they released when used, but quite effective in space.

To the front of the Phoenix, attached atop the control section, was the Mars Lander, a capsule of streamlined dimensions, with wings, utilising conventional liquid fuel propulsion. That was Col. Pondu's baby! Although Pondu was Mission Commander, Capt. Reed was the pilot of the Phoenix for what little piloting there was to do on the nearly-all-automated vessel. But when it came time to make the actual Mars landing, Pondu would pilot the Lander. All would accompany him to the surface except Reed, who would remain aboard the Phoenix as a back-up...much like the early lunar flights of the Nineteen-Seventies.

All fifty-four of the Luna Two crew were at the platform to see the astronauts off and wish them well. The astronauts were suited up and helmeted securely. The pressure chamber's inner door was opened, in stepped the five men and one woman, and the door was closed.

"Ready for decompression," Pondu radioed from within the chamber.

The lead technician waved a hand and pressed a button on the wall. A faint hiss was heard as the chamber's pressure dropped from 14.7 pounds per square inch to zero. Then, upon another signal from Pondu, the outer door of the chamber opened slowly.

The path led across a plastiglass-encased scaffold of metal braces and catwalk for fifty feet, to the closed entrance of the Phoenix. Holding onto handles along the enclosure, the astronauts made their way to the awaiting ship, whereupon Col. Pondu pressed a button on the outer wall alongside the door. The large door silently slid open and the six astronauts weightlessly entered the Phoenix.

Outer door closed, pressurisation began....two minutes later, the chamber was equal pressure with the inside of the Phoenix, and the inner door opened.

As the astronauts entered the ship, each wanted to inspect their station...but that could wait. Their stations had been well-inspected a dozen times by technicians. Right now, however, the Mars crew had to get the ball rolling.

Col. Pondu and Capt. Reed took their command seats in the control room, with Lt. Jeffers sitting at a console behind the two commanders. Doctors Hayden, Sneed, and Gerard had separate stations within their private living quarters, which they immediately manned. The three officers went through procedures which they now knew in their sleep. The nuclear engines had been warming up for the past six hours, just waiting to do their stuff. Final checks on critical mass prevention and cooling system back-ups were initiated. Final checks on the entire Phoenix was unnecessary, having been done by technicians before-hand, but the nuclear engines needed constant supervision at this stage.

Finally all the checks had been made. Everything was GO! All six astronauts were tightly secured in their places and anxiously awaiting for what was to come...now.

The plastiglass tunnel folded back against the space station and two long, thick arms of metal detached themselves from the Phoenix. The Mars ship was now floating freely in space. Small chemical-powered retros pushed the Phoenix further away from Luna Two.

Then the three huge nuclear engines were fired up, one at a time. Radioactive waste spewed from the rear of the Phoenix as the ship accelerated. Making one hour-long orbit around the Earth to gain speed, the virgin vessel sling-shotted out of Earth orbit and began her maiden voyage into the unknown.

June 20, 2022...8:00 a.m. (Ship Time)

One day into the flight. The Phoenix and its crew had just crossed Lunar orbit, and the six astronauts were now officially the first Earthlings to ever be that far into space.

The on-board computer broke its ties with the Mission Control computers, and the Phoenix was on its own until it reached Mars...in just thirty days.

July 20, 2022...3:15 p.m. P.S.T.

Loretta Adams jumped when the phone rang. She turned the television down and answered the ring. On the phone-screen appeared the face of Prof. Guevera.

"How are you today?" the elderly man asked cordially.

"Fine....I've been okay. And you?"

"Good."

"What can I do for you, Professor?"

"You know the Mars mission arrives tonight," the professor said, as-a-matter-of-factly.

"Yes, I've been watching all the coverage."

"Just thought you'd like to know."

"Think they'll find anything?"

For a moment the professor was silent. "I'm not so sure that I want them to, even though I'm sure they will, what with those signals and all....I mean...think of the complications...what it might mean to Mankind....Where would religion go...out the window?"

"Yeah...it is kinda scary...but if Ryan's vision was true...and if those signals meant intelligent life..."

"Yeah...I know....Well, we can only wait and see, I guess."

"Yeah, I guess," Loretta agreed.

"So, you going to continue this fall?"

"I've decided to finish as planned....Ryan would want me to, I'm sure."

July 20, 2022...10:30 p.m. (Ship Time)

As Col. Pondu gazed out at the reddish ball below that was Mars, it came to him that this day was the fifty-third anniversary of Man's first landing on Earth's Moon.

He had not even born at the time, but he'd read all the writings about it and had seen numerous photographs. It was the thought of that first extraterrestrial landing that had launched his desires to become an astronaut....How fitting then that he should be about to make history in the same way on Mars.

"We've been over the planet only twenty minutes," he said into his headset transmitter, "but so far there is no sign of the signals. They stopped when we attained orbit on the far side of its coordinates. By now I guess you know that, since it'll be another seventeen minutes before this message reaches you. We'll continue aerial surveillance as scheduled until sunrise over the target, whereupon the Mars Lander will be commissioned into use as planned. Other than the missing signal, everything is going as expected....Will report again just before departing the Phoenix in the Lander....Col. Pondu out."

July 21, 2022...6 a.m. (Ship Time)

Capt. Reed watched with envy as the Mars Lander moved away from the Phoenix and began its slow descent to the surface of the planet below.

Inside the Lander, Col. Pondu and Lt. Jeffers guided the winged machine down through the thin, cloudless atmosphere like a huge jet airliner. What little friction there was was never even noticed by the pilots or the three doctors.

As the Lander went in for a horizontal landing in a Martian basin, a dozen small retros slowed its speed considerably so that the landing distance and time were cut to mere yards and seconds.

There was a moment of silence before Pondu spoke. "Phoenix, radio Mission Control and tell them we've landed. Tell them Man's search for truth has just taken another giant leap forward." A little crazy speechmaking never hurt anything. "We're pretty close to the designated mountain target area, and we're going out immediately. We'll keep lines open once we're out. Over for now."

Lt. Jeffers kissed Dr. Hayden on the cheek before she stepped into the airlock next to Col. Pondu and Drs. Sneed and Gerard. The lady doctor and the younger lieutenant made no secret of their growing relationship. They had known and respected each other professionally long before the mission began, but the closeness of the past thirty-one days had strengthened that respect considerably. Although Jeffers was five years her junior, Dr. Hayden saw him as a man with great potential. He had degrees in both Celestial Navigation and Astrophysics, and -- at only twenty-five -- he had a lot of time to do more. He had the intelligence and dignity to go far...but at the same time he was kind and honest, gentle and sincere. And Jeffers saw Vera in much the same way. She was every bit as intelligent as she was beautiful, two traits he could never accept individually. He appreciated the natural, artistic beauty of women, yet he also felt a need to have intelligence around him...someone he could love as a human being, totally, not just a piece of living flesh.

Ah -- Love in Space!

"Respirators on," Col. Pondu ordered once the airlock was sealed. He and Drs. Hayden, Sneed, and Gerard adjusted each other's oxygen flow from tanks to helmet. Then the airlock's pressure was reduced to equal that of Mars. A button was pressed and the outer door opened as a ramp lowered itself from the door to the dusty surface.

Col. Pondu led the way to the surface, where the four Earthlings stood in silence, observing their surroundings....Although the sun was about half-way to zenith in the clear bluish-pink sky, the day was no lighter than a cloudy winter afternoon on Earth.

The mountains of the Olympus Mons region towered overhead like ominous gods of strength and time, withstanding the torturous elements for uncounted eons...or were they uncounted?...Something had sent out a signal from Mars!

"Okay, we've got a lot of area to cover," Pondu said, "so we might as well split up....Dr. Gerard and I'll go off to the east, and Dr. Sneed, you and Dr. Hayden go to the west."

"What do we look for?" Dr. Sneed asked.

"Little green men," Dr. Hayden joked. "Hopefully carrying a flag of truce."

"Not likely," Pondu said. "Let's go."

He and Gerard took off in their direction, and Drs. Hayden and Sneed walked the other way....Whether they found little green men or not, they were all hoping to find something.

"How much further?" Dr. Gerard asked as he and Col. Pondu climbed over dusty boulders. Their path along the base of the mountains led them to more mountains along the rim of the basin.

"We've been gone almost two hours," Pondu replied. "Our tanks are good for only four, so we'd better turn back about now."

"But we've seen nothing. Without more oxygen, we'll get no further next time."

"Next time we'll use the jet-packs. They should quadruple our distance, and we can go into the mountain passes."

"Sure will beat climbing!"

"That's why we have 'em," Pondu noted. "C'mon. Let's get back." He and the physician turned around and walked back to the Lander.

Hopefully Drs. Sneed and Hayden were faring better.

Dr. Sneed was about ten feet in the lead as he and Dr. Hayden followed the mountain base to the northwest. Not that Hayden was tiring, but she was taking her time and taking videos. Even on Mars she had to be a tourist.

"Look!" Sneed exclaimed, drawing the lady to his side. "Caves!"

"There must be dozens of them!" Hayden observed.

Cautiously they moved towards the nearest cave and began to examine its entrance.

"Amazing," Sneed mumbled.

"What's that?"

"Look at the edge of the opening -- all around."

"Hm-m-m. It's darker -- and smoother -- than the rest of the rock."

"Yes....Now, I'm not a geologist," he said, "but I'm fairly sure this entrance isn't natural."

"Huh?"

"I mean, it looks as though...as though this rock has been burned."

Dr. Hayden was a bit confused. "What do you mean burned?"

"Perhaps melted is better word."

"Rock doesn't melt except under extremely high temperatures, and there certainly isn't anything of that nature here on Mars."

"Look...some of this rock around the lip has been fused -- "

"Like a volcano?"

"Or a laser burn...or something stronger."

"But what could be stronger -- more concentrated -- than a laser?"

Sneed only sighed. "I don't know, but the signals we were receiving were very powerful. Someone is, or has been, here."

"Martians?" Dr. Hayden asked.

"You know that isn't possible, Doctor. This environment isn't very suitable for natural organic evolution beyond a few species of microbes and low-level algae."

"Then...you mean...someone else, right?"

"Exactly...perhaps explorers, such as ourselves, from another solar system who have chosen neutral ground for our first meeting."

Dr. Hayden shivered. "Sounds scary."

But Dr. Sneed felt otherwise. "Quite the contrary, Doctor!...Imagine -- real, live aliens...beings from another world, another sun, another culture!...Think what it would do to Earth politics...Earth religions!"

"I shudder to think!" Hayden said. "Things are bad enough!"

"Well, we knew what we were getting ourselves into when we trained for this mission. After all, we came here expecting to find someone -- whoever sent those signals. It's not as though finding life up here was going to be a total surprise."

As they talked, the wind was picking up and the dust and sand were shifting around them.

Sneed turned away from Hayden and the caves. "I think we'd better get--"

Suddenly nothing.

Dr. Hayden turned around and found herself alone. Sneed was gone!

"Doctor!" she yelled, turning her transmitter up to its highest level. "Doctor Sneed!"

Suddenly the sands beneath her feet gave way and she was sucked down.

She immediately lost consciousness.

"Dr. Sneed!...Vera! Answer if you hear me! This is Ed!" Lt. Jeffers shouted over the transmitter. "This is the Mars Lander. Do you read me?" After a moment of static, he turned to Pondu. "Colonial, there's still nothing! It's been five hours, and still no reply. What could've happened to them?"

But Pondu just shook his head. "I don't know. They should've been back hours ago. Their oxygen would have run out about an hour ago."

"Maybe they got lost in the storm!"

"I don't see how. All they had to do was follow the mountains back."

"Maybe they did and passed us!"

"Hm-m. Maybe, but even in this weather they should have heard us."

"Not if their receivers went out!"

"One, maybe, but not both."

Jeffers was desperate. "Well, we've gotta do something! We can't just stand here and do nothing!"

Pondu whirled around and eyed Jeffers. "Until that storm dies down, that's exactly what we're gonna do. We can't afford to lose anyone else, and that's just what'll happen if any one of us goes out there now!"

Jeffers sighed and tried to cool down. "Well, then, what do you suggest, sir?"

Pondu realised this wasn't easy for the lieutenant, but he had to do what he thought was right for all of them...for the good of the mission. "At first let-up of the storm, if it's light outside, Doc and I will take the jet-packs and search for them."

"That's it?"

"That's all we can do...okay?"

Jeffers again sighed, then nodded. "Yes, sir....I'm going below. Let me know if anything comes up, okay?"

Pondu nodded.

Arthur Sneed kicked the wall in disgust. How had he gotten here? Why was he here?

He turned and eyed his surroundings...a large dungeon prison cell, complete with wall-chains, no wall windows, and bars on the small, closed window in the locked door....Something right out of Medieval Earth!

Why am I being held prisoner, he thought gloomily, and by whom?
Suddenly he was hit by a pain...a pain deep within his skull. He fell to the floor, eyes closed in agony....In his head were visions...hideous scenes of fire and torture. Men in chains, alive, being castrated. Live women in chains being stripped of their flesh and de-breasted. Arms and legs of live children being ripped from their sockets and devoured by demonic creatures of uncertain forms. Visions so terrifying as to make the doctor scream.

And suddenly the visions were gone. Dr. Sneed soon realised that he was still a prisoner in the cold and lonely dungeon. Sweat dripped from his forehead as he dragged himself to his feet.

"What's happening to me?" he shouted into the air. "Where am I? Why am I being held prisoner? In the name of God, answer me!"

His only reply was silence, and the sound of his own tortured breathing.

"Are you sure all back-ups are out?" Col. Pondu asked into the transmitter.

"Quite sure," Capt. Reed replied from the orbiting Phoenix. "Engines One and Three were overheating from cooling system breakdown, and their back-ups are also out. I had no choice but to shut them down."

"I assume you're working on the problem."

"I have the diagnostic programs running now. The computer'll report anything it finds."

"Very well. But what if the problem's unrepairable?"

Reed's sigh was clearly heard. "We'll have a long ride home."

"How long?"

"About eight months."

That did not make Pondu very happy at all.

Vera Hayden tugged on her chains, feeling helpless and weak. The clasps around her wrists were well secured, as were the connecting chains from the rock wall. There were also chains around her legs, spreading them far apart.

Her complete nakedness and helpless position made her shudder. She hated the idea of what might come next.

Suddenly she heard voices...not in her ears, but in her head. There seemed to be three distinctly different voices.

The woman is perfect.

Time to begin.

She responds quite well.

Yes, the vibrations aroused her sufficiently.

Tests indicate the process should begin now.

Time to begin.

Yes, let us begin.
Vera tried to call out at the voices, but then she suddenly found herself in unspeakable ecstasy. In her mind a vision of a lover appeared...someone she did not know personally, but in her clouded mind she recognised the face…it was that of Ryan Nimota, the young student who had died back on Earth. She felt he was real, making real, passionate love to her...and she was enjoying the ever-mounting feeling.

Sweat began to flow from every pore in her skin, and her entire body twitched with uncontrollable spasms. She had never had a feeling quite like this before.

A few moments after the beginning, Vera had a long, mind-wrenching orgasm...one which left her tired and weak...too tired and weak to hear the voices which were once more in her head.

It is finished.

Yes, the process was a success.

She will soon be ready to depart.
"On further checking, I could find no reason for the over-heating, or the cooling system breakdown," Capt. Reed reported from the Phoenix. "The entire system checks out perfectly, so the entire system should be functioning perfectly...unless there's a computer malfunction, which is highly unlikely. But I'm about to begin the computer self-diagnostics anyway."

"Good," Col. Pondu responded. "Should take only a couple hours. The weather's beginning to break down here. Dr. Gerard and I are jetting out to search for the missing doctors."

"Any hope of finding them?"

"Possibly...but not alive," Pondu replied solemnly. "It's been nearly forty-eight hours, and they had enough oxygen for only four hours apiece....We'll let you know what happens. Pondu out." He cut communications and sighed as he grabbed his helmet.

"Ready?" Dr. Gerard asked.

"Yeah. Let's get the jet-packs."

Once outside the Lander, the two men assisted each other with their jet-packs. When they were both secured, the men lifted from the ground to a height of about thirty feet, then propelled forward, slowly reaching an altitude of one hundred feet, with a speed of approximately twenty-five miles per hour.

With the mountains to their right, the men followed the course the two missing doctors were to have followed. For four miles they flew, looking for any trace of the doctors in the basin or the low foothills of the mountains.

"Look, Colonial!" Gerard shouted, pointing down to the base of the mountains. "Caves!"

"Yeah," Pondu replied. "Don't see anything else, though."

"Not from this angle."

"Let's go in for a better look."

The two searchers lowered themselves to the ground, sending up dust all around. When the dust cleared, the men relieved themselves of the jet-packs and dusted their helmet visors off.

Suddenly Pondu was running. "Quick, Doc! I see something!"

Gerard raced to Pondu's side at the entrance of one of the caves....There, lying motionless and still in their suits, were Doctors Hayden and Sneed!

"Check 'em out!" Pondu ordered, but Gerard was already looking them over.

"My god! I don't believe this!" the doctor gasped.

"What's up?"

"They're still alive!"

Pondu examined the unconscious couple. "Yeah, and their gauges indicate just over half empty for both of them."

"But how can that be?"

"I don't know, but we'd better get them back to the Lander."

"Right," Gerard agreed.

"You heard right," Pondu radioed to Reed. "They're still alive. Both are unconscious in their quarters and Doc is looking after them."

"Good!" Reed said, clearly relieved. "How long 'til you lift off?"

"All experiments are finished and nothing's been heard of those signals."

"Yeah, what about that?" Reed asked, sounding concerned. "You know...they're expecting results back on Earth. Those bigwigs--"

"Are ready to axe the space program, I know. But without a signal to home in on, there's little or no chance of finding the exact position they were coming from. Personally, I wouldn't mind spending a little more time down here investigating, but...we'll just have to see what Doctors Hayden and Sneed have to say first."

"Right."

"Any word from Earth?"

"Plenty," Reed replied, "but it's sporadic. More hunger riots in America...anti-American demonstrations in Russia -- oh, the Russians were preparing their own version of the Phoenix when it mysteriously blew up in Earth orbit, killing three technicians and damaging Luna Two."

"Plenty of trouble," Pondu said. "Well, I'm gonna go check on Doc's progress, then we'll decide what to do, okay?"

"Right....Phoenix out."

In Vera Hayden's quarters, Dr. Gerard was completing his examination of her when Col. Pondu arrived. He seemed most concerned over the situation...as he had a right to be.

"Just like Sneed," Gerard reported. "Not a mark on her. I checked every inch of them both. Not even a trace of radiation. Nothing."

"How do you explain it?" Pondu asked. "Forty-eight hours on just two hours of oxygen...and yet, you say they're okay. How?"

"I just don't know. There doesn't seem to be any lung damage or brain wave disruption. Somehow they went for almost two days without breathing any oxygen....I know that's impossible, but that's what it boils down to."

This was all wrong to Pondu. Something really far-fetched was developing in his mind...something he didn't dare take seriously, but he felt it was possible, however improbable.

He took Gerard aside, away from Dr. Hayden. "Doc...what if they were breathing oxygen, but not from their tanks."

Gerard scratched his head. "Well, it seems they were getting oxygen from somewhere, but from where? Certainly not in those caves."

"Maybe someone else was supplying it."

Gerard didn't like what his commander was implying. "You mean, like...aliens?"

"Think about it, Doc. We were getting signals from that general area, and then the signals stopped the moment we made orbit. Maybe, now just maybe, whoever was sending those signals decided to take a look-see at what we're like...using the doctors as specimens."

"But why? Why hold someone for two days, then release them...and in good condition?"

Pondu still had no answers, only ideas. "Maybe to see how vulnerable we are...or maybe they never meant us any harm at all. They had to have some reason for signaling us here."

"But why did they cut the signal once we made orbit over this bloody dustbowl?"

Pondu was sure he knew the answer and sighed at the thought of it. "They knew we were coming."

The sun was rising over a clear, calm, and cold Martian basin when Pondu received word from Dr. Gerard that Vera Hayden had awaken.

Despite a restless sleep, Pondu was quick to rise and meet Gerard in Dr. Hayden's quarters. Upon his arrival, Vera seemed as cheerful as ever, as though nothing had happened.

"I remember nothing," she insisted to Pondu's questioning. "We were at the entrance of the first cave one minute, then I'm here in bed the next....How'd I get here, anyway?"

"You don't remember breathing without a respirator?" Pondu asked.

"No. Why? Was I?"

"It would seem that way," Gerard replied.

Vera eyed both of them. "You say it's been two days...I remember nothing. That's all I can say."

Pondu could see that he was getting nowhere...fast. He took Gerard aside and asked him to accompany him to Dr. Sneed's quarters.

The two men excused themselves from Vera's presence, then went to see Sneed.

Pondu eventually left Sneed's room with as much information as he had arrived with...nothing....Neither person remembered a thing, yet...something had happened, he was sure of it!

In the control room, Pondu found Lt. Jeffers reading.

"Suit up, Jeffers," Pondu ordered. "We're going site-seeing again."

"Where to?" Jeffers asked as he tossed the book aside and stood.

"Ever go cave exploring?"

Jeffers nodded. "It's called spelunking, and yes, quite a few times."

"Well, let's go. Grab a flashlight, suit up, and get a jet-pack."

Suddenly there was a loud rumbling under them, and the Lander began to shake violently. Jeffers ran to one of the consoles and examined the instruments.

"Quake!" the lieutenant reported. "Five-point-three!"

Pondu ran to the radio. "Lander to Phoenix! Reed, you copy?"

"Copy, Colonial," Reed replied. "I'm reading a very large disturbance directly beneath your position."

"You're telling me!"

"Computer predicts a max build-up of ten on the scale. That whole area's gonna break up!"

"Gotchya. Prepare for our lift-off. Out." Pondu turned to Jeffers. "Secure for lift-off!"

"Right," Jeffers returned.

Pondu switched the radio to on-board. "All personnel, secure for emergency lift-off! Repeat -- secure for emergency lift-off!" He then began to quickly check all of the indicators.

"All systems GO!" Jeffers reported from his station.

"Same here," Pondu returned as he buckled himself in. "Let's get th' hell outta here!" He pushed a button and all seven of the Lander's engines fired. The winged machine taxied across the quaking basin for only one hundred yards before it took to the air.

From the cloudless sky, Pondu and Jeffers could see plumes of smoke and dust billowing into the air from the highest peak on the planet, the great Olympus Mons...the spot where the strange signals had originated....Whatever had been there surely must have been destroyed...or so Col. Pondu figured.

July 24, 2022...11 a.m. (Ship Time)

The single nuclear engine of the Phoenix fired and the huge spacecraft broke its orbit over Mars, reaching out into space and heading for Earth...home. By midnight the Phoenix's top single-engine speed of nearly twenty-thousand miles per hour was reached.

"At this rate we'll be nearly eight months getting home," Pondu indicated. "Things can get pretty boring around here in eight months…not to mention a depletion of food supplies."

"Can't be helped," Reed said. "Engine power is low. With two engines out and one more drained, I'd say we're pretty lucky to be moving at all."

"And you still haven't found the problem?" Pondu asked.

Reed shook his head as he sighed. "There's no evidence of a problem with the engines, and there's nothing to indicate a computer problem. Everything checks out perfect...but nothing's working right."

Pondu sighed deeply. "Well, we'll have to ration our food, but there's a good oxygen supply. If nothing else goes wrong, we should make it okay...a little ragged, but okay."

"Colonial," Jeffers reported, "a message from Earth is coming in."

"Recorders on," Pondu ordered. "Open the channel."

"Mission Control here," a voice sounded over the radio. "How are things up there?"

"No change," Pondu reported. "Still running on one engine at max speed. How about there?"

"Our experts still haven't come up with any answers," Earth replied. "We've got some really bad news on other things, however. At approximately ten this evening...Luna Two blew up. There's nothing left of the station at all."

This was stunning news to the crew of the Phoenix.

"And the Russians have formally blamed the United States for the destruction of their Mars ship," Earth continued.

Another blow to the Phoenix crew.

"What else?" Pondu asked.

"The Secretary of State is in emergency conference with the President and an official statement is being prepared for the Security Counsel of the United Nations. It's suspected our government is going to accuse the Russians of retaliatory sabotage on Luna Two for the loss of their ship."

Pondu knew what this all meant....It could very well mean war...something the two superpowers had been able to avoid for so many years.

"You think the worst is about to happen?" Pondu asked.

"We sure as hell hope not," Earth replied. "War would mean the end of us all...but at this point we can only wait and see."

The rest of the report was not much better...only problems. Problems the six weary astronauts were heading for.

August 25, 2022...9 a.m. (Ship Time)

Vera Hayden knew why she felt so bad, but she didn't want to face up to it....If only she hadn't let her emotions get the best of her!

She explained her symptoms to Dr. Gerard and he gave her a complete physical examination, after which he gave her the prognosis.

"We all know how you and Lt. Jeffers are getting along," he said. "No one really minds, but...have you two had sex within the past three to five weeks?"

Vera blushed a little and smiled. "Yes...twice...while everyone else was asleep....I am pregnant, right?"

"Yes, you are. You know?"

"I suspected. I know the symptoms. I'm not really upset about it. Ed and I discussed the possibility of it, and we decided two weeks ago to get married...before the symptoms arrived....Of course, we had decided to do all this after we got back to Earth."

"Well, congratulations," Gerard said. "If you should decided to not abort--"

"Abort?" Vera asked, almost angrily. "I won't do any such thing. It's our child and it's gonna live."

"Very well," Gerard sighed. "It's your decision. I see no danger in being pregnant in space. Something different, but theoretically safe. Except..."

"Except?"

"We may have to land on Earth in the Mars Lander now that there's no Luna Two. That may cause some complications."

Vera Hayden just smiled. "Let's worry about that when the time comes, okay?"

"Sure," Gerard replied softly...but he was already worrying.

November 21, 2022...4:15 p.m. (Ship Time)

Things were not going well aboard the Phoenix. News of war threats on Earth made everyone uneasy, and Vera Hayden's emotional state made things worse. She was becoming iratable and irresponsible in her job in the Hydroponics Garden. All she wanted to eat was meat -- no vegetables and very little liquids.

Col. Pondu was very concerned...and so was Lt. Jeffers, altho he could say little during her rages. The pregnancy was taking its emotional toll, but nothing could be done about it. The five other crew members agreed to give a large portion of their meat rations to Vera and to do their best to live with her.

They still had four months to go.

December 18, 2022...1 p.m. (Ship Time)

Col. Pondu was going over the last report from Earth. Capt. Reed was asleep. Lt. Jeffers was reading in the galley. Dr. Gerard was examining the ever-complaining Dr. Hayden....Things were basically quiet.

Dr. Sneed was in Hydroponics checking his plants. Since Dr. Hayden had been taken off the project, Sneed had to make all the observations and feedings.

The geologist had been working a little slow during the past few weeks. He wasn't sure what it was, but he was aware of something -- or someone -- trying to communicate with him in some way for some reason...from somewhere. Of course, it was only his imagination...at least that's what he hoped it was. There seemed to be unspoken voices in his head at different times...not hearable, but...just there.

Sneed hoped that he wasn't going mad; yet, at the same time, he hoped that he was going mad so that the voices would just be his mind...and not real voices.

As the doctor reached for another piece of string to tie his tomato plants up with, a faintness fell over him. His vision became distorted, but he did not feel tired. His arms were weak and no longer responded to his will. He felt as tho he were drugged.

And the voices returned....Whispers...shouts...cries...anger.

You know! You know!

Please die! You must never tell!
Sneed tried to grab the string, attempting to avoid what he was certain to be his imagination -- space delirium or something just as logical...if madness could be called logical.

You must cease! You cannot tell!

You must cease to be! Your mind knows us!

You would tell of us! You must never tell!
Sneed's hand could not grasp the string, but instead went for the small black knife just inches from the string. The doctor tried to resist, but he wasn't sure that he could...or whether he even should resist.

Please die! You must never reach home!

You would someday remember!

You would someday tell!
Sneed's hand grasped the knife firmly by the blade, cutting a deep gash in his hand...but he did not flinch. Indeed, the doctor could think of nothing but his own destruction.

Do it! End your existence!

You must! There is no other way!
With the tip of the knife, Dr. Sneed began to cut deep slices into his right wrist. Slowly he cut, watching with empty eyes as the life fluid of his aging body seeped out onto the flowerbox and his young tomatoes.

He carefully, and without resistance, put the knife into his bloody right hand and proceeded to slice his left wrist. Then he dropped the knife.

You are near termination!

You can never tell them of us!
Blood flew everywhere around him as the doctor fell to his knees. A pool of blood began to form on the floor around his knees. He could feel the life energy being sucked out of him.

Die! Die!

Die! Ha-ha!

Die!
Dr. Arthur Sneed fell face-down into the pool of blood and he sank slowly into a deep oblivion of darkness.

Moments later, he was dead.

"Damn it! What happened?" Pondu shouted as he entered the late Dr. Sneed's quarters. He saw Sneed's body on the bed and Dr. Gerard was standing over it.

"Suicide," Gerard answered gloomily, wiping blood from his hands. "Cut his wrists...mighty deep, too."

"Why? He had no reason to want to die."

"I don't rightly know...but I know he hasn't been all together himself for the past few weeks or so."

"Meaning?"

Gerard shook his head. "Meaning I don't know. It was just something...as though his mind was preoccupied, bothered by something."

"Space sickness?" Pondu suggested.

"Not likely. Sneed was a veteran. He's probably had more time in space than any two or three of us."

"Over-fatigue, then."

"I don't think so. I saw no physical effects while he was alive. None of us did."

"Do you think it had anything to do with his disappearance on Mars?"

"If it did, there was a mighty long delay period," the physician replied, pulling out his pipe. "That's one reason why I haven't really connected Vera's unusual emotional behaviour with anything which might have happened on Mars -- aside from her pregnancy. There was just too much time in between."

Pondu was confused. What could drive a relatively sane and calm man to such a gruesome death?

"Do you think something happened to them on Mars?" he asked.

Again Gerard shook his head. "I don't know what to think about their absence of memory of almost forty-eight hours. They certainly didn't have forty-eight hours of oxygen in those tanks." He lit his pipe.

"So that takes us back to square one....What did happen back there?"

"And why don't they remember?"

"And does it have anything to do with Dr. Sneed's suicide?"

Gerard could only shrug. "Too many questions and not a clue to one single answer."

Pondu let his mind settle upon the problem cautiously. If only that quake hadn't forced them to flee that basin! There were so many questions to be answered, and some of the answers had surely been there!...In that respect, the Mars mission had failed.

"Well," the colonial sighed, "what should we do with Dr. Sneed?"

"We could send him out into space," Gerard suggested. "A burial in space."

"Yes, I suppose we could, but I think we should save his body for his family back on Earth."

Gerard re-lit his pipe. "How, pray tell, are we going to keep a body for three months without decay setting in?"

"We'll put the body in the airlock chamber, close it, and depressurise. The vacuum will offset any change in the body for the rest of the trip."

"Of course...but we'll have to wrap it tight in plastic to keep it humid, else he'll dry out like a prune."

Pondu sighed. "Should be no problem. I'll go below and see what we have on hand."

"You're a good man, Colonial."

"That's why I'm the commander, Doc. I get all the crappy jobs." And the colonial left immediately to take care of the situation.

December 24, 2022...11:35 p.m. (Ship Time)

Nearly a week had passed since Dr. Sneed's untimely demise. Vera Hayden hadn't gotten over it completely as of yet. She often dreamed of Dr. Sneed's suicide act...almost as vividly as if she had been there in Hydroponics watching him. The voices, the knife, the painless bleeding.

And there were other dreams...voices in her head, sometimes while she was asleep, and other times when she was awake. Sometimes they were just barely audible -- altho she could still sense their presence -- and sometimes they were loud...but they had never awaken her from her sleep as they did on this night.

Hungry! Food!

Please eat food!
Slowly, Vera sat up in her bed, thinking about the voices. Had she dreamed them? She was so weak and sleepy.

Eat! Go eat!

You must eat!

You must eat food! Nutrition! Strength!
She was sure that she wasn't hungry at all, but the thought continued to grasp her mind. She wasn't hungry, but...the baby was!

Go! Find food!

Meat is what you need! Fresh meat!

Eat, please! For the child, you must eat!
Suddenly Vera could no longer resist the temptation of food. She had very quickly developed an intense craving for food...and she had to have meat!

She stood as the voices continued to guide her thoughts. Turning towards her door, she left her quarters for the galley.

Food! Food!

Quickly, you must eat!

Meat! Your child wants meat!
Vera could not move quickly. She was far too large for her length of the pregnancy. She walked emotionlessly to the galley...starry-eyed and deaf to any of the ship's noises. Everyone else was either sleeping or preparing to sleep...except for Col. Pondu, who was on duty this shift.

In the galley, Vera tried to order beef, but the computer flashed an EMPTY sign. She tried pork, but got the same response...and the same was found with ham, lamb, fish, and chicken, as she frantically hit every button she could see. There simply was no more meat on board the Phoenix!

You must have meat!

Eat! Please hurry!

For the child! You must eat meat!
Yes, there was meat aboard the Phoenix, Vera realised. It was as fresh as possible and none of the nutrients had been cooked out.

She silently left the galley and went straight for the control room. Col. Pondu was busy examining some star photos Lt. Jeffers had left out earlier.

"Can't sleep tonight, eh?" he asked, looking up just long enough to see who it was.

Vera did not answer, but went directly over to the airlock control panel.

Pondu put down the pictures. "Sorry I can't talk right now," he apologised, "but it's time for me to check the reactor cooling chamber. The meter in here is shot. I shoulda seen it going long ago."

Still Vera said nothing. She just stood motionless before the airlock controls.

"Yeah, it's too bad about Dr. Sneed," Pondu remarked. "Can't let it get to ya, though....Well, see ya later." And he left the room.

Quickly! Eat!

Food! You must eat!
Vera pushed a blue button and watched one of the many meters as its dial moved from ZERO to FULL. Then she pressed a green button and the airlock door began to slowly slide open.

Quickly! For the child!

Meat! You must have meat!

The child must have meat!
Vera walked over to the open airlock and smiled as she gazed upon the wrapped body of Dr. Arthur Sneed which was lying on the chamber floor.

Slowly she approached the body and knelt beside it, pulling and clawing at the thick plastic wrap. Frantically she shredded the wrapping away with her fingernails, then she took her right hand and began to search for the meatiest areas of the dead man's body. His arms, his thin chest, up one leg, across the groin, and down the other leg she felt.

She became satisfied with one of the legs and tore off part of the pants. Bending down further, she sank her teeth into the skin of the man she had once known as Dr. Sneed, friend and colleague.

Quickly! You must eat!

The flesh! Please eat!
She had begun, but just as the first drops of blood began to fill her mouth--

"Dr. Hayden!" It was Col. Pondu. He had caught her!

Vera Hayden stood and looked hazily at the colonial....

Then she fainted.

December 25, 2022...12:05 a.m. (Ship Time)

"And you don't think she's insane?" Pondu asked Dr. Gerard in his quarters. The colonial had put Vera back to bed, then awoke Gerard, who immediately sedated her heavily.

"I'm only a physician, not a psychologist," Gerard said, "but I know the difference between insane and delirious...and she was definitely delirious -- or maybe delirious isn't the right word, either, but I can't describe her state of mind any differently."

"Well, when I caught her chewing on that poor dead man's leg, her eyes certainly weren't normal-looking. She seemed...disorientated, ya know? Like she was possessed or something."

"You mean like demons and witches? Cannibals and vampires?"

"I'm not some ignorant peon native just out of the jungle, Doc. I don't believe in such things on Earth, much less all the way out here in space."

The doctor grinned. "There was a time when cannibals did exist on Earth."

"But not now, so don't hand me any of that hokus-pokus crap, okay?"

"Then what do you suggest?" the doctor asked.

"Dammit, I don't know. It's too late and I'm too tired to think right now." Pondu could only shake his head in disappointment and sigh wearily. "One hell of a Christmas this is, eh?"

"Yeah....We should've been back on Earth by now."

"Yeah, if those two damned engines wouldn't have died on us."

"Well...merry Christmas, Colonial."

"Yeah, Doc," Pondu sighed, turning to leave the room. "A merry friggin' Christmas to you, too."

January 7, 2023...10 a.m. (Ship Time)

The first week of the new year, beginning the sixth month from Mars, seemed a little quieter. No suicides, no cannibalism.

Vera Hayden was relieved of all duties, and most of her time was spent in her quarters. She continued to grow larger and larger...far larger than a woman should have been in her sixth month of pregnancy. Her craving for meat continued, but she was kept sedated enough to prevent her from repeating her cannibalism routine. She found that she had to settle for juices, vegetables, and broths...she especially enjoyed the broths.

On this particular day, when Dr. Gerard awoke, Col. Pondu was still asleep...Capt. Reed had the watch this shift. Lt. Jeffers was visiting Vera in her quarters.

Gerard found himself standing at his little sink, staring at the mirror above it....So much had happened since they left Mars, and he was beginning to formulate some theories. He didn't dare tell anyone just yet, crazy as they were, but still...he some idea of what might be going on with Dr. Hayden, and why Dr. Sneed had killed himself....It had to have something to do with Mars...and those mysterious signals! He was sure of it, but what could he say or do? If he said anything at this point, the others would surely think him as insane as Dr. Hayden.

Standing before the sink and mirror, he turned on the water and threw handfuls of the cold liquid onto his face. It didn't seem to wake him much more than he was before he got out of bed. This seemed strange. He had no reason for feeling the way he did...almost as tho he had an unshakable hangover from the night before, but that, of course, was impossible since there was no drinking alcohol of any kind aboard the Phoenix.

The doctor tried hot water, then soap and hot water...but he still felt groggy, as tho he were drugged. Then he heard voices -- at least they seemed like voices, altho he didn't really hear anything at all. Yet the voices were there...inside his fogged head.

Threat, you are.

Dangerous. You suspect.
What they were saying meant little to the doctor. He did not easily give in to imagination or fatigue. Yet...those voices!

You think you know!

You must not know!

You must never tell.

But it is not time to die yet.

Not until after the time has passed.
Dr. Gerard swung the mirror aside and revealed a small utility cabinet within the wall. In it were his personal cleansing items. He took out his razor and shaving creme. Battery-driven electric shavers were standard in space, but an electric razor had not yet been built that could cut through his tough beard...at least not without rashing his delicate skin. So he used the old fashion razor blade shaver and creme.

He spread the creme onto his face...just enough to keep his face moist.

You must be taught a lesson.

You must never tell!

Never tell of what you suspect!
The razor skimmed across Gerard's face with ease, gathering hair and shaving creme. A second stroke, however, seemed to draw blood. He'd cut himself...nothing unusual about that. His penchant for the old-fashion method of shaving often cost him a little blood, nothing major....Yet, when he reached up to his face, he felt nothing wet upon his fingers. Nor was his hand stained when he looked at it.

The doctor stroked again. This time he saw the razor sink deep into his face and draw even more blood. Yet he felt no pain, and he felt no blood run down his face, as the mirror indicated...and he saw none on his hand....But the mirror showed blood!

Learn your lesson!

Experience our power!
Gerard couldn't continue with this madness! He bent over and washed his face clean of the shaving creme. When he stood straight again, the face he saw in the mirror was not his face! It was ugly...beyond belief. Alien beyond description! Wrinkled and gray, but not covered with flesh.

"Oh, no!" Gerard cried, and he turned away quickly. He covered his face with his hands...nothing had changed. He still had smooth skin...aged, but smooth.

Let this teach you!

We have power!
Gerard slowly turned and looked into the mirror again, afraid of what he might see. This time, however, he saw himself as normal. He gazed for a moment, then sighed. He knew what he had seen, and he knew that he had, indeed, seen something in his mirror, yet...he saw only himself now....Was he, too, going mad?

He thought it better to not mention the incident to the colonial...at least not right away. If the ship's physician were to be hearing voices and seeing things, then the morale of the Phoenix would surely be lost. After all, a ship's doctor should be mentally fit at all times, right?

January 12, 2023...3 a.m. (Ship Time)

The Phoenix was dark and quiet as everyone slept...everyone except Col. Pondu who, again, had the night shift.

Tired of reading, Pondu turned on the viewer and watched the forward stars. So cold and lifeless they seemed. Filling the void by the billions, yet far from filling the void at all, the stars held a promise for Mankind...at least Pondu believed so. If only Man didn't keep pushing itself towards destruction on Mother Earth. Wars, pollution, disease, and famine...Man could rid himself of all of these problems if only he would spend more money on space exploration and less on self-destruction.

Suddenly there were footsteps, and Capt. Reed slowly entered the room.

"Oh, it's you, Charlie," Pondu observed, gazing back to the screen.

Reed silently walked across the room and stopped near the airlock. As Pondu continued with the viewer, Reed seemed to be busy with something.

"You know, Charlie," Pondu said, eyes still on the viewer, "whoever sent those signals might well have come from one of those stars...one of those millions of--"

Suddenly a whirlwind struck! Everything loose was sucked out through the airlock, including Capt. Reed and the body of Dr. Sneed.

Pondu grabbed the main computer and held tightly as he was being pulled towards the airlock. Realising he would soon run out of air and pressure, he quickly made his way to the airlock controls, closing both airlock doors.

The alarm was still clamouring and the door entrance to the rest of the Phoenix still sealed as Pondu stumbled -- short of breath -- back to the main computer. He quickly adjusted the air and pressure, then silenced the alarm.

As the door to the rest of the ship opened, Dr. Gerard rushed in. "What th' hell happened up here?"

Pondu ran to a porthole and looked into space. "Reed's just jettisoned himself into space!"

"Without a suit?" Gerard asked, hardly believing his eyes and ears. Nothing could be seen of Reed in the darkness of space.

Pondu turned to him grimly. "Without a suit. Didn't say a thing...he just...did it."

Gerard turned away from the porthole. "God!...What is happening to us? Why are we breaking up? Are we all going mad? What's happening?"

"I don't know!" Pondu replied, trying to out-shout the physician's hysteria. "I don't know...but we're not going to go to pieces over it!" He tried to calm himself as he straightened his uniform. "Whatever -- or whoever -- is behind this can't continue much longer. We're getting farther and farther from Mars."

Gerard was calming down himself by now. "So you think our problems are coming from Mars?"

"It has to be. It's the only explanation."

The doctor thought grimly for a moment. "Didn't that Berkeley college student receive visions from Mars?"

Pondu was confused. "Yes...I guess so, altho no one's been able to figure out why."

"Maybe it was a way for the aliens to display their power...to be able to control minds over millions of miles."

"Look, Doc...I had a dream yesterday....A strange dream."

"Of what?"

Pondu began to pace the control room floor. "I dreamed that God created the Earth...and all the plants and animals...and when it came time to create Man...Adam and Eve were black...." He trailed off.

"And?"

"And then the white race came from the stars...led by...Satan...." Again Pondu trailed off.

"Is that it?" Gerard asked.

"I'd say that's quite a lot, considering that I don't believe in a god."

"Hm-m, yes, of course. I see." Gerard then faced Pondu. "I had...a vision, or something, nearly a week ago...totally unexplainable. I wasn't going to say anything, but...I think under the circumstances...."

"Never mind the gory details...I can imagine," Pondu said. "Any theories?"

"Well, only the same one we've already discussed...the problems stem from some kind of alien power back on Mars."

"How do you figure they survived that quake?"

Gerard grunted and tried to break a feeble smile. "Ha! It was probably those bloody bastards' quake to start with!"

"To scare us off," Pondu surmised.

"Probably. They were finished with us, having examined Doctors Sneed and Hayden, so they had to keep us from further investigation."

"And like cowards we ran," the colonial sighed.

"Didn't have much choice. That quake would've destroyed us for sure."

"But we could have gone back."

Gerard chuckled slightly, stepping up to Pondu. "Look...you're not Flash Gordon and I'm not Doctor Zarkov. Our resources aren't unlimited. We can't just blast off and land, blast off and land whenever and wherever we please....Now, we got away without any real damages and that's that."

But Pondu just eyed the doctor. "But, Doc...did we really get away?"

They both knew the answer to that question.

January 15, 2023...9 a.m. (Ship Time)

Vera Hayden seemed to mellow out more and more as time went on. She still flew off the handle now and then, but her rages seemed less frequent and less severe. Her craving for meat all but disappeared, and she once again had a taste for greens.

Lt. Jeffers was feeling more and more like a father-to-be who wanted to get married....Dr. Vera Hayden was having his child. His child!
The night before, Vera had informed Dr. Gerard that her baby had dropped. The doctor couldn't believe it -- in only the sixth month of pregnancy -- but he examined her, and found that she was correct.

The pains were eight minutes apart...a little unusual to start with, but they remained a constant eight minutes apart during the entire evening and into the day of the fifteenth of January.

When Lt. Jeffers arrived in the control room to relieve Col. Pondu, the two men began discussing whether the colonial, as ship commander, should marry the young couple...a ceremony which had never before been done this far in space....Or maybe they should wait until they got to Earth, which Jeffers didn't really want to do....Why not be the first to marry in deep space?

"There could be complications in the birth," Pondu advised over coffee.

"Such as?" Jeffers returned.

Pondu shrugged his shoulders. "I don't know, but the doctor feels the child is rather large for its age."

"But what could happen?"

"I don't know, but what if the child dies? Then what? -- I know, it's a gruesome thought, but so many gruesome things have happened on this mission...we have to be prepared for the worst."

"Okay, so what?"

"Well, if it does die, then you'll be married for nothing, right?"

"For nothing?" Jeffers asked, quite upset at his commander's suggestion.

"You won't have to be daddy."

Now Jeffers was genuinely angered as he set his cup down. "You think I'm marrying Dr. Hayden because I have to...out of some old-fashioned idea of morality?"

"Well?"

"I thought I knew you better by now, Colonial...and I thought you knew me better, too. I don't have that much of a conscience, but I am going to marry that woman because I happen to love her, ya know? And she loves me, it's that simple!"

There was a moment of silence before Pondu continued. "Lieutenant, Dr. Gerard seems to feel that Vera might be suffering from attacks of mental delusion and she might have a total breakdown before this is all over."

Jeffers sipped more coffee. "Vera says she remembers nothing of the airlock incident with Dr. Sneed's body."

"Of course not," Pondu agreed. "From my talks with her, and from Doc's theories, I don't believe she's lying about forgetting...I think her mind has blocked the horrible incident out completely, almost as though it never happened."

"In other words, she's nuts, right?"

Pondu shook his head. "I didn't say that...but she could be headed that way."

"Well, there's no way to terminate the birth at this late date," Jeffers said.

"That's right, but I don't -- we don't, Dr. Gerard and I -- don't believe her mental state will effect the birth or the child, but it might effect her ability to raise the child."

"I'm hoping that after the birth she'll be okay, ya know? It's the pregnancy that's giving her a hard time. Once that's over, she should be okay."

"Well, neither of us are doctors, so it seems like hope is all we have to go on." Pondu finished his coffee and stood, sighing tiredly. "But right now I have a long-overdue appointment with a dream."

"A dream, sir?"

Pondu smiled. "Hopefully it'll be a girl on a deserted beach." He left the control room and went straight to his quarters.

January 19, 2023...2:15 p.m. (Ship Time)

The pains were coming very quickly by now...less than one minute apart. Vera had just enough time to call Dr. Gerard to her quarters. He met her, then called Pondu and Jeffers to attend.

The pains were becoming unbearable. Gerard helped Vera undress and had her lay out on her bed with a clean sheet over her and her legs spread apart.

As she laid there, she thought about her strange deliriums...awful dreams....Men being castrated while alive and in chains. Live women in chains being de-breasted. Children being eaten alive by hideous demons....Vera's dreams were very profane and unnatural...inhuman and inhumane....On a few occasions she even dreamed of killing Col. Pondu, then making love to his dead body. She shuddered at the thought of performing acts of necrophilia!

But now Lt. Jeffers -- Ed -- was near. She needn't worry any more. The ordeal was just about over, and soon their child would be with them.

Dr. Gerard, however, was worried about the birth. It was much too late to terminate the child...that should have been done months before. It was true that the experience gained by having the child would give better insight on continuing the Human Race in outer space. And it was also true that both parents had given their consent to go through with the experiment.

Still, however, Gerard was very worried. Besides being too premature, the fetal heart rate was 120 beats per minute...far too fast for a normal child. It was going to be a large child, as suspected from near the beginning. Vera's abdomen stuck out with abnormality, like a sore thumb. She was in great pain as the doctor shaved off all of her pubic hairs to insure a clean operation, should an operation be necessary. Cæsarian births were still common among humans. Gerard prayed like hell that it wouldn't come to that!

The child itself was kicking quite alot...too much, in fact. Almost as tho it wanted to leap right out. The physician instructed Vera how to breathe as he reached into her to assist the child's exit.

Lt. Jeffers held her squeezing hand.

"Keep panting, Doctor," Gerard instructed. "Short, quick pants. I have what should be the head, but it feels strange...too large. It almost feels like a breech, but the body is where it should be for normal del -- OOWW!"

The physician stiffened as though in extreme pain.

"Doc, what is it?" Pondu asked, rushing to Gerard's side.

"I don't know!" Gerard cried out. "I have its head and I'm pulling, but...it's biting me! My god, Alex, this baby has a full set of teeth!"

Pondu was shaken....Jeffers was frantic....Vera was screaming.

"It's biting you?" Jeffers asked.

Gerard was still in agonising pain. "Oh, Jesus, help me! It's coming!"

There was a sound of terror and pain and crying as the child quickly ripped its way out of Vera's bloodied body.

Colonial Alexavier Pondu got only one real look at the thing before it reached out for him.

********************

March 2, 2023...8:30 p.m. C.S.T.

"It's been a month and a half since last contact with the Phoenix," Mission Control Director Todd said in solemn anger.

"They've been on course all the way," Technician Owens added.

"But they'll be home in less than three weeks?" Brigadier General Wolmak asked.

"Yes, sir," Todd confirmed. "Eighteen days, six hours, and forty-three minutes until they make Earth orbit...around March the twentieth."

"Then what?" Wolmak asked.

Todd looked up at him. "Well, since there's no orbital station to dock with, they'll have to attempt their landing on Earth with the Mars Lander. It's aerodynamic and heat-shielded, like the shuttles. Meanwhile, the Phoenix itself will remain in orbit...maybe as a new orbital station."

The huge television screen at Mission Control had been dark for six weeks, but a steady blip-blip remained on the Space Tracking scopes. The Phoenix was still speeding towards Earth.

"Is everyone aboard dead?" the general asked.

"We don't know," Todd replied. "There's no reason to assume so."

"Is there any radiation? Maybe one of their engine reactors sprung a leak."

"We don't know."

The general, as usual, was impatient. "Damn it, Todd, every day you give me the same line of bull! We have to know! If that thing has a reactor leak, then it must be stopped somehow. The Lander will probably be contaminated, and we can't allow it to land if it is."

"Destroy it?" Owens asked with surprise.

"If we can't stop 'er by any other means," Wolmak replied. "Christ, the Russians would just love that! But we must be sure there are no survivors first."

"I agree," Todd said. "Just because they can't communicate doesn't mean they're dead."

"Maybe they're not receiving us," Wolmak suggested.

"Sir, Comm reports a constant open channel," Owens reported.

"Well, maybe they can't respond."

"Computer readings indicate telemetric source negative on defective communications equipment."

Wolmak was steaming. "Well, damn it! Something's happened!" Mission Control went silent for a moment as everyone looked at the angry general, then the routine continued.

"Yes, sir," Owens replied softly to Wolmak's last statement.

Suddenly there was a glow which filled the large room. The huge telescreen had come to life!

"Is it the Phoenix?" Wolmak asked with surprise.

"Of course it is!" Todd cried out excitedly. "Someone's alive! Some-one-a-board-that-ship's-alive!" He could not contain his joy.

Owens was about to express some kind of feeling, when something appeared on the screen. It was a single symbol...looking like the number eight laid upon its side.

"Infinity?" Owens asked, half to himself, and half back at the screen.

It was nearly noon the next day before the symbol on the big screen disappeared...only to be replaced by five more symbols, displayed one-at-a-time every three seconds. The five symbols just kept repeating themselves...a circle, a triangle, a rectangle, a square, and a five-pointed star. Over and over, silent and steady, three seconds per symbol.

General Wolmak was as furious as ever. He hated puzzles...and this was, indeed, becoming one hell of a puzzle!

"Now what is that supposed to mean?" he asked.

"Geometric forms," Todd said, staring at the screen. "A primitive, yet fairly universal, form of communication."

"Communication?"

"Geometry...mathematics...the universal language."

"From the Phoenix, right?"

"Of course, general."

"You think it's a code of some kind?"

"I don't know, sir," Todd replied. "Brandt, is the line still open to them?"

Technician Brandt, Owens' day-shift counterpart, checked his instruments. "Yes, sir."

Todd adjusted his head-set transmitter. "This is Mission Control in Houston. We are receiving your signals, Phoenix. Are you receiving ours?" A moment of silence. "I repeat, Phoenix. This is Mission Control. We read you, Phoenix. Are you reading us?"

There was only silence as Mission Control awaited an answer. Their only answer, however, was the constant changing of the same five symbols on the screen.

Every person watched the screen helplessly as the silent transmission continued on and on.

General Wolmak set his cigar into the ashtray on his desk in his private Mission Control office. He answered his buzzing telephone.

"Put him through, sergeant," he said...then: "Hello, Mr. President. I'm glad you returned my call....What's that, sir?...Problems?...Well, yes, sir, I do believe we may have us a real problem...."

March 10, 2023...8:15 C.S.T.

"I've been in touch with the President every day this week, filling him in day-by-day on things," Wolmak said to Todd as they stood before the telescreen. "He's somewhat concerned as to why there's been no change."

"I assure you, general, that there's little we here can do about it," Todd returned.

"Well, in either case, the President has been keeping in touch with his cabinet over the issue every day....He believes it to be as important an issue -- if not more important -- than the Russian situation."

"And I couldn't agree more," Todd further assured the general. "But again I say, there's little any of us can do to change the present status of this mission. The spacecraft cannot be controlled from here unless someone in the Phoenix switches the on-board computers over to our computers. Do you understand? And we've kept a twenty-four-hour two-way line open between us and the Phoenix. What more can we do?"

Wolmak still wasn't satisfied, but he realised the truth when he heard it. "Very well. I guess we'll--"

"Look!" Technician Owens interrupted. The big screen had gone dark, but the darkness didn't last very long.

Suddenly five more -- different -- symbols flashed on the screen, again one-at-a-time, one every three seconds.

"Make any sense?" Wolmak asked.

"I understand the symbols, but not the message -- if there is one," Todd replied. "There's a pi, the symbol for micro, an arrow used in chemistry for a chemical reaction, a square root sign, and a six-atomed carbon ring."

"This is rubbish!" Wolmak shouted. "Are those people up there insane or something...playing games?"

Todd sighed. "I rather doubt it."

"In ten days that ship will reach Earth," the general said, "but I've gotta know whether we can allow the Lander to touch down or not. The crew may be sick or injured or whatever, but if there's a danger of massive radiation, then it must be stopped -- not necessarily destroyed, gentlemen, but that's why we must know!"

"Look, general, I'll go over the facts," Todd said. "We know that all six members left Mars alive."

"Yeah," Wolmak remarked.

"Then came the deaths of Doctor Sneed and Captain Reed....Suicides...but you know the details."

"Yes, I've read the reports."

"It's still a mystery, but they were the only disturbances we know of. Everything else seemed to be going fine...the woman, Doctor Veronica Hayden--"

"Yes, I'm familiar with her," the general interrupted impatiently.

"Well, along the way, she managed to get herself pregnant."

"What?" Wolmak shouted, shaking everyone in Mission Control. "You mean she went all the way to Mars just to get knocked-up?"

Todd didn't feel too good just then. He thought the general had already known about the pregnancy of Dr. Hayden. "Well, we hardly think that. It was one of the crew who planned to marry her...Lieutenant Edward Jeffers, the astrogator."

"Damned trooper," the general cursed softly.

"As far as anyone knows, it happened during their Mars orbital time, and the commander, using his authorised prerogative, decided to not ask Dr. Hayden to abort the pregnancy. We had to go along with the birth on that basis...even if for nothing more than a biological experiment in deep space reproduction, with two very consenting subjects."

"Three," the general grunted as he lit a cigar.

Owens perked up. "Sir?"

"Three subjects," Wolmak repeated. "Don't forget the child."

"Bullshit!" Todd remarked. "Since when is the military interested in the rights and welfare of children?"

"We've got an image to keep up!" Wolmak defended in earnest. "This is the new Army!"

"Again," Owens mumbled.

Wolmak continued. "Our orders are to be interested in everybody's rights and welfare. After all, just because World War Three is knocking at both doors doesn't mean we can't take care of our own!"

"And what makes you think the child is ours?" Todd asked, eyeing the general for a reaction.

But the general did not flinch. "Meaning?"

"According to Col. Pondu's reports, Doctors Hayden and Sneed were missing on Mars for two days, and when they were found neither person had used more than half of his oxygen supply, which was four hours apiece."

"Yes...I'd heard that."

"Somehow they survived, and no one -- least of all Doctors Hayden and Sneed -- knew how. The two had no memory of the lost time."

"Yes, that is very unusual....So what?"

"Well, doesn't it seem strange that not much later Dr. Hayden winds up being pregnant and Dr. Sneed commits suicide for no particular reason?"

The general nodded. "I'll concede that Sneed's suicide may present a mystery, but if what you say about the affair between Dr. Hayden and Lt. Jeffers is true, then what's so strange about her becoming pregnant?"

"Someone sent those signals," Todd went on, "and those very same -- whatever they were -- might very well have done something to Dr. Hayden during the time which she could not remember."

"Is this your theory, Mr. Todd?" Wolmak asked.

"Not mine alone. Several scientists assigned to this project have come to the same solution...but we're not jumping the gun yet, general. We could be totally off base. It's a wild theory, but we're leaving ourselves open to all possibilities...however improbable."

Wolmak puffed his cigar and grinned. "Well, Todd, the President and his cabinet advisors have come to the same conclusion...and they're not jumping the gun, either. However...I have advised the Joint Chiefs of Staff to advise the President against waiting too long before acting. If our people are dead, and if whatever's up there isn't human, then we may not be able to let the Phoenix get even as close to Earth as an orbital position."

That was just what Todd did not want to hear.

March 17, 2023...1 p.m. C.S.T.

Another week of watching the same signals had gone by.

Professor Robert Guevera, one of the nation's top experts on Linguistics and Communications, was standing next to Todd in Mission Control. The professor had been shown video tapes of the earlier signals.

General Wolmak arrived as Technician Brandt was opening a channel for Todd.

"This is Mission Control, Phoenix," Todd said. "We are still receiving your signals. Can you speak to us?"

Suddenly the stream of changing symbols began to flutter, then the large screen went dark.

"Can you hear me?" Todd repeated.

Suddenly a large + appeared on the screen.

"Plus?" Brandt asked.

"Or positive?" Todd added. "A positive response?"

"Could be," Prof. Guevera replied. "It was a response."

"Can it say no?" Wolmak asked sarcastically. He wasn't sure if he believed in all this rig-a-moroll.

"I'll ask it something that should raise a negative reply," Todd said. "...Are you injured?"

This time a huge-flashed onto the screen.

"Negative," Guevera said. "Could mean no."

Todd looked at Guevera, then back to the screen. "Are you out of oxygen?"

Again a huge + appeared.

"That has to mean yes!" Brandt blurted with excitement.

"Gentlemen," Guevera said, "I think we've established communications."

"Well, now we're getting somewhere!" Wolmak said with relief. "We've got yes and no figured out."

"And we've got two serious problems," Todd sighed. "First, it's not breathing oxygen, and second, it isn't harmed, despite the lack of oxygen...which supports our theory....What's up there in the Phoenix is not a human being."

"Damn!" Wolmak cursed. "Send up one lousy rocket and we wind up getting invaded!"

"We don't know that this is an invasion," Todd said. "We still can't jump the gun on this. We have time to communicate first."

"Do we?" Wolmak asked. "Do we have any time left?"

Todd didn't feel like arguing ethics. He readjusted his head-mic. "Phoenix...this is Mission Control. Uh...we think...that...you are not from Earth."

To this there was no response.

"Please respond, Phoenix. Please respond."

Nothing.

"Who are you?"

Still nothing.

"What are you?"

Suddenly a huge symbol looking much like the number 8 turned sideways appeared on the screen.

"What th' -- ?" Wolmak grunted.

"Infinity," Prof. Guevera said.

"Did you understand my transmission?" Todd asked.

The sideways-8 disappeared, replaced by a +.

Todd was puzzled. "I understand, but can you explain more about yourself?"

Suddenly another symbol appeared...it was two horizontal half-arrows pointing parallel, but in opposite directions, to each other crossed diagonally by a straight line.

"Uh, that means...an irreversible chemical reaction," Prof. Guevera said.

Todd covered his mic. "Are you sure?"

Guevera shrugged his shoulders. "No. That's what the symbol means here on Earth...but we can only assume that our friend up there knows that...and hope we're right."

Todd returned to his mic. "I understand. Is there more?"

The screen went dark and remained that way for a moment or two. Then three more symbols appeared...the sideways-8, an italicised E, and the crossed half-arrow symbol.

"Infinity equals an irreversible chemical reaction," Guevera translated.

"Huh!" Todd chuckled. "Sounds like it's trying to explain its conception...its birth."

"You mean that thing doesn't know what it even is?" Wolmak asked with disbelief.

"Not altogether."

Wolmak was becoming furious again as he chomped on his cigar. "Goddamn bastard!"

On the screen flashed a huge +.

Wolmak was furious...Todd and Brandt were amused, and Prof. Guevera was curious.

"Better watch what you say, General," Brandt suggested.

Guevera motioned to Todd for a head-mic, and he was given an extra one. "Why are you here?"

No response.

"Do you understand?"

A + appeared on the screen....Yes.

Now Todd was growing a bit impatient. "How are you alive?"

The screen began to flash and flicker. Then six symbols appeared...the sideways-8, the italicised E, a circle with a cross connected to its bottom, a +, the crossed half-arrows, and an asterisk.

"What's that?" Todd asked.

"Well...," Guevera said slowly, "roughly it means Infinity equals woman plus an irreversible chemical reaction with...the stars!"

Wolmak grunted angrily. "Now what th' hell does that mean?"

"I'm not altogether sure," Guevera replied, not altogether telling the truth, "but those are the same six symbols that that Berkeley student saw...just before he mysteriously died."

Those words made everyone in Mission Control feel just a bit uneasy.

March 19, 2023...5:30 p.m. C.S.T.

For the umpteenth time in nearly three weeks, the President was on the other end of General Wolmak's telephone line.

"...and it's just speeding towards us with an alien pilot," Wolmak was saying. "Plus we have the extreme possibility of massive radiation."

"But you don't know for sure?" the President asked.

Wolmak hesitated only slightly. "No, sir...but the alien is real, and it will be here late tomorrow night unless we do something."

"What do you suggest, General?"

"Sir...I've talked with the Joint Chiefs of Staff -- as I know you have, also -- and we're certain only one nuclear warhead will do the job sufficiently....All we need is the authorisation to do so."

"And you're certain that's the only solution?"

"Yes, sir....There's been no word from the crew, so I think we can safely assume that this -- thing -- has killed them all, and radiation may be a problem if we let the Lander come to Earth....It all adds up to a messy situation...with only one cure."

Silence...then a sigh. "Alright, Wolmak. I'll authorise whatever plan you devise...but I want you to wait until the last minute, if possible. We must be sure that we're doing the right thing."

"Yes, sir."

"And also, General...it will be up to you to keep a lid on this thing. If the public finds out about this, they might just be curious enough to want to keep that thing alive, so...if we're going to destroy it, everything must be...you know...."

"Yes, sir...I know."

"It's your tail."

"Yes, sir. Thank-you, sir. I'll keep you posted. Good-bye, sir." Wolmak grinned as he hung up the phone.

He'd get that alien bastard for sure!

March 20, 2023...9 a.m. C.S.T.

When General Wolmak entered Mission Control, a haggard-looking Todd and Prof. Guevera were still watching the large screen before them. Symbols -- looking Oriental -- were flashing on the screen.

"We think it's going through various Earth alphabets, trying to learn the languages," Guevera explained to the General. "So far it's done French, Spanish, German, and Russian. Now it's doing Chinese."

"Did you get your authorisation to destroy it?" Todd asked, sounding more than just a little upset. "You're not sulking, so you must have. I hope you're happy."

"Not happy," Wolmak said. "Delighted! That son-of-a-bitch is gonna pay for killing our people."

"Couldn't wait for the Russians, huh?" Technician Brandt commented.

"Damn it, General!" Todd exploded. "What if the alien's friendly? We don't know for sure that it killed our people. Maybe they all committed suicide like Capt. Reed!"

"I sincerely doubt it, Mr. Todd!" Wolmak shouted back.

"What if we could learn from it?"

"What if we all die from it?" Wolmak insisted. Both men were heated.

"What if it needs our help?" Prof. Guevera asked, somewhat calmer.

"We're dealing with a lot of ifs, gentlemen....Now, I've been instructed to wait until the last possible minute before taking action...but I won't wait too long! That thing makes Earth orbit this afternoon, and, if it knows how to operate the Lander, it'll be on Earth by tonight! I'm certain we can't let that happen."

Suddenly the Chinese symbols stopped, and more-recognisable symbols appeared.

"It's going through the English alphabet," Brandt remarked.

Guevera sighed. "Once it's learned our language, then maybe we'll get down to some serious communications."

"I doubt it," Wolmak grunted, lighting a cigar.

From A to Z the letters of the English alphabet flashed on the screen. When they were finished, the letters repeated themselves. Then they were again repeated.

"It seems to have made the connection between the English alphabet and the language we've been speaking," Guevera suggested.

"Mighty goddamn smart of it!" Wolmak muttered bitterly.

Letters began to group together to form words on the screen...first simple words, then more complex words.

Then...the long-awaited message slowly formed on the huge screen!...I AM NONAME.

"I am No-na-me?" the general asked cautiously.

"No-Name," Todd just-as-cautiously corrected.

"Amazing!" Guevera mumbled.

Todd adjusted his head-mic. "What is no-name?"

NO NAME IS I.

"Who are you?" Todd insisted.

I AM NO NAME.

That was getting them nowhere, but Todd kept calm. "What are you?"

A flicker and a flash, then more words....I AM CHILD OF EARTH WOMAN AND CREATORS FROM STARS.

"Fantastic how it picked up our syntax so quickly!" Guevera observed.

"Too fantastic to suit me!" Wolmak grunted.

Suddenly more words appeared on the screen....I AM THE GATHERED INTELLIGENCE OF A THOUSAND CIVILIZATIONS...INCLUDING YOUR PUNY EARTH.

"What th' hell's it mean by puny?" Wolmak shouted. "I'll show it puny!"

Todd covered his mic. "Please, General. We're finally getting somewhere."

"Yeah, and it's looking worse all the time."

Todd gave him a weary eye and sighed, turning back to the screen. "Phoenix -- I mean, No-Name...what is your purpose?"

I AM TO INSTRUCT...I HAVE MUCH TO TEACH YOU.

"Why?"

IF YOU ARE TO FOLLOW, I MUST INSTRUCT...THUS MY DESTINY MAY BE FULFILLED, AS IT WAS WRITTEN IN YOUR BEGINNING.

"What destiny?"

DOMINATION.

A cold chill ran down Wolmak's spine. He was feeling downright paranoid!

Again Todd adjusted his mic, this time a little nervously. "Please explain."

MY NAME IS NO-NAME, BUT YOU KNOW ME BY MANY OTHER NAMES....I HAVE COME TO DOMINATE THE RACE OF MAN AS WAS WRITTEN AT THE BEGINNING OF YOUR TIME....I SHALL UNLOCK THE SECRETS OF THE UNIVERSE, WITH MAN AT MY FEET.

"I'll be god-damned!" Wolmak stormed. "I've heard enough! We're wasting that son-of-a-bitch!"

"Please wait!" Prof. Guevera pleaded.

"Hold on, General," Todd objected. "What gives you the right to decide?"

Wolmak pointed to his uniform lapel. "This star...and that man in the White House!"

Todd eyed him contemptuously. "Who th' hell do you think you are to put politics before knowledge?"

The general stood sternly before him. "Who do I have to be?"

With heated determination, Wolmak rushed to a nearby orange telephone. "This is Brigadier General Albert Stanford Wolmak, codename: George Washington. We have a Code One on the given target. Repeat...Code One on given target spacecraft. Implement orders immediately!"

He slammed the phone receiver down and returned to Todd's side.

"Asshole," Todd commented.

"Never-the-less, in about three hours the mission will be over," Wolmak said. "Officially."

"And what will be the official statement to the press, General?" Prof. Guevera asked.

At this the general grinned. "We'll simply tell them...Russian sabotage. All aboard were killed...and you, gentlemen, will say nothing to the contrary."

"We won't?" Todd asked angrily.

"Once that missile is launched, this entire project goes under military authority, and unauthorised statements will be a breach of national security....Is that thing up there worth spending the rest of your life in prison over?"

"Maybe," Guevera replied.

"Or we could make you into a mental case...and lock you away from the world for good."

At this Todd was adamant. "You go blaming the Russians, and there won't be any more world left. We're so close to World War Three now, and you want to make things even worse?"

"Case closed," was the general's only reply.

March 20, 2023...12:05 p.m. C.S.T.

"Two minutes 'til impact," Technician Brandt reported. Three dozen pairs of eyes were glued to a dozen radar screens.

"I'll be damned glad when this is all over, "Wolmak fussed. "I need some sleep."

Suddenly the dark screen began to flicker....I AM AWARE OF YOUR WEAPON APPROACHING ME....IT WILL DO ME NO HARM.

"We'll just see about that, sucker," Wolmak grunted.

Todd adjusted his head-mic. "Mission Control to Phoenix. The weapon is a nuclear missile. It carries a fusion device warhead. It will destroy you."

No response.

"One minute 'til impact," Brandt reported.

"Do you understand?" Todd asked. "I cannot stop it!"

YES....I AM NO-NAME....I HAVE SUPREME POWER.

"My ass!" Wolmak said.

Todd was sweating. "You will be destroyed!"

NEVER.

There was silence as the last seconds ticked away. The two blips on the radar screens merged, and then the screens became clear....The silence continued for a moment. No one moved an inch, not even General Wolmak.

Suddenly something appeared on the dozen radar screens.

"Look!" Brandt exclaimed.

"It can't be!" Wolmak raged.

"It's too small to be the Phoenix," Todd observed.

Suddenly the huge screen lit up....I AM NO-NAME. I HAVE SUPREME POWER.

"I don't believe it!" Prof. Guevera muttered.

Gen. Wolmak dropped his cigar. "Jesus Christ!"

Again the screen flashed....

THINK AGAIN, HUMAN!

THE END
