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Prologue

 


 


Helen Jenks gripped the steering wheel and
squinted into the darkness beyond the beam of the blue Volkswagen’s
headlights. Nothing looked familiar. Was she almost home? The snow
had stopped falling, but in these hills so far from town, the
county didn’t bother to plow. She didn’t know if she drove on the
right road, or any road at all. There were no other cars, no tire
tracks.

Where was everyone?

She sighed. Home in bed, probably, where she
would be if she hadn’t pulled a double shift at the hospital.

An odd drone caught her attention. She held
still and tried to isolate the sound from the rumble of the
Volkswagen engine. Was something wrong with the bug? Oh, please,
no.

All at once the sky lit up. She leaned
forward for a better view and caught sight of a brilliant star that
seemed to throb in time with her heartbeat, growing brighter with
each pulsation.

She sat back and rotated her head to ease the
stiffness in her neck. Maybe it was Venus. Hadn’t she read that at
certain times of the year, under certain conditions, Venus could be
as big and as bright as the moon?

Leaning forward again, she saw the star pulse
one last time, then wink out. As she became used to the darkness it
left behind, it reappeared, darted toward the horizon, and
vanished. So, not Venus. Perhaps a meteor or two.

She listened for the drone, but no longer
heard it. Good.

Ten minutes later, she noticed a pin prick of
light in the distance: her porch light. Her car slid to the side,
and she gripped the steering wheel harder. Be careful, she
cautioned herself. You’re not safe at home yet.

When at last she parked in front of her old
frame house, she pried her fingers off the steering wheel and
stumbled out of the car. Except for the dings and pops of the
cooling engine, the world was silent, appearing so new and
untouched, she hesitated to mar the opalescent expanse with her
boot prints. Then her eyebrows drew together. The snow wasn’t
untrodden after all. Tracks led to the house where a small gray
creature huddled against the door.

She clapped her hands. “Shoo. Shoo.”

The creature did not stir.

“Go on. Get,” she shouted.

The creature still didn’t move. Could it be
dead? This wouldn’t be the first time a dying animal had been
attracted to the warmth seeping from beneath the front door.

She approached gingerly, relaxing when she
saw what appeared to be an old gray blanket that had somehow ended
up on the stoop. She bent over to collect the wad of fabric, then
straightened. Bad idea. Who knew what vermin had taken refuge in
the folds.

Before she could figure out what to do, the
blanket moved. She jumped back and stared at it. The blanket moved
again, giving her a glimpse of a coppery curl.

Helen drew back a corner of the blanket. Two
dark eyes, shining with intelligence, gazed up at her.

She sucked in a breath. An infant, no more
than nine months old.

As the baby continued to gaze at her, its
eyes brightened to gleaming amber. Then it beamed at her—a
welcoming smile, both joyous and knowing, as if it had recognized a
dear friend.

Helen’s face grew tight. “Who are you?” Such
a silly question to ask an infant, but she felt too tired to make
sense of the situation. “And who left you here?” She glanced at the
tracks. They led in only one direction—toward the house.

Feeling dizzy, she crouched to examine the
tracks more closely.

They were footprints. Tiny footprints in the
snow.

She staggered to her feet and followed the
impressions to see where they had originated, but there were no
footprints beyond her driveway. No tire tracks, either, other than
her own. It seemed as though the baby had appeared out of nowhere
and headed straight for her front door. All by itself.

Shivering, Helen studied the baby. The amber
eyes staring back at her gleamed with laughter as if inviting her
to share a joke.

Exhaustion washed over Helen. “What am I
supposed to do with you?”

The baby’s amber eyes darkened to chocolate
brown, and Helen knew it was mulling over the question, but how she
knew what the color change had meant, she couldn’t say.

“The first thing to do is get you out of the
cold.”

The eyes brightened.

Helen hefted the child onto her hip and
unlocked the door. Once inside, she switched on a light, turned up
the heat, then laid the baby on the floor and unwrapped the
blanket.

It was a girl, and she was naked. She looked
normal for her age, though her legs and feet seemed too well
developed, more like those of a toddler than an infant. The toes
were very cold and wet. Helen rummaged in her linen closet for a
soft towel, then briskly rubbed the tiny limbs.

The baby’s eyes gleamed amber.

“Now what?” Helen asked. A nurse, she
frequently cared for the young, but in a hospital where she could
lay hands on everything she needed. And nothing in all those years
of experience had prepared her to care for such an exceptional
child. Well, she would have to make do.

When she returned after fetching an old
T-shirt that might suffice for a diaper, the baby was gone. She
found her in the bathroom, trying to climb onto the toilet. Helen
lifted her and held her on the seat. The baby looked at her with
dark, dark eyes. Helen averted her gaze.

The baby allowed Helen to clean her, then she
tottered back to the living room. Helen followed, dangling the
T-shirt from her fingers. She didn’t want to insult the child by
diapering her, but what else could she do? Her own underwear would
be much too large.

The baby’s eyes brightened. Helen looked
around to see what had caught that amber gaze. Ah, her doll
collection. The small dolls were arranged on shelves; the largest
ones sat primly on a faded brown velvet loveseat.

“Good idea,” Helen said. “The clothes from
one of the big dolls should fit you.”

The child toddled over to the loveseat and
tugged at a rag doll almost as big as she was. Clutching the soft
toy to her chest, she plopped on the floor, closed her eyes, and
fell asleep.

Helen put the still naked baby on her bed,
surrounded her with pillows, and covered her with a comforter.
Then, yawning, she stood and watched the little one slumber. Could
the child be an angel, come to earth on a star? Smiling at the
absurdity, Helen returned to the front room, curled on the couch,
and wrapped an afghan around her. She knew she should call the
sheriff’s office and report the foundling, but she didn’t have the
energy to deal with all that bureaucratic nonsense. Tomorrow would
be soon enough.

The sound of singing woke her an hour later.
Thinking the clock radio had clicked on, she hurried to the bedroom
to silence the music before it disturbed the sleeping child.

She paused in the doorway, and stared. The
little girl sat in the middle of the bed, rocking the doll and
singing in the sweetest voice Helen had ever heard.

Tears came to her eyes as she listened.
Though she could not distinguish any individual words, the song
spoke to her of loneliness, of loss, and perhaps of love found.

Blinking rapidly, Helen stole away.

In the morning, she fixed oatmeal. While
watching the child eat, she picked up the phone and dialed the
sheriff’s number but disconnected the line before the call went
through. Still grasping the receiver, she called the hospital and
told her supervisor she wouldn’t be able to come in that day.

The baby grinned at her and banged the spoon
on the table.

“You didn’t tell me who you are,” Helen said.
“What do I call you?”

The little girl opened her mouth and made a
soft sound as though trying to expel something from her throat. Her
eyes darkened. She opened her mouth again, and this time a word
floated out on a breath.

“Rena.”

“Rena?” Helen said. “Your name is Rena?”

Rena smiled and gave her an amber look.

 


* * *

 


Day after day, Helen picked up the phone to
call the sheriff but instead called the hospital, claiming to be
ill. And perhaps she really was ill, she thought. She certainly
wasn’t her normal self. She had never particularly liked children,
hadn’t seen the point of them, but she couldn’t bring herself to
part with Rena. The child intrigued her. More than that, the
luminous little girl made her feel alive.

Not knowing how long she’d have with Rena,
Helen begrudged every moment of sleep. She rose with the dawn and
felt renewed by Rena’s sunny smile.

After straining to get out that first word,
every hour, it seemed, Rena expanded her vocabulary. One day during
their second week together, Rena climbed on Helen’s lap and gave
her a hug.

“Thank you for taking care of me,” she said.
“It is very kind of you.”

“You’re welcome,” Helen said. Then she
sighed. “I’ve been selfish keeping you. I should have tried to find
out who you belong to. Do you know your mother’s name?”

Rena laughed and clapped her hands.
“Helen.”

Helen swallowed a lump in her throat and
kissed the top of the silken head. When she could speak again, she
said, “Do you know where you came from?”

Rena’s eyes darkened. “No.”

“Do you know how you got here?”

Rena’s eyes grew even darker. “I don’t
remember. I was just a baby then.”

Helen’s heart contracted. For all her
grown-up ways, Rena was still a baby, and deserved a better life
than she could give her. Tomorrow she would call the sheriff for
sure.

But she didn’t.

 


* * *

 


A few days later, shortly after putting the
child to bed for an afternoon nap, Helen heard Rena singing her
strange and lovely song. She waited until the last aching note
dissolved into silence, then entered the room.

“Can’t you sleep?”

Rena’s eyes blazed amber at the sight of her,
but darkened immediately.

“We have to leave,” she said in a low voice
that sounded more compelling than any shout. “Urshu says it is no
longer safe here.”

“Who is Urshu?”

Rena pointed to a corner of the room.
“Him.”

“I don’t see anyone.”

Rena paused, cocking her head as if
listening. “He says only I can see him.”

Helen hid a smile. So, Rena had an invisible
playmate.

“Why do we have to leave?” she asked, playing
along.

Another head-tilting pause. “He says they are
coming. If they find us, they will take me, and they will kill
you.”

Any desire to smile instantly evaporated.

Who is “they,” she wanted to ask, but Rena’s
eyes were such deep pools of blackness she knew the answer would
not be forthcoming.

“How much time do we have?”

“Urshu says no more than four hours.”

Helen’s mind churned, making note of all that
needed to be done before they could escape. Pack the Volkswagen.
Close out her account at the bank. Stop by the hospital. Buy a few
things at the store.

Perhaps it was foolish of her to give so much
credence to the words of a small child, but she owed Rena the
benefit of the doubt after all the joy she’d brought to her life.
And if the crisis turned out to be nothing more than an imaginative
child’s creation, they could come home. But Rena’s black gaze told
her the truth—they wouldn’t be coming back.

“I need to run errands,” Helen said, “but I
don’t think you should come in case somebody sees you. Will you be
okay if I leave you here alone?”

Rena’s eyes brightened. “I won’t be alone.
Urshu will watch over me.”

 


 



Chapter 1

 


 


The two men standing outside Philip’s door
were dressed like Mormons on a mission, but their faces were
immobile, their eyes cold.

Philip stepped back from the peephole,
wishing he could run away, but with his ankles the way they were,
he wouldn’t get far before they caught him. Besides, what
difference did it make? They already knew everything about him;
they’d been watching him a long time.

When he opened the door, one of the men, an
African-American with thin lips, said, “Philip Hansen?”

“Yes.”

The man held out identification showing he
worked for the National Security Agency. “I am Agent Derrick. May
we come in? We need to ask you some questions.”

Philip glanced at the other man, a Caucasian
with red lips like a girl’s, who narrowed his eyes and stared at
him.

Philip stepped aside to let them enter.
“What’s this about?”

Neither man responded. Agent Derrick’s gaze
shifted from the faded blue couch to the nineteen-inch television
to the computer sitting on a scarred wooden desk. Red Lips
continued to stare at Philip.

When he could not stand the silence any
longer, Philip blurted out, “I know why you’re here.”

“So tell me.” Derrick focused his attention
on him. “Why are we here?”

“You’re concerned about the books I’ve been
checking out of the library.”

Derrick raised one eyebrow. “Oh?”

“Ever since I first noticed it, I’ve been
wracking my brain trying to figure out what could possibly have
brought me to your attention, and all I can think of are the books
about conspiracies and cover-ups I’ve been reading.”

“What makes you think we care about the books
you read?”

“Someone does. After all, the government knew
what books Oswald took out of the library, and they didn’t have
computers then.”

“What is ‘it’?” Red Lips asked.

“It?”

“You said ‘ever since I first noticed it.’
What is ‘it’?”

Cold fingers of fear crawled along Philip’s
spine. He glanced from one man to the other. “You mean it doesn’t
belong to you people? Then someone else is having me watched. What
have I been reading that’s so threatening?”

“You don’t know?” Derrick asked.

“No. I don’t.”

Red Lips thrust his face close to Philip’s.
“What is ‘it’?”

Philip backed away. “Stay there. I’ll show
you.”

The two agents exchanged glances but remained
where they were.

Philip stood still. Detecting a faint density
in the air to his left, he turned in that direction and spread out
his arms until they were extended to their full span. He advanced
slowly, weaving from side to side, keeping the dense air ahead of
him. When he had herded the invisible mass into a corner, he cast a
brief look in the agents’ direction.

They were looking at him with identical
expressions of wariness, each with a hand resting on a weapon
tucked in a shoulder holster under their jackets.

Philip smiled to himself. If they really were
unfamiliar with it, the next few seconds should prove interesting.
He reached behind him for the spray bottle he kept in his back
pocket, and at once both handguns were drawn and pointed at
him.

“It’s lemon juice,” he said in a soothing
voice, though he didn’t know who he was trying to calm. Himself?
The agents? It?

He sprayed the corner with the juice, and for
as longas the droplets hung in the air, he could see it.

He inhaled sharply. Even after all this time,
the sight of it spooked him. It stood taller than he, at least six
feet. Although it vaguely resembled a human with a hunched back, a
huge head, and arms held close to its sides, there was nothing
human about its features: a tiny slit of a mouth, round owlish
eyes, and a long, flat, barely perceptible nose. Two protuberances
on the top of its head could be ears or horns or vestigial feelers.
It looked iridescent because of the mist of lemon juice adhering to
the body; the thing itself had no color.

“Shee-it,” Red Lips breathed, wide-eyed.

“What the hell is that?” Derrick
demanded.

Seeing Derrick’s trigger finger twitch,
Philip yelped, “Don’t shoot! It’s already gone. See?” He sprayed
the corner; the lemon juice stained the wall. “Besides, I’m not
sure it can be killed. It might be a hologram or a virtual . . . a
virtual whatever.”

All at once Red Lips came up behind him and
slammed Philip into the wall. The spray bottle fell to the floor.
Red Lips jerked Philip’s arms behind his back and tightened
handcuffs around his wrists. He propelled him to a hassock, pushed
him into a sitting position, and stared at him.

Philip tried to speak, but only managed to
emit a wordless croak. He summoned some saliva and tried again.
“You didn’t have to do that. I’m not going anywhere.” He kicked out
his legs to show them the braces he wore. “I can’t run with these
on.”

Red Lips pressed his gun against Philip’s
cheek hard enough to draw tears. “I don’t know what game you’re
playing, pal, but I’m sure going to find out.”

Derrick started opening and closing the desk
drawers. He kept glancing behind him as if he thought the creature
were looking over his shoulder.

He turned around and glared at Philip. “If
that thing so much as lays a hand on me, you’re a dead fuck.”

Philip started to get to his feet. Red Lips
shoved him back down and pressed the gun to his cheek again.

“Where do you think you’re going,” he
growled.

“To see if I can find it.”

Red Lips shifted from foot to foot and ran a
finger around the inside of his collar. “Is that bug guy still
here?”

“I don’t know.” Despite the watery feel in
his bowels, Philip felt surprisingly calm—perhaps because the
agents had also been frightened of it. At least now he knew the
thing existed outside of his own mind.

Derrick finished giving the desk a cursory
search, looked in the hall closet, then headed for the bedroom.

A few minutes later, he called out, “Hugh,
come here. I’ve found something.”

Hugh cast a warning glance at Philip, then
left to join his partner. Philip could hear them muttering to each
other. He squirmed on the hassock, wondering what they had
found.

Becoming aware of the density in the air that
signaled the presence of the thing, he stiffened. It moved behind
him, then passed over his hands. The cuffs jangled as they fell to
the floor.

Philip stood and stretched. He felt something
at his back, pushing against him, and all of a sudden he wanted to
laugh. The thing herded him now!

He moved to the door, which had swung open
all on its own. He slipped through and hurried as fast as he could
down the short corridor. He paused when he got outside, but then he
felt the thing nudging him toward a dark, late model sedan. The car
door opened.

Philip looked from the car to his apartment,
trying to decide which scared him more: the thing or the NSA
agents. Finally, after being given another push, he shrugged and
climbed into the passenger seat. The door closed. The engine turned
over.

He braced himself, expecting the car to peel
away from the curb, but it drove off at a sedate speed.

Feeling ridiculous perched next to the
invisible driver, he slid down in his seat until his head sank
beneath the windshield. By all the stop and go driving, he could
tell the vehicle kept to side streets where traffic was
minimal.

When the car gathered speed, he raised his
head. They were on Parker Road racing away from Denver.

He began to relax, having decided the
creature didn’t mean him any immediate harm, when the car pulled
over and the door opened. The next thing he knew, he stood by the
side of Arapahoe Road several yards from the vehicle, which
remained stopped on Parker Road.

As he glanced around, thoroughly bewildered,
a silver Camaro convertible with a black top skidded to a stop. The
passenger door opened.

He hesitated, thinking of all the stories
he’d ever heard about the misadventures of hitchhikers, but when he
felt a nudge, he hunched his shoulders in resignation and climbed
into the car.

Half expecting another invisible driver, he
was pleased to see a teenage girl with curly blond hair smiling
warily at him.

“I’ve never done this before,” she said. “My
mother’d kill me if she found out.” Sculpted eyebrows drew together
over big hazel eyes as she studied him. “You’re not a serial killer
or anything, are you?”

“No.” Then he added before he could stop
himself, “But if I were, I’d hardly admit it, would I?”

“I guess not,” she said in a small voice.

Hearing a car accelerate, Philip looked
behind and saw the dark sedan proceeding south along Parker
Road.

When he faced forward again, he noticed the
girl staring after the vehicle.

“That’s weird.” She gave a little laugh that
sounded anything but amused. “I thought I didn’t see anyone driving
that car.” She ran her fingers through her hair. “You must think
I’m a real wacko.”

“I think you’re nervous about giving a lift
to a total stranger. Would you rather I found another ride?”

She glanced at him out of the corner of her
eye. “No. That’s okay. What do we do now?”

“We leave.”

“Oh, yeah, right.” She pulled into the line
of traffic surging west on Arapahoe Road. “I’m not going far in
this direction. Just to I-25.”

“Where are you headed?”

“Grand Junction. I visited my sister. She
lives on Smoky Hill Road. She had a new baby—it’s so tiny, and it
has the cutest little fingers and toes. They look so real! But now
I’m going home. I’m leaving for college soon—my first year—so I
have to get ready. Shopping and stuff. Where are you going?”

Philip closed his eyes for a moment. Where
could he go? He thought of the towns they would be traveling
through on the way to Grand Junction: Salida, Gunnison, Montrose,
Delta.

“Delta,” he said, remembering that
Chalcedony, where his friend Emery Hill owned a bookstore, was not
far from there. Even though they’d been out of touch recently,
Emery would probably let him spend the night. And loan him money to
get back home.

The girl bounced in her seat. “This is going
to be fun. I’m glad I picked you up after all.”

“If you were so worried, why did you
stop?”

A look of uncertainty crossed her face. “I
don’t know. It felt like my car pulled over all on its own.

 


 



Chapter 2

 


 


Gently at first, then steeply, the road
ascended into tree-covered hills.

Becka Johnson smiled to herself. Now this was
more like it. What she had seen of Chalcedony County so far—a flat
expanse of fields with an occasional cluster of buildings to break
the monotony—reminded her of western Kansas.

Gazing at the forested slopes, she almost
missed her turnoff. She slammed on her brakes, spun the steering
wheel of her Ford Escort sharply to the right, and followed the
blue pickup onto the narrow dirt road.

They hadn’t gone far, perhaps a half mile,
when they broke out of the woods into a flat, barren clearing of
about ten acres. To the north and east, the forest encroached on
the open space and young trees and seedlings blurred the harshness
of the tree line. To the south, the hillside swept down toward the
town of Chalcedony where three hundred of the county’s two thousand
residents made their homes. To the west sat a log cabin; behind it
loomed Grand Mesa, one of the world’s largest flattop
mountains.

The pickup stopped in front of the cabin.
Becka parked behind the truck, climbed out of her car, and gaped at
the bush that towered over the cabin. The plant was so immense it
looked like a shrub from the dinosaur age.

Luke Martin, the aging cowboy who’d been
driving the pickup, came to stand beside her.

She gestured toward the bush. “I’ve never
seen anything like that. What is it?”

“A crossbreed.” He spoke in the unhurried way
of men who measured time by the sun, not clocks. “There used to be
an old cottonwood tree here. When Gertie, the woman who owned the
property, had to have it cut down, she planted a blackberry bush in
its place. Somehow the bush grafted itself onto leftover tree
roots, and this hybrid resulted.”

“It’s wonderful.” She spread out her arms.
“In fact, the whole place is wonderful. Beautiful, quiet, private.
I’ll take it.”

“Shouldn’t you see the house first? As I told
you, nobody’s lived in it for a long time. I’ve been using it for
storage.” He took a few steps toward the cabin, then stopped.
“Maybe this isn’t such a good idea. Are you sure there are no other
houses for rent in the area?”

“Gil Bentham at the real estate agency told
me there aren’t any. He’s the one who gave me your name, said you
were the only one who might have something available.”

There was no censure in Luke’s voice, just a
faint curvature of his lips. “Well, Gil would know. He does tend to
keep track of everyone’s business.”

Wondering whether she should seek out Gil or
stay as far away from him as possible, Becka asked, “Has he lived
in Chalcedony long?”

“No. Twenty-five years is all.” Luke took a
few more steps toward the house, then stopped again. “I did tell
you the place is haunted, didn’t I?”

She smiled. “Several times. But I don’t
believe in ghosts.”

“Neither did all the others who rented the
house, but apparently the ghosts believed in them. No one’s been
able to stay here for more than a few days except Gertie. She lived
here practically her whole life. For some reason, she felt
comfortable with the ghosts.”

“Who were they?”

“Gertie said they’re the spirits of a white
Indian tribe that lived here thousands of years ago.”

She peered at him. “White Indians?”

“According to Emery Hill, who owns a
bookstore called Western Ink, there are quite a few legends of
white tribes. If you’re interested, you should go talk to him. All
I know is that this particular tribe lived in small stone houses.
When the settlers came, they used the ruins as a quarry for
building their own homes. Sometimes when the moon is full, right
before it sets, you can see faint outlines on the ground where
houses used to be.”

Becka’s eyes widened. “A ghost town?”

He nodded.

A bubble of excitement welled up inside her,
but in deference to the worry she saw on his face, she kept her
lips clamped shut to keep it from showing. A ghost town! Oh, how
perfect! Now she knew she wasn’t in Kansas anymore. Kansas did
boast a few ghost towns, but they were simply abandoned and rotting
settlements, not spectral villages.

Luke unlocked the door of the cabin and
ushered Becka inside. Walking beyond the stacks of boxes and
discarded furniture, she spotted a 1950’s era kitchen and bathroom.
Good. As much as she wanted the place, she could not see herself
using an outhouse or pumping water for a bath. Though the rooms
were small, particularly the two bedrooms, the abundance of windows
made the house seem as big as the whole outdoors.

“It’s worse than I remember.” Luke kicked a
cardboard box, raising a cloud of dust. “It will be a while before
I can haul any of this stuff away. There’s a nice motel in town. If
I tell them the situation, they’ll give you a good rate on a room
until another of my rental properties becomes available.”

Becka sneezed. “I can stand the clutter for a
week or two. And anyway, if you don’t mind, some of the furniture
can stay since I don’t have any of my own.”

He studied her for a moment. She held her
breath, afraid he would refuse to rent to her.

Finally, he gave a little shrug. “I have a
rental agreement in the truck.”

She released her pent-up breath and followed
him outside.

Using the hood of the pickup for a desk, he
made a few notations on the lease, then looked at her.

“Name?”

“Johnson. Becka Johnson.”

“Any relation to the Johnsons on Basalt
Road?”

Becka’s heart seemed to skip a beat. She
hadn’t considered the possibility of running into that family or
anyone who knew them.

“Johnson’s a common name,” she said, keeping
her voice level.

“Of course, Aaron Johnson doesn’t live there
anymore. Hasn’t since the seventies.” He shook his head. “Such a
terrible thing. It’s hard enough to lose a wife without losing a
child at the same time.”

“What happened?”

“Their propane tank exploded. Johnson was in
the hills with his herd. When he got home, the volunteer fire
fighters were bringing out the bodies. He buried his wife and baby
girl, sold his spread, and moved to Arizona.”

“How awful,” Becka said, but she couldn’t
help feeling relieved that she wouldn’t run into the man.

Luke pointed to the bottom of the lease. “If
you’ll sign here . . .”

She scanned the document, smiling. Under
terms of agreement, he’d crossed off month-to-month and penned in
day-by-day.

“Just in case,” he said.

“In case? Oh, right. The ghosts.”

She dug in her purse for the security deposit
and first month’s rent, and held it out to him.

He frowned at the cash. “I don’t have a
receipt book with me.”

She continued to hold out the money. “I can
stop by for it later. I have to go to town and get some food and
cleaning supplies.”

He pocketed the bills, hopped in his truck,
and sped away.

Becka bit back a smile. Spooked by his own
ghost stories? No. Probably anxious to get back to work; he’d had
to close his coffee shop to come show her the cabin.

Her cabin now.

 


* * *

 


Emery Hill leaned against the counter of his
bookstore and folded his arms across his chest. “You don’t have to
go.”

Turning to face the older man, Philip was
struck by the odd notion that the forces of gravity seemed to exert
a reverse pull on him. He looked younger now than he had fifteen
years before when they’d met in the quiet, club-like atmosphere of
the Western History Department at the Denver Public Library. A
mutual interest in history had brought them together, and that
interest remained the one thing they had in common.

“You want me to stay so you have someone to
lecture,” Philip said, smiling.

Emery drew himself upright. “I don’t lecture.
I converse.”

“Yeah, right. Last night while we were
‘conversing,’” he made quotation marks around the word with his
fingers, “I dozed off for about ten minutes. When I awoke, you were
still—”

“You fell asleep? During one of my
lectures?”

Philip raised one eyebrow.

Emery sighed. “You’re right, I do tend to
lecture. It’s that I miss teaching. There is no feeling in the
world quite like turning young minds on to the truth.”

“The truth got you fired,” Philip reminded
him.

“A sad commentary on our times, wouldn’t you
say? Wait! Where are you going?”

Philip didn’t answer. He had spied a woman
about his own age in the parking lot of the rustic shopping center
and was hobbling out the door of Western Ink.

She looked just as he remembered. The lithe
body that moved as gracefully and effortlessly as a song wafting on
a breeze. The shoulder-length brown hair that glimmered red and
gold in the sunlight. The smile, big and bright and welcoming. Only
her clothes—a pale green blouse and cotton shorts—struck a
discordant note, as if he were used to seeing her in more exotic
attire.

“Hello,” she said when he neared. The single
word sounded as musical as an entire symphony.

“Hello,” he said, a goofy grin stretching his
face. He felt a harmonic resonance and knew, once again, they
belonged together.

After several seconds, her smile faded. “Do I
know you?”

“Of course. We met . . .”

He gazed at her. Where had they met? Though
it seemed as if he had always known her, they must have met
somewhere, sometime; but when, in his pathetic little life, could
he have met anyone so special? It slowly dawned on him he couldn’t
have—not until this very moment.

Ducking his head, he whispered, “I’ve made a
terrible mistake. We don’t know . . . We’ve never . . .”

He turned to leave, and suddenly he felt
it—the density in the air that announced the creature’s presence.
It pushed him. He fell against the woman. Her arms, strong and
familiar, steadied him.

“Are you all right?” she asked.

He backed away from her, confused by the
compassion he heard in her voice. She’d never spoken to him like
that before. But how would he know how she sounded? They’d just
met.

Becoming aware it was nudging him forward
again, he managed to step sideways. A moment later, she lurched
into his arms.

“I am so sorry,” he said, disentangling
himself.

Her laugh had a hollow ring. “It wasn’t your
fault.” Rubbing her arms, she glanced over her shoulder. “I don’t
know how that happened.”

He held out his hands, wanting to explain,
but how could he explain something he himself didn’t understand?
His hands dropped to his sides.

She let out a sigh. “Well . . .”

“Well . . .” he responded.

He watched her walk toward the New Age Coffee
Shop, then he limped back to Western Ink.

 


* * *

 


“Who was that?” Emery asked.

“Someone I thought I knew.” Philip held out a
hand for Emery to shake. “I appreciate you letting me spend the
night, but I really do need to get back to work. I can’t afford to
lose my job.”

“You work at home, don’t you? So how would
anyone know you aren’t working?”

“Believe me, they know. The computer keeps
track of everything.”

“I meant it when I said you don’t have to go.
It’s been nice having you.”

Taking one last look around at the neat rows
of new and used books describing a world that now existed only as a
fantasy, Philip wondered if he should stay. What if the NSA agents
were still watching for him in Denver? But he couldn’t walk away
from his life, could he? And anyway, he’d already made the decision
to return.

Squaring his shoulders, he said good-bye and
clumped out the door. As he headed for the road, he searched for
the woman and caught a glimpse of her in the coffee shop next door
to Western Ink, smiling radiantly at an aging cowboy. Realizing he
veered in her direction, he corrected his course. It took a
surprising amount of effort, as though he had to push through a
thick wall of honey.

He crossed the road and turned east with a
thumb stuck out. A bronze Lexus with Nevada plates pulled up next
to him. The door opened.

“How far are you going?” he asked, poking his
head inside.

He felt its presence even as he noticed that
no one sat behind the steering wheel. He jerked back, banging his
head on the doorframe. A second later, without knowing how it
happened, he found himself in the car, sitting next to the
invisible driver.

He rubbed his head. “Who are you? What do you
want with me?” He heard no response, just the barely perceptible
hum of the engine as the car slipped into the trickle of
traffic.

Philip pulled on the door handle. It didn’t
budge.

“Let me out of here.” Although he tried to
remain calm, he heard a note of hysteria in his voice. Then, all at
once, he was flinging himself against the door, screaming, “Let me
out! Let me out!” It had the same effect as a moth battering itself
against a window, but he couldn’t stop himself. “Let me out of
here!”

He felt an icy touch on the back of his neck,
like a finger reaching out from the grave. Darkness instantly
enveloped him, and he felt no more.

 


* * *

 


I. Thwack.

Don’t. Thwack.

Believe. Thwack.

In. Thwack.

Ghosts. Thwack.

Becka repeated her mantra, emphasizing each
word with a swing of the baseball bat she used to beat the dust out
of the old rag rug she’d hung on the clothesline.

She paused to scratch her back. Ever since
the ghost had shoved her into the arms of the man—Who was he
anyway? She knew she knew him, knew they had once been close, but
when? Where?—she’d had the creepy sensation of ants crawling on the
skin between her shoulder blades where it had touched her. The
ghost was no more real than the ants, so who could have pushed her?
The man in braces and she were the only two people in the parking
lot of the shopping center.

She swung the bat again.

I.

Don’t.

Believe.

In.

Ghosts.

 


* * *

 


The light flooding her bedroom wakened
her.

Morning? Already?

Rubbing sleep from her eyes, Becka went to
the window and pushed aside the thin white curtain.

The full moon hung low in the sky, dimming
the stars.

No wonder she felt tired—it was still night.
She was about to climb back into bed when she remembered what Luke
had said about the setting moon illuminating the outlines of the
houses where the white tribe had lived. Afraid of missing the
phenomenon, she didn’t even take time to snatch a robe to throw
over the long T-shirt she wore, but dashed to the front door,
yanked it open, and stepped out onto the porch.

She gaped at the town. By outlines, she’d
thought Luke meant a faint tracing on the ground where the
foundations had been, but this . . . this was a complete village,
each exquisite stone house solidly visible. Though the stones
weren’t uniform, they fit together snugly, like a miniature version
of the megalithic ruins she’d seen in pictures of Cuzco. The roofs
seemed to be made of rough wooden shingles, and the windows were
covered with what appeared to be mats woven of dried grasses.

Seeing the door of the nearest house open a
crack, she froze.

The door opened wider, and a sleek, hairless
white cat with outsize ears and large slanted eyes sneaked outside.
It looked around as though proud of its accomplishment, then sat
back on its haunches and washed its face.

A ghost cat?

Becka felt a giggle percolate to her throat.
She tried to swallow her amusement, but a tiny gurgle escaped.

The cat swiveled its head in her direction
and focused its luminescent eyes on her.

She gazed at the hairless creature, unable to
look away. What is it they say about staring too long into the
abyss? Make sure it isn’t staring back at you?

She shivered, but still couldn’t avert her
eyes.

Suddenly, with one liquid motion, the cat
sprang to its feet and streaked toward her.

She stumbled into the cabin and slammed the
door. She leaned against it for a moment, then tiptoed to the
living room window and peeked outside.

The town had vanished. In its place was what
she had expected to see all along: the light of the moon reflecting
off the bare ground, exposing faint lines—like an architectural
diagram—where the houses had once stood. As she watched, the
diagram faded, and she knew, even though she couldn’t see it from
this window, that the last sliver of moon had set.

She continued to look out at the gray,
pre-dawn world, thinking about what she had seen when she’d stepped
onto the porch. Had it been an optical illusion? A waking
dream?

A breath of cold air climbed up her back,
giving her the skin-crawling feeling that a shadowy being crouched
in the dim recesses of the room . . .

Watching . . .

Waiting . . .

She turned around slowly, and clutched at her
chest.

The ghost cat was inside the house.

And so was something else.

 





Chapter 3

 


 


A soft groan escaped Philip’s lips. He
flailed his arms and legs, trying to outrun the nightmare, but it
galloped onward, heedless of his efforts.

He was very small. Other little boys, girls
too, ringed him, the colors radiating from them blending together
like a muddy rainbow. They shoved him. Their laughter when they
toppled him clashed and grated, its dissonance hurting his
ears.

Before he could struggle to his feet, he grew
a little older. He stood in the school office listening to the
principal reprimand him for fighting. He explained that he had been
defending himself, but the principal, enveloped in a fog of
fluorescent purple anger, wouldn’t listen. Neither would his foster
mother. She shunted him to a group home that, even in the brightest
sunshine, seemed shrouded in gunmetal gray.

Grew older. Raced down an alley, trying to
outrun the bigger boy who chased him. Without warning, his ankle
gave way. He heard a crack as he fell and knew his ankle had broken
. . . again. The boy caught him, kicked him once, twice, then ran
off, screaming with laughter. He felt himself being carried, though
he couldn’t see anyone. The next thing he knew, he lay on an
emergency room table, a doctor encasing his leg in plaster.

And older still. Lying on his bed in
darkness, weeping, the hated braces thrown in a corner. It wasn’t
that they chafed and that he couldn’t get used to them, it was
that, more than ever, they made him a figure of ridicule. As he
sobbed, he felt a soft touch of comfort on his forehead. A green
feeling stole through him, and he fell into a peaceful sleep.

 


* * *

 


Philip awoke. Befuddled by dreams, aching
from head to toe, he sat up, clenching his teeth against the pain,
and looked around.

Where am I? A new foster home?

He supported his throbbing head in his hands
and wondered if he’d live to adulthood.

Tamping down the pang of self-pity, he raised
his head, and everything came clear. Or almost everything.

He knew who he was: the thirty-eight-year-old
Philip, dressed in yesterday’s clothes. He knew where he was: the
foldout bed in Emery Hill’s den. But he didn’t know how he got
there. He remembered being in the car with the creature, flinging
himself against the door—no wonder he felt so bruised—and the icy
touch on his neck. Had it brought him back here?

He stood, rocking until he caught his
balance, then staggered off in search of the coffee he could smell
brewing.

When he entered the kitchen, Emery started
and dropped the mug he had been removing from a cabinet. It came to
rest at Philip’s feet. Wincing, Philip bent to pick it up.

“Jeeminy Christmas!” Emery exclaimed. “You
about scared the intellect out of me. What are you doing here? I
thought you went back to Denver. See what you’ve done? I’m already
turning into a blithering idiot.”

Philip laughed, then cut it off and clutched
his head.

“What’s wrong? Hangover?”

“Feels like it, but I haven’t been drinking.”
Getting a mug for himself and pouring a cup of coffee, he wondered
if he’d been drugged. He took a sip of the brew, which seemed
strong enough to soften a stone, and barely refrained from spitting
it out. “Tomorrow I make the coffee.”

“Fine,” Emery said absently, regarding Philip
with narrowed eyes. “I always know when one of my students is in
trouble. It’s time you told me what’s going on.”

“I was never one of your students.”

Emery waved away the remark. “Between the two
of us we should be able to solve your predicament.”

“I’m not sure there is a solution. Right
before I came here, two NSA agents came to my apartment.”

Emery shook his head as if to clear it. “I
must have misunderstood. I thought I heard you say NSA agents.”

“I did. That’s who they identified themselves
as, anyway. They told me they were concerned about the books I’ve
been checking out of the library.”

Emery froze. “They said that?”

“Yes.” Philip paused to reconsider, then
heaved a sigh. “No. They told me they wanted to speak to me. I
suggested they were there because of the books I read.”

Emery scowled at him. “Have I taught you
nothing? Never volunteer. If you don’t know what’s going on, keep
your mouth shut until you find out.”

“I didn’t think. I was scared of the agents
and of—” Philip caught himself before he could mention the
creature. Emery believed a lot of things most people would scoff
at, but even he would find an invisible owl-like biped a little
hard to take. “And of being investigated,” he finished.

“What have you been reading lately? Assuming
for the moment your first impression was correct and they’re
interested in the books you’ve been checking out of the
library.”

“I’ve been studying a lot of history,
specifically as it relates to money, and money as it relates to
war, the things that are usually covered up, but nothing more
recent than Vietnam.”

Emery made balloons of his cheeks and blew
out a breath. “Ancient history by today’s standards. What else have
you been studying?”

“Really ancient history, focusing on the
Sumerian cosmology. The Sumerians believed there’s a tenth planet
in our solar system and that it’s inhabited. Those inhabitants came
to Earth four hundred thousand years ago to mine the gold they
needed for a shield to protect their dwindling atmosphere. When
miners from the tenth planet rebelled, their scientists created a
slave worker to take their place. By combining their genes with an
early hominid, they created the Adamu—which means earthling.
Interestingly, scientists today assert there is a tenth planet,
which they call Planet X.”

“I doubt the NSA is interested in Sumerian
mythology. What else?”

“UFOs. I read a book by George Keeler—”
Seeing the smile on Emery’s face, he stopped. “What?”

“Quite a character, that George. Did you know
she’s here?”

“George Keeler is here in Chalcedony?”

Still smiling, Emery nodded. “Doing research
for her next book.”

“Oh, right. The UFO flap in the early 1970s.
I read about that—there were all sorts of strange phenomena around
here, and several people disappeared. I wonder if George found out
what went on back then. Do you think she’d be willing to talk to
me?”

Emery laughed, a dry brittle sound like the
crumpling of paper. “I’m sure she’d be willing to do more than
that. You’re a new face, you have all the right equipment, and
she’s kinky enough to get turned on by your braces. I’ll introduce
you the next time she comes in.”

Remembering the photograph that appeared on
the back cover of her books—the flyaway blonde hair, the determined
chin, the brash look in her eyes that said she was game for
anything—Philip felt a twinge of excitement. Shame supplanted the
excitement as he thought of the woman in the parking lot. How could
he have been disloyal to her for even that instant?

But still . . . it would be interesting to
talk to George Keeler.

 


* * *

 


I don’t believe this is happening to me.
Forty-three years old, and I’m applying for the same job I quit at
eighteen.

Jane Keeler studied the boy sitting across
the desk from her. He could be the twin of the boy she worked for
back then—the same slicked-down dark hair, the same mole on his
weak chin, the same self-important air.

She balled her hands into fists and stared at
them as if the solution to her plight were tattooed on her
knuckles. I wish . . . I wish . . . Oh, what difference does it
make? I’m not going to get what I want anyway. It’s too late for
that.

The boy cleared his throat and frowned at
her. “It says here you owned your own business for twelve
years.”

Jane nodded.

His frown deepened. “Who am I supposed to
contact for a work reference?”

“Me. I’m my work reference.”

“But I have to call someone.” He pointed to a
box on the application form marked For Official Use Only. “I have
to put an X here to show I called.”

“Can’t you check with your home office? I
worked for this fast food chain twenty-five years ago. Maybe they’d
still have the records.”

His eyes went blank as if he could not fathom
anything happening before his birth.

“I worked as a bank teller for ten years,”
Jane said. “The bank’s been sold two or three times since then, but
I’m sure someone has those records.”

He shook his head. “I need something
current.”

“If I was starting out, you wouldn’t have
references to check.”

“Yeah, I would—your school.”

“Look. I’m a hard worker and a self-starter.
You have to be to run your own business. I’m also a quick learner
and, don’t forget, I already have experience working here.”

Playing with a pencil, he scanned her
application once more.

She wiped beads of sweat off her brow with
the back of a hand. Six months of looking for work in Denver’s
sluggish job market, trying to convince prospective employers that
a person who’d run her own business was an asset not a liability,
had coalesced into this one desperate moment.

“I’m sorry,” the kid said, sounding not at
all apologetic, “but we’re not taking on any new employees. Why
don’t you check back in another month or two?”

Jane considered reminding him of the help
wanted sign in the window, but knew he’d offer another flimsy
excuse for not hiring her.

All at once the stench of rancid fat
permeating the tiny office made her stomach roil. She dashed out of
the room, through the restaurant, and across the parking lot. She
continued running for another block until a stitch in her side
brought her up short.

Gasping for breath, she plopped on a bench at
a bus stop.

A homeless woman, sitting on the same bench,
scooted away from her.

Is this what happened to you? Jane asked her
silently. Did you lose and lose and keep on losing until there was
nothing left?

The woman gave her a startled glance and
struggled to her feet. She shuffled away, pushing her laden grocery
cart, then stopped and pointed a crooked finger at Jane.

“Death rides on your shoulder.”

A chill swept over Jane.

“But it is only your fate,” the woman
continued, “not your destiny.”

Shivering, Jane watched her leave. When the
woman moved out of sight, she gathered the tattered remains of her
strength and went in search of her car.

 


* * *

 


Late that afternoon Jane pulled in front of
her sister’s rented house in Chalcedony. If it weren’t for the
lipstick-red Firebird parked in the driveway, she would have
thought she’d come to the wrong place. Georgy’s tastes ran to
mini-mansions with lots of glass, fieldstone, and rough-hewn
timbers, not humble abodes like this squat house with ecru siding
and dark green trim. Whatever story Georgy was working on must be
truly extraordinary for her to accept such primitive living
conditions—at least by her standards.

Georgy would appreciate the lack of
neighbors, though, and the empty fields surrounding the house. Not
that Georgy liked quiet—she didn’t—but she often complained about
having to listen to other people’s noises.

The image of Georgy’s beautiful face with the
mocking smile popped into Jane’s head. She had a sudden urge to
turn around and go back to Denver. It had been a stupid idea to
come here anyway. Georgy would laugh and whittle away at her, and
she felt small enough already.

Gritting her teeth, she climbed out of her
ten-year-old Camry and marched to the front door. If groveling
would get Georgy to lend her the money to tide her over until she
could get on her feet again, then by gum she’d grovel. Anything to
keep from ending up on the streets like that poor crazy woman she’d
seen this morning.

She rubbed her arms. Just thinking about the
woman and her eerie prophecy—your fate, not your destiny; what did
that mean anyway?—gave her goose bumps.

Taking a deep breath, she jabbed her finger
on the doorbell, and waited. And waited. Aware of the pressure that
had been building in her bladder ever since she reached Chalcedony,
she shifted her weight from foot to foot and rang again.

Come on, Georgy. Open the door. I can’t hold
it much longer.

All at once it struck Jane that the place
seemed too quiet. She could hear a few crickets chirping and the
rush of wings as a flock of starlings took flight, but no
mind-numbing throb of the music Georgy preferred, no blare of the
television she kept on when home alone. No rumble of voices,
either.

She knocked loudly, but when no one answered
the door, she stepped off the stoop and began searching for the key
she knew had to be hidden close by. Catching sight of a rock with a
splash of scarlet on it, she smiled. Leave it to Georgy to buy one
of those realistic looking rocks, then mark it with nail polish to
make it easier to find.

Jane opened the key safe, grabbed the key,
and quickly unlocked the door. She entered a large
kitchen/dining/living room. Before she could give the place more
than a cursory glance, she noticed the hallway on the other side of
the kitchen area.

As she dashed across the room and down the
hall in search of the bathroom, she tried not to think what Georgy
would do if she found out she’d broken into her house.

 


* * *

 


Jane was hurrying through the living room on
her way outside again, when a faint sense of unease made her stop.
Look around. Sniff.

The matted rug and worn, overstuffed
furniture gave the place a comfortable, lived-in feel, but it
smelled musty as if it hadn’t been aired in a long time. Knowing
Georgy and how she flung open windows even in winter, it felt
wrong.

Tiptoeing so as not to make a sound, she
searched the house.

Halfway down the hall was the bathroom she
had used and across from it a utility room. At the end of the hall
were two rooms, one furnished as a shabby bedroom, the other as an
office. A master bedroom and bath lay on the opposite end of the
house. Clothes Jane did not recognize filled the closet in the
bedroom, but that wasn’t unusual. Georgy changed wardrobes the way
other people changed underwear.

When Jane finished searching the house, she
went back to the office and stared at the empty top of the plain
wooden desk. Where was the computer, the printout of the started
manuscript, the piles of scribbled notes?

She yanked open the metal filing cabinets and
found a file containing Georgy’s correspondence with her agent,
editor, and publisher, and another containing fan letters. Nothing
else. Georgy had been in Chalcedony for five months researching her
latest book; the cabinet should have been crammed with maps,
interviews, newspaper articles, photographs, notes that spilled out
onto the desk and floor.

Georgy could have taken her computer with her
wherever she had gone, but would she have taken the files, too? And
if she did, would she have left some behind?

Jane sighed. It was possible. She hadn’t been
close to her much younger sister for a long time, so she couldn’t
say with any certainty what Georgy would do.

Reminding herself that Georgy wouldn’t
appreciate her concern, she locked the house, returned the key to
its hiding place, and trudged to her car. She drove back down the
gravel lane to a coffee shop she’d noticed earlier, before she’d
turned off the main road.

Jane parked outside of The New Age Coffee
shop, which nestled between a bookstore called Western Ink and an
art gallery called Art’s Gallery. A bell tinkled when she entered
the shop, the sound harmonizing with the haunting music of flutes
playing in the background. Shelves of books, crystals, and jars of
herbs filled one-half of the store space. A long counter and
wrought iron tables and chairs, like those in an old-fashioned ice
cream parlor, filled the other half.

Two grizzled old men sat at one of the
tables. A man dressed like a cowboy in boots, faded jeans, and
chambray shirt poured coffee into their mugs.

“When are they going to start digging the
exploratory wells?” one of the old men asked.

The cowboy set the coffeepot on the table.
“As soon as the highway is widened.”

The second old man scratched a whiskered
cheek. “You put up a good fight, Luke. Don’t know what more you
could have done to stop them.”

“Should be good for business,” the first said
glumly. “Better roads. Lots of construction. More people.”

The cowboy nodded at them, then turned his
head toward Jane. Jane caught her breath. With his rugged good
looks, he could have posed for one of those cigarette ads that used
to be so prevalent, the ones where a cowboy leaned against a fence
or sat by a campfire, staring off into the distance, smoking a
cigarette. Like them, his square-jawed face was tanned, and deep
crinkles radiated from the corners of his eyes. He looked older
than the men in the ads, perhaps sixty years of age, but he had a
full head of hair beginning to turn silver at the temples, and his
still broad shoulders tapered to narrow hips.

As he approached, she wondered why a man like
him worked in a coffee shop instead of punching cows or whatever
men like him usually did.

In a slow, deliberate voice that stopped
short of being a drawl, he said, “What can I get for you?”

“Coffee.”

He ushered her to a table. “How about some
pie to go with it? Or a muffin? Mabel from the bakery sent over a
fresh batch of whole-wheat blueberry muffins.”

“A muffin sounds good.”

He loped around behind the counter. A minute
later he returned and set a mug of coffee on the table along with a
muffin almost as big as a cake.

“I don’t believe I’ve seen you here before,”
he said.

Jane tore open a packet of sugar. “Just
passing through.” She dumped the sugar in her coffee and stirred
it. Thinking that, next to bars, her sister liked to hang around
places like this to get local color, she considered asking the
cowboy if he knew where she could find Georgy.

“Hey, Luke,” one of the old men called out.
“Bring me a muffin, too.”

Jane sipped her coffee, grateful for the
interruption. Georgy would never have forgiven her for inquiring
about her, and there would go any hope of getting a loan.

“Holler if you need anything else,” the
cowboy said, then ambled off.

 


* * *

 


Once again, Jane pulled into her sister’s
driveway.

Refreshed after two cups of coffee and the
enormous muffin, she decided her feelings of uneasiness were the
result of low blood sugar. Georgy was probably shacked up with her
latest conquest, having the time of her life. Or perhaps she had
finished her book and moved to the scene of her next one, leaving
some of her possessions behind. She had abandoned a closet full of
clothes once before.

But she would never abandon her car. She
loved that Firebird.

Taking a closer look at the Firebird, Jane
noticed that the driver’s door was unlocked and that the keys were
in the ignition. She shook her head. How could a scatterbrain like
her sister have ever become so successful? She got into the car to
remove the keys and kicked something on the floor nestled against
the seat.

She picked it up. Georgy’s purse. The exact
shade of red as the car’s upholstery, it had been almost
invisible.

Wondering if the purse might contain a clue
to her sister’s whereabouts, she opened the bag, and drew in a
sharp breath.

It was full of cash. Lots of cash.

 


* * *

 


Becka named the cat Wisdom.

All day while she stacked the dusty boxes
against the wall and moved the excess furniture out of the way, the
creature followed close on her heels, staring soundlessly at her,
its pale gray eyes as fathomless as a moonlit pond.

Although this concentrated regard unnerved
her, she took it as a sign the phantom had left. After seeing the
way the cat had entwined around those invisible legs last night and
tilted its head to be scratched by unearthly fingers, she thought
Wisdom would at least acknowledge its continued presence.

I don’t believe in ghosts, she kept reminding
herself.

By late afternoon, she had done all she could
to make the place habitable until Luke hauled away the
accumulation. She shared a fruit salad with Wisdom, only a little
surprised that such an odd creature would have peculiar eating
habits, then she headed for town.

She stopped at the grocery store for a few
cans of cat food. A middle-aged woman wearing purple pants and a
purple shirt imprinted with hot pink roses scanned the
merchandise.

“Oh, how nice,” she trumpeted. “You have a
cat.”

Becka smiled. “Not exactly. It’s more like
the cat has me.”

The woman let out a bray of laughter. “Isn’t
that always the way.”

Becka stowed the grocery bag in her car, then
drove to Western Ink. When she entered the bookstore, a spectacled
man with a fringe of iron-gray hair around his bald pate looked up
from his book, marked his place with a scrap of paper, and sidled
out from behind the counter.

“Emery Hill?” she queried.

His eyes twinkled as he made a courtly bow.
“At your service, my dear.”

“I’m renting Luke Martin’s cabin in the
hills. He said you might be able to tell me something about the
white tribe that used to live there.”

Emery nodded slowly as he studied her. “Hmmm.
So you’re the one. Gil Bentham mentioned that a pretty lady moved
up there. He’s got a pool going to see how long you stay.”

She lifted her chin. “No ghost is going to
scare me off.”

“Glad to hear that. It’s all nonsense,
anyway. People who aren’t used to being so isolated hear animals
scrabbling around outside at night, or hear the wind sighing in the
trees, and let their minds conjure images of ghosts.”

Becka opened her mouth to protest, but closed
it without saying anything. No sense in alienating the man until
she got what she came for.

“As to the white tribe,” Emery continued, “no
one knows who they were. They had already died out and their houses
fallen into ruin when the Utes came to Colorado.”

“Could they have been Vikings?”

“It’s possible—Viking runes have been found
as close as Oklahoma—but there’s no way of knowing. Despite what
historians profess, this continent was never undiscovered. Some
people might have crossed a land bridge, others unquestionably came
by sea, and the Inuit have a legend of being flown to their
northern home by the gods. Interestingly, forty thousand years ago,
long before anyone was supposed to have set foot in the new world,
somebody excavated a mine in Minnesota.”

Becka shivered with excitement. “Who?”

Emery spread his hands. “Again, there’s no
way of knowing. An incredible stream of seafaring peoples landed on
our coasts. Phoenician symbols and markings that appear to be
Sumerian have been found as far west as Arizona. The Eastern
Algonquins look European, some even had blue eyes, and many of
their words bear a striking resemblance to archaic Celtic. There’s
also evidence that Chinese traders crossed the Pacific. And
Vikings, as we know, crossed the Atlantic.”

Becka’s shoulders slumped. “So the people
could have been anyone.”

“Yes. I’m sorry I can’t tell you more. There
is no other information available on the subject. No one knows who
the people were, where they were from, or how long they lived here.
A while back, some archeologists wanted to work the site, but
Gertie wouldn’t let them. Called them gravediggers.”

“If no one knows anything about them, how do
you know they were white?”

“From a Ute legend. They say one of their
ancestors was a powerful shaman called Shadow Warrior. As a young
man, he journeyed to your hill to gather the power of the ancient
ones. That in itself gave him power. The Utes stayed far away from
the hill because strange things happened there, like unexplained
colors and sounds, plants that didn’t grow or grew too much.”

“Like that crossbreed bush by Gertie’s
cabin,” Becka said.

“Yes, like that. After days of fasting,
Shadow Warrior saw a thunderbird in a dream. Thunderbirds, great
eagles known as Bahaa-neiche, nested along the rim of Grand Mesa,
which the Utes called Thigunawat, meaning home of departed spirits.
These thunderbirds carried not only deer and antelope to their
nests, but humans as well. The thunderbird that Shadow Warrior saw
was bigger than all the rest. It was carrying home several humans
when it spied a large serpent slithering up the mountain toward the
nest of fledglings.

“The thunderbird dropped the humans—they were
too pale for its taste anyway—and swooped down on the serpent. A
flock of geese, flying north for the summer, took pity on the poor
humans and helped them land on the hill, where they could find
safety. And there they stayed.”

Becka smiled. “And built their stone houses.”
Noticing the sharp look Emery gave her, she added hastily, “Luke
told me about the houses.”

He blew out a breath. “Too bad nothing is
left of them. They must have been fantastic.”

She bit her lower lip to keep from blurting
out that they were, then said, “Does the name Thigunawat have
anything to do with the ghost people?”

“Good thinking, but no. To the Utes, Grand
Mesa was a mystic place where the souls of fallen warriors
wandered.”

“Well, thank you for your help.” She started
to leave. Remembering why she had come to Chalcedony in the first
place, she turned back. “Have you lived here long?”

He grinned at her. “Long enough to know who
did what to whom, but not long enough to know where the bodies are
buried.”

“Were you here in the seventies?”

His smile faded. “Have you been pretending
interest like George Keeler did, hoping I’ll let down my guard? If
so, your efforts were wasted. I didn’t live here at the time.”

She stiffened. “Pretending? No. I . . . oh,
never mind. Sorry to have bothered you.”

She was turning to leave again when a
vibration in the air, like the faint strumming of a guitar, caught
her attention. She looked around and saw the man from the parking
lot peeking around a bookshelf.

She realized she was smiling at him and that
he was smiling back at her.

He approached. The strumming grew louder.

“Did you turn the radio on?” Emery asked.

Still smiling at Becka, the man shook his
head no.

Becka heard Emery’s footsteps as he headed
for the rear of the store, but she could not take her eyes off
Philip. It didn’t, for the moment, seem at all strange that the
features of his face, which she had seen but once, were etched in
her very being. The heavy dark eyebrows. The square jaw. The
squinty-eyed smile.

As they gazed at each other, the strumming
grew even louder. The air between them shimmered, as if a haze had
risen out of the floor, and she saw in it hints of a soft blue, a
hushed pink, a quiet yellow.

“The radio wasn’t on. I must have imagined
it.”

The sound of Emery’s voice dissipated the
haze. The strumming stopped. In the piercing silence, Becka stared
at the man for a moment, then edged out of the store, her heart
pounding so hard she feared it would burst from her body.

 


* * *

 


During all the years of fleeing from
something she could not name, Becka never had trouble sleeping, but
this night she lay awake hour after hour, trying not to think about
what had happened in the bookstore.

She’d barely dozed off when Wisdom, pouncing
on her chest, woke her.

Moonlight flooded the bedroom.

The cat escorted her to the front room, shot
outside before she completely opened the door, then made for the
ghost town. It pawed at the now closed door of the nearest house.
When the door remained closed, it sprung onto a windowsill, nosed
aside the woven mat, and jumped into the house.

Becka rubbed the sleep from her eyes.
Yawning, she propped herself against the doorjamb and wondered who
lived in those meticulously built stone houses. Could she, like
Wisdom, enter one and find out? If so, what would happen if she
remained inside when the moon set? Would she be trapped
forever?

Shivering in the cool night air, she wrapped
her bare arms around herself and waited for Wisdom, but the cat
still hadn’t appeared when darkness reclaimed the town.

“Ghost kitty,” she called softly. “Where are
you?”

The cat didn’t respond, but maybe it
couldn’t—so far she hadn’t heard it utter a single sound.

Though she continued to wait, she saw no sign
of the cat. After whispering, “Good-bye, little one,” she stepped
into her house and stopped short.

Wisdom lay stretched out on the borrowed
couch, eyes closed in feline bliss. The skin on its belly rippled
gently as if being caressed by unseen fingers. A chuckle
reverberated in its chest.

 


 



Chapter 4

 


 


“Chinese checkers and oatmeal?” Philip said,
unable to keep the incredulity out of his voice. “You’re having a
bunch of friends over for Chinese checkers and oatmeal? Why not
something normal like poker and sandwiches or pizza?”

Emery filled a small bowl with the dried
apricots he’d finished chopping into small pieces. “We’re not
really friends, more like a discussion group. Hand me that box of
raisins.”

Philip slid the red box across the kitchen
table, then gestured toward the already filled bowls of chocolate
chips, sunflower seeds, coconut, and fruit. “With all these
toppings, I thought you were fixing a dessert bar, like for ice
cream or frozen yogurt.”

“We’re limited in our choices of food. Faye
Pozinski is a devout vegetarian—won’t even touch milk or eggs.
Chester Galvez is diabetic. Scott Newman refuses to eat what he
calls corporate foods, says that as a retired loan officer, he’s
already done enough to further the aim of the international
bankers. And since young Brian Schoeffling eats enough for twenty
people, this is about all I can afford to feed him.”

“That doesn’t explain the Chinese
checkers.”

Emery stood back and surveyed the array of
toppings. “This should do it. Help me carry these bowls into the
living room, will you?”

After arranging the food on a sideboard next
to the round card table where he’d centered the game, Emery
shrugged. “Why not Chinese checkers? It’s a game of skill, it
doesn’t require a scorekeeper, and it doesn’t condition you to be a
loser like poker and other games of chance do.”

Philip frowned at him. “Poker conditions you
to be a loser? How do you figure that?”

“People win occasionally and use that as an
excuse to keep playing, but overall they lose way more than they
win. Everyone’s always saying ‘we’re number one,’ but that’s
ridiculous. There’s only one number one. Everyone else is a loser.
That’s why gambling and sports are so important to the new world
order—they train us to be losers.”

A light drumming interrupted Emery. He
answered the door and welcomed a tall kid in his early twenties
whose chinos and pinstriped shirt looked freshly ironed. The kid
smoothed his neatly combed hair, swung his callused hands front to
back as if he didn’t know what to do with them, then stuck them in
his pockets. He greeted Emery and gave Philip a curious glance.

“Brian. Philip,” Emery said, pointing to each
in turn.

Brian’s voice was soft. “Pleased to meet
you.”

They barely had time to exchange more than a
few words when Philip heard a thundering knock.

“That’s Faye.” Emery went to let her in.

Faye strode into the living room with all the
delicacy of a drill sergeant. “Who’s this?” she barked, fixing her
gaze on Philip. “Oh, yes. Now I recall. Toothbrush, toothpaste,
shaving cream, disposable razors.”

Philip recoiled, wondering if this woman in
the royal blue, turquoise, and orange dress was crazy, then he
remembered she clerked at the grocery store where he’d purchased
those very items. “Over-qualified for her job,” Emery had told him,
“but there aren’t a lot of opportunities for an ample woman in her
fifties.”

He stepped forward. “I’m Philip.”

She grabbed his extended hand and pumped it
as if trying to draw water. Or blood.

“Glad you could join us,” she said.

A brisk rap seemed to catch her attention.
She dropped Philip’s hand and bellowed, “Go away, you gormless
lummox. We don’t need your kind here.”

“Let me in, you draggle-tailed witch,” came a
muffled voice from outside.

She opened the door and in walked a
sharp-featured man wearing a yellow pullover shirt and plaid
golfing pants.

“So how many widows and orphans did you
fleece today?” she asked.

“Stupid ostrich! You know I’m retired.”

“Now you spend all your time trying to hit
defenseless balls and hitting on show ghouls.”

He looked down his nose at her. “Show ghouls?
That the best you can do? And anyway, Doreen is a sweet girl.”

She punched him on the arm.

An elderly, bow-legged man with a face the
color and texture of walnut shells pushed past them.

“Gil isn’t coming,” he said, throwing up his
hands.

Faye rolled her eyes. “Always so dramatic,
Chester.”

Chester lowered his arms. “Aren’t you going
to ask me why?”

“Oh, all right. Why?”

“He has a meeting with Santero. Santero’s
selling his antique store.”

Faye hooted. “Antiques! Junk’s more like it.
Broken rocking chairs, moldy patchwork quilts, and dusty canning
jars. Who’d buy a place like that?”

“It’s a good location,” Emery said. “A
downtown corner, not far from that monstrosity Luke’s remodeling
into a bed and breakfast. Must be worth a bundle.”

Brian nodded. “The building’s in good
condition, too—all new plumbing.”

“Well, anyway,” Faye said, “we don’t need
Gil. Counting Philip there’s six of us.”

Philip held up his palms. “I’m not
playing.”

“Nonsense.” She seized him by an arm and
dragged him to the table.

He shot a beseeching look at Emery, who
merely grinned.

“If he doesn’t want to play, he doesn’t have
to play, you overbearing hag,” the golfer said. By process of
elimination, Philip decided he must be Scott, the ex-banker.

Faye stuck out her tongue at Scott. “Flush
you.”

Scott turned his narrow-eyed attention to
Philip. “What brings you to Chalcedony?”

“Maybe he’s come to do a book about the
aliens like George Keeler,” Chester put in before Philip could
respond. “Maybe he’s going to interview me, too.”

Brian grabbed a handful of dried fruit.
“There are no aliens. Flights of experimental aircraft back in the
nineteen-forties and fifties coincided with mind control
experiments, making it easier to indoctrinate people into believing
in UFOs since so many had seen them.”

Scott gave a single nod. “Aircraft funded by
the bankers.”

Faye glared at him. “One of the greatest
achievements of the oligarchy was convincing the public they don’t
exist. The whole UFO myth is another smokescreen for them to hide
behind.”

Chester stamped a foot. “There are too
aliens. They have underground bases and—”

“Children. Children,” Emery said, the sound
of laughter in his voice. “Let’s get something to eat and at least
begin to play before you rip each other to shreds.”

Brian snatched an empty bowl and began
filling it with everything in sight. He stood off to the side,
spooned the concoction into his mouth as if he were starving, then
refilled his bowl.

Philip took a fraction of the oatmeal Brian
did, but following his example, added a teaspoon of each topping
along with a splash of orange juice. Sitting at the table, he
stirred it all together, then ate a tentative bite. Hmm. Not
bad.

After a general bustle of fixing food,
jockeying for position, and claiming marbles, there were a few
moments of silence while everyone made their first moves.

“The British oligarchy—” Faye began.

Scott’s guffaw overrode her. “I knew the
strumpet wouldn’t be able to keep her mouth shut for very
long.”

“Don’t strumpet me, you cringing worm.”

“Ratchet-jawed miscreant!”

“Dogberry!”

“Pismire!”

“Politician!”

Scott clapped his hands to his chest. “Ouch.
That hurt.”

Emery moved a black marble, then sat back.
“You know what Aristotle said—Politicians are not born. They are
excreted.”

“Anyway,” Faye said, advancing a green
marble. “Everyone who’s studied history knows the British are
behind most of the crises faced by the United States in the past
couple of centuries. Look at World War One. They manipulated the
Germans into sinking the Lusitania to force us into a war ninety
percent of Americans didn’t want, all because they needed us to
provide economic and military resources. Afterward, when they faced
massive inflation due to the issuance of fiat money to finance the
war and the vast welfare program they’d adopted, the bankers,” she
spat the word at Scott, “deliberately inflated the American dollar
more than the British pound. Wealth, in the form of purchasing
power, flowed to Britain. They got stronger. We got the great
depression.”

“The international bankers issued the fiat
money in the first place,” Scott said. “You also seem to be
forgetting that the depression spread throughout the world. The
only winners were the bankers.”

Brian fingered one of his blue marbles. “Most
of the men involved belonged to the brotherhood, the network of
secret societies—”

“Like the Rhodes Round Table,” Faye cut in,
“which was created for the expansion of the British Empire and,
like it or not, we are now a part of it.”

Chester shrugged a bony shoulder. “Doesn’t
make any difference. It’s the aliens who own us, and they’ve been
around a lot longer than any other group. UFOs are even mentioned
in the Bible.”

Scott snorted. “You see one flying saucer
over your orchard three decades ago, and now you’re an expert?”

“I may not be so smart as the rest of you,
but I know some things, and I know what I saw.”

“That’s telling him.” Faye laughed. “Philip
must think we’re a bunch of lunatics.”

Philip gave her a faint smile. Thank heavens
she didn’t seem to expect a response. He was having a hard enough
time devising a strategy for the game while keeping track of the
conversation and trying to remember what Emery had told him about
the players.

Brian, an unmarried plumber, lived alone.
Faye, like Emery, was childless and long divorced. Scott was also
divorced, but had a son who died in Vietnam. Chester’s wife was
dead, and his daughter and son-in-law were trying to get him to
sign a power-of-attorney so they could put him in a home, cut down
his orchard, and open a winery.

Was the group’s search for truth a substitute
for the sense of fulfillment a loving family was supposed to bring?
Or were the rootless the only ones with time and inclination to
look beyond the traditional lies? Philip thought about the yearning
to know that drove him, and wondered: if he’d had a normal
life—parents, wife, children, a meaningful job, or even feet that
behaved properly—would he have wanted to spend so much time on
research?

Hearing his name, he realized the others
wanted him to take his turn. He jumped a marble all the way to the
tip of the opposite triangle. The glow of satisfaction he felt
surprised him.

Scott elbowed Faye. “You better watch out,
troglodyte. You might lose for a change.”

Faye wiggled a finger in an ear as if
cleaning it. “I thought I heard the chirping and pittering of
grasshoppers.”

“Deaf adder.”

“Deceitful duck.”

“You festering pustule.”

“You . . . you . . .”

“Purple-headed sneezeweed?” Philip
offered.

Faye laughed and slapped her knee. “By gum,
he’s a player.”

Philip glanced around the table. Noticing
that everyone was looking at him, he said hesitantly, “I take it
none of you believe in the accidental theory of history—that things
just happen, that no one is to blame.”

From the babble of voices, he could
distinguish but a few words.

“. . . brotherhood of . . .”

“. . . UFOs . . .”

“. . . bankers . . .”

“. . . neoBritish empire . . .”

Emery held up a hand. When everyone fell
silent, he said, “‘The rich will strive to establish their domain
and enslave the rest. They always did. They always will.’
Gouverneur Morris, one of the drafters of the United States
Constitution, wrote that in 1787 in a letter to James Madison.

“There is no doubt a plan exists to create a
one-world oligarchic government on this planet. The debate comes
from trying to establish who is at the top of the power pyramid.
The only ones who don’t believe this are those who haven’t studied
the documentation, or those who refuse to believe it. The true
brilliance of leadership is convincing us peasants we’re not
peasants.”

“Most people don’t want to believe in
conspiracies, that’s for sure,” Faye said. “They want to believe we
are living free in a free society. They can’t admit that even when
they think they’re exercising free will, they’re following the
dictates of the oligarchy.”

She moved a yellow marble.

Scott grabbed the marble and put it back
where it came from. “That’s mine. Are you going through some sort
of mental pause? Yours are the green ones.” He leaned back. “In
this new feudal society, the people aren’t allowed to own anything.
You’re responsible for your cars and your homes, but you don’t own
them. The banks do. If you ever pay off the banks, you find that
the government owns them. If you don’t believe that’s true, try not
paying your property taxes and your vehicle licensing fees and see
who winds up with your possessions. The government, that’s who. And
then you walk away with nothing but the clothes on your back, which
is exactly the way it was in old feudal times.”

Brian fixed himself another bowl of oatmeal
and returned to the table. “I’ve been thinking . . .”

Emery smiled. “A dangerous activity.”

“What if we’re the true cryptocracy?” Brian
said.

“Are you off your nut?” Faye demanded.

“He’s got a good point,” Emery said. “The
power does reside with the people.”

Faye banged her fist on the table, rattling
the marbles. “Untrue!”

Emery pointed an index finger. “Think about
it. We’ve mentioned before how everything, like politics and the
news, is a play put on for our benefit. I have to laugh every time
I hear the president called the leader of the free world. For the
most part, he’s not even the leader of this country. He has to
answer to—”

“Oh, please!” Faye rolled her eyes. “You’re
not going to say he has to answer to the people, are you?”

“Of course not. What I planned to say, before
you so rudely interrupted, is that he has to answer to his masters,
whoever they might be. But why put on the whole charade if, in the
end, the people have no power? Why not let it be known that we’re
being controlled by a de facto world government? I’ll tell you why.
We do have power—the power of mass.

“Money—more specifically debt money, fiat
money—gives the oligarchy their power. If no one borrowed money,
didn’t use credit cards, took out mortgages, if no one gambled,
speculated on the stock market, or purchased illegal drugs, if no
one bought more than the bare necessities—” He swept the marbles
off the game board onto the floor. “The game would be over. The
system would crash to a halt.

“In the end, people deserve what’s coming. If
they could ignore their own petty concerns and band together, they
could do anything. But they never will. Why? Two reasons. One,
everybody wants something for nothing. ‘Other people’s money.’
Isn’t that what they say? Well, other people’s money means other
people’s control, whether you’re an individual, a business, or a
government. It’s as simple as that.”

He slumped in his seat.

“What’s the second reason?” Brian asked.

Emery gave him a vague look.

“You said there are two reasons. You only
told one.”

“So I did. The second reason is obvious.
People en masse will never be of one mind, not even to save their
world. None of us see ourselves as one of the masses. We all think
we’re above the rabble and, with few exceptions, we all believe our
own petty concerns take precedence. But the unpalatable truth is
that nearly everybody on earth is part of the mass of human rats
caught in the oligarchy’s maze. I’m sure even most of those who
believe they’re part of the oligarchy are merely king rats,
wealthier and more powerful than the rest of us, but rats
nonetheless.”

“If people knew the truth about the
aliens—”

Scott chuckled, not a pleasant sound.

Chester shot him a defiant look and
continued, “Wouldn’t they band together then?”

“You’d think so, wouldn’t you?” Sadness
tinged Emery’s voice. “But history tells us they won’t. The
American aborigines, for example—”

Groaning, Faye shook her head at Chester.
“You had to open your mouth, didn’t you? Now we’re in for another
lecture.”

Emery pointedly cleared his throat. “The
American aborigines could have prevailed if they had banded
together against the tidal wave of settlers crashing on their
shores, but they were more interested in playing war games with
their ancient enemies than facing the new one. At the very least,
by banding together, they could have halted the invasion at the
Mississippi River . . .”

Philip bent down and began gathering the
scattered marbles; he’d already heard this lecture and had no need
to hear it again. By the time he’d collected all the strays, Emery
had finished, and Faye controlled the conversation.

“They’re doing it to us now. This time
they’re not using smallpox-infected blankets, but bioengineered
epidemics, economic chaos, murder, and international conspiracies.
The oligarchy gets what they want when they want, and obliterate
all who get in their way.”

“Shakespeare was right,” Emery said. “‘Hell
is empty. All the devils are here.’”

 


 



Chapter 5

 


 


Philip sat at the desk in the back room of
Western Ink, thinking about last night’s Chinese checkers party and
about how Chalcedony was beginning to feel like home. Already the
memory of his solitary life back in Denver had taken on brown tints
like a sepia photograph in a dusty scrapbook, while his days here
were being burned into his mind with electrifying color.

So many people. Emery. Emery’s friends.
Her.

Hearing the sound of the front door opening,
he tilted his head. Could that be her now? No. The footsteps were
too heavy.

“Are you Emery Hill?”

Philip frowned. The voice sounded
familiar.

“Yes,” Emery responded.

A rustle of paper. “Do you know this
man?”

Realization dawned. Philip’s heart beat
faster.

As if from a long way off, he heard Emery
say, “I don’t believe you gentlemen introduced yourselves.”

In the ensuing quiet, Philip pictured Agent
Derrick showing Emery his ID, and Red Lips—Hugh—standing off to one
side, showing nothing.

“Do you know this man?” Derrick repeated
after a moment.

“Why are you interested in him?” Emery
countered.

With a vague notion that he should go to
Emery’s aid, Philip lumbered to his feet, scraping back the
chair.

“What was that?” Derrick asked.

“What was what?” Emery responded.

“That noise.”

“What noise? I didn’t hear anything.”

“Mind if we have a look around?”

Philip found himself being propelled toward
the back door.

“Stop it,” he hissed. The agents were his
problem, not Emery’s; he had no right to lead them here and then
expect his friend to deal with them on his own.

Emery can take care of himself. The thought
rose in Philip’s mind fully formed; an alien presence.

Trying to plant his feet, he looked wildly
around and asked silently, Who are you? What do you want?

A faint chill feathered the back of his neck,
as if to remind him what would happen if he didn’t go where
directed.

Mutely apologizing to Emery for abandoning
him, Philip allowed himself to be herded out the door and into a
blue BMW parked in the loading zone. He stifled an hysterical urge
to giggle. The creature certainly had an affinity for nice
vehicles.

The driverless car bore him into the hills.
It turned onto a narrow dirt road that wound through the forest,
ending in a large clearing that appeared to be the top of a mesa.
Despite the green Ford Escort parked in front of a log cabin, the
place seemed timeless, primordial almost, as if the ancient melody
of creation hovered beyond hearing.

The creature nudged him out of the car.
Philip watched the BMW glide away, the only sound the crunching of
tires on an occasional pebble, then he turned to face the cabin.
Inhaling deeply of the cool cerulean air, he squared his shoulders
and headed for the door.

She answered his knock. Her eyes, at first
dark with curiosity, brightened to amber.

“It’s you,” she said.

 


* * *

 


The man standing on her porch looked so shy
and self-effacing, Becka half-expected him to shuffle his feet and
say, “Aw, shucks.”

Instead, he gave her a squinty-eyed smile
that wavered, then disappeared.

“I think I’m supposed to stay here,” he
said.

She smiled. “Is this some sort of line?”

He gazed at her with guileless eyes. “No
line. I have a story to tell you. May I come in?”

She stood aside to let him pass into the
cabin. He really was cute, though not as young as she had first
thought; the harsh sunlight had illuminated the threads of silver
in his dark hair and accentuated the faint scoring between his
brows.

The furrows deepened as he turned toward the
cat curled on the rocking chair.

“You have a cat.”

She blinked. “You can see him?”

“Of course. It’s sleeping in that chair. Why
do you ask?”

Wisdom yawned and stretched. The cat glanced
at Becka as if daring her to explain that it was a ghost, then it
slipped from the room.

Becka shrugged. “No reason.”

He scratched his arms. “I’m allergic to
cats.”

“It’s a hairless cat,” she pointed out.

“Oh. Right.” He stopped scratching.

“Would you like something to drink?”

“Maybe water.”

Gesturing for him to sit on the couch, she
went into the kitchen and filled two glasses of water straight from
the tap. It still seemed like a miracle to her. The Chalcedony
water supply came from an artesian well that provided the clearest,
sweetest water she’d ever tasted.

She handed him his glass, then sat on the
chair that Wisdom had just vacated.

He took a long drink. She got the feeling it
was more about stalling than thirst.

“You said you had a story to tell me,” she
reminded him.

Wiping his mouth with the back of a hand, he
nodded, but several seconds ticked by before he finally spoke.

“I think I’m a very odd person.”

She chuckled. “I already figured that
out.”

His heavy eyebrows drew together. “Then why
did you let me in?”

“You’re adorable.”

He looked at her as if he thought she were
making fun of him, then his face relaxed. “You shouldn’t let
strange men into your house.”

“You’re stalling again.”

“I know. I just don’t want you to think ill
of me.”

“I won’t, I promise.”

He took a deep breath as if getting ready to
dive into a pool, then told her about the agents who had come to
his apartment.

“After I escaped, I hitchhiked here to
Chalcedony. It didn’t occur to me that they’d come looking for me,
but it should have. Running away is a crime, I think, and is
usually taken as a sign of guilt, even though innocent people have
much more to fear from cops than guilty ones.” He drank the rest of
his water. “Twenty minutes ago, they showed up at Western Ink.” He
slowly set the glass on the coffee table and stared at it. “I left
Emery to deal with them all by himself and came here.”

“You did the right thing,” Becka said
soothingly. Struck by a sudden thought, she asked, “How did you
know where I live?”

“I didn’t. I was brought here.”

“By whom?”

He gave her a long, measured look, then
spread his hands. “I don’t know. At first I thought the thing
belonged to the agents, but they were afraid of it, too. I still am
afraid of it, but it did rescue me from the agents in Denver, and
it rescued me from them again this morning.”

“What did?”

“I don’t know exactly. I’m not sure it even
exists.”

“Maybe it’s your guardian angel.”

He smiled wryly. “Hardly an angel.”

There was no reason for the resonance she
felt, but something struck a chord, and it echoed.

Her breath quickened. “It’s the ghost that
pushed me into your arms that day in the parking lot, isn’t
it?”

He nodded.

“Do you know what it looks like?” The urgency
she heard in her voice surprised her.

As he described the being, the chord echoed
and reechoed until it grew so loud it all but drowned out his
words. The words, however, were superfluous. She remembered it
clearly.

“Urshu,” she breathed.

“Urshu?” he queried.

“That’s his name. Urshu.”

“How do you know?”

“He was my invisible playmate when I was
young.”

They stared at each other. A steady beat,
like that of distant drums, pulsed between them.

Minutes passed.

Then he smiled at her. “It seems as if we’re
always making beautiful music together.”

She smiled in return, grateful to him for
lightening the mood.

“I don’t even know your name,” she said.

“Philip Hansen.”

She shook his outstretched hand. “Pleased to
meet you, Philip Hansen. My name is Becka Johnson.”

“No it’s not.”

The words were stated so swiftly and
positively, they took her breath away. What did he know? He wasn’t
one of the nameless “them” that had pursued her all her life, was
he?

“What do you mean by that?” she asked, her
voice harsher than she intended.

“Nothing,” he answered, seeming bewildered.
“I don’t know why I said it. Maybe because Becka’s too sharp. Too
jagged. It doesn’t fit you.” He paused. Then as if without
volition, he burst out, “And it’s not the name I know you by.”

As she studied him, music flowed through her
mind like a comforting wave. Knowing she could trust him, she
offered him her name.

He repeated it after her; she liked the sound
of it in his mouth.

“Rena.”

 


* * *

 


The Chalcedony Town Hall, a one-story tan
brick building, also housed the public library.

When Jane entered, the smell of bureaucracy
assaulted her nose. Strange, she thought, to find it in a place as
small as this. What did they do—buy it in a spray can, like a new
car smell? She sniffed. It should be easy to manufacture:
mustiness, pine disinfectant, and an underlying hint of something
else—sweat, maybe, or fear.

“Can I help you?”

Jane glanced at the old woman standing behind
the counter that ran the length of the room. With her drab dress,
wire frame glasses, and gray hair fashioned into a bun, she looked
like Granny from The Beverly Hillbillies. She even had the same
gleam of curiosity in her eyes and the same turned-down smile.

“Where can I find the police station?”

“Chalcedony doesn’t have a police force, just
a sheriff’s department.” The woman pointed to a darkened office
across from the counter. “There’s the sheriff’s department. The
city and county offices are both housed in this building, and they
share the same receptionist, which, on Saturday’s, is me.” She
flashed her Granny smile. “Deputy Del Vecchio is on duty today, but
he’s out on a call right now. Perhaps I can help you.”

“I’d prefer to speak to the sheriff.”

“Is this an emergency?”

Jane hesitated. Only her growing guilt at
staying in Georgy’s house and using Georgy’s money for food and gas
prompted this visit. Her sister could be missing of her own accord.
She’d once joked—or maybe she hadn’t been joking; with Georgy, it
was hard to tell—about staging her disappearance for a publicity
stunt. “Imagine the headlines,” she’d said with a laugh.
“Investigator of Mysterious Phenomena Vanishes Mysteriously. What
that would do for the sales of my books!”

Becoming aware of the old woman’s bright gaze
still fixed on her, Jane said, “It might be an emergency.”

“Sonny’s working at his garage this
morning.”

“Sonny?”

The old woman brought a hand to her mouth.
“Oh, dear. I forgot I’m not supposed to call John that
anymore.”

Jane smiled. “I won’t tell on you.”

“Even if he is the sheriff, it seems to me as
if he’s still a boy playing cops and robbers. It makes me wonder if
any mother ever sees her child as an adult. Do you have
children?”

“The sheriff?” Jane prompted.

“Turn left when you go out the door. About a
quarter of a mile down the road, you’ll find Goddard’s Garage.
That’s where John is. I’m sure he won’t mind you stopping by.
Everybody does. Oh, and remind him he promised to come by tonight
and fix that leaky faucet.”

 


* * *

 


East of the single block of downtown was a
string of isolated businesses. A roadside vegetable stand. A carpet
shop. A ramshackle building advertising used doors for sale. And
Goddard’s Garage, a corrugated metal Quonset hut surrounded by a
dozen vehicles in various states of disrepair. In front of the
garage, a man in grease-stained overalls and a T-shirt bent over
the engine of a dark blue Mustang.

“I’m looking for the sheriff,” Jane said.

The man stood upright and gave her a
penetrating stare. Older than Jane by at least a decade, he looked
fit, though he did have a slight paunch and the hint of a double
chin.

He took off his baseball cap and swept his
thickly muscled forearm across his brow. “You found him.”

Jane blinked. This was Sonny? From the way
the old woman had talked, she’d expected an easy-going fellow like
Jed Clampett or even Jethro, not this hard-eyed man with the
alertness of a predatory beast. Remind him about a leaky faucet? No
way!

“I’d like to report a missing person,” she
said.

“Child or adult?”

“Adult.”

“You can get a form at the town hall.”
Scooping up the wrench, he bent over the engine once more.

“It’s not that simple.”

His voice sounded muffled. “It never is.”

“Please. Can I just talk to you?”

He straightened. “Look, lady, I know the
drill. Your husband or boyfriend or lover didn’t come home last
night, and you’re worried enough to want to report it, but you
don’t want to make it official because it could prove embarrassing
if it turns out he spent the night with someone else. Am I
right?

“It’s my sister. And it’s been more than one
night.”

“Does your sister have a name?”
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