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Author's Note:

The many-worlds interpretation
resolves a variety of paradoxes in quantum theory. It was first
proposed by Princeton physicist Hugh Everett in 1957, with the help
of his thesis advisor, John Archibald Wheeler. Wheeler worked with
Albert Einstein and Richard Feynman, and coined the term "black
hole."

 



 "To be, or not to be: that is
the question:

Whether 'tis nobler in the mind to suffer

The slings and arrows of outrageous fortune..."

– Shakespeare, Hamlet
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Prologue

 


 Orange County Police
Officer Billy Rennie eased his cruiser to a stop so he could watch
the lightning. He was parked on Yorba Linda Boulevard, at the
western edge of Chino Hills State Park. The clouds were gray and
heavy, tinted with dust, and blue-white bolts crackled through
them.

No rain fell. Precipitation since early
spring had been nil, instead of its typical six inches. The
governor of California had declared a drought three months ago. The
chaparral in the park was brown and dry as tinder, seven hundred
acres of sheer matchbox. The sun was setting and the land sank into
eerie shadow, though the clouds seemed to hold on to the light.

Billy rolled down the window. The smell was
musty and dangerous, and the fierce Santa Ana winds blew his hair
and rustled papers on his citation clipboard. The electricity made
the hairs on his arm stand up.

It was an infernal recipe: above-normal
temperatures, plus drought, plus unyielding Santa Anas, and now dry
thunderstorms. It was shaping up to be a hell of a fire season.
Lightning had started over six hundred wildfires in the last two
weeks, mostly in Santa Barbera, Los Angeles, and Riverside
Counties. If it stayed bad, that might climb to a couple of
thousand, and FEMA and the National Guard would be out here.

So far, Northeast Orange County had been
safe. But then Billy had seen that lightning, and now he had a grim
feeling things would get worse.

He heard a humming sound, and his rearview
mirror caught a steady blue-white glow. He thought a car had pulled
up behind him, and he glanced back.

Billy's cruiser was passed by a floating ball
of blue-white light, about as big as a basketball. It hummed as it
went by. He swallowed hard, and found that his throat was bone dry.
The ball glowed translucently, not too bright to see through. It
turned, bobbing, six feet from his car's door, and crossed the
street, growing as it went.

In seconds, Billy's mind raced from UFOs, to
swamp gas, to the glowing tops of masts of ships at night -- what
was it called? St. Elmo's fire. All wrong. Then he had it. Ball
lightning.

When it reached the sidewalk, it was larger
than Billy's outstretched arms. As it climbed the hill, its humming
faded, but it seemed to keep growing. When it was six feet tall, it
left a tiny orange flame on the grass beneath it. The wind made the
flame dance and spray a ribbon of smoke along the hillside. The
flame spread, amoeba-like, and tossed embers that swam through the
smoke.

Billy picked up his radio. "Tango-five-five,
dispatch."

Carla's voice came back. "Dispatch, go."

"I just saw a..." Better keep it simple.
"That is, lightning strike and brushfire at Yorba Linda Boulevard
and Camino Seco."

There was a pause while, he imagined, she
said shit. "Roger, Billy, I'll make the call."

The fire had eaten a few square yards now,
and it pulsed as gusts of wind pushed it. The ball lightning
drifted over the summit of the nearest hill and vanished.

Billy's troubles were just beginning that
night, and he didn't think of the ball lightning again until the
next day. No one else saw it. And no one else saw two figures
appear out of nowhere, where the ball of light was last seen.

The two figures, and their cargo, slipped
away from Chino Hills State Park and escaped up the shadowy
street.

 



Chapter 1

 


Angie Lai, waitress at the Happy Dragon,
watched her father handle the wok like a master. The old man
sprayed in oil, and flames leapt gracefully to the kitchen's
ceiling. He flicked the wok, tossing the ingredients, and the
flames vanished just as quickly.

She loved to watch him cook. A few moments
later, the dish was in her hand and she breezed out to the
customer.

He was sitting alone in a booth. The
restaurant was mostly empty, since the dinner rush hadn't started
yet. Later, it would be packed with hungry people from the Los
Angeles Convention Center down the street. Those were the two types
of customers Angie saw. Locals she knew by name, and conventioneers
like this guy.

She set the plate down. "Here you are."

He smiled at her. "Thanks." He was her age,
early twenties. Cute. A little intense-looking. His eyes were an
interesting shade of green. Part hazel, maybe. Angie loved eyes
that color and had worn colored contacts like that in high school,
which had freaked out her mom. Her mom said green eyes were
demonic.

Boy, she would have loved this guy. He had
bright orange-red hair, cut recently, and wore a black blazer with
a t-shirt and jeans. His Convention Center name tag said

 


American Historical Association

Randy Sullivan

 


"Enjoy," she said, and sauntered back to the
kitchen.

#

Randy had less than an hour before his talk.
He'd be in front of two hundred people, maybe more. His
thirteen-ingredient fried rice had settled into his stomach like a
slab of granite, and he turned his fortune cookie restlessly in his
fingers.

He wasn't nervous. Just excited was all. What
a shot this would be! He was going to lecture to some of the most
venerable (or decrepit) history professors in the country, and he
with nothing but a bachelor's degree and a website. The exposure
would put him on the map, make him legitimate. Blog hits. Book
deal. Hell, it might even get him a university job. Nah...

He'd decided against that path long ago. No
ivory towers. No pointy-headed postmodernist doublespeak. No
departmental politics. Randy had gotten this far by working in the
den of his parents' house, with nothing but a laptop, pajamas and a
caffeine IV. No reason to change now.

It had all started as
Randyrandom.wordpress.com, until the randomness fell away,
his posts developed focus, and he switched the domain name to
Roguehistory.com. History had been his interest since he had
sat in his ninth-grade classroom, listening to Mrs. King. At first
sight, she was just someone's batty old aunt, until she held up her
wrinkled hands and wove stories about World War Two like a
silver-haired sorceress.

As an upperclassman, he started reading
history books on his own.

By college, he hated history books.

They were packed, he could see, with things
that weren't true. Too often an author guessed at a connection that
didn't really exist, or worse, repeated the guess of another author
as if it was fact. Plenty were shackled by the chains of outright
political bias. And every historian was mired in his own era –
Randy learned that when he found his favorite biography of Abraham
Lincoln was written by a guy named Herndon.

In 1892.

Lincoln's life had been recreated to fit the
Civil Rights movement that took place a century after his death.
Omit a fact here, record a rumor there.

You couldn't get anywhere that way. You
couldn't learn history from historians.

But nowadays, that was okay. Original
documents, records, and correspondence were being scanned and
uploaded to the internet for free access at a rate of megabytes per
second. Anybody could jump into the data pool, swim laps, and play
Marco Polo until they were pruney.

And that's what Randy did. He dug, he found
things, he made connections. And he posted them on his blog. And he
developed a following. It was a small following – to a dude on the
street, Randy was nobody – but to those who were into this stuff,
Randy was making waves, rocking the boat, and sometimes pissing
people off.

It was beautiful.

He paid a price for it, of course. With all
the reading he did, there wasn't much time for other things, like
employment. He worked odd jobs, part-time, because he couldn't tear
himself away from his obsession. The poverty was, well, something
he just had to accept.

And his dating life was pretty much
nonexistent.

Randy twisted open his fortune cookie and
popped half in his mouth. Crisp, not stale. This would be a good
day. He smoothed open his fortune.

The paper came apart in his hands. It was two
fortunes stuck together.

Weird. Randy supposed he could be happy about
it – buy one, get one free – but all he thought of was poor quality
control at some factory in Hong Kong where they belted out thirty
thousand of these a day. Must be some new guy on the line. Gumming
up the fortunes.

Randy'd never heard of that happening. What
did it mean if you got more than one fortune?

Not that he took any of it seriously. It was
bunkum, like Edison said (or was it Houdini?).

He chewed. The first fortune said, You do
not see how lucky you are.

That was disappointing. He wanted specifics
in his fortunes, details, the day he would win the lottery and how
much, to the dollar. This wasn't even a fortune. It was just a
critique of his character.

#

Excerpt from Randy Sullivan's speech at the
seventy-eighth annual American Historical Association Convention
[never delivered]:

Why do we study history? To understand where
we came from? To learn from our mistakes? To predict the
future?

You think so? Really?

Okay.

What if Archduke Ferdinand's chauffeur
hadn't made that wrong turn onto Francis Joseph Street, where
Gavrilo Princip was waiting?

What's the lesson there?

What if Barton Mitchell, of the
Twenty-seventh Indiana Volunteers, hadn't found those cigars on a
hill outside Frederik, Maryland, in September, 1862?

Napoleon claimed to have lost the Battle of
Waterloo because of a bad headcold. What if he was right?

This is fun. We could do it all evening.

What if Reagan had been a better actor?
Lincoln a better inventor? Fidel Castro a better ball player?
Giuseppe Zangara a better shot?

What if history really is just a long list
of random accidents? Would we give up studying it?

No. We can't. Because there's something
hiding there, between the accidents. Something we need....

#

Randy set the first fortune aside and read
the second.

You will soon make a new friend.

He grinned. Better! Nothing like positive
cold readings to brighten your day. How soon was soon? He wondered
if reading this fortune would heighten his expectations, altering
behavior toward passers-by. Maybe this prophecy could
self-fulfill.

And what was he supposed to do with his
fortunes now, choose his favorite? He kept You will soon make a
new friend and dropped the other on the table, along with cash
for the cute Asian girl who'd brought him his rice.

Time for his big speech.

He pushed open the restaurant's doors
(ringing the brass chimes) and set foot on the sidewalk beside the
busy downtown street. As he waited for the light to change, his
cell phone beeped out The Hunters of Kentucky, Andrew
Jackson's campaign song for his re-election in 1828.

Randy heard the unmistakable keening of his
twelve-year-old sister. "Ran? Hey, Ran! You've got to do something
about your crazy brother. He's trying to blow up the
neighborhood!"

 



Chapter 2

 


The sibs. When Randy was a kid, his mom sat
him down in his room and explained to him that, after nine years as
an only child, he was about to get some company. The news rocked
his little world. When he protested the invasion, his mother got
that iron-eyed look that meant obey. He was just old enough
to understand the birds-and-bees origin of such infiltrators of
hearth and home, and grimly accepted his mother's swelling
belly.

He also saw that mom and dad were as
surprised as he was.

When his mom's middle was as swollen as one
of the shiny T-Rex balloons at his tenth birthday, she sat him down
again. Twins, Randy. There's a boy and a girl in here.

A few weeks after that, mom and dad came home
from the hospital with Maddie and Wayne Sullivan. All the peace and
solitude of Randy's young life died a miserable death that day,
replaced with drool and diaper-stink.

Randy cocked his head, pinning his cell to
his ear with his shoulder, and watched the late-afternoon sun glint
off the cars waiting at the light. "What's he done, Maddie?"

"He's down the street, and I keep hearing
these loud booming sounds."

"What are they?"

"Beats me!"

"He wasn't supposed to leave the house." It
was moments like this that he missed his parents the most. Why, oh
why hadn't he hired a babysitter? Someone with professional
experience? And a gun?

Because he couldn't afford one, that's
why.

And they weren't toddlers. Randy hadn't
needed a babysitter at twelve. "How do you know it's him?"

Randy could feel his sister's you're an
idiot look coming at him through the phone. "Because it's
Wayne!"

He frowned. "Good point."

"Are you gonna come get him?"

Randy almost dropped the phone. "No! I told
you about my talk. I'm on in twenty-two minutes."

"You're not gonna do anything?"

Randy winced. "Look. You stay in the
house--"

"I'm not going out there! He'll blow me
up!"

"Good. Just wait there. I'll drive home as
soon as I'm off stage. If Wayne comes in, tell him to stay put and
that he's hip-deep in trouble."

"Spatula-deep?" There was glee in her
voice.

Randy never used the long-handled barbecue
spatula on anything but hamburgers. But on occasion, when he was
fed up with the sibs and their antics, he'd storm after them with
it, roaring and brandishing it like a Mongol sword. It made Wayne
and Maddie scatter like bunnies, laughing hysterically.

"Yeah, spatula-deep. I'll call back when I'm
on my way." Randy ended the call. He hoped that whatever Wayne was
up to, he wouldn't hurt himself, or any of the neighbors. The kid
had way too much brain squeezed into his skull for his own good. It
wasn't natural.

The light changed and Randy crossed the
street. He was going to do this talk, and not even Wayne's latest
mad-scientist schtick would stop him. The glass doors slid open and
Randy entered the lobby of the Convention Center. There were plenty
of people here, historian-types, with AHA name tags and all.

This was it. Randy's heart began to
pound.

Now, where was Concourse 153 B?

A woman stepped in front of him. "Randy
Sullivan?" She was blonde, slender, his age, doing the sexy
librarian thing in eyeglasses and a short skirt.

He was in full-on bulldozer mode... but for
her, he could spare a minute. "That's me."

She smiled. "Wow, I'm glad I caught you
before your talk. They'll mob you afterwards and I'd never get
close. I'm Susan Newquist."

Randy's mouth hung open, uncertain of what to
say. He didn't know her, but he wished he did.

"Blue Kiwi," she went on. "UCLA's history
blog."

"Ah," said Randy. "We've emailed." He
extended his hand. Hers was soft and cool. "Nice to meet you in
person."

She leaned toward him conspiratorially. "This
is so exciting. I have to say I'm a huge fan."

"Of me?"

She laughed. "I never miss a post! But I
can't let that spread around the department. No one here wants to
admit how popular you are. A guilty pleasure. Like chocolate."

Randy grinned. "Thanks. Neat. I'm sorry, I
can't think. I'm on in a few minutes."

"I know! I'm heading there myself. What are
you doing after? Want to get a cup of coffee or something?"

Randy's mind filled with thoughts of
Penelope. He would rather have coffee with her. But what was the
point of wishing for that? There were certain things in this world
that were not meant to be. He should face that and enjoy the things
he could have.

For example, Susan Newquist. Time to seize
the moment and make it his. Or at least, flirt with the moment and
have some fun, until the moment discovered that he was broke and
raising his two crazy sibs all by himself, at which point the
moment would bail on him to find a more decent catch.

"Sure. Fantastic," he said at last. "Let's
meet at the front desk in an hour."

"Great. Here's my card." It was blue, with
the UCLA seal. "If you can't get away, call me."

Randy's cell phone rang.

Susan touched his shoulder. "You get that.
I'm going to go find a seat." And she was gone.

Nice girl, he thought, as he glanced at his
phone. The screen said "Maddie." Randy steeled himself for more
wackiness. Take your best shot, kiddo.

He flipped open the phone. "What now?"

"Randy Sullivan?" asked an authoritative
man's voice.

The crowded world around Randy shut itself
off. "That's me. Where is the little girl who owns that phone?"

"She's right here, sir," said the man. "She's
fine. I'm Officer Ferguson of the Yorba Linda Police
Department."

Randy's stomach dropped. "Aw, crap. So we're
up to law enforcement, huh?"

"That's right, sir."

He felt himself starting to sweat. "At least
you're not the paramedics. Where's Wayne?"

"He's here and he's fine. We received a lot
of complaints about noise from residents on this street. Some of
them described gunshots. You understand, we got concerned."

Randy closed his eyes and pressed his hand to
his forehead. "Right. They weren't gunshots, officer. Wayne's just
mixing chemicals or something. I mean... right? Not gunshots?"

"We didn't find a gun, sir."

"Is anybody hurt? Are the neighbors
okay?"

"No injuries, sir. No firearms violations.
But I'm issuing a citation for disturbing the peace. And if anybody
claims property damage, I'll add malicious mischief."

Randy swallowed. What now, argue with a cop?
"Listen, officer. I appreciate you calling me. But Wayne is just a
kid. Not violent or anything. And the peace probably wasn't that
disturbed, really, since the neighbors have had it in for him for
months. See, one time he..." Nah, let's not go there. Not going to
help. "We can work this out, right, officer? Hey, let me talk to
him." Randy thought up his riot act.

"Not on the phone, sir," said Officer
Ferguson. "The boy is in the back of my car--"

"You put him in your police car?"

"That's right, sir."

"Did you cuff him?"

"I did."

Randy groaned. "Is he under arrest?"

"That depends on you, sir. You're his legal
guardian, aren't you?"

"That's right."

"His sister's, too?"

"Yeah."

"So you're responsible for them."

Worse and worse. We're circling the drain,
now. "Absolutely! And I watch them like a hawk, like a pissed-off
hawk, most of the time. But this weekend--"

"The History thing at the L.A. Convention
Center. Your sister told me."

"That's right. Once in a lifetime fluke. Once
in several lifetimes."

"I tell you what, sir. Traffic is lightening
up this time of the evening. You can be home in less than an hour.
I'll release Wayne into your custody."

Randy couldn't speak. This wasn't happening.
"I can't..."

"Pardon me, sir? I couldn't hear."

"I can't be there in an hour."

"Then I'll take your little brother to the
station and enter him into the juvenile offender system. And I'll
notify Child Protective Services."

Randy was quiet.

"Sir?"

Slowly, all the weight that had built up on
Randy's shoulders over the course of the phone call slipped away,
replaced with a sad numbness. "All right."

"Sir?"

"Stay there, officer. I'll be there as soon
as I can."

 



Chapter 3

 


Randy should have looked for someone to
notify, at the front desk, maybe, that he wouldn't be there for his
talk. He thought of finding Susan Newquist. But what would he say?
And time was short.

The Convention Center's parking garage was
big enough for its own zip code. After a marathon jog, he came to
the dark green Nissan Sentra that had been his parents' second car.
The passenger-side rear view mirror was missing, and one of the
rear windows was taped up with duct tape to keep it from sliding
down into the door.

Randy was behind the wheel before he noticed
there was a black plastic DVD case under the windshield wiper. Some
convention-related giveaway, probably. About the Civil War or the
Titanic or some damn thing. He would have dug the freebie
any other time, but now, he snarled, got out and yanked the case
from under the wiper.

The DVD was not what he'd been expecting.

It showed a pair of blue hands holding a blue
lightsaber against a starry background. Luke Skywalker's hands,
Randy knew. In yellow letters, it said Episode VI: Revenge of
the Jedi.

Randy frowned. There was something wrong
about that... but he didn't have time to think about it now, and
besides, Wayne was more into that stuff than he was. He tossed the
DVD case onto the passenger seat and wheeled out of the parking
lot.

As he zipped along the ninety-one, he watched
the sky change. Brown clouds, big and heavy as mountains, cruised
on the wind. The smell of woodsmoke crept in through the taped-up
window, reminding him of roasting marshmallows with his folks at a
campground up north, before the sibs were born. The memory filled
him with a kind of emptiness -- a hollow feeling that came to him
when he thought about his parents.

Randy shook his head, cleared his throat and
swallowed.

Hell of a fire season this year.

Flakes of ash settled from the sky like gray
snow. When they almost touched the highway, the cars whipped them
up again. They settled like that, over and over.

When Randy turned onto Yorba Linda Boulevard,
he saw a flicker of orange firelight on the slopes of Chino Hills
State Park. That was close! He usually didn't think of the fires
every summer as dangerous. They were just something interesting to
watch on the news. It was easy to get used to helicopter footage of
flames eating some wilderness area a hundred miles away, and maybe
an occasional mansion in Malibu. Much drama, much wailing and
gnashing of teeth, but no permanent damage, unless you were a
California gray squirrel or an insurance company.

But if the park was burning, well, that was
trouble. Randy would have to tune in the local radio station and
listen for, yikes... the E-word.

Evacuate.

He made the final turn onto Forest Glen and
spotted the monstrous old ash tree that grew beside his house, on
the strip of lawn between the sidewalk and the street. The
granddaddy ash, everyone called it. Parked on the street under it
was a cop car, its lights flashing red and blue in the
branches.

He parked in the driveway and got out.
Officer Ferguson stepped out of the police car. He was plump and
mustached, wearing a dark blue uniform, flat black gun on his hip
and a shiny badge on his chest next to the radio handset at his
collarbone.

Randy played it cool. "Evening, Officer.
Thank you for waiting."

His expression was typical cop: professional
and bored, like he'd seen it all before. "It's what I do. More than
you'd think."

Randy peered into the cop car's back window.
Wayne was in there, looking petulant.

Seeing Wayne shook Randy up. If Randy, at
twelve, had been stuck in the back of a police car, he'd have
broken. He'd have gone noodly and cried like a baby. Seeing Wayne
through the back window looking no more than grumpy made Randy
doubt his ability to raise him. Wayne was out of his league.

No time for that now. "Could you let him out,
please?"

Officer Ferguson opened the back door and,
gently and professionally, manhandled the boy out. Wayne scowled at
the sidewalk, his hands cuffed behind him. His hair was brown, with
only a trace of the Sullivan red. He had Mom's dark eyes. His
eyeglasses had fallen off, and dangled by the chain around his
neck, the sort of chain that little old ladies wore. That had been
his folks' idea. Otherwise Wayne lost his glasses constantly. Now,
the glasses lay on his orange t-shirt, over the words, "Large
Hadron Collider: More Bang for Your Euro." The shirt, size MEDIUM,
hung on him roomily.

Here was his brother, released from police
custody. Randy didn't know what to say.

Officer Ferguson unlocked the cuffs. "The
Orange County Police are not a babysitting service."

Wayne put his eyeglasses on and looked around
him.

"Of course not, officer," Randy said.

"There won't be a next time."

Randy nodded. "I understand."

"Have a nice evening." The cop got into his
car. Randy waited for him to drive off, but instead he sat in
there, filling out paperwork.

Randy sighed. "Where's your sister?"

"Beats me," said Wayne.

"In the house?"

"Yeah."

They both watched the cop car.

"What were you thinking?" Randy asked.

"It stinks in the back of that car. And
there's no door handles."

"I believe it. You know, I'm thinking of
kicking your ass right now. Soon as this cop pulls away. How's that
sound?"

Wayne looked at him. "I can outrun you."

Randy put his arm around his brother. His
fingers found a firm grip on the sleeve of Wayne's orange t-shirt.
Randy could feel the slenderness of his shoulders, the frailty of
him. Randy squeezed. "You don't seem to get it, Wayne. The police
are at our house. Because of you. Is that sinking in at all?"

Wayne looked back to the car. "Yeah. That's
not cool. Can we go inside? It smells like ash out here."

"No. Tell me what you were doing."

"Phase bombs."

"Shit."

"Totally harmless. Dry ice in an empty soda
bottle. Add water, shake it a little, screw the cap down. Then
throw. The carbon dioxide sublimates, like ice on a comet. Takes up
seven hundred times as much room. Pops the bottle." He grinned.
"It's wicked loud." Then he frowned. "Mostly harmless."

"Couldn't you do that in the kitchen?"

"Did I say wicked loud? Maddie would cry. I
prepped the bottles with dry ice in the kitchen. Then I put them in
a duffle bag, so I could add the water while I was walking down the
middle of the street. I threw them under people's cars and stuff.
It was really cool."

Randy squeezed his wonderful little brother a
little harder. Why couldn't he be into model rocketry? Something
with a community, and rules, where they go in groups to large empty
spaces to blow things up? Randy didn't suggest it. Wayne would be
launching rockets alone from the back yard. Toasting the lawn.
Aiming at jetliners, probably.

"Ow! Come on, Ran. Don't hulk out. If only
you'd seen it. Next time I'll get it on video."

"Next time?"

Wayne swallowed. "By which I mean never.
Ever."

"I had to miss my talk to come here and save
your ass from juvenile hall. Do you know how important that talk
was to me?"

The car finally pulled away, accelerating
loudly down the street. The two brothers stood alone on the
sidewalk.

"That sucks," Wayne said. "Wait, you were
amped about that talk. You ditched your own talk?"

"The cop threatened me on the phone. Said
he'd take you away. Break us up."

"Aw, crap. Sorry."

"Jesus Christ. You want to see that
happen?"

"No, Ran."

"You want some nice new foster parents?"

"No, Ran!"

"What would Mom and Dad think, if we couldn't
be a family anymore?"

"I didn't think the cops would come!"

"You didn't think at all! For all your
brains, Wayne, you're pretty damn stupid!"

Wayne glared up at Randy, his jaw tight, his
eyes misting behind the thick lenses of his glasses.

Randy released him. "Get in the house."

Wayne scampered through the side gate and
disappeared indoors. Randy stood on the driveway and listened to
the silence. No cops, no maniacal children. He smelled the ashes in
the air and contemplated the miserable chaos that was his life.

His cell buzzed in his pocket.

Someone from the conference, probably,
wondering if he was dead, or drunk, or just a totally unreliable
flake. They'd taken a risk booking him to speak, and they'd been
right to worry.

The screen said (NO NUMBER).

"Hello?"

"Randy Sullivan?" said a young man's
voice.

"Speaking." Randy braced himself for the
questions.

"Good. Just checking."

Randy frowned. "Who's this?"

But the line was dead. Who had that been? The
conference organizers? He wished they'd just berate him already,
rather than check his number and plan to berate him later. Randy
stood there and grumbled.

Calling Wayne stupid was going too far. It
was okay for a big brother, but Randy could no longer be that. He
had to be a parent. When he'd lost his Mom and Dad, he'd lost his
brother and sister, too.

Randy had an idea. Maybe he could make a
little ray of sunshine in an otherwise dark and stormy and
piss-poor night. He grabbed the mysterious DVD from the passenger
seat of the Sentra.


Chapter 4

 


Later that night, Randy sat on the living
room couch, staring at his laptop perched on a TV tray. He was
reading Susan Newquist's posts on Blue Kiwi. It was a psychological
analysis of presidential assassins, including guys that missed --
which made it a pretty big list.

The living room was silent. The sibs were in
their rooms. The TV was off (its proper state, in Randy's opinion).
Numerous paintings of cats adorned the walls -- Mom's favorites --
along with framed replicas of the Declaration of Independence and
the Constitution -- Randy's additions. Over the gas fireplace hung
a painting of a tempest-tossed sailboat. Sailing had been Dad's
passion. He had always planned to buy a sailboat when he
retired.

Three rows of class photographs, first grade
and up, covered one wall and made the turn down the hallway.
Randy's row was the upper one, and continued to his high school
graduation picture. The other two rows stopped short at seventh
grade, with blank space for future frames. Randy didn't like the
pictures of himself, but his parents had, so he left them up in
their memory... at least for now. The pics of the sibs were
cute.

 The whole house
smelled vaguely of cat. Their pink fuzzy mice lay on the floor,
well-chewed and tail-less, but the Army of Darkness was nowhere to
be seen.

Maddie padded down the hall, wearing her
pajamas. "Did you punish Wayne?"

"Actually, no."

She sighed. "Well... can I at least watch
TV?"

Randy winced. "What's on?"

"Are you kidding? It's Friday." She picked up
the remote. "American Idol's on."

"Isn't it a rerun?"

"So?" She clutched the remote in both hands
like a microphone. She struck a pose, jutting out a hip and tossing
her fiery hair, the reddest in the family.

"Rannn-dee!" she sang.

You know that I love you

You love that I know you

Big brother, you're so mean

The house has to be clean

But let me watch TeeVee

Cause I have to be free

She froze there for a second, unclear on her
next line. Then she gave up and took a bow. Randy applauded.

Maddie's dream was to be a singer with
Girls' Generation or some group like that. She'd been
singing since she could talk. She'd always been neater than Wayne,
easier to look after. She sure as hell presented her own
challenges, though, being the girl.

The day she came home from school demanding a
bra, Mom and Dad had still been alive. Mom had taken her shopping.
When Randy had been forced into his new job as parent, her puberty
scared him to death, like a time bomb he had to defuse. He knew
menstruation was around the corner, and he didn't want her to find
blood between her legs and think she was dying.

Maddie was the least bookish of a very
bookish family. But a book is what she got. It was called What's
Happening to Me? It was light and charming and had funny
cartoons. Randy handed it to her and offered to answer any
questions.

And that was that. She was as uncomfortable
as he was. It wasn't just embarrassing, it was agonizing, because
it made them both miss Mom even more.

Poor kid, stuck with Randy. She was pretty
much doomed.

Randy smiled at her. She clicked on the
TV.

Randy closed his laptop and made a sour face
at the Tube of Evil, knowing it would start sucking out his brain
cells any second. He wondered what was happening at the conference
at this minute. All the talks and panels were finished for the
night. At this hour, the local hotel rooms where members were
staying would be filled shoulder-to-shoulder with parties and
informal get-togethers, drinking and talking, arguing and making
friends.

And Randy was here.

He couldn't stand it. There were two more
days of conference -- he would go back tomorrow. But he couldn't
leave the sibs alone. They needed supervision. And possibly
straitjackets.

Maybe Penelope could get him out of this.

Wayne staggered down the hall to the living
room, his glasses askew, his eyes bugging out.

Maddie curtsied. "I'm sorry," she sang. "Did
my singing disturrrrrb you? You, you, yeah?"

Wayne ignored her. He held up a DVD impaled
on his index finger. "Where the frack did you get this?"

#

Randy smiled. "Do you like it?"

Wayne's eyebrows lowered and arched
alternately, his mouth open, his jaw cranked sideways. He said
nothing.

"What?" Randy said. "You've seen it a million
times, haven't you? It's a classic."

Wayne held up the case in his other hand.
"This isn't a classic. Here." He slipped the disc into the player
at the TV, and the American Idol opening music cut itself
off.

"Hey," cried Maddie.

"Maddie," said Randy, grinning. "We should
probably investigate this. Give Wayne the remote."

The familiar Star Wars title theme
blared into the living room. Wayne snatched the remote from Maddie,
who glared at him. "I thought the name was just a cover-art gag.
Revenge was a rejected title. George Lucas said that revenge
was not a Jedi concept." Wayne clicked forward through scenes on
the DVD, and they watched flickering images of Jabba, of Han Solo
getting thawed from carbonite, of Princess Leia in her little
bikini, of Boba Fett tumbling into the Sarlacc, and finally of
Jabba's sail barge blowing to flaming smithereens. Wayne let it
play. "Now watch."

The heroes of the movie rode away on their
flying skiff. In the scenes that followed, a sandstorm overwhelmed
them and they crashed. They staggered over the dunes, blinded by
flying sand. They got separated, and Luke and Leia were able to
find each other again telepathically. Luke used the Force to
protect them from the stinging sand grains, until they reached his
X-wing and the Millennium Falcon.

Wayne stopped it. "What do you think of
that?"

"So what?" Maddie demanded. "Stupid
movie!"

"It's the real actors," Wayne said. "So
somebody finds lost footage and sticks it in. Okay. But watch
this." He punched the remote, and scenes cut past, until they were
watching the half-completed Death Star hovering over the green,
forested planet.

"That's not Endor," Wayne said ominously.

Randy frowned. He figured it was good to
humor his little brother. It had been a tough night. But he had no
idea what Wayne was talking about. "What is it, then?"

"Watch."

There was a speederbike chase through the
trees. Princess Leia was thrown, conveniently passed out, and was
poked awake with a spear held by a furry little… Ewok?

"Wow," murmured Randy.

Even Maddie leaned closer. "That's not
right."

Wayne pointed and jumped up and down. "See?
See? It's a flipping Wookie. It's not Endor, its Kashyyyk, it's
Chewbacca's homeworld!"

All the Ewoks were Wookies. Wayne zipped
ahead to the crazy forest battle at the end. Randy, Maddie, and
Wayne watched in silence as an army of Wookies set booby traps and
kicked Stormtrooper butt. There was even a love interest for
Chewbacca, handled rather comedically.

Wayne paused the video. "You know the
weirdest part?"

"You?" Maddie suggested.

"It's not CGI," Wayne said. "If it was a fan
project, it'd be computer generated."

"It's not computer generated?" Randy
asked.

"The Wookies are guys in suits. Watch." He
let the video play. Sure enough, it didn't have that too-smooth,
made-on-a-computer look that sci-fi movies often had. "There was a
Wookie battle in Episode Three. All CGI. But this... hundreds of
extras, all in Wookie suits? We're seeing something
impossible."

Randy smiled. "So they did something you
can't figure out. They stumped Wayne. Not easy. Good for them."

"Ran!" Wayne threw the DVD case, stomped his
foot and squeezed the remote until his knuckles were white. "This
DVD can't exist!"

Randy stood up and jabbed a parental finger.
"Hey! I get that you're upset. But don't throw stuff."

"What was that?" Maddie asked.

Randy had heard it too. Something small and
light, skittering along the floor tiles away from the DVD case.
Maddie capered after it. She picked it up at the edge of the couch
and held it up for them to see.

It was a piece of black plastic the size and
shape of a postage stamp.

Wayne's eyes went wide. "An SD card." A
memory card from a phone or a digital camera. "It must have been
stuck in the DVD case, behind the inside label." Wayne gulped.
"Ran! Your laptop!"

Maddie looked from Randy to Wayne, grinned,
and popped the card in her mouth.

Wayne screamed.

Randy scowled. "Maddie, you don't know where
that's been."

Maddie, all Cheshire Cat, opened her mouth
and stuck out her tongue. The card sat on it.

Randy plucked it off her tongue and wiped it
on his shirt, shaking his head. "Gross." He opened his laptop and
slipped the card into the SD slot. "Speaking of which...this thing
could have a virus. Don't expect me to run any applications on
it."

All three crowded around the laptop. The
screen showed that the card had a single file.

pod6-19-1578.avi

"It's a raw movie file," Wayne whispered.
"From a camera. Play it, Ran."

"Weird," said Randy.

"Porn," said Maddie, making a disgusted
face.

Randy hesitated. It could be anything. He
wished he'd glanced around the parking lot, to see if other cars
had DVD cases, too. He had a feeling they didn't. This wasn't any
convention promotional material. What in the world was this
about?

Randy double-clicked the file. The movie
player popped open and the video began to play.

The camera's point-of-view swept over green
hills. Sandstone cliffs dropped to a beach, where ocean waves
crashed serenely. There were no people or boats, no beachfront
houses, not even a fence or warning sign by the cliffs. The ocean
and sky were perfectly blue.

The camera settled on a woman about twenty
feet away, watching the surf. She was slender, dark-haired, and
stood with a statuesque poise that made Randy think of poetry. He
drew in a sharp breath when he saw her, and self-consciously
wondered if the sibs had heard it. The woman took no notice of the
camera. The ocean breeze toyed gently with the oversized green coat
she wore.

Then a man's voice. "What do you think, Ada?"
It was close. He was holding the camera.

The woman turned her head to him, her hair
blowing over one eye, and smiled demurely. She made no reply.

Randy was transfixed, and when the camera
swung away from her, he felt a stab of regret. The point-of-view
left the surf and roved over the green hills behind the cameraman,
searching. The rolling field ended in a thicket of trees a hundred
yards away.

A flock of gray geese dotted the field,
waddling in the grass.

"There they are," said the cameraman. He
sounded about Randy's age, with a hint of sarcasm and, maybe,
world-weariness. There was something beyond that, something eerie
about his voice. Randy couldn't place it. The camera stayed on the
geese.

"Twenty hours in the air to get here.
Beautiful Mauritius. All for these little shitters."

Randy frowned and leaned toward the screen.
They were very large geese. Or maybe they were turkeys. They had
enormous awkward beaks and brilliant beady eyes. They rummaged
along the ground, rooting for bugs, occasionally flapping their
puny, flipper-like wings. They couldn't possibly fly, with
penguin-wings like that. Their tails were made of white upturned
feathers and looked a bit like the cottonball tails of rabbits.
Randy had never seen birds like them.

The cameraman walked toward them. They
ignored him. He nudged one with his boot. It croaked at him and
tried to peck at the leg of his blue jeans. "They're ugly," the
cameraman said. "They're dumb. But today, they're not extinct."

"That voice!" Randy said.

"Yeah," said Maddie.

"It's too weird," Wayne agreed.

It hit Randy all at once. The voice of the
crank caller, who asked his name and hung up. Could it be the same
person? Who could be calling him and leaving him creepy movies like
this? Just great, Randy thought. I have a stalker.

The video ended abruptly and the movie player
closed.

Maddie patted his head. "Sounds like
you."


Chapter 5

 


There was only so much mystery and weirdness
that Randy could take. Certain other things took priority. He
boiled pasta, mixed up some of his signature oregano meat sauce,
and fed the sibs. While they were eating at the dinner table, he
told them he would call Penelope.

They stopped chewing.

"She'll watch you two," he continued. "So I
can go back to the conference. I hope."

Wayne's mouth opened -- half-chewed spaghetti
in there -- but no words came out.

"Monster woman!" Maddie cried.

"Hey," said Randy.

Wayne struggled to swallow and said, "Ran,
you don't understand."

Maggie shook her fork. "We hate her!"

"Seriously," Wayne added. "She's evil. The
cats don't even like her."

Randy frowned. "That's all you've got? What's
your problem with her?"

Maddie and Wayne looked at each other and did
the telepathy thing that twins could supposedly do. "She's just
icky," Wayne said finally.

Randy chuckled. Telepathy check:
Fail.

After dinner, Wayne washed dishes and Maddie
dried while Randy served as enforcer. Once they were in bed, he
settled on the couch with his cell phone.

He watched her name on the screen. Just call,
he thought. You've done it before. Why does it have to be a big
deal every time?

Something brushed his ankle, and he knew the
Army of Darkness had come out. It had to be getting late. Randy
glanced down. "Hi, Dodger."

The Artful Dodger was a gray tabby with a
nicked ear, the most elusive of the three, and Randy's favorite. He
nudged Randy's ankle again. Randy leaned back, and the Dodger leapt
onto the couch to get a scratch behind his ear. After a minute of
that, he settled into Randy's lap.

A regal Siamese named Bastet made an
appearance under the dinner table. She'd be on the lookout for her
nemesis, a black mirage who loved to brawl with her and pull out
her fur with his teeth. Mom could never have settled for a simple
name like Shadow or Midnight, so she'd named him Gegenschein. Mom's
folks, Gram and Grampa Schullenfeldt, came over from Bonn after
they got married, and Mom had grown up speaking German as well as
English.

The word meant underlight, and
referred to a freak photographic effect in which a bright halo
appears in the center of a shadow. The phenomenon was so rare,
there was no word for it in English.

"Settle in and wish me luck, Dodger. I'm
going to call this girl."

And ask her to watch his kid sister and
brother. That was brilliant. Why couldn't he ask her on a date or
something?

Because then she would know he liked her, and
not as a friend -- but as somebody who wanted to pull her clothes
off. She'd be all uncomfortable around him. Worse, if she shot him
down, he'd be uncomfortable around her. They'd known
each other since they'd met in the campus theater line for the free
midnight showing of Monty Python's Search for the Holy
Grail. Three years ago, now. She'd been there for him when Mom
and Dad died. There'd been one moment where he pretty much cried in
her arms.

Besides, she'd watched the sibs before. She
already knew what hellions they were. That pretty much killed the
odds of a relationship, didn't it?

The Artful Dodger purred. Randy pushed the
green button.


 


"Ere Babylon was dust,

The Magus Zoroaster, my dear child,

Met his own image walking in the garden."

– Percy Shelley, Prometheus
Unbound

 


 



Chapter 6

 


 


SATURDAY

 


The doorbell rang at a few minutes before
eight in the morning. The sibs were still asleep, but Randy was up
and dressed. He opened the door.

Penelope stood there, looking as sly as ever.
She grinned her knowing grin. "Morning."

Randy smiled. "Thanks for coming over. Want
some coffee?"

She held up a steely sipper with black trim.
"Got some. You're just not a coffee snob, like me, Randy."

They walked to the kitchen where Randy poured
himself a cup and added milk from the fridge. "You ready for
this?"

She lifted her sipper. "I brought my own
grounds. I brought my draft I've been editing for the past two
months. My overnight bag is in the howler." That was her nickname
for her used Honda CRX.

"I really appreciate this."

"You deserve it." She leaned casually on the
kitchen counter. Brown curls fell over her shoulder, and her blue
eyes sparkled. "Did Wayne really get pinched?"

"There was a black-and-white right there on
the curb. Wayne in the back, like a COPS episode."

"Nerds gone bad. Wow, I wish I could have
been there."

"I wish I could have missed it."

"I know, your talk! What a disaster."

"Well, I've got two days to convince the
organizers to reschedule me. Getting a hotel room is a great idea.
I'll be back Sunday night. Can you survive that long?"

She wrinkled her nose and gave a little
shrug. "Piece of cake."

"You can not lie."

"What?"

"At all."

"Come on. Wayne is just precocious, and
Maddie's adorable."

"They're both insane."

"They're just expressive. And honest. I'll
get Wayne to explain his bombs to me -- but I won't let him build
any -- and I'll have Maddie sing her latest hits."

"And you'll edit your masterpiece. How's it
coming along?"

"It sucks. But it doesn't. I'm getting there
with it. Almost time for a query letter. I'll need you to read it
pretty soon."

"You got it." Randy knew it was time to hit
the road, but he could have stood here, sipping his coffee and
looking at Penelope, all day. "So what's your rate for babysitting
demon spawn nowadays?"

"Pshaw."

"Come on now. This is not a little thing
you're doing for me."

"So take me to lunch sometime."

"Pen..."

"Ran..." she mocked. "Aren't you going to be
late?"

Randy shrugged. "You're right." He set his
mug down. In the hallway he picked up his bag and keys. "There's
petty cash in the hiding place. Rent some movies or something.
Wayne's pretty pumped about Hulk vs. Iron Man, but Maddie
might not go for it. The Sound of Music is always a winner
with her. If they give you trouble, you know where the spatula
is."

"I never touch the spatula."

Randy stopped. "Hey, one more thing."

Penelope looked at him expectantly as they
stood together in the hallway.

Randy frowned. "Do you... know anything about
birds?"

"Birds?"

Randy waved it away. "Never mind."


Chapter 7

 


Randy wheeled his Sentra into a parking space
in the West Hall Parking Garage, not far from the spot where his
stalker had left him the DVD. He slung his name tag lanyard around
his neck and put a confident strut in his step as he found the
meeting organizer's office in the Convention Center's
concourse.

No problem. Little mix-up with the talk
there. Calls for a quick reschedule. Let's make that happen.

He approached the large woman behind the
desk. "Hi. I'm Randy Sullivan. I missed--"

"Yes, I know." She eyed him warily. "Our
members pay a lot of money to attend the annual meeting, Mr.
Sullivan. It doesn't help anyone if the speakers don't show
up."

"I know. I had a family emergency."

Her expression soured even more. "So... what
brings you here today?"

"Honestly, I was hoping for another time
slot. Any time–"

"That's impossible."

"Why? You print addendums to the schedule,
right?"

"I'm sorry. You know there was some
controversy about allowing you to speak at the conference at all. I
mean, someone with no publications, no university affiliation."

Her expression softened and her round
shoulders gave a little shrug. "You're just a blogger. Anyhow,
after your no-show yesterday, we received several complaints. And
some I-told-you-so's. You understand our embarrassment."

Randy felt numb. He searched for words.

"But," she said, "there is some good
news."

"What?"

"We're not going to revoke your speaker's
waiver of the admission fee. You can still attend the
conference."

They weren't going to boot him out the door.
He could still sit in the audience.

Randy leaned on her desk, letting it hold up
his body – which had become heavy as lead.

There had to be something he could say.

He watched morning sunlight stream through
the three stories of glass panels that made up the concourse's
enclosure. The sunlight cut narrow beams through menacing clouds
that were brown with smoke.

A beautiful woman stood on the balcony one
floor above him. She leaned on the rail, watching him quietly.
Thick dark hair obscured part of her face, and she wore a long
green coat.

Ada.

Crazed energy suddenly pumped through Randy's
body. He pressed his hands flat on the desk. "Listen, I'll be right
back." Randy bolted for the stairs.

He flew up them two at a time and reached the
balcony as a fluttering green coat disappeared around a corner.

Randy couldn't believe it. She was
running from him?

What the hell was going on here?

Randy took the corner at top speed. Several
coffee-sipping history professors had already stepped aside for
her, so when Randy approached, they merely watched him, eyebrows
raised.

Randy slowed to a jog and smiled and nodded
at them as he passed. They looked behind him to see if there would
be a third act to this little drama. At the next corner, Randy
poured it on.

The hall ended in a flight of stairs down.
Where was she going?

Randy took the stairs down two at a time.
There was no reason in this mad dash -- but Randy knew that Ada
would lead to the cameraman, and the cameraman would lead to...
something extraordinary. He was glimpsing something that was
outside his life, beyond the reach of it, and he wanted to
understand what it was.

It made him run faster.

At the bottom of the stairs, another hallway
led to the East Entrance onto Figueroa Street. Randy scanned the
plaza outside through the glass panels. Did Ada leave the
building?

He clipped a bystander. Her purse hit the
floor.

"Sorry!" he called.

 "Randy?" It was
Susan Newquist. She straightened her eyeglasses.

At that moment, Randy got a message from
Reality that told him he was being an idiot. He skidded to a
standstill and smiled sheepishly at Susan, his breath roaring in
and out. "Hi."

"Where are you going?"

Randy tried to pick up her purse for her. She
beat him to it.

"Oh, that was just..." He shrugged. "Somebody
I wanted to talk to, that's all."

She tilted her head, her eyebrows making an
inverted V. "If somebody's running that fast, you should probably
let them go. I didn't think there was anyone at the conference that
you wanted to meet that badly. Who was it?"

Randy opened his mouth, but nothing came out.
He looked at his shoes. "I don't know."

Susan was silent as she searched his eyes.
Randy could see her wheels turning, reviewing her assessment of
him, judging whether to demote Randy from outsider to
whack job.

"I'm not crazy," he insisted.

"I didn't say that."

"I'm just having a tough morning."

"Happens to the best of us." She raised an
eyebrow. "Last night must have been pretty tough, too."

Randy wiped sweat from his forehead. "The
talk. Ever feel like life dealt you a crappy hand at birth?"

Susan touched his arm. "Want to talk about
it?"

In a way, he didn't. The talk had been his
best chance to break free, and he had lost it because of the sibs.
And he didn't like thinking about that.

He just needed to fall back and regroup. He
just needed some normalcy.

"Let's talk about something else," he
said.

She smiled. "Okay."

And starting now, he would forget about Ada,
whoever she was. "What are you doing now?"

"Well..." She had a lovely smile. "There's a
talk by Eric Foner at nine."

Randy cringed. "Yeesh. My morning's bad
enough already."

"Oh, come on. Maybe he'll say something
blogworthy."

"Good point. I'll need a flyer or
something."

"Why? To take notes on?"

"Raw material for my spitball arsenal."

"Now, now."

Randy cast a final glance through the glass
panels, to make sure the mysterious woman in the green coat was
gone. Bye-bye, he thought. Whoever you are.

But there she was!

On the far side of Figueroa Street, she stood
on the sidewalk, facing him. Six lanes of traffic raced between
them.

Her arms were folded expectantly, and her
feet were shoulder width apart. Under that green coat she wore a
pink sundress that stopped at mid-thigh, and black lace-up boots.
There was something about the way she was standing that made Randy
think of tai chi or yoga. Powerful, fixed, like a statue. Her
expression, unreadable. Her black hair turned gently in the breeze,
and it was the only part of her that moved.

Waiting for him.

Susan followed his gaze. "So... is that your
friend?"

Randy felt his resolve crumbling. He tore his
gaze away from Ada. "No. I don't know who she is."

Susan frowned at her. "Do you follow strange
women around L.A. a lot?" Before Randy could answer, she said, "She
is pretty. Not much fashion sense, though." Susan let out a
disappointed sigh. "Very pretty."

"That's not why I was following her."

"No?"

"I saw her in a video."

Susan's eyes widened. "Oh, my."

"Not that kind of video." Randy looked back
to Ada. She didn't move. "She was on Mauritius."

Susan stared at him. "Wait. The island?"

"Yeah. With some big, ugly turkeys."

Susan laughed. "Right. With big beaks and
little wings?"

Randy turned to Susan. "How did you
know?"

"Dodos, Randy. They went extinct around
seventeen hundred."

"I don't think so."

"They're the most famous example of modern
extinction there is. Trust me. I was an environmental studies
minor. Ever heard the expression dead as a dodo?"

Randy remembered the cameraman's words.
Today, they're not extinct. His mouth hung open. "But I
saw..."

Susan grinned at him. "Someone's playing a
trick on you."

"That's for sure."

"Well, I say if they're jerking you around,
screw them. Let her stand out there all day." She took his elbow.
"Come on."

Randy didn't move. "I think you're probably
right."

Susan's face fell. "Oh, no. Randy, I'm right.
Listen to Susan. Walk with me."

"I'm just going to--"

"Don't do it."

"--Run over there and see what this is about.
And that will be the end of it. I'll see you in ten minutes.
Spitballs."

"Randy?"

"And if not... lunch. Meet me right here at
noon. I'll have a story to tell."

"Promise?"

Randy raised his right hand. "I swear."

She nodded. "Okay. But be careful. Crazy is
not a good look for you."

"Right."

Susan took a few sultry steps back. She
lowered her head and looked at him over the rims of her glasses,
her expression saying I'm slipping through your fingers, you
fool. Then she walked away, not looking back.

Randy stood there, doubting his sanity. Dead
as a dodo, he thought.

He pushed through the glass doors to the
street, keeping his cool as he waited for the light to change. Ada
watched him as he crossed the street.

He stepped onto the curb. "So, what's your
deal?"

She whirled away, her boots sounding on the
concrete.

His hands balled into fists. "Hey!"

She cut down an alley between a dry cleaners
and the Happy Dragon.

Randy stomped to the alley and stopped at the
sidewalk. "Come out of there."

Ada stood at the alley's far end, her hands
on her hips, her back to a chain-link fence. There was nothing
between them but thirty feet of broken asphalt. Two brown dumpsters
and a broken payphone lined the brick wall on the drycleaners'
side.

Randy was in no mood to be ambushed by all
the friends she had hiding behind those dumpsters. He cooled his
heels a moment. Ada was still and expressionless, patient as a
monk.

"I'm not going to chase you anymore," Randy
said. "My life is complex enough. Who are you?"

Ada said nothing.

"Tell me what's going on," he said. "Or I'm
going back to the conference and ignoring you forever."

The crack of a bullwhip echoed through the
alley.


Chapter 8

 


The sound was loud enough to get Angie Lai's
attention in the Happy Dragon. She stopped wiping down a booth to
stare out the row of windows that looked into the alley. She could
see the payphone and one of the dumpsters, and two people standing
out there. One was a man she'd seen in the restaurant -- the
good-looking redhead with the demon eyes. He was ducking from the
noise.

The woman didn't budge. She just watched the
guy. She had big dark doe-eyes and dark hair, but pale skin.
Half-Japanese, maybe. She looked like an idiot. Or at least, her
face was blank, like she didn't care what was going on. Stoned,
maybe.

Since that crack of electricity, the alley
was filling with a hum that got louder and louder. The windows of
the restaurant started vibrating, and the customers sitting at the
window tables got up and ran to the bar. Angie took a step
back.

Her father called from the kitchen. In
Chinese, he asked what was going on. He peeked through the swinging
door.

"I don't know," Angie said. She turned back
to the window. Along with that weird electrical hum was the rush of
wind. Trash and newspapers blew in crazy loops through the air. The
redheaded guy held an arm to his face and squinted into the flying
dust.

The half-Japanese chick just stood there,
hair blowing, her hands on her waist. The alley filled with a
bright blue light, like a spotlight behind her, and her shadow
stretched all the way to the street. Panicked murmurs came from the
customers. Angie couldn't breathe.

A blue ball of light floated in the alley,
behind the chain link fence. It was about as big as a perfectly
round Chinese lantern, but nuclear powered or something, bobbing in
the wind. It ate its way through the chain link fence, leaving a
smoking orange-rimmed hole.

"Get away from it!" yelled the red-headed
guy. The chick turned and watched it, really cool. She backed away
from it slowly, and Angie thought she moved her feet like a dancer.
Not stoned at all.

The killer Chinese lantern breezed along and
got bigger. It rolled across the front of a dumpster and peeled a
strip of metal off it with a deafening screech. It closed on the
spooky chick.

By the time it was a couple of feet from her,
it was taller than she was and bright enough to make her skin look
blue.

The guy sprinted to her, grabbed her green
jacket and pulled. She didn't go with him. She flung her arm at him
and gripped his shoulder in some kind of martial-arts move, snaring
him.

He pulled at her like crazy but he couldn't
break free. Someone in the restaurant screamed. Long slow seconds
ticked by as the ball of light crept closer to the spooky chick and
the guy she'd caught.

In a flash of light that turned the inside of
the restaurant blue, the ball of light ate them up.

#

Randy closed his eyes.

He thought he'd be electrocuted or burned. He
could hear the thing, the wind still in his ears... except the wind
had become cold as the arctic. Ada still held him in her Judo grip.
The ground had shifted under his feet, and now, it was softer than
the crumbling asphalt he'd been standing on.

He opened his eyes.

Los Angeles was gone. There were no streets
or buildings, no cars or people. He and Ada stood alone in a field
of green scrub. A range of snow-topped mountains stood in the
distance. The ball of light drifted aimlessly, twenty feet away. He
blinked at its green afterimages, wondering why it hadn't killed
him.

Thinking in spite of himself that it was
beautiful.

A jagged sheet of steel from the dumpster lay
in the grass. A few scraps of newspaper danced on the icy wind. The
sky was blue, without a trace of smoke, piled high with clean white
clouds.

Ada pressed close to him and he could feel
her breathing.

The glowing ball pulsed blue and violet.
Something rolled out of it and landed on the grass. It was a
cylinder of bright machined aluminum, bolted sideways to a red cart
with four wheels. It reminded Randy of an air compressor, but
bigger. The cart had handles like a wheelbarrow. Bolted alongside
the aluminum cylinder was a car battery.

A second aluminum cylinder jutted out of the
first, like a chimney. The whole thing was covered with yellow and
orange decals, but the only one Randy could read from here said
"CAUTION."

Black stenciled letters ran along the
cylinder's length, but he couldn't make them out.

It sat in the grass, looking lonely and out
of place.

The ball of light pulsed again, and a man
jumped out. He landed neatly on his feet, took a deep breath, and
sighed it out happily, smiling at the snowy mountains. He brushed
dust off his khaki cargo pants and adjusted his wide-brim hat, the
side pinned up Australian-style. He wore a gray vest with dozens of
bulging Velcro-sealed pockets, like the kind a nature photographer
would wear.

The cameraman. Had to be.

He unsnapped something on the top of the
cylinder and drew a rod out of it, like a car engine's dipstick. He
pointed the dipstick at the ball of light, and the ball jerked like
he'd caught it on an invisible leash. It shrank and drew closer to
him, its color fading. It was baseball-sized when it flitted in and
landed on the end of the stick like Tinkerbelle.

The spark on the dipstick faded and the man
slipped it back into the cylinder.

His face was heavily freckled, and his hair
was red, although it was a shade closer to blonde than Randy's. He
was close to Randy's age. In fact, he bore an eerie resemblance to
Randy's father as a young man, and Randy wondered if the cameraman
might be a lost member of the Sullivan tribe.

The cameraman grinned at Randy and Ada, and
snapped a casual salute at them. Ada let Randy go, so suddenly that
Randy teetered before finding his own balance.

"Randal Paul Sullivan?" called the
cameraman.

"Who wants to know?" Randy snapped.

The man laughed. "Oh, what a great question."
He stood face to face with Randy and put out his hand.

Randy took it. The man shook it once and held
on to it. "You tell me who I am."

Randy's eyes narrowed. "You're my long lost
cousin."

"Good!" The man released his hand, stifling a
giggle. "But wrong."

Randy scowled. "I'm glad you're enjoying
this."

The man held up his hands. "I'm sorry, but I
really am. Now... who am I?"

Randy scanned the horizon. The chilling wind
blowing over the hills was the only sound. Not even the hum of an
airplane.

Randy swallowed. "You're me."

The cameraman nodded. "You nailed it. Randal
Paul Sullivan, at your service. Although I never liked Randal."

"Me neither," Randy said. "Call me
Randy."

"Yeah? I never liked that either." The
cameraman laughed. "Call me Sully."

Randy drew in a breath. Somehow, his mind was
hanging on. "If you're me... how come you don't look like me?"

Sully nodded slowly. "Okay. You mean I don't
look like your reflection. You've looked at yourself in a mirror
all your life, reversed, so you don't know what you really look
like. You don't know how others see you. To see that, get two
mirrors, and look at the reflection of your reflection. That's what
other people see. If you did that, you'd recognize me more
easily."

Randy thought that made sense, although he
wasn't feeling confident about his ability to tell what made sense
and what didn't. Either he was having an extraordinary experience,
or everything was normal and he'd gone insane. Randy didn't know
how to find out which.

So he kept his head. "Your hair is
lighter."

"I get more sun than you, I bet." Sully held
up his left hand and wiggled his thumb. "I got this scar in shop,
on the band saw, when I was a junior in high school."

Randy held up his hand. No scar. He'd taken
shop, but he'd never cut himself. "How can that be? Shouldn't we be
the same? I mean, if you're the future me?"

Sully's eyes went wide. "The
what?"

"The future me. You're a time traveler,
right?"

"Time traveler?" Sully laughed. He pointed at
Randy. "I bring a warning from the future, and..." He lost it and
busted up, bending over. "And stock tips! We'll be rich!"

Randy sighed. "All right, smart ass. What the
hell are you?"

Sully took a minute to compose himself. "I'm
sorry. It's a good guess. I shouldn't mock. Let me tell you a
story. France. Seventeen eighty-three. The Montgolfier brothers
launch their first hot-air balloon. The thing works beautifully,
and it floats right out of the county. By the time they track it
down, it's landed on some podunk's farm, and the locals have
smashed it with clubs and pitchforks."

"I know that story."

"The point is, these farmers were scared
shitless by this thing. They didn't know if it was witchcraft or
demon-powered or what. But their wildest guess would have been
nowhere near the truth. Not within a million lightyears. Because
they had no context. Get it?"

Randy gestured to the hills around them.
"Then... this is not the ancient past?"

"No. Present day."

"Then what did you do with Los Angeles, you
son of a bitch?"

Sully chuckled. "It was never built." He
adjusted his Aussie hat. "Near as I can tell, there are no humans
on this continent. They never crossed the Bering Strait. Let alone
sailed the ocean blue in fourteen ninety two."

"Say that again?"

"Yeah, it doesn't make any damn sense. Look
at it this way. You can call me a time traveler, if you really
want. But I don't travel forward into the future. And I don't go
backward into the past."

"Then... what do you do?"

Sully stood a little taller, looking proud.
"I go sideways." He stretched out his arms. "This is Los Angeles!
It's nine thirty Saturday morning. The dumpster I was hiding behind
is right here." He pointed at a clump of weeds. "The little Chinese
place is right over here. The convention center is right over
there. You were on the second floor, by the way, which was why Ada
had to lead you out of the building. I didn't want you to have to
take that drop. The time is the same, the space is the same. But
it's not our Los Angeles. It's not our world. It's a parallel
universe. So in a way, we didn't really go anywhere."

Randy placed his head in his hands. "I am
insane." He folded his arms and shivered.

Sully took his arm. "No, no, you're okay. It
just takes some getting used to."

Since leaving the heat and dryness of the
alley, the wind had done its work, chilling him. "Why is it so
cold?"

Sully nodded. "Yeah, can you believe it?
Weather is totally chaotic, changes faster than anything. If the
divergence point is more than a week back, you can get rain instead
of sunshine."

Randy felt cold and confusion biting into
him. He hunched over, his shoulders drawing up, his eyes closing.
"I don't understand."

"You're the first guy I ever tried to explain
this to. I suck at it. Hey, Ada! Give him your coat."

Without a word, Ada let the coat slip off her
shoulders and handed it to him. Randy took it. It was bigger than
he thought -- it might fit him. But what about her? She'd
freeze--

She stood before him in her pink sundress,
the wind pressing it against her body, showing off her shape, and
fluttering the hem along her bare thighs. She was the hottest girl
Randy had ever seen. He didn't realize how much the coat in his
hands had hidden. He found himself taking her in, right down to her
black lace-up ass-kicker boots.

He caught himself and tried to cover his
stare with sarcasm, looking her in the eye and saying, "Nice
boots."

She wasn't shivering. She stood with her
usual grace, and the weightless poise of a yoga instructor.

"Aren't you cold?"

She didn't reply.

"She's all right," Sully said.

This was the first time Randy had looked her
straight in the eyes from so close, and now he couldn't look away.
She had beautiful brown eyes... but something was wrong, and he
couldn't tell what.

He took a step closer to her. "Why don't
you," he began softly, "ever say anything?"

But that wasn't it. It was her eyes.

"Uh-oh," Sully said.

Something deep inside Randy whispered that
this girl was not normal. She was looking right at him, the wind
tossing her dark hair gently against her forehead, but Randy felt
like she wasn't seeing him.

Looking at her face... was like looking at a
photograph of a face.

"Hey, Randy?" Sully said.

Randy doubted his sanity more than ever.

"Randy? Calm down, dude. She's not
human."


Chapter 9

 


Penelope sat at the picnic table on the back
patio, red pen in hand, focusing a cold and merciless stare on the
first few pages of her novel.

It was ten in the morning and the sibs, as
Randy called them, were still asleep. The wind was calm, but with
strong, distracting gusts every few seconds. They ruffled her
manuscript pages. A wind chime hung from the eave by the sliding
glass door, and it rang in somber, minor keys. The sunlight was
diffuse and colorless, but warm. It would be a hot day. Clouds the
color of mud drifted by, and she could smell the smoke.

The lawn was surrounded by a fence of iron
bars painted white. Beyond that, Penelope could see down the hill
into lower Yorba Linda and Anaheim. It was too hazy to see farther.
On a clear day, Randy had told her, you could see to the Pacific
and Catalina Island. All the houses on this street had backyards
with a view like this. Randy's mom had kept a spotting scope in the
living room, now packed away somewhere.

The neighbor's brown lab barked at her
through the fence, deep and ferocious. Nice, she thought. The cats
must love you, friend.

A old man's voice called. "Tank! Be
quiet!"

Penelope set her red pen down. She could see
the dog all right, but not the man.

"Gene," he called again. "Put Tank in the
house!"

She found him on the roof, white-haired and
scowling, in shorts and a t-shirt. He waved to her. "Sorry,
miss."

She leaned back and crossed her legs, smiling
at him. "I think Tank likes me."

"Oh, I'm sure of that."

Tank thundered on.

"Too much, maybe." The man said. "Hey,
Gene!"

A teenaged boy, lean and shirtless, appeared,
grabbed Tank by the collar and hauled him away.

The old man picked his way along the shingles
toward her. "You a friend of Randy's?"

"That's right. Penelope."

"Hey, that's nice. Wife of Ulysses. She was a
smart lady. Yeah, seen you about over there. I'm Joseph. That was
my boy Gene. How's ol' Randy doing?"

"Randy is a mighty oak," Penelope said. "He's
out having fun today. I'm watching the little ones."

"That's good." The man considered the
shingles disapprovingly. "Shame about his folks."

She was still for a moment. "Yes, it is."

"Must be toughest on Randy, having to look
after his brother and sister. No time to mourn, you know?"

"What are you doing up there?"

He glanced around him. "At the moment, not a
damn thing. Hey, Gene!"

The teenager reappeared, adjusting his
baseball cap. "I'm right here." His shorts hung low, and Penelope
had a lovely view of his boxers. She stifled a grin.

"Keep 'em coming, son," Joseph said.

Gene picked a plastic bucket off the lawn and
filled it at the swimming pool. He stepped halfway up the aluminum
ladder propped against the neighbors' house and handed it to
Joseph. Joseph carried it carefully a few steps up slope and, once
he fixed his grip on the bucket, tossed the water across the length
of the roof. It splashed on the shingles with a hiss. Wisps of
steam rose and vanished. The roof was covered with seed pods from
the ash tree out front, and the water washed them downslope a
couple of shingles.

Joseph dropped the bucket and it clattered
back down to the lawn. He waddled carefully, easy does it, to the
ladder where Gene was waiting with another bucket.

"Seems like a lot of work," Penelope said.
"Do you think it will help?"

Joseph took the second bucket and stood with
it as he spoke to her. "Firetrucks around here use pool water all
the time. Trouble is, since the fires got bad, there are rigs in
California from all over the country. Most of them don't have the
pumps for it. So houses burn down next to full swimming pools." He
started up the slope with his bucket.

On his third step, his foot skidded on a seed
pod. His free arm spun for balance and water sloshed from his
bucket.

Once he had his footing again, he stood stock
still. "Damn that ugly old grandaddy ash tree! It's had root rot
for years, but won't die. It just hangs on, like Rasputin. Just
healthy enough to dump seed pods all over the place." Even as he
stood on the roof, the tree towered over him. Penelope could see it
from her spot in the backyard. It looked brown and sick.

Joseph shook his fist at it. "Trying to kill
me, are you? Fire magnet! If you don't burn down, I'm having you
ripped out." He fell silent and trudged on.

Penelope noticed that Joseph wouldn't risk
walking and talking at the same time. At the spine of the roof, he
stopped and pointed toward Catalina. "Look out there,
sweetheart."

Penelope put down her manuscript and stood.
"Where?"

He waved his arm. "There."

She crossed the lawn and gazed through the
white iron fence. The hill dropped below her for at least two
miles, dry dead scrub, cut every block by the gray asphalt of
suburban streets and tract after tract of houses. At about every
third house, she could see the blue kidney-bean shape of a swimming
pool. And on every house with a pool -- every one -- there were
people watering the roof.

Buckets, cooking pots, ladders. Children and
old folks. Some didn't have ladders and flung water up there from
the ground. Some neighbors helped each other -- children carried
buckets from a pool to the house next door. One man had a pump and
spritzed water from his pool to his roof, holding the hose in one
hand and shading his eyes from the sun with the other. Penelope
concentrated, and she could hear the chunk-chunk-chunk of
the machine.

Dozens and dozens of people. It was like a
block party... or the end of the world.

And glinting orange in Chino Hills State
Park, the flames rolled and danced, caught between the dead-bush
brown of the hills below and the dirt-smoke brown of the clouds
above.

There it was. The monster. In spite of the
building heat of the day, Penelope felt an uncomfortable chill.

She shook it off. "Still seems like a lot of
work."

Joseph threw another bucketload. "It is that.
But that's what kids are for. Right, Gene?"

"Yeah." Gene hauled a bucket out of the pool.
"Sure."

"Speaking of which," said Joseph. "Those two
youngsters you got there are welcome to the pool water, soon as we
get things wetted down here."

Penelope tried to imagine Maddie and Wayne
hauling buckets. "Great. They'd love that."

The sliding glass door opened and Maddie
stepped out from the living room. She looked grouchy.

"Morning, sleepy," Penelope said.

"Where's my cat?"

"Which one?"

"Bastet!" Maddie shrieked. "Bastet is
missing!"

Oops, not grouchy. Panicked.

Okay then. Penelope could deal with a missing
cat. Come to think of it, she could deal with an encroaching
inferno. She'd find a way, somehow. She'd always been a coolheaded
girl.

But where did that steely certainty come
from?

Because... it would be for Randy. Because
deep in her heart, deep in the primal wordless darkness of her
heart's center, she knew.

She would do anything for Randy.


Chapter 10

 


"Walk with me," Sully had said.

Randy hiked slowly over the low hills of the
L. A. basin, somewhere south of a nonexistent Wilshire Boulevard,
the green coat buttoned up, his hands jammed in the pockets. His
twin walked beside him. A few feet behind them, Ada pulled the
cylinder. Randy had gotten a closer look at the stenciled letters
on the side:

 


PROPERTY OF PHYSICS DEPT

NSERL

U OF T DALLAS

 


It rolled and rocked over clumps of grass and
uneven ground. Ada, whatever she was, labored with quiet
patience.

"Where are we going?" Randy asked.

"Don't worry about it," Sully said. "You've
got enough on your mind. Just listen."

Sully was right. Randy walked in silence.

"I bet," Sully said, "you've never heard of
the many-worlds interpretation."

Randy hadn't. "Sounds like a branch of the
UN."

"It's a theory of quantum mechanics. A
correct theory, it turns out." Sully tapped his chest. "I'm proof
of that. It says that every time you make a decision, the universe
splits in two. You make the decision both ways. Both universes are
real, and as you make more decisions, there are more branchings,
more universes, all real, all running parallel, each one slightly
different. It's the same for everybody else. Whenever anyone makes
a choice, that universe splits, and there's a new universe for each
possibility."

Randy withheld judgment. Sully was here, he
was real, and Randy couldn't see why he would lie. So either what
Sully said was true... or Randy was lying in a hospital bed
somewhere, waiting to wake up. "That's a lot of universes."

Sully nodded. "That's why a lot of physicists
were hesitant to accept it. They were wrong. There are a couple of
hundred billion stars in the galaxy, each one more or less like the
sun. In the nineteen thirties, Edwin Hubble found that all the
spiral nebulas they were looking at were also galaxies like ours.
But that meant a hundred billion trillion suns, and that was too
big. It made their heads pop. So some astronomers resisted. They
were wrong too."

"I've heard of Hubble. The space
telescope."

"Named after him." Sully grinned. "They
haven't named anything after Hugh Everett, but they will. Not just
human decisions can cause a branching. Any quantum phenomenon can.
In a given moment, an atom of radioactive material decays, or
doesn't decay. The universe splits. In one world, it decays. In
another, it doesn't. Until the next moment, anyway, when it decays,
or doesn't. This is happening all the time. And has been for the
history of the universe."

To their right, Randy could see the low
mountains of Griffith Park. West of that, and higher, was a bunch
of peaks that had to be the Santa Monica Mountains. Not a single
road, not a single building, not a streetlight, not an ounce of
concrete. The white block letters of the HOLLYWOOD sign were gone.
Just sagebrush, some junipers, and groves of oak trees.

He could smell the sage. No smog, no smoke.
When the breeze was just right, he could catch the salt scent of
the ocean. The breeze, and their footsteps, were the only sounds in
the world. Everything was amazingly quiet. "You mean
universes."

"Nice catch! Right. The sum of universes is
called the metaverse."

"Did you make that up?"

"I didn't, I swear."

"There's nothing here. Where the hell are we
going?"

"I like that there's nothing here. I come
here to get a break, when I need it. This place has a point of
divergence that's twenty-two thousand years ago. So--"

"That's the second time you've said that.
Point of..."

"Divergence. The breakpoint. The moment of
branching, when this world left mine -- or yours. Everything before
that divergence point is the same. Same history. Same universe.
After that point, everything plays out independently, and has a
chance of being different. Here, there's twenty-two thousand years
of new history. The last ice age seems to be lingering. And the
human race isn't doing so well. So there's no one to bother
us."

"What about that DVD you left for me?"

"Hey, was that cool or what? That divergence
point was October of nineteen seventy-eight, if I recall. Far back
enough for the movie to turn out different. But not so far back
that it never got made. I have a lot of little souvenirs like
that."

Sully thumbed behind him. "Ada, for example.
She was made in Japan, but in a world with a point of divergence
around nineteen seventy." Sully smiled, his eyes distant. "That
place is crazy."

Randy turned. Ada was still working that
cylinder over the grass. He watched how she placed her feet, how
she leaned for balance as she wrestled with the handles of the
cart, how her head turned as she looked from the cart to the ground
and back. "A machine," Randy said. "She's some sort of...
fembot?"

Sully laughed. "Good word. In her world,
she's called a gynoid, which is an ugly-ass word. Robot, baby.
Robot."

"What is she... for?"

"Anything."

Randy frowned. "So can she... I mean, does
she..."

"Put out?"

"Yeah."

"Totally. She freaking self-lubricates, dude.
And she's stronger than she looks."

Randy made a sour face. "Charming." He shook
his head. "She's all yours."

"Damn straight."

"But she's too advanced, isn't she? You're
saying she's not from the future?"

"No, no, and no." Sully said. "She's from an
alternate present."

Randy thought about it. If you could replay
Japan's history starting in 1970, rerolling all the dice... could
you get robots by today? Suppose the economic bubble hadn't burst
in 1990. Suppose there was no "lost decade" after that. Still...
"Doesn't seem possible."

"Oh, man. The shit I've seen... I gave up on
impossible a long time ago. Even theoretically, every eventuality
exists somewhere." Sully stopped walking and put out an arm to stop
Randy. "Look at this."

They stood before a narrow line of matted
grass, with bare hard earth showing in spots. Sully grinned at
Randy. "It's an animal trail. We're getting close."

"So... what now?" Randy asked.

"We follow it."

#

On the back patio, Penelope stayed cool while
Maddie nervously chewed her lower lip.

"You must know all Bastet's hiding places,"
Penelope said. She was relieved, to be honest. She'd rather deal
with a lost Siamese than sit around and hope the neighborhood
wouldn't burn up. "Have you looked?"

Maddie put her hands on her hips. "Of course
I have!"

"Well..." Penelope stood up. "Maybe we should
recruit some help. What's Wayne up to?"

Inside, they found Gegenschein, the black
bully, sitting on the back of the couch, a tuft of Bastet-colored
fur in his mouth.

"That's not a good sign," Penelope said.

Maddie pounded on Wayne's bedroom door.
"Wayne!"

Wake, wake up sleepyhead

It's time to get your ass out of bed!

(Penelope cleared her throat. Maddie ignored
her.)

You can't, can't sleep all day

Since my cat is gone away

You gotta, gotta help me find where she's
at

Or that's the last time you'll see this
cat

Brother, brother, get up now

Or we're coming in--

The door opened. Wayne looked surly behind
his glasses and sported some rocking bed head. He wore pajama
bottoms and a t-shirt that read Don't Drink and Derive. "I wasn't
sleeping."

"Liar," Maddie said.

He held up a copy of The Dune
Encyclopedia. "I was reading."

Penelope peered into the disaster area behind
him. "Bastet in there?"

Wayne patted his belly. "Midnight snack. She
was delicious."

"Cannibal!" Maddie shrieked.

Penelope put her arm on the door frame and
leaned toward him. "Seriously?"

"Haven't seen her," he said.

"Help us look?" Penelope asked.

"Why? I know where she is."

Maddie clapped her hands.

"Wonderful," Penelope sighed. "Where?"

"In the kitchen cabinet. She's always in
there. Every time I get cereal, boom, big freaky cat."

Maddie pushed past Penelope. She yanked open
the kitchen cabinet doors and screamed in anguish.

Penelope focused her gaze on Wayne. "Any
other ideas?"

Wayne shrugged. "Under Dad's armchair."

Maddie scooted into the living room and
sprawled on the carpet in front of the chair. "No!"

Wayne stifled a grin. "Maybe the dryer."

Maddie growled in frustration.

"Could you check for us?" Penelope asked.

"Yeah, check, lazy!" Maddie was still on the
floor.

Penelope followed Wayne into the hall
bathroom. Wayne popped open the dryer door and rummaged through
forgotten sheets.

This was an unsettling hiding place.
Penelope's neighbor's cat had been killed in the dryer -- beaten to
death -- when her neighbor had carelessly turned it on without
checking inside.

But there was no cat in this dryer.

Penelope relaxed a little. "Whose job is
laundry, anyway?"

Wayne stopped rummaging. "Curses."

She smiled. "You can do it later. Let's find
Bastet first."

The three of them fanned out and searched
every room. Penelope didn't know the habits of the cats as well as
the sibs did, so she just tried to think like a cat.

Meow, she thought. She found the Artful
Dodger snoozing in the top shelf of the linen closet. He stretched
and seemed disappointed to be found.

As Penelope watched him leap down to find a
better hiding place, she heard Maddie scream. It was a high,
hopeless wail, and it told Penelope without a doubt we have a
dead cat on our hands.

She steeled her nerves and ran after the
sound. She found Wayne and Maddie, both somber with eyes downcast,
in the miniature side-yard off Randy's bedroom, where the trash and
recycling cans were kept. The side-yard was blocked off with a
solid wooden fence painted green, so the cans couldn't be seen from
the street.

She followed their gaze to the gate, hanging
open.

“Why didn’t you close that last night?”
whispered Maddie.

“Oops,” said Wayne.

Penelope was just glad there was no body.

Maddie grabbed handfuls of her bright red
hair and pulled. “All you can say is ‘oops’? Now she’s coyote
lunch!”

“We don’t know that,” Penelope said. But not
knowing made it worse. She could be a coyote hors d'oeuvre, like
Maddie said -- or a speed bump, or so spooked by the smell of smoke
that she’d never come home again.

What now?


Chapter 11

 


Sully, Randy, and Ada followed the animal
trail, single file. They'd been walking for a couple of hours. It
was about noon, and the clouds were building up thicker.

A brisk hike, he decided, not only kept away
the cold, but was good for perspective. Just Randy, his twin, and
their robot, taking in the sights of a Southern California free of
any pesky civilization.

"The dodos," he said. "Are they in this
world?"

"Yep," said Sully, keeping up his stride.

"'Twenty hours in the air.' That's what you
said in the video. What does that mean?"

Sully didn't turn to him. "We'll get to that.
Now hush."

"What?"

"Be quiet."

"Oh." Randy walked for a few moments.
"Why?"

Sully faced him and whispered, "Because it's
a little dangerous here."

Randy kept quiet. They had been hiking
parallel to a twisting swath of green, darker than the sagebrush,
where oak trees and junipers grew. There had to be a stream hiding
in there.

A heavy animal stink in the air reminded
Randy of a petting zoo he had visited as a tyke with his father.
Goats and cows, and a pony ride. A goose -- with beautiful white
feathers and a black beak -- had attacked him. It was strange how a
smell could unlock a memory like that.

Sully turned to him and grinned. "Smell that?
The petting zoo with dad, right? That damn goose."

A chill hit Randy hard and fast. "Don't do
that. That's creepy. How can you know that?"

"My world is very close to yours. The
divergence point between them is in mid-1990. Before that, they
were the same, with a common history. One universe. So we had the
same childhood. Same birthday, March 5, 1987. But at age three, our
worlds split. We gradually began to have different
experiences."

"Wait a minute." Randy locked his gaze on
Sully. "Do you have a brother and sister?"

"No. I'm an only child."

Randy stopped. Parallel worlds were one
thing. Worlds where the South won the Civil War, sure. Worlds with
a global Third Reich, or worlds where North America was colonized
by the Chinese, or where the Cuban Missile Crisis fried the planet.
Randy could get his head around that.

But the notion of other hims -- other Randys
-- with no sibs, or more sibs, or... "Sully! Are your
parents...?"

"Still alive?" Sully tried to look somber. It
was unnatural on him. "Yeah. Last I saw them, anyway. Car accidents
are highly random. You speed up, you slow down, you change lanes.
You forget your keys, and leave thirty seconds later. An hour after
a divergence point, traffic fatalities are all different."

"You know about the accident?"

Sully's grin broke through. "I did my
research on you." The grin fell away.

Randy listened to the wind play its way
through the branches of the oaks down by the stream. He didn't feel
the strength to draw another breath.

His parents were alive. Somewhere. And yet...
they weren't. In the name of all that was sane, how could that
be?

"Dude," Sully put a hand on Randy's shoulder.
"You've got the thousand-yard stare happening. Don't overthink it.
Because it can really bake your noodle."

Randy stared at his twin's denser freckles,
his red curls behind his ears under his outback hat. They were both
the same height, he suddenly noticed.

"Who are you?" Randy asked. "I mean, really?
And my God... how many of us have you met?"

Sully smiled, nodding. "Now we're getting
somewhere. You're the first me that I've approached face-to-face,
although studying Randy Sullivans from a distance is an ongoing
hobby of mine. I've been dying to tell my life story, and I think
you're almost ready. But first... take a good whiff."

The barn-animal smell was still there, but
now, something else took Randy back to the summer streets of Los
Angeles. "I smell... construction equipment? Road work?"

"You smell a key ingredient of road
work."

And beneath that, another odor lay festering,
and it was easier to place.

Death.

Randy's eyes narrowed. He tried to hide his
disgust.

"We're close," Sully said. "Come on. And
watch where you step."

They followed the animal trail as it cut
closer to the stream. The stream opened into a pond, partially
obscured by the trees. Whatever it was that Sully wanted to show
him, Randy felt sure he wouldn't like it.

Something large was wallowing in the pond,
but he couldn't see it clearly. Sully darted ahead, into the trees.
Randy crept after him. Ada followed, picking a path to wheel the
cylinder along.

An animal stood in the pond -- something
Randy could make no sense of. It looked like a nine foot giant,
horribly stooped over and covered with brown fur. It held its arms
close to its body, its fingers not fingers at all, but long black
conical claws. It swung its horselike head around to look at Randy
when he broke through the trees.
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Randy stared, afraid to move. "It's huge.
What is it?"

"Ground sloth. It can't hurt you."

Its breath huffed in and out, its great hairy
sides rising and falling. Its sides and arms were slick with black
mud from the pond. The mud hung from its paws in long slimy
ropes.

Black mud?

"It's been there for a few days, looks like,"
Sully said. "Great! I was hoping we'd see something."

Things fell into place for Randy. He, mom,
dad, and the sibs had taken a family outing to the museum at the La
Brea Tar Pits a couple of years ago. Wayne had loved it, Maddie had
hated it. Randy and his father had walked among the skeletons,
astounded at all the gigantic creatures -- camels, lions, mammoths,
sabertoothed cats -- that had lived right in their
neighborhood.

In Randy's Los Angeles, the La Brea Tar Pits
were fenced off. Each pit looked like a harmless lake, but that was
an illusion – a few inches of rain water pooled on top of tar that
bubbled up from underground. A statue of a long-tusked mastodon sat
half-submerged, forever wailing a frozen trumpet-call to the
statues of a mama and baby mastodon standing on the shore. It was a
sad scene.

This scene was sadder. The sloth's tongue --
a pink tentacle, like an anteater's tongue, long as Randy's arm --
snaked along a tree branch hanging over the pond and stripped
leaves from it. Most of the other overhanging branches within the
creature's reach were already bare.

"It's going to starve to death," Randy
realized aloud.

"I doubt it," said Sully. "Predators will get
it first."

That brought back more memories for Randy. He
had seen a diorama at the museum, portraying the story: a mammoth
gets stuck, its calls draw a sabertooth, and the sabertooth gets
stuck. They both die. Massive prehistoric vultures settle on the
carcasses, and tar saturates their wings. They die. And on, and on.
Since the first animal was bait for so many more, there were few
herbivore fossils in the tar pits, but lots of predators and
scavengers. Sully was probably right.

Randy drew in a sharp breath and folded his
arms on his chest. "Maybe we can get it out of there."

Sully turned to him, bug-eyed. "What?"

"It's suffering. I'm not just going to stand
here." Randy scanned the trees. There were a lot of overhanging
branches. Maybe they could lower one and the sloth could pull
itself out. Was it smart enough for something like that?

"You're serious." Sully said.

"Yeah."

Sully chuckled. "Okay. I guess you're new at
this. Look." He jabbed a finger at the animal. "In your world, that
thing was never even born. In your world, its umpteenth-great
grandparents went extinct when the ice age ended, or when Native
Americans killed them all, or whatever-the-hell happened. Same as
in my world. Here, at least, the thing got a chance at life."

Randy stopped considering the treetops and
frowned, weighing Sully's words. The stench of tar and decay
settled into his sinuses.

Sully went on. "I've seen some bad shit. Very
bad. On a lot of worlds. If you try to help, you'll just go cuckoo.
It's too much. You have to just... I don't know. Detach."

Randy nodded, and was silent for a moment.
Then he shrugged. "Humor me."

"Come on!" Sully cried.

"Let's try to fish it out. It'll be fun. What
can it hurt?"

Sully watched the sloth, and sighed. "What
did you have in mind?"

"What if we lower one of those branches to
it?"

"It'll just eat the branch. It's a dumb
animal. That's why it wandered in there and got stuck. Because it's
a dumb animal."

"Okay, okay." It felt great to be tackling a
problem, instead of simply hanging on to the edge of reality by his
fingernails. It was this moment, at last, that Randy put away the
thought that he was bananas and believed what his eyes and ears
were telling him. "What if we cut down a ton of branches? Drop them
in front of it. Like getting a car out of the mud. It can walk
out."

Sully adjusted his hat. "We need an axe."

Randy glanced at Ada, standing quietly beside
the cylinder. "What about her? Can't she rip a tree out by the
roots or something?"

Sully barked out a laugh. "Hah! No."

Randy rubbed his chin. "Well..."

The sloth's eyes widened and its nostrils
flared. Its flanks heaved with frantic breathing, and its little
horselike ears twitched.

"It's freaking out," Sully said.

"What did we do?"

"It smells something." Sully scanned the
animal trail.

Randy heard the quick, light panting of
something across the pond.

Four wolves appeared from beyond the trees.
Their coats were shades of white and silver, shaggy and thick, the
hairs bristling in a way that made them seem to shimmer. They
spread out along the pond's edge, their shining eyes surveying the
available fare.

Randy's body froze and his stomach dropped to
his groin. Wolves aren't dangerous, he told himself. They're afraid
of people. It didn't help. "Oh, my God," he whispered.

"Shut up," Sully whispered back.

They were massive, thick-limbed, with bulky
heads. Randy was no expert, but these were some extra-large
wolves.

"Why are they so big?"

"Dire wolves," Sully whispered. "Don't
talk."

It only took a moment for the wolves to size
them up and start to lope around the pond, two one way and two the
other.

Randy almost wished they would snarl and
drool, howl at the moon... be properly villainous. Instead, they
were just coldly efficient. They didn't waste time or make a
sound.

"Well now," Sully muttered. "Um..."

That scared Randy even more.

Two wolves reached the pond's edge near the
sloth and leapt from the bank. They hit the tar and sank to their
bellies. That didn't deter them and they slogged on.

The faintest hope hit Randy. Would all four
go after the sloth?

The first wolf, its legs slick with shining
black, closed to biting range. The sloth twisted its body and swung
a paw. The wolf might have dodged on dry ground, but in the slime
it couldn't leap back, and the sloth's claws laid its face open and
knocked it over with a splash.

Randy's mouth was dry, his heart pounding. He
barely had time to react during all this, and stood there like
lunch.
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