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Dear Readers,
The locations in this story have been researched and accurately described, as I understand them. Any inaccuracies are inadvertent. However, interpretations and resolutions to mysteries are all my own. Happy reading!
Verna Clay
Chapter 1
The Call
Mariel
Distracted by the image and voice in my mind, I didn't hear Mrs. Johnson. The vague image and distressed voice only conveyed two words.
Help me!
Mrs. Johnson touched my arm. "Mariel…Mariel, did you hear what I said?"
"Hmm… I'm so sorry, Mrs. Johnson. Please tell me again."
My client looked concerned. "The advice you gave me at my last appointment proved entirely accurate. I did exactly what you said. I called my sister, even though I was sure she would hang up on me, and told her we needed to reconcile–that the breach between us had lasted way too long. I certainly didn't expect what happened next; she started crying. We have completely healed our rift and become best friends again. I can't thank you enough! It's sad when gifted people like you are targeted by the religious faction in our town. It's like a modern-day Salem witch hunt."
I smiled. "People always fear what they don't understand. Thank you for your support. I've been dealing with this most of my life. I once tried to deny my gift, but it only brought me frustration. I'd rather face a little opposition than the agony caused by suppressing what God has blessed me with."
Mrs. Johnson stood and I accepted her payment.
"Same time next week?"
"Of course, dear. The do-gooders can't scare me away."
After Mrs. Johnson left, I went to the kitchen to prepare dinner, still pondering the vision and impression that had distracted me earlier. In less than two weeks, the same soul had contacted me five times. In my mind's eye, I envisioned the vague outline of a man. He appeared neither old nor young, nor had he transitioned to the other side. He remained in this dimension, crying out; or rather, his soul cried out to me for help. That concerned me. Rarely, did the soul of a living person call for help separate from its body. My grandmother said she had encountered the phenomena only once. For me, this was a first. People came to me and asked me for help while still in their bodies. Apparently, this soul had partially detached from its physicality. I couldn't imagine where to begin looking for the owner of this confused soul, but one thing remained certain, its cry was becoming stronger.
Rafe
Rafe slammed the portable whiteboard against the wall in his den and grabbed an eraser. Wildly erasing the scribbled equations, he cursed a stream of profanities. The answer had eluded him again. Did a theory of everything really exist, or had the quest for it become a carrot dangled before him by an impartial universe?
Rafe slumped into a chair and ran a frustrated hand through wavy black hair, always on the longish side, because he couldn't be bothered with spending the time required for haircuts. The same held true of the stubble on his face; a shave every three days suited him just fine.
Dropping his elbows to his knees, he lowered his head into his hands. "If only…"
Chapter 2
Guidance
Mariel
A commotion outside my house startled me. My psychic sense alerted me to the cause and I sighed. The misguided persons actually thought they were doing 'God's work'.
The sun had not yet crested, so I turned on the porch light and peeked out the window just in time to see a truck speeding away. My heart raced as I stepped outside. Peering into the shadowed yard, I noticed nothing out of the ordinary. It wasn't until I turned back toward the house that I saw the bold red paint splashed across the clapboards mocking me: Witches not welcome in Mt. Manchester!
I rarely felt fury, but this made my blood run cold and my emotions run hot. How dare those bigots trespass my property! I marched back into the house to call the police, but stopped with my hand poised above the phone. Who was I kidding? A previous call to the station for egg throwing had brought the police chief himself to my doorstep. His sarcasm made it clear he sided with the 'do-gooders'.
So, in the wee hours of the morning, I found myself trudging to my garage to find an old can of paint to cover the graffiti. Should I just sell my home and move on? The very thought stabbed my heart; fond memories with my grandmother lay in every crack and crevice.
Not everyone in town had become so hypocritical though. Even some of the old-timers, who'd been Grandma's clients, were now mine. Unfortunately, the turning point had occurred when my mother began using her psychic gift for self-gain, rather than helping others.
As a young woman, she'd returned to Mt. Manchester and continued the business after Grandma's death. However, instead of helping her new clients, she'd manipulated them into emptying their bank accounts in her favor. Her motivation of greed had been her undoing, and she'd finally been run out of town. Afterward, when she'd tried to sell the house and make a profit, the townspeople had united to keep that from happening. Finally, she'd given up, and the house fell into disrepair.
I remembered vividly the other houses we'd lived in after fleeing Mt. Manchester, and the psychic mumbo jumbo my mother had participated in to earn a living.
Not wanting to go there in my thoughts, I pushed the unwanted memories aside and concentrated on painting over the damage done to my home.
Faint wisps of pink and lavender streaked the sky by the time I'd covered the cruel words with paint saved from the last coating years ago. It stood in stark contrast to the faded clapboards. Afterward, I fell into an exhausted sleep.
*I need your help!*
Where are you?
*In a lonely place.*
How can I help you?
*By leading me back.*
Leading you back to where?
*Myself.*
* * *
Sunlight splashed the yellow curtains in my bedroom, and even though my eyes were open, I relived the words from the soul's visit. What should I do? Obviously, this soul wasn't going to leave me alone until it received help or, God forbid, the physical body died and the soul moved on. I didn't want that to happen. I didn't want the soul to move on in its tormented condition.
I glanced at the clock. I had less than an hour before my nine o'clock appointment. Enjoying the spray of a warm shower, I released the tensions of the previous night. Water, such a precious gift from God, was taken for granted by most developed countries. Undeveloped and underdeveloped countries appreciated water in a way we could never understand unless we found ourselves in similar circumstances. My volunteer-work in third-world countries during my twenties had given me my unique perspective. For me, the books written by Masaru Emoto provided a glimpse into the spirituality of water. Being a psychic, it wasn't a stretch of my imagination to view water as a living entity.
While pondering the mysteries of water, I received a sudden insight. It came like the proverbial 'turning on of a light bulb'. If I wanted to locate the physical body of the tortured soul, and my psychic powers were not strong enough to discern his location, I needed to enhance them. I needed to go to a place with strong vortex energy. Fortunately, just such a place existed about two hours from my home–the Oregon Vortex, outside the city of Gold Hill, located between Grants Pass and Medford. I remembered going there as a child a few times with Grandma when she'd needed deeper insight into a situation. My experiences with her at the vortex had been exciting because of all the strange phenomena.
Well, it was worth a try anyway. I decided to call and find out the hours of operation for Saturday.
Rafe
"Did everyone get a copy of the homework assignment?" Rafe asked his students before dismissing class. After the classroom cleared, Chatel, an extremely brilliant student, approached Rafe's desk.
"Professor Benton, can I make an appointment with you to get some help with chapter four?"
Heaving an inward sigh, Rafe said, "No, Chatel, my schedule is booked. I'll get one of the physics tutors to help you. Check back with me on Monday and I'll give you the name of an available one."
Rafe had been dealing with Chatel's come-ons for months, some blatant, some subtle. She remained an accident waiting to happen.
Looking crestfallen, but not beaten, she gave him a brilliant smile that spoke volumes of her spoiled nature. Rafe got the feeling she wouldn't give up easily. She wanted him to become another 'conquest' notch on her belt. He'd been faced with the dilemma of female students pursuing him before, but far from making him feel special, it frustrated and annoyed him. There could only be one woman for him…and she was dead.
The cloying darkness descended, and he hastily excused himself and headed for the bathroom to battle the dizziness that always accompanied it.
Chapter 3
The Vortex
Mariel
"Here's your ticket, ma'am."
"Thanks." I accepted the ticket from the freckle-faced young man with copper-colored hair. My psychic sense alerted me to his infatuation with a fellow classmate. However, he didn't believe she could be attracted to him because her beauty and popularity contrasted sorely with his shyness and plainness.
I leaned in close and whispered, "Annie cares for you and wants you to invite her to the spring prom. Go for it."
I chuckled at the shocked expression on his face and quickly turned to allow the next customer's approach to the ticket counter.
Before entering the area of the vortex, I sat on a bench and read the brochure handed to me by the young man. It repeated most of the information on their Web site. It explained that a vortex is essentially a whirlpool of force, much the same as a tornado or a whirling mass of water. According to the brochure, the basic form of our universe is a vortex, from galaxies all the way to the atom. The information also included a short history of the area. The Native Americans called it 'forbidden ground' because their horses would not enter. In the 1920s, John Litster, a man of many credentials, including geologist, physicist, and mining engineer, studied and developed the area. He'd opened it to the public in 1930.
Excitement prickled my arms and I stuffed the brochure into my purse. The first place I intended to visit once inside the gate was the House of Mystery. Built in 1904, it had originally been an assay office and later turned into a tool shed.
I passed through the entrance and trailed a cheerful group of Asian tourists. We all exclaimed our surprise as balls rolled uphill and short people were measured as tall as, or taller than their friends, while standing several feet apart with a rod placed on top of their heads.
I enjoyed watching the children in the group as they giggled and playfully pushed one another. My desire had always been to have a husband and children, but I'd never met a man I wanted to share my life with. Being in my late thirties, my biological clocked ticked loudly. I'd sadly accepted the fact I would probably never fulfill that desire.
Distracted by a sudden psychic premonition, I left the group to find a secluded spot. I never forced my psychic self to perform; I let things happen naturally. Finding a shady place beneath a gnarly tree, I sat down, closed my eyes, and leaned against the rough surface. Relaxing my head on the ancient trunk, I listened.
*I need you.*
I know you do.
*I'm lost in this darkness.*
You must help me find you.
*How do I do that?*
Tell me something about the location of your physical body.
Silence.
*I'm so alone.*
I know you feel that way. But I'm here. Where is your physical body?
*I don't know. Everything is so hopeless.*
There's always hope! Don't give up!
*I'll try. I'm walking into a large building. I have a class to teach.*
What do you teach?
*Numbers.*
What's the name of the school?
*It's a university.*
What's the name of the university?
Silence.
*Via Pueblo Mall.*
As the separated soul dissipated from my psychic sense, I exhaled slowly. The tension of holding the connection went beyond anything I had ever experienced. What did the soul mean, Via Pueblo Mall? I'd never heard of a university by that name, and anyway, what did a mall have to do with anything? Was the university in a mall?
Rafe
Rafe lay on his bed letting the music surround him, flow through him, creating the only semblance of peace he ever achieved. He'd purchased the CD at a used book and audio shop shortly after Sandra's death. Being desperate for distraction, he often visited secondhand shops searching through junk and collectibles, seeking a few minutes' absorption in something other than his guilt.
He allowed the music from the track Nature of Love to pour into his wounded soul. Of course, he didn't believe in the existence of a soul, so a 'wounded soul' was just a figure of speech. As far as his beliefs, he was a byproduct of evolution and once his short lifespan ended, he would cease to exist.
The composer of the song claimed to be imbuing the music with a healing intent. Yeah, right. Still, the melody soothed him as nothing else could. He fell asleep with his player on auto-replay.
Chapter 4
Search
Mariel
Via Pueblo Mall. I entered the words into the search engine and received about 20,500 responses. Clicking on one, Welcome to Pueblo Mall, I read about a mall in Pueblo, Colorado. I scanned the site, but could find nothing to shed light on my search for the lost soul. I hit the Back button to return to the results page.
I chose another entry, Department of Physics, Via Pueblo Mall. Hmm. What was a physics department doing in a mall? My inquiry called up a PDF file of a fax cover sheet from Stanford University. Now that got my attention. The lost soul had said his 'body' was at a university. The address on the form read: Department of Physics, Via Pueblo Mall, Stanford, California. Perhaps Via Pueblo Mall wasn't a shopping mall but an address. I recalled what the lost soul had replied to my question, "What do you teach?"
*Numbers.*
I whooshed my breath in excitement. Physics was all about equations and mathematical models. Perhaps I'd just solved my first riddle. Could the physical body of the detached soul belong to a teacher of physics at Stanford University at the Via Pueblo Mall address?
After accessing a few more sites dedicated to the physics department at Stanford, I located a map. I also printed out a list of the physics professors, about fifty, total. Satisfied that my day at the Oregon Vortex and subsequent Internet research had at least yielded some possible answers, I signed off my computer, stretched and yawned, and headed for bed.
*He's in danger!*
Who's in danger?
*My body.*
Why is he in danger?
*He's too close.*
What's he too close to?
*The Answer.*
I awoke in a sweat, my upper lip moist and my palms slick, my heart racing and thumping. Flattening my hands over my chest, I bolted upright. I willed myself back to calmness. Deep breathe, deep breathe.
The separated soul had just added a new dimension to the overall picture. I slipped out of bed and padded to the kitchen for a drink of water. The clock in the hall struck five, but I had no desire to return to bed. Going to my office, I opened my appointment book: three appointments today, and booked through next week. Should I reschedule all my appointments and take a trip to Stanford University in California? I shook my head at the crazy idea. When I thought about it logically, it was a ridiculous idea. Why should I disrupt my entire schedule to search for someone I probably couldn't find?
He's in danger! Remembering the desperation in those words, my heart ached.
"Well, hell," I said aloud, and started shuffling appointments around in my mind. By noon, I'd almost completed the tedious task of telephoning clients and rescheduling.
"Yes, Mr. Saunders, I'll be gone for a few days. I'm not sure how many. No, no, everything's okay with me, it's just that my friend is having some difficulty and I need to be with him for a while." I stretched the truth. "I'll call you when I return and we'll reschedule your appointment."
I listened to sweet Mr. Saunders' comments and laughed.
"You, too. Give Mrs. Saunders a hug from me and thank her for the wonderful homemade bread. Take care. Bye."
By late afternoon, I slumped on my couch in mental exhaustion. All my appointments were rescheduled. Rereading the itinerary I'd written down for my flight from Redmond, Oregon to San Francisco, I tried to remain optimistic about my chances of finding the lost soul. My savings account couldn't take any more hits, and my inner voice scolded: You're flippin' crazy to be going to all this trouble!
I responded with, "You heard the lost soul; what else could I do?"
You're right, of course, the little voice agreed, but got the last goad with: You always were a sucker!
Rafe
"Oh, baby, that feels so good." Sandra purred and stretched catlike under Rafe's massaging palms. "Your hands are magic." She moaned and turned to pull his mouth onto hers. Rafe smiled and pressed his lips into her softness.
The alarm blared. Disoriented, he opened his eyes and looked at the empty other half of his bed.
"Fu–!"
The dream, always so real, left him shaking. They were making love on a lazy Sunday with the rest of the day, and the rest of their lives, ahead of them. Rafe blinked back tears.
To distract his thoughts, he showered and gathered his notes to prepare for a lecture on the Unified Field Theory, otherwise known as the Theory of Everything, which he would be giving the next day. Although once a realm of physics he used to love teaching, he struggled to generate enthusiasm for the sake of his students. Everything he loved had been stripped from him.
The Watcher
The Watcher made a U-turn at the corner and drove past the house again. Anyone noticing his purposefully nondescript car would probably not remember it.
The professor's house, a beautiful example of modern architecture with jutting angles and clean lines, showed obvious neglect with weeds overtaking the property. It looked out of place in the neat and tidy upscale neighborhood.
Since the death of Professor's Benton's wife, the League had yet to release him from his assignment. Unrelentingly, the professor continued his obsessive search for an equation that would upset the balance of spiritual power. The desired effect of halting the professor's search due to grief had not happened.
Throughout many assignments, the Watcher had secretly questioned the actions of the League. To his way of thinking, eliminating the professor, instead of his wife, would have solved their dilemma. However, he'd discovered through numerous dealings with the League that they had a penchant for never eliminating a brilliant mind if other means for accomplishing their objectives remained. He supposed it had something to do with their affinity for brilliant minds, or perhaps it became an issue of pride for them to outsmart their opponents.
Chapter 5
Rejection
Mariel
The grinding of the clutch irritated the driver in the BMW next to me. I gave him an apologetic smile before my car jerked forward. I hadn't driven a stick shift in ages, and my rental vehicle protested at every stop. A mix-up in reservations had landed me with this gruesome beast instead of the economy automatic shift I'd requested.
Being a small town Oregon resident, the traffic in San Francisco gave me sweaty palms and heart palpitations. Somehow, I followed my MapQuest directions and maneuvered through rush hour traffic and onto the US 101 South freeway. I stayed on the freeway until I came to the Stanford University exit. Following my directions to the Super 8 Motel, I arrived frazzled and wondering what I'd gotten myself into.
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