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An hour’s drive to the northwest of gnarled
and ominous Chicago was the benign community of Fox River Grove. It
was a place where families raised children, where businesses large
and small thrived, where a major crime was a clutch of teenagers
smoking in the park. It was not a likely place to host the most
astounding event of human history and Lisa Garski; a misfit local
12-year-old was, some would say, a most improbable person to
present it.

There was no precise beginning to Lisa’s
discovery, though most agree from her recollection of events that a
Sunday in mid August was the closest thing to something that could
be called a beginning. At the time, it was not an unusual day, at
least not in most ways. The atmosphere was sultry, even at night,
enough so to keep the windows closed, blinds drawn and the air
conditioning on – perfect conditions for a sound night’s sleep and
a lazy morning lollygag.

And, sure enough, Lisa slept late again till
finally, at close to noon, she piled out of bed a disheveled mess.
As she passed the full length mirror her mother had sadistically
planted on her closet door, she stopped momentarily, looked, then
turned her eyes away from the hated image stuck to her – the
configuration of her face and body, that large, ungainly thing,
that magnet for such taunting nicknames as “Lots-a-large”, “The
Garg” (shortened version of gargantuan), “Bump-a-lump” (based on
her favorite attack mode – lunge at your opponent and
simultaneously swing your ample hips into his mid-section). But the
worst, most hurtful uninvited moniker assigned to her was “Gargo”.
This term was based on Lisa’s exceptionally Romanesque nose and
generous, protruding ears. With anger curling her lips and
scrunching her eyebrows, one could easily visualize her perched
high on the peak of a gothic arch at the Cathedral of Notre
Dame.

All these and other sadistic labels had much
traffic behind her back in the bright rooms of the Ronald Reagan
Elementary School. “RR” as its students lovingly called it, was the
jewel of affluent Fox River Grove, a community that served as an
enticing beacon for young professionals seeking a safe and
advantaged place to raise their children. The students at RR were
strongly challenged academically, and active in a host of
activities from badminton to ballet. They were lean and engaged,
well dressed and “fixed” with braces and anti-depressants and
special diets – except for Lisa, a child of less anxious
parents.

It wasn’t that Lisa was especially
over-weight – a bit perhaps but more, she was nearly six feet tall,
large-boned and not well coordinated (except when she ran.) When
she walked, it was, as her friend Charlie was wont to say, like
watching a drunken gorilla trying to walk standing up. Charlie
could say this to her face and not end up with two broken teeth and
a swollen eye because the two of them had a binding but unspoken
agreement – nothing said would destroy their friendship.

And it wasn’t that she was ugly in either
heart or looks. On the rare occasions when her mother forced her to
dress up, wash her face; comb her hair and smile she might be
considered moderately pretty. She had plenty of heart as well – for
animals and defenseless people. She had a loving, though somewhat
aggravating relationship with her parents and was known to be
generous with her money and her time. It was her defiance of
expectations – her refusal to be “cool”, to tow the fashion line
and, most of all, to abandon the pleasures of childhood. The
approaching hormonal calamity she shut out of her mind completely.
It was, therefore, not unexpected that she should walk out of her
bedroom in a rather disorderly state of mind and body.

It was strangely quiet downstairs. Her
parents were evidently gone along with her seven-year-old brother
Jamie. On the kitchen counter was a note, “Lisa. We were hungry and
you were asleep. No one had the courage to wake you (can you guess
why???) so we went to The Pancake Palace. We’ll bring you back your
favorite. Much Love and Big Smooches, the rest of the Garski’s.”
Rather than being handwritten, the note had been painstakingly
assembled from letters cut out of a newspaper – in the manner of a
kidnapper sending an untraceable ransom note. The friendly dig did
not escape Lisa’s notice. She composed her own notice, similarly
constructed reading, “HOSTAGE WILL BE KILLED IF RANSOME NOT
FORTHCOMING.”

She sat on a stool by the microwave oven
picking at the dried mud on her tee shirt and fuming at she wasn’t
sure what. Was it at being abandoned? Or was it at the snide remark
about her … well, admittedly somewhat irritable attitude when first
awakening; a comment sharpened by the bizarre manner in which the
note was written. Or was it having to wait for the arrival of her
favorite of all favorite breakfasts – apple pancakes? Flashing
across her mind was the thought that they could have gone earlier
and brought the booty back in time … but, of course that was an
unreasonable expectation, a down right silly idea.

The string of brass bells hanging from the
inside front door handle jingled pleasantly as Charlie walked in
“Hey, Lisa, where … oh, there you are. I called and your mom said
you were probably dead and it was good riddance and they’d probably
bury you out in the back yard after the crows finished off
everything but your bones. Boy, you’ve got really nice
parents.”

“Ha! At least they’d bury me. You, they’d
feed to those pathetic minnows in the lake.”

“Jeeze, Lisa, you look liked a pig farmer in
a mud storm. What did you do yesterday? And is your mother gonna
kill you for sleeping in that.”

Lisa snickered, gently whacked him up-side
his unkempt head and told him he looked like a demented elf kicked
out of Santa’s workshop for being too short and so scraggly
skinny-ugly he scared the reindeer to death. Charlie winced
slightly, he being not quite as resilient as Lisa and then told her
about the matinee that would start in about an hour. Would her
parents get home with the pancakes in time? Would she have to use
buttered popcorn as the lesser alternative to a real breakfast?
Would Lisa pay Charlie’s movie ticket since she owed him for three
bottles of pop and a candy bar? Lisa snorted her reply: space opera
movie comes first. What else could an astronomy/geology junkie say?
Fortunately for the apple pancake hostage-taker, the civilized
portion of the Garski family arrived with the ransom in time.

 


Lisa’s stride was quick and purposeful on
that crystal bright afternoon in mid-August. She and Charlie were
walking home from the matinee – a rip roaring space odyssey with
lots of ion blasters obliterating vast armies of very strange
looking alien creatures while grotesque space vehicles raced around
and blew each other to bits. Charlie broke the strange silence,
“Hey, didn’t I tell ya? He used his magical powers to get through
the time gate.”

“Sorry but WRONG! He dialed in the special
code on his cryptoanalyzer. That sent a signal to the Microquantum
lock on the gate to open. No magic. Sorrrryyyyy!!!”

“He wasn’t even touching it when he did it.
Anyway, there’s no such thing as a cryptoanalyzer.”

“Well, there’s no such thing as magic.”

“There is too!”

“Show me.”

“You’d say no even if I did.”

“Ha! There isn’t any magic.”

“Is!”

“Isn’t!”

“Is!”

“Isn’t!” Lisa followed this exclamation with
her famous “cross me and you die” scowl. Silence again prevailed
for several minutes until Charlie said, “Hey, where’s the fire?
Them ape legs o’ yours are goin’ too fast.”

“Shut up, worm, I’ve got things to do.”

“Like what’s the big deal. Ya go there and
what? Who’ll go there with you anyway?”

“I told you Charlie, I’ll go alone. You’d
come too if you weren’t so chicken shit.”

“I am not! My Mom’d kill me. She thinks weird
people hang out by the lake.”

“Nobody goes there, Charlie, nobody. It’s too
hard to get to. The trees and the berry thorns, they’re too thick
for wimps. Anyway, I like being there.”

“So, what’s so great about it?”

“I found 23 Indian arrow heads there already.
And I got a bunch of rocks for my polisher.”

“Yeah … well, I gotta get home. See ya
tomorrow if you don’t get cut up in little pieces and fed to the
fish.”

“Bye wus.”


Chapter 2 – Shadows
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“Where’re you going Lisa?” Lena Garski asked
expecting the usual answer from her peculiar daughter.

“Just down by the lake. Can I take the … what
is it?” Lisa said as she turned away from the back screen door to
face her mother, happy anticipation exposing her widely spaced,
vaguely yellow front teeth.

“Hamburger Lasagna. Kinda messy for a picnic
don’t you think? Anyway, the flies and mosquitoes ’ll pick you up
and carry you away before you get a chance to eat it,” Lena replied
as she pawed clumsily at the bundles of black hair sweat-glued to
her cheeks and forehead. At work she was a high-powered PhD
microbiologist directing a team of five researchers in a major
university’s adjunct laboratory working on food preservation. At
home she was a hard-pressed mom.

“I’ll take it with me. I’ll bring the pan
back Mom, I promise.”

“Kid, you worry me going down there when
it’ll be dark in a couple hours.”

“Don’t worry Mom. It’s a cool place, lots a
trees and I found some Indian arrow heads, some stones for my
polisher … lots ’a neat stuff. Anyway, I wanna enjoy it before the
developers rip it up and put in more of those stupid looking
monster houses.”

“I think that’ll stop for now. Some kind of
huge lawsuit has it all stuck. Anyway, did you think about the
dance lessons? We could go shopping …”

“See ya later mom,” Lisa said as she picked
up the quarter-full baking pan of luscious smells, balanced it on
one large hand, clutched her white cotton sample bag in the other
and made for the back door before her mother could continue with
the unwanted words. The screen door screeched its protest to the
violent hip thrust forcing it open then closed with a sharp clap as
the pressure was relieved. Lisa hopped over the five back stairs
without touching any of them, trotted through the back lawn, out
the back gate and down the winding weedy path to her favorite patch
of lakefront “beach” – a sandy stretch about 20 yards wide and 30
yards deep gently sloping into the glacier-scrubbed hole. Called
Potato Lake for its shape, it was guarded by a stand of tall
flashing poplars on the north side, some scraggly ashes to the
south and a tangle of thorny wild raspberry brushwood due west (see
FIG 00 – Potato Lake).

To the east, across the Lake was a row of new
luxury homes perched on a rise similar to the one on the western
side where a weathered mix of modest ranch, split level and
colonial style homes waited gloomily for the wrecking ball to
unceremoniously remove them and their adjacent forest from
existence. As the land is cleared, more “monster houses” would
arise from the forlorn soil like slime mold fruiting bodies
sprouting from their mother tangle in forest bottom rot.

In that summer, what remained of the original
forest was crammed into a crescent bounded by the backyards of the
original Fox River Grove residents on the west, the lake on the
east and the northern and southern-most shores of Potato Lake. When
rummaging around on her special beach, Lisa had only to turn her
eyes to the west, over the raspberries, up to the crest of the hill
if she wanted a vision of her castle keep – her home since birth.
The back picture window of the sprawling ranch-style home, its
aluminum frame gray with the corrosion of a hundred storms was the
portal for the first light to soak into Lisa’s newborn eyes. It let
in the pink morning sun to wake her and formed her earliest memory
– a snuggle between the two softly breathing giants. It was a
feeling of total comfort and complete protection. If only that
feeling would return.

Across the lake, 300 yards at least, was a
string of two and a half story new semi-mansions packed together
with barely the space for a garage between them. Elegance seeped
from out their tall ornate windows, slithered over their scripted
landscaping, past their multi-functional children’s playhouses,
right down to the ends of their boat docks. They were beautiful,
yes, but not the patchwork of meadow and deep forest that was there
– a place where unsightly and unusual people were welcomed in
peace. Lisa thought about what she would do when the bulldozers
come to her side of the lake: Lay her body down in front of them?
Hand-paint a sign and picket city hall? Write letters to a thousand
newspapers? Run naked through the streets screaming? She was not
kidding.

There was a large black rock in the middle of
her beach, strangely scalloped, about the size of the living room
couch. There were dinner plate-sized patches of rusty brown
splattered between the scallops. When she threw rocks against it,
the sound was almost metallic, not the sharp crack that pure stone
would make when impacted by a rock flying at high speed. Being a
lover of rocks in their entire variegated splendor, this was no
small thing. The sound made her giant stone a prize of discovery.
Its presence made her beach hide-away a precious place. The rock’s
size and shape made it a perfect picnic table.

Lisa sat beside the rock; her pizza pan
balanced on its rough top and gazed out over the lake. As she ate,
she waited for that feeling to arise, as if it were a mist seeping
out from underneath the rock, drifting up through her generous
nostrils, through the delicate tissues hidden there, into her
always turbulent mind and there to conjure bizarre but fleeting
thoughts and intriguing feelings. This ancient stone must have seen
much in its long and arduous journey through time. Where was its
home? How was it born: split off a noble mountain in some terrible
earthquake; ejected as a fragment from the collision of two planets
after which it roamed the cold vacuum of space for billions of
years before making its fiery entry to this spot; or a glob of
metal caught in the throat of a volcano and spat out in disgust to
land here? Was it carried here frozen in a river of ice for a
thousand years before the sun finally did its duty and released it?
How long had it rested here, alone, waiting – for what? She had
never seen a rock like it anywhere else and could find no reference
to anything very much like it in any of her rock books. It was,
indeed, a delicious mystery to her and not without a noticeable
tinge of danger though from what source she could not identify.

For as long as Lisa could remember, some five
or six years at least, the rock had been in this very spot.
Unchanged, unmoving, silent with all its secrets, pulling at her.
While Lisa found the rock fascinating, Charlie feared its imagined
evil power. To him it was a place where terrible things happened in
the past, a magnet for sinister happenings in the present.

The rock was not loved by Lisa’s parents
either, it being one of their worrisome daughter’s strange
obsessions. Lena and Anton Garski waited patiently, lovingly for
the tug of hormones to yank their daughter into social survival
mode: acceptance of the “real world” and all its compromises,
nuances, burdens and occasional pleasures. Being black sheep, they
knew full-well the hurt that comes from being “unusual.” They
worked diligently at maintaining the balance between nudging Lisa
toward conformity and accepting their eldest child for all that she
was.

Lisa waited patiently as she had in these
languid summer weeks for another glimpse at the shadows sometimes
flashing around the rock, into and out of the lake, between the
trunks and branches that framed her beach. They were peculiar and
seemingly unconnected to the polished silver water in front of her,
the pale yellow sand and patchy brown soil beneath her or the
rustling trees around her. They were shadows unconnected to any
visible person or animal yet they leaped about as if they were.
Each day they took on more definition but still stubbornly withheld
their meaning. Lisa felt vaguely as though she were on the verge of
some great discovery. Sitting next to her rock, the ugly thought of
school’s approaching start slipping away, fanciful speculations
filling her mind – she felt a wonderful peace.

But after consuming a quarter of a bake pan
of lasagna, the weight of pasta in Lisa’s gut pulled heavily on her
eyelids and loosened the tension in her muscles. A soft cool breeze
from the north wafted over her, the hint of chill curling her up
into a drowsy ball. Soon she was asleep.

Her eyes popped open, wide in astonishment,
the memory of a sharp scream immediate but the sound itself gone.
She froze her body in its curl, with her head up and listened but
heard only the gentle chirps of crickets and frogs. It was now
dark, a moonless night, the nearest street light at least a hundred
yards away. Terror gripped her – the unseen cause of the scream,
still there? She sprang to her feet, looked about for signs of the
only danger she truly feared – an adult child molester – saw
nothing but darkness and shadows and rushed up the hill.

The fright from the lake was now replaced
with the fright from the parents – they would be angry. The
noiseless side door was locked. She went to the back; quietly,
gently eased the back door open, wincing with each squeak, slid
through the narrowest door opening her body would allow and walked
slowly into the den where her parents were singing a dissonant
sleep duet through their noses. Lisa smiled then dragged her weary
body up to another pleasant curl knowing the giants below would
protect her from whatever lurked in the watery wilderness
outside.
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It was Saturday and Anton Garski was arriving
home from his job at 5:00 pm. There had been an accident where he
worked and as the plant safety officer, he had to conduct an
immediate investigation. The victim was a new employee, probably
not well trained, who had improperly mounted a large grinding
wheel, which exploded when he turned on the machine. The operator
was in critical condition at the local hospital.

For fifteen years Anton had worked as a
safety officer for Gemlon, a large car parts manufacturing plant.
The work was stressful, the tug-of-war between productivity, cost
and safety being a daily struggle with sometimes an uncertain
outcome. Reluctant management and reckless workers sometimes
unwittingly conspired to thwart Anton’s constant cajoling to behave
in a safe and sensible manner and thus avoid painful, debilitating
and costly injuries, life-threatening health problems and damage to
the environment.

He came through the side door, asked loudly
if Lena was home from the lab yet, received no answer then plopped
down in his recliner chair.

“Dad, that you?” floated downstairs along
with the muffled hum and rattle of Lisa’s rock tumbler.

Anton weakly replied, “Yes.” Lisa bounded
down the stairs taking two or three steps at a time.

“Lisa, you’re going to fall and break your
neck doing that. For Christ’s sake, take it easy. You’ll get
there.”

“Dad, look at this one. It’s got glittery
veins in it. I think they’re gold.”

“Let me see … oh, it’s just fool’s gold,
pyrite or iron sulfide. It’s pretty, I think more so than gold.
Worthless though as far as getting any money for it.”

“I don’t want to sell it anyway,” Lisa said
softly. She didn’t know why her father was so tired but she knew it
was something to do with his work. She felt empathy for all the
energy-robbing hard work he did during the day, parallel to her
own, she thought, when she was in school for all the stressors
there she felt. She knew a free spirit lurked in his breast,
chained there by caring, allowed to fly to the full length of its
tether from time to time, its lust partially satiated in some
benign way, the magnetic force of love always drawing it back to
its perch.

She leaned over the arm of the chair and gave
him a giant hug. He kissed her cheek and smiled.

“Dad, don’t get up. I’ll get the dinner
started. Mom got some of that deli cheese ravioli stuff yesterday
and taught me how to cook it. It’ll be ready in about an hour. And
yes, I know, a salad too.”

“Lisa, you’re a jewel. Where’s Jamie?”

“He’s at Charlie’s house playing with Joey.
Mrs. Pocante’s home all day since she lost her job.”

“Oh, yeah, I remember that.”

“Dad …”

“Yes?”

“Well, you know, down by the lake …”

“You’re special beach place?”

“Yeah. Well, are there any animals that make
a sound like a person screaming?”

“Sure. Some birds, probably some mammals.
What did you hear anyway?”

“I just thought I heard a scream. But I
checked it out and there wasn’t anything. There wasn’t anything in
the paper was there?”

“No … no, there wasn’t. Lisa, I wish you
wouldn’t hang out down there. Especially at night.”

“Dad, nobody has ever bothered me down there.
Anyway, if they did, I’d bust their chops. And I’m not the pretty
type that gets bothered by weirdoes.”

“Lisa, first of all you do qualify – more so
everyday it seems like – and secondly you wouldn’t stand a chance
against a grown man of any size.”

“Dad, you don’t know how tough I am. I beat
up both those new kids; the ones on Fillmore Street that you
thought looked like tweedle dee and tweedle dum. They were picking
on me so I picked back real hard.”

“I hope I’m not going to hear from their
parents.”

“Their Mom stopped me in the hall and thanked
me for straightening them up.”

“Well, you did your public service stint for
the week then?”

“Yes. Do I get a reward?”

“If I weren’t afraid of the consequences, I’d
give you a spanking.” Lisa laughed loudly. She glided into the
kitchen and started humming as she stirred and chopped.

A while later, the ghostly silver of her
mother’s Prius appeared in the driveway then quickly disappeared
into the garage. Mother – protective, always worried, sometimes a
bit critical – should not hear about Lisa’s disturbing question
concerning the scream. Lisa had made her father promise not to
tell, giving in return her promise to return from the beach before
darkness was complete. Lena’s first act coming through the side
door was to hug her sweating daughter and effuse praise for her
work preparing dinner. Lisa hummed louder.

Lisa set the last plate on the table as her
mother toted a large bowl of ravioli into the dinning room. Anton
sleepily dragged himself there mumbling that he would clean up
after everyone was finished. Lena suppressed a smile to sternly
remind him of the Little Red Hen story and how true a metaphor for
life it was. Mr. Garski just scowled and reached for the pasta
bowl.

The front door bell rope tinkling, a loud
high-pitched grunt and the door slamming shut introduced Jamie to
the scene. His opening line was set at the whiney pitch that grated
Lisa’s nerves but seemed to melt her parents, “Heh, you guys, you
started without me! Is there any left? Is it cheese ravioli?”

“Sorry, I took the last little bit. And it
was beef ravioli. Get here on time and you might get some.” Lisa
said coldly.

“Lisa! Don’t be that way. Yes, there is
another bowl in the kitchen. And it IS cheese ravioli. You can go
in and get it for us,” Lena said with more seriousness than she had
intended.

Jamie turned his head toward Lisa and stuck
his tongue straight out. Lisa flashed her fearsome evil look at him
only long enough to send the message, but she hoped below detection
by parental radar.

“Lisa, sometimes you act like you’re only
2-years-old,” her mother chided.

Lisa looked down at her food, embarrassed but
also angry, envious really, that Jamie still was an undisputed
child; the one person she imagined whose free bird within knew no
bounds. No responsibilities to speak of, no rules with any sharp
enforcement, no heavy expectations. Come home a half-hour late and
that’s OK. Now, she didn’t know why, but the humiliating tears came
rolling out uninvited. Her mother’s gentle conciliatory grip on her
arm grew the anger. She pulled her arm away and stormed out of the
room, out of the kitchen and out of the house. No one shouted at
her as she left.
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Sitting would mean crying and that was the
last thing Lisa wanted. The fun and the freedom of childhood yes
but the weakness and vulnerability no. She decided to run and run
and run until the choking, bitter feeling shriveled up and dropped
off in the dust along the way. Lakeview Drive passed directly in
front of her house and completely encircled the lake. The lake and
most of the houses around the lake were visible from Lakeview
Avenue at most points along its five-mile length.

By the time she set out, it was pushing 8:00
pm. Jogging at a deliberate pace she figured it would take her a
good 90 minutes to get home, just after dark and within her
stretched idea of the limits. The memory of the shadows kept
recurring, kept forcing her eyes back to her beach spot, alert for
their formation. She reached the long end of the potato shape that
was Potato Lake, the marsh at the southern shoreline; stopped and
turned toward her beach now barely visible snuggled in the dense
cluster of trees that dominated the northern and western shores.
The sun was sinking rapidly, its swelling crimson edge approaching
the top of her house. This was the time when the shadows started
but she saw no sign of them. Birds flew in and about the trees, a
mild westerly wind rippled the waters across the center and western
portions of the surface and all was normal.

She broke into a run again, throwing her head
to the side from time to time, straining her eyes to catch a
glimpse of the shadows that never appeared. The steady slapping of
her shoes against the pavement timed perfectly with the rhythm of
her breathing: slap – in breath, slap – out breath, slap – in
breath … Running was her excellent subject at school, her pleasure
of pleasures and this route around the lake, a path well worn in
the soles of her broad feet. Over hot summer tar or slick winter
ice, her pace would hardly vary from the beginning to the end of
her lake-encircling run.

When she reached the front of her house, the
sun had fallen; a sprinkle of windows lit up and a few brave stars
twinkled defiantly in the clear purple sky. Lisa raced around to
the back yard, then let gravity and anticipation carry her down
hill like a toboggan hell-bent for the finish line. Her feet
pranced high over the clumpy, wild grass, through the scratching
ripping thorns and on to the beach. And there they were! Shadows
flickering wildly about, shadows that just a few seconds ago, one
house to the north on Lakeview Drive were completely invisible. For
some completely inexplicable reason, the mysterious shadows, Lisa
realized, could only be seen in the vicinity of the large black
rock that dominated her special beach.

She sat on the rock, reverently watching the
puzzling dance of faint light mingling with darkness, urging it out
of its mystery, unafraid and alive with hope. She sat for a time, a
length of time she could not gage and during which she did not
move, in which she forgot every memory of every fear and every
failure and every rejection. She opened her mouth and took long
quiet deep breaths, stifled her running sniffles, suppressed
several potential hiccups, all to avoid spooking the swirling
diaphanous display. They had the feel of living creatures moving
about in some complex choreography seen through a black silk mesh
and a thick fog. The movements were more than random but less than
ordered – a condition that demanded the veil be ripped away to
reveal the hidden plan.

Gradually, the phenomenon receded leaving
behind the black lake dressed in a sparse sprinkle of reflected
starlight. The looming trees spoke in rustling whispers that
patience was required, that more was to come but on another day.
Lisa’s ears resumed their reception of the familiar night sounds;
the myriad love calls of a million tiny creatures in chirps and
croaks. As the last of the spell disappeared, Lisa heard a plunging
through the brush behind her then a voice, “Owww, damn thorns …
Lisa, are you here … ahh, I see you. Lisa, dear, can I talk with
you?”

Lisa bristled in silence, then turned and
said, “Mom, what are you doing here. I was just getting ready to
leave. Dad said …”

“Hon, it’s all right. I was just worried
about you … I wanted to be with you for a while. Is that OK?”

“Yeah, I guess.”

Lena Garski sat down on the rock next to her
daughter and wrapped her arm around Lisa’s shoulders, “Lisa, I’m
sorry I was cross with you. I had a bad day at the lab. My boss
seems to think I can just cook up a bug to perform whatever miracle
is required. I told the jerk a raise is required for generating
miracles, especially on Saturday. He didn’t think it was funny so
we had kind of an argument. But, I shouldn’t have taken it out on
you.”

Lisa let her body slowly sag toward her
mother’s, drooping her head as she slid tighter into the embrace
she craved. She started to cry, sobbing in her mother’s lap while
her mother stroked her hair. Neither said anything after Lisa
stopped crying until after a while Lisa said, “Mom, I’m so scared.
The boys are getting harder and harder to beat. They’re going to
get bigger then they’ll get back at me. And all that work at school
… I hate it! Mom, I hate it. Then next year I have to go to middle
school.”

“Well, Lisa, there is something I have to
tell you. I’ve waited till the right moment and I think this is
it.”

“What? Mom, I don’t want anymore bad stuff,”
Lisa sniffled.

“Just listen to me for a minute and you will
be surprised. You know how you’re starting to change … I don’t just
mean getting taller I mean changing … in your body.”

“Mom!”

“Now, just listen to me young lady. These
boys you’re so afraid of will get physically bigger but they will
also get a whole lot stupider. What makes them stupid is hormones.
Your hormones will make you smarter so you see, you’ll still have
the upper hand.”

“Mom, that’s dumb. Boys don’t get
stupider.”

“Actually, they do. What happens is they
start feeling like they need girls and want girls to pay attention
to them and like them so they go out of their way to impress girls
doing what ever they think girls will like. Like your father is
toward me … and you.”

“Dad is not stupid.”

“Not any more. He outgrew that part of it.
Now, he’s just nice.”

“You’re just saying that.”

“Lisa, look around at the other kids. Don’t
you see it at school? You certainly will when you start at Lincoln
in September. Promise me you’ll do that and report back to me what
you see other kids doing.”

“Mom …”

“Promise?”

“OK, I promise I’ll look at all those dumb
jerks even though it’ll probably make me puke in the hall.”

“If you’re going to puke, do it on the worst
one of them will you?”

“With pleasure.”

“OK, now something else – your birthday, the
big 13 on September third. That will make you an official teenager
and insufferably obnoxious.”

“I thought I already was … obnoxious that
is.”

“Deary, you have not yet seen obnoxious.”

“I can hardly wait,” Lisa moaned.

“I was thinking we could have your party at
Gabby’s. You like their pasta and they do special stuff for
birthdays.”

“That’s so embarrassing … everybody looking
at some dumb waiters singing off-key.”

“They have a private room and no singing if
you request that. I’ve asked around and found some interested
participants. They’re all people I know you like. I’ll let you see
the list before I send out the invites.”

“Oh, God, I hate this. Do I have to turn
13?”

“What do you think?”

“Yeah, I guess I can’t stop it.”

“”And, your favorite cousins will be there –
they’re staying for the weekend – so think about that. It’s time to
go back home now. I saved some peach cobbler for you – half a pan
actually. Can I have another hug before we go?”

Lisa swallowed her mother with both arms and
practically squeezed the breath out of her. Together, hand-in-hand,
they climbed the hill and descended on the peach cobbler.


Chapter 5 – The
Bubble
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Children, being the most observant and
opportunistic sub-species of the Human Race are very skilled at
detecting moments of weakness in their favorite prey – parents.
Striking at the right moment, the fatigued, sleep deprived,
distracted and/or guilt-stricken parent can be manipulated into
doing almost anything, even breaking long-standing rules. It was
precisely in such a circumstance that Lisa was able, between bites
of peach cobbler, to get her mother’s permission for some
late-night watching of a Classic B movie show lasting till
midnight; thus breaking the long-standing rule of no TV after 10
PM. The expected consequence ensued – Lisa sleeping in and missing
her mother’s apple pancakes the following morning.

Once she was awake, the shadows and lights of
the lake crept into Lisa’s mind and stayed there, picking away at
her all day, making everything else seem inconsequential. She
watched the clock amble around the daily numbers at an
excruciatingly slow pace, seemingly taunting her with deliberate
dawdling. An afternoon matinee did not help as much as she had
hoped since she had already seen the movie, “Star Cruisers XI”
twice before. Mrs. Garski arrived home abnormally late – an
unusually heavy day filled with stressful pressures. She was jumpy
and fatigued, remembering on her way home that she had promised
Lisa her favorite dinner that evening – hamburger lasagna, a
gloriously complex tossed salad and a giant chocolate pie – all
this to make up for Lisa having missed dinner the day before. When
Lena walked in the door, her daughter sized up her mother’s
predicament very accurately, thus providing Lisa with the
opportunity to squeeze out a concession: permission for a longer
stay at the beach to watch the strange shadows dawn with the
sunset.

“OK, OK, … so, if you help me with the
preparation, and I mean really help, I say OK to you eating your
dinner at the beach and staying there till, ahh let’s say 10:00 …
no later. Take your watch that you can light up in the dark. But if
you take a plate I’m afraid it’ll get broken,” Lena Garski said
frowning.

“OK, Mom, I’ll take the Lasagna pan … after
everybody gets their stuff-full portion. Then I’ll put my salad and
piece of pie in the empty space. The pan can’t break.”

“Yeah, well, it’s aluminum which is soft and
dings up easily so be careful please.”

“Don’t worry Mom, I’ll be careful. Thanks. I
love you.”

“”Well, I love your tootsies off you little
brat. Now let’s get moving with this dinner before we get arrested
for starving the poor male members of our family.”

After much chopping, mixing, layering and
baking, the dinner was ready. Lisa served up a heap of askew
lasagna noodles and stuffing on three plates, set them on the table
with a huge bowl of salad, loaded the quarter-full baking pan with
salad and pie, grabbed a large spoon and made for her exit. She
smiled with self-satisfaction as she imagined her Dad cleaning up
and doing the dishes, Mom settling in to some sappy evening soap
opera and Jamie engrossing himself in his Dad’s old Superman comic
book collection while she was on the edge of a great discovery
concerning the nature of light doing weird things in a
semi-ordinary place. She quietly slipped out the noiseless side
door, through the garage, through the back yard gate, down the path
of thorny brambles and to the seclusion guarded by the big black
rock. Breathless, excited, she sat on top the rock while she
waited; her legs folded under her body, her head erect, her eyes
wide open. She wished it to be the day when the shadows would tell
their story.

And on that day, at that time, a shadow
appeared on the northern edge of her beach – on Lisa’s left where
the poplars rattled in the gentle wind. The sun was low in the sky,
throwing its reddish light between the clouds, out in long beams,
down to the ground, skittering along the sandy beach and into the
murky algae-laden water near the shore. The trees cast long gray
shadows out on the water but there were also other shadows,
impossible shadows projecting in the opposite direction from some
invisible source of light near the center of the lake. The show was
about to begin. It was an intriguing sight, one that sparked her
electric curiosity. Lisa ate her lasagna absently, her eyes
scanning the scene in front of her hoping to catch some revealing
display – to unmask Mother Nature’s foolery.

But there was more that day. The vague misty
shadows gradually took on the shape of a well-defined bubble out
halfway to the middle of the lake, a good fifty yards away by
Lisa’s reckoning. At first it was only about two yards in diameter,
opaque and colored a brilliant cerulean blue, but it grew rapidly,
its bottom half plunged into the lake, dimly visible below the
waterline while the top half formed an expanding dome over the
lake.

Then suddenly, the entire bubble exploded in
brilliant white light, like a thousand flash bulbs going off all at
once. It blinded Lisa’s eyes for a few seconds but when she
recovered she could see the bubble was now clear. Where it touched
the water it formed a curved line. On one side of the line was the
gently rippled surface of the lake and on the other – inside the
bubble – a dark and very rough surface – a solid, dusty, wind-swept
plane. Patches of scrubby vegetation were scattered about but
anything-resembling trees were conspicuously absent. Although it
was twilight behind her, ahead of her, inside the bubble it was
deep night but strangely illuminated in a faint white light. Lisa
gasped in amazement and repeatedly rubbed her eyes and slapped
herself in the face to wake up from this frightening dream.

But it was not a dream.

The bubble continued to expand, stretching
across the lake and on up to the shore, rapidly toward a terrified
Lisa. She backed up till she stumbled on an exposed tree root,
falling flat on her back. The bubble’s wall raced toward her
consuming her little beach, the lake and all the trees along the
shore, hitting the black rock where it stopped. Lisa sat up and
stared straight ahead her mouth open to scream but emitting no
sound. The details of the bubble’s interior came to her only slowly
as the shock dissipated slightly and she became aware that she was
not hurt or in immediate danger.

She was starting to become aware of movement
within the bubble. It came from her left, short and squat, the
shape and size, even roughly the color of a Pear, and it moved
slowly across what was the beach in front of her. A confusing
tangle of appendages swirled around its body as if the creature
were a bundle of squid in terrible panic. As her focus sharpened,
she could see that the tentacles sprouted from the creature in
clusters, two bundles on the bottom kicking up dust as they moved
it over the battered soil in a vigorous swirl and one on either
side of its lumpy body – arms perhaps? Grasped in one bundle was
what looked like a small axe. Perched on the top of its dome-like
head were two short stalks, each with bulbous ends, the two knobs,
shiny on the forward side, swinging about in unison – eyes, she
thought. Though its forward progress was slow, it seemed to be in a
state of high alert, as if in great danger.

At this point, another creature appeared,
this time from her right – long and thin like a large cucumber in
size and shape but with a ghastly grey and white speckled pattern
all over its body. It too moved forward under the rhythmic movement
of clustered tentacles on the bottom of its body much in the same
manner as the pear-like creature. In one of its side-mounted arrays
of writhing flesh ropes it wielded a long sharp-pointed shaft,
which it drew back and slung into the body of the stubby creature,
sending it into writhing convulsions. In a matter of seconds, the
cucumber creature retracted its weapon and the Pear creature fell
to the dusty ground quivering and exuding a dark grey liquid in
quantities that seemed impossible to Lisa considering the
creature’s small size. Lisa gasped and pulled her arms tight around
her chest.

Another cucumber creature appeared on her
right, long and thin with the bunch of thin vibrating braids on one
side gripping a lance. Lisa was fascinated at the amazing
coordination of these seven or eight strands in the cluster closest
to her. They looped around the shaft of the weapon, holding it
fast, yet at a distance of several inches from its body thus giving
it flexibility in movement, accuracy in aim and power in
delivery.

Within seconds, another squat being appeared
on her left. It leapt on the cucumber-like creature that had just
done in the first creature and started hacking it with its axe.
Each blow sent up a spray of gray liquid – blood Lisa guessed. Yet
another Pear creature appeared and threw its axe at the other lance
wielder, the blade sinking deeply into the middle of its lanky
body, while in a last act of defiance the lance-wielder threw its
weapon. The triangular tip of the missile missed its target but
sailed through the bubble wall, hit Lisa’s lasagna pan with a clang
and bounced back into the impossible bubble. The axe wielding
warrior and its first victim landed in a wriggling heap on the
dusty ground within the bubble, just a few yards from Lisa. In
short order, the tall thin fighter succumbed. The victor jumped off
his vanquished foe and the two pear-like creatures raced away
toward the middle of the bubble.

The sun was now below the roof of her modest
home on top of the hill behind her. An ominous darkness flowed into
the dense forest to her sides and ahead was a terrible dark rough
plain extending entirely across the lake. She could see no hint of
the mansions on the other side. The friendly blue-green lake was
now a threatening morass of deep grays and browns with inexplicable
shapes moving about, unrecognizable structures further out and
sounds, awful sounds – high pitched shrieks – filling the bubble.
Gone was the familiar, comforting symphony of crickets and frogs
backed by the faint hum of the I90 highway in the distance. Lisa
was frozen in fear, afraid to move but even more afraid of staying.
She threw her feet to the ground, impelled her body upright,
turned, raced jerkily through the thorny thicket path ripping tears
in her jeans, powered herself up the hill to the back door of her
house, a distance of some 100 yards, at a speed rivaling the best
of a Chicago Bears quarterback racing for a game-winning touch
down.

The lasagna pan remained behind.


Chapter 6 - A Hopeful Ding
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“Hey Lisa, you still in bed?” Charlie yelled
through Lisa’s bedroom door. The Garski household was not one taken
to strict discipline. Friends of any family member, though not
large in number, were welcome at anytime. They only needed to ring
the bell, open the front door and announce their presence. Picking
at leftovers in the refrigerator was a common practice as was
turning on the TV at a low volume if no one was in the room trying
to concentrate on something different.

Lisa mumbled an indistinct complaint.

“Hey, Lisa, let’s go fishin’. Joey says some
guy caught this big thing, looked like a shark. You can eat sharks.
They’re bad so nobody ’ll care.”

There were indistinct groans, fumbling with
furniture, subdued swearing then, the door swung open revealing
Lisa in dirty ripped jeans, an inside out Chicago Cubs tee shirt
and a very grumpy look on her face.

“Your shirt … it’s inside out,” said Charlie
pointing at her with one finger. She looked down, grunted, then
grabbed the bottom of the shirt and pulled it up over her head.
Charlie gaped in amazement at the sight, never having seen the
slightest hint of uncovered female development before. She turned
the shirt around and put it back on correctly saying, “What’re you
looking at?” Charlie turned red and changed the subject.

“You wanna go fishin’? We could catch
sharks.”

“You idiot, Charlie, there’s no fish in that
lake much less sharks. It’s nothin’ but a pond for the rich folks
to parade their fancy boats around in.,” said Lisa, in a
deceptively negative vein.

“Joey said his dad caught some there last
week.”

“OK, just to show you what an idiot you are,
we’ll go there and fish all day and get a sore butt and catch
nothin’ and then you’ll apologize for tellin’ tall tales.” If this
delightful idea failed, she could still derive much pleasure from
harassing Charlie about it for weeks.

“I’ll betchya five bucks I catch something
but you gotta do it too.”

“Alright idiot, let me ask my Dad if he can
spare his stuff. You got yours?”

“Right outside.”

Lisa stumbled down the hallway to her
parent’s bedroom and stopped at the closed door. The “do not
disturb sign was dangling carelessly from the doorknob. Strange
grunting noises were coming from within, a sure sign to Lisa that
she should not open the door and witness what she vaguely suspected
– the mystic rituals only known to adults. She turned her body and
her mind away and ran to the garage.

 


They arrived at the beach with Lisa feeling a
tight knot of anxiety in her gut. She approached the rock then
stopped dead in her tracks as something metallic glittered on her
right. It was her Mother’s favorite aluminum baking pan … with a
triangular dent in the middle a quarter-inch wide. The dent had
three clean grooves converging to a point in the middle, as though
made by a rod with a triangular shape – a three-sided pyramid on
the end of a three-sided shaft. Charlie didn’t notice the pan as he
prepared his fishing gear. Lisa threw the pan into the brush behind
her.

“What was that?” asked Charlie.

“Just some old trash I found. I’ll take it
back home later.”

Lisa was glad fishing required silence so as
not to scare away the fish that weren’t there – she needed time to
process the events of the day before. As their bobbins jumped
crazily up and down over the top of the wind driven ripples, Lisa
scoured her brain for an explanation of what she had seen. She was
seriously worried about mental illness. There had been a
psychologist who came to her class last year and talked about
mental illness and how it can strike anybody, even children and how
people who have it see things or hear things that are not really
there. She snuck looks back at the pan … definitely her mother’s
pan and definitely with a nice clean triangular dent in it … a
shape, she suddenly remembered, about the same as the cross section
of the spear that killed the Pear-like creature. She had to have
corroboration that at least part of what she had seen was real. She
looked at Charlie and said, “Charlie, you see that pan over there?
Yeah, that one. Does it have a ding in it? It does?”

“Duhhh! So now who’s the idiot,” he
asked.

“Ahhh, what shape is it?”

“A ding is a ding. Round I guess. Isn’t that
your Mom’s favorite baking pan?”

“Yeah. I left it here last night and some
jerk came along and stuck it with something. So, tell me … what
shape is it?” Lisa gave him her famous do-it-or-else scowl. He
promptly went to it and confirmed the dent formed a perfect
three-sided pyramid.

“Wow! That’s cool. I wonder how that
happened,” Charlie enthused. “Ya think it’s a bullet?’ Lisa merely
frowned and went back to tending her fishing.

 


Lunchtime finally rolled around and, being
bored with the bet, they agreed to call it off and put everything
away before going in for lunch. The afternoon was consumed with a
matinee movie and for Lisa, conflicted thoughts about the visions
at the lake. When her mother asked about her baking pan, Lisa
promised she’d go back and get it. When asked why she left it
there, Lisa responded haltingly, “I … ahh … well, I fell woke up
and forgot about it. You know how pasta makes me sleepy. Sorry Mom.
Your pans all right … well, not 100% all right. It has a little
ding in it. Sorry.”

“I aught to put a ding in your head. Then
again, I’d break my hammer if I tried.”

“Mom, if you’re trying out for Comedy
Central, I’d suggest you keep your day job.”

“Duly noted. So, when do I get my pan
back?”

“Tonight … I promise. Mom, I need to go back
there again. Those weird shadows … they’re doing things … I need to
take pictures.”

“So, I suppose you want to borrow the
camera.”

“Please.”

“That’s a very expensive digital camera. I
got it for your dad last Christmas. You lose it or break it and
I’ll fry your butt in bacon grease and that’s mild compared to what
your dad will do”

“I promise I’ll be very careful. Thanks a lot
mom.”

“You remember how to use it? It’s kind of
complicated.”

“I remember. Where is it?”

“In the downstairs hall closet. And that’s
where I want to see it tomorrow, in perfect condition tucked away
in its little bag, hanging on its own little hook.”

“Gotchya mom.”


Chapter 7– A
Blind Eye
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She started out the back door as dusk began
to form, the camera in her hand, resolve in her heart. She was
going to solve this mystery, mark its parameters, define its
borders, photograph its rising and falling, photograph the
unbelievable creatures inhabiting the bubble world and perhaps even
enter it – whatever was humanly possible. The thought of that sent
shivers of excitement through her body – an adventure that was
truly an adventure – where real danger lurked, where mysterious
things happened - but not too much danger, not insurmountable
danger. After all, the creatures were small; their weapons
primitive, their quarrels were with each other. Lisa felt she could
master the bubble. The only question was: could she enter and leave
it safely?

Her watch read 9:05 pm.

By the time she got within three yards of the
rock she saw the bubble taking shape. She looked up to see a family
across the lake lounging around a shiny steel grill, black smoke
leaning leeward from the mild northerly wind. The people seemed not
to notice the rapidly expanding bubble – their disinterest a
frightening reflection on her perception till she remembered
herself not seeing the shadows from the other side of the lake or
even only a short distance away. For some bizarre reason, she had
to be close to the rock to see the bubble.

The bubble’s clearly defined surface,
glasslike, colorless, visible only at an angle, was now more
visible to her under-water where she saw layers of different
colored soil and rock just as she saw when her family drove through
the cleaved hills of West Virginia – rugged layers spelling out the
history of Mother Earth in sepia, burnt orange and gray.

Above the water, a rough plane formed; the
bubble sky expanded rapidly, blocking the light from the opposite
shore of the lake, blotting out Earth’s familiar sky within its
dome. As the wall of the bubble approached the black rock, Lisa
could see swarms of opposing warriors in the pale light of the two
moons raging at each other. They were jumping and running, flinging
strange weapons at each other – a terrible battle. The dead and
wounded piled up beneath the combatants’ feet, if they can be
described as feet and yet they murdered on. She turned and ran
backward to the trees and sought cover there. She peered through
the scrub brush and saw what looked like a small hammer fly through
the air, through the bubble wall and hit the black rock in a
glancing blow. A chip flew off the rock. The hammer bounced into
the air and landed next to Lisa’s feet. She wondered at this sight.
Could she go into and come out of the bubble safely? The lance did
it. The hammer did it. Light did it. She was becoming convinced
people could do it.

Suddenly, she remembered the camera. Lifting
it to a few inches in front of her face, she pressed the power
button expecting the whirr of the tiny motor that drives the lens
out to shooting position. The camera was silent. No lights, no
scene display – dead. A scream rose up in her throat but stopped at
her clenched teeth. She stuffed the useless device in her pocket
and continued to watch the horror unfold before her.

Out into the lake, a good fifty yards away,
an arrangement of buildings started to materialize in her vision.
It was a cluster of towers of various heights, the tallest in the
center, and all surrounded by a low wall – a castle partially
obscured by the dust of battle. The army of Cucumber-like people
was now in retreat, backing up in the direction of the castle. The
castle was surrounded by rows of jutting sharp spikes, over which
the retreating warriors easily leaped but those in pursuit were
impaled on them as the mass in the rear stampeded forward pushing
the front recklessly on. Within minutes, a bridge of dead and
wounded soldiers formed allowing their comrades to surge over the
spikes and into confrontation with squads of rear-guard Cucumber
soldiers.

The carnage continued until all the surviving
Cucumbers were within the walls and all the Pears without. From
their ramparts, the defenders hurled a devastating barrage of
stones and steaming liquid at their enemy below. At that point she
heard a howling sound, a tone as if played on a calling horn for
the dead. Three sorrowful notes sounded in succession, gave a brief
rest then repeated again. It appeared to be a call for retreat for
the attackers since immediately afterward they melted away into the
gathering darkness leaving a tragic field of death and suffering.
Soon, large snake-like animals appeared as if from nowhere and
started to consume the dead and those wounded who were unable to
escape.

Lisa strained her eyes to see more of this
most unimaginable event, even coming out of her hiding place to do
so. Just as she did, the bubble started its retreat, shrinking back
steadily to its starting position. When its diameter was about two
yards, there was a startling flash of white light and then the
bubble’s surface became an opaque brick red and shrank into
nothing. All that was left was the array of lights from the
quasi-mansions across the lake twinkling on the black water.

Lisa looked at her watch – 9:37 – twenty-two
minutes that seemed like a lifetime. She looked about her, pinched
herself, rubbed her eyes and massaged her scalp. Was this real? Had
she seen what she thought she saw? Had she fallen asleep on the
beach and dreamed the entire incredible episode? If it were a
dream, when would she wake up? When would she turn over in her
sleep and suffer a mouthful of sand to shake her out of her
reverie? Terror erupted within till she looked down and saw the
hammer – a doll’s toy in size but stained with the dried grayish
blood of a vanquished being. She picked it up and put it in her
pocket. She ran home.

Breathlessly excited, yet angry, frustrated
and fearing that she would never be able to prove the reality of
her experience, she approached the back yard of her home. The
hammer was just a toy lost by some child. Lisa’s vision was just
the illusion of a troubled child – reason enough to bring in the
shrinks. Indeed, she would awake from the delusion to again face
the amorphous peril of childhood lost – the reality of her Earthly
life, forever a misfit not to be believed. She stomped through the
gloom cursing to herself. The side door handle thumped against the
basement stairwell wall as Lisa roared through. The door window
curtain rod and its filmy companion flew down the basement stairs
thumping all the way till stopped with a loud crack against an
empty plastic recycle bin. Lisa’s mother ran to the scene as Lisa
huffed past.

“The stupid thing doesn’t work!”

“What?”

“The stupid camera, it didn’t work. Now no
one will believe me!”

“Lisa, I’m sorry. The batteries were kind of
old so I took them out. I was going to put new ones in but I
forgot. Did you miss some good shots?”

“You could say that! You could very well say
that.”

“What was it like?”

“Never mind. I’ll try again tomorrow,” Lisa
screamed as she stomped off to her room. She was shedding tears of
anger but now was not the time to let anyone else share what she
still could not demonstrate beyond doubt. Humiliation, reproach,
disgrace were the best possible outcomes for her making false
claims. A dark, lonely room in a mental hospital, pumped with
drugs, exposed to insane people doing horrible things to each
other; that was the most fearful consequence racing through her
mind.


Chapter 8– A
Battle Royal
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In the timeless space between the beginning
of summer vacation and its inglorious end with the start of school
there is the infinity of a child’s eye. It was this time for
Charlie and Lisa – to be determinedly children; to endlessly gorge
themselves on movies, games, pizza, cookies and bike rides to
unknown territories. Both had always been grateful they were not
forced into the achievement meat grinder, whether scholastic,
sports, community or school rah-rah. They were, by the grace of
their wisely firm but laid-back parents, free to be children until
nature made this impossible, a time stealthily creeping up on them.
But now a gigantic bucket of wretched worry had been thrown into
Lisa’s pot of summer enjoyment and Charlie sensed it.

“OK, Lisa, what’s goin’ on? You’ve been down
right weird the last few days.”

“Yeah, well … well you’d be too.” She replied
through thinning lips.

“Heh, I told you about the thing with Joey
and Billy. I trusted you with that. So come on … you gotta tell me.
You’re obliged.”

“You gotta promise. Don’t tell anybody. I
mean if you tell anyone. I’ll make you into a hamburger pie …
you’ll be like that blood sausage your dad likes. Got it?”

“I promise on the rock – may it rise up from
the ground and crunch my head in.”

“I’ll make sure it does. OK, we gotta go down
to the rock, speaking of it. We gotta go pretty soon … when the sun
touches my house you’ll see.”

“See what?”

“Just … well, you’ll see. I’m takin’ my
camera, this time with batteries ‘cause I gotta see if it’s real or
I’m crazy as a loon and need to be locked up.”

“Well, I already knew that.”

“Very funny pipsqueak.”

“What’s a pipsqueak?” Is it … well, it’s
gotta be bad … but what kinda bad?”

“I don’t know exactly. My Granddad used to
say that about me when I was little. Something about being
small.”

“You were small?”

“You’re layin’ for a Lisa lashin’”

“OK, OK … so that’ll be what time?”

“Meet me at 8:30. Bring food. Duck out of
dinner and don’t tell them where you’re going.”

“OK. This better be good. My Mom ’ll kill
me.”

“It will be. Bring your binoculars.”

Charlie gave her a puzzled look, shrugged his
shoulders and agreed, knowing that if Lisa said it in her
do-it-or-else tone-of-voice, it was real and had to be done.

 


They met in Lisa’s back yard then ran down to
the beach and hid among the trees on its northern edge. Lisa was
breathing hard, harder than was justified by the downhill trek to
the beach. Charlie was puzzled. Lisa was almost never so riled up
that she sweated profusely and breathed in hard quick breaths. And
why this hiding? Who was coming – some fearsome person about to
engage in terrible, dangerous, illegal acts?

She swung her head around, checking out all
directions as though a soldier stranded in a battlefield
no-man’s-land, bullets whizzing by from all directions. Charlie’s
level of anxiety quickly rose, putting him in a similar state. He
started to scope out escape routes. Lisa grabbed his arm and said,
“Don’t leave. You’re gonna see this if I have to break both your
legs.” The tone of her voice and the expression on her face said
this was not idle banter.

Then there was a slight shift toward darkness
as the sun sank below the Garski roof, the long sharp outlines of
trees across the water forming a false shoreline out in the lake.
The night sounds were starting and a bright star in the east was
the first to debut the coming mystery. Strange shadows appeared
here and there, gathering in frequency and intensity, flickering
across the placid water in crazy fractals. There was so little wind
the trees were silent and the lake mirror-smooth, an unreal slab of
obsidian to Lisa’s vision, a hard slick surface for effortless
sliding.

Lisa crept along the sand to a position
behind the rock and motioned Charlie to follow. They huddled there
together, their wide eyes peering over the knowing calm of the rock
– taut, terrified, captivated.

“Lisa, what’s with those weird shadows … man,
that’s some weird … I donno what!” Charlie said, his stomach
quivering with fearful reaction, his voice elevated to a higher
pitch.

Lisa pointed to the forming bubble, now
impossibly glowing blue, “Look over there, out in the middle of the
lake.”

Charlie squinted and put his favorite
binoculars to his eyes. He stammered, “Lisa … jeeze … holy …
there’s some kinda bubble out there … and it’s gettin’ bigger!
Lisa, what is it?’

Remembering the blinding white light that
ushered in the bubble’s expansion, Lisa pulled the binoculars off
Charlie’s eyes just before the flash lit up the lake with the
intensity of high noon. Charlie rubbed his eyes and exclaimed,
“What was that? Oh, my God, what was that?”

“You can keep on watching with your
binoculars … go ahead. It won’t do that anymore,” Lisa said. She
grinned with the joy of vindication. She was not crazy, not
hallucinating, not a candidate for that terrible place – as long as
she could convince the parents.

This time the interior of the bubble was
strangely lit with a reddish daylight that colored the entirety of
the world within the bubble but was invisibly stopped at the
bubble’s boundary. It was like approaching the open front door of
the evil witch’s gaily-lit house from the depths of the dark
forest.

“It’s got stuff in it. Stuff’’s movin’
around. Oh my God!” Charlie shouted.

“That’s what I was talkin’ about. Now look at
all the little critters running around. They’re killin’ each
other.” Lisa was furiously snapping pictures as she spoke.

“Jesus, they are. There’s all different kinds
…”

“I think just two kinds … some like cucumbers
and some like Pears.”

“Cucumbers … Pears?”

“Kinda the shape of a pear and some like
cukes … but bigger. I guess you could call them Cukes and
Pears”

Lisa could hear a clinking sound along with
short bursts of barely audible buzzing. She whispered to Charlie,
“You hear it? They’re talking … I think they’re yakin;’ about that
machine they’re pulling. You see it?”

Charlie nodded slightly. Lisa, rapidly
becoming inured to the clamor and chaos of this bizarre world,
noticed that all the bodies from last night’s battle were gone and
the worms were nowhere in sight.

“That thing they’re pulling – it’s some kind
of weapon – like a catapult or something. See, there’s a wagon
coming along behind filled with rocks. I think they’re gonna throw
them at the castle and that’ll start another big fight.”

“Big fight?” Charlie whimpered.

“Yeah. Last night hundreds of them had a big
battle. The ones in the castle look like Cucumbers. There was a
whole bunch of dead ones and wounded ones - both kinds – and they
all got eaten up by big worms that came out of the ground. Well, it
looked like ground just like it does now but it’s really water. You
know, I’m going to walk on it to see what it is – ground or
water.”

“Lisa, don’t do it … please, don’t do it.

“Why not”

“It’s dangerous … you’d get hit by rocks or
eaten by worms or fall in the water and drown. I’m going to tell if
you do it!”

“Watch me!”

An intense feeling overcame Lisa, a feeling
born of her experiences at school and in her neighborhood – an
angry reaction to bullies, in this case, as she saw it, the Pears
and their relentless, heartless, brutal attacks on the Cukes as she
was starting to call them. She would not allow it to go on. She
would do all she could to stop the onslaught and protect the
attacked against the attackers. Save this incredible world she
discovered from itself and finally bring justice and peace to the
world, or at least a world; this was her suddenly realized mission.
It had to be possible.

It would be exciting – and an escape from
reality into something real. Lisa stood up straight, tossed the
camera at Charlie and told him to take as many pictures as he could
then leaped through the wall. There was no resistance, no pain, not
even a tingle as her body soared through the air and her foot
impacted the dry, dusty soil, the first human step on a world
beyond our solar system she would later realize. She had no thought
of profound poetry to mark the occasion. There was only an elevated
mission in her heart.

It suddenly dawned on her that it was not
night in this world with two moons. It was daytime. A huge red sun
blazed high in the sky, warming the exposed skin on her face and
arms, carving sharp shadows of the castle’s stark configuration in
the barren soil. The enormous size of the sun – fully twice the
apparent diameter of Earth’s faithful star – and its redness amazed
her, its color strangely blending out into the blue sky.

Now color was apparent. The castle stone had
a greenish-gray tint to it; the Pears were really a mellow
rust-brown in color while the Cukes had individually unique
blotches of snappy canary yellow interrupting a smooth undercoat of
the same rust brown covering the Pears. In the distance she could
see patches of green, evidently low lying and sparse.

She ran toward the clutch of Pear warriors
towing their war machine, covering the 10-yard distance in as many
strides, then leaped over their foot-high bodies and made an
earthshaking landing about a yard in front of them. She turned
about and watched them scurry off trailing high-pitched shrieks as
they went. She picked up the primitive little device, a simple
wooden catapult with a heavy fabric pocket to hold the missiles and
ribbons of a strange rubbery substance to store the energy for the
throw. Lisa cast it to the ground and stomped it into
splinters.

It was apparent the little warriors were just
preparing for a battle yet to form since no huge body of Pear
soldiers were evident. Lisa looked about for more war weapons to
destroy but the only ones were in the distance – too far away to
chance her attack on them. She wondered if they only fight their
battles by the ghastly light of moonlit night.

Charlie could not believe he was awake and
alive and sitting on the beach watching his best friend of all time
walk on water, just like it said in the Bible. He was terrified
beyond words.

“Stay where you are Charlie, I’m going to
checkout the castle. You see it over there?”

Charlie raised his eyes to her finger,
followed its direction then saw it – a most impossible thing. Her
words were understandable – he could hear across the bubble wall –
he stood transfixed, listening, watching in awe. Like an automaton,
he lifted the camera to his eye and snapped photos, hardly aiming,
hardly knowing what to record, unable to fit it into any context he
knew.

Bounding toward the castle, Lisa’s feet
kicked up clouds of dust and knocked clumps of dirt off the tops of
the surface undulations in her way. She reached it in a long, tense
half-minute. There before her was an amazing sight – a set of stone
structures unlike any she had ever seen surrounded by a four-foot
high two-foot wide stone wall enclosing a triangular-shaped campus.
She jumped easily over the carefully sharpened spikes, walked to
the castle’s outer wall and peered down over the ramparts to see a
flurry of activity.

Cukes were racing about in noisy confusion.
They reminded Lisa of an anthill, its members jerkily racing about
to mysterious commands, no order or pattern to their movements, no
design evident in their work, yet in some mysterious way, work was
accomplished. Order out of chaos – an incredible achievement!

Though not very tall, the castle in ground
space was easily equal to twice size of the lot holding Lisa’s
house. Its lines were straight and measured, without visible flaws
other than the scars of war – freshly broken battlements. She saw
some evidence of repair – places where newer stones of slightly
different color were grouped together in rough half-circles at the
top of the wall. She was amazed at the craftsmanship and design of
these tiny builders. The stones had been cut to perfect fit, not
allowing a gap thicker than a postcard between any of them. Being
non-uniform in shape, each stone must have been cut to fit. It
reminded her of the pictures she saw of Machu Picchu and
Ollantaytambo, ruins of the ancient Inca Empire. Lisa shoved
startled warriors aside and climbed over the four-foot high
wall.

A tower about six feet tall and two-feet in
diameter stood at each corner of the triangular outer wall. Narrow
windows slit the stone tube at irregular intervals up and down its
height. Warriors streamed in and out of theses towers, clustering
on the top walled platforms, flinging missiles, brandishing spears,
squeaking defiance. Missiles sailed out of the dark windows raining
death on the unfortunate attackers. Across the walls, inside and
out, and spiraling up each tower were carvings in the smoothly
finished precisely cut stones – hundreds of stories calling to
Lisa, magnetically pulling her imagination into its mysteries; the
victories, tragedies, and what else? Are there children? Schools?
Parents? How could she relate to these creatures? How could she get
to know them and understand them and help them? Her mind and
feelings were churning powerful waves within.

Behind this outer wall, across wide flat
grounds another, taller, darker fortification loomed. It was also a
triangular wall, concentric with the outer one, almost six-feet
high, pinned at its corners with chunky eight-foot tall stone
towers similar to the ones on the outer wall but darker, thicker,
stronger. Gate-like contraptions hung from the bases of the top
platforms, used, Lisa guessed, to flip up and down making assault
with any kind of ladder a certain suicide mission.

Lisa walked toward the inner wall spreading
panic among the Cuke warriors swarming over the outer campus,
disrupting their chaotic streaming with more disorder. Yet somehow,
catapults, crucibles of foul liquid, and caches of stones and
arrows were finding their way toward the outer wall and towers.
Groups of warriors were massing, steadying and ominously directing
their attention to Lisa. Instinctively, she knew she had to keep
moving, keep on feigning attack to keep them off balance. It was
her lesson from a hundred schoolyard confrontations that informed
her actions.

But as her confidence in her ability to
handle the threat increased, so did her relentless curiosity. Lisa
headed for the inner wall. She reached it in a state of high
anticipation. It was as though the many secrets of life lay behind
the stark but well-crafted walls – secrets that demanded Lisa be
brave and resolute in pursuing them. Breathlessly, she ran her
palms over the cold stone, feeling the pulse of adventure driving
her on, then impulsively she leaped up to send her eyes above the
wall. There were not yet any warriors on the ramparts so she
gripped the jutting ledge of the rampart wall and pulled herself up
with the bottoms of her feet planted against the stones. She peered
over the wall and saw scores of domes about three-feet in diameter.
Cuke people raced in and out of these hovels, more of them than
could fit in the little spaces (underground rooms connected to
them?), their tentacles flying in all directions, shrill voices
rising in a mad chorus. Not a single individual was quiet or
still.

Within the inner walls there was again a buzz
of military activity. War machines and carts of weapons were being
towed vigorously in all directions. Portable staircases on wheels
were being shoved into place against the inside of the inner wall.
As soon as a staircase made contact with the wall, it seemed to
suck up all the nearby individuals and spew them out along the
ramparts. Lisa backed away when this flow of pulsing hostility came
within range of her. Volleys of spears and little arrows dropped
harmlessly at her feet.

In the middle of the castle grounds was a
large tower the height of two grown men stacked one on top the
other. A glass-enclosed chamber at the top was lit by a pale green
radiation. Inside the glass chamber was a moving object, a Cuke
perhaps but considerably larger. It danced about in its prison as
if extremely agitated, emanating invisible rays of feeling through
the glass, through the thin foreign air and into Lisa’s vulnerable
emotional turbulence. She knew there was a message hidden in those
compelling waves but it was not discernable. Lisa felt danger, a
terrible menace directed toward her coming from the tower straight
into her eyes. She turned away.

Sharp objects startled Lisa, stinging her
face, one nearly getting in her left eye. She stepped back and saw
the Cucumber soldiers hurling tiny spears at her from the top of a
tower she had inadvertently came close to. When they struck her
skin they sometimes bounced of and sometimes stuck. Their barbed
ends ripped at her flesh when she pulled them out making wounds
like aggravated mosquito bites. Other Cuke soldiers threw their
lances at her but she stepped back in time to avoid their sharp
triangular points.

She backed further away, out of the range of
all their weapons she thought. She stood and watched them prepare
what looked like larger weapons, arrows almost six inches long
positioned on angled catapults. Several flew past her head driving
her further back but in a direction that put her at a greater
distance from her beach haven. She ran to the outer wall, climbed
over it, aggressively shoving aside its defenders and ran out into
the barren area north of the castle.

Charlie shouted for her to come back, as the
bubble was starting to shrink. The picture in his mind horrified
him: his best friend sucked into some kind of alien world never to
return. There had been movies about such things and he never knew
whether or not they might be true because right here and now was
something in front of him just as fantastic – all the distant
horror of the silver screen come-to-life to terrify and destroy. It
was far beyond any nightmare he had ever suffered.

Charlie’s shouts didn’t register with Lisa
because something else had her attention. Worms. Dozens of worms
were crawling over her shoes and up her lower legs. She screamed
and stamped her feet and batted them off, crushing dozens of them.
Some attempted to bite her skin making sharp nicks that let tiny
droplets of blood. Lisa broke into a galloping run for the rapidly
receding bubble wall, now about ten yards from the shore; foot-long
streamers of wiggling worms following her like the battle pendants
of charging warriors-of-old. She reached the bubble wall and leaped
as she never had before, flying over the black water, swinging her
feet into the darkness – water deep enough to drown and cold enough
to shock – she plunged feet first directly to the mucky bottom.
Writhing worms, dislodged from her body, floated up in front of her
eyes.

Surrounded by chilling darkness and desperate
for air, panic pumped her legs and arms. The lung-full of air she
had sucked in while jumping and her store of body fat propelled her
upward. She popped up out of the water and screamed for help. By
this time Charlie, a strong swimmer, was close at hand. The sight
of him just a few feet away tempered Lisa’s fear. They both swam
back to shore.

“Charlie did you see it? The castle? Their
weapons? The top of the tower in the middle? Oh, Charlie, I’m not
crazy! Did you see it?”

“Yeah, I saw it and you almost got killed you
total dope! Lisa, I’m scared! We don’t know what this crazy thing
is … we don’t know how dangerous it is … it could … could … well, I
don’t know what it could do.”

“But Charlie, they’re so small. If I had a
shield, they couldn’t hurt me and I could find out more about
them.”

“Oh my God! You’re nuts!”

“Don’t you wanna know what that thing in the
tower is … the thing at the top in the glass room? Don’t you wanna
know why they’re fighting? Maybe we could stop the fighting and
have them make up and be friends. Wouldn’t that be great?”

“It’d be greater if they’d just go away and
not come back. Maybe they’re practicing taking over our world.”

“Those little things with those piddly little
weapons?”

“Maybe it’s a trick to get us to let our
guard down. Maybe they didn’t even have a war. Maybe they just
pretended it to make us think they’re weak and disorganized or
somethin’.”

“I want my Mom and Dad to see this. Did you
take any pictures? I forgot to.”

“No! No pictures … no parents! No! They’ll
think you’re crazy and have you sent away. And they’ll send me away
too. They’ll never believe us. No! I don’t want to go to a crazy
hospital. They do bad stuff to you there. NO!” Charlie held the
camera down as he pawed at the camera’s little buttons, nervously
erasing all the pictures he took. Lisa didn’t notice.

“I’m not gonna tell anything. Just like,
ahhh, I know. I saw some weird shadows and I want them to take a
picture of it.”

“My Mom doesn’t want me down here. If she
finds out, she’ll be really, really mad.”

“OK, you stay home and I’ll do it. I won’t
say a thing about you. OK?”

“OK. But Lisa … please be careful … “

“Hey, don’t cry, I’ll be fine. You’ll see.
Hand me the camera.”


Chapter 9 – No Show
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It didn’t make any sense. She had seen the
camera flash at least two times yet there were no images in the
camera’s memory. How could Charlie have taken pictures but not
recorded them? Somehow, in the excitement he had erased them –
accidentally? Deliberately? Would Charlie do such a sneaky thing?
Lisa wondered. He was kind of wimpy, kind of very willing to avoid
a fight, yet, she thought, how could she blame him? He was too
small to effectively defend himself physically. But he was smart
and clever at snookering his enemies. It was too easy for him to
get rid of the threat – just press a few buttons on the camera.

At first, her suspicions infuriated Lisa, the
steam of anger flushing her cheeks as she confirmed to herself what
Charlie had done. But if there was one thing she knew about Charlie
it was that as defensive and secretive as he was, he was not
malicious. What he did was for the most basic reason –
self-protection.

There was no way to bring back what was lost
and there was only one thing to do: get the parents down there with
the camera and take the pictures and witness the most momentous
event in human history. Lisa Garski would not be thwarted.

The plan was working perfectly. Anton and
Lena Garski took the bait and agreed to a late evening picnic on
the beach. The black rock would be the picnic table and Lena would
bake Lisa’s favorite hamburger lasagna in her just arrived from the
mail order titanium baking pan, a good sign that she was out of
mourning for her old aluminum pan. They would have cans of cold
pop, homemade milkshakes, a huge tossed salad and Mom’s giant
chocolate chip and walnut cookies. They would have a pleasant,
calm, quiet dinner then – BOOM! History would be made. Truly it
would be a grand prelude to a magnificent event.

The bleeding sun was only a few degrees above
the top of the Garski’s roof when they arrived at the black rock.
Lena threw out the big flowered tablecloth with a theatrical
flourish and Anton plunked his load down on top of it. The dishes
and silverware were set out, the plastic glasses teetered
precariously on the uneven surface and the lasagna took the center.
Lisa carefully positioned her guests around the rock. Mom and dad
faced the lake, Lisa was on their right and Jamie on their left.
Precise timing, thought Lisa, was the key.

As the lasagna was being eaten, the images
would appear and the wonder would be exposed to the world. As its
discoverer, reporters and cameramen asking for interviews and
snapping pictures would besiege her. There would be interviews on
TV, photos for magazines, people writing books about her and her
discovery. She would not only be the one who discovered alien
beings on Earth, she would be the one who helped them make peace
and who saved them from slaughtering each other. Ripples of
excitement raced up and down her spine. A smile so big it
threatened to tear her lips apart spread across her face.

“So, Lisa, where do we look to see these
wonderful shadows?” her Mother asked.

“Out into the lake a bit. It’s a very strange
sight.”

Mr. Garski started dishing up great gobs of
steaming lasagna, one plate at a time. Mrs. Garski filled bowls
with a wild tossed salad – nine different ingredients. It was so
healthy it could have served as an antidote to a cupful of nuclear
waste.

The twilight started. Lisa looked out to the
lake. The time was nigh.

Jamie filled Lisa’s glass with pop, proud
that he didn’t spill a drop and did not tip over the leaning glass.
Not bad for a seven-year-old.

Lisa’s normally ravenous appetite vanished
into the deepening gloom of Potato Lake. The moment would soon
arrive when she could tell her family to look and see the most
wondrous sight ever beheld by anyone.

Not yet.

As Mr. Garski dug into the luscious noodles
and sauce with marble-sized chucks of lean meat, generous garlic
and delightful and mysterious assortment of other herbs and spices,
there was a slight rattling sound. It came from the titanium baking
pan vibrating against the hard rock. Smoke slipped out around the
pan in delicate little tendrils – smoke and flames from the burning
cotton tablecloth under the pan. Mr. Garski grabbed the pan with
his bare hands but quickly drew them back.

“Damn! I think the pan’s hotter than when it
came out of the oven.”

“Anton … you burned? It shouldn’t still be
that hot. Maybe the new pan holds the heat more. Maybe it’s the
titanium,” Lena said.

“I don’t know … it’s stuck to the rock I
think … here, give me the pads … damn … ooff!

Oohhh!” Anton laid the errant pan on the
ground where it continued a subtle crackle.

“Dad, your leg … did it burn you?”

“Ohh, a bit but it’s not serious. I’m sorry …
I spilled some of it on the ground,” Said Mr. Garski scraping hot
noodles and sauce from his pants. “There’s still enough for
everyone. Let’s eat.”

Lisa looked toward the lake. There was a
faint glimmer of movement skittering across the lake when Lisa’s
Dad placed the pan back on the rock. A layer of sauce and mashed
noodles sizzled softly under the pan’s bottom surface. The images
on the lake disappeared. She quickly removed the pan from the rock
and placed it back on the ground.

“So, Lisa, where are these wonderful shadows
you told us about?” Mrs. Garski asked her cringing daughter.

“I thought I saw something,” Anton Garski
said hopefully.

Every night for weeks the shadows had
appeared and gradually increased. And three nights in a row, the
bubble had appeared – but not tonight. Lisa felt at a loss to
understand what happened let alone explain it to her scientifically
sophisticated parents. “Ahh, well, they should be here by now. Mom,
if they don’t come out, can I come down here with the video camera
and take their pictures tomorrow?”

“Of course love.”

The strange world of Cuke and Pear people –
Moon World as Lisa started calling it – did not reappear that
evening but it did turn out to be a fine picnic. It was topped off
with a trip to Hamad’s Ice Cream Parlor and the consumption of
horrifically delightful treats. Sound sleep soon followed for
everyone except Lisa. She fretted deep into the night reliving the
fiasco and worrying about what would happen at tomorrow’s event –
or non-event.

Then, somewhere in the wee hours of the
morning it burst into her mind what should have been obvious from
the start: the pan was the only thing different. The only thing
different about the pan was that it was titanium – not aluminum.
The aluminum pan did nothing on the rock. That must be it she
thought. What strange influence could this be, what exotic chemical
or atomic reaction could have heated the pan, stopped the shadows –
it was a tantalizing mystery but one to be avoided for now. The
mystery of the castle and the warring creatures was her first
priority. She reached over to her bedside table and grabbed the
little hammer flung by the Pear warrior. Clutching it, she fell
into deep dreamless sleep.


Chapter 10 – Truth Will Out
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Lisa set the tripod about one foot behind the
rock and tested her handling of the controls. Light levels, white
setting, zoom, rotating the camera on the tripod to get a good
scan, the time and date imprint – this she had already checked for
accuracy – and most importantly, how to check memory and battery
usage to assure she would not miss important shots. She set it so
that when she turned it on, it would take a photo every 10 seconds,
frequently enough, she thought, to capture the main action.

Meanwhile, Charlie was cleaning the rock,
scrubbing it with a brush and a bucket of lake water. No soap or
detergent or chemicals of any sort for fear that they would
interfere with the coming of the vision. Charlie was now becoming a
convert, a possessive champion of the experience. He had still
steadfastly refused to walk out on the water, a fearful act because
it seemed to mock the God his family cherished. But in the vision,
it wasn’t water at all but a dusty plain sprinkled with rocks and
worm-hiding holes. Lisa’s brave abandon was something he envied,
feared and simultaneously admired. He thought there must be some
kind of trick to it like closing your eyes and running as fast as
you can or drinking aspirin mixed with cola (rumor had it that this
makes for strange mental effects) or smoking corn silk (he wondered
what kind of worm made it and how does one manage to smoke it).
Lisa had audacity and Charlie wanted some.

He decided to try.

The vision came on strong. The Pear people
were lining up their pathetic war machines and, through Charlie’s
binoculars, Lisa reported the Cukes were preparing theirs. She
turned on the movie camera, set it for night vision and panned the
scene. A terrible slaughter was about to ensue lit only by a
ghastly dim light casting long dark shadows.

An army of Pear soldiers, many thousands
strong, covered the tortured soil to the north of the castle.
Dozens of war machines pulled by straining teams of workers
followed close behind. Flags and streamers at the ends of tall
sticks fluttered in the wind. They centered in clusters of
advancing soldiers, the units of war: battalion, company, platoon.
Rhythmic high-pitched chants and soulful, moaning horn blasts
filled the air with dread. In the gloomy half-light, individuals
melded into the dark flowing masses, as though a terrible plague
was surging over the land.

Their target, the castle battlements,
bristled with uncountable lances, a dense layer of deadly spines
calculated to brush the enemy with strokes of death. Cauldrons of
steaming liquid could be seen dotting the tops of the towers and
walls along with dumpsters of sharp stones. Cuke soldiers were
pouring a black liquid into a trench surrounding the castle,
presumably an oil to be lit into a wall of flame.

Charlie and Lisa were aghast but determined.
The two Earthlings felt a compelling duty to stop the gathering
conflagration and they came prepared to do so. They put on their
winter coats, gloves and boots. They donned old straw hats with
clear plastic sheeting draped all around to protect their heads and
faces from the nasty darts the creatures flung at each other and
would surely throw at them. They had a battle plan as well: scatter
the Pears and crush their machines, run to the castle and disrupt
the defenses there then pour water down the worm holes. As the Pear
army moved toward its attack positions, Lisa set the camera on
continuous run. The two humans charged forward.

The Pear soldiers must have felt the
vibration of the intruders’ thunderous steps for they turned to see
the approaching terror. Their tentacles went into wild flailing and
they scattered in all directions. Though the early morning light
was very red and dim, Lisa felt sure her camera settings would
capture the action. This would be the proof to the world that she
and Charlie had discovered something truly grand and even more
importantly, had saved a world from destruction.

They crushed the Pear war machines into
splintery pieces and raced on to the castle. They were met by a
swarm of missiles; some long and pointed, some shapeless blobs of
burning material and others small sharp stones. The burning blobs
they quickly put out with sprinkles of water from their bucket.
They threw them to the ground with victorious howls and bellows,
sending the terrified Cuke People to their underground
chambers.

The good thing about a battle plan is that it
prevents pesky deliberation from spoiling the fun. The bad thing
about it is that it leaves one dumfounded as to what comes next
when the battle is over. Moon World was spared the casualties of
this battle but the Earth creatures quickly sensed this was nowhere
near enough. Since they had no idea how to communicate with either
the Pears or the Cukes and would probably find them in a rather
uncommunicative mood even if they knew their language, Lisa and
Charlie had to admit they were stumped.

“That was too easy,” Charlie lamented.

“Yeah … ya know … if we leave, they’ll just
go to it again. You agree?”

“Yup.”

“But if we stay too long we’ll get soaked
and, well, I don’t know about your Mom, but mine’ll hang me out to
dry.”

“I’ll get the wringing out before the drying
out.”

“Wait a minute,” Lisa said raising her hand
as if waving down a bus. “If we stay too long, we might go back
into their world, I mean, why not?”

“Jeeze, I don’t wanna do that!” Charlie
screamed.

“OK, OK. We gotta figure out what happens to
us … or to our stuff. Charlie, sit the bucket down … how much
water? Oh, good. That’ll be too heavy for them to move. When we
come back tomorrow, we’ll see if it’s still here.”

“Lisa, look, all around the inside of the
castle walls … it looks like some kind’a picture story painted …
no, I think carved and painted in the rock walls. It’s a story!
It’s about how this war got started I think.”

“Charlie, run back and get the camera. Now!
Hurry!”

As Charlie was running back to get the
camera, Lisa looked up and for the first time noticed the sources
of the eerie light that bathed Moon World at night – two moons! It
had been a moonless night on the Beach of Potato Lake. And her
favorite constellations, Lyra the harp and Sagittarius the archer
with his arrow pointed at Scorpio – they should be there, high in
the summer sky … but they were gone. She threw her head back and
twirled around looking for something familiar in the heavens – not
even the big dipper was there! A new arrangement, new stars, new
constellations had replaced them all.

The two moons were separated by an eight of a
circle, one only slightly smaller than Earth’s was nearly a quarter
up, from the eastern horizon, while the other smaller but brighter
moon was lower in the southern eastern sky. The light cast by these
moons gave strange double shadows, interacting in a kaleidoscope of
blinking gray shades that followed every moving object. Moving in
tightly packed bundles, the marching Pear soldiers became
scintillating masses without individuals. The shadows of the castle
projected out to the north and west to meet the enemy and in this
ethereal light seemed to blend with the structure making it seem
huge and misshapen – ugly, dangerous, an amorphous monster laying
in wait for its prey.

A swirling cloud of dust followed him as he
leaped over bumps and holes, arrived at the big black rock, grabbed
the camera off the tripod and raced back to the castle. Lisa yanked
the camera out of Charlie’s hands, leaped over the spikes,
scattered the nearby defenders, pulled herself over the outer wall
and started shooting close-ups of the writings on the inside
surfaces of the outer walls. Each pictograph was enclosed by a
vertical eight-sided cartouche, perfect in balance and symmetry,
all the same size, all evenly spaced. Within each cartouche were
Pears and Cukes engaged in various activities. In one exceptionally
large cartouche, a pudgy creature with rays emanating from its head
oversaw a Cuke warrior battling a Pear warrior. Was the pudgy
creature a king or a god or … what? Lisa could barely blink for
fear of losing a microsecond of this experience.

She had made a good start video recording the
wall carvings when Charlie shouted, “Lisa, it’s happening … It’s
shrinking! We’ll be trapped! Run!”

Lisa looked up and saw Charlie already within
30 yards of the shore. Racing to the wall, she took a barrage of
assorted missiles as she flung herself over the wall but none
managed to penetrate her armor. She broke into a gallop toward the
black rock but got no further than about twenty yards from Charlie
when she saw the edge of the bubble a few steps in front of her.
She leaped forward with all the force her powerful legs could exert
and yelled, “Charlie, catch!” She flung the camera at him as she
coursed through the air. It soared in a high arc toward Charlie’s
turning head. He was now within 10 yards of the shore wading
through knee-deep water. He stretched out his right arm to catch
the camera. It was on the down-slope of its trajectory, rapidly
falling toward a point where Charlie hoped to place his open hand.
It hit his left palm, bounced out, hit his falling face then
bounced back into his right hand, which promptly surrounded it with
all five of its fingers. Unfortunately, his struggle to catch the
camera threw him off-balance and sent him headfirst into the water.
Charlie and camera were completely submerged. He righted himself
and staggered toward the black rock.

Mrs. Garski had been thinking about Lisa
borrowing her camera to take pictures of strange shadows. The story
was odd since she knew of no one else reporting unusual phenomena
in that sorry excuse for a lake. The manner in which the story was
told was also suspect – hurried, vague, evasive. She decided it was
prudent to investigate since children of this age were known to do
potentially dangerous things; like experiment with forbidden
activities and materials. Several rather frightening scenarios came
to mind in which a camera would be useful. So she put on a pair of
rugged sandals and casually wandered down to the beach.

Slipping out from behind the bushes as though
she was lost, she strode onto the beach just as the bubble was
starting to shrink. She turned her head toward the lake. Her eyes
widened, her mouth opened, she let out a gasp. Two people were
running toward her ON TOP of the water. Instead of a glass smooth
lake there was a dusty irregular plane with something strange a
ways out … it was … a castle! In the middle of Potato lake, a
castle! And not one constructed like any she had seen before.
Strange objects were strewn about on this desolate land that should
have been water. The running people were kicking up clouds of dust
in the middle of a lake. Impossible objects with flailing strings
attached to them were moving wildly about as if they were alive.
The entire scene was lit with a faint white light apparently
emanating from above … from TWO moons in the sky! It was a sensory
message in total violation of everything she thought possible.
There was no explanation, no experience, no reason for such sights
as these. She had difficulty breathing and her legs were getting
wobbly.

Then, the image gradually dimmed and suddenly
the person furthest out leaped and disappeared under the surface of
what suddenly became water. The person nearest the shore fell flat
but quickly his head popped up, a sinister monster rising from the
muck of the swamp to devour the innocents. Mrs. Garski screamed and
backed up, holding her head in her hands, she found her gaze
uncontrollably locked on the water monster. Then a broken shrill
voice came through to her awareness, “Mrs. Garski, Lisa fell in.
I’ve got to go get her!” With that the monster from the deep turned
around and headed back to save Lisa after throwing the soaked
camera up on the beach. Instantly Mrs. Garski understood. She waded
in after Charlie. Within minutes, the foreign images were gone with
the brilliant white flash and the shriveling red bubble … and the
kids were swimming effortlessly back to shore. They gathered on the
wet sand in a shivering, silent huddle. Lena Garski raised her head
and asked, “Is that what you wanted your Dad and I to see
yesterday.”

“Yeah … that’s it … and the camera … it’s
wet, it’s ruined. I’m so sorry Mom. We were going to prove it to
everyone. It’s so weird, so impossible. And they need our help.
They were fighting this awful stupid war so we stopped it. But
there’s more. We wanted to make sure it stayed stopped so we took
pictures of all the writing on the inside of the castle walls. We
were going to try and figure out how to do it … how to stop them.
Mom, it was so awful. They were killing each other then worms came
out of the ground and ate the dead ones and the wounded ones while
they were still alive and wiggling. But the camera is ruined so now
what do we do?”

“The camera is waterproof. I got it for Anton
for Christmas … for his scuba diving hobby when we go on vacation.
Let’s go home and get dried-out and look at these pictures.”

Lisa and Charlie happily agreed.


Chapter 11 – The Evidence
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It was like Christmas morning, early
Christmas morning with the children’s eyes popping open before
mother sun awoke from her slumber. They clambered out of bed with
the fire of discovery driving them to rouse their grumpy mother and
drag her downstairs to the holy shrine of expectations – in this
case a stack of computer printouts. As though ripping open
gaily-packaged boxes from the mysterious St. Nick, they attacked
the stack of evidence – standard letter-sized printouts of all the
wondrous sights that had passed through the camera’s all-accepting
eye.

They moved all the chairs and the table out
of the dinning room and lined the pictures up in rows on the floor
based on the time signature in each one – eight rows of 10
letter-size sheets each with images of the strangest language and
beings they had ever seen. The writings were pictographs, more
literal than something like Chinese, more like Egyptian
hieroglyphics. The symbols representing the Cukes and the Pears
were clear enough and the scenes of battles were also obvious but
many others were beyond interpretation.

One scene stood out, the large one that
especially drew Lisa’s attention while she was on Moon World: a
Pear person killing a Cuke person with something like a battleaxe.
A large Cuke above what looked like clouds seemed to be shooting
jagged rays at the Pear soldier.

“Look Mrs. Garski … look at this. What’s that
thing he’s throwing? It’s like he’s up in a cloud and throwing
something down on the Pear people,” Charlie exclaimed.

“This must be their God! See how he’s a kind
of lighter color with shiny rays coming out of his body? It’s like
a combination of Buddha and Zeus. Those things are lightening
bolts,” Lena Garski offered authoritatively.

“How do you know they’re lightening bolts?”
Charlie asked.

“Well, it figures. They live on a planet that
supports life so there’s got to be rain and clouds and rain and
clouds means lightening … but then, maybe not. Maybe they could be
very different from us, I mean chemically different and maybe they
could have been living in some kind of atmosphere that is very
different from ours … something very toxic to us.”

“You mean like on Venus or something
Mom?”

“Yes. You kids could have been killed going
into there like that. You know, you need to think before jumping
into something totally strange. You both took terrible chances,”
Lena said, frowning sternly.

“It wasn’t my fault. Lisa told me to. She
just ran out into it. I tried to warn her but she didn’t pay any
attention to me.”

“Get off it Charlie. You were just as excited
as I was,” Lisa shouted from across the room.

“I was not!”

“You were too you lying toad.”

“OK, OK … STOP! I’m sorry I said anything. We
got a job to do here and we don’t have much time till this
evening.”

They deliberated over each picture, tying
them into a Moon World narrative. It was very confusing and
frustrating, especially the cartouches that had evidently been
erased leaving depressions in the stone walls a good quarter inch
deep. It seemed to imply that the current occupiers of the castle
were not the original builders.

While the children and Lena were fretting
over the photos spread out on the floor, Anton Garski walked in
from a particularly frustrating business trip to a musty old plant
in southern Illinois. He set down his luggage, looked at the sheets
of 8.5” x 11” paper strewn over the entire dinning room and half
the living room and immediately shouted, “OK, Lisa, what’s this all
about? There’s got to be at least a ream of paper here, most of it
wasted as far as I can see!”

Lisa, fatigued, in need of sleep and feeling
the pressure to do something dramatic to save her dream from
destruction twisted around and shouted, “Damn it Dad, this is
something big … it’s not wasted paper. Ask Mom if you don’t believe
me!”

Anton looked at his daughter with sudden
wonder. She had not been one to talk back to him so directly and
loudly – the bullies at school yes, but the parents at home, no.
Now, here, was this the bursting out of childhood at its earliest
beginnings? He was amazed at her firm, forthright stare as she
clutched a quarter-inch thick batch of oddly decorated sheets. He
looked up to see Lena enter the room signaling him to sit down and,
taking a clue from her worried brow, listen to some terrible news
about something that happened to someone he treasured dearly. She
placed a fuming cup of coffee on the table next to his recliner,
gently took his hand and led him to his favorite seat. Plunking a
dinning room chair and herself down in front of him, Lena steadied
her eyes on her cringing husband. His eyes could not meet hers.

“Anton, something happened last night that …
well, you’ve got to believe us – Lisa and Charlie and me. We all
saw it and we have some pictures to prove it but it’s so fantastic
that I wouldn’t expect you to believe it without seeing it, which
you can do tonight. Now please listen very carefully because this
is not a joke or a trick or your daughter or myself gone crazy.
Will you listen?”

Anton nodded his head meekly.

“Well, you know Lisa’s special place down by
the Lake?”

“I’m so sorry, I … well I gave her my OK and
didn’t tell you. It was very poor judgment on my part. Don’t blame
her. It was my fault.”

“If it was your fault then I’d say you have
the Wizard in Emerald City all beat to hell!”

“Huh?”

“Now listen while I tell you something you
are not going to believe until you see it.”

Lena went on to describe what she saw in
lurid detail then stationed Lisa and Charlie in front of Anton and
had them spill out all the incredible and frightening experiences
of the previous night. Lena explained that she had placed an
emergency call to IILS in Pleasant View, California immediately
after they came home and talked with Dr. Enrico Castone in Pleasant
View. Dr. Castone was Director of IILS, the Interstellar
Intelligent Life Search. IILS’s focus was mostly on the search for
radio signals from space originating from sentient life. The
incredible story Lena presented to him seemed to Dr. Castone to be
the work of either a madman or a prankster, in either case one of
extremely advanced talents in the arts of photographic
trickery.

When Dr. Castone saw the dozens of photos
Lena sent, he conceded they were very unusual – a normal person, a
non-scientist might have described them with more generous
superlatives than that – but because there was no known natural
process capable of coming anywhere near explaining the phenomenon
captured in the photos, he said he could not believe it to be true.
Lena asked him if all natural processes, especially those
associated with space, time and dimension were known and completely
explored. There was at least a half minute of silence punctuated by
ahhs and wells on the other end of the line after Lena asked this
question, then a throat clearing and Dr. Castone’s agreement that
no, indeed, all was not known nor was it likely that it ever would
be. Lena offered to send an electronic airfare ticket to Dr.
Castone, put him up in the Garski home and fill him with fine
homemade American cuisine (macaroni and cheese, meatloaf, etc.) if
he would come to witness what Lisa, Charlie and Lena had seen. He
reluctantly agreed. Crazy as their story was, the sincerity and
sanity of the Garski’s seeped through the phone line and drew the
rational and very eminent Dr. in.

Anton’s eyes widened when he heard the part
about Dr. Castone arriving that very day. He was a member of IILS,
a contributor and a great admirer of its people and mission. It was
as though a low-level functionary in a movie star’s fan club were
to suddenly and unexpectedly receive a visit from the star himself
and in the process be expected to entertain the star to his
infinite delight. The enormous cost of roundtrip airfare from
California arranged on short notice would normally have made Anton
gasp in horror, but he just smiled when the shock from Lena’s story
waned.

 


Anton was still skeptical about the wisdom of
luring a man of Dr. Castone’s considerable reputation into a
potentially very embarrassing and expensive venture. He wandered
into the living room, tie, white shirt, jacket and started talking
to Lena, “Ohh … he’ll be in at 4:30 … I’d better leave – Geeze, I
can’t believe it. OK, OK … I’ll go pick him up. Lena, can he sleep
in your office – on the foldout?”

“Wow … really? He’s coming?” Lisa
exclaimed.

“Yes, it’s true. He will be here and when he
sees your Moon World I know he’ll want to stay for a while, so yes,
he can use the foldout. But he said to keep this in absolute
secrecy. I guess the reason for that is pretty obvious. Lisa,
Charlie, you two need to remember that,” Lena cautioned.

“What’s IILS Mrs. Garski? Is that like the
FBI or something?” Charlie asked wide-eyed.

“Interstellar Intelligent Life Search. It’s
an organization that searches the sky for signals from outer space
that may be coming from another civilization. And no, it is not the
FBI or any part of any government.”

“Wow! Is he going to tell the president like
in the movies?”

“No. He’s not going to tell anyone else and
you’re not to either. It’s very important you not tell.”

“Why?”

“Because it will be like a crazy hospital
here with stupid reporters and all kinds of idiots tromping around
wrecking things if we tell anyone,” grumbled Lisa. “You saw Contact
didn’t you?”

“Yeah. But they told the president right
away. And they built this big machine and everything.”

“You want a tent city of weird people all
around your house and crazies shooting at us and newspapers saying
we made the whole thing up and maybe getting arrested for
lying?”

“No, s’pose not,” Charlie mumbled, secretly
still not convinced. The glitter of vast attention, possibly with
some wild adulation thrown in, crept into his fantasy world as it
had with Lisa’s. But for Charlie, the draw was irresistible. What
an unmitigated thrill it would be to have national news cameras
follow him around, pictures of him strewn about the world as the
co-discoverer of the most incredible event in human history. And
the rewards! Sports stars would be paupers in comparison. The
allure of being the one to tell the world caught him completely but
he didn’t have a clue as to how it could be done.

Charlie mulled the options he knew of: the
papers in the supermarket with pictures of two-headed goats giving
birth to beauty pageant winners – there were several of these – and
the TV stations with close-up shots of wailing loved ones how they
felt about their dearest being hacked to death with a Swiss Army
knife by a local school teacher run amuck … but how to contact a TV
station? Did they have telephones? Did they have an office
somewhere one could go to? No, the easier route was to buy a
newspaper. They must have an address and a telephone number
somewhere in the paper. How else would people be able to report all
the wonderful and terrible things that blessed the tabloid press
pages?

Charlie casually slipped his hand into his
pocket and felt the coins there: seven quarters, four dimes and
three nickels with a smattering of pennies. Enough to buy a paper
he hoped. He needed a slick exit, “Lisa, my Mom said I gotta be
back before two or she’ll kill me. It’s almost that now. I’m really
gonna get it if I don’t go home.”

“OK, go. But tell her you have to come back
to, ahhh … tell her you gotta help me take care of my Mom …” Lisa
suggested.

“Enough of the fibs. Have her call me and
I’ll explain. Then hurry back … no, that’s alright. Come back later
… in the morning if your mom says you can’t come back tonight. We
need you to describe everything you saw so we can write it down. I
think we’ll record it too.”

Charlie ran out the door, leaped onto his
bike and raced to the Savmost Market four blocks south. When he got
there, he discovered he had enough money for two papers: The Global
News and The Snoop. He bought them both and asked for a paper bag
to carry them. The checker gave him a knowing smile. Charlie walked
out of the store, vaguely feeling he had sinned. The tires on his
bike screeched on the pavement as his trip to get a paper ended in
his parent’s driveway.

He came in the front door, anticipating his
parents would be in the kitchen preparing dinner. He was right. And
there it was, his mother’s cell phone on the living room coffee
table – a quick grab, bound up the stairs then the privacy of his
room. Two phone calls later the deed was done and the phone
returned to the place where he found it without being noticed.


Chapter 12 – A
Dream Alive
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Why am I sitting on this rock … an
interesting enough specimen I suppose, but another desperate wild
goose chase? Maybe Cindy is right … maybe I’m getting the dataless
jitters… maybe it’s time to leave this insanity to the young and
the stupid …” Dr. Castone mused as he sat staring out over a
glass-smooth lake, probably home to nothing but slimy algae,
countless microorganisms, a few struggling minnows and the
impossible dreams of mentally ill people – himself included, he
feared. It is the occupational fear of every pursuer of little
green men: being labeled a nut and believing it. He sighed deeply
and took another swig of cold beer, closing his eyes to focus on
the satisfying fizzy taste of his most favorite beverage.

“Heh, Dr. Castone … look! It’s starting!”

It was a high-pitched shout no more than a
foot from his ear. It hit him in the middle of a gulp, part of
which went down the wrong tube and set him into a coughing fit. It
was the final indignity – a delusional child of dubious
intelligence shouting in his ear for him to … to do what? Pretend
he could see the hallucination just to avoid hurting the poor
creature’s feelings? Or, for once, follow his feelings and tell the
kid to shut up. The tug from his dark side was even greater than
when he had allowed himself to wait 24 hours in the 20º F misery of
North Dakota in February to witness the landing of a flying saucer.
He nearly punched out the waiter in a local greasy spoon for his
snide remarks.

But Dr. Enrico Castone was not a cruel man.
He was, in fact, a gentle naïve person so his eyes did turn in the
direction pointed to by the blathering child’s finger. It was,
suddenly, a curious phenomenon, potentially worth a jolly letter to
a few colleagues – this odd bubble suddenly appearing in the middle
of a lake. And the interesting and elaborate story the child
derived from this simple phenomenon was … my God, what was that? A
blinding light and … and now I can see again … it’s expanding and
becoming clear … my God! There are things moving around inside it
and it’s expanding more … and more! Oh! Oh, no! I’ve finally gone
over the edge! It’s too late for me now!

Dr. Castone kept his hand over his mouth. The
terrible thoughts had to be contained, his dignity, his reputation
protected at all costs. But there would be no surviving this he
feared. The skinny, homely little boy next to him broke into the
most appealing smile Dr. Castone had ever seen. Self-satisfaction,
vindication, anticipation – it was written all over Charlie’s
unfortunate face. Somehow this simple, honest display calmed the
good doctor. Somehow, it lifted the burden of self-criticism off
his weighted heart.

As the bubble rapidly grew, Dr. Castone could
see plainly that everything the child said was true. There was
before his very eyes his Holy Grail, his life’s work justified. He
jumped up, pulled his camera out of his pocket and started taking
pictures. Startled by the children and their parents plunging
through the wall, he hesitated a second then raced in after them, a
fine head of reckless adventure driving him toward the castle now
clearly in view.

It was a world lit by an enormous red sun
with a clear blue sky and endless reaches of desolate pockmarked
soil patched with little green oases. It seemed totally devoid of
alien beings until he approached the castle. The tops of the walls
and towers were vibrating with swarms of creatures so tightly
packed and bristling with long pointed weapons that he could not
distinguish individuals, their shape or size or even where they
ended and the gray stone began. The bloody red sun, being close to
its zenith, cast almost no shadow making it difficult to gage the
sizes of things until they were within as few feet.

Being a tall man, Dr. Castone could more
readily see the drama unfolding behind the castle’s outer wall.
Wooden machines he recognized as catapults pulled by teams of
strange little cucumber shaped beings were streaming up from
underground bunkers. They were trailed by wagonloads of sharp
stones. Charlie, too short to see this ominous development was
trying to climb over the wall amid a flurry of close hostility. Dr.
Castone ran to his side and pulled him back then signaled the
others to pull back as well. They gathered in a cluster to hear
what Dr. Castone had to say.

“I believe you now … I’m sorry … when I came
I thought you were all crazy but, well, I apologize. Now listen. We
need to go back to your home and plan how we are going to gather
evidence and document this most incredible thing. You’ve taken
pictures and collected some samples but there are other things we
can do. I’ve got to get my people and their equipment in from
California. That will take a day or two. We’ve got to be rational …
I’ve got to be rational … very hard to do right now.”

Charlie and the Garskis smiled. They all knew
the experience and easily empathized with Dr. Castone’s initial
skepticism and now the many powerful emotions overtaking him. They
collected their samples and headed back to the shore. No sooner had
they stepped on the shore than the bubble started to shrink. Dr.
Castone watched in fascination till it disappeared as a small red
ball – a most interesting and possibly revealing fact: the incoming
being blue and the exit being red. The theoreticians would have a
field day with that part of the puzzle he mused.

When they got back to the Garski home, Dr.
Castone conjured a plan to cope with the greatest discovery in
human history. The California team would have to be notified,
prepared, packed and shipped to Potato in the absolute minimum time
and in absolute secrecy. He called several people, two astronomers
Anton guessed while opportunistically eavesdropping and a man in
Arizona. The conversations with the astronomers seemed to be a
request for any information about unusual events in the sky –
events that might tie into the phenomenon at the lake. The man in
Arizona seemed to be about communication security. But, strangely,
Anton noted, Dr. Castone did not mention anything related to his
experience at Potato Lake. The recipients of his calls must have
been very curious judging by the Dr.’s responses, but he gave
nothing away. He talked excitedly, spewing out words and questions
like a tobacco auctioneer as he paced in lopsided figure 8s from
the living room to the dinning room while Lisa passed coffee and
cookies to him. Absently he formed the next day with his words – a
brave general in the war against the mystery he loved: what was the
scope and range of life’s many manifestations? The chemistries, the
shapes and sizes, the physiologies, the mental operations, the
civilizations – what could life be like?

Finally, after exhausting his contacts in
long rambling conversations, consuming two entire bake pans of
cookies and five cups of coffee he sat down in Anton’s easy chair.
It took no more than thirty seconds after he propped his feet up on
the foot stool conveniently positioned in front of the chair for
the eminent doctor of astrophysics to sag into a rag-doll sleep. It
was three-o’clock in the morning and everyone else had collapsed
hours before.


Chapter 13 –
Visions of Sugar Plums
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The predawn sky was cloudless and sprinkled
with just a few hardy stars. The dirty rose glow of Chicago was
revealed in the moonless sky. No moving vehicles plied the streets
and no people could be seen. A cool breeze came in from the north.
All was quiet.

A huge late model black SUV eased around the
corner and stopped at the third house down as instructed. Its
lights turned off and on three times in rapid succession and stayed
off the third time. Inside, two men broke open a paper bag
emblazoned with silly slogans and started eating their fast-food
breakfast sandwiches. The sounds of chewing and the aggressive
slurping of hot coffee broke the silence. One, a short, bald
fortyish man with a pug nose, pale acne-dimpled skin and a more
than ample gut sat at the steering wheel. He yawned and scratched
his leg and thought bitterly about how the steady decline of the
newspaper industry had eased him into this wretched business. He
grunted to himself at the thought of the bonus his editor promised
if he brought back a usable story. It would require the usual
tiresome photographic tricks and interviews with deranged people –
hardly worth the meager pay but needed to help feed the family.

The other man had a long dark face totally
dominated by a chest-length black beard and eyes deeply sunken
beneath thick, prominent eyebrows, which gave the impression he was
peering out from a deep dark cave observing the outside world with
suspicion and fear. He must have been tall because his head sat
atop his wide shoulders almost half-a foot above his partner’s

Within minutes, the side door at 1228 Harris
swung open and a rather short person – obviously a child – darted
out and headed straight for the SUV. He arrived at the driver’s
window holding a baking pan with an odd triangular dent in it.

“You guys from The Snoop?” Charlie asked
breathlessly.

“Yeah. Why the pan?”

“It’s the proof. Well, when you see it,
that’ll really be the proof. But that doesn’t happen till sundown
tonight down by the lake, next to the big black rock.”

“OK, big black rock by the lake at sundown.
But according to this map here, it’s a big lake. Probably lots of
rocks.”

“Go to the end of … wait a minute. Aren’t you
gonna take my picture?”

“Eric, take the kid’s picture,” the fat man
said to the bearded man. The bearded man got out of the SUV at a
leisurely pace, ambled over to Charlie, lifted a large black
digital camera to his eye and started taking pictures of Charlie
from various angles. Charlie grinned and threw himself into a
variety of poses, soaking up the flash like a Hollywood neophyte.
Thrill chills ran up and down his body as his imagination ran wild
with grand visions. Surely, this was his destiny, his rightful
reward for all the punishment he had suffered for being small and
funny looking. There would be a reckoning with all the bullies and
snooty cliques that had plagued his life. He and Lisa would now be
THE center of attention at the Ronald Reagan Middle School.

“OK, kid, where’s the rock?” asked the fat
man

“The name’s Charlie. Charlie Pocante. That’s
P-O-C-A-N-T-E. I guess you know how to spell Charlie.”

“IE, right?”

“Yes. It’s at the end of Ellie Street. Go
half a block north along the lake shore from there and that’ll be
it. There’s a path between a blue house and a white house. Just
follow it down to the lake. Hide. If Lisa sees you, she’ll kill
you. I mean she really will. Take your pictures. It only lasts for
about 20 minutes. It starts when the sun touches the top of Lisa’s
house. If you go out on the lake while it’s showin’ then it stops
you’ll be dunked in the lake or maybe sucked into it and you’ll
never come back. So, if you can’t swim … well, good luck.”

“What’d ya mean? Ya got a boat that sinks
after 20 minutes or something?”

“No. You’ll be able to walk on water so
you’ll wanna go out and look at the castle, which will be in the
middle of the lake. And ya can’t run very fast because the ground
will be pretty rough.”

“I thought you said we’d be walkin’ on water.
So which is it?”

“Both.”

“Both?

“Both.”

The two men looked at each other as if to
say, how’d we ever get into this business, anyway? Then the fat one
asked, “OK, so what’s with the pan?”

“Oh, yeah. Well, Lisa, that’s my friend and
she is really tough so watch out … anyway, she took it down there
while this thing was going on and one of the Cuke people threw a
spear and it hit the pan and made this ding in it. Ya see how the
ding is like a triangle? That’s the shape of their spears.”

“Cuke people?”

“Yeah. There’s Pear People and Cuke People.
The Pear People use axes and the Cuke People use spears. They fight
all the time. I’m going to stop them from fighting and make them be
friends. Lisa’s gonna help me.”

“So, don’t you think these vegetable or fruit
people are going to turn on you and whack you into little pieces
when you go out there?” asked the tall thin man sporting a knowing
grin.

“They’re only little, about the size of
regular vegetables,” replied Charlie with an authoritative air.

Both men broke into ripping laughter until
they saw the look of stern disapproval on Charlie’s face. They
promised they would be there and take pictures if the phenomenon
really did appear and that Charlie would get full credit and be the
lead person in the story. With that, Charlie turned and walked
towards Lisa’s house two blocks away and the intrepid reporters
packed themselves back into their black monstrosity and drove
off.


Chapter 14– A Message from God
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Lena Garski is regarded by most as a very
attractive woman with her very short jet-black hair, wide-set eyes,
majestic nose and slightly pursed lips. Her daughter’s face mirrors
her own to a considerable extent with the addition of her husband’s
elongated flying ears and pointed chin. However, mornings were not
Lena’s best times. Puffy eyes and a wild bed-made hairdo and a
surly, noise intolerant disposition combined to make breakfast a
tense affair.

Lisa dropped her fork on her half-finished
scrambled eggs, leaped up and clapped her hands in a burst of
excitement, “That’s it! We’ll paint a picture on a rock and put it
inside the castle.”

“Lisa, what are you talking about? What
picture?” Mrs. Garski asked with a noticeable edge of irritation in
her voice.

“Mom, listen. The picture would be a Pear
person next to a Cucumber person and they’d be holding tentacles
…”

“Oh, please!”

“Mom … just listen. And a broken axe and a
broken spear would be next to them.”

“Lisa, you have no idea what that would do.
It might make them fight harder.”

“I don’t think so. I think they will think
it’s a message from God – us.”

“So now we’re playing God.”

“We’re just helping them out ‘cause they’re
stuck in this war thing. You can see by how beat-up the countryside
is there that they’ve lost a lotta stuff.”

“I’ll grant you that. But they might not
think like us. They might interpret your picture rock in some weird
way you never thought of. They might think you want them to all be
killed because you took away their weapons.”

“Mom, they have already seen what we think of
their weapons. Day before yesterday I crushed all the Pears’
slingshot machines and all the Cucumbers’ catapult things. They
shot so many spears and arrows at me I thought I was a pin
cushion.”

“So that’s what all those rashes were
about.”

“Yeah. The second time I went back I wore
boots and goggles and stuff. They couldn’t go through that.”

“Oh, all right. That sounds enough like our
sad history to make me think it might work. But don’t paint it on a
rock. Engrave it on something – like a piece of bronze. Here.
Sketch it out on a piece of paper and I’ll take it to Joe’s Trophy
shop. He loves to do weird stuff. I’ll just give him some
cockamamie story and he’ll do it. He should be open pretty soon …
what time is it… 7:30. But finish your breakfast first.”

“Mom, are you going to work?”

“Oh, crap! I’ve got to call in. Go wake your
Dad … he’s got to too … wait a minute … it’s Saturday. But go wake
him anyway. Don’t take no for an answer.”

 


As the morning mental haze gradually lifted
from Lena’s mind, she remembered she had not contacted Charlie’s
parents to get their permission for him to accompany Lisa and the
adults in the next excursion to Moon World. She picked up her phone
and dialed the Pocante’s. Marie answered, “Hello?”

“Marie, this is Lena. Did Charlie talk with
you about our trip to the lake?”

“Yes, he did. I told him it was OK if you and
Anton were along. You’ll take precautions won’t you? Charlie ‘s a
good swimmer but just in case, you know.”

“Marie, we will be very careful. Thanks for
letting him go. We need him there.”

“Oh, that’s good. He likes to feel he’s
important to people. I think it’ll be good for him. I’m sure he’ll
tell me all about it when it’s done.

“He most certainly will. Thanks Marie. We’ll
talk again later, OK?”

“OK, Bye,” Marie said pleasantly.

 


Thereupon the Garski household swung into
action. Lisa completed her sketch for the plaque, Jamie helped his
Mom sort and interpret pictures of Moon World as Lisa had named it.
Mr. Garski did get out of bed, though not without complaint.
Somehow he did manage to make it to the kitchen whereupon he perked
up with the task of making breakfast

Dr. Castone had been lying awake for some
time turning the events of the previous hours over in his mind,
still hardly willing to accept them as true, still half believing
himself to be completely delusional. When the din of Garskiites
talking, yelling and stomping around came to his ears, he shook the
fog of gloom from his brain and bounded out of bed. He snuck into
the shower – hot water can heal the soul faster than the
incantations of a thousand witch doctors – or a hundred therapist
of whatever stripe. He filled the bathroom with steam.

Dr. Castone descended the stairs feeling
somewhat like a beauty pageant contestant what with all the eyes
stuck to his image. He was a trim, tall man nattily dressed in well
fitting designer jeans and a deep blue tee shirt with bright little
white spots in the patterns of various constellations both front
and back. A large squarish black leather case was resting at his
side supported by a black leather strap looping across his chest
and over his shoulder. Instinctively, he held himself erect and
moved in measured graceful steps – he was the personification of
elegant dignity.

Anton turned to look at him as he reached the
foot of the stairs and was transfixed. Lena let out a low
whistle.

“Good morning,” He said. “I hope everyone is
well rested this morning. We have much work to do.” While Lena and
Anton mumbled indistinct niceties, Dr. Castone pulled a microphone
out of his bag and started fiddling with the control dials on the
recorder inside his bag.

“I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to take
down some of your memories of what happened yesterday.”

“Ahh … Dr. Castone, wouldn’t you like some
breakfast first? We have pancakes, eggs, sausage and cereal,” asked
Anton.

“Oh, just call me Ennie. Every one does.”

“Ennie?”

“Yes … it’s a lot better than Enrico which
sounds so damn stiff and foreign. I mean, I was born in Italy but
I’ve lived here for many years and America is my home now. My wife
and children are American.”

“Ennie … that’s such an interesting and
unusual name,” gushed Lena. Anton felt a rush of admiration for his
guest touched with a smattering of jealousy. Ennie carried an aura
of style and elegance far beyond anything Anton had ever seen, far
beyond his own appeal he thought – a faceless drone compared to a
monarch butterfly. Anton swallowed hard and committed himself to
his best behavior.

At that moment, Lisa burst into the dinning
room ahead of her mother carrying a sketch of her design for the
bronze plaque. She looked closely at Ennie and exclaimed, “Your
shirt …You’ve got Lyra! Wow! That’s my favorite.”

“Oh, why is that, Lisa?”

“I like the story about Orpheus and his wife
… I can’t remember her name …”

“Eurydice.”

“Yeah. It’s so sad and like he gets punished
just because he looked. It’s not fair … like a lot of things.”

“That’s certainly true.”

“And it’s got Vega, like in Contact.”

“So you liked that movie?”

“Yeah. I like a lot of space movies. I s’pose
that makes me kind of weird for a girl but I don’t care.”

“I don’t think you’re the least bit weird.
Can I see your design for … ah, what kind of plaque is it?”

“We’re going to put it in the castle. I think
it may stop them from fighting and killing each other. See? It
shows them holding tentacles and their weapons broken. You think
it’ll work?”

“You’ll never know unless you try it. I think
it’s a noble and brave effort. Can I come along when you do
it?”

Lisa’s face brightened with an enormous smile
as she nodded her agreement.

“Lisa, I understand you and Charlie were the
first to see this, what do you call it?”

“Moon World.”

“I’d like to get your observations, thoughts,
feelings … everything about what you’ve experienced. OK?”

“Charlie’s seen it too.”

“I’m recording everyone’s statement on what
they’ve seen and heard. It seems you two made the discovery. It is
so fantastic, in fact, that I can think of no explanation that fits
existing theory.”

“Well Charlie has a theory and I have a
different one. I think mine’s right and he thinks his is right.
Could you tell us which one is right?”

“Well, probably not but I would love to hear
your theories, although, in order to stay true to science, they
should be called speculations since the word ‘theory’ refers to an
explanation that has been studied for many years, has been
confirmed by many experiments and been accepted by the great
majority of scientists who have studied it.”

Just as Ennie finished speaking, Charlie came
over and introduced himself, “I’m Charlie Pocante – that’s
P-O-C-A-N-T-E and Charlie with an IE. Which TV station are you
from?”

It took a few seconds for Ennie to catch his
breath. “I’m not from the media. My name is Enrico Castone. I’m
here from IILS. Do you know what that is?”

“Yeah. Mrs. Garski told us.”

“Your friend Lisa was about to tell me her
idea on the phenomenon. And she said you have a different one.”

“It’s like science against magic,” Lisa cut
in.

“My theory,” Charlie puffed up as he spoke,
“is that an Indian medicine man was buried under the rock a long
time ago and the Cukes and pears are the souls of his tribe’s
enemies condemned forever to fighting hopeless battles and to
getting eaten by worms. He comes out at night in the summer when
the bad people killed him and the people in his camp. Before he
died he laid the curse on them so that every summer, instead of
fishing or playing games in the summer like other dead Indians,
they have to fight these dumb wars. Lisa’s found a bunch of Indian
arrowheads around there. That kinda proves it. I’ll bet if you dug
down you’d find Indian skeletons. But, ya don’t want to do that.
You’d be cursed and changed into a cucumber or a pear forever. Me
and Lisa are trying to stop them from fighting so they will be a
little bit happier.”

“Charlie, you’re so full of bologna you could
make a thousand sandwiches. I think the phenomenon … I like calling
it that … that’s a neat word. Anyway, I think it’s a rip in
space-time caused by the sudden collapse of another universe next
to ours … you know, like there’s lots of other universes and
sometimes they bump into each other. This one next to us, when it
went bust, it tore a hole in ours and that let parts of our
universe near the rip leak though to other parts of our universe,
and we just happened to be in the way. ‘Cause it’s a rip, it goes
in a line and that rip happens here only when the sun and the Earth
and the black rock are all lined up – like in 2001.”

“You mean the movie 2001?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, just a point to remember – neither of
you have theories and I don’t either. None of us has enough even
for a hypothesis, that’s the next step up from a speculation –
about halfway between a speculation and a theory. So, everyone, nix
on the speculations until we get some kind of evidence that points
to how this came about. Agreed?” There was a general nodding of
heads.

“Well, don’t you have anything?” Lisa
asked.

“Right now, nothing so you’re way ahead of
me.” That bought a smile to two excited children.

“So, what’s the plan for tonight?” asked Dr.
Castone.

At that moment, Mrs. Garski joined the
conversation, “We’re going down to the lake and first of all, Lisa
and Charlie will take the plaque and put it inside the castle.
While she’s doing that we’ll be taking photos and movies. Also,
Anton has volunteered to take a sample bag onto the land and get
samples of the soil and perhaps some dead Cukes and Pears. We’ll
put everything in a plastic bag and seal it up of course, but I
think if some bad disease were to come from this, well, I think
that would have happened already. Don’t you think Dr. Castone?”

“Ennie is what I get at work so please call
me that. Anyway, I imagine you’re right. I’m not an expert on
diseases but I would guess Lisa’s and Charlie’s clothes, skin and
lungs have all gotten a dose already. And they’ve been out too so
it seems the cat is out of the bag.”

“Shouldn’t we call the CDC and give them some
notice?” Anton asked hesitantly.

“Normally, I would agree but think of the
response you’ll get. I almost didn’t come and am still not
convinced that it’s true and I’m in the business of believing
little green men are out there somewhere. No, we have to have
irrefutable proof and the best proof would be to bring back some
dead creatures. It would be tempting to capture some live ones too,
but I think that would be morally wrong under the present
circumstances since we would be most likely unable to feed and care
for them properly and because they would undoubtedly suffer a great
deal. But collecting some dead creatures … well, no one could deny
that. The pictures will help but everyone knows nowadays that
pictures can be doctored to show impossible things. My special
cameras will help in that regard but still, eye witnesses and
samples, that’s what we need.”

“OK, everyone,” Anton shouted from the
kitchen where he had been laboring over his wonderful tofu
pancakes, “Grubb’s up so come and get it!”

There was a stampede to the nicely set
kitchen table. Ennie was the center of attention as he described
the many research and educational projects running at IILS, the new
Foster Telescope Array, joint projects with NASA – all while
Anton’s pancakes were being consumed at a furious rate. As
breakfast ended, Ennie asked … no begged Anton for the recipe which
Anton shared with a satisfied smile.


Chapter 15 – An Idea Planted
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A dark gray phalanx of clouds from the
southwest had swallowed the sun and advanced the fading of
daylight. Lisa’s benchmark for the start of the vision – the sun
touching the roof of her house – could not be discerned so the
Garskis, Ennie and Charlie arrived early and set up the scene.
Ennie suggested taking photos of objects with and without flash and
he asked Lisa to take one of his special cameras with her and
photograph the castle and the strange beings that populate Moon
World. These cameras, he explained used old-fashioned film and
contained an imprinting device that could be used to verify the
authenticity of the picture taken. All five of them took turns
photographing each other in front of the lake. Charlie was
strangely silent at first but warmed up after Lena told him about
her conversation with his mother.

They had time for two dress rehearsals and a
continuation of their speculations about the cause of the
phenomenon. Lena Garski sat between Lisa and Charlie, sawing her
head back and forth as they verbally battled. Bemused, Lena
wondered how strange it was that two reasonably intelligent people
could come to such different conclusions after watching the same
incredible event. And why was it that they had to so quickly jump
to some complete explanation when they really knew so little – one
of the strange twists in the human brain that made us so
interesting … and so dangerous. Maybe the unfortunate creatures of
Moon World suffered from the same affliction, she thought.

Lena sighed and turned her attention to
checking the inventory of supplies: protective clothing, a bucket
of water, food supplies in case anyone gets trapped in Moon World,
walkie-talkies, etc., etc, etc. She walked about tucking needed
items into the pockets of distracted adults and children

Meanwhile, Anton and Ennie were checking
their assortment of tools for photographing filming and taking
samples as well as their defensive measures. They agreed all was in
order. Then, Lena looked up and saw the bubble starting to form.
She shouted,

“It’s starting! Charlie hold on to the
plaque! Lisa, you ready with the camera? Don’t forget to lower the
facemask when you get close to the castle. Ennie, Anton, you
ready?”

Ennie turned toward the lake, his mouth open
but speechless, his eyes fixed on the expanding blue bubble. When
the bubble reached the size of a small car, there was a white flash
and the skin of the bubble became transparent. It took less than
two minutes for the edge of Moon World to reach the black rock and
the anxious humans waiting behind it. Dry land was now clearly
apparent within the bubble where shiny lake water had been. Ennie
looked up and indeed, there were two moons and a sky sparkling with
unfamiliar stars as Lisa had testified. In the distance he could
see the castle and all about it the bleak and barren landscape.
Over this desolate, battered surface, swarms of small creatures
marched in waves, some headed for the castle, others coming from
it.

Lisa sprang to her feet and lumbered out on
to the dusty plain as fast as her powerful legs would carry her
with Charlie close behind. The two of them were kicking up a
sizable cloud of dust. Ennie gathered his shocked senses and turned
on the tripod camera, following the two children with the camera,
filming their rush to the castle. Lena ran up to the shore,
hesitated for a few seconds then walked out cautiously. She felt
the sting of a sharp pointed missile on her left cheek. She turned
her head and saw a hoard of Pear people charging for her.

They knew the giants from nowhere were coming
and they were prepared. She heard a high-pitched roar, the battle
cry of a determined army bent on the intruder’s destruction. Lena
pulled out a carbon dioxide fire extinguisher from under her coat,
pulled the pin and aimed a short burst at the leading phalanx. At
least thirty of them fell to the ground while a hundred more
stumbled over them in a squirming heap of shrieks and flailing
tentacles. Within seconds dozens of worms slithered out of their
burrows and headed toward the pile. Lena gave them a heavy dose and
kicked dust at a dozen of the terrified worms sending them back
into their holes. Then Lena screamed, “Ennie, Anton, quick, get
your samples. There’s some dead ones over there, near the pile.
Ennie, you go there. Anton, go toward the castle … I see dead Cuke
people there. Be careful! Don’t step on any of them.”

The two men rushed forward, black plastic
bags flying in their hands, like the flags of pirate ships
signaling death to the terrified inhabitants of Moon World. Ennie
filled his bag with Pears quickly, went back to get a new bag so he
could collect some dead worms killed by the battling soldiers. Lena
ran back to the black rock to guard the booty and to send the
warning when the bubble starts its retreat. She held a large
emergency flashlight in her hands, ready to turn it on and set it
to blinking – the signal for retreat. Anton and Ennie continued
their collecting as the children ran further out.

Lisa covered the fifty yards to the castle in
a manner that would not embarrass a Chicago Bears quarterback.
Charlie was gaining on her when Lisa reached the castle and a swarm
of missiles. Both were thankful for the heavy multiple layers of
clothing they wore, in spite of the rivers of sweat it caused.
Charlie looked at his friend and shouted, “Lisa, your face shield …
pull it down!”

Too late! A one-inch diameter rock sprang
from its launcher and raced for her face. Lisa turned her head at
the sound of the launcher’s snap. The rock churned rapidly toward
Lisa’s face, tumbling end-over-end till it met her left eye, its
pointed end plunging into the skin of the upper lid, depressing the
skin into the eyeball sending blasts of pain and starry splendor to
her brain. Lisa screamed in rage. She leapt over the wall of the
castle, grabbed the launcher, threw it to the ground and stomped on
it. Charlie reached over and slammed Lisa’s face shield down just
in time to repel a shower of rocks.

“Lisa … don’t go crazy! We don’t wanna kill
‘em, remember the message!” Charlie implored, concerned both about
the fate of the helpless little creatures and the image they would
portray to millions of his screaming fans.

“They’re trying to kill us!” She
replied.

The two friends looked around and saw the
Cukes retreating back behind an inner wall, obviously expecting to
suffer another attack from the mysterious giants. Charlie pulled
out the message – a 10-inch wide, six-inch tall, 1/2-inch thick
bronze plaque embedded in solid mahogany deeply engraved on both
sides with the image of the combatants dropping their broken
weapons to the ground (see Fig. 00) .

 


Fig. 00 – The Plaque
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The plaque was their hope that this act of
imposed wisdom would stop the hopeless slaughter. Charlie and Lisa
walked to the six-foot high main inner wall. Lisa entwined her
fingers together to form a stirrup and motioned to Charlie to step
up. As he did, a terrible wailing cry came out from the cowering
Cuke people. They seemed to sense a terrible doom would befall all
of them, destroying all that they had worked to build, all that
they cherished. Charlie lowered the plaque to the ground inside the
compound. Lisa handed him the camera, which he used to pan the
scene. There were no missiles – just the bitter waves of sound
coming from the defeated. The little people bobbed and bent their
slender bodies while they continued their communal moan.

Halfway between the castle and the black
rock, Ennie and Anton came together to plan their next moves as
they had gathered all they could. As they breathlessly tried to
talk coherently, they did not notice two more waves of brave Pear
soldiers leaping over the pile of their fallen comrades and heading
for the two rampaging monsters. Lena charged back in to block their
attack, her fire extinguisher at the ready. When the bright red
cylinder flashed in the two tentacles of this slightly shorter but
equally dangerous beast, a huge cloud of very cold gas swept over
them, immobilizing the entire mass of wriggling tentacles. An
ear-shattering collective scream shot out from the defeated Pears
setting Lena back in horror at what she had done. Before the third
wave could form up a deep soulful note was blown, perhaps 30 yards
away, reminding Lena of the sound made by the ancient sheep’s horn
trumpet she saw in a biblical movie as a child. The able portion of
the army pulled back but remained facing Lena. She waited. The pile
of the fallen squirmed and writhed and slowly untangled itself
releasing still partially stunned Pear soldiers from their
entanglement. They quickly ran off to rejoin their waiting
comrades.

The screaming of two running children turned
the heads of all the adults toward the castle. They saw Charlie
bounding toward the shore with Lisa close behind, a large bucket
swinging wildly from her hand. Flashes of light glinted off the
bucket and excited shouts from behind pulled the attention of Lena,
Anton and Ennie back to the shore. There they saw two men with
large cameras, flashes blinking chaotically … and the wall of the
bubble receding rapidly toward them, consuming the ground and
exposing the water. The speed of its approach terrified them. Lena
looked back toward where the children were while she was still
running toward the shore twisting her body. She stumbled and fell
flat on her back, smacking her head on a rock. Her screams of pain
caught Anton and Ennie’s attention so they steered toward her,
grabbing her arms, one on each side, lifting her up and with the
children close behind, plowing all three of them through the wall
and into the lake. The shock of the cold water shook Lena out of
the daze her fall had imposed. All three swam, then waded to the
shore. Following a few seconds behind were Charlie and Lisa.

“Who in Hell are you?” Lena demanded,
sloshing toward the two interlopers with a look of fire in her eyes
unquenched by the lake’s cool murky waters.

“Ahh … we’re reporters for The Snoop. We got
a tip about this ah, thing here. My name’s Fortnoy Harmon, just
call me Fort … an’ this’s my partner Eric Pender. What’s you’re
name?”

“Tip, eh … and just who was this tipster …
like maybe a child?”

“Well, lady, we aren’t at liberty to
say.”

Charlie and Lisa came up behind Lena. “Mom,
who are these people?” Lisa asked hoping they were who she thought
they were but kicking herself for feeling that way.

“They’re a bunch of newspaper parasites that
came here to suck off what we’ve done. It’s a private matter so you
guys go back to your paper and make up more stories about Bigfoot
falling for Miss America. Go! Shoo!”

“Well now just a minute here. This is a free
country and I bet you don’t own this property so we’ve got just as
much right to be here as you do. And we got some great shots.”

“What these kids did was a brave and
wonderful thing and you guys will just screw it all up.”

“Hey, we got a right. The kid here, the boy,
he told us about it so get off your high horse. We’ll pay good
money for your exclusive stories. And we’ll be back tomorrow to
take more pictures.”

“Charlie! You promised!” Lisa screamed.

“No I didn’t … “

“Hey, stop it! You’re burning up my camera!
Shit! Stop it!” Eric batted at his camera, which he had placed
carefully on the black rock while he fished through his camera bag
for more batteries. He was trying to put out the fire that was
spewing from his expensive titanium camera. In a panic, he grabbed
the white-hot flaming chunk of metal and tried to pull it off the
rock. The only thing that came off was the flesh on the palm of his
hands. He screamed and jerked back instinctively, his head hitting
a rock as he fell to the ground. He laid still.

“You’ll pay for this, God damn it!” Fort
hissed through grinding teeth. “I’ll sue you for everything you
yuppie bastards have!”

“Mr. Fort, please, it’s not our fault. It did
the same thing to my Mom’s new titanium pan,” Lisa exclaimed.

“Bull! That’s not even a good lie,” Fort
growled.

“It’s true. I’ll show you. The pan’s over
here in the bushes,” Lisa said as she headed to the side of the
beach clearing. She fumbled around in the bushes and pulled out a
badly deformed metal baking pan. “Here, let me show you,” she said
as she placed the pan on the black rock about two feet from the
smoldering camera. They waited, looking at the pan as the dried up
lasagna in the pan started to smoke, then catch fire. The metal in
the pan melted and burned at the same time, sending out lava-like
rivulets of fiery metal across the rock and over its edges.

“OK, how’d ya do that? It’s some kinda trick.
It’s just an old rock,” Fort said squinting skeptically. Before
anyone could answer his question, Eric screamed, “Call a doctor
please! I can’t stand it, oohhhh God, I can’t stand it! My hands …
I don’t have hands!”

“Shut up Eric, you’re such a damn sissy.”
Fort sneered.

Lena reached for her purse under a nearby
bush and called 911. Lisa ripped open her first aid kit and pulled
out a large dressing then knelt down beside Eric. His left hand was
burned the worst with blisters forming on the ends of three fingers
and the thumb. The right hand was less severely burned. She wrapped
both hands gently and tied the dressings loosely. Within four long
minutes, two police cars, an ambulance and a fire truck arrived at
the spot on the road where Charlie was waving wildly. He excitedly
guided the firemen and medics down to the grisly scene. Eric’s hand
was re-wrapped, a stout dose of morphine applied and the sobbing
man taken to the ambulance. A fireman used a portable fire
extinguisher to put out the flames, as Lena’s was now empty.

A policeman tried to take a report but the
story was so garbled and fantastic and varied so much from
person-to person he just recorded it as an accidental
campout-cooking incident. He strongly suspected alcoholic beverages
played a role in the fracas but could find no supporting evidence,
save one lone empty beer bottle of an obscure brand. After all the
emergency vehicles and The Snoop reporters left, the five
bedraggled heroes of the rock trudged home. They wondered if their
plaque stopped the terrible war, wondered what was in the top of
the tall tower, wondered what caused such an unimaginable event to
grace their lives. But somehow they were glad they didn’t have to
try and explain it to anyone – at least not yet.


Chapter 16 – An Eye Opener
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Story Editor Gerald Paddington spat a bolus
of tobacco-soaked saliva into his empty Styrofoam coffee cup then
turned his scowl on the two hapless reporters. His raggedy voice,
deepened by 30 years of heavy smoking was decorated with a serious
strain of sarcasm.

“So, the “A” team (cough, cough) – a couple
of kids and some wimpy yuppies managed to destroy a $2,200 camera,
fake you out with their gimmick and send you packing. Great job
gentlemen. And am I also supposed to authorize your paychecks? Do
you have anything more to add to your pathetic tale?”

“Jerry, it really did happen … they really
walked on water …” Eric said as he tried to talk with his hands but
winced from the pain of doing it.

“What bird brain over here is trying to say
is that the water turned to dry dirt with weird little creatures
running all over it. The kids and the grownups were running around
on it and taking pictures and picking up stuff and putting it in
bags. Then it all just disappeared,” Fort asserted with a leering
smile twisting his thin lips.

“OK, Mr. Smart guy, where were you?” Jerry
mumbled through the wad in his cheek.

“I, ahhh … well, I …”

“Please Mr. Paddington, we both did see the
same thing and it was fantastic. It was a real story and it’s going
to happen again tonight and maybe tomorrow night too, I think,”
Eric said.

“So, how’d the camera get destroyed (cough)
to the point that you couldn’t even bring it back? Cameras,
especially very expensive ones, can be repaired you know,” Jerry
growled.

“I put it on the rock so I could get out the
wide angle lens and some batteries and the camera just started to
heat up. It got so hot it melted the metal and plastic – actually
some of the plastic started to burn. I tried to grab it off the
rock. That’s when my hands got burned.”

“You should’a seen it, Jerry. It was so
funny. Wimp here was rollin’ around on the ground and crying his
eyes out,” Fort gleefully chimed in.

“And, of course, you would be clapping your
hands in glee if all the skin was burned to blisters on your hands,
OK? Enough BS. I don’t want excuses and finger pointing; I want
results. You two take me over there and show me this rock. It had
better be good or you’re both fired.”

 


The black behemoth turned slowly from Bell
Street on to northbound Lakeview Avenue about 100 yards south of
1248 Lakeview, the Garski house. It sidled up to the curb and
stopped 12 feet south of a “NO PARKING AT ANYTIME” sign. The three
men got out of the SUV and gathered on the grass.

“Fort and I found a way down there so we
wouldn’t be seen by the people in that house where the girl stays.
I think the adults came from that house too. We just follow this
path until we get close to the shore, then head north. When we hit
the stand of ash trees, we have to be quiet and crouch down so we
won’t be seen.”

“Jeeze (cough), you’d think this was a drug
raid or something. It’s just some kids and their pranks,” Gerald
Paddington bellowed in his raspy voice.

They walked down the lightly worn path,
through chest-high weeds that left barbed little brown cereal
flake-like seed pods stuck to their clothes.

“This better be really good. It’s ruining my
suit jacket. Eric, you go ahead of me and clear the path so I don’t
get anymore of this crap on me.”

Eric dutifully jumped ahead, stomping on
plants along the way till finally they reached the ash trees. Eric
went ahead to scout the area then motioned them to come forward
since no one else was there. Eric stepped aside as he entered
Lisa’s beach so his boss could see the Rock.

“Wow (cough), that is one big rock,” Jerry
blurted out. “This it? This where it happened?”

“Yes sir, right here. It starts with a bubble
way out in the middle of the lake. The bubble keeps getting bigger
until it touches this here rock. Then it stops and stays the same
size for a while … maybe 20 minutes. After that, it shrinks down to
nothing,” Eric’s bandaged hands hung stiffly by his side as he
spoke, their urge to accent his words thwarted by the pain of
movement.

“But you can’t see it unless you’re right
here, next to the rock. We were over there by that big tree, the
one with the busted branch and all we saw was these people walking
toward the lake and disappearing … as soon as they walked past the
rock, BOOM, they were gone so we ran around to where they were and
then we saw it. You stand over there and everything looks just as
it is now but you walk toward the rock and you start to see weird
shadows jumping around then right in here, close to the rock, you
see the whole thing. Jerry, it’s real, they couldn’t fake walking
out on water that way,” Eric continued.

Pointing to Fort, Jerry said, “Oh, that’s
easy (cough). You put out an underwater pier. Go walk into the
water (cough, cough)… damn all this outside air … Fort, go ahead,
walk on water ... be Jesus.”

Fort mumbled his obedient reply to his boss
and thought he’d like to toss the fat greasy jerk into the lake
with a barrel of cement tied to his back. But his legs followed his
words as he sloshed into the dark water till it was up to his
knees. He looked back to see his boss motioning him to go back and
forth in search of the underwater pier. Fort slogged up and down
the beach, slipping on slick rocks, falling into depressions up to
his chest, dragging along streamers of brown and green algae. After
10 minutes of this torture, he got recklessly disgusted and tromped
up on the beach and said, “There’s nothin’ there – no underwater
pier. There’s no way it could be a trick.”

As Fort tried to swipe the water and slimy
vegetation off his pants, something shiny caught Jerry’s eye. It
was a frozen rivulet of metal draped over the side of the rock. The
thin, strand of metal ended in a small puddle, which was surrounded
by pieces of broken glass and partially melted and burned plastic.
Jerry picked up a piece of plastic that still had some letters on
it, “Xan…”

Jerry turned a squinty eye toward Eric and
asked, “So, (cough) what kind of camera was it?”

“It was a Xanta S3500P with a 10x telephoto
zoom lens. It was my baby. I loved that camera.”

Jerry reached down and pulled up a glass
fragment with a polished smooth curvature on two opposing surfaces
then asked Eric, “(Deep throat clearing) Is this what remains of
your camera?”

“Yeah.”

A gleam of passion lit up Jerry’s face as he
shouted, “(cough) Oh, my God, you idiots might actually (cough) be
telling the truth for once. (Throat clearing, cough) Jeeze, this
could be the biggest story of the year … of the century … of all
history! We gotta make it exclusive. This could put Snoop on the
news map. We (cough) could beat the Times, all the papers, even
CNN! … Or Fox!!”

Eric and Fort stared at their boss from Hell
– he not only believed what they told him, he was actually
enthusiastic about it. This was too good to be true – so unusual;
in fact, it must be an omen of bad things to come. Fort opened his
mouth to speak but was quickly interrupted by Jerry’s husky voice,
“Alright, we’ve got work (cough) to do.”

The three media warriors tromped back to the
SUV so engaged in their action plan for fame and fortune that they
didn’t notice the police tow truck hooking up chains to the front
end. The whine of the truck’s lift motor caught their
attention.

 


Lisa was in the garage, quietly, stealthily
she hoped, poring through the family camping gear neatly stowed in
the rafters. When she found the army surplus ammo belts she
whispered, “Whoopee” and dragged them out of their storage. Her
plan was taking shape.


Chapter 17 – Redemption
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“Betty, please call everyone on the first
list and tell them we have a confirmed Blue Moon here and to
proceed with lunch arrangements as planned. Nothing unusual … be
sure to tell them nothing unusual. Yes, I’m going to continue my
vacation here. It’s very relaxing. I’ve already called my wife so
you needn’t bother with that … OK, I will. If you need to call use
the first cell number. Thanks for your help Betty. Bye,” Ennie’s
hands were visibly shaking as he flipped his cell phone off, stowed
it in his pocket then pulled out another cell phone, thin and slick
and coal black. “I need to use an outlet in this room …”

Anton pointed to one next to his easy
chair.

“Everybody … please listen. I’m leaving this
phone plugged in all the time so it’ll stay fully charged. It’s
kind of like my red phone only it’s black. It’s the phone I need to
use to communicate with my people in California. If you hear it
ring and I’m asleep or not in the room, well… wake me up or come
get me. Please. Everybody OK with that?”

Ennie looked around the room at the nodding
heads. After he sat down, he put his head in his hands and massaged
his scalp with the tips of his fingers, trying to ease off the
anxiety. It was a moment he never thought he would experience even
though he fantasized about making the connection his entire
lifetime – the moment when contact would be made with sentient life
beyond the solar system. He had always pictured it to be through
the invisible pulses of radio waves, salvaged after centuries,
perhaps millennia of travel through the dark vacuum of outer space.
That remoteness was a certain comfort. The waves could be gathered
and analyzed at a leisurely pace. Consultations, repeated
samplings, time to thoroughly verify the signals – these were all
necessary to assure that a most devastating mistake would not be
made. Saying life was discovered then having the claim disproved
would be a career-ending catastrophe. Now, here it was, in-person,
up close, time limited and a hundred times more powerful … and a
thousand times more dangerous. Now, there was not only the social,
political and psychological effects that could cause great
disruption but also the physical problems. What about disease?
People getting lost or trapped in one world or the other …
Destruction of one world by the other?

“Ennie, why did you tell them everything is
OK?” Lena asked sharply.

“It’s a code. ‘Blue Moon’ is a code for
eureka, I found it and ‘I’m going to continue my vacation here’
means get here as fast as possible with witnesses and equipment.
‘Lunch arrangements means it’s a physical happening, an actual
landing.”

“Why all the cloak and dagger stuff?” Anton
asked.

“Well, someone’s been taping our phones and
we found bugs in several of our offices. We don’t know who is doing
this but we suspect the government. I just don’t want them to know
anything yet. I’m afraid they’ll do some dumb, ham-handed thing and
wreck our chances of getting a better understanding of the
phenomenon.”

“Well, the horses are out of the barn with
those two Snoop characters having seen it,” Anton sighed.

“They could print the story of Christ’s
second coming and nobody’d believe it. It’s the mainline media we
have to worry about. We’ve got to get as much evidence as possible
before they get hold of it – and that they will. When my team gets
here we’ll have proper shipping containers so we can send off some
samples of tissue for analysis. I want to find a place that will do
an aseptic dissection then find one that will do the rock and soil
samples without spilling the beans or contaminating the
samples.”

 


The front door slammed shut and Charlie
staggered into the dinning room where the adults were chattering
worriedly.

“Heh … I saw them … the guys from Snoop …
their SUV. There were three of ‘em got into the van.”

Everyone turned to look at Charlie. Lisa
glared, his betrayal still fresh in her mind. Lena, Ennie and Anton
looked at Charlie, not so much in anger but in puzzlement: What was
he up to now?

Ennie smiled and said, “Not to worry. These
guys couldn’t report on Groundhog Day without describing the poor
beast as a three-headed tarantula. In fact, I suggest we invite
them to participate. What do you think about that?”

Puzzled, Charlie wondered, was what he did
not so bad after all? Was it resignation to the inevitable … or was
it a trap?

Ennie looked straight at Charlie and said,
“If we bring them in on it, we might get some control over what
they say and when they say it. Right, Charlie?”

A blush of shame blossomed on Charlie’s
downcast face. He looked at Lisa seeking forgiveness, hoping to
melt her cold stare with his confession. She turned away;
uncertain, ambivalent, torn between tears and rage.

Lena, Anton and Ennie discussed the matter in
the calm cool way that adults do sometimes and came to see it as a
good idea, potentially defusing the tension and also as a means of
getting the Snoop people to see the wisdom of holding off their
report until the right time at which point they would get an
exclusive for no cost. Ennie then looked at Charlie, who, at that
point was feeling very much left out, and asked him to convey their
offer to the reporters. He agreed with great relief. Perhaps he
could redeem himself with Lisa after all. He thought he caught an
approving glance from her.


Chapter 18 – A Long Way from Home
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Three adults and a 12-year-old careening
toward 13 sat on the black rock, like penguins stoically awaiting
the hatching of their precious progeny, silent but alert, their
sweltering bodies heavily encumbered by clothing appropriate for
winter. Packs of gear: cameras, batteries, sample bags and jars,
rock hammers, sound recording equipment, even a radiation detector
– all of it, every single piece of it, thought critical to their
survival or to their mission by at least one member of the invading
army of humans. Their quietude was interrupted by the sound of
clumsy crashing through the brush from behind.

As the two reporters their boss and Charlie
lined up well behind the rock, Anton asked, “Well, do you agree
with the terms: You hold-off on the story until we gather enough
evidence then you get an exclusive for no charge?”

The tall, stout man spat tobacco juice and
saliva on the ground and replied, “Yup.” The next five minutes were
filled with rapid breathing, racing thoughts, taut nerves. Lisa
looked at Charlie, his head downcast, his arms and legs nervously
shuffling about. “Charlie, you going in with me? I need you to help
me get more pictures of all that stuff written on the inside of the
walls and the top of the tower in the middle … the big one … I need
pictures of that. I got an extra camera. You OK with that?”

Charlie let loose a face cracking grin and
said, “Shorenuf!” He looked at his friend, externally rotund with
protective layers and added, “You look like Willy Walrus without
the whiskers.”

Lisa reached over and gave him a moderate bat
up the side of his head. Then the blue bubble appeared.

“Thar she blows!” Anton exclaimed, “Let’s
make history!”

Jerry mumbled, “What the hell is that bubble
thing … what the … it’s getting bigger. Shit, that’s a neat trick.
Eric, you getting’ this? Man, we’ll blow ‘em off the map with
this!”

Suddenly, there was a flash of brilliant
white light and the bubble became transparent. As the bubble’s skin
raced toward the rock everyone stood up, ready, tuned for action –
except Jerry. He was trying to scream but couldn’t. As he stepped
backward his shaking legs gave out casting him down to the damp
sand where he sat quivering in fear. His secret longing – to see
something fantastic enough to appear in the Snoop and have it be
real – this dream of his was now a terrifying reality, not a
photo-doctoring trick.

And there it was! A bleak, landscape of gray
and black, two moons enveloping the rough terrain with a spectral
light. Brilliant jewels sparkling in a black sky, which was slashed
with a wide streak of faint light, like a mortal wound in the belly
of some monstrous beast. Jerry could only catch gasping breaths as
he tried to gather his courage and composure.

Anton, Lisa and Charlie leaped through the
bubble wall and raced toward the castle – Lisa and Charlie to
photograph the central tower and its strange occupant and Anton to
get some samples of the castle wall with his chipping hammer. Ennie
stopped halfway between the castle and the shore to photograph the
distant mountains and foothills of Moon World to the north through
his telephoto lens.

With enormous effort, Jerry stood up and
joined his two wide-eyed reporters, who were locked in conflict
about whether or not they should join the action on the dusty
plane. Eric took a long step forward, placing one foot through the
wall, hesitated a few seconds, turned to the other two and said,
“It doesn’t hurt … can’t feel anything different. It’s dry land!”
He ran out a few feet swung his camera up to shooting position and
madly started recording everything in sight, punctuating each
shutter click with a “Wow!” or “Man!” or “I can’t believe it!”

Fortnoy Harmon, ace reporter, pulled the
microphone for his voice recorder out and started shouting into it
at maximum decibel level but not maximum coherence.

“Oh, my God … they’re coming … thousands of
them … little things like walking pears with clubs and axes I don‘t
think the tall guy sees them. Heh, you taking pictures … watch out!
Oh, crap, they’re shooting stuff, looks like arrows but smaller.
Damn, he looks like a pincushion but it doesn’t seem to bother him.
And … ohhh … the others the kids, a boy and a girl, they’re way out
in the middle … Eric, get some long distance shots over there where
that … my God, it’s a castle and the kids are tromping around it
and now they’re going in it, just climbing over the wall and
actually going inside it. And this woman behind me … I think she’s
the mother, she’s flashing this green light. I guess that’s some
kind of signal to the others.”

Jerry stood transfixed, watching his
reporters do what he had not had time for in decades: report on an
unfolding event. Rapidly, the dormant urge to be there in the story
gurgled to the surface, drowning his initial shock and fear,
pouring him out on to the foreign surface. He charged ahead of
Fort, then Eric, swung around and started barking at Eric to take
pictures of this, then that, then that over there, without paying
any attention to the approaching hoard of Pear soldiers, now armed
with a new weapon: catapult-launched spears. He was now between the
approaching army and Eric who turned when he heard his boss’s
voice. Suddenly, Jerry felt a deep sting in his right arm. He
screamed, panicked, ran for the black rock – he hoped to get safety
out of range of the rampaging Pear Soldiers. The pain in his arm
was excruciating especially as the wild movements of his arm bent
the spear embedded there back and forth. But as he stomped up on
the shore, he turned about and smiled at the entirely new thought
in his head, I’ve been wounded in action … a real battle and … I
was there … man, this beats all! It was at that point that Jerry
realized that he had lost his chew out there somewhere and didn’t
even notice.

The blinking light on the beach was now
yellow. Lena was shouting for them all to finish up soon – the
clock was ticking. Anton looked up from his work. He motioned to
the kids to start back. They seemed to agree. He started back
toward the blinking light. On his way, he tapped Ennie and Eric on
their shoulders and shouted at Fort. He motioned them all to
retreat. The Light was now flashing red. The fright in their faces
let Anton know he’d have no trouble getting them back on time.

Lisa stood on a toppled catapult and threw
her hands up to grasp the top of the inner wall. The campus was
strangely empty. The only sound was the slight rustle of her
garments in the warm gentle wind and the distant clamor of the
approaching army of Pear soldiers. She looked for the Plaque of
Peace as she had come to call it. It was gone! Her vision then
fixed on the now brightly lit tower and its strange inhabitant. The
creature’s stalked eyes seemed to aim directly at Lisa, to
penetrate through to Lisa’s feelings in a way she had never
experienced in her short life – like a voice seeping into her mind
without words but with direction and thought. Lisa felt the voice
as a low hum in her ears, then as an irresistible urge to follow
the creature’s direction as it slowly turned clockwise. Lisa
climbed up on the wall and started walking on its ramparts while
constantly in eye contact with the stalked eyes.

As she walked, she was going further away
from the shore. Her back was to the now flashing red light and her
ears too far away and too distracted to hear the shouts from the
black rock. She was also too engrossed to notice Charlie running
toward her yelling incoherently. As he came up to her, his words
barely registered in her consciousness, “Lisa! You can’t stay here
… they’ll kill you! Come back now … please come back now!”

His shouting broke the strange creature’s
spell. Lisa turned to face Charlie and said, “Go back and tell my
mom and dad that I’ll be here for a while. I’ll see them when the
next break comes … tomorrow. I’ve got plenty of food and water
under my coat. Go now … tell them. I’ll be all right. Get your ass
in gear, Charlie!”

Charlie looked stupefied. He could not
imagine life without Lisa by his side, a very probable result if he
left her alone in Moon World. But the thought of some horrible
death … eaten alive by worms, stabbed to death with spears,
captured and tortured by ghastly creatures … it sent waves of cold
fear up and down his spine. He stood paralyzed by indecision until
he heard Anton shouting at him. As he ran to fetch the two
children, Anton’s foot plunged deeply into a wormhole sending him
sprawling out to a dull thud on the soft soil. Ennie’s attention
was drawn to the fracas. He turned about but as he did, the
retreating wall of the Moon World bubble passed over him throwing
him into the placid waters of Potato Lake. A few seconds later,
Anton met the same fate. Both tried to swim to the rapidly receding
edge of the dusty plain but it was hopelessly out of reach.

“Run Charlie, back to the rock … I’ll go with
you. Run!” Lisa jumped down and joined Charlie in a mad dash for
the wall. Lisa cast off her outer coat and as she ran, she tried to
unbuckle the army surplus ammunition belts filled with water
bottles and candy bars she had strapped to herself in secret. She
had discarded one of the three belts as they were rounding the
eastern wall of the castle, turning herself in the direction of a
straight beeline for the black rock when there was a brilliant
white flash.


Chapter 19 – Where?
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Anton and Ennie swam furiously toward a most
fearful sight: two children running for their lives. Every muscle
strained to its limit, every ounce of fight or flight energy
released, but the distance between the swimmers and their goal
seemed to widen with each second. The white flash ignited on the
surface of the bubble, its light blinding the swimming men. A dull
scarlet glow came from the now opaque and shrinking bubble.
Confused and unable to see clearly, Ennie panicked and started
struggling to stay afloat. Anton looked for some sign of the
children but he knew they went with Moon World. He knew they were
now on their own in that alien and hostile place. They were beyond
his reach, beyond vision, beyond any rescuing unless Moon world
returned – a slim ray of hope.

Ennie’s flailing caught Anton’s attention -
he would drown if Anton didn’t drag him back to shore. He swam to
the gasping scientist, locked his left arm around Ennie’s chest and
doing a rescue carry, swam the two of them back to shore.

The three Snoopateers were there – Eric had
made it back, Jerry and Fort were stunned to speechlessness
watching the drama unfold. Anton had a fleeting fantasy that
somehow the children would be there – but he saw no Lisa and no
Charlie. Lena was screaming Lisa’s name, her hands clasping her
head. She turned to Anton and asked as he helped Ennie lay down on
the cool sand, “Anton, can you go back out? Please … oh God,
please. The kids are out there somewhere. They didn’t make it out
before the flash. Anton, can you do it?”

“Yes, I’ll go out and look. I think they went
to that place, wherever it is. But I’ll look. Eric, go back to the
house with Lena and get my scuba gear. Signal with the green light
when you have it. And call 911. Tell them it was a swimming
accident.”

Anton swam out to the middle but the faint
light from a new moon was not sufficient to see. He heard no cries
for help. A dreadful chill shook his body as he realized there were
only two bad choices: They had drowned or they had been sucked into
Moon World where their chances of survival were not good. Anton
dove deep into the black water listening for any sound – gurgling,
bubbles, thrashing – anything to signal their still living
presence. The green signal caught his eye sending him back to shore
where he collapsed on the sand, curled into a ball and started to
cry. Lena sat down beside him, shaking with grief, unable to speak,
unable to bear her worst fears realized.

Sirens in the distance became louder till
they stopped and were replaced by the commotion of the rescue team
trundling down the trail to meet the grief stricken family.
Immediately, two team members blew up a rubber raft, mounted a set
of powerful searchlights on it and paddled off to the lake’s
center. Anton was too exhausted, too distraught to join them.

Eric, Fort and Jerry had disappeared just
before the rescue team arrived; thankfully, Anton thought as he
tried to pull himself together and concoct a story the officer
interviewing them would believe. Lena was so distraught she
couldn’t speak and Ennie just described himself as a family friend
in for a visit. Thankfully, the officer was tactful and not overly
inquisitive.

Charlie’s parents had arrived an hour after
the EMT people arrived. Anton expected an angry confrontation but
strangely, they were quiet – stunned probably. The anger would come
later.

They sat there on the rock and on the sand
all night, tearfully gazing out over the polished ebony water, the
happy lights from across the lake seemingly mocking their grief.
Just before dawn broke, two local TV station crews arrived with the
standard idiocy: “How do you feel?” poke the camera into the
distraught parents’ faces expecting an outpouring of emotion to
titillate the viewers. Anton rose from his cold, hard seat, grabbed
the Action News 7 camera from its startled operator’s hands and
threw it into the raspberry bramble. The news people went
scurrying.

The dragging continued hour after lonely hour
even as a serious storm moved in from the southwest. The morning
sky darkened to deep gray; the wind gusted violently, howling and
rattling through the trees; bolts of burning electricity shot down
from the heavens snapping and rumbling fearsomely as if to protest
the demise of two much loved children – angels in the most
important ways. With no result and worsening weather, the police
asked the two families for respite from the search. They
reluctantly agreed. The two families, the Garskis and the Pocantes,
each retired to their homes. In the Pocantes’ home, shock was
yielding to disbelief. Anger was not far behind. In the Garskis’
house, a sharp debate was engaged.


Chapter 20 –
Survive!
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Viewed from Moon World, the Shore of Potato
Lake – the view to our world – could be seen through an oval-shaped
window, much like the porthole on a ship. It would start as a point
of blue light, expand, flash white, clarify and continue to expand
till it was about 10 yards in diameter, about the size of a two-car
garage. All else in Moon World would look as it had: magnificent
snow-capped mountains with their lush green foothills to the north,
a vast rolling desert to the south and a belt of flat semi-arid
wasteland between these stretching as far as the eye could see to
the east and the west.

The window to the rock closed like the iris
of a cat’s eye shocked with light. Lisa and Charlie were prone,
facing their lost exit in the west. Charlie was too scared to cry,
Lisa was sick to her stomach with fear. Laid out before them was a
bleak scene: the dark desert and the wasteland, a heartless place
with lurking enemies real and imagined, living and … what? Storms?
Earthquakes? Charlie looked out and screamed, “The Medicine Man!
He’s here somewhere! I feel it … he’s here!”

“Charlie, shut up. There’s no medicine man.
It’s these little people we gotta worry about. The ones over there
… the Pear People. They pulled back but now they’re gonna attack
again and we don’t have a fire extinguisher. Come on, stand up. We
gotta to get movin’. NOW!

Tears gushed out of Charlie’s eyes; his
breath came in halting crying bursts as the realization of the
danger took hold of his body and mind. He was on his hands and
knees now, trying to stand up but so engrossed in his emotions he
couldn’t. Lisa grabbed his arm, yanked him up, and started pulling
him with her around the eastern wall of the castle. Then she
remembered, “Charlie, wait here. I dropped one of my belts. I’ve
got to get it.” She ran back to where they were and was met with a
cloud of little arrows. They stuck to her coat, spines wagging in
unison with the rippling flow of her long coat. As she ran, she
swiped her hand along the smooth plastic knocking off the
toothpick-sized projectiles. Bigger arrows followed her, one, the
size of a pencil slipped below her armor and embed itself a
quarter-inch into the flesh of her left calf. The swish of her coat
bent the arrow’s shaft sending sharp pains up her leg. She stumbled
to the ground.

Terror and pain released a rage for survival
in Lisa. Jumping to her feet she yanked the offending point from
its bloody wound and threw it at her pursuers. They seemed startled
and confused by her action, even temporarily stymied. It was as if
some rule of warfare had been violated, some element of new danger
from the Giants of the Hole in the Sky.

Lisa turned about and ran as fast as she
could toward Charlie at that moment headed toward the south end of
the castle. As she followed him she felt her secure world falling
away into a great void. She was, for the first time in her life,
alone, unprotected, vulnerable and worse, surrounded by demonic
creatures in a bitterly hostile, completely foreign place. The door
to escape, now gone, her brain said SURVIVE, GET BACK HOME ALIVE!
Her nimble mind churned through the possibilities for survival, the
turbulence breaking up the fearful images. She looked at her watch,
stopped for a few seconds, set the chronometer countdown for 24
hours with reminders set every hour. She turned, looked at the
place in the western sky where the portal had been – west-northwest
from the westernmost outer tower of the castle.

As she passed the southernmost of the three
outer towers, she was dismayed to see a most dreadful but for Lisa
not unexpected event: the Cukes abandoning the castle. Lisa caught
up to Charlie, grabbed his arm and shook it while she talked to
him, “Charlie … Charlie, listen … you listening?”

Charlie looked forlornly into his friends
eyes, his vision still a watery blur and nodded his head.

“Listen. We’ve got to find out what’s going
on here. We’ve got 24 hours to do it. We can’t get back for another
24 anyway so let’s try. Till … here, I put the timer on my watch
for 24 hours. It’ll ring then and we’ll be on our way home. It’ll
remind us every hour so we won’t forget. Charlie, can you hear
me?”

“Lisa, did you see those … those things?
Those thousands of Pears or whatever they are? They’re after us.
They wanna kill us! And they’ll die trying.”

“Charlie … listen to me. That thing in the
tower, it talks … well, it’s not talking really but I can
understand it somehow. It said the Pear things are going to take
over the castle. Like it’s their turn or something.”

“Their turn? That’s crazy! How many of them
things got killed on both sides because they all wanted the castle.
Then, all of a sudden they just give up when they’re not really
losing?”

“But Charlie, look. What are they doing
now?”

Charlie looked around and saw the exodus –
orderly, organized, deliberate – thousands of Cukes massed,
preparing to head south while hundreds more gushed out of a tunnel
that looped under the castle wall. “Well, I don’t know… it doesn’t
make any sense.”

“I know but there is a reason, I know it.
That thing in the tower told me so.”

“With no words.”

“With no words.”

“And no flashing signs or loud speakers or
anything like that. I mean how would they know English?”

“It was not in English. It was in, well,
don’t laugh …”

“I wish I could.”

“Well, it talked to me in feelings … like
some kind of instinct or telepathy or something.”

“Oh, give me a break. I thought I was the one
for that kind of stuff. Now you’re spouting it like Buckingham
fountain.” Anger was rising in Charlie, masking his fear. He looked
furtively around, threat was everywhere: bloodthirsty creatures
bent on murder, worms prepared to devour those who dare to relax
their vigilance, and now, evil magic! All this piled on the worst
thing of all; abandonment by the adults who were supposed to
protect them from ALL dangers. Charlie struggled to break the
paralysis of terror, a paralysis that created its own terror.

“Charlie, you have all those pictures on your
camera … pictures of the carvings on the wall. I think we could
make sense out of it.”

“Look! Look over there … and there! What do
you think that is? We’ve had it! These things are all around us and
now they’d rather kill us than each other.”

“Charlie, calm down ... They’re not going to
kill us. Something’s gonna happen, I know it. I don’t know exactly
what, but it’ll be somethin’ big. And, well, it’s not what’s always
happened in the past here. We’ve made some kind of difference. The
thing in the tower told me that. It felt scared or angry about
something being new but I don’t know what it’s about … maybe it’s
us.”

Lisa grasped Charlie’s hand and towed him
stumbling toward the forming swarm of Cukes. For a reason she felt
but did not understand, she decided they should join the defeated
creatures, Charlie’s terrified expression notwithstanding.


Chapter 21 – A
Battle Missed
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Before the Cucumber People abandoned the
castle, the wind could not lift the dry soil from its layering but
now, as its velocity steadily increased, it picked up the dust and
blew it into great choking brown clouds. Barely visible in the
light of the setting moons and the rising blood sun was a
variegated blanket of tightly packed Cuke people a hundred yards in
diameter moving as a single mass at a slow, steady pace. In the
center there was a cluster of fifty or so large, tall, rather
chunky nearly white Cukes, like a giant sombrero slung along the
ground, this strange formation kept its perfect shape as it slid
along over the increasingly rocky terrain. Trailing a few yards
behind the center bulge was Lisa’s plaque, toted by a coterie of
eight husky Cucumber soldiers and dozens of wagons heaped up to
overflowing; each wagon two yards long and one yard wide, each
pulled by a team of Cukes. Surrounding the disk of Cucumber people
was a doughnut of Cucumber soldiers at least thirty yards deep,
their spears held straight up forming a fearsome forest –
branchless trees of death. Following close behind were Charlie and
Lisa, walking hand-in-hand, their arms shielding their mouths and
noses from the dust.

Lisa and Charlie were following this vibrant
mass as much as they were escaping the hordes of pursuing Pear
soldiers 200 yards behind. The Pear army had split into two arms,
one driving around the west side of the castle, the other around
the east side. They were starting to meet when the first light of
dawn appeared – not the dawn of earth but that of a star that
appeared larger and redder than Earth’s. Its fiery rim pushed away
the night above the eastern desolate plain throwing out long
scarlet-fringed rectangular and trapezoidal shadows west of the
grim castle walls. These were cut in two by the long shape of the
central tower – like the shadow of King Arthur’s sword still
embedded in stone.

But the first light of dawn seemed to change
everything. Charlie and Lisa watched as both armies stopped. The
Cuke army turned about to face the Pear army and simultaneously
formed into a crescent while the rest of the Cuke People – the
workers and the leaders – moved further south by about 50 yards –
except for the bearers of the plaque. There was a noisy rustle in
the Cuke formations as the crescent divided in the middle as though
split by the wave of a godly hand. From the center the Plaque was
visibly moving, the bearers now turned 180 degrees. Solemnly they
carried their burden, heavy for their slim bodies, and followed the
split in their ranks toward the castle and the waiting Pear
Army.

To their astonishment, Charlie and Lisa
watched as the plaque bearers continued on till they were half way
between the two armies, where they came to a sudden stop. The
bearers turned 90 degrees, as if from some secret invisible command
and set the plaque down. They waited rigidly at attention. The
plaque was now about twenty yards from each army.

The children looked at the plaque alone,
unguarded between these hostile masses, left as it was to a likely
disastrous fate. For Lisa, there was only one thing to do. She
grabbed Charlie’s hand again and yanked his unwilling body to
center stage. And there it stood, the Plaque for peace, the simple
sign that in the dreams of children could save a world from itself,
framed by the two Giants of the portal in the Sky and clearly
visible to both armies in the strengthening red rays of the Moon
World star.

As the morning sun calmed the dusty wind, the
Cuke soldiers fidgeted - uncertain, confused, looking about as if
they were expecting someone with authority to arrive. Lisa and
Charlie stood facing the Pear army, feet apart, hands on their
hips, scowls on their faces.

On the outer wall of the castle Lisa saw an
exceptionally large Pear person, perhaps twice the height and three
times the girth of a normal worker, even bigger than a large
soldier. Six soldiers on either side flanked it. Further back, in
the muddy green light cast in flickering rays from the tall central
tower, Lisa could see the creature there, its shadow dancing in
frightening gyrations. Again Lisa felt that powerful tug on her
mind she felt in their first encounter. Again, the creature in the
tower sent commanding thoughts, irresistible feelings. Somehow, it
reminded her of an evil fairy tale queen – powerful with magic but
jealous and filled with rage. Again, it said to go from the castle,
to go with the Cukes and to go back to the land beyond the sky when
the window opened again.

Lisa was terrified. She stared at the
commanding image, helplessly waiting for it to take control,
wishing it to become a protective parent, to ward off all the ugly
dangers of Moon World and guide her home but at the same time
feeling the terror of its anger.

The lack of sarcastic comments from his
acerbic friend drew Charlie’s attention away from the ominous
hordes in front and in back of him. Lisa’s fixed, mouth agape gaze
into space scared him with the thought that she would become
useless as a protector, maybe even become an enemy under the evil
influence from the tower. He punched her arm repeatedly and shouted
at her to wake up. She shook her head slightly and faced Charlie
with a snarl twisting her lips, “You want your head busted … oh, I
can’t see straight … my head hurts … what’d … Charlie what’s goin’
on?”

“You got your brain zapped from that thing in
the tower. Don’t look at it Lisa. It’s bad. It’s tryin’ to take
over your brain.”

“Nobody takes over my brain!”

Charlie and Lisa averted their sight from the
tower and focused on the wall where another Pear creature was
standing sandwiched between the soldiers stiffly at attention. Lit
faintly white by the setting moons in the south and slightly pink
by the early beginnings of dawn in the east, these creatures struck
a particularly imposing image. The creature in the middle was at
least two inches shorter than a normal soldier. Grasping a tube
twice as long as he was tall and about two inches in diameter, this
little creature leaped off the wall and was caught by a group of
Pears who had entwined their side tentacles together in a mesh,
much like the canvas ring firemen use to catch people jumping from
a burning building. The plucky little guy jumped to the ground and
started walking toward Lisa and Charlie. When he got to within 10
yards of the plaque, he stopped, held the tube up in front of his
body and flicked it up and down three times. On the third flick,
the tube unraveled into a long scroll that shot out and floated to
the ground. About two yards long, it was a gray, cloth-like
material with pictographs. Charlie looked at Lisa and said, “Lisa,
I think it’s just like the stuff the other guys wrote on the walls
of the castle. Look at those, like box things … I swear, it’s just
like it!”

An elongated octagon enclosed the message,
which consisted of an inscrutable array of circles and triangles,
arrows and odd shapes, all of which, the children were sure were
imbued with some kind of intended meaning. There were clusters of
similar figures and tantalizing hints of a story being told. But
the nature of the story, the identity of the storyteller and even
the intended recipient were a dark mystery (see Fig. 01).

 


Fig. 01 – The Scroll
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Charlie looked up at the imposing figure on
the castle wall. There was something unique about this creature
that set it apart from the others. He studied it for a minute then
it came to him: it had a long, black, whip-like appendage coming
out of the top of its head. The first few inches of this odd
feature stood straight up but the rest dangled down almost to the
ground. As the creature strutted about on the ramparts, its whip
rippled and swayed to its owner’s movement reminding Charlie of his
mother’s long black silken hair elegantly flung about by her deft
hand. Then an idea stuck him. He turned around and looked at the
center of the Cuke masses, at the clutch of taller Cukes … all with
similar black whips atop their smooth bald domes. He looked at Lisa
and spoke excitedly, “Look at that one … top of his head, that
tickler thing on top. The Cukes, the big ones have it too. They
must be like the royalty or something.”

Lisa looked at the figure on the wall with
the tickler, saw the same feature on the little creature with the
scroll then turned around. Charlie was right: the Cuke leaders had
ticklers too.

“Charlie, get a picture of that scroll. We
may need to figure out what it says later on. Then get some
pictures of these guys with the … what’d you call them?” Lisa
asked.

“Ticklers. Like they could tickle you to
death if they tried.”

Charlie lifted his camera to his squinting
eye, bent down and snapped a flash picture of the document. The
burst of light shocked the Moon World People, making them for a
split second totally silent, then immediately the collective
screams of two armies rent the morning air as they fell back away
from Lisa and Charlie. At that point, the large individual on the
wall let forth with a long staccato sound from a horn so loud that
it reverberated through the ranks of both armies, setting them to
excited chatter.

Tension mounted as the clamor tapered off to
silence, as though everyone was waiting for some fateful decision
from someone: the Pear leaders? The Cuke leaders? The mysterious
presence in the central tower?

There was a muffled murmuring in the center
of the Cuke formation then the largest of the Cuke soldiers raised
a huge curved horn to his mouth and blew three long and five short
notes. The Cuke soldiers in the plaque team, lifted their burden
and marched effortlessly back through the schism in the Cuke ranks,
south and away from the castle and confrontation with the pears.
The rest of the Cuke formation folded into the separation and
reformed into a living moving organism, sliding over the tortured
landscape like a rug pulled over a rock garden, but this time in a
due east direction.

Lisa and Charlie looked out and saw the
sombrero formation of Cucumber people reform as a single unit and
head south. They quickly ran to join it, away from the battlefield
that wasn’t.

When they looked back through their
binoculars, the two Earthlings saw the Pears milling about,
agitated, even confused. Individuals popped up and down throughout
the mass, popcorn people thought Charlie. A large creature on the
castle wall repeatedly blew his horn and with each blast, many of
the Pears would retreat toward the tunnel under the wall but then,
as if their curiosity could not be quenched by fear, they came back
again to jump for a glimpse of the retreating Cukes. It took some
time for the leaders to get all their people into the castle.

Charlie scanned the castle with his
binoculars then suddenly exclaimed,” Wow! They’re pullin’ something
in on wagons. Like … four … no, six … seven wagons. And more on the
other side. They’re filled with yellow stuff. There’s a bunch of
Pear things pulling each one.”

“They’re not things. They’re people. Pear
people. Just because we don’t like them doesn’t mean they’re not
people.”

Charlie looked at his friend as if she had
just received a Plutonian brain transplant. “They don’t even have
arms … just tentacles like an octopus or something. They’ve got
their eyes on stalks like a bug or a worm. How can you call those
things people?”

“Worms or bugs wouldn’t understand our
plaque. These people do. I know they do. They were staring at it.
They got excited by it.”

“Lisa, you’re losing it. You think these
things are talking to you without words. Talking IS words and they
can’t make words so they’re not people!”

“They were making sounds. Maybe those were
their words. Anyway, maybe there’s different kinds of words. Maybe
some words are made out of different stuff … stuff you can’t see or
hear. I just know what that person in the tower told me came
true.”

“Yeah, but why? Tell me, miss smart one, why
didn’t they have a big fight when they were head-to-head?”

“I don’t know Charlie. Maybe they’re sick of
war. Maybe their leaders didn’t want everybody dead. Maybe they
were afraid of us. I just don’t know. I just know I was so scared I
almost peed my pants,” Lisa said irritably.

“Well … well, I did, damn it … damn it … damn
it. You better not tell anybody.”

Lisa looked sympathetically at her friend,
tousled his hair and said, “You know I won’t.”

Charlie shrugged his shoulders in resignation
and handed the binoculars to Lisa. Their journey was taking them up
on a rise yielding a view of the castle campus. Lisa could see that
the Pears had opened a large gate in the southeastern outer wall
near the southern outer tower. One-by-one the straining Pear
workers lowered the wagons down into what appeared to be an
enormous underground chamber. The laborious procession continued
until the entire Pear army, all its workers, all its wagons and all
its war machines disappeared into the dark maw under the castle.
Soon all was quiet. As far as Lisa and Charlie could see through
their binoculars, all of the castle’s new occupants, except
sentries posted in the towers, had disappeared into the bowels of
the castle. Lisa looked at her watch: it read twenty-three hours
and five minutes till their portal to home would reopen.


Chapter 22 – A First Supper
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A pale blue sky, high wispy clouds sparsely
scattered about – it could have been a sunny summer day in
Illinois. The huge red ball climbing up the blue dome above belied
this idea, as did the vast expanse of gray soil punctuated with
tough brown balls of thorny vines fully a yard wide and green
patches promising something other than death in the distance. When
the wind gusted vigorously, it would break some of these balls off
their rooted stems and send them rolling, the churning thorns a
serious danger to soft-bodied creatures 12 inches tall. The Cukes
coped with this by positioning a windward guard of soldiers
carrying tall, smooth shields. The movement of the wind and the
massed Cukes would roll the spiny spheres along the line of guards
till they rolled off harmlessly behind the Cuke formations. As the
wind shifted, so did the guards and so did Lisa and Charlie.

Midday, the large horn blew and the entourage
halted suddenly. All the Cuke people sat down, the sombrero
smearing out to a fried egg. Lisa plopped down for some needed rest
as well but Charlie’s eye caught some peculiar happenings on the
other side of the formation. Several large Cukes were wrestling
with four large poles, apparently trying to push them into the
ground.

“Lisa, look at that. What’re they doing
anyway?” Charlie asked with a tinge of trepidation in his
voice.

Lisa stood up and grabbed the binoculars out
of Charlie’s hands. She watched them for several minutes then said,
“I don’t know but whatever it is, I don’t think it’s dangerous.
Wait a minute … there’s a group getting up and, ahhh … they’re
going that way, not the way we were going. It looks like northeast.
It think the whole bunch is gonna go that same way. Now they’re
taking down the poles. Maybe it’s some kind of compass or
something.”

“A compass? Maybe they’re more than just ants
if they can do a compass,” Charlie mumbled.

“You could say that Charlie,” Lisa replied
grinning.

The Cukes allowed no individuals and no cargo
to lag behind. Those with the onerous task of pulling the many
wagons were spelled at frequent intervals, as were the bearers of
the plaque. Small groups of soldier scouts rushed ahead fifty or
sixty yards but rotated their activities such that no one scouting
party always stayed in front. The entire population moved at a
vigorous pace, a moderately fast walk for Charlie, an easy stroll
for Lisa.

As the red sun reached its zenith everyone
except the scouts stopped. Charlie and Lisa watched in fascination
as the precision choreography unfolded. A dozen food wagons were
lined up near the middle of the group and a line formed at one end,
which spiraled around the wagons until all individuals were
included. There seemed to be no ranking or pecking order as
soldiers, workers and “leaders” were scattered randomly along the
line. However, there were a few instances where scuffles broke out
between individuals apparently for a place ahead in line – some
things are the same everywhere. There were no servers. The little
people just filed by the wagon with the fewest consumers queued up
by it, filled their water bottle and grabbed a stick of food –
hard, dark brown sausage-like pieces about the size and shape of a
string bean.

With food and water in hand, the little
people formed a new line, which cut through the large spiral line
of Cukes waiting for their turn at the food, out a good 100 yards
and dissolved into little clusters of individuals six to eight in
number. There was much gesticulating of tentacles, chattering in
high squeaky tones and flashing of white stubby teeth as they
crushed the hapless sausages into bits. As the number of munching
clusters grew, so did the cacophony of sounds.

Lisa remembered what her father said about
sharing food, about how that was a way people use to build trust
and make bonds. She decided they would do just that. Lisa grabbed
Charlie’s hand and hauled him over to the eating-place, plopped him
and her down there and broke out a chocolate candy bar. Hundreds of
eyestalks twisted their beady load around to see this wondrous,
possibly terrifying sight: the Titans of the sky eating.

Lisa made the unwrapping of her food a
theatrical event. She held the bar out at near arm’s length with
one hand and slowly peeled off the paper with the other. After
exposing an inch-long slab of chocolate granola, she raised the
exposed end to her mouth, bared her opening teeth and bit off a
half-inch chunk. Chewing and swallowing proceeded in the same
exaggerated fashion.

A growing audience of Cuke workers was
totally engrossed with Lisa’s display. Then, about ten yards away,
in the midst of the seated lunching Cukes, one little creature
stood up. With only the padded tips of its tentacles touching the
ground, this little person rose up and propelled itself forward
with smooth waves of movement in its many “feet.” It held a
“sausage” in its handacle. Tentatively, it raised its offering to
Lisa, its little body quivering slightly, its eyes focused intently
on the towering creature. Its companions fell silent, chewing
stopped, all watched with fearful expectancy.

“Lisa, you’re not going to eat that … it
could be poison. Lisa!” Charlie exclaimed in a loud, high-pitched
voice.

The little creature cringed but held its
ground. Charlie gasped as Lisa plucked the small morsel from the
Cuke and poked it in her mouth. It was sweet and sour, much like
one of her favorite candies but tough to chew and quite dry. She
looked at Charlie with a face-splitting smile and said, “Charlie,
you’ve got to try this stuff. It’s great!”

“I’ll wait to see if you die first.”

Lisa broke off a piece of her candy bar –
chunks of peanuts, oatmeal and unknowable other things embedded in
milk chocolate – and handed it to the awe-struck little person in
front of her. Dozens of individuals in the eating groups stood up
and walked hesitantly toward Lisa and Charlie. They clustered
around the recipient of Lisa’s candy gift and watched the brave
soul bare his white stubs and devour a pea-sized bit. Its odd
little body quivered with what looked to Charlie like a death spasm
and to Lisa like chewing. Charlie immediately named this brave
little creature “Spider” for the pattern to its body spots that
reminded him of the hairy brown spiders that lurked in dark
basement corners.

Spider jogged vigorously up and down three
times, made three loud squeaks and passed the candy to those
grouped around him. It was entirely consumed after passing the
third set of tentacles. Lisa broke off more pieces, passing them
out to begging tentacles as fast as she could break off little
bits. This she did until the candy bar was no more, but she reached
into her stash and pulled out another bar till a loud screeching
sound interrupted her largesse. She looked up and saw one of the
tall ones, a leader of some sort she figured, blowing on a short
horn shaped like a snail’s shell stretched out. It rushed toward
the group formed around the Earth invaders and let loose a cascade
of shrieks. The individuals in the group were at first shocked to
silence but, slowly at first, then more rapidly, they shouted back
defiantly. Other large ones joined the verbal fray and started
apparently arguing with each other. Again, the snail horn blew,
this time with a deeper tone and five times instead of three.
Instantly the arguing stopped and they all quietly returned to
their previous positions.

No sooner had the last of the pickers passed
the wagons than the gabbing and gnashing clusters broke up and
formed another single file line. A work party of Cukes had built a
strange little bridge about two yards high and six inches wide. But
the top of the bridge consisted of just two rails, somewhat like a
railroad bridge without the ties and with a minimum of supporting
structure. Beneath the bridge they had dug a trench about half a
yard deep. The entire construction was a good thirty yards
long.

Lisa and Charlie watched in fascination as
lunch, Moon World style blossomed. What was happening at each
station of lunch was clear but they got into a heated debate about
the bridge from the moment its Tinker Toy-like parts were being
unloaded from three wagons to the completion of the structure. It
was placed in an east-west orientation twenty yards north of the
eating groups. As each small cluster of individuals finished eating
and melded into the exiting line, the head of the line went for the
west end of the bridge. There was a ramp up and a ramp down and
soon both these and the level part of the bridge were covered with
Cukes slithering along the rails with the ends of their “leg”
tentacles their only support. The sliding of their tough tentacle
pads on the steel rails made a raspy sound that reverberated
through the whole formation like the hypnotic hum of a Buddhist
chant.

The line continued over the bridge with no
purpose that either Charlie or Lisa could construe. When it
started, Charlie feared it was some kind of strength test and that
many would die for having failed the test. But none fell off or
were left out. Lisa thought it was an inspection, perhaps for clean
tentacles or proper brushing of the teeth. This idea didn’t fit
either. They walked up to the bridge-to-nowhere-in-particular and
as they approached, its purpose became clear. A rain of little
brown beads streaked with white was dropping into the trench below
the bridge as the Cukes passed over – as each one released its
bodily waste from a small opening near the bottom of its body.
Seemingly dropped randomly, the beads were nevertheless evenly
spread along the length of the bridge walk forming a glistening
chocolate-covered ridge. A strange spicy sweet aroma drifted into
the children’s nostrils reminding Lisa of barbecued spare ribs and
Charlie of canned spaghetti. If they had not known where the little
brown and white beads came from they would surely have tried to eat
them.

In an amazingly short time, all the little
creatures had passed over the bridge and a huge crew of diggers
buried the waste under a mound of dirt. The bridge was dismantled
and packed away in its wagons. The previous formations took shape
again but their northeasterly direction abruptly changed to due
north following an exercise with long poles as they had performed
it earlier.

Lisa and Charlie tagged along behind,
wondering where they were going and just how long they could afford
to follow along.

 



Chapter 23 –
Fate’s Ugly Birth
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“You said it was safe, that it was just
trying to catch some unusual fish. You lied!”

“Tony, we didn’t say anything about fish.
Lena asked Marie …”

“Why should I listen to your excuses? Your
neglect killed Charlie and you’re going to pay dearly,” Tony
Pocante shouted into the phone he had just picked up.

“Please, Mr. Pocante, Charlie is not dead. I
know where he is but we can’t get to him right now.” Anton
pleaded.

“Are you saying he was kidnapped? Are you
holding him for ransom? I swear I’ll kill you if you hurt him.”

“No, no. Please, come over to my house and
I’ll show you what I mean. If you want to call the police after
that, I will not try to stop you. Please, we need your help. Lisa
is in the same place and they may be in danger but we will not be
able to go after them until this evening. Please.”

“I will be there in 15 minutes and someone
you don’t know will know where I am so any funny business and
you’ll have the cops all over you so fast it’ll make your head
spin!” Tony growled.

“Fair enough. I don’t blame you for being
suspicious. I was at first too.” There was a loud click and a dial
tone.

 


A gritty lump of hurt and anger in his
throat, Tony entered into the Garski living room to a staggering
sight. A woman and two men he had never seen before, the Garski’s,
large photographs taped to the walls of strange landscapes, people
intermingled with uncountable numbers of small objects, seemingly
living moving objects – small but somehow threatening These objects
had what looked like weapons but they had no arms or legs, just
confusing assortments of smooth rope-like things sticking out of
their bodies. There were cameras and tripods and expensive looking
instrument cases, boxes of rocks and soil and the distinct odor of
formaldehyde. He was stymied for words, wide-eyed, incredulous, and
suspicious of an elaborate hoax the purpose of which was to extort
money from people. But why him? His modest home, his meager savings
would not justify such an extravagant plot. He sat down on a
folding chair, his back erect, his eyes darting about taking in the
bizarre scene.

“Tony, thank you for coming. Let me introduce
you to these people. This is Dr. Enrico Castone, Project Director
for IILS. Are you familiar with IILS?” Ennie walked to Tony and
extended his hand. Instinctively, Tony met his hand with a limp
clasp but didn’t stand up.

“No. What’s that, a branch of the CIA or
something?”

“No. IILS is a private, non-profit
organization … that right Dr. Castone?” Anton chimed in from across
the room.

“Yes. It stands for ‘Interstellar Intelligent
Life Search.’”

“Oh, God, Charlie’s been kidnapped by aliens!
Oh God no!”

“Please, Mr. Pocante, calm down and let me
explain. Something very unusual has happened down by Potato Lake,”
Ennie sat down beside Tony, put his hands on his knees and turned
to look sympathetically to him. He sensed Charlie’s dad was close
to collapse with grief and fear.

“A few days ago, Lisa discovered what I can
only describe as a rip in space-time which has brought part of
another universe or perhaps another part of our own in contact with
us. It only happens at sundown and can only be seen from a big
black rock next to the lake. Charlie and Lisa as well as Mr.
Garski, I and some people from a newspaper, we all went out into
this world. And all of us came back but for some reason we don’t
understand, Lisa and Charlie stayed behind. We don’t know if they
wanted to stay behind in order to explore this world or just waited
too long.”

“Too long?” Tony’s face was drawn, his skin
pale, his mouth agape.

“Well, this only happens at sundown and only
lasts for about 20 minutes. It’s been happening every day for about
a week. It starts out as a bubble in the middle of the lake. The
bubble gets bigger and bigger until it touches the big black rock
on the shore, stops, stays there for about 20 minutes then shrinks
back to nothing. Inside the bubble is all the stuff you see in
these pictures on the walls. It’s very, very strange, I know, but
you can actually walk out onto the lake because inside the bubble
it’s dry land. You can go in and out of the bubble easily but if
you are in it while it’s shrinking and flashes white, you get stuck
inside.”

Tony looked at Ennie with his mouth agape,
wide-eyed and incredulous.

“I imagine at this point you are thinking
your son has been abducted by a bunch of escapees from an insane
asylum.”

Tony’s lips tightened, his eyes narrowed, his
composure coalesced into concentrated menace as he spoke, “I will
give you a chance to get my son back. Do it or you will be very
sorry you didn’t.”

“Mr. Pocante, I understand your anger and I
assure you we will do all we can to get him back. In fact, tonight
at about 9:00 o’clock, Anton and I are going into that world and we
will not come back until we find Charlie and Lisa. We will bring
them back,”

“I want to see this thing with my own eyes. I
want you to prove it to me.”

“We will.”

Ennie proceeded to introduce his associates:
Dr. Janet Tanaka, head of IILS and Dr. Ben Prakston, Documentation
Director. He then walked Tony through the evidence they had
collected including the preserved bodies of dead Cukes and Pears
killed in battle. He showed the still disbelieving Mr. Pocante
photos of the castle, the battles, the worms, the distant mountains
and the two moons in the sky. At the end of this, Tony collapsed in
Anton’s easy chair, held his head in his hands and wept.

After he regained his composure, Lena asked
him if he wanted his wife present. He nodded yes, then pulled out
his cell phone and called his wife, Marie. She arrived in 10
minutes and tearfully embraced her husband at the door. She looked
accusingly at Lena and Anton standing in the hallway close behind
and said, “ You! What have you done with my Charlie? What?”

“”Mrs. Pocante … I’m so sorry Charlie got
trapped there with Lisa. I think they’ll be alright.”

“Trapped? Trapped where? By whom? You’d
better have some answers for me. I want Charlie back alive and
well. You understand that?”

“Yes, I do and I promise you we will do
everything we can to get both Charlie and Lisa back.”

“Oh, I knew I shouldn’t let Charlie hang
around with Lisa. She’s trouble … just trouble.”

Anton started to say something but Lena poked
him in the ribs to shut him up.

“Marie, this is Dr. Enrico Castone. He is
here from IILS …”

“IILS? That’s about … oh my God, that’s about
creatures from space! Oh, my God!”

Ennie approached slowly and extended his
hand. Marie meekly accepted it, more from instinct than greeting.
Her face was drawn with fear and streaked with tears.

“Call me Ennie. Everybody else does. Marie,
please let me explain what has happened to Charlie and Lisa and why
I believe we can get them back safely in 24 hours. Can I show
you?”

Marie nodded a weak yes and followed him into
the living room. Ennie gave her the same presentation he gave Tony.
When it ended, she crossed herself and said a silent prayer begging
for help for Charlie. She insisted on being with her husband as
much as possible after she arranged for her 18-year-old
stepdaughter Julie to care for her eight-year-old son Joey. Julie
was told that Charlie had a difficult medical condition and they
had to take him to a hospital in another city for a few days. Marie
was relieved that Julie accepted her peculiar explanation without
question, though the look on her face was quiet alarm. Keeping this
incredible story subdued was going to be a losing struggle.

Gradually, Tony’s anger dissolved into
determination to do everything possible to get his son back alive
and well. He insisted on being part of the team that planned to
enter Moon World that evening. Marie was resigned to the
possibility of losing her son and her husband, a horror so powerful
she could only make herself numb to it. She joined the flurry of
activity in preparation for whatever fate had to offer.


Chapter 24 – Sorry, We Can’t Stay
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“Charlie, I think that one in the tower, I
think she’s like a queen ant… like she was in charge of
everything.”

“What?”

“She was there when the Cuke people were
there and she stayed when they left. If she was the leader of just
the Cukes, she would have left with them. And I felt her say it was
the Pear people’s turn.”

“Here we go again with your spook talk.”

“You yourself said I was hypnotized. And she
did stay. And the Cucumber people did leave when they weren’t
losin’ the battle.”

“Yeah, I’ll give ya that.”

“And something else. I sensed she was very
tired and sick and wanted some kind of help but part of her was
angry … like she was fighting with herself.”

“Well, being an expert on ants – I’ve dug up
quite a few ant hills and have an ant farm in my bedroom…”

“Oh, give me a break.”

“I also read a book on ants.”

“Since when did you learn to read? I’ll bet
you can’t even tell which way a book opens.”

Charlie poked Lisa in the side then
proclaimed, “I am Dr. Pocante, international expert on ants and I
see that you are one. World’s largest ant, ladies and gentlemen.
And ants make new queens that go out and start new colonies. So,
where’s the new queens here miss mystic?”

“I don’t know. But we’ve got to find
out.”

“Just one minor point miss mystic, every hour
that goes by is another two hours it’ll take us to get back to the
portal.”

Lisa looked at her watch: 16 hours till the
door to home and safety opened. The Cukes were moving at a
relentless pace, taxing the children’s energy and consuming their
time. Charlie was right. They had to start back to the portal area
soon. The reality of what Charlie said suddenly hit them both.

“You think we can just turn around and head
back?” Charlie asked, a fearful waver in his voice.

“We’ve only got about three hours more
daylight so we’d better go soon. Let’s try it. Now!”

They turned 180º and started to walk away.
The Cuke army seemed not to notice as they forged on leaving a wall
of dust from the northerly winds trailing off irregularly for miles
behind them. Lisa and Charlie headed for this slowly dissipating
cloud, hoping to cover their escape from their friends without
having to figure out how to say goodbye tactfully, words being of
no use to them. At first the Cuke soldiers didn’t seem to notice.
Charlie and Lisa looked back every few minutes anxious to see what
was happening. Their plan seemed to be working when Charlie noticed
groups on both sides breaking off the main party and apparently
going backwards … it was two swarms of soldiers with their lances
racing to head off the wayward Earthlings. They had a head start
having started while the children were not looking and were now
closing a loop around them.

“Follow me and don’t get behind. Stay beside
me. You understand, Charlie?” Lisa barked. He shook his head in the
affirmative. They burst into a run, their thundering footsteps
throwing up great clouds of obscuring dust, then they started
screaming great shrieking noises, waving their hands and pounding
the ground with all their weight on each step. They approached the
line of soldiers, three deep, their lances pointed at a 45º angle.
When they were within seven or eight feet of their adversary, they
threw the handfuls of dry soil they had collected a few minutes
before at the soldiers throwing them into confusion. Lisa shouted,
JUMP!” when they got to the line. Their bodies flew over the
terrified Cuke soldiers, the equivalent of a Tyrannosaurus Rex
jumping over a six-year-old and then pounded on toward the sagging
sun. In a few minutes they were so far away, the Cuke soldiers had
no hope of catching them. To their vision, the Cukes had given
up.
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