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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Ben lay on a white cotton hammock, eyes closed, waiting to die. High above him, the summer wind moaned through the bone dry branches of a tall cherry tree. If a dead limb snapped and fell, he would be gored through his abdomen, like an insect pinned in a bug collection. Just a matter of time.  
 
    June’s sunshine prickled his fair skin. A quick breath of cool wind walked across his arm from elbow to wrist like ants on their way to a summer picnic. Somewhere above, two ravens squawked a slow dirge. Ben opened and closed one hazel eye – long enough to examine the birds and their brittle perch upon the highest dead branch.  
 
    The wind gushed harder, the tree groaned, and the birds grew silent. A strong gust moved Ben’s brown bangs across his forehead and stole the light perspiration sheltered beneath. Overhead, dead limbs cricked against each other as he waited. Suddenly, the air grew still, the sunshine warmed, and nothing happened. Not today.  
 
    “Ben!” a woman called sharply.  
 
    Upon hearing the familiar voice, he peeked through slitted lids. The ravens lifted from the uppermost branch and wheeled away toward the north. Had the birds tried to warn him of her approach? Even so, they had abandoned him to his suffering. 
 
    “Ben-ja-min,” she called again, closer now. Her voice rode the swells of his sadness as a warning buoy before a storm. Lying still in the hammock, he pictured himself in a dark brown coffin with pearl handles.  
 
    “Benjamin Charles Fuller, I know you’re not asleep. Your father needs your arse in the garage. Now.” She stood three yards away. “We’ll see about cleaning out your ears later.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom,” Ben said with a practiced tone of resignation and exasperation. He knew his mother nursed a swollen tooth and he shouldn’t agitate her, but he hurt too, and she couldn’t, or wouldn’t, help him. If I can help lift her out of her funk, maybe . . . 
 
    He rolled from the hammock, stood at attention, and saluted. “At your service, Mum,” he said with a British accent.  
 
    She startled, but held onto her basket of fresh spinach and kale from the garden. His mother wore a straw hat, denim jeans, and a blue and white striped blouse.  
 
    Mom appraised him with the same tight look she used with Uncle Tony after his fourth beer. Unsure whether she would follow with the carrot or the stick, he lowered his hand and waited. She shook her head slowly and her red hair flowed around her sun freckled face. Her blue eyes held a touch of sadness and pain, but then a quantum spark of mercy lifted her left cheek into a smirk. “Go.” She motioned her head toward the garage. 
 
    Carrot. If he could still make her smile, if only for a moment, there may be enough hope for both of them. “On my way.” 
 
    Ben walked down the gentle hill toward the white cinder block garage that stood apart from the main house. Halfway across the yard, a puff of wind coaxed him to glance over his shoulder. His mother sat on the hammock. Ben stopped. His face flushed as he studied the dead branches atop the cherry tree. No, no, no. 
 
    Before Mom could fully recline, her straw hat sailed away in the breeze. She chased after her hat as it pin-wheeled across the grass, past the picnic table, and around the side of the house toward the garden. Thankful for the gust, Ben sighed and walked toward the garage.  
 
    Music leaked through gaps around the metal door. The three bay garage, once the site of Dad’s auto repair hobby, now sustained him after being ‘laid off’ by Dandridge Hardware. The official blame for Dad’s sacking fell upon the poor economy, but Ben had once overheard a talkative salesman whisper something about old man Dandridge’s daughter, Lucy. The salesman had shushed after noticing Ben nearby.  
 
    Dad started a new career as a self-employed mechanic at “Big John’s Auto Repair.” Ben helped in the garage, but his father planned to hire help when Ben started tenth grade in the fall.  
 
    “Hey, Dad,” Ben said as he entered the garage. He peeked at the green canvas shroud covering the Ford Mustang in the third bay. The cherry red paint of an exposed fender called to him. Remember me.   
 
    A bright overhead light hung above the truck engine in the second bay, casting shadows as his father moved around the chassis. The air smelled of motor oil and pipe smoke. Dad wore stained bib overalls and a Pirate’s baseball cap turned backward over his salt and pepper hair. Van Halen’s “Love Walks In” soared on an ancient boom box as his father’s head moved with the beat.  
 
    “Hey, Benzo.” Dad cocked his head to the left. Dark greasy oil clung to his nose where he’d wiped away sweat. “Help me guide this baby in straight. Watch your fingers.” Dad wore a miner’s flashlight strapped to his forehead, and looked as confident as an experienced surgeon in the middle of a heart transplant. 
 
    “Sure thing.”  
 
    “Where you been?” Dad wore an easy smile. 
 
    “To the fair.” Ben eyes grew hopeful. 
 
    “What ya win?” 
 
    “A banana skin!” They both snorted with low laughter.  
 
    While assisting his father with the engine, Ben caught a bright flash of light from the corner of his left eye. He turned, glanced out the open garage door, and saw a tall guy staring at him from across the street. The man looked both anxious and angry.  
 
    “Ben, stay with me,” Dad said. “Bolt her in when I have the casing aligned.” 
 
    “I’m on it.” Ben turned back toward the engine. “I think one of your customers is waiting outside.” 
 
    “Who?” His father aligned the engine. 
 
    “Some guy in a suit.” Ben dropped in the bolts and tightened them slowly. His father did the same on the other side. 
 
    “What’s he look like?” 
 
    “Tall, bald, thin gray mustache. Seemed pissed about something.” 
 
    The odd light flashed again, but Ben focused on the bolts. “Done,” he said after a minute. 
 
    “Me too,” Dad said. “We better see what he wants.” 
 
    Both he and his father stepped back from the truck and walked outside, but the man had vanished. 
 
    “I don’t see anyone,” Dad said. 
 
    Ben scanned the street and shrugged. “He was there a minute ago.” 
 
    “Well, we have work to do. He’ll come back if it’s important.” 
 
    They worked together until Mom called them for dinner. Being a car mechanic seemed okay, but Ben wanted to be a scientist like his grandfather. Someday he hoped to design robots with artificial intelligence. If I live that long. 
 
    He helped his father put away the tools in their assigned places with practiced efficiency. They shared the cleanser at the washbasin and cleaned their hands, or at least enough to pass Mom’s scrutiny. Dad hung his oily coveralls and cap on a hook, turned off the music and lights, and closed the garage doors. 
 
    “Thanks for your help,” Dad said. You’re kinda quiet today. Everything okay?” 
 
    Ben sighed. “You don’t want to know.” 
 
    Dad raised an eyebrow. “Try me.” 
 
    “It’s Mom. I’m never sure if she really likes me. She always seems either angry or sad since . . . you know. Can you get her to chill?” 
 
    His father tensed. “She loves you. She–” 
 
    Ben’s face flushed. “She probably wishes it had been me instead.” 
 
    Dad grabbed him by the bicep and squeezed. “That’s not true. She loves you. Don’t ever say that again.” A tempest of surprise, anger, and fear washed across his father’s face. 
 
    Ben winced. “Okay, okay, but let go. I might need to use my arm again someday.” 
 
    Dad released his grip. “Listen. His birthday is Monday, and she’s having a tough time right now. Understand? Just don’t bring it up.” 
 
     “Yea, okay.” Bury it deeper. “Sorry.”  
 
    “Me too.” Dad rubbed the sore shoulder. “Didn’t mean to hurt you.”  
 
    “Me neither.” Ben studied his father’s face. The storm had passed.  
 
    “Let’s see what’s for dinner.” Dad turned and led Ben to the back of the house and through the screen door. They hurried inside, followed by a quick housefly.  
 
    The scent of cooked beef, fried onions and baked bread met them. Ben’s stomach growled as they removed their shoes in the mudroom. Once inside the kitchen, he saw bubbling pots, steaming pans, and a plastic storage bag filled with kale. 
 
    “M-mmm, smells good in here,” Dad said. 
 
    “Like fresh baked rolls?” Mom said, coming around the corner from the dining room. She wore a white apron embroidered with pink flowers and green ivy. She carried a damp kitchen towel in one hand and hugged her husband with both arms. Dad gave her a kiss and she smiled.  
 
    Kipper, a ball of red fur, barked and raced around the corner. Her forelegs drove her toward Ben as her rear wheels rolled on the hardwood floor. Her back legs dangled from the brown leather harness she’d worn since the accident. Kipper’s tail no longer wagged, but her eyes glistened with excitement. 
 
    “Hey girl.” He bent down and rubbed between her ears. She stood two feet high, dangled floppy ears, and resembled a collie-terrier cross. “Where have you been hiding?” 
 
    Ben stood and walked into the dining room. Kipper followed. The long wooden table held white serving dishes with wheat rolls, burgers, salad, sliced tomatoes, and baked beans with ground bacon. The table had six chairs and four settings. Four? 
 
    “GranPat?” Ben called. His eyes searched beyond the dining room.  
 
    “Your grandfather is washing up,” Mom said. “He’ll be right down.” A housefly buzzed past her head. She snapped the wet towel with such accuracy the fly seemed to vaporize. 
 
    “Nice one.” Ben’s eyes searched the table and thought he saw the fly, feet up, in the beans. Before he could say anything, footsteps on the wooden staircase distracted him. He turned toward the foyer.  
 
    A fit man in his late sixties wearing dark rimmed glasses and a light blue polo shirt walked into the room. His gray hair was combed up and over his bald crown with a stiff all-weather gel. 
 
    “GranPat.” Ben smiled. 
 
    “Ahh, me young friend. Gettin’ bigger I see.” GranPat’s grin spread from one side of his face to the other. His thick mustache floated like a white caterpillar on his upper lip.  
 
    “Been lifting for football.” He hugged his grandfather with a quick double pat on the back. At sixty-eight years old, GranPat still kept his muscles toned. 
 
      Dad shook GranPat’s hand. “Hey, Pops. How’s your train ride from Carmichael?” 
 
    “Smooth, John. Took me a little nap. Needed one after me mornin’ golf game with Phylo Caliban and the boys.” GranPat grinned.  
 
    “Phylo?” Ben’s mouth quirked into a half-grin. 
 
    “Phylo means ‘friend’ in Greek,” GranPat said. “And I trounced him on a less than friendly back nine.”  
 
    “Dr. Caliban?” Dad said. “Didn’t you use to work for him?” 
 
    GranPat nodded. “Yep. Back when he worked for the Department of Defense. He left the DOD and got himself a fancy job in Homeland Security now. He wants me to work for him again, but I’ve seen Caliban sneak a mulligan or two per game. I’m stayin’ put.” 
 
    “Golf is pretty good exercise,” Ben said. “Still working out every day?”  
 
    “Got to. Not gettin’ any prettier, but the ladies love me buns.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad.” Mom said. “Sit your tight arse down before a bus of blue haired old ladies shows up. What would Mom have said about your jokes at the dinner table?” 
 
    GranPat sat. “Patty, your blessed mother laughed at me jokes and I believe she’s up there gigglin’ in heaven, even now. Humor is God’s gift to human kind, and Miss Betty loved a good’un.” 
 
    “Are ya seeing anyone, GranPat?” Ben dropped into his chair.  
 
    Mom cleared her throat. “Time to say grace. John?”  
 
    All eyes shifted to his father. Dad put his hands together, bowed his head, and said the blessing. 
 
    “Everything looks delicious,” GranPat said. “Especially the beans.” 
 
    Mom smiled as she passed them to her father. “Thanks. I used Mom’s recipe.” She winced suddenly, picked up her ice tea, and pressed the cold glass against her jaw.  
 
    By the time Dad passed the beans to Ben, the fly, if it had really been there, was gone. He took a double helping and rested his hand on his knee. A rough wet tongue washed across his knuckles. Peeking under the table, he found Kipper standing sentry as usual. She claimed dibs on any food that hit the floor, at least until Mom shooed her away. 
 
    After the main course, Mom served warm blueberry cobbler. Ben’s fork pressed through the top crust and into the blue filling. As he raised his fork to his lips, he could smell its tart, sugary scent. He rolled his eyes as he savored the taste and the crunchy sticky textures. “Mom, this is really good.” 
 
    She refilled Ben’s ice tea. “I could use your help in the kitchen after dinner,” she said in a low voice. 
 
    “Sure.” Ben nodded. He sensed her pain. 
 
    GranPat turned to Dad. “How’s the new business?”  
 
    “Tough at first, but it’s starting to pick up. Patty’s my accountant.” 
 
     “Good for you.” GranPat turned toward Mom. “Still working at Allied downtown?” 
 
    “Yes.” She straightened her shoulders. “I have a big client meeting on Monday.” Her left eye watered. She touched her jaw, but managed to smile for her father.  
 
    Ben leaned forward. “What are you working on GranPat?” 
 
    “Top secret stuff. Can’t talk about my current project.” 
 
    Ben lifted his eyebrow. “Robots and lasers?”  
 
    “No robots, but I once dabbled with light wave communication via laser. That’s no longer classified. I could show you the diagrams sometime.” 
 
    “Okay. I’d love that. I want to be a physicist someday.” 
 
    “Really?” GranPat beamed at him. “Think MIT. You’re smart enough, but you’ll have to be committed. I remember your science fair project—” 
 
    “An illustration of geothermal power and turbines to produce electricity.” Ben sat up straight. 
 
    “It was brilliant. Come visit me this summer. I’ll show you around me lab.”  
 
    Ben’s smile felt strange on his face. Maybe he could be a scientist like his grandfather. He glanced at his parents. “Will that be okay?”  
 
    Dad kept silent and stared at the stubborn motor oil under his fingernails. 
 
    His mother dropped her silverware onto her plate with a clank. “Ben will be busy helping his father.”  
 
    “Mom, I can find the time. It’s important to me.” He leaned toward his father. “Please?” 
 
    Dad melted. “We might find a day or two for a visit. But MIT? Better think Pitt and in-state tuition. It’s just up the road . . . unless you can earn a scholarship.” 
 
    Mom squinted as if she ran the numbers in her head. “Don’t count your chickens just yet. Plan on busting your arse in school. You’ll need better grades this year if you want an academic scholarship.” She stood and collected the plates. 
 
    It felt like a dismissal. And why did she have to bring up his grades in front of GranPat? Ben balled his hands beneath the table and squeezed. “I could get a football scholarship.” 
 
    Kipper whined. 
 
    Mom blinked her eyes slowly. “Those are hard to come by. Does MIT have a football team?” 
 
    “Yes. The Engineers,” GranPat said. “They were seven and four last year. I can tell Ben is interested in science, and I believe he has the aptitude.” 
 
    Ben placed his hands flat on the table and leaned forward. “I’ll work hard, get my grades up, and bust my arse on the football field. I’ll be as good as Jack. Maybe better.  I can —”  
 
    Mom glared as if she’d been slapped. The stack of dirty dishes rattled in her hands, until she laid them back on the table. She tried to make words, but shook her head instead.  
 
     The quiet became overwhelming, like the silence in church when the preacher lays his hand on the closed coffin - just before he speaks to the congregation.  
 
    Ben glanced at his father’s face.  
 
    Dad’s eyes, laser hot, scorched Ben, then softened as he turned toward Mom. Dad laid his hand on hers. Mom’s face grew slack and her eyes closed. A tear rolled down her cheek.  
 
    The missing thing returned. The great, big, sad whirlpool sucked them down again. Ben’s face flushed. I’m such an idiot. 
 
    GranPat’s watery eyes focused on the empty chair next to him.  Jack’s chair.  
 
    


 
   
 
  



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Mom carried the dirty dinner dishes from the dining room into the kitchen. Ben followed with the serving bowls and set them on the counter. She kept her back to him as she rinsed the dishes and piled them in the sink. Without looking at him, she told him she could handle kitchen duty by herself. He waited a full minute, but she continued working in silence. He hung his head. She doesn’t want me around. 
 
    Walking back through the dining room, he found GranPat and Dad in the living room telling war stories. Ben sat on the couch next to his grandfather, who’d once been Captain Patrick McDugan in Vietnam a long time ago. Dad had served as Army mechanic during the Gulf War.  
 
    Ben frowned. What if he enlisted in the service too? Would that make them proud? He pictured himself in a firefight with automatic weapons and incoming artillery shells. If he never came back, would they miss him too? 
 
    When Mom joined them around eight, she barely looked at him.  
 
    Ben relinquished his seat on the couch, and excused himself. 
 
    “Hold on a minute,” GranPat said. “Come over and give me a proper goodbye before you disappear.” GranPat’s eyes seemed bright and cheery as he offered his hand. 
 
    Ben grasped the outstretched hand.  
 
    GranPat squeezed gently and met his eyes. “When your Grandma Betty passed six years ago, it was the saddest day of my life.” He glanced at Mom. “I was inconsolable.” His eyes returned to Ben’s. “She was the sweet joy in my life. Miss Betty loved me through my darkest days, nursed me when I took ill, and laughed at all me silly jokes. We had fun together. She understood me better than anyone else. She was me best friend and I miss her every day.”  
 
    Tears welled in GranPat’s eyes. “I wanted to die and follow her to the next place, but I knew she wouldn’t want me to throw this life away.” GranPat took a deep breath. “We all miss Jack too. I hope to see his smile again, but until that day, we need to live our own lives with purpose. Just remember to do your best, and keep breathin’.” 
 
    Ben’s chest tightened. He tried to pull his hand from GranPat’s grasp, but his grandfather held tight. He glanced around the room. Mom had buried her face in her hands. Dad’s eyes narrowed upon GranPat, but he remained quiet. After a moment, Mom stood and walked upstairs. Dad followed. 
 
    “Ben, look at me.” GranPat’s eyes looked red. “Am I right?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” he croaked, “but—” 
 
    “It’s goin’ to be okay.” GranPat hugged him and let him go. “Trust me.”  
 
    He and his grandfather sat down across from each other. Ben wanted to tell him how much he missed Grandma Betty and Jack too, but didn’t want to make . . . GranPat feel worse.  
 
    “Out with it, boy. You can talk to me.” 
 
    “How does . . .” Ben swallowed, “light travel through space?” 
 
    GranPat blinked, took a breath, and explained both wave and particle theories. As his grandfather got rolling, they both relaxed. Ben marveled at how much this man knew, and wished he could be more like him. 
 
    After ten minutes, Dad returned. “Patty’s resting. Been a long day.” 
 
    Ben slunk upstairs to his room, pulled down the shades, and laid on his bed in the twilight. Ben rolled around, but the covers wrapped him like a shroud. He felt stupid for upsetting Mom at dinner, but amazed at what GranPat said about Jack in front of his parents. He wished he could be as brave. Keep breathin’. 
 
    Ben hoped his parents had calmed down and would allow him to visit GranPat. He needed to get away for a while. He hadn’t stayed overnight in Carmichael since Jack’s burial at Holy Rosary Cemetery. Someday, he and his parents would be buried near Jack and Grandma Betty. All together again. 
 
    The last time he stayed over at GranPat’s house when Grandma still lived, he’d been nine years old. Grandma loved to cook. Dinner included roast beef, mashed potatoes with a glob of melted butter, whipped sweet potatoes with brown sugar and mini-marshmallows, and dark brown gravy loaded with mushrooms. Ben had squinted at the gravy.  
 
    “They’re fungus,” a twelve-year-old Jack whispered. “Some are poisonous. The bad ones make you gag so hard your eyeballs pop right out your head.”  
 
    “What?” Ben had said loudly.  
 
    Mom shushed them and passed the gravy boat. 
 
    Ben skipped the gravy, as did his father and brother.  For dessert, Grandma served ice cream with homemade chocolate and peanut sauce she called dope. After checking for mushrooms, and finding none, Ben ladled the warm “dope” on his vanilla ice cream. 
 
    After dinner, Jack asked to see GranPat’s cellar laboratory.  
 
    “He’s gotta laser gun down there,” Jack said. “I’ve seen it.” 
 
    As GranPat escorted them down to his well-lit workshop, Ben felt like he’d entered a cave of secrets. His breath quickened. Bright ceiling lights shone upon a microscope, computers, and glass bottles of all sizes and shapes. He saw motors, machines, and shelves stacked with gizmos, gadgets, and spare parts.  
 
    Jack whooped loudly when he grabbed a long glass tube from a shelf. “What’s this?” 
 
     “Stop right there,” GranPat said. He delicately took the three foot purple tube from Jack and laid it down on the table. “If this breaks you might cut your fingers.”  
 
    “What is it?” Ben asked. His eyes grew as wide as his grin. 
 
    “This is a spare part from a laser accelerator.” GranPat adjusted his glasses and examined the tube. 
 
    “C’mon, GranPat, show us how it works,” Jack said. “We won’t tell anyone.” 
 
    GranPat barked a laugh. “Maybe someday, if I ever get it to work again.” 
 
    “We could use a laser to hunt dinosaurs!” Ben said. 
 
    Jack scoffed. “We’d need a time machine first.” 
 
    Ben turned towards GranPat and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Maybe someday in the future we’ll be able to visit the past, but not today.” 
 
    That evening, Ben’s parents drove back to Carlston without the boys. He and Jack sat with the grans in their living room. 
 
    “Okay, boys,” GranPat asked. “What should we watch?” 
 
    “Ancient Aliens,” Jack said. 
 
    “Mythbusters,” Ben countered. 
 
    GranPat scrolled the upcoming episodes. “Okay, Jack’s choice describes how ancient aliens may have built the pyramids. I bet if we had a time machine, we would find that ancient architects, mathematicians, and thousands of slaves built those structures. Now, Mythbusters explores survival on a desert island usin’ duct tape.” 
 
    Both boys shook their heads left and right. 
 
    The screen flashed as GranPat deftly thumbed the remote. “Let’s try the Science Channel.” 
 
    “Battlebots!” Ben cried.  
 
    Jack smiled in agreement. 
 
     They watched the battle with the lights dimmed. A small wheeled robot with a sharp circular blade attacked a boxy tracked bot carrying a heavy hammer. Jack hooted and cheered for the saw-bot.  
 
    “Drop the hammer,” Ben shouted, and glanced at his grandfather. The large screen television cast light and shadow, back and forth, across GranPat’s wide grin. In the flickering light, GranPat’s face seemed to transform from the mad visage of Dr. Jekyll to the Mr. Hyde he’d once seen portrayed in a Bugs Bunny cartoon. Ben tilted his head and remembered GranPat had eaten two servings of mushroom gravy at dinner. 
 
    After the show, GranPat took a late night call from Phylo Caliban and disappeared into his study. Ben and Jack played hide and seek in the house for an hour until Grandma Betty herded them upstairs to the spare bedroom with the bunk bed. Jack claimed the top bunk and Ben crawled into the bottom.  
 
    Later that night, Ben laughed when he heard GranPat snoring from down the hall. Jack warned him it must be the grizzly bear that had escaped from the Carmichael Zoo. “Too bad you have the bottom bunk.” 
 
    “Why?” Ben asked. 
 
    “That’s where bears like to feed.” 
 
     Thirty minutes later, Jack snuck down from the top bunk, grabbed him in a monster hug, and growled. Ben knew it was only Jack, but screamed anyway. 
 
    “Tag you’re it, Brother Bear,” Jack laughed.  
 
    Ben liked the nickname. “Back to the zoo for you!” 
 
    Sometime after midnight, Grandma woke them from their warm beds and led them outside onto the balcony in the cool autumn air. She held her white robe tight against her chest and looked scared. Her eyes looked big enough to pop. 
 
    “Listen.” She stared at the moonlit trees.  
 
    Whoo. Whoo.  
 
    “Oh dear.” Grandma shivered. “Did you hear that?” 
 
    Ben shivered too. 
 
    “It’s just an owl, Grandma,” Jack said with his arms folded. 
 
    Grandma stared into the night as the moon shone on her creased forehead. “A long time ago, my own Grandmother told me, if an owl hoots outside your house three times, Death is sure to follow.” She steadied herself on the iron railing. 
 
    Jack touched her hand. “Do you really believe that?”  
 
    “Yes, I do.”  
 
    He and Jack shared a nervous look as their bare feet grew colder on the balcony floor. Ben teared up. 
 
    Jack’s smile flashed in the moonlight. “Don’t worry, Grandma, it’s only a silly bird that can’t sleep.” 
 
    Grandma had died three months later from pancreatic cancer. Afterward, GranPat often grew weepy when he spoke of ‘Miss Betty’, and stopped visiting Carlston. Mom said GranPat had buried himself in his work, and spent all of his free time locked in his cellar laboratory. Ben had overheard Mom tell Dad that GranPat was trying to build a special radio to contact Grandma Betty. Jack told Ben not to tell anyone else. It was a family secret.  
 
    Years later, Mom had told Ben how GranPat had earned degrees in electrical and mechanical engineering, thanks to Uncle Sam and the G.I. Bill. He accrued royalties on fifteen separate patents, which helped support his semi-retirement. He also served on the board of trustees for Holy Rosary Hospital’s engineering sub-group since 1984. But, even she didn’t know what he did for the DOD. That was a mystery.  
 
      Ben’s thoughts returned to the present. He picked up his phone and the display read 8:15 p.m. He checked his text messages and then Facebook, scrolling through pictures of people having much more fun than he on a Saturday night. He sent a text message to his best friend. Need to get out of the house. Too wired. You busy? Ben.  He watched the blank screen. Nothing. Nothing. Bling. 
 
    Be over in 20, Lori.  
 
    [image: C:\Users\Jeffrey\OneDrive\Documents\Jeff's Fiction\Slideways\fleuron1.jpg] 
 
    Dad’s truck started and Ben hurried over to his bedroom window. He raised the shade and watched his father pull out of the drive. Dad always drove GranPat back to the rail station after each visit.               Five seconds later a blue Toyota passed by the house in the same direction as his father. The driver looked familiar . . . the bald customer? 
 
    Ben wished he’d gone back downstairs to see GranPat off. You don’t always get a chance to say goodbye. He’d missed his chance with Jack.  
 
    Ben held his breath and listened. He heard the absence of Jack in the quiet of the house, once alive with Jack singing Coldplay’s “Paradise” over the top and out of tune. He saw the absence of Jack in the little piece of empty in Mom’s eyes, and tasted the lack of late night pizza from Nino’s where his brother had once worked. Ben felt the absence of Jack every time he walked past the closed bedroom door down the hall. Happiness and sadness were living things in the Fuller household. They ebbed and flowed like a tidal river, beating against and around the void. Sorrow and silence consumed the remembered joy. 
 
    Ben often felt worse when he compared himself to his older brother. Jack was charismatic, smart, and the talented quarterback who made people notice. His brother once had a cute girlfriend, Charmaine, whose eyes smiled for Jack, but now seemed dull.  
 
    Jack had been amazing. Ben was not. He loved Jack, but felt guilty if he blamed God, or even Jack, for what happened. In the end, he could only blame himself. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Patrick McDugan road in John’s truck and checked his Timex watch. Grateful for the ride to the train station, he kept quiet and respected John’s silence. As the sky grew darker, Patrick gazed into the backlit picture windows of the homes they passed.  
 
    He witnessed a fish bowl slice-of-life at twenty miles an hour. In three separate homes, he saw a couple hugging, a teenager at a computer, and an elderly woman staring back at him. Each lived lives they helped create for themselves. Whether they were happy, lonely, excited, depressed, or just tired from a long day at work, the center of their universe existed within their homes. May God bless them all.  
 
    John slowed as a group of children zig-zagged across a lawn on their right. Bright fireflies winked in and out, as the kids ran to catch the insects in glass jars. “You don’t see much of that anymore.” The streetlight illuminated his face. 
 
    Patrick nodded. “They’re havin’ fun without television, computer video games, or surfin’ social media.” 
 
    John smirked. “That’s odd coming from a scientist who invents new tech.”  
 
    Patrick shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if technological advances will make us stronger as a people, or just keep us isolated and entertained. What do you think?”  
 
    John shrugged. “Depends on how we use them. I’m a mechanic who needs new tools just to keep up with new cars. I have to use computerized tech for diagnostics and business transactions. Ben and I watch Star Trek re-runs together when we get a chance, and love all the sci-fi stuff they cook up to save their starship.” 
 
    Patrick laughed. “Yea, me too. I’m sure we could come up with a tech savvy way to catch fireflies.” Still, he hoped his inventions would do more good than harm. Maybe he should retire from the DOD. I could use more time with me project and me new lab partner.  
 
    Patrick had discovered Albert by chance, but the man was brilliant albeit unavailable of late. Did something happen? They were so close to a beta test, and had to keep everything secret. If the DOD found out about the specialized transceiver in his cellar lab, his plans would be ruined amidst the ensuing trouble and chaos. A mistake now could have dangerous consequences. 
 
    He rubbed his forehead. Retiring from the DOD would also allow him more time to visit his family. Ben needs me. 
 
    They arrived at the train station. The streetlights shone on the single story gray building that housed the ticket booth, a small coffee and gift shop, and an ATM. Three cars and a truck were in the parking lot. At this hour, he knew he’d find only a handful of fellow travelers waiting for the evening train. 
 
     “Thanks for the ride, John,” Patrick said. “Dinner was great. Good seein’ you all. You’re all welcome to visit me anytime.” 
 
    “Thanks. Good to see you too.” John shook Patrick’s hand. “After thinking about it, a week with you might help him decide if he really wants to be a scientist. Besides, there’s no better mentor than you.” 
 
    “I’d love to see him more often. Could he spend a week or two with me? I know he’d be interested in me latest project.” 
 
    “I’ll check with Patty and Ben,” John said.  
 
    “Good. Let me know.” Patrick slid out of the truck and closed the door, but stood by the open window. “I’m also concerned about Patty. Could I visit more often? Maybe every other weekend?” 
 
    “Sure. She’s been really stressed with work, her sore tooth, and . . . everything. You’re welcome anytime.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He nodded to John, and enjoyed the cool night air as he walked toward the train platform. 
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    Ben lay in his bed and checked his phone. 8:47 pm. Where is Lori?  Tired of being sad, he tried to think about anything else. He’d helped Dad today. That was good. Dinner was mostly good. He smiled when he pictured GranPat and Jack chasing down a T-Rex with laser rifles. 
 
    A dusky light crept around his drawn window shades. In the quiet, he listened to a sequence of sounds: crunching footsteps on the gravel drive; Kipper barking downstairs; the doorbell; footsteps creaking on the wooden stair; and a light knock on his bedroom door.  
 
    “Ben, are you in there?” Mom asked.  
 
    He heard her quiet concern and let the silence stretch.  
 
    “Ben, are you okay?”  
 
    “Yea, just checking my text messages,” he said. 
 
    “You have company downstairs.” 
 
    He rolled out of bed and cracked open the door. “Lori?” 
 
    His mother’s eyes glistened in the weak light and reflected a spark of his interest. Enough for her to raise an eyebrow. “She’s on the front porch swing. Sure you’re okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Are you?” Her eyes looked away. 
 
    “Once I see the dentist I’ll be better.”  
 
    “Sure. Okay.” He frowned. “I’ll be down in a minute. Thanks.” 
 
    Her head tilted slowly to the side. “You’re welcome. Brush your hair first.” She turned and walked down the hall. She paused at Jack’s door, squeezed the knob, but continued walking to her bedroom. 
 
    Ben fixed his hair and rushed down the wooden steps. He tried not to “clomp.” That’s how his mother described his wild noisy descents. Ben always ran up or down stairs. Urgency didn’t drive him, but rather a habit from years of wrestling practice where he’d run the school stairs for exercise and weight loss. Tonight, he didn’t want either Mom, or Lori, to hear him clomp. Be cool. 
 
    Kipper met him with her forelegs resting on the bottom step and rear wheels on the hardwood floor. Her mouth hung open. 
 
    “Hey, Kips.” Ben rubbed her head. “We have company.” 
 
     Kipper moved her front legs sideways, one over the other, to rotate her rear wheels. Her brown eyes shone excitement and her nose sniffed the air. Ben opened the front door and followed Kipper onto the front porch.  
 
    Lori sat sideways on porch swing with her knees in the air.  
 
    Ben grinned “Hi. Thanks for coming over.” 
 
    “Hi, Benzo. Hey, Kips.” Lori smiled. 
 
    Lori planted her feet on the porch deck and rocked the swing forward to rub Kipper’s ears with both hands. Kipper’s tongue lolled out to the left, as she accepted Lori’s attention. Ben willfully kept his tongue from doing the same.   
 
    Lori was drop dead gorgeous. She had light brown hair, blonde highlights, bright blue eyes, a strong chin, and a smile with perfect white teeth. He couldn’t remember her ever wearing makeup. She didn’t need it.  
 
    Ben had suppressed a secret crush on her since middle school. He’d kept his feelings hidden from everyone, save Jack. Besides, she dated his friend Brandon, a senior who had played football with Jack at Grover Cleveland High. Ben, an upcoming sophomore, was a year behind Lori. The friendship had grown, but he feared he’d look stupid if he ever tried make a move on her. 
 
    “How ya doing?” Ben asked, as he sat next to Lori on the bench. He left two feet of space between them. Kipper turned and rolled down the little wooden ramp to the yard. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about something,” Lori said. She wore a shy smile. 
 
    “Sure. We can always talk. You know that. But let’s get out of here first. I need to breathe.” 
 
    Lori nodded. “Good. Up for a little run?”  
 
    Ben noticed she wore the white running shoes with the pink laces. The same shoes she wore for gym class.  
 
    “Sure.” A good run would help him de-funk. “Give me a minute to suit up.” Ben spied Kipper nosing around the grape arbor. “C’mon girl.”  Kipper rolled up the ramp and into the house like a tiny horse drawn cart.  
 
    Ben clomped up the stairs and into his room. He changed into black running pants and a red tee shirt, but something seemed missing. He knelt on the floor, reached under the bed, and pulled out a shoebox. Inside, he found a yellow and black GC Tiger’s football jersey and pulled it over his head. The #14 jersey had the name “Fuller” sewn on the back. He looked into the mirror and shivered. He’d never worn his brother’s jersey in public before, but tonight felt right.   
 
    “Mom, I’m going for a run. Be back later,” Ben called into the darkness of the hallway past Jack’s empty room, but heard no reply. Assuming his mother had heard, he raced down the stairs and locked the front door behind him. 
 
    “Woo Hoo! Go Tigers.” Lori’s smile sparkled. “Nice jersey.” 
 
    “Jack’s.” His breath caught as he waited for her reaction. 
 
    “Looks good on you.” She tilted her head. “Never saw you wear it before.” 
 
    “First time. I wanted to feel like . . . he was running by my side.” He took a deep breath and let it out.  
 
    She searched his eyes and nodded. “I know how much you miss him. He’d be proud of you.”  
 
    “I’m not so sure, but thanks.” He stretched one knee toward his chest then the other. “Okay, let’s get out of Carlston. I need a long run.” 
 
    She smirked. “Reservoir far enough?” 
 
    Reservoir Park was where he and Jack had often played as children. “That’s four miles out. Eight round trip. Bring it on.”  
 
    “Just four. We’ll catch a ride back. There’s a party tonight.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” Reservoir Park had a picnic grove next to the lake that supplied drinking water for Carlston and the surrounding county. Ben suddenly felt uneasy about wearing the jersey, but didn’t want to appear weak in front her. “Let’s go.” 
 
    They hurried through the front gate, took a left, and jogged down the road into the twilight. The wind grew stronger. Lightning bugs blinked in the shadows. Clouds moved across the sky as a gibbous moon played peek-a-boo through the gaps. They ran side by side.  
 
    Ben looked over at her and raised his eyebrow. “You wanted to talk?” He often practiced his ‘enquiring look’ in the mirror, after watching Spock use it successfully on Captain Kirk. Ben tried it on Dad once and it worked. The look bounced off his mother as if she had a force field. Mom had given him the right eyebrow back, followed by her left. Stunned, he had to retreat. He wasn’t sure if it even worked on women. 
 
    Lori glanced at Ben and frowned. “Something in your eye?” 
 
    “Don’t think so.” No wonder Spock had trouble keeping a girlfriend. 
 
    “Can I ask you something, as a friend,” Lori said. 
 
    “Ask away.” Ben nodded, his eyebrows at rest. 
 
    “Do you have a date for homecoming yet?” Lori’s face was unreadable. 
 
    “Ah, no, not yet.’’ Why did she ask? He assumed she’d go with Brandon. Was something wrong? Brandon often drank too much at parties lately. Were they breaking up? 
 
    “Do you plan to ask somebody?” Lori’s eyes probed his mind. He swallowed. There were thoughts in there he didn’t want her to see.  
 
    “No, probably not. Kinda early to think about homecoming.” His face flushed. He’d never been to homecoming before, or on any official date for that matter. He’d kissed a girl once, but not much more than that. 
 
    “You’re going to be a sophomore, and it’s only three months away.” She shrugged. “You have to plan ahead. It’s a girl thing.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said, “but I haven’t even thought about asking anyone yet.” 
 
    “What if a girl asks you?” 
 
    “Uh, depends who it is?” 
 
    “Fair enough. Just keep an open mind. You should go.” Lori took off running again. Ben scrambled after her to catch up. 
 
    The sky grew darker as they ran past their high school. Grover Cleveland, a two story brick and block building with large windows, stood vigil in the twilight. Streetlights leaked a yellow glow upon the empty parking lot. Active during the day, the school seemed empty, sad, and silent after dark. They ran past without stopping.  
 
    Ben, curious about her question, let it run as a metaphorical subroutine in his brain for later dissection. Their feet pounded the pavement. He enjoyed the run and the rush of natural endorphins. It felt good to get out of the house and be with friends.  
 
    Three miles outside of Carlston on a dark county road, he saw few houses and fewer cars. Lori sprinted down the center line and turned left onto the old fire trail which led through the forest to the county reservoir. Ben always let Lori run ahead to set the pace. She was a good athlete, and moved across uneven ground like a doe bounding before a stag. He saw the beauty and grace in her movements, and fell into the cadence of the run.  
 
    They raced up a steady incline, just a quarter mile away from the ridge overlooking the reservoir. She increased her pace and Ben fired his after-burners to catch her. Was she in better condition? He felt ready for what came next. Whenever they ran together, the final stretch was invariably a sprint.  
 
    The tree tops on either side of the path swayed, like hands beckoning them forward. She looked beautiful in the moonlight. He drew closer. Only an arm span away. Her scent, a heady mixture of flowers and sweat, pulled at his senses. He shifted into sixth gear as they crested the ridge together.  
 
    The moon reflected across the dark inky water below like an ethereal road to nowhere. The reservoir and picnic grove lay 300 yards beyond the ridge and down a forty-five degree slope. Fifty or more people gathered around a campfire in the grove. 
 
    A football party. Ben slowed to a walk while Lori ran down the hill to the whoops of revelers. Below, a large figure hugged her and swung her around. Firelight flickered across Brandon’s handsome square-jawed face. Lori kissed him, and Brandon set her back on her feet. She turned, glanced back at Ben, and motioned him downward.  
 
    He pulled at his jersey and his face flushed. He had second and third thoughts about wearing something he hadn’t earned. Something Jack could never wear again. Sadness washed over and through him, but he fought his urge to beam back to the safety of his dark room. He walked down to the party alone. A funeral procession of one. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
      
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Patrick relaxed on a green leather seat inside a passenger train bound for Carmichael, PA. He always rode facing opposite to the direction the train traveled. Any quick stops would lean him back into the seat, rather than jolting him forward and awake. He placed his ticket into the slot above the seat for the conductor, Old Rob, who’d worked this train for forty years. 
 
    Patrick closed his eyes. Had his after dinner comments regarding Betty and Jack helped more than hurt? Though Patty remained fragile since the accident, Ben definitely needed some shade. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    A three-year-old Ben had first called him ‘GranPat,’ and Betty had loved the nickname. Over the years he’d been called Patrick, Paddy, Captain McDugan, Dr. McDugan, and other assorted monikers, but he liked GranPat best.  
 
    Click, Click, Click. The conductor moved up the aisle behind him punching tickets.  
 
    Outside the window, homes, small towns, and shopping centers passed by in the darkness. Patrick saw his own reflection in the window and winced. When had he become an old man? In his mind and heart, he felt much younger.   
 
    Click, Click, Click.  
 
    The conductor’s reflection appeared in the window. That’s not Old Rob. Patrick turned.  
 
    Without a word, a large uniformed man with a bulbous nose knelt on the empty seat next to him. Instead of taking his ticket, the conductor grabbed Patrick’s neck and jammed his face against the glass window. The force cracked Patrick’s dark rimmed glasses. 
 
    As he fought to pry off the man’s left hand, the conductor’s right hand approached with a hypodermic needle. Patrick’s eyes bulged as he felt a sharp sting between his neck and right shoulder. A slow fuzzy burn crawled up his neck to his brain until he slumped into darkness. 
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    John came home to a nearly dark house. Kipper met him at the door. Her tongue moved with each breath, and her eyes seemed hopeful. “Hi, girl. Where is everybody?”  
 
    He walked through the dark foyer, dining room, and into the kitchen, where the forty-watt bulb above the electric stove provided faint illumination. The food had been put away, but the pile of dirty pots and pans lay in the sink like a cry for help.  
 
    His cell chirped. He read the text, checked his appointment calendar, and responded. Good. Another new customer. His fingers hovered over an earlier text from L.D., but he erased it without responding. 
 
    Kipper barked and wheeled out of the kitchen.  
 
    John followed his favorite pup unto the foyer. She had both front feet on the bottom step and her eyes stared at the second floor landing. ‘Upstairs’ remained beyond Kipper’s reach since the accident. “Best stay down here, Kips,” he murmured in his church voice. “I’ll check on her.” 
 
    Without a sound, John tiptoed upstairs in a house already too quiet for words. His brown eyes peered into the darkness of Ben’s room. Out and about. Further down the hall, light crept from beneath Jack’s bedroom door. As John grew closer, he heard Patty’s mournful prayers within. He frowned. Lord have mercy. It’s been two years.  
 
    Whenever Patty wrapped herself in grief, they all suffered. John didn’t feel equipped to help her, and Patty had refused his suggestions to seek family counseling. He just wanted everyone to move on and live a normal life, including Ben, who still blamed himself for what happened to Jack. John’s chest tightened. God forgive me. Sometimes I blame him too. 
 
    John knocked on Jack’s door and went inside. Patty knelt on the shag carpet beside the empty bed with her forehead cradled in her hands. He knelt beside her, as if he they were in church, and put his right arm around her. As he held his wife, her breathing calmed. He remained silent as her weary eyes spoke volumes. After a moment, they helped each other stand. Sometimes words weren’t necessary in a quiet house. 
 
    Patty smoothed the bed where her weight had wrinkled the bedspread. She pulled it taut, until the covering laid flat. John stood near the open door as his wife took a slow turn around the room. Once satisfied, she walked past him toward their bedroom. 
 
    John surveyed his son’s room. Jack’s picture on the dresser smiled back, football and track trophies stood tall upon the shelf, and a pile of textbooks rested on the desk. Jack had showed so much potential as the handsome charmer, happy joker, natural athlete, and class president. He wanted to be a surgeon . . . and save lives. Instead, Jack gave his life to save his little brother. 
 
    John needed to be strong for his wife, and Ben. He didn’t want to lose them as well. He sighed and turned off the light. His eyes searched the dark hall leading to their bedroom. The gloom felt impenetrable. He retreated downstairs where Kipper and the pots and pans waited. 
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    Ben walked the rest of the way down to the party sweating. He knew he should stop and stretch to keep his leg muscles from tightening, but he didn’t want to draw attention. Scanning the crowd, he saw an even mix of girls and boys, mostly juniors and seniors, and some who looked older. Only a few would be Ben’s fellow sophomores. Near the fire, stood at least seven of Jack’s old friends drinking beer from red plastic cups. 
 
    Others gathered near Brandon’s blue four door Chevy Silverado and filled their cups from a shiny aluminum quarter keg on the tailgate. Almost everyone appeared under age. He hoped they wouldn’t get busted by the state or park police. 
 
    “Ben! Over here,” Lori called. She stood with a group between the fire pit and the picnic tables. Two girls he didn’t recognize stood near her. One wore sparkly glitter on her eyelids and the other Goth-like makeup. As he approached, their eyes appraised him.  
 
    Brandon’s hand laid claim to Lori’s shoulder. Tall and thickly muscled, his green John Deere tee shirt strained at the seams. His red mustache accentuated his perpetual smirk and made him look smug, but Ben knew it was just how Brandon smiled. He’s one of the good guys.   
 
     Brandon, also a good friend of Jack’s, knew Ben from the wrestling team. Ben had earned the 138-pound spot on the varsity team as a freshman and held a 13-5 record. Brandon wrestled at heavyweight, and crunched bones on the mat as well as the football field.  
 
    During football season, Brandon played linebacker. He’d persuaded Ben to switch from running back to wide receiver, in an effort to move him from the JV squad to the varsity football team in the fall. Brandon recognized the strengths and weaknesses of the teams and players, and knew how to fill the gaps. He also showed a head for strategy and might make a good coach someday. 
 
    “Dude. Heard you were chasing after my girlfriend,” Brandon growled. 
 
    “What?” Ben cringed. His eyes moved from Brandon’s smirk to Lori’s smile. 
 
    “She beat you to the top of the hill. Again,” Brandon said. “I keep telling her to forget about cheering and run cross country. What do you think?” 
 
    Ben exhaled. “I agree. She can really fly.” 
 
    Brandon held out his closed hand and exchanged a fist bump with Ben. 
 
    “But I love to cheer,” Lori said. “Maybe I could run track in the spring. Besides, I want to travel with the football team and watch you all play.” 
 
    “Think about it. You could earn a scholarship.” Brandon said. 
 
    Lori’s lips tightened. “Okay. I’ll think about it.”  
 
    Brandon nodded, handed Ben a beverage, and left to check the keg. 
 
    Ben eyed the beer, but didn’t drink. He didn’t like the taste. At last year’s family reunion, he’d tried a sip of Uncle Tony’s beer, but spat it out as the big man laughed.  
 
    Besides, if he and his friends were caught drinking, they’d all be suspended from sports. They could take their chances, but he was only fifteen. Dad told him if he would refrain from drinking alcohol until he was 21, he’d give Ben 500 dollars. Ben had asked his father how he would know for sure. “Because I trust you to tell the truth,” Dad had said. 
 
    “Ben, this is Trudy,” Lori said, nodding to a thin brunette wearing eye glitter and a pink ‘Pink’ the singer tee shirt. “And this is Trudy’s big sister, Rouge.” 
 
    Close up Rouge’s hair was unnaturally red. She wore eye shadow and dark lipstick. Her large breasts were jammed under a tight black ‘Ozzie’ tee. She sported ear studs and a gold hoop earring in her nose. Rouge held a beer in each hand, which seemed to add to her stylish symmetry.  
 
    “Hi and hello,” Ben said. He raised his glass, but didn’t drink.  
 
    Lori’s laugh lines showed in the firelight. “They’re my cousins. Trudy and Rouge are transferring to Grover Cleveland this fall from Cranberry High.” 
 
    “Cool. What grades?” 
 
    “I’ll be a sophomore,” Trudy said. “Rouge is a junior.” Trudy’s cheekbones and lips resembled Lori’s, but not her eyes.  
 
    “I’m a sophomore too,” Ben said. 
 
    “I know.” Trudy said. “Heard all about you.” 
 
    Ben blinked. He turned to Lori with both eyebrows raised, and tilted his head toward Trudy. 
 
    Lori nodded with a smile. 
 
    Ben tried to imagine dancing with Trudy at homecoming. They held each other on a crowded floor in the gymnasium. Trudy wore a pink homecoming dress, white orchid corsage, and . . .  white running shoes with pink laces. When he glanced back up at Trudy’s face, Lori’s image smiled back wearing red lipstick. Stop. 
 
    “Ooohh, take a picture,” Rouge said grinning. 
 
    “Okay,” Trudy said, as she set her beer on the nearby picnic table and pulled out her cell phone. She raised her camera to take a group picture of Lori, Rouge, and Ben.  
 
    Ben frowned and moved his beer behind his back in time to keep it out of the shot. 
 
     “What’s wrong?” Trudy said. 
 
    “Just hiding my beer. Can’t be the best football player ever if the principal throw’s me off the team for drinking.” Ben’s eyes caught movement on his left. 
 
    Vince, a tall, muscular boy with his brown hair pulled into a topknot walked into their group carrying a red cup. At six foot four, and at least 220 pounds, he played defensive back for the GC Tigers. Vince nodded to Lori, then smiled at Trudy.  
 
    “Don’t worry, Ben,” Trudy said as her eyes scanned the party. “They can’t kick everyone off the team.” She brushed an errant bang back across her forehead and showed Ben the picture. “See? No beer.” 
 
    Vince looked over Trudy’s shoulder at the picture and frowned. 
 
    “Mmmm,” Trudy said, “you look good in your jersey.” She smiled at him. “I bet you’re really good.” 
 
    Ben grimaced. “I—” 
 
    “Hah!” Vince pushed between Trudy and Ben. “You can take a picture of me and my beer, sweetie. I’m no wussie.” His toothy smile flashed at Trudy as she snapped a picture. 
 
    Vince turned to Ben and the smile disappeared. “That’s not your jersey.” Vince said. 
 
    Ben blushed, his shoulders sagged, and he sank into himself.   
 
    “Hey, everyone, look!” Vince roared. “Baby Bean is all dressed up.”  
 
    “Shut up, Vince.” Lori’s chin thrust up. “Stop being such a douche.” 
 
    Partygoers all turned toward Ben and gawked. A crowd formed as they squeezed closer. 
 
    Vince laughed. “Looks like Lori has more sack than you, Bean.”  
 
    Ben flinched as if struck by a whip. His head came up and felt everyone’s eyes on him. “My name is Ben,” he said through his teeth. He handed his beer to Trudy. Clenching his fists, he moved into a wrestling stance and faced Vince. “Yea, it’s my brother’s jersey. So what. You going to try to take from me?” 
 
    “Maybe I will.” Vince bent his knees and lowered his shoulders as if ready to hit a practice dummy. 
 
     “Touch me and I’ll kick your fuckin’ ass.” Ben’s face grew hot with anger as adrenaline hijacked his caution. It wasn’t about him anymore, it was about Jack. 
 
    Sounds of surprise, laughter, and groans reached Ben’s ears, but he suppressed them like crowd noise during a wrestling match. Time stretched . . . just him and his opponent. He focused on Vince’s hands. 
 
    Vince grinned. “Kick my ass? I’d like to see that!”  
 
    “Best come get to it then, Vincent.” Ben shifted his weight from one foot to the other. 
 
    The big back flipped his cup of beer at Ben and lunged. 
 
    Ben sidestepped the beer, and jabbed Vince’s right jawbone with an overhand left as the defensive back bulled past. His hand ached from the bare knuckled impact. 
 
    Vince collided with the crowd as they helped turn him back toward Ben. Vince, his arms at his side, walked slowly, quietly, up to Ben. “You little bitch.” 
 
    Ben put up his fists, but Vince’s long right arm flew fast over Ben’s defense. The open handed slap cracked across Ben’s left cheek. Knocked back a step, he felt both dizzy and embarrassed. His face stung and he tasted blood in the corner of his mouth. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Brandon shouted as he pushed himself between Vince and Ben. He stretched both hands out to his sides to make space between them. “What’s this about?” Brandon glanced back and forth between Ben and Vince until his eyes settled on the defensive back.  
 
    Vince rubbed his swollen cheek. “That little shit’s bragging about himself, and wearing Jack’s jersey. It ain’t right.” 
 
    Brandon saw the blood on Ben’s face and glared at Vince. “So you hit him?” 
 
    Ben’s hands dropped to his side and found his voice. “My fault. I hit him first.”  
 
     Lori frowned at Ben. Was that disagreement or pity? He could usually read her, but not tonight. 
 
    “Alright. Let’s stop being stupid for a minute,” Brandon said. “He’s wearing his brother’s shirt. So what? You knew Jack. He would have given Ben his jersey if he could. If he were here today, he’d be ashamed of you both.”  
 
    Ben lowered his head and nodded. Glancing at Vince, the defensive back’s eyes filled more with disdain than hatred. 
 
    Brandon let his arms drop. “Look. I miss Jack. We were like brothers.” He searched the faces around him until his eyes fell on Vince. “And that makes Ben my brother too.” Brandon raised his open hands in the air. “We’re all brothers here. Aren’t we?” 
 
     “And sisters,” Lori said, her chin held high. 
 
    “Brothers and sisters,” Brandon smirked. “Am I right?” 
 
    Ben heard people shout “yes,” “yea,” and even an “amen” followed by laughter. 
 
     Vince grimaced.  
 
    “Good. Time to make up.” Brandon motioned the boys toward each other. “Shake on it.” 
 
    Ben frowned. Vince had started the argument and would have hit him first if Ben hadn’t moved. Why did he let Vince twist him up so bad? Jack would have disarmed Vince with a joke, but Jack wasn’t here.  
 
    Ben wanted to make it all go away. “Sorry, I hit you.” Ben offered his hand. 
 
    “I was just messing with you, Bean.” Vince said, as he crushed Ben’s fingers in a vice grip and let go. “I’m sorry too. Sorry we couldn’t finish.”  
 
    Ben’s eyes widened. He wasn’t sure if he should laugh it off or not. His eyes sought Lori’s for help, but she shook her head. 
 
    Vince put his arm around Ben. “You got stones, boy. I hope you make varsity offense, or at least the practice squad. We’ll see if you can take a real hit.” He pulled on his topknot and walked away.  
 
    Trudy returned Ben’s beer.   
 
    Ben took sip of warm beer and almost gagged. 
 
    Trudy moved to Ben’s side and Rouge stood facing him. Her nose ring rested on her ruby red upper lip. Trudy held onto Ben’s arm and asked him about school and what other sports he played. He answered the questions, but his eyes followed Lori as she took Brandon’s hand and walked away from the fire. He’d wanted to spend time talking to Lori and forget about his problems, instead Ben felt like he’d done everything wrong and disappointed her. If only he could be more like Jack. Simply wearing his jersey wasn’t enough.  
 
    Over Rouge’s shoulder, he watched Lori and Brandon walk hand-in-hand as Brandon guided her toward the water. The reflected moonlight silhouetted their bodies when they stopped to kiss. Ben drained his cup in three long swallows. Rouge looked over her shoulder at the two lovers, turned back to Ben, and handed him her beer. 
 
    


 
   
 
  



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Daylight leaked past Ben’s bedroom window shades and prickled his eyes. His brain throbbed and his tongue felt dry and pasty. Was it . . . Sunday morning? He glanced around his room. How did I get home from the party? 
 
    His stomach rolled and his bladder ached as if it might explode. Shifting his legs over the side, he lurched out of bed and through the hall to the bathroom. He closed the door, dropped to his knees, and spewed into the white porcelain throne. His eyes watered and his nose and throat burned. The smell gagged him. 
 
    A second eruption emptied his stomach. Ben grabbed a handful of tissues and blew his nose clear, but something odd tugged his nostrils.  
 
    He gripped the sink, pulled himself up to the mirror, and gaped at his reflection. Black makeup swirled around his eyes and lips, glitter sparkled on his cheeks, and a grotesque ring hung from his nose. What the fuck!   
 
    A knock banged the bathroom door. “You all right in there?”  
 
    Shit and double shit! “All good, Mom, just cleaning up.” 
 
    “Sounds like you’re sick.” 
 
    “Something I ate. I’ll be ok.” 
 
    “Wasn’t my cooking. Where’d you and Lori go last night?” 
 
    “Ran up to the picnic grounds. Hung out with friends.” 
 
    “A little late for a picnic, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think the potato salad went bad. Must have sat in the sun too long.”  
 
    “Hmm. Warm mayonnaise will get you every time. Okay, hurry up. We’re leaving for church in twenty minutes.” 
 
    “I just have to clean up a little bit, and I’ll be down.”  
 
    “Good.”  
 
    Sonofabitch. Ben worked at the nose ring in a panic, until the clip released. After removing the ring, his eyes opened wide. Someone had scrawled dark red lipstick across his chest. Reading backwards in the mirror, he whispered, “Thx 4 a good time-Rouge” and “C-ya later – love Trudy.” Aw, fuck me.  
 
    Ben stood in the hot shower and scrubbed with soap and a washcloth. How much had he drunk and why? Because Lori had a boyfriend? Had he tried to be more like Brandon and Vince . . . or just less like himself? I’m such an idiot. 
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    Ben rode with his parents to St. George Church in downtown Carlston. During the service, his temples pounded, his stomach ached, and his mind remained dull. The pastor, Monsignor Clearwater, spoke to the congregation, but Ben only heard pieces.  
 
    “God has a purpose for you . . .”  
 
    Ben looked around the church, and recognized many of the people in his section. His parents always sat in the same area, if not the same pew. Always on the right side of the church, right side of the pew near the colorful stained glass windows, and seven rows back. 
 
    The sun shone through the stained glass mural high above the altar. Columns of purple, red, and blue light blazed down upon the altar like laser beams.  
 
    “Each choice we make, good or bad, however insignificant it may seem, can make a difference.” Monsignor Clearwater’s hand extended outward from his white robe. “Use your free will, wisely . . .”  
 
    Ben’s head swam. Was that Lori sitting to the far left across the aisle? No, she’s Presbyterian. He stretched his neck and squinted. This cute blonde girl did have the same strong jawline and looked about his age, but it was hard to tell.  
 
    A soft jab dug against his ribs and he turned to his right. Mom handed him an open songbook. He pressed his lips together, but accepted the book. Jack had been the singer, not him. Jack had played guitar during the folk masses. 
 
    Ben sang softly. He couldn’t read music, but his eyes followed the shapes of notes, arcs, and squiggles in the book, as his ears measured the changes in the melody. Every once in a while the notes made sense.  
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the cute girl and her family walking toward the altar with the offertory gifts. Sister Mary Jean had told his Sunday school class impure thoughts were a sin, and he assumed if it happened in church it was even worse. He tried to clear his thoughts, but the blonde girl in the white dress with the purple flowers and the large breasts was HOT.  
 
    She was flanked by her sister, mother, and father. Ben couldn’t help but stare at her when she turned to walk back to her seat. She glanced at him, smiled, and winked. He inhaled sharply and was surprised by her forwardness. When the girl’s sister smiled at him too, his jaw dropped. Trudy? 
 
    Oh my God. If that’s Trudy, then the hot girl is– Rouge, sans Goth makeup and red wig. Confused and angry at the same time, Ben wished he could remember what happened last night. Hell. If Mom finds out I was drinking, I’m in deep shit.  
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at the exit. Maybe he could just excuse himself and slip out the back. No. Mom would ask even more questions. As soon as the service finished, he would make a quick exit. 
 
    The congregation began to file out after the closing hymn, “To Be Alive,” one Jack had sung during the folk mass - To be alive, and feeling free, and to have everyone in your family. Mom had once sung this song with gusto, but not anymore. Today she only mouthed the words, closed the songbook early, and followed Dad toward the exit with her head down.  
 
    Ben craned his neck to search for Rouge, but didn’t see her in the press of bodies heading toward the exit. Once out the door, he saw his parents’ car and sighed. 
 
    “Patty?” a woman in a yellow dress called.  
 
    Mom turned around and squinted in the sunlight. “Dora?” She brushed past Ben with her face aglow. Dad grabbed his arm, and redirected him back toward his mother. 
 
    “You look great,” Mom said.  “John, you remember Dora Grimes from high school.”  
 
    “Yes,” Dad said. “It’s been awhile. Good to see you again.”  
 
    “It’s been about twenty years, John,” Dora said. “I’m Dora Cavendish now. This is my husband, Brett.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” Brett was a tall lanky man with brown hair. He wore a charcoal suit and a bright blue tie. Dora seemed a little chunky, but had a nice smile.  
 
    Dad looked at him. “This is our son, Ben.” 
 
    “Oh, so you’re Ben. My girls said such nice things about you this morning.” Dora looked over her shoulder. “Ruth, meet our friends, John and Patty Fuller.”  
 
    Rouge smiled with perfect white teeth. “Nice to meet you Mr. and Mrs. Fuller.  Hi, Ben.” 
 
    “Hi, Rrruth,” Ben said. She was gorgeous. Who knew? She came over and gave him a quick hug and stepped away. Her hair smelled like strawberries. 
 
    “Hi, BBBean,” Trudy said, appearing from behind Ruth. Her eyes sparkled even without the glitter makeup.  
 
    “Hi, Trudy.” Ben’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Sounds like you kids know each other,” Mom said. 
 
    “Yes. We met last night,” Ruth said. “Lori, introduced us. We gave him a ride home.” 
 
    “Well, I hope you didn’t eat the potato salad,” Mom warned. “Ben was sick this morning.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Ruth grinned. “He had entirely too much potato salad last night. Could not get enough.” 
 
    Ben grimaced. These sisters had played him. 
 
    Mom stared at him and her smile withered. “Thanks for bringing him home.”  
 
    “Our pleasure,” Trudy said.  
 
    Mom forced a smile for Dora. “We would like you all over sometime for a cookout.”  
 
    “We’d love that, Mrs. Fuller,” Ruth cooed. “Wouldn’t we, Trudy?”  
 
    When Trudy smiled, her lips pulled back and her teeth reminded Ben of the raccoon he’d caught raiding the garbage cans. “Sounds cool,” Trudy said. “We could have beans and potato salad.” 
 
    “Besides,” Dora said, “That would give Trudy some time to talk with Ben. You know he asked her to homecoming.” 
 
    Shit and triple shit.  
 
    “Did he now?” Mom’s eyebrow rose. 
 
    “He was very persuasive,” Ruth said. “He even gave her his football jersey.” 
 
    Dad narrowed his eyes.  
 
    Trudy had Jack’s jersey. Ben felt like running, or fighting, or anything other than trying to explain what he couldn’t remember. He wished he could disappear. Anywhere else would be better. Instead, he swallowed, took a deep breath, and forced his own smile.   
 
    “Really?” Mom said, sounding surprised. “Well, Dora, looks like we have a lot to talk about.” Her eyes, more stick than carrot, drilled into his.  
 
    Ben looked back into the empty church as if he had a prayer left unsaid and needed a moment longer within. He kept as quiet as a corpse during the ride home. 
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    Ben changed out of his Sunday clothes and into a purple tee shirt and blue jeans. He sat on his bed and still felt like crap after last night’s binge.  
 
    “Ben!” Mom called from downstairs. 
 
    “Up here, Mom.” Her footsteps sounded on the wooden stairs. Dad had run out for engine parts and would be back by noon for lunch.  
 
    Mom took a step inside the door. “You look a little pale.” She crossed the room and felt his forehead. “No fever.” After searching his eyes, she frowned. “Were you drinking last night?” 
 
    Here it comes. “Yes.” His shoulders sagged. He knew better than to lie. 
 
    “How much?” Her hands rested on her hips. 
 
    He shrugged. “I don’t know.” He dropped his head and stared at his bare feet. 
 
    “You don’t remember?” The silence stretched. “Were you drunk!” 
 
    His head jerked up and he sensed her anger, fear, and contempt rolled into a great ball of disappointment—the same look she’d used when she found a long black snake in the mud room. She’d dispatched the serpent with a meat cleaver and one swift chop to the head.  
 
    “I didn’t really want to drink. Everyone else was. It just happened.” 
 
    “Did someone force you to drink?” Her eyebrows knit together. 
 
    Ben sighed. “No.” He felt too warm.  
 
    She nodded slightly. “So you lied to me about the potato salad?” 
 
    “Yeah. Uh, sorry.” His stomach lurched. 
 
    Mom’s lips wrinkled. “I am so disappointed in you.” 
 
    Ben’s shoulders sagged. She’d just confirmed what he’d always suspected. He didn’t feel well and needed some space.  
 
    Standing, he straightened his shoulders and faced her. “C’mon Mom. I made a mistake. I said I was sorry. All of my friends were drinking. Jack’s friends too. If he’d been there, he would have had some too. I—” 
 
     She slapped his face. “I’m not talking about Jack, I’m talking about you. You’re only fifteen. Do you want to lose your Learner’s Permit? Waste your chances for any kind of scholarship? Forget about MIT, you’re lucky you weren’t all killed in a car accident.” Her eyes watered. “How can you be so irresponsible?” 
 
    His face grew hot. “Geez, Mom. It’s not like that.” 
 
    “Clean up your room and stay here until I call for you. I don’t want to see you right now.” She turned her back and walked downstairs. 
 
     Ben groaned and flopped back down on the bed. His heart ached in his chest. The slap stung deeper than physical pain. He knew she didn’t like him very much, and he just made it worse.  
 
    He stared at the ceiling. What happened last night? Ahhh—the drinking game. Rouge had explained the rules, but he’d lost early and often, until he couldn’t remember anything. Had he really asked Trudy to Homecoming, or had they punked him? Could he get the jersey back? Lori might know. 
 
    Ben grabbed his cell from the charger on his desk and texted. Lori, are you there? 
 
    After two minutes she texted back. Yep. Heard you had a good time last night. 
 
    What did you hear? 
 
    You’re going to homecoming with Trudy. Congrats. 
 
    Did she ask me? 
 
    No, Benzo. You asked her. 
 
    What else did you hear? I was a little out of it. 
 
    Ya think? Let’s talk later. Bye 
 
    Mom called him from downstairs at 11:45. He rolled out of bed and walked down the stairs, one foot after the other, trying to focus. The smell of baked bread brought him back, a little.  
 
    Mom roved the kitchen in busy-cooking-mode, with hands, arms, and elbows constantly moving, though her apron remained perfectly clean.  
 
    She looked more tired than he felt. “I’m grounding you for a month. You won’t be able to use my car or your father’s truck.” 
 
    “Okay, but what if there’s an emergency? What then?” 
 
    “Enough. You’re grounded.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
     She pointed a wooden spoon at him. “Stop negotiating and use some common sense.” 
 
    “You’re still made at me, aren’t you?” He tried to calm her with a wistful smile. 
 
    “Yes.” She banged the wooden spoon down on the counter. “You just don’t understand. You could have been killed last night. I don’t want to lose another—” She threw the spoon onto the floor at his feet and balled her fist. She took a step toward him and stopped.  
 
    He frowned. This was all his fault. “Do you want to hit me again?” he said softly. “I’ll let you, if it will make you feel better.” 
 
    She grimaced. “No. I’m sorry I did that. I don’t want to hurt you. I want you to wake up and think before you act. You have to make better choices.”  
 
    “I know.” He wanted a reset hug, but she kept her distance. He bent down, picked up the wooden spoon, and handed it to her. “Sorry I drank alcohol. It won’t happen again.” 
 
    Mom dropped the spoon in the sink and found another. She turned away to stir the gravy. “Make sure it doesn’t.” 
 
    His chest throbbed. “Sometimes I don’t want to wake up,” he said. 
 
    She faced him and tilted her head. “What do you mean?”  
 
    “I feel bad . . . about what happened to Jack. Still.”  He swallowed. “I can tell you do too.”  
 
    She looked stricken, but kept silent. Her left hand shook slightly. After several breaths, she crossed the kitchen, opened the cupboard, and took out four white dinner plates. Without meeting his eyes, she handed him the dishes. “Please set the table.” 
 
    Ben’s head dropped a few inches. He took a long breath and let it out. “Who’s coming?” 
 
    “Dad called and said we have a guest for lunch. Didn’t say who. Wanted to surprise us.” 
 
    I’ve had enough surprises today. Ben went into the dining room to set the table. Later, he helped her carry out the serving bowls. She’d prepared sourdough bread, fried chicken, mashed potatoes, peas, and gravy. An apple pie cooled in the kitchen. 
 
    A few minutes later, Dad’s truck pulled into the drive with a crunch of gravel. Mom joined Ben in the dining room when Dad entered. “Look who I found wandering around the bus station.”   
 
    GranPat walked into the room and seemed anxious. His hair looked unkempt, wasn’t wearing his glasses, and had lost the white mustache. 
 
     Mom looked surprised. “What are you doing back so soon?” 
 
    GranPat looked at her and hesitated. He swallowed and his eyes blinked rapidly. “I came to Carlston to find a friend of mine.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just stay here overnight?” Mom tilted her head slightly. “Dad?” 
 
    GranPat stared at Ben, glanced at the family pictures on the wall, and then met his eyes once more. “Ben?” GranPat’s voice shook. His eyes watered and his face wrinkled up. 
 
    “What?” Ben said. “Is something wrong?” 
 
    “No. No.” GranPat moved closer and hugged him tightly. “Just so good to see you again.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ben hugged him back. GranPat seemed a little flabby and smelled like cigarettes. “But I just saw you yesterday. Remember?” 
 
    GranPat stepped back and smiled. He studied the table settings, glanced over Mom’s shoulder into the kitchen, and then back at Mom. “Where’s Jack?” 


 
  
 
  



 
 
  
 
   
 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Ben, eyes wide, took a step backward and bumped against the dining room wall. “GranPat. What do you mean ‘Where’s Jack’?”   
 
    Mom stared at her father, but couldn’t speak. Her pale cheeks grew slack, she slid down into a chair, and gripped the table.  
 
    “Jesus, Pop,” Dad said in a low breath. 
 
    GranPat’s forehead wrinkled as he turned from Mom to Dad. “I thought he might join us for dinner.” He opened his mouth as if to ask a question, but stopped. 
 
    Mom covered her face with her hands and trembled.   
 
    Dad squinted at GranPat. “You know Jack is no longer with us . . . Please, Patrick, sit down. You look tired.”  
 
    GranPat frowned and looked back at Jack’s picture on the wall.  
 
    Ben tilted his head. “GranPat, are you losing it? You know he’s gone. You were a pallbearer at the fricking funeral!” 
 
    “That’s enough, Ben!” Mom screamed. She slammed her fist down and cracked her plate. “Show some respect for God’s sake.” Spittle fell upon her white apron. 
 
    GranPat lowered his head. “When?” 
 
    “Two years back.” Dad glanced at Mom and then gave Ben a hard look. “Please. Everyone. Just . . . cool off. Pop, are you okay?” 
 
    GranPat swallowed. “Oh, ah, I’m so sorry. I’m tired and a little disoriented. Please forgive me.”    
 
    Ben stared at his grandfather. “You don’t seem yourself.” 
 
    GranPat grimaced and covered his mouth with his hand. 
 
    Ben narrowed his eyes. “Who are you?”  
 
    The old man flinched. 
 
    “Ben! Enough.” Dad said. 
 
    “Can’t you see? GranPat looks different. He’s not wearing glasses, he doesn’t have his mustache, and he smells like he’s been smoking.” 
 
     “Look, so I bummed a ciggie at the bus station.” The old man shrugged. “Bad habit. You caught me.”  
 
    Mom sat up straight. “When did you start smoking?” 
 
    GranPat took a step back and looked for the door. 
 
    Mom’s eyes fixed upon her father. “Are you feeling alright?”  
 
    “Patsy, I’m okay, just tired and thirsty.”  
 
    Her eyes opened wide. “Patsy? No one ever called me that before. I’m Patty.” She sat back in her chair and raised her chin. “Do you remember being here yesterday?”  
 
    “Yesterday?” GranPat shifted his feet.  
 
    Mom nodded. “We had dinner and John put you on the train last night.” 
 
    “Did I say where I was going?” 
 
    “Home, to Carmichael,” Dad said. “Don’t you remember?”  
 
    “No, never made it.” He looked down and scratched his head then looked at his watch.  
 
    “Pop, it’s okay,” Dad said. “You’re probably hungry. Let’s wash up and then eat lunch. Okay with you?” 
 
    GranPat sighed. “Sure thing. I am hungry. Everything looks delicious.”  
 
    Kipper rolled around the corner, sniffed GranPat’s leg, and barked. 
 
    GranPat looked down at Kipper and his eyebrows went up. He bent over to pet her. “Hello, Ginger. What happened to you?”[image: C:\Users\Jeffrey\OneDrive\Documents\Jeff's Fiction\Slideways\fleuron1.jpg] 
 
    Ben finished dinner, but felt uncomfortable sitting alone with his grandfather. GranPat’s silence seemed strange in itself. Mom and Dad had cleared the table and gone into the kitchen to clean up. He heard them talking, but couldn’t make out the words. 
 
    “Ben,” Dad called from the kitchen. “Please come here for a minute.”  
 
    He excused himself and found Mom and Dad seated at the small kitchen table. She looked sad. 
 
    Dad straightened in his chair. “I’m driving GranPat back home to Carmichael this afternoon. I’d like you to come with us.” 
 
    “What? No. Something’s wrong with him.” 
 
    “Not so loud,” Mom said. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we take him to the emergency room instead?” Ben whispered. “He might have had a stroke or something.”  
 
    “Let’s see how he does on the ride up,” Dad said. “We can always take him to Holy Rosary Hospital in Carmichael, if necessary. He seems all right for now. Older people can get a little forgetful.”  
 
    Dad looked at Mom and she nodded back with puffy eyes. “Ben, how’d you like to stay with GranPat for a week or two? I think he’ll be more comfortable once he’s home. You can call us if he starts having trouble again.” 
 
    Ben blinked. “I’d love to help GranPat, but are you sure you want me to take care of him? Shouldn’t Mom go? She can help him better than me.” What do I know about old people? 
 
    His mother frowned. “You’re going. That’s it.” She still looked pale. 
 
    Dad placed his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “GranPat needs your help. Mom has to stay in Carlston for her root canal. We need you to step up and help GranPat. Family first, okay?”  
 
    He nodded. “Okay. Sure. Anything I can do to help.” GranPat needed him. Besides, after what happened last night at the party, he’d love to disappear for a while. Mom and Dad probably needed a break too. 
 
    “Good,” Mom said. “Thank you.” She rubbed her jaw. “I’m going to make a doctor’s appointment for him in Carmichael for tomorrow. I’ll tell the doctor what’s happened, but I need you to go with him to the appointment. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Thank you. Okay. Go upstairs and pack a bag. A week’s-worth of clothes should be enough. You can do wash as needed.” 
 
    “Take my MasterCard for food, but go easy,” Dad said. “Okay?” 
 
    “Okay. I got this.” Ben raised his chin. “I’ll look out for GranPat. I’ll make sure nothing bad happens to him. Promise.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    GranPat improved on the ride to Carmichael and asked a lot of intelligent questions regarding engines and fossil fuel. Other times he stared out the window, as if he hadn’t seen everything on the road to Carmichael a hundred times before. 
 
    Dad stayed polite, patient, and calm the whole way. He could be the kindest person ever, unless Ben crossed his mother. Ben hoped he could be as calm as his father and help GranPat.  
 
    Conversations turned to weather patterns, the benefits of traveling on buses versus trains, and Dad’s mechanic business. GranPat asked about engines, carbon monoxide, and the current state of global warming. Dad discussed how bad the pollution and particulate matter had become in China’s largest cities. GranPat turned out to be an advocate for electric cars and solar energy. Ben didn’t remember GranPat caring so much about solar energy before today, but he sounded less confused.  
 
    Growing bored, Ben half listened to the conversation and checked his Facebook account. He scanned the new posts, but only saw a few pictures from last night’s party. Fortunately, he wasn’t in any of them, but that didn’t mean some weren’t floating around.  
 
    Ben’s cell bleeped with a new text from Lori. 
 
    Hey Benzo. Stopped by your house to talk about last night. Spoke with your mom. Hope GranPat’s feeling better. Call when u can. Thx, Lori. 
 
    Will do. THX, Ben. 
 
    Ben still didn’t know how to feel about taking Trudy to homecoming. He found a picture of Trudy and Ruth on Lori’s Facebook page. They were both pretty, but . . . they had messed with him while passed out. Feeling embarrassed and stupid for getting drunk, he preferred to beam out of Carlston. 
 
    Dad pulled the truck into the Gas Mart. “Ben, please fill it up. Use my card. I’ll be right back.”  
 
    Ben ran the card and saw Dad poke a number into a cell phone. Checking in with Mom.  
 
    Jack would have been eighteen tomorrow. Ben missed his brother’s advice and the way he put things in perspective. Jack also knew how to live with Mom and Dad without pissing them off. 
 
     “Hey, Ben. You alright?” GranPat called from the passenger seat of the truck. “Looks like you lost your best friend.”  
 
    Ben blinked and turned around. He stuck his head through the open driver side window and caught GranPat taking a long swig from a small metal flask. “You’re busted.”  
 
    The old man looked nonplussed. “Just a little bourbon to help me relax.” 
 
    Ben reached out his hand. “Give it here.”  
 
    GranPat shrugged and handed him the flask.  
 
    Ben sniffed the contents, took a sip, and felt the burn roll down his throat like a parade of fire ants. Wow. He thought about taking another, then remembered his promise to his mother. Shit. 
 
    GranPat had his hand out now. “Just between us,” he said, “We all have our secrets.” 
 
     Ben returned the flask and finished filling the tank. Sorry, Mom. 
 
    Dad hadn’t emerged from the Gas Mart yet. GranPat lit a cigarette with the truck’s lighter and blew a puff out the window. The smoke curled away and mixed with the smell of gasoline fumes. “Buy me a pack of smokes? Okay? On my last ciggie.” GranPat winked. 
 
    “Not me. I’m not legal. Get your own if you need‘em that bad.” He turned his back and walked toward the Gas Mart. 
 
    Inside the store, customers browsed for magazines, donuts, candy bars, soda, and performance drinks. The smell of chicken flavored grease wafted through the aisles. As he moved toward the restroom door, he saw the back of his father’s head one aisle over. Ben slowed as he overheard his father’s conversation.  
 
    “No, Lucy. I don’t think I can do that. You know why. We’ve talked about this already.” Dad turned and saw him listening. His father’s eyes narrowed. “Gotta go,” he murmured and broke off the call. 
 
    Ben hurried into the bathroom and locked the door. Lucy Dandridge? Was she one of Dad’s customers, or something more? Dad wouldn’t, would he? Gripping the dirty sink, he stared at his reflection in the mirror. His face seemed a sad thing beyond repair. No. Not Dad. 
 
    Ben tightened his lips and dismissed the idea his father might be cheating. Still grieving for Jack, he rejected the possibility the world might change again. He needed stability. Sanity. Taking a deep breath, he turned on the cold water and washed his face until it felt like his own again. 
 
    Later, as the sun began to set, they turned off highway ninety-nine and into GranPat’s driveway. His house stood on the highest hill, two miles outside downtown Carmichael. As Dad’s truck made the climb, GranPat seemed anxious, as if he was looking for something, or someone. Fireflies flickered underneath the trees.  
 
    “What are those little lights in the woods?” GranPat asked. 
 
    Dad’s eyes widened. “Fireflies. You don’t remember?” 
 
    “Oh, yes. Of course.” GranPat frowned. 
 
     Ben’s cell bleeped with a new Facebook message - a friend request from Trudy. Seconds later he received another from Rouge, rather than Ruth. He tucked his cellphone back in his shirt pocket. He’d sort it out later. 
 
    Dad stopped at the top of the drive and backed in toward the garage so they faced the setting sun. Wispy pink clouds floated across the horizon and the lights of the city gleamed below. Ben had forgotten how beautiful the sunsets had been from this hill, and how Grandma Betty had shared them as special moments. She smelled like lilacs. 
 
    As they left the vehicle and approached the front door, the motion detector triggered a yellow glow from the dusty glass light fixture. A startled spider moved inside the glass past its trove of flies cocooned within. The welcome mat lay tangled to the left of the door with only ME visible.  
 
    “Hey, Pop, I bet it’s good to be home,” Dad said. 
 
    “Yes, it is. Been a long day. Thanks for the ride home and I’m sorry, for the inconvenience.” 
 
    “No problem. Glad to help out. Patty will call Ben when she’s made the doctor’s appointment. You two can hang out this week and just take it easy.” 
 
    GranPat nodded. “Looking forward to having Ben around.” 
 
     “Me too, GranPat,” Ben said with a polite smile. Dad unlocked the door and went inside. Ben waited for GranPat to enter and followed. 
 
    The drawn shades darkened the interior of the house. Dad made the rounds on the first floor and turned on the lights. “Ok. I’m heading back. You two stay out of trouble.” 
 
    GranPat looked excited. 
 
    Dad shook GranPat’s hand. “See ya, Pops.” 
 
    “Thanks again, Johnnie.” 
 
    Confusion washed across Dad’s face and then dissipated.  
 
    GranPat walked back to the kitchen. 
 
    Ben followed his father to the front door. Dad squeezed his shoulder. “Mom told me what happened last night. Guess you’re out 500 bucks.”  
 
    “Yea. Sorry.” 
 
    “Getting drunk is a big mistake. Keep it up and you’ll get yourself killed.” 
 
    Ben hung his head. “I know I messed up.”  
 
    “Don’t let it happen again. You’re smarter than that.” 
 
    “Okay.” Dad’s eyes looked more worried than angry. 
 
    “I learned my lesson. Don’t worry about me.” He hesitated and glanced over his shoulder toward the kitchen. “And I’ll take care of GranPat.” 
 
    “Good. Stay out of trouble.” Dad hugged him, said goodbye, and left. 
 
    Ben locked the front door and found GranPat in the kitchen with his head in the refrigerator.  
 
    “Hmmmm. Not much food in the fridge.” GranPat stepped back and closed the door. 
 
    “Still hungry?” Ben noticed the worn gray curtains at the kitchen window. His eyes moved to the old pictures and knick-knacks on the kitchen walls. An old sign read, Home is where the heart is, but my belly loves the kitchen. 
 
    “No. Just . . . my Betsy would have had some leftovers for us. The house feels empty without her.” He paused. “Are you hungry?” 
 
    Betsy? “Just thirsty. Water’s fine.” 
 
     GranPat searched two kitchen cupboards before he found the water glasses. He filled one with tap water, set it on the kitchen table, and motioned for Ben to sit.  
 
    “Thanks.” Ben sat and drank half the glass.  
 
    His grandfather reached into his pocket, pulled out his flask, and took a sip. He sat quietly and looked around the kitchen.  
 
    Ben shifted in his chair. “Grandma was a nice lady. I miss her too.” 
 
    “To Betsy.” GranPat raised his flask and drank.  
 
    As his grandfather lifted the flask high, the skin on his wrist became exposed. Ben saw multiple lines of green ink tattooed on GranPat’s right arm above the wrist. When did he get that? 
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    Ben stayed in the guest room, which had been his mother’s room as a child. The bunk bed had been replaced with sturdy oak furniture included a full-sized bed, a dresser with a large mirror, and a writing desk. Pictures of Mom, GranPat, and Grandma Betty stood silent watch from the dresser.  
 
    The writing desk had a three more photos: Mom winding up on the pitcher’s mound in her high school softball uniform; Mom holding a deer rifle on a hunt with GranPat; and a photo of Dad, Mom, Jack, and little Ben sitting together at a family picnic.  
 
    He studied his brother’s face at twelve. Jack looked happy and confident with one arm around Mom and the other around Ben. Young Ben peered to the left of the camera, as if he was worried about someone, or something. 
 
    Flopping back onto the bed, he realized he was still anxious about GranPat’s peculiar behavior. Even Dad seemed a little strange after that telephone call in the Gas Mart. To be fair, Ben had only overheard a portion of the call and— 
 
    His phone roared like a dinosaur and flashed a photo-shopped picture of a T-Rex with his mother’s face. “Hi, Mom.”  
 
    “You all doing okay?” 
 
    “I’m in bed. GranPat too.” 
 
    “Watch out. He snores.” She chuckled. 
 
     “Funny. He’s in a different bed. In his room. You knew what I meant.” 
 
    “Is he feeling any better?” 
 
    “I think so. But he still doesn’t seem himself.” 
 
     “Okay. I’ve made a 10:00 appointment for tomorrow. You’ll need to catch the 9:15 bus.” She gave him the Doctor’s address and explained the bus route. “Make sure he goes. He can be stubborn.” 
 
    “Don’t worry.” He swallowed. “I got this.”  
 
    “Anything else I need to know?” 
 
     He thought about Dad’s phone call. “No. We’re good.”  
 
    They said goodbye. Her picture disappeared as the connection terminated. He thought he’d unwind by playing War Banshee on his cell. Play well, or die! Before he pressed the colorful app of a busty female gargoyle with a bloody spear, he checked his Facebook account. 
 
    He accepted Trudy’s friend request and surfed her photos. She resembled her cousin, Lori, a little. Newer photos appeared from last night’s party and included one of him holding Trudy, kissing Trudy, and drinking from a red plastic cup. Another showed Trudy wearing Jack’s jersey. Triple shit. 
 
    He hoped his parents and his coach never saw these pictures. They’d be pissed and he might get kicked off the team. Groaning, he fell back onto the pillow. He missed Jack’s advice more than ever. 
 
    Checking Trudy’s photos once more, he felt anxious, embarrassed, and a little horny. He didn’t remember much about Saturday night, but he’d clearly lost control. What do I do now? 
 
     


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    A creaking noise woke Ben in the middle of the night and sounded as if someone had stepped on the floorboards in his room. Ben held his breath and waited, but he saw no one in the almost dark. No one except the memory of Jack who had scared him in this very room years ago.  
 
    Wind buffeted GranPat’s house and the walls answered with creaks and groans in a language only the old might understand. He shut his eyes, relaxed, and dreamt for what seemed a moment, but woke to the sound of chittering birds outside the window. The morning had come too soon.  
 
     Yawning, Ben sat up in bed and remembered his mission. He’d promised his mother to accompany GranPat to the doctor, and he feared to disappoint. They needed to catch the 9:15 bus. Ben snagged his cellphone from the nightstand. 8:41.  
 
    He rolled out of bed, got dressed, and glanced into the bathroom mirror. His hair stuck straight up as if he’d been electrocuted – a look Jack had called the ‘morning Mohawk.’ Ben mashed down his hair with water, dried his forehead, and hurried to check on GranPat.  
 
    GranPat’s bedroom door stood open, but the large wooden bed was empty and unmade. A gray pillow lay like a fallen tombstone on the beige carpet. Ben raced down stairs, but GranPat wasn’t on the first floor. At 8:50, they had could still make the bus if they hurried down the driveway and two blocks to the bus stop.  
 
    Ben jogged into the kitchen, opened the patio door, and glanced outside. No sign of him. Back inside, he scanned the kitchen for clues and found the cellar door cracked open an inch. Ah. The lab.  
 
    In his experience, the cellar door had always been locked and off-limits. Ben’s visits to GranPat’s lab, though rare, always sparked his imagination. He’d wondered about his grandfather’s perpetual caution and secrecy, but marveled at his devotion to science.  
 
    A memory of a late night television scene flashed through his mind. Jack had sat near him in the dark. Lightning arced through air over a recumbent body chained to a table. Jack had been quiet, until he jumped up and screamed, “It’s ALIVE!” Ben had almost peed himself.  
 
    Ben opened the cellar door wider and saw flashing white and yellow lights below. As he walked down the stairs, he observed a large metal table covered with computers, blinking silver boxes, thick yellow and blue wires, and radio equipment with dials and tiny red lights. A low hum came from a small satellite dish near an ice covered metal canister the size of a barbecue propane tank.  
 
    Halfway down Ben stopped. GranPat stood in the center of the room, his back to Ben, and left arm raised. He wore blue pajama bottoms and no top. Ben winced at the flabby body and wondered what had happened to GranPat’s muscles.  
 
    Descending three more steps, Ben saw GranPat focused on the far wall. A flat shimmering circle resembling television snow, hung in the air and expanded outward until it was five feet in diameter. Ben frowned as the white snow sharpened into a clear view of another cellar beyond, one much darker and empty.  
 
    Ben’s eyes focused on the strange opening as he walked down the remaining steps. Where is that other place? On the last step, his foot bumped an old coffee can full of pens and pencils and sent them clattering across the floor. He lost his balance, fell, and scraped his hands on the concrete. 
 
    While on the floor, he glanced back at the wall. The opening had disappeared. He brushed his bloody hand across his pants. “What were you doing? It looked like, like—” 
 
    GranPat stood over him with his arms crossed. The tattoo on his right wrist consisted of little green bars of varying widths similar to a product barcode. He held a large wristwatch in his left hand.  
 
    “Forget what you think you saw, stumble-billy. It’s none of your business.” GranPat’s eyes narrowed and his face grew flushed. “You shouldn’t be down here!”  
 
    Ben got to his feet. “I j-j-just came down to remind you about your doctor’s appointment. We need to—” 
 
    “I do-not-need a doctor. I’m fine.” GranPat helped Ben up from the floor. “Your conclusions are based on a false assumption. We can discuss that later.” 
 
    “GranPat, you need to get dressed. If we leave in five minutes, we can still catch the bus.” Ben’s face grew hot and his skin prickled. “I’m trying to help you!”  
 
    “Forget the doctor. I’m busy and need to be left alone for a few more hours.” GranPat pointed toward the stairs. “Understand?”  
 
    Ben took a step back. His grandfather had never behaved like this before. 
 
    GranPat glanced at Ben’s bloody hands and sighed. “Go back upstairs and wash those cuts, and find something we can eat for breakfast.” GranPat put his hand on his Ben’s shoulder and nudged him toward the stairs. 
 
    Ben didn’t budge. “No. Mom said, you need to see the doctor. You’ve been forgetful and need help. Chrissakes, you forgot what fireflies were. Please.” Ben held out his hand. 
 
    GranPat spread his hands wide and tried to smile. “I’m just getting old. I can’t remember everything.”  
 
    Ben pointed at the wall and the equipment. “You’ve cooked up some kinda crazy down here. Maybe you got a tumor from exposure to radiation or electro-magnetic waves, or—”  
 
    “No. No. It’s nothing serious.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Nothing serious?” Ben’s eyes began to water. “Yesterday you thought Jack was still alive. How could you forget something like that?” His voiced cracked. 
 
    GranPat’s shoulders sagged. “You’re right. I would never have forgotten that.” 
 
    “But you did.” 
 
    “No. Actually, I didn’t.” GranPat’s eyes looked hard for a moment, then softened. 
 
     Ben’s forehead wrinkled. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    GranPat rolled his eyes. “I’ll try to explain. When you first came down the steps, what did you see?” 
 
    “I saw like some kind of . . . magic window, or doorway, to somewhere else. It was incredible.” Ben’s mood lightened. “How’d you do that?”  
 
    GranPat gestured toward the now solid wall. “I opened a doorway into another world with this portal watch, using a frequency from the transceiver on that table.”  
 
    Ben studied the blinking machinery. “A door to where?” 
 
    “Right into the basement of Doctor Albert Dugan’s home.” 
 
    “Who’s Albert Dugan?” 
 
    “I am.” GranPat smiled like a madman. “I’m from a world called Terra.” He waited a moment. “I’m not your GranPat.”  
 
    Ben’s eyes flared. He’s worse than I thought. “You’re acting like Jekyll and Hyde and scaring the shit out of me!” Ben took a slow step back and heard a pencil snap under his foot.  
 
    “No, Ben. I’m just Albert. Patrick and I are two different people. Your GranPat accidently contacted me when he used this subatomic communication device.” Albert pointed at the equipment on the table. “He calls it his ‘beacon’.” 
 
    Ben’s stomach cramped. “I don’t believe you!” His eyes strained as he stared at the old man. “GranPat, if you’re in there . . . I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure where your GranPat is, but I guarantee, he’s not in here.” He poked his finger against his forehead and laughed. “Look.” He gestured at the three computers linked on the table. “Has he ever told you about this project?’’ 
 
    “No. Not directly, but I heard he was trying to speak with Grandma Betty.” Ben had hoped it might work. If GranPat could contact the dead, then I could talk to my— 
 
    “He tried, but he didn’t break the veil of death.” Albert lowered his head. “He found me instead.” 
 
    Ben wanted to believe. He’d seen the open portal. If it was true, then GranPat wasn’t senile, or crazy. “Tell me more.”   
 
    Albert began to pace. “I’d been working on a teleportation device in my basement on Terra. I attempted to teleport a silver dollar three feet sideways, but I couldn’t break through. Nothing happened, until I received a signal from Patrick’s beacon and the coin disappeared.” 
 
    “Where did it go?” 
 
     “We still don’t know. At first Patrick and I sent electronic messages to each other. Later, we modified radio equipment and frequency for voice. We spoke about ourselves, our different worlds, and our individual projects. We modified our signals and connected our worlds with an open doorway from his basement to mine. Do you understand?” Albert smiled. “It may be the most significant scientific discovery in the history of man!”  
 
    Ben’s stomach calmed down. “Okay. Let’s assume that’s all true.” Ben furrowed his eyebrows. “Why do you look so much like my grandfather?”  
 
    “Good question.” Albert said. “He and I are similar in many ways, but we’re two different people. Have you heard the term ‘doppelganger’?” 
 
    “Yes. People who look like twins, but they’re not related.” 
 
    “Exactly. I came to Earth through a portal yesterday morning to find Patrick, and ask for his help. I’m Patrick’s doppelganger, but technically I’m an alternate version in a similar reality from a parallel universe.” Albert smiled. “Wrap your head around that. We have many things in common. We were both boy scouts, became scientists, and married women named Betsy.” 
 
    “GranPat married Betty,” Ben said. 
 
     “Close enough. You see, Terra is harmonically linked to your Earth. Similarities in culture, evolution and development, are potentially as close as 95-98%. Dissimilarities may have been the result of minor variations of key political leaders, scientific and medical discoveries, disease and pest outbreaks, use of natural resources, climatic flux, war and alliances, or chance. The complimentary nature of combining Terran technology with Earth’s allowed Patrick and me to fast track our projects.” 
 
    Ben frowned. If he saw them standing side by side it would help. “So . . . where is GranPat?” 
 
    “I don’t know. He wasn’t here when I came through the portal, so I went to Carlston to see if he’d visited your family.” Albert studied him. “Look. I’m sorry about Jack. I just didn’t know. Things are a little bit different on Terra than Earth. For one, we don’t have fireflies. The worlds are very similar, but not exact duplicates.” 
 
    “But why were you surprised to see me? Do I look different on Terra?” Ben felt warm and the abrasions on his hands throbbed. 
 
    Albert cleared his throat. “Let’s both go upstairs. I need a shower. You need to wash those hands. We can scrape something together for breakfast, and I’ll tell you more about Terra.” 
 
    Once back upstairs in the kitchen, Ben checked the time. 9:14. They had missed the bus, but he could call a cab. If he took Albert to the doctor, then he would have kept his promise to his mother. No. As crazy as it seemed, he believed this man. Albert’s presence explained the differences he’d seen with Albert’s physique, tattoo, and memory. More importantly, he’d seen the shimmering portal and the dark room beyond.  
 
    Ben scrubbed his hands in the kitchen sink. T-rex roared on his phone. Mom. He let it go to voicemail, waited a minute, and then listened. “Hey, Ben. Just checking to see if you and GranPat are on your way to the doctor’s. Have a good day and text me when you’re done. Thanks.” He didn’t return the call. What could he say? 
 
    Albert came downstairs wearing GranPat’s favorite blue Hawaiian shirt, the one he saved for family picnics. The buttons were straining. “Did you clean those hands?” 
 
    “Yes. Doctor Dugan.” Ben wasn’t sure what to call him, or if he should blindly trust this man who had pretended to be his grandfather. Where had GranPat gone? “I found a first aid kit in the kitchen closet.” He held out his palms. 
 
    Albert checked the bandages and nodded. “Call me ‘Albert’. Do you like pancakes?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “I found pancake mix, but not much else in the fridge. Do you drink coffee or tea?” 
 
    “Water’s fine.” 
 
    “Okay.” Albert rummaged through several kitchen drawers until he found a half-gallon sized green plastic bowl. He examined the bowl with a tilt of his head and handed it to Ben. “There may be a patch of black raspberries all the way toward the back of the property. Or not. My berries are ripe on Terra. Consider this an experiment in multiverse duality. Pick the black ones if you find any at all.” 
 
    “Wait. After breakfast, will you help me find GranPat?” 
 
    “Absolutely. We’ll find him together.” Albert smiled. 
 
    “Thanks.” Ben took a deep breath and let it out slowly. 
 
    Once outside, he crossed the open field and found the patch loaded with ripe berries. He filled the plastic bowl quickly. The dark juice stained his fingers purple. 
 
    He pulled out his phone and called GranPat’s cell, but it jumped straight to voicemail. “GranPat where are you? I need to talk to you about Albert. Call me back as soon as you can.” Calling his parents might get both Albert and him sent to an asylum. He would just have to ride this out and find GranPat. 
 
    Ben squinted in the bright morning sun. Halfway back to the house, a black and white cat jumped out of the woods thirty yards away to his left. The cat moved as if spooked. 
 
    As Ben walked toward the house, he saw a man moving in the nearby woods . . . no, three men. They drew closer to the open field, but tried to hide behind trees. What’s this about?  
 
    He pretended not to have seen them and quickened his gait. Crossing the deck, he opened the back door, hurried inside, and locked the door. Two men wearing dark camouflage jackets and carrying automatic rifles crept out of the woods and toward the house. A third man in a suit followed. 
 
    “I see you found the berries,” Albert said. 
 
    “Men with guns are coming this way!” Ben’s face flushed. 
 
    “Damn.” Albert set down a stack of pancakes, rushed to the window, and glanced outside. “Could be CSD. We need to leave now. Run down to the lab. Quickly!” 
 
      Ben ran to the cellar door. “CSD?” 
 
    Albert followed. “Commonwealth Security Division within the United American Commonwealth, or UAC, on Terra. They want to stop me. CSD would kill for my portal watch, and I’m not exaggerating.” 
 
    Ben’s hands shook as he ran down the stairs carrying the plastic bowl of berries. 
 
    Albert bolted the cellar door from the inside and descended the stairway. He stepped gingerly over the pencil strewn concrete floor to the computers and silver metal boxes and touched the ‘enter’ button. “The beacon is ready and the frequency is locked. We need to hurry!”  
 
    As the silver boxes blinked and whirred, the small round tank on the floor frosted over in seconds. The crash of breaking glass filtered down from the kitchen. Someone rattled the outside metal bulkhead door to their left, but the locked door held.  
 
    Albert removed his watch and adjusted the dials. The air shimmered with TV snow and the portal opened and expanded. Albert’s empty basement appeared once again through the magic door.  
 
    The CSD bashed against the locked wooden door atop the cellar stairs. 
 
    The portal widened to the size of a refrigerator door. Albert moved beside Ben. His fingers held a button on the side of the portal watch. “Go. Now!” 
 
     He glanced at Albert and his chest felt tight. This didn’t seem right, or real, but more like some bullshit nightmare. Wake up! Shit. Still here. 
 
    Albert grew livid. “Go. They’re going to kill us!” 
 
     Ben held his breath and jumped through the hole in the wall. His ears popped similar to a pressure change on an airplane.  
 
    Through the portal, Ben heard the wooden door at the top of the stairs crash open. Men shouted as they descended the stairs, but the sounds were muted as if they came through a long tunnel.  
 
    Ben stood five feet away from the portal, waiting for Albert to jump through and join him. Instead, the shimmering portal shrunk and appeared too small for Albert to cross. 
 
    The first CSD agent slipped on the scattered pencils and fell on the floor. Two more armed men approached Albert. 
 
    “Ben, Catch,” Albert called from seven feet away and tossed the watch underhanded through the shrinking portal. A bald agent wearing a suit, who looked like Dad’s angry customer back home, knocked Albert over the head with his gun. As Albert fell, the CSD agent leveled his weapon at Ben. The watch arced through the portal, and Ben dove forward, catching the device in the bowl of berries like a catcher’s mitt.  
 
    Bullets zipped over Ben’s head and hit the wall behind him. The room fell into blackness as the portal disappeared. Albert, either dead or captured, couldn’t help him. Alone and in the dark, Ben lay stranded on Terra.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Ben pushed himself up from Albert’s basement floor on shaky legs. A solid wall stood where the portal had been. Albert had purposefully closed the portal without trying to escape Earth. Why? 
 
    As Ben’s heart rate slowed toward normal, his elbows throbbed with pain. He’d smashed them on the concrete floor when he dove for the portal watch. Could he have done more? Everything had happened so fast. 
 
    Darkness filled the room, save for the weak light seeping through the dirty basement window opposite the stairs. As his eyes adjusted, he saw bare tables and empty shelves. Extension cords, unused surge protectors, and broken glass lay scattered on the floor. If Albert once had his own portal equipment here, it was gone.  
 
    Ben wanted to help Albert, but if he reopened the portal what could he do? They had guns and he had a bowl of berries. Should he stay or run? On his right, a closed bulkhead door offered a quick escape outside, but would he be safe on Terra? Staring at where the portal had been, he moved outside the line of fire and nearer to the wooden stairs.  
 
    Albert had used the portal watch and GranPat’s beacon to open the portal, but when he threw the device to Ben, the portal closed. Maybe they couldn’t reopen the portal from Earth without the portal watch. Had Albert chosen to save Ben and the watch at his own expense?  
 
    Ben groaned. Albert Dugan had been captured, if not killed, on Earth by CSD agents from Terra. Agents who didn’t act like the benevolent, but tough, FBI agents in the movies. Weren’t security agents supposed to protect innocent people, not smash them over the head? Those fuckers shot at me.  
 
    Ben sat on a wooden step, but jumped back up as if a hornet stung his leg. After setting the green bowl down, he reached into his left pants pocket and gingerly pulled out his phone. The glass screen, broken and bloody, wouldn’t activate. Unsure if his phone would even function on Terra, he slid it back into his right pants pocket glass side out. I should have taken Mom’s call this morning. 
 
    His stomach growled. Ben picked up the plastic bowl and climbed upstairs through an undamaged door. The kitchen looked similar to GranPat’s, but not quite the same. Morning sunlight shone through open pink curtains framing the kitchen window. On the sill sat a menagerie of tiny ceramic turtles, glass snails, and crystalline blue jays. A stack of white dishes dried on a wooden rack between the sink and the refrigerator. 
 
    Was someone else in the house? He listened, but heard only birds chirping outside. He set the plastic bowl on the counter and extracted the portal watch from the berries. Though the silver watch and wristband were splotched with blackberry juice, it appeared undamaged.  
 
    Ben cleaned the watch with a dishrag and examined it closely. He found three digital display strips on the face of the watch. The top display read F14:57:03, the middle and bottom displays both read DL40.16-80.24T and CL40.16-80.24T. He shook his head. The numbers meant nothing to him.  
 
    He turned it over. A large inset dial on the back resembled a tuner from his clock radio. On the outer rim of the watch were three buttons color coded silver, blue, and red. The buttons were inset, probably to prevent accidental contact like the reset button on his satellite TV box at home. On the other side of the rim were two on/off switches marked 1 and 2. Switch 1 appeared ‘on’ position, but switch 2 was ‘off’. Switch 1 probably allowed him to read the displays. He turned the first switch off and the displays grew dark. After switching it back on, the display returned. He nodded. 
 
    Switch 2 may trigger the portal. Albert must have switched it off just before he tossed the watch through the shrinking portal. Ben felt uncomfortably warm. He didn’t want to open a new portal and let the agents capture him too. They’d already hurt Albert. Ben ground his teeth. But he saved me.  
 
    He moved switch 2 to the ‘on’ position and the air shimmered four feet away. A window the size of a baseball opened. He peeked through, but didn’t see Albert. In fact he thought he was looking at Albert’s empty basement. Walking back downstairs, he found a small portal to the kitchen upstairs. He turned the portal switch off and shook his head. If only Albert had shown him how to use the watch properly. He slipped the metallic watchband onto his wrist and climbed back upstairs to the kitchen. 
 
    His stomach growled again and his eyes found the green bowl. He stuffed a handful of berries into his mouth. They were sweet and juicy. If his mother caught him eating while standing, she’d scold him, “Stop eating like a Viking!” Translation: Get a plate and sit your arse down at the table. 
 
    Ben migrated slowly onto a kitchen chair and worried about her. What would happen if his parents couldn’t find him? He didn’t want to think about that. He finished the berries, washed the bowl, and set it in the drying rack. 
 
    The house resembled GranPat’s. Mostly. He decided to explore and determine if he was the only one home. The living room had a bigger window and contained an old piano—the same style piano his father had lugged home to Carlston after Grandma Betty passed.  
 
    Albert’s bright red sofa sat along the same wall where GranPat’s old green leather couch had rested like a dormant alligator. Ben crept upstairs and found the bathroom adorned with pink tiles instead of blue. The medicine cabinet had a larger mirror.  
 
    The bedrooms looked the same except for the flowery drapes and bedspreads. He glanced out the back window and was surprised to see a wooden gazebo. The rest of the yard looked the same, save for the medium sized garden with neat rows of onions, tomatoes, and pepper plants. The sky was still blue and trees were green. What made Terra different from Earth? Was his doppelganger out there somewhere? Was he normal? Hah. I’ve gotta meet him. 
 
    Ben turned and caught his reflection in the mirror. His hair stuck up again like crooked bayonets and his shirt felt sticky. He didn’t like missing a morning shower. Mom always let him know if he forget to wash or use his deodorant. She would walk up to him, wrinkle her nose, and whisper, “You offend.”   
 
    Ben walked back to the upstairs bathroom, locked the door, peeled off his clothes, and took a hot shower. He washed the jagged scratches on his leg with soap and hot water, but thankfully no stitches were needed. The warm water not only washed the sweat from his body, but helped him relax. Mostly.  
 
    After seeing Albert captured, it was unlikely Albert could return on his own. If Terran CSD agents could access Earth, then they must have a way to travel back and forth. Could they come after him too? CSD knew where he’d gone. Once he finished his shower, he needed to find help, but from whom?  
 
    A knock sounded on the bathroom door. 
 
    Ben jumped and blinked the water out of his eyes. Oh, shit. He turned off the shower and listened. Nothing. He climbed out of the tub, and grabbed a white towel, and dried himself.  Had Albert made it back or had the CSD found him? Would they shoot through the door? He pictured himself lying dead on the pink tiles, lifeless eyes staring at the large medicine cabinet.  
 
    “Albert, is that you?” a woman said from the other side of the door. 
 
    Ben exhaled sharply. Did Albert have a maid? His hands shook as he wrapped the towel around his waist.   
 
    “Who’s in there?” she said.  
 
    “I’ll . . . I’ll be out in a few minutes,” he said, “I’m getting dressed.” Ben hoped she wouldn’t freak out or call the police.  
 
    “I’ll meet you downstairs.” She sounded calm, but she might be armed. Back home you could shoot an intruder inside your house, but was it legal on Terra? He didn’t think a woman would shoot him right away, at least not without scolding him first. 
 
    Inside Albert’s bathroom, he found adhesive cloth bandages in the medicine cabinet, and applied them to his leg and hands. He borrowed a comb and deodorant stick from the drawer under the sink, and hoped she wouldn’t mind. Best not to offend her.  
 
    But who was she? If he told her the truth, would she think he was crazy? She might find it easier to believe he was homeless, hungry, and broke into the house to find something to eat, but he didn’t want to lie. What if he snuck out of the house and escaped? She wouldn’t be able to describe him to the police. But where would he go? He swallowed his fear and remembered what GranPat had said. Just do your best, and keep breathin’. 
 
    Ben walked quietly down the stairs. He thought it best not to scare the lady, especially if she was holding a hair trigger shotgun. “I’m coming down,” he announced.  
 
    Ben felt his heart beating inside his chest as he walked through the dining room and into the kitchen. She wasn’t there. The green plastic bowl lay on the counter with a note inside. Please meet me out back. 
 
    Ben stepped outside onto the wooden deck and saw a woman sitting in the gazebo. He stopped. His chest tightened as he tried to draw a breath. The woman’s pale face, though veiled by the screen mesh around the gazebo, looked familiar. Shadow and light crisscrossed her face, as the living ghost of Grandma Betty locked eyes with his.  
 
    She tilted her head and squinted. “Oh, my Lord. Ben?” She stood and covered her cheeks with her palms. “I never thought I’d see you again!” She beckoned him inside the ethereal gazebo. “Or that green plastic bowl. I’d thrown it away years ago during the Plastic Purge.” 
 
    Ben recognized her voice and moved his feet forward. The gazebo door creaked as he stepped inside and across the red paving stones. “Grandma Betty?” She stood near a round wicker table, and looked healthy and happy, so different from the pallid stretched skin he remembered at her viewing. He shivered.  
 
    “Hello, Ben. I’m not—” Tears slid down her cheeks. She wrapped her arms around him, squeezed his ribs, and gently kissed his forehead. “I’ve missed you so much.” 
 
    His grandma’s hugs had always made him feel safe.  He stretched his arms around her slowly and squeezed. 
 
    After a moment, she released him and stepped back. “I am very happy to meet you.”  
 
    A smile stretched across his face as he smelled her lilac perfume. The same scent she’d worn when she drove him to church, the movies, and the Carmichael Zoo. She’d always treated him with kindness. “Me too.”  
 
    GranPat had wanted to find Grandma Betty, even if it meant speaking to the dead. And here she stood. Alive. His smile faded, and he took a half step back. 
 
     Her cheeks slackened. “I think you know I’m not really your grandmother.”  
 
    Ben blinked rapidly. “Grandma Betty died in the winter when I was nine.” The snowflakes had made a soft blanket on her coffin. “My feet were freezing.” He looked up and saw her frown. “She was a very nice lady, and I miss her.”  
 
    “My name is Betsy. Please have a seat.” She motioned to the chair beside her and they both sat. 
 
    “Are you her twin, her doppelganger, on Terra?” Ben asked. “Like Albert and my GranPat.” 
 
    “Yes, I think so. I’m a little confused by the whole concept. I know I’ve just met you today, but my heart tells me you’re my grandson.” She shook her head. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Truthfully? Mixed. I want to believe this is real, and my grandfather is a scientific genius, and he found my grandma. But, what if somebody slipped acid into my drink?” Ben shifted in his seat. “Did I travel through a portal because of Albert, or am I tripping somewhere in a hospital bed? Either way, I’d like to know the truth.” 
 
    “I understand how you feel. I don’t know the whole truth, but I know Albert. He’s a brilliant scientist and worked with your grandfather, Patrick, on a portal project. I’m real. This world is real, but different from yours.” She straightened in her chair and smiled. “Welcome to Terra.” She laid her hand on his. “Okay if I adopt you as my grandson?”  
 
    His eyes flared, but it felt okay. “Sure.” 
 
    She smiled and placed her hand atop Ben’s. “Done.”  
 
    He placed his other hand on top of hers. “Done and done. Should I call you ‘Grandma Betsy’?” 
 
    “Yes, please. Aren’t you a sweetheart?” 
 
    They both let go and sat back in their chairs. 
 
    Her forehead furrowed. “Ben, how did you get here?” 
 
    He told her about the portal watch and what happened to Albert. 
 
    Betsy shook her head. “Oh, Albert, what have you gotten yourself into now?” She looked away and tapped the top of the patio table three times. “The CSD can be very dangerous. We have a beautiful planet, but the UAC has too much power and not enough accountability. People who have crossed the CSD sometimes ‘disappear.’” 
 
    Ben felt a twinge in his gut. “I can’t stay here in Terra. I have to go back to Earth to find my grandfather. He’s been missing since Saturday night. After I find him, I’m sure he’ll help us rescue Albert.” 
 
    Grandma Betsy grinned. “Patrick? I’m sure he will. He’s a good man.” 
 
    Ben blinked. “You know him?” 
 
    “I just met him yesterday. He had an awful time getting here.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Patrick blinked his eyes open to the harsh overhead lights. His head pounded. He couldn't open his mouth, but he could breathe through his nose. It’s . . . Saturday. I was on the train, and . . . the conductor jabbed me with a needle. 
 
    As his eyes adjusted, he saw he was no longer on the train, but alone in an office with bare walls and no windows. A small metal table and three empty chairs blocked his way to an open door and a dark corridor beyond. 
 
    Patrick tried to move, but found his arms and legs had been bound to a metal chair with duct tape. Straining against his binds had little effect, and when he tried to stand he found the chair had been anchored to the floor. Where am I? 
 
    He took a calming breath and listened, hoping street noise might provide some clue to his whereabouts, but heard none. The silence stretched until muffled voices . . . argued somewhere deeper in the building, then stopped. Finally, footsteps echoed in the corridor sounding louder with each step. 
 
    Patrick strained against his bonds once more. Why am I here? 
 
     A large man with curly red hair and a blue mole on his cheek walked into the room wearing a lab coat. He stared at Patrick with the disdain of a groom who had found a cockroach on his wedding cake. “He’s awake,” the curly man called back down the corridor. 
 
    Two more men entered the room dressed in lab coats. The first, a tall bald man with a wispy white mustache, appeared to be the alpha. The second, the false conductor, wore a sneer under his bulbous nose. 
 
    “Dr. Dugan,” the bald man enunciated with authority. “We will make this quick. You have something we want. Cooperate, and I will let you go. If you don’t, then your time on this world may be very short. Understand?” 
 
    Patrick blinked twice. “MmmHmmm.”  
 
    Baldy gestured to Curly, who ripped the duct tape off Patrick’s mouth along with part of his mustache. 
 
    “Owwww. Chrissakes! What the hell are you talkin’ about?” Patrick said. Why would they kidnap him? Were they spies?  
 
    “Where’s the watch?” Baldy snapped.  
 
    Patrick looked at his right wrist. His Timex was missing. “You tell me. I wore me watch every day for thirty years.” He cleared his throat and swallowed. “Was gift from me wife.” His heart beat faster than he wanted. Remembering his Marine Corps capture and evasion training, he tried to calm himself. Breathe. Slow in, hold, slow out. 
 
    Baldy reached into his pocket and pulled out the Timex. “We found this on your wrist, but we want the portal watch. Where is it?” 
 
    “Never heard of a portal watch.”   
 
    Baldy backhanded Patrick across the face knocking his glasses askew. His cheek and tongue throbbed with pain. 
 
    “Don’t play stupid, Dugan. We know you designed the watch.” 
 
    Patrick spit out a dollop of pink saliva that tasted like sour metal. These may be Albert’s minders. What did he call them? CSD. “If you think I’m a watch designer, you have the wrong man.” He stared at Baldy. “Hit me one more time and I’m goin’ straight to the FBI. Got that, arsehole?” He needed to get his hand on a weapon, but couldn’t move. 
 
    Baldy looked at the Conductor. “Hoss. You sure we have the right man?” 
 
    Patrick blinked. The conductor’s name was Hoss. Who were the others? 
 
    Hoss pulled a picture from his pocket and showed his boss. Baldy scrunched up his face. “Does our man wear glasses?” 
 
    “No,” Curly said. “Maybe his ocular implant failed.” 
 
    Baldy studied the picture, “This shows a tiny vertical scar above his upper lip. See.” 
 
     Hoss looked at Curly. “Hold his head still.” 
 
    Curly complied and Hoss ran his sausage-like fingers through Patrick’s mustache. “No scar.”  
 
    “You wingnuts have the wrong man,” Patrick said shaking his head. 
 
    “Maybe so.” Baldy glanced at Curly. “Tape his mouth shut and show me his right arm.”  
 
    Curly wound a wide strip of gray duct tape around Patrick’s mouth.  
 
    Patrick squinted against the light and tried to pull away, but Curly’s grip held him tight. His heart raced once more.  
 
    Curly seized a box cutter and sliced the duct tape from Patrick’s right arm.  
 
    Patrick tried to grab the box cutter with his free hand, but Hoss smacked him hard across the face. Patrick felt dizzy from the pain.  
 
    Baldy rotated Patrick’s arm. “No watch and no ink. Damn it all!” The bald man kicked a wastebasket across the room. “Secure him.”   
 
    The three kidnappers shuffled back down the hallway. Patrick heard a hushed conversation, but he couldn’t decipher the words. He knew they had at least three options: keep him prisoner here, but holding the wrong man would do them no good; let him go, but he’d seen their faces and might go to the authorities; or kill him. Shit.  
 
     Hoss returned with a hypodermic needle. Curly followed. 
 
    Patrick struggled against his restraints with his eyes focused on the needle. He bucked in his chair, but Curly held his shoulders down. God help me.  
 
    Hoss brought the needle to Patrick’s neck. “Back to sleep old man. Consider yourself lucky.” 
 
    [image: C:\Users\Jeffrey\OneDrive\Documents\Jeff's Fiction\Slideways\fleuron1.jpg] 
 
    Patrick woke. Morning light filtered down through a dense canopy of green leaves overhead. His brain throbbed. If he could take his head off like a hat, he would. His dry mouth felt fuzzy and his throat burned. Both his back and neck felt sore. A large brown dog wandered up to him, licked his face, snorted, and then trotted off. Good Lord.   
 
    Patrick rolled on his side, spit, and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. He lay on a brown wooden bench in a public square. Boutique shops lined the outer perimeter of the park. The square and the buildings reminded him of Carmichael, but the shops were different. He wondered if this town had been designed by the same city planner. There was little foot traffic, except near the large stone church at the far corner of the park. Must be Sunday morning. 
 
    He felt his pockets and discovered his wallet, phone, and keys were missing. Patrick checked his wrist. No Timex. A cool wind caressed his bare toes. No shoes or socks? At least he still had his glasses. He suspected Baldy dumped him here, and took his valuables. Were they really CSD? Why did they let him go? All things considered, he felt lucky to be alive. 
 
    Was this about his joint project with Albert? Patrick hadn’t spoken with him for weeks. He tried to imagine what a portal watch might be, and why these men were desperate to find one. Had Albert worked on a watch?  
 
    None of his current DOD projects involved watches or handheld tech gear. If anyone tried to pry classified information from him, he was obligated to notify his manager. A shit storm would ensue. The DOD and FBI agents would crawl up his butt and ask all kinds of uncomfortable questions. If they found out about his pet project, they would confiscate his notes and equipment in the cellar. He couldn’t let that happen. I’m too close to stop now.  
 
    His brain throbbed as if it was determined to crawl out of his skull. He cradled his head in his hands. I need to go home and secure the lab.  
 
    Patrick heard a man clear his throat. He opened his eyes and saw a policeman in a green uniform standing over him with a nightstick. The officer rapped the wooden stick lightly against Patrick’s bare feet. “Hey, Buddy, you okay?”  
 
    “I’ve felt better.” Patrick sat up on the bench. 
 
    “Head over to the mission if you need help. You know where it is?” 
 
    Patrick thought about borrowing the officer’s phone to call for a ride. No. He didn’t want to explain what happened, or get law enforcement involved. 
 
    “No, sir. Is the mission nearby?” 
 
    The officer pointed his nightstick past Patrick. “Yea. Three blocks beyond the church on Gore Avenue. You can get a shower and food there. Maybe some shoes. Get help, then move on. If I see you sleeping here again, I’ll charge you with vagrancy. Got it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir, I’ll be movin’ for sure. Thanks.” As he stood, the bones in his back ached in protest. Barefoot, he trod toward the church. I must look like a beggar. The building resembled Holy Rosary Church in Carmichael, but with new stained glass windows. He stopped to clean his glasses. The sign in front read, Apostle of the Holy Redeemer. 
 
     As he waited for an opening to cross the street, more people filed into church. The men wore suits and the women wore colorful brimmed hats and long plain dresses.  
 
    While Patrick crossed the street, he noticed the cars seemed odd - makes and models he didn’t recognize. Almost all had solar panels on the roof, and they all ran quiet. Electric? Where am I, exactly? He stopped at the nearest parked car and checked the license plate. Yep, Pennsylvania. He looked underneath the dark blue sedan. No tailpipe. He stretched his head around the opposite side of the car. No gas caps. Patrick watched the cars for a while, until he remembered he needed to wash up.  
 
    Three blocks down, Patrick reached Gore Avenue and saw the mission sign across the street. He picked up his pace. A five-foot wooden cross hung above the mission door. Little neon lightning bolts glimmered up and down the cross.  
 
    He crossed the street and climbed the stairs. Near the door, a sign read: Mission of the Green Apostle. Welcome to Those in Need. 
 
    Once inside, he narrowed his eyes. A five foot bronze statue of Al Gore stood with three lightning bolts emblazoned across his chest. He’d never seen anything like that before, or so many solar panels, or cars without gas tanks . . . on Earth. Blinking rapidly, he realized CSD had set him free on Terra. At least I’m still alive. 
 
    An elderly woman in a black nun’s habit sat behind a reception desk and invited him into the mission proper where he received medical attention, used clothing, shoes, and a shower. The kind Sisters fed him a light breakfast and offered him a cot so he could rest. Patrick thanked them for the food, but declined the offer for rest. He smiled. A new world awaited just beyond their door.  
 
    One block from the mission, he found a free trolley loading passengers, and rode around the city to get his bearings. The streets ran along the same lines as Earth’s Carmichael, but many street names were different. Buildings appeared familiar, though many were decorated with vertical solar panels. 
 
    The trolley stopped every few blocks to exchange travelers. Patrick hoped it would loop around toward Albert’s house so he could speak with him about the portal watch, CSD, and how to go back home. He ground his teeth. Even though Albert and he had adopted a congenial working relationship, Patrick was tempted to throttle the man. He didn’t appreciated being beaten by thugs in Albert’s stead. What had his doppelganger done?  
 
    The trolley turned again, and Patrick found himself staring at the park bench where he’d awoken this morning. At the next stop, ten ladies wearing Sunday dresses and wide brimmed hats filled the seats in front of him. 
 
    Patrick turned back to the window. Content to study the city, he paid little attention to the women’s conversation, until he heard one bark a laugh he’d not heard for many years. Craning his neck forward to study the women, he saw naught but the back of their Sunday hats. He listened closer to their singsong gaggle, and heard but a whisper of a voice he once loved. A dizzy chill passed through him.  
 
    When the trolley stopped at the picnic grounds, the ladies in their Sunday best disembarked. He followed from a distance. They sauntered to the pavilion, and met other men, women, and children armed with wicker baskets, tablecloths, and baked goods. The men and women readied the tables, and the teenagers set up a croquet course. Children, mallets in hand, played croquet and called to each other on this bright and wonderful day.  
 
    Patrick sat sixty yards away under the shade of a silver maple tree. A tall redheaded woman in a light lavender dress strolled by with a small girl wearing pink. They kept to the perimeter of the match. He couldn’t hear what the woman said, but the little girl gurgled with laughter. 
 
    Under the pavilion in a dark purple dress and matching hat, stood a woman who closely resembled his deceased wife, Betty. A pink dahlia flower adorned her dress. She looked exquisite. He recalled how often his Betty had smiled when they were young, and danced, and laughed, and how they held each other and made love. They’d last held hands on her deathbed. He told her he would love no one else, and she said she’d wait for him in heaven. Was this heaven? Miss Betty looked alive and well under a crisp blue sky. His brow furrowed. No. Not his Betty, but Albert’s. It didn’t matter. He had to meet her. 
 
    The croquet match had been over for some time and the picnickers finished eating. Patrick stood under the tree and began to stretch his legs. He tried to build the courage to walk over and speak with her, but felt ridiculous meeting her in worn clothing from the mission. 
 
    Turning his back on the picnic pavilion, he took a few strides toward the street, stopped, and shook his head. Hadn’t he toiled for years to create a device to speak with Miss Betty beyond the grave? Cowards be damned. Here stood a live version, albeit a doppelganger, and he couldn’t make himself—. He took another step toward the trolley stand. 
 
    “Sir?” called Betty’s voice. “Please wait.” 
 
    Turning around, he saw the woman appeared to be of the same age and graceful beauty as his wife might possess had she survived . . . the same intelligent eyes and firm set to her jaw. He suddenly felt dizzy. She approached carrying a small basket and a ceramic cup. He fidgeted, snuck a peek back at the trolley, and then turned back to face her.  
 
    She came within five feet and stopped. Her eyebrows arched and then she frowned. 
 
    Patrick cringed when he sensed he’d frightened her. “Hello, Betty?” 
 
    “I’m Betsy. I don’t believe we’ve met.” She shivered. “You resemble Albert, but lack his demeanor. You’re . . . Patrick McDugan, aren’t you?” Her eyes studied him. 
 
    “Yes.” He looked down as he gathered his thoughts. Albert must have told her about his doppelganger, although he hadn’t been sure until now. Albert had told him about a wife, but had balked when Patrick had asked to meet her. He’d said he wanted to maintain some privacy, and it would be safer for her if she wasn’t directly involved. “I’m so glad to meet you. I married a woman who looked very much like you . . . in another world. Her name was Betty, but she passed on to her reward some six years ago. You do remind me of her, and that is a joy in itself.” 
 
    Betsy drew closer. “You look so much like him. Albert said you were his twin in many respects.” 
 
    Patrick smiled, but his eyes glazed over. 
 
    “Oh. Please, Patrick, sit down.” She motioned toward a nearby picnic table in the shade. Betsy followed him to the table. “You look tired and hungry. These are for you.” 
 
    Patrick sat and accepted the basket of food and drink. He tasted the sweet lemonade and started to feel better. “Thank you. I’d not realized how thirsty I was.”  
 
    She remained standing while he ate. “Where is Albert? I haven’t seen him for a month.” 
 
    “I hoped you knew. I need to speak with him.” Patrick explained how he came to be in Terra.  
 
    “I’m sorry they hurt you,” she said. “We’re not all evil here.” She studied his bruised face. “How did you and my husband meet?” 
 
    Patrick explained how his communication equipment had made contact with Albert’s prototypic portal device, and how they’d cracked opened the barrier between parallel worlds.               “Albert’s me doppelganger.” 
 
    “Truly amazing.” Betsy took a step closer. “What do you know about a portal watch?” 
 
    Patrick shrugged “Nothing. I lost contact with Albert a month or so ago.”  
 
    “Last I spoke with him, the UAC had him working on a miniaturization project,” Betsy said. 
 
    He nodded. “Your etched crystal technology is new to me, but he may have miniaturized his portal device. He is brilliant. ” 
 
    “Yes he is.” Betsy sighed. “As are you. Do you know the Dugan house on the hill outside of town?” 
 
    “I haven’t seen yours, but believe it may be very much like me own.” 
 
    “Please, meet me there so we may speak more privately. Take the Orange Trolley eastbound after dark. I’ll wait for you at the house, and then we can sort this out.” She smiled. 
 
    “Thank you.” He stood, but felt a little lightheaded. I don’t know how, or want, to say goodbye. 
 
    She tipped her head. “God bless you, Patrick, and may the Holy Redeemer shine his green light upon us all.” 
 
    “Yes, indeed. Could I ask one small favor? If it’s not too forward of me, may I shake your hand?” 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Betsy offered hers.  
 
    Patrick felt the cool touch of her skin and she squeezed gently in return. He wanted to embrace her and tell her how much he’d missed her over the years. Instead, he released her hand. “Thank you.” His eyes blurred. “Just makin’ sure you were real.” Patrick handed her the basket and left. 
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    Later that night, Patrick stepped onto Albert’s front porch holding a bouquet of yellow, white, and blue wildflowers. This is so strange. At first glance, Albert’s house appeared to be a duplicate of his own, but with cedar shingles instead of beige vinyl siding. A bay window adorned the front of the house, where his had none. Patrick assumed Miss Betsy’s personal touch had made the difference. His wife had always wanted him to install a bay window, but he never found the time.  
 
    Patrick rang the doorbell and waited. The memory of greeting a young Betty at her doorstep the night of the high school prom flashed through his mind. He held her corsage in his hand and shivered when she opened the door in her pink and white dress. Her smile made him feel welcome then, but now he wore used clothes from a Terran mission instead of a blue tuxedo. His breath caught when the door opened suddenly.  
 
    Betsy smiled. “Hello, Patrick. Oh, such beautiful flowers. Thank you.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Miss Betsy.” His hand shook as he gave her the bouquet.  
 
    She stepped outside with the flowers, and closed the door. “I’d let you in, but I think it may be better for us to speak in the gazebo around back.” 
 
    Patrick followed her around the side of the house in the moonlight. She’d kept her figure trim, and her bottom moved rhythmically in her dark dress.  
 
    “I believe there are CSD listening devices inside,” Betsy said, as she walked through moonlight and shadows. “We have to be careful. Albert’s on the run and the investigators have been relentless.”  
 
    They moved into the gazebo, closed the door, and sat down on padded chairs opposite each other.  
 
    “Is this your first trip to our world?” Betsy asked. 
 
    “Yes. Initially, we were concerned about what could happen to livin’ tissue. We did several tests with a live animal.” 
 
    Her brows knitted. “What king of animal?” 
 
    “A house cat.” 
 
    Her head shot up. “Bootsie?”  
 
    “You know her?” 
 
    “Of course. She’s my precious cat. I thought she’d run off, but you used her as a guinea pig.” Betsy shook her head. “Is she okay?” 
 
    Patrick winced. “She’s fine. Last Friday I saw her mousin’ in the field behind me house.” 
 
    “First Bootsie and now Albert.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    She handed him a piece of paper. “I found this note from Albert when I came home this evening.” 
 
    Patrick read the note to himself. Betsy, Hoped you might be here. Sorry, I missed you. I’m going to visit Patrick and hoped to take you with me. It’s not safe here. If I don’t return, visit Patsy in Carlston. She has a key to my deposit box there. Cash my bonds and you’ll have enough money to live comfortably. I’ll try to come back for you. Warm regards. Albert.  
 
    P.S. Keep watch for Patrick should he visit. He can help. 
 
    “So, Albert went to Earth,” Patrick said. “I kept me beacon open, but I wasn’t expecting guests.” 
 
    Betsy folded her arms. “CSD had confiscated all of Albert’s equipment weeks ago. He must have used his portal watch.” 
 
    “I must find him.” Patrick stood and began to pace. “Does he have another portal watch?”  
 
    “I don’t know. CSD searched our home, the house safe, and the lab for one, but found nothing.” She studied him in the moonlight. “Patrick, you look like my husband, but do you think like him too? Where would you hide something valuable?” 
 
    Patrick stopped pacing. “Ahhh, that’s it!”  
 
    Betsy frowned. “What?” 
 
     “Albert’s note. He wrote, It’s not safe here.” 
 
    “CSD has made that painfully obvious,” she said. 
 
    “No. He’s not talkin’ about your safety, he’s talkin’ ‘bout the portal watch.” 
 
    “Yes, but if he went to Earth, then he took it with him.” 
 
    “Look.” Patrick showed her the note. “Albert asked you to visit his safety deposit box in Carlston to cash the bonds, but then he wrote- Keep watch for Patrick. I think he means ‘the portal watch’ and it might be in that box.” 
 
    Betsy’s mouth opened then closed into a frown. “Are you sure?” 
 
     “No, but you asked me where I would hide the watch if I were him. I’ve got me own safe deposit box at the Carlston First National Bank where I keep a copy of a will and other important documents. Patty, me daughter, has a key.” 
 
    Betsy nodded slowly. “So it may be in Carlston.” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” Patrick said. “Do you have a spare key?” 
 
     “No.” Her eyes blinked rapidly. “He mentioned a box in Carlston years ago, but never gave me a key. Patsy may have one.”  
 
    Patrick nodded. Patsy rather than Patty. “Call her.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I can’t. CSD has my line tapped and I can’t visit her because they ordered me to stay in Carmichael. They track my location through my implant chip.” 
 
    Patrick’s eyebrows rose. “I’ll go, but I need a little coachin’.” 
 
     “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “I may have to pretend to be Albert. Tell me about him. How he thinks. What are his relationships with Patsy, John, and Ben?” 
 
    “Ben? Oh my. We need to talk this through. But it would be better left for tomorrow. We both need a good night’s sleep. You can stay in the guest room, but remember, you’ll have to keep quiet.” 
 
    That evening, Patrick took a shower and fell asleep in the guest bedroom. The smell of fried bacon and coffee woke him in the morning. I must be on Terra. How long had it been since anyone had cooked for him in his house?  
 
    He rose and found a note slipped under his door.  
 
    Outside your door is a suitcase with some of Albert’s clean clothes. They should fit. You’ll find soap, a toothbrush, toothpaste, and a shaving kit, as well as $500 Commonwealth, which will help you on your trip. When you’re ready, please come down for breakfast. Betsy.  
 
    When Patrick walked downstairs, he found another note on the table next to the vase of wildflowers. Breakfast in the gazebo. Help yourself to a cup of coffee. 
 
    He poured a cup of the dark steaming coffee and stepped outside onto the deck. The morning air felt cool and damp as slender yellow birds chirped from their perch on the roof. Taking a moment to sip his coffee, he enjoyed the strong bitter taste as the hot liquid slid across his tongue. Beyond the gazebo, the pine forest lay shrouded in morning fog.  
 
    Patrick entered the gazebo and smiled. Betsy sat in a cushioned chair wearing a white robe, slippers, and her hair down to her shoulders. She’d set the table with white linen tablecloth, two settings of covered white china plates, silverware, and two glasses of orange juice. 
 
    Betsy closed her Tea Time magazine. “Good morning.” She wore makeup. 
 
    “Mornin’ Miss Betsy.” Patrick sat. “A very nice table you’ve set.”  
 
    “Thank you.” She uncovered the dishes and served Patrick a plate with a cheese omelet, sausage, biscuit, and sausage gravy— with mushrooms. 
 
    Patrick’s mouth watered. He sipped his coffee wondering what the years would have brought had his wife not died early. 
 
    “Yesterday, you asked about Patsy and her family,” she began. “You need to know what’s happened on Terra in order to convince her you’re her father.”  
 
    When she finished telling him Patsy’s history, they cleaned up the breakfast plates and took them back inside the house. Patrick washed the dishes and put them in the drying rack, as Betsy dressed upstairs.  
 
    On the ride to Carmichael’s train station, he described how noisy his commute on Earth had been compared to Terra’s solar vehicles. He wasn’t trying to be funny, but she chuckled and patted his hand. He laughed too. It felt surreal how comfortable they seemed with each other, even though they were strangers. 
 
    Patrick thanked her for her help, and hospitality. He felt awkward, and anxious, and eighteen again. When he’d escorted his Betty home after their first date, he wasn’t sure if he should, or could, kiss her goodbye. What would be most proper with Miss Betsy? Muscle memory took over and he embraced her with a hug. Maybe he held her a little too long. It was hard to let her go.  
 
    Betsy disengaged the embrace. “Good luck.”  
 
    Patrick, unsure if she took pity upon him for his watery eyes, stood still as she kissed him gently on the lips.  
 
    “Patrick,” she said, taking a step back, “please find what you need and come back for me. We can look for Albert together.”  
 
    He boarded the train with his borrowed suitcase and found a window seat. She waited and watched from inside Albert’s electric car until the train pulled away.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Ben sat inside the gazebo and listened as Terra’s Grandma Betsy finished telling him about GranPat’s kidnapping on Earth, how she’d met his grandfather at the picnic grounds yesterday, and that he’d left for Carlston by train this morning to search for a portal device. 
 
    “But I already have a portal watch.” Ben stood. “I need to leave now so I can find him.” 
 
    “Not just yet.” She motioned for him to sit. “We need to chat for little bit. Get to know each other.”  
 
    Ben sat back down and narrowed his eyes. What did she want? He remembered Albert’s confusion and surprise at seeing him at dinner yesterday. Doubt poked beneath his skin like a persistent tick. “I have a question.” 
 
    She tilted her head forward an inch. “Proceed.” 
 
     “Okay.” He didn’t smile. “Have you seen my Terran doppelganger recently?” 
 
     Her face fell. She gathered her words as carefully as if they were broken shards of glass on the kitchen floor. “Ben, you’re very perceptive. You always were. I’ve bad news, but remember I’m talking about your doppelganger. Not you.”  
 
    As Ben nodded for her to continue, his face hardened. 
 
    “There was a car accident.” Betsy swallowed. “My Ben . . . was killed on impact while saving his dog, Ginger.” 
 
    Ben pictured himself in the dark brown coffin with the pearl handles. People crowded around the casket to mourn. His eyes strained to see their faces, but his sight couldn’t pierce the gauzy veil. Both he and Terra’s Jack had lost their doppelgangers. He rolled the dice. “What about Jack?” 
 
     “He’s alive and well.” Grandma said.  
 
    Ben smiled so wide he swallowed the sky. “Woo-hooo! Where can I find him?” 
 
    She blinked her puffy eyes. “He’s in Carlston working for the summer.” 
 
    Ben squeezed her hand. “Is he happy? Is he taller? Does he have a girlfriend?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, and yes. He’s going to Pitt this fall.” 
 
    “On a football scholarship?” I’ll need one too if I’m going to MIT. 
 
     “No. Track and field.” Grandma’s face scrunched. “Ben, tell me what happened on Earth.” 
 
    Ben’s excitement fled on his next breath. “No . . . I’d rather not.” My real brother died because of me. 
 
    “Please.” Her eyes watered. “I need to understand.” 
 
    He slumped into his chair and told her about the last day he saw his brother alive. It happened on a Saturday, two summers ago. They were thirteen and sixteen years old. He tiptoed into Jack’s room at 8:45 on the Saturday morning. Jack slept on his stomach with his left arm trailing down to the blue shag carpet.  
 
    Ben knelt near his brother. “C’mon Jack. Wake up.” Jack’s left eye fluttered open. “You promised you’d run with me this morning. Three and a half miles tops. Just over to Grover Cleveland and back.” 
 
    “I’m trying to sleep.” Jack rolled onto his back and pulled his pillow over his face. “Had a late night, and I have to work today.” 
 
    “I’m just asking for a couple hours,” Ben said. “The run will be good for you too, football hero. Big season coming up, and you need to look good for the college scouts.” 
 
    The pillow flew toward Ben. “Smartass,” Jack said. 
 
    Ben folded his arms. “You know I’m right.”  
 
    “All right.” Jack rolled out of bed. “Give me a minute.” 
 
    Once dressed, they jogged downstairs and into the kitchen to say goodbye to Mom. She hugged each of them and Ben felt her squeeze him all the way to his ribs. 
 
    “Did you get the paper for me this morning?” she asked Ben. 
 
    He smiled. “I left it on the foyer table.” 
 
    “Thanks, Benzo.” She followed them to the door and slipped the folded paper under her arm. 
 
    As they left the house, Mom watched them stretch on the lawn. She smiled at them when they turned to say goodbye. Her face showed interest, love, and humor accentuated by deep laugh lines. “Have a good run.” Her eyes suddenly narrowed. “Oh, wait. Have you seen Kipper?” Mom searched the street from the porch. “She may have followed Dad’s car again.” 
 
    Ben glanced at the white picket fence in front of the house and frowned. The gate stood wide open. 
 
    Jack scanned the neighborhood. “I don’t see her, but we can jump in my car and take a look.” 
 
    Mom shook her head. “No, don’t worry. I’ll find her. You boys go ahead. I’ll just get my keys.” She walked back inside the house. 
 
    They jogged ten yards to the street. Ben stopped, closed the gate behind him, and hurried after Jack as he ran down Keiser Avenue.  
 
    The morning sun grew slowly over the horizon. Jack led two strides ahead as their feet pounded the cement sidewalk. Ben kept pace. He knew his older brother could outdistance him if he wanted.  
 
    “Thanks for running with me, bro,” Ben said.  
 
    “Hey, it’s all good. I need this too.” Jack looked left and right on the cross street. “Why did you want to run with me?”   
 
    Ben thought for a moment. “No reason. Just wanted to talk a little bit. You’re never around anymore.” 
 
    “Yeah, I know. Been working a lot.” 
 
    Ben smirked. “Don’t forget Charmaine! You spend a lot of time at her house.” 
 
    “Right. Who could forget Charmaine?” Jack chuckled half under his breath. “But okay, I’ve been a piss poor brother. What’s this really about? Somebody bothering you?” 
 
    “No, nothing like that. I can take care of myself.” 
 
    “Yeah, Okay. Is this about a girl?” 
 
    Ben swallowed. “What?” 
 
    “Yea. A girl.” Jack smirked after he read Ben’s face. “Is she cute?” 
 
    Ben’s mouth formed a small grin “Yes, but she’s a friend from school. She’s a year ahead of me, but we sit next to each other in advanced science. She’s trying out for cheerleading this morning.”  
 
    “Oh, I get it. The cheer competition is at GC today. You needed a wingman. Right?” They turned left onto East Ribald Street, and hurried across the intersection. “What’s her name?” 
 
    “You’ve met Lori before.” 
 
    “Oh. I thought you were just buds. You hang out much?” 
 
     “Sometimes we talk. Or at least she talks. I don’t really know what to talk about.” 
 
    “Want some advice?” Jack glanced at him. 
 
    “Maybe, just some ideas.” He tried not to blush.   
 
    Jack nodded. “You’re kinda shy. I might have been a little shy at your age too.” Jack slowed so they ran side by side. 
 
    “No you weren’t.” Ben replied. 
 
    “Okay. Okay. You’re different. Let’s say you’re just quiet, but strong. A thinker. You don’t want, or have to do all the talking. Right?” 
 
    “Right.” They passed an elderly woman walking a small brown terrier. The dog pulled against the leash as they passed. 
 
    “Rusty!” she called. 
 
    Jack looked over his shoulder, saw the woman was fine, and turned back to Ben. “What’s Lori like?” 
 
    “What do you mean ‘like’?” Ben squinted as they ran east into the morning sun. The street was wet from last night’s rain. A silver Volvo jounced through a pothole with an audible thud and splashed Ben’s shoes.  He glanced over his shoulder and saw more cars coming their way.  
 
    Jack juked around a cardboard box on the sidewalk. “Personality. Is she nice, mean, bossy, smart, or whatever? Some people want to be friends, and others might want something from you. Always look for the nice ones.” 
 
    “She’s smart and nice.”  
 
    “Easy peasy.” Jack said. “Look. Some guys talk too much. Better to listen, offer opinions, and ask questions. Don’t go on and on about yourself. Never lie. You’ll get the hang of it.” 
 
    They slowed at a busy corner with a traffic light, shops, parked cars, and a few pedestrians. Another dog barked, but this one sounded familiar. Ben slowed to a stop and searched the intersection. Kipper stood on the sidewalk across the street from them as cars zipped past.  
 
    She saw him, lifted her head, and turned to cross the street. 
 
    “No. Kipper!” Ben shouted. He stepped between two parked cars and rested a hand on the hood of a blue Toyota. 
 
    “Stay, Kips!” Jack called just behind him. 
 
     Kipper ran toward them into traffic. A horn blared and a black Chevy truck rolled past. 
 
    Thud-dunk. 
 
     Across the street, Kipper lay on the concrete curb. Still. 
 
    “No, no, no,” Jack breathed. 
 
    “Kipper!” Ben cried. He turned his feet, pushed off the parked car, and ran into traffic. 
 
    “Wait!” Jack called. 
 
    Ben took another step and felt two hands push him. He was propelled forward and fell near the far curb. 
 
    Ba-Bang. Brakes squealed behind Ben. A foul, rubbery smell filled his nostrils. He lay near Kipper’s side. Blood dripped from her nose and mouth. Her back legs looked wrong. 
 
    Her eyes met Ben’s, blinked, and closed, but she was still breathing. 
 
    Ben pushed himself to his feet and turned to look for his brother. Jack lay face down on the road - broken and bloody. Glass splinters sparkled on the pavement around his head like fallen stars. Ben ran to Jack’s side and knelt.  
 
    “Oh, my God!” Ben said, as he squeezed his brother’s limp hand. Jack’s eyes were open, but didn’t move. Blood dripped from his mouth and his neck looked . . . crooked. 
 
    A young woman with freckles joined them from the sidewalk and glanced at Jack. “Jesus.” She called 9-1-1. 
 
    A dark haired man in a business suit knelt next to Ben. “He ran right in front of me. It wasn’t my fault.” His hands shook as he studied Ben’s face. “You.”  
 
    Ben met the man’s dazed eyes.  
 
    “You’re the one he pushed out of the way,” the dark haired man said. “It’s your fault I hit him.” 
 
     A tidal wave of sorrow took him under and squeezed the breath from his lungs.  
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    Ben sniffed, wiped his eyes, and felt ashamed for what happened and for not being stronger, or smarter, or able to change the past. “It’s my fault he’s gone.” 
 
    Tears rolled down Grandma’s cheeks. “You shouldn’t blame yourself.” 
 
     “Jack died saving me,” he cried. “I would trade places with him in a minute if I could.” He cleared his throat and his lips formed a wisp of a smile. “But I’m happy your Jack is still alive. I can’t wait to see him.” 
 
    She stood and held out her arms. “Come here.”  
 
    Ben slowly rose from his chair and let her hug him.  
 
    “Hey, now,” she said. “You cannot control random events. It’s not your fault.”  
 
    He drew back and looked at his feet. “Yes, it is.” 
 
    “Ben. Look at me.”  
 
    He did, and her eyes were sea green just like he remembered. 
 
    “Ben, it’s not your fault. You have to let it go.” Her face grew firm. 
 
    He shook his head. “I can’t forget what happened. I’m responsible. Jack would still be alive if I let him sleep in that morning.” But there was one more truth he hadn’t admitted to anyone - Kipper hadn’t followed Dad to work that morning.  
 
    She sat back down and he did the same. 
 
    “I’ll tell you the same thing I told my Jack,” said Grandma Betsy. “Bad things happen. You have to move on, not by forgetting the bad memories, but remembering the good ones. Find the balance. Forgive others who may have hurt you, but more importantly, forgive yourself for being human. We don’t have control over everything that touches us, our families, or our world. That’s God’s domain. All He asks is that we do our best.” 
 
    Ben remained silent and thought about what she said. Could he forgive himself for Jack’s death? No. I don’t think I can.  
 
    She tilted her head. “I’m sure your parents told you the same thing.” 
 
    “No. They refuse to talk about Jack, or the accident.” Ben frowned. “Mom gets too upset.” 
 
    “Dear Lord. That’s not fair to you.” She patted his hand. 
 
    Ben blew out a breath. “Why should life be fair to me? If life was fair, I would have died instead of Jack, just like what happened here on Terra!” 
 
    Grandma Betsy took a sharp breath, but pressed her lips together and waited. Minutes passed. 
 
    Ben shifted in his seat. “Sorry, I raised my voice. Sorry about your Ben.” He swallowed. “I need to see Jack while I’m here.”  
 
    “I thought as much, but the trip may be too dangerous. If they find you with the portal watch you could be imprisoned.” 
 
    Ben’s forehead furrowed. “I have to go. Besides, I can’t stay here and wait for CSD to find me.” He maintained eye contact. “I’m going to Carlston to find my grandfather and take him home.” 
 
    Grandma nodded with a grim smile.  
 
    “And I promise we’ll find Albert too.” 
 
    “Thank you.” She raised her right eyebrow. “And . . .?” 
 
    “Today is Jack’s birthday.” Ben grinned. “He always liked surprises.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Patrick watched the Terran countryside slide by the train’s passenger window. The landscape between Carmichael and Carlston paralleled Earth’s until he glimpsed a beautiful hillside community perfectly terraced within a hardwood forest. The homes’ many windows reflected the morning sunlight upon the green river valley below.  
 
     Huh. Patrick blinked. This same hillside on Earth, strip-mined for coal twenty years ago, had been replaced with a shopping mall and parking lots. 
 
    Click, Click, Click. His shoulders tensed. The sharp sting of the conductor’s needle still haunted him. Turning his head toward the aisle, he searched for Hoss, his CSD abductor. Instead, a young woman with brown hair tucked under her uniform cap smiled at him. 
 
    She clicked his ticket and that of the skinny man beside him. The skinny man’s serious brown eyes sheltered beneath thick bushy eyebrows. He scrutinized the conductress, his paper, and then Patrick. The man carefully folded his newspaper and offered it to him. 
 
    Patrick thanked him and browsed the headlines. The lead story condemned Russikistan for continued support of petrochemical use for vehicles and industry. Another article told of the twentieth anniversary of the green revolution and the improved environmental health since the discovery of S41K. The chip allowed for vastly improved solar energy storage and a virtually limitless, and wireless, supply of energy.  
 
    The skinny man cleared his throat. 
 
    Patrick looked up. 
 
    “I see you’re reading about the solar chip.” The man seemed anxious about something. 
 
    “Yes.” Patrick studied his face, but didn’t feel threatened. “Quite a breakthrough. Cleaner and greener, eh?” 
 
    The skinny man sucked in a quick breath. “I worked on the development team at Unizol-Carmichael. Of course, I was only a young lab technician at the time, but working on the chip, and with Dr. Dugan, was the highlight of my career.”  
 
    Patrick’s swallowed. “Albert Dugan?” His eyes moved quickly to the exit door then back. 
 
    “The inventor. Aren’t you familiar with his work?” The man tilted his head and raised a bushy eyebrow. “Funny, I haven’t seen him for twenty years, but you look like an older version of—” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Patrick chuckled. “Do you know where I might find him?” 
 
    “No.” The skinny man frowned. “Sorry. Do you work for the Commonwealth?” he asked in a low voice. 
 
     “No, no, not at all. Just curious.” Patrick closed the newspaper and held it in his lap. “Do you think the S41K chip was responsible for the ban on petrochemicals?” 
 
    The man nodded and leaned closer. “Yes, to some degree. It allowed for a cheaper energy alternative when we most needed one. The Green Apostle, his followers, and Parliament did the rest. I remember how proud I was of the Petrol-ban and the Plastic Purge. I felt like we’d finally done something important for the environment.” His bushy eyebrows rose then rested.  
 
    “Very impressive,” Patrick said. “I wish I could say the same.” If Earth had this technology, they could break the chains to petrochemical dependence and finally begin to clean up their world. He grinned, but it soon faded. What would happen if he and Albert shared their portal discovery? Revolutionary change and . . . chaos. 
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    The train’s deceleration brought Patrick back from his reverie. He’d arrived at the Carlston station. Unsure whether the CSD had anticipated his movements, he peered out the window for anyone who might pose a threat. He spied no agents, policeman, or thugs, only travelers like himself.  
 
    He said goodbye to the skinny man and stepped off the train with Albert’s suitcase. The early morning fog had burned away and he felt the warm afternoon sun. A green and brown poster on the station wall read Farming Feeds the World. He took a deep breath and caught the faint scent of fertilizer from a nearby field.  
 
    “Excuse me.” Old Rob’s doppel-twin brushed past him carrying a birdcage with three yellow canaries. This Rob didn’t seem to know him, or Albert.  
 
    Patrick walked through the terminal and spent a few minutes in the gift shop. As he passed a baked goods stand, he ogled the sugar covered pecan cinnamon rolls, but kept moving until he reached the taxi stand outside. A gum-chewing driver helped him into the cab. 
 
    Unsure if he could impersonate her father, Patrick decided to wait for Patsy at her home rather than risk potential drama at her office downtown. He felt anxious, excited and curious about meeting Patsy and Jack. Would they accept him or turn him away? 
 
    The cab dropped him in front of Patsy’s residence. A sleek red sports car with solar panels slumbered in the driveway. He didn’t recognize the model. The house looked similar to Patty and John’s house on Earth, except for the exterior.  
 
    Scabs of yellow paint had peeled from the white surface beneath, giving the house a dappled appearance. He remembered helping John, Jack, and Ben scrape the Fuller house on Earth two years ago, just before the accident. He and John had spent a week painting the second floor, while the boys tackled the lower level. Never happened here. 
 
    Patrick climbed the stairs to the front porch, set his suitcase down, and pushed the doorbell. The bell chimed inside, but no one answered. Trying the doorknob, he found it locked. He rang the doorbell again, and startled when a clatter of toenails sounded on porch behind him.  
 
    Turning, he found an exact duplicate of Kipper, but without the wheels. Patrick knelt down and held out his hand for her to smell. “Hello Girl.” She sniffed, turned, and went back down the stairs. She disappeared around the side of the house.  
 
    Betsy had told him that Terra’s Ben had died saving Ginger. His throat tightened. God bless his soul. He wondered if each universe had its own afterlife. If he could find his Betty in heaven, could he find Terra’s Ben as well? His mind shifted to his beacon, and new algorithms that might–   
 
    Ginger barked again. She looked at him, tilted her head, and vanished once more behind the house. Patrick smiled. He’d seen enough episodes of “Lassie” as a kid and knew what came next. Follow Ginger to the well and rescue Timmy at the bottom. 
 
    Patrick picked up the suitcase and followed her. The grass had grown halfway up his calf and stood almost as high as the green weeds in the untended garden to his left. He trailed the dog around the house, spied where she’d gone, and parked himself at a wooden picnic table near the back door. Ginger lay beneath a hammock occupied by a young couple under the shade of a cherry tree. The girl giggled and the boy laughed as they kissed each other.  
 
    Patrick’s face stretched into a wide grin. He felt a cool breeze on his face, glanced up at the cherry tree, and watched the healthy canopy of leaves sway in the wind.  
 
    “Hello,” Patrick said.  
 
    Jack looked up in surprise and smiled broadly.  
 
    “Pop-Pop,” Jack bounded out of the hammock and walked over to greet the man he thought was his grandfather. “Good to see you.” 
 
    Patrick returned Jack’s hug with a joy he hadn’t anticipated. He’d loved and missed this boy.  
 
    The girl followed after she fixed her blouse. Ginger trailed close behind. “This is my girlfriend, Lori. Lori, this is my Pop-Pop.” 
 
    “Hello,” Lori said smiling. She appeared beautiful, happy, and unembarrassed.  
 
    Patrick shook her hand. “Nice to meet you.”  
 
    She smiled back. The sun shone on her freckled face and made her blue eyes squint. 
 
    Jack put his right arm around Patrick’s shoulder. “Good to see you, Pop-Pop. Come down to visit for a while?”  
 
    This was the Jack he remembered. “Yep, I missed you, very much.” Patrick cleared his throat. “Happy Birthday.” He handed Jack a card he’d purchased at the train station. Patrick had stuffed $50 Terran in the envelope from the cash Miss Betsy had given him. 
 
    “You remembered. Thanks.” Jack blinked as if he’d seen his grandfather for the first time. 
 
    Patrick smiled, but his eyes misted over. He’d never thought he’d see this grandson again. How miraculous. He tried to hold the opposing thought at bay- this wasn’t really his Jack, and Miss Betsy wasn’t really his wife. Both had departed his world, but not Terra. He inhaled deeply and let the sadness pass through him. Keep breathin’.  
 
    “Everything okay, Pop-Pop? Can I get you a drink of water or something?” Jack offered. 
 
    He faced Jack. “I’m fine.” He took another deep breath and exhaled. “How have you been? I hear you earned a scholarship.” 
 
    Jack squinted against the bright sunlight. “I’m doing well. I’ve got a track scholarship from Pitt, and I start the last week of August.” He looked at his girlfriend. “Lori has two more years of high school left. We hope to visit each other as much as we can.”  
 
    She forced a smile as worry lines creased her face. She seemed a smart girl. Probably concerned about a long distance relationship. Just enjoy the summer.  
 
    “Congratulations, Jack. I’m sure your parents are very proud.”  
 
    “Thanks. I’ve been running to stay in shape. Between work outs and work, I don’t have a lot of free time.” He checked his watch. “I have to be at the restaurant in an hour. Hey, are you hungry? Come inside. Mom’s still at work, but there’s food in the fridge. You can use the guest bedroom.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I’d like to freshen up before Patsy gets home.” So far so good. 
 
    “She’ll be back around 5:30.” 
 
    They all walked into the house through the back door. Ginger scrambled inside before it slammed shut.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Ben smiled and stared out the window as his bus pulled into the depot. Just like going home, but on the wrong side of the mirror. There may be a million differences between Earth and Terra to catalogue, but finding Jack and GranPat were foremost in his mind. 
 
    “Carlston!” called the driver as the bus lurched to a stop. The driver opened the door, stood, and stepped outside, followed by eight of the twenty-five passengers.  
 
    Ben ducked down in his seat. Shit. Through the window, he spied one of the men who had attacked Albert in GranPat’s basement. The heavy man with the big round nose, probably a CSD agent, studied the arriving bus passengers as they disembarked. Ben’s chest tightened. He dropped his head and shoulders down toward his lap and pretended to sleep. 
 
    Time passed slowly as he waited for the agent to search the bus. Footsteps moved toward him. Would the agent use his gun? Someone slid into the aisle seat next to him. He opened his left eye and saw an older woman with a brown scarf and a few white whiskers on her chin. He sighed in relief. Minutes later the door closed, the electric motor whirred, and gravel crunched as the bus left Carlston. 
 
    After a few miles, Ben snuck another peek out the window, but didn’t see any suspicious cars following. He sat up straight, stretched as if he’d been sleeping, and looked around at the passengers. The CSD agent wasn’t on board. He glanced again at the woman next to him. “Excuse me, ma’am, what’s the next stop?” 
 
    “Tibbetsville.” 
 
    Shit. Ben hoped it might be somewhere closer. Tibbetsville was forty-five miles away and the delay might put GranPat in danger.  
 
     “Thanks.” His stomach growled. He opened the brown paper bagged lunch Grandma Betsy had given him this morning, and found a bacon and egg sandwich and a dark green apple.  
 
    The woman watched him. He held up the apple to her and raised his eyebrow. She nodded, took the apple, and slipped it into her purse. He finished his sandwich well before Tibbetsville. 
 
    Once off the bus, he checked on the return local to Carlston, and found out it wouldn’t arrive in Tibbetsville for another three hours. He frowned. Maybe there was a faster way to return to Carlston.  
 
    Back on Earth, Ben and his family had visited Grandma and Grandpa Fuller in Tibbetsville every year for the holidays. Grandpa Fuller, a retired coal miner, enjoyed whiskey, cigars, and poker, but grew a little crusty if anyone brought up politics or the New England Patriots. Grandma, a former army vet, loved her husband, but hounded him about his drinking. He’d died from black lung three years ago and Grandma followed two months later. 
 
    The old Fuller house stood eight blocks from the bus depot. What if one, or both, still lived on Terra? Maybe they could take him back to Carlston, or at least let him borrow their car. He didn’t want to upset them, but he would take the chance for GranPat’s sake. Ben jogged toward the house on 1808 Prescott Avenue. 
 
    Car after quiet car zipped past him with the funky solar panels. He had to be careful crossing the street because you couldn’t always hear them coming. Ben slowed at the intersection as a woman whooshed by in a blue Chevrolux.  
 
    The town looked similar to Earth’s version, but with more trees and shrubs. The Lickity Split ice cream store he and Jack had loved as kids still stood on Main Street, but here the sign read Ice Dreams. Jack had told him their chocolate milkshakes were so thick because the owner fed the cow Hershey Kisses all day.  
 
    With only three blocks to go, Ben slowed to a walk. What would he tell Grandpa Fuller if he found him at home? He ran the conversation though his head 
 
    “Hi, Grandpa. Can I borrow the car for a few days?” 
 
    “No, Ben. You can’t drive, you’re dead.”  
 
    “But I have a valid learner’s permit.” 
 
    “Yea, but do you have the Triple A?” 
 
    “Yes, I do.” 
 
    “Ok then, here’s the keys, but take Grandma with you.” 
 
    His Grandpa Fuller had last owned a Ford LTD Country Squire station wagon from the seventies. Ben thought it was a junker, but Dad called it vintage frugal. If Ben saw the old Ford in the garage, then he might still catch a ride. He picked up the pace.  
 
    With two blocks to go, the road ran up hill. Large maple and oak trees shaded the neighborhood of two-story colonials and attached garages. Two women across the street passed each other on the sidewalk. One pushed a baby stroller while the other walked a Dachshund. The dog watched him as it passed. 
 
    One block away, he turned left on Prescott and smelled freshly cut grass. The cement sidewalks, old and uneven, contained cracks that zigzagged in every square ahead. Two doors away at 1808, a large red pickup truck with silver lined solar panels sat in the drive. Though Grandpa Fuller may not have bought such a fancy vehicle, the mailbox held a better clue. It read Fuller.  
 
    A six-foot high wooden privacy fence surrounded the back and side yard. The gate near the driveway stood one quarter open. A shiver ran through Ben’s body. Was this a big mistake? Should he knock on the front door, or play it safe and run back to the bus depot? No. GranPat needs me in Carlston.   
 
    As he approached the red brick house, he knew someone was home. The front door stood wide open behind the closed screen door. He jogged up the steps, rang the doorbell, and waited. No reply. Before he could press the bell again, he heard a small child laugh somewhere behind him and to his left. Turning, he saw a red haired toddler in a yellow jumpsuit. She carried a small stick and waved it like a wand. 
 
    “Hello,” he said. She must have come through the open gate. 
 
    The girl looked at him, slowed, and turned toward the sidewalk.  
 
    Ben knocked on the door. Still no answer. Over his shoulder, he saw the girl had walked halfway along the red truck and toward the busy street. Shit and double shit. He sprinted to cut her off, knelt in front of her, and scooped her into his arms.  
 
    “Where’re you going, princess?” She had purple juice stains on her yellow jumpsuit. As he walked her back to the house, she squirmed and kicked her legs. A pretty woman with full-length red hair appeared inside the screen door.  
 
    “Johnnie, come here quick!” she screamed. 
 
    “What’s wrong now, Lucy?” a familiar voice boomed. “Can’t I get a minute to myself?” 
 
    Johnnie? Ben glanced at the woman with red hair and then to the large silhouetted figure inside the house. 
 
    “He’s got Suzie!” She bolted outside, down the steps, and grasped for child. “What the fuck are you doing with my baby?” Her face mottled pink from anger and fear. 
 
    Ben handed Suzie to the woman, who enfolded her daughter into her protective arms.  
 
    Suzie’s face crumpled as she bawled.  
 
    Ben balked at Lucy’s ferocity. “She was heading toward the street,” Ben said, “I just . . .” His face turned crimson. 
 
    The big man came out of the house barefoot and wearing a white tank top. He wielded an aluminum baseball bat like a club.  
 
    Ben swallowed. Dad?  
 
    “Lucy, step away from him. I’ll take care of—” Johnnie frowned and tilted his head. “Ben?” he said softly. He took two stilted steps off the front porch onto the sidewalk. The aluminum bat fell to the ground with a clank and rolled into the grass. “Is it really you?” he croaked. 
 
    Ben’s feet moved backward toward the street. Why was Dad living in Grandpa’s house with another woman? “No. I’m . . . Charlie. I was just trying to help. Sorry.”  
 
    Johnnie’s eyes grew as red and painful as when Ben’s father had learned of Jack fate.  
 
    “I’m really sorry. Got to go.” Ben spun around and walked toward the street. He turned right on the sidewalk and ran. 
 
    “Ben, wait. Come back.” Johnnie called from the driveway. 
 
    Ben jogged along the cracked sidewalk toward the intersection and glanced back over his shoulder. Johnnie watched him from the sidewalk, while Lucy rocked Suzie in her arms.  
 
    Charlie? Geez. I used my middle name. 
 
    Ben ran all the way back to the bus stop wondering if he’d just been a hero or a coward. Maybe both. Why had he run? He’d just saved a little girl from walking into a busy street. Was she his step-sister? Was Lucy the same woman Dad had called from the Gas Mart? No. Think doppelgangers. Terra is different. 
 
    Once at the bus depot, Ben purchased a one-way ticket to Carlston using the paper money Grandma Betsy had given him. The bills had green and blue ink on silvery paper. The dollar bill showed a farmer in a cornfield on one side, and a picture of George Washington on the other. The Commonwealth coins were stamped with a condor, a shining sun, and an American Indian on horseback. 
 
    While Ben waited for the bus and watched people use telephone booths and telephone books. These had become practically obsolete on Earth since almost everyone used cell phones with access to the Internet. He’d seen a few people with flip phones here, but not anything like a smartphone. Terra was a bit behind in some technologies, but certainly ahead in solar power. 
 
    The bus wheeled in two hours later and Ben rolled away to Carlston. Would GranPat be at Jack’s house? What was Jack’s mother like? What if Johnnie showed up in Carlston for dinner with GranPat and Ben?  
 
    “Hi Honey. Says Dad. How was your day? Hey Benzo, thanks for saving my little girl. By the way we thought you were dead.”  
 
    Mom would say, “Ben looks okay to me. Hey, wait a minute, what little girl?” 
 
     “Suzie,” says Ben. 
 
     “Suzie who?” 
 
    “Suzie, my little sister. Red hair. Yellow jumper. Lucy’s kid.” 
 
    “Oh, that one. Pass the rutabagas.” 
 
    Ben’s stomach churned as the bus whirred toward Carlston. He hoped to find GranPat and Jack before the CSD agents found him first.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Patrick dropped his bag in Patsy’s guest room - previously Ben’s bedroom until his accidental death. Unlike Jack’s room on Earth, this room looked like a bed and breakfast unit, rather than a shrine to a lost son. The beige walls were decorated with two floral prints and a watercolor of a pale blue fountain in the center of a busy farmer’s market. A stack of old magazines lay heaped in a wicker basket on the floor.  
 
    He saw no family photographs, trophies, or textbooks. Not one reminder of Ben. Clean slate. He shook his head. Something wasn’t quite right. 
 
    At breakfast this morning in Carmichael, Miss Betsy had told him Patsy and Johnnie had divorced two years ago. Patsy had been devastated after losing Ben, and Johnnie had been drawn to another woman. The marriage fell to pieces. She’d returned to work full time to cover the bills, while Johnnie helped with child support.  
 
    Small towns had a way of knowing your business, and Johnnie’s scandal must have weighed heavily on Patsy and Jack. Though Patsy was Albert’s daughter, not his, Patrick still wanted to meet her and help her if he could. Apparently, Albert had often been too busy to visit. 
 
    Patrick laid down on the comforter, rolled to his left side, and then to his right. The bed felt soft, but he was all hard edges. Patrick sat up and blinked at his tired reflection in the mirror. How much should he tell Patsy and how might she react? He couldn’t relax, not here, not yet. 
 
    Patrick dressed, walked downstairs, and drank a tall glass of water. Ginger watched while her tongue lolled in expectation. He filled her empty water bowl and gave her dry dog food from a bin he found in the kitchen closet. As she lapped her water, he ventured into the living room. 
 
    An old picture of Patsy, Ben, and Jack hung on the wall. None with Johnnie. An old-fashioned black and white photo of Albert and Miss Betsy stoked his memory. His Betty had posed with him for a similar photograph at the Knights of Columbus Easter dinner. Such a long time ago. He would give anything to relive that moment. 
 
     Patrick felt useless standing in a room full of sad memories. Outside the window, the tall grass waved in a light breeze. Walking through the foyer, he ventured back outside with Ginger on his heels.  
 
    The garage bay door opened with a sharp squeal from rusty hinges. Once inside, he saw dusty cardboard boxes, old bicycles, and tools scattered on a wooden workbench. An old red gas lawnmower sat like a dusty relic in the corner. The tank was empty, as was the five-gallon container hidden behind the wheelbarrow. 
 
    Near the far garage door, he found a green John Deere electric push mower already plugged into a wall receptacle. Patrick had used electric mowers in the past with long extension cords. This model had a light weight storage battery and didn’t need a cord. The motor started with a push of a button. It wasn’t self-propelled, but it would get the job done. 
 
    The mower included an attached Weed-Whacker on the left side, allowing him to zip the weeds along the house and garden. After an hour of cutting, he gathered the clippings in the wheelbarrow and started a new mulch pile in the corner of the overgrown garden. The day remained cool, but he worked up a light sweat. The physical exertion helped him burn off the tension he’d felt since he’d been abducted. 
 
    Patrick used the rubber garden hose behind the house to wash his face and arms with cool water. Ginger hovered. He let her lap water from the running house. When finished, he put away the tools, walked to the shade of the cherry tree, and climbed aboard the hammock. 
 
    Ginger stretched out below him.  
 
    Patrick snorted. Gilligan’s lucky day. He fell asleep and dreamt. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Ben arrived at the Carlston bus depot on the opposite side of town from Jack’s home on Keiser Avenue. The CSD agent no longer stood watch. Ben took a deep breath and let it bleed out through his lips. He had to be careful. In the last two years after the accident, he’d gotten taller, stronger, and more chiseled, but after Johnnie’s reaction, he realized he must still be fairly recognizable to his doppelganger’s friends and family.  
 
    In the bus terminal, he found a gift shop and tried on sunglasses in front of the little display mirror. Within the mirror’s reflection, he saw a large man with curly red hair watching him. Ben turned around, but the man now faced the opposite direction and shook a snow globe. Ben shrugged, walked to the cashier, and purchased the sunglasses and a Pitt baseball cap. He donned the sunglasses and cap with the brim low over his forehead. I’m coming GranPat. 
 
    Downtown Carlston on Earth filled twenty-five square blocks of commercial buildings, retail shops, service stations, and restaurants with a park in the center. Beyond the commercial area, sprawled five blocks of residential homes. The highest building reached four stories and consisted of brown brick, concrete, and glass. Ben could cross downtown by walking five blocks in any direction. If Terra was similar, he need only walk eight blocks to Keiser Avenue. 
 
    Terra’s Carlston looked different with two high-rise office and apartment buildings in the center of town. Each building, about eight stories high, contained unfamiliar shops on the ground level. The old gas stations had disappeared and were replaced by repair, technology, and fast food shops.  
 
    A few small parks with flowering shrubs and park benches dotted the area. The larger central park offered shade and a little shrine to someone called the Green Apostle. Though the face on the statue looked unfamiliar and a little sad, he didn’t bother to stop and read the plaque beneath.  
 
    Women passed by wearing long blue, green, or purple dresses and hats. Men wore business suits with those brimmed hats from Earth’s last century. Younger girls and boys dressed in blue jeans and monochrome long sleeved shirts. Two girls stared at his red and blue striped polo shirt and giggled. He blushed. The portal watch felt naked on his wrist. 
 
    Ben searched the block for a clothing store, but saw none. Across the street, he caught the curly haired man from the gift shop staring at him. The man turned his eyes away and walked further down the street. 
 
    Ben reversed course, took a left on the next block, and found a clothing store. He bought new shoelaces and a loose long-sleeved blue shirt. Back in the fitting room, he took off his polo shirt, threaded a shoelace though the portal watchband, and tied the ends together. Placing the string around his neck, he let the watch ride against his chest. He wore the blue shirt out of the store and left the polo behind.  
 
    Ben scanned the street for the curly haired man with the brown suit, but didn’t see him. Did CSD really have a tail on him? It could be a coincidence, but he didn’t want to lead them straight to his grandfather. Warning GranPat by telephone would be a mistake if the CSD monitored the lines. He needed a little more time to study this world before he put his grandfather at risk.  
 
    Ben eyed the series of shops nestled below a high-rise parking lot, including a techno-boutique named Green Dreams and Cool Beans. A window banner claimed Science for Better Living. He walked inside.  
 
    They sold solar batteries and panels for every size and purpose. These panels generated enough electricity to run household appliances, pumps, tools, cars, boats, electric fences, and telephones. They had a myriad of plugs, crystal adaptors, and modulators. Solar powered mechanical pets were on display. They fetched, barked at strangers, but never ate or pooped. More expensive models were available as service animals. 
 
    Another techno shop, Forget Me Not, offered new and replacement memory chips, internal implants, and an outpatient clinic. Customers rested comfortably in recliners as a green or blue wire trailed from a data port just behind their ears. As far as he could tell, they received program updates to existing implants.   
 
    A sign near the administrative personnel station explained how the insurance, credit levels, government subsidies, and clearance levels worked. He hadn’t noticed any specific product brand names. The human tech gear carried a Commonwealth logo and appeared as if the government controlled this market exclusively. Glancing at the ceiling, he saw surveillance cameras mounted throughout the shop. Shit. He hoped they weren’t watching him.  
 
    Near the exit, Ben stopped at a kiosk offering coffee, tea, baked goods, and ‘Stimcaps’. The Stimcap jelly packets were small, but as expensive as the eight-dollar chocolate chip cookies behind the glass counter. He made his way to the door, but before he could exit, a tall woman in a white nurse’s uniform blocked his way. 
 
    “Can I help you, young man?” She pursed her lips. 
 
    “No, thank you, ma’am. Just looking.” 
 
    “Do you have an appointment?” She pulled a scanning device from her hip belt. “I can check and see if they’re ready for you. Give me your wrist.” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” His shoulders stiffened. “Just looking at the cookies. They look good, but I’m not really hungry.” 
 
    She lowered her voice. “We have an implant to regulate hunger based on your body type and target weight. This pamphlet lists our available implants for memory, vision, general health monitoring, pain management, languages, and others. Please give this to your parents and come back if you need more information.” 
 
    “Thank you, ma’am.” He accepted the pamphlet, and she left to help another customer. 
 
    Give me your wrist? He’d noticed other customers with wrist tattoos like Albert’s. The Commonwealth might use them to track purchases, location, and money transfers . . . just like my smartphone. A consumer without a barcode would be noticed by shopkeepers, banks, or even the authorities. His skin prickled. The long sleeved shirt had saved him.  
 
    Ben scanned the store for the man in the brown suit, but didn’t see anyone suspicious. Rather than exit the building, he took a hallway to the parking garage and rode the elevator to the rooftop. 
 
    Garage level 6-East sat half empty. Solar panels above fed charging stations along the wall. The summer heat radiated from the concrete floor. Leaning over the four-foot tall concrete barrier, Ben searched the street below for the CSD agent. His stalker must be busy elsewhere. He crossed the lot and checked the adjoining streets. Also clear. The familiar buildings, however, sparked an idea. 
 
    He jogged down a series of stairs to the west side of the garage, pushed open a metal door to the street, and turned left on the sidewalk. Across the street stood the Carlston First National Bank. The tower clock dial showed 4:45. A half block on his left awaited Allied Accounting, the three story stone building where his mother worked back home. Her Terran doppelganger, Patsy, might work here as well. He could ask her for help finding GranPat. She might be a little surprised, but so was Grandma Betsy, and that worked out fine. 
 
    He walked down the street, opened the glass door, and entered the Allied office. The cool air conditioning gave him goosebumps. The first floor contained a reception desk, waiting area, and individual offices with floor-to-ceiling glass partitions to maximize the natural light. Large plants flourished along the base of the partition walls. On Earth, Mom’s office lay nestled all the way back in the far left corner. From the reception desk, he saw her office was occupied by two people, but the large plant fronds obscured their faces.  
 
    “May I help you?” asked a young man from behind the reception desk.  
 
    “Yes. I’m looking for Patsy Fuller.” 
 
    “She has a visitor right now.” He glanced at an appointment book on his desk. “I may be able to squeeze you in before she leaves. Your name?” 
 
    “Charlie.” 
 
    The man looked at Ben and waited. 
 
     “It’s of a personal nature. She’ll want to see me.” 
 
    The man nodded. “Of course. Please take a seat. I’ll let you know when she’s available.” 
 
    Ben walked past the receptionist and sat in a chair across from a woman reading a magazine. The leather padding felt cool against his skin as he stretched his neck to peer through the glass office partition. He shivered.  
 
    Patsy sat behind her wooden desk and spoke with someone hidden behind a large fern. She resembled Mom, but skinnier as if she just returned from an island survival show. As Patsy spoke, she elucidated each point with her hands, and prodded her index finger down on her desk. Mom did the same when she scolded him. After five minutes she stopped and stood with a smile.  
 
    The curly haired man in a brown suit stood and shook her hand across the desk. 
 
    Ben sucked in a quick breath. As they moved to exit the office, Ben stood up, turned, and walked past the raised eyebrow of the receptionist. Ben pushed through the door and into the warmer air on the street. Had she just struck a deal with his stalker? Is GranPat safe? 
 
    Ben hurried past pedestrians to the end of the block and took a right. He jogged by a phone booth, a restaurant called ‘The Cuckoo’s Nest’, a small hotel, and the park. Following his hometown memory, he eventually came within a block of Keiser Avenue. He turned left on Hanson Street and slowed to a walk. His new shirt stuck to his sweaty body.  
 
    A half block down Hanson, he turned right and cut between two houses. A large electronic Doberman dog barked at him from behind a glass storm door. Ben continued through their yards and between the next two houses. Only a four-foot high boxwood hedge separated him from Keiser Avenue and Jack’s house across the street. He kept low and peeked over the hedge.  
 
    Oh. Jack’s house needed a paint job like a baby needed a wet-nap. The freshly cut grass meant someone might be home, but the front yard and the driveway appeared empty. If Jack owned a car, he may have already left for work. If GranPat waited inside, they could both use the portal watch to jump home. Ben ground his teeth. No. Not yet. I need to see Jack. 
 
    Before Ben could step around the hedge, a car approached. He ducked back down and peeked through a small gap in the foliage. A brown sedan containing two men crawled down Keiser and stopped in front of Jack’s house. The man in the brown suit sat in the passenger seat. 
 
    Across the street, a real dog sprang from Jack’s front porch and barked at the car through the picket fence. Ben smiled. Atta girl.  
 
    The sedan drove away. Ginger huffed, sniffed the air, and wandered back around the house. Ben peaked over the hedge, but the sedan u-turned at the cross street, rolled back his way, and parked two houses down. The men sat in the car and watched Jack’s house.  
 
    Ben shook his head. If GranPat hid inside, they could just pick him up. What were they waiting for? He sucked in a breath. They’re waiting for me . . . and the portal watch.  
 
    Even if he raced inside Jack’s house and found GranPat, he wasn’t confident he could escape using the portal watch. GranPat might not know how to use it either. He couldn’t risk getting caught. If they captured him and the portal watch, they might never get back home.  
 
    Ben kept low, backed away from the hedge, and took a different route downtown. He needed to find someone else who could help him. Someone who looked a lot like Jack. 
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    Patrick worked on his project in the cellar and stopped near midnight. He climbed the second floor stairs, and found his bed empty. Miss Betty stood on the balcony, crying.  
 
    “What’s wrong, Miss B.?”   
 
    “I heard it again. It won’t go away.”  
 
    “What won’t go away?” Patrick heard the owl hoot. Once, Twice— 
 
     “Dad! Wake up.” 
 
    He jerked awake in the hammock. A thin angular women stood nearby smoking a cigarette. Patsy, a tougher version of his daughter Patty, had thick red hair and chapped skin. He blinked several times at her piercing green eyes that held little compassion for him. 
 
    She folded her arms. “What are you doing here? Decide to drop by for a surprise visit?” 
 
    “Yes. I did,” He took a deep breath and let the fugue drain away. From the position of the sun, he determined he’d slept a few hours. He rolled out of the hammock. “Hello, Patsy.” He tried to give her a hug. 
 
    “Whoaa, hold on there, Padre.” She took a step back. “You don’t come by, or call, for six months, and want to give me a sweaty hug? I think I’ll pass.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry. Must be from cuttin’ the grass.” He felt confused. His daughter would never have made him feel so small. 
 
    “You did Jack’s job. I’m trying to teach him some responsibility. Don’t come round here, do a little work, and pretend all’s forgiven.” 
 
    “Just tryin’ to help.” Unsure what to do with his hands, he left them at his side. 
 
    “Well it’s too little and too late.” Her eyes flared. 
 
    Uncertain how Albert might react, he remained silent.  
 
    Patsy drew a long puff and studied him. “Mom told me you fell into some trouble at work. Looking for a place to hide?” Smoke billowed alternately from her mouth and nose as she spoke. She flicked cigarette ash at his feet. 
 
    Patrick frowned. “I got a little sideways with the boss. I’ll be settin’ that straight soon enough.” 
 
    “Well don’t bring any trouble my way. I have Jack to look after.” She dropped her cigarette butt in the grass and ground it with the ball of her foot. Several ants scurried for safety. “Did you come alone?” She studied his face. 
 
    “Just me.”  
 
    She looked away, but couldn’t hide her disappointment. 
 
    Patrick smiled. “I spoke with Jack for a few minutes this mornin’. He’s a fine young man.” 
 
    “Yes, he is. Today’s his birthday you know.” Patsy waited like a loaded mousetrap. 
 
    “I remembered. Gave him a gift.” Her eyes softened a bit. He maintained eye contact, smiled, and offered his hand. “Peace?” 
 
    Patsy shook his hand and let go. “Okay, c’mon. You can help take my groceries inside before the frozen dinners melt.” She squinted at him. “You look a little different.” 
 
    Patrick’s heart raced. His success depended on her belief he was her father. He needed her help, and her Carlston First National Bank safe deposit box key. If he found a portal watch in the box, he could go home. “Yeah, been a while since I last visited. I’ve been workin’ too hard, and made some mistakes along the way. It changes you.”  
 
    “Yes it does.” She nodded toward the house. “C’mon.” She tuned on her heel without a further remark. 
 
    He blew out a breath and followed her inside.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Ben slowed to a walk as he returned to downtown Carlston. At 5:30, the sidewalks and streets filled with Terrans going home for the night, just as his mother had done on Earth. She probably worried about his disappearance. Stranded on Terra, he couldn’t call her, or anyone who might help him. He felt alone in a world where he didn’t belong. Even his doppelganger lay dead and buried. 
 
    Head down, he hurried to the phone booth near The Cuckoo’s Nest, stepped inside, and closed the glass bi-fold door. Ben thumbed through the yellow pages and found Johnnie Fuller listed as a sales representative for Dandridge Hardware. So Johnnie still works in Carlston. Had he and Patsy divorced? These weren’t his real parents, but he still felt sorry for Jack.  
 
    He turned to the restaurant section of the yellow pages, and something banged on the glass door behind him. Flinching, Ben jerked his head around and stared into the eyes of a short woman with a red hat through the glass door. She pinched her lips together and signaled him to hurry.  
 
    Ben turned his back on her, ripped a handful of yellow pages from the phone book, and stuffed them in his pocket. The woman glared as he opened the door, and he left without a word. 
 
    After crossing the street, he re-entered the central parking garage through a stairway access door. His footsteps echoed in the stairwell as he jogged to the roof. At the far wall, he watched the entrance to Allied Accounting, but saw no sign of Patsy, the brown sedan, or the men who’d been watching Jack’s house.  
 
    His brother had always kept a summer job, loved being around people, and enjoyed making pizza at Nino’s. This Jack might work anywhere, but checking restaurants first seemed logical. Ben pulled the yellow pages’ restaurant section from his pocket and searched for pizza. Nino’s wasn’t listed, but six other pizza shops were within walking distance, and Talarico’s occupied the same street address, 435 Maple Avenue, as Nino’s had on Earth.  
 
    He shoved the papers back into his pocket, crossed the top floor to the opposite side of the parking garage, and grimaced. From his position, he spotted a burned and boarded up Talarico’s. A white pigeon flew through a large hole in the roof between blackened shingles and charred timber.  
 
    He shook his head. This wasn’t going to be easy. He might need to check all the restaurants, and maybe other businesses as well. He whispered a small prayer and wondered if God could hear him on Terra. 
 
    Ben roved through downtown Carlston wearing sunglasses and his hat brim low over his forehead. His hand strayed to his chest and felt the portal watch beneath his shirt. He would risk capture, and even death, if he could see Jack alive again. Just knowing a universe existed where his brother still lived, seemed an incredible gift.  
 
    But he wanted to do more than just meet Jack. He needed Jack’s help to save GranPat and Albert. I made promises. If Ben failed, then . . . maybe he actually was the loser he abhorred on his darkest days. The tragedy of Jack’s death on Earth, and the guilt of his own survival, had haunted him since the accident. Physically seeing Jack alive and well on Terra may be proof God, fate, or the cosmos got it right here. He grit his teeth and kept moving. 
 
    The hostess at Pizza Shack shook her head at Ben. No luck. Neither Donato’s Pizzeria nor House of Za could help him with his search. He jogged three blocks north to the Foodland grocery store, but didn’t see a red Mustang in the lot.  
 
    Ben sweated as he hurried inside the crowded grocery store and spoke to the office manager. The man said he’d once coached Jack in peewee football, but had no idea where he worked. Ben thanked him, left the grocery store, and rechecked his list. Pizza Fest and Moonlight Pies came next. Tired and hungry, he started to doubt his plan.  
 
    Hurrying across Raspberry Street, he turned left onto Brown Avenue and slowed to a walk. A young couple holding hands walked fifteen feet ahead of him in the same direction. He couldn’t see their faces, but the red headed man was tall, muscular, and strode as if he owned the sidewalk. His cocky strut reminded Ben of Brandon back home. The young woman wore a brimmed hat and purple dress.  
 
    Ben slowed so he could follow at a distance. Could it be Brandon’s doppelganger? Was he with Lori? His heart sped up. When he saw the young woman carried a wrapped present under her arm, he smiled. 
 
    The couple slowed near the end of the block, and stopped in front of a green Commonwealth ATM. The man released her hand, faced the ATM, and raised his tattooed wrist to a camera scanner. 
 
    Brandon! Ben almost called to him, but kept his lips clamped tight. As he passed them, he glanced at the woman’s face. Trudy? This Brandon didn’t have a mustache, but otherwise looked the same as his Earthly counterpart. Trudy appeared more ladylike than his friend back home, but with clever eyes that darted at him and away. 
 
    Ben crossed the street, sat on a bus stop bench, and watched the couple. He hoped he’d avoided the ATM camera in case CSD checked video.  
 
    Brandon leaned into the ATM for an ocular scan, made a withdrawal, and pocketed the cash. The couple continued up the street hand-in-hand. Trudy glanced at Ben briefly, but kept walking. 
 
    Ben followed from a distance. 
 
    Three blocks later, Ben spotted a red sports car in a parking lot behind a restaurant. Though the car wasn’t the same model as Jack’s Mustang on Earth, he hoped he drew closer to finding Jack’s doppelganger. The lot sign read: Parking for Moonlight Pies’ patrons only. Please use the restaurant entrance on Sycamore Street.  
 
    His heartbeat quickened.  
 
    Brandon and Trudy walked ahead and turned right on Sycamore.  
 
    Ben hurried up the sidewalk and around the corner. 
 
    Brandon blocked his way.  
 
    Trudy stood behind Brandon with her arms crossed. “That’s him.” 
 
    Ben froze and gaped at the couple. 
 
    Brandon grabbed Ben’s shirt below the collar and slammed him into the brown brick building. He held Ben with his left hand and made a fist with his right. “Are you following us?” 
 
    Ben’s breath fled his body. 
 
    “You’ve been dogging us since the ATM.” Trudy said. Her eyes opened wide then narrowed as if she confronted a poisonous snake. 
 
    “You want to rob me?” Brandon shook his fist. “I should kick your fuckin’ ass!” 
 
    Ben took a quick breath. “No, I don’t want your money. I just thought . . . you might be Jack’s friends.” He glanced down at his shoes. 
 
    “Jack?” Brandon let go of him and stood back. “What do you want with him?” 
 
    “I’ve been searching for him and wanted to wish him a happy birthday. I saw her gift and figured . . .” 
 
    “Oh.” Brandon made a sour face toward Trudy. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” She uncrossed her arms. “You scared me a little, and I–.” 
 
     “Who are you?” Brandon demanded. 
 
    “I’m Jack’s . . . cousin, Charlie. Just arrived from Carmichael.” 
 
    “How do I know you’re not lying?” 
 
    Ben winced and removed his sunglasses.  
 
    “Ring-a-ding-ding!” Brandon pointed at him. “You look like Jack, or more like Ben.” Pain showed in Brandon’s eyes. “Sorry, I didn’t know. I’m Brandon and this is Gertrude.”  
 
    Trudy cuffed the back of Brandon’s head lightly.  
 
    Brandon smirked. “She prefers ‘Gertie’, but everyone calls her ‘Trudy’,” he said as he smoothed his hair back in place with his left hand. 
 
    “Nice to meet you both.” Ben shook their hands. Brandon had a strong grip as expected, and Trudy’s felt surprisingly soft and gentle. My Trudy would have tugged my arm. 
 
    “Jack’s inside.” Brandon nodded toward the brick building. “He’s working tonight so we came to see him.” Brandon placed his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?” 
 
    “I’m fine. Thanks.” Ben rolled his shoulders. 
 
    “Join us.” Brandon pointed to the restaurant entrance ten yards further on the right. “We can talk inside.” 
 
    As Ben followed them, Brandon and Trudy held hands as if it was second nature and shared kind smiles with each other. 
 
    Ben felt happy for them and drafted in the wake of their good vibe. Despite his worries, he felt like he’d found some friends and his way to Jack. 
 
    The front door to Moonlight Pies had a smiling man-in-the-moon face with two luminescent pepperoni eyes. Ben held the door open for Brandon and Trudy, but his eyes darted inside. 
 
    “Thanks, Charlie,” Trudy said. 
 
    “You’re welcome.” Ben smiled back.  
 
    As they entered, Trudy waved and hurried toward a large table filled with a couple dozen friends.  
 
     “C’mon.” Brandon patted Ben’s back. “Sit next to me.”  
 
    Ben smiled then shivered. The room crawled with people who might recognize him. He donned his shades. So much for being low profile.  
 
    Ben clenched and unclenched his fingers. He remembered a line from a King Lear literature assignment - that way lies madness. Wary or not, he was drawn to the table. He’d come a long way to see his brother and wouldn’t falter now.  
 
    Scanning the room, he saw people he recognized, but Jack wasn’t among them. Neither were Patsy, Johnnie, and GranPat. He let himself breathe.   
 
    Brandon stood near Trudy’s seat and motioned him over. “Hey, everyone, this is Charlie.”  
 
    People turned toward him. “Hey, Charlie,” a few replied, while others nodded went back to their conversations. 
 
    Ben sat down between Brandon and an empty chair on his right. To his far left, Lori engaged Trudy in conversation. As always, Lori looked beautiful, maybe even glamorous. This Lori wore makeup, unlike her Earth counterpart. Ben sat up straighter with his shoulders back and nudged Brandon. “The girl next to Trudy . . .” 
 
    Brandon grinned. “That’s Lori. Sorry, Dude, she’s taken. You have good taste though.” 
 
    “Too bad.” He sank into his chair. Of course she is. She’d have a boyfriend in any universe. Just not me. His eyes found her face once more.  
 
    Lori noticed his attention and narrowed her eyes.  
 
    Trudy saw Lori’s face change. She glanced back at him, then leaned toward Lori and whispered.  
 
    Ben felt something brush against his right shoulder as someone sat in the empty seat on his right. The scent of apricots filled his nose. He turned his head toward the newcomer. 
 
    Ruth smiled at him. “And who might you be?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Patty Fuller grew more concerned about her missing son and father. Where on Earth were they? She’d tried her father’s cell, Ben’s cell, and the Carmichael house phone. She’d left messages, but no one answered or returned her calls. Worse, the doctor’s office in Carmichael said Dad never showed for his 10:30 appointment. 
 
    A sharp pain radiated from her jaw to her temple. If her abscessed molar wasn’t treated soon, necrotic tissue might cause a serious brain infection. The dead tooth already felt like it was crawling out through her ear.  
 
    She found her husband waiting for her when she came home. Between work, her tooth, Ben, and Dad, she felt deep fried and frazzled. Lori stopped by the house at 5:00 looking for Ben because he hadn’t answering his phone or her texts. John told her what they knew, but Lori asked them to call her when they heard something.  
 
    John promised to visit Carmichael first thing in the morning and check on them. In the meantime, his cousin, Louis Dauphine, a sheriff’s deputy in Carmichael, offered to roll by Dad’s house tonight and check on them.  
 
    Had she been too hard on Ben? She regretted slapping his face. She hurt enough for everyone.  
 
    Patty went upstairs to Ben’s room, closed the door, and knelt next to the bed. Please, Lord, help me be a better mother, and keep my loved ones safe. 
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    Patrick learned about his shadow daughter on Terra. Patsy had survived tremendous grief after losing Ben in a car accident and her husband to Lucy Dandridge. She worked full time as an accountant. Though John helped pay for Jack’s expenses, Patsy made it clear to everyone it was never enough. She had a hair trigger related to anything Johnnie, which he understood.  
 
    Patrick had discovered she and Betsy were not particularly close. Patsy seemed insulated, defensive, but ready to sally from her fortress to protect her interests. One thing was certain. She loved Jack and would do anything for him. 
 
    Patsy seemed to relax a bit more around Patrick, if not trust him. What was her relationship with Albert? He didn’t know to what degree his doppelganger had been responsible for her state of mind. Patrick had enjoyed his conversations with Albert through the portal, and though the man had a brilliant mind, he could often be condescending and dismissive.  
 
    Patrick hoped he could win over this version of his daughter. He wanted her to be happy, but at this point he’d settle for cooperative. She held the key to Albert’s deposit box and his chance for going home. If the portal watch lay inside, he could return to Earth and continue his work. After meeting Miss Betsy, all things seemed possible, including finding his late wife.   
 
    Sitting at the kitchen, Patrick and Patsy quietly consumed their individual microwaved chicken and vegetable dinners. He scooped out the last of his pea and carrot medley and cleared his throat. “I’ll need to take care of a few things in town tomorrow.” 
 
    She lifted her eyes. “You have business here?” 
 
     “Actually, I want to check on me safe deposit box.” 
 
    “Okay.” Patsy knit her brows together. 
 
    “Unfortunately, I left me key in Carmichael. I’m goin’ to need the spare key I left here with you.” 
 
    “Oh, the spare. I do remember something about a key.” She placed her hand on her chin and her eyes moved up to the right. “Now where did I put that? Maybe in the desk with Jack’s fall tuition bills.” Her green eyes met his and waited. 
 
    He nodded slowly. “Please have a look. I want to visit the bank first thing in the mornin’.” He rolled his shoulders and stretched his back. “It’s been a while, but there may be somethin’ helpful in there for both of us.”  
 
    Patsy stood, gathered the disposable food containers, and dropped them into the trash. “Good. I’ll go with you and take a look. Should anything happen to you or Mom, I’ll need to help with your estate. Let’s meet at the bank tomorrow at 12:30. It’s right across from my office.” 
 
    Patrick frowned. “Patsy, there’s really no need for you to go. I’m just takin’ a look.” 
 
    “No problem. I want to help.” Her smile stretched her taut face. “I’ll have the key when we meet.” 
 
    Patrick stood, walked to the sink, and washed his hands. “Ok, fine. Meet you there at 12:30 tomorrow.” He hoped to find what he needed, before his façade crumbled. His life hung in the balance.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    Ben’s eyes opened wide as Terra’s Ruth sat next to him inside Moonlight Pies. No mega-death Goth makeup here. She appeared every bit the shut-up, shut-down vixen supermodel. Her hair flashed blonder, eyes bluer, and lips painted red. She wore diamond and sapphire earrings shaped like tiny blue hearts. 
 
    “Hello,” she said, “I’m Ruth.” Her smile seemed more genuine than the smirk he’d expect from Rouge back home. 
 
    “Hi.” Ben extending his hand. “I’m Charlie. Nice to meet you.” And it was. 
 
    “Do you always wear sunglasses indoors?” Her head tilted back as she tried to peer over the rims. 
 
    Be careful. “No. Just trying to keep a low profile.”  
 
    “Why. Are you some kind of spy?” Ruth’s her hair flowed from side to side as she giggled. 
 
    He leaned closer. “Yes,” he whispered. “I came from another world to see if your pizza was worth the trip.” Her perfume proved intoxicating.  
 
    She put her hand on his shoulder. “Well.” She smiled. “I think you’ll be pleased.” 
 
    Ben’s body reacted. “You may be right.” 
 
    “Are you a friend of Jack’s from school? I don’t remember meeting you before.” 
 
    “Cousin. From out of town.”  
 
    Ruth smiled. “He’ll be glad to see you.” 
 
    “I hope so.” His shoulders tensed. He didn’t know how Jack might react to meeting his dead brother. Hi. Just popped back for your party. What’s new? Ben frowned. Better to meet Jack one-on-one in private. 
 
    The lights dimmed. Ben scanned the restaurant and saw most tables were full. A DJ set up his equipment in the corner with a banner- DJ Donner. The DJ, a stocky man in his early thirties, dressed in a shiny black shirt and black jeans. His wide shoulders made him look as if he’d once played football.  
 
    Near the DJ, three businessmen in suits sat in a window booth. Shadow obscured their faces, but the tallest one’s head reminded him of the bald CSD agent who’d shot at him through the portal. Ben fidgeted in his chair and turned back toward the kitchen door. His heart beat a warning in his chest. Don’t freak, Benzo. 
 
    The waitresses brought an assortment of pizza and glass bottles of water and soda. The pizzas included pepperoni, pep and mushroom, plain cheese, vegetable, and chicken with something mushy and brown. He stared at the chicken pizza closest to him. Looks like poop. 
 
    Ruth reached over and swiped a slice. 
 
    Ben sniffed. “What is that?”  
 
    “My fave. Chicken and deep fried plantains,” Ruth whispered to him. “Keep that pizza in front of us. I’ll need a second slice.” 
 
    “Plantains?” Ben frowned. 
 
    “What? No plantains on your world?” Ruth nibbled a fried glob, but careful not to smear her lipstick. 
 
    “Yea, they look like big green bananas. But on pizza?” 
 
    Ruth took a slice and set it on his plate. “Charlie, I guarantee you’ll like it on your first bite, or I’ll make it up to you later.” Her eyes twinkled. 
 
    Ben blinked and reached for a slice. Sweet and delicious. He winked at Ruth and hoped the brown goo didn’t ooze out between his teeth. 
 
    “Told ya.” She smiled. 
 
    Ben finished his first bite. “In my world, we eat pizza with chicken and pineapple.” 
 
    “Pineapple?” Ruth grimaced. “That’s messed up.”  
 
    The music started and sounded bluesy and jazzy at the same time. He didn’t recognize the song, but others smiled and swayed as if it was a local favorite.  
 
    Brandon turned to Ben. “Doing okay, Charlie?” 
 
    “Yeah, but I think I might head out soon.” He glanced toward the kitchen and started to get out of his chair. I need to find Jack. 
 
    “Wait,” Brandon said, as he pulled Ben back down by the shoulder. “I think Ruth likes you,” he whispered. “Besides, you’ve got to see Jack. He’ll be out any minute. Sit tight.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ben rolled his eyes. He didn’t want to wait any longer. Thirsty, he grabbed a bottle bearing a picture of winged female wearing a dark red dress. The sweet and bubbly Pixie-Cola tasted like cherries and chocolate. 
 
    He finished the bottle, set it down, and drummed his fingers on the table. Where was Jack’s family? He’d expected to see Patsy, Johnnie, or even GranPat, but he couldn’t wait any longer. It’s go time. 
 
    Ben rose from the table and took three steps toward the kitchen, felt a cramp in his abdomen, and stopped. Looking over his shoulder, he spotted the restrooms in the far back corner. As he turned toward the back, the DJ introduced himself. 
 
    “Welcome everybody to Moonlight Pies, where the pizza is straight from heaven, and the sounds will take you to paradise. I want to give a shout-out to my buddy, Jack, who’s eighteen today, and all his buds at the big table!”  
 
    As Ben neared the men’s room door, everyone at his table started to clap and shout. “Jack! Jack! Jack!” Ben stopped to watch from the corner of the room. 
 
    The DJ played Happy Birthday and the place lit up. Jack strode out of the kitchen wearing a white cap and his kitchen apron. He smiled with both arms raised and waved like a presidential candidate who’d just won the election. This Jack, a little older than Ben remembered, carried himself with the same natural smile and bravado. That’s my brother. 
 
    DJ Donner followed with Van Halen’s When Love Walks In. Jack circled the table shaking hands and hugging guests. When he reached Lori, she threw her arms around him and kissed him for ten seconds.  
 
    Ben froze. She was . . . Jack’s girlfriend? How, when, did that happen? As much as he felt happy to see Jack again, he felt as if he’d lost another chance with Lori. He’d always wanted to be more than just her friend, but he was just . . . sad.  
 
    Sighing, he hurried into the men’s room. It was empty. He caught his reflection in the mirror and took off his shades. I look pitiful. He washed his hands and face with soap and water, put his glasses back on, and chose the far urinal.  
 
    The restroom door squeaked open and someone occupied the porcelain fixture next to his. Using his peripheral vision, he noticed the tall man trying to check out his junk over the small privacy divider. Why was this guy so rude? Ben kept his eyes front, finished as fast as he could, and went to the sink to wash. 
 
     “Hello, Ben.” 
 
    Ben lifted his head, looked in the mirror, and saw the bald CSD agent standing right behind him. Shit-Fuck. He jerked his body around with his back against the sink. The agent held a Taser pointed at Ben’s chest. He stared at the weapon unable to move. 
 
    “I’m Dr. Baum with the Commonwealth Security Division. You look young, dumb and on the run.” Baum sneered. He had a small piece of green lettuce stuck between his two front teeth. 
 
    “What do you want?” The man stood too close. If it weren’t for the Taser, he’d clock the asshole. 
 
    “Let’s be civil if we can. Give me the watch, and I’ll help you go home.” The agent held out his free hand toward Ben. 
 
    Ben slowly raised his arms him until his bare wrists were visible. “I’m not wearing a watch.” 
 
    Baum grabbed Ben, spun him sideways, and pushed him face-first against the wall.  
 
    Ben’s sunglasses broke, gashed his forehead, and fell to the floor. He felt Baum’s hand frisking his pockets. Pushed off the wall with both hands, he knocked Baum back a few steps. Blood ran down Ben’s forehead and into his left eye. 
 
    “Give me the damn watch!” Baum pushed Ben back against the wall.  
 
    The restroom door creaked open. In the mirror, Ben saw DJ Donner’s eyes flare as he entered the room.  
 
    The DJ grabbed Baum’s jacket at the nape of the neck and dragged the tall man down and backwards onto the gritty bathroom floor.  
 
    Ben wanted to run, but Baum lay on his back with his Taser aimed at the DJ. Ben kicked the Taser hand just as agent fired. The leads flew into Baum’s neck and made him flop and fry like a drop of water on a hot griddle. They watched until Baum stopped moving.  
 
    When Baum moaned and tried to sit up, DJ Donner kicked him in the head. “Lights out, baby.” Donner washed his hands. “When they’re down, don’t ever let them back up. Get out of here, kid.” 
 
    “Play well or die,” Ben murmured 
 
    “What?” Donner looked confused. 
 
    “Uh. Thanks.” Ben ran out of the bathroom and bumped into Lori. They both caught each other and kept their balance as AC/DC’s Thunderstruck played in the background.  
 
    She studied his face. “Who are you? You look like . . . you’re bleeding.” She swallowed. “What—”  
 
    He saw the concern in Lori’s eyes and hugged her. “You were always my friend.” He knew it sounded stupid as soon as he said it, and blushed.  
 
    She blinked and took a step back. 
 
    Ben glanced over Lori’s shoulder and saw the curly haired agent bumping past customers and moving toward him. 
 
    Brandon who had been watching Lori, saw the agent, stood, and moved to intercept. 
 
     “Sorry, Lori. Gotta go,” Ben said, and walked quickly to his right. Keeping the tables between him and the approaching CSD agent, Ben eyes searched for Jack, but couldn’t find him. Gone. 
 
    Ben angled to the right and hurried along the restaurant bar toward the kitchen where he hoped to find Jack, or at least escape through the back door.  
 
    The curly man with the brown suit lurched toward him, but Brandon was closer. Brandon caught the agent’s left hand and bent the thumb back forcing the man to his knees. The nearest customer gasped, but others clapped as if it were improvisational dinner theater.  
 
    Ben gave Brandon a quick thumbs up and raced past two waitresses and into the kitchen. Hot and humid air washed over him as he ran across sticky floor. Surprised faces greeted him, but not one of them was Jack’s. 
 
    “What’s going on!” a cook yelled, as Ben dashed past the ovens. A busboy with an armful of dishes ducked out of the way. Ben found the exit and pushed through the screen door to the alley outside. He stopped and scanned the parking lot. 
 
    Jack stood twenty feet to his left, engaged in a conversation with the driver of a red pickup truck with silver lined solar panels. Jack held a wrapped birthday present under his right arm. 
 
    Behind Ben, the screen door slapped shut with a bang. 
 
    Jack turned toward him and stared. 
 
    Ben rushed to Jack’s side out of breath. 
 
    Jack took a step back and paled. “What the hell?” 
 
    Johnnie leaned his head out the truck window. “Ben? You’re bleeding.” 
 
    Ben wiped his forehead with his sleeve. 
 
    Jack stared. “You can’t be Ben, but . . . why do you look so much like him?” 
 
    Ben smiled. “I’ve been looking for you everywhere.”  
 
    Jack shook his head. “Why?” 
 
    Ben grinned like a madman. He took a step forward and hugged Jack breathless. “Tag, you’re it, Brother Bear.”  
 
    “Back to the zoo for you,” Jack said automatically, but then pushed Ben back a step. “How do you know about that?” He squinted at Ben’s face.  
 
    The sound of crashing dishes, pots, and pans, echoed from inside the kitchen. A gunshot exploded and a woman screamed. “I’ll explain later,” Ben said, “but we need to leave now. The CSD is trying to kill me. Please . . . Mr. Fuller. Can you get us out of here?” 
 
     Johnnie frowned and looked back down the alley. “Get in boys. We need to roll.”  
 
    Ben and Jack hurried around the truck and climbed into the front seat. Ben sat in the middle and watched the side mirror. 
 
    Three CSD agents emerged from the kitchen and one pointed at the truck. 
 
    Johnnie tromped the accelerator and the electric motor whined as they sped down the alley. 
 
    The agents chased them on foot, until Johnnie turned the corner and drove into the twilight.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    Johnnie drove Jack and Ben west through Terra’s Carlston. He ran two red lights, turned north, and west again until they were miles outside the city limits. They chased the setting sun passing cornfields on the left and soybeans on the right. As far as Ben could tell, they weren’t being followed, but he kept watch for the brown sedan. 
 
    Johnnie slowed down to the speed limit and glanced at him. “God, you look so much like Ben.” He shook his head. “This feels like some crazy dream.” 
 
    “Yea, but it’s not, Dad,” Jack said as he watched the rearview mirror. “Why are we running like scared rabbits from CSD? To protect . . . him? We don’t know who he really is. Balls up. I’m not sure if it’s even safe for us to go home tonight.” 
 
    Ben winced. His happiness collapsed like a black hole inside his chest. He’d hoped for a happy reunion, but instead he’d confused the people he needed most. Johnnie looked a little scared and Jack seemed pissed. He’d put them in danger and their anger was justified. He rocked his head back and closed his eyes. God help me. I don’t always do the right thing.  
 
    Johnnie turned east and drove into the growing darkness while Jack kept his eyes on the side view mirror. 
 
    Ben blew out a breath. “You’re right. Sorry. I should never have gone to the restaurant.”  
 
    Jack studied him.  
 
    Ben maintained eye contact. “I just wanted to see you again, but I never wanted to get you in trouble.” 
 
    Johnnie turned northeast on Forest Parkway and toward the county reservoir. “Today, in Tibbetsville, you said your name was ‘Charlie.’” 
 
    Ben nodded. “I was afraid, so I lied. I’m Ben Fuller. Charlie’s my middle name.” 
 
    “Ha.” Jack said. “Ben’s middle name was Joseph. Wait a minute. What were you doing in Tibbetsville?” 
 
    Johnnie glanced at Ben and waited. His face, a mixture of shadow and light, reflected the dashboard illumination.  
 
    “I needed a ride.” Ben explained what had happened with Suzie, why he felt foolish, and why he’d run away. 
 
    Johnnie blinked. “At first we weren’t sure if you were trying to kidnap her. Later we realized Suzie had learned how to open the gate latch herself. I owe you, Ben. I think you may have saved her life.” 
 
    “He’s not Ben, Dad. Can’t be,” Jack said. “Ben died.” Jack balled his fist and beat it against his chest. A tiny cloud of flour puffed from his white kitchen apron. “I got him killed, remember?” 
 
    “Jack, a car killed your brother. You weren’t even there.” Johnnie said. “It wasn’t your fault.”  
 
    “Yes it was.” Jack sighed. “If I’d gone running with him that morning, he’d be alive today. I could have saved him.” Jack lowered his head. 
 
    “Jack. We’ve been over this before,” Johnnie said softly. “Bad things happen. It wasn’t your fault.” 
 
    The silence stretched. Ben knew this argument too well and exactly how Jack felt. This stranger from another world made him feel closer to Jack than any of his family or friends back home.  
 
    Johnnie pulled into the picnic grove by the reservoir, backed into an empty parking spot along the woods, and killed the lights. A young family roasted hot dogs around a campfire by the pavilion. Another couple listened to music in their car as the sunset painted an orange flame across the water. 
 
    Johnnie turned off the ignition, gripped the steering wheel, and turned toward Ben. His eyes were red. “Okay. Help me understand. I know my youngest son died. How can you be Ben Fuller?” 
 
    Ben unbuckled his seatbelt and took a deep breath. “Okay. “I am Ben Fuller, but I’m not your biological son. I’m from a different world.” 
 
    Jack’s shoulders stiffened. “Cowshit.” He slapped the dashboard hard enough to make the glove compartment door drop open. “Who the hell are you?” 
 
    Johnnie raised his hand. “Ease up Jack. Give him a chance to explain.” 
 
    Ben told them almost everything about Jack’s death on Earth, meeting Albert, his encounter with CSD on Earth, and his need to find GranPat. He didn’t tell them specifically about the portal watch, or his attempt to meet with Patsy. The former to protect Johnnie and the latter to avoid upsetting Jack. 
 
    “You’re fuckin’ crazy,” Jack said. 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Crazy or not, here I am.”  
 
     Johnnie shifted in his seat. “If the CSD is really after you, then you’re in trouble. They don’t play by any set rules. People who cross them go to jail or just disappear.” 
 
    Ben grimaced. “Baum told me he was CSD at the restaurant, though I think I first saw him outside Dad’s garage on Earth. He’s the same guy who captured Albert.” 
 
    “But I just saw Pop-Pop this morning at my house,” Jack said. 
 
    “No. You saw Patrick, my grandfather. He’s from Earth too.” 
 
    “He looked like Pop-Pop.” Jack frowned. 
 
    “And I look like Ben. Patrick and Albert are doppelgangers.”  
 
    Jack frowned. “Doppelgangers? Do you mean like twins?” 
 
    “Yes, like a copy of you in a parallel universe,” Ben said. 
 
     “Patrick is a nice guy and all,” Jack said, “but we need to get my grandfather back before those CSD fuckbangers hurt him.” Jack studied Ben’s face then offered his hand. “Look. I’ll help you find Patrick if you help me find Albert. Deal?” 
 
    Ben shook his hand. “Deal. Thanks.” He felt the tightness in his chest loosen. “You do remind me of my brother. I really miss him.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “I miss mine too.” He took a deep breath. “Okay, I can roll with you . . . for the sake of my little brother. It feels weird, but good at the same time.” 
 
    Ben nudged Jack’s shoulder. “Yea. I’m your surprise birthday gift.” 
 
    “Ha!” Jack smirked. “You surprised me alright. Never saw it coming.” 
 
    “Ben,” Johnnie said, “I’m happy to meet you and grateful for what you did for Suzie. You were her guardian angel today. Let me know how I can help.” 
 
    “Thanks, Mr. Fuller. You already have.” 
 
    “Sure. Call me Johnnie, or Dad if you want.” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Thanks, Johnnie.” 
 
    Johnnie shifted in his seat. “I better get back home. I can drop you two off at Patsy’s, since Patrick is staying there.”  
 
    “No!” Ben said a little too loudly. “CSD agents are watching the house. I saw them in a brown car.”  
 
    “They were at my house?” Jack eyes grew wide. 
 
    “Come back with me to Tibbetsville,” Johnnie said. “You can stay at my house.” 
 
    “CSD saw your truck tonight, Dad,” Jack said. “They’re probably watching your place too. Go home and check on Suzie and Lucy. We’ll be okay. We can hike back home from here and stay at a friend’s house. We’ll contact you tomorrow if we need help.”  
 
    “I agree,” Ben said. “Let things cool down. We’ll sneak over to Jack’s house first thing in the morning and speak with my grandfather.” 
 
    Jack nodded. 
 
    “Okay. Be careful.” Johnnie met Jack’s eyes. “I’d like to talk to Ben for a minute. Do you mind?”  
 
    “No problem.” Jack slid out of the truck and walked down toward the water. 
 
    Johnnie turned toward Ben. “I want you to know if you can’t get back to Earth, for whatever reason, you’re always welcome to come live with me.” 
 
    “Thanks, but why? You don’t even know me.” 
 
    “You saved my little girl. You have the same heart as my Ben, always ready to jump in and try to do the right thing. He’s gone now, but I miss him so much.” Jonnie cleared his throat. “I hope he knew how much I loved him.” 
 
    Ben remained silent while Johnnie gathered his thoughts.  
 
    “Back on . . . Earth,” Johnnie said, “are your father and mother well?” 
 
    “Yes. They’re still together.” Ben said. “Dad left the hardware store to open his own garage. He’s a mechanic.” 
 
    Johnnie’s eyebrows rose. “Really? Wow. And your mom?” 
 
    “She works full time at Allied Insurance and is the best cook you can imagine.” 
 
    “Is she happy?” 
 
    Ben tapped his lip. “Sometimes. Other times she gets really sad. She misses Jack so much she can’t seem to . . . well, come back to normal.” 
 
    “Did she get an implant for the depression?” John asked. 
 
    “We don’t have those kind of implants back home, just pills and therapy.”  
 
    “Patsy has an implant. She was inconsolable after the accident and spent some time in the hospital. The implant helped her overcome her depression, but she became angry and hard. The implants work to varying degrees, but some have negative side effects.” 
 
     Ben waited. He knew there was more. 
 
    “I’m sorry.” Jonnie continued, “I wondered what life might have been if I stayed with Jack’s mom. It just didn’t work out. Lucy and I are happy, and I want the same for Patsy.” 
 
    Ben frowned. “To be honest, you and Lucy didn’t seem very happy today.” 
 
    Johnnie shrugged. “We have good days and some wicked bad ones, but it’s mostly good. Call it a work in progress. You can’t count on someone else to make you happy, you have to make it happen up here.” Johnnie tapped his forehead. 
 
    Ben nodded. How do you do that? 
 
    “Is your father happy?” 
 
    Ben tilted his head. “Yea. Mostly. He’s really nice and works hard. He gets pissed off sometimes, but it doesn’t last long. We all miss Jack.”  
 
    Johnnie nodded. “I understand how you feel, but like I told Jack, you shouldn’t blame yourself for things you can’t control. Got it?” 
 
    “I hear you.” But I do blame myself. Kipper didn’t follow Dad to work that morning. She left because I forgot to close the damn gate. 
 
    “Good. Let’s find Jack.” 
 
    “Wait, I have a question. I overhead Dad on a phone call. He might have been talking to another woman. I’m not sure, but it bothers me. Do you think I should ask him about the call?” 
 
    Johnnie’s eyes widened. “That’s up to you. If you trust him, then trust him. If you can’t let it go, then ask. I’d trust him. He sounds like a better man than me.” 
 
    “Thanks.” He wanted to trust his father.  
 
    “One last thing.” Johnnie said. “Humor me. I’m going to pretend for a moment you’re my son.” Johnnie took a deep breath and his eyes teared up. “Ben, I love you, and I’ve missed you, and it’s so good to see you again.” Johnnie hugged him.  
 
    Ben returned the embrace. “I love you too, Dad.” He meant it. This was a good man. 
 
    They found Jack skipping stones by the water’s edge. 
 
    Johnnie tussled Jack’s hair. “Happy Birthday.”  
 
    “Thanks, Dad.” 
 
    “You boys watch each other’s backs, and remember, call me if you need my help.” 
 
    “Will do.”  
 
    They walked uphill to the fire trail and waved to Johnnie in the parking lot. He flashed his lights and drove into the dark night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Patsy sat in her living room and surfed the tube from the sanctuary of her leather easy chair. The Commonwealth forecaster promised three days of fair weather, followed by storms with possible damaging wind and hail. They advised everyone to button down and reel in their tethered solar panels.  
 
    She thought about her houseguest - the liar. The CSD agent had told her an imposter may show up pretending to be her father, and asked her to go along with the charade. CSD hoped his accomplice, a boy pretending to be Ben, may also visit. She understood why this Patrick might pretend to be her father, but Ben? How absurd and cruel. CSD had, however, promised a sizeable reward for the boy. All she had to do was keep them informed. 
 
    Meanwhile, the liar worked on her busted washing machine in the basement. At least he was handy. She switched to the Lottery Channel and watched a reality show based on winners who’d spent through their prize money and were utterly miserable. Patsy pulled back the lever for the footrest, stretched out her legs, and sighed. She wondered if Johnnie missed his favorite chair. 
 
      
 
    [image: ] 
 
    Dr. Harry Baum, CSD SAC for Pennsylvania Province, UAC, Terra, sat on an examination table in a small room at Mercy General outside Carlston. A nurse bandaged his bare scalp.  
 
    Should he have just kept Patrick a prisoner, rather than release him as bait? He might have avoided the ugly scene in the restaurant altogether. Luckily, the DJ’s kick to his head hadn’t damaged his cranial implants.  
 
    Baum grit his teeth and his wispy mustache tickled his lower lip.  
 
    “How’s that feel?” The middle-aged nurse wore a thick foundation makeup and a dark purple shade of lipstick. 
 
    He rubbed his hand over the white bandage. “Can you loosen it a bit, sweetie?” 
 
    “Wrapped a little too tight?” She smirked. “Did you get the name of the horse who kicked you?” 
 
    “Donner. Brown hair and eyes. About twelve hands high.” She didn’t need to know he got his assed kicked by a freaking disc jockey. He could press charges against the DJ for assault, but this operation was off book. Still, he’d shoot the fuckbanger, if he ever got in his way again. 
 
    “You’re lucky he didn’t break your nose.” 
 
    Baum caught his refection in the tiny wall mirror. Damn. The purple bruise had spread across his cheek. He’d almost had the kid and the watch. So close. No matter, the boy would eventually show up at the Keiser house and they’d nab him. Mrs. Fuller was on board.  
 
    His CSD Director expected him to retrieve the portal watch and their earth-side stockpile of computer technology. CSD and UniZol reps had crossed to Earth using Albert’s portal array components and the open Earth frequency.  
 
    He had to hurry. The Earth frequency might not remain open permanently. Once he recovered the portal watch, the UAC lab could reproduce the miniaturized components themselves. Then they wouldn’t need Albert. Baum made a fist. I’ll end Albert personally, and bury him next to Ben. 
 
    CSD kept Patrick on a short leash and planned to retrieve him for phase two - miniaturization of the homing beacon. Once finished, the UAC could place an encoded beacon on each side giving them easy access to Earth and their computer and communication technologies. A stable portal would also support a phase three - conquest. 
 
    For now, CSD had left the earth-side beacon activated and the equipment intact. They didn’t want to risk moving the machinery. The staging area, 150 yards behind the McDugan house remained accessible, as long as the beacon functioned.  
 
    The nurse finished with the bandage. “Better?” 
 
    “Yeah. Thanks.” He left the room and found his two men waiting for him in the parking lot. They were a little battered and bruised but looked ready to get back in action.  
 
    Baum shook his head. “What a bunch of sorry sacks.”  
 
    Chandler hid his bandaged hand behind his back, and rubbed his right hand through his curly red hair. Some big teenager had broken Chandler’s left thumb during the fight at the restaurant. 
 
    Hoss ground his teeth which made his bulbous nose bend at the tip. 
 
     “Listen up. I’m crossing back to Earth tomorrow, but you two stay here. Find the kid and get the watch. Don’t let either the kid, or the old man, get away. You should know what’s at stake, but let me remind you. If we don’t control the portal, Earth could invade and wreak havoc on Terra. We have people and resources to protect.” 
 
    He searched their faces. “Get the watch. I’m authorizing use of deadly force if necessary, but keep it clandestine. I’m counting on you. Now move out.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Ben followed Jack down the fire trail toward Terra’s Carlston. The last time Ben had run this path on Earth, he’d raced Lori up the hill. She’d exuded grace, beauty, and flowed like quicksilver in the moonlight. The world had breathed with him, its wild heart in time with his as if he were a bounding stag—a memory best kept to himself for now. 
 
    The world had changed. Literally. He walked with his doppel-brother on his eighteenth birthday, not in the USA, but the United American Commonwealth where UAC government agents had tried to kill him for his portal watch. At least he’d found Jack. Hopefully, GranPat and Albert were next.  
 
    Ben felt wired and jogged past Jack on the wooded trail. Jack took off his kitchen apron, tied it around his waist, and followed.  
 
    “It’s a good night for a run.” Jack said. “I need this.”  
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    They ran side by side. “You gotta good stride,” Jack said. “Play sports on Earth?” 
 
    “Yeah, I wrestle and play JV football. Hope to make varsity this fall.”  
 
    “Cool. Wrestling and football. Power, strength, speed, and agility.” 
 
    “How ‘bout you?” Ben sprang over a rock and took the lead. 
 
    “Track at Pitt in the fall.” Jack quickened his pace. The gibbous moon bathed the trail with yellow light. Twigs crunched under their feet as Jack drew even with Ben. 
 
    “Nice.” Ben ran a little faster and pulled ahead.   
 
    Jack caught up and ran alongside. “How did you find me at the restaurant?” 
 
    “I met Brandon and Trudy on the street. They invited me to join the party.” 
 
    “You know them?” Jack asked in a quick breath as he hurdled a fallen tree. 
 
    Ben used his hands to pivot and swing his legs over the fallen trunk. “Just met them today. I’m friends with their doppelgangers back home. Brandon is on my wrestling team. He’s a good guy.” 
 
    “Yea, Brandon and Trudy are cool. She’s new in town and Brandon is smitten.” Jack slowed his stride. “Did ya meet my girl, Lori?” 
 
    Ben stubbed his toe on a rock, but kept his balance. “Yea, briefly. If she’s anything like the Lori I know back home, you’re a lucky man.” Luckier than me, anyway. 
 
    “Thanks, Bro.” Jack navigated the trail with precision. “What did my dad want?” 
 
    Ben frowned. “Let’s walk for a bit.” 
 
    They both slowed to a walk. 
 
     Ben breathed deeply. “He told me about your mom and how bad things were after your brother died. I think he wanted me to understand how he ended up with Lucy.” 
 
    “I love Dad. He’s trying to do the right thing with us, Lucy, and Suzie. But, yea, the divorce sucked. Mom digs her spurs into Dad every chance she gets, and he lets her as if she’s got an all-day-pass on the pony rides. I’m so looking forward to going away to college.” 
 
    “What’s it like having a little sister?” 
 
    “Suzie is awesome.” Jack smiled. “I love that little kid, but I don’t see her much.” 
 
    “And Lucy?” 
 
    “Eh, she’s all right. She’s nice enough when I’m around, but sometimes I think he married a younger version of Mom. He’s like the fly who shook loose from a spider web and flew right into another. But he loves her and Suzie. He’d do anything for us, if he could.” 
 
    They left the forest trail and walked along the county road. Step by step they jogged toward the lights of Carlston, and the conversation turned to sports.  
 
    Jack explained how college sports allowed implants to monitor health and performance, but those which unnaturally increased physical performance were prohibited. Jack had signed scholarship agreements to that effect, and underwent a verification scan in Pittsburgh last month. 
 
    “You okay with that?” Ben asked. 
 
    “Absolutely. I’m going to work my ass off, and when I win, I’ll know I deserved it.” 
 
    Ben thought about football and grew anxious about going home. He decided to trust his doppel-brother and told Jack everything he knew about the portal watch.  
 
    “Pop-Pop wore this watch?” Jack asked. “I never noticed, but I haven’t seen him for a while.” 
 
    “I don’t know how long he had it, but he used it Monday morning to send me through a portal to Terra.” They stopped jogging and faced each other. 
 
    “Where is it now?” 
 
    Ben tapped his chest. “He gave it to me right before CSD captured him.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he just jump through the portal with the watch?” Jack narrowed his eyes. 
 
    Ben shook his head and sighed. “I wish he had, but there wasn’t enough time. CSD broke down the door and mugged him, but he made sure the watch and I were safe before the portal closed. I owe him, and I want to help find him.”  
 
    Far down the road, headlights moved in their direction. 
 
    Jack put his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “We’ll find him together. Okay?” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Thanks, Jack.” 
 
    Jack rubbed his hands together. “Good. Now let me see it.”  
 
    Ben pulled the watch from beneath his shirt, and Jack examined the device. “I see extra buttons and dials, but it looks like a watch.”  
 
     “I haven’t figured out yet how it all works, but—” 
 
    A large car whined toward them from town, and slowed to a stop. Headlights blinded them. Jack shielded his eyes and looked at the car. 
 
    Shit. Ben turned his back and hid the watch. He grabbed Jack’s arm and pulled. “C’mon run!”  
 
    Jack pulled back. “Wait a minute.” 
 
    “There you are,” said a deep voice from the driver’s side window. The rear passenger door opened and someone jumped out. Ben squinted into the head lights, but couldn’t see the driver’s face.  
 
    Lori ran into the beam of light and wrapped her arms around Jack. “Where’ve you been? We were so worried after the gunshot in the kitchen, and then you disappeared.”  
 
     Jack hugged her and gave her a quick peck on the lips. “We had to bolt.” He turned toward the car. “Everyone okay?” 
 
    “Pretty much.” Lori folded her arms. “The bullet went through the dishwashing machine. Only a few people got hurt during the fight. Nothing too serious.” 
 
    Ben’s shoulders sagged. Jack and Lori? He wanted to like them both, and he did, mostly, but everything seemed so easy for Jack. Had Terra’s Ben felt the same way about her? Did he even have a chance? Keep breathing. 
 
    Brandon emerged from the driver’s seat, his eye black and his cheek bruised. “Yep, we hurt a few of them, but then we had to let them go. Hey, Charlie, you okay?” 
 
    Jack’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    Ben winked at Jack then turned to Brandon. “Yep. You and Jack helped me get away. Thanks, and sorry for the trouble.” 
 
    Lori frowned at Ben. 
 
    Trudy climbed out of the front passenger seat and Ruth from the back. They looked relieved and walked over to listen. 
 
    “How did you find us?” Jack said.  
 
    Brandon stood tall. “We asked ourselves, where would we go if we were you? We tried a few spots, then drove to the reservoir. Met your Dad coming out of the picnic ground. He said you took the fire trail, so we drove around to the other side.” Brandon glanced back down the road. “Let’s get gone before those guys show up again.” 
 
    “Wait. Did you see any roadblocks?” Jack asked. 
 
    “No. All clear.” Brandon’s forehead wrinkled. “Why are they after you, Charlie?” 
 
    Ben cringed and glanced at Jack. “I, ahhh.” They all stared at him, but what could he tell them? He felt hot all over. “I –”  
 
    “We’ll talk about it later,” Jack said. “Somewhere safe.” 
 
    “We can take the backroads to my house,” Brandon offered. 
 
    “Excellent.” Jack took Lori’s hand and crawled into the back seat. 
 
    Ben sighed as everyone else climbed into the car. Everyone, but Ruth.  
 
    She smiled, approached him, and hooked her arm in his. “C’mon Charlie.” Ruth led him to the back seat. “Thought you were a quiet guy,” she whispered, “but instead you have everyone stirred up.” 
 
    Ben felt squished between the car door and Ruth. She cradled his right arm. The scent of apricots cloyed at him. Jack sat on the other side with Lori on his lap. They were kissing again. Ben felt a little sick and rolled down the window for air.  
 
    They passed south of the town lights and drove further and further away from GranPat.  
 
    “Hey,” Ruth whispered. “Are you okay?” She pulled on his arm, until he turned her way. Her eyes swam with concern. “You’ve got blood on your forehead.” 
 
    He peeked over her shoulder. Lori and Jack had stopped kissing and peered out the window. “I’m okay. So much has happened today, and I’d like to go home.” 
 
    “But you can’t. Can you?” Her ruby red lips frowned. She took out a handkerchief, moistened it between her lips, and wiped the blood from his forehead—something his mother might have done when he was a child.  
 
    Ben blushed. “Not yet. Not until I straighten out this mess.” 
 
    “Look, I don’t need to know what happened, but did you hurt somebody?” She seemed tentative. 
 
    “No. Nothing like that. I’m trying to help my grandfather, and some people are trying to stop me.” 
 
    She stretched her neck and kissed him gently on the cheek. “For good luck.”  
 
    His eyebrows rose. “Thanks. You’re sweet.” His frown faded. 
 
    Brandon turned down Red Pine Lane and into his parents’ driveway. Trudy stretched her neck to look in the back seat. “Okay boys and girls, we’re here. Bran’s mom and dad are home, so behave.”   
 
    Ruth snickered. 
 
    They piled out of the car. Brandon noticed a plain white van parked across the street and nudged Jack. “Looks like we have company,” he said. 
 
    Ben glanced at the van and frowned. He wondered how much he should trust these people. Did Jack actually believe his story? Would they turn him over to CSD to protect the Commonwealth? Maybe he should just run away while he could. No. He had to trust somebody. “Jack, is it safe?”  
 
    “We’re okay. Let’s go inside.” 
 
    The house was a reddish brick colonial with black shutters and a two-car garage. An electric lamp lit the cement driveway and a worn basketball hoop. Brandon led the way, as Trudy, Lori, Ruth, and Jack filed into the house. Ben followed and locked the front door behind him. 
 
    Brandon coaxed them into the living room. His parents shared the couch and spoke with a man sitting in a corner chair. Ben couldn’t see his face, until everyone rose to greet them. DJ Donner stood with his arms folded. He suffered several bruises and scratches on his face, and a serious burn on his arm. He nodded at Ben. 
 
    Brandon shook his hand. “Hey, Ken, thanks again for tonight. Good to see you’re okay.” Brandon glanced at Ben. “Mom and Dad, this is Charlie, Jack’s cousin, and I think you’ve met everyone else. These are my parents, Peter and Helen. This is my cousin, Ken, otherwise known as DJ Donner. He teaches martial arts in Tampton and deejays on the side.” 
 
    Ken stood near Brandon, and Ben saw the family resemblance. Ken still wore his shiny black DJ shirt, minus several buttons. His facial scratches had been swabbed with a shiny salve. 
 
    “Happy birthday, Jack,” Ken said. “Sorry you didn’t get to hear the whole show.”  
 
    “Thanks,” Jack said, “sorry I missed it.” 
 
    Ken glanced at Ben. “Can I talk to you for a minute?” 
 
    “Sure.” Ben kept his eyes on Ken as they walked down the ceramic tile floor to the foyer, and out of earshot from the others. Light sparkled from the small metal and glass chandelier that hung above their heads. Ken stopped in front of a medium sized mirror.  
 
    “Are you hurt?” Ken asked. 
 
    “Just the cut on my forehead. It would have been worse if you hadn’t saved my ass.” He held out his hand. “Thanks again.” 
 
    Ken shook his hand and let go. “You’re welcome. Those guys at the restaurant looked like undercover cops, or something. Guns and Tasers. They left in a hurry after the gunshot. Who were they?”  
 
    “CSD agents.” 
 
    “Oh.” Ken blinked. “Watch your back. I’ll have to watch mine too. They think they can do whatever they want and get away with it.” He folded his arms. “Why are they after you?” 
 
    Ben frowned. Ken deserved an answer. “They want something that belongs to Jack’s grandfather. It might be better if that’s all you knew.” 
 
    “You’re probably right.” Ken handed Ben a clean handkerchief. 
 
    “What’s this for?” 
 
     “Check in the mirror.” Ken smiled  
 
    Ben turned and saw the gash on his forehead and a ruby red lipstick mark on his cheek. “Oh, that’s embarrassing.” Ben wiped his face. “Thanks.” 
 
    Ben followed Ken back to the living room. Jack, Lori and Brandon were gone. 
 
    Ruth grabbed Ben’s arm and pulled. “There you are. C’mon. The party moved downstairs.” She pulled him through the kitchen to the basement stairs, and the flashing lights below. His eyebrows rose. Déjà vu. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Brandon’s basement sported a wet bar, bright giant screen television, leather couch, love seat, two recliners, coffee table, refrigerator, and soft lights. The paneled walls were decorated with local sports memorabilia and the rug offered a tight green fiber. On the far wall, Terran moonlight shone through the sliding glass patio door.  
 
    Jack flopped on the couch with Lori and Trudy, as Brandon searched for the remote. Ruth sat on the love seat and motioned Ben over.  
 
    Ben shook his head. “I’ll try the recliner.” Stepping past the love seat, he backed into the brown leather monstrosity, pulled the side lever, and stretched his tired feet as the chair rocked backwards. Ruth raised an eyebrow and shared a look with Trudy who shrugged. He pretended not to notice. 
 
    Brandon flipped channels and found a 1975 shark classic called “Jaws” starring Roy Schneider and Marilyn Monroe.  
 
    As the movie started, Trudy made a pitcher of margaritas. Ben asked for water. Brandon knocked back half of his margarita in one gulp, while Trudy sipped hers. Lori took a small sip and set her drink on the coffee table.  
 
    Ben smiled. Who would ever believe he’d made it to his brother’s 18th birthday party? Okay, so this Jack wasn’t his real brother, but he felt an incredible connection. Lori was and wasn’t Lori, and he did and didn’t know her. It all seemed so surreal. 
 
    He drank most of his water and glanced at the movie. A great white shark grabbed Marilyn’s famous legs in a mouthful of razor sharp teeth, and pulled her down below the surface into a bloody cloud of red bubbles. So, Jaws wasn’t Jaws either. 
 
    “Ohhh.” Trudy squirmed next to Brandon. “That was nasty.” 
 
    Brandon smirked. “That’s their nature. Sharks have to feed.” Brandon nibbled on Trudy’s neck as she giggled.  
 
    Lori whispered in Jack’s ear and caught Ben watching. 
 
    Feeling a little awkward, Ben slid out of his chair and walked to the glass door. He peeked through the half-open blinds and saw the patio wrapped around a cement swimming pool. The pool lights wriggled below the surface with an inviting blue glow, but he couldn’t stop worrying about GranPat. 
 
    “Want to get some air?” Ruth stood holding two margaritas.  
 
    Ben looked over her shoulder and saw Jack’s arms around Lori. “Sure.” Ben retracted the blinds and slid the door open. Once Ruth joined him outside, he closed the door. The cool night air felt refreshing, but the moon shone like a spotlight. 
 
    “Drink?” Ruth offered him a glass. 
 
    “No, thanks.” Was he in some sort of a mystical loop with Ruth? “Had too much to drink last Saturday. I need to stay sober.”  
 
    “Oh, sorry.” She dumped both margaritas on the grass. “Forget the drinks.” She set the glasses down on the patio table. “You okay?” She put her arm through his.  
 
    “Just a little homesick.” Mom’s going to kill me for losing GranPat. 
 
    “Do you need to call home?” She squeezed his arm. 
 
    “My phone’s broken.” He patted his pocket. 
 
    “Want to use mine?” Her eyes searched his.  
 
    He shook his head. Can’t phone Earth from here. 
 
    She squeezed his arm. “Please, let me help you.” Ruth seemed genuine, and so different from Rouge back home. 
 
    Ben nodded. “Okay. I need to speak with Jack alone for a minute. Could you ask him to come outside?” 
 
    “Yes.” Her eyes met his. “Don’t worry. Everything’s going to be all right.” 
 
    He touched her hand. “Thank you.” Her blue eyes swam with sincerity and her lips looked so darn soft. His head leaned closer. 
 
    She beamed and brushed her lips against his.  
 
    They kissed for a moment and she broke contact. As she went back inside, he rubbed his fingers against his lips, and smiled. Not bad Benzo. 
 
    Jack walked outside onto the cement patio. “Everything okay?” 
 
    Ben slid the door closed. “Do you have a phone on you?” 
 
    “Yea, why?” Jack said a little perturbed. 
 
    He told Jack what he wanted, and shared Grandma Betsy’s concern about the telephone lines. 
 
    Jack phoned home and enabled the speaker phone feature. 
 
    “Jack, where are you?” Patsy asked.  
 
    “I’m okay, Mom,” Jack said. “I’m with friends from the party.” 
 
    “Did you have a happy birthday?” 
 
    “Yea. Some people got too rowdy, but everybody’s okay.” 
 
    “Who showed up at the party?” 
 
    “You know. My friends. Lori, Brandon, Trudy, Ruth, Charmaine, Mr. Roscani and a few others. I thought you and Pop-Pop might stop by.” 
 
    “We planned to come, but he was exhausted from the yard work.” 
 
    “That’s not true,” GranPat said in the background. 
 
    Ben’s mouth opened and his shoulders relaxed a little. GranPat. Thank God. 
 
    Patsy cleared her throat. “Anyone else show up? Someone named . . . Ben?” 
 
    Ben’s eyes grew wide. She knows. 
 
    Jack didn’t hesitate. “No, nobody called Ben at my party. Why?” 
 
    “Where are you right now?” 
 
    Ben shook his head and silently mouthed, “No.” 
 
    “At a service station,” Jack said. “Tim’s car got a flat and they’re fixing the tire.” 
 
    “Tim who?  You need to come home now—” 
 
    “Hey, Mom, gotta go. Don’t worry, I’m okay. I might stay at Tim’s house tonight. See you tomorrow.” Jack hung up. “How does she know about you?” 
 
    “I’ve never met her, and GranPat doesn’t know I’m here.” Ben ran his hand through his hair. “I held something back from you earlier.” 
 
    “What?” Jack put his phone in his pocket. 
 
    “I saw one of the CSD agents meeting with your mother in her office today.” 
 
    “Balls up!” Jack began pacing. “Did they see you?” 
 
     “No.” Ben leaned against the house. “Would she help them?” 
 
    “I love my Mom, but she only believes in things she can see or touch. She had a tough time when my brother died. We all did.  But she got over it.  
 
    “No way would she believe your story over the Commonwealth’s. If they offered her a finder’s fee, she’d wrap you in her arms and dial C-S-D.” Jack shook his head. “You were right. GranPat is bait.” 
 
    Ben looked down at his shoes. “What do we do now?” 
 
     “We need to hide away tonight, but not here. My mom might call Brandon’s parents looking for us.”  
 
    The door slid open.  Lori stepped outside and studied their faces. “Everything chill?” Her blue eyes reflected the moonlight. 
 
    Jack touched her shoulder. “Ben and I need to leave. I’ll speak with Brandon and let you know the plan.” Jack slipped back into the house. 
 
    Lori stayed outside with Ben. Her profile looked sleek and strong like a lioness hunting at night. “You know . . . Charlie, you’ve put us all at risk, and I don’t know anything about you. Do I?” 
 
    “Sorry, I –”  
 
    “I’ve never heard Jack talk about you.” Lori stepped closer. “But he cares about you like a brother. Why is that?” 
 
    Ben remained silent and wanted to melt away. She was right, and it was all his fault. His eyes dropped down toward the ground. 
 
    “There it is. That look. I remember seeing it all through elementary and middle school from . . . my best friend. Whenever he was confronted for—”  
 
    “Doing something stupid?” Ben met her eyes. 
 
    She tilted her head. “Yep.” She nodded. “And tonight, at the restaurant, you said—”  
 
    “I’ll always be your friend.” He tried to smile.  
 
    She blinked. “Are you Ben? I don’t understand. How?”  
 
    “I’m not your Ben, but pretty close.” He told her the short version of how he came to Terra. 
 
    She shook her head. “If you weren’t standing here in front of me, I wouldn’t believe any of it. No wonder people are after you. It’s wonderful, and crazy, and sad, and scary, but I’m glad you’re here.” She grabbed him by the ear, shook it, and then kissed him on the cheek. “Seeing you reminds me how much I’ve missed my Bennie.” 
 
    He blushed. “I’m not him.”  
 
    “Jack’s happy to see you too. He’s always blamed himself for Ben’s death, but the accident wasn’t his fault. He still doesn’t get it, but you can help him.” She narrowed her eyes. “Bad things happen, but thank God for second chances. Understand?” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Bad things happen.” He’d always felt responsible for Jack’s death, but speaking with someone who understood meant a lot. GranPat had no trouble talking to anybody about anything. Ben wished he could be more like his grandfather and speak with his parents about Jack’s death, even if they didn’t want to listen. Maybe someday he could tell Lori how much she meant to him. But not here. Wrong world and wrong Lori. 
 
    She lifted her chin. “We need to fix this before things get worse.”    
 
    The door slid open and Jack stepped out. Both Ben and Lori smiled at him. 
 
    Jack’s eyebrow rose. “You told her?” 
 
    “She recognized me. Apparently, she was my best friend here too.” 
 
    She folded her arms. “So what’s the plan?” 
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    Jack and Ben moved inside and spoke with Brandon. After saying goodbye to the girls, they snuck out through the basement door and waited two blocks away. Jack leaned against a light pole, while Ben walked the cement curb like a tight rope. Ben stopped and teetered on the edge when an elderly man walked past with a miniature white poodle.  
 
    The dog either couldn’t make up his mind where to pee, or ran out of ammunition. The man growled. “C’mon, Buttons. This isn’t solar science.”  
 
    A white van raced toward them and stopped a foot away. The driver rolled down his window and motioned the boys inside. Jack opened the door for Ben, and they climbed inside. DJ Donner drove them to his home in Tampton for the night.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    Moments ago, Patsy had hung up the phone after speaking with Jack about his party. Patrick sat on the red fabric sofa in Patsy’s living room with his arms crossed. The overhead light threw shadows as an aged television star hawked a new and improved UAC sleep chip.  
 
    “Why’d you lie to Jack? I would have gone to his birthday party.” Patrick’s lips formed a tight line. 
 
    She blew a plume of smoke toward the discolored ceiling tiles above her head. “Have you seen yourself in the mirror? You look dog-tired after all the work you’ve done today. I thought it best you stayed home and rested.” She picked up the circular remote and spun the wheel clockwise to change the channel. 
 
    “Why did you ask about Ben?” He couldn’t keep the irritation out of his voice. 
 
    “Who? You need to get your hearing checked,” she said loudly. “I said ‘Len’. Mr. Roscani, the manager at Jack’s restaurant, has a nephew named ‘Len’.” She stared back at him. Her green eyes swam in a sea of white lies, but didn’t flinch. 
 
    “You said ‘Ben’, I heard it quite clearly.” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know. Maybe I did. I think of Ben sometimes. Don’t you?” 
 
    Patrick gave her a hard look. “Yes. I do.”  
 
    Patsy finished the cigarette and stubbed it into a crowded red ceramic ashtray. “Well some of us have to work tomorrow.” She stood up and moved toward the stairs. “See you in the morning.” 
 
    Patrick glared at her, thankful he hadn’t confided in her. Patsy lied easily, but not well. Why would she ask about Ben? Her Ben died on Terra two years back. Patrick shivered and hoped his Ben was somewhere safe on Earth. 
 
    He needed to be careful tomorrow. Get in the bank, find the watch, and get out. Patsy may know more about what’s happening than he. Had she already been through her father’s papers? Patrick’s shoulders sagged. Keep breathin’. 
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    Sheriff’s Deputy Louis Dauphine stopped for gas, and drove back to Patrick’s house in Carmichael, PA., USA. He’d told John to stay put in Carlston tonight, and visit the Carmichael house in the morning when they had more information about Ben and his grandfather.  
 
    He and John had been close as kids, and Louis would do anything for his cousin. John had taught him how to swim, and years later introduced him to the woman who would become his wife. Louis stood as Ben’s godfather at the baptism and pallbearer for Jack. For Louis, finding Patrick and Ben meant everything. 
 
    Louis had visited Patrick’s house three hours earlier and found a smashed patio door, signs of a scuffle, and blood stains. Someone had broken in and dumped the place while searching for valuables. They’d smashed the cellar door as well, but left the scientific equipment intact. Ben and Patrick were gone, but he found messages on the house answering machine from Patty, Patrick’s doctor’s office, and a Phylo Caliban. 
 
    The deputy cruised up the drive and parked his patrol car in front of the garage. Darkness cloaked the house. The porch light he’d left on two hours ago had been snuffed. Louis’s gut tightened. Someone had come back. 
 
    He lowered his window and listened. Hearing a noise from behind the house, he slid out of his vehicle and pulled his nine-millimeter Glock. He held the gun with both hands extended and walked around the side of the house. As he crossed into the back yard, a tall man dressed in black bounded from the back deck and ran for the woods. The intruder’s moonlit silhouette included an automatic weapon.  
 
    “Police! Stop, or I‘ll shoot!” commanded Louis. The man slowed and turned his weapon toward Louis. Louis fired three rounds and the intruder dropped like dead weight. Semi-automatic fire erupted from the woods to the right of Louis’s position. Bright flashes bloomed from three separate muzzles. Oh shit. 
 
    Louis’s eyes went wide as he hesitated. He took a round in the chest, one in the shoulder, and went down hard. His teeth bit his tongue as he hit the ground and tasted blood. His shoulder burned as if on fire. Who are these guys?  
 
    He stayed down as bullets pinged into the aluminum siding above his prone body. His hand moved to his chest and felt the warm slug against his bullet-proof vest. Lucky that, but the shoulder wound soaked his shirt with warm blood. He crawled on his stomach back to his vehicle and called for support.    
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    Jack and Ben sat on an old green couch and watched a ‘Sinefield’ cartoon on Terran television in Ken Donner’s cluttered basement outside Tampton. The flickering screen provided the only illumination.  
 
    “I’m surprised the show is animated,” Ben told Jack. “They use real actors on Earth.”  
 
    “How could that be funny?” Jack said. 
 
    They both laughed when the ten-foot-tall yellow Craymar accidently fell and poked out his third eye. Ben felt blessed to have this time with Jack. 
 
    Jack’s cell rang at 11:00 p.m. “It’s Lori.” 
 
    Ben turned down the volume.  
 
    “Yeah.” Jack told her. “We’re at Ken’s house . . . No. You should go home and stay there.” Jack listened for a while. “Okay, Okay,” he said, and gave her directions. “See you then.” He hung up and turned to Ben. “They’re on their way.” 
 
    “They?” Ben sat up in his chair. 
 
    “C’mon. Let’s go outside.” 
 
    The moon shone on the dewy grass as crickets chirped in a cascading rhythm. Only males chirped to attract and find a mate. Ben kept quiet. Lori would be there soon. Though glad to see Jack again, he couldn’t shake his feelings for Lori. He kicked at a broken stick that lay in the tall grass. 
 
    “Upset about something?” Jack asked. 
 
    Ben’s shoulders tightened. What could he say to Jack without sounding stupid? “No. All good.” 
 
    “Cowshit,” Jack said. “You’re mad at me about something.” 
 
    “Uh.” Ben sighed. “It’s hard to explain”  
 
    “Pretend I’m your big brother. Just tell me.” 
 
    Ben rolled his eyes. “It’s my problem, not yours.” 
 
    “The fuse is lit, Bro.” Jack eyed him. “Better now than later.” 
 
    Ben stared at his feet. “Okay. Okay.” He raised his head and faced Jack. “Back home, Lori is my best friend, and . . . I’ve always had a huge crush on her.” 
 
    Jack’s eye’s sparked in the moonlight. “Oh. So you have a problem with me, because she’s your girl back home?” 
 
    “No. No. I mean she’s not my girlfriend. She’s seeing Brandon.”  
 
    “Brandon? Huh.” Jack frowned. “Ever tell her how you feel?” 
 
    Ben grimaced. “God, no. I don’t want her to feel weird, or lose her as a friend.” 
 
    “Okay. But what if you told her and you became better friends?” Jack asked. 
 
    He blinked. “But I don’t want to blow it.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Sure. That could happen, but if she’s your best friend, I think she’ll understand no matter what.” Jack’s eyes locked on his. “Just remember this. If you’re too afraid to take a chance, you’ll always be left with fewer choices.” 
 
    Ben swallowed. “Okay. I’ll think about it.” This was the Jack he’d missed. 
 
    “Good.” Jack squeezed Ben’s shoulder. “So. Still mad at me?”  
 
    “I know it’s stupid, and things are different here. But I can’t always control how I feel.” 
 
    “It’s not stupid.” Jack glanced at the moon. “Look. I should be glad to see you. Right? You’re like a second chance. But when I see how well you turned out, it drags up all this guilt about . . . my brother’s death. It’s my fault he died. I should have gone running with him that morning instead of staying in bed.” He caught Ben’s eyes. “Am I being stupid?” 
 
    Ben sighed. “No. I get it. I feel responsible for my brother’s death. He died saving my life.” Ben’s throat tightened. Why does Jack think I turned out well? My own mother doesn’t like me. “I’m such a mess. I wish I had died instead.” 
 
    Jack put both hands on Ben’s shoulders. “No. It doesn’t work that way. We live the best lives we can, despite what happens. We can live for ourselves  . . . and our brothers. They would expect nothing less.” 
 
    Ben stared at Jack. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Me too.” Jack said. They heard a car over the sound of the crickets. He raised his eyebrow. “You’re going to be cool about me and Lori. Right?” 
 
    “Yea.” 
 
    “Good. I’m not giving her up.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Smart man.”  
 
    Lori rolled up in her red electric VW. She parked under a tall tree halfway down Ken’s long driveway.  
 
    Lori and Ruth stepped out of the car, each carrying a sleeping bag.  
 
    “Hello ladies,” Jack said smiling. “Good to see you again.” 
 
    “Happy Birthday,” Lori said to Jack. She nodded at Ben. 
 
    “Thanks, Sweetie.” Jack hugged her. 
 
    Lori caught Ruth’s eyes and nodded. 
 
    Jack and Lori turned and walked hand-in-hand back toward Ken’s house.  
 
    Ben smiled at Ruth and began to follow Jack and Lori. Ruth caught his arm. “Hold up, Charlie.” She smiled. “Let’s give them a little space.” 
 
     “Oh.” He blushed. Of course they didn’t want him around. His chest tightened. Ditched by my brother and my best friend. His real brother would have treated him better. A wave of sadness rolled in on a swell, but he kept his head above the darkness. “I guess I can be pretty thick sometimes.” 
 
    “No, not at all. You’re kind and sweet. Let them have this night.” She took his hand. “Jack will be away at school soon.”  
 
    “Yea. You’re right.” His eyes drifted toward the house. Jack deserved her more. I’m just passing through.  
 
    She squeezed his hand. “Charlie.” 
 
    He broke away from his thoughts and looked at her. She smiled at him. Oh. Did she expect him to . . . what? 
 
    “Be here, with me, in the moment,” Ruth said. “Close your eyes.” 
 
    “Okaaay.” This is getting weird. 
 
     “Feel the cool night air around us. Do you hear the crickets?” 
 
    “Yea. They’re loud.” Her hand felt soft in his. 
 
    “Now listen for the tree frogs. It’s similar, but a different sound.” 
 
    He heard a less frequent throaty squeak amid the cacophony of crickets. “Yes I do. In the background.” He grinned, squeezed her hand, and opened his eyes. She seemed . . . real. He felt a tingle go all the way through him, and grimaced. 
 
    “Is something wrong? You don’t look happy to see me.” Her sapphire earrings glowed in the moonlight. 
 
    “No. It’s not that.” He looked at the house and then back to her. “I like you. I just have a lot going on right now.” He rested his hands lightly on her shoulders. “Why are you here?”  
 
    Her face fell as if she’d been wounded, but, gradually, she found the strength to smile. “I wanted to see you again.” She dropped her sleeping bag on the grass, rested her fingers on his forearms, and stretched toward him on her toes. “You’re so sweet, and troubled, and strong. I didn’t want to pass on the chance to –” 
 
     Ben leaned into the kiss and felt her soft lips open. Her tongue tasted like mint. He folded his arms around her and squeezed. No matter how confused he felt about Terra, or Jack, or even Lori, this Ruth made him feel good about himself. He flowed into the moment, floating above the dark swells, and wanted to make it last.  
 
    Ruth picked up her sleeping bag and guided him back to Lori’s red VW. A shiver ran through him, and she squeezed his hand. “Don’t worry. It’s just us.” They slunk into the back seat and giggled. 


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Ben woke as a loud whine zipped past Lori’s red VW. Squirming upright in the front passenger seat, he watched Ken Donner cut a swath of grass along the drive toward the house. Tuesday in Tampton, UAC. Ben scratched himself, and found he wore silky pink panties. How did— Oh, yea. His eyes turned to the back seat where Ruth slept. Only her head protruded from her pink sleeping bag.  
 
     She looked angelic with her blonde hair swept over her forehead, eyes closed, and pouty red lips. Ruth had been so kind to him. She’d lifted his spirits in a world determined to turn him upside down and slideways. He smiled knowing he’d remember her, and last night, for the rest of his life. 
 
    Ben snagged his clothes from the floor of the back seat and dressed. His bladder ached. He left the car to wiz behind a large willow tree. The branches hung down and around him like long green snakes. While under the tree, he noticed a dark path that led into the misty woods. 
 
    Ben finished, crawled back into the car, and closed the door. Ruth sat up and squinted at him. In the strong morning light, he saw through Ruth’s makeup to the rash of tiny pimples just beneath. The slight imperfection made her seem more real. 
 
    “Good morning, Princess.” 
 
    “Good morning, Charlie Horse. Sleep well?” 
 
    “I am a little stiff.” He rubbed the back of his neck. 
 
    “No doubt.” She smiled and raised her eyebrow. “You’ll just have to wait.” Ruth peered over his shoulder. “Looks like we have company.” 
 
    Ben turned his head and saw a dark haired pregnant woman walking hand-in-hand with a two year old girl. The woman was dark, thin, in her mid-twenties, and pretty. They approached the VW. 
 
     She knocked on the driver’s window, opened the door, and smiled. “Good morning. You must be Ruth and Charlie. I’m Zhing, Ken’s wife, and this is our daughter, Bridget.” The little girl tried to climb into the driver’s seat, but her mother restrained her. 
 
    “Hello.” Ben blushed. 
 
    “Good morning.” Ruth’s voice seemed a little high. “What a little sweetie.” She held the sleeping bag tight against her chest.  
 
    Zhing’s eyes swept past Ruth’s scattered clothes on the back seat. “Your friends are awake, and breakfast is almost ready. Please come inside when you’re able.” 
 
    “Thank you. We’ll be right in,” Ruth said. 
 
    As Zhing and little Bridget returned toward the house, Ben eyed Ruth. “That was awkward.” 
 
    “Yes, but she was very gracious. I like her.” She wrinkled her brow. “Should we go inside?” 
 
    “Sure. Let’s be gracious too. I’m hungry.” Ben climbed out of the car. 
 
    “Give me a few minutes, Darlin’. I’ll be right with you.” She gathered her clothes and dressed in the car. 
 
    As they walked to the house, Ruth held his hand. The lawn mower ceased its electric whine behind the house. Zhing met them at the front door, and the familiar scent of bacon and eggs made him feel a little better about this world. Ruth and Ben removed their shoes, and Zhing ushered them into the kitchen where Lori and Jack sat at a small wooden table.  
 
    Zhing carried Bridget upstairs to change her diaper.  
 
    Lori raised her eyebrows. “Good morning.” Her eyes searched theirs. 
 
    “Yes it is,” Ruth said. “Where can I wash up?” 
 
    “I’ll show you,” Lori said. Ruth followed Lori upstairs. 
 
    Ben couldn’t stop smiling. 
 
    Jack raised his eyebrow. “You okay?” 
 
    Ben leaned toward Jack. “I’m good. Best night ever.” 
 
    “Sleep much?” Jack asked, looking a little wary. 
 
    “Some.” He grinned. “You?” 
 
    “Some. Hey, ah, did you . . . ?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “First time?” 
 
    “Yep. It was awesome!” 
 
    “Did you take precautions?” 
 
    “No, ahhh, Ruth said she said she had an implant and it wouldn’t be a problem. Right?” Ben scratched his head. 
 
    “It’s 100% effective if each partner has an implant. Do you have one?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I didn’t think so. Okay, with just her implant, the odds go down to 95%. You gotta be careful, Bro.” Jack backhanded Ben lightly on the chest. 
 
    “Hey,” Ben yelped, feeling his shirt. Something wasn’t right. The portal watch he kept around his neck was gone. His chest tightened. Did I leave it in the car? 
 
    Jack narrowed his eyes. “You may be my brother from an off-world mother, but these are my friends. Where will you be if Ruth ends up pregnant?” 
 
    “Shhh. Ok, I hear you. Sorry.” This Jack seemed even more like his brother. He’d forgotten about the mini-lectures. 
 
    “Hey guys,” Ken said, as he walked into the room. He grabbed Ben’s chin, and moved it left exposing his neck. “Wicked hickey. Good luck explaining that to your mom.”  
 
    Ben rubbed his neck. Shit. That’s what she was doing. 
 
    Ken eyed Jack. “I didn’t expect the extra company last night.” 
 
    Jack grimaced. “Sorry. Wasn’t planned.” 
 
    Ken nodded. “Everybody okay?” 
 
    “We’re good,” Lori said, as she and Ruth stepped into the room. “Sorry for crashing without notice. We’ll take the boys back to Carlston after breakfast.”  
 
    Zhing called down the stairs for Ken, and he excused himself. 
 
    Lori met Ben’s eyes and raised her right eyebrow. She seemed concerned for him.  
 
    He smiled. I’m okay.  
 
    Lori returned the smile and sat next to Jack. 
 
    Ruth flipped her hair back, grabbed it with both hands, and tied her golden locks into a pony tail.  
 
    Ben watched enchanted, until he saw his shoelace tied around her neck. A slight bulge betrayed the hidden portal watch beneath her blouse. Oh, shit. 
 
    Ruth beamed at Ben.  
 
    “Need to wash up,” Ben said. “Be right back.” He ran up the stairs to the bathroom. 
 
    When he returned, he sat in the unoccupied chair between Ruth and Lori. Breakfast included scrambled eggs, French toast, vegetarian bacon, and sliced cantaloupe. Bridget sat like a hungry princess in her high chair. The errant Cheery-Oats were no match for her growing dexterity. 
 
    Ruth looked at Ken. “May I say grace?” 
 
    “Of course.” Ken motioned for her to start.  
 
    Ruth thanked God for the food, friendship, family, and the beautiful day. She thanked Ken and Zhing for their hospitality, and Ken for his bravery and assistance. Finally, she thanked the Green Apostle for his wisdom. 
 
    During the prayer, Ben raised an eyebrow when she held his hand. Ruth seemed ten times nicer than the Rouge he knew on Earth, but he still felt anxious. He’d feel better once he retrieved his watch and grandfather and returned home. Ruth would be safer too. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    When John arrived in Carmichael, he sped on Route 99 toward Patrick’s house. He found the driveway blocked by a squad car, and several vehicles with U.S. government plates parked along the side of the road. After parking his truck near a government van, he approached the squad car on foot. Two Sheriff’s deputies stopped him, neither of whom was Louis.  
 
    “Yes, sir. How can we help you?” said the shorter thicker deputy. His hands moved shoulder high and apart and blocked John’s path. 
 
    “I’m John Fuller. I’m here to find my son, Ben. He stayed over with my father-in-law, Patrick McDugan, at the house.” John gestured up the hill. 
 
    The deputy cleared his throat. “The house is off limits until we process the crime scene.” 
 
     John read the man’s name plate. Sawmill. “Yes, I heard about the burglary. Is Louis here? I’d like to speak with him.” 
 
    Deputy Sawmill glanced at his partner who stood six-foot-four with crossed arms. John read his nameplate. Daniels.  
 
    “Louis Dauphine is no longer on this case,” Daniels said. 
 
    “Where is he?” John tilted his head. 
 
    “Getting patched up at the hospital. Took a bullet to the shoulder.” 
 
    “Bullet? What happened? I want to know if my son is okay!” John growled in a voice he hadn’t used since he worked guard duty in Iraq.  
 
    “Sir. The investigation is under Federal jurisdiction now. Please stay here while I speak with Sheriff Banks. He’s up at the house.” Daniels slid into the squad car and made a call.  
 
    Sawmill stepped toward John. “Louis is your cousin, right?” 
 
    John let out a breath. “Yes. Is he okay?” 
 
    “Yea. He’s out of the ICU, but he’ll need time to heal. Look, your son and Mr. McDugan didn’t stay at the house last night. We don’t know where they are now, but we’re searching for them.” Sawmill grew quiet as Daniels emerged from the car. 
 
    “Mr. Fuller, the Sheriff wants me to bring you up on the condition you do not touch anything. The FBI is processing the crime scene.” Daniels raised his eyebrows. “Do you agree?” 
 
    He nodded. “Yes. I understand.”   
 
    As they walked up the steep drive to the house, John saw nine agents with the FBI logo on their jackets. Half of them combed the area for evidence, while others stood sentry around the property holding semi-automatic rifles. Around the back of the house, a spray of bullet holes had Swiss-cheesed the aluminum siding. Spent brass lay scattered in the grass with little white flags marking the location of each casing. Further back, yellow tape demarcated a spot where the grass lay flattened and bloody. Somebody died there.  
 
    John scanned the perimeter and saw armed agents in the woods off to the right. More flags and yellow tape fluttered by the tree line. Two canines worked the property. 
 
    Daniels escorted John onto the back deck. Sheriff Banks wore a tan uniform, stood six feet tall, and had a nose streaked with prominent blood vessels. Near Banks stood a taller man wearing a dark blue FBI jacket and sunglasses. The FBI agent appeared middle-aged and had a large forehead framed beneath a receding hairline. 
 
    “Mr. Fuller,” Banks said as he shook John’s hand. “Good to meet you.” He gestured toward the FBI agent. “This is Special-Agent-in-Charge Mike Miller with the FBI.” 
 
    Agent Miller and John shook hands. “We’re doing everything we can to find your son and Mr. McDugan. The FBI has the lead on this case after last night’s events. Please, let’s go inside for the briefing.” 
 
    “Thank you both.” John stepped into the kitchen and hesitated. A black cat with white feet, wearing a pink collar and nametag, drank water from a bowl on the floor. A bowl of dry cat food sat next to the water. John didn’t think Patrick owned a cat, or remember seeing those bowls on the floor Sunday night. They matched the soup bowls in Patrick’s cupboard. 
 
    “This way, Mr. Fuller. Don’t worry, we’re taking good care of Bootsie,” Banks said. “Deputy Sawmill brought the cat food from home.” 
 
    John’s eyes opened wide when he saw the contents of the living room scattered across the floor. Someone had made a huge mess. Banks directed him into the dining room where they sat at an oblong table. Miller sat at the head as an additional man and woman joined them. 
 
    Miller cleared his throat to gain everyone’s attention. “These are Agents Lovitsky and Gendrick. They’re working the case and will interview you, but first, let me tell you what we know. Please understand this information must be kept confidential until we’re finished with the investigation. Do you understand Mr. Fuller?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. I do.” John had experience working military investigations years ago as an MP. 
 
    “Good. We have no information regarding the current whereabouts of Ben, or Dr. McDugan. We believe they left, or were taken, sometime Monday morning.” 
 
    Taken? John’s pulse fluttered in his neck. He took a deep breath and listened. These men and women were here to help.   
 
    Miller continued. “There appears to have been a struggle in the basement and possible shots fired. We found a small amount of blood splattered on the basement floor near the bottom of the steps and at the center of the room. After searching the house, it became obvious the house was turned upside down by intruders looking for valuables, or something specific.  
 
    “Your son’s suitcase and personal effects are still in the guest bedroom. Patrick and Ben had left without leaving a note, were not seen on public transportation, and missed yesterday’s doctor’s appointment. They were either in a hurry, under duress, or kidnapped.”  
 
    John’s stomach clenched. “I don’t understand. Why would anyone take them?” Please God, watch over my son. 
 
    Miller nodded at Lovitsky.  
 
    Agent Lovitsky activated a tape recorder. “Mr. Fuller, are you aware of any reason why someone would want to kidnap your son, or Patrick McDugan?” 
 
    “No, none at all. Ben is only fifteen years old and his grandfather is semi-retired.” 
 
    “Did anyone call you or your wife with a request for ransom?” 
 
    “No. We don’t have much money. Why would anyone want to kidnap Ben?” 
 
    “Are you familiar with the work Dr. McDugan does for the DOD?” Agent Gendrick prodded. She tapped her pen on her lip. 
 
    “No. Patrick didn’t talk about his projects. He told us a long time ago they’re classified. Something to do with communication.” 
 
     “Did you know he had a private laboratory in his basement?” Gendrick asked. 
 
    “Yes. He worked down there on some personal hobby, but he kept it to himself.”  
 
    Gendrick nodded. “Are you familiar with Dr. Phylo Caliban?” 
 
    John blinked. “I met him a few times. Patrick once worked for him at DOD, but Caliban is Homeland Security now. Why?” 
 
    “Just following up on a lead,” she said, “Did he have access to Patrick’s lab?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” 
 
    “How often did he visit Patrick?” 
 
    John shrugged. “Don’t know. He and Patrick play golf from time to time.” 
 
    “Have you been down in Patrick’s basement recently?” 
 
    “No, he always kept it locked. Besides, I had no reason to go down there. Patrick is a mechanical and electrical engineer. He didn’t need me to change a fuse or check on the furnace.” 
 
    “C’mon John. He’s your father-in-law.” She pointed her finger at him. “You didn’t know, or care, what he did in his basement laboratory?”  
 
    John glared at Agent Gendrick, shook his head, and turned to Miller. “She one of yours?” 
 
    “Agent Gendrick is a DOD investigator.” Miller frowned. “We’ll take a look at the basement in a few minutes, but let’s move on to last night’s event. Agent Lovitsky?” 
 
    Lovitsky used his iPad to show John detailed photographic evidence: photos of a dead intruder; an automatic rifle; shell casings; and enough human and vehicular tracks in the nearby woods to show it had been used as a staging area for men and equipment. Lovitsky also showed him a picture of the intruder’s tattoo, which resembled a barcode. He didn’t recognize the man, or the weapon, which appeared different from anything he’d ever seen before. 
 
    “Let’s go downstairs to the laboratory,” Miller said. “We’d like your thoughts on his equipment.” 
 
    “Sure, whatever I can do to help.” 
 
     “Remember, this is still a crime scene, be careful not to touch anything,” Sheriff Banks said as they descended the cellar stairs. 
 
    John’s eyes widened as they passed the battered and broken basement door. He saw yellow evidence markers near reddish brown bloodstains at the base of the stairs and near the center of the room. Pencils and pens were strewn across the concrete. 
 
    The machinery blinked. A man and woman in lab coats photographed a large corkscrew shaped electronic device made out of metal, plastic, wires, and a converted mini-satellite television dish. Two desktop computers were connected to a bank of rectangular components which included receivers, transmitters, and other modulating devices. A round metal tank with coils and wires rested on the concrete floor covered by a thin coating of frost.               Along the walls, metal shelves hoarded a collection of various electrical and mechanical component parts, many gathering dust like clay pots in a pharaoh’s tomb. 
 
    “Have you seen this device before?” Miller asked. Sheriff Banks, arms folded, studied John. Lovitsky held the recording device. 
 
    “No, sir. I haven’t been down here in years.” John eyes were drawn to evidence markers on the floor. 
 
    “What can you tell me—” 
 
    “Hold up,” John barked. “This blood on the floor. Is this my son’s blood?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet. We have to wait for the test results.” 
 
    “Was someone killed down here?”  
 
    Lovitsky glanced up from his notes. “The amount of blood found here is comparable to what one might expect from a minor injury, or a nosebleed. Though it is possible someone might have been killed, it seems unlikely.”  
 
    John took a deep breath. “Thank you. What was your question, Agent Miller?” 
 
    “We understand your concern, and please ask us any questions you might have. In your experience as a mechanic, what’s the purpose of this device?” 
 
    John walked closer and examined the device, the components, and the computer screen. “I’m sure you’ve already engaged your experts, but from my limited experience, this looks like communication equipment. A receiver and transmitter, or transceiver. The metal canister may be some sort of cooling device and probably contains liquid nitrogen. I can’t help you with the computer linkage.” Lovitsky looks anxious. This is just foreplay for the real questions. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lovitsky said. “Who do you think Patrick communicated with?” 
 
    “I have no idea. A lot of people have hobbies related to radios. My father once had a ham radio in his basement, an antenna on the roof, and tried to talk to people as far away as possible.” 
 
    “Do you know if Mr. McDugan had friends he spoke with from faraway? Russia? China? Korea?” 
 
    “No, sir, I do not.” 
 
    “We found it interesting that this transceiver is not linked to an exterior antenna on the roof or underground cables. Can you explain that?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    “Can you explain why the intruders, or burglars, broke into this basement and spilled blood, but didn’t steal or destroy this equipment? They left it powered up. They even had an assault team positioned nearby.” Mike Miller studied his reaction. 
 
    John took a breath, shifted his feet, looked at the equipment, and then back to Miller. “Just guessing. Maybe he contacted someone, intentionally or not, who became interested in his equipment. Someone who wanted the communication line to stay open.” 
 
    “Why would they do that?” 
 
    “Again, no idea, but the body you found is probably your best clue. Who was he? Where are his people?” John balled his fists. “You need to find who kidnapped Patrick and my son and bring them home.” 
 
    Miller looked to Lovitsky. “We can only assume they’re after Patrick’s technical, or even classified information.” 
 
    “So what the fuck are you doing to find them?” A tear rolled down John’s cheek. 
 
    “Everything we can,” Miller said. “We’re following some leads right now. Please be patient. We need your help.” 
 
    John cleared his throat. “Okay. This . . . equipment is currently on, but it’s also transmitting. Right?” John wiped his cheek. 
 
    “Yes,” Lovitsky said. 
 
    “Have your experts tried to trace the signal?” John asked. 
 
    “Yes. We’ve been unsuccessful. We don’t have the necessary equipment yet.” 
 
    “Agent Miller, if these intruders believe it’s so important to keep this equipment running, wouldn’t it make sense just to turn it off? That might force them to return, and then you’ve got them. It might help us find Ben and Patrick.” 
 
    “We thought of that, and we may turn it off, but we need to study the equipment. We have electronics and physics experts arriving today.” 
 
    “That’s all well and good, but you need send out a team to find my son, and Patrick, before it’s too late. If anything bad happens to—” 
 
    “We’re on your side, Mr. Fuller. We want to get them back too,” Agent Miller said. “That’s all for now, but we’ll be in touch. Sheriff Banks could you escort Mr. Fuller back to his car?” 
 
    As Banks and John climbed the basement steps and moved into the kitchen, Deputy Daniels escorted a man past John and down the steps. The man in his mid-sixties looked both annoyed and excited at the same time. He wore a gray goatee, a dark pinstripe suit, and government credentials around his neck. John blinked. Dr. Caliban. Did Patrick’s golfing buddy have anything to do with Ben’s disappearance?


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 26 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, Lori and Jack helped clean the kitchen while Zhing washed Bridget’s food encrusted hands and face. Ruth smiled at Ben and held his hand.  
 
    Ben frowned. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ruth whispered. 
 
    “Let’s walk outside.” Ben led Ruth into the warm Terran sunshine. If he found GranPat today and slid back to Earth, he might never see her again. She cared about him. Why? Maybe she saw only the good in people. He knew his faults like a dog knows a bone, but her smile gave him hope. 
 
    Earth’s Ruth, and her Rouge persona, had made him look and feel like a fool. She’d meant to hurt him when she painted his drunken body with makeup. He’d no desire to go anywhere near her again, but why were Rouge and her Terran counterpart, Ruth, so different from each other?  Terra’s Ruth made him feel better about himself . . . and a little less confused about Lori.  
 
    They walked hand-in-hand down the drive toward the car. In the adjacent woods, a fog lay low across the ground. Ruth squeezed his hand. He wanted to be her boyfriend, but maybe he didn’t deserve her. Had he been honest with her? No. She didn’t even know his real name, or that he was Jack’s brother, one universe removed. Telling her the truth might put her in danger.  
 
    As they approached the VW, Ruth let his hand drop, put her arm around his waist, and kissed his lips. She didn’t give him the crazy, rushed, fumbling kiss he remembered from last night. She treated him to the slow, morning after, sweet, I want-to-see-you-again kiss. He’d never experienced anything like it. Maybe he didn’t need to break up with her right away. 
 
    He squeezed her hand, led her to the forest path, and into woods. They soon found themselves in the misty glade of an old pine forest. Reddish brown pine needles covered the forest floor and the air grew thick with a tangy scent of resin. They moved deeper into the woods. Ruth stopped, kissed him, and started to remove his clothes. Ben followed her lead. They lay on the soft pine needles, lost in the delirious pleasure of their warm bodies. 
 
    Afterward, they sought each other’s eyes, and laughed. His smile slipped when he saw the portal watch laying atop her clothes. Ben rolled over, pushed himself upright, and helped Ruth to her feet.  
 
    “Oh, so you had my panties.” She smirked. “I need them back.” 
 
    “Done.” Ben smiled. As he handed her the panties, he reached for his portal watch.  
 
    “Wait.” Ruth snagged the watch first and held it behind her back. “Those people were after you and this watch last night. Right?” She had his attention. “What’s really going on? I don’t want you, or anyone else, to get hurt.”  
 
    He shook his head, but said nothing. 
 
    She blinked and tears rolled down her cheeks. “It must be stolen.” Her voice became soft. “Charlie, I don’t think I should see you again.” Ruth dangled the watch as if it were a viper. 
 
    Sadness enveloped his heart. She was right. He didn’t deserve her after all of the trouble he’d caused with Jack’s family and friends. People were hurt, frightened, hiding, or in danger of being arrested or killed. If anything bad happened to her— “I’m so sorry.”   
 
    He gently removed the watch from her fingers. “It’s not stolen. Jack’s grandfather gave it to me and I hope to return it today.” He placed the shoelace around his neck. “I don’t want anyone to get hurt. Especially you. I think you’re fantastic, beautiful, and sweet, and I want to see you again. But this watch . . .” Is my only way home.  
 
    A car horn cut through the forest.  
 
    He kissed her softly on the forehead. “We need to leave.” 
 
    She wiped her cheeks and dressed without looking at him. 
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    Jack waited with Lori inside her car near Ken’s driveway. I am so tired. He’d laid awake part of the night worrying about Mom, Ben, Pop-Pop, Patrick, the CSD, and his scholarship. After a long, crazy, fun, miraculous, and scary night, he needed to go home. He also felt guilty about calling out sick today from work, but Ben needed his help. 
 
    Jack smiled. He never thought he’d see Ben again. Was it wrong to be happy about this Ben, when his true brother lay in his grave? A memory of his little brother in the oak coffin passed through his mind. He hadn’t thought about the funeral in a while. Time was supposed to heal wounds. It did, mostly, unless something brought it all back. Still. It felt good to meet this Ben and pretend he had his brother back, if only for a little while. 
 
      Jack grimaced and blared the car horn. Where are they? He hoped the CSD had not tracked Ben here. As much as he loved hanging with his little brother, the longer Ben stayed on Terra, the more his friends and family were in danger.   
 
    Lori touched his shoulder. “Jack. Chill.” She massaged his neck. 
 
    Jack looked left, right, and in the rearview mirror. “I just want to get you and Ruth back home safely. If we take the back roads, we can avoid being seen, but we need to get moving. Ben needs to see his grandfather. Today.”  
 
    “He and Ruth probably needed some time together. Maybe they’re saying goodbye.”  
 
    “Okay,” Jack said. Maybe. 
 
    Ten minutes later, Ben and Ruth jogged out of the woods. Ruth had more than a few pine needles in her hair.  
 
    Again? After I warned him? Jack started the car as Ruth and Ben jumped into the back seat. 
 
    “Hey, guys,” Ben said. 
 
    Jack remained silent as he drove away from the house. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Ben said. 
 
    Jack frowned. “Look, Ben, we have a lot to do today. After we get the girls home, you and I need to talk.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said. “Sorry for the trouble. I really do appreciate your help.” 
 
    Ruth’s face scrunched. “Who’s Ben?” 
 
    Jack stared at Ben in the rearview mirror. “Your being sorry doesn’t magically make everything better.” Lori elbowed him, but he ignored her. “Did you forget about our talk this morning? About being careful?”  
 
     “JACK!” Lori cried. 
 
    “What?” He glanced at Lori. 
 
    “Chill.” Lori glared at him. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” he mumbled. 
 
    Ruth tapped Jack on the shoulder. “Why did you call Charlie, ‘Ben’?”  
 
    Cowshit! “Ah, Hmm?” Jack slowed for a stop sign then turned left toward Carlston. He heard Ben’s heavy sigh, peeked into the rear view mirror, and saw Ruth fold her arms.  
 
    “Is your name really ‘Charlie’, or not?” Ruth’s face sprouted pink blotches.  
 
    Ben sucked in a breath. “Well, ahh—” 
 
    “You lied to me!” she hissed. 
 
     Jack heard the slap and the silence that followed. Ruth’s face crumpled into her hands. Lori’s jaw tightened as her angry eyes drilled into Jack’s. Ben’s shoulders slumped into the seat. My bad.  
 
    They had a long quiet ride back to Carlston.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
    Patrick awoke Tuesday morning to a red digital glow, 6:00, and blinked away the fog. OK. Patsy’s guest bedroom. Terra. A dog yelped incessantly from across the street until its owner took pity and let it back inside.  
 
    Peeling back the covers, he rolled his knobby legs over the side of the bed and stood. He peeked into the empty hall and tiptoed to the bathroom.  
 
    After what he’d learned about Patsy last night, he wanted little to do with her this morning. When cornered, she lied. He didn’t like her very much right now and hoped she’d shuffle off to work without any drama.  
 
    Returning to his room, Patrick made the bed and found a worn National Cartographic in a wicker basket on the floor. He laye on the bed and read about a massive eruption of the Mount Rainier volcano in 1980. Lava had spewed in a torrential slurry of mud and boulders, called ‘lahars’, and poured down the mountain and into Tacoma. Hundreds died. It was the first eruption of Mount Rainer since a small summit explosion in 1894. This 1980 eruption had never occurred on Earth, and the article made no mention of Mount Saint Helens.  
 
     Patrick had a sudden urge to research Terran history. Had Terra experienced the Hurricane Katrina event? Back home he would google Wikipedia, but here? No. Albert had told him Terra had no earth-like computers, or Internet. How had the Commonwealth become so advanced in solar and implant research without them? Albert had alluded to a sophisticated crystal technology, but hadn’t shared more.  
 
    Patsy made her presence known at 7:30. She clomped around in wooden clogs, banged drawers, shut doors, and used her hair dryer. Patrick thought she meant to wake her sleeping guest and decided to wait her out, unless she specifically knocked on his door. Her clogs clapped down the hall toward his room. 
 
    She knocked, but didn’t open the door. “I’m going to work now. Remember to meet me at 12:30 in front of the bank.” Patrick kept silent. “Don’t be late, or we will have a problem. I have to be back to work at 1:00.” She clomped down the steps, rooted around the kitchen, and told Ginger to be a good girl. The door banged shut on her way out. 
 
    Glad she had gone, he suddenly felt disappointed he didn’t like her. She looked like his Patty, and he wanted to help her if he could, but Patsy seemed to enjoy conflict. Patrick reminded himself he’d only just met her, and she’d been through traumatic times of her own, but one thing remained certain - she loved Jack. I respect her for that, but can I trust her? 
 
    He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. What if Ben had somehow crossed to this world? Was he with Jack? Patrick, worried about the CSD, sat up. Were they watching the house? He rolled the magazine and slapped it into his open palm. He wasn’t here to compare history, or science, or save Patsy from herself. I need to find the portal watch.  
 
    After a quick shower, he dressed in Albert’s clothes, courtesy of Miss Betsy, and hurried downstairs. Ginger waited at the bottom. She held her leash in her mouth, and wagged her tail like a floor duster.  
 
    “Okay, girl. Good idea.”  
 
    He wanted to scout the neighborhood and the bank. CSD had kidnapped him on Earth and had some reason to set him free on Terra. Were they watching him? The DOD had provided him training related to classified documents and secrecy, but his knowledge of spy craft came only from novelists like Len Deighton and John Le Carre.  
 
    “First, let’s find you some breakfast.” He filled Ginger’s food and water dishes.  
 
    While in the kitchen, he spotted a note on the counter. The uneven scrawl had been written with a pen fast running out of ink. Dad, please stay here this morning and wait for Jack. There’s cereal in the cupboard. Meet me at the bank at 12:30 sharp.  
 
    Patrick left the note on the counter. He didn’t feel comfortable eating the food she’d purchased for Jack. Using a sharpened #2 pencil and notepad he’d found in a nearby drawer, he wrote his own message. Jack, I went downtown for a walk. Hope to see you when I return. Pop-Pop. He placed the pencil in his left shirt pocket and searched the kitchen closet. Inside, he found a small paper bag and slid it into his coat pocket. 
 
    When Ginger finished her breakfast, he took her outside for a walk. The day felt warm and pleasant. Dew lay upon the grass like scattered diamonds. Ginger pulled at her leash, but he kept her steady. She sniffed everything she could reach including trees, grass, mailbox posts, and other dog droppings. A lot of droppings. Weren’t Terrans expected to clean up after their dogs?  
 
    As he walked Ginger, his eyes searched the neighborhood. He noticed someone sitting in a plain brown sedan reading a newspaper. The vehicle sat half a block away and faced Patsy’s house. As he passed the car, he saw the reader - a large white man with a black eye. The man, engrossed in his news, never glanced at either Patrick or Ginger.  
 
    While Ginger sniffed a hydrant, Patrick caught the reader’s eyes watching him in the rear view mirror. That’s one. He scanned for other watchers, but saw none.  
 
    Ginger, anxious to move on, had left a present in the grass. Patrick removed the paper bag from his pocket and used his #2 pencil to coax the steaming goo into the bag. He wiped the yellow pencil clean on the dewy grass, and put it back in his left shirt pocket. He rolled the top of the paper bag down, and continued his walk around the block. 
 
    Patrick walked Ginger around the block, and didn’t see any watchers behind Patsy’s house. At the next intersection, he observed the brown sedan following at a distance. He returned to Patsy’s house, left Ginger in the fenced yard, and went inside. After climbing the stairs, he peeked through the gauzy lace curtain in the front bedroom window. The brown sedan had returned to its original spot. 
 
    He hurried down the hall to Patsy’s bedroom window, checked the back yard, but saw no one there. He sat on Patsy’s bed to think. They were watching him, but they didn’t try to stop him. They were waiting for something, or someone. Did CSD know about the deposit box? Probably not, or else they’d have searched it already. What game was Patsy playing? Remember to meet me at the bank- 12:30 sharp. 
 
    Patrick rifled through Patsy’s dresser drawers. He didn’t think he’d find the key to the deposit box, but he had to look. He found undergarments, socks, an upside down picture frame, but no key. The frame held a family photo of himself, no, Albert, Miss Betsy, Patsy, Jack, Ben, and . . . Johnnie.  
 
    Focusing upon Miss Betsy, he ran his fingertips over her face. He removed the photograph from the frame and slipped it inside his coat pocket. His reflection in the dresser mirror seemed pathetic. He shrugged and buried the empty frame back under the socks. Patsy might never notice it missing. 
 
    After perusing the other dresser, he found nothing remarkable. He moved to the nightstand and opened the only drawer. Inside he found a magazine, half a pack of cigarettes, a metal lighter, and a notepad. The top sheet read, Jack’s birthday. He flipped to the sheet below. It read Baum / CSD- tele: P567-8945-770. His eyes widened. Chrissakes. She’s playin’ both sides. 
 
    Patrick studied the bed. When his daughter was young, he’d found her diary between the mattress and the box springs. Without telling her, he’d kept track of her secrets to protect her. A small sin. At one point he’d discouraged a suitor who had been far too old for her. She’d never known. 
 
    Had Patsy kept a diary? He lifted the mattress and found a thirty-two caliber revolver. The weapon felt light, but comfortable in his hands. Patrick had trained with handguns in the Marine Corps, and kept a loaded thirty-eight in his bedroom closet.  
 
    Patrick checked the weapon. Fully loaded. He reached under his jacket, and tucked the revolver in the small of his back. Turning sideways, he adjusted his jacket in the mirror. He didn’t want to hurt anyone, but he’d do whatever was necessary to stay alive and return home. 
 
    He walked downstairs and crossed through the kitchen to the back door. Peeking through the curtain, he saw Ginger asleep under the hammock. It looked safe, but instead of leaving, he locked the back door. If he escaped undetected, then the watcher might still be out front whenever Jack, or even Ben, arrived. He didn’t want the CSD to cause them grief.  
 
    He marched to the front entrance, stepped outside, and locked the door behind him. When he reached the street, he stuffed a brown paper bag inside the mailbox. His smirk died, when from the corner of his eye, he noticed a curly-haired man standing thirty yards away. Shit. This wasn’t the agent with the black eye, but Curly, one of his original captors. Controlling an urge to fight, Patrick turned his back as if he hadn’t seen the man, and drew the watchers away from the house.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
    Terra’s morning sun flashed across Jack’s eyes as he drove the solar VW toward Lori’s Carlston home. Ben squirmed in the back seat as Ruth’s puffy red eyes glared at him.  
 
    “Liar,” Ruth murmured. She pressed her back against the far door. “I thought you were nice, but you just played me for a one night stand.” 
 
    Lori stared out the front passenger window as if she’d rather be anywhere else.  
 
    Ben shook his head. “No, no. ‘Charles’ is my middle name. I only introduced myself as Charlie because I was afraid of being caught. I wanted to throw them off my trail.”  
 
    “So it was okay to lie to me?” Ruth wiped her eyes with her wrist. “I’m such an idiot!” 
 
    “Ruth, please. I didn’t mean to lie to you.” Ben gestured with his open hands. 
 
    “Okay, Ben. That’s your real name right?” Ruth folded her arms across her chest. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Tell me something truthful. Are you from Carlston?” 
 
    Ben blinked. “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you live in Carlston?” Ruth’s eyebrows rose. 
 
    “I ah . . . once did. I came in from Carmichael yesterday.” 
 
    “You’re so full of horse apples!” Ruth narrowed her eyes. “What’s your home address?” 
 
    Ben glanced at Jack, but his doppel-brother focused on the road.  
 
    “It’s . . . complicated,” Ben said, making eye contact with Ruth. 
 
    “Yes, it’s very complicated,” Jack agreed. “Ruth, have you ever heard of the witness protection program?” 
 
    “Yes . . .” Her frown relaxed. “That’s when a witness — Oh. Is that what’s going on?” Her voice sounded neutral. 
 
    Lori rolled her eyes at Jack. 
 
    “Well actually—” Ben began. 
 
    Jack raised his right hand. “Yes, close enough. So please give Ben a pass for his sake. People are after him. He’s just trying to protect himself. Besides, he really likes you.” 
 
    “I do,” Ben admitted. 
 
    She searched his eyes. “I want to believe you, but I’m not sure I can trust you.” She blinked several times. “Come visit me sometime when you’re free to be Ben, and no one is chasing you. I’d like to spend time with that guy. Okay?” 
 
    He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and nodded. “Okay. I want to be him too.” Ben held out his right hand. “See you then. I promise.” 
 
    “Okay.” Ruth squeezed his hand tentatively. “A promise then.” Her frown evaporated. 
 
    Once at Lori’s house, Ben and Jack said goodbye to the girls. Lori told them both to be careful, and to call her if they need her help.   
 
    Jack and Ben began the half-mile walk to Jack’s house. They followed a low-lying creek that wound through the neighborhood. 
 
    “That was awkward,” Ben said. 
 
    “You think? Balls up, I don’t like lying for you.” Jack said. “Look. We’ll get through this. I’m going to help you find your grandfather and you’re going to help me find mine. Right?” 
 
    “Yes. I promise.” Ben met Jack’s eyes. 
 
    “Good. I hope you honor the promise you made to Ruth too.” 
 
    Ben swallowed. “Me too. She’s a good person.” 
 
     On the way to Jack’s house, Ben explained how Grandma Betsy believed the CSD had bugged her house, and his might be wired too—especially since CSD had approached his mother at work. Jack suggested they use hand signals and notes once they entered inside his house.  
 
    “If GranPat’s there, I’ll give him the portal watch immediately.” Ben slowed his walk to step across stones in the creek. “Do you want to go to Earth with us?” 
 
    Jack hesitated as he ducked through low hanging willow branches. “If my Pop-Pop’s still there, then yes.” He brushed a tiny green spider off his cheek. 
 
    “GranPat may know. We’ll ask him.” Ben walked faster. 
 
    Jack kept pace. “What if we don’t find GranPat? Can you fire up a portal?”  
 
    “Albert told me what the watch did, but not how to use it. I made a test portal at his house in Carmichael, but I’m not sure if it will work in Carlston.” 
 
    Jack frowned. “Test it. Just turn the dials and see what happens.” 
 
    “Shit might happen.” Ben waved the idea away with his hand. “Let’s wait and see if GranPat’s at your house. I don’t want to screw it up.”  
 
    Jack’s eyebrows raised. “You’re smart enough to figure it out.” 
 
    Ben cringed. “No, I’m not. I made a mess of your birthday party, and now Ruth hates me. I put you, your family, and your friends in danger. Maybe you should take the watch.” His hands moved to the shoestring around his neck. 
 
    “No.” Jack said. “Pop-Pop got us all into this mess, not you. Keep the watch. He trusted you.” 
 
    “He didn’t trust me,” Ben said. “I was the only alternative.” 
 
    “Okay, then give it to GranPat. But if he’s not at my house, we test the watch. We need a ‘Plan B’.” 
 
    Ben grimaced. “Yea. You’re right. We might need a plan A-Z.” 
 
    Jack led Ben away from the creek, through a neighbor’s yard, and toward the Fuller’s backyard fence without seeing anyone following them. Jack climbed a low hanging branch into the cherry tree and swung over the fence. Ben followed and was greeted by Ginger’s wagging tail. Jack unlocked the back door, raised his finger to his lips, and all three went inside.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
    Patrick walked five long blocks to downtown Carlston. He willed himself not to glance back over his shoulder, but eventually caught Curly’s reflection in the Dandridge Hardware store window. As Patrick examined the display of exterior solar fans, he saw the brown sedan drive past. Good. If CSD concentrates on me, then Jack and Ben might be safe. 
 
    Patrick walked into the center of town. The open park with tall oak trees, benches, and green grass looked inviting. Cement paths from each of the four corners converged at a central fountain occupied by a copper statue of the Green Apostle. Water streamed from his outstretched fingers. 
 
    This Al Gore wore a conical hat. Did the hat allude to a form of eastern mysticism, or designed to keep the pigeons away? Looking closer, he noticed solar cells covered the hat and powered the fountain’s water pump. Not bad.  
 
    Patrick frowned when he felt the hairs on the back of his neck tingle. Glancing over his shoulder, Curly stood across the street near a donut shop and looked pissed. The agent’s bandaged hand held a little brown bag. Curly turned and walked the other way. 
 
    Patrick’s stomach rumbled, and he checked his watch. 9:15. He left the park and walked past a rundown restaurant called the Old Time Diner. He imagined a geriatric waitress, serving one thousand year old eggs from an ancient spotted chicken. Two blocks further, he found the perfect corner restaurant. The Cuckoo’s Nest had an empty window seat facing the Carlston First National Bank. 
 
    Once inside, the smell of strong coffee and fried bacon intensified his growing hunger. The clank of dishes and conversation resounded through the restaurant. A waitress walked by with a serving tray of omelets, pancakes, and German sausage. Antique cuckoo clocks of various colors and sizes decorated every wall.  
 
    “Good Morning,” said a busy woman behind the counter. “Please seat yourself.” She smiled as she worked. A lone strand of brown hair hung out of place. 
 
    From his seat at the corner window table, he saw the back of Curly’s head. The agent stood directly across the street, and must have found something interesting in the Pampered Pet’s window display. After a minute, the agent entered the pet store. 
 
    “Hey, darling,” the waitress cooed to Patrick. “Coffee?” She stood right beside him, though he hadn’t heard her approach. 
 
    Patrick turned toward the brunette waitress holding a coffee pot, read her name tag, and smiled. 
 
    “Yes, thanks, Jeanette.” 
 
    She filled a large blue coffee mug. “Menu?” 
 
    “No, Dear, I’d like two eggs over easy, sausage, and toast, please.” Patrick felt his mouth water.  
 
    “Patties, links, or the German? White or wheat?” 
 
    “German. Wheat.” He said. 
 
    “Done. An excellent choice.” She moved back to the kitchen. 
 
    Patrick took a sip of his black coffee and sighed. Why was Terran coffee so much better?  
 
    Someone rapped on the window from the outside. Patrick flinched and spilled a few drops of hot coffee on his leg.  
 
    Through the window he found John, no . . . Johnnie Fuller, wearing a sports coat and tie, and staring at him. Patrick blinked twice. The doppelganger resembled Patrick’s son-in-law, John, but this man had left Patsy for another woman. Patrick motioned him inside. 
 
    Johnnie entered and found his table. “May I join you?” 
 
    “Please” Patrick pointed to the empty chair. “How are you?” 
 
    “I’m fine.” Johnnie said. “You must be Patrick.”  
 
    Patrick raised both eyebrows. “How do—” 
 
    Jeannette stepped up to the table with a pot of coffee. “Morning, Johnnie. Want the usual?”  
 
    “No, thanks, Jeannette. Just coffee and a slice of key lime pie.” 
 
    “Sure thing.” She poured the coffee and rushed off again. 
 
    Patrick leaned back, studied Johnnie’s face, and felt the gun tucked into the small of his back press against his skin. “You called me ‘Patrick’.”  
 
    “I met Ben last night. We had a good talk,” Johnnie maintained eye contact. “When I saw you walk past the hardware store window earlier, I followed you here. I work there as a salesman.” 
 
    Patrick’s shoulders tensed. “Ben is here? How? Is he safe?” He felt his chest tighten. Breathe. 
 
    Johnnie remained quiet as Jeannette approached their table. 
 
    “Eggs, sausage, and toast, Sir. And one key lime for Johnnie.” Jeanette zipped back to the kitchen. 
 
    While Patrick ate his breakfast, Johnnie explained how Ben had crossed through a portal, but Albert had been captured by the CSD team on Earth. He also shared the details of their hurried exodus from Moonlight Pies. “Ben and Jack are searching for you, but the CSD is still after them. You need to be very careful.” 
 
    “Thanks. I’m a little jumpy. The CSD’s watchin’ the house and they’re tail’n me.” 
 
    “This whole thing’s incredible,” Johnnie said. “I can’t describe how much it means for me to see Ben again. I’ve missed him so much.” 
 
    “I feel the same about Jack . . . and Miss Betsy. He’s a wonderful young man.”  
 
    Johnnie shifted in his chair. “You probably know Patsy and I are divorced.”  
 
    “Yes, I heard. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Thanks. Me too. I moved out of town, but I still work just down the street and see Jack regularly. I’m proud of him.” Johnnie lowered his head. “I help them as much as can, and wish I could do more, but I have a new wife and daughter.”  
 
    Patrick put his hand on top of Johnnie’s arm to steady him. “I understand. Things don’t always turn out like you hoped.” 
 
    Johnnie swallowed and relaxed. “Thanks for understanding.” 
 
    Patrick watched the brown sedan drive past with two men in the front seat. “Any idea where Ben is now?” His left hand began to shake a little and he hid it under the table. 
 
    “They have my number, but haven’t called for help.” Johnnie frowned. “They’re probably hunkered down somewhere.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “I’m glad they didn’t drop by Patsy’s house. Wasn’t safe.” 
 
    “Look. I can help you find them, but how will you get home once you find Ben?” 
 
    “Not sure yet. I’m meetin’ Patsy at the bank at 12:30. She has the key to Albert’s safe deposit box. She thinks, or pretends to think, I’m Albert. I don’t really trust her, but I need to look inside the box. I’m afraid she might be workin’ with the CSD. I’m hopin’ Albert left somethin’ to help me go back home.” 
 
    Johnnie took a large bite of his key lime pie. He fished in his coat pocket and pulled out a large key ring. “Albert gave both me and Patsy a key to the deposit box before the divorce, and I tried to give it back to him, but he wanted me to keep it in case of an emergency.  
 
    “Betsy visits us sometimes in Tibbetsville.” He blinked. “She treats Suzie like she was her own grandchild.” He shuffled through his key ring until he isolated a small brass key. 
 
    “Excellent,” Patrick said. “Can I buy you another piece of pie?” 
 
    “Coming right up.” Jeanette seemed to materialize on cue. 
 
    “No. No, Jeanette.” Johnnie smiled. “One slice was perfect. Thanks anyway.”  
 
    Jeanette left the check with Patrick and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
    “You know, Patrick, the bank opens at 10:00, I’d be glad to have a look with you. I’m in there at least twice a week for business.” 
 
    “Excellent, thank you, what time is it now?” A cacophony of thirty-five wooden birds cuckooed the ten o’clock hour.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
    Ben’s heart pounded as he entered Jack’s home on Terra. He hoped to find GranPat drinking coffee in the kitchen, but the table sat unoccupied. Before Ben could call out, Jack motioned for him to keep quiet. 
 
    Two notes lay on the counter which the boys read silently. GranPat had already left for downtown Carlston and had a 12:30 appointment at the bank with Patsy. Ben glanced at the kitchen clock. 9:20. Why had he left so early? 
 
    Jack touched Ben’s shoulder and pointed to his own eyes, the windows, and then upstairs. Ben nodded. They walked softly upstairs and peeked out the front windows and then the back, but didn’t see the brown sedan or anyone suspicious lurking about. 
 
    Jack wrote a note to Ben. “Looks safe for now. I need a shower. You’re next.”  
 
    Ben signaled a thumbs up and followed Jack into his bedroom, where his doppel-brother found a change of clothes and left the room.  
 
    Ben gawked at the mess. Clothes lay scattered on the floor, multiple cans of half-finished soda gathered at the bed stand, half open dresser drawers were over stuffed with tee shirts. A loaded barbell, weighing at least 175 pounds, hunkered on the floor next to the closet. Gone were the neat shelves with trophies and memorial pictures his mother had kept for Jack’s shrine on Earth.  
 
    A collage of photographs pinned to the wall above the Jack’s bed caught his attention. Ben studied pictures of Lori, Johnnie, Jack and Lori, Jack and Brandon, and Patsy with Albert and Grandma Betsy.  
 
    In the upper right corner, hung a picture of a young Jack and Ben swimming at the reservoir. Ben examined his doppelganger’s image and saw his look-a-like at age ten. The boy seemed happy, but Ben felt sorry for him. Death would inevitably take us all, but why had this boy, this me, died so young? Life wasn’t fair. His mood sank into familiar depths - the dark brown coffin with pearl handles. 
 
    The sound of running water brought him back to the surface. His brother, Jack, had always taken very long showers. Once, Mom scolded, “Hurry up! The mayor’s at the door and said you’re draining the reservoir.” Ben smiled, felt a little better, and realized he’d overlaid a sad thought with a happy memory. Whatever works. 
 
    Ben checked his broken cellphone one more time. Useless. Technology worked well until the second it stopped working at all. Without GranPat’s help, they needed a ‘Plan B’. 
 
    He tugged the portal watch from beneath his shirt. The top rectangular digital display still read F14:57:03. His forehead wrinkled. 14:57:03 might be military time for 2:57 p.m. based on a twenty-four hour cycle, something he’d learned while playing War Banshee. Except the current time was closer to 10 a.m. The few times he looked at the display it had always read 14:57:03. He hoped the watch wasn’t broken. The middle display still read DL40.16-80.24T, but the bottom display had changed to CL40.03-80.18T. Why? And what’s “DL” and “CL”? 
 
    He studied the watch face and the small solar cell strip above the display, probably a backup for the battery. Two small circular areas bracketed the digital displays and resembled tiny speakers or microphones. The watch casing, manufactured with a sturdy silver metal, contained the two on/off switches and three separate buttons colored silver, red, and blue.  
 
    If this were a normal watch, these buttons would help set the date and time. Resetting a digital clock required one to figure out which buttons represented alarm, time, minutes, and hours unless they had distinct labels. These buttons had only color designations.  
 
    Oh. It only looks like a watch. Think travel, not time. The CL reading changed because I moved my location from Carmichael to Carlston. CL is . . . current location.  Since the F and DL readings stayed the same at different locations, F may be the frequency for GranPat’s beacon. DL is the designated . . . no . . . destination location. It’s preset for Albert’s cellar. Hmmm. The watch opens a portal between the CL and the DL using the frequency. He couldn’t wait to tell Jack. 
 
    He held down the silver button and the F14:57:03 blinked. He turned the circular dial on the back of the watch and the display changed to a blinking F14:57:02, F14:57:01, and F14:57:00. He pressed the silver button again and the display stopped blinking at 14:57:00. So I can change the frequency setting, but it won’t match GranPat’s beacon.  
 
    Ben pressed the silver button again and the frequency blinked. He pressed the blue button, and the display scanned automatically to GranPat’s beacon at F14:57:03. On a whim, he pressed the blue button again and it stopped at F14:33:03. Another frequency? From where?  
 
    Ben set the display back to GranPat’s frequency and pressed the silver button. The frequency locked, but the DL button flashed. Ben wasn’t sure what would happen if he changed the destination. He pressed the silver button and the “T” flashed. Turning the dial, he changed the “T” to “E” and back to “T”. Ahhhh. T for Terra and E for Earth. He hit the silver button and the DL locked. The background noise from the shower stopped. 
 
    Ben stared at the red button until his eyes blurred. What did it do? Maybe it allowed you to store a list of favorite settings. His finger hovered over the red button, but froze. As a boy scout, he’d once set out to earn a merit badge for edible plants. His scout leader had warned, “Be careful. Not all wild berries are edible and some red berries are poisonous. Red is a warning flag in nature.” What if the red is a self-destruct? Game over. He decided not to push his luck. 
 
    Exiting Jack’s room, he stopped outside his doppelganger’s closed bedroom door. Beyond, he imagined Pasty kept a memorial to her lost son, Ben. He opened the door, walked inside, and frowned. The beige walls were decorated with lame paintings. Not one personal picture or hint of his doppelganger’s existence. Patsy had wiped the memory of Terra’s Ben like a used hard drive. The black hole of sadness pulled at him once more. I don’t have time for this! He took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and went back to Jack’s room.  
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    Jack returned from his shower wearing a long sleeved red shirt embroidered with “Moonlight Pies” across the chest. 
 
    Ben’s right eyebrow raised. Did Jack plan to go back to work today? 
 
    “Your turn, bro,” Jack said aloud. Rubbing his hair with his towel. 
 
    Ben’s eyes grew large as he put his finger to his lips.  
 
    “Awww, cowshit. Forget the shower.” Jack said.  
 
    Ben and Jack raced to the bedroom window and looked out front. Nothing unusual. They ran to Patsy’s bedroom and peeked into the back yard. The man in a brown suit stood near the cherry tree, but saw them when the curtain moved. 
 
    “That’s the CSD agent who met with your mother,” Ben whispered.  
 
    Jack hurried over to Patsy’s bed, lifted the mattress, and reached for something. “Fuck!” Whatever he hoped to find there was gone. 
 
    Downstairs Ginger barked. Jack turned toward Ben. “We might have to fight our way out. C’mon.”  
 
    Ben followed Jack back to his room.  
 
    Jack knelt down by the bed, reached underneath, and pulled out an aluminum baseball bat. He held the bat like a club. “This might help.”  
 
    Ben felt a little sick. These men used bullets, not baseballs. He moved to the front window and peeked outside. “The brown sedan is back. A man is climbing out.”  
 
    Ginger barked louder. 
 
    “Okay. Time for plan B.” Jack pointed to the portal watch. “I’ll be back in a minute with Ginger. Be ready.” 
 
    Ben pulled the portal watch from beneath his shirt. 
 
    Jack clomped downstairs and returned with Ginger in his arms. She squirmed from his grip and jumped onto the bed. 
 
     “They’re walking toward the porch.” Jack said, as he locked the bedroom door and jammed the heavy barbell at a 45 degree angle against the door. 
 
    Ben sweated. He fired up and the portal watch and checked the frequency. “I think we’re ready.” 
 
     The doorbell chimed.  
 
    “CSD,” came a loud muffled voice from outside the house. “Open the door.” The sound of breaking glass emanated from the foyer below.  
 
    Ben flipped the second switch. The air shimmered as a portal grew from a pinpoint to the size of big screen television. 
 
    When the portal stabilized, Ben recognized GranPat’s basement on Earth. Light gleamed from the shiny forehead of a tall man in a blue FBI jacket. The agent stared at him with his mouth open, while a shorter man pointed a smartphone at the portal. A woman stood to his right near a table. 
 
    “Dip me in gas and set me on fire,” Jack murmured. “It works.”  
 
    A black and white cat jumped onto the table next to the woman.  
 
    “Bootsie?” Jack said.   
 
    Ginger barked and launched through the portal from Jack’s bed. She landed on the table and raced after the cat. 
 
    “No, Ginger!” Jack hollered. 
 
    The female agent pulled her weapon. “He’s pointing the watch at us.” 
 
    The tall FBI agent drew his handgun and aimed it with both hands at Ben. “Don’t move.” 
 
      
 
     “No!” Ben thumbed off the second switch. The portal shrank quickly and winked out. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Jack said, cuffing Ben on the shoulder. “That was our way out!” 
 
    “Did they look friendly to you? They pulled their guns!” Ben manipulated the watch. “I know a safer place.” 
 
    “Where?” 
 
    A loud double bang rattled the bedroom door. “CSD. Open up. We have the house surrounded.”  
 
    Ben met Jack’s wild eyes. “Trust me.” He pressed the silver button several times and tuned the watch’s destination location from GranPat’s basement to their current location, but with an “E” instead of a “T”.  The watch hummed as the portal reopened into Jack’s room on Earth. He saw the pristine room Mom had kept for Jack all these years. The MVP trophy stood tall above all the others.  
 
    He turned toward Jack. “Go!” 
 
    “You first. Then me.” Jack turned toward the bedroom door and held the bat over his right shoulder.  
 
    As CSD bashed down the bedroom door, Ben jumped through the portal and landed on the plush blue carpet. He did an about-face.  
 
    Instead of following him, Jack faced a large man with a big nose standing in the doorway. As the man stepped over the broken door, he pointed his gun at Ben. 
 
    “Stay the fuck out of my room!” Jack said, as he chopped the bat down upon the man’s outstretched arm. The gun flew into a pile of dirty clothes, and the man fell forward onto his knees.  
 
    Jack stepped backward toward the portal. 
 
    A second CSD agent, the man in the brown suit, stepped into the room and squinted through the portal. 
 
    “Jack!” Ben shivered. “Hurry.” 
 
    Jack threw the bat at the second CSD agent’s head. The agent ducked under the bat and fell backward onto the hallway floor. Jack turned and jumped through the portal.  
 
    Ben immediately shut off the second switch, and tackled Jack to the ground. Bullets flew through the portal as it shrank. They missed Ben, but hit the MVP trophy sending pieces flying across the room. The portal snapped closed. 
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    Agent Lovitsky and Gendrick had just finished their report to SAC Miller, when they heard the beacon emit a low hum. The air shimmered above the yellow flags on the floor. 
 
    “Are you seeing this?” Miller said. “Get it on video.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lovitsky drew his smartphone from his leather belt holster and recorded the strange glowing light. 
 
    Miller watched the shimmer expand from the size of a bullet, to a helmet, to a riot shield. Two teenagers stared back at them, as if through a bedroom window. A clatter sounded on the table behind them. Miller stood transfixed as a dog jumped through the window and landed on top of the table next to him. My God. He drew his weapon and ordered them to stay put. 
 
    The boy shouted and the window shrank within seconds to nothing. They were gone. “What the fuck just happened?” Miller said. His forehead sprouted beads of sweat. 
 
    “Sir. That kid was Ben Fuller.” Lovitsky flipped through his cellphone until he found the APB picture. 
 
    “Where was he?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but I think we’ve just learned what this equipment does,” Gendrick said. 
 
    “Explain,” Miller said. Deep furrows crossed his forehead. 
 
    “This will sound crazy,” Gendrick said, “but I think this transceiver allows instantaneous travel from point A to point B. Teleportation to be exact.” 
 
    “Shut it down,” Miller said. 
 
    “Shut it down?” Lovitsky squirmed. “With respect, Sir, we’re trying to find Ben. If we shut it down, we’ll lose contact with him.” 
 
    Gendrick nodded. “I agree. Think of what we can learn from this tech, and the boys. We should keep the signal open and let them come home. Let’s not be short sighted.” 
 
    Lovitsky sucked breath between his teeth. 
 
    Miller stabbed his index finger down on the table top. “Short sighted? Think this through. We don’t know who else has access to the signal. What if an enemy opens a window and tosses a bomb into this room? Or into the Oval Office!” 
 
    Miller leaned forward on the table. “We are shutting this the fuck down. Now! This is a matter of national security. Get Dr. Caliban on the line. Set up a meeting with him at the command post. Nobody, and I mean nobody, is jumping through a fucking magic door unless we let them. Not on my watch.”  
 
    Gendrick nodded. “What about the kid?” 
 
    “Where else would he go? Send an agent to the Fuller house in Carlston.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Lovitsky made a note, walked across the room to the power box, and pulled the red kill switch. The lights blinked out. Patrick’s communication beacon fell asleep for the first time in six months. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
    Patrick and Johnnie left the Cuckoo’s Nest in Terra’s Carlston. Patrick scanned the street, the buildings, and the high rise parking lot. He’d seen the two agents drive by in the brown sedan earlier, but a watcher could be anywhere. Maybe the CSD agents had been called away for some reason. His throat tightened. Should he go back to the house and look for Ben? No. Find the portal watch. 
 
    Out of caution, Patrick and Johnnie walked around the block and approached the bank from the opposite direction. They saw no indication anyone followed them. 
 
    The outer walls of the Carlston First National Bank spoke of granite, strength, and security. The thick glass and metal portico boasted sturdy locks. Inside, the vaulted ceiling showcased a blue and green stained glass atrium window that sparkled in the sunlight. The teller counter on the right, made of dark mahogany panels inlaid with rosewood designs, could accommodate six tellers, however only three worked today.  
 
    A female receptionist in her sixties watched as they entered the bank. She sat at a small desk near the first teller station, and dialed a number on her desk phone. 
 
    At the far wall, sat a guard in his late fifties. He wore a drab grey and black uniform and peeked at them as he sipped his morning Joe. 
 
    Johnnie waved to the guard. “Hey, Pete.” The guard smiled, returned the wave, and returned to his newspaper.  
 
    The room smelled as if the wooden panels had been saturated with a hundred years of bourbon fumes, sweat, and cigar smoke, but was recently masked with an artificial floral scent. When Patrick walked to the receptionist, he discovered she, not the building, may be the source of the eclectic aroma. She noticed his attention, and hung up the phone.  
 
    “Good morning, Loretta.” Johnnie’s smile gleamed. “How are you today?”  
 
    “Fine, thank you, Johnnie.” Her lips pinched into a brief smile. “How can we help you today?”  
 
    “Dr. Dugan needs to access his safe deposit box.”  
 
     Patrick nodded and held up the small brass key engraved with the number 4B912. “Could someone take us down to the vault?” 
 
    “Well, oddly enough, I just heard from Patsy.” Loretta pulled at the lace cuff on her sleeve. “She made an appointment for 11:30, so it appears you’re a bit early.” 
 
    Patrick narrowed his eyes. She’d told me 12:30. 
 
    “Well, Albert is pressed for time, surely you can take us down to the vault now.” Johnnie’s smile widened. 
 
    Loretta looked at Patrick. “I’ll need to see his identification.” 
 
    “Oh, sorry,” Patrick said. “I left me identification at home. I just need to pop down and check me valuables. I’ll only be a few minutes.” 
 
    “No matter, we can scan your barcode.” 
 
    Patrick moved his right hand behind his back. His eyes darted to the guard and back to Loretta. His skin prickled as he thought of the revolver hidden under his jacket. 
 
    The guard stood up and shuffled toward them.  
 
    As Patrick’s right hand moved under his jacket, he felt a hand on his left shoulder. 
 
    “No need.” Patsy said, as she joined them. “I’ll vouch for him.”  
 
    Loretta beamed at Patsy. “Thanks again for the soup last Friday. Earl loved it.” 
 
    “You’re welcome, Loretta, and thanks for the call.” Patsy’s smile seemed theatrical as she turned her eyes upon him. “Dad, you must have seen my note. We were supposed to meet at 12:30.” She shook her head and clucked. “Oh well. We’re all getting older.” 
 
    Patrick kept silent and tried to smile for Loretta, but he grimaced instead.  
 
    The guard ambled toward them, obviously listening, but then veered left to refill his cup at the coffee station. 
 
    Patsy wrinkled her nose at Johnnie. “You can go now. No need to waste your valuable time with my family matters.” 
 
    Johnnie’s face darkened.  
 
    Patrick cleared his throat. “Honey, I asked him to come along. I still consider him part of me family.” Without waiting for a response, he inclined his head toward Loretta. “Shall we go to the vault now?”  
 
    The guard sipped his coffee and waited to hear her reply. 
 
    “Yes, of course,” Loretta said. “Please follow me.”  
 
    Patsy, Patrick, and John followed her down the old marble steps into the shadows of the vault entrance. The deposit box, and hopefully his chance to return to Earth, lay within. 
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    Albert woke to the sound of gunfire. His arms were tangled . . . no, strapped to a hospital bed and attached to an IV. He blinked his heavy eyelids. I’ve been drugged. As he shifted in the bed, he felt a twinge of pain below. And hooked to a catheter.  
 
    Albert’s eyes widened when he saw another male patient on a gurney beside him. The man’s forehead and shoulder were wrapped with bandages stained reddish brown, but he was otherwise unrestrained and alert. 
 
    One sound followed another as shouts, gunfire, explosions, and breaking glass echoed within the building. Armed men raced past the open door and down the hallway. Was he being rescued? By whom? An acrid smell drifted into his room and stung his eyes. Tear gas.   
 
    CSD Agent Baum, his white lab coat splattered with blood, stumbled into the room and closed the glass door. Baum grabbed him by his shirt and shook him. “What have you done?” 
 
    “Done?” Albert’s tongue lolled pasty thick in his mouth.  
 
    “Our equipment can’t open a Goresake portal!” Baum shouted. “We need to escape!”  
 
     Albert’s forehead wrinkled as he tried to concentrate. He needed a drink of water and a new brain.  
 
    Baum dug his fingers into Albert’s right arm. “The safety of the Commonwealth, and Terra itself, depends on us. If you love your country, then help us!” 
 
    Albert frowned. “I love my country.” He pulled at his restraints. “But, look what you’ve done to me.” 
 
    “It’s always about you isn’t it?” Baum slapped him hard across the face. “Why can’t we open a goddamn portal?” 
 
    Albert’s face stung from the blow, but his mind extrapolated the possibilities. A portal malfunction, or . . . had someone turned off the Earth beacon? “Release me and I’ll help you.” 
 
    Albert craned his head to the left and saw an assault team in dark blue dash down the hallway.  
 
    Baum followed Albert’s eyes, pulled a pistol, and turned toward the other patient. “Agent Horowitz, you have served the Commonwealth with honor, but regrettably, we can’t afford to be captured on Earth.”  
 
    “Sir.” Horrowitz met Buam’s stare, nodded, and then closed his eyes. 
 
    Baum shot Horrowitz in the forehead, and blood sprayed his face.  
 
    Albert trembled. “You’re a goddamn monster!” 
 
    Baum faced him. “This agent died a hero for the Commonwealth. You’ll die today as a grand disappointment and a traitor. Oh, Dugan, we could have been rich and powerful men. What a waste.”  
 
    Albert’s eyes watered from the tear gas. “”It’s not too late. Let me go. Please.” 
 
     Automatic weapons chattered nearby. A dark shape wearing a gas mask ran into the room. “FBI. Put down your weapon!”  
 
    Baum raised his gun toward Albert, but the FBI agent shot first. Baum’s gun fired in reflex and struck Albert high in the shoulder.  
 
    Albert, still numb from the sedative, glanced at the bloody bullet hole through his hospital gown. The world went dark.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    Ben and Jack pulled themselves up from the blue rug in Jack’s pristine memorial bedroom. The little bronze man atop Jack’s MVP football trophy had toppled off the shelf and collided with the red crystal desk lamp. Shards of broken glass lay upon the carpet like dark blood.  
 
    The portal had vanished. Ben secured the portal watch beneath his shirt. “Welcome to Earth.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Jack patted Ben’s shoulder. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “For Plan B, and saving my ass from that bullet.”  
 
    Ben grinned. “You saved our asses. Nice job with the bat.” 
 
    “Yea. Scary though.” Jack frowned. “I thought we could only travel to and from the beacon in your grandfather’s basement. How did we get here?” 
 
    Ben’s eyebrows rose. “I figured out the buttons and dials while you were in the shower.” 
 
    “That quick? You must be pretty smart.” 
 
    “Well, you do take a long shower, Bro.” Ben smirked. 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes, but then grew serious. “When the first portal opened, was that your grandfather’s lab?” 
 
    “Yep.” Ben sat down on the bed. 
 
    “Who were those people?” 
 
    “Federal Bureau of Investigation, or FBI. They’re law enforcement.” 
 
    “Good guys or bad guys?” 
 
     “Good guys, but when they pointed their guns at us, I bailed. Not sure who I should trust yet, and I’m not letting anyone take the portal watch away from me.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “The watch goes to either Pop-Pop or Patrick. Everybody else can back the fuck off.”  
 
    “You got that right,” Ben said. 
 
    Jack studied the room slowly. “Some of this stuff is from a couple years ago. The books, pictures . . . this trophy.” He picked up the dented MVP trophy. 
 
    “This was my brother’s room.” Ben said. “Mom kept all his stuff since . . . the accident.” Ben’s chest tightened. Would she have done the same for me? Patsy hadn’t. 
 
    Jack stared at the large photograph of his doppelganger. “So, he’s gone?”  
 
     “Yea.” Ben swallowed. “I miss him. Jack was . . .”  
 
    Jack squeezed Ben’s shoulder. “I know. I miss my brother too.”  
 
    The bedroom door opened. “Who’s in— Good Lord, Jack?” Mom gasped and clutched the doorknob like a cane. She looked pale, her jaw swollen, and her voice slurred as if she’d been drinking. “Jack, is it really you, or am I dreaming?” She wiped her eyes. “I’ve kept your room since you . . . left. I prayed here. Every day.”  
 
    Her eyes found Ben’s. “I don’t understand.” 
 
    Ben swallowed and turned toward Jack. “That’s—” 
 
    “I know.” Jack whispered. He walked across the room and embraced her.  
 
    Mom let go of the doorknob and almost fell. 
 
    Ben’s stomach tightened. Was it his fault she was sick? Had she been worried about him? Maybe had a drink or two? No. Not Mom. Ben tilted his head. Ah. She’d had her root canal this morning. 
 
    Mom fainted, but Jack held her in his arms. “She needs to lie down.”   
 
    “This way,” Ben said.  
 
    Jack followed Ben to his mother’s room and put her on the bed. He used pillows to elevate her legs.  
 
    Ben used a wet washcloth as a cold compress for her head. He frowned. She was still out, but breathing.  
 
    A medication bottle stood vigil on her bedside table. The label listed the family dentist’s name, number of tablets, and dosage - Use 1 by mouth for pain every four hours as needed. Ben counted the tablets in the bottle and relaxed.  
 
    “Is she okay?” Jack’s face looked flushed. 
 
    “My mom had dental surgery today. She’s on pain meds and needs to sleep.” 
 
    “She looks like my mom, kinda.” Jack studied a framed photograph of Ben’s parents, arm in arm and smiling.  
 
    “Similar, but different,” Ben said, as he listened to his mother breathe. 
 
    “If she was my mom, the first thing she’d want after fainting would be a shot of whiskey and a ciggie. Should I set her up?” 
 
    Ben scoffed. “No, she doesn’t drink whiskey or smoke. She might have a glass of white wine at Thanksgiving. Just let her rest for a while.”  
 
    Ben bit his lip. Why wasn’t Dad here with her? He and Jack went downstairs to look around. They walked through the dining room into the kitchen. 
 
    Kipper barked as she wheeled into the room.  
 
    Jack jumped back and into the kitchen counter. “Dip me in gas! What happened to Ginger?”  
 
    The dog nuzzled against Ben’s legs. He rubbed her between her ears. “Good girl,” Ben said. “Jack meet Kipper.” 
 
    Jack knelt on the floor and let Kipper sniff his hand. She licked his finger and her front feet began to prance up and down.  
 
    “Hello, girl, you look just like my dog. Maybe you two could meet someday.” He rubbed her head and neck then glanced at Ben with a grim smile. “When this is over, I need to find a way to take Ginger and Bootsie home.” 
 
    “Bootsie?” Ben said. 
 
    “Grandma’s cat went missing a few months back. We just saw her in your grandfather’s lab.” 
 
    “Huh. We’ll find a way.” Ben fed Kipper and then hurried outside to look for his father in the garage. The truck was gone, but Dad might be running errands. 
 
    Ben went back inside and made sandwiches from leftover chicken and homemade sourdough bread. They each grabbed a Granny Smith apple, went outside, and sat at the wooden picnic table.  
 
    Jack chewed his sandwich slowly. “This tastes great.” As he ate, he looked around the yard. “Nice garden. Like the flowers.” 
 
    “Mom has a green thumb on each hand.” 
 
    “Good cook too.” Jack said. “Hey, I see you have a hammock. Can I try it?” Jack walked toward the cherry tree. 
 
    “No, wait.” Ben glanced up at the tree. A turkey vulture perched upon the highest dead branch. “Let’s go back inside in case my Dad calls. It’ll be safer. Besides, I really need a shower.” 
 
    “Yea.” Jack rubbed his nose. “Let’s hope the stink washes off. That vulture is eyeing you.” 
 
    Ben snorted and stood up. 
 
     Jack stretched his back. “I’ll try out your brother’s bed if that’s okay. I didn’t get much sleep last night.” 
 
    Ben hurried upstairs to check on Mom, but she was still sleeping. He moved to her bedroom window, looked outside, and saw a second vulture land on the same desiccated branch. The dead limb dipped and cracked. As the movement startled the vultures into flight, the heavy branch fell through the canopy and speared the empty hammock.  
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    Patrick, Johnnie, Loretta, and Patsy quietly descended the worn marble steps to the vault below. With each step, Patrick recounted his to-do-list: find a portal watch; find Ben; and go home. If he made it to Earth, he’d find his doppelganger and send him back to Terra.  
 
    Albert had been a friend, collaborator, and even a coach. Albert’s expertise proved invaluable as Patrick realigned the beacon to interface more precisely with the crystalline matrix of Albert’s teleportation device. For Miss Betsy’s sake, he would make every effort to send Albert home, alive. After that, back to his beacon modifications. So I can find Miss Betty. 
 
    Patrick waited at the bottom of the steps and watched the others descend. Johnnie and Patsy avoided each other. Johnnie’s eyes met his, followed by a reassuring nod. Patsy scowled at Johnnie’s back. When Johnnie turned her way, she frowned at her fingernail polish as if someone had painted them the wrong color. Loretta appeared hungover. 
 
    Patrick studied the old vault from the hall. The sixteen-inch metal door yawned open, but the inner cell door barred entry. Rather than opening the inner door, Loretta showed them to a small private chamber opposite the vault. The room smelled musty and contained an old gray carpet, a square metal table, and four folding chairs. A yellowed poster on the wall urged the public to buy solar bonds. Patrick squinted to read the date, but the fine print was too small. 
 
    Loretta held out her open palm. “I’ll need a key, please.”  
 
    Patsy raised an eyebrow. “First, let’s get something straight—” 
 
     “That can wait to later.” Patrick handed Johnnie’s key to Loretta.  
 
    “I’ll be right back,” Loretta said as she left the room.  
 
    Patsy stood with her arms crossed. Patrick looked at the overhead light and saw a small, almost translucent spider lower itself on a silken thread toward Patsy’s head. She followed his gaze, saw the spider, and moved right. When the spider landed on the table, she removed her right clog and bashed the spider into the next world. 
 
    Loretta returned and placed a metal 6x12x18 inch deposit box on the table. She pointed to a red button on the wall. “Please buzz me when you’re finished.”  
 
    Patrick thanked her, and she left. 
 
    Patsy reached for the box, but he raised his hand to forestall her. “Let’s all have a seat. I’ll need a few minutes.” Johnnie sat on his right and Patsy across the table from Patrick. “Please hold any questions until I’m finished.”  
 
    Though the deposit box wasn’t really his, he would handle the contents without interference. Patrick put his fingers on the cool metal surface, opened the box, and frowned. 
 
    The box contained two brown accordion file folders. Despite Patsy’s penetrating gaze, he tried to keep the folder’s contents to himself. Inside the first, he found separate files marked Will, Bonds, and Miscellaneous and scanned their contents. The will stated: In the case of my death I bequeath . . . He perused the breakdown of stocks, bonds, property, money, and other assets and the intended recipients, if living.  
 
    The bond file contained over a million dollars in negotiable bearer bonds. The miscellaneous file held wedding pictures of Betsy and Albert, an old passport, a birth certificate, patents, a marriage certificate, property titles, and a poem written in blue crayon on yellowed paper to Daddy.  
 
    The second file folder appeared bulky. Patrick peered inside and his eyebrows rose. On top lay a stack of old letters from Miss Betsy Walker bound with a red ribbon. He detected a faint scent of lilac as he picked up the envelopes, felt the weight, and set them on the table. A tiny wave of jealousy touched his heart. Why had Albert received love letters, while he had not? Move on. 
 
    Next he removed sealed envelopes addressed to Patsy, Johnnie, and Betsy and set them next to the letters. Deep within the folder he found a bundle of Commonwealth bills wrapped in a paper sleeve marked $5,000. As he removed the money, he spied a small black silk pouch with drawstrings at the bottom of the folder. From its shape, he could tell something waited within. 
 
    Patrick set the money on the table, but didn’t reach back into the folder where the pouch lay hidden from the others. Johnnie watched Patsy, while her eyes had focused upon the cash. 
 
     “Okay,” Patrick said. “Everythin’ looks in order here as I left it. Any questions?” 
 
    “None from me,” Johnnie said. 
 
    Patsy folded her arms. “I saw envelopes for Mom, Johnnie, and me. I want my letter now.” 
 
    “No,” Patrick said. “Those letters are sealed until me death. Not before.” 
 
    Patsy fumed. “Okay. Let me see the will.” 
 
    “Also personal and private for now,” Patrick chided. From his brief peek at the will, Betsy was named executor unless she preceded Albert, then it fell to Albert’s attorney, rather than Patsy.  
 
    “Don’t you worry,” Patrick said. “You and Jack will be well cared for in the event of me death.” 
 
    “Well, Dad,” Patsy cooed, “that’s all very nice, but Jack has extra expenses for college, and we need money now.” She flicked a glance at Johnnie. “I’m a single working mother.”  
 
    Johnnie grimaced. “Wait a minute.” 
 
    Patsy opened her mouth, but became distracted when Patrick picked up the stack of bills. 
 
    “Maybe this will help,” Patrick said, as he tossed the bills toward her, but high and to the right.  
 
    Patsy missed the toss as the bills hit the floor behind her. When she turned her back to pick up the money, Patrick reached inside the folder and grabbed the silk pouch.  
 
    As Johnnie watched Patsy scramble for the money, Patrick slid the silk pouch inside his jacket pocket before Patsy regained her chair with the cash. 
 
    “This will help for now,” Patsy said as she gave Johnnie a sour look. 
 
    Johnnie pressed his lips together. 
 
    “Okay, we’re done here,” Patrick declared, as put the folders back and closed the box. After pressing the red button on the wall, he carried the box into the hall and waited for Loretta. Johnnie joined him. Patsy zipped up the stairs without saying goodbye, and nodded to Loretta on her way down. Loretta returned the box to the vault.  
 
    “Find what you were looking for?” Johnnie asked. 
 
    “Not sure yet, but I’m hopeful.” He willed himself not to pat his pocket. Johnnie may be safer if he didn’t know about the watch. 
 
    Johnnie nodded. “Hey. Thanks for keeping the will private. Betsy told me Suzie and I were mentioned. Patsy would have shit crackers.” 
 
     “You’re welcome.” They grew silent as Loretta walked past and back up the stairs. 
 
    Johnnie motioned him closer. “Just want you to know I try to be a good father.” 
 
    “I believe you,” Patrick said. “I also believe Patsy tries to be a good mother. Just keep breathin’, be kind to each other, and do the best you can.”  
 
    “Thanks.” Johnnie’s shoulders relaxed. “I could help you find Ben and Jack.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “Thanks, but we’ll have to be careful. The CSD has been following me all morning.” 
 
    Johnnie frowned. “Patsy ran out of here kinda fast.” 
 
    “Maybe too fast. Let’s get out of here.” Patrick followed Johnnie up the marble stairs.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 33 
 
      
 
    At the invitation of the FBI, John arrived at the Carmichael Volunteer Fire Department, the designated site for the Federal, State, and local law enforcement joint command. Agent Lovitsky ushered him into a windowless conference room where they sat at a large rectangular wooden table. A black wire ran from a laptop to a large flat screen monitor on the wall. 
 
    Agents Miller and Gendrick joined them and thanked John for coming. Phylo Caliban arrived last, and Agent Lovitsky introduced him as the Area Director for Science and Technology within Homeland Security. Caliban’s white goatee quirked when he tried to smile. 
 
    “Mr. Fuller,” Caliban said as he shook John’s hand. “It’s good to see you again. I hope we can find your son as soon as possible.” 
 
    Miller sat on John’s right and Caliban on his left. The FBI SAC explained how they’d located the suspected intruders at a local warehouse, sent a swat team to neutralize the threat, and tried to rescue the hostages. Unfortunately, the combatants fought to the death rather than be captured.  
 
    “What about the hostages?” John’s gut clenched like a vice. “Did you find Ben?” 
 
    “Ben wasn’t there,” Miller said, “but we have reason to believe he’s unharmed.” He frowned and leaned toward John. “Mr. Fuller, we have some bad news. During the rescue attempt, the warehouse caught fire and burned to the ground. The remains of the combatants, and Patrick McDugan, were lost in the blaze. We’re very sorry.” 
 
    John felt a sharp pain in his gut and winced. “My God. Poor Patrick. Patty will be devastated.”  
 
    Dr. Caliban cleared his throat. “I’m sorry too. Patrick was a colleague and a friend. Please let me know if there is anything I can do to help.” 
 
    John felt light headed and focused on Miller’s grim face. “You said my son was unharmed. Where is he?”  
 
    Miller nodded to Lovitsky.   
 
    “We need your help with that, Mr. Fuller,” Lovitsky said. 
 
    John tilted his head slightly and narrowed his eyes. “How can I help?”  
 
    “Please remember you’ve already been sworn to secrecy regarding the investigation, Dr. McDugan’s equipment, and the scientific nature of his work.” 
 
    “Yes, of course,” John snapped. “But what does that have to do with Ben? And why is Dr. Caliban here?” Isn’t he a suspect? 
 
    “Dr. Caliban is our lead scientific expert.” Miller said.  
 
    Caliban’s smile seemed condescending. “I’m here to help determine the nature and scope of Patrick’s . . . project. He’s been a very busy man and—”  
 
    “And how the project relates to your son’s disappearance,” Miller said squaring his shoulders. “Remember, your oath applies to what you are about to see. We want no mention of this to friends, family, or the press.” 
 
    “Understood.” John clenched and unclenched his fists under the table. 
 
    Lovitsky tapped the laptop and the wall monitor came to life.  
 
    A video opened inside Patrick’s laboratory. The cellar wall shimmered like TV snow. A dark hole yawned open at the center.  
 
    Lovitsky froze the video. “Mr. Fuller, have you seen anything like this before?” 
 
    John’s face scrunched. “No. What am I looking at?” 
 
    Lovitsky resumed the video. The shimmering window opened to the size of a large truck tire. As the resolution sharpened, Ben’s face appeared as if he looked through the magic window from the other side. 
 
    Lovitsky paused the video. “Mr. Fuller, can you identify this individual?” 
 
    John jumped halfway out of his seat, but Dr. Caliban placed a restraining hand on his shoulder. “Yes, that’s my son, Ben,” John said, “but where is he? What’s happening?” John scowled as he leaned toward Miller. “If you have him, I want to see him. Now!” 
 
    “Please bear with us,” Lovitsky said. “See how he’s pointing his watch at us. Do you know why?” 
 
    “No.” John shook his head. “He doesn’t even own a watch.” 
 
    Caliban squeezed John’s shoulder. “Has Ben worked with Patrick on . . . any of his projects?” 
 
    “No.” John pushed Caliban’s hand aside. “He’s interested in science, but he hasn’t spent any real time with Patrick. We live in Carlston.” 
 
    “His equipment is . . . almost too innovative,” Caliban licked his lips. “Do you know if Patrick collaborated with anyone else?” 
 
    “No,” John said. “He’s never discussed any of this with me, or my family.” 
 
    Caliban frowned and Lovitsky resumed the video. As the window grew, a boy wearing a red shirt appeared next to Ben. Lovitsky paused the video. 
 
    “Oh my God. That’s impossible.” John’s chest tightened as like a vise around his heart. 
 
    “What’s impossible, Mr. Fuller?” Lovitsky held his pen over his notepad. 
 
    John pointed at the screen. “Jack.” He took a shallow breath and turned toward Miller, “My oldest son died in an accident two years ago.” He shook his head slowly. “I don’t understand.”   
 
    “There’s more,” Gendrick said, and the video continued. 
 
    Jack called after Bootsie, and a dog jumped through the window into the Patrick’s lab. Ben looked frightened and then the window closed.  
 
    "What just happened?” John asked. 
 
    Lovitsky reversed the video to where both Ben and Jack were visible.  
 
    “Mr. Fuller, do you recognize that room?” Gendrick asked. 
 
     John gripped the table as if it was the only real thing in the room. Thank God Ben is alive. But Jack? No . . . we buried him. A tear crawled down his cheek. 
 
    Miller cleared his throat. “John. Do you recognize the room?”  
 
    “No, should I?” How could he be alive? 
 
    “Have you ever heard of ‘Moonlight Pies’?” Gendrick asked. “A restaurant, or maybe a pie shop?” 
 
    “No.” John’s shoulders tensed. “What is this?” He wanted to walk over and touch the screen. 
 
    “Did Jack have a twin brother?” Lovitsky narrowed his eyes. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Gendrick frowned. 
 
    “I was in the delivery room,” John stared at the screen. “Just Jack.”  
 
    Lovitsky checked his notepad. “Is it possible Jack survived the accident?”  
 
    “No. I identified him at the morgue, his neck was . . . broken.” John narrowed his eyes. “What the fuck is going on here?” 
 
    Lovitsky scrolled several frames forward to where the dog jumped though. “Jack called her ‘Ginger’. Do you recognize the dog?”  
 
    John studied the monitor. “It looks like my dog, but Kipper’s back legs are paralyzed. She can’t jump.” His mouth felt dry. 
 
    Miller stood and opened the door to the hallway. “Bring her in.” 
 
    Toenails scraped on the tiled floor as a K9 Officer brought in a familiar face. Ginger walked around the agents, sniffed John, jumped on his lap, and licked his face.  
 
    “Hey, girl.” John whispered. “You could be Kipper’s twin.” 
 
    Miller looked at Lovitsky, then Caliban. “Mr. Fuller, can you explain why Ginger seems to know you so well?” 
 
    “I can’t. None of this makes sense to me.”  
 
    “How does Jack know Bootsie?” Miller said. 
 
    “My son is dead, and I only met Bootsie this morning.” 
 
    Miller pursed his lips. “Has anyone called for a ransom?” 
 
    “No.”  
 
    “Anyone ask for classified information in exchange for Patrick or Ben?” 
 
    “No one contacted me.”  
 
    “Why did Patrick’s body have a barcode tattoo on his arm?” Miller tapped his wrist. 
 
    “Did he? I never saw one.” John raised an eyebrow at Caliban. “You golfed with him.” 
 
    Caliban shook his head. “Never saw one either.” 
 
    Miller frowned. “So, you’ve never seen the cat before today, or the tattoo, or Ginger, or Ben’s watch, or know why Jack’s spending time with Ben?” 
 
    “No. I don’t.” John glared at Miller as he set Ginger on the floor. 
 
    “C’mon John!” Miller tapped his finger to his nose. “This whole thing smells fishy. You know more than you’re telling us.”  
 
    “Are you accusing me of something, Agent Miller?” His face reddened, his back straightened, and his legs were positioned to launch himself at Miller. 
 
    Miller didn’t blink. “Do you mean like obstruction of justice, or conspiracy, or trading top secret information? No, Mr. Fuller, we aren’t accusing you of anything. Not yet.” 
 
    John frowned. “Wait one minute. If Ginger jumped through that window, why didn’t my son? Ben looked afraid. What happened?” 
 
    Lovitsky’s eyes lowered.  
 
    Gendrick cleared her throat.  
 
    Miller grimaced. “I wasn’t sure what was happening, so I pulled my weapon. After the gunfire last night and today, I didn’t take any chances.” 
 
    John shook his head. “And apparently neither did Ben.” He took a big breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. How do we find Ben and the guy who looks like Jack?” 
 
    “We don’t know, John,” Miller said. “But we want you to stay at the McDugan house as our guest, until we can sort this out.” 
 
    John raised his eyebrows. “Am I under arrest?”  
 
    “No. We’ll have a few agents with you for your protection. You’ll need to stay close by should something new come up regarding Ben or Jack.” Miller’s eyes pleaded with his. “Honestly, I realize how shocking this must be, but we need your help. What do you say?” 
 
    John arched his eyebrows. Were these guys scamming him, or could Patrick have actually invented something crazy? At least Ben was still alive, but Jack? “Of course I’ll stay. I want to be there if they try to come back through again. I’ll need to let my wife know I’m staying over.” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Miller said. “As long as you remember our agreement regarding classified information. We know little about this technology, but I think we can agree it could be a serious threat to our national security.”  
 
    Caliban nodded. “What we’ve seen is unprecedented. Patrick had no authority to work on something so dangerous, especially not in his home. My team needs to examine his equipment thoroughly and run tests to determine what he’s created. If you remember anything about Patrick’s work, or his contacts, please let us know immediately.” 
 
    “I hear you. Just remember my son was kidnapped and needs our help. I want him back home. Unharmed.” 
 
    “I hear you.” Miller nodded to Gendrick.  
 
    The ride to Patrick’s house was a blur. The video, though unbelievable, proved Ben was still alive. When the dog jumped out of nowhere, he thought the FBI had altered the video. But Jack? Why? God help me if that wasn’t Jack’s voice. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 34 
 
      
 
      
 
    Inside the belly of Carlston’s First National Bank, Patsy bolted up the stairs and breezed past Loretta with a brief nod. She scurried straight to the first open teller. Marge, a handsome woman in her fifties, smiled back with perfectly pink lips. Patsy handed her a deposit slip and the stack of cash. “Please deposit this into my checking account.” 
 
    Marge smiled. Lipstick had smeared her top two front teeth. Patsy wanted to tell the woman to look in a mirror for Goresakes, but didn’t. She’ll figure it out sooner or later. Marge counted the money like a NASCAR pit crew changing tires, and handed Patsy a receipt, which disappeared into her purse. 
 
    Patsy frowned. Yesterday afternoon, the redheaded CSD agent had surprised her when he entered her office, closed the door, and asked her fifty questions. He wanted to know if anyone pretending to be ‘Ben’ or ‘Albert’ AKA ‘Patrick’ had contacted her. She told him they hadn’t, but she’d already promised to call Baum if they showed up. Agent Chandler told her to call him instead, since Dr. Baum had become unavailable. He passed her his business card with a twenty-four hour contact number. 
 
    This morning Agent Chandler had called at work, and told her he knew she was meeting Patrick at the bank at 12:30 and would be watching. Though surprised, she said nothing. She’d never told CSD about the bank appointment. Her eyes narrowed.  
 
    She stood in the center of the bank floor and considered her next move. She had five thousand dollars; did she still need the reward? Yes. When this was all over, she’d write a complaint letter to the Commonwealth about CSD spying on her. She might even return and take the bonds if her real father never showed. 
 
    Johnnie and Patrick hadn’t emerged from the basement vault yet. What took them so long? Wait! What if Patrick had been after the bonds all along? How could I have missed that? 
 
    The bank guard walked back to his desk and flopped into his ergonomic chair. What if she told the guard she’d made a mistake and Patrick had impersonated her father? The guard could arrest him for fraud, and she might still receive a partial reward. She fished Chandler’s CSD card out of her purse. 
 
    As Patsy moved toward the guard, Patrick and her bastard ex-husband skulked back into the main hall. They hesitated when they saw her and she knew immediately. “Guard,” she cried, “Stop them. They’re stealing my father’s bonds!” 
 
    Pete jumped up from his chair, banged both knees on the bottom of the desk drawer, and spilled hot coffee onto his lap. His mouth stretched as wide as a sinkhole and he fell back into his chair.  
 
    Loretta’s head swiveled from Patsy to Patrick, too stupid to understand her accusation. 
 
    Patsy raced to the guard’s desk. “Stop them. They’re robbing your bank!” 
 
    Pete pushed back in his chair, jumped to his feet, thumbed off his safety, and tried to pull his gun. He forgot to unbuckle the heavy-duty holster snap as his finger clawed the trigger. The bullet exploded right through Pete’s shoe. He fell to the floor moaning.  
 
    The tellers closed their windows, as the bank alarm sounded like a thousand trumpets on judgment day. She stared at the old liar who looked so much like her father. 
 
    Johnnie turned to Patrick, pointed his thumb at the exit door, and then hurried toward the guard’s desk. 
 
    Loretta said something to Patrick, but Patsy couldn’t hear anything but the alarm bells. She watched him escape into the daylight.  
 
    Patsy gripped her purse and frowned. 
 
    Johnnie rushed to the guard’s side and winced. “Let’s get that shoe off.”  
 
    Patsy smacked Johnnie on the back of the head with her purse. “Look what you’ve done, you bastard.” Her left eye began to tic. 
 
    He shook his head. “You little squirrel. This is all your fault.” 
 
    “You let him get away,” Patsy screamed. “Patrick has the bonds!”  
 
    The bank manager ran out of his office with a first aid kit and knelt next to Pete.  
 
    “The bonds are in the freaking vault,” Johnnie bellowed, as he slowly took off Pete’s shoe. “You have the key. Check for yourself.”  
 
    Patsy blinked. She stalked over to Loretta through the bedlam, and insisted Loretta escort her back to the vault. Loretta looked relieved just to be able to help. The alarm pounded against Patsy’s temples as she hurried downstairs to the vault.  
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    Patrick slipped out through the front door of the Carlston bank and squinted against the bright sun. The alarm blared on the street like a bold accusation and the gun tucked into his waistband weighed five hundred pounds. 
 
    Adrenalin kicked through his veins. He wanted to run, but he willed himself to walk. Breathe. If he drew attention, and was apprehended, he may never get home.  
 
    As he rounded the corner and past the Cuckoo’s Nest, Jeanette stood outside her diner holding a coffee pot. Several of her customers had been drawn outside by the alarm, and goggled at the police car racing toward the bank.  
 
    Though shaken, Patrick grew concerned about finding Ben. He wished he could sprint to Patsy’s house, but knew his body couldn’t sustain a prolonged run. As he turned onto Maple, he searched for a cab, but found nothing but trouble. Chrissakes. 
 
    The brown sedan pulled up beside him and stopped. Patrick froze. Two men sat in the front seat. Hoss drove and the red-haired agent he knew as ‘Curly’ pointed a gun at him. 
 
    “Get in, Patrick.” Curly sneered, as his blue mole glistened in the direct sunlight. “It’s time we collected you.” 
 
    Patrick blinked. “I told ya the other day. You have the wrong guy.”  
 
    “Best get in the car if you want to see Ben again,” Curly said. 
 
    Patrick’s shoulders sagged. Out of options and hoping to find Ben, he climbed into the back seat. Curly, gun in hand, got out of the front seat and slid into the back on Patrick’s right. 
 
     Hoss drove one block and turned right. Their route took them away from the bank and Patsy’s house.  
 
    “Give me the watch.” Curly jabbed Patrick’s shoulder with the barrel of his gun. 
 
    “Where’s Ben?” he asked. “Take me to him and I’ll answer your questions.” 
 
    Curly shook his head. “You don’t understand. I’m a CSD agent. I protect the Commonwealth from people like you. I decide whether you live or die, and I’m not optimistic about your future.” 
 
    “Neither am I, but here we are.” Patrick’s jaw tightened. 
 
    “You don’t get to bargain.” Curly pistol-whipped Patrick’s forehead. “I know you dipped your fingers into Albert’s deposit box. Give me the goddamn watch.”  
 
    His forehead pounded as blood dripped into his right eye. “I never saw the watch. Just papers.” Oh, God. I can’t help Ben if they kill me. 
 
    Hoss picked up speed as he pulled onto the county highway. The car jounced on a pothole and Patrick’s stomach lurched. 
 
    “Give Me the Watch.” Curly’s eyes bore into his. 
 
    Patrick grimaced. “Where . . . is . . . BEN?” 
 
    Curly hit him again. 
 
    Patrick grimaced in pain as he fell back against the car door. He slowly slid his left arm behind his back and grabbed the thirty-two tucked in his belt. Keeping his body between the weapon and Curly, he slipped the revolver along his left thigh and released the safety. Patrick blinked to clear his right eye and saw flecks of his blood had splashed Curly’s cheek. 
 
    “Ben has a portal watch,” Curly said. “He and Pizza Boy left you behind to deal with us.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Patrick’s eyes swam from the knock to his head. He mopped his brow with his right sleeve.  
 
    “They disappeared through a portal at Patsy’s house.” 
 
    Patrick sighed and took a deep breath. Thank God. Ben has a portal watch, but where did they go?   
 
    “Chicken shits,” Hoss said, as he wrinkled his bulbous nose. “I think I winged one of ‘em.” Hoss turned right onto the highway toward Tampton. 
 
    Curly waved his gun around. “How many portal watches are there?” 
 
    Patrick rolled his eyes. “How would I know?” 
 
    Curly pointed his gun at Patrick. “Tell me the truth, or we’ll bury you down some country road.” Curly glanced out the front window. “Plenty of woods around here.” 
 
    As the CSD agent looked away, Patrick brought up his left hand and fired two bullets into Curly’s head.   
 
    The agent fell back against the door. His vacant eyes stared at Patrick. 
 
    “Fuck!” Hoss cried, as he looked over his shoulder and almost went off the road. “You shot my partner!” 
 
    Patrick’s ears rang and he felt sick. He’d killed several times at close range during the war, but decades ago, and never inside a moving car. Breathe. 
 
    He jammed the warm barrel of the thirty-two into the nape of Hoss’s neck. “Keep both yer hands on the wheel.” Patrick saw a small access road coming up. “Turn left.”  
 
    Hoss slowed and turned onto the single lane logging road. “Sure, sure, Patrick, no need to shoot.” Sweat ran down Hoss’s face. “You’ll need me alive. Maybe I can help you.”  
 
    As they drove down the dirt road, it became more of a woody trail. Curly voided himself and Patrick winced at the sharp smell. 
 
    Hoss grimaced. “He’s really dead isn’t he?” 
 
    “Park under the big pine tree on the left.” A small creek bed lay on the other side of the tree. 
 
    Hoss stopped and shut off the motor. 
 
    “Hands back on the wheel,” Patrick ordered.  
 
    Hoss complied. 
 
     “Did you shoot one of the boys?” Patrick asked.  
 
    Hoss watched him in the rear view mirror. “No. I shot through the portal, but it went high. I swear. ” 
 
     Patrick clubbed Hoss with his pistol hard enough to make him compliant. Patrick slid out of the car, opened the driver’s door, and pulled Hoss face down on the ground. “Don’t move.”  He took Hoss’s gun, wallet, and phone. In the trunk, he found a shovel, rope, and the suitcase Miss Betsy had lent him.  
 
    “C’mon,” Patrick said, as he pulled Hoss up and walked him to the base of the large pine. “Sit.” When Hoss sat down, Patrick tied the agent’s arms back and around the tree. Using a pair of socks from his suitcase, he gagged Hoss. 
 
    Patrick searched Curly and kept his thirty-eight, phone, plus cash from both men’s wallets. After removing the batteries, he smashed their flip phones with the shovel. He dug a shallow grave in the sandy soil of the nearby creek bed and rolled Curly face down into the damp hole. Patrick tossed the phones and wallets on top of Curly, but kept their identification cards. Curly was agent Chandler and . . . Hoss is Hostetler. 
 
    As Patrick approached, Hoss’s eyes were wet. “Plenty of room in the grave for two if you don’t answer me questions. Understand?”  
 
    Hoss moaned. 
 
    Patrick remembered the interrogations he’d done in Vietnam. I never liked this part.  
 
    Hoss nodded.  
 
    “Ok. Let’s begin.” Patrick untied the gag.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 35 
 
      
 
    Patty woke in her bed and checked her cellphone. She received no messages from Ben or John, but CNN posted a story about a building fire in Carmichael. She ran her dry tongue over her gum incision and winced. Her meds had worn off, and she no longer felt dizzy. She’d dreamt Ben had returned home . . . with Jack. 
 
    Patty rolled out of bed, and stretched into her yellow robe. Her legs felt stronger as she went down the hall and opened Jack’s door. Someone had slept in his bed. She walked to the bed, pressed the pillow to her face, and sniffed. 
 
    She crossed the hall to Ben’s room, but found no one there. Kipper barked downstairs and a boy laughed. I know that laugh. Halfway down the stairs, she sat on a step and listened to their conversation in the kitchen. Ben spoke about his school and friends. Jack . . . asked about Lori. What was she like? What made her laugh? 
 
    Patty froze. Am I still asleep? If she moved, she might wake from the dream. Kipper rolled around the corner and barked at her.  
 
    Ben found her on the stairs. “Hi, Mom. Feeling better?” His eyes seemed wary. 
 
    “Yes, thanks.” She smiled. “Am I dreaming?” Her eyes searched past him, but saw no one else. “Is . . . someone with you?” 
 
    Ben glanced over his shoulder, held up his index finger, and turned back toward her. “I brought a friend.” He frowned. “Please don’t be angry with me or have a heart attack, but he looks a lot like Jack. Okay?” 
 
    “Jack?” She swallowed. “Why would I be angry?” Her right hand trembled. 
 
    “You always get upset and angry whenever I even mention him. I know you blame me for what happened . . . and I know it was my fault. I’m so sorry sometimes my insides hurt—”  
 
    “Where is he?” She felt woozy again. 
 
    Ben’s sad eyes turned toward the living room. 
 
    She knew what Ben needed to hear her say. “I—” 
 
    Jack walked into the foyer with a smile of pure joy. “Hi, Mrs. Fuller.” 
 
     “Jack?” My beautiful son. It felt like Christmas day and she’d just opened the most fantastic gift imaginable. She stood using the rail for support and walked to the bottom step to greet her s— Patty’s stomach lurched. “Jack is dead.” She narrowed her eyes at Ben. “Who have you brought home?”  
 
     Ben grimaced. “Mom, I can explain.” 
 
     The boy smiled. “My name is, Jack, but I’m not your son. I just look like him.” Jack took her arm. “Let’s sit down and talk.” 
 
    Patty let him lead her to the kitchen table. It felt surreal. She listened as Ben explained GranPat’s beacon, Albert’s visit, the portal watch, Ben’s time on Terra, their trust issues with the FBI, and how her father might be stuck in another universe. Ben may have left a few things out - like that awful hickey on his neck, but she believed them.  
 
    She knew what her father could do when he set his mind to something. “Okay. I understand, but your grandfather is in trouble with me when he gets back.” She cleared her throat. “He is coming back, right?” 
 
    Ben glanced at Jack and nodded. “We hope so.” 
 
    “Good.” She stood and turned toward Jack. “Okay, you. So you’re not my son, but you’re pretty damn close, and you’ve brought my Ben home. I need a hug here.” Her eyebrows rose. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” Jack opened his arms wide.  
 
    She hugged him as if two years of grief might melt away. It didn’t. She hugged Ben next. “Welcome home.” 
 
     Later, Ben, Jack, and Patty drank ice tea and nibbled homemade chocolate chip cookies. Patty’s jaw ached, but not enough to keep her from smiling. Ben and Jack acted like true brothers. Ben hadn’t been this happy since— her forehead furrowed. What if Jack could stay? Ben seemed worried about the FBI, but maybe she could fix that. 
 
    Kipper sat at her feet and whined. 
 
    “Ben,” Patty said. “Show me the portal watch.” 
 
    He obliged. She held it in her hands as Ben described how the mechanism worked. He sounded just as excited as her father did when he spoke of his science projects. 
 
    “This is an amazing invention.” Patty held the watch to her chest. “Don’t you think this technology should be shared? Doesn’t it make sense to give the watch to the FBI, and you can stop hiding. They’re probably already on their way here after seeing you open a portal.”  
 
    Ben shook his head. “They pointed guns at us. Why would they do that if they’re supposed to rescue me? I don’t trust them right now.” 
 
    Patty nodded. “I understand how you feel. The CSD agents didn’t treat you very well, but we’re talking about the FBI.” She looked at Jack. “What do you think?” 
 
    Jack exhaled sharply. “People are willing to kill for this technology. I don’t know if your FBI is any different from the CSD, but I’m not ready to trust anyone. Not until we find our grandfathers and bring them home alive.” 
 
    “I agree,” Ben said. “I know I’ve made mistakes in the past, but I have to trust my gut. Mom, I need you to trust me too. Jack and I will find them.” 
 
    She tightened her grip on the watch. One call to the FBI, and the boys could be safe. But what if her father never made it back home? Could she sacrifice him for the boys’ sake? Maybe. She took a deep breath and looked at Ben. He was growing up. He’d crossed worlds and experienced good things and bad, but she still had doubts about his judgment.  
 
    “Mrs. Fuller, Ben is right.” Jack exuded confidence. “We can do this without the FBI. Our search starts in Carmichael where Ben last saw Albert.”   
 
    Patty sighed. So much like Jack. She handed the watch to Ben. “Okay. Can you use the watch to travel to Carmichael?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Ben fiddled with the buttons and the dial on the back. 
 
    “That’s odd,” Ben said. “I can see our position, but the beacon frequency is gone.” 
 
    Jack’s eyebrows furrowed. “Hope we didn’t break it.”  
 
    “Don’t think so. Didn’t fall on it. The display is active.” Ben turned the dial in the back and looked surprised. “I found another frequency at 14:33:03, but I can’t find GranPat’s.” 
 
    “Did they move the beacon?” Patty asked. 
 
    “Don’t know,” Ben muttered, concentrating on the watch. 
 
    “Maybe the FBI turned off GranPat’s beacon,” Jack said. “Could we use this new frequency? Let’s see where it goes.” 
 
    Ben chewed on his lower lip. “Well, okay, but be ready for anything. It might not be Earth.” Ben stood and adjusted the watch. “I’ll use our current coordinates as the destination so we have a frame of reference. We might see what this kitchen looks like in another world.”  
 
    Patty watched Ben turn the dials and frowned. He looked like he knew what he was doing, but should she stop him?  How dangerous could this be? 
 
    Jack rose from the kitchen stool, opened the silverware drawer, and snatched a large carving knife. 
 
    “Here we go,” Ben said.  
 
    Kipper rolled over to Ben and sniffed his feet. 
 
    Patty stood by the drying rack near the sink. Her eyebrows knit together. The air shimmered in front of her white refrigerator. The portal opened to the size of a large pumpkin.  
 
    She saw a dark and dusty landscape beyond. The air looked brown. She didn’t see their neighbor’s home, just a scorched remnant of a foundation and a dusty aluminum shaft protruding from the reddish brown soil. No people or plants were visible. 
 
    “I’ve locked the portal size with the silver button,” Ben said softly. “This place seems pretty bleak. Looks like a ventilation shaft next door. Maybe they live underground.” 
 
    “That’s not Earth, or Terra.” Jack stood four feet back from the portal. “Look.” 
 
    A pack of seven mixed breed dogs loped past in the dust. The rear dog, resembling a pit bull, wore a plastic helmet with a small camera and antenna. Ten yards from the portal, the pit bull sniffed the air, and stared at her with the most intelligent eyes she’d ever seen on any animal. Patty shivered. 
 
     Kipper barked. 
 
     The pit bull snarled through jagged teeth and ran toward the portal. Dust fell from its mangy coat. 
 
    “Shut it down!” Jack called. 
 
    “On it.” Ben said.   
 
    Kipper growled. 
 
    Jack stood with his feet apart and held the carving knife tip forward. 
 
    Patty’s eyes opened wide. The dog charged her boys. She grabbed the heavy cast iron pan from the drying rack, took two steps toward the portal, and swung as the beastly dog leapt. She used the double-handed tennis swing her mother had taught her in sixth grade. “Keep yer arse outta my house!”  
 
    Her arms shuddered as the pan bashed the attack dog back and away from her kitchen. The impact arrested her swing, but as the portal closed, she found herself holding half a frying pan. A broken antenna and camera lens lay on the kitchen floor. 
 
    “Dip me in gas!” Jack said. “Nice move.” 
 
    “You slammed that cyber dog.” Ben pried the severed frying pan from her grip. “Are you okay?”  
 
    “Yes.” She checked her fingers. All there. “That place is dangerous.”  
 
    Ben examined the pan. “Now we know what happens if the portal closes on something solid.”  
 
    Jack put the knife down on the counter and picked up the broken antenna. “There’s writing on this metal piece. E-R-D-E 439C. What does Erde mean?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Maybe just a serial number.” 
 
    “Earth,” she said. “I took German in high school. Erde means Earth.” 
 
    Ben tilted his head. “German? Maybe it’s a world where Germany won the war?” 
 
    “Who knows?” Patty’s heart pounded. She’d never done anything so crazy. “Whatever world that was, you can’t go there.” She took a deep breath. “But you can’t stay here either.”  
 
    “We’re going to Carmichael.” Jack said. “My Pop-Pop might still be there.”  
 
    Ben nodded. “I agree, but we can’t rescue GranPat unless his beacon is up and running again.” 
 
    She shook her head. So many things to consider. She started to think like the accountant she was and checked the balance sheet. After seeing how the portal watch worked, she understood the technology was a monumental discovery and extremely valuable. Any government would want to take control of teleportation, including the United States. If the FBI confiscated the watch, even with good intentions, she still might never see her father again. But can I trust Ben and Jack to bring him home? 
 
    “You’ll need Dad’s help,” Patty said. “He’s still in Carmichael working with the Sheriff and the FBI. Ben, grab the knapsacks, clothes, and some food just in case. I’ll drive you to Carmichael and we’ll meet Dad somewhere safe. We can figure this out.” 
 
    They packed clothes hurriedly and she transferred chicken, bread, and fruit from the fridge to their knapsacks. Ben grabbed two bottles of water. 
 
    The doorbell rang and her heart fluttered.  
 
     “Mrs. Fuller. FBI. We’d like to speak with you,” came a muffled voice from outside the front door. 
 
    She faced her boys. “You need to leave,” she whispered, “I’ll stall them.” She hugged Jack and then put her hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I’m counting on you to think before you act.” She narrowed her eyes. “Can you do that? I need you both to stay alive.” 
 
    Ben’s face turned red. “You still don’t trust me. You think I’m going to get Jack killed again.” His fists clenched 
 
    She glanced at the door and back to Ben. “We don’t have time for this now. Promise me you’ll both stay safe and call me later.”  
 
    “I promise. You’ll see.” Ben eyes were moist. “My cell’s broken, but I’ll find a way to call.” 
 
    The doorbell rang again. 
 
    “I’m coming. Just a minute,” she called, and then whispered to the boys. “Go now.” She shooed them toward the back door.  
 
    The boys left and she hid her suitcase in the hall closet. Composing herself in the foyer mirror, she found her business smile and answered the front door.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 36 
 
      
 
    Patrick questioned CSD Agent Hostetler along the forest trail outside Carlston. Terra’s sun, now directly overhead, filtered through the tree canopy to where Hoss sat tied to a tree. After witnessing the burial of Agent Chandler, Hoss kept apologizing for treating Patrick so badly. He cried, begged, and answered Patrick’s questions. 
 
    Hoss described how he and Chandler tried to capture Ben and Jack at Patsy’s house. From Hoss’s description, the boys may have jumped into the Fuller house on Earth. Patrick’s shoulders relaxed and he felt proud of his grandson. Ben not only had a portal watch, but had learned how to use the technology on his own. 
 
    Patrick crouched near Hoss. “Why did you bring me to Terra?”  
 
    “At first you were bait for Albert.” Hoss said. “But later, we hoped Ben would try to find you. We wanted the portal watch.” Hoss wheezed. “Please let me go and I’ll help you.” 
 
    Patrick adjusted his glasses. “How did your people travel back and forth to Earth?” 
 
    “We confiscated Albert’s portal machinery and found your beacon signal.” 
 
    Patrick prodded his captive. “Where’s Albert?” 
 
    “On Earth.” Hoss coughed and spat. “Dr. Baum keeps him in a warehouse on the outskirts of Carmichael.” 
 
    “Is he alive?” 
 
    “Last time I saw him. Ohhhh, my head—” Hoss moaned as his eyes rolled back.  
 
    Patrick shook him. “Why a warehouse? What are you tryin’ to do?” 
 
    “It’s UniZol.” Hoss blinked. “They funded a Commonwealth operation to buy Earth’s computer, communication, and weapon technologies. The warehouse is our command post and a storage facility on Earth.” Hoss coughed again. “They want to duplicate your portal transceiver.” 
 
    Patrick sneered. “You’re nothing but kidnappers and thieves.” If he let them duplicate his beacon, Earth would be vulnerable to attack. “What am I going to do with you?” 
 
    “Remember. We let you go,” Hoss pleaded. “You have to let me go too.” 
 
    “Bullshit. You and Chandler were plannin’ to bury me in the woods.” 
 
    “We were only bluffing—” 
 
    “Do you always drive around with a shovel in the trunk, or was today a special occasion?” Patrick didn’t trust Hoss. Not even a little bit. 
 
     Leaning forward, he squeezed the agent’s large nose shut. When Hoss opened his mouth wide to breathe, Patrick stuffed the socks inside Hoss’s mouth rather than retying the gag. 
 
    Patrick walked back to the car and sat in the driver’s seat. He fished out the silk pouch from Albert’s safe deposit box. Inside he found a folded note and a fancy watch with buttons, dials, switches and digital displays. He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. If he could figure out how to use it, then he could go home. Though he turned one switch and then the other, nothing happened. The displays remained blank. 
 
    He laid the watch on the car seat and unfolded the note written in pencil. Patrick, if you’ve received this message, which I have inked for you, it is only because I have died or disappeared. Be a good scout and help my wife. Patrick smiled. In their early discussions through the transceiver, it had rankled Albert that Patrick had made Eagle Scout nine months sooner. 
 
    As a scout, Patrick had experimented with making disappearing inks using lemon juice, white wine, vinegar, and even apple juice. Any of these acidic drinks could be used to write a message on paper. Once dry, the message became invisible. The recipient need only apply heat to turn the acid in the paper brown, thus making the script reappear. Albert had bet on Patrick’s experience to be similar to his own, and left him a secret message. 
 
    He used Chandler’s cigarette lighter to warm the back of the letter. The message appeared. Patrick, I’ve removed the power chip from the device as a precaution should CSD find it first. You’ll find what you need in a hidden compartment in the rafter above my basement furnace. You’ll find the house key under the blue pot on the deck. Patrick burned the note to ash.  
 
    He needed to go to Carmichael, but what about Hoss? If he left him tied to the tree, maybe CSD would find him before the wolves, or bears did. Or, he could toss him tied and gagged into the trunk, leave the car at the train station in Carlston, and take the train to Carmichael. Later, he’d tell the local police where to find Hoss. Patrick refused to consider the alternative. He’d killed Chandler in self-defense, but wouldn’t murderer Hoss. Train station then. 
 
    Walking back to the pine tree, he found Hoss with his chin down on his chest. He lifted the agent’s head, but he wasn’t breathing. Patrick pulled the sock out of Hoss’s mouth and found it covered in vomit. Feeling for a pulse, he found none and realized the agent died from asphyxiation. 
 
    He untied Hoss quickly, cleared away the vomit, and used CPR, but nothing worked. Damn. Hoss wasn’t coming back. Nobody deserved to die like that. 
 
    Patrick shook his head. Now that he’d killed two agents, he couldn’t blame CSD if they shot him on sight. He hoped he could travel to Carmichael before they found out. 
 
    After dragging the body to the damp hole, he rolled Hoss in with Chandler. He covered the bodies with the sandy soil, placed flat rocks from the creek onto the grave, and said a prayer for their souls and his.  
 
    Patrick washed his face and hands in the stream. He opened the suitcase, pulled out a change of clothes, and found a broken smartphone in a paper evidence pouch. He thought it odd because he hadn’t seen smartphones on Terra. He turned the phone over and saw a sticker -“Property of Ben Fuller, call 814-553-5338.” Good. Hoss may have told the truth, but what would the Commonwealth have done with this technology? 
 
    He changed into clean clothes and buried the bloody garments. As he tossed the shovel into the trunk, a large owl took flight from a nearby cottonwood. Patrick drove the brown sedan out of the woods toward Carmichael. 
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    Ben and Jack snuck out the back door of Ben’s house in Carlston. He felt good to be back on Earth, but his eyes swept the back yard for FBI agents. Looks okay. 
 
    Jack slowed when he saw a dead tree branch had impaled the hammock. “Balls up. That would have been a wicked way to die.” 
 
    Ben grimaced. Last Saturday he’d lain in the same hammock and practically invited death. Did I really want to die? He shook his head and followed Jack over the fence. Ben had promised his mother to keep Jack safe. Keeping that promise, he hoped, might help him earn her respect. 
 
    They followed the creek bed for three blocks as it wound through the neighborhood, and stopped under a small bridge where the water disappeared into an underground pipe. As they climbed to the street, two curious vultures circled high above. 
 
    “Where to, Bro?” Jack said. 
 
     “Lori’s house.” Ben said. “She’ll helps us. She might even let us borrow her car.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Jack’s face brightened. “I can’t wait to meet her.”  
 
    When they reached Lori’s house, Ben knocked on the door while Jack waited out of sight. Lori’s mother told Ben he’d missed her by twenty minutes. She’d gone jogging to the reservoir. Ben thanked her. He and Jack trailed after Lori, keeping to the side roads to avoid being seen.  
 
    A few miles farther, they turned left onto the old fire trail. Ben led the way. He smelled pine resin and listened to the wind rustle the treetops. A quarter mile up the trail, Lori ran down toward them wearing a green jogging suit and matching shoes. Though he couldn’t see her face, he recognized her running style. Graceful. Fluid. Constant. Signature Lori.  
 
     When Ben waved to her, she accelerated, came to a stop just in front of him, and gave him a huge hug. 
 
    “Benzo, you’re back!” He returned her embrace. She held onto his shoulders and stepped back a pace. “I tried to get in touch with you. Your dad said you’d gone missing. I was worried.”  
 
    “I’m back.” He smiled at his doppel-brother, but Jack’s eyes seemed intense. Almost hungry. 
 
    Lori glanced at Ben’s forehead. “You’re injured.”  
 
    “Just bumped my head. I’m okay.” He shrugged. 
 
    Lori let go of him. “Why didn’t you call me?”  
 
    “Sorry, things got crazy and my phone broke. But, we’re back.” 
 
    Lori turned toward Jack. “Hello,” she said. “I’m—” Her face went slack. “Oh my God. Jack?” 
 
    Jack grinned. “Hello.” He offered to shake hands but she backed away. 
 
    “But you . . . died.” Her face twisted. “How—” 
 
    Jack’s smile faded. “No. Sorry. I’m not that Jack.” He turned to Ben anxious for help. 
 
    Lori looked ill. 
 
    Ben grimaced. “We came looking for you because we need your help.” Shit. As her best friend, he felt responsible for her pain and confusion as much as he felt responsible for Jack’s death. The cold grip of sadness rose to embrace him like a dark faerie from a deep well. No. I’m on a mission. He pushed away the blue funk, rather than let it engulf him. Keep breathin’.   
 
    “Okay. Wait a minute.” She held her palms up in front. Her eyes moved from him, to Jack, and back. “You have to explain— him.” She pointed at Jack. “Tell me everything.”  
 
    “Everything?” Jack raised his eyebrows at Ben. 
 
    Ben nodded. “I trust her with my life.” He faced her bright blue eyes. “Okay. This may take a while.” 
 
    Her eyebrows rose. “I’ll make time for this story.” Turning, she found a flat tree stump to her right and sat down. She took a quick breath, composed herself, and studied them as if she held court. “Go ahead.” 
 
    Ben and Jack shook off their backpacks, sat down, and told her everything from Albert showing up for Sunday dinner to their recent exit from the Fuller residence. She asked about Terra, her doppelganger, and to see the portal watch.  
 
    Lori asked what kind of help they needed and they told her. Afterward, she nodded and slid down from the stump. Dry sticks crunched beneath her feet. 
 
    Ben rose and his legs felt numb. Jack stood beside him. 
 
    Lori drew a breath. “Wow. Hard to believe, but . . . here you are. I’m all in.”  
 
    “Good,” Ben said. “Thank you.” He knew she’d help. 
 
    “Couple more questions. So, we can’t trust the FBI?” 
 
    “Not with this. Not yet. We need to find our grandfathers first and get them home. That means we need a live beacon and the portal watch. If the FBI shut down the beacon, they may be working against us.”  
 
    She held up her hand “Okay. I get it. But we’ll need Brandon to go with us.” 
 
    “Brandon?” Jack asked. “Why?” His forehead furrowed. 
 
    She didn’t blink. “Besides being my boyfriend? He’s smart, strong, and a good man to have at our back. We need him.” 
 
    “Done,” Ben said. “But that’s it. We have to keep this on the down low with everyone else.”  
 
    Jack looked ill. 
 
     “Agreed,” Lori said. “You guys wait at the reservoir. I’ll tell Brandon. We’ll meet you there after sundown.” She turned to Ben. “Here, take my phone.” She wore a pink smartphone attached with a Velcro armband. “Use it if you need to call your parents.” 
 
    “Thanks, again. I’m lucky to have you as a friend.”  
 
    “Yes, you are.” She smiled and jogged away down the trail. 
 
     As they hiked toward the reservoir, Jack remained quiet. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Ben stopped. 
 
    “Nothing.”  
 
    “Tell me.” Ben nudged him. “Something to do with Lori?” 
 
    Jack began to pace on the trail. “Yea. Seeing her on Earth and listening to her yak about her boyfriend, Brandon, seemed surreal. I’m leaving for Pitt and my Lori has two more years of high school. Odds are I’ll lose her to some dude back home. Maybe even to someone I know. Balls up, it feels like it’s already happened here.” He stopped and looked at Ben. “Sorry, Bro. I’m being stupid.” 
 
    “No, no. I understand.” Ben sighed. “I just met your Lori last night. She seemed smart and nice. Maybe you should just try to be her friend, no matter what happens.” 
 
    Jack looked at him with new eyes. “Good advice.” 
 
    “You’re welcome.”  
 
    “So what’s been bugging you?” 
 
    Ben scrunched his face. “When?” 
 
    “Back at your house with your Mom, and again when you seemed really sad about something.” 
 
    Ben sighed. “It’s my fault Jack died. My parents never want to talk about it, but I think they blame me too. I’m such a fuckup. Sometimes I wonder if Jack hates me.”  
 
    Jack turned to him. “I forgive you.” 
 
    Ben’s eyes snapped up. “What?” 
 
    “If I was your brother. I’d say ‘I forgive you for everything. You were just trying to help Kipper. I chose to save you. Nothing was your fault.”  
 
    Ben frowned at him. He picked up an egg sized rock, hurled it into the woods, and heard it bounce off a tree. “Nice try, but you’re not him. You can’t forgive me.”  
 
    Jack looked ill again. “I know. Hoped it might help. I need forgiveness too.” 
 
    They walked in silence toward the reservoir. 
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    Patrick gunned the brown sedan from the forest road onto the highway and headed towards Carmichael. He hoped the CSD vehicle didn’t have a tracking device, but if it did, it might appear as if Agent Chandler was returning home. At least the car had generic plates—government plates would have made him more conspicuous.  
 
    As the kilometers clicked off on his dash, he thought of the day’s harsh events. He hadn’t killed anyone since his tour in Vietnam. Time and experience didn’t make killing any easier. He felt sick about the outcome, but he survived. Was he at war with Terra? He didn’t think so. Was he at war with a couple of CSD agents who beat him and threatened to kill him? Yes, but he didn’t start the war.  
 
    Did Chandler or Hoss have families? He should assume the worst. There were consequences to dangerous actions, often never considered in the heat of battle. Only the living could mourn their mistakes. He still remembered the hateful eyes of the villagers, when his patrol had moved through what was left of a Viet Cong village. 
 
    Patrick’s mind drifted as he thought about Carmichael. In another world, the city was his home, a place where he met and fell in love with his sweetheart, Miss Betty. Memories of her smile, especially the day he’d rented a pony for Patty’s fifth birthday, had sustained him through years of loneliness. Carmichael had been a good place to live, love, and someday die, but not yet. Not while Ben and Jack were still in danger. 
 
    He sighed. Having built this marvelous bridge between two worlds, had put his family at risk. Here lay the paradox for any scientist—discoveries created to help humankind could also be misused for power, money, or war. Do the benefits outweigh the risk? He was no judge. Was he to blame for what might happen? No. Science was neutral. The secrets of life existed to be found. If people misused his discoveries, then they were to blame.  
 
    The road ahead became surrounded on both sides with dense hardwood trees. The forest canopy grew together high over the road like interlaced fingers, and created a living tunnel of green. Gaps in the canopy allowed alternating patches of light and shade to wash over him.  
 
    A large buck appeared in the center of the road and froze when it saw the brown sedan. Patrick jerked the steering wheel left and then right to avoid collision. His heart fluttered inside his chest.   
 
    He pulled over on the narrow dirt shoulder and took a breather. In the rear view mirror, he watched the buck swish his white tail. Seven deer, a mix of does and fawns, crossed the road behind him.  
 
    His Betty would have said, “Pay attention before you get us both killed!” She was often right. Random events were too often discounted. Surprises could get you killed. The rest of the drive he watched the road, but thought about what, or who, he might find at Albert’s house.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 37 
 
      
 
    John watched the Pirates game from Patrick’s brown leather recliner in Earth’s Carmichael house. Bootsie purred in his lap. The Pirates led the Orioles 3-2, however, the Pirate’s bullpen was flagging. The O’s had the bases loaded with Adam Jones at bat. John fidgeted in his seat, not in anticipation of the next pitch, but because of the hope his son, or sons, might return. 
 
    Thank God Ben was alive, but Jack? The FBI had expanded their search, yet he felt there was little he could do as the FBI’s ‘house guest’. Two agents alternated patrols between the woods and the cellar. One Sheriff’s deputy stood post at the bottom of the drive, while another hung out with John in the living room. 
 
    Deputy Sawmill lounged in the matching recliner and let his socks breathe. He worked on his fourth can of Iron City beer. “Relax, John. The FBI doesn’t expect any more trouble here since they shut down the beacon.” 
 
    John shifted in the recliner. “What about the intruders?”  
 
    Bootsie jumped to the floor and whipped her tail. 
 
    “Everything burned in the warehouse fire. The intruders are dead and the FBI found no evidence of enemy soldiers, UniZol employees, or any other assets left behind.” 
 
    “Sam, I’m worried about my boy.” 
 
    “FBI’s searching,” Sawmill said. “They’ll let us know as soon as they find him.”  
 
    John thought Sam was a decent man, and didn’t want to cross him. He considered ducking out, but where would he go? Home? He’d called Patty and she seemed all right. She told him to stay put, but he thought it best not to mention Patrick’s death or Jack’s mysterious reappearance. Not over the phone. He expected her to be frantic about Ben, but she didn’t seem surprised to hear Ben had been spotted. Why was that? 
 
    Bootsie sat down on the carpet and stared at him as if she were waiting for something. 
 
    John scratched his head. Oh. Patty wasn’t surprised . . . because she’d already seen him! Of course he’d go home if he could.  
 
    When the FBI had asked him if he recognized the room in Ben’s video, he told them no, because it didn’t make sense. The room had been Jack’s, but before he helped Patty paint the walls and hang shelves for the memorabilia. Did Ben have a reason to stay hidden? Was Miller holding back information? 
 
    The FBI never told him what Patrick’s equipment actually did, but he heard them refer to it as the ‘beacon’. Though he hadn’t been allowed back into the cellar, Lovitsky’s video had shown him enough. 
 
    As a Sci-Fi fan, John had watched all of the original Star Trek episode reruns as a kid. He understood the concept of teleportation. Patrick’s machine didn’t beam something from ‘point A to point B.’ Instead, it seemed to attach ‘point A to point B’ via a communication signal, and then open a door. And a dog jumped through. 
 
    John ran his fingers through his hair. The beacon provided the communication signal, but there must be a second device - like a garage door opener. Ben must have access to the second device, as did the intruders . . . something like the watch he pointed at the FBI through the window. Had Ben used such a device to escape his kidnappers? All the more reason for the FBI to want to find Ben. They couldn’t fully contain the breach without the opener.  
 
    John grew more concerned about Ben’s safety, but the background noise in his head whispered Jack-Jack-Jack. No one could, or would, explain that. He didn’t trust Miller, or the FBI, since they drew down on his son. Fear makes for bad choices, but fortunately, they hadn’t fired their weapons. 
 
    A memory of Spock with a goatee flashed through his mind. He recalled a specific Star Trek episode - one where a teleportation misfire beamed Captain Kirk onto a barbarian starship Enterprise in a parallel universe. The barbarous Kirk doppelganger was transported to the civilized crew on the original ship. Two Kirks. Two Jacks? No, his Jack had died. Had Ben found his brother’s doppelganger? Oh. Two Patricks might explain a few discrepancies. One with a tattoo and one without. He bit his lower lip. Was any of this real? I need to talk to Ben. 
 
     Sawmill looked drowsy and fell asleep. John snuck upstairs and used his cellphone to call Ben’s. The phone went straight to voicemail. His chest tightened when he heard his son’s recorded voice. “Ben. I hope you’re alright. Call my cell when you can. Love you, and keep your head down.” 
 
    John ground his teeth and began to pace. He tried both Patty’s and Patrick’s cells, but each went to voicemail. Sitting down on the top step, he dialed one more number. 
 
    “Louis, how are you?”  
 
    “Laid up in the hospital, Cuz. The nurses are taking care of me, but the Pirates need help. Any luck finding Ben?” 
 
    “Not yet.” 
 
    A groggy Sawmill stood at the bottom of the stairs with his hands on his hips. “Who you talking to, John?”  
 
    “Louis.”  
 
    “Tell that goldbricker to get better soon. We could use his help around here along with another six pack.” Sawmill said, as he turned back toward the kitchen. 
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    As Ben and Jack hiked the last half mile toward the reservoir, Ben couldn’t keep silent. “We’ll find our grandfathers and bring them home. I promise.” He met Jack’s eyes. 
 
     Jack nodded “We’ll make it happen. We have help now. Brandon’s a good guy. Right? Same as back home?”  
 
    “Pretty close. Some things are different.” 
 
    “Yea, I know he’s with Lori here, but what about Trudy?”  
 
    Ben sighed. “I don’t know her well, but I asked her to homecoming.” 
 
    “Whoa. You asked Trudy? Is there a Ruth here too?” 
 
    “Yea. But she’s not my friend.” 
 
    “Cowshit!” Jack said. “You couldn’t get enough of Ruth from Terra.”  
 
    Ben smiled. “Yea, you’re right. I enjoyed every minute, until she found out I lied.” He rubbed his face. “She’s sweet, but here her doppelganger goes by Rouge. She is Ruth-less. Beware, Bro.” He told Jack about the incident with Vince, and how Rouge had treated him at the party and meant to embarrass him. 
 
    “That’s messed up, but maybe she’s just trying to be funny and made a mistake. Have you spoken with her since?” 
 
    Ben nodded. “Yea, after church, but I couldn’t talk. My parents were around.” 
 
    “Too bad.” 
 
    “Should I try to talk to Vince too?” 
 
     Jack shook his head. “He sounds like a stupid fuckbanger. I would’ve been proud if my brother wore my jersey.” 
 
    Ben laughed. “If you visited Vince as Jack’s ghost, pissed about the jersey, you would scare the shit out of him.” 
 
    Jack smirked for a moment, then knit his eyebrows together. “So Brandon and Lori are really tight?” 
 
    Here it comes. Jack had given Lori the hungry puppy dog look earlier. The same look I hid from her for years. The thought of Brandon and Lori as a couple tore at Ben sometimes. How could he blame Jack for feeling the same way? She was Jack’s girlfriend on Terra. 
 
     “Yep. They’re real tight. You’ll see them tonight.” 
 
    “Cool.” Jack kept his eyes on the trail. 
 
    Jack remained quiet as they walked to the crest of the hill. The park and reservoir lay before them. Above, a blue sky with scattered clouds dappled the forest canopy of maple and oak trees with transient shadows. They heard children’s laughter below. Several families played on the swings and a jungle gym between the woods and the water. The afternoon grew late. 
 
    Jack stopped. “Let’s be careful and camp just outside the park—somewhere we can keep watch from this ridge. Back home, I know a good place where the ground’s flat and covered with moss.” 
 
    Ben shifted the weight of the pack on his shoulders. “Sounds good.”   
 
    Jack led him forty yards to the right and just behind the ridge - a perfect spot for surveillance. Large maple trees spread out behind them shading a soft, dry, carpet of moss. They spread their sleeping bags on the ground and sat down. Ben tossed Jack a bottle of water. 
 
    “Plastic?” Jack read the label, shrugged, and drank. He glanced at Ben. “Am I the same as your brother, Jack? Or am I a little different?” 
 
    “Same,” Ben said, without any hesitation. “What about me?” Ben asked. “Am I the same?” He held his breath. 
 
    “No.” Jack shook his head slowly. 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was much better looking. Girls actually liked him.” Jack kept a straight face until he saw Ben blush, then smiled.  
 
    Ben smirked. “Oh Yea?” He pulled down his collar. “This hickey says you’re full of shit.” 
 
    “You’re right about that, Bro. I was just busting sack.” 
 
    Ben nodded. He pulled the portal watch from around his neck and handed it to Jack. He spent the rest of the afternoon showing him how it worked. 
 
    [image: C:\Users\Jeffrey\OneDrive\Documents\Jeff's Fiction\Slideways\fleuron1.jpg] 
 
    Patrick drove the smaller byways toward Carmichael. The country tasted fresh in his lungs. He passed through a few small towns he remembered from Earth, and others he’d never seen before. Some had been renamed.  
 
    An advertisement for UniZol caught his eye in the small town of Kipichee, The caption above a picture of a smiling mother, father, son, and daughter read: Live a better life through applied science. The advertisement didn’t describe the product, but he assumed it might be related to implants. Everyone wanted to be happy, right? 
 
    Patrick still wanted to find his wife, somehow, before he passed on to the afterlife, or nothingness. Would he ever hold her hand again? His eyes glazed over and he hit a pothole. The car jounced and his fingers ached. He held the wheel too tightly. Breathe. Eventually his thoughts turned to Carmichael and Miss Betsy. He looked forward to seeing her too. 
 
    When he arrived in Carmichael, he parked the brown sedan in Holy Redeemer Hospital’s high-rise parking lot, one level below the top. He wiped the car for prints, cleaned up as much of the blood as possible, and left a note on the dashboard - Be right back. Chandler.  
 
    Patrick retrieved his suitcase, locked the car, and kept the keys. He walked out to the street, and caught the city trolley to Albert’s house. The familiar buildings, homes, brooks, and trees along the way made him feel at home.  
 
    When he arrived at his stop along Route 99, he stood one hundred yards from Betsy’s mailbox. Instead of walking up to the driveway, he cut through the woods bordering Albert’s property.  
 
    He hiked up the hill, around the rocks, and through the softwood pines, avoiding the poison ivy that clung to the scrub oaks. At the edge of the woods and near the house, he stopped, looked, and listened for any signs of Miss Betsy or visitors. Seeing none, he hurried across the open field of grass and onto the deck.  
 
    He lifted the blue pot, found the key, and went into the house through the back door. Closed curtains hid the afternoon sun and made the kitchen seem quiet, lifeless, and dark. He tiptoed through the house to determine if he was alone, but kept quiet enough to avoid CSD listeners. 
 
    Slowly, cautiously, Patrick opened the door to the cellar. His fingers flipped on the light switch, and he descended the stairs. The equipment he’d previously seen through Albert’s portal had been removed. The heavy-duty metal tables were left behind, along with some random nuts and bolts lying beneath. An aluminum stepladder lay against the wall, and an unused kitty litter box sat in the corner.  
 
    Patrick walked over to the furnace, looked up, and scanned the rafters. He couldn’t see any indication of a false panel. His pulse beat a tiny rhythm in his neck. Where is it?  
 
    He retrieved the stepladder and set it behind the furnace. Once up the ladder, he saw a nail protruding one-half inch from the wooden joist between the cinder block basement wall and floor above. Patrick pulled on the nail and an 8x8 inch wooden panel lifted from the wall. A small compartment lay within.  
 
    After setting the wooden panel on top of the furnace, he took another step up the ladder and peered into the dark compartment. Inside he found a small flashlight and a stack of file folders. The first file read Classified TOP SECRET by order of the Commonwealth. Patrick shook his head. Albert would have known better than to take these documents home. Inside, he found a white paper written by Dr. Dugan describing a prototype 30 kilowatt crystalline laser weapon. No wonder they’re after him. 
 
    Patrick frowned. Where’s the watch battery? He pulled the stack of classified folders out and set them on the floor. After climbing the ladder, he shone the flashlight into the darker recess of the compartment and discovered another black pouch and a framed photograph. 
 
    His heart rate quickened as he loosened the pouch drawstrings and found the specialized batteries and a sealed envelope labeled instructions. Finally! He put the batteries and the envelope back into the pouch, stuffed the pouch into his jacket pocket, and shone the light upon the photograph. 
 
    A younger version of himself, correction Albert, posed with Katerina in her Junior Prom dress. Patrick remembered a onetime fix-up date with this girl, but he’d never asked her out again. Shortly after, he’d found the courage to ask Betty out for a movie and fell in love.  
 
    Katerina had long dark hair and a thin nose. He’d kissed her once, briefly, when he dropped her off at her house. The kiss had felt awkward and he never followed up. Why had Albert kept this? Had his doppelganger continued the relationship with her, or was this simply a reminder of what might have been? The world changes so fast when you are young.  
 
    While still on the ladder, he turned the frame over and saw a message- For Patrick. After bending the staples, he removed the cardboard backing and his eyes grew wide. Inside were schematics for both the portal watch and the S41K UniZol solar chip.  
 
    Wrapped within wax paper, he found Albert’s revolutionary S41K chip which significantly magnified solar battery storage and energy output. The chip had allowed Terra to function without petro-chemical engines. He held a fortune between his fingers, but only if he made it back home. 
 
    A hand grabbed the back of his calf. He gasped and threw his arms up. The chip flew into the air.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 38 
 
      
 
    Jack lay on the ridge with his hands behind his head, and watched Earth’s sunset. Ben had fallen asleep as they waited for Brandon and Lori to arrive at the reservoir. The sky was incredible, as if God scratched his pink fingers across a dusky blue horizon.  
 
    Jack couldn’t imagine a birthday crazier than the one he had yesterday. He’d met his doppel-brother and another Lori from a different world. His life had never been more exciting, or dangerous, or complicated. 
 
    Law enforcement agents from both worlds hounded them. He didn’t want Ben, or anyone else, to get hurt. Both sets of parents were involved and at risk. Each could be harmed while protecting their sons. He glanced at Ben. I won’t let anything bad happen to you.  
 
    Jack heard a loud vehicle engine roar and what sounded like a gunshot. He peeked over the rise and saw a big blue pickup truck zoom to the picnic shelter and park. Smoke billowed from the truck’s tailpipe. As the door opened, the remaining family packed their children into a white minivan and rolled away. 
 
    Jack recognized Lori and Brandon in the twilight as they slid out of the truck. Lori carried a small cooler and set it on a nearby picnic table. She moved with such grace. Memories of his Lori pulled at him, but he shook them off.  
 
    Brandon turned his head from side to side and scanned the park. Jack kept silent. Brandon conferred with Lori, pulled a small stack of wood from the bed of his pickup, and built a campfire. Jack wanted to join them, but didn’t want to give away his position on the ridge in case Brandon had been followed.  
 
    He crawled back below the ridge and circled through the shadow of the forest until he found the fire trail. He hiked over the ridge and down to meet Ben’s friends.  
 
    “There’s Jack,” Lori said, loud enough for him to hear. “I told you.”  
 
    Brandon rose to his full height and slowly moved toward him like a bear on his hind legs. 
 
    Jack stopped in the dusky light, not sure what to expect.  
 
    Brandon’s head tilted and his brow creased. The campfire light flickered across his marble white face and red hair. He was a big boy here too. 
 
    Jack smiled despite his worries. “Hey, Brandon.”  
 
    Brandon stopped a yard away, staring, his features set like carved stone. “Is it really you, Jack?” His voice was tight and low. “Lori told me you’d be here, but I –”  
 
    “I’m not the same Jack you grew up with. Not the one that died.” Jack stepped closer and offered his hand to Brandon. “Sorry.” 
 
    “Lori told me how you got here and that you need to go back.” Brandon shook his hand. “You look so much like him. You could be his ghost.” 
 
    “No, I’m real.” Jack squeezed Brandon’s hand to prove the point. 
 
    Brandon let go and bear hugged him. Jack’s eyes bulged. 
 
    “Better put him down and let him breathe,” Lori said.  
 
    Brandon released him and stepped back. “Sorry.” His watery eyes reflected the moonlight. “He was my friend.”  
 
    Jack smiled. “I have a good friend named Brandon back home. He looks like your twin.”  
 
    Brandon smirked. “Good looking I bet.” 
 
    “Well, I’m pretty sure he’d agree with you.” They both chuckled. 
 
    “Where’s Ben?” Lori searched the darkness. 
 
    “Up on the ridge resting.” Jack turned his head toward the trees. “He’ll see the fire and come down.” 
 
    Lori caught Brandon’s eye. “Call my cell. Ben has it.” 
 
    Brandon dialed. “Went to voicemail.” 
 
    “Let’s get him,” Lori said. “I don’t want someone else to find him first.” 
 
    As they moved toward the ridge and away from the fire, they saw a dark figure sprinting down the hill toward them. Jack froze. 
 
    Brandon stepped in front of Jack and Lori and assumed a wrestler’s stance to intercept the intruder. Lori moved forward to stand alongside Brandon. Jack joined her on the far side. 
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    Ben woke on the ridge above the reservoir and blinked away his fugue. I’m on Earth. The air had cooled and the evening light had bled away to darkness. He sat up and found himself alone. Had Jack gone to the park to await Brandon and Lori? He stood and peered over the ridge. Three people stood about twenty feet from a small campfire near the park’s pavilion. He thought about joining them, but used Lori’s phone instead. 
 
    His mother answered. Ben assured her all was well, but he didn’t tell her his location.  
 
    She told him how she’d stalled the two FBI agents for an hour, and how they’d become surly when she refused to let them search the house. The agents promised to return with a search warrant. Dad had called during the FBI’s visit, but she had let it go to voicemail out of caution.  
 
    Ben began to pace. “Sorry, Mom. Didn’t mean to get you or Dad in trouble.” He ground his teeth. Just for once, he wished he didn’t have to apologize all the time. If only he could impress her, instead of always falling short. 
 
    “We’ll be alright,” Mom said. “Just stay safe and find a way to bring GranPat home.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom. I promise.” 
 
    “Do you still need a ride?” 
 
    “No. Got it covered. Don’t worry.” Ben thanked her and said goodbye.  
 
    He kicked his sleeping bag into a lump, and dialed his father. 
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    John crossed his legs in Patrick’s leather recliner. The Orioles had edged up six to five over the Pirates in the top of the ninth. The Pirates were at bat now with one out, one on, and the winning run at bat. Sawmill snored loud enough to keep Bootsie away. Both FBI agents huddled on the back deck and smoked.  
 
    John checked his cell for new emails and frowned. Mr. Kline wanted his car back from the shop ASAP, and John hadn’t even touched the car yet. Getting behind might cost him customers, but finding Ben and Patrick came first. 
 
    His cell vibrated as he checked his third message. Caller ID: Lori. John had added her to his contact list after she’d asked for updates regarding Ben. He hurried upstairs to the guest room and closed the door. “Hello?” 
 
    “Dad?”  
 
    “Ben! Are you okay?” John walked to the window and looked outside. 
 
    “We’re fine. Sorry, I have to keep this short. Have you seen GranPat?” 
 
    “No.” John bit his lip. He wasn’t ready to believe Patrick had died. 
 
    “Have you seen Albert?”  
 
    “Who’s Albert?” John frowned. 
 
    “Albert Dugan, we thought he was GranPat and drove him to Carmichael on Sunday. He just looked like GranPat. I told you something was wrong.” 
 
    A doppelganger. No wonder Patrick seemed odd. “Did they know each other?” 
 
    “Yea. GranPat found him when he used the beacon.” 
 
     “Did Albert have a tattoo on his wrist?”  
 
    “Yea, like a barcode.” 
 
    John let his breath out. Had the FBI found Albert’s body instead of Patrick’s? Focus. “Is Jack with you?”  
 
    Ben remained silent. 
 
    “Is the boy you’re travelling with Albert’s grandson?” 
 
    “Yes.”  
 
    “The FBI’s been asking about a watch—”  
 
    “Let’s not get into that now,” Ben said. “Did they turn off the beacon?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We need it back on so we can bring GranPat home.” 
 
     John thought of the Star Trek episode. “Back from a parallel universe?”  
 
    “Exactly,” Ben said. “He’s stuck on a planet called Terra. Albert was kidnapped on Earth by their CSD agents. They’re dangerous.” 
 
    John swallowed. “I have some bad news. The FBI raided a warehouse in Carmichael. The place caught fire and burned to the ground. Albert may have been killed. I’m sorry, son.” 
 
    “Me too.” 
 
    “How can I help you?” asked John 
 
    “Can you restart the beacon?” 
 
     “Wait.” John said. “Think about this. We can’t let these . . . Terrans use the beacon to invade our world.” 
 
    “I promised Mom we would bring GranPat home. Jack needs to go home too. We need a live beacon for a few minutes. You can shut it down if someone else tries to break through. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    “I can try. Within the next fifteen minutes?” John hoped the guards were still on a break. “If I can’t tonight, call me back in the morning when you’re ready.” 
 
    “Okay, Dad. Give me fifteen minutes.” 
 
    Tonight, while Sawmill napped in the recliner, might be the best time, but he still had to deal with the FBI agents. “Keep your head down, Benzo. Love you.” 
 
    “Love you too, Dad.”  
 
    John eased down the stairs to the living room. Deputy Sawmill snored gently as the sports broadcaster wrapped up the postgame coverage. Once inside the kitchen, John peeked outside the window and saw both FBI agents still on the deck. He moved toward the closed cellar door, grasped the doorknob, and heard a sound behind him. 
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    “Agent Lovitsky, did you record the audio?” Miller asked from his office at the joint command post. 
 
    “Yes, sir. We have the whole conversation.”  
 
    “Good. Take the precautions we discussed.” Miller hung up, glanced at his watch, and dialed the Deputy Director in Washington. 
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    I’ve got fifteen minutes! Ben checked the time on Lori’s phone, pulled on his shoes, and laced them. I need Jack with me. The watch bounced beneath his shirt as he ran straight over the ridge and toward the picnic grounds. 
 
    Lori’s phone rang in his hand. As he checked the display - Brandon, he accidentally banged his shin on a boulder. Twelve minutes. He let it ring. Avoiding the rocks and scrub, he flew through the tall grass toward the campfire. Three imposing silhouettes stood between him and the flames. “It’s only me!”  
 
    “Ben?” Lori called. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Jack held out his hands to stop him. 
 
    Ben glanced at Lori’s cell. “We have ten minutes before Dad tries to turn on GranPat’s beacon. Get ready.” He was breathing heavy. “We’ll need — to jump — to Carmichael.” 
 
    Brandon turned to Lori. “Grab the cooler. I’ll douse the fire.” 
 
    Jack guided him to the picnic table. “Sit. Breathe. Check for the frequency.” 
 
    Ben sat and nodded. He turned on the watch and searched for GranPat’s beacon. “Nothing yet.” He turned the dial and found a strong Erde beacon. Could he use it? No. Better wait for Dad. 
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    John stood in Patrick’s kitchen and turned the knob to the cellar door. The patio door squeaked open behind him. His stomach lurched. He stepped away from the cellar door and turned. 
 
    “John,” Sheriff Banks said, as he walked into the kitchen from outside. “Just making my rounds. Are they treating you well?” 
 
    “Yes. I’m fine.” He glanced through the patio door and saw the agents stub out their cigarettes. The tall agent with oiled hair nodded as he entered the house, opened the cellar door, and jogged down the steps. John sighed.  
 
     Banks spotted Bootsie’s empty water dish. “Where’s Deputy Sawmill?” 
 
    “Right here, Boss.” Sawmill rolled around the corner and tucked in his uniform. “Bring the cards?” 
 
    Banks smiled and pulled a worn pack out of his back pocket. He eyed John. “C’mon. We have time for a few hands. What do you say?” 
 
    John forced a smile, took a deep breath, and nodded. Sorry, Ben. First thing tomorrow. 
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    Three sedans and an SUV roared into the parking lot at Reservoir Park, one after the other. Bright headlights flicked past Ben and his friends as the vehicles came to a halt near the pavilion.  
 
    “Shit.” Ben slid the portal watch back under his shirt. 
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    Patrick’s left hand clung to Albert’s stepladder as he grasped for the billion dollar solar chip with his right. He caught the chip in his palm without falling. He swallowed and glanced behind him. Miss Betsy stood below holding her forefinger to her lips. He exhaled. Not CSD.  
 
    Patrick slipped the documents and the chip into his inner jacket pocket, closed the hidden compartment, and descended the ladder.  
 
    Betsy motioned him closer, put her hand on his shoulder, and whispered into his ear. “Did you find what you were looking for?” Her fingers squeezed him gently. 
 
    He put his hand on the small of her back and his mouth next to her ear. “Yes, just a moment ago.” He could smell her perfume. Lilac? The proximity made him dizzy. He knew she wasn’t the woman he’d loved and missed all these years, not the wife he’d worked so hard to find, yet, her soft touch and familiar scent called to him. He wanted to turn his head and kiss her lips. Instead, he pulled his head away, and gazed into her soft eyes. She smiled slowly. Oh, God. She knows how I feel.  
 
    Before he could explain himself, or apologize, Betsy pulled him close and kissed him. Her lips felt soft on his and banished his concerns. Nothing else mattered, but this moment. Without words they made their way upstairs to her bedroom, locked the door, and eased into bed. Albert’s bed. He pushed the thought aside like chaff on the threshing floor.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 39 
 
      
 
    As four vehicles roared into Earth’s Reservoir Park, Ben and Jack sprinted toward the darkness of the ridge. Brandon and Lori stayed behind at the picnic table. Halfway up the steady incline, Ben glanced back at the parking lot. The vehicles had stopped, but their headlights burned through the darkness. Ben swallowed. Hope they’re not FBI. 
 
    “C’mon.” Jack tugged on Ben’s arm and motioned up the hill. “Let’s go.” 
 
    Once over the crest, they jogged left to their campsite behind the ridge. Jack crawled back to the crest on his stomach. “We weren’t followed. Who do you think they are?” 
 
    “Not sure.” Ben thought of the torch carrying villagers who had come to kill the Frankenstein monster. On a hunch, he checked Lori’s phone and found unopened emails from AT&T, Brandon, and Rouge. “Check this out.” He read Rouge’s e-mail out loud. “Lori, meet me and my Cranberry friends at the reservoir tonight for a flash party. Just found out. Bring Brandon. C’ya.” 
 
    “Flash party?” Jack looked over his shoulder. “Should we join them?” 
 
    “No. Not yet.” Ben set Lori’s phone down and took out the portal watch. “I need to check for GranPat’s beacon.” Ben turned switches and dials. “Nothing yet.” 
 
    “What about the frequency from the dry planet?” Jack said. “Maybe we could use Erde’s beacon to travel to Earth’s Carmichael?” 
 
    Ben checked the portal watch display. “It’s still there.” He glanced at Jack. “Let’s take a peek at our grandfather’s house on Erde.” 
 
    “Okay. A small window, but be ready to shut it down.” 
 
    Ben opened a basketball sized portal to what looked like a well-lit basement laboratory. Florescent light washed back through the darkness and across his face. He saw beacon-like machinery on a metal table, but with many more orange wires connected to a large stack of old car batteries. Clinking and scraping noises resounded somewhere inside, but out of view.  
 
    Without thinking, Ben moved the watch forty-five degrees to the right and the view shifted. Someone, with his back to the portal opening, rummaged through spare parts in a large metal box. Ben blinked. The person’s right arm and leg appeared robotic with bluish steel, tubes, articulated plates, joints, fingers, and toes. The left side looked human. 
 
    “Wow,” Jack whispered. “Is that a cyborg?” 
 
    The person stopped browsing, tilted his head, and listened. After ten seconds, it dropped something into the box with a clank, turned around, and met Ben’s gaze through the portal. Its left eyebrow rose over a hazel eye, but the right side of its face was a dark green metal mask with a blue glass eye. The cyborg’s mouth, nose, chin, and left eye were human and looked exactly like—. 
 
    Me. Ben couldn’t look away. 
 
    “Ahh.” The cyborg blinked. “My shadow has opened the Way.” 
 
    Ben rubbed his own cheek. More like a split shadow, but at least my Erdian doppelganger is still alive. 
 
    “Close it down,” Jack said. “It’s not human.” 
 
    The cyborg’s glass eye whirred as it refocused upon Jack. “Johann?” It took an awkward step closer to the portal. “Is it really you?” 
 
    “My name’s Jack and this is Ben.”   
 
    “Ah, my shadow brothers,” said the cyborg. “I am Ben-Gen. I had a brother once.” The fluorescent lights flickered across his face. “Johann took my shift at the mine, so I could fight in the pit. I needed the extra credits to feed my family.” His human eye glistened. “He died in a mine explosion that night.” Ben-Gen’s human hand covered his heart.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Ben said. 
 
    “Thank you for being kind.” Ben-Gen studied Ben. “You are who I might have been.”  
 
    Ben stared at the robotic parts. “What happened to you?” 
 
    “Laser misfire during a food riot. I was fortunate the blast cauterized my wounds. My grandfather rebuilt me using spare parts.” Ben-Gens human hand brushed across the metal side of his face. “I’m still human, but accessorized. We don’t say ‘cyborg’. It’s considered vulgar.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Jack said. “Is your grandfather home?”  
 
    “No, not until tomorrow. He and his shadow brother have been working on the portal technology. I help maintain the signal and keep the Way open. Yours must have been the other signal we detected. We believe the discovery of teleportation and travel between worlds may have occurred across the multiverse.” 
 
    “Multiverse?” Jack asked. 
 
    Ben nodded. “There could be an infinite number of parallel universes at play.”  
 
    “Why have you made contact?” Ben-Gen stepped closer. His hazel eye stared at Ben’s, but the glass eye focused upon the portal watch. The eye clicked as if snapping pictures. 
 
    “I’m from a world called Earth,” Ben said. “Jack is from another called Terra. I want to take him home, but our beacon is down. Do you think I could take Jack home to Terra using your signal?” 
 
    The glass eye refocused. “It may be possible, but you may have to travel here first.” Ben-Gen blinked his natural eye. “If it doesn’t work, you might be stranded here. You wouldn’t like our world.” 
 
    “Why?” Ben asked.  
 
    As Ben-Gen waived his human hand, a silver ring flashed on his wedding finger. “Industrialization, mechanization, warfare . . . we’re exhausting the last of our natural resources with little regard for the planet. We live underground and are running out of food and water. In a year, it may be only the bots who survive.”  
 
    Ben-Gen’s glass eye blinked rapidly. “Could you open the portal wider? I’d like to take a closer look at your portal device.” 
 
    Ben swallowed. “We have to go.” 
 
    Ben-Gen frowned and held up his left hand. “When your signal returns, may I bring Frau Lora and our baby to visit you? Please?” 
 
    “We really have to go. Sorry.” Ben shut down the portal, and the bright laboratory lights winked out. Should he have at least offered to help Ben-Gen and his family? Meeting his cyborg doppelganger had been cool, surreal, and little scary, but he didn’t trust the metal half. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Lori said from the darkness. “He looked like you, Ben.” 
 
    Ben jumped. “Shit. How long have you been there?” 
 
    “Since you explained ‘multiverse’.” 
 
    Ben nodded. “What do you think we should do?” 
 
    “I’d pass on visiting their planet,” Lori said. “Not sure if you should trust him. Sounds like the entire population of their world has a good reason to visit Earth.” 
 
    “Yea. I was thinking the same thing.” Ben wished he could have met Frau Lora and the baby. Was Frau Lora actually Lori’s doppelganger? He shook his head. Sometimes you have to save yourself before you can help others. “I’m going to wait for GranPat’s beacon. At least for now. Erde could be a last resort.” 
 
    “How’s the party?” Jack asked Lori. 
 
    She shrugged. “Most of them left. They’re downing a shot of tequila and beer at each party site, and then flashing to the next location. The reservoir was number one of five.” 
 
    “Sounds kinda dangerous to me,” Ben said. 
 
    “Yea, well they have a designated driver for each car,” Lori said, “but you’re right. It’s stupid.” 
 
    “Who stayed behind?” Ben raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Trudy and Ruth. They saw you guys bolt.” Lori smiled at Ben. “Trudy won’t leave without seeing you.” 
 
    “Oh. Okay.” Ben blushed and hoped Lori didn’t notice. He’d asked Trudy to homecoming, but she and Rouge had played him. Right? 
 
    Lori hooked her arm through his. “C’mon, Benzo. She’s not going to bite.” 
 
    A picture of a smiling raccoon came to mind as Lori led him back to the fire. 
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    Patsy drove to Carmichael through the Terran twilight. Her fingers squeezed the steering wheel as she pictured the mess CSD had left behind in her house in Carlston. Both her front and back doors had been smashed open and the contents of every room had been dumped on the floor. If CSD had taken Jack, she wanted him back along with reparation for damages. Baum had better pay her for her trouble, or she would sue the Commonwealth.  
 
    Patsy thought of the reward and scowled. Just who was this ‘Ben’ CSD searched for and why did they want him? Did he steal something valuable from her father’s work? Why would he go to her house, or involve Jack? Did he look like her Ben? 
 
    As she drove, Patsy tried to remember Ben’s face. Her left tricep muscle twitched followed by an itching sensation. She recalled a little boy, a younger version of Jack, but she couldn’t quite picture his face. Why was that?   
 
    She scratched her arm vigorously and felt the nodule under her skin. She remembered putting away all of his pictures in a box in the attic. She didn’t want, or need, any reminders of that terrible day. Ben was gone. End of story. She pinched the irksome nodule and the implant sent a painful arc of electric current to her temple. Damn migraine again. 
 
    She recalled a time when she’d been smothered in sorrow. The sad, sad time after the accident. Was Johnnie around then? She’d thought he was a good man, but he was just a good liar. He wasn’t around enough during the sad afternoons. Sundays had been the worst. 
 
    Johnnie couldn’t help her. Instead, he helped himself to some copper haired tart from work. Patsy dredged up memories of her depression, going to the hospital in a panic, and being unable to breathe. She’d been drowning under wave after wave of sorrow and loss, and yet breathing and dying at the same time. Ben dead, Johnnie gone . . . she’d just wanted to die.  
 
    Daddy had visited her at the hospital. He brought in a tall research doctor who insisted she try a new experimental implant. Some kind of a test. They had said, “Help yourself and the Commonwealth.”  
 
    Johnnie had asked questions and didn’t want her to get the implant. Why had Johnnie been there anyway? He didn’t care about her. They were s-e-p-a-r-a-t-e-d and Ben, my sweet Ben, gone. 
 
     Patsy had overheard her father in the hallway, “Look at her, Johnnie. She’s wasting away since the accident. We have to turn this around so she can be there for Jack. You’re not. What do you say?” 
 
    “I’m just not sure.” Johnnie said. “What about the side effects?” 
 
    “We have to try something. This implant is revolutionary and will help her survive. My team helped with the design.”  
 
    Johnnie surrendered, and Dad signed her name on the disclaimer. The doctor made the arrangements and the Commonwealth paid for the hospital costs. What was her doctor’s name? 
 
    When she’s finally woke in the hospital, she felt reborn. She was hungry and thirsty. The back of her upper arm tingled and she wanted to go home. She knew she’d lost a child, but it was time to move on and stop living in the past. They needed her back at work. She had a million things to do. Doctors bothered her with all sorts of silly questions. They finally signed her release. She went home, cleaned house, and life continued. 
 
    Events and memories coalesced. The doctor’s name was Dom, or Lom, or . . . Baum. The same Doctor Baum she’d spoken with from CSD? Yes. Goresakes! He’s hunting Patrick and Ben now. Her migraine intensified and she thought her left eye might explode. 
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    As Ben, Jack, and Lori reached the fire trail above Reservoir Park, Trudy rushed toward them. 
 
    Lori let go of Ben’s arm. 
 
    “Bean! Where on Earth have you been? I was worried about you.” She gave Ben a quick hug, and then held his hand. She wore his brother’s Grover Cleveland football jersey.  
 
    He blushed again. After three steps, Ben wiggled his hand free. He felt uncomfortable holding her hand in front of Lori and Jack, but for different reasons. 
 
    Jack turned to Lori. “Race you to the picnic grove, or are you too tired from your run this afternoon?” 
 
    She smirked. “Just try to keep up.” Lori exploded into a sprint. Jack chased her down the hill laughing like a mad man.  
 
    Trudy found his hand again and squeezed. “Why did you run off?” 
 
    “Just being careful. We weren’t sure who you all were.” He pulled his collar up to hide his hickey.  
 
    Walking back to the picnic grove, guilt ate at Ben’s conscience like a worm inside a peach. He wanted to do the right thing, but would it be more, or less, honorable to break his homecoming date with Trudy? He liked Ruth from Terra more, had left her on fairly good terms, but wasn’t sure if he’d ever get back to Terra again. His life was here, on Earth.  
 
    He frowned. I can’t just forget Ruth and go out with Trudy. Can I? If he did, was he worthy of Trudy’s trust? Or Ruth’s? Or anyone else’s? He remembered how Mom had slapped him on Sunday. He let go of Trudy’s hand. 
 
    “What’s that face for?” Trudy chided. “I thought you’d be happy to see me.” She stopped and searched his eyes. 
 
    “I am happy to see you.” The FBI would have been much worse. Ben looked around. “Is Rouge here?” His face grew serious. 
 
    “Yes, why?”  
 
    “Sunday morning I woke up with a nose ring and my body covered in dark makeup. Did you think that was funny?” 
 
     “What?” Trudy looked surprised. “Ben, the last time I saw you, you weren’t wearing makeup, but . .  . I stayed in the car while Rouge helped you walk to the house. Ohhh. Sorry. I didn’t know. Please don’t be mad at me.” She sounded sincere.  
 
    “Okay, I believe you.” His face cooled down and he squeezed her hand. “Apology accepted.” 
 
    Ben and Trudy ambled down to the party and Brandon raised his can of Bud in salute. Jack sat next to Brandon as if they’d been friends all their lives. Lori fished two cold bottles of water from the cooler and handed one to Jack. Rouge leaned against her car in the parking lot twenty yards away. 
 
    Ben released Trudy’s hand. “I need to speak with Rouge.” 
 
    Her eyes opened wide. “I’ll come with you.” She grabbed his arm. 
 
    He caught her hand in his and disengaged. “No. Thanks. It’s okay. I’ll be right back.” 
 
    Ben walked toward the car. Rouge’s Goth makeup made her look like an ethereal creature in the moonlight. Angel or demon? It felt surreal because he could see Ruth’s features below the paint. Even more so, because his Ruth on Terra had been very kind to him.  
 
    “What do you want?” Rouge crossed her arms. 
 
    “Smearing me with makeup last Saturday night was fucked up. You made me look like a fool.” 
 
    Rouge dropped her arms to her side. “Yea. Seemed pretty funny at the time.” She sighed. “But I was a fool for drinking too much. It was wrong and I’m sorry.” 
 
    He had a pile of pithy things to say to Rouge. Hateful words clamored to spew forth, but he held them in check. Her face looked sad and hopeful at the same time and reminded him of another Ruth. The one he’d hurt.  
 
    “Apology accepted.” Ben offered his hand to Rouge and smiled. There was something . . . magical about forgiveness.  
 
    Her forehead furrowed. She shook his hand, but didn’t let go. “Are you still going to homecoming with my sister?”  
 
    “Yes. I still don’t remember asking her, but I try to keep my word.” 
 
    “Good. She likes you. She really is a nice person once you get to know her.” Rouge let go of his hand. 
 
    Ben tilted his head. “Maybe you are too.” 
 
    Rouge smiled and walked back with him to the fire. 
 
    Jack’s eyebrows rose as he saw them approach. 
 
    Ben gave him a thumbs up, as Trudy joined them.  
 
    “We need some music here,” Lori said, “For such a beautiful night.” 
 
    “I’ve got one,” Trudy said, as she looked at Ben. She found Moondance by Van Morrison on her smartphone, cranked the volume, and sang along. “Well it's a marvelous night for a moon dance, with the stars up above in your eyes . . . Can I just have one more moon dance with you my love. Can I just make some more romance with a’ you, my love.” 
 
    Ben took Trudy’s hand and they danced. Her eyes smiled at him. How free he felt, if only for a moment, but one he would always remember. 
 
    Lori pulled Brandon to his feet. She looked happy too. 
 
    Jack offered Rouge his hand and she obliged. They all danced around the fire, as sparks crackled and popped into the night air.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 40 
 
      
 
    Patrick woke in the middle of the night in Betsy’s bed and walked down the hall to the bathroom. He couldn’t believe he’d slept with her. It had been so many years. She was wonderful, and kind, and alive. Was this what he really wanted? He glanced in the bathroom mirror and grimaced. What have I done?  
 
    Were his feelings truly for this woman, this doppelganger, or for his deceased wife, Betty? He knew the answer in his heart. Maybe her feelings were but transference as well. She must miss Albert, but Patrick didn’t want to think about him right now.  
 
    Last night they’d used her bedroom radio to hide any noise they made. If CSD had listened, they would only know she was home. After their lovemaking, they whispered beneath the sheets as the music played.  
 
    Betsy confirmed she’d met Ben, he had his own portal watch, and Albert had been captured by CSD on Earth. Patrick described his stay in Carlston, the bank visit, and his abduction and escape from CSD. She was surprised to hear Ben had used the portal watch to spirit himself and Jack to Earth.  
 
    He told her about Patsy’s peculiar interest in finding a boy named Ben, and expressed his fear her daughter had been recruited as a CSD informant. Betsy frowned, but wasn’t surprised. She promised to call Patsy in the morning. 
 
    Patrick scrubbed his hands, walked back down the hall, and climbed back into her bed. The bedspread covered everything but her face. Just like me Betty, God rest her soul. 
 
    Betsy slept well, but Patrick’s mind locked on Ben. His grandson had fled Terra and may be safe at home. As long as the beacon functioned, he could cross back and forth with Jack. Not only had Ben outsmarted CSD, he’d operated the portal watch without directions. Hah. The directions!  
 
    He slipped out of bed, dressed, and snagged the black pouch. Feeling the weight of the portal watch within, he crossed the hall to the guest room, and turned on the light. After studying the device’s schematics and directions, he couldn’t help but smile. He’d no idea the device offered so many functions. Albert was indeed brilliant. But you were holdin’ out on me.   
 
    Patrick turned the letter over and saw a postscript from Albert - Patrick, if you’ve gotten this far, I may be dead or captured. If so, please take Betsy to Earth, and destroy the beacon. Use my solar chip to start a new life and a better world. I trust you in this, my friend. God help us all.  
 
    Patrick’s face grew hot. Albert had trusted me. Last night’s affair felt even more a betrayal. What would his Betty say when he finally found her through the veil of death? He hoped his wife might understand and forgive him. 
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    Morning light found Ben on the ridge above the Reservoir Park. Birds chirped to greet the burgeoning glow of daybreak as the stars disappeared from the sky. His dry mouth tasted like shit. Jack slept peacefully. Everyone else had gone home.  
 
    Earth grew brighter as morning arrived. He shimmied out of his sleeping bag and felt the cool morning air. He dressed, walked to the forest, and spritzed the base of a large pine tree like a wolf marking his territory. Could I outrun a wolf if I had to? Ben walked a little quicker back up the ridge. 
 
    “Morning, Benzo.” Jack slipped out of his sleeping bag and dressed. 
 
    “Sleep alright?” Ben knelt and packed his gear. 
 
    “Not really. Woke up at o’shit-thirty worrying about Pop-Pop. You sure your friends will give us a ride?” Jack stood as he dressed. 
 
    “Yep. I trust them.”  
 
    “Good. I’ll trust them too, “Jack said. “It’s just strange for me to see Brandon and Lori together.” He dug into the pack for a granola bar and removed the wrapper. 
 
    Ben nodded. “I know what you mean. Just accept that your world is different from mine. They’re a couple here. Let it be.” He maintained eye contact. “Did you see Ben-Gen’s hand last night?” 
 
    “Yea. Metal. Bad luck, huh.” 
 
    “No. The human hand. He wore a wedding ring.” 
 
    “Ahhh. He said something about a family and Frau Lora.” Jack said as he chewed his granola bar. “You think she’s Lori’s doppelganger?” 
 
    “Different world, brother.” Ben smiled slowly. “Odds are there’s some universe where Ben gets the nice girl.” 
 
    Jack choked on his food. 
 
    Ben smirked. “You okay, Bro?” 
 
    Jack coughed. “Yea. Sore subject.” He caught his breath. “I’m worried when I go away to school, Lori will end up with someone else. I don’t want to let her go. Last night, when I saw her with Brandon, it felt like I’d already lost her. I was glad when they left for the night.” 
 
    “I understand, but get over it.” Ben shrugged. “Brandon is driving us to Carmichael today. You know he’s a good guy.” 
 
    “Yea, well, good for him.” Jack brushed his hands together.  
 
    “You know I’m right,” Ben said. 
 
    “Okay. Okay. Let’s find our grandfathers so I can jump home.” 
 
    Ben frowned. How could he break the bad news about Albert? 
 
    Jack sighed. “What now?” 
 
     “Something Dad said yesterday.” Ben met Jack’s eyes. “He told me the FBI raided a CSD warehouse in Carmichael.” 
 
    Jack looked hopeful. “They found Pop-Pop?” 
 
    “Maybe.” Ben put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “The place caught fire. He might have . . . died in the fire.” 
 
    “Oh, God, no.” Jack’s face colored. “Wait. You said ‘maybe.’ Are they sure?” 
 
    “I don’t know, but we’re going to find out.” 
 
    Jack swallowed. “Okay.” He let go of Ben. “We’ll find him either way, and take him home. But if I find out some fuckbanger killed him . . .”  
 
    Shit. “Let’s hope Albert’s okay.” Ben lowered his head and felt the river of sadness swell within him. If Albert’s dead, it’s only because he took the time to save me. 
 
    A pick-up truck spun gravel as it roared into the parking lot below.  
 
    Ben shook off his thoughts when he recognized the blue truck. “They’re here. Let’s go to Carmichael.” Ben grabbed his pack and hustled down the ridge. Jack followed close behind.   
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    Betsy had enjoyed a wonderful night in bed with Patrick, and surprised at how receptive he became at her touch. Last night he hungered for her, yet this morning he seemed reserved and almost sad, until she brought him to his senses, and hers. What a morning. Life was good. 
 
    She knew, deep down, he thought about her husband, as did she. Albert seemed forever absent. He either worked long hours or disappeared for weeks, with little time for her. Now the Commonwealth held him somewhere. Patrick looked and acted somewhat like Albert, but with all the right differences. Patrick made her happy. 
 
    She invited him into the shower. How long had it been since she last showered with a man? As the warm water washed their bodies, they remained quiet, but not from fear of being heard. Words were unnecessary. They spoke with their eyes, their lips, and their hands. Afterward, he helped dry her and offered to brush her hair.  
 
    When they left the bathroom, she smelled coffee. Patrick must have set the timer last night. She could never figure out that silly machine. Betsy descended the stairs in silence several steps ahead of Patrick. She walked through the dining room, stopped abruptly in the kitchen, and gasped. “What are you doing here?”  
 
    Patsy sat at the kitchen table drinking coffee. “Hi Mom, Da—” She gagged when Patrick rounded the corner. As she jumped to her feet, the chair tipped backward. “Mom, that’s not Dad! He’s a fucking imposter.” Patsy made a fist with her keys sticking out between her fingers. 
 
    Betsy shook her head. “Patsy, darling—” 
 
    “Oh my God, Mom. You already knew!” 
 
    “Patrick is a friend.” Betsy concentrated on Patsy, but felt Patrick at her side. “Please sit down. Relax.” 
 
    “Dad is God knows where, and you’re banging this bum-fuck look-a-like. Are you out of your mind?” 
 
    “You have no right to speak to me like that.” Betsy’s arms shook. 
 
    “CSD wants to lock him up, or put him in the ground. He’s a fugitive. Do you want to go to jail?” 
 
    “Let’s go outside where we can talk,” Patrick said, his face crimson. 
 
    Patsy thrust out her chin. “Do you even know where Dad is?” 
 
    Betsy frowned. “No. He’s been taken by the CSD.” 
 
    “Is he still alive?” Patsy said with exasperation. 
 
    “I don’t know.” Betsy pressed her palms against her cheeks and tried not to cry. 
 
    Patsy’s forehead furrowed. “Have you seen a boy named Ben? Has he been here?” Her face flushed as she scratched the back of her arm with her keys. 
 
    Betsy glanced at Patrick. “Let’s go out to the gazebo.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that,” Patrick chided. “I’m sure CSD is on their way. We need to leave now for Carlston.” He eyed the kitchen clock. “I have to grab a few of me things upstairs.” 
 
    “Yes, good idea.” Betsy said. “I’ll meet you outside.” 
 
     “I’m coming with you,” Patsy said as she stood and refilled her coffee cup. 
 
    “No. We’ll meet you at your house,” Patrick said. He raced upstairs, while they hurried outside. 
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    Once upstairs, Patrick put on Albert’s jacket. He took both Patsy’s thirty-two and Hoss’s thirty-eight revolvers, the portal watch, the solar chip, and Albert’s documents. If CSD listened, he hoped they thought he left for Carlston. He hurried back down the stairs not knowing what, or who, he might find outside the house.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 41 
 
      
 
    John awoke in Patrick’s guest bedroom when he felt fur brush across his cheek. Bootsie sat near his right shoulder on the bed.  
 
    “What do you want, girl?” 
 
    She tilted her head and blinked. 
 
    Voices carried up through the nearby heating duct from the cellar. They sounded like Lovitsky and Miller, so John rolled toward the wall vent to listen.  
 
    “Sir, the Army National Guard is arriving at six a.m. FBI will cover the laboratory, the driveway, and the perimeter of the property,” Lovitsky reported. “They’ve been briefed about our 10:30 test, and will be ready to repel enemy troops if necessary. The Air National Guard will have two attack helicopters and two A-10 jets with missiles on standby.” 
 
    “Do we have the other heavy arms I requested?” 
 
    “Yes sir, FBI will maintain security along the perimeter, however, the Guard will be equipped to prevent troop and motorized vehicle entry through the portal.”  
 
    “What about our insurance policy?” Miller asked. 
 
    “I’ve attached a small explosive charge to the beacon. We can detonate on your signal via a walkie-talkie, but only you and I know about the charge.” 
 
    “Good. HQ wants us to keep the beacon intact. They want to bring Patrick McDugan back so he doesn’t build another beacon on Terra. I’m on board, but I’m glad we have a failsafe option if everything goes to shit. What else?” 
 
    “Sir, shouldn’t we tell Albert Dugan about the test?” He may have critical information regarding Terra’s capabilities.” Lovitsky’s voice quavered. “I’m concerned about portal stability during a firefight.” 
 
     “He’s not a military expert, and he’s Terran. Why would we trust him?” 
 
    “Sir, Albert may not be a military expert, but he’s the foremost scientific expert on portals and may have crucial information for us.” 
 
    “Such as?” Miller asked. 
 
     “What might happen if a large explosive detonates in the vicinity of a live portal? Will the portal close, widen, or stay open permanently?” 
 
    “What’s his status?”  
 
    “Aside from the shoulder wound, he’s awake, lucid, and recovering in the sub-basement at Holy Rosary Hospital. We could move him to a more secure facility in a day or two.” 
 
    “Send the red team to question Albert. We need answers. Patch me in by phone when they arrive.” 
 
    “Will do. Sir, what about John Fuller?” 
 
    “He stays here as bait for his son, or sons,” Miller said. 
 
    “Sir, this site may become a war zone. They could be hurt.” 
 
    “A chance we’ll have to take. Shit happens.” 
 
    The air conditioner kicked on and drowned out further conversation from below. John used his cell to poke a text to Ben.  
 
    Minutes later, John received a text from Patty. Can’t sit at home. I want to help. On my way. 
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    Ben, Jack, Lori and Brandon pulled into the Tampton Gas Mart to fill the tank, use the facilities, and grab breakfast. Ben browsed the aisles, until he noticed two armed FBI agents in the overhead mirror move into the checkout line. They carried breakfast burritos, two large coffees, and a small bag of crispy creams. As Ben turned away to warn his friends, Lori’s phone chirped.  
 
    Ben muted the sound and saw an incoming text from Mr. Fuller. He stopped behind a tall display hoping they wouldn’t see him in the security mirror. As the agents left the store, he hurried back toward the frozen food section and read the text.  
 
    “Hey, Benzo,” Lori said. “I heard my phone. Was it for me or you?” 
 
    “Me. Good news—” A strong hand grabbed his arm and spun him around. 
 
    “Hey, little dude,” Brandon said. “Got you some cheesy bacon wedges and a Slurpfreeze. My treat.” 
 
    Jack stood beside Brandon holding a large bag of fried chicken and potato twirls. He studied Ben’s face. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    Ben took a breath. “The FBI just left the store and might still be in the parking lot. We can’t leave yet.” 
 
     “Why?” Brandon kept his voice low. “Are you sure we can’t trust them?” 
 
    “The FBI wants to arrest us. They think Ben and I are a threat.” Jack whispered. “Brandon, we don’t want to jam you up. Maybe you and Lori should go outside, get in your truck, and head home. We’ll find another ride.” 
 
    “Bullshit. I’m not leaving my friends behind.” Brandon peeked out the front window. “I’ll get the food and drinks and pay for gas, then meet me around back.” He glanced at Lori. 
 
    Lori nodded. “We can do this.” She held up her closed fist chest high. 
 
    Brandon and Ben bumped her fist as Jack raised his eyebrows.  
 
    Lori smiled. “It’s called a fist bump, Mr. Terran.” 
 
    Jack rolled his eyes and gave her a bump. 
 
    “If we have time, I’ll show you the high-five.” 
 
    “Can’t wait.” 
 
    “Let’s roll,” Brandon said. 
 
    Ten minutes later, they ate their breakfast in the truck as Brandon drove toward Carmichael. They had ninety miles of road ahead. Lori sat up front and kept watch for anyone who might be following them. “Looks good,” she called. “I think we’re okay.” 
 
    In the back seat, Ben showed Dad’s text to Jack.  
 
    “Thank God,” Jack said. He closed his eyes and let out a long breath. 
 
    Ben deleted the text.  
 
    Lori turned to Ben. “What happened?” 
 
    “Jack’s grandfather is alive.” Ben told them where the FBI held Albert and about the 10:30 beacon test.  
 
    Lori glanced at her watch. “It’s 7:30 now? We have enough time, right?” 
 
    “If all goes well,” Brandon said, “but don’t count on it.” He goosed the gas pedal and the truck accelerated. Lori watched the road behind.  
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    Patrick left Albert’s house on Terra and found Miss Betsy waiting in the passenger seat of her car. Patsy sat in the back seat. He’d hoped Patsy had already left for Carlston in her own vehicle. He unplugged the car’s power cord, climbed into the driver’ seat, and glanced at Miss Bettye. She wore a light blue, white, and red Parisian scarf around her neck. 
 
    Betsy tilted her head. “Patsy would feel much better if she accompanied us.”  
 
    Patsy glared at him. “It’s a long ride back, and I don’t want you to ditch me.”  
 
    “Fine.” He started the motor, drove down the hill, and turned left. 
 
    “Do you mind if I smoke?” Patsy slid an unlit cigarette between her lips. 
 
    “Yes,” Betsy said. “It’s not good for your health.” 
 
    “I need to settle my nerves.” 
 
    Patrick sighed and checked his mirrors. “Let’s not drive to Carlston just yet. We need a quiet place where we can talk. Somewhere CSD won’t bother us.” 
 
    “I know just the place.” Betsy said. “Very quiet and peaceful. Take the next right and the next left.”  
 
    They eased through the black iron gates of the east entrance to Holy Redeemer Cemetery. Patrick drove past gravestones, marble crypts, small flags, flowerpots, and obelisks. A guardian angel with a copper sword cast a stony look at them. West through the tall oak trees and just beyond the cemetery, stood Holy Redeemer Hospital. 
 
    Miss Betsy and her daughter grew quiet. He knew their destination without asking. On Earth, he’d said his final goodbye to his wife in a place much like this. A vision of her smile filled his mind, only to be supplanted by a darker memory when the caretaker lowered her bronze coffin into the frozen ground.  
 
     He pulled up to the family plot and stopped. A red marble stone, one he hadn’t seen before, read: Benjamin Joseph Fuller, 1999-2012, Beloved Son.  
 
    “Beloved Son.” Patsy murmured. 
 
    They stood quietly at the family plot. Patrick’s chest tightened as simple memories of his wife drifted to the surface: Betty washing breakfast dishes as the morning sun sparkled in her golden hair; the smell of lilac perfume on her neck as they danced; the sorrow they’d shared over a stillborn son; and the thankful smile she shared with her nurse on her last day. She wasn’t buried on Terra, but he laid his hand on a marker and offered a silent prayer as the stone cast a long morning shadow. 
 
    Patsy stared at Ben’s marker, but didn’t say a word. She lit a cigarette, took a long drag, and exhaled. She pinched the back of her arm and twisted her skin. “Why are we here?” 
 
    “Patrick, please give us few minutes?” Miss Betsy arranged the brim of her straw hat. 
 
    “Yes, of course.” He nodded to them and left. 
 
    As the ladies moved to a bench near the family plot, he walked one hundred yards up a winding stone path and sat down on a green wooden bench. The cemetery stretched out before him. Here lied Ben’s gravestone instead of Jack’s. A nearby marker waited in reserve for Albert and Betsy Dugan when their time arrived.  
 
    Patrick cleared his throat. Though intrigued by whom he’d met and what he’d discovered on this world, he couldn’t afford to forget the one person from his world who needed him most. He needed to speak with Ben, and this was the perfect opportunity.  
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    Ben, Jack, Lori and Brandon pulled into a roadside rest stop thirty miles outside of Carmichael. The rest facility backed up to a series of wooded hills topped by spruce trees and an old fire watchtower one mile away.  
 
    A dark blue Buick stopped thirty yards from them. Ben thought it odd the driver parked so far away, given all of the empty parking spaces in between. Try as he might, he couldn’t see the driver through the car’s tinted windows. Ben shrugged and followed his friends into the small brick building. 
 
    Once inside the building, Lori stopped. “I saw that same blue car at the Tampton Gas Mart.” 
 
    Shit. “You think it’s FBI?” Ben asked. 
 
    Brandon peered out the window. “No one got out yet. If it is, they had plenty of time to pull us over. It could be just a coincidence, but let’s be careful.” 
 
    “If they followed us from Carlston, they hung way back,” Lori said. 
 
    “Why would they just follow us?” Ben shifted his weight from foot to foot.  
 
    “Maybe they’re waiting to see where we’d go, or who we’d meet.” Brandon said. “Look. One popped out of the car.” 
 
    Ben peered outside. “He’s the FBI agent from the Gas Mart.” His eyes darted around the room. This is my fault. “Sorry, guys.” 
 
    Lori frowned. “For what? You didn’t do anything wrong.” She moved toward the back door. “Follow me. Keep the building between us and their car.” 
 
    Once outside, Lori bolted up a dirt path toward the first hill. Ben followed with Jack and Brandon close behind. They sprinted past a couple carrying a brown bag lunch. Just before they entered the trees, Ben saw the agent exit the back door of the facility, look side to side, and then up the hill.  
 
    “I think he spotted us,” Ben warned. 
 
    “Let’s step it up.” Lori quickened her pace as they ran up the rolling forest path.  
 
    Ben’s adrenaline surged as he followed her. He feared capture, but the exercise felt good. He broke a sweat as the path grew steeper, but his bladder felt heavy. He couldn’t stop. Not yet. Agents hunted them. 
 
    Lori led the boys up the winding path toward the top of the second hill. They climbed over boulders, around trees, and through a shallow stream. Ben jumped as a startled doe crashed away through the undergrowth.  
 
    Sunlight and shadow danced across the path as the tree canopy changed from softwood to hardwoods. They topped a ridge where they saw a portion of the path below. Lori slowed to a stop, crouched, and acted as sentry. Brandon found a dead branch and began to sharpen one end by rubbing it against a granite boulder. 
 
    The remnants of the blue Slurpfreeze sloshed uncomfortably in Ben’s belly. He slunk into the forest shadows and relieved himself behind a tree. Under his damp shirt, he felt the shoelace and watch beneath. Ben scanned the forest for agents as he rejoined his friends. 
 
    Jack crouched near Lori and watched the path. “I don’t see anyone following. Ben, do we have a beacon signal?” 
 
    He checked. “Nothing yet. I’m going to call my Dad and see what’s happening.”  
 
    Brandon stood nearby resting his makeshift spear over his shoulder like a baseball bat. His sweat smelled acrid from last night’s beer. “Make a quick call, then remove the battery. If they have Lori’s number, they may be tracking her phone.” 
 
    Ben winced. I should have thought of that. He pulled out Lori’s phone and checked the display- 8:30. He dialed his father. “Nothing. I got no bars.” Shit and double shit we’re going to be late. 
 
    “Sorry,” Lori said, “I need a new network. My reception is spotty.” 
 
     “I left my phone in the truck,” Brandon said. 
 
    Jack squinted up the hill. The watchtower loomed over the treetops. “Let’s try from up there.”  
 
    Ben nodded, took the battery out of the phone, and followed his friends as they jogged up the trail. 
 
    At the top of the last hill stood the rusty gray metal stairs of the abandoned watchtower. A No Trespassing sign hung from the locked gate of a weathered chain link fence surrounding the structure. The fence bore a large round hole where the wire mesh had been nipped.  
 
    Graffiti decorated the outside walls of the enclosed platform at the top. One read Get high with me, next to a painting of Smokey Bear with his hair on fire. Another, scrawled in orange paint, read, Trespassers will be violated. 
 
    Jack led the way through the fence, and past a cold fire pit with broken beer bottles and one partially burnt running shoe. They climbed the old tower steps and could see two separate valleys spread out below.  
 
    On the way up, Ben searched the countryside for agents, but saw none. He followed Jack into the enclosed platform which had a missing door, four walls, a roof, and four busted windows. Glass shards covered the dirty metal floor. An old wooden table in the center crawled with carved initials and obscenities. 
 
    Ben, Brandon, Lori, and Jack each looked out of a different window from one hundred and fifty feet up. 
 
    “All clear on my side,” Ben said. 
 
    “Clear,” Lori said. 
 
    “My side looks good,” Jack said. 
 
    “Uh-oh,” Brandon said. “I see an old switchback road leading to this tower.” 
 
    Ben and the others joined him. Though overgrown with weeds, the road appeared passable.  
 
    “Look. See the Buick?” Lori pointed to where the switchback met the highway. The car crawled up the old road toward them. “What do we do now?” 
 
    Jack squeezed Ben’s shoulder. “Try Lori’s phone again.” 
 
    Ben reached for the cell, but stopped when he felt an odd vibration. The portal watch buzzed on his chest. He pulled the shoelace from around his neck and held the watch in his hand. The red button blinked and vibrated. Ben’s eyebrows furrowed. The frequency display read ********. Not GranPat’s beacon. The origin location read “40.15-80.25T” Close to GranPat’s house, but on Terra. 
 
    “Is your grandfather’s beacon working?” Jack asked.               
 
    “Not sure. The frequency display looks scrambled.” Ben studied the watch. Terra? 
 
    Brandon pointed at the red button. “Looks like someone’s calling you. You should answer.” 
 
    Ben frowned at the red button and shook his head. 
 
    “Gimme that.” Brandon pulled the watch from Ben’s hands. 
 
    “No.” Ben’s eyes grew wide. 
 
    Brandon mashed the red button and pulled the portal watch near his face. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hello,” said a familiar voice from the watch. “Who is this?” 
 
    “GranPat!” Ben called, and wrestled the watch away from Brandon. “Where are you?” 
 
    “Still on Terra. Where are you?” 
 
    “On Earth and on our way to Carmichael. The FBI is at your house with Dad. They turned off the beacon. Is it back on?” 
 
    “No. It’s still off.” 
 
    “Then, how did you call me?” 
 
    “Albert made at least two portal watches. As long as we have a watch in each world, we can communicate. The watches act as a secure private network to each other. We can open a portal and travel to Earth or Terra, or travel from site to site on Earth, or Terra.” 
 
    “That’s awesome. We don’t need to turn the beacon back on. Do you want us to come over?” 
 
    “No, not yet. If you bring your watch to Terra, we may lose our ability to travel between worlds, especially if me beacon is off-line. We need to keep one portal watch on each side. Are you safe for now?” 
 
    “No. The FBI is after us. I think they want the watch.” 
 
    “Oh, no. We can’t risk that yet. Without the proper safeguards, this technology could be used for the wrong reasons.” 
 
    “They’re here,” Lori whispered. “Two men and a woman.” 
 
    “You need to leave,” GranPat insisted. 
 
    Brandon grabbed Jack by the arm. “I can hold them off on the stairs.” He held up his wooden spear. “Long enough for you to teleport.” 
 
    “Good idea,” Jack said. “We’ll catch up with you later.” His eyes strayed from Brandon to Lori. 
 
    “What? No way,” Lori said. “We all stick together.” She frowned at Jack. “We don’t need another dead hero.” 
 
    Jack paled and took a half step back. 
 
    Ben eyed Brandon. “Lori’s right. Stay with us, but watch the doorway.” He wiped the sweat from his forehead. “GranPat, we need to go to Carmichael, earth-side. Albert’s being held at Holy Rosary Hospital.”  
 
     “Good to know. We can meet somewhere safe,” GranPat said. “I’m at Holy Redeemer Cemetery on Terra, which is Holy Rosary Cemetery on Earth. Travel to my coordinates, but stay on Earth. I’ll meet you there.” 
 
    “Okay,” Ben said. “I’ll use those coordinates, but change the T setting to E.” 
 
    “Good boy. Signin’ off. Three, two, one—” 
 
    Ben heard footsteps reverberate on the tower stairs. He released the red button, pushed the silver button, and set the destination coordinates to DL40.15-80.25E, Holy Rosary Cemetery. He turned both switches to the “on” position. A portal shimmered open where the tower window had been.  
 
    Ben saw a green wooden bench in the cemetery. A five inch gap appeared near his feet, where the dirty floor of the tower room met the green grass of the cemetery. Through the gap he could see the ground 150 feet below the tower. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Brandon murmured, “no wonder they want the watch.” 
 
    Ascending footfalls echoed on the metal stairs below them. 
 
    “They’re almost here.” Lori whispered. “Hurry.” 
 
    Ben locked the portal in place and jumped into the cemetery near the wooden bench. He turned to face his friends inside the tower. From Ben’s viewpoint, the portal was framed on either side by row after row of white tombstones. “Mind the gap.” 
 
    Brandon turned pale, dropped his spear, and froze. 
 
    Below, the agents’ steps grew louder. 
 
    “C’mon jump!” Ben called. 
 
    Jack lowered his shoulder, grabbed Brandon from behind, and drove him through the portal as if he pushed his running back over the goal line. Brandon fell on his knees in the plush green grass of Holy Rosary Cemetery. Jack hopped left, dodged a stone marker, and stayed on his feet.  
 
    Lori bounded through the portal and stuck the landing. “Whooo-hooo!”  
 
    Ben grinned as he closed the portal behind her. His friends were safe. At least for a little while. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 42 
 
      
 
    Ben let out a long breath. Luckily, he’d closed the portal before the FBI gained the tower room. The agents would have no idea where he’d gone, but they were resourceful. His stomach churned. Whatever happened, he knew he would be responsible if his friends were hurt. 
 
    Lori knelt beside Brandon. “You okay, crush-baby?” 
 
    “Yea.” Brandon moved to a sitting position. “Couldn’t process jumping from a 150 foot tower window into a cemetery.” He turned toward Jack. “Thanks for the push.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Sure.” He met Lori’s eyes and swallowed. “Glad we stuck together.” 
 
    “Me too.” Lori stood and helped Brandon to his feet. 
 
    Ben sat on the green cemetery bench. Trees and bushes dotted the sea of grass and stone under a blue sky. Angels held lamps, or spears, and stood silent watch over family plots. A curving access road wound around the graves leading to a large mausoleum. Holy Rosary Cemetery looked peaceful, but he didn’t plan on moving here anytime soon. People need me. Alive. 
 
     His eyes swept down the hill and rested on the family plot. Sad memories swam through his mind, all of them eager to drown him in grief. Breathe. 
 
    Ben looked beyond the cemetery perimeter fence, past the busy city street, and up at the tall brick and glass building he knew as Holy Rosary Hospital. He hoped, for Jack’s sake, Albert drew breath somewhere within.  
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    Jack studied the hospital as well. How could he best get inside and rescue Pop-Pop? Were guards posted at the entrance desk? Would they have descriptions of him and his friends?  
 
    They moved down the hill.  
 
    Jack navigated around the stones and statues to the family plot. He’d been here before, or at least, on Terra. He slowed to look at individual markers. A white marble stone read, Betty McDugan 1947-2008.  Patrick had been inscribed next to Betty’s name, minus the dates. 
 
    Jack touched the stone and said a little prayer for the Grandma Betty he never knew. A few yards away Brandon and Ben stood silent beside a black stone. On Terra the stone had been a red marble marker for his brother, Ben. Jack had once left a small porcelain bear near the base of the gravestone. But this isn’t Terra, and that’s not Ben’s grave. 
 
    He stepped around the stone and joined his friends. The inscription read, John ‘Jack’ Patrick Fuller, 1996-2012, Beloved Son and Brother, May He Rest in Peace. Jack knelt before his doppelganger’s marker. Lord, help me be as brave.  
 
    Jack felt a little disoriented, but stood and faced his comrades. “A hero is buried here.” Jack placed his hand on the warm stone. “He saved Ben’s life, where I failed on Terra. But I promise, in my brother’s name, to save my grandfather and bring him home.”  
 
    “We will save Albert.” Ben placed his hand on top of Jack’s. 
 
    “We promise,” Lori’s voice broke as she put her hand on Ben’s. 
 
    “Count me in.” Brandon’s hand topped Lori’s. 
 
    “Me too.” A fifth hand, wrinkled by age, pressed down on Jack’s grave. 
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    Ben’s face broke into a grin. “GranPat! You made it back to Earth.” He grabbed his grandfather in a strong hug. “I tried to find you on Terra. I had the portal watch the whole time. I could’ve brought you home!” 
 
    “Thanks for tryin’.” He smiled at Ben’s friends “You’ve all been very brave.” GranPat met Jack’s eyes. “I’m Patrick McDugan. Sorry I pretended to be Albert.”  
 
    “You fooled me,” Jack searched GranPat’s eyes, “but help me take Pop-Pop home and all’s forgiven.” 
 
    “Deal.” Patrick shook Jack’s hand. 
 
    Ben introduced Brandon and Lori. “They’re here to help. They know about the portal watch and the beacon.” Ben tilted his head. “Wait a minute. I thought we had to keep one watch on each world.” 
 
    “We do. Miss Betsy is safeguarding mine on Terra, until we can take Albert and Jack back home.” 
 
    “Good. Dad said the FBI plans to test the beacon at 10:30 this morning.” 
 
    GranPat stiffened. “Why?” 
 
    Ben shrugged. “Not sure. They’ve already hunted down the CSD agents here on Earth.” 
 
    “Startin’ the beacon would give access to the Commonwealth. I wish I’d thought to encrypt the frequency.” GranPat shook his head. 
 
    “What about the second beacon?” Ben asked. “I found another open frequency.” 
 
    GranPat’s head went up. “Second beacon? Did somebody copy me equipment?” 
 
    “No, I don’t think so.” Ben explained how they found Erde, and the brown planet’s desperate situation.  
 
    “I’d like to see for me self. This new threat may far exceed Terra’s.” GranPat looked around. “But not here in the open.”  
 
    Brandon cleared his voice. “Okay. We need a plan to get inside the hospital and rescue Albert.” 
 
     “You say he’s in the sub-basement?” GranPat said.  
 
    “We could teleport inside,” Lori said. 
 
    “We’d need the exact coordinates first,” Ben said. “It might be tricky trying to teleport somewhere below ground.” He cringed at the thought of opening a portal inside a steaming hot boiler. 
 
    GranPat nodded. “I got me an idea. Gather round. I’ve been on Holy Rosary’s board of trustees for the past thirty years. I advise on all mechanical and engineerin’ projects for the hospital and the cemetery.”  
 
    Ben felt like he was in a football huddle with GranPat as quarterback. 
 
    His grandfather rubbed his hands together. “Underground utility tunnels run under the streets of the city. One runs under the big mausoleum on the hill. It can get us close to the hospital morgue.” GranPat pointed through the oak trees toward the hospital sixty yards away. 
 
    “The morgue?” Brandon made a face. 
 
    “The morgue is in the sub-basement,” GranPat said   
 
    “What are the tunnels for?” Jack asked. 
 
    “Dates back to the late nineteenth century. They used them for water and gas lines, and later electric. The city also pipes steam generated from the city incinerator through the tunnels to keep the water lines from freezing. We can use the tunnel to get inside the hospital.” 
 
    As they followed the access road to the mausoleum, a storm front of dark gray clouds drifted toward the cemetery from the north. The sun disappeared from view and the temperature dropped suddenly. A chill breeze whistled between the tombstones as if an old man blew through missing teeth. 
 
    They followed GranPat to the large mausoleum covered in English ivy. The main entry door stood open to the public, but he saw no other visitors. As the troop filed inside, the clouds unleashed a steady downpour. 
 
    Ben followed his grandfather down a sixty-foot corridor. The walls were lined floor to ceiling with white marble mini-vaults labeled with names of the deceased. At the far end of the hallway, they came to a dead end. A locked wooden door barred their way. GranPat reached up over the wooden lintel, found a tarnished brass key, and opened the old door. 
 
    “How did you know about the key?” Ben asked. 
 
    GranPat winked. “The head groundskeeper left one here in case of an emergency. He made sure to tell the board members every time we visited.” GranPat chuckled. “Funny. I never thought I’d need it.” 
 
    GranPat stretched his arm into the dark doorway and flipped an old light switch with an audible click. Bright light lit the stairway and the cobwebs along the ceiling. They descended dusty stairs to a dark tunnel below. At the bottom of the stairs, GranPat flipped another switch that illuminated a row of amber light bulbs stretching along the tunnel in either direction. “This way.” GranPat walked south toward the hospital.  
 
    Ben wrinkled his nose. The tunnel air smelled like old cheese. As they moved south, a rat scurried from a cardboard box and ran ahead of them, leaving a trail across the dusty concrete floor. The rodent and its pink tail disappeared down an open floor drain. 
 
    “Lovely,” Lori murmured. She put her arm through Brandon’s. 
 
    As they clomped down the tunnel, their footsteps echoed ahead. The walls and ceiling crawled with a toxic wallpaper of black mold. Power conduits and old pipes lined the sides of the tunnel. Little beady eyes glistened, as the braver rats rested on the warm steam pipes and watched them pass.  
 
    Halfway down the tunnel, a tree root resembling a black snake protruded through the cracked ceiling above. The root had grown through and incorporated an old leather shoe with a rusted buckle, one whose owner no longer needed. 
 
     The south tunnel ended at an east-west cross tunnel along the hospital’s foundation. Street noise leaked through open vents above. The air grew warmer as the sweaty steam pipes dripped on the floor. They stopped at a metal service door. 
 
    GranPat held up his hand and turned to Ben. “Okay. Let’s have a quick look at Erde.” GranPat cleaned his dark rimmed glasses. 
 
    Ben grimaced. Opening a portal into Erde had proved dangerous. What if he opened a door into a combat zone? He loved firefights in War Banshee, but live rounds were dangerous. GranPat waited, Ben’s friends watched anxiously, and they all seemed to trust him. He nodded as if he were brave, but felt more like a fraud. 
 
    Ben swallowed his fear, flipped the first switch, and tuned the frequency to beacon 14:33:03, using the DL coordinates for the Carmichael house. He flipped the second switch, and a small portal opened in front of the metal door. When it grew to the size of a baseball, he pushed the silver button and arrested its growth. Leaning forward, he placed his left eye to the peep hole.  
 
    The view resembled the rear patio of GranPat’s house. The sky looked wrong and dark with dust. The sun barely penetrated the brown haze.  
 
    Ben-Gen’s beacon array, with the orange wires and car batteries, had been reassembled on the patio. A man in blue metal body armor, adorned with four silver stars on each shoulder, held a pistol to the human side of Ben-Gen’s head. A semi-circle of soldiers stood behind the four-star.  
 
    “Doctor MacDougal.” The four-star’s large forehead dripped with sweat. “In order for any of us to reach the Haven, this battalion must slide through the Way when the second beacon reappears.” The man in blue armor held out his other hand. “You have to the count of four to give me the portal device or, this . . . boy dies. Understood? One, two, three —” 
 
    Ben watched as MacDougal, a man who resembled Albert, walked forward and placed a portal watch in the gunman’s hand. Ben panned the view to the open area behind the house and saw hundreds of troops, weapons, and vehicles with missile launchers. Some soldiers looked robotic, or at least cyborg. He panned down. On the dusty brown deck in a pool of dark blood laid MacDougal’s doppelganger wearing black rimmed glasses.  
 
    As Ben stepped back, GranPat stepped forward and took a quick look from several angles, and signaled Ben to cut the portal. GranPat looked pale. He leaned back and pressed his head against the rusted metal door. “Mirrored repetition of specific events,” he murmured. “Redundant versions of me and Albert creatin’ portals in other parallel worlds.”  
 
    “What do you mean?” Brandon asked. 
 
    “It’s like . . . viewin’ me reflection in two mirrors facin’ each other. I see me self, or similar events, over and over ad-infinitum. Albert and I thought we invented somethin’ entirely unique, but here we find a second beacon on another world, and another struggle over a teleportation device.” He shook his head. 
 
    “Similarities across the multiverse,” Ben said. 
 
    GranPat nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    “Erde is dying.” Ben told them what he’d seen and heard. “They want to cross to a healthier planet like Earth, or Terra.” 
 
    “More like invade,” Jack said. “They have an army ready to go.” 
 
    “They already killed a “GranPat” from God knows where, and forced Erde’s version of Albert to surrender a portal watch,” Ben said. “They need our beacon signal to make a portal to Earth. We can’t let them cross.” He crunched his hands into fists. 
 
    “The risk far outweighs the benefits,” GranPat lamented. “We can’t let them use me beacon.” 
 
    Ben started pacing. What could they do? Was it time to surrender everything to the FBI to gain their cooperation? No. Not after what he’d just seen unfold on Erde. 
 
    “But the test is at 10:30 today,” Jack said. 
 
     “It’s 9:00 now.” Lori said. “We need to work fast.” 
 
    “This could be disastrous.” GranPat ran his hand over his bald spot. 
 
    Ben stopped pacing and tilted his head. 
 
    “Let’s hear it, Ben.” Lori said. “I can tell you have an idea.”  
 
     Ben spared a smile for her. “I’ll call my dad and tell him what’s happening. He’s at GranPat’s house. He’ll make them stop the test.” 
 
    “Wait.” Brandon said. “Won’t they trace your phone? They’ll know where we are.” 
 
    Lori held up her hand. “Why not open a portal and make the call from far away?” 
 
     Ben grinned. “A little misdirection. That’s brilliant.”  
 
    She raised her chin and smiled back.  
 
    GranPat nodded. “Okay. Let’s hurry. Close the portal once you cross. We want the telephone signal to have one origin.” 
 
    Ben checked his current coordinates and opened a portal. The sky was cloudy above the reservoir ridge. A light drizzle floated down.  
 
    Jack went through first and scanned the area. “All clear.”   
 
    “Be careful,” said Lori. 
 
    Ben smiled. “We’ll be right back.” He stepped through and closed the portal. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 43 
 
      
 
    SAC Miller stood under a tall pine sixty yards behind Patrick’s house and tried to avoid the steady rain. He watched the Army National Guard dig in around the muddy field below.  
 
    Early this morning the ANG buried a reinforced forty-foot shipping container at the top of the hill. On the surface, a green canvas tent sheltered the thick metal door to the command post they called the ‘bunker’. 
 
    The guard had mobilized as a precaution against a possible Terran incursion during Homeland Security’s beacon test. The ANG installed strategic gun placements, perimeter fortifications, explosive charges, and two M1 tanks. They removed trees and installed a booster antenna to draw the enemy portal into a proper field of fire. Another tactician referred to it as ‘ground zero’. 
 
    The ANG Commander stationed a medical unit and an Army Special Forces detachment at the rear of the property and away from the anticipated battle zone.  
 
    Miller shook his head. He walked through the light rain to the command post to speak with the commander. After showing his credentials at the tent entrance, the sentry ushered him through the metal door and down a plank ramp to the bunker.  
 
    Inside, the well-lit command post boasted metal walls, paper maps, TV monitors, and the scent of strong coffee. Ten people in military fatigues checked computers, communication equipment, live feeds, and remote weapon control hardware. The commander studied aerial photos on a flat folding table. 
 
    Colonel George Armstrong was a tall beefy man with a round face, and a scalp covered with short gray hair. Miller remembered working with Lieutenant Armstrong during the 2006 Katrina event in Louisiana. They knew each other well. “Good morning, Colonel.” Miller offered his hand. Armstrong shook it after a moment’s hesitation. 
 
    “What can I expect, Agent Miller? What are the enemy’s capabilities?”  
 
    “Conventional. So far, the Terran’s have used automatic weapons. We don’t know if they’ve prepared for battle since the original skirmish, though they’ve had time. They may be waiting in force for a chance to return. There’s a lot we don’t know about them, or Terra. Honestly, George, we should just destroy the beacon and lock them out. Why take the risk?” 
 
    Armstrong made a sour face. “That’s a no-go, Agent Miller. Command wants the beacon tested. The beacon is our bridge. We can always blow a bridge, but eventually we’ll need a passage to attack, retaliate, or conquer. They invaded the United States, attacked a police officer and civilians, and tried to steal our technology. I think a turnaround action is fair play. Don’t you?” 
 
    “We need more intel. We may be opening Pandora’s shit storm.” 
 
    “Shit storm or not, I have my orders.” Armstrong pressed his lips together. 
 
    Lovitsky entered the command post. “Sir, we’ve had a report from Agent Gendrick and her team.” Lovitsky glanced at Colonel Armstrong and back to him. 
 
    “Report.” Miller’s jaw tightened when he noted Lovitsky’s downward gaze. 
 
    “We lost Ben Fuller and his friends thirty miles from Carmichael. Agent Gendrick believes they may have teleported.” 
 
    “Are you kidding me? How? We haven’t even turned on the goddam beacon yet.” Miller clenched his teeth and stared at Lovitsky. 
 
    “Appears they don’t need the beacon.” Lovitsky eyes hugged the floor. 
 
    Miller’s face grew red and he turned toward Armstrong. “See what I mean about not having enough intel? We don’t know what the fuck we’re dealing with.” The room became quiet as all eyes stared at him. 
 
    “I hear you, Mike, but I have my orders.” Armstrong sounded apologetic, but his lips betrayed a condescending smirk. He turned toward his command team. “Back to work everyone.” 
 
    Shit. Miller remembered one of his FBI subordinates had filed a negative report on Armstrong’s activities during Katrina.  
 
    Miller turned to Lovitsky. “Has our team arrived at the hospital? What about Albert?” 
 
    “They may be there in an hour if they’re lucky, Sir. The red team reported an accident on Highway 99. Traffic’s jammed.” 
 
    “How much time before the test?” 
 
    “Ninety minutes.” 
 
    Miller eyed Sanborn. “Can you delay the test for an hour?” 
 
    “No can do.” Armstrong turned his back and picked up a headset. “I have work to do here, Mike. Please take your . . . briefing outside.” 
 
    “Hold on there—” 
 
    “You are dismissed,” Armstrong said. “Sergeant, please show our friends outside.” 
 
    Miller’s carotid artery throbbed. He couldn’t trust himself to speak, as he and Lovitsky left the bunker. Outside, a gray squirrel bolted across their path, jumped to a gnarly oak tree, and climbed to safety. No one and nothing will be safe if I can’t sort this out. 
 
    “Get a car ready,” Miller said. “I want to leave in five minutes for Holy Rosary and speak with Albert myself. Tell John Fuller he’s coming with me.” Miller lit a cigarette as Lovitsky hurried toward the house. 
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    John watched the ANG deploy. If the Guard were forced to use those tanks, then this place would be a killing ground. Why hadn’t Ben, or Patty, called back? He dialed his wife, but her phone jumped straight to voicemail. “Patty, please stay home. Call me back when you can.” 
 
    Where was Patrick when you needed him? Genius, or not, if anything happened to Ben or Patty . . . Damn that beacon. 
 
    Ben, Jack, and Albert were all on Earth now. If he destroyed the beacon, Jack could live with them in Carlston. Though Jack would miss his true family and friends on Terra, at least he would be safe. Albert would also be stuck on the wrong planet, but he could recover from his wounds.  
 
    John sighed. Without the beacon, Patrick might be marooned on Terra, and though Patty would be devastated, saving Ben and the planet took precedence. John took a deep breath and made up his mind. As soon as he had what he needed, he would leave the area.  
 
    John found Bootsie drinking from her water bowl and picked her up gently. “Good girl. Need you for a minute or two.” John walked to the cellar door, opened it a few inches, and set Bootsie on the top step. She ran downstairs immediately looking left and right. He counted to ten and followed her down. 
 
    “Sir, you’re not supposed to be down here.” A young female agent stood by the cellar bulkhead door. “This place is off limits.” Her arm hovered near her sidearm. A loose strand of brown hair fell from her tightly wrapped bun. 
 
    “Sorry, Joanie,” he said. “Looking for Bootsie. I think she’s down here somewhere.” 
 
    “Again? Let’s have a look.” Joanie searched around boxes and under the tables. “Here Bootsie. Come here, girl.” 
 
    John studied the beacon quickly and knelt down near the frost-covered tank. Under the table he discovered a small shaped explosive charge, C-4 or something comparable, attached to the table below the beacon. A detonator with a small antenna poked from the charge. “Here, Bootsie.” John called. Taped to the underside of the table, were two small walkie-talkies. Radio signal detonation.  
 
    “There you are, you bad kitty.” Joanie moved toward the cat with her back toward John. 
 
    “Ah, you found her. Good.” John stood up, stuffed one of the walkie-talkies into his pants pocket, and used his hand to hide the bulge.  
 
    Joanie tried to catch Bootsie, but the cat ran back up the stairs. “John, you really shouldn’t be down here.” 
 
    “Sorry. Hey, if it happens again, I’ll just call you on your cell. What’s your number?” 
 
    She told him her number and blushed. 
 
    “Thanks, Joanie.” John programmed the number into his phone. 
 
    “Hey, did you just use the cat to scam my number?” Joanie said with her hands on her hips.  
 
    “No, ma’am. I’m married.” He hoped she didn’t notice anything missing. “Just planning ahead in case we have an emergency. Don’t want anyone to get hurt.” 
 
    John ran up the stairs and through the kitchen. 
 
    “Stop.” Agent Lovitsky caught John by the arm. 
 
    Shit. Busted. 
 
    Lovitsky cleared his throat. “Agent Miller wants you out front immediately. He has a car waiting.” 
 
    John exited the house and saw a white Homeland Security van drive past him and around toward the back of the house. Dr. Caliban had been in the van’s passenger seat. 
 
    John walked to the black Chrysler sedan, opened the back door, and slid in next to Agent Miller. “Why is Dr. Caliban here?” John asked. 
 
    “He’s our science guru,” Miller said. “His team will conduct today’s test.”  
 
    John kept his hand over his right pants pocket. “Okay. Where are we going?” 
 
    “Holy Rosary Hospital.” He nodded to the driver. “Let’s go.” 
 
    “To see Louis?”  
 
     Momentary confusion crossed Miller’s face. “No, but you can visit your cousin later if you wish. We need to speak with Patrick.” 
 
    Hah. “You told me Patrick had died in the fire. Remember?” He kept eye contact with Miller. Gotcha, you sonofabitch. 
 
    “Okay. Let’s speak clearly. You knew we didn’t have Patrick. We have Albert, the guy with the tattoo, from Terra.” 
 
    John let that sink in. Yes, he knew, but Miller essentially admitted to tapping his cellphone. Shit. They must have heard Ben too. “Look. We need to work together, so let’s cut the bullshit. Okay?” 
 
    “Fine.” Miller’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Why do you need to talk to Albert?” 
 
    Miller folded his arms. “Tell me where to find Ben.”  
 
    “I don’t know,” John said. “Haven’t seen him since Sunday. Thought you guys were supposed to find him for me.” 
 
    “We did find him, but he ducked our agents. He and his friends teleported.” 
 
    “When?” John tried not to smile.  
 
    “Today.” Miller had a better poker face when he wasn’t so angry. 
 
    John raised an eyebrow. “Thought that was impossible without the beacon.” 
 
    “So did I.” Miller cracked his window and lit a cigarette. “That’s one reason we need to speak with Albert.” 
 
    John nodded. “What’s the other?” He rolled his window down too. 
 
    “I need to know in advance what might happen when S&T tests the beacon. I tried to delay the test, but I don’t have any support from Homeland Security or the Pentagon. We’re losing precious time.” 
 
    “Why not just destroy the beacon? Save us a lot of trouble.” 
 
    Miller frowned. “I have standing orders to test and protect the beacon at all costs. I’m not sure I want to follow those orders. You need to encourage Albert to trust me. Are we on the same team, Mr. Fuller?”  
 
    “Hey, I love my country and I want to protect this world.” John’s eyes grew hard. “But I want my son back in one piece, and without any charges. He’s a victim. Okay?” 
 
    “Okay. I hear you. Help me and I’ll help you.” Miller held out his hand. 
 
    He nodded and shook Miller’s hand. “Okay.” John’s cell phone buzzed. The display read Lori.   
 
    “Hello,” John answered. 
 
    “Dad, its Ben.” 
 
    “Hi, go ahead.” John watched the morning traffic as they left the highway and crawled toward downtown. He kept the phone against his right ear so Miller couldn’t overhear. 
 
    “Dad, don’t let them test the beacon. Tell them it’s too dangerous.” Ben told him about the Erde’s beacon, and what he saw through the portal. 
 
    “This is bad news.” John said. “Where are you now?” 
 
    “Carlston. Up by the reservoir. Where are you?” 
 
    “Going to visit a friend in the hospital. Stay away from GranPat’s house. Could get ugly. I’ll let the FBI know.” John hung up. 
 
    “Who was that?” Miller’s jaw tightened. 
 
    John swallowed. “Ben. We should stop the test immediately.” He told Miller about the invasion force.  
 
    Miller’s forehead turned red. “Damn it. We need to question him. Nobody’s going to believe all this shit third hand.” 
 
    John let out a long breath. “We’re talking about my son’s safety, Mike. You have what you need to know. Ben stays put until this is over. If you need more, talk to Albert.” He checked his phone. 9:20 
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    Ben and Jack stepped through the portal from the sodden ridge above Carlton’s reservoir to the tunnel below Holy Rosary. If the FBI traced his call, they would be looking for him in the wrong place. Ben smiled when he saw his friends. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Lori said. “I knew you’d make it.” 
 
    Ben pushed his damp hair back from his forehead. “Thanks.” He turned to GranPat. “Dad will tell the FBI about Erde.”  
 
     “Good.” GranPat said. “Before we go inside, does anyone have experience usin’ firearms?” 
 
    Lori shook her head. 
 
    Ben wondered what GranPat expected them to do. Shoot FBI agents? He hoped not. He didn’t want to kill anyone, or go to jail. He’d rather have the FBI on his side, and hoped Dad could make that happen. Regardless, he would rescue Albert. 
 
    “I scored five hundred sniper hits on War Banshee,” Brandon offered. 
 
    GranPat winced. 
 
    “I practiced with Mom’s pistol back home,” Jack said. 
 
    “Do you know how the safety works?” GranPat sounded hopeful. 
 
    “Yep. The safety stays on until you mean business.” 
 
    “Good.” GranPat handed Jack the thirty-two. “Keep it hidden for now.” 
 
    Jack’s eyes widened. “This is Mom’s gun.” 
 
    “It saved me life in Carlston, but I have a spare.” GranPat patted Hoss’s thirty-eight in his waistband. “Look, we really don’t want to shoot anyone, but we need some leverage. Let’s rescue Albert, and leave quickly. Ben, do not give the portal watch to anyone. No matter what.”  
 
    Ben nodded. “You can trust me.” 
 
    GranPat’s eyes softened. “Okay. Lori, stay here. Boys, follow me.” 
 
    “No. I’m coming with you.” Lori crossed her arms. “You may need my help.”  
 
    GranPat blinked. “So be it.”  
 
    Ben shivered. Here we go. He rode the metaphorical rollercoaster when it clicked up the first big hill and tipped you into the fall. Nothing else you can do, but hold on tight and ride it all the way down. GranPat looked serious, Lori brave, Brandon hyped, and Jack determined, but hopeful. Ben borrowed that hope. “Let’s go.” 
 
    GranPat unlocked the subbasement door and led them into the hospital morgue.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 44 
 
      
 
    Lightning flashed on the horizon as the storm front raced toward Holy Redeemer Cemetery. Standing on sacred ground, Patsy had disparaged Patrick’s tale of Ben’s visit and Jack’s escape to another world. She’d scowled at Patrick, until he opened a portal to Earth and disappeared. Now Patsy stood near Ben’s grave on Terra in silence. 
 
    Betsy’s cheek still tingled where Patrick had kissed her goodbye. Her scarf, an old gift from Albert, fluttered in the chill wind. She waited fifteen minutes should Jack decide to return, but she knew he wouldn’t. Not without Albert. Glancing at the darkening sky, she touched her daughter’s shoulder. “Dear. We need to leave. The storm—” 
 
    “Why didn’t Ben come to see me?” Patsy’s eyes glistened with anguish. “He’s . . . my son.” 
 
    Betsy put her arm around Patsy and turned her toward the car. “He may have been afraid.” 
 
    “Afraid?” Patsy shook her head. “But I’m his mother.” 
 
    Betsy led Patsy away from the family plot, walked to the access road, and helped her inside the car. Betsy climbed into the driver’s seat and felt the portal watch snug in her pocket.  
 
    The watch may be the only lifeline to draw her husband, Jack, or even Patrick, back to Terra. Albert and Patrick were similar, but their differences were extraordinary. Enough for her to choose one love over the other? Had she done that already? She shivered.  
 
    “Do you love him?” Patsy sniffed. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Ah, there it is. I meant Dad. But you had to ask—” 
 
    “I love your father. I want him to come home. Safe.” 
 
    “And . . .?” 
 
    “And Jack. Patrick and Ben will help him find your father and bring him home.” 
 
    “You seem very fond of Patrick.” 
 
    “He’s risking his life for your father. He’s a good man.” 
 
    Patsy smirked. “A man who takes what he wants.”  
 
    Betsy gripped the wheel and drove past the silent stones.  
 
    Patsy sighed. “You’ve met Ben. What’s he like?” 
 
    “Very kind, brave, and smart. You would love him.” Her eyes watered. She slowed the car near the cemetery gate. A row of wrought iron spears pointed toward the growing storm above. She wondered if the fence kept people out, or something else inside.  
 
    “Would I love him?” Patsy asked. “I . . . I can’t remember much about him.” Her hands shook. “I feel so dead inside. I can’t stand it anymore.” 
 
    Betsy utilized her memory implant and ran a series of Patsy’s facial expressions through her mind for the last two years and compared them to— “Dear, are you all right?” She pulled out into traffic. 
 
    “No. I’m not. I’ve got a bitch of a migraine coming.” Patsy thumped her head with her open palm. “I have to make it stop.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a metal nail file.   
 
    Betsy frowned. She checked the road ahead quickly and then Patsy, causing the car to swerve. “What are you doing?”  
 
    Patsy’s face grew mottled and tears rolled down her face. She took the sharp end of her metal file, stabbed the blade into the back of her left arm, and ripped a slit into her muscle. “Owww!” 
 
    “Patsy. What have you done?” A horn from an oncoming car blared. Betsy pulled the car off the road and into an empty parking lot.  
 
    “Something I should have done a long time ago.” She grunted.  
 
    Blood ran down Patsy’s arm and soaked her white shirt and yellow pants. She laid the file in her lap, dug her thumb and forefinger into the jagged hole, and ripped out her implant. “Damn this thing to hell.” She pitched the bloody crystal out the car window.  
 
    “Jesus, Lord,” Betsy gasped. She grabbed her daughter’s arm and applied pressure to the wound. 
 
    Patsy laughed and cried. “I want to feel like me again, Mom. And I need to see Ben, whether he’s my son or not. I miss him so much.” 
 
    Cool rain washed over the car and fogged the windows. The outside world disappeared, save for headlights flashing past the car. Betsy examined the wound. “You need stitches.” She removed her scarf and bound Patsy’s arm, hoping to staunch the blood loss. “We’re going to the hospital now.”  
 
    Patsy rocked slowly in her seat. 
 
    “How’s your migraine?” Betsy wiped the interior windshield. She waited for a break in traffic and turned toward the hospital. 
 
    “Look, Mom,” Patsy laughed. “I stabbed my arm and my head ache disappeared.” 
 
    “Honey, that’s not funny. You could have cut an artery.” 
 
    “I think I forgot how to be funny.” Patsy said. “The implant stole the real me. Locked up my heart inside a glass bottle. Nothing ever touched me, except if I wanted something.”  
 
    They rode listening to the windshield wipers and the thunder.  
 
    “Mom, I think I’ll be okay. But keep the portal watch safe. Right? Jack and Dad need to come home. Ben too.” Patsy kept pressure on her wound. “I need to see him, Mom.”   
 
    Betsy nodded. The steering wheel was sticky with blood. “We will, darling. Together. After we see a doctor. Hang on.” She drove as fast as she could despite the storm. 
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    Back on Earth, Patrick opened the door to the hospital’s subbasement with a squeal of rusty hinges followed by a loud clank. An aluminum bucket resting against the back of the door had fallen forward, spilling dirty water and a mop to the floor. 
 
    Patrick ushered Ben and his friends inside the morgue, but left the exit door unlocked in case they needed an escape route. The morgue walls were covered with stainless steel drawers, three high where refrigerated bodies awaited retrieval by their families. The green tiled floor sloped to a round drain at the center of the room.  
 
    A man’s body lay on an examination table covered by a white sheet. His bare feet and arm were exposed to the glare of overhead lamps. A white tag hung from his left toe.  
 
    Across the room in a glass enclosed office, a doctor in green scrubs argued on the phone. Patrick heard the man shout, but the closed office door muffled the conversation. He heard one word clearly - “drowned.” The doctor’s free hand gesticulated wildly. 
 
    Patrick motioned the boys and Lori to move left toward the double exit doors, while he approached the corpse. The toe tag read, John Doe 2. His heart clenched when he saw the Terran barcode tattoo on the man’s wrist. Patrick’s fingers shook as he inched back the sheet from the body. Dark brown hair covered the man’s head as his lifeless eyes stared at the ceiling. Patrick sighed and replaced the sheet. Where are you? He refused to believe Albert might be stuffed in one of the refrigerated drawers.  
 
    Patrick rejoined his team near the hall door and peered through a small window. Across the hallway from the morgue, stood the emergency care overflow facility the hospital had built post 9-11. As a member of the Board of Trustees, he’d signed off on the design. The suite of rooms included holding cells for dangerous patients. An armed guard stood just inside the facility door.  
 
    Someone tapped Patrick’s shoulder and he flinched. Turning quickly, he saw— Ben.  
 
    His grandson handed him a white lab coat, which he donned. Brandon also wore a lab coat and held a clipboard. The doctor in the morgue office typed on his computer with his back to his office door.  
 
    Patrick looked back out the window. The hall to the right led to another set of closed double doors. A second guard paced beyond those doors and near the elevators. Patrick stepped back and turned around. 
 
    “Okay. Brandon and I will go across the hall and try to find Albert,” Patrick said softly. “We’ll bring him back here to the morgue, then leave. The rest of you stay here and keep your eyes on the hall. We’ll try to finish within ten minutes. If things go wrong, portal back to the cemetery.” Patrick made eye contact with each of them. 
 
    “Brandon, are you ready?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” Brandon said, accepting a kiss from Lori. 
 
    Patrick’s eyebrow rose and glanced at Jack. Earth’s Lori is Brandon’s girl. “Okay. Lori, please keep an eye on the doctor over there.”  
 
    She let go of Brandon and nodded.  
 
    “What if he comes out of the office?” Brandon said. 
 
    Lori blinked. “I’ll tell him he’s wanted upstairs by the administrator.” 
 
    “For what?” Jack asked.  
 
    “I’ll tell him I don’t know.” She smirked. “I’m just a volunteer.”  
 
    “Good.” Patrick said. He turned to Brandon. “Let’s do this.” 
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    John followed Miller through the rain to the main entrance of Holy Rosary Hospital. Miller slowed as they passed through the rotating front door. An FBI agent wearing hair gel and a brown shoulder holster beneath his suitcoat met Miller in the lobby. The agent sized up John, and returned his attention to the SAC.  
 
    “John. Give us a minute,” Miller said. 
 
    John sat on the edge of a brown vinyl sofa in the lobby with his back to Miller. He pulled out his cell and double thumbed a text message. Louis, I’m here @ HOSP. Visit subbasement in 10 min, if U can. May need help. THX J. 
 
    A strong hand dug into John’s shoulder. He hid his phone against his chest, turned, and saw Miller’s red face.  
 
    “The goddamned DOD moved the test forward to 10:15,” Miller said. We have forty-five minutes. Let’s go.” Miller jogged after his escort to the stairwell. John followed. He felt the remote detonation walkie-talkie dig into his right leg as he raced down the steps to the subbasement.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 45 
 
      
 
    Patrick and Brandon left the hospital’s morgue and spared a quick look down the hallway to the right. Patrick hurried across the hall before the guard turned his way. When he reached for the door to the overflow facility, he saw something he hadn’t anticipated. The door required a card key to enter.  
 
    “Try this, Dr. McDugan,” Brandon said, flashing a hospital identification card. “Found it hanging in the locker with the lab coat.” 
 
    “Nice work.” Patrick swiped the card. 
 
    The lock clicked green and they entered the secure suite. Inside, the guard stood up from his chair. Six feet tall and broad shouldered, he wore a gray uniform with a silver Security Officer badge. 
 
     “Good morning,” the officer said. “Can I help you?” 
 
    “Yes, of course. I’m Dr. McDugan from the hospital admin office, and this is my assistant.” Patrick rapped his knuckles on the clipboard. “I understand one of our patients may have drowned while under our care. Is that true?” 
 
    The officer took half a step back and raised both hands shoulder high. “Ahh . . . look, that’s got nothing to do with me. Some Feds questioned the prisoners this morning. I just watch the door.” 
 
    “Were they FBI?” 
 
    “No sir. Had DOD creds, but fishy though.” The officer scrunched his nose. 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Too bad ass. Made me wait outside. I heard screaming.” The guard narrowed his eyes. “Could I see your creds?” 
 
    Patrick folded his arms. “The Board of Trustees will hear about this, and some people will lose their jobs unless you cooperate fully. Do you understand?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” The officer stood at attention. 
 
    “Good. Your name?” Patrick raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Luke Pritchett.” The officer’s eyes shifted between Patrick and Brandon. 
 
    “Officer Pritchett, how many prisoners do you have left here?” 
 
    “Four,” Pritchett said, eyes front. 
 
    “Please show me the room where the man died.” 
 
    “Cell one.” Pritchett tugged the key ring at his waist and walked past the reception desk. He opened a locked door on his right and stepped into a hallway lined with eight private holding cells.  
 
    The officer walked to the last cell, entered the room, and flicked the wall switch. Yellow light bore down upon an empty metal cot and a chair bolted to the damp concrete floor. The room smelled of sweat and excrement. When Pritchett turned around, he saw Patrick’s thirty-eight pointed at him.  
 
    “Aww, c’mon.” The man’s face fell. “I need this job. Y’hear?” 
 
    Patrick relieved Officer Pritchett of his forty-five, keys, radio, cell phone, and freedom as he locked the security guard in cell one. 
 
     Moving back down the hall, Patrick peeked through each of the reinforced cell windows, and found cells two, three, and four occupied with strangers. As he peered into cell five, his chest tightened. He pressed his forehead against the glass and took a deep breath.  
 
    The fourth prisoner laid on a hospital gurney with eyes staring at the ceiling. Patrick held his breath. Please God. After a moment, Albert blinked his eyes and Patrick exhaled.  
 
    Brandon unlocked the door and waited in the hallway as Patrick entered the cell.  
 
    Albert’s eyebrows rose. “Patrick. Good God, I thought I might die in here.” Albert, pale, fragile, and too thin, offered his right hand with some effort.  
 
    Patrick squeezed Albert’s hand. “Glad we found you breathin’, you crusty old coot.”  
 
    Albert grinned. “I must look as bad as you by now. Where have you been?” 
 
    “CSD kidnapped me and took me to Terra. They wanted you and the portal watch, but got nothin’ from me. I just got back to Earth today.” Patrick placed Albert’s hand back on the gurney. He picked up a cup of water on a nearby tray and held it to Albert’s cracked lips. 
 
    Albert sipped. “Thanks. Did you find the watch I left for you?” 
 
    “Yes, and the chip. Thank you.”  
 
    “Good.” Albert tried to sit, but collapsed back onto the gurney. 
 
    “Are you in pain?” Patrick asked. 
 
    “Yes.” Albert winced. “Bullet went straight through my left shoulder, but broke my clavicle on the way through.” 
 
    Patrick slid Pritchett’s forty-five under Albert’s blanket. “Let’s get you home.” He disconnected the monitor and IV. 
 
    “Yes. Send me home, along with the CSD agents imprisoned here. None of us are safe.” 
 
    Patrick nodded. “I’m not sure I can help them.”  
 
    “You must,” Albert said. “Your agents tortured them. If they stay here, they’ll all be killed. They may be on the wrong side now, but I can’t in good conscience leave them behind. Send us all back home to Terra. They were just following orders.” 
 
    Patrick shook his head. “Even so, they shed blood.” 
 
    Albert wet his lips. “We’re both responsible for the blood and what comes next. I wanted to create something fantastic and be remembered long after I’m gone. I proved teleportation was possible.” He sighed. “What did you expect from all this, Patrick?” 
 
    “Me? To break the veil of death and find me departed wife. I wanted to speak with anyone, even God, if they could help me find her.” 
 
    “Did you meet my wife?” Albert tilted his head. 
 
    Patrick swallowed. “Yes. A wonderful lady.” He cleared his throat. “She’s well and wants you home.” 
 
    Albert narrowed his eyes. “Good. You came close to your goal.” 
 
    “But I didn’t find me wife.” Patrick frowned. “I found yours.”  
 
    Finding it difficult to meet Albert’s eyes, Patrick moved behind Albert’s gurney and pushed it feet first out of the cell and into the hallway.  
 
    Albert groaned.  
 
    Four men blocked the corridor. Chrissakes. A stocky FBI agent pressed Brandon against the wall with a gun to his back. A taller agent pointed a thirty-eight at him, while John stood in the middle with a sick look on his face. 
 
     “FBI. Stop right where you are,” said the tall agent. “Put your hands on your head.” 
 
    Patrick and the gurney lurched to a stop. He thought about pulling his weapon, but raised his hands slowly instead. 
 
    The stocky agent holstered his gun, handcuffed Brandon, and spun him to the floor. 
 
    The tall agent grimaced. “You’re all under arrest.” 
 
    Patrick’s shoulders sagged. What now? 
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    Ben scanned the hallway and inside the morgue. GranPat hadn’t yet returned. Instead, he saw two FBI agents and his father enter the secure room across the hall. Ben recognized the tall FBI agent as the one who’d pointed a gun at him yesterday through the portal. Dad looked nervous. 
 
    Unsure what to do next, Ben watched them go inside. As the secure door swung back, a tall thin man snuck up and caught the door before it locked. He wore a hospital wristband. I know him.  
 
    Ben motioned for Jack to follow him into the hallway. “Louis,” Ben called in a low voice. His second cousin turned toward him  
 
    “Ben? What are you doing down here?” Louis noticed Jack and his eyes widened. “Holy Shit. Jack?” 
 
    Ben shook his head. “No. He just looks like my brother.” 
 
    “But —” 
 
    “Later,” Ben said. “My father and grandfather are both in there. The FBI too, but they may not be on our side today.” 
 
    “I’m listening.” Louis frowned at Jack and then turned back toward Ben. 
 
    “Will you help us, even if it means rescuing them from FBI custody? I’ll explain later, but if you help us, I promise we’ll be saving lives.” 
 
    Louis was silent for a moment then nodded. “I have your Dad’s back. But I don’t have a weapon.” 
 
    “Take this.” Jack passed his revolver to Louis while shielding the exchange with his body. “It’s loaded, and the safety’s on.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Louis felt the weight of the thirty-two. “Stay behind me.” He opened the door and they stepped inside. 
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    Betsy sat in the emergency waiting room on Terra, while the doctor treated Patsy behind closed doors. Three small children played with solar powered toys in the corner as a baby cried in her mother’s lap. A dark man in a bloody running suit rocked slowly with his face in his hands.  
 
    She stared at the statue of the Madonna in the gift shop window and whispered a prayer for Patsy, Jack, Patrick, and Albert. Betsy offered another to the Green Apostle, as she rested her hand on the portal watch. Please, let this cause no harm. 
 
    Tired of waiting, she crossed the room and interrupted the busy receptionist, who directed her back toward Patsy. As she passed the nurse’s station, a man’s voice spilled from her daughter’s room. Betsy stood outside the closed curtain and listened. 
 
    “Leave me alone,” Patsy said. “I’m not feeling well,”  
 
    “Mrs. Fuller, you promised to help us. Have you forgotten about the reward?” 
 
    “Listen to me, Agent Vargas. CSD contacted me for help. I didn’t do anything wrong.” 
 
    “You won’t get a nickel unless you cooperate.” 
 
    “Don’t care. Just want my son back.” 
 
    “Where is he?” Vargas asked. 
 
    “With Patrick,” she murmured. “Go away. I’m sleepy.” 
 
     “Mrs. Fuller. . . Patsy,” Vargas said with an oily tone. “Where’s Patrick?”  
 
    “He left. Went to find my father.” Her eyes closed. 
 
    “And Ben?” 
 
    “Ben?” Patsy’s eyes fluttered open. “Haven’t seen him for a long time. Can you help me find him?” 
 
    “You know he’s not really your son. Just another imposter. A fugitive. Help us find him and the reward will be very generous.” 
 
    “Just leave me alone.”  
 
    “Tell me where he’s hiding.” Vargas demanded. “Now!” 
 
    “Take your hands off me!” The alarm buzzed at the nurse’s station down the hall. “Help me,” Patsy called. “There’s a strange man in my room!”  
 
    Betsy wanted to rush in and help her daughter, but she had to protect the portal watch. A floor nurse ran past with a security guard in tow. Betsy melted backward into the darkness of a vacant room. Security removed a sputtering Agent Vargas from the area. 
 
    Betsy entered her daughter’s examination room. The window offered a view of the cemetery below. “Hi, Sweetheart. How are you feeling?” She placed her palm on Patsy’s forehead. 
 
    “Tired. Groggy. Glad you’re back.” Patsy swallowed. “This man. He wanted—” 
 
    “Tell me later, Hon. Try to rest now.”  
 
     Patsy’s eyes watered. She seemed softer, and sadder, and more human.  
 
    The experimental implant, designed to lessen Patsy’s grief over Ben’s death, had instead buried her memories and protected her from both sorrow and joy. Though the device had been recalled a year later due to side effects, Patsy had refused to have it removed. She’d become comfortable with her armor and hard edges . . . until now. 
 
    The doctor arrived and re-examined Patsy. “Time and the IV will help you recover from the blood loss. As for the outdated implant, good riddance, but there are safer ways to extract them. You might feel like you’re on an emotional coaster-roller, up one minute and down the next. I’d like to keep you under observation for a few days.”  
 
    “Thanks, Doctor,” Patsy said, “but I don’t want to be bothered by that man again.” 
 
    “I’m really sorry for the intrusion. He was out of bounds. Next time he’ll need to speak with me first.” 
 
    “Can we move her to a different room?” Betsy asked. 
 
    “Yes. Since she’ll be admitted, we can move her to a private room in the north wing. You’ll have a nice view of the park. Okay?” 
 
     “Thanks.” Patsy closed her eyes. “I could use some rest.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 46 
 
      
 
    Ben and Jack followed Louis into the secure area beneath Holy Rosary Hospital. Both Dad and GranPat were somewhere inside, and Ben hoped they would convince the FBI to stop the test. 
 
    Searching for his father, Ben’s eyes moved past the vacant reception desk, an office with a yellow defibrillator, and three unoccupied hospital beds. Where are they?  
 
    Louis raised his finger to his lips and then moved forward toward an open door on the right past the reception desk. 
 
    Jack and Ben shadowed Louis. 
 
    “You’re all under arrest,” bellowed a deep voice beyond the open door.  
 
    Louis, gun in hand, snuck into the small corridor with Jack. 
 
    As Ben followed, he saw his father and two FBI agents facing GranPat and a pale Albert on a gurney. The tall agent pointed a gun at GranPat. Brandon sat handcuffed on the floor. 
 
    Louis stepped forward and pressed his gun into the tall man’s back. “Drop the gun.” 
 
    Jack jammed his knuckle into the other agent’s back. “Hands on your head.” 
 
    The young agent turned and dove with his arms extended toward Jack’s legs. 
 
    Jack sidestepped the tackle like a quarterback dodging a lineman, grabbed the back of the agent’s jacket, and propelled him to the floor at Ben’s feet.  
 
    As the agent fell, Ben saw a holstered gun under the jacket. Whoa. He dove chest down on top of prone agent’s back, spun so he faced the same direction, and wrestled the agent’s arms into immobility. The agent fought to buck him off, but Ben held tight.  
 
    “Okay, okay,” the tall agent said in deep voice. Ben heard something metallic hit floor. “Goddammit, John. You set me up.” 
 
    “Everyone, these are agents with the FBI,” Dad said. “Agent Miller, could you please tell your man to relax?” 
 
    “Stand down, Fulkowski.” Miller said. 
 
    Agent Fulkowski stopped struggling beneath Ben. Dad knelt next to them. “I’ll have that gun agent.” 
 
    Fulkowski narrowed his slate gray eyes. “You’re all committing a felony.”  
 
    “I know,” Dad said. “But we’ve got bigger things to worry about.”  
 
    Ben shifted his weight and Dad removed the gun from the Fulkowski’s holster. “Let him up, Ben, so he can remove Brandon’s cuffs.” 
 
    Ben released the agent, stood, and saw that Louis, GranPat, and Albert each had handguns pointed at Agent Miller. Albert looked ill, but alive. 
 
    Dad glanced at Jack and smiled. “I guess you are real then.” 
 
    Jack smiled back. “You must be Ben’s father.” He offered his hand, “I’m—” 
 
    “Jack,” Dad said. He hugged Jack tightly, whispered something into his ear, and let go. His father knew this Jack wasn’t his real son, but Dad’s eyes were far from angry. He had a glimpse into the what-might-have-been. Life’s woes fell from his father’s face, if only for a moment. Dad never looked more alive. 
 
    Ben grinned. I got something right. 
 
    Dad caught his eyes, smiled, and mouthed the words, “Thank you.” 
 
    Miller kept his hands on his head. “C’mon people we’re wasting time.” He frowned at Louis. “I’ll have your badge for this Deputy, and more. . .” 
 
    Louis grimaced, but held the gun steady.  
 
    Shit. Ben frowned. Louis might lose his job and go to prison. He didn’t want to be responsible for that too. The weight piled up like dirt on his coffin, but he pushed the thought away. I can fix this. “Hold up, everybody,” Ben said. “We need to stop the test. Agent Miller, we’ll put down our guns if you’re willing to listen.” 
 
    Miller dropped his arms to his side. “I’m listening.” 
 
    Guns were lowered, but held ready. 
 
    “Agent Miller,” Dad said, “it’s 9:45 right now. We have thirty minutes until the test. I’ve already told you about the new threat. Will you help?”  
 
    Miller put his hands on his hips and scowled. “Okay, but why should we believe Ben? He’s been evading us all week.” 
 
    “You have to stop the test.” Ben maintained eye contact. “Terra’s not our biggest problem.” 
 
    “Show him, Benzo.” Lori said. “Let him see the truth.” She stood in the doorway wearing green scrubs and holding a mop. She shrugged at the raised eyebrows. “The janitor let me in.”  
 
    GranPat lifted his head. “She’s right. Show him Erde.”  
 
    “Erde?” Albert said. 
 
    Ben nodded. He drew the portal watch toward his eyes, checked the coordinates, and opened an apple-sized portal to Erde. Miller took a step back from the distortion in the air. “Agent Miller, please look through the portal, but be careful not to touch it.”  
 
    Miller gazed through the peephole. “Looks dark, a lot of dust.” His forehead furrowed and he gasped. “Can you rotate ninety degrees?” 
 
    Ben turned the portal. 
 
    “Stop there.” Miller’s lips moved slightly as if he were counting. His eye grew wide and he ducked. “Close the portal!”  
 
    A flash of intense heat and light blasted through the portal and burned a hole through a steam pipe above their heads. Smoke and hot water vapor billowed through the hallway. Ben closed the portal.  
 
    Miller drew his phone and dialed. “Agent Lovitsky, stop the test. Now! If we turn on the beacon, we’ll open up a door for a large invasion force . . . Yes. They have robots and lasers . . . No. I’m serious. I’ve seen it— I don’t care if DOD won’t listen! They have to—Lovitsky? ” Miller lowered his phone, took a breath, and turned to him. “I can’t help from here. Can you open a portal to your grandfather’s house?” 
 
    Ben glanced at his father.  
 
    Dad nodded back.  
 
    Ben switched on the portal watch and set the coordinates. The air shimmered and the deck behind GranPat’s house became visible. National Guard troops moved past toward the woods.  
 
    “Let’s go.” Miller and Fulkowski retrieved their weapons and leapt through the portal.  
 
    Dad nodded to Louis and Jack and gave Ben a brief, but bearish, hug. “Keep your head down.” Dad hurried through the portal and jogged into GranPat’s house. 
 
    Ben held the portal open, but didn’t cross. Jack, Brandon, and Lori stood by his side, ready to follow. GranPat spoke quietly with Albert. Through the portal, Fulkowski stood watch on the deck, while Miller ran toward the top of the hill.  
 
    “GranPat, are we going through?”  
 
    “Not yet, Ben. Close the portal. We have other business.” 
 
    A guardsman, jogging toward the house, saw Ben and slipped in the muddy grass. Ben thumbed the switch and the doorway winked closed.  
 
    GranPat nodded. Water droplets speckled his black-rimmed glasses. “Ok. Louis, we need you to guard the entry door. No one else enters until we’re gone. Okay?”  
 
    “Yes, sir.” Louis said. “Good luck.”   
 
    GranPat gave the holding cell keys to Jack. “Take Brandon and gather the prisoners. Keep your weapons ready, but tell these men they’re goin’ home, courtesy of Dr. Albert Dugan. If any resist, come get me.” 
 
    In a few minutes, Brandon and Jack returned with the prisoners and Officer Pritchett. The Terrans looked bruised and sickly. Pritchett assisted a prisoner who had trouble walking. Brandon pushed another laying on a gurney.  
 
    “Hey, Ben.” Jack grinned. “Look who I found.” 
 
    Ben didn’t recognize the man on the gurney, but caught a movement by Jack’s knees. “Ginger?” 
 
    “Yeah, found her in a cage in one of the cells. They must have brought her here for testing.” Ginger wagged her tail and sniffed Ben’s shoes. 
 
    GranPat turned to Ben and whispered. “Time to use the red button.” 
 
    “Here.” Ben offered the portal watch to his grandfather. “I’ve been protecting this thing for days, just so I could give it to you.” 
 
    “Keep it,” GranPat said. 
 
    Albert raised his head. “Ben, I gave you the watch. It’s yours. Don’t let anyone take it from you.” 
 
    “I shouldn’t carry this thing around. It’s too important. What if I accidently break it?” He glanced at Jack. “What if I fuck up and someone dies?  I’m not . . .” 
 
    “I trust you,” GranPat confided. “Ever since you’ve had the watch, you’ve done what was necessary, and kept your friends and family safe. You’re more worthy than you realize. Now, please call Miss Betsy. We need a portal to Terra.” 
 
    Ben pressed the red button. He wondered if the call to Terra was long distance, or just a little slideways. The watch began to vibrate. 
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    Betsy sat in a cushioned chair beside Patsy in her private hospital room. As Patsy rested, her color improved. The sedative had helped. If all goes well, she’ll be discharged tomorrow. Should she ask Patsy to stay at the house in Carmichael for a few days, or just drive her to Carlston? Either way, she wanted to spend some time with her daughter while she recuperated. 
 
    The portal watch vibrated against her leg. Patrick? She pulled the device from her pocket, pressed the red button, and held it to her ear. “Hello?” 
 
    “Hi, Grandma Betsy?” 
 
    “Ben?”  
 
    “We need a portal to Terra. Are you in a safe place?” 
 
    “Yes, we’re at the hospital. Patsy was injured, but she’s feeling better.”  
 
    Patsy opened her groggy eyes. “Is that Ben?” She turned her flushed cheeks toward her mother. “I want to see him. Jack too.” She moistened her dry lips. “They should visit their mother in the hospital.” 
 
    “Grandma, please keep your finger on the red button,” Ben said. “We are coming through.” 
 
    Deputy SAC Vargas of the CSD stepped into Patsy’s room and stopped. He held up a signed piece of paper in his right hand, while his left hand exposed his holstered gun. “Patsy Fuller and Betsy Dugan, I’m placing you both under arrest. A special medical team will be here in thirty minutes to transfer you to a CSD secure facility for further questioning.”  
 
    Betsy gaped at Vargas. No, no, not now. She focused on Ben’s voice.  
 
    “We’re on our way.” Ben said. 
 
    She frowned. Should I drop the connection? No. Ben needed help. She kept her thumb on the button as the CSD agent loomed in the doorway.  
 
    The portal shimmered just inside the hospital room’s window. She lowered the watch and stood. The view of the park to her right became obscured by the growing disturbance in the air. As the portal stabilized, a new corridor appeared filled with a line of people and gurneys. She focused on the first face she recognized.   
 
    Ben stood just on the other side. He motioned for a tall man with two black eyes and a battered face to cross through the portal into the Patsy’s room. The man pushed a gurney carrying another injured stranger.  
 
    Next came a large man in a security guard uniform who assisted a limping man. As they passed, she saw Patrick’s somber face watching her through the portal.  
 
    Jack stepped past Patrick and pushed another gurney. Betsy’s mouth opened wide. Oh my God.  
 
    A pale and emaciated Albert lifted his head and smiled at her. He looked so frail. She rushed the six feet to his gurney, and touched his face with trembling fingers. “Oh, Albert. Where have you been?” Her eyes flooded with fresh tears and Patrick faded from view. Albert needs me now. 
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    Ben stood in the subbasement and watched Ginger follow Jack and Albert through the portal. While Grandma Betsy saw to Albert, Jack and Ginger hurried to Patsy’s bedside. Ben had been so afraid of this woman and her connection to CSD, but now he wasn’t sure why. She looks so much like Mom. 
 
    Tethered to her IV, Patsy pushed herself into a sitting position on her bed, gave Jack a hug, and kissed him on the cheek.  
 
    “Where’s Ben?” Patsy said. “And who are all these people?” 
 
    Ben felt a soft hand on his shoulder. 
 
     “Go see her,” Lori said. “She needs you.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Ben passed her the portal watch. “Don’t cross. We need to keep one watch on this side so I can return.”  
 
    “Okay.” Lori said. “Got your back.”  
 
    Brandon and GranPat stood a few feet behind her in the hallway. 
 
    Ben stepped through the portal and walked toward the frail woman on the bed. His eyes caught an abrupt movement and scanned the room. He saw the three prisoners, Albert, Grandma Betsy, Jack, Officer Pritchett, Ginger— and a man in a suit pointing a gun at him.  
 
    “I’m Agent Vargas. CSD. Everyone stop where you are!” The agent pushed his way past the gurneys to the foot of Patsy’s bed. “Ben Fuller, you’re under arrest.” The agent pointed the gun at Ben’s chest. “Everyone else back away.” 
 
    “No!” Patsy cried, three feet from Vargas. “Leave my son alone.” She slid out of bed, dragged her IV behind her, and stood between Ben and the agent. Her bandaged arm flailed for the gun.  
 
    Vargas tried to push her away, but she caught the barrel in her hand and pulled. 
 
    The gunshot exploded in the small room. Patsy crumpled to the floor as blood spurted from her side. Jack knelt and cradled her in his arms, while Grandma Betsy applied pressure to the wound.  
 
    “Someone get a doctor!” Jack yelled. 
 
    “Stop that man!” Albert demanded. 
 
     The agent glanced wildly around the room. “It wasn’t my fault.”  
 
    Ben crouched into a wrestling stance and took a step closer to Vargas.   
 
    The agent bolted toward the door and pointed his gun at anyone in his way. Officer Pritchett shoved Vargas back. The CSD agent spun and panicked. He dashed toward the portal and jumped through with his gun in his hand.  
 
    Vargas crossed to Earth and ran past Brandon, who shielded Lori with his body. He came face to face with GranPat holding the thirty eight.  
 
    Vargas raised his gun.  
 
    GranPat shot first. He didn’t miss. 
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    Ben knelt down next to Patsy and Jack. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Mrs. Fuller, I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
 
    “Sweet Ben. Not your fault. Mine.” A lock of red hair fell across her pale face. “I’ve missed you . . . so much.” 
 
    “You saved my life.” Ben brushed her hair back with tentative fingers. 
 
    An emergency alarm sounded in the hall. A nurse charged into the room and past the press of people. “What in the Redeemer’s name is going on in here?” She looked at the bruised men and the gurneys. Her eyes grew wide when she saw the portal.  
 
     “My daughter’s been shot,” Betsy said. “We need help.” 
 
    “Sweet Redeemer,” the nurse said. “Keep pressure on the wound while I get help.” She hurried back into the hallway. 
 
    Patsy’s eyes closed. “Ben, I’m sleepy now. Visit me, when I’m better.” 
 
    “I will . . . Mom. Love you.” 
 
    Patsy’s green eyes blinked back open and closed. She had a small smile on her lips.  
 
    Ben put his hand on Jack’s shoulder. “Sorry. I have to go now. I hope she’ll be okay.” 
 
    Jack nodded. “Keep your head down, little brother.” 
 
    Ben’s face felt warm. He turned to Grandma Betsy. “Goodbye.” 
 
    Her hands were covered in blood. “Come back and see us when you can.” 
 
    “I will.” Ben hesitated. He glanced at Jack and felt like he was losing his brother all over again. 
 
     “Go. Get back to Earth.” Jack tilted his head toward the portal. “The fuse is lit and you’re running out of time.”  
 
     Ben took a deep breath, stood, and motioned for Pritchett to follow. As soon as they crossed to Earth, Lori handed Ben the portal watch and he closed the connection. The Terran hospital room, Jack, and his family disappeared.  
 
    GranPat and Brandon stood next to Agent Vargas’s body on the subbasement floor.  
 
    “Oh to the fa-shizzle,” Officer Pritchett said, “How’m I gonna explain this?” 
 
    Ben knelt by the CSD agent at his grandfather’s feet. 
 
    “He’s gone.” GranPat said. “Didn’t have a choice.” 
 
    Ben’s stomach rolled. 
 
     GranPat gritted his teeth. “Let’s get out of here.”  
 
    “Where to?” Ben stood.  
 
    “Where we’re needed most.” GranPat gave him new coordinates. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 47 
 
      
 
    Rain stopped pounding the Earth for the moment. Mud and footprints covered McDugan’s property where the soldiers hunkered down in trenches, or behind sand bags around the perimeter of the hill. Two fortified M1 tanks in the woods faced the open field.  
 
    Miller didn’t see any of his agents. Anxious, he sprinted up the hill toward the command bunker. His side ached from the exertion as if someone had inserted a steak knife into his kidney.  
 
    Atop the hill stood an eight-foot high green canvas tent protecting the command bunker’s entrance. No guards were posted outside the tent opening this close to zero hour. When Miller dashed under the canvas, he found a man gagged and cuffed to the center tent post. His man. Agent Lovitsky.  
 
    Miller removed the gag and then the cuffs with his universal key. “What the fuck happened?” 
 
    “Sir, after you called, I tried to stop Colonel Armstrong. I told him about the new threat and why he should stand down, but he arrested me instead.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    Lovitsky’s face fell like a hatchling from a nest. “They searched me and confiscated the walkie-talkie for the remote detonation. I refused to tell him what it was for.” 
 
    “Did they find the C4?” 
 
    “Don’t think so. It may still be there, but someone stole our back-up walkie-talkie.” 
 
    “What a shit storm.” Miller rubbed his forehead. “How much time do we have until the test?”  
 
    Lovitsky checked his watch. “Seven minutes.” 
 
    “I’ll deal with Sanborn. You go back to the house and stop the test. Cut the electricity. Destroy the beacon. Do . . . something!” 
 
    Lovitsky walked toward the tent entrance. 
 
     “Run! Damn it.” Miller barked.  God help me, I’ll transfer his ass to Nogales tomorrow morning, if we’re both alive. 
 
    As Lovitsky ran out of the tent, Miller hurried to the bunker door. 
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    John Fuller jogged past the soldiers stationed behind a wall of sandbags on Patrick’s deck. He nodded to the sergeant he’d met before, went through the patio door, and into the kitchen. 
 
    A guardsman stood by the cellar door tensed and raised his rifle to forty-five degrees. “State your business.” 
 
    “I have a message for the FBI. Is Joanie still downstairs?” 
 
    “Yes, but no one else is allowed downstairs until after the test.” The weapon rose an inch. “No one.” 
 
    John forced a smile. “Okay, I’ll speak to her afterward.” He dashed through the house and out the front door. A green helicopter buzzed over the rooftop and circled the property. John raced around the house to the only other way into the basement - the metal bulkhead door. He pulled the handle, but the door was locked. Damn.  
 
    His cell phone rang. Patty? Drawing his phone from his pocket, the caller info read L.D. John ghosted the call. Not a good time, Lucy. There’ll never be a good time. I love my wife.  
 
    John felt the walkie-talkie dig into his leg. If he detonated the C-4 charge from here, he would destroy the beacon and kill everyone else in the basement. 
 
    Instead, he called the agent inside. “Joanie, it’s me, John. Agent Miller sent me to stop the test. I can help, but I need you to open the bulkhead door.” 
 
    “What? I can’t take your word for this. Let me speak with the SAC.” 
 
    “We’re running out of time, Joanie. I have a signed order with me. Open the door and I’ll show you.” 
 
    “Ok, but I’ll need to authenticate the order, “Joanie said. “Hold on.” 
 
     “Stop where you are!” barked a voice to John’s right. “Don’t move.” 
 
    Turning his head slowly, John saw a soldier pointing an automatic rifle at him. A click-clock sounded from the bulkhead as Joanie unlocked the metal door. As the door opened, John considered ducking behind the metal door, but didn’t think he’d be fast enough. Over the guardsman’s shoulder, John saw a familiar face racing toward them. 
 
    “FBI. Stand down, soldier.” Agent Lovitsky slowed and held up his badge. “Mr. Fuller and I don’t want to be late for the test.” Lovitsky’s eyes widened. “Ah, Joanie. I see you’re still on duty.” 
 
    The guard lowered his rifle as Lovitsky passed and searched for other threats.  
 
    “John, please follow me,” Agent Lovitsky said. “And thanks, Joanie, for your assistance.” They followed Joanie down the four wooden steps to the cellar laboratory and locked the door behind them. 
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    Miller found the entrance to the bunker locked. He banged on the metal door until a soldier appeared. The guardsman patted him down, took his sidearm, and escorted him inside. 
 
    Eight uniformed soldiers operated the computers, communication equipment, and radar. Two others faced targeting monitors as their hands hovered over the joysticks. A large television screen displayed the field below, where the guard had removed trees to improve lines of sight and fire. Armstrong sat near the screen at a large metal desk. He took off his headset and waved Miller over to a nearby chair. 
 
    “Agent Miller,” Colonel Armstrong said. “Behave, and I’ll let you watch as a professional courtesy. We can talk about your Agent Lovitsky later.” 
 
    Miller’s face grew hot. “George, you have to listen–” 
 
    “I’m in command here, and you will refer to me as Colonel, or Sir. Understood?” The man’s face glowed with a mixture of supercilious pride and smug satisfaction. 
 
    “Colonel, please postpone the test. We were able to recon this morning, and the enemy has superior numbers and weapons.” Miller blew out a breath. “If we go through with the test, it will be a huge clusterfuck.” 
 
    “I’m no fool. I have my own intel. Our DOD team interviewed the Terran prisoners early this morning. We can handle whatever they bring to the table.” 
 
    Miller ground his teeth. “I’m not talking about the goddam Terrans. There’s another world called ‘Erde’ in play. They have advanced weaponry- lasers and robots for God’s sake. Far beyond our capabilities. They will crush us!” 
 
     “A world with lasers and robots? I’ve heard about Ben Fuller and his portal watch.” Armstrong smirked. “You place a lot of trust in the word of a boy. One you haven’t been able to catch.” 
 
    “Listen to me.” Miller waved his hands in front of his face. “I’ve seen it myself.” 
 
    Armstrong smiled. “OK. Tell me about the lasers.” His breath smelled like hazelnut coffee and cigarettes.  
 
    “Their laser cut through a steel pipe in less than a second. They have warrior robots as well.” Miller checked the display clock on the monitor. He had forty seconds. 
 
    “Even better.” Armstrong grinned. “My mission is as follows: protect the beacon; test the beacon, no thanks to Agent Lovitsky; repel and destroy any enemy incursion; and capture any and all advanced weaponry. Our Special Forces team is ready to test our latest pulse rifle technology.” 
 
    Armstrong put his headset back on his right ear. “If we capture the new tech you’ve described, we’ll solidify our rightful place in the world and save billions of dollars in research.” Armstrong held up his right hand. “Okay, men. We are a go in three, two, one—” 
 
    “No!” Miller yelled, as he reached for Armstrong’s arm. A guardsman grabbed Miller’s shoulders from behind and slammed him back into his chair.  
 
    “Cuff him to the desk and gag him,” Armstrong said. “Agent Miller may watch as his rank deserves. This day will indeed be glorious.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 48 
 
      
 
      
 
    John followed Joanie inside Patrick’s cellar laboratory. Bright overhead lights illuminated the scientists who made last minute adjustments to their own electronic equipment. A female technician in a white lab coat fine-tuned a control panel, while Dr. Caliban monitored a portable radar scope. Near the emergency off button on the far wall, stood a guardsman. 
 
    On John’s left, a large television monitor displayed the freshly cleared field outside. All of the National Guard’s firepower had been aimed at the small booster antenna in the center of the field, as if they were certain the portal would open at that exact location.   
 
    Lovitsky held up his badge once more. “I’m FBI and I’m here to stop the test. Do not turn on the beacon.”  
 
    Dr. Caliban glanced up from the scope and narrowed his eyes. “Agent Lovitsky, you know I have the lead. We continue as planned.” 
 
    “No, Dr. Caliban.” Lovitsky pointed his finger at the Director. “We’re all in grave danger. I order you to stop the test now!”   
 
    The nearby guardsman flinched. His eyes ping-ponged between the agent and Dr. Caliban, but kept his rifle at the ready with the muzzle down. 
 
    The elder scientist stepped forward. “Relax, Agent. It’s too late. I activated the signal ninety seconds ago.” Caliban pointed to the large monitor. “So far, nothing has happened.” 
 
    The beacon hummed and John’s heartbeat quickened. Oh, Jesus. He slid the walkie-talkie from his right pants pocket, and placed his thumb near the detonation button. If Erde invaded Earth, its army could destroy his world. His family was in danger. Glancing at the television monitor, John watched the air shimmer above the antenna outside. 
 
    “We have contact at ground zero,” the technician said. Her thin pale fingers danced over the keyboard. 
 
     Beads of perspiration covered John’s face. There wasn’t enough time to evacuate the room. He lifted the detonator above his head. God forgive me. “Shut down the beacon, or I’ll destroy everything in this room.” 
 
    Eyes filled with surprise and terror turned toward him.  
 
    Lovitsky took a step back.  
 
    The guardsman aimed his rifle at John’s head, but hesitated.  
 
    Joanie drew her weapon. “Drop it, John.” 
 
    “Stand down, everyone!” Caliban cried. “Lower your weapons. We can sort this out.” 
 
    The guard lowered his rifle to 45 degrees as did Joanie. 
 
    “The portal strengthens,” called the technician. 
 
    John’s throat grew tight. I love you, Patty and Ben. He pushed the button and sent the radio signal to the detonator. Nothing happened. His eyebrows furrowed and he pressed the button again. No explosion. Nothing. 
 
    “Fuck!” Lovitsky cried as his body shook.  
 
    Caliban glanced at John with tired eyes and shook his head. He turned around and picked up a dismantled detonator from a nearby table. “Mr. Lovitsky, did you think I would overlook this?”  
 
    John dropped the walkie-talkie on floor. His knees felt weak. What do I do now?  
 
    An alarm pinged. “Ah,” Caliban said. “Our equipment has detected a stable portal.” 
 
    The technician nodded. “Ground zero with a twenty foot radius.” 
 
    A second alarm sounded.  
 
    “Dr. Caliban,” she said. “We have a second portal.” 
 
    “Where?” Caliban peered over the scientist’s shoulder.  
 
    “Two miles west and about 300 feet over Carmichael, but . . . now it’s closed.”  
 
    The alarm sounded again.  
 
    “We have third—”  
 
    “Where?” Caliban’s eyes studied the screen. 
 
    “Right behind you, Phylo,” Patrick said to Caliban. “I’m surprised to see you in my lab. You know you’re not allowed in here without my consent.”  
 
    Caliban narrowed his eyes. “If you’ve come to collect on our golf bet, it’ll have to wait. We’re in the middle of an important test.” 
 
    “One that might get us all killed.” Patrick pointed a .45 revolver at the guardsman’s chest. “Drop the gun, son. Everyone stand down. Now! We’re here to save lives.” 
 
    The guardsman tensed, but set his rifle on the ground slowly. 
 
    Joanie glanced at Lovitsky. 
 
    Lovitsky shook his head. “That’s Dr. McDugan.” 
 
    John grinned as Ben, Brandon, and Lori followed Patrick into the cellar through the third portal, just to the left of the emergency off button. Ben smiled at him and closed the portal. Jack wasn’t with them anymore.  
 
     “Step aside, soldier,” Patrick waved the guard away from the off button. 
 
    As the guard stepped back, Patrick pushed the off button. The lights dimmed, and came back on. The beacon continued to hum. 
 
    Caliban cleared his throat. “Patrick, we’ve hardwired the beacon to batteries and a back-up generator near the bunker.” 
 
    “The portal remains stable,” the technician said. “We’re under attack.” 
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    Inside the bunker, Miller sat gagged and handcuffed to the metal desk. He jerked at his restraints as the portal came to life on the television monitor.  
 
    The portal opening appeared much larger than he’d expected. As the resolution of what lay beyond the portal cleared, he observed Erde’s dark and dirty sky, possibly 800 or more troops, and two large armored vehicles the size of a doublewide trailer. Multiple gun turrets and missile launchers perched atop each vehicle.  
 
     Miller’s eyes opened wide. Tall green humanoid robots spilled through the portal followed by waves of human soldiers in red metal armor. They looked like demons pouring through a gate from hell.  
 
    “Open fire,” Armstrong called. “Target the troops. Send anti-tank missiles through the portal now. Don’t let those monster tanks reach our side.” Armstrong glanced at him. “Agent Miller, it appears your intel was correct.”  
 
    Miller glared back.  
 
    The colonel used multiple cameras to watch the battlefield from every angle on the large monitor screen. Heavy caliber machine guns, mortars, and rockets fired upon the enemy troops. Red armored enemy soldiers returned laser fire, but their dead littered the field near the portal.  
 
    Miller winced as many of the green robots survived the bombardment and bounded over the obstacles in the killing field. Fortunately, their advance triggered proximity mines. Razor sharp shrapnel flashed through the air dropping more than half of the green devils.  
 
    Armstrong gave orders as robots fried U.S. defensive positions with bright bursts of burning laser light. Dirt, lead, fire, and smoke filled the air and obscured the battle. Vibrations rattled the bunker. THUMP, WHUMP, WHUMPPP! The metal furniture shook and a nearby light bulb flared out.  
 
    Blood burned in Miller’s veins. He jerked his handcuffs and tried to shout through his gag. “Give me my gun!” I refuse to die like this. 
 
    Armstrong, focused on the battle, paid him no heed. “Get me eyes from above and 180 degrees.”  
 
    “Camera 12, Sir,” the technician said hurriedly. 
 
    Exhausted, Miller slumped back into his chair and watched as the technician panned the camera to gain a clearer view of the U.S. defenses. Outside, the guardsmen fought bravely, but lost ground. Green and red enemies sliced through American soldiers with laser fire. Erdian troops rampaged through the portal and the enormous tanks drew closer. After only ten minutes, Miller knew this would be an historic battle, and yet, a stunning defeat.  
 
    “Call in the A-10s,” Armstrong said. “And move the Special Forces unit forward. We need those pulse rifles now!” Armstrong spared him a wild-eyed glance.  
 
    Agent Miller’s fingers hung onto the metal desk as the front tracks of the large armored vehicle crept through the portal. The behemoth bristled with laser fire. A US anti-tank missile flew into the enemy tank’s side armor and flickered, but the explosion only took off one laser port. 
 
    “Did you see that?” Armstrong said. 
 
    The technician nodded. “Looks like a force-field, Sir.” 
 
    Armstrong pounded on his metal desk. “Bring in the air support. Now.”               
 
    An A-10 aircraft swooped past and fired a missile directly into the armored vehicle’s track. The blast stopped the tank halfway inside the portal and blocked the enemy traffic behind.  
 
    Two brown aerial drones launched from the top of the stalled enemy tank. The first raced below a gray sky, fired a small guided missile, and blew the right wing off the A-10. A cloud of smoke and fire blossomed in the sky as the jet spiraled into the ground.  
 
    “Oh, my God,” Armstrong whispered as he glared at the eighty inch monitor. “Target the second drone!” 
 
    Anti-aircraft fire burst skyward and skipped off the drone in flickers of light. 
 
    “Sir,” the technician said. “It’s also shielded.”  
 
    Miller watched in horror as the second drone flew over the bunker, fired a laser burst, and turned the radar dish into molten slag. Moments later, the same drone dropped a pineapple sized projectile directly over the bunker. Small rear propellers slowed the projectile’s descent as it maneuvered gracefully toward the open air shaft. Shit. A metal on metal clank and— 
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    Patrick heard gunfire and explosions outside his cellar laboratory and ground his teeth. He studied the video screen, the shimmering portal to Erde, and the powerful enemy army beyond. The guardsmen appeared outmatched.  
 
    Patrick struggled with opposing thoughts. As retired Captain McDugan, USMC, he wanted to destroy the beacon and save the guardsmen’s lives, but as scientist Dr. McDugan, he wanted to save his transceiver and eventually contact his deceased wife. If he could only shut down the power. Yet, after pulling the power feed to the computer array and the transceivers, the beacon kept humming.  
 
    “Be careful, Patrick.” Caliban’s eyes darted around the room. “Your work is . . . revolutionary, but as a DOD employee, you’re way out of bounds. Step back and stay out of our way. Homeland needs this technology intact.” 
 
    “This is my equipment.” Patrick glared. “I decide what happens.” 
 
    “No, you don’t.” Caliban frowned. His white goatee obscured his pale lips. “I have specific orders to—” 
 
    “Belay those orders.” Patrick’s eyes flared behind his dark rimmed glasses. “You don’t understand the danger.” 
 
    THUMP. WHUMP. WHUMPPP! The house shook and the shelves rattled. A light dust drifted down from the rafters. Patrick glanced at the live-feed monitor and saw the Erdian robots overwhelm and obliterate the Guard’s forward defensive positions with handheld lasers. Blood and scorched bodies covered the ground. A powerful laser cannon carved through an M1 tank creating a tremendous explosion as the tank’s munitions detonated.  
 
    Patrick ground his teeth. He’d spent almost every free hour for the past six years working, often beyond midnight, designing, building, and testing his communication device, just so he could find his Betty. Though he hadn’t found her, not yet anyway, he’d found her doppelganger.  
 
    Patrick took a deep breath. Terra’s Miss Betsy was a fine woman, but she wasn’t his love. Could he settle for a look-a-like? He shook his head slowly. And now, after a huge scientific breakthrough, closer to success than he’d ever hoped, his heart fought his conscience in a duel for his soul. He knew what to do, but didn’t know if he had the strength to start all over again. 
 
     “GranPat.” Ben offered him the sledgehammer from the tool rack. “There’s no other way.” 
 
    “No.” Patrick shivered. “I’m . . . not sure I can.”  
 
    “Ok. Keep breathing, GranPat, and step aside.” Ben’s face rippled with concern, but his eyes held the truth. “Time to save the world.” 
 
    Patrick glanced at the video screen. Blood, death, and chaos reigned on the battlefield. An alien drone aircraft dropped something over the green tent at the top of the hill. Nodding to Ben, he moved out of the way. 
 
    Ben swung the heavy sledge down upon the central core of the transceiver. 
 
    Outside a huge explosion rocked the Earth shaking the house to its foundation. Patrick fell to his knees on the cement floor. Darkness took the room, save for the scant daylight filtering through the dirty cellar window. His life’s work lay broken on the table before him.  
 
    Sounds of gunfire and explosions penetrated the cellar from outside and were followed by the pit-pat of rain. Patrick felt a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “GranPat. You okay?”  
 
    “Yes.” Patrick coughed. Dust filled the air. “Give me a hand up.”  
 
    As Ben helped him to his feet, Patrick heard others moving about. Across the table and near the bulkhead door, the female FBI agent found a flashlight and scanned the room. Caliban pulled himself up from the floor using the table. The S&T director bled from a small cut on his dusty cheek. Brandon knelt next to Lori on his left. 
 
    “Lori, are you okay?” Brandon’s voice cracked. 
 
    “Yea. Just bumped my head,” she said as she stood. “What was that?”  
 
    “Couldn’t say for sure,” Caliban said, “but it felt like a bunker buster.”  
 
    “The command post has gone silent,” the technician said. 
 
    Patrick grimaced. “We’re lucky they didn’t drop one on our heads. Anyone need help?”  
 
    The FBI agent panned the room once more. “Looks like everyone’s okay.”  
 
    Ben handed the sledgehammer to Brandon “Finish this before they send one our way.”  
 
    Brandon lifted the sledge. 
 
    “Don’t hit the coolin’ tank.” Patrick pointed to the frosted tank next to the small dish antenna. “It’s filled with liquid nitrogen.” 
 
    “Got it.” Brandon drove the sledge down upon the rectangular transceivers on the center of the table. Glass and metal crunched as the housing collapsed on the internal components.  
 
    “Seriously?” Caliban’s voice shook with anger. “Stop! We need the components to reconstruct our own beacon.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Patrick replied. “Keep smashin’, Brandon.” 
 
    Brandon put his weight behind the powerful strokes, and turned the computer array into scrap. 
 
    “This isn’t necessary.” Caliban pleaded. “You’ve made your point.” 
 
    “Wait, don’t forget the doohickey on the dish,” Lori said. She grabbed a hammer and smashed the electronic feed horn on the small dish antenna. “That should do it.” 
 
    Both Caliban and Patrick winced.  
 
    Lori’s eye softened. “I’m sorry, but we’re safer without this machine.” 
 
    The house lights and the large TV monitor flickered and returned to life, but the camera feed was gone. Patrick surveyed the worktable and sighed. His beacon was beyond repair.  
 
    “They must have restarted the generator,” said the technician.  Something rumbled outside, but it sounded more like thunder than munitions.  
 
    Patrick rapped the tabletop with his knuckles. “I see FBI here. Who’s the lead agent?” 
 
    “I am. I’m Agent Lovitsky.” 
 
    “Good. Agent, I need a status report from outside,” Patrick said, sounding like Captain McDugan, USMC. “Please take the guardsman, get eyes on the battle, and come back to report. Quick out and quick back. Don’t get shot. Need to know if the portal’s open or closed, and if we’re still in danger.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” They both left through the bulkhead door. 
 
    “Please, everyone else standby.”  
 
    Bootsie jumped up on the table near the female agent. She picked the cat off the table and held her close. Her eyes met Patrick’s. “This your cat?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. But I hope to return her to a friend someday, soon.” He pictured Miss Betsy’s smile and pushed the thought from his mind. Patrick cleared his throat. “Dr. Caliban, your technician mentioned a portal over Carmichael.” 
 
    The technician nodded. “300 feet above the ground, but it was only open for a few seconds.” 
 
    “Yes, but maybe long enough for an aircraft to pass through,” Patrick said. “What’s the range for your portal detection equipment?” 
 
    “We’re not sure yet.” Caliban said. “Where are you going with this?”  
 
    “Terra has portal technology, but no beacon. Terrans can’t travel here without our live beacon, so they tried to copy or capture ours. The enemy you faced today wasn’t from Terra, but from Erde, a world with both portal and beacon technology. If they had time today to place a beacon here on Earth, then they could cross at will. You and your detection equipment have work to do.” 
 
    “Yes, we do, and I may need your help, Dr. McDugan.”  
 
    “That we can discuss, along with immunity for me family and reparation for me property and home.” Patrick smirked. “I’m not covered for alien invasion.” 
 
    “Yes.” Caliban narrowed his eyes. “We can work something out.” 
 
    “Good.” Patrick heard a noise from the bulkhead door. Someone, or something, thumped down the wooden steps. 
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    Due to the closure of route 99 near Carmichael, Patty abandoned her car and hiked three miles along dirt roads and forest trails in a driving rain. Sodden and cold, she reached her father’s property from the north. Loud explosions shook the ground, but arose from somewhere on the other side of the property.  
 
    Patty ran halfway to the house, but heard gunfire close by and ducked under a low hanging spruce. The remaining fifty yards of open ground seemed like a mile away. She shivered. Maybe her family members were somewhere else and safe. As far as she knew, Dad was stuck on Terra. Had John evacuated? She glanced over her shoulder to the safety of the woods. No. John would stay. Especially if he thought Ben might show up here.  
 
    Bullets sprayed the tree above her. Up the hill, a stream of laser light burned through the air and detonated a tank. Her ears rang from the explosion. Seconds later, a stray mortar round hit her father’s house and blew a hole through her former bedroom window. Oh my God. John! Her hands shook.  
 
    A soldier raced past, pursued by a tall green robot carrying a silver tube with handles. The soldier dashed to the house, jumped over a sandbag barricade, and returned fire. Bullets splashed off the green devil’s armor like hail on aluminum siding.  
 
    The robot aimed the silver tube at the soldier. Light burst from the barrel and melted a hole through a sandbag. A second shot destroyed the patio door, sending cinders into the air, only to be extinguished by the rain. The guardsmen ducked into the house, and the robot followed.  
 
    Dear Lord. What if Ben’s inside? She gritted her teeth. C’mon Patty get off your arse! Crawling from beneath the tree, she picked up a muddy stone the size of a soft ball and raced toward the patio in the rain. Nobody is going to hurt my son. 
 
    Fifteen yards from the house, a second robot ran in front of her and blocked her path.  
 
    Patty came to a sudden halt twenty feet away from the green monster. 
 
    Tilting its metal head, the robot slowly raised the silver tube.  
 
    “Get out of my way!” She wound her arm for a fast underhand pitch and hurled the rock. The stone bounced off the metal monster’s shoulder as the laser fired. A stream of hot light sizzled past her ear. Oh, God. Need a little help here.  
 
    “Hey, Robo-nuts. I’m over here!” called a soldier in a dark green uniform from thirty yards away to her left. 
 
    The robot hesitated then turned toward the soldier who’d dropped to one knee. 
 
    The soldier fired his wide barreled weapon first. Although Patty heard a “Fwwoop” instead of a gunshot, the robot staggered backward and fell like a tree. The enemy’s silver tube lay at her feet.  
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    Lovitsky rushed back into the cellar, dripping wet. He wiped his face and eyes with his shirtsleeve. “The portal is gone. When it closed, it sheered a huge alien tank right down the middle, and the enemy soldiers took a beating. Good thing the Army Special-Ops had electromagnetic pulse rifles; otherwise the robots would have won. The pulse waves fried their neuro circuits.” 
 
    Caliban smiled. “You see? New technology can save lives.” His eyes followed Ben. 
 
    “What about our men?” Patrick asked. 
 
    Lovitsky frowned. “Heavy casualties. Seventy-four dead, one-hundred twelve wounded, and some missing. The bunker was completely demolished. They’re digging through the wreckage for survivors.” 
 
     “Thank you, Agent.” GranPat narrowed his eyes at Caliban. “These casualties could have been avoided. Our soldiers paid a steep price for what we’ve learned today.” 
 
    Caliban stared at Ben. “We’re not done yet.”


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 49 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben’s eyes searched the cellar. Dad, his face covered in dust and sweat, stood across the worktable near the bulkhead door. The two FBI agents near his father looked anxious. GranPat, Brandon, and Lori stood on his left near the cellar steps, while the guardsman kept watch on Ben’s right near the technician. Caliban stood two steps away and stared at him. 
 
    Ben arched his eyebrows, but stood his ground.  
 
    “Something bothering you, Dr. Caliban?” Dad’s eyes brimmed with anger. 
 
    Caliban nodded toward Ben’s father. “Though the loss of lives was tragic, today’s test proved how vulnerable our world has become. We lack the understanding and technology to protect our planet from invasion.” Caliban’s gaze turned back toward Ben. “If your son is as smart as I think he is, he can help us solve this problem.” 
 
    Ben shook his head slowly. 
 
    Caliban’s lips formed a tight smile. “Ben. Please. Give me the portal watch. I’m asking you to do the right thing for all of us. Trust me.” 
 
    Ben’s chest tightened. Albert had trusted him to safeguard the watch and warned him not to give it to anyone. People were willing to kill for the power it promised. “Are you threatening me?” 
 
    Caliban shook his head. “Of course not. I want to protect you, your family, and our world.” 
 
    Ben swallowed. He wanted to protect everyone too. Should he just give the watch to Dr. Caliban and be done with running and hiding? After the past week, he wasn’t sure if he trusted anyone outside his friends and family, but who was he to tell this government scientist no? He glanced around the room. 
 
    “I trust Ben to keep us safe.” Lori faced Caliban and folded her arms. “I’ve known him for a long time. He’s smart, brave, and honest. I don’t know very much about you, sir, but if you’re responsible for the casualties outside, you should be ashamed of yourself.” 
 
    Caliban glowered. 
 
    GranPat looked stricken and nodded slowly. “The portal watch was Albert’s invention, but I share in the blame too. If I hadn’t invented the beacon, our fallen soldiers would be alive today. I trust you, Ben.” 
 
    Brandon placed his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I trust you too. Keep it.” 
 
    Ben glanced at his father.  
 
    Dad showed him the same slow smile from when they worked in the garage together. “You have to look at both sides, Son, and make the best decision. What do you think?” 
 
    Ben pulled the shoestring and watch from around his head. “If I keep this, Dr. Caliban, what will happen? Will my family and I be safe, or will you lock me in a cell and treat me like you’ve treated Albert?” 
 
    Caliban wet his lips. “If you keep the watch, you better run far and fast. Good people and bad will hunt you down.” Caliban’s eyes flared. “But, I’m sure we could work something out. Tell me what you want.” 
 
    Ben shuffled slowly from one foot to the other. Part of him wanted to keep the watch and disappear through a portal, but running away wouldn’t make anything better. He’d learned a lot about himself since last Saturday. Maybe he wasn’t such a screw-up. People needed and trusted him. 
 
     “Look. I . . . just want to go home, play football, and live a normal life. I promised to take a nice girl to the homecoming dance.” Ben smiled. “I want to be a scientist someday and help make the world safe for my kids and grandkids.”  
 
    Ben met Dr. Caliban’s gaze. “You were right. This is about family and country, but I’m not sure if I can trust you, or our government, with this technology.” He sighed. “Lori’s right too. We warned you to stop the test, but you couldn’t wait to use the beacon. People died today, and for what?”  
 
    Caliban lowered his eyes. 
 
    Ben glanced at his father and then back to Caliban. “I’ve made some mistakes too, bad ones, but giving you the watch might be the worst one of all.” Ben untied the shoelace from the watch and searched Caliban’s impatient face.  
 
    “Give me the watch.” Caliban held out an open hand. “I promise you and your family will be safe. I’ll guarantee full immunity from prosecution.” Caliban grinned. “You want to be a scientist? We’ll give you a full ride scholarship to the college of your choice. Anywhere.” 
 
    Ben’s eyebrow rose. A scholarship to MIT would fulfill his dreams. He straightened his shoulders. “And the portal watch?” 
 
    Caliban nodded. “A blessing and a curse. Portal technology will revolutionize our lives. With instantaneous transportation we could feed the world and eliminate dependence on fossil fuels.  
 
    “Picture a greener world without starvation.” Caliban knit his brows and glanced at GranPat. “Yes. Today was a terrible lesson. Unchecked teleportation between worlds leaves us vulnerable to our enemies. With the portal watch, we can learn how to protect our homeland, and our world, from invasion.” 
 
    “Even if it meant attacking Terra?” Ben’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Well, yes. If it became necessary." Caliban frowned. “They remain a threat.” 
 
    Ben shook his head. There were more than two sides to every argument. He felt bad for leaving Ben-Gen and his family on a dying planet, but the Erdian government had attacked Earth instead of asking for help. The Terran government had done the same, but on a smaller scale. 
 
    “Ben,” Dad said. “You have friends on Terra, but we’ve both seen the danger Terra and Erde represent. If we don’t resolve our technology gap, more people will die.” His father smiled. “You have a good mind and a good heart. I’ll stand by your decision.” 
 
    Ben swallowed and felt the weight of the watch, and maybe the world, in his hand. He could give up the watch and be done. Just walk away. No one would blame him. Right?  But if he gave the portal device to Dr. Caliban, he may never see Jack again. Worse, a war against Terra would put Jack and his family in danger. What if Jack dies because I make the wrong choice? I can’t let that happen again! 
 
    Today, his government had been reckless, despite being warned. Seventy-four people had died, not counting those from Erde. If he entrusted Dr. Caliban with the watch, then he would no longer control the outcome despite any promises. 
 
    Yet, if he kept the watch, he’d become a fugitive. Could he keep his family safe, or would he put them in danger? Might Erde discover another way to attack Earth? How many more would die? Ben’s head felt woozy, but he recalled GranPat’s words. Just remember to breathe. Trust yourself.  
 
    Caliban took a step closer. “Well, Son? Give me the portal watch and let us do our job. I have a team of scientists who can sort this out, but we need to move fast.” 
 
    Ben studied Dr. Caliban’s eyes and then GranPat’s. “Sorry if I disappoint you, but this watch is too heavy for me, or anyone else to carry.” He held the watch in the palm of his hand and smashed it down upon the metal table with an audible crunch.  
 
    GranPat’s eyes flared in surprise.  
 
    Lori’s face brimmed with admiration. “Crush it.” She grinned as she passed him the hammer.  
 
     “No, wait!” Caliban cried with his arms raised toward Ben. “Please, think before—” 
 
    Ben drove the hammer down three times upon the watch as if he nailed shut the door to hell. “It’s done.”  
 
    GranPat blinked rapidly, then gathered the broken pieces in his hand and slid them into his pocket. “Gentleman, for good or ill, we can no longer make portals.” He placed his hand on Ben’s shoulder. “I’m not disappointed, Ben, I’m impressed. Without a beacon or portal watch, we should be safe from attacks from Erde and Terra.” 
 
     Dad walked around the table and hugged Ben. “You are amazing.”  
 
    Ben took a deep breath and smiled. Maybe there’s always more than two sides, but it’s our choices that make us who we are. He hoped he’d done the right thing. It felt right.  
 
    Caliban shook his head at Ben. “Foolish and short sighted. You put our whole world at risk.” 
 
    GranPat pointed at Caliban. “No, Phylo. You put our world at risk today. And . . . maybe I did too.” GranPat rubbed his hand through his gray hair. “I’ve been so focused on findin’ Betty, I didn’t think about the consequences. Maybe some doors are locked for a good reason. Sorry, Ben.” 
 
    Ben squeezed GranPat’s shoulder. “I watched my brother die on Earth two years ago. I still miss him, but I got a chance to meet his doppelganger on Terra, and it was incredible. Jack became my friend, and I feel . . . whole again. If destroying the watch protects Jack and his family from an earthly invasion, then I made both worlds a safer place.” He straightened and met Caliban’s eyes. “As for a scholarship, I plan to earn one on my own.” 
 
      “Good luck with that.” Caliban pursed his lips and turned toward GranPat. “Patrick, you and I need to speak privately.”  
 
    “Yes, we do, Phylo, but later,” GranPat said. “John, Ben, and Brandon, let’s check out the house above and see if it’s safe.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” the female FBI agent said. 
 
    “Me too.” Lori’s blue eyes flashed with determination.  
 
    “Let’s go then.” Ben grabbed the hammer and led them up the stairs. 
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    Patty picked up the silver tube from the wet grass and ran toward her father’s house. Her left hand grasped the barrel grip, and her right the trigger grip. The tube was much lighter than the rifle she and her father had practiced with when she was young. She knew how it felt to take a rabbit or a deer, but she’d never hunted men or robots before. God help me. I’ll do whatever it takes to save my family. 
 
    As the heavy rain fell, she raced around the sand bags, across the deck, and into the house. Debris littered the kitchen floor from hell to breakfast. Her hands shook, but she held onto the laser. Focus, Patty. 
 
    The soldier and the robot were not in sight, but muddy foot prints ran through the dining room floor to the stairs. Pistol shots rang from the second floor above. Jesus. I hope John isn’t up there. She moved toward the stairwell with the laser rifle at the ready. 
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    Ben opened the door to the kitchen slowly. Rain pounded the kitchen floor through a gaping hole where the patio door had been. The ceiling creaked as something heavy moved about upstairs. WHZZZZZZTT, sounded from above and a man screamed. 
 
    A hand squeezed his shoulder. “Go slow,” Dad whispered. 
 
    The female FBI agent slid past them. As she moved into the dining room, she stopped and drew her sidearm. “Lower your weapon!”  
 
    Ben followed her into the dining room and stopped, as did everyone else behind him.  
 
    Mom aimed a silver tube up the stairway. Her wet hair clung to her face and her clothes dripped into a puddle at her feet.  
 
    “Mom, what are you doing here?” Ben said. He couldn’t see up the stairs from his vantage. 
 
    Mom didn’t move her eyes from the top of the stairwell. “I came to find my family.” 
 
    Dad stepped in front of the FBI agent. “Ease up, Joanie. That’s my wife.”  
 
    The second floor landing creaked. “Everyone stay back,” Mom said. WHZZ-ZHHHIT. The air sizzled as light blazed up the stairway from her silver tube.  
 
    “Mom!” Ben rushed forward to help. A charred green robot stood at the top of the stairs and aimed toward him. Someone grabbed his collar from behind and yanked him backward and down. He landed hard on his butt. 
 
    WHZZZZZZTT. The robot’s return fire scorched the floor where Ben had stood a second earlier. 
 
    “Stay put,” Lori’s grip on his collar tightened. “She’s got this.”  
 
    Mom fired once more up the stairs.  
 
    Clod-domp-domp-domp echoed in the stairwell as the robot’s severed head bounced down the steps and into the living room.  
 
    Holy shit. Ben stood up quickly. “Mom, are you okay?” 
 
    She hugged him fiercely, nodded to Lori, and smiled when she saw Dad and GranPat. “I am now.” She looked around the room. “Where’s Jack?” 
 
    “Back home and safe on Terra,” Ben said. “Albert too.” 
 
     “Good.” She nodded. “Well done, Benzo. I couldn’t be more proud of you. And I’m sorry.” 
 
    Ben frowned. “For what?” 
 
    “For not being able to talk about our Jack when you needed me.” Her eyes watered. “His death was never your fault. I should have been able to tell you that long ago. I’m sorry.” She held his chin gently. “Do you forgive me?” 
 
    Ben’s chest felt tight. “Yes. Love you, Mom.” 
 
    “Love you too, Ben.” She turned towards her husband. “You too.” She hugged Dad and then GranPat. 
 
    Joanie cleared her throat. “Any more of them upstairs?”  
 
    Mom frowned. “Don’t think so, but there may be a soldier who needs help.” 
 
    GranPat took the laser tube from Mom. “Let’s have a look.” He went up the stairs with Joanie at his back.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 50 
 
      
 
    Months later, Ben leapt from the turf of Grover Cleveland High’s football field. Dirt and grass clung to his cleats. His hands wrapped around the brown leather ball as it descended over his right shoulder. A blind hit from the safety jarred his momentum and rolled him to a stop at the forty-five yard line, but with the football tucked safely against his stomach.  
 
    Bouncing to his feet, he tossed the ball to the referee. The Friday night football lights showered the players and the field creating a multiplicity of shadows. First down. Ben sprinted back to the sideline. 
 
    “Nice job, jumping Bean.” Vince knocked his helmet against Ben’s. “For a rookie.” 
 
    “Thanks, Big Dude.” 
 
    Brando thumped Ben’s shoulder pad and smiled. Brandon’s left eye held a splash of red from a broken blood vessel. “Great catch, Benzo.” 
 
    Ben grinned. He scanned the crowd for his homecoming date. Lori waved to him, pom-poms shaking in the wind, and beautiful as ever. He waved back. Still looking . . . He spotted her halfway up the stands and his smile broadened.  
 
    Trudy cupped her hands near her mouth and bellowed, “Beeaaannnnn!”  
 
    Rouge stood next to her sister with her arms open to the crowd. “Bean on three!” she called. “One, two, three—” 
 
    “BBBBBEEEAAANNNNN.” 
 
    Ben laughed. He hadn’t made running back, but loved playing wide receiver. 
 
    “Nice job, Fuller.” Coach said in his gravelly voice. “You’re back out next play. Get us another first down.” Coach spun him around and he flew back onto the field. This one’s for Jack. “Yeehaw!” 
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    Saturday morning, Ben sat at the breakfast table with his family and chewed on a mouthful of bacon. The salty taste made his mouth water. 
 
    “Please pass the biscuits,” Dad said. 
 
     Ben’s mind shifted to the touchdown pass he’d caught last night after the opposing defense reverted to man-to-man coverage. He’d broken free with a double move on the go route. Finally. He had practiced Tiger-GO/R all week and it paid off.  
 
    Mom tossed a fluffy biscuit high enough where Dad needed both hands to make the snag.  
 
    She clapped and laughed. Her eyes were bright and beautiful.  
 
    Dad winked at her. “Still have good hands.” 
 
    “More bacon?” Mom offered the plate to Ben, but his mind had flown elsewhere. Her left eyebrow rose. “If you swallowed a goldfish, you best spit it out.” 
 
    He smirked and picked two thick pieces. “Just thinking about Jack.” 
 
    “From Terra?” Mom wiped her mouth with a cloth napkin; her eyes intent on Ben’s words. 
 
    “No. Our Jack. I wish he could have been at the game last night.” 
 
    Mom blinked. “Me too. I hope somehow, somewhere, Jack might be watching. He loved you very much you know.” 
 
    “So do we,” Dad said. “We’re very proud of you.” 
 
    Mom nodded. “Yes we are.” 
 
    “Thanks. Love you guys too.” Ben knew they’d seen a counselor together. They never told him, but he googled the doctor’s name he’d seen on her kitchen calendar. Better now, their laughter made a silent house sing. 
 
    “Ready for homecoming tonight?” Mom took a sip of coffee. “Ms. Dora and I have been working on Trudy’s dress. It’ll match your tux. Oh. Don’t forget to pick up her corsage.” 
 
    “Don’t worry so much.” Ben rolled his eyes in mock vexation. “Hey, Dad. Okay if I drive the Mustang? Don’t think Jack would want it to sit all covered up in the garage tonight. What do you say?” 
 
    Dad took a slow breath as his eyes settled upon Ben. “I’m sure Jack would want you to have the car. It’s all yours, if you promise to drive safely and keep it in good condition.” 
 
    “You know I will!”  
 
    “Good. I’ve already pulled the tarp and tuned her up. After breakfast we can take her out for a run.” Dad glanced at Mom and raised an eyebrow. 
 
    She smiled. “Let’s put the top down.”  
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    Trudy and Ben finished a slow dance in Grover Cleveland’s gymnasium. The light’s dimmed low and the air smelled like a musky floral funk of perfume and sweat. He sat in a chair along the tiled wall near the exit, while Trudy and Charmaine ran across the dance floor to request a song. 
 
    The DJ fired up a Bon Jovi song. This ain’t a song for the broken-hearted . . . The dance floor filled. Ben closed his eyes for a minute, and took a breath. 
 
    “Hey, Benzo,” said a familiar voice. 
 
    Ben opened his eyes and swallowed. “Lori.” She wore a pink dress with a purple orchid corsage. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Her eyes shone. “Hope you saved a dance for me.” 
 
    His eyebrows rose. “Ah—” 
 
    “Don’t worry. I’ve already cleared it with Brandon and Trudy.” 
 
    He smiled. “Cool. This might sound kinda stupid, but I’ve always–” 
 
    “Wanted to dance with me?” Her right eyebrow rose as she held out her hand.  
 
    Ben blushed. 
 
    As ‘It’s My Life’ reverberated in the gym, the student body crowded the dance floor and sang along. “It’s now or never, I ain’t gonna live forever, I just want to live while I’m alive.” 
 
    Ben stood and took her hand.  
 
    My heart is like an open highway . . . 
 
    Lori grinned as she pulled him into the throng. “Just try to keep up.” 
 
    He danced, jumped, and swayed with Lori as she and the students belted the lyrics. As Trudy and Charmaine danced nearby in the crowd, a sadness seeped into his chest. What? Oh. He liked his girlfriend, Trudy, and Terra’s Ruth even more, but he loved Lori. Always had. He knew she loved him as a friend, and always would. He smiled and realized he’d changed.   
 
    Last summer, he’d grown stronger and more capable to handle almost anything- with the right help. He’d figured out how to use portal technology, and when to destroy it, even though it meant never seeing Jack again. His family and his friends had helped save Earth from destruction by Erde. He’d also learned how much his mother loved him, enough to risk her life to save his. 
 
    Mom, though still healing, could now talk about Jack’s death.  
 
    Ben’s choice to bring Jack’s doppelganger home had helped her move beyond her sadness. Mine too. Sometimes it wasn’t easy for him to admit, or accept, that people were proud of him, or that he deserved their praise, but he was healing too. 
 
     Lori smiled as she danced and he smiled back. He could be happy despite not getting everything he wanted, which was sometimes a blessing in itself. He worked harder than ever in school and kept his eyes on a scholarship. I’m on track.  
 
    Ben hopped up and down with the crowd, his arms in the air, and sang “Better stand tall when they're calling you out. Don't bend, don't break, baby, don't back down.” He felt blessed to have such good friends and to have survived the summer. Life was good. 
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    The weather grew warm and sunny for a Sunday afternoon in October. Ben parked the Mustang convertible in front of the house and hopped out without using the door. When his feet hit the pavement, his ribs ached, but he smiled through the pain.  
 
    Cranberry High’s linebacker had rocked him in the end zone on the last play of the game. He’d flipped through the air, but hung onto the ball. GC won twenty-one to nineteen and his ribs would heal. 
 
    “Mom, Dad, I’m home.” Ben called into the once silent house. 
 
    “Come in.” Mom called. “We have company.” 
 
    Ben smelled corn beef and cabbage. “GranPat?” He walked around the corner, into the dining room, and stopped cold. Mom, Dad, GranPat, and Albert sat at the table.  
 
    “Hello, Ben. Good to see you.” Albert smiled. His color had returned and he looked more like GranPat’s twin brother. 
 
    “Oh, my God!” Ben shook hands with Albert. “How’d you get here?”  
 
    Albert swallowed and wiped his mouth with a white cloth napkin. “Courtesy of your grandfather who reconstructed a portal device from the diagrams I’d left him. He crossed over yesterday to return Bootsie, and asked us to visit here for Sunday dinner. So here we are.” 
 
    We? Ben saw his unused table setting, plus two more used settings with empty chairs. Ben looked at GranPat, his eyebrows raised. “Where’s—” 
 
    “Jack? I’m right here, football hero.” Jack laughed as he entered the room from the kitchen. Kipper followed. 
 
    “Jack!” Ben gave him a hug. “Thought I’d never see you again.” 
 
    “Good to see you too, Bro. Wasn’t sure what happened after we lost contact.”  
 
    Ben sighed. “Sorry. I smashed the watch . . . on purpose.” 
 
    “I don’t blame you. GranPat told us about the battle with Erde. I might have done the same thing.” 
 
    “How’s your Mom?” Ben’s voice quavered. 
 
    “Much better. Thanks. She wants you to visit.” 
 
    “I can visit Terra?” Ben beamed.  
 
    “You’ll need this, but keep it secret.” GranPat handed him a large silver medallion on a chain. “I made a few design changes. Albert and I each have one.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jack said.  
 
    “Cool,” Ben grinned.  
 
    Mom smiled and glanced over her shoulder as footsteps approached from the kitchen.  
 
    “Hello, Ben,” said an older woman. She set a tray on the table with seven servings of vanilla ice cream with chocolate sauce. 
 
    “Grandma Betsy.” Ben hugged her. 
 
    “So nice to see you again.” 
 
     Mom’s eyes glistened, and she never looked happier. She fixed Ben a plate of food, while GranPat told his story. 
 
    “After the Erde incursion, everythin’ went helter-skelter. Me property had become a war zone and an environmental hazard. The authorities wanted to put us in jail. FBI’s Agent Miller wanted to prosecute us for kidnappin’, breakin’ and enterin’, aidin’ and abettin’ escaped prisoners, weapons charges, and assaultin’ federal officers. Luckily, Phylo Caliban wanted me help with their detection equipment. He gave us immunity from prosecution, so long as we swore not to speak to anyone about portals.” 
 
    “Agent Miller survived?” Ben shook his head. “No one told me.” 
 
     “The National Guard found him half-buried under a metal desk. His eardrums were ruptured, but the old metal desk had saved his life. He’s recovered and back to work. The National Guard’s Colonel Armstrong? Not so lucky.”  
 
    GranPat sat silent for a moment. “In order to get immunity, I had to ante-up. I traded the S46 solar chip for our freedom. Besides, Earth needed the solar technology for our environment. Thank you, Albert, for sharin’.” 
 
    “What’s mine is yours.” Albert said. A cold look passed from Albert to Patrick for the briefest moment.  
 
    Ben tilted his head. What’s that about? 
 
    GranPat swallowed. “For now, I’m helpin’ Homeland determine if Erde had sent anythin’ else through the Carmichael portal. I’m also examinin’ their laser and robotic technology. I agreed to help as long as they didn’t ask for me beacon technology. They understand the danger.”  
 
    “Congratulations are in order for everyone here.” Grandma Betsy beamed at Patty. “I hear you’re a good shot with a laser rifle.” 
 
    “The best.” Dad said, and smiled. 
 
     Mom grinned. “We’re all blessed to be survivors, but we might not be here if it wasn’t for Ben.” She lifted her glass toward him. “To my wonderful son.” 
 
    Ben saw the pride in his parent’s eyes and raised his glass.  
 
    “Hear! Hear!” GranPat said. Everyone clinked glasses and drank. 
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    After dinner, Ben and Jack went for a ride in the Mustang. Jack drove. Ben knew he’d always miss his real brother, but spending time with this Jack made him happy. 
 
    Jack wound through the gears as they zipped down the highway. “You have to visit me at Pitt.” His brown hair flapped in the wind. “My friends on Terra keep asking about you.” 
 
    “Who?” Ben sat up straight in the car. 
 
    “Ruth, for one.” Jack downshifted and slowed for the railroad crossing, despite the dormant signal lights. 
 
    A slow smile spread across Ben’s face as he remembered her eyes. “Ruth?” She had cared about him, despite how much he’d disliked himself. “I thought I’d never be able to see her again.” 
 
    Jack glanced at him. “You can now.” 
 
    “I know.” Ben’s face grew serious. “I want to see her again, but I’m dating Trudy here on Earth. I don’t want to be a jerk.” 
 
    “Naw. Don’t worry so much. Just treat everyone the way you’d want to be treated, and the rest will sort itself out. Besides, you can never have enough friends.” 
 
    Ben’s shoulders relaxed. “I’m really glad to hang out with you. I’ve felt guilty all this time about Jack’s death, but now that you’re here, I feel like I have a second chance. Is that wrong?”               
 
    Jack slowed the car. “No, I feel the same way. You think our brothers would forgive us for being survivors?” 
 
    Bad memories had haunted Ben since the accident and he’d carried them inside himself like a stomach full of thorns. Could he just wish them gone? No, but his real brother had given his life to save him. There was no greater act of love. “Yes. I do.” 
 
    “Good.” Jack glanced at Ben. “Bad things happen, and even though they can rock our world, we need to keep breathing and live our best lives. What do you think?” 
 
     “I think we’re going to be okay.” Ben leaned back into his chair and felt the wind wash over his face. He might not be able to let go of all the bad memories, but he could live a good life and still make Jack proud. 
 
      
 
    THE END 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Look for SLIPTIME,  
 
    A Brothers of the Multiverse Series,  
 
    Book 2, in 2018.
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