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    CHAPTER 
1


    The Dolphin


    The teeming waters and the chatter-filled trees of the Indian River Lagoon put his mind at ease. He belonged here, wading waist-deep through the shallows, peering through the tangled roots of the mangroves, feeling the sandy give of the sea bottom through his waders. His skiff followed close behind him, tethered by a rope around his waist. The short little box of a boat carried his camera, binoculars, notebook, and lunch. It also served as a quick resort should an alligator come too close—which so far had not been a problem. Alligators preferred the freshwater streams and culvert outlets, and those he’d seen in the lagoon were largely indifferent and safely distant.


    All in keeping with the goodness of the day: the Florida sun, the aliveness of the leaves and blooms, the constant flitter and flash of every color of bird, lizard, and fish in every direction.


    Life. He was here to record and observe it, count and preserve it, and how he loved it.


    He’d already spotted two manatee females with their calves, newborn this year, and four new pelican nests, three with eggs, one with hatchlings. Very good signs. At last, after so many mysterious deaths in this place—dolphins, manatees, pelicans—life was returning.


    A ripple offshore alerted him. He reached for the skiff, drew it close. Alligators were stealthy, and the lagoon was no place for inattention.


    But . . . no. A silvery gray dorsal fin broke the surface, a sight that made him grab his binoculars. He peered through the lenses, focused, anticipated the next breach—


    The fin broke the surface again, dipped below, then broke again, this time with a puff of air and a gray arched back that glimmered in the sun.


    A dolphin!


    He laughed in joy. How long had it been since he’d seen a dolphin in this part of the lagoon? And where there was one, there were sure to be more. He scanned the placid waters, then set the binoculars in the skiff and watched.


    The dolphin seemed to be alone, and now it was circling back, coming closer, a nice bit of luck. He might get a chance to judge the size, age, and health. Viral outbreaks among the dolphins in the past had made him and his fellow biologists careful to observe and record any anomalies—such as this particular dolphin’s behavior: not playful or vigorous, but sluggish, and oddly single-minded. It was still coming his way on a straight course.


    Cautious, he yanked the skiff in close and watched as the dolphin approached, then slowed and circled no more than ten feet away. It was an adult, average size. That it would come in so close suggested it might be habituated to humans and was either curious or expecting a handout.


    But the sheen and color of the skin and the listless behavior looked all too familiar. This dolphin was ill, probably dying. His heart sank.


    He chanced a very slow movement toward it.


    Rather than shying away, it drifted closer.


    Habituated. Had to be. No wild dolphin would act this friendly.


    Standing next to it now, he observed a greenish tint on the skin, possibly an algae. The dolphin allowed a gentle brush of his hand; a green residue clouded the water.


    He leaned close to check the eye—


    The eye was gone, nothing but an empty socket oozing green.


    “What the—!”


    The dolphin sidled closer, and he could sense the rules of the encounter changing. Now the dolphin was pressing into his space and he was the one feeling timid. He fought off the feelings, reached to examine the flank—


    His hand passed through the skin as if it were sodden newspaper. The flesh within felt like goo between his fingers. When he yanked his hand away, it was coated in green slime. A cloud of green billowed out of the dolphin’s flank, fouling the water.


    What was this? Another algae? Another plague of phytoplankton? He clambered in the skiff for a sample jar, dipped it into the green cloud . . .


    The dolphin rolled lazily onto its side. The movement drew his attention. He turned his head, looked into the wound his hand had made.


    The wound tore open, and green slime exploded into his face. All he saw was oozing, shimmering green.


    And then nothing.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
2


    A Recluse


    To be left alone.


    All I wanted was to be left alone in the quiet of my condo, my universe, the door locked, the phone turned off, safely sequestered against any more high-minded talk of adventure, especially of—oh, a plague on the notion!—saving the world. To hear such themes, to even think of them, brought a visceral twisting I feared would destroy me, and only served to remind me how futile and illusory life can be and what a fool I’d been.


    I trusted. I believed.


    So I was used and played for a fool.


    The story of my life.


    The doorbell startled me as if it were a clap of thunder. I had been enjoying an hours-long stupor, sitting in my easy chair, staring at the opposite wall. Having expended any reason I ever had to go on living or thinking, it seemed a reasonable behavior, and besides, at least I could be confident the wall was really there. I could turn away, then look again, and it would still be there. I thought I would start with that.


    But then came this, this invasion! “Go away or die!”


    “Professor! Come on, McKinney, open up!”


    Yes, I thought with a deflating sigh, now let death come. It was Brenda Barnick.


    I shattered my own stillness. “You are uninvited, unwelcome, and unliked, so be on your way!”


    “Well kiss my—!”


    I won’t repeat it, but she did say it, and having heard it, I couldn’t let it go. I bolted from my chair, crossed the room, and opened the door to the defiant tattooist. She was leaning on my doorpost, unruffled—save for her dreadlocks. They were always that way.


    “I’m sure this isn’t a social call,” I said.


    She thought a moment, then conceded, “No, I guess not.”


    “Then state your business.”


    She arched her eyebrows and asked, “Where’s Andi?”


    Andi Goldstein, my young assistant, still remained in my employ despite my exile from the world. Every other morning I would slip a grocery and errand list under the door. That evening, I would retrieve groceries, mail, laundry, whatever was on the list, from the front walk, and all without a word or disturbance. “At this precise time, I wouldn’t know.”


    Barnick waved some lists in my face, about a week’s worth. “And you haven’t seen her in a while, have you?”


    I took the lists from her. Had Andi missed that many days? I was getting low on milk and whole-grain bread; since most of the mail was junk I hadn’t fretted over that. The days all ran together. “No, I haven’t seen her.”


    Barnick searched the sky with wide, rolling eyes and asked, “So don’t that bother you?”


    “It most certainly does. I’ll have to have a word with her.”


    While the forsaken lists diverted my attention—yes, I’d listed dish soap and mouthwash and now, come to think of it, I’d run out—Barnick slipped past me and into my living room, waving her arms with agitation. “Man, what is up with you?”


    I stood aghast at the trespass, and had it been anyone else I suppose I would have taken action—which in itself surprised me. Of all people, I was extending grace toward Barnick? It couldn’t be for her coarse manners; perhaps it was for the reliability of her gift. “You have to ask? You’re the one who drew the picture. Remember? Cardinal Hartmann’s chair?”


    She remembered, all right. She was still carrying that drawing in her back pocket like unfinished business, and as she pulled it out and unfolded it, it still spoke the truth. She’d drawn a blue velvet armchair with peeling gold paint on the arms, but the main point of the drawing was that the chair was empty. She looked at it, then at me, and as I expected, she knew. “He was never there.”


    “Exactly.” I’d been over and over our hapless venture into the Vatican for our supposed meeting with my oldest and dearest friend, and every revisit brought the same pain, the same anger. We’d all been had. To offer my evidence, I went to my desk and brought back the note handed to me by Hartmann’s withered little assistant. “You’ve been wanting to see this.”


    She took it from my hand. Though she read silently, I could discern her reaction to each little phrase because I had it memorized: Dear Dr. McKinney: I regret that I cannot be present. You are to give the spear to my assistant. Many thanks to you and your team for a job well done. Cardinal Hartmann.


    She looked up at me, and I could see the dots connecting. “Hartmann didn’t write this.”


    “Cardinal Justus Hartmann was my mentor, my wisdom, the only man who stood by me during my personal Inquisition and the only man I ever fully trusted. I came to address him as Cardinal Justus, or Justus, he came to address me as James, and in any correspondence he ever sent me, he addressed me as James and signed it Justus.”


    “It’s a kiss-off!” she exclaimed. “Thanks, good-bye, don’t call us, we’ll call you.”


    “Which never could have happened with my old friend unless he were dead . . . and someone used my adoration for the man against me, against all of us.”


    “Oh man. Ohhh man . . .” I could see the downward spiral in her eyes, the falling of the dominoes as she sank into a chair at the table. “All that trouble we went to . . .” She evoked the sacredness of manure and looked to me for help.


    But what could I give her other than the truth? “We were talking to a holographic image projected from—where? The other universe we bought into? The skinny old assistant was from that other universe; you could tell by the shifting color of his eyes, the same as we saw with Helsa, the Girl.” Nausea took hold of me, and I sank into a chair, as well. “Which means the scroll went full circle. It was brought to us by the Girl, and of course it needed translating, as every mysterious scroll does, so haplessly, naïvely, we—that is, I—brought it to a phony Hartmann and his assistant, both from the same other universe, which means we brought it to the same people who sent it in the first place. It was a scam to rope us in. The Vatican was never expecting us. We were never invited to a real meeting with real people and had no real appointment scheduled. If I’d stopped all my blustering and listened to the receptionist, he would have been able to tell us there was no Cardinal Hartmann because Hartmann was no longer living. It’s all to my shame.”


    “So that’s why security bounced us out of there.”


    I could feel the bitterness in my soul; I could taste it in my mouth. “Because, without permission or appointment, we sneaked our way up to that meeting . . . guided entirely by young Daniel.”


    Yes, her turn of mood was expected. “Hey, now wait a minute.”


    “Daniel Petrovski, a lad with supernatural insight, who freely communicates with unseen people, be they angels or denizens of another universe . . . knew exactly where to take us—twice!—and yet, strangely enough, had no clue that the whole thing was a fraud, that we were being deceived.”


    “That is not fair!”


    “I’ve had time to think about it. Once you’ve taken the time—”


    “Daniel wouldn’t do that!”


    She was raising her voice. I determined not to raise mine, though I couldn’t help the steely tone. “Daniel was working for them.”


    She was getting too uncomfortable to remain seated. “I ain’t listening to this!”


    “The puppeteer operating that hologram already knew where the spear was: ‘The feast is in the kitchen.’ All these multi-universe charlatans needed was someone to do their dirty work. So they concocted a scroll to convince us we were a team, and now, thanks to us, they have the spear to do with as they will.”


    She glared at me, which, I suppose, was all she could do.


    I could feel the twisting of my viscera, the pain and chagrin as I made my confession. “I trusted. I believed. That was my fatal error. And that, Ms. Barnick, is ‘what’s up with me.’” I leaned back and stared at the wall. “At any rate, there, I’ve begun the process for you. With any honesty, you’ll come to the same findings as I did. We are not a team, we have no mission, and speaking for myself, whatever game these liars and impersonators are playing, I am out. Oh, and as for Daniel Petrovski, you might have a word with your young charge and find out what game he was playing. I will have a satisfactory explanation before I ever see his face again.”


    “So what about Andi?”


    “What about her?”


    “She’s in Florida.”


    My gaze shot back at her. “Florida?”


    “I got a call from her grandmother.”


    Barnick. Such a gift for irking me. “You knew this all along?”


    “That’s why I’m here. You won’t answer your phone, so she called me.”


    “Why didn’t you say so?”


    “Because I got the distinct impression that you didn’t give a rip, not about Andi, not about anybody.”


    I dodged that. “So now you’re going to tell me she’s seeing UFOs again? More dead birds and fish? Haven’t we already been through all that, and wasn’t it a waste of time like everything else?”


    “She’s had some kind of mental collapse. She’s in the hospital, confined in a behavioral health unit.”


    I stared at her.


    She held up two plane tickets. “And these came FedEx from Andi’s grandmother.”


    I had convinced myself that nothing mattered anymore—until now. “I’ll pack some things.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 
3


    Andi


    The “team” did not fly to Tampa, Florida. I flew to Tampa, Florida, and only because of Andi. Because of the plane tickets, Brenda took the same plane, and for financial reasons, we went in together on a rental car. We drove straight from the airport to the hospital, and Andi’s grandparents met us there, which was a good thing. The behavioral health unit was in a secure facility—I’ll use the word prison. Without the signed clearance Andi’s sabba and safta—alias Jacob and Sadie Goldstein—filed with Physician’s Assistant Matilda Fornby at the front desk, Fornby would not have opened the ponderous, automatic door that sealed the unit against the outside world—and vice versa.


    A Dr. Lawrence led us through the “Social Environment” in which residents could freely move about and mingle, and through another secure door into the “Special Care Environment” where residents, for their own safety, were confined in cell-like rooms. He led us to Room 4, unlocked the door, and brought us into the darkened room. It was sparsely, safely furnished: a bed arranged atop a solid box, no frame that might be disassembled and used for a tool or weapon; a padded chair bolted to the floor; a breakaway light fixture that could not support the weight of a human trying to hang herself. The shade was drawn over the window; the light was turned off. The occupant was mostly a silhouette until we came closer.


    I was unprepared. This couldn’t be Andi, the bright, fright-wigged prodigy we’d come to appreciate and whom I regarded as irreplaceable: the red-haired, razor-minded seer of numbers, patterns, probabilities, and calculations. This was, by all appearances, a quintessential lunatic, perched in a padded chair, dressed in a hospital jumpsuit, rocking incessantly. If she was aware of our presence she gave no indication. Wild-eyed, as if seeing visions, she was having an animated conversation with someone who wasn’t there. “Oh, Atafina, that is so, that is so. It is the self . . . the self that is not . . . nor should it be . . . for to be truly one is not to be at all.”


    I rested on my knee at her eye level. “Andi?” She didn’t notice me, didn’t stop her ramblings.


    “She’s become unresponsive to human interaction,” said Dr. Lawrence. “It’s like she isn’t in this world anymore.”


    Sadie said, “When she showed up at our door she acted lost, like she didn’t know where she was, but she still knew who we were. But that was a week ago, and now . . .”


    Jacob put a comforting arm around her. “She kept getting worse until she didn’t know who we were, and then she started wandering at night. We spent all our time looking for her. She’d walk for miles with no idea where she was.”


    “And she’d do it again if she could,” said the doctor. “We have to confine her for her own safety.”


    “Why the dark room?” Brenda asked.


    The doctor, learned man that he was, only shrugged. “She prefers it that way.”


    Andi’s face brightened as she looked and reached toward the ceiling. “The orbs! Oh, hello! How lovely to see you! Orb One, Orb Two . . . How do you do!”


    Brenda shot me a glance. Oh no, I thought. Are we to go there again?


    “Our saviors,” Andi cried in dopey ecstasy. “Lights, transcendent minds to show us the way!”


    “Looks like they’re back,” Brenda whispered to me.


    I held my peace though I could feel my face flushing. Our last trip to Florida was a bitter memory. We wasted hours, days, investigating smelly piles of dead birds and fish, and whatever the real cause of the mass die-offs, Andi, Brenda, and Tank—aided by Daniel, of course—were too distracted by madness and delusion for us to ever find it. Rather than a scientific explanation, they opted for strange lights in the sky, illusory alien beings, invisible evil. I discounted any notion of extraterrestrials and demons then, and I most certainly did not entertain such theories now. I even found it affirming that new claims of such things as “orbs” and global saviors were originating exactly where one should expect to find them: in the ravings of a lunatic.


    I sighed, hands over my face. Our lunatic. Our dear Andi. If not the beings or spirits or flying saucers Brenda was referring to, the old delusions had returned, and to a tragic degree. I questioned the doctor. “And what are you doing about this?”


    “The blood tests came out negative,” he said. “No hallucinogenic drugs as far as we could tell. But the MRI and brain scan did indicate an abnormal stimulation of the central nervous system. We’ll be doing some more tests to track that down.”


    “Why aren’t you doing them now?”


    “Professor—” Brenda cautioned.


    “What are you waiting for, another day’s rent for this jail cell?”


    An orderly knocked, then opened the door. Another visitor entered and I winced at the timing.


    Bjorn Christiansen. Out of place, unexpected, uninvited, perhaps the last person I wanted to see at a time like this. Enormous and muscular, he was a could-have-been football star who gave it up to be a part of our “team.” What a dreadful mistake that was.


    “Hi, team!” he said quietly. At least he knew he was in a hospital.


    “Hi, Cowboy,” said Brenda.


    If he calls us a team again . . . I thought, but said, “Hi, Tank.”


    He approached, his eyes on Andi and more dismayed with each step, until he sank onto the edge of the bed, plainly bewildered and saddened.


    “It must fill the earth,” said Andi, looking into space. “Fill and subdue it. The lord of the mind, the heart, the body . . .” She began to tap and scratch nervously on the arm of the chair, a weird, nervous tic.


    I looked at the doctor. He watched her hand. He brought up his clipboard and made a note of it.


    “Andi?” Tank said.


    Her eyes followed an invisible someone as if they had come in through the ceiling and stood by the window. She smiled at them.


    “Wow,” Tank said softly to the rest of us. “Kind of like Daniel does when that angel’s with him.”


    All right. I admit I’m not an agreeable person sometimes. Today, at this time, not at all. “Tank . . .” I tried to keep my voice down. “She is out of her mind. She has been inflicted with delusions for which we have neither cause nor remedy. Kindly update yourself before lapsing into such stupidity!”


    Brenda put her hand on Tank’s arm. “Things are kind of tense right now.”


    He seemed to understand.


    “Just what are you doing here, anyway?” I asked. “I don’t recall inviting you.”


    He nodded toward Brenda. She acknowledged her culpability by arching her eyebrows at me.


    I glared back at her; I did not welcome him.


    “I gotta be here,” Tank said. “We’re a team.”


    There it was, the flame to my fuse. I had to get out of there. I got up to leave. That meant leaving Andi. I paced back, glared at him.


    “Professor . . .” Brenda cautioned me, again.


    “A team? How did you ever get such a ludicrous impression?”


    His gaze went from me to Brenda and back again. “Well, all the stuff we’ve been through together, the note, the scroll—”


    “The scroll!”


    The doctor got into it. “Mr., uh . . .” He had to look at his clipboard.


    “McKinney.”


    “Mr. McKinney—”


    “Doctor to you . . . Doctor!”


    “Dr. McKinney, pipe down right now or you’re out of here.”


    I had to admire his spine. Well done.


    I piped down, if only for Andi. “Mr. Teammate—” I didn’t pinch his cheeks, but my tone did as much. “Since we’re to be a team, perhaps you can establish that by making yourself useful.” I paused for effect, then nodded toward Andi. “Heal her.”


    That threw him back a little. He looked at Andi—she was still talking a flurry of numbers, vague philosophy, and ridiculous fantasy names—and then he looked at me, still unbalanced by my forwardness.


    “Well?” I said. “Come on now, you think you’re so gifted. You healed her dog, heal her. She’s your teammate, isn’t she?”


    He nodded.


    “So?”


    He sighed, then closed his eyes as if praying.


    For a fleeting moment it occurred to me that Tank was over 250 pounds of pure muscle, that he’d broken bodies and limbs on the football field, that I might be pushing a dangerous threshold, and that if he did put me in my place with an arm, an ear, a finger elsewhere, I deserved it. But I was compelled, deeply soured by bitterness even as I knew I should be ashamed. “Is this part of the ritual, or are you stalling for time?”


    He didn’t tear my arm off or break me in half; he just looked at me with a gentleness I was glad for. “I was praying for you.”


    I refused to be impressed or softened. I simply nodded toward Andi. “And now her. If you please.”


    He gave another sigh, and extended his hand toward her.


    Her reaction jolted all of us. One touch, and she recoiled. Leaping from her chair, her arms tightly about her, babbling in a high octave. “NO! No, not your kind, not ever, not ever! Stay away!”


    Now this hurt him. He extended his hands pleadingly. “Andi . . .”


    She locked eyes with him—the first time she’d met eyes with anyone—and just kept screaming, her back against the wall.


    “Okay,” said Dr. Lawrence, “everybody out.” He began to wave us out with his clipboard as he shouted to the orderly in the hall, “Roberto, we need the restraints.”


    We backed away from her, at a loss, me especially. Andi just wasn’t there. We hadn’t reached her; she didn’t know us.


    “Come on,” said the doctor. “Out.”


    Suddenly, inexplicably, Andi calmed and fell silent. Her face relaxed as she looked toward the doorway. We turned, and there in the doorway was—now where had I seen him before? Here in Florida for certain. Oh, yes! The marine biologist at the big aquarium that had the dolphin show. We’d asked him about any findings, any explanations for the dead birds and fish, and as I recalled, he never came up with a sound explanation for anything.


    The name came to me. “Dr. . . . Mathis, is it?”


    He smiled. “Yes. And you’re Dr. McKinney! And . . . Brenda, is it? Oh, and Tank! I remember you!”


    And then his gaze went to the pitiful creature Roberto and another orderly were strapping into her bed. As Andi seemed to look his way, he was at a loss. “What on earth . . .”


    Dr. Lawrence observed, “She seems to know you.”


    Mathis looked into Andi’s eyes and she looked back, calmly letting the orderlies bind her. “I do remember her,” he said. “She and her friends were investigating the mass bird and fish die-offs we had a while ago.”


    Andi lay back on her pillow and resumed her conversation with orbs and entities, peaceful and happy, though I did note that she was tapping and scratching with her fingers again, soundlessly upon the sheets.


    Now we were all standing around her bed like spectators. If only to break the spell and spare her dignity, I cleared my throat and asked Mathis, “So, what brings you here?”


    “I just dropped by to say hello to some of the staff. When I saw Andi’s name on the patient roster I thought it sounded familiar.”


    “Well, thank you for dropping by. We were just on our way out.” I flashed a glance at the doctor, who nodded.


    “Listen, if there’s anything I can do, just let me know,” said Mathis.


    I couldn’t imagine what he could do, but I thanked him.


    With Andi at peace for whatever reason, we left, signing ourselves out at the front desk and thanking P.A. Fornby for accommodating us.


    “So may I confirm, please,” I ventured, “that we are on the list of authorized visitors now? May we visit again, say this evening, without having to repeat the paperwork?”


    “Well, let’s just make sure,” she said, gently shooing a large calico cat off the list so she could check. “Yes, just show some ID to the attendant on duty and you’ll have no problem.”


    I looked with gratitude at Jacob and Sadie, and we went on our way.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
4


    Divided


    Regrouping, depressurizing in the beachfront home of Andi’s grandparents, Brenda, Tank, and I rested with Jacob and Sadie in their living room, trying to enjoy the coffees Sadie had brewed for us. There were short conversations, mostly dealing with how we wanted our coffee, but between those, periods of somber silence as we withdrew into our thoughts and coffee cups. We were bleeding for Andi.


    Jacob, sitting in his favorite chair, finally eyed us over his mug. “So here you are again, like it or not.”


    “To be clear,” I said, swirling the cafè mocha remaining in my cup, “I am here for Andi. I have no interests beyond that.”


    “Then you’re not gonna help her,” said Brenda, looking toward the ocean.


    I had no desire for another heated exchange, but if it had to be, it had to be. “Assuming, of course, that only your perspective is viable.”


    Finally she looked at me. “I’m just seein’ what’s there, and I’m sayin’, if you don’t want to see what’s there you ain’t gonna get very far helpin’ Andi or helpin’ anybody.”


    “As if we got anywhere last time?”


    She half raised her hands, a sort of surrender. “Hey, I’ll take my blame, but Jacob’s right and now you’ve said it yourself: We’re here again because last time we didn’t finish what we came for.”


    I had to regroup a moment. “Where, oh where, does this come from, this sense of mission, this whole idea that this has something to do with the fate of the world and we are the chosen ones—”


    “We’re a team,” Tank said—again. “Don’t you get it?”


    He’d already lit my fuse, and since we were not in the hospital I raised my voice as much as I pleased. “No, young man, you are the one who doesn’t get it! In order to get it, you have to be rational, you have to be logical.”


    He’d been wounded ever since Andi’s screaming rejection of his healing hand, and now I could see his forbearance was wearing thin. “I am logical. I can think. I can see what’s right in front of me!”


    “Okay, guys . . .” Brenda cautioned.


    I mimed a wide-eyed look of wonder. “Ohhh. Logical. Yes. So you see sense and logic in five people who couldn’t be more mismatched being a ‘team,’ and based on what? Feelings? Hapless adventures and missteps? Oh, excuse me, I forgot: we received a note from an unnamed, unknown child on a bicycle for no particular reason, signed by none other than ‘Ezekiel.’ Well, of course it would be rational to believe that! Not to mention the high point of discovery, a scroll delivered by . . . what? Beings from another universe?”


    “But you said there could be alternate universes.”


    “But does an alternate universe guarantee inhabitants that are benevolent and trustworthy?”


    I gave him time to think, and he finally answered, “No. But your friend, Cardinal Hartmann, he called us a team and he translated that scroll, and the scroll said we were chosen to be a team.”


    Brenda hid her face as she muttered, “Oh, lord, here we go.”


    I’d been dying to spring the question. “But who wrote that scroll, Tank? Seeing as you’re so logical, have you ever wondered about that?”


    “Sure. I guess.”


    “So? Who, Tank? Who took pen in hand and wrote that scroll? Do you have a name?”


    I could tell he hadn’t thought that much about it.


    “Then, if you don’t know who wrote it, how do you know that person knew us, or even knew of us?”


    “But Littlefoot brought it.”


    I nodded as if to a three-year-old. “Ah, yes, little Helsa. And who was the meticulous planner who sent her into a strange universe all alone to walk barefoot in the snow and be frightened by strangers and attacked by a wild beast? Do you have a name?”


    “No.”


    “Ohhh. Well then, maybe you can tell me why a scroll, supposedly a message for us, was not written in a language any of us can speak or read? Maybe you can tell me why the same beings who concocted that scroll created a phony hologram of my dearest, oldest friend and pretended to translate a scroll they wrote in the first place? Maybe you can tell me why we should think we are a team just because a pack of liars and deceivers from another universe say so.”


    I’d lost him. “What? What are you talking about?”


    I prodded Brenda. “Explain it to him, will you?” I was tired of going through it, and I wanted to test where she was on the matter.


    She recounted the whole Vatican and Spear of Destiny mess quite well, except for . . .


    “You left out the part about Daniel,” I said.


    She gave me a chilled look. “I ain’t passin’ that on ’cause I don’t believe it.”


    I acquiesced. “We’ll leave it there.”


    “What?” Tank asked.


    “Suffice it to say, Daniel will not be participating in . . . whatever this is. I wasn’t even planning on your participation, but here you are.”


    “Yeah, here I am.” He was offended, of course, but brooded about the whole thing while we waited. Finally, he said, “So if these guys from the other universe brought us all together to fool us, doesn’t that still lump us together? Why didn’t they try to fool somebody else, or just you, or just Brenda? Why did they set this whole thing up for us five? We must fit together somehow.”


    Hmm. He could be logical.


    “Like our being together here again,” said Brenda, “just like Jacob said. I don’t know why we keep fallin’ into things together. Seems like last time, we were somethin’ like a team, at least then, and maybe we could have done somethin’, maybe we were supposed to do somethin’, but we didn’t. Me, I just left it here, just gave up and went home.” She looked toward the ocean, heavy with sorrow. “Well it’s payday now. We didn’t go after it and now it’s coming after us, and that’s what I’m sayin’. Whatever’s doin’ this, it’s still out there . . . and now it’s got Andi, and if you don’t get that, you’re nowhere near helping her.”


    “A madness has her,” I objected. “Not spirits, not extraterrestrials, not—”


    “So where’d that come from?” Tank asked.


    “That’s what I’m here to find out, and in rational terms.”


    Brenda rose from her chair, still looking out the front windows. “Abby knows.”


    The others rose to look, and only then did I. Abby, the chocolate lab, was up to her old behavior, sitting by the sliding glass door with eyes and ears fixed on the ocean, listening, watching, whining as if something evil was out there. As if. That was the thing to remember—if only I could convince the others. “If I may,” I said, talking to their backs as they gawked out the windows. “This is the same behavior, the same prelude to the madness that deceived us last time.”


    “If only she could talk,” said Sadie as if I’d said nothing.


    “If only Daniel were here,” said Tank.


    “Oh, please!” I said, and I had to be firm. “Let us not go down that sorry path again!”


    Jacob spoke up. “That path may be the only one you have.”


    “This is where we left off,” said Brenda.


    “And we need to finish it this time!” said Tank.


    Now they were all facing me with one accord, leaving me the only sane person in the room. I could see all was lost. I felt I was speaking to the tides, trying to hold them back. “Then do as you wish. Be a team, wallow in fanciful theories.” I grabbed up my coat. “I’m going to go see Andi—alone!”


    Perhaps Tank was using his scrimmaging skills. I had only taken a few steps when there he was, right in front of me. “What are you so mad at?”


    I was astounded at the man’s density. “You haven’t been listening all this time?”


    “That’s not what I’m talking about,” he said, his finger in my face. “I mean, what are you mad at really?”


    That crossed the line. It invaded. It dug deep. “I do not share these things with people I don’t trust!”


    I maneuvered around him and went out the door.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
5


    Orbs


    The hospital room was illumined by a single night-light. I reached for the window curtain and pulled it open only an inch. Andi, free of her restraints and sitting up in her bed, showed alarm until she saw it was dark outside, then calmed and gave no protest as I pulled the curtains the rest of the way open. She was immediately fascinated with the city lights outside. She rose from the bed, went to the window, and spoke with them as they apparently spoke with her. The stoplight at a nearby intersection, winking from green to yellow to red and back again, amused her the most, as if the lights were playfully teasing her.


    I sat in the padded chair and observed, trying to gather pieces of the puzzle. Lights. Though ambient light, such as daylight or a lit room, seemed to bother her, she was fascinated by isolated points of light. Though morose and muttery that afternoon, she was rather animated now with so many friends outside the window.


    So I could guess there was something here, a pattern, a larger fact we could only see in scattered pieces, and certainly not all of those, not yet.


    And certainly not with my perceptions skewed by anger and stubbornness I was too obstinate to admit. Sitting here in the semi-dark, away from contentious conversation, I could admit it now, at least to myself.


    What was I so mad at? Tank wanted to know.


    It is said that anger derives from pain that derives from love, and I can testify to that. Not that I would. My pain I didn’t talk about. But it raised a fair question: did this pain keep me from thinking clearly? Could the explorations of my . . . non-teammates . . . actually have some tiny corner of validity I would be wise to consider?


    Lights. Orbs. Was there a connection I was refusing to see? Could there be—


    Oh. Now what was this?


    Andi had stopped conversing and was now . . . well, singing, it turned out. At first it sounded more like she was sleep-talking, but then an actual melody and words came together: “ . . . rise to sing her praise . . . lessons learned within these walls will guide us all our days . . .”


    My first thought was dementia. She was regressing back to her high school days, singing the dated and corny strains of an alma mater. I was about to ask her about it when—


    Thump! Thump! Someone knocked on the door. The door opened a crack and Roberto the orderly stuck his head in.


    “I believe she’s singing her alma mater,” I tried to explain.


    Apparently that wasn’t what had drawn his concern. He beckoned with his finger. I went to the door.


    Before I got there I could hear a familiar canine panting in the hall, and as I slipped through the door I came face to face with Brenda, Tank, and, on a leash, Abby the chocolate lab. Brenda and Tank were cringing a bit, rightly expecting a burst of anger and indignation from me.


    “We wanted to try something,” said Tank, calming Abby by stroking her ears.


    “It’s just a guess—a, a hypothesis,” said Brenda. “It would show us if there’s any connection between whatever Abby’s seeing and whatever’s got Andi.”


    I countered. “Based on two premises: one, that Abby is indeed seeing something, and two, that Andi is ‘gotten’ by something.”


    Brenda gave a little shrug. “Hey, even if we’re all wrong on this, she loves this dog and the dog loves her. You never know, Abby might do her some good.”


    Perhaps I was just tired of being angry; perhaps it was the superseding fact that they cared for Andi at least as much as I did. Also, they were willing explorers, risk-takers, which could only be admired. With a sigh, I opened the door and called inside, “Andi, there’s someone here to see you.”


    Brenda and Tank, smiling and affirmed, led Abby through the door. “Hey,” Brenda said sweetly, “look who’s here!”


    We could not have anticipated what happened. Clearly the hospital staff thought as we did: these were two devoted friends. Surely there would be recognition, a heart-to-heart connection, a healing.


    That was not the case.


    The way Andi’s face contorted in horror, the way she cowered and backed into a corner, one would think a predacious, drooling lion had entered the room.


    The way Abby bristled, bared her teeth, and tried to lunge, one would think Andi were an evil prowler to be mauled.


    Abby’s bark was more a roar—fierce, vicious, guttural—and it took both Brenda, on the leash, and Tank, on Abby’s harness, to hold her back. Andi’s scream was shriller than when she had screamed at Tank. She leapt up on the bed for refuge, her arms raised in front of her. By now Roberto the orderly was coming through the door, other patients were crying out, a red light was flashing, and an alarm was sounding.


    Brenda and Tank got Abby out of the room and down the hall, fighting and tugging all the way until Abby’s fierce commotion was shut out by the closing of the big security door.


    “It’s all right, everyone,” said the head nurse, hurrying up and down the hall. “It’s okay.”


    The alarm quit, the red light shut off. Fine with me; they only made things more frightening.


    The orderly and I went to either side of Andi’s bed to comfort her and ease her down. Despite having made such a commotion, she calmed rather quickly and we were able to place her in the chair. Another orderly brought restraints, but Roberto turned him away. Andi wouldn’t need them. Within a few minutes of quiet in the darkened room, Andi went back to singing her alma mater, and Roberto, with other patients to see to, left us alone.


    “Honor Ponce de Leon,” Andi sang. “Rise to sing her praise; Lessons learned within these walls will guide us all our days . . .”


    Ponce de Leon? What a dreadful name for a high school.


    “The spirit of discovery shall make us brave and bold; And we will harken back each day to Leon’s green and gold.”


    She was quiet, safe, and happy. Let her sing.


    I rested on my haunches in the corner below the window, letting my nerves settle down and weighing the fact that Brenda and Tank’s experiment, though producing near disastrous results, did produce results. Nevermind what “it” might be, Abby the dog was reacting to something, both on the beach and here in Andi’s room. Considering that part of Abby’s past experience with “it” involved her disappearing, then being found dead and eyeless in the waves, it was safe to assume she would lash out at the same menace should she encounter it again.


    But this time . . . in Andi? The same Andi who’d held her stiffened corpse on the ocean sand, wailing and mourning over her until Tank . . . well, revived her? The thought was positively dreadful, but reasonable.


    Andi had stopped singing. I looked up. She seemed enraptured by something, and—


    Tap tap tap tap. Scratch. She was tapping on the arm of the chair again. This time, looking for meaning in anything, I paid attention. Her finger moved again, the fingernail making little scratches, four of them, followed by a single, staccato tap. Next, five scratches. Then, four more staccato taps followed by one scratch.


    Good lord. A pattern? Well, this was Andi. It would be just like her.


    I groped in my jacket pocket for a pen, had no paper, used the corner of the bed sheet.


    Scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch, tap.


    Scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch, scratch.


    Tap tap tap tap scratch.


    I marked it down. I’d pay for the sheet if the hospital objected.


    Four scratches and a tap.


    Five scratches.


    “Andi,” I whispered, “Are you doing this, I mean, are you aware of this?”


    She only tapped again, this time, four taps and a scratch; four scratches and a tap. Five scratches.


    I wrote it on the bed sheets again. A pattern indeed!


    “Andi! Andi, is this you?”


    A golden light washed over her face. A passing vehicle? I looked out the window—


    My gasp was involuntary. I froze right there, eyes locked on the phenomenon on the other side of the glass.


    Two—I’ll use the word—orbs. Round glowing objects about the size of a soccer ball, hovering by no visible means just outside the window.


    Only my eyes moved—they, and my hands that were trembling. I blinked. I studied. I looked away and looked back again. I dared to turn my head and look at Andi—she was looking at them, still enraptured as if seeing angels. I looked again, and they were still there, hovering without a sound, wavering just a little as if stirred by a breeze. They were a metallic gold, glowing, and each had what appeared to be a camera lens glowing deep blue and—I will confess the sensation—watching us as if aware, as if they knew us.


    Four taps and a scratch. Four scratches and a tap. Five scratches. Now Andi was tapping and scratching rapidly; I would even say frantically. I followed along, reading my penned record on the bed sheets. The same, every time.


    The orbs stirred this way and that, rotating to keep their blue lenses focused on us. They could have been a pair of eyes. Maybe they were. At last, perhaps out of impatience, definitely out of curiosity, I faced them directly, defiantly.


    They rushed away like little UFOs, vanishing amid the lights of the city.


    Andi whimpered, a weak little sound.


    I dropped to my knee, eye to eye with her. “Andi. Is that you? Are you in there?”


    For a fleeting moment I saw Andi, the real Andi, in her face. She was frightened, pleading. Her chin dropped ever so slightly, rose, then dropped again.


    From somewhere inside, she was saying Yes.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
6


    The Nephew


    My mind churned and circled and processed repeatedly through the night. These orbs were popularly known as ethereal, nonmaterial globes of light, but what I saw through Andi’s window was definitely mechanical. Had someone constructed a real machine to mimic a myth? What an ideal piece of trickery that would be. Morning couldn’t come quickly enough.


    After a hurried breakfast, Brenda, Tank, and I ventured onto the beach, turned right, and headed for the home of the nearest neighbor, no more than fifty yards away.


    “You sure the nephew’s even gonna be awake this early?” Brenda asked.


    “I assure you, he will be,” I said, my nose resolutely pointed that direction. “We will see to that.”


    The “nephew” was the unnamed sluggard and drunkard Andi and I had interviewed the time we were here seeking answers to the fish and bird die-offs. His aunt Edna, the lady of the house, hadn’t seen anything strange other than the dead fish and birds, but her nephew claimed to have seen “orbs,” even to be closely scrutinized by one. At that time, I saw no need for such outlandish testimony; this morning I was chastised and awakened—and humbled, I might add, as I shared the previous night’s experience with Brenda and Tank over breakfast. We are not born omniscient, I told them, and we would be ill-advised to close our minds to new knowledge. Consequently, though I intended to accept their viewpoint only in increments as called for, the presence of these infernal contraptions and their obvious interest in Andi’s condition meant I would, with no ifs, ands, or buts, hear what this nephew had experienced.


    It was 8:30 a.m. when I knocked on the door on the beach side of the house, the same door where Aunt Edna and her nephew met with Andi and me the last time.


    Aunt Edna looked about the same, like an old but stately vessel cruising lazily through life. At the sight of Brenda and Tank she looked puzzled. When she recognized me, she started shaking. “Can I help you?”


    “Pardon, ma’am,” I said. “I take it you remember me?”


    “Where’s the red-haired girl?”


    “That’s what we came to see you about—or your nephew, if you please. Andi—the red-haired girl—is in the hospital with a strange ailment, and we thought your nephew might have some kind of information that could help her.”


    “What kind of ailment?”


    Brenda, Tank, and I looked at each other. Since this was my big idea, the question fell to me. “Some kind of . . . psychosis . . . possibly having to do with all those other things that were going on.”


    “What things?”


    “Uh . . . dead fish and birds?”


    “Uh-huh.”


    “And, uh . . . well, your nephew described certain . . . orbs of light, an unusual phenomenon we’ve—”


    Her answer was abrupt. “We wouldn’t know anything about that.”


    “Well, may we talk with your nephew?”


    “I haven’t seen him.”


    “But he does live here, does he not?”


    “I think you need to go away.”


    “Tell us where he is!”


    “I said go away!”


    Abruptly, Tank stepped in front of me and said, “Ma’am . . . uh, it’s Aunt Edna, isn’t it?” His gentler, drawling manner seemed to ease her a bit. I backed away and let Tank have the conversation.


    “My name’s Bjorn—my friends call me Tank; guess that’s ’cause I’m so big—and this here is Brenda. She’s a . . . creative artist. And this man here is, uh . . .” He looked at me as if getting permission. “James. He’s a professor. And Aunt Edna, if you don’t mind my saying, you look like something’s wrong, like you need some help. Is there something we can do?”


    She looked him up and down and asked, “How are you at breaking down doors?”


    [image: divider]


    We stood outside the nephew’s bedroom door. It was locked, just as Aunt Edna had told us.


    “I don’t pay that much attention to his coming and going,” she told us, “and anything he does, well, it doesn’t surprise me much. But when he started talking strange and acting like I wasn’t even there, I started to worry.”


    “How do you mean, talking strange?” Tank asked.


    “Oh . . . just talking goofy things that didn’t make any sense, and talking to people who weren’t there. Talking to his flying saucers or whatever they are.”


    Bingo. Tank, Brenda, and I looked at each other.


    “And three days ago I heard him come home late at night like he usually does, and go into his room, only this time he locked the door and wouldn’t come out. I could hear him through the door, talking away, singing songs, just blabbering over and over about the same things, and I called to him but he never did answer me.” Then she added, staring at the door, “And then he got quiet, and I haven’t heard a sound out of him for two days.”


    I knew what we had to do. “Aunt Edna, did you mean what you said about breaking down the door?”


    She looked at all of us and then at the door. “I’d sure feel better knowing.”


    I nodded to Tank and advised her, “Better stand back.”


    Tank checked the door first, then decided to use his foot. It only took one violent kick.


    “Whoa!” I shouted, arms extended to block the opening before anyone could set foot inside.


    We all held back, huddling around the doorway, looking into the room. We just didn’t know what to make of it.


    The nephew wasn’t there. The room was, in a sense, as we expected, messy and cluttered. The single bed, unmade as far as we could tell, was up against the far wall. The shape of an old guitar leaned in the corner. What were probably clothes were tossed about the floor. There was a bowl-shaped object, probably a dog’s dish, on the floor and what appeared to be a dog’s leash hanging on a nail. There were posters on the walls, but posters of what, we couldn’t tell.


    What held us back, at a loss, had no ready explanation; it fit into no familiar category. Having no idea what it was, we feared it.


    The room was coated, covered, with a strange dust the color of dead leaves. The stuff lay like brown snow in soft, thick heaps on the floor, obscuring every object that lay beneath it. It lay an inch thick—in places two inches—upon every horizontal surface—the bed, the dresser, the cluttered desk. It clung like mold to the walls. It was as if the room had been bombed with a large sack of autumn brown flour.


    Bombed? Not a bad choice of word, for on further observation we could tell the material lay within a definite radius, having originated from a center like ash from a volcano.


    And at the center, which we surmised to be on the bed, was a pair of cargo shorts, the same shorts the nephew had been wearing when he last spoke with Andi and me.


    Aunt Edna began to wail, losing control to the point that, for her safety and ours, Tank gently removed her to the living room.


    Brenda pointed, and we both noted the footprints of pets in the thick dust. Some cats, we decided, plus a large dog. The animals had moved about the room in a desultory manner, but eventually made their way to the rear window, open just wide enough for them to escape.


    We closed the door and backed away.
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    Aunt Edna was trembling and plainly fearful to speak of anything. She had no idea what had happened, could not explain the brown dust, had not seen anything unusual before this. Yes, the nephew had pets, two dogs and three cats, but that’s all she knew. Had she seen orbs such as her nephew described? “No!” she screamed, looking out the windows as if they might be out there.


    I borrowed a small food storage container from a cupboard, went to the bedroom, and, using a spoon, carefully took a sample of the dust, sealing the plastic lid with a snap. I closed the door.


    Aunt Edna had retreated, sealed herself away in a corner of the couch, and said nothing further except, “Please go away. Don’t ask me any more questions.”


    She needed time. With the sample in my hands, I told her, “We’re going to find out what this stuff is, and then we’ll come back to check on you. Until then, please do not go anywhere near that room.”


    After we left, I started to shake, but I just kept walking.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
7


    A Fungus


    Dr. Mathis peered through the eyepiece of his microscope, clearly fascinated. “It’s a fungus of some sort. It’s dead, and that’s why it’s turned brown. I see . . . yes, over here there’s still an edge of green, probably its color while living.”


    He let each of us take a look. Through the microscope we saw myriads of brown, roundish clumps covered with hairlike bristles. They looked formidable, as if they could cling to you like a burr and poison you like an urchin, yet they were incredibly minuscule; thousands could fit in a thimble.


    “This could explain the madness,” Mathis mused aloud. “Andi’s MRI and brain scan indicated some kind of chemical imbalance such as we see in a person under the influence of cocaine, methamphetamine, or hallucinogens. Certain fungi have the same effect. You’ve no doubt heard of the ‘magic mushrooms’ that were popular in the sixties for their psychedelic effects?”


    Why was he looking at me? “So, uh, how did this hallucinogen escape detection?”


    He peered once again through the microscope. “I suppose they could be detected if the lab folks knew what they were looking for. But the hallucinogens piggyback on top of hormones such as estrogen and testosterone where they can’t be readily detected, then smuggle their payload to the neuro-receivers.” He looked up to make sure we were still following him. “It’s just like plugging a thumb drive into your computer. Once these things are plugged in, they can trigger all manner of hallucinations. Some Native Americans used fungi they found in caves to induce altered states of consciousness as part of their religious rituals. Drugs of this kind have always been a part of the . . . what would you call it? . . . higher consciousness movement—Eastern mysticism, contacting spirit guides, ascended masters . . .”


    “Extraterrestrials?” I asked.


    “Oh, certainly.”


    With that I met the eyes of Brenda and Tank.


    “So where did this stuff come from?” Brenda asked.


    “And how did it get into the nephew’s room?” said Tank.


    “And what killed it?” I added. “That’s what we have to know.”


    Dr. Mathis held up a hand. “Whoa, whoa, easy. Um, light could have killed it. The daylight coming through the window. Some fungi can only survive in the dark.”


    That struck us all. “Andi’s afraid of light!” Tank recalled, as we all did.


    “But . . . wait,” I said. “That would mean this fungus is somehow conveying its ‘fears’—I’m personifying, of course—to its host. It is transmitting its vulnerabilities, so the host avoids those things.”


    “Maybe it can think,” said Tank.


    I waved that off. Too far out for me. “Tank, your question haunts me . . . and I really do not want to go there.” Even so, I fielded the question again, wondering if anyone had arrived where I had. “How did the fungus get into the nephew’s room?”


    Brenda cursed under her breath. She’d figured it out.


    A cloud descended over Mathis’s face. He’d figured it out, too.


    Tank waited to hear the answer.


    Brenda provided it. “It was in the nephew.”


    Dare I speak it? “The nephew went into the room, but he didn’t come out.”


    Tank went for the bright side. “He could have gone out the window with the dog and cats.”


    “There were no footprints to show that.”


    Brenda wagged her head. “I don’t wanna go there, either.”


    “What?” Tank asked.


    “The nephew could still be in the room,” I said, my guts twisting as I recalled the image of those cargo shorts lying at the center of a powdery explosion. “Or . . . what is left of him.”


    Tank’s jaw sagged and his eyes widened. Now he was with us. “Well . . . m-maybe he did go out the window. He had to have gone out the window.”


    “Oh, wait a minute!” said Dr. Mathis. “As to the source of the fungus. There could be a connection—” We waited. He finally shared, “One of our field biologists encountered a virulent fungus in an aquatic preserve not far from here. We were losing dolphins and manatees and trying to figure out why, and that fungus could be the cause.”


    “And the fish and birds, too?” Brenda asked.


    Mathis nodded. “If we can retrace the source, we might find out what we’re dealing with. I can take you there. We can look around.”


    I exchanged an affirmative look with the others. “It’s a plan.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 
8


    The Aquatic Preserve


    Having set Brenda and Tank on a different task, I rode with Mathis as he drove south along the coast, beyond the beachfront houses, hotels, and marinas, to an aquatic preserve where the encroachment of man had been held back and wildlife could at least make a go of it. It was a lovely spot where the fresh waters of the Florida interior eventually found their way to the sea and the waters mingled; where varieties of sea grass provided habitat and food for fish, crustaceans, and manatees; where long-legged cranes waded in the shallows and pelicans soared with graceful precision.


    Mathis pulled to a stop at the end of an unimproved road and opened the trunk of the car, pulling out two pairs of waders. Well! Being quite the fly fisherman, a lover of rivers, waters, and nature, I slipped into mine with ease and some eagerness. In no time, we were hip-deep in the blue water, easing our way along the edge of mangroves, bumping into sparkling, darting fish, and looking for anything peculiar—which seemed to be in short supply.


    “It seems an infestation of green fungus would be rather visible,” I said, looking about and seeing only blue water and healthy plant life.


    “Well, this is where our field man encountered it, although you’re right, I don’t see anything out of the ordinary.”


    “Pleasant, though. A man could spend days here just—”


    I stopped talking when Mathis raised a hand, then pointed toward the middle of the bay. Well! I’d come to look for fungus, seen only the beauty of nature, and now, here was another sight worth the drive: a dolphin, arcing through the water, spouting and shining in the sun. I’d never seen one in the wild and, frankly, I was mesmerized.


    “They don’t usually come in this close,” Mathis said, as excited as I was. He splashed as we watched, and lo and behold, the dolphin changed course and circled back toward us.


    “What! Is he . . . ?”


    “He could be used to humans. It happens.”


    Of course, I’d seen dolphins perform in aquarium shows, but this was the real thing. I remained still, not wanting to alarm the creature, as Mathis gently splashed, coaxing the dolphin to come and say hello.


    And it did come in close, so close I felt a little timid. Just what was one to do when face-to-flank with a sizable sea creature? Did they bite? Were they skittish?


    The dolphin floated within reach, resting placidly in the water.


    “Yes,” said Mathis. “Definitely habituated to humans. It’s too bad we don’t have a treat we can give it.”


    “Amazing!” I whispered, awed and relishing the moment.


    But then again . . .


    While silvery gray as a dolphin should be, there was an odd greenish sheen on the hide. I leaned, studying, trying to verify.


    The dolphin rolled lazily on its side like a dog.


    Mathis chuckled. “Look at that! He’s gotten used to getting belly rubs.”


    “Really?”


    He gestured. “Go ahead.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Move slowly. See what happens.”


    I took a step closer, extended my hand . . .


    I froze, as did time. I looked again to be sure.


    The dolphin had no eyes, only empty sockets exuding a green pollutant into the water.


    With heart-stopping abruptness, the bark of a dog made me jump and shattered the moment. The dolphin vanished in a thunderous splash that doused me. The dog kept barking, fiercely, protectively.


    And pieces came together in that moment. The dog happened to be Abby, on a leash, expected, and brought to the aquatic preserve by Brenda and Tank. I turned to observe, and there she was, running along the bank, pulling Tank after her, barking furiously at the departing dolphin.


    A sideways look at Mathis revealed a man taken aback and alarmed.


    “What is this?” he asked.


    “They got here late,” I replied, not telling him that was our whole intention. “Whatever we’re dealing with, it seems Abby has a sense about it. It might be a scent, it might be raw intuition, we don’t know, but I thought it could be helpful today—and it seems that’s the case.”


    “But she scared the dolphin!”


    I nodded. “Indeed she did.”


    The dolphin now gone, Abby was willing to submit to Tank’s leading—but then she went into bark and attack mode at the sight of Mathis! Now both Brenda and Tank worked to contain her, but I could see they would never get her back into the car without risk.


    “I’m so very sorry,” I told Mathis. “This is not a good situation. Perhaps if you could work your way back to your car and leave, we can get that dog contained.”


    Mathis wasn’t about to argue. “I’ll do that.”


    He clambered out of the water, pushed his way through the grass and mangrove, and a moment later, I heard his car start and drive away.


    Abby watched him go, and then calmed down, loved and petted by Tank and Brenda. I climbed up the bank, slipped out of the waders, and joined them.


    “Well done,” I said, still shaken.


    “Sorry . . . I think,” said Tank, kneeling by Abby. The dog was panting and smiling, but still edgy.


    “On the contrary, you have carried out a successful experiment, and also may have saved my life.” The fact unnerved me even as I shared it. “That dolphin had no eyes, and it was oozing green.”


    I could see shock hit them, followed by new realizations.


    “Just like Abby!” Brenda exclaimed.


    “No wonder she was so upset,” said Tank. “She’s been there. She lost her eyes, lost her life.”


    “Whatever gunk got into that dolphin got into her, too,” said Brenda, who immediately cursed as the next connection hit. “But . . . she barked at Mathis . . . and she barked at Andi!”


    “Sensing the same thing in all three,” I said as I sat on the grass, weakened, trying to sort it out.


    “And she’s sensing the same thing at Jacob and Sadie’s house,” said Tank. “Sitting there looking out at the ocean, right? Just like that time she ran into the surf chasing after something.”


    “And came back dead with her eyes gone,” Brenda added, “just like the dolphin.”


    “Which puts us right on the edge of accepting UFOs,” I said, my cynicism unhidden. “Didn’t a huge glowing sphere in the sky fit into the narrative? Let’s be cautious here.”


    They both raised their eyebrows at me. Maybe Tank learned it from Brenda.


    “But you are witnesses: I accept that Abby has a canine gift of some kind, and I’ve reached the point of trusting it.”


    “Wow,” said Brenda. “Trust.”


    I avoided that rabbit trail. “And given that, whatever Abby is telling us does not bode well, and the whole situation is getting bigger, wider in scope than we first thought. We’ve seen this eyeless death thing before.”


    “All those dead fish and birds,” said Brenda.


    “Those tough guys back in Italy,” said Tank.


    “The birds that rained on us while we were in that taxi.”


    “And on and on it goes,” I said, even as Brenda’s comment about trust persisted in my mind. Where would I be now if Brenda and Tank hadn’t joined in the plan and brought Abby when they did? Where would I be if I had to sort this whole thing out and save Andi alone? If there was a point, a plan, an overarching scheme behind what faced us now, could that same scheme have been behind all those past places and cockeyed adventures?


    “What?” Brenda asked.


    I wasn’t ready to concede what now hammered at my mind. “Oh, nothing.”


    “So what’s next?” Tank asked, clearly assuming that we would be doing whatever it was together and, of all things, turning to me for leadership. Some things were just unavoidable.


    “Aunt Edna.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 
9


    Aunt Edna


    Aunt Edna had much to deal with and, consequently, was inconsolable. The upside was she was talkative, especially as we recounted Andi’s condition, our own encounters with glowing spheres and orbs, what happened to Abby, and the strange almost-encounter with the dolphin. “Oh my, oh my, oh my! It’s the end. We’re being invaded! It’s aliens from outer space!”


    To the facts, I thought. “You said your nephew had pets: three cats, two dogs.”


    “A yellow lab, a chocolate lab, a white cat, a black cat, a mangy cat . . .”


    “Any idea where those pets are?”


    “No, and that’s the truth,” she said. “But the yellow lab, Boris . . .” She hesitated.


    “You can tell us,” Tank urged.


    “Boris got snatched by the UFO, just like your Abby. But he came back alive. His eyes were gone, but he was still alive, like that dolphin! He came home and ran right into my nephew’s room as if he could see where he was going, and after that . . . that’s when my nephew started acting crazy.”


    “And Boris?”


    “Disappeared. Except . . .”


    “Go on.”


    She nodded toward her nephew’s room. “Right after Boris came home, the aliens started snooping around the house, shining their blue lights in the windows and scaring us, and then . . . that brown powder. My nephew had it on his shoes; he was tracking it around the house. There was brown powder, but no Boris. And then my nephew got crazy.”


    “The, uh, aliens . . .” I approached the topic gingerly. “Do you mean orbs? Spheres of light?”


    She nodded, trembling with fear. “They were watching us, watching him, and then, when he wouldn’t come out of his room, they went looking for him. One came right into the house, searching all around with a blue spotlight. It was like we were animals in the zoo, or, or, fish in a fish bowl, or . . .”


    “Or specimens being studied,” I said, recalling words the nephew had used.


    “Yes! Yes, exactly!” She sobbed, and her whole body shook. “They’re going to take over. We’re all gonna turn to powder!”
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    As we left Aunt Edna’s home, we grappled with what to do, how to help her. We could call the police, but what on earth could we or Aunt Edna tell them that they would even believe, and given the incomplete smattering of information we had so far, what could we do? There was no good news, none at all.


    And then there was Andi. “If this fungus is the central cause in all of this,” I said, “then Andi has it too—and now we know where she got it.”


    “From Abby,” lamented Tank. “Had to be. Andi was holding Abby when she was dead, there on the beach. She was holding Abby, putting her face right up to Abby’s face . . . and I saw it: green stuff in Abby’s mouth, in her eye sockets.” He was near tears. “Man, I had no idea.”


    “But you healed her,” said Brenda. She looked at me, insisting. “He did heal her!”


    “Well, God did,” said Tank.


    “But not before the fungus passed from Abby to Andi,” I said, “no matter how the ‘healing’ happened.”


    “But what about Daniel?” Tank said, worry in his voice. “He was there. He put his face right against Abby’s.”


    “He’s all right,” Brenda answered.


    I asked, “How do you know?”


    It seemed she had to formulate an answer. “Oh, I’ve been checking in on him.”


    “Hey,” Tank asked me, “do you think Mathis tried to set you up, get you infected by that dolphin?”


    “I intend to ask him,” I said. “But first we’ll check on Andi. If this infestation follows any consistent pattern . . .” I couldn’t think it, much less say it.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
10


    Aloysius


    As we drove near the hospital, I thought I recognized a little lady tottering down the sidewalk. Well, no, it couldn’t be who I thought it was. After all, the behavioral health unit was in a secure environment with a big security door to keep all the patients from wandering off. But then . . .


    “Hey,” said Tank, pointing at an odd-looking fellow leaning against a building, staring at the sky, “isn’t that a guy from the ward where Andi is?”


    We all looked, even as two white-coated staff from that very ward accosted the man and gently but effectively rounded him up.


    “Oh no,” I said, pressing the accelerator. “Oh no.”


    I parked our car rather sloppily, and we dashed in to find the unit in chaos. Orderlies were dashing about, Dr. Lawrence was barking orders, a red light was still flashing. Security guards were going here and there, jabbering into walkie-talkies that hissed and squawked back.


    We approached Dr. Lawrence. He was consulting with Physician’s Assistant Matilda Fornby who, strangely, was being held in a chair by two orderlies.


    We hardly had to ask a question when we heard the babble coming out of Fornby’s mouth: “Oh, yes, Doowano, god of great wisdom! All things serve all things, and those things that serve serve in return, to the end that oneness comes and we are the cosmos . . .”


    “What happened here?” I asked Dr. Lawrence.


    Dr. Lawrence’s mind and attention were desperately occupied everywhere else as he tried to fit in an answer. “Fornby’s out of her mind. She opened the security door and half the patients have wandered off.”


    “What about Andi?”


    “She’s gone. But don’t worry, we’ll find her.” And then he was heading elsewhere. “ALLAN! Get a head count! Julie? Julie! Do we have the police on the line? Speak up!”


    Roberto the orderly came racing by. I had to take his arm to stop him. “Are there any pets in the ward?”


    He looked at me as if I were the worst of the patients. “What?”


    “Pets. Dogs, cats?”


    That finally registered. “Aloysius!”


    The man was still preoccupied, hearing orders, trying to choose actions. I had to shake him. “Who? WHO?”


    “Aloysius,” he answered, looking down the hall. “The cat. We had a pet cat. But we had to confine it because it got sick.”


    “What do you mean, sick?”


    “It went blind. Somehow . . . it lost its eyes.”


    What a feeling: our enemy, whoever or whatever it was, was several steps ahead of us. “Where is that cat?”


    Of course Roberto had other things to do, but I managed a grim enough look to convince him. He started down the hall. “Come on.”


    We followed as he jingled through his keys. “Fornby was taking care of it and put it in here until the vet could come take a look—” The door he spoke of, marked MAINTENANCE, was already open. “Oh, great!” he said.


    And then he screamed. So did Brenda. I’m sure I must have, but I only remember hitting the floor with all the others as an orb, as real as anything, defying gravity, floated out through the doorway, rotated 180 degrees, and shined a blinding beam of blue light into the room. Then it rotated and fixed its lens on us. We cringed, curled, covered our heads.


    Having a good look at us must have been enough. It rotated, flew down the hall, and went out through a window it had apparently broken to get in.


    “Madre de Dios!” Roberto exclaimed.


    I was too shaken to stand, so I crawled to the door. Tank and Brenda got to their feet, though shakily.


    Inside we saw the cat’s basket on the floor, but now, save for a few shreds of calico fur on the pillow, nothing remained but a thick circle of green powder fading to brown.


    Roberto helped me up. I asked him, “Where . . .” I had to gather myself and take another breath. “Where did that cat come from?”


    “It was a gift, something to help cheer up the patients.”


    “From whom?”


    “A friend of Matilda’s. Uh, Dr. Mathis, that scientist from the aquarium.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 
11


    Mathis


    I was too stressed, too preoccupied to drive. I rode shotgun while Brenda did the driving. We were heading for the aquarium for an unannounced visit with Dr. Mathis.


    “Help me,” I said. “We’ve got to get this sorted. We have to have something, anything, before we get there. Brenda. Any pictures, images?”


    “You mean, you’re gonna trust me?” she asked with her typical raised eyebrow.


    This time I cursed. Only Brenda—only Brenda—could bring that out of me. “Must we get into that now?”


    “A flashlight,” she said, her eyes on the road. “Well, not a flashlight. A big flashlight. A spotlight kind of thing.”


    “That’s it?”


    She rolled her eyes with impatience. “Well, it was a blue light, okay? But Aunt Edna talked about the orbs usin’ blue light and then we saw that orb use a blue light and maybe that’s makin’ me see things, I dunno.”


    “Tank? Anything?”


    “‘Turned to powder,’” he said from the back seat. “What Aunt Edna said. She’s got it right. This fungus takes over until fungus is all there is.”


    I nodded, sickened by the conclusion. “The fungus consumes the victim: the nephew’s dog, the nephew, Aloysius the cat . . .”


    Andi. I couldn’t say it. I covered my face. “Oh God . . .”


    “Yeah,” said Tank. “Don’t worry, He’s in the loop.”


    I wanted to lash out at his simple faith, his pat answer, but in that instant the thought of Andi brought another thought. “Do either of you know Morse code?”


    Brenda shook her head.


    “I do,” said Tank. “I learned it in the Boy Scouts.”


    “The other night Andi tapped out a pattern. Maybe it was Morse code.”


    “That’d be Andi,” said Brenda. “Her head’s full of stuff like that.”


    By now I had the pattern memorized. “Four dots and a dash. Four dashes and a dot. Five dashes.”


    Tank winced, searching his memory. “Oh man . . .”


    “Tank, remember!”


    “Uh, uh, uh, it’s uh, numbers. Um . . . OH! Dit-dit-dit-dit-dah, that’s the number 4. And dah-dah-dah-dah-dit, that’s 9. And five dashes is zero. Four Nine Zero.”


    I sighed in exasperation. “Oh, Andi. You and your numbers!”


    “Prof,” said Brenda, “they always mean somethin’.”


    “Well,” said Tank, “what was happening when she did it?”


    I replayed it in my mind. “You’d just left with Abby . . . the orbs appeared outside the window . . . Oh my God!”


    “Yep, it’s Him again.”


    “Blue light!”


    “Keep goin’,” said Brenda.


    “Blue light. The orbs use a blue light.” A lightning bolt hit me. “OH! Fungus. Light. The fungus was discovered in caves, in the dark.”


    “And Andi always wanted the room dark.”


    “And light, blue light, is known to kill some species of fungus.”


    “Hey,” said Tank, seeing some light of his own, “those orbs weren’t searching around Aunt Edna’s house with blue lights. They were cleaning up, killing the leftover fungus!”


    I turned and looked at him. Brenda looked at him through the rearview mirror.


    “Tank . . .” I said, a little ashamed to be so shocked. “That’s brilliant—no pun intended.”


    Tank’s countenance lifted several degrees, and he kept going. “Boris the dog brings the fungus in, he pops open, spilling fungus everywhere—gross!—the fungus infests the nephew. The orb shines blue light through the window and kills the leftover fungus. It turns brown, the nephew tracks it around the house on his shoes. Then . . . oh brother . . .”


    Brenda picked it up. “The nephew bursts.” She winced. “The fungus spills all over his room and, you know, finishes up the nephew. The orbs go through the house killin’ the fungus so it doesn’t spread. We find dead fungus all over his room, but not him.”


    “Same thing at the hospital!” said Tank. “The cat had the fungus, it infested Fornby, then it . . .”


    “Yes, yes,” I said, “go on.”


    “And that’s why we saw the fungus and a little bit of the cat in the cat’s bed. Gross.”


    “But!” I completed the thought. “The orb was there to kill that fungus with a blue light, and we saw it dying.” My heart was quickening. “So there’s definitely a purpose, a mind, a technology behind all this. The orbs must be like drones—remote eyes, remote tools. They observe the infestation and control any spillovers with blue light. AND! Getting back to Andi’s number, 490. That would be a wavelength in the blue range of the spectrum. It could be the specific wavelength of the blue light: 490 nanometers.”


    That appeared to boggle Tank’s mind. “Really?”


    “That’s Andi,” said Brenda with a wag of her head.


    “Brenda,” I said, spotting a line of cabs waiting in front of a hotel, “pull over.”


    “What?”


    “Pull over, grab one of those cabs, get to the University of Tampa, show them your picture.”


    “But I haven’t—”


    “Draw it when you get there. Find someone, anyone, who might know what it is.”


    Brenda pulled into the hotel parking lot. “Well, then what?”


    I don’t know where I got the conviction; faith, perhaps. “It’s there. You never draw anything that doesn’t exist somewhere. Search around, find it, get it.” She climbed out. “Oh! It must be set for 490 nanometers! 490!”


    “Four-ninety, right,” she said, running for a cab.


    I ran around the car, got behind the wheel, and looked at Tank in the back seat. “Let’s go see Dr. Mathis, shall we?”
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    “Come in, come right in.”


    I looked at Tank. We hardly expected so jovial a response to my knock. Then again, Mathis could still be ignorant of our discoveries and suspicions. I opened the door and we stepped into his lab.


    Mathis sat at a bench on the far side of the room, peering into a microscope. “That’s a very perceptive dog you have,” he said good-naturedly.


    We made our way through lab benches, tables with fish, squids, and crustaceans in jars of formaldehyde, lab machines, and instruments. The room was dimly lit, just as it was the last time we were here. This time we noticed.


    “She barks from experience,” I said. “She had a run-in with the fungus herself. Just like the dolphin you and I encountered. Just like Andi. Just like Aunt Edna’s nephew.” Then came my coup de grace. “Just like the cat you brought to the behavioral health unit.”


    “Just like the masses of dead birds and fish,” Mathis added, unruffled.


    “Do tell.”


    We stood behind him, resting against the worktables. Rather than turn to engage us, he reached for another slide, placed it under the microscope, and continued viewing. “It’s all for the best, to bring peace to the world. The fungus expands the mind and opens up pathways to the spirit world. That’s why a benevolent global organization genetically engineered their own version of it, something they could propagate, control, and use to promote universal bliss and brotherhood; to unite all minds into one.”


    Uh-oh. This kind of talk sounded all too familiar.


    “Wait a minute,” said Tank. “A benevolent global organization? That wouldn’t be The Gate, would it?”


    “Oh, you’ve heard of them! Well, well. They’ll soon be known all over the world, we assure you! The fungus will see to that. But you can understand the problem they encountered: They had a mutation of the fungus they could use to control minds and bodies, but no effective way to deliver it. You know how people are; they aren’t going to just swallow the stuff. The Gate had to get around that. They had to find a suitable delivery vehicle.


    “They experimented with fish and birds, but because the fungus was engineered to thrive inside people, fish and birds didn’t work; the fungus matured only as far as eating out the eyes, and then the fish and birds would die, and the fungus would die with them, leaving a big mess to draw attention. Warm-blooded animals whose temperature was close to that of humans, that was the answer, and it worked, with an extra benefit: what better way to spread the fungus to unsuspecting human beings than through their pets—dogs, cats, or even dolphins?”


    “So they used Abby?” Tank asked.


    “She was an early experiment using a warm-blooded mammal as a delivery vehicle, except that you, Tank, interfered with the process, so they couldn’t be sure the fungus had taken hold—which it did, but far too slowly. What should have taken days took months. When they tried it with Aunt Edna’s nephew using his dog, Boris, it worked perfectly. The fungus went through all four stages of its life cycle unhampered: infestation producing altered states and madness; destruction of the eyes; displacement of tissue; and then what we call the burst stage.”


    “Yes,” I acknowledged. “We’ve seen all four.”


    “It’s how the fungus propagates itself. It reaches maturity and bursts from its host so it can spread to the next. It’s like a conquering army!”


    “So why destruction of the eyes?” I dared to ask.


    “Oh, survival, of course, something the fungus does on its own that The Gate wasn’t counting on. This is a cave fungus. It doesn’t like any kind of light, but The Gate engineered it to be vulnerable to a narrow frequency of light only they knew about, so only they could control it. Well, that works fine if the fungus is lying outside a host, but once the fungus is inside the body of a warm-blooded mammal—such as pets and humans—it can survive and complete its life cycle, untouched by any light, except . . .”


    I could see where this was going. “Except through the eyes.”


    With an affirmative nod, he finally turned.


    I half expected it, but still it was horrible.


    His eyes were gone. Nothing but empty sockets oozing green.


    “Exactly,” he said. “We want The Gate to have some control, but not all.”


    He rose from his chair. We backed away. We knew we weren’t really talking to Mathis, but another mind entirely, a mind that was cunning, cruel, arrogant. “Oh,” he said, “we never told you about the other dolphin, the one that infested the field researcher in the Indian River Lagoon. That researcher was Dr. Mathis. The dolphins ingested some of those infested fish from the earlier experiments and became carriers themselves.”


    “And knew just where to swim to find us.”


    He smiled, the flesh crinkling around the sockets. “Exactly where we wanted them to swim. The fungus has a mind. Our mind.”


    “Then you must know where Andi is.”


    “Something you’ll want to know, I’m sure, and the sooner the better.” Casually, and without a hint that he was blind, he removed his lab coat and hung it on a hall tree. “You could say she’s somewhere trying to restore her youth.” He looked at us with those empty sockets. “But you’d better hurry and find her. The fungus is well into the first stage now. Once she loses her eyes, there’ll be no getting her back.”


    He slipped on some wraparound sunglasses and headed for the door. This monster, loose on the streets? We tried to stand in his way.


    “We’re not here to play games,” I said—even as something hard collided with my cranium from behind. I went reeling into a lab table, shattering and scattering flasks and test tubes. Sinking to the floor, I caught sight of Tank in a fighting stance, blocking an attack from the culprit, an orb that kept lunging, bobbing, trying to knock him down. With just a few quick fighter’s moves, Tank had hold of the thing. It fought him with surprising power, like an angry fish, but that only riled Tank. As if he were spiking a football, he dashed the thing against the floor, where it cracked like an egg, spilling wires, fluids, and components. The blue light came on for a moment, then winked out.


    The orb finally lay still, except for a faint electrical fizz.


    The door to the lab clicked shut. The orb had done its work. Mathis was gone.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
12


    The High School


    Tank and I wasted no time bolting from the lab to find Mathis, dashing past the aquarium’s tanks and displays, going out the door to run past seal and tortoise pools, hide-and-seeking through the gardens and paths. The chase was useless, and I was on the verge of a coronary. Mathis could have gone anywhere.


    We finally joined up outside the tropical bird aviary, Tank only mildly winded while I collapsed on a park bench wishing I had an oxygen tank.


    “Maybe we should call the police,” he said.


    “And tell them what?”


    “But what can we do?”


    “Get out your iPhone,” I said between gasps for air. “Find out where Ponce de Leon High School is.”


    He got out his phone. “Ponce . . . ?”


    “Ponce de Leon. The Spanish explorer who was looking for the fountain of youth. He discovered this crazy state.”


    “Well . . . it wasn’t a state then, was it?”


    “No. Thank you for that correction.”


    “So they named a high school after him?”


    “Mathis gave us a clue, something about Andi trying to restore her youth. She was singing the alma mater at the hospital.”


    He was tapping away on the phone. “What a lousy name for a high school.”


    “Wait’ll you hear the song.”


    “Here it is.”


    “Get the directions and let’s go.”


    Just a few more taps and we had the route. Tank helped me along, and we got to the car as quickly as my rubbery legs would allow.


    Tank drove. I just breathed and hurt.


    “Why would Mathis tell us where to find her?” Tank asked.


    “To trap us, I imagine. It’s the old ‘tell them where, but say it in a riddle’ trick. Makes us think we figured it out ourselves when they were handing it to us. And if this whole thing is guided by a universal mind operating in the fungus, then Andi sang her alma mater and Mathis gave us the clue for the same reason: to trap us in the high school with Andi as the bait.”


    “So, did I miss the part about why we’re purposely walking into a trap? I mean, I’ve never been in a trap before.”


    “Sure you have. Just think football. Look for holes in the line, get around the blockers, nail the quarterback.”


    He followed that metaphor just fine. “Yeah . . .”


    My cell phone played Beethoven’s Fifth.


    It was Brenda. “Got it! I mean, the guys in the School of Engineering have a light, 10,000 watts, and they can set it up for 490 nanometers. They know just how to modify it because I drew them a picture—and I didn’t even know what I was drawin’! Way cool.”


    “We’re on our way to Ponce de Leon High School. Can you meet us there?”


    “I’m on my way there now!”


    “Wha—?”


    “Remember that cabbie who picked us up in Rome?”


    I was about to get angry. Was she toying with me? “Who appeared out of nowhere for no particular reason and knew just where to take us?”


    “Yeah. Well, I’m in his cab, and he’s taking me to the high school. Same guy, ’cept now he talks Southern.”


    I put my phone away. “Him again!” Yes, it was a trap, all right. We’d just have to deal with it when we got there.
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    Ponce de Leon High School turned out to be an empty, boarded-up shell from the past. I could have gone to high school there. Perfect. If The Gate and their lackeys wanted to eradicate us neatly, away from any watching eyes, this was the place to do it.


    Brenda’s cab arrived with a screech only minutes after Tank and I got there. The cabbie didn’t stick around, but I took some quick steps to look at his face. Yes, same guy, all right. I think I heard him say “Bye, y’all,” as he gave me a little wave and drove off.


    “So why’re we here?” Brenda asked.


    She was empty-handed! “Where’s the light?”


    “They’re working on it.”


    “Without a blue light, what can we do?” I looked up at the imposing, brick building. Night was approaching. It was going to be dark in there. Even if we found Andi . . .


    “Hey,” Brenda insisted, “don’t worry. When it’s ready they’ll get it to us. I took care of that.”


    “We have to look for Andi,” I said. “In there.”


    Now that got a curse out of her.


    “And find her before the fungus reaches the second stage and it’s too late,” I added.


    “But wouldn’t we need a blue light to help her, anyway?” Tank asked.


    “We might find one we can use. Might.”


    The main doors were chained shut, but we found a side door standing ajar like an invitation. We stepped gingerly into a long, dark hall. Years of trash, even dead leaves, littered the floor; the place echoed. Through broken windows, streetlights painted squares of light on the old, dented lockers.


    As if on cue, we heard a far-off, echoing voice. “Abby . . . here, Abby . . .”


    It was Andi.


    We ventured a few more steps inside as our eyes adjusted to the dark.


    Two classroom doors ahead, another hallway crossed the hall we were in. A golden glow appeared in that hall. We ducked into a doorway as an orb, and then another, floated through the intersection like watchmen on patrol, lenses sweeping back and forth. When they passed down the hall and their light winked out around a corner, we advanced like shadows to a niche between lockers and a drinking fountain and hid there, listening.


    Somewhere, Andi was laughing playfully as she often laughed with Abby, suggesting she was not alone. All we could do was make our way in that direction. What we would find, we would find. The game was cat and mouse, sneak and hide, avoid orbs, follow sounds. From somewhere—around the corner, down a hall, perhaps in a library or cafeteria—came the clicking of animal claws on the tile floors and the panting of dogs. A cat let out a mournful cry.


    “Ab-by!” the voice called once again. We were closer.


    We didn’t know the layout of the building; we didn’t know what lay around any corner we came to. We made turns and decisions that could have been right but could have been wrong; we stole down halls, around corners, through deserted classrooms with the desks stacked helter-skelter.


    Intermittently but growing louder, nearer, Andi’s voice drew us forward while the orbs, by chance or by strategy, blocked any retreat. We passed through the old auditorium—and were startled by the shadow of a cat dashing up the aisle. We kept close together, eyes outward, watching ahead, behind, to either side.


    We went out the other side of the auditorium, turned down the hall.


    We heard the dog first, clicking and padding on the tile. Then the ponderous frame of a mastiff crossed into a patch of light. The beast was eyeless, drooling green slobber. As if it could see, it spotted us and its hackles bristled like spear grass. We backed away. It charged, its thunderous bark reverberating off the hard walls. We did the only thing we could do: we ran the other way.


    The hallway came to a T. An orb and two hissing, eyeless cats blocked a turn to the left; we ran to the right. Orbs closed in behind us, blocked a side exit, kept us moving. The orbs, the dogs, the cats, were all moving with orchestrated precision. We were being herded.


    A chocolate lab like Abby, eyeless, blocked the hallway ahead of us. We veered sideways into a stairwell.


    Well done! The dead-end stairwell immediately flooded with pale golden light as at least ten orbs, the mastiff and the lab, and cats, some visible, some moving and wailing in the dark, formed a barrier. The earthy stench of the fungus closed in on us.


    A figure emerged from the blackness behind the orbs. It was Mathis, or whatever was left of him. The walk was stiff, unnatural, the torso bloated. The eye sockets were spilling green powder.


    “This is it,” I told the others. “The burst stage.”


    That was when Tank changed the rules. Abruptly, with a loud, startling growl, he charged, hit Mathis full force, and would have brought him down in a flying tackle if Mathis were still Mathis. Instead, the shell that was once Mathis exploded on impact and Tank disappeared into a choking, spreading cloud of green powder. Brenda and I would have been enveloped as well if we hadn’t seen a gap between the cloud and the stairway and dived for it. Crawling out the other side into the hall, we managed to remain in clear air, but were still plainly visible to the orbs, the dogs, and the cats. We clambered for safe distance as Tank, invisible in the green murk, screamed in pain and horror. The fungus was taking him over.


    “No, no, ain’t gonna happen!” Brenda was ready for a scrap, but any move would be the wrong one unless . . .


    With Tank in such agony, the orbs’ attention was divided. “Go for that orb, the one closest,” I told her. “Distract it.”


    She ran right up to it and slapped it sideways. It turned from watching Tank’s suffering and got back to business, eyeing her, trying to herd her. She led it along, right toward our own little trap.


    I pounced from the dark, threw my jacket over it.


    It was like netting a wildcat. The thing spun, lurched, battered against me through the jacket. Before long it would break my arms or knock me unconscious. Brenda got into the fight, containing it in her arms and holding it against her body while it shook her, hammered her, hurt her. Gathering the sleeves, hem, and collar of the jacket together, I managed to form a pouch. With a firm grip established, I nodded to Brenda. “Okay!”


    She let go. The orb nearly flew away with me, but fortunately, weight was on my side. I began to spin, arms extended. Now centrifugal force was on my side. I spun faster.


    Wham! Another orb came after me, and I scored a lucky hit, smacking it with my spinning captive. It spun crazily away.


    A quick sidestep, and on my next rotation I smashed the orb into the wall. There were sparks, electrical pops. The thing fell like a cracked egg to the floor. I yanked the jacket away, rolled the orb about, searching, searching.


    “Prof, look out!” Brenda screamed.


    The mastiff came toward me, not charging, not growling—it just came toward me. Stiffly. The body bloating. The sockets and the dangling tongue dripping green.


    I found a panel on the side of the orb opposite the lens. It was cracked. I pried it off.


    Somewhere in the dark, Tank was crying out to Jesus, arguing with a nebulous, personal evil we could not see or hear.


    I backed away from the mastiff. It kept coming.


    From another side, Tank staggered toward us out of the green murk. “No, no, Auto-guano or whatever your name is. You’re not God! Yeah? Well, stick it in your ear.” He was coated in green and fighting not to approach us even as he did. “Prof, Brenda, get out of here!” His voice was hoarse, choking. “Don’t let me getcha!”


    I groped about inside the wrecked orb for anything: a wire, a lever, a trip switch, a test button—


    Brenda screamed and ran to me, grabbing up my jacket for a shield, threatened from behind by a mangy eyeless cat.


    The mastiff was relentless, pushing, pushing, pushing us back, the body swelling.


    “Oh, Lord Jesus, don’t let ’em win!” Tank cried, staggering, reaching as if to grab us.


    In that instant, as if there really was a God, my fingertip found a button. I pressed it.


    The orb’s lens fired a dazzling beam of blue right into Tank’s eyes. He screamed, covered his face.


    “Look at the light, Tank!” I shouted.


    There was a dull thud as the mastiff exploded in a cloud of green. Brenda and I jumped backward—


    The eyeless cat pounced, claws bared.


    Brenda blocked it with my jacket. It clung to the jacket by its claws.


    I shined the light at the cloud before us. Green turned brown and began settling to the floor.


    Brenda slapped the jacket against the wall—


    Another explosion of green!


    We ducked away as I brought the light around. Green turned to brown.


    Tank was on his knees, bent over, gagging. In a hoarse, gravelly voice he kept crying out, “Jesus! Jesus!”


    “Look up, Tank!” I shouted, shining the light his way.


    He dropped his hands from his face and forced his eyes open, crying, flinching in pain.


    The green on his face turned to brown. His eyes ran with tears but he kept them open. I swept the light up and down, all over his body. The green turned to brown the moment the light hit it.


    Once again, we heard a faraway Andi calling, “Abby! Here, Abby!” We could hear the clicking of the chocolate lab’s claws trotting away in the dark. Abruptly, the orbs spun and followed, leaving us alone in the hallway.


    Gradually, visibly, Tank became himself again, dusting the brown powder from his clothing, wiping it from his face, shaking it from his hair. “It isn’t over,” he said, blinking, wiping his face with a handkerchief, trying to clear his head. “I saw it! I saw everything! It’s like they all have the same mind, they’re all connected by the fungus. They were trying to trap us and spread the fungus to us, but it didn’t work.”


    “So what about Andi?” I asked.


    “They have a Plan B. They’re going to use her to spread the fungus somewhere else, maybe with the dog. They’ve got her thinking that dog is Abby.”


    “Where? Where is she going?”


    Tank shook his head. “I didn’t see that.”


    But he did see something. The mind. The freaks from space. Demons. Whatever they were, they had the answers, and there was only one way to tap into this mind of theirs. I looked at Tank and Brenda. Could I trust them?


    I would have to. “We need to know the rest.”


    Some green fungus still remained from the Mathis explosion. I ran to the stairwell, scraped some together, scooped it up, and slapped it into my mouth.

  


  
    CHAPTER 
13


    Other Dimensions


    Sensations streamed one after another: dry mold on my tongue, then slime, then a fire raging from mouth to throat to stomach and sparks of lightning at every nerve ending. Somewhere beyond all the immediate agony I heard myself screaming, and then . . .


    As if passing through a veil, I passed beyond pain into a shattering of consciousness: I was myself, there, in the present, vaguely aware of the cold tile floor, but I also existed elsewhere, behind the visible, before and after the present. Brenda and Tank were shouting at me, or at one of me, and that one of me wanted to answer but was so far away, so unimportant against all the greater forms and beings I was, that I remained silent.


    With such a sudden loss of who I was I could have panicked, but instead I was fascinated, enthralled. I was no longer in the old high school; I was the old high school. I could see the halls and rooms as a floor plan of myself, but not just the high school. The entire city of Tampa was enveloped by my being, the pulse of the city, the lights, the other tiny entities all cells of my own body. My awareness expanded like a fireball. . . .


    And from a point somewhere above the atmosphere, as I realized my oneness with the earth, I began to see the dissolution of distinction between what was and what I was, and how all things were one and I was all things, how I was divinity itself. . . .


    Until an illumination came to me: What a ludicrous heap of bunkum and balderdash!


    A being appeared and came toward me, crossing through dimensions as through successive curtains of cellophane, seen more clearly as it passed through each curtain. It glowed like a god, was dressed like a stereotypical alien, and spoke. “I am Tonnofan, an ascended god of wisdom and knowledge. Welcome to our fellowship. You are God. . . .”


    I answered, “That would mean I don’t believe in me, which is absurd!”


    “Professor?” It was Tank’s voice from somewhere. “Prof, don’t do this! Look at the light!”


    “No!” I shouted from somewhere outside myself. “Don’t shine that light at me, I have to see what the fungus sees!”


    Incredible! As if I spoke it into existence, the halls of the high school appeared before me, and not just the immediate halls, but the rooms, the cafeteria, the street outside. I had become the orbs, the dogs and cats. Their eyes, their minds, were mine. I could see and I could know through them.


    Brenda spoke from somewhere, “Prof, you’ll die! Once you lose your eyes—”


    “Then let’s hurry!” I shouted. “I can see things. I know things. I might see where she went.”


    Now I could see Tank, Brenda, and between them, myself—from beside me, from above, from far away. Brenda draped my jacket over my shoulders. They helped me to my feet, each shouldering an arm.


    “Which way?” asked Tank.


    Instantly I saw the quickest way out; I saw us going there before we were there. “Left, then right. The door before the cafeteria.”


    I was an orb, in stealth mode, following just above and behind us in the dark.


    I was a cat slinking along the wall. I wanted to pounce, to claw, to shred—


    “Tank, go through that door.”


    “But that’s the gym,” said Tank.


    I knew because I’d been there before. “There’s a baseball bat just inside. Grab it!”


    Tank left me teetering, hanging from Brenda’s shoulder. He dashed into the gym and came back wielding the bat.


    I could see the cat and see what the fungus saw through it. “Kitty cat at six o’clock.”


    Brenda dropped me—I didn’t mind—and turned the light behind us. Tank’s mighty swing turned the cat into a missile trailing green that faded to brown.


    “Orb at eight o’clock high!”


    Tank swung. Missed. Brenda caught the sneaky little globe in the light. Tank swung. This orb exploded with a loud pop and the innards clattered to the floor. That view of us winked out of my awareness, but I got to my feet and we made it outside.


    It was all I could do to overrule the thoughts encroaching on me: I was the fungus. I wanted to grow, spread, fill the world. My hubris was without limit; I was unstoppable!


    I could see us from above and in front, through the orb that hovered there, and I knew it was going to fire a beam of blue light at me. I shut my eyes; I covered them with my arm. “They’re trying to take me out of the game!”


    Tank and Brenda stepped between the orb and me to shield me even as the first beam of light blasted down, then another, then another. No, you don’t! I thought. Not until we know.


    Not until we knew where Andi was going, which, in my strange, multidimensional world, was where I was going. Brenda threw my jacket over my head to keep me in the dark, blind to any more blue lights as my feet pounded the pavement, striding with strength and purpose. She and Tank were hurrying, nearly running, to keep up.


    “Where’re we goin’?” Brenda huffed.


    “Senior Center,” I think I said. Images, sounds, knowledge was streaming so rapidly through my mind I hadn’t time to sort it; I just had to accept and follow. Another voice from another mind came out of me: “But you can’t stop us! You can only be in so many places, but we can be everywhere!”


    Don’t listen to me, I thought but could not speak. Stay with me. See it through.


    I was inside an orb, then another one, then another, seeing what they saw as they hovered and bobbed in the dark around a quaint old meeting hall surrounded by parklike grounds. Through the open door, through the windows, I saw good old folks, lots of them, enjoying a party in a large, decorated room.


    Jacob and Sadie were there. It was someone’s anniversary.


    I felt my guts, my many beings screaming, “They are yours! Take them! Live in them!”


    The gods, glowing, masquerading as aliens—and all, I was certain, with ridiculous names from some fantasy novel—were watching, following me on the sidewalk, lingering above the Senior Center, calling to me—


    But . . . no. Not only to me. To another mind the fungus was controlling.


    Andi. The gods were calling to Andi, “They are yours! Take them! Live in them!”


    I could see through Andi’s eyes the chocolate lab, apparently the nephew’s missing dog, trotting beside her as if trotting beside me. The sockets were spilling green powder; the flanks were distending. “Come on,” Andi said to the dog, “let’s go see Sabba and Safta.”

  


  
    CHAPTER 
14


    Explosion


    Splendid, coursed the thoughts through my being. All those people, so trusting, who know so many other people. From here I can go everywhere and the gods will rule.


    Andi quickened her step, and the dog trotted along. Through her eyes I could see the Senior Center just a block away. Festive. Unsuspecting.


    I was thrilled.


    What was I thinking? How could I think it? What was I doing?


    “Prof,” said Tank, hurrying beside me, “you still with us?”


    I turned, swung at him. “Go away! You’ve done enough damage!” I could have been striking against iron, and the pain brought back some lucidity. “Keep going, Tank! Don’t let me stop you!”


    “Don’t worry.” With the baseball bat in one hand, he took me in a strong grip with the other and we hurried along.


    Words, like vomit, erupted from my mouth. “Stop! Give this up, you will fail, you will all die!” Tank, bless his heart, just kept going, and fighting him off was futile.


    We made it to the sidewalk in front of the Center, raising a hubbub that caught the attention of the folks visiting on the Center’s veranda.


    But Andi and the dog had turned up the walkway that traversed the expansive lawn and were heading for the front steps.


    I was the dog, looking up at the curious seniors gathering on the veranda. I was ready. Any moment now . . .


    From out front I, whoever I was, could see the dog walking stiffly, no longer an animal but a shell, a walking carrier of fungus.


    Andi called, “Sabba! Safta!”


    No. NO! Yes! Do it!


    I yanked the jacket from my face as my stupid, mindless mouth bellowed, “Come closer! Your granddaughter has something to show you!”


    “No,” Tank hollered, throwing my jacket over me again, “stay back!”


    “Safta! Sabba!” said Andi. “Look, Abby can do a new trick!”


    Her grandparents, all love and concern, came down the stairs. “Andi,” said Sadie, “sweetheart, are you all right?”


    “NO!” shouted Tank. “Don’t get any closer!”


    The fool! The menace! I could see Tank through other eyes and pounced to silence him. The Gate, the demons, the gods, the aliens, whoever the heck they were, could have chosen a mightier stooge than I. It was like trying to tackle a marble statue.


    “Oh no!” said Sadie, now noticing, “Her eyes are gone! But . . . no, this isn’t Abby!”


    While pounding and wrestling with Tank the Immovable, I saw, I felt, I knew the fungus was gathering, consolidating from a dozen directions. I could feel the Mind stretching out across the street, up the block, drawing other minds, other eyes. More dogs and more cats were gathering, every creature infested since the nephew’s pets escaped. Two escapees from the behavioral health unit, a demented man and a suicidal woman, came up the street looking whammy-eyed and robotic.


    In the Mind, I was walking with the last—and most lethal—arrival: I rounded the corner in that person’s eyes. I floated above that walking shell in the eyes of an orb. I recognized who it was from where I grappled vainly with Tank. Physician’s Assistant Matilda Fornby was no longer within the skin that walked stiffly up the sidewalk. In her place was a bomb, seconds from its appointed time.


    “Sadie!” Tank shouted, still trying to break my grip without breaking my arm, “Sadie, get back!”


    Well! My little diversion, no matter how futile, kept Tank occupied so Matilda Fornby could slip past and go up the front walk.


    “Matilda,” said Sadie. “Matilda, is that you?” Sadie gasped. “Her eyes are gone, too!”


    Brenda ran up the walkway. Tank wrapped his free arm around me and, to my anger and astonishment, carried me along as he ran after Brenda.


    “Unhand me, you fool!” I screamed, and I admit that most of me meant it.


    “Sorry, Prof,” he said. “You’re with us, like it or not!”


    Brenda, Tank, and I, Tank’s kicking passenger, ran up the walkway, outdistanced Matilda Fornby, and put ourselves right in Andi’s face. Brenda lifted the crippled orb and triggered the beam.


    Inside Andi’s mind, and through her eyes, I saw the light flashing her direction and Brenda’s grim, determined expression, like that of a gallant warrior—but on the enemy’s side. NO!


    “NO!” Andi screamed, covering her eyes.


    Tank spoke to her as a friend. “Look into the light, Andi! Look at it!”


    I could feel the warmth of trust rising in her as the light hit her eyes. Trust! Like a nagging, undefeatable truth so far away.


    The light did its work. Like an extinguished lamp, my vision through Andi’s eyes winked out. She was free.


    “Brenda? What are you doing here? Tank, what are you doing with the professor?”


    In anger and frustration that weren’t mine, I growled, “You belong to us, Andrea Goldstein!”


    She smiled her disarming smile and said, “Oh, you bet I do!”


    I didn’t mean it that way.


    “Safta! Sabba! What’s, what’s wrong? What’s happened?”


    Sadie could not stay away from her granddaughter. She rushed forward, held the girl in her arms.


    Brenda, Tank, and his unwilling, under-arm prisoner advanced and stationed themselves between the innocents and Fornby, the two escaped patients, a pack of dogs and yowling, eyeless cats. Brenda raised the broken orb, aimed it at Fornby. I kicked the air, reached and groped for that orb to stop her.


    But . . . no need. The orb’s power pack went dead. Its blue light dimmed, blinked, went out. Brenda jiggled the orb, pressed the test button inside, but to no avail.


    AH! Through the dog, through Fornby, I watched a pall of helplessness fall over Brenda Barnick’s face. Now this was going to be perfect. Perfect!


    But Brenda’s resolve didn’t waver. Instead of that look of helplessness, a fire rose in her eyes. She dropped the orb, Tank tossed her the bat, and the two—with me in their company—planted their feet and stood their ground.


    Oh, and now, what was this? Andi, though frightened and trembling, came down the stairs and stood with us, feet planted. We were a wall. We would die there before we would move.


    “Unhand me!” I screamed at that huge ape of iron.


    “I’m gonna do like you said,” said Tank. “I’m gonna think football. We’re not giving up another yard.” Then he looked me right in the eye and asked, “You gonna help?”


    I could hear the thoughts of the fungal Mind like hundreds of little voices coming through a wire—The breeze is right, we’re in last stage, they are yours, take them, live in them! But I could not turn my eyes from Tank’s face, for I now beheld what I had never seen before: A man. Not a youthful, bungling football jock, but a man. A warrior. Here, in Tank, in Brenda, in Andi, was valor, and part of me, buried deep within, felt something.


    Felt something?


    Yes. The fire, the same as I saw in Brenda’s eyes, in Tank’s strength, even in Andi’s fear.


    And where was I? Where was Dr. James McKinney? Where should I be?


    Against all the poisonous voices within me I knew it: with them.


    “At your service,” I said.


    Tank released me. “If we can just push ’em back, buy some distance and some time . . .” was all he could say before I let out a war cry and charged. I was infested, anyway. Why not strike the first blow?


    I collided full speed with the shell of Matilda Fornby, and rather than experiencing a bone-breaking impact, the clothing and skin collapsed, I felt a muffled blast, and my entire awareness was enveloped in a green cloud.


    Wump! Brenda took the bat to the chocolate lab, and it exploded.


    Tank grabbed up the two dazed patients, one in each arm, and got them into clear air.


    To one side, Andi stood in the path of the cats. They leaped and burst upon her, splashing her with green powder.


    Everywhere, there was green, green, green. The stench of the fungus filled my nose and mouth. I was gagging. I heard screams and chaos as my ears rumbled and the earth seemed to quake. But through orbs above, I saw the green cloud expending its explosive power in the middle of the Center’s grounds, away from the building where the good folks were watching, screaming, running inside. We’d spared them, at least for the time being. But we, covered in the fungus, were doomed.


    The rumbling in my ears grew louder. It must be the next stage beginning. I felt for my eyes—still there. No pain yet. I could still see. . . .
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    Wait!


    Blue light! Like a blue sunrise. And immediately—


    Horror. Pain. Death. Intense, everywhere. I could hear a million shrieks as the light penetrated through the green cloud and myriads of minuscule, green globes shriveled to dead, brown particles. I screamed, clamping my hands to my head. This, it occurred to me, must be how it felt to be shot—a million times.


    And yet . . .


    I, the real I, knew this was salvation, as light coming from heaven. At first it was only a murky glow through the cloud, just enough to call to my soul in its prison, but as the cloud fell away like fog under a warming sun, the light grew brighter, dazzling, healing. I looked directly into it, held my gaze right there as I felt the voices, the thoughts, the chains of lies and confusion fall away. I had a thought of my own: “My! The destruction of the fungus is quite rapid!”


    My next thought came as a declaration of freedom: “I am Dr. James McKinney—and that’s all I am!”


    The rumble was deafening, and even more so as I returned to this singular planet and my own situation within my own skin. Everything around me was awash in blue. The steps, the walkway, the senior citizens, the lawn, all blue. Dead powder, looking blue, was settling like fine snow on the ground all around me, and only now did I become aware that my body was not standing, but lying feebly within a web of arms. With my own eyes, still there and still working, I found myself safely held and steadied by Brenda Barnick, Bjorn Christensen, and Andi Goldstein.


    “Am I . . . am I back?” I asked them.


    Andi’s jubilant smile was the first I saw. “It sure looks that way!”


    I got my feet under me and put my weight on them, still steadied by my friends. With arms free and eyes focused, I dusted the brown powder from my sleeves, shoulders, and pant legs as I looked around. “Did we get it all?”


    I could see the two patients from the BHU were back to . . . well, normal for them. They were lightly dusted in brown, but surrounded by senior friends and making their way up the steps to sample some punch.


    “I think we got it all,” said Tank, and it was only then I realized how we were shouting to hear each other. Where was all that noise coming from?


    When the noise moved from directly above us to out over the Senior Center grounds, I recovered my senses enough to recognize a helicopter settling on the lawn. On the nose of the chopper was a sizable black cylinder still emitting a powerful beam of blue light.


    I looked at Brenda, astonished. “They mounted it to a helicopter?”


    “The chopper belongs to Jacob,” she said. “All I had to do was ask.”


    The brilliant blue light switched off as the chopper’s engine and rotors wound down. The door opened, and there in the passenger seat, his hand on the spotlight controls, was . . .


    Daniel Petrovski, smiling like a cherub.


    What a feeling. That kid of questionable allegiance just saved my life. Our lives. Countless lives, as a matter of fact. I turned an icy eye toward Brenda. “And just how did he get involved in this?”


    Brenda smiled. “I had him come along—separately, just in case. He stayed with some friends of Sadie and Jacob. Turns out we needed someone to show the chopper pilot where we’d be—and to work the light.”


    “But how did he know where we’d be?”


    She shrugged. “He has . . . friends that you don’t like.”


    Daniel looked up at an invisible someone sitting in the chopper with him.


    Oh, the things I had to accept with this bunch! “And to think I trusted you.”


    She put a fist on her hip, cocked her head, and up went those eyebrows. “Yeah, to think you did.”


    Well, where would I be if I had not? And where would any of us be if not all five had been here? I put my arm around her and gave her a nod. “Well done. And thank you.”


    That left one last debt to settle. I took Tank aside. “You asked me what I was so mad at.”


    “Well, we don’t have to talk about that if—”


    “And I said I didn’t share such things with people I didn’t trust.”


    Now he just listened.


    “Her name was Autumn,” I said. “We were in love, but I was a Catholic priest. Because of my vows, I lost her; because of our love, I was defrocked. End of—well, beginning of story, actually. But now you know—and I’m still just as angry.”


    He nodded. “Got it” was all he said.


    Brenda and Andi joined us. I think it was supposed to be a group hug, but nobody organized it and it looked more like a collision. Well, we’d get better organized with time.


    “Hey,” said Tank, looking at Daniel, “one thing I still wonder about: he had his face right next to Abby’s, but he never caught any of the fungus.”


    “He’s prepubescent,” I surmised. “Remember how Mathis said the fungus piggybacks on testosterone to infiltrate the neuro-receivers? In our young man, the fungal toxins lacked a sufficient handle, and the fungus died isolated.”


    I could tell Tank was impressed. “For real?”


    I smiled. I shrugged. “Well, suffice it to say, the powers-that-be, whatever they are, wanted him fit to tackle his role in this little project.” I said to everyone, “Come on. Let’s help him down out of that chopper . . . and shake his hand.”
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