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    PROLOGUE


    The crosscut saw, teeth freshly sharpened and reflecting sunlight, stripped away another layer of the persistent limb while the two men raked it forward and back again. It was dangerous being so far from the safety of the fort, but there was work to be done. Life had to continue, despite the fear of things seen and unseen.


    They kept a steady rhythm, tightening their grips with rough, calloused hands, singing hymns while they worked to pass the time, even though they’d been warned not to attract attention while venturing into the wilderness.


    After the unfortunate murder of George Howe, Governor John White had left the weary colonists of Roanoke Island months ago to return home, to England, to request additional assistance. They needed reinforcements, more food, and better weapons, anything to help them secure the safety of their fledgling colony.


    But day after day and week after week had passed without the sight of White’s sails on the horizon, and the dutiful people of Roanoke Island had all but given up hope. If he hadn’t reached the homeland and returned with supplies by now, chances were he never would. Lost at sea, changed his mind, discovered a more profitable option, led astray by Sir Walter Raleigh’s lust for wealth somewhere else—the possibilities were endless. The colonists were left with nothing but their resolve, the shirts on their backs, and the good Lord to protect them.


    Richard Kendall, the younger of the two men, barely twenty, sang the final line of their favorite hymn and looked up at his partner. “Do you think it’s true what they say?”


    William Lane, with graying hair and tobacco-blackened teeth, answered, “Who and what might that be, boy?” He stood up, wincing when he straightened his back, and gulped water from his leather flask.


    “The savages. Did we really anger their gods? Is that why Governor White hasn’t returned?”


    “He will come. And truly, their gods don’t exist, Richard. They just don’t realize it yet. We’ll have them following the Christian faith soon enough.”


    “I suppose.” Richard wrapped his strong hands around the saw’s grip, asked William if he was ready, and leaned in hard.


    New song, same rhythm.


    Sweat soaked through their white collared shirts, dripped from their foreheads, and was absorbed into the sawdust at their feet. Flecks of pulp gathered around the shiny buckles on their shoes, worming its way inside, poking through their white leggings. It was itchy and annoying on a miserably hot and humid day, but the job had to be done.


    An unfortunate incident involving an escaped goat, a sleepy guard, and an ill-placed torch had left the southwestern corner of the fort burned, blackened, and structurally weak, and at least three logs in the bastion had to be replaced. The men had wished the job completed by sundown, but judging from the sun’s position and the depth of their cut, they would have another long night of guarding the fort’s weakness before they could finish in the morning.


    William paused in mid-stroke, sending Richard stumbling backward, the rhythm interrupted. The younger colonist tripped, rolled his ankle on a loose limb, and fell to his rear. “William,” he said. “Are you—”


    “Quiet, boy.” William held up his hand. It shook like a lone leaf on a branch. Not from age, not from sickness, but from fear. “That noise again,” he added, his voice weak and dissipating.


    “From the heavens?” Richard pushed himself up, brushing the sawdust away from his hands and breeches. His hearing had been damaged by an unfortunate prank in his youth—a musket firing too close to his ears—and though he could hear close voices and the whistle of a kettle’s boil, distant sounds, like the rumbling of thunder and this godforsaken horn in the clouds, were lost on him until they were nearly upon him, screaming for his attention. “Is this the second time this fortnight?”


    William cocked his head and held his finger to his lips. “Yes,” he whispered. “It’s back again. I warned them. I warned the others. Heaven is—”


    To the east, out over the salty sea, the undulating wail began once more, starting with a deeper tone, like the lowing of a lazy bull, and then progressing upward until it reach a mid-level timbre, the difference between men and teen boys in a choir, before slowly receding back.


    The second iteration brought the noise closer.


    William said, “Gabriel signals our final punishment for bringing savages into our homes.”


    “We? Don’t be ridiculous,” Richard scoffed. “If so, then it’s only the Payne woman’s fault for laying with him. That’s the burden of man, not the work of a vengeful God.”


    “Do not blaspheme, boy.”


    “Why would Gabriel signal the final battle for Heaven if—”


    “Enough! Trouble comes with that blasted noise in the sky. That’s Satan’s howl. We must hurry. Go, now. I’ll bring the mallet, you bring the saw,” William commanded.


    William ran.


    The horn, the beast’s wail, whatever it was, reached the peak of its third iteration and was nearly on top of them. William looked over his shoulder to see if Richard had obeyed the order to follow.


    He was nowhere to be found. The crosscut saw hung in the branches of a small sapling, slowly swaying back and forth by one handle. Hanging there, landed there, William couldn’t be sure.


    “Richard?” William scanned the woods, gulping frantic breaths, trying to swallow his fear. “Richard?” he called again, louder this time.


    William retreated a few steps, dropped his flask, and glanced up at the sky. Pillowed clouds drifted along. There were no trumpeting angels among them.


    He called for his compatriot again, then for a fourth time.


    He thought of his wife, Elizabeth, and the baby they had buried last winter. Stillborn. They chose not to give it a name, which had somehow made it harder and easier at the same time. He wondered if he would ever get to see Elizabeth again.


    Where had Richard gone? Had the capricious Croatans snatched him away?


    Wouldn’t he be able to hear Richard’s muffled screams? Perhaps they had already slit his throat. Perhaps they were hiding with his body behind the trunk of a fat tree.


    The low drone of the skynoise began its descent, as loud as he’d ever heard it.


    He screamed for Richard.


    Damn the Croatans. Worthless heathens. Friends one moment, untrustworthy neighbors the next. It had to be them. This had to be their work.


    He couldn’t leave Richard behind. He searched for a safer spot where he could survey the land. Spotting an oak, he hid behind its massive trunk; it would make his body an almost impossible target for arrows and flying hatchets.


    He screamed over the wailing in the sky, screamed until his throat burned and his voice was weak and clawed out of his mouth in a desperate croak.


    Nothing. No response. Richard was gone. The only thing that remained among the waist-high weeds was the saw, dangling in the limbs of the sapling.


    “Forgive me,” William said.


    The skynoise completed its slow taper back to silence.


    William tried to move.


    He couldn’t. His body felt like stone—silent, immobile, and everlasting.


    Someone stood up in the grass.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER ONE


    The persistent hand shot up again like a ship’s mast in a sea of curious faces; that is, if the ship itself was an exasperating crackpot named Chip Sledd, who was quite possibly the least sane person in the auditorium.


    Helen Weils, historical nonfiction author and guest lecturer at Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia, ignored him as she finished addressing the crowd. They were there, after all, to see her and listen to her theories on the mass disappearance of the Roanoke Island colonists in 1587, just a ways south off the coast of North Carolina. They weren’t there to listen to Chip challenge her ideas. Not that she minded a good debate; a lot of her best ideas had come from challenging existing opinions. Chip, however, was a special case—emphasis on special.


    He had badgered her endlessly on her book tour for the past six weeks, posing bizarre questions and ridiculous ideas—but although he’d grown increasingly annoying, he had never done anything to break the law. He hadn’t stalked her. He hadn’t invaded her privacy. Mostly, he was a bothersome fly at the windowsill. So ignoring and enduring the pest had become her defense; and she assumed that, eventually, he would tire of his nonsense and move on to someone else.


    “Don’t forget that there was never any indication of cannibalism in that area,” Helen said. “We can’t rule out that it’s possible, but it’s not probable. I firmly believe that the DNA research being conducted in Texas will ultimately prove that the colonists were absorbed by the friendly Croatan tribe. And if you haven’t yet read my book, suffice it to say that it also concludes that this is the most logical explanation for the colonists’ disappearance. There. I just saved you twenty-five bucks, but you can at least buy me a coffee.”


    The audience chuckled.


    With Chip in mind, she added, “There will always be some uncertainty, and, as with any historical mystery, conspiracy theories will arise. However, science—facts—will be the eventual winners of this debate. Okay, we have time for a few questions, and, wow, I can see that some of you came prepared.”


    Eager hands waved.


    Helen pointed to a young man with his arm in the air, a history student she recognized from a previous lecture, and said, “We’ll start with you. Your question?”


    But before the student could speak, Chip stood up, hair disheveled, holding a manila folder stuffed with a stack of paper so thick he had to cradle it with two hands. He raised his voice loud enough for all two hundred attendees to hear and said, “Miss Weils, please. I’m sorry for interrupting, but you seriously can’t go on denying the fact that there’s something else at play here.”


    Helen took a sip from her water bottle, slowly screwed the cap back on and smirked. “Hi, Chip.”


    Should she humor him? Maybe just this once. Like appeasing an implacable, spoiled child with a treat, perhaps he would let go of his insistence if she finally relented. “Let me guess… Alien abduction? Wasn’t that last week’s supposition?”


    Chip, with his shirt untucked, buttons uneven, some sort of unidentifiable stain on his khakis, and shaggy hair, was actually quite handsome in a nutty professor sort of way. With a strong chin, bright blue eyes, and an enduring beard shadow that never seemed to go past 5:01, he could’ve easily been on the cover of a magazine, as long as it was a worn copy of Psychology Today and he was the subject of a featured article on mental instability. But good-looking though he may have been, when he opened his mouth, the crazy came out.


    He scoffed. “Hey, alien abduction is a perfectly viable theory—”


    “What’s your question, Chip?” she interrupted, leaning closer to the podium’s microphone.


    He cleared his throat with dramatic flair, then held the stuffed folder high over his head for everyone to see. “You were talking about the DNA research in Texas, Miss Weils. Well, what I have right here is verifiable proof that Dr. Herman Anderson, an extraordinary geneticist, found human DNA while running some routine tests on a sampling of an oak tree dating back to the 1500s, and that oak tree came from Roanoke Island.”


    The audience tried, unsuccessfully, to stifle their laughter.


    Helen managed to keep a straight face, though her chest heaved as she contained her amusement. “Is that so?”


    “Laugh all you want,” Chip said, gesturing to those nearby. “I have proof. He ran the tests over and over. Same result each time.”


    “You and I, and everyone here, we all know that the sample could’ve easily been contaminated.”


    Adamant, Chip shook his head. “Nope. They were core samples taken from inside cross-sections of the oak, tested in one of the cleanest, most sterile labs in the country.”


    Helen sighed. The poor guy was closer to commitment at a mental facility than she’d anticipated. Now she regretted humoring him; she’d allowed him to embarrass himself in front of hundreds of people. He didn’t deserve it—not necessarily, anyway. “I think it’s time we end for the eve—”


    “Stop denying it!” Chip shouted.


    The strength of his doggedness surprised her. In all the times he’d confronted her during lectures and readings in small bookstores, he’d never before raised his voice.


    Helen pinched the bridge of her nose, then leaned on the podium with her elbows. “And what is it, exactly, that I’m denying?”


    “That we’re facing a global apocalypse of catastrophic proportions and everyone in here should absolutely be fearing for their lives.”


    Helen nodded. “Mm-hmm. We’re all terrified of some contaminated DNA tests, Chip. Why don’t we put on our tinfoil hats and cross our fingers really hard?”


    “I’m serious.”


    “I’m sure you are, but what exactly does Dr. Anderson think of all this? Maybe next time you can bring him, and we’ll let him explain to everyone what he found and how you managed to get his data and extrapolate this grand theory of… what? Can we do that, Chip? Huh? Can we ask Dr. Anderson what he actually found, or is he just as insane as you are?”


    “Unfortunately, that won’t be possible.”


    “And why is that? Do the imaginary friends in your head not get furloughed long enough to come out?”


    “That was… mean.”


    “I think the word you’re looking for is ‘warranted.’” Helen felt a small measure of guilt. Her words had been a little harsh. She sighed. “Okay, for the sake of argument, why is it impossible to ask this doctor about his results?”


    Chip tapped the edge of the folder on the seat in front of him, hesitating, then answered, “I, um, I know it all sounds a little too convenient, but Dr. Anderson was murdered last week.”


    ***


    Helen sat across from Chip and flipped through the stack of paperwork while he sipped black coffee, nervously bouncing his leg. He kept taking quick glimpses around the café as if he were looking for someone. Given the young man’s paranoid state of mind, she assumed that he might have been expecting an assassin to slip in the rear entrance and eliminate him in order to protect the contents of his super-secret folder.


    Helen couldn’t help but think that the trendy neighborhood of Ghent, in Norfolk—with its historic homes and tree-lined streets, chic shops and the artsy Naro theater—wasn’t likely to be a prime area for hitmen to eliminate conspiracy theorists who thought colonists had been whisked off to Planet Xennon.


    Or something.


    She looked back at the information in front of her. While it had the potential to be interesting, she understood little of it. The contents were too deeply scientific, heavy with charts and graphs, numbers, and DNA sequencing—stuff that she couldn’t grasp. She’d barely passed freshman biology when she’d attended ODU herself back in the 90s, having chosen—to her—the easier path of a liberal arts degree. History major, English minor: they hadn’t come in too handy when it came time to search for a job. It took her years of hopping from support desk to support desk, sales job to sales job, before she found a way to put both degrees to use: by writing a series of creative nonfiction books. All five of them had been New York Times bestsellers so far, with rave reviews and prime kiosk placement in the dwindling cadre of bookstores around the country. Her advances had grown with each new proposal, and they now gave her enough to live comfortably while she traveled the country doing research, giving lectures, and, unfortunately, sometimes meeting people like Chip Sledd.


    Chip pushed his hair back then quickly leaned forward, insistent and edgy. “What do you think?”


    “Give me a sec, okay?”


    “I typed up a summary. It’s right there on top. Did you read the summary?”


    Helen glared at him over a sheet of paper containing an incomprehensible data set.


    “Did you read it? All the important things are right up front.”


    “I invited you here to have a discussion—mainly to tell you to leave me alone. Not for you to badger me with impatience.”


    “Impatience? You’ve been avoiding me for six weeks.”


    “And is it any wonder why? Let’s get one thing straight, Chip. I don’t know who you think I am that I can do anything about your absurd theories, okay? I don’t deal in conspiracies. I spend months—years—on research. I talk to experts. I take notes. And then I tell stories based around factual information. Key word: factual. That’s how this works.


    “So what I want to know is, why me? Why in the world are you pestering me with your deranged speculation about these poor people who disappeared almost four hundred and thirty years ago? Isn’t there someone else out there? Someone who might think you’re actually on to something and will give you a sincere audience? Because I’m sorry, but I really don’t have time for this. I shouldn’t have even invited you here. You just made me feel guilty in front of a packed auditorium, and I couldn’t tell you to stay away from me after you said someone had murdered the poor man who did… this,” she said, lifting the stack of Herman Anderson’s research. She tapped the bottom of the pile on the table, straightened the sides, and shoved it back inside the folder.


    A waitress materialized beside their table holding a carafe of coffee, asking if they’d like a refill. This being Ghent, her red and yellow dyed hair was artsy-normal, and actually, it blended well with the light blue walls and green plants sitting along the dividers. The combination gave her head a nice rainbow look.


    Helen declined, wanting this to be over as soon as possible, but Chip nodded and asked for more sugar. He was already high-strung, and Helen doubted the extra caffeine and sweetener would do this insufferable ball of energy any favors.


    After the waitress was gone, Chip said, “Okay. So. Were you finished chastising me?”


    “As a matter of fact, I wasn’t. Like I was saying, I can’t do anything for you. I’m an author. I write books. It’s not like I can call up the president and say, “Hey, Mr. President, I got a buddy here thinks the world is gonna end, wants to know what you can do for him.”


    “People listen to you. You were on Anderson Cooper.”


    “Promoting a book about the Great Wall of China. Is that why you’re harassing me? Because you think I actually have some pull with the media?”


    Chip took a sip of his coffee and grimaced. “How do people drink this?” He added another packet of sugar and stirred it in. “You want to know why? I was, you know… it’s just that—” He blushed a little, then turned his head to the side, avoiding eye contact.


    “What?”


    He tried to cover a grin. “We had History 101 together. Third floor, BAL. 1994. You sat right in front of me. Your hair was blond back then, always up in a ponytail. You wore sweats a lot.”


    Helen squinted at him. BAL. The Batten Arts & Letters building. Third floor with Professor… Hendricks. Was that his name? Tall guy, had that Ichabod Crane thing going on. And then behind her, the skinny kid with bad acne and glasses so thick he could see into next week. Talk about an ugly duckling scenario. That was Chip? But his name wasn’t Chip back then, it was—


    “I went by Charles,” he said, as if he’d read her mind. “I figured after you didn’t recognize me the first time we met, maybe you were too important to be bothered with something that happened twenty years ago.”


    “The first time,” she said, her voice drifting away, trying to recall which one of their many recent encounters had been the genesis of their re-meeting. “Oh, right. Readalot Books in Raleigh. You tried to convince me the company that makes Sliminox is part of some underground conspiracy. Wait, no, that they’re involved with the Illuminati.”


    “Not the Illuminati,” Chip corrected her. “The men in black. I mean, not like Tommy Lee Jones and Will Smith, even though that’s who the movies are based on. The real ones.”


    “Ah, well, that clears it up.”


    “Good, because it should.”


    “That was a joke. I have no idea what some ultra-secret organization would have to do with weight loss pills and the disappearance of a hundred and eighteen people in 1587. Furthermore, none of your insanity explains why you picked me out of the crowd—even if you did have some schoolboy crush on me when we were eighteen years old.”


    Chip flopped back in his chair and rolled his eyes. “Get over yourself. It wasn’t a crush. You were brilliant back then, and you’re brilliant now. That’s why. Part of the reason, anyway. You wrote that paper on Atlantis, remember? Hendricks had the class do research on historical mysteries, and you proposed that an alien race had taken the Atlanteans underwater and that there’s a society of water-breathing humans living at the bottom of the Pacific.”


    She remembered the paper now. Stupid assignment, stupid result. “Yeah, that was a joke, and I got an F. You read that?”


    Chip shrugged. “We had to exchange papers with someone and do critiques, remember? I read yours and it completely blew me away. I absolutely thought you proved your case.”


    “And that’s why you’re annoying me with all this conspiracy nonsense? Because I wrote five pages on a make-believe idea in an intro to history class?”


    “Made sense to me. I remember thinking I’d found another pea in the pod, you know?”


    “Kindred spirits? Two crazy loons? I suppose next you’re going to tell me that this group of men in black made Atlantis disappear too, huh?”


    Chip smirked. “You just don’t get it, do you? They’ve got a hand in everything. Did you look at the pictures of the Anderson crime scene? Back of the folder?”


    “I didn’t get that far.”


    “Give it a look.” He lifted his chin, indicating the folder full of Anderson’s “proof.”


    She couldn’t believe she was caving, again, but Helen looked anyway. Frustrated and annoyed, she flipped through the stack of paperwork, pages snapping past until she came to a set of black and white photos. She cringed when she saw the first one. An older man, maybe in his early seventies, lay on his back. Two black splotches dotted his chest—bloodstains—and another perfectly round hole centered his forehead. His surroundings indicated he was in some kind of lab. There were microscopes, vials, and burners, along with eyewash stations and sinks in the background. A broken test tube hung in one limp hand.


    “God, I didn’t need to see that, Chip. How did you get these? Aren’t crime scene photos, like, supposed to be undisclosed until they’re used in court?”


    “I have connections,” he answered, simply. “Look at the next photo.”


    “I don’t want to.”


    “Seriously, look.”


    The following photograph was a close-up of Dr. Herman Anderson’s face and neck. Vacant eyes. Sagging skin. She held it closer, examined it. “What am I looking for?”


    “Behind his right ear.”


    “That black spot?”


    “Yep.”


    “And?”


    “And? If you look at it with a magnifying glass, that right there is a black circle with an infinity symbol in the middle of it.” He smacked the table and added, “Boom!” Their coffee mugs shook. Nearby patrons looked over quizzically.


    “Boom? Boom what? You mean like a tattoo? Like he’s a member?”


    “How deep does your denial go? I’d hate to think about the people of Atlantis relying on your help.”


    “I don’t even know what to say to that.” This conversation was getting stranger by the minute. Chip said it all with such sincerity, though.


    “The spot,” he said, tapping on the small splotch behind Anderson’s right ear, lowering his voice, “is a stamp. They leave it on all their victims, their kills, to let the police and the FBI know to back off.”


    Helen paused, took a deep breath, and then couldn’t hold her laughter. She chuckled so hard that she snorted. “You’re serious, aren’t you?”


    “Dead serious.”


    “That’s a discolored mole.”


    “It’s not funny, Helen. The end is coming, and I think it’s going to happen within the next day or two. We’re running out of time. I need your help. No—the world needs your help.”


    Helen looked up when she managed to stop chortling. Over Chip’s shoulder, past his earnest, pleading eyes, she saw a man dressed in a black suit. He reminded her of her old Lutheran pastor growing up, only without the white square at the center of his collar.


    The man in black stared at her intently, flicked cigarette ashes onto the sidewalk, and then darted away as if he’d been discovered leering through someone’s window.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWO


    Chip risked a nervous peek over his shoulder. “Oh my God. Oh my God. Ohmygodohmygodohmygod.” He picked up his pace.


    A much as Helen didn’t want to be here, now, on this sparsely populated sidewalk in full view of whoever that was in the black suit, she strode harder to keep up with Chip. His fear was real—real enough to convince her that she should be frightened for her own safety. Real enough for her to follow Chip when he insisted that it was her only option.


    “Is he still back there?” she asked.


    “No. He turned down Gurley Street about two blocks back.”


    Helen stopped abruptly. “Then what’re we running for? Can’t we just go back to our cars and get out of here?”


    “Would you come on?” Chip grabbed her upper arm, but gently, and tapped twice inside her bicep—subtle encouragement to keep moving. “If the black suits are watching us, we’re screwed. It doesn’t matter if the world is ending, because we’ll be long dead before it does.”


    Helen pulled free and straightened her top. The aqua color had looked great on her that morning in the Nordstrom dressing room—it really brought out her eyes—but it was a little low cut for her taste. She shook her head. Silly to be concerned about showing too much cleavage when she was—what? Running for her life? Was that what was happening?


    She hurried after Chip when he resumed his determined march away from the coffee shop and the man in the black suit. And the farther away they got from the incident, the more her disbelief grew. Was all this really necessary? Had she overreacted?


    Half-serious, half-joking, she said, “So if the world is ending in a day or two, then why would these guys in black suits bother killing us, huh? Seems like a waste of bullets if the universe is just going to sort everything out.”


    Chip deftly avoided a rack of used clothes hanging in front of a small shop. The green and white awning hung low, the ruffled bottom almost clipping his head. “Are you serious? You’re not serious, right?”


    “You mean about some covert organization causing the end of the world? Or am I serious about the fact that a random man in a suit made eye contact with me? Honestly, I don’t know why I bothered saying anything. That was just some guy checking me out, Chip. Look at this top. Really. Look at it.”


    Chip stepped around the black metal table sitting in front of yet another café, where two hipsters in garish outfits sipped tiny mugs with their pinkies out. Chip glanced at Helen’s blouse—her chest, really—and then looked away. “It’s nice.”


    “So maybe he was just checking out my cleavage.”


    “Maybe.”


    “And maybe you’re wrong about him.”


    “I’m not.”


    “But how do you know?”


    Clouds had drifted in and blocked the sun. It was overcast and gloomy now, and Helen heard distant thunder grumbling in the sky. Or was that a military jet? With the world’s largest naval base just a few miles down Hampton Boulevard, sometimes it was hard to tell.


    The rumble increased. Definitely thunder. The sound was not manmade.


    “I just know, okay?”


    Again, Helen stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. Their frantic pace had carried them beyond the shops, the cafés, the banks, bars, and greasy spoon diners. Brownstone apartments and townhomes with grand porches and even grander columns surrounded them. Helen had looked for a place to stay down here, just for a couple of weeks, while on her lecture tour. She had been happy to be back in familiar territory—she’d lived in Hampton Roads once, albeit over a decade ago—but the subsequent gentrification of Ghent had driven the prices much too high for her budget. She had received a more-than-generous advance for her forthcoming book about Charles Lindbergh, but it wasn’t near enough to give her carte blanche with her lifestyle.


    She said, “This is ridiculous. I’m going back to my apartment.”


    Chip whipped around and marched toward her. “What? No. We have to go, Helen. I’m sorry if all this seems just a little too hard to believe—”


    “Hard to believe? It’s like some ridiculous summer movie with an unbelievable plot where the snooty scientist gets rescued by the handsome crazy guy and they save the world from a James Bond villain who’s too stupid to keep his plans to himself. I feel like I’m Julia Roberts and you’re Bradley Cooper.”


    “You think I’m handsome?”


    “I didn’t say that. Not necessarily.”


    “Not necessarily. Anyway, on a normal day, I would welcome the compliment, but right now, we have to get out of here. Let’s get to someplace safe and then I’ll tell you everything I know.”


    “No, Chip,” Helen said. “I’m done. I’m really done. I don’t believe any of this, and I’m really sorry your scientist friend was murdered—it’s very sad—but this is crazy, and I don’t do crazy.” She saluted him, because she couldn’t think of anything else to do to punctuate her departure, then spun on her heels.


    “Where are you going?”


    “Home. Wine, bubble bath, and Project Runway reruns. In that order. And then probably more wine.”


    “Would it make a difference if I told you the rest of this involves the Croatan tribe? Kinda? Sorta?” he called after her.


    That sparked a flicker of curiosity, enough to cause a snag in her step, but she kept walking. “Nope,” she said, without looking back. “Let the world end, Chip. Maybe it could use a good cleansing. I’ll believe it when I see it.”


    Cars crawled by on the narrow streets, looking for a parking spot that would likely never appear. A teenager dressed in baggy clothes and a baseball cap cocked sideways clunk-clunked past her on a skateboard, his wheels bumping over the breaks in the sidewalk. The wafting scent of detergent trailed in his wake.


    “Helen, please,” Chip called after her.


    “Bye, Chip.”


    “Helen!”


    “Bye!”


    She took another series of determined steps, fully expecting to feel Chip’s hand on her arm again, spinning her around, begging her to come with him. It was such complete and total madness—like something out of a Philip K. Dick novel—and snickered at the idea of how easily she’d allowed herself to get caught up in his paranoia. Wasn’t there some scientific theory about paranoia and groupthink? Probably. There were theories about everything.


    A nincompoop who just happens to be a connection from her past shows up a few weeks ago, spouting theories about mass disappearances and secret groups, each time confronting her with a new, fantastical idea—and now here he was again, throwing some poor geneticist’s murder in her face like it was proof that her research had anything whatsoever to do with his batshit crazy ideas about an apocalypse.


    All it had taken was some random old man in a black suit, smoking a cigarette and staring at her cleavage, and she had leapt down the rabbit hole with him.


    She glanced down at the new top, choosing to blame it for the moments of induced paranoia, silently cursed it, and wondered if she would still be able to return the damn thing.


    When she looked up again, the man in the black suit was marching toward her, pushing his jacket to the side, reaching for something tucked behind his back.


    Helen froze.


    Her first thought was, that’s where people keep guns hidden.


    Her second thought was, I’m going to die without saying goodbye to my parents.


    A lump welled up in her throat. The humid air around her felt cloying, as if she were breathing water, as if she would need gills to stay outside.


    She tried to pick up her feet and move. She couldn’t have been more immobile if she were bolted to the ground. Her eyes went to the black-suited man’s waist again, and she saw something silver flash in his hand.


    A gun emerged.


    She’d done enough research for her previous nonfiction work to recognize a 9mm with a silencer already equipped.


    Run, she thought, but she couldn’t move.


    A hint of a grin lifted the corner of the assassin’s mouth. Two elderly women carrying shopping bags screamed when they saw his weapon. Their hands went to their mouths. The bags went to the ground.


    Then fate, kismet, or luck intervened, and the gray-haired man stumbled over one of the dropped bags, cursing as he tripped, scattering a selection of blouses while his arms flapped to maintain his balance.


    The momentary lapse provided just enough time for Helen to feel Chip’s firm hands on her shoulders, urging her to the left and into a used clothing store.


    “Move,” he said. “Through the back.”


    She obeyed, allowing him to guide her past the racks of t-shirts and jackets, the shelves full of scuffed boots and shoes, their tips arcing upward from use and wear.


    The bored clerk looked up from her smartphone, thumb perched over the screen, and said, “Can I help—hey, you can’t go back there.”


    “Back door?” Chip said frantically.


    “What?”


    “Where’s the exit?”


    “Out the way you came, jerkhole.”


    “Helen, go,” he said, dismissing the clerk.


    Briefly, Helen glimpsed the young lady’s nametag: Bryenne. A second later, Helen was pushing a dingy white curtain to the side and dashing through a small storage room full of shelves laden with overflowing boxes of donated clothes, each box labeled with black magic marker. The air smelled stale, like damp cardboard and mildew.


    “There,” Chip said, on her heels, pointing at a door to their left. Above it, the word “Exit” glowed in red lettering.


    “But it says ‘Emergency Exit Only.’”


    “Helen!”


    “What?”


    “It’s an emergency, trust me. Go.”


    Always a rule follower, Helen’s caution had been instinctual. Thankfully, her reaction to Chip’s panicked nudging at her back was as well. She slammed through the door and into the cloud-covered daylight, shielding her eyes. The dim light of the storage room had been enough to cause her vision to adjust, and readjusting to the brightness cost her. She stumbled over a stack of empty boxes and went down hard, jamming her palms against the blacktop. But there was no time to whimper or examine the damage; Chip had his hands in her underarms, lifting her back to her feet, urging her on as they sprinted between the brick buildings.


    “Where?” she said between labored breaths. Formerly a runner, five days a week at least, she’d been on the road too long and had fallen out of the habit. She was amazed to realize just how much endurance she’d lost in the past couple of months. Always too tired, too burnt out, too rushed, she hadn’t felt like exercising in the hotel gyms—and now it would cost her life. Maybe Chip’s, too. “I have to stop. Can’t breathe.”


    “Take a left,” Chip said, pulling her with him. The abrupt change in direction almost sent her to the ground again, but she managed to keep her footing as they ran down an alley. The buildings on either side were five stories tall, hung with metal fire escapes. Flowerpots sat on windowsills and laundry dried on small, makeshift clotheslines outside the boxy apartments.


    Helen couldn’t remember precisely, but the windows, the structure, looked familiar.


    No, wait. Two streets over from the Naro. That coffee shop within walking distance. A bank. A small market. She recalled thinking she’d only have a short drive over to ODU’s campus.


    “I recognize this building,” she said, inhaling gulps of air. The girl’s name had been Emily, and she was an MBA student at ODU with a spare bedroom for rent. While the place was nice, she’d asked for entirely too much money for the coffin-sized sleeping quarters. Helen would hardly call it a bedroom. Plus, the laundry room had been downstairs, outside, accessible only through the alley. She hadn’t been keen on the idea of walking in that unlit area late in the evening.


    They ran past a stairwell leading underneath the complex.


    “Whoa, here!” she said, jamming her feet down in a hard stop, feeling her arm stretch with the weight of Chip’s momentum as she hauled him back.


    “We’ll be trapped.”


    “And we’ll die anyway if I don’t catch my breath. At least this might give us a chance. Come on.”


    He followed her down the steps. The laundry room door, loose on its hinges and painted dark brown, strips of paint on its small window from an unsteady hand, was locked, as it should be.


    MBA Emily had said, “Oh, like, and if you, like, ever forget your key and don’t want to walk all the way back up, just do this, but, like, don’t tell anybody I showed you.” She had leaned into the door and lifted it, using the doorknob to angle it back, and swung it open.


    Helen did the same, and blessed mercy, the door swung inward. She tugged Chip inside and shut it quietly behind them.


    Antsy, Chip glanced out the window, looking upward at the street. Over his shoulder, he said, “How—what—how did you know you could get in here?”


    “You’re not the only one with connections.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER THREE


    They watched out the laundry room window in silence, save for the clanking, creaking and sloshing of the decrepit washer behind them. Helen wanted to ask Chip what the hell was going on, maybe discuss a plan, but was afraid to break the stillness. Thirty seconds passed, then ninety, with no sign of the man in the black suit. When the spin cycle finished and the drum wheezed and clattered to a stop, Chip offered to go topside and survey the alley.


    “If he hasn’t come through by now, I doubt he’s going to. And besides,” he said, “we can’t stay down here forever. Somebody’s gonna come check on that laundry and wonder why we’re in here. Get the cops involved. Then we’re dead for sure.”


    Helen nodded. “Okay,” she said. “Be careful up there.” Her breathing had returned to normal during the brief respite, but her mouth was still as dry as a drought-ridden creek bed, and she longed for a bottle of water. She patted Chip on the shoulder. It was awkward, like that moment during decent first dates when she didn’t know whether to shake hands or hug the men who’d paid for her coffee, drinks, and maybe even dinner if things had gone well enough. “Thanks for saving me,” she added.


    “I hate to say I told you so.”


    “Don’t, really, but I’m being serious here. If you hadn’t pulled me into that store, there might be some medical examiner taking crime scene photos of my body right now, just like your doctor friend. It’s… I can’t even… That’s so crazy to think, right?”


    Without being able to say, “I told you so,” Chip only offered upturned palms and a knowing grin. He turned the useless deadbolt, the soft clunk of metal punctuating the end of the moment. Then he whispered, “If anything happens—”


    “It won’t.”


    “But if anything does—”


    “I’m screwed,” she said, gesturing around the laundry room. “There’s no place to go.”


    “Well, then, nice knowing you?” And it really was a question, coming from him. He even offered his hand to shake. He seemed remorseful, subconsciously apologizing for pestering her over the past month and a half.


    Helen nudged forward, halted, then moved another step. It wasn’t a full embrace—she kept an inch of distance between their bodies—but she put her arms around him and clumsily patted his back twice. “Yeah. Nice. And thanks. Again. Whatever.”


    “Okay, here goes,” Chip said, and he slipped through the open doorway, keeping his back to the wall. He crouched low, taking the steps one at a time, attempting to crane his neck up to street level.


    Voices. There were voices. Laughter and coughing. Helen could hear them too.


    Her heartbeat reached a full stampede. Chip put his finger to his lips and ascended two more steps, attempting to get a better look. He grinned. “Nothing,” he mouthed, shaking his head. “Two kids smoking. Down that way.”


    She rubbed her forehead—close call—and pointed to the east, the direction from which they’d come.


    Chip nodded.


    Three more steps and he’d reached as far as he could go without the top of his skull cresting the surface. He repositioned himself so that his chest was flat against the wall, and using both hands on the brick stairwell, he lifted himself and scanned the area.


    Helen watched, realizing she was holding her breath. Her lungs burned. She inhaled through her nose and out through her mouth, trying to calm herself. If Chip were to drop from a bullet to the forehead, her only option would be to hit the stairs at a full sprint. Maybe she could catch the—who was that guy? A government assassin? Really? CIA? FBI? NSA?


    Whatever he was, maybe she could catch him by surprise.


    Running was her only option. She didn’t want to die down here in this damp, musty basement that smelled like a mixture of mold and fabric softener. If she could reach the surface, she could run in an erratic pattern, make herself harder to hit.


    Would he fire on her with the kids standing there as witnesses? Would he kill them too?


    I’ll scream, she thought. I’ll scream as soon as I get to the top. They’ll run, they’ll distract him, and maybe we can all get away. That’s the best I can do.


    She held the heavy laundry room door with her left hand. It wasn’t level. It wanted to give in, stop fighting gravity, and drift closed on its own. She would have liked more room to get a head start, but the out-of-balance door made it impossible. Settling for what little leeway she had, she crouched into an ungraceful position, like a sprinter before the gun, and waited on the gruesome possibility that a lifeless Chip might soon tumble down the stairs.


    Chip’s voice sounded hollow in the stairwell, but his words were bursting with promise. “Clear,” he said. “I think we lost him. Let’s go.”


    “Where?”


    “I know where we need to go, but it’s not exactly the best idea.”


    “Not exactly? What does that mean?”


    “It means the best option isn’t always the smartest one.”


    “You want me to come with you based on that?”


    “What choice do you have?”


    Helen followed him up to the alley. The smoking teens with baggy clothes and mops of unkempt hair buried underneath skullcaps looked up at them from thirty yards away, then went back to their conversation. Helen said, “You don’t have a plan?”


    “I did.”


    “And?”


    “And it didn’t involve running from a guy with a gun that’s actually trying to kill me. Not today.”


    “Then what’re we doing?”


    “I’ll tell you when we get there.”


    Helen stopped beside a large trash bin that smelled of fried chicken and stale bread, along with something pungent and unidentifiable. Piles of napkins and a metal crutch spilled over from the top. “Nope,” she said, after briefly considering the idea of using the crutch to beat some sense into Chip.


    “Nope? Nope what? Why’re you stopping? We need to move, Helen.”


    “This isn’t television or the movies. You can’t just withhold information and wait until the next commercial break before the big reveal happens. I’m not taking another step until you tell me what we’re doing.”


    “Do you want to get shot?”


    “No.”


    “Then quit stomping your foot like a grouchy toddler while we’re trying to get away from a government assassin, okay? Because that’s how you get shot. I told you I’d tell you on the way.”


    “Fine.” Reluctantly, she put one foot in front of the other and followed Chip down the alley. A naval jet roared overhead, loud enough and low enough to drown out the sounds of traffic one street over. The tall apartments loomed high around them, adding to the suffocating, claustrophobic feel of the alley. Roaring jet engines above, brick walls pressing in on either side, an assassin somewhere, hunting for them—the only way to go was forward. Helen would have to trust Chip, for now.


    “Do you know how to hotwire a car?” he asked.


    “Yeah, that’s the first thing I learned in elementary school.”


    Chip snorted. “We can’t go back to ours. We’ll need something.”


    “Why can’t we go back?”


    “Did you really just ask me that? You saw the man with the gun, right? If they knew we were there, they know where we parked. Hell, they know what we ordered at that coffee shop, and they know where you bought that top.” His eyes flicked downward ever so briefly. “We make any kind of predictable move like going back, we’re done. D-o-n-e done.”


    “I can spell. And it’s finished. Cakes are done.”


    “I—never mind. Oh my God.” Chip’s mouth dropped open. Shock, fear, and dread raced across his face. “Where’s your cell phone?”


    “Where’s yours?”


    “I don’t carry one. I don’t even own one, because they can track your GPS signal on your phone. Helen, where’s your cell?”


    Instinctively, she reached to her side, “Right here in my purse—wait, my purse. Where’d it go?” She’d been so distracted, so terrified, she hadn’t noticed the lack of weight hanging across her shoulders.


    “You don’t keep your phone on you? Like in a pocket, maybe?”


    “No, never. Where’s my purse? We have to go find it. All my cards, my keys, my driver’s license. I must have dropped it somewhere.”


    “Green color, gray straps?”


    “Yeah, did you see it?”


    “It was hanging across the back of your chair at the café.”


    “And you didn’t say anything?”


    “I was trying to get us away from the deadly assassin. Jesus, what is with you? Twenty minutes ago you were thanking me for saving your life and now—forget it. Let’s take a right here. There’s a Metro stop three blocks west.”


    “My life is in that purse. I can’t just leave it behind.” Bunker Avenue was lined with trees, cars, and more brick buildings. Another residential neighborhood that had been too expensive for her to even consider renting a room. To their left, a small dog park was flush with green trees and grass. One man and two women stood with their arms crossed, watching three golden retrievers chase each other. Neither the man nor the women gave them a glance. Helen suspected she was being overly paranoid.


    Chip pressed his lips together, frowned, and shook his head. “Absolutely not. Your life is in my hands now. Forget the purse. We’re better off this way.” A helicopter thrummed in the sky above, low enough for them to read the sequence of letters and numbers on its tail. “See? I bet that’s them.”


    “Because it’s black?”


    “What’re you doing? Stop staring. We have to keep moving. And no, not because it’s black, it’s because your cell is broadcasting a GPS signal. I bet you anything that if we went back to the coffee shop, we’d see a whole horde of suits and sunglasses standing around with one hand up to their ears and the other tucked inside their suits.”


    “Wouldn’t the first guy tell them we ran?”


    “Most likely, but he’d also expect us to be dumb enough to go back for your things, so that’s exactly why we aren’t. Leave it behind, let it go. If we make it out of this alive, you can get new stuff. Things are going to be extremely different for the both of us from now on.”


    The reality, the overwhelming weight of the situation settled heavily on Helen’s chest. She couldn’t breathe. All the oxygen had been sucked out of her lungs. She felt as if she were submerged, suffocating. And this time it wasn’t the result of being out of shape; this was pure anxiety.


    “Chip, stop. I can’t.” She inhaled deeply, fanned her face with flapping hands. “I can’t do this. Just let me go back. I’ll explain to them that I have no idea what’s going on. I write books, for God’s sake, that’s it. I’m an author, not a criminal.” She stopped once more and bent over. The sidewalk tipped sideways, or was it her? It got closer.


    Chip caught her—strong and, admittedly, comforting—and propped her upright. He held her by the arms, close to his chest. “Listen to me,” he said. “As of twenty minutes ago, your life changed. The second that guy showed up, your old life ended and a new one began. They don’t care that you don’t know what’s going on. You were with me, and I’ve been on their hit list for a long time. Guilty by association. They were just waiting on me to make a mistake, and I did. I screwed up, Helen. I shouldn’t have gotten you involved. But I thought… I thought that if I could convince you… I just never expected Dr. Anderson and the tree with human DNA to be the catalyst. It’s the Croatan. I know it is, and I absolutely promise that I’ll tell you everything I know once we get out of here.”


    “Okay,” she said, because there was nothing else to say.


    “Good. Stick with me. We’ll get on the bus, and then we’re going to visit a friend, got it? We have to stay silent in case they’re listening, and that’s the honest truth. We shouldn’t even be talking right now because they could be patched into anything, anywhere, at any time. Traffic cams, radios, those people over there with the dogs and their phones. Anything. Their tracking technology is unbelievable—it’s a miracle we’re not dead already.”


    Chip made sure she could stand on her own, then turned to face… nothing in particular. He spoke to the sky. “You hear me out there? If you can hear me—and I know you can if you’re listening—we’re going to expose the truth. We’ll tell the world. And you won’t get away with this, I can promise you that. No more, okay? You’ve taken enough already.”


    For a moment, Helen wondered if he was actually talking to government spies… or someone else entirely.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOUR


    As discussed, they rode the Metro bus in silence.


    She couldn’t remember the last time she’d been on a public bus. Paris? No, London. Yeah, it had to be London. Her UK publisher had arranged a signing for her first work at an all but hidden bookstore on the day of a World Cup qualifying match. Two people showed up. Things might have gone better if they had set up the signing across the street in the pub. She remembered it was called the Black Lion Inn. She’d never forget the sight of that wooden sign swinging in the wind and rain, a black lion stenciled on it, while she sat morose and bored, staring out the bookstore window.


    The shop owner, a wonderful little man named Liam with white hair and silver-rimmed glasses, had assured her repeatedly, “They’ll come after the match, love,” but they never did. An ancient woman and her granddaughter, the latter propping up the former, had been the only two people to come to the signing. Helen gave them extra copies, paid for out of her own pocket, just for being kind enough to come.


    When the soccer match ended and the shop remained empty, the fans staying behind at the Black Lion Inn to celebrate the narrow win, Helen decided to go explore. She took a bus and rode for hours. The lack of interest in her signing had been a nasty knock to the ego, causing her to wonder if this was really the best path for her life. Obviously, it had subsequently proved itself to be an excellent and rewarding path; but funnily enough, here she was years later, yet again on a public bus, yet again pondering her life decisions.


    The great behemoth rumbled and chugged along. The inside of the bus was plastered with images and signs proclaiming how proud the city of Norfolk was for having embraced the green movement. It seems that nearly all of the public transportation options had been converted to run on biofuel.


    Good for them, Helen thought, but really, I don’t give a shit.


    It was amazing how little saving the environment mattered when you were running for your life.


    Two men, dressed in multiple layers of tattered clothing and holding bags full of what looked like cans and more clothing, stood at the rear of the bus, chatting about the best place to get a free meal and how one of them had cleaned up the night before outside of that new Kroger over on Military Highway. Helen decided they were no danger to her. And if they were, then the men were in incredible costumes, right down to the unwashed smell that drifted toward the front of the bus. Perhaps the CIA, or the men in black, had hired Hollywood makeup artists to create their undercover disguises.


    An older woman across from Helen was asleep. Glasses were perched precariously on the end of her nose, while the chains dangled down beside her cheeks. Helen couldn’t decide which dropped further, the chains or the woman’s loose-skinned jowls. Her gray hair had thinned and she wore a sweater, even in the heat and humidity.


    As the bus lumbered over a pothole, the woman was jostled awake. She smiled at Helen, then closed her eyes, and was softly snoring again a few seconds later.


    Helen hoped to God that the kindly woman wasn’t a spy. It’d really suck to have to punch her in the face.


    The thought surprised Helen; such a tremendous level of distrust toward some random woman, minding her own business on a random bus on a random street. Helen looked away before she had any more visions of popping the old lady right on the honker.


    Beside her, Chip anxiously bounced his right leg and chewed on a fingernail. His head on a swivel, like he was watching a tennis match or a cat chasing a fly, he repetitively checked in every direction, again and again. Helen wanted to ask if he he’d spotted anything, then remembered their vow of silence.


    Ha. Vow of silence.


    A monk and a nun on the run.


    Helen couldn’t help herself. She grinned.


    Helen thought about tapping Chip on the leg to get his attention, then trying to silently mouth her question, but she figured that maybe Chip couldn’t read lips and the oddball scene would attract attention.


    She could hear the newscaster now: Have you seen this man and woman? Concerned citizens say a deaf-mute couple, wanted in connection with blah-blah-blah, were last seen on the Metro. Ronnie Wilson, bus driver extraordinaire, watched them attempt to communicate through his rearview mirror. Details at eleven.


    She wondered what image of her the police would use for her profile picture on NBC. With any luck, they’d pick the portrait from the back of her latest dust jacket. The one with the purple sweater. Her smile looked best in that one.


    Helen rubbed her temples, hoping to clear her mind of the ridiculous thought.


    Strange where the mind goes when you’re focusing on a new reality, especially when you have too much available time to think about such things. Was being concerned about her appearance a defense mechanism, a way to hide from the fear that gripped her? She didn’t have an answer.


    The bus sputtered then squealed to a stop at an intersection. Chip nudged Helen on the shoulder and tilted his head toward the front exit.


    The old woman briefly awoke, examined their surroundings, and closed her eyes again. If she was a spy, she certainly wasn’t interested in them.


    Helen shook her head at the depths of her own paranoia, then quickly chased after Chip, turning the side of her face toward the driver, hoping he would only get a look at her profile. He wasn’t interested anyway, choosing instead to take a quick peek at his phone. She glanced down and saw the familiar blue and white of Facebook sailing by with a thumb-flick as he scrolled through.


    Once she and Chip were safely on the sidewalk, the driver closed the doors, forcefully ground the bus into gear, and sputtered north toward his next destination.


    “Now what?” Helen asked. “Can we talk yet?”


    The sky had grown darker, with rain-fattened clouds drifting in, yet only a misty sprinkle fell. Thunder rolled again, off in the distance. It sounded farther away, as if the storm had continued to the south and would eventually dissipate out at sea. Good. One less thing to worry about. She’d never been a fan of thunderstorms—a childhood fear that had remained firmly grounded in adulthood. She wasn’t nearly as bad as her brother, Dan, who had an odd fear of moths. At the age of forty-one, he still earned lots of good-natured ribbing around the dinner table at Thanksgiving.


    Chip marched with purpose, taking her hand, pulling her along. “Soon, but stay quiet,” he said, and nothing more.


    Helen didn’t pull her hand free of his tender grasp. To anyone watching—an arbitrary stranger, someone through a living room window—her forcefully pulling away might be enough to draw attention. Not that it was remotely the same, she thought, but this must be what it’s like to be a celebrity, being out and about, trying to simply go for a walk, having every movement judged, criticized, photographed, and remembered. Chances were, they had escaped surveillance for the time being—Chip had assured her of that much before they got on the bus—yet it remained troubling to be cautious of every single gesture.


    Don’t do anything out of the ordinary. Stay normal. Trust him until you can— what, get away? And go where?


    Helen felt a bead of sweat trickle down her side, underneath the loose, flowing top. The unexpected sensation caused her to shiver, as if she’d felt a spider crawl across her skin.


    Chip glanced at her with both eyebrows arched, a gesture of Are you okay?


    She squeezed his hand once in response, and allowed him to guide her along the sidewalk. They’d left the Ghent area and had traveled closer to the naval base along Hampton Boulevard, past the university and the stadium, over the Lafayette River, and into yet another housing area. With Old Dominion and the naval base practically neighbors, it was no wonder that available housing around here was both prevalent and profitable. A continuous cycle of fresh new recruits—both soldiers and students—could be counted on to arrive every year.


    A small group of Helen’s Alpha Phi sorority sisters had once rented a house not too far from here, and Helen had fond memories of stumbling home from the bar close by. Some small Irish pub. O’Malley’s, maybe?


    The nostalgia of being back in the area, visiting old haunts and dredging up memories, was a welcome distraction, but Helen forced herself to think about where the nutjob holding her hand was taking her, what in God’s name all of this was about, and why the government would be trying to kill them both over it.


    No more 1995, she thought. Here and now, Helen. Here and now.


    Perhaps her mind was actively trying to escape reality by stirring up fun memories from twenty years ago. That seemed logical. It was subconsciously trying to hide from the truth.


    And what a weird truth it was. What was supposed to have been ten minutes at a café, humoring some wacko who had been pestering her for the past year so that he would leave her alone, had turned into a desperate race to safety.


    Safety?


    Nothing about this experience felt safe. Was it really a race away from capture? From death? Had she really seen what the man in the black suit had been reaching for, or had that been a trick of her mind? Fear creating a mental image of something that didn’t exist?


    She’d gone with Chip when he’d dragged her into the clothing store and out the back. She’d bought into the idea that they were being monitored; she’d believed that Chip had stumbled upon some sensitive information, and that because he’d told her about it, they had both become targets.


    All without legitimate proof.


    There had been a brief moment of clarity back before the black-suited man had returned. This felt the same. Was she being too gullible, allowing Chip to drag her into his crazy, paranoid theories about the government eliminating potential whistleblowers?


    “Helen?”


    The sound of her name pulled her away from the tidal surge of questions in her mind.


    Sidewalk. Street. Single-story homes. Some purple flower she couldn’t identify.


    “What?”


    “You’re cutting off my circulation.”


    She glanced down at their hands, fingers intertwined, the blood gone from the tips of hers, red-polished nails marking indentations, while the skin around his knuckles had gone white.


    “Sorry.”


    “I’m not crazy,” he said. “I know exactly what you’re thinking. This guy is nuts, what am I doing here, where’s he taking me…”


    “How’d you know?” she asked sarcastically.


    “Proper scientific deduction. We’re safe, I promise. We don’t have helicopters hovering over us, no black SUVs with tinted windows chasing us like James Bond. We’re in the middle of this happy, homey little neighborhood with white picket fences, a minivan and two-point-five kids. I mean, if it were me, I’d be like, ‘If we’re really in danger, where the hell are the bazookas and explosions?’ You know what I mean? But you absolutely have to trust me on this. It’s not Hollywood. Doesn’t work that way. If they’re going to take us, we’ll wake up in the middle of the night with hands covering our mouths.”


    “If that’s the case, then why was the guy in the black suit approaching us right there on the street in broad daylight? It doesn’t make any sense.”


    “A shot across the bow. That’s what I’m thinking. They wanted to test how resourceful we were. If we gave up right there on the street and he could walk us to the nearest Escalade with dark black windows, perfect. All the better. Checkmate, game over. My guess is, they weren’t expecting us to run. Anyway, we should be quiet. Eyes and ears, Helen. Eyes and ears everywhere.”


    She took a deep breath. What was it like, living life on Chip’s seesaw, inside his head? Sane and logical one second—then oops, crazy talk the next?


    What if she just walked—or ran—away? What if she tore her hand free from his loose grasp and darted across the street to that peach-colored house, the one with the white shutters, and called the police?


    Why did that seem like such a good idea and such a bad one at the same time?


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FIVE


    The house was white with sky blue shutters. It was one story tall with an immaculate yard and a weeping willow tree. Pink and red rosebushes stood like beautiful sentries along the front, lining the walkway up to the main entrance. An arch went up and over the gate; deep green vines with their waxy leaves crawled along it. Whoever the house belonged to had created a picture-perfect, quaint little home on an unassuming neighborhood street. It could have come right out of Good Housekeeping under a headline that read, “Jazz Up the Place in Six Simple Steps!”


    Cozy, Helen thought. It looks so cozy.


    It reminded her of her grandmother’s house. Her family had lived so far away from her father’s parents back when they were kids. Dad’s work had taken them all the way from Chattanooga, Tennessee to Redmond, Washington. Computer stuff; that’s all she knew back then. Now her father had retired from his work as a database administrator, having racked up some serious stock in Microsoft. Like some of the early Microsoft secretaries and janitors, he had cashed in and retired as a millionaire several times over.


    Helen wished she could call her parents, who now made their home in northern Virginia, which was part of the reason she kept a rarely used townhome there.


    She wondered if she would ever get home to see them again.


    Chip paused at the gate to scan the street, and Helen asked, “Who lives here?”


    Nervous, his eyes flicking to all points of the compass—looking for black SUVs or conspiratorial helicopters, she supposed—Chip answered, “Copperhead. A friend of mine.”


    “Like the snake?”


    “Yeah. Long red hair down to the middle of his back. Sounds cooler than Copper Top.”


    “I guess.”


    “Okay, looks clear. Let’s go.” He tugged her hand and pulled her along the walkway with him. “He’s a bit of a perfectionist, if you can’t tell by the yard.”


    “He knows we’re coming?”


    “Believe me, he knows. What you can’t see are the eight cameras pointed at us. Nobody gets within five feet of the property line without being surveyed, scanned, facially recognized, and thoroughly picked clean before they even get to the front door. My guess is even the mailman has no secrets.”


    Helen took the steps in twos, same as Chip. “Is he, you know…”


    “Crazy? Like me?”


    “I wasn’t going to put it that way.”


    Chip rapped gently on the front door, the same sky blue as the shutters. “Sure you were.”


    The small rug under Helen’s feet bore a smiling cartoon owl. The caption read: “Whoooo’s there?”


    Totally a dad joke. Something her father would say. The regret and sense of potential loss tightened her stomach.


    “Should you knock louder?”


    “No, he knows we’re here, definitely. I’m guessing that, one, he’s running a background check on you, trying to decide if he’s cool with what he sees; and two, he hasn’t forgiven me for a little incident at dinner last month. Wants me to sweat a little.” Chip looked up into a corner of the overhang as if he were addressing a camera. “You’re not still pissed about that, are you, buddy? C’mon.”


    “What happened?”


    Chip put a finger to his lips. “Ssssh. Don’t open old wounds.”


    Whatever it was, Helen was positive that Chip deserved the current admonishment from this “friend.”


    “Copper? Seriously, we don’t have a lot of time here.”


    “Do you think he’s—”


    The front door whirred, clicked three separate times, and beeped twice.


    “Thank you,” Chip said to a corner overhead. Then to Helen he added, “We’re good. Quick, quick.”


    Helen stepped through the doorway into a dimly lit living room that was immaculately staged with white couches, sky blue carpet, and crown molding around the ceiling. Pictures of smiling families hung on the walls. A fish tank bubbled in the corner. Six goldfish drifted lazily around a rainbow-colored tower and fake seaweed. A little man in scuba gear floated down from the surface.


    Not surprisingly, the room smelled like fresh-cut flowers, and a beautifully arranged bouquet sat on the glass coffee table. Red, pink and white roses. If the guy had done it himself, he might have a second career as a florist. They were perfect.


    A half-wall separated the living room from a kitchen that looked as if it had never been used. The stovetop glimmered, and the tile had such a sparkling shine it could be used as fine china.


    Chip, practically reading her mind, said, “He doesn’t live on this floor. Only comes up once or twice a day to feed the fish and straighten something that doesn’t need straightening.”


    “Then where—” Yet again interrupted by clicking and whirring noises, Helen stepped back as she felt a blast of cool air around her ankles. A patch of entryway carpet, about four feet square, lifted straight up from the floor to about chest high, revealing two mechanical arms and a set of stairs that receded into the darkness.


    “After you,” Chip said, pointing downward.


    Helen balked until she saw his cheeky grin, then shuffled to the side and softly said, “Huh-uh. You first.”


    “It’s okay, go on. We call him Copperhead, but he doesn’t bite.”


    “I don’t care if you call him Bunny Rabbit. I’m not going down there first.”


    “Fair enough.” Chip ducked and started down. Reluctantly, Helen followed.


    They both paused at the foot of the stairs, allowing their eyes to adjust to the darkness as the trap door overhead closed into a tight seal. They were encased in full blackness. Helen fumbled for Chip’s hand. He squeezed delicately to reassure her.


    He said, “Give it a sec. There’s a process.”


    Above them, a dull clunk-clunk sounded. Next came running lights on the floor, leading down a hall approximately twenty yards long. Helen almost asked how this Copperhead fellow had gotten the city’s approval to build such a structure. Then it occurred to her that very likely they didn’t know about it, and she realized what a silly question it would’ve been. People don’t file paperwork for secret underground hideouts.


    Chip moved toward the far end of the hall, guiding himself with one hand on the wall. Helen did the same.


    A large metal door blocked their path.


    They waited.


    “Copper?” Chip said, again looking up.


    A voice seemed to emanate from within the walls. “Patience, man. Finishing up the algo checks on your records.” There had to be a speaker nearby, but where, Helen had no clue. She could only see the soft glow of Chip’s outline, tinted orange by the running lights at their feet.


    Chip sighed. Crossed his arms.


    Helen tried to survey the hall, looking for anything identifying. It was useless. It was simply too dark, and obviously a man this well protected wouldn’t have a diploma or family portraits hanging around the entrance to his covert lair. She even doubted that the families in the pictures upstairs were real. They probably came with the frames.


    “Okay, Chipper. You two are all clear. Don’t forget to wipe your feet.”


    Helen glanced down at the floor as Chip scrubbed the soles of his shoes against another doormat. The running lights gave off just enough light for her to see a picture of a bell. The caption on this one read: “Ask for whom the bell tolls, it tolls for me.”


    As strange and frightening as this whole situation was, she took solace in the knowledge that her father would love this guy. Dad Jokes 101.


    Crazy, she thought. I’m literally going crazy. I’m walking into an underground hideaway with this nutcase and some guy I don’t even know. Oh my God. I’m going to be on the news. They’re going to murder me down here and—


    “Helen?”


    “What?”


    “He’s serious. You should wipe your feet. He won’t open the door until you do.”


    “Oh. Right. I, uh… Yeah.” Helen scrubbed her feet. “Sorry about that.”


    She thought, Am I really going to walk into this place with some guy I barely know?


    Chip had saved her life, hadn’t he? Yeah, but why was she allowing him to take her on this rocket ride out of the realm of sanity? Why was she following him?


    The fear in his eyes at the coffee shop?


    The “proof” in Herman Anderson’s paperwork?


    Was it because even she herself had come across a couple of puzzling things during her Roanoke Island research?


    That had to be it. Subconscious curiosity was driving this madness. Confounding things she’d uncovered over two years ago. Bits and pieces of information that she had buried in her mind because they were simply too ludicrous. But now? Maybe?


    She lifted up her feet and examined the bottoms of her flats. She glanced up in the direction Chip had been looking and asked, “How’s that?”


    Copperhead’s voice emanated from the walls again. “Yes, ma’am, looks good. Watch your step when you come in.”


    Pistons hissed, compressed air chuffed, and the door slid to the left, disappearing within the wall.


    Helen stepped across the threshold, side by side with Chip, and entered a room that resembled something from the movies. Laptops, PC towers, servers, screens, spotless floors, glass walls, and flashing lights populated what she could only describe as a command center for the NSA. She was astounded at how much stuff Copperhead had down here. Where would the money for something like this come from? Hacking? Colombian drug money? Robbing Fort Knox?


    Whatever it was, it had to be something nefarious. But Copperhead didn’t seem reprehensible at first sight. With a full red beard and long red hair, wearing a tie-dyed shirt, loose khakis, and Birkenstocks, along with round, wire-rimmed glasses, Copperhead strolled across the floor with a grandiose smile and his arms outstretched.


    “Come on in,” he said to her. “Welcome to my humble abode. I was just about to take out James Bond with a devious plot I hatched over coffee this morning.”


    “I—right. Thanks. I’m—”


    “Helen Weils. Absolutely. Huge fan of your work.”


    “You are?”


    “Eagerly awaiting the Lindbergh book, and no joke, if you need any help digging up some dirt on that guy,” he said, angling his head toward the row of monitors and keyboards, “I’d be happy to help. I haven’t had time to look, but I’m sure Big Brother’s hiding all kinds of crap on ol’ Lindy.”


    Helen didn’t know what to say other than: “Thanks. I’ll… let you know?”


    “It’s a bit much, all this, but I’m no supervillain or anything. Just kidding about the Bond thing. I’m eager to help. It’s not every day a guy like me gets to meet one of his idols.”


    Helen blushed. Although it was better lit in here, the light was soft and had a bluish tint to it. She hoped he couldn’t see the flush in her cheeks.


    Weird, this whole situation. Weird, weird, weird.


    Copperhead said to Chip, “And then we have you, dear Mr. Sledd.”


    “Hey, Copper.” Chip cleared his throat, clasped his hands behind his back and examined the tops of his loafers. “Did that waitress ever call?”


    “No, and thanks to you, I haven’t had those sweet rolls in a month. I still can’t show my face there.” Copper winked at Helen as he pointed at Chip. “This guy, huh?”


    Chip insisted, “I thought for sure she was the one.”


    Helen cleared her throat. Were they really gabbing over a failed match when her life was in danger?


    “Forgive and forget, that’s what my sweet Gran used to say, so I’ll make you a deal. We wipe things clean and never speak of that waitress again. You’re off the hook. In return, we kindly ask Miss Weils if I can have an autographed copy the next time she has a new release.” He turned to Helen. “Will that work for you? Are you willing to absolve Chip’s sins for a keepsake?”


    “I’ll dedicate the damn book to you as long as you tell me what’s really going on.”


    Copper clasped his hands together and lifted his eyes toward the ceiling, a contented smile peeking through his thick beard. “Dreams do come true. Miss Weils, just wait until you see this.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIX


    They sat in leather desk chairs so comfortable they could easily be used for napping. Helen was in the white one, in the middle between the two men who sat in black chairs, and she briefly thought about how they must have resembled an Oreo from behind.


    Copperhead, who had insisted on being called Copper, because one less syllable improved efficiency, sat to her left with a laptop balanced on his legs. In front of them a large monitor, roughly twice the size of any home television flat screen that Helen had ever seen, displayed what was on his laptop. He had YouTube open, that familiar white and red logo up in the corner, and had muted the sound while they waited on a Cadillac commercial to finish.


    Chip, as usual, chewed his fingernails and bounced his leg with all the speed and repetition of a dog scratching behind its ear.


    Copper said, “I have to ask… Did anybody ever tell you that Helen Weils sounds a lot like ‘hell on wheels’?”


    “You’d think the elementary school jokes would stop after a while, but I’m thirty-eight years old, and people still bring it up. Almost daily. My dad’s sense of humor, I guess.”


    Chip said, “Is your brother named Hot?”


    Copper chuckled. “I say embrace it. Much more badass than this dude I know named Bert. People still ask him where Ernie is all the time. Poor guy will never live it down. Okay, commercial’s done. Listen to this.”


    In the video, a wobbly cell phone camera had recorded a cloudless blue sky, buttressed by two pine trees and a set of power lines in the distance. Helen could hear voices off screen. Leafless trees crowded the rolling hills beyond. The video’s title read, “Strange Noises in the Sky – Croatia January 2014.”


    “What we’re listening to, Miss Weils—”


    “It’s the key to everything,” Chip interrupted.


    “I was getting to that.”


    “What key?” Helen asked.


    “Listen.”


    The voices on the camera chattered, and thankfully someone had taken the time to add translated subtitles.


    “You heard that, right?”


    “Yeah. So ridiculously loud.”


    “What is it?”


    “You tell me, brother. Gabriel’s horn? End of the world?”


    Laughter.


    “Look, if it’s the end of the world, I’m going to get a pint and a blowjob.”


    Copper snorted through his nose. “Sorry. Forgot about that part.”


    “Did you catch it the first time? On video?”


    “No, I couldn’t get my phone out fast enough.”


    “Damn, that would have—stop! There it is!”


    Helen cocked an ear toward the screen and listened.


    “Turn it up, Copper,” Chip said.


    “On it.”


    Helen listened as the men on screen shushed each other. The one filming lowered the camera and gave a slow, even sweep across his yard. Four men and one woman stood motionless, shivering in jackets and hoodies, baseball caps and skullcaps, as they looked expectantly at the sky.


    From somewhere on screen, a low, even tone grew louder and louder, rising in pitch. Was it a siren, maybe a warning horn of some kind? In Helen’s hometown, growing up, the alarm at the old fire station would bellow each day at noon. She could hear it from miles away, but it was never as loud as this. The noise in the video reached an apex—and then it dwindled back to silence.


    The observers started to speak, but the noise returned and completed a second, and then a third iteration.


    When another stunned silence engulfed the listeners, the man filming said, “I got it. Every second of it.”


    “What is it? Does anybody know?”


    “It’s not from the schoolhouse, is it? The bomb shelter? World War Three?”


    “They disabled that years ago.”


    “The whole shelter?”


    “No, the shelter is still there. I meant they disabled the warning horn thing. The electrical wiring was so outdated, they thought it was a fire hazard.”


    “Seriously, man, what was that?”


    Copper pressed the stop button and brought up a second video. This time, the title read, “Skynoise – Rattling Windows – Brisbane Apocalypse – 2011.”


    It was much of the same. Then he played a third video from France. A fourth from Oregon. Each recording featured confused people staring into the sky, in a variety of locations. Suburban neighborhoods. The middle of the city. The most interesting one was the video from the Cascade Mountain range in Oregon. The five people in the video, smoke jumpers fighting a forest fire, a hundred miles from civilization, specifically pointed out that they would have to take a helicopter to get to anything close enough that might make the noise. They were isolated, truly in the middle of nowhere.


    When Copper began to play a fifth video, Helen put a hand on his arm. “I get it. Strange horns in the sky, but that doesn’t explain Chip and his nonsense—”


    “Hey!”


    “—nor does it explain why this Dr. Anderson was murdered for supposedly finding human DNA inside a tree from a few hundred years ago.”


    “We’ll get to the videos in a second, but the tree thing… I have to admit that Chip might, oddly enough, actually be on to something there. It’s a stretch, and I haven’t bought completely into it yet. But it’s interesting, to say the least. The possibilities, I mean.”


    “What possibilities?” In truth, Helen knew exactly what possibilities, and it had been one of the reasons why she had decided to entertain Chip over coffee. The idea of human DNA inside a tree ring sample had been unbelievably farfetched—not to mention impossible—but the fact that Chip had chosen that particular aspect of the mass disappearance story was intriguing, if only for the fact that it was one of the most obscure theories out there.


    She wanted to hear Copper say it, in order to judge how earnest he was. Even if he were carved-in-stone sincere, what would these massive, unattributed horns in the sky have to do with a Croatan legend?


    Copper cleared his throat, closed the laptop, and started to speak. He stopped himself, cautiously glanced at Chip for approval, then said, “Okay, honestly, Chipper, don’t bust my balls over this, but really—look, the whole thing is nuts. And, Helen, I know you know what I’m going to suggest because you addressed it in your book on the Croatan. Granted, you only had about a page and a half—”


    Helen grinned and nodded. “Because it’s a legend, and I wanted my book to be about science and provable theories. But go on, because I’d like to hear your thoughts on how this all ties together.”


    “Okay. So you and I, and Chip, we all three know that the Croatan people had this belief, this legend, that if you angered the god of Roanoke Island, it would swoop down and turn you into an animal, a rock, or a tree. That’s simple enough, and I think mainly it was an attempt by the camp elders to keep people in line or to scare children into behaving.”


    “Makes sense to me.”


    Copper smiled and added, “Or maybe some old guy made it up as a way to cover up murder, you know? Like, everybody’s standing around asking, ‘Hey, what happened to Bob? Anybody seen Bob lately?’ And then the chief or somebody goes, ‘Oh, no. He made the island god mad and now he’s a rock over in the river,’ when in reality, poor old Bob got his throat slit for sleeping with the medicine man’s wife and now he’s worm food. Meanwhile, everybody else is standing around going, ‘What god? Where’d this god guy come from? Have you heard of this god?’”


    Chip stood up and paced over to tower of servers, leaned up against it. The blinking red, blue, and green flights flashed around and behind him. Disheartened, he said, “It’s a fun theory, Copper. We all know that the colonists didn’t really anger this god and get turned into trees.”


    “I’m just stating the possibilities for our friend here, who might be the only person on the planet to have done more research on the topic than either of us.”


    “We’re wasting time reiterating things she already knows.”


    Helen reclined in her chair. This would’ve been comical had she not actually been concerned for her life. “Can we get the Abbott and Costello stuff over with? I’d like to know what’s going on.”


    Copper sighed and stood up from his chair. He placed the laptop on the seat, cracked his knuckles, and moved across the room to another bank of computer screens, keyboards, and what looked to be a happy light—one of those glowing lights that supposedly provide the recipient with a dose of passable sunshine. He probably needed one for the amount of time he apparently spent down in his cave.


    A screen flickered to life on the wall in front of them. It was nearly as large as the one where they’d watched the videos. A variety of graphs, charts, and what appeared to be the peaks and valleys of a voice recording displayed a mountain of data that Helen didn’t understand. “What am I looking at here?”


    “Before we get to this,” Copper said, “let me just reiterate one thing. Chip might be a little bit kooky—”


    “I’m right here, you know,” Chip said, joining them.


    “But his ideas and research sort of led me in a new direction, and it gave me this, what I’m about to show you. As far as Anderson finding that human DNA inside the tree? What do I think really happened? Could be any number of things, but he was using some cutting-edge technology. Like stuff that’s ten years ahead of its time. It had to be in order to dig around at that level. Barring a billion different factors, I think that maybe some colonist either chopped off a finger and left it inside a hole in an oak tree and the tree grew around it, or maybe he cut off a hand and lost a gallon of blood and it soaked into the wood. God only knows what could’ve happened. The most logical scenario, of course, is that Anderson’s data is wrong. He had the calibration off, he put a decimal in the wrong spot… something. I can’t tell you what. Chip’s been sitting on this idea for six months now—”


    “And it’s the right one,” Chip interjected.


    Helen shushed him. “Let Copper finish.”


    Copper picked up a can of soda sitting beside one of the keyboards, checked the rim around the opening, blew something away, and took a sip. Chip grimaced. Copper said to Helen, “He loves it when I do that.”


    “I think you have love confused with disgust, which is probably why that waitress never called.”


    “Guys,” Helen said. “Really?”


    Copper snickered. “Sorry. I never miss a chance to give him a hard time.”


    “Time is one thing we don’t have a lot of,” Helen said, “and if I’m supposed to believe him, then we’re running for our lives from the U.S. government, so yeah, on with it.”


    Copper shrugged and said, “Honestly, Chip’s probably right about the government.”


    Silence settled over the room. Helen didn’t want this ridiculous idea of DNA in a tree to be true—much less this ridiculous idea of them being on the run from black-suited government assassins. However, and she wasn’t sure why, Copper seemed trustworthy enough to be believed. Calm. In control. Sane. In a way.


    “But,” he added, “the awesome thing is, I’ve got this house totally covered, head to toe, with security cameras and warning systems. If anybody gets within five feet of my front door, this place will light up and sound like KlaxonFest 2014.”


    “You did fix the wiring on the escape route door, didn’t you?” Chip asked.


    “Yeah. We’re all set. Turns out, if you mix up the red and yellow wires, then it creates this infinite loop that makes the door think it’s constantly opening and closing at the same—”


    “Copper. The data?”


    “Right.” He gleefully rubbed his palms together, cracked his knuckles once more, then wiggled his fingers over the keyboard before deftly executing a series of commands. The various charts and graphs disappeared. The screen briefly went black, then a 3D model of a cube appeared. With white outlines, it consisted of multiple smaller blocks, reminding Helen of a Rubik’s Cube. Another series of keystrokes, and the peaks and valleys of the sound recording she’d seen earlier appeared inside the block. At least, that’s what it appeared to be, except for the fact that it was scattered about, as if it was a puzzle that needed solving.


    “What am I looking at?”


    “It’s a 3D rendering of that noise in the sky. I had some trouble pulling a clean version out of those YouTube segments, because they all had so much ambient noise and static, blah blah, sciencey science stuff. I must have watched six hours of those videos trying to find the cleanest one. I heard it in my dreams, man. What you’re looking at here is a recording of that wail from March of this year, down off the coast of Belize. I didn’t show you that one yet, some guy in his yacht. The audio was practically spotless because it was nothing but this dude by himself on a cloudless, windless day, miles and miles from land. No wind, nothing. It’s as pristine as I could get it, short of recording it myself.


    “So, what you’re actually looking at here is completely unnecessary. It’s like how, in movies and television, you see all those crazy graphics on these giant screens that are animated and 3D and nobody ever thinks about the fact that somebody actually has to spend time to program all those graphical representations. They don’t waste the resources on crap like that in real life. The directors are simply giving the viewer a physical image to better convey their point.”


    “And that’s what this is?” Helen asked.


    “Yeah. I took a few minutes the other day to compile it so your fearless knight here could understand what I was talking about.”


    Chip scoffed and rolled his eyes.


    “Which is what?”


    “Did you ever see Contact? That Jodie Foster movie?”


    “No, but I read Sagan’s book.”


    “Who has time to read? Okay, so they find a hidden message encoded within that signal from the aliens, yeah? When Chip came to me with Anderson’s research—the idea that human DNA was buried inside a freakin’ tree—it got me to thinking about data being buried inside of things, which got me to thinking about Contact, which led to what you’re looking at now.”


    “And?”


    “Watch this.” Copper’s fingers flew over the keyboard. The smaller blocks making up the larger block drifted away from each other, zipped around the screen, and then came together again, joining so that the sound recording was in perfect alignment.


    “There you have it. The key to everything,” Chip said quietly.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SEVEN


    Helen stepped closer to the screen and squinted. “All I see is that same sound recording from earlier, except now it’s inside a box.”


    “Very astute, Miss Weils. Now watch this. Wait, it is Miss, right?”


    Chip said, “Don’t get any ideas, Copper.”


    “I’m trying to be polite, not skeezy. Anyway, here goes.” More clickety-clacks on the keyboard and the image of the recording inside the box fluttered into the crests and troughs of a series of sound waves. “Once I ran it through the proper filters—and really, they were some that I had to practically invent—”


    “Dude’s a genius,” Chip interjected.


    “Thanks, but yeah, it was almost too easy.”


    Helen turned to them. “What is it?”


    “The question isn’t ‘what is it,’ but rather, what does it say?”


    The keyboard rattled under his nimble fingertips.


    A vertical bar moved across the crests and troughs of the single line, and a computerized voice, that of a robot from a low-budget sci-fi movie, said a single word: “Croatan.”


    Her mouth hanging limply open, Helen muttered a dumbfounded, “What?”


    “Croatan,” Copper repeated. “The voice isn’t exactly there, so to speak. Basically what I did was take all this malleable data and turn it into a digital portrayal that we could comprehend.”


    “Wait,” Helen said, stepping away from the massive monitor and turning to address them. “Don’t be offended, but I have to ask. Did you manipulate the data to hear what you wanted to hear, or is it actually there?”


    “Welcome to my world,” Chip muttered, patting Copper on the shoulder.


    Copper said, “No offense taken, and yes, it’s actually in there. All I did was parse it and then fiddle with a few things so it could be understood. Think of it as a box of Legos that comes without a picture or any instructions on what it’s supposed to look like. You know they don’t go together haphazardly and it was designed to make something, right? All I had to do was run these individual bits of data through a program that would eventually figure out how they were all designed to fit together. Instead of an alligator with twelve arms and no mouth, what we came out with was a sailboat.”


    “A sailboat?”


    “A clearly identifiable item that fit with what we were trying to prove.”


    “Which is what, exactly?”


    “That there’s a connection between the skynoise and the Croatan.”


    Chip and Copper stared at her intently, waiting for her to toss them a morsel of approval, like Daisy and Maisy, the two pugs her parents had when she was a child.


    Helen chewed her bottom lip, as she used to do when she was deep in thought, a habit she’d successfully broken years ago, during her time at Old Dominion, when her lip became so raw that it was difficult to eat. “I… Guys, honestly—I can’t buy into this. Copper, maybe you’re a genius—and Chip, don’t interrupt. He is a genius, okay? I’ll give him that much. But still, to me it seems like all you’ve done is rearranged the data so that it would fit a scenario. Without a picture or instruction guide, how do you know the Legos are designed to create the sailboat, huh? Why not a fish? Or a tank? Or a crow? It could be anything. I can’t remember what the word is, but to me, this is nothing more than you guys creating a conclusion and then desperately trying to find the data to prove it.”


    “You probably mean curve-fitting,” Copper said, “and I can certainly see how you might think that.”


    “Why wouldn’t I? Can you genuinely sit here and tell me that the disappearance of the Roanoke Island colonists over four hundred years ago has anything to do with these strange noises in the sky?” She pointed angrily at Chip, then at Copper. “You’re nuts, and you’re nuts. I’m not nuts. In fact, I’m pretty damn sure I’m about as sane as I can get. Where’s the connection? What would some giant horns in the sky have to do with the Croatan or the colonists? And why? No. I’m done. I really am done.”


    “We have to show her,” Chip said to Copper.


    “Of course we do. That’s why you brought her here.”


    “Show me what?”


    “First, let me tell you one thing about the skynoises. If by chance you happen to go out and search for evidence of these noises on your own, you’ll likely find some information about how it’s governmental mind control experiments from HAARP. Messages subliminally hidden in sound, which would almost work for this, but we’re sure it’s not HAARP.”


    “I thought HAARP was disbanded years ago.”


    “That’s what they want you to think, but it’s not the case here. Plus, there are plenty of people out there who think it’s nothing more than a viral marketing campaign and that all the videos are fake. Not true. Not true in the slightest. That was a rumor spread by the…” He seemed hesitant to finish his sentence.


    She finished it for him. “The men in black suits. The ones following Chip.”


    “I’ll admit, I can imagine how all of this sounds from an outsider’s perspective.”


    Exhausted and fed up, and starving now with a growing headache, Helen shuffled sideways and flopped into the nearest desk chair. She rubbed her temples. What a long, strange, completely wasted day. “For the record, I don’t believe a word of this, but let’s say I did. What’s the connection?”


    “Show her,” Chip said.


    “Hold your horses, I’m getting there. Okay, right here… and there it is.”


    Helen glanced up at the screen. It displayed the image of a leather-bound Bible. The black cover remained intact, though it showed some signs of wear around the perimeter, giving it a rusted look.


    A red bookmark, a small piece of felt, stuck out of the top and flopped limply to the side. The cross that had been stamped into the material had all but faded into nonexistence.


    “This,” Chip said, pointing as he walked closer to the screen, “is proof of something that you aren’t going to be prepared for. Real, honest-to-God proof.”


    “Let me guess,” Helen said. “Next you’re going to tell me that Copper ran the Book of Revelation through some filters and found a secret message inside of it.”


    Copper said, “Oh, there’s something in Revelation, all right, but that’s a discussion for another day.”


    “Focus,” Chip said to him, then to Helen, “In all your research, everything you dug up surrounding the colonists’ disappearance, you’ve never heard of the Roanoke Island Bible, have you?”


    “The what?”


    “Exactly. And you wouldn’t have, because they’ve kept it buried. And don’t ask who, because you know already.”


    This was the first legitimately intriguing thing they had shown her. She’d conducted hours and hours of interviews; she had spent months gathering information before she’d even written the first word of her manuscript. And in her research, she had encountered rumors, whispered ones, of valuable evidence that had never been released to the public.


    A man by the name of Wilbur Graybeal, one of her interviewees living in the area, had informed her that his son, an archeologist with the University of North Carolina, had had his archeological dig shut down and its findings sequestered by the federal government back in 1973. When asked if it would be possible to interview the son, Wilbur had grown sullen and said, “Unfortunately, Tom died in a car accident a year later.” He’d added cynical air quotes around the words ‘car accident.’ Helen understood his meaning.


    From what she could gather, no evidence of the Graybeal Dig existed—only in anecdotes and hushed musings from a handful of local residents—and rather than stirring up controversy over what was probably a false lead, she had chosen to leave that particular aspect of the research out of her accounts. Her book had specifically focused on solving the mystery of the disappearance, and she thought she’d made an excellent case for her conclusion—that the Roanoke Island people were absorbed by the Croatan. That left little room for discussion of unrelated conspiracies, real or imagined, within the pages of her manuscript.


    However, that fact that it didn’t belong in her book hadn’t stopped her from following up on it out of sheer curiosity.


    It had been well over a year and a half ago, almost two years now, since she had conducted those interviews and had been shoulder deep in research. When she first interviewed Wilbur Graybeal, she assumed that the idea of a conspiracy regarding the dig and Tom Graybeal’s circumstances was nothing more than an old man trying to wrap his mind around the death of his child. His wife had passed, too, a year before the interview, and in his grief for them both, he could’ve easily made up the story.


    The thought that the lonely man had no one to help him deal with his losses had touched Helen, and she’d promised Wilbur that she would look into it.


    Of course, all she’d expected to find regarding the Graybeal Dig was public record of perhaps an injunction. Maybe Tom Graybeal and his staff hadn’t filed for the proper permits. Maybe they were digging on protected Native American grounds. Something. Anything.


    Yet she found nothing. There weren’t even sealed court records that she wasn’t allowed to see. “Nope, sorry, nothing about a Tom Graybeal, not that I could find,” was a common refrain. The newspaper reports of his death had revealed nothing out of the ordinary either. The black and white pictures of the crash site showed an old Ford pickup wrapped around an oak tree. Shattered windows, bent metal. Four policemen surveying the scene. The article said it had been an unfortunate accident—nothing more than bald tires on a wet road. Tom hadn’t been wearing his seatbelt. There was no evidence of alcohol or any type of foul play.


    UNC had no record of Tom Graybeal performing a university-sponsored study either, which also meant that they had no record of anyone who might have been there to help.


    All in all, the whole thing had been a rambling detour, and Helen remembered cursing herself for wasting three days on it. Even Wilbur Graybeal’s friends, men and women he’d known his entire life, had had little useful information. They had recalled Tom’s death, but anything surrounding an archeological dig came secondhand from Wilbur, and really, they had said, who could remember stuff like that from forty years ago? They’d pointed her in the direction of a couple of locals who gave her some meandering diatribes about the possibilities, but most of them would’ve had a better conversation with Chip than with her. It was all theories and crazy suppositions.


    But now… Could this Bible be from that long-hidden excavation?


    She asked, “Is this from the Graybeal Dig?”


    “’Atta girl. Now you’re talking,” Chip said.


    Helen continued. “I only know about the dig from Wilbur Graybeal, the lead archeologist’s father. I tried following up on it a couple of years ago, when I was conducting research, but to be honest, I thought that he might be… you know.”


    “Paranoid?” Chip said.


    “You could say that.”


    “He wasn’t. I can assure you of that much.”


    “Isn’t or wasn’t?”


    “‘Heart attack’ six months ago, not long after I got my hands on this information.”


    “Oh, no. Poor Wilbur. I had no idea.”


    “Yeah.”


    “But why did you say ‘heart attack’ like that?” It reminded her of the old man’s air quotes surrounding Tom’s car accident.


    Chip leaned against the desk. “Wilbur and I had become close. He was getting on in his years, but that guy was fit enough to run marathons in his seventies.”


    Helen said, “So you don’t believe his death was due to natural causes?”


    “You should know better than that.”


    “I should?”


    “Anyway,” Chip said, clearing his throat—trying to hide his emotions, she assumed—as he moved over to the screen. “This image and what we’ll show you next were removed from a secret facility in northern Virginia.”


    “Let me guess: home base for the Black Suit Society?”


    “Funny, but no. NSA.”


    “NSA?”


    “Yeah, because on the surface it’s a matter of national security. But I can guarantee you one thing: I know for a fact that the black suits have spies inside every government agency out there.”


    Helen raised an eyebrow. “The government is spying on itself?”


    “Why wouldn’t it?” Chip asked, as if to say, “Silly question.”


    “Okay, let’s pretend I believe you. Who, what, where, when, why, and how? What’s the Roanoke Island Bible? Who and why were these images sneaked out of a top-secret facility? And, yeah, any other questions I might have—you know the drill.”


    Chip shrugged. “Does it matter? Would you believe me if I explained it all?”


    “I doubt it, but you gave me your word. You said you’d tell me everything.”


    “I don’t even know where to start.”


    “The beginning is usually the easiest place.”


    “You would think so.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER EIGHT


    Sometimes life is easy.


    Breakfast, newspaper, coffee, shower, the traffic on the commute to work is light and flowing. That jerk who always tries to slip into your lane at the last second after you’ve sat, patiently awaiting your turn in line for the past ten minutes, gets pulled over by the motorcycle cop for trying to merge across double white lines; the boss loves the presentation so much that a promotion is in order; the kids actually enjoyed the dinner that took ninety minutes to prepare—Thirty Minute Meals, as if—and they brush their teeth and go to bed without getting a timeout.


    Those are the good days.


    Helen had heard stories of them, at least. Being in her late thirties and childless—husbandless, too—left a lot of room to hear about how life was for her friends and their families, about what a blessing each day was when things went according to plan. Those were the kind of days that made them happy to be living the American Dream. Doting wife, dutiful husband, kids playing happily together without screaming, fighting, or the need to remove gum from someone’s hair for the third time that day.


    She’d also heard the horror stories, over coffee and lunches during the short hours that her friends managed to get a break from the madness of their everyday routines. Everyday routines. The good days were good, the bad days were bad, and in most respects, their lives were normal.


    As ridiculous, and horrifying, as some of their exploits sounded—removing poop drawings from the walls had been her one of her most and least favorite stories at the same time—she often envied what they had. The cuddle of a child, a husband who mowed the lawn and cooked dinner, a girls’ night out when they could all let go of reality, even if it was only from seven to ten every second Tuesday.


    She often thought about what it would be like, but she’d had neither the time nor the room for it. Traveling, researching, writing, and editing left little leeway for dating, much less learning that vinegar and water worked best to get… whatever kind of child-induced stains out of a living room carpet.


    Her life was full of adventure, and her friends were all insanely jealous of her, openly admitting it frequently, but this was the first time she had regretted the path she’d chosen. Come to think of it, she’d much rather be chopping gum out of Helen Junior’s hair than the situation she was in now.


    Helen had these thoughts about What Could Have Been while Chip yammered on about his super-secret contact inside the NSA, a connection who had risked everything, even prison time for charges of treason, to smuggle the photos out of the Top Secret Location, which was, apparently, a bunker buried deep beneath a cattle farm. The farmer didn’t even know it was there under his land.


    Why, oh why, had she finally given Chip an audience? If she had merely ignored him or brushed him off, as she’d done so many times over the past six weeks, she could be back at her condo with her feet up, enjoying that way-too-expensive bottle of Chardonnay she’d picked up yesterday at that quaint little market in Ghent. Instead she was in the impenetrable lair of some bearded super-hacker who somehow managed to have a collection of equipment that would rival an NSA control center. Where did he get all of this stuff? Wouldn’t a highly advanced lair like this trigger some warning bells at any governmental agency looking out for these things?


    Did it matter? No, probably not.


    “Helen? You listening?”


    Snapped out of her wistful longing for the normalcy that her friends had, Helen sat up straight. “Yeah. Your contact managed to get these pictures out by taping them to the undercarriage of a delivery truck, because the lazy gate guards that work on Wednesday don’t feel the need to check something that was examined and had been cleared on the way in.”


    “Well, okay then, good to see you’re paying attention. As I was saying, we don’t know the extent of everything that Tom Graybeal and his grad students found at Roanoke Island. Not even my guy on the inside knows what all they discovered, but the thing is, the Roanoke Island Bible contains one tiny little thing that’s the—”


    “The key to everything, I get it,” she interrupted, not even sorry that she was rude.


    Chip reached over Copper’s shoulder and tapped the keyboard. Another image of the Bible appeared onscreen, only this time it was open to the felt bookmark. The location was approximately halfway through, and the picture cut off the Bible’s lower half. In the upper left corner, Helen could see handwritten scribbling. The blotchy ink spots with thin lines and fat lines reminded her of quill pen writings that she had seen in the past.


    Copper said, “One sec. Let me just fix this right here.” He clicked a couple of times on a small magnifying glass icon and the picture zoomed in. “That’s better.”


    Helen could barely make out what it said. “What am I looking at?”


    Chip produced a laser pointer and circled the red dot around the writing, then some numbers. “That’s a date. It’s either the seventh of April or the fourth of July. We’re not entirely sure which order they would’ve used back then. But since most of Europe and the UK use day, month, year, it’s a safe bet that it’s July fourth. Plus, with the note’s details, it puts the timeframe in the middle of summer rather than what likely would’ve been a cooler spring.”


    Helen moved around a table’s edge and stood beside Chip. “What’s it say?”


    “First off, we have to keep in mind how insanely religious most of these first colonists were back then, so it’s a huge, huge deal for somebody to deface a Bible like this. Not necessarily deface it, exactly, but in a way it had to have been seen as sacrilegious.”


    “Right, so for them to write something inside a Bible, it had to be extremely important—or they didn’t want anyone else to stumble across it.”


    “You got it,” Chip said. “It’s not like they were sold out of paper at Wal-Mart and this guy used the only thing he could find. This was a big deal. Okay, what it says is this: ‘July fourth, heat overwhelming. William and Richard have not returned. I fear they were lost to that blasphemous noise in the sky again. Gabriel continues to blow his horn and we are forbidden to speak of it.’”


    Helen stood dumbfounded, mouth agape, waiting on Chip to tell her he was joking. When no “Gotcha!” came, she quietly said, “Oh, my God.”


    “I had the same reaction.”


    “That’s not real, is it?”


    “Yes. As sure as I’m standing here. My guy says they ran tests. Everything checks out.”


    “And he’s not lying?”


    “I don’t know why he would.”


    “If this is real, it’s—I don’t know what it is.”


    “It may be the answer to solving one of society’s greatest mysteries,” Copper said.


    “That may be stretching it a bit, since we don’t even know what it means,” Helen reminded him.


    “We know exactly what it means,” Chip said.


    “What, that the Croatan people are out there blowing giant horns in the sky and abducting people? Chip, I—”


    “Don’t do that,” he said, shaking his head in disappointment.


    “Do what?”


    “Don’t belittle me. Don’t make light of this. This is real, Helen. As real as it can get.”


    “Then explain it to me. Explain why this matters to me. I don’t know how many times I have to ask this. Why bring me into your insane little world full of conspiracies and spooky supervillain underground lairs—sorry, Copper—and insist that I be a part of it? How does any of this connect? The skynoise, the Croatan, DNA inside a tree? Huh? Really? What? And how did Copper find the word ‘Croatan’ in that sound data? Why would anybody put that inside of it? Do you know how ridiculous you two sound?”


    Chip’s shoulders drooped. He tossed the laser pointer onto Copper’s desk, where it pinged off the soda can and fell to the floor. “You want to know why we brought you in on this? How about because you researched the Croatan, the Roanoke Island mystery, and you wrote an amazing book about it. You’ve probably done more dedicated research than anyone on the planet. We thought you would want in on it. We thought you’d want to know the truth. We thought you could help us make sense of it all.” He pointed at Copper. “Sure, he can write a couple lines of code and pull out some information, and yeah, that’s amazing, but it absolutely does not replace the essence of human thought.


    “I don’t think it’s possible to create artificial intelligence that can substitute for the way the mind works. Especially yours. You’re brilliant, Helen, and I need your help. And there’s one other thing we haven’t shown you. Something big, like wailing and gnashing-of-teeth big, and I didn’t want to tell you the whole truth until we knew you were on board. It’s what I was trying to hint at earlier, before the black suit agent tried to eliminate us. Are you in? Can we count on you?”


    Helen tried to recall what he’d said, something about the end of the world. She’d made a joke about it being pointless to waste bullets on them if their lives would be over in a couple of days anyway.


    Chip asked, “What would it take for you to believe us? What kind of proof?”


    Copper raised a hand. “Forget it, bud. You said she’d be a long-shot possibility. It’s okay, we can find some—”


    “No, she needs to know. We discussed this. It’s for her own good.”


    Helen covered her face. Her fingers were cold against her skin. She took one deep breath, then another.


    What if he was right? Was she seriously considering the possibility that this man might actually be on to something?


    “Please, Helen,” Chip said. She felt an arm on her shoulder. “If you won’t do it for me, then do it for Wilbur Graybeal. Somebody. Anybody. Your mom and dad, your sisters and brothers if you have any. Boyfriend, whoever. All I ask is that you give me just a couple days of your time. That’s all. I’ve been hiding and running from the black suits for years. I know how to do it. I know how to keep you safe. I’ll prove to you that this is real and that your life will never be the same. Helen, look at me.” He gently pulled her hands away from her face.


    “What?” she said, arms falling down beside her waist.


    “Two days, and I’ll prove all of this to you. We might be able to do something. Or…” Chip said, hesitating. “Or you can walk out the front door. Let them come take you away, or if they don’t—because, like you said, it’s a waste of resources—and the world, life, everything goes out in a bang in a couple of days because I couldn’t do anything about it, the last thing you’ll hear is me saying, ‘I told you so.’”


    “Chip, I don’t even have the energy to tell you to go to hell. So… really? Two days of my time and we’re done? You walk away forever?”


    “Does that mean you’re in?”


    “I don’t know. Maybe.”


    “Two days.”


    “Nothing more?”


    “I promise.”


    Helen kicked off her flats, sat back down in the leather desk chair, and pulled her feet up. She scooted around until she was comfortable and tossed her hands high in mock exasperation.


    “Clock’s ticking. Convince me.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER NINE


    Helen held up her hand as if she was in grade school, hoping to ask a question.


    Chip played along. “Yes, Miss Weils?”


    “Before you get too far into this, can I just say one thing?”


    “By all means.”


    “If these noises in the sky were around in 1587 and they’re still happening today… So help me, if you say it’s aliens, I’m out of here. Actually, first I’ll probably kick you in the shins, and then I’m gone.”


    Chip stared at her, his shoulders slowly lifting in a whaddaya-want-from-me shrug.


    Copper, who had remained silent while Chip tried to convince her, rolled his chair across the aisle between the rows of computers, then slowly came to a stop underneath the monitor. He got up and pointed at the sound recording’s image inside the cube. “Before Chip needs crutches, let me point something out. Do you see these peaks here, here, and here?” He indicated three distinctive locations along the wavelength.


    To Helen, they didn’t appear to be any different than the other spikes, save for the fact that they were slightly higher than the rest.


    Copper continued, “For about a week, I thought I was losing my mind. Those points shouldn’t be there on the plot, because they indicate something that might not be of a terrestrial origin. And by that I mean—uh—like I seriously thought it was extraterrestrial. Not aliens, per se, but coming from out there. They’re not within the normal range of what you would expect if it was an Earth-originated sound.”


    “Then what are they?”


    “Well, that’s the thing, see. My best guess is that it’s interference caused by the skynoises, and what that says to me is that they’re from a terrestrial source. At least as far as they originated here on land, so to speak.”


    “Meaning it’s not aliens?” Really? Was she really having this discussion?


    “I didn’t say that. I could very well be wrong. Whatever it is that’s producing the noise could be coming from, ha, well, out there, and it bounces off the satellite and then goes who-knows-where on the planet and then gets broadcast. That’s not likely, so what I’m thinking is—”


    “Nope. Nope, don’t say it. I can see where you’re going with this. You’d better find some shin guards for Chip.”


    Copper held up his hands, palms out. “I’m only saying there’s something odd going on. It could be nothing. It could be an anomaly. I tried to pull some of the skynoises from the other videos and plot them over top of this one, but none were as clean as the one from Belize. However, there was vague evidence that during each instance, there were three iterations and an unnatural spike at the beginning of each wail. They just weren’t as spotless as this.”


    “If your theory is true, Copper, and if that little note in a Bible was referencing the same noises in the sky, then that would mean there was some type of advanced technology to create it during colonial times, and I don’t have to remind you that people were still using candles to light their log cabins back then. I told Chip he could have two days of my time, but if you honestly expect me to take this many leaps of faith… It’s absurd. This type of technology wasn’t around in the sixteenth century. That leaves only possible explanation, doesn’t it? Aliens?”


    “Possibly, yes.”


    “Possibly?” Helen held out her hands, palms upward, as if she were weighing something in each. “Hmm, let me see, in one hand it’s 1587 and there are giant horns in the sky. Technology and aliens, or muskets and axes. Aliens or muskets? E.T. or log homes?”


    “It’s only a theory,” Chip assured her.


    “And we have another one,” Copper added. He seemed hesitant to reveal it. He tapped the shelving nervously, shifting his weight from foot to foot.


    “Am I going to hate this one as much as the possibility of Mars attacking?”


    Chip and Copper exchanged wary glances, like two elementary school children unwilling to reveal that they were the ones who broke the neighbor’s window.


    “Guys?”


    “Keep in mind, it’s only a hypothesis, and it’s out there, way out there—but it’ll make more sense if we show you.” Copper shuffled back over to his laptop. A few keystrokes later, a new image appeared onscreen. It looked to be a woodcut drawing, and the artist definitely had been talented.


    “A woodcutting?”


    “Carbon dating narrowed it down to the late fifteen hundreds, and the source tree came from Roanoke Island.”


    It was hard to make out the full detail, but from what Helen could tell, the scene depicted a large fort nestled in a forest, in the middle of a clearing. Stumps remained, and Helen assumed they had been taken down to facilitate the fort’s construction. Angry wolves baring their teeth peeked out from behind trees and boulders in the surrounding forest. Several men and women stood along the soldier’s walk at the top of the wall. Some were angry, holding aloft raised muskets and pitchforks. Others held their hands over their mouths in fear.


    Off to the side, standing in the open clearing on the eastern side of the fort, was a lone individual. The others were wearing colonial attire, but this figure was dressed differently. He had bulky boots, what looked to be some sort of jumpsuit, and—


    “Is that a helmet?” she asked.


    “Yep, that’s a helmet,” Chip answered. “And did you notice what was on his chest?”


    “Zoom in, Copper. Please.” As the image readjusted, focusing directly on the man outside the fort, Helen gasped. “Where did this come from?”


    “I’ll give you three guesses, and the first two don’t count,” Chip said.


    “The Graybeal Dig?”


    “Ding ding ding! We have a winner. The very same place they found that Bible with the note in the margins. A Bible that mentions the skynoise and a woodcarving that just so happens to have a man in a spacesuit with an American flag on his chest.” Chip took another look at the woodcutting, then added a subdued, “God bless the U.S.A.”


    Helen groaned.


    She spotted a rubber band on the desk to her left. She snatched it up, yanked her hair back, and wrapped the band tightly around the ponytail. Then, hands on her hips, she stared at the floor, inhaling angrily through her nostrils while she gnawed on her bottom lip. The old, familiar spot had already begun to grow tender.


    One thing she had learned while doing research on her various books was that even when every indication pointed to a clear conclusion, persnickety readers would cry foul if you presented something as fact without legitimate evidence to back it up. It didn’t matter that every person on the planet knew, or could see, that the sky was blue; if one person believed it was pink, she was sure to get an angry email demanding she prove it otherwise.


    After her first book, when she’d gotten quite a number of these blistering emails admonishing her for a supposition that she and her editor both agreed should remain in the work, she remembered thinking, “Why can’t these people just accept the fact that John Wilkes Booth didn’t act alone? Why won’t they believe me?”


    “All right, maybe I’m being a bit hypocritical,” she admitted. “In some alternate universe where I just blindly accept everything you’re trying to tell me, what’s the endgame here? Saving the world? From what? If I’m in, I want full disclosure. We’re going to sit down and go over every point you’ve brought up since this morning, and you’re going to tell me everything I want to know. I don’t know how I can help, or if I can help at all, but if it means getting you off my back and out of my life, then so be it. I hate to be mean, or nasty, or rude, but I’m exhausted, I’m tired, I’m starving, and, and—what’re you doing?”


    She edged away as Chip reached in for a hug. Then she relented, and allowed him to embrace her.


    “What was that for?”


    “Thank you.”


    “Whatever, just… get off me.” She glanced at Copper over Chip’s shoulder. He winked and grinned.


    ***


    They took a break for thirty minutes. Off in a side room of the secret lair, Copper had a fully functioning kitchen with a refrigerator, a sink, a small, round table with four chairs, a microwave, and an oven. The walls were painted a burnt orange color, like leaves in autumn, while the furnishings were all black. It reminded Helen of Halloween, giving out candy at her townhouse in Arlington. She suddenly missed the place. Fighting the traffic to get from Hampton Roads to Arlington every weekend hadn’t seemed like it was worth the effort, so she hadn’t been back home since she got here. She had been relying on her neighbor, an elderly woman named Lena, to keep an eye on the place and water her plants occasionally. Now she wondered if she would ever see the cozy little three-bedroom place again.


    Copper apologized for the limp microwave pizza. Each of them had their own individual pie that was searing hot on the outer edges and partially cold in the middle. “We could’ve heated it up in the oven, but you looked like you were about to pass out from hunger.”


    Helen eyed the slice in her hand as a hunk of sausage rolled off and fell onto her paper plate. “Don’t worry about it. I’ve eaten worse. I was a college student for six years.”


    They sat in blissful silence while they ate, too hungry to keep the conversation going as Chip’s bouncing leg continued its never-ending onslaught on the floor. Helen considered touching his thigh to coax him into stopping, then thought better of it. Hand on a thigh—mixed signals and all that.


    Once they finished, Helen wiped her mouth and carried her remnants over to the trash can. Chip and Copper were wiping their hands when she returned. “Back to business? Let’s go.”


    “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison.


    The brief interlude, a mental rest, and some calories in the form of a yucky mess, had revived Helen, giving her a bit of energy. It had also taken her level of annoyance down from a burning red to something resembling a simmering orange. She could do this; she could play along for a couple of days to give Chip the time to get it out of his system, and then she could move on.


    Mainly, the problem would be with her friends, family, and the other ODU faculty who might be worried about her. At some point—perhaps when, and if, they ever left Copper’s basement—she would need to find a way to get word to them.


    I’m fine, on an adventure. Doing research for a couple of days. Will be in touch soon.


    Nothing major. Nothing to set off alarms. During previous research trips, she’d remained off the grid for days, in locations with no cell service, much less working internet, so they were used to her being out of touch, but only when she had informed them in advance that she would be. This was obviously unscheduled. The only question was, would Chip’s paranoia allow her to use some sort of communication device that could undoubtedly be traced?


    One thing at a time, Helen, she thought. Crazy stuff first, sane preparations later. No one will worry for a couple more hours, at least.


    Back in Copper’s Command Central, Helen walked over to a whiteboard mounted on one wall. She grabbed a blue marker, popped the lid off, wrote the number “1” on the board, and then circled it. “Now, gentlemen, in the beginning, God created the heavens and the Earth. That’s where I want you to start, okay?”


    Before they could answer, she heard a loud bang overhead, and the floor shook above them.


    Copper sprang from his seat, looked at the lair’s ceiling, and said, “Uh-oh.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TEN


    Copper moved, faster than Helen thought possible for a man his size. He scampered over to a bank of laptops and desktops, then frantically began entering a series of keystrokes. “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon,” he said, eyes flashing from screen to screen.


    “Copper? What was that?” she asked.


    Before Copper could answer, Chip had his hand around her arm, once again tugging her, pulling her toward the back of the room. “They’re here,” he said.


    “What? Who?”


    Chip didn’t answer. Instead, he said to Copper, “Gotta move. Now, buddy. Let’s go.”


    Copper didn’t look up from the screen. “You guys go ahead. I’ll be—”


    “Leave it. Let’s go!”


    “Everything is backed up to a secure server in Croatia, and it’d take them months to crack the encryption, if they ever did¸ but they can not get their hands on this. You guys go.”


    Chip and Helen were standing at the back wall now, a thin line of space outlining a door, barely visible in the blue hues of glowing screens. A keypad, roughly the size of a cell phone, was embedded to the right of the door, its LED screen displaying the word “ARMED.”


    Armed. It held more meaning than intended, making Helen think of the thud and the scrambling footsteps above.


    Were the men overhead armed? Who were they? The government? A small commando team with orders to shoot first and ask questions later?


    Copper cursed and tapped out another series of keystrokes.


    Chip shouted, “Copper! The code! What’s the code?”


    Helen could feel her heartbeat throbbing underneath her scalp. Above, a series of heavy thumps shook the flooring, followed by another crash. Probably either the large potted plant or the fish tank.


    “Seven-eight-one-two-niner,” Copper shouted back. “It’s not erasing fast enough. Jesus H. Christ, you were right. I should’ve listened.”


    “Copper? You coming?”


    “Go. Don’t worry about me.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Go!”


    “Bravo point?” Chip asked.


    “I hope so, now go! They’re about to breach the stairs.”


    Chip keyed in the sequence of numbers as Helen listened to Copper mumbling about relay times and shaving milliseconds off of data transfers, and cursing himself over and over.


    The light on the keypad’s display blinked from red to green, accompanied by a soft beep, and the wording changed from “ARMED” to “ACCESS GRANTED.”


    As with the trap door leading down into the lair, pistons hissed and chuffed, followed by a dull rumble as the door retreated inward by a half an inch, then slid to the left.


    Chip tightened his grasp on Helen’s arm and dragged her down the hallway before the door had finished its recessed slide inward. The light was muted, but the walls, floor, and ceiling appeared to be metal, and dull thunks echoed around the interior as their rubber-soled shoes pounded along the flooring. Nervous sweat beaded up around Helen’s hairline; her skin had flushed warm from the fear. She felt hot, and on top of that, the metallic tunnel, an enclosed box, made her feel as if she were inside an oven.


    Forty feet along, they came to another door, where Chip again keyed in the sequence of numbers. In her panicked state, Helen had already forgotten what they were, and she was thankful that Chip remembered.


    The air smelled faintly of pine-scented cleaning solution. The fat, astringent smell filled her nostrils, made her dizzy while she waited on the security confirmation. Seconds felt like years.


    The keypad beeped, the door opened, and they darted into another small hallway, barely five feet long this time, illuminated only by the dim light at their backs.


    The hallway led to a short incline; it ascended ten feet and at the top, the sun peeked through a tiny speck of pure blackness. A peephole. Helen climbed, following Chip, and stopped beside him with her back against the wall, facing down, watching for anyone who might be in pursuit.


    Chip leaned forward and held his eye close to the small opening, scanning the other side as a rubbery clunk from below indicated that they were now sealed inside the exit room—or maybe their sarcophagus.


    Darkness. Helen’s intense breathing rushed in and out, in lockstep with Chip’s. She stood close to him, close enough to feel the heat from his body, smell the faint hint of that morning’s shampoo in his hair, hear the gulp of his swallow.


    “Chip?” she whispered.


    “What?”


    “Who was that?”


    “I think you know. We’re clear. Let’s go.”


    From somewhere behind them, Helen heard what she could only guess was the muffled, repetitive pop of automatic gunfire. She’d never heard it in real life but she’d seen enough movies and television to recognize the sound. The reality of it sent goose pimples scampering down her arms and legs.


    Chip opened the door and flicked a panicked look over his shoulder, past Helen, toward the sound’s origin. “God, no.”


    “Chip—”


    “Run. We have to run.”


    “Where?” she asked as they emerged into what looked to be a lawnmower shed. They stepped outside and she looked around. Different house, different property. Right, of course it was. Earlier, while they were eating the half-cold pizza, Copper had told the story of buying the property when the ancient neighbor had passed on some time ago. He’d intended to use it as a rental unit, but the fact that it was immediately adjacent to his own yard had made it much more useful as an escape route.


    A tall hedgerow divided the yards, providing a layer of cover between them and Copper’s place.


    “Over here,” Chip said. “I’m going to make this easy, okay? For the next five minutes, all I want you to do is trust me. Can you do that?”


    “Yeah, sure,” Helen answered hesitantly.


    “If we want to make it out of here alive, that’s all you need to do.” He pulled her in the direction of the detached garage. “This way.”


    The garage was small, white, windowless, and barely adequate, barely large enough to house a single car and nothing else. The bare, skeletal walls weren’t insulated or even covered in sheetrock, and no rakes, hammers, or shovels hung on nails or leaned in corners. There was only a blue Volkswagen Beetle, jammed into the space so tightly that there was hardly room enough to open the car’s doors when Chip ordered her to get in.


    The engine growled to life as Helen dropped into the passenger’s seat and yanked the door shut.


    Chip slammed the gearshift into reverse and stomped on the accelerator. Without her seatbelt secured, Helen pitched forward, catching herself a split second before smashing her face against the dashboard.


    Though the movement was unintentional, Chip said, “Yeah, good idea. Keep your head down.”


    She ignored him and sat up. At some point, she had bitten into her bottom lip—more than just her old nervous habit—and she tasted blood on her tongue. She used the hem of her shirt to wipe her mouth, and it came away stained and wet.


    Chip tapped the brakes before entering the street, slowing long enough to check both directions, then he whipped the Beetle around, throwing Helen into his side. He apologized as he jammed the car into first gear, then stomped his foot down on the gas pedal.


    Helen hadn’t been in a Volkswagen since the mid-80s. The parent of a friend she hadn’t spoken to since high school had owned one—painted yellow with pink flowers, she remembered—but from what she could recall, they weren’t equipped for speed. Yet this car was tearing through the neighborhood.


    “Copper rebuilt the engine a while back. The thing looks like a blue Easter egg with wheels, but it runs like a Lambo underneath the hood,” Chip said. He seemed to have a knack for answering the questions in her mind before she had a chance to ask them. “The unsuspecting getaway car.”


    “Not if you keep driving like this. Slow down.”


    “Yes, ma’am.”


    Helen watched the houses on the street go from mere colored blurs to actual homes as Chip eased back on the speed. She checked the front, rear, and sides for any sign of a small commando team chasing after them.


    At least that’s how it always happened in Hollywood. Did they do things like that in real life? Or were the people back at Copper’s home nothing more than couple of men in suits?


    No, she’d distinctly heard the sewing-machine blast of automatic gunfire.


    The reality of what could’ve possibly happened back there lay heavily on Helen’s chest; a thousand-pound weight of regret and remorse pressed against her, stole her breath. “Do you think he’s dead?” she asked quietly.


    Chip surprised her by striking the palm of his hand against the steering wheel. “Damn him,” he shouted. “I told him and told him not to store anything locally, but no, he wouldn’t listen. Speed, speed, speed—it was always about speed. Shave a couple seconds off of data transfers and—whatever, it doesn’t matter.”


    Helen chewed the right side of her bottom lip. She ignored the tenderness and the coppery taste of blood. She repeated her question. She needed to know. “Is he dead?”


    Chip didn’t answer.


    “Is he dead?”


    Finally, he answered, “You heard the gunfire.”


    “Are we sure that’s what it was?”


    “Helen, what—yes. That was some kind of automatic weapon, and no, he probably didn’t survive.”


    “Don’t yell at me. I don’t know these things. I’ve never done this espionage bullshit before.”


    “Right, you’re right, sorry. I didn’t mean—I am freaking the hell out right now.”


    “And I’m not?”


    Chip drove in silence for two blocks, checking the mirrors, feeling under and behind the seat, looking for something.


    “What’re you doing?” Helen asked.


    “Trying to find Copper’s gun. I know he keeps one in here.”


    “A gun? Are you kidding me?”


    “Well, I don’t see any marshmallows to throw at them, do you?”


    Helen opened her mouth to yell at him. She wanted to take every second of bottled-up emotion from the last five hours, every bit of frustrated impatience with him from the last year, and unleash the Devil’s fury on this man who had dragged her into this madness.


    She cursed silently when she remembered that she was supposed to have dinner with the university president that evening. That could cause problems. If he was offended enough that she didn’t show, he might make some calls, have people check around, which would lead to more questions about her whereabouts. The police might be notified, which in turn would lead to more questions—and perhaps Chip’s men in black would be privy to the information and have access to the search plans.


    Instead of a small tactical team looking for them, there would eventually be a whole horde of authorities. Her face might be broadcast on the nightly news, just as she had daydreamed about back on the bus. Details at eleven, Bill. Everyone at the lecture hall had seen her interaction with Chip, and more than a few had seen her leave with him.


    She told Chip about the potential problems with her absence, and he agreed that it could create even more trouble. “But,” he said, holding up his index finger, “we have to assume the risk. Even if you miss the dinner appointment and he’s concerned enough to call, the police won’t treat it as a missing person case for twenty-four hours. They won’t start looking until tomorrow night. And even if that weren’t true, you simply can’t show your face in public. You can’t go anywhere you’re supposed to be over the next couple of days. If you do, we’re toast. Dead toast. Remember, eyes and ears everywhere.”


    He was likely right, but it also reminded her of a question she’d had during their retreat. “How’d they find Copper’s house? Did they trail us there? Because if so, then that means we’re responsible for his—for his death.”


    “Don’t go down that road, Helen. Not right now.”


    She continued, “And better yet, he said that his house was so well protected, we’d see any suspicious people coming down the block before they even made it to the front gate.”


    “You’re right,” Chip said.


    “Then how come we didn’t see them coming?”


    “Maybe because we were eating? They could’ve sneaked up on us then. I don’t know.”


    “What? No. He showed us, remember? All those warning systems? The alarms and all that?”


    “That’s true. So if they… Hang on. No, it couldn’t be.” Chip stopped at a stop sign and chewed on a thumbnail.


    “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”


    “He wouldn’t do that,” Chip snapped, shaking his head. “I’ve known him for years.”


    “But what if he did? For whatever reason. I mean, for God’s sake, Chip, he showed us how sensitive the alarm was. It went off when that blue jay landed on the front stoop. So either they knew how to get past it all without triggering his warning systems—which, if that’s the case, then we’re in worse trouble than we thought because we’re never ever going to be able to hide from people with such sophisticated technology—or, or, he turned it off just long enough for them to get inside.”


    “He wouldn’t. No. I refuse to believe it. Besides, what would be the point?” Behind them, a car horn honked, startling them both. Chip offered an apologetic wave to the silver minivan’s driver. “If he was going to rat us out or turn us in, anything like that, why let us escape? Why erase all his local data?”


    Helen shook her head. “Change of heart? And do we know if he was really erasing it?”


    “I’m sorry, no, I can’t accept that Copper was involved. If I know these men—and I do—they figured out a way to bypass his systems, which means they’re more dangerous than I thought. That’s where you’re right. We’re in deep shit,” Chip said, turning left on the side street.


    Before Helen could agree, she heard a tremendous crunch and shriek of metal on metal. Looking out the passenger window, she saw the minivan rocket forward and spin in a shower of broken glass and flying plastic.


    The large black SUV behind it squealed to a stop, backed up, and then lunged toward them.


    Helen screamed, “There they are! Go!”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER ELEVEN


    The little Bug moved better than Helen expected it would, and she didn’t know if that was due to Chip’s driving or whatever modifications Copper had made to the engine. It was small, awkward, and felt as if she were riding in a square cardboard box, but somehow the escape had seemed reasonably effortless. Sliding around corners, the miniature engine roaring at their backs, tires barking as the car slammed into speed bumps, hopped, and landed with clatters and bangs.


    Behind them, the massive SUV handled the corners well—the driver likely had plenty of high-intensity training for driving in these situations—but the lumbering beast simply wasn’t as nimble as their modified Volkswagen. With a variety of turns, double-backs, and evasive maneuvering, Chip soon had them hurtling down Hampton Boulevard, heading east, with no raging behemoth at their backs. The black SUV had been lost in the series of side streets, somewhere in Copper’s neighborhood.


    Helen surveyed the traffic behind them, and once she was positive they were free of their pursuers, she said, “We’re good. Slow down before the police spot us.”


    “You’re sure we’re clear? They’re gone?”


    “I don’t see them.”


    “Nothing else? No black sedans or anything?”


    “I’ve never been tailed before, but everybody back there looks like they’re on their way to somewhere else.”


    Chip shifted down and eased off the gas. The Volkswagen backfired, and they both instinctively ducked.


    Relishing in the relief and excitement of their daring escape, they chuckled until the moment died away, leaving Helen in silent disbelief.


    This is real, she thought. Really real. Guns, unmarked SUVs, people chasing us. Chip was telling the truth. At least partially.


    “Okay,” she said. “Talk.”


    “About?”


    “The spaceman. The Graybeal Dig. The Bible that mentions the skynoises. Those weird extraterrestrial blips on the wavelengths. Copper. Herman Anderson. Everything.”


    “First, we should probably figure out what we’re going to do next, don’t you think?”


    “Drive. Just get as far away from here as possible. That’s what we’re doing next.”


    “That’s the plan? To drive?”


    “You don’t have one already? No contingency plan? Didn’t you say something about a ‘Bravo point’ to Copper? Should we go there?”


    Chip snorted as he signaled and changed lanes. A rig hauling a load of furniture rumbled beside them, its huge tires threatening to flatten the Volkswagen with a flick of the driver’s steering wheel. He said, “No, that’s been compromised.”


    “How so?”


    Chip grimaced. “Listen, not that I think there’s any validity to the idea, because I don’t. But what if—and I seriously doubt it—what if that whole thing back there with Copper was staged? Or what if he’d already told them everything then changed his mind? The Bravo rendezvous is out. We can’t risk it.”


    Helen thought for a moment. The clouds had broken apart and sunlight glinted off the rearview window of the car in front of them. Sunlight. Warmth. The beach.


    “The beach house!” she shouted, the idea exciting her so much she nearly bumped her head on the Beetle’s roof.


    “What beach house?”


    “My grandparents have a place down in Kitty Hawk. Or, they did.”


    “Did?”


    “Well, yeah, I mean it’s still there, but it got pretty messed up when Horatio came through last fall. They’ve been fighting the insurance company and it’s been boarded up since then. We could go there.”


    Chip looked at her sideways. “You seriously want to go hide out in an abandoned, hurricane-damaged beach house in the Outer Banks?”


    “Yeah, why not? It’s perfect, right? That’s probably one of the last places they’d expect us to go.”


    “Let me rephrase. You want to go hide out in an abandoned, hurricane-damaged beach house, in the Outer Banks, with me? That’s what I meant.”


    “It’s not like you’re getting lucky. I’m simply trying to keep us alive long enough for you to explain how we’re going to fix this.”


    “Damn.” Chip chuckled. “But I don’t think it’s fixable. At least not in the way you want. Like I said, your life is never going to be the same after this. The world will be a different place. You won’t look at it the same. It’ll be hard to know what’s real and what isn’t.”


    And then he added something she hadn’t expected to hear: “I’m sorry.”


    “Thanks, but sorry isn’t going to fix much.”


    “I really am. I knew it was risky, but I didn’t expect it would go this deep. I thought if I could keep you close, I could keep you safe.”


    “Wait. Safe from what? I was in danger before today?”


    “Possibly.”


    “How?”


    “Because of the Graybeals. I… Look, I knew eighteen months ago that you’d interviewed Wilbur Graybeal. My contact—after he showed me the Bible and the woodcutting, he told me where it came from, and I talked to Wilbur myself. He mentioned that he’d talked to some famous author a while back and wondered why you’d never put the stuff in your book. I knew it was dangerous, but as long as you stayed away from him…”


    “I wanted to go see Wilbur again after that first signing in Raleigh. Something came up. I can’t remember what.”


    “Raleigh, right. That’s when I first got concerned about you. But then—then that guy in the black suit, he showed up at the coffee shop and boom, I realized that he had definitely made the connection between you and the Graybeal Dig. Full disclosure, okay? I know him. His name’s Roark and he’s been tracking me for years. I hadn’t seen him for months and months. I thought he’d moved on. That was a mistake. God, I should’ve known better. He was probably out there tracking me the whole time. I’m really, really sorry about all of this. About everything. It got out of control.”


    “Way, way out of control,” Helen said. “But what I’m hearing is, you lied.”


    Chip nodded silently, avoiding eye contact.


    “What else did you lie about?”


    “I, uh…” Chip nervously ran his fingers through his hair and followed it with an uneasy laugh. “It’s complicated.”


    “As if the rest of this isn’t?”


    “Yeah, um—okay, here’s the thing. The end of the world isn’t coming, at least not in the way I said it would. That was over the top and—I thought maybe if I went big, you’d be more inclined to believe me or something. Right? Like the bigger the lie, the less outrageous the truth sounds? I don’t know. I’m not good at this action hero bullshit.”


    “So you thought that if you told me a huge lie, it would be easier to swallow the truth, even if it was still unbelievable? What kind of sense does that make, Chip? None! None whatsoever. Why weren’t you honest from the start? For almost two months now, you’ve been hounding me and hounding me about what happened on Roanoke Island, and then all that moronic stuff about Amelia Earhart and Edgar Allan Poe. Why didn’t you just stick with that?”


    She was talking about the fact that the word “Croatan” had appeared in and around the locations of famous disappearances and mysterious deaths over the past couple of centuries. During a couple of their encounters, Chip had stood up in front of her readers and suggested that—supposedly; it had never been confirmed—the word “Croatan” had been found in Amelia Earhart’s logbook. That it had been carved into the bedpost where Ambrose Bierce last slept before he wandered into the woods and disappeared. There were rumors that “Croatan” was the final word Edgar Allan Poe muttered before he died.


    All conjecture, of course. None of it ever proven. Wild theories crafted by people who had no way to explain the tentative nature of chance and fate, and their tendency to allow bad things to happen to good people. For some, it was easier to believe that something ridiculous and inexplicable had happened, something out of their control, than to accept the fact that life could, and often did, end unexpectedly, with a whimper.


    In her book about the Roanoke Island colonists, Helen had touched on the idea that conspiracy theorists believed this magical word had appeared alongside some of these famous events in history, but only as a way to illustrate the depths that people would go to in order to explain something that defied explanation. As she had always believed, and as she had lectured, the most logical explanation was that the infirm colonists had been absorbed by the friendly, compassionate Croatan, and this had nothing whatsoever to do with famous deaths and disappearances.


    She said to Chip, “I could have almost believed that you had found some legitimate connection between these isolated events, more than I ever would’ve with your end-of-the-world nonsense.”


    “But you came with me, didn’t you?”


    Helen whipped sideways in her seat. “Because I thought that guy Roark was going to shoot me in the face.”


    “Okay, well, there’s that.”


    “Yeah. There’s that. So what’s the truth?”


    She watched as Chip gripped the steering wheel tighter. His knuckles had grown white from the pressure.


    “What, Chip? DNA in a tree, a dead scientist, big horns in the sky, some woodcutting with a picture of an astronaut—”


    “It’s not an astronaut,” he interrupted.


    “If it’s not the end of the world, what is it? This can’t possibly get any weirder or more unbelievable, so just spit it out. Get it over with and let’s get this thing done. I’ll try to believe you, I will, but you have to stop lying and hiding things. We don’t have time for that anymore. I know you want to be heard. You’ve been trying to get me to not just hear, but to listen since you harassed me in Raleigh earlier this summer. So what is it, huh? What’s going on?”


    Chip checked the mirrors, cut across three lanes of traffic, and pulled into a 7-11 parking lot. He started to speak, changed his mind, then said, “No, this is dumb. We should keep moving.”


    “Quit stalling,” she demanded.


    He merged into traffic once again. “I’m not stalling. I’m just—the more I think about this whole situation, the crazier I sound—”


    “Oh. My. God. Now? Now you come to that realization? You are a ridiculously conflicted individual. Do you know that? Do you? Is it hard being you?”


    Chip exhaled heavily through his nose. “Some days, yeah, but it doesn’t mean I’m not right about some of this.”


    “Some? You almost got me killed for some? Are you kidding me?”


    “All. All. I promise. You have to understand—”


    “Jesus, no more qualifiers! Talk!”


    “It’s about time travel.”


    “What?”


    “Time travel.”


    “Which isn’t possible.”


    “It is possible, and if you’ll just listen to me—”


    “I don’t want to hear anything about goddamn, motherfucking time travel, Chip! All I want is the truth!”


    Chip held a palm up to her. “Breathe, please. I’m trying.”


    “So am I. I’m trying to help you, but you keep hitting me with all this bullshit.” She put a hand on his arm and pleaded, “Whatever it is, the truth can’t be that hard.”


    “This is true. Every word of it. I’m not some mental patient, okay? It’s science. Facts. Proven in labs, proven firsthand. These skynoises happen when the not-an-astronaut guy jumps through time, and those blips on the sound waves are the residual aftereffects of him coming or going. The people studying this, the ones running the experiments, they didn’t have any theories about why the skynoises occur, at least not the last time I checked—but come on, it’s time travel, right? Who cares what sound it makes, because it’s time travel. Who even knew it was possible, and who even knew what the ramifications would be? The U.S. government, probably, or maybe some giant nerd guy in his mom’s basement, like Copper, but none of us could ever expect anything like the skynoises, much less legitimate time travel.”


    Helen sat silent, too stunned to respond.


    “Okay, so there’s that. Time travel, and the skynoises happen whenever there’s some inter-dimensional rift, like it might actually be the sound of the space-time continuum ripping. Whatever. What’s next? Okay, the DNA in the tree. Did you ever hear the story of the Philadelphia Experiment, where an entire navy destroyer was supposedly teleported from Philadelphia to Norfolk in 1943?”


    Helen shook her head, partially because she hadn’t heard of the experiment, partially because she was still so flabbergasted by Chip’s “truth.”


    “Thought so. Okay, so when the government scientists teleported this thing, when it arrived and they showed up to take notes, there were sailors embedded in the walls and floors. Body parts everywhere.”


    “God, really?”


    “Yeah. What they screwed up was not being able to put everything back together the way it should be when it arrived. All the molecules and atoms were successfully shredded and moved three hundred miles, but they didn’t come back together in the exact form they were in when they were broken down.


    “That’s what we think happened with the human DNA in that tree sample from Roanoke Island. More than likely it was a failed experiment. They blipped somebody through time and picked the wrong set of coordinates. Something like that, you know? Like if he showed up in 1537, instead of 1587, that oak tree wouldn’t have been there. Okay, so he lands in the tree and poof, he’s a part of it. Herman Anderson’s research techniques were able to uncover DNA that was almost four hundred and thirty years old.”


    Helen couldn’t believe what she was about to say. “That... sort of makes sense.”


    “It does, doesn’t it? That was a huge eureka moment.”


    “Okay, suppose I accept you’re not bullshitting me about time travel. What else?” Helen counted off the points on her fingers. “The skynoise happens when someone jumps through time, the DNA in the tree came from some poor volunteer taking one for the team, and… what? What’s next?”


    “We assume that the skynoise happens when the time-jumper is leaving the present and arriving in the past—or from the past, which is the present at that time, back to the, uh, the current present. That would explain the notes in the margin of the Graybeal Bible. Then, the guy popping up in the woodcutting from that same time period would explain the settlers seeing him. Maybe he just blipped into existence one day and they were like, ‘Holy hell, did you see that?’”


    “What about the flag on his chest? And the helmet? You said he’s not an astronaut, but that clearly looks like a spacesuit to me.”


    “Well, not an astronaut in the strictest sense of the word. A time-onaut? He’s a traveler. A jumper. And that’s just his uniform. What we think happened is this—and keep in mind it’s an insane theory like the rest of this. Initially, it was a government experiment—all those billions and billions of dollars earmarked for twelve-thousand-dollar toilet seats probably go toward funding black-budget experiments like this. And it worked. So, as a test, they send somebody back to 1587 to see what actually happened to the Roanoke Island colonists. Maybe they had to do it a couple of times because the first one landed in a tree and left his DNA behind. Anyway, Roanoke Island… Everybody’s curious about big mysteries like that, yeah? But, and this is a huge but, what we think might’ve happened is that the colonists were completely fine—a hundred percent good—yet when the time-jumper showed up, he inadvertently introduced a new disease, or did something they weren’t prepared for, which in effect ended up actually creating the Roanoke Island mystery in the first place, and rewriting history. Crazy paradox stuff.”


    Helen pinched the bridge of her nose, shook her head. “You’re right,” she said.


    “I am?”


    “The more you talk, the crazier you sound.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWELVE


    Helen had her eyes closed, resting her mind from all of Chip’s incomprehensible revelations. She wasn’t entirely sure he was telling her the complete truth. She still felt as if he was hiding something, or tempering the truth to ease her into the next stage of his insanity. But instead of ruminating on information she didn’t have, she tried to occupy her thoughts with all the good vibes about the beach house of her past.


    Grandma Jane and Grandpa Joe had purchased the little two-bedroom home back in 1970, a few years before Helen was born. It became a running joke that each year they swore they would get divorced the next summer, and would spend the entire year saving up to do so. And each July, instead of finding a lawyer, they’d spend two fantastic weeks in Kitty Hawk, waking up to the sun rising over the ocean’s horizon, playing on the beach with their children and grandchildren. At the end of their vacation, Grandpa Joe would pat Grandma Jane on the bottom and say, “There’s always next year, kiddo. Better start saving up for the divorce.”


    “The Shell Station,” the family had nicknamed the old beach house. Several pieces of driftwood still had that name carved into their gray exteriors, and at one time—until someone stole it back in the nineties—there used to be a wooden pirate with an eye patch, four feet tall, beside the front door, holding a sign with the nickname on it in bold letters. That pirate had terrified Helen as a child, and she wasn’t particularly sad when it was stolen.


    Back in the house’s early days, there had been less sophisticated technology to predict hurricanes; powerful computers weren’t around to crunch billions of bytes of data in a nanosecond, and there was no predicted-path modeling. The Weather Channel wasn’t yet a flicker in anyone’s eye, and David Letterman was still giving the forecast on a local Indiana station. It would be decades before Jim Cantore put himself in the ring to do battle with the elements—the flyweight of man versus the heavyweight of nature.


    What they had done instead— what had always made the most sense in the past, and still made sense today—was to build the house fifteen feet in the air on deeply buried stilts. Storm surges from massive hurricanes like Horatio would sweep right under, leaving the beautiful sea shanty in one piece. This simple solution had enabled the little house to survive countless storms for nearly four decades. But what the Weils hadn’t counted on was neglect.


    With time, age, and the failing health of both grandparents, the family hadn’t been together as a whole in years. In fact, Helen was seventeen the last time the entire clan had paid a visit to the place. Her parents rarely ventured to North Carolina at all these days—mostly because of her father crassly insisting that he was done with sand invading his crack—and her brother, Dan, definitely wouldn’t take the time away from his caseload to relax. Duty and justice, but mostly the call of a dollar sign, kept the lights of his law office on until well after midnight.


    And so decay had taken its inevitable toll. Boards, soaked with rain and dried in the heat, then languishing in the deep humidity, had expanded and shrunk and pried themselves loose from rusty nails. Paint had peeled. Windows had cracked.


    Her father had told her all this after he’d briefly checked in on the old place before Hurricane Horatio arrived. He’d reluctantly taken a quick flight down, after her mother had pestered him into it, and then concluded that it was all too much to take care of before the storm hit land. “But, it’ll hold,” he’d declared. “After the storm, I’ll see if we can talk your grandma into selling. She’s wasting your inheritance, paying for electricity and water here. It’s nonsense. Should be okay though, for now. It’ll stay nice enough to find someone who wants to put an offer down.”


    He was wrong in some ways and right in others.


    When Hurricane Horatio came through last year, a massive Category 5 with wind speeds of up to two hundred and twenty-five miles per hour, it had demolished most of the Outer Banks, old and new alike, causing billions in damage. Remarkably, the Shell Station had remained standing. But not undamaged. The storm had ripped boards entirely free, shattered windows, and soaked the interior until the carpets, furniture, and walls were sopping wet.


    The Shell Station was ruined. “We wouldn’t be able to give that thing away now,” her dad had said after. “Damn shame.”


    The battle with the insurance company was still ongoing. They cited neglect as the ultimate cause, having performed an assessment the previous year, and Dan was trying his best, but his three-man office was having a difficult time against the high-powered attorneys for the colossal insurance company and its seemingly inexhaustible bankroll for lawyer’s fees.


    Helen explained all of this to Chip as they drove down the coastal highway, past dunes, shops, restaurants, bars, and the Wright Brothers National Memorial. She had interrupted Chip mid-sentence, feeling the need to talk about something other than his wild time travel theories. Something solid. Something grounded in reality.


    Something familiar that she could touch; an authenticity she could feel in her hands.


    Unlike the reality that Chip was describing, where the impossible might be legitimate, she knew that once they pulled into the driveway, there would be a house there: a two-bedroom, one-bath home that sat on eight stilts, fifteen feet high. It was as real as one could hope for—tangible, unmoving, genuine.


    At the far end of Kitty Hawk, Chip drove past the Levines’ place—where Helen had kissed Randy Wade on the mouth that July before sixth grade. Next door to that, the Oaklesons’ red and white house, called the “Sand Crab,” had ceased to exist, except for the concrete foundation. Hurricane Horatio had come ashore, and when it left, the “Sand Crab” went with it in bits and pieces.


    Helen wondered how Melody Oakleson was doing now. Melody’s tattoos, purple hair, and black eyeliner, along with a middle finger to the world, had been Helen’s very definition of the words “role model” back in those days. Last she’d heard, Melody had survived years while undergoing experimental HIV treatments. She wasn’t on Facebook or any other form of social media though, and Helen’s handwritten letters had been marked Return to Sender after every attempt.


    Five more houses slipped by in a blur of summer memories involving the scent of suntan lotion, the prickly heat of sunburned skin, and Grandpa Joe slipping her a taste of Budweiser when her parents weren’t looking.


    “Turn in right there,” she told Chip, pointing at a scraggly collection of driftwood that had been nailed together and arranged to resemble a palm tree.


    “At that dead tree thing?” he asked.


    “Yeah.”


    “Whoa, nice,” he said, turning on the blinker and waiting for a large pickup with knobby tires to growl past them going north. “This is, like, right on the water. You said beach house, but I wasn’t expecting to literally be on the oceanfront.”


    “Can you imagine being a kid and having a house here?” she asked. “For two weeks each year, this place was heaven on earth.”


    The day had slipped into late dusk, and the setting sun sparkled dimly on the low-rolling waves. To the west, the sky was a brilliant red. Helen tried to remember what Grandpa Joe always said. It was something like, “Red sky at night, sailor’s delight,” wasn’t it? She hoped it was a good omen.


    And there in front of them was the Shell Station—real, tangible, just like she’d hoped and expected. Chip parked in the square spot underneath the house that served as a carport, and Helen climbed out, feeling the warm, moist ocean air on her skin while a breeze lifted her hair off her tired, aching shoulders.


    Chip whistled. “Look at that,” he said, resting a hand against a stilt, staring up at the underbelly overhead.


    Helen touched another stilt, running her hands over the knobby, calloused wood. She knocked twice. “Sturdy as she can be.”


    “It’s funny, you know. I was just thinking about how—I don’t know—real this is. It’s sturdy, like you said. Solid and here. I’ve been buried in this time travel thing for so long, I’ve forgotten to stop and look at what’s right in front of me.”


    There he went again, thinking along the same lines as her. She’d considered him crazy for weeks now. If they shared a lot of the same thoughts, did that mean she was insane as well? Or was the opposite true—was he sane?


    She returned his grin with one of her own.


    “You know what else is funny?” she asked.


    “What’s that?”


    “Half the time I feel like I should call somebody to come with a straitjacket for you, and the other half, you seem perfectly normal.”


    “I get that a lot.”


    “Which one is the real you?”


    “They’re both me, I guess. The normal side desperately wants people to believe that there’s something out there that’s bigger than us, that the things we can dream up are real. Look at all the things that sci-fi authors have predicted that have later come true. The internet. Spaceships. H. G. Wells and time travel. If our minds have the capacity to conceive it, then there are ways to achieve it.”


    “You should write captions for motivational posters. Cute little kittens hanging off of tree limbs. ‘If you can conceive it, you can achieve it.’”


    Chip shrugged. “If this fugitive gig doesn’t work out, we’ll see. Should we go up?”


    “Yeah,” Helen said, nodding, “but I’m afraid of what it’s going to look like up there. It’ll be hard to see what it’s become after so many good memories. I know it’ll break my heart.”


    They climbed the rickety stairs side by side, each board creaking sadly underneath the weight of their feet. The hand railing had been worn smooth by weather and forty years of palms sliding up and down—gentle erosion caused by the family and their seasonal renters, in a hurry to get to the beach or upstairs for meals and snacks.


    Time blurred, leaving the rough edges of the past smooth and distant.


    “Whenever we weren’t staying, my grandparents rented this place out,” Helen said. “They earned enough throughout the other fifty weeks of people vacationing here to pay for it within a couple of years. I remember one of the neatest things about coming each summer was reading through the guest book and seeing who stayed and what happened. Would you believe Mickey Rourke stayed here back in the eighties? He wrote in the guest book that he got drunk on cheap tequila, passed out, and woke up with a sunburn. Classic Mickey, right? But that was so neat. People left notes about finding messages in bottles and gold coins washing up on the shore after storms and high tides. There are so many shipwrecks off the coast of the Carolinas that you could probably throw a rock from one to the next.”


    They reached the upper landing and stopped, Chip with his hands on his hips, Helen with her arms crossed, surveying the damage. The red paint had faded, the windows were either cracked or missing, and from what she could see, over half the shingles had been torn from the roof, leaving a patchy, erratic mess. Overall, it didn’t look too horribly damaged. It was livable at least, if only for a night or two until they could figure out their next move. And a roof over their head was better than parking the Volkswagen somewhere and sleeping six inches away from Chip in the claustrophobic hull.


    Chip said, “Did you ever find anything? On the beach, I mean.”


    She answered immediately. “We rode out a humongous storm one summer—not a hurricane, but maybe just a particularly tough tropical depression, something like that. Anyway, I found an old sextant the morning after, and I swear, I thought it was the coolest thing that had ever happened to me. I cried when Mom and Dad said it belonged in a museum. It’s here in town somewhere, probably locked away behind a glass box.” She sighed, wiped at the corner of her eye, and moved toward the front door. “Okay, let’s go see how bad the inside looks.”


    Chip touched her arm. “Before you go in…”


    “Yeah?”


    He hesitated and glanced around at the ocean behind him.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Nothing,” Chip answered. His cheeks were lightly flushed. Was it the warmth of the evening’s air, or a pink-tinted shade of embarrassment? “I just—I was thinking, maybe—should I go to the store? Get some provisions for the night?”


    Why would he be embarrassed about that? she wondered.


    “You know, uh,” he stammered. “Maybe I could grab a bottle of wine? I mean, look at this place. We’ve got these nice old Adirondack chairs here. We could relax a bit. Maybe a dash or two of wine would help us think through this?”


    There it was. Helen angled her head to the side, trying to understand his motivations. Here they were on the run from an ultra-clandestine government organization, menacing men in black suits who seemingly had unlimited technological power to track down even the most guarded, careful hackers like Copper, and Chip wanted to sip wine like they were on a weekend getaway?


    This was the half of her companion that needed a straitjacket.


    However, as long as he was sure they had successfully escaped—for now, for a little while—she could use a drink. After the day she’d had, who wouldn’t?


    She pointed southward. “There’s a market about two miles south, but are you sure you should go? What if some clerk recognizes your face from the news?”


    Chip shook his head. “Won’t happen.”


    “But how do you know?”


    “Roark and his people want this kept quiet as possible. They don’t want anything about their operations to get out into the public. Have you ever, in your life, seen Brian Williams talking about time travel or the reality of aliens?”


    “No, but that’s because—”


    He held up his index finger, stopping her. “That’s not because it’s not real. It’s because it’s so heavily scrubbed.”


    “What is?”


    “The truth.”


    “Right. And you’re sure we’re absolutely in the clear? No guys with guns kicking the door off the hinges in the middle of the night?”


    “I know Roark about as well as he knows me. He’ll regroup and try to figure out how to take us on the sly. That thing in Norfolk was a fluke and was probably a bit of desperation mixed with temporary greed. I’d say now, after two busted shots at me in a single day, he’ll be a little more careful. I mean, the dude has been after me for a decade, just waiting for the right opportunity. He can wait a little while longer. I figure we have about a twenty-four-hour head start. After that, we better have a damn good plan.”


    “Twenty-four hours? You’re sure?”


    “Positive. We’re about as secluded and safe as we can be.”


    “Then I’d like a chardonnay. Something buttery.”


    As Chip descended the stairs, leaving her behind, a thought came to her that if it all ended here, if they were captured, or, God forbid, shot to death by government agents, then she would want the beach house to be her last good memory, no matter what its condition might be.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER THIRTEEN


    Helen listened to the sputter of the Beetle’s engine as Chip backed out from underneath the beach house, turned onto the coastal highway, and hurried south. The market was farther than a couple of miles, she knew, but she’d lied to give herself ample time to think and consider her possibilities while she looked over the damage to the Shell Station.


    Chip wasn’t a bad guy—maybe a bit misguided and strange—but he had a good heart as far as she could tell. He’d saved her life twice now. Did that mean she owed him anything, especially if he was mentally imbalanced?


    Helen moved to her right and tried the front door’s handle. It was unlocked and easily swung open. The interior was dark, of course, and there would be no brightening things up. Her father had convinced Grandma Jane to shut off the power in the aftermath of Horatio, and the place hadn’t seen a working light bulb since. At least the place didn’t stink as badly as she feared it might—a result of all the windows being broken. In fact, the interior smelled just like the exterior: ocean air with that faint hint of a fishy smell that never quite left your clothes until you were miles and weeks beyond your last stay here. She recalled that scent from her childhood, and missed it terribly. That was fun. That was innocence. To this day, whenever she walked past the seafood section in a grocery store, she would think of long days on the beach, Grandpa Joe grilling fish he’d reeled in that morning, and the summery brown of her skin.


    The furniture sat in various stages of overturned haphazardness; whether that was a result of the storm, vagrants, or rambunctious teens, she couldn’t be sure. She was surprised that her father hadn’t padlocked the door, but given the state the home was in, perhaps he felt it was unnecessary. It was already unlivable, and if Dan won his battle against the insurance agency, they should have enough to completely remodel the whole house.


    Helen almost removed her flats out of habit, then thought better of it. With the place in such disarray, there could be rusty nails, drug needles, or who knows what other dangerous items that might easily pierce soft skin. The last thing they needed was an injury that would impede a quick escape, much less something more serious that would require a trip to the hospital.


    She set about righting the coffee table, the dining table, and the chairs. The couch proved slightly more difficult, but at last it relented and gravity took over, and it landed upright with a thunk. Helen yelped when a stray cat hissed at her from where the couch had been, then she shooed it away. The frightened tabby was out the door and gone before Helen had a chance to catch her breath.


    Damn cat, she thought. I’ll definitely need that chardonnay.


    Deciding the couch was far too moldy and mildewed to use for either sleeping or sitting, Helen began surveying the rest of the home, thinking about Chip and their situation as they did so.


    She stopped in the hallway, overcome with a sudden realization. She couldn’t believe it had taken her a full ten minutes for the idea to come to her.


    Chip must trust her implicitly to leave her alone in such a way. She could leave right now and he’d never know the difference. That level of faith was endearing, in a way, but at the same time… this was her chance.


    Wasn’t it?


    I could run right now, she thought. What’s stopping me?


    But then, where would she go? She knew none of the neighbors anymore. The families and friends of her youth had moved on, sold their properties, and left the magical summers behind. She supposed she could stop a random stranger and ask for help, maybe tell them she’d been kidnapped by a crazy person who thought the government was trying to capture him before he revealed their top secret time travel missions.


    Could she do it? Yes. Easily.


    As she stepped into the bedroom she and Dan had slept in for so many years, she wondered just how many times she could have the same conversation with herself. It was time to make a decision. Run, right now, this very second, and get as far away from Chip as she possibly could, or choose to believe him. Those were her options.


    “What’s it gonna be, Helen?” she asked herself aloud. Her voice sounded different. It was the inflection that surprised her: her father’s tone barreling through, the way he demanded answers and reasons instead of indecision and excuses.


    She leaned down and sniffed the mattress, then gagged. Was that cat urine? Or just a natural, rotting scent from a leaky roof and leakier windows?


    Okay, not that mattress. At least not that side.


    She remembered that the hallway closet had cleaning supplies, and inside it, next to the mop bucket, she found a pair of yellow rubber gloves. They provided a thin layer of protection as she lifted the mattress and examined the bottom side. Aside from a number of splotches that had likely been there for decades—Dan had wet the bed until he was ten—it seemed relatively clean and passed the sniff test. It wasn’t a five-star resort by any measure, but she was sure she could sleep here for the night. Chip would have to make do on the floor somewhere if the mattresses in the other room weren’t usable.


    She leaned over to look out the window, scanning the highway for the Volkswagen.


    Part of her hoped he never came back.


    Part of her hoped he would hurry.


    Why was she not running?


    Possibilities? Wonder?


    What’s it gonna be, Helen? The question came back to her again, now clearly in her father’s tone. The world doesn’t wait on wiffle-waffles, sweet girl. You won’t know if you’ve chosen wisely or poorly until after you’ve made your decision. Then, and only then, do you get to cheer yourself for being so smart or take the opportunity to learn from your mistakes.


    She walked into the master bedroom where her grandparents had slept and instinctively reached for the light switch. She chuckled and shook her head. Old habits.


    Her parents had slept on a foldout couch that had been long gone for years, she and Dan had slept on the queen mattress in the other room, and Grandpa Joe and Grandma Jane had slept in here, in separate single beds. Their reasoning for giving up the queen mattress in favor of twins was that they’d rather Dan’s bedwetting ruin one mattress instead of two.


    The room was a mess, like the rest of the Shell Station, but back here, out of the direct line of fire from the hurricane’s winds, it appeared to have been more protected. The south-facing windows were cracked and a single pane was missing, but she couldn’t see the same level of water damage that she’d found on the ocean-facing side. The mattress smelled okay. She thought about being selfish and taking this room instead—cleaner, less nastiness—but decided against it. The other bedroom was familiar. And it was closer to the stairs if she chose to sneak out in the middle of the night. She wouldn’t have to tiptoe past Chip along floors that creaked with every step.


    “I’m here, for now,” she said, talking to the absent Chip, “but the moment anything weird happens, if anything gives me the heebies, you’re on your own.”


    As if things weren’t already weird enough.


    ***


    Helen sat in the deep-scooped Adirondack chair on the front deck, looking out at the ocean. She was getting worried about Chip. He’d been gone longer than she had anticipated.


    Moonlight reflected off the water’s surface, casting a speckled glow up and down the beach. It was mid-summer, and the sand should’ve been swarming with honeymooners and vacationing families, teens stealing their first kisses and fumbling with buttons, people enjoying themselves. Instead, it was eerily empty. The closest sign of life was three hundred yards to the north: a small bonfire that burned and shifted direction with the wind. At this distance, she couldn’t make out who or how many people sat around it.


    She thought about how good a shower would feel, and briefly considered stripping down to her bra and panties for a quick dip in the ocean. Talk about old habits.


    Don’t be ridiculous, Helen thought. You’re a fugitive. A real, honest-to-God fugitive. Where’s Harrison Ford when you need him?


    Rather than a handsome actor who’d already been predisposed to all the right moves because of his script, she was stuck with a half-baked conspiracy nut named Chip Sledd—who, to be fair, was a good-looking guy. She supposed she could see him starring opposite Tommy Lee Jones.


    Maybe in a different life.


    Helen nibbled at the tender spot inside her lip and strained to listen for the clattering sounds of the Beetle’s engine.


    Ten minutes passed.


    Fifteen.


    He should’ve been back a half an hour ago.


    With no phone and no watch, and the batteries dead in the kitchen wall clock, Helen had no idea what time it was or how long he’d really been gone.


    She got up and moved to the southern railing, then moved down the side of the house, running her left hand along it until she got to the southwestern corner. Headlights and taillights traveled north and south on the coastal highway, but none of the ones approaching her looked like the close-set bug eyes of the Volkswagen.


    Punchbug, no backfire, she thought. Then: punchbug, no come-back-here is more like it.


    Once she grasped that she was just as worried about Chip’s safety as she was her own, she understood that she’d made the right decision to stay. That particular revelation left her shaking her head. At what point had she gone from “get away from me” to “please come back”?


    “Come on,” she said impatiently. “Where are you?”


    The sound she heard next was one that she didn’t expect—and it was definitely not a sound she wanted to hear.


    Familiar, but unlike anything in nature, it began as a low hum that steadily increased in tone.


    Helen flicked her head up toward the stars. “Oh my God. You’ve gotta be kidding me.”


    She took one last look for the Beetle’s headlights, then darted back to the front deck. Why, she didn’t know. She could hear the unbelievable howl just as well in the back as she could here. With her hands on the railing, holding herself up so she wouldn’t topple over in astonishment, she turned her ear north, south, east, and west, trying to peg the sound’s origin.


    As far as she could tell, it had no origin, no direction. It seemed to be coming from everywhere and nowhere at once.


    And it was so loud—so incredibly, terrifyingly thunderous as it reached an apex and then began its denouement. The timing was inconceivable. How was it possible that Chip was missing all this? And how was it happening here, in the Outer Banks, where they just happened to be?


    She had doubted the validity of the videos he and Copper had shown her. They could’ve easily been faked, or maybe been a part of a viral marketing campaign like someone online had suggested, but this, now, here—this was authentic, legitimate proof. She was listening to it with her own ears.


    Up the beach, around the bonfire, she could see the small gaggle of people standing in place, looking up at the sky. Some were pointing, while others were grabbing their things and heading for their cars.


    The skynoise lifted and settled for two more iterations—just as it had in the videos and in Copper’s visual representation of the sound waves—then it died out, and the ambient noise of the traffic, wind, and ocean waves returned.


    What were the astronomical odds? According to Chip and Copper, the skynoise had been recorded all around the world, at random times, on random dates. It could have chosen any location, any time. But here? Now? For a moment, the thought occurred to her that perhaps Chip was responsible in some way.


    Don’t be silly, she thought. You picked this place. He would’ve had to have known in advance that you would come here, to a nearly condemned, abandoned beach house.


    The low hum began once more.


    “Again?” Helen said. “What…”


    She held her hands over her ears as it repeated all three iterations a second time. The ripping of the space-time continuum, coming and going.


    The ambient sounds returned.


    Helen smelled smoke. Faint, drifting on the wind, and then it passed. It wasn’t the bonfire up the beach blowing in her direction. She felt the breeze on her back and side, gusting from the southwest. It couldn’t have been the bonfire.


    And it wasn’t wood, it was… tobacco. Not the sweet, cloying smell of Grandpa Joe’s pipe. A cigarette.


    Briefly, Helen thought it might have come from a pedestrian along the highway, or maybe the breeze had shoved it in her direction from a passing car, but when she glanced down at the rolling sand dunes below, covered in waist-high beach grass, she froze in fear.


    A single orange ember glowed.


    Roark blew a puff of smoke out of the corner of his mouth, then lifted his chin at Helen. “Mind if I come up?”


    Helen lifted a shaky hand. There was only one set of stairs; she was trapped. There would be no dashing down and sprinting away. She pointed and said, “I’d rather you didn’t. Stay right there.”


    In a flat, stoic tone, Roark said, “Don’t worry. You’re safer with me than with him, and this will only take a minute.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FOURTEEN


    Helen backed away from the stairs. Her legs were weak. She wanted to scream for help, but what if he shot her instead of taking the time to talk? If he was a black ops government agent, he could easily pull the trigger and disappear. If questioned, he would claim that it was a matter of national security or something—there would be no witnesses to claim that he confronted a trapped and terrified woman who happened to be an innocent audience to the highly improbable theories of… what was Chip? A friend?


    Roark huffed up the stairs and reached the landing, stopping ten very short feet away from her.


    Helen said, “I’ll scream if you come any closer.” It was an empty threat, and she could tell that Roark knew it.


    “No, you won’t,” he said. He showed her his palms, then gently opened his jacket, lifted it, and turned around. Next he flipped open a small leather case and showed her a badge and ID. “Agent Roark with the—never mind who I’m with. I’m unarmed. Only here to talk.”


    “About what? You were going to shoot me earlier, back in Ghent.”


    Roark flattened his lips together and frowned. His eyebrows dipped toward one another. “Shoot you? What?”


    “On the sidewalk. In front of that little clothing shop,” she stammered.


    “Is that what Mr. Sledd told you?”


    “Weren’t you? I saw your gun. It had a silencer.” She was surprised to see that he had a comforting smile as he clasped his hands behind his back and glanced down at the tops of his Oxfords. Just as she remembered from that morning, his gray hair was cropped close. His white collared shirt fit snugly around his Adam’s apple, and a black tie sat positioned in a perfect Windsor. She couldn’t be certain in the dim light of early evening, but his suit appeared to be crisp and cleanly pressed.


    He could have been one of her grandfather’s poker buddies.


    “No, no, my dear, I wouldn’t dream of shooting you.”


    She detected a hint of an accent. Somewhere in England, perhaps, but as if he hadn’t been there in decades, unlike her paternal grandmother, Elena, whose thick Italian accent hadn’t left her after thirty years of living in the States.


    “Then,” she said, pausing to take a cautious step forward, “what were you doing? Chip said you—”


    Roark put his index finger to his lips, then placed two fingers against his left ear.


    “What?” Helen asked.


    He nodded and murmured, “Yes. He is? Can you stall any longer?”


    “What’s going on?”


    Roark dropped his fingers and said, “Four minutes and thirty seconds, Miss Weils. I’ll talk, you listen. Understood?”


    Timidly, she answered, “No, not understood. I have questions. Big ones. Why’re you here? Where’s Chip? Why aren’t you arresting me? I hope you don’t, because I didn’t do anything. Chip might be crazy, but he’s right. Isn’t he? Am I going to end up in an anonymous grave somewhere?” Helen took a deep breath to stop her babbling.


    “Let me just get to the point, since it seems you’re in dire need of some answers, Miss Weils.” Roark cleared his throat. “Chip Sledd is a threat to national security, and what I’m about to tell you is so top secret and highly confidential that I can only share part of it—but thankfully, for you, it’s the part you need to know in order to stay safe, and alive.”


    “Safe and alive? What are you talking about?”


    “I’m afraid we don’t have much time. He’s on his way back. I’m sure he’s told you that we’ve been tracking him for years?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s true, but you can probably assume that anything else he’s said to you this entire time is a mixture of truth and absolute lies.”


    “If he’s a threat to national security, then why haven’t you arrested him or taken him into custody?”


    “I’ll explain, but please, you have to listen, because we’re quickly running out of time.”


    “Why should I believe you?”


    “Because believing me is your only viable option if you want the truth. Chip Sledd is a former government agent who left the Department of—well, I can’t tell you which department, but he left years ago because he… he…”


    “He what?”


    “Well, he went rogue, and I know that’s vague, and I know that all of this, everything you’re going through, is difficult to grasp—”


    “You’re damn right it is.”


    “We haven’t taken him into custody because we can’t catch him.”


    “You were right there this morning, fifteen feet away from us.”


    “Yes, I was, but I was worried he’d jump again. Plus, there are additional, technological complications that you wouldn’t understand, and I thought with you there, with him, we could use you as a distraction and approach from a different angle, especially when I saw that he didn’t have the device with him. Admittedly, I got too close, too excited—even after so many years, a man can still make mistakes like that when his white whale continually gets the better of him.”


    “Wait, go back. Jump? What do you mean, jump?”


    “I’m getting to that, if you’ll allow me. Chip Sledd, he’s—well, it’s hard to describe without sounding... Okay, here’s the truth: Sledd stole some priceless equipment from the United States government, and I want it back. Every time we’ve gotten within ten feet of him, he jumps, and he’s gone again.”


    Frustrated, Helen clenched her teeth. “That’s what I’m asking. What does ‘jump’ mean?”


    Clearly agitated, Roark beat the tender side of his fist against the railing. “Through time, Miss Weils.”


    “What?”


    “I could be imprisoned for treason for telling you this, but if it’ll keep you quiet long enough for me to save your goddamn life, then so be it. As of right now, we only have about three minutes left.” Roark checked his watch. “Make that two minutes. He stole a portable time travel device—no interruptions, please—and we call it jumping whenever someone dips in and out of the past. Forward time travel isn’t possible because the events of the future haven’t happened yet. We wouldn’t know where to go, where to drop someone, anything like that because there’s nowhere to go.


    “I don’t have the time, ironically, to explain everything, but suffice it to say that Chip Sledd can and has changed the course of history by jumping back and forth. Understood? You studied the Roanoke Island mystery, correct? Don’t answer—rhetorical question. It’s all a bit fuzzy, but from what we can tell, the mystery, the disappearance—it didn’t exist before Chip Sledd created it. Those poor people, just trying to make a new life for themselves, and then he comes along. It’s all his doing, Helen. Every disturbing bit of it.”


    “No, that’s not possible, the Roanoke Island—”


    “It doesn’t matter,” he interrupted. “Sledd, we think, created the Roanoke Island problem, and when we tried to reprimand him for it, he ran. We don’t know why he ran, but we have reason to believe that he’s been dipping in and out of time, altering the past, and murdering people to create the reality he wants in the present. It creates all sorts of paradoxical situations, which somehow fix themselves due to the malleable nature of time and space. The biggest problem is, we don’t know what he’s changed, because the moment he goes back and does something, whatever it is, it becomes our reality. That skynoise you heard earlier? That’s what happens when he leaves the current time he’s in, both in the present and the past… which is, actually, the past is the present to him back then, but, anyway, never mind. ”


    Helen was dumbstruck. “I don’t—what’s—how—why am I involved? He said he wanted me to help him with… I don’t even know what anymore.”


    Roark had been slowly inching closer to her. Now he stood within arm’s reach, and when he put a cold hand on her shoulder, she flinched. “We have reason to believe that he’s got you by his side in order to keep an eye on you. For now.”


    “For now?”


    “And then, well, we don’t know what. Our theory—”


    “Your theory? My life is on the line and you have a theory?”


    “It’s the best we can do, Miss Weils. We believe that he learned you got close to him with your research into the Graybeal Dig, and he wants you nearby to make sure you don’t go back to it and uncover his truth.”


    “Which is what?”


    “I’m going to guess that he showed you pictures of a four-hundred-year-old Bible mentioning noises in the sky, correct?”


    “Yes.”


    “And he also showed you pictures of woodcutting featuring a ‘spaceman,’ for lack of a better term?”


    Helen nodded cautiously, afraid of the words she suspected were coming.


    “Chip Sledd is the man in that woodcut drawing. Before he went rogue.”


    Helen gasped and put a hand over her mouth. She’d thought that was what the agent might say, but the proclaimed truth hit her as if she’d taken a baseball bat to the chest.


    Roark once again put two fingers to his left ear. “Right. I’m gone. Thirty seconds more. No? Stall him, then, damn you.” Roark looked at Helen with reassuring eyes. “Miss Weils… Helen. We need your help. No one has been able to get this close to Chip Sledd in years. Stay with him, monitor him, and know that we have eyes on you. It’s dangerous, and you’ll be doing your nation a selfless favor, but you’ll be fine.”


    “Oh my God. I can’t. I can’t do something like that. I’m a writer not a—not a spy.”


    “You can, and you’ll be fine.”


    “What am I supposed to do? Monitor him? Monitor him how? What does that even mean? Do you have a panic button or something for me to push? Do you want me to steal his—Jesus, I can’t even believe I’m going to say this. You want me to steal his time machine? Are you listening to yourself? Am I listening to me?”


    “If you could get it away from him, that would be ideal. From what we know—”


    “You don’t actually know much, do you?”


    “From what we know, he keeps it in an orange backpack. Jansport, we think. The kind teenagers take to school.”


    “I can’t do this. I promise you I can’t. I’m not built for… whatever this is. Espionage.”


    “All you have to do is be yourself. Stay with him, watch him, do whatever it takes, but do not let him out of your sight. We don’t know what he’s changed and we don’t know how much he knows, but the next time he takes a trip back might be the day we wake up and Hitler has conquered the world, or the United States is one big nuclear wasteland. We’d be none the wiser, but that’s not a world I want to live in, whether there used to be a better reality or not. Do not let him jump again.”


    “But aren’t your men stalling him right now? Just grab him and be done with it.”


    “I’m sorry, it doesn’t work that way. If he suspects it’s us, all he has to do is push a button and he’s gone. If you can keep him here, in 2014, we’ll take care of the rest. He doesn’t want to hurt you. His psych profile suggests he has a soft spot for sentimental things, and you appear to fall into that category. He wants to keep you close to protect his truth, and we want you to keep him closer. Understood?”


    “I guess so.”


    “Then that’s the best we can do. Hold on for twenty-four hours. Forty-eight at the most. I’ll be in touch.”


    Roark backed away, his hard-soled Oxfords clunking against the wooden deck. He descended the stairs, and before his head disappeared below the landing, he took one final look at her and said, “If you can get the device away from him somehow, that’s the best outcome for everyone. Past, present, and future.”


    “I’ll try,” she said, but he didn’t hear. He was already communicating with whoever was on the other end of his discreet earpiece.


    Helen leaned up against the railing and covered her face with her hands.


    What in the hell just happened?


    “I’m dreaming,” she said. “I have to be dreaming.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER FIFTEEN


    Helen stumbled over to an Adirondack chair and flopped down just as her legs gave way. Her hands and feet were numb, save for a mild tingling that felt as if she were being stabbed by a thousand tiny needles. She felt her pulse along the side of her neck. Her carotid artery thumped against her fingertips with the beat and pace of racing pistons.


    She inhaled through her nose and exhaled through her mouth, slowly, in an attempt to regulate her breathing before she passed out. She hadn’t experienced anxiety like this since her college years, when she put too much pressure on herself to succeed and spent two semesters suffering intolerable panic attacks accompanied by fainting spells. Behavioral therapy and a low dose of Valium—along with repeated assurances from her parents that an A-minus was perfectly acceptable—had eased her back to at least a veneer of normal,


    She desperately wanted to speak to her mother and father; that familiar desire to call home for comfort came hurtling back. Out of habit, she glanced to her side, looking for her purse, and she groaned when she remembered that it had been left behind at that café in Ghent, along with her cell phone and everything else that dwelled within that cluttered abyss.


    Helen counted to twenty, inhaling and exhaling with each successive number, until she reached a state of sufficient calm. At least she could now breathe somewhat properly and her appendages had regained feeling.


    Exhausted, she laid her head back and closed her eyes.


    If I can just rest for a second, she thought, this will be fine.


    Some time later, she wasn’t sure how long, she heard the familiar clunk and sputter of the Volkswagen’s engine as Chip turned off the highway and rolled up to the carport underneath the house.


    Helen sat up. Her eyelids felt as if they were weighted down. Had she fallen asleep?


    The Beetle shut off, the car door slammed, and then the rapid clip of Chip’s footsteps followed as he climbed the stairs.


    “Helen?” he called out to her. “Where are you?”


    Helen straightened her hair, then her top, and tried to put on the brightest smile she could muster.


    Wait, she thought. He’ll know that’s weird, especially coming from me.


    She parked a simple grin across her lips, perhaps communicating that she was somewhat relieved to see him. “I was worried about you,” she said, which was partially true. “After you left, I remembered that the market was farther away than what I said, but what took you so long?”


    He let out an exasperated groan and rolled his eyes. “My God, you would not believe the giant, screwed-up mess that whole trip was. First, they didn’t have any chardonnay, and the clerk spent like twenty minutes in the back trying to dig some up, even though I told him it was okay, but no, he insisted. Then, when I came back out to the parking lot, the car wouldn’t start, and I was practically standing on my head trying to figure out what happened. I never really did, because all I did was jiggle a couple of wires and it ended up working. Finally, after that, on the way back, two guys in white vans ran into each other right in front of me. Both were trying to make left turns, and they ended up blocking the entire highway. It was one of the most ridiculous things I’ve ever seen. They got out and yelled at each other for, like, five minutes, flipped each other off, then got back in and drove away. I couldn’t believe it.”


    I can, Helen thought. Roark’s men were doing an excellent job of stalling you while he was here.


    “Anyway,” Chip said, plopping into the Adirondack beside her with a relieved groan, “I got your chardonnay. The guy said it was a good year, but I don’t know the first thing about wine.”


    “Whether you do or not, it better taste like gold after that trip, huh?” She could tell right away that her voice sounded awkward. Too cheerful, too stilted.


    Too fake.


    Thankfully, Chip didn’t notice. “Absolutely,” he said, pulling two plastic wine glasses out of the bag. “One for you, one for me.”


    The bottle was a screw top. Chip removed the lid and dumped deep pours into their glasses.


    Helen’s hand shook when she tried to pick hers up. The wine sloshed.


    This, he noticed.


    “You okay?”


    “Great. Yeah. A little nervous is all. I mean, really, if you think about it, we’re fugitives. We should probably be racing across the country, trying to figure out how to get across the border and into Mexico, right?”


    “Mexico? Pffft. That’s the first place they’d look. Mexico, Canada, they always put word out at the borders first. No, honestly, what we need to do is stay off their radar. Be calm, be cool, don’t make any stupid mistakes, and we’ll be fine. I have ways of getting us out of trouble if need be.”


    Yeah, right, she thought. Like jumping through time?


    She took a sip of the chardonnay. It was smooth and buttery, with a hint of lemon. It had definitely been stored in oak barrels, which she preferred, unlike the lighter, crispier chardonnays that came from steel storage. Chip wouldn’t be able to tell the difference, but she was glad it was something she enjoyed.


    Because that meant she could drink enough to ease her nerves for… well, for whatever came next. To be honest, she wasn’t sure she could do it—keep Chip entertained for as long as it took for Roark to accomplish his mission. And what was he planning to do anyway? Gather more evidence? Didn’t he have enough already? Maybe she should’ve asked for a pair of handcuffs. It would be relatively easy to clamp them on Chip’s wrists while he slept. Why hadn’t she thought of that while Roark was here?


    “Damn,” she muttered. It just slipped out. Thinking quickly, she sloshed a bit of wine onto her green top and pretended to swipe at it when Chip glanced over at her. “I’m such a klutz,” she said, forcing an embarrassed smile.


    “And you’re not even drunk yet.”


    “Tell me about it.” Helen took a larger gulp to hurry the process along. “So now that we’re here—and I don’t mean here here, I mean in this situation, hours and miles away from anyone knowing where we are, on the run—what now? Is there some mystery to solve? Someone to stop? What do we do? What comes next?” Another gulp. The chardonnay was creamy and smooth, went down easily.


    “I wish I knew,” Chip answered, sipping as well. He licked his lips, then examined the remaining wine in his glass and added, “That’s good stuff.”


    Helen squinted at him. “You’ve been studying and researching and trying to uncover the truth for how long? Years? And you don’t know what comes next?”


    He shrugged, picked at the label on the bottle. It was a picture of a dolphin with a huge smile, waving a fin as it leaped out of the ocean and over a waning moon. Night Dolphin Chardonnay it was called, and for a brief moment, Helen thought that if she made it out of this alive, and stayed out of prison, she’d like to have it again.


    Chip said, “I never thought I’d make it this far, to tell you the truth.”


    Really? What’s the truth? Helen wondered.


    “I tried to call Copper from the market’s pay phone.”


    “Tell me you’re kidding. What if they’re tracking incoming calls?” Acting confused and incredulous was easier than she’d expected. Maybe it was because she was. Perhaps she could play the role Roark wanted her to play after all. Chip was inadvertently making her task easier simply by being… Chip.


    “Huge risk, I know, but I had to find out. I had to know if he was still alive or not.”


    “And is he?” Was that how Roark had found out where they were? No, not possible. Chip wasn’t gone long enough. Roark was already here.


    “He didn’t answer. And Jesus, I feel so guilty. I got him into this and… and he could be dead or whisked away to some torture prison and we’ll never know. He’s probably gone forever, and that’s my fault, Helen. Mine. He was a good guy.”


    If Chip was as evil and dangerous as Roark suggested he was, he certainly wasn’t showing it. The regret twisting his features seemed real enough. But was it fake? Was he putting on an act, just like she was?


    “He is good,” she said. She reached out, tentatively, then squeezed Chip’s forearm. “I only knew him for a couple of hours, but yeah, he seemed nice. And hey, you have no right to blame yourself. You don’t know he’s gone. We don’t have a clue what actually happened. Maybe that gunfire we heard came from him, and now he’s on the run, just like we are.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “And if you think about it, anybody with a setup like that, his own command center with so much security in place, he had to know he was on lists, right? He had to have been prepared for a day like this. Somebody that intelligent, somebody that savvy, you don’t hide from the authorities and not think that you might have to face the end of a gun barrel at some point.”


    “Yeah,” Chip said. His voice sounded distant, vacant, only agreeing with her on the surface. He drained the remaining chardonnay and poured himself another. He lifted the bottle in her direction, silently asking if she wanted a refill.


    Helen nodded. Chip filled her glass, and she tried not to gulp this one down. Already, from the first glass, she felt the tipsy warmth in her cheeks. She’d always been a lightweight. On the plus side, it meant she was a cheap date, especially on the nights when it was just her in a quiet hotel on the road or in her lifeless condo back in northern Virginia.


    “Let’s figure this out,” she said, hoping to get some information, or maybe a definite direction out of Chip, something she could share, if—no, when—Roark approached her again. “You were working with Copper. You had proof of the time traveler with that marked-up Bible and the woodcutting. You’ve got Herman Anderson and his research, so you think that some poor guy ju—uh, blipped into a tree four hundred years ago.” She’d almost said “jumped” and stopped herself, thinking that possibly it was a term Chip would recognize, something she shouldn’t know.


    “Right.”


    “Oh, what else? What was Copper saying about the word ‘Croatan’ hidden in the sound data?”


    Chip scooted further down in his chair, rested his head against the high back, and stretched out his legs. “It was in there, definitely. Some complicated algorithm bullshit he came up with because he said the data had substance. Something like that. I didn’t make the connection until I stumbled across Dr. Anderson’s research.”


    Lying through your teeth, Helen thought. If you were really involved like Roark said, you knew exactly what the connection was. She took a huge swallow of her chardonnay, then peeked down at the grocery bag he’d carried up and was glad to see another bottle’s neck protruding over the rim.


    “It all started clicking when my connection showed me those things from the Graybeal Dig. Did you know that Tom Graybeal also found a Croatan hatchet still buried in a skull? Unreal. Anyway, the Bible, the woodcutting, Dr. Anderson’s data from that tree on Roanoke Island, it hit me like some humongous cartoon mallet right to the face. The presence of the word ‘Croatan’ was a hidden parameter buried inside the data.”


    Helen’s head felt light and airy. “I don’t get it.”


    “Think of it like this: remember in Back to the Future, they had to set the time and date on the DeLorean and then reach eighty-eight miles per hour?”


    Helen mumbled a positive response into her glass as she took another sip.


    “Well, what I think happened is that the jumpers had to program their date and time and location, and maybe a set of coordinates into the time travel device to deliver them where they wanted to go.”


    “But why ‘Croatan’ and not Roanoke Island? One is an extinct tribe of Native Americans and the other is an actual location.”


    “That’s the kicker, isn’t it? What I think happened in the original programming—because this thing, whatever it was, it wasn’t just like a phone booth where you hop in and push a couple of buttons and poof, you disappear and magically arrive where you meant to go—my guess, and keep in mind that it’s only a guess, is that there were dozens of factors to input in order to arrive exactly when and where you wanted to be. So, with that first block of code, the programmer entered something along the lines of ‘1587,’ ‘Roanoke Island,’ and ‘Croatan,’ plus a number of others, in order to drop their jumper closer to where the tribe would’ve been living at that point in time. During the very first trip back, I’m betting that the data was hardcoded in, rather than having all of these variables to pick from, and on subsequent builds, the programmer forgot to scrub it. That’s the only logical explanation.”


    It’s the only logical explanation because you know exactly what went wrong during the first mission, Helen thought. “If they were so precise, then what happened to the first guy? How’d he land in a tree?”


    “Maybe they forgot to put a checkmark in the ‘Don’t land in a tree’ box. I honestly don’t know. Decimal in the wrong place? Human error?”


    She dared to ask, “How do you know all of this?”


    “Wine-fueled speculation,” he said, refusing to make eye contact.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SIXTEEN


    Despite her situation, despite Roark’s caution, and despite the fact that the man sitting beside her had possibly kidnapped her, without actually tying her up or asking for a ransom, she grew more at ease with Chip. This subtle espionage thing might actually work. All she had to do was keep sipping the wine to calm her nerves, pay attention, ask questions, and stall.


    It occurred to her at some point that getting completely drunk hadn’t been the wisest option. In fact, it was as far from wise as one could get without falling off the edge of a cliff into stupidity, but before Chip had even poured the first glass, she’d needed it. Her nerves needed it. Otherwise, she would’ve already given away her secret. She was sure of it.


    The strangest thing was, even during the creeping buzz brought upon her by the lovely chardonnay, in her subconscious, Chip didn’t feel like the type of person that Roark had described. True, she had been duped before—by bad boyfriends and particularly nasty members of her sorority back in college—but the more she actually talked with Chip, the saner he seemed. You know, somewhat. In a way. Kinda.


    He was still talking about time travel and secret government organizations and how an underwater civilization like Atlantis could be possible because so much of the ocean had yet to be explored, but he said it all with such sincere conviction that it was hard to not get caught up in the possibilities.


    Despite the truth. Or despite Roark’s truth.


    She had been so involved in pretending as if she were interested and trying to hide the fact that Roark was out there and had told her Chip’s secrets, she had completely forgotten about hearing the skynoise twice, moments before the cigarette-smoking agent had arrived.


    She sat straight up, almost mentioned it, then caught the words on her tongue.


    If I heard the skynoise, she thought, then where did Chip go? And if he left the here and now, then surely he’ll know I heard it, right? Roark didn’t say anything about the radius of the sound from the—what would you call it? The jump point? Maybe Chip suspects I wasn’t able to hear it… I was so traumatized that I forgot, and he hasn’t brought it up because I haven’t. Okay, makes sense.


    Possibilities whipped around in her mind like broken bits of life caught up in a tornado. Scattered pieces of something that used to be whole. An idea here, a notion there. Nothing seeming to fit as it should. Parts missing.


    She’d heard the skynoise, and then Roark had arrived, as if he had manifested out of the night’s blackness. Or was that simply her mind reading into it? She hadn’t been paying attention. It was possible that Roark had crept up on her without making any identifiable sounds. Fifteen feet below, soft sand, the roar of the waves… they all could’ve easily masked his approach.


    The timing, though, couldn’t be ignored. What if Roark was the one lying?


    She flinched when she felt Chip’s hand on her forearm. “Oh,” she chirped.


    “You okay?” he asked.


    “I’m, uh, yeah—I’m great,” she answered, taking a deep breath and burying her face in the plastic wine glass.


    “You kinda left us there for a second.”


    Helen pushed herself up from the Adirondack chair and moved over to the railing. Drifting clouds shrouded the moon now, and what little light remained left the waves rolling in darkness and the nearby dunes encased in shadows.


    “It was weird,” she lied. “Like I had this sudden feeling of ‘Hey, I left the iron on’ this morning and I was trying to remember if I had or not. I haven’t had one of those moments in ages. You ever get them?” That sounded legitimate, didn’t it? Not too far out there?


    “All the time.” Chip stood and moved beside her. He leaned on the top slat of the railing, resting on his forearms. His half-full wine glass dangled over the edge as he swirled it in circles. “Maybe you’re just tired,” he added. “Ready to get some sleep? We’ll get up early tomorrow and then figure out where we’re going next?”


    “Sounds perfect,” Helen answered, more than a little woozy from too many drinks. Not totally drunk, but not anywhere close to sober. In fact, she was far enough beyond rational that she jokingly asked, “Your place or mine?”


    But, hey, it was all part of the secret agent charade, wasn’t it?


    “Come on, let’s go in.” Chip smiled at her. It wasn’t leering, it wasn’t seductive, or anything of the sorts; he looked at her as if he was amused, which she appreciated.


    What’s that mental situation called, she wondered, the one where you fall in love with your captor? Oh, right, Stockholm Syndrome. Was that what was happening here?


    Chip? No. Not a chance.


    She was tipsy, nothing more, and some loosened inhibitions never hurt anybody, did they? Well, except for that time during her sophomore year with Tinker Bravo. What a perfect name for a running back, and what an embarrassment that had turned out to be. She thought about mentioning the ridiculous story to Chip, then changed her mind. That was a tale for a different time. Maybe a different life.


    Chip led her by the arm to the front door and twisted the knob. Helen wanted to apologize for the state of the place, but even as the thought entered her mind, it didn’t feel… right. Chip pushed the front door open and reached around her.


    Helen heard the distinct sound of the light switch and was confused when the bulbs blinked to life. She had an odd sense of being displaced and wondered why she hadn’t expected them to come on. Obviously lights came on when you flipped the switch.


    Didn’t they?


    The ceiling fan overhead whirred, shaking until the speed of the blades stabilized. The couch was where it had always been. She recalled spending so many summers lying there at night, reading and listening to the waves rumble and crash down the shoreline.


    The coffee table had the familiar green magazine tray sitting on it, that circular thing that her mother had dragged home from a swap meet one rainy weekend in July. The fridge hummed to her right, and her grandfather’s recliner was as ugly 70s as it had always been. A flat screen television stood at attention in the corner, and on the shelves of the TV stand below it sat a VCR, a DVD player, and a small set of speakers.


    It felt right, but it also felt wrong.


    Had she really dozed off while Chip was gone, maybe had a dream about this place being different? She couldn’t recall how it was supposed to be. She had been intentionally fibbing earlier when she mentioned the “left the iron on” sensation, but that exact feeling now enveloped her, as if she had forgotten to do something important.


    Dan used to play an annoying game with her when they were teenagers. When she was gone to soccer practice or ballet, or when he’d gotten home from high school before her, he would often slink into her room and replace the pictures in her frames with photos of Yoda or Luke Skywalker, or he would switch her posters of the New Kids on the Block so that Donnie was over her pillow and Jordan was by the door.


    And those were just a small handful of the things he’d do. It went on for months, and eventually his creativity had reached an amazing level. He would giggle and snort the whole time, waiting to see how long it would take her to notice that something was off. It was maddening to walk into her room every day, wondering what had been changed, or if anything had been changed at all. She recalled him laughing until tears ran down his cheeks the day she stormed into his room and threw the picture of the flaccid penis at him, picture frame and all. Looking back, that one was slightly amusing, but now, that exasperating sense of something being different had returned, and she didn’t enjoy it at all.


    Everything in the beach house was exactly as it should be. Or, as it was before Hurricane Horatio came through. Right? Hadn’t there been a massive, horribly destructive hurricane that made landfall last October? She had the faintest notion of telling Chip something about it in the car ride down.


    Beside her, Chip had his hands on his hips. He whistled and grinned as he studied the living room. “This place is amazing, Helen. I can’t believe you got to come here every summer. I’m seriously jealous.”


    “Yeah,” she said, still confused, still staring at everything, wondering what wasn’t right about it. “I’m—yeah. We loved it here.” She couldn’t figure out why, but she felt the need to touch the couch. Wouldn’t it be wet when she touched it?


    No. It was dry and held on to some of the day’s heat.


    “Helen?”


    “What?”


    “You’re kinda freaking me out a little. What’s going on?”


    “I’m okay,” she said. “Maybe it’s the wine. I feel off, and I can’t explain why.”


    She had been so exhausted. Could she really have fallen asleep while she was waiting on Chip?


    “You want some water? Something to dilute your pickled insides?”


    Helen chuckled. “Jerk. I’m not that bad, but yeah, water would be great. I’m going to check the bedrooms.” She moved through the living room, marveling at how great it looked. She hadn’t been here in years, but her dad had really kept the place up now that her grandparents had practically signed it over.


    Helen took cautious steps down the hallway. It grew darker the farther she went away from the low wattage bulb toward the front of the house, and she expected the floor of this strange dream to crumble underneath her feet at any moment, sending her plummeting into the blackness of a thoroughly confusing pit.


    It had to be a dream. Why did none of this feel normal?


    She flicked the light switch in the first bedroom. The small window over the bed was open an inch, and warm summer wind pushed through. The bed was made, the sheets were clean and soft to the touch, and the dresser was on the western wall where it had always been.


    So strange, she thought. I don’t know why I would expect anything different.


    The second bedroom was the same: perfectly in order, just the way her grandmother liked things. A family portrait hung over the twin beds, which had been pushed together to create a makeshift king. In the photo, Helen, Dan and their mother and father had all dressed alike in those godawful Christmas sweaters with reindeer and bells and gingerbread men stitched and pinned and stapled to their chests. They’d done it as a joke for the cards her mother sent out each holiday season, but their smiles were so perfect, her mother couldn’t stop beaming about how wonderful they all looked.


    She recalled her mother saying, “Damn the ugly sweaters, this one is going over the fireplace.”


    Chip entered the bedroom after her. Helen took the glass of water he offered and shook her head. “I’m losing my mind,” she said. “Either that, or I must have dozed off while you were gone. I had to’ve. That’s the only explanation. I swear this dream I had was so real. So real. Totally freaked me out.”


    “Yeah, you’ve seemed a bit off since I got back.”


    Helen touched the cool wine glass to her forehead. The ice clinked. “It felt so real, but it’s… fuzzy. I’m having a hard time explaining it. I think—yeah, I think it was something about this place getting trashed in Hurricane Horatio last year.”


    Chip squinted at her. “You’re positive you’re okay?”


    “I think so. Why?”


    “Don’t you remember telling me in the car, on the way here, that this place would have been trashed if your family hadn’t convinced your father to batten down the hatches before the hurricane?”


    “I did?” Helen tried to recall the car ride. They had been on the run from Roark. They had been worried that Copper was dead. She had suggested coming here and…


    Yeah, she had told Chip the history of the Shell Station, but any other memory she had of the beach house, since the hurricane came through, was a blurred mess, as if she were looking at the images in her mind through wax paper. They were there, but she could only make out objects that were shaped like people, and the conversations she’d had were garbled, the words themselves blobs that made no sense.


    “Maybe I’m getting a migraine. I feel so confused.”


    “You’ve had a long day. You should lie down,” Chip said, gently nudging her toward the large bed. The blue bedspread with white seashells was normal, she knew that much, and it was a comforting thought. “You lie down, and I’ll go crash in the other room. At first light, we’re out of here.”


    “Wait,” Helen said, taking his hand. “This is… It’s all so… Stay with me.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “No… but yes.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


    As Chip sat down on the edge of the bed to remove his shoes, Helen took a step back and rummaged through the antique dresser, looking for something to wear to bed. An old tank top and shorts perhaps, or maybe even one of her mother’s thin nightgowns that she never gave up. She was looking for those things, true, but she also needed a moment to consider what she was doing. She had asked Chip to stay because she was burdened by a sense of odd dread—or was it fear? Had something actually changed? The realness of what she thought she knew plagued her, but she could not deny the fact that the house was in order, just as it should be.


    Had her dream been so vivid that her mind was having trouble processing reality?


    Or was she in a dream right now?


    Regardless of what Roark had told her about Chip—that he’d been traipsing through time, abducting or murdering people, she felt as if—wait a second, she thought.


    “Oh my God,” she said aloud. “That has to be it.”


    If she had dreamed something fuzzy about the beach house, dreamed that something was different about it, couldn’t the clandestine meeting with Roark also have been part of the dream?


    She was so relieved at this realization that she had to stifle the lump welling up in her throat. Her knees went weak, and she flopped onto the bed, lying back with her arms spread wide, staring at the ceiling.


    Chip looked around at her quizzically. “And you say I’m weird. I’m almost afraid to ask.”


    “Don’t be. I think I figured it out. Honestly, that had to have been one of the most epic dreams ever. Like I can’t even remember falling asleep and—wow. Let’s backtrack for a minute. When we got here, we looked around down below for a bit, we came upstairs, and then you headed out to go to the market for wine and supplies, right?”


    “Close,” Chip answered. “I dropped you off and left right away. You said you wanted wine before anything else.”


    “Man, really? I could’ve sworn you came up to the balcony with me before you left.”


    Chip shook his head.


    “Then I must have fallen asleep in one of the Adirondacks while I was waiting on you. And do you want to hear the craziest part?”


    “It gets crazier than this?”


    “Okay, don’t freak out, but while you were gone, I dreamed that I heard the skynoise.”


    “Here?”


    “Yeah, like right here, out on the front deck. Twice. Didn’t you tell me the sound happened whenever someone was coming and going? I was standing there, and I heard it, and I absolutely started freaking out because—what a coincidence, you know? A few hours ago, we were watching videos about these wailing horns all across the world, and then we’re running from Roark, we come here, and boom, I hear it here of all places, in the exact spot where we’re hiding. I mean, that’s the kind of thing that you should realize in your dream, shouldn’t you? Like when something happens that’s so unbelievable and you realize it’s a dream, and then all of a sudden you can control what’s happening—what’s that called?”


    “Lucid dreaming?”


    “Yeah, that’s it. I should’ve realized it then.”


    Chip laughed. “Can you imagine? What’re the odds?”


    “Ten billion billion gazillion to one, probably. And as if that wasn’t crazy enough, I dreamed that Roark was here.”


    Chip’s head recoiled in shock. His voice squeaked, “Here?”


    That seemed to be a bit of an overreaction, Helen thought, but Chip was terrified of the man, she reasoned.


    “In the dream, he was down below, on the sand. He was smoking, and he looked exactly like he did in Ghent this morning. He asked if he could come up and, my God, I remember being so terrified because where am I gonna go, right? So he comes up and starts telling me all of this insane stuff about how you’re the time traveler and that you were right about the first guy who landed in the tree, but then he said that you were the second guy they sent back and you accidentally created the Roanoke Island disappearance.”


    Chip chuckled nervously. “Really? That’s crazy.”


    “He said you had this portable time travel device on you, and that you’d gone back in time and murdered people and kidnapped them, and that if you went back and changed something, we wouldn’t know because we wouldn’t have the original memory anymore.”


    Chip shook his head. “How would he know I was able to do something like that if he wouldn’t be able to remember how things were beforehand? I think. Right?”


    “Yeah,” Helen said, sitting up. “He said that you had something to do with the disappearance of the Roanoke Island colonists. He told me that before you did that, everything was fine. The whole settlement had survived. But that’s not the reality we know, and he also said you’d been jumping through time killing people… You know what? Forget it. It’s all this time travel paradox stuff that doesn’t make any sense.” Helen rubbed her temples and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her left ear.


    “That’s, uh… well, I don’t know what to say. Crazy dream?” Chip said.


    “I can’t believe it. Mostly I’m just happy that you’re not, like, some time-jumping murderer with a portable device in a Jansport backpack. I’m not going to lie, that’s why I was sort of acting weird earlier, but then the house, it looks normal and I was so sure it was destroyed—wow, Jesus, what a relief.”


    Chip put his arm around her shoulder and pulled her close.


    The hug was good. She was fine with it. She let him keep his arm there.


    “Listen,” he said. “People have been calling me insane and strange, a wacko, a crackpot, a nutcase, everything under the sun, for years and years now. They say I should be committed and locked up, that I should be wearing the latest mental hospital pajamas that are en vogue and blah, blah, blah, but, honestly, Helen, all of what you just told me sounds certifiably in-freakin-sane. Even to me, the weirdo, who’s literally been trying to convince you that time travel is real. So don’t, you know, don’t blame me or be afraid of me because of a dream, okay? Like I would be carrying a time travel device around in an orange backpack, of all things.”


    “I know. I’m so sorry I doubted you. You saved my life twice today, like literally saved my life, and here I was, worried you were changing history, who knows how, and all over a stupid dream, too. I can’t even begin to tell you how real it seemed. I don’t know if I’ve ever had a dream that was so visceral. I could smell Roark’s cigarettes, and the house was—well, I still can’t remember what the house was like before. I must’ve walked right up the steps, flopped down in the chair out front and totally zonked.”


    “Like I said, you’ve had a helluva day.” He pulled away from her and stood up from the bed. “So,” he said, turning to her with a single shoe in his hand.


    “So?”


    “If you’re not freaked out anymore, I guess I’ll crash in the other room. Maybe that’s for the best, huh? I don’t want you to get caught up in another epic dream like that and, you know, kill me in my sleep.”


    The relief left her warm and giddy. It only took Helen a second to make up her mind. She patted the mattress again. “Stay.”


    “Yeah?”


    She nodded, then shrugged. “It might be in a different way, but I’m starting to realize that I might be just as nuts as you are.”


    “If that’s your idea of foreplay…”


    “Something like that.”


    “I’m a little out of practice,” he admitted.


    “Same here.” Helen smirked. “If we screw it up, we can always hop back in time until we get it right.”


    “Now that’s the best use of time travel I’ve ever heard of.”


    The wine. The relief. Bonding over their shared experience of being fugitives…


    It seemed right. It seemed okay.


    Helen pulled the green top over her head.


    ***


    Helen rolled off of Chip, exhausted, sweaty, and—she couldn’t believe it—utterly satisfied. It was as if Chip had known every perfect spot on her body. Places that she hadn’t told anyone about. Spots that enhanced her lustful longing, sent ripples of pleasure across her skin, and left her clawing for more. He had hit all the right angles, said all the right things, and nibbled on her earlobe the way she adored.


    “Wow,” she said, forearm on her forehead, trying to catch her breath. “Seems like you’ve done that before.”


    “A few times,” he said, chuckling. “Was it…”


    “Good for me? God, yes. I’m pretty sure the grunting gave it away.”


    “Just checking.” Chip rolled onto his side and propped his head up. He traced the tip of an index finger down between her breasts and then rested the warm, soft palm of his hand against her stomach. Helen put her hand on top of his, held it there.


    She’d enjoyed it—more than enjoyed it—and she was both surprised and satisfied with herself. Surprised because she had been avoiding him for so long and that she had invited him to bed, not the other way around. Satisfied because, yeah, for once, she had seized an opportunity to be reckless and have a little fun.


    It was in the middle of running for her life from a secret government organization, and on the heels of a frighteningly realistic dream in which her lover was drastically changing history, but fun nonetheless. She rarely did such things. One-night stands with a strange man? Twice? Maybe?


    But this? Those fifteen minutes of sweat and moaning, grinding pleasure and soft touches—combined with a few intentional and appreciated rough ones—was the most irresponsible thing she’d done in ages, and she felt good about it. Damn good.


    No matter what Chip’s life was like outside of that bed, it had been the right thing to do. She’d needed the release, the reprieve from so much tension and anxiety.


    It worked. She felt good in the moment.


    Chip said, “So, are you a bask-in-the-afterglow person, or the kind that gets up and eats ice cream naked, right out of the tub while watching Leno?”


    Helen asked, “Normally the afterglow, but you got ice cream?”


    “Chocolate with peanut butter chunks, but it’s probably melting out on the deck.”


    “Doesn’t matter. Make it Letterman and you got a deal.”


    “Perfect.”


    Two minutes later, Helen sat naked on the couch with Chip at her side, spooning huge globs of chocolate ice cream with peanut butter chunks into her mouth, laughing at Tom Hanks telling some behind-the-scenes story to Dave, while Chip held her thigh with one hand and sipped the last of the chardonnay with the other.


    I’m having fun, she thought. When we wake up tomorrow, maybe I’ll have to pretend this never happened, because really, where would this lead? Well, there won’t be any pretending. Chip will make sure of that. Stop analyzing. Go with it.


    Fun, remember?


    She fed him a bite of the ice cream and noticed a bit of chocolate left behind on his lip. When she leaned over and licked it off, giggling in the process, Chip turned the television off, took the half-empty tub, and set it on the coffee table.


    With the sound of the ocean outside, Helen made love to him again. It was gentler this time. They explored and kissed, caressed and licked, teasing familiar spots and finding new ones that neither of them knew existed.


    As Helen held him by the hair, softly guiding him, showing him where, telling him to speed up or slow down, she couldn’t help but let the ridiculousness of the situation seep into her mind. Six weeks ago, she was avoiding this man in the parking lot of a Raleigh bookstore for the first time, and she’d avoided him again every few days thereafter. And now, here she was, arching her back, allowing him to do what he wished.


    And she didn’t mind.


    Not at all.


    ***


    Helen awoke in the middle of the night with a question needling her mind.


    She had dreamed of Roark again, but upon waking, she had a curious sense about something that Chip had said earlier.


    Was it a detail he had mentioned? A minor point that hadn’t stuck out until she replayed everything in her subconscious?


    Or was it the confounding nature of dreams and reality intertwining once again?


    She listened to Chip’s soft breathing beside her. It was comforting.


    You’re imagining things, she thought. Go back to sleep.


    She didn’t. Not for a long while.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


    It was early.


    Seagulls squawked like a never-ending alarm clock, soaring on the drifting winds over the ocean as they occasionally landed and pecked at some poor morsel on the ground. Sea eagles, she used to call them, recalling how her parents and grandparents would laugh with delight whenever the words came out wrong. What a disappointment it had been when she’d learned that they weren’t, in fact, distant cousins of those regal birds in the Rockies, as Dan had tried to convince her, but rather “rats in the sky,” as her father called them when she wasn’t listening.


    Waves crashed. The pungent scent of low tide wafted up to her nose, overpowering the black coffee in her mother’s “Kiss the Chef” mug. The steam warmed her upper lip as she took a sip. The sun had been crawling over the horizon for a few minutes now, but she hadn’t yet decided if she was ready to wake Chip. She had awoken while it was still dark, she remembered that much, but she couldn’t recall what had perplexed her, or if it had just been the remnants of yet another dream.


    She hadn’t had that much wine in months, not since celebrating her publisher’s acceptance of her proposal for her next project, but the dull throbbing only slightly tainted what was otherwise a pleasant morning experience: alone with her coffee, wrapped in a thick terrycloth robe that belonged to Grandma Jane. Minus the headache, which should dwindle away once the ibuprofen worked its way through her system, the only thing that would make the morning better was a newspaper.


    Well, that and not being a fugitive from some black ops organization.


    By now, she had thoroughly convinced herself that the events of yesterday evening were nothing but a dream that had gotten out of control. Chip had been right. During her research for a failed novel a number of years ago, she had read numerous articles detailing how stress could affect the body in strange ways; and in the clear light of morning, it was easy to recognize that her extreme exhaustion of the day before had caused her to pass out, and to succumb to the overactive mind that had produced five bestsellers.


    However, the niggling idea that Chip had said something off still plagued her.


    She lifted the mug to her lips again.


    A series of waves rolled, tumbled, and crashed against the shore. A jogger plodded along in the loose sand, her ponytail bouncing in all directions with each successive step, heading north.


    Seeing someone else on the beach reminded Helen of the bonfire, the drunken revelers, and how they had heard the skynoise as well. In her dream, she had watched as they looked expectantly at the night sky. Some had been curious enough to stick around with their arms crossed, staring at the stars, while others grabbed their blankets and coolers, then trudged up and over the dunes, back to their parked cars. Afraid. Running.


    Instinctively, Helen glanced up the beach, squinted against the sunlight, and looked for the remains of a bonfire. It was hard to tell, really, with the brightness of the rising sun glinting off the ocean, and anyway, she realized that with the location of the fire in her dream, even if it had been real, high tide would’ve swept in and washed away the black ashes and burnt logs by now.


    Helen heard footsteps behind her. She looked around and up. Chip stood over her, fully dressed in yesterday’s clothing, hair wet and slicked back, already showered. “Morning,” he said.


    “Hi,” she replied, unsure if she should feel awkward about the events of last night.


    The naked events. Multiple naked events, even.


    It wasn’t often that she had a chance to see the guy the next morning. She wasn’t promiscuous—far, far from it, truly—but the last couple of times had been on the road during long, lonely book tours. There was that time with the techie guy who was in London for a conference and staying at the same hotel. He was kind, polite, and fascinated with the fact that she was an author, though he’d never read her work, nor had he ever heard of her. That was quick—he was quick—and she’d said she hoped to see him around the hotel bar again. Never happened. That was three years ago.


    Then, there was that time in San Francisco with the hand specialist who’d flown in for an impossible surgery that turned out not to be so impossible under his skilled touch, and she had bought him a drink to celebrate his success. Again, at a hotel, while on tour, and she learned that his skilled touch was useful in other ways. Was that two years ago already? There hadn’t been anyone since.


    It didn’t have to be awkward with Chip, but she sure as hell had no idea what their next move might be. There had to be a way out. It simply wasn’t possible for her to spend the rest of her life on the run with him, no matter how unbelievable the situation, no matter how good his hands had been last night. It wasn’t a life she wanted or one she would enjoy—though she had to admit, somewhere deep and way down, she felt a flicker of excitement. The adventure of it all was enticing.


    Chip kneeled down beside her. His expression was glum, reserved. He took her free hand, and for a moment, Helen felt an explosion of panic, thinking he was going to propose.


    She almost spilled her coffee, then felt a rush of relief when he said, “You don’t have to do this, you know.”


    She wanted to fan the embarrassed heat away from her flushed cheeks, but that would lead to a truly uncomfortable conversation about what she thought he was going to ask. “Do what?”


    “Come with me, I mean. I can—I think, at least, that I can maybe get you out of this. If we drop you off at the local police station with a signed confession, something like that, maybe telling them I kidnapped you… I don’t know. Something that says you weren’t a part of it. That you’re not an accomplice. It could work. It could possibly get you out of this and, yeah, you might have to answer some questions and Roark would obviously come looking for you, maybe even keep you sequestered a while, but ultimately, I think it would keep you out of prison. It’s me they want, Helen, not you. And if I dropped you off and left, you wouldn’t be lying if you said you didn’t know where I was headed.”


    “But,” she said, leaning forward and setting her coffee down on the wide arm of the chair, “I don’t understand. You want me gone? Yesterday you were saying my life would never be the same and—oh my God, is this about last night? Was I bad? Did I freak you out? Are you the one that got weirded out about the whole thing instead of me?”


    “Shhh,” he said, putting his finger to his lips.


    “Don’t shush me, Chip, I’m—”


    “Stop,” he said, interrupting her. “No, you were amazing, unbelievable, and I lay there for a long time after you got up this morning thinking that, Jesus, I can’t get you involved in this.”


    “You’ve already gotten me involved.”


    “Any deeper, I mean. I can’t let this be on me,” he said, flattening his hand against his chest. “I should’ve figured out a different way.”


    She could see it in his face. He was hiding something. “What changed?” she asked. “Huh? What’s different between now and telling me on the couch last night that we would run together, and it’d be fun? I’m not saying I was going to do it, because honestly, I was sitting here trying to figure out what to do, but for you? What’s different? What changed your mind? Why’s it no longer you and me against the world? All those things you said last night? It’s not because I’m amazing now. You thought I was amazing yesterday, before you dragged me into this. I’m not being conceited, Chip, you said so yourself.”


    “I know,” he said, humbly. “I know.”


    “Then what?”


    Chip looked away, went to the railing with his back turned to her. “There’s a waterproof radio in the shower,” he said. “I was listening to the news to see if there were any reports about the authorities looking for us.”


    Helen went to him. The chill of the morning prickled her skin. She pulled her robe tighter around her body, tucking her hands into her armpits. “Did you hear something? Is that why you’re trying to give me an out?”


    He choked on the words, cleared his throat, and said, “They found Copper’s body.” He lowered his voice, seemed to be repeating what he’d heard on the radio. “John David Ray, age forty-three, was found dead in his home early this morning by local police. Given the execution-style slaying from high-caliber weapons and the amount of illegal equipment on site, authorities believe he was a computer hacker that had gone afoul of a crime syndicate. An autopsy is under way.”


    “Oh, no,” Helen said, her hand covering her mouth. “I’m so sorry.”


    “He knew what he was getting into.” He turned to her, eyes red and watery. “You don’t, and that’s why I’m giving you a chance to go while you still can.”


    She was flabbergasted that she was going to say it, but the words escaped her lips anyway: “But what if I want to stay with you?”


    “Helen, no, it’s not safe. It’s—”


    “You don’t get to hump me and dump me.”


    “This is not about the sex.”


    “Sorry, that was rude. I know it’s not, but that’s not what I’m saying. Maybe you think you’ve realized that you can’t do this to me, whatever this is, and now you have to set me free—but that’s not how I see it. I get a say in this, don’t I? That connection we had last night, that brought me in, Chip.” Helen put her hands on his chest. “I know how unbelievable it sounds. I wouldn’t believe this if I was watching the movie, but yeah, shit happens, huh? Things are real. I’m not going to stand here and tell you that I love you, but we had a thing, and whatever that thing was, I’m here. I want to be a part of it with you. If it’s real, if all of this is truly real, time travel, then this is the biggest thing to ever hit the world. We have to tell somebody. Maybe we go to the media. Maybe that’s how we save ourselves and get back to normal.”


    Chip shook his head, took her by the shoulders, and squeezed softly. “It doesn’t work that way. God, I wish it did, but these people, Roark, they’re not going to go away because we get somebody to mention time travel on the five o’clock news. That’ll only speed up their timeline to shut us up, to bury us. Didn’t you hear a word I said about Copper? He’s dead. They executed him, Helen. Just like they did with Dr. Anderson, and seven other people I’ve worked with for the past five years, not counting Copper.”


    “Seven?”


    “That I know of. They’ve never been able to catch me, and thank God for that, because I’m sure I’d be in an unmarked grave somewhere, but they get to people close to me, people who weren’t as deeply involved as Copper, and certainly not as deeply as you are, and they’ve executed them. It’s the way Roark works. He’s evil, and ruthless, and he’ll do whatever it takes to get to me, especially if that means killing anyone I’m close to, because he knows that soon enough, he’ll hit the right nerve, and I’ll come for him, guns out.”


    “Then where does that leave me? If I turn myself in, what if he has me murdered out of spite?”


    “All he knows is that you were with me, and that I possibly kidnapped you. If you turn yourself in, if you cooperate, you’ll be fine. They’ll probably try to break you, but you can do it. If it means saving your life, I know you can. You’re strong. So strong. Hell on wheels, right?”


    Helen forced a smile at the old joke and leaned into him.


    His body was warm.


    She shivered.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER NINETEEN


    The Volkswagen bumbled into the heart of Kitty Hawk. They’d found an old phone book in one of the beach house’s drawers, located the police station’s address, then called information to ask for directions. It felt so antiquated to do things that way, but since neither of them had a smartphone and the beach house wasn’t equipped with internet, they’d had no choice. In fact, they were both rather shocked that 4-1-1 still existed as an option.


    The plan to go to the police station had not come without Helen’s protests either. The entire time she showered, brushed her teeth with a spare toothbrush she found under the sink, and dressed, she talked out loud, whether Chip was listening or not, trying to come up with any sort of alternative.


    Chip refused all of them.


    “No,” he’d groaned at one point, exasperated to the point of annoyance with her—and she felt odd being on that side of things—and then added, “This is the best way. It’s the safest way.”


    “For me,” she’d replied.


    “Yes, for you. I’ll be fine. I’ve been hiding from him for years. It’s easy by now.”


    “Are you sure about this?”


    “Positive.” He’d kissed her then, and reassured her one last time.


    He’d allowed her one last attempt at stalling further, however, and so now they were on their way to a diner she knew of, not too far from their destination. She and her family had gone there numerous times on their various vacations. It had been years and years since the last time, though, and Helen couldn’t remember the name of the place. She could only recall that Grandpa Joe had always referred to it as “the greasy spoon.”


    “I know it doesn’t sound like it,” she said as they drove, “but the food is amazing. Totally home-cooked, stick-to-your-ribs kind of stuff.”


    “Great,” Chip replied, with a tone that suggested he might not be serious.


    Kitty Hawk had changed quite a bit since she had been here last. Mother Nature and her wrath, in the form of hurricanes and tropical storms, had swept through and destroyed places she was familiar with, leaving the strong and persistent citizenry to clean up and rebuild. There were new shops and restaurants. A gas station where a Burger King had once been. The old market where her grandfather used to buy tobacco for his pipe had turned into one of those storefront scams for fast loans.


    So much different, so much the same.


    “Turn left here,” she said. “By the tire shop.”


    Chip did so, and half a mile down the road curved northward, and the familiar silver exterior of the restaurant she’d eaten at dozens of times came into view.


    “That’s it?”


    “Yeah, and—huh, it’s actually called The Greasy Spoon. I thought Grandpa Joe was making that up all these years.”


    “You think they have a waitress in there named Flo? Or a chef named Mel?”


    “Wouldn’t surprise me, but are you ready for the best biscuits and gravy you’ve ever tasted?”


    “Of course,” Chip said, parking the tiny Beetle next to an all-black, tinted windows H2 Hummer that could eat their car whole. “But we’re not staying too long, okay? No stalling. I shouldn’t even be doing this. Every second wasted, Roark’s getting a step closer.”


    “Relax,” Helen said. “You said it yourself: we lost him in Norfolk and we’re totally off the radar. We’ll be fine for another half an hour.”


    “Tops.”


    “Yes, tops. Thirty minutes.” Helen pushed a strand of his brown, wavy hair off his forehead. It was such an overly affectionate thing to do that it caught her off guard. She pulled her hand away, hesitated, then opened her door. “Clock’s ticking.”


    Chip sighed, shook his head, turned off the car, and followed her.


    Helen stopped just inside the front door, taking a deep breath, inhaling all the smells that came with early morning breakfast at such a nostalgic place. The scents intermingled, but she could pick them out individually. Bacon frying in the back. Fresh coffee brewing behind the counter. Gravy. Pancakes. An ancient old man in the corner smoking, even though the sign on the window said not to, as he read the newspaper.


    The wallpaper was white, or used to be, with a mixture of orange and yellow flowers and red and green paisleys. It was an assault on the eyes, but bright, vibrant colors in a restaurant were supposed to subliminally encourage people to eat and move on, making room for the next set of diners. Helen had learned that random fact performing research for one of her books, but it had been so long ago that she couldn’t remember which one, or why she had been looking at that information in the first place.


    The tactic certainly hadn’t worked here, because the clientele sitting around in the red leather booths and up at the counter looked as if they came with the place, an integral part of the scenery and decorations. Permanent fixtures.


    A middle-aged waitress, her hair up in a bun, noisily chewing gum so vigorously that Helen could see the neon yellow working around her teeth, waved at them from behind the cash register and told them they could sit wherever they liked. Her southern accent was as thick as the sausage gravy she served.


    Helen thanked her and pointed to a nearby booth. “Here?” she asked Chip. It was close to the exit in case they needed to run, and far enough away from the old man—who reminded her of her dream about Roark—that his cigarettes wouldn’t bother their meal.


    Chip nodded at her suggestion. They scooted into the booth, sitting across from each other, resting their elbows on the table—Chip propping his chin with folded fists and Helen leaning forward. On the table sat all the normal things Helen had remembered from her mornings here decades ago: a single ketchup bottle, three different kinds of syrup—blueberry, normal, and strawberry—greasy salt and pepper shakers, a small bowl full of individual creamers, and, finally, a metal basket, roughly the size of a man’s wallet, that contained numerous jellies. She thought about how she used to peel the tops off the jellies and use her tongue like a bulldozer, plowing through and scooping out the raspberry or mixed fruit. It was nothing but fruit-flavored sugar goo, but since they had been on vacation, her parents had let her and Dan have the treat.


    She got so caught up in the nostalgia of it all that she had to ask Chip to repeat himself when she realized he’d been speaking. “I’m sorry, what was that?”


    “I said, we need to work on your alibi. The less detail the better, because people who get caught lying tend to screw up their stories. They make them so elaborate, they can’t repeat everything they said the first time. You better believe that if they have you on record saying I had on a blue shirt, they’ll bust your chops because you mention it was purple the second time around. Got me?”


    “Okay, okay, I got it.”


    The waitress arrived. Her nametag read Louise; Helen thought she looked like a Louise. Helen smiled when the waitress’s thick accent crawled out like molasses.


    “Y’all want something to drink? Coffee, maybe?” The word “coffee” came out like “cawfee.” It was a shame they weren’t here under different circumstances. It would’ve been fun to show Chip around.


    Helen, she thought, for God’s sake, what’re you doing? Twenty-four hours ago you were dreading the lecture because you were sure it was time for Chip Sledd to show up and give you shit, and now you’re daydreaming about, what? A missed chance at a vacation with him? Good sex does not change the past.


    “I’d love coffee,” she said. “Do you guys still have those little blue mugs for kids, the ones with farm animals for handles? It’s been years since I’ve been here, but I think you used to serve hot chocolate in them. Any chance you could serve it to me in one of those?”


    “We certainly do, and I certainly can, honey. That little boy right over there has one. See?” Louise lifted her chin toward a young family sitting at the counter. A mother, father, and their son, who looked to be about eight years old. The mug sat in front of him, but at the moment, he’d set it aside in favor of hungrily shoveling fat bites of pancake into his mouth.


    The father was dressed in a black t-shirt and khaki shorts, while the mother wore a light blue tank top, dark Capri pants, and flip-flops. The boy—Helen imagined his named might be Jake—wore a baseball jersey with “Jeter” on the back, along with shorts like his father’s, and black and green sneakers.


    Typical family at the beach, nothing out of the ordinary, but what caught Helen’s eye and seized her lungs was the orange backpack that sat on the floor beside the boy’s feet.


    Orange.


    Backpack.


    In her dream about Roark and his frightening visit to the beach house, he’d specifically said that Chip had been known to carry his portable time travel device in an orange Jansport backpack.


    She remembered now. That was what had crossed her mind in the middle of the night, the thing she couldn’t pull out of the fuzzy darkness. When she had relayed the dream to Chip, she’d simply said, “Jansport backpack,” with no mention of the color.


    And what had Chip said in response?


    “Like I would be carrying a time travel device around in an orange backpack, of all things.”


    “Helen?” Chip said.


    “Huh? What?” She shook her head, tried to squelch the clenching, burning sensation in her chest. She wasn’t sure what any of it meant.


    Louise popped her gum between her teeth and said, “Are you ready to order, honey, or do you need a couple minutes?”


    “Oh. Oh, right.” Helen quickly ran her eyes over the menu. Sausage biscuits, bacon and eggs, waffles, an omelet selection that would take ten minutes to read through. She said, “Can I just have a half order of biscuits and gravy? Bacon, too, please.”


    “Voted best in Kitty Hawk three years running. And for Mr. Husband here?”


    Chip said, “We’re not—oh, why fight it? Mr. Husband will have the western omelet, but no onions. Wheat toast, if you have it.”


    Louise chomped her gum again, revealing the neon yellow fighting against her molars, and took their menus. “Couple minutes, y’all. I’ll be back with the coffee.”


    Helen inhaled deeply and tried to stop her leg from bouncing nervously.


    “You okay?” Chip asked. It had become a familiar refrain. “We lost you there for a second. Again. And from what I can tell, that means you have something on your mind.”


    She lied, “Yeah, no, I’m fine. Really. Just got lost in the memories, you know? We used to come here so much when I was a kid, and I was thinking about how Dan and I used to get hot chocolate in those little mugs and pretend we were drinking coffee like the grownups.”


    “Hmm,” he mumbled, as if he wasn’t quite certain that was the truth. Did he know her well enough to know better by now?


    Probably.


    The question was, did it matter if he knew she was lying? And would he be able to figure out that she knew something about his lies?


    If he was lying at all?


    Maybe, maybe, she had told Chip the backpack was orange. She must have. Right? She had been through so much since yesterday morning, it was possible that she had mentioned such a minor detail and forgotten it.


    But.


    Why would she wake up in the middle of the night, feeling as if something was out of place, as if Chip had said something that didn’t fit? Her subconscious mind had been trying to tell her something.


    Before she could excuse herself to go to the bathroom, wash her face, and calm down, Chip said, “I’ll be right back,” and angled a thumb toward the men’s room over his shoulder.


    He stood up, took a few steps, and grabbed a newspaper that had been left behind on the counter. He handed it to her. “Here you go. Something to read for the thirty seconds I’m gone.”


    Helen took it from him and smiled as he walked away, thankful that she had a few moments to gather her thoughts.


    Louise arrived with their coffees, but Helen barely acknowledged her.


    In a strange bit of kismet, on the front page of the local paper, there was an article about Amelia Earhart.


    Helen doubted it would mention the word “Croatan.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY


    Researchers believe they have found yet another clue to the mysterious disappearance of Amelia Earhart and her navigator, Fred Noonan. Set to land on what was then known as Gardner Island during one of the final legs of her attempt to circumnavigate the globe, Earhart’s plane disappeared somewhere en route. Using significant advancements in sonar technology and forensic techniques, researchers believe they may have captured images of the wreckage two hundred feet below the South Pacific surface. For more information and photographs, please turn to page A37.


    Sure enough, there was no mention of the word “Croatan.” That was never anything but a ridiculous theory anyway. Through her research, Helen had encountered the claims that the word “Croatan” had been associated with several famous murders and disappearances—but she had never seen any solid proof whatsoever. The claims were nothing more than wild speculation on internet message boards and conspiracy websites.


    Still, after all that she had experienced with Chip, and with the possibility that time travel was actually real, she had to wonder.


    It was another strange piece in a puzzle that made no sense.


    Helen eyed the boy’s orange backpack on the floor. Her hands shook. Tightening her grip did little to stave off the newspaper’s visible rattling. She inhaled deeply, held her breath, counted, and then released it slowly. Deep breathing, imagining bright, warm lights soothing her skin, and counting down from ten returned her to a less vibratory condition.


    At least until she turned to page A37.


    Chip groaned and flopped into the booth as she did so. “Anything interesting?” he asked.


    “Really cool article on Amelia Earhart,” she answered quickly. “But nothing about finding ‘Croatan’ in her log book.” She felt the tension creeping back into her neck with him near. She was certain she hadn’t mentioned the color of the backpack.


    He scoffed. “You’re not going to find that mentioned anywhere in public. Roark would have the reporter buried within the hour. I’d like to read that when you’re finished.”


    “Yeah, sure,” she said, “I’m just looking at the pictures—” Helen stopped in mid-sentence and yanked the paper closer to her face for a better look. What the—?


    The caption below the picture read: Amelia Earhart in 1937, before beginning her trans-global flight. The daring pilot was standing beside her Lockheed Martin Model 10 Electra, along with Fred Noonan. Amelia was beautiful, confident, and had that bare, spartan smile that oozed confidence and mystery. To their right, a gaggle of photographers stood in various awkward poses, trying to get the perfect shot in hopes of headlining the front page of the next morning’s paper. Directly in back sat a tremendously large hangar, and off to the left, a horde of onlookers smiled, waved handkerchiefs, and cheered on the first female to attempt a flight around the world. A monumental day.


    Nothing about that was out of the ordinary. Helen had seen similar pictures of Earhart while researching her for a side story in her upcoming Lindbergh book. But she’d never seen this particular photograph.


    Nor had she ever seen herself in a photo of Amelia Earhart.


    But there she was, to the right of the crowd, running with a terrified look on her face, with Chip in the lead and a hand clutched tightly around her arm. Chip wore a light-colored polo shirt and slacks. Helen had on a low-cut blouse, dark jeans, and flats.


    The exact same clothing they had on now.


    Upon closer inspection, she saw that half of the crowd was ogling Earhart, and the other half was staring at her and Chip with raised eyebrows and gaping mouths.


    This was a joke, right? Someone had used photo-editing software and added them in. No—that wasn’t possible. And even if it were so, who could’ve done such a thing?


    She squinted and strained, trying to make sure she was really seeing what was there. It was her, definitely, and Chip’s features were unmistakable.


    Helen slammed the paper down on the table. Their silverware and coffee mugs danced with the vibration. “What’s going on?”


    “What do you mean?”


    “Do you need to tell me something? Do I need to be afraid of you?”


    Chip looked honestly confused. “I don’t get it. Did something happen while I was in the bathroom?”


    “You promised me the truth, Chip. You said so back at Copper’s. No more lies.” Helen wrapped her hand around the butter knife. It wasn’t sharp, and it looked as if it would actually have trouble slicing through butter, but it could do some damage if it needed to, as long as she shoved hard enough.


    “I don’t know—what do you—”


    Helen lowered her voice, clenched her teeth together, and inched the knife farther across the table. She risked a quick glance around the dining area. The other patrons were caught up in their own conversations or their over-easy eggs. “So help me, if you try anything, anything at all… Now tell me what’s going on.”


    Chip’s growing frustration was apparent from his high-pitched voice. “What’re you talking about?”


    “Last night.”


    “What about it? The sex? What?”


    “Keep your voice down.” She used her chin to point at the backpack on the floor. “Take a look.”


    Chip flashed a look over his shoulder, then met her fuming gaze. “What am I looking at?”


    “I said a Jansport backpack.”


    Chip took another peek. “Yeah? So?”


    “My dream, if it was a dream. I never told you it was orange.”


    “What was orange?”


    “The backpack, Chip. In my dream, Roark said you were carrying your portable time travel device in an orange Jansport backpack. He was so specific. But then when I was telling you about it—and I remember this very clearly—I only said you had it in a Jansport bag. I didn’t say it was orange. And then you said something about an orange backpack. You did, Chip. You said orange, not me.”


    Chip held his hands up, palms outward. “Let me explain—”


    “So you’re not denying it?”


    “No, now, that’s not what I meant. This is—it’s hard to, you know… explain.”


    “Oh, God. Oh, my God. It wasn’t a dream, was it? Roark was really there. Roark was at the beach house. I had a conversation with him, didn’t I? You tricked me. You tricked me, and you lied to me again. Tell me you didn’t. And the house? Why did the house feel so… strange when we went inside? Did you do something to it?”


    “Helen, wait—”


    “He said you were changing history. Roark told me that you’ve been jumping through time doing all of these things to change our future, or the present, or whatever now is, and he said that I got close to you with my research in the Graybeal Dig and you wanted me by your side so I wouldn’t uncover the truth. But you—why? It doesn’t make any sense. If you thought I was going to discover what you’d been doing, why didn’t you just kill me like all the rest of those people? You said seven people were dead, Chip!”


    “I’m not—” He interrupted himself, stopping mid-sentence to examine the room. Helen did the same. All eyes were elsewhere, thankfully. “I’m not a murderer. It’s not me. I’m trying to protect you. I wanted to keep you close so Roark couldn’t get to you.”


    “You’re lying. Again. Why can’t you just tell me the truth?”


    “It’s not me, Helen, it’s Roark.”


    “Roark? Why Roark?”


    “It’s complicated.”


    “Of course it’s complicated. It’s exactly like you said earlier: people who are lying make their stories too elaborate and then they can’t keep their shit straight. You’ve been lying to me this whole time. Every single thing you said was a lie. All of it.”


    “Stop, okay? Just stop. I’ll explain as much as I can for right now. I’m not the bad guy here, but there’s more going on than it makes sense to explain.” Chip grabbed his coffee mug and took a gulp. He surveyed the parking lot as if he was expecting someone to show up. “You heard the skynoises last night, okay? It actually happened because I… because I wanted to do something nice for you. It’s true. I have the device with me. I had it stored in the Volkswagen’s trunk before I took you to Copper’s, and yeah, it’s in an orange backpack. The way you talked about that beach house in the car, I could hear how much you loved it, and then we got there and I saw the way you looked at the mess, and… well, I decided to jump back and get the beach house all boarded up and secured before Horatio came through last year. Took me a couple of days to get everything in order, and I had to convince your father that it was the right thing to do.”


    “You spoke to my father?”


    “Yeah. Remember when he decided he didn’t have time to get the house ready before the storm? I called him, said I was his new neighbor, and offered to take care of it for him. Being neighborly and whatever. So I fixed it, and then I jumped back to the present. I was late getting back to you because I sat in the market’s parking lot for a while trying to decide if I wanted to tell you the complete truth or not, and then, yeah, I guess those two cars that crashed in front of me were really Roark’s men trying to stop me from getting back to you.


    “I could tell something was off by the way you were acting when we went inside. I knew that you must have seen what it was like before, and your mind was trying to recompile after seeing how it originally was. But I didn’t know that part of the reason you were acting weird was because Roark was there. Does that make sense?”


    “No.”


    “Does it actually not make sense or are you saying that out of spite?”


    “Probably both.”


    Louise arrived with a huge smile, neon yellow gum on display, caught in a death chomp between her molars. She set down their plates and a small carafe so they could refill their own coffees when needed. Helen didn’t have much of an appetite anymore, but the food smelled amazing, and she reluctantly let go of the butter knife and picked up her fork. It might’ve made a better weapon anyway.


    “There are so many paradoxes to time travel that we haven’t figured them all out yet,” Chip said. “I could explain what your mind was going through, though I doubt—”


    “Try me,” Helen said around an angry mouthful of biscuit.


    “Honestly, I don’t even know everything. It’s theoretical, experimental, but it works. I assume you went into the house after I left, true?”


    “I don’t remember.”


    “That’s understandable, But let’s say you did go inside, to check on things. That’s what you told me you were going to do. You probably saw that it was totally trashed from the hurricane, maybe tried your best to fix it up a little bit so we’d have a place to sleep, and then you came out to wait on me. There’s no way we can know for sure. So we, the scientists and team members, we think what happens is—time tries to set itself right, no matter how much we screw with the past, at least in the big picture of where everything is headed. The future doesn’t exist, really, but it seems like we’re all on some preordained path. Think of it like this: we’re driving down a highway and we know we have a destination in mind, we know we’re going somewhere, but we don’t know what the road is going to pass along the way. That work for you?”


    Helen swallowed a bite of her sausage patty. “So you don’t know that in the future, I’m going to jam this fork in your neck?”


    “Please don’t, but yeah, that’s true. Okay, so whatever we go back and tweak in the past can affect the current present, but it doesn’t mean we take an exit ramp and drive on a completely different road. Right? With me so far? It’s not like some of those old sci-fi stories where we kill a butterfly a million years in the past and then when we get back, everybody is speaking this unknown language and we evolved with feathers instead of body hair. It’s not that drastic. From what I can tell, since I’ve experienced it a few times now, if I change something, just slightly, that affects your existing memories—they get nebulous enough that you can’t see them in your mind anymore, the old and the new both, because your mind can’t process what it didn’t actively participate in. I mean… I think that’s how it works.”


    “Forget the theories for the moment. Give me tangible.” Helen pointed her fork at him. “Let’s add all of this up. I didn’t fall asleep. I really heard the skynoise. Roark was really there. You’re a time traveler. You’re not going to hurt me because you want to protect me from something, and you took a quick jaunt back in time to fix my grandparents’ beach house just to be nice to me. Is that everything? Wait, no. Jesus, you seduced me by fixing the house to get me in a good mood.”


    “Something like that. Close enough. But not the seducing part. That was, uh, an awesome bonus. I put you at risk by trying to protect you, and fixing the house was the only thing I could think of to make up for it.”


    “And you’re not a time traveling serial killer who kidnapped me and wants to murder me and write ‘Croatan’ on the wall of some sleazy hotel room?”


    “Absolutely not.”


    “But you do admit that you’ve told me lie after lie after lie?”


    “I apologize. Honestly. I’m not lying anymore.”


    “What the hell, Chip? Is anything you told me real? So help me God, I am this close to stabbing you like a piece of sausage.”


    “Easy. Please. The less you knew, the better, because Roark was getting too close.”


    “To me? To you?”


    “To the both of us.”


    “Why? For what?”


    “That’s—well, that’s the really complicated part. I made some… changes. There might be some things you’re unclear on, in your past, some things you haven’t even thought about in a while, because you haven’t had anything to trigger the memory. If you did think about those things, you would experience them like you did last night, like with the house. That notion of something being off. But I swear, it was all done to protect you.”


    “What if I didn’t need protecting?”


    “Trust me, you did. Do. Unconditional fact.”


    Helen folded the newspaper into a smaller rectangle, so that the picture of Amelia Earhart was prominent. “Then explain this to me.” She pointed to herself and Chip in the photo. “Why don’t I remember this?”


    Chip snatched up the paper; his eyes darted back and forth. “We have to go. Now.” His gaze flew to the window. He leaned to the side, examining the full length of the parking lot.


    “Why don’t I remember that, Chip?”


    “Because it hasn’t happened yet.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


    “Answer me.”


    The Volkswagen’s engine roared, screaming against its limits.


    “I want to know why we didn’t run when I told you that Roark had been at the beach house.”


    Chip whipped the steering wheel to the left, shot past a slow-moving Prius, and darted back into their lane, narrowly missing a dump trunk barreling northbound.


    “I told you he was there, and instead of running, you got me drunk and took advantage of me?” Helen was nearly in tears.


    Chip took one hand off the wheel and held his finger up. “No, no. No. You seduced me, remember? I told you that I only fixed the house to do something nice for you. It was just a simple gesture that won’t ever make up for anything.”


    “Simple gesture.” Helen scoffed. “It’s a simple question. Why didn’t we run then?”


    He remained silent, staring ahead as he again dipped into oncoming traffic to pass a creeping semi. He checked the mirrors, and Helen assumed it was to see if they were being followed, not because he may have inadvertently caused chaos behind them with his erratic, frantic driving.


    “You’re scaring me.” Helen nudged up against her door.


    “We’re in a hurry. I’m trying to save our asses.”


    “Not that.”


    “Then what, Helen? What?”


    “Because you won’t answer. There’s something going on that you’re not telling me. You promised no more lies. Why didn’t we run then?”


    Chip slammed his fist against the steering wheel—once, twice, three times—and with each beat of his fist against hardened rubber, the horn honked. The minivan in front of them put on its hazard lights and slowly drifted to the right shoulder, allowing them room to pass.


    “I thought it was over, all right? I’m tired, Helen. So tired of running and running, and there’s no answer. I’ll never find a way out of this. He always finds me. I don’t know how, but he always does. Maybe they planted a microchip in my body when I was going through testing before my first trip back, but I’ve never been able to find it. I’ve had a dozen CAT scans, and nada—zip, zilch, zero. Nothing. When I got back last night—God, this is going to sound so selfish.


    “Let me back up and explain a little. It probably won’t make sense. It rarely ever does, but the thing with time travel is, ripping the space-time continuum does strange things to your body. Somehow, going back in time causes you to age—temporarily. Even though you’re traveling backward, you’re still traveling through time—and so your body ages accordingly, although only fractionally. Thank God the process reverses when you come back to the present, so you don’t stay old forever—but for some unknown reason, our bodies perceive going backward as progression, and going forward as regression, or at least a return to normal. Or close to it. You’re still damaging your body no matter what.”


    Chip glanced over at Helen, who must have looked confused, because Chip took a breath and elaborated. “Say I travel backward fifty years. My body immediately recognizes a fraction of that as progression. I leave 2014 as a normal forty-one-year-old man, and I blink into existence in 1964 having aged six months. The horn-rims at Langley think it’s about a hundredth—the amount you age right away. Maybe. Could be more, could be less, depending on how far back you go. A hundred and fifty years, you land eighteen months older. Got it? In 1964, then, when I blink into existence, my body has aged six months as soon as I land, but the longer I stay back in the past, the faster that biological progression speeds up in order to catch up with the amount of time I’ve moved through, so that my body will eventually react as if I had aged that much. You’re so lost, aren’t you?”


    Helen nodded.


    “Think of it like this: say you have two dots on a sheet of paper. A dot for the present, the third of June, 2014, at a quarter past eight in the morning. You have another dot at the other end of the paper. That one is the third of June, 1964, at a quarter past eight in the morning. The sheet of paper is the flat plane of time, and you bring the two ends together so that both points meet, okay? That’s time travel. With me so far?”


    “I think so.”


    “Great. Now, the thing is, you’re not actually folding that sheet of paper. There’s no crease halfway between the two points, just a bend. And where that bend occurs, there’s a space between the two sides of the paper, a gap. That space is what we call the ‘jump delta,’ or the ‘time distance’ between your jumps. It represents the fraction of biological progression—the amount of aging—that you realize instantly as soon as you land. Now, what happens when you let go of a bent sheet of paper?”


    “It flops open.”


    “Right, but unlike an actual sheet of paper—which flops open immediately and in a flash—with time travel it unfolds slowly, gradually bending itself back to a flat plane. And as it does, the jump delta increases, and you age accordingly. Okay? So, I hop back in time fifty years, and when I land I’ve aged six months. But the longer I stay back there, the faster my body speeds through the aging process as time is unfolding; and before I know it, I’m ninety-one. And that’s if something doesn’t kill me, like cancer, as my body races through what’s perceived as my sixties, seventies, and eighties. The Langley nerds think the safe zone is about a week. I don’t know how they calculated that, or what they’re even basing it on—some sort of computations that are way beyond me—but I’ve always been fine at a week, and I’ve never tested it beyond that.”


    “So we didn’t run last night because you thought he’d finally caught you?”


    “I can’t hide from him in the past because I’d die within a couple of weeks at the most—I’d have to come back. And now, here in the present, I’m so tired, Helen. I’ve jumped too much. My body is falling apart. I hadn’t said anything because I didn’t want you to doubt that I could get us out of this, but honest to God, I was floored when you told me he approached you. I was ready to crumble.”


    “You hid it well.”


    “I’ve had practice. But, yeah, anyway, you said he told you to keep an eye on me, to prevent me from jumping again, right? I assume that’s because he doesn’t want me to take the easy way out. Jumping back and taking a rocket ride into the grave just to avoid him.”


    “Suicide?”


    “It’s all theoretical, but we can only go so far back. If I jumped to the Cretaceous period, I’d die as soon as I popped into existence. Roark knows that, so he doesn’t want to spook me into it. So I figured, if he didn’t want to risk coming at me head on, he must be planning to take me while I was asleep. I mean, he knew right where I was, right? And for once, I—I just didn’t want to run anymore. I thought, if that was the end—if he was going to come for me last night—then what more could I ask for, huh? A glass of wine, the company of a beautiful woman? I thought that was my death row wish right there. If he was going to take me, let him do it, and then I’d do everything possible, take any deal they offered, just to get your freedom back. And then we woke up. The sun was rising and he hadn’t come for me. And I have no clue what he’s waiting for. He’s using you to keep me here, I think. Has to be. So that’s why I wanted to get you out of the equation. Get you to the cops, get you into some kind of custody, and then let him come for me. At least, that was the plan anyway, until you showed me that picture of Amelia Earhart.”


    Helen shook her head. “Yeah, about that. You said that when you travel back in time, and then you come back, things are different. Like the beach house—it didn’t change until after you went back in time. Right? Well, I haven’t done any time traveling. So if we haven’t folded time yet, jumped back to Amelia Earhart, whatever—then how is it that we already show up in that picture?”


    Chip shrugged. “Paradoxical malfunction. Glitch in the universe. Back when I was working with the eggheads, they had no equations to satisfy the odd blips. None whatsoever. Did you ever solve a math problem in school and get the right answer, but you had no idea how it happened?”


    “Of course. I was a book nerd.”


    “They said the same thing about all the blinkos. They simply didn’t know how some things happen, they just do.”


    “Blinko?”


    “Sorry, office slang. Any kind of time paradox that can’t be explained rationally or mathematically. That’s what they called them. Time blinks and uh-ohs. Blinkos. They pretty much said, ‘Honestly, the math doesn’t add up and we don’t know how it all works, or why, it just does.’ And as a matter of fact, it was Copper’s brother, Harmon, who was the lead engineer. That’s how he got involved.”


    “Oh, God, Chip, I completely forgot about Copper. I’m so sorry about what happened to him.”


    “It’s okay. He, uh…” Chip cleared his throat, trying to cough away the emotion. “He knew it was possible. After Roark and his knuckle-draggers got to Harmon, too, he wanted to help—”


    “Wait. Roark ‘got to him’? What does that mean? Like murder?”


    “Yes, murder. At least that’s my theory. Harmon had been threatening to go public with everything they knew about time travel, you know, because it was such a gigantic deal. It would’ve changed the world in such a humongous way that life would never be the same. For seven billion people, life would be a different place just for knowing what the possibilities were. The ramifications of going public, though, could’ve been disastrous—and God help me, I never agreed with the way Roark handled the situation, but back then, it wasn’t something I wanted public either. It wouldn’t have been a good thing, not unless we came up with a better way to break it to everyone.”


    “What happened to Harmon?”


    “He left the lab on a Thursday around nine-thirty and never came back. Disappeared, poof, gone. No sign of him. After that, I couldn’t do it anymore. I walked away. But one night I was curious to see if anything in history had changed from what I remembered. I mean, yeah, it shouldn’t have, according to our understanding. The theory is that if anything had been changed, I wouldn’t have remembered it any other way, but that didn’t stop me from trying. I had to know what was going on, if they were still running the experiments.


    “And while I was digging around some sites on the deep web, I kept seeing all of these reports show up around conspiracy forums and whatever, about how the word ‘Croatan’ had been discovered around some famous disappearances and deaths, and I knew something was up. So one night, I pulled some real Mission: Impossible type stuff, totally awesome Tom Cruise kind of things, and broke into the lab and stole the only existing prototype.


    “I went to Copper after that. It took a while for me to convince him. He was so sure that I was involved with Harmon’s disappearance that I thought he was going to put a bullet between my eyes. Eventually I convinced him that I wanted to help find out what happened to his brother. Do you know what I had to do to convince him, what depths I had to go to?”


    “What?”


    “Put on the prototype and vanish right in front of his face.”


    “I’d say that’d do it.”


    “Yeah, he had no clue what Harmon had been working on. Seriously, this was so top shelf but under the table, even the president had—and has—no idea it’s going on.”


    “You’re kidding.”


    “Not a clue. I told Copper that I could go back to right before Harmon disappeared, save him, and then the three of us would work together on figuring out the best way to take it public.”


    “But you just said revealing it to the public wouldn’t have been a good thing.”


    “By then I was so fed up with Roark and the upper management’s mishandling of everything, and the possibility that they would murder to keep it secret, I couldn’t see past the tip of my own nose. We thought we had the world’s only prototype of the device, but apparently that’s not true, because I certainly haven’t been hopping through time, leaving ‘Croatan’ written around the—unless...”


    “You thought you had the only device?” Helen interrupted. “No, hang on. Don’t answer that yet. Do you have a pen and paper in here so I can write all of this down?” Helen opened the glove box and flinched when a silver handgun flopped onto its side. “I would ask what that’s for, but I think I know.”


    “Remember I was looking for it earlier? I found it under the back seat. It’s for… just in case.”


    “I’m actually okay with it.”


    “Because you can use it on me if I lie to you again?”


    “Don’t give me any ideas.”


    “Gotcha.”


    “Where’s Harmon now? You saved him, right?”


    “That’s the thing. See, another problem with time travel is that you also have to factor in the road that’s heading off into the sunset. Remember how I mentioned earlier that we can make tweaks to the past here and there and it won’t necessarily affect the final destination? But, but, sometimes, if things are meant to happen, like by universal decree, they’re going to happen no matter what. I went back so many times, trying to save Harmon, and he kept dying on me. Fate made it so. Had to. One thing the horn-rims were never able to put a number on was the fact that Fate is a component of time. It’s so much bigger than seconds ticking away on a stopwatch.


    “I traveled all over the world, jumping from different places, because we were sure the skynoise would attract too much attention if it kept happening over and over from Copper’s house. Sydney, the forest in Oregon, Belize.”


    “Those were all you? That’s where the YouTube videos came from?”


    “They were me, until they weren’t. Somebody else has a second prototype. Maybe more. And I suspect that it’s Roark and his band of not-so-merry men.”


    “And you were never able to save Harmon?”


    Chip shook his head. “I finally had to tell Copper it was over. That it wasn’t going to be possible. It destroyed him.”


    Helen flopped back in her seat, wishing she had a pair of sunglasses. The lunacy was too much for her mind to take, it was perpetuating her headache, and the brightness of the climbing sun wasn’t helping. “And now Copper’s gone, too. That’s so sad.”


    “I failed both of them.”


    “No, you didn’t. Not if Fate had anything to do with it.”


    Helen watched the traffic speed by as it headed north. She didn’t see Dan much these days, and they had fallen out of touch ages ago, but damn, she couldn’t imagine him gone. And what would it do to her parents if they were both gone, like Copper and Harmon?


    The thought sparked a question that she had been meaning to ask, something she had been suspecting since she saw the picture of them running in fear behind Amelia Earhart.


    “Explain something else to me.”


    “Anything. No more lies.”


    “You better hope not—that .45 in the glove compartment is closer to me. Okay, so Copper was in on it the whole time, he knew everything you knew?”


    “Right.”


    “Then why go through the whole farce when you took me down into his supercomputer dungeon lair thing? Why pretend like neither of you knew the origin of the skynoise, or that it might be something bouncing off a satellite? Or, actually, the fact that it might’ve been aliens? Which, honestly, I probably would’ve had an easier time grasping, now that I think about it. Why not just tell me from the start? And why spend six weeks going through this conspiracy nut nonsense while you were chasing me around on my book tour?”


    “A couple of reasons—”


    “They better be good ones.”


    “They are. I promise. First, Copper and I both agreed that that would be the easiest way to coax you into the truth.”


    “By making me think you should be locked up?”


    “Don’t you agree that this entire scenario is beyond unbelievable, in and of itself?”


    “Well… yeah.”


    “Then it worked.”


    “What did?”


    “Desensitizing you. It’s what I was describing yesterday. The more I confronted you about the Roanoke Island conspiracies and all of my fake-as-hell, wild-ass theories, the easier it was to coax you into what was going on when I had some solid evidence to show you.”


    “Which was what?”


    “Herman Anderson’s DNA in the tree.”


    “But why me? You told me at Copper’s house that you wanted me involved because I knew more about Roanoke Island than anyone else.”


    “And that was true… in a way.”


    “Enough hiding, Chip. Tell me!”


    “I’m trying to save your life, Helen. That’s why. If it wasn’t for what I did after your book signing in Raleigh, you’d be dead by now. And that’s the truth.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


    Helen sat in the passenger seat of the Volkswagen, picking at her split ends, a quiet habit she’d inherited from her mother and one she turned to when she was deep in thought and processing information. She could hear Chip squirming and knocking around underneath the car, trying to see if Roark had planted a tracking device somewhere on the undercarriage. “It’s possible that it’s there now,” he’d said as he’d pulled around behind an abandoned gas station. “Even though I know it wasn’t there before. Copper had this thing scrubbed clean of any identifying data with the DMV, so it functionally didn’t even exist within the system. There’s no way they could’ve tracked us from Norfolk. I have no clue how they found us at the beach house.”


    “But what about an APB?” she’d asked. “They did see us driving it, and it’s not exactly the type of vehicle that blends into the crowd. I mean, this thing is like an albino squirrel in the forest.”


    “No, he wouldn’t risk drawing attention to us with the media. Calling the police, or any other agency that’s not black budget for that matter, has the potential for media coverage. Definitely for something as huge as this.”


    Chip had been under the Beetle for the last five minutes, and Helen was growing impatient. She tapped her foot against the floorboard, urging him along. He knocked back, forcefully, which she took to mean, “Can’t you hear I’m trying down here?”


    She had so many questions. Some that might have clear answers, and some that wouldn’t, she was sure of it. After Chip had explained that he was trying to save her life, she’d been overtaken by fear and panic that she was caught in Fate’s loop, like Harmon.


    Rapid, labored breathing ensued, and Chip had tried to assure her that her fears were unfounded, that this was the first iteration of their time together, but if it came to that, if it came to him going back and doing it again, over and over, in an attempt to break Fate’s grasp on her eventuality, he would do it until physics, and time, and nature, and the futility of inescapable change broke him to pieces.


    She believed him.


    It also made it easier to believe what he said, in a sense, now that she knew he wasn’t an escapee from a mental ward. He was a former employee and time traveling volunteer for an ultra-secretive government agency that existed without the public and the president’s knowledge.


    Yeah. That was plausible. As was all the rest of this nonsense.


    Right.


    Chip had revealed that he had initially been an FBI agent specializing in cybercrime. That led him to work on some joint projects with the CIA and NSA, which in turn attracted the attention of some black budget agents. They’d recruited him, and with few family connections to consider—combined with the money they were offering—he’d eagerly taken a position with the DEP, the Department of Experimental Physics, where he had been testing theories on subjects like teleportation and alien contact.


    Before long, he’d been ordered to test the RS-387, a time travel device no larger than a modern day iPad. That was after they lost the first jumper.


    When she asked why he went, why do something so dangerous, he told her about the .44 Magnum handgun that Roark held to his forehead, claiming his right as a government agent to execute traitors on home soil. Chip explained, “I figured with testing the RS-387, at least I had a chance. I couldn’t dodge a bullet.”


    Needless to say, he and Roark hadn’t been on the best terms since.


    As Helen plucked another loose end and flicked the remnants into her lap, she wondered where they would go next. And would it matter?


    Hold on, she thought. Where’s the prototype? Where’s the orange backpack with the device? Why haven’t I thought to ask that yet? So much information. So much going on.


    She pulled the handle and pushed her door open. Chip’s splayed legs stuck out from underneath the belly of the Beetle as if it had landed on him, the Wicked Witch of time travel beaten by a little round car. “Hey, Chip, where’s the prototype?”


    His muffled voice clambered out from underneath. “In the trunk. Why?”


    “You’ve probably thought about this, but do you think maybe that’s how he’s tracking you? Through the device?”


    “Hang on a sec.” She watched as he planted his feet, pulled with his legs, and squiggled sideways until he was back in the open air. His polo shirt was grimy, as were his khakis and cheeks. A quarter-sized blotch of grease dotted his forehead like he’d been to a church service on Ash Wednesday. “I’ve considered it, yeah, and I don’t see how that’s possible. It’s meant to be a self-contained unit. It doesn’t transmit a signal back to any data housing location. I’ve taken it apart, and there’s no tracking bug stuck on the inside. Nothing.”


    “Has Roark only shown up when you’ve used the device? I’m a book nerd, not a theoretical physicist, which should be obvious, but what if… what if it leaves, like, some sort of signature in the atmosphere or, I don’t know, some kind of electronic ripple that they can detect? Say there’s some underpaid intern sitting in Time Travel Central, up in Langley, and his only job is to sit and monitor a radar screen all day. Like the ones you see in movies where the big swooping arm goes around like it’s a clock and then the blips show up. He has to sit there all day, bored as hell, and then bloop, you hop back in time, leave a mark on the radar, and he spills his coffee all over the keyboard because he’s flipping out that they were able to ping you again. Does that make sense?”


    Chip listened intently, seemed to consider the possibility, then reminded her, “It’s an interesting idea, but he showed up at the café yesterday morning, remember? At that point, I hadn’t jumped in three weeks.”


    “What if he’s been tailing you that long, waiting to make his move?”


    “Then he’s got the patience of a saint.”


    “He’s been chasing you for years, Chip. If he’s a saint, he should be Mother Teresa by now. Only, like, an evil version that murders people who cross him.”


    “Point taken,” Chip said, rolling to the side and pushing himself up to his knees. “But that doesn’t explain how he got to you at the house. Even if jumping back did leave something traceable, like maybe they’re picking up on the skynoise through radio frequencies, he wouldn’t have had time to get to you. Right? The timing is off. He was right there, like he’d been waiting all along. You said you heard the skynoise and it went through all three iterations, didn’t it? Twice?”


    “Yeah.”


    “And then how long did it take for him to show up?”


    “Thirty seconds. A minute at most.”


    “See? Unless he was sitting in the driveway, there’s no way he could’ve—oh, shit.” Chip climbed to his feet, eyebrows arching, reaching for the clouds overhead. He took her hand. “Up. Up, come on, get out.”


    “What? Why?”


    “It’s not me they’re tracking. Jesus, why didn’t I see this before? Roark has been tracking the people who’re helping me.” He patted her sides, around her waist, and down her legs, as if he were frisking her right there behind an abandoned gas station.


    “What are you doing?”


    “Looking for a tracking device. Anything that might—check your pockets. Hurry.”


    “You think it’s on me?”


    “Do it!”


    “Okay, okay. Calm down.”


    “Don’t tell me to calm down. Look in your pockets!”


    Her hands went into her front pockets, then the ones on her rear. They found nothing. She shook her head.


    “It has to be here somewhere.” He reached for her again.


    Helen pushed his hands away. “Stop. Just breathe for a minute.”


    “We don’t have a minute, Helen.” He counted off on his fingers, saying, “Copper, Dr. Anderson, Harmon, Jim Carson, Dave Billings, Tamara Lindel, John Edgar, Nancy Walsh, and Bronn Lenke. They’re all dead. All people I was directly involved with while I’ve been running from Roark. He’s shown up when I’ve used the device, yeah, but he also hasn’t. Boom, he’s popped up out of nowhere, and it’s always around the time I’ve been working with someone, trying to uncover the truth, or to get the truth out into the open.


    “And… oh, my God. You’re right, at least in the fact that they’re tracking the skynoises—but it’s not him, not directly. They’re monitoring the internet, video sites, whatever, and any time a new one pops up, he can ping my last known location and track me that way.” Chip paced back and forth, clearly working this out. “Then once they find me, he monitors who I’m seeing and talking to, and if they’re a threat, that’s the end. I can’t believe I didn’t see it before! But you have to believe me, Helen. I’m serious. It’s you. It has to be you. Strip down. Take your clothes off.”


    “No, Chip.” It wasn’t modesty. He’d seen her naked, had been with her, less than twelve hours ago. It was the sheer ridiculousness of the idea.


    “Do it, Helen. There’s a blanket in the back. We can cover you up until we find a Wal-Mart along the way. Target, if that’s more your style.”


    “I’d say you’re being paranoid, but that’s probably overstating the obvious. Can we just—”


    “Let me check your collar.”


    Before Helen could react, Chip reached for her and ran his fingers underneath the flimsy collar of the Nordstrom top she’d picked out yesterday morning before the lecture. She didn’t have a chance to tell him that she had worn it out of the dressing room, right out of the store, and that it hadn’t been off her shoulders since Roark appeared.


    He cursed, then spat, “Where is it? It has to be you. Have you woken up with any strange wounds or stitches? Had surgery within the last six weeks?”


    “Are you kidding me? Like I woke up in a bathtub full of ice in Mexico, missing a kidney?”


    “They got to you somehow. You would never know it. Maybe while you were sleeping…”


    “If it’s me, then where?” she said, flailing her hands around her body. “Where? What? How? Not the shirt, not the pants.”


    “What if, uh… hmm. Have you ingested anything strange? Prescription pills that look different than normal? They could get to you so many different ways.”


    Helen calmly said, “Chip,” and put a hand on his cheek. “That vein on your forehead is going to explode. I don’t take any prescription pills. I haven’t eaten anything weird. I haven’t been probed in the middle of the night. No scars. No rusty bathtubs in Guadalajara. I’ve done, or seen, or felt nothing out of the ordinary for the past six weeks. Okay? I’ve been in airplanes and hotels, traveling around the country on a book tour. I don’t have any predictable patterns. Nothing. So if it’s me, then they’ve managed to do it somehow within the last…”


    Her words trailed off. There was that time the week before when she’d been showering and she thought she’d heard something in the kitchen of the rental unit. It could’ve been the sound of a fork or a spoon dropping on the cold tile floor. It hadn’t frightened her. She left dishes piled up in the sink all the time and assumed something had finally released its grip and fallen. However, when she went to investigate, there was nothing out of the ordinary.


    Except for her flats sitting by the front door. Always, every single time, when she walked through the entrance, no matter where she was, she would immediately turn left and take off her shoes, pure muscle memory from growing up in a tidy household.


    Her mother had insisted that she and Dan take their shoes, or snow boots, or wet, muddy summer flip-flops off as soon as they entered the house where they grew up. The white carpets were nearly impossible to keep clean, her mother had said, and the least her children could do to help was take their shoes off as soon as they walked in the door.


    In the front door, shoes off, side by side. Even when she went out during college, staying up way too late and drinking way too much when she should’ve been studying, she would never forget to step in, turn left, and kick off her footwear.


    That morning, after the mysterious sound of the falling silverware—she really hadn’t thought much of it—she had gone to the door and tried to slip on her black flats with the silver buckles across the top. She’d worn them the day before.


    Left foot off first, then right. Always. Every day.


    She’d been in a hurry, and when she put them on, they were on the wrong feet, as if she had deliberately swapped them after she had taken them off the night before.


    She recalled how odd it had been, tried to think of when she could’ve done such a thing. She was distracted, on the phone, carrying Chinese takeout that had grown cold by the time she made it home, struggling with the awkwardness of three grocery bags. It was possible that she had kicked them off and absentmindedly switched them later that evening. At the time, she certainly hadn’t connected the noise in the kitchen to the misplaced flats.


    But she did now. It clicked while she stood there with Chip.


    “My shoes.” She threw herself down into the Beetle’s passenger seat and ripped off her flats. “You check that one,” she said, handing the right one to Chip.


    She checked the sole first and saw that it was normal. The inside was normal as well. Underneath the interior cushion? Nope, nothing there either.


    “I got nothing,” Chip said.


    Helen had one last spot she could think of. She grabbed the false strap that held the buckle across the top, no more than an inch on either side, and flipped it up.


    There, on the bottom, roughly the size of a dime, was a small black disk that resembled a microchip. “Oh no. You were right. Holy shit, you were right. I’m so sorry.”


    “Let me see that.” Chip yanked the shoe from her hands. “We have to get rid of it.” He peeled the disk free from underneath the strap and dropped it on the pavement.


    Helen heard the dark plastic crunch under the heavy weight of his heel.


    “You didn’t know, Helen. It’s okay. Don’t worry. We’ll be fine. The only thing he knows now is where we were last. This is good. From here on, we can move freely. We’re better off, we just need to—”


    The passenger side window of the Volkswagen cracked, shattered, and rained down onto the blacktop.


    Helen covered her head and screamed.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


    Chip shouted for Helen to duck and take cover behind the door. Among the thousands of thoughts hurtling through her mind, the sheer absurdity of one stood out to her. My feet, she thought. They’re not protected. What if they shoot my feet?


    “Stay low, the door will protect you,” Chip commanded. His head whipped around, looking for the source of the gunfire. They hadn’t heard the shot, and Helen knew enough about guns to understand that that meant either a silencer had been used, aided by the hum of nearby traffic, or the shooter was at a significant distance, possibly a sniper on a rooftop. Either way, it didn’t matter. Roark and his crew had detected the destruction of the tracker and had decided to pounce while they could.


    “Stay here,” Chip ordered.


    “Where are you going? Get us out of here!”


    “I am.”


    “Then climb across me. Drive!”


    “No, not like that. We’ll never make it out of the parking lot.”


    “Then how—“ She stopped, realizing what he had in mind. “Whoa. No, absolutely not.” The picture ran through her mind of her and Chip running away from the crowd, with Amelia Earhart and Fred Noonan posing in the foreground next to the Model 10 Electra. “No way. I’m not jumping through time with you.”


    “You saw the photo in the paper, Helen. You will. You know you will. I told you before we left the restaurant, it just hasn’t happened yet.” He risked another look around the side of the open car door. “That office building behind us is blocking their shot from the north, so they have to be somewhere south. Listen—Helen, listen to me—as soon as I scramble around this door, you climb over to the driver’s side and pop the trunk. Ready?”


    Helen nodded.


    “They don’t want to kill us. That first one was a warning shot. If they wanted either of us dead, that bullet would’ve found its mark. But they’re not going to let us leave here. Understand?” Helen nodded. “Good. Now—one, two, three… go!” Chip dropped and rolled, flipped himself over. “Helen, go!”


    Helen threw her weight backward and to the side, wrenching her body around in mid-air, landing on her stomach, the gearshift slamming against her chest. The brief jolt of pain blurred her vision, but she didn’t wait. She reached, fumbling for the trunk release handle, waiting to hear Chip’s pained scream or the thunk of his lifeless body as it fell to the ground.


    Her fingers curled around the T-shaped grip. She pulled. The gentle pop of the mechanism releasing was the best sound she’d ever heard. The next best sound was Chip’s voice a beat later, as she looked up in time to see him diving into the front seat, landing partially on top of her as another bullet disintegrated the front window.


    Helen twisted to face him. In his hands he clutched an orange backpack, just as she had expected.


    Frantically, Chip clawed at the zipper and managed to rip the outer flap open. He reached inside and pulled out a simple-looking contraption. Simpler than Helen had suspected. He’d been telling the truth about the RS-387. It was about the size of a standard iPad—a flat rectangle with a glass screen. It had two straps attached to the backside, as if it was something you could wear across your shoulders, along with a slate gray casing bearing an hourglass logo. Maybe it was merely upside down, but it looked as if the sand fell upward, signifying the reversal of time.


    She noticed all this in seconds, as Chip tapped the glass front and demanded that the screen boot up faster. It flickered once, twice, and then a thin, bright line shot across the center, dividing the screen in half. A virtual keyboard appeared on the lower half; above it, a series of empty fields awaited entry.


    “We can do this. We can jump together,” Chip assured her. “In theory, we’ll be fine, but we may have some hiccups, like maybe not quite arriving at the same time. I really don’t know what’s possible. The technology is sound, though. It won’t hurt us… not exactly.”


    “Which is it, Chip? We’ll be fine or it won’t exactly hurt us?”


    “Both. Sorta.”


    “That’s not helping.”


    To the east, over near the highway, the roar of an engine drowned out the sound of street traffic.


    “Here he comes,” Chip said.


    “Roark?”


    Chip nodded without looking up from the screen. His fingers typed in a blur.


    Car doors. Commandos shouting instructions.


    Roark’s voice above it all: “Chip Sledd. Helen Weils. Come out of the car and surrender yourselves. There’s nowhere to go. Do not jump, Chip. You know the consequences.”


    Quietly, Chip said, “We’re one button away. Are you ready for 1937?”


    “No.”


    “We don’t have a choice.”


    Helen took a deep breath. “Does it hurt?”


    “You get used to it.”


    Outside the Volkswagen, Roark said, “I know you have the three-eighty-seven. Kinda like that old credit card commercial, huh? Never leave home without it?”


    “You get used to it?” Helen asked. “What does that mean?”


    “Chip? Don’t do it. We never tested it on two people at the same time. You know we didn’t. The results could be catastrophic. It could be John Wilson all over again…”


    “Who’s he talking about?” Helen whispered.


    “Mr. DNA, the one in the tree trunk. Traveler Zero.”


    Roark’s voice was closer now. “Helen? Remember what I said you to you last night. Do not trust this man. He’s a liar, he’s a murderer, and he will kill you the first chance he gets.”


    Chip eyed Helen nervously. “You know that’s not true, right?”


    Roark shouted, “Right about now, he’s probably telling you that’s not true. Do not listen to his lies. We’ve been tracking this man for half a decade, and do you want to know why I’ve waited until now to capture him? Evidence, Helen. Special tribunal. We can’t run him through the standard court system, but this morning’s newspaper gave us the final piece of the puzzle. We needed solid evidence that he’s been jumping through time, breaking any number of international laws.


    “He’s dangerous, and we know for a fact that you’re his next target. You got too close to him with your research on the Graybeal Dig and that’s why he’s been shadowing you for weeks now. Are you listening? He knows he’s cornered, and he knows he can’t jump through time and hide from us forever. We always find him. He’s predictable, Helen, and when you’re gone, it’ll be somebody else. We’ll chase him until… well, if you’ll pardon the play on words, we’ll chase him until his time runs out. Did you hear what I said?”


    It was hard to tell how close Roark was. Could’ve been ten feet, or thirty.


    “Roark? What did you say?” Helen shouted.


    Chip rapidly shook his head. “What’re you doing?”


    “Stalling.”


    Roark said, “He knows he doesn’t have long. If he’s trying to say that you can jump together, that it’ll be fine, don’t believe it. That just means he’s ready to go out in a blaze of glory, and he doesn’t care if he takes you with him. Are you willing to risk your life for this man? He’s going to kill you. He knows we never tested it on double jumpers. You could be ripped in half, and then what? Your life is over for a man you barely know. Someone that planned to murder you anyway. Helen, are you listening?”


    Chip stared at her. “Every word of that is a lie. Roark murdered Tom Graybeal, and Harmon, and all of the rest to keep them quiet. I promise you, Helen, that’s the God’s honest truth. You know that.”


    “Do I?”


    “He was going to murder you.”


    “Me?”


    “I never told you this, for obvious reasons, but after your first signing, in Raleigh, you told me you were going back to talk with Graybeal some more. You said you wanted to talk to him again about his son and what he found. I couldn’t let you do that—I knew Roark would go after you if you learned too much, or even looked too interested. So I jumped and I tweaked the past.”


    “I don’t remember that conversation.”


    Outside the car, Roark shouted, “Anybody got eyes on them? What’s going on in there?”


    Chip put a soft hand on her cheek. “Everything I’ve done for the past six weeks has been to keep you alive. I kept showing up, I kept throwing all of these crazy theories at you, to take your attention off the Graybeal Dig. The fact that you don’t remember any of it is understandable—it’s just like the beach house last night. It’ll be vague. But try to remember. What happened right after Raleigh, for the next couple of days?”


    Helen searched her memory.


    Roark lifted his voice higher. “You don’t have a way out, Chip. Not anymore. You can’t run forever. I will find you.” A brief silence, followed by a sharp whistle, and then, “Davis! Temple! That way. Up top. Get a look in there.”


    Helen recalled being on her book tour. Raleigh had been the first stop, which was reasonably close to the Outer Banks and Roanoke Island. She recalled leaving the hotel with the intent of going to see the elder Graybeal, but then she had changed her mind. And now that she thought about it, she had no clue why. That part was nebulous, hazy, just as Chip had said. There seemed to be a morning missing, and then she had gone on to Charlotte and checked into her hotel. She had read, relaxed, and booked herself a massage.


    Somewhere along the perimeter of the parking lot, or perhaps on top of the abandoned gas station, a different voice called out, “Suspects stationary, Agent Roark.”


    “Good. Hold position. Chip? Helen?”


    Helen said to Chip, “Why don’t I remem—no, wait. I have the faintest… Yes! You tracked me down at that rest stop! I remember now. Barely. It’s blurry, but—holy shit. Didn’t you say something to me about the Graybeal story and that you wanted to come with me? I didn’t go because you annoyed me so much, I didn’t want you along… and then I never had a chance to go back.”


    “I annoyed the hell out of you on purpose. And you’re still alive because of it. Roark is the murderer. Not me.”


    “On purpose? What does that mean?”


    “Not right now.”


    “Don’t do that to me.”


    “Not with Roark right there.”


    Mere feet away now, Roark’s voice came through the shattered front window. “Trust me, Helen, if he’s trying to convince you to go with him, you’ll both die. Don’t risk it. Let me help you.”


    “Is it true?” she asked Chip.


    “Which part?”


    “The part about both of us jumping.”


    “We never tested it, no. We can do it, though. I know we can.”


    Roark’s voice was coming from a different spot. He was more southward now. Slowly trying to work his way around the car. “If you come with me, if you walk away from him, I’ll make sure you have absolute immunity for your honest testimony. Work with us, Helen. Go back to your old life.”


    “What if he’s right?” she asked. “What if it’s not meant to work with two people?”


    “You saw the newspaper. We made it. We’re alive in 1937 on the day the picture was taken. We’ll be fine. Trust me. That’s all I’m asking.”


    Helen had heard enough guns in movies and on television to know what the click of a revolver’s hammer sounded like. She didn’t have long to think about it because Roark’s voice immediately followed. “Great job, Helen. You distracted him just long enough to keep him from jumping, as we discussed.”


    Chip said, “You didn’t,” in disbelief.


    “No,” she gasped. “I never meant to.”


    When he spoke, she could hear the smile in Roark’s voice from directly behind her. “New development in the works, Sledd. You don’t have the only prototype. You jump, we’ll find you, wherever and whenever you go. All we have to do is scan for historical anomalies.”


    Helen felt Roark’s hand on her bare ankle. It was cool and moist. Disgust prickled her skin. There was malevolence in that touch; she could sense it underneath his palm.


    She kicked free and said, “Go to hell.”


    Roark whistled sharply and waved his men over. The sounds of heavy footsteps followed. “Harmon figured out how to do it, Chip, right before I took care of… you know what I’m talking about. He figured out how to store data outside of time itself. All we have to do is compare existing models to any records of things you change in the past, which will show us when and where you were, and pop, we’re right on top of you. In fact, we can do it right now.” Roark smiled and opened his jacket to reveal a device strapped to his chest. It looked almost identical to the one Chip held.


    Chip shouted, “Roark! What’re you doing? Harmon’s Law, man.”


    “Harmon,” Roark said, smirking and clicking his tongue. “Always right but sometimes wrong. C’mon, you two, out you go.”


    “What’s Harmon’s Law?” Helen asked.


    Roark tapped the Beetle’s hood. “This isn’t kindergarten, kids. I’m not going to count.”


    Chip held up a hand to silence Helen. She watched his eyes dart back and forth, the gears clearly turning inside his mind. “Yeah, that could work.” He whispered in Helen’s ear. “If you trust me, I have an idea.”


    “Are you sure?”


    “Positive. But we have to jump, right now.”


    Roark grabbed Helen’s ankle again. “Helen, don’t do this—”


    She ripped her leg away as she shouted at Chip: “Do it!”


    His finger touched the screen.


    Roark bellowed, “Stop!” The anger in his voice was deep, guttural, and bestial.


    Helen wasn’t sure what to expect. You get used to it could’ve meant anything.


    But the ripping, rending, shredding sensation she felt in every muscle, bone, and inch of skin on her body, the feeling in every organ, vein, and pumping droplet of blood, was worse than anything she could have imagined. She was aware of a faint awareness of being outside her body as it disintegrated into pieces. She desperately wanted to scream.


    But she had no voice. It was lost in the tearing of time.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


    Helen’s scream erupted from her chest as she and Chip landed on the tarmac. He clamped his hand over her mouth. Unlike Roark’s malevolent touch, Chip’s was warm and soothing; it calmed her. The pain faded as quickly as it had arrived.


    “We’re here,” she said. “Are we really…”


    “1937, yeah.”


    “I can’t believe… This is… It’s real, Chip.”


    “I know. Believe me, I know.”


    “It’s real.” She looked up into his eyes, astonished. “Time travel is…”


    “The shock wears off. You get used to that, too.”


    Overhead, the last vestiges of the skynoise were fading away. Most of the cheering, smiling crowd must have thought the skynoise was just some sort of publicity stunt. They only cheered louder. But the rest, the ones closest to Helen and Chip, stared at them with gaping mouths and pointed fingers, then turned to each other with confused questions.


    A small family, within a few feet of them—father, mother, and daughter—tried to back away. Had they seen Helen and Chip arrive out of nowhere? Just blink into existence? Poof, and suddenly—people?


    The little girl wore a white knit cap that had shifted awkwardly to the side on her head, a dark brown jacket with black buttons, a green dress, and white stockings. Tiny high heels, with perhaps an inch of lift, raised her off the ground. She pointed at Helen and said, “Mommy?”


    The mother, dressed similarly—fancy heels, dress, coat—shook her head, her blond bob bouncing as she did so. “Come here, honey,” she said, retreating as her husband pulled at her shoulders.


    “I’m sorry,” Helen said, extending a shaky hand toward them. “We didn’t mean to scare you.”


    Chip eased her away. “Don’t bother trying to explain. We have to hurry.”


    “But—but, they know. They’ll say something.”


    “It doesn’t matter.”


    “What about Roark?”


    “He already knows we’re here. Now let’s go before we make a scene.”


    “Haven’t we done that already?”


    “Let’s go. I’ll explain when we get to the hangar.”


    “Why’re we going to the hangar?”


    “Now!”


    The mother and father had gotten the attention of others. Even more people were whispering and pointing now. The daughter hugged her dolly closer to her chest.


    “But—”


    “Helen!”


    Chip tugged her arm. Helen relented and ran with him. Her flats, the shoes of betrayal, slammed against the tarmac, sending small rivulets of pain up through her body. She couldn’t recall ever feeling pain when she ran—could it be a byproduct of traveling through time and being made whole again?


    Or was she already aging, as Chip had suggested?


    A roar went up from the crowd. Earhart and Noonan waved to the onlookers. Bright bulbs flashed.


    Chip said, “That’ll be the photo in the paper.”


    “Where are we going?”


    “There,” he answered, pointing to a huge metal structure some three hundred yards north.


    “That’s your idea? Hiding in a hangar?”


    “I’ll tell you when we get there.”


    “What about Roark and his men? Will they follow us here?”


    “Maybe.” He slowed his pace. “He might, but I doubt it. It’s too crowded, too many people around. Can you imagine the historical implications if a commando team popped into existence in front of a gigantic crowd, especially with someone as popular as Amelia Earhart around? If Harmon really did figure out how to store original data outside of time, and then compare it to anomalies of the present, they’ll wait until we change something, somewhere, in a less populated time and place. He knows we can’t stay here for long, or we’ll die as time unfolds again. See? That’s where my idea comes in.”


    They reached the massive hangar. The apex of the ceiling was forty feet high. The building stretched north to south and was as long as a football field. Planes in a variety of shapes, colors, and sizes lined the walls. They sat silent and immobile, waiting for their turn in the skies.


    Off to their left, mechanics, wearing dark blue jumpsuits, stood underneath a huge plane that resembled a military bomber with a beautiful, half-dressed brunette painted seductively on the side. With their hands on their hips, the mechanics looked upward into the belly as if they were contemplating their next move. They hadn’t noticed the two new arrivals, and Helen prayed they wouldn’t.


    Chip paused.


    “What are you looking for?”


    “It’s gotta be here somewhere. I know it is—there!” he pointed to a workman’s bench to their right.


    They ran toward the bench, a rickety four-foot-high bit of lumber that appeared to have been erratically scrabbled together. Various tools lay on its surface, along with a brown leather bag.


    “See if you can find a pencil,” Chip said as he released the snap on the bag and peered inside.


    Helen rummaged through the mess, pushing aside a saw, a hammer, a box of nails. She tried the two drawers of a small chest and found nothing but loose screws, bolts, washers, and the last three years’ worth of calendars, each with a scantily clad woman on the cover. The mechanics weren’t shy about their taste in half-dressed females. For some reason she’d thought that men were more wholesome—God-fearing—back in the thirties. Apparently not.


    She asked Chip, “Whose bag is that?”


    “Amelia Earhart’s. She forgets it and leaves it behind on this trip. At least according to the future we just left.”


    “Seriously?”


    “It was huge news back then, or back now, because someone stole it and tried to sell all the contents after she vanished.”


    “I don’t remember that from my research.”


    “You didn’t dig deep enough. You find a pencil yet?”


    “No, nothing. What’re you trying to do?”


    “Wait, here’s one.” Chip triumphantly removed a pencil from Earhart’s satchel, along with a ratty, battered, and aged logbook. “Watch this,” he said, flipping to the final page in the book. With the stubby pencil, he carefully wrote ‘CROATAN’ in all capital letters.


    “Erase that!” Helen ordered. “You’re changing history.” She reached for the logbook as Chip evaded her grasp.


    “Or am I?” he asked. “The conspiracy nuts might’ve been right.”


    “Roark will find us here.”


    “We have to do this for my idea to work.”


    “Do what? Will you please explain what this stupid plan is?”


    “Keep your voice down.” Chip took a quick peek over his shoulder. Helen followed his gaze. The two men underneath the bomber had turned in their direction and were eyeing them cautiously. Finally, Chip said, “Unsubstantiated rumors.”


    “What?”


    “I think all of those unsubstantiated rumors about how the word ‘Croatan’ appears in weird places were really true.”


    “How… what?” The realization bloomed in her mind. “Oh my God, you want to create them?”


    “Yes.”


    “Why?”


    “Here’s what I’m thinking. You and I both know that it’s complete and total bullshit that the word ‘Croatan’ had anything whatsoever to do with Amelia Earhart’s disappearance or Edgar Allen Poe’s death, or Ambrose Bierce vanishing, right? As of right now, in the future, in some weird blinko paradox, those instances of the word appearing near these people don’t exist.”


    “Then how do we remember them? And what if they did exist? Do exist? What if they were really there and we just didn’t have proof?”


    “I can’t answer that. There are too many what-ifs, and what-abouts, and how-comes, and there always will be. But for the moment, let’s say they actually weren’t there, that the word never showed up in those places, and that our memories of the future, our memories of ‘Croatan’ being written in certain spots, are only memories of the theories that people came up with, right? People always try to give reason and meaning to something, when the fact of the matter is, reason and meaning might not exist. Well, strike that. There’s a reason, but our brains can’t comprehend it because it’s outside the range of our own limitations. Anyway, what we’re going to do is actually create proof to substantiate the rumors. Got it?”


    Helen shook her head. “No, not in the slightest. But more importantly, what good is that going to do? How in the hell is any of this going to help us in 1937?”


    “You heard what Roark said about Harmon figuring out how to store present data outside of time itself. I didn’t know he’d actually solved that problem. I knew he was working on it, but then he disappeared and I went rogue, so I don’t know what happened after. It’s possible that there’s another version of this same timeline out there and in that one, Harmon figured it out and Roark has jumped sideways to this parallel timeline and—”


    “Chip! Focus!”


    “Right, sorry. So many possibilities.”


    “I get that, but which one are we working with now? And… oh, shit.”


    “What?”


    “The mechanics. They’re coming toward us.”


    Past Chip, she watched as the two men strode toward them, hands in their pockets, approaching slowly, curious about the two interlopers who weren’t dressed like everyone else.


    “You probably have about thirty seconds before they’re going to ask questions we don’t have the answers to.”


    “However Harmon did it… Okay, well, my guess is—you know the Large Hadron Collider that CERN built?”


    “Vaguely, yeah.”


    “Theoretically, it’s impossible for anything to go faster than the speed of light, but I remember something about this hypothesis Harmon had where if we were able to exceed the speed of light, time wouldn’t exist—or, well, it would exist, but not to the particle or whatever was going at that speed. So, if he was able to get data particles to go faster than light, and every bit of recorded human history was stored in that data and spinning around the LHC, or something like it, then it would, in effect, not exist on the present timeline, and they could compare changes to it.”


    “What?”


    “Damn, how can I explain it? Um. Okay, say that this data, which is somehow housed faster than the speed of light, if he really did figure it out—that data is like Saturn’s rings, right?” Chip cupped his hands as if he were holding a ball. “Saturn itself is the totality of recorded history, and we’re inside it, and if we travel through time and change something on Saturn, a data update hops out to the rings. And if there’s a mismatch, then it alerts Roark. Maybe? That’s a complete guess, but it would make sense. Even though it goes against every law of physics I know.”


    “Doesn’t time travel already go against every law of physics?”


    “Good point. Anyway, what we do is, we jump from date to date to date, and actually write ‘Croatan’ in all of these places, and when it pings back in our present that something has changed on the historical timeline, it’ll keep Roark guessing where we are.”


    “Okay, but if we do it in successive jumps, won’t he be able to follow us like a trail of breadcrumbs? And he already knows we’re here in 1937 because he saw the newspaper this morning. Why hasn’t he chased us here already? Dozens of people saw us blink into existence, those two mechanics over there have seen us in here, and now you’ve written ‘Croatan’ in her logbook. Roark said that whenever we make a bleep on the change-o-meter, he’ll be on our tail in seconds. He could find a way to get here without attracting attention just by checking historical records. If he wanted us now, he’d find a way. So where is he?”


    “Yeah, you’re right, and I don’t know the answer to that. Not all of it, anyway.”


    The mechanics were within thirty feet, approaching with good-natured smiles. “Sir?” said the one with the buzzed haircut. “Ma’am? Can we help you?”


    “Shit,” Chip grumbled. “Okay, I’ve done this so many times already. Just follow my lead.”


    As they turned, Chip clasped his hands behind his waist. Helen did the same and forced a smile.


    “Gentlemen!” he said. “So excellent to see such fine, hardworking young lads in here on a day like this. Shouldn’t you be outside, enjoying the festivities? Go get your picture taken with Miss Amelia, why don’t you?”


    “I’m—sir?” said the younger of the two. “Are you—you’re not from around—”


    “Chip Sledd, at your service. And I can tell from the looks on your faces that you’re quite fond of our fancy attire. The lady and I—this is Miss Weils, by the by—we’re straight from Manhattan, by way of France. You’ve heard of Paris, haven’t you?”


    “Well, yeah, I reckon so.”


    “Latest fashions, my good man, all the rage on the Rue de Rivoli. I’m a good friend of Mr. Roberts, if you know him, yes?”


    The tallest mechanic, with his dark hair slicked back, maybe from hair wax or engine grease, answered, “There’s a gentleman goes by the name of Mr. Robards. He owns that plane right there. That who you mean?”


    “Ah, yes, absolutely. Mr. Robards will be expecting us. We were simply avoiding the crowds while…” Chip paused and squinted as he leaned in toward Greasy Head’s chest. “Your nametag, does it say ‘Batch’?”


    “That’d be me, mister. Eddie Batch.”


    Chip gasped and his mouth dropped open. He appeared to forget all about the two mechanics as the gears turned in his head. Finally he turned to Helen, a triumphant smile on his face. “Batching!”


    “Why, Mr. Sledd,” Helen said, turning to the mechanics with an embarrassed smile. “Don’t confuse our new friends here.”


    “They don’t matter anymore,” he said. “I figured it out. Batch updates. Roark isn’t coming right now because he knows where we are.”


    “Yeah, that’s what you said. He wouldn’t risk the exposure.”


    “No, it’s simpler than that, see? He knows that we know that he knows we’re here.”


    “I—fine, whatever.”


    “Even if he could drop in undetected somehow, he’s not going to waste resources and potential discovery by coming here when he’s sure we’ll just jump as soon as he lands. And, and, here’s the kicker: the reason we’re still here and he hasn’t stopped us in the future before we got to this point is because they don’t update the data in real time. I’d imagine that if you’re trying to update something going faster than the speed of light, it’d be a huge strain on the system to keep refreshing constant updates like that, so they compile them all at once and do it at, like, midnight or something.


    “They’re running batch jobs on the data, which means my plan is even stronger than I’d hoped. Originally, I just wanted him chasing us through these different points in time until we found an opportunity to escape. Ping, jump, ping, jump. I mean, yeah, it was weak, but it would’ve worked eventually. But if he’s getting batch updates, that’s way better for us. It means that all the different instances of ‘Croatan’ that we seed throughout history will pop up at the same time on his data set. So right now, he’s waiting on the data dump to go through and for the ping to show up, but, when he gets his hands on the data readouts, there’ll be so many blips popping up, he won’t know where to go first. He’ll be hopping through eternity trying to find us while we jump home, back to the present, and hide out in, I don’t know, Guam, or Laos, or Seattle. Wherever you want to go.”


    “But not whenever.”


    “You got it.”


    Eddie Batch leaned over to his mechanic friend. “They said they was from Paris, right?”


    The younger one nodded and spit tobacco juice on the floor. “Sounds more like Mars to me.”


    Chip said, “Eddie, why don’t you and the young chap here show Miss Weils around. I need to take care of something before Mr. Robards arrives.”


    “I’d be honored,” said Eddie Batch. “Ma’am, have you ever seen a bomber from the inside?”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


    Chip waited until the two mechanics and Helen were gone, then quickly scribbled “Croatan” into a few other pages of Amelia Earhart’s logbook to add an additional hint of mystery to it. Perhaps she was obsessive, even crazy. Let the conspiracy theorists figure that one out.


    Luckily, the two mechanics were so enamored of Helen that they hadn’t alerted anyone to the presence of the “Martians,” especially since Helen had done such a fine job of flirting with them both, swooning and squeezing muscles while they gave her a short tour.


    When Chip rejoined them, he and Helen asked for the nearest bathroom and jumped from there. No need to give the young men something else strange to report.


    Helen and Chip went to Baltimore next, on October 7, 1849, and spent six hours trying to track down the room where Edgar Allen Poe lay on his deathbed. While the author coughed and wheezed in his sleep, Chip scribbled “Croatan” on the surface of a bedside table.


    “I know we wasted a lot of time here, but the fortunate thing is,” Chip said as he performed a search for their next target on the RS-387, “recorded history often has details backwards, or dates and times mixed up, so that could help us stay an extra step ahead of Roark. I mean, yeah, we lost six hours, but as far as Roark is concerned, he’s looking at the same data set I have here.”


    For their next jump, Chip entered the timestamp incorrectly, and they missed Ambrose Bierce by two hours. But they told the clerk they were from Paris and insisted Mr. Bierce had left something for them in his room. Chip almost got into a fight with the hotel owner when the man discovered Chip’s carving on the bedpost.


    Now they stood in the jungles of South America, dripping with sweat, swatting at mosquitoes, and hiding from something that may have been stalking them in the woods.


    “What kind of big cats do they have here?” Helen asked, nervously looking over her shoulder at the sound of a twig snapping. “Jaguars, maybe?”


    “Whatever it is,” Chip admitted, “it sounded like we could be lunch.”


    Helen pushed aside a tree branch and surveyed the land below. The large Mayan temple and its surrounding city were flush with activity. The Mayans, with their deep brown skin and jet black hair, and dressed in thin layers of handmade clothing, were bartering, tilling soil, weaving baskets, playing games, and laughing.


    “We can’t stay long,” Chip added. “Not this far back, anyway. The aging process seems to be going even faster than usual. I think with both of us jumping at the same time, maybe it’s doubling up somehow.”


    “Yeah, your hair is completely gray.”


    “And you have crow’s-feet.” Chip grinned.


    “Hey.” Helen feigned offense.


    “Don’t worry, you’re aging gracefully. If we ever make it back home, in fifty years you’ll be the belle of the retirement home.”


    “Whatever. If it makes any difference, you’ll be fine, too.”


    They waited another ten minutes, breathing as quietly as possible, remaining as stone motionless as the structures below, a proud city that would one day fade into abandoned silence.


    Pouring rain began to fall, and then picked up into a waterfall that rushed down from the heavens. The Mayan dancing they had seen earlier must have appeased the rain gods, because it fell in an absolute rush unlike anything Helen had ever seen. Even with the thick canopy of deep, verdant green overhead, Helen was soaked, her clothes sopping wet, as if she had been thrown into a swimming pool.


    Chip whispered, “We should go. I’ve only jumped this far back once, and I feel like the years are passing by the minute. This rain will drown out the sound of our movement if that thing is still back there.”


    Helen agreed. They ducked low underneath the branches and pushed between thick, wide-leaved ferns dripping with the tears of Chaac, the Mayan god of rain.


    Down the hillside and into the flats they crept, unseen by the Mayans who danced and played and laughed in the downpour, holding their hands up to the skies.


    Chip hissed and pulled Helen down behind the fat leaves of a tall green plant with pink flowers. He pointed to the east, toward a small collection of carts where the Mayans had earlier been trading vegetables and baskets. “Over there,” he whispered. “Look to the right of the temple.”


    Helen squinted through the falling downpour. A white man stood with his back up against the stairs, his right arm cocked upward at his side, firearm pointing at the sky, held to close to the side of his head. “Roark? Already? But we haven’t even carved ‘Croatan’ into—oh, we did, and he dropped in earlier to catch us before we do it now? Right? I think?”


    Chip nodded. “You’re close. From the looks of it, something happened near the temple that caused the Mayans to make a record of it, because I’d planned on carving it into that structure over there to the left.”


    “We still have another five or six places on the list, don’t we? How many did all the conspiracy guys talk about?”


    Chip smirked. “Three, actually. Amelia Earhart, Edgar Allen Poe, and Ambrose Bierce. We’re trying to elaborate on the theme.”


    “So then what did we do wrong here?”


    “In that version of the timeline, the one Roark is operating on now, maybe the high priest saw us and carved a spaceman and spacewoman into the temple walls—who knows. Whatever it was, it tipped off Roark. But this means that my theory about time in the past progressing in conjunction with time in the future was wrong.”


    “Or he ordered a… what did you call it? A batch update?”


    “Yeah, that’s possible, I guess. We’ve been back in the past for how long? Twelve hours, at the most?” He checked his watch. Helen noticed the loose skin and gray arm hair that had been taut and brown earlier. “Back home that’s around nine o’clock. Yeah, I bet he went against protocol and had them force one through.”


    “But where to next? If he knows we were here, then he probably knows where we go after this, right? Well, maybe. If we somehow messed up and made it too easy for him to peg the exact time and place. So mostly, we should be able to stick with the original plan—we keep jumping and scribbling ‘Croatan’ all over history, in fifty different places, and worst case, he’ll only show up at the places where we have an oops.”


    “I wish we could.” Chip sighed. “It was the perfect plan up until the point where the delta in the time fold doubled because we’re jumping together. It might even be going faster than that. The ironic thing about time travel is that you never have enough time.”


    “Then let’s go back. We’ll start over. It resets whenever we go back to the present, right? We’ll pop home, then pop back somewhere else, good as new. He’ll never know the difference.”


    “And run forever? We can’t. Our bodies won’t allow it. Even when we go back to the present and ‘reset,’ it takes a toll, and every little bit adds up over each instance. You’ll be fine, but I’ve done this too many times. I’ve gotten good at hiding it, but I feel like I’m breaking down, Helen. My joints and muscles ache, everything hurts, and I know that if I try do this much more, I’ll be useless. Maybe dead. My body will give up, I’ll fall over in the middle of the street, and you’ll be alone.”


    “No, we’ll go back, we’ll hide—”


    “I can’t. I’m sorry, Helen. Not anymore. I’ll take a stand, here and now, and I’ll end this.” He removed the device from around his shoulders and tried to hand it to Helen. “You take it. You go back. You might be running for the rest of your life, but at least you’ll be alive.”


    Helen pushed it away. “Not for all the time in the world.” She kissed him, passionately, unmotivated by drunken excitement and hormones. “We’ll do this together, and then we’ll go home.”


    “Helen—”


    She put her finger to his lips. “Nope. This is the price you pay for annoying the shit out of me for six weeks, then lying about what was happening for so long, then tricking me with the beach house, and whatever other crimes against Helen you’ve committed that you probably haven’t told me about.”


    “Saving your life three or four times doesn’t make up for all of that?”


    “I’d say yes, but then you’d be off the hook, and I’m not ready for that yet.”


    “So you’re going to risk both our lives because you’re stubborn?”


    “Have you met me?”


    Chip shook his head, exhausted and exasperated. “You have a plan?”


    “Simple. We don’t try to take him on here, because he knows what our plan was. The future us screwed up somehow, unintentionally, and it won’t take him long to figure out that we spotted him and jumped. He’ll go back home and wait on us to mess up again. So, what we do is, we jump to the next place on our list, get prepped for an ambush, and then intentionally screw something up on purpose. Bait him to that spot. He hops back, and we get him.”


    Chip raised an eyebrow. “Get him? That’s your whole plan?”


    “I’m cool enough to catch the Ghostbusters reference, Bill Murray, but you know what I mean. We’ll figure it out when we get where we’re going. Which place, or when, was next on the list?”


    “Roanoke Island.”


    “The island? Why? One of the colonists already carved the word there. What are we going to do, carve it again?”


    “There’s something I’ve always wanted to fix. A mistake I made, something small, and it’s been bugging the hell out of me since the first time I jumped.”


    “What did you do?”


    “You ready to learn the secret of one of America’s greatest mysteries?”


    “I’m almost afraid to say yes.”


    “You’re gonna think I’m an idiot.”


    “Gonna?”


    “Fair enough.” Chip took one last look over by the temple, and Helen followed his stare. Roark had crouched and was continuing to watch the steps leading up to the worship altar. He turned toward someone they couldn’t see, likely a member of his team, one of the commandos, and pointed to his eyes with two fingers, then out into the common area. He shook his head and shrugged as if the response he’d gotten was negative.


    Chip said, “You know how historians often get details wrong here and there? It reminds me of that game we played as kids where you whispered something like, I don’t know, ‘My cat loves spaghetti,’ to the person beside you and by the time it made its way around to the last person in the circle, they thought the original sentence was, ‘My dad is fat and heavy.’ Well, hundreds of years ago, back when they had to rely on quill pens and word of mouth, historical records could easily get mixed up.”


    “Yeah, what’s your point?”


    “Historians have long said that the word ‘Croatoan’ was carved on the gatepost and the letters C-R-O were carved into a tree some distance from the fort. You said so in your book, too.”


    “And?”


    “Actually… they got it backwards. It was the other way around. And the reason I know this is because…” Chip gave a sheepish grin. “I’m the one who carved it.”


    “You have got to be shitting me. You? Really?”


    Chip shrugged. “For hundreds of years now, people have been wondering who did it. Well, you’re looking at the idiot who misspelled ‘Croatan,’ and I was going to fix it on the fort’s gatepost, but by the time I got three letters in, I was just fed up with the whole ordeal. You know, carving letters in wood isn’t as easy as it sounds. Anyway, I decided that once on the tree was enough. It got the message across.”


    “Unbelievable. You’re telling me the solution to the great mystery of the Roanoke Island carvings is a spelling-challenged time traveler with a short attention span? There’s no way that’s going into the next revision.”


    “You were right all along, you know.”


    “About what?”


    “The DNA testing down in Texas. The colonists and the Croatan tribe had their differences for a while, but thankfully, for the English, the natives were forgiving, and when Governor White didn’t come back right away, the Croatan absorbed the colonists into their tribe and took them to more fertile land. That’s why some of the Roanoke Island descendants have blue eyes and lighter hair. That’s all true. That’s what happened.”


    “But why—why’d you carve the tribe’s name into the tree?”


    “That was my first jump—and bear in mind that I was the first successful jumper—so we had no idea what would happen when I got back. If I changed anything, would we all remember it? If I got home, back to the present, would I still know what happened? It’s another weird paradox thing. Everyone who’s aware of the Roanoke Island mystery knows about the carving, right? They taught us about it in fourth grade, and ten-year-old me didn’t know that I was the one who’d done it because I hadn’t done it yet. Future me, time-jumper me, and everyone involved in the project would know going forward from the moment I jumped back and told them what I’d done.”


    “I’m not even going to bother trying to understand the how, but why? Why write such a confusing message that would bother people for centuries?”


    “We were worried about that whole ‘step on a butterfly, cause a tsunami’ thing. We didn’t know if we’d all be speaking Cherokee as the national language and colonizing Mars already, or if we’d be living in huts and hunting wild buffalo. So when the colonists went away with the natives and left no record behind, I was afraid there’d be no concrete proof that I’d been there, that history had—maybe—changed.


    “So I disobeyed orders. I wanted that proof to be there when I got home. I had every intent of spelling it the right way, but I was on my first official jump, scared shitless that something would go wrong with the prototype and that I’d die four hundred years in the past, or that it wouldn’t work when I tried to go back. My mind was in a thousand different places, and I’d already carved the O-A-N before I realized what I’d done. I was mortified. I mean, I was slowly carving it into a tree with a knife! How is it possible that I misspelled it?”


    “So, let me see if I understand you. We’re centuries in the past, there’s a gung ho maniac over there, hiding beside a Mayan temple, who wants to do everything possible, including murder, to keep time travel a secret from the public—and what you really want to do is fix a four-hundred-year-old typo?”


    “Well, when you use that tone, of course it sounds crazy.”


    “Because it is!”


    “No, not necessarily, because when I go fix it, and actually carve ‘Croatan’ into the tree like I meant to do in the first place, it’ll ping as a change on the recorded historical timeline and lead him right to us, where we’ll be ready with your ambush. Bingo.”


    “How will he know to go to Roanoke Island instead of the other places?”


    “Oh, he’ll probably go there, too. There aren’t that many options. But he knows I have a soft spot for Roanoke Island since that was my initial jump.”


    “That’s actually… kind of…”


    “Brilliant?”


    “I wouldn’t go that far, but—what was that?” Limbs rustled behind Helen, ten feet away, followed by the forceful huff of air through nostrils. A low growl rumbled through the wet leaves and brush.


    Chip took Helen’s hand and pulled her back a few inches. “Maybe we should go now?”


    “Yes. Please. Getting eaten by a jaguar is not the way I want to end this journey.”


    Helen held her breath, steeling herself, and waited for the jump to rip her apart.


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


    Helen managed to keep her scream contained. It helped to know that the sensation of every molecule in her body being shredded in a wood chipper would only last a few seconds. Seconds that felt interminable as she and Chip ripped through yet another manufactured hole in time. She tried to occupy her mind as she waited for it to be over.


    She wondered what the Mayans thought of the skynoise they left behind, and what the colonists in 1587 thought about it upon their arrival. It was easy to see how ancient cultures and civilizations would believe that gods and goddesses were behind inexplicable occurrences. Back home, in the present, the people who had witnessed the skynoises created by Chip’s jumping through time had stood and mumbled in awe. They may not have blamed it on “the gods,” but their minds immediately attributed it to the grand mystical powers of their own era. Was it mind control experiments from HAARP? Was it aliens? What mighty thing out there had the power to create such strange sounds with no determinable source?


    These things blinked through Helen’s mind in a flicker, quick snapshots of speculation, pondered in an instant, as her body begged for relief.


    And then it was over.


    Helen landed with a thud, feeling her shoulder knock into something hard, yet softer than a tree or a rock, and it gave way as the momentum of popping into existence carried her to the side. She heard a grunted “Oooph,” and expected to see Chip lying next to her.


    The skynoise, emanating from everywhere and nowhere at once, faded away.


    Her human cushion was just as surprised to see her as she was him; he was a young man, perhaps in his early twenties, dressed in late 1500s colonial attire—white shirt, black breeches, silver-buckled shoes—and he quickly scrambled away from her.


    “Lord above,” he said, increasing the distance between them with an ungainly crab-walk. “Do not come any closer, She-Devil.”


    “She what?” Helen held up her palm. “Don’t be afraid. I’m not going to hurt you.” Sunlight glinted off something to her left, and a glance revealed a large crosscut saw hanging in the branches of a thin sapling.


    “Where did you come from?” the man asked, rolling to his side and climbing to his feet.


    “From the—” Helen stopped abruptly. Maybe it wouldn’t be smart to tell him she was from the future. But they had already seen Chip, hadn’t they? Wasn’t there evidence of that in the woodcutting from the Graybeal Dig?


    No, she thought, he would’ve set the arrival time to be earlier than that. He hasn’t gotten here yet because he wants to fix his mistake with the carving.


    “Have you seen another man? Dressed in a green shirt and light brown pants?”


    “I don’t… A man? Where did you come from? Are there only two of you? Stop! Do not come near me.” He looked back toward the west. “William? Where are you?”


    “Here,” came a distant, hesitant voice. “Over here I am.” Another man, older, edged out from behind a towering oak tree. He was dressed the same as the first, and if Helen hadn’t known she had just jumped through time, she would’ve complimented the amusement park workers on the accuracy of their colonial dress.


    “I’m not going to hurt you,” she said. From her research into the Roanoke Island disappearance, she knew of the heavy emphasis the colonists placed on religion, and hoped she could use that angle. “I’m not a demon, or Satan, anything like that. I’m not an angel either—it’s too hard to explain. Please understand that I’m not here—”


    “You came from nowhere! I saw it with my own eyes.”


    “No, you were just confused.”


    Helen heard a gentle hum to her left. The air shimmered, rippled, and seemed to expand and contract as if the space had taken a deep breath and exhaled. It flickered once more and Chip stepped from behind an oak. He groaned and fell to the ground. “God, that sucked,” he said, trying to get to his feet. “I swear it gets more unpleasant every time. Helen, are you—oh.”


    Chip stood fully, then scuttled over to Helen.


    The colonial men edged closer to one another, arms out in defensive positions, fearful expressions slowly melding into the false bravado of cornered animals. The elder brandished a mallet as a weapon, while the younger grabbed the long crosscut saw from the sapling’s branches. He held it in front of his chest like a shield. “Strange things afoot in this new world.”


    Chip said, “Easy, guys. Easy. We’re here to—well, we’re not really here to help, because some dangerous men are coming. Or, yeah, I mean we are here to help you with that, but we’re going to need your help, too.”


    Helen said, “You’re even confusing me.”


    “Sorry, I didn’t expect us to appear right on top of two settlers. I hoped I’d have thirty seconds to think it over before I had to talk to anyone.”


    “Who are you?” the elder colonist asked. “I blinked and you were there, both of you. It’s sorcery, I say!”


    “That’s not possible. Trick of the light,” Chip assured him. “You’ve seen that it shines differently here in the New World. Haven’t you?”


    “Light or no light, praise the Good Lord above, I will strike you down like Cain to Abel if you come any closer.”


    “Okay, okay, there’s no need for that. We’re from—my name is Charles. And this is Helen. We were taken prisoner by the French and forced onto a ship bound for the New World,” he lied. “We managed to escape, but powerful men will be coming for us.”


    “Powerful men?” asked the elder colonist.


    “Spaniards?” asked the younger.


    “Please,” Helen said, “don’t be afraid of us. We’re one of you.”


    “But you arrived from nowhere!”


    Chip tried to add an air of prestige to his voice. “I assure you, and I say again, ’twas nothing but a trick of the light,” Chip said. “I’m a doctor. I know these things. I can see that you’ve been out here working. It’s incredibly hot, and you probably haven’t had enough water. Your mind can easily convince you that you’ve seen things that aren’t there.”


    The younger colonist turned to the elder one and said, “He may speak the truth, William. Remember when Brother Joseph took the fever and insisted he saw angels dancing upon the hearth?”


    “Aye,” William said, “but this is… I say again, this is witchcraft.”


    Chip pointed to the elder colonist. “You’re William? That’s your name?”


    “Aye. And this is Richard.”


    “Okay, good, that’s good. William, Richard, believe me when I say that I will put my hand on the Bible if you have one, but this is not sorcery. It’s science. I can’t prove it to you, nor do I have time to think of a way to show you, but all I can ask is that you trust us. Helen is right. We’re your countrymen, or will be—”


    “Nonsense,” said William, lifting the mallet. “You don’t speak like us, you don’t dress like us, and in His Holy Name, look at her, she’s wearing breeches! Blasphemous insanity.”


    Helen opened her mouth to protest, but Chip stopped her with a gentle hand on her forearm.


    “Listen, guys,” he said, “we know you’re starving. We know you’ve had trouble with the natives.”


    “How do you know that?”


    “If you help us, we’ll help you. It’s that simple. We can give you a path to prosperity, or at the very least, we can tell you how to survive. Governor White won’t be back until spring, or maybe longer, and by then, it may be too late.”


    Helen scolded him with a sharp, “Charles!”


    Richard said, “Spring? We’ll be dead by then. We only have the barest of rotten and spoiled provisions now, much less enough to survive through the winter. Are you certain he’s delayed? How do you know this?”


    “Sorcery!” William said.


    Chip rolled his eyes. “I’m not a wizard, and she’s not a witch, honestly. We stopped at a port before we took the western route across the ocean, and while we were there, the captain took on some new passengers, and we overheard some of them talking about how Governor White had been delayed by business.”


    William turned to Richard and said, “I knew that man would worry about the weight of his pockets before he worried about us! I told you, didn’t I? I said it the day he left.”


    “So what do you say, gentlemen? William, you look like you’re in charge.”


    William lowered his eyes to the ground and patted the head of the mallet against his palm. “I don’t know about that, but one might say so, yes.”


    “You’ve been bartering with the Croatan, haven’t you?”


    “The others do. Not me. I do right for my own.”


    “But your people do trade with them.”


    “As a means, yes.”


    “Then let’s work out a new trade between us. You help us with the men who’ll be coming, and we’ll tell you how to survive for the remainder of your days here in the New World. Sound fair? Again, I’m a doctor. I bring knowledge as a gift.”


    William seemed to consider this. Richard watched the elder man patiently.


    Helen tried to imagine what was going through William’s mind. A man and a woman, dressed differently, speaking differently, the man carrying some strange contraption around his chest, had virtually blinked into existence right in front of them. She tried to put herself in their position. Had Chip’s explanations been enough? Would the colonists of Roanoke Island, in 1587, who hadn’t been desensitized by televisions and smartphones, laptops and Facebook, CNN and Fox News, believe the word of someone who claimed to be a doctor? Was that enough?


    She knew from her research that nearly all of the colonists who’d arrived here on the shores of Roanoke Island were looking for a fresh start, out from underneath the iron fist of the English monarchy. They weren’t doctors and scientists. Back then—back now—learned men were revered and trusted. Perhaps Chip’s ploy would work.


    Beside her, Chip quietly mumbled, “C’mon, c’mon.”


    A robin chirped overhead. Ocean winds rushed through the trees, and green leaves flashed their lighter underbellies. It was hot and humid, but bearable, unlike the concrete jungles of the southern cities Helen had been in during the middle of July. In D.C., Norfolk, Richmond, Charlotte, Atlanta, and many, many others, the sidewalks, brick buildings, and paved roads would soak up the heat and add to the thick humidity, making her feel as if she were walking through a swimming pool.


    Here, on the island, the moist air was dense and caused the sweat to bead up at her lower back, underneath her arms, and along her hairline, but the occasional warm breeze rushing past made it tolerable.


    “Fine, then,” said William, pointing at Helen’s legs, “but you’ll not be going back to the others in those clothes. Not the Lady Helen, not unless you want the congregation to brand you an evil sinner for those breeches.”


    “Agreed,” Chip said, extending his hand to shake. William accepted it first, followed by Richard.


    Helen said, “What am I supposed to do then?”


    Richard stepped closer to Helen. His manly scent of unwashed clothing and sweat invaded her nostrils as he said, “I’ll fetch you a spare dress from my sister. She’s about your size. Wait here. I’ll run back to the fort.”


    “Aye,” William said. “Careful then. Keep a watchful eye for the heathens.”


    Richard nodded and darted through the thin forest, heading west, in the direction where Helen assumed the famous abandoned fort was located.


    “Heathens?” Helen asked.


    “Filthy Croatan,” William replied. “Them and their gods.”


    She smiled. “Oh, come on, they’re not so bad. We actually know that they help you—I mean, we’ve heard stories of how friendly they are from others.”


    Chip nudged her in the ribs. Silently, she mouthed, “Sorry.”


    William grunted. “I wouldn’t invite them into my home, if that’s what you mean.”


    “But the men coming after us are dangerous,” Chip said, “and we might need to invite the Croatan into the fort. Them and their arrows.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


    Helen surveyed herself in the ankle-length black dress. “It’s too hot,” she said to Chip, who sat on a rickety chair in the corner of the bedroom belonging to Elsa, Richard’s sister. The room smelled like hay and wood shavings, along with the scent of damp earth floating up between the rough-cut floorboards.


    Chip smiled. “You look great. If I had any sort of colonial fantasies, like with you milking a cow and not wearing a petticoat underneath that dress, this would do it.”


    “Not the time or place.” Helen readjusted the material around her chest and groaned. The dress had been hand-sewn and cut for a young woman of a particular size… much less considerable than Helen. “My boobs look like cantaloupes. I feel like some sort of colonial harlot. Honestly, where’s my scarlet letter?”


    “It’s… not that bad.”


    “Eyes up here.”


    “At least they—” He stopped to clear his throat. “At least you’ll be distracting enough that our hosts won’t pay attention to our language and accents and whatever else sets us apart from the people of 1587. It’s a good thing they believe we’re from Paris.”


    “But you don’t think I look, like, milkmaid trashy?”


    “No, Hester Prynne. You’re fine. We’re about to go to war with Roark, and I need you focused. Now, have you ever fired a gun before?”


    Helen rubbed her palms on the dress, trying to smooth it out. She readjusted the material around her breasts one last time, then tied the bonnet strings underneath her chin. “Years ago. My dad and Dan got into this hunting kick—well, not even hunting, really. They’d mostly just go into the woods and sit all weekend long. It was more of a father-son bonding thing. They brought me to a shooting range with them a couple of times, but I think it was mostly so Dan could laugh at me when the gun kicked. I landed on my ass twice.”


    “It’s a start. Here’s the thing: when Roark and his men show up, they’re going to have automatic weapons against muskets and arrows. It’s not going to be pretty, but at least we’ll be inside the fort and we can defend it.”


    “You hope.”


    “I think we’ll be fine.”


    “Really? Against automatic weapons? And what if Roark and his men jump right into the middle of the fort? What then?”


    “They won’t.”


    “But how do you know?”


    “I’m going to go a couple of miles away before I carve the tree. That should be enough for them to land there to check it out, because that’s the change that’ll pop up on the recorded timeline.”


    “Roark is smarter than that, Chip. If he knows we’re here, now, in 1587, then he’ll assume that we’ve gone to the fort to protect ourselves and hide, right?”


    “No, not necessarily. Remember, he still thinks we’re jumping from time to time; he has no idea we plan to ambush him. He believes that he’s the one who’s going to ambush us.”


    “I suppose.”


    “Now listen. While I carve ‘Croatan’ into the tree, I’ll need you to carve C-R-O into one of the fort’s gateposts. Just C-R-O, nothing more. We need that part of history to remain unchanged, so that when Roark has the records updated with the next batch, he’ll see that things are unchanged at the fort, but that they’ve changed miles from here. That’ll ensure that he goes to the tree to see if he can catch me. Got it?”


    “And what if he does catch you? Or what if he sees that things have changed miles from here and he jumps back earlier in time and ambushes you before you even get to the tree, just like he did at the Mayan temple?”


    “Good question. I’ve been thinking about that too. You would think that he could have done that at any point since he’s been chasing me. But part of it has to do with what’s actually listed in historical records. Like if I tag myself in a Facebook post that I’m having a burger at Red Robin on Main Street in Sleddville, at a quarter after one, he could pop up right in my booth—as long as he has his own device, which he now does. But for five years, I’ve been emphatically careful about what kind of paper trails I leave, and that’s helped a ton. Wait a second. It just now occurred to me… He’ll only know that we’re here on this date because the skynoise was mentioned in the Bible as happening on July fourth. It doesn’t say anything about the time… Shit, that means he could pop up at any point today. I guess we’ll just have to take our chances with the batch delay and hope the timing all works out, because it’s not like I can carve ‘Croatan’ and ‘Eight fifteen.’ That would be a huge red flag to Roark. And anyway, at least we’ll be able to hear them coming with the skynoise. So never mind. We’re good. It’ll be fine.”


    Chip’s lack of complete confidence was evident. Helen asked, “Are you sure?”


    “Not really, but we can’t turn back now.”


    “Okay, but I’m still kinda confused. So it’s the actual recording of dates and times? That’s why he hasn’t caught you in the past?”


    “Part, but not all. The other main reason is Harmon’s Law.”


    “Which is what? You mentioned that when he almost had us.”


    “Well, it isn’t really a law as much as it’s a theory about us blowing up the entire universe.”


    “Sounds like a blast.”


    “Hardy har. Seriously, though, the reason we only had one time travel prototype in the first place was because Harmon insisted that we could never have two RS-387s operational within close proximity to each other. Let’s go back to Ghostbusters. Remember how Egon never wanted them to cross the streams? Same concept. Harmon theorized that having that kind of power interacting with itself would’ve done all sorts of strange things to time and space. Take my ‘bending a sheet of paper’ analogy, for instance. You’d think that two time travel devices would just mean two bends, right? But Harmon ran the math, said the equations were unpredictable and extremely volatile. You might get a paper with two bends, if you were lucky; or you might watch the whole thing fold up into an origami swan. Blinko City. We’d all be living in a funhouse, or, you know, the space-time continuum would shred and we’d all go poof into a cloud of molecules.”


    “Wonderful.”


    “Yeah, well, like I said, that’s why we only built one RS-387. The consequences of Harmon’s Law were so terrible, we couldn’t risk having two. Which by the way is why Roark was chasing me, at first anyway. He wanted the thing back.”


    “So what you’re saying is that even if Roark had your exact location and time, Harmon’s Law prevented him from jumping back in time to capture you?”


    “Being wary about blowing up the universe is a pretty good deterrent, don’t you think?”


    “Well, yeah.”


    “Here’s what I believe, and keep in mind that this didn’t occur to me until Roark had us pinned down back at the gas station. While we were hiding in the car, he said that I no longer had the only prototype, and that he would chase us through time—meaning they must have figured out that Harmon’s Law isn’t valid after all. We aren’t going to destroy the universe by having multiple people with active devices close to each other. Or maybe it just means that he was so fed up that he was willing to risk it.


    “Jesus, I hope it’s the former and he wasn’t willing to risk life as we know it to capture me. That’s heavy. Although he is nuts, so maybe he’d reached the end of his rope. However, if we go on the assumption that Harmon’s Law is invalid, then they finally learned he could chase us through time and everything would be okay. I mean, sure, there would probably still be blinkos all over the place, that’s inevitable, but if Roark learned that he wouldn’t turn humanity into a red mist, then I knew he’d jump after us. That gave me the idea to lose him throughout time until we could disappear, which, as you know, ultimately led to the idea of ambushing him. I had proof that Harmon’s Law wasn’t valid once we saw Roark at the Mayan temple. Apparently the universe wasn’t going to go kablooey just because we had two operational devices within a hundred yards of each other.”


    “And since he’s not here yet, that means your plan is working?”


    “So far. We just have to be incredibly cautious about what details we change.” Chip sat down on the straw-filled bed. He looked so tired, exhausted, as if even a single feather floating down onto his shoulders would cause him to topple over from the weight of it.


    “Then what does that mean for us?”


    “It means we have a chance.” Chip cleared his throat, then rubbed the bridge of his nose, or perhaps he was concealing tears. Helen couldn’t quite tell.


    “What’s wrong?” she asked.


    “All those people, dead. My friends, the people I was working with. He killed them all to get to me, to get the device back, and to keep the knowledge of time travel from getting out. Absolutely ruthless. And now it feels like such a waste, their lives, all that running, now that I don’t have the only one. I’ve achieved nothing. And he’ll still try to kill us to prevent word getting out, there’s no doubt about that.”


    “Can I ask you something?”


    “Sure.”


    “I probably know the answer to this, but: you’ve been running for five years—why didn’t you try to go public with it on your own?”


    “Seems obvious, doesn’t it? But, with world-changing news in your hands, it’s never so easy. I didn’t have enough evidence, and I doubt I ever would. It simply wasn’t possibly to gather enough of it outside the lab. Who was going to believe me? The closest I ever got was with the items from the Graybeal Dig, and Herman Anderson’s discovery of the DNA in the tree. The Graybeal Dig is where you came in. Remember how I said I annoyed you on purpose?”


    “Yeah.”


    “I had to do it. That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you this whole time. I knew you were still interested in looking deeper into the Graybeal Dig, and I also knew I wouldn’t always be in a position to intervene like I did in Raleigh. The only way I could protect you from your own curiosity was to make that curiosity go away. So I decided to be as crazy as I could, constantly advancing every stupid conspiracy theory I could think of, so that you’d eventually come to want nothing more to do with any ‘fringe’ speculation about Roanoke Island. After all, you’re a respected academic—I figured you wouldn’t want to pursue any research that might cause you to become associated with people like me. Conspiracy theorists, whatever. And damn if it wasn’t working—until it backfired. Roark got too close to me, which gave him a chance to see how much attention I’d been paying to you. One plus one equals two, and he started snooping around in your business. Took me all of three seconds to realize that your life was at risk just by association. That’s when I knew I had bring you in close to save your life.” 


    Helen moved over to him and sat down. She ran her fingers through his thinning, graying hair. He seemed to have aged another ten years in the last two hours. If they waited much longer, he wouldn’t even have the ability to run to the tree and back. He’d have to waddle with a cane. She could already feel aches in her joints that weren’t there before.


    “Thank you,” she said. “Even if it’s the end of the road.”


    “This plan will work. I have to believe that.”


    “What if we don’t do it? Don’t change anything? What if we just… stay here?”


    “You know that’s not possible. We’ll be dead within a day. Probably less. Look at us. All of our jumping, together—we’re aging too fast.”


    “I’d be okay growing old with you.”


    “Ditto, kiddo.”


    Helen smirked. “Really? You couldn’t come up with something better than that?”


    Sighing, Chip patted her thigh. “I’m better when my one-liners are scripted. Anyway, I bet we can change the future by fixing the past.”


    “I hope so.”


    “Me, too. And if not… we’ll always have yesterday, right?”


    ***


    Time is heading in one direction. Even if you can travel into the future to see what happens or jump back into the past to try to change events, we’re all on the same road, together, and there are a lot of blue skies and gray clouds ahead.


    We’re all going forward, whether we like it or not, or whether we think we can change it or not. Certain eventualities exist, but we don’t know what they are.


    Woohoo, it’s all one big mystery, Helen thought. But the bigger mystery is: Who’s driving the bus? God? The universe?


    She thought about this in silence while she gouged three simple letters into one of the fort’s gateposts and waited on Chip to return. She had never been extremely religious—her mother called her a “C&E Christian”: Christmas and Easter—yet now seemed like the perfect opportunity to pray.


    Before Chip had left, possibilities and faith had lifted the corners of his mouth into a reassuring smile.


    Helen hoped she would see it again.


    It had taken William, Richard, and Chip much longer than they had anticipated to convince the others. After all, their story was hard to swallow: a strange man and woman, who spoke in a similar but odd tongue, had appeared in the middle of the woods, claiming to be escapees from a group of terrifying men. And these two strangers demanded a lot. They claimed that in order to survive the coming winter, the colonists would have to join forces with the Croatan. They said that the colonists would need to give everything they owned to the natives, everything they could possibly spare or rip up from the ground, in order to secure the heathens’ help. And the strangers insisted that without the heathens’ help—help with the coming assault, and help with survival through yet another brutal winter—death was inevitable.


    Madness, the elders called it, and lots of shouting ensued. The colonists’ relationship with the Croatan had been strained for a variety of reasons—their religious differences being foremost among them. But eventually, Chip convinced them that they had no other choice. There was no way to survive in this new world unless they joined with those who had already been here for centuries. Weren’t their lives worth more than their possessions, even their home?


    After hours of debate, with Chip hiding his steadily graying hair under a borrowed hat, and Helen doing the same with her bonnet, the colonists reluctantly agreed. If they hadn’t been starving, if they hadn’t been poorly supplied already, if they’d had better knowledge of how to grow crops in this climate, if they hadn’t been absolutely desperate in the face of the coming winter, Helen was certain that they would have thrown her and Chip out on their rears.


    But instead they sent their fastest runner north to the Croatan village, with promises of anything the Croatan wanted. It didn’t work as well as Chip had hoped. The Croatan sent only twenty men, two of them boys really, with bows, arrows, and a small collection of hatchets.


    Afterward, Chip had given Helen a kiss goodbye. “You okay?” he asked.


    “No. Nervous. What if we’ve screwed something else up and he shows up early, like he did with the Mayans?”


    “He’s not here, so we’ve done everything right so far.”


    “Are you sure?” she asked, growing increasingly worried that all of it, everything they had tried to plan for, had been a stupid idea, due purely to the ambivalent, uncertain nature of time travel.


    “No, not in the slightest.” It wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear. “But we’re out of options. I don’t know how long it’ll take me to do the carving. If I’m not back in two hours, start praying.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


    Two and a half hours had passed before Helen clasped her hands and whispered quietly to herself and to God. She sat with her legs crossed, along the soldier’s walk, while her hands shook. Not from fear or anticipation, but from the increased aging process her body was experiencing. She had developed tremors within the last fifteen minutes, wondered if it was a precursor to Parkinson’s, and thought that if she ever made it back to the present, she’d have a good idea what her later years would be like.


    They weren’t reassuring.


    As Chip had predicted, after jumping so many times, together, across different realms of the past, the paper representation of their trip had begun to unfold at an alarming rate. The colonists now shied away from her with frightened looks stolen from behind crates of rotten vegetables and barrels of spoiled mead, their last options for meals before winter came.


    They must have thought her a witch, transforming so, and she didn’t blame them. Her skin was wrinkled, and her hair had gone from a deep brown with traces of gray to a brittle white.


    Helen guessed her body had progressed to roughly the age of eighty, perhaps older, and considering both of her grandmothers had passed before their eighty-fifth birthdays, she assumed, given DNA and coincidental tradition, she wouldn’t make it far beyond those years either.


    I’ll give him another half an hour, she thought, and then I have to go looking for him.


    Helen felt her chest tighten and assumed her aging body was about to experience its first heart attack. No pain in her left arm developed, however, and she passed it off as anxiety.


    And then, a tremendous sound moaned in the heavens above.


    The skynoise.


    Distant, maybe two miles north—it was hard to tell—in the direction Chip had gone. The colonists down below, in the courtyard, chattered in fearful, excited tones. Some dropped to their knees and turned their eyes up, hands clasped, whispering quiet prayers.


    Roark and his men had arrived. She was sure of it.


    The low, droning hum rose to a piercing pitch, receded back to a stomach-vibrating hum, and then repeated the process twice more. The usual three iterations. The fabric of time ripping into pieces.


    Roark’s men would arrive separately, each with their own device. They must have multiple devices—and why wouldn’t they? If Roark brought a whole team—five, ten, maybe more—with a single device, the accelerated aging process would’ve ensured they were all dead before they made it to the fort.


    A voice beside her lifted with an excited cheer. It was Richard. She hadn’t heard him come up. “There!” he shouted, pointing directly east.


    Chip lurched out of the woods, having aged as much as she had in the time he’d been gone. The men patrolling the soldier’s walk gasped and pointed.


    “What’s wrong with him?” Richard asked, turning toward her. “And you?”


    “There’s no time to explain,” Helen answered. “Just get him in here.”


    “I do not think—”


    She screamed, “Go!” and waved frantically for Richard to get down below and through the gates. She turned back and watched Chip stumbling across the open expanse between the tree line and the fort.


    Dusk had settled. The flaming orange bonfires erected around the fort, ten feet high, spaced thirty feet apart and in a large circle, were for the benefit of the colonists. Chip had called it “colonial night-vision.” If Roark came armed with a team of commandos, they would have highly sophisticated technical equipment. True night-vision goggles. Each with an RS-387. Automatic weapons. Grenades. Tactical gear to climb up and over the walls of the fort if they didn’t just blow the gates open and march through. A little extra light wouldn’t make a huge difference against all that, but they’d take any chance they could to level the playing field.


    Richard and two other men reached Chip, dipping low so that he could drape his arms across their shoulders. They struggled together across the grass, briefly disappeared behind the roaring flames of a bonfire structure, then reappeared on the other side, moving faster, looking behind them as if they had heard something, or someone, coming.


    Chip hobbled. Richard and the men helped him along, nearly dragging him at points, until they reached the large main gates of the fort. Two men flung the doors open and raced out to give the others a hand, lifting Chip off the ground and hauling him inside before they slammed the massive doors closed and barred them shut.


    Helen groaned as she climbed to her feet, then winced in pain as she descended the handmade ladder close by. She moved as fast as she could, an old woman now, bent by time that had screamed through the aging process. Her bones and body ached, betraying her desire to sprint to Chip, while her mind was still sharp.


    It’s not fair, she thought. If this is how things will be in the future, there should be some place to file a complaint on the other side of death. Does God take suggestions?


    Chip managed to sit down on a stack of empty crates, with Richard’s help, as Helen bent over, coughing and hacking, trying to catch her breath. Hands on his knees, shoulders hunched, Chip lifted his eyes to meet Helen’s and smiled. “Look at you,” he said, “as beautiful as ever.”


    Richard said, “I’ll see to the preparations,” and left them, glancing back and shaking his head in disbelief.


    Helen hobbled to Chip and rested her liver-spotted hands against his cheeks. “What took you so long? I thought you were… I thought I’d have to come looking for you.”


    He patted his thighs. “Can’t run marathons the way I used to. I should’ve stayed closer.”


    “Damn right you should’ve. I was so worried.”


    Chip cringed as he stood, holding her hands close to his chest. He kissed her. It was tender, adoring, and full of quiet finality. “Almost done,” he said. “They’ll be here as soon as they can’t find me at the tree. Ten minutes? Twelve?”


    “I’m not sure we’ll last that long. How old do you think we are now?”


    “I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel a day over eight-five. Spring chickens, both of us.”


    It was faint, barely noticeable, but she could see a thin, milky film forming in the corners of his eyes. At least ten minutes before Roark and his men reached the fort, and who knows how long the battle would last, or if she and Chip would even survive it. The small tactical team would arrive fresh from the future, and could easily wait them out. No need to assault the fort at all. Chip’s and Helen’s bodies would fail them within thirty minutes—an hour if they were extremely lucky.


    No, that wouldn’t happen. Roark would attack, knowing they could jump back to the present at any time.


    And why couldn’t they? she wondered. Why couldn’t they go back to the present right now, reset their age and their health, and start over fresh? They could jump out and jump back to this very second. She asked Chip if it would be possible. “We can do that, can’t we? If our bodies can handle the trip back, we’ll be fine. We can get back here before Roark gets here, then take on him and his men with a fresh start.”


    Chip shook his head. “We can’t. It’s… it’s not possible.”


    “What? Why not?”


    “We just can’t.”


    “Don’t say ‘can’t,’ Chip. We won’t know unless we try. You’ve got one more jump in you. We go, we come back, and we’re normal. We’ll be able to move better, fight, and maybe we can figure out a way to help saves these people’s lives. They don’t know what’s coming. They don’t have a clue what they’re up against. Automatic weapons against muskets? What were we thinking? Let’s fix this before the real reason the Roanoke Island colonists disappeared was because they were murdered by a team of psycho commandos from the future.”


    “It’s not that,” Chip said.


    “Then what?” Helen pleaded.


    “I messed it all up. Everything.”


    “No, you didn’t. You changed the spelling on the tree and they came. They’re on their way. And we have to go back, then get back here so we can make this right.”


    “Even if we jumped right now, Roark and his men would hear the skynoise and leave too, but I’m not talking about that,” Chip said between clenched teeth. A hint of flushed red returned to his sallow, sagging cheeks. “We literally can’t. It’s not possible. I was late because… because of this.” The RS-387 had been on his back, held there by the shoulder straps, and now he shrugged it off and slowly turned it around to face Helen. The screen was cracked in the center, spidery tendrils circling and crawling out from the impact point. “It won’t even power up. We’re stuck.”


    “Oh no.” Helen put a hand to her forehead. “No, no, no. We can’t get back home?”


    “I’m sorry. I was weak, my legs gave out—”


    “What about Roark’s? Or one of his men? If we make it, we can take two of theirs, can’t we?”


    “Honestly, I don’t know. If we win, if we survive—the one I have was a prototype that was configured to work for any jumper that used it.”


    “So?”


    “So, when I left the program, the team was trying to find a way to code it to an individual’s DNA, like a personalized device. They ran the calculations, and their theory was that by matching a unit to a person, it would cut down on the side effects. I was gone before they ever got it to work, but if Roark and his men have that now, I don’t know. We might try to use theirs and disintegrate into a bloody cloud.” He dropped the broken RS-387 onto the top of an empty crate. “That was our only guaranteed chance.”


    Helen wondered if the pain in her lungs was the result of some new disease or a suffocating sense of loss, knowing that she was going to die almost four hundred and thirty years in the past, never having had a chance to say goodbye to her family and friends.


    She didn’t blame Chip. He had lied to her, he had tricked her, and he had been the one to drag her across decades and centuries, running from a madman, but he had also saved her life over and over, and given her a few more precious days. She just wished she’d known that they were her last days. She might have done things a little differently.


    Time travel. Really.


    She shook her head. She was past wondering if she would wake up. She was past wondering when this ridiculous nightmare would end.


    It was difficult to accept, but quite often, life, love, and hope fade to black long before we’re ready or prepared. When there are no more options, all we can do is look back and recognize that it’s not about the destination.


    We all come to the end of the road, but at least life’s an adventure along the way.


    “Forgive me?” Chip asked.


    Helen wrapped her arms around him and rested her head on his chest. The muscles that had been there before had lost their bulk, and now she could feel the bony ridges against her cheek. “There’s nothing to forgive you for. You didn’t fail. You got us this far, and I would rather die in the past, knowing somebody gave me a chance, than live in the present without one.”


    Chip kissed the top of her head. “When did you get so sentimental?”


    “I have no idea. Just shut the hell up and go with it.”


    

  


  
    


    CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


    Roark, or one of his men, fired the first shot from their hiding spot within the trees.


    Helen heard the report of the high-powered rifle, and to her right, from her observation spot upon the soldier’s walk, a middle-aged man named Sebastian, whom she knew only by name, yelped as his body was thrown backward by the bullet’s impact. He stumbled and fell the fifteen feet down to the hard-packed floor below, a deep red seeping across his white shirt as he coughed once and then died.


    Screams pierced the anxious silence around the fort.


    William joined her and Chip, while Richard tried to station the Croatan men at various points behind the merlons, glancing out between the crenellations so that they would have clearer targets and be better protected. The natives knew the surrounding forests so well that there had been talk of having them hide along the perimeter and surprising Roark and his team, but the men in charge decided that they would rather have the Croatan close to protect the women and children inside.


    William screamed, “Take cover, everyone! Take cover!”


    Richard crawled over to them, crouching into a small squat between Helen and Chip. He asked, “Where did that come from? Did anyone see?”


    “Straight east,” Chip answered, “but it’s hard to tell where they are. They’ll have scopes and night-vision goggles—not that they need them with the bonfires, but—” He stopped once it became clear that Richard had no idea what he was talking about. “What I mean is, their weapons, from France, are a lot more powerful than yours. We have the advantage of, well, of a fort, but they’re highly trained and ruthless.”


    Helen said, “I’m not sure that’s helping.”


    “I’m trying, okay?”


    William said, “Hold positions, men. Hold.” Then to Chip, he added, “Will they attack? How much longer do you and Miss Helen have?”


    Helen had hardly been able to believe it, but in the minutes preceding Roark’s arrival at the fort, Chip had told the colonists that he and Helen had a rare condition that aged their bodies prematurely—there was an epidemic going on in France. And since he was a “doctor” back in the Old World, they believed him. The men chasing them were assassins who had been charged with keeping their disease contained, and were so determined to prevent it that they had chased the two of them across the Atlantic, all the way to the New World, just to keep them from contaminating anyone else.


    This, not surprisingly, had caused a round of terrified gasps, followed by the colonists recoiling and making the sign of the cross over their chests. Chip, however, insisted that they weren’t contagious. He was a doctor, he knew these things, and the bad men coming after them were confused and mistaken. All he and Helen wanted to do was live out their final days in peace so that they could arrive in Heaven Above on their own terms.


    It had worked. The others remained reluctant to come too close—no hugs or shaking hands—but now, with renewed faith, and a somewhat satisfying explanation of this bizarre disease that was aging these two strangers before their eyes, they were “determined to keep Satan’s henchmen away from God’s unfortunate children.”


    Helen had said to Chip, before they climbed the ladder to the soldier’s walk one last time, “I’m pretty sure you’re going to hell for lying about God’s plan.”


    He whispered, “Well, thank God they’re so religious to begin with. If lying about ‘God’s plan’ keeps them from burning us at the stake before Roark has a chance to put a bullet in us, then I’ll take it. It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission.”


    Now, atop the soldier’s walk, Richard slowly lifted his head over the top of the wall to survey the open area beyond.


    A gunshot boomed in the distance. Wood exploded above Helen’s head, sending chips of oak into her white hair and onto her lap.


    Richard yelped and dropped below again, holding a hand over his right eye. When he pulled it away, blood dripped from a gash along his cheekbone. Shrapnel from the bullet had come that close to cutting his vision in half. Instead, if he lived, he would have a fine battle scar to talk about one day.


    Helen didn’t have much hope that that would happen.


    Chip said, “We have to get those soldiers out in the open.”


    “How?” William asked. “I’m not risking my men. We’re safe inside these walls. We have enough food stored to last a couple of weeks. We can wait on them to get impatient and attack.”


    “Helen and I don’t have that long. We’ll be…” He glanced at Helen, shook his head apologetically, and added, “We’ll be dead within the hour. Maybe sooner.”


    “Then we shall protect you from them. As long as you’re in here, and they can’t get to you, you can pass on the way you wish.”


    Helen stared at Chip, waiting for him to come up with something else. His layer of lies had gotten so thick, they could use it as a blanket.


    “They aren’t going to wait. The man they call Roark, their leader—he’ll want to make sure we’re dead, and he’ll go through hell to do it.”


    A terrible thought struck Helen. “Oh my God, Chip, what if he knows that our, you know, the thing—what if he knows it’s broken and we can’t get back? What if he’s just going to wait on us to die?”


    Chip took a moment to think it over, weighing the possibilities in his mind.


    “Would it show up?” Helen asked. “Would Roark be able to tell that it wasn’t functional anymore?”


    Richard asked, “What are you two talking about? What thing?”


    “It’s possible,” Chip said. “I mean, we can never really be sure. Or I can’t, at least. I know what Harmon’s software was capable of at the time I left. Now? No clue.”


    William said to Richard, tapping his temple, “Sickness of the mind. He doesn’t know what he’s saying.”


    Helen felt dizzy. A creeping darkness began to crawl in around her peripheral vision. Her breathing slowed, felt heavy, as if she were inhaling quicksand. Her joints stiffened and her fingers curled toward her palms.


    “What’s happening to me?”


    Chip, lost in thought about the possibilities, hadn’t heard her. “Blinkos are so… They’re beyond confusing. He could’ve… If the RS-387 had some sort of identifier that would tie into the historical timeline—no, wait—the Graybeal Dig! If we die and leave the broken prototype behind, and then it shows up in the inventory when it wasn’t there before, then that’d be a different ping on the timeline. Is that it? They dropped in at the tree, hoping to catch me there, but I was already gone so they came straight here. That was the initial plan. Well, hang on a second, we haven’t died and left the device behind yet in this version of the timeline, so that’s not—”


    “Chip?”


    “Oh my God, my head hurts. I don’t know how I’ve kept up with myself for so long.”


    “Chip?”


    “Do you think—whoa, hey. Helen?” Chip moved to her, lifted her body against his, chest to back. “Are you okay? What’s going on?”


    She could barely take a breath deep enough to speak. Her vision faded and returned. Clear and crisp to hazy shades of gray, then back to clear. And back to haze. Shapes were there, but nothing more than outlines of themselves, as if she were trying to see her hand, held close, in the barely present light deep within a cave. She could feel her heartbeat slowing. It was an odd, alien sensation.


    “This is what dying is like,” she whispered.


    “No, not yet. Not yet!” Chip whipped his head around, desperately looking for something, or someone, to have an answer. “It can’t be over. It can’t.”


    Overhead, the low, droning skynoise began, emanating from nowhere and everywhere at once, a deafening roar that shook the foundation of the fort and rattled teeth, startled sheep and cattle, sent dogs to howling and roosters crowing.


    “Who could that be?” Chip asked. “We’re here. Roark and his men are here. Who’s coming?”


    “That’s real?” Helen said. “Thought I was… Thought… dying. A dream.”


    The noise rose to its shrill apex and descended, nearing the completion of its iterations, when a small pop caught their attention down in the courtyard.


    The colonists shouted and pointed, peering over stacks of hay and out from behind a confused and frightened cow, as Helen leaned over the edge of the walk, with Chip’s help, to see what had happened. Her failing vision had cycled back to clear, and remained long enough for her to see that a man stood in the middle of the courtyard, close to the goat pen, dressed in what appeared to be an astronaut’s uniform. There was an American flag on his chest. A face smiled up at them from behind the glass of his spaceman’s helmet. She couldn’t be certain, but she thought she might know who it was.


    Helen gasped. “It worked.”


    “What worked?” Chip said in disbelief. “Helen? What worked? Hey, jumper, over here.”


    The man waved. He jogged across the courtyard and deftly ascended the ladder. William, Richard, the Croatan braves, and the rest of the colonists along the soldier’s walk edged away from them. The jumper’s voice was muffled behind the glass as he said, “Wow, man, don’t take this the wrong way, but you guys look like shit.”


    Helen stared at the face in front of her. It was impossible, wasn’t it? Just like everything else that had happened to her over the past couple of days. Had it really worked?


    Chip chuckled sarcastically, then replied, “I didn’t know the younger me was such an asshole when I was your age. Or when I was that young—forget it. What’re you doing here?”


    “Don’t ask me. Don’t ask yourself, I mean. The how is above my pay grade. The only thing I know for sure is, don’t touch me or the universe will explode.”


    “Really?”


    “No. Not that I know of. You should know our sense of humor by now.”


    “I’m a jerk.”


    “Whatever, Pops. I’m just here to take you guys home.”


    “But how did I—you—know to come here?”


    “After they finished analyzing the Weils Document from the Graybeal Dig and decided it was legitimate, we thought we should check it out.”


    “The what? The Weils Document?”


    “If this young lady is Helen Weils, you should probably be thanking her for leaving us such a detailed note in the back of that Bible. Sorry we didn’t get here earlier, but we had a problem with a couple of decimal places and were off by a few days the first time. Lost a guy. John Wilson. Good man, but shitty timing on the horn-rims’ part. Poor guy landed in a tree. Hopefully that’s the worst toopsy we’ll ever have.”


    “Toopsy?”


    “Time whoopsy.”


    “Oh. Like a blinko.”


    “A what?”


    “Time blink and uh-oh. Blinko.”


    “That’s what you call it?”


    “Yeah.”


    “That’s dumb.”


    “No way.”


    “Mine’s better.”


    Helen coughed and felt the pain clatter around in her failing body. “If you two are finished, can we go home now?”


    “Soon, I promise.” To Chip’s younger self, he asked, “What happens—or happened—to Roark?”


    “Roark? You mean that dickwad agent that nobody likes?”


    “Yeah.”


    “Is he a problem? Or does he become a problem?”


    “A really big one. For you, I mean me, especially.”


    All around them, gunfire boomed from the long barrels of muskets, followed by the hiss of arrows fired from bows and war cries and shouts to fire at will. Automatic gunfire peppered the walls of the fort. Above it all, Helen could make out Roark’s voice, shouting, “Faster, you bastards! Don’t let them escape!”


    Younger Chip ducked when a bullet smashed through the wall beside him. He said, “And would that be him outside?”


    Helen’s vision had gone completely black. She could sense Chip nodding.


    He said, “Yeah. He’s got a team, too. Not sure how many.”


    “Give me a sec. I can’t promise anything, but I have an idea,” said the younger Chip. There was a ripping sound, maybe Velcro, then a high-pitched beep. “Control? Yeah, this is Beta. They’re safe. Got them right here. Hey, Harmon, can you do me a favor? Have security take Agent Roark into custody… Just trust me on this one. We were right about the Weils Doc. I don’t know, just tell them we’ve had a breach and Roark’s the problem. Traitor, national security, you know the drill… Yeah, it’s worse than we thought. Just make something up… No, listen, there’s not enough time for a sitrep. You can do this. They’ll believe you. Oh, hang on. Once they have him, be sure to run an automatic update on the parameters. Okay, cool. Yeah, beers this Thursday. Thanks, bud.”


    She heard Chip say, “That’s it?”


    Younger Chip replied, “Are you guys into Jesus much?”


    “I can be,” he said.


    “Good, then say your prayers. No better time to start.”


    The rattle of gunfire grew closer. Helen could hear Roark shouting orders to his men. Her chest heaved. She felt as if she were slipping backward down an oil-slickened hill. The darkness in her vision grew deeper as she went.


    “There’s no light,” she said to the Chips. “I don’t see a light.”


    “Hold on. Fight it.” It was younger Chip’s voice. “Here we go. Three… two… one… and done.” He snapped his fingers. The gunfire outside went silent. Helen heard him rise up from his crouch. Her weak heartbeat pressed on while she waited.


    “Oh, shit, it actually worked.” Younger Chip again.


    The colonists shouted, “They’re gone? They’re gone! Where did they go? The devil took his demons back to hell!”


    Helen felt the elder Chip’s cool, loose-skinned hand take one of hers, while the warm, rough palm of the younger’s clasped the other.


    “Let’s get you home,” the younger one said. “You might want to hold your breath. We’ve never jumped with two people before, much less three, so this might hurt a little bit. But you get used to it. Not to mention, we’re not entirely sure Harmon’s Law won’t fold up space-time like an origami swan—total Toopsy Town—but so far, the math checks out. If anything is weird when we get back, I’m blaming you guys.”


    Helen took a deep breath. “I’m ready,” she said. “See you on the other side.”


    

  


  
    


    EPILOGUE


    The persistent hand shot up like a ship’s mast in a sea of curious faces; that is, if the ship itself was a handsome crackpot named Chip Sledd, who was quite possibly the most knowledgeable person in the audience next to Helen herself.


    Helen ignored his insistence. She looked up at the large white screen behind her and waved the laser pointer at a line of text. “In conclusion, it’s become increasingly clear, given the newly discovered items from the long lost Graybeal Dig, that the Roanoke Island colonists were abducted by aliens.”


    Quiet chuckles tittered around the lecture hall.


    “Either that or they walked into the ocean and were squirreled away by those pesky people of Atlantis.”


    Another round of amused laughter.


    “I’m kidding, obviously, but some of the more obscure contents of the Graybeal Dig have led to perplexing questions that we just don’t have answers for. What was the strange noise in the sky? Who was this miraculous savior that appeared and smote their enemies? There are some radical theories out there—including that he was a time traveler or an astronaut who got sucked through a black hole and was spat out among the colonists. Some internet ‘scientists’ suggest that he was one of the ‘grays,’ alien beings that people all across the world have reported seeing.


    “Open conspiracy, apply liberally.” She winked at the audience.


    “When it comes to the Weils Document—no relation, of course—and the woodcutting, and the descriptions of the skynoise written in the margins of that Bible, we’ll never know. Perhaps it was the work of an overactive imagination. If you think about it, how in the world did the colonists occupy their time without Facebook and Twitter? The only thing we know for certain is that someone left behind documentation detailing their planned trip to fertile lands with the Croatan tribe, and that Governor White either missed it upon his return or chose to ignore it. Maybe the aliens took it. And so, given these recent discoveries and everything I’ve outlined here today, there’s really only one conclusion about which we can feel absolutely certain: I have to write a new book.”


    The lecture guests laughed while Chip Sledd raised his hand again and waved it frantically.


    Helen made a show of rolling her eyes. Exaggerated. Cartoonish. “Yes, Mr. Sledd? Do you actually have a question?”


    “Sorry to interrupt, but I just wanted to know if you were going to be home for dinner this evening.”


    She tapped her laser pointer against the podium, then flashed an embarrassed smile. “Only time will tell.”


    


    * * *


    

  


  
    


    Dear Reader,


    


    


    I hope you enjoyed Skynoise! I’d just like to note that 1) the disappearance of the Roanoke Island colonists has fascinated me since I was in elementary school when we first learned about it and 2) the giant horn noises addressed within this novel actually exist. Head over to YouTube and search for “strange sounds in the sky” to see what I’m talking about. So weird, so cool, so many possibilities.


    I think part of the inspiration for this novel came about this year because our son just turned two. It’s a cliché, yeah, but we blinked and now we have this walking, talking, polite little person scampering around our house who is obsessed with tractors, cartoons, and chocolate (of course). Some of you may have experienced that twenty or thirty years ago, and I don’t doubt that the same sensation of “How did we get here already?” is one that never goes away.


    Time seems to speed up as we get older and we’re all left wondering where it went; writing about the malleable nature of time for these past few months has definitely given me a new perspective.


    Stop. Think. Listen. Look. Love.


    We only get so many years to make the best of what we’re given.


    If you’d like to keep up with my writing, sign up for my free newsletter, The Lindsey Novel-Dispatch and join thousands of readers like you who enjoy access to subscriber discounts, free copies of my fiction, awesome giveaways, and be automatically entered to win a $50 gift card each month. We have a lot of fun with it.


    Finally, one last thing to note is that I’m an independent author, and guys like me count on you, the awesome reader, to help spread the word about our work. If you enjoyed Skynoise, you can help make a difference! Here are some of the simple things you can do:


    


    · Leave a review on Amazon—it doesn’t have to be much, even a couple of sentences help can help a new reader decide to take a chance on this novel


    · Recommend it to your friends, family, and fellow readers on social media


    · Write a blog post, gift a copy to someone who might also like it, or feel free to use Amazon’s “loan” feature


    


    We’re all so busy these days, and I can’t thank you enough for trusting me with your valuable free time.


    


    All best,


    EL


    http://www.facebook.com/ErnieLindseyFiction


    http://twitter.com/Ernie_Lindsey


    http://www.ernielindsey.com
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