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  This is a work of fiction.

  Characters, names, places, scenes, events,

  and thoughts expressed in this story are

  products of the imagination of the author.

  Any resemblence to actual happenstance,

  locales, and people or other

  creaturesliving, dead or anywhere

  in betweenis entirely coincidental.


  Prologue



  


  It ends as though a switch has been thrown, and the conscious mind—now intently pursuing the imagery fabricated by its ever-present counterpart—refuses to relinquish control.


  


  

  Reaching, it grasps at vaporous traces of the still-quaking dream even as it is sequestered back into bights of the brain from which it has spontaneously arisen.



  

  For most, the substance of the dream fades, remaining only as an improbable, fantastic memory.


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  


  For some, the dream is sooth.



  And waking...sublime.


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  PART I


  
    

  


  CHAPTER I


  Spider's Lair


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      San couldn't remember a time his sleep had not ended abruptly. This wasn't a bad thing, though. Waking so suddenly had one distinct advantage. The images of his dreams remained fresh and sharp in his mind's eye—easily recalled—preventing the aura of the dreams from dissipating. Mornings after especially vivid dreams the images persisted, remaining with him far into the day while he played or worked his lessons in school. Dream scenes popped into his head regardless of time or circumstance. Sometimes they came so clearly it was difficult to maintain distinctions between dream and reality.
    


    
      Slipping back from a daydream just last Wednesday morning at school, he found that sometime during the dream he had become the center of attention of the entire third grade class. All around the classroom, his peers had pointed and snickered at him. Mrs. Wilder had somehow materialized in front of his desk and had loomed over him brandishing the mean little Index-Brand ruler she favored over the standard-issue paddle. She had not used the ruler, though she had stood at his desk for a long time, looking down at him speculatively.
    


    
      There had been whispered rumors that he would be placed in a special-ed class but it never happened. His marks were above average despite his prolonged lapses of attention. And though it had been a difficult spring, it was now summer vacation. For the next three months he could have all the dreams he wanted to.
    


    
      
        Morning sounds penetrated his thoughts. He could hear his mother in the kitchen preparing breakfast.
      


      
        

      


      
        Please, Mom. No oatmeal.
      


      
        

      


      
        Not sure which direction he was facing, he slowly opened his eyes. The bedroom window beside his bed faced east. After eight hours of darkness and dream lights, the morning sun was just too much to bear. Squinting, he saw that he was indeed facing the window. But instead of seeing the brilliant yellow disk of the morning sun, a bank of dark, menacing clouds hulked low and heavy on the horizon.
      


      
        A mockingbird dropped from the locust tree near the swing set, fanning its wings an instant before colliding with the earth. A distant peal of thunder punctuated the songster's perfect two-point landing. It cocked its head and fanned its wings again before plucking a bug from one of the rare clumps of live grass in the yard. Then it bobbed once and flew away.
      


      
        His dream had been about swimming underwater—one of his favorite dream themes. At the city pool, in the real world, he could spend hours of his summer vacation swimming underwater. He was better at swimming underwater than on top. He loved the sensation of flying and the encompassing massage of water across his skin. He felt safe underwater, shielded from the assailable world above the surface where the thin atmosphere bound him to the land, unable to fly. The silence he found there provided a method of escape, if only for seconds at a time, into a life of pure adventure. Other than the murmur of his own spent breath bubbling up around his ears, the only sound that could reach him was an occasional heavy splash when someone watermeloned or did a preacher's seat off the high board and the mysterious, random clicks that he could never associate with a source.
      


      
        It was easy to work the splashes into his adventures as the sounds of whales and dolphins frolicking on the surface; and the clicks, sonar they used to guide themselves below the waves.
      


      
        Eventually his air would grow stale, forcing a return to the surface. Raising his head just high enough out of the water to clear both nose and mouth, the shrill laughter of the other kids at the pool would neatly dovetail into the adventure as the screech of sea birds careening wildly above the surf. The adventure would barely waver as he inhaled deeply.
      


      
        
          But it was better in the dreams. In his swimming dreams he could stay below the waves forever. He could breathe underwater in the dreams to dive long and deep to places no one has been, with ocean creatures no one has seen. And even though the dreams could be frightening at times, for the most part they were fun. He wished he could have them more often.
        


        
          After his dreams, like today—like every day—his mother started the morning for him: water running in the kitchen sink; pots, pans, and wooden spoons quietly clanking; the delicious aroma of breakfast drifting on lazy air currents in the house. He sat up and eagerly began getting dressed. As he laced his keds, he watched the weather. If it got too cloudy, Mom wouldn't let him play outside.
        


        
          

        


        
          Please, please don't get any cloudier!
        


        
          

        


        
          "Ouch!" Jerking his thumb away from his sneaker he saw the grass burr that, until now, had been hiding out on his shoelace. It was now firmly planted in the tender pad of his thumb.
        


        
          

        


        
          It never fails.
        


        
          

        


        
          Grimacing in anticipation of pain, he deftly plucked the burr from his thumb, loosing a tiny dot of blood. He stared at the dark bubble of blood, thinking it looked just like the ruby in his mother's ring before jamming the wounded digit into his mouth, biting down around the puncture, trying to suck away the poison. After a full minute he pulled his thumb from his mouth and examined it closely, hoping he had sucked enough poison out of it to keep it from aching all morning. Satisfied with that, he began filling his pockets from the piles of stuff on the nightstand, methodically placing each item in the appropriate pocket of his jeans.
        
The two big cats' eyes, one clear-blue and the other red, went into the left-front pocket, the leather pouch of regular marbles on top of those. There wasn't much chance of using them. His mother would probably make them all stay in the yard. Unless Joey Tanner came over, there would be no marbles today. The last things into that pocket: a ball of twine, and the dog whistle. He still wasn't sure the whistle worked. Mr. Williams' collie, Tramp, was so old San suspected it was deaf. No other dogs had shown up in the neighborhood yet that he could try the whistle on.
      


      
        
          He stuffed a big red bandanna into his left-back pocket. The all essential magnifying lens he had found on the school playground this spring went into his right front pocket. He knew that if his mother saw it she would take it away from him, somehow divining that he had used it to build a fire down at the vacant lot the previous weekend. Candy Parker had shown him how to use it to focus a pinpoint of sunlight on a pile of dried grass to start it smoking. San thought she had been just as surprised as he when the grass had bloomed into orange-white flame, but she had urged him to stoke the small fire with twigs while she went hunting.
        


        
          She had come back with two big grasshoppers skewered on sharp-ended green sticks. Handing one to San, they had roasted them over the fire like wieners. While they cooked, Candy had raved on about how good campfire roasted grasshopper tasted, that some people ate them all the time as regular food. San had been more than a little repulsed by the idea, especially after watching the insect's futile attempts to kick away from the flames licking around them, and wouldn't eat one until Candy had. Neither of them had eaten grasshoppers that day.
        


        
          Finally, his father's pocket knife and a chunk of natural chalk went into the pocket with the magnifying glass. Candy had given him the chalk. She and her sister used the stuff to draw hopscotch boards on the sidewalks. San didn't like hopscotch but he did like to scribble on the sidewalks. Finally dressed and equipped with the tools of his occupation—a kid loose on summer vacation—he joined his mother and the twins in the kitchen.
        


        
          After breakfast Mrs. Shelby caved in to unrelenting pressure from her children and allowed them to play outside but insisted that they stay close to the house.
        


        
          "If it begins to thunder, I want you inside without having to call you in."
        


        
          San decided to go out front to play. Price and Lanse chose to do some road building on the mound of the storm cellar in the back yard. That suited San fine. Playing with them wasn't essential when he could play outside. Sometimes it was best to avoid them. Separated by an unfathomable expanse of three years, his older brothers could never let him play without giving him orders and teasing and bullying him.
        


        
          
            He charged out the front door, hoping to find the Parker sisters playing in their own front yard. Instead, he found a picture rendered in chalk on the cement walk leading from the front step. Smiling, he knew Candy must have drawn it last night after he and the twins had been called inside. He could imagine her sitting on the bottom step of the porch, meticulously combining lines and curves while june bugs buzzed and thumped in kamikaze frenzy about the porch light.
          


          
            It was a majestic profile of a horse. The mane, thick and wavy, cascaded from its heavily muscled neck. Its eyes were wild and full of fire. He could sense that Candy had intended the horse to be black though she had drawn it with white chalk. Carefully lettered below the portrait in fantasy-script was the name Shadowfax.
          


          
            Candy was a horse fanatic and San loved to watch her draw pictures of horses. She also had a huge collection of toy horses of all kinds. Sometimes she would bring some of them outside and in the dusty-red corridor between their houses they would stage rodeos, or Indian raids on the high plains.
          


          
            Candy's sister, Linda, liked horses too but she was better at building things. The tree house in the big oak on the corner was testimony to her skill and she could build the most detailed miniature corals and ranch buildings out of nothing but elm twigs and grass.
          


          
            Both girls were a lot older than San and he wondered sometimes why they would rather spend time with him than his brothers. Candy told him once that it was because Price and Lanse had no patience for games of any depth, whatever that meant. San was glad they did prefer his company, though—there being no other kids anywhere near his age on the block. On days like this, when the yard became his universe, friends like the Parker sisters were essential to a happy life.
          


          
            Neither of the girls was out yet so he shinnied up the fat, knotted rope into Linda's tree house. The oak tree stood right on the corner of Broadway and Maple. San could read the black-on-white street sign at eye level just before entering through the trapdoor in the floor. Once inside, he diligently closed the trapdoor as Linda had made him promise to always do.
          


          
            "You fall outta my tree house and your mama will make sure I go to the hospital with you!" she had warned him the first time he had been allowed inside. The idea was sort of funny, but serious at the same time. Linda was always saying funny-serious things like that.
          


          
            
              From the wraparound window, thoughtfully built at a level that allowed him to see without having to tiptoe, he could survey the neighborhood as far as three blocks in any direction. Every spring Mr. Parker clipped back the branches of the tree so the view was not obstructed. The only things stirring along Broadway were the birds and Mrs. Finnley's cat. The cat was lounging in the sunflower bed Mrs. Finnely kept alive in front of her house. She moved only to duck her head or flick her fluffy, striped tail every time a blue jay made a strafing run at her.
            


            
              "Better watchit, blue jay," San whispered. "Tabby is thee number one blue jay cat in this neighborhood."
            


            
              San was certain that Tabby had blue jay for breakfast at least twice a week. The cat would allow the blue jays to harass her for hours at a time—letting them get used to flying at her—waiting for one to get careless. Then, when one of them least expected: WHAP! A deadly paw would nonchalantly snap into the air, and before the blue jay could utter a surprised squawk, Tabby would be biting its neck.
            


            
              He went out onto the balcony and climbed up onto the roof of the tree house to get a better view. Mr. Parker had supervised the building of the roof. It was as sturdy as the floor of the tree house and had a heavy wooden handrail all the way around. Linda had installed chicken wire on the rail so there was less danger of rolling under it and out of the tree. It also allowed the kids to leave toys strung out on the roof without them being knocked off onto somebodies head.
            


            
              As usual there were lots of toys on the tree house roof. Marnie was seated in her pink midget sports car, smiling her infinite smile. One hand nonchalantly resting on the steering wheel, the other was raised as though she were waving a greeting to San. Behind the car, Ben lay sprawled, only one arm remaining on his body, his tuxedo jacket torn and his pants down around his knees. It looked to San as though Marnie had cheerfully run him down with her pink midget and left him for dead.
            


            
              San's own water pistol lay near the edge of the roof. Jacks and marbles were scattered here and there and a coloring book—now wrinkled and curled after having been rained on yesterday and dried during the night—was weighted down with a box of melted crayons. One of Candy's toy horses was lying on its side near the pink suitcase that folded out into the house Marnie and Ben lived in.
            


            
              
                He was surprised to see the horse there. Normally Candy was careful about taking all of her horses inside at night where she kept them on shelves and tables in her bedroom. He crawled over to it and was about to pick it up when he saw the spider.
              


              
                Candy hated spiders. San wasn't exactly fond of them but he now understood why Candy had left the horse out. Mortally afraid of any spider, she couldn't even muster the gumption to step on one if it was in her way. San wasn't afraid of spiders but he did know you were supposed to be careful around them, and snakes, and scorpions, and other lovely creatures like that.
              


              
                The spider was sitting half in and half out of where the belly of the horse should have been. The horse had no belly because of the way it had been made. For some reason, whoever designed the mold that would be used to mass produce the plastic horse had seen fit to leave out the belly. San had never thought much about this omission until seeing the spider crouching there, partially concealed inside the horse. It made the scene appear a bit more gruesome than it would have if the spider had been sitting on the horse's neck, or even in the saddle.
              


              
                He stretched out beside the horse, resting his chin on his right forearm, and watched the spider. It was a menacingly beautiful thing, covered with stiff brown hair. Stark white bespattered its tawny coat. Its legs were graced with white stripes. When it moved it sort of jerked, or jumped to the place it wanted to go. For a long time it didn't move, then it suddenly jumped and disappeared into its lair.
              


              
                San gently lifted the horse, being very careful not to tilt or drop the thing, and slowly turned it. He envisioned the spider unexpectedly leaping out onto his hand and had to will himself to not panic. He turned it until he could see the spider inside. It had a thick blanket of web spun against the inside of the horse's back. He could see something—an elm beetle maybe—snugly wrapped in silk, hanging near the center of the web. The spider was working on the far end of the web at the rear of the horse.
              


              
                Looking at the horse's insides was weird. Every detail apparent from the outside was just as obvious from the inside view. San reeled, fighting strange sensations of vertigo. He discovered that from a particular angle, if he stared at the inside of the horse long enough, it would seem to magically turn inside out and become the outside of the horse; then, instead of the web being inside, it became a gossamer saddle blanket draped over the horse's back. The illusion made his head feel funny so he stopped that and turned his attention back to the whidding spider.
              


              
                
                  It continued to work on the web, methodically adding new silk. The elm beetle did not move. San decided it was dead and wondered just how the spider might go about eating the beetle. He had seen a cartoon about a spider. The cartoon spider had sported many teeth—big, pearly whites—and had chewed its food like a cow or a horse would. The only difference was that it had eaten grasshoppers, not grass. His mother said he should hardly ever believe what he saw on TV. She often made a point of reminding him that cartoons and movies were make-believe, not to take them too seriously. San wasn't sure there was anything he took too seriously, except maybe spankings—and his dreams.
                


                
                  A locust got its motor running somewhere above his head. He craned his neck around to see if he could spot it. The movement must have spooked the locust because it immediately fell silent. He returned his attention to the spider and presently the locust began to buzz again. He listened for the moment the buzz would fade to an almost inaudible level, signaling the start of the loud chattering phase of the locust's song. Candy was always correcting him:
                


                
                  

                


                
                  "They're not really locusts, San. They're called cicadas."
                


                
                  

                


                
                  The hinges of somebodies screen door squeaked, its spring groaning and twanging in protest to the sudden strain placed upon it. San jumped when it slammed shut. He felt dizzy when he raised his head to look over the edge of the tree house. His mother called from their front porch.
                


                
                  "San? San, where are you?"
                


                
                  "Up here, Mom!" He answered but didn't move from his prone position. "I'm in the tree house."
                


                
                  Betty Shelby shaded her eyes and looked toward the tree house. San waved one hand so she could see where he was.
                


                
                  "All right, San. Be careful because I'll be in the tub for a while. If you come in the house don't let any flies in. I've got brownies cooling in the kitchen . . . Okay?"
                


                
                  San breathed deep. Yeah, he could smell them now.
                


                
                  "Okay, Mom. When can we have one?"
                


                
                  "Not until after lunch, young man. You know the rules. Now be careful up there, and if you hear thunder I want you to get down. Do you hear me, San?"
                


                
                  "I will," he answered with a glance at the sky. It didn't look any darker but it didn't look any brighter either.
                


                
                  
                    He listened to the screen door creak open, then slam shut again. He could imagine the gyrations of his mother's arms as she shooed flies away from the door before ducking inside, pursued by a single—maddeningly persistent—fly. He giggled at the image as he watched the spider add a final touch to its web. When it was done, it started toward the elm beetle.
                  


                  
                    

                  


                  
                    Good! I'll find out for sure about a spider's table manners now.
                  


                  
                    

                  


                  
                    He settled in to watch the hideous scene unfolding before his eyes. The locust was in full song. First, the long low buzzing, followed by a short silence. Then a chattering buzz that grew louder and louder until it slowly faded back to a quiet, invariant buzz—as though the thing had put its buzzer in idle.
                  


                  
                    The spider continued to move toward the captive beetle. San thought about the brownies on the kitchen table. The locust was getting ready to chatter again. The spider tentatively touched the beetle with its front legs as it climbed onto the web, its body covering the beetle, blocking it from San's view.
                  


                  
                    San cursed under his breath. "Damned ol' spider doesn't even know I'm watching!" Speaking over the chattering refrain of the locust he pleaded with the spider, "Come on! I wanna see how ya do it!."
                  


                  
                    As if hearing San's request, the spider did a sort of jump-pivot so that its body was above the beetle. It stopped there and started to touch the beetle again.
                  


                  
                    "Yeah! Do it, spider!"
                  


                  
                    The suspense was electric. San was sure it was going to be a revolting experience—maybe revolting enough to turn his stomach. He concentrated on the scene, barely hearing the rise and fall of the locust's song or the answer to that song from locusts in other trees. His concentration narrowed to such a degree that it seemed almost as though he was now just an inch tall, standing beside the web, watching the spider at eye level. Magnification was perfect, colors bright, shadows distinct. He felt his eyes widening as it began to happen.
                  


                  
                    The spider slowly extended a pair of slick black fangs. They seemed to pulsate as they swung out over the body of the elm beetle. San had seen cartoon fangs, and fangs on the tigers on Mutual of Omaha's Wild Kingdom, but these . . . these suckers were wicked.
                  


                  
                    
                      The spider positioned itself so that its fangs wavered just behind the place San thought an elm beetle's neck should be—poised for the plunge. The sounds of the twins making bulldozer and truck motor noises drifted—slightly phase shifted—on the breeze. He noticed a funny smell, like the smell on his hands after he counted all the pennies in his piggy bank. A shadow drifted across his vision. He blinked, but did not move. The spider would sink its fangs into the beetle any second now.
                    


                    
                      A small spasm started up in his right forearm, making muscles twitch and ripple. Thinking his arm had gone to sleep San was about to change its position when a looper plopped down onto the roof between himself and the plastic horse. It made only a faint noise when it landed. But its sudden appearance on the scene startled him. Thinking it was another spider, he started to sit up but a funny sensation in his ears stopped him. It felt as though all the air had been evacuated from around his head. He stared blankly at the looper then slowly relaxed again when he realized what it was.
                    


                    
                      The looper wiggled around on its side until its rear feet found purchase on the roof. The smell of pennies filled the air again and the spasm in San's arm escalated. It felt like it was spreading down his side now. The spider heard, or felt, or saw the looper's landing as well and jumped off its web to investigate—no longer interested in the beetle.
                    


                    
                      

                    


                    
                      Damned ol' worm!
                    


                    
                      

                    


                    
                      San raised his fist to smash the intruder, intending to let it know it couldn't spoil the show without paying for its rudeness, but his arm wouldn't respond. Instead it began to jerk uncontrollably. He tried to bring his fist down onto the looper but couldn't. Staring stupidly at his arm, the coppery smell of pennies returned, this time strong and sickeningly sweet. He thought he was going to throw up. Then his fist came down, not on top of the looper but off to the right, well away from the micro drama that continued to unfold before his eyes.
                    


                    
                      The seizure hit him hard, coming on with such force that the muscles in his neck contracted involuntarily bringing his head down hard against the roof of the tree house. He heard his own cheek bone say CLONK when it hit the roof and felt a warm wetness on his cheek just as someone turned the volume of the world to full blast. The locust's song became a roaring wind. The truck noises his brothers were making in the backyard were transformed into screeches and howls of wild animals.
                    


                    
                      *     *     *


                      
                        He watched, unable to move now, as the looper reared its front end up to climb onto his nose. He could see it swaying back and forth, looking for the foothold it sensed was nearby. Just as the looper found San's nose and started to climb on, the spider made its move. It seemed to cover the distance from horse belly to looper in a single jump­. A huge brown and white mass looming into San's field of view­ and was on the looper in an instant. Equally as quickly, the looper realized it was in trouble and started squirming in a frantic attempt to escape the clutches of the spider.
                      


                      
                        San's entire body quaked violently. He bit his tongue and moaned, though he did not feel the pain as he slipped through the now flimsy barrier that separated reality and nightmare. He had time only to wonder where he was going and if he would ever be able to find his way back.
                      


                      


                      *     *     *



                      
                        The roar of the locust song changed, instantaneously, into the sound of an elevator.
                      


                      
                        

                      


                      
                        Going down?
                      


                      
                        

                      


                      
                        San sensed he was on the elevator now as the bottom dropped out of his universe and he knew he was on his way.
                      


                      
                        

                      


                      
                        To where?
                      


                      
                        

                      


                      
                        The elevator vaporized and he was free falling through blackness. There was no sound. He couldn't even hear himself now grunting like a pig. He could feel himself, though, and he knew he was falling.
                      


                      
                        Slowly at first, like falling through gelatin.
                      


                      
                        Then faster.
                      


                      
                        Faster.
                      


                      


                      *     *     *


                      


                      
                        When the real world rippled back into focus it was different, like watching a 3-D movie at the Lavots through those funny red/blue-eyed glasses Mrs. Lavots handed out with the movie ticket. Objects seemed to leap in and out of focus—one second just flat and uninteresting, then suddenly solid and tangible. The first thing to leap into the foreground was the looper. Then San became the looper.
                      


                      
                        
                          Being a looper wasn't so bad. Realizing in the next instant that something strong and deadly had you in its grasp was bad. San screwed his looper head around until he could see his attacker.
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          Fangs!
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          They were thick, oily-black things and were moving down toward his looper body in a short, fast arc. Before he could react, a pair of white-hot daggers plunged into his side. He looked down and could see the fangs buried deep. He screamed. He could feel the fangs pulsating, as if machinery attached to the other end was vibrating in a steady rhythmic beat.
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          Poison! It's pumping poison into me!
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          He raised his looper head until he could see the dense cluster of orbs he knew could only be the eyes of the spider. He could feel the poison taking effect. Comfortable warmth radiated from the place the fangs remained inserted in his side. From there the warmth changed into a cold so severe it was hot. The numbing cold slowly crept into the rest of his body. He knew he was dying.
                        


                        
                          He looked into the eyes of the spider, trying to find some emotion there—a glimmer of mercy—but saw nothing. Not even malevolence. As the poison coursed into his body he stopped struggling and watched his attacker, fascinated by its wicked beauty. The eyes—unblinking and unfathomable—were dark, deep black. San could feel himself being drawn into those eyes. He didn't want to go there but knew he must. His looper body was dying. As repulsive as it seemed to be, his only chance for life was in the spider. He screamed once again as a looper then let go and allowed himself to fall into the eyes of the spider.
                        


                        *     *     *


                        
                          San thought he she was going insane. A myriad of images danced in front of his her eyes. Something nearby was screaming, a high-pitched desperate scream. One of the many objects he she could see was the head of a worm, the looper she was now pumping venom into. Its mandible mouth opened wide with each scream.
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          
                            Why is it screaming? Who is it screaming to?
                          


                          
                            

                          


                          
                            San decided she didn't care. A desire like none ever felt before was driving her on. All she could feel was an irresistible urge to get the looper incapacitated so she could hang it in the web. He she felt no revulsion associated with the desire. The rhythm of muscles contracting and relaxing, pumping venom, was a pleasant feeling. It meant she would soon be prepared to lay her eggs.
                          


                          
                            

                          


                          
                            Yes.
                          


                          
                            

                          


                          
                            Lay the eggs—in a cocoon that would also contain the looper. The young would hatch and feed on the looper. It would still be alive when they hatched, its body softened and sweetened by the enzymes mingled with the paralyzing potion being pumped into it now. They would hatch and feed on it, and perhaps on one another if they were particularly voracious young. The survivors would emerge from the white cocoon—hundreds of them—and begin hunting for something else to feed on. The cycle would then be complete.
                          


                          
                            The looper struggled fiercely for a short time. Eventually the poison weakened it. Its movements became increasingly lethargic until finally, it fell limp in San's hairy legs. It remained alive but so near death now that any slight differences were known only to the looper.
                          


                          
                            San smoothly pulled her fangs from the now limp, gelatinous body of the looper and paused for a moment to clean them. It didn't do to leave the fangs in a sticky mess. That just made cleaning them later a much more difficult task.
                          


                          
                            As she preened, one of the objects in her many fields of view moved. It was an enormous thing. Realizing she had some of her legs on the giant thing, San quickly backed away from it, dragging the paralytic looper along.
                          


                          
                            San stared at the giant while she finished cleaning her fangs. It was making a noise—a low rumbling sound. Suddenly another giant thing appeared. It was like the giant she first saw, but it towered farther up into the sky. This new giant thing was making louder, sharper noises and it was moving as well. San decided it was time to retreat to the web.
                          


                          
                            As she worked the looper over the lip of the horse's cutaway belly, San thought she recognized some of the noises the second giant thing was making. They sounded familiar.
                          


                          
                            

                          


                          
                            A name? Her . . . his . . . name?
                          


                          


                          *     *     *


                          
                            "San! San wake up! What's wrong?"Candy was frantic. When she first climbed up into the tree house she had hoisted her lunch kit up through the trapdoor on a string. She had planned to have lunch in the tree today and it wasn't easy carrying something in your hand when climbing up the rope. While hoisting the kit she noticed a thumping noise coming through the roof. Her first thought was that the spider now living in her toy horse was making the noise, but the sound was too loud. The spider was big but not that big.
                          


                          
                            
                              Crawling out onto the balcony, Candy warily peeked over the lip of the roof and saw that it was San. He was lying on his stomach, his hands sort of jumping around at his sides, and he was groaning like he was hurt. Thinking he was playing a trick, she climbed on up. Leaning over him, she jabbed at his shoulder.
                            


                            
                              "San, what are you doing now?"
                            


                            
                              He did not answer. His small body jerked and jived exclusively to the rhythm of the seizure. Candy leaned over further and saw that his eyes were open, only the whites showing. There was blood all over his cheek—some of it smeared onto the roof.
                            


                            
                              "San!"
                            


                            
                              Then, she saw the spider near his nose. It was holding something. Candy screamed, thinking it had taken a bite out of San, and tried to pull him away from the disgusting thing. The spider jumped backwards about an inch, dragging the thing in its claws with it. Then it jumped again, and again until it disappeared into the horse.
                            


                            
                              "San!" Candy cried. "Wake up, there's a spider up here! Pleeease San, wake up!"
                            


                            
                              San wasn't responding to her pleas, nor to her attempts to lift him.
                            


                            
                              Deciding San had been bitten and poisoned by a deadly spider, she pulled him as far as she could from the spider then started down from the tree to get help.
                            


                            


                            *     *     *


                            
                              In the cool twilight of her lair, San started wrapping the looper in silk. She completed the job with swift expertise and set about hanging the packaged prey in her web. The looper did not move.
                            


                            
                              San inspected the elm beetle she previously had placed in the web. She could smell how ripe it was getting and hunger momentarily invaded her senses. The looper had to be prepared, but the beetle remained in the images San could see. She could sense the pungent weight of its odor in the air.
                            


                            
                              

                            


                            
                              Hungry. So hungry.
                            


                            
                              

                            


                            
                              The image of the beetle suddenly moved to the foreground of her vision and San, the mother to be, again became food for a spider.
                            


                            


                            *     *     *


                            
                              San was still aware of much of what was happening around him.
                            


                            
                              

                            


                            
                              I'm still alive! Oh but the cold!
                            


                            
                              

                            


                            
                              
                                It chilled him deeply, his life force barely sustained. He knew what little life remained in him would soon be sucked away. He longed for it to happen.
                              


                              
                                The spider had been ready to begin when something had distracted it. He felt he knew what it had been but the images were crazy and jumbled. Too many images invaded his mind at once. There was no way to sort them all out. He could feel the web vibrating. Things were happening off to one side. The sharp smell of something rotting hung about him in an invisible cloud.
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                Might not be coming back.
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                The spider approached, its movement telegraphed across the strands of the web. San could hear it now. It made clicking noises and what sounded almost like laughter. A grating laugh, not at all pleasant. Then, eye clusters were over his own multifaceted eyes. Its stinking breath on his beetle face. Enormous fangs swung out from beneath the spider's hairy face. The fangs descended.
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                "San?"
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                Mom! It's gonna eat me, Mom! Suck my juices right up!
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                The points of the fangs scraped against his beetle armor, searching for the chink between head and thorax.
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                "San!"
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                A pin prick at the base of his beetle neck exploded into fiery pain—darkness washed over his vision. The end was exquisite. From somewhere far away he could hear his mother calling.
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                "San what's wrong? Wake up!"
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                This time San's dream did not end abruptly. With the slow, thick darkness came the elevator.
                              


                              
                                

                              


                              
                                
                                  Going up?
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  His mother called from somewhere overhead, her words echoing down a dark, narrow shaft.
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  "San!"
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  He wanted to tell her he was okay.
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  Just fell asleep for a minute, Mom. Don't have a turtle.
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  "Candy, go get your father. Tell him to bring a ladder!"
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  A ladder? Don't need a ladder, Mom. Just take the elevator.
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  As San rode the elevator back to reality, Tom Parker was leaning a ladder against the tree house. More voices now—Mr. Parker's voice.
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  "You go on down Mrs. Shelby, we'll bring San."
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  While Tom carried San down, Mrs. Shelby stood at the foot of the ladder wringing her hands. San opened his eyes and saw the gentle face of Candy's father near his own. It was good to see him—to see anybody—again.
                                


                                
                                  "Be careful, Tom. He must have hit his head," Betty cautioned.
                                


                                
                                  Mr. Parker smiled and winked at San.
                                


                                
                                  "Okay, Mrs. Shelby, we will."
                                


                                
                                  Mr. Parker always said "we". San could not remember him ever saying "I".
                                


                                
                                  "What are you doing here?" San mumbled, almost inaudibly.
                                


                                
                                  "You fell and hit your head, Sport. You'll be okay. It's a known fact. A kid's head is the hardest substance on earth."
                                


                                
                                  San wanted to laugh, but something told him Mr. Parker was wrong. He couldn't remember falling, though his head did hurt. The smell of pennies had something to do with it—a spider too. San closed his eyes, feeling very sleepy.
                                


                                
                                  "Spiders have fangs, Mr. Parker, . . ." he whispered, then sighed heavily, "and a lot of eyes."
                                


                                
                                  He was asleep before Tom stepped off the last rung of the ladder. A blissful, dreamless sleep that wrapped him into its own soft cocoon.
                                


                                
                                  

                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    


    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER II


  Red River Bridge


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      When San woke again he knew he was in the station wagon. Stretched out on his back in the middle seat—his head resting on a pillow—the hum of the engine and the steady beat of the wheels racing over tar-filled cracks in the road were familiar, soothing sensations. He opened his eyes and watched the dip-dip of telephone lines as the car rolled along. Yawning, he smelled fish. A bucket of minnows upset in the floorboard during an outing to Baker Lake the previous weekend had left its enduring mark. Having no idea how he had gotten into the car, he looked up to discover that his head wasn't resting on a pillow but on somebodies lap.
    


    
      Candy smiled. "Welcome back," she whispered.
    


    
      He tried to swallow, only to wince at a pain in his tongue.
    


    
      "Where are we going?"
    


    
      Candy glanced up at whoever was driving. San followed her glance and saw his mother at the wheel. Hearing San's voice she turned and took a quick look at her son before returning her attention to the road. In the brief moment San had been able to see her face he had seen the deep concern reflected in her voice as she answered.
    


    
      "We're going to the doctor, San."
    


    
      "Why?" he asked, with no small amount of trepidation.
    


    
      Frowning, Candy held a finger tip to his lips and again glanced up at his mother. This time she hadn't heard him speak. Still whispering, Candy told him what little she knew. She told him about how she had found him and about the spider and the blood.
    


    
      
        "You were just lying there, shaking. You must have fell and hit your head or something." She lightly touched the cut on his cheek. "Feel that?"
      


      
        He lifted a finger to the cut and carefully traced over it, then he began to try to sit up. Candy planted her right hand in the middle of his chest and firmly pressed him back.
      


      
        "You lie still," she hissed. "Your mom told me to keep you still so please stay still."
      


      
        Seeing that San was frightened, she gently tickled his ribs and spoke reassuringly. "I don't think you're hurt but you know how grownups are."
      


      
        Seeing that she wasn't making him feel any better she tried again. "We're going to the emergency room at the hospital. They'll probably x-ray your head to make sure you didn't bust anything. It won't hurt a bit. I had my ankle x-rayed last year. Remember when I wore that cast?"
      


      
        San nodded.
      


      
        "Well, I had to go to the emergency room. Boy, was I scared. My ankle hurt a little but not too much. Not enough to have to get a shot as far as I was concerned. All they did was x-ray, put a big stocking on my leg, and wrapped it up in plaster." She snapped her fingers. "Didn't feel a thing. Easy as pie."
      


      
        San looked up at the back of his mother's head. She didn't look around—her eyes fixed to the road. It was a fifteen minute drive from their house to the hospital. They drove past it on the way to Farmer's Market every first Saturday of the month. He tried to figure out where they were but no landmark taller than a tree or telephone pole existed along the way. So he tried to recall what had happened to him in the tree house and remembered Candy's father carrying him down the ladder.
      


      
        "Is your dad gonna make me stay out of the tree house now?" he asked, not sure he wanted to hear the answer.
      


      
        Candy frowned. "What do you mean?"
      


      
        "Well, If I'm so dopey I can't even keep from bumpin' my head, he may not let me up there again."
      


      
        "Oh! I wouldn't worry about that. Even if you don't get to play in the tree house for a while at first, I bet you'll get to all you want later on. I mean, if you don't keep falling and banging your head into things. Everyone will forget about it after a while."
      

    


    
      
        "I hope so. I like it up there." He paused, trying to remember more of what had happened. He had stretched out on his stomach to watch the spider do its thing. He couldn't remember getting up. "But I don't think I fell when I hit my head."
      


      
        He was about to tell her more when his mother turned the station wagon into the hospital parking lot. They watched the big sign drift past the window. AYRES HOSPITAL it said, in large, blue-on-white letters and San began to worry about shots and x-rays.
      


      
        Betty Shelby eased the station wagon up to a curb near the red brick building. She got out and turned to Candy. "Wait right here with him. You can sit up now, San, but both of you stay in the car until I come back."
      


      
        Helping San up, Candy answered for them both. "We will, Mrs. Shelby."
      


      
        San watched his mother trot up to the building and enter through a door with a sign beside it that said EMERGENCY ENTRANCE. An ambulance was parked in the driveway next to the door, a pair of cardboard boxes stacked on the sidewalk beside it. The boxes had strange markings on them—a picture of a staff with wings. Matching snakes coiled about the staff, their heads facing each other at the top just below the wings. It was a symbol he had seen before, during previous stays at the hospital. The memory of those times wasn't pleasant and he decided he didn't like the weird symbol.
      


      
        Momentarily his mother returned, followed by a man in a white cotton coat pushing a wheelchair. San giggled. "I never rode in a wheelchair before. Have you, Candy?"
      


      
        "Yeah, it's no big deal. I mean it's fun, but it's not like a roller coaster or anything."
      


      
        His mother opened the door and Candy got out of the car. The man wheeled the chair up to the door. San stared at the man. His skin was a deep red-brown color. His hair, long and jet black, was neatly tied back in a ponytail. He wore a necklace of shining white metal and light-blue stones shaped much like the symbol stamped on the boxes near the ambulance.
      


      
        The man smiled and winked at him. "Climb aboard and we'll get you inside without any strain."
      


      
        "Are you an Indian?" San was sure he was.
      


      
        "San!" his mother cried, but the man answered before she could continue.
      


      
        "That's right, San. I'm Cherokee. But I promise not to scalp you if you promise to ride real quiet on this chair."
      

    


    
      
        San giggled nervously. "Okay," he promised then pointed at the necklace. "What's that thing?"
      


      
        The man looked down at his chest as though he was unaware there was anything there. "Oh that! It's a caduceus. It's the emblem of Healers," he replied, then patted himself on the chest and struck a pose of mock pride.
      


      
        "Like a Medicine Man."
      


      
        Betty Shelby cut her eyes at the man and smirked. "I thought Mercury carried the caduceus."
      


      
        Blushing, the man smiled and winked. "All us good Roman Medicine Men wear one."
      


      
        San stared again at the man and then at his necklace. "Ka-doo-see-us," he repeated and climbed into the chair, changing his mind about not liking it.
      


      
        The man wheeled him up to the emergency entrance. Candy was already there holding the doors open for them.
      


      
        San thought Candy was right. The wheelchair ride wasn't that exciting. But being pushed around in one by a Cherokee Indian was. He sat perfectly still during the ride in, just in case Cherokee medicine men had a tendency to scalp people who didn't follow orders.
      


      
        Inside the emergency room, the nauseating smell of alcohol and other disinfectants reminded him of needles, and tubes, and of the lancets the nurses use to prick a finger when they need some blood. Memories of his not-so-distant past filled his mind.
      


      
        

      


      
        I don't want to be here!
      


      
        

      


      
        He had already been in a hospital twice in his life. When he was five he learned about the horrors of the side effects of ether anesthesia. That time he had surrendered his tonsils and gallons of vomit. When he was almost six he had stayed in the hospital after being sick to his stomach so much that he had become critically dehydrated. During his stay, appendicitis had set in and the doctors removed yet another obsolete organ.
      


      
        Even though those two years of his life had been hard on him, some good had come of it all. After loosing his tonsils, the agonizing earaches he suffered through when the weather turned cold and windy had stopped completely. And, during his stay for rehydration and his appendix, he had been showered with attention and gifts from everyone he knew. Even the twins had mowed lawns to raise money for gifts. They hadn't even waited for his sixth birthday to give the gifts to him.
      

    


    
      
        The man skillfully negotiated the chair through a maze of gurneys and people as he questioned his mother about what had happened. San tried to look around to see where Candy was but he couldn't find her. He supposed she had stayed back in the waiting room near the entrance. They turned and entered a small white room. The room was furnished with a stainless steel examination table, a white enameled cabinet, a tall chrome chair with little wheels on it, another wooden chair against the wall, and a floor lamp with a big magnifying glass attached to it. The man closed the door and offered the wooden chair to his mother. She waved it off with a nervous smile. He hefted San up onto the examination table and popped a thermometer into his mouth. San winced as he took it.
      


      
        "Did that hurt?"
      


      
        Lisping around the thermometer, San answered. "My thongue hurths."
      


      
        The man raised his eyebrows and sat in the tall chair. He rolled close to San, and with a frown on his face, examined the cut on his cheek. After cleaning the cut he smiled again.
      


      
        "San. That's a pretty nice name." He held out his hand. "My name is Whiteskunk. Jonathan Whiteskunk."
      


      
        San shook his hand.
      


      
        After a moment the man removed the thermometer and looked at it before placing it in a jar full of alcohol. "Good, you don't have a temperature."
      


      
        Reaching into a pocket, he pulled out a tool San recognized as one of the harmless ones.
      


      
        "Your name is really Whiteskunk?"
      


      
        "That's right, San. A Whiteskunk in a white coat. I'm also a doctor and I want to look into your eyes and ears with this thing. Is that okay with you?"
      


      
        San nodded. The Doctor used the tool to look into San's eyes, and then he wheeled around and peered into each of his ears. Putting that tool away, he took a penlight from his shirt pocket and held it out away from San's face. He slowly moved the penlight toward his nose.
      


      
        "Tell me when you see two lights, San."
      


      
        "Now."
      


      
        "Very good. Now follow the light without turning your head."
      

    


    
      
        San did this, hoping the rest of the examination was going to be this easy. The Doctor listened to San's heartbeat with one of the eternally cold stethoscopes that all doctors carried. He asked him to breathe deep, cough, and then breathe deep and hold it for a few seconds. He took an oversized popsicle stick from a jar on the table and asked San to say "ah". Dr. Whiteskunk did like every other doctor San had ever been examined by—prodding at the back of his tongue with the piece of lumber until it made him gag.
      


      
        After tossing the popsicle stick into a trash can, he thumped around on San's back a few times. He took another look at the cut on his cheek and the rest of his head.
      


      
        "Does your head hurt, San?"
      


      
        "No."
      


      
        "Did it hurt before you got here?"
      


      
        "No."
      


      
        "When did you bite your tongue?"
      


      
        "Is that why it hurts? I don't know, I guess when I hit my head."
      


      
        "He must have done it when he fell," Betty interjected.
      


      
        San frowned, trying again to remember what happened. "But I'm not sure I fell."
      


      
        Dr. Whiteskunk leaned back in his chair. "But you did hit your head, San—not extremely hard. Hard enough, though, to put that cut on your cheek. If you didn't fall, what do you think did happen?"
      


      
        He pushed away from San, putting his hands behind his head as he rolled backward. "Can you remember what happened?"
      


      
        San glanced at his mother who smiled reassuringly. He looked at the doctor, trying to decide what it was he wanted to hear. He couldn't guess by the expression on the man's face. There was none. So, he decided to simply tell the truth.
      


      
        "I was up in Linda's tree house. Linda is our neighbor—she built the tree house. I was watching a spider building a web. It had a beetle trapped in it."
      


      
        He scratched his nose. "It had its web inside this horse of Candy's, that's Linda's little sister. She's back there at the waiting room," he said, pointing in that general direction.
      


      
        Dr. Whiteskunk smiled and nodded.
      

    


    
      
        "The spider was about to bite the beetle with these huge fangs when a worm fell out of the tree right in front of me. It kind'a scared me, just all the sudden dropping like that. I remember wanting to squash it cause it fouled up the show. The spider was about to eat the beetle. I wanted to find out how a spider eats things."
      


      
        He paused, trying to remember all that happened. "I was gonna reach out to smash the worm but my arm was asleep. I had my chin on it. It wouldn't work right."
      


      
        He paused again, palming his cowlick. "That's all I remember."
      


      
        Dr. Whiteskunk leaned forward. "Your arm wouldn't work right?"
      


      
        "Yes. No. I mean it kind'a moved around on its own. I couldn't get it to go where I wanted it too."
      


      
        "San," the Doctor asked, "did you feel dizzy before you fell down?"
      


      
        "I didn't fall down. I was already lying on my stomach. I had my chin on my arm. I guess that's why my arm fell asleep."
      


      
        The Doctor's eyebrows went up again. He stretched his long legs out in front of him and folded his hands between his knees. San noticed he was wearing moccasins.
      


      
        "You were already lying down. Did you ever feel dizzy?"
      


      
        "Yes."
      


      
        "When?"
      


      
        San had to think. Was it before or after Mom told him about the brownies? "Right before Mom told me not to let any flies in the house or they would get on the brownies. I felt dizzy when I raised my head up and answered Mom."
      


      
        "Did you stand up?"
      


      
        "No, I just raised my head a little."
      


      
        "This was before you tried to squash the worm?"
      


      
        "Yes."
      


      
        "What happened after you started to do that, to squash the worm?"
      


      
        San frowned. Now his head was starting to hurt. He couldn't remember a thing after that.
      


      
        "I don't know," he said, feeling as though he might start to cry. "I don't remember anything until I woke up in the station wagon."
      

    


    
      
        Dr. Whiteskunk nodded and clapped his hands over San's knees. Both joints disappeared beneath the Doctor's big hands.
      


      
        "Don't worry about it, San. I just have to ask these questions to make sure you're not hurt or sick. May I ask a few more?"
      


      
        San blinked back the tears. He liked this big medicine man. He wanted to please him. "Okay."
      


      
        There was a knock at the door. A nurse came in and handed a folder to Dr. Whiteskunk. "Thanks, Sherry."
      


      
        The nurse left and Dr. Whiteskunk opened the folder and started reading. Turning to Betty, he smiled. "Has San been ill recently?"
      


      
        "No."
      


      
        "No fever or ear infections within the last few days?"
      


      
        "No. He hasn't been ill since last Thanksgiving, a stomach virus."
      


      
        "San, did you hear any strange sounds, or smell anything unusual while you were up in the tree house?"
      


      
        San thought about the smell of the brownies but those had not smelled funny at all—just delicious. There had been some kind of noise. And an odd smell. He just couldn't remember what it had been.
      


      
        "I was watching the spider," he said. "The locusts were singing, real loud. One was right above my head talkin' to one in another tree. I could hear Lanse and Price in the back yard . . . "
      


      
        He paused, then nearly shouted when he remembered.
      


      
        "Pennies!"
      


      
        

      


      
        Jonathan Whiteskunk indicated a chair beside his desk as he closed the office door. "Please, Mrs. Shelby, have a seat."
      


      
        San had joined Candy in the waiting room to read the latest editions of Highlights magazine. Mrs. Shelby sat in the chair. Dr. Whiteskunk sat down on the couch and looked at the woman before him now. She was young. At least she looked young, perhaps still in her twenties. Dark hair and tawny skin. She was very pretty. She also looked intelligent. He decided candor would work best with her. Even if it were his way of handling such situations, he suspected that this woman would not tolerate spuriousness.
      

    


    
      
        "Mrs. Shelby, I believe San has had a generalized seizure. While examining him I noticed he has bitten his tongue—sometime within the last couple of hours. He may have done it while playing but I doubt it. His recollection of what happened tells me he doesn't even know it happened. Has San ever had a seizure before today?"
      


      
        "No. Never," Betty answered. Dread began to settle into her thoughts.
      


      
        He opened San's folder and studied it again. "I see he'll be nine next month. Have you had his blood sugar levels checked lately?" Momentarily tacking away from the sixty-dollar question was an old Indian trick he felt no compunction about using—having no doubt she wasn't quite ready yet to hear it.
      


      
        "Yes. He had a complete physical last March. Everything was fine." He started steering back toward the nitty gritty. "Is there a history of seizure disorder on either side of your family?" A dreadful frown spread out across Betty's face. Jonathan could almost see the cloud of self denial drift into her thoughts. He hoped she would answer honestly. "No. None that I have ever heard about at least," she answered, unconsciously steeling herself for the next, inevitably shocking question. "All right then. Let me ask it this way," he said. "Is there anyone in your family who has had epilepsy?" "No!" Though she was speaking truthfully, she practically barked her answer at the doctor. Epilepsy! Fits, brain damage, mental retardation, physical deformations, insanity, and death were just a few of the word associations that screamed through her mind. Jonathan wasn't surprised by her reaction and could imagine all the things she was thinking. "The word carries with it some ill deserved connotations, Mrs. Shelby. Epilepsy usually is not a serious disorder if it's controlled. The key to getting it under control is early diagnosis and immediate treatment." He stood and turned to a bookshelf. After searching for a moment, found what he wanted and handed it to her.
      

    


    
      
        "This is a book written by a doctor friend of mine who has epilepsy. I know this man well. We shared living quarters in medical school. I understand better than most people why he wrote the book.
      


      
        "It's not a clinical report. It's an essay on what effect epilepsy has had on his life, not because of the physical consequences of having seizures, but because of the preconceived notions people have about epilepsy."
      


      
        Betty had the book open, looking at the table of contents. Dr. Whiteskunk continued without waiting for a response. "I suggest you read it carefully but please understand that I do not believe San has epilepsy. It's merely a suspicion. A shaky suspicion at that. A lot of children San's age have a seizure or two, for one reason or another, and never have them again. It appears that this is the only seizure San has had—if that is actually what happened to him today. We're not even sure of that.
      


      
        "I asked you if there is history of epilepsy in your family because, although there is no conclusive evidence that epilepsy is an inherited disease, there is a lot that suggests that it may be. You know of none, so the evidence mounts against my suspicion. The only thing we have to go on is San's description of what happened to him this morning and the fact that he bit his tongue and doesn't remember doing it.
      


      
        "Also, San gave a classic description of an aura. Epileptic seizures are sometimes preceded by just such an aura. After all, how often does one suddenly smell pennies?"
      


      
        He sat at his desk, lacing his long fingers in front of him. "As I said, epilepsy is usually a controllable condition if treatment starts early. Rather than waiting to see if San has another seizure, I advise that diagnostic tests be performed as soon as possible."
      


      
        Mrs. Shelby wanted to cry, not for her self, but for her youngest son. "Doctor, San spent a lot of unpleasant time in hospitals not too long ago. It will be hard on him if he has to go through it again."
      


      
        Jonathan smiled. He enjoyed being able to bring good news after having to dish out bad. "He may not have to, Mrs. Shelby. The Doctor who wrote the book you're holding, Dr. Oscar Langly, operates what is called a diagnostic camp. Have you heard about them?"
      


      
        "Yes, I believe I saw a news special about one near Dripping Springs. It was like a summer camp . . . for kids who have diseases like diabetes."
      


      
        "That's right. The camp operated by Dr. Langly is designed especially for diagnosis of cerebral disorders. There's a detailed description of the camp and its function in the book.
      

    


    
      
        "Our hospital has a complete diagnostic facility, but I feel San may benefit more from Dr. Langly's approach than the cold, antiseptic techniques we use here in Ayres."
      


      
        Standing he offered his hand to Betty. "It's a bit more expensive, but it sounds like it could be a better alternative for San than having him run through the tests here."
      


      
        Betty stood and shook Dr. Whiteskunk's hand. "Then that's all?"
      


      
        "For now, unless San has another seizure. Keep an eye on him but don't over do it, if you get my drift."
      


      
        Betty smiled. "I understand."
      


      
        "And please read the book, Mrs. Shelby. It will answer many of the questions you will no doubt wish you had thought of asking me before you and San even get back home today. As I said, San should be thoroughly examined as soon as possible. Whether the examination is done here or someplace else is up to you and San, but it must be done."
      


      
        Opening the office door, Dr. Whiteskunk followed Betty out into the hall. "Call me any time. I may not be immediately available but I will return the calls I miss."
      


      *     *     *


      
        The next morning, after staying up all night reading and re-reading Dr. Langly's book, she had called Dr. Whiteskunk and told him of her decision to take San to the diagnostic camp.
      


      
        Dr. Whiteskunk had assured her that she was making the right decision and had notified Dr. Langly.
      


      
        Dr. Langly had called her that same afternoon to set up San's visit to the camp.
      


      
        "It's just like a summer camp as far as the children are concerned," he had told her. "We have a bus that can stop in Ayres to pick up San and bring him down here. An experienced nurse is always with the children during the trip."
      


      
        "I think it would be better if I brought him, Doctor."
      


      
        "It is your choice, Mrs. Shelby. We provide the bus service as a convenience. However, we provide transportation back home only in special cases. We require that you come to pick San up yourself. At that time we will tell you everything we learn from the diagnostic examinations. It's very important that you be here then."
      


      
        Betty had then called Dr. Whiteskunk again to thank him for his help.
      

    


    
      
        "We'll be leaving next Friday," she had told him. "Dr. Langly said it would take us at least five hours to get there and said they could accommodate both of us that night so that I could come back the next morning."
      


      
        "You're not going to let him ride the bus to camp?"
      


      
        "Well, no, Doctor. San is only eight and I wouldn't want to leave him alone on such a long trip."
      


      
        "I think you should let him go alone if he will, Mrs. Shelby. It will be much better for him to travel with other children who will be at the camp. It will make it easier for him when he gets there if he meets a new friend or two along the way."
      


      
        "Oh, I'm sure San won't want to go on the bus. He's still very young and timid."
      


      
        "Well it is up to you but I think you should tell San what his options are and give him an opportunity to choose. You might be surprised, even hurt, by his choice but do you remember chapter seven in Dr. Langly's book, Mrs. Shelby? The part about the hazards of being overprotective?"
      


      
        She had remembered it and had bridled at the audacity of Dr. Whiteskunk's inference. She had never overprotected any of her children. It was impossible to overprotect three boys! But as she thought more about it and her anger subsided, she decided that Dr. Whiteskunk was right. It surely would be easier for San if he were allowed a chance to meet someone on the way—to have a friend once he was at camp.
      


      
        She had presented the options to her son. He had not answered right away and she had not demanded an immediate response.
      


      
        "You think about it, San, and let me know what you decide."
      


      
        That evening, after taking his bath, he told her.
      


      
        "I want to go on the bus."
      


      *     *     *


      
        San insisted that his mother not wait with him at the bus station. She agreed—reluctantly—attentive to his desire to cast away some of his childhood for his first trip away from home by himself.
      

    


    
      
        "You'll call home any time you need to, San?"
      


      
        "Yes," he answered fidgeting with the zipper on his travel bag.
      


      
        "Call any time at all, even if you're just lonely or maybe if something exciting happens and you want to talk about it. Okay?"
      


      
        San was afraid his mother was going to cry and he knew if she started he would cry too. He didn't want to cry in front of the bus station attendant. Hugging his mother, he answered. "I will, Mom."
      


      
        She was crying now but she had waited to do it alone in the station wagon. Parked out of sight, across town square, she dabbed at twin rivers of tears while she watched to make sure her son was safely boarded on the bus.
      


      
        Inside the bus station San set his bag on the hand truck he'd seen Mr. Hanna use to wheel luggage to and from the busses. Archie Hanna was a tall, mean looking man that San and most other children in Ayres knew better as the town's main attraction on Halloween night. He was famous for the haunted house he set up in his garage every year and allowed children to tour free of charge. He would dress in a vampire costume, bloodied fangs and all, and wait behind the cedars for kids coming up the driveway. Everyone knew he would be there, but this never stopped them from screaming and running back to the street when he came floating out with his cape raised like bat wings.
      


      
        "Dere are two Vaaayyysss to get yourrr trrreeeatsss," he would hiss, fanning his black cape. "You can let me drrrink yourrr blood, orrr pass you can thrrrough my houssse of horrorssss. But! It vill be much easierrr for you if you let me drrrrink yourrr blood inssstead!"
      


      
        The first time San had managed to make it through the house of horrors, Mr. Hanna had met him at the exit, presenting generous portions of treats in a paper bag with the Greyhound logo printed on it.
      


      
        "I tink I vould have enjoyed drrrinking your blood, Masssterrr Shelby, but you have rrrun the gauntlet and deserrrve yourrr rrrewarrrd. You now have yourrr trrreeeatsss. Be gone! And play no trrricksss on me thisss hallowed night!" he had panted and lunged at San as if to bite him on the neck and suck his blood anyway.
      


      
        "Where you going, San?" Archie inquired.
      


      
        "Texas, Mr. Hanna. To a place called Camp Inwood. Have you ever been there?"
      


      
        Archie scratched his bald head. "No. Can't say that I have. Texas is a big place though, a bit hot in the summer time for an old-timer like me, but you won't even notice the heat at your age."
      

    


    
      
        San squatted down in front of the magazine racks to look at the comic books and hot rod magazines. He tried very hard not to look toward the "girlie books", as the twins referred to them, but all his effort was ineffective. He numbly clutched the latest edition of Spiderman in both hands, not looking at it but staring at the racy covers of the magazines on the bottom rack. San was amazed that a woman could have boobs so big.
      


      
        "I'm going for three weeks—by myself," he said, checking to see if Mr. Hanna was looking at him looking at the skin-mags. "Dr. Whiteskunk said they have a river, the Brazos I think, with a lake on it and that I'll get to go swimming in the lake."
      


      
        Archie smiled, remembering his own first trip away from home by himself. "Well, I know one young pup who's going to have some fun this summer. I only got to go to camp once in my life, San. Best summer I ever had."
      


      
        They continued talking, San snatching furtive glances at large breasts and round, white bottoms, until a woman with a boy that looked to be San's age came into the station.
      


      
        San stood and watched Mr. Hanna check their bag. The boy was clearly upset about something. Listening to what bits of conversation he could, he learned that the boy was also going to Camp Inwood. The boy was not happy about the idea and did nothing to hide his growing dismay.
      


      
        "I don't want to go, Mama!" he wailed.
      


      
        San tried not to watch or listen after the boy began to cry. It was embarrassing. He was glad he and his mother had avoided doing it.
      


      
        A large white bus pulled up in front of the station. The word's "Camp Inwood" had been painted on its side in wide, green letters.
      


      
        Mr. Hanna lumbered out from behind the counter, mussing San's hair as he walked past. "Time to quit staring at those naked ladies, boy. Looks like your ride is here."
      


      
        The bus driver came out and helped Archie load the luggage before they both came inside to have a cup of coffee.
      


      
        After buying the new Spiderman comic book and taking one last look at Mountainous Mandy's enormous profile, San decided to get onto the bus and try to find himself a window seat. He was anxious to get going and excited about leaving the state for the first time in his life. He wanted to see it all roll by.
      


      
        Preoccupied with fanciful images of Texas and the Brazos River, he bumped into someone coming out of the bus just as he started in. He looked up to see that it was a woman—an extremely pretty woman.
      

    


    
      
        "Excuse me," he chirped, almost stumbling as he stepped backward to let her pass.
      


      
        She had long, flaming red hair that cascaded down past her shoulders in large curls. Her eyes were the brightest green he had ever seen. They seemed to brighten even more when she smiled.
      


      
        "Hello," she said. "Are you going to Camp Inwood?"
      


      
        Her voice was deep and smooth, sounding just like he thought it should sound. He believed that if he could be around this woman enough, absorb enough of that beautiful face and voice, he would never live another discontent day in his life.
      


      
        Unable to find his own voice to answer, he could only nod his head in response.
      


      
        "Do you have your permission slip?"
      


      
        San basked in the sound of her voice, unaware that he had found the permission slip and handed it to her.
      


      
        "I'll be going to Texas with you, San Shelby" she said as she checked the slip against her list.
      


      
        Still, San could not speak. He knew he should say something, but couldn't think of a single word worth uttering.
      


      
        She smoothed out the mess Archie Hanna had made of his hair and knelt down in front of him. Now her deep, green eyes were looking directly into his. "Are you okay, San?"
      


      
        San swallowed hard, his throat suddenly feeling like it was lined with felt. He had not expected her to touch him.
      


      
        "Yes ma'am," he croaked.
      


      
        She held out her hand, "I'm happy to meet you, San Shelby. My name is Louise Ryley. Most people call me Lou."
      


      
        San put his hand into hers, forgetting everything Grandpa Shelby had taught him about a firm handshake. Her hand was so soft he thought his own might melt right into it. He could smell her now and it made him dizzy. He stared at her, unable to speak again.
      


      
        She stood and put her arm around his shoulder and guided him onto the bus. "You and I will be seeing a lot of each other the next few weeks, San. That is, if you get on the bus before it leaves. So, let's go find you a seat. Okay?"
      


      
        San simply turned his eyes up to hers and let her direct him onto the bus.
      


      
        After helping him find a window seat, Lou went into the station to get something to drink, promising to be back before the bus departed. He stared out the window now at the old stone buildings surrounding town square. With Lou Ryley out of sight, thoughts about his trip to camp again controlled his emotions. His senses were sharpened by a sudden rush of adrenalin. Ayres suddenly looked very different to him. It was still the same town he'd been born in and lived in all of his life but he knew it would never look the same to him again.
      

    


    
      
        Looking around the square, seeing more detail than he ever had before, he noticed for the first time in his life that each building had a date carved in large numerals near the top. How many times had he looked at those buildings before today without seeing those dates? The oldest date he could find was 1918.
      


      
        "Hi!"
      


      
        San jumped a full six inches straight up from his seat. The boy who had been crying inside the bus station plopped down in the aisle seat beside San and sat there grinning broadly, clutching a small sports duffle to his stomach.
      


      
        San started to tell him to take another seat but the grinning face stopped him. It was a completely different face from the red, tear streaked one he had seen inside the station.
      


      
        "My name is Prathor," the boy offered.
      


      
        San couldn't help but return the infectious grin.
      


      
        "Mine is San," he replied. "I heard you and your mom talking in the station. You going to Camp Inwood too?"
      


      
        The grin avalanched off of Prathor's face. He looked past San, out the window, where his mother stood clutching her purse to her bosom with one hand, waving goodbye with the other. For an uncomfortably long moment he did not return her wave. San had the distinct impression Prathor was about to bolt out of the bus back into his mother's arms. Then, as suddenly as it had disappeared, the grin rematerialized and Prathor waved back to his mother. When she finally stopped waving and got into her car he turned his attention back to San.
      


      
        "Yeah! You too?"
      


      
        "Yes."
      


      
        "Great! Can I sit here by you?"
      


      
        San agreed that he could but wouldn't let him see the comic book he'd bought when Prathor asked to look at it. "I haven't read it yet and I don't like to read beat up comic books. I'll let you read it after I'm done."
      


      
        Prathor grinned and nodded. "Okay. I'll wait. When are you gonna read it?"
      


      
        San frowned at Prathor. "Later."
      

    


    
      
        Lou and the bus driver finally emerged from the station. Mr. Hanna followed close behind, laughing and clapping the driver on the back. Lou got onto the bus and counted heads while Mr. Hanna delayed the driver at the door of the bus to talk a little while longer. San wanted to tell Mr. Hanna to can the gab and let them get on their way.
      


      
        At last the driver got in, started up the engine, and they all rolled out of Ayres under clear blue skies. San didn't turn his eyes away from the window, although he carefully avoided looking down Maple street toward his house, afraid he would chicken out the way he thought Prathor nearly had. Afraid he would leap up from his seat and begin screaming for the bus driver to stop and let him out.
      


      
        Prathor talked constantly, apparently unconcerned now about leaving town. He had just moved to Ayres from Chicago the first week of summer vacation. His dad had taken a job teaching at the grade school. San learned that they were the same age and he supposed that unless Prathor turned out to be one of the "Slow Learners" then they would be in class together next fall.
      


      
        San didn't have much to say, but Prathor seemed content to do most of the talking. In fact, Prathor talked constantly. San discovered he could simply nod or say uh-huh to most of the questions Prathor asked without offending him. He didn't even have to look at Prathor while he talked if he didn't want to.
      


      
        He turned his attention to the window again and watched the land roll past while the endless stream of inane prattle flowed from Prathor's mouth. The broad highway narrowed to two lanes just across the river bridge outside town. Traffic thinned and soon the only other vehicles they met or passed were farmers driving twenty miles below speed limit in beat-up, rust-rotted pickup trucks. Green pastures and neatly planted fields of wheat gave way to rough prairie that seemed to sustain nothing but cactus and mesquite.
      


      
        About fifteen minutes from town San spotted the volcano shaped silhouette of Sentinel Mountain towering above the prairie. He pointed it out to Prathor. "That's where my brothers go camping sometimes. All around that mountain are canyons and caves. They call it the Breaks."
      


      
        Prathor gaped out the window. "They go camping way out there?"
      


      
        San nodded.
      


      
        "Alone?"
      


      
        "Yeah. They say it takes about two hours to ride out on bikes from our house. They have to carry a lot of water because all the water out there is gypie."
      

    


    
      
        Prathor rubbed his nose with the ball of his hand. "What's jipee?"
      


      
        "I don't know for sure, but they say it makes the water taste terrible." He pointed at Sentinel Mountain. "See those mesas behind Sentinel? They all used to be joined together into one big mesa. See how flat the top of Sentinel is? It's not really a mountain. It's just an old piece of mesa. It used to be part of those mesas behind it."
      


      
        Prathor blinked. "How did it get so far out from the other mesas? Did it move?"
      


      
        "No, Prathor. It never moved. Parts of it just kept getting worn away by the weather until that big gap between them was all that was left. My mom say's someday there won't even be any mesa's left, and no Sentinel Mountain. Someday, millions of years from now, nothin' will be left out there but flat prairie."
      


      
        The strange, tabletop mountain seemed to march northward, in front of the mesas it had once been part of, as the bus moved southward. San and Prathor watched, both of them wondering what it would be like to camp out there and explore the Breaks.
      


      
        

      


      
        The same red dirt San had grown up playing in around his neighborhood in Ayres chased them all the way to the state line. Reading about Spidey's attempts to capture a band of plutonium thieves, San would have missed their passage from one state to another if Prathor had not jumped up with a shout and leaned over San toward the window.
      


      
        "Wow, man! Lookit this!"
      


      
        They were about to cross the longest bridge San had ever seen. A green sign standing in front of the bridge buttress announced that they were crossing the Red River. Once out on the bridge San had to squint against the midmorning sunlight reflecting off the water. He thought the Red was awfully wide to have so little water in it but at least what water there was lived up to the river's name.
      


      
        Prathor was captivated by the sight. He continued to lean over San, both hands laid flat against the safety-glass window—framing his face. San was convinced that the goofy kid was actually panting. As he watched his traveling companion stare at the sandy river bottom passing beneath them, he noticed that he had actually started to drool.
      


      
        "Hey Prathor, cut it out. You're gonna slobber all over the window!"
      


      
        Sunlight bounced off the sand and water, flickering over Prathor's rapt expression. He appeared not to hear San. Instead, a long filament of saliva stretched from the middle of his bottom lip to the seat beside San's leg.
      


      
        "Geez, Prathor. Stop it!" San begged, trying to squirm away from the viscous thread and growing bead of drool on the seat.
      


      
        
          Prathor still did not seem to hear. He still had both hands pressed against the glass and now his nose was touching it. Before San could protest again, Prathor uttered one short, loud, laugh and slammed his face into the window.
        


        
          Horrified, San watched as Prathor reared back again, arcing his body like a karate expert preparing to break a stack of bricks with his forehead, and dashed his head into the glass once more. The glass didn't break, but San could see it vibrating from the impact. A girl sitting behind them cried out.
        


        
          Lou, sitting in the seat behind the bus driver, looked around to see what was happening just as Prathor collapsed, sprawling across both seats, and San. He began to jerk rhythmically, grunting with each convulsive movement. The spittle in his mouth quickly turned to foam.
        


        
          San couldn't believe what he was seeing. He wanted very much to push Prathor off of him, onto the floor, but there wasn't enough room between his knees and the seat in front of him.
        


        
          He sensed that the bus was slowing. The driver would soon be coming back to bawl them out for horsing around. San was amazed that the bus window hadn't shattered when Prathor had banged his head into it the second time and wondered why the blow had not knocked him out. It made his bruised cheek hurt to think about it.
        


        
          Then it dawned on him what was happening. Prathor was having a seizure just like the one Dr. Whiteskunk said he might have had last weekend on top of the Parker Sister's tree house.
        


        
          The bus stopped.
        


        
          Although San was appalled by the things Prathor was doing, the jerking and foaming at the mouth like a rabid dog, and the sounds he was making, he wrapped his arms around him protectively as Lou and the bus driver both came striding down the aisle.
        


        
          Prathor continued to buck and heave.
        


        
          San looked up at Lou—a rising sea of tears brimming in his eyes. "He's having a seizure . . . like epilepsy!" he cried.
        


        
          Lou placed her soft, warm hand on the back of San's neck. Her voice was surprisingly calm and soothing.
        

      


      
        
          "Just relax, San. You're exactly right. Prathor is having a seizure and you and I are going to help him keep from hurting himself."
        


        
          The driver had the kids in front of San and Prathor raise their seat-backs as far as they would go. Getting pillows from the overhead compartments, he laid them out around Prathor's upper body and head while Lou helped San turn Prathor onto his side.
        


        
          "These pillows will keep him from hurting himself if he slips out of your grip, but try not to let him fall if you can. Keeping him on his side helps him breathe easier. Just hold him, not too tightly, and it will all be over in a minute."
        


        
          San held on to Prathor, struggling to keep from blinking. His eyes were still full of tears and he didn't want them to run down his cheeks in front of everybody—especially Lou.
        


        
          After about a minute, as Lou had promised, Prathor's seizure steadily subsided until he was lying completely still. Almost immediately he pushed himself up off of San's lap. He turned and stared, bleary eyed, out the window, then at San. The driver reached across to help him sit up.
        


        
          Prathor wiped the foam from his mouth with the back of his hand, looked at it for a full second and started drawing his face into a grimace—his eyes shut tight.
        


        
          San was afraid he was going to have another seizure. Instead, he emitted a mournful wail and started to cry. "I'm sorry! I'm sorry! I'm sorry!"
        


        
          Lou wrapped her arms around the crying boy. "Don't worry, Prathor, it's okay. We're not angry with you. Are we, San?"
        


        
          Wide-eyed, San shook his head. Lou gave San an earnest look and nodded vigorously at Prathor who still had his eyes closed, still repeating "I'm sorry. I'm sorry."
        


        
          San got the message and clumsily took Prathor's hand in his own. "Prathor, I'm not sore with ya'! Geez, you didn't hurt me or anything. Stop sayin' you're sorry!"
        


        
          Prathor stopped his apologetic litany and opened his eyes, looking first at Lou, then at San. "You're not?" he sniffed.
        


        
          "Naw," the driver said. "You just gave us a little scare is all."
        


        
          He noticed a bump growing on Prathor's forehead.
        

      


      
        
          "Sit still here with your buddy for a minute, I'm going to get you an icepack for that bump."
        


        
          For a brief moment San wanted to say "He's not my buddy", but something stopped him. He looked up at Lou again and was glad he had held his tongue. Lou was looking back at him with an unmistakable expression of respect and admiration.
        


        
          "You did good, San," she said.
        


        
          While the driver worked over an ice chest that had "Camp Inwood" stenciled on its side, Lou gathered up the pillows and San again tried to reassure Prathor that there were no hard feelings. "I'm okay Prathor, are you? I mean you hit your head pretty hard on the window."
        


        
          "I did? I never remember what happens," he said, rubbing tears from his eyes, "and I'm always hitting my head or bruising my arms and legs. Mamma really gets scared when I do it. Weren't you?"
        


        
          "Not me." he lied, then smiled. Prathor still had tears in his eyes but was beginning to show signs of a grin. San lowered his own eyes, embarrassed. "Yeah, I guess I was," he admitted. "But you should'a seen yourself! I mean, I didn't know what you were gonna do. But you never hurt me, just yourself."
        


        
          When the driver came back with the icepack and a damp rag, both boys were grinning. Lou started to wipe Prathor's face with the rag but Prathor took the rag from her. "Thanks, I'm okay now. I can do it."
        


        
          Smiling, she winked at San. "All right then. When you're done, hold this icepack to that bump on your forehead and we'll get rolling again. If you get a headache, need anything, or have any trouble at all, just give me a shout."
        


        
          When the bus started to move San gave Prathor the comic book, even though he had not finished it, and looked at the window. He could see the smear of facial oil and spittle Prathor had left there when he had smashed himself into the glass.
        


        
          

        


        
          Is that what happened to me?
        


        
          

        


        
          He looked past the smear without seeing. His first glimpses of Texas rushed past unnoticed.
        


        
          

        


        
          Is that how I acted?
        

      

    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER III


  Camp Inwood


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      After lunch, Dr. Oscar Langly returned to his office to read the histories of the group of children due to arrive later in the afternoon. Twenty-four new manila folders containing information currently available for each of the children were stacked—too precisely—in the center of his desk.
    


    
      The stack looked innocuous enough. But Oscar regarded every new set of histories with a fair amount of apprehension. For him, the stack was a living, throbbing, hellish thing bulging from the weight of the grim tales it contained. And he had to read those tales, though he would rather not. It was never pleasant and it was always hard to begin. His mission in life required that he not only read but practically memorize each one of the histories; and though the task wasn't the most intellectually demanding part of his work, it was always an extremely emotional experience.
    


    
      The first reading, while his point of view was almost entirely clinical, was the easiest. The misery laced within the histories usually wasn't manifested during the first reading. But after the second and third reading, tragic details of each history would begin to stick in his mind. The afflicting ignorance and fear. The insufferable denial and neglect.
    


    
      Pulled by heart strings into each personal tragedy, Dr. Langly always vowed silently to himself to do everything within his power to ease the burden of each child's condition. A vow to help all of them avoid much of the pain he had suffered.
    


    
      
        He knew exactly what they were going through. Every child he and his staff tried to help was a victim of some, if not all, of the hardship he too had experienced as a child with epilepsy. The most inexcusable aspect of the commonality was that all the things that made his own childhood a lonely, almost unbearable living hell, were the same things happening to the children that poured through the gates of Camp Inwood to this day. His own generation had failed to learn a thing.
      


      
        He sat at his desk with a short sigh and opened the first folder, thinking for the millionth time in his life that prejudice was the disease that could never be cured. Eventually a cure for the common cold and probably even cures for all varieties of cancer would be discovered. But never would the human race be capable of ridding itself of its own soul-rotting prejudices.
      


      
        

      


      
        NAME : Denise Antone
      


      
        AGE : 7
      


      
        

      


      
        All of the latest vital data followed. Oscar skimmed most of it, though, until he reached the comment section of the history. This was where the horror stories lurked. It was also where he learned most about how to most likely help a child during his or her stay at Camp Inwood.
      


      
        

      


      
        COMMENTS:
      


      
        It is estimated that Denise began having mild, infrequent seizures at age three. The exact nature of the early seizures is not known. However, judging from characteristics of the seizures she is having now, at regular intervals of three to five per week; and according to accounts provided by her parents of seizures witnessed prior to initial examination, indications are that Denise has been experiencing generalized absence seizures that apparently have never progressed to myoclonic, atonic, or tonic/clonic phases.
      

    


    
      
        During Denise's fifth and sixth years, indications of cerebral disorder were exhibited but were apparently ignored or attributed to natural childhood behavior by both of her parents and by her kindergarten and grade school teachers.
      


      
        

      


      
        Staring spells during which Denise's eyes would sometimes roll back were noticed by her parents who believed this behavior to be a game she played to get attention. Near the close of her first year in school her staring spells and automatisms became more frequent and more lengthy. Teachers, and her parents, felt she was merely daydreaming. Eventually she became emotionally volatile. Her teachers reported to her parents and school counselor that she was failing scholastically and seemed unable to make friends with anyone in her class. She had repeatedly attempted to hide during recess periods to avoid having to return to class.
      


      
        

      


      
        The fifth month of Denise's seventh year her parents sought psychiatric help for their daughter. The psychotherapist chosen to evaluate Denise recognized the symptoms of cerebral disorder and advised that Denise be examined by a neurologist.
      


      
        

      


      
        Oscar closed Denise's history and took the next folder off the stack.

        
          Most of the comments provided in the histories detailed the amount of time elapsed between the point first symptoms appeared and examination for cerebral disorder was finally performed. Also included, a description of symptoms, and any apparent debilitating effects caused by the child's seizures. Often, as in Denise Antone's case, more detail is provided concerning the reasons for delay of examination for cerebral disorder—this information being extremely important to Oscar. All of his staff and the doctors referring patients to him knew this and made extra effort to obtain the information. Often it was difficult to get. Most parents and teachers denied having any inkling that something was physically wrong with a child who behaved strangely or erratically. The parents were more often than not afraid to even consider the possibility that their child could have a cerebral disorder. Teachers were either powerless to express concern (depending on community attitudes) or simply did not care.
        

      


      
        
          Oscar had heard all the excuses. He could understand, to a certain degree, a parent's reluctance to have their child examined. A diagnosis of any cerebral disorder is perceived by most people as a life sentence. After all, the mindless abuse other children inevitably inflict upon an affected peer, compounded by incessant over protection exercised by parents, teachers, and other involved adults, makes life so tough for the child that he or she is almost always doomed to grow into teenhood suffering not only from the emotional and physical effects of their disorder but from a plethora of abnormal social stigmas as well. Why should anyone want their child to have such a life?
        


        
          What irked Oscar most of all was that the stigmata were purveyed almost exclusively by the normal people. Normal folk too ignorant and fearful—too prejudiced—to know better, predisposed instead to branding people, child or adult, who suffer from such disorders.
        


        
          The normals are never aware that their legacy in the lives of the suffering overshadows the horrors of their disorder.
        


        
          "No one enjoys a seizure," he had lectured to many an audience of normals. "But worse than that is the return from the phantasmagoric world of seizure to a prejudiced world populated by people who refuse to understand."
        


        
          And even though he had written several papers and three books and lectured every year around the world on the subject of this brand of prejudice, he could never detect any real change in the attitudes of Jane and John Q. Public. It was exasperating and infuriating.
        


        
          Sometimes he wished the entire normal population of the world could just once be knocked to their knees in public by a seizure. Just once, so they could then snap out of it and see the fear and loathing in the eyes of the people that were witnesses of their total loss of control.
        


        
          

        


        
          Three hours later, Oscar finished up on a folder for eight-year old San Shelby. This particular history was more a joy for him than the rest.
        


        
          Inside was a letter from the boy's physician. A man Oscar had known and respected since his first year in medical school. After reading the letter from Dr. Whiteskunk and then San's history, he was even more pleased that his colleague had performed so admirably to insure that San be examined immediately. In fact, Oscar couldn't recall a case to date that had received such prompt, professional action.
        

      


      
        
          He closed San's folder and rose from his chair. Feeling lighter of heart than he had in a long time, he looked forward to meeting San Shelby and asking him what he thought of their mutual medicine man friend.
        


        *     *     *


        
          Not long after his seizure stopped, Prathor had drifted off to sleep, still holding the comic book in his hands. The bus ride was uneventful and he slept until they neared a town called Newcastle.
        


        
          Lou announced to the children that they would be stopping there for lunch, and she urged everyone to go to the restroom whether they needed to or not.
        


        
          "Also," she firmly instructed, "I don't want anyone getting off the bus or back onto the bus until I tell you to. Please wait in your seats."
        


        
          She cast a warm smile to the rows of innocent faces that now, timidly, watched her own. "Ya'll understand?" she drawled, amiably.
        


        
          Everyone returned her smile and nodded. A few of the children answered obediently—as if sitting in homeroom class—with a polite "Yes, Miss Ryley."
        


        
          Prathor did not wake during the announcement so Lou went back to wake him and make sure he understood what to do when they stopped. The knot on his head had almost disappeared though there was an angry red spot she was sure was going to become a large blue-black bruise.
        


        
          When she returned to her seat behind the driver, San turned to Prathor. "You sure you're okay?"
        


        
          Prathor yawned, making a sound like a bullfrog. He snapped his mouth shut on the noise and giggled. "Yeah, did I miss anything?"
        


        
          San shook his head, giggling at the sound as well. "Not much. We crossed the Brazos river right before Miss Ryley woke you up. It's about as dry as the Red River is but the sand and water is light brown instead of red.
        


        
          "Miss Ryley told us that the Brazos is one of the longest rivers in Texas and that it runs all the way to the gulf of Mexico. The only other thing I saw after going through Vernon was a bunch of little towns. Most of 'em looked like ghost towns. One called Mabelle and another was called Megargel."
        


        
          
            Prathor smirked and tenderly pressed at the knot on his forehead. "Megargel. Sounds like a mouthwash Ronald McDonald might try to sell with a side order of fries."
          


          
            The unexpected wisecrack made San laugh until his stomach hurt. He was just getting his laughter under control when the bus rolled into Newcastle.
          


          
            Town center consisted of nothing more than a general store and a whitewashed shack of a restaurant. San could see all of Newcastle before they had even entered the "city" limits. "This is about as bad as Megargel," he said, pronouncing the name with a gargling sound.
          


          
            Prathor snickered through his nose. "Yuk-yuk, Mabelle and Megargel. What next?"
          


          
            The bus came to a stop alongside the whitewashed restaurant—the Hard Times Cafe. A compliment of dust-coated pickup trucks occupied space in front. An ancient looking bird-dog slept peacefully in the bed of one that had been strategically parked in the shade of the only tree near the building.
          


          
            The bus driver killed the engine and popped the door open as Lou stood and clapped her hands. "Okay Kidos. Let's go get some lunch!"
          


          
            Once inside, she quickly set up a procedure that allowed each child to order first, then take care of their business in the restrooms.
          


          
            The only waitress, Rachel, acted like she knew Lou. A couple of times San thought he heard Lou call her 'Momma', but he couldn't be sure. Rachel was a bent, worn down woman and looked nothing like Lou. San couldn't believe someone as beautiful as Lou could have come from Rachel. But she and Lou did act a lot alike.
          


          
            Despite the melee that ensued when the children flocked into the restaurant, Rachel got everyone's order right, and before the travelers started eating she had talked with and learned the name of every child she had served.
          


          
            While the children ate their meal, Lou and Rachel sat at a table together and talked.
          


          
            "When do you leave for St. Johns?" Rachel asked.
          


          
            "The first of August. We set sail from St. Johns one week later."
          


          
            "My Lord, Lou Ann. You do go to some far away places to do your school work."
          


          
            Lou blinked sheepishly at this statement—a pang of regret and guilt stabbing her heart. As her mother grew older she felt these pangs of guilt more often and much more intensely than ever. It wasn't an easy thing to do—to stop in for a visit like this, on the run, and then leave, knowing that it would be months again before she could even try to return. She wished that her mother would find someone . . . even remarry. But she knew that would more than likely never happen.
          


          
            When her father had died, the void in Rachel's life had almost destroyed her. Lou could see it happening at the funeral and later more when she came home from college on the weekends. She could hear it happening when she called home from the pay phones in the dormitory lobby at NTSU.
          


          
            After earning her undergraduate degree in neurobiology, she had been awarded a fellowship that would eventually carry her to St. Johns Memorial University in New Foundland. Thousands of miles and another world away from the dusty, crumbling streets of Newcastle. It had been a dream come true for her and she had accepted the fellowship.
          


          
            She had just started her graduate work when Hec Talbot, the owner-cook of the Hard Times Cafe had called her. "She's in pretty bad shape, Lou. Dr. Devaney says she's given up. She doesn't eat. She doesn't talk to anyone but herself. I think she's gonna die if someone doesn't help her soon."
          


          
            Lou had returned immediately to live with her mother.
          


          
            For three years she had put her own life on hold to make sure her mother's would not end. And as she had hoped, her emotional support, and time, had healed the worst of the wounds.
          


          
            In April of her second year back in Newcastle, Lou had heard about a new diagnostic camp, just opening at a nearby resort lake. A camp specifically designed for children with cerebral disorders. She had called and learned that there were still several summertime positions open. Interviews were being conducted the next week. Feeling that her mother was doing better and personally bored out of her skull with life in Newcastle, she had talked to her mother about working that summer at the camp.
          


          
            Rachel had been delighted. "Why that's just an hour and a half away from here, Lou Ann! We can see each other more often than when you were in college. You go interview for that job."
          


          
            She had hugged her tall, flame-haired daughter firmly then, blinking back great tears of gratitude. "You've been stuck in this tumbleweed stop too long . . . and I love you for doing it!"
          


          
            Lou took a sip of coffee and suppressed a sigh.
          


          
            "I'll call when I can, but you know I'll be at sea most of the time. You know that it won't be very often that I can call don't you, Momma?"
          


          
            Rachel nodded and squeezed her daughter's strong, young hands. "I understand. Your father always used to say that you'd be a shaker and a mover. You shake and move in this town and all that comes of it is a cloud of dust."
          


          
            She laughed softly and released Lou's hands. Taking up her napkin, she dabbed at the left corner of her mouth—sneaking in a dab to the same corner of her left eye. "Your father used to look at you when you were growing up, just after you had done something that would completely amaze us. He would shake his head and say 'My God, Rachel. The little lass is so energetic and alive. She's so Irish. Sometimes I'm afraid she's just going to burst into flames right before our eyes!'"
          


          
            Lou blushed fiercely then stood, blinking back her own tears and clapped her hands. "Almost time to load up, kiddos. Eat up!"
          


          
            Hec Talbot and Rachel went outside with the travelers and helped make sure all of them were safely seated back on the bus. Rachel said goodbye to each of them by name, then to the driver, and finally Lou.
          


          
            "I guess I'll see you next spring then," holding her out by her shoulders at arms length.
          


          
            Lou smiled and gently pulled her mother toward her, hugging her as firmly as she dared then slowly eased her grip, turned and quickly got onto the bus. The driver closed the door and started the engine.
          


          
            Almost everyone watched and waved to Rachel and Hec, who stood side-by-side cheerfully waving goodbye from the front porch of the cafe as the bus pulled out of town.
          


          
            San watched Lou and knew she was crying.
          


          
            

          


          
            It took another two hours to reach Camp Inwood. Passing through two more towns after leaving Newcastle, the landscape changed considerably—growing hillier and woollier. The last town they passed through had a name Prathor enjoyed even more than Megargel. "Possum Kingdom!" he chortled. "Man who ever thought up that one?"
          


          
            Lou didn't have an answer but she, and everyone on the bus, enjoyed Prathor's reaction to the name—glad to see him in high spirits after starting the day so roughly.
          


          
            


            
              As they passed through Possum Kingdom, San caught his first glimpses of the lake Dr. Whiteskunk had told him about when he and his mother had arranged for him to make the trip to camp. It was the biggest, bluest lake he had ever seen. The bus traveled through town along a narrow paved road that skirted the shoreline for several miles. Sometimes the shoreline was far from the road and disappeared into the water at a shallow angle. Most of the time it was steep, rocky, and close to the road.
            

          


          
            
              And the water! The water of the lake was blue-gray instead of the clay-red color that the rivers and lakes near Ayres seemed permanently stained. Rounding a bend, the water came into view again and out on the lake San could see a large orange boat with a tall crane on it. Lettered in white on the cabin of the vessel were the words "Argo Barge, Inc." Moving about on the flat deck as the barge plied the lake waters were three men and a dog. He watched them until they dropped out of view behind a hill, thinking that it must be a wonderful life to work on the Argo Barge, Inc.
            


            
              Significantly affected by the change in scenery, feeling as if he had been transported to another world, San began to fantasize about swimming in the beautiful, alien-blue water. Even the air smelled different, making him think of the closet under the stairs where Grandpa Shelby kept his quilts and linens locked up in huge cedar chests. He wondered what kinds of creatures lived in and on the lake. He wondered if he would get to see any of them.
            


            
              Driving down one winding dirt road after another, the bus finally rounded a bend that terminated at a large sandstone gateway. It passed through onto a single-lane blacktop road heavily shaded by oaks. It looked to San as though they were moving through a magical, green tunnel. The branches of the trees hanging so low he could hear them occasionally brush the top of the bus—the whisper of elves and forest fairies.
            


            
              At the end of the leafy tunnel they passed through another gate, this one framed by a massive limestone arch. Imbedded in the stone were large bronze letters announcing that they had finally arrived at Camp Inwood.
            


            
              Beyond the gate, the camp stretched out along a sandy shore of the same lake San had first seen as they passed through Possum Kingdom. Across the lake, steep limestone cliffs rose out of the water and towered above sailboats that glided effortlessly over the blue in the afternoon shadow of the great limestone rampart.
            


            
              He turned to see if Prathor was catching any of the view only to find that his new friend's dreamy-slack, grinning face was just inches from his own, his chin on his shoulder.
            


            
              San could not restrain the grin that quickly sprawled across his own face. "Pretty cool, huh?" he asked, looking back out across the water.
            


            
              San didn't see him nod, but he felt him do it.
            


            
              
                "This is gonna be a blast!" Prathor softly declared, contentedly closing his eyes, lifting his chin from San's shoulder and leaning back in his seat. "We're gonna top off our summer vacation by spending two and a half weeks in Possum Kingdom Paradise!"
              


              


              *     *     *


              
                Although Camp Inwood looked nothing on the outside like a hospital, the first few days there were more like being in a hospital than at summer camp. There were physical examinations to endure and there were blood and urine samples to give. Nurses wielding individually wrapped lancets and pipettes collected the blood. Much to San's relief, it was up to him to collect his urine samples (it was always amazing how warm the bottle got when he peed into it).
              


              
                There were skull measurements, skull x-rays, IQ tests, eye tests, hearing tests, tasting tests, smelling tests, and another gag-me-with-a-two-by-four test. And there was the CAT Scan. Painless and exciting, it made San feel like he was in a science-fiction movie.
              


              
                He had experienced many of the examinations and tests before but never as fearlessly as he did this time. The Doctors were funny. The Nurses were nice. And nobody ever got angry.
              


              
                On the third day at camp, Lou took San to have an examination called an Electroencephalogram. Dr. Langly met them at the EEG room and introduced San to the Technician who was to give him the examination.
              


              
                While the Technician prepared his equipment, Dr. Langly explained to San how the examination would proceed.
              


              
                "We're going to use the EEG machine to see if we can find out why you had a seizure last month, San. It's easier than the CAT Scan. And like the CAT scan, it isn't going to hurt a bit.
              


              
                "All we do is tape these electrodes to your head and you sit very still for a little while. The electrodes do nothing but detect changes in the way your brain is working."
              


              
                San readily acquiesced to the examination, having long since come to the conclusion that Dr. Langly would not do anything to harm him.
              


              
                The Technician helped him into a large sculpted chair, attached several electrodes to his head and asked him to sit as quietly as he could.
              


              
                
                  Dr. Langly had not lied. The examination was painless. While he relaxed in the chair, someone behind him had used a machine to make weird noises. Another machine made flashing lights of different colors. Lou held a pinwheel in front of him and asked him to make it spin as fast as he could by blowing into it.
                


                
                  When the examination was over San was sure he had failed the test. Lou and Dr. Langly frowned and joined the Technician near the EEG machine where they all bent over the display murmuring and nodding for several minutes. San thought he heard the Technician say that no abnormal patterns were registered.
                


                
                  Dr. Langly left the room saying that he would be right back. When he returned he was carrying a strange looking helmet. San had seen some of the other kids at camp wearing helmets. Those helmets were nothing like the one Dr. Langly offered to him now. Prathor had said that the kids who wore helmets were like himself, always falling and hitting their heads on things when they have seizures. This helmet, though, was for much more than that.
                


                
                  "Until we find out what caused your seizure, San," Dr. Langly said, "I want you to wear this helmet."
                


                
                  San took the helmet, turning it in his hands. It was bright yellow and had a red 4 painted above each ear-hole. Centered in the back was a metallic knob-like thing he hadn't noticed on the helmets he had already seen. He thought it was a pretty ugly thing to have to wear around all day.
                


                
                  "Why do I have to wear this?" he asked.
                


                
                  Oscar started to answer then stopped and raised his index finger.
                


                
                  "Oops! I almost forgot," he said and turned to a drawer in a large cabinet that supported a large electronic device. He reached in and rattled around in the drawer for a moment before producing a short piece of wire. "This goes with it."
                


                
                  San handed the helmet to him and watched as he screwed the wire into the metal knob at the back so that the wire pointed up.
                


                
                  "This is your antennae, San." He handed the helmet back.
                


                
                  San ran his thumb and forefinger along the wire then flicked it, producing a soft twanging note.
                


                
                  "What does the antennae do?" he asked as he tried the helmet on.
                


                
                  
                    Oscar led him over to the EEG machine and showed him a long strip of paper with jagged lines drawn on it.
                  


                  
                    "These lines are how we see what your brain is doing. The lines were made during the EEG examination you just had. They were made by your brain waves. Do you know what I mean?"
                  


                  
                    San nodded, "Sure, I've seen that sort of thing on TV, when Outer Limits takes control of the set."
                  


                  
                    Dr. Langly nodded and grinned, "Right! That's a pretty good show, San. I've watched it a few times myself. All right then. You have to be an expert to read these lines and our expert says these lines show that your brain waves are normal. Since we can't tell from today's test what is happening in your brain to cause a seizure, then we have to keep trying until something does happen that will tell us."
                  


                  
                    San groaned and rolled his eyes toward the EEG chair. "You mean I gotta come sit with all those wires on my head every day?"
                  


                  
                    Oscar smiled and shook his head. "No, you don't have to do that. Instead, if you wear the helmet, it will radio what's happening to your brain waves to this thing over here."
                  


                  
                    He guided San back to the large computer-machine and pressed a couple of buttons to key in the frequency the helmet's transmitter was tuned to. On a screen to the left of the dial a set of wiggly lines appeared. You know what those are?" He pointed to the display.
                  


                  
                    "My brain waves?" San answered, now excited by what he was seeing.
                  


                  
                    "That's right! They're the brain waves your brain is making right this minute. No matter where you are in this room, or anywhere in camp, this Remote Monitoring Receiver, we call it the RMR, will pick them up over the air from the transmitter in your helmet."
                  


                  
                    Wide eyed, San watched the lines dance and swim across the display for a moment. Oscar was pleased to see that the boy was intrigued. "Wow! It's like an astronaut's helmet!"
                  


                  
                    Oscar smiled again, wondering if San knew just how close to fact that statement was. "Why do you say that? Did you see something on TV about the astronauts wearing EEG helmets?" he asked.
                  


                  
                    San answered by turning and jumping up and down excitedly while he shook his head. The lines on the display changed noticeably. "No. But can I go show it to Prathor and Andy now?" he pleaded.
                  


                  
                    
                      Oscar gently tapped the top of the helmet with his knuckles and nodded. "Take off, Spaceman!"
                    


                    
                      

                    


                    
                      At the lunch room, Andy Locke—a boy he and Prathor had met when Lou had taken their cabin group for their first swim in the lake—greeted San without really looking at him as he sat down and started to eat.
                    


                    
                      San said nothing, until Andy looked up from his meal and took a good look at the person sitting across the table from him.
                    


                    
                      "Wow! That is cool, San! Where'd ya' get it? What's the antennae for?"
                    


                    
                      San explained where he got it and its function.
                    


                    
                      Andy was flabbergasted. "Ya' mean to tell me that there's a computer somewhere listening to your brain right this second?"
                    


                    
                      San nodded. "It's called an RMR—Remote Monitor Receptor or something like that. Dr. Langly showed me my own brain waves on its screen."
                    


                    
                      "Cool!" Andy exclaimed again and assaulted San with question after question.
                    


                    
                      

                    


                    
                      A short time later, Prathor appeared for lunch wearing a strange looking pair of dark-green glasses. The glasses wrapped around his head, completely hiding his eyes.
                    


                    
                      He took his place at the table across from San and Andy and started eating his franks-n-beans without a word.
                    


                    
                      San ignored him, thinking he was trying to get a rise out of them. Andy, however, kept looking at Prathor. San could almost feel him trying to think of how to ask about the glasses.
                    


                    
                      Andy was the same age as San and Prathor. His sandy hair was cropped short in a style he called a Bop-cut, and his ears were not only large but stood straight out at right angles to his head. They had more ridges and valleys than any ears San had ever seen. Andy had explained to San and Prathor that his nickname at school was Dumbo and that he could hear things nobody else could.
                    


                    
                      San didn't think Dumbo was a very nice nickname. Prathor hadn't cared for the nickname either, but they both had been fascinated by Andy's ability to hear the faintest of noises. The utility of his hearing had become apparent to San and Prathor one night when Andy had announced that their dormitory was crawling with roaches.
                    


                    
                      
                        After first getting to know each other while swimming, the three of them had gone to Lou and asked her if they could spend all their activities time together. She had agreed and from that day the trio had been inseparable. Prathor had even bargained with the kid in the bunk beside his and San's to trade places with Andy so he could sleep near them.
                      


                      
                        At night, Andy would listen to the noises in the dark and describe to San and Prathor what was making them. Besides squirrels on the roof and mice in the walls, Andy had one night claimed he could hear cockroaches skittering across the floor. "There's hundreds of 'em! I can't believe you guys can't hear 'em too!"
                      


                      
                        Prathor had lost a lot of sleep that night, pulling his covers up so no part of them touched the floor. Poor Andy slept little himself because Prathor kept waking him to ask if he could still hear the roaches and exactly where they were.
                      


                      
                        After two nights of this, San had asked Lou for a flashlight, intending to find out if Andy was right. He didn't like the thought of roaches under his bed while he slept any more than Prathor did. And after confirming that Andy's ears had not failed him, San had sleepily written up a petition requesting that the boy's dorm be fumigated. Everyone in the dorm had signed it the next morning and Lou had presented it to Dr. Langly.
                      


                      
                        Dr. Langly had readily agreed to the request. Soon after the exterminators had squirted their smelly bug spray into every corner and behind every cabinet of the dorm, Andy had reported that he could no longer hear the roaches.
                      


                      
                        "I swear, Andy," Prathor had complimented his amply-eared friend, "I don't know if your ears are a blessing or a curse for you, but I sure am sleeping better because of them!"
                      


                      
                        It was the first time in Andy's life that anyone had said anything nice about his ears.
                      


                      
                        

                      


                      
                        Having spent less time around Prathor than San, and because he believed Prathor to be incapable of such things, Andy suspected no ruse now as Prathor sat eating his lunch—hidden behind the sunglasses.
                      


                      
                        "What's with the shades?" Andy finally asked.
                      


                      
                        Prathor shoveled a spoonful of food into his mouth before looking up at Andy. He continued chewing, methodically, stalling—trying to think of something witty to say.
                      


                      
                        He felt stupid in the glasses, convinced that they made him look like a dork. But he wasn't about to admit it. And he wasn't going to give anyone else a chance to say so if he could help it.
                      


                      
                        
                          He turned his expressionless face toward San—who did not look up but simply sat smirking at the food in his own plate—and chewed some more. Then he looked back at Andy and swallowed.
                        


                        
                          He finally decided it didn't matter with these two. Somehow he felt that San and Andy were turning out to be the best friends he'd ever had in his whole life. Maybe the best he ever would have. So what if they ribbed him a little? He knew they would still be his friends.
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          If you can't trust your friends . . .
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          "Dr. Langly says he thinks my epilepsy is caused by flashing red light," he dryly informed them. "So, I gotta wear these things. They filter out red light."
                        


                        
                          After telling them the truth it seemed not to help at all. Andy continued to gawk. And San still didn't look up.
                        


                        
                          Prathor steeled himself for the comments and laughter he was sure were about to engulf him. He struggled frantically to think up a good sharp comeback when Andy finally spoke again—innocently obliterating Prathor's qualms about his appearance.
                        


                        
                          "Cool!" he exclaimed. "Man you guys have all the luck. San gets to wear a space helmet, and you get to wear glasses like Elvis. I hope Dr. Langly thinks up something neat for me to wear!"
                        


                        
                          Prathor immediately felt better. He had never considered that the glasses might make him look better. Even San agreed that they did do something for him.
                        


                        
                          "A definite improvement, Prathor."
                        


                        
                          "Yeah, and your helmet is positively lovely, Shelby."
                        


                        
                          

                        


                        
                          Soon the conversation turned to more important matters. Today was the day they were to go hiking along Live Oaks Trail. They ate heartily and were jabbering enthusiastically—discussing the day hike scheduled for the afternoon—when Lou approached their table.
                        


                        
                          Beside her stood a small girl wearing a Rangers batting helmet. Her hair was a mass of blonde curls and ringlets. She stared wide-eyed at the group of boys.
                        


                        
                          
                            Lou motioned to the girl. "I want you boys to meet Kevan Bradly. Kevan, This is San Shelby, Prathor Jackson, and Andy Locke."
                          


                          
                            The three boys looked at the girl . . . the girl looked at them. No one moved or spoke. After a moment of this taciturn, two-way appraisal, Kevan took hold of the bill of her batting helmet and adjusted it to a jaunty tilt. She imperiously walked around the table, pulled out the chair between Andy and Prathor, and climbed into it.
                          


                          
                            The boys just stared at the girl. Her chin barely cleared the table top. Lou discreetly covered her mouth to stifle a giggle. All three of the boy's mouths were hanging open. A cartoon image of three large house flies flying in and out of their mouths flashed into her mind and threatened to make her burst out laughing.
                          


                          
                            Breathing deeply, waiting until she was sure she had herself under control, she continued the introduction.
                          


                          
                            "Kevan is going to be here for the rest of the summer. I was hoping you boys wouldn't mind if she joined you during daytime activities."
                          


                          
                            Prathor's mouth dropped open another notch.
                          


                          
                            "What are we gonna do with a girOUCH!"
                          


                          
                            Having kicked his friend in the leg to shut him up, San turned and smiled at Lou. He could never in his life refuse any request she made of him. "Sure!" he said magnanimously. Then looking Prathor directly in the dark glasses he added: "We'll be glad to."
                          


                          
                            He turned to Kevan and offered his hand. She frowned at it like it hadn't been washed, then beamed a smile even Prathor could not top. Four of her front teeth were missing—two on top, and the two directly beneath those—and as she smiled, the tip of her pink little tongue protruded through the gap a good three quarters of an inch. There were several little spit bubbles clinging to the tip of it.
                          


                          
                            Andy had started to drink some of his milk and sputtered much of it back into his glass—struggling not to choke on what was left as he proceeded to try to swallow the remainder.
                          


                          
                            "Are we going thwimming today?" Kevan impishly inquired.
                          


                          
                            Andy choked on the milk just going down his throat and started coughing and gasping. San began pounding him on the back and lifting his left arm into the air for him.
                          


                          
                            
                              Lou couldn't restrain herself from laughing this time and let lose with a long stream of tearful giggles as she rushed around the table to assist Andy.
                            


                            
                              Prathor, seeing nothing the least bit amusing about the turn of events, spoke up despite San's warning kick.
                            


                            
                              "Oh this is rich! We're going on a hike in the Possum Kingdom wilderness, and now we gotta drag Goldie Locks along with us!"
                            


                            *     *     *


                            
                              They had been hiking for almost half an hour when Andy had suddenly stopped. He raised his hand for the others to do the same.
                            


                            
                              "Hold it!" he whispered.
                            


                            
                              Everyone stopped, looking at Andy for an explanation. He merely stood where he was, craning his neck as if listening for something. Prathor moved closer to Andy, pulling his sunglasses down on his nose.
                            


                            
                              "What?" he demurely inquired.
                            


                            
                              Andy pivoted his head left and right—his eyes turned up as if he were examining the bottoms of his eyebrows.
                            


                            
                              "Don'tcha hear it?" he asked.
                            


                            
                              Prathor began turning his head and looking at his eyebrows.
                            


                            
                              "Andy, if I had ears like yours I could hear a flea pissing into a waterfall."
                            


                            
                              Andy ignored Prathor's remark and continued to scan the air for the source of the sound. San and Kevan listened too. Presently San could hear a low thrumming noise that followed no definite rhythm and seemed to come from everywhere.
                            


                            
                              "Where's it coming from, Andy?"
                            


                            
                              Andy began moving around, as quietly as he could, trying to find the source. Moving to his right, the sound faded. Decisively he moved back to his left and forward. The other's followed him off the trail into a thick grove of live oak.
                            


                            
                              The noise mounted as they penetrated the grove. It sounded like a large gathering of people, all of them murmuring at once. San imagined that it was like the sound insane people in the movies are always describing.

                              
                                "The Voices. I hear them all the time now, Doc. Don't you hear them? That's why I wear tinfoil in my hat, Doc. It stops the voices!"
                              

                            


                            
                              
                                

                              


                              
                                Andy worked his way through a heavy curtain of Mustang grapevine, disappearing from sight. The others paused and looked at one-another before pushing in after him.
                              


                              
                                Beyond the arabesque barrier they found Andy standing beneath an enormous live oak, his head turned upward. He was pointing at something in the tree. The trunk of the ancient tree was as wide as one of the buses that had carried them all to Camp Inwood—the ridges of its bark as wide as San's forearm. They moved closer and looked up in the direction Andy was pointing.
                              


                              
                                About six feet up the stout trunk was a large shadowy hole. It looked like a thick-lipped mouth perpetually singing the first word of the Star Spangled Banner. As San gazed at the hole he realized there was some kind of weird golden smoke moving in and out of it. Before he could make the connection, Kevan began shouting, jumping up and down, clapping her hands.
                              


                              
                                "Beeth! It'th beeth! It'th a honey bee tree!" she squealed with delight.
                              


                              
                                Mesmerized, the four of them stood watching the bees. There were thousands of them. Some flew in and out of the hole. Some just crawled around the opening. At such close range, the humming was impressively loud. They could feel it as much as they could hear it.
                              


                              
                                Andy raised his hand again, motioning for everyone to quiet down. He listened for a moment then moved up to the tree and placed his ear against the trunk. "Hey you guys listen to this!"
                              


                              
                                San leaned against the tree and eased the ear hole of his helmet to the rough bark. At first he thought he would have to take off the EEG helmet to hear whatever it was Andy was hearing, but soon he could hear a low, almost subliminal, thrumming sound emanating from deep inside the tree. Prathor, his ear pressed to the tree, grinned at San.
                              


                              
                                "The heartbeat of the hive," he said.
                              


                              
                                
                                  Kevan, standing between San and Prathor, looked up at Prathor and displayed her snaggle-toothed grin. "Ith it really it'th heart, Prayfor?"
                                


                                
                                  Prathor rolled his eyes toward the sky as though entreating a supreme being for an explanation.
                                


                                
                                  They all listened to the thrumming for a while then Kevan stepped back and put her hands on her hips.
                                


                                
                                  "How are we going to get thum honey out?"
                                


                                
                                  Prathor stared at her. "You're kidding . . . aren't you?" Then he looked at San and Andy. "She's joking, man. There's no way we can raid that hive! It's huge!"
                                


                                
                                  Kevan shook her head. "You think if we pour water into the hole the beeth will leave?"
                                


                                
                                  Prathor looked up at the assemblage of bees around the hole. The throng he saw there told him there were probably ten million more inside. "I don't know how we would carry enough water or where we'd find any close by, but if we did pour any on them, they would probably attack and sting us all to death!
                                


                                
                                  "Come on. I say we get out of here before they decide to do it anyway!"
                                


                                
                                  San sat down beneath the huge oak. "I saw a TV show where bee keepers used smoke," he offered. "It makes 'em get out and kind'a drugs 'em up too so they don't want to sting anything."
                                


                                
                                  "Where're we gonna get smoke?" asked Andy.
                                


                                
                                  Prathor visibly blanched. "What? What are ya'll talkin' about? They will kill us!"
                                


                                
                                  Kevan was determined. "There'th got to be thum way to get thum honey. Jutht a little!"
                                


                                
                                  Kevan and Andy sat down beside San to think about it. Prathor remained standing, looking confused and pissed off at the same time but said nothing more. He could see that there was no point in trying to talk them out of it.
                                


                                
                                  San lay back, resting his head on the knee of an exposed root. The humming sound filled the spicy air suspended beneath the canopy of the grove. The morning was sunny and already hot and dusty outside the grove. But here, in the shade, it was cooler. And the damp, dark earth beneath the perennial carpet of oak leaves surrounding the ancient bee tree kept the atmosphere within the grove fragrant and humid. No one moved or spoke.
                                


                                
                                  San let his mind drift, savoring the moment. He was thoroughly enjoying his stay at camp. He liked the doctors and nurses, and his new friends were a lot of fun to be with. Though he had known them only a week, he felt closer to them than he had ever been to any of his classmates back home.
 He thought about his brothers and Candy and Linda. He knew they would all like Camp Inwood, but he felt no longing for them to actually be at camp with him. Prathor alone would have been adequate friendship for the stay. Meeting Andy and Kevan was an added bonus.
 Only once had he felt homesick—waking late at night, wanting to see his mother. Lou had been ready to comfort him then. She had helped him dial the long distance call and afterward had stayed up with him and listened to him talk about his mother, the twins, and his home. Never, though, had he been frightened by anything or anyone at camp. He felt that his life, for the moment, was as good as it would ever be.
                                


                                
                                  He stared fixedly at the bees crawling around the hole trying to think of some way they could get just a handful of honey without stirring the bees into action. One bee kept moving back and forth along the lip of the opening. Every once in a while it would turn, facing inward, and fiercely beat its wings for several seconds then move around again before repeating the whole cycle. Watching that one bee, it became clear to San that it was doing it on purpose.
                                


                                
                                  Then he saw that a lot of the bees were doing it and wondered what it meant. Why were they all turning inward before beating their wings? From where he was lying, he thought he could detect the more subtle thrum-thrum they had heard coming from inside the tree. The sound mingled with the louder hum of the bees buzzing around outside the hole to produce a strange harmonic mix. The sights, sounds, and smells of the grove were hypnotic. Feeling sleepy, he yawned.
                                


                                
                                  The scene wobbled.
                                


                                
                                  For an instant, San was looking into the tree from the lip of the hole. That point of view rapidly shifted until it seemed he was looking out of the tree from down inside the hole. Sunlight filtered first through the live-oak and then through the wings of thousands of bees. The scene shifted again. And again.
                                


                                
                                  In a fraction of a second San was sure he had just seen the entire hive,from the inside.
                                


                                
                                  During that fleeting moment he had been filled with an insatiable urge to leave the dark, crowded space. Then he was back outside, looking at the hole again from where he lay on the ground. Another bee he was watching turned to face into the hole and started beating its wings just as the smell of pennies painted the back of his throat a bitter sapor.
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  No! Not now!
                                


                                
                                  

                                


                                
                                  *     *     *

                                


                                In the EEG examination room, the RMR received a distinctly strong signal from transmitter number four. Marking the signal, and allocating a buffer for it, the control program began a digital recording of the patterns it was receiving. Once a dedicated buffer had been allocated and the recording process verified—which required only a fraction of a second—the program dispatched a general alert to all attending physicians on the system network.


                                
                                  


                                  
                                    


                                    
                                      


                                      
                                        

                                      

                                    

                                  

                                


                                
                                  >>> ATTENTION <<<
Spike pattern detected: Transmitter 4.
Time of first spike: 10:43:11 AM.

                                  Wearer of transmitting unit: San Shelby.
RECORD CHANNEL ACTIVATED
                                

                              

                            

                          

                        

                      

                    

                  

                

              

            

          

        

      

    

  


  
    

  


  
    Lou was first to respond to the alert. The time was 10:44. After two calls she found Dr. Langly in the lab. "Doctor, RMR is recording abnormal patterns being transmitted by San's helmet. I checked with activities and he is on a hike with three other children. They started hiking at 10:15—they're due back at 11:30."

  


  
    Oscar started removing his apron with his free hand. "Where are they, Lou?"
  


  
    She checked the activities schedule. "Lucy directed them to hike along Live Oaks Trail. It should take about fifteen minutes to reach them from the lab," she answered.
  


  
    He backed toward the door as he spoke, motioning for someone to get ready to take the phone when he was through. "Okay, meet me here as soon as you can, Lou. Get Dan to get you a stretcher. I doubt that we'll need it but we may as well be ready if we do have to carry San back," he said and tossed the phone to the lab tech.
  


  *     *     *


  
    
        Despite the warning provided by the aura, the seizure gripped San before he could react.
    


    
      No one noticed at first. He was lying still except for his hands which were moving involuntarily at his sides. Then Kevan saw that something was wrong and alerted the others. She knelt beside him and turned him onto his side as Lou had instructed all of them to do when someone is having a seizure.
    


    
      "We have to get thith thtuff away from him," she said and they all scrambled to get the largest rocks and sticks out of the way.
    


    
      Spasms began to shake San. Once they had cleared the area, Andy and Prathor crouched down on either side of Kevan. Prathor looked at the little girl with new respect.
    


    
      "What do we do now?" Kevan asked, shaken by the sight of San's convulsions.
    


    
      "I don't know, Kevan," Prathor replied. "I guess we wait until it's over."
    


    
      San's spasms quickly abated and he lay still less than a minute after the seizure began, apparently sleeping. None of them thought of waking him. It seemed the best they could do was to stay with him until he woke up.
    


    
      "Hey you guys, look!" Andy cried, pointing up at the hole in the great oak.
    


    
      A thick, golden cloud of bees gushed from the tree. The arrhythmic humming sound rapidly escalated to a pitched roar. Kevan had to shout over the noise.
    


    
      "What'th happening?"
    


    
      Andy stood and moved toward the tree.
    


    
      "I don't know. It looks like they're leaving!" he bellowed over his shoulder and carefully leaned, as if afraid of disturbing the majestic tree, and pressed his ear to its hoary trunk.
    


    
      The torrent of bees continued to flow out of the hole. A golden river as thick as a man's chest, it flowed strongly for several minutes then slowly started to thin until there were only a few bees coming out. And then finally, no more emerged.
    


    
      Andy listened for a moment longer then straightened and slowly turned—searching the woodscape gloom.
    


    
      "Where'd they go?" Prathor asked.
    


    
      Andy glanced toward his trio of friends then raised his eyes and pointed behind them. "There they are!"
    


    
      The swarm had flown to the curtain of mustang vine surrounding the grove and congregated there. A large blob of bees that looked as though it were a single organism about the size of a Volkswagen Beetle writhed and pulsated menacingly on the vine.
    

  


  
    


    
      Prathor and Kevan, still kneeling beside their sleeping friend, turned and looked at the mass of bees on the vine. Kevan gasped, surprised at the number of bees she saw. The thrumming sound had followed them to the vine.
    


    
      Andy looked back up at the now vacant hole in the tree, then at the swarm on the grapevine. "How's San doin', Prathor?"
    


    
      Prathor bent closer, examining San's face.
    


    
      "It looks like he's smiling, I guess he's asleep. He must be dreamin' or somethin'. You think I should wake him up?"
    


    
      Andy looked at the tree and the swarm, then at Kevan. "No . . . not yet anyway."
    


    
      He smiled and looked at Prathor speculatively. "If we hurry, I bet we can get some honey now!"
    


    
      Prathor blinked in surprise and looked again at San. He seemed to be sleeping peacefully. Kevan raised her eyes to Prathor's dark glasses.
    


    
      "I want to do it, Prayfor," she begged.
    


    
      Prathor looked up at the hole then at Kevan. He had to admit this girl had guts. He looked back up at the hole. There weren't any bees around it now. None he could see on the outside anyway. He looked at Kevan and grinned at her. "San is gonna be okay. I act like this twice a week.
    


    
      "If you get Andy to boost you up to the hole, I bet you can reach in if you stand on his shoulders. Just be careful, Kevan. There might still be some bees inside. And who knows what they will do," he said, indicating the swarm behind them with a crooked nod.
    


    
      She smiled back at Prathor, then frowned. "What'll I put the honey in?"
    


    
      Prathor sighed. "First she want's to carry water, and now honey." He moaned with mock exasperation, trying to think. "This is all really weird. A bunch of epileptics robbing honey from a zillion-trillion bees," he said, looking around for something to use as a bucket. Then he reached out and banged his knuckles on Kevan's batting helmet. "I think that thing ought'a hold about a half gallon, don't you?"
    


    
      Kevan's elfish face lit up. She slapped both her hands to the hard plastic helmet on her head as if just realizing it was there. Then she jumped up and rushed to Andy's side. While she removed the support webbing from the helmet, Andy and Prathor checked the swarm of bees on the grapevine. No change.

    

  


  
    


    
      Andy made a stirrup with his hands and boosted Kevan so she could step onto his thigh. She scrambled a little, nearly losing her balance, then finally got onto his shoulders and steadied herself by grabbing the lip of the hole.
    


    
      "Don't let me fall, Andy!" she called.
    


    
      Andy held onto her ankles. "Don't worry! Just hurry up and get the honey!"
    


    
      She had to stretch to get her elbows over the lip of the hole then she stopped and listened.
    


    
      "I don't hear any beeth," she announced.
    


    
      When she felt secure with her hold, she tiptoed, then hauled her front half into the hole.
    


    
      At first it was too dark to see anything. Just a creepy dark hole that might still have bees in it. Slowly, her eyes adjusted to the dim light and she could see the comb of the hive several inches below the lip of the hole.
    


    
      "I thee it! I thee the hive" she called. "There ithn't a thingle bee in here now!"
    


    
      Prathor giggled nervously. "Maybe not right now, Kevan, but I wouldn't push my luck if I were you. Just grab some and get your butt out of there!"
    


    
      Andy wasn't having to work much. Kevan had all her weight on the lip of the hole. All he had to worry about was staying in a position where he could catch her if she slipped, or help her get down fast if the bees came back.
    


    
      "Yeah, Kevan!" he yelled, "Hurry it up!"
    


    
      Kevan took her batting helmet off, thrust the tip of her tongue through the gap in her teeth and reached down toward the comb. Something buzzed near her ear making her jump. A fly had joined her in the raid.
    


    
      "Go away, you nathty fly!" she said, swatting at the pest.
    


    
      She reached down again and touched the comb, it felt moist and cool. Plunging her fingers in deep, she scooped out a large chunk that dripped copiously. She scraped the stuff off into her helmet then scooped out another chunk. And another.
    


    
      "Come on Kevan! Let's wake San and get outta here!" Prathor called.
    


    
      Finally getting the batting helmet full of honey-saturated comb, she eased back out of the hole and put the bill of the helmet in her mouth so she could use both hands to get down.
    


    
      "Okay, Andy! Here I come!" she warned, speaking through tightly clenched teeth.
    

  


  
    


    
        Andy two-stepped into position and eased Kevan down to the ground.He stared hungrily at the batting helmet. Kevan had stacked comb into the helmet until it was overflowing with honey. Some of it had run down the valley of the bill, through the gap in her teeth."Wow! You really struck gold, Kev!"
    


    
      Kevan took the helmet out of her mouth, smacked her lips and smiled proudly. "Let'th wake Thawn and get out of here. The beeth might be mad if they find out their hive hath been raided."
    


    *     *     *


    
      It took Oscar and Lou only ten minutes to find the hikers, all together, lazily sprawled in the shade alongside the trail. Prathor had just passed Kevan's batting helmet to San who dipped his fingers into something in the helmet. Kevan and Andy were laboriously chewing, as though their mouths were crammed full of Double Bubble. Prathor was licking his fingers.
    


    
      Andy was first to notice the grownups running down the trail toward them and greeted Lou and Dr. Langly with a sticky-fingered wave. They stopped on the trail beside the group, taking in the unlikely scene.
    


    
      "What's going on here?" Lou asked, somewhat out of breath after the jog.
    


    
      "Andy found a honey tree, Mith Ryley," Kevan explained. "We raided it."
    


    
      Lou and Oscar glanced at one another then surveyed each hiker's face. They could see no indication that Kevan was fibbing, or that anyone was upset. They went to San and knelt beside him. He looked up into Lou's beautiful green eyes, offering the batting helmet with a dreamy grin.
    


    
      She smiled and accepted it from San. Dr. Langly leaned over and inspected the contents of the helmet. Sure enough, it contained a large amount of honey and comb. He looked at Lou again before they both reached in and extracted a double finger-dip of the velvety liquid. Lou laughed musically as she and Oscar sampled the wild honey. It was delicious.
    


    
      Oscar turned to San. "San, did you have a seizure a little while ago?"
    


    
      San nodded. "I think so."
    


    
      Prathor spoke up. "He didn't hurt himself, Dr. Langly. Kevan knew exactly what to do. All us big strong men sorta vapor locked at first, but Kevan showed us what to do and we made sure he didn't hurt himself."
    


    
      Oscar smiled and chewed on honeycomb. He had never in his life seen a more unflappable bunch of kids. "I'm sure you did. We're proud of you all. Do you feel all right now, San?"
    


    
      Lou still held the batting helmet. San reached in and scooped out another lump of honeycomb.
    


    
      "I feel fine. I just slept for a minute," he said, before licking the honey off of his fingers.
    


    
      "Hey!" Andy reached for the helmet, "Don't hog the honey, San. Let the rest of us have some more."
    


    
      Lou passed the helmet to Andy, then pressed the back of her hand to San's forehead. She took his pulse. "Well you're not feverish, and your pulse is normal. Do you feel like finishing the hike, San?"
    


    
      San picked up his canteen and opened it. "Sure, why not?"
    


    
      Oscar wanted to laugh out loud. He was overjoyed to see this waggish quartet of kids reacting so nonchalantly.
    


    
      

    


    
      If only the normals of this world could learn to be so cool headed.
    


    
      

    


    
      The helmet came back around to them again and Oscar accepted it from Kevan. He scooped out a chunk of honeycomb and sloppily licked it off his fingers. Not caring if it ran down his chin or down the sleeve of his shirt, he savored the taste of the honey and the levity of his heart.
    


    
      "Indeed, Mr. Shelby!" he laughed exultantly, clapping San on the shoulder with his clean hand.
    


    
      "Why not indeed!"
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER IV


  Pearl


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Betty Shelby, suffering from a severe case of jitters, reached for the cigarettes in her purse. Her father-in-law, always happy to assist in her efforts to kick the habit, touched her arm and pointed at the No Smoking sign on the wall beside the reception window.
    


    
      "Betty, if you're not careful the nice lady behind the window is going to mistake your fidgeting for a fit and land you in the bughouse with San."
    


    
      Betty shoved the pack of cigarettes back into her purse and fumed. "Don't call it that," she snapped. "It's a diagnostic camp, not a bughouse."
    


    
      Brandt senior bowed his head apologetically, and fiddled with his string tie. "I'm sorry, hon. I just don't like doctors, especially head shrinkers; and especially when their farting around with my grandson's brains."
    


    
      
        "Oh, Dad! We haven't even met Dr. Langly yet. How do you know you don't like him? And as I've tried to tell you again and again, he's not a shrink!"
      


      
        She was beginning to think she shouldn't have asked Brandt to come along. Sometimes he could be as hard headed as an adolescent mule. And although he had made the trip down from Ayres much easier for everyone by keeping the twins occupied and relatively quite while she did the driving, he had also made it clear to her that he thought she shouldn't have sent San off to Camp Inwood.
      


      
        "I read Dr. Langly's book," she continued, not giving Brandt a chance to answer, "I read it twice, and I believe he's an intelligent man.
      


      
        "Besides, he has it! I doubt that we could find a better doctor if we searched the rest of our lives. He has it and knows what it's like."
      


      
        She still couldn't say the word—harboring an irrational fear that saying it out loud would be as bad as admitting that San did indeed have it too. It seemed impossible that her baby could have it. She had dug deep into the family tree and had found no one, in either line of decent, that had an ailment even resembling it. There were several ancestors, from both sides of the family, who had died at an early age of one disease or another but no one had had It.
      


      
        And neither does San, she assured herself.
      


      
        A noise from outside drew her attention to the front door of the reception room. The door burst open revealing a very tanned young San flanked by his brothers. He catapulted himself into his mother's arms.
      

    


    
      
        "Mom!"
      


      
        She hugged him, then held him out away from her, looking for signs of damage. She was relieved to find that he looked as healthy, and happy, as ever and hugged him again. "Oh, San. Baby, I missed you so much."
      


      
        San squirmed in his mother's embrace. "Jeeze, mom. Don't call me baby."
      


      
        The twins came bounding in behind him, ignoring the standing order to stay in the car. Lou Ryley followed the twins in and closed the door behind her.
      


      
        Price and Lanse had spotted San being led across the camp compound by the beautiful nurse and had considered the possible consequences (a licking with Grandpa Shelby's belt) well worth a chance to greet San and ogle the good looking red-headed nurse at close range.
      


      
        Betty ignored the twins' breach of discipline, just glad to see San again. She gave him another long hug and a quick kiss before letting him go to Brandt.
      


      
        While San was greeting his grandfather, Dr. Langly came into the reception area and introduced himself.
      


      
        "Did they treat you right in this bug . . . uh diagnostic camp, San?" Brandt asked, hugging his grandson while he eyed Dr. Langly with unfettered distaste and suspicion.
      


      
        "Sure!" San exclaimed. "We hiked and canoed and fished and swam in the lake and . . ."
      


      
        "Whoa, San." Dr. Langly interrupted. "There's plenty of time for that later." He offered his hand to Brandt who—much to Betty's embarrassment—ignored it.
      


      
        "Your mother and . . ."
      

    

  


  
    
      "Grandfather," Betty answered for Brandt as she got up from her chair—appalled by her father-in-law's childish behavior.
    


    
      ". . . and grandfather and I need to talk for a bit right now. Why don't you show your brothers around camp?"
    


    
      San and the twins looked up at their mother who nodded her approval.
    


    
      "Dad, why don't you go with them?"
    


    
      Brandt senior glared at his daughter-in-law, hurt that she didn't want him around. He decided he didn't want to listen to a know-it-all shrink spout lot of bullshit anyway.
    


    
      "I'll be glad to," he answered with a smile.
    


    
      

    


    
      As Lou directed Betty Shelby down the hall to a conference room she talked about San along the way. "We've grown fond of San since he joined us, Mrs. Shelby. Everyone has. He's so friendly and well mannered."
    


    
      Betty smiled politely but offered no response to Lou's compliment. She was anxious to hear the important news about her son.
    


    
      Lou sensed her mood and decided to get right to the point. It was mostly good news anyway and Lou always loved to be the bearer of good news.
    

  


  
    
      "We gave San an EEG the first week he was here and another later, after he had a seizure." she said as they entered the conference room.
    


    
      "Betty's heart sank. "He had another one? That means it's true, then, doesn't it? He has it . . . epilepsy . . . doesn't he?"
    


    
      "Please, Mrs. Shelby. Please don't be alarmed. If he had not had the seizure we might never have known what caused it."
    


    
      Betty could barely hear Lou's words. There was a roaring in her ears and she felt that she might faint. She put her palms to her temples and took several deep breaths.
    


    
      Dr. Langly quickly guided her to a chair, ready to catch her if she started to fall. "Are you alright, Mrs. Shelby?"
    


    
      Betty raised a hand to signal that she just needed a moment. Lou fetched a glass of water for her from a pitcher on the conference table and knelt beside her.
    


    
      "Yes, he does have epilepsy," Dr. Langly said, "A benign form known as rolandic epilepsy. It's not severe and the seizures he has will most likely cause no changes in his brain cells. He is learning to avoid his seizures without any drug therapy whatsoever."
    


    
      Her head clearing, Betty looked up at the Doctor and Lou.
    


    
      "How?" she asked, "How can he control something like that? Something in his head that no one can touch or see? He'll have it all his life, and it could get worse. Couldn't it?"
    


    
      "It's true that it could get worse but from what we've learned so far it's very likely that San will grow out of it."
    

  


  
    
      Dr. Langly waited until Mrs. Shelby had a chance to absorb this before he pulled up a chair and sat down facing her.
    


    
      "Mrs. Shelby . . . San's prognosis is good. But only if the number of seizures he has in the future is kept to a minimum."
    


    
      "You mean he might have more seizures?" she asked, pleading with her eyes for him to say no.
    


    
      "It is inevitable—with or without drug therapy—that an epileptic will have a seizure from time to time. The key to controlling seizures is to minimize the number of times they occur. And when they do occur, to minimize the duration of these.
    


    
      "You see, Mrs. Shelby, the brain, especially the brain of a child, has a natural propensity to learn. San's brain is new and relatively void of information in comparison to yours and mine. His brain cells are hungry. They are ready to absorb every bit of every experience—even epileptic seizures—that is presented to them. It is this propensity to learn that presents the greatest danger to San. Dangerous, Mrs. Shelby, because seizures are very intense experiences. It won't take very many seizures for San's brain to permanently remember how to let them happen."
    


    
      He held his hands up between himself and Betty—his palms facing towards his face.
    


    
      "Imagine that my hands are a pair of nerve cells in your son's brain—the fingers being connections between the cells. Actually, the connections between nerve cells occurs chemically, but the effect is the same."
    


    
      Betty nodded that she understood.
    


    
      "The brain learns through establishment of circuits, if you will, set up between nerve cells. If an experience is intense enough or is repeated enough times, the circuits required to process the information are permanently imprinted in the brain."
    


    
      He smoothly linked the fingers of both hands together.
    


    
      "This is how the brain remembers. And because epileptic seizures are caused by repetitive abnormal electrical discharges, the circuits of these abnormal discharges are easily kindled into the brain. Avoiding the kindling of epileptic circuits while San's brain is in its early stages of development is essential if he is ever to be free of the seizures."
    


    
      He stood and moved to the doorway, pausing with his hand on the light switch. "Most of the time, antiepileptic drugs must be used to accomplish this. The problem with drug therapy is the side effects of the drug. In many cases, more than one antiepileptic drug must be administered to control seizures. In such cases the side effects of the drug combinations may be as bad, or worse, than the effects of the seizures alone. It's my hope that your son's case will be one of the rare instances where drug therapy is minimized, or better yet, not required at all."
    


    
      He turned down the lights in the room and moved to a compupodium beside a large wall screen. Typing on the built-in keyboard, he tied into the camp database and retrieved a sequence from San's first EEG. The EEG traces appeared on the screen.
    


    
      "This is the electroencephalograph from San's first examination."
    


    
      A set of squiggly lines trailed across the top half of the screen.
    


    
      "And this . . ." another set of lines appeared on the lower half, "is from his second examination.
    


    
      "Now I don't expect you to understand every detail of these traces, no one understands everything about them, but there are certain characteristics of San's brain waves that I'm sure you will be able to see."
    


    
      He pressed a key and the traces began to move from right to left across the screen.
    


    
      "Notice that in both the top and bottom EEGs there are no sudden changes in the character of any of the traces. They all progress along the timeline at a relatively steady state, both sets of traces looking much the same."
    


    
      The traces continued to move across the screen. Betty tried to ignore the clamor of her emotions and focus her attention on what Dr. Langly was saying.
    


    
      "Now, at this point we see minor changes in the traces on the bottom EEG. The one we gave to San after his seizure. Notice that the magnitude of each trace is diminishing. It is at this point that San is most relaxed—almost asleep."
    


    
      To emphasize the point, he pressed another key and the diminished bottom traces were highlighted in blue. Then the traces stopped moving.
    


    
      Dr. Langly paused, waiting for the next EEG sequence to be retrieved from the database, silently cursing the camp's lethargic computer network.
    


    
      He nodded at Lou to pick up the narration while he checked for processes executing on the main computer that could be suspended so he could get the data he needed.
    


    
      "It's important to find out what the patient is doing and feeling just before onset of a seizure," she said.
    


    
      "We learned that just before San had his seizure he had been watching a hive of bees he and his friends had found. He was able to give us a detailed description of his pre-seizure sensations."
    


    
      Betty was losing the battle against her emotions, comprehending little of what Lou was saying—catching only bits of sentences.
    


    
      

    


    
      Why was San watching bees? Was he stung by the bees? Is that why he had a seizure?
    


    
      

    


    
      She embraced this notion, drawing hope from it.
    


    
      

    


    
      Yes! That must be it! Reaction to bee stings. San had a reaction to the stings and the seizure he had in the treehouse must have been reaction to a sting from a bee or wasp there as well. It wasn't epilepsy after all! But that isn't right either. They've already said that he does have epilepsy, rolandic epilepsy—whatever the hell that is. Then why is this woman talking about bees?
    


    
      

    


    
      Lou could see that Mrs. Shelby wasn't listening. She moved to the chair Dr. Langly had been sitting in and waited until Mrs. Shelby acknowledged her presence.
    

  


  
    
      "As I was saying," she went on, "we suspected that San had been concentrating on the bees, so we presented a subject for him to concentrate on during his second examination. We asked him to watch the subject and think of nothing else."
    


    
      Having finally received the next sequence of traces Dr. Langly set them in motion and picked up where he left off.
    


    
      "Every trace is normal until just . . . about . . . here."
    


    
      Dr. Langly pressed another key and a large peak in the bottom trace was highlighted in red.
    


    
      "This is a classic spike, indicating the onset of a seizure. Notice that immediately following the spike the character of every trace has changed. There are fewer waves now, all of them of greater magnitude than before, and a definite rhythm has emerged in the waves."
    


    
      Betty could see what the doctor was talking about. At first the traces had appeared to be changing randomly from second to second; but now there was a regular pattern in the changes immediately after the spike.
    


    
      "It is these rhythmic changes, Mrs. Shelby, that indicate onset of San's seizures."
    


    
      The traces in the top half of the screen disappeared and were replaced by a scaled version of the lower traces. At regular intervals the larger waves appeared, separated by smaller, evenly spaced and almost identically shaped waves. "Normally the billions of nerve cells in the brain fire in a sort of controlled, randomness. When groups of cells begin firing abnormally at the same time, in regular patterns, a seizure usually occurs.
    

  


  
    
      "The initial spike in San's EEG signals the beginning of abnormal firing patterns. The rhythmic patterns following that correspond to the peak of San's efforts to concentrate on the subject.
    


    
      "A flux of electrical charges, tightly grouped at first, are passing uncontrollably through portions of his brain."
    


    
      Dr. Langly switched the screen off and turned up the lights.
    


    
      "It is the period of time immediately before and during this flux phase that San has learned to detect the onset of a seizure and bring it under control."
    


    
      Betty looked at Lou then at the doctor, feeling stupid and helpless. Little of this was making sense to her.
    


    
      

    


    
      Was it the bee sting or wasn't it? What difference does it make if he was concentrating on something?
    


    
      

    


    
      Dr. Langly could see that she didn't understand.
    


    
      "Mrs, Shelby," he said, "We repeated this test and others similar to it several times—always getting the same results.
    


    
      "San has seizures when he is concentrating hard on something. When he is concentrating on something to the exclusion of everything else; and that," he said, slapping his hand on the podium, "is the key to controlling his seizures without the use of drugs!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      "We're gonna go see the ocean," Price repeated.
    

  


  
    
      He and San were standing on the fishing pier, tossing bread crumbs to ducks that quacked and fussed over the soggy pieces of dough floating on the water. Lanse was down on his belly, dangerously balanced on the edge of the pier—arms out stretched—ready to grab a duck if one came close enough. The ducks sensed Lanse's intent and stayed well out of reach.
    


    
      "I don't believe you." San replied.
    


    
      "Well . . . not exactly the ocean. The Gulf of Mexico. And I don't care if you believe me or not. You'll see soon enough when we get ready to go."
    


    
      San looked at Price then looked over toward the canoe racks where his grandfather had struck up a conversation with the groundskeeper, Stan.
    


    
      "If you go ask him I'll get a bustin'," Price quickly added, seeing the way San was looking at Grandpa Shelby. "It's supposed to be a secret surprise for you since you're sick again."
    


    
      "I'm not sick," San angrily insisted and started toward Grandpa Shelby.
    


    
      Initially, he intended to put Price's butt in a crack by asking about the surprise. Then he stopped himself.
    


    
      

    


    
      Mom will be disappointed if she finds out the surprise has been ruined. So will Grandpa.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      He turned around and glared at his brother. Price saw the resolution in San's eyes fade to nothing and grinned defiantly.
    


    
      

    


    
      Thanks a lot Price. Now I'm going to have to act like I'm surprised.
    


    *     *     *


    
      San had no trouble putting on a convincing act—especially when his mother revealed a part of the surprise Price did not know about.
    


    
      Betty and Brandt had suspected that one or both of the twins would spill the beans, so they had kept quiet about another part of the trip they had planned.
    


    
      They were also going to the new Oceanarium Park in Alazan Bay, to see the famous native Texan, Nemo.
    


    
      Nemo lived at Oceanarium Park in Alazan Bay; a long way from Camp Inwood. On the first leg of the long drive to the Texas coast, Grandpa Shelby told the story of Nemo—leaving out nothing, not even the story of the murder of Nemo's mother, Jino, by an orca named Bobby who had rammed into her during a performance.
    


    
      He told them about how the people watching the performance had been shocked by the murder and the way Nemo had seemed to take right up with Bobby without a backward glance to his mother. He said that people were disturbed by Nemo's apparent disregard for his mother and how she had been killed.
    

  


  
    
      The people had thought it unnatural—even evil—that Nemo had ignored the fact that Bobby had killed his mother. He told them of one lady he remembered watching as she commented to a news reporter that it wasn't human. Then he explained that all too often, people try to force animals into human molds—especially animals that seem almost human—and are disappointed when the animals don't fit neatly into the mold.
    


    
      The twins looked at their grandfather as though he was daft. San listened intently and was deeply moved by what his grandfather said. He understood exactly what he meant and realized he was guilty of trying to do the same thing himself.
    


    
      Brandt patiently fielded questions about where they were going, how far it was, how long it would take to get there, and exactly what they would be seeing when they finally got there. The list of questions seemed endless and Brandt, his head and ears beginning to buzz and ache, wondered if he had been so inquisitive as a child. He also wondered whether or not the boy's were getting enough air. It seemed they had not paused for breath once during the drive from Possum Kingdom to Hico.
    


    
      Just past Olin, the boy's questions petered out and terminal boredom initiated games involving invention of new ways to pester and bicker. Before tempers escalated to a flaring point Grandpa Shelby decided it was time and presented the boys with another surprise.
    

  


  
    
      Books.
    


    
      Books about the creatures of the ocean.
    


    
      After a short lecture about the oceans of the world and what he knew of the life therein, he left them alone to explore the books.
    


    
      They attacked them, elated to have a distraction from the endless miles of asphalt. The twins went through the books fastest, looking at the pictures in each—reading captions under the most interesting pictures—then moving on to the next. San did the same except for one book that had a few nice color pictures but was more words than pictures. A book devoted exclusively to whales.
    


    
      Brandt watched with great amusement as San fell into the book. Long after the twins had grown bored with the books, San was still reading.
    


    
      Price, fearing he may have missed something, tried only once to take the whale book away from San.
    


    
      "You had a chance, Price," Brandt had firmly reminded him. "Let San have his fun."
    


    
      Betty was thankful again that Brandt had suggested the vacation and had come along. They all needed it and it had been too long since the boy's had seen anything but the dusty, red streets and alleys of Ayres. It also served another unanticipated purpose. Instead of having San galloping about the neighborhood doing Lord knows what, out of sight and out of reach; he was here, close by where she could help him if he needed her.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Please, San. Please don't need me. Not that way.
    


    
      

    


    
      They stopped in San Antonio, the birth place of Nemo, to find a motel and hot meal. San kept reading until his mother made him stop, first for supper in the motel restaurant, and then again after going to bed.
    


    
      "You've read most of it anyway." She insisted, glad to see him so interested in books for a change, but fearful of letting him stay up late. Dr. Langly had warned her that fatigue might make San more susceptible to a seizure, and less alert to the signs of onset.
    


    
      "Get your sleep now," she said. "Tomorrow you'll get to see Nemo in person. Maybe you'll dream about that. What do you think?"
    


    
      Reluctantly, San closed the book and handed it to his mother. "Okay, but I never dream about what I want. Besides, I don't think I have dreams anymore."
    


    
      Betty frowned, wondering if that meant anything. She started to ask San if he truly had stopped dreaming then decided against it.
    


    
      

    


    
      Sleep is what he needs now. Not cross examination.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      She kissed each of her sons goodnight and went back into the adjoining room to reflect upon the events of the day . . . and worry about the future of her youngest child.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The next morning, the Shelby's had a leisurely breakfast and visited the Alamo before continuing their trek to Alazan Bay. They arrived at the bay in time to catch the last ferry to Oceanarium Park, just in time for the evening show. The boy's were ecstatic.
    


    
      "Ya' mean it's out on that Island?" Lanse asked, pointing and jumping up and down in place.
    


    
      "Yep," Grandpa Shelby answered. "Surrounded by water. And in the middle of the island are tanks as big as this parking lot, maybe bigger, where the whales and dolphins live and put on their shows."
    


    
      Brandt made sure they were the first ones off of the ferry so he could get front row seats for the boys. He and Betty sat further back, cameras loaded with fresh film, and waited for the show to begin.
    


    
      The seals were first. They juggled beach balls with their snouts, swam around leaping through hoops, and made silly, whisker-festooned faces at the audience.
    


    
      The dolphins came out next and spent as much time in the air as they did in the water during their act. There was one kind of dolphin called a spinner that did just that. It would rocket into the air, spinning as many as four times, before crashing back into the water.
    

  


  
    
      Just as the dolphins were wrapping up their part of the show, a funny orange and white dog with a curly tail and pointed ears came running out, jumped into the pool and came up riding on a dolphin's back.
    


    
      "Bucky the Basenji!" The announcer's voice boomed over the din of the audience. "Bucky is ramrod of this outfit and saddle breaks all the dolphins at Oceanarium Park!"
    


    
      The Shelby boys clapped and cheered and laughed, completely swept away by the magic of the show. They forgot about the rapidly approaching end of summer vacation and the inevitable return to school. And they forgot about their mother and grandfather sitting only yards away.
    


    
      Their mother snapped shot after shot of the show and her boy's reactions to it—forgetting about San's condition.
    


    
      Their grandfather laughed and shouted and focused his camera for the big event of the show.
    


    
      When the dolphins and Bucky were finished with their part of the show and the lights over the pool went down, they were all surprised to see that beyond the bright lights, day had faded to night. The sky was full of stars.
    


    
      The audience grew still in the sudden darkness. Strange unearthly music filled the night air—surging and subsiding—evoking images of ocean waves rolling onto sandy shores that glittered under the light of the moon.
    


    
      A crash of thunder made the audience jump as a single organism and look up into the sky for signs of the storm that must have just blown in from the Gulf. But the sky was still full of stars.
    

  


  
    
      A brilliant beam of golden light punctured the darkness, illuminating a spot on the now still waters of the pool; barely a half a second passed before a gargantuan, black and white apparition exploded through the metallic disk of light.
    


    
      

    


    NEMO! THE KILLER WHALE!


    
      The announcers voice thundered above the roar of the now extremely loud music and the cheers of the audience.
    


    
      A chill so intense San feared it might cause a seizure blossomed from the center of his chest and surged outward to every nerve in his body. The impact of the sensation was so profound that he had to grab the edge of the bench to keep from falling over.
    


    
      Nemo soared out of the water to an altitude seemingly impossible for such a huge creature to achieve, then slowly, gracefully tilted and fell back into the pool. The audience, every mouth hanging open and still reacting as a single entity, followed Nemo's flight and tremendous reentry into his native element.
    


    
      None of the boys really understood what they were seeing until the tidal wave rising out of the shadowed margins of the pool, curled out over the first three rows of the stadium and collapsed, thoroughly drenching everyone beneath it. San gasped again and again at the sudden rush of cold salt water over his already excessively stimulated body.
    

  


  
    
      "Unbelievable!" Price shouted. "Un-be-liev-a-ble!"
    


    
      San laughed and cried and loved the amazing creature he had just caught a fleeting glimpse of. It was a dream come true.
    


    
      

    


    
      Nothing, nothing else in the world, will ever be better than this!
    


    *     *     *


    
      When Nemo's show was over, Betty and Brandt watched with great amusement as their boys got up and moved, like zombies, toward them.
    


    
      "I take it you kidoe's liked Nemo?" Grandpa Shelby smugly inquired.
    


    
      Only San could respond to his question with a feeble "Uh-huh."
    


    
      "That's what I thought. Come on, girls. Let's go get a hot dog and see some more of the park."
    


    
      The rest of the park seemed dull after Nemo.
    


    
      Black and white. San kept thinking. Just black and white. No fancy colors or anything like that. Just black and white and big and fast. The orca must be the strongest animal in the world, and the fastest, he mused as they toured the aquariums and exhibits of the park. They all seemed so insignificant. Even the comical otters and sinister sharks. None evoked the slightest hint of physical sensations in San that Nemo had.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Every once in a while, when San thought about Nemo's grand entrance, the chills percolated through his body again—though not nearly as intensely as they first had. He wanted to feel that original thrill again. He wanted to be shocked, frightened, and amazed all at once again.
    


    
      "Can we come back tomorrow and see Nemo again?" he asked his mother.
    


    
      "I don't think so," she answered. "We're going to the beach tomorrow before we start back home Monday."
    


    
      San pouted. "Aw please, Mom. Can't we? I don't want to go to the beach."
    


    
      "No. And don't use that whining tone of voice with me," she scolded. "I don't like it one bit."
    


    
      San looked down at the scuffed toes of his keds.
    


    
      "Well, shit." he said, just a little too loudly.
    


    
      Betty stopped and looked down at her youngest. "What did you say, young man?"
    


    
      San looked up at her, defiant and determined. Price, feeling a sudden, illogical urge to protect his little brother, piped up.
    


    
      "He said spit," and stepped closer to San's side.
    


    
      San gave Price a curious look and leaned away from him.
    


    
      Betty and Brandt looked at Price, now surprised by his behavior even more than San's. Encouraged by this new, brotherly reaction from Price, Betty decided not to make a big deal out of it. She nonchalantly placed a hand on top of each boy's head and guided them on ahead of her.
    

  


  
    
      "Shit or spit," she said. "Which ever. Neither is a very nice word to use in public."
    


    
      She left it at that and shot a warning glance at Brandt not to laugh out loud.
    


    
      One of the last big aquariums they looked at had only one occupant. Another whale. It wasn't as big or as powerful a whale as Nemo, but interesting none the less. San knew immediately what kind of whale it was, having read about it in the book Granpa Shelby had given to him.
    


    
      He stopped to take a closer look. The others, tiring of the exhibits and seeing nothing exciting, moved on through, not noticing that San had lingered.
    


    
      A park guide standing at the entrance of the viewing hall of the aquarium saw that someone had stayed to watch and approached the boy, glad at last to have something to do. With Nemo stealing the thunder of every exhibit in the park every night, things got extremely boring for the park's aquarium guides.
    


    
      San heard the guide approaching and gave him a brief glance and a greeting smile before turning his attention back to the whale.
    


    
      "It's a beluga, isn't it?" he asked.
    


    
      "Yes it is." the guide answered, surprised by the boy's recognition of the species. A polished brass data plate had never been mounted for the beluga. It would be at Oceanarium Park only as long as was required to prepare it for the trip to Boston.
    


    
      "Yes, it is a beluga. How did you know?"
    

  


  
    
      "It's white, it's head is like a melon, and it doesn't have a dorsy fin."
    


    
      "Dorsal fin," the guide corrected.
    


    
      "Right," San answered, peeved that he hadn't been able to remember the word.
    


    
      "Her name is Pearl," the guide added.
    


    
      They stood and watched the whale cavort around the tank.
    


    
      "Belugas live in the arctic regions," the guide said.
    


    
      San nodded. "I know. They like the rivers in the summer, like the Yukon and the St. Lawrence."
    


    
      The guide was impressed. "That's right. This one was trapped in a net in the St. Lawrence River and nearly drowned. We brought her here to make her well. She almost died anyway."
    


    
      "Pearl," San repeated and smiled to himself. The name rolled smoothly off his tongue and out of his mouth. He decided it was a perfect name for the creamy white creature. Neither of them said anything for a while and at length the guide backed away, intrigued by this image of boy and whale, wishing he had a camera to record it.
    


    
      Pearl swam her usual pattern—around and around, up and down. This went on for a few minutes then suddenly Pearl turned her head as though she had just spotted San standing there watching her. San was surprised at the flexibility of the white whale's neck. He hadn't thought that whales had necks.
    

  


  
    
      She veered off her circular course and swam directly down to the section of glass San was looking through. The guide watched with mild curiosity as Pearl repeatedly bobbed to the surface for air, and sinking again would swim back and forth in front of the boy. It appeared that Pearl knew she was being watched and the guide wondered how this was possible. The boy had not tapped on the glass or made any loud noises. He had simply walked into the viewing hall and stopped on the spot he was standing now and watched.
    


    
      The guide knew from personal experience inside the tank that its occupants could see only reflections of themselves due to the one-way reflective layer in the glass and to the difference in light levels on either side. The viewing hall surrounding the tank was kept dark to provide the best possible light for people to see the occupants of the tank. There was absolutely no way to see the people in the viewing hall from inside the tank.
    


    
      The guide looked at the boy, then at the whale.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Something is definitely going on here."
    


    
      

    


    
      San wondered if Candy would be able to draw a picture of Pearl if he was able to describe the whale to her when he got back home. He decided it was worth a try and began memorizing every detail of the whale. It wasn't too difficult; Pearl's skin was a flawless expanse of virgin white, her two small flippers were located about three feet behind the front of her head and curled up at the tips.
    

  


  
    
      Her body was smooth and chubby, and her flukes weren't much larger than her flippers. Just below and behind the melon shape of her forehead, she had small, jet-black, unblinking eyes. San couldn't see any ears although there was a tiny bump, like a pimple, just inches behind each eye. But there was no ear hole and San wondered how she could hear with just a pair of pimples for ears.
    


    
      A crease in her blubber ran under her jaw from just beneath one pimple ear to the other, clearly defining her neck. When she opened her mouth, San could see about thirty or forty stout, conical teeth that would have appeared ferocious if they had not been set in a mouth permanently drawn into a smile.
    


    
      San quickly saw that the hardest part of the drawing would be capturing the complex undulations of Pearl's flesh as she juked about under water. He watched her flip to the surface for air and return straight away to look at him, so entranced by her beauty and grace that he missed the now familiar sensations of flux phase.
    


    
      His point of view suddenly shifted and he found himself staring at a reflection of himself in a mirror . . . only it wasn't a reflection of his face he was seeing.
    


    
      

    


    
      It was Pearl's.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The guide stood by patiently, puzzled by the beluga's behavior.
    

  


  
    
      Pearl continued to twist and curl in the water as though she were searching for a way to get through the glass to the boy. Then she abruptly stopped and hovered motionless, her perpetual smile only inches from San's. Her mouth just barely open.
    


    
      The guide had the distinct impression that Pearl was listening to something. An invisible spider clitter-clacked right up his spine and over the crown of his head, leaving itchy tracks that made his scalp crawl. He shivered and then silently chided himself for letting his emotions get the best of him.
    


    
      He decided the best way to handle the creepy feelings he was having would be to occupy his mind by giving the boy more information about Pearl and her kind; but before he had taken his first step back toward San, before he had a chance to speak another word of whaleology, the most amazing thing happened.
    


    
      The guide had heard stories of how vocal belugas could be if so inclined. The early mariners of the north Atlantic had called them sea canaries because the wide variety of whistles, squeals, and chirps they emitted were often easily heard above the water surface. And the guide had heard Pearl vocalizing on numerous occasions during feedings, but he had not been prepared for anything like this.
    


    
      

    


    
      Pearl had been swimming listlessly in the tank for several weeks when she had felt the presence of another Reaching out to her. She had moved toward the presence and had begun Reaching back.
    

  


  
    
      At first she was sure it was another of her kind. But as she Reached back at the presence it became all too clear that it was not. No whale nor dolphin. Not even walrus. And certainly not seal or sea lion.
    


    
      It was unbelievable, at first. Then a shock when she realized what sort of creature it was. And then the utter excitement of what was happening overwhelmed her and she reacted instinctively.
    


    
      Focusing a narrow beam of high frequency sound from within the chamber in her bulbous head, she aimed it directly at the presence on the other side of the thick, laminated glass and let go.
    


    
      

    


    
      When the beam of sound struck the thick glass wall, most of it was reflected back into the tank and some of it was absorbed by the glass; but the beam was so narrow and powerful that some of it passed through the glass, traveled through the air in the viewing hall, and bounced off the concrete-block wall behind San and the guide. They both jumped at the loud report of Pearl's squeal as it reverberated around and around the circular hall surrounding the tank, producing strange stereophonic echos.
    


    
      San let out a cry of surprised shock, snapping out of flux phase almost instantly, barely escaping another seizure.
    


    
      He turned and looked at the aquarium guide.
    


    
      "What happened?"
    


    
      Dumbfounded, the guide stared back at San, blinked, and laughed the nervous laugh of a paranoiac.
    

  


  
    
      "I don't know, " he said. "She's never done that before."
    


    *     *     *


    
      Not long after the Shelby's were back home in Ayres, the white beluga was prepared for shipment to Boston. There she was to be monitored and introduced to a captive male beluga in hopes that the pair would mate and produce offspring.
    


    
      One morning the man who brought food-fish didn't come. Instead a man came and swam with her, looking over every inch of her body, checking her eyes and blowhole.
    


    
      Before she realized what was happening, she felt a sharp prick in her side as the man injected something into her body. Pearl bolted and swam away from the man. She sensed now that the men were preparing her for something and quickly realized that they were going to move her. Instantly, her senses became acute as adrenaline-charged blood surged through her body—her chance had come at last.
    


    
      She watched every movement of the men as they herded her out of the aquarium into a channel that led to a pool adjoining the warm waters of Alazan Bay. For a while she thought perhaps that she was to be set free but it soon became clear that this wasn't their plan at all. It was essential now that she be ready, that she not miss her chance, and that she not fail when the opportunity presented itself.
    


    
      The men herded her into a smaller holding pool and let her swim while they lowered a large box into the water.
    

  


  
    
      Pearl examined the box with sonics. It was a little longer than her own body and about twice as wide, made out of something smooth and hard.
    


    
      One of the men swam around to one end of the box and pressed a red button. There was a whine of electric motors and the end wall of the box dropped down like a drawbridge. The man swam into the opening and disappeared. After a moment he swam out again and dropped several food-fish onto the lowered wall.
    


    
      Pearl cautiously swam up to the box and examined it more closely, hungrily eyeing the food-fish on the lowered wall. Looking in from the open end, she saw that the box wasn't covered on top. More fish had been scattered over a flexible mesh stretched between a cradle of metal attached to the floor of the box.
    


    
      The men had disappeared from view.
    


    
      Having been denied her morning feeding, she snatched up the food-fish the man had dropped on the lowered wall and gulped them down. Then she had quickly moved away from the box.
    


    
      This only served to pique her appetite and drove her to swim back to it and then inside to get the rest of the food-fish scattered about on the flexible mesh.
    


    
      The sound of electric motors alerted her to the trap she had so foolishly placed herself in. She tried to back out, but it was too late. The lowered wall had already closed too much for her to back out of the box.
    

  


  
    
      The box was lifted out of the pool and Pearl became uncomfortably heavy as the water in the box drained away. She felt another sharp prick as the man with the needle injected something else into her. Someone put something gooey onto her eyes and then capped them. A cool wet blanket was draped over her body. Immediately Pearl relaxed and stopped struggling, knowing it would only do her harm to resist.
    


    
      The crew responsible for Pearl kept her cool and wet throughout her trip to the Kingsville, Texas Naval Air Station, during the entire flight to Boston, and then from Logan International to the new Boston Harbor Research Center on Deer Island.
    


    
      Upon arrival at Deer Island, the box was immediately lowered into the center's seaward holding pool.
    


    
      At first, Pearl reveled in the merciful weightlessness provided by the rising water; but after a few minutes she decided that she wanted out of the water she now found herself in. The pool was actually a small natural cove that had been gated off from the harbor. Pearl could taste and feel the filthy harbor water and knew it well from deep ancestral memories.
    


    
      It was dead water.
    


    
      

    


    
      For more than two centuries Boston Harbor had faithfully served the city of Boston as cesspool and general waste dump. Anything and everything the people of Boston had not wanted in the city had ended up in the harbor—out of sight, out of mind—and as a consequence the harbor had slowly, inexorably died.
    


    
      By the time the tragedy had been discovered by environmentalists the officials of Boston declared that it was too late to do anything about it. So the fetid waters of Boston Harbor had simply grown worse. Most of the fish died, and the few heartier fish that somehow survived, mutated into grotesque caricatures of their species. Their strange bodies teeming with cancerous tumors.
    


    
      Now Pearl was being subjected to the poisonous water and she feared for her life. Her determination to escape increased by an order of magnitude. She was the only one of whalekind who knew about the human-child that could Reach. And now it was possible that she would die before passing on the knowledge.
    


    
      The men gently wiped Pearl's eyes clean and let her out of the box. She swam around in frantic circles, investigating her new surroundings and gagging on the filthy water. She searched for an escape route but saw none other than the heavy steel gate separating the pool from the harbor.
    


    
      She watched every move the men made, waiting for one of them to make a mistake.
    


    
      The box was lifted out of the water and the men left Pearl alone in the pool. She roved around and around, considering the possibility that she could clear the top of the seaward gate. The real problem was that the gate defeated her sonar. There was no way she could tell what was on the other side of the gate. Jumping it and landing on rocks would be deadly.
    


    
      As she was roving around the other end of the pool, she heard the sound of an approaching boat. She stopped and listened, hoping that the boat would come toward the pool.
    


    
      It did, gliding up to the gate, and stopping there, revealing to Pearl that there was water on the other side.
    


    
      Pearl stayed under water and centered her attention on the gate, watching for the slightest movement. There was a loud clanking noise as a man in the boat lifted the heavy latch on the gate and started to swing it open.
    


    
      On shore, the man assigned to feed Pearl was just getting back with a load of fish when she made her move and rocketed toward the gate. The man on shore started shouting at the man in the boat. The man in the boat looked up just as Pearl crashed into the gate, wrenching it from his grasp and toppling him into the nasty harbor water.
    


    
      "She's loose!" cried the man on shore.
    


    
      Pearl was free again . . . but not completely out of danger. She still had to get out of Boston harbor, renowned by whalekind as the most deadly stretch of coastal water in the Atlantic.
    


    
      Pearl knew her chances of avoiding toxic water and poison food-fish were poor. She would try not to eat until she was beyond the worst of the pollution; but the dead waters stretched three days to the north and east into open ocean—a hard swim even for the tremendous blue whale. Eventually she would have to eat a substantial amount of food-fish to maintain her strength. She could only hope that whatever she decided to eat wouldn't be carrying human-made poisons in its flesh.
    

  


  
    
      She had seen many of her own kind die the starving death caused by humanities pollution—most of them young, strong bulls who had foolishly wandered into the harbor and eaten here, believing themselves impervious to the invisible death. The result was always the same and Pearl shuddered at the horror of the memories.
    


    
      She understood the waste of life only from the viewpoint of the suffering it caused. She didn't understand why humans dumped poisons into the harbor. She only knew that they did and she abhorred the destruction it inevitably caused.
    


    
      She swam east, straight out to sea, taking the risk of finding fewer, more healthy food-fish there than in the waters to the north. The sun disappeared behind the world and still she swam on, smooth and steady, constantly adjusting contours of her body to minimize drag.
    


    
      She felt strong after the care and feeding the men had provided her and it felt good to be moving in long, vertical arcs instead of tight, horizontal circles. She only wished that the water was clean. It even felt deadly against her skin and eyes.
    


    
      Periodically she beamed her identity and purpose into the black water ahead of her. But there was no response. The constant racket from engines and screws of ships plowing across the harbor promptly scrambled Pearl's song. She had to get farther away from all forms of human pollution before she could effectively relay her message to others.
    

  


  
    
      It didn't surprise her that none of her kind answered, even from a great distance. Most of them were much farther to the north, chasing food-fish through the still abundant feeding waters there. Though many generations ago she would have surely encountered thousands of her kind feeding in the harbor as well as here in the more open waters to the east.
    


    
      Those days were gone now. It would be many centuries before the water would heal itself and mothers of the oceans would bear enough young to increase populations of all whalekind to their original, spectacular numbers.
    


    
      It seemed for a while that the human's hunger for the flesh of whales had finally been satiated and the killing had significantly dropped. Now, though, renewed slaughter in the northern waters was regularly included a passage in the songs of whalekind.
    


    
      As Pearl moved farther out to sea she was soon able to hear the song of other cetaceans. This, and her experience with the Reaching human drove her on. She had to pass on the images stored in her mind. She couldn't stop and only pursued food-fish if they happened to swim directly in her path. On and on she swam, sang, and swam. Reinforcing her song with more and more detail as she sang.
    


    
      Not until her second night of freedom did someone finally answer her urgent song. The first response came from a still distant pod of minke.
    


    
      Pearl beamed the images of the event that had driven her to her daring escape at the minke pod who immediately turned and swam toward her.
    

  


  
    
      They did not question that what Pearl was beaming at them was the truth—whales being incapable of generating false imagery—but it was important that they record every detail of this long-awaited event. They would pass it on to others who would then pass it on again.
    


    
      Exhausted, Pearl glided to the surface and waited for the minke to get closer—relieved that she had not failed to pass on the long-awaited news.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Within three days time the news of the human-child who could Reach had spread across the world's oceans. Every intelligent mammal of the ocean knew about the boy and celebrated with song and great leaping, singing their joy constantly.
    


    
      Eventually the blue whales, still migrating up from Antarctic feeding grounds, heard the news and quickly relayed it to the Prelate—the oldest, largest blue whale in the world.
    


    
      The Prelate was the receptacle of the experiences of every whale in the world. It was the Prelate who had the knowledge of what to do about the human-child who could Reach.
    


    
      The Prelate did not slow his pace as an older female blue swam up alongside and sang details of the news to him. He had long ago heard bits of it in the growing song that now reverberated in all cetacean waters of the world.
    

  


  
    
      Veering sharply, he bumped the female, releasing bubbles of breath in anger, imploring the old mother to be silent. Nearing the day he would cease to sing and swim, he needed audible communication less and less. The experiences of whalekind and the other, more intelligent creatures, was an endless murmur in the deeper recesses of his mind. His own ability to Reach allowed him the luxury of not having to depend on song for communication, and this old female was perfectly able to Reach at such close range.
    


    
      Gliding through the warm equatorial waters of the mid Atlantic, between the African and South American continents, the Prelate absorbed the images and emotions contained within the female's massive brain. Every nuance of the experiences was completely intact; just as Pearl had originally experienced them.
    


    
      Even before he was through assimilating the relayed experiences, he was using his immense mind to Reach out to the world of cetaceans.
    


    
      

    


    
      Soon.
    


    
      

    


    
      Prepare.
    


    
      

    


    
      Soon the World will know.
    


    
      

    


    
      Soon the Struggle will begin.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER V


  Tramp


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Dark, cold . . . someone singing. Singing so clearly as to coalesce with the audience—be the audience one or a multitude, near or distant. Soothing the body to the core. Rhythms of verse and pulse converging then diverging again—the effect marvelously hypnotic.
    


    
      

    


    
      Rising . . . rising. Trepanning distinct layers of cold, each layer becoming progressively warmer. Sunlight filtering through blue haze. More of it as each layer recedes below.
    


    
      No need to hurry.
    


    We have waited.


    
      The song coursing through every cell producing subtle vibrations in every bone—resonances of mind as well as body.
    

  


  
    Waited so long.


    
      Another layer of warmth, the warmest yet. A dazzling increase in sunlight: exit from the blue.
    


    
      

    


    
      Effortless flight!
    


    
      

    


    
      Soaring on inconsequential wings—etheric sky suddenly sprawling over head.
    


    
      

    


    
      New sounds.
    


    
      Brilliant colors.
    


    
      Strange odors.
    


    
      

    


    
      A million petite Suns capering on the Blue below.
    


    Reach with us! Reach for us! We have waited so long!


    
      "Who are you?" San called out, his eyes snapping open. He could see nothing.
    


    What happened to the sun?


    
      Sitting bolt-upright, seized by a gut-wrenching awareness that he had somehow gone blind, San frantically waved his right hand in front of his face—straining his eyelids to maximum hiatus.
    

  


  
    
      Before uttering the cry of panic that had already begun to poise muscles in throat and mouth for action, it dawned on him that he couldn't see because it was dark. He had been dreaming.
    


    A dream.


    
      He lay back again—luxuriating in warm, two-fold relief. He had not suddenly been struck blind . . . and he had finally had another dream!
    


    
      Not since his seizure at camp had he dreamed. He wasn't sure that had been a dream. He had almost decided that his last seizure had done something to him so that he would never dream again. His mother had assured him that people always dream, that sometimes they just don't remember their dreams.
    


    
      Longing to dream again had been as ineffective as trying to choose what to dream about. But now, after two months of insipid blanksleep, the dreams had finally returned.
    


    
      The lingering sensation of the dream comforted San like the return of an old friend. He puzzled over the lapse in his dreaming only briefly, finally deciding it didn't really matter, now that the dreams were back.
    


    
      He tried to lock in on what this latest one had been about—what had prompted its content. Something about it had been familiar and yet vaguely disturbing. He could recall nothing but a collection of loosely associated images.
    

  


  
    
      Forcing himself to relax, using one of the techniques he had learned at camp, he managed to reconstruct longer sequences of the dream. Yet even as the images came clearer in his mind, there remained too many empty spots. It was like reading a book with every other paragraph cut out.
    


    
      He was sure it had been a good dream. What he could recall filled him with a sense of deep satisfaction and well-being. He had dreamed of something like this before, though he wasn't sure when, or where. Not long ago. He was certain of that. Perhaps before he left for camp.
    


    
      He tried to remember dreams he'd had months ago, during the hottest part of the summer but could evoke none matching the characteristics of this one. None, that is, until he had his second seizure.
    


    
      San shivered beneath his bedcovers, suddenly remembering when he had last dreamed like this.
    


    
      But he wasn't sure it had been a dream then. Prathor had patently labeled the things San had seen and felt as hallucinations and had warned that the Epilepsy Doctors would have a field day with him if he told any of them about it.
    


    
      "Ya ever had 'em stick a needle in your spine?" he had asked San. "Well, that's what they'll do if they can't figure ya out. They'll stick it into your spine and suck out some juice . . . and if they don't like what they see they'll do it again."
    


    
      San didn't think Dr. Langly would do anything like that.
    

  


  
    
      Sometimes Prathor could get himself wound up and tended to blow things completely out of proportion when he did. San had played it safe, though, just in case, and had not reiterated his story to Lou or to Dr. Langly.
    


    
      He reached for the clock on the nightstand and held it close to his face. The ticking sound it made resounded against walls of darkness. Beyond the echoed ticking of the clock, San could hear the steady, rhythmic breathing of the twins.
    


    
      The clock had been his fathers and was getting old. He had rescued it from the garbage can in the alley during one of his mother's spring-cleaning sprees. The alarm mechanism was no longer working and the radium paint on the dial had long since cracked and faded. It was hard to find the hour hand in the dark. But he didn't want to switch on the light. That would mean risking a late-night punch in the arm from one or both of the twins.
    


    
      

    


    
      5:37. Great. Only one hour before Mom comes in and drags us out of bed to get ready for school.
    


    
      

    


    
      He hastily put the clock back on the nightstand and rolled over onto his stomach, starting his relaxation litany again. This time, trying to relax enough to go back to sleep.
    


    
      Beginning at his toes he visualized the muscles in each one: Relax. Now the ankles: Relax. The calves and thighs: Relax. Feel every muscle unwinding.
    

  


  
    
      Lou had shown him charts depicting all the muscles in the human body and had guided him through the exercises with her calm, beautiful voice until San could get the lines on the EEG and EKG machines to do what she wanted them to. He saw the charts in his mind now as he relaxed, remembering what each group of muscles looked like.
    


    
      While working to relax the tips of his fingers they seemed all at once to fuse together. His entire body seemed to grow to an immense size and become buoyant at the same time.
    


    
      With the diaphanous veil of sleep came the dream. And with the dream came the song.
    


    
      Again it caressed his body, painting vivid images of an alien world in his mind. San moved toward its source.
    


    We have waited, San.


    
      Who are you? How do you know my name?
    


    Reach, San. Reach! Come to us!


    
      Time to get up, boys!
    


    
      

    


    
      San squinted against the radiance of the sun, soaring again. The sun's rays painted rainbows in his breath as he plunged back into the Blue. Before diving he idled, awash in a million Suns, rolling lazily with each passing wake.
    

  


  
    San, time to get up.


    
      The waves churned, coming unnaturally close together, surging as though to expel him.
    


    
      

    


    
      "I'm not going to wait much longer, San."
    


    
      

    


    
      San opened his eyes. His mother, sitting on the edge of the bed, gently prodded him out of his dream.
    


    
      "Okay, Mom. I'm awake," he groggily announced, pulling the covers over his head.
    


    
      "Come on now, San. Get up while I'm in here so I'll know you're really awake. I'm not going to write a note for you if you're late for school today," she warned as she stood.
    


    
      Somnolently, San rolled out of his bed, yawning hard. Standing slump-shouldered and puff-eyed in front of his mother, his hair sticking out at all angles, he yawned again.
    


    
      "Okay, Mom, I'm up," he grumbled, hoping she would be satisfied and leave the room so he could flop back into bed for just five more minutes.
    


    
      No such luck. She herded him out of the bedroom toward the bath.
    


    
      "Get your shower now, then come eat breakfast," she said. Then added, "We're having french toast this morning," hoping that bit of news would perk him up.
    

  


  
    
      Still in a sleepy stupor, he did not respond enthusiastically to the bait. This morning the dream scenes were especially sharp in his mind, refusing to be annihilated by the relentless press of reality. He mulled over the new dream. A dream as disturbing as it was entertaining. This dream was too much like the experience he'd had at camp under the honey tree. Too much like the second EEG examination Lou and Dr. Langly had cooked up . . . too much like his experience at Oceanarium Park with Pearl. Each of these experiences—so full of detail—left him feeling strangely cognizant, frightened, and exhilarated.
    


    
      The sights, sounds and odors of the dream followed him now, out of the Land of Nod, into the shower. And despite the noise of water rushing out of the shower head and pounding against his body, the song continued to reverberate in his mind. The loud smells, profusely alive, lingered until he shampooed; supplanted by the redolence of Mr. Bubble.
    


    
      

    


    
      Coming out of the bathroom he saw his mother standing at the front door. She was looking out across the street toward Sutherwhit Grammar School. He stopped in the middle of the living room and stood, in his pajama bottoms, absently rubbing his head with his bath towel as he watched her. Her stance, the way she held her hands together close to her stomach, told him she was worrying about something.
    


    
      After the death of her husband, Betty had decided to move to this area of town to be close to the school. Finding a vacant house directly across the street from Sutherwhit had been a fortuitous stroke of luck. Though her sons weren't permitted to come home for lunch as she had hoped, she could sit on the porch and check on them during morning and afternoon recess. If an emergency arose with any of them, she could be at the principal's office, or the infirmary in less than five minutes.
    

  


  
    
      Yes, she was happy with this house. Especially today.
    


    
      Besides the new hazards her youngest faced from his seizures, occasionally there were days like today that reaffirmed her satisfaction with the location. A sinister looking thundercloud was rapidly shrouding the western sky, its anvil shaped head looming above the flat roof of the school building. The air outside was still and heavy—a classic pre-storm lull.
    


    
      San went to his mother and looked up at the cloud. She knelt beside him and watched him size up the weather, resisting the heart-wrenching urge to embrace this miniature incarnation of her husband Brandt.
    


    
      As each day passed, though San had barely known his father, she watched and listened to him do and say things as Brandt would have. As he grew, becoming more acquainted with his muscles and the force of gravity, she watched him move as his father had: gracefully cautious, but without hesitation. The lack of hesitation, she supposed, was a hint of Brandt's courage. The calm intrepidity with which San was learning to deal with and control his epilepsy was more than a hint of that Shelby trait.
    


    
      "It's going to be a mean one, San." she said, taking the towel to finish the task of drying his hair. Behind them, in the living room, the channel four weatherman was talking about a severe thunderstorm warning issued for three counties, not to expire until noon today. Mackbeh county, of which Ayres was the county seat, was in the middle of the box the weatherman had drawn around the three county area.
    

  


  
    
      "I want you and your brothers to hurry and eat breakfast," his mother instructed. "That cloud will be here soon. I want you all to get over to school before it starts raining."
    


    
      Turning him toward the bedroom she patted him on the bottom to get him moving. "Tell your brothers to hurry it up."
    


    
      In the bedroom Price and Lanse were already dressed. Neither of them had ever been able to bathe in the morning and then make it to school on time. Betty always made them bathe at night.
    


    
      "Mom said to hurry." San informed the twins.
    


    
      "Mom said to hurry." Lanse mockingly echoed.
    


    
      "I'm not jokin', Lanse!" San insisted. "There's a big storm comin'."
    


    
      "I'm not jokin' . . ."
    


    
      "Lanse!" his mother cut him off, calling from the kitchen. "I mean it! You boys hurry and get to this table for breakfast!"
    


    
      Lanse wondered how his mother could hear across the house—through walls—like that.
    


    
      "Okay, mom!" he answered, sneering at his little brother as he and Price headed for the kitchen.
    


    
      It wasn't difficult for the Shelby boys to eat breakfast quickly enough to suit their mother. French toast was a rare treat she allowed her sons only a few times each year.
    


    
      San was first to finish and get his dishes rinsed. He affectionately kissed his mother's cheek, thanked her for not serving oatmeal, and started out the back door to meet Candy.
    

  


  
    
      His mother stopped him, "San, why don't you go straight to school today, I don't want you having to make a mad dash while it's raining." She was worried not as much about rain as she was lightning. Though she purposely avoided mentioning lightning, reluctant to bring the death of their father to mind, she was determined to protect the rest of her family from the indiscriminate killer.
    


    
      "If Candy's not ready to go I'll leave right away, Mom," San promised.
    


    
      Betty glanced out the window. The cloud wasn't too close yet. "Alright," she agreed, "but don't you lallygag, young man."
    


    
      San left before she could change her mind. He always walked with Candy the first school-day of the week. On Monday mornings she usually had a slew of new sketches to show him.
    


    
      As he approached the back door of the Parker house, he could see everyone sitting around the kitchen table.
    


    
      Mr. Parker had his coveralls on, ready to spend the day repairing telephone lines the impending thunderstorm would no doubt knock out. He was reading the morning paper, apparently not too concerned about the weather.
    


    
      Mrs. Parker, everyone called her Sissy (even her daughters), was reading yet another horror novel. It was a new one written by her favorite author. San could see the photograph of the author on the back half of the slipcover. He thought it was a weird picture of an author. The guy was standing in the dark, playing a guitar. He thought the title of the book (a single, two-letter word) was pretty weird too.
    

  


  
    
      Linda was still eating, languidly picking at her food. She had never liked school much. She was always wanting to go to work with her father instead of school. She made good grades most of the time, but she simply believed school was of no practical value to her. So, as usual, she was stalling until the last second to leave. San and Candy knew better than to wait for her.
    


    
      Candy had just finished eating and greeted San with a wave of her fork as she stood to leave.
    


    
      "That was a good breakfast, Sissy," Candy complimented her mother as she gathered her school books. Sissy owl-eyed over the top of the novel, "Thank's hon'". She acknowledged San's presence after ducking back down behind her book again, "Hi, San. You and Candy please don't play around out in the rain before school starts."
    


    
      "Yes, ma'am," San promised.
    


    
      Candy leaned over her father's shoulder to plant a kiss on his cheek. "See you later, Daddy."
    


    
      Mr. Parker looked up from his paper long enough to accept and return her kiss. "Have a good day Kitten, we'll be thinking about you."
    


    
      "I'll be thinking about you too," she said, opening the screen door to leave. "Be careful climbing those smelly old telephone poles."
    


    
      "Will do." he replied.
    

  


  
    
      She eased the screen door shut the way San's mother had tried, without success, to teach her boys to do, and took San's hand. "You're leaving early today, San."
    


    
      "Huh? Yeah, I guess so" he stammered, surprised at the way she had unaffectedly taken his hand in hers. "Mom wants me to beat the rain to school," he explained. "She gets to thinking about my dad when it gets stormy. She gets worried."
    


    
      Candy nodded, pensively. "Well let's go then. The storm will be here pretty soon."
    


    
      She pulled San by the hand toward the sidewalk that led along Maple street to Sutherwhit. "Maybe we can beat Price and Lanse across the street for once."
    


    
      San rolled his eyes and groaned, "I doubt that."
    


    
      As San had expected, before reaching the intersection at Broadway, the twins sprang from behind the thick trunk of the treehouse oak.
    


    
      "BOO!" they bellowed in unison.
    


    
      San and Candy simply stared at them.
    


    
      "Oooo! San and Candy, sittin' in a tree! K-I-S-S-I-N-G" Price tittered when he saw that they were holding hands. To mask his disappointment that their plan had failed again, Lanse heehawed at his twin's mummery, neither of them aware that a little variation in their bushwhacking technique might draw a fresh response from the victims.
    


    
      San glared at his brothers, wondering if all identical twins were as numb as these two. He didn't let go of Candy's hand; instead, clutching it more firmly. Candy acknowledged his resolve with a gentle squeeze, a smile and a wink.
    

  


  
    
      They ignored the twins as they crossed the street, neither of them worrying about an attack from the rear. Though San was still too small to effectively fight his brothers, Candy had long since proven to be a formidable adversary. She had rubbed both the twins' noses in the dirt more than once since they had all moved into the neighborhood.
    


    
      While they walked, Candy told San about her new sketches. "I finished the big one I told you about last week." Patting the big leather portfolio her father had given her to carry her drawings. "And three more small ones besides. One of them is of a horse pulling a surrey."
    


    
      "What's a surrey?"
    


    
      "It's a two-seater buggy with a canopy over it. It's the type of buggy people used to use for taking Sunday rides in the country in the olden days. You'll see when we get into the building," she assured him as they turned, passing through the tall, cyclone-fence gates to the playground.
    


    
      Before the view to the west was cut off by the bulk of the school building, they paused to look at the approaching storm cloud. Its anvil was so high now that San had to lean back some to see the top of it. The base of the cloud had a weird emerald-green tint to it. The calm morning air had started to move, carrying a slight chill in contrast to the cool balminess that had surrounded them before leaving Candy's house.
    

  


  
    
      Candy was saying something about green clouds and hail storms when Lanse and Price came charging through the gates. Lanse was squealing as he brushed passed Candy. She half-heartedly lashed out, in an attempt to box him in the ear, and missed. Price, in close pursuit, was flinging grass-burr shoots at his twin. He had already successfully planted two shoots in the knit material of his shirt and one he had managed to throw hard enough to stick to the back of his neck.
    


    
      Lanse zigzagged across the playground, laughing and screeching hysterically.
    


    
      "How come your brothers act your age and you act theirs, San?" Candy wondered aloud.
    


    
      "I dunno, Candy." he sighed, watching his brothers race across the playground. "Let's go look at your sketches."
    


    
      The northeast doors of the building were still locked. Sometimes Herbie, the janitor, didn't get the doors unlocked until five minutes before the morning bell. Candy glanced at her watch and saw that they were a full twenty minutes early. She looked up at the steadily darkening sky. The thunderhead would soon be moving into Ayres city limits.
    


    
      "I hope they unlock the doors before it starts raining," she absently intoned, thinking about how storms like this could make the rain fall at sharp angles to the ground. If that happened, they might not get much protection from the skimpy portico they were standing in. Her sketches would probably get wet.
    

  


  
    
      They sat down, cross-legged, as close to the heavy oaken doors as they could, and Candy brought out her latest renderings. She let San hold all of the drawings, confident that he would treat them with care. San in turn handled each drawing reverently, as though it were a priceless masterpiece.
    


    
      The first was the large drawing Candy had been trying to describe to him for the past six days. San understood now why she had had so much trouble with her descriptions. It was like nothing she had ever shown him before. More than just a drawing of horses, it had landscape, wispy clouds, a flock of snowy geese floating in a small pond. The surface of the pond was as smooth as glass except for soft V-shaped ripples the geese were making as they paddled across the water.
    


    
      Behind the pond, at the base of a small, grass-cloaked mesa was a ranch house. The house wasn't a grand structure, just a simple wood frame with a wrap-around porch. Candy had even drawn its front door with a ragged hole in the bottom half of the front screen door.
    


    
      Loping down the cool green slopes in front of the ranch house was a small herd of horses. Leading the herd was a jet-black stallion with thick, wavy mane and tail. The stallion held its head high, with nostrils flared and ears pricked forward as though it had just caught San's scent on the wind.
    


    
      The effect was compelling, directly involving him in the subtle action of the drawing. "Is that Shadowfax?" San breathlessly inquired, pointing at the stallion without touching the paper.
    

  


  
    
      Candy beamed, glad that he had remembered.
    


    
      "Yes! I'm surprised you remembered him," she exclaimed with delight. "It rained while we were in the emergency room, the day you . . . had your seizure in the tree house."
    


    
      She glanced sideways at her friend, apprehensive about bringing up the subject of his seizures. San was engrossed in her art work and seemed not to care that she had mentioned it. So, she went on.
    


    
      "He was washed off the walk by the time we got back. You only got to see him once."
    


    
      San continued to examine details of the drawing. There were hoof tracks in the grass. One horse near the rear of the herd had kicked up a chunk of grass and dirt, what Mr. Parker would call a divot. San could almost hear the pounding of hooves on the soft earth.
    


    
      "Candy, I don't think I'll ever forget any drawing you do. This one especially. It looks so real!" he exclaimed, sure that he meant what he had just said, not so sure he had said it with the right words.
    


    
      It was obvious that what he held in his hands was physically nothing more than pencil marks on paper. But when he took time to look closely, it became a world of motion and sound. A world with an irresistibly attractive force.
    


    
      The longer he looked, the more action he could sense in that world. It reminded him of the power of the illusion he had experienced while staring at the inside of Candy's toy horse, just before he had had his first seizure. With that thought, San quickly handed the drawing back to his artist friend, afraid that his heightened level of concentration would precipitate another seizure.
    

  


  
    
      "That's too much, Candy! I can't take anymore or I'll have a seizure."
    


    
      He had already told her about what caused his seizures and the bio-feedback training he had gone through at Camp Inwood. She nodded her head that she understood, flattered that he was moved so by her work.
    


    
      "Did you smell pennies just now?" she asked, frankly, still curious about his seizures—amazed that he had learned how to control his body to avoid having them.
    


    
      San was not as self-conscious about having seizures as some (most) of the kids at camp had been. His friend, Prathor Jackson, was one of the worst. He hated to have seizures in public, always afraid of how normal people were going to react, what they would think of him and how they were going to treat him afterward. He continued to go to great lengths to hide the fact that he was epileptic and if he couldn't hide it he joked about it—though he hadn't had a single seizure since he began wearing his sunglasses.
    


    
      "REDOUT" glasses he called them. "Get the redout. Fast!" he would say, mimicking the voice from an eyedrops commercial on TV while frantically pulling the glasses out of his shirt pocket and feigning the onslaught of a seizure as he struggled to put them on.
    


    
      "No," San replied, "It just kinda got to me. It's a really great drawing, Candy."
    


    
      Diagnosis of San's epilepsy had been trickier for Dr. Langly than Prathor's had been. Prathor had responded positively to the photic sensitivity test both he and San had been subjected to during their EEG examinations, having almost immediately gone into a full seizure when Lou tuned the flashing lights into the red end of the spectrum. That discovery had made it possible for Prathor to avoid having to take antiepileptic drugs as well. As long as he wore his glasses he didn't have seizures.
    

  


  
    
      From the information Dr. Whiteskunk had provided in San's case history, Dr. Langly had suspected that San's seizures were also induced by light or sound, possibly a combination of the two. Both of his seizures had occurred in the shade of trees under which sunlight has a tendency to shimmer and dance over the ground. In both cases, San had mentioned listening to the loud noises of insects. The first time it had been the song of cicadas. The next had been the loud hum of bees on the swarm.
    


    
      That guess had been close, but not completely correct. Only after San had described the preamble of his seizure under the honey tree had Dr. Langly begun to suspect that the precipitant of San's seizures was a bit more complicated.
    


    
      San thought about that seizure again as Candy handed him the next of her sketches. And he thought about the dream he had last night. The seizure at camp had been accompanied by a dream, or something, as vivid as the one he'd had last night. The two were similar though the similarity eluded explanation. The only theory San could come up with was the stuff of comic book stories, and he didn't think it was because he was a just a little kid who could only formulate a little-kid explanation for something he couldn't understand. He didn't think anyone experiencing what he had experienced in the past few months could provide a decent rationalization.
    


    
      He had discussed what had happened, what he thought had really happened during his last seizure, with only one person. Prathor had listened. But he had been unnerved by San's account and had scoffed at the notion that it had been anything but a trick of the mind.
    


    *     *     *


    
      "Just like I told Dr. Langly, I was lying there, watching that one bee beating its wings. I was listening to the noise all of the bees were making.
    


    
      "But I didn't tell him what happened next."
    

  


  
    
      They were sitting in the dark, in the middle of their beds. San, watched the opaque form of his friend as he spoke.
    


    
      "What?" Prathor asked. "You started jerking around all over the ground . . . you remember that?"
    


    
      "No . . ." San hesitated, not sure how to say what he wanted to say. After a short silence, he decided to just say it like he saw it.
    


    
      "It was like I became that bee! All of a sudden I was looking down from inside the hole . . . looking at all of you. Looking at me!"
    


    
      Prathor frowned, "You mean you were dreaming about being a bee?" San was always telling him about his dreams, as if they were more important to him than his waking life.
    


    
      San hesitated again, trying to decide if Prathor was going to laugh, or make some smart remark. He decided he didn't care. He hadn't mentioned the stranger events he could remember taking place to Dr. Langly because he was afraid a grownup wouldn't understand. But he had to tell somebody.
    


    
      "I don't know, Prathor. It was like I was that bee! Then I was another bee, and another, and another . . . every bee in that hive! I remember seeing the inside of the hive. I saw every place inside the hive that a bee could go!"
    


    
      Prathor started to laugh, thinking his friend was joking, then thought better of it. San's voice sounded funny—a little too anxious. He didn't want to upset his friend. One seizure a day was one too many. No need to risk putting him into another one now.
    


    
      "Calm down, San! It was a dream. A hallucination. I've had 'em.
    

  


  
    
      Sometimes I hallucinate during a seizure." he said, truthfully, hoping to ease the tension he felt building in the dark space between them.
    


    
      Then San began to describe events after his seizure had begun. Things he couldn't have known, not unless he had been faking it when he was apparently sleeping off its after effects.
    


    
      "I was the bees, Prathor! I made them all leave the hive so Kevan could get the honey. Do you remember when the bees started leaving the tree?" he asked.
    


    
      Prathor nodded, weakly, feeling the disembodied touch of icy fingers tickling the back of his neck, raising his hackles. The same cold fingers that touched him when his uncle told him ghost stories on stormy nights.
    


    
      He was getting spooked by San's story now just by the intensity with which he was telling it. He wished he wouldn't say anymore. He wished he would just clam up and go to sleep.
    


    
      San could see the silhouette of Prathor's head nodding in the dark, but he couldn't see the fear creeping into his friends expression, so he continued without waiting for him to answer.
    


    
      "Andy got up and listened to the bees leaving. I saw him put his ear to the tree trunk, like we all did when we first found the tree. I saw you and Kevan sitting on the ground beside me. When the bees were all out of the tree I saw you bang your knuckles on her batting helmet, you said something like 'I think that thing could hold about a half a gallon, don't you?'
    


    
      "Didn't that happen, Prathor? Isn't that what you said?"
    


    
      Prathor stopped breathing for a moment then inhaled sharply. That part of the honey raid had definitely not come out in the discussion with Dr. Langly. How could San know about that?
    

  


  
    
      San hurried on, not hearing Prathor's hitch of breath. "And tell me this, Prathor, why did all the bees leave? They wouldn't do that would they? Not unless something made them leave."
    


    
      Prathor moaned, weakly. "It was just a dream," he entreated. But how did San know he had rapped his knuckles on Kevan's helmet? His eyes had been closed hadn't they? He hadn't had a chance to tell San the finer details of the honey-raid.
    


    
      Maybe Andy, or Kevan had mentioned it to San. Sure. That was it. But why would San dream of it if he had heard nothing about the raid until after he woke up? And Dr. Langly had been openly amazed when Kevan had told him that all the bees had left the hive. Though he had not disputed any of their story, Prathor could tell that Dr. Langly had had trouble believing that part of it. He still had trouble believing it himself. And he had been there to see it!
    


    
      San heard Prathor moan and finally realized he was scaring him just as much as he was scaring himself. He didn't want to frighten his new friend. Prathor was sort of jumpy. He had learned that during the cock-roach episode. But San wasn't convinced it had been a dream or hallucination—it had all felt too real.
    


    
      "Aw, your probably right, Prathor," he said, trying to sound more convinced than he was. Flopping back onto cool sheets, pulling his covers up to his chin, he sighed. "I guess it was a hallucination. I guess it just got me excited since it was the first one I've ever had. Didn't you get excited like this?"
    

  


  
    
      Prathor nodded in the dark.
    


    
      "Yeah, I guess I did." he answered, and wondered how he would ever get to sleep now. Ghost stories, even marauding roaches, had never been as effective at inducing insomnia as the story he had just been told.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Candy carefully put the large drawing back into her portfolio while San studied the other three. She looked out across the playground where Lanse and Price had enlisted Mr. Williams' collie, Tramp, in a game of fetch-the-stick.
    


    
      She glanced up at the sky. The edge of the thunder cloud was just passing over the school house.
    


    
      Price threw the stick, urging Tramp on with hoops and shouts, though the poor old dog was deaf as a door-nail.
    


    
      Tramp raced ahead to try to catch the stick before it landed (and succeeded), then Lanse began to chase Tramp, trying to retrieve the stick from the dog.
    


    
      Candy laughed out loud at this phase of the game. It seemed to be Tramp's favorite part. He cavorted all over the playground, stopping to lay the stick down until Lanse got too close, then snapping it up just in time to scamper away.
    


    
      By a trick of the heavy morning atmosphere, Candy could hear Tramp's low growls of satisfaction each time he snatched up the stick and eluded his human playmate.
    


    
      San looked up from the drawings to see what Candy was laughing about.
    

  


  
    
      Lanse was just finishing another rush at Tramp, when Tramp picked up the stick and ran. Lanse threw up his hands in despair.
    


    
      "Price, I can't catch that crazy dog! He always does this!" he yelled to his twin.
    


    
      As if seeing that Lanse was giving up, Tramp put the stick down, trotted a few yards away from it, lay down on the blacktop, and barked.
    


    
      Price pointed, "Look!"
    


    
      Lanse stopped and turned around, but he didn't go for the stick.
    


    
      "He won't let me get it!" he shouted back at Price.
    


    
      San grinned knowingly. Tramp was a smart dog. He doubted Lanse could beat him to the stick, and was surprised when his brother suddenly lurched toward it.
    


    
      Tramp waited a split second before running for the stick. Lanse won the race, stooped and grabbed the stick. But just as he began to straighten up, Tramp arrived on the scene, barking fiercely.
    


    
      Startled, Lanse dropped the stick and stumbled backwards. Tramp made an attempt to snag the stick before it landed, missed, whisked it up off the smooth, black hardtop, and galloped away, growling happily.
    


    
      Everyone but Lanse was laughing. Price lay on the hardtop, holding his belly, howling boisterously. Tears were springing from Candy's eyes, and San was desperately trying to stop giggling long enough to draw a breath.
    


    
      Tramp raced within a yard of Lanse who tried, in vain, to kick him. Lanse raised his fist, shaking it at the collie, then he flinched and ducked his head as though someone had struck him from behind.
    


    
      San was still laughing, when he saw his brother flinch. He paused, watching Lanse cautiously turn around, and look toward Price. Had Price thrown a rock at Lanse? No, he was still on the ground, still holding his belly, laughing harder than ever.
    

  


  
    
      Just before Lanse began to run for the portico, Price stopped laughing and it started raining. It started raining hard. The sudden clamor of the rain startled both Candy and San. There was something weird about the rain that San couldn't identify until Candy shouted it out loud.
    


    
      "It's hail!"
    


    
      San looked down and saw scores of white, marble-size spheres of ice bouncing against the black hardtop of the playground.
    


    
      Yet another illusion inexplicably drew San's attention to a fine focus. It looked as though hailstones were popping up out of the hardtop rather than falling from the sky. It reminded him of the way popcorn looks when it pops. One second a popper full of plain, yellow kernels of corn, then suddenly a mass of billowy clouds of purest white.
    


    
      As San stared at the phenomenon, the size of the stones increased. He shook himself, fighting off a familiar dizziness, aware that neither Price nor Lanse had yet made it to the shelter of the portico. He yanked his gaze from the ground in front of the portico and scanned out across the playground.
    


    
      A deluge of hailstones—now the size of cats-eyes—came hurtling from the green-bottomed cloud that now hung squarely over town.
    


    
      Candy screamed, "It's a hail storm! Price! Lanse! HURRY!"
    


    
      There was no need to clue them in on what was happening. Lanse was already three-fourths of the way to the portico. Price, deciding it would be useless to try to run that far through the hail chose instead to head for the incinerator, less than ten yards from where he had been prone with laughter only a moment ago.
    

  


  
    
      At almost the same instant Lanse dove for cover in the portico, Price wrenched open the heavy steel door of the incinerator and scrambled inside.
    


    
      San breathed a sigh of relief. Everyone was under cover. The hail storm was getting worse. Some of the hailstones were now the size of golf-balls.
    


    
      He turned to Lanse, concerned that his brother had been seriously beaned by a chunk of sky-ice. He was vigorously rubbing the top of his head, cursing.
    


    
      "Wuncha knowit! The first shittin' piece of hail fell right on my head!" he griped.
    


    
      "Look!" Candy screamed again, pointing toward the place a cheerful game of fetch had just been violently interrupted.
    


    
      San gaped. They had completely forgotten Tramp. The collie was cowering at the far end of the playground, lying low, trying to keep his paws under his body. Hail mercilessly peppered the dog.
    


    
      As one, the three of them began to call.
    


    
      "TRAMP! HERE TRRRAAAMP!"
    


    
      Totally deaf, and frozen in place by fear, Tramp couldn't react to the call of the children or to this strange turn of events.
    


    
      "TRRAAAMP! COME HEEERRREE!" they continued yelling, now waving their arms. Candy waved her portfolio back and forth over her head, hoping it was big enough to catch the dogs attention but it was no use. Tramp was either lying out there with his eyes shut or he just couldn't see that far.
    


    
      Lanse poked his index fingers into his mouth and loosed a whistle so piercing that it hurt San's ears. He whistled again and again. Still Tramp did not respond.
    

  


  
    
      His ears ringing from his brothers shrill whistling, San thought of his dog whistle and frantically began to dig in his pockets for it.
    


    
      The hail continued to fall. Some of the stones on top of the drift mounting against the bottom step of the portico looked larger than golf-balls now. He redoubled his efforts to find the dog whistle. Did he put it in his pocket this morning or leave it on the nightstand?
    


    
      A loud crash snapped his attention away from his search. A larger piece of hail had just crashed into the sidewalk at the foot of the steps. San couldn't tell how big it had been, having shattered on impact. He resumed his search, pulling things out of his pockets and recklessly throwing them to the floor.
    


    
      Candy and Lanse were still shouting and whistling for Tramp. Another crash. Ice shrapnel ricocheted off the right-hand baluster.
    


    
      "TRRRAAAMP!"
    


    
      San found the whistle.
    


    
      CRASH!
    


    
      He brought it to his lips, breathed deeply, and pushed his air through the whistle.
    


    
      Nothing. No sound, and no reaction from Tramp. San wanted to curse at the thing.
    


    
      "How ya s'posed to know if the thing works when it doesn't make a sound?" he cried.
    


    
      He sucked in air and blew again. Still nothing. A louder crash, a grazing blow on the side of the school house. Right up against the building, in the only grassy area around, the three children stared, dumbfounded, at a monstrous piece of hail that hadn't flown apart on impact. It was the size of a softball.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    From where they stood, none of them could tell what kind of shape Tramp was in. If any of those giant stones had hit Tramp he could be unconscious now. Maybe dead.
  


  
    San knew of only two things he could try. Instead of running out into the storm to try to drag Tramp to the Portico, or the incinerator, he chose the only alternative he had.
  


  
    He wasn't sure he could do it, but he had to at least try. He tried not to think about what would happen if he had a seizure. Tried not to think about what his mother and Dr. Whiteskunk would do when they found out he'd had another one.
  


  
    He handed the dog whistle to Lanse, "Use this! Keep trying!" he shouted to his brother over the roar of the storm. "He's deaf, but he might hear this!"
  


  
    Lanse began blowing large volumes of air through the dog whistle. Candy continued to wave her portfolio above her head.
  


  
    San knew that what he was about to do could, probably would, bring on a seizure but he didn't care. It was the only chance he had to save Tramp.
  


  
    He prayed that he was right, that what he had experienced during his last seizure had not been hallucinations. He was almost certain they hadn't been. The memory of the second EEG examination at Camp Inwood crowded into his mind as he prepared himself.
  


  *     *     *


  
    "If we're lucky, and if I've guessed correctly, today is the day we find out why you've been having seizures." Dr. Langly cheerily informed him.
  


  
    
      San looked up at the Doctor, a little frightened. He was sitting in the EEG chair, wires dangling on all sides of his head. He had already sat in this chair once before, suffering no ill affects, but he wasn't sure that would be the case this time.
    


    
      Before him was a large glass box. Spot lights were trained on the box from both sides. Behind that was a stark, white screen. Inside the box was an animal of a kind San had never seen before. Its body was long and slender. If it were fatter, he would have guessed that it was a raccoon, but this animal wasn't a raccoon. It had a striped tail like a raccoon, and a mask, but the mask wasn't the black-bandit mask sported by raccoons. Its eyes were too big and its tail was too long. It stared, mournfully, out at San from its crystalline cage.
    


    
      "This is Avatar, San." Lou said, coming from behind his chair and kneeling beside the cage. "He's going to be part of your EEG test today."
    


    
      San was glad Lou was here. He liked Dr. Langly, but he didn't like the weird set up for this test.
    


    
      "What's going to happen, Lou?" he anxiously inquired, a note of fear riding high on the sound his words made as they bounced back at him from the smooth surface of the cage.
    


    
      Lou frowned, suddenly realizing that all the hulla-baloo was frightening him.
    


    
      "Oh, San. Don't you get all worried, now. This isn't going to be the least bit painful. It's just like the EEG examination you had when you first got here. No shots, no blood samples. You just have to sit still and watch Avatar."
    


    
      San looked at the animal again. "What is it?" he asked.
    

  


  
    
      Lou smiled, "He's a Cacomistle. A Ring-tailed Cat. They live in the cliffs that surround this part of the lake. Up where you live they are sometimes called Pole-cats. We've had this one for only five days. He's taken EEG's just like you have."
    


    
      San frowned. "He has? Why? Does he have epilepsy?"
    


    
      "No, he doesn't. But by studying the brain waves of animals like this, and monkeys, and dogs, we can learn a whole lot about the brain waves of people. We aren't going to give him an EEG today, though. He's just here for you to watch during the examination."
    


    
      Dr. Langly knelt beside San's chair. "Are you about ready, San?"
    


    
      San nodded, hesitantly. He still wasn't sure what he was supposed to do, and he wasn't sure he liked this test. Had Prathor told them about what he thought had happened to him during his seizure? Did they believe he had become a bee?
    


    
      "Okay then. What we want you to do, San, is watch Avatar. Just look at him. Watch the things he does . . . if he does anything." he said, glancing at Lou.
    


    
      The choice of the ring-tail for this test had been debated among the staff associated with San's case.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Do we need a small animal, a large animal; an active one, or an inactive one?"
    


    
      "Does it have to be an animal? Why not use an object, or even an exercise or a game of some sort to draw his concentration to maximum level?"
    

  


  
    
      Dr. Langly believed an active animal would be best. It was what had most probably drawn San into flux phase before. It most probably would again.
    


    
      San had resolved the debate by answering a few cleverly selected questions Lou had presented to him. It was soon obvious that to bring his concentration to the intensity it was during his seizure required that he be presented a subject that would catch his attention and hold it. He seemed to like animals more than inanimate objects of any kind. Avatar happened to be the most interesting specimen on hand, so the choice was made. Now it was time to test the hypothesis that San's epileptic seizures were precipitated by a heightened level of concentration. Possibly compounded by light, or sound, or some combination of these things.
    


    
      Dr. Langly checked the electrodes on San's head once more then signaled to someone behind the chair. "Okay, Dan," he said, "this first run without audio or photics."
    


    
      The lights in the room went down and the lights over Avatar's cage came up, slowly, until it looked to San as though the cage, and its occupant, were the only things that existed in the world. Completely surrounded by darkness, the cage seemed to float, eerily, in the air four feet in front of him.
    


    
      Dan spoke up softly from the rear of the room, "No reaction to the kliegs, every trace is normal."
    


    
      Close behind, to his left, Lou spoke softly, "Just watch Avatar, San. Forget about everything else."
    


    
      It wasn't hard to comply to Lou's request. The animal was both strange and beautiful. It stared back at him, unblinkingly. The only move it made was a barely perceptible twitching of its whiskers as it breathed and nervously sniffed the air.
    

  


  
    
      No one in the room made another sound. San couldn't even hear the sound of the EEG machine scribbling jagged lines down long strips of paper. They must have moved it to another room or something.
    


    
      He stopped thinking about the other people in the room, about what was going to happen with this test, turning all his attention to Avatar.
    


    
      

    


    
      Let's get it over with.
    


    
      

    


    
      The ring-tail looked frightened and sad. Its big eyes appeared to plead with him to do something, to somehow help him. Its whiskers continued to twitch at a fast, rhythmic pace. Presently the animal turned its head, looking up at the glass top of its cage. It looked back at San, though San wasn't sure it could see past the glare of the spot lights.
    


    
      

    


    
      Pennies.
    


    
      

    


    
      For an instant, San was looking at himself sitting in shadows in the EEG chair. Lou was standing just behind him. A dreadful fear that he would soon be dead filled his mind. Before the fear could become panic, he toppled headlong into nothingness.
    


    
      

    


    
      "San!"
    


    
      

    


    
      A loud clap of thunder broke San's connection with Avatar.
    


    
      San blinked, and focused his eyes. Lou's face was directly in front of his.
    

  


  
    
      "That's it, San!" she said.
    


    
      "Huh? Wha . . . ?" he murmured, finding it difficult to speak.
    


    
      "You produced a spike! What happened?"
    


    
      It took a moment for San to respond. He felt disoriented and more than a little shaky. Finally he gathered his wits and tried to answer Lou, "I don't know . . . I was watching Avatar . . . like you said, then there was a loud noise . . . and then I saw you." He decided again not to tell them about the strange shift of viewpoint he had experienced, though the urge was great within him to plead for them to release the animal.
    


    
      "Did I start jerkin' around," he asked, suddenly afraid Lou had seen him slobbering and jerking as they had seen Prathor do on the bus.
    


    
      "No, that's why I clapped my hands. San, your seizures happen when you concentrate too hard," she said, thinking the statement sounded as weird to her as it probably did to him. "You almost had a seizure, but we stopped it, and if you and I work real hard together, you might be able to learn to stop a seizure yourself!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      Remembering how he had been able to sneak into the lab later that same night and release Avatar, San set himself to the task of saving Tramp now.
    


    
      He went to the back of the portico and lay down on his stomach, letting the toes of his Keds touch the doors, resting his chin on the backs of his clasped hands. He didn't want to fall on the concrete floor and crack his head. That could knock him out and he wouldn't be able to save anybody. Candy turned and started toward him. "What are you doing, San?" she asked, concerned that he might be ill.
    

  


  
    
      "I'm okay, Candy. Just keep hollerin' at Tramp!"
    


    
      Doubtfully, Candy resumed her efforts to get Tramp's attention, occasionally looking around to see what San was up to.
    


    
      San stared past Candy's ankles, past the thousands of hailstones plummeting from the sky. He zeroed in on Tramp and began his relaxation litany. A long deep breath, feeling all the tension in his body flow away. Memory of his father starting a camp fire on a crisp autumn morning with a small, carefully administered amount of lantern gasoline drifted into his mind. He imagined his tensions flowing out over the concrete floor of the portico; like the vapor of gasoline spreading out across cold ground.
    


    
      The smell of pennies didn't come unexpectedly, as it had the first times he had seizures. And as soon as he detected it, he easily pushed it away. He had managed it many times at Camp Inwood during his bio-feedback training. The hard part was to let the smell persist until the seizure began.
    


    
      Again he waited for the smell of pennies, concentrating on Tramp, blocking out everything else. This time, when the smell came, San let it grow. Clinging to the image of Tramp—a reference point by which he might be able to make his way back.
    


    
      The floor of the portico suddenly dropped away and San knew he was on his way.
    


    
      

    


    
      I hope it's not a one-way trip.
    


    *     *     *


    
      He found himself inside a fuzzed-out form of an elevator.
    

  


  
    
      A blob of the emptiness that was a piece of its point of origin, part of the place San was afraid he would be forever lost, roiled and slithered inside the elevator with him. A scream skittered up and down his throat, clawing at his tongue. He choked it down. He was sure that if he screamed he would lose control. If he lost control he would be swept into nothingness and he wouldn't know how to get out again. No one would know where to look to find him. But, he couldn't get away from the elevator. Once inside, there was no turning back. He had to stay aboard and ride. He had to conquer his fear if he wanted to reach Tramp.
    


    
      He plunged into the throbbing mass of blackness, gouging at it. The elevator continued falling. Gradually, the emptiness began to shrink, diminishing until it and the elevator melted away, allowing San to reach beyond all physical boundaries.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Ouch! Jesus, who stepped on my hand?
    


    
      

    


    
      San looked down at his left hand, only to find that it wasn't there. Instead, he saw three furry toes with long slender black and white claws. Blood oozed out of a bad cut on the outside toe.
    


    
      

    


    
      It worked! Tramp! I'm here boy! It's gonna be okay!
    


    
      

    


    
      He looked up from his paw toward the portico. Everything looked washed out, colors less vibrant and distinct. San realized he was seeing as Tramp would see. He could see Candy waving her portfolio. Though there was less color, San discovered that Tramp's eyes were still sharp.
    

  


  
    
      He could see that Candy was mouthing something at him and Lanse was still blowing on the dog whistle. He could see both of them clearly but none of the noise was reaching him. Tramp was indisputably deaf. He could see himself, prone on the floor of the portico.
    


    
      The storm raged on, pelting everything beneath it with cannon balls of ice, and San could hear none of it.
    


    
      

    


    
      Okay. Tramp. Let's get outta here!
    


    
      

    


    
      Nothing.
    


    
      

    


    
      Tramp! Dammit, dog, let's go!
    


    
      

    


    
      San felt a whimper slide out of his throat but his canine body remained rooted in place.
    


    
      San tried to relax, then tried again when he realized he was thinking about relaxing the muscles in human hands instead of canine paws.
    


    
      A larger hailstone crashed into the ground somewhere nearby. San knew it had to be a big one because although he couldn't hear it, he could feel its impact transmitted through the blacktop to the place he was cringing now. He relaxed his paws, and tail and legs.
    


    
      

    


    
      Tramp. Come on, boy, let's go see Price. He's over there in the incinerator.
    


    
      

    


    
      Whether by persuasion or as a result of relaxing his dog body, San felt himself get up and limp toward the incinerator.
    


    
      

    


    
      Good boy, Tramp. Good dog.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      A small hailstone smacked into his injured paw making him stop and howl at the pain.
    


    *     *     *


    AAAAROWOOOOO . . .


    
      The sound of Tramp's piteous howling drifted across the playground to Lanse and Candy, starting low and feeble then gradually increasing in volume and pitch to an eerie wail.
    


    AAAAAROOOOOOO . . .


    
      "Christ on a mountain, San, don't do that!" Lanse spun around. "Why don't you get up and . . . aw shit!
    


    
      "Candy! He's havin' a seizure!"
    


    
      The two of them stared wide-eyed at the supine form of Lanse's little brother. He lay writhing on the floor, gripping his left hand with his right, howling in unison with Tramp.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The pain was unbearable but San knew that the next hailstone could be large enough to kill.
    


    
      

    


    
      Come on, Tramp. Just a little farther!
    


    
      

    


    
      The pain finally dimmed enough for him to move on. Only a few yards remained between himself and the incinerator.
    


    
      As he approached he could see the steel door standing slightly ajar. Price was crouching behind the door, watching him. San could smell the inside of the incinerator now. He could even smell the fear on Price.
    


    
      Price swung the heavy door open and urged him inside.
    


    
      Hailstones continued to pelt his back and rump. Luckily none of the large ones had beaned him when he finally managed to reach the safety of the incinerator. He padded through the doorway, past Price, and immediately lay down behind him.
    


    
      The smell of charred milk cartons and orange peels, tweaked with his brother's sweat, filled his nose. He wanted to leap into his brother's arms and lick his face. He wanted to go rooting through the delicious smelling piles of ashes, but his paw hurt too much to get up again. All he felt up to now was a long, uninterrupted nap and immediately began to lose consciousness.
    


    
      Before San drifted off, he felt Price lean over and scratch him behind the ears. "It's alright boy. You're gonna be okay now," he cooed reassuringly.
    


    
      It was the first time in his life that Price had exhibited such unfettered affection toward him.
    


    
      Of course, Price thought he was being nice to a dog, not his little brother.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER VI


  San's Reach


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      San was feeling the Christmas Spirit. The air in the foyer of the school was heavy with the scent of the blue spruce Herbie and the Assistant Principal had set up the previous weekend. All the grammar school pupils were busy making ornaments that would be ceremoniously placed on the tree by their homeroom teachers at the end of the week.
    


    
      Every pupil had been asked to create a single ornament of any design they wanted, as long as it was fitting to the season. San chose to make an ornament shaped like a whale. Mrs. Wilder had thought it odd that San would choose such a motif but hadn't objected to it. The Japanese and Norwegians had started whaling again with the dubious blessing of the World Whaling Commission. The Japanese claimed all of their whaling operations were being conducted purely for scientific research. The Norwegians offered no excuses.
    


    
      World-wide outcry against the recommencement of whaling had brought the plight of all cetacea back into the nightly newscasts. The Jonah Factor was spreading across the rest of the world as groups like Cachalot Relief and Green Peace publicized the atrocities committed by the whalers. Members of Cachalot Relief had vowed to die, if necessary, to protect their friends the whales.
    


    
      It wasn't the newscasts so much as the experiences he'd been having over the past three months that had spurned San's interest in whales. It was his dreams, his trip to Oceanarium Park, and the book Granpa Shelby had given him that were affecting him so. He had acquired a new attitude toward all animal life and he had learned a lot more than geography, math, and english recently. More than he could learn in any classroom.
    

  


  
    
      After successfully saving Tramp from the hail storm, he had managed to Reach into all sorts of animals. His first attempt, after Tramp, had been Tabby, Mrs. Finnley's bluejay-eating cat. It had been easier to Reach Tabby than it had been Tramp. Tabby had been under no stress and had even been receptive to the Reach.
    


    
      San had hidden under the lilac bush at the corner of Mrs. Finnley's house and concentrated on Tabby where she had been napping in her usual spot in the sunflower bed. After that Reach, San was sure he was the only boy in the world who knew what a cat dreamed about. Though he had discovered Tabby had a one-track mind, he had also learned that killing and eating bluejays was great fun for a cat.
    


    
      San had chosen to hide under the lilac bush to try to Reach Tabby because it not only offered cover from prying eyes but also would record his movements while he was Reaching. Beneath the canopy of the bush was a thick, powder-fine expanse of red dust. Besides tiny craters built by antlions, the surface of the cool layer of earth was as smooth as silk.
    


    
      He had played under the bush many times before the day he had decided to try to Reach Tabby, during games of hide and seek or just to tickle the antlion's traps with a twig. He had thought of the bush almost immediately when trying to decide where and when to try to Reach again. He knew he couldn't risk having anyone finding him while on Reach but he had to find out if he could Reach again. He had to know if he could learn how to Reach without going into a full-blown seizure. If he had a seizure while on Reach under the lilac bush, his convulsions—no mater how slight—would be recorded in the powdery dust.
    


    
      The Friday afternoon of the same week he had managed to Reach Tramp, he had decided to try it again. He had rushed home, eaten the peanut butter and jelly sandwich his mother had prepared for afternoon snack and then hurried to the lilac bush and carefully situated himself beneath it—disturbing the dust as little as possible.
    


    
      He had been certain he could Reach without going into a seizure. Though he had failed to avoid it when he had saved Tramp's life, the seizure he'd had that Monday morning had been minor. So much so that he had been able to convince Candy, and the twins, to keep quiet about it. None of them had the slightest idea of what he had actually done that morning, only that he had howled like a dog while he was having a mild attack.
    


    
      San hadn't told any of them that he had purposely gone into a seizure or what he had been able to do while having that seizure. He was sure they wouldn't believe him even if he did tell them. What he wanted was for his mother to think he was cured of his epilepsy, that he wasn't having any seizures and never would have them again. Candy and the twins had kept their promise not to tell.
    

  


  
    
      After breaking Reach with Tabby, San had carefully surveyed the damage he'd done to the dirt around him. Nothing had changed. He had stayed for a while under the lilac bush, tickling the antlion pits until the occupants had kicked jets of dust at the intruding twig. He had pondered over this strange new power he had discovered within himself. Initially, he had worried that he might be very sick and that he should probably run home and tell his mother all about his experiences. Then he had worried about what would happen if he did. What would the Doctors do? Would he have to live in the hospital again?
    


    
      He had wondered if something might go wrong with him if he kept doing it. Would it be like Price said about what would happen to him if he played with himself? Would he go blind or grow hair on his palms?
    


    
      Yet, the rest of that weekend San had tried to Reach every chance he got. Sometimes it didn't go so well and he lost control. He was careful to hide himself each time, knowing it would not do for someone to discover him having a seizure. But by the end of the next week he had learned to Reach at will without ever having one. He had also discovered that he could stay on Reach for long periods of time—as long as he wanted—and that the animal he had chosen to Reach could wander great distances away from where his body was.
    


    
      Today, he had plans to make his first attempt to Reach into a bird. A family of Blue Darters had nested in a worm-ridden elm in the alley behind the vacant lot he and Candy frequented. This afternoon he would find out what it is like to fly.
    


    
      For now, though, he had work to do on his whale. He had the pieces of construction paper all cut out but he hadn't drawn on the eyes yet and he had to figure out a way to glue on the flukes at right angles to the body. It was going to be a tricky operation if he wanted to keep it neat.
    


    
      Across the aisle from him sat his best friend, Prathor Jackson. He had his dark glasses on because he was making an ornament of Santa Claus. Usually, he could take them off when he was inside, but his ornament had so much red construction paper in it that he, and Mrs. Wilder, had thought it best that he wear them.
    


    
      Mrs. Wilder was letting everyone talk during this part of class. It made the event seem that much more festive. At the back of the room, Ricky Dow was trying to impress Melissa Franks by drinking his watercolor water. Immediately, Melissa's hand shot into the air.
    

  


  
    
      "Mrs. Wilder! Mrs. Wilder!" she practically squeaked like the ratfink she was. San and Prathor turned around to see who Melissa was going to tattle on today, though they had a pretty good idea who it would be.
    


    
      Mrs. Wilder was helping Larry James clean a large glob of white paste off the front of his shirt. Larry was fond of eating paste. "What is it Melissa?" she asked, sounding somewhat irritated with all the fun going on around her.
    


    
      "Ricky just drank his watercolors!" Melissa replied.
    


    
      "My Lord, Ricky," Mrs. Wilder cried. "You go to the corner of the room and sit for ten minutes. You ought to know better than that!"
    


    
      She turned to Larry who's upturned face was grinning a pasty grin. "And so should you, Larry James. You go sit in the other corner until I call you back. You silly boys. My Lord!"
    


    
      San only got half finished gluing his whale parts together when Mrs. Wilder threw in the towel and started the spelling lesson.
    


    
      

    


    
      The rest of the day was uneventful for San, though Larry James fell off the monkey bars during afternoon recess and bit his tongue. San and Prathor didn't see it happen, though they did find some of Larry's blood on the lower level of bars which was almost just as good. Someone had claimed that Larry had bit off the tip of his tongue and that it was still on the ground somewhere under the monkey bars. San and Prathor spent a few precious minutes of their recess searching for Larry's tongue but couldn't find it. Prathor had an explanation: "Maybe all that glue he eats kept it from falling off."
    


    
      After school, San stayed for a while to talk with Prathor while he waited for his bus to leave. He wanted to tell him about Reaching but could never get around to broaching the subject. Finally, Prathor's bus was ready to load and San decided it was now or never.
    


    
      San stopped his friend before he boarded. "Prathor, you remember that drea . . . hallucination I had at camp? The one about being the bees?"
    


    
      Prathor furrowed his brow behind his sunglasses. Guardedly he answered, "Yeah?"
    

  


  
    
      San wanted to tell him what he had been doing. He wanted to somehow prove to his friend that he wasn't hallucinating, that he could do something so amazing he could still hardly believe it himself. But he couldn't think of what to say. Words couldn't describe it. He looked into Prathor's glasses, probing, trying to find the words that would convince him.
    


    
      "Aw, forget it." he said, finally.
    


    
      "Good." Prathor retorted. "Because I gotta be honest with you, San. You've been acting awful weird lately. Are you having more seizures? I say things to ya sometimes and you don't even seem to hear me. You talk about these animal dreams you been havin' all the time. I mean, look at that ornament your making. A fish? What does a fish have to do with Christmas?"
    


    
      "It's not a fish, it's a whale! It breathes just like you and me!" San snapped back.
    


    
      Prathor wilted. "Aw, I'm sorry, San. I didn't mean it. You know me, I'm a jerk most of the time. It's just that I'm worried. You haven't been acting too smooth lately. I'm just worried."
    


    
      "Forget it." San repeated.
    


    
      Prathor wanted to say more but the bus driver called for him to get aboard.
    


    
      "I'll see you Monday, San."
    


    
      "Yeah. See ya, Prathor."
    


    *     *     *


    
      Immediately after Reaching, the hawk took to the air and flew east toward the edge of town. It caught a thermal over a green field of winter wheat and soared higher and higher. San was amazed at the things he was able to see.
    


    
      From a thousand feet in the air he watched Candy and Linda come out of their house, roam around their yard and his, calling out his name. Unable to locate him, they settled down between the houses and began setting up for a wild west pretend-adventure.
    


    
      He cried down to them and saw them look up, knowing that they were seeing nothing but a lone hawk on the wing.
    


    
      Looking off to the south he could see the uneven landscape of the Breaks and Sentinel Mountain. Dust devils whirled and skipped across the draws and canyons, kicking tall, red cones of dirt into the air. A truck was speeding down a dirt road away from Sentinel Mountain, sending up a cloud of dust almost as impressive as those created by the dust devils.
    

  


  
    
      He could smell snow in the air though it was an unseasonably warm fifty nine degrees. A hint of moisture and cooler weather drifted on the high winds he was using for support.
    


    
      He cast his gaze on the wheat field below, searching. He wasn't sure what he was looking for until a fleeting glimpse of a field mouse dashing beneath a small pile of leaves caught his attention. Without thinking, San went into a steep dive. Hurtling toward the earth with wings drawn close to his body, directing his decent with subtle changes in the angle of his tail feathers, he zeroed in on the leaf pile.
    


    
      Suddenly he was mere feet above the ground, spreading his wings and stretching his talons out toward his prey. He landed on the mouse just as it bolted from beneath the leaves.
    


    
      The mouse squeaked in terror but San held firm to the mouse until it became still, then he took off and flew back toward his nest.
    


    
      He broke Reach before the hawk landed, not especially interested in finding out what a mouse tastes like, and to see what would happen if he broke off in mid-air. He opened his eyes in time to see the hawk settle safely onto its nest.
    


    
      He jumped up and ran toward home. Dashing across Mr. William's back yard, he waved to Tramp as he passed through, and continued on toward his own yard with the dog happily chasing his heels. Rounding the corner of the house, he saw that Candy and Linda were still playing out their own adventure.
    


    
      "You two been looking for me?" he inquired as he plopped down across from them. Tramp lay down next to San and rested his muzzle on his leg.
    


    
      Candy looked at San then at Tramp. "Yeah," she said, "how'd you know?"
    


    
      She kept looking at Tramp. The old dog had taken a liking to San that no one could explain. He would follow him all around the neighborhood and completely ignore the other kids unless they threatened San. This aspect of the relationship had liberated San from the indian sunburns and knuckle knots the twins had always been fond of giving him. Now, if either of the twins pulled anything funny when Tramp was around, the dog would charge, snarling and barking, until they backed off. Even if one of them moved too close to him, Tramp would emit a low, ominous growl to warn them off. It seemed to Candy that San and Tramp spent a lot of time together. A lot of time that he could be spending with her instead.
    

  


  
    
      "Down at the vacant lot. I heard you calling" he answered, struggling with himself to keep from blurting out the truth of how he had known they were looking for him. They would think he was nuts. "Did you see the hawk?"
    


    
      Candy looked at San again. "Yeah. You heard us clear down at the lot?"
    


    
      San grinned, "Sure! I can hear a long way off. Andy, a friend at camp, taught me how."
    


    
      He cupped his hands behind his ears. "If you hold your ears out like this, you can hear almost anything!"
    


    
      Linda tried it first, turning her head this way and that. "Wow, he's right! I can hear a lot better this way!"
    


    
      Candy held her ears out. "Yeah, but who goes around holding their ears all day long?" She cut her eyes at San and Tramp.
    


    
      San could tell she was wondering about him. He just couldn't tell what she was wondering. He thought maybe she was angry but he didn't know why. He quickly changed the subject.
    


    
      "Whatcha doin'? Is this Little Big Horn or Dead Indian Lake?"
    


    
      "Neither," Candy peevishly replied. "It's Black Eagle's Revenge. He's getting back at the white-eyes for stealing his wife."
    


    
      The three of them played out the adventure until they were called in for supper.
    


    
      That night, San dreamed again . . . and in his dream was death.
    


    It is time! Reach!


    *     *     *


    
      Prathor sat on the seesaw looking down at San.
    


    
      "What did you say?" he asked, not really wanting to hear him say it again.
    


    
      San thrust downward with his legs, letting Prathor down to hold him in the air for a moment. "I can get inside any animal I want." He repeated, hoping Prathor wouldn't forget where they were and stand off the seesaw.
    


    
      Prathor looked up at San then from side to side. "Are you on that again? Geez! You better be careful what you say, kido. Remember what I said about the Doctors? Needles in yer spine, man!"
    

  


  
    
      San persisted. "I can prove it!"
    


    
      Laughing a nervous laugh, Prathor pushed off. "How?"
    


    
      San looked around for something to Reach into. He had thought all night after waking from a nightmare. Thought about how he could prove to his friend that he could Reach. It had to be a fairly large animal. Only a large animal would be impressive enough to do the job.
    


    
      Across the hardtop a hundred children skittered and pranced about but the only animals San could see from where he and Prathor rocked on the seesaw were a small flock of sparrows roosting on telephone wires at the edge of the playground.
    


    
      San halted his decent and held the seesaw steady-level for Prathor to dismount. "Come on. I'll show ya."
    


    
      San thought a sparrow would do the trick, but as he and Prathor trotted across the hardtop toward the fence the flock launched themselves as one and flew away. Exasperated, San looked for something else he could Reach. Something large.
    


    
      A crow came sailing in low over the playground. It cawed once before landing on the incinerator stack, just loud enough to draw San's attention.
    


    
      "There!" He shouted. "That's how I'll prove it."
    


    
      He directed Prathor to stand beside him while he sat down and leaned against the fence. "You see that crow?" he asked.
    


    
      Prathor nodded, "Yeah."
    


    
      "I'm going to Reach into that crow. I'll make it . . . "
    


    
      Prathor started laughing and shaking his head.
    


    
      "Come on, Prathor." San interrupted. "Are you gonna let me prove it to you or not? You're not afraid are you?"
    


    
      Prathor forced himself to maintain a serious face and shook his head, assuming a burly hick-from-the-sticks accent.
    


    
      "I'm not a sceert," he lied.
    


    
      "Okay then. I'll Reach into the crow, make him fly over here to us and land on your shoulder."
    


    
      "Right. What are yo gonna do then? Make it crap on me?"
    


    
      San settled back against the fence. "I might if you don't be quiet." he replied. "Just stand still there. It's gonna look like I'm going to sleep.
    

  


  
    
      "I don't think it will take too long to Reach. But if it does, don't leave me sitting here alone. Someone will tell if it looks like I'm having a fit."
    


    
      "That's seizure, San" Prathor corrected. "Remember what Dr. Langly told us?"
    


    
      San nodded impatiently, "Yeah, I remember. You just remember to stay put until come out of it. Okay?"
    


    
      Prathor nodded, shifting nervously from one foot to the other. "I promise."
    


    
      Now he was feeling really scared. Something was about to happen, and he wasn't sure he wanted to see it happen.
    


    
      San closed his eyes and started relaxing his body. Prathor watched him for a moment then turned his attention to the crow. It sat on the stack, preening itself for a full minute then it lifted its wings and leapt into the air emitting a startled caw.
    


    
      San uttered a single low caw at the same instant the crow did. Prathor smirked and turned to give San his for putting him on, but San still had his eyes closed and seemed oblivious of everything going on around him.
    


    
      A loud fluttering of wings startled Prathor into a crouch just as the crow came in for its landing. Missing its target it circled and came in again. This time, mesmerized, Prathor held steady and the crow gently landed on his shoulder. Its claws felt creepy but they didn't hurt. Prathor gawked at the crow. The crow began pulling at his glasses. "Hey!" Prathor grabbed them. "You know I need those! Jesus! What am I saying? San? San is it really you?"
    


    
      "CAW!" the crow replied.
    


    
      

    


    
      Not far away, near the swing sets, Barney Marshall was watching San and Prathor, wondering what they were up to. When he saw the crow fly across to Prathor and land on his shoulder he signaled to his buddies to follow him over to the fence.
    


    
      He didn't like those two. They were egg heads and being egg heads, they were well liked by the teachers. They were too smart for their own good and Barney had just decided it was time to teach them that having smarts didn't mean they were kings of the hill. He had ignored the pair all semester and now he wondered why. Just looking at them made him want to puke.
    


    
      

    


    
      Good boys. Such goody good boys. Puke city!
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      So he started across the blacktop toward the two goody boys to remind them that goody goods get theirs in the end—right up the poop chute. And if he was lucky, he would come out of it all with a new pet crow. He'd have some real fun killing it.
    


    
      Barney Marshal had no idea how sick he was. All he knew was that he could experience some wonderful sensations when he was killing something. He'd never killed anything large but he had done a lot of killing. And he had become quite good at it. A litter of kittens, an entire gaggle of baby geese, and his grandmother's parrot, Hitchcock.
    


    
      For Barney, killing was a sexual experience. He dreamed about killing something every waking moment of the day and then some more in sleep. Every day—at night and early in the morning—he masturbated, and when he came on his bedclothes the images filling his mind weren't those of long-legged women with large, round breasts and buttocks parading before him with no clothing on save the high heels on their feet. Instead, the images that burned hot and steamy in Barney's mind always involved mutilation and death.
    


    
      During the day, in class, he imagined the sensation of bones crushing, warm flesh trembling, and blood oozing and squirting as he squeezed the life out of some helpless animal. Several times he had actually come in his pants in class while playing such images through in his mind. Teacher's and class mates had seen him flinching and shuddering during orgasm. Some of the female teachers recognized that he was having orgasms and having seen other boys behave in class as such before, mistook it for normal signs of a boy becoming a man. Some were even flattered, thinking that he had chosen them as the object of his sexual release. Other teacher's assumed the same reasoning but weren't flattered and paddled him for doing such a filthy thing in school.
    


    
      His peers had no idea what he was doing or why he was taken into the hall and paddled. They just believed—correctly—that he was as nutty as a Payday candy bar.
    


    
      "Let's go knock some heads together, guys." He said as his gang joined him.
    


    
      There was a smattering of mean laughter and hawking noises as Barney and his school-yard gang set off toward the unsuspecting pair.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor turned just in time to spot Barney and his goons approaching. It didn't matter that he could not clearly see Barney's expression. Barney was always dangerous, good mood or not. He turned to San.
    


    
      "San!" he whispered, first to the crow, then at San himself. "San, you gotta wake up now. I believe you, but Barney Marshall is on his way over here and I don't want to fight him while you sleep through it! Okay?"
    


    
      To Prathor, it seemed that San didn't hear a single word he said, but San was well aware of what was going on. And he had a plan.
    


    
      He launched himself from Prathor's shoulder with a loud caw and and circled above Prathor as Barney and the gang swaggered up to him. San could see that Prathor was nervous. Prathor kept whispering over his shoulder at the body leaning against the fence.
    


    
      

    


    
      "CAW! CAW!" I'm up here Prathor, don't worry!
    


    
      

    


    
      Barney was sorry to see the bird fly away but was sure he could still have some fun with the goody goods. "Where'd ya get the stupid crow, shithead?"
    


    
      Prathor pushed his sunglasses up on his nose and tried to flex his muscles enough to look tough. He hated to fight but it looked like there was no way out of this one. He had to protect his friend while he was busy being a crow.
    


    
      "Had him for years," he answered with false bravado. "Trained him myself to be an attack crow!" He added, having no idea that was exactly what San had in mind as well.
    


    
      "Oh yeah?" Barney said, "Well let's see if your dumb crow can keep me from knockin' you on your smart ass!"
    


    
      Prathor steadied himself for the fight, sweat suddenly pouring from his armpits and down the small of his back.
    


    
      Barney moved toward him with one fist raised and his face set in a ruthless snarl. He suddenly lunged at Prathor who successfully ducked under the punch. He came up with his hands open, intending to ward off the next blow. Instead he managed to poke his right thumb into Barney's left eye. Barney flinched and stumbled backward, gingerly touching his eye. It hurt but it wasn't bleeding. "That," Barney informed Prathor, "was the last mistake you'll ever make, ya' fart eatin' twerp."
    


    
      With that, San let loose a crow war cry and with claws bent, dove at Barney's head.
    

  


  
    
      Before Barney could react, San had successfully raked his claws across Barney's brow drawing three, fine red lines that almost instantly began to gush copious amounts of blood.
    


    
      Barney stopped and rubbed the back of his hand across his forehead. It came away covered with blood.
    


    
      San banked hard and started down again.
    


    
      As much as Barney loved to see blood—to feel it on his hands and other parts of his body, to smell its metallic odor—seeing so much of his own blood severely frightened him. Staring at the blood, he began to scream. Small, short, breathless screams that quickly crescendoed to bloody-murder volume.
    


    
      He turned, still staring at the swatch of red on the back of his hand, still screaming, and ran for the school building. San flew after him, flying so his shadow fell across Barney's path as often as possible. That's all it took now to set Barney into a new pitch. San wanted to chase him all the way to the doors just to see what kind of vocal range Barney had. But he knew he had better get back before the rest of the gang decided to extract revenge for their leader in the form of blood from Prathor.
    


    
      He took one last dive at Barney, pecking the crown of his skull as hard as he could, pulling out a few coarse hairs before he turned and flew back toward Prathor.
    


    
      Luckily the rest of the gang had been stunned by the attacking crow and their leader's shameless, hasty retreat. None of them wasted any time leaving the area.
    


    
      No more blood had to be drawn from the gang of toughs and Prathor had luckily avoided having any of his own spilled.
    


    
      San gently set down on his own shoulder and broke Reach. He opened his eyes and saw Prathor standing, mouth agape, staring at his friend. Then at the retreating gang of playground bullies. And then at the crow.
    


    
      After a moment, showing no real alarm, the crow took off and sailed over the fence and across the street. San grinned broadly at Prathor. "Convinced?"
    


    
      Prathor stood slack-jawed, speechless, staring; then, realizing the crisis had passed, he fainted.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER VII


  The Breaks


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Feigning patience, San watched while Prathor lashed an army surplus pack to the handlebars of his bike. There was so much stuff crammed into the pack that San was amazed the seams weren't bursting. And now, as precious time slipped away, Prathor set to heaping yet another degree of pressure on the old pack.
    


    
      He worked with the energy of a fanatic, using five feet of bright, new nylon cord and a roll of electrical tape—sparing no effort to his task. He looped the cord around the pack again and again, securing the loose ends with multiple layers of tape. When the nylon cord ran out, the remaining electrical tape was applied to any spot that looked the least bit needy.
    


    
      Finally completing the job he looked up at San, grinning broadly.
    


    
      "I'm ready," he announced cheerily, mounted his bike, and coasted down the driveway. "Let's go!"
    


    
      San wondered if Prathor was aware of just how exasperating he could be. It looked as though a neurotic spider had spun a giant snarled web between the handlebars of Prathor's bike. The army pack—bouncing and jiggling in its entanglement, loose ends of pack strap flailing wildly about—looked like a big green bug trapped in the web.
    


    
      "Just like a beetle in a web," San mumbled aloud as Prathor turned out onto the street—oblivious of his friend's musing.
    


    
      "You think it'll stay on?" San called out as he mounted his own bicycle.
    

  


  
    
      Turning in a wide curb-to-curb circle and pedaling back toward the driveway, Prathor hammered on the top of the pack.
    


    
      "This sucker is on to stay, " he shouted. Then, as San pulled up beside him he gave him a sidelong glance. "I just hope I can get it off when we get out there!"
    


    
      San laughed, as much at Prathor's joke as from an exuberance he felt growing inside him. It had been hard waiting for this day to come. Even before learning to Reach, he had dreamed of the day his mother would let him go. And finally, with the arrival of his tenth birthday and a dose of persuasion from Grandpa Shelby, she had agreed that San was old enough.
    


    
      She had insisted that he could not go alone and had suggested he go with the twins. San believed he would be in greater peril camping with his goofball brothers than if he went alone, yet he hadn't said so to his mother—believing it better to leave all options open until a decision had to be made. In the meantime he had gone to his grandfather for advice.
    


    
      Grandpa Shelby, attentive to San's dilemma, had suggested he ask his best friend, Prathor Jackson, if he would go. Prathor had been all for it but hadn't been so sure his parents would be. He had told San that he would try to convince them to let him go but he didn't think they would allow him to.
    


    
      It hadn't been easy. His mother had been frightened and appalled by the notion of her only child camping out in the country without adult supervision. But after a thorough application of the silent treatment from Prathor, Mrs. Jackson had decided to at least talk with Mrs. Shelby about it. And talk they did. For more than an hour in the kitchen she had stayed on the telephone and talked about not only the proposed camp out but about everything else they could think of that had no possible connection to camping out. Prathor had stood beside her in the kitchen for a long time before he had tired of the ordeal and had finally left her alone to talk with San's mother about gardening, soap operas, and church affairs to her heart's content.
    


    
      Eventually, with Mrs. Shelby's reassurences and viewpoint on the matter, she had decided that it wouldn't be such a bad thing to let him go with San—if it was okay with his father.
    


    
      Prathor had then called and asked San to hurry over and help him with his father as soon as he came home from work.
    

  


  
    
      When Mr. Jackson had arrived, Prathor had intercepted him before he had even stepped out of his car. San had stood a discreet distance away from them as Prathor had pleaded his case to his father.
    


    
      Surprisingly, Mr. Jackson had been in favor of the outing and required only that San and Prathor endure a one hour lecture on camping safety. The only things San could really remember now about the lecture were that he and Prathor should always look at where they were about to step, think twice about every step they took before taking it, and to make a lot of noise to scare away the snakes and skunks they would step on if they forgot to apply rules one and two. San thought all three rules to be good sound advice but he had known even as Mr. Jackson had lectured, that he would have to toss out the third rule. Scaring away animals, even snakes, definitely didn't fit into his plans.
    


    
      Yesterday evening, as he and Prathor had prepared for the trip, they had talked enthusiastically about what sorts of animals they might run into. They hadn't talked about San's intentions to Reach the animals, but Mr. Jackson, having overheard their conversation, had presented to them a heavy book he thought would help them satisfy their curiosity. He had taught them how to use the color-coded region map in the front of the book to look up animals that might live in the area and then had left them alone to explore.
    


    
      They had looked up the mammals first. Coyote, fox, racoon, badger, bobcat, prairie dog, mole, squirrel, fruit bat, and kangaroo rat were just a few of the ones that might be seen. There were even references to red wolf and panther but Mr. Jackson had said that those species had all been hunted out several decades ago.
    


    
      Next they had researched the birds that they might encounter. There were hawks and owls of all kinds. Buzzard, crow, roadrunner, quail, dove, snipe, meadowlark, scissor-tail.
    


    
      The reptiles included several kinds of rattlesnake, copperhead, blue racer, black racer, ribbon snake, collared lizard, fence lizard, horned toad, and skink. Then there were the usual amphibians including frogs, toads, and salamanders.
    


    
      Of the bug kingdom the most interesting were the scorpion, centipede, tarantula, and vinegarroon and a weird cricket called a Child of the Earth. All in all, San had thought then that the next few days were going to be the most exciting he'd ever experienced. And now, finally, they were on their way. Within three hours they would be camping in the Breaks where animals of all kinds lived. Animals that don't live near town. Animals that San wanted very much to get to know.
    


    
      

    


    
      Before riding out of town they stopped at Beal's 66 to get a cold soda. As they wheeled up to the station they spotted one of the most infamous citizens of Ayres, Harris Moloons, better know as Booger Red, sitting on a grease can reading a comic book beside the soda machine.
    

  


  
    
      San knew Harris to be a kind but eccentric man, though a lot of the people of Ayres considered him a danger to the community. He lived alone in a shack just above flood line on the sandy banks of the river that skirted Ayres. Impossible to miss, his hand painted KEEP OUT! and NO TRESPASSING! signs were both numerous and colorful. He had been arrested more than once for threatening trespassers at gunpoint.
    


    
      He always wore an old beaver stetson that once was pale gray and well blocked but was now weather beaten and stained dirt red. He wore three shirts, for at least twice as many days without a wash, a padlock on his belt—nobody knew why—and he always wore a pair of emergency-orange rubber gloves.
    


    
      Everybody knew why he wore the gloves. Red was dreadfully afraid of automobiles. He hated to cross any street, even at marked crosswalks, convinced that someday a driver would fail to see him and squash him into the road—never slowing down or looking back to find out what had just been creamed into the pavment.
    


    
      The orange gloves made him visible four blocks away during the day time, seven blocks at night.
    


    
      "San!" Prathor whispered, nervously. "That's Booger Red! We better not stop here."
    


    
      "Why?" San asked.
    


    
      "Cause he's mean, that's why!"
    


    
      Prathor slowed his bike to a wobbly pace, keeping a wary eye on the man.
    


    
      They stopped several yards from the soda machine. San knew why people thought Harris Moloons was mean and he knew he had better set Prathor straight before they spoke to him.
    


    
      Harris turned his attention from the comic book he was reading and waved at the boys. San waved back and smiled, then he turned to Prathor.
    


    
      "What makes you think he's mean?" San asked.
    


    
      "Because he's weird. His head is full of sparrows!"
    


    
      "What? What's that supposed to mean?"
    


    
      Prathor wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "He's a retard, man. He cussed me and Mom out one day last winter when we were at the grocery store. I thought he was gonna hit my mom."
    


    
      San leaned forward resting with his forearms on the handlebars of his bike. "What happened?" he asked, not surprised, but curious to hear about it.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor adjusted his sunglasses, as though the memory would come easier if they were situated more squarely upon his nose.
    


    
      "We went to Stecktup's Grocery one morning, me and Mom. She calls it Stickup's grocery. We saw him when we went in. He was sitting on a stack of those big dog food sacks they put near the doors. It was the first time I ever saw him up close except for one other time when he was crossing the street, waving those orange gloves at everybody all the way across.
    


    
      "Anyway, I didn't think much about him except that he smiled and sort of leaned out toward us as we passed him. But when we came back up to the checkout line I went on through while Mom paid and they sacked up the groceries.
    


    
      "I was standing at the end of the checkout counter, when he comes up and starts talking to me."
    


    
      "What about?" San asked.
    


    
      "About nothin'. Just stuff about how he came to Ayres in a wagon and lived in the wagon till his pa died. Somethin' about the city tearin' up his wagon. He said he never did think it, Ayres, would become a town. Weird stuff."
    


    
      "Well that's not so bad, " San replied. " Talking can't hurt you."
    


    
      "Yeah, I guess not. I mean it was kinda fun listenin' to him until Mom came up and pulled me away from him. Then he got real mean. Started cussing at Mom.
    


    
      "Old man Stecktup finally had to chase him out of the store. That just made him madder. He stood outside hollerin' and shakin' his orange fists, waiting for us to come out. I figured he would cuss at us some more, or maybe even try to hit us. But he shut up and just stared at us with this mean look, his bottom lip poked out a mile. He didn't say a thing. It was spooky."
    


    
      San knew the story. Mother's didn't want their children near Harris and Harris didn't like them keeping them away from him. He liked kids, and a lot of kids liked him. But the kid's mothers had never trusted him. Even San's mother harbored unfounded fears of Harris.
    


    
      It was Grandpa Shelby who had introduced him to San. The three of them frequently shared time in the Bell Cafe. Red and Grandpa drinking coffee, talking about how it used to be in Ayres while San listened and savored the chocolate soldier Red always insisted on buying for him.
    

  


  
    
      San knew Red wasn't lying about having lived in a wagon—a covered wagon no less. It had been parked beside the highway, behind the court house, until the highway had been paved. A county dozer had run over it. Red claimed the mayor ordered it bulldozed into the ground but he could never prove it. The county claimed it was an accident and had paid Red for the damages.
    


    
      "Look, Prathor. He's mean only when people are mean to him. Sure he dresses funny, and he smells bad. But he's nice. He likes kids more than he likes grownups because he's still sort of a kid himself."
    


    
      Prathor looked at San and looked at Harris. "You mean he is a retard?"
    


    
      "No! He's just . . . I don't know, sort of lost . . . and alone. You know?"
    


    
      Prathor took his glasses off and watched the man get up and buy himself an RC from the soda machine and a handfull of salted peanuts from the Rotary Club dispenser standing beside it. After popping the top off of the RC, he sat back down on the grease can and carefully poured the peanuts into the bottle before taking a drink. Then, munching on peanuts and RC cola, he picked up his comic book and continued reading.
    


    
      "Yeah, " Prathor answered. "I understand."
    


    
      Harris Moloons smiled broadly as the pair rode up to the soda machine and parked their bikes. He eyed the pack tied to Prathor's handlebars.
    


    
      "Ya'll goin' somewhar?" he inquired.
    


    
      "Yes, Mr. Moloons." San answered, digging in his pocket for change. Grandpa Shelby had told him never to call him Booger Red.
    


    
      "Going camping?" Harris asked.
    


    
      San nodded, "We're going to the Breaks."
    


    
      He handed his money to Prathor. "Grape for me."
    


    
      While Prathor got the drinks and San checked out the comic book Harris was reading, Harris stood and walked over to Prathor's bike. He bent over and eyed the mess of white cord, black tape, and green canvas.
    


    
      "Ya'll carryin' a huntin' knife?" he asked.
    


    
      San looked at Prathor. Prathor turned and looked at Harris.
    


    
      "Yes," San answered.
    

  


  
    
      "Is it sharp?" Harris asked, turning and squinting at them both as Prathor turned to hand San his drink.
    


    
      Prathor stammered, "Uh . . . yeah. Real sharp."
    


    
      Harris straightened, squinted and frowned hard, regarding Prathor for a moment before he went back to his grease can and sat down. "Gooood," he drawled approvingly, now smiling again.
    


    
      Prathor handed San his soda and gave him a questioning look. The two of them took a few sips before either said anything. Harris sat on the grease can watching them, still smiling. San handed the comic back to Harris. He took it from San but said nothing. He just kept smiling—eyes twinkling.
    


    
      Finally, Prathor broke the silence. "Why do we need a knife?"
    


    
      Harris turned to the page he had been on in his comic book and started reading. It appeared that he was through talking with the boys and wouldn't answer. The smile didn't go away.
    


    
      San was surprised, and a little hurt by Hariss' behaviour. They hastily finished their drinks, slipped the empties into the wire rack on the side of the soda machine, and started off on their bikes.
    


    
      Harris continued reading as they rode off and San had about decided that the man wasn't so nice after all when he heard him reply in a loud but cheerful tone of voice, "Cause that knife y'er carryin' is the only way your gonna get at whatever you're carryin' in that army pack."
    


    
      San burst out laughing, nearly falling off of his bike, and looked back to see Harris grinning an impish, snaggle toothed grin that reminded him, somehow, of Kevan Bradley, the girl who had been gutsy enough to reach inside a beehive to rob it of a little honey.
    


    
      "Ya'll be careful out there, San! Watch out for the snakes and scorpions. And be real careful with that wind!"
    


    
      San managed to stop laughing just long enough to wave and reassure Harris—Booger Red—Moloons.
    


    
      "We will, Mr. Moloons!"
    


    
      Prathor pumped hard at the pedals of his bike until the embarrassment wore off. San had to struggle to keep up.
    


    
      "What's he mean about the wind?" Prathor asked.
    


    
      San shook his head. "I don't know."
    


    
      

    


    
      *     *     *
    


    
      "How much further, San?"
    

  


  
    
      Prathor made a conscious effort not to pant as he spoke. His legs were burning and though the morning was still cool he was sweating heavily. It seemed they had been pedaling for hours.
    


    
      For a while, he regretted not having ridden his father's big Schwinn. For every three, hard-won, turns of the pedals of his spider bike, the Schwinn would have required only one.
    


    
      Viewed from the state highway—from the relative comfort of a bus seat—there had been no indication of how convoluted this landscape actually was. Now, riding along unpaved roads that converged on the mesa ranges and sink-hole fields collectively known as The Breaks, it was all too obvious that the view from the bus had been an illusion.
    


    
      He wondered how many times now he and San had struggled, panting and heaving against the sadistic force of gravity, only to top a rise in the road and find yet another rise to conquer. Monotonous was a vapid description of the trek and all Prathor could think of was that this camping trip was starting out to be one large pain in the derriere. To make matters worse, the roads were unpaved sand that seemed to get deeper by the mile. It took a lot of extra effort to navigate across the deepest stretches of sand. It was like bicycling through molasses.
    


    
      Progress was slow, agonizingly so for Prathor. He concentrated on his pedaling, looking down at the road under his front tire instead of the top of the next rise. Somehow it made the work seem easier, as though he were moving faster. Finally, he coasted to a stand-still at the top of the rise and waited for San to catch up.
    


    
      It seemed to Prathor that he could finally make out detail on the steep face of the nearest mesa, but there was still a lot of distance to cover before reaching it. Fetching his canteen, glad that he had had sense enough not to have put it in the army pack, he turned and saw that San had dismounted and was walking his bike the last few yards up the rise.
    


    
      "I thought we were bike riding, not bike walking," he said, before pulling a long, cool drink from his canteen.
    


    
      San toed the kickstand and eased his bike to a park before saying anything. "Take it easy on the water, Prathor. You'll need it later and I'm not gonna give you any of mine if you run out."
    


    
      Prathor turned the canteen up, pretending to guzzle its contents. San took a drink from his own canteen and forced a thin stream of water between his teeth at Prathor. Prathor tried to duck away but ended up moving his face directly into San's line of fire.
    

  


  
    
      Grimacing, he frantically wiped his face on his shirt sleeve. "Jeeze, San! That's disgusting!"
    


    
      Laughing through his nose, San managed to swallow the water still in his mouth with out choking on it. "Yeah, and a waste of water, " he sputtered. "You're already all wet."
    


    
      Thinking San was referring to the way he was sweating—irked that his companion showed only a few fine beads of moisture on his upper lip—he sniffed and capped his canteen, "I'm not used to riding up and down mountains all day long, like I guess you are."
    


    
      "We've been riding for just one hour, Prathor. You gonna wimp out on me?" It appeared to San that he was considering doing just that.
    


    
      Prathor answered with a sardonic grin and a question, "How much longer before we get to the camp, ya crud?"
    


    
      Relieved, San spun the cap on his canteen down tight and peered across the rough landscape at the range of mesa's on the horizon. "Another hour. You can't see it from here but there's a canyon we have to cross on foot. Price said it would take us two hours to get to the canyon, and another thirty minutes to hike to the place we'll want to camp tonight."
    


    
      He could tell Prathor was rolling his eyes behind his glasses. Deciding it best not to give him a chance to say anything else, San mounted his bike on the run and started down the rise. "Just think about the fun we'll have when we get there . . . the cliffs and maybe some caves. It'll be great!"
    


    
      Prathor pushed off and fast-pedaled after him. "Yeah," he called ahead, "But we're gonna die from heat stroke before we even start havin' fun!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      Sitting cross-legged beside his friend, Prathor watched and tried not to worry. Leaning forward, he listened closely to San's breathing. It was steady and even, but slow. Except for minute, jerky movements of his hands and feet, San did not move.
    


    
      Prathor settled back, leaning against the trunk of the cedar shading them, and waited for San to come back.
    


    
      After parking their bikes and hiking across the canyon, he and San had decided not to camp at the site at the base of the northern-most mesa recommended by the twins. Instead, they had carried their gear and water to the top of the mesa and pitched camp at its western end in a small grove of the cedars that seemed to thrive only atop the hard, limestone caps of the mesas. Immediately they set to roving about, exploring and searching for traces of water.
    

  


  
    
      They had started out with enough water for the two days their parents had allowed them to camp in the Breaks but had already consumed over half of it during the bikeride out. They had hoped to find a clean source someplace close by so they could replenish their supply.
    


    
      After hours of scouting, they had found no water but had discovered that at several locations the limestone and gypsum caprock of the mesa rang hollow beneath their feet. Thinking there might be caves inside the mesa, they began looking for entrances. Finding a sizeable hole in the rock, Prathor had volunteered to investigate and had spooked a barn owl from its afternoon hideaway. San had been bent over the hole, looking down into it as Prathor had probed the darkness with a long stick. The ghostly white bird had exploded from its shadowy roost, scaring Prathor so badly he had nearly peed in his pants.
    


    
      The owl had flown within inches of San's face, veering wildly—its huge white wings pounding the air—to avoid collision. San, as excited as much as surprised by the encounter, had followed the flight of the owl, hoping to make the owl the first animal to Reach on his first day in the Breaks.
    


    
      Seeing it light in a cedar not fifty feet away, he had called down to Prathor. "Come on, Prathor. I know a way to find water!"
    


    
      So now, Prathor stood guard while San conducted an aerial survey of the area.
    


    
      He turned his gaze to the broken land below. Town stood two bicycle hours to the north. The twins had said that they would be able to see the lights of Ayres once it turned dark. To the east were the Granite Mountains. A squat, hard chain of mountains where San's grandfather lived in a cabin on the edge of a lake that lay gleaming in the heart of the range.
    


    
      Between the mountains and the mesa they were camping on stood Sentinel Mountain; a miniature mesa as tall as any in the range, but its flat top a mere fraction of the size of any other. Prathor estimated it was just a few yards wide at its cap while this one they had camped on was about three football fields long and at least half as wide.
    


    
      Limestone mesas, each dusted with so much gypsum that they sparkled in the mid-day sunlight, sprawled haphazardly to the west and south. Some of the mesas were joined by thin, eroded ridges that from a distance looked as sharp as the edge of a knife. The mesa he and San were sitting on joined a smaller mesa to the south by just such a ridge. Most of them, though, were isolated from one another by stretches of dry, canyon-cut prairie. The chains of limestone-capped mesas abruptly rising out of an ocher wasteland, cast a harsh surrealism over the entire area. It looked prehistoric to Prathor. It felt prehistoric.
    

  


  
    
      As soon as they had climbed to the top of the mesa they had discovered what Harris Moloons had meant about the wind. It seemed to blow all the time, especially at the rim. It didn't matter which rim—north, south, east, or west—it blew hard and steady. Standing at the rim, with arms stretched out, Prathor could almost rest his entire weight against the gale without falling forward. San had said he thought it was caused by updrafts—heated air from the prairie below rising along the sides of the mesa. He had gone into a detailed description of how hawks and buzzards use the updrafts—thermals—to make flying as effortless as possible.
    


    
      Prathor had listened raptly, knowing that when San talked about what animals do, and how they do what they do, that he could be sure that he was hearing it from the leading expert on the subject.
    


    
      Over the months, since the day he and San (and crow) had confronted Barney Marshall and gang, Prathor had stood guard over San dozens of times. San had described his adventures on Reach in a myriad of creatures Prathor had never before given much thought or had even been aware of. Mostly, though, San spoke of the flying animals. Moths, and bees in his mother's garden. Crows, bluejays, and hawks in the trees around the neighborhood. He had even spotted a hummingbird in Candy Parker's yard early in the spring and had spent half an hour describing how exciting that Reach had been.
    


    
      Prathor knew he was the only person San had taken into confidence about his abilities, and that alone meant more to him than anything else. It was the first time in his life that anyone outside his own family had placed so much trust in him.
    


    
      Thinking about San on Reach in an owl, looking for water, and maybe some caves, Prathor began thinking about bats that might be in those caves and about another time he had watched over San while he was on Reach.
    


    
      On a balmy saturday evening, the weekend before school let out, he had spent the night at San's. He and San had sat on the back porch watching the cloud of moths and june bugs that congregated to bask in the yellow glow of the yard light. Grandpa Shelby had mounted the light on its tall pole the year he had helped Betty move into the house.
    


    
      They had been talking about the Breaks—San telling him what the twins had told him about camping out there. As they had talked, Prathor had noticed something large flying around the light. It had been moving unbelievably fast and had seemed able to change direction in an instant. It had looked to be about the size of a sparrow, but Prathor had never seen a sparrow flying around at night.
    

  


  
    
      San had been saying that he would like to Reach a really big bird, a buzzard or an eagle, but hadn't been able to find any in town when Prathor had suddenly yelped and stood pointing at the yard light.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Hey! That's a bat!"
    


    
      "Where? Is it flying?"
    


    
      "Yeah, wait a second . . . it keeps loopin' around. There! Did ya see it?"
    


    
      "Yes! Come on, Prathor."
    


    
      

    


    
      They dashed out to the light and San stretched out on his back on the ground. June bugs and miller moths were crawling all over the ground under the light and Prathor didn't join his friend on the ground.
    


    
      "What are you doing, San? There's bugs everywhere!"
    


    
      "They won't bite. They just crawl around."
    


    
      "Well I'm not gonna lay down and have 'em crawlin' on me."
    


    
      "You don't have to. Just keep an eye out for my mom. If she ever catches me Reaching she'll think I'm having a seizure."
    


    
      "Well what do I do if she comes? Is it okay to wake you up?"
    


    
      "Yeah it's okay. I'll be able to get back before she gets out here to us."
    


    
      And with that San went on Reach into a bat.
    


    
      Prathor waited anxiously for not more than a minute when the bat came back and made several loops around his head. At first he wanted to run then remembered it was San. The bat had flown so close that Prathor could feel the wind from its wings stirring his hair. He'd remembered thinking that he would have to ask San if it was true that bats get in your hair and lay eggs.
    


    
      After a few more loops around the yard light, the bat disappeared. For a long while, Prathor stood over his friend, waiting, wondering where he could be—what he was doing. The sound of a screen door opening then slamming shut jolted him from his musing. Mrs. Shelby called to them from the back porch.
    


    
      "San, Prathor, what are you two doing?"
    

  


  
    
      Prathor turned, stiffly, and looked toward the porch, trying to think of something to say—anything—but all that came to mind was the truth; so he kept his mouth shut.
    


    
      Mrs. Shelby planted her fists on her hips. "San?" she called again.
    


    
      "We're okay Mrs. Shelby," Prathor finally answered. "We're just seeing who can let the most bugs crawl on us without loosin' our cool." Prathor hoped she would accept that and go back into the house but she wasn't satisfied in the least.
    


    
      "You're doing what?" she cried and came running off the porch.
    


    
      Prathor knelt beside San and shook him as he whispered, "Okay, San. Time to come back cause here comes your mom and she sounds pissed."
    


    
      San stirred and opened his eyes. Prathor flicked a miller bug off his friend's forehead before filling him in on current events. "Just stay still, I told her we were seeing who could let the most bugs . . ."
    


    
      "San Shelby, you get up from there this instant!"
    


    
      Prathor could feel the blood drain from his face—hoping it was too dark for Mrs. Shelby to see it happening.
    


    
      San sat up—june bugs clinging to his hair. "Aw, Mom."
    


    
      She reached down and pulled him by the arm to his feet. "San! You've squashed june bugs all over your back. You've probably ruined this shirt!"
    


    
      Prathor quietly breathed a sigh of relief. She was worried about San's clothes, not about him having a seizure.
    


    
      San turned his head, as though trying to look at the squashed bugs on his back, and winked at him. "I'm sorry, Mom. I guess I wasn't thinking."
    


    
      "Well I guess not, young man. Get those bugs out of your hair and then you two get on inside and take a bath and then into your pajamas. You've been out here long enough.
    


    
      

    


    
      Prathor stood and stretched, the memory of that evening making him smile. He was wondering how much longer San would be gone this time when the barn owl came swooping in low between the cedars directly toward him. At the last second it fanned its wings and tail feathers and landed on the rock San was leaning against. It blinked and hooted at him.
    


    
      "San?"
    

  


  
    
      San opened his eyes and smiled dreamily. "She showed me where some water is," he said as he got to his feet.
    


    
      The owl didn't fly away. He reached out to it and to Prathor's amazement the owl allowed San to stroke its crown feathers.
    


    
      Prathor moved slowly toward the owl. "She?"
    


    
      The owl turned its huge eyes on Prathor and watched him reach toward her.
    


    
      San nodded, "Yeah, I can tell as soon as I Reach what sex it is." Prathor giggled at the word sex and then frowned thoughtfully, "You mean you can feel it?" he asked.
    


    
      "Sure, " San replied, then anticipating Prathor's next question, he added "Yeah, it feels real weird. Go ahead and pet her."
    


    
      Prathor hesitated and looked at San, "Is it okay?"
    


    
      "Sure. She likes it."
    


    
      "Wow! Mom and Dad wouldn't believe this even if I told 'em!"
    


    
      "She showed me something else, in the same place the water is." San said, gently touching the sharp point of the owl's beak.
    


    
      Prathor carefully inspected the tip of a talon. "What's that?"
    


    
      "A cave."
    


    
      Prathor stopped petting the owl and looked at San.
    


    
      San grinned and nodded. "A big cave. It even has bats. We'll have to wait until tomorrow to get to it though."
    


    
      "Why?" Prathor asked.
    


    
      "Cause it's not on this mesa. It's on another one about a mile from here." San said, pointing to the southwest. "We can get there by walking the ridges, but it'll be dark in a little while. We'd never make it today."
    


    
      The owl stirred, spread its wings, and was off in a single, graceful motion. Leaving without making so much as a whisper of noise. They watched her fly to the north rim of the mesa and then bank smoothly to the west.
    


    
      "Come on, " San said. "It'll be dark soon."
    


    
      The sun dipped slowly to the horizon while the boys finished setting camp and collected some firewood. As twilight approached, San listened carefully to all the sounds the animals were making. Considering the harshness of the land it seemed miraculous that so many animals could live in the Breaks. He cupped his hands around his ears as Andy had taught him and slowly turned, three hundred sixty degrees, to take in all the sounds.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor was trying to start a campfire with a bow and drill. They had matches with them but Prathor was sure he could do it the Indian way. "My dad says he used to start fires this way when he was a scout. If he could do it, I can." he insisted.
    


    
      In the meantime, San pitched the tent and spread out the sleeping bags. It was almost dark by the time Prathor gave up on the bow and drill. Ten matches later, he had the fire going.
    


    
      They didn't need a campfire. All the food was ready to eat out of pouches or cans and they both had flashlight and batteries. But a campfire was part of camping so they had gathered enough dead cedar to last through the night, or at least as long as they could stay awake to keep the fire going.
    


    
      As night settled over them, a fear neither would admit they were feeling descended just as thoroughly as the cool veil of darkness descended on the land. San was glad he wasn't alone. Though he had no idea what he or Prathor would do if something came out of the night and attacked them, he did draw comfort from the fact that he had someone to talk to.
    


    
      They had pitched camp near the north rim, close enough to see out over the prairie below, and soon—just as the twins had promised—the lights of Ayres appeared in the distance. The lights of home were as comforting as the light of the campfire and they sat for a long time away from the fire, near the rim, watching the town lights shimmer and dance through dissipating waves of heat.
    


    
      Ayres, having been built on a hill that rose from the banks of a fork of the Red River, looked a lot like a carnival at night. The tall lights along the highway bisecting the town rose in an arc looking much like the lights of a roller coaster trestle. The red beacon on the water tower at the top of the hill blinked a steady, heart-beat rhythm. Headlights of cars and trucks moving out of Ayres could be traced from the peak of the hill, clear out to the river bridge before they disappeared behind the cottonwoods that lined the highway heading south.
    


    
      The wind continued to blow but apparently San's thermal theory was correct. Just a few feet away from the rim the wind diminished to a light breeze. Though they could get out of the perpetual wind at the rim, the night air cooled quickly and it wasn't long before they were in the tent, zipping into the warmth of their sleeping bags.
    


    
      "San?"
    


    
      "Yeah?"
    


    
      "Is it hard to Reach? I mean, does it hurt or anything like that?"
    

  


  
    
      A vague, horrible memory of a spider and the smell of pennies filled San's mind, "I think it was hard at first. It was scary, anyway," he said.
    


    
      Prathor rolled over and trained his flashlight on San's face. "Whadya mean?" he asked.
    


    
      San winced and pulled his sleeping bag up over his eyes. "Jeezus pleezus, Prathor! Turn that thing off before I throw it off the cliff!"
    


    
      Prathor looked at the flashlight in his hand. "Oh, sorry," he said, and clicked it off.
    


    
      San poked his head out and answered as best he could.
    


    
      "Well, you know how it is when you have a seizure, right? Everything changes so much and so fast, even the sounds you're hearing when it starts?"
    


    
      Prathor nodded in the dark. "Yeah?"
    


    
      "Well for me, after the sounds change, my seizures really get going. It's like I start falling . . . slow at first, then faster and faster. And the further I fall the more it feels like I'm going someplace; but I don't know where, and I'm afraid to go there because I'm afraid I'll get lost if I keep going. I'm afraid I'll get so lost that no one will be able to find me. Is that how it is with you?"
    


    
      "Yes," Prathor answered without hesitation.
    


    
      "Then, just as it feels like I can't take anymore of the falling, like it's going to make me go crazy if it doesn't stop, I relax myself and sort of change from falling to flying. It's like I slip through a wall of jello and then everything is alright and I'm there."
    


    
      "Where?" Prathor asked.
    


    
      "In the animal. I'm in its head and body. I can feel everything it does; and everything is okay again. It's easier now than it was at first. Now it doesn't scare me a bit and I hardly have to concentrate anymore."
    


    
      Prathor rolled over onto his back and played the flashlight beam on the roof of the tent. "Did you ever Reach into a person?"
    


    
      San shivered. "Yeah."
    


    
      "Who?" Prathor flipped back onto his side and beamed the light in San's face again.
    


    
      "The light! The light!" San cried, covering his eyes with one hand.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor switched the light off again and San snatched it out of his hand. "Mrs. Wilder." he said. "I thought I might be able to get the answers to the final exam if I Reached her but it didn't work."
    


    
      "Why not?" Prathor asked, still gripping the flashlight that was no longer in his hand.
    


    
      "I don't know. I mean I almost made it but it felt bad, like stepping in a pile of dog do with bare feet. I guess I could have made the Reach but I couldn't go on in. It was so bad I thought I might throw up."
    


    
      Prathor was enthralled with this bit of news. "Why? What do you think made it so bad? Is she crazy or something like that?"
    


    
      San hesitated, trying to formulate the words to describe it. "I don't think she's crazy . . . I think it's because people hide so much stuff in their heads. Bad stuff. So much bad stuff that it gets crowded, and scary. Animals don't hide anything in their heads. I think Reaching a person is probably impossible. Too much bad stuff inside 'em."
    


    
      For a long while neither of them said anything more. Then Prathor asked one more question.
    


    
      "San?"
    


    
      "Uh-huh?"
    


    
      "Has anyone . . . anything ever Reached into you?"
    


    
      San hesitated before answering. He thought of the beluga whale, Pearl. Then he shook his head.
    


    
      "No."
    


    *     *     *


    
      The last feeble flame of the campfire flickered out sometime shortly after nine o'clock leaving only a faint glow from the embers. Sleep was no problem for either of the boys. The ride out to the breaks had been exhausting work, finally catching up with their young bodies as soon as they had given it a chance. Both boys dreamed, but for the first time in his life, San was able to make himself dream about a particular subject. As he dreamed he became aware that he was dreaming and with this lucidity, he became master of his dream world.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Prathor was first to wake in the morning. He poked his face out the tent flap and looked for the sun. It wasn't up yet, but it would be soon. The morning was incredibly still compared to the sounds he and San had heard in the night before going to sleep. To the east, Sentinel Mountain loomed on the prairie in ghostly shades of gray.
    

  


  
    
      He woke San and the two of them began breaking camp without stopping for breakfast. A mile wasn't that far to walk, but if they had to do any climbing—down one mesa then up the next—it would be miserable work if they waited until the sun was very high. So, just as the sun peeked over the Granite Mountains, they started across the first ridge to the adjacent mesa.
    


    
      Neither of them said much, fearing that any distraction would break their concentration and cause one of them to slip and lose his footing. Though a fall down the steep but evenly sloping sides of the ridge wouldn't be extrememly dangerous, climbing back up wouldn't be fun at all.
    


    
      After crossing the ridge they hurried on across the mesa toward the next ridge to the south. The second ridge proved to be much more hazardous to cross. It had weathered so thin that the boys had to walk astride it to avoid having it crumble under foot. Halfway across, Prathor stopped and waited for San.
    


    
      "Is this next mesa the one?" he asked.
    


    
      San scooted closer to Prathor and carefully settled onto the ridge as if settling into a saddle.
    


    
      "Yeah this is it but the cave is at the other end . . ." he said, pointing westward. "and this is a long mesa. At least a half a mile from end to end."
    


    
      They looked out across the morning landscape to the west. The mesa they were crossing to did seem to stretch on for a long distance. Near its base, on the northern face, was a small pond. The water in the pond was clay-red and glassy smooth. Prathor nudged San and pointed to the farthest end of the pond. A pair of dogs were circumventing the pond at a slow trot, completely unaware they were being observed.
    


    
      "My dad didn't say anything about dogs out here," Prathor said. "I wonder if they belong to somebody."
    


    
      San watched the dogs move around the pond. They moved as though they had someplace to go, traveling a familiar path.
    


    
      "Those aren't dogs, Prathor," San replied." Those are coyotes. I bet it's a pair—a boy and girl coyote—and I bet they're hunting together. They might even have a den somewhere down there, maybe a whole family."
    


    
      Prathor was watching San with a worried look on his face. The coyotes disappeared from view and San looked at Prathor. "Don't worry. I'm not going to Reach now," he assured him.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor turned and started on, "Good," he said. "Because I wasn't going to sit out here with a mountain jammed in the crack of my butt and try to keep you from sliding off this thing."
    


    
      The next mesa was long, but worse than that was the dense cedar forest growing on top of it. There were no trails and moving through it was like walking a maze. It took them half an hour to get across to the other end.
    


    
      San flopped down on the ground in the shade and shrugged out of his backpack. Prathor did the same, wiping the sweat from his brow.
    


    
      "So," he said, "where's the cave?"
    


    
      San rolled over onto his stomach and pointed behind Prathor. Prathor turned and looked but could see nothing that looked like an entrance to a cave. "Where? I don't see it."
    


    
      San sat up and opened his pack. "We'll need our flashlights and an extra set of batteries," he said. "It's a big cave."
    


    
      "You mean we're going inside?" Prathor asked.
    


    
      "Sure," San replied. "What are caves for?"
    


    
      "What all lives in a cave?" Prathor asked. "My dad's book didn't have anything in it about that."
    


    
      "Bat's I guess. Maybe some bugs. I don't know, Prathor. But I want to find out. Don't you?" San looked at Prathor and could see that he wasn't too keen on going into another hole in the ground.
    


    
      

    


    
      That barn owl must have really scared him good.

    


    
      "I'll go first. That way if there's anything in there like that owl yesterday, then it will scare me first this time." he said.
    


    
      The offer didn't seem to brighten Prathor's spirits much but he consented to the arrangement. "Okay", just don't pull any funny business, San. I don't think my heart could take another scare like that one."
    


    
      San led Prathor to a narrow slit in the limestone. "In there," he said, pointing into the slit. Prathor held out his hand, palm up, "After you."
    


    
      San grinned and walked into the slit. Prathor followed at arms length. The slit curved to the left and down. The floor got wider as they moved into the fissure but overhead the rims narrowed, reducing sunlight. A dank, earthy smelling breeze wafted up from somewhere ahead. San flicked on his flashlight and Prathor did the same. In spite of himself, Prathor was enjoying this. It was scary as hell, but the excitement was electric. Prathor could feel the hair on his arms standing to attention in anticipation.
    

  


  
    
      San bent slightly to duck under a cedar root that had somehow drilled its way through several feet of solid limestone. The root was as thick as his body and looked ancient. The walls of the slit were now more than five feet apart and there was a mere ten inches of opening above. It was getting dark and the smell of wet earth was getting stronger.
    


    
      A few feet on, the slit abruptly ended. Prathor was about to jump down San's throat for leading him on a wild goose chase when San ducked again, to the right, and disappeared.
    


    
      "Hey!" Prathor yelped before seeing just what it was that San had done.
    


    
      To his right was an opening. A smooth, mouse-hole shaped opening that led into darkness. Prathor pointed his flashlight at the hole and stepped through, bending at the waist slightly to accommodate the size of the opening. Ahead of him, the floor sloped gently downward. San was already several yards into the cave, the beam of his flashlight sweeping left and right. Prathor pointed his light upward and gasped. The ceiling of the cave was covered with thoudsands of some kind of cinnamon-brown bug with stripes and long antennae.
    


    
      "Cave crickets, Prathor!" San called back. "There's millions of them."
    


    
      A few of the crickets jumped when Prathor's light hit them, and some of them landed on his head. "Shit!" Prathor yelped, dancing a jig and brushing the crickets out of his hair. He hurried after San, batting at his hair and being careful not to shine his light at the ceiling again. "Hey wait up!
    


    
      "It's awful dark in here, San" he said when he caught up with him.
    


    
      San turned and giggled. "Take off your Red Outs, ya goof." San replied and walked on.
    


    
      Prathor reached up and discovered that his sunglasses were indeed still on his head. He took them off and put them in his shirt pocket. "I knew that," he said, snickering at himself. "Knew it all along."
    


    
      The ceiling of the cave rose sharply as the floor dipped more steeply downward. The chamber they were standing in was enormous, at least a hundred feet in diameter. The ceiling rose to a height of forty feet above them. The entrance was a small yellow glow up the slope they had just traversed. The air inside the cave was refreshingly cool and damp. It felt good after being out on the dry, sun bleached caprock. The walls of the chamber were smooth and convoluted as though they had been shaped by a sculptor gone insane. The floor was rippled but otherwise even and level.
    


    
      "Man, San! This is fantastic!" Prathor panted. His breath fogged out in front of his face as he spoke. "And cool too!"
    


    
      San put his flashlight under his chin and turned to Prathor. The light cast shadows upwards across San's face, giving him a particularly sinister expression. "Yessss, but vhat vill ve do eef derrre arrre vampirrresss?" he moaned in his best Archie Hanna impression.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor ignored him, brushing past to take the lead. "So, Count, where is this water you were telling me about? Is it jipee?" he asked.
    


    
      "Straight ahead," San pointed. "There's a passage that leads out of here."
    


    
      Prathor cast the beam of his light ahead and walked on. On the far wall a large black spot appeared.
    


    
      "That's it," San said.
    


    
      They entered the black spot and Prathor saw that it was a smooth-walled tunnel about ten feet wide. The floor of the tunnel was flat and rippled just as the floor of the chamber had been; but the walls, arching up to a height of about seven feet, were perfectly smooth, and almost translucent. Instead of reflecting light, they seemed to absorb it.
    


    
      "Look!" Prathor almost shouted, pointing his flashlight at something on the wall. Then he lowered his voice to a whisper. "A bat."
    


    
      It looked like a clump of mud from a distance, but upon closer investigation San could see that Prathor had in fact found a bat. It was hanging upside down by its toes. Its wings were wrapped around its body, hiding all other features of its bizarre anatomy.
    


    
      "Weird lookin' thing." Prathor breathed, careful to keep his distance from the tiny mammal.
    


    
      San moved closer. "Look, Prathor. Its got little claws at the joints of its wings!"
    


    
      "Yeah? Neat." He said, without taking a closer look. San made as if to poke the bat with his flashlight.
    


    
      "Dammit, San! Don't touch it. Its probably crawlin' with rabies!"
    


    
      San lowered his flashlight. "I wasn't gonna touch it. I just thought I could see more if the light was . . . HEY!"
    


    
      The bat suddenly unwrapped itself, produced a high pitched squeal and took to the air. San ducked, trying to track its flight with his light.
    


    
      At that moment, every vampire horror movie Prathor had ever seen—and there were very few he had missed—replayed itself in his mind's eye. The close quarters of the passage; the flat, dank, blackness; and the way the damn thing had squealed when it launched itself was all it took to set Prathor into a dead run for the entrance. Now, though, the entrance wasn't an entrance anymore. It was an exit, and exiting had become the foremost goal in Prathor's life. Running full tilt, the shaft of yellow light from his flashlight darting every direction and bouncing off of every surface, Prathor articulated a long, high pitched wail.
    

  


  
    
      "Let's get the fuuuuuuucckkk ooooouuuuttt a heeerrrrreee!"
    


    
      But in his confusion, instead of running back the way he had come, he ran ahead . . . deeper into the passage.
    


    
      San, having already been here, knew that Prathor had a surprise for him at the end of the passage. "Prathor! Wait, that's where the water is!"
    


    
      San was still trotting to the end of the passage when he heard the splash. He played his light out over the water. All he could see were a cloud of bubbles rising from the place Prathor had inserted himself.
    


    
      "Prathor?"
    


    
      After a moment, Prathor's flashlight floated to the surface, still burning brightly. San waited, expecting Prathor to surface as well. The seconds ticked on; then San cried out, in panic now.
    


    
      "Prathor!"
    


    
      No response . . . and no more bubbles rose to the surface.
    


    
      The light from Prathor's flashlight sputtered, then winked out only a moment after San dove in after his friend.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER VIII


  Invocation to the Great Bear


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Lou Ryley struggled to control the rage that now churned beneath a rapidly thinning veil of self control.
    


    
      "How did it happen?" she asked, penetrating the marina foreman with eyes too green to be real.
    


    
      The foreman kept his own eyes trained fast on the empty slip, searching for a response that at least sounded intelligent. "Bilge pump stopped working," he sheepishly replied.
    


    
      Just inches below the surface of the water he could see the tip of the boat's main mast. At the moment it felt as though that mast was being rammed up his ass. As beautiful as this university lady was, standing beside her now was the last place on earth he wanted to be. She wouldn't take her eyes off him but he knew it wasn't because she was interested in his looks—unless maybe she was interested in what a certified numb-nuts looked like.
    

  


  
    
      "Why did it stop working?"
    


    
      "Battery went dead . . . I suppose."
    


    
      "You suppose? Damn right it went dead! You failed to maintain your end of the university docking agreement, mister!"
    


    
      It was getting harder to keep her voice from rising. She counted slowly to ten then back to one before going on.
    


    
      When the foreman finally heard her speak again the voice was icy calm. "That's a million dollars worth of research vessel down there." Turning she pointed toward the parking lot. "In just a few seconds her crew is coming down here to prepare her for three weeks on the North Atlantic. Most of them are men—big guys who love their work and are looking forward to this trip. I'm sorry, but you are on your own. I can't control them when they're pissed off."
    


    
      She turned and walked away.
    


    
      The foreman, a thin, unshaven man who smelled of whiskey and fish, glanced nervously toward the marina gates. "We'll have it floating in no time, Miss Ryley!" he called after her. "Ship-shape in no time at all!"
    


    
      She did not look back. She knew that indeed the ship would be floating again within the week, but that did her absolutely no good. It would be months before it was dry and refitted, and though it was fully insured, it would be months again before litigations were completed and the boat available for use.
    


    
      She had to find a boat now if she was going to collect the data she needed. In less than a month she would have to be back in Texas. She needed a multi-huller if at all possible, and she needed to find it today.
    


    
      It would certainly mean cutting back on some of her planned research since a good amount of the equipment she had planned on using was now at the bottom of slip number nine. But she had enough portable gear to get the most important data. And if she was delayed a day or two then she would just have to make the most of the time she had left. It never entered her mind that there was no other alternative. If the university gave her any flak about the cost, then she would finance it, somehow, herself.
    

  


  
    
      She stopped and spoke with her crew as they walked out onto the jetty. The scroungy marina foreman watched as she informed them of the situation and physically cringed when they all turned to look at him. To his amazement, and great relief, the crew didn't come stampeding down the jetty to gain revenge. Instead, they turned and headed back to the parking lot. However, Lou Ryley did start back toward him and he mistakenly interpreted the expression of determination on her face for nothing less than murderous hostility. He wished it were the crew he would have to endure rather than this green-eyed university bitch.
    


    
      "Is there another multi-hull boat docked nearby?"
    


    
      "Another?"
    


    
      "Yes," she spoke slowly, both to maintain her own composure and for the benefit of the obviously slow-witted simp she was trying to communicate with. "Another boat, at least fifty foot, tri-hull or catamaran, it makes no difference."
    


    
      The foreman scratched at grey stubble and squinted into the morning sun as if to clear his muddled thoughts.
    


    
      Momentarily his eyes lit up and his eyebrows scaled the shallow slope of his mottled forehead.
    


    
      "There's a fellow came in about three days ago. He sailed in on a catamaran!" he exclaimed as though he had just been born again into the sweet arms of Jesus. "Slip eighteen. It's Hawaiian built with a reinforced hull, I think. A fifty footer."
    


    
      Lou walked away from the foreman without thanking him or waiting for more information. She had the slip number . . . that was all she needed.
    


    
      The marina foreman watched her stride away, fantasizing for a moment, then raised his middle finger and twisted it in the air. "Uppity bitch!" he whispered.
    


    
      At slip eighteen Lou was encouraged to find an aged but well maintained fifty foot catamaran, The Invocation To The Great Bear. Seeing no one on board she listened for signs of life from the cabin but heard none. It was still early and she didn't want to wake the owner. Yet, this was probably the only multi-hull craft of its size in St. John's. And time was definitely a wasting.
    


    
      "Hello!" she called. "Hello on The Great Bear!"
    


    
      Hearing no reply she moved out onto the slip. "Hello! Is anyone on board?"
    

  


  
    
      A deep growling rose from somewhere inside. Lou waited. There was a crash of glass and more growling. Lou immediately constructed an image in her mind's eye of the skipper of the boat: a bear of a man with hands the size of dinner plates—squint-eyed and hairy as an ape. Lou braced herself for a confrontation with none other than Popeye the sailor's arch enemy Bluto.
    


    
      She reminded herself to remain calm and gracious, determined not to allow herself to be rebuffed just because the skipper of the boat was big, mean, and ugly. A fine sheen of sweat appeared across her forehead and the palms of her hands. She chided herself for acting like a child and told herself that the worst that could possibly happen would be that he wouldn't agree to charter his boat. But this grim prospect did nothing to alleviate her misgivings.
    


    
      When the hatch popped open Lou was surprised to see a man no taller than five-five emerge from the cabin. Bearded and balding, she thought after all that the man did have a bear-like quality. A teddy bear. But a bear none the less.
    


    
      "This is The Invocation To The Great Bear, lady . . . not The Great Bear. And what is it that anyone could need so early in the morning?"
    


    
      Lou smiled, hoping to charm the man. "My name is Lou Ryley. I've been looking at your catamaran. I heard your's is the finest one in the harbour . . . I have to agree."
    


    
      The man looked up at her with bright blue eyes. "It is," he said. "At least since that university tri-hull went under its slip. Those Memorial University stiffs don't give a damn about that boat," he snorted. "Trusting Donny the Lush to watch over it! Jesus! I wouldn't trust him to watch the hair in the crack of my ass!"
    


    
      Lou tried to ebb the tide of blood rising in her face. His language wasn't the thorn that dug so insistently in her side. It was his opinion of the university and most likely all who were connected with it. She decided not to hide the fact that she was one of the stiffs from the university. "Yes, well, I was to be sailing on that boat this morning."
    


    
      "That's too bad." the man commented indifferently.
    


    
      "Your's is the only other multi-hull in St. John's."
    


    
      "I guess that's what makes it the finest in the harbor and I know what you're thinking, Miss . . ."
    


    
      "Ryley. Lou Ryley," she repeated, detecting what she thought might be a trace of intelligence and grace in the man's tone. She smiled again—as sweetly as she dared to.
    


    
      "Miss Ryley . . . right, well I know what your going to ask and the answer is no. I had a shipmate once. We sailed up from Boston then I had to get rid of her."
    

  


  
    
      "Why?" Lou asked.
    


    
      "She ate three weeks supply of M&Ms in two days flat."
    


    
      Lou fought to suppress her laughter, warming to his manner, standoffish though it was. "I was hoping to hire your boat."
    


    
      "It's not for hire." he curtly replied and turned to go back inside.
    


    
      "I'll pay two hundred a day plus expenses!" Lou called after him, a little too forcefully.
    


    
      The man paused as he moved through the hatchway, his upper body concealed inside the cabin, his lower extremities facing Lou. Her heart sank.
    


    
      

    


    
      Why do I do these things?
    


    
      

    


    
      She had never been good at dealing with men, on any level. Now she had insulted this one by practically shouting him down with a ridiculously unreasonable offer.
    


    
      Much to her surprise and relief the man made a counter offer. "Eight," he said without moving back out of the hatchway.
    


    
      Lou nearly choked at the amount but persisted, "Three."
    


    
      "Christ lady, you know I can't buy shit up here with that. Seven fifty," he countered.
    


    
      Lou sighed. "Unless you pull your head out of there and face me while I bargain with you I'll withdraw my offer altogether."
    


    
      The man stepped back out of the hatchway. "Seven fifty," he repeated.
    


    
      "Four hundred."
    


    
      "Six hundred, plus expenses. No less," the man replied and folded his hairy arms across his chest to emphasize that he wouldn't budge another inch.
    


    
      Lou extended her hand. "Five hundred." The man rolled his eyes to the sky and pulled a knurled hand across his face before stepping to the bow, "Plus expenses," he repeated and prepared to shake her hand.
    


    
      "Deal," said Lou.
    

  


  
    
      He shook her hand as though it were a man's while his eyes appraised the rest of her—from head to toe—for the woman she was.
    


    
      Lou flushed and worried that she had made a big mistake. She wondered if she should go call one of the male student crewmen to come along, then thought better of it. She decided she would much rather fight off this teddy-bear man than one of the muscle-bound, sex-starved grad students.
    


    
      "My name is Neal, Miss Ryley. Neal Sparks . . . Captain of The Invocation To The Great Bear," he said smiling back, and again Lou detected intelligence and grace in his manner.
    


    
      "Welcome aboard," he added with an exaggerated bow and an unmistakable leer.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The Invocation To The Great Bear sailed the next morning, bound for the Strait of Belle Isle. On board, Lou, Neal, a ton of portable electronic equipment, and provisions for a three week voyage put space at a premium.
    


    
      Though Lou had been glad to explain that she wanted to head for the open waters east of Belle Isle, she wouldn't say why; nor would she explain the purpose of any of the gear she and Neal had lashed to the deck. Neal had seen and used a lot of electronics in the years he had sailed the North Atlantic, but little of the stuff Lou brought on board looked even vaguely familiar.
    


    
      After helping Neal sail through The Narrows, Lou set to work assembling equipment in the cabin. Neal puttered about, keeping an eye on the autopilot and checking this and that. He made several unnecessary trips into the cabin to get a look at what she was doing but didn't bother her with useless questions.
    


    
      The first thing out of the crates was a computer. Neal recognized it as a model the Coast Guard was fond of—small, fast and rugged—designed for use in harsh environments and entirely self contained. Within seconds Lou had the computer running several diagnostics programs. Neal noticed that the storage unit was optical and could clearly see that the computer wasn't operating under any of the run-of-the-mill operating systems available to the general public. Several process pads appeared on the screen, each executing a different program. Neal correctly assumed it was a custom-made multi-tasking–and probably heavily parallel processing–operating system that must have been developed at Memorial University.
    

  


  
    
      A parade of graphs, counters, and reports flickered across the pads popping on and off the flat color display as its built-in tests ran.
    


    
      At length the BITs completed and a separate wireless printer whirred and clicked producing a ten page color report with graphs and tables. Lou studied the report carefully before continuing.
    


    
      Satisfied that the computer was operating normally she went back out on deck and unpacked an impressive set of handtools, some of which Neal had never seen before.
    


    
      From the largest crate she extracted several wedge-shaped sections that had been manufactured to be joined together by flexible flanges and studs arranged along the perimeter of the cross section of each wedge. The wedges were curved, about ten inches thick, and appeared to be light weight. Along the centerline of each wedge ran a line of round holes. Each hole was the circumference of a tennis ball and appeared to be finely threaded.
    


    
      After joining a pair of sections, Lou removed several flattened hemispheres from the crate and screwed one into each of the threaded holes.
    


    
      An hour later she stood and stretched, surveying her handywork. Neal, pursuing an inane attempt to appear as busy as she had been, stopped coiling a rope for the third time and moved to the opposite side of the contraption.
    


    
      "What is it?" he asked, expecting no answer, for by now he believed Lou must be doing some sort of top-secret research for the Department of National Defense. The device was so bizarre it had to be a weapon or spy tool of some sort.
    


    
      "It's an LAE," she replied. "Large Array Electroencephalograph" she added, looking at him as though he'd surely seen one before. She knew better, though. It was the only one of its kind. She had designed it and the aerospace department at Memorial had fabricated it for her from the latest light-weight materials.
    


    
      The device resembled a manta ray with it's wings gently arced downward. Beginning at the tip of each wing, the flattened hemispheres studded the otherwise smooth skin of the device. Along its spine were several cylindrical protrusions, each with three narrow slots cut along three-fourths the length of the axis. It had a "wing span" of more than twelve feet, was about twenty four inches thick at the spine and tapered down to a mere three inches at the edges. It looked to be a carefully designed foil for use in swiftly moving fluid.
    


    
      "Electroencephalograph?" Neal repeated, "You mean like for measuring brain activity? What for? The thing is big enough for a whale!"
    

  


  
    
      Lou smiled and winked, "Exactly," she said and started unpacking another crate.
    


    
      Flabbergasted, Neal squatted and peered at the underside of the device. On the bottom of each of the hemispheres Lou had screwed into the "wing" was an inverted cup. "Are these suction cups under here?" he asked.
    


    
      "Anti-pressure locks," Lou replied, but didn't elaborate.
    


    
      Neal stood and ran his hand over its surface. It was smooth and stiff. "Kevlar?"
    


    
      "Yes."
    


    
      "Packed with foam I guess," he said and walked to what he thought must be the leading edge of the thing.
    


    
      "Some," she answered.
    


    
      A bit miffed at Lou's taciturn behavior, Neal laughed. "An electroencephalograph for a whale! You're going to look at the brain waves of a whale!" It seemed incredibly impossible yet equally intriguing.
    


    
      "We're not going to look at the brain waves of just one whale," she replied. "We're going to look at and record the brain waves of as many of the larger species of whales as possible in the next three weeks."
    


    
      Neal guffawed heartily, his laughter ringing both of skepticism and excitement. It was a wonderful idea, but he suspected, and was disappointed to admit to himself that it was an endeavor that would most probably fail. "Has it been done before?"
    


    
      "With a smaller version of this . . . on dolphins and belugas." she answered, ready for the barrage of advice and criticism that was sure to come. In fact, she was ready to welcome any that Neal had to offer. She wasn't absolutely certain herself that it would work. Working with captive animals in a closed tank was a universe apart from the world of the open ocean and the wild, free-roaming denizens of the deep.
    


    
      "Captive or wild?"
    


    
      "Captive." Lou answered, coming to the conclusion that Neal wasn't a man to waste time getting right to the crux of a problem.
    


    
      "How does it work?" He asked, still examining the device, determined to get more than single-sentence answers from her.
    


    
      Lou stopped unpacking an inverted echo sounder and moved to Neal's side. The top of his head barely reached her chin, and because she was unaccustomed to talking to a man shorter than herself, she sat down on deck.
    

  


  
    
      "Anti pressure is maintained by pumps," she said pointing to the line of cylinders along the spine of the device. "Each pump is powered by dc current from its own super-conductive lithium cell. All pumps work together to maintain the same amount of negative hydrostatic pressure at the cups on the bottom of each node."
    


    
      Neal nodded. "Nonintrusive attachment. Good, I hate lances and wire."
    


    
      Lou continued, liking Neal even more for that single, compassionate remark. "Contained inside each node are electrodes capable of detecting minute fluctuations of current. There are one hundred nodes, ten electrodes in each node. Electromagnetic fields surrounding the pumps and associated power cells are shielded to prevent interference with readings in the nodes." Lou paused and looked up at Neal. He nodded and appeared to be waiting, with some expectation, for the rest of the lecture.
    


    
      "Changes in electrical current are measured and recorded at each node and stored in non-volatile memory cells."
    


    
      Neal frowned, "You mean it's completely self contained?"
    


    
      "Yes. When retrieved, data stored in memory cells of each node is downloaded into the computer in the cabin. Post processing programs analyze and plot the data." Lou looked up at Neal and smiled, "then, if we're lucky and get good data, the real fun begins."
    


    
      Neal frowned, holding his cap by the brim while scratching his balding pate with the same hand. "Assuming that it will stay on after it's attached, how do we get it onto the whale?"
    


    
      Lou locked her eyes on Neal's and braced herself for the next outburst of skeptical laughter. "We set it adrift and let the whale put it on."
    


    
      The furrows in Neal's brow deepened but instead of laughing he simply nodded. "That'll be a neat trick, Lou. I can't wait to see it."
    


    
      She started to speak but he stopped her. "I mean, it sounds fantastic but it also sounds like the best way to go about the task. I know enough about whales to know that any attempt to forcibly put that thing on one will fail. Besides, I don't approve of the use of intrusive devices on whales. They are delicate creatures when it comes to fighting infections. I have just one more question though."
    


    
      "Yes?" Lou prompted.
    


    
      "How do you intend to entice the whales into donning this thing?"
    

  


  
    
      Lou stood and smoothed the fabric of her pants legs. "It sings to them."
    


    *     *     *


    
      On the third day out of St. John's, The Invocation to the Great Bear encountered a pod of blue whales just off of Funk Island. Neal and Lou scrambled to position the LAE between the hulls for deployment into the water as the pod moved north into open ocean. Lou connected a cable from the computer into a protected port at the tail of the LAE, made a final check of its power supply and software, and initialized the memory cells contained within the spherical nodes. Satisfied that everything was ready, Lou entered the start-up sequence for the onboard controllers, disconnected the cable, sealed the connector port and together they lowered it between the twin hulls of the boat into the cold, blue water. They watched as the LAE drifted away from them and waited until they were sure it was positioned directly in the path of the pod.
    


    
      The weather was perfect. An unusually light breeze from the southwest gave rise to gently rolling waves that only occasionally showed white at their crests. Having set the wing-shaped LAE adrift, Lou lowered a hydrophone into the water while Neal brought the boat about to parallel the course of the on-coming pod of blues.
    


    
      Lou donned a pair of headphones and turned up the gain on the hydrophone. She was instantly rewarded with the sound of whale song being emitted by the LAE. Neal set the autopilot and joined Lou at the port rail. She handed him a set of bluetooth headphones and he grinned with anticipation as the mesmerizing song of whales flowed into his ears.
    


    
      Several whales surfaced not ten yards behind the LAE then dove again directly behind the alien contraption. Neal forced himself to relax the muscles of his jaw, and giggled at the boyish emotions surging through his body. Watching the largest creature on earth plow effortlessly through the cobalt blue waters of the North Atlantic, spouting tall double-plumes of spent breath and respiratory oils took his breath away.
    


    
      He estimated that there were twelve in the pod. Nine adults, one had to be at least eighty five feet long, two adolescents, and a young calf. Occasionally Neal could see the blue sheen of baleen as their wondrous heads appeared on the surface and dipped back into the water. Rays of sunlight flickered across soft blue-gray skin as the endless arc of their bodies turned like mammoth wheels in the ocean. The flukes—enormous though they were, but seemingly proportionally smaller than they should be—lifted slightly out of the water and gently slipped away leaving only a flat turbulence and bit of snowy-white foam to mark each whale's passing.
    

  


  
    
      The calf was the only whale to take notice of the LAE. It nudged it once, then again without slowing appreciably before moving on. No other whales appeared or turned back to investigate. Lou, cursing like a sailor, pulled the hydrophone out of the water and signaled for Neal to head toward the LAE. Neal hurried to turn the boat, spurred by his own emotions and Lou's unexpected outburst of colorful expletives.
    


    
      After they retrieved the LAE, Lou plugged it into the computer again and set about changing the song parameters while Neal raced the boat ahead of the pod. It would take a good while to move out far enough ahead of the whales to have time to deploy the LAE and move away again, but that suited Lou fine. The whale song database on optical disk was quite extensive and she needed at least fifteen minutes to locate and download the new dataset to the LAE. She completed the task just as Neal piloted the boat back into the groove of the whales' course.
    


    
      They set the LAE adrift and moved away to watch and listen. Both held their breath, clutching their headphones to their ears as though a great wind might come along at any moment and rip them off.
    


    
      Again the baby whale was the only one to notice the strange looking device and again it nudged it before moving on. Neal could hear Lou cursing over the whale song pouring into his ears and chuckled at the way she applied female gender to the LAE as she ranted on about its sorry performance.
    


    
      He turned to stare at her, a grin spreading evenly across his bearded face. She didn't notice him, instead kept her eyes glued to the LAE. She pounded the port rail with both fists then suddenly stopped her heated tirade and raised her hands as if preparing to cheer. Neal looked back out across the water at the LAE.
    


    
      The baby whale had reappeared and was just nuzzling the LAE onto its great blue snout. The rest of the pod had stopped to wait for the calf only a short distance away.
    


    
      The baby moved under the LAE until the leading edge of the device was just behind its blowholes. Neal could tell that the LAE had activated its suction cups (anti-pressure locks as Lou referred to them) and was now firmly attached to the back of the calf. Neal was wondering just how the hell that thing knew when to latch on without covering the blow holes when he saw, out of the corner of his eye, Lou fiddling with what appeared to be a radio remote controller. The flexible flanges joining the wedges of the LAE were too stiff to let the thing settle itself to the shape of the young whale. The wing tips protruded out a little from the contour of the baby whale's body. But it was obvious that enough locks were making contact with the young whale's skin to hold the LAE fast.
    

  


  
    
      Lou checked her wristwatch and listened intently to the sounds coming through on the hydrophone. Neal noticed that the song emanating from the LAE had stopped and he could now hear only a faint whirring behind a louder grunting sound.
    


    
      After a while Neal was convinced that the grunts were coming from the baby whale and sounded much like grunts of satisfaction, as though the whale was receiving pleasure of some sort from the device. He would later learn from Lou that the second whale song dataset she had loaded into the LAE (recorded by cetaceanologists from Woods Hole Oceanographic Institute) was believed to be a call used by female blue whales to indicate to their young that contact was desired. The first call she had loaded into the LAE was a call that was believed to be a call that it was time to feed. The baby whale hadn't been fooled by that so she had logically chosen the second call to initiate contact between whale and LAE.
    


    
      "I think it's enjoying the feeling of the LAE on its back," she theorized. "This is probably the first time in history that a vibrator has been applied to a whale."
    


    
      Neal could only marvel at their unbelievable good luck. What he was witnessing was obviously an event of tantamount proportions. He admired the minds that conceived the wild idea in the first place and admired even more this gutsy woman who had made it all work. What Neal (and Lou) had not noticed was the arrival of more blue whales. Thousands upon thousands of them.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The whales were gathering for a purpose he and Lou would never be able to understand. The blues were congregating for an event rarely observed by man but an event that had nevertheless occurred regularly over millennia.
    


    
      To describe the event in words isn't possible, yet it can be said that the event served a single purpose for the blue whale. It was the time of joining. Not a time of physical joining. That time had recently passed in the warmer southern waters. But a time of emotional joining. The time when the experiences of all blues are exchanged among themselves.
    


    
      Not merely memories, but experiences with all the original sensations and emotions intact. Experiences stored in regions of the cetacean brain that had evolved over millions of years to serve as receptacles of this special class of life-embodied data to the exclusion of all other input.
    

  


  
    
      All creatures have these special regions of the brain for storing life's many experiences, but the evolutionary paths of only two species—the preeminent species of earth—had allowed the regions to develop to any hyper-useful extent. And of the preeminent species only one had actually learned to use the special regions. The other had allowed their evolutionary path to distract them from the higher functions of their mind and had forgotten these special regions.
    


    
      Perhaps it had something to do with the enormous differential of stress each path had placed on its respective species. Whatever the case, cetaceans had learned to store, retrieve, and share the full spectrum of sensory inputs of their combined experiences telepathically while humans, by comparison, had learned to store mere fragments of relatively few and could share them only as thoroughly as they could communicate with their many spoken languages.
    


    
      The blue whales gathered now, unbeknownst to Neal and Lou, to share the experiences stored away during their great migrations across the world. The Joining was a communication feast in the purest sense. A time to regale past experiences, exchange new experiences, and rejoice at the prospects for future experiences. It was a time of joy that not even the approaching killer ships of man could disrupt, though it was understood by all the whales that man would surely try.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Neal eventually noticed the growing number of whales but it didn't really sink in on Lou until she had released the LAE locks and the baby blue had reluctantly departed. As Neal turned the boat to retrieve the LAE he could see plumes sprouting all around the boat.
    


    
      "Lou!" he cried over the din of the engines. "Lou, look!" he yelled again louder and pointed to the other whales.
    


    
      Lou finally heard Neal and looked up to see the large herd of whales surrounding them. It was a dream come true. They hurriedly plucked the LAE from the water, dumped the data stored in its memory cells to the computer and set it adrift again, this time not worrying about placing it in the path of whales. There were so many now that Neal was having trouble maneuvering the boat amongst them.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Three days they had worked as though demon possessed.
    

  


  
    
      Eighty five times they had retrieved data from the LAE before Lou declared that she had run out of optical disks to store data on.
    


    
      To celebrate, Neal prepared a meal and broke out a bottle of champagne. Lou regarded the surprise treat with more than an iota of suspicion at first but could see that Neal was clearly more interested in the great throng of blues than he was in her.
    


    
      She felt strangely petulant about this and yet it held true to the opinion she was slowly forming about him. It was obvious that for the last three days he had been having the time of his life and hadn't indicated a desire for her attentions. He simply needed nothing else to make the experience any better than it already was. Lou supposed that she should probably take it as a compliment and then she realized that she had also desired no extra stimuli since leaving St. John's Harbour. But she didn't deny feelings of just the slightest affection for Captain Neal Sparks.
    


    
      After the meal they drank the last of the champagne and watched the sun sink into the ocean, reflecting upon the strange and wonderful event they had been lucky enough to witness.
    


    
      Feeling less reserved than she had in years, Lou asked Neal why he chose the name he did for his boat.
    


    
      "Now understand, Lou, that I'm not a communist, nor am I an international spy or any such shit as that. But after I first bought this boat in Seattle I sailed it up the North West Coast to Alaska. A crazy thing to do considering my experience and the type of boat. But eventually I hardened the hulls and learned to sail intelligently. My only shortcoming was a penchant for the life of a smuggler."
    


    
      "A smuggler? What did you smuggle?" Lou asked, afraid now that she had hooked up with a felon.
    


    
      "Twenty year-old Kentucky bourbon . . . to the Russian's," he answered. "Can you imagine what it's like drinking nothing but vodka? All winter long? Especially the long winters they have in Russia?"
    


    
      Lou offered her glass for a refill, "Well that doesn't sound so bad. It's not like selling Kentucky bourbon to the Russian's was going to threaten national security or anything."
    


    
      Neal shook his head like a groggy bear, "Not for the Americas," he said. "Noooo sirree. But the Russian's, the Russian leaders that is, believed I was a serious threat to their national security."
    


    
      "Why? Because you provided an alternative method for a few hundred of their people to get drunk? Were you cutting into the Russian vodka market that deeply?"
    

  


  
    
      Again Neal shook his head. "No, it wasn't that market they were worried about. It was the sable market. I sold the bourbon not for cash but for top-grade sable pelts."
    


    
      "I could get one prime sable pelt for every case of bourbon I delivered. On the black market in Canada and the U.S. I could turn a profit a hundred fold the cost of the bourbon!"
    


    
      He filled his glass again, careful not to spill a drop. "And you wanna know the funny part of it? The Russian's didn't make me stop, not directly anyway. It was that good-ol' free-enterprise man-of-the-hour himself. Uncle Sam!"
    


    
      Lou could see that Neal was reliving his past as he was telling her the story. He was quite drunk from the small amount of champagne he had consumed which told her that he did not often drink. He tipped back his head and the last glass of champagne, pouring it down his throat like it was a shot of the 20-year old bourbon he used to carry into Russia, and then donned a grimace to fit the illusion.
    


    
      Lou covered her mouth to hide the smile that sprang to her lips as he slammed the tumbler down onto the table with a loud Thunk.
    


    
      "Yep, Uncle Sammy boy hisself." he repeated and replaced the grimace with a mournful hang-dog expression.
    


    
      Lou put her hand on his and spoke as soothingly as she could without cracking up, "What happened?"
    


    
      Neal stared at her hand as though it were the most beautiful piece of treasure in the universe. He had wanted a long time now for this incredibly wonderful woman to touch him, anywhere, and he basked in the sudden realization of the fantasy.
    


    
      Lou saw the change in his expression and quickly removed her hand from his. He looked up into her fathomless green eyes and his own filled with hot sea-water tears.
    


    
      "I was sitting in a bar in Juneau, after an especially favorable trade. I already had the pelts off-loaded and sold, ready to sail out again that night."
    


    
      The tide of tears in his eyes spilled over his bottom lashes. He looked deeply into his empty tumbler—looking much like a fortune teller gazing into a crystal ball.
    


    
      "Two KGB types, actually CIA-selected customs agents, dressed in long black fur coats and fat sable hats walked up to the bar on either side of me and hooked an arm through each of mine. You may have noticed that I'm not a very big guy and at that time I wasn't drunk—like I am now—so I didn't even try to fight. I smiled, stood up, and walked calmly to the door with Heckle and Jeckle—all the time watching for a chance to break and run.
    

  


  
    
      "They took me to a hole somewhere and tortured me. I don't know how long they had me . . . days, weeks. I dunno. And then they let me go."
    


    
      Neal paused, not looking up. "I got the hell out of the whiskey slash sable smuggling business."
    


    
      He seemed to lose interest in conversation then, descending into a blue funk.
    


    
      Lou did her best to console Neal but he would talk no more that night.
    


    
      After he had gone to bed, she stood watch the entire night, unable to sleep. Her initial reaction to Neal's story, that of horror, was replaced by deep pity for the man as she carefully weighed the consequences of his actions against the punishment received. It was hard to believe that U.S. agents would do such a thing, but she supposed it wasn't entirely impossible. Not probable though, and there lingered in Lou's mind a thread of doubt.
    


    *     *     *


    
      She made coffee as the morning sun rose crimson red in a steel-gray sky. She happened to look to the northeast and spotted a boat coming toward them at high speed. She had seen the boat before but could not remember where.
    


    
      Everywhere the whales continued to mill about, spouting their frosty plumes and slapping their mighty flukes against the waves. Lou stared at the oncoming vessel, trying to remember where she had seen it before.
    


    
      From the bow of the unidentified boat emerged a puff of white. A few seconds later the report of an explosion reached Lou's ears. Instantly she understood why the speeding boat had struck a note of recognition. It was a killer boat.
    


    
      

    


    
      A whaler!
    


    
      

    


    
      She scanned the horizon for other's and saw one off to the east. Farther out she spotted the large factory ship that cooked tons of whale flesh and bone down to barrels of oil and meal within its huge digester tanks.
    


    
      "Neal! Neal wake up!" she screamed.
    


    
      Neal came staggering out of the cabin, holding his head and squinting in the harsh morning light.
    

  


  
    "What the . . . ?"

  


  
    
      Lou dragged him to the starboard rail and pointed toward the killer boat.
    


    
      Directly in front of it a mighty plume rose out of the ocean, purist white at first, then it became tinged with red. By the time the next plume appeared it was a deep vermilion.
    


    
      "They're hunting the whales!" she screamed in Neal's ear.
    


    
      Neal recoiled from the wave of pain that radiated from his right ear, thundered through his brain and felt as though it were spewing out of his left ear. "Jeezus, Lou! Please don't do that again. I see them but what can we do? They're not breaking any laws and even if they were, we aren't equipped to go out fighting pirates!"
    


    
      Lou was beside herself. She hated the men on the killer boats and the dullards manning the vats on the factory ship.
    


    
      

    


    
      Murderers! All of them! They deserve to die the same way they kill the whales!
    


    
      

    


    
      And she hated Neal now for being so spineless. They had to do something.
    


    
      

    


    
      They had to!
    


    
      

    


    
      Another sharp report of the harpoon canon reached them, signaling that the first harpoon had hit its mark and another had just been fired to make fast the catch. Lou pushed Neal aside and headed for the wheel house.
    


    
      Neal followed her, trying not to walk too fast. His head hurt like hell and he didn't want it to get any worse. "What are you doing, Lou?"
    


    
      Lou did not answer. She fired up the engines and started toward the wheel. Neal calmly stepped over and cut the engines. Lou reached out to slap him but he stopped her hand, firmly catching it on the swing.
    


    
      "If you slap me my skull is liable to explode and spray gray matter all over your pretty university sailing togs," he said.
    


    
      "We can't do a damn thing about it except keep an eye on them and if they do anything wrong, report it to the World Whaling Commission."
    


    
      Furious, Lou twisted her wrist from Neal's strong grasp and went back out on deck.
    


    
      She watched the killer boats . . . and hated . . . and hated . . . and hated.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER IX


  Whalesong


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      The instant San dove into the pool he realized he had made a mistake, possibly a fatal one. His flashlight continued to illuminate the depths after he followed his friend into the black water, but only for a short time. Even if the flashlight seals had held, San wouldn't have been able to take full advantage of the dim light it cast. The water was cold, surprisingly so—considering that it was the middle of summer—and the initial shock of the icy water brought explosions of color before his eyes. Any chance he had to scan the depths of the subterranean pool for his friend was lost to his own struggle to survive. When the bomb bursts of color finally faded, so had the faint glow of the flashlight. Benumbed and tide-borne in total darkness, San was lost—not even sure which direction was up.
    


    
      He struggled to make his way back to the surface, to get his bearings somehow and draw another breath of air. To find Prathor now required that he search by touch along the bottom of the pool; but as he tried to swim to the top, insistent fingers of bone-piercing cold clutched at every square inch of his body, pulling him in the opposite direction.
    


    
      On the brink of panic, San knew that if he lost control now he would drown. The muscles in his arms and legs were beginning to burn in spite of the cold and, intuitively, he realized muscle cramps would soon accompany the hot pain of fatigue if he did not rest. Because he had not taken enough air before diving in, the ache in his lungs rapidly mounted. He quickly perceived that he would never make it to the surface. The only alternative to his predicament meant he would have to let the current take him where it would. This seemed the best course of action since the current most assuredly had Prathor as well; and he had to find Prathor.
    

  


  
    
      He could only guess that if the water was still receding in the pool that he was being sucked downward. But where was the water going? Into a hole? A bottomless pit? Only once in his life had he been so aware of the reality of death—how quickly it could become the sole reality of life. That time as well it had been water that had brought him so close to his end. The memory of that moment, years ago on a summer weekend at his grandfather's lake-side cabin, came to him as he relinquished his efforts to gain headway against the undertow.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Wading in the shallows he had been able to see his mother on the beach, lying on a blanket-size towel, soaking up rays of a late-summer sun. His grandfather had been in the water nearby, keeping an eye on his grandsons. There had been only a slight breeze. Whiffets of warm summer air had tugged at his mother's hair, lifting a tress and frolicking with it then letting it float gently back into place before plucking up another to repeat the whimsical dance. The river willows had swayed in the breeze, placidly dipping long green tendrils into the fringes of the lake. Large, billowy clouds—startlingly white on top, heavy and gray underneath—had sailed in from the south all day but had never bunched into the rain clouds that would have ruined their day on the lake.
    


    
      Grandpa Shelby had been wading between San and the twins who had been out in deeper water. San hadn't been allowed into water over his knees because he had just learned to swim that summer. He had waded back and forth and splashed as best he could in the shallows, sulking, while Lanse and Price had a big time of it out in the deep. Grandpa Shelby had turned for a moment to watch Price and Lanse. They both had been diving, coming up with handfuls of thick, black mud, and taking hastened aim had launched the smelly ooze at each other. As usual it had been a stupid game but San had longed so to be allowed to join in. He remembered catching his grandfather's eye and silently pleading for permission to swim out to the deeper water. Grandpa Shelby had firmly shaken his head. Angry and hurt, San had turned sharply to go back to shore, having decided that if he couldn't play then there was no point being in the water at all. He had felt his grandfather's eyes on his back as he pushed his way shoreward.
    


    
      

    


    
      
        He probably thinks I'm a baby.
      

    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Well I don't care.
    


    
      

    


    
      Shit on'm all! I'm not a baBEEEGGGK!
    


    
      

    


    
      The bottom of the lake had suddenly disappeared and San had dropped beneath the surface without a chance to grab a breath. Though he hadn't stepped into extremely deep water, the surface had been just over his head. He had drawn in a throat full of brackish lake water before realizing what had happened and he had struggled against the urge to cough. He had known that soon he would involuntarily cough the water out of his throat and then just as involuntarily would have to take a breath . . . of water. He had been certain that he was going to die. Realization of this fact had come to him as clearly as the urge to cough had. Then he had done it. One explosive cough and he was drawing water into his lungs. Then something hard and vice-like had encircled his wrist and had pulled him up with such force that the pain in his arm and shoulder had momentarily blocked the pain in his chest.
    


    
      Out of the water, he had immediately sputtered and gasped a long painful breath and had looked up to find that it had been his grandfather who had saved him. He had pulled in another breath—coughing and wheezing loudly, vomiting the water he had just inhaled back into the now sinister lake. He clutched his grandfather about the neck and looked toward shore to see if his mother had heard. She hadn't and that had filled him with both relief and dismay. If Grandpa Shelby hadn't been close by to pull him up, he'd have certainly drown, and that would have devastated his mother. She would have blamed herself for his death, just as she had blamed herself for the death of his father. That thought alone had brought enough tears to his eyes to completely wash away the lake water in them. He had looked back to his grandfather who had also been looking toward shore. He felt San's gaze upon him and had turned and presented an expression of kindliness and understanding so poignant that San would never forget it. Then he had seen in his grandfather's eyes a warning not to cry aloud.
    


    
      

    


    
      Your mother will hear and the fun will be over for sure.
    


    
      

    


    
      So he had let the tears flow in silence—holding back the mixed sobs of terror and relief that demanded release.
    

  


  
    
      Satisfied that his grandson was going to be alright, Grandpa Shelby had stooped low and lifted him to his shoulders. "When you're out in the deep water," he had intoned, "always stay calm. Never let your fear take over. If it does, you'll sink like a rock. Rocks don't breath, and neither will you if you let fear take you down."
    


    *     *     *


    
      The memory leapt into his mind so vividly that he could hear Grandpa Shelby sing-songing his words in the peculiar way he did when he wanted people to remember what he was saying. He felt, again, the dread and sorrow he had experienced at the thought of what his death would have done to his mother. He knew that it would be no different now. She had resisted the notion of the camping excursion in the Breaks. She would blame herself for not being more strict.
    


    
      Still losing the battle against the chilling, subterranean current, San heeded the advice of his grandfather and let his body go limp, allowing himself to be drawn into the depths of the pool. Taking the only option he had left, he rode the current, and hoped that it would carry him back to the surface or someplace else where there was air enough to catch a breath. He hoped it would take him to the same place it was taking Prathor. He let himself relax just as he did when staving off a seizure, or when Reaching. There was no longer any need to think about doing it. He had done it so often now that it happened naturally, almost by reflex. Immediately the pressure in his chest eased and he let his thoughts drift as freely as his body was drifting with the current.
    


    
      Time dilated, stretching seconds into hours, and another memory ascended from even deeper reaches of his mind. A memory of things that had happened, not to him, but to another. Memory of another speaker who had important things to say, and so, sang images to his audience much as his grandfather had intoned his own words to his grandson. The strains of the song coursed through his own mind. He forgot about the cold and the deadly current that even now pulled him into the dead, limestone heart of the mesa.
    


    
      Long, sonorous tones tugged at the threads of his thoughts, changing the tack of each brooding contemplation. Wonder replaced fear. Tiny sparks of panic were dowsed and rekindled as starbursts of fathomless well being. Feeling no inclination to resist the overwhelming sensations, San let himself drift with the song, and the song guided him, as he himself had guided the many animals he had managed to Reach over recent months. And as the animals had surrendered to his own will when on Reach, so San surrendered himself to the song and the intelligence from which the song radiated.
    

  


  
    
      Someone was Reaching. Someone powerful and ancient. Reaching into his own mind singing an unearthly paean, like nothing he had heard before—and he knew the singer would make everything right. He would find Prathor. Not right away perhaps, but there was no need to panic now. San gathered from the Reaching being in his head that his future was now absolute—all he had to do was get on with it. So, turning in the water he began to swim with the current. He could tell now that he was swimming down toward the bottom of the pool. He could sense that there was an opening there, a tunnel and he knew he had to go into the tunnel if he wanted to find Prathor.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Thousands of miles away, others shared the memory with San. In the cold gray waters of the Sea of Whales, a vast herd of blues, gathered together for The Joining, halted their flying dances to float quietly on the waves and remember. Memories of long, happy lives spent moving about the world in oceans brimming with life, living as an integral part of all life, without fear of the ocean or any of its inhabitants. Moving, always moving. And always singing.
    


    
      Songs of joy and wonder. Songs asking questions and answering, or asking questions upon questions. Millions of years of long, elaborate, continuously evolving songs of inquiry—millions of years of equally protracted answers.
    


    
      The source of the memory, an immense mind, full of every memory ever sung in the ocean, hailed the company of the herd with a sudden urgency—a song from the mind of an ancient blue whale who drifted in the center of the great herd that had come together in the Sea of Whales. All members of the herd stopped to listen to the song of the old whale.
    


    
      "Reach!" the old one sang to them.
    


    
      "Reach the one we have waited for. Reach to great depth for he is still far away and without breath. He must not perish! Reach San!"
    


    
      The herd answered, spouting then responding as one.
    


    "REACH!"

  


  
    
      They answered with a mighty voice that stunned the smaller creatures in the vicinity, and with even more potent singularity of thought the message was broadcast from one capacious mind to the next throughout the herd; amplified, passed on, and amplified again until finally all in The Joining had touched the message. Then the old blue focused his attention on the feeble signals he was receiving from the human-child, San, signaled to the herd, and the message went soaring out to the farthest points of the globe.
    


    "SSSSAAAAN! REEEEAAAACH! SSSSAAAN"


    
      The answer filled the water and the air with tempestuous sound and filled every mind in the vicinity with a single, pointed image of a young boy fighting to survive—lost deep inside the land-locked remnants of an ancient ocean reef.
    


    "SSSSAAAAN! REEEEAAAACH SSSSAAAAN!"


    
      Neal jumped at the sound of his own wailing voice. Surrounded by the tide of warm-bodied life, he stared with utter disbelief at the rolling blue masses and forest of misty-white plumes. Despite the killing that was going on to the north and east he was still enthralled by what he was seeing and had allowed the spectacle to hypnotize him to the point that he had drifted easily into a mild trance. He turned to Lou who was holding her palms to her ears and was glaring at him as if he had just reached around and goosed her. She was still exuding waves of hate towards the killer boats as well as Neal.
    


    
      He glared back at her, "What'd I do now?"
    


    
      "What did you just shout?" she asked, easing her palms away from her ears, sounding as though she would rip out his throat if he answered incorrectly.
    


    
      It didn't matter. He had no idea what he had shouted though he knew he had shouted something. "I don't know. Nothing . . . I guess," he said. "I'm just charged up by all of this," he laughed, waving his arms at the tide of life. "I just felt like hollering!" he said and shouted again, this time a simple, exuberant whoop of joy.
    

  


  
    
      Lou only sharpened her glare. "San," she reminded him with a flash of green eyes. Her voice like ice, she repeated, "You said San."
    


    
      As soon as Neal heard her say it he realized that that was exactly what he had shouted. But why? What was a San? "Yeah . . . yeah, that's it." he replied, feeling a mix of relief and apprehension. Relieved that he had remembered because often times he worried about the state of his own sanity, apprehensive about where it (San) had come from, and why it was so irritating to Lou.
    


    
      Lou just kept staring at him. "Why?" she asked. A young blue spouted not more than twenty feet from the ship and Neal shouted out again, another inarticulate hurrah. The whale's breath drifted toward the ship and engulfed the pair in fishy smelling fog.
    


    
      The fog passed just in time for Neal to spot the flukes of the whale before it disappeared beneath the choppy surface. Something about the image disturbed him—made him feel constricted and cold. A pair of whirlpools were the only sign left of the animal and Neal felt as though he were being sucked down behind the sinking flukes of the whale. Once again he settled into hypotonic trance, oblivious of everything but the event of the impossibly vast throng of blue whales that surrounded the Invocation To The Great Bear.
    


    
      "Why did you say that?" Lou persisted, poking him in the ribs to get his attention.
    


    
      Annoyed now, he jerked his eyes and ears away from the ocean and begrudgingly gave his full attention to Lou.
    


    
      "I don't know," he answered truthfully. "It must be something I heard or read somewhere. Why? What does it mean? Is it an Eskimo word?"
    


    
      Lou shook her head. "No, I don't think so."
    


    
      She turned her eyes back to the whales, unable now to focus her hate for she had just been thinking about San, the little boy from Ayres who had exhibited such a love for life. It was no coincidence that Neal had shouted his name. But what else could it have been? There was absolutely no way Neal could have ever known him. She hadn't even heard the name before she had asked the boy what it was the day he got on the camp bus in Ayres.
    


    
      Neal was about to ask what was so damned disturbing about an exuberant shout of joy when the first wave struck. It bowled them both over onto the deck and again Lou heard San's name. This time though, it wasn't Neal who shouted it. An immense voice inside her brain—in her eyes and skull—shouted his name . . . and a single verb.
    

  


  
    "SSSSSAAAAN! REEEEEEACH SSSSSAAAAAAAN!"


    
      Through a red haze, Lou could see Neal writhing about on the cold, sea-drenched deck, his face contorted into an expression of purest agony. He was clawing at his hair and temples. A thin rivulet of blood seeped from the inside corners of both of Lou's eyes. "What's happening?" she cried weakly between the waves of pain.
    


    
      

    


    
      Is this happening to everyone?
    


    
      

    


    
      As though in reply to her pitiful scream, another wave passed over them and they both, mercifully, slipped into unconsciousness.
    


    
      Across the vast herd, the closing pair of Japanese catchers suddenly veered away at unnervingly sharp angles. The crews of the killer boats flung themselves onto the decks and screamed at the unbearable chorus in their heads. The lethal boats, now steaming out of control, turned and headed in opposite directions of the compass—one toward the other. The roaring pain in the minds of the crew of each boat was complimented by a lesser agony, only momentarily, when their boats collided and exploded in a single ball of flame. Seared flesh and crushed bones were nothing compared to the pain in their heads, but the combination of these tortures was a deadly mix and shortly, all the pain was over for them.
    


    
      A mile distant, the factory ship steamed, unattended, away from the great herd. Every hand of the giant ship lay on the deck or at their station inside, completely immobilized by the waves of whalesong rebounding against the walls of their minds. Some of the older crewmen bled from eyes and ears and then died. The rest of the crew were killed when the mammoth ship plowed headlong into an iceberg and sank.
    


    
      Again and again, Prelate conducted the rest of the herd in the desperate chorus to save the life of the young human-child. Not oblivious to the pain and death their song was causing the land dwellers on the boats amongst them now, the deaths of the men of the killer ships was mourned deeply by all the whales. They held no malice for the men who lived by killing, and therefore the men died not from an act of revenge, but inadvertently as a result of an act of necessity.
    

  


  
    
      The life of the young one who had learned to Reach was the only life that really mattered now—the last chance of life for every member of the human race.
    


    *     *     *


    
      San followed current and pealing song into black depths of the tunnel at the bottom of the pool, then upward again. Not up the way he had come. But up through a gently sloping tunnel that opened into another chamber. A smaller chamber than the first, the water flowed through at a greater velocity, and instead of emptying into a hole at the bottom, this chamber had a hump in the middle. Water rushed into the chamber at the bottom on one side of the hump, spilled over then down and out a hole on the other side. San couldn't see any of these things but was aware of them none the less, whether through a sense of position and the sounds he could hear, or through the senses of the entity on Reach within him. The current quickened as he was flushed out of the tunnel into the second chamber. There was air at the top of the hump and he had just enough time to draw one good breath before being swept over and pushed under again on the far side.
    


    
      At the bottom, the current pulled him into another tunnel that seemed to run straight downward. He rocketed down the tunnel at an ever increasing speed. The entity on Reach within him continued to guide his movements and belay his fears. Then suddenly, the tunnel disappeared from around him and he was flying through open air and dazzling sunlight. He clamped his eyes shut against the hard light and prepared himself for the bone-shattering crash landing on the rocks that certainly awaited his arrival below; but instead of landing on rock he landed in water. Shallow, sun-warmed water. He entered the water legs first, plunged like an arrow to the bottom, and stuck there—up to his knees in mud. He pulled at the water, trying to free himself but he was planted too firmly in the muck. He tried to push downward against the muddy bottom but that only served to mire his arms. For an instant he thought he would drown here after all he'd been through to this point. The entity on Reach guided him with reassuring song to slowly twist back-and-forth to free himself from the mud. That did the trick. San burst to the surface gasping great breaths of deliciously dry air.
    

  


  
    
      Finally, having regained his breath, he opened his eyes and surveyed his surroundings—looking for Prathor. He spotted him not ten feet away, swimming face down in the middle of the pond.
    


    
      No, not swimming . . . but not just floating either.
    


    
      San could see that Prathor was moving but it was obvious that he wasn't making any headway. For an instant San thought that maybe Prathor couldn't swim and was drowning trying to learn how to now. Then another dreadful possibility occurred to him and in two strokes he was at Prathor's side, rolling him over to get his face out of the water.
    


    
      Prathor's eyes were open, only the whites showing. San could feel him convulsing and realized instantly that he was in the midst of a powerful seizure. San swam as hard as he could—pulling his friend as roughly as he dared—for the muddy bank.
    


    
      Tears of panic sprang to San's eyes.
    


    
      

    


    
      First the cave and wild ride through the guts of the mesa and now this!
    


    
      Don't die! Please don't die, Prathor!
    


    
      

    


    
      It was too much. Near nervous collapse, San cried aloud—screaming his rage and fear across the pond and the indifferent prairie beyond.
    


    
      The entity on Reach within San maintained its tenuous connection and soothed San's frayed nerves with more alien song.
    


    
      Prathor's seizure was violent and seemed to be mounting to an even greater pitch. By the time San pulled himself up onto land and started pulling Prathor up to him he was jerking so much San had a hard time holding on to him. Blood was spilling out of his mouth which meant he had bitten down hard on his tongue or cheeks.
    


    
      He pulled mightily once more to bring his friend up to his chest and held on to him, too tightly, and waited for it to end.
    


    
      The entity spoke to him, still using tone and timbre to both sooth and to communicate.
    


    
      

    


    
      Reach, San. Death will take him unless you Reach.
    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      San cried out again, "I can't! It won't work on people!"
    


    
      The entity persisted, reinforcing its plea with sublime emotions and images from deep within its specialized memory.
    


    You must! Reach or he will die!


    
      "No! No no no nooooooo!" San wailed.
    


    
      The seizure wasn't letting up any and San knew that it would indeed kill Prathor if it wasn't somehow abated.
    


    
      "Status epilepticus," he moaned aloud. "Oh, Prathor! Don't do this! Don't!" He rolled onto his side, still clutching Prathor about the chest, and lay his head down in the mud, pressing his forehead against the back of Prathor's head. "Please, no, Prathor." he whimpered. "Come back. I can't do it. I can't!"
    


    
      But he did, and it wasn't easy. It wasn't like it had been when he had tried to Reach Mrs. Wilder. There were definitely things that slithered about from shadow to shadow inside Prathor. Things that ate away at him and tried to bite and claw at San's presence as well but San understood the things hiding in the shadows of Prathor's mind. He understood all of the dark places and understood why the things writhed and snarled from within those places. San had those same places and things within himself and recognized them for what they were—nothing more than the tortuous pandemonium of doubts and fears pushed away to hopefully be forgotten. But the shadow things lived on in special memory cells that had long laid dormant. They lived on and festered, waiting to emerge and take control.
    


    
      All the shadow-things were struggling for control now, attempting to stage a coup against sanity and reason. Capitalizing on the vulnerable state of chaos in Prathor's brain as neurons fired willy-nilly in the wrong places and wrong times. As the seizure escalated, the things lurking in shadow memory grew bold and belligerent. It wasn't easy to push the babble and hiss of the shadow-things out of his mind and get on with the task at hand, but somewhere there was another mind, Prathor's mind, and he had to find him, before it was too late. The thought that he might find Prathor too late, maybe never, came down on San like a ton of bricks.
    


    
      

    


    
      If Prathor dies while I'm on Reach . . . what will happen to me? Will I die too?
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      He shoved the terrible thought into one of the shadowy corners of his own mind and pressed on.
    


    
      The entity joined San in his search and quickly led him to a cowering, incoherent Prathor.
    


    "San! Saaaave . . . help!"


    "I'm here! Follow me!"


    "Noooo! Can't . . . won't go!"


    "Follow me!"


    "Nooooo pleeeaassse noooooo!"


    
      The entity, having helped San Reach Prathor, was of no further assistance and departed before San realized it had gone.
    


    
      Prathor wouldn't follow, no matter how hard San tried to get him to. The nothingness was closing in and San could feel Prathor's will weakening. In desperation San Reached into Prathor's diminishing will and easily propelled them both from nothingness. He could feel Prathor's strength return and with the return of that strength sudden realization of what was happening filled Prathor's mind. He understood now and followed San back into the light of reality and finally into the light of the mid-day sun.
    


    
      San let go of Prathor and rolled onto his back, completely exhausted. He knew Prathor would be alright now. All he needed was time to recuperate. Just a short nap.
    


    
      And so did San.
    


    
      Together they plunged into deep sleep that persisted until the sun had traveled across the sky and had just touched the western horizon before either of them stirred.
    


    
      When they woke, they rose together and without a word began the arduous climb back up to the top of the mesa. The same mesa that had eaten them whole and, fortunately, had shat them out again.
    

  


  
    
      They didn't go home the next day. Nor the next. And on the third morning, after Grandpa Shelby had called the sheriff who had immediately organized a search and rescue team, the rescue squad arrived in the Breaks. And searching for the tardy pair, they found them together, unconscious in the shade of a cedar on that same mesa.
    


    
      They couldn't wake the boys and assumed them to be in a severe state of shock due to exposure and dehydration. What the search party did not know was that San and Prathor were fine—on Reach in a pair of coyotes. The coyotes watched the drama of the rescue from the shade of another cedar not twenty yards away.
    


    
      They knew they were supposed to have gone home the previous afternoon but they had stayed, Reaching all night into animal after animal. When the search party had arrived they had been on Reach in the coyotes the entire morning. They stayed on Reach and let the men carry their bodies down to the big four-wheel drive trucks at the base of the mesa.
    


    
      The coyotes followed the men, along a better, less conspicuous trail, playing coyote games along the way. They would be in trouble soon enough. There was nothing to be gained by breaking Reach before they had to; so they lingered in the coyotes.
    


    
      Perched on an outcrop of gypsum, they watched the sheriff and Grandpa Shelby set the boys in the back seats of the two trucks.
    


    
      Noisy engines roared to life.
    


    
      A short distance away, one coyote pawed at the other.
    


    
      San and Prathor broke Reach just as the trucks started away from the mesa. They pretended to be asleep all the way back to town, dreading now the inevitable confrontation at home. But they would be back. San was sure of it. He had to find out what had Reached into his own mind. He was sure that whatever it had been was still in the Breaks.
    


    
      It would try again, and next time he would be ready.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  PART II


  
    

  


  CHAPTER X


  BaD DaTa


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Neal hunched over his client. His hands shaking badly, he dabbed haphazardly at her face with a cool washcloth.
    


    
      "Come on, Lou. Wake up! "
    


    
      He didn't whisper the entreatment now, as he had only moments ago. He needed to know if she was alright. A full hour had passed since he had recovered but Lou was still unconscious. He didn't care if he startled her from her sleep by speaking too loudly. The urge to slap her a time or two had occurred to him but he had not yet resorted to that.
    


    
      At first he had been glad she was still out. It had given him a chance to clean all of the blood off of her face—from around her eyes. She looked ok now—even pretty—but the tension from the distress he felt at first sight of so much blood had steadily mounted. And though the blood was gone, he was feeling more and more like a cheap windup toy whose key had been turned far beyond the recommended number of rotations.
    

  


  
    
      Apparently, Lou's bleeding had stopped even before he had regained consciousness himself. He could tell this was so because the blood had dried completely by the time he managed to get up and check on her condition. Yet there had been so much of the dark, coppery-smelling stuff! Normally resistant to panic attacks, he had very nearly succumbed to one when he had come to and found her laid-out and bloodied on the deck beside him.
    


    
      He had never encountered anything like the . . . whatever the hell it was that had hit them. It had hit hard enough to knock them both out and spring leaks in the weakest points of their circulatory systems. When he had first seen Lou, only the obvious signs of what it had done to their bodies had occupied his thoughts. Now, he could only guess at what other internal organs the strange force may have damaged.
    


    
      

    


    
      What in this world could cause someone to bleed from the eyes? Was it a pressure wave from an explosion? Some kind of flash-electric shock caused by ball lighting or Saint Elmo's Fire?
    


    
      

    


    
      Neal liked the electric shock theory but couldn't compose himself enough to think about it in any structured manner. He could only hope that Lou wasn't as badly injured as she looked to be before he had washed her face.
    


    
      Her breathing was steady and even now, and her pulse was strong. She seemed to be sleeping comfortably enough. Neal had no practical experience caring for seriously injured people—especially people of the opposite sex. He had little experience with women, period. And to make matters worse, this was not just any woman. This one was different.
    


    
      This one . . . this Lou Ryley . . . was striking as looks go and as intelligence goes to an even greater degree. The only part he had no handle on was her emotional composition. She was tough, that was obvious. Hard, maybe. What he really wanted to know was: is she mean? Part of the reason he lived on the oceans alone was because of the meanness in people. People could be mean on the ocean, but there are far fewer people on the oceans than on land—hence more meanness on dry land. He wanted no part of it.
    


    
      So far though, she hadn't been mean to him. And he wanted her. He wanted her to want him as much as he wanted her. He wanted to drown in those deep, green eyes and in the inverted bonfire of red hair that surrounded her freckled face.
    


    
      For now, though, he had to try to figure out what he must do to keep her alive long enough to get them both back to civilization and into a good hospital. Though he was worried more about Lou's condition, he wanted to find out just what damage his own body had endured. The only other time he had bled from his ears was when he had received several severe blows to the head in a fight on the docks of Lancaster.
    

  


  
    
      Another fifteen minutes passed before Lou finally stirred. She moaned softly and Neal spoke again, hoping to prevent her from slipping back into unconsciousness. She opened her eyes but let them close again. Then they opened, this time wide and alert. Neal silently cursed himself for not being more careful. He could see that she was alarmed by the expression of concern she was seeing on his face.
    


    
      "What's wrong?" she asked. "What's happened?"
    


    
      Neal prevented her from getting up by pretending he was about to spill the bowl of water he held in his lap. A funny thing to do when you're surrounded by water, he thought, but the gambit worked.
    


    
      "I don't know, Red. I think you should lay still for a minute. You've been out for quite a while."
    


    
      Although he had no good answer to offer, the even tone of his voice and the unexpected use of her childhood nickname immediately calmed her. Once again she detected sensitivity in the man and experienced a sudden wave of deep affection that made her feel both content and uneasy at the same time. She lay back and tried to relax, watching as Neal rinsed a wash cloth in the white porcelain bowl. The water was tinged a copper color and the rag—once pure white—was now stained dull pink.
    


    
      "Is that blood?" she asked.
    


    
      Neal decided not to even try to deceive her. She might not be mean but she was no dullard either.
    


    
      "You bled a little . . ." he said, and hesitated only a moment, ". . . from your eyes."
    


    
      Alarmed again, Lou opened her eyes wide and blinked with comic rapidity. Neal winced, wishing she wouldn't do that. He wasn't sure she wouldn't spring another leak.
    


    
      Lou felt no pain and nothing felt out of whack except that her eyelids did feel a little tacky. She could still see, though, and that was what really mattered.
    


    
      "I feel okay", she proclaimed. "Has the bleeding stopped?"
    


    
      Neal nodded. "Some time ago. There wasn't a whole lot," he lied. "And it had all dried before I came to and brought you inside."
    


    
      Lou settled back onto the bunk and let Neal pretend to finish cleaning her face. It felt good to be touched by a man. Especially this man. "How long have you been up?"
    


    
      "A little more than an hour. I was beginning to worry. It's 12:30 now. I've programmed in a course for Nuuk. There's a hospital there where we can both be examined and repaired if necessary. I had some blood in my ears."
    

  


  
    
      "Do you feel alright?" Lou asked, sitting up again—completely forgetting her own uncertain condition.
    


    
      "I Feel fine. Not even a headache. Now lay back down!"
    


    
      Then Lou remembered the thousands of whales and the Japanese killing fleet. "What about the whales?"
    


    
      Neal rinsed the wash cloth again. "I don't know. They were gone when I woke up. The Japanese were gone too. I haven't looked for bodies, cetacean or human, yet."
    


    
      After a long pause, after he had set the bowl on the floor, she placed her hand over his and looked into his eyes. Her touch made his heart stop.
    


    
      "What happened, Neal?"
    


    
      "I don't know."
    


    
      "Don't you have any theories?" she asked, now recalling events prior to losing consciousness. She remembered the killer boats shooting explosive-tipped harpoons at the whales. She remembered Neal calling out San's name. She remembered hearing the same name inside her head. Then she remembered the pain. She told Neal of these things.
    


    
      Neal didn't remember the voice in his head but he did remember the pain. He merely shrugged in reference to the boy's name. "I don't know what I said. And as far as what knocked us out, all I can think of is a shock wave of some kind hit us . . . or maybe we were struck by ball lightning."
    


    
      "Ball lightning? Does ball lightning always make you shout a boy's name before it strikes?" She said, swinging her legs off the bunk to get up. He tried to stop her but she brushed him off. "I'm okay," she snapped and went out on deck.
    


    
      Neal scooped up the bowl and followed her. "Boy's name? I swear, Lou. I don't know what you're talking about?"
    


    
      "San. You shouted the name San. Don't you remember?"
    


    
      He did remember now . . . though he wasn't sure he wanted to.
    


    
      "I asked you why and you asked me if it was an Inuit name. Then someone or something else shouted that same name! And then I wake up and you're washing blood off of my face. Blood that for some strange reason squirted out of my eyes!"
    


    
      She paused, trying to contain her emotions before they gained control of her and the argument.
    

  


  
    
      "San is the name of a boy I know back in the states. He was a patient at a diagnostic camp I work at during the spring and early summer in Texas. I heard you shout it, clear as a bell . . . and it's not any kind of word I know of—English or Inuit."
    


    
      "Well, if it was ball lightning that hit us, it was a first for me. Who know's what kind of sounds I might make when I get zapped by lightning? I might have said 'Zaa!' or I might have been trying to scream 'Shit!' and it just came out as 'San!'" I usually do scream the s-word when I'm in danger or hurting.
    


    
      "No, you said 'San' before we got knocked out. And then I heard it again from somewhere else."
    


    
      Neal tossed the bloodied water over the side and leaned heavily on the rail. She was right, and it irked him. Not that she was right, but the simple, undeniable fact that he had clearly uttered the word San . . . the name of a strange young lad who had somehow influenced Lou in a significant way. Too many coincidences. Too many correlations. Spooky shit to be sure.
    


    
      After giving the ocean and horizon a quick scan for signs of life—or death—he turned to Lou. "What do you want me to say, Lou. That we had some kind of paranormal experience associated with a boy thousands of miles from here?"
    


    
      Lou shook her head. "I don't want you to say anything in particular. I just don't want you to ignore the facts. Something happened to us. Something strange. And it wasn't ball lightning.
    


    
      "Paranormal or not, whatever it was is associated with the name of a boy I know. San is not a common name. In fact, Neal, I've never known, or heard of anyone else who has that name."
    


    
      Neal turned away from her and set about checking the condition of his ship. Lou let the argument go for the moment and helped him. They both spent the next few minutes checking the structure of the boat and all of the equipment. Neither of them spoke for a long time until Lou broke the silence.
    


    
      "It's all okay. Nothing missing or damaged," she said, then took his hand again and sighed heavily. "Something happened here, Neal. Something very weird."
    


    
      Neal shrugged. "I don't have any idea what happened. Whatever it was hit both of us so it must have been some kind of natural phenomenon—probably something atmospheric."
    


    
      Lou scowled at him. "It wasn't atmospheric!" she shouted, then wilted at the pain she saw in his eyes as he reacted to her outburst. She moved close to him. "Neal. . ." she started, struggling to find the right words. "I can't accept a null answer. I need something."
    

  


  
    
      Neal closed his eyes and inhaled deeply. Lou suspected she was about to witness an intemperate side of his personality that as yet had not surfaced. She took one small, precautionary step backward just in case it was in his nature to strike out in anger or frustration. Neal, however, wasn't angry. He was frustrated. But even more than that, he was frightened—more frightened than he had ever been in his life. Frightened of what had already happened to them and of what might happen next.
    


    
      He prided himself for being skilled at logical, deductive reasoning, and so, above such primitive, unreasonable fear. Now, though, he was certain that the future deserved to be feared because something weird had happened this morning. Something that certainly seemed beyond logic and reason. And though the words 'paranormal experience' had danced from his lips in an almost flippant manner—paranormal experience was the only answer that felt anything like the truth. And something deep inside him kept repeating an even more disturbing refrain.
    


    
      

    


    
      This is only the beginning. It's only the beginning.
    


    
      

    


    
      The feeling and the maddening refrain shook him to the root of his soul. It threatened to bring every notion of what he perceived to be valid and real crashing down around him. He'd spent fifteen years of his life on the ocean. Eighty to ninety percent of that time had been uneventful. The remainder of it had provided experiences so bizarre and alien that most people would have readily labeled most of them as paranormal experiences. But no matter how strange the experience, Neal had always felt sure that a natural or man-made force had caused it.
    


    
      Cloudbursts when there weren't any clouds in the sky; easily accounted for as a result of sudden dew condensation at near sea-level altitudes, or—as some physicist he had read about had recently postulated—the remnants of a one hundred ton ice comet crashing into the atmosphere. On one occasion, instead of rain falling from a cloud-free sky, millions of squid had hailed down on him. Obviously, a waterspout somewhere had sucked up tons of ocean water and the smaller forms of sea life in the vicinity at the time. It had efficiently air lifted the squid and they had then been carried by trade winds to be deposited upon himself and his boat. No big deal. And tasty to boot. Incredible events to be sure, but the probable causes were much more plausible than the pranks of spirits or a direct result of inter-dimensional hemorrhaging.
    

  


  
    
      Strange lights and strange noises did not perturb him for long and he damned sure wasn't going to let anyone—not even Lou—know that this most recent strange event disturbed him. Nor that he was even considering any ludicrous theories that might explain what had just happened.
    


    
      He didn't want to believe he had shouted the name of a boy he had never met. He preferred to believe it had been a shout of joy and nothing more. There had to be a logical reason for it. As for being stunned by some invisible force . . . that force had to have come from a perfectly normal natural or human-engineered source. Hell, for all he knew, the Japanese used some kind of stun weapon to take down the entire herd of whales and it backfired on them, zapping them as well. The only problem with that theory was that he had seen the killer ships firing their harpoons. They wouldn't use harpoons if they had the capability to stun them. Besides, there were too many whales. The massive cooker ship wouldn't have been able to stow all the blubber and meat. Even though he thought the killing of a single cetacean was a total waste, he didn't believe that even the Japanese whalers were that wasteful.
    


    
      

    


    
      I will not believe in paranormal bullshit! Not even if the sky starts to burn and the ocean boils away.
    


    *     *     *


    
      During the trip to Nuuk, Lou and Neal spoke to one another as little as possible. Neal did everything necessary to keep his ship running on course—intent on getting both of them to a good hospital.
    


    
      Lou stayed busy studying the terabytes of data collected from the LAE. As she progressed through the data, she came to appreciate the terminology expressing the immense size of the data. In the ancient greek, a teratism described a monstrosity—a malformed entity. And after examining the third optical data disk, she had come to the conclusion that the LAE had malfunctioned on every deployment—producing a teratism of data. The result was a malformed image of the brain wave patterns of the dozens of great blue whales they had chased and cajoled into donning the LAE.
    


    
      All of the data looked similar, not exactly the same, but enough so to convince Lou that something had gone wrong. It looked like valid brain-wave data. It even looked cetacean. But every sample, from every whale, contained the same basic pattern with only slight variations.
    

  


  
    
      She loaded the last disk of collected data into the computer and ran the series of analysis programs against it as a final check and again found the same patterns that were recorded on the first three disks.
    


    
      There was something familiar about the patterns the LAE had recorded. She had seen the pattern before and she knew she had seen it sometime recently. She decided that it had to have been a pattern she had seen during beta tests performed on the LAE in the lab at Memorial University Marine Institute. Somehow, the LAE had malfunctioned just as it had malfunctioned during the lab tests.
    


    
      Angry about the equipment failure, and angry at herself for not catching the problem after the first few deployments of the LAE, she dismantled the computer and peripherals and packed it all up, deciding that when they got to Nuuk she would charter a flight right back to St. John's where she could study the data in more detail and find the damn bug that wrecked her data collection efforts.
    


    
      "Damn!" she whispered. "My ship has sunk, at dock. I've fallen in love with a man I barely know—a smuggler, no less. Something knocked us out hard enough to cause circulatory system leaks and we haven't accomplished a damned thing since setting sail!"
    


    
      

    


    
      The next evening, Neal announced that he had made radio contact with an icebreaker that they would follow in to Nuuk. By morning they were both asleep in their bunks, resting after being examined and released from the hospital. Neither of them uttered a word about what had happened except that Neal had said that he thought they had been struck by lightning. The doctor hadn't pressed for more details. Their injuries were consistent with lightning strike victims and—luckily—weren't severe.
    


    
      They slept through the day and most of the evening. Lou woke first and radioed the Marine Institute hardware lab for information about the test patterns used on the LAE. The technician on duty pulled the files and radio-faxed the traces to her. She went right to work scaling the digital fax images to fit the scale of the traces recorded by the LAE. and soon had an overlay of the fax images on one of the traces recorded from one of the blue whales. They didn't match. None of the test patterns was anything like the repeated pattern recorded by the LAE. Not even close!
    


    
      Frustrated, Lou shut down her computer, pulled on her parka and hat and went to find a bar. She needed to take her mind off of her work for a while—let her subconscious mind do it's job while her conscious mind caught a schnapps buzz.
    

  


  
    
      Neal slept through the night. He did not often get a chance to really rest on the open ocean and had learned to take full advantage of dock time to catch up on sleep. When he finally did wake up he found that Lou had crawled into bed with him. She had her parka and hat on and she smelled of vodka. Neal didn't mind. He shifted onto his side so he could look at her while she slept. The rapid motion of her eyes behind closed lids told him she was in deep sleep, dreaming away. He hoped it was a good dream and nothing like the nightmares he had been having.
    


    
      

    


    
      Lou smiled. San was offering her a ladle full of golden honey. The honey dripped over the sides of the ladle onto San's dirty keds. There was a chunk of comb in the honey . . . but the comb looked strange. With a start she realized the normal hexagon-shaped rows of honey comb weren't present in the comb in the ladle. Instead the rows looked like the faulty traces recorded by the LAE. She was even more horrified to see that the comb in the ladle had come out of San's ears. She screamed as more of the comb dropped out of his ears.
    


    
      San smiled and nodded. "A lavage always feels so good . . . and there's more where that came from!"
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XI


  Remrick Ranch


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Candy took three long, deep breaths before knocking on the front door of the Shelby home. Normally she would simply have gone to the back door and called for San. But today was different. Today she was calling on the Shelbys as a professional.
    


    
      Betty Shelby answered the door and immediately smiled. "Candy! How good to see you. It seems like ages since you've been over."
    


    
      Candy smiled and made a conscious effort to control her enthusiasm. "Hi, Mrs. Shelby. I've been pretty busy lately with my drawing and painting." She looked past Betty. "Is San here?"
    


    
      "Yes he is. Please come in."
    


    
      Betty turned and went into the boy's bedroom. She returned with San at her side. Lanse and Price followed close behind.
    


    
      "Hi, Candy."
    


    
      "Hi, San. Guess what just happened." She wanted so much to share the good news with him that she practically had to bite her tongue to hold it back for the right moment.
    

  


  
    
      "What?" San asked. He could clearly see high excitement in her eyes.
    


    
      "Mr. Remrick bought one of my paintings. The one of his prize racing stallion, Jesey Tay!"
    


    
      San beamed his appreciation of the news. The Remrick ranch was one of the most famous quarter horse ranches in the nation because of Jesey Tay's reputation on the track. Mr. Remrick even had his own TV show about quarter horses on Saturday mornings just before the Foreman and Scotty show came on.
    


    
      "That's great!" San replied and moved a step closer to his friend. For a moment, Betty thought he was going to congratulate Candy with a hug but it didn't happen.
    


    
      "Why Candy, that's wonderful!" Betty agreed. "How did this come about?"
    


    
      Candy paused to take a badly needed breath of air. It felt like she had been holding it since she had knocked on their door.
    


    
      "Well, Mr. Remrick called Sissy after lunch today and asked if she thought I would consider showing him the painting. His son Joe told him about it after I showed it to everyone in art class at school. He told Joe then that he was very interested in looking at it and Joe told me the next day. I couldn't believe it, but Mr. and Mrs. Remrick were just at our house a few minutes ago. They looked at the painting for a long time and then Mrs. Remrick asked me how much I wanted for it. I told them I didn't know because I had never sold any of my drawings or paintings.
    


    
      Mr. Remrick said that he had seen a lot of horse paintings in a lot of museums and in the homes of horse breeders and he'd never seen any so good as mine. He wrote a check on the spot-for one thousand dollars! I thought it was for one hundred—that's about what I thought it was worth. But I kept looking at the check and finally noticed that there were three zeroes instead of just two. I would have fainted if it hadn't taken me so long to count the zeroes! Sissy nearly fainted too. I could tell because she turned sort of white and her cheeks started to droop."
    


    
      San gasped. A thousand dollars! It was more money than he could even imagine ever having. Candy was rich!
    


    
      Candy let that bit of news settle in their minds before she dropped the real news in. "Then, after Sissy served them some coffee and cake, he offered to commission more paintings. He said he wanted me to try to do one of each of his finest mares and stallions!"
    

  


  
    
      This time it was Betty's turn to draw a quick breath in her astonishment. "Oh my, Candy! How many horses is that? I know of at least twenty famous horses from the Remrick ranch! Does he mean all of those?"
    


    
      Candy gulped without loosing her smile and nodded. "In all, he said he had thirty six that he could think of right now. And he said he expected to turn out another three or four winners this year. I could be painting horses for the Remrick Ranch for the rest of my life!" she shouted and jumped up and down in place, clapping her hands, and laughing enough for all of them.
    


    
      San started jumping up and down and clapping his hands as well. Betty restrained herself for only a moment then joined the young ones in their wonderful dance of joy. And after another long moment, when they were sure they wouldn't be teased for doing so, Price and Lanse also abandoned their cool-daddy attitudes to jump and shout fevered exaltations for Candy's good fortune.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Betty rode with Sissy, Candy, and San for Candy's first day at the Remrick Ranch. In the trunk of Sissy's car was all her daughter would need to make sketches and take photos of the most famous of Mr. Remrick's herd of quarter horses. Sissy talked with Betty in the front seat while San and Candy planned their day at the ranch from the back seat. Candy had asked that San stay with her the entire day and Betty had seen no reason to not allow him the opportunity. Since he and Prathor had returned from their frightening campout in The Breaks, San had not disobeyed her a single time. And more significantly, he hadn't had anymore seizures.
    


    
      Now and again, Betty and Sissy would pause their conversation and exchange glances when the children said something surprising, such as when San asked Candy why she was making plans. He thought that Mr. Remrick would already know which horses he wanted her to work on. Candy's reply surprised not only San, but Betty and Sissy too.
    


    
      "Mr. Remrick will just have to understand that art isn't something that can be ordered up like a cheeseburger and a malt at the Sonic. I can only draw or paint something if it feels good to do it."
    


    
      Sissy and Betty looked at one another, all eyebrows going up at the same instant, then they both went into a fit of silent giggling. The thought of the small, young Candy Parker telling the affluent Mr. Walter Remrick where and when the sun comes up in regard to art and artists was an enormously humorous visualization. By the time they stopped their giggle fits, they were wiping their tears away when San innocently exacerbated their hysterics by making note that Mr. Remrick was not only rich but was a big, big man. Not exactly the kind of person to be contrary with.
    


    
      "It comes from working with horses and cleaning up after all of them," he said.
    

  


  
    
      As they rounded a bend in the road, they crossed a short, iron-trestle bridge spanning Doxy Creek and then turned left and rattled over a silver cattle guard that served as the gate into the sprawling Remrick Ranch.
    


    
      Joe Remrick spotted them as they pulled up to the house and stopped. He was on a huge palomino that looked prehistoric in proportions. Betty had never seen such a tall horse.
    


    
      Joe easily swung down off of the horse and cheerfully greeted San and Candy as the pair practically leapt out of the car and dashed toward him.
    


    
      "Is this your horse?" San asked.
    


    
      Joe nodded and patted the gargantuan palomino on the neck. "Uh-huh. Her name is Julie."
    


    
      "She's beautiful!", Candy exclaimed. She hoped that Julie would be one of the horses Mr. Remrick wanted her to paint. She was the most incredible horse she'd ever seen.
    


    
      San moved in front of Julie, looked up at her and found himself looking into the biggest nostrils he'd ever seen. They were so large when she flared them out that San was sure his hand would easily fit into one of them. He had never tried Reaching a horse and now stood mesmerized by the sight of the great palomino—hoping he would have a chance to Reach her sometime today.
    


    
      Julie lowered her large head and sniffed at San, blowing his pale locks back off of his forehead every time she exhaled with a loud snort. San reached up and touched the side of her muzzle. She nickered, bent her head on down to the ground, and started to graze on Mrs. Remrick's carefully cultivated lawn.
    


    
      

    


    
      I've got to Reach into a horse!
    


    
      

    


    
      He wondered why it had never occurred to him before. He knew that before this day was done, he would do exactly that.
    


    
      "Ya'll come on into the house. Mom and Dad are anxious to meet you and San, Mrs. Shelby."
    


    
      Betty smiled warmly at Joe as she eased San away from Julie. She offered her hand to Joe who shook it as firmly as he dared. It wasn't often that he had to shake hands with a woman. Almost everyone he'd ever shook hands with was a cowboy, wrangler, or some other kind of ranch hand. A handshake had to be more than firm for people like that. He knew, however, that he wasn't supposed to get into an indian wrestling match with San's mother.
    


    
      "Thank you, Joe. I'm looking forward to meeting them and thanking them for letting San be here with Candy."
    


    
      Joe surprised Betty and Sissy by grinning and winking at them. He checked to see if Candy and San were listening then whispered knowingly, "I don't think Candy would have come without him."
    


    
      Walking into the Remrick Mansion was like walking into a dream. It's western architecture was spacious and expensive looking. The sound of country music floated out into the large vestibule from somewhere else in the house—a catchy tune expounding the virtues of home grown tomatoes.
    

  


  
    
      Joe Remrick led the way to the den where his parents were dancing to the song playing on the stereo. Joe made no move to interrupt their dance. The song was lively and made San want to dance too. Candy was bouncing to the beat of the song and so were Betty and Sissy.
    


    
      Mr. and Mrs. Remrick were clearly accomplished dancers. They swept around the floor in quick practiced steps. Mrs. Remrick would occasionally whirl beneath Mr. Remrick's raised right hand like a top—her long skirt flaring out into a pretty cone as she was spinning.
    


    
      When the song and dance ended, the spectators all applauded. "Very good!" Sissy cheered.
    


    
      Mr. Remrick bowed deeply and Mrs. Remrick curtseyed before they approached and welcomed their guests.
    


    
      "Whooee!" Mrs. Remrick exclaimed. "You caught us during our exercises today. When we start we sometimes loose track of time. Our apologies for not greeting you properly."
    


    
      "Not at all!" Sissy said. "I can't think of a better way to greet guests."
    


    
      With marked reverence, Mr. Remrick took Candy's hand in both of his large rough, sun baked hands. "Candy, I want to thank you for selling your painting to us. The ranch carpenter, Clyde, spent a couple of days to frame it nicely. We put it up in an honorable position," he said and pointed to the south wall of the den.
    


    
      The painting was even more beautiful in a frame. The only other decoration on the wall the painting of Jesey Tay hung on was a lariat made of finely braided leather coiled up and hanging from a simple wooden peg just below the painting. "All of the crew have come in and taken a long look at it. They all agree that it's one of the finest paintings they've ever seen. That lariat below it was a present from a gaucho friend of mine."
    


    
      "What's a gaucho?" San asked.
    


    
      "A gaucho is like a cowboy only instead of chasing horses and cows on the prairies of North America, they do it on the pampas of South America."
    


    
      "What's a pampa?"
    


    
      "San," Betty chided. "Don't ask so many questions."
    


    
      "Oh I don't mind at all, Mrs. Shelby. I have always appreciated a person who isn't afraid to ask questions when they don't understand something. It's the ones that don't ask that are worrisome.
    


    
      "The Pampas, San, are a big wide grassland. Have you ever seen the Black Kettle Grasslands just north of here?
    


    
      San nodded. Grandpa Shelby had taken his family to the Black Kettle battleground monument and Dead Indian lake several times.
    


    
      "Well then," Mr. Remrick went on, "the Pampas look a lot like that only the pampas are in South America, just east of a big range of mountains called the Andes."
    


    
      San's face lit up. "The Andes is where the Llama and Guanaco live!"
    


    
      "Why that's exactly right, San, " Mr. Remrick said. "How did you know about the Guanaco?"
    

  


  
    
      "My friend Prathor's dad knows about animals of all kinds and has a lot of books about animals all over the world. He showed me a picture of a Guanaco—it was a weird looking animal. Mr. Jackson, that's Prathor's dad, said that they spit. He said you never want to let a llama spit on ya' 'cause it smells really bad."
    


    
      "Well Prathor's dad is right about that!"
    


    
      "We want you to know, Candy, how happy we are that you've decided to try to paint the rest of our horses." Mrs. Remrick said. "I don't think we could have found an artist this side of the Red who could do the job as well as you. And certainly no one as young as you!"
    


    
      Candy blushed at the praise. Mrs. Remrick leaned over and took Candy's hand. "There's just one thing we want you to promise us. If the work starts to be too much, or if we start pushing you too hard I want you to tell us right away. We don't want this to be just a job for you, Dear, we want it to be an adventure. That way it will be exciting and fun and we will all get what we want out of the adventure. Alright with you, Dear?"
    


    
      Candy nodded. "You don't have to worry, Mrs. Remrick. It's already an adventure and I'm having a blast!"
    


    
      "Good," she said and motioned for everyone to follow her. "Let's go have a look at your studio then."
    


    
      "My . . . my studio?" Candy asked.
    


    
      Mrs. Remrick did not slow her energetic pace nor did she turn to answer. She simply raised a hand and flicked her wrist at the air as if batting away a bothersome housefly. "Why of course, Dear. A great artist must have a studio. And that studio must be more than just a room with an easel, paints, and brushes. It must be a place of inspiration, a place of light and joy, and a place of refuge when the sound of cowboys cursing and the smell of horse manure threaten to overwhelm the senses."
    


    
      San and Candy giggled at Mrs. Remrick's jibe and at the way Mr. Remrick rolled his eyes at her remarks. She stopped suddenly, turned, flung open two large doors on her left and strode into the room.
    


    
      "If we have forgotten anything, Dear, please please tell us at once."
    


    
      They stood at the threshold of the studio gaping. The dominating feature of the room was a wall that wasn't a wall. It was a window. And it looked out over green grass pastures that rolled down to Doxy Creek. There were dozens of horses and colts grazing or prancing across the pastures. Across the creek on the hills rising to the horizon were fields of hay and feed grain swaying in the summer breezes.
    

  


  
    
      In the center of the room was a circular fireplace with a black-metal flue that rose up into a vaulted, white ceiling. The other walls of the room were covered with a dark wood that had very curly grain. San thought it looked like the same kind of wood his Grandfather's big desk was made of—walnut.
    


    
      "The room was enormous. There were three large easels spaced at equal distance across the room in front of the window-wall. In front of each easel was a stool and a small table. On each of the tables was a collection of artists tools. The floor was large tan tiles and hanging from the ceiling were three giant ceiling fans that turned in slow, lazy circles above each easel.
    


    
      "We've stocked the cabinets with every art supply you might need to do your work," Mrs. Remrick said, indicating a row of cabinets along the east wall. "Over here," she continued, walking across the room to the opposite wall, "is the refrigerator and stereo. I'm afraid we forgot to ask what kind of music you like to listen to, but Joe was nice enough to bring some of his tapes and records in for you to try out, if you want. He listens to anything, but mostly rock and roll."
    


    
      "Joe blushed at the way his mother said rock and roll. Candy smiled and thanked him.
    


    
      "Of course, Dear, we want you to be comfortable while you work, but we also want you to play just as you would normally play during your summer vacation. So if you will all come this way, I'll show you the playground."
    


    
      The playground turned out to be nothing less than a small country club with swimming pool, tennis courts, and stables. Betty was amazed at the size of the swimming pool. It wasn't olympic size but it was close. It even had a high dive.
    


    
      "You can play anytime you please, and you may have friends over too. As long as everyone gets along and nobody's noses get bent out of shape—literally or figuratively speaking."
    


    
      San looked at his mother for explanation of Mrs. Remrick's last comment. Betty silently mouthed the word "later" and winked at him.
    


    
      "Of course," Mrs. Remrick said as she led them to a picnic table set beneath the shade of a huge cottonwood, "we do expect you to paint our horses. All of this is for breaks and after work and the parties we will have when a painting is completed."
    


    
      "Parties?" Candy asked.
    


    
      "Yes. As soon as you complete a painting, there will be a party. All of the people who help you get the painting done will be invited, the horse or horses in the painting will be invited, and of course you will be invited. You have to come because that's when you will be paid for the painting."
    


    
      "Now, Dear, there is one last matter to discuss before we go meet the crew. The matter of money. You've been very patient with us in the sale of the painting you did of Jesey Tay. We named the price and you accepted. In the future, however, you must set the price. And I'll warn you now, if you set it too low, and if we like the painting, Walter and I will not pass up the bargain. So it's up to you, Candy, to make sure you are properly compensated. Understood?"
    

  


  
    
      Candy nodded, "I understand."
    


    
      "Excellent! Then I suggest we go now and meet the crew."
    


    
      They followed the Remricks out to the stables where three young cowboys were working at various tasks. "Earl, Billy, Russell," Mr. Remrick said, motioning for the boys to stop their work and greet the guests, "this is Candy, the artist you've all been hearing about. This is her first day on the ranch and we want you to make every effort to assist her as she goes about her work. Treat her with respect, just as you do our horses. This is Earl Oentow, Billy Kasonder, and Russell Sydon. They wrangle the riding stock."
    


    
      Candy smiled and raised her hand in greeting. The three young cowboys strode up to her and each shook her hand in turn. "Nice to meet you, Candy," Russell said, taking his cowboy hat off before the other two did the same. "I saw your painting this morning at breakfast. I sure wish I could paint like you do."
    


    
      "Thank you," Candy replied.
    


    
      "Same here, Candy," Billy added. "Earl and I stood for a good fifteen minutes this morning looking at your painting and never tired of it. A fine job."
    


    
      Earl smiled broadly, holding his big hat to his chest as he shook Candy's hand. He nodded in agreement with what his workmates said, but he didn't speak.
    


    
      "Earl don't talk much," Mr. Remrick stated. "but when he does it's notable words.
    


    
      "My thanks gentlemen. Now lets go meet the handlers and trainers. Just follow me if you will."
    


    
      They walked through the stables out into a compound of pens, shacks, and other barn-type buildings. Mr. Remrick talked as they walked across the compound, "Over there are the birthing stables, there's the loafing sheds, that's the tack house, the farrier's shop . . .".
    


    
      They stopped at a large round pen. Inside the pen was a man and a horse. The horse had no saddle or bridle on and it looked to San as though the man was just standing there talking to the horse.
    


    
      "Aron!" Mr. Remrick called. "I want you to meet Candy Parker and her entourage. Folks, this is Aron Toyve, our master trainer. Aron this is the artist we've hired, Candy Parker and her mother Sissy. This is Mrs. Betty Shelby and her son San.
    


    
      "If there's a better trainer in the world, I don't know about it."
    


    
      "Miss Parker," Aron said as he came over and shook Candy's hand. He had a strange, almost British accent—a very handsome man. Then he shook hands and exchanged greetings with San, Sissy and finally Betty.
    


    
      The horse had followed him toward the edge of the pen but kept its distance from the group of people. San risked a quick Reach and found that the young horse was curious about all the people and wanted to get a sniff but was cautious about getting too close.
    


    
      Sissy leaned to whisper in Betty's ear, "He's a handsome one. I wonder if he's single?"
    

  


  
    
      Betty cringed at the question. True, Aron was very good looking, and his voice was almost musical—very easy to listen to—but Betty had no intention nor desire to start getting acquainted with another man. Her heart still ached daily from her loss of Brandt. She couldn't imagine herself with another man and she did wish that her neighbor was a bit more tactful regarding the matter—though she was sure Sissy wanted only to be a friend and to help.
    


    
      Aron was explaining his training technique to Candy and San while Betty was musing over Sissy's remark about Aron.
    


    
      "We use a method called round-pen bonding for initial breaking," he was saying. "We don't like to frighten a young horse for it's first experiences with people. The main objective is to gain complete trust of each other. If the horse doesn't trust me it won't let me ride. If I don't trust the horse, I don't want to ride."
    


    
      San broke out of his light Reach and asked, "You mean you don't throw a saddle on and ride 'em until they stop bucking like they do on Gunsmoke?"
    


    
      "No we don't, San. I know I wouldn't like it if I was suddenly pulled away from my mother, a rope was tied to my head, a saddle strapped onto my back, and some fool jumping into that saddle without some explanation. Would you?"
    


    
      San giggled. "No, I'd hate it. Is that why you were talking to the horse? To explain it to him?"
    


    
      "That's right," Aron answered.
    


    
      "And the horse understands what you're saying?"
    


    
      "Well, no. The horse doesn't speak or listen like humans do, and I don't speak or understand what a horse is saying that well either. But we both know how to tell when someone is an enemy or a friend. Finding out if you can trust someone just takes time together . . . and patience from both parties involved. I bring a horse here with intent to establish a relationship. The horse is here out of curiosity at first and really doesn't give a hoot one way or another about establishing a relationship with a human being. So, it's up to me to exercise the greatest degree of patience in the endeavor."
    


    
      Joe—obviously bored, having heard Aron's lecture before—turned to Betty and asked, "Mrs. Shelby, may San go riding with me?"
    


    
      Again Betty cringed. She knew this was coming but had hoped that she wouldn't have to make a decision so soon. The thought of San riding on the back of one of the giant horses she had seen in the stables was as foreign and frightening a notion as that of dating men again.
    


    
      San heard Joe ask and did nothing to hide his desire to ride.
    


    
      Joe sensed Betty's reluctance and tried to reassure her. "We'll let him ride old Max. He's so gentle he wouldn't hurt a flea."
    


    
      Betty looked at San and that was all it took. She couldn't deny her son any experience in life that wasn't an absolute threat to his well being. "Of course he can, but San you listen to Joe and the crew when they tell you what and what not to do. Okay?"
    


    
      "I will, Mom," he replied, barely able to hold down the excitement he felt. "I'll do everything they tell me to and I'll be very careful."
    


    
      "Alright, then. Go on and have fun."
    


    
      San didn't say it out loud, but in his mind he cheered.
    


    
      

    


    
      I will! Oh, how I will have fun!
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Aron had invited Candy into the training pen—showing her one of the horses she would be painting.
    


    
      "Candy," San called to her. "I'm going riding with Joe. I'll meet you later."
    


    
      "Okay," Candy answered with a wave. "See you later on."
    


    
      

    


    
      Earl Oentow helped San get Max bridled and saddled for the ride. Max was an enormous black gelding that made San think of one of Candy's favorite fantasy horse subjects—Shadowfax. Earl said nothing as he worked. While he was putting the saddle onto Max, San stood near Max's head and did a little bonding.
    


    
      When Earl helped him swing up into the saddle San felt like he was sitting on top of a house, it seemed so far down to the ground.
    


    
      "Hold yer reins like this. Don't hold 'em too short. Just let him have his rein and he'll follow Julie wherever she goes," Earl advised.
    


    
      Billy walked over and looked up at San for a moment.
    


    
      "You can't go out riding under the hot sun without some shade. Here," he said and handed San his big gray hat. San grinned and put it on. It fit just right.
    


    
      "There's a few rattlers and copperheads around the ranch," Billy said. "If Max goes to pitchin' or buckin', most likely he's spotted a snake of some kind. Might just be a bull snake or a hognose playin' dead but I doubt it will happen at all. If it does, though, just remember to grab a hold on the saddle horn and hang on tight. Any questions?"
    


    
      San shook his head. "No sir. Thank you."
    


    
      "Your welcome. And please call me Billy. And call Russell Russell. And call Earl Earl . . . even if he never does say it's okay for you to cause I doubt he ever will. Okay, Pard?"
    


    
      San nodded. "Okay, Billy."
    


    
      "Fine, then. Ya'll have fun and remember what I said about the saddle horn."
    


    
      Joe led the way through the compound toward the pasture gates. As they passed through the gate, San spotted his mother, Sissy, and Candy at a fence with some more of the ranch crew. One of the ranch hands saw them going out the gate and drew the attention of the others to the riding pair. San took Billy's big hat off of his head and used it to wave at them. They all waved back.
    


    
      They rode across the grass pastures and crossed Doxy creek. San was disappointed to see that the creek was dry. He had hoped they would go splashing across like the cowboys do on TV.
    


    
      On the far side of the creek Joe urged Julie up a steep bank onto a grass covered slope that peaked at a narrow ridge about a half mile away. Max followed Julie up the bank and onto to the slope without any problem. They rode for about ten minutes following the curve of the creek without going back down into the trees that grew along it.
    

  


  
    
      San wanted badly to Reach into one of the horses but was afraid even to try a mini Reach while he was riding. He had no idea if he could stay in the saddle and he certainly didn't want to fall off while Joe was watching.
    


    
      "Want to run a bit?" Joe asked.
    


    
      "Sure," San replied. "What do I do?"
    


    
      "Just squeeze him with your knees. Do it kind of hard so he'll know ya' want to run."
    


    
      Joe did so with Julie and she started loping off up the slope.
    


    
      San followed suit and immediately Max started trotting after Julie. After the first minute of running, San wasn't so sure he liked it. The ride was so rough now that it felt like every organ in his body was bouncing around inside him. Every once in a while his teeth would click together alarmingly hard and the rough bouncing was hard on his crotch. He worried about coming down and sitting on one or both of his testicles and getting severely wracked.
    


    
      Joe stopped Juile near a big cottonwood about fifty yards short of the ridge and waited for San to catch up. When he finally did, San stood up in his stirrups and rubbed his rear end.
    


    
      Joe laughed. "Sorry about that. I should have showed you how to make old Max lope. His trot is a ball buster."
    


    
      "You're telling me. What was I doing wrong?"
    


    
      "Well, unless you push Max, he's happy just to trot. He can trot for miles and miles and never shift into a lope or a gallop and be perfectly happy. So it's kind of hard to get him to do the other."
    


    
      San continued to rub his read end, trying to make sure his undershorts weren't shifting just in case Max decided to trot some more. Joe saw that San was in a bit of distress and suggested he dismount and rest a while. "Just do what you need to do to get comfortable, maybe set in the shade while I show you how I make Julie lope and gallop."
    


    
      San liked the idea and swung down off of Max. He tied his rein to a cottonwood seedling growing just out of the shade of the big cottonwood and sat down at the trunk of the big tree.
    


    
      "I'll ride her up to the ridge and along it and then back again. That way you can see what I do."
    


    
      San watched Joe ride Julie up to the top of the ridge and decided now was the best time to try to Reach the big palomino. He settled back against the cottonwood and began to relax his muscles.
    


    
      She turned and looked back down the slope at himself resting against the cottonwood. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Joe and she could feel his weight on her back. It felt good. She liked Joe and enjoyed the long rides across the pastures and prairies, along the banks of the watersheds and along the spines of ridges like this one.
    

  


  
    
      She felt Joe give her a gentle tap with his knees and she started loping along the ridge, just fast enough to make the ride comfortable for Joe. Looking to the north, to her right, she could see a section of the North Fork of the Red twisting southward toward the mountains. To the south stretched what seemed to be an endless prairie dotted with small stock tanks.
    


    
      She decided to get frisky and picked up the speed of her lope until she was in full gallop. Joe shouted "Yeehaw!" more to entertain San, but also because he loved it when Julie decided to have a little fun. Joe loved the power he could feel in her . . . and San was even more impressed as he let himself go with the flow of Julie's energetic burst of speed.
    


    
      They galloped almost a quarter of a mile before Joe reined her in and started back toward the cottonwood where San was resting.
    


    
      "Thanks, Julie," he said.
    


    
      San did what he could to encourage Julie to respond and she did so readily with a long loud whinny that made Joe laugh and give her a luxurious scratch down with his fingernails on both sides of her neck at once.
    


    
      As they drew close to the cottonwood, San broke Reach and stood. "That was great!" he shouted to Joe and Julie. Joe smiled and nodded, Julie tossed her head knowingly.
    


    
      "Yeah, she can really move when she decides to," Joe said. "Are you feeling better now?"
    


    
      San nodded back. "Yeah, I'm alright now. I guess all that bumping and jostling started getting to me. But I'm Ok."
    


    
      "Want to try getting Max to gallop?" Joe asked.
    


    
      "I sure do."
    


    
      San mounted and started toward the ridge at a trot. He nudged Max a little harder with his knees and Max easily switched into a smooth, fluid lope. "Now this is more like it, Max!"
    


    
      They loped up to the ridge and without thinking much about it, San laid the reins over to the left and at the same time squeezed hard with his knees. Max responded by rearing slightly and then leapt into a fast, exciting gallop. Holding onto the saddle horn with his left hand, San resisted the urge to pull on the reins. He let Max run as fast as he wanted to. Max accelerated so fast that Billy's hat flew off of San's head. San leaned into the wind, imagining he was a Pony Express rider. He could hear Joe whooping from his vantage point at the big cottonwood.
    


    
      "Alright, San! That's the way to ride!"
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XII


  Wrangling


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Sitting on the top rail of the bonding pen, San watched as Aron Toyve worked for the first time with a young quarterhorse called Eath Wing. A sire of Jesey Tay, the colt was beautifully proportioned, energetic, and intelligent. San was glad he had decided today to watch Aron work.
    


    
      Not long after Candy had begun to make her sketches and then started painting, San found himself spending more and more time out in the compound watching the crew go about the business of raising and training the stock. Candy didn't mind because once she started to draw or paint she was in another world that San could not and did not want to invade.
    


    
      He loved Candy's art and was content at first just to watch her working. He had spent hours and hours watching her create dozens of charcoal sketches of her subjects, prepare the canvas and paints, and then bring it all together to create the paintings.
    

  


  
    
      At first Candy had tried to be too polite and involve him, somehow, in her creative process. It hadn't taken her long, though, to realize that she couldn't split her attention and work effectively. San could feel it too and they had both agreed finally that a combined-effort approach wasn't going to work.
    


    
      "Don't think about me while you work, Candy." San had said during one of her first sessions. "Just do what you do. If you want, you can ask me to do your fetching for you so you won't have to be jumping up and down when you need a tube of paint or a palette knife. You just paint and I'll just watch. I like to watch you."
    


    
      And it was true. He did like to watch her—as much as he liked to watch how she created her paintings. San was realizing more and more how pretty his friend was. It had surprised him one day to discover that he didn't just like Candy. He loved her. And as the summer days lengthened, San began to think of Candy as his girlfriend instead of just a friend. He had even started thinking about what it would be like if someday they got married. What it would be like for them to kiss—on the lips. What it would be like to make love.
    


    
      For weeks these thoughts and being near Candy were all he needed in the world. He suspected Candy had similar feelings for him, but she was older than him and he couldn't be sure she liked him as much or loved him the way he found himself loving her. He could only hope it was true. Now, already the middle of summer vacation, Candy had churned out four paintings. The Remricks had willingly agreed to purchase all of them. The purchasing parties Mrs. Remrick had promised—three so far—had all been big affairs with guests from around the country invited, lots of good food, music, and dancing. Candy and San had danced together at all of the parties and San had loved it. His only worry had been that when they danced slow dances together, when they were holding each other so close that he could smell her and feel her breath on his neck or ear, he would start feeling sexy. He had to concentrate hard to keep from bumping against her when he started to get an erection. They both cherished their time together on the ranch and neither ever refused the company of the other.
    


    
      Recently, though, San had decided that he wanted to learn more about the ranch and had started spending less time watching Candy work and more time watching the activities around the compound.
    


    
      San was on Reach in Eath Wing even as he watched Aron working with him. It hadn't taken him long to develop his Reaching skill to the point that he could stay conscious and aware of what was going on around him while he was on Reach. He had quickly managed to find ways to go on full Reach into the different horses on the ranch without attracting attention. San knew that Mr. and Mrs. Remrick were aware of his condition. He suspected that Mr. Remrick had alerted his key personnel, yet no one had ever mentioned it. As usual, though, he had exercised care when going on Reach. Sometimes he would lay down in the shade and pretend to be taking a nap, go on Reach, and learn what it was like to be a horse on the Remrick ranch.
    

  


  
    
      Then he had started trying to Reach and stay awake at the same time. For a long time before coming to the ranch he had been able to quickly Reach and almost immediately break Reach without loosing consciousness, just to get a fleeting impression of an animal. He had done it in school a lot instead of merely daydreaming away the boring stretches of school time. His first attempt had been when he had made the awful mistake of Reaching Mrs. Wilder to try to get final exam answers. He had been able to Reach her but he had learned that Reaching into people was just a bad idea.
    


    
      After several attempts, though, it all finally clicked together and he found that he could divide his attention between his own mind and body and that of the animal he was Reaching.
    


    
      Eath Wing was nervous but San did nothing to help the young horse deal with this new experience. He was trying to find out exactly how Aron's bonding method would affect the horse. He wanted to observe the moment when Eath Wing began to trust Aron. He knew he could easily circumvent the many hours Aron would spend bonding with Eath Wing by simply making the horse aware of his presence on Reach and bonding with him that way—a much more efficient method that San usually applied now with every horse he came in contact with. But he held back with Eath Wing.
    


    
      Eath Wing tossed his head and whinnied every time Aron tried to get in close to touch him. The horse had no idea why he had been penned up with the man and didn't want the man to touch him. Every once in a while Aron would stop trying and come over to talk with San. San liked Aron a great deal. The man was as gentle and understanding a person as he had ever met. Aron in turn had taken a liking to San. He thought the young man daydreamed a little too much, but he was definitely smart and very insightful for someone his age.
    


    
      As San had shown up more frequently to watch him work, Aron had begun to teach him what he knew about training horses. San was a receptive student and asked plenty of questions. On occasion, he had even provided some answers . . . like the time he had been working with a horse that had suddenly become frightened in the bonding pen. This had happened after several days of good progress in the horse's training program. Aron had been confused by the unexpected change in the horse's behavior until San had spoken up and said that he thought the horse was afraid of the hat Aron was wearing. It was a hat that he had just been given for his birthday—a ten-gallon Stetson. When he removed the hat and hung it on a fence post, the horse had immediately responded and had approached Aron on its own as soon as he understood that the hat wasn't a part of the man he had come to know and trust.
    


    
      "Sometimes it takes two or three trips to the pen for the young ones to get used to it," Aron said as he paused and leaned against the rail San was sitting on. "It's a big change from the wide open pastures with mamma to this little pen with me."
    


    
      "Why don't you do the bonding out in the pastures?" San asked.
    


    
      "The colts would never come near me. They might be curious but they wouldn't leave mamma's side."
    

  


  
    
      San could believe it. Most horses were curious but cared very little about contact with humans. However, he had no trouble bonding with the horses in their pastures. San had become friends with most of the colts and mares and had started meeting the stallions only recently. The stallions were easier to bond with, having already graduated from Aron's school. The racing stallions were fun to Reach because they were all bursting with energy and the desire to run fast. The colts made San laugh, whether he was on Reach in them or not. They were concerned only with drinking mamma's rich milk, sleeping in the warm sun, and bouncing about mamma as they learned how to use their long, spindly legs. He had approached many of the colts while on Reach in them and each had accepted his presence and touch.
    


    
      He had to be careful, though, not to be seen doing it. If anyone of the crew caught him petting a still-wild colt, he'd have a hard time explaining how he did it. The Remrick pastures were large and there were a lot of them. There were plenty of hollows and draws where the horses liked to go that couldn't be seen from the ranch house or the compound surrounding it.
    


    
      "I would prefer it that way," Aron remarked. "I dislike placing any animal in uncomfortable situations. I have thought a lot about better ways to do the bonding but there are a lot of factors involved, the least of which is time."
    


    
      Aron pulled a bandanna from his rear pocket and wiped the sweat from his face and neck. "Mr. Remrick pays us all well, but he does expect results. If I spend too much time training a horse he'll notice. If I don't train them quickly enough, he'll eventually hire a different trainer and move me off to some less time-critical work."
    


    
      San was appalled. Aron had been training Remrick quarter horses for more than twenty five years. Earl, in one of his rare talkative moods, had told San the history of the Remrick ranch. Aron had started as a wrangler at the age of seventeen the very year Walter had begun building the ranch. Aron's mother had wanted him to go straight to college out of high school but Aron had gone to work for Walter instead. After seven years he had decided to go to college after all and had studied equestrian husbandry—working summers at the Remrick ranch. After graduating from college, he had returned to the ranch and was soon promoted to trainer. The idea that such a loyal employee could be discarded was disheartening.
    


    
      "You mean that after all the years of work and all the horses you've trained for him—horses that have won races and made the Remricks rich—that he would dump you just like that?"
    


    
      Aron blanched. "Oh no, San. I didn't mean that. I expect Walter would keep me on the crew until he dies. I expect he would probably make sure young Joe would keep me on the crew even after he inherits the ranch and takes over.
    


    
      "All I meant to say is that the race horse business is a touchy business. Competition is high and turning out winning horses is the only way the ranch can make enough money to keep operating.
    

  


  
    
      If I start to slip as a trainer, Walter will not hesitate to bring in someone better than me to do the job. It wouldn't be that he no longer liked me or trusted me, just that it's up to him to do everything necessary to maintain the bottom line."
    


    
      "The bottom line?" San asked. He'd heard the term before but never understood it.
    


    
      "Yeah, the bottom line. The total amount of money the ranch makes after subtracting all the expenses and taxes and such."
    


    
      "Oh," San said, finally understanding.
    


    
      "But you see, San. Unless I'm training then I'm not sure I would even want to be in the business. What I would probably do is quit and go to work for one of the lesser ranches. Try to make a difference there. It would mean making less money, but I would still be training horses."
    


    
      San fell silent, thinking about Aron's situation.
    


    
      "What would make Mr. Remrick think you were no good for the job anymore?" San asked.
    


    
      "Well, like I said. If I started taking too long to train the horses, or if I couldn't train 'em properly and none of them could win a race."
    


    
      Aron smiled broadly. He could tell what San was thinking. "No need to worry about me, San," he said and clapped him on the back. "I'm the best in the west! I trained Jesey Tay and Long Cool. I also trained a lot of horses that were constantly able to place and show. Now a lot of people want colts sired by those horses. I don't see my demise as Master Trainer here for a long, long time!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      Eath Wing bobbed his head and moved away from San. Reaching, San calmed the young horse and moved closer. Eath Wing moved closer to his mother and waited. San held his hand out as he approached. Eath Wing's mother turned and looked at San then went back to munching at green grass. "Easy, boy. I'm not going to hurt you."
    


    
      Eath Wing whinnied and stepped toward San. San gently laid one hand on the horse's forehead, the other on his withers and rubbed. He brought an image of Aron into his mind and shared it with Eath Wing. The horse bobbed his head in agitation. San tried again, this time wrapping his own respect and trust of Aron around the image and presented it at the boundary layer between his own consciousness and Eath Wing's. This time the response was more favorable.
    


    
      San projected another image. An image of a race. The horses running full speed down the straightaway. He mingled images of Aron in the bonding pen with Eath Wing and images of the race. He concentrated on Aron's gentleness and the powerful excitement of the race. He imagined Eath Wing moving out through the rank of racing horses, steadily taking the lead position.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      The rhythm of pounding hooves filled the air. They could feel it in breast and ribs. They contributed to it. To left and right the other horses struggled to keep up, to move ahead. They could not. Leaning into the turn they moved ahead of the lead horse. From somewhere off track they could hear Aron shouting—no—screaming encouragement. As they moved out in front the concussion of the other horse's pounding hooves diminished. Silence engulfed them. They crossed the finish line. Sound exploded around them. Whistling. Cheering. Thousands of pairs of hands clapping.
    


    
      Aron appeared—applying comforting touch and calming words.
    


    *     *     *


    
      "Aron, I wish to hell I could understand how you do it. If I did I would bottle it up, sell it, and buy each of us an island in the South Pacific to retire to."
    


    
      Aron laughed. "You'd hate it and so would I. We'll never retire.We're just not the type."
    


    
      Walter laughed and handed the paycheck to his master trainer. "You're right about that! Seriously, though, I don't believe anyone has ever achieved what you have. Eighteen young stallions from pasture to saddle in less than a month. It's unheard of! How are you doing it?"
    


    
      Aron took the check and beamed. It had been a productive month. He couldn't explain it himself. "I don't really know, Walt. Luck of the draw I guess."
    


    
      That's all it could be. He hadn't made any significant change in his training method. The only difference was that San had become his unofficial apprentice, helping out so much that Walter had decided to start paying him a wage. The boy was wonderful with the horses—always looking ahead, trying to anticipate the needs of the people and the horses he worked with. Always striving to satisfy those needs. Maybe it was just that he had more time now to concentrate on training, thanks to San. He was going to miss him.
    


    
      "You know, Walter. Summer is almost over. Candy and San are back into school at the end of this month."
    


    
      Walter nodded. "Don't I know it. Those kids have been a joy for me and the Missus. Of course I'll ask them to try to find time to come out and visit after school starts up. I only wish they were old enough to hire for full time work.
    


    
      "Anyway, Aron. Keep up the good work. If any of this month's trainees ever wins a race, we'll be able to afford to buy those islands whether we want them or not."
    


    
      From across the compound Russel Sydon came running and shouting. He was clearly alarmed. "Mr. Remrick!"
    


    
      Walter and Aron ran toward Russel. "What's wrong, Russ?"
    


    
      "It's Paul. He's in the riding pen with Hands Down. He's gettin' trampled!"
    


    
      "Damn!" Walter muttered as he dashed for the pen. "Aron, get Billy and Earl. And bring a gun!"
    


    
      Paul was unconscious, laying face down in the middle of the pen. Russel was already in the pen doing what he could to keep the horse away from the fallen trainer.
    

  


  
    
      Aron burst into the stables. "Hands Down has stomped Paul in the riding pen! Billy! Get a rifle!"
    


    
      San, having been working in the stables with Billy and Earl, hurried ahead, dreading what might be about to happen. As he approached the riding pen he saw Russel back away from Hands Down as the horse shot forward and hammered on Paul with his front hooves. Though San was climbing over the fence as he watched Hands Down dance on Paul, he clearly saw the horse's front hooves connect with Paul's head more than once. A gash behind his left ear was leaking prodigious amounts of blood.
    


    
      San didn't hear the shouts from Aron and Walter as he dropped off the top rail into the pen. He didn't see Walter take the rifle from Billy and level it at Hands Down. He didn't think as he Reached into Hands Down and proceeded to take complete control of the animal. Putting himself between Paul and the horse, he stood with his arms at his sides and concentrated on getting the animal under control. To the amazement of the others, the horse did not attack. In fact it seemed to have been quelled by San's presence. It didn't prance or rear and it made no sound. Boy and horse simply stood looking at one another.
    


    
      Walter kept the rifle trained on the horse in case it tried to attack. Aron and Billy rushed into the pen and helped Russel carry Paul out. As soon as they had him through the gate, Walter moved closer and spoke in a quiet voice to San.
    


    
      "Okay, son. You can get out now."
    


    
      "San looked at Walter and saw the gun. "Don't shoot him, Mr. Remrick. It's not his fault."
    


    
      Walter did not lower the gun. "I'm not going to shoot the horse. I just need you to get out of the pen."
    


    
      Without hesitating, San walked right up to Hands Down and started petting him. Walter shuffled to maintain a position that would allow him to shoot the horse if necessary. "Damn, boy! Get your butt out of there now!"
    


    
      San didn't move away. "I will when you promise me you won't shoot him. It wasn't his fault. Paul was beating him," he said and stooped to pick up the weapon Paul had been using. It was a short piece of two-inch diameter steel pipe. San tossed the pipe out of the pen and turned back to comfort Hands Down. "He was defending himself, Mr. Remrick . . . he won't hurt me."
    


    
      Aron had come back after getting Paul into the stable office. "The ambulance is on the way."
    


    
      He picked up the piece of steel pipe San had thrown out of the bonding pen. "What's this?"
    


    
      Walter held the rifle rock steady, still pointed at Hands Down, "San says Paul was using it on Hands Down. How is Paul?"
    


    
      "He's hurt, but not too bad I guess."
    


    
      Aron looked at the pipe in his hand. It had blood on one end. He looked more closely at the end of the pipe. It was threaded and in addition to blood, there were several long, course hairs stuck in the bloodied threads.
    


    
      "Looks like San is right," he said and held the pipe so Walter could see the bloodied end. Walter finally lowered the rifle, took the pipe, and examined it. Aron climbed over the rail into the pen to examine the horse's injuries.
    


    
      "God damn it, Aron. Why would Paul do something like this?"
    


    
      Aron didn't know. He knew Paul was a bit short tempered but he hadn't thought he would pull something like this. Least of all with Remrick Ranch stock.
    


    
      "Mr. Remrick I don't know what to say. If I had known, Paul would have never been allowed near any of your horses."
    


    
      Walter looked at San, wondering how the hell he had known . . . knowing he needed to do something for the boy. Something significant. He had just saved a man's life, sorry life though it was, and one of his own prize stalions, a horse potentially worth hundreds of thousands of dollars.
    


    
      "Shit!" he said and strode off toward the stables.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XIII


  Murder One


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Sitting cross-legged on the ground, Barney Marshall rocked forward and backward—grunting rhythmically—as sensations of orgasm exploded in his groin and raced outward to the extremities of his body. His toes and the tips of his fingers tingled acutely. His ears grew warm and blushed a fierce, hot, red. Beneath a fine sheen of fresh perspiration, his befreckeled face followed suit, turning an even brighter shade of its normal, hot-pink tone.
    


    
      Then came The Sound. An enormous, frightening sound that only Barney could hear. A baleful roar borne out of lust and hatred, The Sound lanced through his mind, severing every other thread of thought. The Sound almost overpowered the screams of the rabbit. Almost . . . but not quite.
    

  


  
    
      The rabbit kicked its powerful hind legs and successfully laid open a long, deep gash along the inside of Barney's left wrist—the claws of its right hind-foot making purchase there. To no avail, though. In fact, the pain from the wound and the rabbit's struggling only stoked the abominable, raging fire inside Barney. This wasn't the first wound the rabbit had managed to inflict upon its attacker. As yet, all of the blood on Barney's hands was his own. Some of it freshly drawn as a result of being bitten and scratched by the rabbit when he cornered it and had first put his hands on it. More blood seeped from old wounds whose scabs had cracked and started to leak again—wounds of separate but similar episodes.
    


    
      But the rabbit would bleed soon. Oh yes. Very soon. It would bleed and scream and bleed and scream louder and shit its guts out onto the ground and scream! But as the surges of Barney's orgasm ebbed, the rabbit suddenly stopped struggling and screaming. Barney whimpered and administered another sharp squeeze—hopeful that it would elicit a final wail of agony. But the rabbit was still. Silent. Dead.
    


    
      A dark cloud passed over Barney's face.
    


    
      

    


    
      It never lasts.
    


    
      

    


    
      Squeezing once more—mightily—brought the blood. It gushed from the rabbit's nose and mouth and cascaded over Barney's hands and forearms, warm and sticky. An eyeball popped out of socket and dangled repulsively by muscle and optic nerve. A dozen turds dropped out onto the ground between Barney's legs looking so much like a generous helping of Sugarbabies someone had spilled in the grass. The only sound from the rabbit was a muffled, wooden pop from its spine as it snapped under the sudden load.
    


    
      Barney eased off—slowly, tenderly. Then he cradled the dead rabbit. He didn't put it down. For a long time he stared at it blankly as though he could not fully comprehend or remember what had just happened. He cried and laughed and shivered. Exhausted, he still felt empty and hungry for more.
    


    
      

    


    
      It's never enough.
    


    
      

    


    
      Late afternoon shadows sprawled out across the ground and eventually Barney slumped over the limp carcass in his lap and the turds in the grass and slept.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Tramp lunged at Prathor, snarling and barking. "Hey, San! Tell your dog this is a game, man. He's gettin' carried away!"
    


    
      San laughed and readied himself to move into the position Tramp was preparing for him. "He's not my dog."
    

  


  
    
      Tramp lunged again, snapping viciously at Prathor's crotch. Prathor gasped and covered himself, stumbling backward several steps before he tripped and fell on his butt. Tramp sat down and panted happily, his long tongue hanging and dripping—an inverted, slippery-pink question mark.
    


    
      "Did ya see that? Did ya see him? He doesn't want me to procreate!"
    


    
      From the back porch of the Shelby home, Linda and Candy giggled at Prathor's indignant accusation. Laughing hysterically, San sprinted up onto the mound of the storm cellar.
    


    
      "Smart dog!" he replied, taking his position as King of the Hill.
    


    
      Candy and Linda applauded. "Bravo! Bravo!"
    


    
      Prathor stood and dramatically dusted off the seat of his pants. "Yeah, well I declare a mismatch. I didn't know you'd been coaching Tramp in the fine art of castration. Let's try it again. This time me and Linda against you and Candy. No biting allowed."
    


    
      San shrugged and looked at Candy. She nodded and winked. Linda was already up, walking toward Prathor to help him take the hill from the opposition.
    


    
      I don't know when I've been so happy, San thought. His job at the Remrick ranch was going well. No, not well. Perfect. After successfully saving Paul from being trampled by Hands Down, and saving Hands Down from being shot by Mr. Remrick, Aron had given him more responsibility as his assistant. Mr. Remrick had not interfered. With San's secret help, Aron's success as Master Trainer of the Remrick Ranch stock had skyrocketed. As the end of summer approached, Mr. Remrick had summoned Aron and San into his office.
    


    
      "Men," he had said. "I am thoroughly impressed with the work you've done for me this summer. It's nothing short of miraculous." He had turned to San and placed his hands on his youngest employee's shoulders. "It's a shame you're not older, San. I would pay twice the amount on that check if you could continue working fulltime with Aron. I don't think he could have done so well this summer without the help you've given him.
    


    
      "You have a way with the horses that looks to me to be a natural ability. Aron has said as much himself. After you saved that scoundrel Paul and Hands Down, Aron started badgering me to pay you a full trainer's wage. I didn't want to . . . you being so young. But then I started thinking about Candy and the money she's made because of her talent.
    


    
      "That's why," he had said, releasing San and going to his big desk to fetch a small piece of paper, "I have decided that you deserve a bonus for the fine work you have done for us."
    


    
      San had taken the check but hadn't looked at it. He had shaken hands with Mr. Remrick and Aron as firmly as he could, thanking Mr. Remrick for the chance to work for him and thanking him for the bonus.
    


    
      "And I want you to know, San, that if you decide to work next summer, I want you to give me first shot at hiring you here. I truly believe you were meant to work with horses, and it would honor me to have you be part of our crew again. And maybe someday, down the road, we can make it fulltime, year round."
    

  


  
    
      The bonus had been for one thousand dollars. Prathor had been the first to see the check and had started hounding San to help him get a job at the ranch. So not long after, Prathor and Linda had gone to the ranch with San and Candy to interview for jobs as well. Mr. Remrick had been surprised by the request to consider hiring them for the last few weeks of summer vacation but had interviewed them nonetheless.
    


    
      Learning that Linda had a knack with tools and building things, he had agreed to let her work with Clyde, the ranch carpenter. It wasn't long before Clyde had Linda building the frames for the paintings her sister was churning out. Prathor however had been a bit more difficult to place. Walter thought he was a bit strange with his dark glasses. Something of a smart aleck. He had decided to try to discourage the boy and had taken him out to the stables to show him what his first job on the ranch would be.
    


    
      "Alright!" Prathor had exclaimed. "Nothin' I like better than a good pile of manure to shovel up before lunch!" And with that, Walter hired the wise cracker while the wranglers in the stables at the time had laughed and nodded their approval.
    


    
      Only Prathor knew the truth about San's ability to handle the horses. San soon taught him how to stay awake while on Reach. Learning to stay conscious while on Reach had proved not only to be a lot of fun, but a gold mine as well. After teaching Prathor how to do it and what he had learned about horses, he had convinced Mr. Remrick to let Prathor work as a wrangler. Walter Remrick, feeling extremely lucky to have San working for him, had readily agreed to promote Prathor and give him a raise.
    


    
      The money was unimportant to San. He had more money than he had ever expected to have at the age of ten. He was near his friends all day long, and he loved the horses. Billy Kasonder now left Prathor alone to do his work more often than not, completely confident in his ability to do the job right. Aron kept San with him all of the time, knowing that he would be lucky to ever find an assistant as good again. This trust alone was worth more than all the money he, Candy, Prathor, and Linda had earned together working for Mr. Remrick.
    


    
      Candy was by far earning the most. Mr. Remrick had paid her more than a fair price for each of the paintings.
    


    
      "Well come on, San. Are you going to help me hold this hill or do I have to do it all myself?" Candy asked, nudging him in the ribs.
    


    
      "Oh, sorry. I was just thinking about how lucky we've all been this summer. It's pretty good isn't it?"
    


    
      A silence fell over the group for a moment while they all considered this unexpected statement. Prathor nodded, and took off his Redouts.
    


    
      Candy kissed San on the cheek. "It is good. I wouldn't want to be anywhere else or with anyone else in the world."
    


    
      San blushed and looked away. "Where's Tramp?"
    

  


  
    
      "What?"
    


    
      "Where did Tramp go?"
    


    
      Candy frowned. "Tramp? I kiss you and you ask where Tramp is? San, some times you utterly disappoint me."
    


    
      "There he goes. Hey, Tramp. Where you going, boy?" San called and Reached at the same time.
    


    
      

    


    
      Mind if I tag along?
    


    
      

    


    
      In reply Tramp paused and looked back at San. A feeling of total love and acceptance washed over both of them.
    


    
      "Woof!"
    


    
      Again Candy frowned. "How did he . . .? I thought that dog was deaf."
    


    
      San smiled as Tramp turned and trotted off down the alley. "He is," he said, clapping his hands and rubbing them together. "Now, let's get on with keeping these two amateurs off of our hill."
    


    
      Sunset deepened far beyond the end of west Maple—bordered by silhouetted rows of beetle-infested elm. Candy's frown deepened likewise.
    


    
      Tramp paused briefly to sniff at the pair of rusty garbage barrels standing at the far corner of the back yard before continuing on down the alley. On Reach, San didn't attempt to guide his friend—satisfied to simply observe the world from the old border collie's point of view.
    


    
      In the fading daylight, Tramp depended more and more on his sense of smell to analyze his environment. His eyesight wasn't as sharp as it had been when he was younger—especially at night. As he grew older he adjusted his behavior to accommodate first his loss of hearing, then his gradual loss of sight.
    


    
      Eventually, he would have to stop his night-time wandering. It was getting harder and harder to stay out of danger's way with so little sensory input. But that time had not yet come; and if he was lucky, he would be dead before he went completely blind. The prospect of living his final days confined to his master's yard wasn't appealing at all.
    


    
      So, in spite of his disabilities, Tramp trotted out every night to explore and hunt. And it was good. His adjustments to sensing what was going on about him allowed information to be processed adequately enough that the nightly wanderings were entirely enjoyable. All it required was a little more work.
    


    
      If he smelled something of interest on the air, he would locate it solely by smell but would not approach it immediately. Instead, he would very cautiously move toward the smell until he could see its source from as great a distance as his eyes could accommodate. Then he would watch, briefly or for a long time, depending upon what he could see. Finally, if all seemed safe, he would investigate.
    


    
      Near the end of the alley, drifting on a soft evening breeze from the west, came the scent of rabbit, the smell of blood, rabbit droppings, and other smells he didn't understand.
    

  


  
    
      Excited by the scent of the rabbit, he nosed through the thick line of cedars separating the alley from the vacant lot, ­the same lot where Candy and San had once cooked grasshoppers but had not eaten them. As he came through into the lot, the other scents became stronger. It didn't take very long for Tramp to decide that they were smells of something bad. Smells of needless death and of horrible ecstasy–­a strange mix that wasn't in the least bit intriguing.
    


    
      Just as Tramp realized the smells were the aftermath of some recent, deadly event and that he no longer wanted to investigate the source of the smells, something heavy and fast hit him hard before he could see it coming. The force of the collision laid him out flat on his stomach.
    


    
      

    


    
      Tramp!
    


    
      

    


    
      Candy saw San stiffen. "San, what's the matter?"
    


    
      San held his midsection and moaned from the pain.
    


    
      "It's Tramp! Somebody's hurting him!" he tried to scream, but no sound came from his throat.
    


    
      

    


    
      Barney rammed his knee into Tramp's midsection again. Tramp howled and snapped at his attacker. Barney held him by the neck with strength only the insane and obsessed are able to muster. He squeezed harder and harder until he finally managed to choke off Tramp's howling. Barney brought his face in close to Tramp's. He wanted to watch the life fade out of it's eyes.
    


    
      

    


    
      Barney! It's Barney Marshall!
    


    
      

    


    
      San collapsed to his knees and scratched at his throat. Prathor ran up and knelt beside him. "What is it? San! Talk to me! What's happening?"
    


    
      San drew in a long, ragged breath and croaked weakly: "It's Tramp. Barney Marshal is killing Tramp!"
    


    
      "Barney and Tramp? That Fucker!" Prathor gasped, understanding instantly. "Where? Where are they, San? Break off San and tell me! Where are they?"
    


    
      "The vacant lot!" San screamed, finally and started to try to get to his feet. "We have to save him! He's killing him!"
    


    
      Candy wasn't amused. In fact, she was getting damned scared. "What's he mean? What are you two pulling here?"
    


    
      "It's no joke, Candy," Prathor stated flatly. "He knows what he's talking about. Come on San, let's go!"
    


    
      San lurched up and staggered away toward the alley. Prathor followed and caught up to help him down the alley. "He's choking Tramp," San told him. "He's busted ribs too. I can feel them sticking into my organs!"
    

  


  
    
      Prathor said nothing, not knowing what to say. All he could think about was getting them to the lot at the end of the block.
    


    
      "He's biting and scratching me! Somebody kick him off! Kick him off!"
    


    
      They burst through the cedars into the lot and both leaped upon Barney and Tramp. San was sickened by the sight of all the blood. He couldn't tell whose it was but he did know that Tramp was bleeding from a wound in his neck. A wound that didn't hurt much but was scary none the less.
    


    
      Barney paid no attention to the attack. Compelled by nothing but the desire to deal death to the dog, he lunged with deadly, almost instinctual, precision and bit the large vein in Tramp's neck again. The vein parted and a red fountain spurted Tramp's life fluid into the air onto all of the people around him. He didn't know it yet, but he was definitely going to die. Barney struggled to stay close. He just needed to stay close to it's face so he could watch the eyes as death settled in and life slipped away. And he saw it. Barney watched the light leave Tramp's eyes. He felt the tension drain from the dog's muscular body. And he came several times in a series of quick, flashing orgasms.
    


    
      "Get the fuck off him! Get off you scum!" San screamed, pounding Barney with all his might. Barney felt as hard as rock to San and seemed to notice his punches about as much as a rock would. He also knew that Tramp was dying and that nothing he could do now would change that sad fact.
    


    
      He felt Barney shaking Tramp and Barney's strange jerky spasms. Then he felt Barney's body go absolutely rigid—he felt Tramp's go limp; he tried to catch up with Tramp as he soared away but could not. Tramp couldn't have waited anyway. The best San could do was cast his love after Tramp's vanishing awareness.
    


    
      Then Barney spun and faced them. He moved—wild-animal swift—leaving no room for doubt about his intentions. San, dazed by the death of Tramp, couldn't fight back. Prathor did his best to get a grip on Barney but failed. Barney yanked himself free and ran away. San and Prathor collapsed, gasping for air and sobbing.
    


    
      After only a short while, San jumped to his feet and started off in the direction Barney had gone.
    


    
      "I'll kill him," he screamed. Behind him he heard, first Linda, and then Candy scream when they found Tramp. Ahead of him he heard Barney's footsteps and stumblings in the dark.
    


    
      "Come on! I'm going after him," San shouted back. He turned to look at each of his friends, his gaze resting the longest on Tramp's empty corpse before he started off into the night after the murderer.
    

  


  
    
      Candy didn't know what to do. She understood that Tramp was dead and that she wanted to just cry over that alone. She understood little else. Little else because she was thinking of events prior to finding Tramp here dead. Events that weren't very clear to her. She didn't notice Prathor getting up and running after San. She didn't notice the small, brown mound of fur not far away. And when she and Linda did look up, they saw that San and Prathor were gone. She cried, then, feeling like the most perfect summer of her life had just shattered and had come to an abrupt, deadly, conclusion.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Saaaaaan! Don't leave me, San! Come baaaaaack!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      They stayed on Barney to the edge of town, across the river bridge, into City Park, and south beyond that. Barney ran on, never tiring. He led the way down to Hidel and then along the western rim of the escarpment called the Breaks. He did not stop to rest or to drink gypie water from the stock tanks he skirted along the way. He knew he was being pursued. He could feel them getting closer. He could taste death and it was his death. "Goody-good muther fuckers," he muttered as he ran. "Come on you God damned goody-goods. I'll kill you!"
    


    
      Beyond the Breaks. Beyond the Hidel water pump station. South they ran into the black soup of the night until they came to the southern rim of the escarpment. Barney scrambled down the steep slope, somehow surviving the sharp gypsum outcrops and crumbly ground. San and Prathor followed, oblivious to the danger as well.
    


    
      "What's that?" Prathor asked, pointing to a ghostly white apparition moving away from them.
    


    
      San didn't answer. He didn't hear the question. He was Reaching. Reaching hard. Trying to find Barney and get into him.
    


    
      Prathor grabbed San by the arm and pulled him to a stop. "Wait, San! Something's out there!" he whispered harshly.
    


    
      San stopped and stood like a mannequin, feeling nothing but the deep hatred and burning desire to kill Barney.
    


    
      Prathor risked letting go of San and cupped his hands behind his ears.
    


    
      "It's cows, San! It's a herd of cattle!"
    


    
      San still did not hear him. He continued casting out, trying to find Barney's mind and seize control of it.
    


    
      "San! Can you hear me?"
    


    
      Still no response. Prathor couldn't take it. He slapped San as hard as he could and San fell back on his butt just as Prathor had when Tramp had snapped at his balls. Prathor knelt beside San and put his face close to his friend's.
    

  


  
    
      "Cattle, San. There's a whole herd of herefords out here. We can Reach into them and get them to chase down Barney!"
    


    
      San stared at Prathor without seeing him. Prathor slapped him again. And again. Then San slapped him back and Prathor knew he had reached him. "The cattle!"
    


    
      San did not hesitate. He redirected his energy toward the sounds of the milling cattle and quickly Reached into a large, lank steer. He didn't wait for Prathor, he didn't have to. Prathor, on Reach in the herd bull was already trotting off in the direction he knew Barney had gone, able to smell the stench of him on the air.
    


    
      The steer and bull converged onto the same trail and could soon hear Barney's panting and thrashing a short distance ahead as he ran head long into the darkness.
    


    
      San broke Reach with the steer as soon as he could see Barney and clamored into Barney's mind with the fierce will of a samurai. Barney screeched like a small child being chased by a large dog. He clawed at his head and shook it, trying to get San out.
    


    
      Then they were falling. The hard earth stopped them finally and Barney Marshall lay in a broken heap at the bottom of a sinkhole. San stayed on Reach for a while before breaking off and leaving Barney alone in the deep, inky-black hole.
    


    
      

    


    
      He waited for Prathor to come back. Dawn was near and Prathor knew before San said a word that he had killed Barney. San nodded.
    


    
      Prathor blanched. "Where?"
    


    
      "Fell in a sinkhole about a mile from here. Broke his back, I think."
    


    
      "Oh Jesus," was all Prathor could think to say.
    


    
      They found the sinkhole just as Betty Shelby, Mr. Jackson, and Sheriff Wesley started out to search for the boys. They couldn't see the bottom of the hole. They listened but no sound came up out of the hole.
    


    
      "He's dead." San said.
    


    
      Prathor sat heavily and held his head in his hands. "What are we gonna do?"
    


    
      San didn't answer. He didn't care. He felt numb all over.
    


    
      Prathor cried then, his tears dropping out of his eyes straight to the red earth. Finally, San got up and started walking back towards Ayres.
    


    
      Prathor raised his head up and watched his friend walk away.
    


    
      "Where are you going?"
    


    
      No answer.
    


    
      "San! Where are you going? We can't go back!"
    

  


  
    
      No reply.
    


    
      "It's murder, San! Murder One! We killed him! We'll go to jail! They'll convict us and strap us into the electric chair and pump the juice into us until we sizzle like wieners on a spit!"
    


    
      San did not stop or turn around to answer. He kept walking back home.
    


    
      Prathor looked around until he found what he needed, grabbed the thick length of mesquite limb and jumped to his feet. With tears in his eyes, he ran to catch up to his friend and when he finally did he raised the heavy stick of wood high and swung it hard at the base of San's skull.
    


    
      Prathor wailed in agony as he watched San's knees buckle. He barely managed to catch his friend as he was falling. Easing him to the ground, Prathor tried to see through his tears to see if he had killed him.
    


    
      "I'm sorry, San. I had to. I had to do it!"
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XIV


  Brazos


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    Deep, sonorous—transmarine—harmonies filled San's mind. Water surged at every point of the compass. Ancient water, literally, from far points of space. Four billion years of water, accumulated from a steady cosmic assault.

  


  
    
      Water from swarm after swarm of cometary matter—deflected toward Earth as the eccentric orbit of a dark, unknown planet perturbed the orbits of first the larger comets in the inner belt of comets surrounding the solar system, and later the smaller comets of the outer belt. The dark planet still orbiting—still sending gargantuan snowballs hurtling into Earth's atmosphere—now replenished the moisture that slowly bled back out into space; and once in a long, long while, provided a small amount of something new to give life on Earth a gentle, genetic push.
    


    
      San could taste the far reaches of the solar system in the water. He could sense the distance and time the water had traveled before crashing into the atmosphere and settling into ocean and land. He could hear and feel the life in the water.
    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      So much precious life!
    


    
      

    


    
      He was underwater again. Dreaming. Realizing this, he seized control of the dream and let himself flow with it. Sinking deeper and deeper. Superabundant life drifted by in waves of energy and random, chaotic motion.
    


    
      It was cold—so cold. But he didn't mind. It felt good. The harmonies embraced his body as well as his mind. And he knew the singers of the resonant harmonies were Reaching into him.
    


    
      As soon as he understood this, the Reachers' song started to change, gradually. And gradually, San was able to understand what the song was about. It had meaning and intent. His name—not San, but another—was in the song. Millions knew of him and sang of him by that name but he hadn't known of it until now.
    


    
      

    


    
      "How do you know me?"
    


    
      

    


    
      "The small precentor—escaped—fled."
    


    
      

    


    
      Who?
    


    
      

    


    
      The frequencies of tones shifted. Images cast in the harmonies sharpened and then he knew who they were talking about.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Pearl! Pearl escaped!"
    


    
      

    


    
      "Yes—Pearl—free!"
    


    
      

    


    
      Again, frequencies shifted and San was looking at himself, just as he had seen himself the day he had unwittingly Reached into Pearl at Oceanarium Park—his face as smooth and white as fine, fluid porcelain. Bubbles swirled all around.
    


    
      This time though, the vision wasn't fleeting. He watched himself in the reflection of the tank glass. He watched himself outside the glass as well. Pearl had been Reaching into him too, though he hadn't known it then. He hadn't even known he had been Reaching.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Always Reaching," the singers chorused.
    


    
      

    


    
      He felt himself distend his melon in preparation and then the intense vibration there when he . . . Pearl . . . had squeaked so loudly that the sound had penetrated the tank glass and echoed around and around the circular walkway surrounding the tank. He felt himself turn to look at the startled park guide.
    


    
      He heard the guide again, as clear as if he were standing there beside him now . . . "She's never done that before!"
    

  


  
    
      

    


    
      "Always Reaching!"
    


    
      

    


    
      "Always? How?"
    


    
      

    


    
      They showed him—singing open the way. Revealing pathways in his mind he didn't know existed and leading him through them. Wonderful pathways that lead to hard, atavistic memories.
    


    
      

    


    
      "It's wonderful!"
    


    
      

    


    
      "Yes—always."
    


    
      

    


    
      Then they led him into the majestic, ancient pathways of their own collective mind and he saw more of the story of Pearl. He was with her when she escaped from the holding pen near the mouth of the ancient river called the St. Lawrence. He experienced her long hard swim through the polluted waters to open ocean . . . her elation at hearing the first traces of song from the minke pod who had been the first to intercept her own melodic augur.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Who are you? Why are you so interested in me? What am I? Who am I?"
    


    
      

    


    
      "First—from land—Reach us. Must Reach—again! Must Reach us—always!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      Prathor sat with San's head cradled in his lap through the remainder of the cool prairie night, until his friend finally stirred and opened his eyes. The sun had not yet appeared above the edge of the world, but its light was visible at last. With signs of his friend regaining consciousness and the arrival of first light, Prathor's spirits lifted considerably.
    


    
      "My head hurts."
    


    
      All around them, herefords snuffed and grazed on the sparse, dew-sparkled patches of prairie grass. The herefords paid no attention to the two boys.
    


    
      Prathor sighed with relief and nodded. "I know. It hurts because I hit you with this," he said, hefting the mesquite limb.
    


    
      San sat up, gingerly pressing at the large bump at the base of his skull. "Why'd you do that?"
    


    
      "It was the only way I could think of to keep you from walking straight into prison . . . and the electric chair."
    


    
      "What? What are you talking about?" But before Prathor could answer, San remembered. He had killed Barney.
    


    
      Prathor saw that San had remembered and exhaled another sigh of relief. At least he hadn't whacked him so hard as to give him amnesia.
    


    
      "We can't go back, San. They'll put us in jail for killing Barney. There'll be a trial and then we'll go to jail for life . . . or we'll be executed."
    

  


  
    
      Suddenly, San remembered the grief he felt for Tramp. He wished Prathor had just killed him.
    


    
      "But he killed Tramp! He's the murderer!"
    


    
      Prathor nodded gravely. "He was the murderer, San. You know I agree with you on that one. But Tramp was a dog. Last time I heard, killing a dog isn't a crime punishable as a capital offense. The SPCA might climb up your ass for it, but that's about it. Killing people, though, is a capital crime and in this state you can get the death penalty for it. Barney is—was—a person . . . and we killed him."
    


    
      San bent his head and rubbed at the grittiness of sleep still in his eyes. "He only looked like a person."
    


    
      "I'm with you on that one too. But how do we defend ourselves? Do we tell the court all about what we can do? That we go around Reaching into animals, and as a result that we found animals to be more humane than most people? Do we say, 'Your honor. We didn't actually kill Barney Marshall. We just got into his mind and drove him bonkers so he would fall into the hole and break his neck!'"
    


    
      Prathor watched San, patiently waiting for his reply. Finally San stopped rubbing at his eyes and lay back on the grass.
    


    
      "We didn't touch him. He did fall in all by himself, physically speaking."
    


    
      "Prathor nodded. Ok, I'll accept that. But now we've walked all around the rim of that sinkhole. Our tracks are everywhere. Candy and Linda saw us go after him. They heard us say we were gonna kill him. That constitutes premeditation."
    


    
      "They wouldn't tell anyone that!"
    


    
      "They might not and they might . . . not because they want to but because it's the truth and when you're in a court of law you're supposed to tell the truth.
    


    
      "We can't go home. In fact, we need to leave here as soon as possible. You know our parents, and probably the sheriff, are already out looking for us. If anyone sees us, they'll either grab us and haul us in or report it to the cops and tell them where we are."
    


    
      San didn't try to stop the tears from flowing as he thought of his mother and grandfather searching for him, not knowing if he was alright.
    


    
      "I can't, Prathor. I can't leave my mom. I need her. I need my grandfather, and I even need the twins! I don't think I'll go to jail or be executed. I'm just ten years old!"
    


    
      Prathor said nothing for a moment. "Okay, then. Maybe they won't put us in the chair. But just 'cause we're only ten years old doesn't mean they won't throw us into the state reformatory at Granite. My dad has a friend who works as a guard there. He calls it The Joint and he's told us about how the criminals in that place get so crazy for sex that they take the new arrivals and corn hole them."
    


    
      San frowned. "What's that?"
    


    
      "It means they get you down and hold you still while one of 'em climbs on and fucks you in the ass hole!"
    

  


  
    
      San blanched. The thought of being corn holed was bad, and so was the thought of how badly his mother would take it if he was put into the reformatory and had to worry that he might get corn holed.
    


    
      Running was sounding more and more like his only option. But there was no reason for Prathor to run too. He wasn't guilty of murder.
    


    
      "Maybe you're right. But you didn't Reach into Barney . . . you didn't kill him. I did. You can go home."
    


    
      Prathor shook his head. "Yeah, I can go home and maybe I'll just get my butt chewed out. But maybe I'll be tried as an accomplice and that's some pretty serious shit to overcome. But that's not the point. And Barney's death is not even the real point here.
    


    
      "Even if I knew nothing bad would happen to me, I still can't leave you. Think about it for a minute. Think about it!"
    


    
      San stared at Prathor, drawing a blank. "Think about what?"
    


    
      "Think about what we can do!"
    


    
      "You mean about Reaching?"Prathor rolled his eyes. "No . . ." he started, intending to make a wisecrack, then decided it would be entirely inappropriate.
    


    
      "Yes I mean Reaching! As far as I know, nobody else can do it. Not for real. It's telepathy, San! Telepathy!"
    


    
      I chill ran up San's spine. For a long time they were both silent, both understanding where the conversation was going. Understanding that they were at a major crossroad in their lives and the natural reaction to seeing the crossroad was fear and indecision.
    


    
      Finally, Prathor broke the silence. "It took me a while to adjust to all of this . . . to stop being so afraid of it that I nearly wet my pants every time I went on Reach. But the last few weeks at the ranch and the way we just keep getting better and better at it—like when you saved that mean trainer . . ."
    


    
      "Paul," San interjected.
    


    
      "Yeah, Paul. That one helped you get a nice bonus and you saved two lives. And then the time I was Reaching into that really wild stallion that Mr. Remrick was going to lease out with the rodeo stock. Mrs. Remrick nearly had a stroke when she saw me on him bareback, without a halter, and him walking along as docile as an old dog. Remember how everyone freaked out at that and how I had to pull that act to convince them that I was just too stupid to know any better and lucky to have lived through it?
    


    
      "Think about the attention we drew. I'm not sure you or I need that kind of attention. If anyone ever finds out, they'll scoop us up and haul us off to some secret government shop and start testing and poking at us. That might be just as bad as getting corn holed by some big horny criminal in the reformatory.
    


    
      "We need to start being really careful, San. And we need to be doing more than just playing around. This ability we have . . . we could really do some good for the world. Something big."
    


    
      "Yeah, " San said. "Like driving people mad and killing them.
    

  


  
    
      "Like I did Barney."
    


    
      Prathor lunged at San and grabbed him by his shirt front. San braced himself to hit back if Prathor decided to hit him again.
    


    
      "Yes! Like Barney! He's dead and that's what he deserved! He won't be killing anymore animals. And who knows? Maybe we saved more than animals. Maybe that freak has already killed a person somewhere and nobody knows it was him. Remember Mrs. Goosetree's niece disappearing and no one has seen her since? Maybe that fucker killed her! If he hasn't killed any people yet, then I would bet my own ass that he would have someday.
    


    
      "Yeah! That's sort of what I'm talking about . . . to help the world. We can, I bet. And I bet we can do it in a much bigger way without killing anyone.
    


    
      "It's time to stop playing and time to figure out what we really should do. We need to figure out where we need to go to do it.
    


    
      "I've been meaning to talk to you about this now for a long time but I was having too much fun just doing it all the time to even think much about exercising any kind of responsibility with it."
    


    
      San knew what Prathor was saying. He had been thinking about the risks they had been taking lately—Reaching into almost every one of the horses at the ranch. Reaching and bonding. Amazing the crew, themselves—and the horses—beyond belief. The fact of it being that they had come to know the horses of Remrick Ranch better than any of the people they worked with.
    


    
      Everyone was amazed at how well they could handle the horses and how much the horses liked them. He had started to worry about what would happen if someone did figure it out. Someone like Aron. He was one of the most intelligent people San had ever known and had no doubt that with enough time he could figure it out. Some of it, anyway.
    


    
      And then there was Candy. He knew for sure that she had noticed things. As close as they were now, she might piece it all together someday.
    


    
      And then there were the dreams and as a result of the dreams, that nagging feeling that he was supposed to do something important with his ability to Reach. Something more than helping Walter Remrick make big money in the horse business. Something more than he may want to face.
    


    
      "I have these dreams . . ." he started and looked at Prathor.
    


    
      This time his friend didn't go ballistic. He looked right back at him and waited.
    


    
      "Dreams about . . . other Reachers."
    


    
      This made Prathor's eyebrows scale up an inch. "Others?"
    


    
      San nodded. "A lot of others. Thousands and thousands. Maybe millions."
    


    
      "Who are they?"
    


    
      "I don't know . . . except for maybe one. It's gonna sound really weird. I just dreamed about her while I was knocked out."
    


    
      Prathor scowled. "Is it gonna sound weirder than two kids being able to Reach into minds?"
    

  


  
    
      San smiled, finally, through his tears and Prathor smiled back. "No. Not any weirder than that . . . maybe."
    


    
      "So, tell me then."
    


    
      "Remember me telling you about going to Oceanarium Park after leaving Camp Inwood and seeing all the whales and dolphins?"
    


    
      Prathor nodded. "Are you telling me that the other Reachers are whales?"
    


    
      This time San nodded and braced himself for the laughter and ridicule he knew Prathor was going to rain upon him. But it didn't come. Instead, Prathor was stunned. If whales really were Reachers, then he and San's lives were about to change in ways he wasn't sure he could even imagine. When he could no longer stand the silence, he poked San with the mesquite branch he had laid him out with only a few, long hours ago.
    


    
      "So . . . are you going to tell me or not?"
    


    
      San snatched the branch away from Prathor and shook it at him. "Don't you ever hit me again, Prathor."
    


    
      Prathor bowed his head shamefully. "I'm sorry, San. I guess I panicked."
    


    
      "It's Okay this time. Maybe you're right about this. Maybe we can't go back. I want to so much that it makes me want to cry, but I think you're probably right.
    


    
      "I've been having these dreams about whales for years and years and after I learned how to Reach, the dreams came more often. I think the second time I really was successful at Reaching I Reached into a whale at Oceanarium Park, only I didn't know it. It happened so fast and felt so strange."
    


    
      Prathor nodded, chills starting to race up and down his spine just as they were San's. San took a deep breath to try to calm himself.
    


    
      "There was a beluga whale all alone in a tank that had windows looking into it from an underground hall . . ."
    


    
      He told Prathor what had happened at Oceanarium Park and then he told him about his recurring whale dreams. Finally he told him about being Reached into by someone when they were being sucked through the innards of the mesa in the Breaks—the day he had Reached into him and stopped the deadly seizure. He told him that he now believed that Reacher had been a whale.
    


    
      When he was finished, Prathor asked only one question: "Where should we go to get to the whales . . . to that park you went to?"
    


    
      San shook his head. "No. I think we need to get to free whales or dolphins someplace. I don't think it would do any good to Reach the whales or dolphins caged in the park, unless we could help them escape afterward."
    

  


  
    
      "Where then? We'll go there and maybe they can help us!"
    


    
      "I don't know if we can get there . . . it's . . . a long ways from here."
    


    
      "Where?Where?"
    


    
      San turned and faced the rising sun and pointed to his right. "To Texas. To the ocean . . . the Gulf of Mexico."
    


    *     *     *


    
      They struck out to the south almost immediately, waiting only long enough for San to Reach into a passing red-tailed hawk to soar high and scan for any people moving nearby. Detecting no activity around them or to the south, San broke Reach and let the hawk go on about its daily hunting and gliding.
    


    
      They traveled in the lowest ground they could find, trying to stay out of sight. They Reached into any bird they came across and quickly checked for signs of parties in pursuit. As the sun was setting, they found a creek that still had water in it and spent the last two hours of daylight walking downstream in the water to cover any scent trail they were leaving before they settled down to rest.
    


    
      The creek led them into the outskirts of the round, hard granite mountains. They found a pleasant grassy area nestled between two great pink granite boulders where they slept until just before dawn. Finding a spring nearby, they drank their fill before moving on. They traveled through fields of grain and cotton and across rolling prairies populated mainly by herds of white-faced cattle. By the end of the day, they were both hungry beyond any hunger either of them had ever experienced in their lives. Finding water had been easy. Finding food hadn't occurred to either of them until now.
    


    
      "We can eat grasshoppers," Prathor suggested. "There's only about twenty two trillion of them in this field."
    


    
      San thought about it for only a second. They were miles from any town and there were no houses to be seen.
    


    
      "Ok," he agreed. As hungry as he was, he felt like he could eat anything . . . and Candy had once told him that for some people, grasshoppers were food. He clapped Prathor on the back and thanked him. "Good idea, " he said, and with that set to catching and munching down on every grasshopper he could find.
    


    
      Prathor watched, amazed and revolted at what he was seeing. He hadn't expected San to take him seriously, and yet he had already eaten four or five very large, very green grasshoppers. The grasshoppers clicked loudly as San chased them down and Prathor could hear the crunch-crunch-crunch noise of their demise when San bit down on them.
    


    
      "Come on, Prathor!" San urged, spitting out the hard parts of the grasshopper. "They're not that bad, kinda bitter, but not too bad. Just bite on them fast or they get to kicking and crawling in your mouth . . . it's almost enough to make a person throw up!"
    


    
      Prathor didn't eat grasshoppers. He didn't eat anything.
    

  


  
    
      In the morning they started south again, pausing only to drink whenever they came across a creek or stock tank or a windmill that was still working. Occasionally, as they walked, San would nab a grasshopper and promptly eat it. This way he kept his hunger under control without having to stop. Prathor's hunger grew more intense and bothersome. Still, he wouldn't eat a grasshopper.
    


    
      At about noon, they came up to the edge of a tiny town called Willow. There was a sign on a road leading in that declared Willow's population to be one hundred and twelve. Looking at the town, San thought that half of that number had to be pets. There were only a few houses and outbuildings and just one big brick building on the main street that looked like a grocery store. Beside that building was a small, white building with a green roof and a sign out front that simply said "Loretta's".
    


    
      Prathor was starving. "Let's go in and get some food."
    


    
      San shook his head. "We can't," he said and pointed. Double parked on the main street, in front of the old grocery store building, were two state trooper patrol cars. The troopers were standing by Loretta's talking with a woman dressed in a white dress, probably Loretta herself. San could hear the woman laughing.
    


    
      "Damn!" Prathor cursed. "What are we gonna do?"
    


    
      San was holding a nice fat grasshopper in his hand. He had learned to pull the big, hard jumping legs off of the grasshoppers before eating them—they went down a lot better that way. He offered it to Prathor.
    


    
      "Here, already plucked and ready to eat . . . betcha can't eat just one."
    


    
      Prathor groaned at the pain in his stomach and eyed the grasshopper without trying to hide his disgust. Then he suddenly snatched the insect from San's hand and ate it. Crunch, crunch. Gulp.
    


    
      "Yeeeuuukkkk!"
    


    
      San laughed. "You'll get used to it. In fact," he said, catching another and preparing it for eating, "I think you'll get to liking them!"
    


    
      "Crunch."
    


    *     *     *


    
      Four days later, they finally reached the state line—the Red River. On the other side was Texas, and though they had traveled a relatively short distance of the journey they knew still lay ahead of them, it already felt as if they had been walking for months. Seeing the river boundary and knowing that they were looking at Texas on the other side raised their spirits considerably. At the other end of Texas lay the Gulf of Mexico.
    

  


  
    
      They had stopped eating grasshoppers on the third day of their journey and had switched to snakes and birds—Reaching to bring them within striking distance, and then eating them raw after carefully skinning and gutting them with their bare hands. When they began crossing the Red River, they discovered large fish stranded in pools that had become isolated from the rest of the river as the main channel had slowly dwindled. They spent the next three days there catching and feasting on the delicious, raw meat of fish—washing it down with the slightly briny water of the Red.
    


    
      On the last night they stayed at the river, San and Prathor had fallen asleep in a cottonwood grove carpeted with cool, green grass. When San woke up, he saw that his traveling companion was already awake. Prathor was looking at him with a funny, crooked grin.
    


    
      "What's got you so happy?"
    


    
      "Oh, I don't know. I guess it's because we're going to get to eat a cooked meal today."
    


    
      "What? Where are we going to get a cooked meal?"
    


    
      "Right here," he said. "Grilled catfish and wild onions, coming up."
    


    
      San laughed at his friend's fantasy.
    


    
      "I can believe the part about the catfish—there's plenty of those around—and the wild onions. But how are we going to grill anything? We can't make a fire. We've tried and tried, but rubbing two sticks together just doesn't work . . . or we just don't know how to do it. I used to have a magnifying glass. Now, if we had that, we might be able to get some dried grass or leaves going."
    


    
      "Don't need to use sticks or a magnifying glass," Prathor replied.
    


    
      "Right," San snorted. And I guess some fire is just going to fall out of the sky for us to use."
    


    
      Prathor nodded. "Uh-huh . . . sort of," he said and then started giggling insanely. San thought that the day Prathor would loose his grip on reality had finally arrived. He had suffered badly on his first meal of grasshopper, vomiting all he had eaten right back out. And though he had been able to finally eat them and hold them down, he hadn't been able to adjust to the fare as readily as San had, gagging on almost every one he ate. Switching to raw bird, snake, and fish had not helped, though San thought it was an enormous improvement over grasshopper.
    


    
      He was about to reach out and give Prathor a good slap to bring him back to his senses when something yellow fell out of the sky and plopped into the grass between them. San looked down and saw a bright yellow Bic cigarette lighter nestled in the dark green grass.
    


    
      "What the . . ." He looked up and spotted a crow banking off to the east. He looked at Prathor for a second then huge grins spread out on both of their faces at the same time.
    


    
      "Prathor! You're a genius!"
    


    
      Prathor stooped and picked up the lighter with his left hand, breathing on the fingernails of his right, and rubbed them on his shirt as he straightened up again. "No question about it," he agreed.
    


    
      "Where'd you find it?" San asked, waving at the departing crow.
    


    
      "There's a farmer over that way plowing under his wheat stubble. When he stopped for a smoke, he set it on the hood of his beat up old tractor. I just swooped down and nabbed it. Boy was he pissed, but I thought I heard him laughing between his cuss words as I flew away with it."
    


    
      They laughed together until tears squirted out their eyes then set about gathering wood to cook their final feast on the Red River.
    


    
      

    


    
      It was easier traveling in Texas. There was much more cover alongside the highways so they were able to stay closer to it as they trudged southward. When they arrived at Vernon, they stepped up their scavenging excursions on Reach in all variety of animals capable of carrying things back to them. San, on Reach in another crow, had snatched a Texas roadmap from a gas station. The attendant on duty had simply sat in his chair by the water cooler, transfixed as he watched the crow fly in and land, purposefully strut across the countertop to cock its head this way and that–uttering strange sounding clicks and clucks–as it perused the maps rack at the end of the counter. Finally making its choice, the bird had neatly plucked a map from the rack and then flew away with it. He reluctantly told his boss about it that afternoon, fearing he might take the cost of the map out of his paycheck but the boss has just laughed, shaking his head "Damned crows! I truly believe they are possessed by reincarnated souls of petty thieves!"

    


    
      Prathor had spotted a young lab trotting back into town after a night out hunting and had stayed on Reach with the dog until he spotted a mom and pop grocery store at the edge of town. Sneaking in, he located the aisle where aspirin and bandaids were. He took a large tube of antiseptic ointment and left the store. No one saw the lab commit the crime, though several town folk did ponder the import of a dog carrying an economy-size tube of antiseptic.
    


    
      On each Reach in everytihing from sparrows to house cats and dogs of all sizes, they were able to significantly improve their condition. By the time they finally decided to move on, they had obtained antiseptic and bandages, a bottle of aspirin, several Bic lighters, a bottle of cooking oil, a picnic set of pre-filled salt and pepper shakers, a small aluminum skillet, two bars of handsoap, and a box of heavy-duty plastic garbage bags to use as raingear and to carry their booty in. 
    

  


  
    
      Though not all of the thefts were observed, enough were seen to create a minor stir in Vernon and to convince the owner of the Vernon Record to run a headline story about the mysterious events:
    


    WILEY COYOTE AND WASCALLY WABBIT

    PERPETRATE AREA SHOPLIFTING SPREES!


    
      The locals read the article, laughed about it over coffee at the Dairy Queen, and soon forgot about it.
    


    
      Using the road map, they found their way south alongside highway 283 to Mabelle. From Mabelle, they continued south to highway 114 where they cut across country to finally reach the Salt Fork of the Brazos River. They had discussed the pros and cons of travelling along the highways to the Gulf of Mexico versus using the Brazos. Noting that there was much more animal life near creeks and rivers and a lot less people, the decision was an easy one to make. And when they found that the Brazos was shallow enough to walk in for miles at a time, they realized they had made the right choice.
    


    
      "Maybe we can find a boat."
    


    
      Prathor nodded. He had been thinking the same thing. "If we don't find a boat, then we had better make a few Reach runs into a town to get ourselves some new boots."
    


    
      "Yeah, if we had a boat, we could travel at night and sleep during the day. We wouldn't have to worry so much about being seen."
    


    
      So they kept their eyes open for a boat as they followed the Brazos past Elbert and highway 79 to highway 380 near Newcastle.
    


    
      "Remember eating here?"
    


    
      Prathor nodded. "Yeah. Good hamburger."
    


    
      "Lou's mom was the waitress at that Cafe."
    


    
      "Lou's mom? Really?"
    


    
      "Yep. I watched them, while everyone was eating. Her name is Rachel. Lou cried when we left."
    


    
      Prathor stopped fiddling with his fishing line and looked at San.
    


    
      "What are you thinking about?"
    


    
      San shook his head. "I don't know . . . I'd like to get word back to Mom that I'm Ok."
    


    
      Prathor jumped to his feet. "No!"
    


    
      San waved for him to sit back down. "Relax. I'm not going to do anything screwy. I'm just wishing is all."
    


    
      Prathor sat down and tried to relax. He didn't think San was just wishing. He wanted to call or write home too. But if they did, they ran the risk of giving clues about where they are and maybe where they're going.
    


    
      "After we get to the Gulf and contact the whales or dolphins or someone like that, we'll phone home or something."
    


    
      San stood and went into the trees to relieve himself. When he came back he was smiling.
    


    
      "I found our ride," he announced.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XV


  Searching


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Lou arrived back at St. John's two days after she and Neal landed at Nuuk. She went immediately to the marine biology test lab at Memorial University and began searching her files for some clue that would help her remember where she had seen the strange EEG traces that had been recorded repeatedly by the LAE. She worked non-stop for twenty hours before giving up and going to bed, still clue-less. The next afternoon, she called her mother.
    


    
      "Hello, Mama."
    


    
      "Lou! How are you? Where are you? You're calling more than a week early aren't you? What's happened? Are you Ok?"
    


    
      "I'm fine, Mama. I'm tired, but feeling very well. I'm at Memorial now. I'm finished with this year's expedition."
    

  


  
    
      "So soon? Why?"
    


    
      She wanted to tell her about the unexplained phenomenon she and Neal experienced but decided it would be better to wait.
    


    
      I'll tell you about it when I get home. I'm ready to come home."
    


    
      "Oh, I'm so glad. I know you love going out on the ocean to study the whales, but I worry just the same."
    


    
      Lou was glad she hadn't mentioned the incident. It would have only compounded her mother's worrying.
    


    
      "How did all of that go? Did your new LA . . . whatchamacallit thingy work."
    


    
      Lou suppressed a giggle. Her mother could never remember technical details about her work. Almost everything she ever told her about her doctoral research and the tools she designed and used to do the work became whatchamacallits or do-hickeys.
    


    
      "It's a long story, Mama. I'll be home at the end of next week. I'll tell you all about it then. How are you doing?"
    


    
      Rachel laughed very lightly. "I'm fine. Absolutely nothing has changed in this town except that all of us who live here are a day or two older and there's another layer of dust in every lost corner."
    


    
      They talked over an hour before the conversation began to wind down.
    


    
      "I've missed you, Mama. I'm looking forward to being home."
    


    
      "I miss you too, Dear. Please be careful flying home. I don't know which scares me more, you bobbing around on the North Atlantic on tiny boats or zooming across the sky in those jets."
    


    
      "I'll be fine."
    


    
      "Oh, I know you will. It's just that things can happen without warning, to people you would least expect it to happen to."
    


    
      "Mama, don't worry so much. It's not good for you or me."
    


    
      "Yes, I know. But not two days ago I was watching the TV and saw the news about that little boy you liked so much."
    


    
      Lou frowned into space. "Which boy?"
    


    
      "Why, I swear I was going to tell you the name until you asked me for it. It just flew out of my head when you asked. Let me think . . . let me think. It was the little boy you told me about helping Dr. Langly with at the camp last year.
    


    
      "Sam, or Sandy . . ."
    


    
      "San? Was it San?"
    


    
      "Yes! Yes, that's it. I don't know how I could have forgotten such a pretty name."
    


    
      "What about San, Mama?"
    


    
      "Why, haven't you heard? It's been on the news several times the last couple of days."
    


    
      "Mama, I don't get any news from home up here. What's happened?"
    


    
      "He's run away. He and his friend. I remember his friend's name. It's Prathor."
    


    
      "Run away? From home?"
    


    
      "Yes. He and Prathor ran away together and no one knows where they've gone."
    

  


  
    
      "Why? Does anyone know why?"
    


    
      "Well, not exactly. But they think it could be because they might have been involved in the death of another young boy . . . a boy who killed San's dog. A collie dog, I think."
    


    
      Instantly, Lou's mind was racing. She barely heard her mother mention that someone had been killed. She was suddenly remembering where she had seen the strange EEG traces. She had seen them at Camp Inwood.
    


    
      

    


    
      San's traces!
    


    
      

    


    
      "San's girlfriend was with them when they found his dog . . . it sounded horrible. The news said that the boy San and Prathor may have killed had emotional prob . . ."
    


    
      "Killed! What do you mean?"
    


    
      "The sheriff in Ayres says that both boys are suspects in a murder investigation. They found the boy who killed San's dog broken up in the bottom of a sinkhole near that town where all the cave explorers like to go . . . Jester. The sheriff said it looked like he had been pushed and broke his back when he landed at the bottom of the sinkhole. The coroners autopsy confirmed the cause of his death. They're looking for the boys now. Even down around here.
    


    
      "It's so awful. Two boys—so young—killing like that."
    


    
      Lou couldn't believe what she was hearing. She couldn't believe what she was remembering about San's EEG traces. She was certain his traces had shown that same strange repeating pattern she had looked at so many times now that she had memorized it. It was more than just a coincidence. Just like Neal shouting San's name had been more than a coincidence.
    


    
      It was impossible that San, or Prathor had killed someone. If they were in some way responsible, it must have been an accident. Or if anything else, they had killed in self defense.
    


    
      Rachel was still talking, giving her all the details she had picked up from the newscasts and newspapers.
    


    
      "Mother, Listen to me," Lou interrupted.
    


    
      Rachel stopped talking, alarmed at the sudden change in her daughter's tone of voice.
    


    
      "Yes, Dear. I'm listening."
    


    
      "Call Dr. Langly at the Camp. Ask him to fax San's address and home telephone number to me here at Memorial. He has the fax number."
    


    
      "Alright, Dear . . . what's the matter? Do you know something about those boys? Were they wayward?"
    


    
      "No, I don't think so. No, they weren't. I just want to call their parents to see if there is anything I can do to help find them.
    


    
      I'm coming home right away. I'm going to Ayres first before I come home. Do you understand?"
    


    
      "Yes. Oh, Lou. I can tell this has put you into a state. Please tell me why?"
    


    
      "I'm just worried about San and Prathor, Mama. I can't believe they could kill anyone. I'll tell you when I get home. I have to call the airline right away and try to get a seat on the next flight out of here.
    

  


  
    
      Don't worry, everything is Ok with me. I'm just concerned about those two boys is all.
    


    
      "I love you, Mama. See you soon."
    


    *     *     *


    
      Lou arrived at Will Rogers Airport, rented a car, and two hours later exited off of Interstate 40 onto Route 66 leading into Ayres. She stopped at the Starlight Motel and rented a dusty little room. She sat on the lumpy motel bed staring at Gideon's Bible—gathering her thoughts before she dialed. She wondered for a moment why all motels put the Gideon next to the telephone.
    


    
      

    


    
      A psalm before you dial will sooth your soul and make you smile.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Hello?"
    


    
      "Mrs. Shelby?"
    


    
      "Yes, speaking. Who is this?"
    


    
      "My name is Louise Ryley. I work for Dr. Oscar Langly at Camp Inwood. You and I met there when we presented our evaluation of San's condition last summer."
    


    
      "Yes, Ms. Ryley. I remember . . . are you calling about San?"
    


    
      Lou had no trouble at all hearing the fatigue and desperation in her voice.
    


    
      "Yes I am. I understand he's run away with a friend of his, Prathor Jackson."
    


    
      "Do you know where they are? Are they at the camp?"
    


    
      Lou shook her head, then remembered she was on the phone. "No, Mrs. Shelby. I'm sorry to say that I don't know where they are."
    


    
      "Oh . . ."
    


    
      Lou wanted to encourage her somehow but didn't want to do it over the phone. "Mrs. Shelby, may I meet with you to talk about this. I want to help you find San."
    


    
      After a momentary pause, Betty answered. "Yes, we can meet. Where are you?"
    


    
      "I'm at the Starlight Motel."
    


    
      "Oh my, you're here in town." Then after another short pause, "Alright, I'll meet you there at the motel cafe in half an hour."
    


    
      "Good. Thank you, Mrs. Shelby."
    


    
      "Betty."
    


    
      "Thank you, Betty."
    


    
      

    


    
      Lou checked the charge on the battery in her computer and went over to the cafe right away, taking the laptop with her. She sat in a booth beside the front window, ordered coffee, and sipped at it while she looked at the Route 66 memorabilia on the walls and window sills. She watched the Route 66 traffic roll by—diminished though it was from the days when it was still the Mother Road of America—each passing vehicle raising a thin, red storm of dust in its wake.
    


    
      Only one, very young, gum-chewing waitress was on duty. Lou could hear the cook banging around in the kitchen. She was the only customer for the moment. The coffee tasted good.
    

  


  
    
      Lou saw Betty pull into the parking lot in front of the cafe and forced herself to not dash out to meet the woman. As soon a she was inside, Betty spotted Lou and went straight to her table.
    


    
      "Ms. Ryley," Betty said, with an edge to her voice Lou thought just might cut steel but was toned down by some form of relief—possibly relief that she had called and asked to help. And when she rose from her seat to greet her, Betty unexpectedly hugged her as though they were friends long parted and happy to finally be back together.
    


    
      Lou hugged back and felt a shudder of tension discharge from them both.
    


    
      "I'm so glad you're here and want to help. I just don't know what you can do, though. I certainly don't have any idea what to do. Sheriff King hasn't a clue where they've gone and the State police sometimes seem as lost as runaway boys themselves . . ."
    


    
      Lou quickly interjected: "What about the F.B.I.?"
    


    
      Betty nodded. "Yes, they're on it but they don't know any more than the rest of us. At least they're not telling anyone if they do."
    


    
      The young waitress appeared beside them and waited silently for orders. Betty recognized her. "Hello, Tommi. I'd like coffee."
    


    
      Tommi shifted her Juicy Fruit to the left side of her mouth and eyed Betty as she scribbled on her pad. She had heard a lot about San and Prathor. "No problemo," she replied and bopped back to the counter to retrieve the coffee pot.
    


    
      Lou quickly drank from her cup so she could get a refill. Tommi filled both cups and smiled. Lou spotted the gum in her smile—a gray blob firmly clinched between her perfect, white teeth.
    


    
      Betty sipped gingerly from her cup and looked at Lou through the steam. All the red hair just amazed her.
    


    
      Never capable of wasting time, Lou jumped right in, wanting to make no bones about her desire to help find San and Prathor, and why.
    


    
      "Betty, I'm not going to lie to you. I care very much about San and Prathor and I want to help you find them and bring them home. Of the hundreds and hundreds of children I've worked with at Camp Inwood, all have touched my heart, San included. His courage and happy nature always brightened my days. And I could see him doing the same for the other children at the Camp, and for his friend Prathor."
    


    
      Betty didn't smile outwardly for the praise of her son. She simply bowed her head and nodded.
    


    
      "But there's another reason I want to find them. There's something else about San . . ."
    


    
      Lou paused and watched Betty carefully for a moment before going on. "I do field research on brain activity in marine animals, mainly mammals—the big ones like dolphins and whales. During this summer's expedition, I recorded EEG traces of wild blue whales in the north Atlantic."
    

  


  
    
      Betty tensed—remembering Lou talking at Camp Inwood about San's seizures having been induced by his heightened level of concentration, especially when he was watching animals. This woman was definitely an animal lover. Maybe even a fanatic. She wanted to interrupt and ask her about her preoccupation with animals. She could tell that Lou's concern for San was more than it appeared. She started to ask exactly what she wanted from San but Lou continued with force.
    


    
      "I spent weeks collecting nearly a hundred EEGs from wild whales. When I began analyzing the traces, I found a distinct, repeating pattern in every one of the EEGs. Every one of them."
    


    
      Betty waited while Lou took a quick drink of coffee, deciding she wouldn't interrupt until Lou had finished. The image of this red-headed beauty roaming about the North Atlantic chasing whales was intriguing.
    


    
      "The repeating pattern was so distinct that I thought at first it had to be a glitch in the machinery or the software I was using to collect the EEGs. I searched and searched through the university lab files for the source of the pattern but couldn't find even a fragment of the pattern in any of the archived EEGs. Then I called home and my mother told me about San and Prathor running away. That's when I remembered where I had seen the pattern before.
    


    
      "The pattern is exactly the same as the pattern we saw in San's EEG at the moment his brain activity entered flux phase."
    


    
      Betty wanted to laugh hysterically, angrily. Her son and his best friend had run away. Another boy was dead. No one had any idea where San and Prathor were. Some people were convinced that they had killed the other boy, and here this woman had come—from who knows where—to tell her about her son's EEG looking like a whale's EEG.
    


    
      She shook her head and set her coffee cup down so hard coffee sloshed over the rim and Tommi, shelving fresh pies with too much meringue topping in the display cooler, stopped chewing on her now tasteless piece of gum and looked up to see if she should get a rag and go wipe up the mess.
    


    
      "Ms. Ryley, I was actually glad to hear from you, to see you, and to hope that you would somehow be able to help me find my son. But it's obvious that you are a . . . a goofball, as San's friend Prathor would so succinctly put it. I'm afraid there is nothing you can do to help, but I want to thank you for the offer."
    


    
      She stood and started to leave but the look on Lou's face stopped her. Though Lou's preoccupation with animals and their relationship to San's brain activity was ridiculous, she could clearly see that Lou didn't think so. She could also see that Lou wasn't going to do a thing to try to stop her from leaving. She was going to say nothing else to try to justify her crazy notions. She wasn't going to say "I know this all sounds insane, but . . .",
    


    
      This stopped Betty from leaving. She stood for several long minutes just looking at Lou. Lou looked right back at her, saying nothing. Her deep green eyes never wavered from Betty's.
    

  


  
    
      Intrigued, though no less skeptical, and now on her guard, Betty decided it wouldn't hurt to listen. Sitting back down, she nodded to Lou. "Go on."
    


    
      Lou brought the laptop out and opened it. She ignored it while it booted up.
    


    
      "I collected over eighty EEGs from as many different whales. After listening to what I have to say right now, I'll tell you more about that later. The important thing here for me is that there is a perfect correlation between each of the eighty odd EEGs. Mind you I said perfect correlation. Not close or similar. Perfect.
    


    
      The thing that ties them all together is a strange, repeating pattern. That fact alone is amazing enough and I hope someday to find out the significance of it all. But," she stopped and quickly typed on the laptop's keyboard and then turned it so Betty could see the color traces on the screen. Betty had seen it before. It looked like a miniature version of the graphics Lou and Dr. Langly had showed her at Camp Inwood. It was San's EEG just as a seizure was about to take control of his brain. She shuddered.
    


    
      

    


    
      Oh, San. Please stay alive!
    


    
      

    


    
      Lou tapped some more on the keyboard and another set of traces appeared over San's.
    


    
      "Now watch," Lou requested. She pressed the Enter key and the trace overlaying San's began to shift to the right, slowly. Then a major portion of it seemed to disappear. Betty realized that the part that had disappeared hadn't really vanished. It had simply lined up on top of San's, precisely in the region of flux phase, and had matched exactly.
    


    
      Lou saw Betty's momentary confusion and used the mouse pointer to drag the overlaid trace back to the left a very small distance, then pressed Enter to start it moving back on top of San's again.
    


    
      "Betty, the chances of this happening are astronomical. Theoretically, it's impossible. No two creatures in the world have the same brainwave patterns. They're like fingerprints and snowflakes in that respect. No two are ever the same!"
    


    
      Betty didn't like where this was going. She didn't know what it all meant. She only knew that she didn't like it.
    


    
      "Betty, I want to find San and Prathor for the sake of making sure they are alright. But I also want to find out why these traces of San's match up with the whale's. I must find out why. To do that I need to examine San again. I need to get another EEG."
    


    
      Betty shook her head, making Lou's heart sink.
    


    
      "Ms. Ryley, I don't know about you. You seem intelligent but this stuff is too weird. It smacks of science fiction. I'm not convinced that there is a correlation. But the fact is I need all the help I can get.
    

  


  
    
      "The police and F.B.I. have been absolutely ineffective so far. The only other help I have right now are my father in law, Prathor's parents, and a man San used to work for. All of these people are intelligent and one is very rich and influential. However, they too have failed to turn up any significant clues. All we have to work with are guesses and theories.
    


    
      "So I will accept your offer to help me find my son. But I'll tell you this, if you do one thing to hurt San, or Prathor for that matter, I'll do whatever I have to to stop you. San has suffered the loss of his father and suffered the torture of epilepsy. That's enough suffering for such a young child and I intend to see that he doesn't suffer again. Now that may seem an unrealistic goal. But that is my goal.
    


    
      "When we find them, and I believe we will, I want you to promise me that you will take no independent action that directly or indirectly affects San to find out why these traces match without first talking with me about what you want to do. Make no mistake about what I am saying here, Ms. Ryley. I said without first talking with me. I never want to receive a letter or phone message or fax or any other such communication telling me what you are going to do. You and I will talk about every action you take before you execute any that involve San.
    


    
      "Do you understand ?"
    


    
      Lou wanted to smile. Not because Betty was agreeing to let her help locate San, but because she suddenly admired this woman very much. She extended her hand, never taking her eyes off of Betty's.
    


    
      "I promise, Betty."
    


    
      "Good. Now, did you take a room here?"
    


    
      Lou nodded.
    


    
      "Well then, let's go get your money back because you won't be staying here. I want you to stay at my house. Then I want you to meet everyone else."
    


    
      Lou raised no objections.
    


    
      

    


    
      After moving Lou into the Shelby home guest room, Betty drove her out to the Remrick Ranch for lunch with everyone else involved in the search. All of the Remrick's were there as well as Prathor's parents and San's grandfather Brandt.
    


    
      Betty introduced Lou and explained that she had volunteered to help find San and Prathor. She said nothing about Lou's other interest in San. Betty explained to Lou that they had all started meeting regularly to discuss the progress of their own search for the boys.
    


    
      "Our first step was to go to the sinkhole where Barney Marshal was found. The police found tracks all around there where San and Prathor had walked and knelt and had even tried to climb down into the hole. They also found their tracks from town leading to the sinkhole and tracks heading away from the sinkhole leading south several miles to Elm Creek where the trail was lost.
    


    
      "We think they walked in the creek to cover their tracks and scent. Walter had some of his crew out there riding up and down both sides of the creek to try to pick up the trail but they never found it. The police even used bloodhounds without any luck. Since then it has rained several times and there's no longer any hope of finding their tracks."
    

  


  
    
      "Those boys surely did a slick job of covering their trail but I still have two of my best trackers roaming around south of Elm Creek trying to find any sign of them," Walter added.
    


    
      "Why do you think they decided to travel south?" Lou asked.
    


    
      "We don't know. That's one reason I was so excited about hearing from you. Texas is the only other place San has ever been in his life—to Camp Inwood and a few other places that same summer. Prathor has been there too. I had hoped he and Prathor had decided to go back there again. San talked about you and Dr. Langly and enjoyed being at Camp Inwood so much."
    


    
      Lou nodded. "It may be that they will go there still."
    


    
      "I agree, " Walter interjected. "Wayward travelers will often go to familiar places, if only to feel connected again. If the boys are running scared, and I think they are doing exactly that, then Camp Inwood, or any of the other places they may have been are good places to watch."
    


    
      "You can rest assured that if they show up at Camp Inwood, Dr. Langly will let us know," Lou said.
    


    
      "The F.B.I. has also decided that they may be in Texas," Betty said. "They have teams working there."
    


    
      Brandt spoke up. "The local police have been all over this territory and no sign or word of them being here has cropped up. And I know Sheriff Wesley at Lugert is watching the lakehouse like a hawk. He would have noticed if anyone had even stepped into the yard there."
    


    
      Mr. Jackson nodded. "Knowing Prathor, I have to agree with this theory. The boys may try to go to Camp Inwood. I'm sure Prathor is afraid and homesick. He'll try eventually to connect with someplace or someone familiar."
    


    
      "Betty, " Lou said. "I think you and I should go and be there if they do show up."
    


    
      "I can't leave. I have Price and Lanse to take care of. And what if San tries to call?"
    


    
      Lou just shook her head. "Today's telephone systems are amazing. We can use call forwarding to route calls from your home to Texas. We can stay right at the camp or with my mother in Newcastle. Price and Lanse can come along. After all, Camp Inwood is a camp. And my mother's house is right on the banks of the Brazos River. Either place, Price and Lanse will have a ball."
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XVI


  Navy Davey


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      San moaned from the pain in his back. He still had not adjusted to sleeping on the ground. Even if he chose a level spot and took time to pad it out with cattail reeds—no matter how exhausted he was when he first lay down—he always woke up sometime between midnight and dawn with an ache in some part of his body.
    


    
      

    


    
      At least I'm sleeping some.
    


    
      

    


    
      After he and Prathor had eked out their revenge on Barney, neither of them had slept much at first. Wrought with nightmares, sleep wasn't a refuge from their dilemma. At least they didn't have to worry so much about being found. Their reconnaissance up and down the river on Reach in the hawks and vultures each evening had reassured them that there was seldom a need for someone to stay awake on watch.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor was eating well and sleeping better now, and for that, San was grateful. More often than not he slept far past dawn without waking.
    


    
      San managed always to wake before or right at first light, and this morning was no exception. Rolling onto his side he cracked one eyelid to check for signs of morning light in the sky. There was already enough light to see across the river to the other bank. The willows there were no more than silvery shadows but on this side of the river he could pick out detail in their camp. He could almost see the whites of the eyes of the man standing beside the pile of brush concealing the canoe.
    


    
      Gasping sharply he sat up, instantly alert.
    


    
      The man seemed at first not to notice San. He appeared to be inspecting the camp. Finally, he looked directly at him, shoved his hands into his pockets and waddled forward a few feet.
    


    
      He wasn't tall but he was very wide. He wore a dirty green John Deere cap pulled down low on his round head. His faded denim bib overalls encased an almost equally round body. He smiled at San.
    


    
      Still badly frightened, San managed only an awkward imitation of a smile in return. Prathor slept on—a gray lump between himself and the stranger. For a long time no one spoke. Then, just as San was about to ask what he wanted, the man lifted one arm, pointed a pudgy finger at him and broke the silence with a single, simple—utterly ridiculous—question.
    


    
      "Yew lak gravy?"
    


    
      San stared absently at the man, not fully comprehending. He struggled frantically with his fear, trying to think of a way to wake Prathor and then communicate to him which way they should run if it became necessary to. An appropriate answer to the stranger's outlandish query eluded him and without consciously deciding to do so, he forgot it entirely. Instead, he moved as inconspicuously as possible until he had edged to within striking distance of his companion. He got up on one knee cutting his eyes left and right looking for the best escape route. He decided they would do best to escape if he just grabbed Prathor's hand and pulled him along bodily back into the cover of the mesquite.
    


    
      "Yew lak gravy?" the man repeated in earnest, still smiling placidly. He shoved his hand back into the oversized pocket of his bib overalls—waiting for an answer.
    


    
      Nothing about the man telegraphed evil intentions. In fact, San's instincts told him he was probably as good natured and charitable as Saint Nick himself. His smile seemed genuine and San could detect no trace of malice in his eyes. Yet there was something unusual about him, something San was sure he understood but couldn't identify. He had a vague impression of having met this man before but knew that he hadn't. He wasn't someone he would easily forget.
    


    
      "Yes," he replied, this time understanding the man's question though he had no idea why he was asking it.
    


    
      

    


    
      Does he think I'm hungry?
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      "Yes whut?" asked the stranger, his smile growing even wider. San thought that if he smiled much more the corners of his mouth would sink into his ears, the top of his head would flop back and a flock of sparrows would fly out. The image was comic enough to make it easier to smile.
    


    
      "Yes Sir," he answered almost automatically, thinking the man was expecting the age-old response required of child addressing elder.
    


    
      At this the man's calm demeanor mutated into disquieting fury. San watched, fascinated, as his wide, easy smile slowly shrank to a microscopic dot just below the tip of his nose. His brow furrowed, his eyelids came together into a tight squint, and the long blonde hair not covered by the cap seemed to fluff up about his now reddened face of its own accord.
    


    
      "No, dammit! No!" he yelped and sort of hopped straight up and down in place without removing his hands from his pockets. San could see little puffs of sand rise up around his rough brogans each time he landed. Sand flying up from the impact of one foot was landing in the cuff of his overalls on the other foot. He clinched his hands into fists the size of softballs and held his arms straight and stiff—ramming his fists into his pockets as deep as they would go. He looked a little like a self propelled tamping machine.
    


    
      "NO! NO! NO! I mane yes whut. D' ya lack gravy or d' ya not lack gravy?"
    


    
      Startled, San blurted out the correct answer with a shout: "Yes! I like gravy!"
    


    
      Much to his relief the man stopped jumping. His smile began to spread across his face once again even as excess sand dribbled out of his cuffs.
    


    
      Prathor stirred and sat up. He frowned at San and rubbed one sleep-bleary eye with the ball of his hand. "You like what?"
    


    
      San nodded and pointed at the man without taking his eyes off of him. Prathor turned and looked back toward the river and saw the stranger standing only a few feet away. Instantly he whirled around and would have jumped to his feet and run into the trees if San had not laid a restraining hand on his shoulder.
    


    
      "He asked if I like gravy. I told him that I do."
    


    
      "What?"
    


    
      "Tell him you like gravy."
    


    
      Prathor looked at San and opened his mouth to object. San cut him off, speaking evenly and firmly. "Just tell him."
    


    
      Prathor glared at San. He didn't like to be forced into doing something he didn't understand. "Let's just beat it the hell out of here, man."
    


    
      "No. Tell him you like gravy," San insisted in a cold, hard tone.
    


    
      Prathor licked his lips, suddenly wary and very afraid, but still angry all the same. "Yeah, me too. I love gravy."
    


    
      San winced at the note of sarcasm in Prathor's voice and hoped the man had not detected it.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Sometimes you're a tad bit reckless, my friend.
    


    
      

    


    
      Much to his relief, the smile on the man's face did not falter but continued to grow even wider than before its metamorphosis into a pinpoint. The fists straining at the fabric of the pockets flattened out into gently curved arcs as they relaxed and opened, and his eyebrows scaled up his forehead until they disappeared behind the bill of the John Deere cap. Giggling and swinging his arms without taking his hands out of his pockets he grinned expectantly at the dumbfounded pair.
    


    
      "Than join the Navy!" he said, threw his head back, and brayed heartily into the morning air at his funny joke.
    


    
      San breathed a sigh of relief and relaxed completely. Prathor looked at the stranger then at San.
    


    
      San—remembering now where he had met the man—nodded. "Just like Red Moloons."
    


    
      After the man recovered from his laughter, he said nothing more and didn't move. San stood and walked toward him, no longer afraid. The man pulled his right hand out of his pocket and thrust it out toward San. "Mah name's Davey! Whut's yores?"
    


    
      San shook hands with Davey. "This is my friend Prathor and my name is San."
    


    
      Davey nodded vigorously and offered his hand to Prathor as he got up and started toward them. "San's frand Prathor and San. Any frand of yores is a frand of mine."
    


    
      Prathor smiled and shook hands with Davey. Davey's eyes shone with the delight of meeting two new friends. He had no idea how long it had been since he had met anyone new but he was sure that it had been a long, long time. Years and years. It was hard to meet new people when none ever showed up. His father had always been introducing him to new people. But that was before he had died—back when they had lived on the lake in a house. Before the Cotton man had hurt him.
    


    
      He shook his head to get rid of the bad memory and walked between his new friends toward the woods. "Ah been walkin' for two days straight and Ah'm real hungry now. Let's go ate."
    


    
      San and Prathor watched Davey disappear into the mesquite then started in after him, trotting to catch up. He moved quickly and confidently through the mesquite and into the thicker oak forest beyond.
    


    
      Sidestepping away from a pair of copperheads warming themselves in the morning sun, he pointed at the pit vipers without looking at them. "Don't stomp on 'em. They hurt like hail and than you get sick as a dog."
    


    
      They walked through live and post oak forest for several minutes before coming to the base of a high cliff. Davey turned and started up a grassy slope running parallel to the cliff face. As they topped the rise they entered a glade that served as the yard of a small homestead consisting of a couple of shacks and an outhouse. The yard was surrounded by a crude, knee-high picket fence constructed of cedar posts. Scattered about the otherwise empty yard were stone cairns of various height and design. A couple of goats nibbled at the already shortened grass between the cairns.
    

  


  
    
      Davey was excited to have guests. He had never had any and wanted to show them everything he had built and collected for his home.
    


    
      "Thays," he said, indicating the stone cairns, "are frands that died. Ah miss 'em so much it hurts. So Ah brang 'em here t' kape may company."
    


    
      Prathor stopped and looked at San, "His friends?"
    


    
      "Thas one's Pooper. Ah called him that 'cause he liked to come poop in mah yard. Ah thank he thought he owned it. Coyotes don't poop just anywhare, ya know. They're kinda particular about it.
    


    
      "Thas one hare is Dipstick. Shay fail in the graise bucket when shay was just a kitten. Ah had to wash her three times b'fore her fur would fluf up again . . . and Ah tell you thas, it ain't azay t' wash a bobcat—even ef shay wuz a kitten. Shay scratched an' bit me so much it was wakes b'fore the sores haled back up!"
    


    
      Davey paused then and his brow furrowed again. Then he threw his hands up into the air and shook his head. "Ah almost forgot! Ah'm hungry. Let's ate now!"
    


    
      San and Prathor had no objections to that and followed Davey up to the larger of the two shacks but they didn't follow him inside. Momentarily, Davey came back out and looked at them.
    


    
      "Whut's wrong? Come on ain! Ah got a chaicken in the oven an' it oughta be raidy by now. Come ain hare, ya'll!"
    


    
      They followed him into the shack and watched him grab what looked like a heavy, leather weldor's glove and immediately exit through a back door. Tensing again, San readied himself to grab Prathor and run.
    


    
      They could hear Davey outside behind the shack. It sounded like he was digging up his back yard. Prathor walked over to the door and looked outside. Sure enough, Davey was digging in the dirt with an army surplus folding shovel. He was bent over with his legs straight. Prathor wondered how such a round man could bend over like that. San came over to the back door and watched too.
    


    
      Finally, Davey found what he was digging for, slid the glove on and lifted a dutch oven that had been buried in a fire pit. He came back into the house with the oven and set it down on a cast iron cook stove.
    


    
      "Ah love to eat chaickens! D' ya'll lack chaickens?
    


    
      They nodded and suddenly realized how hungry they were for chicken.
    


    
      Davey lifted the lid off of the pot and the aroma of simmering chicken and potatoes instantly filled the room.
    


    
      "Sat down an' . . . uh-oh. Dad ya'll wash yore han's?"
    


    
      They shook there heads in unison as they sat down at the table.
    


    
      That impossibly broad smile appeared on Davey's face again.
    


    
      "That's Okay. Ah didn' aither!" and then he laughed again, braying like a donkey.
    


    
      Davey dished out the chicken and potatoes and put a ripe pear on each plate. Seeing the pears, San suddenly realized that fall had arrived. It wouldn't be long before the cold of winter would force them to make another Reacher-raid for supplies and warm clothes.
    

  


  
    
      They all ate as though they hadn't eaten in days. No one spoke while they ate. The only noises in the shack were the sounds of lips smacking, and chicken bones breaking. San and Prathor paused to watch Davey eat the delicious chicken meat and then proceed to consume the bones as well.
    


    
      After the meal, Davey started to gather up the dishes.
    


    
      "Ya'll not gonna ate them bones?" he asked, his tone of voice clearly letting them know he didn't approve of such waste.
    


    
      They shook their heads.
    


    
      He rolled his eyes and scooped up their plates, utensils, and the dutch oven and went outside. He tossed the wasted chicken bones into the yard and led them out to a nearby spring where he washed the dishes. When he was done, he waddled back to the shack to stow the dishes. When he came back out he announced that he had to go 'take a poop', and disappeared into the outhouse.
    


    
      "Good chicken," Prathor commented.
    


    
      San nodded. "First time I've ever seen anyone eat the bones too. You'd think it would give him a belly ache."
    


    
      Prathor shook his head. "Not him. I bet he's got more than the normal number of teeth in that big mouth of his."
    


    
      "It is big, especially when he smiles. He's just like Red."
    


    
      This time Prathor nodded. "I wonder how he ended up out here. He said something about he and his dad living on the lake. Do you think he meant Possum Kingdom Lake?"
    


    
      San shrugged. "Who knows? Maybe."
    


    
      They had studied their map every day they had been on the Brazos, trying to estimate how long it would take to get to certain points along the river. It wasn't working out very well, though. Highway maps just weren't accurate enough for river travel. They knew they were on the last stretch of river before reaching the lake, having floated under the farm and market road 1287 bridge just south of a town called Graham only two nights ago. There would be no more highway bridges until they got past Possum Kingdom Lake.
    


    
      They were silent for a while, waiting for Davey to finish his business.
    


    
      "I like him, " Prathor said.
    


    
      "Yeah. Me too," San agreed.
    


    
      A fox appeared from nowhere and scurried about the yard searching for the best chicken bones. It was the first fox San had ever seen. Reflexively, he Reached into it and discovered that it was a regular customer of Davey's food scraps. He broke Reach and walked around counting the cairns that apparently marked the graves of Davey's animal friends. There was nothing on any of the cairns to indicate who was buried where.
    


    
      "He sure does like animals," he remarked. "He must just remember who's buried where.
    


    
      "Probably," Prathor answered, watching the fox as it scampered back into the woods with a mouth full of bones.
    

  


  
    
      Davey eventually came back and they all went back inside. Everyone's mood was more relaxed after the meal. Especially Davey. His eyelids drooped as they talked but he struggled mightily to not fall asleep. The chance to talk with people was even more of a treat for Davey than it was for San and Prathor. He told them that he had been evicted from his father's house and had wandered up river after his father died and that he thought that had happened years ago.
    


    
      "Ah get real lonesome for people. And Ah never see any ladies anymore."
    


    
      Prathor had been looking around the one room shack. There was one picture on the wall behind the simple table they had eaten at. It was a picture of a battle ship with sailors lined up in perfect rows on deck. All of the sailors, dressed in service whites and wearing their white sailor's caps, were saluting.
    


    
      "Who are these people?" he asked.
    


    
      Davey suddenly sprang to his feet to stand beside the picture.
    


    
      "Say if ya'll can pick mae out of all them sailors!" he suggested and struck a pose matching the salute of the sailors lined up on the deck of the battle ship—looking more like Benny Hill than any of the young, slim sailors in the photo.
    


    
      Prathor peered at the photo, then at Davey, and again at the photo. He could see no one in the photo resembling the rolly-polly man standing before him now.
    


    
      "Wale?" Davey asked.
    


    
      "I don't know, Davey. I can't tell."
    


    
      Davey rolled his eyes and dropped his pose to point himself out in the photo.
    


    
      "Rat there! Criminey! Whut's the matter with ya? Rat there!"
    


    
      Prathor shook his head, still not able to see any resemblance.
    


    
      Davey threw his meaty hands up and shook his head. Looking at San he asked: "Is hae blind or sumpin? Izat why hae wares them dark glasses?"
    


    
      San just shrugged.
    


    
      Davey sat down at the table, giving up on proving to Prathor that he had truely been in the Navy.
    


    
      Still not believing the man's claim, Prathor recklessly Reached and was instantly shocked at what was going on in the man's mind. Movies. Hundreds, thousands, of mind movies all playing at high speed, all playing at once. Scenes of happy times with his father on the lake. Beautiful scenes of the back country where he now lived and roamed. Frightening scenes of war on the ocean. Airplanes exploding in the air. Airplanes crashing into ships. Ships exploding in the water.
    


    
      Injured people.
    


    
      Dead people.
    


    
      "Get out!"
    


    
      San flinched when Davey shouted and looked at Prathor. "What did you do?"
    


    
      Prathor broke Reach and shook his head to try to get rid of a sudden urge to cry. In less than a second he had seen most of the devastating naval battles Davey had participated in. He had watched one of Davey's friend's get cut in half by machinegun fire from a plane straffing the deck of their ship. He had experienced Davey's head injury from a chunk of shattered artillery that had just about taken his head off.
    

  


  
    
      Shaking, he held a hand up to indicate that he needed a moment to recover. When he did there were tears in his eyes.
    


    
      "He was in the navy. I think it was World War II. I saw planes crashing in to his ship. Kamikazes!"
    


    
      "Prathor!"
    


    
      He nodded. "Yeah, I know. Bad idea."
    


    
      He looked at Davey again, now with pure respect and awe. "He was injured. In the head. A big chunk of metal nearly took his head off!"
    


    
      Davey nodded. "That's whut happent. A chunk of ship blew up an' and hit mae. Ah narely died."
    


    
      "Prathor," San said. "He knew you were Reaching. Didn't you hear him tell you to get out?"
    


    
      "Yeah, San's frand, Prathor. Ah knew you was there. An' don't do it agin!"
    


    
      "Jesus!" Prathor whispered.
    


    
      Davey was nodding off again and soon was fast asleep, sitting in his chair.
    


    
      "How could he know?" San wondered aloud.
    


    
      "Maybe his head injury changed his brain somehow. Do you think he can Reach?"
    


    
      "I don't know but I think we should stay and try to find out. And if he can't Reach, maybe we can teach him how."
    


    
      "Why?"
    


    
      "Why not? He's the first person we've run into since . . . uh, Barney. Besides, I think it may be important to find or teach others to Reach. Others we can trust. And I think we can trust Navy Davey."
    


    *     *     *


    
      Davey sat on the edge of a sheer wall that rose right up out of the Brazos, waiting on San and Prathor to come join him. Below his feet, two buzzards cruised downriver on thermals rising along the face of the wall. They wobbled on the air as they sailed by but it was clear they wouldn't fall.
    


    
      He shifted his position so that he lay prone and concentrated on the trailing buzzard. In a moment his eyes closed and he was soaring down river behind his mate.
    


    
      He was still on Reach when San and Prathor finally arrived. They sat down on either side of him and waited for him to come back.
    


    
      "He's Reaching all the time now," San remarked. It had taken only four sessions to show Davey what he could do and how to do it. After getting over his initial fear of the intense sensations he experienced, he took to it with enthusiasm.
    


    
      "Where do you think he is?" Prathor asked.
    

  


  
    
      San shrugged. "I'm not gonna Reach in and find out."
    


    
      They had both decided that Reaching into Davey wasn't as terrible as Reaching into "normal" people, but it was bad enough just the same. The man didn't have a mean bone in his body but his memories, his mind movies, were more intense than any they had ever encountered.
    


    
      

    


    
      An hour later Davey stirred and rolled over onto his back. He looked at each of his new friends in turn.
    


    
      "Ah flew!" he exclaimed.
    


    
      They both nodded but said nothing. He knew they understood. "Ah saw the house mae and mah daddy lived in!"
    


    
      "What? How far?" San asked.
    


    
      Davey thought for a moment and decided that he didn't really know. "Ah don't know. Ah flapped mah wangs only thrae or four times. Ah thank it's only a little ways."
    


    
      San turned and looked down river, but the bend in the river blocked his view to the south where he suspected Possum Kingdom Lake was.
    


    
      "Davey," he said.
    


    
      "Uh-huh?"
    


    
      "We have to go."
    


    
      Davey sat up and adjusted his cap. "Great! Whar we goin'?"
    


    
      "No, Davey. I mean Prathor and me. We have to leave. We have to leave tonight."
    


    
      Davey's face fell and tears welled up in his eyes. "Ah don't want ya'll t' lave. Ah'll miss ya too much! Ah swear Ah'll cry for wakes if ya'll lave."

      
        Prathor sighed heavily. "We have to go."
      


      
        "Whar? Whar you have ta go?"
      


      
        Prathor looked at San. "A long way from here. To the ocean."
      


      
        Davey stopped crying and his face brightened.
      


      
        "The ocean! Ah know all about the ocean!"
      


      
        San nodded. "We know. That's why we want to ask you to come with us. If you want to, I mean."
      


      
        Davey stood and dusted dirt off his rear-end. "Let's go!"
      


      
        San took Davey's hand and tried to pull him back down to sit. "That's not all, Davey. We might not come back. Ever."
      


      
        "Okay. Let's go. Ah'm ready!"
      


      
        "No wait a minute, Davey. Please sit down and think about this.
      


      
        "If you go, you may never see Pooper or Dipstick again. You might not see your house again."
      


      
        "Ah don't care. Pooper an' Dipstick don't nade mae anae more. They're daid. Ah want to Raich with ya'll. Ah want to sae the ocean agin!
      


      
        "Hey! Ya'll thank wail sae any dolphans? Ah used t' sae dolphans all the time an the navy. Ah would like to Raich anto a dolphan! Ah betcha that would bae as much fun as fly'n'!"
      


      
        San and Prathor nodded, both of them amazed that Davey had mentioned the very creatures of the ocean they wanted see and Reach.
      


      
        "Yes, Davey," San answered. "We'll see dolphins."
      

    


    
      

    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XVII


  River and Gulf


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      San couldn't believe it! He had to get a better look to be sure so he scampered up a bit closer to the boy and tittered at him. This time when the boy turned around San knew who he was looking at. It had been the ears that had caught his attention from across the camp compound. Now that he could see the face between the ears, there was no doubt in his mind.
    


    
      

    


    
      Andy Locke!
    


    
      

    


    
      "Hey Andy!" he shouted. But instead of a human voice speaking English, his greeting was a loud stream of squirrel chattering.
    


    
      Andy frowned at the squirrel, worrying that the thing might be rabid.
    


    
      "What's the matter, ya' crazy tree rat?"
    

  


  
    
      San laughed at Andy's expression and the tone of his voice and this time his voice actually sounded more like a human laugh than squirrel chatters. He bounced up and down and laughed more, so glad to see Andy that he forgot that he was on Reach in the squirrel. He ran up to Andy and touched him on the knee. Andy immediately jumped to his feet, still worried that the squirrel was sick with rabies or some other awful disease. He didn't want the damn thing biting or scratching him.
    


    
      San backed off, afraid that he might make Andy bolt away. He didn't want that. What he wanted was to talk to him, human to human. He had to lure Andy into the woods to where he and Prathor and Davey were hiding, all of them on Reach in different animals scoping out the camp.
    


    
      "Cheetcheecheecheetitititit!"
    


    
      Andy didn't run. He watched the squirrel and then understood. Reaching into his pocket he drew something out and tossed it toward the squirrel. The squirrel watched but didn't move.
    


    
      "Chatutcheecheechitititooo!"
    


    
      Andy pointed at the pistachios on the ground. "Food! That's food ya' silly squirrel. Eat up. They're good!"
    


    
      San decided to play along. He hopped over to one of the pistachios, pried it open, and ate the salty ovule. It was good—his first pistachio ever.
    


    
      He darted to every pistachio Andy had dropped and ate the tasty seed meat. Then he stood and did his best to wave at Andy as a human would to urge him to follow, then he darted toward the edge of the woods.
    


    
      Andy's jaw dropped when he saw the squirrel wave at him to follow. It was such a cartoonishly correct wave over that he didn't hesitate. This was one freaky squirrel. He wanted to see what it would do next.
    


    
      San waved again and twisted his head in an unmistakable gesture of bidding. Then he laughed again when Andy's jaw dropped and he hurried into the woods after him.
    


    
      "If I didn't know better, Mr. Squirrel, I would swear you wanted me to follow you!"
    


    
      "Chitititatootataeeeee!"
    


    
      Andy tripped over San as the squirrel lured him into the dense undergrowth and scurried right over San's prone body.
    


    
      San blinked and smiled at his friend. "Hi, Andy!"
    


    
      Andy lurched back to his feet and San was struck by how much taller he was. Andy stared at San, then at Prathor, and finally at the stranger with them. Prathor and the stranger were also lying on the ground and they both looked like they were asleep.
    


    
      "San!" Andy cried. "San! What are you doing here? I saw your mom with Lou a couple of times but I didn't know you were here too. Lou said that you weren't here!"
    


    
      "What? What do you mean my mom?" San's mind raced.
    


    
      "Yeah, your mom. I remembered her from when she came to get you the last time we were here. Why haven't I seen you? I mean, ya'll have been here for more than two weeks now, why haven't I seen you?"
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Why is Mom here?
    


    
      

    


    
      It could be for only one reason: to search for him.
    


    
      

    


    
      But why here?
    


    
      

    


    
      "Andy, have you talked to her, to my mom?"
    


    
      No, she's staying with Lou's mom out at Newcastle. She hasn't been talking to anyone here except Dr. Langly and Lou," Andy replied, confused by San's reaction. He seemed to be afraid.
    


    
      "What's going on, San. Are you still having seizures too?" he asked.
    


    
      San winced at that. He didn't like to think about Andy still having seizures. His heart ached at the thought of gentle, easy-going Andy Locke lost in seizures, writhing and jerking out of control. He stood and grabbed Andy by the shoulders, and then he hugged him.
    


    
      "Andy, I wish I knew how to tell you how good it is to see you again!" he said, and held him back out at arm's length to look at him.
    


    
      Andy reached up and took San's forearms in his hands and squeezed, "Not as glad as I am to see you . . . and him," he said, looking at Prathor. "I don't think I know him. Who is he?" he asked, nodding at Davey, "What are they doing?"
    


    
      San stood for a moment looking at Andy's kind, smooth face before answering. "His name is Davey. We met him not too long ago. They're, uh, sort of out of it right now."
    


    
      "Why didn't you tell me you were here?" Andy asked again.
    


    
      "San blinked, not sure what to say. Then he decided that this was no time to lie or to withhold truth, "We just got here, Andy. I didn't come with my mom.
    


    
      "We're on the run. I killed someone. We're hiding from the police."
    


    
      Andy smirked. "Yeah, right! Who'd ya' kill? The King of Siam?"
    


    
      San didn't look away from Andy. "No. I killed a guy who was about my own age. I killed him on purpose."
    


    
      Andy stopped squeezing San's forearms. "You're not shittin', are you?"
    


    
      San shook his head.
    


    
      "Why? Who?"
    


    
      "He killed a friend of mine. So I killed him. His name was Barney. Barney Marshall."
    


    
      "Killed a friend? Why?"
    


    
      Tears welled up in San's eyes as he struggled to answer. "He killed him for fun."
    


    
      Then Andy remembered hearing something about a killing sometime recently. Some place up north.
    


    
      "Are you talking about that guy that was killed up near . . . Ayres? That's it! You told me you were from Ayres! And that's where that guy was from! He killed somebody's dog, and . . ."
    


    
      San nodded.
    

  


  
    
      Andy sat down hard, still dubious. "You killed someone because they killed your dog? I don't believe it!"
    


    
      San gently Reached Davey and Prathor to call them back, then turned to Andy as they stirred.
    


    
      "It's all true, Andy. And here's why," he said, and Reached in to show him.
    


    *     *     *


    
      "He'll be alright in a minute or two," San assured them.
    


    
      Prathor believed San but Davey was dubious. "Whut wuz hae jerkin' lack that for? Hae looked rale sack t' mae."
    


    
      "He was sick, Davey. He has epilepsy. That's why he was jerking and shaking. But he won't do it anymore. I showed him the way through. He's a Reacher now, just like us."
    


    
      "Wale hae bae able to flah in bards and get inta other anaemals lack wae can?"
    


    
      "Yes. Just like us."
    


    
      "Is hae gonna come wath us t' the ocean?"
    


    
      San shrugged. "I don't know. I hope so. But we can't make him if he doesn't want to. We'll just have to see.
    


    
      "My mom is here, Prathor."
    


    
      Prathor turned white. "Oh no! Why?"
    


    
      "Why do you think?"
    


    
      "But why is she looking for you here?"
    


    
      Shaking his head, San knelt down and laid the back of his hand across Andy's forehead. "That's what I would like to know. Maybe she thinks we would come here because we've been here before. Because we know people here."
    


    
      "Well," Prathor said, "your mom really knows you because that's exactly why we stopped here. Do you think she knows we're traveling on the river?"
    


    
      "I hope not."
    


    
      "Are you going to try to see her?" Prathor asked, not sure what his friend was feeling—afraid that everything was about to come unraveled.
    


    
      "No, not face to face. I might go on Reach to, but not where she will know it's me."
    


    
      "I don't know," Prathor said, pretending to shudder. "I'm not sure I would want to Reach into my mom."
    


    
      San laughed. He could usually count on Prathor to lighten the mood.
    


    
      Prathor slowly turned full circle, looking into the surrounding woods. "We better be real careful. There are probably cops or P.I.s lurkin' around here too."
    


    
      San nodded. "Uh-huh. Maybe you had better go back out on Reach and keep a close watch on this area and over around the canoe.
    


    
      "I'm already there," Prathor replied and pointed up at a buzzard cruising on a thermal over head.
    


    
      

    


    
      Minutes later, Andy woke and sat up.
    


    
      "How did you do that?" he asked, astonished at what had just happened.
    

  


  
    
      "I didn't do it, Andy. You did," San replied. After showing Andy the way through his seizures, he had helped him Reach into a dragonfly and together they had gone on one of the wildest areal tours of the shores of the lake San had been on yet.
    


    
      "I just showed you the way through."
    


    
      He was glad Andy had enjoyed it. He nodded his head in Prathor and Davey's direction, "We all can do it. And what you've just done is just the beginning."
    


    
      "Hey, Prathor! Still wearing those glasses. You look more like Elvis than ever!"
    


    
      Prathor walked over and gave Andy a big hug. "Yeah and you're so tall I thought I was looking at King Kong."
    


    
      Andy blushed. "Yeah, I have to get new sneakers every month, I'm growing so fast. They think that's one reason I'm having so many seizures."
    


    
      "Because you have big feet?" Prathor asked.
    


    
      "No, ya geek! Because I'm growing so fast. They think it's too fast and that my brain is getting screwed up from it."
    


    
      You won't have anymore seizures, now," San informed him, ". . . unless you want to."
    


    
      "No more seizures? You're kidding!"
    


    
      San shook his head. "You can control it now."
    


    
      A huge wave of hope cascaded through Andy. San and Prathor could see it in his face.
    


    
      "What is it, Andy," Prathor asked.
    


    
      "They're starting to talk about surgery," Andy informed them. "That's why I'm here again. My seizures keep getting worse and worse. It's been so bad that I can't concentrate. I'm flunkin' out in school. Nobody likes me, except for the teachers, maybe. But havin' teachers as my only friends at school only makes the kids hate me more."
    


    
      Pointing his thumb over his shoulder back at the camp compound, he went on: "They can't find the area of my brain where the seizures are happening. They say that if they put electrodes inside my head they might find out where they start . . . then they can take out that part of my brain so I won't have anymore seizures."
    


    
      Prathor and San shook their heads in unison, disgusted by the idea.
    


    
      Prathor sat down beside Andy. "You won't have to have your brain carved on. Don't let 'em do it! You know the way through the seizures now. And," he added, pausing for effect, "you know how to Reach."
    


    
      Andy brightened. The thought of someone planting hardware in his head or cutting a chunk of his brain away was appalling. The doctor's weren't even sure it would work.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Yes, there are risks," Doctor Langly had informed him. "Major risks. Possible paralysis, loss of speech function. And, it may not stop the seizures. It works for seventy to eighty percent of casses. Very good odds. But I cannot promise . . ."
    

  


  
    
      And having the ability to get inside another mind, the ability to "Reach" as San and Prathor had called it . . .
    


    
      He shook his head and frowned deeply, suddenly realizing what this Reaching stuff really meant.
    


    
      "This is like telepathy!"
    


    
      Prathor shook is head, "Not like, my tall, big-eared friend. It is telepathy."
    


    
      "Damn!" Andy exclaimed.
    


    
      "Ya oughta naught cus," Davey intoned, casting him a black look of disapproval.
    


    
      Andy blushed. "Uh, sorry. I'll try not to again.
    


    
      "But damn, Prathor! How did you guys learn to do this?"
    


    
      San laughed and put a comforting hand on Davey's shoulder before his normally wide, smiling mouth could shrink down to that tiny, angry dot again.
    


    
      "I started going through my seizures when we were all here before. The biofeedback training helped, but maybe I was already learning how to Reach before that. Do you remember the bee hive?"
    


    
      "Who could forget it! We had so much honey we nearly got sick eating it all!"
    


    
      "Well, what do you think made all those bees leave the tree?"
    


    
      Andy stared at San and then realized what he was saying. "You Reached into all of the bees?"
    


    
      San nodded, "I didn't know I was Reaching at the time, but later on I had to Reach to save a friend from a killer hail storm . . . the same friend that Barney Marshall murdered."
    


    
      Andy understood now why San had killed Barney. Though a dragonfly didn't have much personality, he seriously doubted he would ever kill another insect, or any other living creature, again. He had experienced the life within the dragonfly. He had felt its energy and urgency to get on with what it must do to survive. He had been astonished—and frightened—by the efficiency with which the dragonfly had been able to hunt down and kill it's prey. Mesmerized by it's bizarre flight paths.
    


    
      "Where are you guys going to go?"
    


    
      Prathor looked at San, not because he was reluctant to divulge their plan, but because he didn't want to scare Andy away. He wanted Andy to join them . "We . . ."
    


    
      "Wa're goin' t' the ocean. Wa're gonna talk wath the whales and dolphans."
    


    
      It took every ounce of self control Prathor could muster to keep from pulling Davey's green cap off of his head and flogging him with it.
    


    
      San spoke up, not at all perturbed at Davey, but very aware of Prathor's emotional state.
    


    
      "Davey's right, Andy. We're going to the Gulf of Mexico. And when we get there we're going to look for some kind of dolphin or whale to Reach."
    


    
      "Why?"
    


    
      "When I left here, we drove down to the coast and went to Oceanarium Park. While we were there, a whale Reached into me.It Reached into me! That whale was the only animal that has ever done that. And there's more. I think the whales have been Reaching me ever since then. In my dreams, and once, when I saved Prathor from almost dying."
    

  


  
    
      "Dying?"
    


    
      Prathor nodded. "We got sucked into a siphon inside a mesa . . ."
    


    
      San broke in, wanting to keep Andy from getting too much to think about too soon. "The point is, Andy, we are now able to do something that I think no one else, or maybe very few, have been able to do. This thing we call Reaching. I know you've only been shown a very small example of what is possible. But it's much more than Reaching to take a joy ride along a lake shore in a dragonfly.
    


    
      "We—Prathor and me—walked from Ayres to a town called Newcastle. At first we ate bugs and raw fish because that's all we could get. Eventually we used our ability to Reach to do no more than scout ahead to make sure the cops weren't about to catch us. One day, Prathor used an animal, a crow, to nab a farmer's cigarette lighter so we could broil the fish we caught. Until then it hadn't occurred to us to make the animals do things for us. Then we started Reaching into animals and making them steal food and supplies from stores in the towns along the way. That way we could get enough supplies to avoid having to eat bugs and raw fish. And that was good.
    


    
      "But what we slowly discovered was even more important. It took a while because animals think nothing like people do and it was hard to tell what the animals wanted . . . or even if they wanted at all, but we finally understood and found that the animals wanted to help us. Dogs, cats, birds . . . squirrels. They knew we were Reaching and they were glad we were doing it!"
    


    
      Andy said nothing. He was as white as a sheet.
    


    
      "You Ok, Andy?" Prathor asked.
    


    
      Andy nodded. "I'm Ok. But ya' have to know this is the wildest line of . . . uh, the most fantastic thing I've ever heard. We're talking earth-shaking revelations here. Telepathy, communicating with animals . . . and the whales! Are you sure they can Reach?"
    


    
      San nodded. "Yes. And it may be that they don't have to be able to see us or be near us to do it. I think the whales can Reach anyone, anywhere, anytime they want to. So we're going to the ocean by the most secret route we can find. We're going down the Brazos River to the Gulf."
    


    
      Andy nodded absently, understanding perfectly. But not knowing at all what to do next. He looked at each of them, searching for some minuscule bit of guidance. He could see in their eyes that they wanted him to come with them and he could see that they would never come right out and make the request. It was his decision.
    


    
      "My mom would croak if I disappeared," he said.
    


    
      No one answered or debated the statement. "And I don't know if I could do that to her, ya' know?"
    


    
      San and Prathor only nodded in agreement. Davey, however had no compunction about speaking his mind on the subject. "Sound t' me lack yore runnin' a big risk if ya' stay."
    


    
      Everyone turned and looked at Davey, waiting for explanation.
    


    
      Davey looked back at each of them. "Wale? Ah mane ait's obvaous as the noses on ar faces ain't it?"
    

  


  
    
      No one answered, merely shaking their heads instead.
    


    
      "Thay wanna oprate on his haid. Thay wanna scoop out haes brains! Just lack scooping out cherry ice cream until ya' find the best cherries t' put in yore bowl!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      They needed another canoe. The camp had several but when Andy came up missing and a canoe did too, then it would be all too obvious where he had gone and with whom. San was pretty sure they would figure out who he had met up and run off with no matter what, but he wanted to protect the secret of the by-way they were using to travel on. So, after Andy went back to the bunk house to decide whether or not to go to the Gulf with them, the three of them went on Reach in three of the abundant buzzards that constantly soared over the peninsula to scout for a canoe. The one they found was at the last bend in the lake before the dam, and, luckily, near a remote road that led around and down to highway 16 that crossed the river just below the dam.
    


    
      They were set to leave two nights later and were waiting for Andy in a hidden arroyo not too far from Camp Inwood. He was supposed to come after midnight to avoid being missed during the twelve o-clock bed check. San stayed on Reach in a nighthawk, buzzing the camp lights for flying insects and keeping an eye out for Andy exiting bunkhouse number three. Earlier, he had warned Andy to be very careful about being seen as he was leaving. If any of them were caught, then the whole thing would be called off and everyone would turn themselves into the police. He told him to keep an eye out for any kind of animal behaving in a strange way and to follow it if possible.
    


    
      

    


    
      "It'll be me or Prathor trying to guide you away from other people."
    


    
      

    


    
      He spotted Andy leaving the bunkhouse. Arcing down and into a wide loop, San scanned the entire camp for any adults but saw no one. He swooped back around and low over Andy's head. Andy heard him fly by and waved.
    


    
      The four of them gingerly boarded the single canoe and even more gingerly paddled out across the lake toward the dam. Before daylight they had picked up the other canoe and had portaged both canoes and all of their supplies halfway to the highway 16 bridge below the dam. Two hours after that they had everything camouflaged and were resting. One of them stayed awake, on Reach in one kind of bird or another, keeping watch for any sort of pursuit.
    


    *     *     *


    
      One week after leaving Possum Kingdom Lake, the Reachers were paddling across Lake Granbury. They had spotted police cars buzzing around on the highways between Possum Kingdom Lake, Graford, Palo Pinto, and several other nearby towns as they floated down river, but the police had paid very little attention to the Brazos River. There had been a lot of searching around Camp Inwood, though, and they were glad they had not lingered there. They ate well as they made their way to the Lake Granbury dam, which was much easier to portage around since it was not nearly as big as the Possum Kingdom dam.
    

  


  
    
      After another two weeks of steady paddling they were past Lake Whitney floating easily toward Waco.
    


    
      "Waco's gonna be tricky. The river runs right through town, "Andy stated one evening as he studied the map.
    


    
      San sat down beside Andy, chewing on a piece of beef jerky lifted by a bluejay from a country store in Gholson. He looked at the map for a moment. "Well, there's no way around. It's too far a walk and we'd be noticed even more trying to carry two canoes and all of this stuff we've got now around Waco."
    


    
      "Yeah. I guess we'll just have to float through at night and stay sharp until we get past highway 6."
    


    
      Their float through Waco was uneventful. Only the winos and homeless noticed the two canoes moving silently through the night. They paid them little or no attention. They continued their night-time floats, beyond the highway 6 bridge and south of the townships of Golinda and Satin, under highway 7, and on. When they were near Bryan, they were nearly discovered by a team of state biologists out on the river to take census of white tailed deer that roamed along the banks of the Brazos before the hunting season began. But they managed again to use their Reaching ability to lure the biologists away from their camp.
    


    
      Outside Navasota, Davey came back from Reach patrol excited and flustered.
    


    
      "Ate was as baig as a alaphunt!" he howled at his companions.
    


    
      Prathor looked over his redouts at Davey. "Did you sleep alright last night? Cause it sounds like you fell asleep while you were on Reach in that owl and dreamt this all up!"
    


    
      That made Davey angry and without warning he Reached into Prathor and showed him that he had really seen some very very large birds. Dozens of them wandering in fields of a nearby ranch. When Prathor recovered from the experience, he chided Davey harshly for Reaching into him without warning. And then he explained to Davey that the big birds were called ostriches and that some people were raising them on ranches just like they did cattle.
    


    
      Ashamed for having frightened Prathor, but angry at him just the same for doubting his word, Davey was reticent for days until he finally apologized a week later and thanked Prathor for telling him about ostriches.
    


    
      By the time they floated along the outskirts of San Felipe, just west of Katy and Houston, it was Christmas. At night they gazed at the Christmas lights on the houses in the towns they floated past and grew sad and homesick. Everyone but Davey, that is, who volunteered for Reach watch only after it was dark so he could get a closer look at the glittering lights and Christmas decorations. "Ah ramamber Chrasmus wath mah mama and daddae. Ah got a whait tow truck that had a tow bar an' wanch an' a star on the door . . .
    


    
      "Ah lost it though. A long, long tahm ago."
    

  


  
    
      The land around the river had flattened out weeks ago and as they were floating along the eastern boundary to Brazos Bend State Park, they saw their first alligator sunning on the far bank. It got a bit dicey in the canoes when Prathor Reached into the gator without telling anyone, swam up behind the canoes and gave Andy and Davey's canoe a sound blow with his tail.
    


    
      "Jazus Aich Christ!" Davey cried out. "Ait's gonna ate us alive!"
    


    
      When they started seeing the barges their spirits lifted considerably. "Tham's barges!" Davey informed them. "Thay hawl ahl and daisel fewel and garbaje and stuff. Ah've bain on barges b'fore!"
    


    
      Eight days later they turned right into the Intracoastal Waterway and made their way to the Bryan Beach Recreation Area where they finally left the Brazos for the first time in more than five months and dragged their canoes onto the beach. They celebrated by swimming in the surf, diving headlong into the waves, chasing fiddler crabs, and hunting for sea shells. They went careening along the shoreline and out over the gulf in seaguls and pelicans. The pelicans were fun because they skimmed low over the water, riding the rolling air current between the rows of waves that moved in and tumbled onto the beach. They wandered into the marshes behind the beach and found plenty of crawfish and crab to catch and eat. Their biggest inconvenience was a lack of fresh water. They tried every animal they could to try to get one to carry fresh water to them somehow but it was hopeless. So finally they had Davey paddle up river into Freeport to get water every few days while they waited and watched for dolphins and whales.
    


    
      The last days of winter went by without any sightings of whale or dolphin. "Hell, man!" Prathor complained one day. "We haven't even seen a freakin' shark!"
    


    
      "Maybe we should move to another beach," Andy suggested one day.
    


    
      They studied the map and talked about moving south to East Matagora Bay but decided they couldn't leave the convenience of Freeport as a place to get fresh water.
    


    
      So they waited, and Reached, and watched.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XVIII


  Contact


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Borne into the sky upon a ghostly blue-white mantle, the moon indiscriminately cast its color-filching light on the water and the land. Gentle breezes from the Gulf tumbled across shimmering beach, whispered conspirito through salt grasses clinging precariously to the dunes, then continued inland across the coastal plain.
    


    
      A multitude of tiny lights winked into existence along the fringes of salt grass. Each pair, elevated on armored stalks, carried a minuscule reflection of the full moon. Rising just high enough to peek out of small burrows excavated in the sand, they paused—remaining motionless for just a moment—then as if on telepathic cue, they rose up and flowed out as one onto the beach.
    

  


  
    
      Over exhausted, the Reachers couldn't sense the perennial dance of the fiddler crabs around them. They didn't stir in their sleep; and presently, the swarm of stalk-eyed creatures decided it was safe to venture even further from their burrows. Several of them held one great blue pincer high—as though entreating others to look up and behold the hoary blaze of the moon.
    


    
      Their dance suddenly ended when the dolphin poked its snout into the air and slapped it down hard on the water near the place the land dwelling Reachers lay sleeping. The dolphin pushed itself up onto the beach exposing enough mass and making noise enough to spook every crab back into its burrow, though not enough noise to wake the sleeping people.
    


    
      The dolphin limited its movements to breathing and to occasionally roll in the surf to keep eyes and skin comfortably moist. It had only to wait now, its mission being not one of suicide, but of vigilance. It would be a long night for the dolphin, whose anticipation of the new day's events mounted. Reaching lightly into the minds of the sleeping Reachers, the dolphin enjoyed the kaleidoscopic tapestries of their dreams.
    


    
      Since the white whale had sung of her discovery of the existence of the human child who had been able to Reach, speculation on what the human mind was capable of had been plentiful. Theory after theory had emerged, and not since the Great Reach of the Blues had another attempt at contact been made. The Prelate and the Blue herds had reassured the rest of the cetacean world that this one, the child called San, wasn't to be feared.
    


    
      Now, the scout dolphin's probes into the dreams of the four land dwellers revealed minds not free of violence or death. However, they were entirely free of malice and malignant hatred. Their dreams felt as soothing as the moisture lapping at his sides. The dolphin slipped fluidly into the dream current and proceeded to learn more about the human Reacher's.
    


    
      

    


    
      As usual, Davey was the first awake. When the rest finally woke up, he was still sitting beside the beached dolphin, gently splashing water onto it. When Davey saw San was awake, he jumped to his feet and ran up to him. Grabbing his hand he tugged him over close to the dolphin.
    


    
      "Hae's bain hare all nahght lawng. I thank hae wuz in mah drayms last night cuz Ah draymed about him!"
    


    
      As the others approached, San was gripped by an intense presence.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Reacher, come."
    


    
      

    


    
      "Where?" San asked the dolphin.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Safe, deep, blue water."
    


    
      

    


    
      "Why?"
    


    
      

    


    
      "Must go to Prelate."
    


    
      

    


    
      "Prelate? What's that?"
    


    
      

    


    
      "Knowledge of our races. Great Blue."
    


    
      

    


    
      "Okay," San replied aloud. "How?"
    


    
      The dolphin tossed its snout at the now receding surf.
    


    
      

    


    
      "In water. Now."
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      They all worked together to carry the dolphin out into the surf. Before the breakers were coming in over their heads, the dolphin swam out of their arms. Surfacing after a fast sprint to get the blood flowing better, the dolphin broke out of the surf and into the sky. Still on Reach, San gasped at the speed and agility of the animal.
    


    
      The dolphin broadcast-Reached into all of them and told them to follow. They were to be lead to a better means of transportation.
    


    
      Beyond the big waves, the dolphin stopped and submerged, leaving the Reacher's to tread water alone. They could feel the strong vocalizations of the dolphin in their bodies below the waterline, and after a while they felt others answering and calling from all directions.
    


    
      The scout broadcast-Reached again:
    


    
      

    


    
      "Muphin coming."
    


    
      

    


    
      They looked at one another. Muphin?
    


    
      The scout intensified its Reach and showed them images of Muphin, what they were for and that they had been created specifically for them. When the mind movie ended, they were all stunned. It was totally bizarre and unreal. Then four Muphin surfaced amongst them and each swam toward a different human. They positioned themselves alongside the humans and waited. The Reachers all knew what to do, based on what the scout dolphin had shown them. It was now just a matter of forcing themselves to do it. They were to get inside the Muphin through a slit in the belly.
    


    
      Prathor looked at his companions. "Well, guys. I guess it's time to make like a baby kangaroo and dive into the pouch!"
    


    
      Andy was the first to go. He reached down and touched the skin of his Muphin's dorsal fin. It felt much like the dolphins skin. The Muphin's body was lithe and firm. He swam around to face the strange creature.
    


    
      The Muphin was larger than the dolphin. It looked like it was about eleven feet long from snout to fluke tip. Maybe six and a half feet between flipper tips. The color of the Muphin was a blue-gray like the scout dolphin but it had long streaks of light pink tapering down to sharp ends near the flukes. The eyes were much larger than the dolphin's and they were jet black. The mouth of the Muphin was wider than the dolphin's and when it opened its mouth, Andy could see that the perfect conical teeth were larger and more numerous.
    


    
      The Muphin reared backward, exposing its belly. A ventral slit appeared in the white flesh of the belly and opened. The cavity inside the slit looked strangely inviting.
    


    
      Remembering the scout dolphin showing them that they must enter naked, Andy pulled off his cutoffs and swam into the opening. Once inside, he turned so that he faced looking out of the opening. The slit slowly closed from the bottom up and fused shut. Andy was engulfed inside the Muphin. Millions of near-microscopic cilia grew out of the flesh of the Muphin and painlessly penetrated the flesh of Andy's body.
    

  


  
    
      A net of filaments and tubes spooled out into Andy's brain. Some of the filament were sensors. Others were capable of triggering synaptic activity in selected portions of the brain. The tubes were for providing a steady supply of oxygen and fluids to Andy's brain during deep dives. Some of the tubes snaked down to Andy's lungs and quickly infused even smaller blood vessels into the bronchia. These would enhance collection and transport of oxygen to the brain. Cilia continued to penetrate Andy until all of his circulatory, respiratory, and glandular systems were integrated with those of the Muphin.
    


    
      Andy pulled his arms up and spread them out to his sides. He found openings into the flippers and slid his hands in up to mid forearm. He shifted his bare feet until he was more comfortable. The Muphin detected Andy relaxing and pressed its flesh closer to hold him more firmly.
    


    
      The flesh of the Muphin protruded and thickened at a point behind Andy's head. It continued to thicken and then flattened out to form a helmet around his head. The helmet of Muphin flesh firmly enclosed Andy's head to prevent any sudden shock from dislodging or damaging the cilia permeating his brain.
    


    
      Andy felt no pain. He knew what was going on and he knew what to do and when to do it. When it was time, he Reached into the rudimentary mind of the Muphin and seized control of its higher functions. There was no personality in the mind. Just autonomic functions and lots of fresh new space to store memories.
    


    
      Andy gave a kick, actually moving his legs together in a sudden downward motion, and the Muphin responded by swinging its flukes in the same direction. Two hard kicks sent the Muphin jumping into the sky. He managed a spinning jump and then dove deep. The Muphin sent lots of oxygen to Andy's lungs and brain as they continued to descend. He felt no urge to breathe as the dive progressed. Then he stopped and slowly turned, looking at the strange world around him.
    


    
      He could feel his probing sonar before he could see the scout dolphin approaching. There were other dolphin and Muphin in the water. Some of the dolphin were there to protect the new swimmers. Prathor shot past Andy, swatting at him with his flukes just as he moved out of reach. Andy surfaced, felt his Muphin exhale and take a deep breath, then he turned and watched, through the large powerful eyes of the Muphin, as the spray of his exhalation drifted away in the breeze.
    


    
      

    


    
      Beautiful!
    


    
      

    


    
      San swam up alongside Andy and watched while Davey suited up. Davey's Muphin was different from the rest. It was larger and colored differently. It was wider and longer and all black except for its two, oversized blue-green eyes. The scout dolphin didn't know why this was but said that the Prelate would know and would tell them.
    


    
      Davey was in heaven. His Muphin was the prettiest. "Ah'm gattin' the baist one hare!"
    

  


  
    
      This made San laugh and when he did, his own Muphin vocalized the equivalent Muphin laugh. It sounded to San like a piercing tenor human voice but was much more articulate. Then his Muphin started buzzing the local sphere of operations. In a second it had scanned everything and committed it to memory. San was almost overcome by the amount of information that flooded into his mind, but the Muphin did something, via the cilia permeating San's brain, to boost his ability to assimilate the extra input. Then, as a single unit, the scout dolphin, all the Muphin and every other dolphin in the vicinity struck out south at a stiff pace of thirty five knots.
    


    
      The Muphin could have moved faster, and would have preferred to, but the dolphin wouldn't have been able to keep up to lead them. The dolphin didn't stop the human Reachers from swimming their Muphin ahead or out in any other direction just as long as they stayed within sonic range, which, underwater, happened to be quite a long distance. So the Reachers started taking fast side trips to explore, meeting back up with the scout group ahead.
    


    
      The affect was totally hypnotic for all of them. The sensations of being inside—actually an integral part—of the Muphin was an alien experience in itself. The long, deep, dives on a single breath, the alien submarine landscapes stretching out around them, and the myriad alien forms of sea life moving in the vicinity added to the effect. After several random side trips, they regrouped and then together they went into a deep dive.
    


    
      The light faded as they continued to descend. They ducked around a school of rays skating in formation between thermal layers. A high pressure gas release valve vented as they approached it from the north. A billet of natural gas billowed out and spread mushroom-like to the surface. Something told San that if he had been swimming over when it had vented, he would have plummeted downward at high speed. So he kept a sharp lookout for other such obstacles.
    


    
      They chased and ate their food without stopping. The Muphin did the eating and converted some of the food into nutrients to be delivered in the micro net of cilia to their synergistic passengers.
    


    
      San never wanted for anything. He felt absolutely no need to breathe, getting more than enough air directly into his blood stream through the cilia augmenting his circulatory system. He didn't get hungry and felt no sensations of thirst. He knew that when he got out of the Muphin that his flesh would be shriveled.
    


    
      "Prune puss skin," Price used to say. "So wrinkled ya' get lost every time ya' sneeze."
    


    *     *     *


    
      "I'm sorry I haven't called. A lot has happened and now I need your help."
    

  


  
    
      Just like that. Neal thought. No contact for months and now, "Hello, sorry I haven't called. Let's get to work." Always so sure of what she needs and just how to get it.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Where are you?" he asked.
    


    
      "The Texas coast. A place called Quintana. Where are you?"
    


    
      "Ocracoke Island, just off the North Carolina coast."
    


    
      Neal suddenly felt cheerful. He had hoped to hear from Lou, eventually, or to contact her when he finally reached the Texas coast. The fact that she was there now and he was only down to the Carolina coast didn't depress him at all. It had to have taken significant effort and know-how to track him down. He basked in his belief that she wanted him.
    


    
      "What's up, Lou? You sound a little tense."
    


    
      "Neal, listen to me . . ."
    


    
      "Uh-oh."
    


    
      "No, Shhhhh! Be quiet so I can tell you this."
    


    
      Neal closed his mouth and listened.
    


    
      "I haven't tried to reach you until now because as soon as I got back to Texas I volunteered to help in a search effort."
    


    
      "A search for what?"
    


    
      Lou took a slow, deep breath and let it rush out of her at its own speed before she began. "We're looking for San Shelby and his friend Prathor Jackson."
    


    
      Neal unconsciously clenched his jaw and ground his teeth.
    


    
      

    


    
      I don't want to hear this.
    


    
      

    


    
      "We think San and Prathor are lost out in the Gulf. We found their canoes and some of their clothes washed up near Bryan beach."
    


    
      "Canoes? What the hell were they doing on the Gulf in canoes?"
    


    
      "No! We don't think they were on the Gulf in canoes. We think they swam out and . . . oh, it's a long story, Neal. I'll tell you all of it, I promise, when you get here."
    


    
      "How long will you be in Quintana?"
    


    
      "I don't know. It depends . . ."
    


    
      "If you start moving, leave messages at this phone number . . ."
    


    
      Lou scribbled Neal's number on the palm of her hand and gave him details of her location.
    


    
      "Thank you, Neal."
    


    
      "Are you in trouble, Lou?"
    


    
      "No . . . not yet."
    


    
      "When will you be?"
    


    
      "Maybe soon. If my luck holds."
    


    
      "What do you want me to do?"
    


    
      "Get here as fast as you can. I'm taking a boat out into the Gulf for an undetermined amount of time for search and rescue. I need a good captain."
    


    
      "Yeah, right. I'll fly down and be there tomorrow evening to meet this good captain. See you then."
    

  


  
    
      "Is he coming?" Betty asked when Lou returned to the booth. The waitress had just returned to serve their food as Lou took her seat.
    


    
      Lou nodded, "He'll be here tomorrow." She kept hoping San and Prathor were still alive. She hoped that if Andy was actually with them that he was alive too. She hoped like hell she wasn't dragging Neal into a terrible mess. What she planned to do now wouldn't be well received by local Coast Guard if she got caught or someone hurt—or killed. She would have to manufacture a cover operation to shield her real actions from them. She thought she could use her LAE deployments as such a cover. But she still had to convince Neal to throw in with them.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Neal whistled long and low. "Someone on this team has lotsa moolah. Is it you?" he asked, donning a look of hopeful greed that was as real as it was jest—though he had to admit that it wouldn't surprise him if Lou was rolling in gold.
    


    
      Lou shook her head and mocked sympathy for Neal's disappointment.
    


    
      "Not me. Have you ever heard of a quarter horse rancher named Remrick?"
    


    
      Neal hadn't. "He must be a successful rancher."
    


    
      He stepped on deck and began assessing the ship and it's fittings. He saw the familiar cases that housed Lou's LAE and other research gear. He had agreed that it was a good cover. His cheerfulness had not diminished since leaving Ocracoke, but had intensified considerably. He discovered it was true what they say about love having the power to bring youth to the heart. Neal had always thought that notion sick-thick and preposterous. But Lou's body and chemical language were unmistakable. After years of depravation and isolation from such things, he had no trouble at all detecting or understanding them. He knew he was in love with her and he knew that if there were children lost at sea somewhere, he could most likely help her find them.
    


    
      On the bridge, Neal logged onto the ship's computer and connected to the net. After less than a minute of search and twelve of download time, he had the previous months weather and gulf stream flow vector data.
    


    
      "Where and when did they find the clothes?" he asked, bringing up a chart of the entire gulf region.
    


    
      Lou boxed a region that included an area from Freeport to a point about 15 kilometers southwest of there. The computer zoomed into that area. Lou zoomed again on a smaller area in the southwest corner of the displayed region. When that zoom was completed, Lou worked her way through menu options until she found the option to display the detailed information on the search coordinates and punched in a date.
    


    
      Neal read the detail and added a note regarding his intention to correlate current vectors at the time and location the clothes had been found, saved the new information and exited back to the chart display. He brought up his downloaded vector data and indexed to the time and location. The vectors suddenly appeared over the nav chart. Neal widened the index window and ordered a playback of vector data from two days before the clothes were found to present time. When the playback loop started, it was easy to see the current flow trends.
    

  


  
    
      "Are you all packed?" Neal asked, checking fuel, water, and power for all systems.
    


    
      "Yes. Ready to go now, in fact."
    


    
      "Let me see the cabins below and take a quick look at the hull from the water and then we can leave."
    


    *     *     *


    
      San's Muphin was tireless. It swam like a machine and obviously so did the others. Davey had constantly been in the lead position after their second day of swimming. He had taken to living inside a Muphin as though it had been his destiny. Not only was San impressed, but so were all of the dolphin and whales now swimming with them. As they traveled, they encountered more and more cetacean species that turned from their previous courses to travel with them.
    


    
      San had communicated with all of them and knew them all intimately. In this world of cetacean life, everyone Reached. They communicated and probed one another in other ways as well. By sight, sonically, and—just as people do—through intuition. The big difference was that there was absolutely no privacy! If someone wanted to know about it, they knew when your Muphin took a dump. If they wanted to know, they could know when someone was unhappy or depressed. For a while, everyone except Davey had felt sorrow at the thought of how long it had been since they had seen or spoken to their families, and always one or more of their new traveling companions had detected the sorrow and done what they could to assure them that they would see them again.
    


    
      On the first night of their long, endless swim, San had been thinking about how he had killed Barney and again began struggling with it. A minke had fallen in beside him and had Reached for more detail. It had replayed the images again for both of them as they swam side by side and then it had consoled San.
    


    
      "Death, sometimes bad," the minke had agreed. "Sometimes unavoidable."
    


    
      San had cried. The Muphin absorbed the tears through it's flesh and replenished San's body fluids accordingly.
    


    
      The minke said nothing more but it did things to him to ease his dismay about the killing of Barney Marshall. It did things not only to his mind but to his entire body, by Reaching and by sonic massage, and soon San felt no more of the turmoil and doubt about the killing. He understood that the death was an unavoidable tragedy. Unavoidable for a lot of reasons, and that not a single one of those reasons could stand alone. The events leading up to the death were more complex than anyone could ever comprehend. And then a profound notion occurred to San. The notion that life, and the loss of life, were such complex events that it didn't matter much what started a life or ended a life. The mere fact that the life occurred was all that mattered. Each life in the universe was such a complex culmination of events and circumstances that it was a wonder that it ever happened at all.
    


    
      "Barney took so much life away . . . Maybe it's okay that his ended. Maybe it was unavoidable." he thought.
    


    
      The idea shook him severely and the minke once again did what it could to soften the blow of his realization of this basic concept.
    

  



  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  PART III


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XIX


  Sounding


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      "What sort of signals are we looking for?"
    


    
      Lou shrugged. She wasn't really sure. She knew she was chasing bizarre hunches and running on intuition but that's all she had to work with at the moment. Just wild speculations derived from compellingly peculiar data. Now it was time to try to collect some more substantial data. Data that might lead them to the runaways and help reveal what is really going on between San and the Blue Whales.
    


    
      She considered it a miracle that the Remrick's were so willing to finance this mission. It seemed the Remrick money and influence ran deep and wide. Not only had they been able to finance the search mission into the Gulf of Mexico—which would most probably move beyond the Gulf into the Atlantic or the Caribbean—but someone, somewhere in the network of billionaires and politicos, had exercised adequate influence to acquire some bleeding-edge technology for them to use in the search.
    

  


  
    
      Of course, the Remricks hadn't been told everything. None of the bizarre details about the correlations between the Blue Whale EEGs and San's EEGs had been revealed. Betty Shelby had strictly forbade her from talking about any of that with anyone but her. And now Neal was here helping her, very aware of the bizarreness of it all—another singular miracle. When she left him standing on the docks at Nuuk, she had assumed that they would never meet again and that Neal was very happy to be shut of her and her strange research.
    


    
      She turned to a console mounted on deck near the bow and checked the sensor calibrations before she answered.
    


    
      "I guess we should watch for unusually concentrated movement of schools through the sensor net, any bursts of sound—especially repetitive patterns from biologicals—and electromagnetics too. The only clue I have now is the segments of EEGs that are too exactly the same to be a coincidence. If the three of them did somehow come here, the reason has to be linked to the EEG correlations and to cetaceans."
    


    
      "You mean the four of them," he said, and his point was well taken. A new clue that had helped them had been reports from locals in Freeport about a group of boys that had camped on Bryan Beach for several days that had included information about an older person that may have been with them. A man that had come upriver in a canoe several times to get fresh water at a Sinclair gas station on the edge of town on the bank of the Brazos. A man described as being mildly retarded who had insisted on telling the gas station attendants, every time he had come to get water, a joke about liking gravy and joining the navy.
    


    
      After Neal's arrival, they had gone together to Freeport to get more information about the man. They had spoken with the attendants of the station as they were closing up for the night—inviting the two men to a riverside bar near the station for a few drinks. After the first two boilermakers, the attendants had talked on and on about the retarded man. His child-like demeanor and his gravy-navy joke. He had always arrived in the late evening, about an hour before the station was to close. Walking up to the station and into the lift bay he would tell the joke: "Yew lak gravy? . . . Than join the Navy!". And when he was through laughing at his joke, he would fill three five gallon jugs with water and chat with the attendants.
    


    
      Lou liked the attendants. None of them talked about the man with any trace of contempt or of the ill-willed humor she had seen so much of in her life from "normal" people who talked about the mentally challenged. Neal managed to do a better job at probing for information than Lou and as a result of his probing technique, eventually, one of the men had made a statement that nearly knocked Lou off of her bar stool. Neal had been probing for more detail about the things the man had talked about with them while he had filled his water jugs. The youngest of the two men had said that the man had said that he was going to "Reach the Dolphins."
    

  


  
    
      A shudder of excitement had coursed up and down Lou's spine when she heard this. "Going to Reach the Dolphins?" she had practically shouted at the young man. "What did he mean by that?" she had asked, clearly excited by the statement. Neal had smiled amiably at the startled young attendant and had rolled his eyes a bit to indicate that these outbursts from his companion were to be expected. "What my friend means to say is, that's a pretty strange thing for someone to say, especially a retarded guy."
    


    
      The young attendant had shrugged. "Not really. A lot of people come down here to see dolphins. You know, all this new-age crap about dolphins being intelligent and all. You wouldn't believe the characters that come through on their way to make contact with the dolphins."
    


    
      Neal dropped another sonde over the side. He didn't turn to check the signal reception indicators on the console. He heard the quick succession of musical beeps that relayed the same information the displayed indicators would have if he had bothered to look at them—satisfied that the sonde was working properly. So far, they had dropped nine hundred and eighty five of the ultra-sensitive sensors into the Gulf. He knew the weight and shape of the sondes by heart now, and he had the operational validation beeps memorized too. He doubted that he would ever forget them.
    


    
      He was optimistic about using them to get a clue of some kind out of the ocean. They were high-tech, not available at your local Radio Shack. Nodding, then, to show Lou that he understood what she was trying to say, he looked into her eyes, one of his favorite things to do.
    


    
      "No, we don't have much to go on. But if the boys and the whales and dolphins are communicating, I doubt you will ever gather much more evidence of it than you have already without doing what we're doing now. There's nothing like field work to uncover the true nature of a mystery."
    


    
      Either this woman he had fallen in love with was completely mad or she was a genius—or both. Though he was convinced that she was more genius than madwoman, he had decided it didn't really matter to him anymore. Sane or not, she was the most intriguing person he had ever met in his life. And despite—or perhaps because of—the bad experience, they had survived together in the North Atlantic, he wanted to be near her as much as possible. After she left Nuuk, it had been hard to think of anything else. So he had scuttled all of his previously laid out plans and had set sail for the Atlantic Seaboard to work his way south towards the Texas Gulf coast. He had set for himself a new goal to dock at Galveston by fall and then go to Possum Kingdom where Lou said she would be working through the winter.
    


    
      And then she had called him at Ocracoke and asked him to hurry to Quintana. His initial hesitation was indeed centered on the strange nature of her research and the incident they had experienced together with the Blue Whales and the killing fleet of whalers. But the allure of the woman and her mission to find the missing boys had overpowered the fear of uncertainty and pain that otherwise would have driven him back out to sea alone.
    

  


  
    
      For him, she was nothing short of intoxicating. And the suspicions he was cultivating—that something fantastic was going on in the world and that she just might be hot on the trail of whatever that might be—was almost as intoxicating. His fear of the future had subsided, but he knew that could change quickly if Lou was right about what was going on with San and the Cetaceans.
    


    
      Her suspicion that they were communicating telepathically was incredible. He had no doubt that if Lou was right in her inferences, about why the EEG correlations existed, and why the retarded man had said he was going to "Reach the dolphins" then they would find the three runaways and possibly their mildly retarded companion someplace beyond land. Someplace out here in the Gulf or in the oceans beyond.
    


    
      "These sondes are already detecting schools. When are we going to stop and start using the LAEs?" he asked.
    


    
      "When all of the sondes are in the water," she answered. "It's not the LAEs that will lead us to them. It's the Cetaceans that will—most likely the Dolphin. And we'll need all of the sondes deployed to have even a snowball's chance in hell of tracking Dolphin. They're small, fast, and a hell of a lot smarter than we are."
    


    
      Neal knew this was true. The sondes weren't ordinary, publicly accessible equipment. He suspected they had been purchased through the Black Market—possibly stolen from one of the major powers of the world. Which major power he could only guess at. But whichever had made them had manufactured quality instruments. How they had been stolen from the major power he could only guess at as well, but he didn't have to guess what would happen to everyone on board if the authorities caught them with even one of the sondes, with the reception unit mounted on the deck or the backup unit stowed below. Even the appearance of being involved in espionage was very politically incorrect in America these days. And this damn boat they were on, for all of it's modern design, was like an electromagnetic beacon bobbing on the gulf waters. Very easy to spot and even easier to track. The Coast Guard, and the Dolphin, if they were involved, would have no trouble sensing them and finding (or avoiding) them.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The swimming never stopped. Even when they rested, they kept on swimming, though they swam much differently when they were resting. When it was time to rest, the school would close into tighter formation so they were in visual contact with one another, swimming quietly, altogether at the same depth, only about a body width from all adjacent swimmers. After the formation firmed up, which only took a minute or two, the school looked and moved much like a flying carpet. The only sounds emitted by the school were very faint clicks from only a few of the more lightly resting individuals—a dramatic change from the constant raucous chorus of sounds they used to constantly scan for predators when on the move in deep water.
    

  


  
    
      To rest, they moved to shallower waters, over a shoal or near the shoreline shelf. There they swam in long, synchronized, horizontal arcs, descending sedately down to within inches of the sandy bottom and gliding at that depth until they would rise together, just as smoothly as they had descended, to the surface for air.
    


    
      None of them, not even the Reachers, actually ever slept as humans do. But after hours of hard swimming, spraying out long series of intense echolocation clicks and analyzing the complex patterns bouncing back; and at the same time communicating on Reach with their Muphin and with the Dolphin scouts guiding them out of the Gulf; it was more than enough to rest as Dolphin do.
    


    
      And the waking dreams they had!
    


    
      The world they now existed in—as bizarre and alien as anything they had experienced in their lives since beginning the symbiotic relationship inside the Muphin—was nothing in comparison to the dreams they experienced during the quiescent rest swims. The images and sensations were so wild and intense that San was beginning to think that like everything else the Dolphin do together, they dream together too. He and the other Reacher's tried to verify San's theory by comparing the dreams they had but they were so rich and full of detail that none of them could ever nail down any particular dream sequence that they could say with certainty was the same as someone else's. Yet San had experienced this kind of dreaming before and he was certain that it was related directly to the Dolphin dreams or possibly to the distant Blues and to the Prelate they were now steadily journeying to meet.
    


    
      He and Andy were swimming together when their school moved into a swarm of cuttlefish. The startled cuttlefish flashed brilliant colors at them and moved away, leaving tunnel like openings for the Dolphin and Muphin to swim through. San and Andy immediately Reached into the cuttlefish and were surprised to find an intelligence rivaling their own in the small creatures. They also discovered a new language—a beautiful sign language—in the constantly shifting colors that pulsed in the epidermal layers of their small, streamlined bodies and their delicately waving tentacles. The chromatophore language revealed curiosity about the passing school of Dolphin and Muphin as well as warnings to be careful not to be eaten by one of the massive air breathers. The tentacle sign language was integrated with the constantly shifting colors to add signals that were an attempt to scare away the potential predators.
    


    
      Reaching San, Andy asked: "Which is your favorite animal to Reach?"
    


    
      San had to think about it for a moment. "I don't really know, Andy. I'm tempted to say the dolphins and whales, but I keep going back to this image of a spider for some reason . . . a jumping spider."
    


    
      "A spider? Dang, San! What could be fun about a spider?"
    

  


  
    
      San laughed, making his Muphin chirp and ping happily. That wasn't a hard question to answer. "Because they're one of the oldest creatures on Earth. I read in a book Prathor's Dad showed us once that said spiders had survived whatever it was that killed off the dinosaurs and would probably survuve longer than humans will. They have a lot of legs and eyes and . . . they're just cool!"
    


    
      Flanking San and Andy were two scouts assigned to protect them as they traveled. This protection included constant monitoring of their bodily functions as well as the water space around them. San guessed that the Dolphin weren't too sure about their Muphin inventions. It made him feel awful at first to constantly be watched and probed with sonics but he soon became accustomed to it all, deciding to spend more time getting to know the Dolphin troop leading them to the Prelate and less time worrying about the monitoring. And after a few days of it, he and his companions were doing the same to the Dolphin, not to get back at them for probing so much but to simply learn more about Dolphin anatomy. The Dolphin and Muphin were a blast to watch through the strong eyes of a Muphin, rocketing through the water as though they were moving through nothing more substantial than air. But what could be seen with sonics was even more astounding. It was like having x-ray vision. They could see inside their Dolphin companions as well as inside one another!
    


    
      It had taken practice to learn to control the sonics when they decided to use it to probe each other's composite Muphin/Human bodies. Davey had nearly sent Andy into a seizure by probing too deeply for too long—not realizing how powerful his pulses and buzzes were. But after learning how to control it, they had all embarked upon a self-guided exploration of Muphin and Dolphin anatomy and even some aspects of their own human anatomy. None of them were prepared for the amount of detail the sonic probing revealed. Not only could they see the musculature and skeleton of the Muphin, but they could probe deeper and see the people inside the Muphin and even further to see inside the people. The sonic imagery the Muphin transmitted directly into their brain's visual centers was perfect, three dimensional projection of what was scanned with sound.
    


    
      They were also shocked to find that several of the scout Dolphin were female and even more shocked to learn that Davey's Muphin was also female.
    


    
      "Wahi aise mah Muphin a gurl?" Davey had wailed, seeking out and asking for an answer from the Dolphin he had first met on Bryan Beach. As always, the Dolphin responded with imagery and had revealed to Davey that his Muphin was a reproductive one. It was designed to make more Muphin.
    


    
       "Already, yours has given birth to three others," the scout had answered.
    


    
      This news had sent Davey into a panic.
    


    
      "Owe mah lawd!" He had moaned and begun swimming rather erratically.
    

  


  
    
      "Ahm a mama! Whut am I gonna do if ah get praignant? Does ait hurt t' have little babay Muphains? How mainy wail ah have at one tahm? Are thay gonna wanta get thar babay mailk from mae?"
    


    
      The scout and Davey's human companions did what they could to calm him, reminding him that his Muphin was the fastest and prettiest of all. Eventually he had accepted their encouragement to keep his Muphin, though the scouts had offered to send a message ahead to ready another male Muphin for Davey to use instead.
    


    
      Later, a scout told San that Davey's Muphin was close to her time for breeding and asked San if he thought Davey would be willing to let that happen.
    


    
      "Will it breed with another Muphin?" San asked.
    


    
      "That is not planned for this one. This one will mate with one of the fast hunters."
    


    
      San tried to think of what a fast hunter could be. All Dolphin were fast hunters. Then the scout had painted a sonic image of the mate intended for Davey's Muphin and San had gasped inside his own Muphin.
    


    
      "An Orca?"
    


    
      "Yes. Orca mate."
    


    
      "Will Davey have to be in his Muphin when it happens?"
    


    
      "No," the Dolphin answered, but it was confused. "Why would he not want to be?"
    


    
      San rolled his eyes, not sure if the gesture was properly translated to the appropriate Muphin body language and left it at that. The curious Dolphin immediately began spraying him with sonics to assess his physical state, but the information bounced back revealed nothing significant.
    


    
      All around them, the cuttlefish swarm pulsated with vibrant, excited color.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Neal stared hard at the animal, tracking it as it efficiently surfed the bow wave. It was like no dolphin he had ever seen before, which didn't mean much since he knew he hadn't seen every variation—no one had. But this one looked so different from the dozens he had seen and the pictures he had seen of dozens of others.
    


    
      Its shape. Its size. Its eyes. It looked so strange.
    


    
      

    


    
      My, but what big eyes you have.
    


    
      

    


    
      And he knew those eyes were watching him. Sizing him up. He wanted to go wake Lou to come look at it but he was afraid that if he left, even for a second, it would disappear. He didn't want to loose sight of it. He was becoming more and more convinced that it had come not just to hitchhike on the bow wave. It had come to look at him.
    


    
      The impression he was forming of the creature was that it was contrived. It looked like it had been designed to be a better dolphin . . . more than a dolphin. It flew easily on their bow wave, only occasionally having to kick its flukes to overcome the slowing caused by friction. It suddenly vaulted out of the water and Neal clearly saw it bend its body and what little neck it had in mid-flight so it could get an unobstructed look at him. The look lasted less than a second, but Neal's level of concentration was dilating his perception of time and he was able to detect intelligence in the eye that locked in on him.
    


    
      

    


    
      You are one weird dolphin!
    


    
      

    


    
      Again the dolphin vaulted into the air and turned to look at Neal.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XX


  Conclave


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      They sensed the songs of the great blue rorquals long before they drew near. They couldn't hear the songs. They were propagated at too low a frequency for dolphin, muphin, or human hearing to detect. However, they could all feel the songs. The low-frequency singing produced sound that traversed boundless ocean distances and rumbled insistently through the bodies of all within range. Each song harbored vast amounts of information about the oceans of the world and of the Cetacean races living therein.
    


    
      Some of the songs contained accounts of historical events. Events both ancient—spanning tens of millions of years—and events of more recent times. Others heralded current news, and others carried news of things to come—fantastic things.
    

  


  
    
      All detail was preserved in the songs—intact. They carried sounds, colors, tastes, and temperatures. They carried the memories of those who had lived at the time, including the images they had seen and even the emotions they had experienced: joy, excitement, anger, pain, and sorrow. The preserved emotions were almost overwhelming—more intense than any San had ever experienced in his life. Emotions lived in the songs of the Blues with such strength that each one pushed all of the Reachers to the brink of insanity before it faded and was replaced by another song rife with new emotions just as gripping. San knew that if these songs stopped, the Cetaceans would cease to exist. It was as vital to their noological existence as were the fish, crustaceans, squid, and plankton they fed upon to maintain their physical existence.
    


    
      The Reachers all noticed that there was never a trace of hatred in the emotions entwined in the songs. This was consistent with their observations on Reach in the Dolphin they traveled with. None of them harbored the slightest vestiges of hatred in their minds. San had decided that hatred was just not a part of any cetacean's emotional constitution. This observation became even more significant to the Reachers as San and his human friends learned some of the more recent cetacean history. They learned it in one of the few songs they had heard that also included history of their own race. Through one particularly poignant song performed by an adolescent female who's singing was comprised exclusively of historical content, the Reachers experienced the deaths of millions of cetaceans around the world. Terrible deaths, so awash in pain and grief of loss that San began crying uncontrollably inside his Muphin very shortly after he understood what the song was about.
    


    
      Of all of the rich history in the songs, this history brought the Reachers closest to the point of loosing their minds. They had all read about it and some of them, San and Prathor in particular, had watched television documentaries about the whaling industry. None of them had liked the idea of killing whales and cutting them up, boiling them down, and processing the remains for use by people; for the fine oils the cetacean bodies were capable of creating, the baleen for corsets, brushes, brooms, and furniture upholstery, the flesh for feeding people, their livestock, and their pets. But the articles and documentaries had not revealed the true scope of the suffering inflicted upon the Cetaceans. That so many of these beautiful, thinking beings of the oceans had been killed by humans for such wasteful endeavors as the manufacture of cosmetics, bath oils, religious ointments, and perfumes made him deeply ashamed to be human.
    


    
      The Reachers learned the true agony of death initiated by harpoon. Death by both the first primitive, hand-thrown harpoons used by humans that were barbed and simply pierced and ripped flesh and internal organs to hold fast, and death by the later, more advanced versions that, once fired deeply into the body by canon, exploded to make the harpoon fast and to cause fatal damage to the recipient's internal organs. Drowning followed when the victims' insides were so badly damaged as to prevent them from controlling their breathing. Water would rush into their gigantic airways and into their lungs. Violent spasms would signal the end of the victim's life.
    

  


  
    
      They also learned of the hundreds of thousands of pelagic dolphin who drown each year as they are entrapped and tangled in the purse seines of the tuna fishing industry and of thousands of other cetaceans who fall victim to the deadly drift nets that are virtually invisible to them. Literally entire families were destroyed in the nets used by humans to bring in larger and larger fish catches. San was disgusted by the greed that he knew had driven his race to such extreme methods of fishing.
    


    
      The Reacher's relived the pain just as the victims had, because all of them had sung their death songs during the internecine ordeals and those that had escaped the killing had passed on the dead ones' final songs to the rest of the Cetacean races. Prathor thought of the millions of Jews exterminated by the Nazis and finally understood what his parents and grandparents had been ranting about all of his years.
    


    
      Several of the Cetacean species had been hunted to extinction while others had been hunted so close to extinction that it was doubtful they would be able to recover—their gene pools critically depleted. However, the Cetaceans held no grudges of any kind against the human race for the destruction of vast numbers of their kind.
    


    
      San was amazed by this and wanted to know how it could be. How could they not hate a race of beings so bent on the cruel destruction of their races? It was inconceivable. He still felt a deep, burning anger at Barney Marshall for killing Tramp. It chipped away at his psyche on a daily basis. He couldn't even imagine the anger he might feel if someone killed his entire family before his own eyes. He wanted to know how the Cetaceans were able to ignore the cruelty. He decided this would be the first question he would ask the Prelate . . . if he was allowed to ask questions.
    


    
      The Reachers could distinguish between each of the different songs, the Prelate's being the most prominent. They could also distinguish between the different individuals Reaching them, again with the Prelate being the most salient of those Reaching. San recognized the Prelate on Reach within his mind as that of the entity that had Reached him in the siphon cave inside the mesa that he and Prathor had nearly drowned in. The same entity that had been Reaching him in his dreams before and since he had entered the ocean. He discovered he had been right about the dreams they had all been having during the rest swims. They were shared dreams. And the songs of the Prelate controlled the central theme of the dreams.
    


    
      This realization didn't come from investigative efforts as he and his human companions had attempted to carry out earlier by comparing each other's dreams. It was realized through the activity of dreaming which turned out to be just as crucial a shared activity for the Cetaceans as everything else they did together.
    

  


  
    
      They had been traveling with small, toothed and rorqual cetaceans of one kind or another now for several weeks and the affects of living with them and sharing every moment with them had changed their thinking in profound ways.
    


    
      They thought less and less in the isolated ways humans do. It was rapidly becoming impossible to do so because in addition to having no privacy from visual, sonic, and Reaching probes administered by their dolphin guides and scouts, the dreams were just as probing. They soon learned that all of the sharing of sensory information was vital for survival of their school.
    


    
      Staying aware of one another during the hours of travel and feeding as well as during rest swims was a necessity of life in the open oceans where there was almost no place to hide from predators. Except for the occasional opportunity to swim in the crests of large swells—concealed by the moving walls of water on either side—or in the clouds of bubbles created by breaking waves, cetaceans were constantly exposed and vulnerable. This, however, wasn't a viable solution for all situations. Other than that, they were always out in the open, completely exposed to the hostile environment of the ocean.
    


    
      So, the protection of the school was paramount and only through cooperation and constant awareness of their surroundings and of each other were they able to survive. They swam and hunted food together, always remaining in close formation when predators were near and never moving beyond the sonic range of one another when the absence of predators did allow individual activities to occur.
    


    
      They sprayed their surroundings with a constant barrage of sonics and constantly analyzed the sounds bouncing back—scanning for predators. In effect, they traveled in a roughly ellipsoid-shaped sensor field of sound that allowed them to always be aware of one another and of approaching predators long before they came too close. Thus, they could take action to move away and avoid them if they gave chase. When they weren't able to avoid them, then the schooling instinct kicked in and almost all individuality was suppressed for the good of the school.
    


    
      This instinctual behavior had not been removed from the Muphin. In fact, it had been enhanced to the point that even though the Muphin had no reasoning capability of their own, they did have the ability to understand danger signals in the sonics and vocalizations of other cetaceans and to quickly react accordingly to protect themselves as well as other members of their school. San and the other Reachers had learned this the hard way when late one evening they had become alarmed to find that they had suddenly lost control of their Muphin.
    


    
      They had been hunting away from the school when all of their Muphin had abruptly stopped allowing themselves to be controlled and had moved at top speed back to the school. Even after they were safely in the school, surrounded by other cetaceans, the Reachers were still unable to completely control their Muphin. They finally understood what was going on when the school's sonics revealed a large pack of sharks approaching from the southwest. The school had immediately changed course to avoid the sharks but the predators had changed course too and began to close in on the school.
    

  


  
    
      When the sharks were in visible range, the school of cetaceans had become a single entity, reacting to the movement and attack charges of the sharks in unison. Powerless to make their Muphin break and run away from the safety of the school, the Reachers merely watched the crisis unfold around them and let the Muphin do the swimming.
    


    
      No one was injured or lost in the attack and eventually the sharks had grown weary of trying to break the ranks of the school adequately enough to catch one of them. The Reachers learned much about the power of cooperation and schooling behavior as a result of the incident. After that, whenever they peeled away from the school, they didn't swim as freely as they had before. Though it was probably true that their Muphin would always seize control in times of danger, it seemed prudent to all of them that they should do their part to stay alert and help as much as possible to insure not only their own survival but the survival of the rest of the school. This is what the Dolphin had hoped the Reaching land dwellers would do. It was important that they learn the rules of survival in the open ocean. They wouldn't always have the luxury of other cetaceans to help them survive.
    


    
      The shared activities during waking hours were coordinated for the survival of the school at the cost of individual judgment and actions. The shared dreaming they participated in during the rest periods served an entirely different purpose. The shared dreaming was a time of massive information exchange, not only between members of a school but between members of all of the Cetacean races around the world. And even though San and his human companions were alien to this activity, it was a natural transition that benefitted all.
    


    
      The Reachers soon discovered through the dreams, especially those directed by the Prelate, something about why the Cetaceans had called them to the ocean to make contact. There was to be an exchange of vital information between the preeminent races of the world. The Reachers had all been able to gather from the dreams being directed by the Prelate that something was happening that would change the face of Earth. Something potentially deadly to all of the preeminent races of the world—especially the human race.
    


    
      The Reachers didn't yet understand exactly what it was that was to place the existence of all life on Earth in peril. That wasn't coming through very clearly, or perhaps it was, San thought, but it was such a complex, dreadful thing that he and his companions could not, or did not want to understand it. The images that steadily dominated his waking dreams included scenes of vast oceans with no sight of land above the waves; enormous storms of fire in the skies; and millions of lives lost as the fiery skies and swelling oceans collided in a terrible struggle that was impossible for him to fathom.
    


    
      They did know that when they finally did meet the Prelate and communicate in close proximity to him that it would all come clear. Yet, they were afraid, and as they swam on toward the open ocean, leaving the Gulf of Mexico, their fear mounted. Whatever it was the Prelate and the rest of the Cetacean races were trying to tell them, they knew it was going to be hard to take. It would involve all life on Earth, that much they knew. And they understood that any event that could take place on the planet that could have such a far-reaching effect would be catastrophic.
    

  


  
    
      San, Prathor, Andy, and Davey all feared for the people and animals they loved. Something was coming. Something unavoidable. Something big. They longed to go home to warn and protect their loved ones. They longed to run and hide from the approaching danger but the dreams revealed that hiding would be impossible.
    


    
      The key to survival of the advancing minacity was the cooperation inherent in the school and the protective buffering of the ocean.
    


    *     *     *


    
      One evening, as the school swam south just east of the Florida Keys—as they were leaving the Gulf of Mexico—San and Prathor, accompanied by two strong scout Dolphin, were away from the school hunting for food. They had located a school of mullet and were in the process of feeding on them when Prathor gave a shout on Reach to San.
    


    
      "San! Get up here quick! It's Lou!"
    


    
      San dropped the fish he had just caught and swam full speed toward his friend. As he swam his Muphin sprayed a steady stream of echolocation clicks in a wide arc ahead. When he located Prathor, he also saw the hull of the boat he was near. Prathor was swimming on the bow wave of the boat, occasionally leaping out of the water ahead of it.
    


    
      They had done this before, as had their Dolphin guides. It was a fun thing to do but San had learned that the Dolphin did it for more than fun. It was a practice as old as the days humans had first ventured out to sea. It was done as part of the Cetacean's constant search for humans who could Reach. Over the centuries of human travel on the oceans, Cetaceans—the Dolphin, mainly—had always approached the human-guided vessels of the ocean and swam on the bow waves in an attempt to locate a human on board who could Reach. However, over the centuries of attempts, no such human had ever been found.
    


    
      So the Reachers had begun to help the Dolphin in this endeavor to locate other Reaching humans. It hadn't occurred to them that any could exist but it seemed entirely possible.
    


    
      "San, it's Lou Ryley! She's on this boat! Come on!"
    


    
      San kicked hard inside his Muphin to get to Prathor at the surface.
    


    
      

    


    
      Lou? Why is Lou out here?
    

  


  
    
      It seemed that nothing in life was predictable anymore. In a matter of seconds, San relived almost every event leading up to his current situation in life: his first seizure, meeting Lou at the bus station in Ayres, meeting Prathor on the bus and watching him have his violent seizure. He remembered the friendships he formed with Andy and Kevan at Camp Inwood, meeting Pearl, saving Tramp, and pecking Barney Marshall on the head. He recalled saving Prathor's life in the Breaks and teaching him how to Reach. His family and Candy sprang into his mind, and though he thought of them daily, he had not had such clear visions of them for a long time. Images of horses and their world at Remrick Ranch and Candy painting like mad to get them all on canvas cascaded through his mind.
    


    
      Then he remembered Tramp's death, the killing of Barney, and running away; leaving behind so many people he loved and missed very much—driven away by fear and something else that was much bigger than that fear.
    


    
      If it really was Lou, he had to see her. She was the closest thing to a connection back to home and his family that they had had since they all left Camp Inwood. He hoped Prathor was right. He had probably been probing on Reach to find out if anyone on board could Reach back and had discovered her presence that way. He would know some of the innermost thoughts and memories of the people on the boat as a result of his Reaching. He would know the identity of everyone on board. So it had to be Lou! It had to be!
    


    
      When he finally caught up with Prathor skimming on the bow wave of the fast-moving boat, he didn't hesitate and launched himself into the air ahead of the boat, using the push of the bow wave to assist him in his launch as he passed through it from below.
    


    
      He arched his Muphin body and his own in mid-flight to get a look back on the deck of the boat—and there, right out on the prow of the boat, was Lou. She was leaning out as far as she could toward him, reaching out as though she wanted to touch him.
    


    
      She was laughing and as he connected with her on Reach, he was bathed in a hot rush of excitement, joy, and love. He knew right away that she wasn't a Reacher but he could tell that if she were ever made aware of Reaching that it is what she would want more than anything in the universe to learn to do. He could feel her consuming desire to become the creature she was watching. She wanted to swim as it could swim and jump as it could. She wanted to live in the ocean as it did.
    


    
      He crashed back into the ocean very awkwardly, forgetting to spin back around for reentry. Arcing back up and then down deeper, hammering the water with his flukes to gain speed, he exited the blue water again and spun in flight to look at Lou. She was still leaning out over the prow, though she wasn't reaching out to him now. Leaping again, he saw a man come out on the prow with her and stand beside her. The man was laughing too.
    


    
      San reentered the ocean and Reached into the man. He discovered a rough soul who had lived a lot of hard life but who also had that same burning desire in his heart to become the animal he was watching and find out what it would be like to fly in and out of the ocean with such beauty and grace. The man's name was Neal.
    

  


  
    
      Then he Reached back into Lou and probed to find out why she was here and very quickly he found the reason. Prathor was there too and discovered why at almost the same instant San did.
    


    
      They broke Reach and looked at each other, the astonishment not showing in the unchanging landscape of their Muphin faces but clearly apparent in the flash of their black eyes. San started to Reach again into Lou to try to communicate. His heart ached for contact with her but before he could find a way to make her feel his presence in her mind, his Muphin suddenly veered down and away from the boat. The chase had taken them to the limit of safe distance from their school and the effort of swimming and jumping ahead of the boat had exhausted the escorting Dolphin scout who had already dropped back. The Dolphin had watched and waited for the Reachers to finish the attempt to Reach someone on the boat. Finally, they called the Muphin back with their signature whistles and both obediently veered away from the boat and sounded.
    


    
      San and Prathor broke Reach and watched the boat move out above and ahead of them as they slowed to glide speed. Then they started back toward the school, spraying the scout Dolphin with sonic imagery, trying to describe and explain to them the reason for their interest in the people on the boat.
    


    *     *     *


    
      "What were they?" Neal asked, hoping Lou had seen the species before.
    


    
      She hadn't.
    


    
      "They weren't like any dolphin I've ever seen or read about," she said. "They looked unreal . . ."
    


    
      Neal nodded. "I know what you mean. The impression I got was that they were more like super dolphin . . . much more than any dolphin I know about."
    


    
      The strange dolphin had appeared and vanished and there was nothing they could do about it. They were wild creatures of the sea, free to choose what they did, where they did it, and how long they wanted to do it—impossible to track individually or in small numbers.
    


    
      "I think we've just seen an uncataloged species," Neal commented wistfully. "We should have filmed them," he added, and pounded his fist on the rail in mock frustration. Actually, just seeing the animals leaping into the air so many times had been reward enough. He knew he would never loose the memory.
    


    
      Lou smiled, "You could have grabbed the camcorder when you came and hustled me out here to see them."
    


    
      Neal smiled back, "Not enough time. I had the distinct feeling they would split if no one was out here for them to look at. Did you see how they looked at us?"
    


    
      Lou shivered. Her gut was telling her this event was significant, but she resisted the urge to judge it as being in anyway related to San. Then Neal shattered the wall of reserve she had just constructed around her thoughts by asking the question himself.
    

  


  
    
      "Do you think there could be a link here between the runaways and these strange looking Dolphin?"
    


    
      Lou shook her head, not because she thought there was no connection but because the intuitive feelings she was struggling with told her that there was a very strong link . . . she just didn't want to allow that thought to cultivate without good reason. They had been tracking a large school of Dolphin for three weeks now as they moved at a fast clip toward the Keys. The sensor net they had deployed had worked well for them. They had chased after several schools but this one they were following now had steadily traveled along the coastal shelf—occasionally taking side trips out to the edge of Sigsbee's Escarpment—toward Florida and had not slowed their purposeful, rather fast pace. Every indication so far said they had a destination and that they were heading out of the Gulf toward it at top speed.
    


    
      "If the super dolphin are what make up the school we've been tracking, then there are a lot of them. We need to try to catch up with it before it leaves sensor range so we can try to find out," she said, then dropping her reserve, she admitted to Neal and to herself her deeper feelings. "My intuition tells me that the school is connected to San. It's too big and it's traveling much too fast. Something strange is happening with that school. I wouldn't be surprised if those strange dolphin are part of it."
    


    
      Neal pointed at the reception unit on the deck mount. It showed the current position of the large school as it continued on a southerly heading. "We can't get anymore speed out of this baby, but we can try to intercept them if they turn east or west. That's our only hope. What are your hunches about the direction they'll take next?"
    


    
      Lou rubbed her forehead, trying to clear her thoughts. The haunting image of the unusual dolphin wouldn't go away. She could still see it turning in flight to look at her. The memory of the beautiful creature lightened her mood and she smiled. They really had nothing to loose if she guessed wrong. The school would swim out of sensor range by morning unless it stopped to rest soon or doubled back into the Gulf.
    


    
      "That way," she answered, pointing to the east. "To the Bahamas."
    


    
      Neal said nothing, understanding completely, and went to adjust their course to intercept.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The school turned east on a heading that would cut through the arc of the Florida Keys just south of Long Key where they would sprint across the straights of Florida to the Great Bahama Bank. The scouts painted sonic images of the Bahama Bank for the Reachers.
    


    
      "Good food fish there!" stated a Dolphin scout San had dubbed Pinky due to the pink cast of his skin.
    


    
      "We will eat well and rest happy!"
    

  


  
    
      San had whistled his approval and corkscrewed around Pinky, playfully. Pinky had obliged by trying to mate with him. San had brushed him off just as playfully.
    


    
      Beyond the straight and across the Bahama Bank, between Great Abaco and Eleuthera, lay deep, open Atlantic ocean where a pod of Fin were waiting on the edge of the continental shelf just beyond the outer chain of the Bahamas. The Fin would guide the Reachers from that point eastward over Nares Abyssal Plain where the Blue herd and the Prelate would soon arrive to meet them.
    


    
      The Reachers were as excited about the meeting with the Prelate as they were apprehensive about it. They knew they would soon be in the presence of the wisest of the Cetaceans and that he would help them in ways they couldn't imagine. The dreams had been revealing more and more details of the Cetaceans and the world they lived in. In turn, San and his friends had shared in their dreams every memory of their own lives prior to entering the ocean with the Cetacean races of the world and all of that sharing had reinforced the Cetacean's belief that the course they had chosen to take with the Reaching humans was appropriate. The Prelate was optimistic about the chances of survival for the Reaching land dwellers. It seemed that even some of the non-Reachers might survive as well. But he knew it was a delicate situation, even with the Reachers. It would take every bit of his skill to convince them that the approaching danger was real and to convince them to follow the Cetaceans into the most remote regions of the world to survive.
    


    
      The last leg of the journey to meet the Prelate was the longest for the Reachers, not because it was the longest distance of the total distance they had journeyed and not because it took the longest amount of time to complete. It was the knowledge that the essence of what the Prelate was going to reveal to them was so immense that even though the evidence of its truth would be irrefutable, they would all be very reluctant to believe. All of the waking dream projections from the Prelate and the other Blues had paved the way for delivery of the final bit of knowledge that would reveal the truth of what was happening to the world. As the pod of Fin guided the Reachers out into the Atlantic the dreams became even more intense and longer in duration. The Reachers soon found themselves immersed in waking dreams all but a few hours out of the twenty four hour cycle. They no longer slowed to rest, instead they surrendered control of their Muphin to the Fin and slept, a couple of hours a day, the deep sleep of humans, while the fin spurred their Muphin forward. Then they would wake and begin again to swim through the song-induced dreams of the Blues.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The Prelate and his herd prepared for Conclave while they were waiting for the Fin and Reaching Humans to cover the final distance between them. They floated vertically in the water with their heads near the surface, arranged in a wide circle. Within the circle, in the center, the Prelate floated alone in the same fashion. The Prelate Reached to the members of the herd and together they Reached out to the approaching pod of Fin and Muphin-encased Humans to guide them in.
    

  


  
    
      The Reachers had just awakened from a deep sleep that had lasted more than five hours. They felt alert and strong, more so than they had ever felt in their lives.
    


    
      "Ware almost thar!" Davey exclaimed on Reach to his companions. He was clearly looking forward to the meeting. They all were. The trepidation they had all been nurturing during the final leg of their journey was now completely gone even though they knew that the meeting would result in the Prelate revealing something terrible to them.
    


    
      The recent dreams, however, had shown them a path of hope through the terrible event. A path that would lead anyone who chose to follow it to a place where they could survive the approaching cataclysm. There was only one sticking point, and it was a doozy.
    


    
      There was a one-way entrance onto the path. Once on the path, there would be no turning back. The path demanded capitulation to a new way of life for all who followed it, and a new evolutionary path for all of their offspring.
    


    
      The Reachers were pulled into the Reach-net of the circle of Blues. The Fin guided them up to the circle and stopped. The Reachers continued inside the circle and moved in close to the Prelate. The Prelate waited while the Reachers swam all around him, looking him over, staring into one of his eyes and then swimming around to look into the other.
    


    
      Then he spoke, on Reach to them.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Be still and listen,"
    


    
      

    


    
      He didn't demand it and the Reachers knew that if they chose to, they were free to swim away and never see him again. But that was the last thing any of them wanted. So they stopped and floated at the surface close to the Prelate.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Change is coming—has already begun. Skies will burn. Oceans will rise. Land will disappear beneath new waves. Such change has happened before, now it comes again."
    


    
      

    


    
      Images of the change filled the Reacher's minds. They saw explosions in the skies that looked like movies they had seen depicting the nuclear holocaust that had been threatening humankind before any of them had been born. The explosions ripped at the face of the Earth, destroying all unprotected life across vast stretches of land. At first, there were only a few explosions, scattered around the globe. Then there were more and they steadily mounted until the skies were constantly ablaze with fire.
    


    
      The Reachers assumed they were indeed watching the end of the world as a result of the outbreak of nuclear war. The Prelate sensed this and carried them into the sky, beyond the life-shielding atmosphere into space. From there they saw the cause of the explosions and fire in the skies. They began to understand the magnitude of the event but surely there was hope for some life to survive on land.
    

  


  
    
      The Prelate brought them back down to sea level and showed them that as the fires burned in the sky, the oceans were quickly rising, inundating even the highest peaks. It was clear that there would be no land left to support life there. It would all be underwater. The entire planet would become covered by a single world-wide ocean!
    


    
      The Prelate brought them out of the past, out of the time when the last inundation had occurred, back to the present and began a journey into the future.
    


    
      The Reachers found themselves looking at themselves through the eyes of the Prelate and the eyes of the herd encircling them. Their Muphin floated easily around the Prelate. And as they watched through the eyes of the Blues, more Muphin appeared around them within the circle. First just a few, then dozens, then hundreds more until the circle was full of Muphin of all shapes, sizes, sexes, and colors. The multiplication didn't slow when it looked as though the circle could hold no more but increased instead. The multiplying Muphin burst the confines of the circle and spread.
    


    
      The Prelate once again carried the Reachers up into the sky and together they watched the multiplying Muphin spread across the ocean until finally it slowed and the Muphin began to disperse, moving out away from the center of the circle in every direction. They continued to swim to all points of the world and while they were spreading out, the skies once again burned and the oceans rose. By the time all the land of the world was covered, the Prelate and the Reachers were once again alone inside the circle. But all around the circle traveled pods, schools, and great herds of Cetaceans—ancient species as well as the billions of multiplied Muphin species.
    


    
      The Prelate brought them back down to their own bodies and broke Reach.
    


    
      The Reachers understood now. They understood why the Cetaceans had wanted to contact them and the answer to the question San had wanted to ask the Prelate had been answered. It was all so clear and completely obvious that San was puzzled as to why no human had seen it coming. However, that no longer mattered. They were quickly running out of time and they knew what they must try to do.
    


    
      Their mission was clear. If they succeeded, countless lives would be saved. If they failed, billions would survive the approaching cataclysm—just as they had before—but how many of those lives would be human wasn't certain.
    


    
      Then, the Prelate took them one step further into the future and showed them the possibilities of life on Earth if they were successful in their mission.
    


    
      Those possibilities were nothing less than the stuff of dreams.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XXI


  Reacher's Mission


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      San glided down to the object, probing it with sonics. It looked like what he was searching for.
    


    
      It was cylindrical—two feet long, and three inches in diameter. Drifting freely, submerged about twenty feet below the surface, it had a foam-coated wire leading out of the top of it. The wire rose to the surface where another ten feet of it floated exposed to the air. He could see that the thick, air-impregnated foam encasing the long antenna wire was keeping the device afloat at a fairly constant depth—serving as a long, flexible cork with inherent dampening to compensate for the wave action at the surface.
    

  


  
    
      He watched it gently bob and sway—a slave to the rhythm of the water. It was gray-blue in color—almost impossible to see within the ocean. Although it was virtually invisible to unaided eyes, it had been easy to spot with long-range sonics and it was emitting very strong electromagnetics. The floating mechanics of the object were ingenious simplicity. However, its electronics were unfathomable. Had he not already seen in Lou's mind the purposes of the device, he would never have been able to understand it.
    


    
      Drawing closer, he could clearly see the halo of energy flaring in all directions away from the object. He could also see the much fainter waves of electromagnetism intersecting the antenna both above and below the ocean surface, making the antenna appear to throb as electrons in the wire were excited by the intersecting waves of energy. The rate of the throb below the surface was much faster than the rate of throb in the floating portion of the wire. A lot of the airborne waves continued through the water and intersected the long antenna there too—though very much weakened by the water column. None of the higher frequency waves below the surface traversed the ocean-sky boundary.
    


    
      The metal-rich, electromagnetic-sensitive dendrite web entwined within the neural nets of his Muphin's central nervous system easily—graphically—revealed these details. He recognized it as one of the sensor devices he had seen in unusually persistent images in both Lou's mind and in the mind of the man with her—Neal—when he and Prathor had run into her before the meeting with the Prelate. Just one of the hundreds that they had dropped into the Gulf to form an enormous sensor net to use in their search for himself and the other runaways.
    


    
      San was astounded by the fact that Lou had decided he and his wayward companions had somehow come to the ocean with cetaceans. How had she been able to come to such a conclusion? She wasn't a Reacher, he knew this for certain, so she couldn't have used that ability to find out. He wondered what chain of events brought it about and knew that he would only find out by getting back in touch with her. Probing more forcibly, he quickly determined the resonating frequencies of the device.
    


    
      He rose to the surface for an extra long breath, and submerged again to the sonde. Thinking—hearing—the music in his mind before attempting to replicate it, he finally began with a steady rhythmic pulse of deep tones that would sound much like a bass drum and a tom-tom. Then he added some rattling bursts of bass, not very melodic, but very effective. Finally he mixed in the higher, staccato chirps and short whistles of the repetitious melody. Bombarding the sonde with the arrangement of sounds at those resonant frequencies, he hoped it sounded good—at least recognizable.
    

  


  
    
      His Muphin easily decoded the reflected sound waves and conveyed the information to the visual centers of his brain . . . and he stared from within himself, entranced by the sight and feel of the sympathetic vibrations of the sonde as he sang at it. He wondered how the heck color could be conveyed in sound! He never would have imagined that the old nineteen-fifties surfer song would look like this!
    


    *     *     *


    
      Sitting alone on deck watching the last red streak of daylight fade to black, Neal suddenly yanked the headphones off of his head as though they had just belched fire into his ears.
    


    
      "Ouch! What the hell was that?"
    


    
      In two lurching strides he was beside the reception unit mounted on deck and could see, graphically, the noise that had just about ruined his hearing. He reached for the unit and dialed for a lower db setting before carefully moving one cup of the headset back toward his right ear.
    


    
      Satisfied, he listened but didn't put the head phones back on his head. He knew his hearing may already have been damaged and had no desire to damage it any further.
    


    
      He listened.
    


    
      "Lou!" he shouted.
    


    
      He listened some more.
    


    
      "Lou! Get your butt out here and listen to this."
    


    
      He checked the reception unit and found that it was recording the signals spewing from the sonde.
    


    
      "Good," he thought—knowing that without proof, he would have trouble making even Lou believe this!
    


    
      The signal stopped.
    


    
      "Oh shit!" Neal whispered, and reached to increase the gain again as the signal faded and then stopped—his face illuminated by the blue—white glow of the unit's small display screen.
    


    
      Lou appeared at his side and without a word started to put the other headset on. Neal stopped her, pointing at how he was listening through only one cup to warn her to be careful. Then he heard the return of the signal and quickly pulled the gain down. It still hurt his ear before he got it down, but only for a fraction of a second.
    


    
      Then Lou heard it too.
    


    
      They listened together.
    


    
      As they listened, Neal started giggling, as he always did when he heard this—all in anticipation of the vocal part, which was so inane.
    

  


  
    
      Though they didn't hear the vocal part at the appropriate time, Neal sang it himself.
    


    
      "Wipe out!" he shouted and then laughed insanely—grinning through his giggles at Lou.
    


    
      Lou was frowning, watching the trace of the signal on the reception unit's oscilloscope emulation window.
    


    
      Neal reached over and touched her elbow to get her attention.
    


    
      "You've heard this before, right?"
    


    
      She nodded to show that she had. What bothered her was that the damn sonde was picking it up at all. It shouldn't be.
    


    
      The sondes all had foam-coated receiver antennas that floated on the surface to collect AM radio waves through the air as well as microwave modulators that were used for transmitting signals underwater to other sondes and to the receptor unit on the boat. However, the receivers were configured for only a few protected frequencies. The AM receiver shouldn't have locked in on a commercial radio station signal.
    


    
      For some crazy reason, though, the sonde had locked in one of the stations along the coast or maybe on one of the Keys. She worked at the reception unit trying to send remote commands to the sonde to tune its receiver away from the offending frequency but no matter how far out of band she tuned it, the signal persisted.
    


    
      She shrugged and looked at Neal. He shrugged back.
    


    
      "It must not be a radio signal," she said and checked the microwave receiver.
    


    
      Nothing there either. She was about to deactivate the sonde's receivers altogether when she stopped and listened more closely. It didn't sound like radio or microwave transmissions. She checked the audio channels, and there it was.
    


    
      "It's sonic!" she shouted. "Something near the sonde is emitting sonics!"
    


    
      Then she pounded her foot down hard in frustration, realizing what it must be.
    


    
      "Oh damn!" she cursed. "Some idiot is playing rock music into the water. It's probably someone out bone fishing with a dodecaphonic boom box bouncing around on the floor of their skiff.
    


    
      Neal chuckled and looked at Lou, "Dodecaphonic?"
    


    
      Lou ignored his question, so he went on: "I hope whoever it is doesn't snag the sonde antenna. We're in deep kaka if they find it and take it to the Coast Guard."
    


    
      Neal wasn't frustrated at all. He was enjoying it. He had heard nothing but grunts and clicks of fish for the last two hours. The music was a welcome change of fare. He hoped Lou wouldn't deactivate the sonde.
    

  


  
    
      She didn't. Instead she channeled the signal through some filters and studied the waveforms displayed. Something didn't sound right about the music. It sounded sort of squeaky. The instrumentation sounded weird. And she wondered why they were never hearing the idiotic vocal part. Then, as she gazed at the waveform plots on the receptor unit, she realized why. Her eyes grew big and she tugged at Neal's shirt sleeve. "It's a biological!"
    


    
      Neal too had been wondering about the instrumental arrangement and had assumed it was some new synthesizer version of the song. But now that Lou had said it, it was obvious that the sounds were being generated by a marine animal of some sort.
    


    
      The signal stopped again.
    


    
      Neal held a hand up for Lou to be patient. "It's played twice now, maybe it will do it again."
    


    
      When the signal returned, it was the same song.
    


    
      "Wipe Out" by the Surfaris.
    


    *     *     *


    
      It took them nine hours to reach the location of the sonde. Lou had wired the receptor unit's amp outputs to the boat's intercom system so they could both listen without the headsets. The signal had stopped several times for extended periods but had always started up again. The song had changed three times now, but it was always a well known pop song.
    


    
      "Wipe Out" had been the first. Then about three hours later it had changed to "Yellow Submarine". Now, this morning, Neal and Lou listened to "Octopus's Garden" over the ship's loud speakers.
    


    
      As they approached the sonde, Lou prepared their diving gear. While they sped toward it through the night, Lou had analyzed the signal and had decided it had to be a dolphin making the sounds. The vocal patterns weren't exactly like any she had ever seen or heard but her specialty was cetacean brain waves, not vocalizations. Yet she was sure it was a dolphin voice singing the popular tunes into the sonde.
    


    
      They never asked each other any questions about why a dolphin would sing into a free-drifting piece of man-made machinery. They never asked out loud how a dolphin would know popular rock music. The questions were definitely there in their minds but Neal and Lou were both in an adrenalin-induced state of hyper-awareness—not really understanding what was happening . . . just very aware of it. They had to investigate to learn more.
    


    
      Both of them were thinking frantically to find plausible explanations for the singing dolphin. Some explanations were good ones, others weren't so good. They both thought that the dolphin might be a former research subject or possibly a trained performing animal that had escaped or been released. Someone had trained it to sing popular tunes—or perhaps it had learned the tunes indirectly by listening to its trainer's radio as they had worked together over time and had learned to mimic the music. If the dolphin had been trained to sing the songs into a hydrophone, then maybe it had come across the sonde drifting in the ocean and had mistaken it for the hydrophone it had been conditioned to sing into.
    

  


  
    
      That was the best they could come up with. All other explanations were too ridiculous or too wild. Yet none of the explanations felt solid. Nothing felt solid anymore.
    


    
      They listened for the singing to stop as they approached the position of the sonde, hoping the dolphin wouldn't leave at the sound of the boat's churning engine and propeller noise. It didn't. The singing continued, now back to "Wipe Out".
    


    
      Neal giggled madly as he cut the engines and dropped anchor less than fifty feet from the sonde. He kept his eyes on the water ahead where the sonde was floating just below the surface. Lou was already putting her flippers on when Neal spotted the dolphin as it surfaced for air and moved toward them.
    


    
      "It's a dolphin alright!" he shouted and hurried back to get ready to dive.
    


    
      Neal raised the diving flag and looked at Lou through the glass of his faceplate. He could tell she was smiling around her mouthpiece as best she could. He was doing the same.
    


    
      They rolled off the deck into the water together.
    


    *     *     *


    
      San stopped singing when he heard the engine cut. While the boat was still coasting, he swam toward it alone. The rest of the Dolphin and Muphin stayed back, well out of sight and completely, quietly, alert. He heard a splash from the rear of the boat and after a short pause punctuated by several thumps and bumps from the deck, he heard two more. He made no sound as he swam up to the divers.
    


    
      Instantly recognizing Lou's cloud of red hair he Reached and found himself well within her field of vision. Together, they took a good look at him. He hadn't seen—through human eyes—his own Muphin since he had entered it and was almost as intrigued as Lou was by the sight.
    


    
      Floating with his body slightly arched, he gazed at her. The Muphin's lighter blue, pink, and gray streaks made it look like a semi-opaque ghost gliding smoothly through the darker water.
    


    
      San felt Lou's blood pressure drop and could see her skin turn to an ashen gray then quickly back to a healthy pink as adrenaline rushed into her bloodstream making her heart pump the blood faster through her veins to compensate for the shock. Then the Muphin did something so incredible they both became very confused by what they saw. At first they thought it was changing shape, then they realized what it was really doing.
    


    
      The streaks of color on his body began to stretch and curl as though pushed by hidden currents beneath his skin. The streaks changed color in as many striking ways as they did in subtle ways. Sometimes small spots would appear, at first just dark enough to be seen, then intensifying jerkily into more visible ranges. Most of the spots and streaks were finished changing colors before the watcher realized it was over. Others flashed instantly to a solid color or to an intricate multi-colored pattern and faded in and out or wavered between hues at varying speeds.
    

  


  
    
      He laughed at himself, thinking he looked like a huge cuttlefish! Then he laughed again when Lou heard the Muphin's whistling laughter and saw his colors undulate in sympathetic rhythm with his laughing. He was a swirling maelstrom of color.
    


    
      Lou started laughing and instantly tried to stop doing it. It made it damn hard to breathe through the mouthpiece properly. This made San laugh louder which made his Muphin laugh louder. Then he sensed a sharp change in Lou's mood. Her happiness was pushed out by fear as she realized that she was about to gasp around the mouthpiece for air. San dove into her mind and worked to calm her. They regained control and kept it down to a semi-safe, leaky, grin. San wouldn't let her go so far again, though he didn't intend to suppress his own Human/Muphin behavior at all. He wanted her to see it as it really is. All of it. He would just have to stay alert and help her avoid getting too excited.
    


    
      She raised a gloved hand and waved to him.
    


    
      He responded by nodding with his short, stout neck and with fast hard sweeps of his flukes, he shot up through the surface into the sky. Grabbing air, he wheeled and dove back in as smoothly as possible and moved quickly over to her side—spraying her with sonics.
    


    
      Neal stopped swimming toward the sonde and went to help Lou. He cursed himself for not being more careful. This was definitely a species that hadn't been cataloged—at least not one that had been identified and revealed to the general public. He had never seen any dolphin like this. It's eyes were so big and so incredibly black. Its wide head so ancient looking. He decided it could be dangerous. And when he saw it start shifting its colors, he worried that it could even be poisonous. He hoped it hadn't just shot some kind of lethal, poison-coated darts at Lou or hit her with some unseen stinging tentacle.
    


    
      San began singing again, just as he had sung at the sonde. However, he didn't sing the popular tunes he had used to attract Lou and Neal back to the sonde. Instead he began singing the songs the Prelate had sung to him, first finding a range of frequencies that would resonate bones and large organs of Lou's body.
    


    
      As he started, he gently pushed deeper on Reach and made her aware of his presence in her mind. Lou responded calmly only because San was there dampening her reactions. Then he turned and did the same to Neal. When Neal was ready, he showed them what the Prelate had shown him was coming to the world.
    


    
      Lou saw the world's oceans open up before her. She saw the life in the oceans and felt the primigenial nature of it all. She could taste it. She realized suddenly that the water of the oceans was older than Earth—older than the solar system itself—and when San sensed that both Lou and Neal understood this, he took them up and showed them how the water had come to Earth.
    


    
      Just as the Prelate had shown him, San rendered images of the great bands of comets that moved in and out of the solar system as they were influenced by the relentless pull of the Sun's gravity and the occasional gravitational disturbances of a dark planet moving in its own vast orbit around the distant, dim sun. They saw the inner belts of small comets surrounding the solar system first. Then, as they moved toward the orbit of the lonely dark planet, they saw a broader belt of larger comets and they understood where the oceans of Earth had come from—how they were continually replenished at a slow pace and how, very rarely, they were suddenly recharged to levels higher than the tallest peaks of the planet.
    

  


  
    
      They watched as San showed them how the dark planet moved regularly through the belt of smaller comets, sending a steady replenishing spattering to Earth. Then the dark planet moved through the large comets and disorganized their orbit around the sun to such an extent that several million of them were realigned on new orbital angles. The perturbed comets drifted away from the main belts and fell toward the sun at a new angle, pulling even more of the small comets along.
    


    
      San took Lou and Neal back into the solar system and showed them how the new orbit of the comets would intersect with Earth's orbit around the Sun. Most of the comets would miss Earth, but not enough of them would. The Moon, and Mars would also be pelted by comets. He showed them the images of the future that the Prelate had showed to him depicting the sault of comets—first the smaller, whale-sized ones, and then the much larger ones, approaching Earth orbit.
    


    
      They descended again to Earth and watched from sea level. The small comets arrived and painted beautiful rainbows all over the sky. They made the oceans slowly, inexorably rise. Land steadily disappeared beneath the rising water.
    


    
      Then the larger comets began to impact the atmosphere. The rainbow hues cast by the hail of smaller comets disappeared and were replaced by explosive fire-colored streaks and blossom clouds. The air shook and rumbled. The planet vibrated in sympathetic motion. Sea quakes rocked the planet's crust from below and new seamounts began to form, yet none ever reached the surface because the oceans were now rising much more rapidly as each mountain-sized chunk of cosmic ice hit the atmosphere and exploded into a gigantic cloud of super-heated steam. The clouds kept forming until most of the planet was blanketed with heavy rain-swollen clouds.
    


    
      It rained constantly. It rained comets from the outer reaches of the solar system and it rained the new moisture delivered in the comets onto the face of Earth. The sun continued doing its job trying to warm the planet and eventually restore equilibrium, yet San stressed the amount of time it would take for this to happen. He showed them how the temperature would fall to vastly enlarge the ice caps and great glaciers of Earth—beginning a new ice age. Lou and Neal understood that this meant there was little or no chance of survival for life on land. Those that survived would have to live in the arctic regions, not on land, but on ice.
    

  


  
    
      San showed them that life would continue to live in the oceans that weren't frozen to the crust of the planet. They saw many species lost in the sudden changes caused by the comet storms and they saw many surviving species adapt as quickly as possible to remain alive and to reproduce. And with the world covered by a single ocean, they saw that the survivors all were truely ocean dwellers.
    


    
      They watched the fresh water dolphin and many millions of the coastal cetaceans perish and they watched millions of others die as the ocean foodchain, impacted by the changes in salinity and acidity of the oceans, and the drop in temperature and sunlight levels during extended rains, was weakened. They saw that even some of the less robust pelagic species would be lost. However, most of the lifemass of the ocean would survive, adapt, and thrive.
    


    
      As for land life, none would survive on their own—dying from comet impact explosions, starving to death as the land-based food chain breaks from the strain and life on the diminishing, rain soaked land masses of the world scrabble for the last bits of food in the cold mud.
    


    
      San took them back into the ocean and to the present and let them look at him again. The waves of color changes had slowed and favored a blueish cast. He allowed them time to recover somewhat from the things he had shown them so far. Both of them were crying. They both knew that what they had seen was all true. They knew the comets were coming and that nothing on Earth would stop them. They knew that there would be virtually no life left on land and no dry land left on Earth for millions of years after it had all been covered.
    


    
      San waited, watching them digest the things they had been shown. He watched them begin to grieve the incredible loss. Then he revealed the only hope. He showed them how, with the help of the Cetaceans, that humans, and a few other land dwelling species could survive. As Neal and Lou mulled over the outlandish imagery they had been shown, San made his Muphin withdraw its probes and sensors from his body. Then he swam to the surface and waited for Lou and Neal to follow.
    


    
      When they were all at the surface, Lou and Neal watched as the Muphin reared back and exposed its belly to them. They saw a faint, pink line appear on the white belly. The line darkened and separated and out swam San—naked, wrinkled, and smiling—right into Lou's trembling arms.
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XXII


  Reunion


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      Lou received San into her arms without trepidation, but she was still in such a state of shock that the only thing that really registered in her conscious mind was that he actually was in her arms at last.
    


    
      She could see him and feel him. She could also smell him and he smelled of the ocean and of fish. He was covered in heavy mucous, very slippery and difficult to hold on to but she didn't loosen her grasp on him, nor did he loosen his on her. She looked up at Neal who was looking at the strange dolphin—the Muphin San had just come out of. It had stopped changing colors and was just floating at the surface as though it didn't know what to do next. Lou understood the feeling.
    

  


  
    
      San clung to her and rested his head on her shoulder. He closed his eyes and silently wept with relief. Knowing it would take time for them to recover from what he had shown them, he savored the time he had to be held by someone from what seemed now to be his very distant past—by someone he knew loved him.
    


    
      Also still crying—shaken by the future events San had revealed to her—it hadn't dawned on Lou yet that San had actually emerged from inside the Muphin. The things he had shown her clamored for her attention, demanding to be reviewed and analyzed. She wasn't sure the sight of him squirming through the slit and out of the Muphin's wide, white belly had been real. After the streams of imagery depicting the comet storms and ultimate inundation of all dry land had abruptly ended, his emergence had happened so quickly that it seemed to be just another part of all of the incredible things he had been showing her.
    


    
      She understood all of what she had been shown. It was all very clear and though the truth of it was unquestionable, it was very hard to accept. For all land-based life to be wiped out in the near future seemed like sheer nonsense, but she knew it had happened before. The sudden extinction of the Dinosaurs was proof of that fact. The mechanism of the extinction wasn't known for certain but there were plenty of theories and from her studies in college, she had learned that the Dinosaur's disappearance was only one of the massive extinctions that had occurred due to catastrophic global environmental changes.
    


    
      She had learned that at least three major periods of extinctions had occurred with surprising regularity every 26 million years. The theory put forth by some geologists—that a mountain-sized object, possibly an asteroid, had struck Earth 65 million years ago resulting in the disappearance of the Dinosaurs—had been the first she had learned about. She remembered the shockwaves of controversy that had spread as a result of the publication of that theory. The idea that Earth could be so drastically affected by something from outerspace had struck visceral fear and awe in the human population of the world.
    


    
      She had read about many other theories explaining why the extinctions had occurred and she had even read a book written by a physicist who proposed the outlandish theory that swarms of comets hammered Earth periodically instead of individual asteroids or large meteors. She couldn't remember the name of the book . . . "The Big Snowballs" or something like that, but she did remember that the science community had pretty much lambasted the theory.
    


    
      

    


    
      Oh how surprised they'll be to learn all of this!
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      She looked down at San. His eyes were closed and the seawater hid his tears from her but she could feel him crying, just as she still was, and decided the best place for them all was on the boat.
    


    
      She wanted to thoroughly examine him to make sure he was alright. She wanted to ask him a thousand questions.
    


    
      The moment they brought him on board he had fallen asleep and now lay naked on the bunk they had set him on. Lou cleaned the mucous off of him as well as she could while he slept, taking a sample of the goo to analyze later. As the mucous came off, they were alarmed to see that parts of his body were covered with a red rash, especially around his neck and along the entire length of his spine.
    


    
      "What the hell is that?" Neal asked, whispering—concerned that San had some sort of infection.
    


    
      Shaking her head to indicate that she had no idea what it could be, Lou took a pocket scope and examined the inflamed areas under magnification. Neal swung a lamp in close to illuminate the area.
    


    
      "It looks like pin pricks," she answered in a hushed, shaking voice. "Just like acupuncture wounds!"
    


    
      She moved the scope to a thick concentration of the marks between his shoulder blades.
    


    
      "That's what it is! A dense mass of minuscule puncture wounds!" she added, wondering if it was something the Muphin had done to him as part of the symbiotic union of his body with the Muphin's. Using a sterile scalpel, she gently scraped a sample of skin from an affected area and put it into a petri dish to check for bacterial growth, then she bathed the areas with antiseptic.
    


    
      She used a thermo-strip to take his temperature and drew a blood sample. She didn't have a blood analyzer on board but decided she would take the sample now anyway and refrigerate it until they could get back to Galveston. She wanted a urine and feces sample too but that would have to wait. She took his pulse and listened to his heartbeat and breathing with a stethoscope.
    


    
      "His temperature is normal. Heartbeat and breathing are regular and strong. Unless he's harboring some sort of infection, he seems to be healthy."
    


    
      San didn't stir at all during the examination.
    


    
      "And one tired puppy," Neal added as he lifted him so Lou could change the sheets. They dressed him in a pair of Neal's shorts and one of his t-shirts before leaving him to sleep. Lou wanted to connect him to the portable EEG but Neal stopped her. "We know what's going on now, Lou. Let him sleep."
    


    
      Lou could feel the blood draining from her face as she stared back at Neal's own ashen visage.
    


    
      

    


    
      Yes . . . we do know, don't we?
    


    
      

    


    
      She placed the petri dish with the skin sample in the incubator, the blood sample in the refrigerator and noted the date and time in the log. Done with that, they stood for a moment looking at San as he slept. There was nothing else for them to do for San to keep their minds occupied. Reluctant to stop moving . . . not wanting to think—though their minds demanded a chance to assimilate the information San had given them—they went up on deck.
    

  


  
    
      The Muphin was still there, floating quietly. It's large black eyes stared at them.
    


    
      "What are we going to do?" Neal asked, watching the animal.
    


    
      Lou shrugged. "We need to let Betty know we found him."
    


    
      "What about Prathor and Andy? Surely San knows where they are. Hell, they could be out there now," he said, waving at the ocean. "They could be close by, inside one of those . . . Muphin, waiting for him!"
    


    
      The visions San had shared with him of the approaching comet storm—and the sight of the young man coming out of the belly of the Muphin—still haunted him. It had all been as frightening as it had been unbelievable. The images of the approaching disaster stunned him as nothing in his life had before, yet he new it was all true. He had read about the extinction theories too, he had also read about the less accepted comet-swarm theory proposed that was no longer just a theory. Without question, it was all really going to happen. And if he understood the last part of what San had shown them—humans abandoning dry land to live in the ocean . . . inside these Muphin things—then the alternative to dying as a victim of the comet storms was almost beyond belief as well.
    


    
      "You're probably right," Lou said, interrupting his thoughts. "The others probably are nearby, waiting to hear from him, or us, and . . ." she started, knowing what she wanted to say and believing it was true, just not sure of herself anymore. Then she went ahead and blurted it out, not caring if it sounded insane. "There are probably true cetaceans waiting out there too, Neal. They could be waiting to see how we react . . . to see what we decide to do."
    


    
      Neal looked out over the ocean, "I hope they like what we do and don't blast us again if they don't. I don't think your eyes or my ears can take it."
    


    
      Lou stopped talking. An overwhelming notion that she knew absolutely nothing anymore washed over her and removed all urges to speculate. The vast portent of the message San had delivered to them wasn't shrouded by any doubt or deception. It promised demise or deliverance, leaving the choice of the two, distinct future paths entirely up to those who received the message.
    


    
      

    


    
      A one-way path. Regardless of which path is chosen.
    


    
      

    


    
      She knew the Cetaceans weren't responsible for the approaching swarms of comets. They had not engineered it. Their races—having existed on Earth for eighty million years—had lived through it all several times before. And now they were just delivering the news of it to another species of Earthlings who had very recently evolved to such an extent that they could understand it and make their own decision—when the time came—to choose the path to follow.
    


    
      No, they hadn't engineered the periodic comet storms, but they had engineered the Muphin for humans to use to move into the ocean to live, if they wanted to. The Cetaceans were offering their help for humanity to survive. That was an unimaginable charity in itself, considering the way humans had treated the Cetaceans over the last few centuries.
    

  


  
    
      A deep shame cascaded through her when she thought of the millions of cetaceans that had been—and still were being systematically killed by members of her own race. Purposefully hunted down and butchered by whalers and indirectly slaughtered by purse seines, drift nets, and wanton pollution of their habitat. She thought of the mass slaughters by angry fishermen around the world who had convinced themselves that their declining catches were the fault of the small toothed whales and other marine mammals—fishermen who methodically herded dolphin and small whales in to coves and then brutally stabbed and hammered the creatures until the water in the cove was stained red with cetacean blood and the screams of the dying mammals filled the air.
    


    
      She remembered reading of how throughout modern military history the air forces of the world had used cetaceans for target practice—dropping bombs on them, strafing them with machine gun fire, and shooting air to surface missiles at them, then counting the dead to measure the performance of the weaponry and of the people wielding it. She thought of the nuclear bombs detonated in the oceans of the world that had parboiled hundreds of thousands of their race in a brilliant, deadly instant—and of others who survived such blasts only to die horribly slow and painful deaths as a result of radiation poisoning.
    


    
      It astounded her that the Cetaceans would offer to help even one member of the human race survive. How they could bring themselves to even consider offering to help such a greedy, immature, mind-rotted race of beings was beyond her understanding. She wondered why they would want such a sorry excuse for a sentient race amongst them. But it was true that they did. For some reason they thought the human race was worthy of the chance to continue to exist when billions of other life forms would perish. San had revealed that the Cetaceans had no plans to cull the bad people and allow only the good to enter their domain. San had made that very clear in the images he had shown her. All the people of Earth were to be allowed the chance to survive! All they had to do was learn of the opportunity, reach the ocean to accept the offer, enter a Muphin, and exchange life on land for life in the ocean.
    


    
      Then she thought of San, Prathor, and Andy making first contact with the Cetaceans—and having come to know the three of them at Camp Inwood—she understood why the Cetaceans would offer their help. The three young representatives of humanity were the cream of the crop. None of them had a mean bone in their bodies. They were proof that not all humans were ruthless, wasteful killing machines.
    


    
      

    


    
      We're not all utterly deformed by greed and lust and the Cetaceans know it.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      And it was clear to Lou that the Cetaceans hadn't just recently enabled themselves to help the human race survive. The development of the Muphin must have taken thousands, maybe millions of years to accomplish. She knew enough about biology, genetics, and evolution to know that such a feat wasn't something that happened overnight. It had taken a very long time and she wondered why the Cetaceans hadn't warned humanity of the approaching destructive force and of the choice they could make for survival until now. Maybe they had just now reached a state of readiness, or maybe it was a matter of communication. Then she realized that the communication barrier was exactly why the message hadn't been delivered before now. San was the first to make contact! Until San had come along—with his ability to communicate telepathically—they had no way of telling humans what they knew and what they could do to help.
    


    
      Trying to see the near future as clearly as she had seen the more distant future—as San had revealed it to her—she tried to convince herself that it wasn't possible. The world as she knew it couldn't come to an end. The survival of the people of the world couldn't depend on the Cetaceans and their realm. It couldn't!
    


    
      But her mind still raced through the revelations over and over and she knew it was all true. The mental bubble humanity had encased itself in was about to be burst. The ridiculous notion that the human race is a blessed race, safe from the forces of the cosmos, was about to be shattered—literally. Nothing could be done to stop or avoid the approaching swarms of comets. Human technology would be ineffective at stopping, deflecting, or shielding Earth from the mindless assault from outerspace. There would be only one place to go to find shelter from the storm.
    


    
      

    


    
      The Ocean.
    


    
      

    


    
      Nature once again would bring about the extinction of land-based life just as it had on a regular, periodic basis since life first squirmed out of the ocean. Lou wondered if the Cetaceans had tried to provide the Dinosaurs and other victims of the comet-induced extinctions the opportunity to survive the previous cosmic bombardments just as they were now offering to help human beings. She wondered if the Dinosaurs had been intelligent enough to communicate with the Cetaceans and had accepted the offer, had survived, and were now part of the lifemass of the ocean. Or had they been unaware of the possibility, or refused the offer, and had truly perished?
    


    
      She shook her head to try to break her frantic train of thought. She knew she was thrashing.
    


    
      "Let's just go ahead and get in touch with Betty, and the Jacksons and Lockes, and find out if they want to come out here now. Walter will hire a seaplane to bring them out if they want to come.
    

  


  
    
      "In the meantime, we'll just wait until he wakes up. Then I'm sure he'll tell us everything we need to know."
    


    
      She looked into Neal's eyes and arched her eyebrows dramatically for emphasis.
    


    
      "One way or another."
    


    *     *     *


    
      San slept more than twenty four hours before he finally stirred and sat up. "Where am I?" he asked, looking around the cabin of the boat.
    


    
      Neal and Lou had been eating lunch when he woke. They had radio faxed their position to a legal acquaintance of Walter Remrick in Miami with a coded message that only Walter would understand, stating that one of the runaways had been found. They had not moved the boat, fearing it would be the wrong thing to do. They had signaled the sondes to detach from their antennas so they would sink to the bottom of the Gulf to prevent anyone from finding them and then they had simply waited for San to wake up.
    


    
      Having had more than a full day to think about what they had been shown, they both understood now that San would call the shots from here on. They knew that only he, or someone . . . some whale . . . had the answers. His Muphin still floated off the port side—waiting for its other half to return.
    


    
      "You're on a boat with us," Lou said, abandoning her lunch and moving to his side.
    


    
      "I'm hungry," he said, looking with one eye at the plate she had been eating out of while rubbing the sleep from the other eye with the ball of his hand.
    


    
      Neal leaned over and reached beneath the mattress of the bunk. He pulled out a one-pound sack of M&Ms and poured a generous portion into San's cupped hands.
    


    
      San munched hungrily on the M&Ms.
    


    
      "You didn't tell me you had those!" Lou said, indignantly.
    


    
      "That's 'cause their mine," Neal answered in a mockingly serious tone.
    


    
      San watched them closely, not sure if they were joking around or not. He knew they were in love with each other, a fact he had discovered while on Reach in them. He wasn't sure they knew it though. He resisted the urge to Reach again to find out. Then Neal winked at him and offered the bag of candy to Lou. They were joking, but San could tell even without Reaching that they were both very tense and on edge—nervously waiting for him to tell them his story. He chewed ravenously on the delicious chocolate, amazed at how wonderful it tasted. He was thirsty too and looked at Lou's glass of ice water. She fixed him a glass of his own and handed it to him.
    


    
      After weeks of not eating or drinking anything on his own, the candy and fresh water were potent reminders of what his life had been like before he had killed Barney Marshall and had started to run. Pulling his hand through his hair, he grimaced at how sticky it felt. Lou saw his reaction.
    


    
      "You were covered with mucous from being inside the Muphin. We washed all of it off of you except for your hair. Do you want to take a shower?" she asked.
    

  


  
    
      San shook his head, "No. I need to tell you what happened first. Is the Muphin still out there?" he asked, nodding toward the ocean beyond the hull of the boat.
    


    
      Lou nodded, anxious for him to go ahead and tell them all that had happened. But before he told them, he looked at her with serious eyes and asked: "Can I ask you a question?"
    


    
      She nodded again, "Any question you want."
    


    
      "How did you know I was with the Dolphin?"
    


    
      She told him about the expedition in the North Atlantic and the Blue Whale EEGs she had collected. She showed him on the same portable computer she had used to show his mother how his brain waves at the time of flux phase perfectly matched the repeated wave pattern recorded by the L.A.E. in over eighty of the Blue Whales she had been able to collect samples from—the inexplicable clue that had set her on his trail even before she knew he and Prathor were on the run.
    


    
      San nodded and murmured quietly, "Fluxfaze . . .".
    


    
      He remembered sitting in his mother's lap at home, listening to her explain all of it to him—the shift in alpha wave patterns, the sudden regularity in his brain waves, and the spike.
    


    
      Then Lou told him about how they had discovered that they were using the Brazos River as their path to the Gulf.
    


    
      "Your mother and I went to Camp Inwood, hoping you two would show up there."
    


    
      San nodded, "I know. Andy told me."
    


    
      Lou let go a silent sigh of relief, glad to know Andy was with him. Yes, well, while we were there, Andy disappeared and that made us suspicious that you and Prathor were in the area. We stayed at Camp Inwood searching for Andy, hoping to find you and Prathor with him—hoping that if we couldn't find you that Andy would convince you to stop running."
    


    
      San's face hardened, "Andy said they wanted to cut out part of his brain."
    


    
      Lou flinched from the hardness she saw in his face and heard in his voice. "Yes, that's right," she said, knowing exactly what San was thinking about that.
    


    
      "Go on," San asked, "We'll talk about all that later."
    


    
      "During the search around Camp Inwood, the Brazos River Authority reported that a lake-side resident's canoe had been stolen so the search spread out all around the lake . . . but no one ever found anymore clues. None of us ever thought that you would head down river."
    


    
      San smiled a little, remembering how careful they had been at getting away from Possum Kingdom Lake, moving only at night, going on Reach in nighthawks and owls to keep watch for people that might spot them.
    


    
      "Three weeks later, intensive searches in the lake area failed to turn up anymore clues. The highway patrol and F.B.I. . . .".
    


    
      San sat up straighter; his eyes wide, "The F.B.I.?", then he laughed at himself. Lou and Neal laughed with him, both glad that they still could and to see that San could too. Here sitting between them, munching on M&Ms, was a lad who had virtually become a dolphin, traveled hundreds of miles in the ocean—living like a dolphin—and had learned about and just shown them the rapidly approaching disaster that would bring about the inexorable end of all life on land but could still find things in life to laugh about.
    

  


  
    
      This prompted Neal to ask a question, "San, when will we have to leave land?"
    


    
      He turned and looked at Neal, once again as serious as death.
    


    
      "I'll show you if you want me to. I don't know exactly how to say it."
    


    
      Neal gulped, not sure he wanted San Reaching into his mind again. He looked at Lou who nodded to show she was game.
    


    
      "Okay. Have at it," Neal answered, leaning back in his chair—trying to relax.
    


    
      They watched San do the same. Resting his back against the headboard of the bunk, he looked at Lou. Neal watched Lou for signs that the connection had been made and as he was doing this, the images began to flood into his mind.
    


    
      He saw the seasons changing—the index San had chosen to show them the passage of time. He watched them come and go without significant deviation from normal seasonal changes in temperature and precipitation. He saw a mild drought settle in across the midwest three years in the future while flooding rains soaked the Nile delta and he wondered how San could know such things. Sensing this question in Neal's mind, San showed him how the oceans of the world provided the clues and how the Cetaceans—having lived as part of these massive climate makers—understood them and knew how changes in temperatures, currents, and even the influences of the Moon, the Sun and all the planets and other smaller bodies of the solar system provided more than enough clues to tell them what the world-wide weather patterns would be centuries into the future.
    


    
      It all seemed so obvious to Neal as he learned of it. The Cetaceans weren't merely residents of the oceans, they were an integral part of them—very aware of subtle changes and even major contributors to changes therein. When San was sure Neal understood this, he continued on with the mind movie.
    


    
      After six cycles of the seasons, Neal watched the first armada of small comets start to enter Earth's atmosphere. Traveling at 10 miles a second, the house-sized comets started to break up at an altitude of about 800 miles due to tidal or electrostatic disruption and sometimes from collision with other incoming comet fragments. At 300 miles from the surface of Earth, the comet fragments flash-vaporized and began to slow until at an altitude of about 35 miles the resultant vapor clouds began to spread as they were pushed around by wind. Another ten miles in, ice particles began to form and the rate of decent of the cosmic material dropped to mere hundredths of an inch per second. At 5 miles from the surface, he saw the ice particles melt into water vapor where it condensed and fell to the ground or into the oceans.
    


    
      "Six years," Neal thought.
    


    
      This deluge of small comets continued for ten more cycles of the seasons—coming in waves that at times were sparse and at other times were dense enough to keep the entire planet shrouded in clouds of descending vapor for months at a time. The oceans, rising at an almost imperceptible rate began claiming dry land beneath their waves.
    

  


  
    
      Then, shortly after another five cycles of the seasons, a total of twenty one years after the first comets began to fall, Neal saw the first of the larger comets start impacting the atmosphere. The oceans rose more rapidly, the planet had been heating up due to greenhouse effect caused by injection of so much new water into the atmosphere. The polar ice caps began to melt at a rapid pace and within ten more seasonal cycles, all but a very small amount of land remained exposed to the sky.
    


    
      The large comets came in waves and because most of them broke up at a point about one thousand miles away from Earth, they didn't crash into the planet with enough force to rock it severely. However, some of them were so big that the fragments from them were large enough to stay together as they violently dropped through the atmosphere and exploded like nuclear bombs on the surface or just a few miles above it. These comets killed instantly and left nothing behind worth rescuing or salvaging.
    


    
      Then the planet's global temperature dropped a couple of degrees and a new ice age began. By this time, all dry land had been covered and was soon replaced with ice caps and glaciers as the only place to escape the cold ocean for a chance to stand and gaze up at the sky while the last few comets finished the devastation they had begun. Neal had no idea how many seasons passed . . . there were no seasons anymore. Just a long, virtually eternal winter. Neal understood now why the path to the ocean was a one-way path. It would be millions of years before the planet would begin to warm. It would be even longer before any land managed to force its way above the cold waves and as much time again before life would take root on that land.
    


    
      The people who chose to move into the ocean would choose that future not only for themselves but for all generations of their offspring. Humans would eventually become cetaceans over time . . .
    


    
      

    


    
      San broke Reach and watched Lou and Neal. They said nothing for a long time. Then Neal shattered the silence by making a statement San had known one of them would.
    


    
      "Not very many people are going to go."
    


    
      San nodded and bowed his head.
    


    
      "We know," he said, and again tears flowed from his eyes.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The seaplane, a Grumman Goose, lumbered out of the sky toward the water—its fat, oversized boat-hull fuselage easing down into the waves. San feared the thing would break up the minute it landed and his Mother, and the parents of Prathor and Andy would become food for fish.
    


    
      The fuselage didn't break up though and soon the plane had cut its motors and sat on top of the ocean looking like it had as much right to be there as it had to have been in the sky only moments ago. He didn't wait for Neal to get the skiff over to the plane and ferry his Mother over to the boat to reunite with him. Instead he dove over the side and swam toward the plane.
    

  


  
    
      San made it to the boat plane before Neal did with the skiff and shouted wildly when he spotted his mother in one of the small rectangular windows of the plane.
    


    
      "Mom!" he cried and waved frantically at her.
    


    
      Betty heard his piercing cry for her through the hatch of the plane as it opened and Neal eased up alongside to take on passengers. She spotted him bobbing in the waves like a cork and waved back. San knew she was crying and it tore at his heart. He wished that none of the things that had happened to him had happened. He wished he had never left her side and hurt her the way he had by running away. He wished he could just go home with her and never worry about anything ever again . . . but he knew those wishes were just that. Wishes.
    


    
      Out into the skiff came two people San had never seen before, Andy's parents. While Neal ferried them across to the boat, San swam up to the hatch and started to pull himself up into the plane. Before he could make it up, though, and before the copilot could help him in, his mother was there reaching down to pull him to her. He barely had to work at all to get inside the plane, she did most of the work and when she had him inside she pulled him to her and engulfed him almost as thoroughly as his Muphin had when he had entered it.
    


    
      They said nothing as they held on to each other for the first time in almost a year. Prathor's parents resisted the urge to interfere by asking San where their son was and if he was alright. Instead they quietly eased around them and out into the skiff with Neal. When Neal came back to pick San and Betty up they were still holding onto each other and he did nothing to interrupt. The pilot and copilot, long-time friends of the Remrick family, simply watched and waited patiently. The weather was perfect for a rest on the water so they felt no need to break in and ask mother and son to hurry up and get out of the plane. Neal looked at them and had a strange thought. He thought the pilots eyes hidden behind their large, dark aviator sunglasses looked a whole lot like Muphin eyes.
    


    
      His muse was interrupted by San clamoring down into the boat. He steadied it as San helped his mother down and then as they thanked the pilots and waved goodbye to them, Neal helped swing the hatch shut, pushed off, and started rowing back to the boat.
    


    
      When they were safely back aboard, all of them stood at the rail and waved goodbye some more as the plane's engines roared to life and it slowly turned to start away. The plane was so loud it was deafening until it was well into its takeoff run. San thought it would never be able to get into the air. It seemed too big and awkward to do it but momentarily it magically glided up higher in the water, then it was cutting through just the crests of the waves, and then it was up. It banked around and waggled its wing tips at the people on the boat, then roared over them and away back toward Miami.
    

  


  
    
      Everyone spoke at once. Questions—most of them about Prathor and Andy.
    


    
      "Where are they?"
    


    
      "Are they alright?"
    


    
      "Why aren't they here? Are they on another boat?"
    


    
      San had told Lou and Neal what he wanted them to do and they were ready with the deck chairs.
    


    
      "Please, sit down," Lou requested. "And please try to calm down. Prathor and Andy are fine. They'll be here in just a couple of minutes but they have asked us to please get you to sit before they come."
    


    
      "Why?" Mrs. Locke asked, her voice tense and worried. "I don't want to sit!"
    


    
      Mr. Locke scanned the ocean and sky, "A couple of minutes?" he asked, "I don't see any boats or planes. Where are they? Down below?"
    


    
      Neal and Lou were shocked by the question until they realized Mr. Locke meant down below in the cabin of the boat.
    


    
      Lou shook her head. "No, they're not in the cabin. Please take your seats and try to be patient. They're coming and they want to show you something. It will take a little while to show it all to you and that's why they asked that we have you sitting before they get here." Lou hoped she didn't sound as nervous as she felt. Here these people had come to be reunited with their children after being apart for months—not knowing if they were hurt or dead. And now, here they were, having come because they had been told that their sons had been found and were alive and well, and this red-headed woman wanted them to sit and be calm. Mr. Locke would have none of it.
    


    
      "By God Ms. Ryley, I'm not going to sit, or stand still, or do a damn thing until you tell me what's going on!"
    


    
      San Reached into all of them, his Mother too, and helped Lou and Neal calm them and get them down into the chairs. Then he turned to the ocean and pointed.
    


    
      "Here they come!"
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  Mission Statement


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      No one spoke.
    


    
      

    


    
      Andy's father—most impatient of all when they had first arrived—sat placid and stunned in his deck chair. Lou was glad he was sitting. His face was white and all of his muscles were slack. He literally sagged from premature, shock-induced age. Had he been standing, she was sure he wouldn't have been able to support the weight of his own body.
    


    
      In the adjacent chair, crying softly, Mrs. Locke was equally at a loss for words to speak or course of action. She could manage only intermittent, mournful weeping moans wrapped around sniffles and an occasional sharp, gurgling intake of air through her nose to slow the sudden egress of snot from her head. Her nose always ran a lot when she cried.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor's father was on his feet, shucking his shoes, shirt, and slacks. He didn't know what to say and he only knew of one thing to do. He knew he wanted to get to his son—and that was something he could definitely act upon. He didn't want to wait for Prathor to swim to him. He wanted to get into the water and greet him eye to eye.
    


    
      Seeing what her husband intended to do, Helen Jackson stood and timidly reached for his hand.
    


    
      "Sonny?" she whispered. He paused with his slacks in his hands.
    


    
      "I can't wait, Helen," he told her and started toward the rail.
    


    
      She heard the resolve in the tone of his voice and decided not to try to stop him. Instead, she walked—slowly, unsteadily—to the rail. She was reaching for it long before she drew near it, groping as though blind.
    


    
      Betty held San and rocked back and forth, in such a flinty state of shock that she had no words to speak. San didn't want to leave her side. He stayed on Reach, showing her all the answers to her questions, calming her. Prathor and Andy were doing the same, as they swam away from their Muphin toward the boat, for their own parents. San hoped that they had rested well while he had been making contact with Lou and Neal. It had taken a full day for him to recover from the strain of delivering the message to them. Today's Reach into his mother had been almost as draining. He knew his friends would be exhausted soon, if not already.
    


    
      Free of all but his B.V.D.s, Sonny Jackson dove over the side and swam with strong, even strokes to Prathor. When they met, he gave the Muphin his son had emerged from a cursory glance before he and Prathor embraced and, for a second, disappeared beneath the surface—forgetting to kick enough to stay afloat. Helen reached out from her place at the rail. Beckoning with shaking hands for them to surface and come back to her. For one ghastly instant she had an image of them never coming to the surface again . . . choosing the safety of the ocean over death as dry-landers . . . leaving her alone to die beneath burning skies. Then they popped to the surface, laughing out loud at their clumsiness, easing the fear of loss sitting in the pit of her stomach like a cold, deadly toad. And, when she saw them start swimming toward her, she allowed herself a smile and a laugh too.
    


    
      Andy was first aboard and tumbled into his parents arms as they finally rose from their seats and engulfed their child. Shortly, Prathor and his father came on board and Lou intervened momentarily to help get Andy and Prathor into terrycloth robes. Then she and Neal stayed quiet and out of the way as the reunion of children and parents proceeded.
    


    
      They knew it would take time for everyone to come to grips with what they had been shown. The excitement of reunion would prolong the recovery time but they were prepared to wait. Neal and Lou knew their path in life now—at least a major part of it—and though they weren't calmed by the knowledge, it was obvious that worrying about it was futile. Nothing would change the future they had been shown. So it would be, they had both decided, ridiculous to wastefully fret over all of the unknowns. Just as wasteful as it would be to refuse the Cetaceans' offer of escape from the approaching cosmic storms. The unknowns were just not worth fretting over. The comets, the knowns, were!
    


    
      Lou watched the reunion progress. She wondered if they all understood. If they could see the bottom line.
    


    
      

    

  


  
    
      The only really sticky hitch is that one-way-path clause.
    


    
      

    


    
      Most people wouldn't go for that. Not one bit. Not the fundamentalists. Not the fearful. It didn't matter that they would be dead when land did finally poke into the sky again and sprout life. Long dead.
    


    
      She began wondering who else would not choose the ocean?
    


    
      

    


    
      Mother
    


    
      

    


    
      It hit her from nowhere but she knew it was true. She nearly cried out at the thought. Her mother would never leave Newcastle. No way. Shaking her head violently, hoping to scramble the thought with physical motion, she followed Neal down to the galley to help him prepare meals for everyone. Eventually, she went back out and told Andy and Prathor that they could shower off if they wanted to before eating. The boys each took a turn cleaning up.
    


    
      This gave San a chance to talk with Andy's parents. He had been wondering for a long time what they were like. Andy rarely mentioned them. It didn't take him long to discover that they were fearful people. Not ready for even the slightest changes to their routine lives. He could see too that they were in dire mental straights . . .
    


    
      

    


    
      You two must be hiking along the rim of Insanity Canyon by now.
    


    
      

    


    
      He did what he could to calm them but he knew only Andy understood them well enough to do any good. He was very happy when Andy finished his shower and resumed caring for them himself.
    


    
      When the meal was ready, Neal announced that there was food to be had by those who wanted. Andy, Prathor, and San all answered with a cheer that lightened everyone's hearts, most of all the hearts of their parents. Their sons were alive, and well, and healthy. They hadn't changed, ostensibly, as much as they had feared they would. So, everyone ate at least a little, not wanting to dispel the cheerful mood of celebration. It kept their minds off of the message delivered by their children. It kept their minds off of the future and dreadfully bizarre choices to be made. They lived only to cherish the presence of their once lost sons and the presence of heart of the two people who had helped find them.
    


    
      "Ms. Ryley," Andy's farther said, "Kirsten and I want to thank you for finding Andy. Without your help . . ."
    


    
      Lou stopped him. "Jack, we had nothing to do with finding Andy. They found us, and please, call me Lou."
    


    
      Jack Locke blinked and tried to think of something to say. Her response strayed close to a subject he didn't want to discuss just yet. He knew she was telling him the truth . . . and it bothered him to not be able to at least thank her and Neal for their efforts. But it was a fact that unless Andy and his friends had wanted to be found, Lou and Neal could have searched for the rest of their lives and never discovered an ounce of evidence that would have led them to the runaways.
    

  


  
    
      No one spoke of the murder of Barney Marshall, though they all knew every detail of the incident. San and Prathor had shown all of it to them. They had even shown them what had happened from Tramp's point of view. No one blamed them for killing Barney. He had deserved to die, though only a few hours ago, they may not have all been so sure of how they felt about it.
    


    
      They ate on and talked and laughed, making the meal last. Neal had served up all the food he and Lou had prepared and when that was gone, primarily because the boys had eaten twice the amount their hosts had thought they would, he cooked more and served that up too. The conversations skirted the issue of the approaching comet storms but everyone continued to mull over the information in the back of their minds. They knew it was just a matter of time before the joy of the reunion would end and they would all have to make some damn hard choices.
    


    
      "San," Neal asked. "Is there someone else with you all?"
    


    
      San's fork stopped midway to his mouth and he looked at Andy and Prathor before answering. Neal wondered if they were talking telepathically to each other and decided that they were. Finally, San answered the question.
    


    
      "Yes, a man named Davey. We met him on our way down the river."
    


    
      "May we meet him?" Lou asked, "We'd really like to."
    


    
      Again San and his friends were silent for a moment before Andy answered.
    


    
      "Davey's afraid to come onto the boat. He's afraid he'll be taken away from the ocean . . . he doesn't ever want to leave the ocean again."
    


    
      "You mean he's already decided to stay with the Cetaceans?"
    


    
      All of the boys nodded in unison. Their parents tensed, visibly, not wanting the conversation to go in this direction.
    


    
      "We won't hurt him, San. You know that."
    


    
      San nodded. "Uh-huh. But he doesn't know it and he won't Reach you to find out for himself. He doesn't like to Reach into people. It scares him . . . and we kinda got on to him for doing it once, so . . ."
    


    
      "Is there anything we can do to reassure Davey that we would never harm him?" Lou asked.
    


    
      San didn't answer right away. He wasn't sure it was time to ask any of them to take the next step. He tried to figure out who would or wouldn't take it and decided everyone except Mr. and Mrs. Locke and Prathor's Mom would be willing to try. Prathor helped him get on with it. He could see no sense in dilly-dallying around.
    


    
      "You'll have to come into the ocean, into the Muphin with us," he declared.
    


    
      San didn't wince, but he did acknowledge an urge in himself wishing that for once, just one time in their lives, Prathor would let him finish something. He knew it wouldn't happen, though. Not until they were old and cranky from the wear and tear of life.
    

  


  
    
      As he had expected, the Lockes were appalled by the suggestion that they get inside an animal and go diving about in the ocean. They had seen the slime coating on Andy and Prathor. They had seen the rash along the spine. They had been shown the reasons for these things so there was no misunderstanding about that, as incredible as it all was.
    


    
      Neal and Lou were ready and willing as was Prathor's father. Mr. Jackson was thoroughly intrigued and like Neal and Lou, had dreamed all his life of swimming with dolphin. This was not a tough choice for these three people.
    


    
      Mrs. Jackson was reluctant and so was Betty. San knew that his Mother had strong feelings about him getting back inside one, but he knew that she would have to accept it sooner or later. Just as Davey had decided to remain with the Cetaceans, so had he and Andy and Prathor.
    


    
      "Anyone who wants to try it can. There are plenty of Muphin here with us now," San announced, pointing over his shoulder with his thumb to indicate where he meant here was. The adults all stared at him. Lou, Neal, and Mr. Jackson all had a gleam in their eyes that told San he had been right, they were looking forward to it. The rest didn't have that gleam. They had a dark look of fear. Mr. Locke looked more afraid than the rest.
    


    
      "I can help you, Dad . . . Mom," Andy offered. He could see the fear in their eyes too. He knew that neither of them had ever liked being in deep water much.
    


    
      Jack wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "I'll pass this time. Maybe later."
    


    
      Kirsten nodded meekly to indicate that she would wait too. Andy was saddened by this because he was afraid his parents would never go with him into the ocean. It would take a significant motivator to make them even try it out. Obviously, though, they weren't going to try it anytime soon.
    


    
      Betty watched the interchange between Andy and his parents and she was also saddened by the outcome. After they had returned home from Oceanarium Park, San had told her all about the friends he had made at Camp Inwood. She was particularly intrigued by his descriptions of Kevan Bradly and Andy Locke. She had painted a picture of Andy in her mind at the time and had endowed him with a healthy set of ears. But she hadn't even come close in choosing a size large enough to match the real ones. The real Andy Locke's face was playfully impish, as innocent as they come. She was glad San had chosen him as a friend. Realizing she could never disappoint them, she stood, deciding it couldn't hurt just to try it.
    


    
      "Why not go now?" she suggested.
    

  


  
    
      San's jaw nearly dropped out of socket. The last thing he expected was for his mother to make the suggestion first. He had been positive Neal was going to be the first.
    


    
      "It's a good thing we brought suits," she added.
    


    
      San looked at Prathor and they looked at Andy—then they all looked at her.
    


    
      "We can't wear anything, Mom."
    


    
      "Except a smile," Prathor added.
    


    
      "Prathor Jackson!" his mother barked.
    


    
      Betty barely paused.
    


    
      "Oh! Yes, well I prefer to undress in private. So . . ."
    


    
      They all watched as she stepped up to the rail and dove over. Once in the water, she started removing her clothes. The clear, tropical water distorted but did not obscure. However, the sight of Betty swimming in the nude and Prathor's racy remark lightened the mood and prompted Mr. Jackson to repeat his earlier actions, this time stripping all of his clothes off, and diving over the rail for the second time in a day.
    


    
      San was flabbergasted. After Andy's parents, he was sure Prathor's would be most resistant to take this step. Now, here his own Mother and Prathor's father were in the drink together, getting naked, waiting for him to fetch some Muphin. He realized he hadn't prepared himself for this.
    


    
      He dove over the rail and tossed his shorts back onto the deck then swam to his Mother. They hugged each other and as they hugged, San whispered into his Mother's ear.
    


    
      "Okay, Mom. Don't be afraid. The Muphin is here."
    


    
      She turned and there, floating mere inches away from her own eyes, were a pair of the largest, deepest, darkest eyes she had ever seen. She stared into the black eyes of the animal. They were hypnotic but had little of the light of life in them. San reached out and touched the Muphin's pectoral fin. It responded by waggling the fin. Betty touched the Muphin and shuddered at the thought of getting inside it. It was a shudder of revulsion mixed with a heavy dose of strange attraction. The attraction wasn't a particular flavor. Not just sexual or emotional attraction. Those, yes . . . plus others. The adventure. The exotic, utterly alien nature of it all. As they said in the sixties, a real turn on!
    


    
      San Reached into the Muphin and took control. Betty gasped at the change in the eyes. They suddenly contained more light and were now tracking movement with intelligence and forethought. She looked at San and then at the Muphin.
    


    
      "What happened?"
    


    
      The Muphin rolled back and exposed its belly. The pink line appeared and creased. Betty held her breath as she watched the ventral slit open, revealing a warm pink cocoon. That's what she thought it would feel like. Like getting into a warm, albeit wet, mummy sleeping bag and zipping it all the way up.
    

  


  
    
      She shrank away. The Muphin was beautiful, but she wasn't that enamored with its looks. She could think of no creature she would ever really want to get inside of—not even a kangaroo's pouch, if that were even possible. San Reached into his mother, staying on Reach in the Muphin, and helped them both with the transition. As she was going inside, San observed the Muphin cilia penetrating his mother's body as his own body had been insinuated by the filaments of nerve and pulmonary tissues of his Muphin. It made him shudder. Having it done to his body was one thing. It was something different altogether feeling it happen to his mother's body.
    


    
      Betty felt no fear now. There was too much wonderment to allow time for fear to swell. She was aware of everything going on as she and the Muphin joined. There was no pain. No discomfort. In fact, it was all pretty enjoyable. Her senses and the Muphin's were integrated in stages that opened up level after level of new, intense, sensory input. Seeing through the eyes of the Muphin, and with sonics . . . sensing electromagnetic fluctuations and gradients as well.
    


    
      For a reason she could not grasp, she suddenly thought of the Ladies' Clubs she had been invited to join in Ayres and, being too polite to say no up front, had attended many of the club functions even though she had no desire whatsoever to join any of them. It struck her suddenly that the "experts" who came to speak their speak and hawk their wares at those functions . . . people swearing that only they had any of the real answers to life . . . had no notion of what an answer was.
    


    
      San's Muphin swam over and they quickly joined again. San Reached into it and took control, still on Reach controlling his Mother's Muphin as well. He spotted Neal diving into the water and summoned another Muphin. He Reached into it too and assisted with their joining. Now he was on Reach in three Muphin at once. Already growing tired, he hoped he could maintain control. He stayed with his Mother and Neal, taking it easy himself. He watched them discover the power and grace of their new integrated bodies as they waited for and watched the Prathor family join with their own Muphin.
    


    
      Lou and the Locke family stayed on board and watched. Lou didn't mind waiting to try the Muphin. She was living now for her turn to enter the Ocean and start living inside the Muphin. She knew it would happen and she knew she was going to love it. She didn't want to stay on the boat but she wanted even less to leave the Locke family alone. They were struggling with deep-seated fears. They had no idea how to proceed to the decision making stage. And poor Andy had no ideas on how to help.
    


    
      Andy's parents' fears were rooted in a general fear of all animals. They had a very definite notion of proper human-animal relationships and that notion didn't include full, naked-body contact—inside or outside the things! Andy's fear was rooted in his more than average understanding of his own parents. He loved them so, but they were older and much less educated than Betty or Prathor's parents. Andy knew they comprehended the message he had delivered to them. He also knew that it was people of his parent's age who would most likely choose not to go into the Ocean. They would have little time to adjust to it and there would be so little time for anything. Andy feared his parents would leave him, staying where they knew how to live. Where they knew how to survive. And this was a fact.
    

  


  
    
      Andy knew that whether they came into the Ocean or not, he would soon see the time of his parents death and he dreaded that time.
    


    
      Within an hour, everyone who had chosen to try on a Muphin settled down, quickly adjusting to, and even learning to enjoy, the advantages of their symbiosis. They continued playing, just as children do, to learn their new bodies and their new environment. They were clumsy, no question about it, but they learned to let the friction of the water slow them, much like they had all learned to use a well grassed patch of somebody's yard to crash on when learning to ride a bicycle without the training wheels. Learning to swim the Muphin and make it jump into the sky was as exciting as learning to balance and keep going on the bicycle had been when they had all been so young.
    


    
      San and Prathor allowed them to swim pretty much where they wanted to. The school, and Davey, were very near and very aware of predators, and the lack of them, in the area. He was receiving imagery in sonics as well as Reach sessions from Davey and the lead scout. Davey assured him all was safe in the area and that he was ready now to come out and meet the new people. He started toward the playful pod, growing more anxious by the second as he approached them. The glee swelling within him was almost too much for him to bear and he started pinging like a battle sub locked in on its prey.
    


    
      Betty saw him first and gasped. The largest Muphin they had seen so far was coming directly toward her. It was solid black and swam smoothly toward her as though the ocean was moving past it instead of it moving through the ocean. The illusion peaked when she imagined a pressure at her back, urging her toward the massive animal.
    


    
      When the Muphin was less than a yard away it began juking around in front of Betty, still pinging like mad. Then it swam over to Sonny, then to Neal and pinged them both good at close range. Then, all at once, Davey was in her minds asking a single, simple question.
    


    
      

    


    
      "You lack gravy?"
    


    *     *     *


    
      When Neal piloted the Remrick vessel into port at Galveston he thought about Lou and hoped she was doing well living with the Cetaceans. She had stayed in the Ocean to go back into the Gulf and to the shores of Galveston. Their plan was a simple one and it entailed little risk to anyone if Lou and Neal were right about current sentiments toward Dolphin by Texas-coast tourists.
    


    
      The Locke family stood on the bridge with Neal as he docked the vessel. Andy was cool, Neal could tell that at a glance. Jack and Kirsten, however, needed a good hand up. He was to take them to the Remrick plane at Hobby so they could get back to Camp Inwood. Lou had already talked with Dr. Langly and had asked him to rerun tests on Andy. He would find that there was no need for surgery. She asked the Lockes and Dr. Langly to stay there until she could get back from a short side trip.
    

  


  
    
      Dr. Langly, and the Lockes had agreed to the arrangement.
    


    
      Andy knew his part, just as San and Prathor knew it. While San and crew were floating amongst the legs of tourists along the west end of Galveston Island, searching for Reachers and delivering their message to as many people as possible, Andy would scout out Reachers at Camp Inwood. They had decided their prospects for meeting people who can learn to Reach were much better if the people have epilepsy. This subject had been discussed again and again by the Reachers and they had all agreed that there must be something about the epileptic brain that makes the difference. They had asked the Dolphin about it and the Dolphin had all responded with the same cryptic answer.
    


    
      

    


    
      Good to survive.
    


    
      

    


    
      Prathor's father thought the Dolphin's answer meant that the epilepsy was a mutation that would increase their ability to survive. And, if they had children and those children had the same ability, then that mutation would help them survive and on and on until eventually it would affect all of the human race.
    


    
      "If that is happening here," Sonny speculated one day, "then those who Reach can much more easily survive than those who cannot. The non-Reachers will be handicapped. Thus, the survivors will be fruitful and multiply, fostering more Reachers, while the non-Reachers, like me, and Lou, and your parents, will slowly but very surely fade out of existence.
    


    
      "If this is how it is, then your epilepsy is part of what makes you guys Reachers."
    


    
      Then how to explain Davey? Was his war injury the cause of his Reaching ability or was he already epileptic? Or perhaps he was an emerging epileptic? No one had ever seen him have a seizure. There had been a time or two when he had been known to have a fit—as he had when San first met him and hadn't responded to his gravy/Navy joke in satisfactory fashion.
    


    
      Their thinking on this led them to other questions because the answers would be very valuable to them in their mission. If something specific in the makeup of Davey could help them find others who could learn to Reach, then they would be able to spread the message more quickly. It was important because only the human Reachers were able to Reach into non-Reaching humans. The Cetaceans were unable to do so. There was another reason to pay close attention to Davey. The Cetaceans thought of Davey differently than they did the other known Reachers of the world. The differences were at times subtle, at other times obvious to the point of being cerimonial.
    


    
      They didn't exactly treat him with any favor. The only thing San could pinpoint as significantly different treatment he and Prathor received from the Dolphin compared to their treatment of Davey was that they spent a lot less time explaining details to Davey. It seemed that Davey could live very happily without pondering over details. This didn't impede Davey's performance in any way whether it be on the hunt or in emergency situations. In fact, since he had joined with his Muphin, he had been the strongest and fastest of them all. San was begining to think Davey was growing, becoming more than anyone would have expected. Something was different about him, though no one really knew why and, of course, this detail perturbed none of them less than it did Davey.
    

  


  
    
      Whatever the reason, they knew they needed to find more Reachers. So Andy was off to Camp Inwood to make the first secret inroads from that recruiting front. The rest of them would deliver the message to as many people each day as they could. If they found other Reachers or others that could learn, then they would ask them to join them in delivering the message. In this way they hoped to have the message deliver itself to the people of the world at an exponentially increasing rate. The message would be delivered in other less effective ways by the news media, starting with the internet and rag journals touting the bizarre truth, then the leading reputable news papers, and finally the radio and television networks. It would spread by word of mouth too.
    


    
      The message would definitely get around. This both encouraged San and filled him with dread at the same time. He knew there would be billions of people who wouldn't go. The thought of so much lost life was depressing to the point that the depression could very easily have debilitated him. Resisting the depression over the years to come would be difficult to say the least. San realized then that his life was only beginning. There was so much to be accomplished. Two decades of solid, non-stop, brain busting, back breaking work lined his path into the future. That's one thing he knew he had to look forward to.
    


    
      Another thing that he and his fellow Reachers knew was coming, a thing the Cetaceans had shown them but that they had not shown to their parents—a thing they would never show any non-Reacher.
    


    
      

    


    
      War
    

  


  
    

  


  CHAPTER XXIV


  Exodus


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    The day after the Lockes arrived back at Camp Inwood, it took Andy only a few hours to choose the first candidates for Reach training. These choices he made based on the need of the individuals he met rather than by selecting them at random. Though there were no longer any children at the camp that he had come to know during his previous stays, there were plenty of new patients seeking help. And, just as he had been in critical state during his last visit, a few were in dire need of immediate attention to bring their cerebral disorders under control before it killed them.

  


  
    
      In the clinic, while waiting to be retested to verify whether or not his epilepsy was truly under control, Andy met a boy named Carl who was in seizure-characterization phase of evaluation for surgery. Carl's seizures were severe, occurring frequently, day and night. He was taking dangerously high doses of antiepileptic drugs to maintain therapeutic blood level and he always had to wear a helmet, and padding on his knees and elbows to protect himself from injury when struck by seizures.
    


    
      Dr. Langly had begun to consider surgical resection. He hated to even think about it as a solution, but he had come to the hard conclusion that there was nothing else that could be done for Carl. Carl's physical and mental stability—his life—were all at stake.
    


    
      "They want to put electrodes over my cortex so they can find out where the seizures begin," Carl told Andy, "Inside my head. They call 'em intracranial electrodes."
    


    
      Andy nodded. He had been in the same phase of evaluation when he had run away. An MRI of his own brain had revealed no damage or dysplasia, leaving no clues as to which region was causing his seizures. Dr. Langly and his parents had talked about implanting an array of intracranial electrodes to help them pinpoint the region. Then San had saved him.
    


    
      "When are they going to do it?" Andy asked.
    


    
      Carl visibly shivered before answering.
    


    
      "Next week, I think."
    


    
      Andy's heart ached for Carl as well as for his parents. He could see the stress in their faces, as though they had been struggling for years to walk a tightrope—a tightrope of uncertainty that was their youngest son's life. Andy knew the look well. His own parents had been wearing it as long as he could remember. Until San had shown him how to go through his seizures and how to Reach, he had been the tightrope his parents had walked so well all of his life. He decided that one way or another, Carl would be the first person he would show how to Reach . . . before they operated on him . . . before his Reaching ability—if it existed—was excised.
    


    
      A girl named Kelly was as beleaguered by her condition as Carl was by his but her disorder manifested itself as narcolepsy. As long as Kelly could remember, she had always been sleepy. Continually sleepy. Not just early in the morning or late at night. Not just when she was bored—though all of these certainly were especially difficult, if not impossible, times for her to try to stay awake. But her disorder caused more than chronic sleepiness. When she was ten years old she experienced her first cataplexy. She had been at a slumber party at a friend's house. Someone had said something funny about a boy they had all agreed would make an ideal dream date and she had collapsed while laughing at the remark, badly frightening her friends and her friend's parents.
    

  


  
    
      From then on, if she became excited or amused, she would suddenly fall asleep, loosing all voluntary muscle control. If she was standing, she would crumple to the floor. If she was taking a bath, she would sink beneath the water. If she was with friends or family, in public or private, she would simply drop—oblivious to her surroundings and to events taking place around her. Then, just as abruptly as she had tumbled into the nihility that was her universe during cataplexy, she would wake up. Occasionally, she suffered spells of sleep paralysis when waking and eventually began to experience hypnogogic hallucinations at sleep onset. She never knew when this would happen so she was restricted to a life of close supervision by her parents and by hired home care specialists to keep her in a safe environment lest she fall asleep in the wrong place and time and suffer injury or death. Eventually, her condition had been confirmed by polysomnography at a sleep disorders clinic in Seattle and she had been advised to come to Camp Inwood to see Dr. Langly.
    


    
      Kelly was fun to be with when she was awake. Andy had eaten breakfast with her the morning he had arrived back at camp and knew he wanted to help her too. Not because some doctor wanted to remove great chunks of her brains like they had proposed for himself and Carl, but because she had to live such a restricted life. At thirteen years of age, Kelly seemed to be a very cheerful, intelligent girl but Andy couldn't begin to imagine what her life was like. Even at Camp Inwood, she wasn't allowed to go anywhere without a parent or a nurse to watch out for her safety. Andy was sure it was the next worst thing to Hell to have to live like that. The problem with Kelly would be getting her alone to show her the message and how to Reach without a parent or nurse or some other adult watching. He hoped she would be able to learn to Reach.
    


    
      He also met a boy, Alberto from Bolivia, who's seizures caused hallucinations and made him vomit almost constantly. His father, a wealthy oil magnate who drilled deep wells in the foothills of the Andes, and the Doctors working with Alberto, worried that if they couldn't control his seizures the hallucinations would drive him insane and his constant vomiting would permanently damage his esophagus and nasal passages. Alberto had to walk around with an IV in his arm to replenish his body fluids because of loss during his vomiting spells.
    


    
      It was hard for Andy to choose Carl to train before Alberto or Kelly, but Carl's brain was at stake. Alberto would have to toss his cookies and deal with his wild mind movies just a little longer. Kelly's attendants would have to remain mindful for her safety a few more days. After Carl, he would try to help Alberto. Then Kelly. And then, if they all were able to learn to Reach, the four of them would show four others, and then the eight of them would show eight more . . .
    


    *     *     *

  


  
    After leaving everyone but the Locke's at the northwestern rim of the Great Bahama Bank, Neal made sure the Locke family was safely on their way back to Possum Kingdom before he drove down Interstate 45 toward the coast. He pulled in at a truck stop where he stayed for six hours drinking his last cups of coffee and making dozens of phone calls to all of the people on the list that the others had compiled for him.
  


  
    
      He called Brandt Shelby first, in Ayres.
    


    
      "That's right, Mr. Shelby. Galveston . . . at the State Park. Bring the twins too. There's a big sign, you can't miss it. Get there as quickly as you can. Betty asked me to tell you to bring your swimsuits and to go swimming as soon as you get there. Yes, you heard right. Go swimming. We'll be watching for you there. No, it doesn't matter what day you arrive, we'll find you. I'm sorry, Mr. Shelby, but that's all I can tell you right now. You'll understand when you see Betty."
    


    
      Then he called Rachel Ryley at the Hard Times Cafe in Newcastle.
    


    
      "Yes, Mrs. Ryley, Lou will be there. She's expecting you. No, you don't have to bring anything but your swimsuit. Everything else is already arranged. Lou want's you to go swimming as soon as you get there. Yes swimming. Yes, I know that sounds strange but it will all be explained to you at the park."
    


    
      He called the Remricks and requested that they all please come to the State Park on Galveston Island and bring as many of their family and friends as possible. He called all of the people on the list who were relatives of Prathor's family. They all agreed to come and bring other relatives and as many friends as would agree to go, though it was a mysterious request and they had no idea who they could convince to go to Galveston to go swimming. Neal also called friends of the families of those already aware of what was really going on, including the Parker's in Ayres, and requested that they try to come too. When he was finished, he drove on down the Interstate between Pearland and Pasadena. Passing the Bay Area Boulevard exit, Neal thought of the Space Center out on Clear Lake, thinking how ironic it was that the future of humanity was here on Earth, in the ocean instead of in outer space. All those years of remarkable achievement would be lost.
    


    
      He drove on through La Marque and Texas City until he finally crossed the high bridge over the narrows between East and West Bays and coasted into Galveston.
    


    
      He drove directly to the State Park, parked the rented car, not bothering to lock it—leaving his wallet in the glove box—and walked into the ocean. He removed his clothes and waited. Presently, something nudged him between his shoulder blades as he bobbed in the surf. He took one last breath of air on his own and slipped inside the warm, pink cavity of the Muphin he would live in from now until he died.
    


    
      San, Prathor, and Davey all greeted him and helped Lou communicate with him using a method of Reaching they had discovered that let non-Reachers talk with one another until they learned to use their Muphin to do so by sound and body language. It worked sort of like a relay. San Reached into Lou, Prathor Reached into Neal, and then San and Prathor Reached into each other. It wasn't too hard to do and this way they were able to see the imagery from one person and then show it to the other, allowing the two non-Reachers to communicate without leaving their Muphin.
    

  


  
    

  


  
    
      "Are they all coming?" Lou inquired.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Everyone on the list is coming. And then some," Neal replied.
    


    *     *     *


    
      "Want to go down to the pier and feed the ducks?" Andy asked Carl after supper one evening. He and Carl had become fast friends and Andy had decided it was time. Carl had to go to Dallas in two days for surgery to have the electrodes placed inside his head.
    


    
      Carl smiled and nodded eagerly. He made no attempt to hide his desire to be with Andy. Andy was one of the few kids he knew at the camp who would spend any time with him. It was hard even for other epileptics to be around him for very long. His seizures were so severe and rattled those who watched almost as badly as they rattled him. Andy seemed not to mind at all, though. He had big ears but his heart was even bigger. And so was his courage.
    


    
      Carl had heard about the surgery they had wanted to perform on Andy when he had been here months ago and hadn't been surprised to hear that he had run away to avoid it. Now, here he was back again, letting them re-test him—running the risk of having the Doctors carve out great chunks of his brain to try to stop his seizures. He admired him and respected him, but most of all, he feared for him—just as much as he feared for himself.
    


    
      They sat together on the pier tossing bits of biscuit they had saved from supper to the ducks. A big mallard had come up for some and managed to snatch up most of the biscuit pieces before the other ducks could get near them. Andy and Carl had to work together to divert him with smaller pieces while they tossed bigger pieces behind his back to the other, less aggressive ducks.
    


    
      "You shouldn't have come back, Andy. You know they'll want to try to operate on you."
    


    
      Andy shook his head as he answered, "No they won't," he calmly replied. "They're not gonna find anything wrong with me. I don't have seizures anymore."
    


    
      Carl looked at him, filled with hope and disbelief at the same time.
    


    
      "How do you know that, Andy? Only doctors know about those things."
    


    
      Again, Andy shook his head, "No they don't. They're just people. Even Dr. Langly."
    


    
      "Andy!" he scolded. "Dr. Langly is the smartest doctor I know. How can you say that about him?"
    


    
      Andy nodded in agreement, "He is smart but he doesn't know and I can show you how I know he doesn't."
    


    
      "How?"
    


    
      He paused for a moment, wanting to hurry and teach Carl how to Reach, but suppressed the urge. The last thing he wanted to do was scare him away.
    


    
      "Carl," he said, Reaching very lightly to measure the truth of Carl's response. "Do you trust me?"
    


    
      Carl nodded without hesitation.
    

  


  
    
      Probing a little deeper into Carl's mind, Andy could tell that his new friend had potential, "Really? 'Cause I need to know that you really mean it."
    


    
      Carl nodded his head vigorously, "Sure, Andy! I trust you."
    


    
      "Then I'll tell you, but you have to promise me you won't tell any of the adults and promise you won't be scared."
    


    
      Carl's eyes widened, "Scared about what?"
    


    
      "The future. 'Cause that's what I'm going to show you if you'll let me."
    


    
      "The future?" Carl asked. "What future? Who's?"
    


    
      "Your's, everyone's." he replied.
    


    
      Suddenly feeling afraid of his own future and angry that he would have to endure it, Carl blinked once then pointed out the obvious for Andy—just as Davey had for Andy when San had shown Andy a way out of his own horror.
    


    
      "Andy, right now my future already looks pretty scary. They want to drill and saw their way into my brain just like they wanted to yours and leave a half a dozen electrodes behind. Then they're going to wait for me to jerk and jitter and they'll collect their data from those electrodes until they can see where the problem is. Then they're going to cut the bad brains out and—hopefully—leave the good brains in . . . and, hopefully, the brains left will work okay. So, whatever you have to tell me will have to be pretty freakin' scary to top what I have to look forward to next week! So, yeah, I promise not to tell any of the adults."
    


    
      Easing his way further into Carl's mind, he let him know he was there. Carl's eyes widened and his mouth dropped open as he began to feel Andy's presence in his roiling stream of thoughts.
    


    
      Weakly, Carl whispered "How're you . . . what are you doing?"
    


    
      "Carl, after I show you the future, your life is never gonna be the same again. Not your's, not your parents' or your brothers' and sisters'. I can show you how to stop your seizures. I can teach you how to do something wonderful!"
    


    
      And with that, Andy delivered the message from the Cetaceans. Then, before Carl could recover from the initial shock of that, Andy took him into a seizure and showed him how to go through it. On the other side, he took him flying in the mind of the mallard as it pounded the air with it's wings and the water with it's webbed feet, away from the pier and across the lake, quickly rising into the air.
    


    
      They flew with the mallard, around in a wide circle over the blue waters of the lake, and then Andy steered it back toward the pier they were sitting on. Carl could clearly see Andy holding his limp, apparently sleeping form as they flew over themselves and then back out over the lake. He was excited beyond any level he had ever thought possible. He had had dreams—a lot of dreams—about flying . . . but he knew this was no dream. He was flying and it was much better than he had ever imagined it could be. Better than any of his dreams.
    

  


  
    
      Carl couldn't deny the truth of the message from the Blue Whales. He now knew how to avoid having seizures—that alone was worth the shock he was dealing with from having someone dive into his mind and show him the message about the deadly hail of comets approaching Earth. Those things were incredible enough, but the things Andy was teaching him to do with the mallard were nothing short of miraculous.
    


    
      

    


    
      "No, Carl. Not miraculous. This is as real as you and I are."
    


    
      

    


    
      "Oh man, Andy! This is incredible! Where are we going?"
    


    
      

    


    
      Andy showed him images of the places he had been and the things he had been able to do on Reach. Carl felt the freedom and excitement of those experiences as if he had lived them himself. Andy showed him the memories of his long journey down the Brazos, into the Gulf, and to meet the Prelate. He showed Carl the wonders of the ocean just as he had originally experienced them.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Wherever we want to go, Carl! Anywhere we want to!"
    


    *     *     *


    
      After joining up with the others off the Galveston shores, Neal and the rest of the non-Reachers did what they could to help as the Reachers feverishly worked the beach goers on the barrier island. The first day they worked the people in the surf—before Neal had returned to the ocean—they made contact with people all the way from the seawall to the toll bridge at San Luis Pass, netting two hundred converts, all of them non-Reachers. The second day they netted about the same number of non-Reachers and one person who was able to learn to Reach—a young woman who was studying nursing at Baylor University in Galveston.
    


    
      Davey made first contact with the woman and knew immediately she could learn to Reach. He called San over and together they Reached into the woman's mind. San could see too that Davey was right about the woman being able to learn how to Reach, he recognized that almost as quickly as he recognized that the woman was severely distressed. She had been working her way through college, trying to get into medical school but she couldn't raise the money to do it. She barely had the money to continue attending classes in the nursing program.
    


    
      She was drowning in despair and in the darker recesses of her mind, San found black thoughts and terrible images of suicide. That was all he needed to know. Together, he and Davey revealed to her the power she had hidden within her own mind and then delivered the Prelate's message.
    


    
      The woman didn't enter the ocean immediately. Instead she went home and slept until dark. That evening, she called her family to tell them not to worry, that they would know soon what she was talking about . . . but that she would be going away. When her mother asked where she was going and why, she simply answered: "To the ocean . . . to live."
    

  


  
    
      After spending the last of her money for a good meal at her favorite restaurant, the woman walked down the seawall steps to the beach. She left her clothes on the sand and walked into the surf. Others walking along the moonlit beach and on the seawall had watched her discard her clothes and walk into the water but they never saw her come out again. Someone called 911 and search and rescue arrived and worked through the night to try to find her and save her, or to at least recover her body, but no trace was ever found. Her disappearance was reported the next day in the news as a drowning.
    


    
      And so it was for many non-Reachers as well. The beaches were littered each morning with the clothes of those leaving dry land, knowing there was no reason to stay on land and every reason to get used to life in the ocean as quickly as possible.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Andy's efforts at Camp Inwood were more fruitful than the Reachers working the Texas coast because even though the Reachers working the surf along Galveston Island were contacting more people than Andy was, Andy's training of the patients at Camp Inwood had resulted in the discovery of hundreds of new Reachers. He, San, and Prathor had been right about epileptics being congenitally predisposed with the ability to Reach. As it turned out, children with many different kinds of neurological disorders could learn to Reach. The children at Camp Inwood all received the message and almost all were able to learn how to Reach. And when they left camp and arrived back home, those that could Reach worked at honing their Reaching skills so they could help spread the message from the Cetaceans and to search for more Reachers.
    


    
      Andy had cautioned the new Reachers all to be very careful about how they conducted themselves with their new Reaching ability—warning them that not everyone in the world will be happy to receive the message. He warned them that not everyone will understand that their Reaching ability is a good thing. Some will fear it. Some will even think of it as something evil. He had apprised them all to be extremely careful about revealing themselves as Reachers, showing them what the Cetaceans had shown him regarding the possibility of reproach, reprisals and possibly even war between Reachers and non-Reachers. Though Andy recognized in his own parents the inability to move into the ocean, he knew that their peaceful, controlled reaction was most likely the exception and not the norm. Many people—he had been warned by the Cetaceans—would fight not only to stay on dry land but to destroy the Reachers in a vain attempt to hold on to the purity of their race, denying the facts of the future shown to them.
    


    
      "Even though my mom and dad probably won't go," he told each new Reacher, "I'm lucky because they aren't going to try to stop me or anyone else from going. But not all of you will be so lucky, and only you know for sure if you're going to be one of the lucky ones. You know your own family and you'll be able to tell on Reach how they're taking it. Some of you, or at least some new Reachers somewhere, are going to place themselves in danger as they deliver the message and search for others who can be taught to Reach. It can't be avoided. Some may even be killed trying to spread the message. Just try real hard to protect yourselves. Because until there are enough Reachers in the world to stand together to protect each other, we're all very vulnerable and each of us is on our own. Don't assume people—even your own families—will be able to handle all of this."
    

  


  
    
      Although Andy's parents had absolutely no desire to go into the ocean, they couldn't deny the truth of the message their only son had delivered to them. Even if they had been inclined to keep Andy from continuing his mission and from eventually returning to the ocean, they wouldn't have been able to do it. Andy had not only been transformed into an adult by all of this, he had become something more . . . a new species perhaps, and they knew that he would make his own decisions from here on, never letting anyone dissuade him again. His mission—the Reacher's mission—was so compelling that nothing but death would stop any of them from carrying it through to completion.
    


    
      Though Andy was safe with his parents, he knew he would have to take risks too. Delivering the message to the children at Camp Inwood had been risky, but their minds weren't as set in their thought patterns as adults' minds were. They weren't plagued by insecurities and fears as deeply seated as they were in the minds of adults. They weren't driven to attain power over others in attempts to offset their own insecurities and fears. They had all received the message and learned to Reach without letting it drive them to reveal their new secrets. After all, Andy had shown them how to control their cerebral disorders. That alone was enough of a gift for them to willingly pledge their allegiance to the Reacher's mission. But the adult mind could be less open and much more volatile. The adult mind could be very unpredictable. Before Andy left Camp Inwood, he had to try to Reach into one adult mind.
    


    
      When Dr. Langly had finally conceded that Andy's epilepsy was indeed under control, and had happily informed the Lockes that there was nothing more that could be done for them at Camp Inwood, Andy began planning the delivery of the message and training for just one more Reacher candidate before he had to leave the camp—the last epileptic in camp who hadn't been contacted.
    


    
      Before Neal and the Lockes left the others near the Bahamas, Lou had taken Andy aside and told him that Dr. Langly was epileptic. Andy had been shocked at first by this information and then he had understood. A lot of things suddenly made more sense to him: Dr. Langly's devotion to his patients, his constant drive to do everything he could to stop the seizures that tore children's lives apart and to do so–if at all possible–without application of debilitating drug therapy or surgery. It was all Lou needed to tell him. He, San, and Prathor had already told her that they thought that the brains of epileptics were predisposed with the ability to Reach. Lou's intent had been clear when she told him that Dr. Langly had epilepsy. She wanted Andy to deliver the message to the Doctor and to teach him how to Reach, if possible.
    

  


  
    
      "If Oscar can learn to Reach," she had told Andy before they had parted ways, "he'll be one of our greatest allies in the mission. He's not only a brilliant man, but he has influence and connections. He may be able to help in ways we can never imagine. Try to teach him, Andy. Don't leave the camp without trying!"
    


    
      So, the day before he and his parents were to leave, Andy steeled himself for the task and started off across the compound to Dr. Langly's office. This would be the greatest risk he had taken so far in his mission. He had no idea how an adult epileptic would respond. He did know that Dr. Langly was a good person and would never knowingly do anyone any harm and that knowledge Andy kept at the forefront of his thoughts as he Reached into the mind of the good doctor—for better or for worse.
    


    *     *     *


    
      Brandt, Price, and Lanse arrived at Galveston Island two days after receiving Neal's phone call. The State Park was packed and the guard at the gate turned them away.
    


    
      "Sorry, Sir. The park is full. We can't let anyone else in right now."
    


    
      Brandt looked at the twins and shrugged. "I wonder what we're supposed to do now?"
    


    
      The guard suggested that they try West Beach, "One of the public beaches down the road may have room," he said.
    


    
      So they turned left from the park entrance and drove a short distance west to the first public beach they could find—just half a mile from the State Park. For a moment it looked as though they would have to continue searching. The public beach they had stopped at looked like it was full too but the gate attendant waved them in.
    


    
      "Come on in!" the attendant called at them with a huge smile. "There's one more slot open!"
    


    
      Brandt stopped and nodded at the crowds of people on the beach. "What's up? Is it already spring break?"
    


    
      The attendant shook his head, "It's the dolphins. They're everywhere and everyone wants to swim with them!"
    


    
      "Dolphins?" the twins shouted in unison.
    


    
      The attendant nodded, "Yep. Hundreds of them and some people are saying that they're talking to them."
    


    
      Brandt only stared at the man, telegraphing his ignorance.
    


    
      "I'm surprised you haven't heard about it on the news."
    


    
      Brandt shook his head, "We've been on the road and the radio doesn't work. Why are the dolphins here do you think?"
    


    
      The attendant shrugged, "Who knows. But it sure is breathing life into this boring stretch of sand dunes, I'll tell you that."
    


    
      They drove onto the beach and found the single empty slot the attendant directed them to.
    


    
      "But we're supposed to go to the State Park!" Lanse reminded his grandfather.
    


    
      Brandt nodded, "Don't sweat it, girls. We'll park here and just walk up the beach to the park. It's less than a mile away."
    


    
      "I want to swim with the dolphins!" Price announced.
    

  


  
    
      Brandt nodded, admitting that he too would like to see a dolphin in the wild. "So do I. If what that feller says is true, we'll probably get to."
    


    
      Before leaving the station wagon, they changed into swimming trunks and sandals, as per Neal's instructions over the phone. "Come dressed to go swimming," he had advised.
    


    
      They started hiking back east along the beach toward the State Park. Brandt had never seen so many beach goers. They were mostly out in the water, apparently either looking for dolphin or already interacting with them. Hundreds, maybe thousands of people. And as he watched, he started to notice something unusual. People kept walking into the water to swim and play with the dolphin, but he saw very few come out of the water to sun or play in the sand. Everyone came, immediately went into the water, and most stayed there.
    


    
      Lanse and Price wanted to stop and get into the water but he denied them the opportunity.
    


    
      "We will when we get to the park. That's where we're supposed to go, remember?"
    


    
      The twins expressed their disappointment with moans and groans most of the half-mile walk to the park. Finally, Brandt touched each of his grandsons on the shoulder to get their attention and pointed up ahead.
    


    
      "There it is. Just a few more yards and then we can go swimming."
    


    
      Brandt kept watching the people swimming in the ocean, trying to understand why so few were coming out to play or relax on the beach. An uneasy feeling mounted within him that something more than dolphin worship was going on out there in the surf. As he walked, keeping one eye on the twins, he kept watching a young man near the western boundary of the State Park who was clearly interacting with at least one dolphin. The man was swimming out away from the beach, apparently following the dolphin as it swam away from him. Then he saw the man stop and bob on the swells that seldom peaked into whitecaps. The man seemed to be doing something. It looked like he was bending and pulling at something. Then Brandt saw the man lift an object out of the water and toss it off to the side. The object looked like a piece of fabric . . . like swimming trunks, maybe.
    


    
      The swimmer then ducked beneath a swell and a wide, gray dorsal fin cut through the water over the place the man had submerged. Brandt stopped for a moment, watching intently. The fin looked a lot like a shark fin to Brandt. He took two long steps toward the man, the last step putting him in the feathered edge of water as it receded back into the Gulf.
    


    
      "Now, Grandpa?" the twins asked in unison.
    


    
      Brandt shook his head and waved them back. He watched and waited for the man to surface. Then he saw the snout of the shark come up out of the water and he saw that the man was hanging out of the damn thing's mouth! The shark had almost swallowed him whole!
    

  


  
    
      "Price! Lanse!" he shouted at the twins, "You two stay here and don't go into the water! " he added with a jab of his finger in their direction for emphasis as he pounded out into the surf.
    


    
      As he moved farther out, it became difficult to walk in the water and that made it difficult to keep his eyes trained on the spot the man had gone under. His heart hammered in his chest.
    


    
      

    


    
      Damn! I hope I don't have a heart attack!
    


    
      

    


    
      He could hear the twins calling at him. "Grandpa! What's wrong!" they shouted, understanding that he must have seen something bad happen. Maybe someone was drowning.
    


    
      The sandy bottom descended and soon Brandt was maintaining contact with it only by the tips of his toes. He lifted his feet and started swimming toward the location he thought he last saw the ominous, gray fin cut through the brown, gulf water.
    


    
      

    


    
      "Im here, Grandpa!"
    


    
      

    


    
      "What the hell! San?"
    


    
      

    


    
      "Yes! It's me!"
    


    
      

    


    
      "SAN! where . . ."
    


    
      

    


    
      "Here, Grandpa."
    


    
      

    


    
      Brandt reeled from the clarity of the images that suddenly filled his mind. He could see his youngest grandson and could hear him, he could even smell him, but reaching out, swimming to get closer, he was unable to find him.
    


    
      "San, watch out! Shark! I saw it . . ."
    


    
      

    


    
      "No, Grandpa. Not a shark . . . turn around."
    


    
      

    


    
      Brandt spun around, dog paddling to keep his head above water. A creature like none he had ever seen before surfaced and exhaled loudly from the top of its head not two feet away from him. Surprised and momentarily frightened, thinking the thing he was looking at was the shark, he screamed.
    


    
      On the beach, the twins were watching their grandfather. They saw the big dolphin surface behind him and blow, then they heard the scream.
    


    
      "That's it!" Price declared, "I'm going out there!"
    


    
      Lanse said nothing but managed to precede Price in their headlong rush into the water. They swam toward Brandt with the strength and energy only young men possess.
    


    
      Brandt steadied himself, mentally and physically. The thing wasn't a shark. It was some sort of exotic dolphin he had never seen before. Its eyes were enormous. Larger than they should be, for a dolphin. He scanned the area for San but still couldn't see him anywhere.
    

  


  
    
      As the twins swam up, the dolphin slowly rose up out of the water, walking on the water by swinging its flukes back and forth. Brandt and the twins watched, enthralled by the antics of the animal. The sight of the thing walking on the water brought back memories of the dolphin shows they had watched at Oceanarium Park. The strange dolphin walked toward Brandt and stopped only a couple of feet away. A faint, pink line appeared on the dolphin's wide, white, belly. The line darkened, turning a deeper shade of pink. Brandt had a vision of the line separating and the dolphin's innards spilling out over him in a gush of warm, red blood.
    


    
      The line did separate, but no blood flowed and what tumbled out of the dolphin and landed right in his arms were not intestines and other internal organs, but a person . . . a young boy, all wrinkled and slimy.
    


    
      Brandt, Price, and Lanse all shouted at once, "San!"
    


    
      "Yes, Grandpa," San replied as his Muphin stopped walking on its flukes and sank into the water. He looked at Lanse and Price and nodded at them, glad—so glad—to see them all again. "It's me."
    


    *     *     *


    
      The Parkers arrived at Galveston Island and reunited with their friends and all chose to stay in the ocean, having no reservations about leaving dry land for good. The message was enough to show them that it would be futile to try to convince themselves that there was a future for them there. The reunion for San and Candy, and Prathor and Linda was especially sweet for them. When Candy and Linda entered their Muphin, San and Prathor led them out into open waters where they frolicked together throughout the rest of the day and night, picking up where they left off the night Barney had killed Tramp, showing them how to swim their Muphin.
    


    
      On Reach in their friends the entire time they were together, San and Prathor answered all of Candy and Linda's questions about what had happened after they went after Barney, telling them the truth about how they had killed him and their long journey to meet the Prelate. They waited while the Parker sisters absorbed this information and were relieved to know that they agreed that Barney's death was unavoidable.
    


    
      

    


    
      "He got what he deserved!" Linda flatly stated and Candy concurred with her sister's opinion, not really caring about Barney Marshal and what had happened to him. She was just glad to be with San again, more in love with him now than ever.
    


    *     *     *


    
      When Rachel Ryley arrived, she forced herself to wade out into the surf. She hadn't even thought about going swimming since Lou had been a very young girl, yet she was amazed by he number of people at the beach and she was somewhat intrigued by the reports of dolphins coming up to swimmers and interacting with them. She had often listened to Lou talk about her work with dolphins and whales, amazed and baffled by the incredible stories her daughter told her about them, and decided to go in and see if she could see a dolphin.
    

  


  
    
      Prathor spotted her first and alerted Lou and San. San and Prathor used their relay-Reach method to help Lou deliver the message to her mother. Rachel had no trouble at all deciding what to do. If her only child was going to move into the ocean, so would she. She was sick and tired of the West Texas dust anyway.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The Remricks all wanted to stay in the ocean but they decided to go back on land long enough to use up their money and influence to provide land-based support for the Reacher's mission. Walter could see no reason to let his family's millions of dollars and assets go to waste, and he had to return anyway to transport and set the livestock free someplace where they could live out their lives in relative safety.
    


    
      Brandt asked a favor of Walter before he and his family went back to Ayres. "There's someone I want you to send down here if you can . . . he needs to be here too. His name is Harris Moloons. Some people—those who don't know him—call him Booger Red."
    


    
      Walter said that he knew Harris and promised to arrange for someone to bring him to the island as soon as he got back to Ayres. There were several more requests for the Remricks to contact relatives and friends and they promised to cover every request. But before they went back on dry land, San showed Joe how to swim his Muphin. He first showed Joe his memories of his first horseback ride on Max and thanked him again for the experience, then he helped Joe guide his Muphin up onto the crest of a large wave and together with all of their friends, they raced along the ridge of water, happy to be together again.
    


    *     *     *


    
      The message of the approaching comet storms and the alternative to extinction of the human race spread around the planet with the efficiency of an acutely contagious virus. People were disappearing by tens of thousands every day from every continent and island of the world—presumed lost to the sea. The promulgation of the message proceeded in a way that San hadn't expected. He had thought that it would quickly come to the attention of people of considerable power—like the President or some dictator or queen somewhere but that wasn't happening. Instead, the common masses were receiving and heeding the warning and offer of help first and leaving behind the bureaucratic governments they had supported for so long to fend for themselves.
    


    
      San thought about this trend and was at first baffled by it. Later on, when the number of known Reachers had climbed to almost one million, he discovered that just as he and the other Reachers had made no move to directly contact a government agency, so had those agencies neglected making any effort to contact the Reachers. The governments weren't ignorant of what was happening.
    

  


  
    
      They knew about the reports of people disappearing into the ocean very early on. The contact sweep the Reachers started when San led them up along the beaches of Galveston had landed them on Houston's evening newscasts. The reports aired told of a strange type of dolphin spotted along the beaches of Galveston and what appeared to be an almost spontaneous inception of a new cult centered on the dolphin. The news video crews came out to the beaches but they were never able to spot the new species. There were a lot of other dolphin swimming with the people, though, and that made good footage.
    


    
      The last thing the Reachers needed was a lot of biologists and less savory people coming out to hunt them. So they stayed out of sight and hoped the hunting would never start. The Muphin form was known only to those who received the message in the ocean from a Reacher. But they all knew it wouldn't stay this way. They knew they would eventually have to defend themselves from those who would fear them and strive to destroy them.
    


    
      Immigration proceeded at a good pace. People now flowed into the oceans like schools of young salmon entering for the first time from the streams they had been born in. But San knew this wasn't good enough. They needed to speed up the process somehow to maximize the number of lives saved before the big comets arrived.
    


    
      Contact between Reachers and World Leadership had not happened and though he knew it wasn't essential for success of the mission, it would certainly give them a wider margin of success if leadership cooperation was secured. The Reachers didn't let this slow them down, though. There were levels of success that could be achieved for the mission and with or without the help of the people leading the world, humans would survive. San had known that the first time they helped someone new into a Muphin. By the time the next Reacher was found and had joined them in the ocean, no doubt remained in his mind.
    


    
      The exodus had begun.
    


    
      Nothing could stop it now.
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