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S THLEER

Nathan strode down the hospital hallway, his brain focused on
a single thought—finding his parents. Once mutilated and dead
in matching coffins, now they were alive. He had touched his
father’s chain-bound arms through the dimensional mirror and
felt his loving strength. He had heard his mother’s voice and
once again bathed in the majesty of her matchless violin.

Yet, the beautiful duet they had played at the funeral had
once again become a solo. He had failed. The dimensional por-
tal collapsed, and there was no word from Earth Blue as to
whether or not his parents might still be in the bedroom where
they had sought rescue from their captivity.

He sat down on a coffee-stained sofa in the waiting area
and clenched his fist. His parents were real. They were alive.
And now he had to move heaven and earth, maybe even three
earths, to find them.

Staring into the hall, he mentally reentered Kelly’s room and
saw her lying on the bed, beaten and bruised from their ordeal,
her shoulder lacerated and her eyes half blind. The words he
spoke to her just moments ago came back to him. We'll search
for them together. But how could she help? With all the dangers
ahead, how could a blinded, wounded girl help him find his
parents?

A sharp, matronly voice shook him from his meditative
trance. “Ah! There you are!”
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Nathan shot to his feet. Clara marched toward him, her
heels clacking on the tile floor as she pushed back her wind-
blown gray hair. Walking stride for stride next to the tall lady,
Dr. Gordon stared at a cell phone, his face as grim as ever.

As they entered the waiting area, Nathan nodded toward the
hallway. “Tony’s with Kelly. Thought I'd let them have some
daddy-daughter time.”

While Dr. Gordon punched his cell phone keys, apparently
typing out a text message, Clara lowered her voice. “Dr. Gordon
received a cryptic email from Simon Blue. Solomon and Francesca
aren't there in your Earth Blue bedroom, but apparently some-
thing very unusual is going on, and we’re trying to get details.”

“So that’s our next destination,” Nathan said.

“Yes. We have already alerted my counterpart on Earth Blue.
She and Daryl will be ready to pick you up at the observatory
and take you to Kelly Blue’s house.”

“Good. Even if Mom and Dad aren’t there, it’s the logical
place to start looking for them.”

“Are you going to break the news to Kelly?”

“I guess I'll have to. She’s in no shape to come with me, but
convincing her of that won’t be easy.”

Dr. Gordon closed his phone and slid it into his pocket.
Turning toward Nathan, he spoke in his usual formal manner.
“There are no further details available. We should proceed to
the observatory at once. With Mictar’s associates gone, there
should be no trouble gaining access. I have dismissed the guards,
with the exception of one whom I trust, so we should not run
into any unexpected company.”

“Okay,” Nathan said. “Let me talk to Kelly. I'll be right
back.”

As he walked down the hall, he wondered about Dr. Gordon’s
words. It was true that Mictar’s goons were gone, giving him free
access to the dimensional transport mirror on the observatory
ceiling, but what about Mictar himself? He had disappeared
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into the mirror with Jack riding on top of him, but where could
he have gone? And what could have become of Jack? Even if he
escaped, he would be lost, especially after his recent brush with
death in the Earth Yellow airline disaster and his subsequent
discovery of his own burial site. Since Jack’s dimension lagged
Earth Red’s by about thirty years, he would feel like a time-
traveling visitor from the past.

A man in scrubs caught up with and passed Nathan, pushing
a lab tray stuffed with glass bottles and tubes. With lanky pale
arms protruding from his short green sleeves, he kept his head
low as he hurried. He slowed down in front of Kelly’s door, but
when it opened, he resumed his pace and turned into a side
corridor, his head still low.

Nathan could barely breathe. Could that have been Mictar?
Would he be bold enough to come into the hospital? And why
would he be so persistent in trying to get to Kelly? What value
was she to him?

As Nathan neared the room, Tony came out. Bending his tall
frame, he released the latch gently and walked away on tiptoes.
When he spied Nathan, he jerked up and smiled, his booming
voice contradicting his earlier attempts to be quiet. “Hey! What
brings you back so soon?”

Nathan kept his eyes on the side hallway. No sign of the
technician. “Some news for Kelly. I have to head back to the
scene of the crime.”

Tony shook his finger. “Better not. She was so tired, she fell
asleep in mid-bite. And if she’s too tired for pizza, she’s too
tired for company.”

“You let her eat it? She’s only supposed to have—"

“Hey,” Tony said, pointing at himself, “I didn’t know about
her diet until after I brought the pizza. But if you want to tell
her what she should and shouldn’t eat, be my guest.”

“I know what you mean.” Nathan glanced between the
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door and the other hallway. “Okay if I sneak in and leave her a
note?”

He grinned, his eyes bugging out even more than usual. “Just
don’t get any ideas, Romeo.”

Nathan returned the smile, though he chaffed at the com-
ment. Tony was joking, of course, but sometimes he blurted out
the dumbest things. He wouldn’t dream of touching her inap-
propriately, not in a million years. His father had drilled that
into his head a long time ago—never intimately touch a woman
who is not your wife.

“I'll behave myself.” He reached for the knob and nodded
toward the other hallway. “Mind checking something out for
me? [ saw someone suspicious, a guy in scrubs, head that way. It
looked like he was going into Kelly’s room, but when you came
out, he took off”

“You got it.” Tony crept toward the other hall, pointing.
“That way?”

“Yeah. Just a few seconds ago.”

“I'm on it.” When he reached the corridor, he looked back,
his muscular arms flexing. “Time to take out the trash.”

Nathan opened the door a crack, eased in, and closed it be-
hind him. Walking slowly as his eyes adjusted, he quietly drew
the partitioning curtain to the side and focused on Kelly’s head
resting on a pillow, her shoulder-length brown hair splashed
across the white linen. He stopped at her bedside, unable to
draw his stare away from her lovely face.

Black scorch marks on her brow and cheeks and a thick
bandage on her shoulder bore witness to her recent battle with
Mictar. Her closed lids concealed wounded eyes, maybe the
worst of all her injuries, the result of Mictar’s efforts to burn
through to her brain and steal her life. So far, no corrective lenses
seemed to help at all. If anything, they made her vision worse.
Still, even in such a battle-torn condition, she was beautiful to
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behold, a true warrior wrapped in the sleeping shell of a petite,
yet athletic, young lady.

He searched her side table for a pen and paper. A portable
radio next to a flower vase played soft music, a piano con-
certo—elegant, but unfamiliar. He spotted a pen and pad and
pushed the radio out of the way, but it knocked against the vase,
making a clinking noise. He cringed and swiveled toward Kelly.

Her chest heaved. Her hands clenched the side rails. She
scanned the room with glassy eyes, panting as she cried out.
“Who's there?”

Nathan grasped her wrist. “It’s just me,” he said softly.

Her eyes locked on his, wide and terrified. “Mictar is
here!”

Making a shushing sound, he lowered the bed rail and pried
her fingers loose. “You were just dreaming.”

“No!” She wagged her head hard. “I saw him! In the
hospital!”

“Do you know where?”

She turned her head slowly toward the door. As a shaft of
light split the darkness, her voice lowered to a whisper. “He’s
here.”

A shadowy form stretched an arm into the room, then a
body, movement so painstakingly deliberate, the intruder obvi-
ously didn’t want anyone to hear him.

Nathan grabbed the vase and dumped the flowers into a
basin. Wielding it like a club, he crept toward the door, glancing
between Kelly and the emerging figure. She yanked out her IV
tube, swung her bare legs to the side, and dropped to the floor,
blood dripping behind her.

The shadow, now fully in the room, halted. Nathan clenched
his teeth. Kelly scooted to his side, tying her hospital gown
closed in the back.

As the door swung shut, darkening the room, a low voice
emanated from the black figure. “If it is a fight you seek, son of
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Solomon, I am more than capable of delivering it. In my current
form, a glass vase will be a pitifully inadequate weapon. I sug-
gest you give me what I want, and I will leave you in peace.”

Nathan tightened his grip on the vase. Should he ask what
he wanted? Even replying to a simple remark seemed like giv-
ing in. Mictar was baiting him, and he didn’t want to bite. “Just
get out, Mictar. It's two against one. It only took a violin upside
your head to beat you before, and you couldn’t even take on
Jack by yourself at the funeral.”

Mictar’s voice rose in a mock lament. “Alas! Poor Jack. He
was a formidable foe ... may he rest in peace.” His tone lowered
to a growl. “You can’t take me by surprise this time, you fool.
Your base use of that instrument proves that you have no re-
spect for its true power. And now you have neither a violin nor
a Quattro mirror to provide a coward’s escape.”

Nathan peered at Mictar’s glowing eyes. The scarlet beacons
seemed powerful and filled with malice. Yet, if he had as much
power as he boasted, why hadn’t he attacked? Nathan set his
feet and lifted the vase higher. Maybe it would be okay to find
out what this demon wanted. “Why are you here?”

“To finish my meal. I have enough energy left to fight for
what I want, but [ would prefer not to expend it. If you will
turn the girl over to me freely, I will consume what I merely
tasted at the funeral and be on my way. In exchange, [ will leave
you with two precious gifts. I will tell you how to find your par-
ents, and I will relieve you of that handicapped little harlot.”

Nathan flinched. Kelly gasped and backed away a step.

“Ah, yes,” Mictar continued, his dark shape slowly expand-
ing. “That word is profane in your ears, yet [ wager that it rings
true in your mind. Kelly Clark is not the paragon of virtue your
father would want for your bride. She clings to you like a leech,
because she is soiled by —"

“Just shut up!” Nathan shouted. “I don’t want to hear it!”

The humanlike shadow swelled to twice its original size.
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“Oh, yes, you do. You want to know every lurid detail. She is
your dark shadow, and you will never find your parents while
you entertain a harlot at your side.”

“No!” Nathan slung the vase at Mictar. When it came within
inches of his dark head, it stopped in midair. Nathan tried to
reach for Kelly, but his arm locked in place. His head wouldn’t
even swivel. Everything in the room had frozen ... except for
Mictar.

The shadow continued to grow. His dark hands drew closer
and closer. “I saved the last bit of my energy,” Mictar said, “to
perform one of my brother’s favorite tricks, motor suspension
of everything within my sight. Now I will take yours and the
harlot’s eyes, and I will need no more to fill Lucifer’s engine.”

A knock sounded at the door. “Nathan? Is everything
okay?”

Tony’s voice! Nathan tried to answer, but his jaw wouldn’t
move. His tongue cleaved to the roof of his mouth. A dark hand
wrapped around his neck and clamped down, throttling his
windpipe.

Another knock sounded, louder this time. “Nathan, the
nurse says it’s time for vitals.”

Another hand draped his face. Sparks of electricity shot out,
stinging his eyes.

“I'm coming in!” Light flashed around Mictar’s hand, but
Nathan still couldn’t budge. Pain jolted his senses. His legs
shook wildly as if he had been lifted off the floor and rattled
like a baby’s toy.

Suddenly, the darkness flew away. Mictar’s body, a black
human form with no face or clothes, zoomed past the nurse and
crashed against the back wall. “Stay right there,” Tony shouted,
“or I'll introduce your face to the other wall.”

Like a streaking shadow, Mictar pounced on Tony, wrenched
his arm behind him until it snapped, and slung him against the
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wall. Tony staggered for a moment, then slumped to the floor,
dazed.

Mictar grabbed the nurse from behind. As she kicked and
screamed, he laid a fingerless hand over her eyes and pressed
down. Sparks flew, and Mictar’s body lightened to a dark gray,
details tracing across his gaunt pale face and bony hands. His
white hair materialized, slick and tied back in a ponytail. The
lines of a silk shirt and denim trousers etched across the edges of
his frame, completing the full-body portrait of the evil stalker.

Nathan tried to help, but his feet seemed stuck in clay. He
slid one ahead, but the other stayed planted. Kelly hobbled to-
ward the melee and helped her father to his feet. While she
cradled his broken arm, Mictar’s body continued to clarify. The
nurse sagged in his clutches, but he held on, light still pouring
into his body from hers.

His legs finally loosening, Nathan stumbled ahead and
thrust his arms forward. He rammed into Mictar, but, as if
repelled by a force field, he bounced back and slammed against
the floor. New jolts sizzled across his skin, painful, but short-
lived. He looked up at the stalker’s pulsing form, now complete
and radiant.

Mictar dropped the nurse into a heap of limp arms and legs
and kicked her body to the side. Tony crouched as if ready to
pounce again, but his movements had slowed. Wincing, he
picked up an IV stand and drew it back, ready to strike.

Mictar tilted his head up and opened his mouth, but instead
of speaking, he began to sing. His voice, a brilliant tenor, grew in
volume, crooning a single note that seemed to thicken the air.

Dropping the IV stand, Tony fell to his knees. Kelly stumbled
back and pressed her body against the wall. A vase exploded,
sending sharp bits of glass flying, and a long crack etched its way
from one corner of the outer window to the other.

Fighting the piercing agony, Nathan rolled up to his knees
and climbed to his feet, but the latest shock had stiffened his

14



ETERNITY'S EOG

legs, and the noise seemed to be cracking his bones in half. He
could barely move at all.

Mictar took a breath and sang again. This time, he belted out
what seemed to be a tune, but it carried no real melody, just a
hodgepodge of unrelated notes that further thickened the air.
Red mist formed along the floor, an inch deep and swirling. As
Mictar sang on, the fog rose to Nathan’s shins, churning like
a cauldron of blood. With the door partially open, the dense
mist poured out, but it wasn’t enough to keep the flood from
rising.

A security guard yanked the door wide open. With a pistol
drawn, he waded into the knee-high wall of red. Dr. Gordon
and Clara followed, but when the sonic waves blasted across
their bodies, the guard dropped his gun, and all three covered
their ears, their faces wrinkling in pain.

The window shattered. Mist crawled up the wall and
streamed through the jagged opening. The floor trembled.
Cracking sounds popped all around. The entire room seemed
to spin in a slow rotation, like the beginning of a carousel ride.

“Nathan!” Dr. Gordon shouted. “He’s creating a dimensional
hole! He'll take us all to his domain!”

“How can he? There’s no mirror!”

“He can stretch one of the wounds that already exists.”

The spin accelerated, drawing Nathan toward the window.
“How do we stop him? He’s electrified!”

Dr. Gordon staggered toward Nathan, fighting the cen-
trifugal force, but he managed only two steps. “Neutralize his
song!”

Nathan leaned toward the center of the room but kept slid-
ing away. “I don’t have my violin!”

The outer wall collapsed. Fog rolled out and tumbled into
the expanse, six stories above the ground. The floor buckled
and pitched, knocking everyone to their seats. While Nathan
pushed to keep from being spun out of the room, the nurse’s
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body slid across the tile and plunged over the edge with the
river of red mist.

Too weak to fight, Nathan slipped toward the precipice. He
latched on to the partitioning curtain and hung on with all his
strength.

Mictar took a quick breath and sang on.

The bed’s side table bumped against Nathan’s body. The
pen fell, bounced off his shoulder, and disappeared in the fog.
Still hanging on to the curtain with one hand, he looked up at
the wobbling table. The radio! With his free hand, he shook
the supporting leg and caught the radio as it fell. With a quick
twist, he turned the volume to maximum.

Now playing a Dvordk symphony, the radio blasted mea-
sure after measure of deep cellos and kettle drums. Trumpets
blared. Cymbals crashed. Violins joined in and created a tsu-
nami of music that swept through the room.

As if squeezed toward him, the mist swirled around Mictar’s
body. His song weakened. He coughed and gasped, but he man-
aged to spew a string of obscenities before finally shouting, “You
haven’t seen the last of me, son of Solomon!”

The mist covered his head and continued to coil around him
until he looked like a tightly wound scarlet cocoon. The room’s
spin slowed, and the cocoon seemed to absorb the momentum.
Mictar transformed into a red tornado and shrank as if slurped
into an invisible void.

Seconds later, he vanished. Everything stopped shaking.
Nathan turned off the radio and crawled up the sloping floor
to where everyone else crouched. Dr. Gordon latched on to
Nathan’s wrist and heaved him up the rest of the way. His voice
stayed calm and low. “Well done, Nathan.”

Kelly threw her arms around Nathan from one side and
Clara did the same from the other. “Don’t ever leave me alone
again,” Kelly said, “not for a single minute.”

Sirens wailed. An amplified voice barked from somewhere
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below, but Nathan paid no attention to the words. He just
pulled his friends closer and enjoyed their embraces.

Tony, sitting on his haunches in front of Nathan, clenched
his fist. “Now that’s what I call taking out the trash!”
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Nathan slid into the backseat of Dr. Gordon’s Town Car and
collapsed his umbrella, shaking it for a moment before pulling
it in and closing the door. “Whew?! It’s really pouring. Earth
Yellow must be having a monsoon.”

“That would be my guess,” Dr. Gordon said from the driv-
er’s seat. “I apologize for the lack of curb service. The police
wouldn’t let me drive under the portico.”

“No wonder.” Nathan used his sleeve to clear the side win-
dow. From the parking lot, the elephant-sized hole in the sixth
floor made the hospital look like the victim of a missile attack.
Kelly’s room and the entire wing had been evacuated to secure
that part of the building. One casualty was already too many.
But only a day after the disaster, the rest of the hospital seemed
back to normal.

“Did you get her new room number?” Clara asked from
the front passenger’s seat. She sat with a pencil poised over a
notepad.

“Three fourteen. There’s a guard at the door, so she should
be okay.”

Clara printed the number in neat block numerals. “How was
she when you left?”

“She was pretty upset. She didn’t want to be alone. Her dad’s
there, but he had already conked out. After they put his arm
in a cast and gave him some painkillers, he refused any more
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treatment and sacked out in her room. They were both sawing
logs when I finally left.”

Dr. Gordon started the engine and flipped on the wind-
shield wipers. “Your description of Kelly’s interpretive skills is
quite remarkable. She is a valuable asset to our cause, but with
her handicap, she would become a liability if she were to ac-
company you, and that’s to say nothing about her wounds.”

Nathan banged the heel of his hand against the window.
“Don’t say that word.”

“What word?” Dr. Gordon looked at him in the rearview
mirror. “Wounds?”

“Never mind.” Nathan slumped back in his seat. Dr. Gordon’s
mention of “handicapped” was innocent, of course, but it called
to mind the slur Mictar had used as a dagger.

Dr. Gordon shifted the car into reverse and rolled it out
of the parking space. “I will try to remember this peculiar
aversion.”

“Don’t worry about it.” Nathan scanned the backseat area.
“Did you bring Mom’s violin?”

“Yes.” Clara motioned toward the rear. “In the trunk.
It's—”

Something slapped the back of the car. Dr. Gordon slammed
the brakes. “What was that?”

Nathan spun in his seat. A person hobbled to the door and
pulled the handle, but the lock had engaged. He opened the
door, revealing Kelly standing in the pouring rain, still in her
hospital gown and clutching a small duffle bag.

“Slide over!” she barked.

He bounced to the other side, while Kelly, soaked to the skin
and her hair dripping, stepped in, plopped down on the seat,
and slammed the door.

“Oh, my goodness!” Clara said. “Dear child!”

While Nathan stared at Kelly’s pain-streaked face, Dr. Gordon
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stripped off his jacket and handed it to her. “I will raise the tem-
perature,” he said, reaching for a button on the dashboard.

Nathan swallowed down a lump. As Kelly put on the jacket,
the deep furrow in her forehead told him his first words had
better be a stroke of genius.

“Uh ... I guess your plan worked,” he said.

She buttoned the jacket, her frown easing. “My plan?”

“Right. Wait until your father’s asleep and I'm convinced
that you're asleep, too. I leave to find Dr. Gordon’s car. You
sneak past the nurses, catch sight of me when you get outside,
and get here just in the nick of time. That was a ...” He paused,
reaching for the right words. “A stroke of genius!” He settled
back and let out a long breath, watching her with a sideways
glance. “Good thing we took our time,” he added. “I'm glad I
don’t have to go on this adventure without you.”

At first her furrows deepened. Then her expression trans-
formed from skepticism, to anger, and finally to resignation.
She let out a sigh and stared at him through her glazed-over
eyes. “I told you never to leave me again, Nathan Shepherd, not
for one minute.”

Nathan reached for her hand, now resting on the seat. It slid
away, but only a few inches. He reached farther and grasped
her fingers. “I'm sorry,” he whispered. “I didn’t want you to get
hurt any worse.”

As Dr. Gordon drove out of the parking lot, Clara made a
“tsk, tsk” sound and shook her head. “You poor, pitiful, hard-
headed girl. I admire your spunk, but you do realize we will
have to notify your father.”

She drooped her head and nodded. “I really was asleep. I saw
Mictar in my dreams again, and when I woke up, I was scared.
I didn’t want to wake up Daddy, and Nathan was gone. I told
the guard about my dream and asked him to check the other
hallway. I assumed Daddy would be safer if I left, since Mictar’s
after me and not him, so I sneaked past the nurses. I knew no
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one would believe that Mictar was still around, so I had to find
the only people who would.” She looked at Nathan, her wet
eyebrows arching. “That is, I hope they still believe in me.”

Nathan opened his mouth to reply, but Dr. Gordon spoke
up first. “My belief in you is actually enhanced by your tenac-
ity. Virtue shines through our outer layers by means of our
deeds.”

Gesturing with his thumb toward Dr. Gordon, Nathan
whispered, “What he said.” He enclosed her hand with his. “I
believe in you.”

She winced and rotated her shoulder. “My bandage is going
to need changing. I brought some fresh ones in my bag.”

Dr. Gordon nodded ahead. “My lodging is on the way. We
can stop there.”

A few minutes later, they pulled into a Holiday Inn Express
and parked under the motel’s portico. Dr. Gordon held up a key
card. “I suggest that Clara escort Kelly into my room to take
care of her needs while Nathan and I stay out here to go over
our strategy.”

Clara took the card and helped Kelly get out. A few seconds
later, Nathan sat alone in the backseat with Dr. Gordon star-
ing at him from the front. Nathan tried to settle back, but his
muscles tensed. The two dark eyes peering out from under two
darker eyebrows made him feel like the next victim of a diving
eagle.

Dr. Gordon’s stare eased, and he rested his arm on the top
of the seat. “Daryl is staying with friends of mine outside of
town. She will meet us at the observatory in order to assist me,
or, alternatively, she may accompany you on your journey to
Earth Blue. Although Kelly’s determination is admirable, and
her interpretive skills are extremely important, her wounds ...
excuse me ... her injuries are very real. I would never allow her
to go unless her father approves and you are willing to shoulder
the risk of taking on this extra burden.”
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Nathan let his muscles relax. Dr. Gordon’s gentle tone
worked wonders, and his mention of Daryl brought memories
of her unique humor to mind. Since she was an academic genius
and had studied under Dr. Gordon, her technological prowess
had made her indispensable, but her knack for funny, oblique
movie references seemed even more valuable at times. She was
always able to break the tension. “Kelly’s not a burden at all.
I wouldn’t want to go without her. Besides, won’t Clara and
Daryl Blue be there? They can help, too, can’t they?”

“Yes, of course. Daryl Blue is already waiting at the Earth
Blue observatory to secure your arrival there, and Clara has
the surviving camera and mirror piece. They also have Nathan
Blue’s cell phone, which might come in handy.”

Nathan pulled out his own cell phone and looked at the dis-
play. Since his old one sat at the bottom of the river in Chicago,
this newer one wouldn’t be any good on Earth Blue, since his
replacement number wouldn’t be activated there. The other
Nathan never had to experience that cold, dirty swim, so he got
to keep his original phone.

He punched in a number. “I'll see what Tony has to say. I
hope he doesn’t mind me waking him up.”

“I think not. He would want to know where his daughter is.”

The ringer sang out twice, then a roar blasted through the
earpiece, the sound of a cheering crowd.

“Yeah!” Tony yelled over the racket. “What’s up?”

“It’s Nathan.” He raised his voice to compete with the noise.
“Kelly decided to leave the hospital early. Is that okay with
you?”

“The leaves are hostile early? What are you talking about?
Wait!” The roar grew deafening. Tony’s voice piped over the
others. “Touchdown! All right!”

After a few seconds, Tony’s voice returned, calmer. “Say it
again, buddy. I turned down the volume.”

“You're watching a game on TV?”
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“Yeah, I'm still in Kelly’s room. She just called me a couple
of minutes ago and told me that she skipped out. Figured I'd
watch the game while I'm gathering the stuff she left behind.”

Nathan took in a breath and let it all out in one long sen-
tence. “Kelly wants to go with me to the Earth Blue dimen-
sion to look for my parents, and I need her, because she’s the
music interpreter, and my parents might die if we don’t work
together to find them, so we're asking your permission to go,
even though she hurt her shoulder and her eyes aren’t working
right, but since Clara is taking care of her, she should be fine,
and I'll take good care of her, too, I promise.”

He drew in another breath and held it while waiting for
Tony’s reply. He'd say no at first, of course, but maybe he could
be persuaded to—

“Yeah.” Tony’s voice echoed. “Sure. That’s fine. Just be
careful.”

Nathan caught Dr. Gordon’s eye. “It’s okay?”

“That’s what I said. She’s a tough girl. Comes from good
stock. Just let me know when you get back.”

“Uh ... okay. Sure. We'll let you know.” Nathan closed the
phone and slid it back into his pocket. “That was easy. He said
it was fine.”

“Very well. Now we can rest while we wait.” Dr. Gordon
reached for the car stereo. “I have a CD in my player that you
might find interesting— Haydn’s String Quartet Opus 77 in G
Major —performed by my own group.”

“You play an instrument?”

“Yes. Viola. You are not the only accomplished musician in
this car.”

“Cool.” Nathan settled back again. “Let’s hear it.”

He closed his eyes and listened to the quartet, a highly
skilled group, but the amateurish recording made them sound
a bit distant. Still, it was a great rendition, enhanced by a lively
style that the piece required. Before it was over, the opening of
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the car door interrupted his reverie. Kelly hopped in, her hair
clean and brushed and her clothes dry. She sported fresh blue
jeans, blue Nikes, and a gray Newton High School sweatshirt.
A thick white bandage protruded at the neckline and made a
lump over her shoulder.

Kelly touched the cardinal logo on the front of her sweat-
shirt. “I thought a red bird would be good for traveling to Earth
Blue, sort of like a passport saying where I'm from.”

“Good idea,” Nathan said. “I called your father, and he —"

“You called my father?” she asked, pointing at him.

“Yeah, just a couple of minutes ago. He said—"

“But I called him as soon as we got into the motel lobby. I
told him that I left the hospital and asked him if he’d let me go
with you to Earth Blue.”

“What did he say?”

“At first he said no, that he wasn’t about to risk losing me,
but I talked him into it.”

“Really? How?”

“I told him how proud I was of him when he attacked Mictar
and that I wanted to learn to be a hero, just like he was.”

Nathan raised a thumb. “Good for you!”

“What did he say to you?”

“Just that you're tough enough to handle it.” Nathan looked
past Kelly. “Where’s Clara?”

“She’s getting something for me at the coffee shop. My pizza
kind of took a nose dive yesterday, and I checked out before
dinner came today.”

The hospital room scene flashed in Nathan’s mind — the
poor nurse getting her eyes burned out and her body sliding
over the edge. Nausea churned his stomach as he pressed a hand
against his abdomen. “I was hungry, but not anymore.”

When Clara arrived with a steaming cup of soup, they
headed for the observatory, an hour-long drive into a rural zone
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northwest of Chicago. After Kelly drank the soup, she settled
back and rested.

Watching the countryside through bleary eyes, Nathan
pondered the scene of their next adventure— Interfinity Labs,
the company that built the cross-dimensional travel platforms.
Every time he thought about the huge curved mirror on Inter-
finity’s observatory ceiling, the word Quattro came to mind,
his father’s code name for the technology that allowed the use
of certain mirrors for seeing into and traveling to distant places
or even other dimensions. And now he was about to use that
mirror again to make a quantum leap.

Since Gordon Blue was in jail, and his henchmen were either
dead or no longer in the picture, the Interfinity Labs’ observa-
tories in both worlds would probably be safe. The two Daryls
had changed all the security codes, so only Gordon Red, and
whomever else he trusted, could get in. Still, Mictar posed the
most obvious threat. Who could tell when he might show up
again?

Nathan looked over at Kelly leaning against the window,
sound asleep. That was good. With the dangers that lay ahead,
she needed all the rest she could get. She had been pounded
physically and emotionally, and the latest assault must have
been a drain.

Letting his gaze drift, he surveyed her thick sweatshirt and
loose-fitting jeans—warm, secure, and modest. He took a men-
tal snapshot. This was how it should be. This was the portrait of
Kelly Clark he wanted ingrained in his mind, not the one that
was stamped there when she wore that thin hospital gown and
Mictar called her a—

He jerked his head away. No more thoughts like that. They
were hurtful, vulgar, and ... He sighed. And troubling.

After Dr. Gordon parked next to the main door, Nathan
retrieved his violin case from the trunk, and all four made their
way through the observatory. Since only two people could fit
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into the service elevator, Nathan and Kelly rode up to the tele-
scope level first. When the doors opened, Daryl jumped up
from the computer desk at the left edge of the enormous domed
room. “Well, if it isn’t Beauty and the beast!”

Laying a hand on Kelly’s back, Nathan led her out onto the
tiled floor. With her eyesight still blurry, this dim room would
be almost impossible for her to navigate. “I guess you're right,”
he said. “Beauty and the beast fits.”

Daryl jogged toward them, passing through the shadow of
a huge telescope that stood on a pedestal at the center of the
floor. Her red hair still bouncing when she stopped, she spread
out her arms, and a wide grin stretched her freckled face. “But
which one is the beast?”

“That would be me,” Kelly said, raising her hand. “I feel
pretty beastly.”

Daryl gave Kelly a gentle hug, then peeled back her sweatshirt
at the shoulder, cringing as she exposed more of the bandage,
now tinged with blood. “Forget the beast. Are you auditioning
for a zombie movie?”

Kelly shrugged. “If they need a victim, I'm their girl. I feel
like I have a bull’s-eye painted on my forehead.”

“Not good, Kelly-kins, not good at all.” As the elevator door
closed, Daryl’s grin contracted, giving her an uncharacteristi-
cally serious aspect. “I was searching for signals on the radio
telescope,” she said, nodding toward the computer desk, “and I
picked up some weird stuff.”

Kelly pulled her sweatshirt back in place, covering her ban-
dage. “Define weird. After what we’ve been through, I might
not ever call anything ‘weird’ again.”

Daryl spun and headed back to her station. “C’mon and take
a look.”

Nathan took Kelly’s hand and guided her to the desk where
Daryl was already tapping at the keyboard. “With all the wounds
in the celestial fabric,” Daryl explained, “it’s pretty easy to grab
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some cross-dimensional traffic. I found one traffic stream in
particular that’s really strong, and it has cadence and structure,
sort of like a language. While the other signals kind of come and
go, this one stays steady.”

“Can you translate it and show it on the screen?” Nathan
asked.

Daryl looked up at the curved mirror that coated the obser-
vatory’s ceiling. “Not without the music, and Francesca’s not
here to decode it for us.”

“Go ahead and put it on the speakers.” Nathan set down the
violin case and popped the latches open. “Maybe Kelly and I can
pick something up.”

As Daryl slid her finger up a laptop’s touchpad, random
musical notes began to pour from unseen speakers. The mir-
rored ceiling flashed to life, displaying hundreds of irregular
shapes—some red, some blue, some yellow—and many with
swirls of blended colors. They bounced against each other, ex-
cited globules beating in time with the noise.

Nathan raised the violin and angled his head to listen, but
when the elevator door opened again, Clara’s booming voice
interrupted his concentration. She stepped into the room and
marched toward the desk. “And I am his tutor, the executor of
his father’s will, and the trustee of his estate. I will make that
decision, thank you very much.”

Dr. Gordon trailed her, his face stern, apparently not intimi-
dated by Clara’s forceful ways. “You have no idea how dangerous
travel is now,” he said, holding up his cell phone. “We cannot
ignore Dr. Simon’s warnings.”

She spun and pointed at the phone’s display. “I am not going
to rely on a message that has come quite literally out of the blue.
Can you verify the message’s sender or its accuracy?”

“No ...” Dr. Gordon clapped the phone shut. “But it is a
reasonable conclusion. I am familiar enough with Dr. Simon’s
normal communications to identify one of his messages.”
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Nathan lowered the violin and shook his head. The static
coming from the verbal combatants was stronger than the static
from the skies. “What’s going on?” he asked.

Dr. Gordon straightened and focused on Nathan. “I received
a forwarded text message from Dr. Simon. He says that recent
cross-dimensional activity has weakened the cosmic structure
to the point that all transport is now extremely hazardous.
There are holes within the holes, or embedded wounds, if you
don’t mind me using that word. You could think you are going
one place and end up in another, or, worse yet, fall into a time-
less vortex.”

“A vortex?” Nathan repeated.

“Yes. It is only a theory of mine, but data suggests the exis-
tence of places that are not physically within any of the three
worlds. The signals match nothing else I have seen, and echoes
I receive from the pulses I send out have an intelligent cadence
but lack consistency in a time framework. The only conclusion
I can draw is that the inhabitants have enough intellect to rec-
ognize they are being called by an outside entity, yet they are
inconsistent in presentation.”

“Put it in English, please,” Kelly said. “We’re not all geniuses
like Daryl.”

Dr. Gordon spread out his hands. “The beings are spaceless
... timeless. You might call them phantasms, or perhaps even
ghosts.”

Nathan pondered the new data. The mention of Dr. Simon
and phantasms brought back to mind the day when Mictar
killed the Earth Red version of Dr. Simon, the head of the se-
curity corporation Interfinity had employed to help recover
stolen technology. In order to protect Nathan’s parents from
Mictar, Dr. Simon had switched the bodies of the already mur-
dered couple from Earth Blue. He sent the living couple from
Earth Red into the blue dimension to try to find a solution to
the coming crisis of interfinity— the imminent merging of the
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three worlds. Although he succeeded in deceiving Mictar for a
while, Dr. Simon died in the grip of that monster’s life-absorb-
ing hand. Now it seemed that the Dr. Simon from Earth Blue
had contacted Dr. Gordon with a new warning. “So,” Nathan
said, “you don’t want us to risk it.”

“There is no sense in sending you to a likely death. As far
as we know, your parents are now free. [ have great confidence
that your father will be able to devise a solution to the interfin-
ity collapse or signal us if he needs our help.”

“Speaking of signals ...” Nathan nodded toward the ceiling.
“Daryl’s picked up something. We're trying to decipher it.”

Dr. Gordon looked up at the dome and slid his phone into
his pocket. “I apologize. Please continue.”

Nathan concentrated again on the random notes, glancing
at Kelly from time to time. She closed her eyes, while Daryl,
Clara, and Dr. Gordon looked on.

The noise eased for a moment, then started again, begin-
ning a series of pulses that sounded familiar. Nathan closed his
eyes, too. Was it cycling? What could be embedded in all that
turmoil? How did Francesca figure it out when she listened to
these impossibly mixed-up sounds? And if he and she were
both gifted, shouldn’t he be able to duplicate what she could do
at the age of ten?

He pictured the young prodigy playing her violin in the
midst of a shower of chaotic noise. Her eyes began to glow, re-
minding him of the shining light that seemed to emanate from
her matchless spirit, the same spirit he always saw and loved
in his mother. She had the gift of insight, the ability to recog-
nize and comprehend what no one else could see. Phony masks
would melt in her piercing gaze. Liars held their tongues. Cryp-
tic puzzles gave up their secrets. They were no contest for her
spiritually penetrating vision.

Obviously, listening with his physical ears wouldn’t be
enough. He had to probe with invisible receptors, antennae of
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heart and mind that would melt the mask of confusion and
piece together the scattered sounds.

Keeping his eyes closed, he imagined a musical staff float-
ing in the middle of a black void, blank except for the lines
and clef mark. In his mind, he stood in front of the sheet with
his violin poised to play. As each note popped into his ear, his
image played that note. A black spider flew from his strings
and formed itself into a musical quarter note in midair. It then
landed on the middle of the staff and positioned itself on the
proper line.

With the second sound, another spider flew toward the page,
transformed into an eighth note, and stuck to the staff on the
second line near the end. Spider after spider glided to the page,
and whenever they landed near one another, they shot out black
webbing that tied them together until they created a perfectly
arranged musical piece.

Nathan copied his imaginary stance and played the notes he
saw on the visionary staff in order. After the first measure, the
sounds from the speakers seemed to arrange themselves, as if
the cosmos now played the sheet he had created in his mind. He
opened his eyes and played along, copying each note he heard.

Daryl pointed at him and whispered in Kelly’s ear. Kelly
made a harsh shushing sound, while Clara gazed at the ceiling
and Dr. Gordon studied the computer screen.

Above, the colors had blended together and were stretching
out into a recognizable scene. A man and a woman sat in the
midst of darkness, as though neither moon nor stars could break
the black nightscape. Even their resting place was nothing more
than a shapeless black lump.

After a few seconds, their faces clarified, but they were still
too fuzzy to recognize. Nathan poured his heart into his play-
ing until his mother’s violin sounded like it sizzled with flam-
ing passion. Every stroke of his bow brought the couple more
clearly into focus until each face blazed into Nathan’s mind.
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He wanted to scream out, “Mom! Dad!” but he had to keep his
concentration steady and hold this vision of the other world on
the screen as long as he could.

While his mother played a violin, his father rose and paced,
staying within a short range, as if blocked by invisible walls on
each side. With his hand to his chin, he seemed to be deep in
thought. Soon, the violin’s sweet tones became audible, one of
his mother’s own pieces, a soothing tune to which she had also
composed lyrics, a ballad about a long-lost son who found his
way home after many years of toil and torture at the hands of a
wicked king in a faraway land.

His father stopped and raised a finger. He spoke, but his
words didn’t come through. Nathan concentrated on his play-
ing. He had to bring in their conversation. Their lives might
depend on it.

Lowering her violin, his mother replied, but she, too, seemed
like a player in a silent movie. After a few seconds of conversa-
tion, she rose from her seat, and the two embraced tenderly.
Then, tears flowing, she waved as he walked away. He stepped
gingerly, as if treading on thin ice, and disappeared from view.

As his mother reseated herself and raised her violin, Nathan'’s
arms weakened, feeling limp and numb. How long could he go
on? And why did this effort drain his energy so easily? Would
continuing to play do any good? He had already given it all he
had, and he couldn’t hear a word they said.

He sidestepped toward the center of the chamber. There re-
ally was only one option. Knowing he couldn’t speak and play at
the same time, he tried to signal Kelly with his eyes. But would
she see him with her foggy vision? Had she been able to watch
the scene unfolding in the mirror above? Still, she had read his
mind before, so maybe ...

“Get ready to flash the lights!” Kelly yelled as she ran to join
him. “We're taking off!”
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Daryl jumped up and dashed over to the switches. “On your
signall”

“No!” Dr. Gordon raised his hand. “The data stream sug-
gests exactly what I described. This is likely a vortex. It’s too
dangerous!”

Nathan, now breathing rapidly, played with all his might.
Of course he wanted to be with his parents, but falling into a
timeless vortex along the way would end their journey forever.
Still, this might be their only chance to find them. Didn’t they
have to try? He heaved a loud grunt. If only someone else would
make this decision!

Holding the violin case in one hand, Kelly put her other hand
on Nathan’s back. “Clara! It’s your call! What do you say?”

Clara stood next to Dr. Gordon, who typed madly at the
keyboard. “Are you both willing to take the risk?” she asked.

“I am!” Kelly pressed Nathan’s back. “You?”

He gave a quick nod and played on.

Clara pointed at Daryl. “Hit it!”

“No!” Dr. Gordon screamed, red-faced and still typing. “This
is not your observatory, nor your equipment! I will not allow
you to die on my watch!”

Daryl flipped the switch. The perimeter lights flashed on.

Dr. Gordon hit a final key with a commanding stroke. A
chaotic array of colors splashed across the ceiling mirror, and
the music shifted to Dvorak’s New World Symphony.

White beams shot out from the trumpet-shaped lamps and
collected at the apex of the dome. Dozens of shafts of light
rebounded toward the floor and surrounded Nathan and Kelly
with a glowing picket fence.

The scene in the mirrored ceiling reshaped into a reflection
of the observatory room floor, a reflection that showed Clara
and Daryl, but not Dr. Gordon, Nathan, or Kelly. The image
melted and slid down the picket fence’s vertical shafts until
everything outside of their laser prison vanished.
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Within a few seconds, their surroundings reappeared —the
same floor, the same telescope, though tilted at a slightly dif-
ferent angle, and the same Clara and Daryl. Nathan slowed his
playing and squinted at them. Or were they the same?

His arms feeling like rags, he lowered his violin and let his
shoulders droop. “We’re on Earth Blue, aren’t we?”

Daryl sashayed toward them, flipping her hair back in mock
offense. “Well! Don’t act so disappointed!”

Nathan dropped to the floor and sat, his face buried in his
hands. “We were close! So close!”

A voice came down from above. “No, you were not close.”

Nathan looked up at the ceiling. Dr. Gordon, appearing
upside-down in the reflection and standing near the telescope
in the Earth Red observatory, stared down at him. “The sig-
nal emanating through the cosmic wound dissipated just as I
was switching you over to Earth Blue. You and Kelly would
have been thrown into a vacuum, where you would have died
instantly.”

Nathan probed Daryl Blue’s eyes. He could no longer speak.
If he tried, he would cry for sure. So he asked the question with
his gaze, hoping Daryl would figure it out. Was Dr. Gordon
telling the truth?

Daryl stooped and looked Nathan in the eye. “I watched the
whole thing from my computer. You and Kelly would be spar-
kling space dust by now, and I don’t think anyone would name
a star after you.”

Nathan glanced up at Dr. Gordon again, but he was walking
toward the desk, shaking his head.

Daryl reached down her hand. “Looks like you could use a
lift.”

“In more ways than one.” Nathan took her hand and rode her
hefty pull to his feet.

Kelly raised the violin case. “I got this at the last minute.
Want to pack up?”
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While Nathan put the violin away, Daryl Blue hugged Kelly
briefly, then pulled back. “Take a good look, Kelly-kins,” she
said, tugging on her collar. “My shirt is blue, through and
through. Daryl Red and I decided to be color coded.”

“I can see that,” Kelly said, squinting. “Barely.”

“Oh, yeah. Forgot about your run-in with the evil eye
snatcher.”

“Daryl!” Clara Blue marched up behind her, wagging her
finger. “Watch your tongue, young lady. Kelly’s vision is not a
joking matter.”

“Don’t worry about it, Ms. Jackson,” Kelly said. “I've put up
with Daryl Red for years. I once broke my wrist in a basketball
game, and she accused me of sticking my hand too far in the
toilet to get Steven’s promise ri— " She jerked her fist up to her
mouth and bit it. “I think I'd better shut up for a while.” With-
out even offering Nathan a glance, she hurried to the computer
desk. Daryl followed.

Clara handed Nathan a six-inch-by-six-inch square mir-
ror, now protected by a rubberized frame. “Here’s the Quat-
tro mirror. I know you're disappointed about the strange turn
of events, but can you get up enough gumption to go to Tony
Blue’s house?”

Nathan took the mirror and gave her a half-hearted nod. He
wanted to stay quiet, but he would have to get over his funk
soon. His parents needed him.

Daryl’s voice piped up again, this time from the Earth Red
observatory above. “We’ll watch the fort from here. Keep Nathan
Blue’s cell phone on, so we can text you if necessary.”

“Oh, yeah.” Nathan leaned toward the desk and scanned its
surface. “Where is it?”

Daryl Blue held up the phone and a Nikon on a strap.
“Got you covered. And we have the other camera. Let’s get
moving.”
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Clara drove Tony’s Camry off the interstate ramp and into
Newton, lowa. A cold, steady drizzle dampened the road, just
enough to slicken the pavement and make the tires swish.

As they passed by the local Wal-Mart, Nathan watched an
old man with a cane hobble toward a beat-up station wagon,
one of the few cars in the parking lot. A scarf wrapped his neck,
and gloves covered his hands, but his shivering body showed
that his winter garb wasn’t quite adequate.

Nathan shivered with the poor old guy. With the heater
barely pumping out enough warm air to melt ice, he had to
rub his hands together briskly in front of the vent to keep them
from stiffening. He might soon have to play the violin, so keep-
ing everything limber was crucial.

He checked on Kelly sitting in the backseat behind Clara.
With her oversized sweatshirt now rumpled, she looked bulky
as she leaned against the door, her eyes closed and her mouth
partially open. She hadn’t uttered a word the entire trip. Of
course, Daryl’s effervescent chatter helped pass the time, but
occasional periods of silence allowed Kelly to nod off and then
sleep through some of Daryl’s stories about their antics in el-
ementary school. Kelly had probably heard them before, so her
exhaustion held sway.

Although the bandage was completely hidden, Nathan let
his gaze linger on her shoulder. Clara had changed her bandage
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again at a rest stop and announced that the stitches had sealed
the wound, and the oozing blood had almost stopped. That was
good. Kelly had only two bandages left in her bag. Maybe they
wouldn’t have to change it again.

Images of Kelly’s ordeal reentered his mind— Gordon Blue’s
stabbing dagger, Mictar’s blinding grip, and even her potential
death—a vision granted by Patar, Mictar’s less-malevolent
twin, that showed Nathan what would have happened if he had
chosen to save his parents. Her scorched face and vacant eye
sockets stared up at him from her quivering body, a fatal victim
of Mictar’s cruel torture.

Nathan clenched his fist and lightly smacked his palm. If
only he had another chance at that creep, he would—

“Getting ready for a fight?” Clara asked.

He looked at his fist and loosened his fingers. “I guess so. If
Mictar can stretch dimensional wounds and go through them,
he could pop into a room when you least expect it.”

“It’s probably not so simple. If he were able to come and go
as he pleased, we would all have sooty eye sockets by now.”

“Good point.” As they drove between two browning corn-
fields on the final road leading to the Clarks’ Earth Blue home,
Nathan scanned the area for any movement. With sleet pellets
now mixing with the spattering raindrops in the midst of thick-
ening fog, no one in his right mind would be out in the open
air, but this was Mictar they were talking about, so he didn’t
qualify.

When the Clarks’ house came into sight, memories of his
first view of the beautiful old mansion came to mind, recalling
the morning after he thought his parents had been killed. Clara
had driven him here, trying to hide him from the murderers.
Tony, his father’s college buddy, had agreed to take him in, thus
beginning Nathan’s adventures with Kelly. Even though the
thousand acres of rolling cornfields and the huge shade trees
surrounding the house painted a regal landscape, with thoughts
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of death and danger creeping in, it seemed more melancholy
than majestic.

When they stopped in the driveway, Nathan reached for the
door. “Everyone stay here while I check it out.”

“Not on your life,” Clara said as she whipped off her seat
belt. “There is safety in numbers.”

Daryl leaned forward. “Yeah, Nathan. This house has am-
bush written all over it.”

He pulled the mirror from the glove box. “This will let me
know if there’s any trouble ahead. If everything checks out, I'll
give the all-clear signal. No use risking anyone else’s life.”

“I'm going!” Kelly yawned and shook her head as if casting
off a fog. “You're stuck with me until this is over. Besides, you
might need an interpreter.”

Nathan pointed at her. “Okay. Just you. Everyone else stay
put. If something happens and we don’t come back, go to
the observatory. If we're alive, we'll try to contact you there
somehow.”

Clara set her finger on the trunk release button. “Do you
want your mother’s violin?”

“Not yet, but pop it anyway so I can get an umbrella.” Still
holding the mirror, Nathan got out and hurried around to the
trunk. He grabbed an umbrella and opened it over Kelly’s head
as she stepped out of the car. Together, they splashed through
the driveway’s puddles, puffing clouds of white on their way to
the front door.

Nathan jiggled the knob. Locked. Kelly dug into her jeans
and withdrew a key ring. She chose a short silver key from a
collection of four and inserted it into the deadbolt lock. It dis-
engaged easily. And why not? The Clarks’ Earth Blue and Earth
Red houses were identical, so Kelly Red’s key was bound to fit
in the lock.

With a turn of the knob and a push on the hardwood panel,
Nathan opened the door and leaned inside. As he took a few
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skulking steps into the spacious foyer, white vapor continued to
stream from his mouth. Obviously the furnace was off.

He flipped the light switch, but the room stayed dim, il-
luminated only by inadequate daylight coming from a nearby
picture window behind a dusty grand piano. They had seen
sagging power lines along the way, ice weighing them down and
knocking out electricity for every house in the area. No wonder
all the roads had been deserted.

The bizarre September weather had probably frozen people’s
hearts in fear. It seemed that everyone had chosen to hibernate
for a while, hoping they would wake up and find everything
back to normal. But that wouldn’t happen, at least not until
they solved the interfinity problem. With Earths Blue and Red
getting Earth Yellow’s weather, and with Earth Yellow’s time
racing along at an unpredictable rate, “normal” would have to
wait.

Nathan tucked the mirror under his arm and sneaked along
the dim hallway, taking one slow step at a time. He shivered in
the cold, drafty air. Something felt wrong, terribly wrong—not
just the chill, but a sense of danger that seemed to increase with
every step.

Ahead on the right lay his bedroom, yet, not really his. It
had belonged to his Earth Blue twin, a victim of Mictar’s fiery
hand. Nathan tried to shake away the memory. The poor guy’s
face and his burned-out eye sockets had been stamped indelibly
in his mind.

He searched for any sign of the murderer. The mental image
of Mictar’s fiendish eyes, ghostly pale complexion, and slick
white hair sent shivers across his skin, especially now that he
had watched the monster feed off yet another victim, the un-
suspecting nurse back at the hospital. Since the celestial wounds
were probably huge in this house, Mictar could easily be lurking
nearby.

As he continued his furtive march, Kelly followed a mere
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step behind, her rapid breaths the only sound in the hallway.
Apparently she also felt the strange sensation, the stillness that
belies the brewing storm. As she clutched the back of his sweat-
shirt, her trembling hand sent another shiver across his skin.

“Are you going to use the mirror?” she whispered.

“In a second.” When they came within a foot or so of the
bedroom, he stopped and reached his mirror across the door-
way, angling it so he could see inside. So many times before, this
mirror had provided a way to escape danger, either by showing
him a threat in advance or creating a scenario that saved his skin,
such as the time it displayed police officers arresting the gun-
man on the bridge even as he continued shooting while Nathan
and Clara floundered in the Chicago River.

This time, the mirror reflected a thin white mist swirling at
the center of the room, a slowly twisting eddy that stretched
from the floor to near the ceiling. It looked like a skinny, sta-
tionary tornado, yet slower, more mysterious. As it spun, tiny
pinpoints of light pulsed on its perimeter, glowing and fading,
as if generated by the misty turbine but unable to draw enough
energy from the sluggish engine to stay illuminated.

Nathan eased his head toward the opening. Dr. Simon had
said that something unusual was going on here, and a swirl of
mist hovering over the floor wasn’t exactly normal, but with all
they had been through, it seemed no more than another oddity
in a long string of oddities. Still, Mictar had disappeared in a
spinning mist of red. Could this be something similar, a visible
manifestation of one of the cosmic wounds?

Tucking his mirror again, he stepped in. A much bigger mir-
ror covered the wall to his left, reflecting his worried face and
dampened, wind-tousled hair. This matrix of smaller mirror
squares matched the one in his Earth Red bedroom, including
the missing square in the lower left-hand corner. So many times
before, this mirror had acted in the same way his portable mir-
ror had, showing things that weren't really there and creating
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alternate realities that allowed for cross-dimensional transport,
at least when accompanied by music and a flash of light. But
now it just showed the room and the twisting mist, nothing
unexpected.

Behind his image, a queen-size poster bed abutted the op-
posite wall, and the misty funnel spun near the bed’s footboard.
The mattress, covered with only a bare white pad, leaned pre-
cariously against the wall, its shell torn by a long gash and its
inner stuffing scattered across the carpet. The old trunk, the
mysterious wooden box that had once hidden treasures in its
impenetrable casing, sat against the wall, unopened, as usual.

A frigid breeze blew in through the window at the far side of
the room, flapping the drapes and blowing a clump of mattress
padding over a toppled desk and lamp that had once stood to
the right of the window. Yet, the gusts seemed to have no effect
on the funnel. It continued to spin unabated.

“Something weird’s going on,” Nathan whispered.

“That’s nothing new.” Kelly tugged on his shirt. “Go in far-
ther. I can’t see a thing with you blocking the way.”

Now walking on tiptoes, as if to sneak by the swirl without
drawing its attention, he crossed the room and closed the win-
dow. He rubbed a fingertip across two deep scratches in the
painted sash. Could Patar have dug these ruts with his pointed
nails? Or Mictar?

Nathan tried to twist the lock into place. The brass piece
slipped and fell to the carpet, obviously already broken before
he touched it. Forced open, no doubt.

Kelly leaned against the doorjamb, the Nikon camera dan-
gling over her sweatshirt’s cardinal logo. She blinked her glassy
eyes. “Something’s moving.”

Nathan edged closer to the swirl but stayed just outside of its
misty funnel. “It’s like a little dust devil made out of fog, and it
has tiny sparks around it, like miniature fireflies. Seems harm-
less, but I'm not taking any chances.”
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“Better get Daryl in here. She can send a photo back to Earth
Red and get Dr. Gordon’s opinion.”

“Good thought.” Nathan looked out the window at the
Camry. Barely visible through the mist-covered glass, Clara
flexed her fingers in front of the air vents. He caught her eye,
and she lifted her hands in an “is it okay for us to come in now?”
kind of pose.

He pulled Nathan Blue’s cell phone from his pocket and
punched in Clara’s number.

She raised the phone to her ear. “Yes, Nathan.”

“All clear so far. Can you send Daryl in? We need her to
transmit a photo. You might as well stay out there. It’s freezing
in here.”

“Will do. Be careful.”

“Always.” He stuffed the phone back in his pocket and kept
his eye on the car. Daryl leaped out and hustled toward the
front porch, her eyes darting in every direction. While blowing
fog whipped her hair into a frenzy, she puffed short bursts of
white into the wind as she rubbed her hands up and down her
arms.

Nathan turned back to Kelly. “She’s on her way.”

A door slammed. “It’s just me!” Daryl called. Light footsteps
padded their way down the hall, then her smiling face appeared
at the door, eyebrows scrunching down. “What a mess! Either
someone had the worst nightmare in history, or the bed frame
just vomited the mattress.”

Kelly grimaced. “Thanks for the lovely imagery.”

“No problem.” Pointing at the swirl, Daryl shuffled in.
“What'’s this all about?”

Nathan shrugged. “Can you send a photo? Get Gordon’s
take?”

“Sure thing.” Daryl lifted her cell phone, pointed it at the
funnel, and clicked a button. Then, while her thumbs flew
across the keypad, she chattered rapid-fire. “I got a message
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from Daryl Red. She says Gordon got another email from
Simon Blue. They finished analyzing the Earth Red Nikon. It’s
like you thought. It has a Quattro lens, and when you pointed
it at a Quattro mirror and took a flash picture, you did a Ghost
Busters no-no.”

Nathan rolled his eyes. Daryl had dropped a cryptic movie
reference on them again. “Okay,” he said with a sigh. “I give.
What's a Ghost Busters no-no?”

A satisfied grin spreading across her face, Daryl acted out
her explanation, using her cell phone as a ray gun as she rattled
off her words. “Egon told Peter not to cross the energy streams
with their ghost-capturing guns or all life as they knew it would
end. It was sort of the same thing the two Dr. Gordons did
when they sent a flash through their observatory mirrors at
each other. It created a ginormous dimensional hole that al-
lowed Mictar and Patar to sneak out of who-knows-where and
show up in our worlds.”

When Daryl took a breath, Nathan held up his hand. “Give
me a minute to think.” He studied the swirl. Could it have ma-
terialized because of the recent photo Kelly took at the funeral?
Was it some kind of cosmic hole? Could this be the path his
parents took to that black vortex he had seen earlier? If so, why
was the hole only in this dimension and not on Earth Red? And
how could it last so long?

As Kelly drew closer, she kicked aside a pile of mattress pad-
ding. Something clinked near her feet. “What was that?”

Stooping, Nathan picked up a short chain. A broken mana-
cle dangled at the end. Where the band was broken, the metal
seemed malformed, as if it had been melted. “Dad’s chains
came off. Maybe a blowtorch?”

“No way,” Kelly said, touching one of the links. “I've watched
my father use his. It would've broiled your dad’s wrists.”

Staying low, Nathan dropped the chain and peeked under
the bed’s wooden frame. A violin case lay on the carpet next
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to more of the ripped-out mattress padding. He slid it out and
snapped it open. Inside, he found his