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Prologue
 
    
 
   Francis Duveen was a busy man. The morning that would turn out to be the craziest day in his life, he left his home, quickly kissing his wife Josie on the lips and then giving hugs to his sleepy-eyed children Tommy and Laura, and then out the door to the cab that waited for him. He had his trusty briefcase in his hands, packed with files and business cards and other things that were necessary for the sales presentation he had to give tomorrow. He was in for a long flight, flying from his home to Chicago was a long trip, but one he had made many times before.
 
   The cab driver was just another in a line of faces from all of the cabs he took on a weekly basis. Working for the Gemini Corporation required him to do a lot of traveling. There had been a time when leaving home caused his heart to ache and feel nothing but sadness. Now, all of the trips had hardened him a bit. He waved at his wife and children as they stood in the doorway, little Laura in her mother's arms, and they waved back.
 
   The drive to the airport was uneventful. Francis spent the time going through his sales presentation on the tablet he carried with him. It would plug into a device at the location where he was flying and allow him to run the slides while holding the device in his hands. Hopefully. Sometimes it didn't work. Francis tried not to think about that.
 
   The airport was, as always, chaotic. Francis ran on autopilot, pausing to check that he was headed toward the right gate a few times and noting the times of the flight. Every gate that he passed looked just like the one before it. He relied on instinct. He reached the gate, sat down, and got lost in the news on the television and then back to his presentation.
 
   The flight was called and it was only forty-five minutes late. Not too shabby for this airport. Francis had a business class seat toward the front. Other passengers lined up with him and there were men and women who looked a lot like him, wearing nice suits and sporting nice haircuts and most of them had their noses buried in business newspapers, magazines or tablets that probably held presentations similar to what Francis was studying. Francis held out his ticket to the attendant and then went down the ramp. He found his seat, sat back, ordered a drink, drank it and waited.
 
   They were in the air about fifteen minutes later and Francis decided it was time to rest a bit. He eased his seat back and closed his eyes, figuring that he would be too keyed up to sleep. Of course, he was asleep seconds later and slept for the rest of the flight. When he opened his eyes the plane was landing, bounding along the runway, the engines screaming, coming to a stop.
 
   The rushing started again once they got to the gate. The business passengers got to their feet. Francis Duveen stood up and grabbed his briefcase from the overhead compartment, feeling that fuzzy-headed feeling one gets after taking a long nap, rubbing his eyes.
 
   There was a bright flash.
 
   Just an instant, faster than a blast of lightning. Francis wondered if there were thunderstorms in Chicago, but from where he was standing, there was no good way to see lightning outside anyway.
 
   After the light came a sudden sick feeling in his stomach.
 
   Again, it was just an instant, like you get when you ride a roller coast, but over much faster. 
 
   Francis let out a small belch and then looked around embarrassed. He had slept too long and he was jet lagged. That was the problem. Francis frowned.
 
   Who were these people?
 
   Surely these were not the same people that he had gotten onto the plane with. They looked similar, but there was something … off. Francis hadn't studied them well enough to be sure, but the hairs on the back of his neck raised. He must be more tired than he thought.
 
   No one around him seemed to think he was out of place. The pilot told them all that they were in Chicago and that the weather was warm. He was in the right place. Francis shook his head, feeling silly. He would get to the hotel, take a hot shower, get a good meal and a good night's sleep and it would all be OK. He fished out his passport and waited for the line to move.
 
   When it did, Francis exited the plane.
 
   Moments later, his life changed forever.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

 
 
   Before
 
    
 
   Noble Randle stood in the little store attached to the restaurant where he and his wife had just eaten and let out a dramatic sigh. The food was good, the place relatively busy, but they had beaten the lunch rush and it was too early for dinner, so the place was relatively empty. The store was filled with little tchotchkes including everything from books on CD, T-shirts sporting the American flag and toys for the kids. Noble and his wife Olivia were on a road trip and had pulled over to this particular chain because they both liked the food and Olivia liked to shop in the little store. They didn't need more tchotchkes, but what the hell? He was about done, though, and wanted to get back on the road.
 
   Outside the sun shone as if it were on a mission to bake the asphalt. The sky was a brilliant crystal blue. It was just the end of spring, about to become summer, and there was a steady breeze that made being outside pleasant rather than the abject torture Noble normally found hot weather to be. It was the perfect weekend for the drive to the little town where they had gotten married three years ago. There was a bed and breakfast there waiting for them and the drive was only about an hour and a half. 
 
   Noble was near the door. They were just getting ready to leave, the food bought and the knickknacks already in a bag that Noble held in his hand. There was a wide aisle from the door to the restrooms in the back of the shop. On either side were racks of clothing and shelves filled with candles and garden wares, but this middle aisle was a clear shot to the restrooms. Noble guessed this was to make getting from the door to the bathroom easy for those just off the road with bladders ready to burst.
 
   He had a clear shot to the restroom doors. Olivia had vanished in there a moment ago. She was wearing a bright blue dress that really stood out in the bright light coming through the windows. She was hard to miss with her glorious blond hair, cascading down her back, and the pretty dress. Noble had picked this spot just so he wouldn't miss her when she came out and he had already been around the entire store four times. There was nothing more to look at.
 
   Except for his watch.
 
   How long had she been in there? It felt as if it was a long time, but his watch indicated it had only been a few minutes. His wife had a tendency to pull out her cell phone and check Facebook while using the restrooms. Olivia could lose all time and perspective when her nose was buried in the phone.
 
   Noble reached over and examined a small salt shaker that resembled a squirrel. He turned it over and checked the price, grunted,, and set it back down. He did not want to move far from the middle aisle. Noble wanted Olivia to see him and him to see her. So, he continued to study the shelves right by the door. Noble studied the rack of books on CD, noting that there was an exchange program for truckers and travelers where they could leave a CD and pick up a new one. Did people still listen to these? They must. Hell, some truckers still used CB radios.
 
   Noble checked his watch. Five minutes now.
 
   This was starting to get ridiculous.
 
   Noble sighed again with a bit more emphasis and drama. What was she doing in there? Writing a novel? Getting into some kind of Facebook chat war with someone? She had been prone to doing that before, but usually not while sitting on the commode of a public restroom.
 
   Noble looked at a series of country CDs that were resting in a rack near the audiobooks. He hated country music, so he scanned the display quickly and dismissed them. There was little else to see from this vantage point. Noble walked down the middle aisle, heading for the candy at the back wall, and right next to the doorway that led to the restrooms.
 
   Noble looked at his watch again. Now she had been in there for ten minutes.
 
   Was there something wrong? He had quick flashes of her collapsing to the floor of a public restroom, her brain having blown a fuse or her heart picking just that moment to stop. Noble tried to push those images aside, but once they had taken hold, it was hard to remove them.
 
   OK, this is ridiculous, he thought. 
 
   Noble pulled out his own cell phone and quickly called up Olivia's number. 
 
   ARE YOU EVER COMING OUT? ARE YOU OK? QUIT FACEBOOKING!
 
   Send.
 
   Noble waited for a moment. He turned and looked around the little store. It all looked normal. Same racks of stuff and same sun in the sky. Wait - who was that behind the register? She looked new. Had he seen her before? The girl glanced up at him and seemed, for a moment, just as surprised to see him as he was to see her.
 
   Noble frowned.
 
   Weird.
 
   His phone buzzed in his hand and Noble glanced down. Olivia was calling him.
 
   "Hello?" Noble asked.
 
   "Where the hell are you?" Olivia asked without pausing. "I couldn't see you in the store so I came out to the car. I've been sitting out there waiting for you for ten minutes. What the hell are you doing?"
 
   Noble was really confused now. "What do you mean you went out to the car? I was standing right in the aisle leading from the bathrooms to the front door. I never saw you walk past!"
 
   Noble looked around. The blond girl behind the register was gone now. The old man with the gray beard that had been there when Noble was by the front door was back. Noble swiveled his head around, looking for the girl.
 
   "Well, come out to the car," Olivia said. "I want to get going."
 
   Noble hung up the phone and stuffed it in his pocket. Goosebumps were running up and down his back and across his arms. He moved fast, getting out of there and into the bright sunshine as fast as he could move. 
 
   There was the car and there was Olivia, behind the wheel.
 
   Noble got in and closed the door.
 
   "OK, I never moved from that middle aisle," Noble said. "You couldn't have missed me and I never saw you walk past. I doubt I would miss you in that blue dress."
 
   "I got out of the restroom and you were nowhere to be found," Olivia said, backing out of the parking spot. "I wandered all over the store looking for you and you weren't there."
 
   "I was at the back of the store, by the candy, when you didn't come out of the restroom," Noble replied. "We couldn't have missed each other."
 
   Just then Olivia's phone buzzed. She picked it up and read his text.
 
   "When did you send those?" Olivia asked, showing him the screen.
 
   "I dunno, five minutes ago?" 
 
   Olivia gave him an odd sideways glance and then stuffed the phone back into her purse.
 
   "Let's get out of here," Olivia said and stepped on the gas.
 
   "Amen to that," Noble said. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part One
 
   The Vanishing Man
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter One
 
   Transcript of Interview
 
    
 
   Date: June 14, 2014
 
   Time: 7:30 p.m. CST
 
   Person interviewed: Eveline Paulson of TSA, O'Hare International Airport
 
   Interviewer: Noble Randall of I.C.E. on behalf of Homeland Security
 
   Subject: Strange occurrences on June 3, 2014, Chicago O'Hare Airport International Terminal.
 
    
 
   Noble Randall (NR): Are you comfortable, Ms. Paulson?
 
   Eveline Paulson (EP): Yes, thank you.
 
   NR: Good. OK, well, I think you know why you're here.
 
   EP: June 3, right?
 
   NR: Yes. I just want to go over what happened that night, if we could? Can you tell me what happened?
 
   EP: Well, it was near the end of my shift. I work days and it was approaching six o'clock. I was 
 
   working the line, like always, checking the passports of people as they came in from the 
 
   international flights. It had been a pretty boring day, really. Nothing weird.
 
   NR: Nothing at all? There was no commotion from other passengers off of Flight 190? No one was 
 
          talking to anyone or anything?
 
   EP: Well, they might have been talking, but there was no indication that anything was wrong. 
 
   People always talk, you know. It's not like they have to stand silently in the line.
 
   NR: Of course. Sorry, go on.
 
   EP: Well, this man just stepped up like anyone else and handed me his passport. I looked at the 
 
   photo and at him and then I studied the passport itself. It looked legit. The right paper, the right 
 
   watermarks and other security stuff. Then I noticed the country of origin and, well, that was 
 
   when things got weird.
 
   NR: Go back for a minute. What did he look like?
 
   EP: Average height. He had a beard and brown eyes. He wore these tiny wire-rimmed glasses that 
 
   perched on the end of his nose. He had a gray suit on and was carrying a briefcase.
 
   NR: Nothing else? Did he have dark skin? Light skin? Did he talk in a weird accent?
 
   EP: He was light-skinned. He had a bit of an accent, but nothing I could place.
 
   NR: OK, so, what country was listed as the country of origin on the passport?
 
   EP: Taured.
 
   NR: What was that?
 
   EP: Taured.
 
   NR: Tar - what? Can you spell it?
 
   EP: Tee-ay-ewe-are-ee-dee.
 
   NR: Taured. Had you ever heard of that before?
 
   EP: No. We get briefed pretty regularly on the changing nature of the countries of the world, too. 
 
   You know that there are always new countries forming all the time these days. Some group 
 
   breaks off from what was once the Soviet Union and suddenly we have a new country. 
 
   NR: But you had never heard of Taured?
 
   EP: No.
 
   NR: Did you ask him about it?
 
   EP: Of course. I asked him if this was some new country or something. I said I had never heard of 
 
   it.
 
   NR: What did he say?
 
   EP: He got worried. He smiled as if I had told a joke and said that Taured was a very old country 
 
   and had been around for thousands of years.
 
   NR: I see. What happened then?
 
   EP: I asked him what he was doing in America and he said he was visiting on business. He said he 
 
   traveled there all the time and had done business in Chicago for a long time.
 
   NR: Were you tempted to just let him through?
 
   EP: Never. Something about this whole thing was weird. I asked him for more identification and he 
 
   handed me a driver's license. Same guy, but the country of Taured was on it again. So, this time I        
 
   checked the computer. I searched our internal database and came up with nothing and then 
 
   went out online and did a Google search. Nothing. No Taured.
 
   NR: Very odd. What happened next?
 
   EP: Well, there was a line building up behind the guy and I could see that people were getting 
 
   really impatient. So, I called my supervisor.
 
   NR: That would be Chase Whitlock?
 
   EP: Yeah, I called Chase and said I had a problem. He came right over and I showed him the 
 
   passport and driver's license. Then I showed him what I found when I did a search.
 
   NR: Is that when you three went to the interview room?
 
   EP: Yeah, Chase asked me to accompany the man back to an interview room.
 
   NR: What was the man's name? Do you recall?
 
   EP: Yes, because it was weird. Francis Duveen.
 
   NR: And how was Mr. Duveen reacting at this point?
 
   EP: He was getting agitated. He yelled at Chase. He said that Taured was an ancient country and he 
 
   had been here many times and had never had any problems before. What was the problem? 
 
   We tried to explain that we were having trouble finding the country he said he was from and
 
   that seemed to just get him more upset. 
 
   NR: Did you call security?
 
   EP: No. I just spoke to him and said that this was likely just some kind of error and if we could take 
 
   this to some place private, maybe we could sort it out.
 
   NR: Did he come along then?
 
   EP: Yes. We found a room and he sat down. He was still angry, but at least he didn't yell or cause 
 
   another scene.
 
   NR: Did you stay for the rest of the interview?
 
   EP: No. I just helped get him settled. I got Mr. Duveen a bottle of water. Chase was on the phone 
 
   and calling around and Mr. Duveen was in the room for a bit by himself. Then Chase told me 
 
   he had things covered and I could go back to the line.
 
   NR: Did you see Mr. Duveen again?
 
   EP: No. My shift ended before they were done talking to him in the room.
 
   NR: But you heard about what happened?
 
   EP: Yes. People were talking about it the next day.
 
   NR: OK, thank you. If there's nothing else to tell me, then I think our interview is over. Thank you.
 
   EP: You're welcome.
 
   End of Interview
 
   ***
 
   Noble sat back and rubbed his nose. He had read and re-read the transcript many times. The statements were just as confusing as they were when he first had the conversation. Seeing the words in transcript form just took away the emotion and the nervousness that was in the room. It made it all plain text, which revealed nothing. Of course, this person was just a front line employee with TSA. She had not even been there during the interrogation of the man known as Francis Duveen. 
 
   There were more interviews to come.
 
   Right now he had to get ready to talk to his boss, the secured video call was in a few minutes. Noble looked at his watch. There was not enough time to call Olivia. They had plans for dinner that night and he wanted to make sure that she was getting out of work at a reasonable hour. He hoped he would get out of here on time.
 
   Olivia would love this story, Noble mused. The woman loved a good mystery. She would be all over this.
 
   Noble got up and walked down the hallway. The video conference room was just down the hall and to the right. He entered the room and took a seat in front of a large video monitor. The camera itself was a tiny thing set in the wall, just above the monitor. There was a long conference room table, but he was the only one invited to this call. There was also a laptop hooked up to the monitor and a small remote.
 
   The tone sounded indicating an incoming call. Noble hit the button on the remote. All fifty jowls of his boss, Dashiell Malmont, filled the monitor. He had gray hair and always sported a five o'clock shadow, even early in the morning. He was fond of gray suits to match his hair and rarely bothered to run a comb over his head.
 
   "Hello, Noble," Dashiell said. "How are things in Chicago?"
 
   "Weird," Noble replied.
 
   "I knew that when I sent you there," Dashiell replied. "Have you had any insights?"
 
   "Nothing much. I just had the first interviews and there are going to have to be a lot more. I’m going to interview the supervisor later this afternoon, a guy named Chase. I'm going to have to interview everyone on the team, the security force and just about everyone on the flight. Still, from what I gather, the story is what we heard it was. It makes no sense."
 
   "Give me the rundown as you have it so far."
 
   Noble opened up his tablet and began reviewing notes. "On June 3, 2014, a plane landed at O'Hare International Airport. It originated in Spain and had a stopover in England. There were no incidents boarding. At O'Hare a man named Francis Duveen got off the plane and showed what appeared to be legit identification including a passport and driver's license. All seemed fine, including his demeanor. Nothing strange. However, his identification, and the man himself, declared that he was from the country of Taured. Such a country, as far as we know, does not exist and has never existed. No Francis Duveen was checked in at the initial boarding. No Francis Duveen got on the plane in London, either."
 
   “OK, so, this is a strange one. What happened?”
 
   “When he presented his passport and they couldn’t find the country they led him into an interrogation room and spoke to him for quite some time. Duveen claimed that Taured had been around for more than 1,000 years and that it was located in what we call Spain. Duveen also had stamps from past visits and they appear to be legit.”
 
   Dashiell frowned. “That is very odd. What happened to the man?”
 
   Noble rubbed his eyes. 
 
   The story did not get any easier from there.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Two
 
   Transcript of Interview
 
    
 
   Date: June 14, 2014
 
   Time: 9:30 p.m. CST
 
   Person interviewed: Chase Whitlock of TSA, O'Hare International Airport
 
   Interviewer: Noble Randall of I.C.E. on behalf of Homeland Security
 
   Subject: Strange occurrences on June 3, 2014, Chicago O'Hare Airport International Terminal.
 
    
 
   Noble Randall (NR): Are you comfortable, Mr. Whitlock?
 
   Chase Whitlock (CW): Yes, fine. It's rather late.
 
   NR: I apologize for that, but we are trying to get through as many of these interviews as we can.                      
 
   We can get started right away if you want.
 
   CW: Please.
 
   NR: We're interested in the case of Francis Duveen. The night of June 3?
 
   CW: Yes.
 
   NR: Can you tell me what happened that night?
 
   CW: With me or with Mr. Duveen?
 
   NR: Let's start with what you did that night and go from there.
 
   CW: Well, I got to work. It was just the start of my damn shift, really. I went to the office, checked
 
   voicemail and email and got coffee. I had just sat down to review some reports when the call came in that there was an incident at the line.
 
   NR: That would be the arrival of Mr. Duveen, I assume?
 
   CW: Yes. He was there with what looked like a legit passport and identification, but he was claiming 
 
   to be from a country that did not exist. I even checked.
 
   NR: No Taured.
 
   CW: Never existed from what I can tell. He was insisting that it was real and had been around for 
 
   millennia. I got him ushered over to an interview room as quickly as I could. I didn't want him causing a scene and he was holding up the line.
 
   NR: Did you call anyone else?
 
   CW: Not at first. I just thought I could ask a few questions and maybe get it sorted out right away.
 
   NR: Was he receptive to questions?
 
   CW: Yeah. I told him that we were having trouble finding his claim of orientation. He produced 
 
   more identification. He worked for the Gemini Corporation and we were able to determine that 
 
   such a company does exist. He produced other ID and all of it was from Taured. I asked him if 
 
   this was a new country, maybe one that had split off from Russia or something. He seemed confused about this and wondered why there would be countries splitting off from Russia.
 
   NR: How long did this go on?
 
   CW: Maybe an hour? I finally produced a map and asked him to point to where the country of 
 
   Taured was.
 
   NR: Was he able to point it out?
 
   CW: Sort of. He pointed to Spain. He pointed to what is listed on the map as the Principality of Andorra 
 
   in Spain.
 
   NR: How did he react?
 
   CW: Badly. He kept looking at the map and then at me. He accused me of trying to play a trick on 
 
   him. He got up from the table and began pacing and muttering in a language I didn't recognize. I told him to calm down and sit back down and relax. He wouldn't. He kept saying that he had no idea what Andorra was and that Taured was there. That was where it was. He wanted to know why we were playing such a cruel joke on him.
 
   NR: Is that when you called your supervisor and security?
 
   CW: Yes.
 
   NR: Why didn't you notify Homeland Security? Why not call the police?
 
   CW: If you had seen the man's face. The sheer look of absolute terror. He was certain of what he 
 
   was saying.
 
   NR: Crazy people are often certain of their delusions.
 
   CW: But you didn't see the passport and ID. It was flawless. It looked real. He wasn't making 
 
   threats or anything. He was just scared. I thought that I could calm him down and get him 
 
   talking again. Maybe something could be sorted out.
 
   NR: And he did calm down again?
 
   CW: Once my supervisor, Roy, got there he did.
 
   NR: That would be Roy West?
 
   CW: Yes.
 
   NR: Did you and Mr. West continue to question Mr. Duveen?
 
   CW: Yes, for quite a while. I don't even know how long we were in that room. Must have been 
 
   hours.
 
   NR: Did you learn anything else?
 
   CW: Not much more. He insisted that he was from Taured and that he was not part of any criminal 
 
   organization. He did not make any threats against the United States or even those of us in the 
 
   room. He just claimed to be a businessman from Gemini Corporation on a business trip to 
 
   Chicago. He said he was as confused as to why Taured was not on the map as we were. He 
 
   had no idea why that would be.
 
   NR: It says in the initial report that his went on for almost eight hours. Is that true?
 
   CW: If that is what the report says, that is what I believe.
 
   NR: And you never thought to call Homeland?
 
   CW: My supervisor was there and if he felt that Homeland needed to be called, I would have 
 
   listened. Both of us felt that we could just get to the bottom of this on our own.
 
   NR: You are aware that this country was attacked on September 11, 2001?
 
   CW: Of course.
 
   NR: The Department of Homeland Security was created to prevent such things from happening in 
 
   the future. A man claiming to be from a fictional country with false papers should be the very 
 
   first thing at the top of the list of reasons to call us.
 
   CW: I don't know how to respond to that.
 
   NR: Whose idea was it to put him up in a hotel for the night?
 
   CW: I think that was Roy's idea.
 
   NR: That is one big jump in logic that I am just having a really hard time understanding. I 
 
   mean, with the increased security, the fact Homeland wasn't called and Mr. Duveen put into  
 
   custody are some big, glaring errors here. Is this how you handle these kinds of 
 
   things?
 
   CW: We've never had this kind of thing happen here before. We've had people here from countries 
 
   that fall into war and then their passports are no good. Like that movie? The one with Tom 
 
   Hanks? We've had to deal with that, but never anything quite like this. Roy said that the man 
 
   was tired. We'd get guards to watch the room and we'd talk to him with fresh eyes, ears and                minds the next morning.
 
   NR: I see. So, you decide to put this guy up at a local hotel. That was the Hilton?
 
   CW: Yes, the one located right there at the airport. It's in a busy area, where anyone trying to climb
 
   out of a window would be seen. Lot of light. There are no ledges or balconies, just glass windows 
 
   and walls. There would be no way for the guy to get in and out except through the hotel room door.
 
   We'd provide meal service for him and it would be checked out by the guards before being delivered
 
   to Mr. Duveen. There was no adjoining room or door. It was as secure as a jail cell.
 
   NR: Save for the telephone, king-sized bed, and cable TV.
 
   CW: Yes.
 
   NR: OK, so, let me see if I got this straight. A mysterious man shows up seemingly from nowhere. He 
 
   does not cause a disturbance at any point, until you start questioning him about his passport which seems to come from a fictional country. You interrogate him for nearly eight hours, getting nowhere, and then, instead of calling the authorities and notifying my office, you decide to put the guy up in a luxury hotel for the night. Did I miss anything?
 
   CW: Well, it’s a nice hotel but hardly luxury. I mean my supervisor and I spent time making phone calls. 
 
   We called his place of employment. We found out that there is a Gemini office in the part of Spain 
 
   that he kept calling Taured. They had no record of the guy. They also denied that there was any area 
 
   of that part of the world called Taured. We called the office here in Chicago and confirmed they 
 
   were open and working, but that no one named Francis Duveen was scheduled for a meeting there. 
 
   With anyone.
 
   NR: OK, well, that's something. So, when did you head home?
 
   CW: I headed home when my shift was over in the morning. I told the guy who was taking over for me 
 
   about the incident and told him that Duveen was in the hotel room. I said that he should bring him over that morning and try questioning again. If he got the same answers, then it would be time to call you guys.
 
   NR: Good to know that we finally entered the conversation at some point. So what happened then?
 
   CW: I went home. I had just gotten home and was getting ready to eat my dinner and then get into bed for 
 
   the day when the phone rang.
 
   NR: Was this the call from Collin Boynton?
 
   CW: Yes, sir. He was my replacement for the morning. Anyway, he's in a panic. He says the guy is not in 
 
   the room. His clothes are gone. There's just no trace of him. The guards say they were there all night, never left, and never fell asleep. They heard nothing, not even the television, all night and when they go in the next morning to bring him breakfast, they find Mr. Duveen is gone.
 
   NR: Just like that?
 
   CW: Just like that.
 
   NR: Had the bed been used?
 
   CW: It didn't appear to have been used, no.
 
   NR: So the guy must have escaped not long after you put him in the room.
 
   CW: We don't believe that he escaped.
 
   NR: Oh no? Did he just vanish into thin air?
 
   CW: Yes.
 
   NR: What?
 
   CW: That's what it looked like. There was no other door save for into the bathroom. None of the ceiling
 
   tiles had been removed. We checked the ceiling spaces and there was no way for a grown man to crawl up there without falling through and most of the paths were blocked by vents. There was no damage to any of the air vents and it would have been impossible for a grown man of Mr. Duveen's height to crawl through them. Plus, even if he could somehow manage it, there was no way to get the vent screen back into place and the screws back in. There was no way to get under the floor. The windows were intact. The bed was made. There were no clothes. If he were escaping through vents or something else, he would have had to take his briefcase and his luggage with him, which would have been impossible. He was just gone.
 
   NR: I see. You seem to be quite the detective here. Too bad you weren’t able to follow procedure.
 
   CW: So, is there anything else?
 
   NR: I have no further questions right now, but might have more later.
 
   CW: What happens now?
 
   NR: Well, Mr. Whitlock, I cannot stress enough the sheer amount of procedures that you violated doing 
 
   this. I am going to be launching a serious investigation into you and your supervisor. There will be an inquiry and disciplinary action is likely and, yes, you might lose your job. If you're lucky, that will be the only thing that happens. A man enters the country from nowhere, with false papers, and then gets away all on your watch. You had better hope Mr. Duveen is not a terrorist or involved in any terrorist organization, Mr. Whitlock. So, I will be in touch.
 
   CW: What about the weird things that have been happening to me since this all went down?
 
   NR: What weird things?
 
   CW: Strange people lurking outside my house? Weird guys with wide-brimmed hats lurking behind trees. 
 
   Is that you guys? Are you going to end the harassment?
 
   NR: Mr. Whitlock, we have no one stationed outside your home. I don’t know what you’re talking about.
 
   CW: Yeah, right. No idea. Look, you’re freaking out my wife and kid. Just stop it. I told you everything I 
 
   know and I was following my supervisor’s orders. He just vanished.
 
   NR: If you have people lurking outside your home, call the police. They are not from my department or 
 
   Homeland, as far as I know. As for the rest, you can tell that to the inquiry.
 
   END OF INTERVIEW
 
   ***
 
   Noble sat in the empty room for some time after Whitlock left. He rubbed his eyes and his temples. This story was just getting stranger and stranger. He checked the time and saw it was after ten o'clock. He had to inspect the room where Mr. Duveen had been placed and the idiots who had put him there had at least had the presence of mind to tape the interview in the interview room. Noble would have to review that as well.
 
   Not tonight. He had already reported the incident to his supervisor. His supervisor was already calling for Whitlock's head and the head of Whitlock's immediate supervisor.
 
   Hotel room.
 
   Really.
 
   Noble could remember September 11 as clearly as anyone else, perhaps more so. He had been working at Boston's airport the day the buildings came down. He remembered vividly standing there and watching the second plane hit. He had been on break, getting coffee, when the news broke about the plane crash in the first tower. Noble remembered literally jumping as if struck and dropping his coffee when the second plane exploded into the building live on television. He ran back to his office and soon thereafter the world changed.
 
   Noble looked at the passenger list again. It was about the nine hundredth time that he had done so and others had looked too. They had also cross-referenced it against known terrorist aliases and identities. 
 
   Nothing. No one. Nothing out of the ordinary. 
 
   They had also studied photos of the passengers taken from the security cameras around the airport and done facial identification and then cross-referenced those.
 
   Nada. Zip.
 
   Not long after those horrible days in 2001, he had become part of the Homeland Security investigative arm of I.C.E. (Immigration and Customs Enforcement). He was the guy that was supposed to track down illegal immigrants and get them deported. Although, soon after he joined up, he was pulled off of border patrol near El Paso and moved to a special taskforce in Chicago.
 
   Cases like this one were his now. He had no idea why someone had thought he was fit for this. 
 
   Vanished into thin air. The guy had just vanished into thin air.
 
   Noble snorted, laughed, and ran his hand through his hair. He packed up his briefcase, his laptop and walked out of his office. It was late, the sky black and the stars twinkling. Noble had grown up in eastern Ohio, out in the country, and he remembered nights when there were so many stars and they seemed so big that it was almost too much to take in. Not so much here in Chicago.
 
   He had been in Chicago for four years now. It was a great city, he supposed, if you liked cities. Noble was not a city boy. He and Olivia visited his relatives in northeastern Ohio and western Pennsylvania as much as possible and they often talked about quitting their respective jobs and moving there. So far, though, the job kept bringing him back.
 
   Noble was out of the parking lot, waving to Charlie, the guard at the gate, and onto the toll way in less than ten minutes. The one good thing about leaving this late was that there was little traffic. In Chicago there was no such thing as a rush "hour", there were many hours starting at about three o'clock and sometimes stretching until after seven that traffic was a nightmare. That did not take into account the nighttime work that sometimes happened.
 
   Noble let his mind drift as he drove home, headed south and then west into the suburbs. The city receded in the distance, but the steady air traffic never stopped, as Noble glanced up into the sky he could see planes in a line waiting their turn to land. Where he lived now, he was somewhere in the middle between O'Hare and Midway airports. That meant that any night he tried to look up at the stars, even out there, he saw airplanes slowly crawling across the sky.
 
   Noble pulled into the driveway about half-an-hour later. The lights were still on inside because, fortunately, Olivia was still a night owl. 
 
   Olivia’s car was parked in the driveway so Noble parked his in a parking spot just down a bit from his house. There were few streetlights out here in the 'burbs. It was late and the lights from most of the houses were out, as if the entire sub-division were sleeping.
 
   Noble stepped out of the car, found his keys and headed for the door. 
 
   What was that?
 
   Noble paused for a moment, his keys ready to enter the lock and allow him entry into his home. Was that movement? 
 
   Noble whirled. 
 
   Nothing.
 
   Noble frowned and turned back to the task at hand. 
 
   There, out of the corner of his left eye. A shadow. Something moving, stepping out into the street.
 
   Noble turned his head and saw only the street, but just as he was about to turn back to the door he saw the shadow again. He held his gaze, trying to take in what he was seeing out of the corner of his eye. 
 
   A shape, roughly the size and shape of a man. If he had to guess it would be that the man had wide shoulders and was about six-foot-four. Tall. The man had to weigh 250, maybe more? There was something odd about his head, too. 
 
   He was wearing a hat. A wide-brimmed hat.
 
   Noble turned one more time to look at this head-on, but again he saw only a tree, the driveway, the street. Nothing else.
 
   The things Whitlock had said to him about weird people observing his movements had seeped into Noble’s subconscious. That was it. Noble was tired and the facts of this particular case were running around and around inside his head. Now he was seeing things.
 
   Noble shook his head and unlocked the door. When he was inside, he closed the door behind him and locked it. He quickly peered out the window, moving the narrow curtain aside.
 
   He gasped.
 
   Something moved, ducking behind the tree there. A shadow. Definitely.
 
   Noble blinked and rubbed his eyes. Then he looked again and saw only the tree. If there were shadows, they were from the tree itself.
 
   "I need sleep," Noble whispered.
 
   "What was that?"
 
   "Nothing, dear," Noble said. "Just saying that I need to get some sleep."
 
   Just then there was a small stampede down the stairs. In seconds, three small dogs were dancing and leaping all around Noble's feet. There were the two older dogs and the latest addition, a golden-haired puppy. 
 
   "Hello guys! Yes, daddy is home," Noble said and began his ritual petting of each dog. "How are you guys?"
 
   After getting plenty of canine affection, which always brightened his day, Noble kicked off his shoes and trudged up the stairs. Olivia was on the sofa watching TV, her smartphone near her right hand. She smiled at him and the tensions of the day eased. Noble leaned over her and kissed her deeply.
 
   "You are a sight for sore eyes," Noble said.
 
   "And I bet you can't tell me anything about your day, can you?" Olivia said.
 
   "Nope," Noble said and he slowly made his way around the coffee table and then shooed the dogs out of his spot on the sofa. He settled back and the curly blonde dog, Cookie, curled up in his lap. "But it's a doozy. I wish I could tell you more."
 
   "That's OK," Olivia said. "You're home and that's all that matters."
 
   They held hands for a couple of hours and watched television. Noble barely noticed what was on the tube. His mind was alternating between drifting toward sleep and wondering about Francis Duveen. 
 
   ***
 
   Hours later, the house was quiet and dark and they were in bed. Olivia snored softly on her side of the bed. Cookie was in the middle, nestled between their pillows. At their feet was Henry, the puppy, his nose draped across Olivia's legs and his back paws across Noble's feet. On the floor, at the foot of the bed, was Zuska, the fox-like Pomeranian who was the oldest of the hounds.
 
   Noble lifted his head and looked around, bleary-eyed, sure that he had heard something that had awakened him. Noble had been deep asleep, dreaming his normal nightmare-free dreams. But something had awakened him, he was sure of it, as if someone had shaken his shoulder. Noble rubbed his eyes.
 
   Noble looked around and the dogs were sleeping contentedly. He would have thought if there had been movement one of them would have also heard it or felt it and that would have woken them up, too. 
 
   There was a soft creaking sound from the hallway.
 
   Noble's blood froze.
 
   The shadows were deep. The television was off. Noble held his breath. Waiting.
 
   There was another creak.
 
   Henry raised his head and sniffed the air. He turned his little head back over his shoulder and looked a Noble. Then he got to his feet and walked over, stepping on Noble's chest, and licked his face.
 
   "Henry!" Noble whispered, putting his hands up to ward off the tongue. "Stop!"
 
   Henry cocked his head and panted, which made it look like he was grinning. His tail wagged.
 
   There was another creak. This time it was on the stairs.
 
   Henry froze, turned his head and let out a deep growl. 
 
   "Sshhh," Noble said, reaching out and petting Henry behind his ears.
 
   Now Cookie raised her head and growled. Before too long there would be three barking dogs. The noise would be deafening and wake up Olivia.
 
   Noble put his leg on the floor and sat up. Olivia was still breathing deeply in her sleep. Noble got to his feet, immediately feeling naked in just his boxer shorts. He reached down and pulled a pair of sweatpants off the floor and then got a T-shirt out of the laundry basket. Cookie and Henry followed him, dropping onto the floor behind him.
 
   Noble walked slowly, dreading each creak in the floor of the bedroom. No matter how hard he tried, he always ended up stepping on the squeakiest floor boards. He soon faced the hallway. 
 
   Darkness. 
 
   Nothing but darkness.
 
   Then the darkness moved.
 
   Noble gasped. Henry barked and then let loose a cascade of them. Cookie joined in,  began growling and then let out a hoarse bark. Zuska was on her feet now, heading toward them, toddling in her own way.
 
   "Shhhh," Noble said.
 
   He stepped into the hallway and then closed the door behind him quickly, trapping the dogs back there. He felt very alone now, but the last thing he wanted was anything to happen to them. He hoped to deaden any sounds and not wake Olivia.
 
   "Hello?" Noble said, immediately feeling foolish for doing so. Sure, if there's an intruder in the home, the first thing would be to alert that person to the fact you are awake.
 
   The darkness moved again. For an instant, Noble saw reddish eyes hovering in the shadows. Noble felt his stomach clench. He suddenly had to pee very badly. What the hell had red eyes?
 
   The eyes watched him for just a moment. Noble was sure that his sanity was slipping. The saliva inside his mouth dried up instantly. He hoped he was dreaming.
 
   Then the shadow moved again - fast. Noble heard the stairs creaking and then the very distinctive sound of footsteps down the stairs. 
 
   Noble's paralysis broke and he ran down the hall, the barking of the dogs now loud behind the closed door. He reached the top of the stairs, looked down and saw a shadow move  around the corner and vanish.
 
   Now there was nothing.
 
   Silence and darkness down there.
 
   Noble ran down the stairs. He reached the bottom and turned on lights. The dining room. The foyer. The living room. The kitchen. Even the small bathroom near the garage door.
 
   Empty.
 
   "Jesus," Noble said, running his fingers through his hair. His hand came away slick with sweat. He realized he was winded because he had been holding his breath almost the entire time.
 
   Noble did another walk through, and then he started checking the windows. He reached the sliding door on the side of the house that led to the small patio. Beyond the patio was a short bit of grass, then a sidewalk, then another strip of grass and then the street. 
 
   Someone was standing beneath the tree near the road. Noble could see the red eyes again.
 
   Now his fear was gone. If this was someone who had meant him harm, they would have done so when he was standing there in the hallway. Noble was angry. Someone was fucking with him. He unlocked the sliding door, turned on the patio light and stepped outside.
 
   "Who are you?" Noble called. "What do you want?"
 
   The shadow person ducked back behind the tree. Noble ran to it and jumped around to the other side. 
 
   No one was there.
 
   There was no way someone could have run off without him seeing. Noble stood there for a moment, looking around. Darkness. The breeze blew the trees and bushes as the shadows danced in the street lights. Above him were the stars and the infinite darkness of space. Noble felt very small and very vulnerable.
 
   He walked back to his house, shut the sliding door and locked it. He shivered, rubbing his arms. 
 
   He was going crazy. This case was already making him crazy.
 
   Noble went around the house and began shutting off the lights. Dining room. Foyer. Living room. When he got into the kitchen, he paused to get a drink of ice water from a pitcher inside the fridge. When he closed the fridge, he froze.
 
   Olivia and Noble had a magnetic poetry set on the door. It was a list of random letters, words, and phrases and you were supposed to use them to create poems or messages to each other. Olivia and Noble preferred making jokes and nonsense phrases. 
 
   What was spelled out on the door was far from nonsense.  It was, however, very troubling. Noble knew for certain that this message had not been there when he left yesterday morning and he was fairly certain it had not been there when he came home.
 
   LISTEN TO HIM.
 
   


  
 




Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Noble stared at the message for several minutes. Surely it had already been there. This was just coincidence. His mind was racing, he was probably still asleep. The dogs had started barking at the kid around the block coming home late. That had, in turn, triggered some kind of episode of sleepwalking. 
 
   That was it.
 
   This wasn’t happening.
 
   Sure, the dogs were barking at a kid. The one with the loud car.
 
   He believed none of that, but it was what he was going to tell his wife when he went back to bed.
 
   LISTEN TO HIM.
 
   To who? If it had already been there, what the hell did it mean? It wasn’t very funny if it was supposed to be a joke or a message from Olivia. 
 
   Tired and officially freaked out, Noble reached out and rearranged the letter magnets with a sweep of his hands. Then he headed back upstairs deliberately not looking out any of the windows. Moments later he was back in bed, fending off the licking tongues of Henry and Cookie. Zuska put her paws up on the bed and went away satisfied with a scratch behind her ears.
 
   "What was that?" Olivia asked.
 
   "Hmm?" Noble asked, pulling the covers up to his chin.
 
   "What was that?"
 
   "Nothing," Noble said. "The dogs were barking and I thought I heard something. It was just that kid coming home late in his hot rod. Always wakes up the dogs. I got a drink and then came back to bed."
 
   "Mmm," Olivia replied and then she pushed Cookie and Henry aside to snuggle in closer.
 
   Noble put his arm around her and put his head down on the pillow. He thought he'd have trouble sleeping, but that turned out not to be a problem. He was off in dreamland a few moments later.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning the strange incident had faded in Noble's mind. He was almost convinced he had dreamed the entire thing. Olivia did not ask him anything more about it and he figured that either she had been asleep when she asked him in the first place or he really had dreamed it all.
 
   Noble rushed through his morning activities such as walking and feeding the dogs and then getting some of his own breakfast. He kissed Olivia and bolted out the door. His mind was active, full of ideas about the case.
 
   Francis Duveen. A mysterious man who had shown up at the International terminal at O'Hare Airport out of nowhere. Described as a plain-spoken man with a beard and nice suit, he had caused little fuss. However, he carried with him identification for a country that, as far as anyone could tell, had never existed on this planet. For reasons that no one could seem to make clear, the people who were questioning him decided to put him up in the attached O'Hare Hilton and the next morning the man had vanished. Completely. As if he had never been.
 
   The next day Homeland had been called and later that afternoon, Noble had been put on the case. His mission was to talk to the people who had either worked or been at the airport while others tracked down the man who was believed to have pulled off some miraculous escape from the hotel.
 
   Noble figured that the guards had fallen asleep and the man had just walked out the front door, but if others wanted to think it was miraculous, let them.
 
   Fortunately, they had kept the hotel room pristine since the incident. Noble was headed there first. Then he would be back in his office watching security video. The man had been caught on numerous cameras throughout the airport and the interview had been recorded. Perhaps some light would be shed on this. Noble had not discarded any theories including the theory that someone at the airport had been working with this guy.
 
   Traffic was bad, but Noble was too lost in thought to care. Half-an-hour later he pulled up into a parking space at O'Hare. He was out of the car and headed to the hotel minutes later.
 
   The hotel manager, a guy named Wilson, was supposed to meet him at the front desk. He was an older gentleman who had worked for the Hilton Company for a long time. This was supposed to be the nice calm job to have before he retired. The hotel itself was a structure of glass and steel located right on the O'Hare campus, just outside and connected to the terminals via walkways. The hotel sat on a kind of island and all around it was the busy chaos of the airport. Hotel rooms had great views of the runways and control towers to anyone who wanted to watch planes take off and land. Cars came and went to the departure and arrival gates and guests at the hotel relaxed in comfort inside soundproofed rooms.
 
   "Hello, Mr. Wilson," Noble said as he stepped up to the front desk. "I'm sorry to bother you with this today, but I hope you realize how important this investigation is."
 
   "I do, Mr. Randle," Wilson said. He had a deep, but rough, voice as if he had spent far too much time in his younger days smoking. "I'm just sorry that this happened in my hotel."
 
   Wilson led him to the elevators and soon they were on the fifth floor. The room was at the far end of the hall and the windows overlooked the terminal across the way and, just past that, were the runways. Someone could probably sit in a hotel room like that and time the takeoffs and landings of the various air carriers. The thought sent chills up and down Noble's spine. 
 
   The room still smelled of cleaners and disinfectant.
 
   "This room hasn't been cleaned since the incident, correct?" Noble asked.
 
   "No, sir," Wilson replied. "I knew right away that this was a crime scene as soon as I heard what happened. I had this room shut down."
 
   "Have there been guards on the door since then?" Noble asked as he stepped into the room.
 
   "We have cameras on the room and the door and we send regular security patrols up here to check the room," Wilson looked embarrassed. "We don't have the staff to keep someone one up here twenty-four seven."
 
   Noble nodded but said nothing. So much done to try to increase security and to hear that this place couldn't afford to have someone here full time was discouraging. Then again, Noble mused, the hotel should never have been put in this situation to begin with.
 
   Noble walked through the room. On the left was the king-sized bed. It was made. Not even a dent to show someone had sat on the thing. To the right was a low dresser and on that was a large flat-screen television. He leaned in and noticed that someone had already dusted the TV for fingerprints. Noble could see that a number of prints were highlighted in the powder. Maybe they'd get lucky and Francis Duveen would have been fingerprinted and those would be in a database somewhere. If the man was mentally ill, he might have been admitted somewhere and been fingerprinted. It gave him a bit of hope.
 
   Noble walked all the way to the end of the room. It was decent sized, but not huge. At the far end was a small writing desk and there were two comfy-looking arm chairs. In between those arm chairs was a very low circular table. There was nothing on any of the chairs. Nothing had fallen between or under the cushions.
 
   He checked the dressers and closet. All empty. He opened the drawers of the small night stand - barren save for the standard Gideon Bible.
 
   Noble got down on his hands and knees and lifted the edge of the blankets and peered under the bed. He then removed his cell phone and turned on the bright light and shone it through the darkness beneath. He saw only air and a little bit of dust.
 
   Noble stood up and sighed, shutting off the light on his phone and dusting off his pants. Wilson was hovering in the doorway, watching him. Noble nodded in his direction and went into the bathroom next. 
 
   Noble checked the sink. The plastic cups were still in their shrink-wrap. The soap was still in the plastic. The tiny shampoo and conditioner had not been opened. He pulled back the shower curtain and the tub was completely dry, white and shining in the bathroom light. 
 
   Noble came out of the bathroom and put his hands on his hips. 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   What did he really expect? There had already been an investigation here the very next day when Duveen had vanished. What had he hoped to find?
 
   The truth was that Noble liked to try and get into the head of the people he was tracking. He had come here hoping to get some indication of who this guy was. Even if there had been a Duveen butt-print on the bed it would have meant that the man was real and was here. If Noble could get some kind of fix on this man, to establish who he was, what he had done, that he had done something normal at some point, maybe he could make some guesses as to what he was doing now. Maybe Noble could guess where Francis Duveen was, what he was doing.
 
   Right now, it appeared that a man had appeared from nowhere and then vanished into nothingness. Meanwhile, Noble was seeing shadow people inside and outside his home and mystery messages on his fridge. He also had TSA agents who were offering strange men hotel rooms instead of locking them up.
 
   Nothing made sense.
 
   "Well, thanks, Mr. Wilson," Noble said, heading for the door. Wilson looked relieved. "I appreciate you taking the time to let me in here."
 
   "Did you find anything?" Wilson asked.
 
   "Not really, but I should have guessed that would be the case," Noble replied. 
 
   The two of them walked down the hall in silence. Noble's mind wandered to other things. He had lots and lots of CCTV video to watch back at his office and more people to interview. Maybe he could connect to this man through that video.
 
   ***
 
   Transcript of Interview
 
   Date: June 15, 2014
 
   Time: 9:30 a.m. CST
 
   Person interviewed: Dylan Shultz of Midland Security
 
   Interviewer: Noble Randall of I.C.E. on behalf of Homeland Security
 
   Subject: Strange occurrences on June 3, 2014, Chicago O'Hare Airport International Terminal.
 
    
 
   Noble Randle (NR): Thanks for coming in, Mr. Shultz.
 
   Dylan Shultz (DS): You're welcome
 
   NR: You were working security the night of June 3, correct?
 
   DS: Yes.
 
   NR: What happened that night?
 
   DS: Not much until pretty late. Then I got a call saying that TSA was bringing a guy over and that they 
 
          wanted to have him stay at the hotel and wanted someone to guard the door. 
 
   NR: Was that an odd request?
 
   DS: Sure was, but in this business you see all kinds of weird things. We get teenagers running after each 
 
   other down the hall naked sometimes. 
 
   NR: Mr. Duveen was the man, this man, correct?
 
   DS: Yes, that's him.
 
   NR: How did he strike you?
 
   DS: Strike me?
 
   NR: Yes, Mr. Duveen, how did he seem to you? Was he odd? Mad? 
 
   DS: No, he looked mostly scared to me. I didn't talk to him except to tell him that if he needed anything 
 
   to knock on the door and that one of the guards would get it for him.
 
   NR: And there was another guard there that night?
 
   DS: Yes, me and Charlie. He's an older guy, but they wanted two guards on the room and we both stood 
 
   there and stared at the wall all night.
 
   NR: Mr. Duveen never knocked on the door?
 
   DS: No.
 
   NR: Never made a sound?
 
   DS: I didn't even hear the TV turn on. Quiet as a graveyard.
 
   NR: And you didn't go in and check on him during the night?
 
   DS: I figured he was sleeping. There's no way to get out of that room except through the door we were 
 
   guarding. He didn't knock and he didn't come out that door. As I said, I thought he was asleep.
 
   NR: What happened the next morning?
 
   DS: We got the call that the TSA guys were coming to get him and that we should get Mr. Duveen up. I 
 
   knocked on the door and he didn't answer. I knocked again and called his name. When there was no movement on the other side, I used my key card to get in.
 
   NR: What did you see?
 
   DS: It looked like we had been guarding a room that hadn't had anyone in it all night. It was pristine. No 
 
   one had slept in the bed. There were no suitcases.
 
   NR: And you're sure you were in front of that door all night? You didn't leave?
 
   DS: I used to work on the police force. I used to do stake outs all the time. I have a strong bladder and 
 
   constitution. I was there until morning. They got in late, anyway, so it wasn't more than about five hours.
 
   NR: What did you do when you saw the room was empty?
 
   DS: Man, I freaked the fuck out. Charlie and I were tearing that room apart when the TSA guys got 
 
   there. We shouted at each other and started pointing fingers and then the TSA guys started tearing the room apart, too. He was just gone.
 
   NR: What happened then?
 
   DS: I was told to go back to the security office downstairs. Mr. Wilson told me that. Eventually I went 
 
   home, but I've been wondering what would happen next until you called me.
 
   NR: You've been doing this for a long time now, right?
 
   DS: As I said, I was a cop before I was doing this.
 
   NR: Have you ever seen anything quite like this before?
 
   DS: I've seen guys attempt to escape, but never anything like this. This Duveen guy was just fucking 
 
   gone, like smoke. I have no idea how he did it. Where did his fucking luggage go?
 
   NR: I'm going to try and find that out.
 
   DS: I hope you do.
 
   END OF INTERVIEW
 
   ***
 
   Someone was lying, of that Noble was certain. Someone was covering for someone else and trying to save their job or possible criminal prosecution. The question was, who? Shultz had come across as believable. There was Whitlock, but the guy seemed confused more than villainous. It was making Noble’s head spin and he didn’t like that feeling. There were too many questions and each step in one direction just led him to more doors and behind those doors were just more questions.
 
   Noble was back at the office half-an-hour later. He told his assistant that he was not to be disturbed. He had several computer monitors set up and his computer was loaded with CCTV footage from the interview room, from the airport and the hotel. 
 
   So far it had been a lot of nothing. Noble had been sitting there for several hours now. He had removed his watch so that he did not sit there and stare at it again and again and he had managed to lose all concept of what time it was. 
 
   On the footage there was the endless line of people coming off planes and standing in line to enter the country. They all looked tired, anxious, nervous, ready to get where they were going. A lot of nothing.
 
   Noble had asked for video for the hours leading up to the incident. He had hoped that maybe someone would stand out to him. Maybe he could detect someone that was working with Duveen. Maybe there was some kind of organization at work here. Maybe there had been a coordinated effort to get people into the country. Maybe, maybe, maybe, maybe…
 
   Nothing.
 
   Then, the hour of Flight 190 arrived. There was a small gap in the line at the check-in counters. The people began to stream off. Noble watched them walk out of a kind of tunnel or hallway and into the area where those going through customs gathered. The flight had over 200 people on it, so it was a bit of a wait. From the angle of the camera Noble could just barely see down that small tunnel, see the people coming around a corner. Just around that corner was the actual terminal where the plane was parked.
 
   Noble leaned forward, trying to see the faces on the grainy black and white footage. 
 
   There he was.
 
   He was just under six feet. Francis Duveen had dark hair, cut short and combed over to the right. He also had a neatly trimmed beard that outlined his jaw and up his sideburns. Noble could tell, even with the grainy footage, that the man was wearing wire-rimmed glasses of the kind John Lennon had made famous. Duveen was in a neatly pressed suit and held a brown briefcase that looked black in the video (Noble knew the color from reports). In his right hand he held his ticket and his passport.
 
   Noble hit the rewind button. The people walked backwards and Francis Duveen walked backward and around the corner. Then he hit play and the passengers came around the corner again, little fuzzy images at the top of the frame. Then there was Francis Duveen. He walked with his head down, the way many of this fellow passengers did. Noble took note of the woman in the light colored pants suit that walked in front of Duveen and the man in the Bermuda shorts walking beside him. Duveen stared at his shoes and then came to a halt behind the woman in the light colored pants suit before finally looking up.
 
   There was nothing suspicious about his demeanor. He looked around, but then went back to staring down at his passport and some other papers he had in his hand. 
 
   Noble watched as Duveen progressed through the line. There was no sound on the video so he could hear no talking. Duveen stepped up to Eveline Paulson and handed over his papers. There was an exchange of words. Eveline looked down at the passport. Then back up at Duveen. Even with the grainy video, Noble could tell that a puzzled look spread across Eveline's face. The conversation continued and the people standing in line behind this exchange began to shift on their feet, looking at their watches, sighing, their chests heaving in frustration. Noble could see a woman struggling with two young children who had, apparently, both decided that entering America was just not something they were too keen about.
 
   Eveline picked up the phone and called her supervisor. A moment later Whitlock showed up and there was a further exchange. Noble focused his gaze on Duveen's face.
 
   The man looked puzzled.
 
   The man looked scared.
 
   It wasn't guilt or righteous anger that he was looking at on the man's face. It was fear. Duveen's eyes were wide, his lower lip trembled. All of it big enough and noticeable enough that Noble could see it clearly on the bad CCTV footage.
 
   "Hm," Noble said to himself.
 
   He hit rewind again. The entire exchange happened in reverse and Francis Duveen and his companions in pants suit and Bermuda shorts walked backward. Then they were around the corner again.
 
   Noble walked the footage forward slowly this time, his eyes now so close to the monitor that his nose was practically touching it. Slowly, the passengers came around the corner. The woman in the white pants suit came first.
 
   Then there was a strange blip in the footage.
 
   Noble stopped the playback.
 
   He rewound the footage and moved forward again a frame at a time. Just one frame, quickly, there was a strange glitch in the image. For just a fraction of a second the entire screen was white and the image distorted.
 
   Then it resumed its normal pace and Francis Duveen walked around the corner.
 
   Noble frowned.
 
   This was not an actual tape. The CCTV recorded digital files. There was no way that someone could have edited this, was there? Even if someone had managed to tamper with the footage, using Photoshop or something, that wouldn't leave such a blatant mark, would it? Noble made a note to ask someone better versed in doctoring photos and video footage.
 
   The question that arose was if that footage was tampered with was: why? What would be the point? Unless, of course, Noble's initial assumption that Duveen was working with someone in the airport was correct.
 
   Noble decided to switch to a different video for the moment. Now he was looking at the interior of the interrogation room. Francis Duveen stood near the door and Charles Whitlock was seated at the table opposite. The door had been locked. Duveen looked nervous, holding his passport and papers in both hands in front of him. This time there was sound, so he turned up the volume to listen closely.
 
   "Please, Mr. Duveen," Whitlock said, "have a seat."
 
   "I do not understand what is happening here," Duveen said. He had a soft accent, but it was not one that Noble could place. In a movie it would be a generic European accent that an actor would use to show he was foreign without giving an exact location. "I have been here many times and this kind of thing has never happened before."
 
   "Please, sit," Whitlock repeated.
 
   Duveen sighed and then nervously, with a shaking hand, pulled the chair back and sat down. He folded his hands in front of himself and his eyes darted around the room. For a second Noble had a perfect view of his face head-on. 
 
   Noble froze the image.
 
   Oval face. Dark hair, eyebrows and beard. The lights shone across the circles of his glasses, making his eyes impossible to see and somehow conveying a sinister look to his face. Noble hit PRINT on his computer and printed an image of that face. 
 
   Noble moved the footage forward. Duveen turned his attention back to Whitlock.
 
   "We're just trying to figure out your country of origin, Mr. Duveen," Whitlock said.
 
   "Why is this such a problem?" Duveen asked. "I am from Taured. That should not be a problem. Taured is a very large, prosperous country."
 
   Whitlock sighed and he studied the passport again. "Yeah, see, that's the problem, Mr. Duveen. There is no country called Taured."
 
   Duveen opened his mouth to speak. He sputtered. "This is a joke, yes?"
 
   "I'm afraid not, Mr. Duveen," Whitlock said. "There is no country called Taured. From what we can tell, there never has been, although we are looking into that. Is it a new country? You say it's prosperous, but is it a former Russian territory that has recently gained independence?"
 
   "Russia?" Duveen asked, incredulous. "How could Taured be a part of Russia? Russia is nothing but a bunch of backward barbarians! This is ridiculous. This is some kind of joke and I do not find it funny."
 
   "We don't find people who try to enter our country with false papers to be very funny either, Mr. Duveen," Whitlock said. "Not since September 11, 2001, anyway."
 
   Duveen was silent for a long time, looking confused and chewing on his lower lip.
 
   "Get me a map," Duveen said. "Get me a map and I will show you how ridiculous this is."
 
   This was when Roy West was called in. Whitlock called on the phone and a moment later the supervisor was there. Whitlock and West had a brief and inaudible conversation in the corner for a bit. Then West left for a moment and came back with a world map. West and Whitlock spread that map on the table.
 
   "This is the latest world map that we have," Whitlock said. "Look at it and point out where Taured is, Mr. Duveen."
 
   Duveen stood up and peered at the map. He stood up eagerly and then he put a finger to his lips. He studied the map, his brow furrowing in confusion. Then he reached down, his fingers shaking vividly on the video, and pointed to a spot on the map.
 
   "It should be right here," Duveen said in a voice that was little more than a whisper. "I don't understand this. What is this province? What is this Spain? Spain is not shaped like this. Where did this map come from?"
 
   "Please, stay calm, Mr. Duveen," West said. "This is the latest map. This is the most accurate stuff that we have."
 
   Duveen shook his head. A look passed over his face and it was a look that Noble could only have described as terror. Duveen stood up and backed away slowly, looking first at Whitlock and then at West. He started shaking his head.
 
   "This is impossible," Duveen said, his voice filled with emotion and fear, his entire body convulsing with terror. He looked ready to throw up. "I do not know what games you are playing, but this is not funny. I am going to write letters and emails to your supervisors. If I have to, I am going to write to the press and tell them what you did to me. I have been here so many times. I do business in Chicago and this is insulting. Playing jokes on me like this is - is – is…inhumane."
 
   "Please," said Whitlock, standing up and extending his hand, "please, sit back down. There has to be a reason for this misunderstanding. We can work this out and we are not playing a joke on you. We're just as confused about all of this as you are. However, I can assure you that no one, and I mean no one, has ever heard of a country called Taured. It has never existed. It does not, from what we can tell, exist now."
 
   Duveen sat back down and West and Whitlock asked him more questions. At some point they got back to the same questions. Duveen's story did not change. The hours ticked by and they brought in food and beverages. West and Whitlock took turns leaving the room, supposedly to talk to other people. There was one time, for about twenty minutes, when Duveen was in the room alone.
 
   Noble looked at the man. Francis Duveen had his head in his hands and then he moved t hem back to the table. Very softy Noble could hear the man weeping and muttering to himself, but in a language that Noble did not understand. This was not a man planning some kind of terrorist attack. This was a man who, for all intents and purposes, had been broken by the questioning and the fear. He might have been crazy or he might have been delusional, but Noble did not think that this man was someone that he should have been afraid of.
 
   As Noble watched the man weeping, there was another strange glitch in the video feed. A line stretching across the screen went from the bottom to the top and the picture distorted. The screen went white for less than half a second and then it became clear. Just before it became clear, Noble thought he saw a shape in the corner of the room. 
 
   The shape of a man wearing a long jacket and a wide-brimmed hat.
 
   Then the image was gone.
 
   Noble froze the footage. He rewound it. He watched again, this time in slow motion. He watched the small burst of static, the strange line go from bottom to top, the distortion and the image going entirely white. Then, just as the image started to come back, at the very corner of the room, where the shadows were the heaviest, he saw the shape. It was tough to make out on the CCTV footage, but one thing stood out.
 
   Red eyes.
 
   Then, in the very next frame, they were gone. The shape was gone. A moment later, West and Whitlock came back in.
 
   Noble swallowed and it felt like he had a cue ball in his throat. He rubbed his eyes and then he watched it again. Slowly. Frame by frame. Distortion, white, shape and red eyes. Then gone.
 
   "What the hell?" Noble whispered.
 
   What was going on here? Was he seeing things at work now? Was he so spooked that he was seeing shapes in shadows on video?
 
   Noble shook his head and forced himself to watch the rest of the footage. It went on for a long time. West and Whitlock were now getting tired. Duveen was a wreck at this point. His clothes were wrinkled and his voice was hoarse. The conversation had dried up. They had been over the same questions again and again.
 
   "It seems like we're just not getting anywhere at this point, Mr. Duveen," Whitlock said.
 
   "Can I just go?" Duveen asked.
 
   "I'm afraid we can't do that, Mr. Duveen," West said. "We have to get this sorted out. That means we are going to have to detain you for the night."
 
   Just then there was another distortion. This one was very brief. Just at the top of the screen Noble saw a shadow move. It was fast, hard to see, but Noble spotted it. The shadow ran past Whitlock and West for a brief moment and then the image distorted again and came back into focus.
 
   "Why don't we get him a room at the Hilton for the night?" West said, suddenly. "Mr. Duveen, we can get you set up in the hotel right here at the airport. It will be on our expense and we'll get you dinner and breakfast. We'll have to have guards outside the room the entire time, mind you, but we can then reconvene tomorrow morning and maybe look at this with fresh eyes."
 
   "Yeah," Whitlock said. "We can do that. How does that sound, Mr. Duveen?"
 
   "I don't know," Duveen said. "I just want to go home. I want this nightmare to be over."
 
   "We're all tired, Mr. Duveen," West said. "We can't just let you go, though. However, we can put you up in the hotel and then talk about this tomorrow. It's the best we can do."
 
   "Fine," Duveen said, his voice barely audible and beyond exhaustion. "Fine. Whatever you think is best."
 
   The interview ended. West and Whitlock went out of the room and made their plans for the hotel room and guards. Duveen was left in the room. There were no more shadows and no more distortions.
 
   If there had ever been.
 
   "I need a vacation," Noble whispered.
 
   He looked down at his notepad. It was covered with lots of questions, but very few answers. Where the hell had that suggestion for the hotel come from? That was anything but standard procedure. Why hadn’t those two seasoned TSA pros called Homeland and arranged for some kind of locked cell for Mr. Duveen? It needn’t have been a cell with metal bars and an uncomfortable bed. They could have treated the man well, but also kept him under video surveillance the entire time.
 
   Noble sighed, stretched and stood up, his neck and shoulders cracked. He had more video he wanted to review. He found his watch, checked the time, and saw that it was already late. He had to talk to West tomorrow and he had to talk to the flight crew. Then, in two days, he had to fly to Washington, D.C., and meet up with the rest of the Homeland team.
 
   Noble sat back down and this time called up the CCTV footage from the hotel. He went right to the time when Duveen would have arrived. He saw the man enter the front door of the hotel and stand in front of the desk. Duveen accepted his key card with his head down and he kept it down as he walked to the elevators. 
 
   Noble switched views and watched Duveen and two guards standing in the elevator. Duveen did not look up. His shoulders were slumped and he stared at his shoes or perhaps the floor of the elevator. The man was exhausted. 
 
   The video switched again. This time the camera showed the hallway that Noble had walked down just that morning. Duveen and two guards walked slowly across the carpet and then Duveen used the keycard to open the room and disappear inside, the door closing behind him. The two guards took up positions on either side of the door. They did not sit down. They stood that way the entire night.
 
   The footage did not change. There were no distortions. No shadow people. Just two guards standing outside a hotel room for the entire night.
 
   The next morning, Charles Whitlock showed up at the hotel room. He appeared to speak to the guards for a short time. The guard he had spoken to just that morning knocked on the door. They all stood there and looked at each other. There was more knocking and Noble could see their mouths moving. Then one of the guards removed a keycard and all three of them entered the room, one guard hanging back near the open door, his back all that was visible to the camera.
 
   A moment passed.
 
   Then another.
 
   Charles Whitlock ran from the room. The guard that had gone in with him came out and spoke to the other one. Then both of them shrugged and vanished back into the room. A moment later Whitlock returned, this time with the hotel manager Wilson. They went back in. Moments later, they came back out again, in a rush.
 
   That was it. There was more footage that showed Whitlock running from the hotel, but there was no footage showing Francis Duveen leaving the room or the hotel from any door or any angle. All of the cameras had been working that night. No one had come out in disguise or trying to hide their face. It had been a weekday and there were no conventions or anything in town, so the hotel had been very, very quiet. 
 
   Noble sighed. His eyes burned. His head was swimming with questions. His neck hurt. It was late and Olivia would be wondering where he was. 
 
   Noble stood, shut off the monitors and stepped out into a darkened office. Pretty much everyone else had gone home. Noble yawned, locked up his office and headed through the rest of the maze of cubicles.
 
   Noble stepped into a white tiled hallway. The area was fairly well lit, but the building was old and there were plenty of shadows. Noble had his head down as he made sure that the office door was locked and then he checked his phone. Sure enough, Olivia had called him and texted him. He sent a quick text off to her that he was finally on his way home. 
 
   Noble looked up and felt his blood freeze like ice in his veins.
 
   At the end of the hallway, past the elevators, two red eyes hovered in the air. They stared at him and as Noble stared back, the shadows around the eyes moved. A shape formed. Wide-brimmed hat, wide shoulders. A shadow that suddenly had a shape, but seemed to waver and change as if blowing in the wind.
 
   Noble walked forward slowly. He felt fear, but there didn't seem to be anything particularly threatening about this form. It just stood there.
 
   "Who are you?" Noble asked.
 
   The red eyes vanished for a moment, as if blinking. Then the shadow man moved forward, trying to come out from the shadows. However, as soon as light hit the shape, the form vanished. The red eyes hung there, in the middle of the air, attached to nothing, for a moment, and then even they were gone.
 
   Noble ran forward. "No! Wait! Who are you?"
 
   The end of the hallway was empty. Behind him, the elevator dinged. Noble ran his hands through his hair and backed away, fear creating a knot in his stomach.
 
   I'm losing my mind, Noble thought. I'm losing my fucking mind.
 
   He got into the elevator and got out of there as fast as he could.
 
   ***
 
   Noble drove home feeling sick. He ran his hand over his forehead and it came away slick with sweat. He had been working a lot lately. When was the last time he had a vacation? He couldn't even remember. It had been a long time since he and Olivia had been to PA to visit her grandmother. Maybe they needed to take a week off and head there soon. He needed a break.
 
   Noble decided on that drive home that he would do his interviews tomorrow and then head to D.C. to brief the team on everything that he had found. Then he would ask his supervisor for time off.
 
   He headed onto the toll way and drove through the darkness. It was another cloudless night and the moon was very bright. In the areas where there weren't any street lights, the pavement glowed from the brightness of the celestial orb. Noble thought he remembered Olivia saying something about this month having a Super Moon. He could not recall what that meant, exactly.
 
   Noble got into the right lane to make the turn off and head onto a different toll road and then the final stretch home. The turn off was a sharp banking curve and it was well lit. However, there were homes off to the right and the area was covered in trees. As he banked onto the ramp he thought he saw two red eyes glaring at him from within those trees.
 
   Noble blinked and turned his head. Whatever it was had vanished behind him. He turned back around and had to pull hard on the steering wheel to stay straight.
 
   Yeah, he thought, definitely time for a little R and R.
 
   He stayed in the far left lane for the rest of the ride home. He refused to gaze very long into any of the trees or shadows when he got off the toll way and made the rest of the ride home. He pulled into the driveway, kept his head down, got into his house and closed the door without looking into any shadows. 
 
   The dogs attacked him the moment he got in and he sat down on the floor and played with them for a while. After a few minutes he felt more like himself and ascended the stairs to find Olivia sitting on the sofa. She smiled at him and the rest of his worries melted away.
 
   "How are you?" Olivia asked as Noble leaned in for a kiss. "You look exhausted."
 
   "I am," Noble said and he sat down on the sofa next to her. "In fact, I was thinking, on the drive home, maybe you and I should ask for some time off and go visit your grandmother. Maybe take a whole week off."
 
   "I don't know if I can do that right now," Olivia replied. "I have a big deadline at the end of the month."
 
   Noble sighed and tipped his head back, closing his eyes. He was weary down to the bone. His wife worked as a technical writer for a technology company. She always had updates to make on complicated manuals and other highly complicated things he did not understand, but the good part was that she got to work from home most of the time. She was always on deadline, though, and that made travel plans difficult.
 
   "What's wrong?" Olivia asked.
 
   "Just a rough day," Noble said. "This case that I cannot talk about with you is making me loony. I've been working too hard lately and I think I need some time off."
 
   "Well, after this month I don't have a deadline for about three months," Olivia said, running her fingers gently through his hair. "We could make a trip then."
 
   Noble gave a tired smile. "That would be nice."
 
   He lay there for a moment and nearly fell asleep. Then he raised his head and looked at Olivia.
 
   "You haven't seen anything weird around here, have you?" Noble asked.
 
   Olivia frowned. "Weird how?"
 
   Noble shrugged. He had not planned on broaching this subject, but how did he ask her if she had seen shadow people or anything else weird? 
 
   "I dunno," Noble lied. "Just anything weird. Strange people hanging around or something?"
 
   Olivia sat up straighter and slid closer to the edge of the sofa. Now her face bore a look of outright fear. "What do you mean people hanging around?" She asked. "What is this case that you're working on and is it dangerous for us?"
 
   "No, no," Noble said. "I shouldn't have brought it up. I thought I saw someone hanging out around the street light out there last night. That's all. Just out of the corner of my eye and when I looked it was gone. When the dogs started barking last night, I thought maybe I hadn't imagined it and that there might have been someone there. I just wanted to be sure."
 
   Noble had some skill at quickly crafting a web of bullshit. This was not one of his better ones and the look Olivia gave him assured him that she was not buying a single word.
 
   "No," Olivia said. "I haven't seen anything weird. Just our weird neighbor."
 
   A neighbor down the street had his home plastered with yellow NO TRESPASSING signs, which was hard since they all lived in town homes and on top of each other. He had shouted things at Noble while he was walking the dogs once. The guy also had a car covered in strange red and gray tape, as if the man were sending signals about his car in a language only he understood.
 
   "It was definitely not our crazy neighbor that I thought I saw out of the corner of my eye," Noble said. "I'm sure it was nothing. I was just tired. There is a lot about this case that is very weird and I think that's part of the problem. I spent the entire day today watching a tape from closed circuit cameras."
 
   Olivia made a sad face. "Sorry. You should probably just go to bed, hun."
 
   Noble leaned in and left a deep lingering kiss on Olivia's lips. Then he smiled at her, rubbed his nose against her's, and kissed her again. It was only a few moments later that the dogs decided that was enough attention focused on his wife and started inserting their snouts in between them. After a few more minutes playing with the dogs. Noble headed to bed.
 
   ***
 
   Noble slept and his dreams were troubled. He kept running down dark hallways and things were jumping out of the shadows, grabbing at him. These things had claws in addition to bright red eyes. He got the distinct impression, however, that these beings were grabbing at him because they wanted to tell him something, not because they meant him any harm.
 
   At the end of the hallway were three small children, two boys and a girl, each about eight-years-old. Noble thought maybe they were in trouble and he ran to them, meaning to pick them up and carry them out of the darkness and away from the reaching shadows. As he got near them, all three of the children raised their heads and stared at him.
 
   Noble skidded to a halt.
 
   They all had black eyes. Black eyes that somehow seemed alive, as if they were deep living pools and if Noble stared at them too long they would absorb his soul and he'd be lost forever. 
 
   "Can you help us?" The three children asked in unison. "We're lost. Can you help us?"
 
   Noble fell over backwards and tried to scramble away from these three nightmares. Somehow the reaching shadows and red eyes were better than these three soulless, eyeless children. And the children reached for him, their hands extended, the fingers bent into claws, walking toward him.
 
   "Help us!" They said in voices that were devoid of life, like listening to some artificial intelligence doing an approximation of what a human voice should sound like.
 
   Noble opened his mouth and screamed.
 
   ***
 
   Noble's eyes shot open. The room was so dark he had a moment when he thought he might have been back in that dark hallway. Then the ceiling came into focus above the bed turning slowly. He shifted his body and Cookie made a soft whining noise and then adjusted herself. Henry raised his head and looked at him, sniffing the air. Olivia slept peacefully beside him. Everything was right where it was supposed to be. That should have comforted him, but it didn’t.
 
   Noble rubbed his eyes. He looked at his cell phone and saw that it was just after three in the morning. His bladder was full and he was thirsty.
 
   He slowly removed himself from his wife and dogs and shuffled into the bathroom. Cookie and Henry followed close behind since they always found his bathroom activities particularly fascinating. When he was done, he shuffled down the stairs. Cookie and Henry followed as well, running around his legs excitedly since this was not a normal thing and anything out of the ordinary might result in food or treats.
 
   At the bottom of the stairs, he hooked a right, with his eyes half-closed and stepped into the kitchen. Behind him all three dogs were now running around and sniffing the ground, one of them drinking loudly from the bowl of water. Noble opened the fridge and removed the pitcher of water. He took a long drink and watched the dogs before closing the door.
 
   LISTEN TO HIM.
 
   It was on the fridge again.
 
   Noble frowned. Then he cocked his head to the side and re-read the message. 
 
   He reached out and rearranged the letters again. Nope, he thought. Nope, nope, nope. This was not happening. He could not imagine that Olivia had left that message. She would have no reason to and there was no "him" that Olivia would want him to listen to.
 
   Goosebumps ran up and down Noble's arms and legs. His entire body felt cold. 
 
   Noble returned the pitcher of water to the fridge and closed the door. He studied the magnetic letters a bit more. There were no other messages. 
 
   He turned and saw all three dogs standing there, tails wagging, heads cocked to the side. Noble smiled and reached into the treat jar and distributed appropriately.
 
   Now that the dogs were happy, he felt that he had to make himself feel better. Exactly how he was going to do that, he did not know. His bed had never seemed more attractive and he decided that more sleep would be a good idea.
 
   Noble walked back up the stairs with his four-legged posse behind him. He shambled down the hall and climbed back into bed, the dogs following. He laid his head back and stared at the ceiling fan, Cookie curling up beside him and licking his face. 
 
   Who was he supposed to listen to? Who was sending him a message? Who were these shadow people? Were they watching him right now? What had happened to Francis Duveen? How was he connected? 
 
   All those questions ran around and around his head.
 
   Despite these troubling queries that currently had no answers, at some point he finally fell asleep.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Noble awoke the next morning feeling rough. It was a chore to get through his morning routine of walking the dogs and taking a shower. He wanted more than anything to call in sick and stay home in bed, but that was not possible, he had to knuckle down and get this day done and over with and then get to Washington. 
 
   He ate his breakfast with heavy-lidded eyes and drank two cups of coffee before he got to his car. Before he left the house he kissed Olivia, said good-bye to the dogs and was soon on the road. Thankfully, he did not get into an accident on the way. His head was filled with questions and he was reviewing his schedule in his head for the rest of the day. He had several more interviews with people associated with the flight and most of them were scheduled for today. He also needed to talk to Heath Matthew, the guy who was an expert in faking videos.  
 
   Ugh, he thought, the last thing I need is a trip to Washington, D.C. He needed a vacation. Things were turning weird and Noble was worried he was losing his mind.
 
   Noble pulled into the parking lot and was in his office minutes later. He sat down in his chair, leaned back and rubbed his eyes. He needed coffee, but just as he was getting up, Denise Kellner entered the room. Noble did not have an assistant, but there were several admins that worked for agents like Noble and Denise was one of the best because she had been here the longest.
 
   "Hey, Noble," Denise said. "Geez, you look rough."
 
   "Thanks, Denise, your encouragement is always key to me getting my job done," Noble replied. "What's up?"
 
   Denise handed over a Post-it note. "A guy from MIT, Dr. Lance Shaw, called. He says he has key information about Flight-190 and the man who vanished. He says you need to get in touch with him right away. Urgent stuff."
 
   He looked at the note. Nothing much there. Cases, even the ones they tried to keep secret, always got out and you got calls from cranks. This had that feel even with just those few words.
 
   "Who is he?" Noble asked.
 
   "Some doctor from MIT," Denise repeated. "I already ran the background stuff on him. He's legit. He's been with MIT for fifteen years and is tenured and everything."
 
   "How could he have information about Flight-190?" Noble asked.
 
   "He didn't want to say, but he says he can help explain what happened," Denise said.
 
   "How on earth would he know?" Noble asked. He felt something inside him start to clench. If some professor at MIT knew about this case that meant that things were leaking and if things were leaking, there would be problems for the case. "Jesus, someone's been talking, Denise. What the fuck?"
 
   "I figured maybe someone from the team had reached out to him," Denise said with a shrug. "They're smart guys and this is a weird case. I figured if it wasn't you then someone else had reached out to find this guy."
 
   Noble held up his hand in surrender and admission that he was being cranky. Denise was not to blame for this. This was something to bring up to his boss and the rest of the team. 
 
   "Sorry, rough night," Noble said. "This case is getting to my head."
 
   Denise did not leave.
 
   "Is there something else, Denise?" Noble asked.
 
   Denise handed over another note. "Eveline Paulson called. She said she has questions and more information for you."
 
   Now that was interesting. "Thanks," Noble said. "I'm going to get coffee and then call her right back. Look, can you take some time to do another background check on this Dr. Shaw guy? Who the hell is he and did someone reach out to him? Anything else. Did he write articles or papers? Does he have a website, even a profile on the MIT or some university website?"
 
   Denise said she would and Noble followed her out of the office and down the hall to the nook where there was coffee. It looked like brown sludge, but it was full of caffeine. He took the cup back to his office, shut the door and then sat down. That first sip was like drinking gasoline, but he felt the immediate rush of caffeine.
 
   Noble reached out and grabbed the phone. A moment later Eveline Paulson's phone was ringing. She picked up on the third ring.
 
   "Hello?"  
 
   "Eveline, this is Noble Randle from Homeland, how are you?" Noble asked.
 
   "Oh, I am not doing so well, Mr. Randle," she said. "Some weird things have been happening since you and I talked and I wanted to ask you about that."
 
   Noble was suddenly very alert and not feeling quite so tired. He had been learning all about weird lately.
 
   "What's been happening?" Noble asked.
 
   "Well, I've been seeing things," Eveline said. There was a tremor in her voice. "Things in the shadows. Red eyes. Things that look like men in the shadows around the house and in my house."
 
   Eveline choked back a sob.
 
   "Is that you guys?" She asked. "Are you watching me?"
 
   "No, Eveline, that is not us," Noble took a deep breath. Did he want to tell her that he had been seeing things, too? "We don't do that kind of thing. You may just be tired, Eveline. Maybe you need to take some time off."
 
   “It’s more than just shadow men. There are… There are kids, too."
 
   Noble felt a chill run its way up his spine. Suddenly his dream from the night before came back into full focus.
 
   "Children?" Noble asked, his voice strained.
 
   "Yes, children,” Eveline said. Noble could tell that she was just barely holding herself together, the tears were close. "They come to my door at night."
 
   "Ms. Paulson, we definitely would not send children to anyone's home," Noble said. "What do these children do?"
 
   "They ask to come in," Eveline replied. "They tell me that they're lost and that they want to come in and use the phone. Mr. Randle--"
 
   There was a pause and Noble listened to her breathing, trying to get herself composed. It was a losing battle.
 
   "What, Ms. Paulson?" Noble prodded.
 
   "They have no eyes," Eveline said. "They look at you with black eyes. I haven't let any of them into my home. They're the devil. What's going on?"
 
   Noble sat back in his chair and ran his hand through his hair. "I don't know, Ms. Paulson," he said. "I've seen the shadow figures, too."
 
   "You have!" Eveline said, her voice raising an octave or two. "Oh, my God, Mr. Randle, what is going on here? Who was this man and what was he doing?"
 
   "I wish I knew," he said. "Are you available to talk today? Maybe this evening?"
 
   "Yes," Eveline replied. "Yes, I have time tonight. Can you come by my apartment about six?"
 
   "Yes, I can make it," Noble said. "Look, don't answer the door. Stay home, keep your doors locked, and do not open them. Not for children, shadow men, or even your mother. OK?"
 
   "Yes," Eveline whispered, there was relief in her voice. "Thank you."
 
   Noble hung up the phone and sat there for a moment staring at the receiver as if it were a snake that might bite him. 
 
   Children.
 
   Children with no eyes.
 
   Shadow people.
 
   "We have really gone through the looking glass," Noble whispered.
 
   Noble snapped out of his trance and frantically looked through his pile of papers and found the phone number for Chris Whitlock. A moment later he was punching the numbers and listening to the phone ring and ring at the other end. It rang six times.
 
   "Hello, you've reached the voicemail of Christopher Whitlock," the message said, "I can't get to the phone right now, but if you leave a name, message and phone number, I'll get back to you."
 
   Then there was a tone.
 
   Noble hung up the phone. He looked down at the information in his hand. There was the address and it wasn't too far from the airport. In fact, it was in a suburb called Schiller Park, right near the airport.
 
   Whitlock had already hinted that he was seeing things. What was he seeing? He had seen the shadow men, that was obvious, but what about the creepy black-eyed kids? Or was there something else out there? Some other nightmarish thing?
 
   Noble checked his watch. He had the interview with the head of the flight attendant crew in ten minutes. 
 
   Noble got up, grabbed his notebook and headed down the hall. At the back of his mind was the name Dr. Lance Shaw. What the hell did he know, how did he know it and what the hell was going on?
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Transcript of Interview
 
    
 
   Date: June 16, 2014
 
   Time: 9:15  a.m. CST
 
   Person interviewed: Christene Burnham of International Airlines
 
   Interviewer: Noble Randall of I.C.E. on behalf of Homeland Security
 
   Subject: Strange occurrences on June 3, 2014, Chicago O'Hare Airport International Terminal.
 
    
 
   Noble Randle (NR): Thank you for coming, Ms. Burnham. 
 
   Christene Burnham (CB): You’re welcome. I’m not sure what I can do to help you, but I’m glad to help 
 
   in any way possible.
 
   NR: You were on Flight-190 from Spain on June 3, correct? In fact, you were the head flight attendant?
 
   CB: That’s correct.
 
   NR: While you were on that flight, did you see this man in any of the seats?
 
   CB: No, he does not look familiar.
 
   NR: Was there anything strange at all about that flight?
 
   CB: Nothing that stands out. It was a very smooth flight. No one complained and all of the passengers 
 
   were behaving. Nothing really that stands out at all.
 
   NR: Where did you go after the flight landed in Chicago?
 
   CB: The crew all met together in the terminal and headed through customs together. All of us had the 
 
   night off and I had a flight back out to Europe the next morning, so I wanted to get to the hotel and get some sleep.
 
   NR: Did you see anything strange when you were in the customs area?
 
   CB: Nothing really. I heard that there was a bit of a commotion with a passenger who was on our flight, 
 
   but there was nothing going on when I got there.
 
   NR: Did any of the crew see anything? Anything that you discussed at any point?
 
   CB: If they did, they didn’t mention anything to me.
 
   NR: OK, thank you, Ms. Burnham. I appreciate you coming in here and talking to me.
 
   CB: Can I ask you a question?
 
   NR: Sure.
 
   CB: Was there something weird that happened with that flight? Some kind of weird government
 
   experiment or something?
 
   NR: Why are you asking that?
 
   CB: I keep seeing strange men in suits and hats lurking outside my house. I just figured they were
 
   connected to the government or something.
 
   NR: Strange men? What do they look like?
 
   CB: Well, they lurk in the shadows, so they’re hard to see. I can see they are wearing long coats and 
 
   wide-brimmed hats. They must be wearing some kind of night-vision goggles, because I can see red where their eyes should be. Is that you guys? Are you spying on us?
 
   NR: No, Ms. Burnham. We are not following anyone from Flight-190. Can I ask you something else, Ms. 
 
   Burnham?
 
   CB: Of course you can. That’s why I’m here.
 
   NR: Have you seen any strange children?
 
   CB: Children?
 
   NR: Strange children at your front door?
 
   CB: No, Mr. Randle. That is a very odd question.
 
   NR: Yes, I suppose it is. OK, sorry for the odd turn there. You can go now. Thank you again.
 
   CB: You’re welcome. So, who are these weird people outside my house?
 
   NR: I wish I knew, Ms. Burnham. I wish I knew.
 
   END OF INTERVIEW
 
   ***
 
   Transcript of Interview
 
    
 
   Date: June 16, 2014
 
   Time: 11:15  a.m. CST
 
   Person interviewed: Captain Craig Culp of International Airlines
 
   Interviewer: Noble Randall of I.C.E. on behalf of Homeland Security
 
   Subject: Strange occurrences on June 3, 2014, Chicago O'Hare Airport International Terminal.
 
    
 
   Noble Randle (NR): Thank you for coming in, Captain Culp.
 
   Graig Culp (GC): My pleasure, although I can't imagine I'm going to be much help.
 
   NR: You were the pilot for Flight 190 on June 3, correct?
 
   GC: I was.
 
   NR: Was it a typical flight?
 
   GC: It's a route I've done many times. 
 
   NR: So there was nothing unusual?
 
   GC: Nope.
 
   NR: There was no disruption from any of the passengers?
 
   GC: If there was, no one brought it to my attention. So, no.
 
   NR: I see. Nothing at the departing gate and nothing at the arrival?
 
   GC: Well, there was one thing, I guess.
 
   NR: What's that?
 
   GC: Well, I hesitate to even bring it up. I think it was just me, after a long flight. You know, you get so 
 
   connected to the plane when you're the captain. I've been flying for a long time now and there's very little I haven't seen or done inside an airplane. When we landed in Chicago and pulled up to the gate, while I was waiting for the ramp to get pulled up, I thought I felt something strange with the airplane. It was just for a second, a kind of vibration. I thought maybe the ground crew had hit the plane with the ramp and I was angry about it. That could damage the plane and we'd get delayed. When I looked out the window, though, the ramp was in place and the side of the plane was just fine. 
 
   NR: Was it the cargo hold opening?
 
   GC: Well, that feels a bit different. This was something else. I can't really describe it any further except 
 
   that it was a kind of vibration.
 
   NR: I see. Other than the vibration, was there anything odd about the passengers or flight that you can 
 
   recall?
 
   GC: Nope. Nothing. Sorry, as I said, not much help.
 
   NR: Thank you, Captain Culp. I appreciate your time.
 
   END OF INTERVIEW
 
   ***
 
   Transcript of Interview
 
    
 
   Date: June 16, 2014
 
   Time: 12:15  a.m. CST
 
   Person interviewed: Charlette Ridgeway of D.V.S. Corporation
 
   Interviewer: Noble Randall of I.C.E. on behalf of Homeland Security
 
   Subject: Strange occurrences on June 3, 2014, Chicago O'Hare Airport International Terminal.
 
    
 
   Noble Randle (NR): Thank you for your time, Ms. Ridgeway. I know you must be busy, so I appreciate 
 
   you taking the time to talk with me.
 
   Charlette Ridgeway (CR): It's not a problem. It's not often that I get a call from Homeland Security, 
 
   though.
 
   NR: Technically I'm with I.C.E., but we're close enough. So, you are Charlette Ridgeway from 
 
   Calabassas, California, and you are a sales rep for the D.V.S. Corporation. What kind of things do you sell?
 
   CR: Pharmaceuticals.
 
   NR: Nice. I hear that's good money.
 
   CR: It's done me well.
 
   NR: And you were on Flight 190 on June 3?
 
   CR: I was.
 
   NR: You sat in first class, correct?
 
   CR: Yes.
 
   NR: Did you see anything suspicious during that flight?
 
   CR: During? No. The flight was very normal when we boarded and very normal when we flew. I fell 
 
   asleep for most of it.
 
   NR: There was no one suspicious on that flight?
 
   CR: No.
 
   NR: You said that there was nothing odd before and during, was there something odd that happened after 
 
   you landed?
 
   CR: Well, sort of. I mean, I woke up and I was a little sleepy and we had just landed. I started to wake up 
 
   and get my things, so I had my head down because I had stuffed my briefcase under the seat in front of me. When I sat back up there was a bright flash of light. I thought it was just a head-rush, you know? Anyway, when I looked to my right there was this man in the aisle that I swear had not been there a minute before that. I mean, I must have just been still half-asleep or something, right?
 
   NR: Did he look like this?
 
   CR: Why, yes. That's him. I could swear he wasn't in first class when we took off, but I didn't pay close 
 
   enough attention to be sure and, well, as I mentioned, I was asleep for much of it.
 
   NR: You didn't speak to him?
 
   CR: No. We never said a word to each other. I did walk next to him as we walked down the ramp and to 
 
   customs. I had another plane to catch, though, so I was more worried about making my connection than paying attention to him. I must have got ahead of him in the customs line. I lost track of him and never saw him again.
 
   NR: You weren't aware of anything odd happening at customs in connection with this man?
 
   CR: No.
 
   NR: He didn't do anything strange that you saw?
 
   CR: No.
 
   NR: OK, thank you for your time, Ms. Ridgeway. I appreciate it.
 
    
 
   END OF INTERVIEW
 
   ***
 
   It was early afternoon and Noble pulled up in front of the small home belonging to one Charles Whitlock. It was a tiny place with a huge backyard, but it was pleasant enough, at the end of the dead-end street. There were kids running around in backyards and front yards, making noise and looking like something out of an ideal photo of life in America. Across from Charles' home was a neighbor mowing the lawn. Noble parked the car and got out and nodded at the neighbor with the lawnmower.
 
   "Afternoon," Noble said.
 
   The neighbor nodded at Noble and eyed him suspiciously, his head down and cocked to the side a bit. Then he kept mowing his lawn, probably forgetting all about him a moment later.
 
   Noble looked around, biting his lower lip. This was not normally his kind of thing. He did interviews in interrogation rooms. He did not spend much time knocking on doors in the field. He had tried, again and again, to call Charles Whitlock, but the phone just rang and rang. 
 
   Noble walked around his car and up the driveway. There was a chain link fence around the backyard and a gate across the top of the driveway. There was a garage at the end of the driveway with a white door. Noble could see lots of grass in the backyard, and that yard stretched out of sight and behind the garage. 
 
   Noble stepped slowly up the walkway, under a big spreading tree. He stepped over some puddles from what looked like a sprinkler that had been left on all night. The grass was soaked and there was mud beneath the tree. He walked up the three short steps to the door, opened the screen door and knocked. He heard nothing from inside the house and heard only the kids from down the block running through the sprinklers. 
 
   Noble knocked again. "Mr. Whitlock!" He called. "Mr. Whitlock! It's Noble Randle from Homeland. I need to speak with you."
 
   There was nothing from within the house. Noble looked around. The neighbor across the way was busy mowing his lawn and not looking at him anymore. The kids were completely occupied with getting themselves soaked.
 
   Noble reached out and tried the door knob.
 
   It turned easily and the door swung in, creaking slightly on the hinges. Noble took one more look around. The neighbor was still mowing and not looking. No other faces were staring at him.
 
   He stepped into the living room.
 
   Brown carpet. Small space with paneling on the walls. A television and entertainment center up against the main front-facing window. There was a sofa against the wall and a low wooden coffee table. A black bookshelf was against another wall and two reclining chairs against another wall. It was very clean, although it smelled slightly of cigarette smoke.
 
   There was a clock ticking somewhere, but the house was quiet. Nothing creaked. Nothing moved.
 
   To the right, through a doorway, was a tiled floor. Just inside the door was a dining room table with four chairs and another big window along the wall. That led right into the kitchen. White countertops, old appliances, but very clean. The door leading out into the backyard was just past the counters. There was a door at the far end that was either a close or perhaps the top of the stairs down into the basement. 
 
   Clean. Clear. No one. Nothing.
 
   Just past the kitchen was another doorway and a short hallway that went right and left. Straight ahead was a doorway that led into a small bathroom. To the right was one bedroom that Whitlock had turned into an office. There was a computer and a desk just inside the door and lots of bookshelves lined with all kinds of books along the walls.
 
   To the left was another bedroom. This one had a large queen-sized bed and a closet. There was another, smaller, entertainment center and flat-screen TV. 
 
   Also very neat.
 
   Empty.
 
   Noble sighed. So far he had entered a home without cause, breaking the law, to find absolutely nothing of substance. He stood in the kitchen with his hands on his hips and wondered where to go next. Did he check the basement or head into the backyard? He scanned the kitchen and when he reached the fridge, he froze.
 
   The fridge was stainless steel. On the door was a notepad attached via magnet. There was a ballpoint pen attached to the notepad. There was something written on the notepad.
 
   Dr. Lance Shaw.
 
   Noble stepped closer, bending low to get a really good look at the scrawling handwriting. It was definitely that name written in black ink as plain as day. As Noble stepped forward something squished beneath his shoe.
 
   He looked down and saw there was a smudge of something beneath his shoe. Noble moved his foot and saw a muddy footprint on the tile floor.
 
   "Guess it's not quite as clean as I thought," Noble muttered.
 
   He squatted and studied the footprint. It was small. Definitely a shoe print. Noble touched the mud and realized it had probably come from the lawn out in front of the home. There was another one just a few inches in front of that one.
 
   Small.
 
   Like the footprints of a child.
 
   Noble felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up. He got to his feet and followed the trail of footprints. They extended into the hallway and turned left toward the bedroom. Inside the bedroom, though, they stopped. The footprints just went into the room and did not come back out.
 
   Suddenly Noble really wanted to get out of this house.
 
   He walked back through the kitchen. The footprints had escaped his notice when he first walked in and now they stood out like they had been made in neon. He breathed faster and felt as if he was going to hyperventilate. 
 
   He looked at the back door. He wanted to go, but felt the need to check the garage and the backyard. Noble forced himself to head for the back door and opened it. He glanced at the door to the right, but decided there was no way in hell he was going into the basement.
 
   Noble walked into the yard, the sound of those children running through the sprinkler providing some semblance of security for him, at least he knew people were around. The grass was neatly trimmed. There was a patch of dirt to the left as if it had once been a spot where a swing set had been. Perhaps with a prior owner, as Whitlock did not have children and did not seem the time to want them around much. 
 
   Noble walked through the grass, past the garage. He peered into the dusty windows on the side. Despite the dust, he could see Whitlock's car was inside. The rest of the garage was neatly stacked with tools and other usual garage-things. 
 
   He studied the ground. There were more footprints out there. There were shoe prints in the dirt patch. They were small footprints, just like inside. Had they come from the front and the back? It sure looked that way, an attack on two fronts. Several sets of prints were in the backyard. In certain areas, the grass was tramped down from more small feet. 
 
   He walked past the garage and around behind it. At the rear of the yard was a low chain link fence. Noble walked up to the fence and studied the rusted metal. Nothing was evident here. 
 
   "What the hell?" Noble whispered. 
 
   With nowhere else to look, he looked up into the sky. There were planes flying overhead. Loud. This whole neighborhood was so close to the runways of O'Hare that the planes seemed barely above roof level. How anyone could get used to this noise was beyond Noble. Right now the runway was being used for landings instead of take offs and the planes roared over his head, rattling his brain and vibrating the ground. They seemed so low that Noble could swear that he could see the pilots inside the cockpits.
 
   There was nothing back here except more small footprints.
 
   Black-eyed kids.
 
   What the hell was that about? How were they connected to the shadow men? Where the holy fuck was Charles Whitlock?
 
   Noble headed back for the house. His head was down, staring at his shoes, his brain full of confused thoughts and his eyes looking or more small muddy footprints. He entered the kitchen, gazed again at the basement door and found that he had not gained any resolve that would allow him to head down there and check it out. Images of Charles Whitlock hanging from a beam entered his mind. This was followed by the image of a dead-eyed Charles Whitlock reaching for his legs from under the stairs surrounded by dozens of black-eyed children. All of them, even Whitlock, begging him for help. 
 
   Noble decided it was time to leave. This was for the police. Maybe he could talk to his boss and figure out the next move. Maybe he could file a missing persons report. Whatever the next steps were he was not going to do them here in this house.
 
   He walked through the living room. As he neared the door there was a strange sensation in his gut, as if he had dropped from a great height. Just for an instant there was the feeling of his stomach rushing up into his throat, the sensation so great that his eyelids snapped shut. 
 
   Then the sensation was gone. Just a fluttery sensation in the stomach and a slight buzzing in the head, but then those faded, too.
 
   Noble opened his eyes. Nothing different in the living room. He was feeling ill now. This entire case was making him sick.
 
   He pushed through the front door and stepped out onto the tiny three-step porch. That was when he looked up into the sky.
 
   It was orange.
 
   The fucking sky was orange.
 
   "What the -?" 
 
   Noble looked across the street. The neighbor was there, but he was using what looked like an old push-mower instead of the gas-powered one he had seen upon walking in. He was also dressed in checked shorts and a bright orange shirt. The neighbor stopped his mowing and looked at Noble strangely.
 
   "Mahoot galish? Santo milishka dantoonen," the neighbor said.
 
   "Wh-what?"
 
   Just then the entire ground vibrated and there was a strange humming sound like a giant engine from the sky. Noble looked up and gasped, feeling as if he might fall over. A giant ship was slowly moving over the house. It looked like a giant wing with propeller engines. 
 
   "Mahoot galish?" The neighbor repeated.
 
   Noble looked down the street and the kids were there, but now they were running around some kind of device that looked like a robot out of a 1950s comic book. Water was spraying from the robot's hands and face.
 
   He felt as if he were going to faint. He turned and ran back the only way that made sense - back into the house. He smashed through the door. Once he was inside, he felt that strange sensation in his gut again.
 
   Same living room. Same carpet, couch, chairs, entertainment center.
 
   Noble felt faint and sick to his stomach. He didn't want to vomit onto the carpet and leave his DNA here for the cops to find. His heart pounded and his forehead was slick with sweat. What the hell has just happened?
 
   He turned back to the door, trying to peer outside before exiting. The sky was blue. He could hear the engine of the lawn mower from across the street. Those kids were still screaming.
 
   Noble opened the door and stepped out to a normal sky. There was his car, parked where he had left it when it arrived. 
 
   "I am absolutely going crazy," Noble whispered. "I am out of my motherfucking mind."
 
   Noble ran for his car. With shaking hands he got his keys out and into the car door. He was breathing so hard when he got into the car that he thought he might pass out. He got his keys into the ignition and pushed the start button. When the car burst into life, the A/C blew into his face and he laid his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes, forcing himself to calm down until the feeling that he was going to pass out went away.
 
   When he opened his eyes the world was still the same. Another airliner flew over the neighborhood, roaring past, heading for O'Hare. It was definitely a normal airplane, complete with tiny windows, color and logo on the tail. It was just like a thousand others that he had seen before.
 
   "There is no way I can head to D.C. tomorrow," Noble said to his empty car. "No fucking way."
 
   Noble shifted into drive, fidgeted his way out of the parking spot and turned around, and drove away. When he passed those kids in their sprinkler, he determined that it was just in his imagination that they all stopped their frolicking to stare at him as he went past. 
 
   "Nope," Noble whispered. "Nope, nope, nope."
 
   He hooked a left at the end of the street and minutes later he was headed back to his office.
 
   He had phone calls to make.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   
  
 




Chapter Five
 
    
 
   "Noble, you need to calm down, you sound hysterical," said Dashiell Malmont once Noble got him on the phone. "We need you to be here tomorrow."
 
   "Listen to me, I am having hallucinations or something," Noble said, trying to maintain control of his voice. He was not entirely succeeding. "I'm going crazy and it all started once I got on this case. I'm seeing shadow people and footprints and other insanity. I can't even describe the shit I just saw this afternoon, Dashiell. Look, I just need some time off. I've been working too hard."
 
   Dashiell sighed. There was a long pause on the other end and Noble paced in his office. He was risking everything telling Dashiell. His boss would have every right to fire him for being out of his mind. The pause that Dashiell was giving right now was the kind Noble had heard him give just before he fired someone.
 
   "Noble, have you had a call from Dr. Lance Shaw?" Dashiell said at last.
 
   For a moment it felt as if Noble had been punched in the gut. He thought maybe he was hallucinating again. He spun around in place and sank down into his chair. His head was spinning. Had Dashiell just asked him about a man that he had only heard about this morning?
 
   "What did you just ask me?" Noble said, his voice weak.
 
   "I asked if you had heard or gotten a call from a Dr. Shaw?" Dashiell repeated. "A Dr. Lance Shaw."
 
   "Yes, Dash," Noble said. "He called this morning. I haven't had a chance to talk to him."
 
   There was a pause. More silence that seemed to stretch into infinity.
 
   "What the fuck is going on here, Dash?" Noble asked.
 
   "Just get here tomorrow," Dashiell said. "Get here tomorrow and we'll figure out a lot of this stuff. I promise that. Go home. Get some sleep. Try not to freak out."
 
   “Freak out?” Noble said incredulously. “Dashiell, what have you got me involved in? Who is Lance Shaw and what is happening with Francis Duveen?”
 
   “I can’t explain things to you on the phone, Noble,” Dashiell replied. “You are going to have to try and trust me. I know that’s a tall order right now, but you need to get the hell out of the office, go home, spend time with Olivia, and then get your ass here to D.C. tomorrow. We’ll have more to discuss then and things, I hope, will be a lot clearer.”
 
   “Dash, do you know what’s happening? I mean, do you know what’s going on with Duveen and everyone on Flight-190? Is it connected to me in some way?”
 
   “Just get to D.C.”
 
   With that Dashiell hung up the phone. Noble sat at his desk staring at his cell phone as if it might explode. Perhaps he should throw it across the room. He felt the need to do something. He settled for cursing and then stomping around the office before slamming his hands down on the desktop. It wasn’t quite as satisfying as smashing something, but it would have to do for now.
 
   He sat down behind the desk and shut off the light. He shut off his computer. He verified that he had locked the door. Then Noble leaned back in his chair and closed his eyes. It was early afternoon and he had to talk to Heath about the video he had sent him. Then there was the evening meeting with Eveline Paulson. 
 
   Dashiell had told him to go home.
 
   Fuck Dashiell.
 
   Noble closed his eyes and let his breathing return to normal and even dozed for a bit. When he opened his eyes, twenty minutes had vanished. He felt a bit better, more centered, a bit more there.
 
   Noble turned on the desk light again and dialed Heath. He confirmed that the young man was at his desk and that he had had a chance to review the footage. Heath also said he found something interesting.
 
   Noble decided that was good enough for him, so he got up and headed out of the office. As he reached the door he had a moment of pure terror streak through his entire body. He was certain that when he opened the door it would be some other office, with strange looking people staring at him, all of them speaking in strange tongues. There would be strange vehicles on the road and robots roaming the hallways. 
 
   When he opened the door the same outer office that had always been there greeted him.
 
   Noble breathed a sigh of relief.
 
   A moment later he was standing at Heath’s desk. The younger man was a hipster with a scraggly beard and the kind of clothes that no one with professional aspirations would ever wear. Heath didn’t seem to care and his eyes always glinted as if he were in on some joke behind the round spectacles he wore on the bridge of his nose. 
 
   “What did you find, Heath?” Noble asked.
 
   “Well, sir, you have some very odd video, that is for sure,” Heath said. “I can’t quite figure out what went wrong. With the digital stuff, this kind of over-image thing shouldn’t happen. You would get ghost images and things like that with videotape, but this ain’t supposed to be the case with the digital cameras.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   Heath pulled up the video and it appeared on the giant flat screen monitor on his desk. It was the strange incident when Francis Duveen appeared around the corner. Noble recognized it instantly and remembered how there had been a strange flash of white before Duveen rounded the corner.
 
   “Now, I have cleaned this up as much as I can, but the video is still not great,” Heath said and then pointed to a spot on the screen. “Keep your eye over here.”
 
   The people on the screen began moving again in slow motion. There was the flash of white. The image distorted. Heath slowed the video down even more and, just before the distortion resolved itself, there was an image. It was ghostly, as if two images from two different videos had been merged. However, it was obviously another hallway, from another airport, with a whole bunch of different people all walking down a similar hallway. It was as if another image from a prior day’s video had been quickly and poorly spliced into this tape. 
 
   Except that this video was digital.
 
   “What the fuck?” Noble said.
 
   “Exactly,” Heath said. “I took that image and blew it up and tried to clean it up more.”
 
   Heath clicked on the keyboard and a new image appeared on a screen just to the right of the first one. It was the double image, but a bit clearer. Heath zoomed in on the ghost image and the picture resolved. It was a sign.
 
   CUSTOMS.
 
   “Same sign,” Noble said.
 
   “Pretty close,” Heath said.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well, if you look closely you can see that the font of the sign is slightly different on one image compared to the other,” Heath replied. 
 
   Heath focused on another part of the image. This one showed another sign.
 
   WELCOME TO O’HARE INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT.
 
   The font was similar to the customs sign. Similar to the one that Noble had seen in the airport a million times, but just slightly different.
 
   “Check out some of the clothes, too,” Heath said, pointing to another part of the image.
 
   There was Francis Duveen. However, he was next to two women in white. One of them was the woman Noble had been studying when he looked at the video yesterday and he now her knew as Charlette Ridgeway. The other was similar, but different. The woman’s hair was pulled back in the second image. The clothes were close, but not quite the same. In fact, all of the images of the people Noble could see in the second image were close to the people in the first image, but slightly off. A pair of shorts here instead of jeans. Different shoes here. A different top there.
 
   “That is fucking weird,” Noble whispered.
 
   “Yeah, totally,” Heath agreed.
 
   The picture changed. Now Noble was looking at the interrogation room. Francis Duveen was sitting there looking pathetic and lost. Noble was beginning to think that the man might have had reason to be pathetic and lost. Charles Whitlock sat there, as did his boss. This was the point where there was another distortion and Noble had been sure that there were red eyes hovering in the shadows.
 
   “You were not kidding about this part, either,” Heath said. “There definitely is something weird going on in this room. Check out that spot where you saw the red circles.”
 
   There was the distortion. Then the scene went white and just before that distortion resolved, there were the red circles in the corner. Heath paused the image and then shifted that over to another screen.
 
   “I enhanced this one a bit, too,” Heath said. “Get ready for some serious creeping out.”
 
   The image resolved a bit more. Noble was now looking at what had to have been a man. He was wearing some kind of goggles or mask on his face. Noble could see the red lenses from the glasses and what looked like metal or something down over the nose and mouth. This man also wore a long brown coat like a duster from a Western and a wide-brimmed hat. There were dark gloves over his hands, too.
 
   “That is fucked up,” Noble said, trying not to show his fear. “What could have caused that?”
 
   “You tell me,” Heath said. “That shit is about as fucked up as anything I have seen. I have studied these two frames over and over and I cannot figure out how it happened in either case, nor can I find any evidence of tampering.”
 
   “Shit,” Noble whispered.
 
   Heath sat back in his chair and looked at Noble with a cockeyed grin on his face.
 
   “I have no idea what you have stumbled upon here, sir,” Heath said, “but it is without a doubt one of the weirdest things I have ever seen. I have to think it was tampered with, but it was done in such a way that, other than leaving the image itself, I cannot find evidence of the tampering. No signs of cutting or image manipulation.”
 
   Noble shook his head. “Can you email me those images? I have no idea what the fuck is going on here, Heath, but if I find out I’ll be sure to let you know.”
 
   “Please do,” Heath replied, “because if there is some new tech out there that can do this, I need to know where and what it is.”
 
   “Thanks, Heath.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   Noble turned around and headed back toward his office. That feeling of uncertainty in his stomach was stronger than ever.
 
   Dash wanted him in D.C.
 
   Dash knew about Dr. Shaw.
 
   Noble felt like his head was about to explode.
 
   ***
 
   Noble sat in his office for about half an hour and stared at his blank computer screen. His brain would not settle down. The feeling that he was being set up for something by his own boss was too much to get past. For lack of anything else to do, he fired up the computer.
 
   DR. LANCE SHAW.
 
   He typed the name into Google and a bunch of articles and information popped up. Yes, he was a professor at MIT, but that did not necessarily impress Noble. He knew a lot of smart people and more than a few of them had some screws loose in the head. 
 
   Noble scrolled down a bunch of information from the MIT directory. He found a few papers that had been written by the man, most of them for things that Noble did not understand at all.
 
   Then, several pages in, he stopped on something.
 
   It was a paper that the doctor had written over five years ago. It wasn't for a serious scientific journal, but for some website about paranormal activities. 
 
   ALTERNATE DIMENSIONS AND BREAKTHROUGHS IN DIMENSIONAL RESEARCH.
 
   Dr. Shaw had evidently provided the paper he had written and then appeared as a guest on a podcast that was also available for download or streaming on the website. Noble thought about listening in, but then he checked the time and saw that he was going to have to get going if he wanted to make it to Eveline Paulson's home. Instead he emailed himself the link to the site and turned off the computer.
 
   Noble got up and headed out of the office. This time he did not hesitate. If there were strange beings in the outer office then he'd just have to deal with it, he figured. 
 
   He was out of the office and in his car minutes later. The roads were crowded, the construction in full swing like always. It took him forty-five minutes to get to Eveline Paulson's home. 
 
   It was a simple house, two floors. It had a very nice front and backyard and was in a nice neighborhood. The houses were just far enough apart for it to feel more like a suburb than the city, although it was within the city limits.
 
   Night was coming, but it would not be full dark for a while. It was still summer, and the sky was turning a darker shade of blue, heading to purple and black near the horizon. It was the time of day when the shadows started to come out and march their way across the lawn and the pavements until they met and became absolute darkness.
 
   It made Noble nervous.
 
   He got out of the car and looked around. He could hear someone's television through an open window. The night air was cool enough that people were opening their windows and shutting off the A/C. For some reason that comforted Noble a bit. Perhaps if something went wrong and they ran out of the house screaming, a neighbor might hear something.
 
   Noble walked around his car and up the walkway, past the driveway that held Eveline's car. There were lights on inside the home. Noble climbed the porch and knocked. A moment later, the drapes behind the door parted and he saw Eveline's face.
 
   "Hello!" Noble called and waved.
 
   There were several clicking sounds as the door was unlocked and then the door opened. Eveline looked terrified. Her eyes darted around the darkness behind Noble and she waved her hand.
 
   "Hurry," she whispered. "Come on in here, fast."
 
   Her paranoia was catching and Noble felt tingles of fear stretch down his spine and into his toes. He quickly entered the living room. 
 
   It was a pleasant house. The layout was a bit similar to Charles Whitlock's but the home was much larger. The living room was right inside the door. Whereas Whitlock's home had been laid out mostly in brown, this house was black and white. Black leather sofa and white pillows. White walls. White floors. 
 
   "Are all of the windows and doors locked?" Noble asked. "Look, let me get something out of the way right now. I don't think you're crazy, Eveline. I think something is going on here. I don't know what, but I've seen shadow people, too."
 
   A look of relief passed over her face. She put a hand to her throat and tears squeezed out of her eyes and trailed down her cheeks.
 
   "Oh thank God!" She said. "Oh thank God."
 
   Eveline walked to the sofa along the wall and sat down. Now she was weeping. Noble came over and sat down next to her and put his arm around her shoulders. He realized that she had been seeing these things almost from the time Noble first saw them. How scary it must have been to see the shapes in the shadows and not be able to talk to anyone about them for fear that they would consider you crazy.
 
   "Look, something is after me and you," Noble said. "Tomorrow I'm supposed to be heading for Washington and I think I might find out something there. I don't know what these shadow people are, but so far they seem to just want to give me a message. The children, though. Well, I'm not sure about them."
 
   Eveline raised her head. "They're terrifying."
 
   "Tell me what happened to you."
 
   Eveline took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. "It started the night after that guy appeared in the customs line. That guy you were asking me about. I pulled up here at home after dark and I saw, or thought I saw, a man standing behind one of the trees out there. When I got out and looked, the shadow figure moved, and I saw that it was a man with red eyes and a wide-brimmed hat. Looked like he was wearing a long coat. I got scared and ran inside."
 
   Eveline shuddered as the memory washed over her.
 
   "I came inside and looked out the window and the man was gone. Then, that night, I thought I heard someone walking in the hallway outside my bedroom. When I turned on the light and looked, I thought I saw a shadowy shape heading back down the stairs. It was there and then gone. I was so scared, I ran back to my room and shut the door. I slept up against the door all night. When I got up and looked around the next morning, there was no sign that anyone had been in there.
 
   "Then, the next night I came home and there were no strange shadow people. I was relieved and thought maybe I had just imagined it. So, I came inside and was sitting here watching TV when someone knocked on my door. I had been half-asleep and I thought nothing of it when I went to the door. I was shocked when I saw two little kids out there. One girl and one boy."
 
   Eveline stopped for a moment and her eyes got wide. The fear was like a living thing in the room and to Noble it felt as if the temperature inside the house had dropped about thirty degrees. It was surely an illusion, but he would have sworn he could see his breath. 
 
   "They were just standing there and I kept asking what they want," Eveline eventually continued. "Then they started talking. They said they were lost and that they needed to come in and use the phone to call their parents. I said that it was late and I didn't want them in my house. They started begging, but their voices. Mr. Randle, if you had heard their voices!"
 
   Eveline stared into Noble’s face and her own eyes were so big and terrified that he nearly screamed.
 
   "Then the boy raised his head," Eveline said, her voice now dropping to a whisper. "His eyes were black. No whites. No iris. Just a big, black emptiness. Then the little girl raised her head. Her eyes as black as the other one. They cocked their heads to the side and repeated their need to use the phone. They insisted I had to let them in. I screamed and backed away from the door, but I could see their shadows as they stood on the porch. I kept telling them to go away, but they kept asking, over and over again to use the phone.
 
   "The craziest thing is that part of me wanted to open that damn door. I was terrified and sure that if I opened that door something horrible would happen, but there was something about those voices. It was like they were inside my head. I wanted to get up and open that door and then I knew they would reach out their hands and touch me and that would be it."
 
   "What did you think would happen if they touched you?" Noble asked, his throat as dry as sandpaper. 
 
   "I don't know, Mr. Randle," Eveline said. "I don't know. Vanish. Just disappear. Their eyes were like a void and I guess I thought if they touched me I would vanish into that void and just disappear. Like I had never been."
 
   With that she finally broke down and Noble held her while she clutched at his shoulders and cried against his chest. He looked over her shoulder at the front door and tried to imagine the terror.
 
   "Shhhh, shhhh," Noble said. "First off, at this point, since we're sharing crazy stories, you might as well drop the formalities. My name is Noble. Now, relax."
 
   Eveline nodded and the two of them walked slowly to the sofa. Eveline nearly collapsed, sitting down hard and putting her head in her hands. Noble sat down next to her, feeling completely useless. He was in over his head.
 
   "I don't know what to say about any of this," Noble said. "I can't imagine what's going on. I'm more terrified than I've ever been in my life. I went to Charles Whitlock's house this afternoon. I found small footprints on his kitchen floor and in the backyard, but he was gone. No trace of him."
 
   Eveline raised her head and looked at Noble as if she were hoping that he were playing some kind of cruel joke. He looked back at her with serious eyes, his mouth grim.
 
   There was a knock at the door.
 
   Noble and Eveline both jumped nearly out of their skins.
 
   "What the fuck?" Noble asked.
 
   The knock was soft. 
 
   As if a child were knocking.
 
   Noble could see shadows on the porch. Shapes.
 
   "Stay here," Noble said and he stood up.
 
   Eveline nodded at him and the look of sheer terror on her face nearly made Noble turn and run right through the house and out the back door. His knees felt like they were going to give out at any moment. He was trying hard to be brave, but the truth was that he was more scared than he could ever remember being.
 
   The knock came again. Still soft. Not urgent.
 
   Noble felt something in his stomach, as if he were being pulled toward the door. His legs moved, but he felt unsteady. It was as if the knock itself was hypnotizing him, pulling him forward. In moments he was at the door and he parted the lace curtains.
 
   Three children stood on the porch. Although it was dark, he could tell that they were blond. None of them were older than eight. There were two boys and one girl. The boy standing in front of the door was the oldest, the other two had to have been five or six. All of them had their heads down.
 
   "Who's there?" Noble asked.
 
   "Let us in," the boy said. "We're lost. We need to use the phone and call our mom."
 
   "Where are you from? How did you get here?" Noble asked.
 
   "Please, sir, we're lost," the boy repeated. "We got separated from our mom."
 
   "Then how can you call her if she's out looking for you?"
 
   "Please, sir, open the door and let us in. Let us use the phone."
 
   "Go away!" Noble said. Fear had grown within him. It was like a virus, spreading throughout his gut and working its way up his throat. 
 
   The oldest boy raised his head, slowly. Noble told himself to turn away, that if he saw those dead, black eyes he would go mad, but he found himself unable to turn his head. The boy tilted his head back and those black eyes were like the eyes of a shark, staring through the glass and into Noble's mind. Noble felt his blood turn to ice and was unable to move.
 
   "Hello, Noble," the boy said. "Let us in so we can get this over with."
 
   It was as if the world had tilted wildly on its axis. Hearing his name come out of that face with those black eyes made Noble feel like he was finally tipping over into insanity.
 
   The eyes were pitch black. They were overly large, taking up so much of the boy's face. Then the other boy and the little girl raised their heads and their eyes were also dark. However, as Noble stared, the blackness behind their eyes seemed almost alive. Something was looking through them right back at him, but Noble was sure that these things on the porch were not actually living children.
 
   "H-how did you know m-my name?" Noble whispered.
 
   Those eyes felt as if they were burning into the back of his brain. He could not tear his gaze away from those endlessly black eyes. The other two children raised their heads and stared at Noble, too, and now it felt as if three people were burrowing into his brain.
 
   "We've known about you for a long time now, Noble," the three children said in unison. Their voices were indistinct from each other, monotone. Dead. "We've been watching you for some time now."
 
   "What are you talking about?"
 
   "You know what we're talking about, Noble," the children replied. "You've been experiencing strange things all your life, haven't you? Well, now it's time. Now it's time to join us."
 
   "J-join you?" Noble barely recognized his own voice. He was having trouble thinking. Strange thoughts were filling his head.
 
   Open the door.
 
   Just go outside.
 
   Join them.
 
   It makes sense.
 
   He had a flash, remembering the time he and his wife were in a restaurant and he was waiting for her while she was in the restroom. How he had been waiting at a spot where there was no way he could have missed her. How he had walked down the aisle toward the restrooms and looked back to see different people at the cash register.
 
   "Yes," Noble whispered. Why did he say that? 
 
   He had to turn his head away. He had to stop listening. Stop staring.
 
   Just then Eveline Paulson came up from behind him, grabbed his shoulders and pulled him away from the door. Noble felt the hypnotic hold over him instantly vanish, but his head was still fuzzy. Eveline's face was filled with terror and she reached back and slapped Noble across the face.
 
   "Ouch!" Noble said, putting his hand to the side of his face.
 
   "Snap out of it!" Eveline said.
 
   "Yeah, sorry," Noble replied. "We have to get out of here."
 
   "They're at the back of the house, too," Eveline said. "I went back there and looked. There are a dozen of these creepy kids in the backyard."
 
   Noble shook his head. 
 
   "What?" He said, sounding lame and stupid. "What do you mean a dozen more?"
 
   "There are at least 12 of them out there," Eveline said. "They all started talking at once, too. What the fuck are they talking about that they've been watching you? Who the fuck are you?"
 
   "I have no idea," Noble said. He was close to panic. It was hard to think straight. He could still feel fingers in his brain, probing, searching, trying to convince him to come back to the door. Open the door. Come outside. "I have to get out of here. I have to get to Washington, D.C."
 
   "What the hell does Washington, D.C. have to do with this?" Eveline asked. "What the fuck is going on here?"
 
   Noble shook his head again and the thoughts that were probing his brain faded a bit. "Is there another way out of this place?" Noble asked. "I have to get to my car."
 
   "What about me?" Eveline asked.
 
   Noble had no idea what to do about Eveline. The thought had not entered his mind. He wasn't even supposed to be heading for Washington until tomorrow morning. Was he supposed to bring her home?
 
   "OK," Noble said, "you can come with me. I'll get you set up in a hotel for tonight."
 
   "Am I supposed to live in a hotel indefinitely?" Eveline asked.
 
   "I don't know, Eveline, I'm making this up as I go along. This isn't exactly like part of the Homeland Security handbook. I have to get to Washington and get some answers. Once I have those, I'll call you and let you know what I've found out. In the meantime, you need to go to work and get back home, or to the hotel room, and lock the door and don't answer it for anyone or anything."
 
   "Why can't they just come through the door?" Eveline asked. “Or why not just manifest here in the room?
 
   "One thing at a time," Noble replied. "First, get us out of here. Then we can start trying to answer questions about the insane."
 
   Eveline nodded and grabbed Noble's hand. A second later they hurtled through the dining room and then the kitchen. Eveline grabbed the basement door and flung it open. Noble felt shoved down the stairs, nearly falling down the carpeted steps, until he came to rest against a cement wall. There was tile under his feet and when he looked to the right there was an entertainment center, television, table, carpeting. Just to the right of the basement den was another door leading into the backyard.
 
   "To the right!" Eveline called.
 
   "Noble!" A voice called from upstairs. It was a chorus of voices. The children. "Noble, you've been running for most of your life. Time to stop. Join us. Join the void!"
 
   Noble didn't hesitate for another second. He ran to the right, dashed over the carpeted area, around the sofa, jumping over the coffee table, and across the basement. He found the doorknob after a few seconds of frantic flailing. He turned the knob and the door resisted. He pulled again, and the door jiggled in the frame, but didn't open.
 
   "Hang on!" Eveline called.
 
   She skidded to a halt next to him, unlocked a deadbolt and pulled a chain away from the door frame. Then she yanked the door open and pushed him through.
 
   There was a short flight of steps that led up into the yard. There were no children standing at the top of the stairs or in front of them. Noble ran up the steps, grabbing Eveline's hand as he went. Both of them bolted up the stairs and into the backyard. Noble hooked hard to the right and to the driveway. At the back door there were at least 12 of the black-eyed children staring at the door. As Noble and Eveline ran past them, they turned as one.
 
   "Noble!" They called. "Noble, come with us. Let us touch you and take you into the void!"
 
   He could feel that pull in his mind again. He could just so easily walk over there and let those kids touch him. He had no idea what would happen then, but he felt that maybe it wouldn't be so bad. No pain, just nothing. He would get absorbed into the blackness behind their eyes and vanish. Charles Whitlock had vanished. It made sense, really, when you thought about it. No more questions. No more confusion. 
 
   "Noble! What are you doing?" Eveline screamed and yanked Noble's left arm.
 
   Noble shook his head yet again and then he slapped himself across the right side of his face.
 
   "Thanks," he said.
 
   The kids were not moving particularly fast. It was as if whatever was controlling them was having trouble controlling so many at once. They turned at a snail's pace, stumbling a bit as they swung away from the back door and tried to shift their focus to Eveline and Noble. Noble was reminded of zombies in a George Romero film.
 
   "Zombie children," Noble muttered, "just what I need."
 
   Eveline and Noble ran past the cluster of children. Eveline ran ahead and unlocked the gate and then the two of them ran for Noble's car at the curb. The three kids on the front porch were already at the driveway. Noble felt them pulling, pulling, tugging his head and forcing him to look at them.
 
   "Just come over here, Noble," the boy in the lead said. "Just come here and become one with us."
 
   "Jesus, that has never sounded creepier," Noble said, forcing his face away and putting on an extra burst of speed.
 
   Eveline was already at the car. Whatever pull the children were exerting over Noble, they must not have been doing the same to her. Perhaps whatever was behind them could only focus its power on one person at a time. Noble looked behind him and saw the dozen-plus children gathering in the driveway, none of them moving particularly fast.
 
   "We'll see you soon, Noble," they all called in unison. "We'll see you and touch you and make you one with us. Soon."
 
   Noble felt goosebumps run up and down his body, but he forced himself to face front and dug keys from his pocket. He pressed the button and the car beeped and the lights flashed, the doors unlocking. Eveline was inside in a second. Noble had this image in his mind that the back seat would be filled with black-eyed children and that he would see their tiny hands reach around the passenger seat and grab Eveline. There would be an instant of her screaming, her eyes filled with terror, and then she would just vanish.
 
   That did not happen.
 
   Noble was in the driver's seat and started the car. He cast one more look back at Eveline's home. All of the children were now in the driveway. Their black eyes bore through the windshield and into Noble's skull. He shifted into drive, did a three-point-turn, and floored it off of the street. He screeched around the corner and was on a main street moments later. Only then did he start breathing again and relax his grip on the steering wheel. Eveline was crying in the seat beside him.
 
   "How did they know your name?" Eveline asked. "What did they mean? How did they know your name, Noble?"
 
   "I don't know," Noble said. "I don't know, but I am going to goddamn well find out."
 
   They sped off into the night.
 
   ***
 
   Fifteen minutes later Eveline and Noble stood outside a hotel room door. It was the kind of extended stay hotel that had studio apartments. Eveline was shaking. She had left her house without clothing, without packing anything. She had been weeping steadily since they left and her terror was palpable.
 
   "I don't know how long you'll have to be here," Noble said. "They seem to only come out at night. Maybe tomorrow you can get back to your house and get some clothes, but I wouldn't recommend going back home until I can get some answers. Maybe if I get some, I can find a solution to this and get it to stop."
 
   "What if you can't?" Eveline asked.
 
   Noble sighed and gave her a hug. "I'm trying to think positive here, Eveline. I don't have any answers yet."
 
   Eveline hugged him back and wept a bit more. Then she let go and started to head toward the hotel. She turned and looked back at Noble.
 
   "Be careful," she said. "Something really bad is happening here and something really evil is behind those kids."
 
   Noble waved. "I will. Take care."
 
   He watched her head into the hotel. When she was gone, Noble immediately felt alone and like he was being watched. He looked around, studying the shadows, looking for men with red eyes and wide-brimmed hats. No shadow men. No children. For some reason that did nothing to alleviate his fear.
 
   He got into the car and headed back onto the road. He wondered what he was going to tell Olivia. Was she a target? Was whoever or whatever was behind all of this insanity the type of person who would go after his family to get to him? Noble felt a headache forming behind his eyes. The sheer volume of questions rolling around in his skull felt like they were going to crush his brain.
 
   Noble drove home without incident. He looked at the clock and was surprised to see that it was only nine. He had expected the clock to tell him it was the middle of the night. Olivia would still be awake.
 
   He got into his house fast, keeping his head down, not looking into the shadows. He didn't want to see red eyes. He didn't want to see a neighbor. He feared that he would look into something that appeared to be his neighbor, except for the cold, black, dead eyes.
 
   Noble locked the door behind him and then leaned his back against it closing his eyes. There were the familiar sounds of twelve paws running down the stairs to jump around his feet. There were the familiar smells of the home. There was the welcome from his wife, sitting at her computer desk upstairs. He was home and home felt safe.
 
   Except that he knew differently. Nowhere was safe.
 
   "Hi, honey!" Olivia called. Noble heard her chair creak as she stood up. "What's wrong?" 
 
   He raised his head and watched her descend the stairs. He squatted down and began playing with the dogs, scratching behind the ears, petting the top of their heads. 
 
   "Long day," Noble said.
 
   "You look like hell," Olivia said, putting her arms around his neck and giving him a deep kiss. "Are you getting sick?"
 
   Noble put his arms around her and pulled her close. Inside his head he was debating what he should tell her. Telling her he was seeing shadow men and black-eyed children would cause her to think he was losing his mind. Of course, he wasn't entirely sure that he wasn't. He had to talk to Dash and Dr. Shaw. They had to have answers. They had to. It was the one straw he could cling to.
 
   "I'm just tired," Noble said. "I told you that I need to take a vacation. This case is wearing me out and taking me in strange directions, babe."
 
   Olivia kissed him again. Then she pulled away and headed into the kitchen. Noble knelt down and petted his dogs again, trying to steady his nerves with the familiar surroundings of home. 
 
   "Did you eat?" Olivia asked. "I made some pork chops and put yours in the fridge. Want me to heat them up?"
 
   "Yeah, sure," Noble said.
 
   Later, as he sat upstairs and they watched their TV shows, his dirty plate sitting on the coffee table, he let his mind wander. What was he going to do with Olivia? Did he mention that there might be danger? There had never been any danger before this. What would she do? How would she react? More to the point, how could he explain what the danger was without telling her that he was seeing shadow people and children with black eyes?
 
   "So, you remember that I have to go to D.C. tomorrow, right?" Noble asked.
 
   Olivia was watching something on TV and said distractedly, "Mmhmm."
 
   "OK, cool," Noble said, clearing his throat and trying to get himself psyched to talk about what he had to say. "Look, if anything weird happens here at the house, just keep the door locked and don't open the door for anyone."
 
   Olivia kept watching the television for a minute. Then a strange look passed her face. Her brow furrowed and her head swiveled slowly until she was looking at him with a smirk on her face.
 
   "What?" She asked.
 
   Noble smiled back and shrugged, trying to play this off like he knew it was crazy. "I was just saying. If anyone shows up at the door while I'm away, make sure you keep the door locked."
 
   "What the fuck does that mean?" Olivia asked. "Do you think I normally open the door wide whenever someone knocks and you're not here?"
 
   "Well, now," Noble stammered. "I'm just saying that, well, just saying to be careful."
 
   Now the look turned from comical to one of concern. "OK, you have officially freaked me out now," Olivia said.
 
   "No, no, there's no reason to worry," he realized he had backed himself into a corner with this one. "Look, there's just some weird things going on with this case. Stuff I can't talk about."
 
   "Are we in danger, Noble?" Olivia asked. "What the hell are you into with this thing? I mean, what is going on? You've never said anything like that to me before."
 
   "Look, I'm just saying that weird things have been happening with this case," Noble said. “I’m sorry that I can’t explain more.”
 
   "What kind of weird things?" Olivia asked. "Don't give me that bullshit about this being a secret. If you think that there's a danger to me, then you need to tell me."
 
   Noble stood up and began pacing. "I can't," he said, pleading with his eyes. "I have to talk to Dash tomorrow and get some answers. If I get some answer, I can probably explain things."
 
   Olivia crossed her arms across her chest and pulled away from him.  Cookie raised her head, licked her lips, and looked from Olivia to Noble and then back again before deciding that whatever the problem was, it did not concern her, and putting her head back down between her paws. Noble wrung his hands in frustration. This was the scenario he was hoping to avoid.
 
   "This is not acceptable, Noble," Olivia said. "I don't give a fuck what your job says, or what the protocols are, you cannot sit here and scare me and tell me that there might be weird people coming to do the door and not give me specifics. You do shit like that and it makes me want to open the door the next time someone knocks."
 
   "Don't, please," Noble said. "Just do this for me. I promise you that when I get some answers, I will give them to you."
 
   Olivia's face was a mask of anger. Her lips were a tight line across the bottom fo her face and her eyes blazed. She was barely holding it together. Noble had seen this look before and she was definitely mad and very close to an all-out screaming fit. Noble figured that he might be sleeping on the couch here tonight.
 
   "Don't give me that look, Olivia," Noble said. "I am not the bad guy here. You always want to make me the bad guy. I'm just asking you to please not answer the door while I'm gone. If it's a delivery, they'll leave it on the porch or they'll leave one of those things attached to the door and you can go pick it up. Is that too much to ask?"
 
   "Fine," Olivia said. "This is just great. What’s one of the keys to a happy marriage? Communication. Right? Is this communicating? This is you scaring me, hinting that something in your job might have put me in danger, and that I need to avoid answering the door. What the fuck is that? That tells me nothing. That leaves me here jumping at shadows."
 
   Noble opened his mouth to speak, but there were no more words. Olivia got up and walked down the hall. Cookie looked at Noble for a moment before deciding that the momma was the more important of the two of them and headed off after Olivia. The other two dogs soon joined her. Noble was alone.
 
   He looked at the television. What was on was immaterial. He was barely paying attention. Inside he was filled with fear. His mind was turning over and over and over again. Too many questions, lots of weirdness, not enough answers. It was the most frustrated he had felt in a long while.
 
   After thirty minutes Noble got up and walked down the hall. Olivia was asleep in the bedroom. Henry and Cookie were on the bed, taking up his side. Noble crept in and changed into his pajamas. One look at the dogs spread out on his side of the bed and he knew that he was not going to be sleeping there. Noble grabbed his pillow and trudged back to the sofa. He lay down and pulled the blanket around himself. 
 
   With the lights off, every shadow jumped out at him. As the wind blew outside, every sound was like that of small children sliding their hands along the side of the house. Every time the house creaked he was sure that both shadow men and black-eyed children would be coming through the front door.
 
   "This is great," Noble whispered to the darkness. "This is just great."
 
   Minutes later, somehow, he managed to get to sleep.
 
   ***
 
   Noble was six years old. He was in the grocery store with his mother. He liked going to the store with his mom at that age. He usually got to ride beneath the cart and the world looked so cool from down low. You saw legs and feet and people doing things from a spot that was nearly invisible.
 
   Today was different.
 
   Today his mom had asked him to move out from under the grocery cart and walk beside her. She had put several large cases of soda on the bottom of the cart and Noble had whined, but did as he was asked and clung to the side of the cart as they walked. Along both sides of the aisle there were cans of vegetables. Noble hated vegetables like most six-year-olds and he just wanted to go.
 
   His mother towered over him, studying her shopping list, looking through the pouch filled with coupons that she carried with her at all times, and then eyeing the shelves. Noble was bored. 
 
   He yawned.
 
   Something caught his attention out of the corner of his eye. Noble turned away from the cart and from his mother and walked over to the shelves. There were cartoon characters on the side of this can of vegetables. Probably someone trying to do something to attract kids to eating nasty veggies.
 
   Noble smiled. He recognized the characters. They were from a cartoon he watched. There was a funny dog that talked and the people who traveled with him doing funny things. He forgot the name.
 
   Noble walked over to the shelf of cans, after looking back to see that his mother was still standing right there. He turned back toward the can with the cartoon characters. There were other people in the aisle, all of them grown ups, all of them looking at the shelves and their own shopping lists. 
 
   As Noble got near the other shelves there was a strange feeling in his stomach. It was the same feeling he got in his tummy when his daddy threw up him up in the air and caught him. It was a weird, flippy-floppy feeling. It passed fast and Noble was soon in front of the can, with the attention span of a six-year-old, he forgot the weird feeling almost as soon as it passed.
 
   Except that now the can did not have the funny dog and the funny people. Instead it was some kind of cat creature standing on two legs. There was a smaller cat standing to the right of him. 
 
   Noble frowned.
 
   This was weird.
 
   Noble turned around to tell his mom about how weird it was and that was when he noticed that his mother was no longer there. The spot where she had just been a second ago was empty. 
 
   Noble felt a moment of pure panic.
 
   "M-mom?" He called out.
 
   Noble looked from face to face at the people around him. None of them looked like the people who had just been there before. Over there, to the left, was a man with wild dark hair and a beard. Noble was sure that he had not been there before. He started to breathe heavily and it felt like there was a weight on his chest. He backed away slowly, his eyes still darting around. The people in the aisle were looking at him and all of them were looking at him strangely, as if they had never seen anyone like him before. He felt like an insect on a slide.
 
   "MOM!"
 
   "What?"
 
   His mom’s voice was behind him. He turned and ran back to where his mother had been standing. Halfway across the aisle he felt that strange sensation in his stomach again. He had the briefest of moments when it felt like he had lost his vision, as if everything had gone white. Then his vision returned. His mother was still gone, but the people around him were the people he had seen before. He cast a glance back across the aisle and saw the familiar cartoon figures on the can of vegetables.
 
   "Noble, where are you?"
 
   It was his mom's voice. Of that he was sure, but she was not in the aisle. That sense of panic hit him again.
 
   "I'm over here!" Noble called. The eyes of the people around him were looking at him, but they were worried, concerned. No sense of menace.
 
   "I'm in the next aisle," his mom called.
 
   Relief washed over him. He bolted through the aisle, his little sneakers slapping against the tile. He reached the end of the aisle and skidded, nearly falling over, and then he righted himself and made the turn around the corner. There she was, halfway down the aisle, holding a box in her hand. She turned as Noble made the turn around the corner.
 
   "Mom, I turned around and you were gone!" he said and now the tears were coming, tears of relief, but tears none the less.
 
   His mother smiled at him and she kept smiling, ruffling his hair with her fingers when he tried to tell her about the strange can of vegetables and how the cartoon figures had changed. His six-year-old self did not have the words to convey the confusion, the sensation of falling, the sense of menace he got from the strange people who were staring at him. It was a feeling like he was in another world, some place else, and only her voice was able to pull him back.
 
   "You have such an imagination, Noble," his mother said. "Don't wander off and you won't get lost. Now stick by the cart."
 
   So they kept shopping, his mother focused on her shopping list and her coupons. Noble was nervous the rest of the time, his fingers gripping the shopping cart like it was a lifeboat. His eyes swiveled from one person, one fact, to the next. He waited for that feeling in his tummy again. He was sure that the faces of the people were going to change again and that he would turn around and it would be the man with the wild dark hair and beard pushing the cart instead of his mother.
 
   That did not happen.
 
   And over the years, Noble forgot all about it.
 
   ***
 
   Noble awoke in his loft and on the sofa. He was sure that he was still in that grocery store. He was six-years-old again and he was lost and his mother was lost. He nearly let out a scream, shouting for his mother. He caught himself, but then there was a pressure on his legs and then his stomach, something walking on him, pushing him back. He nearly called out again, screaming this time for Olivia. He saw eyes glowing in the darkness, reflecting the hall light that he had left on so he could find his way to the restroom down the hall. 
 
   Then the tongue lapped against his face and he realized it was Henry. Noble spat as the wet tongue licked his mouth and then pushed the eager puppy away.
 
   "Jesus, Henry," he said.
 
   The puppy cocked his head to the side and panted, looking like he was smiling or laughing at Noble. Then the pup leaned forward and licked Noble's nose again and let loose with a high-pitched bark.
 
   "Yeah, yeah," Noble said, pushing the puppy off of his chest and sitting up. He ran a hand through his hair.
 
   Noble looked at the clock on the DVR and saw that it was nearly six in the morning. That meant it was nearly time for him to get up anyway. He still had to pack for the overnight stay in D.C., too. He was thirsty and his hair was wet with sweat. The blanket he had pulled over himself was twisted around his legs so he nearly fell right over onto the coffee table when he stood up. Henry barked at that as if amused.
 
   "Same to you," Noble replied to the dog.
 
   He walked down the hall and checked on Olivia before hitting the bathroom. She was still sound asleep. The other two dogs raised their heads, but did not get up. They all appeared to have fallen asleep in one position and were still in the same position from the night before. No one had disturbed them and they must have all slept soundly.
 
   Noble walked and fed the dogs and then took his shower. He was tired. He felt as though he had not slept at all. He also felt dehydrated from sleeping on that sofa that had the tendency to drain you of water like some furniture vampire. 
 
   He had not thought about that time when he was six in ages. The fact he had so successfully pushed it out of his mind amazed him. Had there been other times? As he stood there shaving, staring at his face in the mirror, he could not remember anything, but he had that tingling at the base of his skull. It was as if the memories were there, but just out of reach. 
 
   His brain was churning around and around, trying to find other strange happenings throughout his life while he got out his suitcase and began to quietly throw clothes into it. He moved in the dark, not wanting to wake Olivia up. When he was done, he sat on the bed and looked at her for a moment.
 
   He loved her. There was no denying that. They had met five years ago via an online dating service. The moment she had appeared in front of him at the coffee shop where they had planned to meet, he knew she was something special. Smart. Funny. Beautiful. He was in love before he knew what hit him, but unlike the other times he thought he had been in love, this time everything about her and about them felt right.
 
   Now he worried he had just betrayed something with her. 
 
   Plus, there was that nagging feeling that he might be losing his mind.
 
   "Olivia," he whispered. "I'm heading out. I'm going to be in D.C. for a couple days."
 
   Olivia muttered something in her sleep and then her eyes opened slowly. She blinked and looked at him, her hair a bit of a mess and a crease down her right cheek from the pillow.
 
   "OK," she said. "Have a safe trip."
 
   Noble leaned in and she kissed him. There was a tension between them that even the dogs could feel, as they all raised their heads to look at them curiously. He hugged her.
 
   "I'm sorry about last night," he said.
 
   "Have a good trip," she repeated. "Call me when you get to the hotel."
 
   Noble pulled back and then he extended his right hand, balled into a fist. After a moment of staring at him, Olivia extended her own fist and bumped it with his.
 
   "Wiiiinnnnnnnn," they said in unison.
 
   Noble leaned in for one more kiss and then stood up. He looked back at her as he exited the bedroom and walked down the hall.
 
   He felt better. The fist bump thing had started the first time they had gone on a road trip together. It was now a good luck ritual that they did anytime one of them had to travel or had something big planned for the day.
 
   It wasn't much, but the fact that Olivia had not seemed mad at him and had done the fist-bump ritual, he felt better.
 
   ***
 
   Noble was not the world's best flyer. He did not enjoy the idea of being over 20,000 feet in the air because, if something went wrong, and the plane fell, it would take a while and he would be awake and screaming that entire time. It was hard to shake that image once it wiggled its way into his brain. 
 
   The airport was full of activity, people running all over the place, but this time Noble barely noticed. He had this nagging feeling that he was supposed to be making this trip. He had important things to learn and nothing was going to stop him. If the plane started to crash, he would find a way to sprout wings and fly there himself.
 
   Despite that thought, he was still nervous.
 
   The plane was not very crowded which allowed Noble to spread out and once the plane reached cruising altitude, he was able to pull out his laptop and get it hooked up to the plane's Wi-Fi. He checked his emails and spent time trying to learn more about Dr. Shaw.
 
   The man had a reputation, it seemed, for writing about the supernatural. Noble spent some time reviewing the paper the man had written about alternate dimensions. Much of it was well over his head, but there were a few things that stood out.
 
   Shadow men, for one.
 
   Black-eyed children for another.
 
   Noble did a search for shadow men. It turned out that people had been reporting seeing strange men with red eyes lurking in the shadows for a long, long time. There were theories that they were ghosts or aliens. Other-dimensional beings seemed to be the most popular version. A guy who had a nightly radio talk show about the supernatural and unexplained had an entire episode dedicated to the shadow men.
 
   The shadow men never seemed to do anything sinister. They did not usually interact with the people who had seen them and most of the time the shadow men appeared surprised that the person they were watching was able to see them in return. This brought about the idea that they were from different dimensions, but sent here to watch us and study us. Perhaps, went one theory, they vibrated at a different frequency from the rest of us, but some people were more tuned to those alternate frequencies. 
 
   It sounded like heaps and heaps of steaming bullshit to Noble.
 
   The black-eyed children were a relatively new phenomenon. All of the incidents that Noble could find constituted the same thing. They showed up at night and knocked on the door. They asked for a phone. At some point, they would raise their heads and reveal that they had pitch-black eyes.
 
   What was absent was any detail about what happened if the black-eyed children were let into the home. It seemed anyone who had a story to tell did not let them in, but just left them on the porch until they eventually went away. However, the general consensus was that they were up to something sinister. They wanted to scare people.
 
   Again, it sounded like bullshit.
 
   Except that Noble had seen the shadow men. He had seen the message left on the fridge. And he had most definitely seen the black-eyed children at Eveline's house.
 
   It was giving Noble more questions than it was providing answers and his head was pounding. Noble put away his laptop and then eased his seat back. He did not normally fall asleep on planes, but this time he was sound asleep in moments.
 
   ***
 
   Noble was ten-years-old and playing outside on a hot summer morning. Like a lot of times, he was up earlier than his friends and he was out in the front yard before any of them were awake. That was fine with Noble because he often played on his own, relying solely on his imagination. This morning he was playing on the front porch, pretending he was a soldier battling the Russkies in a war on the Alaskan border.
 
   Noble and his family had been living in this house for a few years now. It had been his grandmother's home and the one in which his mom had grown up. Then his grandmother had died of cancer and his parents bought the house. After they moved in his parents added an addition to the back of the home and remodeled the bathroom. It had taken some time, but Noble now thought of it as his home.
 
   The block he lived on was populated with mostly old people, though, and that was frustrating to him. He had befriended a few of the older people and old couples, but he longed for friends his own age. There were kids on the block, but they were all girls and Noble had yet to reach an age when such a thing would not seem like endless torture.
 
   There was an older couple living next door. They had no kids, but the man was really nice. He also had a basement filled with baseball stuff that Noble loved to look at. The man's nephew had been a major league baseball player at one time. They also sometimes babysat and he always had a good time with them.
 
   The old couple and the others on the block were none of Noble's concern on that particular morning. Instead, he was lost in his game. Jumping off the porch and pretending to shoot enemy soldiers. The sky was bright, the color blue tinged with white and yellow from the pollution and humidity. It was warm, climbing into hot later that day as the sun grew higher in the sky.
 
   Noble ran down the driveway and headed toward the backyard. Just as he entered the space between his house and the neighbor's house he felt that strange queasiness. It was just for an instant and then it was gone. Noble skidded to a stop, his brain suddenly worried and concerned about what had just happened.
 
   There was something familiar about that sensation. 
 
   What was it?
 
   There was a shuffling sound from behind Noble. He turned around and there was a woman in a blue robe with dark, curly, hair and wearing white slippers. She was middle-aged, perhaps, maybe at most 50. There was something about her that was sort of familiar, but he was sure that he had never seen this woman before.
 
   She looked still half-asleep and she was shuffling along.
 
   Noble kept walking, his brow furrowed, a look of confusion etched across his face. The woman just kept shuffling along, as the two of them passed, she raised her head and looked to her right. 
 
   "Hello," she said.
 
   "Hi," Noble said.
 
   He decided that maybe it was a friend staying with the neighbor or something. He turned and ran toward the backyard. As he reached the gate he stopped, his hand outstretched toward the latch. 
 
   "Grandma?" Noble asked.
 
   She had been younger than when Noble last saw his grandmother, but there was something about the hair, about the way her face looked.  He had seen photos of his grandmother, in his mother's collection and photo books, back when she was younger, and he thought there was a resemblance. But he wasn’t sure. He had an active imagination, which was great, but it also sometimes played tricks on him.
 
   Noble ran back to the front of the house. The woman was gone. As he reached the middle of the driveway he had that sensation of his stomach dropping once again. In a flash he was out in front of the house.
 
   The street was empty.
 
   The birds were singing. There was traffic on the busy road about four doors down. A breeze rustled the trees. 
 
   No woman.
 
   No one.
 
   Noble stood there looking around, studying the neighborhood and the street. He was alone.
 
   ***
 
   Noble awoke as the plane touched down in Washington. He was mildly pleased, although his brain was still fuzzy and the dream he had been having was still prominent in his mind. He always hoped to sleep through flights, and was usually too nervous to do so, so this had been a pleasant surprise. It saved time worrying about each bump from turbulence.
 
   He had not thought about that day when he saw the strange woman that reminded him of his grandmother in a long time. 
 
   How many more memories were there still hidden away inside his brain? How many more times had he felt that dropping sensation in his stomach?
 
   The plane taxied to the right gate and the people around him immediately began turning on their cell phones, making calls and texting. Noble fished his out and sent a note to Olivia that he had landed.
 
   He got his luggage and trudged into the airport. It was busy, like most airports, but Noble was lost in his thoughts. He had a million questions for Dr. Shaw. He felt as though he had a million more for Dashiell.
 
   He was out of the airport in less than fifteen minutes. He flagged down a cab and was mercifully back in air conditioning before he had time to really sweat. 
 
   The ride was uneventful, but his head was spinning around and around like clothes in a dryer. So many thoughts, now added on top of the same litany of questions.
 
   Noble barely remembered paying the cab driver as he got out of the car. The cab driver wished him a good day with a huge smile, which probably meant that Noble had tipped him quite well. 
 
   He walked through the halls, determined, building quite a head of steam. When he reached Dashiell's office he pushed through the door and stomped into the office. 
 
   Dashiell was standing there, as if waiting for him. Next to Dashiell was a portly man with a beard and glasses. Noble recognized him as Dr. Shaw.
 
   "I want answers and I want them right fucking now!" Noble said, that weird feeling of being betrayed or part of something well beyond his control was strong. "Why am I remembering more and more times when things just weren't right and that I may have seen my dead grandmother at one point? Who are those shadow men that I keep seeing? Who the hell are the black-eyed children? What does this have to do with Francis Duveen? And what the fuck, Dashiell, have you been hiding from me? Oh, and finally, who the holy fuck are you Dr. Shaw?"
 
   The outburst came in a rush and Noble had little regard for the volume of his voice. Shaw and Dashiell stood there agape. Dashiell raised both of his hands, but Noble kept shouting questions. Dash finally raised his voice and cut him off.
 
   "Enough!" Dashiell said. "Noble, this is Dr. Shaw. Please come into the conference room so we can talk."
 
   Noble was breathing hard, sweat running down his forehead. He was out of breath and forced himself to stop his shouting. He was more angry than he had ever remembered being before.
 
   "Fine," Noble said.
 
   He stormed past the two men and into the conference room. Noble sat down, throwing down his luggage. He crossed his arms across his chest and waited.
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Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Dr. Lance Shaw, fresh out of college, stood in his laboratory. HIS laboratory. He said those two words over and over again in his mind. He was so proud. 
 
   He was years away from becoming a professor at MIT and just a couple of months away from publishing his papers about the supernatural that threatened to derail his career entirely.
 
   Shaw had graduated with degrees in biology, chemistry and physics. He had never been the kind of person to do just one thing at a time. It had been difficult to get three degrees, but he would not have changed things for all the money in the world.
 
   Then, when he graduated, the Gemini Corporation had offered him all the money in the world.
 
   At least it had seemed that way to a kid in his early 20s and just starting out in the big city. He had been able to get a nice car and a great house. He had a lab all of his own and nearly complete freedom to perform any experiment that came into his head.
 
   The Gemini Corporation was into all kinds of science. Much of it was top secret, for the government, but there were lots of things that made its way into the public sector. Outside the building that Shaw was in were two giant circles and beneath that were more labs. This was the giant collider that sent particles hurtling at each other to then collide and break into even smaller particles. Scientists were looking for the so-called "God" particle. 
 
   That was one of the most public experiments, the one that got written about in the big magazines and major newspapers. Inside the giant building in the middle of the campus were dozens and dozens of other experiments that the public never heard about. Some of the ones Shaw had heard muttered about at lunch and around the building made his blood run cold.
 
   Lance Shaw had been recruited with some fanfare. The CEO himself had shown up at his desk on his first day, as Shaw stood in his lab with his orientation binder and name badge all shiny and brand new, and shaken his hand. He was told, repeatedly, that they were expecting big things out of him.
 
   Shaw had been thinking about starting experiments to find a new way to grow plants bigger and to produce more fruit even in arid temperatures, but that had quickly grown boring to him. Instead, as he stared at the bright, shiny, new equipment, and then looked out at the circles of the collider, another idea formed.
 
   Dr. Shaw had spent quite a bit of time rooting around online for information about genetically altered food. That had led him to a series of conspiracy theory websites. There were many who felt that genetically altered food was a source of mind control with the government behind it all. 
 
   Once you went down that rabbit hole there was a long, long way to go before you hit bottom. It wasn't long before Shaw had found himself enraptured with documents about alternate dimensions. 
 
   The theory was that this universe was not the only one. Just inches away, separated by meta-physical barriers, were other alternate dimensions and parallel universes. The entire universe was really like an onion and that if you peeled back one dimension, there were other dimensions and on and on and on, perhaps to infinity. 
 
   Sometimes, sometimes, those barriers got weak and one dimension leaked into the next.
 
   The thought had sunk deep into Shaw's subconscious and it would not let go. The other dimensions, it was theorized, just vibrated at a different frequency from our own. If vibrations could be created in a localized area, he thought, a portal into one of these other dimensions could form. 
 
   What would be the practical application of such a thing? What if the other dimensions were nothing? Maybe there was nothing going on in them. But what if you actually went back in time? What if entering an alternate dimension would allow you to enter at one place, travel what felt like a short distance there, but then emerge in your home dimension in a far away place. That could potentially make teleportation real. What if there were older and more advanced civilizations? What could be learned from them?
 
   So, after weeks of letting his vegetable experiments sit unattended, Shaw stood in his lab and admired the equipment he had assembled and gathered. It had taken weeks of him cajoling, asking people about this stuff, begging, borrowing, promising and sometimes just outright stealing, and now here it was. It had taken a lot of lying and massaging the truth to people who knew that he was working on vegetables to get a radio wave generator and other equipment to alter the vibrations of the very air in the lab.
 
   Shaw had taken more weeks putting the equipment together. The various frequency generators and machines meant to vibrate this dimension were set up in a circle in the middle of the lab. He smiled, thinking that this was like his own version of the collider. Perhaps it would pay off even more than the giant buried thing outside.
 
   No one else knew what he was doing, as far as he could tell. However, his privacy was something Shaw did not take for granted. At Gemini, despite their generosity, big smiles and bigger promises, there was always the feeling that someone was watching you. There were more rumors that as soon as something groundbreaking was discovered the higher-ups came in and took it away, sending it off somewhere for military or government applications.
 
   Shaw didn't care. Being in his early 20s thoughts about taking credit and whether or not he would have the rights to things were far from his mind. He just wanted to DO something. Something big. Something that would change things. The credit would come later.
 
   "OK," Shaw said to his empty lab. "No time like the present."
 
   Shaw walked over to a table and flipped a switch. The vibrating machine kicked into life with a soft hum. This flipped on the switches for the other machines in the circle. Computers kicked into life. The hum gradually grew louder and louder. The tables began to vibrate. He stepped back from the circle, but he could feel the vibrations in his teeth.
 
   Shaw stepped back further from the circle, hoping that would ease the vibrations and, he told himself, so he could get a better view of things. Instead, it seemed as though the machines were now feeding on each other. The vibration, as it went around and around the circle, was growing in intensity. Each machine fed the next and then increased the power. The amount of energy that was now being fed into his circle was massive and the lights above Shaw's head flickered.
 
   "Uh oh," Shaw whispered.
 
   The floor began to vibrate. Not much, at first, but Shaw could feel the intensity growing and growing. One of the machines very visibly vibrated on the table, bouncing up and down as if it were having some kind of tantrum. Shaw looked up at the fluorescent lights and they were rocking back and forth as if the building were in the middle of an earthquake.
 
   In the center of the circle, however, there was something truly interesting happening. The focus of the vibrations was creating a disc in the middle of the air. The inside of the floating disc was wavy, like looking at something in the distance on a hot day.
 
   Shaw stepped forward again, ignoring the fact that the floor was vibrating quite a bit. There were waves of bright energy, like electricity, connecting each of the frequency-generator machines and he stepped close to that circle, some sense of self-preservation keeping him from stepping right into the beam where he likely would have been electrocuted if not vaporized completely. He stared at the waving disc with something like awe. The wavy air was now forming into something - an image. It was hazy, hard to see, but there was definitely something there. It was like looking at a very old television with rabbit-ears that were not properly adjusted.
 
   Something in the disc was moving.
 
   "What the hell?" Shaw whispered.
 
   The image grew solid, but it was still very hazy. The portal was not opening any further.
 
   "More power," Shaw muttered. "I need more power."
 
   Shaw walked over to the wave machine and turned up the power as far as he could. The machine began to pound on the table like fists. He barely heard it.
 
   The portal was become more distinct. Yes, there was something on the other side. There were people. People walking down the street. None of them seemed to notice the portal or Shaw. 
 
   He gasped. Then he giggled like a child. He realized he was giggling and clasped a hand over his mouth. Mustn’t fall into mad scientists stereotypes, he thought, but then giggled some more.
 
   One of the fluorescent lights exploded into shards that rained down on Shaw's head. He let out a cry of pain as several of them cut his cheek, his jaw and across his forehead. There was another shattering noise and Shaw whirled around, his feet crunching on broken glass, and he saw that the windows of the lab had exploded outward. One of the machines leaped into the air and crashed to the floor and this was followed by another loud cracking sound. This one sounded much like metal snapping, with a horrific scream.
 
   The portal vanished. There was a bright explosion of light and the force of it flung Shaw backwards where he landed on one of his lab tables. Immediately the table collapsed beneath him. There was another pop, another explosion, and his legs went up over his head and he sailed across the lab.
 
   In the area where the wave machines were still vibrating, the floor cracked in a perfect circle. There was another loud snapping sound and part of the floor simply vanished, falling through the hole. There was a horrendous crash as it collapsed into the lab below.
 
   There was more crashing as the wave machines fell into the hole, as if committing suicide, and clattered in the lab on the floor below. The vibrating stopped. Alarms went off.
 
   Shaw was covered in debris and more glass and his head hurt. 
 
   He barely noticed. 
 
   He had almost formed a portal.
 
   He had seen other people. Other people in an alternate dimension.
 
   It had almost worked.
 
   Shaw got to his feet. There was blood running into his eyes and his head was throbbing. His feet nearly gave way. For the first time he really noticed the damage that had happened in the lab. There were red lights flashing. He heard people yelling and calling out. The wind from the broken window was intense and cold.
 
   "Oops," Shaw said.
 
   ***
 
   "Look, Dr. Shaw, we brought you here because we want you to be free to experiment on whatever you want," said Frank Mackenzie, the director that Shaw reported to directly. "We encourage our people to think of the craziest stuff possible and encourage them to explore it. However, we want it done as safely as possible. We prefer that you bring your ideas to us and we talk it over and then we make the necessary arrangements."
 
   Shaw sat in a chair in front of the man's desk. His head was covered in bandages that had soaked through with blood and there was an ice pack on his head. He had taken some aspirin several hours ago, but his head was still pounding.
 
   The man's office was utilitarian at best. There was a metal desk and a standard-issue office chair. The decorations were likely there when Frank had first entered the office after accepting the job. He was a dullard in many ways, the kind of man who thought only of business and not about creative things like office decorations. There were plastic plants along an air conditioning unit just below a window. As if the plastic plants might need sunlight. There were a few photos of the man's family on his desk and a little glass sphere in which was a tiny plant and three small shrimp swimming around. An enclosed ecosystem that somehow seemed to speak more to Shaw about what Frank wanted as a manager than anything the man had said.
 
   "We also have two things that all of our people work on here," Frank said. "The experimental stuff is great, but not a lot of it pans out and most of it doesn't make any money. That food stuff you were working on, that's a money maker. This alternate dimension stuff, while fascinating, doesn't have much of a practical application. At least not right away."
 
   Frank sat back and folded his hands across his stomach. When Shaw had been brought here after visiting the infirmary, Frank's face had been red. The moment the director had seen Shaw's battered face, however, he had softened a bit.
 
   "You just cost us a lot of money in repairs," Frank said. "Thousands, at least, but potentially millions. We have a lot of safety systems in between the floors and walls that will have to be replaced."
 
   Shaw lowered his head, feeling very much like a kid who had been called into the principal's office. Fank’s chair hinges squeaked as he moved. Shaw wondered if the man left the hinges on the chair that squeaky for some kind of intimidation factor. Frank sighed and slapped his hands on the top of his desk and looked up at the ceiling.
 
   "OK," Frank said, "we can't punish you for taking initiative. We try to do that here. So, here's what we can do. Consider this your one warning and then give me the specs for the experiment you want to perform. We will find you a facility that will allow you to conduct them without destroying the entire building."
 
   Shaw raised his head slightly, a smile just barely hidden behind his lips. Frank was leaning forward again, once again the office was filled with the creaking of his chair. Frank's head was cocked to the side a bit as if he were studying Shaw.
 
   "I like your initiative," Frank said. "Here's the rest of the deal, though. You have to continue working on the food thing. If you can get that developed to a level that we can use then we can make money off of it. That money can be used to help fix those damages. I'd rather do that than dock your pay, and I am assuming you agree?"
 
   Shaw said: "Yes, absolutely. Thank you for allowing this."
 
   Frank smiled. Shaw knew that this had been the man's plan all along. There was also a feeling that his work with the alternate dimensions had more applications and money-making potential than Frank was letting on. Whatever, Shaw thought, as long as they let me continue to work with it. I was so close.
 
   "OK," Frank said, "go home for today. Rest up and make sure that you haven't dislodged half your brain. When you get back here tomorrow, spend time working on your food experiments and then follow up with me tomorrow afternoon. I should at least have an idea of where we will be setting up this other experiment."
 
   Shaw nodded, at a loss for words. The smile was now on his lips and any notion he had of trying to act cool about this was gone. He stood up and shook Frank's hand. He nearly skipped out of the office. The pounding in his head was forgotten and his brain was spinning with ideas of what he should be doing next.
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Lance Shaw drove home, his brain still filled with ideas of what he should do next. He had been so close. The wave generators had been vibrating at a frequency that nearly opened a dimensional portal. He needed to generate a more powerful energy field, he figured, and he needed more of the wave generators. He needed better control over the intensity of the vibrations he created and he needed more protection around him to stop those waves from bringing the lab crashing down around his ears.
 
   He drove home barely aware of what he was doing, completely oblivious to traffic. He pulled up in to the parking lot of his apartment building and as he stepped out of the car the afternoon sun bore down on him, but the air was biting and cold. Shaw had a smile on his face, his head down, thinking.
 
   So, of course he collided head-on into a man standing on the sidewalk. 
 
   Shaw's head collided with the man's chest and that caused his already sore brain to explode in pain. Shaw let out a cry and staggered backwards. His vision exploded in white and he stumbled off the sidewalk. He vaguely heard the man he hit also cry out, but he was in too much pain to really notice.
 
   "Jesus, watch what you're doing!" Shaw yelled, his hand on his head.
 
   "I believe you collided with me," said a voice. "Dr. Shaw."
 
   Shaw felt a sudden chill travel from the bottom of his feet to the top of his head, as if the air had suddenly become electrified. He had been living in his apartment for months, but he had been so busy with Gemini that he hadn’t bothered to get to know any of his neighbors. He had no intention of getting to know them, either. Shaw had little need for social interaction with the people around him. When you were a man who graduated with three degrees in various sciences at an age as early as he, most of the "regular" people in the world bored the living snot out of you. They could not keep up, their mundane lives were frustrating.
 
   In short, there was no one around here, living in this apartment complex that should have known his name.
 
   Shaw raised his head and then shielded his eyes from the bright sunlight. The man in front of him wore a long gray overcoat and a hat with a wide brim. Shaw had not seen a hat like that outside of movies (what few movies he had bothered to view). Beneath the shadow of the hat was a man with what he could only think of as a weather-beaten face. There were thick lines and the skin looked like leather. There was stubble across the man's chin and wisps of gray hair stuck out from beneath the hat. Resting on the hat’s brim were goggles that had red lenses.
 
   "Wh-who are you?" Shaw asked.
 
   "I'm the man who is here to stop you from continuing with the experiment that you started today," the man said, his voice as rough as his exterior. He had a faintly British accent. "You are messing about with things that you cannot possibly fathom."
 
   So that’s what this was. He had heard about other laboratories who were constantly jealous of the things, the advances, being made at Gemini. Other scientists had been muttering about being offered lucrative jobs and opportunities if they would just sneak files out of the Gemini building. There were rumors that Gemini had an entire secret security force to take care of people who decided to sell Gemini secrets. 
 
   Rumors of people who had disappeared.
 
   "I don't know who you are and I don't appreciate being bullied and made to feel afraid in the parking lot of my own apartment," Shaw said.
 
   "I'm sorry to do that, Dr. Shaw," said the man. "But this outfit is necessary, you’ll just have to trust me on that. Please, just stop the experiments that you started with the alternate dimensions. The work you've been doing with food is a good thing and can help the world, change it. There's nothing wrong with feeding starving people. Maybe it's not as exciting, but it could make you a legend in the scientific community. That's not a bad thing. You could end up with some kind of major prize or award and end up in the history books."
 
   Shaw cocked his head to the side, studying the man. How old was he? He looked like he had been standing out in the desert sun for years. Where the hell had he come from? Where the hell would that outfit be necessary and accepted?
 
   "Who are you?" Shaw asked.
 
   "My name is Ezekiel Clay," the man said.
 
   "How old are you?"
 
   Ezekiel tipped his head back and laughed a hoarse laugh that matched his rough voice.
 
   "I am old," Ezekiel said. "How old, well, even I have lost count."
 
   "Who sent you?" Shaw asked.
 
   Ezekiel thought about that for a moment. "There are things that I have not been authorized to talk about just yet. I'm just here to tell you that it would be best if you stopped your experiments. There are people, other people, people perhaps not quite as nice, watching you and this experiment. They want you to succeed, but the success of this experiment will be detrimental to everyone. Literally everyone, in this world and hundreds, perhaps thousands, of others."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   "There are walls, barriers, between realities, Dr. Shaw," Ezekiel said. "They are there for a purpose. There are things in these other realities that are dangerous. If you start mucking about with those barriers, they weaken and if they weaken, realities can collide."
 
   Ezekiel lowered his head, his face obscured by his wide-brimmed hat for a bit. Then he raised it again, studying Shaw's face, as if trying to determine if anything of his warning was sinking in. There was a momentary widening of his eyes that made Shaw think that Ezekiel realized he might only be fueling the young scientist’s curiosity.
 
   "If the realities collide, that’s a bad thing, they tend to cancel each other out, but not until the two realities spend time trying to exist, thrashing in their death throes, and nearly destroying each other. Then they just stop existing. All of the people. Everything. Just stop."
 
   Ezekiel's eyes burned into Dr. Shaw's brain. His head still hurt from the beating it had taken earlier in the day. The headache pounded at his skull, making it feel as though his eyes were bulging out of his skull.
 
   "I'd like to ask you to leave, Mr. Clay," Shaw said. "My head hurts and I'm not really thinking all that clearly. I need to go into my apartment and load up on a lot of painkillers and then I intend to get a very long and good night's sleep. Once tomorrow comes, I have to go back to Gemini and decide what I'm going to do next. Your suggestion has been noted."
 
   "You're not going to stop, are you?" Ezekiel said. "I can see it in your eyes."
 
   "You're a mind reader now?"
 
   Shaw found reserves of bravery that he did not know existed. He walked past Ezekiel, brushing past the man with his shoulder. The long jacket that Ezekiel wore felt heavier than just leather or some other known material. He caught the old weathered face out of the corner of his eye, the eyes now sad. Still he pushed past and started walking to his apartment.
 
   "There will be others who visit you, Dr. Shaw," Ezekiel said. "And there is one that will probably contact you that you will definitely wish you had never heard from. I cannot tell you his name, because as far as we can tell, he has no name. It may not even be a 'he' so much as an 'it.' It's evil, whatever it is, Dr. Shaw. Make no mistake about it. There are those here on this plane that work with it and have been corrupted by its evil. They may also pay a visit to you and will likely do more than just talk."
 
   Ezekiel shifted from one foot to the next and his mouth opened and then closed. He looked like he wanted to say more. Instead, he just reached up to his hat and pulled down those odd red goggles. Then he lowered his hands to his belt buckle where there was a soft click.
 
   "You've been warned, Dr. Shaw," Ezekiel said. "Be careful."
 
   And then there was a quick, bright, flash of light and Ezekiel was gone.
 
   Shaw gaped at the spot where Ezekiel had been standing. He walked over and waved his hand around like an idiot for several seconds. There was nothing there. 
 
   "This has to be the weirdest day of my life," Shaw said to himself.
 
   He walked into his apartment, shut the door and headed for the kitchen. He removed the prescription bottles in the small white bag that the doctor at the infirmary had given him. He opened one of them and took several of the pills, then he got a beer out of the fridge, walked into his living room and sat down. Not long after, he dozed for a bit.
 
   ***
 
   It was night when the phone started ringing. Shaw had fallen asleep on the sofa and he jumped when the jangling sound pierced the veil of sleep. On the coffee table in front of him was the empty beer can. He admitted, at least to himself, that when it came to booze he was a total lightweight. He rarely drank and the beer in the fridge had been in there since he moved in, bought in payment to his friends for helping him move in.
 
   "Huh?" Shaw said aloud before realizing the origin of the ringing.
 
   Shaw fumbled for the cordless. It skittered out of his fingers and across the glass surface of the coffee table. It then teetered on the edge and fell onto the floor. He cursed, staggered to his feet and reached down to get the phone. Once had it firmly in hand, he pressed the phone to his ear on the last ring before it would have gone to voicemail.
 
   "Hello?" Shaw said.
 
   "Well, hello, Dr. Shaw," said a calm, oily voice on the other end of the phone. "I thought it might be time to welcome you to the club."
 
   Shaw's brain was still a bit fuzzy. He scratched his head as if that might clear his brain and his thinking.
 
   "What?"
 
   "Don't say much, do you?" The oily voice said and then there was an oily laugh. "My name is Dr. Augustus Whitten, by the way. You are Dr. Lance Shaw, correct? You're the man who has started experiments in inter-dimensional travel? Portals and the like?"
 
   Shaw felt something like an icy hand close around his heart. Everything at Gemini was supposed to be top secret. How did everyone seem to know about the failed experiment?
 
   "I'm not supposed to talk about the work that I've been doing," Shaw said.
 
   "Yes, yes, yes, I understand," Whitten said. "I know all of the protocol bullshit. I've been studying alternate realities and dimensions for years, Dr. Shaw. Despite my study of them, I have never come as close as you did to opening an actual stable portal into another reality. You are something of a phenomenon."
 
   "I can't talk about this," Shaw repeated.
 
   "Dr. Shaw, there are others out there who have interest in this," Whitten said and Shaw suddenly felt a wave of deja vu. "Not just me. There are others, in different realities, which are also interested in opening portals, allowing free travel between dimensions. You may also hear from people who think that traveling from one dimension to the next will bring about some fantastic apocalypse. A bunch of religious nonsense, if you ask me. Your achievement today, although technically a failure, is a major accomplishment. The Wright brothers only flew a few hundred feet with their first flight, but it was still a major step. Today, with what you did, you accomplished that first step. A first step that will change everything."
 
   Shaw felt several emotions fight with each other. There was the fear that he was not supposed to be talking about his work with Gemini. However, there was also the feeling of pride and achievement that went with being acknowledged by someone that the work he was doing meant something. He had hoped that his discoveries in this would be part of history, but everyone was so busy telling him to stop that it was getting disheartening.
 
   "I - I don't know what to say," Shaw said.
 
   "Continue your experiments, Dr. Shaw," Whitten said. "And when the time comes, I think more of us who are in the camp who want these experiments to continue will contact you. There is one in particular that I think you may hear from very soon. But be careful, Dr. Shaw. There are those who will try to sabotage your experiments."
 
   "I think I met one just this afternoon," Shaw whispered.
 
   There was a pause on the other end followed by a deep sigh. "Was he an older gentleman?" Whitten asked. "Did he give his name?"
 
   "Ezekiel something," Shaw said.
 
   "That was what I was afraid of," Whitten said. "Yes, he is part of an organization that wants to continue with the status quo. They want to keep things as they are, inhibit progress. They will do all they can to stop you, Dr. Shaw."
 
   Shaw was more confused than ever now. 
 
   "OK, so, what do you want me to do?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Keep up with your experiments," Whitten replied. "Just keep doing it. If you keep it up and can stabilize a portal, maybe travel between dimensions can be a reality. Right now the technology only allows travel to the space between dimensions and punching through requires finding a rift or weak spot. However, all of this is probably too much to throw at you right now. I'd love to meet up with you and talk about this. There is a lot that some of all already know. There is a lot of information that I could give you."
 
   "Y-yes, yes, that makes sense," Shaw said. "When can you meet? Are you in the Chicago area?"
 
   "No, I'm in Washington state, near Seattle, but I can be there the day after tomorrow," Whitten replied. "Can you meet up then? Maybe get some time off from Gemini?"
 
   "I'm sure that I can," Shaw said. It was true. Gemini was generous with vacation days and he had been granted four weeks worth when he signed on. He had yet to use any of it. He hadn't even had a sick day and employees got three weeks worth of that, too. "Just call me when you have a flight and we can arrange to meet."
 
   "Yes, that will work out fine, keep your phone lines clear," Whitten replied. "I'll be in touch. I cannot say for sure, but others might also be in touch."
 
   "OK, thanks," Shaw said.
 
   The line was already dead. Whitten was gone.
 
   Shaw looked down at the phone as if he felt that looking at it might cause the person at the other end to come back. Then, after a moment, he put the phone down on the coffee table and sat back down on his couch. 
 
   "What the fuck is going on?" he whispered.
 
   Then he caught movement out of the corner of his eye. The hallway to his left was dark, filled with shadows. One of those shadows moved. There were red circles floating in the middle of the darkness. 
 
   Shaw let out a scream and attempted to crawl over the back of the sofa. He felt his bladder nearly give way. 
 
   The shadow moved towards him. Shaw backed away from it, his mouth opening and closing and his voice making inarticulate noises. 
 
   "Stay away!" He cried, finally. "Stay away from me!"
 
   The shadow broke away from the darkness of the hall and now a fully-formed shadow man was standing in the living room. Shaw could make out the broad shoulders, arms and hands, the head. It was also wearing some kind of wide-brimmed hat and what appeared to be a long coat. It was this realization that made Shaw suddenly stand up and step toward the figure.
 
   "Is that you Ezekiel Clay?" Shaw asked.
 
   The figure reared back as if surprised. It did not become more solid, but both hands splayed out in front of itself. Then the shoulders squared off and the figure advanced again. Something about the way it was walking, there was menace in its demeanor, the way it was approaching that made Shaw back up against the wall.
 
   "Who are you?" Shaw whispered. "If you're not Ezekiel, who are you?"
 
   The eyes glowed a brighter red and it seemed to get even taller. How that was possible, Shaw couldn't imagine, but it was as if the figure was pulling in the darkness, surrounding itself with more shadows.
 
   "Are you Ezekiel Clay?" Shaw asked again. 
 
   Now the figure was towering over Shaw, looking down at him. He could feel the red eyes burrowing into his head, into his brain.
 
   "No," the voice said. It was barely a whisper, harsh, weak, as if whoever had spoken it had used up all of its energy just to utter that single syllable. 
 
   Then the shadow man was gone. 
 
   Just gone.
 
   The air was empty. The light was normal. There was a slight stench of ozone or something burning, like a wire burning, but that was it.
 
   "This is getting out of fucking control," Shaw said as he shakily got to his feet. "This is out of fucking control."
 
   Shaw took a tentative step forward, expecting the air to suddenly burst into life. He thought about running down and checking the front and back door. Instead, he decided he just wanted this day to be over, so he ran down the hall, through the bedroom door, slammed it and locked it. A moment later, he dragged the dresser across the door. After that, Shaw ran to the window, double-checked that it was locked. 
 
   He was closing the blinds when he froze.
 
   There was another shadow man standing outside. It was near one of the trees, close to the street, staring up directly at him with its red eyes. 
 
   Shaw gasped.
 
   "Right," he whispered. "That's it. I'm calling the police."
 
   Shaw walked around to the other side of the bed and picked up the handset. He pressed the button to get a dial tone.
 
   He got silence.
 
   Then, after a moment, he realized that it wasn't exactly silence. There was a noise at the other end.
 
   Breathing.
 
   "Who's there?" Shaw whispered.
 
   There was just breathing. It had a strange quality to it, as well, sort of metallic, like someone was using a respirator. In the distance he heard a siren, perhaps from a cop or an ambulance. Shaw wished that he could send up a flare and get that cop or ambulance to stop by here. He was trapped. Trapped in the house and he had trapped himself further in the bedroom. In fact, it sounded like there were two sirens.
 
   "Wait," Shaw whispered.
 
   He looked down at the handset. 
 
   No, not two sirens. It was the same siren. Only he was hearing with his ears in the real world and over the handset. Whoever was on the phone was standing outside.
 
   "Who are you?" Shaw said into the phone. "Goddammit, who the fuck are you?"
 
   "I warned you, Dr. Shaw," the voice on the phone said. Shaw recognized it right away as Ezekiel Clay. "You have to stop. Things are only going to get worse."
 
   "Was that you inside my house just now?"
 
   "No. That was someone who works with me," Ezekiel said. "We're watching you, Dr. Shaw. We have to stop you."
 
   "Is that a threat?" Shaw asked. "Are you threatening me?"
 
   "No, Dr. Shaw, but the man you spoke to tonight is very dangerous," Ezekiel said. "We can work together. I've spoken to my colleagues and they've agreed that you'd make a great addition to the team."
 
   "What are you talking about?" Shaw said, his head was pounding and the world felt as though it were spinning out of control. He was sure that he was just going to fly off the planet and into outer space at any moment.
 
   "Dr. Shaw, there are many things at work here," Ezekiel said. "We have lots to discuss with you."
 
   "Whitten said you'd try to derail my experiments."
 
   "He's been corrupted, Dr. Shaw. He has been for a long time. Don't you fall down that hole. There's no coming back from it and then we'd have to use extreme measures to stop you. We waited too long with Whitten, and that's my fault. I won't let that happen again."
 
   "You're talking in riddles!" Shaw cried. "Stop it. You're confusing me. I can't think straight."
 
   "You've had a rough day, Dr. Shaw," Ezekiel said. "Get some rest, but tomorrow, we'll talk more."
 
   Just like that something washed over Shaw. It was like an anesthetic had been administered. He tried to step forward to the bed, but succeeded in only making one step and then the floor came up to meet him.
 
   Darkness took him then.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The next morning Shaw opened his eyes and he was in bed, on his back, still in his clothes, on top of the sheets and blankets. Above him a ceiling fan spun slowly. He raised his head and was shocked at how much lifting his head three inches caused bolts of pain to shoot from the back to the front of his skull. He had never had a hangover before, but he imagined that this was what it was like.
 
   "Ohhh," Shaw said, holding his head and sitting up slowly.
 
   Had last night actually happened? He had had one lousy beer and now he was sitting there with a pounding head, dry mouth and upset stomach. Also, lots and lots of images of nightmarish things in his house and strange phone calls.
 
   Shaw got to his feet, felt the world wobble unsteadily beneath them, and then headed for the bathroom. He barely made it before hurling whatever was in his stomach into the toilet. 
 
   Once he was done, he actually felt better. Shaw studied his face in the mirror. His skin was pale and the dark circles beneath his eyes really stood out. He ran a hand through his hair and was dismayed when he saw several strands come away in his fingers.
 
   "This is what going crazy looks like," Shaw told his reflection. "This is what insanity looks like."
 
   After he was showered, shaved and dressed he decided he looked a little bit better. He went downstairs and into the kitchen. When he turned to face the fridge, hoping that he still had some milk that he could put into his coffee, he froze.
 
   There was a small white dry erase board on the fridge door where he wrote down reminders to himself and made little shopping lists. It had been blank last night, but now there was writing on it. It was a simple message.
 
   STAY AWAY FROM WHITTEN.
 
   "Jesus," Shaw said and felt his stomach rise again. "I do not need this in my life. I do not need this."
 
   He grabbed his coffee and bolted for his car. He did not look up or around for fear that every shadow would have a figure hidden in it or red eyes staring at him. The drive to work was tense, his fingers gripped the steering wheel so hard his hands cramped, afraid to look into the trees or on the side of the road.
 
   The Gemini Corporation was surrounded by trees and woods. The campus was huge, with one very tall building right in the middle that, seen from the side, looked a bit like the letter "A." The rest of it was low buildings hidden by trees that were, in turn, surrounded by fields. Most of the work was done in those smaller buildings, with much of the administrative stuff done in the A-building. 
 
   Inside that building were a few labs, including the one that Shaw called home. The interior lobby was like walking into a rain forest. On either side, rising up toward the peak of the A, were offices and floors and doors and labs, but the middle was open and airy and there were large windows that let in lots of light. This allowed large trees, shrubs, flowers and bushes to grow in what amounted to a Garden of Eden as the first thing you saw once you walked into the building. It was something that Shaw looked forward to when he got there in the morning.
 
   Shaw walked into the building and was immediately met by Frank.
 
   "Dr. Shaw," Frank said. "Your lab is still too dangerous for you to work in. So, we have you set up in a new lab. We'd love for you to get back to work on the food project. We are waiting for your specs on the other thing. So you can get that to me and let me know."
 
   "I-I will," Shaw said. 
 
   A security guard appeared seemingly from nowhere and led Shaw to his new lab. Shaw jumped at every sound and still tried not to look into any of the shadows. When they arrived, the new space looked very much like the one he had destroyed just yesterday. He thanked the guard and locked the door before collapsing into a chair where he promptly put his head in his hands for fifteen minutes.
 
   The lab was silent. It still smelled of disinfectant from being cleaned overnight. There was a slight buzzing that Shaw took to be from the lights and the clock on the wall.
 
   It was wonderful.
 
   Shaw made coffee, he studied his notes and decided that today it would be best to continue his experiments on food. Yes, that was what he needed. It was boring, it was rote, it was something that he could almost do with his eyes closed. 
 
   Sounded perfect.
 
   Then his cell phone rang. Shaw nearly jumped out of his shoes.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   "Dr. Shaw, this is Dr. Whitten," the voice said.
 
   "H-hello, Dr. Whitten."
 
   "You sound exhausted, Dr. Shaw," Whitten said. "Let me guess, you had visitors last night, right? Strange shadow men with glowing red eyes? Did they leave any strange messages in the house for you?"
 
   "H-how did you know?" Shaw realized he was stuttering a lot lately. When he was a youngster he had a stutter and spent years making it to go away. Now, with one night, he was back to it.
 
   "It's what they do, Dr. Shaw," Whitten said and then the man sighed a very deep, exasperated sigh. "I have decided to come today instead of tomorrow. What we have to talk about simply cannot wait. I will text you my flight number, any chance you can pick me up at the airport?"
 
   "Y-yes, I suppose I c-can," Shaw said. "Things are really weird, Dr. Whitten. I can't even think straight."
 
   "Just work. Work on that food thing I hear you've been working on. We'll talk tonight and a lot of things will be made clear. Just try to relax. Oh, and if you can, do me a favor?"
 
   "What?"
 
   "Avoid the shadows," Whitten replied and then hung up.
 
   Shaw stared at the phone for a while. His eyes scanned the new lab, for the first time noticing just how many shadows there were in the corners despite the big, bright windows behind him.
 
   "Avoid the shadows," he said. "Right. Sure."
 
   ***
 
   Dr. Shaw pulled up in front of the airport Arrivals section later that evening, as the sun was making its descent and the sky was turning from blue to purplish and bright orange near the horizon. The cold sky was quite beautiful, but Shaw preferred the summer months when the light remained until nearly 10 p.m. These days, the fact that the nights were longer terrified him.
 
   Dr. Whitten was a man who stood out. He was tall, very tall, with long dark hair that cascaded down his back, but he was mostly bald-headed on top, as if he were trying to grow his hair as long in the back as possible to compensate. The man also had a ridiculous bushy, handlebar mustache and a pointed beard beneath his chin. If he was going for a Satanic look, he was accomplishing it perfectly. He also wore an old fashioned three-piece suit that included a vest, pocket watch and chain. He waved at Shaw as he drove up to the curb.
 
   "Hello there, Dr. Whitten!" Shaw said, getting out of the car and helping the man with his bag.
 
   Whitten got into the passenger seat and eased the seat back. On his nose he wore wire-framed glasses on a small golden line attached to his vest. The glasses perched on his nose from what Shaw could only determine was sheer force of will. The man looked as if he had stepped out of an illustration from a Dickens novel.
 
   "Thanks for coming out so quick," Shaw said once he was back in the driver's seat and after he had pulled back out into the flow of traffic. "I thought I would go insane."
 
   "That's what they want you to think," Whitten said. "These people are relentless. The business with the shadow men is designed not only to spy on you, but to make you question your sanity."
 
   "How am I even able to see them?" Shaw asked. "They aren't even really there, right?"
 
   "Dr. Shaw, as you have discovered, the universe is like an onion," Whitten said, his eyes scanning the horizon in front of the car. "There are innumerable realities and they fit one on top of the other, rather than side-by-side. The older realities are at the center. We are somewhere, in this reality, nearer the outside. Pioneers like you and me are finding that by altering the frequencies of our existence, we can create portals into those other realms. The men that you are dealing with have discovered something similar. They have discovered that by altering their frequencies they can walk in the spaces between realities."
 
   "There are spaces?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Yes, they are very narrow, but one can walk through those spaces if they find the right frequencies. It allows these men to observe and interact, to some extent, with other realities without actually punching a hole or creating a full portal into them. Those ridiculous outfits you see them wearing with the wide-brimmed hats and red glasses are part of the costume they wear that allows them to enter those spaces. Most people cannot see them, and they are around us constantly. Sometimes, they allow themselves to be seen, but you and I have now been exposed to the vibrations that have altered our own perceptions. We can now see them because our experiments with those alternate realities have changed us."
 
   "I've only done one experiment!" Shaw protested.
 
   "That's all it takes, Dr. Shaw," Whitten replied. "These men are arrogant and full of themselves. They call themselves a kind of inter-dimensional police force and their entire goal is to stop people like you and me. Visionaries who want to break down barriers and discover new things, advance civilization. They persist in believing archaic things like this ridiculous idea that bridging gaps between dimensions will cause the walls to fall and the end of the universe. Hogwash."
 
   "So, they're like cops?" Shaw asked.
 
   Whitten nodded. "That's one way to think of them. They call themselves the Inter-Dimensional Enforcement Agency or IDEA."
 
   "That doesn't even make any sense," Shaw said, his head already getting that funny fuzzy feeling. "How do you enforce inter-dimensions? They'd have to be the Inter-Dimensional Law Enforcement Agency."
 
   "Sure, but then that spells out IDLEA, which is not a word," Whitten replied with an amused smile. "They are much more dangerous than just choosing a poor acronym."
 
   Shaw smiled. "OK, so where should we go?"
 
   "This is your town, not mine," Whitten said. "You tell me."
 
   Twenty minutes later the two of them were at a small restaurant not far from Shaw's home. It was a small, quiet, Italian place that he frequented. The hostess recognized him and put them in a booth near the back where it was quiet and fairly dim. The waiter recognized Shaw right away and was surprised to see that he had a guest.
 
   "I started looking into alternate dimensions back in the 60s," Whitten said, once the garlic bread had been placed on the table. "I had heard about theories of the multiverse, as it is known by some. I began doing research and exploring the idea. I then began looking into what it would take to open doorways into those dimensions. I built some machines that would alter the waves of our dimension and see into others. That was when Ezekiel Clay and his ilk started showing up. They began appearing inside my house, inside my lab, all around me and telling me to abandon my experiments. Then, one day, my lab burned to the ground. My notes vanished. I suspected IDEA, but I had no proof and no one would believe me, anyway. That was when I got a call from Mr. Void."
 
   "Mr. Void?" Shaw asked. "Who's that?"
 
   "Ah, Mr. Void is a man like us. An explorer. He's from one of the older dimensions, a more advanced dimension. He’s worked out ways to reach out into alternate realities, and he very much wants portals and barriers to come down, or at least weaken so that travel between them is easy. He began feeding me information, warned me about IDEA, and I started my experiments again."
 
   "What has he told you, how can he do that and why would someone who has the power to breach dimensions use the phone?" Shaw asked in a flood.
 
   Whitten laughed and then took a deep bite into one of the pieces of garlic bread. Butter dripped from his bottom lip into his beard and he wiped with a napkin.
 
   "I don't ask too many questions," Whitten replied. "I know that Mr. Void is very, very old. He has been around for a long time. For all I know, he might be immortal. As for how he can do what he can do, that I cannot tell you. I haven't really asked and he hasn't bothered to tell me. I can tell you only that he is very powerful, can find rifts between the dimensions and exploit them and reach into these dimensions to influence people. I don't know if his powers are limitless, but they are vast."
 
   "Rifts?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Yes, indeed, Dr. Shaw, there are weak spots and outright holes that exist naturally between dimensions," Whitten said. "The stories and legends of ghosts, vampires, werewolves, monsters, are all examples of things from other dimensions that have reached into our own. Sometimes they are benign, and those become tales of angels. Sometimes they are not and those become our monsters of legend. You can sort of see why some might not want the knowledge of the multiverse to get out. Think of what world religions would do if they found out that heaven, hell, angels and demons were just variations of humanity from different dimensions."
 
   "So, are all of the dimensions populated with people like us?" Shaw asked. He looked down at his plate and was surprised to see that his plate of spaghetti had arrived.
 
   "Well, I have not seen or heard from every dimension," Whitten replied after forking a large mouthful of linguine into his mouth. "I have been experimenting with radio waves, trying to establish communications with them. My resources went into another direction. Working with Mr. Void who has, somehow, managed to provide funding for me and my experiments, I have reached out to others in these universes. There are duplicates, Dr. Shaw. Each of us has variations of ourselves in other dimensions, but not all dimensions, from what I can tell. As I said, the number of alternate dimensions is vast and I could spend lifetimes trying to contact them all. I have managed to reach only about 80 or so. I also spend time trying to find rifts. The weak spots in our reality and see what I can find. It has taken a long time, but I have gathered technology from more advanced dimensions that have allowed me to greatly extend my life."
 
   Shaw held up both hands. "Wait, that's a lot of stuff to digest. So, you mean that, out there, beyond the walls of this reality, there's another Dr. Shaw?"
 
   "Indeed," Whitten replied. "There are many. Some of them died while young. Some of them are very old. Some became writers or scientists or garbage men. It all depends on what roads they took during their lives. However, from what I can tell, there are very, very few that have a duplicate in every dimension."
 
   "There's more than one you, then?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Yes. I have learned how to reach out to them. I have contacted sixteen of my alternate selves. In each case, I have discovered that the alternate Whitten is also doing experiments with alternate dimensions."
 
   "OK, so, you've talked to alternate versions of yourself and discovered that each one is a scientist, like you, and doing experiments on alternate dimensions," Shaw said, trying to process all of this. "How old are you?"
 
   "Ah, well, there you go, that is an interesting question," Whitten said. "You can probably tell by my manner of dress that I am not quite up with the modern style. That's because I was born in the 1800s, Dr. Shaw. Through experimentation, information gathered from more advanced dimensions, and my constant exposure to rift energy, I am one hundred and sixty-three years old.
 
   Shaw choked on his mouthful of spaghetti. He coughed so hard that Whitten looked worried and patted him on the back, as if that would do anything. For a moment Shaw thought that he was going to pass out, but then he gathered deep breaths of air and settled himself, taking large gulps of water.
 
   "Jesus," Shaw said. "This is all too much."
 
   Whitten laughed. "I know it's a lot to process, Dr. Shaw. There's so much more, too. For example, although almost everyone has a duplicate, there are a few who have none. These are Rifters, people who sense and find these breaks in reality and weak points between dimensions. They are very rare and most of them have no idea that they have this ability. They just slip between dimensions from time to time."
 
   "Whoa," Shaw replied. "So, there are a few that have only one version of themselves, but they just sort of sense and even seek out these weak points?"
 
   "Indeed," Whitten said. "I have run into a few - very few - that can control their abilities. They deliberately seek out the rifts and travel to other dimensions. Some do it to explore, more than few do it to try and gain some financial advantage - to make themselves rich."
 
   Shaw ate more spaghetti, his brain felt like it was going to explode. He was also excited. He wanted, more than anything, to head back to Gemini and see if he could open a rift and stabilize it. He had to see more. He had to know more.
 
   "So, why does IDEA believe that opening dimensions is so dangerous?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Well, it isn't easy to do. It takes a lot of energy and you are actually tearing a hole in the fabric of reality itself," Whitten replied. "In my experiments, the holes created are very tiny. The radio waves and communications need only a pinprick to get through. Those who want to travel, though, need to tear a large hole. It is IDEA’s contention that such holes do not really heal. In fact, they believe that the walls between dimensions are weakening naturally. It is a variation on the idea of the expanding and collapsing universe."
 
   Shaw nodded. The theory was that the Big Bang had created the universe and sent it expanding and expanding in all directions. However, the theory also stated that, at some point, the universe would stop expanding and then collapse back in on itself. That would bring about the end of the universe and all kinds of strange things would happen before existence vanished. Now, if the universe was expanding within itself as well as expanding outward, this would add a whole new spin on things - another dimension, it could be said. 
 
   "Recent discoveries have shown that the universe is not stopping or slowing down," Whitten continued. "In fact, it seems that the universe is expanding faster. That would be like throwing your keys up into the air, but instead of them stopping and falling back down, they'd keep going up and up and up, and get faster and faster. Now some believe that the universe will keep expanding and expanding until each celestial body is too far away from the other to sustain life. Imagine an Earth with an empty black sky, no stars at all, just emptiness."
 
   Shaw imagined that and shuddered. "How does that apply to the idea of the multiverse?"
 
   "That would mean that newer dimensions are created and are being added to the onion," Whitten said. "However, the walls between these dimensions are getting thinner and thinner, unable to keep up. The theory is that the walls will be stretched too thin and just fall apart. This will cause the multiverse to stop expanding and collapse on itself."
 
   "Wow," Shaw said. He had never felt less like a scientist than he did right now. There was so much more that he needed to know. "So, if I start opening up portals, will that actually cause weaknesses to form? Are the people at IDEA right? Would I be speeding up the end of the world?"
 
   "No," Whitten said. "There are older and more advanced civilizations out there and they may have ways to stop this. We have to reach them. I have managed to get to a few of them, but there's only so much you can do via radio. The people at IDEA are running around between dimensions trying to figure things out, stopping progress all along the way, managing to accomplish nothing. They think they are doing good, but they are hindering things. They are preventing progress. You are the first in a long time, Dr. Shaw, to be able to breach the dimensions and your technology is far more advanced thanks to your affiliation with Gemini."
 
   "How many others in those other dimensions already know about me?" Shaw asked, suddenly feeling as if his entire life had been on display and observed for a long time now.
 
   "There are lots, and Mr. Void is one of them," Whitten replied. "Of course, you know that IDEA is also there, also aware of you. We are at a very dangerous juncture, Dr. Shaw. IDEA has caused many a scientist who has gotten close to just vanish. We have no idea what happens to them; perhaps they are left in the space in between dimensions, but whatever it is, they have hampered progress for years."
 
   Shaw felt chills running up and down his spine. He looked up and studied the restaurant. Suddenly the shadows of the restaurant were threatening and dangerous. In fact, one of the shadows appeared to move.
 
   "Ah, you've seen them," Whitten said, stuffing more food into his mouth. "They've been here for a while now. They've been monitoring our conversation for some time."
 
   "What do we do?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Finish our dinner," Whitten said. "They fear me as much as they are curious. They know that I am close to Mr. Void and they fear him, as well, as they should."
 
   Dr. Shaw looked down at his plate of spaghetti. What was the deal with that stuff? His mind threw up that crazy thought, as if trying to compensate for the cranial overload that he was experiencing matched with the insane fear that now gripped him. No matter how much you ate of that stuff on your plate, it never looked like the pile of pasta was disappearing. He shoveled another forkful into his mouth and swallowed. It tasted dry to him, now, like he was eating spaghetti made from noodles comprised of sand. He forced the mouthful down and then forced another. Sweat sprouted on his forehead, and when he looked up it appeared as if every shadow now had red eyes in the middle of it and all of them were moving.
 
   Whitten, meanwhile, seemed completely unaware of the moving shadows, the red eyes, and the menace around them. The man was eating with obvious delight, even making noises as he slurped down pasta dripping in white cheesy sauce, sopping up anything that was not attached to the noodles with heaping helpings of bread. He dabbed his mustache and beard frequently.
 
   "They're all around us," Shaw whispered.
 
   "Mm?" Whitten replied and he opened his eyes and cast them around the restaurant. They were the one ones in the place and even the wait staff and cooks were absent. "Oh, yes, well, that is to be expected. They follow me everywhere. Plus, they have an interest in you, so they are doubling down. Most of the time they just rely on their rather fearsome appearance to intimidate. They don't do much more than observe and try to scare. What will be interesting to see is if they do anything this time. Perhaps they will feel that together we are a big enough threat and it’s too risky to try and harm us. Rather exciting, isn't it?"
 
   Shaw swallowed hard and now it felt like the lining of his throat had turned to sand. He looked around the room and, sure enough, several of the shadow men were walking slowly toward the table. One of them was taller than the others and something about the gait, the way the figure stood, was familiar to Shaw.
 
   "Ezekiel?" Shaw said aloud.
 
   The air shimmered around the figure and suddenly Ezekiel Clay stood there in full view. He was wearing the long coat that Shaw had touched earlier and found it to be unlike any leather or fabric he had felt before. Now it made sense because Whitten had told him the coat was technology, not just material. Ezekiel wore his red goggles, which he now removed and placed on top of his forehead, on top of the brim of the wide hat.
 
   "Hello, Dr. Shaw. I see that you have chosen to ignore our pleas," Ezekiel said, walking up to the table.
 
   Whitten turned his head slowly from the plate that was not nearly clean of pasta and sauce, as if his head rested on rusty hinges. Whitten looked up with disdain at the figure standing beside the table. 
 
   "Hello, Ezekiel," Whitten said, "I would say it is a pleasure to see you, but I find that lying while I eat ruins my digestion."
 
   "Augustus," Ezekiel said. "I am very sorry to see you, as well. Are you busy corrupting Dr. Shaw with your nonsense about progress and Mr. Void? Probably leaving out the true parts, like always, I bet."
 
   "I think that truth is subjective," Whitten replied, forking one final mouthful of pasta into his mouth and chewing loudly and delightedly. "You should know that as well as I, Ezekiel."
 
   "Not when the truth is backed up with irrefutable facts," Ezekiel said. "That Mr. Void you talk about is a menace. He's been in the middle of the multiverse for centuries. He's the darkness. He's the essence of evil."
 
   Whitten leaned his head back and laughed long and hard. "Oh, Ezekiel, there was a time when you were a man of science. Talking about evil is the subject of theologians. Have you found religion?"
 
   "The only religion I've found is that of fact and that of protecting the multiverse," Ezekiel said. "What you have become is corrupted. You want to destroy everything so that evil can infiltrate every dimension. It will tear down the walls, destroy everything. That's what it wants. It's been imprisoned for so long, that it will gladly destroy everything."
 
   "Wait a minute!" Shaw said. "Stop talking to each other and talk to me. Ezekiel, what do you mean that Void is evil?"
 
   "All of the stories you've ever heard about Satan, Lucifer, and a fallen angel stems from the tale of Mr. Void. One of the oldest beings in the multiverse he was banished to a place we believe is at or very near the center. Can you imagine how old it must be? And for all of those centuries, the creature has been trying to get out. It has been changing, absorbing the nearby universes and dimensions, absorbing the energy and knowledge. As it breaks through, it destroys whatever it touches and absorbs the people and places into itself. It's the ultimate vampire. The Void can also can break through the barriers just a little bit, influencing others in other dimensions. Whispering to them, talking to them via long-dead telephones and through computers. It drives some mad, causes others to become evil like itself, and each time it accomplishes that, it gains another foothold in that universe. Then, when the walls of that universe are weakest, it breaks through and absorbs it all. It's the only way it can free itself."
 
   Whitten leaned back in his seat and looked at Ezekiel. Then a wide smile crossed his face and he clapped his hands together, slowly, loudly. Shaw was sitting in his spot with his mouth open and his meal long forgotten.
 
   "Bravo, Ezekiel," Whitten said. "You have gotten so much better at that speech over the years. Why, I almost believed it myself that time. Too bad it's all lies. Have you ever spoken to Void? Well, I have and I can tell you that he is not evil. He's a creature, a man of science like I am and like Dr. Shaw. He wants the multiverses to learn from each other, advance, become one."
 
   "Lies," Ezekiel spat. "Nothing but lies."
 
   Ezekiel and Whitten stared at each other. There was electricity between the two of them that Shaw could feel down to his toes. He had been watching this conversation kind of like a spectator at a tennis match. 
 
   "So, what are we going to do now?" Whitten said. "You have no real authority, Ezekiel. You know that as well as I do. You cannot arrest me. You cannot kill me. You cannot harm either of us. I think it's even against your organization's rules. So, are we just going to sit here staring at each other all night?"
 
   Ezekiel chewed at his lower lip for a moment. "Perhaps it's time to change the laws of IDEA, Augustus. Perhaps this time I'm here to do more than just talk to you."
 
   Ezekiel reached into his pocket and removed a small rectangular device that reminded Shaw of a remote control. He pointed it at Whitten. Whitten's eyes widened just a bit, but then a smile crossed his face.
 
   "And what would that be?" Whitten asked. "Some kind of stun gun?"
 
   "It's a portal device," Ezekiel said. "A gift from one of our members from a more advanced dimension. It opens a portal into what we've termed a pocket dimension. People who have been struck by the device’s beam find themselves in this pocket. From what I understand, the pocket dimension is a true void. Nothing there, Whitten. Just you, alive, perhaps forever, with your warped thoughts."
 
   Whitten dabbed at his mouth with his napkin. "I see. Very clever. And you'd really use that on me?"
 
   "It's either you or the destruction of the multiverse," Ezekiel said. "You are leaving us little choice."
 
   "Are you going to send Dr. Shaw there?" Whitten asked.
 
   "If he refuses to abandon his experiments, perhaps," Ezekiel reply.
 
   Whitten moved very fast. He reached beneath the napkin that he was holding in his lap. His hand came up with a device of his own. Without hesitating he fired at Ezekiel. There was a bright white flash of light, tinged with purple, and Shaw let out a cry, holding up a hand in front of his face. Ezekiel cried out and was flung across the room. The large coat billowed out around him as he flew through the air and he crashed into tables located along the far wall. There was a horrendous crash and he fell to the floor.
 
   Whitten reached out and grabbed Shaw's wrist and stood up, knocking the table over. Plates and glasses flew and crashed to the floor. Shaw was yanked to his feet and Whitten dragged him by his wrist. Shaw nearly fell over, tripped over the tablecloth, and then caught his footing and ran with Whitten.
 
   The shadows came to life. More and more shadow men appeared in front of them. Something flashed out of the darkness of the hallway leading to the restrooms, and struck the salad bar. The entire bar glowed bright white and then just vanished. Shaw screamed and ran faster, heading for the door as fast as his feet could carry him. Behind him Whitten was barking orders to telling him something, but all he heard was the noise of energy crackling through the air.
 
   Just in front of Shaw a shadow man appeared. This one was nearly as big as Ezekiel. Shaw stared into the red eyes and then screamed again as the shadow man raised both arms out to its side.
 
   Shaw went straight into the shadow man. He felt the heaviness of the long coat, that weird metallic feeling again. He collided with a solid mass and the arms enveloped him. He kept pushing forward, throwing all of his weight against the being in front of him, and finally felt the figure in front of him give way and they both fell to the ground. Shaw ended up on top of the shadow figure. As his weight fell on top of the shadow man he felt hot, stale, breath exhale into his face. Shaw reached up and flailed about, knocking the red glasses off. The shadow man fully materialized and Shaw found himself staring into an insectoid face, complete with quivering and snapping mandibles like that of an ant. The eyes were equally as red as the goggles that he had been wearing. The shadow creature made a horrendous buzzing noise like an angry insect.
 
   Still down on the ground on his hands and knees, Shaw scrambled away as the shadow man waved its arms and legs around to get back on its feet. The sight of the shadow man's face was so hideous that Shaw's mouth hung open and he began making a babbling sound. He could not get up no matter how hard he tried. The shadow man was getting to his feet now and the buzzing sound was getting louder and angrier. 
 
   "Get to your feet, Dr. Shaw!" 
 
   Whitten grabbed Shaw by the back of his collar and yanked him to a standing position. Whitten fired his weird ray-gun-thing at the insect-faced shadow who went flying backwards, crashing through the glass door and tumbling into the sidewalk. There were screams from people on the street. Then there was a strange vibration in the air and the shadow man vanished. 
 
   Shaw and Whitten followed, out through the broken door and down the street. For a man who claimed to be hundreds of years old, Whitten ran like a man in his early 20s. Shaw was breathing hard, his heart pounding, his mind filled with fear and revulsion, and so many questions that he hardly knew where to start.
 
   "Where are we going?" Shaw screamed.
 
   "You're getting back to your lab and starting your experiments as soon as possible!" Whitten cried. Behind them there were more strange vibrations as shadow men appeared and disappeared. "They cannot get to you while you're on the Gemini campus because of the collider and other security measures that prevent them from materializing. You have to get there and start your experiments!"
 
   Shaw nodded, his lungs screaming, he felt like he was going to pass out. There was a bright flash of light and a newspaper box glowed bright white and then vanished. He turned right, not even sure where he was going. 
 
   Whitten was no longer in sight and Shaw had no idea where he was. It seemed as if everyone could teleport and disappear expect for him and he was starting to resent it. 
 
   Shaw ran and ran, his chest felt like his lungs were going to burst. There was stitch in his side and he thought he was going to pass out. There had been no further bursts of light or energy, but he knew that the shadow men could appear anywhere or any time.
 
   "Where the hell am I?" Shaw asked aloud, between huge gulping breaths, and he stopped running. He leaned over, his hands on his knees, breathing hard, feeling alternatively like he was going to vomit or pass out, perhaps both.
 
   When his breathing was somewhat back to normal Shaw looked around. He was on a side street. There were darkened houses and cars parked on the street, but there was no one about. It was eerie. Shaw couldn't recall seeing another person other than the shadow men and Whitten for quite some time now. Where the hell was everyone?
 
   "I need to get the fuck out of here," Shaw whispered.
 
   Shaw walked back toward the restaurant. He did not want to, but there was nowhere else to go - he had parked his car back there. It took longer than he thought it would to return to his car. The muscles in his legs, not used to that much activity, were cramping by the time he reached an intersection near the restaurant. Shaw did his best to stay out of sight, watching the front of the eating establishment. He stood there for twenty minutes, massaging his legs and trying to regain some control of his body. During that time he did finally see other people, regular people, just walking down the streets. There were no workers from the restaurant and there were no cops, which Shaw thought was odd since the front window of the place was still smashed apart and scattered across the sidewalk.
 
   He strolled down the street and tried to look casual. There were still lights on from other businesses and the shadows seemed less obvious or intense and that made him feel safer. He fished his car keys out of his pocket and got into his car. He wondered where Whitten went, but figured that man could teleport away just like everyone else seemed able to do. Shaw started his car, pulled out and got out of there as fast as he could without drawing attention to himself. At some point the cops were going to show up and he didn’t want to be seen.
 
   Shaw headed home. He tried to avoid shadows as much as he could, but since the sun was down by now that was virtually impossible. He walked fast, got into the house and up the stairs fast. He packed a large bag with as much clothing and toiletries as he could. He left the house without looking at his fridge, without looking at anything, avoiding staring into shadows. The shadow men only seemed to react if you reacted to them. Shaw was determined not to let that happen.
 
   Shaw drove to Gemini. There were other scientists and workers who slept at the lab. There were often cots put into the labs so that experiments that required constant care could receive it. Lab workers could rotate out, with some of them sleeping on the cots while others continued their observation or work. There were even showers and a locker room in the building so that those who took up residence there could stay clean.
 
   He got to the lab fast, not seeing anything out of the ordinary. Perhaps Whitten had scared the IDEA people off for the time being. Perhaps they were wondering if any technology had been passed along to Shaw that might do them damage. Was Ezekiel dead? He had flown across the room hard and fast and the man was obviously old. That smash against the wall must have broken some bones, if not more. What was up with the man with the face of an insect? If that was what people looked like in some other dimension, then did he really want to see them? How could he blend in with a bunch of people who were really evolved bugs?
 
   It was too much to think about right now. Shaw showed his ID to the security guard, who didn't even blink when he did so. Moments later he parked his car, got his suitcase out of the car and hustled into the building. Although Whitten had assured him that IDEA could not materialize on the campus, Shaw had no reason to trust everything the man said. Inside the building he breathed deep of the plant life that was in the lobby. It calmed him. 
 
   Shaw entered his lab and locked the door behind him. He sighed, leaning against the door and looking around the lab. It was just as he left it.
 
   He was home.
 
   He set about putting his suitcase away in the corner. He'd have to call up for a cot, but there was a chair in one corner that would work for the time being. Shaw sat down and then found a box to use as a footrest. He put up his feet and leaned his head back.
 
   His head hurt. His mind felt like it was on fire. He was excited and he was terrified. What was he going to do? Who did he believe?
 
   A phone began ringing.
 
   He jumped. His eyes were closed and he was just beginning to relax. He should have known that the lab had a phone, but he had never used it nor did he know where it was. 
 
   Shaw felt terror grip his heart and then the icy hands spread throughout his torso. Who would be calling him? How had they found him? What voice would be on the other end?
 
   Slowly, he got to his feet, his knees actually shaking. He looked around and finally found the white phone in a corner, on a table, buried beneath paperwork. Shaw removed the papers and, with a shaking hand, removed the receiver to his ear.
 
   "H-hello?"
 
   There was noise, a burst of static, then what sounded for an instant like thousands of voices talking, some of them screaming, all at once. Then the voices dimmed and went away. There were more bursts of static and then an ice cold voice unlike anything Shaw had heard before came over the line.
 
   "Dr. Shaw, I thought it was about time we talked. I'm Mr. Void."
 
   ***
 
   Shaw felt his knees get weak all over again and looked around for a chair. The nearest one was across the room, so he leaned against the table instead. His head was buzzing and he was having trouble thinking.
 
   "H-hello, Mr. Void," Shaw whispered. Had he really said that? How had he managed to get that out?
 
   "I just wanted to talk to you. I heard from my associate, Dr. Whitten, that you had a bit of trouble tonight. I apologize for that. I hope it will not deter you from your work. Your work is important."
 
   Shaw could not muster any strength to add anything. The voice was insanely deep and he could feel it in his chest. More disconcertingly, he was hearing it inside his mind. There were other noises in there, too, like the sounds of madmen laughing and mad women screaming. The words were slow, as if getting them out was a lot of work for the person (thing?) speaking them.
 
   "Th-thank you," Shaw said, again, unaware even to himself that he was going to speak. "I-I ap-appreciate your support. I intend to get started again soon."
 
   "The work that you are doing is pioneering work, Dr. Shaw. No one else has had the guts to try what you are doing and the people at Gemini are the right people to be involved. I hope that we get a chance to meet some day. Once the barriers can be breached, we shall all get to meet a lot of people, I think. That will be a great thing for everyone."
 
   There was something leaking down Shaw's face, beneath his nose. He reached up and wiped it away, casually taking note of the fact that his fingers were red with blood. I don't think I would want to meet you, he thought. I don't think I would want that at all.
 
   "I won't keep you any longer, Dr. Shaw. Do not fear Ezekiel and those with IDEA. They are fleas. I am the dog and I am not afraid to bite. Rest now. Get to work tomorrow."
 
   "Yes," Shaw whispered, his voice barely audible. 
 
   The line went dead, after another burst of static and the sounds of people screaming, laughing, making babbling noises. Then there was silence. Somehow the silence was even worse than the voice and the babbling. Shaw put the phone down robotically, the plastic hot in his hands. He barely noticed the fact that the base of the phone had started to weaken and melt. He could barely smell the scent of burning plastic in his nostrils.
 
   "I need -," he tried to say. What did he need? What was happening. "I need -."
 
   He staggered away from the table, reaching out his hand like a drowning man trying to grab at something. He saw the ceiling, the floor, the walls, the windows. None of it made any sense. None of the world made any sense. His brain hurt. His actual brain hurt, which was impossible, since there were no pain receptors in the brain. Right? Hadn't he read that? He tasted blood on his lips and tongue and heard it patter against the floor. Then his feet and legs finally betrayed him and he went down hard.
 
   Darkness came, but Shaw felt terror at its approach. For the first time ever the darkness did not feel like sleep or rest. It felt like a void, the absence of everything. All of it rushing toward him, enveloping him, swallowing him.
 
   Then he was out.
 
   ***
 
   The next morning Shaw woke up with blood dried on his face and the feeling like he had been out drinking all night. However, he also felt a strange surge of energy. As he stood and cleaned himself up and got dressed, that hungover feeling gradually vanished and he started to feel more and more of the energy. By the time he was back in his lab, he felt like he had been drinking coffee for hours and was practically vibrating with energy and excitement.
 
   Shaw threw himself into his work. That day he worked on his food experiment. That afternoon, he got a call from Frank that the lab for his dimensional experiments was nearly done. Late in the afternoon Shaw went down to see the lab.
 
   It was like something out of a James Bond film, or perhaps a Hammer film horror movie. There was a huge flight of stairs and a tunnel well below ground. Shaw felt a moment of claustrophobia as he drove down through the tunnel in a golf cart with a security guard driving. Then the lights came on and he soon found himself in the lab.
 
   The lab was loaded with every bit of equipment that Shaw could want. The vibration devices were much more modern and recent and high-tech than the equipment he had tried to use days prior. There were banks of computers. There were what seemed like acres of tables and more electronic equipment. Shaw gasped at the lab when he finally saw it.
 
   That night he slept in the new lab. He spent hours and hours arranging the vibration devices and electronics. He set up the circle the way he had done so in the smaller lab. This time the circle was bigger and the machines so much more powerful.
 
   For weeks Shaw worked a life that revolved around Gemini labs. When he saw the sun he felt like a vampire, wanting to cringe away into the shadows. He showered in the showers provided by the company. He got to know some of the other scientists and employees who seemed to spend 24 hours a day and every day of the week. They all had the same look, that of fear of the light and wearing wrinkled clothing. It was like running into fellow zombies. All of them ran from place to place, loping along, as if afraid that someone would find out what the other was working on and might steal it. The experiments did not go well, at first. Time and again the machines vibrated themselves into pieces, or the lights would fall or the walls would start to crumble and debris would fall on everything. There were times when he had the nightmare that he would be buried alive as the wave machines caused the entire ceiling and the tunnel leading to the lab to collapse. 
 
   Still he slept down there. Still he continued, altering the machines, rebuilding them, adjusting them. He took meticulous notes and, slowly, the machines and the vibrations began to stabilize. He was trying to find the right frequencies.
 
   Then, one day, a Wednesday, Shaw turned on the machines and adjusted them, the air in the middle of the circle began to shimmer. Slowly, like watching a poorly filmed movie, images began to form. He could see shapes and shadows. It looked like a busy street again, with people walking past and doing their business and shopping. It was hard to tell male and female apart, and as the image began to form he carefully adjusted the wave machines.
 
   Slowly, agonizingly, the image began to resolve itself. Shaw could smell exhaust from the automobiles. The people looked normal. He wondered if he was actually remote viewing someplace in his current time and his current dimension – sitting in one place while seeing something else from an entirely different place, his consciousness elsewhere. Then he saw that the cars looked more like spheres and domes than the boxes of his time. He also saw a street sign written in a language that looked like scratches and lines and not words.
 
   Shaw stepped closer to the image. It was floating in mid-air, inside a circle that shimmered and wavered like it was inconsistent and fragile. Shaw could look through the image and see the other side of the circle and the back wall of the laboratory. And yet there were people walking down a street in another dimension.
 
   Shaw adjusted the frequency and the circle began to solidify. Now, faintly, he could hear voices chattering away in a language he had never heard. There, drifting in on the air like a soft breeze, he could smell food cooking somewhere.
 
   He opened his mouth, gaping at the image, lost, studying the faces. There were subtle differences between the people he knew in his dimension and these in the alternate world. Their noses were long and thin. Their lips were thicker. Their hands only had three fingers and a thumb. 
 
   Something exploded in one of the wave machines. There was a shower of sparks and the smell of ozone. A small fire erupted from the machine and the image wavered again, then it flickered, and was gone. 
 
   "No!" Shaw called, running to where the portal had been. He felt the hairs on the back of his neck and arms rise as if there were still a charge in the air, but there was nothing there.
 
   He was close. So close. If he could figure out how to stabilize and amplify things, he might be able to step into the portal. Perhaps he could cross over into that alternate world.
 
   How would he get back? 
 
   He had to start making the devices smaller. Shaw set about trying to make the wave machines pocket-sized. If he could find a way to trigger them while in the alternate world, he could come back. He then set about trying to determine the resonant frequency of the dimension in which he lived.
 
   The days flew by. His work on the food technology was also coming along and, before long, he had turned over his work to Gemini so that they could patent the damn thing and turn it into something from which they could make money. That was OK with Shaw as he wanted to spend his time below ground. 
 
   His skin was so pale now. He was spending so much time underground that nearly any bright light sent spears of pain rocketing through his brain. His hair was falling out and Shaw could swear that when he looked at himself in the mirror he could see his veins more clearly. None of that mattered. If he was becoming some kind of underground dweller, that was fine.
 
   Once he determined the resonant frequency of his current dimension, Shaw went back to trying to see more dimensions. He added more machines. He brought more and more into the room and the once-too-large room was now crowded and it was hard to move around.
 
   He saw one dimension that overlooked a green field that smelled like lilacs, but the flowers were bright red. He saw another dimension populated by more humanoids that had an insectoid faces and spoke in strange clicks. In another window he saw a world that looked like it had been completely frozen and another that was almost entirely fire. In another dimension there were horrendous creatures with green skin covered with scales and faces covered with tentacles or feelers. In another, green slime flowed everywhere and there were pus-like slug-creatures with mouths full of teeth swimming within it. 
 
   Shaw was repulsed and fascinated. He was terrified and enraptured. In each case, the image would hold for a while and then the energy required to maintain the portal proved too great on the machines and they would give out. In a few cases the portal was unstable from the beginning, always on the verge of disappearing.
 
   After a full year of this, Shaw was exhausted. He had been living in his lab for so long that he was no longer even sure he had a house. He had not made a mortgage payment in a while. However, he felt so close. He was turning into a kind of zombie, shying away from anyone else, determined to keep his discoveries a secret. When he looked at himself in the mirror, he saw the image of one of those weird, frightened scientists that he noticed when he first moved into the lab.
 
   But Gemini left him alone. He had not heard from Frank for months. Shaw had routinely asked for more power and generators and, in each case, his needs had been granted. 
 
   He tested his pocket-sized wave generator and it appeared to work, but since the thing was supposed to take him back to his current dimension it was hard to know for sure. Was he ready to step into another dimension only then to find out that his device would not work over there? He thought that he was. There was always risk in discovery and he had to be willing to risk his very existence to further things.
 
   Ezekiel, Whitten and Mr. Void all seemed like very distant things and he wondered at times if he had dreamed them all. 
 
   The nights and days blended together. Shaw's clothes began to fall apart since had only brought one suitcase full of them and just washed them over and over again in a sink and hung them to dry in the lab. He often stood at the lab tables wearing his white lab coat and nothing else, surrounded by clothes lines full of drying garments. 
 
   One night, a year and a half into the experiments, he came very close to producing a stable portal. He was looking at the circle in the middle of the room and studying the people. This dimension looked very much like the one Shaw called home, only the fashions and styles reminded him more of the mid-70s. He wondered if maybe this was a relatively close dimension, perhaps a slightly newer one, a new layer to the onion, and they were just a few decades behind. There were a few changes, such as the cell phone-like devices that many people had up to their ears and at least one person sitting at a park bench that looked like he was on a laptop, but the clothing was very much like something out of the 70s. 
 
   Shaw stood back and watched and watched and watched. When he again studied the clock he realized the portal had been open for more than half an hour. He did a quick check of the machinery and it was all humming along nicely. Now his heart was beating, his entire body shivering with excitement. This was the longest and most stable any portal had been. Yes, Shaw concluded, this must be a very close, very new dimension since it was taking slightly less power to hold this portal.
 
   Shaw grabbed his remote devices and a clipboard and ventured close to the vibrating disc in the middle of the room. He could hear people talking through the scrim of the dimensional barrier. It sounded like English, although heavily accented. He leaned his face close to the portal and could smell the exhaust from the cars, freshly cut grass, food being prepared and served by street vendors. It was all he could do not to giggle.
 
   Did he dare?
 
   No.
 
   Not completely through. That would have been crazy. He might only get halfway through and the dimensional portal would close and he could end up half in the lab and the other half of his materializing on a street in some alternate dimensions, bloody, screaming in pain, bleeding out there in front of families.
 
   His arm, however...
 
   Shaw looked around the lab. He checked the machines again. All was running right. He wondered, for an instant, if he should call someone. Maybe he should call Whitten and tell him to get in touch with Mr. Void. Perhaps they should be here to see this. Perhaps he should call Frank and tell him and get someone else in here in case his arm was sliced off.
 
   No.
 
   No, this was his. He had been working for it for so long.
 
   Shaw cleared his throat, wiped the sweat from his brow, walked up to the shimmering portal, and stuck out his hand. His fingers shook from sheer nerves as they approached the portal. He could feel energy from the disc as his fingertips got very close. It was like a mild electrical charge, and all of the hair on his body suddenly stood on end.
 
   Slowly, so slowly, Shaw would swear that he could hear the ticking of the clock on the wall, each movement of the second hand as loud as a bass drum. His fingers approached, and then sank into the image of the other world before him.
 
   He gasped. There was a feeling like his entire arm had fallen asleep. Shaw remembered the one time he had to go in for surgery and the anesthesiologist had told him to get ready to go to sleep and then started the medicine into his left arm. There had been an intense tingling that ran up his arm from his wrist and eventually enveloped his head and he was out. This sensation was very close. At the time of the surgery the feeling was so intense and it happened so fast, Shaw had only been able to get out one tiny word. He now repeated that word as his hand sank through the portal.
 
   "Whoa," he whispered.
 
   There was that intense tingling, followed by an intense coldness. For an instant it looked like his arm had been severed at mid-forearm. Then he saw his fingers appear within the other dimension. He could feel the breeze from the other side. 
 
   "I'm feeling weather in another dimension," he whispered, now wishing he had thought to turn on a voice recorder or something to document this. 
 
   Shaw wiggled his fingers. It was a street scene he was looking at, but not the main street that he had been watching before. By adjusting the machines slightly, he had discovered he could move the portal and he had chosen a slightly more isolated area when he had decided to try entering this new world.
 
   Shaw wiggled his fingers. There was a tiny delay before he saw his hand wiggle in that other dimension. The tingling sensation in his arm was growing in intensity and the coldness was now localized, focused on his elbow, which must have still been lingering in that between-world limbo.
 
   "Amazing," Shaw whispered.
 
   Another breeze blew in the alternate world. The air was humid over there, as if it were the middle of summer and very hot. Perhaps the land he was looking at was tropical in nature. Then there was the feeling of water on his palm. 
 
   Shaw jumped, at first, surprised at the sensation, and then realized it had started to rain over there. He laughed, then opened and closed his fist, feeling the water between his fingers, running over his arm. He wondered if he could palm enough of the rainwater to bring it back into this dimension and study it. What kinds of things would be in the air and water over there? Would they be more polluted or less? Did they even breathe oxygen like we did?
 
   There was a loud, piercing noise. It was a high pitched sound and he looked around the lab, wondering if someone, or something –such as an animal - had sneaked into the room and thought the foolish scientist had severed his own limb. The machines were all still humming like they should have been, and there were no wild animals to be seen or excess humans in the room. 
 
   Shaw slowly turned his attention back to the dimensional portal. The noise was coming from there.
 
   There was someone in the street now, staring at his hand. It was a woman, blond-haired, blue-eyed, pretty. She had her hands to her face, the rain streaming down her hair and shoulders, soaking her. She stared in horror at Shaw's hand, which must have looked like a severed hand floating in mid-air waving at her.
 
   She was screaming.
 
   "No, no, no!" Shaw said, and then realized that if she could hear him at all it would just be a disembodied voice coming from a severed hand. "Wait! No!"
 
   The screaming got louder. Now there were more people rushing through the puddles and coming around a corner and filling the street. Shaw panicked and yanked his arm back. There was a more intense feeling of cold and electricity and then he staggered back from the portal. 
 
   He looked at his hand. The skin still glistened with rain. The end of his lab coat sleeve was soaked. Shaw looked on in wonder for several seconds and then remembered that there were still people in another world freaking out thanks to him.
 
   The people on the street were yelling and talking over each other. The rain still pounded down on them. The woman who had been screaming in horror was surrounded by men looked at the spot where it had been. The woman had her hands up, looking ready to faint. Shaw felt his heart squeezed, he felt horrible. What had he done?
 
   Then, suddenly, the image began to fade, just as the rain took on a strange coloring. Shaw got closer, begging his machines to keep the portal open a bit more. The people in the other dimension stared up into the rain and Shaw could see that the rain was now black, as if it were raining oil. Where the black rain hit them in the face it left large red welts and the people began to scream and tried to cover their heads. Then, beneath the spots where the red welts formed Shaw could see their skulls, then just air. In fact the blackness was now puddling up and filling the portal, consuming everything. Shaw saw the streets, the houses, the people, all being consumed by the black substance and when it was done eating, there was nothing left, just more blackness.
 
   "No," Shaw whispered. "Oh no. No. NO!"
 
   He reached his hand out towards the shimmering circle. Within the other dimension the sound of thousands upon thousands of people screaming could be heard. Just as Shaw reached his hands toward the portal there was that familiar smell of ozone, followed by a flash and sparks. A moment later the dimensional portal was gone. There was just the lab and the smell of something burning somewhere.
 
   Shaw collapsed to the floor, his entire shaking. What had happened? What was that that was consuming everyone and everything in that world?
 
   "Do you see now?"
 
   The voice startled him, but he did not get up from the floor. He knew whose voice it was and was not entirely surprised to hear it.
 
   "I thought you couldn't get in here, Ezekiel," Shaw said.
 
   "Whitten is an idiot. It's difficult, yes, but not impossible," Ezekiel replied. "Do you see what happens? Do you see what happens when you deal with Void and his minions? Do you see what happens when you open a rift like that? It doesn’t matter if the dimension is next door to the Void dimension or not, he has grown powerful enough to beam himself, as it were, into any dimension into which there is an opening. He can use the spaces between dimensions to travel just like we can, except that he does it faster and does it better. Only the technology and protection we have in place prevents him from entering our own world. You just opened a hole into an unprotected dimension and allowed the Void to march right in and consume it. Now the Void is bigger, more powerful, more deadly than before." 
 
   Shaw got to his feet very slowly. The world was doing that thing that it had done to him before where it felt like it was trying to throw him off of the planet. He reached out to steady himself by putting a hand on one of the lab tables. He turned to see Ezekiel standing in the far corner, wearing his shadow outfit.
 
   "So, I have to ask," Shaw said, "was that one guy I hit that had an insect face from another dimension?"
 
   "Indeed," Ezekiel replied. "A dimension that was ultimately destroyed by Void. From what we just saw through that portal, he's gotten much faster and more powerful since he's destroyed a world. He must be building his powers, growing somehow. Perhaps Whitten has found a way to feed him energy. He can almost appear anywhere. There are limits. The machines we have in place in our world still limit his abilities, but he tries and tries and with each turn, with each dimension that falls, he learns something new and comes back stronger.”
 
   "I just wanted to see other dimensions," Shaw said, feeling as if he might start crying at any moment. "I just wanted to see other worlds."
 
   "I know that, Dr. Shaw, but there are ways that can happen without causing the damage you just did," Ezekiel said and then he looked down at his body and the long coat and outfit that he wore. "There are methods that I can show you."
 
   "I don't even know if I believe you yet, Ezekiel," Shaw said. "What's the proof that what I saw there was Void? How do I know you aren't lying to me, too? And what about Whitten? What happens if he finds out that I'm not doing what they want me to do anymore?"
 
   Ezekiel nodded as he stepped forward. "There are a lot of questions. And I don't expect you to trust me or anyone with IDEA. We have to prove ourselves. I think, however, that Void and Whitten have proven themselves with what you just saw. I can show you things that I have collected over the years. I can show you other worlds that Void has wiped out. I can show you what he looks like. He is evil, Dr. Shaw. There is true evil in the world and he is the very personification of it. You will have to trust me for now. We can try to protect you."
 
   "What about my lab? My work?"
 
   Ezekiel sighed. "You are going to have to leave it here. I'm sorry, but the experiments have to end now."
 
   Yes, that was what he thought Ezekiel was going to say. It sort of made sense. 
 
   "How did you survive?" Shaw asked. "I saw Whitten fling you across the room and into a wall. How did you survive?"
 
   "I'm tougher than I look," Ezekiel said. "Plus, this outfit offers some protection. So, enough of the questions for now. Are you coming?"
 
   "Yes, but I need to stop by my apartment," he said. "I need more clothes."
 
   "Your clothing and furniture were tossed out of your apartment months ago," Ezekiel said, turning around, his back to Shaw. "We can stop somewhere and get you clothes."
 
   Shaw nodded again, unable to muster the strength to speak, feeling defeated, feeling exhausted. Feeling as if his entire purpose had now been taken away from him. 
 
   "What time is it?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Ten at night," Ezekiel said. 
 
   "Great," Shaw said. "I've always wanted to go clothes shopping in the middle of the night. So many things crossed off my bucket list in so short a time."
 
   ***
 
   The night was intensely dark and there was no moon. To Shaw it felt as if the Void were already here, in this dimension. He wondered why Void had not yet taken over the world that he knew. Perhaps there was something special about this place. He was going to ask Ezekiel, but then decided that he didn't care.
 
   Ezekiel's vehicle was actually a pretty beat up white van. Shaw was not surprised, but he was also a tad disappointed. He was maybe hoping for the DeLorean car from Back to the Future or something like that. Instead, the van was loaded with equipment that looked cobbled together from parts rummaged at garage sales and junkyards. 
 
   Shaw got into the passenger side and lay his head back. He felt sick.
 
   What have I gotten myself into? He thought.
 
   ***
 
   Soon they were pulling up in front of a storefront that Shaw did not recognize. Somehow he had dozed a bit and he couldn't even tell where he was. It had a small town feel to it, so it was probably one of the suburbs. The store was small, most likely independently owned, and it looked very closed.
 
   "This place looks closed," Shaw said.
 
   "One thing you should know by now is that looks are deceiving," Ezekiel replied, stepping out of the van. "Come on, let's get this over with. We have so much more to do and I have much to show you and we are running out of time."
 
   For the first time since he had spoken to the man, Shaw saw that Ezekiel was worried and a bit frightened. The feeling was contagious and Shaw felt himself moving faster, wanting to get this done more rapidly. There was nothing going on around them. The streets were empty and there were no people looking at them from windows. It was eerily quiet.
 
   Ezekiel had vanished. Shaw felt a moment of total panic that the man had lured him into a trap. He stood on the sidewalk spinning in a circle, feeling like an idiot. Something told him not to call out for Ezekiel, as if someone (or something) might hear his voice and appear. His heart was pounding like a trip-hammer inside his chest. He felt like running, just finding a direction and sprinting as fast and as far as he could.
 
   Then there was a noise from behind Shaw and he whirled around.
 
   Ezekiel was inside the store and opening the front door. 
 
   "Come on," he said.
 
   Shaw felt relief wash over him and he nearly sprinted into the store. The place smelled musty, but it was crammed from floor to ceiling and wall to wall with clothing. There were men's clothes and women's. Most of it was jeans and T-shirts, and most of it looked old. Vintage, he guessed was how most people would have described it.
 
   Shaw wasted no time. He dove into the clothing. Ezekiel took up a spot by the front door. The old man had locked the door as soon as Shaw was inside. 
 
   There was no one else inside the store. Shaw wondered, for a moment, who owned the store and how he was supposed to pay for the clothing. Then the thought left and that feeling of urgency returned. 
 
   "Hurry up, doctor!" Ezekiel said. "Things are developing fast."
 
   He found pants and several shirts. In the corner he found packages of boxer briefs and grabbed about a dozen pairs. He found a leather jacket, then socks. Once his shopping rampage was over he stood there, out of breath, in the middle of the store holding the clothes piled up over his head.
 
   Frantically he looked for something to stuff the clothing into. There was a cashier's counter near the back of the store. Shaw knocked over one shelf of clothing and paused to study it and then ran on. He dove around the counter and threw the clothing down. Under the counter he found several plastic bags and he found the biggest ones and began stuffing the clothing into it. By the time he was done Shaw was sweating like he had been working out. 
 
   How much time had he taken?
 
   "Dr. Shaw!" Ezekiel called from the front of the store. "We have to go now!"
 
   The edge in the man's voice spurred Shaw on. Shaw grabbed the bags and ran for the front of the store.
 
   "Who do I pay for these?" Shaw called.
 
   "Don't worry about it," Ezekiel replied. "I own this store. You'll pay me back. We have to move, now!"
 
   Shaw ran and skidded to a stop in front of the glass door. He was looking down at his feet, trying to make sure he had a grip on the bags in his hands. When he looked up he felt all of his blood turn to ice.
 
   There were dozens of them.
 
   Children.
 
   Dozens of children standing in the street and on the sidewalk. Girls and boys. None of them looked older than twelve. All of them were staring at the shop windows.
 
   Their eyes were completely black. It was like life-sized dolls were standing in the street.
 
   "Jesus," Shaw whispered.
 
   "Void's minions," Ezekiel said. "The black-eyed children are his creations. They see for him. They can also send the people that they touch into his void dimension."
 
   Ezekiel turned his face away from the scene on the street and stared into Shaw. His face was somber.
 
   "You have been discovered, Dr. Shaw," Ezekiel said. "Void knows that you are with me and that you saw what he did. Your life is in danger."
 
   Shaw realized that he stood there with his mouth open. He closed it with a click. He couldn't swallow. He was barely able to breathe.
 
   "What do we do?" Shaw asked. "Do you have some kind of device that can take care of these things?"
 
   Ezekiel nodded and reached into one of the voluminous pockets inside his coat. A moment later he removed a very large and intimidating-looking revolver.
 
   "What are you going to do?" Shaw asked. "They're children!"
 
   "No, they are not," Ezekiel said and pushed through the door.
 
   "Let us in!" The children said in unison. "We're lost and we need to use your phone."
 
   The children all moved at once walking slowly toward the open door. Then they all raised their hands into the air and held out their palms toward Ezekiel. It was like the world’s creepiest dance routine.
 
   Ezekiel pointed the barrel of the pistol at the first child directly in front of him. It was a boy, maybe eight-years-old, with blond hair. The child's fingers were nearly touching Ezekiel.
 
   Ezekiel pulled the trigger.
 
   Shaw nearly dropped his packages. The sound of the gun was so loud that his head rang. The child's head exploded. Only, instead of blood a huge amount of black substance flew out of the wound and into the air. The rest of the body turned into some kind of black, tarry, substance and lost its form. A thick black puddle formed on the sidewalk and then vanished.
 
   "Holy shit!" Shaw screamed.
 
   Ezekiel did not pause, he pulled back the hammer, pointed it at a little girl and pulled the trigger. Once again the head vanished in a spray of black tar and then the body turned into goo. Ezekiel kept firing. His shots were to the head each time and soon there was a path through the black-eyed children and Shaw could see the van.
 
   "Move!" Ezekiel shouted. "Get to the van!"
 
   Shaw felt his paralysis break. His stomach churned and he felt like he was going to vomit, but he clutched the bags to his chest and burst through the door. The night air blew into his face and he focused entirely on the van across the street. He was wheezing after the first few steps, not from exhaustion, but sheer terror. Out of the corner of his eye he saw the children raising their hands, reaching for him. They moved slowly, like they were half asleep, shuffling toward him. He felt one of the hands grab one of the bags of clothing. Shaw yanked hard, pulling the bag free, and kept running.
 
   Behind him Ezekiel fired his massive revolver again and again. Shaw could hear the explosion of the bullets and then the spattering of the black substance on the ground. The firing went on and on until he lost count, then there was silence, the sound of tinkling metal and Shaw realized Ezekiel was reloading. He pumped his legs faster, the van nearly within reach. Did it seem this far away when they went in?
 
   Shaw reached the van and sprinted around to the passenger side. The street on this side was completely empty. He got inside fast, throwing the bags into the back of the van, and peered out the windshield.
 
   Ezekiel did not appear to be in a hurry. Very methodically he moved from one of the black-eyed children to the next and put a bullet in their head. Shaw saw that the man had a sneer on his face, one that showed pure hatred and contempt, and he appeared to get angrier with each pull of the trigger.
 
   The children walked relentlessly toward Ezekiel. One of them reached out and grabbed at the man's long coat and then recoiled in what looked like pain or fear. Ezekiel turned and blew that child's head off. Each time the bodies of the children turned into black goo and then disappeared. When Ezekiel ran out of bullets he backed away from the children and calmly reloaded. His fingers moved rapidly, eyeing the children as his fingers found the bullets within his coat and put them into each chamber. In seconds the gun was reloaded and Ezekiel flicked the revolver closed and he fired again. Six more children were gone in a flash.
 
   Ezekiel fired until the street was nearly empty. Shaw kept waiting for the sirens to come screaming around the corner, but they never came. At this point, nothing should have surprised him, but this did. It was as if no one could hear the thunderous roar of the revolver. There were now only four of the black-eyed children left. Ezekiel stared at them and then bent forward at his waist and looked into the eyes of those children.
 
   "Go away now, Void," Ezekiel said, loud enough for Shaw to hear across the street and through the windshield. "You cannot have Dr. Shaw. He's seen your real face and I'm going to show him more. Go away."
 
   The children extended their hands toward Ezekiel, as if they had never heard him. Then they froze.
 
   "You will pay for this Ezekiel," the children said at once. "Mark my words. There are things coming that will change everything. You cannot win."
 
   All four black-eyed children turned into pillars of black goo and melted to the pavement. Ezekiel got back to his feet and holstered his revolver beneath his coat and walked across the street toward the van. He opened the door and climbed in, started the engine and pulled away. He said nothing to Shaw, but Shaw felt fear in every part of his body.
 
   "What was that?" Shaw asked. "What the holy fuck are those children?"
 
   "They are the avatars of Void," Ezekiel said. "There are things in place that prevent Void from fully entering this dimension. The first attempts to breach the dimensional barriers happened back during World War Two. Once it was obvious that Void was dangerous, IDEA was formed and technology was created to prevent him from entering this dimension fully. The only way that he can, it seems, is by creating those black-eyed children. They move slowly because our dimension is so far from where Void is. However, if they touch you they can open a portal that sucks you right into the void dimension. You vanish forever. There are limits to what they can do. They cannot enter a dwelling without being invited in, for example, which are part of the safeguards we have in place."
 
   "Jesus God," Shaw whispered. "What the fuck have I gotten into?"
 
   "You're about to find out, Dr. Shaw," Ezekiel said, "and don't think that Void is done with you. You're part of this now and you'll be haunted by those children forever. They'll go after your family and friends. They will show up at their door and ask to be let in. I'm sorry, but your life is never going to be the same ever again."
 
   Shaw felt like he was going to sink back through the passenger seat and into the back of the van. He wanted, more than anything, to just melt away like those black-eyed children.
 
   "I didn't need this in my life," he whispered. "I should be out dating and drinking. Why did I have to become a scientist?"
 
   Ezekiel let out a short barking laugh. "Welcome to the club, Dr. Shaw. Now it's time for your indoctrination."
 
   ***
 
   Ezekiel's van looked nondescript, but his base of operations was even more so. They drove and drove until they reached a long-abandoned industrial area and parked in the very back of one of the building. The warehouse looked like it had not been used since the 30s. The roof was barely there, rust on the doors and the windows were all broken. It hardly looked secure in the least.
 
   "This is the base of your operations?" Shaw asked, stepping out of the van with the bags of clothes clutched to his chest.
 
   "Just like everything, Dr. Shaw, looks are deceiving," Ezekiel replied, fishing into his many pockets to come out with a ring overflowing with keys. "After everything you have seen and experienced, I would think that fact is cemented firmly in your mind. All around us are other lives, other people, in other dimensions. All of it separated by the thinnest of membranes."
 
   Shaw felt humbled. He looked around at the broken warehouses and buildings all around them. How close were the others? Could he reach out and touch them? The thought made him feel nauseous. 
 
   They entered the broken down building. It was dark and dank. Water dripped from somewhere. There were broken pallets and other debris piled up against the walls and Shaw could hear something skittering and running around in there. Great, he thought, rats. 
 
   Ezekiel and Shaw walked through the empty warehouse. There were stains on the ground where machinery had once stood, open sockets and holes in the floor for wiring. There were holes in the ceiling and what seemed like tons of bird shit all over the floor and the beams that still remained to hold up the roof. They headed for a door at the back of the building. It looked very much like the door to an office, perhaps for a manager or bookkeeper. Ezekiel was still rooting through the many keys on his ring and just as they reached that door, he found the key he was looking for. 
 
   A moment later the office door opened. Inside was not an office, but a bright white cube with a handrail along the side and back of the cube. It was an elevator. Ezekiel got inside.
 
   "Are you coming?" He asked.
 
   "In for a penny, in for a pound," Shaw said, thinking that either the rats or the black-eyed children would get him if he was left out in the warehouse.
 
   They got into the elevator and Ezekiel inserted another key. The lift descended. It moved fast and seemed to take only seconds for them to get deep under the ground. Shaw's ears popped and he knew that they had traveled very far below. It finally came to a stop and the doors opened to reveal darkness beyond. A moment later the lights turned on and the room came into view.
 
   It was like something out of a movie. There were banks and banks of computers. The walls were lined with devices that Shaw did not recognize. There were benches and tables loaded with tools and parts of equipment scattered about the room and the tables. It smelled of disinfectant and cleanser. There was also that familiar scent of ozone that Shaw had come to know so well tanks to his experiments.
 
   "This is my lab," Ezekiel said. "I guess you could call it IDEA headquarters. This is where it got its start. Be careful, this was originally built by the government and the hallways and corridors go on for miles. You could get lost easily, although there's food down here to last forever, most of it freeze dried. Even so, if you got lost we’d probably never find you again."
 
   "How the hell do you pay for all of this?" Shaw asked, walking through the lab and putting his bags down on one of the tables.
 
   "We have a lot of private investors," Ezekiel said. "There are ways to raise money if you know the right people to ask. Plus, as I may have mentioned, I have been alive for some time now and that means I have invested quite well. Trust me, there's plenty of money to keep things going. There are IDEA labs in several of the other dimensions and they all have men like me working for them. So, imagine being able to invest in things across dimensions. It's just one of the reasons others want to find ways to punch holes into the walls holding things together."
 
   Shaw sighed and ran his fingers through his hair.
 
   "OK, fine, I get it," Shaw said, "punching holes into dimensions is bad. What were you going to show me?"
 
   Ezekiel headed for a door off to one side. He pushed a button a clothing rack shot out of the wall. On that rack were dozens and dozens of coats just like the one that Ezekiel wore. There were also wide-brimmed hats and red goggles.
 
   "These outfits were created in one of the older dimensions," Ezekiel said. "I was once like you. I was curious about the possibility of other worlds, and then I started seeing the shadow men. They approached me and told me about Void and Whitten and what was at stake. I joined up and, before long I had the money I needed to set up this place. They gave me these coats and equipment and instructed me in how to use them. Now, I am going to do the same to you."
 
   Shaw felt tingles running up and down his body. 
 
   "OK," Shaw asked.
 
   A moment later Ezekiel produced a long coat that would fit Shaw's body. He put the coat on and was surprised by how heavy it was. There was a momentary humming noise and it felt like the coat came to life.
 
   "The coat feels a bit like leather, but it's not," Ezekiel said. "The material is not from this dimension and it took a tremendous amount of energy to get it through to this side, let me tell you. There are electronics of all kinds within the lining of the coat and billions upon billions of nanobots are infused within the material. As soon as you put it on, it turns on, and it is now tuned to your biorhythms. That means that only you can wear it. It also helps keep you warm, supplies oxygen to your body when needed and protects you against the elements found when walking between the dimensions."
 
   Shaw nodded like all of that made sense. A moment later Ezekiel handed him a pair of red goggles. He put them over his head and adjusted them until they were in front of his eyes. The world looked very red for a moment and then there was another electronic hum and things came into focus. Digital readouts and information began to flutter across the periphery of his vision. 
 
   "Those allow you to see when between dimensions," Ezekiel said. "The stats there give you an idea of how long you've been there and how much oxygen has been used. It also gives you readouts of other living beings in the area. Those of us within IDEA can also transmit text messages to one another as it's very difficult to talk in between."
 
   Ezekiel reached back and grabbed a wide-brimmed hat and stuffed it on Shaw's head. The hat was too big and it fell over his eyes. Just as he reached up to adjust the hat it moved without him touching it at all, shrinking down until it fit perfectly. There was that odd humming again and it felt as if the hat were probing his mind.
 
   "Why do we have to wear these ridiculous wide-brimmed hats?" Shaw asked. "And what the hell are they doing to me?"
 
   "More nanobots," Ezekiel said. "They are reading your brain pattern and adjusting the hat. The hat is a machine that extends a force field that protects us. The coat is where the power is and where most of the computer equipment is. The hat generates a field that circulates the oxygen. Walking between the dimensions is very much like being in outer space. Not a true vacuum, but very little air and atmosphere. It also varies depending on which dimension we're trying to view. Some of them are worse than others."
 
   Ezekiel looked Shaw up and down and nodded in approval. 
 
   "OK," Ezekiel said. "On your left wrist is what looks like a really big watch. In fact, it's part of the computer. You can input the texts to me or others within IDEA. It's also where we enter the coordinates to get into and out of the in-between areas. I'm going to enter the coordinates for where we're going right now. First, I am going to show you something amazing and then, well, then I'll show you what Void really is."
 
   Shaw felt his breath hitching in his lungs. His heart was pounding. He was both terrified and tremendously excited.
 
   "So, how does this work?" Shaw asked. "We walk between the dimensions and we can see everything, but no one in the dimension can see us?"
 
   "That's pretty much it," Ezekiel said. "You cannot interact with the people in the other dimensions. No matter what."
 
   "But - but that isn't what happened with me," Shaw pointed out.
 
   "Well, there are extenuating circumstances with you," Ezekiel said. "Plus, as you’ll soon see, there are differences with this dimension that aren’t fully explained even to us. OK, now, are you ready?"
 
   Shaw shrugged. "I have no idea, but let's do it."
 
   Ezekiel reached out and pushed a button on the device on Shaw's wrist. Then Ezekiel pushed a button on his own wrist.
 
   An instant later, it felt to Shaw like the world exploded.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   The world turned white. Shaw felt as if his entire body was ripped apart. There was an instant of total pain and then there was a familiar tingling sensation. A moment later he found himself standing some place that felt solid beneath his feet, but was covered with a gray mist. It was like being lost in the fog. An instant after that there was another bright white light and Ezekiel was now standing in front of him and as soon as he saw Shaw he began typing on his wrist.
 
   "We are almost there," Ezekiel typed. "Just one more short jump and we'll be able to see another dimension."
 
   Ezekiel reached out and touched the device on Shaw's wrist again. There was no pain this time. Instead, something odd happened to the goggles (he could hear them kick into life with a soft electronic whine) and color flooded his eyes. 
 
   There was a lot of color, too.
 
   So much that it nearly overwhelmed him. 
 
   They were standing on a hilltop. The field in front of them was a bright brilliant emerald green. There were trees in the distance with orange tree trunks and bright purple leaves. The sky was a brilliant red with white clouds. Despite the odd color of the sky, the clouds looked exactly like Shaw’s home dimension – white and fluffy. 
 
   He gasped in total surprise, amazement and awe. He could just barely feel the wind which carried smells that filtered through the force field that surrounded him and were new and yet entirely familiar. The smell of grass, flowers, old leaves rotting beneath their feet, even water. When he reached out his hand he could touch that field, the tall grass all around him, brushing his fingertips. When he touched the bladed they shimmered. It was gorgeous.
 
   Ezekiel appeared next to him.
 
   "See how gorgeous it is?" Ezekiel typed, the words flashing across his goggles. "This dimension is mostly populated by wonderful animals. Let me show you."
 
   Ezekiel clapped his hands.
 
   The purple leaves on the tree down the hill flew into the air. They fluttered and danced in the breezes and flew directly toward them. Shaw saw that the branches were now empty and Shaw and Ezekiel were surrounded by purple butterflies. They were the most gorgeous things that he had ever seen. Shaw typed onto his wrist device.
 
   "How can you call them when we can't interact?" Shaw typed.
 
   "Well, some rules can be bent," Ezekiel typed back.
 
   Shaw held out his hands and the force field went with them. He could not touch the butterflies, it seemed, although several of them landed on the field. Some of them had black spots and some had white. Some of them just had differing shades of purple. They danced around his head, circling around and around and then flew into the air where they circled and danced again. 
 
   The breeze blew and the grass bent and waved along with it. The trees bent forward, as if reaching back out to the butterflies, and Shaw could swear he could hear the trees singing. It was a steady moaning that rose and fell with the wind like a chorus. 
 
   Shaw looked into the sky and could see a bright white sun in the sky. As he scanned the horizon he saw another white sun lurking there. Then, above his head were giant birds with feathers of dazzling color. Red, white, blue, azure, turquoise. They resembled herons or some other bird that Shaw was sure he had seen before - long necks and equally long beaks. They were huge, with wide wingspans and flew with amazing grace. 
 
   The butterflies headed back to the trees, once again becoming like leaves. 
 
   Shaw typed: "It's the most beautiful thing I've ever seen."
 
   Ezekiel replied: "All of this would be gone if Void gets his way. Let me show you."
 
   Ezekiel typed into the device on his wrist. Numbers filled screens that comprised Shaw's goggles and the world turned white and he felt like he was torn apart once again. There was the tingling and everything went gray for an instant. The dimension came into focus.
 
   It was a nightmare.
 
   ***
 
   At first Shaw thought that maybe something had fallen over his eyes. It was blackness. There was an instant of panic, of feeling as if he were buried alive, claustrophobic and terrified. Then the goggles kicked into life and he was able to see things - sort of.
 
   Everything was tinged with red, but he could make out buildings and objects beneath all of the blackness. The world was covered in a kind of inky black sludge. There were no people. The force field, however, provided him with oxygen and warmth. He was separated from the black, at the same time it was all around him. There was nothing living, except that the blackness itself seemed alive.
 
   There was a white flash to Shaw's left and there was Ezekiel. He stood out amid the darkness. 
 
   "What is this?" Shaw typed, already fearing what it was, hoping that he was wrong. 
 
   "This is Void," Ezekiel typed back. "This is what happens when Void enters a dimension. There is nothing living. All of it gets absorbed into his being. If you turn up the sound using your wrist device, you can hear them screaming."
 
   Shaw did not want to hear them screaming. Except, some part of him did, the scientist part that was always curious, always probing and looking for information. He reached out with a shaking hand and touched the wrist device. Suddenly the sound of the rushing inky blackness filled his ears. At first it sounded like rushing water, like rapids, flowing past him. Then, just beyond that rushing sound, he could hear it.
 
   It was like a thousand voices all screaming at once. Pain, fear, death all around him. Just past the sound of the screaming was another sound - laughter. Deep laughter from someone or something that enjoyed the pain it inflicted. It lived off of that pain. It loved inflicting that pain and it was hungry. It wanted to consume more and more and would never stop until it had consumed it all.
 
   "Get me out of here," Shaw typed into his wrist. "Please. I've seen enough."
 
   Ezekiel touched the wrist device. There was the light and an instant later they were back in the underground lab. Shaw marveled at how fast he had gotten used to that feeling.
 
   He removed his hat and his goggles and breathed deep, smelled the lab, the mustiness of it, the silence save for the sound of the fluorescent lights. He leaned against the table in front of him, the sound of that screaming and terror still ringing in his ears and inside his mind. 
 
   "I'm sorry to do that, Dr. Shaw, but you had to see it," Ezekiel said. "That's what Void does. We don't even know its real name or what it is, but we refer to it as Void. It is blackness. It is darkness. It is the epitome of all that is evil."
 
   "Is it the devil?" Shaw asked. "Is it what people have always thought of as the devil?"
 
   "We don't know, but it’s pretty close" Ezekiel said, walking around the lab and removing his coat, hanging it up. Beneath he was wearing a white shirt and something that looked like denim pants. "We just know that whatever the Void is, it's old and it is somewhere near the center of the multiverse. We know that it has been trapped there, in its own universe, for untold centuries and, over time, it has developed a powerful desire to get out. It seeks out weak spots that it can exploit on its own, or it reaches out to people within each alternate dimension who can create those weak points. Each time we punch all the way through, a weak spot forms. Sometimes they form naturally, but not in every dimension."
 
   Shaw shrugged his coat off and hung it up. He was tired. Apparently jumping into the in-between and from one dimension to the next took some of your energy away. Removing the coat made his exhaustion wash over him like water and it was all he could do not to fall over.
 
   "You'll feel very tired," Ezekiel said. "You get used to it. The nanobots take quite a bit of energy from you to do their work. You'll probably need a good eight hours of sleep."
 
   "I have so many questions," Shaw said. "So many."
 
   "I know you do, Dr. Shaw," Ezekiel. "Just find a cot in that adjoining room there. It's comfortable. You will find peace here. Tomorrow, we can discuss the questions that you have."
 
   Shaw could only nod. He walked toward the room. His legs felt like they had lead weights attached to the ankles. He opened the door, saw the cots along the wall and headed for the first one and fell into it.
 
   He was sound asleep soon after.
 
   ***
 
   "There are weak spots within this dimension," Ezekiel said the following morning as Shaw and the old man sat around a table near the kitchen eating fried eggs, bacon and toast with marmalade. "Void and others have been trying to breach the walls of the multiverse for a long time here. That has created additional weak spots. Some of the spots are natural and there are parts of this planet where strange things happen all the time. You hear tales of ghosts and Sasquatch and demons and a myriad of other urban legends. Those are times when things from other dimensions slip through. There is a town, for example, called Knorr in Pennsylvania that has at least two dozen weak spots. It sits atop one of the biggest rifts and reality itself, at times, has been turned upside down there."
 
   Ezekiel took a bite of eggs and toast. Shaw took a drink of his coffee.
 
   "So, what do we do?" Shaw asked. "How do we stop Void and save the multiverse?"
 
   Ezekiel laughed. "There is no way that I know of to destroy the Void. We can only try to repair the damage done. But, there are things that we can do with a little help. We are very fortunate right now."
 
   Ezekiel stood up and walked across the room and rummaged for a bit in closets and desk drawers. He came back a moment later carrying a manila folder which he tossed onto the table in front of Shaw. He put down his coffee and opened the folder. Inside was a name, a bunch of stats, and the photos of what looked like a young man perhaps in his early teens.
 
   "What's this?" Shaw asked, studying the information.
 
   "There are people within our dimension that, for whatever reason, are drawn to the rifts," Ezekiel said. "We call them Rifters, actually. Most of them have no idea what they are or why they keep finding themselves in strange situations and places. Some of them do know. They sense the rifts, are drawn to them, and they can enter them without causing damage like when others do.  For some reason they do no damage when they enter the alternate worlds. They can jump between dimensions. They are rare and exclusive to our world and our dimension. This is one of them and it's the first we've had in over a hundred years."
 
   "He's a boy," Shaw said.
 
   "Yes, he is," Ezekiel said. "He had his first moment at the age of five when he breached the dimensional barrier. We've been keeping an eye on him and, from what we can tell, so far Void is unaware of him. In the past, the Void has tried to absorb Rifters. We think that the more he absorbs, the stronger he gets and that may be why he can now create those black-eyed children we see. At the very least, he can punch his way through dimensional walls easier the more of them he absorbs."
 
   "So, what do we do? Do we recruit him or something?" Shaw asked.
 
   "No, we leave him where he is, but we guide him," Ezekiel said. "You see, there is something even more rare. He is not just a Rifter. He's a Healer. That is something that has not been seen in almost four hundred years."
 
   "What's a healer?" Shaw asked.
 
   "There are some who have the ability to go through Rifts and then, when they come back into our world, they release a burst of energy that heals the Rift," Ezekiel replied, gesturing with his hands. "They seal it off. Each Rift still leaves a scar. I mean, a Healer could walk into every Rift in Knorr and Knorr would still have weak spots and holes. However, this young man has already healed a couple of them. We need to guide him into law enforcement or something. Something that involves protecting people. Then, only when he's ready, can we bring him into the fold."
 
   "What about Whitten?" Shaw asked. "Isn't he going to keep trying to find ways to breach the dimensions?"
 
   "Yes, he is, which is where we need to keep working," Ezekiel said. "We can let our Rifter do his thing and grow up while we do all we can to keep the multiverse from falling apart. When the time is right, we can recruit him and bring him into our organization. Then, maybe, just maybe we can have a real weapon to go after the Void and Whitten."
 
   Shaw looked back down at the manila folder and felt sort of sorry for the young man that stared back at him. There was a kid who just wanted to grow up and be something remarkable, or perhaps boring, it didn’t really matter. Instead, Shaw and Ezekiel and the people with IDEA were going to guide him and shape his entire life. That was a bit sad. The future that this young man desired would be ripped away.
 
   Sorry, little man, Shaw thought. You have a big destiny.
 
   Shaw flipped through the papers to find the kid's name. He figured it was the least he could do was know the kid's name. If he was going to be involved in this kid's life and guide him in certain directions, he could know who he was.
 
   Ah, there it was.
 
   Noble Randle.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Part Three
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Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   “That is the biggest pile of horseshit that anyone has ever tried to shove down my throat and I have had tons of horseshit shoved at me over the years,” Noble said.
 
   So far Dr. Shaw had been talking for more than an hour. Dash, meanwhile, sat in the corner of the office and listened. Noble had listened with amusement, then interest, then horror, and now was convinced that all of this was an elaborate joke. It had to be a joke. The alternative was too terrifying and ridiculous to even consider.
 
   "None of this is a lie, Noble," Dr. Shaw said. "Given the things that you've seen, I cannot imagine why you'd think this was all bullshit."
 
   "And what about you?" Noble asked, ignoring Shaw and looking at Dash. "What the hell is this? Is this a joke? Am I to believe that you've been guiding me toward this my entire life, too? That you are in on this?"
 
   Dash cleared his throat. "Sorry, Noble. I hate to tell you this, but I have been a part of IDEA for quite some time. Yes, I was put into my position in order to guide you. It's all been in preparation for this day."
 
   Noble stood up and waved his hands in front of himself and shook his head.
 
   "No, no, no," Noble said. "This is all too much. You've been watching me since I was a kid?"
 
   "That time in the grocery store, when you suddenly lost your mother?" Shaw asked. "Remember that? You were in the food aisle and stepped away for a moment, then turned around and your mother was gone? That was a rift. It was a small one, just big enough for you to step through. When you stepped back, it healed. I was right there."
 
   Noble felt chills run up and down his body. He shook his head again. No, no, no. He had to make this not true. This had to be a fiction.
 
   "How about the time that you and your wife were in that restaurant?" Shaw continued. "She went to the restroom and you stood by the door. Suddenly it seemed like she was taking such a long time. You walked down the aisle and then she texted you. When you looked around, there were strange people behind the counter. She couldn't see you and you couldn't see her."
 
   "No!" Noble cried. "No, this is bullshit! This cannot be happening!"
 
   However, there was something inside of Noble that knew it was true. It suddenly felt right. It was as if he had been stumbling around blindly throughout his life and suddenly he was on the right path and could see everything in front of him. The blindfold had been yanked off of his face.
 
   "No," Noble repeated. "No way can this be real. Please, tell me this was all a joke."
 
   Dashiell stood up and walked over to Noble. He put his hand on Noble's shoulder.
 
   "Noble, you are a very special person," Dash said. "You've been seeking this your entire life. You had to become part of this. You were destined to become part of this. You have the perfect storm of abilities that we need. You're a Rifter and seek out these weak spots. You are a Rift-Healer and can stop Void. Plus, you have a knack for finding people. That's why you were destined to be a cop or a detective or something. We guided you this way and got you into Homeland. It seemed like the perfect fit."
 
   Shaw said: "When you think about it, aren't the people who cross over into our world illegal? They aren't meant to be here and they need to be found. They are a real danger to our national security. Void is a threat to national security."
 
   Noble just stood there shaking his head. "How can I believe any of this?"
 
   "How would I know about the time when you were five or the time with your wife?" Shaw replied. "How about the time when you were ten? How about the time you saw the woman in the driveway? There are so many alternate dimensions and in almost all of them we have doppelgangers. There are duplicates of ourselves. Except for you, Noble. You and Whitten. You are both anomalies. That means you are destined for this."
 
   "So that was my grandmother?" Noble asked. "She knew me because I was her grandson or she had some kind of residual memory? In that dimension, she was younger and hadn't died?"
 
   "Something like that," Shaw said. "That's how people see ghosts and poltergeists and such. See, you’re already piecing it all together. Some part of you understands all of this. It’s your destiny."
 
   Noble sat down and put his head in his hands. "You sound like someone out of a bad movie. How can I process all of this?"
 
   Dash said: "Look, just relax, Noble. You've found your calling. We'll bring you up to speed on things now. There's a lot of work to be done." 
 
   Noble was still shaking his head. He felt like he had been turned into a bobble-head and he couldn't stop shaking his head. The more he shook his head the more he tried to deny it, the less sense anything made.
 
   "So what are you telling me?" Noble asked. "That Francis Duveen was someone who accidentally crossed over into our dimension? That he was from some place where there's a country called Taured?"
 
   Shaw replied, "Exactly. That's because we believe that Whitten or someone working with Whitten is conducting experiments again. Unfortunately, I also believe that someone is working with Gemini and using my past experiments and equipment. That's why Duveen, a Gemini employee in another dimension, was somehow targeted. It was a major breach of the dimensional barriers, Noble, and I think the experiments are getting stronger. Void is able to get into our dimension more easily. We are getting reports of the black-eyed children all over the place and from all over the world."
 
   "I can't do this," Noble replied. "I cannot accept this. I mean, that was a great story and there are great villains. I mean, there's some formless black entity thing that destroys entire worlds. Then there's some Steampunk villain matched with an equally Steampunk good guy named Ezekiel. Where is he, by the way? Why isn't he here?"
 
   "He died," Shaw replied. "Years ago."
 
   Noble looked at Shaw, waiting for a further explanation. The man said nothing. Noble cleared his throat.
 
   "OK, then," Noble said. "Well, this is great. So, do you have one of those coats and outfits? Are you going to show me alternate worlds? What's the next step?"
 
   "Well, I do think that you and I need to spend some time together," Shaw said. "There are things I need to show you. There are things about yourself that you have to be comfortable with. There are things we need to do. However, I need your detective skills, too."
 
   Noble sat back in his chair. "Let me guess," he said, "we need to track down Whitten or whoever is doing this at Gemini and, what, kill them? Banish them? What are we doing here?"
 
   "Exactly," Shaw said. "You need to become part of IDEA, Noble. We have to do this or the entire thing is going to collapse."
 
   "What happened to Francis Duveen?" Noble asked. "Was he banished to some pocket dimension? Was he part of this?"
 
   "There are others working on breaking down the barriers," Shaw replied calmly, as if speaking to a child. "Void is trying to get others to work on this. We have managed to bring about technology like we have in this dimension to try and stop Void from breaking through in other realms. However, that has only increased Void's desire to reach into those other dimensions with the black-eyed children and other methods. They are searching more and more for weak spots to exploit."
 
   Shaw leaned forward, folding his hands on the desk. He was fascinated that this elaborate ruse continued to get more complicated all the time.
 
   "We think Duveen was an accident," Shaw said. "Something went wrong with an experiment at Gemini and one of their employees got sucked through a rift. When he was put into that hotel room - something that we engineered, by the way - we appeared to him, put him to sleep, and then got him back through a rift. It was risky, but we got him through without too much damage."
 
   "How did you influence those people?" Noble asked.
 
   "You saw the footage," Shaw said. "One of our shadow men was there in the room. We have improved the technology since my first days. We can subtly influence people when we have to. Again, there are risks. If we don't do it very carefully, a full breach can happen, and you can end up driving someone insane. A whisper in the ears of those two agents, after they were completely exhausted, and they were more than willing to break the rules and put Duveen up in the hotel."
 
   “So, the shadow men are you guys? IDEA? No one else? The shadow men are the good guys?” Noble asked.
 
   Shaw and Dashiell nodded in sync.
 
   “And those creepy black-eyed children?” Noble continued, very animated and waving his hands around. “What are they? They’re something the Void constructs? Am I getting all of this right?”
 
   “Yes,” Shaw replied. “The Void creates them to try and get into places inside this dimension. They are his avatars, if you will.”
 
   “Why all of the creepy knocking and asking to come in?” Noble asked. “If he can manifest them anywhere, why not just inside the homes?”
 
   Shaw said: “You heard us mention the machinery in place that protects this dimension? You should see the place where it’s housed, Noble. It’s underground and these days it’s enormous. As the Void grows in power, we have to improve the machinery. Some of the machines go back to the early 1900s and some of them are brand new with touchscreens. It’s a hodge-podge of old and new. The machinery prevents the Void from doing what you just described. It creates a kind of barrier around the people in this dimension, particularly around the places they live. It’s not perfect and, as we soon found out, if the black-eyed children are invited into the home, they can defeat the machines and break through the barriers.”
 
   Noble whispered: “Like vampires?”
 
   Shaw shrugged. “Something like that.”
 
   Noble laughed. "Oh man, this is all just too much. What about my wife? Are Void and Whitten going to go after her?"
 
   "We have some men watching your house, but there are risks," Dash said.
 
   "I need to call her," Noble said. "I need to talk to her. I don't know how to feel about this. This sounds insane, but I have to admit that nothing about the man from Taured was making any sense. I feel betrayed, Dash. I feel completely betrayed."
 
   Dash said: "Look, Noble, I know that this is all a lot to throw at you. But there are dangerous events happening. It was not our intention to bring you in this way, but things have been moving very fast and it keeps moving faster. There have been breaches from other dimensions coming faster than we’ve ever seen. People are vanishing. There are…things…creatures coming through. We've had to speed things up because of this. The Duveen thing was just the final straw and we had to bring you in. I pulled the strings and got you on the case."
 
   "This is just too much," Noble sighed. "This is just too much to take in. I feel like nothing about my life has been my own decision. Do you have any idea what that's like?"
 
   Shaw and Dash just stared at him for a long time and the longer they stared the angrier Noble got. "I don't know what to tell you," Shaw replied. "Everything we did was with the best of intentions. You are special and important to IDEA. IDEA is important to the entire fabric of reality. Do you understand what will happen if Void succeeds in tearing down the barriers?"
 
   "Yeah, I get it," Noble said. "The entire multiverse falls apart and we all die. However, that's a rather nebulous thing to think about right now. Right now I’m worried about my wife and trying to get over the fact that my entire life might have been planned out. I mean, one day I'm just a guy working for Homeland and now I'm a guy who has the responsibility of saving, not only this world, but the entire multiverse. Oh, yeah and the fact that the multiverse is something that I only just now have been told actually exists. Can we also throw that into the mix? Just yesterday I was convinced that this was the only dimension and had a pretty standard idea of what the world was. Now, I am being told that there are infinite amounts of alternate dimensions and realities."
 
   Shaw stood up and whispered into Dash's ear. Dash nodded.
 
   "OK," Shaw said, "let's do this. You go ahead and head back to the hotel and take the night. Talk to your wife. Tell her whatever you want, but I would suggest you do not tell her about the alternate dimensions. It may be too much for her to deal with. But I ask that you spend time with me tomorrow. I am going to show you some things that are going to change your views, your entire life."
 
   “Haven’t my views on the world, the universe, been changed enough?” Noble pleaded.
 
   Shaw leaned forward again, trying to look somber, staring directly into Noble’s face dramatically.
 
   "I must warn you, though," Shaw said. "Void must know about you by now and what’s happened here today. Whitten must know about you right now, too. They are going to try to get to you. They will try to turn you to their side, but if they cannot do that, they'll try to turn you over to Void."
 
   Noble put his head in his hands. "Oh my God, please stop this," he said. "Just stop. I'm going to head back to the hotel. I am going to lock myself inside the room and I am going to watch bad movies on cable. At some point I am going to call my wife and try to explain to her what the holy fuck is going on here. I have no idea what I’m going to tell her as she already was thinking I’m hiding something from her."
 
   "There's more," Shaw said.
 
   "I was afraid that you would say that," Noble said, throwing up his arms and sitting back in in the chair. “Lay it on me, already.”
 
   "The people who were there that day at the airport are in great danger," Shaw said. "You know that. You saw the black-eyed children just last night, didn't you? That's just one incident and already people involved with the Duveen case are vanishing. That is going to continue. If you try to reach out to them, you are likely to run right into them or Void."
 
    "How do we stop that?"
 
   "I don't know," Shaw replied. "That's another reason that we need you with us, Noble. We have to find the rest of the people who were there that day. Anyone who was on that flight is in danger of hearing from Void via his creepy avatars. When that happens, they will touch those people and the people will vanish."
 
   Noble thought of Eveline Paulson, terrified, in a hotel somewhere waiting for his phone call and hoping that he would have something to tell her. What the fuck was he going to tell her? How the hell was he going to explain this so she could stay safe? There was no safety now.
 
   "There's a woman," Noble said, "Eveline Paulson. She was working at the passport counter in customs that night. She was the first person to talk to Duveen. I was at her house just last night and she was visited by a whole bunch of those freaky kids with no eyes. We got out of there and I got her a hotel room. I told her I would call her and tell her something. What am I supposed to tell her?"
 
   "We know about Ms. Paulson," Shaw replied. "You were being watched last night."
 
   "Why didn't anyone help us?" Noble said, getting agitated again. "Why the hell did no one step up and help us?"
 
   "Because we couldn't!" Shaw yelled. "There are times when we can step in and help and times when we cannot and when Void is there doing that, with the people we had watching you, it was not proper for us to step in. We would have weakened the barriers around her house and Void himself might have come pouring in. There are rules, Noble. It's time you start learning them."
 
   "Fuck you, Shaw!" Noble yelled back, standing up. "Fuck you and fuck Dash and everyone else around here. You at least had a choice about which way your life was going to go. Apparently I didn't! Apparently everything I did or was going to do with the rest of my fucking life was being planned out by a bunch of people who were not even from the same goddamn dimension I'm from! My wife is in danger. My friends and family are in danger. There are people out there who have no idea what the fuck is going on and they might be vanishing, being touched by those creepy fucking kids. You act like this is some great thing you have me involved in here. Let me tell you, partner, this whole deal sucks and you can shove your sanctimonious attitude up your ass!"
 
   There was silence in the room, those words ringing off the walls. Shaw’s expression had not changed a bit. The old man was standing there staring at Noble with a bemused, tired, frustrated look on his face. Dash, meanwhile, was still doing his very best not to look at Noble at all. 
 
   "I'm going back to the hotel," Noble said. "I am going to call my wife. I am also going to call Eveline Paulson. Shaw, I am going to suggest that someone with IDEA or Homeland get over to where she is, provided she is not already gone, and provide her some kind of protection. Is that too much to ask? Is that breaking the rules?"
 
   "What about the rest of the people who were there?" Dash asked. "Are we supposed to provide protection for them, too?"
 
   "I don't know!" Noble said, throwing up his hands for emphasis. "Right now I know that I made a promise to Eveline that she would be safe. I know that at least one person, someone named Whitlock, is already gone. I know that you, Dr. Shaw, tried to get hold of him. Am I right to assume that you also tried to contact a lot of the other people who were there that night? What are you doing for them? What did you want to do with Whitlock?"
 
   Shaw held up his hand to calm Noble. "Yes," Shaw said, "you are correct. I was going to try and help Whitlock. We were too late to do so. Yes, we have reached out to others. We can do some things to protect Ms. Paulson, Noble. I can see to that. I cannot promise that we can stop the black-eyed children."
 
   Noble wasn’t sure what to say to that. At least it was something.
 
   "There is real danger here, Noble," Shaw said.
 
   "So you keep telling me," Noble said.
 
   "I want you to understand that we may not be able to stop Void," Shaw said. "Even if we provide some kind of protection for Ms. Paulson and some of the others at the airport, it will mean nothing if we cannot stop it. If we cannot stop Whitten and whoever is doing these experiments with the dimensional barriers, then all of our protection will be for naught.”
 
   "I get it," Noble said quietly. He was too tired to fight anymore. "Can I go now? You've turned my entire world and my life upside down.”
 
   Shaw and Dash looked at each other. Dash also looked exhausted, but Shaw just had that statue-like mask on his face. They both shrugged. 
 
   "Go," Dash said, at last.
 
   Noble had never felt so tired. His head was still spinning, as if the top of his skull had been removed, his brain also removed, and then stuffed with cotton and other material.
 
   He shuffled out of the office, feeling defeated, deflated. Last night, he thought he would have answers. Today, two people had given him what they said were answers, but he felt betrayed, tired, sad. More than anything else, he felt confused.
 
   For years Noble had had dreams that he would go home to the house where he grew up and find his parents and family there, but that they would not recognize him. They would be robots or aliens and they would not recognize him at all. He always awoke terrified, screaming, sure that he was lost somewhere. Now he felt like that was actually the case. 
 
   How many others knew? How many others had been aware of what he was and what Shaw told him that he could do? Had any choice he made in his life been of his own free will? It was too much to consider.
 
   Noble pushed through the doors and walked out into the darkening night.
 
   ***
 
    The sun was going down, the sky still blue, but very rapidly turning to purple and darker colors. The horizon was a spectacular array of colors. Noble admired it, wondering what the sunsets looked like in other dimension, but glad that he was where he was and seeing what he was seeing. The shadows were growing, but he now knew that the shadow men were not to be feared. In some ways, they were protectors, even if they had insect faces.
 
   He stuffed his hands in his pockets and began shuffling his way toward his hotel room. He had never felt so unsure of himself. Throughout his life he had always been confident about what he was and what he wanted to do. He had always wanted to help people. When he was a kid he would pretend that he was a cop or a fireman. How had he ended up at Homeland? Right now, he couldn't even remember.
 
   Noble could remember other strange times when he had felt that tingling feeling in his gut, as if he had suddenly gone down a steep hill on a roller coaster. He remembered times when he had looked around and seen strange things, strange people, weird vehicles. Funny, he thought, how he had been able to push those thoughts aside, get on with his life, convince himself that he had been drunk, tired, or dreaming. Other times he had just pushed it away into some compartment in his brain and only now had the thoughts and memories come back to him.
 
   "Jesus," Noble muttered.
 
   When he was a child he had a complete police outfit including a hat and a gun and a holster. He had run around pretending to arrest people for various crimes. He sat in front of the television and watched cop TV shows and ate them up.
 
   When Noble went off to college, he had picked a relatively small university in Missouri. He studied psychology and then law and criminology. After he graduated he had headed off to the East coast and law school. There he also studied criminology and applied, after he graduated, to join the FBI. One day, out of the blue Dash showed up at his apartment and asked if he could talk to him about opportunities with Homeland Security.
 
   Now that Noble thought about it, the whole interaction was weird and probably not the standard way that Homeland approached someone. Dash, standing there, at night, in a dark suit and asking if he could come in and talk. At the time he had thought nothing of it, it just seemed like something that Homeland would do. Dash sat in his living room and drank the bad coffee that Noble made and told him that he had great opportunities to protect the country, the entire country, if he would consider joining up with Homeland. Dash had used just the right words to appeal to Noble's sense of justice and helping people and it was a no-brainer after that. 
 
   How had he thought that was normal? Why had Noble never asked any of his co-workers how they had been recruited? Had they been recruited or had they applied and had they taken rigorous tests to get where they were? Given the relatively secret nature of the organization, had everyone just learned to shut up and not ask questions of each other?
 
   Noble ran a hand through his hair. Looking back it all looked obvious. Just like that, any delusion he carried that he was a brilliant detective vanished. The biggest mystery of his life had been his own existence, his own career, and all of the warning signs had been right in front of him and he hadn't noticed a goddamn thing.
 
   He looked up and saw that the sun had now descended behind the trees and buildings. There was still a bit of light near the horizon, but the sky over his head was dark and there were stars. Noble wondered if there were other planets out there in addition to the multitudes of dimensions that he now knew existed. Were there people up there that knew about those dimensions? What were UFOs? Were they really people from alternate realities that punched through into our dimension? 
 
   So many questions.
 
   So few answers.
 
   The shadows were longer and deeper and still menacing. Each bit of red was a potential red eye and another shadow man. Had they always been there? They must have. How had he not seen them? Perhaps you only saw these shadow men once you had been exposed to the reality of alternate dimensions. The uniforms must have allowed the men in them to vibrate at a different frequency and that allowed them to jump into the in-between worlds. Could Noble do that automatically? 
 
   Questions.
 
   Questions.
 
   Noble took a left. The streets were relatively barren at the moment. He looked up and saw a couple walking hand-in-hand across the street. There were restaurants and, down the road, a small grocery store. Everyone looked normal. They were all blissfully unaware that, just a hair's breadth away, was another world with people that may or may not have looked just like them. Perhaps there was a couple in that alternate dimension also walking-hand-in-hand. Maybe they were even the doppelgangers of the people he was looking at right now.
 
   The mind boggled at the possibilities.
 
   Noble could see the hotel up ahead. It was a tall one and he had lucked out and gotten a room near the top. He always liked being up high, able to look down on the world and see the people down there. When he was a kid and growing up in Chicago he loved to go downtown and to the observatories of the various buildings like the John Hancock or the Sears Tower. He loved flying places and got window seats and watched the cars become toy-sized and then smaller. 
 
   Now he felt small. Very, very small.
 
   Noble reached the hotel minutes later. He reached into his pocket and fished out his key card. His nostrils filled with that familiar hotel-smell of cleaning products, the bodies of hundreds of guests over the years, and the dim scent of food from the hotel restaurant. There was also a bar off to the right, but Noble did not feel like drinking. His mind was filled with the thought of the king-sized bed upstairs.
 
   Oh, and he was going to have to call his wife and Eveline.
 
   Noble headed for the elevator, his head down, looking at his reflection in the shiny marble floor. He was little more than a shadow, which felt ironic to him right now. The elevator dinged and he stepped inside without noticing anything. He hit the floor he needed and the doors shushed closed, then he leaned back against the cool metal wall and closed his eyes while the floors dinged up and up.
 
   "Noble, so glad to meet you."
 
   Noble nearly jumped right out of his pants. He immediately went into a defensive crouch that was probably not a true maneuver for any martial arts, his hands out in front of him, his left hand in a karate-chop pose, his right lower and closer to his body with a closed fist. The voice was right to his left, in the corner of the elevator. He hadn't noticed anyone there when he got in, but these days he wasn't sure that people couldn't routinely just appear anywhere they wanted in any dimensions, consequences be damned.
 
   It was Whitten. There was no mistaking him.
 
   Although Noble had never seen the man, hadn't even been shown a photo, he knew right away. Whitten had this power about him that just wafted off of him and something in his eyes that made Noble’s stomach quiver. The man was just a hair taller than he was and his head was mostly bald, with the remaining hair around his head a dark brown. He wore the thin wire-framed glasses that made circles around his deep green eyes. He had a thin mustache across his upper lip and a pointed goatee off of his chin and wore a dark green three-piece suit, complete with a vest that bore a watch-chain. Although he could not see it, Noble would have bet anything the man still carried a pocket watch.
 
   "Dr. Whitten," Noble said flatly, a statement, not a question.
 
   "Ah, I am flattered to see that you know who I am," the man said. "I'm sorry it's taken me so long to get to you. Years, in fact. I am guessing that much of your life is turned upside down right now. You did just leave a conversation with my old friend Dr. Shaw, correct?"
 
   There seemed to be little gained by denying it. "Yes, what the fuck are you doing in this elevator and what the fuck do you want with me?"
 
   A small, thin, smile crossed Whitten's face and he shook his head slightly, clucking his tongue. "Tsk, tsk, tsk, Noble. Such language. Is that the same mouth you use to kiss your wife? The same one you plan on using to talk to your wife?"
 
   Noble moved nearer to the man, both hands clenched into fists. As he got closer, some part of his brain registered the fact that the elevator was no longer moving, the floors no longer dinging. Whitten did not flinch nor move.
 
   "Do not mention my wife," Noble said through clenched teeth.
 
   "The lovely Olivia?" Whitten replied. "Oh, I know all about her. I know all about you, too. I know about you and Ms. Paulson and your attempts to save her."
 
   Noble punched Whitten in his left eye. The older man gasped and cried out in pain and surprise. The little wire-framed glasses flew from his face and landed on the floor where they skittered like some horrific spider. Noble crushed them with his foot before Whitten could even register that they were gone. Whitten crumpled against the wall of the elevator and held his hand to his face. 
 
   His face changed.
 
   The pleasant-looking professor with the odd taste in clothing was gone and something savage took its place. When Whitten raised his head Noble took a slight step back. The man's eyes were black, as black as the child-things he had seen at Eveline's home. 
 
   "You should not have done that, Noble," Whitten said. As he spoke, though, there were two voices. There was Whitten's regular voice, but there was also something deeper over that. Something truly savage and terrifying. "Who do you think you're fucking with here?"
 
   Whitten moved suddenly and his movements were not that of a man hundreds of years old, but some jungle beast. In an instant he had a hand around Noble's throat and he was lifted off the ground and slammed into the wall, held at least a foot and a half off of the ground, the world around him moving in a rush. His air was gone and he kicked and grabbed at the wrist that held him. The hand around his throat was like iron.
 
   "I am not here to recruit you," the Whitten-Void thing said. "You are no scientist. You are a stupid policeman and that is all you will ever be. I am here to tell you to run. I am here to give you forty-eight hours to get back to Illinois, get your wife and your dogs, and move the fuck away. Try to run. Get as far from Dash and Dr. Shaw as you can, Noble Randle. I am doing this because I am merciful. If you do not do this, I will visit Eveline Paulson first and she will vanish, becoming one with the blessed Void. I will then get your wife sometime when you are not home, perhaps while she's at the grocery store. I will then track down the rest of your family and all of your friends and colleagues. One-by-one they will vanish. Only when you are completely alone and broken will I find you and consider giving you the gift of the Void."
 
   The hand around Noble's throat disappeared and he crumpled to the floor against the wall of the elevator. He took great whooping gasps of air that rushed through a bruised and wrecked throat Colorful dots floated in front of his eyes and the world appeared to have narrowed down to a white dot surrounded by nothing but gray. He had been seconds away from passing out.
 
   Whitten stepped back to his corner. When Noble finally had enough of himself under control to look at the man, still sitting on the floor, he saw that Whitten's eyes had turned back to their normal green. The man wiped his hands with a handkerchief and he reached into his pocket to remove a small device. He pointed it at the elevator door and pressed a button. The elevator moved again. He also reached into an inside coat pocket and removed another pair of wire-framed glasses, which he put on his face, a perfect match to the ones Noble had crushed. Finally, he reached into the vest pocket that had the chain and, sure enough, he pulled out a pocket watch which he flicked open and studied. The place on the left side of his face where Noble had punched him was already turning purple and swelling.
 
   "It is just before nine," Whitten said as the elevator doors opened. "You have forty-eight hours. That's all the time you will be given. I suggest you use them"
 
   Whitten stepped out of the elevator. Noble staggered to his feet and stepped out after him just as the doors closed behind him. 
 
   The hallway was empty.
 
   ***
 
   Noble stood in the hall for several minutes, staring first one way and then the other. He kept expecting Whitten to reappear from somewhere, heading back to the elevator, or he thought he would hear the man's footsteps as he ran down the stairs. Nothing. There was the ice maker making its rattling noises like some wheezing pneumonia patient, and the soft hum of the lights, but nothing that would indicate anyone else was even alive on this floor. Then, one of the doors opened and a blond teenage girl came out carrying the ice bucket and walked past him. She gave him a worried look and hurried down the hall to the ice machine. The scuffle in the elevator had to have been loud enough to disturb the people inside their rooms. Before security was called and Noble was arrested, he decided to head to his room.
 
   When he got to the door he had a moment of fear that Whitten or black-eyed children would be waiting for him inside his room. He hesitated, the keycard held just over the lock, for several moments, trying to listen to what was happening inside the room. There was no way to hear anything and the longer he stood there the more his mind made up sounds of footsteps, whispers and coughing. He finally swiped the card and entered the room.
 
   It was completely dark inside. He had that moment of panic flood him again, sure that he had been sucked into the Void the moment he entered the room. He flung his left hand out against the all, brushed the light switch, and light filled the room. 
 
   It was empty.
 
   The bed was made and there were mints on his pillow. His suitcase was where he had left it and the clothes he had hung up in the closet were still there. The room smelled like a hotel room. It was cool inside, the air conditioner running the way Noble liked. He closed the door behind him.
 
   He kicked off his shoes and collapsed on the bed, pressing his hand to his chest and feeling his heart hammering beneath. Some part of his brain told him that he should remove the topmost bed cover, that there were all kinds of unspeakable things on that piece of fabric, but he chose to ignore it. He was special. That was what Shaw had told him. He was not going to die from catching some sort of disease left on a bed cover by a prior horny occupant.
 
   He had to call his wife and he had to call Eveline. Who first?
 
   Noble reached over and dialed his wife. Olivia would be up working late. It was still relatively early for her, really, back in Chicago. She picked up after the second ring. Almost immediately Noble knew that something was wrong.
 
   "Hi," she said.
 
   "Hey," Noble replied.
 
   "How are you?"
 
   "I'm fine, Olivia, I miss you. Are you OK?"
 
   There was a pause. In the background he could hear the dogs walking around, their nails clicking on the floor. She must have been downstairs then, answering her phone in the kitchen perhaps.
 
   "Well, I'm not sure," Olivia said.
 
   Noble sat up on the bed, worried now. "What happened?"
 
   "Well, remember when you were telling me to be careful about weird things happening?"
 
   "Of course."
 
   "Well, I could swear there's some guy outside, in the shadows, watching the house. I mean, I can't be sure, but I was just out walking the dogs and I swear I saw this shadow move behind one of the trees. And I -"
 
   She was struggling, unsure of what to say next. When Noble closed his eyes he could see her almost perfectly, clutching the phone, eyes closed.
 
   "Did you see red eyes?" Noble asked.
 
   Olivia gasped. "Yes. Jesus, Noble, have you seen them, too? Do you know about this? What the fuck is going on?"
 
   Noble let out a very long sigh and did his nervous habit of running his fingers through his hair. Was he going to tell her? More importantly, what was she willing to believe? Shaw and Dash has not given him explicit instructions not to tell her. They must have known that he was going to be tempted to do so. Maybe they figured that the truth was so outlandish that even if he told it to anyone, no one would believe it. Truth be told, despite all he had seen and all that had happened, he was still having trouble believing it all.
 
   "Yes, babe, I've known about it, but not for long," Noble said. "Hon, I have some things to tell you. You'd better sit down and I don't think you'll believe any of if. Not sure I believe it, really, but it's what's been told to me and I am going to lay it all on you."
 
   "You're scaring me," Olivia said.
 
   "Well, it's about to go from scary to weird and scary," Noble said. 
 
   And so he started telling her his story.
 
   ***
 
   "That is the biggest load of horseshit I have ever heard," Olivia said about an hour later when Noble finally finished. As soon as she said it, despite the horror of everything, Noble couldn’t help but smile and he suppressed a laugh.
 
   Olivia had sat in almost total silence the entire time Noble was talking. She had made noises to let him know that she was still there and, at one point, the dogs had erupted in barking and she had shushed them. However, she had let him talk and talk until he couldn't think of another thing so say. Then they had sat in silence for several moments, as she tried to find a way speak, before finally making her declaration.
 
   "I said the same thing," Noble replied. "But the evidence is mounting that there is truth behind it all. Like my run-in with Whitten in the elevator at the hotel telling me that I had forty-eight hours to get you out of town or he and Void were going to get you."
 
   "Jesus," Olivia whispered. "What are you going to do?"
 
   "I have to find out more, Olivia," Noble replied, unsure of what his answer was going to be until the words flew out of his mouth. "I have to go with Shaw and find out if any of this is true."
 
   "What about me?" Olivia asked.
 
   Noble sighed and he tried to speak, but found that he could not get the words out. "There are members of IDEA that are watching you. Plus, I trust you, Olivia. You aren't going to let any black-eyed children into the house, right?"
 
   "Of course not, but it sounds like this Whitten guy is more than just a man," Olivia replied. "If he can hold you up with one hand against an elevator wall and then vanish in a hotel, what else can he do? What is he?"
 
   "I don't know, but that's something I also need to find out," Noble said. "I have to do this."
 
   "I'm your family, Noble. So are the dogs. Family should always come first."
 
   "But if I can stop this whole thing, I can protect you and my family," Noble said. "Once they go after you, what's to stop them from going after my parents or my brother or my niece and nephew?"
 
   "I understand," Olivia replied, sounding tired, sounding resigned. "What am I going to do if something happens to you? If you just vanish, how will I know? This is dangerous, Noble."
 
   "I'll make sure that Dr. Shaw, or Dash, or someone tells you what happened to me," he said, feeling the full weight of his fear about this endeavor. "But nothing is going to happen to me."
 
   "Then you'd better get tough," Olivia said. "The next time you see Whitten, just beat the shit out of him or shoot him or something. They're playing ruthless, and you have to play ruthless. Got me?"
 
   "Yeah," Noble said. "I get you. I love you, Olivia."
 
   "I love you, too," Olivia replied.
 
   There seemed like more that needed to be said, but neither of them could figure out what it was. Noble said good-bye and when he hung up he was afraid that it was the last time he was going to talk to his wife. He pushed that thought away, but it lurked in the back of his mind, the shadows of his mind, like the shadow men. 
 
   Noble dialed Eveline's phone number. It took several rings, but Eveline answered. She sounded tired and she sounded scared.
 
   "I was beginning to think you weren't going to call, Noble," she said. "I was terrified something had happened to you."
 
   "A lot has happened to me, Eveline," Noble replied. "How have you been doing?"
 
   "I've been terrified," Eveline said. "I left work early today. I haven't seen any more of those creepy-ass children around, but I swear I keep seeing things in the shadows. Things that look like men."
 
   It was the same story, wasn't it? Each person that had the misfortune of seeing the man from Taured that day was going to be seeing the same things. They were going to see shadow men and then the black-eyed children would come. 
 
   "Well, sit back," Noble thought, feeling exhausted from already telling this tale, but thinking that Eveline needed to know it as well as his wife. "I have a lot to tell you and a lot of it is going to make zero sense."
 
   "Well, so far my life hasn't made much sense and I don't think yours has, either," she stated with a nervous laugh. "Lay it on me."
 
   So, for the second time that night, he did.
 
   ***
 
   It was another hour and Noble's throat was so dry that swallowing hurt. He got up to get a glass of water with the phone still stuck to his ear. He was waiting for Eveline to tell him that it was the biggest load of horseshit she had ever heard. Instead, there was just quiet from the other end, a quiet broken by the sound of a television in the background. 
 
   "Wow," Eveline said. "That is some story."
 
   "Do you think it sounds like horseshit?"
 
   "No," Eveline replied, much to Noble's surprise. "Like I told you, with the crazy shit I've seen lately, why would the fact that you can find and heal rifts somehow be any stranger?"
 
   "I guess I hadn't thought of it that way," Noble replied, taking a large and long drink from the sink in the bathroom. He refilled the glass and drank another. 
 
   "So, am I just supposed to stay at this hotel until you get this guy, or what?" Eveline asked.
 
   "I don't know," Noble said, licking his lips and thinking about refilling the glass for a third time. "The amount of shit that I don't know is enough to fill the Grand Canyon to the top."
 
   "Yeah, I feel you there," Eveline replied. "I am so tired right now. I think I need to go to sleep. Tomorrow, though, I need to figure out what I'm going to do. I can’t just stay here indefinitely."
 
   "Do you have any relatives that you can go stay with or something?" 
 
   "I have a sister who lives in Milwaukee," Eveline said. "I haven't seen her for a long time. Maybe it's time to use up some vacation time and go see her. What do you think?"
 
   "I think that sounds like a good idea. Can you get there all right?"
 
   "Yeah, I can call a cab and get a bus there. I had better call her, though," Eveline said. "Will they go after me and my sister?"
 
   "There's a chance," Noble admitted. "Just be careful. The guys in the shadows are on our side, remember that. They can protect you, most of the time. But if you see those creepy kids, just blow them the fuck away or get away from them as fast as you can. Don't let them in and don't let them touch you."
 
   "Right. I got you. Well, you are certainly a very interesting person to have met, Noble Randle. I can't say that it's been a pleasure, but I also know that all of this ain't your fault. So, be careful, and stop this fucker. Stop this shit from happening to anyone else."
 
   "I’ll try. That's all I can do."
 
   "Take care of yourself," Eveline said. "When this is done, come back here and maybe you, me and your wife can all go to dinner."
 
   "Sounds good to me," Noble said, suddenly feeling like he was going to cry. He felt like a fool for ever thinking that he could accomplish anything. The magnitude of all of this crashed into him like a tidal wave.
 
   Eveline hung up and Noble stood in his bathroom for a moment and stared at the reflection in the mirror.
 
   There had been a time when Noble was in shape. This was back in the days when he thought he would become your average beat cop and then, maybe some day, a detective. He was still in reasonable shape, but there was no denying that he was turning a bit doughy in places. The years of working mostly behind a desk had taken its toll. He was not an action hero, he was a guy who filled out reports. Most of the time, when the arrests were made, he was not even present. That stuff was turned over to police in tactical gear. He turned things over to people who were in shape like he had been when he wanted to be an average cop.
 
   Noble took another long drink and then washed his face. He shut off the light to the bathroom, but left the light in the short hallway leading from the bedroom area to the bathroom on. He had always had a fear of total darkness, but it was strange to know that there were now reasons for that fear. Some part of him must have always known that he was going to end up here. He hated that feeling of unchangeable destiny.
 
   Noble sat on the bed in his underwear and methodically took apart his automatic pistol. He cleaned each part and reassembled the thing, made sure the slide worked the way it was supposed to and put a full clip into place. He also made sure he had plenty more ammo handy.
 
   When had he last shot that goddamn gun? Every year he had to be assessed and he always trained heavily before the test. However, the entire time he had been with Homeland he had never had a reason to remove the gun from his holster, let alone fire it. When it came to targets on a range, he was actually a very good shot. When it came to trying to shoot a living person, he had no idea how well he would do.
 
   Was Whitten or anyone involved in this actually a living person? The question was too vexing to deal with at the moment.
 
   When that task was done, Noble turned on the television and found some talk show to leave on in the background. He had no desire to sleep in total silence. He wanted noise. He wanted light. He crawled beneath the covers, put his head down and went to sleep.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Ten
 
    
 
    
 
   When the morning came, Noble awoke from troubled dreams. Dreams full of darkness, but darkness that was alive, that came up from the sewers and flowed down the street like water and swallowed anything and everything. It was a darkness that moved like a living thing, and swallowed up the living and the dead and absorbed them into itself. There was also Whitten, with his dark eyes, but also with sharp teeth and ragged claws. Whitten wanted to tear Noble apart just as the darkness reached him so that he would be in pieces, but alive, when the darkness absorbed him. Whitten wanted Noble to spend eternity in that hell, in pieces, screaming uselessly into that living darkness.
 
   He stood under the hot water in the shower for a long time trying to wash the dreams away. He shaved, mechanically, nicking himself several times, not even realizing that his hands were shaking. He combed his hair haphazardly and then packed up his bags and checked out of the hotel. It felt weird, not knowing where he was going or what was going to happen, or if he would have a place to sleep tonight, but his course had been chosen.
 
   Noble stepped out of the hotel and was surprised when a black van pulled up in front of him. Dash stepped out of the passenger side and slid open the side door. In the driver's seat was Dr. Shaw.
 
   "Let's go," Shaw said.
 
   Noble nodded at the two men and stepped into the van. The interior was comfortable, with gray fabric. The door slammed shut.
 
   It felt very final.
 
   ***
 
   They drove for hours. Noble sat in the back and studied the road as it flew past. Dash sat in the passenger seat and said little. Shaw had the GPS working and that was the only voice for a long time. Despite the directions, however, Noble felt that Shaw knew exactly where they were going. They were headed west.
 
   Noble let his mind drift. Soon he was dozing in and out. Shaw never wanted to take a break to go to the bathroom. Dash never said anything, either. Noble still had a lot of questions, but right now it seemed that Dash and Shaw wanted to focus on the task at hand. He got the impression that getting where they needed to go was more important than talking, so he kept to himself.
 
   When was the first time he could remember that strange feeling in his stomach? When could he remember suddenly wondering where he was and what was happening? Noble wasn't sure, but he did remember, as a child, being terrified of going out of the house without his parents with him.
 
   Noble was constantly afraid as a child. He would burst into tears at the tiniest nudge and his parents were very close to him. This was in the years before his brother was born, those precious developmental years when so much is formed. His parents had a small house on a dead-end street and there were kids all over the block roughly his age. They wanted him to go out and play. He would, but only if they came with and then he would ride his Big Wheel or play in the sandbox in the backyard all by himself. He did not want to head out the door and run down the street to meet the other kids.
 
   There had been many years he wondered why that was. What had him so scared? When he was even younger he had had to spend some time in the hospital, and in those days it was not common for parents to spend the night with the kids.  So, he was in a room with other kids, left alone in the dark at night, terrified, confused. He would wake up with men in lab coats around him jabbing needles into him and performing operations to correct a problem with his feet and legs. 
 
   His parents always thought that he was just afraid of being left alone after that. That being locked up in that hospital and his parents sent away had created a separation anxiety within him.
 
   Now Noble was not so sure.
 
   He remembered once waking up in the middle of the night in the darkened hospital. He was unable to move, unable to turn over, because there was something strapped to his leg. It immobilized him, making him afraid. He had always been the type to toss and turn in the night and now he was stuck laying face down and could not move. He burst into tears and a nurse came into the room. It was a nurse Noble did not recognize.
 
   "It's a boardie," the nurse said in a high-pitched voice that she must have thought was soothing to children. "It keeps you from rolling around. We don't want you to pop your stitches."
 
   "I can't move!" Noble had wailed.
 
   "I know, and that's the way we want it," the nurse replied. "Now go back to sleep."
 
   He had managed to get back to sleep, but the next day and the following days he did not see that nurse again. However, they did attach the thing to his leg.
 
   Odd? Coincidence? Had she just worked a shift that one time in the children's ward and then not again? Or had he slipped through a Rift? 
 
   Now so much of Noble's life was in question.
 
   Another memory surfaced of playing with Tonka trucks in his living room and suddenly finding the room filled with strange white things that snapped at Noble. He had a vivid memory of this white thing, like a living mousetrap, with teeth, snapping on the back end of the dump truck he was playing with and it snatching it out of his hands. The white things not much more than just a hinge surrounded by narrow white plastic with alligator-like teeth. He had burst into tears, afraid they would bite him, and hearing his mother's voice in the kitchen. Just like that he was back in his living room and she was running toward him to dry his eyes. The white snapping things were gone. 
 
   His truck was gone, too.
 
   Noble had had memories of that incident pop up into his brain from time to time, but he always thought it was a fragment of some childhood nightmare, or perhaps a memory of something else that made more sense, but warped by his childlike mind.
 
   Now, he wasn't so sure.
 
   Shaw had told him that he had a knack for finding Rifts, but did some Rifts travel? Did they seek him out, too? He decided he would have to ask about that one later, but he guessed that the answer was yes. One moment he had been in his normal living room and the next he was in a world filled with strange, biting, plastic-like creatures.
 
   Noble dozed, coming out of his sleep from time to time to see where they were. The landscape had gone from relatively flat to a terrain filled with large rolling hills. He had no idea where they were, but it was getting to be mid-day now and they showed no signs of stopping. His stomach growled, but neither Dash nor Shaw showed any indication that they were getting hungry.
 
   Noble remembered a time when he got up from his bed, when he was still in that little house on the dead end street, and walked to the bedroom door. It was late at night. There was a short hallway that led to his parent's room and a bathroom in between. His parents had been trying to get him to stop wetting the bed and his mother was repeatedly telling him that if he got up in the night and went to the bathroom he was being a good boy. His parents did not seem to understand that he did not know he had to go to the bathroom when he was sleeping, his bladder just emptied. It wasn't as if he were in his bed, curled up, clutching at himself in the dark and trying to keep himself from peeing. He was sound asleep, lost in dreams, and it just happened.
 
   That night, however, the pressure had awakened him and he got up and headed for the door. The world was transformed in the night. The house that he knew inside and out, backwards and forward, and played in all the time during the day was now ominous, despite the night light that glowed against the wall. 
 
   Noble remembered walking slowly and softly, the pressure in his bladder almost more than he could bear. When he opened the door, the hallways beyond seemed long and it was very, very dark.
 
   There were two red eyes floating in that darkness, near his parent's bedroom door. They looked evil…mean. There was a loud hissing sound that Noble associated with the sounds a bull would make before it charged (they always did in the cartoons he watched, anyway). He gasped in fear and slammed the door shut. He jumped back into bed. The next morning, he was wet from the waist down. His mother had had a fit.
 
   Noble had told people, with a laugh, about his nightmare of the bull in the hallway of his home when he was a child. Now he wondered if what he had seen was one of the shadow men from IDEA, perhaps one using a breathing apparatus. 
 
   It seemed cruel. Who would do that to a child? 
 
   "Noble, are you hungry?"
 
   Noble opened his eyes. It was Dash, turned around in the seat.
 
   "Yeah, I could eat," Noble replied.
 
   Dash reached down to something that must have been between his feet and came up with several paper bags.
 
   "I have chicken, turkey and ham," Dash said. "I ate the tuna."
 
   "I'll take the ham," Noble said.
 
   Dash handed him the sandwich bag. Inside was a ham sandwich with cheese, pickles and mayo. It also contained a can of soda and a bag of chips. Noble tucked in eagerly, devouring the sandwich in what seemed like seconds. For some reason it tasted like the best damn ham sandwich he had ever had.
 
   "Are we getting close?" Noble asked.
 
   "Not much longer," Shaw replied. "Just a couple more hours."
 
   "Can I ask where we're going?" Noble asked.
 
   "You can," Shaw said. "We are headed to Pennsylvania. A little town called Knorr."
 
   A chill went up and down his spine. That name had popped up a few times now.
 
   "That's the place with all the weak spots," Noble said, crunching chips and drinking his soda.
 
   "There's no better place for you to realize your potential," Shaw said.
 
   Noble nodded. Before they had gotten started on the road he told them about his meeting with Whitten. Dash and Shaw listened with interest as he told them about telling his wife and Eveline. Then they sat in silence for some time.
 
   "I guess that was for the best," was what Shaw said, at last, as they headed out onto the highway.
 
   Outside the window the world was greener and greener, with rolling hills. The towns got further and further apart. Noble dozed again, with more troubled dreams. This time what awoke him was the sensation that the vehicle was slowing down and that the road beneath them had changed. He sat up and looked around to see they were pulling off the highway. There were trees on either side of the ramp, pushing up against the pavement. 
 
   "I guess we're here?" Noble said, rubbing his eyes.
 
   "Almost," Shaw replied. "We'll check into the hotel. I don't think we're going to get much done around here tonight. However, we'll get an early start tomorrow and then we'll see what we can find."
 
   "I wish I had a better idea of what you expect me to do," Noble said.
 
   "I wish I could tell you," Shaw said. "I wish I had a playbook for this thing, but that does not exist. We are going to sink or swim tomorrow. I have a few ideas, but I have no way of knowing if anything is going to work. I guess we'll find out."
 
   Noble was not entirely satisfied with that answer, but he doubted Shaw was anymore satisfied. They pulled off the highway and onto another road. The hotel was close to the ramps, just off to the right. There were three rooms waiting for them, all of them suites, all of them with sinks and a fridge and a microwave and a coffee maker. Across the street was a Wal-Mart and there were restaurants and more hotels all around. It looked like any kind of small town that you would find anywhere in the world. Nothing about it was odd.
 
   Once the three of them had checked in and put their suitcases away, Dash and Shaw went off to get dinner. Noble begged off, not feeling particularly hungry at the moment, and he walked out into the parking lot. The sun was low, but the horizon was blazing orange and red as if the world near the horizon were burning.
 
   The hotel was high on a hill and he could look down at the restaurant and the store and the highway. There were more rolling hills that stretched out and away as far as the eye could see. Shadows were crawling over the hills and darkness was claiming the land. 
 
   As Noble scanned the area, he wondered where downtown Knorr was. His eyes focused on a section of the rolling hills off to his right. For just a second, the air over a large section of the trees appeared to shimmer. It was as if a huge heat source was located there. It was there for an instant and then it was gone.
 
   "That's it," Noble muttered. "That's Knorr."
 
   He closed his eyes. The wind blew through his hair and he smelled foliage on the wind. If he had been a country boy, he might have been able to identify the flowers he was smelling or whatever trees or leaves, but he had no idea. It was just a smell he associated with the wilderness.
 
   Just beyond that scent, beyond the noise of the trucks as they shifted up and down the hills, beyond the sound of cars, the sound of people laughing as they staggered from the bar down the road, he felt something else. There was a kind of tugging sensation deep in his chest. It was as if a hand were reaching into him and pulling him, wanting him to walk, just set out, put one foot in front of the other and walk right toward that shimmer in the sky. As Noble focused on shutting out the world around him, focusing on the tugging, concentrating on that shimmering, he could almost hear a voice on the wind.
 
   "Come to me, Noble," that voice said. "Come here and see."
 
   Just then there was a loud air horn from a passing truck and he was pulled from his reverie. He looked around the parking lot. The place was full. There were semis parked along the edge of the parking lot, but the rest of the spots were filled with minivans and family vehicles.
 
   Noble studied that spot where he had seen the air shimmer. He focused, and now he could see several areas in that direction shimmering. They were popping up and vanishing like fireflies. 
 
   Weak spots. Holes in reality. Opening and closing. Perhaps some just the size of a pinhole, but others big enough for something to step through.
 
   Noble pulled his gaze away from the shimmering portals and scanned this part of the town again. This was the outskirts, the bits of commerce that always popped up around the exits and entrances to major highways. But he was willing to bet that most of the people who worked at the gas stations and restaurants lived in Knorr, or very close by. He wondered how many of them had seen things they could not explain, or heard stories about things that could not be explained. He was willing to bet that many of them had at least heard a story, but had been able to dismiss anything odd that they had seen as tricks of the eyes, dreams, or their wild imagination.
 
   He had done the same thing, hadn't he?
 
   The wool had been removed and the world looked very different. Now, as he turned his head from left to right and back again, the shimmering continued and he could see it easily now. The world had changed for him and he wasn't sure that he liked it. Was he really ready for this?
 
   No, of course not. How could anyone be ready?
 
   Noble sighed and breathed in the air, wishing he knew what kind of trees were around here. It smelled good. The air was cool and he guessed there would be fog in the hills come morning. It was beautiful, despite the terrifying thought of the portals opening and closing constantly.
 
   It was time to head into the hotel and maybe get something from a vending machine. He had to call his wife. He had to get some sleep.
 
   Tomorrow was going to be a big day.
 
   ***
 
   Noble awoke the next morning from very strange and troubled dreams that part of him guessed were not really dreams. In one a very young girl, long dead, ran up to him and begged him to play with her. When he said no, she vanished into the haze with her head down and Noble felt bad, calling after her. He could not find her again. In another dream he saw a beautiful teenage girl in a blue dress who greeted him warmly and told him to be careful. He felt his heart tug when he saw her, but then she opened a portal there was a young man waiting for her on the other side. In the final, and most disturbing, dream something huge and menacing came to him out of the ether. It was hard to see, but Noble could tell that it was massive, taller than the trees, taller than the buildings, and it had teeth that somehow gleamed in the darkness. It also had enormous red eyes that glowed fiercely. It spoke to him in a sinister whisper and tried to convince him to let it inside of him so that it could re-enter the world. Noble backed away, ran through the haze and darkness, and the thing pursued him, stomping and trampling anything and everything.
 
   His sheets were covered in sweat and his body was shaking. The blankets were completely wrapped around his legs. Noble extricated himself from the blankets and the bed covers. The muscles in his legs shook as he flung his feet over the edge and he stood up unsteadily. He breathed heavily, filled with fear, wondering what other things were out there in the darkness and the places in between.
 
   Noble dressed quickly and then shuffled into the lobby area where there was a breakfast nook and food. He ate a Danish and toast and found some scrambled eggs that weren’t half bad. After he ate he felt better, more like himself, but he was nervous. He had no idea what to expect, but the pull of this place was now undeniable.
 
   The night before, he had spoken to Olivia and tried to tell her about Knorr. She was worried for him. She said encouraging words, but Noble could feel the tension in her voice. He did his best to soothe her, and had almost believed it as he fell asleep. Now, after a night of plagued with dreams that seemed all too real, he wasn't so confident.
 
   Shaw and Dash showed up just as Noble was finishing off his coffee. They immediately set about getting breakfast. Shaw looked very tired and Dash always looked ready to go, but Noble saw that his eyes were very red and he wondered if they had had dreams as disturbing as the ones he had had.
 
   "How did you sleep?" Shaw asked as he placed his paper plate down on the table. The plate was piled high with food. 
 
   "Terrible," Noble replied. "I had weird dreams that I now suspect were not really dreams."
 
   Shaw nodded. "Me too. This place is powerful."
 
   "I stood out in the parking lot last night while you guys went off to get dinner and I could see portals opening and closing," Noble said. "I could see a shimmering in the air, in the darkness, going off all over."
 
   Shaw smiled. "Very good. That's your ability, Noble. That's your talent for seeing and finding the Rifts."
 
   "Can a Rift move?" Noble asked just as Dash came over and placed his plate down and then took a seat. "Can it seek out people like me?"
 
   "It's always been a theory," Shaw said. "You are the only person who is a Rifter that I've ever met, so I can't say for sure. Why?"
 
   "I suddenly have all of these memories from my past that don't add up," Noble said, sipping his coffee. "I have memories of sitting in the living room of my house when I was little and strange things happening very suddenly. I wondered if it was possible for a Rift to just find me and swallow me up."
 
   "Possible," Shaw said.
 
   Noble was not satisfied, but he could not fault Shaw for not knowing. It was weird to know that you were one of a kind.
 
   "So, what is Whitten?" Noble asked. "When he came to me in the elevator, he was certainly not human."
 
   Shaw forked eggs into his mouth. "No. Perhaps he once was, but he is now infused with Void. We don't know how that could be, but you have probably heard stories of possession by demons and Satan himself. We think that was likely Void trying to get through to our world through someone else. Whitten seems to have invited Void into himself. He is entirely an ally of the Void and he has gained a very long life in exchange for allowing the Void to enter him and take him over. It gives him incredible strength, as you saw. For all intents and purposes, he is immortal."
 
   "Is he the one working at Gemini?"
 
   "We think so," Dash said. "From what intelligence we've been able to gather, we think he is now fully employed by Gemini. Perhaps he has also corrupted others at the company. He now has the top floor of the Gemini building and we think that the entire floor is where he is conducting his experiments."
 
   Noble sighed. "How do we stop him?"
 
   "First thing's first," Shaw said. "We need to make sure you are comfortable with your abilities. We are going to need them. There is no place better for this kind of training than right here. So, once we finish our breakfast, we are heading out into the wilderness there and we're going to see if we can find a Rift. Then we'll go on from there."
 
   "I'm going to admit that I'm scared about this," Noble said.
 
   Shaw finished his eggs and nodded. "You should be."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   They stood in the parking lot for several minutes and Noble found a quiet spot in which to close his eyes and concentrate. He could feel the Rifts all around him, tugging at him. Some of the tugging was big and some of it was small. 
 
   "Let's head that way," Noble said, pointing to the northwest. 
 
   Shaw and Dash climbed into the car. This time Dash took the back seat. He was now armed, his pistol strapped to his leg. Shaw had also put a pistol in his pocket, but the man looked like he had no idea how to use the thing. Noble sat in the passenger seat, closing his eyes and concentrating on the pull and tug of the Rifts. 
 
   "There's a strong one," Noble said, "just that way."
 
   Shaw drove, up and down the hills and narrow roads. The roads twisted and turned and the trees got closer and closer to the side of the road. It was like stepping back into time. The more Noble concentrated, the more he could discern where the Rift was. It was like a hand in his guts, tugging at his spine, pushing at his back. It made him excited, nervous and more than just a little nauseous.
 
   "We have no idea what we're going to find there," Shaw said. "We have to be careful. The Rift could be anywhere, in the middle of a home, in a shopping mall or on a high branch in a tree."
 
   "Yeah, I get that," Noble said, annoyed at the distraction. "Do you guys really think that your guns are going to be able to stop something if it comes through?"
 
   "Well, it's better than nothing," Dash said.
 
   "Doesn't IDEA have some advanced weaponry or something?" Noble asked. "Something that can deal with these things?"
 
   "Yes, we have lots of things, but I didn't bring them with,' Shaw replied. “It might cause too much of a stir to see a bunch of guys standing around with advanced weapons."
 
   "Right," Noble said. It made little sense to him, but Shaw had his own way of doing things. Fine. More than likely even IDEA’s weapons would be nothing against some kind of monster. "Turn right up ahead."
 
   Shaw made the turn. They sped down the narrow road. On either side were fields with only the occasional house. The houses were small, but the property was large, with wide lawns and huge gardens. It was beautiful.
 
   "We're close," Noble said.
 
   The feeling inside of him was so strong, it was nearly overwhelming. His entire body was tingling from head to toe. The car pulled up into a small clearing between two large wooded areas. 
 
   "Stop!" Noble said.
 
   Shaw found a place to pull over as best as he could. Other cars roared past, rocking the van. Noble wasn't sure what to do next.
 
   "So, what now?" He asked.
 
   "We get out of the car," Shaw said. "And you walk. This is where your training begins. This is where you really learn how to use your powers."
 
   Noble shrugged. Sure, that sounded logical. Just walk into another dimension and get eaten by monsters or aliens or just cannibals or...whatever! Made sense.
 
   They piled out. A truck roared past them, rocking the vehicle, sending a wind right up Noble's pants, making him shiver. He walked around until he was near the edge of the field. Dash was on his right, his gun already out, pointed at the ground. Shaw flanked him on the left, looking unsure of himself, his hair blowing wild in the steady wind. Noble stepped closer to the field, the gravel crunching beneath his feet and then whispering across low grass. When he felt safe, and like he was far enough from the road, he closed his eyes, put out both hands to his side, palms facing the field.
 
   The feeling came over him right away. It was more than just a sensation of being pulled. It was like electricity, running from his toes and up through his head. All of the hairs on his arms, across his chest, on his neck, stood up. It was overpowering, but pleasant. 
 
   Noble opened his eyes and there it was. The air over the tall grass was shimmering. It was a huge oval shape, pointed a bit at both ends, as if the air had been ripped apart. The breeze that he was feeling came from this opening. It was in the middle of the field. He could see beyond the portal, but it was wavy, indistinct. 
 
   He walked into the field, his legs and mind filled with purpose. The shimmering oval grew closer and closer. He could smell things now, a wet smell, a bit rotten, as if whatever was on the other side was filled with vegetation decaying. There were sounds, too, moaning sounds, or crying sounds. Anyone who happened along here and heard those them would think that the field was haunted, perhaps.
 
   Noble heart was hammered in his chest. The tingling sensation grew stronger and stronger with each step along with the feeling of a hand pulling him forward. He was now directly in front of the portal and he reached out his hand.
 
   The portal reached back for him.
 
   The pointed edge of the portal was above his head, until he reached for it. Now that edge reached forward, downward, as if extending toward his fingertips. Noble opened his mouth in amazement, and the tingling turned into an electric shock that shot through his fingers and toes. His fingertips vanished. It looked like his fingers had been chopped off.
 
   "Wow," Noble whispered.
 
   The portal expanded and swallowed him. Now his arm was gone. He walked forward and now his shoulders and head pushed through. Then he felt a giant hand yank him forward, pulling him right through the portal. The ground disappeared from beneath his feet.
 
   There was a feeling like being on a roller coaster. His stomach, heart, organs dropped down into his shoes. There was a moment when he felt as if he could not breathe, an instant of bright white light, and then there was ground beneath him. He was breathing again.
 
   Noble opened his eyes and he was in the middle of a forest. It was dark. The trees looked dark blue and extended far, far, far up above his head and all around him as far as he was able to see. The sky that he could see, between the finger-like branches, was a dark, dark purple. The air was so humid it was like trying to breathe water. The grass beneath his feet was also a purplish shade. The bushes around him was filled with huge thorns.
 
   He breathed in the thick air. It was tough to catch a breath in the humidity. He looked behind him and saw that the portal was still there, shimmering, reaching out to him.
 
   The ground shook.
 
   Something, several somethings, flew out of the trees. Noble looked up and there were hundreds of birds, or some other flying animals, it was too dark to see for sure. They cawed and wheeled in the sky, flying right toward Noble's head. They were all around him in an instant. They flew so fast that Noble could not get a good look at them. He flung his hand over his head, the wings battering against his arms and head. 
 
   The ground shook again.
 
   Something roared. 
 
   The roar went on and on, filling Noble's ears. More animals began to run away, scampering through the bush and the shrubbery around him. There squeaks and caws and growls. It was like being in the universe’s most terrifying zoo.
 
   The ground shook at a steady pace.
 
   "Footsteps," Noble whispered.
 
   Whatever it was that was headed right for him was enormous. Noble could not imagine what kind of creature could make the entire ground shake. All he knew was that he had to get out of there.
 
   Noble turned, reaching out his hand again, the portal reached back. Just as his fingers disappeared something came through the trees. He got the image of a giant creature, its head high above the trees, a face with glowing white eyes and huge arms that looked like human arms – except for the fact they were made from what looked like swamp material like weed, reeds and vegetation. Just as his shoulder vanished through the portal he saw a giant mouth filled with white teeth. His nose filled with the smell of swamp, rotting vegetation, as if the creature was entirely made out of it. The air flowed around him in a rush and he got the impression that the creature was rushing toward him, reaching for him with those giant vegetable hands. 
 
   Noble's head vanished into the portal and there was that roller coaster feeling in his gut. Then feeling of electricity throughout his body, the bright white light, and then he fell, tumbling, head-over-heels, onto the ground in the field back in his own world. There was a loud popping sound that echoed and roll across the hills like thunder. He fell hard, on his back, and rolled, getting to his feet and gasping, whirling around, expecting the giant hand from the huge monster to be reaching for him.
 
   There was nothing. 
 
   The field was empty. There was a soft breeze. Dash and Shaw stood near the road, both of them with guns in their hands. Noble snorted derisive laughter, wondering how those guns would have worked against a creature so enormous. 
 
   Noble studied the air above the field. The wavy portal was gone. He could see straight across it now and the view was distinct and clear. No longer could he hear screaming, crying or cawing. The ground did not shake. There was only the sound of birds, regular, familiar birds, all around him. 
 
   "That was intense," Noble said.
 
   In truth it was exhilarating. Now that he knew what it was, what he could do, he wanted to do more. He was no longer frightened, his fear gone, knowing that he could control what he did. How many more were there? How many more dimensions? The adrenaline rush was unlike anything he had felt before. This must have been what skydivers felt like after they completed a jump and landed safely on the ground.
 
   Noble told them what he had found. Shaw nodded as if that was normal. Dash blinked, the only indication that he was a little frightened or put off.
 
   "Let's go find another one," Noble said. 
 
   Shaw smiled his approval.
 
   Once in the vehicle Noble closed his eyes and sensed where the next rift was. It wasn't far. This one was in the middle of downtown Knorr, down a short alley and behind a restaurant. Shaw pulled into the mouth of the alley and they all poured out again. The portal was there, hovering just about two feet above the ground, in the center of the alleyway. This time it was a weak portal and they could see through it to the other end of the alley, but it was like looking through frosted glass. 
 
   "OK, here goes," Noble said.
 
   Noble walked toward the portal and reached out his hand. Once again, the rift reached back toward him. His fingertips touched the outer edge of it and there was intense tingling up and down his arm and throughout his body. He let the tips of his fingers brush across the top of the rift, the electricity coursing through him. Then he pushed his hand forward, slowly, his fingertips disappearing, the portal growing in size and shape, now devouring his forearm, elbow and up to his shoulder.
 
   There was that roller coaster feeling. Then the sensation of the world falling away, bright white light, a moment of sheer terror where he could not breathe or feel anything around him. There was another flash of light and smells and sounds filled his nose and ears. 
 
   He was in another alley, but it was not a small town anymore. It was a loud and bustling city. There was the powerful smell of exhaust from cars. The the sound of cars and trucks backfiring pounded his eardrums, the engines much louder than back in his own dimension. 
 
   "Hey, what the hell are you?"
 
   Noble turned and saw a man wearing a long dirty coat, a watchman's cap, a scraggly beard down to mid-chest. The smell wafting off him was a potent mixture of booze, vomit and body odor. The man's eyes were bleary and there was a half-empty bottle of something cradled in his arms.
 
   "Sorry," Noble said.
 
   He should just jump back into the portal, he thought. He knew that, but there were people walking past at the mouth of the alley. Women with skirts down past their knees and men in long raincoats wearing fedoras. It was like stepping into a Humphrey Bogart movie.
 
   "You just popped out of the air," the old man slurred.
 
   "Yeah, that kind of thing happens," Noble said, feeling stupid, but walking past the bum.
 
   He crept up toward the mouth of the alley. He kept to the shadows. Overhead, the sun blazed down on him. The buildings over his head were huge, standing and pointing high into the air. He soon noticed airships slowly crawling across the sky. He watched the cars as they puttered past, in the model of the 1940s. At the same time, he also noticed that several of the men and women had what looked like cell phones up to their ears. A few had hands-free earpieces in their ears. 
 
   Noble watched for a minute and then decided he had seen enough. He turned and walked down the alley. When he got near the shimmering area in the air he noticed that the bum had passed out, lost again in his dreams. More than likely he was going to think whatever he had seen was just an alcohol-infused dream. 
 
   He popped back out into the alley in Knorr. There was that feeling of losing his breath and then a bright white light. There was another, stronger, feeling as the air behind him popped. He staggered as he came back into his home dimension and when he looked back, the rift was gone, the air calm.
 
   "I need to see more," Noble said.
 
   "OK, let's not get carried away," Shaw said.
 
   "Just a couple more," Noble said, already heading for the van. He could feel another rift right now tugging at him. Now it was like a drug. He was like a kid with a new toy and all he wanted to do was play with it again and again.
 
   They spent most of that day traveling from place to place in and around Knorr. Most of the rifts were in isolated areas, but one was located in the middle of an intersection in downtown Knorr. Noble went into each one.
 
   In one world he was in a field with plants that sang to him. In another he found himself in a factory making robotic weaponry by men wearing some kind of protective armor. In another he was on top of a mountain with little oxygen, intense wind and a breathtaking view. He was in some kind of jungle with screaming natives who ran at him with primitive weapons in another. No matter how small the rift appeared, in each case the portal got bigger, reached out toward Noble and pulled him in.
 
   When Noble popped back into his home dimension at about six o'clock local time, the air popping closed behind him, he was exhausted. He lay on the ground, bugs flying around his head, breathing hard. He looked up at Shaw and Dash and smiled.
 
   "OK," Noble said. "I think I got this thing. I can sense Rifts now instead of just stumbling into them and I know how to open them, go through them and get back. Great. What do we do next?" 
 
   Shaw smiled. "I need to show you the spaces in between. It's time you meet more members of IDEA."
 
   "Fine," Noble said, getting to his feet. "But when do we face off against Whitten?"
 
   "That's where I come in," Dash said. "I'm going to head back to D.C. and find out everything I can about Gemini and the layout of the place. I need to find out where Whitten might be and how we can get in and out. In two days, we'll meet up and we'll take him on."
 
   "Do we have time for that?" Noble asked.
 
   "I think so," Shaw said. "We need the time to prepare. We need to have more than just you, me and Dash, too. We're going to have to bring more members of IDEA into this, Noble and doing that is going to weaken the barriers even more. It's a calculated risk, but we have to take it. Very soon, once those two realize what’s happening, there's going to be retaliation."
 
   "Great," Noble replied, still lost in the high of using his abilities. "Let's get to the next phase as fast as we can. I feel like time is running out. I also can't shake the feeling that my wife and Eveline are in trouble."
 
   They piled back into the van. Twenty minutes later, after driving at a blistering rate in the rapidly-dimming twilight, up and down the hills and around curves that made Noble's heart leap into his throat, they came back to the hotel. Minutes after that they were in Shaw's room.
 
   "OK, time to get your uniform," Shaw said.
 
   Shaw opened the closet and Noble saw the long coats, wide-brimmed hats and red-lensed goggles. Shaw pulled out one of the coats and slipped it on, placed the hat on his head and the goggles on the brim of that hat. Then he pulled the second set out and handed them to Noble.
 
   "OK, put these on," Shaw commanded. "I've already contacted some of the other members of IDEA, so there are going to be more meeting us, some of them from other dimensions."
 
   Noble didn't delay. He threw the coat over his shoulders and shot his arms through. The coat was so heavy that for a moment he nearly fell over and then there was an all over prickling sensation, like a thousand pins and needles, as if his entire body had fallen asleep. The nanobots pierced his skin with microscopic probes and the coat's sleeves grew shorter, the edge of the long coat shrank to just about mid-calf. It also grew lighter.
 
   The hat came next. Once more there was that feeling of pins and needles and then the hat conformed to his head perfectly. Noble added the red goggles, placing them on the brim of the hat.
 
   "OK," Noble whispered, "that was weird."
 
   "I'm going to head over to my room at the hotel," Dash said. "I'm going to get to work finding out everything I can about Gemini."
 
   Noble handed his phone to Dashiell. "Look, answer this if anyone calls," he said. "Do what you can for them. I don't know how long I'm going to be gone."
 
   Dash left. Noble and Shaw stared at each other as if something dramatic was supposed to happen, as if a fanfare should sound and angels sing.
 
   "You'll be able to breathe and we've added devices that will allow you to speak," Shaw said. "It's all connected via the goggles and the hat. Both create a force field that keep the oxygen flowing and transmit your words. It also translates for you, since not all of our members speak English."
 
   "This day just keeps getting weirder," Noble whispered.
 
   Shaw smiled and adjusted the device on his wrist. "You ain't seen nothin' yet."
 
   He reached out and touched the screen on the device attached to Noble's wrist. 
 
   The world went white.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   And the world stayed white. Although the whiteness began to twist and twirl and fold in on itself like fog or mist. Noble felt unsteady, at first, as if his feet were in thick mud, and then things came into focus. Shaw was next to him. All around him was the mist, and there were things moving inside of it. Shapes and shadows. 
 
   "This way," Shaw said, pointing.
 
   They walked toward their left and some of the shapes began to take form. Noble was shocked. There were twenty of them, maybe more, men in the long coats, with red eyes and wide-brimmed hats. They were standing in a circle, as if waiting for them to arrive.
 
   "Hello, everyone," Shaw said. "This is Noble Randle."
 
   A burble of hellos and welcomes filled Noble's ears. He heard a number of names mentioned, various forms of greeting. Most of the members bowed to him. A few stepped forward to shake his hand. He saw human faces and faces that were covered with fur. He saw a face with mandibles and eyes like an insect. Some of the faces were hidden by metallic masks with red eyes, so he could not see what form or shape they took. It was dizzying.
 
   "So, this is in between," Noble muttered.
 
   "Indeed," said one of the figures to Noble's right. "My name is Orval Tirado. I am from Dimension 13. It is an older dimension. I have been fighting this fight for a long time now. Once you have entered the in-between worlds, once you have joined this fight, you are never the same."
 
   "There's someone you should meet," Shaw said, tugging at Noble's arm. "He is our oldest member, the exact number of years he has been alive have been lost even to him. He’s from the oldest dimension next to that of the Void itself."
 
   Shaw pulled Noble past the other men. The men held up hands, bowed, seemed a bit in awe of him. He nodded back, waving his hand lamely and feeling like he had been invited to the weirdest frat party ever.
 
   "Why do they seem like they're treating me like royalty or something?" Noble said.
 
   "Because you're rare, Noble," Shaw stopped. "This is Kolthrax. Kolthrax, as promised, here is Noble Randle."
 
   They had stopped in front of a shadow that did not, at least yet, resemble anything. It was a mass, a lump, crumpled to the ground. Noble could make out a very tattered version of the coat that he was wearing. Then, just after Shaw spoke, the form began to move. There was a soft growling sound and the shape began to stand - and it just kept standing.
 
   The being, Kolthrax, was tall - very tall. It just seemed to keep unfolding itself until it towered over Noble and Shaw by at least five feet. The wide-brimmed hat was worn and tattered. Kolthrax wore a full helmet, but the eyes were as red as everyone else's. Those eyes studied Noble, looking him up and down, and then nodded.
 
   "Welcome, Noble Randle," Kolthrax said, his voice little more than a whisper and a whisper that had a strange vibrating sound to it, like a speaker that had blown out. "I have been alive for a long time now and I never thought I would see the likes of you."
 
   He extended his hand, the arm insanely long and very thin. There were three fingers and a thumb at the end of that hand. Noble shook it, amazed at the strength of the grip. There was power emanating from this creature unlike anything that he had felt before.
 
   "Why am I so special?" Noble asked.
 
   "You're special because someone who is both a Rifter and a Rift-Healer has not existed on this, or any plane, for more than a thousand years," said Orval from behind them, startling Noble as he spoke. "You are one of the rarest things that any of us have seen. Kolthrax is the only one to remember the last one we had working here. Denvian Tolthradus, right, Kolthrax? From the fifth realm?"
 
   Kolthrax nodded, his long coat and clothes rustling like leaves. "Indeed. Even then, the Void had never been as great a danger as it is now. I am from a dimension that was right next door to it. Sadly, my original home has been lost to the Void for many centuries. As was my family and most of my people. As for your home, for some reason, on we have not yet figured out, your dimension has the largest number of weak spots and allows for the greatest influence. He has taken advantage of that and corrupted Whitten. We have never had someone that was completely possessed by the Void as we have with Whitten. Never has Void had such a devoted acolyte."
 
   "If you're the oldest, then you must know about this Void," Noble said. "What can you tell me about him or it? What is it?"
 
   Kolthrax's shoulders heaved as if sighing. "There are many stories. I have heard them all. Some say that Void was one of the original architects of the multiverse. That he was there at the creation of it all, but betrayed the Light. There was a war and Void lost, ending up banished to his own realm in the center of the domains. He has thrashed there for centuries, trying to find his way out."
 
   "Yes, of course. I've known that story. The same story of that of Lucifer," Noble said. "Is Void the devil?"
 
   "There are devils for each culture, each dimension," Orval said. "We have similar tales. It is the one that pervades the entire multiverse. It is not the only one. The Void, however, is as close as we’ve ever come to seeing the Devil as you might know him."
 
   "No," Kolthrax interjected. "There is another tale, and this is the one that I tend to believe. I believe that before there were dimensions there was only light and dark and that they fought from the start. You see it all the time when you look up into the night sky. Light versus dark is the oldest war in history. It IS history. Somewhere in that battle, the darkness was banished to that dimension and it leaks out, fights back, tries to get free, because darkness was here before there was light. Even your Bible says so, correct? Before there was light, there was a formless void. That is what we fight. We fight the oldest creature that has ever lived. That ever will be. It was here first."
 
   Noble felt a sense of pure awe mixed with outright terror. The vastness of what Kolthrax was saying staggered him. This was bigger than him. Bigger than anything that had ever been.
 
   "So, then, if there is a Void," Noble said, "then there is an opposite? There's a Light?"
 
   Kolthrax nodded and there was a soft noise that Noble realized was this creature laughing. "Indeed, there is, Noble Randle. That is who we fight for."
 
   Noble had about nine thousand more questions flash through his brain, but there was no time. If anything, there was less time than he had originally thought.
 
   "How do we fight it?" Noble asked.
 
   "The way we always have," a voice said to Noble's right.
 
   Another figure stepped forward from the mist. Noble gasped in surprise and staggered backwards.
 
   It was a coat, a pair of red goggles and a hat, but there was nothing holding them up. They floated in the air, in the shape of a human, but with nothing inside the coat. It reminded Noble of the Invisible Man.
 
   "Ah," Shaw said, stepping forward, "Noble, this is Ezekiel."
 
   "Wha -?" Noble asked. "B-but, you said he was dead."
 
   "Indeed, I am," Ezekiel replied. "But the coat and uniform you wear is a computer, remember? It reads your biorhythms and records them. For all intents and purposes, the moment that you put on the IDEA uniform, your consciousness, was loaded into the uniform's systems. Your consciousness can live on inside that once the body has died. Yes, Noble, my body died quite some time ago, but my brain, my energy, my consciousness continues on."
 
   Noble nodded as if this made sense. He knew that his jaw was hanging open. He stared into the red eyes, the strap of the goggles hugging air as if still wrapped around a skull.
 
   "The only way I can continue, however," Ezekiel said, "is in the in-between. Only here can the systems continue my consciousness. It's not as bad as it seems. I can certainly visit any dimension I like, but I cannot cross over fully. I will not cross over until this threat is taken care of. I will not let myself leave this form until Whitten and his madness have stopped."
 
   Noble extended his hand and Ezekiel shook it. Even though he now knew there was nothing within that glove, it felt as though there was a hand. A strong hand.
 
   "OK, enough with the introductions," Shaw said. "I know that we all want to talk to Noble, but there will time for that later. He is a part of us now. At the moment, we have to deal with the problem of Dr. Whitten. He is a man who has become one with the Void. He is a true avatar of it, unlike, as Kolthrax said, anything that we have ever seen before."
 
   "How do we stop him?" Noble asked. Time to shake off the awe and wonder. He had a wife, friends and relatives back in his home dimension that needed him now. "What do we do?"
 
   "There is little that can be done," Kolthrax said. "Other than a direct assault on the Gemini labs. We have to do it. The problem, as I see it, is that the Gemini building has become the ultimate weak spot. The entire building is now a focus for that energy. Just getting to him will be difficult because there will be weak points all around that building and within it, all the way to the top. That is the reason he chose it for his experiments. Not only will he see us coming, but he has the best possible defensive position."
 
   Noble shook his head. "No, there has to be a way. What if we can get a helicopter or something and fly in?"
 
   Orval said: "That might be possible, but the energies that are being released there make it dangerous. The helicopter could end up vanishing into another dimension, or the machines in play could end up draining the energy from the copter and you'd crash."
 
   "How many of those black-eyed children is he going to summon to stop us?" Shaw asked.
 
   "It is not just the children now," Kolthrax said. "He has started to create avatars that look like adults. We have word that Void is starting to possess others, infected by Whitten. That may be what has been happening at Gemini. That may by why they have let him continue his experiments. Everyone within that organization may be within the Void’s thrall. If we let him continue the Void could infect and possess everyone else in the world. This entire planet could become black-eyed men, women, children and even animals."
 
   Noble felt deflated. "How are we going to fend off everyone in the world? How do we get to him with just me, Shaw and Dash? Don't tell me that the rest of Homeland is involved with this?"
 
   "No," Shaw said, "but we are prepared to do something that will, in the short term, weaken the walls between dimensions. We can pull our members into our world to help with the fight."
 
   Noble looked around at the men (creatures, beings) standing in the mist. There were dozens of them, but even if all of them were pulled into his dimension, would that be enough? How many of the black-eyed creatures could Void summon and control? Thousands? Millions? If he were now infecting people already there, turning them into avatars, the army just grew by millions across the globe.
 
   "Do we have weapons?" Noble asked. "Do we have things that will help even the score when we're facing off against a thousand black-eyed children or adults?"
 
   "Well, we have plenty of guns," Orval said. "Guns from your dimension and guns from other dimensions. Basically they will handle the black-eyed beings. It's Whitten and his possession by the Void that worries me."
 
   "I can handle that," Shaw said, showing the rectangular device that looked like a remote control. "This will open up a portal and banish him to a pocket dimension. The walls of that dimension are strong, essentially creating a prison for him that will separate him from Void. More than likely once he is separated from Void, he will lose his consistency, aging rapidly to what he should be, probably even dying.
 
   "We're condemning him and executing him?" Noble asked. "Sorry to sound archaic, but I was raised to be part of law enforcement. I still have a belief in due process."
 
   Kolthrax made a noise that Noble recognized was his version of a laugh. "Exactly where would we try him? It is not like there is an inter-dimensional court that would try him before a jury of his peers. We have to neutralize the threat to multiple dimensions, Noble. Although Void has destroyed millions, there are untold billions still alive out there, and all of them are threatened."
 
   Noble wondered if there was a light dimension. Was the light really God? If so, was God himself in trouble if the walls fell down? It was all too much to ask and discuss right now. He hoped he would have the chance to talk to Kolthrax after this whole event was over.
 
   "OK, so, who's coming back with us?" Noble asked. "How soon do we need to make this happen?"
 
   "The sooner the better," Orval replied. "I can almost feel the dimensional walls weakening. Whitten and Void are aware that we are planning something. The more we plan, the more time they have, and the more damage they do. We have to stop this."
 
   "I guess I need to ask this," Noble said. "Why do you need me? I think I can guess, but I want to hear it out loud from one of you."
 
   "You're the healer," Ezekiel said. "You are the one who can slip into the Rift that Whitten is creating and fix it. You are the one who has to stop the Void from entering your dimension."
 
   "So, basically this entire thing hinges on me," Noble said, not a question, just a statement.
 
   "Exactly," Shaw and Orval said at the same time.
 
   Noble sighed. He closed his eyes, picturing his wife's face. All of this was for her, too.
 
   "OK," Noble said, "good. Just needed to know where I stood. How much damage is bringing all of you into our dimension going to do?"
 
   "A lot, unfortunately," Shaw replied. "It can't be helped. As you have pointed out, we have to have the numbers and although we have you and Dash on our side, I don't think we can call in the Marines. It's going to encourage Void and Whitten to speed things up, but we need to do it. Have I established that?"
 
   Noble shrugged. "Fine."
 
   There was more discussion about logistics, but it was all semantics as far as Noble was concerned. All but Ezekiel and Kolthrax would be making the journey. Without a body, Ezekiel couldn't make the jump and Kolthrax was just too old. He would stay in the in-between worlds where he lived most of the time these days and Shaw provided him with a communicator device that would allow him to talk to them across the realms. He would be there with them in spirit, although Noble felt that Kolthrax really wanted to be part of this fight. That meant there were 28 of them heading back into Noble's dimension. Shaw made sure that they were all armed with various weapons.
 
   The plan was to head to a secure location that Shaw and Dash had established and make final plans. Dash would be there with the blueprints of the Gemini building and the grounds. They would plan their assault and launch as soon as they could. At the very latest they wanted to do the assault on the grounds and building by the next morning. Hopefully, they would have sealed the Rift and stopped the Void by the end of the day. 
 
   Hopefully.
 
   Noble did not like a plan that involved that word.
 
   "I guess we're ready," Shaw said. "I am going to open a portal. We need to move fast."
 
   Shaw fiddled with the device on his wrist. There was that bright flash of white, and then the world as Noble knew it came into focus. This was followed by a large roar, like a sonic boom or the loudest blast of thunder ever. It was so strong that it nearly bowled Noble over.
 
   When the ringing in his ears stopped, he looked around and saw the others standing there. He was just one of dozens of other men standing in a hotel room, all of them wearing long coats and wide-brimmed hats and red-eyed goggles. 
 
   "Guys, I suggest we get these uniforms off," Noble said. "We're going to stand out a bit if we don't."
 
   Several of the men shifted nervously. Shaw stepped up with another gadget from his seemingly endless supply of them.
 
   "Don't worry guys, I have holographic projectors here," Shaw said, handing them out to a few of the men. "They'll create an image that will make you look like one of us for this dimension."
 
   Shaw looked at Noble and shrugged.
 
   "Not all of them look like us," Shaw whispered.
 
   "Fortunately, I bear a passing resemblance," Orval said.
 
   In fact, Orval was very much human-looking. He was tall, just slightly more so than Noble. He had a shock of very blond hair that stood up in what Noble would call a faux-hawk. He also had the most dazzling blue eyes that Noble had ever seen. They were robin's egg blue, mixed with flecks of gold that were easily noticeable even in the dim light in the room. 
 
   "Well, that's fantastic," Noble replied. 
 
   Just then Dash opened the door. He paused for a moment, as if surprised, when he saw all of them in the room, then closed the door fast behind them.
 
   "The van's ready," Dash said. "We need to get moving. I have a warehouse set up just outside of Pittsburgh. It's already equipped with everything that we need. We'll be there in about forty minutes. The blueprints and layout of the campus will be there. I'm hearing all kinds of buzz about strange noises, strange occurrences and weird things happening all around Gemini. Last night there was apparently an impressive light display that woke up neighbors. So far Gemini has been buying off the press and the law. By the time anyone figures out what's really happening and tries to do something about it, it will be too late."
 
   "I have one question," Noble said as the crew continued to pack away their things. "Why does Void go after the people who were there when Duveen appeared and then vanished?"
 
   Shaw replied: "Because there's no guarantee that Whitten will succeed. Void has been around for a long time and it’s learned a few things. If there's too much attention, if people start talking, and there are investigations into missing people, then his plans can be derailed. So, what does he do? He creates some of the black-eyed children and makes some of them vanish, and those that don't get touched end up with stories about strange black-eyed children. They'll be considered lunatics. The story becomes urban legend, everyone goes back to their lives. If the plan falls apart then Void can live another day and try somewhere else."
 
   Noble decided it made about as much sense as anything else. Plus, Noble figured, each time Void created his black-eyed children he got more of a toe-hold into this dimension. Apparently this realm was rapidly becoming the key and the focus of Void's efforts.
 
   The group piled into the van. It was a tight fit, but they all managed. Dash got into the driver's seat and they were off. Noble felt nervous, anxious, worrying about his wife and Eveline and all of the other passengers and crew of the infamous flight. 
 
   Nothing like having the fate of this dimension and all of the others placed on your shoulders, he thought as they drove up and down the hills of Pennsylvania. Nothing like having that fate placed there just a day after you learned how to use your abilities.
 
   “So,” Noble said, once they were all situated, “What’s Kolthrax’s story?”
 
   ***
 
   Kolthrax Tilidorious Thadeseillica Wordsathorine Ultamattarax Thaldissious the Third was from a relatively poor to middle-class mining family. Such long and ostentatious names were standard in the realm that he called home. His entire species were insect-like in nature, with hard-shelled bodies and eyes that saw the world much like a fly in Noble's dimension. There were two globes containing many lenses on their faces, but those had grown smaller over the years so that they almost resembled human eyes. They had two arms and legs, with smaller vestigial legs along their torsos from the days when they had been more insectoid and crawled along the ground. Most kept those extra legs tucked close to their body and mostly the legs had no function. His species had evolved from something that Noble would recognize as a bee. They also tended to grow tall and live a very long time. That meant a world with strict resource and population controls so that everything wasn't wiped out.
 
   When he was a boy Kolthrax worked in the mines with his father and ten brothers. He also had fifteen sisters, but they worked at home with his mother. It was not uncommon for people in his dimension to have such large families. Insects tended to do that.
 
   It was not an easy life. They mined all kinds of things within the bowels of the planet. Kolthrax's family mined coal (or his dimension's equivalent) used for heating and energy. It was laborious and dirty and you had to have zero claustrophobia, which was tough when you were over five feet tall even as a child and would likely grow to over ten feet tall. The biggest worries were cave-ins, but one day Kolthrax found that there were other things deep within the planet, and that they could be even more dangerous.
 
   It was a standard day like any other. The sun was out after a series of rainy days. Kolthrax's mother had awakened him and his brothers and they all filed through the washing and dressing area, getting their work clothes together. They lived way up north and the sun was sometimes out day and night. When they stumbled out of the house (set into the wall of a mountain and surrounded by numerous other homes, something resembling a kind of hive) the sun was low and the wind was blowing gently. It was a day meant for calling in sick and enjoying a day climbing trees or laying in meadows. Something that Kolthrax's father would never put up with.
 
   So, the brothers and the father all trudged to the mines, which were close by, well within walking distance. Kolthrax was admiring the blue skies and the gorgeous weather, dreading the long drop into the darkness. A day spent in darkness, the sun would be low to the horizon and blocked by trees by the time he resurfaced. He hoped that the weather would be nice come the weekend when they got one day off to enjoy themselves.
 
   Kolthrax and his family were soon down below the ground. Miles and miles the cars took them down. They set about drilling. Kolthrax grabbed a jackhammer device and found the vein that he had been mining this week. The planet was rich in minerals. They gave thanks to the Light every night for the fortune that it had bestowed upon them with a planet rich in minerals, water and plant life. He adjusted hi eyewear and began chiseling away. His brothers were scattered about, his father and oldest brother deeper down the tunnel than the rest. That was usually how it happened. They went in first, creating the tunnel and making sure it was secure before the rest of them followed.
 
   Kolthrax had lost track of time. Around him the coal piled up and was shoveled into the bins and the bins taken back up to the surface by machines. It was just another day. His eyes had adjusted to the darkness now and he had forgotten about the gorgeous day above them. It didn't pay to daydream when you were down here. There were dangerous things that could happen if you lost your concentration.
 
   "Kolthrax."
 
   He stopped his chiseling and looked around. His brothers were still working, his father and oldest brother disappeared down the tunnel. The voice had been little more than a whisper, which made no sense because the jackhammers and other tools were so loud that he could never hear anyone whispering.
 
   "Kolthrax."
 
   He looked around again. Nothing. 
 
   Then he realized it was coming from the tunnel down where his father and brother were. Could they be calling to him?
 
   Kolthrax indicated to his brother that he was taking a short break. His brother nodded and Kolthrax put down his tools. Then he walked toward the darkened end of the tunnel. 
 
   It was so dark in there. He had never been fond of the darkness and that was something his brothers used to make fun of relentlessly. What kind of mine-worker was afraid of darkness? Nevertheless, they had also made sure that he stayed in the portions of the mine tunnel that had lights strung along the ceiling.
 
   "Father?"
 
   "Kolthrax."
 
   Again, it was little more than a whisper. It didn't sound like his father or his brother, but it was sometimes hard to tell in a whisper and the tunnel also added some weird acoustics..
 
   Kolthrax stepped into the darkness. He moved cautiously, slowly, putting one foot into the other. He reached up and adjusted the light on his helmet and it pierced the darkness in a solid beam. Normally, the light lit up the entire tunnel from one wall to the other, but this time the beam was tight and straight ahead and it was as if the darkness around him, lurking against the walls, were eating the brightness.
 
   Kolthrax felt his heart pounding and fluttering in his chest walls. He stepped forward, shuffling. How far back did this go? They had just started the tunnel yesterday and it shouldn't have been this wide and this far back.
 
   "Father?"
 
   There was a weird sound in his head in response. 
 
   Laughter.
 
   Something darted across the beam of light ahead of him. Kolthrax's eyes normally adjusted quickly, but this time they could not catch what was moving.
 
   Something else moved behind him.
 
   More laughter.
 
   "F-father?"
 
   "Hello, son."
 
   It was definitely behind him. The voice. It was sort of his father's voice, but not quite. Kolthrax turned and saw a shape move back into the shadows. 
 
   "Brother."
 
   Again, the voice was behind him. Kolthrax turned fast. Nothing there.
 
   "Brother?"
 
   "Still afraid of the darkness?"
 
   The voices were all around him now. There was more whispering, many voices, speaking in languages he did not understand. Beneath that was the sound of people, men, women and children screaming. Kolthrax put his hands to his ears, but then he realized that the voices were inside his head.
 
   "Stop this."
 
   Kolthrax had had enough and he turned to run back the way he had come. There was no light at the end of the tunnel. He was lost, unable to find the end of the tunnel. Then, caught in the beam of the light, was his father and brother.
 
   "Hello, Kolthrax," his father said.
 
   They had taken their masks off and his father and brother smiled at him. The smiles were unnaturally large. Their eyes glowed in the light, but Kolthrax could see that everything within their eyes had turned black.
 
   "Father, what's wrong with you?" Kolthrax asked, his voice squeaking and sounding like someone else.
 
   "Nothing is wrong with us," his father said. "Nothing is wrong anymore. Come to me. Let me touch you."
 
   Kolthrax's brain was filled with more laughter and screaming and he wanted to run. Why did he want to run? This was his father. His brother. The loved him. Kolthrax realized those reasonable thoughts were from some other voice inside him.
 
   The darkness came to life behind his brother and father. The shadows moved as if made of water. Faces formed and disappeared within the darkness.
 
   "NO!"
 
   Kolthrax ran forward and knocked his brother and father aside (later when Kolthrax saw the coat he had been wearing he saw burn marks where he had touched them). He heard them hurl curses at him inside his mind. Kolthrax pushed forward, extending his arms. The air behind his brother and father was alive, and he pushed through that too, like pushing through a membrane into the real world. Now he could see the end of the tunnel up ahead. His other brothers were there, looking into the tunnel curiously.
 
   "Help me!" Kolthrax called.
 
   His brother stood there, obviously confused, unable to move.
 
   Kolthrax forced his legs to move faster. Things were moving all around him. Something wet and heavy grabbed his arm and he looked down to see a tentacle of what appeared to be pure darkness had looped its way around his arm. He let loose a cry of disgust and yanked his arm away.
 
   Finally, his brothers at the mouth of the tunnel were moving. They ran toward him and there were hands from people that he knew, that he loved, grabbing him. This was followed by screams and the sound of flesh rending and tearing.
 
   Kolthrax was yanked away and the walls of the tunnel rushed past him. He regained his footing and now he was running. All around him his brothers, however, were vanishing, disappearing into the darkness. This was followed by more screaming, the sounds of bones breaking, liquid sounds that must have been blood.
 
   He reached the mouth of the tunnel and he was in the light. Behind him three more of his brothers also stumbled forward. They paused, looked at one another, and then back into the darkness of the tunnel.
 
   Something inside the tunnel screamed and that scream rose in pitch and volume until it was a roar.
 
   Kolthrax and his brothers ran.
 
   They never saw their father or those brothers they had left behind again. Kolthrax himself never set foot in the mine again and, a few weeks later, left his home to try and find a purpose for himself and for his life. Two days after he set out, a man in a long coat and wide-brimmed hat appeared from the shadows behind a tree. He had a strange, pale, face and was much shorter than Kolthrax, but the man had an interesting story to tell.
 
   Kolthrax listened. 
 
   Then he joined the fight.
 
   Not long after that, the darkness had come for Kolthrax’s world. 
 
   ***
 
   Noble sat in stunned silence. He didn’t want to know any more. The others in the group probably all had stories just like it. Variations on a theme where the darkness came alive with malevolent intent. Noble felt child-zombie fingers running up and down his spine and his shivered.
 
   He faced out the window and watched the scenery go by.
 
   ***
 
   They piled out of the van and brought the equipment into the warehouse. The entire area looked abandoned, but Noble recognized that this property and all of the surrounding property was owned and operated by Homeland. The outside of the warehouse looked like it was run down and falling apart. Inside it was loaded with banks of computers and monitors and weapons of all kinds. There were vehicles and, in the back, cages and cells for people that were arrested. It was all part of the emergency system that had been secretly put into place after the attacks on 2001. If there was ever a real assault on the United States, this was one of the places the secret military could get their weapons, get their orders, and store prisoners to pump them for information.
 
   There were almost thirty beings there now, setting up their own equipment, laying out weapons on the tables. Noble studied some of the weapons and shook his head. Some of them looked like toys out of a Steampunk catalog. They resembled 1950s toy rayguns and some of them looked as if they were put together from aluminum or flimsy metal. All of them, he had been told, were powerful weapons that would be capable of neutralizing, vaporizing or blowing apart the black-eyed children. He had also been reassured that they could take down Whitten if need be, although Noble had his doubts. None of these guys had seen Whitten when his eyes turned black and lifted Noble in the air.
 
   "Let's gather 'round," Dash said.
 
   They all gathered around what looked like a huge black glass table. It was like a giant touchscreen tablet. In fact, it really was, but with a holographic projector. Noble had seen these prototypes, but had no idea that something was in use in the field. Dash touched the screen and the images began floating in the air over the table.
 
   "This is the Gemini campus," Dash said.
 
   It was a blueprint translated into a three-dimensional hologram. The territory and property that Gemini owned was much bigger than Noble thought. Much of it was trees and woods, filled with animals like deer and coyote. There were smaller buildings dotting the land, amid the trees, but most of the activity was confined to the building at the center of it all - Gemini Tower.
 
   The tower sort of resembled a large letter "A." The building sloped to a flattened point. The interior was entirely. The offices and labs inside there were where some of the most secret stuff was now housed. The offices had been moved to a smaller building on the edge of the campus. Just off center of the entire campus was the circle that still housed the equipment for the super-collider. It was no longer in use, or so the official story went, but there were some who believed that was where the dimensional experiments were now being conducted, or had been conducted. Perhaps smashing together all of those atoms had punched a hole in things.
 
   "We are going to have to try and get in via one of the older entrances. There's one on the far south side here. It was an active entrance and exit when the collider was in use, but it has been closed off and is now overgrown with vegetation," Dash explained. "It looks abandoned, but given the experiments that have been going on there, we have no idea what kind of security is installed. There could be portals and other things there that we could all fall into. Or creatures and booby traps that have been pulled into this dimension. We'll then have to take abandoned roads and perhaps run right up to the tower. Again, the tower itself could be surrounded by Void avatars. The entire working population of the Gemini building might be possessed. We just have no idea. The entire place has been on a kind of information lockdown for some time now."
 
   The holograms spun and twisted. It showed the side entrances, the woods and the grounds around the Gemini tower. Noble took notes, mentally, and in a small notebook. They spent hours, studying every aspect via the holograms and the blueprints that Dash had on paper. They also studied photos of the exterior and the interior of the building. It was a lot to absorb and Noble felt his head was getting heavier with each additional nugget of data. 
 
   "That's it," Dash said, at last. "That's everything I have."
 
   Dash studied his watch for a moment.
 
   "It's late," Dash said. "Near the back of the warehouse there's a series of beds set up. I suggest we all get some sleep. We need to get an early start tomorrow. We have a long way to go and we need to get to Gemini Tower by the time the sun is going down."
 
   The rest of them muttered and broke off toward the beds. Orval, Shaw and Noble ended up in a kitchen area rooting around for food. After several minutes of assembling the parts for sandwiches, Orval agreed to make them.#
 
   "Wait until you see my sandwich-making skills," Orval said. "You will be delighted."
 
   Noble smiled. There was no denying the fact that there was just something likable about Orval.
 
   "What do you think?" Shaw asked Noble after they found seats around the kitchen table.
 
   "About what?" Noble replied.
 
   "All of this."
 
   "I’m a little overwhelmed. Just a few days ago I was a guy who thought he knew the world and what was in it. Now I find out there are more worlds and that I am somehow key to saving them all. How would you feel?"
 
   Orval put plates down in front of them. The sandwiches were piled high with lettuce, tomatoes, meat and more. Noble's stomach growled so loudly that he blushed. He grabbed the sandwich and bit. 
 
   "It's delicious," Noble said around a mouthful.
 
   "Thank you," Orval replied, sitting down and taking his own bite. "I've been fighting this battle for so long that it is old hand to me, Noble. I can only just barely remember when I first got drafted into this war. I was just doing my work as a cop. Yes, I am a cop in my own dimension. We were investigating a series of disappearances, mostly of teenagers. Before long I was dealing with sightings of black-eyed children and shadow men. It was Dr. Shaw here who introduced himself to me."
 
   "Yep," Shaw agreed. "I broke some rules to do that, too. But I knew that Orval would be an asset to our organization."
 
   Noble thought that had he not been exhausted, this would have been a fascinating conversation. As it was, he was having trouble focusing. His head was swimming with blueprints and other facts and he was also enjoying his sandwich. It was several moments before Noble realized that his phone was vibrating.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   There was noise on the other end. The sound of voices yelling at each other. The sound of someone running, as if the phone was rubbing against something. Noble could hear someone crying in terror and fear.
 
   "Noble?"
 
   "Eveline?"
 
   "Yes!"
 
   "What's happening?"
 
   "I went to my sister's place," Eveline replied, her voice filled with the most bone-chilling terror that Noble had ever heard. "I went there, like you said, but they came. They came!"
 
   "Who came?" Noble asked, knowing full well who it was that had shown up.
 
   "The children!" Eveline cried. "They came and my sister let them in! Jesus, Noble, she's gone!"
 
   Noble got up and paced around the kitchen. He could hear a voice in the background, but he could not understand what it was saying. Eveline was hyperventilating and crying. There were other voices, too. The voices were panicking, screaming, yelling.
 
   "They got inside!" Eveline said. "They touched her and she's gone and now they're going after my niece and nephew!"
 
   "Get out of the house, Eveline!" Noble screamed. "You have to get out of the house!"
 
   "There are dozens of them! They're all over the place. I can't get out!"
 
   There was more running and screaming. The sound of a door slamming and Eveline breathed heavily into the phone, crying, whimpering.
 
   "I'm in a closet," Eveline whispered. "Oh God, Noble, what am I going to do?"
 
   "Just stay quiet," Noble realized he was whispering, as if speaking loudly would draw them to where he was.
 
   Noble put his hand over the microphone and turned toward Orval and Shaw, both of whom were now standing beside the kitchen counter watching him.
 
   "It's Eveline Paulson," Noble said. "Her sister let the black-eyed children in. She's hiding. Her sister's already gone. What can we do?"
 
   Shaw shrugged. "Noble, there's not much we can do. We don't even know where she is!"
 
   Noble wanted to say something more, but Shaw was right. How the hell could they get there? What would they do?
 
   "Eveline, you have to get out of the house," Noble said back into the phone, once again whispering. "You have to get out."
 
   "I can't!" Eveline replied. "Oh God, I hear them coming!"
 
   Eveline must have put the phone down and everything became muffled. More crying and whimpering. In the background there was the sound of footsteps. The breathing got softer, but it still seemed so loud to Noble. There was a loud creaking. Eveline screamed. The scream went on and on and on and it pierced Noble's heart and soul.
 
   The scream cut off.
 
   There was a thudding sound that must have been the phone falling to the floor. 
 
   For a moment there as nothing and then the sound of feet shuffling across the carpet. More jostling of the phone followed as if the phone were being picked up. There was a hideous sound and then the phone went dead.
 
   Noble stood there for a moment, his entire body frozen. He felt as if his blood had turned to ice. The sound he heard before the phone went dead echoed again and again inside his brain, inside his heart. 
 
   It was the sound of a child giggling.
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Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   It was going to be a long night, and Shaw, Orval and Noble found a spot at an empty table to talk. As the night wore on they shared their stories. Noble already knew Shaw’s, but he was curious about Orval.
 
   “How did you end up with this motley crew?” Noble asked.
 
   “Oh, it’s a tale of sadness and tragedy,” Orval said, his face suddenly somber and his eyes distant and haunted.
 
   “What happened?” Noble prodded.
 
   ***
 
   I was just a child when I first discovered the darkness. My family was a farming family. My world is so much larger than your Earth, Noble. We lived out in the country, far, far from anyone and everyone. I had a large family. Mom and dad, three sisters behind me and three brothers in front of me and me right in the middle. We worked hard and we kids were recruited into the farming efforts at a young age. If you could walk, then you could help carry chicken feed and cow feed. Our farms and animals looked much the same as yours, by the way.
 
   I was about ten years old when the darkness came. Our well had run dry and my father began drilling a new well. The water tasted so fresh and cold, Noble, it was amazing. What we didn't know, however, was that the drilling had punched a hole right into another world. It took time for the Void to figure it out, I guess, but things began to change.
 
   The crops all died. That was the first thing. We were growing corn and wheat and first a strange withering disease hit the corn and the ears withered and fell and turned to dust. Then the wheat started to crumble. Just after that something infected the pigs. I remember looking into the pen and the pig's eyes had turned black and they ran around and around the pen, not eating or sleeping or fucking or anything. They ran until they collapsed and then turned into black goo. 
 
   My father was a wreck. He began staying in his room. My mother tried to pretend that nothing was wrong, but we could hear the cows and horses braying in agony and madness. 
 
   I was pretty oblivious. Perhaps I was just at the age when it was still possible to get lost in playing and running around like an idiot and push the bad things out of my mind. 
 
   That all changed one day in the middle of the summer when I found my oldest brother, Heath, standing at the new well. It was warm and the sun was shining. I had been away from the home all day. When I woke up that morning there was a wailing sound from my parent's room and it scared me. When I think about it, I realize it was probably my father weeping and wailing, but I just ran. I ran far away. I had no idea what was going on, but the sound was so terrifying to me that only running made sense. The chickens were dead and the crops had turned to dust and there were no chores, so I ran into the woods and climbed trees and played army and other things that kids can do on their own just as well as with other kids.
 
   Around lunch time I was hungry and went back to the house. There was silence save for the buzzing of insects in the air. I entered the back door of our home and there was nothing. The remaining animals were quiet. The kitchen was empty. The other rooms, as I went through, were also empty. Then, in my parent's bedroom I saw blood on the floor, but the room was abandoned. The bedclothes had not been made, which was odd.
 
   Had they all gone somewhere without me? It wasn't as if I had a pager or cell phone where they could call me. I had been pretty deep in the woods and oblivious to the world and if they had called me, I likely would not have heard a damn thing. 
 
   There was a bit of blood in all of my sibling's rooms, but not as much as in the room where my parents slept. I walked back into the kitchen, the shadows now appearing menacing and threatening, and the silence now like a living thing pressing down on me. Things just looked wrong, smelled wrong, and there was a strange smell in the air. I peeked out the back window, over the sink, standing on my tip toes, and I saw my brother in the distance standing at the stone wall of the well.
 
   I smiled. I remember the smile. I thought it was good that I was not alone and I had found someone that I could talk to. 
 
   I ran out the back door and across the empty fields. Had I been paying attention I would have noticed how sad and pathetic those empty fields looked. Had I been thinking, I would have realized how all of this was wrong. Everything was wrong. How could a child be so oblivious that finding blood in the bedroom was not something that caused alarm? I don't know how that is possible, I can only tell you that it didn't disturb me.
 
   As I got closer to my brother Heath, I saw that he had something in his arms. Something that was wriggling and kicking. I was puzzled and unable to digest what I was seeing. I stopped about ten yards or so from the well.
 
   "Heath?" I called.
 
   My brother turned slowly, as if there were gears inside his neck and they had rusted. That was when I saw what was in his arms. I opened my mouth to scream, but then I saw my brother Heath's eyes and everything inside me turned to ice.
 
   His eyes were black pits. His face was gray and there was this twisted grin on his face that stretched up past his nose. Blood ran from the corners and down his chin.
 
   In his arms was my youngest sister, Alistine. She was no more than four and she was in his arms kicking and punching at my brother Heath.
 
   "He'p me!" She yelled.
 
   I was ten. My brother was easily three times my size. I had no idea what was happening. I was frozen.
 
   My brother dropped Alistine into the well. I heard her screaming all the way down. It took forever for the screaming to stop.
 
   No splash.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Heath turned to me and the smile got bigger and I could hear the skin ripping as his mouth was torn apart.
 
   "It's so dark, Orval," he said, lifting himself onto the edge of the stone wall that encircled the well. "But it's warm. So warm."
 
   Then he dropped backwards over the edge, tumbling backward. He did not scream. There was just silence.
 
   ***
 
   “I ran and ran and ran,” Orval said. Tears streamed down his face now. “When I got halfway across the field I ran head first into a man wearing a long coat and a big hat and red eyes. He held me until I was calm and then I fell asleep. He must have done something to put me to sleep. When I woke up, I was with him and not long after that I met the rest of IDEA. They told me what had done that to my family and I’ve been part of this since.”
 
   “Since the age of ten?” Noble asked. Noble wiped his own eyes and realized he was weeping.
 
   “Yes,” Orval tried a smile and then wiped arm across his face. “But it’s been good since then. Seen so much and so much of it’s wonderful. And it encouraged me to become a policeman in my home world. To try and help people. It got me away from farming.”
 
   They spoke some more and then Noble realized what time it was. Then he excused himself to call his wife. Suddenly more than ever he was missing her.
 
   ***
 
   "OK, good," Noble said into his phone. "I'm glad things are OK."
 
   "I have seen a couple of those shadow guys around, but nothing else," Olivia said. "I keep the doors locked, though, and the blinds closed. Are you going to be home soon?"
 
   "I hope so," Noble said. "I really hope so."
 
   "You can't tell me what's happening, can you?"
 
   "Probably not. I'd better not. Not over the air like this."
 
   "I love you," Olivia said. Noble could tell that there were tears ready to pour over her cheeks.
 
   "I love you, too," Noble replied, swallowing the lump in his throat. More than anything he wished he was there with her and the dogs. He never realized how much he missed his dogs. "I'll be home soon and we can get back to our regular life."
 
   "I don't know if that's entirely possible, but maybe we can get close," Olivia said. "Please be careful."
 
   He hung up and put his phone in his pocket. He had moved to a quiet corner of the warehouse and he pressed his head against the wall and wept quietly. He wanted to go home. There was a strong feeling to just bolt out of the warehouse and run home. He would just keep running if he had to, maybe flag down a car. Of course, every part of him now realized that if he flagged down a car it would likely be filled with dark-eyed creatures.
 
   Noble wiped his eyes and walked back to the kitchen. Shaw and Orval were still there, talking quietly, sitting amid the scraps of the sandwiches. When they saw him approaching they abruptly stopped their chatting and stared at him with wide eyes.
 
   "She's fine," Noble said. "She's seen a few IDEA folks around, but none of the black-eyed people and children."
 
   Noble sat down and put his head in his hands. He stared at the table top and felt the tears coming again. 
 
   "I don't know if I can do this," he said.
 
   He felt a hand on his shoulder. He raised his head and saw that it was Orval. 
 
   "Yes, you can," Orval said. "You have to, really, Noble. You know that, right? The life of your wife is included in this."
 
   "Yeah, I know," Noble replied. "I get it, but suddenly having the weight of not only this world, but multiple dimensions, it's a bit much. I mean, you have basically told me that I am the key to the entire thing."
 
   "I'm sorry, Noble," Shaw said. "I wish there was another way to do this. I wish there was someone else to take this responsibility, but given how far things have gotten, there's no one else."
 
   "Yeah, I get it," Noble replied. "OK, look, I am going to try to go to bed and get some sleep. Let's get this done."
 
   Shaw and Orval said more things to him that he thought were probably meant to be encouraging, but he barely noticed. He was overwhelmed and exhausted. He felt guilty about Eveline. 
 
   He collapsed into bed and was soon asleep, filled with troubled dreams about dark eyes, tunnels, creatures made of shadow.
 
   ***
 
   They climbed into the van again the following morning. They had all eaten breakfast and everyone else was filled in on what had happened with Noble the night before. Noble sat in silence and ate, focusing on the plans that Dash had given him. 
 
   Once they were in the van, the rest of them became silent. Shaw drove again. They sped off down the highway, the miles burning past them as they entered Ohio. 
 
   Nothing. There was nothing.
 
   Until they stopped at a rest area in Ohio. It was just too much for them to make it all the way back to Chicago without stopping. Everyone was hungry and cramped and Noble had to go to the bathroom. He had always had a small bladder and it was a minor miracle that he made it as far as they did without his kidneys exploding. 
 
   Shaw did not want to stop. They had been making remarkably good time and traffic had been light. Noble also detected a nervousness in Shaw. Noble could almost read the man's thoughts now. He was worried that they were making good time because Whitten and Void were somehow making it that way. It was paranoia, of course. There was no way either of them had that kind of reality-warping ability.
 
   Or did they?
 
   The thought made Noble's bladder feel even worse.
 
   One thing he had to admit, and that was that Ohio had really nice rest areas. Illinois had small rest areas with maybe a vending area and restrooms. Ohio's looked like malls. They were large and clean and had souvenir stores and a large food court, restaurants and a Starbucks. Set apart from the restrooms and food court was a gas station. There were grassy areas and a small fenced area for walking your dog.
 
   Not bad. Noble's stomach growled when he saw the restaurants. He hadn't even realized how hungry he was until then.
 
   They exited the van. There were about two dozen or so cars in the parking lot and Noble could see people sitting in the food court area, burgers and fries on trays and halfway to their mouths. There were kids running around in the grass, and when they got inside there was a line in front of the Starbucks. The restrooms were off to the left, set apart from the food court, just past a large souvenir shops filled with beverages, bags of chips and lots and lots of souvenirs with Ohio on it. 
 
   “Man, I gotta head over there,” Noble said, indicating the restrooms. Shaw nodded in return. “Get me a burger or something, please?”
 
   “No problem,” Shaw replied, but the man seemed distracted. He was scanning the rest area while the others stood in line in front of the Burger King station at the food court. There were a few more at the pizza place and another at the Mexican place, apparently craving tacos.
 
   Noble dismissed Shaw, the man was always paranoid, always looking for something. The pain in his kidneys and bladder was much much more important to deal with. He stepped into a kind of half-jog to head toward the bathrooms, pausing for a moment to study a monitor set high on a support pole that showed the weather. 
 
   There was a short line out of the door for the women's restroom. The men's room was almost empty. Noble shot down the hallway, realizing that there were two areas of stalls and urinals and choosing the one furthest down the hall. He barely reached one of the urinals, got his pants undone, and then there was blessed relief. He thought, there are few sensations in this world better than when you really have to go and then get a chance to relieve yourself. How is that possible? Life was strange even before you threw in the knowledge of alternate dimensions and realities.
 
   "Wow, just made it."
 
   Noble opened his eyes when the voice cut through the silence. There was a guy in a blue hoodie at the stall just to his left. The man had his head down, focused on the task at hand, but had long brown hair. 
 
   "Yeah," Noble replied. He was never one to engage in small talk with people he did not know, particularly at a time like this. He even hated asking for things at stores and really hated engaging in conversation with the women who cut his hair.
 
   "Traveling far?" the man asked.
 
   "Chicago," Noble replied, irritated, but glad that he was nearly finished.
 
   "Not too bad," the man said.
 
   "Yeah, the weather looks good," Noble threw that in just to show the guy that he was not a total jerk. 
 
   Noble zipped up and headed for the sinks. He ran his hands under the warm water. A moment later the man in the blue hoodie was at the sink just to his right.
 
   "So, Noble, how long do you think you can keep this up?"
 
   Noble froze, his hands still under the water. He had his head down, studying his fingers, but he slowly raised it now. The man was to his right, his head down, the long brown hair still hanging over his face. As Noble turned to stare at him, the man in the hoodie turned his head.
 
   He had no eyes.
 
   The man's face was round, with a small nose and thin lips. Everything about him was normal, except for the fact that where his eyes should have been there were just black holes. A sneer crossed the man's face.
 
   Somewhere outside, in the restaurant area, Noble heard people screaming. He heard footsteps.
 
   "Noble!" It was Shaw, calling to him.
 
   "We know it all," the man said in Whitten's voice, but with that other voice just behind it. Void. It was the Void. "You're doomed."
 
   The man reached out to touch Noble's arm. He yanked hit away and then shoved his shoulders into the man’s chest, avoiding any touch from the man’s hands or bare skin. The blow knocked the man away and his chin gave way in a manner that made Noble's stomach churn. Black ichor oozed from the side of the man's mouth and the man laughed.
 
   Noble ran.
 
   It was chaos out in the restaurant area. There were people running everywhere and the men that were with him in the van had their guns out. There was gunfire and Noble saw another person, dressed in a Burger King outfit, turn into black goo and dissolve. There was another scream and he saw an old woman flash white and vanish as another tourist with black eyes touched her. 
 
   Shaw stood at the door screaming and waving his arms frantically.
 
   Noble saw one of the Starbucks workers touch one of the men from the van. There was a scream and the man vanished. Noble decided he had seen enough and the paralysis was broken. He sprinted for the door, wishing he had decided to carry a gun. 
 
   There were people all around him. It was impossible to tell which person was a black-eyed avatar and which was a doomed tourist. Noble's ears were filled with the sound of screams, running feet, and laughter. That horrible laughter.
 
   Noble reached the glass door and ran past Shaw into the parking lot. There were more black-eyed men and women out there, touching people. There were tourists vanishing all over the place. He saw another of his own team get touched in the middle of the back by one of the black-eyed avatars and vanish screaming.
 
   "Get into the van!" Shaw screamed from directly behind Noble. The good doctor had his pistol out and he fired into the head of a black-eyed man running right for him. A black hole formed in the middle of the man's forehead and the entire body exploded into black goo and vanished.
 
   The men from the van, including Dash and Orval, ran across the lot now. They also had their guns out and were firing. Cars were pulling out of their parking spaces. The black-eyed creatures were now forming a kind of line, pouring out of the rest area. 
 
   Noble got into the van. The rest of the men, minus at least three now, dove in after him. Shaw started the van and shifted into reverse before Dash could even pull the door closed. The van collided with the front bumper of another car, but Shaw didn’t pause. He just shifted into drive and shot forward.
 
   "We need to get gas!" Shaw cried.
 
   "What?" Noble called back. "You have got to be fucking kidding me!"
 
   "Orval, get all the guns you can," Shaw called back. "Get on the roof and keep them away from us!"
 
   "Roger," Orval said, and the others handed pistols and guns to him.
 
   They stopped at the first open gas tank and Orval and Shaw got out of the van. Dash joined them. Behind them there were dozens and dozens of black-eyed avatars running and stumbling toward them. Noble was immediately reminded of the zombie movies he had seen.
 
   Orval got onto the roof and fired. One by one he took down the first row of avatars. Men, women and children fell, turning into goo and vanishing. Orval fired fast, the blasts right on top of each other, and Noble saw an avatar fall with each shot. There was a clatter from the guns as he dropped them when they were empty and then pulled out two more, firing again.
 
   Noble felt useless.
 
   Dash began firing, too. Noble wanted to get out there and help, but as soon as he moved one of the other men put his hand on his shoulder.
 
   "No," he said, "you stay in here."
 
   Shaw shoved the gas nozzle into the gas tank and then pulled out his own pistol and began firing into the crowd of avatars. The avatars, meanwhile, had started moving a bit more slowly. 
 
   It seemed to take forever for the tank to fill. Shaw threw the nozzle down, letting gas pour out of the nozzle onto the ground, the fluid rushing toward the oncoming horde of black-eyed avatars.
 
   "You're all doomed!" The horde called in that Whitten/Void voice. "You'll never stop us!"
 
   Dash, Shaw and Orval climbed back in. Shaw shifted into drive and shot away from the station. As they got near the entrance ramp, Orval leaned out the window and fired one shot back toward the gas station. A second later flames bloomed and rushed toward the oncoming swarm of black-eyed avatars. There was a horrendous explosion as the gas tanks went up. All of them could hear the sound of the Whitten/Void voice screaming in rage inside their heads.
 
    
 
   ***
 
   There was little talk about what had happened inside the van. They had lost three of their number. Shaw was breathing hard. Orval and Dash had their heads down. Any of the good humor and feeling that had been inside the van was gone. Fear had replaced it. 
 
   First rule, there were no more stops. Not until they got to Gemini.
 
   There would be no surprise. Whitten and Void knew they were coming. That changed things.
 
   The sun headed down toward the horizon. Each shadow was once again filled with menace. The men in the van got tense, began talking to each other to keep themselves from going crazy. The van felt more and more cramped. The entire idea of this whole endeavor suddenly began to seem ridiculous.
 
   Noble folded his hands and kept his head down and tried to focus. Imagine the mission, he thought. Imagine what life will be like once this was over, he thought.
 
   They shot past the city and into the suburbs. It was as if fate were clearing out the traffic that would normally jam the roads. Soon they were among large houses with yards and lots and lots of forest. The sky was turning a darker blue with lighter hues toward the horizon. 
 
   "We're almost there," Shaw said. "So far we haven't seen anything to stop us, so we're going to have to assume that it's all there at Gemini Tower."
 
   They got off the highway and through the back roads. The woods got thicker, the traffic lighter, the sky darker. They found the side entrance, overgrown with weeds and shrubbery, and Shaw parked the van far off of the road and under the brush. They all climbed out.
 
   The air was cool and there was a strong breeze. There was also the smell of rotting vegetation in the air. Somewhere, nearby, there was another sound of an animal howling at the sky. Coyotes. 
 
   The men all gathered around the back of the van and got their weapons. They donned their coats and hats and goggles, too. Noble felt his stomach churning. 
 
   "OK, then," Shaw said, "let's do this thing."
 
   They stepped into the road and approached the rusted gate, pushing away the branches and shrubbery. Just as they reached the gate, the horizon burst into light and a strong humming sound filled their ears. The sound wave hit all of them so hard that four of the men fell down.
 
   "I think Whitten and Void know we're here," Shaw said.
 
   ***
 
   They entered the property of Gemini Industries. As soon as they got beyond the gate the forest around them burst into life. They could not see anything in the shadows, but the sounds of animals and things moving around in there got very loud. The entire grounds came to life. The lights began to change from white to blue to red and then back again. All of it was centered around the Tower.
 
   "Make sure that your shield is up," Shaw said. "I doubt it will add too much protection, but everything helps."
 
   Noble adjusted a button on his wrist device. The air was filtered and sounded odd to his ears. The world itself loomed red from the goggles. Numerals began flashing around the edge of his vision. One indicator, a small arrow, glowed and faded, glowed and faded, indicating where the Rift was. It pointed toward the tower.
 
   The group walked across an overgrown driveway. All around them the world was suddenly alive. Noble could feel rifts opening and closing all around them. There were things moving. Some of them looked human, but many did not. The ground was vibrating. At first Noble thought it was trucks passing by on the road, but then he realized it was coming from something else. 
 
   "All roads lead to the tower," Noble muttered.
 
   "Exactly," Orval replied.
 
   Noble realized that everything he muttered was picked up by a microphone and broadcast. Something let out a roar that reminded him of a time when he visited the zoo and heard the pride of lions at feeding time.
 
   "Hello intrepid travelers!"
 
   The voice came over their headsets. Noble knew immediately that it was Whitten/Void and felt a sinking in his gut. They had been monitoring their conversations the entire time. 
 
   "I'm so glad that you are here," Whitten/Void said. "In particular, I am glad to see you here, Mr. Randle. I’m so glad you all survived our surprise at the rest area. That was quite a show, wasn’t it? Mr. Randle, when I spoke to you in the elevator, I felt that I had to try and warn you. It was the sporting thing to do. However, I left that elevator hoping that you would decide to stick around. I have quite a surprise for you, especially, when you make it to the Tower."
 
   A long pause as the ground beneath them vibrated even more.
 
   "IF, you make it to the Tower."
 
   Just then the sky pulled apart right in front of them as if he air were made of paper. It was a bright Rift in the sky. One of the men screamed. Noble realized, crazily, that he did not remember that man's name. A huge black tentacle snapped out from within the Rift and wrapped around the man's waist. The screaming got louder, higher pitched, more intense. The man fired his weapon, a machine gun, into the tear in reality. There was the sound of a great beast screaming and the man was yanked through. Just gone.
 
   Noble ran toward the hole. He could jump through there, find him, rescue him, and then jump back. He'd seal the Rift. A hand clamped down on his shoulder. Shaw yanked him nearly off his feet.
 
   "No!" Shaw yelled. "You're too important. We knew the risks. Stay back!"
 
   "I can't sit here and do nothing while the others sacrifice themselves for me!"
 
   "Yes, you can," the voice was in Noble's ear, but it was not Shaw that spoke. It was Ezekiel "You have to. Noble, your purpose is to get to the Tower. Once you get there, you can throw your life away, but if you vanish now, we're all doomed."
 
   Noble threw Shaw's hand off of his shoulder and cursed. Then, to add emphasis to his displeasure, he stomped his foot on the ground like a child having a tantrum.
 
   "Fine!" Noble shouted. "Let's go!"
 
   The group clustered closer together and ran across the cracked pavement. The path wound left and then right. On either side the trees loomed and the shrubbery appeared to be growing unchecked. There was silence save for the vibration of the ground. It was hard to stay running straight, but Noble was determined. 
 
   They ran for several minutes, the path seemed much longer than it looked on the map. The horizon glowed. Blue, white, purple, alternating like a rock and roll show. The top of the Tower was visible above the trees, glowing like a lit cigarette. 
 
   Just as they settled into a regular rhythm, the ground heaved in front of them. Noble was thrown backwards, landing on Shaw, who fell to the ground. The earth in front of them rocketed into the air and split in two. Bright red light emanated from within the pit. Noble heard someone screaming, and then another, two of their number tumbled in, vanishing from view. Something within roared and arms ending in vicious talons emerged               , reaching for whomever or whatever was at the edge. One of the hands grabbed another man in a long coat, the talons sinking into the man's leg. 
 
   More screaming.
 
   Then dragged down into the pit.
 
   "Get back!" Shaw called. "Head into the woods!"
 
   "Jesus," Noble muttered.
 
   He followed Shaw as they headed off the path and into the brush on the right side of the road. Whatever light there was from the glowing Tower or the moon vanished. Noble felt as if he had already been swallowed by the Void. They had not taken four steps into the woods and suddenly the trees themselves came to life.
 
   Gunfire and some kind of plasma energy flashed into the night, striking the trees, blasting them apart, setting them on fire. Noble saw one of the taller trees reach down with branches that resembled the talons from whatever creature lay within the pit behind them. Someone was lifted into the air, machine gun firing wildly, kicking and screaming, and then vanished into a dark maw that must have been what passed for a mouth.
 
   Noble opened fire. He didn't know which trees were from some other hellish dimension and which ones were normal, so he fired into everything and anything. There were more screams and Noble realized, after a few moments, that the trees were also screaming.
 
   "This is a fucking nightmare!" he cried.
 
   "Just keep moving!" Shaw called, reloading his own gun. "Keep moving! Whitten and Void are using the weak spots that we probably created by bringing everyone over into our world to create these pocket dimensions. It's only going to get worse!"
 
   "Did you know that this was going to happen?" Noble asked, firing into another tree that had suddenly formed a face, complete with a mouth ringed by wooden fangs.
 
   "We thought that this might happen," Shaw admitted, having now reloaded his gun and firing away. "That's why we brought such a large number across with us."
 
   "You guys are insane."
 
   "Noble, we had to get you to the Tower," Kolthrax's voice was in his ears now. "We knew the risks. We asked for volunteers. These men all agreed to risk their lives for you. Now quit complaining and focus on the task at hand. The walls are getting weaker with each moment. We just got word that two more dimensions have been lost to the Void. We also have heard that Knorr is experiencing supernatural phenomenon unlike anything they have seen before. More people are dying than just those with you. Move!"
 
   Noble decided that the man had a point. If he just sat here whining about this, he'd end up dead. That wouldn't help anyone, including his wife. He ran, kicking at the shrubbery, vines and branches that grabbed at his legs and threatened to trip him. He fired into the trees as he ran, heard more men screaming, but didn't stop until the trees were no longer moving and growling and grabbing.
 
   Noble stopped suddenly. Dash and Shaw came to a stop behind him. Noble looked around. There were maybe twenty of them left. Orval came stumbling out of the tree-lined area, his own guns firing, moments later. The man looked exhausted, his head bloody from deep gouges. Dash and Shaw both looked tired and both of them were bloody as well.
 
   "How much more of there is this?" Noble asked. 
 
   "We still have about a mile to go before we can get to the tower," Shaw said, pointing to the horizon.
 
   Noble looked up, seeing the rest of the men silhouetted against the horizon. The glow of the lights were so bright now that he had to shield his eyes. The entire building appeared to fade in and out of existence. All around them there were sounds of things moving and they were much closer.
 
   "Everyone reload," Shaw announced. "There's more inside these woods. I have no idea what -"
 
   Just then something burst from the darkness and the shrubbery. Noble caught the movement out of the corner of his eye. Whatever it was it grabbed one of the men. There was screaming, gunfire, and then he saw blood, black against the sky, flying into the air. There were more screams that abruptly cut off and there was the sound of crunching bones and wet noises.
 
   "We'd better keep moving," Noble said. "We have to keep pushing forward."
 
   The group of nineteen began running once again. Noble saw things darting around in the darkness on either side of them. There were things on four legs and there were things on two legs. There were things that roared, some that snarled, and some that had tentacles.
 
   Up ahead several things came staggering out of the woods, into the foot path that the group was running on. It took a moment for them to realize that it was people standing there. All nineteen of the men stopped in their tracks.
 
   Men. Women. 
 
   "Those are Gemini employees," Shaw whispered.
 
   They staggered forward like zombies. Noble noticed immediately that their eyes were black pits. Their skin glowed with an eerie white. Their arms were outstretched like Frankenstein's monster.
 
   "Are they still in there?" he asked. "Are they alive?"
 
   "I - I don't know," Shaw said. "I don't know if Void takes them over entirely, scooping out their souls, or not. Kolthrax, Ezekiel, what do we do?"
 
   "They have been emptied," Kolthrax said. "Void does not rent bodies. He takes them over, replacing whatever it was that made them who they were with his own essence. Those beings that are stumbling toward you are no longer alive. They are robots, controlled by the Void."
 
   Noble stepped forward, aimed his pistol, and fired directly into the head of a man staggering toward him. The man was wearing a suit, his hair perfectly sprayed and coiffed. The bullet plowed through the forehead and a black substance erupted from the back of his head. The man staggered backwards, then his skin began to leak that same black substance, then his entire body fell apart, turning into the signature black goo of the Void, before vanishing.
 
   "Shoot them," Noble said. "Put them out of their misery."
 
   One of the black-eyed men stepped out of the woods and grabbed someone else from IDEA. There was that piercing scream and a flash of light and the man in the long coat was gone. The gunfire erupted in earnest. The avatars did not scream, they just burst apart. Noble fired and fired, reloaded and then fired again. The arms and legs and heads and hands were everywhere, coming out of the darkness. 
 
   How many employees did Gemini have? How many had been turned? Being near the energies that Whitten and Void had released must have warped them, weakening them, turning them into weak spots in the walls of reality. The Void must have come to them, taking them over, yanking their consciousness out of their bodies, their souls removed from their bodies. One moment they were at work, sitting in cubicles, studying spreadsheets, and then they were just gone, part of the screaming nothingness of the Void.
 
   At some point, while putting a bullet into the head of a young woman dressed in a skirt and a nice blouse, he began weeping. 
 
   One by one the former employees of Gemini fell. They each fell apart, bursting into black goo and then vanished. Noble wiped away the tears, the horrible feeling that he was killing his fellow humans, and at some point he realized he was hearing laughter. Deep, resonant laughter inside his head and in his ears.
 
   Whitten and Void. Together. They were seeing this through the dead eyes of these people and they were laughing. This was meant to break them. It was meant to tear the team apart as they shot people who were not creepy black-eyed children composed entirely of some kind of Void substance. These had been real people, with real lives, until something beyond their understanding took them over and yanked their souls out of their bodies. It was beyond cruel. 
 
   The gunfire went on and on. The black-eyed people moved so slowly that none of the men in long coats felt like they were in danger at any point. No more of their number were lost. They reloaded again and again, taking them down, littering the path with bodies that soon vanished. 
 
   Then they were gone.
 
   There was just the silence of the night, the glowing of the air and the vibration on the ground. Added to that was the deep and heavy breathing of the men from IDEA. Noble put his hands on his knees and vomited.
 
   "I am going to kill that son of a bitch," Noble said. "I am going to rip his fucking heart out and show it to him while he dies."
 
   Shaw put a hand on Noble's shoulder and he turned and saw that even Shaw's impenetrable exterior was gone and the man was weeping, too. Silent tears traced their way down his face and dripped off the side of his face. Even Dash appeared shaken.
 
   "Let's go," Shaw whispered, his voice cracking even with just those two words.
 
   They moved on in silence. The Tower grew closer, still blinking in and out of existence. How were they even going to get into this building? There would be a way. Noble knew it. They had been led along by the nose this entire time. They had never been in control. He had never been in control of himself or his life from the moment he was born.
 
   There was growling.
 
   Noble froze. Shaw bumped into his back.
 
   "What?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Can't you hear it?" Noble asked.
 
   Just then something leaped out of the darkness and landed on one of the members of IDEA. The growling grew in intensity and Noble saw the flash of white teeth and they sank into the man's neck.
 
   "Coyotes!" he yelled.
 
   Noble quickly noticed that the coyote had black eyes. Just like the Gemini employees. The infection of the Void was spreading to the flora and fauna. 
 
   He whirled and fired at another coyote off to his right, catching it in mid-leap. The coyote let out a quick yelp and then exploded in black goop that splattered all over him and vanished.
 
   There was more growling. This was followed by gunfire, plasma fire and screaming. Another of their number went down as two coyotes grabbed him and pulled him kicking and screaming into the brush.
 
   "How much more of this?" Noble muttered.
 
   "None for you."
 
   Noble spun around. He was getting dizzy from all of this spinning around and things jumping out beside him and behind him.
 
   Whitten stood in the path. He was still dressed in his natty suit and vest. His eyes were black, as well, but also tinged with red and red motes and dots floated in the deep wells of his eyeballs. Whitten's skin was white and nearly glowed as bright at the moon. He smiled and the smile stretched up much further than it should have, the ends of his lips nearly reaching up past his nose.
 
   "You're coming with me," Whitten said and reached out to Noble.
 
   The man moved so fast that Noble barely noticed. The hand clutched his throat. Shaw and Dash were busy fending off the coyotes. Noble could not utter a sound and he was unable to lift his weapon. Part of him didn't want to, however. He wanted to be alone with Whitten. Whitten's smile got wider, the edge of the lips now reaching up past his nose and toward his eyes, blackness oozed from the corners of his mouth as the skin split.
 
   "Noble!"
 
   It was Orval. Good ol' Orval, although Noble had just met the man yesterday, it felt like he had known the man for decades. Maybe he had. With the inter-dimensional stuff, who could be sure of anything anymore? He twisted his head and saw Orval running toward him, both guns blazing. The bullets hit Whitten in the chest, but the old man just waved his other hand and three coyotes emerged from the woods, grabbing Orval around the ankles and dragging him to the ground.
 
   Then there was that now-familiar whiteness and feeling like he was being turned inside out. This time it was accompanied by tremendous pain, the Void not worried about doing things gently.
 
   An instant later Whitten and Noble were in his lab. Outside the window there was a spectacular view of the Gemini campus. The walls were glowing. All around Noble were splits in reality. He saw images of other people, other creatures and hideous things of all sizes, shapes and design.
 
   Noble fell to the floor and threw up – a lot. Rather than feeling afraid, he was surprised. He didn't think he had eaten all that much in the past couple of days. Who knew you could throw up so much without there being food in your stomach?
 
   "Welcome to my home," Whitten/Void said.
 
   Whitten/Void was doing some kind of odd twirling dance around the lab. His arms outstretched and that infuriating smile still there.
 
   There was equipment packed into every corner, although Whitten/Void apparently quite liked the view as well.
 
   "That is the collider," Whitten/Void said. "You can't see it right now, but there is a transmitter there. The collider is working, making its collisions and generating energy. It transmits here. You see, that was always the problem before, generating enough energy to open the portals and keep them open. Shaw came close, but he wasn't allowed into the collider. When it was off-lined, well, I was able to step right in. Things got a bit loose around here when they shut down the collider. We were able to get in so easily, start converting the people to our way of thinking."
 
   "You killed them," Noble said, his throat raw and raspy. He stood up, but the floor beneath him felt soggy and weird, as if it were drooping just like the soft watches in a Dali painting. "You reached into these people who were just trying to work and you ripped their souls out."
 
   "They weren't killed," Whitten/Void said. "No one is really killed, Noble. You won't be killed, either. You become part of us. You become part of a greater thing. We are all one now with the Void. With me. With us. Them. They. You. Me. Us. Us. Us. Us"
 
   Whitten began spewing words, his head twitching as he spoke, black spittle flew from his lips. Black tears streamed from his eyes and he wiped them away absently. The words went on for a while and then he stopped, looked around as if he were surprised to see where he was and then he looked at Noble again, his smile returning.
 
   "Where was I?" Whitten/Void asked.
 
   "Babbling," Noble said.
 
   His eyes refused to settle, darting around the room, trying to find a weapon, a way out. The gun he had in his hand when he was outside was gone. He had no idea where it went, perhaps it was floating in the ether somewhere.
 
   "Ah, yes, Noble," Whitten/Void said. "We have much to discuss before I bring the Void into this dimension. So many things. I have a surprise for you, for starters. Tarters. Taters. Spats. Spatulas. Hah Hah!"
 
   Whitten raised his arms over his head like a game show hostess. He spun around in a circle and came to rest in front of a large shelf filled with equipment. With a flourish he pushed the shelf away and it rolled toward the wall.
 
   Noble’s mouth fell open wide.
 
   Olivia sat in a chair, her hair down over her face. Her arms were tied behind the chair. Duct tape wrapped around her chest, stomach, legs and arms. Whitten walked over and grabbed her head and lifted it. Her eyes were closed and blood trickled from her nose.
 
   "You motherfucker!" Noble yelled and ran toward Olivia, his fists balled and ready to hit Whitten.
 
   Whitten/Void laughed and he held out his hand, swatting Noble across the face once he was in range. The hand moved so fast that Noble wasn't even aware that he had been hit until he was sailing lengthwise across the room. His jaw felt as if he had been hit with a sledgehammer. He collided with more shelving and equipment and then he fell to the floor. Equipment, wiring, computer pieces, glass and debris rained down on his head. 
 
   "You need to be polite, Noble," Whitten/Void said in that mocking, laughing tone. "She has not been added to our number. 1. 2. 3. Number bumber."
 
   There was a pause as Noble rubbed the side of his face and spat blood while slowly trying to push his way out of the pile of debris.
 
   "Not yet," Whitten/Void added and then laughed.
 
   Noble brushed the debris off of his body and slowly got to his knees and then pushed himself up onto his feet. His head was ringing and he felt blood running down the back of his neck and down his back. Noble reached up and touched the top of his head and his fingertips came away red. This was not the auspicious confrontation that he had been hoping for.
 
   "If you hurt her," Noble said. "I swear to God, I am going to kill you."
 
   "Your threats do not mean much," Whitten/Void said. "You seem to think you are in some position to do something. You are not. There is even more about you, Noble, than you realize. Shaw and his IDEA group, laughable as they are, have only told you part of the story of how you became to be. Your life was not an accident. No, no, no. Not just an accident. Dent. Rust. Car. Bumper."
 
   Noble raised his head, his skull pounding. It was hard to stay standing. He must have hit his head really hard. He tasted copper in his mouth and he spat more blood on to the floor.
 
   Whitten/Void stood next to Olivia. He had released her head and Olivia was once again sitting there with her head down. Noble remembered the blood from her nose and wondered what the monster had done to her. He wanted more than anything to wrap his hands around Whitten's throat and squeeze. 
 
   Whitten walked across the floor. The floor vanished and reappeared. Things moved in the shadows, too. People, animals, creatures. Outside the window it somehow seemed darker than it should have been, as if the shadows were growing and slowly swallowing the world. Time was feeling strange, warped, weird. Noble wondered if there were still men from IDEA out there fighting for their lives.
 
   "What are you talking about?" Noble asked. There was something wrong with his head. It wasn't just the bump on his head. There was just something wrong with the air, with everything around them. "I don't know what you're talking about."
 
   Whitten shook his head and clucked his tongue. "Tsk, tsk, tsk," Whitten/Void said. "Poor Noble Randle. Such a great name, but so unable to live up to it. You don't even know what you were made for or what your purpose is. I can show you. Shoe. Do. Woo. Flu."
 
   Noble saw that Whitten was getting closer, had seemed to cross the room in an instant. He could smell the man and he nearly gagged. It was the stench of unwashed bodies, rotting, death. It was like the man was a walking swamp. He backed away, but he was already at the room’s end and he felt the broken shelves against his back. Whitten stretched out his arm. Noble raised his hands weakly.
 
   "No," Noble said, his voice so weak that it was barely audible. "No. Stay back."
 
   "I am going to enlighten you," Whitten/Void said. Noble could not turn away and from the black eyes, swirling with red. "I am going to show you what you are and how you came to be."
 
   "No," Noble repeated, but now he was pleading. Desperate. 
 
   Whitten just shook his head and that eerie smile crept across his face, twisting up the side of his face. Whitten reached out and touched the side of Noble's head.
 
   He froze. His entire body was no longer in his control. All of the nerves were severed and he was entirely in the thrall of this creature before him. His brain felt like it was being electrocuted and he opened his mouth to scream, but nothing emerged. He tasted copper in his mouth, but it was like biting on copper wires. He felt hands inside his brain, tearing, forcing things into his thoughts.
 
   "Relax," Whitten/Void said. "Let me show you."
 
   Noble felt the world slip away from him. He was being force-fed memories from someone else. He was seeing things from long ago, the pictures and memories sepia-toned like old photos in an album. He could smell things and hear things. When he looked down his hands were not his own. It was like being forced into someone else's brain.
 
   It took a moment for Noble to grow accustomed to the feeling of being in someone else. His hands, when he looked at them, had long fingernails painted red. He was a woman. Judging by the clothes it was the late 60s or early 70s. Then he heard the woman speak and Noble wanted to weep.
 
   He was inside his mother's memories.
 
   "No," Noble whispered again and then he was lost.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Mary Ann Noble is just twenty-three years old. She has been married to Nathan Noble for about two years. They live in a small apartment on the outskirts of Chicago with plans to buy a house soon. They also have plans to start a family in the near future. 
 
   Nathan has started working mostly nights at a factory down in the city. He’s driving switch engines, but hopes to move into the factory soon. Mary Ann works at a company that makes boots, working as a bookkeeper. It's a good job and they are doing well for a young couple in love during uncertain times.
 
   Mary Ann met Nathan when they were in college. She had plans to get some kind of degree, but at that time, it was not uncommon for girls to attend college with the idea of meeting a man who could become a husband. She does well at school, but all of that changes the night of the party when she meets Nathan. 
 
   Nathan is skinny, tall, with dark hair and wearing dark glasses. He has a great sense of humor, laughs a lot, hangs out with a lot of cool kids who tend to grease their hair back, and attends all of the big parties. Mary Ann fell hopelessly in love with the man and a couple of years after they met, they were married. Unlike so many of her friends, she has waited a few years before deciding it's time to have kids.
 
   That night seemed particularly dark to Mary Ann. Nathan had left for work. There was no moon and the horizon showed flashes of lightning, indicating a storm was headed right for her. The television was full of static, the rabbit ears unable to punch through the clouds and the storm and electricity in the air to get a good signal. On the television was one of the sitcoms that seemed to dominate the airwaves. Mary Ann was not really paying attention. She was curled up on the sofa, reading.
 
   The phone rang.
 
   Mary Ann jumped. The jangling kitchen phone was so loud. That was to wake up Nathan if someone called during the day when he was asleep. She sometimes turned the volume down, but had forgotten that night. She put her book face-down on the sofa and the spine standing up in the air.
 
   She padded into the kitchen, her stocking feet slipped a bit on the tile floor. She grabbed the phone and put it to her ear. There was a loud blast of static on the other end and she pulled it away until it ended.
 
   "Hello?"
 
   There was more static. It sounded like voices on the other end, perhaps a crossed line, talking, babbling, laughter. It was weird.
 
   "Mary Ann?"
 
   The voice was soft and very far away, as if she were getting a long distance call. She didn't know anyone traveling abroad, so that couldn't have been correct.
 
   "Hello?" She called louder. "Hello, who's there?"
 
   There was more static and a peal of thunder from outside. This time it was so loud it shook the entire apartment building, the windows rattling in their frames. More sounds of voices, talking, jabbering. Were there really people on the other end of the lines having conversations like that? How could anyone understand anything?
 
   "Mary Ann, is that you?" 
 
   "Yes, this is Mary Ann," she said. 
 
   This time there was laughter. It was loud, deep, and menacing. Mary Ann felt her blood turn to ice and she nearly dropped the phone.
 
   "Who is this?" She asked.
 
   "Are you home alone?" The voice asked.
 
   Mary Ann had heard enough. She slammed the phone down and backed away from it as if it were a snake that might leap off the wall and bite her at any moment. Outside there was more lightning and then another blast of thunder. It was one of those frustratingly dry storms. No rain. As if nature itself were holding back, avoiding releasing the tension that had built up. She hated when the storms were like that. Why didn't it just rain?
 
   The phone rang again.
 
   Mary Ann looked around the kitchen. There was nothing there. White counter, white floor, white walls, white cabinets and appliances. Everything the same. The only thing that stood out was the yellow phone on the wall. Normally she thought it looked like bright sunlight amid white clouds. Now it was like a menacing yellow eye staring at her.
 
   Should she answer it? What if it were Nathan calling from work? What if something had happened? What if it were her mother? 
 
   Mary Ann picked up the phone.
 
   Another blast of static.
 
   More babbling.
 
   "Don't hang up on me," the voice said. "We have things to talk about, you and I, Mary Ann Noble. Or should I call you Mary Ann Hoeffner?"
 
   Hoeffner was her maiden name. The voice was deep, but there was a strangeness to it. At times it slid up in register, as if the person speaking were having a hard time keeping their voice level. There were times when it was as if the person behind the voice were right behind her, and other times when it felt as if the voice were coming from a long dark tunnel.
 
   "Who is this?" Mary Ann asked, her voice pleading. "Why are you doing this?"
 
   "I have someone here who wants me to talk to you," the voice said. "It's your father."
 
   "Mary Ann?"
 
   Mary Ann felt tears spring to her eyes instantly and fall down her cheeks. Her father had died just over a year ago, passing away quietly in his sleep from a heart attack. That was his voice. From just those two words she knew it as she knew that she was standing right there in her kitchen.
 
   "Daddy?" She asked. "Is that you?"
 
   "Help me, Mary Ann!" The voice was now feared with terror, not like the voice of her father that she knew. "Get away! Get away from me and stay away from my daughter!"
 
   "Daddy!" she screamed. Tears were falling down her face and spattering on the floor. "What the hell is going on here?"
 
   "Just making sure you're paying attention, dear," the voice had returned. "Are you paying attention? I've known your father for some time now. He made a bargain with me, Mary Ann. I intend on making him uphold his end."
 
   "What are you talking about?" Mary Ann cried. "Who is this?"
 
   The line went dead. Mary Ann stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do. She went back to the phone and hit the receiver several times, clicking fast, until there was a click on the phone and the voice of an operator came on the line.
 
   "Operator, can I help you?"
 
   "Can you tell me where the call that just came into this line came from?"
 
   "One moment."
 
   There was a long pause. Now the shadows all around her seemed like they were encroaching on her. Every sound, every flash of the lightning, made her jump. Was that shadow moving? Was that the sound of a footstep?
 
   "I'm sorry ma'am, but there was no call placed to this number tonight."
 
   Mary Ann felt the receiver get slick in her hand as she began to sweat. There was a rumble of thunder, again shaking the entire building. Still no rain.
 
   "What do you mean?" Mary Ann said. "There were just two calls placed to this number. Creepy, scary calls."
 
   "I'm sorry ma'am, but we don't show any calls having been placed to this number. Would you like me to connect you to the police?"
 
   Mary Ann thought about that for a moment. What would she tell them? That some weirdo had called her twice and made some creepy comments and then hung up? She had no idea how the phone company recorded records. Maybe there was a perfectly logical explanation for why there was no record. It was all too much and there were too many maybes.
 
   "No," she said. "No thank you."
 
   Mary Ann hung up the phone. More thunder. More lightning and then even more thunder.
 
   She knew a few of her neighbors. There was the nice Mrs. Dennison just a floor down. Maybe she should go knock on her door and see if the old woman would like some company for the evening. Mary Ann looked at the clock and saw that it was almost 10, though, and it was likely that Mrs. Dennison was already asleep.
 
   Who else did she know?
 
   She was always the type to keep to herself. Her sister lived in the suburbs, but it was a least forty-five minutes away. Her sister was also likely getting ready for bed. Her mom? Her mom was closer, but she was an older woman now, and then she was back to the same dilemma as with Mrs. Dennison. Her mother would likely be asleep. Besides, did she really want to tell her mother the creepy and awful things the voice had said about her father?
 
   No. No, she did not.
 
   Instead Mary Ann walked around the apartment and made sure the windows and doors were locked. She lived on the third floor, the top floor of the building, in a corner apartment. There was no fire escape, but there was a front and back door, both of which looked out on hallways. Mary Ann peeped through the hole in the door, seeing the fish-eyed view of the hallway. Nothing but carpeting, white painted walls and the doors to more apartments.
 
   She walked back to the kitchen and found a large kitchen knife in the sink. She grabbed that and curled up on the sofa. Outside the world was lit up again and again from the storm and the thunder grew louder and closer together. She watched television through the static.
 
   A loud blast of thunder awoke her.
 
   She was still sitting curled up on the sofa, the television on and the sharp knife still held in her hand. Mary Ann hadn't even been aware that she had fallen asleep. Johnny Carson was on the television, wrapping up the show. Normally she would have been in bed by now.
 
   She uncurled her legs and then stretched. Her neck and shoulders ached and popped as she did so. 
 
   There was rain pattering and spattering against the window. The wind was strong, shaking the building like the thunder had before. The storm seemed particularly fierce tonight, as it all of that rage outside was trying very hard to get inside.
 
   Mary Ann got up and shuffled through the kitchen and then into the bedroom. Their comfortable queen-sized bed was waiting. She flopped into it, putting the knife on the bed-side table, wrapped the covers over her, and was soon sound asleep again. She barely noticed the storm as it raged outside.
 
   It was a sound that woke her again that night. It wasn't the thunder this time. 
 
   This time it was someone in the room.
 
   Mary Ann was confused. There was no light coming from the window to her left. It was pitch black. The storm had apparently abated. No more thunder and no more lightning. There was still the soft patter of rain, but no more raging storm. She looked at the clock and it was just after three in the morning.
 
   "Who?" Mary Ann said.
 
   "Shhhhh."
 
   Mary Ann felt terror grip her heart.
 
   There was someone in the corner of the room, hidden by shadows. 
 
   She reached toward the nightstand for the knife.
 
   It was gone.
 
   "I took that away," the voice said. "I didn't want you stabbing me on accident."
 
   Mary Ann paused. The voice was familiar.
 
   "Nathan?"
 
   The figure stepped out of the shadows. It was Nathan. Still in his shirt from work, wearing his dark rimmed glasses and smiling. Mary Ann was confused. What was he doing home now? He wouldn't be home until later in the morning.
 
   "What are you doing here?" she asked. "It's the middle of the night."
 
   "I dunno," Nathan said, stepping toward the bed. "I just got this feeling that something was wrong here. I asked to leave early. Are you OK?"
 
   Mary Ann felt relief wash over her and she opened her arms to him. He came and knelt down beside the bed and embraced her. She smelled his smell, that of shaving cream and Old Spice, and breathed him in. She wept out of relief, the strange phone call already seeming like something out of a dream.
 
   "Yes, I'm OK," she said, her head still full of sleep. "It's been a terrifying night, though."
 
   Nathan stood up and walked toward the closet, removing his work shirt and then his pants. He turned back to her in his underwear and T-shirt. He came back over by her and knelt down again, hugging her.
 
   "What happened?" He asked.
 
   Mary Ann's brain was spinning. What was he doing home? That was so weird and so unlike him. He had gone to work when he was so sick that she was sure he was going to fall over. Him coming home just because he had a feeling that something was wrong was unlike him. Nathan was a wonderful man, but never particularly intuitive in that way.
 
   "These odd phone calls," Mary Ann said. "Oh, they scared me, Nathan."
 
   Nathan turned his head toward her and kissed her. She closed her eyes and felt her head swimming, her consciousness swimming away. It was like being on some kind of drug. 
 
   "You're OK now," Nathan said, breaking the kiss. "I'm here. I'm home."
 
   Mary Ann put her hand to her head. It was suddenly so hard to think. Was the room darker? 
 
   "Wh-why are you home?" she asked. "I'm confused."
 
   "Shhh," he replied, "just relax. Relax."
 
   Nathan was pushing her softly down on the bed. His hands were wandering over her. It felt fantastic. His strong hands. The smell of his aftershave all over him and now all over her. He kissed her again.
 
   "Wh-wait," Mary Ann said.
 
   Mary Ann was so confused. None of this made sense. Nothing about this was like Nathan. Jesus, why couldn't she think? She had tried marijuana once when she was in high school, and had been a little drunk before, but she had not remembered feeling like this before. It was as if someone was inside her brain, telling her just to relax. 
 
   "Shhhh," Nathan whispered. Was there something wrong with his voice? "Just relax. Just lay back. Relax."
 
   She was on her back now. Nathan was so warm, his arms so strong, his lips soft and gentle. That was like him, but not so aggressive. Her nightgown was gone. She felt his skin beneath her fingers, but her fingers were not her own. She felt like a puppet on a string. Her hands in his hair as he pressed against her. 
 
   "Nathan," Mary Ann said in a whisper. "Oh, Nathan."
 
   He was on top of her, against her, and then inside her. She moaned. 
 
   Was he bigger? Her hands were on his chest, doubts carried away in that moment of pure pleasure. 
 
   "No," Mary Ann whispered. "No, wait."
 
   Nathan was moving now. She was rocking. The bed was rocking. She tilted her head back and moaned. She was getting carried away by it. There was someone, or something, inside her brain telling her to relax. This was Nathan. This was happening. Relax. Just relax. Enjoy it.
 
   "No," Mary Ann whispered. She got some control of her hand and she pushed back on his chest. She pushed back and his head pushed away from her neck.
 
   She opened her eyes and stared up at her husband.
 
   Except that his face had changed.
 
   In fact, it was changing rapidly. It was Nathan, and then it was a series of men she had never seen. Mary Ann opened her mouth to scream and the person on top of her, inside of her, looked into her eyes.
 
   There were no eyes. They were black pits. And it smiled at her.
 
   "Relax, Mary Ann," it said, its voice no longer like her husband's. "Relax and enjoy it."
 
   She screamed, but the creature on top of her put its hand on her face. Then there was that thing inside of her head again. No longer gentle, no longer whispering to her. Now it was commanding her to relax, to stop pushing, to stop resisting. She felt her thinking get slow again. The pain was going away. She was slipping away, imagining a place of endless darkness, but the darkness was alive. A world of swirling, twirling, twisting darkness. A planet made of living darkness.
 
   It was the most horrible thing she could imagine. 
 
   The darkness spoke to her. The darkness told her that she had been chosen. Her father had made a deal and had promised her to it. She was chosen to allow it access to her world.
 
   It made no sense. In the real world the thing on top of her moved faster, began moaning like a real human male. Then finished inside of her like a real person.
 
   When it finished, it pulled out and she felt the thoughts in her head dim. There was just the thought that she had to sleep. She had to forget this. She had to make love to her husband when he came home and that she would have a child and believe it was her's and her husband's. 
 
   Mary Ann nodded. She closed her eyes and was asleep. She had no dreams. She had nothing inside her head until morning came. Sunlight was streaming through the window and she heard movement in the house.
 
   She sat up. She was naked, which was odd, but not entirely unusual. She felt like she was a bit hungover. She remembered the storm from last night, and something about the phone, and something about being very afraid. She had had a dream about Nathan being home and having rough sex with her, but it was all a dream.
 
   Right?
 
   "Nathan?" Mary Ann called.
 
   "I'm home, hun," Nathan called.
 
   He was in the kitchen, probably making coffee and something for breakfast. Mary Ann had never wanted to see him more than she did that morning. She had an overwhelming desire to be with him. It was an intense desire unlike anything she had felt since she was in high school.
 
   Mary Ann put her robe on and got up, padding down the hall and into the kitchen. She smiled.
 
   There he was. Her husband. Real. Not a dream.
 
   Nathan smiled at her, cooking up some eggs on the stove and drinking a cup of coffee. 
 
   "You look a little like you had a party here last night," he said. "How ya doin'?"
 
   She didn't respond. The desire was overwhelming. She just came to him and kissed him and kissed him hard and with love and with passion. He was surprised, probably still a little tired from a long night at work, but he eventually kissed her back.
 
   They never made it out of the kitchen.
 
   ***
 
   The images changed. Flew past like a film on high-speed. Time zipped past.
 
   It was nine months later. Mary Ann was in the hospital and there were doctors all around her. They were telling her to push. She was pushing with all her might and the doctors were using some kind of vacuum thing to help the baby come out. The pain was intense, but it was almost over. She closed her eyes and pushed for the final time. When she opened them again, for an instant, the doctor's eyes looked like black pits.
 
   Then there was crying and screaming and her son was out. He was bloody and he had a huge head of dark hair and his mouth was open and screaming. 
 
   "Noble," Mary Ann whispered. "His name is Noble." 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Noble felt as if his brain were on fire. The images had come so fast. Tears poured from his eyes and he felt like something clutched his heart. Whitten still held his head in his hands, but when the images ended he released him. Noble felt as if his strings had been cut and he collapsed to the floor. Then he vomited what little was left in his stomach onto the lab floor.
 
   "Do you begin to see where you stand in all of this?" Whitten/Void said. "You are the son of the Void, Noble. That's how you can do what you do, and the limits of your abilities have barely been reached."
 
   "Why?" Noble asked. "Why do this if you're just going to absorb the entire dimension?"
 
   "What living creature doesn't wish for an offspring," Whitten/Void said. "And you are incorrect in your thoughts that we wish to destroy this dimension. Of the entire multiverse this dimension is the one that Void finds the most intriguing. The people here are...unique. He wants to take this dimension over, but he wishes to possess everyone and everything here. From that point he can then take over the rest of the multiverse. From here he can rule the way he was meant to. The darkness was here first. By right it should all be his."
 
   "You're insane," Noble said. "Does Void imagine that now that I know this I am going to simply sit by his side while he turns the world into a nightmare? While he destroys countless other inhabited dimensions?"
 
   Whitten/Void laughed. The floor felt as if it were vibrating from that laughter.
 
   "While he would appreciate it if you would do that, Noble, we do not feel that this is enough of a plan," Whitten/Void said, mixing up its tenses in the constant conflict and confusion going on within Whitten's brain. "No, if need be, we will take you over as well. From there, we can make you impregnate Olivia and provide a grandchild."
 
   "Why?" Noble asked, despair in his heart and mind. "Aren't you immortal? Why do you need progeny?"
 
   Whitten/Void stepped forward, kneeling down in front of Noble. "Because that is what we want."
 
   Noble felt nothing but revulsion and sorrow. Sorrow for his parents. Sorrow for his entire life. He had never stood a chance. Never. His life had been determined before he was born.
 
   He was the son of the Void. He was both human and Void. The Void had raped his mother and produced – him.
 
   "There is more to this tale," Whitten/Void said. "There is more that you need to know to understand how utterly hopeless your attempts to stop us are."
 
   "No more," Noble said, holding up his hand, weakly, feeling as if he had no fight left in him. "Please, no more."
 
   "Yes, Noble," Whitten/Void said. "The world as you know it is ending. You can join us and become part of us, retaining some part of your individuality as we tear down the rest of the walls and absorb the rest of the dimensions, or you can have your mind forcefully taken. The choice is yours, but you need to know. Whatever you choose, we will produce a line, a genealogy that can expand and expand. There are more things in this universe than you can imagine. The light will soon succumb to the dark. With a family, we'll be able to conquer whatever is left. But you need to see."
 
   Noble attempted to crawl away. He wanted to stand and fight. He wanted to run. His legs had no strength. His arms would not move right. Whitten/Void came and placed his hands on his head and once again he was gone.
 
   "No," Noble whispered, but it was too late. There was no fighting it. 
 
   The world slipped away. He smelled the smells of a bygone era. His hands were that of a young man.
 
   "I'm Augustus Whitten," Noble whispered. "Dear God."


 
   
  
 

Part Five
 
    
 
   
  
 

The Corruption of Augustus Whitten
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
    
 
   It's the early 1900s and Augustus Whitten is a man on a mission. He is in his early 20s and anxious to get back to work. He has spent the last several weeks finding more funding for his work. As his work drifts more and more toward the strange, it gets harder and harder to find that financing. He has just met with Nikola Tesla and the genius inventor has agreed to help him find that money.
 
   Augustus Whitten is a man obsessed with immortality. He thinks he can punch through to the other side and talk to those who have passed. If he can learn what's there, he can learn the secret of immortality.
 
   He is not a man who spent his entire life doing this. He was, up until recently, a very respected scientist. He was studying alongside Tesla and Thomas Edison on the uses of electricity and working on ways to expand communication. He has done some experiments on radio waves and the uses of radio transmissions to make them longer, go farther. The work he had done was so good that it attracted the U.S. military who were always looking for ways for soldiers to communicate via longer and longer distances. Perhaps even find ways to communicate via zeppelins and the ground more easily, or even securely, or the new aircraft that have already been co-opted.
 
   It was during those days, trying to make a radio that would project its waves further than any other (or perhaps could be used for some kind of weapon) that Augustus Whitten first punched through to the other side. That was the day he realized that this life was not the only one. For the first time, it sank in that he was not alone, that there was so much more. The day he realized that maybe, just maybe, if he could do the work right, find the right frequencies, he might find a way to immortality.
 
   He sat in front of his tuners and radio wave projectors. He had bought a large tract of land in Nevada where there was nothing for miles, just flat, flat, desert land. At night, like it was now, there were no clouds and he could pick up waves from the other side of the world and project them for hundreds and hundreds of miles. Above the house and the huge barn he used as his lab was nothing but dark, dark skies and bright stars.
 
   Whitten sat in a chair in front of the radio wave transmitter. Next to that was something to listen to any response he got. The night that had changed his life he had been doing the same thing, hovering around the same frequencies, even wearing the same clothes.
 
   He had been down at the far end of the dial, seeing if that made a difference as to how far the radio waves went and if he got any more interesting responses. There had been nothing but noise, just white noise, random noises from the universe, the planet itself. 
 
   "August -."
 
   The voice was deep, buried in white noise, and over fast. Augustus had frozen in his place, sure that after hours of listening he was hearing things. 
 
   Augustus was now awake, as if he had been splashed with water. He rubbed his eyes and sat up straighter. He adjusted the dials, moving the pointer very slowly. Listening now. He picked up a pair of amplification headphones that he had built himself and put them over his ears. The things were big, made of brass, and heavy, but they also did their job. The hiss of the world, the universe, filled his head and his mind.
 
   "Augustus."
 
   The voice was even more faint. Barely a whisper, buried in all of that static. Augustus held his breath, his fingers gentle and barely moving the dial at all. 
 
   "Augustus, hear me."
 
   He was nearly knocked off his chair. 
 
   What was he to do? How would he respond?
 
   Whitten turned and adjusted his transmitter so that he would broadcast at the same frequencies. The microphone he had made was primitive, but it also worked like the headphones. He had heard recordings of his transmissions, knew that his voice sounded horrible, but it would be something.
 
   "This is Augustus Whitten," he said through dry lips. "I am speaking to the individual that called my name. Can you hear me?"
 
   He listened, hearing only more static. A constant hissing in both of his ears, filling his brain with noise.
 
   "I hear you."
 
   This time the voice was louder, ahead of the static instead of buried within it. 
 
   "Who are you?" Augustus asked. "How did you know I was listening?"
 
   "I know many things, Augustus Whitten. I know many things about you. I am what you have been seeking."
 
   Augustus’ heart sped up. He was sweating. The headphones amplified the voice so loud that it was as if it were echoing in his skull. It was almost painful. As if the person speaking had such a low bass sound that he was able to feel it in his body rather than via his ears.
 
   "Who are you?" Augustus repeated.
 
   "I am the Void. I am the darkness. I am what you seek."
 
   "What do I seek?"
 
   "Immortality."
 
   Augustus was sweating now. It ran down his face and made his hands slick. He was barely able to hold onto the base of the microphone and the heavy brass headphones slid off his head. He adjusted both and reached up to wipe his upper lip. He was shocked when it came away slicked with blood. He wiped again and realized that he was bleeding from his nose.
 
   "Can we talk?" Whitten asked. "I can barely hear you."
 
   The static was back, louder than ever. The sound was so loud that it was like a spike into the center of his head. 
 
   "Yes."
 
   "How?"
 
   "Go to your mirror."
 
   Augustus was puzzled. Mirror? What mirror? 
 
   Then it hit him. Over in the far corner of the barn, covered with a thick black cloth, was a large oval mirror in a frame. Augustus had had it removed from his house when he had started to let his hair grow long and as his obsession with his work grew and things like personal hygiene had gone out the window. It was far back into the shadows of the barn, surrounded by cobwebs and equipment he was no longer using.  
 
   "The one in the corner?" Augustus asked, wondering how this voice new about the mirror. However, something was wrong with his thinking. It was as if the voice were deep inside him, massaging him, making him accept what it said as truth.
 
   "Yes. Leave it where it is. Look into it. Look into the shadows."
 
   The voice faded to nothing and now there was just static. Again, it was loud, louder than Augustus had ever heard before. Within that static he could hear voices. Thousands of them, talking over each other and drowned out by the static that he could just barely hear it. The sounds were screaming, babbling, insane and it chilled him to the bone. It was the sound of madness. The sound of hell itself.
 
   Augustus put the head phones down. He stood up, wiping his nose again. More blood. It was flowing freely now. He looked down and saw that his white shirt was spattered with blood. That was bad. You could never get blood out of white.
 
   He walked across the room and dug into his jacket to find a handkerchief. He found it and squeezed it against his gushing nose. The handkerchief was quickly soaked with blood. He held the handkerchief there for a while and eventually the flow of blood slowed and then stopped. His face felt sticky with dried blood, but he figured he would wash it later.
 
   Where was that mirror?
 
   Yes, over there.
 
   Whitten walked across the lab. His machines were still humming away. Electricity wandered up and down two exposed wires that went almost up to the ceiling. Across the lab from where he was were two huge spires and atop those were huge metal globes. Electricity fired from one to the other, like Zeus with his lightning bolts, striking the other with force. It was loud, but Whitten was used to it. That had been another gift from Tesla.
 
   There it was. The mirror. Leaning against a wall at an odd angle, with benches and tables in front of it. Whitten moved the benches and equipment aside, dragging them across the wood floor. 
 
   Leave the mirror where it is.
 
   OK, then.
 
   Whitten straightened the mirror, but left it where it was. He removed the blanket covering the glass. He tossed that aside and stood back to see what was there. 
 
   Glass. It was dirty and dusty. Whitten stepped forward and wiped down the front of the mirror with the sleeve of his shirt. He succeeded in smearing the dirt and stuff around. He kept at it, wiping and wiping until the right sleeve of his arm was covered in dirt and nearly black. Then he stepped back again.
 
   He saw himself. His hair was standing up all over his head. His glasses looked crooked. Whitten did not remember bending the frames, but he must have. He had dirt streaked across his forehead and cheeks. The lab was behind him, the electricity sparking all over and lights indicating how many of his machines were on. Shadows lurked in every corner.
 
   "What?" Whitten asked. 
 
   Was he supposed to say something? Was there some kind of magic word that he was supposed to say to make it do something? Was this a fairy tale?
 
   Something moved in the corner of the mirror.
 
   Whitten whirled around and looked into the shadows. There was nothing in the barn itself with him. Just his machines. He turned back around and looked into the mirror again. Something moved in the shadows of the machines behind him.
 
   It was like a snake, twisting and coiling, turning and churning its way out of the corner and getting closer to the mirror. Whitten forced himself to stay looking at the thing as it wound its way closer to him. It was all he could do not to turn around again, not to run, because his reflection showed him that whatever was behind him was coming up right over his shoulder. 
 
   He looked up at his own eyes and gasped.
 
   The eyes in the reflection were black pits. Deep within the recesses of those pits were tiny flecks of red that swirled and twisted. 
 
   The reflected Whitten was also smiling at him.
 
   The black snake object wound itself around the Whitten-reflection and then entered its mouth and nose. The smile on the reflection got wider and began moving of its own accord.
 
   "Good evening, Dr. Whitten," his reflection said. It was not his voice at all. The voice was deep and strange. "How good of you to talk with me."
 
   "Who are you?" Whitten asked, his throat clicking from dryness. His heart was pounding. This was a joke, his brain tried to rationalize. This was all a joke.
 
   "I am the Void," his reflection said. "There is much to tell you. So much that I am afraid we could be talking all night. I am speaking to you through a very tiny hole in the walls between dimensions. The hole is right around this mirror, where it is, which is why I asked you not to move it. I don't know if this gap will last or how long."
 
   "I'm confused," Whitten said. It was true. He had never been more baffled than he was right now. "What's happening here? Am I losing my mind?
 
   His reflection smiled wider at him, the ends of the smile reaching up past his nose. "You are not dreaming," it said. "The world you live in is the dream. This is the reality. Open yourself to me, Dr. Whitten. I can extend into your universe and provide you with knowledge that will baffle you, amaze you and change everything about you. Will you allow it?"
 
   Whitten felt himself nodding before he realized he was doing it. It was as if he were in a trance. The voice was inside his head, seemed to be coming from the mirror, from the walls, from the air around him. There was now a heaviness in the air, as if the black snake in the mirror were now resting on his shoulders.
 
   "Allow me in, Dr. Whitten," the reflection said.
 
   He extended both hands to his sides, his palms facing the mirror. He opened his mouth. None of this felt voluntary. None of this felt like he was doing this on his own. Were there fingers inside his head pulling his strings?
 
   The mirror erupted. The Whitten in the mirror vomited thick black substance. The mirror glass cracked and then the air was filled with the blackness. Whitten felt a moment of pure panic when the substance smashed into his face, rocketed up his nose, down his throat, into his mouth and into the ducts of his eyes. He rocked back and there was an instant when he was sure he was going to suffocate. Then his brain exploded.
 
   There was the image of bright white light behind his eyes and his head felt as it were going to burst like an overripe pumpkin. Images began flooding him. Now he could breathe, but he could not see. He could not hear. It was as if he were no longer standing inside the barn.
 
   He saw images of creation itself. The endless void and darkness that existed before anything existed. Then there was a bright flash of white light. Whitten had always assumed that the light and the dark lived together and existed together, but now he knew that it was violent. The light and the dark fighting each other, battling for the right to exist, to dominate. Creatures came out of the void and out of the light and battled on continents made of pure darkness and light. It was a battle that raged for what would be centuries in human terms. For the beings of light and dark, it was the matter of a few days, a few hours, an instant.
 
   He could not see what it was that gave the light the advantage, but it happened. The light enveloped the darkness, banishing it to the center of a globe, like the middle of the world. The darkness raged there, twisting and punching at the light, but the light continued to press its advantage, began building layer upon layer of worlds and dimensions around it. The white built a prison of dimensional walls around the darkness, holding the void at bay.
 
   Until the darkness slept.
 
   It was then that the void was trapped, the center of the onion that was the multiverse. In Whitten's mind, the creation of those layers, the new dimensions and their seemingly endless supply of life forms, created over the millions upon millions of years flashed by in an instant. Worlds exploded into existence and lived and then died in fire and explosions to vanish. Each time one vanished, another world, another dimension bloomed into existence with more lives.  Beings were born, lived, loved and died. Thousands upon thousands into uncountable billions flashed into his mind. Each dimension was an entire universe, infinite, with thousands of planets and worlds, spinning around blazing suns. All of it contained in dimensional walls that were both tissue paper thin and as thick as armor holding each dimension at bay. They circled around each other, nearly all unaware of each other's existence.
 
   The blackness wanted to change that.
 
   For centuries the Void slept, content with its dreams. Dreams of revenge and conquest. Dreams of tearing down walls, returning the universe and every universe back to darkness. Its power drained, dozing, waiting.
 
   Then it happened. After the untold centuries a tiny pinhole ruptured in the membranes between one dimension and the Void dimension. The hole was so small, but it was enough. Enough to wake the Void up and for the Void to gain energy. It thrashed within its prison, opening the hole even more, allowing it to leak through and reclaim it, absorbing it into its substance.
 
   And the Void had raged since, seeking holes, creating holes, finding ways into each dimension to absorb it. It had forever to seek out those holes and infinite patience. But there was something unique about this dimension, the one Whitten called home. 
 
   For some reason the energies within this dimension were different, as if the Light had made this dimension its favorite. The Void could find holes and seep in a bit at a time, but not gain a foothold. This intrigued the Void and made it angry. Why was this world so important? Perhaps it was the lynchpin for all of it. No matter what the Void tried, it could not break through. It could influence and grab and possess, but not fully absorb or take control.
 
   But the Void could find those within that dimension it could trust, it could use as avatars. It could find people that believed what it believed. People who could help it find a way further in, perhaps eventually all the way in. Perhaps, just perhaps, it could find a good way in, perhaps produce an offspring that was part Void and part human, that would be a way. Perhaps it could find a genius to help him accomplish that or at least help find, exploit or create more holes into this dimension.
 
   Whitten saw all of this in seconds. Had his brain been anything less than what it was it would have been turned to mush. He felt the Void inside his brain, pouring that knowledge into him. He felt his entire world, his existence, change. Yes, he could be the Void's familiar here. The Void was eternal and it would share that eternity with him. He could become one with this being and achieve greatness. 
 
   He gagged and choked and then he fell to the ground. His entire body heaved and he opened his mouth and vomited the blackness. It streamed from his mouth and nose, pooled on the floor, twisted and twirled into the air and then blasted back into the mirror. When it was gone Whitten felt emptiness in its place so profound that tears sprung to his eyes. He felt weak and his head throbbed. His nervous system felt on fire, every limb, all of his fingers and toes tingling.
 
   "Now you see," the Void said from beyond the mirror. "I can see into your world and I have heard your calls into the night, searching for answers. You are all so small, and yet you are favored by the Light. Protected for reasons I cannot fathom. Taking this dimension would be the ultimate victory and lead to the collapse of all the walls. I would rightfully reign and those that helped me would be rewarded with that which you seek so much. Immortality. Power."
 
   Whitten tried to get to his feet, but his legs were weak. He fell back down and coughed, his breath hitched and he tried to stand again. The world tilted and teetered and he nearly fell. Whitten quickly reached out his hand and grabbed a nearby table. The world went out of focus, but he stayed on his feet. He raised his head to stare into the mirror, the Whitten in the mirror had changed. It was made of the black substance. He could see his features within it, but the skin flowed like black water. The outline of the mirror-Whitten shifted and changed.
 
   "Can you show me more wonders like you just did?" Whitten asked.
 
   "You have barely glimpsed the wonders that await you," the Void replied.
 
   "Can you make me immortal?" he asked.
 
   "You shall have it."
 
   Whitten smiled. The smile did not extend up past his nostrils like his reflection, but it was wide and he bared his teeth. He could see the world laid out before him, the people bowing at his feet. He could crush those who had opposed him. He would not have to grovel for money or to anyone ever again.
 
   "Give me power," Whitten demanded.
 
   "More than even your mind could comprehend."
 
   "Then I am yours."
 
   ***
 
   What happened next was lost to Whitten. One moment he was standing there in front of the mirror, staring at some all-black, negative space version of himself. The image was smiling at him, the surface of the creature's body rippling like black water. Whitten felt his heart swell and as if his entire life, everything he had been hoping for, dreaming about and wanting was about to come true. Then, the next instant he was in bed.
 
   The bed was just a cot thrown into another corner of the barn. Often he would have to fight off barn spiders and other creatures that had decided they would like to live in the very warm space that was his lab. The machines around him would hum and vibrate all night long. The electrical bolts would crash from one sphere to the next, but to Whitten it had all become music that his brain needed to sleep. 
 
   His head was spinning. He could still remember the visions that had pelted him when the black substance entered his mind. The world was vibrant with colors that he had never noticed before. He felt giddy like a kid on Christmas.
 
   He had to get back to work. He had to continue his experiments with radio waves and vibrations and see if he could punch a hole into another world. If he could just tap into the world right next to this one, the dimension next door, then the rest of the walls could be breached. 
 
   He stood and ran fingers through his tangle of hair. He also found his glasses on the floor, the frames bent. He didn't remember when that happened. He also had dried blood on his nose and chin. He must have looked like a ghoul.
 
   Whitten walked to a sink in another corner and ran cold water over his face. There was a tiny square mirror over the sink and he was indeed terrifying-looking. He had bruises under his eyes. When had that happened? His lips were cracked and dry.
 
   A thought occurred to him.
 
   How long had he been out?
 
   It was not uncommon for him to lose track of time. There were times when he lost days out here in the barn. He had never lost consciousness, though.
 
   Whitten straightened his shirt and tucked it back into his pants. He thought about putting on a tie and a coat, but decided it didn't matter. He had to see if the rest of the world had changed already. Maybe the breach in the dimensional walls had already allowed the Void into this world. Maybe the world was dark, controlled by the entity he had met last night.
 
   He decided he was presentable enough. Perhaps he should head into the house and take an actual bath and change into clean clothes. Did he have clean clothes?
 
   Whitten headed for the barn door. He grasped the door handle and yanked the door open. The bright sunlight pierced his brain like a thousand jabbing knives. The cool air blasted through his shirt and chilled his skin. The sky was a brilliant blue and the leaves were a bright green. It was, to anyone else but himself, a beautiful day. Although the air was cool, the world itself was bright and sunny. Some of the leaves were starting to change along the tree line that was the end of his property.
 
   It was then that he noticed the strange bulky black vehicle parked in his driveway.
 
   Whitten felt the saliva in his mouth dry up instantly. When had he last had a visitor? It had been a long time. No one came up to the home of the crazy man where the strange sounds came from the barn.
 
   He attempted to smooth his shirt a bit, but it was all hopeless. He was a mess and in no mood or condition to receive visitors. Yet, there they were. From where he was standing he couldn't see actual people inside the car. He also had never seen a car quite like it before. Cars were still enough of a novelty that seeing them was relatively rare. It had four doors and everything about it was coal black. Whitten had never seen a car that black.
 
   "Dr. Whitten?"
 
   The voice startled him. He tried not to show how much, but the sputtering that came out of his mouth pretty much showed that he was startled. That was not a good thing. That immediately gave the speaker the power and that frustrated Whitten. 
 
   Whitten turned to see a tall and thin man in a black suit and vest standing to his right. The young man also wore these strange dark glasses that were just black discs right in front his eyes, held together by wire frames. 
 
   "Y-yes," Whitten replied. "That's me."
 
   The young man stepped forward and extended a hand. Whitten took it and they shook. The young man had soft hands, but a very firm handshake.
 
   "I'm with the government, Dr. Whitten," the man said. "My name is Ezekiel, by the way."
 
   "I have worked with the government before," Whitten replied. "What branch of the government are you with?"
 
   Ezekiel smiled and looked at the ground. "Well, that's hard to explain, Dr. Whitten. The division I work with is sort of off the books. We check on things that we find a bit strange. We're familiar with the work that you've been doing with the long-distance radio transmissions. That's good work."
 
   Ezekiel's smile faded and he cast his eyes toward the open barn door.
 
   "The problem is the work that you've been doing lately," Ezekiel finished. "That's what we need to talk about."
 
   Whitten felt a thousand butterflies in his stomach. How long had he been out? He looked down at his hands. Even though he had just washed, he noticed that the fingers and fingernails were filthy, crusted with dirt and grime and grease. Had he been working in his sleep? What had he been doing?
 
   Whitten turned and walked back to the barn door, grabbed the handle and closed it. 
 
   "Shall we go inside?" Whitten asked, indicating the house.
 
   Ezekiel attempted to see around Whitten, the young man's face fixed in a serious expression. Then he gazed up at Whitten and a smile broke out.
 
   "That would be fine," Ezekiel said.
 
   Whitten nodded, his insides quaking and shaking from nervousness. What was this about? How did they know anything? What was happening? Had the world started changing?
 
   They entered the back of the house. The place smelled like dust, mold and mildew. There were dishes in the sink with rotting food. The place was a bit of a mess, but Whitten was rarely in the house. He had little need for the food in here because he had food in the barn. They passed through the kitchen and into the living room where there were two dusty couches in maroon fabric. Those were hand-me-downs from his mother and he had sat in this room a total of three times in the five years he had lived here. Whitten brushed dust off the fabric and removed some papers that had been stacked for ages on the old coffee table.
 
   "Please, have a seat," Whitten said, indicating the love seat. He brushed more dust off of the full sofa across from that and sat down.
 
   "Thank you," Ezekiel said. He had removed his round dark glasses. "Nice house."
 
   "It's a mess," Whitten said. "I spend most of my time in the lab out in the barn."
 
   "I could have guessed that. So, what experiments have you been working on lately, Dr. Whitten?"
 
   Whitten cleared his throat and crosses his legs. He smelled a foul odor, but he wasn't sure if it was himself and his lack of showering or something in the kitchen.
 
   "How is that relevant?" Whitten asked.
 
   "I am a duly appointed representative from the government, Dr. Whitten," Ezekiel replied calmly. He removed a small notebook from an inside pocket of his jacket. "I have been appointed to this position by the President himself."
 
   "But you work for some secret organization that has no name," Whitten replied. "What am I to make of that? Can you even show me identification? Do you carry a badge? A gun?"
 
   Ezekiel smiled. Then he reached into his coat pocket and removed a small billfold. He handed that over to Whitten. He opened it and saw an identification card inside. Inter-Dimensional Enforcement Agency. 
 
   "What does this mean?" Whitten said, handing it back.
 
   "Dr. Whitten we are living in an amazing age," Ezekiel said. "Humanity has never advanced as fast or as far as it has in just the past few decades. The world is becoming a smaller place as we find new and faster ways to travel. It is not ridiculous to think that humanity will soon conquer space and nearby planets. These were the stuff of books, fantasy stories, Dr. Whitten, but no longer. Humanity may be growing faster, developing faster, than the world can handle. We are one of the organizations that tries to make sure the advancement is right and appropriate."
 
   "I see," Whitten said. "So your goal is to curb the advancement of humanity? That doesn't sound like the land of the free and the home of the brave to me."
 
   "We don't want to stop people from advancing, but advancement without rules and without some kind of regulation will create chaos. It could be destructive. People could die."
 
   Whitten cleared his throat. "OK. So, you already know that I work on the radio wave experiments. I have worked hard for the government that you claim to work for. Why are you here now?"
 
   "We have been monitoring you, Dr. Whitten," Ezekiel said. "We know that you have moved on to other things besides long distance radio communications. Well, check that, perhaps you have moved on to other forms of long distance communication. Communication to other dimensions?"
 
   Whitten felt fear in his heart. How did they know this?
 
   "You're spying on American citizens?" Whitten asked.
 
   "We keep track of people we feel might be important," Ezekiel replied, as if this made it OK. "You were conducting experiments that we thought were valuable. But once you made contact with other dimensions, well, we have to step in. The world is not ready for this kind of thing. Not yet."
 
   "How can you say that?" Whitten asked. Now the fear was slowly being replaced with anger. "How can you decide what advancements are correct and which are not?"
 
   "The walls between dimensions are there for a reason, Dr. Whitten. They are not meant to be breached. The entity that you spoke with is vastly dangerous."
 
   How did they know? Dear God, here was a man at least ten years younger than Whitten telling him that he knows about other dimensions and the Void. How was that possible?
 
   "How do you know about this?" Whitten asked.
 
   "Do you think you are the first?" Ezekiel said. "Do you think that there are not others out there trying to break down the walls between dimensions? There are people all over the world conducting experiments like yours and who have been for years. Some of those experiments have led to disaster. We know of the Void. The Void has been plaguing mankind for centuries, Dr. Whitten. The devil, demons and other entities that have been banished to the realm of superstition all stem from it. It is imprisoned where it is for a reason."
 
   "How can you know?" Whitten replied. "Have you spoken to him? Do you know how he was imprisoned?"
 
   "You've spoken to him, then?"
 
   Whitten realized he had been trapped. "Yes."
 
   "He showed you things didn't he?"
 
   "Stop calling ‘he’," Whitten replied. "The Void is beyond male and female, even though it is a living thing. It is powerful and beyond our understanding."
 
   "And yet you would work with it, or him, or whatever it is to bring it into this dimension?" Ezekiel still had that smile on his face. It was as if he were discussing the weather and not the discovery of the century. "The Void would enter this world and absorb it into itself. It wants nothing but to conquer and destroy. You should know this."
 
   "What you say is not true," Whitten said. "It just isn't."
 
   "You telling me that it isn't right doesn't make it any less so," Ezekiel said. "I don’t have to come here and tell you what we do or why we do it. We do not have to justify our existence or why we are here. We also don't have to explain what we know or how we came into existence."
 
   Whitten sat there stupefied. This young man was a wisp of a thing and he was not one for violence, but right now he wanted to reach out and smash the young punk in the face. He wanted to grab the ashtray on the table in front of him and bash in the cretin's face and head. He wanted to taste blood on his lips and smash his skull until Ezekiel's brains were all over the floor.
 
   "I am just here to tell you to cease and desist all attempts to breach other dimensions," Ezekiel said. The young man stood up, brushing dust off of his pants. "This is the only warning you get. You are dealing with things that are ancient and very dangerous. Dangerous to you, but more importantly, dangerous for all of existence here in this planet and any other planet in our dimension."
 
   Ezekiel stared at Whitten for a moment, cocking his head to the side as if studying him. Whitten felt as if he were under a microscope. He stood up just so that he was taller than the young man.
 
   "I can tell how angry you are, Dr. Whitten," Ezekiel said. "I can understand that. I am telling you now that it would be a horrible mistake for you to act on that anger in any way that involves contacting the Void or breaching other dimensions. Let me ask, did he promise you immortality?"
 
   Whitten opened his mouth and then closed it again. He sputtered for several seconds, trying to come up with a denial or some kind of answer that made sense. Instead, he just shut his mouth and glowered at the younger man.
 
   "I thought so," Ezekiel said. "It – he - does that. It’s one of the things that the Void has offered to those of us in this dimension for years. Are you looking for that? Do you fear death, Dr. Whitten? I know you were close to your mother and she died recently. Has that affected you?"
 
   Whitten reached back, involuntarily, balling his hand into a fist, ready to strike the impudent man. He held his hand there, ready to strike, but something in the young man's face held him there.
 
   "Go ahead, Dr. Whitten," Ezekiel said, that infernal smile never faltering. "Strike me. I would rather you do that than continue with your dangerous experiments. You can even kill me if it will save this realm. I am willing to die for that. I do not fear death. Neither should you. Immortality is a lie, Dr. Whitten, and the Void is the master of lies."
 
   They stared each other down for what felt like hours, but was actually just a few minutes. Whitten lowered his fist. Ezekiel gave a nod of satisfaction, as if he had won.
 
   "I’m going to leave now, Dr. Whitten," Ezekiel said. "However, you are now warned and you know that we are watching you. I am going to trust you to be smart enough not to continue your experiments. If not, however, you will see what we can do to stop you. You won't like it."
 
   The rage flooded Whitten again. This was his chance, a voice inside his head was screaming, the one chance he had to kill this impudent swine. Ezekiel was alone. He was a skinny little kid and nothing could stop Whitten from smashing him over the head, pounding his head into the coffee table until he was bloody. 
 
   "I can see from your face that you are tempted right now," Ezekiel said. "You want to throttle me. You think that what I'm doing is destroying your dreams. That is not the case. I am helping you. I am helping everyone."
 
   Ezekiel pulled back his coat. In a holster hitched beneath his armpit was a gun. It was apparently made of brass and it looked like it fired something other than bullets. Whitten had never seen a pistol like it before.
 
   "Plus, I have ways of protecting myself, Dr. Whitten," Ezekiel said. "I may look like a skinny young man, but I am far from it. There are things in this world and others that you cannot fathom. There are things you cannot possibly understand. Stop trying. Do what you can to improve the world, not destroy it. Fight for the light."
 
   Whitten quivered from head to toe in barely-contained rage. "You cannot stop me."
 
   Ezekiel sighed. "We can and we will if we have to. You are breaching dimensions with your radio waves and your direct contact with the Void via your mirror greatly weakens the dimensional barriers. You are causing great harm every single time you speak to the Void, Dr. Whitten. We have machines in place to keep him at bay, but you make it harder each time."
 
   Ezekiel turned at that point and walked back toward the kitchen. He walked without fear, as if he knew that Whitten would not come after him. As if he had defeated Whitten, taken the air out of his sails. 
 
   Whitten stood rooted to the spot until the back door slammed and he heard the large black car start up and pull away. Then he clenched both fists and let out a long rage-filled scream. He grabbed the ashtray from the coffee table and threw it across the room. He rampaged, tearing apart the shelves, throwing the knickknacks across the room where they shattered into pieces and skittered across the floor. He kicked over the coffee table and tipped over both sofas. 
 
   When he was done he stood breathing hard in the middle of the dining room. Behind him the living room was a disaster. 
 
   What was he going to do? What did he do next? Did he pack up his equipment and flee? The Void had told him that the rift in the barn was only in one place. What if he couldn't find another? 
 
   "No," Whitten whispered to his empty house. "No, they are not going to stop me."
 
   Augustus Whitten would not be deterred. He had to summon the Void. That was what he needed to do. He had to speak. This was what would make him famous and it was his destiny.
 
   The Void was offering him immortality. Who could turn away from that?
 
   "Not me," Whitten whispered. "Not at all."
 
   What he didn't know was that, as he whispered those words, his eyes turned completely black for just a moment. 
 
   ***
 
   "So, they are calling themselves IDEA, now?" The voice said through the mirror and this was followed by a low rumbling sound that Whitten took for laughter. "They have been after me for centuries. Yes, Ezekiel is correct. They have been countering my movements each time. They are fools, Augustus. I have shown you the reality of dimensions and I have promised you immortality. That shall be the case."
 
   "What do you want me to do?" Whitten asked. "Will they come to me? Will they try to destroy me?"
 
   "Almost certainly," Void replied. "They will come again and we must be ready. I have already made arrangements. The rift in this barn is now attached to the mirror. If you bring the mirror with you, I shall go with it. When they come, we must set traps for them so that they pay for their insolence. Then we will run."
 
   "We have work to do," Whitten said.
 
   "Yes."
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   Whitten spent days arranging things around the lab, guided always by the Void-possessed version of himself in the mirror. He was soon tapped into more power via the electrical lines that provided power to the nearby town. His machines hummed to life and they were louder than ever.
 
   After two weeks of work, Whitten stood back and stared at the handiwork inside the barn. There were more machines and the boards of the barn itself were vibrating. The electrical bolts were firing almost constantly from one sphere to the next. It was like standing in the middle of a thunderstorm.
 
   "Good," the Void said from within the mirror. "Now, turn up the power and cycle through the frequencies. Cycle through fast."
 
   Whitten moved to the controls and began dialing through the frequencies. He moved the dial fast, up and down. In the middle of the barn, amidst all of the machines, a white light began to appear. Beams of energy emitted from the antennas he had placed in a circle around the barn. It was wavy, like looking at something through the surface of a pond, and bright white.
 
   "Yes," Void said. "Yes, that's it."
 
   Then, as Whitten cycled through again, the disc of white light solidified. A picture emerged. It was a field, much like the fields that were right outside the barn. There were trees with bright red leaves and purple tree trunks. The grass and plants inside the meadow waved and blew in the breeze. Giant birds of the brightest colors flew over the field and meadow, wheeling and sweeping and turning around. Whitten gasped, his breath catching in his throat. He had never seen something so beautiful. He breathed deep and could smell the meadow, but there were smells there that he could not identify and could not describe.
 
   "Good," Void said again. "GOOD!"
 
   The mirror erupted. 
 
   It was like a volcano spewing black lava, shot out of the mirror and across the lab. The black substance burst through the white disc and entered the world of the bright meadow and birds. In an instant the grass and plants in the meadow turned black and disintegrated as it touched them. Tendrils spread out as more and more of the substance erupted from the mirror, reaching out and wrapping around the birds as they flew overhead and turning them black, absorbing it into itself.
 
   Something exploded in the corner of the room. There was the hot smell of burning wiring and wood. Flames erupted from one of the transmitters. The white disc in the middle of the room flickered.
 
   The Void screamed.
 
   "NOOOOOOOO! NOOOOOOOO!"
 
   The disc collapsed. Something else exploded in the far corner. Sparks flew into the air and landed on the beams of the old barn. Then another transmitter burst into sparks and more flames erupted. Whitten grabbed a blanket and ran around the room, smothering the flames when he could.
 
   "NOOOO! NONONONONONONO! I was almost there!"
 
   Inside the mirror the black version of Whitten was having a tantrum. The mirror-version of the barn was being smashed to pieces by his black reflection. The Void broke things apart, throwing the pieces around. The screaming was now inarticulate, more like some kind of animal, and as the black-Whitten smashed more of the reflection equipment to pieces the screaming eventually grew beyond even the roars of animals.
 
   Whitten stomped out more flames and began turning off the machines. The smell of smoke was overpowering and he felt sick. It was hard to breathe. He held a handkerchief to his mouth and nose and then pulled open the barn door. Smoke billowed out into the air, caught by the wind and tossed away into the night. He took in great gasps of air.
 
   Inside the barn the noises had stopped. Whitten was shaking with fear. He had nearly burned the barn down, but he had also seen what the Void could do when he wanted to. He could still see the tentacles of blackness reaching into the sky to pull down the brightly colored birds. 
 
   "What have I gotten myself into?" Whitten asked.
 
   Immortality. That was the goal. He reminded himself of that and went back into the barn. He walked over to the mirror.
 
   The black-Whitten stood there calmly again, staring out at him. 
 
   "I was so close," the Void said. "I had almost absorbed all of it."
 
   "What did you do?" Whitten asked. "Did you destroy them?"
 
   "No, it is not destruction," the Void replied. "They become part of me. They are absorbed into me. We become one. I am immortal. I have always been and always will be. I am the first that ever was. Before there was life there was me. I am the true nature of the universe and I return the dimensions to its original state."
 
   Whitten felt his strength returning. It was true. He need only look up at the sky, at the darkness between the stars, to know that the blackness was there first.
 
   "Make me immortal," Whitten said.
 
   Black-Whitten studied him through the mirror.
 
   "Are you ready?" The Void asked.
 
   "I’m ready," Whitten said. "My soul is yours. My life is yours."
 
   Whitten held his hands out at his sides and closed his eyes.
 
   The blackness erupted from the mirror. A steady stream of it flowed out and this time it plunged deep into Whitten's nose and mouth. He felt his insides rebelling, but then the blackness touched his internal organs and turned them into facsimiles of organs. His entire body began to shudder and he nearly fell over. The darkness kept coming and now he felt fingers inside his brain, rewiring him, turning him into something that was part Void and part Whitten. His thoughts were now shared with the Void. His life belonged to the darkness. He opened his mouth to scream, feeling as if he were being violated inside and out, but the blackness just poured in faster and thicker. He was no longer breathing. His life was over, and the new life had begun. He did not need air. He needed nothing but the Void. 
 
   Whitten lost all sense of time and place. He had been standing there for an instant and he had been standing there for an eternity. When the black substance stopped, he stood shaking. He breathed out, and a cloud of black mist escaped. He looked at himself in the mirror, now seeing his true reflection.
 
   His eyes were black pits.
 
   Thoughts ran through his brain that were not his own. Conquer. Destroy. Yes, take it all. Take it all. It must be his.
 
   Whitten turned toward the table to his right and lifted his arm in the air. He smashed it down, splintering the thick wood. The top of the table broke apart, splintering even further, and then broke in two. He grabbed one of the metal boxes atop the table with both hands and easily crushed it between his fingers. 
 
   He felt alive. He felt powerful.
 
   He felt immortal.
 
   "Let them come," Whitten said, seeing the world through his new eyes. "Let them come."
 
   ***
 
   Whitten fell asleep sometime that night, but he had no idea when. He had lost track of time again, not remembering what he had done once he was possessed by the Void. He awoke and it was dark, the smell of burned wiring still pungent in the air. He was going to have to spend weeks getting new equipment out here and set up. He needed more power. He needed more power to keep the portals open.
 
   Something was moving outside.
 
   Whoever or whatever it was, was trying to be very quiet, but Whitten had new ears. He could hear them clearly. Yes, it was human. Muttering with each other, whispered commands.
 
   "Move quietly. He's still in there."
 
   "Come up around that way. I think he's asleep."
 
   "Get him subdued fast."
 
   "Destroy the machines."
 
   Whitten got to his feet. He felt strong now. Although the barn was pitch black, he could see clearly, as if there were an unearthly glow around the entire place. He could also see through the walls of the barn.
 
   A dozen of them.
 
   One of them was Ezekiel.
 
   He knew it instantly. As if he could smell him. The young man had a strange glowing aura around himself. The others were white blobs, but Ezekiel's form was shot through with color. Ezekiel was special.
 
   Delightful.
 
   Whitten turned around, studying the men that were now all around the barn. They would get a surprise soon.
 
   "Hello, Ezekiel!" Whitten called. It was probably foolish, but he couldn't help himself. "Welcome back!"
 
   The men stopped talking, but they kept coming. Each of the twelve men had some kind of weapon in their hands. Whitten laughed and ran to the mirror. He grabbed it with one hand and tucked it under his arm. It was as light as a dinner plate.
 
   That was when something outside exploded.
 
   The tripwires he had laid. Yes, buried death and booby-traps abounded in this barn.
 
   The entire barn shook and dust fell from the ceiling. Whitten laughed and heard men outside screaming. He scanned the area and at least two of the twelve men were gone now, rolling on the ground screaming, their limbs blasted off. 
 
   Something else exploded.
 
   One of the men had run toward the two injured men and tripped another wire. The body flew into the side of the barn, splintering the boards. This body fell to the ground in a heap and did not move.
 
   Whitten ran to the back of the barn. There was a small door there, hidden by branches and brush piled up against the side of the barn. There was shouting outside. The large door at the front slid open. There was a loud click and four shotguns went off. 
 
   Another trap.
 
   More screaming.
 
   One by one the machines in the room exploded. Shrapnel flew through the air. The barn was now burning. The loft started first, having been recently stuffed full with dry straw. The fire spread along the loft floors and the roof. The explosions continued.  More booby-traps, more bombs. 
 
   More screams. 
 
   There were only three of the men outside left. He had taken out so many without lifting a finger, letting the traps do their work. Lovely. Whitten felt victorious. Arrangements had been made and they had all worked out beautifully. 
 
   Whitten stepped through the door, pushing the brush away. He stepped into the black, but the darkness was like a bright full-moon night to him. He could see all the way to the tree line. 
 
   "Stop, Dr. Whitten!" 
 
   He froze.
 
   "Ezekiel," Whitten said. "I should have known you wouldn't fall easily into the traps I set."
 
   Ezekiel was holding that strange brass gun. Held in two hands, pointed at Whitten's heart. He still held the mirror under his arm. In one swift movement he swung the mirror around and planted one end into the ground, the glass surface facing Ezekiel.
 
   Ezekiel fired.
 
   Bright white energy erupted from the barrel of the gun, sizzling through the air. The energy struck the mirror. The mirror roared back and blackness burst from its surface and hit Ezekiel like a fire hose directly in his mid-section. Ezekiel was lifted off the ground and flung backwards, then hurled sideways and smashed through the barn wall. The barn was now completely engulfed and part of the roof fell where he had vanished.
 
   Had Ezekiel turned to dust? Vanished, perhaps, like the others that touched the Void? Probably not, he thought. That little shit probably had some kind of protection against it. It was too risky to assume anything.
 
   Whitten turned and ran. The night was ablaze in bright orange light. There were more explosions and screams as the men that were left tried to get around to the back of the barn. There was a hideous sound as the roof fell in completely, the entire top of the barn now sunken. Thick black smoke billowed into the sky. 
 
   Whitten ran to the tree line and then pushed through. The mirror was still light as a feather. From within, and within his own mind, the Void told him which way to run. He emerged in a clearing, still on his property, where he had placed a small shed. Inside that was a car that he had purchased recently. He had almost no idea how to drive but the Void told him not to worry.
 
   Seconds later he was inside the driver's seat, the engine running. He backed out of the garage, bouncing over the meadow, the horizon bright orange, turning the night into day, as the barn burned. There was another explosion as the timers on the bombs inside the house went off. Now that was burning. 
 
   Whitten reached the road twenty minutes later, after winding his way down dirt roads, his spine screaming at him from the bouncing and jostling. When he reached the paved road he threw his head back and laughed.
 
   He laughed for a long, long time.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Whitten eventually set up shop in another town. Things fell into a routine after that. He would find a remote spot, get his equipment set up, try new experiments, hear sounds from other dimensions and almost get a stable portal open, but then it would all fall apart. He rode across the United States and back again and Ezekiel and his people always found him. Humanity advanced, so did the equipment, but the power source was always a problem. He could never find enough power to keep the portal steady.
 
   In that time Whitten discovered that he had stopped aging. His strength and vitality remained as it was. His face grew no more wrinkles and he did not find any more white hairs. 
 
   His taste in clothes, meanwhile, rarely changed.
 
   When he felt that he was unable to get anywhere else in the United States he looked toward Europe. It was not a great place to be at that point, with World War I raging and destroying almost an entire generation. However, Whitten soon found passage and places to set up there. It was easier once he got there than he could have imagined. People were too preoccupied with the war to worry about the eccentric man in the barn with the strange noises and blasts of electricity. 
 
   Ezekiel tracked him there, too. IDEA had expanded, gone beyond just a group put together by the President. There were too many other people out there in the world making advancements in technology and more and more people were trying to find ways to enter alternate dimensions. So, they turned up even in war torn countries. Their own private war continuing despite politics and world events.
 
   Over time, Whitten's experiments went by the wayside. The Void began seeking out others who might have made more advancements than Whitten. He began seeking them out, offering them advice, giving them tips and suggestions and even help building their equipment. He still spoke to the mirror, but as the Void took greater hold over him mentally, he was able to communicate with it directly just by thinking.
 
   The First World War came and went. Europe rebuilt. Whitten was still running. He spent a couple of years in Asia. He moved through the Middle East. Then, as the 1930s rolled on, a new global superpower began to form and this superpower had an interest in scientific advances. They were in Germany, the same people who had caused so much trouble the first time around.
 
   Whitten made his way to Germany, insinuated himself with top Nazi officials, and began making his way up the chain of command. This time he was going to get the funding and the power he needed. He would have the backing of one of the strongest governments on the planet. He would have unlimited resources and when the war ended, that government would be taken over by the Void and that would lead to the rest of the world.
 
   ***
 
   It was a cold November day and Whitten sat in an elaborate office with high-backed leather chairs, a large wooden desk, dark red carpeting and books lining the walls. Walking to this office he had also passed many, many works of art that would have made any museum jealous. He was waiting for the man who used this office almost daily. A strange man that Whitten had watched with alarm in newsreels. 
 
   The Void, however, was intrigued. The Void had been talking to him about creating more permanent avatars here in this dimension. It was more and more certain that the Light was favoring this dimension for some reason. It wanted to create offspring, those who would be born part Void and part human. Whitten was hurt because he thought that he was already that kind of hybrid, but the Void wanted someone who would be born that way, raised with those powers and abilities. Pure. Purity seemed to matter a lot to the man he was going to meet.
 
   Void was intrigued by this strange man. This odd man who looked as if he were constantly trying to fight his way out of his own body. This man with the odd mannerisms, crazy look in his eyes, and strange hair. This man with so much charisma and power at his fingertips. This man who wanted to conquer the entire world and bend it to his will.
 
   The Void wanted that man on its side.
 
   The door to the office opened and the strange man walked in. He was accompanied by five advisers and cast a glance toward Whitten as he entered, but then dismissed him. The other men chattered away beside this man in German, talking fast, the strange man nodding, catching all of the words and information flooding him.
 
   Whitten stood there, not wanting to sit until he was told to. Behind him was the mirror covered with a blanket. 
 
   The odd-man held up his hand and the advisers stopped talking as if a switch had been thrown. He spoke to them in a soft voice that was completely unlike the shouting-speaking voice the world knew. He spoke with authority, his eyes burning with madness and power. When he was done the advisers all saluted, clicking their heels, and turned and marched back out the door.
 
   The strange man turned toward Whitten and smiled.
 
   Whitten was taken aback. He had never seen the man smile. The strange little mustache twitched. The man put a hand to his head and swept his hair back away from his forehead.
 
   "Hello, Dr. Whitten," the man said in German.
 
   Whitten found that he could not only understand German, but speak it. This had been the case in every country he had been in. He knew the languages instantly. Just one of the benefits of having the Void inside of him.
 
   "Heil, Hitler!" Whitten said and saluted.
 
   The Fuhrer waved his hand. "We are alone, Doctor. I do not wish to be saluted right now. I have heard good things about you. I have heard that you are a man of science and did work with the Americans quite some time ago. I hear you can make weapons and other advancements. I have quite a few plans for the expansion of Germany. I have quite a few plans for cleaning up the people in this country and throughout the world. I would have someone like you working for me."
 
   "I appreciate that my reputation precedes me," Whitten said, with as much humility as he could muster. He even gave a slight bow of his head. "I brought some of my work with me."
 
   Whitten extended his arm to indicate the blanket-covered mirror. The Fuhrer cocked his head to the side and a look of confusion crossed his face. Then that odd smile returned.
 
   "Is this a joke, Dr. Whitten?" Hitler asked. "Surely that is just a mirror."
 
   Whitten laughed. "Well, it may seem that way, but my recent work has shown me that there are many things in this world, in this universe, that are not as they appear. Far from it. Let me show you."
 
   Whitten and the Void had worked this out in advance. The Void would listen in and present the Fuhrer with what it felt was the thing that would get the man's attention. Whitten had no idea what that was or what it meant, but he had long ago learned to trust the Void.
 
   The man who had wanted to be a painter, whose father had died when he was young, who had been raised by a domineering woman, stared at the mirror. That lock of hair fell down over his eye, but this time he did not push it back. His face softened in a strange way. It was if he became younger before Whitten's eyes. Hitler's eyes locked on the mirror and he tilted his head first to one side and then the other. A large smile crossed his face and he even laughed. Then his brow grew furrowed and worried.
 
   "What is this?" the Fuhrer whispered.
 
   Whitten felt the pull himself. The Void had that ability to capture anyone or anything in its orbit. The portal within the mirror had grown more solid, more certain over the years. He had come to think of the oblong thing as a kind of sideways eye, or perhaps a cat's eye. It peered constantly, sometimes weeping black tears, but often just staring.
 
   The Fuhrer crept around the desk, his hands folded strangely and awkwardly in front of him. Whitten felt that this was the Hitler his mother had seen when he was a child. This was the chastened young man that his mother had yelled at, kept locked away, protected from the world.
 
   "This is amazing," Hitler said, his voice hushed.
 
   He was now in front of the mirror, just a few small inches separating them. Whitten looked into the reflection. He saw nothing but the room and Hitler himself, reaching for the reflection. However, he knew that Hitler was seeing something much more.
 
   Hitler was still smiling, hypnotized. He reached his hand out to the reflection, unsure, unsteady, and then his fingertips vanished beyond the surface of the mirror. He gasped and then he laughed again. 
 
   Then the blackness came.
 
   It rushed out fast. With the dimensional wall breached, the Void rushed forward, quickly, up Hitler's arm and into his ear. Hitler's eyes went wide, his mouth dropped open, and he looked like a man who had received a nasty electrical shock.
 
   There was a moment when the Fuhrer appeared to be completely gone, his stare was so blank. His hand was still past the surface of the mirror, perhaps touching the air of the Void itself.
 
   Then Hitler shook his head as if clearing out cobwebs. His eyes cleared and refocused. He removed his hand, unconsciously cradling the hand that had been in the mirror with the other. He turned and stared at Whitten.
 
   "Yes," Hitler said. "Yes, you have my full support. We need more of this. We must have this for the Reich. It must be ours. You have as much funding as you need and whatever facilities you need, I will make sure it is provided."
 
   Whitten nodded and bowed again. "Thank you, Mein Fuhrer. Thank you so much!"
 
   Hitler nodded and returned to behind his desk. He kept sneaking furtive and unsure glances back at the mirror. His lips twitched, as if fighting the urge to start laughing uncontrollably. He nodded at Whitten again and then saluted in that strange way of his. Whitten returned it.
 
   "Heil Hitler," Whitten said, this time with less conviction, almost mocking.
 
   He covered the mirror with the blanket. Hitler almost looked disappointed. Whitten saluted again and then grabbed the mirror and walked briskly out of the office.
 
   What had the Void shown Hitler? He had no way of knowing. Perhaps it had filled the Fuhrer's mind with the idea of using the Void as some kind of weapon. Perhaps Hitler's mind had been infused with the idea of a vast portal opening and swallowing entire enemy armies whole. Perhaps he envisioned some kind of gun that would fire beams of black Void substance at the enemy. 
 
   Whatever it was, it had been a lie.
 
   The Void lied. It always lied.
 
   It didn't matter. Whitten now had the funding and would soon have a lab that would allow him to continue his experiments. It mattered not whose side he was on because the Void would consume Axis and Allies.
 
   There was this troubling idea of the Void desiring an offspring, though. That would have to come first. He would need to find out if such a thing was possible and what would happen if it were possible. What would these children become? 
 
   He would need test subjects. Yes, he would need to expose people directly to the Void to see what happened. 
 
   Fortunately, he was in a place that currently had a virtually limitless supply of test subjects.
 
   Whitten moved fast. He was almost giddy by the time he left the building. All around him life went on. Overhead the sky had brightened and was becoming a brilliant blue. 
 
   Life was good, even during war time. Soon, the world would tremble, but not from bombs. Not from soldiers and bullets. It would tremble from the Void and then the walls would fall.
 
   ***
 
   Years later Whitten stood in his lab. He had been working here for over a year. The place was a camp, a concentration camp, although he often found it hard to concentrate here. However, he had a lot of potential test subjects, so he had learned to live with it. Lots of experiments were done here on live test subjects. Just across the camp was a madman by the name of Mengele, who was obsessed with things like conjoined twins and such.
 
   Whitten had not seen Ezekiel or anyone from IDEA in some time. He guessed it was the war. He was buried so far behind enemy lines that even IDEA couldn't find him. The list of bodies he was leaving behind was rather impressive even by Nazi standards.
 
   Hitler had never been quite the same after the incident with the mirror. He had made many strange decisions that others in the country questioned. Not to the man's face, of course, but there were now doubts. Hitler had invaded Russia, expanding the war to two fronts and violating a treaty he had helped put together. The country was in a dire financial situation to fight a war on two fronts. There had also been an attempt on Hitler's life and many said he was never going to fully recover.
 
   Whitten had not heard from the man again after the day in his office. However, he had been given nearly unlimited funds and plenty of space and no one in Nazi high command had bothered him. It was as if the Void had planted something in their brains that made him almost invisible.
 
   Whitten stood in his lab with a black apron across his torso. He wore goggles over his glasses and rubber gloves over his hands. Beneath that was his white shirt and dapper clothes. A new test subject was due soon. He had little interest about who the subject was or from where. They all came in fearful and then they screamed and then they usually died.
 
   The woman came along, dressed in her shabby camp clothing, guarded on two sides by German guards. She moved slowly, looking from left to right, up and down, unsure of anything and everything and utterly terrified. Whitten always put a smile on his face, and he did so now.
 
   "Hello," Whitten said and bowed.
 
   The woman just looked terrified. The two guards were staring at the equipment, the stirrups on the table and the instruments laid out. Both guards were nearly as terrified as the prisoner looked. 
 
   "You can go," Whitten told the guards.
 
   Both of the guards nodded and turned and walked briskly out of the room. The rumors about what happened in this room were spreading fast. That was always the case in these camps. Whitten didn't care because it allowed him to continue working alone.
 
   "Now, my dear, what is your name?" Whitten asked, speaking in his perfect German.
 
   "Margaret," she said, quietly. "Margaret Hoeffner."
 
   "Margaret, what a lovely name," Whitten replied. "How old are you, Margaret?"
 
   "Twenty-nine," she replied. She looked three times that age. Whitten never quite got used to the way this place aged people. 
 
   "Have you had children?"
 
   She shook her head.
 
   Good, Whitten thought. Perhaps that was what was needed. They had tried to impregnate several women who had already had children, under the assumption that those who had already had them would have a womb prepared to birth a child sired by the Void. All of the women had died. Now it was thought that maybe the Void required a new place, untouched and never used.
 
   "I need you to disrobe and lay down on the table," Whitten said.
 
   The prisoner, having been broken, utterly terrified, began doing what she was told. To Whitten there was nothing sexual about this. He had never found any woman particularly attractive in that way. He had no need for it and this was all just part of an experiment. He had heard rumors of the guards raping the young women around here, but how anyone could find the skinny, wasted and destroyed young women at this camp attractive for such activities were beyond him.
 
   Margaret climbed onto the table and lay back. Whitten turned and put her legs up in the stirrups.
 
   "This may hurt, but it will mostly be pressure," Whitten said. It was a lie, of course. So far every single woman who had undergone this procedure ended up screaming in pain before crumbling to pieces. "Please try to relax."
 
   Whitten set to work. He was soon lost in the process. He grabbed his instruments by instinct. Margaret made noises of surprise and discomfort, but they blended into the background. When things were ready, he brought the mirror out. Margaret lay on the table, tears on her face, eyes closed and didn't see him remove the blanket.
 
   The surface of the mirror shimmered like the surface of a pond. Whitten saw the reflection of the room and the black doppelganger of himself inside of it. The black version of himself looked at the test subject eagerly and extended a hand. A moment later a large tentacle of black substance emerged from the surface of the mirror. In seconds it was between Margaret's legs and inside of her.
 
   Margaret gasped. Her eyes flew open and she gripped the sides of the table. Her body thrashed against the straps that Whitten had affixed to her torso. Then her mouth opened and she began that screaming. Her head rocked side to side in increasingly rapid motions. She bit down hard and blood spurted from her mouth as she bit down on her tongue. 
 
   "No!" She screamed. "Nonononononononono!"
 
   It didn't take very long. A moment later the black tentacle removed itself from her. There was a trickle of black substance and this was followed by blood. The tentacle retreated back into the mirror and Whitten quickly covered the mirror and put it away. Then he sat down between Margaret's legs and conducted an examination.
 
   Margaret had stopped screaming. She just lay there staring up into the ceiling. As Whitten worked between her legs, cursing, finding that the womb had been destroyed, the walls of it crumbling at his touch, and then he looked up to see Margaret's eyes turn black. Her head turned slowly and she stared accusingly at him.
 
   Her body shook again, but this time it was entirely involuntary. Her chest heaved and one of the straps snapped. Her body quivered, spasmed, and it became more and more violent. Something inside of her, some bone, snapped loudly. Her mouth opened and black substance exploded from her mouth, shooting up to the ceiling and spattering there. 
 
   Then it happened.
 
   First her feet turned gray, and then up her legs. Then they turned black. Her entire body heaved once more and the rest of her turned into that black substance and spattered to the floor. A few seconds after that the black substance was gone too.
 
   Whitten sighed and pounded his fist on the table.
 
   "Again," Whitten said. "It happened again."
 
   "I can see," the Void replied. "I need you to bring me a child."
 
   Whitten screwed up his face in confusion. The idea of doing something like this to a child made even him sick.
 
   "Not for this," the Void said, once again reading his mind. "I have another idea. I think that maybe I need an avatar in your world. I cannot just enter the world as I am and touch a human. Your minds and bodies cannot handle it. Perhaps I can construct a human of my own, something that I can control, and then perhaps I can impregnate a woman."
 
   Whitten sighed. Now it was children.
 
   "I can do that," Whitten said. "I can bring you pretty much anything you want. I can get you a child."
 
   "Good," the Void replied. "Bring it to me today."
 
   Whitten nodded, but did not reply. Moments later he was on the phone with the commandant of the camp. The man had looked into the mirror not long after he had arrived. He agreed and there would be a child in his lab within the hour.
 
   Whitten stood back in the middle of the room and waited.
 
   Like a spider.
 
   ***
 
   The child arrived an hour later. As if he posed some kind of threat or had a chance of escaping, he was flanked by guards. Children this young were rare in the camp. Most of them were unable to work, or were sick, and ended up taken directly to the gas chambers. Somehow this one had slipped through, or perhaps a new train had arrived. Whitten didn't care. If things worked the way the Void thought, perhaps he would require more children. That would mean speaking to the camp commander and making some changes around here. 
 
   The child had dark hair and wide blue eyes. He was scared, obviously, but somehow not as scared-looking as the adults that had been brought to him. The child, a young boy, wearing rags, was looking around at the walls and ceiling and up at the guards in their crisp uniforms.
 
   "Hello there, young man," Whitten said. He was nervous. This was something new and it excited him. "Please come in."
 
   The guards put their hands on the child's shoulders and pushed him forward. They stepped back and waited to be dismissed.
 
   "Please, go," Whitten replied, waving his hands in an annoyed manner.
 
   They turned and left, hurriedly. Whitten waited until their footfalls faded, then he folded his hands in front of himself and smiled at the young man. The child recoiled and Whitten quickly removed the smile.
 
   "Hello, young man," Whitten repeated. "What is your name?"
 
   "Eli," he said.
 
   "Well, Eli, my name is Augustus," Whitten replied. "I am a doctor. I am here to examine you. Have you been to a doctor before?"
 
   Eli nodded slowly. His eyes were even wider than they had been when he entered the room. His breathing was ragged.
 
   "I promise that you will not have to get a shot," Whitten said and smiled. Then he reached into his pocket and removed a bar of chocolate. "Do you like chocolate?"
 
   Eli actually let a hint of a smile cross his face. He nodded enthusiastically. 
 
   "Before we get started you may have this bar of chocolate," Whitten said. "We got it off an American soldier. I believe it is from the Hershey's chocolate people. Do you like Hershey's chocolate?"
 
   Another nod and this time Eli held out his hands. Whitten put the chocolate bar into the young man's hand. He looked back up at him, tilting his head as if questioning whether or not it was real.
 
   "Go ahead," Whitten said.
 
   Eli could contain himself no longer. He ripped the wrapper off of the bar and began devouring the chocolate. He broke off pieces of the bar and shoved them into his mouth as fast as he could make his fingers work. Whitten had seen this from time to time. They were all so hungry, so desperate. One thing he knew for sure was that once the Void had taken over this sphere, this kind of thing would be stopped. It would never happen again if everyone was part of it.
 
   The child began making delighted noises, gasping as he shoved the pieces of candy into his mouth. The chocolate was all over his face and fingers. He licked the wrapper when he was done with the bar and then licked his fingertips. His mouth was still full of the last remnants of the chocolate when he looked back up and Whitten with a smile all over his face.
 
   "Bring him to me."
 
   At first Whitten thought that the Void had spoken out loud. Then he realized he had heard the voice in his head. 
 
   "Are you ready now?" Whitten asked.
 
   The boy was still smiling. He shrugged. Whitten smiled and patted him on the head.
 
   "Come over here," he indicated a spot in the middle of the room.
 
   Eli, his mouth still filled with chocolate, walked to where he pointed. His smile had faded and he dropped the candy bar wrapper on the floor. The boy looked on curiously as Whitten walked to the back of the room and pulled the mirror out of its spot.
 
   "Now, stay right here and look into the mirror," Whitten said.
 
   Eli licked more chocolate off of his face and stared at the blanket covering the mirror. Whitten whipped the blanket away and turned his head so he caught none of whatever was in there. He did not want to see his doppelganger at the moment. 
 
   Eli let out a gasp of delight. Whitten turned his head to watch the child. Eli's smile was three times bigger than when he had been eating the Hershey bar. He actually giggled.
 
   "Come here."
 
   Once again Whitten heard this from the Void inside his head. However, he realized that it was directed not at him, but the child. Whitten had become so connected to the Void that he heard its thoughts all the time now. The thought disturbed and delighted him.
 
   Eli held out both hands and approached the mirror. There was little to no hesitation like Whitten had found with adults who stared at the reflective surface. The child rushed forward, his fingers grasping at things that only he could see. Soon his tiny fingers reached the surface of the mirror and they vanished from within it. Eli laughed harder.
 
   Then the blackness reached out for him.
 
   It swarmed up over Eli's arms and over his shoulder. The child's smile faded just as the blackness covered his head and he was lifted off the ground and vanished through the surface of the mirror.
 
   No scream.
 
   Nothing.
 
   Just a strange humming sound inside Whitten's head. After a moment he realized it was the sound of the Void. 
 
   Pleased with itself.
 
   Whitten wanted to run. He had a room in the back with a cot and it had never seemed more inviting than right now. His feet would not move. The Void, using its invisible strings buried so far into his mind, held him where he was. It wanted a witness.
 
   It took about half an hour. Whitten's bladder felt like it was going to burst, but finally something happened. The familiar thick black substance oozed from the mirror where it formed into a puddle. The top of it was shiny and reflective and Whitten could see the lights overhead and his own dim reflection. When the pool was just a few feet across, it stopped flowing outward and began to extend upward.
 
   As Whitten watched, the blackness stretched up and began to form features: hands, eyes, nose, face. The blackness changed to flesh-color and he saw individual hair forming over the head. In seconds there was Eli, his head down, formed entirely out of Void-substance.
 
   The skin shimmered and changed, became more and more real-looking. When it was virtually identical to the young man who had been standing here, this new Eli raised his head. 
 
   Whitten gasped.
 
   The child had no eyes. There were just black pits where the eyes should have been. This new Eli smiled and the smile grew and grew, past the nose and up the sides of his face. It was the most disturbing thing that Whitten had seen.
 
   "What do you think?" Eli asked, but in the Void's voice.
 
   "It's remarkable," Whitten replied, hoping that his voice sounded a bit more steady than he felt. "The eyes are not quite right. Nor the smile."
 
   The smile faded. He looked at himself in the mirror. Eli's face changed to one of frustration and then total concentration. The eyes flickered and flowed as if they were constructed out of water. No matter how hard it tried, the eyes remained black pits with tiny swirls of red near the center.
 
   "I cannot get the eyes right," Eli/Void said.
 
   Then it heaved his hand back and smashed it into the mirror. The surface shook and quaked, but did not shatter.
 
   "No matter what I do, I cannot get the eyes right," it repeated.
 
   Whitten watched as the Void/Eli creature stormed around the lab, smashing the table, throwing instruments, smashing anything and everything that it could find. Then it stormed back to the mirror and tried to get the eyes right again. When that failed, the Eli/Void form collapsed into black goo and snaked back into the mirror.
 
   "Bring me more," the Void said. "Bring me more children."
 
   Whitten felt something twisting in his gut, but what was he to do?
 
   "It shall be done," he replied.
 
   ***
 
   For the next several years Whitten moved from one concentration camp to another. The experiments continued. He fed dozens and dozens of children into the mirror. They learned a lot, but met with little success.
 
   Infecting someone like Whitten did not create the kind of puppet or offspring the Void wanted. Despite Whitten's willingness to be the Void's slave, he had lived too long on his own. No matter what the Void did, his consciousness could not be entirely wiped.
 
   The Void could suck the children into its dimension and create three-dimensional versions of humans. However, they were not convincing. It could control them, but the avatars were slow. The Void was getting better at creating more avatars, but all of them had black eyes and their movements were not quite right. One of the things they soon discovered is that if one of the black-eyed children touched someone, they would be transported into the Void dimension and absorbed. A rather startling discovery was that when it pushed through into this dimension to create avatars it did not cause much damage to the dimensional walls. That allowed the Void to create avatars, but not raise the awareness of IDEA. Exactly why this was they did not know, nor did it care much.
 
   That left the one thing that the Void wanted; to find some way to impregnate a human woman and give birth to someone that would be a total Void/human hybrid. It felt that this true offspring would be something or someone that could ultimately gain control of this dimension.
 
   They needed to find the right person. Someone that had something they had yet to discover that would allow that impregnation to happen without killing the mother. Right now, the experiments were continuing with human women, trying various blood types, personal histories, hair styles and colors. They tried everything and every variation that they could think of. Nothing was working.
 
   The war, meanwhile, was not going well for the Axis powers. Hitler had killed himself and the Allied troops were just down the road. Whitten was in his lab, trying to get as many experiments done as he could, but the soldiers were close.
 
   He stood in his lab, studying his notes when the voice came from behind.
 
   "Hello, Augustus."
 
   Whitten looked up and felt something crawling up his spine. He knew that voice, even though he had not heard from it in a long time.
 
   "Hello, Ezekiel," he said, turning around. "A little out of your jurisdiction, aren't we?"
 
   "We're international now," Ezekiel said.
 
   Ezekiel looked a bit older. He was wearing the green army fatigues familiar to Whitten from the Allied soldiers. He even had a green helmet over his head. Cradled in his arms was a machine gun of some sort. Nothing like what the soldiers carried, somehow more sinister.
 
   "Armed, I see," Whitten said.
 
   "You've had free reign to do a lot of damage," Ezekiel said. "That time has now ended. I am here to end them. I would prefer it if you come with me and the other members of the IDEA team that are here. We can talk, perhaps."
 
   Whitten smiled. "Very amusing. Yes, perhaps we can go for coffee in downtown Berlin. Oh, that's right, there's very little of downtown Berlin left anymore, is there? Perhaps we should visit Dresden. Oh, that's right, there is definitely not much of that city left. You have done a remarkable job destroying this country."
 
   "I have not been bombing anyone," Ezekiel replied. "IDEA has been working with the governments of the world to find people like you. There are a lot of you these days. We stop you from bringing down the barriers. We stop the Void where he is."
 
   Whitten nodded and sighed. "I see. You are still determined to stop progress."
 
   "Progress? What progress? You have been feeding human beings to the Void for years now. What progress has been made?"
 
   Whitten shook his head. "Look at this world. Look at this war. Look what it has done to most of the planet, Ezekiel. What would happen if the Void took over this dimension? What if everyone were part of it, thinking one thought. It does not wish to destroy this dimension. It wants to take it over. It has special properties that even we do not understand. We want to take over, become part of the Void, but maintain our independence. If we were all part of the Void, there would be no more wars. There would be no more hunger, or death."
 
   Ezekiel snorted. "Right, at the cost of our humanity, our souls. What kind of fool do you take me for, Whitten?"
 
   "The kind that would stand here and talk to me instead of just shooting me?" Whitten asked. 
 
   Ezekiel gave him a puzzled expression and then he whirled around. Behind him the hallway had filled with black-eyed children. Blond, brown-haired, brunette, redheads, boys and girls. All of them staring at Ezekiel with their dark pits instead of eyes and their arms outstretched. Whitten could tell that his longtime foe was puzzled as to where they came from. Oh, the Void was getting good, could create them almost anywhere. Before long the Void would be able to get around IDEA’s machines so that they could literally form everywhere.
 
   "Help us, Ezekiel," they said in unison. The pitches of each of their voices differed depending on the child. "We've lost our parents. Can you help us?"
 
   "What unholy creatures have you created, Augustus?" Ezekiel said, backing away from the hands that grasped for him.
 
   "Just let them touch you, Ezekiel, and it will all be over."
 
   Whitten laughed, spinning on his heels and ran to the back of the lab. He grabbed the mirror, the surface covered by the blanket, and tucked it under his arm like he had done so many times before. There was a back entrance to this place and he ran there now. Behind him gunfire unlike anything he had heard before erupted, followed by the sickening splatter of the black substance that the black-eyed children were comprised of.
 
   Whitten pushed through the hidden door and ran up the short set of stairs. On the surface there was more gunfire. This was followed by yelling and screaming, some of it in German and some in English. Overhead there was the hideous sound of airplanes flying low and laying down machine gun fire. Something was burning off to the right, some kind of low building used to house prisoners, and Whitten saw thin arms and hands locked inside reaching and grasping for anything that might save them. He jumped over the body of a German soldier, his head burst apart like some kind of overripe fruit, and ran on. He realized what a fool he looked like with his mirror tucked under his arm as he ran, but nothing was going to stop him. As he ran, he saw more and more black-eyed children emerging from nothing, flanking him, surrounding him, touching anyone that got near him or in his way.
 
   Whitten could see woods in the distance. The air was filled with smoke and the smells of blood, feces and burning flesh. Hell, if it did exist, was not the oblivion of the Void, but this right here. This is what he had to stop. This would all stop when the Void and his offspring controlled the world. Then the dimensional barriers could come down and the Void could become more powerful, all-powerful, and stop this in all dimensions. 
 
   As he reached the battered section of the fence that held the mangled bodies of several soldiers hung on barbed wire, he heaved himself over with a single leap. He had never felt stronger. The ground shook as something exploded. He saw tracer bullets fly past him, but none touched him.
 
   Then, he was in the woods, the sound of the war behind him. Someone was screaming his name, and he thought it might have been Ezekiel. He smiled. 
 
   No, Ezekiel, he thought, it is not my time yet. I have so much more to do.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   For years Whitten traveled the globe. He found places to conduct his experiments, but when women started to vanish, he was always found. No matter how much he and the Void tried to steer clear of IDEA, they always found him and Ezekiel was always there. He came close, so many times, to being caught, but he always had a way out. 
 
   Whitten set up shop in a barn outside of Chicago in the late 50s. Once again he was doing his experiments. In what little spare time he had, he also continued his radio experiments. So far he had never been able to get through to other dimensions beyond his discussions with the Void. 
 
   He was in the barn, the mirror covered, the table cleaned off, his last experiment long turned into black goo that had vanished with the wind. He was despondent, tired, and was fiddling with the dials on the various radio equipment when the sound of a vehicle pulling up to the house caught his attention.
 
   He raised his head and looked around. The barn doors were open to try and air the place out. There was always an odd rotten-egg stench after the woman turned into blackness. 
 
   "Hello?"
 
   It was a male voice, but it was not Ezekiel. Whitten got to his feet and went to the door of the barn. There was a young man on the front lawn. Behind him was a truck and on the side of the truck was the logo for the local telephone service.
 
   "Who is that?"
 
   It was the Void speaking inside his head. The voice must have stirred him, as well. 
 
   "A phone guy," Whitten said.
 
   "There is something odd about him," Void said.
 
   This conversation took place entirely in his head. He and the Void were now virtually the same entity. Whitten was never alone anymore. The Void was always there, seeing through his eyes, hearing his thoughts, hearing through his ears. Augustus had just gotten used to it over time.
 
   "What about him?"
 
   "There is something different about him. I have touched him before somehow. There is something of the Void within him."
 
   Whitten had no idea what that meant, but it was intriguing. It was the first time the Void had been interested in anyone else in a very long time.
 
   "Hello there!" Whitten called, waving his arm over his head and smiling what he hoped was a pleasant smile. "Can I help you?"
 
   He stepped out of the barn and closed the door behind him. He wiped his hands with a rag that he kept tucked into his belt. The young man, with his thinning blond hair, long nose and pleasant smile, walked toward him. This young man wore a toolbelt low on his hips that jingled and jangled as he walked. 
 
   "How are you, friend?" the young man asked, extending his hand.
 
   Whitten grasped the hand and felt a strange jolt. That was the Void, reading the man almost immediately with that one touch. He had a strong grip.
 
   "What brings you here?" Whitten asked.
 
   "I'm with the phone company," the young man said. "There was a storm here the other night and most of the phone lines were down. So, I was sent out to check and see if the connections had been restored. Have you used your phone?"
 
   Whitten looked around as if he had never noticed his house or the telephone lines before. "Um, no," he said, "I don't have much use for a phone. However, you are welcome to come in and check. I guess it always pays to have a working phone. You never know, right?"
 
   The young man smiled. "That's right. OK. I'll climb up the telephone pole first and check it out there. Then I can come inside."
 
   "My name's Augustus, by the way," Whitten said extending his hand in a more formal manner. "I'm new to these parts."
 
   The young men grasped Whitten's hand and shook it for the second time. "My name is Albert. Albert Hoeffner. Pleasure to meet you."
 
   Whitten smiled and then stepped back allowing Albert to go about his business.
 
   "He's the one," the Void said into his mind. "I cannot fathom how he and I have met before, but we have. He has part of me inside of him. He has to be the one, Augustus. He has to be."
 
   ***
 
   So began Augustus Whitten's befriending of Albert Hoeffner. He made iced tea for the young man that afternoon and invited him into the home to check the phone and partake of the tea. Albert was warm, friendly and smart. The young man had ambitions that went beyond climbing telephone poles, although the job paid well. 
 
   Whitten played the innocent. He told Albert that he was an inventor, working primarily for the government, so that most of his experiments were not something that he could show Albert. Albert seemed to accept that. Whitten also pretended that he knew nothing about the area, but that he deeply cared to find out. In reality, he could have cared less if his lab was on the moon or the middle of the desert.
 
   Soon, Albert and Whitten were seen about town. They went to dinner. Whitten met Albert's girlfriend, Katherine. She was a nice girl with curly dark hair and a devilish smile, but Whitten had little interest in her beyond the most cursory. Whitten and Albert met up for lunch, breakfast, and then for drinks. 
 
   Whitten hated alcohol. He did not like the taste and he hated what it did to his mind. He never wanted his senses dulled. However, the Void felt that by getting Albert drinking, he might lower his guard and start talking. The Void wanted to know how he had become infected with the Void substance that it could detect within the man.
 
   So, on a Friday night, after Albert had gotten off of work, Whitten found himself in some local dive. It was a tiny place, built on to the front of a house. A narrow bar along one wall, the smell of beer and piss, old rickety tables and chairs and a television perched on the wall on a stand that looked ready to collapse. A snowy baseball game was on, but he could have cared less.
 
   They ordered. When Albert got up to use the restroom, Whitten added a drug to his drink. When Albert got back, they kept drinking. Whitten nursed his beer for as long as he could, abhorring the taste, but he kept the booze flowing down Albert. When he was particularly sloshed, Whitten felt the Void in his mind urging him on.
 
   "I bet you see some strange things on this job," Whitten said, attempting to sound more inebriated than he was. "You head out into the woods and wilderness for people like me. I bet you see all kinds of things."
 
   Albert smiled a weird, watery smile. "Oh, you better believe it Augustus. I've seen all kinds of things."
 
   "Really?" Whitten looked around the bar as if checking to make sure no one was listening. "What's the scariest or weirdest thing you've seen?"
 
   Albert rocked back in his chair and thought for a moment. "Well, I have seen old ladies naked and weird kids running around with skinned cats, but the weirdest thing happened about two years back," he recited.
 
   Whitten leaned forward. Inside his mind the Void was prodding him on, almost leaping about in excitement. It was like having a hyperactive child running around in his brain.
 
   Albert told his tale.
 
   ***
 
   I was sent out to check the phone line of a guy named Walter Crimson. Strange name, right? Yeah, anyway, he was a legendary weird guy who lived way outside of town. In a huge house that was right out of a spooky story and I was the only one who didn't believe the nonsense about ghosts and demons and what-not.
 
   So, I get in the truck. It's the night shift. I work that sometimes. Anyway, I head out there with my tools and the truck is running right. However, as I get into the driveway of the place, the truck suddenly stalls. The lights go out and the engine just dies.
 
   Well, shit. What am I going to do now? Now I have to get this guy's phone running right so that I can call someone to come pick me up.
 
   I get out of the truck and right away things are weird. The air felt colder up there. The wind felt stronger. There was something crying or cawing in the distance, but it wasn't anything I had ever heard before. I've heard geese and loons on the lakes, but nothing like this. Chilled me. I was starting to have thoughts about ghosts when I turned around and suddenly there's Mr. Crimson himself standing right there in the driveway next to me. It was like he had just appeared.
 
   I tell him hello and he responds. I tell him I'm from the phone company and he nods and then waves me on toward the house. He was a big guy with a big red beard and bushy hair all unkempt and sticking out all over. Then I get a good look at the house.
 
   Man, that place was like a house designed and built by a madman. You could sort of see the original house beneath all of the stuff that Crimson had added on. It was big to start with. Three floors and a full basement and there were all of these peaks and things sticking out all over it. There was one right in the middle that stood up like a big round finger and didn't match the rest of the house. I could see lights at the top and figured that if Crimson sat up there, he could probably see all the way into town.
 
   Needless to say, at that point, I was a little scared. I decided to head up the pole first and then into that creepy house at the last possible second, you know? So, I found the pole and climbed.
 
   I have climbed a lot of poles, but there was nothing like that one. I started climbing and got halfway up and I started hearing something. Some kind of screaming or something. It seemed really far away, though. I thought maybe there was some kind of festival going on in town. When the wind blows just right, you can sometimes hear things very far away. But when I got near the top, I looked around and everything was different. 
 
   Now, you're going to think I'm crazy, but I swear everything around me was just not the same. The sky was a weird yellow color. The wind was blowing so hard it nearly blew me right off the pole. The trees were odd colors like red and green and yellow, only the trunks were all those colors and the leaves were brown. Then I saw something overhead. Something big and black and round and it was slowly spinning like a UFO out of one of those sci-fi mags. It was way up in the sky, slowly turning this way and that and making its way across like it was nothing. And the screams were loud, all around me, as if the air itself were screaming.
 
   I looked around and the house had become some kind of castle-thing. I mean full on stone and wood and with peaks and towers standing way up into the sky. Then, up in the sky again, I saw things that could only have been dragons. 
 
   I got scared, as you might imagine. Before I fell off this damn pole, a pole that no longer had phone wires or anything on it, I might add, I climbed back down. When I got back down, everything was back to normal. The pole was a telephone pole. The sky was blue. The air was no longer screaming. When I turned around, there was Mr. Crimson.
 
   "You saw it, didn't you?" He asked.
 
   "What did I see?" I asked him back.
 
   "You saw the other world," Crimson replied. "I see it. I hear it. I see the dragons. The air screams. It's the darkness. The darkness is making the air scream. It wants in."
 
   Crimson's face was all bulging out and he looked insane. And I swear that he began sweating some kind of black liquid right out of the pores of his face. Just little beads of black sweat. The rest of his face was a match for his name - crimson. I started backing away from him.
 
   "Look, Mr. Crimson, I think your phone is just fine," I said. I was trying to sound professional, but I think I sounded like a little boy about to wet his pants.
 
   I was backing away and his eyes were bugging wider and wider. I swear black tears began flowing down his face. Then I started hearing those screams again. Well, that was enough for me. I was sure I was hearing the screaming of people Crimson had murdered and buried beneath the house. I turned and started running.               
 
   And everything went black. I thought I heard movement behind me, but I couldn't be sure. I just know the next thing I remember was that I was lying face down on the ground. Crimson was gone, the screaming was gone, and a couple of hours had gone by.
 
   My head hurt and there was this raised bump at the base of my skull. I took one look around and decided that I needed to proceed with the plan I had put into place before I blacked out. I ran for the truck. I got in and drove away, glad that my truck was now working again.
 
   That night, though, when I was home alone, there was a knock at my door. I was scared out of my mind, still. I got up and called through the door.
 
   "Who's there?"
 
   "We're lost," the voice on the other side said. "We're lost. My sister and I are lost. Can we come in and use the phone?"
 
   I adjusted my stance so I could look at what was out there. There was a little blond boy and a little dark-haired girl. Normally, I would have flung that door right open and helped, but something about these two was odd. Something scary.
 
   "Who are you?" I asked.
 
   "Please, sir, we're lost," the boy said. "We lost our mommy and daddy. Can we come in and use the phone?"
 
   "What are your names?" 
 
   That was when the little boy raised his head and looked at me.
 
   He had no eyes. They were just black pits. The little girl raised her head, too, and she was the same way. A weird smile crossed the boy's face.
 
   "Let us in, sir. Please. We're lost."
 
   I just backed away from the door. I am not afraid to admit that I was completely terrified. I ran to the bedroom and threw myself on my bed and covered my head with the blanket. It was like when I was a little kid and would get spooked and hide under my blankets. As if just letting out my pinky or something would mean utter disaster.
 
   I hid there all night and I could hear them calling and calling. They told me they were lost. They were cold. They were hungry. I just needed to let them in.
 
   I have never been more scared than I was that night. 
 
   Somehow I fell asleep. When I woke up, I was twisted in the blankets and my head was pounding like there was a marching band inside my brain. The weird kids were gone. The sun was out. Everything looked normal. 
 
   I always told myself it was a dream, but there are times, late at night, when I swear I can still hear those kids out there. Asking to be let in. That they are lost.
 
   ***
 
   Whitten watched with awe. Inside his mind the Void was talking to him.
 
   "Yes, yes, yes, I remember Crimson," Void said into his mind. "He touched me, but he was not worthy. I had to dispose of him. However, he must have taken part of me and implanted it into Albert. And, for some reason, Albert's body did not reject it. He manifested his own black-eyed children. Amazing. Nothing like this has ever happened before. I wasn’t even sure such a thing was possible and I’m not entirely sure how it now is possible. Remarkable."
 
   Whitten shut out the nattering voice inside his head. Albert was holding his head, shaking it. The young man downed the last of his beer. Whitten quickly put another bottle in his hands and Albert downed almost half.
 
   "Do you still see them?" Whitten asked.
 
   "Who?"
 
   "The black-eyed children."
 
   Albert took another drink and wiped his mouth with his sleeve. "Not much anymore. Sometimes."
 
   "And you never let them in?" Whitten asked.
 
   "No," Albert replied as if he were dense. "Would you?"
 
   "No, I guess not."
 
   They talked well into the night. Whitten told Albert about a time when he saw something terrifying. That was not hard, given what his life had been like for the past several years. Albert got very drunk and he decided that enough was enough just after midnight. Whitten drove him home, made sure he got inside, and then returned to his barn.
 
   Whitten strolled across the barn to the mirror. He removed the blanket. It was a bit shabby these days, with the glass was old, scratched and marked up and the wood chipped. He was going to have to replace the frame pretty soon.
 
   He saw just his reflection for the moment and studied his face. The lines were deeper and there were bags under his eyes, but he looked the same age as when he first found the Void. That first night when It reached out to him through countless miles and found him receptive. He was strong, too. He also could not remember having gotten sick in years.
 
   The image shimmered and he watched as his reflection became covered with black ichor. The reflected Whitten smiled that odd smile that stretched up the sides of his face as if the head were going to split apart. 
 
   "Well, well, well," Void/Whitten said. "We may have found our perfect subject, Augustus."
 
   "I think so," Whitten replied. "What do you want me to do with him?"
 
   "You must bring him to me," Void/Whitten said. "It's time to show him his reflection."
 
   He felt a strange pang inside of him at the idea. Sure, he knew this was likely the next step, but now that it was said out loud it actually created a strange feeling inside of him. He didn't want to do it.
 
   Whitten had never had a friend before. Although he had been friends with Albert because of the Void's prodding, it had still happened. If he brought Albert here and the Void had his way with the young man, that friendship would be lost. Albert could end up either a zombie or black goo.
 
   "I sense hesitation within you," Void/Whitten said. The smile shrank a bit on its face. "Augustus, you have always had me as a friend. Do not let this bit of play acting you have done cloud your judgment. We must do this. All we have been working toward is nearly at hand. Don't you see?"
 
   Whitten nodded and plastered a smile on his face. "Yes. Yes, I understand. I will see about bringing him back here tomorrow, or the day after."
 
   "The sooner the better, Augustus," Void/Whitten replied. "Don't fail me on this."
 
   He felt a hand inside his brain. Slowly, that hand began to exert pressure on it. He put a hand to his head and cried out. His eyes became unfocused and the world swam in front of him. He thought he was going to pass out.
 
   "N-no," Whitten said, his voice barely above a whisper. "No. I - I w-won't fail you."
 
   The pressure was gone in an instant. He gasped in great lungs full of air and stood up. When he reached up to his nose, there was blood on his upper lip. 
 
   "Don't forget," Void/Whitten said. "Now get some sleep, Augustus. Dream well."
 
   Whitten wiped his nose and nodded. He staggered to the bed and managed to get out of his pants before falling face-first onto the mattress. He was soon asleep, but he dreamed of darkness and within that darkness were things with teeth.
 
   His last thought before sleep was, yeah, some friend.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   It ended up taking about a week. Whitten kept finding reasons not to invite Albert over. The Void kept pushing him, getting more and more impatient, and bringing more and more headaches to him. He would acquiesce and the headaches would go away. Eventually, to prevent himself from having an aneurysm he gave in completely.
 
   "Hi, Albert, can you come over tonight?" Whitten asked. "There's something I'd like to show you."
 
   Albert said that he would be over that night. He even sounded excited. Whitten felt sick and then spent the rest of the day puttering around in the garage, fiddling with the frequency generators and receivers, but not really getting much done. The Void was absent from his brain this entire time.
 
   As the sun rode across the sky and as the time got closer, he got more and more nervous and worried. He began pacing back and forth.
 
   "Relax," the Void said. "Your anxiousness is becoming a nuisance for me. What is your concern?"
 
   "Nothing," Whitten replied.
 
   "You're going soft on me," Void replied. "You are forming bonds with this human. At this point, you should know that you are more than human. You are above things like friendship and caring about others. In fact, after tonight, Albert will be the same way."
 
   Whitten said nothing. He just found a spot on the cot in the corner and sat down. He wished the sun would stop crawling across the sky and that the earth would stop spinning. He wanted to fly off the surface of the planet and into space and never hear about the Void again.
 
   Instead, the sun went down and Whitten heard the truck pull up. He stood up, adjusted his shirt and tie, and then waited until he heard the door of the van shut before heading to the barn door. He pulled the barn door open and waved, his smile feeling false and like it would slide off and roll around in the grass.
 
   "Over here, Albert!" Whitten called, waving his hand over his head. "Come on into the barn!"
 
   "Really?" Albert called, slowly heading across the lawn and toward the barn. "You've never invited me in there before, doc. I thought it was all top secret stuff in there?"
 
   "Well, there's something you should see in here," Whitten replied. "Something special."
 
   Albert made a curious face and walked a little faster. He looked tired, as if he had had a very long day. However, he still had that pleasant look on his face.  Whitten felt that pang of fear and worry again, hard. He wanted to run out there and wave both of his arms and warn Albert away. However, he knew that the pain he was going to feel would going to cause his brain to explode inside his skull like a small bomb and he’d collapse on the lawn and bleed out in front of him.
 
   AHe came to the door of the barn and peered inside. He whistled.
 
   "Wow," Albert said. "Look at all of this stuff. This is right out of some pulp sci-fi book or something. What is all of this?"
 
   Whitten waved his arm at the barn and closed the door behind them as they stepped inside. "Well, most of it deals with radio waves," he said. "The Army and the government is always looking for ways to get the radio waves to go further or to listen in to people from further and further away. None of that has to do with what I want to show you, though."
 
   "I have to admit, I’m very curious," Albert said.
 
   Whitten tried his smile again, but stopped when he felt that it looked very false. He waved toward the center of the room. Earlier he had cleared out a space and in the middle of that space was the mirror, covered with a blanket. He walked toward it. There were lights fixed overhead and the area was fixed in a kind of spotlight. The shadows around the edges were very dark and appeared to get darker as he approached.
 
   Albert followed right next to him. The young man had a smile on his face, but Whitten felt butterflies in his stomach. He was going to throw up, of that he was sure.
 
   "What's under the blanket, Augustus?" Albert asked.
 
   "Let me show you," Whitten said and with a flourish he removed the blanket.
 
   Albert's eyes went wide and his smile faded. He reached out a hand and then pulled it back. Whitten watched from behind the mirror and felt something he had never felt before: tears. They were hot and stung his eyes and he felt them flowing down his face.
 
   "What is this?" Albert said in a hushed voice. It was a voice Whitten had heard others make when they were in the thrall of the mirror. The Void always showed them what they most wanted to see, reading their minds and finding those things to show them. "That's amazing."
 
   Albert got closer, his hand reaching. Whitten turned away when the fingertips got close to the surface of the mirror. When they did, he heard the sound of that black liquid emerge and touch his hand. When Whitten turned around, the young man’s hand was vanishing into the surface of the glass and his eyes were clouded over, turning black.
 
   "Yes," Albert said to a question that Whitten could not hear. "Yes, I hear you. Yes. Yes, I understand."
 
   There was silence for a long time. Whitten found a stool and sat down, leaning back against a work bench and watched. He felt like such a bastard. He had never felt this way before. He had never known this sense of betrayal. He was Judas. 
 
   "Yes, it makes sense to me," Albert said in a dreamy voice. "I agree. Yes. I agree."
 
   Then it was over. Albert blinked his eyes. He turned around, unsure of where he was. His eyes found him and he looked confused.
 
   "Doc?" he asked and then he fainted dead away.
 
   ***
 
   It took some time, more than an hour, but Albert woke up and by then Whitten had taken him to the mattress so he wouldn't be lying on the floor. The young man woke up and put his hands to his head. 
 
   "What happened to me?" he asked.
 
   "You fainted," Whitten replied. "Fortunately you seemed fine. I just put you on the bed here so you wouldn't be lying on the ground. Do you remember anything?"
 
   Albert slowly shook his head. He was having trouble focusing his eyes and he kept staring down at his fingers. "No," he said. "I don't really remember anything. I remember getting here and walking into the barn. You said you had something to show me and then it all gets kind of fuzzy. What did you show me?"
 
   He indicated the ancient Tesla device that, while Albert was out, he had gotten it working again. It was sending bolts of electricity from one pole to the next with thunderous crashes. It was always his ace-in-the-hole. This was not his original, obviously, as that had been destroyed, but every time he set up shop he either built one or found one. He loved watching the things as much as those who came to visit him did. It was rather impressive to watch.
 
   Albert studied the device for a moment. His eyes reflected the bolts of electricity and his face looked pale when the man-made lightning crashed into the opposite side.
 
   "That was what you showed me?" Albert asked. "I mean, it's impressive, but why the hell did I faint?"
 
   "Perhaps you are just tired and working too hard," Whitten replied, patting the young man's knee. "You know I have always said that you work too hard. Perhaps we should end tonight's festivities and you should go home and get some rest. Or, I can call that girlfriend of yours."
 
   Albert shook his head and waved his hands. There was a look of pain on his face as his head went back and forth. That familiar hangover feeling.
 
   "No," he said. "I'm good enough to drive home. I've just never fainted before. How long was I out?"
 
   "About an hour," Whitten said.
 
   "Shit," Albert replied quietly. "OK, I think you're right. Maybe I need to take a few days off."
 
   Whitten smiled at him. Then he helped Albert get off the bed and stand up. He stood there for a moment looking like a man on a ship in rough seas and then he steadied himself. He stared at the Tesla machine again for a bit, seemingly hypnotized by the electricity, and then he shook his head again.
 
   "I feel like I've been on a bender," he said.
 
   Whitten laughed. "I swear you never touched a drop. Take some aspirin when you get home and sleep."
 
   Albert nodded. "Thanks, Doc. Sorry about this. Weird."
 
   "If it happens again, you may want to see a real doctor in a hospital," Whitten said, showing Albert to the door.
 
   "Right, right," he replied.
 
   Whitten knew what the man was going through. Everyone went through this after they were exposed to the Void. There was always some time of disorientation and hangover-like feelings. He pulled the barn door open and the night air blew in. Albert closed his eyes and sniffed the air, and Whitten saw that his eyes had cleared a bit when he opened them.
 
   "Talk to you soon, Doc," Albert said.
 
   He stood in the doorway and watched his only friend walk across the lawn. It had grown dark out and the stars were out, spinning in that endless blackness. As he watched, a shooting star streaked across the sky near the horizon. He sighed. The world was beautiful and it would stay beautiful without people destroying each other. Of that, Whitten was sure.
 
   "What did you do to him?" Whitten asked. He asked it aloud to the backyard, but he directed it toward the presence in his head.
 
   "I made him a deal," the Void replied. "I promised him a family and success, a home, but the payment for that was two-fold. When he dies, he becomes part of me and I get his daughter."
 
   "What do you mean 'get'?"
 
   "I think you know what I mean."
 
   "How are you going to do that?" Whitten asked. "To have sex with his future daughter you'll need to create avatars a little more human-like than the black-eyed children." 
 
   "Exactly," the Void replied. "So, we'd better get back to work."
 
   Whitten nodded and sighed. "Yes," he said, "you're right. Let's get to work."
 
   He took one more long work at the back of the house, the clear star-filled sky, the moon and the lawn. Then he grabbed the edge of the door and shut it, feeling very much like he was shutting off the last of his humanity, the last of whatever it was that he had been all of those years ago. He closed the door and locked it and never looked back.
 
   ***
 
   Decades later Dr. Augustus Whitten sat at an outdoor cafe in the middle of downtown Manhattan. He looked just as he had the day he first heard the voice, although he did notice a few gray hairs from time to time. This always amused him.
 
   The air was clean and the sky was bright and blue. The cafe was far enough away from the dangerous part of downtown that there were families living on the cross-street just a few feet away. There were even hints of grass, leaves and plant-life, which was so rare in this city. There was a cup of coffee in front of him and he had just added the cream and sugar, stirring the cup with a spoon, gazing down at the newspaper next to him. The sounds of the city were all around him. Horns, people shouting, people walking, laughter, tears. 
 
   "Hello, Augustus."
 
   He looked up and smiled. The sun was in his eyes and the man standing on the sidewalk was silhouetted against it. That didn't matter. He knew this man. This man was an old acquaintance. 
 
   "Well, hello Ezekiel," Whitten said. "Good morning to you. You look much older than the last time I saw you. When was that?" 
 
   "I don't know, Augustus," Ezekiel said. "It was quite a while ago. Since then you have been quite busy."
 
   Whitten took a sip of his coffee and smacked his lips in satisfaction. He indicated the chair across from him.
 
   "I like to keep busy. It keeps me young," he said. "Please, have a seat, or are we going to have a battle right here on the street?"
 
   Ezekiel looked at the empty chair and then back at Whitten. Finally he sighed and sat down. A moment later a waitress appeared and Ezekiel offered a coffee, which came very fast.
 
   "How is the hellspawn?" Ezekiel asked.
 
   "Noble?" Whitten asked. "Last I checked he was doing well."
 
   Ezekiel took a sip and then set the cup down.
 
   "You are very proud of yourself, aren't you?" he asked.
 
   Whitten leaned across the table, over the cup of coffee in front of Ezekiel, and put his hand on the other man's. He gripped the hand tightly.
 
   "It is time that we stop fighting," he said. "You and your cadre of misfits from other worlds are almost completely obsolete. We have to join forces. You ask if I am proud and I am here to tell you that I am. Things will change here for the better. There will be no more hunger, murder, war, disease. Can you imagine that?"
 
   Ezekiel yanked his hand away, rubbing his skin where he had touched him. He looked confused for a moment as Whitten smiled at him. Ezekiel took another sip of his coffee.
 
   "You are mad," he said. "We cannot all be the same. We cannot be without emotion. Without love. Without anything but what the Void demands. The light gives us choice and the Void takes that away."
 
   "You will never understand," Whitten said. "You will never understand until the Void comes for you. Which will be soon."
 
   Whitten finished his coffee and folded the newspaper. He looked at Ezekiel, studied him. The man was in his long coat and hat. The red goggles were on top of the brim. He looked like something out of a horror movie.
 
   "Look at you, running around with your costume on," he said. "For what? What has the Light offered you? Let me guess, you've never even spoken to the Light. That's the problem with him, isn't it, he or it demands total obedience, but never replies. Never there when you need it."
 
   "The Light does not require conversation," Ezekiel said. Then he put a hand to his head, his brows furrowed. "He does not require - anything..."
 
   Whitten leaned back in his seat, apparently amused. "Feeling a bit strange?" he asked.
 
   Whitten opened his right hand. Inside there was a tiny glass vial. Ezekiel stared at it and then looked down at his own hand and then at the cup of coffee.
 
   "I tried to give you a chance, Ezekiel," Whitten said. "You have confounded me at every turn. You have tried to kill me more than once. All I have offered you and your misguided members is a chance to be immortal and to put away your needs, your cares, your desires. You had chance after chance to join us, but now this must end. There is a young man that will need my guidance and I cannot have you disrupting that. Good-bye, old friend." 
 
   Whitten stood up. He put the folded newspaper under his arm and watched Ezekiel as the old man stood up, staggered, knocked the table over and nearly fell to the ground. He attempted to say something, probably something very loud, but he only gurgled and held onto his throat. Blood burst from his mouth and over his lower lip and down onto his shirt.
 
   "Good luck," Whitten said.
 
   Ezekiel reached out, each movement an agony and pressed a button on a device he wore on his wrist. The old man's eyes blazed with hatred, and then there was a flash of bright light like lightning and he was gone.
 
   He stared at the place where Ezekiel had been. He frowned. That was not something he expected. He had known Ezekiel would find him and he and the Void had concocted the poison, but it was all supposed to work faster than that. The old man was tougher than he looked.
 
   Still, no matter where the old man teleported to, the poison would work its work. Ezekiel was as good as dead.
 
   Whitten sighed, but then he put on a pair of sunglasses and looked around. It was a beautiful day.
 
   He had work to do.
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A Trembling World
 
   


 
   
  
 


Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Noble collapsed to the floor. His head felt like it was going to explode. The range of emotions that flooded through him threatened to overwhelm him. He was furious, beyond angry, ready to kill Whitten with his bare hands. He was sick to his stomach and wanted to vomit all over the floor, but when he looked at the floor between his hands, it was appearing and disappearing. He was terrified, too, fearful of what this meant for his life.
 
   He never had a chance. From before the time he was born, before the time his own mother was born, things had been decided for him. The Void was planning him, seeing ahead into the future, seeing the child that was to be born with the blackness inside him. It had infected his grandfather and been passed along. It was more than IDEA, it was the Void, too. 
 
   Noble opened his eyes again and stared at his hands. Then he closed his eyes again and concentrated. 
 
   Yes, he could feel it now. There it was. It had always been there, but he had spent so much time during his life fighting the darkness. When he was younger, he would feel something inside of him and knew that it was darkness. Dogs, for example, would run away from him from time to time and babies scream when he was near. There was that depression that he dealt with when he was a teenager, that blackness that was always around the edges, threatening to tear him apart at any moment. The nightmares he had had for most of his life about running down a dark hallway and the darkness reaching out to him and tearing pieces out of him.
 
   It was the Void. Always the Void. It was part of him.
 
   Noble reached out with his mind and felt that darkness. It reached back out to him. Yes, it was the Void, but it was separate from the formless entity. It was part of him, too. He commanded it to move and then he looked down at his hands and saw a black inky substance emerging from the tips of his fingers and reach out across the floor.
 
   "You're a monster," Noble said quietly, meaning himself, but realizing it applied perfectly to the madman hovering around him, too.
 
   Whitten laughed. He had moved that old mirror into the middle of the room. It had seen better days, Noble saw. It was cracked in places and coated with dirt and grime of the passing decades. The wooden frame was chipped and taped back together, held intact by the power of the Void itself. Whitten stood next to it and over his shoulder Noble could see Olivia. 
 
   She was awake.
 
   Her eyes were wide and Noble could almost hear her voice in his head. She was telling him to get up. To move.
 
   Noble forced himself to his feet.
 
   "You can laugh all you want, but you're a monster," Noble said. "You're a coward. All you've wanted from the time you and the Void met was to be his chosen one and you can't be. That has made you his puppet. You've never been anything but a sad reflection of the Void itself."
 
   Whitten's eyes flickered and the mad light there faded for a fraction of a second. First there was pain and then he reached out a hand and it flashed across Noble's face. He was nearly rocked back across the room and into the wall, but he had renewed strength. He simply turned his head with the blow then swiveled it back, smiling.
 
   "I'm the son of the Void, Augustus," Noble said. "How dare you?"
 
   Whitten showed a sign of fear. Behind him the mirror was changing. It was no longer showing the reflection of the room and those in it. There was just churning blackness like dark water flowing and growing and shrinking. 
 
   "You cannot harm me," Whitten said. "I have served the Void faithfully for a hundred years now."
 
   Whitten reached out and grabbed a pair of what looked like black gloves sitting on a table. Noble saw that they had wires and electronics attached to them. 
 
   "If you come closer I will send you back to your father," Whitten said. 
 
   The entire building shook. Things fell off of the shelves and the tables around them. Something cracked somewhere and Noble heard glass breaking.
 
   Just then someone burst into the room. 
 
   It was Orval. His head covered with blood and he looked terrified, but it was him.
 
   "Orval!" Noble said.
 
   "Sorry it took so long, Noble," Orval replied. "We've had to fight our way through about a thousand black-eyed beings to get here."
 
   Orval fired the weapon in his hands. A blast of blue energy flew from the barrel and hit Whitten in the chest. The madman let out screamed and flew across the room. His body collided with the huge stack of shelves just behind him and they burst apart with a racket and collapsed backwards to the floor. The components, chemicals, electrical parts, other odds and ends fell all over the floor and covered Whitten as he fell.
 
   "Get Olivia!" Noble said. "Get her out of here."
 
   "No Noble!" Olivia called. "I'm staying here with you."
 
   "I think Noble has the right idea," Orval replied. "Olivia, please let me get you to safety."
 
   Orval ran across the room toward Olivia. He was about five feet in front of the chair when the fabric of reality opened directly underneath him. 
 
   "NO!" Noble cried.
 
   Noble saw that Whitten was not out. He was already up and gesturing with the gloved hands. Energy crackled from both gloves and from hand to hand.
 
   Orval froze above the open portal for a moment. Beneath him the world swirled like a black whirlpool. Then he fell. Noble saw his eyes, a look of sheer and utter terror on his face, and then he was gone. The portal closed an instant later.
 
   "You son of a bitch!" Noble screamed and he ran toward Whitten.
 
   Whitten laughed and got to his feet, pointing his hands toward Olivia.
 
   "I invented these gloves just recently," Whitten said. His voice was even, almost quiet. "With the power of the particle accelerator, I can now use them. They allow me to open rifts anywhere I want. They send the person directly to the Void."
 
   There was an explosion outside. Bright orange and yellow flames leaped high into the air and smoke followed. Amid the carnage were bodies of black-eyed children, who immediately turned into black goo as they were blown apart. Even this far up Noble could now hear people shouting. The IDEA men were still battling, still fighting out there, and they were getting closer, turning the tide. There were still limits to what the Void could do, it seemed.
 
   "What do you want, Whitten?" Noble asked.
 
   "You have the Void within you," Whitten said. "You can open the rift wide enough for him to come through. We have the power now. I need you to help me. I need you take your destiny in hand and allow the It into this world. Once this wall is breached and this dimension is in the Void’s control, the rest of the multi-verse will fall and peace will finally reign. We can end all of the suffering, Noble. We can do it right now"
 
   "You're completely mad," Noble said. "It's called the Void, Augustus. It's nothing. It may have helped spawn me, but I am still me. I still believe in choice. I still believe in making your own decisions. I still believe in all of that."
 
   Noble was trying to keep Whitten distracted. Two things were causing him to do that. First, he could see that Olivia was almost out of the bonds holding her to the chair. Second, that explosion was a grenade or some kind of bomb and that meant that IDEA was almost in the building. Orval had also shown that. 
 
   "Noble, don't make me send Olivia into the Void," Whitten said. "You are the first. The first of a dynasty that will last for all eternity. This dimension will be controlled by It because this dimension has been so favored by the Light. It will be the ultimate victory for the being that was here first, has the right to be here first."
 
   "You're babbling, Whitten," Noble said, taking a step forward. He had no weapon, but he could feel power inside of him. The Void inside him was awake now and it wanted out. "Humanity is cruel. Humanity goes to war and destroys things, but choice is the most valuable thing in this universe and all others. If you can't see that, then you're too far gone."
 
   "Stop moving!" Whitten screamed, his fingers twitching. "Just one more step and I send Olivia away."
 
   "If sending her to the Void is such a punishment, then how can It be good?" Noble asked.
 
   Whitten's right eye twitched. Noble could see the utter madness behind the man's eyes. But there was more. There was a fight between what Noble was saying and what the Void was saying inside the scientist’s mind.
 
   That was when Noble realized how it fit together.
 
   There was a Rift inside of Whitten himself. The Void had entered him and left an opening within the man to allow itself through to control the scientist. However, the main Rift, the Rift of all Rifts, was right inside that mirror. It was the original one that had first started the entire thing, the one that had formed, somehow, within that barn so many years ago. Perhaps the experiments that Whitten had been doing back then punched through to the Void dimension more clearly than anyone else had done before. When the Void looked back through that pinhole, it had seen someone willing and ready for it. It had been the perfect accident at the perfect time.
 
   "Augustus, let me show you something," Noble said. 
 
   He stepped forward and plunged his hand right through Whitten's chest.
 
   Out of the corner of his eye he saw Olivia break from her bonds and run from the chair. Noble closed his eyes and let his power loose.
 
   Whitten screamed. His gloved hands grabbed at his wrist and he screamed louder. The noise he made grew higher and louder. However, there was no removing Noble's hand. 
 
   Noble could feel the Rift right inside the man's heart, his soul. His fingers entered it and he could feel the substance of the Void beneath his fingers. 
 
   "Time for this to end," Noble said into Whitten's wide, screaming eyes.
 
   The air behind Whitten began to shimmer. Noble ignored that and removed his hand. The Rift closed behind his fingers and his fingers emerged from the man’s chest. Whitten’s scream rose to such a pitch and volume that glass to shattered somewhere in the lab and his eyes went wide. His skin began to wrinkle, his hair turning white. He aged in seconds.
 
   Behind him the air turned bright white and something massive stepped out.
 
   "Kolthrax!" Noble said.
 
   The massive creature wrapped his arms around Whitten.
 
   "Finish this, Noble," Kolthrax said. "I'll take care of him."
 
   Just like that the two of them were gone.
 
   ***
 
   In the areas in between Kolthrax reappeared an instant later. He released Whitten and the now-old man staggered away, gasping, gulping for air. The look of terror on his face was almost heartbreaking.
 
   "Take me back, you monster!" Whitten yelled at Kolthrax.
 
   Kolthrax clutched at his heart. Breaking through had cost him gravely. He didn't think he would be able to stand much longer. Still, there was work to finish.
 
   "No, Augustus Whitten," Kolthrax said. "There is someone here who wishes to speak to you."
 
   "Hello, Augustus."
 
   Whitten's eyes managed to get wider and madder. He whirled around and saw the empty suit that had belonged to Ezekiel emerge from the ether.
 
   "No," Whitten said. "That's impossible. Ezekiel? That can't be you."
 
   "It is, Augustus," Ezekiel said. "You don't look so good. Things a little empty now that the Rift inside of you is closed? Such a shame. Such a waste."
 
   "No," Whitten replied. "No, no. Stay away from me. You're both monsters! Stay away!"
 
   Ezekiel moved closer, the fabric of his long coat moving as though alive, the goggles, hovering in mid-air where his eyes had once been, glowed a bright red.
 
   "Relax, Augustus," Ezekiel replied. "It will all be over soon."
 
   Whitten screamed yet again, and continued to do so until his vocal cords ruptured.
 
   ***
 
   Noble stood stunned for a moment. The world was still going crazy. He could hear gunfire and other things outside. There were footsteps in the hallway. Olivia was next to him in an instant and he nearly jumped out of his shoes.
 
   "What the fuck is going on, Noble?" Olivia said. "There were these black-eyed kids all over the house and then there was that crazy old guy and he said he could help. They got into the house. The dogs went crazy. Then things went black and when I woke up I was here and you were here. What did he do to you?"
 
   Noble pulled her close and then kissed her. He breathed in her scent. He already knew what was going to come next, and that this might be the last time he saw her.
 
   "There's so much to explain, Liv," Noble said. "And it's not over. I have to go into the mirror."
 
   Olivia looked around, as if really seeing the mirror for the first time. It was churning now with black Void substance. It was like looking through a window into a black sea during a storm. Olivia looked back into Noble's eyes and there was a look of terror there.
 
   "No," she said. "No, let's go home."
 
   "If I don't finish this, we won't have a home to go to," Noble said. "I have to face my father."
 
   "I don't understand," Olivia said and tears flowed down her face.
 
   "I know and I'm sorry I can't stand here and explain things," Noble said quietly and kissed her again. "There will be people here soon that will take care of you and provide you with some answers."
 
   Just then Shaw and Dashiell appeared in the doorway. Both of them looked exhausted and had blood on their faces and heads. Shaw had a huge deep cut across the bridge of his nose. Dashiell looked as if someone had raked his fingernails down his cheek.
 
   "Hello, guys," Noble said, pushing Olivia away. "I know what I am now and what I need to do. Please, take Olivia away from here. Tell her what's going on."
 
   Dashiell put his hand on Olivia's shoulder. He said nothing, but he nodded at Noble. Noble returned the gesture and then he gave a look to Shaw.
 
   "Are you going in?" Shaw asked.
 
   "Yeah, I have to," Noble said. "The original Rift is right here. And I think the Void itself may be a Rift. If I can close it off, maybe I can save the multi-verse. I need you or Dash to stay here, though. I may need some help getting back through.”
 
   "I'll stay," Shaw said.
 
   Noble studied the man's face. Through the blood and the dirt and whatever else was on it, there was determination and terror mixed together. He grasped Shaw's hand and shook it.
 
   Then he turned and faced the mirror.
 
   "Hello, son," the Void said in his mind.
 
   Noble felt the Void substance in of his bloodstream bubbling and gurgling. It was like his skin was alive and moving on its own around his bones. His blood felt as though it were on fire. The world was turning gray and he thought that it was likely some of the Void substance was covering his eyes, making him dark-eyed.
 
   "Hello, father," Noble said. "It's time we met face-to-face. Or, in your case, face-to-black-goo."
 
   "I'm ready," the Void replied. "I'll show you things that you've never seen before."
 
   Noble decided it was enough of the small talk. Without turning back, without another word, he ran toward the mirror. When he got within a foot of the base of it, he leaped into the air. His feet vanished through the mirror and then he was all the way through.
 
   There was that moment of feeling like being turned inside out. His blood burned hotter, as if every single nerve-ending fired at once and he opened his mouth to scream, but found himself unable to.
 
   Then it was over.
 
   Now Noble faced his true father.
 
   


  
 



Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   The world was black and formless. All around him was the Void. He could not see a thing, but he could sense everything. The darkness was alive, but it was not human. It was not male, nor female. It was the substance of the universe itself, unfathomably old and capable of tremendous things. It was also in tremendous pain, horrible pain.
 
   "Welcome home, son," the Void said directly into Noble's mind.
 
   Noble could still feel his fingers and wiggle his toes. He was here physically, but he was floating, not standing anywhere near anything solid. There was nothing solid here, just nothingness. The Void was the very essence of nothing. At the same time it was a living paradox because it also gave nothing physical form.
 
   There were other things within this darkness. Noble didn't sense them at first, but as the whirlwind of nothingness flowed around him he could hear thing. The sound was so distant, like hearing a radio station that was fading out the further you went from it. 
 
   Voices.
 
   Thousands upon thousands of voices. The sheer volume and number was beyond comprehension and Noble put his hands to his head. They were babbling to him in languages that he knew and those that he could not possibly understand. They were of all ages, shapes, nationalities and from untold numbers of dimensions. Most of them were terrified, babbling, wanting to latch on to him so that he could help them. They were lost, wondering where they were, how they got there, why it was so dark and how could they get home? Children asked him for their parents and parents begged him to help them find their lost children.
 
   "Can you hear them?"
 
   "Yes, I can."
 
   "Their screams are beautiful," the Void said. "Their souls stay within me. They stay within me forever and they feed me. Their fear feeds me. Their fear keeps me alive. It is what sustains me."
 
   "What are you? Are you the devil? Are you evil?"
 
   The Void laughed and all around Noble the air shimmered and shook with it. Behind that there were more screams, screams of sheer pain and terror.
 
   "I am what has always been," the Void replied.
 
   "No, I don't believe that," Noble said. "I can feel it. That's not true."
 
   Noble reached out both hands and plunged them into the swirling mass of blackness around him. It was like pushing his hands into a living tornado. It rushed past his fingers, but then he pushed through it with his mind. His mind expanded with new knowledge, seeking more, pushing into the huge mind of the creature, the being, the entity that was all around him. He met resistance, and then pushed harder, and broke through.
 
   Noble cried out and his head rocked back. For the third time that night, visions flooded his mind. There were so many in this case that it was overwhelming. Some of it he had seen before through Whitten's mind, the days when the Void was all there was, all that could be, until the Light came, but then he could see past it, but what was beyond that was utter madness.
 
   There was just one universe and it was a universe of monsters. Giant monsters with faces filled with tentacles, or made from plant matter. Beasts with fangs and claws and giant wings that were used to soar on winds that no longer existed, in a universe comprised of ether, not stars and matter. Giants, taller than anything that ever lived on earth, taller than the tallest mountains, ruling a seemingly endless amount of planets. They ruled them and subdued anything that lived there, living and existing just on the praise and worship of those who they subsumed.
 
   These monsters were at constant war with each other. They flew through millions of miles of space in seconds. They forced those that were their worshipers to fight for them. Then the giant beasts also fought each other, wreaking havoc and destroying the worlds that they fought over.
 
   As the centuries wore on these creatures invented new weapons, new technology and newer methods to wage war. They invented vehicles for transporting armies across the universe.
 
   The universe was chaos to start with, and it was descending even further. These creatures began to lose their physical bodies to become globes of energy with only some rudimentary consciousness holding them together. The slaves rose up to fight their masters, but they were smashed down. It was war, horror, bloodshed all over, all the time. Entire planets were wiped out in seconds, billions of lives ended.
 
   Then the darkness came.
 
   Just like a human who did not remember his or her own birth, one moment there was one universe and it was chaos, and then there was darkness. The darkness came from the edge of that original universe. Perhaps it was some new weapon that had gone out of control. Perhaps there really was some kind of god out there that had just decided enough was enough and that this singular universe needed to be contained.
 
   There were those creatures near the center of that universe who saw the darkness as it spread, blotting out the stars and planets at the furthest end. They tried to create weapons and devices that would save them, but they were out of time. The blackness spread until there was nothing but darkness. The Void was born and it wiped out the universe of chaos.
 
   Except that wasn't quite right. No, it didn't really wipe them out, it put them to sleep. It encased that universe, putting them into a kind of stasis. 
 
   From there the multi-verse was born. Although, for centuries there was just the universe of chaos and its envelope of the Void. How long was the Void there to act as a kind of prison? Even it was unsure, but long enough to forget what its purpose was. Long enough for the giant creatures and beings that lived in that universe of chaos to fall asleep, forget their wars and their petty kingdoms. Long enough for the Void itself to gain consciousness.
 
   It was like a sponge. It always absorbed those around it, absorbing their consciousness, dreams and nightmares. Perhaps it was without consciousness at first, but over time it absorbed the chaos it now contained. As those elder gods fell asleep it absorbed their dreams which were those of vengeance, terror, conquest.
 
   The Void forgot its purpose and with those insane whispers echoing in whatever it had that passed for a brain, it began to want power. It wanted more. It wanted to be the one and only thing that existed. 
 
   It was then that the Light saw the problem. For Noble, and for the Void, what the Light was remained a mystery. It was the opposite of the Void, but was it God? Was it something that created the universe? That was not clear, really, but the Void felt that was the case. The Light began making universes to encase the Void and it fought back.
 
   This Noble had seen this before. Now, however, he understood it better. The Void had forgotten its purpose and those insane voices whispering in its head resulted in a kind of madness. At the heart of the Void itself was still that universe with its monsters, forever asleep, but always dreaming of awaking and conquering everything that was around it. 
 
   The Void had a rift inside of it. It was small. Noble could sense it now. It was a tiny pinhole into that original dimension. That was where the chaos that inhabited the Void's mind existed, its collective consciousness, and was driving it to want more, to destroy.
 
   The Void had been created as a prison. Perhaps by one of those monstrous beings, or perhaps by the Light. It was unclear, but it was meant to contain, and then had gained its intelligence. Meant to contain the chaos, it had taken it into itself and now it was mad. Utterly mad, but with those voices inside its head, who could blame it?
 
   "I see it now," Noble said. "I see where your pain comes from, Father."
 
   "What have you discovered, Noble?" The Void said. "Have you come to understand why I must conquer that dimension? Have you come to understand my purpose?"
 
   "I do understand your purpose, father," Noble said. "It is you who have forgotten."
 
   "What do you mean?"
 
   Noble was no longer listening. He closed his eyes and sensed that pinhole, that tiny place within this mass of darkness where light emerged. It was light filled with rage and anger, with babbling voices speaking languages that had never been heard by human ears. Then Noble let that Rift, that hole, draw him to it.
 
   "Where are you going, Noble?" The Void asked. "Stop."
 
   The darkness in front of him began forming faces. He saw those who were part of the flight that had brought him into this craziness. Their eyes were filled with fear and they reached out to him. Noble raised his hands and made them vanish. They were illusions designed to distract him. The voices were real, but he tuned them out. They would have peace soon.
 
   Noble felt the darkness within him, reacting to him. The Void was fighting back now, screaming inside his head. Something shoved his shoulders. Something else punched him in the gut. He raised his hands and the darkness erupted from his palms and he fought back, pushing the blackness away from him, allowing him a path, but the Void was everywhere, all powerful in this dimension.
 
   "Do not make me destroy you, my son!" The Void said. "See what I can do. See what I can do for your universe. I bring you peace. I bring you the absolution of nothingness."
 
   "Nothingness brings nothing," Noble replied. "You have a hole, father. You have a hole in your mind and it is driving you mad."
 
   "Join me, don't fight it!" The Void replied, but there was a caution, something akin to worry in that voice.
 
   "If you really wanted to destroy me, you would have," Noble said or, more accurately, thought. "You can't, can you? Something prevents you."
 
   "It's because you are part Light and part Void," a voice entered Noble's head. It took him just a moment to realize it was Orval. "Yes, your grandfather may have had the Void inside of him, but the Void never touched your grandmother, Noble. And everyone is touched with the Light, as well as the darkness that always lurks there. You got both. In fact, you got a larger helping of the Light than the Void. Because, despite its best efforts, your grandfather was not completely corrupted. No matter how hard it tries, it cannot create total darkness that will react, behave, reproduce and exist like you do, like the rest of your dimension does. That is why your dimension was created, Noble. It was created by the Light to be the last barrier between it and the total destruction of the multi-verse. It's why the Void cannot simply swarm in there and absorb it all like he has all of the others. Your dimension is the fire-break. It's why we must fight for it!"
 
   Noble could see Orval now. That rascal formed right out of the Void itself, almost coming back into full physical reality. It was like seeing a ghost. Now Noble could see his dimension, Orval's people, all of them looking to the sky and feeling it tremble as the Void tried to bring down all of the walls save for Noble's home. He could see between the dimensions and beyond. He could see young teens born with the ability to control the weather in one dimension and that young girl with the sapphire-blue dress in another. He could see dogs chasing after police men in another, while a mysterious phone rang and rang in yet another, providing a bridge to this side where demons could live and burst through.
 
   All of it was merging. All of it was about to collide and the walls would break and they would all come rushing into the Void, save for one dimension. The fire-break. 
 
   His dimension.
 
   Noble reached deep and saw the Light within him. He saw himself as a being made entirely of energy, a swirling vortex of darkness and light. The Void itself was also energy, but dark energy, dark matter. All of the worlds were one, related, with his own consciousness now pushing through each layer, finding more and more energy there. All of it was connected, and within that swirling mass he could see the mind of the creator. The mind that thought up the worlds, worlds where a deadly road race brought hope to the hopeless, where detectives sought missing girls and found nothing but demonic entities in the woods, murder, death, life, love. Each new person created by this one creator, and within that were the creator's thoughts and they were, surprisingly...human.
 
   Noble's mind soared above it all and he reached out, finding Orval and pulling him out of the void substance.
 
   "Help me," Noble said into Orval's mind. "Help me clear a path to the rift."
 
   The darkness rose all around them, reaching at them. All of those dreams Noble had experienced when he was younger about running through a hallway comprised of darkness and the darkness reaching out and biting him came rushing back. This darkness had teeth.
 
   "I'll do my best!" Orval called back, his thoughts so loud inside Noble's brain.
 
   Noble could see him now. Orval, running ahead, swinging what looked like a sword left and right, chopping away at the Void as it reached out for them. Noble cheered him on while reaching into himself (was he even in possession of a physical body anymore? He had no idea.) and pulled up the light and focused it into a beam that shot from his fingertips. It burned the Void and Noble heard it scream.
 
   There it was! Up ahead was the pinhole, casting off bright white and red light. 
 
   Orval was screaming some kind of battle cry in a language that he did not recognize. Orval had been consumed and was now pure consciousness. What Noble could now see was some kind of manifestation of that thought. 
 
   The Void churned around them. Noble's mind filled with horrific images of men and women being flayed alive. Children's bodied impaled on pikes and screaming as they died. There were lakes of fire and people screaming and screaming for eternity.
 
   He pushed the images away. Around him the darkness reached for him and Noble reached inside of himself, finding that part of himself that belonged to the Light and he channeled it through his fingers. Around him the Void erupted in white light and it retreated.
 
   "We're almost there!" Orval yelled inside Noble's head.
 
   Noble rushed forward, willing himself onward, running with legs that did not touch any ground and he felt himself rocket forward. He could feel his body transform, becoming nothing but energy. He felt his body elongate, stretching the way he had once heard was likely would happen if you crossed an event horizon and into a black hole. The world around him became nothing but dark and light, the world nothing but strings forming all of reality, pulled by a puppeteer. 
 
   Around him the Void screamed inside his mind. It wanted to tear him apart, tear his soul right out of his body and absorb it into itself. But the Light inside of Noble was preventing it. The Void substance in Noble’s blood could repel the substance around him, as well. In its own way the Void had created the engine of its own demise while trying to create something to conquer dimensions.
 
   The hole drew closer in seconds and then, a moment later, he was through. 
 
   Everything stopped.
 
   He immediately snapped back into his body and he found himself floating in a dark universe. All around him were planets, and huge and hideous creatures that towered over him. 
 
   There were thousands upon thousands of planets and creatures. All of them were monstrous. Claws and teeth and tentacles and creatures made of energy frozen in some kind of stasis. It was a universe to chaos and madness, the same one that Noble had seen when he touched the Void. All of it frozen, but not quite dead. The Void had encased it and absorbed much of their energy and that had corrupted and driven the Void into first sentience and then insanity. The absorption had made them all fall asleep, waiting for that spark to bring them back to life and allow them to push through the Void and into the other realms. He could feel them, weakly, like tiny hands and the fists of infants, attempting to probe his brain. 
 
   It was the first time in untold millennium that another truly living thing had entered this realm. Now they were slightly awake, reaching out to him, wanting to know if he was their salvation, a way to get out of here.
 
   Noble saw all around him and the universe was like the emptiness of space, but not a vacuum. It was an ether, a universe of some kind of substance that allowed these creatures to travel without spaceships or vehicles from one planet to the next, to wreak their havoc, wars, incalculable destruction and death. 
 
   I AM YOUR MASTER, WORSHIP ME.
 
   I AM YOUR MASTER, WORSHIP ME.
 
   Noble could hear them inside his mind. Again and again, one voice overlapping the next. Each of these horrible beasts wanted subservience, wanted worshippers, wanting blind faith and fealty. It was what fed them, what would bring them back to life.
 
   "No," Noble said.
 
   The voices in his head stopped.
 
   "This madness stays here," Noble said.
 
   Then he went back through the hole. 
 
   Noble reached up and his hand came through the hole to the other side. Something grabbed his ankle. He reached up, trying to pull himself through, to shut off the portal and seal this universe of madness for all time. Something had him and ragged claws dug into his flesh.
 
   Noble reached down and let the Light and Void substance inside of him flow from his fingers and blast at whatever was there. There was a horrendous scream and the claw grabbed his other ankle.
 
   Something else grabbed his hand and the beam of energy was cut off. Noble cried out in anger, fear and pain as yet another thing that he could not see, and dare not look at, dug into the skin and he felt something break inside his arm.
 
   "Help!" Noble yelled in his mind and through his mouth.
 
   One of his hands reached up through the tiny hole back in the Void dimension. When he cried for help something over there moved and grabbed hold of him. Noble was yanked upward. More hands grabbed his arm and then his shoulder.
 
   The Void substance tore at his right hand and he felt blinding white pain for an instant and then he was pulled up - hard. He was through the hole and there was that feeling of being turned inside out and a loud popping in his ears and mind.
 
   The Void world around him was chaos. It was like being lost on a wave in the middle of a hurricane. It was screaming and the sound was like having something sharp tearing into his brain. The Void's screams mixed with the angry roars of the creatures from the world he had just left and who were now awake. 
 
   Noble looked up to see Orval holding his arm. Behind him were others, others from IDEA and people who must have worked for Gemini and the hundreds of people Whitten had sent into the Void over the years. They had all grabbed hold and helped him through, most of them little more than hints of people, like ghosts in the blackness.
 
   "We need to get out of here," Noble said.
 
   "Not all of us will make it back," Orval said. "Most of these people are long gone."
 
   "We'll take as many as we can."
 
   Noble closed his eyes, pushing away the intense pain throbbing in his right wrist and arm. He felt his body transform again, and then he extended his energy field to surround as many of the beings around him in that energy. 
 
   Then he pushed off.
 
   They rocketed the other way, a glowing comet of energy and souls ripped from the Void itself. The Void around them was thrashing, trying to smash them down and tear them apart. The Void's mind was disrupted, the connection to the thoughts that had been feeding it for centuries now gone, it was almost mindless. Like it was having a stroke and was thrashing around in terror and pain, unable to smash the comet of pure Light tearing through what remained.
 
   How many souls were traveling with him? Noble could not tell, but he could feel them and whatever remained of their Light mixed with his own and together they smashed through the Void. It had now lost its mind, in the most literal sense, no longer capable of holding a cohesive thought in whatever passed for its brain.
 
   There it was. There was the bright light that led back through the mirror and into the real world. Noble reached out his left arm, stretching for it, even though his arm, at least in this world, was no longer anything resembling an arm, but a beam of pure energy and light. 
 
   "Go, Noble!" Orval screamed inside his mind.
 
   There were other words of encouragement, not all of them in English. Forward. Forward. Willing himself to move faster, to expend more energy to move faster and get through the portal.
 
   Then his arm was through.
 
   He could feel the air on the other side. Once his hand crossed over that threshold he could feel it become actual flesh and bone again. Then his elbow was out.
 
   Then he stopped.
 
   There was something holding them back. Noble could sense that a large tentacle of the Void was holding on to someone or something back there and pulling them back.
 
   "Help me!" Noble cried.
 
   "Fight it!" Orval yelled to those trailing behind.
 
   A hand grabbed Noble's and he clasped his fingers around it and gripped it tight. 
 
   "Pull!" Noble called.
 
   Whatever was on the other end responded and heaved. He closed his eyes and concentrated and let loose a single blast of pure Light. Around him the Void loosened its grip on whatever or whomever it held and then he was through.
 
   Noble, Orval and ten others erupted from the mirror as if the mirror had just suddenly decided to give birth. They all fell to the floor and the mirror burst into shrapnel behind them. The frame burst apart, sending shards of wood across the lab, several sharp spikes buried themselves into the wall, the table and Noble heard Dash give a sharp yell as one found a home somewhere in him, too.
 
   He lay on the ground with his head on the floor. He was breathing hard and could hear nothing but others breathing and moaning around him. When he opened his eyes he saw that the floor was no longer disappearing and reappearing. The world was quiet. Wind blew through the broken windows of the building and Noble raised his hand.
 
   Then the pain hit him.
 
   Something speared through his right hand. Noble slowly sat up and then someone threw their arms around him and Olivia held him tight, her head buried against his neck and her lips kissing whatever exposed skin she could find. He reached his left hand up and pushed it into her hair and held her close. He could see Orval across the room slowly sit up. He also looked around at the others that had come through. There were a few that he didn't recognize, but several of them were members of IDEA that had come along on this mission and then vanished in the journey to the tower.
 
   "Liv," Noble whispered. "There's something wrong with my hand."
 
   Olivia pulled back and Noble looked into her tear-streaked face. She was confused for a moment.
 
   "Something bit me when I was in the Void dimension," Noble said. “I don’t even know what. I had my eyes closed, not wanting to look.”
 
   He hefted his right hand up and gasped. The arm ended at the wrist and there was no longer a right hand to speak of. Although the end of his wrist looked a bit ragged, it was also sealed shut and not jetting blood all over the room. How that was possible Noble didn't even try to guess when he considered where it had happened.
 
   "Oh, Noble," Olivia whispered and then she kissed him again.
 
   "What happened in there?"
 
   Noble looked up and saw Shaw standing over him. The man was covered in blood and if it was his own or someone else's he could not be sure. There were also small splinters of wood stuck into the long coat he wore.
 
   "Doc, I think we have a lot of things to talk about," Noble said. "But right now I plan on kissing my wife a lot and then maybe getting a drink. After that, I'm all yours."
 
   Shaw gave him a weak smile and then a nod. Noble smiled back and then he planted his lips on Olivia's. The world slipped away in a good way this time and he got lost in the kiss.
 
   Noble looked to those who had come through with him. He smiled when he saw a woman raise her head and recognized it was Eveline Paulson. She looked covered in a gooey membrane, like a newborn. She looked a little lost, but she looked alive.
 
   They were all newborns, really, he thought, all of them that had just come through the mirror.
 
   Around them the world was dark, but it was the darkness they all knew. The darkness of night, of space, of this dimension. It was the darkness meant for lovers and those who dared dream and to have dreams without nightmares. It was the darkness that comes each night to renew and refresh so that the next day can start new and clean like a piece of white paper. It was the good darkness.
 
   
  
 



Chapter Twenty-Three
 
    
 
   It had been two weeks since Noble went through the mirror. He had spent most of that time in a hospital. It was a hospital that Shaw was involved with and apparently part of the whole IDEA network, but it seemed like a very good one. He was unconscious for a bit while they operated on his arm and treated him for other wounds. The journey through the Void had taken a great toll on him, apparently, and he was more gravely wounded than he knew.
 
   Olivia stayed by his side the entire time. Dash and Shaw both tried to get her to go home and get some rest, but they soon found out that no one could tell Olivia what she should be doing and they eventually got a cot for her to sleep his room.
 
   Shaw and Dash, as well as Orval and a few of the others, visited him. Olivia was on his left, holding his good hand while he talked to them. He told them everything. He told them everything about Augustus Whitten and how the man had been manipulated to create Noble in the first place. He told them what he knew about the Void itself and what its seeming intention was. Who created the Void, he didn't know, but the fact it was created as a kind of prison to hold back that world of chaos was pretty evident. He told them about seeing that other world and the monsters within. He told them of the Void’s madness and how it became mad.
 
   Noble felt as though he spoke for hours. No one interrupted with questions and all of them sat on the edge of their seat, listening raptly. When he reached the end his throat hurt and he wanted a drink more than he ever had in his life. He looked up and immediately caught Olivia's eye and she winked at him.
 
   "So, that's it," Noble said. 
 
   "Wow," Shaw replied. "That is quite a story. Have you tried using any of your abilities?"
 
   "I've been pretty busy healing, doc," Noble said. "I haven't felt a Rift, if that's what you mean. As for my ability to manipulate light and void, I haven't found that ability since I came back through. Maybe it's gone dormant now that the Void itself is neutralized, or maybe it was just something I could do while in that other dimension. I guess I'll find out eventually. Have there been any other sightings of black-eyed children or reports of Rifts?"
 
   Dash spoke: "No, nothing. Even Knorr has been quiet. In fact, one of our men permanently stationed there says people are talking about getting the greatest night's sleep they have ever had. We can still detect weak spots, but nothing has come through since the events at Gemini."
 
   "What did we tell the public about Gemini?" Noble asked.
 
   "We told the world that there was an accident and that about fifty employees were killed," Shaw said. "We also said that the accident contaminated the land. So far there haven't been many sightseers or anything, but it's only a matter of time. Dashiell is calling in some favors within the government to try and clean things up. Gemini is a multi-national corporation and has offices and people all around the world. This will be a serious financial hit, but I think it will survive. It's one of the companies too big to fail."
 
   Noble sighed. He looked around at the men that were in a circle around his bed. Most of them were human-looking, and those that were not were using their devices to cast holograms. He didn't care what they looked like. He felt bonded to these men. What did that mean for his future? What was his future? 
 
   "So, I guess IDEA keeps going, then?" Noble asked. “The machines keep running just in case the Void wakes up?’
 
   "Oh yes," Orval said. "We have no idea if the Void will stay asleep and there are always people trying to find ways to reach other dimensions and breach the walls. I mean, we're going to have to do it at some point so that myself and these other men can get back home. When that happens, we might just awaken the Void all over again and it might be more insane than ever. Regardless, we still need to monitor things and make sure no one breaks down the walls."
 
   "There will always be a spot for you, Noble," Shaw said.
 
   "Let me think about it," Noble said. "So, what happened to Whitten?"
 
   Shaw smirked. "Let's just say Ezekiel got his revenge. The old dog hasn't been this jovial in centuries."
 
   "I can't even imagine that," Noble said quietly.
 
   "You'll have to come visit Kolthrax and Ezekiel at the very least, then," Dashiell said.
 
   "I will have to do that. Kolthrax is all right?"
 
   "He's a bit sick, but he is also ancient. Breaking through into this dimension like that took a lot out of him. I bet he outlives us all," Orval said with his customary smart-ass tone.
 
   Noble looked over at Olivia and she smiled at him and squeezed his hand. He gave a weak smile back to her. He had a lot of decisions to make and he had to make them soon. How could he go back to his old life after everything he had seen? He also needed to find out what more he could do.
 
   "Guys, I think Olivia and I need some time together alone," Noble said. "And I need to get a little sleep."
 
   Orval, Shaw, Dash and the rest stuck around for a few more minutes and then left. Noble was alone with his wife, the way he always imagined his life would be. He held her hand and she entwined her fingers between his own and he laid his head back against the pillow. 
 
   He closed his eyes and soon he was sound asleep and dreaming. This time there was no darkness, only sun and light.
 
   ***
 
   "So, what are you thinking?"
 
   Olivia and Noble were alone. Outside the world was dark, but it was still the good kind of darkness. They had shared a particularly delicious dinner and were now staring into each other's eyes. In the background the television was on and the top story was still the accident at Gemini, but there was no new information about what had happened. 
 
   "I'm just wondering how I go back to my regular life now that I've done this," Noble said. "Dash has told me that, if I choose, I can just go back to my job with Homeland and hunting down people who enter the country illegally. I used to love doing that stuff, but now that I know what I know, it's harder to imagine doing just that."
 
   "This life with IDEA seems so much more dangerous," Olivia said. 
 
   "It is, I guess," Noble replied after taking a moment to think about it. "But what they all said is correct. The Void will try to come back. It's sort of lost its ability to think straight, but it has all eternity to find a way to come back. Those creatures at the center of it all are going to keep probing with their minds, perhaps even reaching into this dimension through radio waves and other things and cause people to try probing into the Void and that might wake it right back up. If it does wake up, it's going to want to come right back for me."
 
   Olivia sat there in the shadows for a time. Noble watched her face as she turned to stare at the television screen. Her eyes shone brighter than they should have and Noble realized she was weeping. She was crying for the loss of the life that she had always wanted with Noble. Nothing could be the same for her, either, if he chose to head off with IDEA and protect the multi-verse. She had married one person and was now realizing that he was someone, or something, else entirely. It wasn't fair, but it was what it was.
 
   "I’ll come with," she said, at last.
 
   "What?"
 
   "They can't keep me from coming with you," she said. "I saw things, too. I know what I know and I can't un-know it. I am not letting you gallivant around in the worlds in between and perhaps to other dimensions without me coming with you. They can train me, they can fret about me, but I am not going to sit at home and work on manuals while you're gone."
 
   Noble wanted to protest. He knew that the idea was not going to sit well with Shaw or Dash. Orval might enjoy the idea, however. There were a thousand reasons why he should tell her that it was crazy, but he knew better than to try and argue with Olivia when she had made up her mind.
 
   "I'll tell Shaw and Dash," Noble said.
 
   Olivia squeezed his hand and then she leaned over and kissed him. Noble moved over a bit and she crawled into the bed with him. Together they fell asleep like that and slept soundly.
 
   Tomorrow would be a new day and there were countless adventures to come.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

After
 
    
 
   Noble Randle and his wife Olivia were driving down the road headed toward Ohio, where Olivia was from. The miles spooled past them outside the windows and Olivia was quiet. They had left their dogs with a dog-sitter, something they hadn't done before, but this time things were too potentially dangerous to bring them with.
 
   "How much further?" Olivia asked.
 
   "Not much," Noble replied. "I think it's just up ahead."
 
   They were definitely close. Noble could feel it inside his mind, calling to him, pulling him onward. It was the first time in months that it had been this strong. Together they had checked out the smaller rifts as they cropped up and Noble had closed them, but this was different. This was a major breakthrough.
 
   Olivia and Noble had met with the IDEA crew two nights ago to discuss this. Olivia still looked odd in her long coat and wide-brimmed hat and glasses. Sure enough, he had been right about Orval, though. Orval went on and on about how Olivia had broken the sex barrier and was the first human woman to be part of IDEA. 
 
   "I don't know what it means," Ezekiel said. "I can sense it, too, but I don't know if it means that the Void has awakened or if this phenomenon is just something that happens. We knew that it was likely to cause problems when we transported Orval and everyone else back to their home dimensions."
 
   "Hey, don't blame me!" Orval protested. "I just wanted to get home and get some lovin' from my woman."
 
   Orval winked at Olivia and then at Noble. Noble suppressed his smile.
 
   "I think you should pay the area a visit," Shaw said. "Noble, we need to keep them closed as long as we can. It's just a singularity right now, but if we let it fester and stay open and poison the world around them, it could mean more of these rifts opening."
 
   So, here they were, on their way. Olivia had also called her mother and agreed to meet the woman for lunch, just to make the trip not seem completely insane.
 
   "Here," Noble said and he pulled the car off the road.
 
   On either side of them were acres of the most hideous-looking trees Noble had ever seen. They had passed these trees before and only recently looked them up to determine they were apple trees. Without the apples, they were twisted and bizarre looking and the gnarls on the trunks looked like faces.
 
   They found a side road and parked. The air was very warm, but it was just starting to change from the heat of summer to the coolness and comfort of fall. The wind blew steadily through the trees and tugged at their shirts as they donned their gear.
 
   Noble adjusted Olivia's hat when they were done. He smiled at her and laughed and she punched him in the arm. He couldn't help it. Although the clothing automatically adjusted to her size, that long coat and giant wide-brimmed hat still looked odd on her frame. Orval was already talking about trying to design a line of women's clothing for IDEA and loving the idea of recruiting more women from other dimensions.
 
   Noble made sure the car was locked and looked around to make sure that they were alone. The last thing he needed was the farmer or someone who was part of the farm that owned this land to show up and wonder who the hell they were. Sure, they could just vanish into the in-between, but then their car would be there and who knew how long it would be before the curious people left.
 
   They walked across the field and into the strange-looking trees. There was no fence to keep them out near this particular access road. Noble realized that this kind of thing often happened when it came to his abilities - fate just intervened and made it so things worked out. 
 
   The trees were even more frightening close up. To think that such sweet things came from these gnarled and bent trees was amazing. Perhaps when they had leaves and were in full bloom they looked better? Noble was reminded of the trees in the movie The Wizard of Oz that hurled fruit at Dorothy. Now he understood why apple trees had worked so well.
 
   They didn't have to go too far. The rift was in the middle of a row just off the side road. Noble turned and could still see their car.
 
   "OK," he said into the little intercom, "you ready?"
 
   "I guess so," Olivia replied.
 
   "Hold my hand and we'll do this," Noble said. "We can't stay there too long. Of course, we have no idea what's on the other side. I suppose if it's a mall or something, you might want to look around."
 
   She punched him in the arm again, but he heard her laughter over the intercom. Then she sighed and put her hand in his. It was his left hand, of course, although he now had a new right hand, as well.
 
   The right hand came from one of the other members of IDEA. The new hand was made from some strange composite material that was stronger than steel, but didn't set off metal detectors. He could also crush steel if he had to and he was still learning how to use it. Olivia held his left hand most of the time.
 
   They looked at each other one more time and then walked toward the rift. Now that he was so close and their goggles had adjusted to it, the rift itself was very obvious. It was bigger than he had thought it would be, hovering in mid-air, but almost touching the ground. When they got within about three feet of it they paused again.
 
   Noble and Olivia took one more look around, just in case they didn't come back for some reason. Then looked at each other one more time.
 
   "Let's do it," Noble said.
 
   Together they stepped into the rift.
 
   And into another world.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Francis Duveen jolted awake and, for a moment, had no idea where he was. Then he recognized the ceiling, as well as the smell, of a taxi cab. He looked out the window and saw his home.
 
   "Oh, thank God," he whispered.
 
   Perhaps it had all been a dream. A horrible dream about ending up in another world, another dimension, with people who had never heard of Taured. People who had no idea what this great country was and showed him maps that showed his home did not exist. He remembered people in uniform asking him lots and lots of questions and there was a brief flash of memory about a hotel room and then strange shadowy figures showing up there and carting him away.
 
   "We're here, sir," the cab driver said.
 
   "Yes, yes, thank you," Francis replied, looking at the meter and fishing out his wallet.
 
   Now the memories were just a blur, the way a particularly vivid and horrible dream could be. All of it seemed so silly now that he was home. When Francis looked up he saw that the lights were on. That meant that Josie was also there and probably the kids, Tom and Laura. He missed them more now than he had any other time he had come home.
 
   "Thank you again," Francis said handing over a handful of bills. "Please keep the change."
 
   The cab driver was impressed and even got out to open the door for Francis. Francis had a big stupid smile on his face as he ascended the stairs that led to the front door. 
 
   Funny, he thought, how he didn't remember anything about his business meeting or Chicago or the flight home or meeting the cab or anything like that, either. 
 
   Never mind. Push it away. You're home.
 
   Francis fished his key out of his pocket and inserted it into the lock. He heard his kids yelling for joy inside and then their feet running across the hardwood floors. He opened the door, dropped his briefcase, got down on one knee, flung his arms wide and was soon buried in his children's faces, hair and kisses. He kissed them back and hugged them. He laughed and they laughed, but when Laura asked him why he was crying he just said that it was because he missed them. It wasn't really a lie.
 
   Francis looked up and saw Josie standing in the doorway that led into the kitchen. He could smell food cooking, too. Perhaps the children and Josie had been eating. She was wearing her after-work clothes which amounted to sweats and a T-shirt, her long red hair in curls and cascading down around her shoulders. She smiled at him and he had never seen anything more beautiful.
 
   Francis disentangled himself from his children and shut the door behind him. Then he walked to his wife and kissed her long and deep. It was such a long, deep, passionate kiss that Josie was a little surprised, but eventually was swept away in it and kissed him back.
 
   "Well, that is a great way to say hello," she said.
 
   Francis laughed.
 
   "Honey, I have had, without a doubt, the weirdest day."
 
    
 
   The End
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   There are things that go bump in the night. Things that snake out of drains, hide under beds and creep around in closets. They watch you sleep. They wait for their moment and then...strike. 

Collected in here are several short stories from bestselling horror and thriller author Bryan W. Alaspa. Find out about the horrific vengeance against the town of Vermillion. Find out about the power a little girl has when she meets her grandmother. In another tale a ghost finds a friend, but hides a horrible secret. Venture into space with galactic police and listen in on a radio conversation between a killer and a radio host. 

These are stories that will make you afraid. They will make you jump. They'll make you wonder what that sound was just then. They will keep you awake From Midnight 'Til Dawn. 
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   Available in print and Kindle editions at Amazon.com. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



Also by Guffawing Dog Publishing:
 
    [image: ] 
 
   Deklan Falls is a broken man in a corrupt city. Once he was a cop in Oldtowne, a small city in eastern Ohio that most people don’t know about, and those who live there wish they could forget. Then he became a corrupt cop. Then he became a crusader private eye, and then, when his world blew apart, he crawled into a bottle to die. Then, one day, a filmmaker walks into his office because Deklan can be bought cheap. The documentary filmmaker wants to find the star of a famous adult film from the late 70s who vanished. The film was financed by the mob, made in Oldtowne, and is one of the biggest mysteries in the adult film industry. If Deklan can find out what happened to Faline Forest, star of the world-famous film The Cheerleader, he’ll get a million dollars. That’s enough to get cleaned up, but it means possibly facing off against the mob that rules Oldtowne. He’s been warned twice about that. But maybe, just maybe, if he can figure out what happened to Faline, he can redeem himself and maybe, just maybe, he can fix Oldtowne, too. 
 
    
 
   One broken man in a corrupt city. One very cold missing persons case. One shot at redemption.
 
    
 
   Available in print and Kindle editions at Amazon.com. 
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