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I’d been thinking about Birdy or I would have seen the heavy clouds forming in the southeast. I’ve lived out here for almost ten years. I know how to pay attention to the weather. The desert is a trickster, and fools most people. You think you can cross parts of it on foot, or drive a hundred miles as well as twenty, but the fact is if you don’t check out the sky, that’s on you. Be prepared, I like to say. But I’d driven that road a thousand times and I should have been ready for the rain. I wasn’t. Thinking about a man can do that to an otherwise sensible person, especially if you want to tell a good man you can’t see your way into marrying him. It isn’t as if the offers are going to come my way often out here. But if you don’t love someone, you don’t. It’s as simple as that. 

Just as I had that thought, the thunder roared and the sky opened up. Rain pounded down so hard it sounded like hail and I couldn’t see a foot in front of the car. I turned the wheel just a little and glided off the road, or hoped I had. Anyone behind me had better do the same but if they decided not to, I didn’t want to be in their way.

In a flash flood the dry riverbeds and creeks and arroyos fill up and overflow in seconds. I was on the mesa so all the water would be going downhill away from me. Still, it’s always hard, waiting it out, the rain a veil between me and anything familiar, and it’s the only time out here I get uneasy. Rattlesnakes don’t bother me. Sudden storms like this do. Somewhere in the back of my mind I remembered being caught in a summer rain in a New England town where I’d stopped for awhile, soft sounds on leaves, everything green, the smell of grass and flowers, sun coming out afterwards. Strange as it is, though, I wouldn’t trade that for this. The land here is different. It doesn’t let go of you.

When the flood passed I drove forward in bright sunlight, the road still wet but not submerged. Far below, I could see the last vestiges of the storm coursing west, away from town. It usually did, thanks to the original riverbed that had never been altered, so it always carried raging waters away from us. The ones who built the town knew that, a long time ago. Or maybe they didn’t, and were just too lazy to divert the river and decided on wells instead and so we’re still safe. 

A truck passed by at high speed, sending huge waves of spray over the car, covering it completely, so for a moment I was blinded again. I silently called the driver an idiot, and expected I’d probably see him soon enough and I could say it in person.

By the time I got down to the desert floor the sand and mud had already begun to dry to dust. I drove to Kai’s diner and saw the usual row of trucks and jeeps parked out front. It wasn’t much past 7 a.m., though I’m usually there an hour earlier. I’d slept in, after hiring a new man to handle the morning crowd. As I opened the door I was met by a bundle of voices all talking at once until they saw me and stopped.

“So what’s going on?” I asked. 

“We want to know that, too, Gilly,” said one of my regulars.

“Don’t call me that, Frank. I’ve told you before.”

I looked around and realized in that instant that no one was eating, and there weren’t any sounds coming out of the kitchen. 

“We’ve been waiting on you,” Frank said. “I can’t remember a time you showed up late.”

“I’m not late,” I snapped. “I hired someone to open up. Which he must have done if you all got in here.”

Callie stood up and came over to me. We’d been friends ever since I bought the diner and she’d come in as my first customer.

“I opened up for them,” she said. “I’m sorry, Gillian. When you gave me the key I never expected to use it. Then everyone showed up and we all just assumed you’d gotten caught in the rain and I let them in to wait.”

“And what if I’d floated off down the river, car and all?”

Several of the men laughed and Frank spoke for them.

“We were pretty sure that wouldn’t happen to you, Gilly—sorry, Gillian. And we’re hungry enough to eat a bear, and there isn’t another stopover for a hundred miles, now, is there?”

“I guess not. Well, let’s get you all fed, then,” I said as I headed into the kitchen. “By the way, one of you is an idiot. You drove by me at seventy miles an hour and splashed my car so I couldn’t see to drive. Any idea who that was, Devon?”

One of the youngest men waved his hands and gave a quick bow. Everyone laughed, including me.

Firing up the burners and setting out supplies, I mentally lambasted the new hire and wondered what had happened to him. It wasn’t like he had a long way to go to get to work, since I’d rented him the closet I had upstairs. There were two rooms and a bathroom and a private stairway, but it really was not much more than a closet. Still, he’d seemed happy with it. So where was he?

He’d shown up out of the blue, wanting a job and a place to stay. It was manna for me, because he was good and fast at the grill when I gave him a trial run and I needed a backup so I didn’t have to keep spending every waking hour in the diner. In his late twenties, slicked-back red hair, he told me he hated the desert sun. Odd place to end up, then, I’d said to him when he mentioned that. He’d just nodded. I didn’t press for details. Part of what I like about the desert is the way it lets you keep your own secrets. 

I set a plate of eggs and sausage down in front of another regular customer and started to turn away.

“Gillian, you sure don’t talk much for a woman,” he said to me.

“Well, Harris, I see men talking each other’s ears off. You can’t convince me they’re saying much that’s important, but women have nothing on how long men can talk about sports, like a bucket they can’t fill up. So maybe I just don’t want to interrupt.” 

For a moment he looked upset and then I smiled and so did he. “Maybe you’re right,” he said. “It’s a pretty interesting subject, sports.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” I said.

I was carrying out two more plates and ready to shout curses out loud at my missing tenant when we heard a massive noise, a booming sound that reminded me of the time I’d seen a building implode. It rattled the walls. We could see red flares in the distance through the plate glass window I’d had installed a few months before to give a view of the mountains, though they were seventy miles away and more haze than view. 

“Those military folks aren’t usually testing this late in the year, are they?” Frank said, who’d long ago finished eating and was nursing his third cup of coffee. He’d retired last year and didn’t know what to do with himself. I was pretty sure that mornings at the diner were his main enjoyment now.

“Who knows what they do over there. Not like they let us in for a nice little tour around,” said Joseph, who ran the local liquor store. He took one of the plates from my hand and set it down on the table and lifted his fork. 

Then the noise came again, this time with a vibration so strong it moved his table an inch toward me and sent the fork flying. The stove in the kitchen was bolted to the floor but glasses and plates came smashing down off shelves. I swore under my breath. 

“What the hell is that?” someone called out. 

The sky had darkened. We all went close to the window, something we knew better about doing if it was an earthquake, or even if it was just some special testing the military was performing. They never sent us a schedule but I’d hear the blasts in the early dawn hours. We all did and nothing we could do about it except try to go back to sleep. This sound had been different. Now we gathered near the glass like novice travelers, staring up.

Seven horizontal streaks like thin lines of fire stretched across the sky above the horizon. As we watched, six of them disappeared and only one stayed there, an orange and yellow band that pulsed and wavered like a mirage, but it was real. We knew that much. Then that one vanished, too, and the sky cleared and the sun came out again. 

I heard the chatter around me.

“So what’s that about?” “Some new weapon.” “They don’t let us see those.” “You make a suggestion, then, smart-ass.” “Maybe it’s alien invaders. They like deserts, don’t they?” 

I looked out the window again. I wanted to go and get to the place where those streaks of fire had been, somewhere between us and the mountain range. But there’d be no point. The best explanation lay with the army base twenty miles away and that meant no explanation at all would come our way.

The side door to the back stairs opened right then and my tenant walked in, pushing his hands through his hair and making it stand up straight in places. His clothes looked as if he’d slept in them.

“Noise wake you?” I said, not even trying to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. “Your shift started two hours ago.”

He looked confused and uncertain and didn’t offer an apology. “Keeping track of time . . . it’s hard.” 

“So’s keeping a job if you don’t figure out how to do that,” I said.

“Who’s this, Gillian?” Frank asked.

I looked around. Most people were getting ready to leave. They’d already lingered, some of them, past their quota for a break. Truckers never got much time as it was. We’d all been a little off schedule. 

“This is Gabriel.”

When he didn’t say anything or even nod to the group, I said “Hired him to help me with breakfast for you all in the morning.”

“Well, how’s that going for you, Gabe?” Frank said, and everyone laughed, though in a friendly way. That was the point out here, not to let things get to you, and most of all, to give each other space.

“It’s Gabriel,” my tenant said.

Frank threw up his hands. “Got it. No nicknames for anyone in Kai’s diner. Who was he, anyway, this Kai?”

“Before my time, Frank, as I’ve told you often enough. And no, I don’t want to change it. Looks to me like you’re done with that coffee.”

He got up slowly, the way old men do, but with a smile that would melt a harder heart than mine. I had the sudden, strange thought, I remember it so well, that I wished Frank could live forever, that I wished we all could. I pushed it aside as sentimental nonsense, but the truth is I really did wish for that. I wanted everything to stay exactly the way it was, for nothing to change. I was in a safe place, and I loved it enough it would break my heart to leave. Since I had no intention of going anywhere, I relaxed.

“How’s that dog of yours?” I asked him.

His face lighted up and he gave a thumb at the window. “Connor’s sitting out there enjoying the heat.”

So he was. Frank had found the retriever abandoned in a rusted trailer on the other side of the pass and said later the creature’s howling carried for miles as he drove along below the cliffs and he had to find out where the sound was coming from. Since that day Connor had set himself up as a bodyguard and woe be to anyone who raised his voice to Frank. Connor never sat in the shade, but instead always lay down where the sun could reach him, even at noontime when the heat kept the rest of us indoors.

Frank had reached the door to the diner and as he opened it the dog raised himself up about as slowly as Frank had done. They were growing old together.

“See ya, Gillian,” Frank said as he opened the screen and let it fall back behind him with a sharp slap, the way it always did.

I watched him and Connor climb into their truck and a few minutes later they were out of sight, leaving a trail of dust behind.

With some reluctance I turned my attention back to Gabriel. I didn’t like confrontation, but I didn’t like indolence, either, or broken agreements.

“Why don’t we visit the kitchen, you and I?” I said to him.

“Gillian, any chance of a refill?” Harris called out.

“Gabriel here will bring you coffee. Just give us a minute,” I answered.

He leaned against the sink and ran his hands again through his hair, making it look even worse.

“So?” I asked. Only a few plates and glasses were broken on the floor after all. I picked up a broom and swept the pieces to the side. 

He watched me do that and seemed to wake up to the fact I wasn’t happy with him.

“You’re mad? Because I was late? That’s a waste of energy,” he said. He looked at his hands, turned around and ran them under the faucet, and dried them on a paper towel. 

It was a mystery to me why I didn’t fire him at that moment. It isn’t something I can explain. As I look back I think part of it was that I was curious about him. He was smart and capable. Yet there was this way he had of not seeming to care about things I thought he ought to care about. And that intrigued me.

“Look,” I said to him. “I got in this morning and was greeted by a room full of customers who had no food, no coffee, nothing. I slept in for the first time since I can remember because I thought you were handling things, getting the prep ready and feeding the crowd. So what am I missing here?”

“You’re right,” he said in a calm voice. “I’ll be on time tomorrow.”

That was it, no explanation and a pretty slim apology, but somehow my anger evaporated. I handed him a refill pot.

“You can start now and give the ones who are left out there some fresh coffee.”

I watched him as he went up to each table holding out the pot, saying something to each customer and to my surprise, getting a laugh. By the time he’d made the rounds the diner seemed busier than before with the ones who were still there talking more than they’d been doing.

He came back with two orders, set the lists down on the counter and started putting them together.

“What’d you say to make Jamie laugh? The one with the long hair?” I asked him casually, though I was interested to know. “He’s a pretty sour kind of guy, especially in the morning.”

Gabriel looked back at the man, who by this time had moved his seat so he could chat with Callie, who looked as surprised as I was.

“I told him that shirt he’s wearing reminded me of a raccoon stuck in the mud.”

“We don’t have any raccoons out here,” I said.

“That didn’t seem to bother Jamie,” he answered. “Anyway, you asked.”

So I had, and I had to smile when I looked over at Callie. She’d be sure to tell me in detail later what Jamie had gone on about and she’d wonder as much as I did why he’d started to talk to her at all. But right now the raised eyebrow and glance she sent my way told me she was enjoying it well enough.

As he worked, Gabriel made me think of a dancer, or better, a choreographer, pouring oil on the grill, tapping a pan, pacing the bacon and sausage as they cooked, chopping onions and peppers, timing the toaster, all of it done in a sequence different from mine, better, it seemed to me, because I could tell everything was hot on the plate at the same time. I never managed to achieve that, so the toast would be cold, or the eggs, something.

The customers liked it, too. If he kept it up, I’d be out of a job and glad of it.

I closed the diner at ten a.m. to give me time to set up for lunch. No one came by in the late morning, though if there was a straggler or two I’d feed them, but most of the time it was quiet until noon when I opened the doors again.

And that was when Gabriel said “See you. I need to take a walk,” and disappeared out the side door before I could tell him he had to help me get ready for the lunch crowd. When I looked out the front window he was already halfway across the highway. He walked straight into the desert and I wondered if I should warn him about rattlesnakes but it was too late, anyway, and hopefully he’d know one was waking up from its rest in the sun when he heard it. It wasn’t till later that I realized he’d gone off in the direction where we’d seen the fire streaks in the sky, but then, he’d be hard-pressed not to. It was open desert in every direction and no rules about where to go for anyone so long as we stayed away from the military base, which wasn’t where he was headed.

I went back into the kitchen and put on a clean apron and checked what I’d planned out for lunch. Kai’s had what I liked to call an eclectic menu, which meant that I used any leftovers first to make up casseroles and added two more dishes to give people a choice. Dessert was always pie or cake. I couldn’t get or keep ice cream very well, so it wasn’t an offering. I opened the fridge to pull out ingredients and found six large bowls waiting for me and no leftovers in sight. I looked into each one. I had seven casseroles, enough for the forty people who usually showed up, all of them prepared and just needing to go into the oven. When had Gabriel done that? I was pleased, but puzzled. I didn’t remember telling him how I did the menus and I couldn’t see how he’d gotten it all done in the short time I was rearranging the tables and closing up shop. But he had, and left the kitchen clean.

There was still a chicken salad to make up for sandwiches and a soup to throw together, but they didn’t take much effort. By eleven-fifteen I was finished with everything and had time on my hands. I looked out the front window again and could see the heat rising from the paved road and no sign yet of my new hire. That he was strange I didn’t debate, but he was good at what he did. I needed someone like him around. If he had to go on a few walkabouts without notice, maybe I’d just have to handle that.

The screen door banged and I turned around, expecting to see someone coming in early for lunch, despite the “Closed” sign I’d put up. I felt my heart sink as I looked up at Birdy.

He was big-shouldered and about a foot taller than me and a smile like white lightning. There was a time when just seeing him drive into the lot would make me feel dizzy and I’d stop what I was doing, sometimes holding a plate in mid air until he walked inside, as if only then I could start breathing again. But that changed, as these things do. It wasn’t anyone’s fault, though for a time I laid the blame on him. He had some ways about him I couldn’t seem to get past. One was his quick temper. He never used it on me but I saw him use it on others. Another was his enjoyment of hunting. I didn’t see any point in going after the wild creatures that roamed the desert just for the sport of it, and told him so. He looked at me as if I’d lost my mind but he knew I was serious and said he’d stop hunting altogether. He’d give up something he’d done his whole life just to please me. I wanted to talk about it but he railroaded the idea right past me. Somehow that scared me. That’s when I knew for sure I didn’t love him back. 

Callie said I was just getting cold feet because I didn’t want my life to change. She assured me having a good man around made life a whole lot easier, and she knew this because of her Sergei, who’d left Russia at age twenty-six and somehow ended up renting a room in her house for a month and now there they were five years later. I said I didn’t want things easier and she laughed. “Yes, you do, Gillian. It’s me you’re talking to, remember?”

“There’s plenty of time,” I said to her.

“I’m not talking about time,” she answered. “I’m talking about you letting your heart just die out here. It isn’t what you’re supposed to do.”

Birdy stood in front of me with that smile of his lighting up the room and I watched it fade. He was a sensitive man along with all his aggressive ways, at least when it came to me. 

“You’ve decided,” he said, his voice flat.

“Birdy,” I began.

“Don’t. Don’t do it, Gill. I think I’d break that window there if I had to hear you give me a reason I know already wouldn’t make sense to me, wouldn’t matter to me. I’d do anything for you, and that isn’t enough, is it.” He made it a statement, not a question.

“No,” I said, and realized too late that I’d spoken in a whisper. I’d wanted to sound strong and even indifferent if I could, but instead I could hear the sadness as I said that one word and knew he heard it, too. It seemed to seal something for him.

“Okay, then. I believe you.” 

The screen door slapped and he was gunning the motor of his truck before I caught my next breath, the tires shooting gravel as he left. I watched until I couldn’t see it on the road anymore. I’d got what I wanted. So why did it feel as if I’d just done something I couldn’t ever fix?

Just then Gabriel crossed back over the highway, hands in his pockets, looking for all the world as if he’d been on a stroll in a country lane. It was nearly noon, I noticed, glancing at my watch, and he wasn’t sweating from the heat. That red hair and pale skin of his wouldn’t survive for long if he didn’t start wearing a hat and using some sunscreen, I wanted to tell him when he walked in. But then I realized I didn’t want to talk much at all. I wanted to work and get Birdy out of my mind.

I spoke to him without turning around as I headed back into the kitchen.

“Enjoy your walk? When did you set up those casseroles?”

“You had a lot of things that were going to spoil if they weren’t used right away. So I just put them in and added a few jars of sauce. It didn’t take any time at all.”

“I guess not, since I never even saw you do it. They’re almost ready so you can take them out of the oven and let them set on top of the stove. I keep it at a low burn.”

“Yes, I know,” he said.

I started to tell him about the soup and half sandwich that I offered on the lunch menu when I saw that he wasn’t paying attention to me. Instead he was gazing at the photo I’d just taped on the wall above the counter. I was getting frustrated again. Didn’t the man have any sense of what was appropriate when he was talking with his boss?

“Gabriel!”

“That photo. Where is it?” he asked, ignoring my tone.

“I cut it out of a magazine. It’s a place I want to visit, which is why I decided to hire someone else to run the diner. Someone I could depend on,” I added for emphasis.

“Where is it?” he repeated. His voice held no urgency, but I could see he was fixated on the thing and in five minutes we were going to have a stream of customers coming in.

“It’s about two hundred miles from here. May as well be the moon for all the chance I get to go and see.” He looked like he was going to ask me again so I told him. “It’s a dusty old town where something happened a long time ago. Visitors from outer space, they say. Back in 1947. Before my time.” 

“Why do you want to go there?”

I shrugged. Why did he care? “I just want to. I don’t know. Why not? Are we done here?” Once again my sarcasm just rolled off him. 

There was the sudden sound of wheels on gravel as people drove in.

“I’ll go take orders,” he said.

“No,” I countered. “I’ll take the orders and you fill them. How’s that?”

“Fine,” he said. “Only they like to talk to me.”

“They’ll get over it,” I said as my customers came in, one of them turning the “Closed” sign over to read “Open” and smiling at me. “They aren’t all the same ones who turn up in the morning, anyway. Only the locals are regulars. The truckers only get here every two days unless they have a short run.”

He uncovered a large bowl of potatoes that I’d cut up for fries.

“So where did you go on your walk?” I asked, trying to sound casual.

“Nowhere. Just like the feel of the sun on my back. There are snakes out there.”

“Sleeping this time of day, most of them.”

“I know. I was looking for them,” he said. Seeing my expression, he added, “They look like sentinels when they’re all curled up on the rocks. They wake in the instant. They can sense my presence from yards away. I tried to gauge how close I could get.”

“Nice pastime,” I said. The clamor out front had grown. I started to leave. 

“What does it mean, the name?” he asked.

I stopped and turned around. “What name?”

“This place. Kai’s. You told Frank you didn’t know, but you do, don’t you?”

“Willow tree. Maybe after that desert willow out back.”

“Is that all it means? Is it a local name?” he pressed.

“It’s a word from the Navajo. I don’t think it means anything else,” I said.

“I’d like to find out if it does.” 

“Right. Well, you can do that on your own time. Go into town and you can use the Internet at the liquor store. Just ask Joseph. He’ll charge you a high price, but it works.”

“I can use the library.”

“You could, if we had one,” I answered. “Let’s get to work, shall we?”

As I walked into the crowd and told everyone what the menu was for the day, it occurred to me that the name of the diner did mean something else. I’d forgotten. I’d looked the name up years before, curious. It turned out the word “kai” existed in over a dozen other languages. I decided the original owner must have seen his new diner as a port of rest for all kinds of travelers. 

That’s how I liked to think about it, too. The only thing that nagged at me sometimes was wondering if maybe I was one of the ones just passing through, no matter what I told myself.

The screen door slammed again and I thought for the hundredth time I should get it fixed when I looked up to see Birdy again, beckoning to me. I sighed and went over to the kitchen and laid the orders I had on the counter and went to see what he wanted.

“Come outside with me,” he said.

“Birdy, we’ve had this conversa—”

“It’s not about that,” he interrupted. “I mean, it’s not about us. Please.” 

With a quick glance back into the diner, seeing no one was paying attention and Gabriel was busy at the stove, I pushed the screen door open and we went out. I closed it as softly as I could.

“So what’s this about? It’s our busy time, you know that,” I said, hoping he wasn’t going to talk about us after all.

“You know the old trailer up on the cliffs?”

“Of course. Where Frank found Connor.”

“There’s something there I want you to see,” he said. 

I stared at him. “I can’t go anywhere. I’m in the middle of the lunch hour!”

“I need you to see this,” he insisted. “You have a helper now. He can take care of things for awhile.”

“Can he now? This is his first day, and what will my customers think if I go off just like that?” I said, turning to go back inside.

Birdy grabbed my arm to stop me. At my look he let go, but persisted. “This isn’t what you think. I need to you to go with me, before I start to believe I’m going crazy.”

There was one thing I knew about Birdy for sure, and it was that he didn’t have a lot of imagination. He took life in a really physical way. You were supposed to work hard, sometimes play hard, and take care of yourself and your friends, and that was the right way to be. It was another reason we hadn’t managed to get together. He thought I was a daydreamer. I was a lot more than that. Sometimes I felt as if I’d just burst with all the things crowding my mind, all the things I wanted to learn and experience, most of which I couldn’t do where I was. And there was that feeling that I didn’t know if I was going to be staying there forever, the way I wanted. The two ways of thinking never let me rest.

“Well?” he said.

His expression was so unexpected. He was pleading with me. I could see it in his eyes. He didn’t let his feelings show very often. I had the sudden awareness that he was afraid.

“Okay. Give me a minute.” I saw the relief in his face.

Back inside I told Gabriel I was heading out for an hour or two and the lunch crowd was all his.

“Fine by me,” was all he said, barely looking up from what he was doing.

I left my order book on the counter and walked out, with only a few curious glances following me that I could see. Most people knew about Birdy and me and would just assume we wanted some time together, and maybe we just couldn’t wait till evening. I didn’t want them thinking that way, but there was nothing I could do about it.

We were ten minutes along and halfway to the cliffs before Birdy said anything else.

“I was out hunting.” He gave me a quick glance and then focused on the winding road. The sun hit us in a full glare and it was hard to see ahead. Climbing the Forge Pass in a truck is not for the weak-hearted. There was no railing between me and a five-hundred-foot drop.

“I don’t come up here much,” he said.

I knew what he meant. He’d been working off his upset and anger at what I’d said, or hadn’t said.

“I’d forgotten the trailer was still there as I followed some tracks—they were mountain lion.”

I didn’t say anything. It was a well-worn subject. 

“There wasn’t any reason for me to go inside the trailer, but I did. Just looked around. It was hot in there, and the only thing left that wasn’t shredded or junked was a blanket Connor must have used, because it had dog hair on it.”

“Birdy! What are we going there for?” I said, exasperated.

“I’m getting to that. I can’t tell you, I have to show you. Then I guess we can decide what to do.”

He wasn’t going to say any more so I gave up. We’d reached the top of the cliffs anyway and I could see the rusted trailer a quarter mile off. It’s flat up there, a mile in each direction east and west, and I couldn’t imagine why he’d bother with it. Any self-respecting mountain lion would keep to the rocks and canyons. When we got a few yards away he stopped the truck and got out. He didn’t approach the place, just stood where he was.

“So?” I said, joining him.

Birdy shook himself and just looked at me. 

“What’s going on with you?”

“Look,” he said, walking over to the door that was half off its hinges and pulling it open.

I came closer and put my head inside. It would have been impossible to breathe if the windows hadn’t been open and the door broken. Every surface was covered with plates of dried food and debris and it was obvious nothing had ever been cleaned. I had no desire to go in. I looked up at him.

“Is this a test? Or are you going to tell me now what we’re doing here?”

“You don’t see it?”

“See what?” I asked, beginning to think he’d had some kind of sunstroke. He was never obtuse. Birdy didn’t play games, especially not mind games.

“I don’t see anything,” I said softly, watching him.

“Here,” he said, reaching past me. “This.” Birdy picked up the item from the floor under the table and brought it out. It had seemed just one more dull object inside the trailer but out in the sunlight it was a brilliant blue, almost neon. What he was holding was a flat disk that looked to be ten inches in radius. The surface of it was as smooth as glass.

He started to touch the center of the object but drew his hand back. He handed it to me. “Put your hand on it,” he said, “and just press down. Then maybe I’ll know if I was dreaming it all.”

I didn’t want to do any such thing, but now I was really worried about him. If it would help him calm down, that was fine by me. I took hold of it, surprised by how heavy the thing was, and pressed my hand on its surface.

The next moment the trailer vibrated slightly and disappeared, along with the disk I’d been holding. A second later it stood there in front of us the same as before, with the blue disk out of my hand and lying on the floor in the same place under the table.

“So what do you think, Gill?” he asked. His voice was steady but I heard the lingering shock in it. 

I felt paralyzed for a moment. I couldn’t begin to fathom what had just happened. 

“Think it’s a UFO?” he asked. His question helped me focus.

“What?” I could hear the rising pitch in my voice. Rallying, certain there had to be a normal explanation, willing there to be, I said “No, I don’t,” with as much emphasis as I could. “Of course not.” At the same time an answer came to me and it made perfect sense. “It has to be some kind of illusion. Something the army base is doing.”

“So this trailer is part of their target, or something, you mean?”

“Why not? It’s the kind of isolated place they like, since no one ever comes up here, except you just happened to walk right into it. We need to get away. You shouldn't have come back.”

“You can’t tell anyone. They’d get panicked, right?” Frightened as he was, I suspected he also didn’t want to look like a fool any more than I did.

“I won’t tell anyone, Birdy. That's a promise I’ll have no trouble keeping.”

We drove back. I could sense he still felt intense anxiety. I wasn’t far from that state myself. But an idea occurred to me that I thought would relax him. How little I understood what I was saying. 

“You know what? Don’t laugh. The military’s been working for years developing futuristic inventions for weapons—you know, the kind we see in movies. I bet they’re doing just that with that trailer. Maybe they’ve figured out how to make a cloaking device.” I hummed the theme to a science fiction show. 

He laughed. “Looks like they’ve come a long way. Still, that base is about as secret as could be. Why would they leave that thing for me to find? For anyone to find?” he asked, worried again. “Do you think they were watching us?”

“I’d say no. I think we escaped that. They’d have come after us if they’d detected us, no question.”

“Like in the movies.”

“Well, the military always chases down trespassers, don’t they? So yes, they’d have stopped us by now. My guess is that trailer is being used for some experiment. Maybe not for much longer, though. They probably received some kind of signal each time that disk got activated. I’d lay bets it wouldn’t be there next time if you went looking, which I don’t recommend.”

“I won’t be out there again anytime soon,” he said.

As we pulled up to the diner he leaned over and kissed me lightly. “Thanks for not laughing at me.”

“Ditto. It wasn’t any laughing matter. You stumbled on something no one was supposed to find. We’re friends. We help each other.”

“We’re not friends, Gill. We’ll never be that. I couldn’t handle it. But yeah, we can support each other when we need to.” He drove off without shooting gravel this time and somehow that made me feel worse than before.

I stayed looking east toward the cliffs until one of my regulars came out and asked me what I was doing. I wondered that myself as I closed the screen door behind me.
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The entire wall reflected sunlight.

“How is that going to help me, Sarec? I can’t see a thing.”

“Apologies. I was reading,” said the man who was leaning against a panel of instruments. He held up a book, the title blazoned across the cover in gold lettering, The Stars My Destination.

“So? Can we get proper visual?”

“Patience is a virtue,” Sarec said.

The man sitting in the chair in the center of the room sighed. His long white hair belied his young features. His uniform was immaculate, its cut perfect. He was a man who cared about appearances. He also cared about achieving his desired mission.

“You forget I’m in charge here,” he said.

“We have come as a team, Malakai. Do you not think so?”

“No. What about the visual?”

Sarec made an adjustment on the panel behind him. A moment later a different view showed on the wall. He stepped back and studied the scene before them. It showed a military base at ground level, surrounded by desert. No one was in sight.

“Good,” Malakai said. “Now we can sort this out.”

“What is your plan?” he asked.

“To destroy it, of course. But not right away. We need to know what they’ve discovered. Thanks to the fools who were here before us, who knows how many parts of the helix are lying around down there! They’ll show up and seem like anomalies at first, but since they aren’t, someone is going to figure out what they do and how to use them. That someone is going to be one of the people living at that station. We need to stop them.”

“If the helix proliferates on its own, that is not going to be easy.”

“Be grateful there’s a finite cycle. We know each segment can only reproduce itself a few times, six at the most, and not all of them do that even once. Given the time lapse, in their world, we can collect them all in less than five days and go on to the next step. If we start now. No more books.”

“You would like that. Why does my reading bother you?” Sarec said, tucking the book into his pocket.

“This isn’t about what I like.”

“Yes, it is. It always is.”

“You’re out of bounds.”

“Once again, my apologies.”

“You’d better start preparing for the search. Send Inma with them.”

“My wife is not going down there,” Sarec said, containing his surprise. “I am sending Dojik.”

“However, you won’t care so much about him, and you care a great deal about her, which means you’ll work harder to get her back here faster, do you see?”

Sarec wondered not for the first time why he had accepted the current assignment, but he knew the answer. One of them, at least. It was only on assignments with Malakai that his own abilities were ever used fully. Not every leader of a starbreaker wanted an active team member on board who could screen and project any view desired from any source, given the right coordinates. In fact, Malakai was the only one who ever asked him to use his skills outright, like now, letting him show the base on the planet in absolute detail.

“It is not just seeing something,” he’d told Inma. “I am there, in whatever place that the rest of you just see projected on the display. I can feel the ground underfoot, feel the sun’s heat and hear the voices of the people. All of them.”

“The whole thing must drive you crazy,” his wife had said in response as they walked through their home and out into the garden. She had brought in a small pond of salt water and cultivated sea thorns. The indigo blooms floated at random. It never failed to soothe him.

“I am used to it now. I have learned how to sort them out. But the only time the noise stops is when I am with you,” he had said, smiling at her. 

“Now isn’t that just the best thing?” she had said as she took his arm. 

Sarec left the room. Malakai leaned his hands on the chair and pushed himself up. The wall was blank, its source gone. He’d kill himself if he had all that debris floating in and out of his mind, he thought. How did Sarec stand it? But that was Sarec’s concern, not his. Five days. It was all they had. Would it be enough to do everything he wanted? 

With some difficulty he walked over to the port window that showed him nothing, given the speed they were traveling. To all intents and purposes it was as if they were standing still. 

He braced his hands against a nearby table. He should have had his legs taken care of before he began the journey, but there had been no time. It was a minor injury that had escalated and no one knew why. The last thing he wanted was to have his team see him so weak, but he couldn’t spend the entire trip sitting in a damn chair. 

A static holograph that hung above the table caught his attention. Sarec had created it on one of his projection journeys, as he liked to call them. It had been an empty planet with nothing but buildings on it, product of a war waged with old neutron bombs below kiloton range, they deduced. Radiation alone had caused most of the damage. There were even dishes of food on tables inside many of the structures, and electronic devices playing, though the source of power eluded their team. Sarec had captured one of those interiors. It looked as if the people would be returning at any moment. Whoever they were. 

Malakai didn’t like such images. They held and stopped time, and that made him uncomfortable. He’d have to tell someone to remove the holograph from the room and destroy it.

A soft knock at the door alerted him and he stood straighter, resting his right shoulder on the wall for leverage.

“What is it?” he said, as the door opened slightly.

“The summary meeting is going to start in twenty minutes. People will be gathering soon. Do you need help?”

“Come in, come in,” he said, impatient at the hesitancy of the voice but all too aware he needed the advance warning.

A young woman entered, her dress a bright shade of blue that matched his own jacket, a polished silver belt around her waist.

“I’ve set up the room for you. Hannis is here.” She turned and beckoned through the door. 

“Your brother can keep this to himself?” Malakai asked.

“Yes, I’ve explained it to him,” she said.

A young man who resembled her enough to be her twin came in and walked over to the chair. “If you would just lean on me, it isn’t far, only the next room over,” he said. His tone was nervous, his expression matching that of his sister. They both looked at Malakai with anxiety expressed in face and body.

“I know where the room is! No one is to learn of this.”

“Emoris has told me exactly what to do and I haven’t spoken to anyone else,” Hannis assured him. He circled Malakai’s shoulders with his arm and they walked with slow steps out of the room. A few yards and they were at the meeting place. It was still empty. Malakai didn’t speak until he was in the large black chair that had been positioned on one side so that the center of the room would be open for the demonstrations that would be offered over the next hour.

“Do you need anything?” asked Emoris.

Malakai surveyed the setup in the room. 

“A drink. I could use one.”

“Immediately,” she said, and she and Hannis left him.

Seconds later she returned with a cup and he saw the liquor in it.

“Have Hannis come back when the meeting is over and everyone has gone.”

She left again without a word, giving only a slight bow.

Ridiculous, he thought, the two of them acting like scared rabbits. He deserved better. He took a large swallow of the drink and sighed as he felt the heat of it course through his body. At least he had that.

The door opened again and Sarec walked in, followed by the other five on the team. They all acknowledged Malakai as they sat down and began talking together in low voices.

Sarec tapped the edge of a table that had a flat display covering its surface. He rested his hand briefly on the table surface and the display came to life, rising up several feet.

The men and women before him leaned forward as one to view it more closely, but stayed where they were. The protocol at these meetings was absolute. They would learn what they had to in a proper sequence.

“Aarim, tell us what you see here,” Sarec said, addressing an older man who wore casual clothes and hiking shoes. He had very pale blue eyes and had shaved his head. In his hands he held a string of beads that he worried at.

“That’s our goal for retrieval. We’ve seen it before.”

“No!” shouted Malakai. They all turned to him, startled.

“No,” he said in a calmer voice. “Look at it again. Tell us what we need to know.”

Aarim stopped working at the beads and put them in his jacket pocket. He glanced at Sarec and at the display. He had a deep voice but this time he spoke in a softer tone, as if he was soothing a child.

“What I see is what they term a military base and it contains a finite number of men and weapons. There are a few women present. They all live for the purpose of devising or testing weapons and to conduct surveillance against possible threats to their . . . I’m not sure to what, but there are bases like this all over the planet. 

“Multiple segments of a helix were discarded on the surface by the starbreaker that was accidentally destroyed and it’s possible these segments have subsequently replicated. This base we’re looking at—its personnel—have located a segment already. They’re stalled just now because they can’t figure out what it is they’ve got. Until they are re-integrated into a helix the segments have the capacity to release their power cores independently. We can’t let that happen. Our goal—excuse me, our destination is the area in and around that base, for the purposes of retrieving any and all segments.”

“An excellent summary,” Sarec said, “but there has been a change.” He glanced over at Malakai, who did not interrupt this time. “Our purpose is not only to retrieve the segments, but to collect them in one place on the planet and activate them.”

Two of the other team members in the room began to whisper to each other.

“Linat and Ferrec, you have something to say?” Sarec asked them.

The woman spoke first. She waved her hand at the display. “You said at the last meeting that we’d study the base from here, using this image replica of yours. Anyhow, what’s to say for sure any parts of the helix can be detected? It’s guesswork.”

“What you are seeing is not an image. I have told you this before.” Sarec placed his hand close to the display. “It is not giving you a projection. This is one of my—one of our innovations, a synaxon receptor. I have moved the actual base here temporarily for our study, the size adjusted accordingly, of course. Its placement here is, in their time, less than what they call an attosecond. None of their instruments will detect this transfer. However, this is only for your study and instruction. What you do will need to be done inside the actual base on the planet. I will view it remotely from here using a reference beam, and advise accordingly where you need to go once you get inside.”

“How do we manage timing when we get there?” asked Ferrec in a worried voice. He was the only one on the team who was immune to effects from electromagnetic interference, an attribute that resulted from a childhood trauma. They needed him most of all.

“That is my job. I will take care of it for you,” Sarec said. Again he glanced over at Malakai, whose body language was, if anything, more intense. 

“I still don’t understand why we have to go down there at all,” Linat said, impatience in her voice. “If you know where the segments are by looking at that receptor thing, why don’t you just use the reference beam and direct it to gather the segments into one place for us. You can do a remote activation, can’t you?”

Sarec had been her mentor before she joined the team. He could remember when Linat had entered her training with such wide-open enthusiasm, with an energy that helped her surpass everyone in physical and mental agility. The only problem was she had a temper, and it was something she’d never been able to let go of, and most likely, he had surmised, she didn’t want to. She was letting some of it show through even now, with Malakai in the room. And he took notice.

“My dear Linat,” he said, and she swung her head toward him in surprise and dismay. Whatever she felt, she hadn’t consciously intended to show it to her commander. 

“Whether you can see the point or not isn’t relevant here. But it’s an easy one, so I’ll elaborate for you. Our purpose is in fact to retrieve the helix, all of it. But not to bring it back right away. We want to collect and activate all the segments together in that environment, as Sarec just said, and see what happens. Our time to do this is limited, since their proliferation will be infinitely harder to contain if we leave full retrieval for more than five days, as Sarec has also already told you. He will simply direct the team to the significant locations, to save time. All but you and Ferrec, that is. You both have to enter the actual base to reclaim the segment they have already found and to destroy whatever test results they’ve stored.” Malakai leaned back in his chair and smiled. “I can see you have another question?”

Linat didn’t hesitate to ask what was on her mind but she spoke in a tone of deference this time, aware that her own role on the team was still being shaped, and the team was where she wanted to be more than anything else. She pushed her hand through her mass of short, curly hair that was as white as Malakai’s and took a breath. “Why don’t we just evaporate the whole place, the base and the landscape?”

“Sarec? Would you explain . . . again?” Malakai said, still with a smile on his face. 

Sarec wondered if Linat had any perception of the fury that consumed her leader. He doubted it, or it would have shown in her face. Insight was not one of her talents.

“If we did that, we’d destroy some of the segments,” he answered, “which means we’d never be able to collect them together and thus we’d never be able to activate any of them. The activation is critical. The integration it enables has the potential to heal disruptive forces on the planet. We want to see if it works.” 

“We want to heal that planet down there. That’s our purpose. Really?” Linat sat back and gave a quick look at Malakai that he missed. Sarec was surprised by the calculation that he saw in her eyes.

He looked over at the remaining two members of the team who hadn’t said anything. They were Aarim’s son and daughter. The family held a close resemblance. “Is it clear what you’ll need to do?” he asked them.

The son answered first. “Very clear. And your projection—excuse me, your transfer of their base—is wonderful. But won’t we be seen once we access their landscape for our search? Strangers are noticed.” He shifted in his seat and stretched out his long legs. 

“I have the same concern as Demic,” said the young woman sitting next to him. “My brother is right. The population is suspicious of strangers.”

“It’s an isolated location, but used to travelers,” Sarec said, wondering why his team was throwing up so many objections. Malakai would ask him to explain that later, he was sure. “Besides, you will dress like your father. It is nice of you to show up in costume, Aarim,” he added.

“Always glad to please,” Aarim said. He turned to his children.

“We’ll just be a family of truckers on the road. We’ll drive wherever we want. No one is going to notice anything.”

Sarec put his hand on the walls surrounding the base. 

“These have electromagnetic pulses. If shut off they will trigger alarms, not only in the base but in a distant monitoring facility, which in turn will alert their central government, though it is several thousand miles away. It is essential you get through the walls.”

“No problem,” Ferrec said.

“For you, you mean. What about me?” asked Linat.

“It is all about timing, which I manage for you, as I said before,” Sarec said. “Ferrec will disable the pulses long enough for you to get in but not long enough for detection.”

“I’m not faster than the speed of light. I’ll be killed,” Linat challenged him.

Sarec studied her and wondered. Had he made the right choice in bringing her on? It was not too late to make a change. He would have to think about it.

“Not if Ferrec does it right.”

“Which I will,” Ferrec said, looking at Linat in surprise. “You know I will.”

Linat seemed suddenly aware that her behavior was causing a problem. A look of confusion crossed her face for a moment and then it was gone.

“Of course. I just like to have all the facts at hand,” she said in a neutral voice.

“One thing,” Aarim said, pulling his beads out again and checking the thin string that held them together, “how do we know they haven’t already alerted their government about what they’ve found—or at least contacted this monitoring facility? Wouldn’t that be part of their protocol?”

“Good question. We do not know. It makes the need for discretion even greater. But it has struck us—Malakai suggested this—that if they had sent out any alarms we would have seen consequences by now. Our assumption is that they are still trying to decide how to explain it to themselves first. They have only detected the one segment and that was less than a day ago for them. They might even consider offering it to their superiors as evidence of a new technology they have managed to develop themselves, since they have sophisticated laboratories on the base. It is a race very interested in the concept of winning approval,” Sarec added.

“Aren’t we all?” asked Aarim.

Sarec didn’t answer. “So we are in agreement about the plan,” he said to his audience. “We will meet again once the starbreaker is in position. That should be soon. Go over your assignments until you have no doubt of the steps you have to follow. They are all laid out in the oscillators I gave you. Afterwards, get some rest. You will not have any time for that once we begin.”

The team members filed out in silence. Sarec held his hand over the synaxon receptor. It flattened and melded into the surface of the table.

“That went well enough,” he said to Malakai.

“You know that’s not what I think. All the questions. You don’t run a very tight ship, Sarec.”

“I believe in free thought,” Sarec answered. “Though I agree, the meeting was not what I expected. If I did not know better, I would think someone was trying to sabotage things.”

“My thought exactly,” Malakai said. “So why don’t you look into that while there’s still time?”

“I will be vigilant.” 

Sarec gave a quick nod and left the room. Seconds later Hannis entered. He once again lent his support and brought Malakai out to the corridor.

“Not there,” Malakai said as Hannis began to lead him toward the room where he had been before. “To my quarters.”

Hannis looked at him and saw the tension in his face. The man was in great pain. 

“It’s some distance. Let me get help,” he said.

“No!” Malakai hissed. “Just you. The back way.”

It meant ten minutes of a grueling walk down a staircase and through a seldom-used tunnel. When he reached his rooms Malakai was pale with fatigue, but he stood at the door on his own.

“That’s enough. I’ll call if I need you again.”

He watched Hannis until he was out of sight and then went into his quarters, closing the door behind him so it was once again seamless with the outside wall. Everyone knew where he was, but only he knew how to get in.

More than anything he wanted to lie down on his bed and sleep. He knew that instead he would have to take the quartz injections that would relieve the pain and let him move freely for a limited amount of time. He needed to be alert every second. Especially now.

He went over to the port window and closed it. He didn’t have to worry about being watched. The only viewing sensors had been installed in other rooms, not his. Still, the streams and waveforms outside the starbreaker were constant and he preferred the dim light that emanated from the walls. 

He did, however, need to make sure no voices could be heard. He reached up above the door until his fingers touched a small metal circle embedded in the wall. Pressing it created a peculiar humming sound that filled the room. It pleased him.

“Now,” he said. “Time for some civilized conversation.”

With an effort that brought more pain he braced his legs and pulled the table a few inches out from the wall, revealing tiny, pulsing lights that seemed to be no more than reflections, like the facets of a prism. He watched the play of light a few moments and brushed his hand across the surface of the wall once. He sat down in a chair in front of the table and waited.

The man who suddenly appeared and sat down across from him smiled, though as yet his features were unclear.

“Malakai, nice of you to call.”

“So, do you find things satisfactory?” Malakai said as the man’s features became distinct.

“So far,” was the answer. 

“I look forward to hearing about it.”

“At your service, as always.”

“Sometimes I wonder if perhaps it is I who is at your service, Inac.”

“I’m using the name Gabriel when I’m with them.” Inac leaned forward. “There is a potential problem we have to address.”

“Go on.”

“She likes where she is and is loyal to the ones around her.” 

“That won’t hold you back, will it?”

“Don’t worry. You know me. I never give up on an assignment.”

“True enough. So what is your plan? Say it as quickly as you can. There isn’t much time. Sarec will need my help soon, though he may not agree that he does.”

“I’ve little time to spare of my own, as well. Here’s what I have in mind.”

“Wait,” Malakai said. He got up and went to the door and pressed the metal disk again. The humming became louder. He returned to the table and sat down. All his movements had been stiff and he couldn’t hide that, but Inac wouldn’t care. It wasn’t the kind of detail that mattered to him.

“None of the others can know about you when they arrive on the surface. Even Sarec is unaware of your presence there.”

“They’ll see me, but they won’t recognize me. Now, about the woman.”

Malakai listened to what else his brother had to say.
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That night in the desert, the stillness was absolute. Once in a great while I could hear a coyote’s wail, but sometimes it sounded more like the howl of a wolf, and I wondered if there might be a pack roaming free the way they used to do all the time out here. Sentimental hope, for a time when people weren’t around to tramp all over everything and erase the wilderness. Yet there I was, one of them, doing the same thing in my own way.
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