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On a freezing night in mid-December, with full dark fallen by 4:30, I stepped onto the sidewalk and locked the door of the auto shop behind me. The light from the windows of the cafe across the street threw tropical yellow islands on the sidewalk in defiance of the agitated wind that couldn’t make up its mind which direction to blow.

Frozen ice particles swept the streets in waves as I turned north toward Woodhill. They spun into whirlpools that curled around my feet, flapping the cuffs of my jeans against my ankles as I began my limping walk home, leaning lightly on my cane.

Multi-colored Christmas lights outlined windows and porches or transformed bare trees and dull hedges to blooming displays of light, but some combination of the streetlights and the dismal phosphorescence of the cloud-bruised sky distorted the colors, shifting them subtly to a disturbing spectrum that irritated the eye and made my head ache.

Something gibbered and gabbled behind me, then in front, then under the hedge to my left. A pair of glowing pinprick eyes appeared in the crook of a branch, and I caught a glimpse of long white ears and a snarl of tentacles where the muzzle should be. It disappeared again, and the eyes flashed from beneath a low-growing rhododendron just starting to bloom cold winter pink. Little Samoth, my private monster, cackled. Blow winds, crack cheeks. Padding troll feet scuffled in the detritus.

“Don’t exaggerate,” I said.

My demon familiar shrieked with laughter and disappeared.

At the corner of Blackwood and Pine, I stepped down off the curb to cross the street. As my left foot left the sidewalk, my stomach dropped, and the pavement seemed to squirm under my feet. I staggered, throwing out my arm to catch myself, but my foot met the blacktop exactly where it should be. I caught my balance, retreated to the sidewalk and squinted at the intersection. Two streets met here, but I thought I saw a third joining them at an angle that shouldn’t be possible in a three-dimensional universe.

Woodhill was playing games with time and space again. I’d become used to that kind of thing in the past few months. The neighborhood where I had grown up was one of those places where the universes wrapped around each other so tightly that openings formed between them, and I’d developed the unfortunate habit of tripping over those interstices. Apparently, I had a little twist of unhuman DNA that enabled me to see and even pass through them.

Little Samoth giggled. Two roads in the wood, Hal darling. Which one less traveled? That one makes the difference.

I ground my teeth. “Very funny.” I cocked my head, bringing my right eye, my occult eye, to bear, and looked for something that shouldn’t be there. For a moment, I saw a third street, very much like any other street in Woodhill—the same graceful old Craftsman and Victorian era houses, the same ancient maple trees and overgrown roses and laurels. I tried to read the street sign, white letters on green, but the letters seemed to wriggle into unfamiliar alphabets.

Little Samoth hissed. Tiger burning in the night, Hal darling.

On the opposite curb, something seemed to fold itself into the world from somewhere else, or maybe a shadow moved as a branch swayed in the wind. Either way, I made out the outline of a very large cat sitting solid as an obelisk on the far sidewalk. In this world, the cat looked like an apricot-striped tom, but I’d first met it in another world in the form of a skinsack full of pointed bones that rotated and revolved around an ineffable center.

The thing that looked, for the moment, like a cat stood, turned its back to me and strolled away. I didn’t always trust the cat—Cheshire cats were notoriously tricky—but I followed it, crossing the street and stepping up on the curb behind it. As it passed through a shadow ahead, I had the impression of something folding itself into another space, and it was gone.

I looked back over my shoulder at the intersection where two streets met at a perfectly rational right angle. I waited to see if the third street would return, but the intersection remained fixed in its proper configuration for now.

I turned onto Ash street. It was dark, and occasional cars had passed me at a leisurely speed, adding their brief light to the widely-spaced streetlights, but I was the only person foolish enough to walk on an icy December night except for the barely discernible shape of a man across the street, studying a phone in the shadow of a maple trunk. Something about him irritated my nerves. I had what Mora called an unconscious hyper-sensitivity to micro-cues in my phenomenal field—her way of saying I had good instincts and accurate hunches. This shadow triggered an uneasy itch of wrongness in my nerves. People living in Woodhill acquired a kind of unseen patina—barely noticeable until I saw someone who didn’t have it.

The figure walked briskly away as if he’d gotten lost and stopped to check his phone for directions to a friend’s house. Having reacquired his route, he had proceeded on his way. I briefly considered following him, but it was cold, and I hadn’t had any sense of a threat. Not exactly. I let him go.

My house stood back from Ash street, half-hidden behind a wall of laurel and ancient rose bushes. Nathan, one of my young wards, and I had spent hours stringing the hedge and yard with thousands of tiny solar LED lights. They weren’t the best choice for the Pacific Northwest, where we rarely got four hours of sun at a time from November to February, but Mora had wired in a couple of auxiliary panels to help charge the batteries. Along the edge of the sidewalk, the overhang of the laurels sheltered a row of rocks and tiny children’s toys. I ignored the wind and shadows long enough to crouch and inspect the collection.

A new addition, a little porcelain dog about the size of my thumb, lay beside a pair of flat river pebbles. I picked up the smaller of the rocks and returned it to its place atop the larger, flatter one. I straightened the line—a little pink plastic pig, a slide whistle, a piece of quartz, another pile of rocks, this one three stones high, a girl’s plastic ring, a silver unicorn charm, some marbles, a withered flower from someone’s last autumn roses, and another new item, an Oreo cookie, somewhat the worse for weather.

I had no idea why the neighborhood children had taken to leaving totem objects in front of my house. Nathan said it was “because you’re a wizard.” I wasn’t sure it was a safe practice. 

Leaving the charms, I turned onto my front walk. My house crouched and dribbled and sprawled over a plot bigger than anything else in Woodhill. It might have begun as a solid Craftsman construction, but over time, one style and then another had been layered over and around the ones before. The whole thing had a disjointed, seasick quality even when it wasn’t incorporating parts of buildings from unknown eras and worlds.

The house had become my way of gauging the state of the neighborhood. Tonight, there seemed to be too many gables and too many windows. I tried to count the stories. There should be three, but I kept coming up with five. A ghostly Victorian turret poked up from the back, and an addition I had never seen before stuck out from the side, decorated with strings of eerie foxfire Christmas lights. Indistinct silhouettes moved past windows lit with sickly luminescence like the clouds.

I counted three Christmas trees framed in various windows. Only the one in the living-room was real. 

Little Samoth scuttled through the remnants of the hostas my mother had planted along the front walk. Crooked man and crooked house. All safe as houses, Hal darling.

“That’s not reassuring.” Some houses were safer than others.

A rough piece of wood about a foot long hung beside the door with the word Waymeet printed in Nathan’s hand with the last few letters scrunched together at one end where he hadn’t planned the spacing as well as he might have. The name was supposed to impose some control over the house’s wilder vagaries. If it had an effect, I shuddered to think what the house would have been like without that rein. 

My door, a plank of oak thick enough to repel a small Vandal horde, opened with barely a click and spilled yellow light—the only truly warm light I had seen since I entered Woodhill.

I stripped off my coat in the entry hall and hung it on the stand. I had pasted up the worst of the tattered wallpaper and plastered over the patches of exposed lathe, but the hallway retained the sense of age and dissolution it had when I first stepped through the front door several months ago.

Laying my hand on a wall that seemed to soften under my touch like warm wax, I felt the locus at the heart of the house, the artifact that fixed and focused the infinite universes rotating and revolving around and through each other in a higher dimension.

“Hal.” A skinny ten-year old with sandy hair in multiple cowlicks swung around the edge of the living-room arch on the pivot of one hand and cannoned into me at waist level. “Hey Hal.”

I returned the python hug. “Nate, you have tell the kids at school to stop leaving things in front of the house.”

“But they think it’s haunted.”

“What does that have to do with leaving their toys here?”

“It’s...you know.” He waved his hand to express the ineffable. “It’s because you’re a wizard in a haunted house, so if they leave you stuff, it’s like you’re their friend, and you’ll come if they ever get in trouble.”

“Well, tell them it’s not true.”

He blinked. “But that would be lying.” 

Having just saddled me with the weight of the world, he pattered ahead of me into the living room and dropped to his knees before the low coffee table.

The problem was that I couldn’t completely dismiss the idea. Things I handled sometimes developed odd habits. I’d rebuilt my car almost from scratch. Now she occasionally jumped space and time when I was in a hurry. I’d rebuilt much of my house, too, and it played its own tricks. For all I knew, those little tokens were tying their owners to my house and to me by invisible, supernatural threads, and that wasn’t necessarily a good thing.

As I came into the living-room, Claire looked up from the chair where she’d been reading from a tablet computer with her head bent at a neck-breaking angle. “You have to stop telling people everything, Nate,” she said. “They don’t believe you, and it makes them think there’s something wrong with you.”

He scowled. “But it’s true.”

“Yes, but most people don’t know that, so you can’t explain it to them so that they’ll understand.”

“Nuh-uh. Not gonna lie. A monster got Mommy and Daddy.” Nathan hunched over his pad of newsprint drawing paper, scowling with his nose only inches from the black scribble he was making with a Sharpie marker.

Something had come out of another world and savagely murdered his parents, and no one could help him because no one believed him. On top of that, Claire had taught him to never lie. It was unbecoming of a hero. 

“Okay,” I said, “No lying.”

Claire said, “You don’t have to lie, but you can say something that’s not a lie but people can believe it.” She looked to me for help.

“We’ll work something out. Mora’s good at finding ways to say things so that nobody can understand what she’s talking about.”

Nate giggled.

Mora, her night-black hair bundled in an untidy knot behind her head, sat on the floor at the other end of the table, bent over the gutted carcass of a smartphone now transformed into a Frankenstein monstrosity of gold and silver wires, crystals, transistors and circuit boards. Mora had grafted and transplanted and modified it until its own mother wouldn’t have recognized it. She looked up. “Hello, Hal.”

I bent to kiss her, inhaling the smells of icy nights, library dust and the faintly vanilla scent of old books.

A skinny grey tabby cat with a long, narrow face and enormous ears hopped from Claire’s lap and romped across the room to circle my feet, stropping her muzzle on my legs. I scooped her up and moved some books off the couch to make room for myself to sit near Mora. The cat—Grimalkin, or just The Malk—tried to shove her wet nose into my mouth. I pushed her back down into the crook of my arm. She squirmed free and slithered onto the table, treading heedlessly on the detritus of Mora’s latest project.

Mora stroked the cat’s head, then lifted her and set her aside. The Malk stalked down the table and went to Nathan, turning a circle on his tablet and rubbing her tail under his nose.

“We should get a dog,” Nathan said, craning his neck to work around the cat.

“We already have a cat,” I said.

“That’s why we need a dog.”

“That is a logical extrapolation,” Mora said.

I couldn’t follow the logic myself, so I changed the subject. “What are you working on, Nate?”

“It’s kickball for PE tomorrow. I’m making a scribble so all the kids in my class who aren’t good at kickball can have fun, ‘cause the mean kids yell at you if you don’t play good.”

“Wait,” I said. “You can’t cheat, Nate.” I wouldn’t have been concerned if not for the fact that Nate’s sigils—his scribbles—actually did seem to have an effect on reality, which made me responsible for imposing rules for their application.

“It’s not cheating,” he protested as if I had accused him of armed robbery.

Mora said, “Enforced participation cancels out the principle of fair play as players are not permitted to self-select for aptitude.”

“The point,” I said, “is for the kids to get a little exercise, learn the rules of scoring and have fun.”

Nathan rolled his eyes. “That’s why I’m making the scribble.”

“But...” I tried to figure out where I had gone wrong.

Nate sighed as if I were being deliberately obtuse. “It’s not fun if you can’t kick the ball and the other kids are all yelling at you.”

Now I was back on point. “You’re also supposed to be learning good sportsmanship.”

He shrugged. “I already know good sportsmanship. It’s the other kids that’re mean.”

“It’s your teacher’s job to make sure the other kids aren’t mean.”

Nathan cupped his hand around the snarl of lines on the page as if he suspected me of trying to steal his answers on a test. “She knows. She tells everybody to be nice and stuff, but then they say stuff, and she doesn’t say anything.”

Claire raised her face from her tablet with her firm round jaw set. “Mrs. Potter never does anything to stop it. She acts like she doesn’t know what they’re doing, but she does.”

If anyone had the right to throw contempt at cowardice, it was Claire. She had risked her life to save her parents and brother from an otherworldly monster. She’d been too late to prevent her parents from being violently dismembered by the beast, and she’d been kidnapped herself, but she’d saved Nathan.

Once again, I foundered in moral ambiguity. “Nate, you’re giving yourself an unfair advantage.”

“Nuh-uh. I’m makin’ it equal.”

“You’re all equal, Nate. It’s just that some people are better at kickball than others.”

Mora said, “Where all students are forced to participate in the same sphere regardless of aptitude with social disapprobation being the consequence of failure, the equation becomes unbalanced.”

I sighed. “How does forced...how does it being a class make it unfair?”

Nathan slapped his forehead in an exaggerated pantomime of exasperation. “I told you, it’s ‘cause the other kids are mean.”

Claire said, “It’s okay, Hal. It isn’t cheating because he doesn’t try to win. He’s just protecting the kids who’d get hurt. The teachers should do it, but they don’t, so the kids like Nate can just be miserable, or they can do something they’re good at, which is making charms to make them good enough that the other kids aren’t mean to them.”

I was losing the debate, and I was no longer sure I was in the right anyway. “You’re not helping just the kids on your team, are you?”

He radiated scorn. “A’course not. That wouldn’t be fair.”

Claire had gone back to her book. “They pick teams on the playground, so they don’t know what teams they’re going to be on until they get out there.”

“So some of my friends would be on the other team, and they wouldn’t have fun, so it’s gotta be everybody who’s bad at it.”

I raised my hands in surrender and turned to Mora. “What are you doing to the smartphone?”

Nathan muttered, “Fraaaankenphone from the laborrrratory.” and giggled.

“I am attempting to incorporate into the device instrumentation for the detection and recording of metaphysical manifestations which would be otherwise only indirectly measurable."

"Like what?"

"In the future, if you were to encounter a para-dimensional phenomenon, you would employ the device to record the phenomenon in question and either preserve it for later download or stream directly to the laptop." She tipped her chin toward her tiny tablet computer with the cover scribbled over with symbols and equations in silver ink. "I would then be able to provide you with real-time analysis and assistance."

I would rather not need that kind of help, but given the appearance of the less-traveled road and the Apricot Tom, I guessed I would be using it sooner than later.

Our makeshift family spent our evenings in the living room. Tonight, the stereo played Christmas music. Nate and Mora had spent the last two weeks developing a universal Christmas playlist for the entire family. Nate’s contribution had been the Chipmunks, the Muppets, five different versions of the Grinch, the music from the Peanuts Christmas Special, and something called Twisted Christmas featuring such holiday gems as, “The Restroom Door Said Gentlemen,” which caused Nathan to topple sideways, overcome with mirth every time he heard it.

Claire liked Brian Seltzer and Reverend Horton Heat. My mother had grown up with Andy Williams, Elvis and Nat King Cole. Mora liked Louis Armstrong, Nat King Cole, the Nutcracker Suite, and a smattering of medieval melodies that sounded festive even if they weren’t specifically Christmas-themed. I wasn’t picky, and everybody got along all right with Mannheim Steamroller. 

Mora—after extended negotiations—had weighted each song according to how many people liked it and how much on a scale of one to twenty with twenty being a loathing so deep it bordered on psychosis and one being whatever was the opposite of that. She then built an algorithm to produce the ideal distribution of songs. We now had thirty-nine hours of Christmas music minutely calculated to provide the greatest pleasure to the greatest number while mitigating exposure to anything really tooth-grindingly obnoxious by sandwiching it between two of the victim’s preferred melodies.

Unfortunately, she’d failed to account for the inexplicable fact that my familiar enjoyed Christmas music. 

Little Samoth hunkered somewhere amid the branches of the Christmas tree and sang along in its own mocking, whining fashion Its blood-pink eyes blinked from the depths of the tree accompanied by harsh, slobbering laughter. Chestnuts roasting, Hal darling. Dress up like Eskimos, but Jack Frost will nip you anyway.”

Which made Nathan giggle until he couldn’t breathe, which, in turn, offended Little Samoth and made it snaffle and spit until the next song came up and it was whining and muttering about red-nosed reindeer. I’d never heard the thing enjoy itself so much.

Mora usually spent the evenings working on her dissertation, which was due at the beginning of the new year. She’d have a Ph.D in some kind of wildly complex math based on an algorithm for tracking and predicting patterns so complex they seemed random. I glanced over her shoulder. The page on her screen didn’t look like the usual jumble of numbers and symbols. “What are you working on?”

“I am responding to a request from the mathematics department at Miskatonic University to deliver a lecture to explicate the contents of my article.”

She’d been fielding requests of that kind ever since she’d written something and published it in some kind of arcane math journal. She’d given a few talks at the university in Seattle, and there’d been some sort of lecture where a hundred or so people had come from far and wide to hear her at the Conference Center

“Where’s Miskatonic University?” I asked.

“Massachusetts.”

“Are you going to go?”

She blinked. “Why would I do that?”

I couldn’t actually think of any good reason. “We can get along here without you.”

“Nuh-uh,” Nathan said.

Claire nudged him. “Nathan, Mora has more important things than taking care of us.”

“Nuh-uh,” he repeated.

Mora said, “I see no purpose in lecturing on work I have already completed.”

“You might meet interesting people, make useful connections.” 

I’d stood by her shoulder all night at the conference center. She’d been introduced to at least three people from NASA, someone from CERN, and a slew of mathematicians speaking a dozen different languages, including Farsi and Korean—although they were communicating mostly in math, which was more or less Greek to me.

She gave me a politely-inquiring librarian look as if I’d been speaking gibberish myself.

I leaned over and kissed her. “Whatever you say.”

Claire had returned to reading, curled in her chair with her little tablet.

My mother spent more evenings out than in—occupying herself with roughly a dozen neighborhood charities and church groups, or going out with Mora’s uncle, Brian Keogh. When at home, she kept a jigsaw puzzle laid out on a little table before the enormous fireplace that dominated the room. She’d recently inherited a good-sized fortune and could have had her own house, but she’d insisted that Nathan and Claire needed more adult guardianship than I could provide on my own, so she had a little apartment off the kitchen.

She was home tonight, leaning over her jigsaw with her chin on her hand. In the indirect light of her table lamp, she looked shockingly young to be anyone’s mother. She’d only been seventeen when I was born.

Tonight, Nathan had covered the coffee table with sheets of newsprint drawing paper displaying his artwork.

“Did you finish your homework?” I asked him.

“I am right now. See?” He displayed a sheaf of drawings. “I’m gonna do Doctor Jekyll for a book report.”

“Your teacher assigned you Jekyll and Hyde?” I wondered if that was a little advanced for the fourth grade.

“Nuh-uh. She said we could read whatever we want. It was on the bookshelf.”

I flinched. “The bookshelf upstairs?”

“Uh-huh. It was there when I got home from school, so I’m reading it.”

“I told you not to touch the books on that shelf. You don’t know where they came from.” The books on the shelves outside the children’s rooms had come with the house. Like other parts of the house, they changed and rearranged themselves when nobody was looking. You might see Alice and Narnia, then turn around a moment later and see the Hardy Boys instead, and if you blinked, it was Oz and Middle Earth.

Nathan shrugged. “But the house wants me to read it.”

That was the part that worried me. The house might very well have wanted Nathan to read that particular book, but that didn’t mean it was in Nate’s best interest.

“It’s okay,” Claire said without looking up from her tablet. “I made him download it from online.”

Mora had provided both children with tablet computers, apparently on the theory that their entire development would be stunted if they were forced to read on actual paper.

“I’m not sure that’s the problem.” I stretched out on the sofa. Mora moved her laptop long enough to let me rest my feet across her lap, then set it back down on my shins.

Nathan had established himself in the midst of his drawings. “Read now,” he said to Claire.

“What are we reading?” I asked.

“I told you. Doctor Jekyll.”

I lifted my head. “Aren’t you supposed to be reading it yourself?”

“I can’t. I gotta draw the pictures.”

I recognized an irrefutable argument when I heard it and laid my head back on the armrest. “Carry on.”

Claire tapped the screen of her little tablet thing, apparently switching from one book to another, and began to read.

I began to drift off, so I didn’t notice Claire’s voice growing weaker and more hesitant until she tripped over a word and stopped. “I’m gonna throw up.”

My mother rose from her seat. “I’ll get a basin.”

I jerked upright, dislodging Mora’s computer, and all but fell off the sofa. Claire had gone pale, her lips almost white. Her tablet had slipped from her lap, and she pressed the heels of her hands against her eyes. The Malk had been curled on the seat of the chair beside her, purring like a tiny combustion engine. Now she stiffened and arched her back, the hair standing up along her spine.

I scrambled to Claire’s side. “Does your head hurt?”

Claire made a squeaking sound that I interpreted as a yes.

Nathan knelt by Claire’s chair, turning his black Sharpie in his hands. “You okay, Claire? What’s wrong?”

She gave a breathy moan.

He turned his face up to me. “I don’t know how to fix it.”

My mother returned with a good-sized pot in one hand and a glass of something bubbly in the other. I smelled ginger. 

She handed me the basin. “Shoo,” she said to The Malk and brushed the cat aside. “Claire, if you can sip this, it may settle your stomach. Have you had any episodes like this before?”

Nathan answered. “Nuh-uh.” He fiddled his Sharpie as if he were writing scribbles in the air.

“Quit talking about me,” Claire whispered. “Leave me alone.”

Nathan turned to me again, his eyes big and frightened. “Hal, what’s wrong with her?”

Little Samoth blinked from under Claire’s chair. No room at the inn, Hal darling. Brillig’s coming. Center can’t hold.

“What’s it mean?” Nate said. Apart from me, only he could hear Little Samoth.

I shook my head. We’d removed the otherworldly parasite growing in her abdomen—the physical part of it anyway, and the metaphysical remnant—but I’d always been afraid we’d left something behind.

Nathan’s hand froze in its fitful scribbling motion. He squeezed his eyes shut and screwed his face into a knot of concentration.

I met my mother’s gaze. “Isn’t there something we can give her? There’s my Oxycontin...”

“Henry Lance Crompton, don’t you even think of giving a prescription medicine to a child. There’s some Excedrine for migraines in the upstairs bathroom.”

Before I could rise to fetch it, Nathan’s eyes popped open. His hand darted toward Claire’s arm, and he dashed a sigil in bold black lines on the bend of her elbow—the nearest part of her he could reach.

She jerked and knocked his hand aside. “Quit writing on me.”

Across the room, the bulb in the lamp beside the couch popped and went out. Little Samoth squawked and fled into the ether.

“But I had to.” Nathan eyed her arm as if he’d like to try another scribble, but she pulled it out of his reach and glowered.

“I told you to quit it.”

My mother still held the glass of ginger ale in one hand. She laid the other on Claire’s forehead. “Are you feeling better?”

Claire continued to scowl at Nathan, but the color had come back to her lips. “I’m fine.”

“No more nausea?”

“I told you.” Claire took the glass and sipped at the contents, then leaned forward with a sigh of relief.

“Headache?” my mother asked.

“I already said.” Claire pushed herself up from her chair. “I want to go to bed.”

The Malk slithered out from under the sofa and butted the top of her head on Claire’s leg. I took it as a sign that she was all right again. For the moment.

“I’ll read to you.” Nathan grabbed Claire’s tablet and followed her toward the stairs.

“Leave me alone.”

I got to my feet. “Claire.”

She turned with an impatient huff. She was still pale, her blue eyes shadowy and a little bruised-looking. For the first time, I realized she’d been losing weight in the last few months.

“Remember when you and Nate found me on the sidewalk with a headache?” My first encounter with Alistair Blackwood’s tangents between universes had left me unable to see or, in fact, move.

Claire’s lips tightened.

“Your mother told you not to leave me alone.”

For a moment, she stood mutinous. Finally, she rolled her eyes. “Fine.” She scowled at her brother. “but if you write on me, I’m going to pinch off your head.”

“’Kay.” The prospect didn’t seem to alarm Nathan. He followed Claire up the stairs with the Malk romping ahead of them.

“I’ll go up and make sure they get settled,” my mother said.

That left just me, jittery and worried and helpless to do anything useful. If there had been something to bash with a sword-cane, I would have been in my element.

Something rattled like rolling dice behind me. I turned. Mora knelt by the coffee table, looking back and forth from the computer to the Frankenphone and making the computer do something with blobs of bright color on the screen.

“Were you recording that?”

“There was no room for me to approach near enough to assist Claire directly, nor was there anything I could have accomplished in addition what you and Nathan and Mrs. Crompton were doing already. I believe the information collected during the episode will assist us in deriving a treatment.”

I flopped down on the couch behind her and scrubbed my hands over my face. “What’s going to happen if we don’t find a way to fix it?”

“I cannot hypothesize without additional information.” She said it so seriously that I laughed.

She gave me her reproachful librarian face. “I believe I was able to record metaphysical energy generated by the occupying entity.”

“What?” I sat up and peered at her computer screen. “Show me.”

“This is an image of Claire.” Her finger traced a yellow and orange blob on the screen that could almost look something like a human body if I squinted. The colors shifted and ran and seemed to throb like a headache, and all around the figure erupted tentacles of light that stroked the air like the arms of a sea anemone feeling for food in the water around it.

“To supply a point of reference,” Mora said, “...here is Mrs. Crompton.” She tapped keys, and additional figures appeared around Claire. A human form in blue bent over the yellow-orange blob. I recognized my mother by the way the shape moved as much as by the outline itself. Faint yellow sparks flashed from moment to moment within the blue silhouette.

Two more human shapes knelt by the burning girl—Nathan, small and thin with a tiny yellow sun at his center, just below his heart.

By contrast, I crawled with yellow-orange threads, fine as spider silk, that spun out from my blue outline, sinking filaments of yellow-orange fire into everything around me—people, furniture, floor, walls. They wound me like a cocoon, thickening and tightening around the right side of my body and wrapping my right hand and eye in white fire.

“It’s not just Claire,” I said.

She frowned. “To what do you refer?”

I waved my hand at the screen. “That yellow stuff is all over Nathan and me.”

She blinked at me. “Of course. Both you and Nathan impose a metaphysical influence on your surroundings. Observe.”

She used two fingers to enlarge the Nathan shape and pointed to a light flashing dimly behind the half-translucent blue of his body. “I may be able to apply a corrective algorithm to refine the image.”

There was no need. I remembered Nathan’s fiddling fingers flicking the point of his black Sharpie pen in air-scribbles that appeared on the screen as faint blue-white lightnings growing brighter with every dash of the pen until the tiny star burning under his heart erupted in flickers of white lightning that danced within his little blue silhouette, filling him like a plasma ball. His darting hand disappeared into the expanding blur around Claire, and a moment later, the crawling yellow-orange light collapsed, half dissipating into ether, half shrinking back into her until she became a distinct Claire-shape with clouds of blue drifting across sickly yellow light.

I squinted at the screen. “What did he do? I know he used one of his sigils, but what, exactly, did he do?”

“He would appear to have temporarily suppressed the unreal entity colonizing Claire.”

My neck prickled. “Colonizing?”

“Not unlike a mycelial mass spreading through a hospitable medium.”

“Like a fungus?” I jerked up from the sofa and paced across the room.

She gave me the reproachful librarian face. “That is what I said.”

I didn’t bother to ask how something that wasn’t real could sink roots into Claire. It was all about unreal particles and metaphysics.

White Knight should believe six impossible things before breakfast, Hal darling, Little Samoth said unhelpfully.

I raked my fingers through my hair. “We have to get it out of her.”

Mora chewed her bottom lip. “The new data may enable me to derive a corrective procedure.”

“How long does she have?”

Time flies, Hal darling. Brillig’s coming. No room at the inn.

“I am unable to estimate accurately. I have not yet measured a growth rate, and Nathan’s continued intervention will probably render that growth irregular in any case.”

I dropped onto the sofa with my elbows on my knees and pressed the heels of my hands against my eyes. “What happens when it gets too big or grows up?”

“I cannot yet determine its nature sufficiently to anticipate what might constitute its ultimate state or if that concept is applicable. Size is likely to be immaterial in any sense. Maturity may be a more relevant concept, or it may simply continue to colonize until Claire can no longer support—physically or metaphysically—both herself and the entity, at which point, she would presumably cease to exist as a recognizable individual, becoming instead, the corporeal vessel of the unreal entity.”

I scrubbed my hands over my face and rocked my head back. “And so far, I can’t see any way to stop it.”

#
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Chapter 2
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Sometime in the earliest hours of the morning, I realized I was awake. My eyes must have been open for a few minutes, but for a while, I had continued to dream of a slow ramble through an Escher version of Woodhill where unfamiliar streets kept turning corners in directions that shouldn’t be possible in a three-dimensional universe.

I sat up and listened for a sound that might have roused me, but I heard nothing out of the ordinary. Not even the creaks and cracks the house made when it settled for the night.

Little Samoth manifested under the dressing table and blinked blood-pink eyes. Thumbs are pricking, Hal darling. Pricking, pricking, pricking. Something wicked coming.

I dressed in the dark. Mora’s laptop lay on the nightstand on her side of the bed, and beside it, the irregular lump of the smartphone. I leaned over her and took it.

I knew it was one of the bad nights when I stepped into the hallway and counted the doors along the corridor. At any normal time, there would be five along this leg of the house and two at the far end where the children’s rooms faced the street. Tonight, I counted at least nine in total. There might have been more. They tended to slip in and out of my peripheral vision, particularly on my right side where my fire-damaged eye, my occult eye, often registered things that ordinary, reasonable people couldn’t see. Not that they would want to.

I limped toward the children’s rooms and the main stairs, testing doors as I went, identifying the real ones by their simple brass knobs. The real doors opened on ordinary rooms—Mora’s dressing-room, and her workroom, what Nathan called her “laborrrrritory,” across the hall, cluttered with bits and pieces of disemboweled computers surrounded by crystals, wires, bowls, powders and miniature tools.

I recognized the door of the wardrobe room by the elaborate decorative carving on the panels. Inside, a wardrobe spilled light from its half-open door over an unused child’s bedroom. I doubted it led anywhere as nice as Narnia.

I tested a crystal knob farther along the corridor. It felt cool to the touch but no more than it should be. I opened it and glanced inside. The room on the other side contained the same furniture as that in my own bedroom, but it was placed differently. The quilt on the unmade bed was a different pattern, and a clutter of toiletries stood or lay on the dressing table. The dark room gave me a feeling as if the occupant would be back in a moment. I wondered if he or she would be terrified to find a stranger standing there. I backed out. No point in trying to lock the door even if I could. It would be gone by morning.

The hallway stretched, the stairs and the children’s rooms at the far end coming no closer no matter how far I walked.

Little Samoth tittered from behind a vase on a little marble-topped table I had never seen before. Was a crooked man, Hal darling, had a crooked house.

I laid my scarred right hand on the faded wallpaper beside me. The wall softened like warm wax. The fine black lines drawn around and through the ropy burn scars on my hand and arm first tightened, then grew, winding out from my hand and twisting among the art deco fleur de lis of the wallpaper. “Settle down,” I said to the house.

The vertiginous length of the hallway snapped back to its proper proportion. The extra doors didn’t precisely vanish or fade out, but they no longer occupied my house.

I waited a moment to be sure the house intended to mind its manners, then I resumed my way. On my right, I passed a mirror set in a gilt frame carved with leering cherubs. The glass never reflected the place where it hung or the person looking into it—though there’d been a single exception to that rule. Tonight, it reflected a moon-lit churchyard full of monuments. Headstones tilted or lay flat in the stringy grass. Statues surmounted some of the stones—gargoyles and satyrs where angels should have been.

Ice pellets eddied in wind-blown waves among the graves. A whirlwind gust threw a spinning snow-devil around the plinth of the statue in the center of the enclosed yard. A robed figure that was probably meant to be the virgin Mary bent her head over hands folded in prayer. Under her hood, shadows hid the lower half of her face so that her mouth seemed to gape impossibly wide.

Suddenly, the pale blur of a face flitted across the glass, obscuring the graveyard scene. I jumped back and had to stagger to keep my balance on my weak leg. Recovering from my surprise, I leaned toward the glass and studied the scene. The face had come and gone so fast I couldn’t be sure. I might have imagined...but it had looked a bit like Claire if Claire had been stretched and bleached and twisted.

Ghosties and ghoulies, Hal darling. All thumping and bumping in the night. Something wicked coming.

I lifted the mirror from its place and set it on the floor with its face to the wall. If it was still there when I came back, I would return it to its chest in the junk room. It was a futile exercise—the mirror never stayed where I put it for longer than a day or two. Still, I couldn’t just leave it hanging wherever it appeared. Breaking it had occurred to me, but I didn’t like to think what I might be letting out if I did.

At the top of the stairs, I checked the inset bookcase outside the children’s rooms. A Wrinkle in Time stood front and center between a complete boxed set of the Narnia books and The Forgotten Door by Alexander Key. Those appeared frequently—books about world-hopping, which had become unfortunately ordinary in my life lately. On the top shelf stood The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde. Frankenstein pressed cheek to cheek with The Little Princess, and beside them, one I hadn’t seen on the shelves before, Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper. Twins and opposites seemed to be the theme of the day.

I listened for movement outside the children’s rooms.

Little Samoth’s blood-pink eyes appeared under an antique sideboard against the wall. Children all snug, Hal darling, but no sugarplums. No sweet things in their heads.

I wondered if Claire was dreaming about a graveyard.

I soft-footed down the stairs and went all the way to the basement to check the locus. We’d done everything possible to make the basement as un-sinister as possible. Nathan had helped me finish the walls. We’d painted, carpeted and furnished. During the day, the windows on the downhill side of the house let in plenty of natural light, but after dark, nothing could completely erase the character of a necromancer’s lair. I laid my hand on the stone column in the middle of the room. Alistair’s great grandfather Magus Heath had built the house around the column and built the column around an artifact, the locus, whose purpose was to channel interwoven streams of space and time. The hair-fine threads wound around and through the scars on the side of my body didn’t stir or tighten. I took that to mean that everything was in order.

Upstairs again, I opened a door angled in under the front stairs where a passage ran along the side of the house. I ducked under the slanted doorway and went to the little cottage-style window that looked out on a winter garden at night. It was always night in the garden and always winter. A fir wood stood across from me, bordering a space that should be no wider than my side yard but was, in fact, three times that size. A manlike shape stood sentinel in the shadows under the trees, watching my house across the dead and snow-crowned weeds. It never left and never came any closer.

My house was as normal as it had ever been. The real disturbance lay outside where I had encountered the Cheshire cat and the unnatural third way at the intersection of Park and Pine.

Out on the street, I looked automatically for the row of children’s talismans under the laurel and saw them scattered across the sidewalk. The wind hadn’t done that. Someone—or something—had passed by and deliberately kicked the little tokens out of line. I paused to gather them up and tried to put them back in order, stacking the rock piles and wiping dirt off the china dog. 

As I went farther from my house, the street grew darker as if the cloudlight had been blotted out. Every house on Ash had a Christmas display. Some of my neighbors had settled for tasteful strings of colored lights around windows and along eaves and railings. Others had wrapped every tree, branch and shrub in lights, creating the impression of an electric forest. But something hung over the neighborhood, coating the lights in a dingy film. It besieged the streetlights, pressing their illumination back to its fortifications so that I walked down the sidewalk with lights on either side and all but blind to the pavement underfoot.

I raised the smartphone and held my finger on the power button. The screen lit up, casting a faint light in front of me. I thumbed the flashlight icon, then the camera, and tucked the phone in the breast pocket of my jacket, making sure the camera lens stuck out, and went north on Ash, retracing my steps along the route I had taken home from the garage.

The pressing dark squeezed against the phone-light, allowing me just enough illumination to avoid tripping over curbs or walking into trees. I knew my way around Woodhill by the feel of the streets under the soles of my boots, but even as I thought I was retracing my steps of the earlier evening, the streets seemed to turn in ways I didn’t recognize. Nevertheless, I decided I was probably going in the right direction because Little Samoth kept pace with me, flitting in and out of the world, mumbling and snarling to itself about roads in yellow woods but not protesting my route.

I had reached the intersection of Blackwood and Pine when my grumbling familiar hissed. Tigers in the night, it spat. Which way to the tea party, Hal darling?”

I looked up and spotted the Apricot Tom planted solidly in the middle of the sidewalk ahead of me. It waited, its brushy tail curled over its paws. I glowered at the cat thing with all the malignancy of Little Samoth in a sulk. “Whatever you want, I’m not interested.”

The cat twitched the end of its tail. I supposed if I tried to turn around and go back, Woodhill would twist herself around in a Mobius loop and deposit me back in this spot.

My unwelcome familiar gabbled and slobbered. Its blood-pink eyes appeared in the crook of a branch overhead. Two roads in the wood, Hal darling. Time to go the other way. 

The Cheshire cat stood and strolled ahead, its tail upright. I sighed, longsuffering, and followed.The less-traveled road it would have to be, but I didn’t have to like it.

A dingy film still hung intangible between me and the houses and lights. No one stirred behind the dark windows of the houses, and nothing moved in the dark around me. The world might have been frozen in the moment I had met the cat. My feet and the scuffle of my familiar sounded enormous in the stillness.

My chest tightened as we came to Park Street. The half-there third way struck off from the intersection at right angles to...everything. The real/unreal flicker made me weave on my feet like a sailor stepping on solid ground for the first time.

The Apricot Tom hopped like a flicking leaf from the curb and stepped into the intersection. I looked back. A mirror image of the third way now stretched behind me with the Cheshire cat looking back over its shoulder.

I looked ahead again, and the same road lay in front of me. The cat gave its tail a satisfied twitch and strolled across the street.

I couldn’t have picked out any one difference between this street and Park Street in my world—the shape of a twig maybe, the line of a roof, but the accumulated changes told me this wasn’t my Woodhill. I pulled Mora’s Frankenphone from my pocket and checked to be sure it was recording.

For the first few blocks, I recognized the houses on either side as places I knew. The farther I walked, the greater those differences became; first I realized I was passing trees of species I had never seen before, houses which had never stood on this street, then houses of styles and eras I couldn’t identify. Illuminated Christmas displays gradually lost their color and faded out altogether as the houses themselves disappeared. 

The trees closed in, and the street became a dirt track in the middle of a bare-limbed forest. The cat strolled along ahead of me, and my familiar snuffled along behind, grumbling about tigers and yellow woods. The trees thinned out, turning short and gnarled and starved. The track became a line of paler earth winding through drought-parched gullies. Night arched from horizon to horizon like an overturned bowl of warped glass. Dreary stars leaked their light into the desolation. 

We kept walking, and the gullies opened into a depression surrounded by hills. Then the hills sank into swells. They flattened, and the dirt track turned to sand—first coarse, then softer and thicker—that seeped inside my shoes. Flat stars flecked the sky down to the level horizon. 

A cluster of standing stones broke the line between sand and sky, growing taller as I slogged through cold sand. The dim stars shouldn’t have been enough to illuminate the landscape, but a faint light limned the edges of the stones and threw shadows, long and faint across the ground toward me. 

I looked up for the source of the light. A vaporous disk of greenish illumination no bigger than one of Little Samoth’s eyes trod the sky with a streaming tail blown out behind it.

My familiar snarled. Poison and wormwood, Hal Darling.

We reached the feet of the stones, and the cat sat down, curling its tail around its paws. I’d expected to find a stone circle, and the irregular obelisks did outline a shape, though more a rectangle than a circle, but I’d been unintentionally correct when I thought in terms of the feet of the stones. Each one stone stood on the six-toed foot of a bird or reptile. At one time, the stone pillars had been the four legs of a statue, each as wide as my extended arms. Now they ended in shattered tops. I passed between the broken legs, looking for other remnants. Nothing broke the level sand until I came out on the other side. A low mound rose from the ground ahead.

I studied it under the comet-light. A head twelve feet long from chin to crown lay on its cheek, half-buried in the sand, tilted just enough for the one exposed eye to stare toward the horizon. It was a human face, sphinxlike. The rest of the head had broken away, leaving nothing to indicate what shape it had been.

Look on my works, Hal darling.

The stars overhead seemed faded, but they hadn’t been bright from the outset. I looked from one to another, trying to detect a change, but if dawn were approaching, it didn’t lighten the sky. 

Something stirred between the stars. One of the brighter lights dimmed and disappeared without a wink. 

Circling and circling, Little Samoth said. Teatime’s come round, and center can’t hold. My creature was mangling Blake and Carrol in the same breath—assuming it had breath in the first place.

Something was congealing in the center of the sky, something diffused throughout the carcass of a dead universe. It had no shape yet. Its immaterial self seeped back toward an ancient, almost forgotten form, leaving behind the cold shells of dead stars.

Little Samoth mocked me from the dark. Eat me, drink me, read me. What’s a book without pictures, Hal darling? 

My neck prickled. I remembered where I had met the thing before. A few months ago, I had been forced to read Alistair’s book, and the book had changed me enough that I could operate the artifact at the center of my house. There had been no other way to reach Claire where Alistair had hidden her.

But when I read the book, I—like Alistair before me—had caught the attention of something outside the universe, and it had followed us back. I’d barely saved myself at the time, and even that had been as much due to Little Samoth’s intervention as to my own power. 

Overhead, the stars continued to fade out as the attenuated thing pulled itself together in the middle of the sky.

The cat strolled past me and went ahead, jerking its tail, so I followed it, resuming our path. We passed by the broken face, and I wondered whether the fragments receding behind me were the last monument to the entity dragging itself together out of a hollowed universe.

In a few steps, we passed a boulder that hadn’t been there before on the featureless plain. Another lay farther on, then I found myself following the cat along a dirt track. The path began to wind a little among boulders that increased in size. Then it widened, descending between rock walls. Soon the walls opened to either side, expelling us out into a straggling forest. The comet still streamed overhead, but here, the stars looked brighter and the night clear as ice, so I guessed we had shifted into another universe without my notice. The less-traveled road had its own way of winding among worlds. I wondered what Mora would make of it.

The woods deepened until they screened out the comet, and the sky narrowed to a stream of stars visible only directly overhead between treetops. The dirt road turned to gravel, then to asphalt, and I spied a house between the trees. Starlight edged its roof and chimneys, but nothing moved, and its windows were dark. 

More houses followed, and soon, I saw one strung with Christmas lights, watery things, a bare suggestion of color. Then the houses sprouted closer together, and every one had at least a few strings of light along the eaves. As I went, the lights gradually changed color, growing brighter, their tints more vivid. 

I saw a squat Craftsman style cottage I almost recognized. As I passed it, the phone in my pocket played Mora’s ringtone—the first line of the piccolo trumpet solo from Penny Lane. “Hal? Where are you?” Mora asked, her voice faint and thin. 

Startled to hear her voice without my having actually answering the phone, I fumbled it out of my pocket. “Mora? How are you getting a phone signal from here?”

Mora’s face replaced the seismograph display on the screen. She had twisted her hair up in a messy knot with bits sticking out and bits hanging down. She wore a loose tee-shirt and her outraged librarian face. “Dependence on a cellular signal would be infeasible for cross-dimensional communication. Why did you leave the house without waking me?”

I winced, caught red-handed. “I was just taking a walk. I didn’t expect to go this far.”

“That statement is highly dubious.”

Little Samoth giggled and scuffled under a hedge. White Knight’s been out tilting windmills, and White Queen will have his head.

“I didn’t want to wake you.”

“That was both irrelevant and ill-judged.”

“I had the cat.”

“Irrelevant,” she repeated. “The putative feline operates on the basis of unknown motives. You require reliable background support.”

I lowered the phone and said to my guide, “She called you a putative feline.”

The cat flicked its tail.

My little familiar demon cackled. Never seen a smile without a cat.

Mora’s librarian face told me she was not amused. “You will not, in future, attempt such an endeavor without my assistance.”

“Okay. I won’t do it again.” Like Nathan, I included the unspoken caveat, unless I decide it’s really necessary. “Did the phone record everything? I tried to keep the camera clear and facing front. You know, it’s not really designed to fit in a pocket.”

She scowled. “The device is not yet equipped to transmit from outside our local dimensional cluster. I was unable to locate you.”

“So it doesn’t really matter whether I woke you or not.” I regretted opening my mouth as soon as I said it.

If looks could rend and maim, my guts would be strewn across several different dimensions.

“How far am I from home?” The street still didn’t look right.

“You are at least six half-worlds away. How did you arrive at that point? The interstices are still too unstable for predictable navigation.”

“The Cheshire cat found a road. Or made one. I’m not exactly the authority.”

“Had I been awake...” she paused to scowl at me. “I might have determined the nature of your means of navigation.”

“Well, you’ll get the recording as soon as I’m all the way back.” I spotted a distinctive mock Victorian with an inflatable Rudolph on the front lawn. The red-nosed deer had sharply-pointed antlers, and its eyes glowed as red as its nose. “I think I’m close.”

“While not actually within our home universe, you are within our local cluster. I have begun uploading data from the phone and will begin processing it now. Please continue transmission until you arrive.”

More of my neighbors’ houses appeared. The grubby overcast returned, shutting out the stars and the black between. 

“Where’s the wormwood star?” I asked.

The cat didn’t answer, but I hadn’t expected it to.

Little Samoth’s blood-pink eyes shone from the V of a tree branch. Not teatime yet, Hal darling.

We came to the intersection of Pine and Park, and the cat sat down on the curb.

I scanned the streets, looking for the third way, but there were only two, and the houses and lights looked perfectly natural—more so than they had when I set out from my house.

“Well?” I asked the cat. “What was that about?”

The cat flicked its ears and rotated itself out of the world.

“That wasn’t helpful,” I said.

Little Samoth sniggered. Teatime’s coming, Hal darling. Beast slouching home to Neverland and star’s coming with it. White Knight won’t be ready. 

My creature frequently put words to what I was seeing when I couldn’t. It had been created out of part of my psyche and had gotten more or less accidentally stuck half in the shape of an elder god and half in the form of Alice’s white rabbit with access to a kind of mixed-up pool of fiction and poetry I had read as a teenager. Another part of it, maybe the greater part, was drawn from the mind of a loathsome demon goddess from outside the universe, which gave the little familiar demon an understanding outside my own. So apparently, some rough beast was slouching toward Woodhill with bad intentions.

Ten minutes later, I came home to Waymeet and stepped through my front door. I had half shucked my coat when Mora appeared from the living-room dressed in a tee-shirt and panties and snatched the Frankenphone from my pocket.

I followed her back to the living-room. “Is anyone else up?”

“I have heard no other activity in the house.” She had her laptop open, showing blurry images in distorted color on the screen.

I sat down beside her. “What are we looking at?”

“I have been downloading data from the smartphone since you re-entered its range. Some explanation on your part may be helpful in interpreting the data.”

I slumped onto the sofa and dragged an afghan across to drape over Mora’s shoulders. Leaning forward, I peered at the blobs and blurs on the tiny screen. I picked out the outlines of streets and houses. “I’m not sure what I’m looking at.”

“You have not yet exited this universe.”

“Okay, then this looks like...” I squinted at the shapes of trees and spotted the outline of a distinctive fence and overhanging tree-shrub. “That’s heading west halfway between Ash and Pine.”

Mora paused the display and typed something into a scrolling column on the right side of the screen. “I can now link this to a GPS tracking application and track your speed and location. I believe we are approaching your point of departure.”

“It was at the intersection of Park and Pine. That will be about three blocks.”

She watched the scrolling display. “This would be more accurate had you awakened me, thus enabling me to live-stream the data.” She was making a cranky librarian face at the screen.

“I wasn’t exactly planning a long trip.”

She turned the cranky librarian on me. “You were aware of active para-dimensional anomalies in the area. It is dangerous and inconsiderate to exclude me from any investigation.”

I kept forgetting that she considered all this to be part of her doctoral dissertation and me, probably, as a cross between a guinea pig and a laboratory assistant. Igor to her Frankenstein.

“Stop.” I pointed at a shape near the bottom of the screen. “Can you focus on that?”

Mora enlarged a section of screen to magnify a bundle of shining angles rotating and revolving around themselves in perpetual, eye-baffling motion. 

“That’s the Cheshire cat,” I said. “That’s what it looked like the first time I saw it when I was going to the water world to close Alistair’s gate. Except it was solid then. Like pointed triangular bones wrapped in skin. Can you show this the way it really looks?”

“I did not design the application to isolate the visible electromagnetic spectrum.”

That sounded like a no. “Too bad. I wonder if it would show up as the Apricot Tom or the angles.”

Mora used a fingertip to shift the image and enlarge a blank, black hole under the blue-bright overhang of an embankment. “I believe that to be your psychic manifestation.”

“It’s a black hole.”

“Not precisely, as it has no gravitational field even in a metaphysical sense. I will perform more intensive analysis when I have access to more powerful processors, but it appears to be a form or manifestation of metaphysical energy antithetical to what we would consider normal, therefore resistant to detection by available equipment.”

Little Samoth gurgled with satisfaction under the sofa. Darling Hal upon the stair met a thing that wasn’t there.

I rolled my eyes.

Mora restarted the action. The image followed the ever-shifting shape of the Cheshire cat. One more block, then the screen burst into a kaleidoscope of shifting lines and colors, and Mora gave a squeak of excitement completely in contrast to her natural sang froid. 

“That’s where the third way met the intersection and I wasn’t in Kansas anymore.”

Little Samoth cackled. No place nice as Oz, is it, Hal darling.

“You have shifted into what Alistair would have called a half-world, and I believe you are passing through several such half-worlds in progression.”

“But there weren’t any interstices or gates like the one you made to get us to Alistair’s Keep. I couldn’t have been getting from one world to another without some kind of jump.”

She was running a five-second sequence backward and forward in slow motion. “Apparently, we are observing a different form of contact between disparate universes. Rather than passing around and through each other, a series of worlds has interfused so completely as to create an access from our universe to that of your final destination.”

“Does that happen a lot?”

“It may be a relatively common phenomenon, or it may be a consequence of Alistair’s having disrupted the interaction of universes in higher-dimensional space. Quite possibly both.”

She sped through another section of waving, wobbling lines and colors and suddenly stopped, rewound a few seconds and rolled forward at half-speed. “You appear to have arrived at a stable location, but the environment does not register as entirely real.”

I squinted into the screen, but the vague blobs of yellow and red and blue didn’t resolve into clear shapes. “Is there some way you could make it look more like what’s actually there?”

She shook her head. “This is, to all intent and purpose, what is actually there. Observe.” She pointed to the rotating light-angles of the Cheshire cat on the lower left of the screen and the black hole of Little Samoth flickering in and out around the right-hand side.

Absinthe and wormwood, Hal darling. It giggled. King’s coming and no room at the inn.

I studied the upper right corner of the screen and tapped a faint green flare. “That may be the comet I saw. Little Samoth calls it Wormwood, the poison star from Revelations.”

She made notes in the side window.

“But the rest of this...” I waved my finger at the screen. “There was an enormous statue, just the legs, like the legs of a lion, standing on the sand. The rest was broken except for the face. Little Samoth quoted a line from Shelley—the poet, not his wife who wrote Frankenstein. And there was something bigger that stretched across that universe, and it was pulling itself together.”

Mora was nodding and typing like a clatter of dice.

“Little Samoth says it’s the thing that woke up when Alistair and I read his book, and if there’s a road from there to here...”

Almost teatime, Hal darling. My familiar hopped around in a shuffling troll dance, singing, Twinkle, twinkle, twinkle, twinkle, twinkle.

Mora scowled at her screen and ran the scene forward and back a few times. “The phone appears to be functioning correctly. However, it is not recording the presence of normal matter.”

“What’s that mean?”

“You appear to have arrived at a location existing almost entirely in a state of flux.”

“I don’t remember any flux.”

“I mean that what appeared to you to be solid matter may have been a temporary condition imposed by your own need to translate your surroundings into a state accessible to your sensory and cognitive equipment.”

“What makes you think it was my whatever-you-said? It could have been the cat.”

“The imposition of your own personal iconography in the form of the Shelley reference strongly implies you as the generative force impressing the temporary material state. It is unfortunate that I cannot observe your own metaphysical field in this display.”

“You want to try sticking an electrode in my head next time?”

She was staring into math-space. “Or, alternatively, employing the secondary front camera to capture your metaphysical field.”

“That would probably be more comfortable. So it was there because I created it? Is that one of those quantum things where the universe exists because we observe it?”

She made a face like a librarian finding a worm in an apple. “That is an erroneous interpretation of quantum theory. You simply employed your faculty for the processing of micro-cues in your phenomenal field. Given the non-material nature of your surroundings, you could not incorporate that data in its raw state. You therefore cognitively converted the data into a more accessible arrangement.”

“I don’t remember any of that.”

“You are being facetious.”

“I’m out of my depth and trying to keep up.” I tried kissing her neck for attention. “Come back to bed.”

“I have too much telemetry to process.”

“You know this is exactly why I didn’t wake you up in the first place.”

She ignored that. “Please feel free to return to bed without me. I will finish the preliminary analysis before I have to go to the university in the morning.”

“Suit yourself.” I toed off my boots and socks, found myself a second afghan and stretched out on the sofa, nudging until she lifted her laptop to let me stretch my feet across her lap then balance it on my shins. “Wake me,” I said, “if you decide to go upstairs.”

#
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Chapter 3
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Nathan’s clomping tread on the stairs woke me in the rough vicinity of dawn. For such a little kid, usually so light on his feet, his early morning descent rattled the walls and roused everyone in the house. At least on weekdays. On Saturday and Sunday, he could patter down the stairs light as a mouse. 

My head rested uncomfortably on the arm of the sofa, and sometime in the night, Mora had stretched out against my side, warm and alive and limp as a cat. She stirred and sat up, tucking her straggling hair behind one ear and reaching for the computer open on the table. 

I grunted and tried to untangle myself from the blanket and cushions.

Nathan squinted at us on his way past the living-room in pajamas and a tee shirt His hair stuck up in cowlicks. “How come you’re down here?”

Mora snorted. “Hal made a trans-dimensional expedition last night unaccompanied and without technical support.”

“You went someplace without me?” 

He looked so outraged I had to suppress a smile. “You aren’t allowed to go anywhere anyway.” 

He scowled. “I did before.”

“And Mora and I had to come and get you.”

“I would have got back okay.”

“That outcome was highly improbable,” Mora said. “...given that you had no access from that point to the locus which enabled you to perform the original translocation.”

He stood for a moment, squinting and twisting his mouth to one side while he tried to come up with an effective argument. He finally huffed and tromped toward the kitchen and breakfast, mumbling, “I could too have done it.”

My mother had begun her morning rattle and clatter in the kitchen. Nathan said something to her.

My mother barked, “Henry Lance Crompton.”

I cringed and tried to straighten my hair and shirt.

She appeared in the living-room arch with Nathan looking smug at her heels. “Did you go out last night without telling anyone?”

“I wasn’t planning on going anywhere.”

“Don’t you try that with me. You know perfectly well you’re supposed to tell someone before you go anywhere.”

“Mother, I’m twenty-seven...”

“What kind of example is that to set for the children?”

“Yeah.” Nathan peered around her, smirking.

She turned on him. “Go eat your breakfast.”

She whirled back to me, and I raised my hands. “I know. If it happens again, I’ll wake Mora.”

Disarmed by my surrender, she stomped back toward the kitchen, stopping to shout up the stairs, “Claire, are you up?”

Claire said something indistinct and a little cranky.

I got up and took Mora’s computer away from her. She almost fell off the sofa, trying to type one last thing before it went out of her reach. 

“Come on,” I said. “I’ll toast you some breakfast.”

She trailed after her computer. I put it at her place at the table, and she had her fingers on the keys before she had sat down.

My mother had two skillets clanging and a package of bacon open beside the stove. “Henry, there’s toast for you and Mora on the table, and I’m frying bacon.”

I put buttered toast in front of Mora.

Nathan was at the table with two slices of toast, spreading peanut butter thicker than the bread itself. He stuck one slice in his mouth and started on the second. 

Mora said, “I have examined the data you collected last night. The matter of greatest concern is the phenomenon to which the cat brought you.” She wore her math-geek face, which gave me a prick of nostalgia—flavored with a certain amount of lust—when I remembered how many years of her I had missed by never having really looked at her in high-school. 

“That would be the concern,” I agreed. “I saw it pulling itself together out of...it looked like it was spread out through that universe like it didn’t remember what it was supposed to be. Little Samoth said it was having bad dreams and something about the bough breaking and all the cradles falling. I wish the miserable thing would someday come right out and say something.”

Something scuffled inside a cupboard. Wouldn’t like that, Hal darling. Wouldn’t like that at all.

Nathan glanced toward the cupboard, but Mora couldn’t hear my familiar. 

“It is, at present, too inchoate for me to reconstruct its ultimate configuration, but I can estimate the time displacement. You appear to have been—loosely—seven-thousand years in the past relative to present day.”

“So it’s long over.”

Mora dashed my cautious hope. “The incident you witnessed is, indeed, long over. However, the energy-to-mass ratio of the progression you witnessed suggests sufficient energy left in that universe to enable the phenomenon to achieve incorporation.”

Sometimes, you had to ask the question even when you knew the answer. “And that would take how long approximately?”

“Loosely seven-thousand years.”

“Of course. So the cat came to get me and show me what’s coming for a visit.”

Claire shuffled in, already dressed and groomed for school. She squeezed around my mother to get the yogurt out of the fridge.

Nathan lowered his first piece of toast. “Hal went someplace last night without telling anybody.”

Claire glanced my way. “You shouldn’t do that, Hal.”

“That’s what they tell me. You feel okay for school?”

She shrugged, which I read to mean that she felt about the same as yesterday and the day before that all the way back to the day she woke up in the hospital four months ago. She sat down with granola, yogurt and fresh blueberries. The Malk hopped up to her lap and poked her long, narrow face and over-sized ears above the edge of the table.

Nathan scooped out a blob of peanut-butter with the knife and thumbed it off into Claire’s cereal. Claire held the Malk’s head below the level of the table with one hand and worked the peanut-butter and yogurt into the granola with the other.

“We should get a dog,” Nate said as if it had just occurred to him for the first time at that moment. He snagged a piece of bacon and laid it over the peanut butter on his toast.

“Eat some fruit,” my mother said.

He dribbled blueberries alongside the bacon and mashed them in with his palm.

Claire hadn’t eaten more than a few bites of cereal. “I gotta go. Nate, I’ll come get you after school, okay?”

“’Kay.”

Claire attended the middle-school, which started and let out half an hour earlier than the elementary. 

“Lunch money?” my mother asked as Claire retreated down the hall.

“I have it.” The front door snicked shut behind her.

Nathan crammed the last bite of bacon-blueberry-peanut-butter toast into his mouth and said something I interpreted as a variation on the theme of, “Ladies and gentlemen, I must excuse myself to dress for yet another successful day at my place of education.” He left the kitchen with one finger stuck in his mouth to hold the food in while he chewed.

My mother took a breath to protest, then just rolled her eyes and started gathering up the children’s dishes.

Mora walked Nathan to school on her way to the bus and the university, and then we all had a few hours of liberty. My mother flitted out to drop in at the church food bank and then do the family shopping, and I had half an hour alone in the house before I pulled on my boots and coat to hike down to Dutch’s Vintage Auto to finish replacing the brake lines on a 1967 Camaro. 

I opened my front door and almost stepped out into the arms of a man and woman in coats and suits on the other side. We stared at each other a moment, all three of us startled. They hadn’t yet even raised their hands to knock. I took them in all in a piece—good-suits, medium quality coats, the hang of the man’s clothes distorted by a gun in a shoulder rig. The woman’s Glock 17 hung in a belt holster tilted to the the 15 degree FBI cant. She was near my mother’s age—short, handsome rather than pretty, greying hair in a pixy cut that didn’t go with her the strength of her jaw. The man was an inch or so shorter than me, which made him a little over six feet, with a square, solid build, a large, soft nose and an air of lazy good humor. Their stances read as alert, official, but not openly hostile.

“FBI,” I said to the woman. I turned to the man and raised my eyebrow on the good side of my face.

“Agent Yolsen.” He extended a hand for a firm handshake. “I’m with Homeland Security.” He had a little bit of a drawl from somewhere along the Mississipi.

The woman offered her hand—another firm grip but not painful. “Special Agent DeLoca. Local field office. And you knew I was with the FBI because...?” There was a bur to her voice that would carry it across a crowd if necessary.

“Hunch,” I said. “I didn’t think FBI and DHS usually worked together.”

“This is a special case,” Yolsen said. “It affects both our agencies.”

“I’m on my way to work. How can I help you?”

Agent Yolsen smiled amiably. “Can we come in for a minute?”

I stepped out, forcing them to give way, and shut the door behind me. I never invited strangers over my threshold. People who shouldn’t come in generally found themselves running into the door frame when they thought they were aiming for the open doorway, or they bumped into each other and got stuck, or they just decided they didn’t want to come in after all.

“We can talk out here. I don’t have long.”

DeLoca gave me a penetrating look. “I suppose you’re aware that your...should we call her your girlfriend? Your neighbors all seem to think you’ll be getting married?” She made it a question.

I wanted to fold my arms, but I had my cane in one hand. “What does the FBI and the DHS want with Mora?”

DeLoca smiled. “We’re just checking to make sure there’s been nobody bothering her or hanging around her who shouldn’t be.”

I remembered the man I’d seen looking at his phone in the shadows near my house the night before. “Only the people you’ve had watching her.”

She made a Tsk sound. “I’ll have a word with someone about being more discrete. Meanwhile, we really do want to sit down for a conversation with you.

“Shouldn’t you be talking to Mora?”

Yolsen chuckled, rocking on his heels. “Do you think that would do any good?”

“She’s not stupid,” I said.

DeLoca raised a hand as to stay an outburst. “Not at all, but she’s not an ex-special forces lieutenant with two silver stars and a file full of commendations.”

“And a purple heart,” I said, nodded at my cane.

“According to our files,” DeLoca said, “that’s not holding you back much.”

Yolsen rocked on his heels again. “Or if it is, I wish I’d had a chance to see you in action before you got hit.”

“Meaning what?” I didn’t like the idea that the FBI had any files on me—although Army service almost guaranteed that—but I liked even less that they knew anything about what had been going on since I got out.

DeLoca had a bland, tight smile that gave away very little of what she was thinking. “We have thousands of pages on Woodhill alone, and it’s grown by a big margin since you got back here. We’d blame you for some of it, but my personal theory is that the Blackwoods have been getting up to their old tricks.”

I decided I didn’t want to know anything about old tricks.  

“No offense,” Yolsen said. “I forgot you’re a Blackwood yourself.”

Technically, I was only half a Blackwood/Heath, but I didn’t want to prolongue the conversation. “Does this have a point? I really do have to go.”

DeLoca held out a card. “You’re Ms. Fee’s first line of defense. I think you’ll want to know everything we can tell you.”

After a hesitation, I took her card and the one Yolsen offered, and the agents left. 

I waited until I heard their car start and pull into the street before leaving my own porch.

The surveillance had to have started after Mora’s lecture. Something about the crowd that night had made me uneasy. No one threatened her, and I couldn’t imagine why they would want to, but there had been a handful of people in plainclothes who were a little too broad in the shoulder and lean in the hip to be mathematicians. They were watching the crowd with professional eyes, and they’d been armed. Discreetly armed, but clearly carrying if you knew what to look for—the bulge of a shoulder holster under a coat, a shifting of stance to accommodate the weight of a pistol on the hip, or an arm unconsciously cocked to be able to draw a gun in an instant. 

At the time, I’d attributed the armed security to the fact that were people there from nations hostile to the US. In addition to the Middle-Eastern languages, I’d heard Russian accents and the sound of what was probably Chinese. No wonder people in high places were nervous if there was something potentially dangerous in her math. Which there usually was even if she was the only one who really understood it.

At the garage, I finished work on the Camaro and by mid-afternoon had my head under the hood of an El Camino. I was trying to replace a hose that looked like it had been chewed by a household of rats when the Frankenphone vibrated in my pocket and played a generic ring tone. Among its many other features, Mora’s patchwork creation could make phone calls.

I tried to work it out of my pocket without getting too much grime on either myself or the phone. No identification on the screen. I located the answer button. “Hal here.”

An unfamiliar voice said, “Mr. Crompton? I’m Nancy Schottenfeld, the principle of Woodhill Elementary.”

I grabbed my stick and started across the gravel lot as fast as I could limp. “Is Nate all right?”

“Nathan is fine. Both kids are fine. I’m calling about Claire.”

That didn’t make sense. Claire went to the middle school, not Blackwood Elementary. 
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