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​Chapter One
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Renee Lankei knew how to bully the weak and flatter the strong. Especially the high school kids who worked for her. They were newcomers to the job market, anxious to do a good job, eager for commendation, sensitive to criticism. To her they were like plump little pigeons. 

She was the newly appointed night manager at Peabody Wisconsin’s largest grocery store, You-Buy, an aging, fading building with grimy windows in the front, narrow aisles inside, and busy, overworked clerks at the check-outs.

With the ruthless efficiency of a South Seas pirate, she had eliminated rivals and cleared a path for herself to management level. And now she had stepped onto the lowest rung of that exalted ladder: Night Shift Manager.

She already knew who she would fire to set an example that would terrify the remaining staff on third shift. First to go would be that high school boy, Ali, who came in on weekends. He had revised the entire database of the inventory system so that everything was easy to do: locate items on the shelves, update prices, keep a count of everything in stock.

She hated his bad habits: so polite, so helpful, so kind to the old ladies who ran the cash registers. A Muslim! And a foreigner! She knew how to deal with high school kids. He would be so ashamed of being fired that he would go quietly. The conscientious kids always did. So smart about writing database code but no brains when it came to fighting for his turf.

And then that kid from Peabody Christian High, Dan Wilson. Used to be a star athlete and now blamed himself because some kid he was chasing got hit by a car. Keeps giving his paychecks to hospital charities. Actually prays with the church people before shift. The old lady cashiers and the aged stock boys looked after him, even shed tears over his grief. As soon as she fired him, they’d get the message that a new manager was in charge now!

They all needed to learn that their top priority wasn’t each other, or even the customers. Or their religion. Their top priority was to make her happy.

She knew who she could force to work overtime for no extra pay, and she knew who she could coax from the easier first and second shifts to join her team.

On the benefits side, she knew just exactly how much she could shoplift and still stay under the radar of the accounting and security departments. She also knew how much she could take from the day old food assigned to go to charity. She knew who to blame if she should ever be suspected, and how to get them fired.

She knew that, first, she needed to make plans to get rid of the second shift Manager, Bud Deerman. Bud was a nice old guy, just short of 60. She could easily counterfeit some customer complaints to put into the Suggestion box and rearrange the numbers on his inventory sheets to start him on the downward slide that she intended for him.

Bud still had five years to go to retirement, and Renee Lankie was not going to wait that long to get promoted into his place. She was sure she could get him ejected from his job within six months, and then she would have the more comfortable second shift management job. Second shift was the easiest: fewer customers once the brief afternoon rush was over, and most of the clean-up could be left for third shift.

Peabody was a little town with almost no crime, and though darkness had fallen on this mild February evening, she felt safe walking on the sidewalk. She wanted to get a slice of pizza from Gino’s, and then she would walk on to the supermarket to begin the demise of her unwitting rival, the gentle and generous Bud. 

She grimly reflected for a moment that people like him always whined at the end, always wondered who had undermined them and why. You could nail a sign across their foreheads that said ONLY THE STRONG SURVIVE, and they still wouldn’t get it.

The dim sidewalk was empty, and the street lights were on. No traffic was on the street. Peabody was a town of homebodies, and it was supper time. The shops had cleared out, and even You-Buy would be almost empty until at closed at 8:00.

She was just thinking through what to do about Bud Deerman, when she felt a strange warmth cover her from head to foot, and then a wave of dizziness. She stopped and leaned against the brick wall of a closed shop. As the wave of dizziness turned to nausea, she looked up and saw a bright but small cloud of lights between herself and the glowing streetlight.

For a moment she couldn’t focus, and then she felt a nausea and weakness so deeply embedded in her midsection that she knew death had found her. She fell silently to the pavement, her strength wilted. In a moment, her ambitions and schemes were gone from the face of the earth. 

A brief spangle of light fluctuated around her body as though inspecting it for a moment, and then it drifted into the darkness, a faint illumination that swiftly rose higher into the sky and moved rapidly away.

The Derwood Family Dining Room
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Chapter Two
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At the crowded, noisy, but amiable dining room table at the Derwood household, dinner was underway. The plates and bowls had been passed around (to the right, as family law decreed), with the older three helping the younger three as needed. 

These days such a role was largely ceremonial, as the twins, Freddy and Renee, were nine, and Marie, the youngest, was seven-almost-eight. But the seating order still put Mrs. Derwood at one end, with little Marie on her left, and then 16 year old Penny. Then nine-year-old Renee, then Mr. Derwood on the other end. He had 15-year-old Jack at his left hand, with nine-year-old Freddy next to Jack, and then Jean, who was fourteen now and in high school, and that was the full way around the family table. 

“Freddy, you eat those green beans and stop hiding them behind the chicken bones on your plate,” Mrs. Derwood said. She was the consummate control tower captain during dinner. “Marie, no using fingers. You’re old enough to use your fork. Renee, if you stick your tongue out at anybody again, you’ll leave the table and go to your room.” She paused, scanned the terrain in front of her, and then sympathy came into her voice as she said, “Oh Jack, there’s a spoonful or two of mashed potatoes left, you have them.”

Mr. Derwood, whose name was also Jack, looked up and brightened, but Penny knew her mother’s wishes and she took up the bowl and handed it across the table to Freddy, who handed it over to Jack Junior, who happily scraped all the remaining mashed potatoes onto his plate. Mr. Derwood looked at his eldest son with good natured resignation.

Not so long ago, 16 year-old Penny and 15 year-old Jack, who were their father’s children from his first marriage, had quietly understood that their current mother did her best to be fair but tended to favor her own natural born children over them. Eileen Derwood lacked the broad, warm, and generous heart of her husband, who treated all the children fairly, including 14 year-old Jean, his wife’s daughter from her own first marriage. But Mrs. Derwood tried her best. 

However, ever since Jack had been hit by a car and suffered a skull fracture, and then been the helpless victim of Dr. Sorenson​[1], his second mother very nearly doted on him. The youngest three were too young to notice. Penny and Jean noticed, and they thought it was funny. At the moment, the two of them shot secret smiles at each other across the table and then busied themselves with their food. 

Jack Senior took over the table talk. “Who needs the cars tomorrow?” he asked.

“I have to go down to Ringed Beeches to see Annette for tutoring in Spanish,” Jack said. He had at last gained admittance to Peabody Master High and had become a language tutor for the school district. Now that he was fluent in that mysterious language called One, Jack could easily learn any language he encountered. And he was a good tutor. 

Since his accident, his auburn hair had grown back thick and full. He had lost some of his brashness and often surprised his parents, and his older sister Penny, by a new thoughtfulness and carefulness in his actions and speech.

“I got a pass from first hour class to go with Jack for the extra tutoring,” Jean reported. She pushed her glasses up her nose and looked hopefully at her father.

Their father glanced at Penny. “Penny, can you drive them?”

But their mother interrupted. “I need my car,” Eileen Derwood said ruefully. “I’m carrying a couple loads of groceries over to the church pantry, and then we’ll be bagging all morning for distribution. I’m sorry, Jack and Jean, but I can’t let Penny have the car tomorrow.”

“Scruggs said he could drive us,” Jack told his father.

“No!” their mother said at once. All three older children let out audible sighs. But she was determined. “I don’t want him around Jean in such a private setting. She’s too young!”

“Mom, we’re only friends!” Jean exclaimed. She pushed her glasses up her nose again for emphasis. 

“He’s really never done a thing to make you distrust him this much, Mom,” Penny said gently. 

“Except carried Jean on his back for something like twenty miles when we were all lost in the woods in Maine,” Jack added​[2]. “And helped you get me out of that hospital when Dr. Sorenson wasn’t looking.”

Even Jack had pushed it too far with their mother. “That is enough!” she exclaimed. “William Grady is a senior in high school, and Jean is a freshman, and I don’t like them being alone together. Their friendship is far too deep for teenagers. Saying hello at church is fine, and doing things in a group is fine. He can walk with her to her classes at school. But that’s all.”

“Mom, it’s never been anything other than a friendship!” Jean exclaimed.

But their mother was adamant. “That missionary lady, that Martha Harris​[3], should never have encouraged you two!”

Penny took up for her younger sister: “That missionary lady was dying of cancer, Mom, and the only people from our church who helped her were Jean, Scruggs, and Fury Orlando.”

“Martha didn’t do anything wrong, and we didn’t do anything wrong!” Jean said firmly, but she looked ready to cry. Any aspersion cast on the memory of the late Martha Harris upset her.

“I’m not saying she had evil intentions Jean, but the situation was too intense. You are too young to have such a close relationship with a boy. Any boy.”

“Jean,” Jack said kindly, “Martha could take with her only what she gave: a full heart, enriched by honest service, love, sacrifice and courage. You gave her that.”

Jean smiled at him gratefully. Ever since his recovery, Jack remembered nearly everything he read. He had also become much more conscious of being kind to Jean.

“Who were you quoting, Jack?” Penny asked. “Let me guess: Winston Churchill.”

“Ronald Reagan,” Nine year old Freddy guessed.

“You always guess Ronald Reagan,” his twin sister Renee said, and heedless of the first warning, stuck her tongue out at him.

“St. Francis of Assisi,” Jack told them. He grinned.

Their father’s voice over ruled all, calm and assured: “Of course Jean and Scruggs Grady didn’t do anything wrong,” he said. “You both showed all of us how the church is supposed to extend its charity, Jean. And I respect both of you for that. Fury Orlando is a good man, and he and Scruggs made sure Martha had a safe, secure house to live in during her illness.” He looked at his wife, who was frowning at him. “We’ll let Scruggs Grady drive them and I’ll ask him not to go into the house with them, all right?”

Their mother still looked concerned, but after a moment she nodded and said, “All right.”

“On a related topic,” their father added. “How is Annette doing?”

Jack answered with his usual candor: “She still hates her mother, and she still hates Scruggs, and she still hates Peabody Master High.”

“That’s because she couldn’t get in!” nine year old Renee quipped.

“Renee!” her mother said sharply. “Young lady that is enough! You are to be kind in your speech.”

“Well that’s what they say,” Renee exclaimed, sulkily. She nodded at Penny and Jack. 

“Annette drives me crazy, but she’s got a hard life now,” Penny conceded. “Her folks are split up; and she’s still in that wheelchair from that accident. And she doesn’t have any friends left at her school, not since Jean and I tested into Peabody Master High.”

“But her dad’s rich!” Freddy exclaimed. “She gets anything she wants. Their house has a pool!”

“Money is a poor substitute for care and concern,” his father began. He stopped as the lights in the dining room suddenly faded quickly and then went out. The light shining in from the kitchen also faded out. The smoke detector out in the first floor hallway screeched out a beep that was abruptly cut short. 

The dining room had a large sliding glass door that looked out onto the patio, but only the faintest light came in from there. It was nearly seven o’clock in the evening in late February in Wisconsin. Night had come. The house suddenly felt cold.
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Chapter Three
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Ol’ Rick’s real name was Arthur Mayhuse. He no longer remembered how or why the people of Peabody had started calling him Ol’ Rick. Back in St. Paul, Minnesota, his mother had sold him to her drug dealer when he was ten years old, to pay off her debts. He didn’t know the Bible well at all, but he knew the story of Joseph, and he sympathized with Joseph, a boy also sold into slavery, an outcast from his own family. 

All his life, he had expected that just like Joseph had been given a secret gift that had made him rich, someday some great stroke of fortune would bring his own great gift (whatever it was) to the surface. And then he would be rich, too, and have a wife, and children, and not be a drunk. And when that happened the shopkeepers wouldn’t chase him out of their doorways on cold mornings. Instead, he would have a bed, and a bedroom with a window. And not a boom box but a real stereo. And he would learn to listen to music, all music. 

He loved music, even though he couldn’t read a note of it, and his singing was terrible. Someday, he had once promised himself, he would have a home, and warmth, and people to love, and music playing softly.

He also couldn’t remember when he had stopped expecting the gift of Joseph to come to him. It had not been a special moment of despair. Just gradually, as his back had bent with age and his teeth had started to fall out, he had realized that he was never really going to recover from the things done to him, nor from the enormous amounts of cheap alcohol that he consumed.

He decided then that he may as well keep drinking. In his 30‘s and 40’s he had promised himself and everybody else that he would quit. He had even tried, though sobriety had never lasted more than a day for him. 

Most of the people of the town despised him, and he felt the same about them. But he had an image to maintain. He had to be the kindly old town drunk. Otherwise nobody would give him anything, not even the backbreaking cash jobs that saw him through each week.

He did like that one boy, now a young man, who would bring him a burger and a shake on a Saturday if he saw him sitting on the curb. Rugs or Bugs or something like that. A weird name. The kid never troubled him, just brought him a pretty good lunch and let him be. 

Once, Ol’ Rick had said to him, as the kid handed him a bag with burger and fries in it and a waxed paper cup filled with milkshake, “Your Mom, she sell you off too?”

“No,” the boy said, shocked. “She left me at the Welfare Office, and they put me into foster care.”

“You had a good Mama,” Ol’ Rick had told him. It had further shocked the kid. He had thanked Ol’ Rick and walked away, leaving Rick shaking his head. Kids these days never knew when they had a good thing. Still, the kid was kind hearted.

“If you aren’t gonna give me the gift of Joseph, maybe you could do something for that kid,” he had told God. “His name’s Rugs, or, or maybe Scruggs. Yeah, that’s it.”

At the moment, he wished he had a burger to go with the rum he had purchased a half hour earlier. Rum or whiskey always came first if he could get them. But food was nice.

He dropped his bedroll against the south corner of the brick Episcopal church just outside of town. The fallen gravestones were stacked here: thin granite plates of a bygone era. They had toppled over in a rainstorm a few months ago and still had not been put back in place. Sooner or later, he knew, the church would hire him to do it. All the churches in the area hired him for grave maintenance and gravestone repair. They even had him dig graves sometimes if the gravesites were too badly placed for a backhoe to get the job done.

In the meantime, the stack of stones against the corner of the church provided a kind of shelter for him in the graveyard. 

The Episcopal graveyard was tiny compared to the Lutheran graveyard on the other side of town. That was fine because there weren’t many Episcopalians in Peabody. He couldn’t go over to the Lutheran graveyard any more, because last year that very heavy lady had died in the middle of winter, and he had used dynamite to blow out a grave for her. He had been sober when he made the decision to use dynamite. After all, the ground was frozen rock hard. But the family had been offended, and the church had said they would find other jobs for him. Sometimes they did.

But he had to stay away from that graveyard. So now he slept in the Episcopal graveyard if he couldn’t find a bed in town at any of the charities.

He reflected for a moment that he was all right enough. There had been no beds tonight, but the cold was not severe. He had his little tent in his torn knapsack, as well as half of a wool blanket he’d salvaged and a complete polyester blanket. Enough for tonight. He could have pulled together a mound of dirt and built a fire on it, but there was no need.

The rum warmed him up for as long as it lasted, never long enough. And just a few days ago that man in the white shirt had promised to come for him tonight. They were going to go someplace special. 

Ol’ Rick made up his camp in the lee of the old church and built a comfortable camp bed for himself out of the few things in his knapsack. He settled down to drink down the rest of the rum and steady his nerves. He needed alcohol, but it wasn’t for pleasure any more. He had to have it, and drinking it in large amounts had become a business-like procedure for him, a joyless necessity, a reminder that alcohol had trapped him and now owned him. 

As he swigged it down and stared out at the darkness, he saw a place in the night sky above him that was a pale spot. Seeing this in no way diminished his drinking. It was almost a relief these days to just get through the bottle and let oblivion take him. He took swig after swig as the pale spot moved closer, and he realized that, faint as it was, it had three dimensions. It was not a reflection or a ray of light, but something.

It wasn’t quite a cloud but neither was it solid. It sparkled in places. It came right down onto him, and he quickly upended the rum bottle to get it all inside of him before this amazing bit of sparkling light did whatever it was going to do. Fighting or running or even feeling fear just wasn’t in Ol’ Rick’s playbook any more. 

The entity descended on him. When it rose, it didn’t linger over his body but instead wafted back up in the night. The empty rum bottle fell out of his lifeless fingers. 
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Chapter Four
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At the Derwood house, everybody looked around in the sudden darkness. “Blackout!” Jack exclaimed. “I’ll go get my camp lantern. I can find my way.”

“Whatever you do, don’t bump your head!” Penny exclaimed. “People risked their lives to save that head!”

“My head’s good and hard now!” he exclaimed, and she could just make him out pretending to bang his fist against his head as he carefully found the kitchen doorway and went out. 

In a moment he returned. “I have the camp lantern, but it’s not working. And I put new batteries in it at Christmas. They can’t be dead.”

“I have candles,” their mother said. She stood and used her hands on the backs of their chairs to help guide her to the doorway and past Jack. In a moment, they heard one of the kitchen drawers slide open, heard a match scratch, and saw the flicker of small flame shed its yellowish light into the darkness. She returned with a long taper, cupping her hand around the flame. 

“Jean, dear, come with me and get some more candles and the candle holders.”

Jean was the closest to her and the doorway. With a push of her glasses up her nose, she obediently followed her mother out. Within a few minutes the lighted candles were set up on the table, and there was enough light to see their meal and each other. But the chill was already seeping in. The days had been unseasonably warm for late February, but the nights were cold.

“I guess we may have to have a fire in the fireplace tonight, their father said. “I wonder what’s happened. There’s no wind, and there hasn’t been any heavy snow for a month. Nothing to drop onto the power lines.”

“Let’s see if anybody is reporting on it,” Penny suggested. “Jean, while you’re up, can you get the radio from the kitchen?”

Jean nodded and ducked back into the kitchen. She returned in a moment with the radio that they kept for weather emergencies. She pushed the switch back and forth and looked up, puzzled. “It’s not working.”

Now their father was concerned. “The batteries in that thing charge while it’s plugged in. They can’t go dead unless we run it on battery power for something like two days straight.”

“And the way the smoke detector suddenly shut off,” Penny added. “When it goes from household power to battery backup, it’s supposed to let out three short squeals. But it got cut off after one.”

Jean was puzzled. “Can anything black out batteries as well as the power that comes in on an electrical line?”

“Yes,” Penny and her father said at the same time. They both stopped, and then he smiled at her in the flickering candle light and went on. “Yes, a powerful inductance could suppress voltage drops.”

“Dad!” Penny exclaimed. “A nuclear explosion could do this! It releases powerful inductance!”

Everybody became frightened, but his voice was quick. “There hasn’t been a nuclear explosion, Penny. We would have seen a flash of light shine right through the house, and there would have been a shock wave. It’s not that.” He turned his attention to his frightened family. “Look, inductance is caused by powerful magnetic waves, plain and simple. Lots of things cause magnetic waves. Now everybody finish your supper, and stop worrying. We’re all here; we’re all safe. It’s just that the power has gone off.”

And just as he said that, the lights came back up. The heater clicked on, and the radio started playing. Jack checked his camp lantern, and it was working.

“Crisis over,” their father said. “Now everybody finish your meal. Jack, give us a quote on courage.”

Jack was already back to enjoying his extra mashed potatoes. He paused long enough to say, “Courage is resistance to fear, mastery of fear, not absence of fear.”

“Mother Teresa,” Jean guessed.

“Ronald Reagan for sure!” Freddy exclaimed.

Jack didn’t look up. “Nope. Mark Twain.”

“Perfect love casts out all fear,” Penny added.

Jean beamed at her. “St John. First Epistle!”

“Do you know what I think?” their mother asked suddenly, sharply.

Everybody looked at her.

“I think that Doctor Thorson blacked out the power! Over at that science lab of his, at the new high school!” she exclaimed. Jack, Penny, and Jean all glanced at each other, excited and curious about this possibility, rather than dismayed. Their mother frowned. “Oh he’ll blow us all sky high one day. You just wait.”

“Come on, Mom, he’s brilliant,” Jack began. “And he’s good!” 

But she lifted her hands. “No more hymns of praise to that man tonight! We’ve been through enough!” as though a five minute power failure were a great trauma. Their mother had a clear distrust of Peabody Master High School’s brilliant and energetic science teacher. She insisted on kindness and Christian behavior among her children, but she had difficulty in overcoming her wariness about Doc Thorson. 

She changed the subject: “Freddy and Renee, it’s your week to clear the table. Jack and Penny, off to the kitchen to do the dishes. I’ll be there in a minute to put away the leftovers.”

* * * *
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THE OBJECT OF MRS. Derwood’s distrust was in the science lab at Peabody Master High School with his top student, Scruggs Grady. Both teacher and student were rigged out in heavily padded aprons, heavy goggles, and half-face respirator masks. “Just in case,” Doc had assured Scruggs. “But it’s usually not that dangerous.”

They wore heavy, fireproof, gauntleted gloves. Standing next to each other, with their bulbous goggles, respirators, and charcoal gray padded aprons, they looked like two giant flies. Doc’s mop of white hair stuck out around the straps of his goggles and respirator. 

Their attention was fixed on a device on the workbench that looked like an extra-large microwave oven. It had, in fact, once been a microwave oven. But after weeks of cutting, welding, adding tubing, and attaching steel bands that wrapped around it and locked in place during operation, Doc had turned it into the Franken-micro, as Scruggs called it. 

Gas lines from two small tanks ran into it, and its power cable ran first into an enormous black electrical box, and then from there into one of the 220 outlets. 

“All right,” Doc said, “Here we go!”

“And you say this thing will make diamonds!” Scruggs shouted.

“William, you don’t need to shout, it hasn’t even started yet.” Doc went to the wall and pulled down a massive switch onto contact points. The black box began to make a whirring noise, the gas canisters vibrated, and the sound of a power build up raised the noise level in the room considerably.

“I admit it’s a lash-up!” Now Doc was compelled to shout over the noise. “But the gases will pass over the super-heated tungsten filament inside the chamber.” And he nodded at the Franken-micro. “ A film of tiny diamond crystals will begin to grow and bond to the filament, creating a semiconductor strand.”

“And what will that do!” Scruggs shouted back as the noise became a roar and the windows began to rattle.

“The diamond filaments will be able to operate under extremely high temperature and yet remain cool!” Doc shouted back.

“Is this for the Arch?” Scruggs shouted.

“We’ll talk about the Arch when you’re ready to talk about the Arch!” Doc replied. It was his standard answer regarding the enigmatic metal arch that dominated one corner of the science lab.

The Arch looked like nothing more than a stainless steel structure curved and balanced like an archway entrance into a medieval church, except it had no door that it framed. It was just an arch. Doc never discussed it, and if a student entered the lab while he was working on it, he stopped working on it. 

Penny had told Scruggs that there were cables and wires inside it, and she had seen Doc working on it with some of the cabling pulled out, but later, on closer inspection, neither he nor she could find any access panels or hatches in it. It looked like it was made of stainless steel, but it was not. Nobody knew what it was, and if anybody asked, Doc merely said, “What? Not the arch again! First learn the science, and then we will discuss the arch!”
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