

  

    

      

    

  




  



TIME PORTAL




  Ross Richdale




  ISBN 978-1-877438-23-3


E-Book Distribution: XinXii


 www.xinxii.com


 [image: logo_xinxii]









  When Rhett intercepts a stranger, Shelley in his holiday home it becomes apparent that she is not just an intruder caught in the act of illegally trespassing.




  Rhett and Shelley travel through a space-time portal where they are met by Dee, their twelve-year old daughter that they never knew existed. Dee is desperate for her brother, Corwin to be rescued. He has been caught in a trap set by the girifa, the reptilian equivalent of humanity. In this world, humans are the aliens.




  As they continue their journey they befriend fellow travellers who help them in a seemingly haphazard quest. However, their lives appear to have been predetermined with a destiny that will affect not only present day Earth but also the future.




  Evil forces are also out there with sinister objectives of their own. Rhett and Shelley learn that the enemy are not the girifa but humans living a parallel world from their ancestors' time.




  But who is really in control? Journey through the time portal where time, space and parallel worlds intertwine with an ultimate disaster that only Rhett and Shelley can halt.




  *




  




  



CHAPTER 1




  



He sat straddling the roof of the holiday home and wiped perspiration from his brow. January, high summer in the southern hemisphere, was hot. It almost too hot now for the iron on the roof reflected the overhead sun. This made his job almost impossible. Perhaps he should stop and come back up in the cool of the evening.




  No, he'd try it one last time to align the satellite dish so they could receive all the television channels rather than just two available a Riversdale, the remote beach resort tucked in behind hills away from any television transmission tower. His sister, Val had told him it was false economy purchasing the cheap unofficial box and dish, as they had to be manually aligned. Perhaps she was right. The references in the manual were vague, too with the only grid reference being to Masterton, the closest large town, fifty kilometres away.




  "Uncle Rhett," the girl shouted up from the lawn below. "It's almost working. Mum said to twist it back a little."




  "Right Ava," Rhett called back.




  He reached out with his fingers to rotate the screw clockwise a few millimetres. When he touched the hot metal an electric shock jolted him. He jerked back in alarm and shook his head. A sphere of energy the size of a tennis ball sat on his opened hand. It tickled rather than repeated the electric shock before it lifted, floated away like a bubble and disappeared in the sunlight.




  Rhett Pennant frowned and stared out across the lawn. He could see the local road with holidaymakers walking along in beach attire, the usual quad bikes that seemed to be a necessity in the village and the neighbour's cat sitting in shade under a bush. The spark or whatever it was had gone.




  "Uncle Rhett," Ava screamed with alarm in her voice. "What did you do?"




  "Did you see something, too?"




  "A yellow fireball came out of your hand. Are you okay?"




  "Got a kick back from the dish. You'd better ask your mother to turn off the tellie."




  Ava turned. "Mum," she screamed. "Uncle Rhett wants you to turn the tellie off. He got a shock."




  Val appeared and glanced up. "You be careful, Rhett," she called out. "Just leave it. We can get a service man in next week."




  "And pay a hundred bucks travelling expenses. No, toss me one of those rubber gloves you use for painting and I'll have one last try."




  "Okay, but it is foolish to play with live wires. I'm leaving everything off."




  Rhett smiled. His sister and brother-in-law had taken him under their wing since Lesley; his wife had died the winter before. It had been a difficult time but he was mainly over it now and could see a way forward in his life. He slipped on the gloves Val tossed up and reached out, somewhat apprehensively, to touch the screw. There was no shock so he twisted it a fraction.




  It took several adjustments by trial and error for Val refused to turn the set below back on until his hands were away from the dish. Finally, though, he heard a scream of delight and five-year-old Kristine ran out.




  "It works Uncle Rhett," she screamed as she jumped up and down in delight. "We've got the cartoons."




  "But not for long," Ava cut in as she, too appeared on the lawn. "I want to watch C4."




  This was a music channel that seemed to be mandatory viewing for local New Zealand teenagers. Rhett grinned for Ava was only eleven. They grew up so quickly in this modern age.




  *




  "Why don't you come back with us, tomorrow?" Rhett's brother-in-law Jerry Antworth said that evening.




  Rhett shrugged for he knew he'd miss the family. "No, I've still got a week's holiday and I want to get the front deck painted."




  Val and he had inherited the holiday home half way along Blue Pacific Parade and had joint ownership. It was an excellent arrangement with Val's family using it more than himself. He sighed, for the family he'd always wanted had never eventuated with Lesley's illness becoming progressively worse over the eighteen months before her death.




  Val smiled. "You know we're only going back because the girls start school on Tuesday." She turned to Jerry. "And you have to pick them up, My Dear."




  Rhett glanced up. Val and Jerry's girls were a delight. Back in Wellington where they all lived, he saw them often and helped whenever he could. His position as an electronics technician with a local firm involved night work so he was free several times a week to pick the girls up from their local primary school, now that Val had returned to full time employment.




  Jerry rubbed his chin. "Yes, it would be a good idea for you to return today, Rhett. It's quite a rush for me trying to get to the school by three." He ducked away as Val gave him a dig in the arm and broke into a grin. "Okay, I know but they could take the bus home."




  "Dad!" Ava cried.




  "I'll be fine," Rhett said. "I'll get the deck done and I want to get those shrubs out the back trimmed too."




  "And get onto Ellen, the cleaning lady," Val continued. "She does a good job cleaning after tenants have left but has the habit of..." The conversation continued as usual before the girls drifted off to see the new channels coming in and the adults cleaned up. Rhett watched the cars, vans and trailers travelling on the road outside.




  There was almost a mass exodus and Rhett knew that the hordes of children and teenagers were heading home to begin a new year at their schools. By Tuesday, peace would return to the village with the mainly elderly permanent residents able to reclaim their turf. He wondered what the new year would bring.




  *




  By nine the following morning the family had gone. Rhett glanced around the living room. It was funny how a place seemed to change when it was empty. He smiled when he realised Val had even washed the breakfast dishes and tidied the rooms. The washing machine hummed away, washing the sheets and other attire.




  He didn't feel like painting yet so wandered across the road, through a right-of-way and over a small sand hill. Ahead was a view he'd seen a thousand times before but still loved. The tide was half way in with a row of breakers curling over and crashing down. Surf ran up the sand before retreating back to meet the next wave. To his right, the bay curved away to a flat topped hill while, in the opposite direction was the main bathing area and surf club buildings beside a small river, after which the village was named.




  Further north again the beach ended in a rocky outcrop that extended up the coast to Castlepoint, the next settlement where a lighthouse clung to a rocky point.




  "Hi Rhett," a voice behind him said. "Family gone, I see,"




  He turned and grinned. Old Matthew was a local identity and would be eighty or more. But he still had a swim every day during the summer and was now standing in his swimming trunks with a towel draped around his leathery shoulders.




  "Oh hi, Matthew," Rhett replied. "Yeah, school starts. I'm staying on a few days to get the deck painted."




  "Want a hand?"




  "Love one. I thought I'd leave it until later in the afternoon when the deck's shaded. About four."




  "Sure," Matthew said. "Did you hear the latest?'




  Rhett grinned. If there was any gossip around, Matthew picked it up.




  "Everyone's leaving?"




  "Not only that but some young lass was seen skinny dipping and then she had the audacity to steal clothes off the Smith's clothes line. Know them, the family three up from you with that tribe of kids?'




  Rhett didn't but let the old guy ramble on. Most locals were quite honest with very little pilfering taking place in the village. Also, skinny-dipping that Matthew called nude swimming was unusual in this small conservative community.




  "Seems she just stole Pauline Smith's clothes and a towel. Nothing else. They saw her disappearing through their back gate, still in the nude and running like a greyhound. A few others saw her heading back over the sand hills to the beach here." Matthew chucked. "Missed seeing her myself, unfortunately."




  Rhett frowned. He should be mystified about this small incident but strangely, he wasn't. It was as if he had expected it to happen.




  Matthew raised his eyebrows. "You saw her too?"




  "No such luck." Rhett laughed and changed the topic of conversation. They chattered for a while before Matthew headed away.




  Rhett spent an hour just wandering along the beach before he visited the local shop, bought a few groceries and went home.




  Standing in his kitchen munching a sandwich and holding a mug of steaming coffee was a woman probably in her late twenties She was slim, wore a white top, a denim skirt and yellow jandals, the sandals that one poked toes through. Long dark hair hung down to her shoulders. More unusual in that first impression was that her skin was pale, not tanned as nearly everyone in the village was after a long hot summer.




  "What the..." Rhett gasped. "What are you doing in my house, madam? I would advise..." He stopped when the woman's eyes caught his.




  Her lips quivered and quite unexpectedly, tears flooded her eyes. Huge drops slid down her cheeks and dropped unhindered onto her top. She placed the half eaten sandwich down and grasped a chair with shaking hands.




  "There's nobody else and I know I can trust you, Rhett," she sobbed. "Please, listen to me."




  Her English sounded educated and had not a trace of an accent. Obviously, she was a typical New Zealander. But Rhett knew that she wasn't. He didn't even know why he knew. He just did.




  "Okay, sit down and finish your coffee... err..."




  "You know my name, Rhett Pennant."




  Rhett gasped for he did. "Shelley Medina but how could I? I have never met or even heard of you before?'




  The girl wiped the tears from her face and smiled almost shyly. "I implanted my name in your mind when I extracted yours. But call me Shelley."




  "Oh sure," Rhett felt annoyed.




  "How's your hand, Rhett?"




  Rhett glanced down at the small blister in his right palm caused by the fireball. It still smarted a little when he used it.




  "You?" he gasped.




  Shelley nodded. "I homed in on the satellite dish that you were adjusting. I was an identity, a life force that all humans contain, I guess you would call it your mind or perhaps even soul. We have the ability to exit our physical bodies when we travel vast distances through space-time. Tell me, am I on Earth Alpha?"




  "Earth, yes but I've never heard of the alpha being added to the name."




  "And this is the late twenty-first century?"




  "No, it's only the second decade of the century."




  Shelley frowned. "So that's why... Oh well, it doesn't matter. I am still alive and that is a blessing."




  "Okay," Rhett retorted. "You trust me but as I see it, it is you who owes me an explanation. Can I trust you? By your actions to date I see no real reason why I should." He sucked in a breath. "You're the woman running around the village in the nude and those clothes you're wearing were stolen from a local clothes line, weren't they?"




  More tears formed in her eyes. "Can I?' she asked as she reached for a tissue from a nearby box.




  "Help yourself," Rhett said in a softer tone. Perhaps he shouldn't be so unsympathetic. "Sit down while I make myself a coffee then I want an explanation, Shelley; a plausible one that I can comprehend. Understand?"




  Shelley caught his eyes and smiled. "I'll tell you how I arrived. Afterwards you can decide if my trust in you is reciprocated. If not, I'll leave and you'll never hear from me again. Is that fair?"




  "Yes," Rhett replied. "I'll get my coffee..."




  "As I said," Shelley said a few moments later. "I arrived as a electronic identity through your dish. Think of me being like a ball of lightning..."




  When she sat on the couch and began her tale Rhett listened with fascination and growing interest




  *




  Shelley had no idea how long she had been in the rescue pod after the battle cruiser's destruction. It could have been anything from a few moments to decades.




  "We have reached your destination, Shelley," Grass, the computer said through the pod's hidden loudspeakers. "There is a problem."




  "What is it?" Shelley sat up and climbed out of the cocoon that had encased her. As usual after the deep sleep, she felt hungry and thirsty. Now awake, she needed food, water and air to maintain her body. As well, the metallic suit that she wore felt filthy.




  "There are no reception stations on this planet. Due to malfunctions that our robots could not repair, my orbit can be maintained for only seventeen local days, our air supply will last ten, you have food for three days and water for six."




  Shelley paled. "Are there any other pods around?"




  "None." As usual, Grass offered no further explanation.




  "So I am alone. What a do you suggest?"




  "Your DNA profile is in my memory banks so you will be able to rebuild your physical body once you are on the surface."




  "Meaning?"




  "I explained the concept of being an identity before you went into your deep sleep."




  "My brain waves are copied into an electronic force field. I'll be conscious and will be able to move by just thinking about what I wish to do."




  "Basically, that is correct. Tell me the limits you will encounter."




  At times Grass sounded like an old school teacher Shelley remembered from school. He had been a grouchy old guy but, on hindsight, had been the best teacher she'd ever had.




  "I am limited by what my physical body would need, and would not survive without air for three minutes, water for a day and food for a week. Air can be carried with me in my identity form but I will need to become human again to take in water and food."




  "You learned well." A compliment from the computer was rare and Shelley smiled. "I have incorporated a remote device to reactivate your body after you reach your destination. In is not a perfect answer but is all I can offer at this time."




  "Why?"




  "Primitive surveillance equipment on Earth Alpha below can trace this ship so I have had to change your final destination."




  "Earth Alpha, the original planet where humans came from?" Shelley gasped.




  "Your branch of humanity, Shelley. You are but one of..."




  "I know," Shelley interrupted. The last thing she needed now was a history lecture. "If I can't land in eastern United States where you say others from my space-time operate a portal, where can I go?"




  "I will enter the atmosphere over the southern continent called Antarctica. It is a frozen barren place containing only a few research facilities. When our hull begins to burn up in the atmosphere, you will be in an identity who will need to drop down to a landing, yourself. By then, I shall cease to operate."




  "But where?' Shelley gasped.




  "There are two places, a continent of Australia which I would advise you avoid as they have primitive defence facilities. Off to the east is a small island nation of New Zealand. It has a high standard of human life, a small population and no defence force."




  "Meaning?"




  "As an identity you may be seen by local radar. Fighter aircraft, such as the Australians operate could lock onto and explode near you. It is an extremely archaic method of defending skies over a country but, unfortunately, it could still neutralise your life forces."




  "Do I have any alternative choices?"




  "Yes, there are always alternatives."




  "So what else could I do?"




  "Die," Grass replied in a passionless voice.




  *




  The drop was terrifying. Shelley was totally alone and flying over an ocean. After the ice of the frozen continent, it had been a welcomed sight but she had no way of knowing the passage of time except by using the sun as a reference. She became worried. What if there was no island and she had to land in the ocean? At some stage she would have to revert back to her physical body and would either drown, starve or die of thirst.




  She switched her mind and tried to remember everything she had been taught. Of course she could follow an electronic signal from one of the numerous satellites down. But where to? Of course, she had to find a receiving station. She went into a trancelike state and let the identity fail-safe systems remotely operate. Again this was terrifying but it had to be done.




  Shelley awoke to find herself dropping straight down over a small town; the ocean was to her left and rolling brown hills the other way. Before she could even switch to manual flight she landed on a male with his hand on a metallic saucer above a house. She hit his hand and a thousand thoughts rushed into her own mind including his language. It was English, a crude version of her own language but easy to absorb. He was male but she sensed he was a kind man recovering from some sadness. His thoughts were hers and she felt his pain as she burned his skin.




  She could not stay there or her mind would enter his. She would become him. She knew this man was not the ruthless male she knew from home. But she had no wish to become a male nor could she expect him to absorb her female mind.




  She seized control and flew out of his hand, narrowly avoided a nearby tree and flew towards the ocean. Now that was stupid. She turned and dropped, exhausted between some spiky grass growing out of a valley of sand dunes.




  There was a hiss a bump and Shelley found herself lying on the sand. She was human again but nude and alone in a new world.




  *




  Shelley stared at Rhett. "Did I say something?"




  Rhett frowned. "You just told me of your arrival. You were an identity… Don't you remember?"




  Shelley frowned. "An identity is when our life force departs from our physical body. Is that right?"




  "That's what you told me."




  "I remember nothing except your name, Rhett." Shelley whispered.




  "But you just told me what happened to you."




  "What did I say?"




  Rhett repeated what he remembered of Shelley's conversation.




  "And I told you all that?"




  "Yes."




  "I remember nothing" She frowned. "Not a thing."




  Rhett studied her. Was the story she'd told just a fantasy or was she lying now when she said she'd forgotten everything?"




  "So what do you remember?" he said with caution in his voice.




  "I have a vague recollection of flying over the beach and waking up with no clothes on in the early morning. I was scared and embarrassed. I remained hidden all day but eventually had to do something. I crept down to a stream and had a drink but was tired and hungry. I am as honest as you, Rhett but had to do something. That's why I stole the clothes. Unfortunately, I was seen and actually chased by some males. I was terrified again, found a culvert to hide in and wasn't found."




  "And then came here?" Rhett asked.




  Shelley nodded. "I know everything about you Rhett. Your memories are mine, now."




  "All of them?' Rhett gasped.




  "I guess. If I think back, I remember your memories but not my own." She pouted.




  "Go on." Rhett encouraged.




  "Lesley wasn't a loving wife who got ill with cancer and died. She was a bitch that you only stayed with out of duty and sympathy."




  Rhett stared at the young alien woman. He had told nobody of those agonising last two years, not even his closest friends, Val or Jerry. He put it all down to her to the disease and treatment. But even before she had the lump in her beast diagnosed as cancerous, their marriage was just a sham. After her taunts after he had found out about an affair with a guy where she worked he was about to walk away. However, it was not to be.




  Shelley reached out and took his hands. They felt so soft and … this was stupid. She was a stranger that he'd only known for less than an hour.




  "Can I stay?"




  "Yes," Rhett said almost too quickly. "You can sleep in Val and Jerry's room. I sleep in the hut. It's that a small bunkhouse on the back lawn."




  "Can't you stay in here," Shelley replied. "I mean..."




  "I guess I can sleep in the girls' room." He pointed to a door next to the kitchen. "What now? "




  "I'll help you paint the deck," Shelley said. "Wasn't that the reason you stayed on here after the others left?"




  *




   




  




  



CHAPTER 2




  



The expression on old Matthew's face that evening when Shelley turned up on the deck in Val's shorts and top was priceless. He peered at her, muttered a brief "Hello" and raised his eyebrows at Rhett. Otherwise he was very discrete.




  Shelley greeted him like an old friend and began painting. When she chatted away, Rhett couldn't stop himself gasping. Everything she talked about was his memories. The workplace was his, chatter about small home incidences were from his life and even general affairs about local news and government happenings were items that he took an interest in. She even repeated his opinions about things.




  "My best friend, Janice is getting married in a couple on months," Shelley rattled on. She bent over to paint the wooden steps and displayed a cleavage that Rhett couldn't fail to notice. "Nice girl but a bit promiscuous."




  Her eyes caught Rhett's and he flushed bright red but for a different reason than the view of her breasts. Janice worked at the office with him and they had had a clandestine affair just before Lesley's death. She stopped the affair and, almost immediately afterwards became engaged to another guy. He'd found out later that she had been seeing him all the time. Her callousness affected him almost as much as Lesley's death.




  With three of them working, the deck was completed in a little over an hour. Shelley stood up with perspiration showing damp spots under her armpits and her face was now sunburnt. She grinned, placed her brush in a container and turned to Matthew.




  "Beer?" she asked. "Rhett always has a cold beer after a hot hour's work." She turned to Rhett. "Don't you, Dear?"




  "Of course," Rhett muttered and watched as she stepped down onto the lawn and walked around the side of the house to the other entrance at the back.




  "Like the girlfriend," Matthew said. "If I was a couple of decades younger..." He stared out unblinking from shaggy eyebrows. "You know that story I told you earlier?"




  "Yes..." Now what was coming?




  "The clothes turned up, all washed, folded and placed in a plastic bag. Pauline Smith found them hanging from her clothesline. Strange, isn't it?"




  So that was why the spin drier was on earlier and Shelley had later disappeared for quarter an hour. "A teenage prank I'd say. Kid stole them, her mum found out and told her to take them back, " Rhett muttered.




  The old man rubbed his chin. "Yeah, could be that."




  Shelley returned and the conversation ceased. However, a few moments later, another strange happening jerked any complacency from Rhett.




  "I've never seen anything like it," Matthew muttered and stared out across the section.




  A whirlwind of dust and litter blew in across the road and sort of bounced off the front bushes. Clouds of dry leaves, dirt and lawn clippings swirled everywhere as it swirled towards them. A flock of gulls flew out of the way; squawking while the neighbour's cat ran across their lawn with its tail fluffed up in fright.




  "Get down!" Rhett screamed and instinctively grabbed Shelley to protect her.




  With a bang, a pile of dirt exploded up in the garden a few metres away. Dirt spun in the air, dropped back and left a hole the size of an inverted road works cone. Afterwards the whirlwind dissipated as quickly as it arrived.




  "I'm okay but thank you," Shelley squeezed Rhett's hand and caught his eyes. Her expression appeared to warn him to be cautious.




  So the whirlwind wasn't a coincidence! She had something to do with it. After all the other events, this was not really surprising.




  *




  "Come and look," Shelley said half an hour later after Matthew had finally left. She walked across the lawn and reached into a newly formed hole.




  Rhett paled as he watched for the girl's hand disappear... literally! He could see her arm and wrist but nothing else. It was as if a saw had cut it off. There was just a blurry stump where her wrist should have been. An instant later, her hand and fingers appeared reappeared holding a metal sphere the size of a child's beach ball.




  "It was hidden by a light refraction shield," she said with a far away look in her eyes. "It was sent by Grass, the computer. I guess he couldn't create a direct portal."




  "Portal?' Rhett gasped.




  Shelley still appeared to be looking through Rhett rather than at him "I arrived eighty years too far back in time. Humans on Earth Alpha hadn't even met the girifa or other extraterrestrial life forms at that time."




  "This time, Shelley. We're here, now."




  "Of course. Sorry."




  She handed the ball to him and just stood motionless when he glowered. Though he had anticipated that the ball would have weigh several kilograms it was almost weightless.




  "Your light refraction shield?" he asked as he handed it back.




  Shelley jerked and her eyes focused on his. "My what? "




  Rhett gulped. Had she forgotten what she had just said again?




  "What did you just tell me?" he asked.




  Shelley appeared frightened. "I know I was talking to you about this emergency survival kit that followed me here." She glanced at the object in her hand and sucked on her bottom lip. "Why did that girl, Janice mate with you and reject you when you were so lonely and vulnerable?" she suddenly blurted out.




  "That's life," Rhett shrugged. "I thought we might have made a go of it."




  "I'd never do that," Shelley's eyes met his and again she looked empathetic. Her expression changed to a smile. "Anyway, let's see what's in the emergency survival kit that followed me down."




  *




  "Damn," Shelley said a few moments later and placed the sphere back on the kitchen table. "It knows who I am but will not open."




  "And it told you that?' Rhett replied.




  "I think so."




  She held it out and he saw a series of waving lines curling over the surface from the equator, through both hemispheres before they disappeared into the poles. The lines were a light blue that faded to white at the top and bottom. When Shelley placed the sphere on the bench and let it go, the lines disappeared.




  "Now you pick it up."




  Rhett did. It felt slightly warm but the sphere just remained solid looking.




  "That's strange," the girl muttered.




  "What?"




  "The colours. It rejected you and only partially accepted me. "




  "Meaning?"




  Shelley shrugged. "Perhaps I am too tense. My blood pressure could be up."




  "So what do we do?"




  "Come back tomorrow when, hopefully I'm more relaxed."




  "You'd think it was alive, reading your emotions like that."




  "No, it is just a machine, Rhett. At least it is not one that can take over our minds and control us." She stopped and flushed.




  "You've forgotten everything you just said again, haven't you?"




  Shelley smiled. "No, I know what I said. I just don't know how I knew the information I talked about."




  Rhett grinned. "Well that's an improvement. It seems that nothing will happen now so let me show you our beach. There's still an hour of daylight left and it's a beautiful evening."




  *




  With so many families gone, Riversdale Beach was relatively quiet. The surf patrol was still on duty with red and yellow flags marking the safe swimming area that evening. Twenty to thirty people swam in the surf, couples walked along the sand, three campfires smoked away and several children and the not so young built sandcastles before the tide.




  For several moments Rhett and Shelley walked in silence before she went over to the surf. She jumped a line of foam and just stood there smiling as the next wave crashed before her and water swirled around her toes.




  "Do you like the ocean?" Rhett asked.




  "It is beautiful, so peaceful that the birds are even happy." She pointed to a line of seagulls who hardly moved as they walked by. Can we go for a swim?"




  "Can you?"




  "Swim? I think I can for I feel quite confident." She glanced at some teenagers nearby. "I don't know why I was worried about being seen. Why do they even bother?" She nodded at two teenage girls in bikinis.




  "I think Val left some togs at home. They're more modest than that girl's."




  "Togs?" Shelley giggled. "Of course, they're the swimming suits. Some of your words are still strange. Languages change, don't they?"




  "Even in our world," Rhett said. "Millions of people speak English yet some words are only used by our little country. We call those things on your feet jandals but in other places they're thongs or flip-flops."




  "But why?"




  "Just customs I guess."




  They headed back home and checked the sphere that lay lifeless on the sink but nothing was different. They changed; grabbed towels and minutes later were diving through waves. Shelley was capable and was soon body surfing in with the crashing breakers. They laughed and played, splashed each other and ran into the surf together. Finally they walked up to their towels and dried themselves.




  "You need to be careful," Rhett said.




  "Why?"




  "Lucky it is late in the day but you're still sunburnt. You'll be sore tomorrow."




  "Will I?"




  Rhett grinned. "I'm sure you won't be too bad."




  "But pale bodies are ugly?"




  "No," Rhett whispered. "Anything but."




  *




  Morning arrived and Rhett's first recollection was the smell of bacon frying. He opened his eyes, sat up and banged his head on the bunk above. Of course, he was in the kids' room and had slept on a lower bunk. After rubbing his head he dressed and walked into the kitchen. Shelley had already had a shower for her hair was wet. She smiled at him.




  "You look a mess," she said. "Go and shower. Breakfast will be ready soon."




  After breakfast, Shelley looked up at him and he saw something was wrong. Her face had drained into a ghastly white and perspiration formed on her brow and neck. Within seconds her top was damp and her hands shook.




  "I don't feel too good," she muttered, went to stand but collapsed sideways. Her chair fell over and she hit the floor with a thud.




  "Shelley!" Rhett screamed.




  He was beside her within a second, bent down and touched her forehead. She was now feverish and moaning. Her whole body jerked and foam edged out the side of her clenched teeth.




  "Shelley!" He picked up her shaking body and headed for the couch. She was heavy but just before he laid her down her weight disappeared. "No!" he screamed for the girl in his arms became transparent; he could see right through her!




  She vanished. A yellow pulsing tennis ball under a bundle of clothes was in his hands. It vibrated and enlarged, he staggered under the sudden weight in his arms and blinked. Shelley reappeared beneath the clothes, still unconscious but looking slightly better.




  "I'll get you to the doctor," Rhett cried. "Hang in there. I'll get help!"




  *




  There was no local doctor but the fifty-kilometre journey to Masterton through a windy road was completed in forty minutes. Just before Rhett turned his Toyota in through the local hospital Accident and Emergency entrance, Shelley sighed and her eyes opened.




  "Rhett!" she whispered. "Where are we?"




  "We're at the hospital. It won't be long now."




  They parked and Shelley insisted on walking into the waiting room. It was relatively quiet and the wait wasn't too long.




  "I'll be fine," she said after a nurse indicated she should follow her into a curtained off cubical.




  A half an hour dragged by before Shelley reappeared with a sheepish expression on her face. Rhett stood and took her hands. "What was it?"




  "A nasty strain of flu. Apparently, my body had no immunity. I told the doctor I'd just flown in from England. She said I could have picked it up in the Hong Kong stopover." She bit on her lip and stared at the ground.




  "That's not the full story is it, Shelley?"




  She nodded but couldn't look directly at him.




  "Shelley!"




  She looked up. "There was something. The doctor wishes to speak to my next of kin, whatever that means. I said you were. Is that okay?"




  "Yes. I'll see what she wants."




  *




  The doctor, a woman in her early forties, extended her hand when Rhett walked in the cubical. "Mrs Shelley Pennant's husband?"




  Rhett almost replied that Shelley wasn't his wife but hesitated. It wasn't important at the moment. "Yes."




  He never caught her name but listened, fascinated to the information the doctor divulged.




  "When I was examining your wife her heart stopped."




  "What! … But she's fine and actually looks better."




  "That's it," the doctor replied. "For ten seconds, I guess it was she had no pulse what-so-ever. I was about to call a crash team to try to restart her heart when it started on its own." She frowned. "Does your wife have a history of any heart condition?"




  "Not since I've known her."




  "That's what she told me but she appeared ill at ease, shall we say?"




  "Shelley does become self conscious at times."




  "I would advise you to seek help with your local GP and get a referral to a specialist." She glanced at her notes. "I could do it but Mrs Pennant said your doctor in Wellington had been your physician for years."




  Rhett coughed. Shelley had used his memory again. "He is, but I am more concerned about the immediate situation. We're at present staying in Riversdale, which is quite a way from emergency treatment. Will her heart suddenly stop again? "




  "It is unlikely. I think the problem was brought about by her extremely high temperature, over forty degrees, and the virus." The doctor frowned. "That is unusual, too. After her heart started her pulse was normal, as was her blood pressure and temperature. All symptoms of the virus had also vanished. It was as if her body had recharged itself."
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