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Prologue
 
    
 
   Stargazer Space Station orbiting earth -1968
 
   Lrence rubbed his sweaty palms on the sides of his pants. He swallowed, trying to ease the tightness in his chest. He studied the others. They seemed just as nervous. They were all standing outside the vault waiting for Cnoc to input the access code. Lrence peered into the shadows of the dimly lit hallway and listened. The eerie quiet, which should have been reassuring, pressed in on him, straining already taut nerves. He felt Kafra shiver. He put his arm around her and leaned in close to whisper in her ear. “You don’t have to do this. It’s not too late to go back.”
 
   She bit her lip and shook her head.
 
   He glanced over at Demitri leaning against the wall feigning nonchalance, wearing a big smile like this was all a game. His fingers steadily drumming the wall behind him gave him away. Always up for a challenge, he’d been the most enthusiastic about the plan. Maybe because he had the least to lose since he had no family to embarrass or to leave behind.
 
   Remnr wasn’t even trying to pretend. Running his hand through his dark blond hair, he stood close behind Cnoc, leaning forward as if by his very presence he could make Cnoc go faster.
 
   Cnoc wiped the sweat from his brow, flicking his long black hair out of his eyes. He elbowed Remnr. “Stop breathing down my neck.”
 
   Remnr grunted softly, moving back only a fraction of an inch.
 
   Kubal stood rigidly next to Lrence, his hands in his pockets. Even though he’d assured them he’d taken care of the alarm system and redirected the surveillance cameras so they couldn‘t be seen, he kept glancing up and down the corridor. Ex-army and head of security, Kubal’s willingness to join this group still surprised Lrence. Even now, Lrence couldn’t help wondering if he’d set them up. If anything went wrong, there would be no way to explain their presence in this top security hallway.
 
   Finally, the lock clicked and the vault door swung open. One by one, they followed Cnoc into the vault. The crystals lay in individual boxes on a raised platform in the center of the vault. Cnoc carefully lifted the lid of the first box. Lrence held his breath, waiting for an alarm. There was only silence. Quickly, Cnoc opened the next two boxes handing Lrence three power crystals. Lrence tucked the crystals inside a leather pouch. Cnoc opened the remaining boxes and passed three crystals to each of them, retaining the last three for himself.
 
   As they turned to leave, a red light over the vault door began blinking.
 
   “What’s that?” Remnr whispered nervously.
 
   “Our cue to leave,” replied Kubal. “We have exactly thirty seconds before that door locks.” He grabbed each of them and shoved them through the door. As the last one out, he managed to slip through just before it clanged shut and triggered a cacophony of alarms throughout the complex.
 
   “I thought you said you disabled all the alarms,” grumbled Demitri.
 
   Kubal rolled his eyes. “If you’d listened to my briefing, you’d know there remained a chance removing the crystals would trigger an alarm I couldn’t disarm. Follow me and shut up, we only have about three minutes to get out of here.”
 
   He led them single file through carefully programmed gaps between the corridor cameras, often holding up a hand to stop them until a camera swiveled away. Timing was the key. As the last one in line, Lrence waited nervously, shifting from one foot to the other and watching for Kubal’s signal to move forward. He found it hard to stand quietly and walk slowly between cameras with alarms ringing and the sound of running guards coming closer, the urge to run almost overpowering. Finally, outside the secured area, they ran to the transporter and beamed to the surface. They still had to hurry. It wouldn’t take long for the authorities to find the beam-out signature.
 
   Lrence, as the leader of the group, looked at each of his five comrades. This was it then. There was no going back. By stealing the crystals, they’d be labeled as traitors and hunted down. Standing in front of the portal, they had no time for goodbyes, having said all that earlier. They would only be safe once they stepped through the portal. Safe but marooned on an alien planet, thought Lrence. After tonight, they could never again return home. They had sacrificed everything, for what? Were they saviors or traitors? Even after all these months of planning and debate, Lrence still didn’t know the answer. He just knew that he could not stand by while his planet plotted to enslave the entire inhabitants of another system.
 
   One by one they stepped into the portal and disappeared into earth’s past.

 
   

 
 
   Chapter One
 
   Present day – Guatemala
 
    
 
   “Joshua, hand me that brush,” Samuel Carson said, pointing without looking at his son as he  knelt to examine some carvings on the cave wall.
 
   Scowling, Joshua laid down the shovel he’d been using, and handed the brush to his dad. Joshua’s mouth felt as dry and dusty as the earth he shoveled. He could taste the grit on his teeth. When he tried to wipe the sweat out of his eyes, it combined with the dust to burn, only one of the reasons he hated being on a dig. He looked over at his father, who was every bit as filthy. It never seemed to bother him. His father called it “manly dirt” and seemed to enjoy the experience. Over six feet tall, Joshua couldn‘t even stand up without bumping his head on the ceiling. Bent partially over, he brushed debris from his hair and resumed shoveling.
 
   They had been in Guatemala for the last three months. His father was an archeologist researching ancient Mayan ruins. His mother, Maria, was an expert in Egyptian and Mayan hieroglyphics as well as a gifted artist. This expedition started out by following an ancient waterway, which led to the ruins of a rural Mayan village in Guatemala. While excavating the foundations of the village, they found a large cave nearby that had been used for religious ceremonies. Once the team finished excavating the cave, Joshua had hoped his parents would return to civilization. However, last week at the back of the cave, they uncovered a doorway and steps. Today they’d broken through to this room partially filled with rubble. Everyone had been overjoyed at this new discovery, throwing their hats in the air and slapping each other on the back. 
 
   All except for Joshua, for whom it simply meant more back breaking work and continued isolation from anyone his age. He knew from experience that he now faced even more weeks of digging, scraping, and sifting to recover even more artifacts. Those artifacts wouldn’t be any different from the hundreds of other Mayan artifacts housed in museums around the world. Joshua couldn’t see the point.
 
   “Hmm, this looks interesting. Josh, ask your mother to come here for a minute.” Samuel, engrossed in studying the carvings on the wall, sounded puzzled and excited. As usual, caught up in the excitement of this new discovery, he seemed oblivious to his son’s mood.
 
   Joshua ducked back through to where his mom sat sketching the opening and foundation of the steps. “Mom, Dad wants you,” he said, trying to get outside before she noticed him leaving.
 
   Maria sighed as she watched her son slip away. He was getting so tall, the same black hair and square jaw as his father, his blue eyes her only contribution to his classic good looks. Every day, as his muscles filled out, he looked more like Sam had when she first met him, and less like her little boy.
 
   Watching Joshua’s slumped shoulders, kicking rocks out of the way and muttering under his breath as he exited the cave, she realized his recent bad temper and discontent were more than merely teenage angst. Archeology had never fascinated him the way it did them.
 
   Up until a year ago, he had been a delightful child, fun and easy to be around. An only child, growing up around adults, he’d learned to be charming with impeccable manners. Lately he’d been withdrawn and sullen. Before they left for this trip, he’d begged them to leave him behind. She’d refused, unable to bring herself to be thousands of miles away from him or to leave him with people she barely knew. Of course, he’d insisted he was perfectly capable of taking care of himself. It hadn’t helped that Sam thought so too. She sighed again as she rose and brushed the dirt off the back of her shorts. It was only one more year and then she would have to let him go off to college. Surely, he could stand it until then.
 
   ***
 
   It was only slightly less humid outside, but at least Joshua could breathe fresh air. The thick canopy, which filtered the sunlight, also held in the heat and prevented breezes from cooling the air at ground level. Water dripped off leaves still moist from a recent rain shower. Sweat ran down his face as he lifted the canteen for a drink. In irritation, he swatted away the ever-present insects buzzing around his face.
 
   “Great, just great,” he mumbled in disgust as his iPod ran out. With no electricity and the generator turned on only from dusk until bedtime, Joshua found it almost impossible to get a full charge on any of his electronics. He jerked out the ear buds and stuffed them in his pocket.
 
    “I’m not only physically isolated, but electronically handicapped.” When other teens phoned, texted and played on the Wii, he considered himself lucky if his laptop had enough juice to finish his homework. He could talk at length on Mayan history and the methodology of conducting a dig (which surprisingly enough didn’t come up in the conversation with other teenagers), but he didn’t know the first thing about the latest video games or TV programs, having very little exposure to either in the jungle. Consequently, even when he did have the chance to be with kids his own age, he came off either retarded or nerdy.
 
   He not only hated the digs, he hated his family’s nomadic lifestyle. At one time or another, he’d lived all over the world, never staying in one spot for more than a couple of years. If not in some jungle on a dig, he and his mom followed his father on his lecture circuit. The only place he could remotely call home was the condominium in Washington D.C. where his parents spent a few months a year writing up the previous dig. Joshua knew his parents loved the excitement of travel, seeing new places, and exploring ancient sites. He longed to set down roots, have real friends, and maybe even date. Joshua sighed. Unless something drastic happened, he’d be stuck here without a life until he turned eighteen.
 
   How can I make them understand that I can’t do this anymore? The frustration made him even angrier. His jaw ached from gritting his teeth together to keep from yelling. Yesterday, in the midst of their excitement over the new discovery, he’d sworn and stomped off into the jungle trying to walk off the disappointment. The dense vegetation made it difficult to get very far without a machete, so he walked around and around the campsite until it began to get dark, and he had no choice but to go back.
 
   Seeing his parents sitting close with their heads together laughing and planning, only made his loneliness more acute. They’d looked up when they heard him, and he’d seen his misery mirrored in their eyes. They have each other. They don’t need me. Why can’t they just let me go so I can live my life my way? He’d stomped off to his own tent, and avoided them for the rest of the evening. He tried to be better today, but so far, it wasn’t working.
 
   Even though he hated it, Joshua knew that he should go back and help his dad. They would come looking for him soon. Maybe if he pretended to work on this week’s calculus lesson, he could buy a few more minutes away. Not that any of his homework really had to be done. Home schooled and tutored by some of the most noted professors, who were colleagues and friends of his parents, he’d graduated from high school last year. Although these were college level classes for credit, he considered it busy work his mom put together to keep him occupied during this trip. She had been very determined to keep him by her side until he turned eighteen. 
 
   So here he was stuck in the middle of the jungle with no friends, no night life, and no girls. With no one his age around, he felt isolated and alone, tolerated without really fitting in. It’s just not fair!
 
   He stomped toward his tent, tripped on a large rock, and fell to one knee in the dirt. Swearing, he brushed the dirt from his hands and knee. In a fit of anger, he reached down, wrenched the rock from the ground, and threw it as hard as he could. It took a nice satisfying chunk out of a nearby tree and disturbed a flock of nesting birds. That felt good. He stooped down to reach for another rock when he noticed a sparkle in the mud where the large rock had lain. Gently he brushed away the dirt. An odd shaped crystal lying in the dust caught and diffused the sunlight into separate colors like a prism. Intrigued, he picked it up to examine it. It was approximately two and a half inches long, and three quarters of an inch thick, one end was pointed and the other perfectly flat. The long sides were rough and irregular. Running his fingers over the ridges, Joshua noticed uniformity that suggested carving, rather than natural formation.
 
   One thing was certain. It didn’t belong here.
 
   He looked up to see his mother exit the mouth of the cave, and step into the dabbled sunlight shinning through the thick canopy overhead.
 
   “Joshua, I need you to gather up the camera equipment and help Dad photograph that new room,”
 
   Photography, yes! He immediately forgot his previous irritation. This was about the only part of a dig that Joshua really enjoyed. He shoved the crystal into his pocket, meaning to ask his dad about it later and gathered up the equipment.
 
   He and his dad spent the rest of the day positioning the lighting and shooting every angle of the new room. Once they cleared the room of rubble and dirt, they would do it all again, but it was important to document it just as they found it. Josh spent that evening developing the prints while his mom and dad pored over the rubbings, trying to decipher some of the glyphs.
 
   For the next few days, Joshua worked alongside the crew, consisting of five graduate students, four older volunteers, and ten day-laborers hired locally by Ricardo, the dig supervisor. It took several days for them to dig up and sift through over four feet of rubble piled up on the floor of what turned out to be a small eight-by-ten-foot room. Surprisingly, as the workers sifted through the rubble, they found no artifacts of any kind, not even a potshard.
 
   As the crew finished hauling out and loading up the last of the rubble, Ricardo shook his head. “All of the walls are intact. It’s almost as if someone shoveled this rock and dirt into the room for some reason.” He followed the crew out to supervise the sifting of the last pile of dirt.
 
   Only Sam, Maria, and Joshua remained. This was the first time they were able to see the entire room without workers and equipment. Work lights reflected off the dome shaped ceiling revealing a polished rock floor and perfectly smooth walls, seemingly carved out of solid rock, but with no apparent tool marks.
 
   Sam ran his hand over the painted end wall. “This looks like someone took a scraper to it. Look, here where the paint remains, the colors are still brilliant. I swear it’s more like vandalism than normal deterioration.”
 
   With the room cleared, the wall with the recess stood out as the focal point. It wasn’t an arch at all, but a large oval surrounded by two rings of glyphs. Each glyph had been carved into a separate stone set in the wall. The center oval was an indentation seven feet high, three feet wide, and three feet deep encased by a wide gold band around the edge. A gold band surrounded each of the carved glyph stones in the two outer rings as well.
 
   Maria stood facing the niche. She rubbed her hand over some of the carvings. “I’ve never seen anything like it. I can’t imagine why they built this. Are these metal bands around the stones gold?”
 
   Sam nodded. “More than likely. Mayans did mine gold, but I’ve never seen them use it like this.”
 
   Maria pointed to the individual stones in the ring closest to the oval, “These glyphs resemble some of the Mayan calendar glyphs. The stones in the outside ring look like directional glyphs, except they’re more intricate, and then these I don’t recognize at all.”
 
   “It must have been used for some kind of ceremony,” mused Sam standing back. “But normally anything this elaborate would be inside a temple, not stuck at the back of a cave. We found no indication that there was anything special about this cave. It looked like the villagers used it for the same rituals we’ve seen before. If we hadn’t noticed the slight difference in texture and color of the wall outside here, we’d never have discovered the steps leading up to this room.”
 
   Although Joshua had finished photographing the room, he hung out, waiting for an opening in the conversation while he packed up the lighting and camera equipment. He’d managed to control his temper the last couple of weeks by carefully planning exactly how he would reintroduce the subject of leaving now to start college. This seemed like the perfect opportunity. He had a new plan. If they wouldn’t allow him to live in a dorm, Joshua’s option A, perhaps they would allow him to live with Grandfather Carson in Boston. He would explain how he’d needed to leave now so that he could establish residency in the state. He didn’t want to wipe out his college fund by paying out of state fees. He thought it sounded reasonable and responsible. Still he knew there was one huge flaw in the plan, besides his mother‘s determination to keep him at her side. He may not be welcome there. He’d only seen his grandfather a handful of times.
 
   He remembered him as a stern man. The few times they had gotten together had been uncomfortable and strained. His family wasn’t exactly estranged from his grandfather. The way his dad told it, he and Grandpa just never had much in common. Joseph Carson had established a successful banking business and expected that, after his son graduated from Harvard, he would become a partner in the business. Unfortunately, Samuel had other ideas. After some angry arguments, Sam left and went to Colorado to pursue a graduate degree in archeology. Joseph couldn’t understand his son’s fascination with flitting around the world and digging in the mud and dirt of some third world country. Joshua wondered how he’d feel about putting up a grandson he hardly knew.
 
   His mother’s voice interrupted his thoughts, “Well, it is definitely not a tomb. Even tomb robbers leave something behind. Maybe a statue stood there at one time, some forbidden god that these people worshiped in secret?”
 
   “I guess that’s possible,” answered Sam. “A forbidden religion would explain why the statue is gone and the absence of any other religious relics. It would also explain why someone sealed up the room and destroyed the painting. We’ll need to do some research to see if there’s some myth or legend unique to this region that would shed some light on this.” Sam stepped up and stood inside the recess to examine it more closely. He ran his hands over the sides and back wall.
 
   “Maria, come look. There are three small holes in the shape of a triangle on this back wall. What do you make of these?” He stepped down from the niche so she could step in.
 
   Poking her fingers in the holes she said, “They’re not round or square holes like you’d expect if they secured something to the wall. It feels more like carved ridges.” Stepping out of the niche, Maria sighed, “It seems like the more we find, the less we know.”
 
   Curious, Joshua stepped up inside the recess to see the holes for himself. Suddenly, he remembered the crystal he’d been carrying in his pocket. He pulled it out, examining the size and shape. It looks like a perfect fit. 
 
   Holding it by the flat end, he inserted it into one of the holes. A loud buzz rent the air. Each of the metal bands surrounding the carvings glowed. A flash of searing white light blinded Sam and Maria. When they could see again, Joshua was gone.

 
   

Chapter Two
 
    
 
   “Joshua!” Maria screamed, looking around the room. The sound echoed off the walls. The niche where he’d stood only moments ago now empty.
 
   Maria looked at Sam. “Where did he go? Did you see him leave?”
 
   Sam shook his head. “I’ll check outside.” He ran for the mouth of the cave and looked around. When he didn’t see Joshua, he shouted for Ricardo, giving him instructions to search the area. When he returned, he found Maria standing in the middle of the room. Tears streaked down her face, leaving tiny rivulets in the dirt and sweat.
 
   “Did you find him?” she cried.
 
   Shaking his head, he took her in his arms. “Ricardo said he didn’t see him come out. He’ll check to see if his things are still in the tent and then organize a search party.”
 
   She said, “I checked the recess . . .”
 
   “You what!” Sam shouted at her, stepping back and gripping her shoulders. “Don’t you realize how dangerous that was? What if you disappeared too? We don’t know what we’re dealing with here.” Sam looked down at his hands. His fingers were digging into her skin. Fresh tears welled up in her eyes. He immediately released her, walked a few steps away, and took a deep breath.
 
   She came up behind him and put her hand on his shoulder, “I’m sorry, Sam. I didn’t think, but it was just like before, solid rock. You and I both stood in the recess earlier and nothing happened. What are we going to do?”
 
   Ricardo came in looking grim. “We searched the area. No one’s seen him. His things are still here. We went as far back down the trail toward the nearest village as we could. We didn’t see any trace of him or anyone else. I had to bring everyone back, because it’s getting dark. First thing tomorrow, I and some of the locals will go to the village and ask around.” He laid a callused hand on Sam’s shoulder. “I’m sorry. I don’t know what else we can do tonight.”
 
   Maria looked frantic, her eyes wide with terror. “We can’t wait until tomorrow. We have to find him.”
 
   Sam rubbed his hand over his face. “Maria, you know what the jungle is like in the dark. Chances are, even with flashlights, we won’t find him. Besides I don’t think he’s out there.”
 
   Ricardo looked confused. “Where else could he be?”
 
   Sam told Ricardo about finding the strange holes and Joshua stepping into the recess, the loud noise, the glowing gold rings, and how Joshua had seemed to disappear from the recess in a blinding flash of light. “Maria, what exactly do you remember?”
 
   She took a breath and closed her eyes, a crease furrowing her brow. “I saw Josh step into it, but I wasn’t watching him. I was standing back here staring at the glyphs trying to figure them out.” She opened her eyes. “The next thing I remember is the noise and the light.”
 
   Sam looked around the room. “I saw him, but I was thinking about the strange holes. He examined them just as we did. Then I think he reached into his pocket for something. That’s when the thing lit up.”
 
   After a moment, Ricardo asked, “What do you think happened? Do you have any theories?”
 
   Sam shook his head. “None that make any sense. If we weren’t knocked out for a period of time, which seems unlikely since we were both still standing when our eyes adjusted, then Joshua was there one minute and gone the next. The recess had something to do with it. The most logical explanation is that the recess is a doorway of some kind used by priests to make it seem like they had supernatural powers. Trigger a noise and flash of light that blinds everyone, step through the door and seem to disappear, except the entire room seems to be solid rock.” He scratched his face. “I guess we really do need to examine that recess more closely, but carefully. Let’s go get some tools so we can do it from a distance.”
 
   When they returned, they had a hammer taped to the end of a shovel handle, a crowbar, and a magnifying glass. Sam tapped the entire wall with the hammer but couldn’t hear anything that sounded hollow. He poked the crowbar in all the corners and into each of the strange holes. Still, nothing happened. They did discover that they could depress each of the glyph stones about an inch but even that didn’t produce the sound or the light again. Finally, Sam stepped into the niche and examined every inch with the magnifying glass.
 
   Maria held her breath the whole time, but again nothing happened.
 
   Sam stood back. “No door, no opening, nothing. I can’t even see anything that would trigger a flash of light. My only hope now is that the glyphs will give us some clue about how the thing works.”
 
   Ricardo raised one eyebrow. He took a breath as if to say something and then let it out after glancing at Maria.
 
   Sam caught the look and the meaning behind it. “Maybe if we get some rest, things will make more sense in the morning.”
 
   Maria straightened her shoulders. “You can rest if you want to. I’m going to go look for my son.”
 
   Sam put out a hand to stop her. “Maria, be reasonable. He’s not a baby. He’s seventeen and he’s lived in the jungle most of his life. I don’t think he’s in any real danger.”
 
   She shook off his hand. “What if we were unconscious for a while and he was kidnapped?
 
   Sam sighed. “Why just Josh, and how did the kidnappers trigger the sound and the light that incapacitated us? Even if he was. . .” He held up his hand when she gasped. “Which I think is highly unlikely, what exactly do you plan to do about it tonight?”
 
   She glared at him, the muscles in her jaw tightening. “I’m taking the Jeep and searching the road between here and town.”
 
   Sam stepped back to let her pass. “At least take a couple of armed men with you.”
 
   “Fine.” She said through gritted teeth.
 
   After she left, Ricardo looked at Sam. “Do you think it’s wise to let her go?”
 
   Sam raised one eyebrow. “Do you want to try and stop her?” With one last look at the room, he made his way outside.
 
   Ricardo followed him. “I didn’t want to say anything in front of Maria, but if your theory is accurate, that Josh stepped through a doorway of some kind, that still leaves us with the question, where is he? Obviously, he hasn’t been able to open the door from the other side. The priest would have to have another exit. I hate to think of Joshua trapped because he can’t find a way out. On the other hand, it could be a long tunnel that comes out somewhere else in the jungle. He could be lost, not knowing how to get back to us. Either way, we don’t have a lot of time to find answers.”
 
   Sam closed his eyes and ran his hand through his hair. “I know, and it’s driving me crazy.” As they reached the mouth of the cave, they saw Maria and two men climb into the Jeep.
 
   Ricardo said, “Maybe I should go with her.”
 
   Sam nodded. In spite of what he’d said about the futility of searching the surrounding jungle at night, he grabbed a flashlight and began searching the perimeter calling his son’s name. Soon others in the crew joined him. Two hours later when Ricardo and Maria returned, they gave up.
 
   Sam and Maria thanked everyone for their help, and then retired to their own tent for privacy. Lying side by side in the tent, they tossed and turned.
 
   Maria turned on her side to face Sam. “You don’t think he’s . . . really gone, do you?” she whispered.
 
   “No. No I don’t think so,” Sam replied. “I can’t explain it, but somehow I know that whatever happened, Joshua is still alive. We will find him. No matter how long it takes.”
 
   Maria scooted over to lay her head on his shoulder, draping her arm across his chest. He wrapped both arms around her, held her tight, and kissed the top of her head. Neither of them got much sleep.
 
   Sam woke up first but continued to lie still, not wanting to disturb Maria. He thought about her real question. Could Joshua have been killed? It was the same question he’d been asking himself and why he examined the niche so carefully. He’d found no trace of ash or residue. Besides, he theorized, anything hot enough to vaporize a body would have killed them as well. They hadn’t felt any heat. Joshua was still alive somewhere. While he couldn’t totally discount Maria’s theory of kidnappers, he felt sure that the key to getting Josh back lay in deciphering the meaning of the carvings surrounding the oval. He wanted to talk to Ricardo before he left for the village. No, what he really wanted was to be able to go himself, to be up doing, searching, anything except standing around waiting. Still, he felt he should stay in camp in case Josh reappeared or someone contacted them.
 
   When Maria stirred and rolled over, Sam slipped out of bed. He dressed quickly in jeans and a cotton shirt before going to the tent where they kept the artifacts and documentation of the dig. He sifted through the stack, lifting out a few sketches Maria made of separate glyphs. Then he went to find Ricardo.
 
    Maria, up and dressed, was making coffee when he entered the mess tent. He crossed to her quickly and gave her a kiss. “I was hoping you’d be able to sleep a little longer,” he said, noticing the dark circles under her eyes. Her eyes weren’t red, so at least she hadn’t been crying again. The depth of her pain last night had been like a hot poker in an open wound. Thankfully, she looked calmer this morning. He saw Ricardo walk in with Juan and Rob, the two locals going with him to the village.
 
   Ricardo went over to Sam and Maria while the others got coffee and breakfast. “How are you two holding up?”
 
   They both shrugged.
 
   Sam held out the sketches to him. “While you’re asking about Josh in the village, I’d like you to show these sketches of the glyphs around and see if anyone has seen anything like them. Also as discreetly as possible ask if there are any stories or legends about people disappearing.”
 
   Ricardo lifted one eyebrow, but didn’t say anything.
 
   “Caution the crew that I would like to keep the new room a secret for now. Of course, once we shut down the site and let the locals go, word will get out, but I don’t need a bunch of sightseers here until then.” Protecting the privacy of their find would be much more difficult with Joshua missing, but he had to try.
 
   Maria said, “I’m going with you. I’m taking the satellite phone. I’ll check to see if we have any messages once we get clear of the canopy. I don’t think Joshua knows the number, but he’s a smart kid and if it’s possible, he’ll try and get a message to us.”
 
   “Should we contact the authorities about Joshua?” Ricardo asked.
 
   Sam thought for a moment. “It hasn’t even been twenty-four hours yet. I’d like to wait a little longer in case he shows up or we receive a ransom note.”
 
   After breakfast, Ricardo and Maria left in the Jeep for the village, about ten miles away. They planned to go slowly searching for any sign of Joshua.
 
   Sam and the rest of the crew spent hours scouring the hill surrounding the cave looking for another entrance. Chopping their way through the underbrush was slow and tedious work. Unfortunately, they found no indications of any other openings. Sam finally gave up.
 
   After organizing the crew to begin cataloging and classifying all the artifacts, he spent the rest of the day compiling notes and organizing the documentation every dig required. Every few hours he would check the recess room. Each time it looked the same, empty. He decided that once they labeled and packed all the artifacts for shipping back to the Smithsonian, he would backfill the village and cave, and then send the crew home. There wasn’t much else they could do. He didn’t want to backfill the recess room yet. He and Maria would need access to the glyphs to continue their research.
 
   Ricardo and Maria returned just before dark. They joined Sam still working in the artifact tent. Sitting down next to him at the long table, Ricardo said, “We didn’t find any trace of Joshua. No one in the village has seen him. The villagers claimed there haven’t been any bandits in the area either.”
 
   Maria held up the phone. “No messages. I guess I don’t have to ask you if you had any luck finding another entrance.”
 
   Sam shook his head.
 
   Ricardo said, “We did run into one stranger, a blond guy named Erik Johansen, who arrived in the village just yesterday. I don’t think he had anything to do with Joshua’s disappearance. From what locals said, he arrived out of nowhere, alone. He asked questions about any strangers. When I talked to him, he claimed to be an archeologist attached to the British Museum, here to check out the area for future research. Did you ever hear of him?”
 
   Sam thought about it. “No, his name’s not familiar and I am pretty sure I know most of their field archeologists. Did he see the sketches?”
 
   “Yes, he butted in when we were trying to show them to one of the elders. This Erik guy said he had run across similar ones before and was all set to come back with us. It was all I could do to get him to wait. I explained Joshua was missing and we weren’t prepared to have visitors right now. I told him you’d get in touch with him to discuss the glyphs in a few days if he was still here. He was real pushy. It wouldn’t surprise me if he showed up anyway.” Ricardo leaned back in the chair and stretched.
 
   “That’s all we need,” grumbled Sam. “Some amateur trying to make a name for himself.” He pushed aside the papers he had been working on.
 
   Maria looked exhausted. She rubbed her eyes. “One of the locals told Rick about an old medicine man that lives in the next village who knows all the old stories. We asked an elder who knows him if the medicine man would be willing to talk to us. He said he’d ask and to check back with him in a couple of days.”
 
   “Do you think this Erik Johansen really has seen these glyphs before?” Sam asked.
 
   Ricardo shook his head, “It’s hard to say. His eyes lit up when he saw the sketches, but whether that was recognition or something else, I couldn‘t tell. When I asked what he could tell me about them, he was cagey. Said he had to see the original carvings to be sure. I know how anxious you are to get information to help us translate the glyphs, but I can’t really explain . . . Sam, I think it would be better if you met him in the village. I’d like to get your take on him before we share anything.” Ricardo looked discouraged that he had so little information for him.
 
   Sam put his hand on Ricardo‘s shoulder. “Thanks Rick, I trust your instincts.” He put his arm around Maria. “Let’s go get some dinner and I’ll bring you up to date on what I’ve been thinking.” They all got up and went into the mess tent.
 
   After dinner, Sam explained about sending the crew home in a few days.
 
   Ricardo insisted that he would stay, too. “I’ve gotten really fond of that kid; I’m not leaving until we get him back. Besides, you’ll need me to translate if we get a chance to talk to that medicine man while we’re waiting. Also, I think we should keep a couple of the locals to stand guard duty.”
 
   “Thanks Rick. That means a lot. I think you’re right about the guards. You decide who you think will work out best.”
 
   Maria looked at Sam. “What now? We just wait around hoping Joshua will show up? I don’t think I can do that.”
 
   “No. We need to translate those glyphs. Rick, what do you think about trying to contact that medicine man ourselves?”
 
   “There’s no harm in trying. Rob’s from around here, maybe he knows him.”
 
   ***
 
   Maria, Ricardo, and Rob left early the next morning. They skirted the town, hoping to avoid Erik Johansen. Rob was able to lead them to the medicine man’s village another couple of miles to the east.
 
   They found the old man sitting on a stump outside his hut, carving on a six-inch wooden board. He was small and thin, dressed in jeans with no shirt and barefoot, only a few gray hairs left on his head. His gnarled hands expertly wielded the knife. When Rob approached and asked if they could speak with him, the old man looked up. He paused when he saw Maria.
 
   Ricardo explained that Maria’s son had gone missing and that they needed his help. The old man gave Maria a toothless grin and motioned for her to sit beside him. Ricardo and Rob sat on the ground facing him.
 
   With Ricardo translating, Maria showed the old man the picture of the recess and glyphs. “We found this at the back of a cave in a room by itself. This is where my son disappeared. Have you seen anything like it or the carvings around it?”
 
   “I have not seen this myself, but I have heard stories.”
 
   Maria leaned forward. “What can you tell me?”
 
   The old man looked at her. He placed his carving on the ground next to him. “I don’t know that I can tell you anything that will help you find your son, but I will share what I can. We are the Quiche tribe. What do you know of our origins?”
 
   Maria thought about what she had read about the Quiche and some of their ancient traditions in the Popol Vul. According to the priest who wrote about the Quiche` geneses myth, they believed the earth was brought into form by Gugumatz, the Plumed Serpent, who eventually created four men and four women who became the ancestors of the race. It was said that the Quiche believed that they were created by extraterrestrials. She decided not to mention that. “Only what I have read in books written by the white man.”
 
   The old man nodded. “The story is long and complicated and many parts are for Quiche ears only, but it will help if we start with what I can tell you.”
 
   Even though Maria couldn’t understand his words, his voice demanded her attention.
 
   He paused periodically for Ricardo to translate. “The gods were lonely so they came to earth and decided to create man. First, they created mud men, but decided they were not sturdy enough. Then they tried wooden men but they too were unsatisfactory. Next, they created beings that were just as strong and intelligent as they were, but the gods soon became afraid of these and destroyed them as well. Finally, they created the humans, the Quiche. The gods decided these were perfect, not as strong as the gods, but beings they could interact with. The gods came and visited the Quiche often. There were good gods like Kukulkna, who taught us about time and space and when to plant and harvest.
 
   “These carvings,” he said, pointing to some of the glyphs that Maria had recognized, “are part of that calendar. There were also evil gods who ruled the underworld and demanded blood sacrifices. They brought famine and disasters to the Quiche. Kukulkna helped the Quiche to anticipate the times of evil.
 
   “This,” he said, tapping one finger on the picture of the recess, “is how Kukulkna traveled between his world and our world. Tradition says only he possessed the power to activate the chamber. He left instructions painted on a wall that if he ever failed to return, the room was to be hidden so that the evil gods could not use it to bring more like themselves to plague the Quiche. If you have uncovered this room, it could be very bad. Perhaps that is why your son was taken,” he said without looking at them.
 
   Maria gasped. Thinking that the Quiche had taken Joshua as punishment for uncovering the room, she asked, “What can we do to get him back?”
 
   The old man looked into Maria’s eyes. “Perhaps, if you hide the room again before the evil gods can activate the chamber, Kukulkna will show mercy and return your son.” The old man picked up the wooden plank and began to carve again. Obviously, the interview was over.
 
   Maria, Ricardo, and Rob got up and left. They walked in silence to the Jeep. Once seated, Maria started to shake. Tears poured down her face. She pictured Joshua held captive, alone and afraid.
 
   Ricardo reached over and patted her hand. “It’s going to be all right. We’ll get him back.”
 
   Angrily she brushed away the tears and tried to pull herself together. Even in movies, she’d always detested the stereotypical female who felt apart in a crisis. Crying was stupid and useless. She took a deep breath and motioned for Ricardo to start the Jeep.
 
   Once they were out of earshot of the old man, and Maria more in control, she said, “We can’t go by the village now. We need to make sure that no one else finds out about the room. If word gets out, the Quiche will never give Joshua back.”
 
   Ricardo agreed. “Let’s get back to Sam, wrap up the dig, and get the crew out of here as soon as possible, before anyone else is taken.”
 
   *   *   *
 
   Sam had extended the search area deeper into the jungle. Returning to the campsite after several futile hours, he spotted a Jeep coming. He stood watching, hoping it was Maria and Ricardo with better news.
 
   The Jeep pulled up and stopped. Erik Johansen jumped out. Sam recognized him from Ricardo’s description. He was a little taller than Sam, with a blond crew cut, and an air of arrogance. His crisp khaki pants still had a perfectly ironed crease. He wore a light blue polo shirt that showed off the muscles on his arms and chest.
 
   He took off his sunglasses, revealing startling ice blue eyes. He approached Sam and extended his hand. “Hi, I’m Erik Johansen. I heard about your amazing discovery in town.”
 
   “Samuel Carson,” Sam said, wiping his hands on his pants before reaching out to shake the other man’s hand. Sam noticed Mr. Johansen’s manicured nails, hands that were large and smooth without any calluses, not the hands of an archeologist. His grip was firm and lasted a little longer than necessary. Something about the man was unsettling.
 
   “I was hoping to be able to see your find for myself. That is if you don’t mind,” Erik said with a smile that failed to reach his eyes.
 
   “I’d be happy to show you around the village we found,” Sam qualified. “But first, let’s get a cold drink. You must be thirsty. I just came in from the field. I’d like to wash up and rest a bit.” He led Mr. Johansen over to the mess tent, trying to stall until he could think of some way to get rid of the man. Maybe if he sees the village, he’ll go away happy, he thought. He left Erik no choice but to follow him and wait at the table while Sam washed up.
 
   Sam returned with two bottles of water, setting one in front of Erik and taking a large swallow from the other. He sat down across from Erik and said, “We haven’t had any visitors before. We’re quite a ways from civilization. What brought you out this far?”
 
   “I heard that there were ruins in this area. I’m scouting a place for my next expedition.” Smiling Erik looked directly at Sam.
 
   Sam frowned slightly. “Really, who did you hear that from? I’m curious because I was pretty sure that we’re the only ones interested in this area. I haven’t told anyone exactly where we are or about the ruins we found.”
 
   Erik shrugged. “I don’t remember exactly. You know how it is. Someone probably mentioned it at a convention I was attending.”
 
   “Who did you say was sponsoring your expedition?” Sam asked, taking another drink.
 
   “I don’t actually have a sponsor yet. That’s why I’m here scouting on my own. I was hoping to get sufficient evidence to convince the British Archeological Museum to sponsor a dig. I’m sorry to hear that your son’s missing,” he said.
 
   Sam hesitated. Finally, he said, “Yes, it’s really upsetting his mother. He’s a teenager. I’m sure he is just hiding nearby because he’s mad at us. He’ll show up soon, when he gets hungry enough.” Sam wasn’t sure why he said that. Something about the way the man’s eyes narrowed when he asked about Joshua alerted some inner sense of unease. Trusting his instincts, Sam decided not to enlist his help, nor give him any reason to stay.
 
   At that moment, Sam saw Maria, Ricardo and Rob drive up. Jumping up he said, “Excuse me, that’s my wife. I’m afraid we’ll have to postpone your tour. I need to take care of her. Perhaps another time,” he said walking away.
 
   Erik rose as well. “I understand. But since I’m already here, perhaps your man could show me around,” he called to Sam’s back.
 
   “I’m sorry, not today,” Sam threw out over his shoulder. As Sam helped Maria out of the Jeep, he spoke quietly to Ricardo. “Make sure he leaves, and post guards so he can’t get anywhere near us.”
 
   Ricardo nodded. He went to escort Mr. Johansen to his Jeep. Erik was still protesting, but Ricardo was firm that he must come back another time.
 
   “What’s he doing here?” Maria whispered.
 
   “He heard about our discovery in town and wanted a tour,” answered Sam.
 
   “Did he see anything?”
 
   “No he just got here. I was stalling, trying to decide what to do when you drove up.”
 
   Maria sat down at the table.
 
   Sam could see from her expression that the news wasn’t good. “What did you find out?”
 
   She told him about the old man and the Quiche legends. “He made it sound like the Quiche took Joshua as punishment for opening the room.”
 
   When Ricardo came back from posting the guards, he joined them.
 
   Maria went on, “If the Quiche did take Josh, the only way we’re going to get him back, is by making sure that the Quiche know we’ve hidden the room again. But how do we do that? I mean we can cover it up, but how do we get the word out to them and will they trust us enough to give Joshua back?”
 
   Ricardo added, “I am also worried about the rest of the crew. What if they decide the gods won’t be satisfied until they eliminate all the witnesses?”
 
   Sam shook his head. “I am still not sure that’s what happened to Joshua. How did the Quiche get him out? No one saw anyone around. We haven’t been able to find any doors or other openings. What did the elder say about the glyphs?”
 
   Maria spoke up, “He confirmed that the inner-ring glyphs are part of a calendar. He said these outer glyphs helped them predict disasters, but he also said that only the gods were able to operate the chamber to travel between worlds. That would suggest that if it is a door, they don’t know how to open it.”
 
   Ricardo shifted in his seat. “Perhaps, if we close up the site, then we can invite the Quiche to come help us search for Joshua. That way if they have him, they can give him back without admitting they took him. And if they don’t have him, maybe they’ll be willing to help us search the area for him once they know the site is sealed.”
 
   Sam thought for a minute and then said, “That’s a good idea. Maria, can you fix up something to cover the entrance to the room that makes it look like we’ve sealed it up again?”
 
   “Sure. If you can rig up a piece of plywood that fits the opening and secure it to the cave walls, I can faux finish it so it looks like we bricked it up,” she replied.
 
   “If the Quiche don’t have Josh, I don’t want to permanently seal that room yet, but we have to make it look as though we did, if we want the Quiche to help us. Ricardo, can you get the exact measurements for the plywood tonight?”
 
   Ricardo nodded. “It should be easy to cut the plywood without anyone getting suspicious tomorrow while we’re making crates for shipping the artifacts.”
 
   Sam said, “While you keep the crew busy packing the artifacts and backfilling the village, I’ll make a production out of hauling bricks and mortar into the cave. Maria can stay in there, painting the plywood. The crew needs to believe that we’re sealing the room as well. We’ll make sure that the crew is gone before we ask for the Quiche’s help.”
 
   Maria and Ricardo both nodded their agreement.
 
   Sam got up. “I’ll take the phone to a clearing and call the Smithsonian to let them know to expect the artifacts.” Ricardo handed Sam the keys to the Jeep.
 
   Driving to the clearing, he couldn’t help thinking that wherever Joshua was, he was running out of time.

 
   

Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Once Erik was away from the camp, he stopped the Jeep in a clearing. Frustrated, he couldn’t see any way to investigate the site without making a scene. Something he was not prepared to do, yet. He took out his communicator and called the command center.
 
   “Field Agent Erik to Watcher One. Watcher One, please come in.”
 
   “This is Watcher One. Please report.”
 
   “I’ve located the general location of the portal, but I haven’t been able to conduct an extensive search. There’s an archeological team here excavating. They’ve posted guards to protect their latest find. The portal may be an old one unearthed during their excavation. They’re asking questions of the locals about some setting symbols, claiming they copied the symbols from a painting. I haven’t been able to confirm that.”
 
   “And the power source?”
 
   “One of their team is missing, a teenage boy. However, they’re conducting a search for him, so he may just be a runaway. There’s no indication they have a power source. It’s still possible an insurgent triggered the surge, and the archeological team is just in the wrong place at the wrong time. I won’t know for sure until I can find the exact location of the portal.”
 
   “Could an insurgent be one of the archeological team?”
 
   “I’ve met the leaders of the team. They’re all human. It would be difficult for one of us to pose as a mere worker.”
 
   “How long will it take to find the portal?”
 
   “It could take another couple of days, unless my orders are changed with respect to casualties.”
 
   “Maintain cover and report in when you’ve located the portal. Watcher One out.”

 
   

 
 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   Joshua opened his eyes to darkness, not total darkness, varying shades of black and brown, punctuated with pinpoints of light. Moving his hands out to the side, he realized he was lying flat on his back on what felt like wet grass. As he continued to stare upward, the points of light resolved into stars peeking through some kind of foliage. Dressed in khaki shorts, tennis shoes and a t-shirt, he shivered. The grass and the surrounding air were cold, not just cool, but icy. Goose bumps stood out on his arms. He sat up. A wave of dizziness passed quickly, leaving only a slight throbbing behind his eyes like the beginning of a sinus headache. Even though it was dark, he could see his breath as little puffs of white mist. Patches of snow covered the ground around him. He shivered again. Where am I? This is not Guatemala. It doesn’t snow in the jungle. It doesn’t even get cold.
 
   He lowered his head in his hands, and tried to think. The last thing he remembered was being on the dig with his parents.
 
    That’s right; I was standing in that odd recess looking at the holes. I pulled the crystal thing out of my pocket to see if it would fit into one of them. Then nothing, until I woke up here. How did I get here? Where is here and, how long have I been out?
 
    He looked at his watch. If it was the same day, only a few minutes had passed, and yet it was dark. He reached down to pick up the faintly glowing crystal lying on the ground next to him. Warm in his hands, it represented tangible proof that he hadn’t lost his mind.
 
   He stood and looked around. He’d been lying on a patch of ground surrounded by trees. It looked like a park with large oak trees, not the sort of trees that formed the canopy of the forest in Guatemala. Only the sound of the leaves crunching beneath his feet marred the stillness. Off to his left and a short distance away he could see lights. He rubbed his arms and blew on his hands. Dressed as he was he needed shelter soon. Deciding to head for the lights, he began walking. A surge of energy coursed through his limbs. Instead of walking, he found himself running effortlessly. Moments later he reached the edge of the park, a least a mile from where he started, without even being out of breath.
 
   He stood under streetlights next to a paved street dotted with colonial style houses. Modern cars parked randomly on either side of the street, and in driveways. Lights glowed through curtained windows. Joshua looked up and down the street trying to decide what to do next. He had an odd sense of déjà vu. This street, even the houses looked familiar somehow. He turned right and decided to walk down the street a ways to see if he could find a street sign or some other indication of where he could be.
 
   Half a block later, on the left side, he came to a stop. It couldn’t be. He stared for a long time at the house in front of him. He recognized this house, and the yard with the large oak tree out front. He knew that the white picket fence, peeking out under the ivy behind the tree, encircled the back yard. He’d been here before. This was his grandfather’s house.
 
    Boston! I’m in Boston? How did I get here? I remember thinking about coming here. How could I possibly get from Guatemala to Boston?
 
    He opened the hand holding the crystal. Maybe this crystal is some kind of transportation device. He shook his head trying to make sense of what he was seeing. There had to be a logical explanation for why he found himself alone in Boston outside his grandfather’s house, without any memory of how he got there.
 
   What if it is a transporter? Can I return just as easily? I wonder if all I have to do is think about where I want to be and voila, I’ll be there. It’s worth a try.
 
   Standing across the street from his grandfather’s house and holding the crystal in both hands, he closed his eyes, took a deep breath, and thought really hard about being back in Guatemala.
 
   When he opened his eyes, he was still in Boston. If it was a transporter, then it took more than just thinking about it. Okay, what now? I don’t have any money or warm clothes and I can’t stay outside in the cold. At least I know where I am. What do I tell my grandfather? I can’t very well tell him the truth. “Hey, Grandpa I don‘t know how I got here. One minute I was on a dig with my parents and the next I was here. I think I teleported here. Can I stay with you, until I can figure out how to beam back?” Yeah, that’s not going to work. I did it and I don’t believe it. I guess I could come up with a plausible story, but Mom always says I’m a terrible liar. Okay, so I stick to the truth as much as possible without looking insane. I could say I must have amnesia, because I don’t remember how I got here. That much is true. What if he decides to take me to a doctor? How do I explain? If I just show up on his doorstep without offering any explanation, he’s going to think I ran away. Well, I did sort of. So let’s go with that. I ran away, I didn’t have anywhere else to go so I came here. I just hope it’s still the same year and Grandpa still lives here.
 
   Joshua took a deep breath, crossed the road, and knocked on the door. He finally exhaled when he recognized the short, heavyset woman with gray hair who answered the door as Mrs. Stewart, his grandfather’s long time housekeeper. Dressed in a dark dress and low-heeled shoes, she stood in the doorway wiping her hands on a white apron.
 
   “Mrs. Stewart, you may not remember me, but I’m Joshua Carson, Joseph Carson’s grandson. Is my grandfather home?”
 
   Even though Joshua was standing one step lower, she had to look up to him. “Joshua? You’ve grown a bit, but, yes, I do remember you. No, your grandfather isn’t home. He’s out of town at the moment.” When Joshua shivered, she said, “Goodness, please come in, you must be freezing. Why are you dressed like that? Don’t you have a coat?”
 
   “No, the airline lost my luggage.” It was the first thing that came to mind.
 
   Craning her neck to look around him, she asked, “Are your parents with you?”
 
   “No, I came alone.” He decided to try to answer any questions as accurately as possible.
 
   She gave him a strange look, but didn’t say anything. She showed him into the living room where she lit the fire, and then went out into the hallway to fetch a blanket for him.
 
   Spying a newspaper, Joshua quickly grabbed it and scanned the headlines for the date, January 25th, same day, same year. Judging from the clock he’d past in the hall, and calculating the time difference between Boston and Guatemala, almost no time had elapsed between the time he left the dig and arriving in the park in Boston. Joshua expelled the breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding.
 
   When Mrs. Stewart returned with the blanket, he wrapped it around his shoulders and stood in front of the fire. He surveyed the room. Everything looked exactly as he remembered it. It was a large room with big oversized leather chairs. A sofa faced the fireplace. It always reminded him of one of the men’s clubs his father had taken him to in London. An oil painting hung over the fireplace, but the rest of the room contained no family pictures or any of the feminine homey touches that older people’s homes usually have.
 
   Joshua had not known his grandmother. She’d died when his father was a teenager. His grandfather had never remarried, seeming satisfied to live alone with only Mrs. Stewart to come in every day to cook and clean for him. Joshua knew his grandfather was still very involved in running the bank and served on the executive boards of several other companies.
 
   Mrs. Stewart asked, “Was your grandfather expecting you? He didn’t mention it to me,”
 
   “No, it was kind of a spur of the moment thing. You said he was out of town. How long will he be gone?”
 
   “I expect him back tomorrow.”
 
   Joshua hesitated, but then because he had no other options, he said, “All my money was in the luggage, I don’t have any place else to go. Do you think it would be all right if I stayed here?”
 
   She smiled. “Of course, your grandfather would want you to stay. You can use your father’s old room.” Looking at the summer clothes he was wearing, she said, “I think there may still be some of his old clothes stored in there. They won’t be stylish, but they should fit you. Why don’t you go up, take a shower, get changed and I’ll fix you something to eat.”
 
   Walking up the stairs, Joshua heaved a big sigh of relief. He was warm, with a place to stay and food to eat. Best of all, he had until tomorrow to decide what he was going to say to his grandfather. Maybe after a good night’s sleep, he’d know what to do. Wouldn’t it be great if he could really stay and start college as he planned? First, he would have to find a way to get in touch with his parents to let them know he was safe. They must be really worried by now.
 
   At the top of the stairs, Joshua paused. His grandfather’s room was the first door on the left. The guest room where his parents stayed was next and at the end of the hall was his father’s old room. He walked down the hallway and opened the door. It looked exactly the same. He used to think it strange that a kid’s room had a double bed, until his father told him that when Sam was a teenager he grew so tall that they couldn’t find a single bed long enough for him. Grandfather had bought a double bed so Sam could lie crosswise and his feet wouldn’t hang off the end. When Joshua was little, it had seemed huge; now it seemed perfect. A wingback chair stood under the window and a writing desk next to the closet. Discarding the blanket, he headed for the bathroom next door.
 
   After a long hot shower, he returned to the bedroom with a towel wrapped around his waist. He looked in the mirror. He felt different. Studying his image, he realized he looked different as well, bigger somehow. He was surprised at how many muscles he had developed in the last couple of months. He opened the closet and picked out jeans and a sweater. Everything fit. He slipped the crystal back into the pocket of his jeans, not quite sure why, it just seemed important to keep it close.
 
   Showered and dressed, he went downstairs to the kitchen. Mrs. Stewart had set out a steaming bowl of beef stew and thick slices of homemade bread.
 
   “What would you like to drink?” she asked.
 
   “A glass of milk would be great, if you have it.”
 
   She poured a large glass. It was ice cold and tasted wonderful. Fresh milk was one of the things he missed most. Since most digs were in such remote places, he had to make do with powdered milk. When he finished the stew, she brought out brownies.
 
   Now that he was full, he was exhausted. He still had a headache and was having trouble covering a huge yawn. “Thank you for everything. That was wonderful. I’m sorry to put you to so much trouble.”
 
   “It was no trouble. You looked tired. You probably still have jet lag. Why don’t you go on up to bed? I’ll clean up here and see you in the morning. Your grandfather should be home around noon tomorrow.”
 
   Joshua offered to help her, but she refused. He trudged up the stairs and fell into bed. He didn’t stir until the sun woke him around 10 a.m. Thankfully, his headache was gone. The aroma of something wonderful cooking stirred his hunger. He dressed quickly in the same clothes he’d worn the night before and went downstairs.
 
   Mrs. Stewart was in the kitchen. The tantalizing smell of fresh baked bread filled the air. Sliding a roast in the oven, she said, “Sit down, Joshua. I just took some cinnamon rolls out of the oven, would you like one? Or I could make you a real breakfast of eggs and ham, if you like? We’ll be having lunch around one o’clock if your grandfather gets home on time, but I imagine someone growing as fast as you will be hungry again by then.”
 
   Joshua shook his head. “The cinnamon rolls will be plenty. They smell great. Keep doing what you are doing.” He silently watched her knead bread dough, form it into loaves, and then set it aside to rise while he consumed three of the cinnamon rolls.
 
   Mrs. Stewart hummed while she worked but didn’t say anymore.
 
   At last, Joshua stood up, rinsed his glass, and said, “I think I’ll go into the library and see if I can find something to read.”
 
   Joshua knew that his grandfather had an extensive library. Adjoining the library was his grandfather’s study. The door was open and when he looked in, he was surprised to see that his grandfather also had an up-to-date computer set up on the massive desk. Three walls of the library were floor to ceiling bookshelves, the fourth a wall of windows with French doors leading out to the back garden. Two large comfortable chairs faced the garden.
 
   Joshua scanned the shelves. There were books on a variety of subjects as well as fiction. He could tell that most, if not all, of the books had been read, the covers worn with yellowing pages. There were even sections on paleontology, archeology, and anthropology. Joshua wondered if his dad had left them behind, or whether his grandfather had been researching the life that Sam led. He picked out one on the Maya, looking for anything resembling the crystal or the recess.
 
   Now rested, with time to think, his mind returned to the extraordinary events of the day before. He took the crystal from his pocket and examined it. As farfetched as it seemed, the only answer he could come up with that explained anything, was that the crystal worked in conjunction with the recess to act as a transporter. Although, if that were true, how did you control it? Why did it send him here and how could he get back? It wouldn’t be much use if there were no way of returning or going on to other places. Was there another transporter somewhere in Boston? He sat thinking about it for a long time, until he heard the front door open. Assuming his grandfather must be back, Joshua stood up, squared his shoulders, and stepped into the hall to face him.
 
   He watched his grandfather shrug out of his overcoat. Joseph Carson stood a few inches shorter than Joshua. He wore a dark suit, white shirt and a dark tie. His once black hair, now white, matched his mustache and neatly trimmed beard. Unlike some older men, he stood erect, giving off an air of power and determination. His dark brown eyes were alert and penetrating.
 
   As Joseph hung up his hat and coat, he turned and saw Joshua. His mouth fell open. He stared at him for a few minutes before saying, “Harry? Is that you?”
 
   Puzzled, Joshua said, “It’s me, Joshua, your grandson?”
 
   H e shook his head. “Oh…Of course, Joshua.” Squinting, he looked more closely as if to make sure. “You’ve grown since I last saw you.” What are you doing here?” he asked sharply.
 
   “I just dropped in to see you,” Joshua said with a smile hoping his grandfather would buy that.
 
   “Are your parents here, too?” Joseph’s tone was softer, but he was still frowning.
 
   “No, they’re still in Guatemala.”
 
   His grandfather just looked at him, apparently waiting for an explanation.
 
   Not knowing what to say, Joshua silently returned his stare.
 
   “They let you come alone?” He raised both eyebrows.
 
   “They didn’t exactly let me, but they didn’t try to stop me.” Joshua knew it sounded evasive, but hoped his grandfather wouldn’t pick up on it.
 
   Joseph’s eyes narrowed as he looked steadily at Joshua. “Do your parents even know you’re here?”
 
   Sticking to his decision to tell as much of the truth as he dared, Joshua replied, “Not yet. I’m not sure how to get in touch with them to tell them I arrived safely. You see they’re on a remote dig. They have a satellite phone, but it doesn’t work where they are and anyway I don’t have the number.” He stopped. Seeing his grandfather’s look of skepticism, he added, “It was in my luggage which got lost.” Might as well stick with the same story, he thought. It sounded lame even to Joshua. He looked down not wanting to meet his grandfather gaze. He noticed that his headache was back.
 
   “When did you get here?” Joseph probed.
 
   “Last night. Mrs. Stewart said it was all right if I stayed and I borrowed some of Dad’s old clothes that he left here. I hope that was okay.” This was harder than he thought it would be. He considered telling his grandfather the truth, but decided not to when his grandfather smiled.
 
   “You’re welcome anytime. I’ve always wanted to be able to spend more time getting to know you, but your parents never stayed long. They were never willing to leave you here. You are not in trouble are you? Not running from anything I should know about?”
 
   Joshua thought this was probably his grandfather’s subtle way of asking if he was wanted by the police or on drugs. “No, no, nothing like that. When did they ever leave me alone long enough to get into trouble?” Joshua said with a smile, trying to relax.
 
   “You’re alone now,” Joseph said softly.
 
   Joshua couldn‘t help it, he laughed. “If I was planning on getting into trouble, this is the last place I would go. As well known as you are, I’m pretty sure anything I do will immediately get back to you.”
 
   “I guess that’s true. Still it‘s strange that your parents didn‘t call first.”
 
   Joshua had no answer for that, so he just kept silent.
 
   Mrs. Stewart came into the hallway. She looked from one man to the other before saying, “Good, you’re home. Lunch is ready.”
 
   Joseph stepped forward, put his arm around Joshua‘s shoulders and said, “Come on, let’s go into lunch and you can tell me exactly what your plans are now that you’re here.”
 
   Joshua relaxed and followed the older man into the dining room.
 
   In spite of having eaten a couple of hours ago, Joshua found he was starving. As he piled his plate with roast beef, buttery mashed potatoes, fresh green beans, and Mrs. Stewart’s homemade bread, he answered his grandfather’s questions about his parents and the dig, carefully omitting any mention of the niche or the crystal currently warming his pocket. They discussed the subjects he was already taking online.
 
   When there was a lull in the conversation, Joshua asked, “Grandpa, who’s Harry?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Who is Harry? Back when you first saw me, you asked if I was Harry.”
 
   Joseph stopped eating, fork in the air. “Oh….Harry was my brother. You looked so much like him standing there, and I wasn‘t expecting you. It just took me by surprise.”
 
   “I never knew you had a brother.”
 
   “The last time I saw him was over forty years ago. He looked just like you do now.” He went back to eating, head down, not looking at Joshua.
 
   Joshua could tell his grandfather would rather not talk about it, but a great uncle he’d never heard of was just too good a mystery to ignore. “Is he still alive?”
 
   Joseph shrugged. “I don’t know. He disappeared. We never heard from him again.”
 
   Joshua chuckled. “You thought I was his ghost, didn’t you?”
 
   “Of course not. Don’t be ridiculous.” Changing the subject, Joseph asked, “What are your interests? What do you want to major in?”
 
   “I’m not sure. I really like music and photography. I play several instruments, and have tried my hand at composing, but I’m also a good photographer. I do most of the photography on the digs with my parents. I thought maybe I would start with a general liberal arts major. I have a keyboard that I take with me when we travel, but I didn’t bring it.”
 
   “Artistic talents like your mother I see.” Joseph seemed lost in thought for a few minutes. “We do have a piano in the music room, but it hasn’t been used in years. Probably needs tuning. Your grandmother used to play the piano every evening. After she passed away, well . . . since neither your dad nor I play, we just stopped going in there. But there’s no reason why you can’t use it.” After a bit he added, “You know, if you wanted to stay, I think I might be able to get you transferred to Harvard for this semester. The dean is a personal friend of mine.”
 
   Joshua’s hopes began to soar until his grandfather said, “But first we need to contact your parents. Let them know you’re safe and see what they think. Who’s sponsoring this dig? They probably know how to reach your parents.”
 
   “The Smithsonian. You’re right. They’ll know the satellite phone number. They left several messages for my parents in the last couple of months.”
 
   “I’ll have my secretary get the number from them first thing tomorrow morning. Why don’t you come with me to the office? If the airlines haven’t located your bags by now, then they’re probably lost for good. I think you’re going to need some more clothes and there’s a mall just across the street.” Without waiting for an answer, he went on, “In the meantime I have some papers I need to work on. The music room is the next door down from the living room.” He got up from the table, poked his head in the kitchen to thank Mrs. Stewart for a wonderful meal, and headed to his study.
 
   Joshua couldn’t help wondering what would happen once his parents knew where he was. How would he explain how he got here? What did they think happened to him? He didn’t want them to worry. On the other hand, he didn’t want to go back either. He would have to tell them about the crystal. Dad would insist that it was an artifact and wouldn’t let him keep it. Somehow, he was strangely reluctant to give it up. Just having it in his pocket seemed to give him a feeling of confidence he’d never had before. He rationalized that he didn’t really know that the crystal had anything to do with his coming here. Maybe something else triggered the transporter. He knew his parents would continue their research once they knew he was safe. He decided he wouldn’t mention the crystal unless it became apparent that the two were connected.
 
   When he opened the door to the music room, he could see that it hadn’t been used in awhile. No dust—Mrs. Stewart wouldn’t allow that—but it didn’t look like any other room in the house. In fact, it didn’t look like it belonged in this house at all. Where the rest of the house was austere, this room was crowded with doilies and family pictures on all the side tables. Music yellowed with age sat atop a baby grand piano. On one end of the room, two upholstered chairs covered in a floral fabric faced a red velvet loveseat. Several family portraits hung on the walls. In one corner, records were stacked neatly beside an old stereo system with a turntable.
 
   Joshua walked around the room looking at the pictures, stopping in front of one of the portraits hanging on the wall—a family portrait of a middle-aged couple and two sons. From the style of clothes, he was fairly certain that his grandfather was the teenage boy, so the younger son would have been Harry. Curious about the resemblance, he looked around the room to see if he could find any other pictures of Harry when he was older. In an album on one of the small tables, he found Harry’s graduation picture, neatly labeled with Harry’s name and the year on the back. His grandfather was right. Aside from the style of clothes, they did look a great deal alike.
 
   Curiosity satisfied, he sat down at the piano and began to play. He’d never played a baby grand. The sound was incredible. It was a little out of tune but that didn’t mar his pleasure. He played several of the songs from the old sheet music on the piano.
 
   His grandfather came in and stood in the doorway listening for a few minutes. Then he cleared his throat. Joshua stopped playing and looked up.
 
   “I have reservations to go out to dinner. I thought you might like to go with me.”
 
   Joshua went upstairs to see if he could find anything suitable to wear. He knew from experience that the kind of restaurants Grandfather went to required a jacket and tie. He found a pair of dark brown slacks and a brown tweed sport coat that didn’t look too bad. He paired it with a tan shirt and a striped tie. Then he went looking for shoes. Near the back of the closet was a pair of brown loafers.
 
   When his grandfather had suggested buying new clothes, he almost said that he could send for his own from the Washington D.C. apartment his parents kept. All he’d taken to the dig were his work clothes. Looking at himself in the mirror now, he was proud to see he’d not only grown taller, but much more muscular. Clearly, his old things would no longer fit. He flexed his muscles a few times in the mirror and then laughed at himself. Feeling very confident, he went downstairs where his grandfather straightened his tie and pronounced him presentable.
 
   They went to an exclusive seafood restaurant called The Seafarer--chandeliers, candlelight, white linen tablecloths, and a wall of glass overlooking the harbor. The maitre d` recognized his grandfather and led them to a table for eight. Already seated there were three middle-aged men and three young men about Joshua’s age.
 
   “Gentlemen, I’d like you to meet my grandson, Joshua Carson. He‘s staying with me for awhile. Joshua this is Darin Loomis. He’s one of the vice presidents of the bank, and this is his son, Clay.”
 
   Both Mr. Loomis and Clay stood to shake his hand. Clay was a good-looking blond with a ruddy complexion. Shorter than Joshua, but well built like a football player. Clay returned Joshua’s grip with a little more force than necessary with a slight smile on his face. Joshua smiled back, tightened his grip for a moment, then released him and turned away.
 
   Joseph turned to the next man. “This is David Olson, the General Manager, and his son, Frank.”
 
   Frank had the same athletic build as Clay but with dark hair and olive skin. His handshake perfunctory, he sat down immediately, looking bored.
 
   Joseph turned to the last man, “and this is Oscar Steinberg, our CFO, and his son Nathan.” Nathan was as tall as Joshua, but thinner. He wore horned rim glasses, making him look slightly nerdy. However, he gave Joshua a genuine smile.
 
   Joshua sat down in the empty chair next to Nathan with his grandfather on his other side.
 
   Joseph explained that Clay, Frank, and Nathan were all attending Harvard and expressed the hope that they would be willing to show Joshua around. Joshua was embarrassed but the conversation quickly moved on. The men discussed sports. They confirmed Joshua’s first impression that both Clay and Frank were on the football team, even though they were freshmen. Nathan was a science major.
 
   After awhile the older men fell into discussing work. Joshua’s attention wandered. He looked around the room. Mostly older couples filled the tables. He thought that made sense since this was a very expensive restaurant. However, in one corner, he noticed a striking young woman. Long auburn hair and pale skin, she would have stood out anywhere, but was even more noticeable in this setting. She sat across from an older woman. A dark window at her back, she faced the center of the room. The candlelight cast a soft glow picking up copper highlights in her curls. He couldn’t help staring at her.
 
   When Nathan noticed where Joshua was looking, he leaned over and whispered. “That’s Sara Whiting sitting with her grandmother. She’s new here. You’ll have to get in a long line, if you’re interested in meeting her.”
 
   Without taking his eyes off her, Joshua replied, “I don’t doubt it. She’s beautiful.”
 
   “Smart too. I have a couple of classes with her. Her major is physics.”
 
   Joshua wrenched his eyes away. “Definitely out of my league.”
 
   Nathan frowned, but said nothing.
 
   Clay noticed Joshua’s interest as well and nudged Frank. When they got up to leave, Frank made a point of walking out next to Joshua. When Joshua glanced over at Sara again, Frank leaned in and said, “Don’t even think about it, Carson. That one belongs to me.”
 
   For some reason Joshua had taken an instant dislike to Frank so he couldn’t pass up the chance to needle him. He raised one eyebrow. “Afraid of a little competition?”
 
   Looking directly into Joshua‘s eyes, Frank sneered, “I don’t see any competition.”
 
   Joshua chuckled. “I never could resist a challenge.”
 
   Frank’s jaw tightened, but there was no time for any further conversation as each family walked outside and separated to their vehicles.
 
   Outside the restaurant, Joshua’s headache returned with a vengeance.

 
   

 
 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   Sara watched the Carson group depart. It seemed an odd grouping to her. She had a couple of classes with Nathan whom she liked. Then there was Frank and his thug, Clay. Frank, the BMOC in high school—football star—money and looks, expected every woman to be flattered by his attention. His big come-on line had been, “Hey, beautiful!” When she ignored him, refusing to fall at his feet in a puddle just from the sound of his voice, he’d gotten aggressive. He showed up outside her classes, tried to walk with her with his arm around her. Less than impressed, she’d shaken him off, tried to ignore him, refused his every advance, and still he’d showed no signs of backing off. Obviously, he considered her a challenge. She wished that she had just pretended to melt when he first spoke to her and then maybe he would have been satisfied and moved on.
 
   She wondered where the good-looking dark-haired guy she hadn’t met before fit in. When she saw Frank walking close to talk to him, and the new guy laughing, she mentally wrote him off as siding with the enemy.
 
   Even though her grandmother had her back to the party, she had obviously noticed her distraction. She asked, “See something you like?”
 
   “A good-looking guy I haven’t seen before, but I don’t like the company he’s keeping, sooooo . . . no. Oh, did you mean from the menu?” Sara asked innocently, giving her grandmother a grin.
 
   Helen Whiting laughed.
 
   They had an easy, playful relationship. Sara never had to censor her words in front of her grandmother. She knew Helen adored her, loved her sense of humor, and respected her intelligence. When Sara had gotten the full scholarship to Harvard, she called her grandmother and asked if she could live with her. Sara told Helen she didn’t want to be a part of the dorm scene. She needed a quiet place to study.
 
   Helen had readily agreed. She’d been astonished when Sara showed up on her doorstep, saying, “It seems like just a short time ago, you were a skinny tomboy with freckles who always had her nose in a book. Now you’re a beautiful woman I almost don’t recognize.” Within five minutes, Sara managed to convince her that she hadn’t changed.
 
   Helen had been, and still was, a striking woman. Tall and still slim with silver hair pulled up in a chignon, she sat up straight, looking past Sara through the window at the twinkling lights of the harbor. Many people came here to hobnob with the rich and famous. Helen came for the excellent food. She had no desire to socialize, and couldn’t care less if anyone saw her. She’d intentionally sat with her back to everyone, hoping no one would notice her and stop by to chat. She wanted this time with Sara all to herself.
 
   Sara wore a jade green dress that brought out the green in her eyes, the one feature both Sara and Helen shared. Eyes that were a clear emerald green, not the muddy brown green that most people had. Even today, when Helen’s eyes had faded with her hair, people still asked if she wore contacts because the color was so unusual. Helen wondered, not for the first time, whether Sara would find her beauty an obstacle. Sara wanted to be a physicist. In Helen’s day, beautiful women struggled in serious careers. Helen had to fight for acceptance to medical school. Even after graduating at the top of her class, it had taken her years to be able to specialize in neurology. In her experience, most men did not react well to a combination of both brains and beauty. She spent many years trying to do serious work while fending off advances, only to be labeled a feminist or a lesbian. Only now, as a senior citizen, was she respected as an authority in her field.
 
   “I‘d stick with the dessert menu, if I were you,” Helen replied with a smile. “While good looking men can be pleasantly distracting, chocolate will never break your heart.”
 
   It was Sara’s turn to laugh. “I hear a story there. Did a good looking man ever break your heart, Grandma?”
 
   “More than once.”
 
   “Details—I need details. Tell me about your first love. I’m going to assume it wasn’t Grandpa, since I’ve heard you say you divorced him because he deserved more love than you were able to give him.”
 
   Helen looked down, a slight blush coloring her cheeks. “You don’t want to hear an old woman reminisce. I’d rather talk about you.”
 
   “Yes, I do. I’m tired of talking about me, or thinking about school. I need a distraction.” She grinned, a mischievous gleam in her eyes. “Either tell me a story, or I’m getting up and going after one of those young men,” Sara threatened.
 
   “Sure you won’t just settle for the chocolate?”
 
   “How about chocolate and a story?” Sara wheedled.
 
   “Very well,” Helen conceded. They both ordered the house specialty, a molten chocolate soufflé. When it arrived, Sara looked at her expectantly.
 
   Resigned, Helen began. “I was just about your age in my first year of college. I met him at a dance some of my girlfriends had talked me into attending. I never believed in love at first sight until then. From the moment I met him, he captivated me. The first time we touched, something almost like an electric current passed between us. He must have felt it too, because he stayed with me the rest of the evening.
 
   “He had dark wavy hair and the most amazing blue eyes that twinkled when he was up to something. I learned later that he was always up to something. We danced the entire evening. He held my hand and focused all of his attention on me. No one else existed, but the two of us. Ignored, the girls I came with eventually left us alone. When he took me home that night, he paused in the doorway, took my face in his hands, and kissed me. It was so gentle and tender. That’s when I knew I’d never really been kissed before. All too soon, he released me and walked away. I just stood there, trying to catch my breath.”
 
   “Wow.” Sara always had a hard time picturing her grandmother as a young girl. Now, however, with the glow of memories radiating in her face, somehow the wrinkles disappeared and the image became clear.
 
   “The next day when I got out of class he was waiting for me. My heart actually skipped a beat when I saw him. We went ice skating, sipped hot chocolate, and walked hand in hand for hours. Then he took me home, kissed me goodnight and was gone again.
 
   “He sounds perfect.”
 
   “It was the strangest romance. He never called, never asked for a date. He seemed to know where I was and when I was free. He would just show up and whisk me away on some new adventure. We went skiing; played one on one basketball; went to baseball games; rode the carousel at the fair. He taught me to surf. He never asked me what I wanted to do. He always had a plan. It never occurred to me to say no. Every time I saw him, it was just like the first time. When we were together, the hours flew by. I couldn’t get enough of him. I would have gone anywhere, done anything just to be with him. Everything was fun. I laughed more then, than I have in all the years since. Once he came over at midnight, sneaked me out of the dorm and we went sailing until dawn.” Helen laughed.
 
   “Why didn’t you marry him?”
 
   “If I would try to have a serious conversation with him, he would lean down, take me in his arms, and kiss me with those same gentle sweet kisses, until I couldn’t remember my own name and my heart was pounding. When I was sufficiently distracted, he would take my hand, and off we’d go again. I only saw him serious once. Coming in from class, I saw him in the common room playing the piano. He played magnificently. He could have been a concert pianist. The music was so beautiful, sad, and yet fierce and passionate. He seemed lost in the music. I’d never seen him look so vulnerable. I stood there watching him for a long time. Then I must have moved, because he looked up. The smile I loved was back. He jumped up, insisted that I change into a swimsuit and we went to the beach.
 
   “He was not like anyone I’d ever met. I never knew what he did when he wasn’t with me. He asked me a million questions, but refused to talk about himself, never introduced me to any of his friends or family. It was always just the two of us.
 
   “After about six months of being together almost every day, I guess his interest in me wore off, because gradually he showed up less and less often, and then he stopped coming altogether. I never saw him again.” Helen sat back, placing her napkin on the table.
 
   Sara sat back, trying to imagine her grandmother as a young woman in the midst of her first love and then dumped like yesterday’s garbage. “You must have been devastated!”
 
   Helen shrugged. “I was. I couldn’t concentrate. I was always looking for him, expecting him to show up any minute. It took me a long time to realize it was over. Then I threw myself into my studies so I didn‘t have time to think about the pain. In a way, I guess I have him to thank for my accomplishments.”
 
   Sara frowned. “Didn’t you ever go looking for him?”
 
   Helen shook her head. “No, our relationship had always been on his terms. I never knew what he saw in me in the first place. What would be the point, to have him reject me to my face or to see him with someone else? Devastated as I was, I knew I couldn’t bear that.”
 
   Sara sat back thinking about her grandmother’s incredible story. “Wow. I guess Grandpa never really had a chance with competition like that. Did he know about your first love?”
 
   Helen laughed. “Heavens no, by the time I married your grandpa, I wasn’t even sure it had really happened. It seemed more like something I dreamt. I’ve never told anyone that story before. I would not have told you, if you hadn’t asked me about my first love. Now that’s enough questions. You’ve worn me out. Let’s go home.” She raised her hand signaling the waiter for the check.
 
   Sara noticed that her grandmother had never used the young man’s name. She wanted to ask, but knew that, for the moment, the conversation was over. She sensed that there was more to the story, and suspected that her grandmother had edited it. It was clear though, from her description of him, her grandmother had been deeply in love. I wonder what that feels like, she thought. Sara had dated in high school but no one had really interested her. She had a plan for her life and ambitions. Love and marriage were not part of that plan. She had no way of knowing that her plans were about to be shattered completely.

 
   

 
 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Once he reached the clearing, Sam turned on the phone and dialed the Smithsonian. The direct line to the curator was busy, so he waited for the operator to come on to leave a message. When she answered and Sam identified himself, she said, “I’m glad you called, your father’s office has been trying to reach you. They said it was important and asked if you called in, to tell you to call him as soon as possible. They left both the office and his home number. Do you want those?”
 
   “Yes, please I don’t have either with me.” Sam wondered if his father was all right, he knew that the office wouldn’t be calling him unless it was an emergency. He left the message for the curator to expect a shipment of artifacts and then dialed his father’s office first, hoping to catch his secretary, Maggie, before she left for the day. If anything were wrong, she would have all the details. Maggie answered on the second ring as usual.
 
   “Maggie, this is Samuel. I got a message you’ve been trying to reach me. Is my father all right?”
 
   “He’s fine, but very eager to talk to you. Hold on a moment and I’ll put him on.”
 
   “Sam, my boy, you’re a really hard man to reach.” Joseph’s voice was loud and strong.
 
   “Dad, is everything all right?”
 
   “Everything is perfect. I just wanted you to know that Joshua arrived here safe and sound.”
 
   “Joshua . . . What . . . How . . . are you telling me that Joshua’s with you in Boston?” gasped Sam.
 
   “Yes, he arrived two days ago. It took us a while to get your phone number from the Smithsonian, but then we couldn’t get through to your phone.”
 
   Sam was stunned; he could hardly take in what his father was telling him. How could Joshua be there? It didn‘t make any sense. Realizing that his father was waiting for him to say something, he said, “I can’t tell you how relieved I am to hear that he’s with you. Is he there, can I talk to him?” Could he be mistaken? Is this a joke?
 
   “He’s right here. I’ll put him on.”
 
   “Hi, Dad.”
 
   No mistake, it was Joshua. “Joshua, how did you get to Boston?”
 
   “I don’t know,” he answered quietly. Then slightly louder, “Dad I know you have been worried, but the airline lost my luggage with your phone number in it and I didn’t know how to reach you to let you know I arrived safely.”
 
   “You don’t want to discuss it in front of your grandfather, right?”
 
   “Exactly, I’m glad you understand. Grandpa and I have been discussing my staying here and starting college. He wanted to make sure it was all right with you.”
 
   Samuel needed time to think, and he needed answers. “I’ll call you at home later. We need to talk. Your mother will need to hear your voice before she’ll believe me. Joshua, are you really okay?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Before Samuel could say anything more, Joshua handed the phone to his grandfather.
 
   “You sounded surprised Joshua was here,” Joseph said.
 
   “No . . . I just expected him to call much sooner. I was worried that he was waylaid somewhere. I am sorry we couldn’t call and let you know he was coming. It must have been quite a shock. I hope it’s all right if he stays for awhile,” Sam fumbled. His head reeled. He respected Joshua’s instinct to keep Joseph out of the loop, but he had so many questions, it was hard to think. “Dad, let me call you later at home. I need to let Maria know that he arrived all right. She’s been worried sick.”
 
   “I have a business dinner tonight, but I should be home around eight.”
 
   “Perfect, I’ll call you then.” If his father wouldn’t be home until eight, he could call Joshua earlier and have a real conversation. Joshua was safe! He wasn’t lost in the jungle, or captured by the natives. The weight that had been pressing down on him was just beginning to lift. He couldn’t wait to tell Maria.
 
   She and Ricardo were both in the artifact tent working when Sam got back to the site. He motioned them to come outside and follow him. Once they were away from the others he burst out, “Joshua is in Boston with my dad! I just spoke to him on the phone.”
 
   “What?” Maria and Ricardo said together.
 
   “Joshua is safe in Boston with my dad,” he repeated with a big grin.
 
   “How did he get there?” Maria asked.
 
   “He ran away? How? His things are still here. Someone must have helped him get to the airport. I don’t understand.” Ricardo sounded angry.
 
   “I don’t know how he got there. Dad said he arrived two days ago. Even with help, I don’t see how he could have gotten there that fast. When I asked, he said he didn’t know. He didn’t want to discuss it on the phone in front of my father.” Turning to his wife, he said, “I knew that you’d want to hear his voice so I said I’d call him later. Dad’s going to be at a business dinner until eight, so we can call Joshua at home before that to get some answers.”
 
   “How did you find out he was there? Did he call us?” Maria asked
 
   “When I called the Smithsonian, they told me that my father’s office had been trying to reach me. I thought something had happened to him, so I called. Joshua was there. They said they tried calling us but couldn’t get through.”
 
   “I still can’t believe it. You’re sure it was Joshua and he’s all right?” She looked directly into Sam’s eyes.
 
   “Yes, darling, I am sure,” he said with a smile, reaching out to hug her. He knew how hard it was to believe. If he hadn’t talked to Joshua, he wouldn’t have believed it either. “He sounded just fine. Give him an hour or so to get home and then you’ll be able to talk to him yourself.”
 
   *   *   *
 
   One hour seemed like an eternity to Maria. There was no need to rush to close up the site now, so she spent it getting cleaning up. For the last couple of days, she had been too distraught to care what she looked like, just throwing on clothes and running a brush through her hair. Not that she ever did much when camped out on a dig. It was silly to wear makeup when it was 85 in the shade and the humidity was 90%. What didn’t roll off with the sweat was washed away during the frequent rain showers. Most of the time, she did try to tame her unruly curls. She wet down her hair and smoothed it into a ponytail. A few tendrils always escaped around her face. When she was working, she would pin them back. Now she left them. Looking in the small make-up mirror, she noticed the dark circles under her eyes. No wonder Sam had been so worried about her. She looked like death. She applied a little concealer, some mascara, and lip-gloss just to make herself feel better. Not great, she thought, but better. Finally, it was time.
 
   Sam drove to the clearing, punched in his father’s home number, and handed the phone to Maria.
 
   Joshua picked up on the second ring. “Hello.”
 
   “Oh, Josh, it’s so good to hear your voice. We were so worried,” Maria cried with relief. She held the phone so that both she and Sam could hear.
 
   “You just disappeared. How did you get to Boston?” Sam asked. Maria was silently crying and unable to speak. She continued to listen.
 
   “Honestly, I don’t know, Dad. One minute I was in Guatemala with you guys, and the next I was laying flat on my back in a park about a block and half from Grandpa’s house in Boston. I think I blacked out, but when I looked at my watch, only a couple of minutes had passed. What happened on your end?”
 
   “There was a loud noise. The metal around the recess glowed. There was a bright flash of light and then you disappeared,” answered Sam. “What did you tell your grandfather?”
 
   “Just that I had come to see him. I told him the airlines lost my luggage. I mentioned I wanted to live with him and attend college. I didn’t think he would believe what really happened. I was afraid he would take me to a shrink. At first, I think he believed that I ran away, but he seems happy to have me here. He’s talking about getting me transferred to Harvard,” Joshua said. They could hear the hope in his voice.
 
   “Joshua, what did you do when you were standing in the recess? We have been all over it and we haven’t been able to make it do anything,” Sam probed.
 
   “I examined the holes just like you and Mom did.”
 
   “It looked like you reached into your pocket for something,” Sam insisted
 
   Joshua hesitated before he answered. Deciding he had no choice, that he would have to tell his father about the crystal, he tried to make it sound unimportant. “Oh, that. I found what looked like a piece of crystal outside by my tent a few days before. What I felt in the holes seemed similar to the ridges down the side of crystal. I inserted it and that’s the last thing I remember. What do I do now, Dad? What are you going to tell Grandpa?”
 
   “Since we don’t know what really happened, I guess it’s best to just let him go on thinking we sent you there. There is no sense in your coming back now, besides you don’t have your passport. Your mother and I will talk things over and let you know what we decide when we call back to speak to your grandfather.”
 
   “I love you Joshua. I am so glad you’re safe,” Maria managed through her tears.
 
   “I love you too, Mom. I’m sorry you were worried.”
 
   “As long as you’re all right, son, that’s all that matters. We’ll figure this out. We’ll call you back in a couple of hours when your grandfather’s home.” Sam ended the call.
 
   They drove back in silence, thinking about what they had learned.
 
   Finally, Maria said, “I’m having trouble believing that Joshua transported to Boston in a matter of minutes by sticking a rock in a niche created hundreds of years ago. Boston didn’t even exist when the Mayan’s carved out that room.”
 
   Sam shrugged. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. What other explanation is there? Dad confirmed that he arrived there the same day he disappeared.”
 
   “If the niche really is a transporter, it lends credibility to some of the Quiche legends and the idea that someone other than the Mayans created it.”
 
   “The rock Joshua found must be the power source. I’m wondering if there’s some mineral in the ground here that works to power the transporter.”
 
   “I don’t know. I keep thinking if the niche is a transporter, then the glyphs must be settings of some kind. If that’s true, why did it take Joshua to Boston of all places? The whole thing seems impossible.”
 
   Sam stopped the Jeep and looked at her. “Let’s concentrate on what we do know. We know for a fact that Joshua was here one minute and then apparently in Boston a few minutes later. We also know it happened while he was standing in the niche. Therefore, there has to be some correlation between the two.”
 
   Maria nodded. “We also know that the niche had been covered up for a long time, so whoever built it hasn’t been using it. Unfortunately that means it’s doubtful that anyone around here has the answers we need.”
 
   Sam leaned back and closed his eyes. “You know it’s still a fantastic find even if we never discover what the niche is or how it works.”
 
   “We could write it up that way and pretend that Joshua never left.” Even as Maria made the suggestion, she knew that Sam was not a stick-your-head-in-the-sand kind of guy. He could not ignore a puzzle and pretend it didn’t exist. Nor could he risk his reputation claiming to have found an ancient transporter without sufficient proof.
 
   Sam started the Jeep and drove back into camp. Once there, they sought out Ricardo to tell him what they’d found out.
 
   “So you really believe that Joshua was transported to Boston?” Ricardo asked.
 
   They both nodded.
 
   “He couldn’t have gotten there when he did in any other way,” Sam explained.
 
   “We didn’t find anything in any of the holes,” said Ricardo trying to understand.
 
   “The only explanation that I can think of is that whatever substance powers it, gets completely burned up in the process,” answered Sam.
 
   “You realize how really crazy this sounds. If I didn‘t know you better, I‘d think you both flipped out.” Ricardo said with a smile.
 
   Sam nodded. “Yes, I’m still trying to convince myself, and I saw him disappear. Obviously we can‘t tell anyone else. I still don’t see any reason to keep the crew. We might as well continue to shut down the site as we planned. I‘m just not sure what we should do then to find the answers we need.”
 
   “What do we tell the crew about Joshua?” Maria asked
 
   “We tell them that he called us from Boston and that he’s fine. We don’t elaborate,” answered Sam.
 
   “Maybe it’s time to talk to Erik Johansen about the glyphs he claims to have seen before,” mused Ricardo.
 
   “He’ll want to see them. But I don’t see what harm that can do now,” replied Sam.

 
   

 
 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   When Sam and Maria called Joseph later that night, they consented for Joshua to start college. It would take them another couple of weeks to wrap up everything on the dig. Then they would come to see him before heading to Washington D.C. to begin work writing up their discovery. Joshua was elated. Thanks to his grandfather, not only did he now have a new wardrobe, but he’d also insisted on helping Joshua with tuition.
 
   It all happened so fast. The next day Maggie had his transcripts faxed to the office. Joseph made a call to the president of the university, who assured him that there would be no problem with Joshua’s transfer. He could register in the classes he had been taking online and begin attending class immediately. Registration papers were faxed to the office, filled out, and faxed back to the university. Maggie even had Joshua’s books sent over. Obviously, Joseph Carson was a much more important man than Joshua realized.
 
   In addition, his grandfather had arranged for Nathan to pick up Joshua on his first day to show him around the campus.
 
   “I‘m sorry my grandfather imposed on you. I could have found my way around,” Joshua apologized when Nathan picked him up.
 
   “I don’t mind. I don’t have a class until this afternoon,” replied Nathan. “By the way, what did you say to Frank the other night? He seemed upset. I thought I ought to warn you, he has a nasty temper.”
 
   “He got in my face telling me that Sara was his. I just said I enjoyed a challenge.”
 
   Nathan laughed. “Yeah, that would do it. Be careful. While you may be able to take on Frank, it would never be just him. He always brings along his buddies for back up.”
 
   “Thanks for the heads up. Are Sara and Frank an item?”
 
   “He seems to think so. The only time I’ve seen them together is when he stops by after class and walks with her. It always looks to me like she’s trying to get rid of him.”              
 
   Nathan parked the car in student parking. They walked around campus and Nathan pointed out the buildings where Joshua had classes. When he pointed out the Peabody Museum of Archeology, Joshua told him his father was an archeologist working on a dig in Guatemala. As they passed the Science Center, Nathan suggested they stop in the cafe for a drink. While waiting in line, Joshua spotted Sara sitting at a table by herself reading. He pointed her out to Nathan and asked for an introduction.
 
   “You like to live dangerously, don’t you?” asked Nathan, shaking his head. He led Joshua over to her table. “Hi, Sara, mind if we join you?”
 
   Sara looked up, smiled, and motioned for them to sit down.
 
   Joshua pulled out the chair across from her.
 
   Nathan pulled out a chair next to her. “I’d like you to meet Joshua Carson. This is his first day.”
 
   “Nice to meet you,” she said extending her hand. “Didn’t I see you two at the Seafarer the other night?”
 
   Joshua set down his drink and reached out to shake her hand. “Yes, I just got into town and my grandfather wanted to introduce me to some of the other students. Fortunately, for me, one of them was Nathan. He has been kind enough to show me around.” Her hand felt small in his. She had the most amazing green eyes he’d ever seen. It didn’t seem possible, but she was even more breathtaking up close.
 
   Nathan was about to sit down when he noticed a girl he knew and liked waving to him from across the room. “Would you excuse me for a moment? I need to talk to someone.” Nathan left Joshua and Sara sitting alone.
 
   Releasing her hand, Joshua sat down. Sara looked at him and smiled. He couldn’t help but stare at her until she started to blush. He searched for something to say, but his mind refused to cooperate. The room suddenly felt too warm. He shrugged off his jacket. He wore a white t-shirt underneath that he knew showed off his tan. He took a deep breath hoping she would notice his muscles. The silence had gone on too long. Joshua looked around the room, hoping for inspiration. He saw Frank and Clay enter. He knew the minute Frank spotted him sitting alone with Sara. Frank’s eyes narrowed and a scowl replaced his usual smirk. Absently fingering the crystal, Joshua returned Frank’s look with a raised eyebrow and a slight smile.
 
   Sara turned to see what had caught his attention. “Friends of yours?” she asked.
 
   “We’re not friends. In fact, I seem to piss him off,” Joshua said with a smile. He turned back to her and picked up his glass. “What are you reading?”
 
   Sara smiled and held up the book so he could see. “The Iliad.”
 
   He asked, “Did you know that most scholars now believe a lot of what Homer wrote was based less on legend and more on actual history?” Out of the corner of his eye, he watched as Frank shoved people aside to move out of line.
 
   “You’ve read this?”
 
   Joshua nodded. “In my family, anything to do with ancient history was required reading. My father’s an archeologist.”
 
   Frank marched over to their table with Clay tagging along behind. He stood next to Sara and placed a proprietary hand on her shoulder. Glaring down at Joshua, he growled, “I thought I told you to stay away from her.”
 
   Sara’s face turned red. She threw off his hand and jumped to her feet sputtering, “What . . . you arrogant . . . how dare you!”
 
   Frank continued to glare at Joshua. Seemingly oblivious to Sara’s anger, he put his arm around her shoulders. “Come on, babe, let’s get out of here.”
 
   Sara’s face turned even redder. She gritted her teeth and took a deep breath. Very quietly, she said, “Take . . . your . . . hands . . . off . . . me.”
 
   Instead, Frank held on tighter, pulling her closer.
 
   Joshua slowly rose to his feet, staring at Frank. Quietly, but with as much menace as he could put into the words, he said, “You heard the lady. Take your hands off of her.”
 
   Sara turned on Joshua and spat out, “I can take care of myself.”
 
   Surprised, but seeing the anger in her eyes, Joshua smiled and put both hands up. He backed away from the table, giving her a go-ahead motion with one hand.
 
   Frank smirked as if he had won.
 
   Sara took another deep breath, carefully picked up her books, and jammed them into Frank’s solar plexus. When he doubled over, she brought the books up and smashed him under the chin. He went flying backward; crashed into the chair Sara had been sitting in, and sent it skittering across the room. The noise caught everyone’s attention. The room got quiet.
 
   Clay, standing next to Joshua, took a step forward.
 
   Joshua grabbed a chair and slammed it into Clay’s abdomen. He doubled over and staggered back 
 
   Looking down at Frank, now lying on the floor, Sara said, “Don’t ever touch me again.” She threw back her head, straightened her shoulders, and then began walking to the exit. After a few paces, she stopped, turned, and looked at Joshua, “Are you coming?”
 
   Joshua grabbed his jacket and hurried to catch up with her. Looking back over his shoulder, Joshua saw Clay recover first. He helped Frank up. There was a murderous look on both their faces as they watched Sara and Joshua walk away. As he hurried to catch up with Sara, Joshua heard the scrape of chairs being righted. He could only imagine the look Frank must be giving the surrounding tables, daring anyone to say something. Conversations resumed and noise levels returned to normal.
 
   Once outside Sara started to shake. Joshua led her around the side of the building and asked, “Are you all right?”
 
   “I think I need to hold on to something for a moment. Do you mind?” She turned to him, laid her head on his chest, and put both arms around his waist.
 
   Surprised, he said, “No, go right ahead.” He held her gently until she stopped shaking. 
 
   When her breathing slowed, she leaned back, moved her hands to his chest, and looked up at him. “Thanks, I have a bit of a temper,” she admitted
 
   He looked down, their faces only inches apart, brilliant green eyes stared into his. Caught up in those eyes, he stopped breathing for a second. Finally, he said, “So, I noticed. You feel better now?” He wanted desperately to kiss her, but decided not to risk it. He let his hands drop.
 
   Smiling she said, “Yes, I do.” She released him and stepped back. As they walked back to class she said, “You know I really appreciate your letting me handle that.”
 
   “I didn’t want to spoil your fun,” he said grinning
 
   She laughed. “Thanks for distracting Clay. I’m not sure I could have handled them both.”
 
   “I’m not willing to bet on that. Hey, I was protecting Clay.”
 
   Sara laughed again. Joshua thought it was the best sound he’d ever heard. He walked her to her class and then rushed to get to his. The rest of the day was a blur. Thanks to Nathan‘s tour, he managed to find all his classes. He took notes automatically, but his mind was not on the lectures. All he could think about was Sara’s face looking up at him with those astonishing green eyes. After class, he found his notes were surprisingly complete in spite of his distraction.
 
   Nathan was waiting for him outside his last class. “Come on, I’ll drive you home.”
 
   “Great, I‘d appreciate a lift.”
 
   “I suppose you know that he won’t just let it go?” Nathan started.
 
   “Hey, I didn’t do anything. She beat him up,” Joshua joked. Then more seriously, “You don’t think he’ll try anything with her, do you?”
 
   Shaking his head Nathan said, “No, I am pretty sure, you’re the one he’ll blame.”
 
   Joshua kept walking. “Then I’m not worried. I can take care of myself.”
 
   Nathan stopped him with a hand on one arm. “Against how many, Joshua? I told you, he won’t come alone.”
 
   As if on cue Frank, Clay and three other muscular football-types stepped out of the shadow of the trees and onto the path directly in front of them.
 
   “Speak of the devil,” Nathan said. “And look he’s brought his faithful sidekick and the three stooges, Curly, Moe, and Larry, if I‘m not mistaken.”
 
   “Why don’t you run along home, Nathan? You don’t have to be a part of this. I‘ll make sure Joshua gets home after he learns some manners,” Frank sneered, locking eyes with Joshua.
 
   Nathan stopped short, but stood his ground.
 
   Frank stepped up to Joshua and poked his finger into his chest. “I told you to stay away from her.”
 
   Joshua raised both hands in front of him and with a smile said, “Hey, I don’t want any trouble. I realize you’ve had a hard day what with being beaten up by a girl and everything, but I have to tell you. I don’t think she likes you.” Without warning, he grabbed Frank’s hand, twisted his arm behind him, and kneed him in the rear shoving him into Clay. “Some people just don’t like being touched.”
 
   The three stooges, as Nathan had called them, rushed forward, surrounding them. One grabbed Joshua from behind. Joshua bent his knees and threw him over his head. The other two grabbed Joshua’s arms dragging him over into the shade to pin him with his back against a tree. The one Joshua had thrown, scrambled to his feet, and grabbed Nathan when he tried to help.
 
   With a smirk on his face, Clay walked casually up to where the thugs held Joshua. He drew back and punched him in the gut. Joshua doubled over. Then bracing his back against the tree, he reared up and kicked Clay in the groin. Clay doubled over and fell to the ground, moaning in pain, the smirk replaced by one of anguish.
 
   Meanwhile, Nathan bent over as if he was going to be sick. The man holding him, caught up in watching the fight, loosened his grip. Nathan reared up and smacked his elbow as hard as he could into his nose. One stooge down.
 
   Frank, hate distorting his features, apparently hadn’t noticed Nathan. Concentrating on Joshua, he stepped around Clay. With fury blazing in his eyes, he came forward and hit Joshua in the face, splitting his lip.
 
   Joshua tasted blood, but his eyes never left Frank’s face.
 
   Frank pulled his arm back for another punch.
 
   Nathan came up behind the two goons holding Joshua. Grabbing a tree branch off the ground, he swung and hit one in the back of the head. Two stooges down.
 
   With one arm now loose, Joshua swung around and punched the other in the throat. He went to his knees gasping for air. Third stooge down and out.
 
   With both arms loose, Joshua turned on Frank who’d backed up. Advancing quickly, Joshua put all his weight into the punch. Frank went down. Clay was still down and doubled over from the kick. Only Nathan and Joshua were standing, when a campus cop came bicycling up.
 
   “Is there a problem here?” The cop asked Nathan and Joshua.
 
   Joshua looked around and said calmly, “No problem sir, we were just practicing some tackles. I think we’re done now.” He and Nathan hurried to the car while Frank, Clay and the three stooges struggled to get up.
 
   Driving home, Nathan turned to Joshua and said, “You know I managed to go through grade school and high school without getting in to even one fight. I spend one day with you, and I’m already outnumbered and in a brawl.”
 
   Joshua laughed. “Your first fight, huh? You kicked ass, and no one even laid a hand on you.”
 
   “I have to admit it felt great.” Then they were both laughing.
 
   “Oh, don’t make me laugh, that hurts,” Joshua groaned. “I wasn’t as lucky as you.”
 
   “Yeah, well that‘s cause you‘re the one with the big mouth,” Nathan replied, which started another round of laughter.
 
   Nathan dropped Joshua off in front of his grandfather’s house. Joshua made sure he avoided Mrs. Stewart until he’d cleaned up and changed shirts. He looked in the mirror. His lip was split on the inside. The ache in his side told him he probably had a bruised rib. However, once the swelling went down, no one would be able to tell anything had happened. He felt sure Frank and his friends wouldn’t be telling anyone about this fight.
 
   Joshua went to the music room and sat down at the piano. Somehow, his fingers played the notes while his mind reviewed the fight. He hadn’t been in that many fights himself, and yet he’d felt confident that he would have no trouble defeating them, even though they were significantly outnumbered. Where had all this newfound strength and confidence come from? Joshua’s right hand strayed to his pocket, searching for the crystal. He fingered it while he wondered if Frank would dare to confront him again. Joshua was certain of only one thing, Frank or no Frank, he intended to go on seeing Sara.
 
   The next day at school Joshua made a point of meeting Nathan coming out of the class he shared with Sara. They all went to lunch.
 
   Unwrapping her sandwich, Sara said, “You know, I kind of feel sorry for Frank.”
 
   “Why,” they both asked.
 
   “Well, I saw him this morning. No, don’t worry, he didn’t come anywhere near me,” she said when they both visibly tensed. “But I noticed that he had a split lip and a black eye. I didn’t really mean to hit him that hard.”
 
   Nathan choked on his coke. Joshua stifled a chuckle with a cough. He turned away to reach over and slap Nathan on the back. When Joshua was more in control of his face, he turned back to Sara and said, “Seriously, you really should watch that temper.”
 
   She looked confused, but let it go.
 
   The three of them had lunch together for the next couple of days. After that, Nathan made sure he had other plans, leaving Joshua and Sara alone. Frank kept his distance, but Joshua and Nathan knew that it wasn’t over.

 
   

Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   Sara and Joshua continued to lunch together. So far, most of their conversations had centered on their classes, schoolwork, and a critique of the teachers. When Sara asked Joshua where he grew up, he’d given her a brief description of his nomadic childhood. When he’d asked, she’d replied simply, Arizona, and then changed the subject. Joshua felt a growing need to know this fascinating, yet contradictory woman. He’d felt the softness of her touch, seen the ferocity of her temper. He’d watched her confidently debate a science theory with Nathan, and in the next instant recede into shyness when surrounded by people she didn’t know.
 
   One day at lunch, after exhausting the usual topics, he asked, “Most of the students here live in the dorms. I’m living with my grandfather because I transferred in at the last minute. You chose not to live in the dorm. Why?”
 
   Concentrating on picking apart the remains of her sandwich, she answered, “I guess you could say I’ve never been very social. I’m not into drinking or partying. I chose to major in Physics because I wanted to do research alone in a lab. I’m hoping that if my grades are good enough, I won’t need to network or build a political base to get a job. I needed a quiet place to study away from distractions.” She looked up at him. “Living with my grandmother is easy. There’s no pressure from her to make sure I have a balanced life, make friends and date, like there was at home. My grandmother’s a doctor; actually, she’s one of the foremost authorities on Neurology in the country, so she’s gone a lot. I like being alone.”
 
   “Why Harvard?”
 
   “I got a full scholarship. It’ll look good on my resume and I get to live with my grandmother.”
 
   “One of the reasons I wanted to go to college was so that I could have a social life. I’ve traveled with my parents my whole life. I’ve never really had a chance to make friends or date. You don’t date?” he asked.
 
   She bristled. Her eyes flashed. “I’ve been on dates.”
 
   Joshua smiled and reached for her hand.
 
   She looked down and watched as his thumb lightly rubbed her knuckles. “I just never found anyone I really cared about spending time with . . . until now,” she added in a small voice, blushing.
 
   “Until now? Does that mean you’d go out with me, if I asked?”
 
   She looked up, a challenge in her eyes. “Are you asking?”
 
   He stood up. Still holding her hand, he said very formally, “Miss Whiting, would you do me the honor of your company at dinner this evening?”
 
   Blushing, she laughed. “Yes, now please sit down. You‘re embarrassing me”
 
   They walked close together on the way back to class. Joshua’s body seemed attuned to every move she made. He was acutely aware of her warmth, every breathe she took and the beat of her heart. Tentatively he reached out and took her hand.
 
   She looked up and smiled.
 
   “How about if I pick you up at seven?”
 
   “Great.” She tore out a piece of notebook paper and wrote down her address.
 
   At the door of her class, he looked directly into her eyes; brought the hand he had been holding up and brushed her knuckles with his lips. Her eyes widened and she held her breath. He released her hand and walked away.
 
   When Joshua had kissed her hand, she felt a tremor all the way up her arm. When she’d seen actors do that in old movies, she’d thought it looked stupid and silly. Looking into Joshua’s eyes as his lips caressed her skin had been electrifying.
 
   Rachel and Lisa, two of her classmates had stopped and watched the exchange. She had several classes with Rachel, a petite brunette. Sara liked her innate honesty and quick wit. They had become good friends. Lisa was a statuesque blond and, of course, a cheerleader. Since this was the only class Sara shared with Lisa, she didn’t know her well. Both girls looked at her with wide eyes when they saw Joshua kissing her hand.
 
   When Joshua was out of sight, Sara pulled herself together and went into class. She tried to sit as far away from the two girls as possible so that they couldn’t ask her questions. She wanted to savor the moment all by herself. She knew she couldn’t avoid Rachel indefinitely, but preferred to talk to her without Lisa, a born gossip.
 
   *   *   *
 
   Joshua was elated. His hand and lips still tingled. She said yes! Now he had to decide where to take her and how to pick her up since he didn’t have a car. After his last class, he rushed home and called his grandfather at work. Maggie put him through immediately.
 
   “Joshua, what a nice surprise. Is everything all right?”
 
   “Everything is great. I just made a date for tonight and I was wondering if I could borrow your car.”
 
   Joseph paused and then said, “A date, huh? Well I was saving this for a surprise, but I guess this is as good a time as any. I knew you would need transportation eventually, so I bought you a car. It’s an older car, but my mechanic said it’s in perfect running condition. It’s parked in the garage and Mrs. Stewart has the keys. Go out and take a look. Then call me back and let me know what you think.”
 
   A car! Joshua couldn’t believe it. This man was a saint. Why had his father ever left home? He rushed outside to the garage. Sitting there was a silver gray 2000 Porsche 911. It wasn’t just any car. It was the car of his dreams. Could this day get any better? He called his grandfather back, thanked him profusely, and told him how much he loved it.
 
   “I’m glad you like it. I’m sorry I won’t be home until late tonight, will you let Mrs. Stewart know I won‘t be home for dinner? Enjoy your evening.”
 
   When Joshua asked Mrs. Stewart for the keys, he mentioned that his grandfather would not be home for dinner. Then he went out and took HIS car for a spin. It ran beautifully. With the top down, he felt like James Bond. Okay Bond drove an Aston Martin and this was a Porsche, but no one could have felt more sophisticated or cool than Joshua did at that moment. He could not believe his luck, finding that crystal had been the best thing that ever happened to him. Just a week ago he had been miserable, stuck in the jungle with his parents. Now he had everything he had ever wished for, friends, a car, and a date with a beautiful woman. It seemed like a dream. He was tempted to pinch himself, but if this was a dream, then he definitely did not want to wake up.
 
   While enjoying the exhilaration of driving such a fabulous automobile, he had been thinking about where to take Sara to dinner. It amazed him how easy it was for him to be aware of so many things at once. Although he didn’t have much experience driving, he felt no anxiety. It was as if everything moved in slow motion around him. He was able to control the vehicle perfectly, even had time to anticipate what other drivers might do and still have time to think about Sara. It occurred to him that with Grandfather out, he could invite her to the house.
 
   He expertly parked the car in the garage, hopped out without opening the car door and waltzed into the kitchen whistling.
 
   Mrs. Stewart put away a dust cloth and turned to him. “Well you sound happy.”
 
   “I am. I have a date. It just occurred to me that the best way to impress her would be to let her taste your cooking. Would it be too much trouble if I brought her to dinner tonight?”
 
   Mrs. Stewart smiled. “I suppose I might be able to whip something up.”
 
   “Thank you. Thank you. Thank you.” This would be perfect Joshua thought. Mrs. Stewart’s cooking was better than any restaurant, and he would get to be alone with Sara. On his way up to his room, he stopped. What if instead of being impressed, Sara thought he was just too cheap to take her out. He decided to call her and ask. He fished out of his pocket the piece of paper on which she written her address and phone number. She answered on the first ring.
 
   “Hi Sara, this is Joshua.”
 
   “Not canceling our date, I hope.”
 
   “Not a chance. My grandfather is going to be out for the evening and I was wondering if you wouldn’t mind having dinner here. Mrs. Stewart is a wonderful cook. Of course, if you would prefer, we can go out.”
 
   “I‘d love to have dinner there, on one condition.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “That you consent to play the piano for me after dinner.”
 
   “How did you know I played the piano?”
 
   “Nathan told me. He said he heard music one day when he picked you up and your housekeeper told him you were the one playing. He also said you were very good.”
 
   “He lied.”
 
   “You don’t play?”
 
   “No, I do play. I’m just not very good.”
 
   “Now you’re just being modest.”
 
   “Okay. You’re right. You come to dinner and I promise to provide the entertainment.”
 
   Joshua dressed casually in slacks and a polo shirt. Right at seven, he expertly parallel parked the Porsche outside her house, an older two-story brownstone typical of the Boston area.
 
   He ran up the steps, and rang the bell.
 
   She answered immediately. Dressed in black slacks and a long sleeved mint green sweater with a scooped neck, she looked casual and very sexy.
 
   “You look beautiful,” he said
 
   “Thank you. I’d invite you in to meet my grandmother, but she is still at the hospital. Is that yours?” She asked pointing to the Porsche.
 
   Joshua tried to nod modestly but broke out with a big grin.
 
   “You didn’t tell me you were rich,” she said reproachfully.
 
   “I’m not, but I guess my grandfather is. He just gave this to me today. Isn’t it beautiful? Are you ready?” When she nodded, he took her hand, led her down the steps to the car, and opened the passenger door.
 
   She climbed inside and looked around. “I am seriously impressed.”
 
   “That was the idea.” He said still grinning. He got in the driver’s side and started the engine. He drove slowly so the wind wouldn’t mess up her hair and because he was enjoying the ride. He pulled into the driveway and parked. He was delighted that she waited until he was able to come around and open the door for her.
 
   When they entered the dining room, Joshua could see that Mrs. Stewart had gone all out. The table was set with the good china on a crisp white tablecloth. Fresh flowers were floating in a silver bowl in the center of the table flanked by tall silver candlesticks. When Joshua pulled out a chair for Sara, Mrs. Stewart came out of the kitchen carrying two salad plates. He introduced Sara to her and then took a seat.
 
   Mrs. Stewart acknowledged her with a nod. She placed the plates down in front of them. “I hope you like Caesar salad and fish,” she said, immediately retreating into the kitchen before they could answer.
 
   Joshua picked up a basket of fresh rolls and passed it to Sara. “You’ve got to try one of these. She makes the best bread in the world.”
 
   Sara took a roll, breaking it open to spread on butter. “You would know, being the world traveler.”
 
   Joshua took a roll and set the basket back down. He snorted, “I’ve spent more time eating off tin plates in the jungle than I have in fine restaurants. However, I can tell you that unless you like raw meat, never order beef in Paris.”
 
   “France, Italy, Greece, is there any place you haven’t been?”
 
   “Trust me. It’s not as exciting as it sounds.”
 
   They ate in silence for a few minutes. Mrs. Stewart brought in steaming plates of fish, saffron rice, and steamed broccoli.
 
   Sara told her, “Joshua was right, these rolls are delicious.”
 
   Taking away their salad plates, she nodded her thanks and left. Just as Joshua had predicted, the meal was excellent.
 
   Sara said, “Tell me about your parents.”
 
   “My greatest complaint is that we’ve moved around so much. My dad is very serious, talks about responsibility and accountability a lot. He’s meticulous on a dig. Everything has to be done by the book. Heaven help you, if you move something before it’s been photographed, measured, and cataloged. Mom is the artist. She’s funny but a little overprotective.”
 
   She leaned forward, the candlelight picking out copper strands in her hair. “What’s it like living in all those exciting places.”
 
   Joshua shrugged. “Except for the architecture, one metropolitan city is pretty much like every other. After a while all the museums and ruins become a blur.”
 
   “Oh, come on. You’ve walked through the tower of London, roamed the Forum in Rome. You can’t tell me that wasn’t exciting.”
 
   He laughed, “You’re right it was exciting, the first time. You have to understand, going any place historical with my father is like a school field trip. You don’t just look at the ruins, you get a detailed lecture on exactly what happened ‘in this very spot’ complete with dates, which he expects me to remember.”
 
   “So, you had your own personal tour guide. I’m jealous.”
 
   “I guess I did. I just never thought of it that way. It’s your turn. Tell me about your family.”
 
   “I’m the oldest. I have three younger brothers. My dad is an architect and my mom’s a stay at home mom. I’ve lived in the same house in the same town in Arizona my whole life. I went to kindergarten with most of my friends. For me, Boston is an adventure.”
 
   “Now, I’m jealous.”
 
   “Why? The best thing that ever happened to me was coming here, being able to make friends who only know me the way I am today. People here don’t look at me and remember the girl with acne and braces on her teeth.”
 
   He took her hand and held it up looking at the fine sprinkling of freckles across porcelain skin. “I don’t believe you ever had acne.” Looking into her eyes, “and you’d be beautiful even with braces.”
 
   Sara blushed, saved from replying by Mrs. Stewart who brought in enormous slices of chocolate cake.
 
   After dinner, they both stopped into the kitchen to thank Mrs. Stewart. Sara offered to help clean up, but Mrs. Stewart refused.
 
   “You’ve outdone yourself. Thank you so much,” Joshua said giving Mrs. Stewart a hug.
 
   “Go on now, get out of my kitchen,” she said, but he could tell that she was pleased.
 
   Joshua led Sara to the music room. He sat down to the now perfectly tuned piano and began to play. He started with a medley of show tunes and then because his fingers seemed to fly over the notes, moved to the classics. Sara moved around the room looking at the pictures while she listened. Joshua reached over and took some yellowed sheets of music from a stack on top of the piano. He started playing a composition.
 
   She came and stood behind him with her hands resting gently on his shoulders, as he played. “What’s that? It’s beautiful. The beginning is joyous, but now it‘s kind of wistful”
 
   “It’s a composition that I found in this room. I don’t know who wrote it. It doesn’t have a title. I like it too.” He finished playing, turned around, and pulled her into his lap, running his hand gently over her hair.
 
   She put her arms around his neck, a slight smile on her face.
 
   He looked at her for a moment and then leaned in to kiss her. He pressed his lips gently against hers, holding her lightly as if she were made of glass.
 
   She kissed him back with more passion than he expected. When they parted, her breath ragged, she stood up and moved away, looking embarrassed.
 
   Confused, Joshua got up and stood behind her with his hands lightly on her shoulders. “I’m sorry; maybe I shouldn’t have done that.”
 
   She leaned her head back against him and sighed. “No, I wanted you to. I just liked it a little more than I expected to.”
 
   “I like the sound of that,” he said. Wrapping one arm around her waist, and brushing aside her hair with the other, he kissed her neck. When she turned around in his arms, he held her face in his hands, looked deeply into her eyes and kissed her again, this time with less restraint. He broke the kiss this time. Taking a deep breath, pressed his forehead to hers, and said, “I don’t want to, but I think maybe it’s time I took you home.”
 
   She just smiled and nodded.

 
   

Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   As they were coming out of the music room arm in arm, Joseph was coming in the front door. Sara dropped her arm but Joshua kept his arm tightly around her waist while he introduced them.
 
   “Grandfather, this is my date, Sara Whiting. Sara this is my grandfather, Joseph Carson.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you Miss Whiting. You wouldn’t happen to be related to Dr. Helen Whiting would you?”
 
   “Yes, she’s my grandmother. Do you know her?”
 
   “No, unfortunately we’ve never met, but I have heard of her. She’s won quite a few awards for her contributions to Neurology. The hospital is very proud to have her on staff.”
 
   “She’s exceptionally talented. I’m living with her while I attend college. Perhaps we can arrange for you to come over sometime and meet her.”
 
   “I’d like that very much. Goodnight Miss Whiting. It was a pleasure to meet you. Goodnight, Joshua.” Joseph excused himself and went into the study.
 
   Joshua took Sara home and walked her to the door. He gave her a lingering kiss goodnight on the doorstep and then waited until she went inside before driving off.
 
   It was only about 10 p.m. and so her grandmother was still up, sitting in her favorite chair and reading. She looked up when Sara entered. “Did you have a good time on your date, dear?” She noticed that Sara was flushed and slightly breathless.
 
   Sara sat down on the ottoman at her grandmother’s feet. “Yes, it was absolutely wonderful,” she said, frowning.
 
   “Then why do you look upset?”
 
   “Oh, Gran, what am I going to do? I moved here specifically to make sure that I wouldn’t be distracted from working hard. Then Joshua comes along and suddenly all I can think about is him. This is not a part of my plan. The other night when you told me about your first love, I wondered what that would feel like. I was sure that it would never happen to me.”
 
   Helen smiled. “Sara, you’ve always known what you wanted. You made a plan and you stuck to it. That’s admirable, but unfortunately, life doesn’t always cooperate. It sounds to me like you are feeling a little out of control of the situation.”
 
   “Exactly, how do I take back control?”
 
   “You don’t.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Helen leaned forward and laid a hand on Sara’s arm. “Let me give you some advice from an old lady. You can’t control life. You have to live it one day at a time. Many things are going to happen to you that you can neither predict or change. Get used to it. It’s good to make goals and strive hard to achieve them, but those plans have to be flexible. Falling in love is not one of the things you can plan. It just happens.” She leaned back. “You obviously like this Joshua a lot. Is he good enough for you?”
 
   Sara smiled. “Yes I think so. He is kind and gentle, very intelligent and he plays the piano. Did I mention really good looking?”
 
   Helen looked at her over the top of her reading glasses. “He doesn’t have dark hair and blue eyes, does he?”
 
   “As a matter of fact he does,” Sara said, grinning.
 
   Helen shook her head, laughing. “Oh, dear that’s a bad combination.” Then more seriously, “Take it one day at a time. You don’t know how you’ll feel in a couple of months.”
 
   “What if nothing changes? What if I really am in love? Would you have given up everything to follow your heart?”
 
   Helen looked thoughtful. “I don’t know. I never got the chance to make that decision, but I will tell you one thing. Even knowing all the pain I felt when he left, I would go back and do it all again. I would not give up one minute I spent with him. Those memories have kept me warm on many a cold night.”
 
   “Thanks Gran.” Sara reached up and gave her grandmother a hug.
 
   “Goodnight dear.”
 
   When Sara left the room, Helen’s mind stayed in the past. 
 
   ***
 
   Joshua drove around for a long time before heading home, thinking about what a great day it had been. He had to keep telling himself that this was his car. He couldn’t believe he was actually dating a beautiful woman like Sara. He could still smell the scent of her hair and the way she felt in his arms. The only thing that marred the day was the dull headache that seemed to be a part of his life now. When the pain suddenly increased, the throbbing blurred his vision and forced him to go home and go to bed.
 
   Even after taking aspirin, it kept him awake most of the night. However, by morning, he felt better. Getting dressed, Joshua wondered whether the stone had anything to do with the headaches. Picking up the crystal as usual to put in his pocket, he rotated it in his hands trying to decide whether to take it or leave it at home. Suddenly the air around him constricted, pressing in on him on all sides. Everything in the room shimmered and began to fade. He flung out both hands to steady himself. The stone slipped from his fingers. The pressure faded and the room returned to normal. He stood there wondering what had just happened. Maybe just a dizzy spell like when you get up too quickly, he thought.
 
   Still, Joshua was almost afraid to pick up the crystal. When he did, nothing happened. Still shaken, he tucked the crystal in a drawer, deciding to leave it at home to see if he felt any different. By lunchtime, he noticed that it was the first day that he hadn’t had a headache. However, that feeling of confidence had left as well. He noticed people looking at him for the first time. Did he look that different? He worried that Sara would notice. What if he really looked as different as he felt?
 
   *   *   *
 
   Sara hadn’t been able to keep her mind on the lecture. She would have to borrow someone else’s notes for the first time. Hers had large gaps when she wasn‘t listening, lost in reliving Joshua’s kisses, the feel of his arms around her and the way he looked at her. She thought about him all night and couldn’t wait to see him again. The intensity of her feelings scared her. Her heart skipped a beat when she saw Joshua waiting for her outside the classroom, leaning against the wall. He wore Levis and a powder blue pullover that showed off his broad shoulders and flat abs. While she watched, several girls walked by and tried to catch his eye.
 
   Great she thought, he looks terrific and I look like a drowned rat. Her hair refused to behave in the steady rain, so she had pulled it into a ponytail. The sides kept escaping. Running late, she’d grabbed the first clothes she could reach, old jeans, a baggy sweater, and an old raincoat she found hanging on a hook beside the door. Now looking down at herself, she felt like a bag lady. What if he took one look at her and decided he didn’t feel the same way about her? 
 
   However, when she met him outside the classroom, he took her hand as usual and gave her a tentative smile. All through lunch, he kept looking at her. One time he leaned over to push a stray lock of hair back behind her ears. He must think I look awful. Maybe he’s sorry about last night and wondering how to dump me, she thought.
 
   Joshua watched Sara to see if her feelings had changed. He thought she looked even more beautiful today. She had a lock of hair that fell in her eyes. When he reached over and tucked it back behind her ear so he could look at her, she looked down and frowned. Was his touch so different today? He made up his mind. A headache seemed a small price to pay, if it meant holding on to Sara.
 
   Sara picked at her lunch and worried. She needed to know how he felt. It was Friday. She knew she could not live through the weekend not knowing. She’d waited all through lunch, hoping he’d mention another date. Now as they gathered their things to go back to glass, she made a decision. If she invited him to come over tonight and meet her grandmother, and he made an excuse, she would know.
 
   “Joshua, my grandmother should be home early today. I’d like you to come over and meet her.”
 
   Joshua hesitated. It was a good sign that she wanted to see him again, but he wasn’t going to take any chances. He wanted time to go home and get the crystal. He wondered how long it would take before the crystal would restore him. “What time?”
 
   He doesn’t seem too eager. However, he didn’t say no. Let’s see, I need time to do something with this hair and find something to wear that says sexy but not desperate. “How about seven?”
 
   “Okay.” That should give me enough time, he thought.
 
   ***
 
   Sara washed her hair and let it dry naturally into soft curls. Then she changed into a tan skirt and cream silk blouse. She decided that her three-inch stiletto heels would provide just the right amount of sex appeal. Her grandmother came in five minutes before seven o’clock and went to her bedroom to change out of her work clothes. Before Sara had a chance to tell her that Joshua was coming over, the doorbell rang.
 
   By seven o’clock Joshua’s headache was back, but he felt confident and sure of himself again. He arrived right on time. Silhouetted in the doorway, the light from behind shining on her, he thought Sara looked like an angel. She even smelled heavenly. He gave her a big smile.
 
   “Come in. My grandmother just got home. She’s upstairs changing. She should be down in a minute.”
 
   She led him into the front room. It wasn’t a large room, but it was cozy and comfortable. A sofa sat on one side of the fireplace. Two comfortable chairs separated by a small round end table  faced the sofa. An old upright piano stood angled in one corner.
 
   He caught her and pulled her to him for a quick kiss.
 
   She responded warmly, smiled, and then asked, “Can I get you a drink while we’re waiting?”
 
   “Sure, a coke would be good.”
 
   When Sara went to the kitchen, Joshua wandered over to the piano. Seeing familiar sheet music displayed, he sat down at and played.
 
   Helen came down the stairs. “Sara, are you playing the piano?” Coming into the room, and seeing Joshua, she stopped and drew in a quick breath.
 
   Joshua looked up and smiled.
 
   Helen eyes widened. She put one hand to her throat gasping, and then collapsed in a heap on the floor.
 
   Joshua stood up shouting for Sara. He rushed to Helen’s side, and felt for a pulse. Since she was breathing and he couldn’t find any injuries, he gently picked her up, and set her on the sofa. Behind him, Sara hurried in.
 
   “What happened?” She asked, rushing to her grandmother side.
 
   “I don’t know. She walked in and collapsed. Should we call an ambulance?”
 
   Sara shook her head. “She’s breathing and she has a steady pulse. Let’s wait a minute and see if she comes around.” Patting Helen’s hand she said, “Grandma?”
 
   Helen began to stir. When she opened her eyes, Joshua was leaning over her. “Harry?”
 
   Sara moved in front of Joshua, and he backed away. “Grandma, are you all right?”
 
   Trying to get up, Helen asked, “Sara, what happened?”
 
   Sara placed her hand on her shoulder and pushed her back. “Stay down. I think you fainted. Maybe we should get you to a doctor.”
 
   “No, I’m all right.” Helen insisted on getting up, so Sara helped her to a sitting position on the couch. Helen looked over at Joshua, who was now sitting on the chair across from her. Her quick intake of breath brought Sara hovering over her again. Starring at Joshua, Helen asked, “Who are you?”
 
   Sara sat down next to her grandmother. “Gran, this is Joshua, the young man I told you about. I’m sorry if he scared you. I didn’t have a chance to tell you I invited him over to meet you.”
 
   Helen studied the young man. The room was quiet. Her heartbeat sounded loud in her ears. She took a deep breath to calm herself and clear her head.
 
   Sara was patting her hand and looking worried.
 
   Joshua sat back in the chair and looked thoughtful. No one said anything for a few minutes. Finally, apparently reaching a decision, Joshua looked at Helen and said, “You knew my uncle, Harry Carson, didn’t you?”
 
   “You’re Harry Carson’s nephew?” Helen asked breathlessly.
 
   “Well, great nephew to be exact,” Joshua clarified. To Sara he explained, “Apparently I look just like my uncle Harry did when he disappeared 40 years ago. My grandfather was startled when he saw me recently as well.”
 
   Helen took a deep breath. She stared at him for another long moment before saying, “You look so much like him it’s uncanny. Now that I see you up close, I can see differences. Your nose is a little different, and his hair was wavy where yours is straight. Your voice is different too, no Bostonian accent, but the resemblance is still startling. You say he disappeared 40 years ago?” Helen asked.
 
   “That’s what my grandfather told me.”
 
   Sara, glad to see that her grandmother’s color was coming back, asked, “Are you sure you’re all right? “
 
   “Yes, dear I’m fine now. It was just a shock seeing him there playing the piano,” she replied.
 
   Sara began to understand. “Harry Carson was your first love, wasn’t he?”
 
   Helen looked at Sara for a long moment without saying anything, and then turned to Joshua. “I’m sorry about fainting like that. I’m not being a very good hostess, am I? Sara, did you offer Joshua a drink?”
 
   Sara studied her grandmother. She was still a little pale, but otherwise seemed normal. “I was in the kitchen getting them when you . . . came in. I’ll get them now. What can I get for you, Gran?”
 
   “Just some water will be fine, dear. Joshua, tell me about your family,” Helen said calmly as if nothing had happened.
 
   When Sara returned with the sodas for her and Joshua, and the water for her grandmother, Joshua was telling Helen about his mom and dad on the dig in Guatemala.
 
   “I believe Sara told me you were staying with your grandfather?” Helen prompted.
 
   “Yes, Joseph Carson, he’s President of the First National Bank of Boston. My family traveled a great deal, so I haven’t spent much time with him. I never even knew my grandfather had a brother until I came to live here. I hadn’t seen my grandfather for a couple of years and his reaction when he saw me was pretty much the same as yours.”
 
   “I’d like to meet him sometime.”
 
   Handing the water to her grandmother Sara added, “As a matter of fact, when I met him last night, he expressed a desire to meet you as well. He said he had heard about your work.”
 
   “You were playing the piano when I came in. Do you want to be a musician?” Helen asked.
 
   “I love music, but I haven’t made up my mind about a career choice yet.”
 
   “Play something for Gran, maybe that unnamed piece that you played for me last night.”
 
   Helen held up her hand to stop him. “Not tonight, dear. If you will excuse me, I really am tired. I think I’ll go up and lie down for a while. It was nice meeting you Joshua.”
 
   Sara rose with her and walked with her to the foot of the staircase.
 
   “Are you sure you’re all right?” Sara asked.
 
   “Yes, dear, you two enjoy your evening. I am fine. Just a little tired. It’s been a long week.”
 
   Helen made it slowly up the steps to her room. She sunk down on the bed, still trying to understand. Could Sara’s boyfriend really be Harry’s nephew? She still couldn’t get over the resemblance. If Joshua’s uncle was her Harry, then he had disappeared not just from her life, but from his family as well. Flooded by memories long kept at bay, she closed her eyes and let it all come back.

 
   

Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   Harry didn’t see Helen when she walked in. He was standing with his back to her, looking out the windows of the common room. One hand was in his pocket, the other fingered the rock he always kept with him. He’d told her it was his good luck charm because without it, he would never have met her. Helen hadn’t seen him for over a week this time. She watched as he put the rock in his pocket and reached up with both hands to massage his temples. He must have another one of those headaches, she thought. He turned and saw her then and gave her the smile that always melted her heart.
 
   “Helen, my love, you look more beautiful every time I see you.” He held out both arms and she walked into them, wrapping her arms around his waist and laying her head on his chest. He lifted her chin and kissed her lightly.
 
   “I missed you,” she said.
 
   “I know. I shouldn’t be here now. But I couldn’t stay away.”
 
   “Why, Harry? What’s keeping you from being with me all the time?” She knew she sounded desperate and whinny, but she couldn’t help it. “Is there someone else?” she whispered.
 
   He laughed and then tilted her face up with one finger to look into her eyes. “You are the only woman I have ever loved.” The smile faded from his lips. He got a faraway look in his eyes. “Helen, someday I won’t be able to come back. I try staying away so I won’t hurt you anymore, but I am not strong enough.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   He closed his eyes. “I know. I wish I could explain it to you.” He held her tightly. He gave himself a slight shake and when he opened his eyes, the twinkle was back. “Enough of this feeling sorry for myself. I refuse to waste this time with you by wishing for what cannot be. I want your memories of me to be happy ones. We’re going horseback riding on the beach.”
 
   She changed into jeans and a sweatshirt. They rode on the beach until sunset. After taking the horses back to the stables, he drove them back to the beach, where he made a fire and spread out a blanket. She sat on the blanket, listening to the waves washing up on the shore while he unpacked a picnic basket. After eating, they lay side by side on the blanket and watched the moon come up. Helen propped up on one elbow to look at him. He had his eyes closed, his forehead creased as if from pain. She reached over and massaged his temples.
 
   “Is your headache back?”
 
   “It never really goes away.” He opened his eyes. “But I’ve got a much better cure.” He reached for her and pulled her down on top of him to kiss her. Later when he took her back to the dorm, he held her tightly for a long time, looked deep into her eyes and then quietly said, “Goodbye”
 
   Suddenly, Helen was terrified. He had said it with such finality. Before she could say or do anything, he turned and walked away. She wanted to run after him, beg him to stay, but she just stood there, frozen, staring after him. It was cold out now. She shivered. She waited until he was out of sight. Still she couldn’t make herself go inside. Other girls returned. They passed her laughing. She shook herself. He will be back. I’m being silly, she thought. Finally,the cold drove her into the dorm. She lay awake most of the night. By morning, she’d convinced herself that she’d overreacted.
 
   However, it was almost a month before she saw him again. As each day passed, the pain increased until finally she swore that she would never let him hurt her again.
 
   He rushed up to her as she was walking to class. “I just had to make sure you were all right,” he said out of breath.
 
   “Why wouldn’t I be?” She asked, her voice curt. Even though she was determined not to let   him to know how much his absence hurt, she couldn’t help the anger that seeped in to her tone.
 
   “No, I can see that you’re  fine.” He sounded relieved, but also a little hurt.
 
   “Did you want something? I’m late for class,” she said coldly. She wouldn’t let him get to her this time.
 
   “No. Go on. I can’t stay anyway.”
 
   He stood there watching as she walked away. When she thought she heard him whisper, “I love you,” she turned back, but he was gone. She only saw him one other time after that. A week later, he was standing by one of the statues watching her. There was a crowd of people between them. She couldn’t pretend anymore. She hurried to join him, but by the time she got there, he was gone. She never saw him again.
 
   Helen opened her eyes. Her cheeks were wet from crying. Seeing Joshua tonight brought it all back with painful clarity. Now, she thought, I will find out what happened.
 
   Downstairs Sara told Joshua the story of her grandmother’s first love. 
 
   “She wouldn’t have fainted just because you look like someone she once knew. I know Harry must have been her first love. It makes sense. She thought he dumped her, but if he disappeared around the same time, maybe something happened to him. What did your grandfather say?”
 
   “Just that he disappeared. He seemed reluctant to talk about him and I didn’t push.”
 
   “We need to get your grandfather and my grandmother together. If they won’t talk to us, maybe they’ll talk to each other.”
 
   Joshua nodded but his thoughts were elsewhere. He couldn’t get the word “disappeared” out of his head. He had disappeared from Guatemala only to reappear in Boston. What if someday he just disappeared again and there was no way back. Was he taking that chance by carrying the crystal around? Suddenly he said, “Sara, I need to know how you feel about me. Do you trust me?”
 
   “Of course I trust you,” she said puzzled.
 
   “I need to tell you something unbelievable. But I’m afraid if I do that you’ll think I’m a nut case and you won’t want to see me anymore.”
 
   Sara laughed. “Joshua, unless you are about to tell me that you are some crazed serial killer, I can’t think of anything else that would make me not want to see you.”
 
   Joshua took the crystal out of his pocket and showed it to her.
 
   “What is it,” she asked
 
   “I’m not really sure. I found it in the dirt in Guatemala. I told you about the discovery my parents made there. Well, when I stepped into the recess I told you about, I put this crystal in one of the holes. The next thing I knew I was here in Boston.”
 
   “You are not making any sense. How is that possible?”
 
   He shook his head. “I don’t know. My parents were standing there when it happened. When we spoke later on the phone, I asked them what they saw. They said the niche lit up and I disappeared. I don’t know what this is or how it works. I think it only works in connection with the recess, some kind of transportation device, but I can’t be sure. I’ve been carrying it around because it makes me feel confident. When I have it in my hand, I think I look different, stronger, and better looking. I’ve been afraid if I didn’t carry it, you wouldn’t find me attractive. But now I’m afraid that if I do carry it, I might disappear again just like Harry.” He looked up to see her reaction. 
 
   She didn’t look disgusted, just puzzled. “Transportation device, you mean like ‘beam me up Scotty?’” she joked.
 
   “I know it sounds fantastic. But that’s what happened.” He hung his head.
 
   She could tell he was serious. This wasn‘t a joke. He really believed that he had transported from Guatemala to Boston. “Can I hold it?” she asked.
 
   “Only if you let me hold you at the same time. That way if you disappear, we’ll go together.” He stepped up behind her, put his arms around her, and then dropped it into her hands.
 
   She felt a surge of electricity go through her hands and up her arms. “Wow, it does give you a feeling of power,” she said. They were facing the fireplace. She looked up into the mirror above the mantel. “I do look different. My eyes are greener, my hair is shinier, and my complexion is perfect.”
 
   Joshua held on to her hands. He walked around in front of her and studied her face. “You always look that beautiful. I don’t see any difference at all.” He thought about it for a minute,   “Did I look different to you this afternoon? I didn’t carry it to school today. I was afraid you noticed the difference at lunch.”
 
   She shook her head. “If anything, you looked even more handsome today, and I wasn’t the only one who thought so. Didn’t you notice the girls who were gawking at you outside my classroom?”
 
   “Gawking, huh? Do I detect a note of jealousy there?” He took the crystal from her hands and set it on the mantel. “Now what do you see?”
 
   Disappointed, she said, “I look like me again.”
 
   He was smiling now. “You haven’t changed, Sara. Don’t you see? Apparently the effect is only in our heads.” He took her in his arms. He was so relieved that he blurted out, “I love you, Sara. I want you to love me for me, not some rock-enhanced version of me. Besides, carrying this thing around gives me a headache. When my parents get here, I’m going to give it to my dad. He can put it in the museum with the other artifacts. I don’t care if I never see it again.”
 
   Sara was stunned. “You love me?” she asked quietly.
 
   He reached out and touched her cheek with his hand. “Didn’t you know? Didn’t the fact that I always want to touch you, that I can’t spend enough time with you, give me away?”
 
   “Oh, Joshua, I love you too.” She hugged him. He leaned down to kiss her, but she broke away to look at the crystal. “If that thing can transport people from one place to another, then we have to figure out how it works. This is a big discovery. It could change everything. What if Harry had something like this and is still alive somewhere?”
 
   “Whoa! Whoa! Could we go back to where you said you love me for just a few more minutes before we change the world?” He grabbed her hand and pulled her back into his embrace.
 
   She looked up at him laughing and said, “Sure, why not? I can give you a few more minutes.” She let him kiss her then. When he released her, she had forgotten about the crystal. They decided to go out to a movie and grab a hamburger to celebrate. Tomorrow would be soon enough to begin changing the world.

 
   

Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   While Sam and Ricardo crated and shipped the artifacts, Maria was busy deciphering the glyphs. Now that she knew this was a transportation device, she felt she could unlock the key to how it worked, and what part the glyphs played, without the help of Mr. Johansen. They knew that Joshua transported to Boston. She decided that four of the glyphs in the outer ring were directions. The top one was north, bottom south and the two sides east and west just like a map. She took the photographs they made prior to Josh’s disappearance showing which glyphs had been depressed. The glyphs had to be the way to indicate to the machine where you wanted to go. If she could tie the depressed glyphs to Boston, then she would have the answer to the others.
 
   They still had no idea what Josh had used to power it. He said he had picked up an unusual rock that fit into the holes. Both Sam and Ricardo had scoured the campsite. They didn’t find anything that fit that description. They theorized the builders may have quarried the rock elsewhere and left behind only the one rock that Josh used. They decided that since the room had been buried and sealed, whoever built it had not meant the device to be used again.”
 
   All they told the crew was that Josh had called and he was safe. Since everyone could see how relieved Sam and Maria were, they didn’t ask any questions. They simply went back to work, anxious to close up the site and go home.
 
   Erik Johansen showed up again the day after they shipped off the artifacts. Sam couldn’t see any reason not to show him around.
 
   Ricardo came into where Maria was working. “Eric Johansen came back. Sam is giving him a tour of the village.”
 
   “Thanks for the heads up.” She gathered up her work and stowed it in their tent.
 
   Showing Eric around, Sam said, “You came at a good time. We’re just beginning to backfill the village.” He pointed out where they found projectiles and potshards. “We found a large, almost complete cooking pot here.”
 
   Mr. Johansen didn’t ask many questions, or seem particularly impressed until they entered the cave.
 
   “This is where we found all the ritual relics and votive offerings.”
 
   “I thought your man said that there was a large painting which included glyphs?” inquired Erik.
 
   “There was a painting in the next room, but most of it had been destroyed. The pictures you saw of the glyphs were actually carvings we found. If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you,” replied Sam.
 
   Maria returned and joined them as Sam led Erik into the room. She wanted to see his reaction first hand.
 
   Walking into the room, Erik stumbled on the steps, running into Sam. When he recovered and had a chance to look around the room, Sam asked, “What do you think?” 
 
   “Yes, this is magnificent. Truly a one-of-a-kind find. I envy you. Is this how you found it?”
 
   “No, the steps and this opening were sealed. We just happened to notice a discoloration on the cave wall. When we opened this room, there was over four feet of rubble in here.”
 
   What’s your theory about why this was built?”
 
   “We’re not sure. We think it was probably for ceremonial rites of some kind,” said Sam vaguely. It was the position they decided to take until they could prove otherwise.
 
   Turning to Maria and laying his hand on her shoulder, Erik asked, “Have you been able to translate any of the glyphs?”
 
   “We were hoping you could help us with that,” she said. Uncomfortable with being touched by a stranger, she moved away from him. “I understand you said you had seen some of these before.”
 
   “Yes, well of course these,” pointing to the inner ring, “are from the Mayan calendar of months. Therefore, it would be logical to suppose that these in the outer circle represent seasons or years. They’re somewhat different from the usual glyphs, but it’s probably just artistic differences,” he said.
 
   “I thought they looked significantly different, but perhaps you’re right. Why do you suppose there are more month glyphs than the usual thirteen?” she asked.
 
   “I have no idea. Maybe they represent rituals performed during the month,” he replied. “I think you’re right. Obviously used for worship of some kind. I see that some of these glyphs recess. Is this exactly how you found it? he asked.
 
   “No, we found that all of the glyphs can be recessed in any number of combinations. We were hoping that by trying different combinations, it would help us understand their purpose. So far, the process hasn’t provided us with any new information. Perhaps you would like to try,” added Sam reaching over and depressing a couple of different glyphs.
 
   Ignoring Sam‘s invitation, he asked, “What interesting holes, what do you think their purpose was? Have you found anything to match them?”
 
   “We haven’t found anything. The only conclusion we can come to is that whoever built this attached something to the back wall. Feel free to step up and examine the holes. They have some interesting ridges inside. I’d appreciate your opinion,” invited Sam.
 
   Erik stepped into the recess and gave the holes a cursory examination. Stepping down, he said, “Yes, very interesting. I would say you’re probably right. They held a shelf for some kind of an offering. Well, it was most kind of you to allow me to see this. I hope I haven’t imposed on you. By the way did you find your son?”
 
   “Oh, yes, thank you for your concern.”
 
   Coming out of the cave, Erik surveyed the site. “Where is he? I didn’t see him around.”
 
   Sam waved a hand. “He was unhappy, and since we were closing the site, we sent him on ahead.”
 
   “Where is home for you folks?”
 
   Maria answered. “Oh, you know how it is we move around a lot. We will be in Washington, D. C. for awhile to write up our findings, and then Sam is scheduled for a lecture tour that will take us around the country.”
 
   “So you sent him to Washington?”
 
   “Why do you ask?” Sam’s tone was less cordial now.
 
   “Just curious,” Erik said lightly.
 
   “I’m afraid any arrangements we made for our son is strictly a private family matter,” said Sam coldly.
 
   “Yes, of course, I didn’t mean to pry. Thank you again for showing me the site.” He got into his Jeep and left.
 
   Watching him drive away, Maria said, “That man is either an idiot or knows a lot more than he is letting on.”
 
   “I think he was just playing the idiot. His questions about Joshua concern me,” Sam said frowning. “I am more anxious than ever to wrap this up and get out of here.”

 
   

Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   “Field agent Erik to Watcher One. Come in, please.”
 
   “This is Watcher One. Have you found the portal?”
 
   “Yes, it is on the archeological site. I believe that the archeologists stumbled upon it. According to them, the room it is in had been sealed up and buried.”
 
   “Then they must have activated it. Did you find the power stone?”
 
   “No, they claim they think the portal is a native ceremonial site. My scans show that the parents had no contact with the stone.”
 
   “What about the missing son?”
 
   “They claim to have found him. But he was not on the site and they were very vague about his whereabouts.”
 
   “What were the settings on the portal?”
 
   “Impossible to say. They had changed them.”
 
   “Do you think they know where the son is?”
 
   “Yes, they did not seem worried about him.”
 
   “We need to locate the son to make sure he does not have the power stone. You have permission to take whatever steps you think are necessary to find him. However, keep the damage to a minimum.”
 
   “Word in the village is that the crew will be leaving shortly and the parents are staying behind for a couple of days. I will let you know when I think it is safe to proceed. Could you have two agents available to assist me?”
 
   “Affirmative, Watcher One out.”

 
   

Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   After all the artifacts were labeled and shipped, the crew backfilled the village and cave, but left the steps to the room clear. Now that they knew Joshua was safe, Ricardo left with the crew. Sam and Maria hadn’t decided what to do about the room yet. It would have to be sealed again at some point to preserve the carvings and to appease the Quiche, but they were reluctant to backfill it. Maria felt she was close to finding the key to the translations, so they decided to stay on for a couple of days. Sam spent his time working on the site description.
 
   One afternoon, Maria came running out of the cave to the tent where Sam was working. “Do you know the longitude and latitude for Boston?” she asked breathlessly.
 
   “Actually I do,” he said. “I don’t know why it sticks in my mind, 42.22 degrees north by 71.04 degrees west. Have you found something?”
 
   “I think so. Come with me, and let’s see if it checks out.”
 
   Sam got up and followed her through the cave and on into the room.
 
   “I discovered not only do the stones recess, but the metal rings around them can be rotated. We thought the marks around the edges of the stones were decorative, but now I think they serve a purpose. If you look closely, you can see that the metal rings around them have tiny little grooves as well. By rotating the rings, it’s possible to match up the grooves on the stones and the grooves on the rings. Remember I told you that I thought these glyphs are the four directions, well, I think that the ones in between represent degrees of longitude and latitude. You said 42.22 north.” She counted over four stones from the north stone and twisted the metal band on it. “Now 71.04 west.” She counted seven stones over from the west stone and twisted that band to the appropriate line. “If I am right, then this should be exactly how it looked when Joshua disappeared.” Sam and Maria looked at the photographs they had taken just prior to Joshua’s disappearance.
 
   “You’ve done it!” Sam exclaimed.
 
   Maria was all smiles. They embraced. “Now if we only had the right rock, we could test it to see if it really is a transporter,” Maria said thoughtfully. She looked up at Sam. “It’s nice to know what the glyphs mean, but it really doesn’t help us prove or disprove anything, does it? I can’t even enter these translations into our work up without sounding ridiculous.”  She realized for the first time that without being able to prove her calculations were correct, she'd wasted all the time she had spent on the translations. She looked deflated.
 
   “I think you’re wrong. I think we can put your translations in our work up, with the theory that the Maya were able to calculate longitude and latitude. We just can’t postulate that they are here as a means of transportation.”
 
   “I would still have a difficult time proving that, but I’m too tired to think about it right now. I know I’m right, and for now, that’s all that counts.” She smiled and took Sam’s arm. “Let’s go stir up something for dinner.”
 
   They only got as far as the mouth of the cave. Erik and two other men holding guns stepped in front of them blocking the exit.
 
   Sam stepped in front, pushing Maria behind him. “What’s this all about? All the artifacts are gone. There’s nothing left here to steal.”
 
   “We’re not here to steal anything. We just want information,” Erik said. He poked the gun into Sam’s chest, forcing him back into the cave. “Let’s go back inside where we can have a nice quiet conversation.”
 
   Sam and Maria backed into the cave. Erik waved them on into the recess room, falling in beside them. “Ari, guard the entrance and make sure no one interrupts us. Con, secure the woman.”
 
   Con grabbed Maria around the neck and pulled her close to him.
 
   Sam whirled around. “Take your hands off her.”
 
   Erik stepped between them, sticking the gun in Sam’s chest again. “Let’s not do anything stupid. She’ll be fine as long as you cooperate. Now, I want to know where your son is.”
 
    Sam stayed where he was. “Why? What do you want with him?”
 
   “We believe he may have something of ours.”
 
   “He’s just a kid. What could he possibly have?”
 
   “Don’t play dumb with me,” Erik growled. “Your son is not here, and he didn’t leave here by truck or plane. No one passed through the village. There’s no other way to the airport. The only other way he could have left here is by using the portal. So let’s not waste anymore time pretending. I want the power stone. Don’t bother lying to me. I know that someone activated the chamber. That takes a power stone. I know that neither of you did it because touching it leaves traces. Therefore, your son must have done it. I also know that he called you, so you must know where he is. Just tell me, and I’ll go get it from him. I don’t want to hurt either one of you or your son. I just want the stone.”
 
   Erik’s calm assurances didn’t convince Sam. He tamped down the anger. Unarmed, facing two men with guns, he had no choice but to stall and hope for some kind opening, or information that he could use to bargain. “I don’t know what you are talking about. What stone?”
 
   Erik rolled his eyes. “The stone that powers the portal, of course. The one your son used to leave here. Now where is it?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” insisted Sam.
 
   Eric walked casually over to Maria. He ran his hand gently down her face. “Such a pretty face.”
 
   Sam’s hands balled into fists.
 
   Erik casually turned away and then viciously backhanded her across the mouth, snapping her head to one side and drawing blood. When Sam growled and rushed him, he pointed his gun at Sam. Cold hard eyes dared him to make a move. “Come on, I only need one of you.”
 
   Maria wiped the blood from her mouth, sending Sam a warning look.
 
   Knowing any action he took now would only further endanger her, Sam stayed where he was. He shook with the effort it took to stand still. With the blood pounding through his veins, he forced his voice to sound natural. “As far as we know the stone burned up during the transport.”
 
   Eric shook his head. “It doesn’t work that way. The crystal transports with you.”
 
   Sam needed time, time to understand what was going on, time to decide if there was any way to protect his family. “If I tell you where he is, why should I believe that you’ll leave any of us alive? I’m sure you don’t want any witnesses.”
 
   Eric laughed, a short bark without real amusement. “Witnesses to what? Who are you going to tell? What exactly are you going to tell them? Do you honestly think anyone will believe that three men held you up at gunpoint to steal a rock that operates a time and space portal?” Erik waved his gun at the niche. “Without the power stone, this is just ancient graffiti. I don’t need to kill you,” he said calmly with an evil grin.
 
   Stubbornly Sam crossed his arms. “Why should I believe you?” 
 
   “Good point,” Erik said lifting one eyebrow. “Okay, I was hoping I could convince you, but I guess we’ll have to do this the hard way.” He walked over and sat down on the stool Maria had been using while studying the glyphs. “I’ll make this easy for you. Either you tell me what I want to know or I shoot your wife,” he said calmly. “Oh, don’t worry, I won’t kill her, then you would just play the hero and die yourself to save your son. Maybe just a kneecap. Of course, if you lie to me, I’d have to come back and shoot some other part of her until you told me the truth. All this time, she’s laying there bleeding and in pain. Seems messy and unnecessary to me. One more thing, even if you both decide to die, I can still track down your son. It’ll just take more time and I’m in a hurry. So you see, you really have no choice. One way or the other, I will find your son and retrieve the stone.” He waited patiently allowing them time to absorb the hopelessness of the situation.
 
   Hearing a noise in the cave, they all turned. The man Erik had told to guard the entrance stuck his head through the door. “Sir, you have a call from command, they say it’s urgent.”
 
   Erik nodded and then spoke to Sam. “Lucky you. You can have some time to discuss this.” He told the other guard, “Release the woman, but keep an eye on them.” He strode out of the room.
 
   When Con let Maria go, she ran to Sam. He put his arm around her. Holding her close but still watching the guard, he took a handkerchief out of his pocket and gently wiped the blood from her mouth. They could hear Erik’s footsteps as they receded.
 
   Con relaxed his stance, but continued watching them. He was thin but well muscled. He cradled his gun on one arm. Sam assessed his chances of escape. Erik had made it clear that he wouldn’t hesitate to shoot them. Even with only one guard, Sam could see that any move he made would only put Maria in even more danger. His only option was to continue to stall, hoping for some opportunity.
 
   He looked down at his wife, wanting to reassure her. Before he could say anything, another man appeared out of nowhere right behind the Con. Without a word, the man reached out, and Con collapsed on the ground without making a sound. The man picked up the gun. He looked at Sam and Maria and put his finger to his lips to caution them to keep quiet. Then he dragged the guard outside the entrance of the room.
 
   When he came back, he checked the settings on the portal, quickly walked over to them, thrust a crystal into their hands, and whispered, “I’m here to save you. Do exactly what I tell you. Both of you step into the portal. Hold on to each other tightly. Put this crystal in the top hole. I’ll be right behind you. I’ll explain everything once you’re safe.”
 
   Sam considered his options. He didn’t know this man or his intentions. He’d seen him disable the guard without a sound, which could make him a formidable enemy. On the other hand, Erik had made his intentions clear and Sam didn’t want to think about what would happen when he returned. Wherever this new man took them, they couldn’t be worse off than they were now. Sam decided to take his chances. He nodded to Maria. They crowded into the portal. Sam placed the crystal in the top hole. There was a bright light and they disappeared.
 
   The man placed a small device at the foot of the portal, stepped in. He took another crystal from his pocket and placed it in the top hole. With a bright flash of light, he too vanished. Seconds later, there was a loud explosion. The portal disintegrated spewing rock and sealing the entrance to the room.
 
   Erik ran back into the cave, cursing when he saw the unconscious guard and the sealed entrance.

 
   

Chapter Fourteen
 
    
 
   Sara and Joshua returned to her house after the movie. Sara wanted to make a plan for the next morning. “Meet me at The Peabody Museum of Archeology on campus around ten a.m. tomorrow. It has one of the most comprehensive Mesoamerican collections. I want to see if we can find any references to this stone or the recess that your parents uncovered. Also can you make a sketch of the room you found?” Sara asked.
 
   “I can make you a general sketch, but I can’t remember any specifics on the characters. I’m sure Mom has been working on translating the glyphs. They expect to be here sometime the end of next week,” he replied.
 
   When Joshua reached up to the mantel to retrieve the stone, Sara said, “Could you leave it here? I’m thinking of asking Gran if she knows anyone who can analyze it for us.”
 
   He took Sara by the shoulders. “You can’t tell your grandmother that I believe I was transported here with that. She’ll never let me in the house again. I haven’t told my grandfather any of this. He thinks I flew here on the spur of the moment. If we’re going to get your grandmother and my grandfather together to talk, I don’t want him hearing this from her. He has been too kind and generous to me. We have to leave them out of this for the time being. When my parents get here, Dad will know someone who can analyze this.” Letting her go, he picked up the crystal and put it in his pocket. “Please, let’s just keep this between us.”
 
   “Okay, just research for now,” she conceded. “Speaking of getting them together, when should we do that?”
 
   “I’ll see if my grandfather is free tomorrow night. We’ll plan on drinks at our house to start. I found some pictures of Harry your grandmother might like to see. If everything goes well, we can plan on going out to dinner together later.”
 
   “Sounds perfect. I’ll check with Gran.”
 
   They spent several minutes locked in each other’s arms. Neither one of them wanted the evening to end. Finally, with one last kiss, Sara pushed Joshua out the door.
 
   They met at ten the next morning. Both grandparents had agreed to meet. Joshua arranged to pick up Sara and her grandmother at six. They spent four hours in the library but could find no reference to anything that looked like the recess.
 
   With a sigh, Sara slammed the book she been reading closed. “There’s nothing in any of these books that refers to a niche like the one you drew. You were right. Without pictures of the actual glyphs, it’s impossible to make any comparisons. I guess we have no choice but to wait until your parents come.
 
   Joshua closed the book he’d been scanning. He stood and drew her to her feet. “Let’s go get something to eat. I’m starving.”
 
   They stopped to eat at a café close to campus. Since it was a popular place for students, they weren’t surprised to see several people they knew. Nathan and Rachel, just sitting down at a table, waved for Joshua and Sara to join them.
 
   Sliding into the booth, Sara noticed that Nathan was holding Rachel’s hand. She leaned into Rachel and whispered, “How long has this been going on? I didn’t realize that you two were dating.”
 
   Rachel blushed. “About a week. You’ve been pretty busy yourself,” she said glancing at Joshua.
 
    Joshua slid in next to Nathan. As he studied the menu, he noticed Frank and Clay, and two girls enter the café. It was the first time he’d seen him since the altercation. He nudged Nathan. 
 
   Nathan looked up. “Crap.”
 
   Rachel asked, “What?”
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   The waitress came and they placed their orders. Joshua continued to watch as Frank waited at the podium for a table. When the hostess started to seat them in another section, Frank shook his head and pointed at a table directly in front of Joshua. 
 
   Joshua sighed.
 
   Nathan looked up. “So much for a nice quiet meal.” 
 
   Sara frowned, but before she could ask, the server came to deliver their food. 
 
   Frank continued standing as his party scooted in to the booth. As Joshua’s server walked past, carrying a heavy tray of plates and glasses, he leaned in to the aisle and bumped her, making her lose control of the tray. Joshua jumped up. He managed to save the plates. Only a coke tipped over and spilled on Joshua.
 
   Without an apology, Frank took his seat, facing Joshua.
 
   The waitress said, “Oh, I’m so sorry.”
 
   Joshua mopped up the spill. “Don’t worry about it. It wasn’t your fault. See good as new. No harm done.” He looked up to see Frank smirking at him.
 
   Sara and Rachel, having no idea who caused the accident, began eating and talking.
 
    Nathan leaned in to Joshua and said quietly, “I told you. He’s never going to let this go.”
 
    “Good. I’d love another go at him,” Joshua said under his breath, giving Sara his best innocent look in case she heard him.
 
   “What are you two whispering about?” She asked.
 
   “Just sharing beauty secrets,” he quipped. “Nathan’s been telling me about this great new shaving cream he found.” She threw a French fry at him. He caught it, dipped it in ketchup, and offered it back to her. They all laughed. When Joshua looked up again, Frank had the scowl back in place. They finished their meal and left.
 
   Joshua took Sara back to her house and he went home to change. His grandfather was in his study. They hadn’t had much time to talk this morning before Joshua left other than to agree that Joshua could extend the invitation to Sara and Helen to come over for drinks. Joshua stopped in the study and after getting his grandfather‘s attention, said, “Grandfather, I think I should prepare you for this evening.”
 
   Joseph smiled. “Why, are you afraid I’ll embarrass you in front of your girlfriend?”  
 
   “Of course not, it’s just that I wanted you to know that Dr. Whiting knew Uncle Harry. She actually fainted when she saw me, thinking I was him. Sara believes she was in love with him. She may be coming to ask you questions about him.”
 
   “Oh . . . I’m glad you told me. I haven’t talked about Harry in a long time.” He sat with his head down for a moment. “Don’t worry, Josh. I don’t really mind talking about Harry. It’s just been a long time since I met anyone who knew him.”
 
   Joshua used his grandfather’s car to pick up Sara and Dr. Whiting. Once the introductions were over, Mrs. Stewart brought in drinks for everyone. Helen and Joseph talked about their work and various people that they knew in common.
 
   Finally, Helen could contain her curiosity no longer. Seated in one of the chairs, she looked up at Joseph standing by the fireplace. “Joshua tells me that you had a brother named Harry.”
 
   Joseph set his drink on the mantle. “Yes, he was a couple of years younger than me.”
 
   “I think I may have known your brother. I can’t be sure because he never told me anything about his family. Joshua tells me you said he looks like your brother. I have to admit the resemblance to the man I knew startled me.”
 
   “How well did you know him?”
 
   “We dated for about six months in 1968 and then I never saw him again. He refused to talk about himself. The only thing I can really tell you is that he played the piano beautifully,” she said looking down at the drink in her hands.
 
   Joseph nodded. “That sounds like Harry. My brother was a gifted pianist. He studied at Julliard for two years. Everyone was sure that he would go on to become a premier concert pianist. During his second year, our parents were killed in a car accident. At the beginning of his third year, he simply dropped out. He refused to talk about it to anyone. Naturally, I assumed he was just grieving. I figured that after a period of time, he would get over it and go back to school, but he never did.”
 
   Sara, sitting next to Helen on the couch, asked, “Were you close?”
 
   Joseph sighed, walked over to one of the chairs, and sat down. “I thought we were up until that point. There were only the two of us. My parents married late and I was born nine months later. After several years, Harry was something of a surprise. Of course, we all spoiled him. My parents discovered he had a talent for the piano at a very early age. He spent most of his childhood in lessons or practicing. That didn’t leave much time for friends or socializing. In spite of that, he seemed happy. He could be charming and he had a wonderful sense of humor. I spent as much time with him as I could. However, when he came back from Julliard, he changed.” Joseph stared at the fire crackling in the fireplace.
 
   After a few minutes of silence, Joshua said, “I noticed we had some pictures of Harry in the Music Room.”
 
   Joseph blinked. “I’d forgotten about those.” Turning to Helen he said, “Would you like to see some pictures?”
 
   “Yes, I would,” said Helen eagerly.
 
   He led them into the music room and showed her the portrait of the family that Joshua had first seen hanging there. Joshua went to the side table and pulled out the album with the later pictures including Harry’s graduation picture.
 
   Sitting down on the velvet loveseat, Helen studied the pictures. “I’m sure this is the man I knew,” she said finally. Looking at Joseph who had taken a seat opposite, she asked, “You said he changed when he dropped out, when was that?”
 
   “That would have been in 1967. At first, he was withdrawn and moody, refusing to talk to anyone. The next year when he turned 21, he came into a trust fund set aside by my parents. He said he thought it was time he had some fun. From then on, he played. He was out most days and every night, determined to experience anything and everything he felt he had missed as a child. I am afraid we drifted apart. I was just beginning a career. I wasn‘t home much. I’m afraid I didn‘t have much patience with his new carefree attitude. I thought he was wasting his time and his talent.”
 
   “That must have been about the time I met him. That’s what our relationship was like. We were always going somewhere, doing something new and exciting. He seemed happy, but it was as if he had a secret that he couldn’t share. There was always a part of him held back. Every once in a while I would see something in his eyes, sadness, melancholy . . . I don’t know, something,” she said shaking her head.
 
   “Now that you mention it, he went through a period of what I thought of as grieving. Then for a while it seemed like he’d come out of, like he was happy. I hoped he’d gotten it out of his system and would finally settle down and go back to school. He started playing the piano again and he was composing.” Joseph walked over to the piano and picked up one of the yellowed sheets of music. “He wrote this.”
 
   Joshua went to where his grandfather was standing. “That’s the music I was playing for you the other night, Sara.” He took it from his grandfather, sat down at the piano and began to play.
 
   Sara sat beside him on the piano bench.
 
   When he finished the piece, there were tears in Helen’s eyes. “I heard him play that. I didn’t realize he composed it. What happened to him?”
 
   Leaning back in the chair, Joseph shook his head. “I don’t know. I’ve often wondered if he was sick. He started getting headaches.”
 
   Joshua and Sara exchanged a glance.
 
   “He became irrational and paranoid. He thought people were after him. The last time I saw him was in October of 1968. He warned me to be careful, said that he had to go away so I would be safe. I tried talking to him, but he wouldn’t listen. Just said he couldn’t explain. I never saw him again. I thought eventually he’d come back, but he never did. I didn’t know any of his friends. I didn’t even know where to start looking for him. Did you see him after that?”
 
   “No, that’s about the time he stopped coming to see me too. I assumed he dumped me. Eventually I moved on. The last time I saw him, he seemed worried about me too, but I was angry so I didn’t listen. I knew about the headaches, but I’d never seen him irrational or paranoid. I guess we’ll never know what happened,” she sighed.

 
   

Chapter Fifteen
 
    
 
   Sam found himself still holding on to Maria. They had materialized in the park. He recognized it. Like Joshua, The niche had transported them to Boston, just a block from the house where Sam had grown up. He hadn’t blacked out but he felt extremely dizzy. When Maria blinked and wobbled in his arms, he lowered her to the ground and sat next to her.
 
   Within a minute, the man who had rescued them appeared out of nowhere next to them. Tall and fit, he had dishwater blond hair with a touch of gray at the sides. He looked to be around forty, casually dressed in jeans, tennis shoes, and a sweater.
 
   “Surging takes some getting used to, so you’re probably still a little dizzy. If you can walk, I need to get you out of here now,” he said with some urgency. “You better give me the crystal. The less exposure you have to it the better.”
 
   “Who are you?” Sam asked helping Maria up before handing him the crystal.
 
   “My name is Lrence. I’m sorry all explanations will have to wait. I need to get you somewhere safe first. I’m hoping I destroyed the portal, but if not, they’ll be right behind us. Follow me,” he ordered striding quickly away.
 
   Sam held on to Maria as they struggled to keep up. When they reached the street, he said, “I think we’re fine now. My father lives just down the street. I’m sure we’ll be safe there,”
 
   Lrence put his hand on Sam’s shoulder. “I’m afraid not. It won’t take them long to find out where your relatives live. They’ll be checking everywhere you’ve lived, and anyone who knows you. I know it’s asking a lot for you to trust me. If you’ll just follow me to my house, I promised to explain everything.” He walked to a nearby car and motioned for them to get in.
 
   Maria stopped. Steady on her feet now, Sam let her go. “We have to get Joshua and bring him with us. He’s the one they’re after. He’s here living with his grandfather.” Maria started down the street pulling Sam with her.
 
   Lrence moved quickly to stand in front of them. “If they find you here, you’ll lead them right to him. For the moment, your son is safer without you. It’ll take a couple of days before they can locate your father. He should be safe until then. Please, let‘s get out of here.” He was begging now.
 
   Not quite convinced, but unwilling to endanger Joshua or his father, Sam helped Maria into the car.
 
   Lrence drove away quickly. He seemed to relax once they were several blocks away. He pulled over and parked on a quiet street. Getting out of the car, he said, “I’m going to make a phone call to check and see what’s happening.” He was gone only a few minutes. “I managed to destroy the portal so they don’t know where you are. That should give us some time to plan.”
 
   About ten minutes later, he pulled up to a large gated area with a three-story brick home set back away from the street. He punched in the access code and drove up the long tree lined drive to the house. Pulling around to the side of the house and into the garage, he explained, “My neighbors keep to themselves, but it would be better if no one sees you arrive.”
 
   He led them through a door that led directly from the garage to a mudroom and then through a hallway, and into the kitchen. It was a modern kitchen with stainless steel appliances. The cupboards were white washed maple set off by green walls. A wooden table and chairs for four sat in the center of the room.
 
   “You should be safe here. They don’t know about me, or this place. This is my house. I’ve installed quite a few security measures. Are you hungry? I’m not much of a cook but I can make sandwiches. Please sit down.” He pulled out chairs for them and then turned away, setting out bread and getting mayonnaise, mustard, lettuce, and cold cuts from the refrigerator.
 
   Maria sat down, but Sam moved around the room restlessly. Questions swirled in his mind. How did they get here? Who was this man? Was he dangerous? How would he get Maria out? He stopped in front of Lrence so that he would have to look at him. “Look we appreciate the fact that you got us out of that situation, but we don’t know who you are or what your intentions are. If you want us to trust you, I’m going to need some answers.”
 
   Lrence stood still, looked at him calmly, and said, “Yes, of course, what do you want to know?”
 
   Brushing his hand through his hair, Sam said, “I’m not sure where to start.You keep talking about them. Who are ‘they’? For that matter who are you? Why do they want this stone? How did you know we were in trouble? How did you get there? For that matter, how did we get here?”
 
   Lrence set the things from the refrigerator down on the table. “It’s a very long story. For you to be able to understand, I need to start at the beginning. You might as well sit down, get comfortable, and eat while I tell you.”
 
   Reluctantly, Sam sat down next to Maria.
 
   Lrence put out plates, silverware, and napkins and then pulled out a chair for himself. Once everyone had food and a drink in front of them, he began. “Your first question who are ‘they’ is really the hardest question to answer, because it’s the most unbelievable. We are what you would call aliens. We come from the planet Qashur. It lies several light years outside your Milky Way.”
 
   Both Sam and Maria stopped eating.
 
   “You’re telling us that you’re not human?” Maria asked, putting down her sandwich.
 
   Lrence motioned for her to continue eating. “My physiology is very close to yours, but there are differences. I don’t know whether that’s due to evolution, or whether we are in fact a separate species. The important fact is that neither I, nor those men who threatened you, were born on this planet. You won’t be able to understand why they want the power crystal until you understand some of the history of Qashur. So please be patient with me.”
 
   Sam and Maria exchanged a look that Lrence caught. “I know I sound crazy,” he said. “But consider that you just left Guatemala a few minutes ago, and you are now sitting in my house in Boston. If you tried to tell that story to someone else, you’d sound crazy. Yet it happened. Is it easier to believe that ancient Mayans built a time and space portal, or that aliens from another planet built it?”
 
   Sam conceded, “Aliens’ visiting this planet many years ago isn’t exactly a new concept. I just never expected to be sitting across the table from one, especially one who looks so human. I can’t see any differences between us. You aren’t short or green. You don’t have bug eyes or antennae. In fact, you look more like a college professor than an alien. However, I can’t deny that building a transportation portal was probably beyond the capabilities of Mayan natives. You said there were differences between us. What kind of differences?” Sam asked.
 
   Instead of answering Lrence stood up and with one hand, reached down, and lifted both Sam and the chair he was sitting in to waist high. Lrence wasn’t breathing hard and it looked as if it took no effort at all. When he set the chair back on the floor he said, “Physical strength is not our only difference, but it’s the easiest to demonstrate.” 
 
   Shaken, Sam motioned for Lrence to go on.
 
   Satisfied that they would at least consider the possibility that he was telling them the truth, Lrence continued, “The Qashurians discovered space travel eons ago. In the beginning, when visiting a planet they were careful not to interact with any life forms. They wanted to study planets in their natural state. They found a few planets that had advanced life forms, but none had advanced to space travel so there was no point in interacting with them. After awhile they became bored studying the flora and fauna and the physiology of the people, and became fascinated by how societies and cultures evolved. Probably for the same reasons you chose archeology,” he said addressing Sam.”
 
   Sam only nodded.
 
   “Our scientists wanted the ability to look back through the years, to watch as societies and cultures developed, to be able to see the causes and effects that led to the makeup of the current societies. To that end, they developed time travel.”
 
   Caught with a mouth full of soda, Sam coughed. “You’re telling us you have the ability to time travel?”
 
   Lrence smiled. “The portal that you used today can, powered by the crystal, not only transport someone from one spot to another across a planet, but it can also transport you back and forth in time. We call it surging, because it takes a tremendous surge of power to skip through time.”
 
   Maria’s eyes were wide. “Did we travel to a different time?”
 
   Lrence shook his head. “No. I set the portal simply to transport us from Guatemala to Boston. Other than traveling between your time zones, we remained in the same time period.”
 
   Sam held up his hand. “We examined this portal as you call it. I could have sworn that it was just a niche carved out of solid rock. How exactly does it transport people?”
 
   “The portal itself is fairly insignificant in the process. Portals are simple to build and in most cases can be built using local materials. It’s really the crystal that powers the portal that’s the key. It creates a circuit between the portal and the body. It’s hard to explain.”
 
   “You’re talking about the crystal that you gave me? Where do they come from?
 
   “The power crystals are mined only on Qashur. Even with all our exploration, we have yet to find another planet with crystals such as these.”
 
   Sam said, “That would explain why that man was so eager to retrieve the one Joshua used.”
 
   Lrence nodded. “Yes, but that’s not his only reason for wanting them. Once our scientists picked a secure location on a planet and built a portal, a team of them would spread out. Each selecting a specific group of people to study and then they would surge back and forth between the past and present time, documenting how each culture developed, again without any interaction. This was strictly for observation. Inevitably, we made mistakes. A miscalculation and someone watched a person appear out of thin air. Procedures were set up to deal with these contingencies. One was supposed to take whatever time it took to allow the natives to become comfortable and not feel threatened, tell them nothing and let the society make up their own stories to account for your appearance and then to disappear. They were dealing with primitive cultures so in most cases the scientists, who were not only physically stronger but had better reflexes, were in no danger, but were treated like Gods. Once the scientist returned, the team discontinued incursions into that society.
 
   “When all the planet cultures had been thoroughly studied, the portal was dismantled and the scientific teams moved on to another planet. It all worked very well until they came to earth.
 
   “Here they discovered that earthlings had a very close physiology to Qashurians. At first, they were intrigued, and spent more time studying earth’s evolution. However, because Qashurians are stronger, use more of their brain and have a longer life span, soon the people of Qashur began to regard the lesser developed natives as less like themselves, and more like animals. The procedure of non-intervention gave way to experimentation. Doctors began using earthlings as test subjects for new medicines or procedures, much as you use monkeys today. They introduced germs and diseases into populations to study how they were transferred from one body to another and to develop cures that could be used on Qashur.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” said Maria getting up to rinse her dish.
 
   Lrence rose too putting away the food and wiping off the table. “Yes, it is. I’m deeply ashamed of what my people have done to yours, but that wasn’t the worst of it. They even allowed some earthlings to surge, so they could study the effects it had on the body. Qashurians exposed to the crystal had decreases in the aging process, and increases in muscle strength. But, they also developed irregularities in the brain. Once they discontinued the exposure, all the effects ceased. The doctors were looking to find a way to cure the brain irregularities so our people could enjoy the other enhancements for longer periods of time.
 
   “They discovered that earthlings exposed to the crystal also aged more slowly. They developed more muscle strength. However, the irregularities in earthlings also distorted brain wave activity, which led to increased intelligence, megalomania, and eventually insanity. Some earthlings thus exposed began thinking of themselves as Gods. They became leaders, wreaked havoc on earth societies, and eventually became self-destructive as insanity took over. The earthling brain continued to deteriorate, even after we discontinued the exposure. If you look into your history, I am sure you can name some of the people we experimented on.”
 
   “Adolph Hitler?” suggested Maria.
 
   “Exactly. Qashur is responsible for many of earth’s despots,” answered Lrence.
 
   “Have our brains been affected by traveling through the portal?” asked Sam.
 
   Lrence nodded. “Yes, but because you didn’t time travel, the effect will be minimal. You shouldn’t experience any noticeable differences.”
 
   “That’s why you took back the crystal once we came through.”
 
   “Yes, I’m sorry to have exposed you at all, but it was either that or you would have been killed. I assumed you would consider it an acceptable alternative.”
 
   Maria and Sam nodded.

 
   

Chapter Sixteen
 
    
 
   Lrence stood and stretched. “Why don’t we go into the living room, where we can be more comfortable?”
 
   Sam and Maria followed him in to a large room. A plasma TV hung on one wall. Bookcases lined another. Several chairs and tables sat around a large area rug in the middle of the hardwood floor. 
 
   When they had each taken a seat, Lrence continued. “Not all our people were the monsters that I’ve described. Many were just uninformed or apathetic. However, the extent of the experimentation became widely known after the introduction of the Black Plague of the 1300s, which killed thousands. A vocal faction grew in Qashur that felt that doctors and scientists had gone too far. They wanted to put an end to all earth studies, arguing that it had become inhumane and that especially on the earth, there was no point in studying the culture because it was no longer a natural evolution. It had been warped and distorted by all the incursions and experimentation. They called themselves Earth Advocates or the EA. They recommended leaving the planet entirely alone for at least 1000 years.
 
   “The other side argued that many Qashurians lives had been saved by first studying the effects on earthlings. No other race had proved to be so closely linked. They weren’t willing to give up the possible advances in medicine that could yet be made. As a compromise, the government set up a commission called the Watchers, who would monitor earth and make recommendations for balancing the humane treatment of earthlings, and the requirements of the scientific community of Qashur. The EA did not feel this was sufficient, but with no public backing, they had no choice but to agree. However, they continued to work behind the scenes.
 
   “In the early 1900s I was stationed on the Skylight space station as a field agent for the Watcher Commission. I made several trips to earth, where I learned to love, and respect earthlings as an intelligent species. When I realized that the recommendations we were making were not being put into practice, I quietly became a member of the EA.
 
   “In the 1960s, when it became apparent that earth was well on their way to developing their own space travel, the EA learned that the government of Qashur had decided it was time to take over earth. They didn't put it to a vote, and only a handful of people knew their intent. We in the EA knew we had to take action. I was put in charge of a small group. Kafra, a doctor who had seen the devastation Qashur had inflicted on earthlings first hand, was the first to join my team of insurgents. Next, I recruited Remnr and Demitri, who were engineers. They oversaw the construction of portals and hated how their work was being used. I knew I needed a specialist in computer technology. The EA provided Cnoc’s name. Kubal, who had been a member of the EA for a long time, was in charge of security. I was the history expert with actual experience living with earthlings.
 
   “After months of planning, the six of us stole all eighteen of the power crystals then in existence. We beamed down to earth. Each of us took three crystals and surged to a different advanced civilization in earth’s past. I went to Mesoamerica, Kafra went to Egypt, Cnoc to China, Demitri to Greece, Remnr to Rome, and Kubal went to Assyria. We left a note saying that if the Qashurian government made any moves to take over the earth, we would share Qashurian technology with past earth civilizations. We would make sure the people of Earth would be prepared to defend themselves from any aggression.
 
   “After we used the portals, we destroyed them, in the same way that I destroyed the one you used, so no one could follow us or know exactly where we were.”
 
   Maria’s said, “You left your home, your friends, your way of life, just to protect us?”
 
   Lrence shrugged. “I and the others felt strongly that what my people were doing was wrong. It was the only way to make it stop.”
 
   Sam said, “It must have been hard to blend in or be accepted in those primitive societies.”
 
   “We had no choice but to live among the people we selected until we could build new portals. You can imagine that as a tall blond man among a dark skinned race, I stood out. I picked Mesoamerica because it was the civilization with which I was the most familiar. However, it was impossible simply to blend in, as you say. I had expected to face some hostility as an outsider. What I didn’t expect to be hailed as a God. These primitive people were kind, loving, and generous. I came from a race of monsters and they worshipped me.” Lrence shook his head in disgust.
 
   “The hard part was not doing everything I could to make their lives easier. I tried to be a good influence without changing their basic way of life. They helped me construct the portal that you discovered. Once the portal was finished, I surged to real time and settled in Boston. I began teaching Mesoamerican History at the college.”
 
   Sam interrupted, “I took every history class there I could find. I don’t remember you.”
 
   “I was probably in retirement. A longer life span requires that I reinvent myself periodically. I took a few years off to travel. After an appropriate time, I came back as a relative who had inherited the house. Continuing with my story, Erik and the men who threatened you have been trying to track us down and take back the power crystals for the last forty years. Once they have all the crystals, then their plans for an invasion can proceed. We surge periodically just to let them know we’re still here, and the threat is still a valid one.”
 
   “How do they track you?” asked Sam
 
   “They can’t track us or the crystals directly. However, each time a portal is used, the power surge registers on instruments at the station. They can tell that a portal exists within a five-mile radius. Then they send agents down to find the exact location of the portal. If they can locate it, they can read the coordinates that will tell them exactly where and when the person transported, or they can just wait and see if the person surges back to the same portal to apprehend them.
 
   “Because we destroyed the original portals, they didn’t know where or when any of us were. When we surged from portals we created in the past, even if they could locate the portal in real time, they couldn’t tell where in the past we were. You may have noticed that the crystal surges with you. It doesn’t remain in the machine. They must find the person who is surging to get their hands on the crystal.”
 
   Lrence got up and stretched, walking around the room
 
   “Why are you telling us all this?” Sam asked, still somewhat skeptical.
 
   Lrence turned to face him. “Because I want you to know what you’re up against. These men have no regard for your lives. They won’t quit looking. You must understand that in order to survive,” he said emphasizing each word.
 
   “You appeared in the room behind the guard. You didn’t appear inside the portal. How did you do that?” asked Maria.
 
   Lrence sat back down. “You can set a portal to transport you to any time or place. You don’t need to surge into a portal, but once you reach a destination that doesn’t have a portal, the crystal can only return you to the portal you just left. You must have a portal to set new coordinates. This is why the agents often just wait for you to reappear.”
 
   “To cover your tracks, you have to destroy the portal?”
 
   “Unless you are surging into the past, then you have time to change the coordinates before they can locate the portal in real time, or someone else helps you and changes the coordinates. We’ve also tried really hard to build portals in areas where they are difficult to find.”
 
   “Have they ever recovered any of the stolen crystals?” asked Maria
 
   “Unfortunately, yes. As I said, in the beginning there were six of us. We don’t know what happened to Kubal. Before we left, we agreed to meet periodically. Kubal never showed up. We have no idea if the Watchers found him. We do know that they recovered at least three of the crystals from Cnoc,” he answered.
 
   “You talk about surging into the past, can you also surge into the future?” asked Maria.
 
   “Yes, it is possible to surge to the future, but we found it was of no real value. The future is fluid, ever changing depending on the decisions and actions that are being made in real time. Since it takes a great deal more energy to surge to the future, it was considered a waste of energy and eventually discontinued.”
 
   “You’ve explained who you are, how you got there, and why those guys want the crystal so badly, but I still don’t understand how you knew we were in trouble,” persisted Sam.
 
   “I still have EA contacts on the station. One of them notified me of Erik’s plans. She also provided the distraction I needed to be able to rescue you,” he replied.
 
   Sam got up and began pacing, trying to digest all that Lrence had told them. After a bit, he turned back to Lrence and asked, “Joshua said that he found a rock and inserted it into the portal before he was transported. I’m assuming it was a crystal like the one you handed us. However, if the crystals are not natural to this planet, where did he get one?”
 
   “I think I know, but I would prefer to wait to answer that until we can talk with your son. It’s been a long day and I’ve given you a lot to think about. You must be tired. Let me show you to the guest room. In the morning, after you are rested, we’ll go get your son and then we can decide how to keep you all safe.”  
 
   Lrence stood. They followed him upstairs to a spacious room with a king sized canopy bed. Heavy red damask curtains, matching the bedspread, covered the windows. Reading lamps stood on side tables flanking the bed. Lrence went into the room and indicated a second door to the private bathroom. “I’ll bring you some of my pajamas for now,” he offered.
 
   After Lrence had gone, Sam took a long hot shower, put on a pair of the pajamas, and lay down on the bed thinking while Maria took a hot bath. She emerged wearing only the tops of the pajamas with the sleeves rolled up and climbed into bed next to him. “He was very convincing. Do you believe him?” she asked.
 
   “Actually I do, but I’m still not prepared to trust him completely. I have been lying here thinking. What if it is just a ruse to get us to trust him, lure Josh here, and get the crystal?”
 
   “And I was thinking, what if all that he said was true? If we give the crystal to Lrence, how does that protect us, or Joshua? We know too much for Erik‘s group to leave us alive. I wonder what Lrence’s plan is.”
 
   “Well, we’re not just going to hand over Joshua or the crystal and hope. We’re going to need some guarantees.”
 
   Maria sat up. “Sam, I just realized Lrence already knows where Joshua is. I let it slip when I tried to go get him to come with us.” Her eyes were wide with fear.
 
   He sat up as well and turned her to face him. “You’re right, but that’s good news because it means that we can trust Lrence to some extent. If all he wanted was Joshua and the crystal, he could have killed us by now and gotten it. The fact that we’re still alive means that at least some of what Lrence said is true. The first thing we do tomorrow is talk to Joshua. Once we know he’s safe, then we’ll listen to what Lrence has planned. I feel sure that Joshua is safe for now, so let’s get some sleep. We will need it in order to think clearly tomorrow.”
 
   It wasn’t easy getting to sleep. They both had too much on their minds, but finally exhaustion took over.
 
   Downstairs Lrence was communicating with his contact. “What does Erik think happened?” he asked.
 
   “Well, he knows that they didn’t have a power crystal, and he knows that there were two surges from that portal. He’s confident an insurgent helped them. No one else could have overpowered the guard and he doesn‘t think the son could figure out how to work the crystal to return.”
 
   “That’s good. I was afraid that they would think the son came back for them. What did you do to distract them? Are you in any danger?”
 
   “No, I called Kafra and had her do an unprotected surge seconds before you. The agent on watch called Erik to report it. Since they’ve already looked for her portal before, they probably won’t go running to investigate, but it creates doubt about who is helping.”
 
   “Excellent, maybe we can still cast the son as an innocent.”
 
   “How? Once they scan him, they’ll know he surged.”
 
   “I’m hoping to perfect the antidote now that we have someone to test it on.”
 
   “Is that wise? Why not just relocate the son and his parents?”
 
   “What kind of a life will he have on the run?”
 
   “The more people you involve, the more dangerous it becomes for you.”
 
   “I can take care of myself.”
 
   “You almost died last time. Please be careful.”

 
   

Chapter Seventeen
 
    
 
   When Sam and Maria woke, they went downstairs to find Lrence making breakfast of ham, scrambled eggs, and toast.
 
   “Please sit down and eat, we don’t have much time. I’ve been thinking about how to save Joshua. Here’s my plan for this morning. Sam, I‘d like you to come with me. We’re going to buy one of those untraceable cell phones. I’d like you to call your father and Joshua. Arrange for them to meet us in some place out of the way. Then I’ll bring them here in my car. I’ve tried to think of some place we could meet other than here, but as you know, it will take some time to explain and we can’t be seen together. I don’t want there to be any connection between them and me, or this house that can be traced.”
 
   Sam and Maria filled their plates and sat down at the table. “Why are we involving my father?” asked Sam.
 
   Lrence filled his own plate and sat down. “Because in the next day or two he’ll be visited by Erik and he needs to know how to respond. I wish we could keep him out of it, but I don’t see how we can. If my plan succeeds, Joshua may be able to stay here and keep on going to school. Your father will need to be aware of the situation so he can protect him.”
 
   Sam pushed the food around on his plate. “How can I be sure you aren’t just using me to get Joshua and the crystal?”
 
   “If that’s all I wanted, I would have let you lead me to him last night. Look, if it will make you feel any better, have Joshua hide the crystal some place other than the house or grounds. He doesn’t have to bring it with him.”
 
   Under those conditions, Sam was prepared to trust him for the moment. However, he was still uneasy about leaving Maria in the house on her own. “Are you sure Maria will be safe while we’re gone?”
 
   “Yes, they won’t be able to trace her here. I’ll leave the car phone number with her so she can keep in touch with us.” 
 
   Sam nodded. What choice did he have? He wanted to see Joshua and make sure he was okay. While he was hesitant to leave Maria alone, it made sense that being together was even more dangerous. After breakfast, Sam kissed Maria goodbye and followed Lrence to the garage.
 
   She understood their logic, but wasn’t happy about being left behind.
 
   Sam sat in the front seat. He slid down where no one could see him while Lrence drove down the driveway and out the gate. A few blocks away, Lrence stopped at a convenience store where he purchased the phone.
 
   He handed it to Sam. “Wait until we get away from the area to make the call.”
 
   “Where should I tell them to meet us?” asked Sam
 
   “Have them go to Harvard. We’ll meet them in the student parking lot.” He pulled over and parked. “I’ll step out of the car so you can give Joshua instructions about hiding the crystal.”
 
   Sam sat up and dialed the phone. “Hi, Dad. Yes, we just got in. Say, I have a problem. Can you and Joshua meet me at the student parking lot at Harvard in about twenty minutes? I’m sorry to sound so mysterious, but it’s important. I’ll be in a dark blue Lexus. Park and wait by your car. I’ll pick you up. We need to talk some place private . . . No, coming there is probably not a good idea. I’d rather no one knew we were back just yet. I’m going to ask Joshua to give you a crystal rock. Before you go to Harvard, stop by the bank and put it in a safety deposit box that can’t be traced to you . . . No, Dad, I promise it’s nothing illegal. Can I speak to Joshua for a moment? Hi son. Don’t say anything. Just listen. Your mother and I got here the same way you did. The rock that you put into the recess, does it look like a crystal? . . . Okay I want you to give it to Grandpa. He’s going to make sure it’s secure. Then I am going to pick you and Grandpa up. Answer any of his questions truthfully. He needs to know the whole story, and Joshua, some very bad people are looking for you and that crystal, so make sure you aren’t followed. See you soon.” Sam hung up. He opened the door and motioned for Lrence to get back in the car. “They’ll be there in 20 minutes.”
 
   When the Lexus pulled into the student parking lot, Sam rolled down the window so they could see him. He motioned for Joseph and Joshua to get in back. He reached back to shake his dad’s hand and clapped Joshua on the shoulder. “I’m so glad to see you both. Dad this is Lrence. He’s been helping us. Lrence this is my father, Joseph Carson, and my son, Joshua.”
 
   From the frown on his face, it was obvious that Joseph was uncomfortable. “What is this all about? Joshua has been telling me that you all transported here from Guatemala?” He emphasized the word ‘transported’ with a sneer.
 
   Sam turned so he could look Joseph in the eyes. “That’s right. The short story is that we uncovered an ancient transporter during our dig in Guatemala. Joshua found the power stone that triggered it and found himself in Boston. In the meantime, the people who have been looking for the power stone confronted Maria and I and threatened to shoot us if we didn’t tell them where Joshua and the stone were. Lrence came to our rescue last night and transported us here. Now, we’re in hiding, trying to figure out what to do. If you can accept that much as the truth, Lrence will tell you his story which is much longer and even more unbelievable.”
 
   Joseph frowned. Sam could see him struggling to accept the explanation. He looked from his son to his grandson. Finally, he sighed and shook his head. “I’ll admit, it all sounds pretty fantastic, but I’ve never known you to lie. Are you sure you can trust this guy?”
 
   Sam looked at Lrence. “No. But at the moment he’s all we’ve got.”
 
   Lrence laughed.
 
   Joseph nodded. “I did as you asked with the stone. Funny thing is I’m pretty sure I’ve seen one just like it. My brother Harry used to carry a similar stone.”
 
   Lrence met Joseph’s eyes in the rear view mirror. “Not merely similar, probably the exact same stone. You see I knew your brother.” He refused to say anymore until they reached the house.
 
   Maria threw herself at Joshua, hugging him tightly. “Oh son, let me look at you. Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom.”
 
   She held on to his hand as Lrence led them all back into the living room. Lrence told his story again to Joshua and Joseph. When he got to the end, he asked, “Joshua where did you find the crystal?
 
   “Buried under a rock near my tent.”
 
   Joseph turned to Sam. “You believe this?”
 
   Sam shrugged. “All I know we watched Joshua disappear. Last night we were in Guatemala being held at gunpoint when this guy shows up out of nowhere, hands us a crystal and in a matter of minutes, we arrived here. The transporter is real. His explanation for how it got there makes as much sense as any I can come up with.”
 
   Joseph paced the room and then turned back to Lrence. “Okay, if you guys stole all the crystals, how did this one end up in Guatemala? And if it’s the same one Harry had, how did Joshua get it?”
 
   “Harry got it from me,” Lrence explained. “The six of us gave ourselves time to build new portals. We’d arranged to meet periodically to share information. We met several times without incident, so we got careless. The Watchers developed new technology so they could see when a portal surged. When Cnoc used his to come to the meeting, they found his portal in China, read the settings and ambushed us. We got the warning only seconds before they arrived. Everyone made it out except for Cnoc. He had no place to go back to. When his crystal wouldn’t work, I tried to take him with me. Unfortunately, we were too slow. He was killed and I was seriously wounded. One of the bullets nicked the settings and so instead of returning here, I ended up in the park close to your home.
 
   “That’s when I met Harry for the first time. He had been walking in the park and stumbled across me. I lay there bleeding unable to get up when Harry found me. He could see I was hurt. He started to call an ambulance, but I insisted that he bring me here. He ran and got his car and helped me to it. I didn’t realize I had dropped the crystal, but Harry noticed it, picked it up, and put it in his pocket.
 
   “I gave him directions to the house. I managed to give him the gate code before I passed out. He got me inside. When he was taking off my coat, my communicator fell out of the pocket. When he heard a voice asking about me, he picked it up and explained I was hurt. They directed him to my portal. They told him how to set the coordinates to send me to Kafra. She had the medical training and the equipment available to patch me up. Our contact had not meant to endanger Harry. She had hoped that his only involvement would be getting me into the portal. However, I was unconscious so Harry held on to me while inserting the crystal. He surged with me.”
 
   Joshua said, “That must have been quite a shock.”
 
   “No doubt. Naturally, he had a hundred questions. Kafra put off telling him anything under the guise of tending to me. Once I recovered, I made the decision to tell Harry everything. I felt I owed him the truth. I explained the situation he was in because he had time traveled. Instead of being devastated, Harry laughed. He explained to us he had recently been diagnosed with Rheumatoid Arthritis. His plans of becoming a concert pianist were crushed. The pain that he was living with was almost unbearable. He’d been in the park walking and thinking about how to kill himself.” Lrence stopped allowing Joseph to absorb this new information.
 
   Joseph forehead creased as he tried to fit in what Lrence was saying with what he remembered. “That would explain Harry’s depression and unwillingness to return to school. Why didn’t he tell me?”
 
   Lrence said, “I asked him that. He said he didn’t want you to feel sorry for him. There was nothing you could have done. He knew you would have sacrificed your own career trying to take care of him. He explained to me that when he picked up the crystal, for the first time in weeks he was entirely without pain. He begged to be allowed to continue to carry the crystal. We explained the dangers of continued exposure. He said that he would trade that risk for a few months of being out of pain and an opportunity to enjoy life. He said that for him going insane was preferable to a life as a cripple. I gave him the crystal. Since he had already time traveled, he already had the irregularities. I felt it was the least I could do.”
 
   Joshua interrupted him, “I don’t understand. Why would he want to kill himself? Lots of people have arthritis. Couldn’t he just have taken a stronger painkiller?”
 
   “First of all you have to remember that this was forty years ago. The drugs that we have on the market now didn’t exist then. Secondly, this wasn’t the kind of arthritis that most people get as they grow older. Harry was only twenty-one. The kind he had was a crippling disease. In addition to the pain, he would probably have been in a wheelchair within a matter of years; this disease distorts your joints. He wasn’t just giving up his dream of playing concert piano, he was facing life as a cripple, no mobility, living in constant pain that no amount of painkillers could completely erase. While I didn’t agree that suicide was the answer, I did understand why the crystal was so important to him.
 
   “Kafra and I began working to see if we could come up with an antidote for his brain irregularities. We hoped that by coming up with a formula that would counteract the negative effects, we could prevent Harry from becoming insane while still allowing him to experience the freedom from pain and deterioration of his joints. Scientists on our planet had already made significant progress, but they were concentrating on curing the temporary irregularities in Qashurians. Our research concentrated just on earthlings. We made several breakthroughs and felt we were close. We tested every new serum we made on him, hoping that each one would be the miracle one. He was patient even hopeful. Unfortunately, as time passed, Harry got worse.
 
   “At first, his only symptom was a headache. He dismissed that, saying a headache was a small price to pay for mobility. Eventually paranoia set in. Harry began to be sure that the Watchers had discovered us and would be coming. He wasn’t worried about himself, but he became increasing worried that they would hurt the ones he loved. I had told him about my time in Mesoamerica. He became fascinated by the culture.”
 
   Joseph nodded. “I remember him buying all those books on Mayan culture.”
 
   “One day when we had a new formula to try out, I asked Harry to come over. When he arrived, he looked at me and smiled. He said there was no time left, but he knew exactly what to do. He ran to the portal, set the coordinates for the exact time that I had spent in Mesoamerican and then surged. I was stunned. It took me a few minutes to gather up another crystal and follow him. When I got there, he had already hidden his. He became hysterical, laughing and saying that now everyone would be safe. I struggled with him, trying to get him to come back with me. The natives that I’d lived with and loved saw the struggle. They thought he was trying to attack me. Before I could stop them, they shot him with poisoned arrows. One arrow pierced his heart. The poison acted quickly. There was nothing I could do. I held him and I promised him that I would watch out for his family. He died in my arms.”
 
   Lrence got up and walked to the windows. He swept back the heavy curtains and stared out. The room was silent except for the ticking of a clock.
 
   Joseph sat with his head down and his hands in his lap. Sam crossed to his father and put his hand on his shoulder. Maria was on the sofa sitting next to Joshua.
 
   Lrence turned back to face Joseph. “The natives and I buried him there. I surged back to the place where we met. I sat in the park a long time, wondering what to tell his family. In the end I decided that there was nothing I could say that would lessen your pain, nothing that wouldn’t put you in danger.” There were tears in his eyes as he turned to Joseph. “Harry died because he helped me. I don’t know if you can ever forgive me. But I promise you I will do all I can to make sure that the rest of your family stays safe.” No one said anything for a long time.
 
   Finally, Joseph straightened his shoulders, looked directly at Lrence, and said, “Harry made his own choices. I am just glad he was able to have a few months of happiness. Now what’s your plan to keep these guys safe?”
 
   Looking at Sam and Maria, Lrence said, “Erik has already seen you and knows who you are. He knows you have surged. He’ll be able to trace you, everywhere you have ever lived, your relatives, etc. He’s fairly certain that you had help from one of us. Even if he got the crystal now, he wouldn’t leave you alone. You could be the key to finding us. The only way to keep you safe is for us to give you new identities. It means giving up your career, your friends, basically, your way of life and going on the run. Can you do that?”
 
   Sam and Maria nodded. Sam said, “We’d pretty much come to that conclusion ourselves. It’s not like there’s another choice, but what about Joshua?”
 
   Joshua spoke up, “I will not live like that. I’d rather die now.”
 
   Lrence held his hand up to quiet them as everyone tried to speak at once. “Erik has never seen Joshua. He can’t be sure that Joshua ever used the portal.”
 
   “He seemed pretty sure when he was threatening us,” Sam said.
 
   “That was before I showed up. Now that he knows one of us helped you, he can’t be sure who surged the first time. If—and this is a big if—we can find a cure for the irregularities, I think we can convince Erik that Joshua is an innocent. When Erik scans Joshua and finds no irregularities, he’ll have to deduce that Joshua couldn’t have surged. The Watchers won’t give him permission to kill Joshua without proof of his complicity. He may have him watched for a period of time to see if he leads them to you, but he won’t be able to take action against him.”
 
   “How do we find this cure?” Joshua asked.
 
   “As I said, I believed that we were very close before Harry died, but we haven’t had anyone to test it on. We’d need one of you to allow us to test the serum on you. Even then, there’s no guarantee that our latest formula will work, or that we’ll come up with the cure in time. Neither Kafra nor I are experts in earthling anatomy.”
 
   “Would it help if you had an expert in human neurology to assist you?” Joseph asked.
 
   “Absolutely, you’re thinking of Dr. Whiting, I presume.”
 
   “You know her?”
 
   “Yes, Harry told me about her. I promised him to keep everyone he loved safe.
 
   It’s also why I’m reluctant to place anyone else in jeopardy. Besides what reason would she have to help us?” Lrence asked.
 
   “Her granddaughter is Joshua’s girlfriend. If Joshua had to disappear, I think it might make her very unhappy. Especially considering her past with Harry,” Joseph replied.
 
   Maria turned on Joshua, “You have a girlfriend?”
 
   Joshua smiled at his mother and shrugged. Turning to Lrence he said, “I already told Sara about the crystal and how I came to be in Boston. I didn’t realize at the time that it would place her in any kind of danger.”
 
   “In this case, a little knowledge is probably more dangerous than knowing everything. Has she had any contact with the crystal?” asked Lrence.
 
   “Yes, she held it in her hand for a few minutes.”
 
   Lrence sighed. “This is getting more complicated by the minute. I guess we have no choice. I’ll need to scan her to make sure there are no irregularities. Joseph, once I have a scan of you and Joshua, you two need to go about your normal life. We don’t want you doing anything different that might look suspicious or draw attention to this house. We’re going to need time to work on this. Call this cell number if you see anyone watching you. My contact will let me know the minute Erik decides to come here, so I should be able to give you plenty of warning. However, just as a precaution, if anyone comes looking for Joshua, tell them he’s not home; say he’s out of town with friends. If that happens, call me and I’ll come and pick Joshua up immediately. In addition, Joseph, if anyone asks, you haven’t heard from Sam or Maria. As far as you know, they’re still in Guatemala. When I take you back to your car, would you contact Dr. Whiting?”
 
   Joseph nodded. “What should I tell her?”
 
   “I’ll leave that up to you. If she’s going to help us, she’ll need to know everything. However, if she isn’t willing to help, then the less she knows the better. She’ll need to arrange to spend time here. I have a complete lab and I can probably get anything she needs.”
 
   Lrence led them downstairs to his lab. It looked like any large well-equipped lab with metal tables, cabinets with vials and jars of solutions and various machines, with one exception. In the middle of one wall was a portal. The recess was the same dimension as the one in Guatemala, but the outside rings were smaller and made completely of metal. Lrence explained that he had insulated this room in such a way that he could surge from this portal without detection by the watchers.
 
   He scanned Joseph first with a hand scanner that produced a readout from a machine in the corner. “I’m surprised, your brain is totally normal. Didn’t you come in contact with the crystal?” Lrence asked Joseph.
 
   “Joshua gave me the crystal in a box. I took off the lid to look at it, but I didn’t touch it. I left it in the box,” answered Joseph.
 
   “That’s great. That means that when Erik comes to talk to you, you won’t be in any danger,” said Lrence. Addressing the others he said, “I will also need a blood and urine sample from each of you.” Next, he scanned Joshua. He frowned and scanned him once again. “Have you been having any headaches?”
 
   “Yes, I carried the crystal in my pocket for over a week, but once I stopped carrying the crystal, the headaches went away,” confessed Joshua looking worried.
 
   “I was afraid of that. Your readings are much higher than I would have expected from just one surge.” He composed his face and turned to scan Sam and Maria.
 
   “What does that mean? Is he in any danger?” asked Maria.
 
   “I need to scan you and Sam before I can say for sure.” After scanning them both, and looking at all the readouts, he said, “I was hoping that we could experiment on you and Sam, and once we got the formula right for you, that it would automatically be the right dosage for Joshua. Except, his exposure is much higher than yours were. Therefore, even if we are able to cure your irregularities . . . Well, I’ll need Joshua here to be able to figure out the right dosage for him. It’s just a complication,” he said dismissively, turning away from them.
 
   Sam stepped in front of Lrence to look directly into his eyes. “What you really mean is that even if you can cure us, there’ll be no guarantee that you can cure Joshua.”
 
   Joshua looked stricken and sat down on the lab stool. Maria stood behind him.
 
   Lrence said slowly, “No, I don’t mean that at all. I feel sure that once we get the formula right, it’ll just be a matter of dosage, but you’re right, there are no guarantees that any of this will work. Every complication will take time to work out, time we may not have because of Erik. The good news is that Joshua’s exposure is much less than Harry’s, so if we got that last formula right, it will definitely cure Joshua.” The tension in the room eased up.
 
   Just then, the portal lit up.

 
   

Chapter Eighteen
 
    
 
   Everyone turned to look as a beautiful strawberry blond woman dressed in jeans and a light blue knit shirt and holding a canvas bag stepped out of the portal and into the lab. Her straight hair curved under an inch or two above her shoulders framing a heart shaped face. She had blue/green eyes and a slight smile on her face. Lrence immediately walked over to her, hugged her, and gave her a kiss on the cheek. She put down the bag to return his embrace. Lrence then turned to the others and keeping his arm around her shoulders he said, “I’d like you all to meet Kafra.”
 
   Each of them came forward to shake her hand as Lrence introduced them. While Kafra set to work taking blood from each of them and gathering the urine samples, Lrence explained to her their plan to get Dr. Whiting to help them.
 
   Once Lrence left to drive Joshua and Joseph back to their car, Kafra picked up the bag and said to Maria, “I brought you some clothes, make up and a few other necessities. Once we change your looks and get pictures so we can create new identities, you’ll be able to go shopping for whatever else you need.”
 
   ***
 
   Joshua called Sara from the car to ask if they could come over to talk. She invited them to stay for lunch.
 
   Once they had eaten and were sitting in the living room, Joseph asked Helen, “Do you remember Harry carrying a crystal rock?” Sitting in one of the armchairs, he faced Helen who sat on the sofa next to Sara. Joshua stood, leaning on the mantle over the fireplace.
 
   “Yes, he said it was his good luck charm,” replied Helen.
 
   “Joshua found that crystal. As a result we met a man who knows what happened to Harry,” he said bluntly.
 
   She leaned forward, her eyes wide. “What happened?”
 
   “It’s a very long story, and it would be better if you heard it directly from Lrence. The crystal that Harry carried around has very unusual properties that caused irregularities in the brain, which led to Harry’s paranoia. Joshua now has those same irregularities. Lrence has been working on a cure, but he needs your help. We need your help.”
 
   Sara jumped up. “Joshua, are you all right? You‘re not still carrying that around are you?”
 
   He took her hands in his. “I’m fine right now. I don’t have it anymore. Grandpa has it secured.”
 
   Turning to face her grandmother, she said, “Gran, you have to help him.”
 
   Joshua kept his arm around her shoulders.
 
   Helen looked puzzled. “Of course, I’ll help, if I can. But, I’ve never heard of any kind of a crystal that causes damage to the brain.” She looked at Sara, the desperation on her face clear. Helen sighed. “I think I have some time this week. Give him my number and we can set up an appointment. What is his name and where is he doing his research?”
 
   Joseph answered, “Helen, I’m just now beginning to absorb everything I found out today. Let me just say, that if you’re willing to help us, you’ll need to keep an open mind. His research is top secret and can only be done in his lab. If you’re willing to help us, we need you to start today. No one can know where you are, not the hospital, or your secretary. You will need to give them a plausible reason for being gone this week.”
 
   Helen frowned, clearly uncomfortable at the turn the conversation was taking. “I just can’t disappear for a week. I have commitments, obligations. Anyway, why the rush? Are you sure you can trust this man?”
 
   Joseph held out his hands. “He is the only one who can tell you about Harry. If you won’t agree to help us under these conditions, then I can’t tell you anymore. The safety of my family is at stake.” He sat back with his hands in his lap waiting for her response.
 
   Helen shook her head. Her eyes scanned the room from Joseph to Joshua and finally falling on Sara. While she desperately wanted to know what happened to Harry, she could not allow her emotions to dictate her actions when it came to her work. The one telltale indication of every scam was that something always had to be done immediately, giving the victim no chance to research or think. Joseph, she knew was a reputable businessman. However, someone had obviously made him believe that his family was in danger in order to get to her. The question was why did they want her? How did they know that information about Harry would entice her to cooperate? The more she thought about it, the less sense it made.
 
   As the silence lengthened, Joseph saw the stubborn set of Helen’s jaw. He looked at Joshua and shrugged.
 
   Sara caught the look and rushed to her grandmother’s side. Pleading she said, “Gran, I’ve seen the crystal and held it in my hands. You can feel its power. Joshua has been having headaches just like Harry. I can’t lose him. You have to help him. Do this for me, please.”
 
   Helen patted her hand. “Sara, there isn’t anything I wouldn’t do for you. So even though I think this man is probably a charlatan, I’ll rearrange my schedule and try to help in whatever way I can.” Turning to Joseph she said, “I hope you haven’t given him any money, and while I promise to listen with an open mind, I won’t give him any money either, or consent to do anything illegal no matter what he threatens.”
 
   Joseph went to her. He took both her hands in his. “Thank you. Once you hear his story, you’ll understand. He hasn’t asked me for anything. I promise that the only thing you’ll be asked to do is to use your expertise in Neurology to help him find a cure for Joshua. How soon can you be ready to go?”
 
   Getting to her feet she said, “Let me call my service. I’ll tell them I have a family emergency and to cancel all my appointments this week. How far away is this lab? Do I need to pack?”
 
   “It’s here in town. I’ll give you the address. The man’s name is Lrence. I’ll call him and let him know you’ll be coming. Take Sara with you. Because she held the crystal in her hands, he needs to scan her to make sure she is all right.” Sara and Helen both looked alarmed but Joseph hurried on. “Don’t worry about packing anything. If you decide you need to stay, Sara can always come back and get whatever you need. I’m sorry but Joshua and I can’t go with you. We don’t want to lead the people who are threatening my family to Lrence.” Joseph got up, wrote down the address, and waited at the door for Joshua.
 
   After Helen left to make her calls, Sara embraced Joshua. He kissed her goodbye and made her promise to call him as soon as she got home. As Joseph drove home, Joshua called Lrence.
 
   When Sara and Helen arrived, Lrence greeted them at the door. “Mrs. Whiting, thank you for coming, and you must be Sara. It’s a pleasure to meet you both. Let’s go in the living room. Won’t you be seated?”
 
   Helen remained standing. She looked Lrence up and down and then said, “If you’re going to tell me that you knew Harry then I’m out of here.” She reached a hand out to Sara.
 
   Lrence sat calmly with his legs crossed. “What makes you so sure I didn’t?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Harry disappeared over forty years ago. You can’t be more than forty-five. Even if you knew him, I‘m hardly interested in the memories of a five year old.”
 
   Lrence continued to look up at her and smiled. “I am a lot older than I look. I did know Harry quite well, but I don’t expect you to believe that yet. Let’s talk about the reason they convinced you to come. It was to help find a cure for Joshua, was it not?” he asked.
 
   “Yes, but how do I know there is really anything wrong with him?” She asked still standing.
 
   Lrence rose. “Let me take you to my lab and I‘ll show you the proof.”
 
   Helen and Sara followed Lrence down the stairs to his lab.
 
   Reaching the basement, Helen looked around. “I must say this looks very well equipped. What is that?” she asked, pointing to the portal.
 
   “I’ll explain that later.” He handed her two of the scans that were sitting on top of the metal table. “First, here are the brain scans of Joseph and Joshua. As you can see, Joseph’s are completely normal. He’s had no contact with the crystal.”
 
   She took them from his hand and scanned them briefly, frowning when she looked at the second one with Joshua’s name on it. However, she said nothing.
 
   He pulled open a drawer and withdrew a crystal. “Do you recognize this?”
 
   “Yes, Harry carried one just like it,” she replied.
 
   Lrence returned the crystal to the drawer. Pointing to the second set of scans that she held in her hand, he said, “These are the brain scans of Joshua after carrying around a crystal.”
 
   She shook her head. “That’s impossible. I’ve never seen a human brain scan like this. Obviously it’s faked, or there‘s something wrong with your machine.”
 
   “You have never come in contact with the crystal, right? Do you mind if I scan your brain to test the machine? I assume you’re familiar with your own results?” he asked.
 
   “Harry never allowed me to touch the crystal, and I didn’t see the one Joshua says he had. I’ve had my brain scanned before. So, yes, I would recognize any differences. Go ahead.” She looked around for an EEG machine or a table to lie down on.
 
   Lrence approached showing her his hand held device. “My reader is a little different than what you’re used to, but I assure you that you will recognize the results.” He laid his hand on her cheek and the machine in the corner began printing. He went to the machine and tore off the readout to show her.
 
   She held out her hands, a frown on her face. “I don’t know how you did that. I’ve never seen a palm sized EEG machine.” As she read, her eyes widened. “But I can’t deny that this is typical of a scan of my brain. However, just because your machine is accurate now, doesn’t prove that this is a scan of Joshua’s brain.”
 
   Lrence nodded, turning to Sara. “Sara, I believe that you have had contact with the crystal?”
 
   “That’s right, I held it in my hands for a few moments,” she replied.
 
   “May I?” he asked. When she nodded, Lrence placed his hand on her cheek. Once more, the machine recorded the brain activity on a printout. Lrence tore it off and handed it to Helen. “As you can see, Sara has slightly higher than normal waves in both frontal lobes. Because her contact was brief, she doesn’t show the really high peaks of Joshua’s readout, but I think you can see that even brief contact with the crystal does produce abnormal readings.”
 
   Helen looked at each of the printouts for several minutes, acceptance, and disbelief warring on her face. Scientific curiosity finally tipped the scales. “I don’t know what to say. If these are accurate, they certainly could pose some serious problems. Have you done any other tests?”
 
   “Yes, Joshua’s blood and urine tests are abnormal as well. Would you like to see Harry’s brain scan?” He asked. 
 
   Helen nodded.
 
   Lrence went to a file cabinet and pulled out what was obviously a very old scan with Harry’s name printed on the top. He handed it to her.
 
   She held the papers gently. When she read Harry’s name, her eyes misted over. It was several minutes before she could focus. After a while she admitted, “Results like these could definitely produce headaches. The activity is balanced between both lobes and the ratios of theta, alpha, and beta waves are normal. They are all just higher than I’ve ever seen before.” She looked from Sara to Lrence. “I don’t know how I can help. I’ve never run across anything like this before.”
 
   “We’ve been working on this for some time, and we believe we are close to a cure. I’m hoping that once you see our formula, you’ll be able to help us fine tune it.”
 
   Helen looked at Lrence as if seeing him for the first time. “Who are you and where did this crystal come from?”
 
   “That’s a long story. Shall we go back upstairs and get comfortable? I think you’re ready to hear it now.” Once again, Lrence repeated the history of his planet and their exploitation of earth.
 
   Lrence once more told the story of his origin. When he mentioned arriving on the space station in the early 1900s, Helen interrupted him. “You mentioned that your people have a longer life span. How old are you?”
 
   “Over 200 years.”
 
   “How long is your normal life span?” she asked.
 
   “Some of my people have been known to live as long as 600 years,” he replied before continuing. He explained how he and the other insurgents stole the crystals and hid in the past. Then he came to the circumstances surrounding his first meeting with Harry. He told her of Harry’s decision to commit suicide over his diagnosis of rheumatoid arthritis.
 
   Helen held up her hand to interrupt him once more. “Harry had arthritis? How is that possible? When I met him, he was agile, even athletic. There wasn’t any sport or activity that he didn’t excel in.”
 
   Lrence nodded. “One of the side effects of the crystal is increased muscle strength. It increases the neurotransmitter, acetylcholine, strengthening the connections of motor nerves to muscles. In Harry’s case, carrying the crystal erased all the effect of the arthritis along with the pain. We had warned him that unless we could find a cure, he would only have a few years of sanity. He wanted to experience life to the fullest. He didn’t care about the future until he met you. It was only then that he became interested in finding a cure.” Lrence stopped.
 
   Helen sat back and closed her eyes. “This is all so hard to believe.”
 
   “Harry loved you. I tried to convince him to stop carrying the crystal or at the very least to tell you, but he refused. He said that you had too much potential. He refused to saddle you with a cripple. His words, not mine. When the headaches became too much, or he was having trouble controlling the emotions, he stayed away from you. He said he wanted all your memories of him to be happy ones.” Finally, Lrence told her of Harry’s last days and how he died.
 
   Helen broke down and cried. Sara held her until the sobs subsided. Drying her eyes Helen looked up at Lrence. “Thank you for telling me. I always knew in my heart he was gone, but a part of me refused to give up the hope that I might see him again.”
 
   Lrence went on to tell her how Joshua had found the crystal that Harry had hidden, and how he’d accidentally transported to Boston. He explained the danger to Joshua and his family if they were not able to find a cure, and the necessity of maintaining secrecy to prevent Erik from finding the crystal, Joshua or Lrence. At last, he said, “I know that I’ve thrown a lot at you. I wish I could give you more time to consider your answer, but I can’t. I must have your answer now. Will you help us?”
 
   Helen nodded. “I guess next you’ll be telling me that the niche in your lab is a portal?”
 
   As if in answer, Kafra came up the stairs from the lab which had been empty only moments before. Lrence went to her and introduced her to Helen and Sara. Addressing Helen, Lrence said, “I have plenty of room for you to stay here. It would be better if the neighbors don’t see your car coming and going every day.”
 
   Helen agreed. She knew that once she started working, they would be putting in long hours. “That makes sense. Besides, I told my office I would be out of town on a family emergency.”
 
   Sara looked relieved when Lrence said there was no need for her to stay. Although having seen and held the crystal, she’d had a much easier time accepting Lrence’s story, she didn’t feel up to meeting Joshua’s parents.
 
   Helen followed Lrence and Kafra back down to the lab, sending Sara home to pack a suitcase for Helen.
 
   Once Sara was far enough away from Lrence’s house, she called Joshua and let him know she was on her way home.
 
   He said he would meet her there.

 
   

Chapter Nineteen
 
    
 
   While Lrence and Kafra showed Helen all the test results and the work they had done trying to come up with a formula that would cure Harry, Sam and Maria were transforming themselves. Maria cut her fair hair short and dyed it a chocolate brown. Straightened with a flat iron, it now hung sleekly in a short bob. Even after applying more makeup than she would usually use for an evening out, she looked classy rather than overly made up. Dressed in the cream wool slacks and a soft cream cashmere sweater Kafra brought, she pulled on expensive suede boots. Kafra certainly has excellent taste, she thought. These boots alone cost a fortune.
 
   She inserted the brown contact lens that Kafra had provided, and then looked at herself in the mirror. She had a hard time seeing herself in the woman that looked back at her. She pulled a few faces just to make sure. She tried a seductive come-hither look by raising both eyebrows and tilting her head to the side and down. It surprised her that the woman in the mirror did actually manage to look sexy, except that it wasn’t really her. Only when she laughed did she recognize her smile and the same wrinkles around the eyes. Okay, I’m still in there somewhere. I wonder what Sam will think. She stood up straight and sashayed into the bedroom for Sam’s inspection.
 
   “Wow,” he said after looking at her from every angle. Dressed in some of Lrence’s clothes, Sam looked younger as well. They had darkened the gray in his hair and he’d started growing a beard. The horn-rimmed glasses Kafra brought added to a professorial look. “You look so different,” he said to her. “I’m almost afraid to kiss you. I’m afraid it will feel like cheating.”
 
   She gave him a sultry smile, crooked one finger and motioned him to try it.
 
   He stepped up to her, put both arms around her, and bent her backward in a passionate kiss. Straightening up, he released her and while walking away to sit on the bed, he said, “Nope, just the same.”
 
   Feigning a pout, she reached over and threw a pillow at him.
 
   He took off his glasses, looked at her with smoldering eyes, and said in his best Valentino voice, “I mean I would know those lips anywhere.”
 
   “That’s better,” she said laughing at him. “You don’t look bad yourself.” Sitting beside him on the bed, Maria said, “I guess we should go downstairs and see if we pass inspection. Maybe if we look different enough we can get out of this house for a few hours. I’m getting cabin fever.”
 
   Downstairs Helen had donned a lab coat. The three of them stood looking at all the test results spread out on the metal table. When Helen had examined everything, and was up to speed, she said, “If I understand these results correctly, you have determined that the higher brain waves are not the cause of the continuing deterioration of the brain.”
 
   Kafra answered, “Correct. Our normal brain wave patterns are much higher than yours are, and our physiology is very close. The initial contact with the crystal causes an imbalance between the theta, alpha, and beta waves, which causes the headaches, but after awhile the brain is able to balance the waves at the higher level. We believe it’s what happens to the neurotransmitters in the brain that causes the problem. Initially because the crystal causes an increase in most of the neurotransmitters, the brain functions better. It learns faster and is able to retain more information. The person feels stronger because the connections between the motor nerves and muscles are increased. They’re happier because the crystal increases the dopamine and serotonin levels, and they experience less pain because it decreases the pain transmitter. However, over time while the neurotransmitter for the muscles continues to remain high, the dopamine and serotonin levels drop dramatically.
 
   “It’s like coming off cocaine high. Surging causes the levels to rise again, but contact with the crystal can’t maintain them. Both the highs and the lows cause the damage. Synthesizing dopamine and serotonin was easy. The problem was coming up with a dosage that would maintain normal levels.”
 
   Lrence added, “We didn’t bother to work on lowering the brain waves to a normal level since it wasn’t causing the problem, and because the Watchers didn’t know about Harry. That needs to be our focus right now. When Erik scans Joshua, which he will before long, he has to appear to be completely normal even if it is only temporary. In addition, the formula for Harry had to keep the acetylcholine levels high to combat the effects of the arthritis and the substance P levels low to minimize the transmission of pain, while normalizing the dopamine and serotonin levels. Joshua doesn’t have arthritis. While he had the most exposure, it’s still considerably lower than Harry. So the formula we have, even if it had worked, is only a starting point.”
 
   They were discussing possibilities when Sam and Maria came into the lab. They stopped at the bottom of the steps. When Lrence, Kafra, and Helen turned to look, Maria did a twirl. “What do you think? Do we look different enough?”
 
   Lrence clapped his hands. “Well done. I doubt if even Joshua would recognize you now.”
 
   Kafra smiled. Helen looked bewildered until Lrence remembered to introduce Joshua’s parents to her. “Sam and Maria Carson, I’d like you to meet Dr. Whiting. She’s consented to help us find a cure for Joshua. Sam and Maria are Joshua’s parents. Since they’ve both transported using the crystal, they will be our first test subjects,” he explained.
 
   “Have you developed something already?” asked Sam.
 
   “No. We’ve just been bringing Helen up to speed.”
 
   “Does that mean we can leave the house for awhile?” Maria asked.
 
   “Where do you want to go?” asked Lrence.
 
   Marie smiled. “Shopping. Kafra, I can’t thank you enough for these clothes. They’re absolutely beautiful, but as you know, even if we’re only going to be here for a short time, I’m going to need more than one outfit.”
 
   “As long as you avoid anyone you know in Boston and more importantly stay away from Joshua and Joseph, I guess it would be all right.” He withdrew an envelope from his pocket and handed it to Sam. “Since you won’t be able to access any of your accounts, you’ll need this.”
 
   Inside the envelope were several hundred-dollar bills.
 
   Sam tried to hand it back to him. “You’ve already done enough rescuing us and giving us a place to hide. We can’t take your money.”
 
   Lrence looked away. “I consider it a down payment on a long standing debt to your family.”
 
   Sam shook his head. “Harry’s death was not your fault. You don’t owe us anything.”
 
   “I disagree. But if it will make you feel better, consider it a loan.”
 
   “Under the circumstances, I guess I have no choice. Thank you.” Sam put the envelope in his pocket.
 
   After Kafra took their pictures to incorporate into a new set of IDs, Lrence handed them the keys to the Lexus, the cell phone.
 
   Getting in the car Maria commented, “I feel like a teenager let out on spring break.” Sam laughed as he backed the car out of the garage. They sobered instantly the minute they left the estate being careful to watch for any kind of a tail.
 
   Back downstairs in the lab, Helen said, “There’s one thing I don’t understand. If that’s a portal, can't you use it to go back in time? Why are we working on a cure for Joshua? Now that you know where Harry hid the crystal, can’t you just go back in time and retrieve it before Joshua finds it? That way he won’t be exposed, the Watchers won’t send Erik and Joshua’s parents won’t have to go into hiding.”
 
   “Yes, we could,” answered Lrence. “However, we’ve found whenever you alter the past, there are unintended consequences.”
 
   “Like what? The consequences here seem to be all good,” she insisted
 
   He motioned for her to sit down. “Let me give you an example, if Joshua doesn’t find the crystal, then he doesn’t get transported to Boston. Then one possible outcome is that he and Sara never meet.”
 
   Helen shrugged. “That doesn’t seem too horrible. It’s better than if they meet, fall in love and then Joshua gets killed by Erik,” she pointed out.
 
   “How do we know that if Joshua doesn’t find the crystal and transport to Boston, that he wouldn’t be bitten by a snake and die in Guatemala?” asked Lrence.
 
   “That’s conjecture. You could come up with all kinds of scenarios that would be worse. It could just as easily be that Joshua lives a long full life and does something wonderful, and Sara marries her soul mate who isn’t Joshua,” persisted Helen.
 
   Lrence nodded. “You’re right. Let’s take a situation where we know the outcomes. If you could go back in the past and cure Harry, would you?” 
 
   “Yes, I would,” she said without hesitation.
 
   “Okay, once we find the cure for Harry, we go back in time, cure him so that he doesn’t die and you can be together, but what if that results in Sara never being born? Would you give her up? What if because of that you don’t become a doctor, and all the people you have saved die instead? Would you be willing to take that risk knowing that once you do it, it can’t be undone?” he asked.
 
   Helen frowned. “Why can’t I undo it if it turns out badly?”
 
   “Because each time you go back in the past, the circumstances can be slightly different. It’s impossible to go back to a precise moment in time. Therefore, you can’t predict all the possible outcomes. Let’s go back even further. I didn’t want Cnoc to die. Let’s say I go back to that time. I warn the insurgents in enough time so that he escapes and I don’t get shot. The consequence is Cnoc is alive, but I don’t meet Harry. He is never exposed to the crystal, but because of that, he either lives as a cripple or takes his own life. Either way you never meet him. Who decides what the right consequences should be, me or you?”
 
   “I think I’m beginning to see the problem,” she conceded.
 
   Kafra added, “In the beginning when our ancestors discovered time travel, they traveled back in time to correct what they thought were mistakes. The consequences were horrendous. Whole families disappeared; medicines and inventions that made life easier were never invented. Disasters took place. They taught us as children the dangers of trying to fix something in the past. That is why no one from our planet went into the past to prevent us from stealing the crystals.”
 
   “Mistakes are often important learning steps in our progression. Who determines what constitutes a mistake? Erik? Me? You? It’s like playing God,” said Lrence.
 
   “You believe in God?” asked Helen.
 
   Lrence nodded. “Yes, I do. The longer I live and the more I see, the more I believe there has to be some force, if you will, that created us, someone in control. Out of the hundreds of possibilities that exist, I believe that it’s best to allow him to select the best set of consequences. You may not like the consequences, but if you believe in a God that loves all his children, then I’d rather let him make the decisions.”
 
   Helen stood. “You have the ability to go forward and backward in time and yet, from what you are telling me, your people don’t use it except to study other planets. Surely not everyone adheres to those rules?”
 
   Lrence said, “They probably wouldn’t if they had a choice, but you see you can only use a portal if you have a crystal. Crystals are not available to the general public. Once the government realized the devastation that could occur, they confiscated all the crystals. From that point on, only the scientific community had access to them. They guarded them jealously. It’s a rare mineral even on our planet, so there were never very many. When the six of us left, we took all there were. It took the Watchers several years to find and prepare new crystals. It’s one of the reasons the Watchers hate us so much.”
 
   Helen nodded. “In a way you thwarted all new scientific discoveries. As a scientist, I wouldn‘t thank you for that. You say that you hated what the Watchers were doing to this planet. Yet you used the crystals to go back in the past here. You must have changed our history just by being in those places,” Helen said.
 
   Lrence ran a hand over his face. “Even though we tried hard not to change anything, and we stayed in the past only as long as it took to build new portals, your right. It did make a difference. Even as we interact with your people in real time today, we change what will happen just by being here. I think what you’re asking is how do we justify that. There isn’t a day goes by that I don’t ask myself the same question. Did my horror at what our people were doing and intended to do justify the changes we inflicted? Did we make the right decision? Would your people have been better off if we’d done nothing? There’s no way to know. We did what we thought was necessary to protect you.” Lrence went back to studying the test results.
 
   Helen studied Lrence’s bowed head. She could see that while he was trying to be as honest with her as he could, this was painful for him to discuss.
 
   Kafra’s look pleaded with Helen to drop the discussion.
 
   She changed the subject for now.

 
   

Chapter Twenty
 
    
 
   Sara poured sodas into two tall glasses of ice. The doorbell rang. Thinking it must be Joshua, she yelled, “Come in. The door’s open. I’m in the kitchen.” A moment later, Frank walked into the kitchen. When she saw him, Sara dropped the can of soda she had been pouring, spilling coke on the floor, and splattering the cabinet. As she bent down to pick it up she said, “I thought you were Joshua.” Her eyes narrowed. “What are you doing here?”
 
   Grabbing a paper towel, Frank bent down to help her mop up the spill. “I’m sorry if I startled you. You did say come in,” he said smiling.
 
   She rose and threw the can and the sodden towels into the trash under the sink. Something about Frank always made her nervous. Facing him alone in the house, gave her chills. Chiding herself for her cowardice, she turned to him and forced a smile. “Yes, of course, I’m sorry if that was rude.” Not quite able to shake the feeling completely, she added, “Joshua should be here any minute.” She meant it as a warning. Still a little frightened, she wanted him to know that they wouldn’t be alone long.
 
   Frank held up his hands in surrender. “Relax, I get it. You and Joshua are together. I just came to apologize.” He leaned casually back against the counter.
 
   “Apologize? For what?” she asked, still skeptical. She walked back to the sink and washed her hands, trying to put as much space as possible between them in the small kitchen.
 
   He stayed where he was, hung his head and looked down. “Well, mostly for just being dense I guess. You were trying to tell me you weren’t interested. I just wasn’t getting it.” He looked embarrassed as he glanced up at her through dark lashes.
 
   Sara felt bad now. Maybe she had misjudged him. After all, he hadn’t really done anything wrong. He had just been pushy, and she didn’t like being pushed. “I guess I should be the one apologizing to you. I really shouldn’t have hit you.”
 
   He continued looking down at the floor. “I guess I deserved it, but I’d like to at least be friends if that’s all right.” He looked up at her timidly. When she nodded, he asked, “Do you mind if I have one of those?” pointing at the sodas.
 
   “Oh, sure.” She handed him a glass.
 
   As she turned to take another glass out of the cupboard for Joshua, Frank quickly dropped two pills into her drink. Holding his glass up and smiling he said, “Let’s toast to being friends.”
 
   She picked up the glass he had doctored, clinked his glass, and took a drink.
 
   When she set the glass down again, he said carefully, “Could I ask a favor?”
 
   Suspicious again, her eyes narrowed. “What?”
 
   Looking embarrassed again, he stammered, “Well, you know I have been dating Lisa. And since it seems that I’m not very good with women . . .” he stopped, looking down at her as if to judge her response.
 
   She didn’t react just stood there waiting for him to go on.
 
   “I wondered if you would give me some advice.”
 
   This was definitely a different Frank than the one she knew. Where was the arrogance? She felt sorry for him. He had always seemed very sure of himself. Maybe he truly really didn‘t realize how he came across. She had to concede that most of the football players she’d come in contact with weren’t known for their sensitivity. She reached out and took a drink of the soda. “I’m afraid I don’t know Lisa very well,” she said.
 
   He shuffled his feet. “I don’t mean about Lisa in particular. She seems to like me but I don’t want to screw it up. I was wondering if you would tell me what exactly I did wrong with you. See, I don’t want to make the same mistake again.” His eyes wide, he looked at her as if he sincerely wanted her opinion. He took another sip of the soda.
 
   Sara took another drink too, trying to marshal her thoughts. She thought he looked down in the dumps. What could she honestly say that wouldn’t hurt his feelings? “Well, mostly, you were just too pushy.”
 
   He nodded, taking another drink. “Could you give me an example of what I did, and what I should have done?”
 
   She took another drink as well, unconsciously mirroring him. “Well, when you told Joshua that I . . .” What had she been bout to say? Suddenly her mind had gone blank. Then scattered images and impressions bombarded her. She concentrated, trying to hold on to just one thought. He’d asked her a question. “That I was . . . what was it that you told Joshua?” She blinked her eyes. Strange, the room looked out of focus. She squinted her eyes to look at Frank. Although his image was clear, everything around the edges of her vision blurred. “What was the question?”
 
   “Do you feel all right?” he asked. He stayed where he was, but reached a hand out to steady her.
 
   “I’m fine. Just a little dizzy,” she said. She stepped back, steadying herself by holding on to the kitchen counter.
 
   “Maybe you should sit down,” he suggested. “Why don’t we go into the living room and wait for Joshua. I’d like to apologize to him too.” He stayed where he was, letting her walk in front of him to the living room. Frank picked up both glasses of soda and followed her. When she sat down in one of the chairs, he placed her soda on the table next to her. Carrying his own glass, he sat down across from her. He took a sip before continuing the conversation. A satisfied smile flitted across his face when he saw her drink again from the glass at her elbow. He sat back and crossed his legs. “You were telling me that I come across as pushy and you were going to give me an example.”
 
   “Yes, of course.” Now that she was sitting down, she felt better, but was still having trouble concentrating. Absently she took another drink of soda, hoping the cold liquid would help clear her head. “You acted like you owned me. We hadn’t even been out on a date.” Her tongue felt thick. It seemed difficult to get the words out.
 
   “I asked you out a number of times, but you were always busy,” he reminded her.
 
   She mumbled. The words she’d meant to say, “That should have been your first clue,” came out garbled and indistinct. Aware she was slurring her words, she took another drink. The room whirled, a wave of dizziness made her stomach lurch. Concerned and frightened, she started to get up. The world tilted sideways. She sat back down.
 
   Frank set down his glass, got up, and went over to her. Looking down at her he asked, “Are you sure you are feeling all right?”
 
   She passed a hand over her face. “No, what did you do to me?”
 
   “I didn’t do anything,” he said innocently. “But you don’t look well. Maybe you’re coming down with something.” He reached out a hand and laid it on her forehead. When she didn’t recoil, he accidentally knocked her glass out of her hand, spilling the contents on the floor. “Oh, I’m so sorry. Let me get something to mop that up.” He picked up her glass and retrieved his on the way to the kitchen. While there, he replaced the glass she had taken down for Joshua in the cupboard, rinsed out both the other glasses, and placed them in the dishwasher. Grabbing a paper towel, he walked back into the living room and began soaking up the spilt drink.
 
   Sara just sat there looking dazed, her pupils wide and unfocused.
 
   When she didn’t say anything, or make any move to help, he decided it was time to leave. “Maybe we should get you some fresh air,” he suggested.
 
   At the sound of his voice, she shook her head. “Yes, fresh air.” She thought that sounded good, something to clear her head. Suddenly the air in the living room seemed hot and stuffy.
 
   Frank reached out a hand. “Let me help you up.”
 
   She put her hand in his and let him help her up. The room tilted again. She felt Frank put his arm around her waist to steady her. She wanted to pull away, but her knees went weak. With no other choice, she leaned against him to steady herself. She let him walk her to the front door and outside.
 
   Once outside, he reached behind him, locked the front door, and pulled it close.
 
   The click of the lock triggered her unease. There was something important she needed to remember, but she couldn’t think what it was. Joshua was coming. That was it. She turned to Frank. She meant to say, “Where’s Joshua? He should be here by now,” but she knew the words came out all muddled.
 
   Frank seemed to understand anyway. “You’re right he should be here by now. I think we should go look for him,” he suggested. 
 
   She nodded. He opened his car door and somehow slipped her inside. She leaned her head against the cold glass window wondering where they were going while slipping in and out of consciousness.
 
   Frank started the car and drove away smiling.
 
   ***
 
   Joshua was running later than he had planned. He’d been washing his car when Sara called. He finished up and then took a shower. Dressing he looked at his watch and realized that it had taken him longer than he had anticipated. He stopped in and told his grandfather that he was going to Sara’s house.
 
   Joseph sat in the living room reading a book. He didn’t look up, just nodded. 
 
   Arriving at Sara’s, Joshua knocked on the door. When there was no answer, he knocked again and then listened. He couldn’t hear anyone inside. That’s odd, she should be here by now, he thought. He reached into his pocket, pulled out his phone, and called her cell phone. He could hear it ringing inside, but there was no answer. He tried the door—locked. Maybe she ran to the store. He walked along the side of the house and looked into the garage window. The car was still parked inside. Where could she be? He looked up and down the street. Why wasn’t she here waiting for him as they planned? Now he was getting worried. He remembered the danger that Lrence had talked about. Lrence said he would warn them if Erik showed up. What if Erik had kidnapped Sara to get to him? He had to call Lrence. He was just flipping his phone open again when it rang. It was Nathan.
 
   “Where are you?” Nathan asked.
 
   “Standing in front of Sara’s house, but she’s not here yet,” he answered.
 
   “Stay there, I’m right around the corner. I’ll pick you up. I know where she is,” he said and then hung up.
 
   Joshua was puzzled. What was going on? How did Nathan know where Sara was? Something else must have happened, but he couldn’t think what it could be. He stood on the porch staring down the street, waiting for Nathan to get there.
 
   When Nathan pulled up he flung open the passenger side door and said, “Get in. I’ll tell you on the way.”
 
   ***
 
   Frank looked over at Sara as he pulled up into the driveway next to his house. She seemed almost unconscious now. When his parents announced that they would be gone for the weekend and wouldn’t be back until late tonight, he knew it was the perfect opportunity for him. He chuckled as he realized his plan had worked perfectly. It was easier than he thought it would be. He hadn’t expected her to let him in the house. He thought he would have to spend a lot more time getting her to trust him just to get in the front door. It was a good thing too, since Joshua was supposed to be there any moment. While driving past Joshua’s house, he had seen him washing the car. Assuming they probably had a date much later, he figured he would have at least a couple of hours to make his plan work. To his surprise, she was in the kitchen with a drink all ready for him. It was almost too easy.
 
   Even if Joshua showed up now, there would be no way he could know where she was. Frank knew he had plenty of time. He walked around the car and opened the passenger side door. She was almost completely out. He put her arm around his neck and his arm around her waist and propelled her forward. He practically had to carry her to the house. If someone was watching, he wanted it to look as if she had come willingly. When he opened the front door, her legs collapsed. He reached under her and scooped her up in his arms, kicking the door shut behind him. He carried her up the stairs and laid her on the bed in his parent’s room. He looked down at her. Her red hair fanned out on the white pillow. Even though her eyes were still closed, she was mumbling. He sat down on the bed next to her. He thought how beautiful she looked lying there, flawless skin like a porcelain doll. He traced the contours of her face with his finger. This is where she belonged, here with him. He leaned down and kissed her. When his lips touched hers, she responded, surprising him. He took her in his arms.
 
   A moment later, she frowned and said, “Joshua?” She opened her eyes and attempted to push him away.
 
   Her feeble attempt angered him. The thought that she had said Joshua’s name enraged him. She was his. He had hoped that she would come to him willingly. If it hadn’t been for Joshua, it wouldn’t have to be like this. He tamped down the anger. It didn’t matter. Frank would be there first. Sara may not remember, but he would know. He began unbuttoning his shirt.
 
   ***
 
   Climbing into Nathan‘s car, Joshua asked, “Is Sara all right? What’s going on? Where are you taking me?”
 
   “I just got a call from Rachel. She said Lisa called her furious. She saw Frank and Sara going into his house. She said that Sara was hanging all over him.”
 
   Joshua was astonished at the pain. He felt like someone had kicked him in the chest. He couldn’t breathe. Frank and Sara? Why would she do that? He didn’t think the pain could get worse, but as he thought about them together, the burning increased. No, it can’t be true. He didn’t want to believe it. It had to be a mistake. Sara loved him, didn’t she? He shook his head. “Are you sure Rachel didn’t misunderstand?” That had to be it, a misunderstanding. The pain eased but only fractionally. Sara wouldn’t go anywhere with Frank, especially not to his house. “I just talked to her not 30 minutes ago and we were going to meet here,” he explained still struggling to understand.
 
   Nathan said, “That’s why I called you. Something fishy is going on. I’ve never seen Sara hang all over anyone, including you and she likes you. She doesn’t even like Frank. You say she was fine thirty minutes ago and she was waiting for you?”
 
   Joshua thought about it. She sounded fine on the phone. She called him. If she wanted to be with Frank, why would she call him and set up a date? It didn’t make any sense. “Yes, she sounded normal and I told her I would meet her here. What are you thinking Nathan?”
 
   “I think he did something to her.”
 
   The stabbing pain was back worse than ever, each breathe a struggle. “Like what?” Comprehension suddenly stuck him. “You mean drugs?” Rage, black and overpowering, replaced the pain. The more he thought about it the more sense it made. Frank would do anything to get back at Joshua for the humiliation he had suffered. What better way than through Sara. Panic and horror made his heart race and his palms sweat.
 
   Concentrating on the road, Nathan said, “What else? Nobody changes that fast. He couldn’t get her drunk in that short a space of time.” When he looked over, he saw that Joshua’s hands were curled into fists, his eyes dark and cold, his jaw clinched so tight, Nathan could almost hear the teeth grind. It struck him then that it might not have been a good idea to bring Joshua along. Maybe he should have checked on the situation by himself first.
 
   “How much longer?” Joshua asked in a tightly controlled voice.
 
   Nathan felt Joshua’s urgency and he was driving as fast as the narrow streets would allow. “Another ten minutes at least.”

 
   

Chapter Twenty-One
 
    
 
   Sam and Maria walked into Lrence’s house loaded down with packages. Taking a break from the shopping, they had stopped in the Italian section for a late lunch. They were reasonably sure no one had followed them. Being out of the house doing normal every day things had reduced their stress levels. They laughed and teased one another as they went up the stairs. After dumping the packages on the bed, they went down to the basement to see how Lrence, Kafra, and Helen were progressing.
 
   Lrence turned and saw them. “Good, you’re back just in time. We were just getting ready to throw together a late supper. We’ve made good progress, and may be ready to test a couple of theories early tomorrow. Did you get everything you needed?”
 
   Sam and Maria nodded.
 
   Lrence took off his lab coat. Kafra cleaned up the table. They both looked fresh, like they could go on for hours. Helen, on the other hand, looked tired. She leaned against the table and rubbed the small of her back.
 
   Maria said, “Why don’t you three sit down upstairs in the living room? I’ll raid your kitchen and see what I can throw together, if you don’t mind, Lrence?”
 
   “Sounds good to me.” Turning to Helen he asked, “When was Sara planning on bringing your things? Maybe she could stay for supper as well.” He picked up the papers and stuffed them into file folders.
 
   She looked at her watch. “We didn’t set a time. Actually, I’m surprised she isn’t here yet. I expected her to come right back. She and Joshua probably got sidetracked. Maybe I should give her a call.”
 
   Lrence’s communicator went off. It looked like a tiny cell phone. Everyone stopped talking and watched as Lrence picked it up and said, “Yes.” He listened for a few minutes. “How soon? Alone? Yes, thank you.” He closed the phone. The tension was back in his face as he turned to them. “Erik found your father’s address. He is in Washington. She doesn’t know whether he will come tonight or wait until tomorrow morning to contact him. We need to get Joshua here now.”
 
   All trace of laughter was gone. Dinner no longer seemed a priority. Everyone just stood and looked at Lrence. Without a word, Sam handed him the untraceable cell phone. Lrence called Joseph at home. When he answered, he said, “Lrence here. Erik is on his way. Can you send Joshua here?”
 
   “Joshua is not here. He’s with Sara at her house. Do you want me to call him?” asked Joseph.
 
   “No we’ll call there and get him. We’ll keep him here. He won’t be coming home tonight. We don’t know whether Erik will contact you tonight or wait until morning. He is a tall, blond man with blue eyes. Remember, if he or anyone else asks about Joshua, don’t tell them anymore than you would any stranger. If you are pressed, say he is away with friends and you are not sure where, but he should be back in a couple of days. As far as Sam and Maria are concerned, you are sure they are still in Guatemala. Go to work as normal. Don’t call me; they may be monitoring your phone. I’ll contact you.” Joseph agreed and Lrence hung up. He handed the phone to Helen. “Call Sara.”
 
   Helen let the phone ring a dozen times. She tried Sara’s cell with the same result. She handed the phone back to Lrence. “There’s no answer.”
 
   Maria’s eyes were wide with fear. Sam put his arm around her. Lrence took the phone back. He called Joseph back and asked for Joshua’s cell phone number.
 
   Lrence put down the phone after several rings when Joshua didn’t answer. The tension in the room pulsed in the air. Still no one spoke. Kafra stood with her hand on Lrence’s shoulder as if to restrain him. Sam started pacing as Maria sank down on the bottom step, hugging herself.
 
   Helen looked shaken. She broke the silence. “Do something. Something’s wrong. I know Sara never goes anywhere without her phone. I can’t imagine that Joshua would either.”
 
   Lrence turned to Helen and said, “Let’s you and I go check out your house.”
 
   Helen nodded taking off the lab coat.
 
   Sam said, “I’m going with you.”
 
   Maria stood. “Not without me.”
 
   Kafra shook her head. She reached out and grabbed Lrence’s arm. “You can’t go, Lrence. It’s too dangerous. If Erik is in town, seeing you will ruin everything. You won’t be able to protect them. You’ll just get yourself killed. Let Sam and Maria go with Helen. He won’t recognize them from a distance. If they find out he has Joshua or Sara, then they can let us know and we’ll both go and rescue them.”
 
   Lrence hesitated. He hated putting anyone else in jeopardy, but he couldn’t argue with Kafra’s logic. Going himself would do nothing but put everyone in danger. He nodded to Sam and Maria.
 
   They picked up the phone and hurried to the car. Sam drove while Helen gave him directions. When they reached the house and he saw the silver Porsche sitting outside, Sam asked Helen, “Is that your car?”
 
   “No. That’s Joshua’s car.”
 
   Sam raised both eyebrows and looked at Maria.
 
   She shrugged and said, “A girlfriend and a car. Our son has been busy.” They stayed in the car and watched while Helen got out her keys and opened the front door.
 
   After only a few minutes, she came to the door and motioned for them to come in. “No one is here,” she said, “but Sara’s purse is still here with her cell phone inside. It doesn’t look like she went upstairs at all. Nothing has been disturbed. I looked in the garage and my car is still here. I don’t understand what could have happened to them.”
 
   They called to let Lrence know that there was no sign of them and both cars were parked outside. He told them to stay there and wait.
 
   Setting down the phone, Lrence paced up and down. “Where would Erik take them?” He asked Kafra.
 
   “Calm down. We don’t even know if he has them. Vicki said he hadn’t left Washington yet. These are kids, Lrence. They could be anywhere, out with one of their friends. You need to give it some time. Wait and see if they come home or call,” she pleaded. When Lrence continued to pace, she went on, “Even if he is here, all he has is Joseph’s address. He doesn’t even know there is a connection to Helen and Sara.” She knew she needed to keep Lrence calm thinking out all the possibilities so he wouldn’t risk his life for them again. Even though she supported his quest to rid the earth of Qashur abuses, she wasn’t willing to allow him to risk his life. She had already given up everything—their home, their families, and their friends. She would not lose him too.
 
   Lrence stopped pacing and thought about it. Then he shook his head. He wasn‘t buying it. “He could have followed Joshua from there to Sara’s.”
 
   “Even if he did, why take them anywhere? Why not interrogate them right there? No one was home. He doesn’t know this town. He hasn’t had time to set up anything. I really think you’re jumping to conclusions.” She sat down hoping he would do the same.
 
   “Fine Miss see-how-calm-and-logical-I-am. At what point do you think we should do something? Do we wait until he actually kills someone?” He flung the words at her.
 
   Unfazed she glared at him. “Sarcasm, very mature. At least wait until Vicki calls back and tells us he’s here.”
 
   He sat down defeated. Running his hand through his hair he said, “And then what? Kafra, how am I going to keep my promise to protect them? Once he scans Joshua, it’s over. I can’t kill Erik and even if I could it wouldn’t stop the Watchers from sending someone else.”
 
   Hating to see him so despondent, she knelt down in front of him and said softly, “It’s not over yet. Have Joseph call around to Joshua’s friends and have them start looking for him. Get the rest of them back here. We’ll go back to the lab and test what we have. If we need to make a stand, it’s better to do it from here. If it comes to that, we can contact our friends for help. You may not be able to kill Erik, but I don’t think Remnr or Demitri would hesitate.”
 
   “You could let them do that to a man you once loved?” he asked astonished.
 
   She rocked back on her heels. “I don’t know. I do know I hate what Erik has become. He killed Cnoc and he tried to kill you.” She stood, determination etched in the lines of her mouth. “I’ll do whatever I have to.”
 
   The certainty in her face shocked Lrence. All his anger and indecision gone, he called Joseph to tell him Joshua and Sara were missing.
 
   When he called Sam to get everyone back, he met resistance. Helen wanted to stay and wait for Sara. He explained that Joseph was calling all Joshua’s friends and would organize a search party if necessary. He reminded her that unless they came up with a cure no one would be safe. He couldn’t do it without her. They compromised by leaving Sam there to man the phones. Maria would come back with Helen to act as a test subject.
 
   Before leaving, Helen got out the pistol and ammunition she kept in the closet and gave them to Sam.

 
   

Chapter Twenty-Two
 
    
 
   Nathan drove up in front of Frank’s house. Frank’s red Volvo sat in the driveway. “He’s here. That’s his car. What do we do now?” Nathan started to ask, but Joshua was already out of the car and heading up the sidewalk. Nathan got out of the car and hurried after him. “You can’t just barge in, his parents might be home,” he whispered when he caught up with him.
 
   Joshua didn‘t even slow down. “I don’t think so. You think he could just walk past them with a drugged woman?” He didn’t bother whispering. He banged on the door and when he discovered it unlocked, he threw it open and yelled Frank’s name.
 
   Frank had taken off his shirt, removed his shoes, and was just unbuttoning Sara’s blouse when he heard the commotion downstairs. When he recognized Joshua‘s voice, he growled and swore. How did Joshua know Sara was here? Someone must have seen them. He stopped what he was doing, slid his feet off the bed, opened the bedside table, and took out the gun his father kept there. He carefully loaded the gun and pointed it at the door.
 
   Joshua ran up the stairs. He threw open every door until he came to the master suite. It took only a minute for him to see Sara out on the bed. The top two buttons of her blouse undone. Frank, shirtless, sat on the bed next to her with a gun pointed at him. Joshua stopped in the doorway shaking with rage. When he heard Nathan move, he motioned with his hand behind his back for him to stay out of sight. Joshua and Frank just looked at one another.
 
   Finally, Frank said, “What are you doing here?”
 
   Moving forward Joshua growled, “You know why I’m here. What have you done to her?”
 
   Frank raised the gun. “Stay where you are. I don’t know what you are talking about. Sara and I are just having a little fun. You weren’t invited. I’d appreciate it if you would just leave us alone. You know the old saying about three’s a crowd.”
 
   “Fun! You call it fun kidnapping and drugging her,” he fumed. At the same time, he was analyzing all possible scenarios, trying to come up with a way to get to Sara.
 
   “I did not kidnap her. She came of her own free will. As for being drugged. She just took something to relax her.” Frank ran one finger down Sara’s arm, never taking his eyes from Joshua. “You’re just mad because she prefers to party with me. Sara’s a real party girl. Sorry, she didn’t know how to tell you that you are a little too straight laced for her tastes. We have been seeing each other behind your back for some time now.”
 
   “That’s a lie!” Joshua shouted. Then taking a deep breath, he looked Frank in the eyes and growled through his teeth, “I’m not leaving here without her.” His fists clinched at his sides.
 
   Calmly now because he knew he had the upper hand, Frank said, “Well now that’s a problem. Maybe you didn’t notice. I’m the one with the gun. I’m a good shot and you’re a pretty big target. Since you broke into my house, I would be perfectly within my rights to shoot you. I’ll tell them I thought you were a burglar.” Then with venom, “Don’t tempt me, Joshua. Just get out.”
 
   Joshua’s phone rang. When Joshua went to reach for it, Frank shook his head and told him to keep his hands where he could see them. The phone kept ringing while Frank thought through his options. He couldn’t just let Joshua walk out of here now. Joshua could call the police. Frank couldn’t afford to get caught with an obviously drugged woman in his parent’s home. He doubted that even his father would consider that a minor indiscretion on his part. However, he hadn’t planned on shooting anyone either. It was tempting. Frank hated Joshua. No, not here, not this way. Sara would never forgive him. On the other hand, all he really had to do was incapacitate Joshua for a few hours. He still had two rohynols in his pocket. Maybe he could set it up so it looked like Joshua was the one who had drugged Sara and taken advantage of her. Then Frank could be the one who rescued her from him. He liked that idea. He smiled as he made up his mind.
 
   Joshua watched the emotions flit across Frank’s face. He was confident that Frank wasn’t prepared to shoot him, but he could see he was planning something. If Frank got within reach, Joshua was sure he could overpower him. He prayed that Nathan would stay quiet and let him handle it.
 
   Nathan, standing next to the master bedroom door just out of sight, had heard every word. At first, he wondered why Joshua had stopped in the doorway, but assumed that Joshua could handle the situation, until he heard that Frank had a gun. Now he was torn. Should he just step into the doorway and let Frank know he had a witness? Would that detour him or just goad him into a rash act? He was still trying to decide when Frank spoke.
 
   “Okay, Carson, we’re going to take a little walk. Turn around.” Frank got up from the bed and walked toward Joshua.
 
   Joshua thought, “Great if I can get him out of this room, Nathan can get to Sara and I can take Frank down without risking her.” He turned around and with his hand in front of his chest so that Frank couldn’t see, he motioned for Nathan to move away. Then speaking loudly to cover Nathan’s footsteps he said, “What about Sara? Are you sure she’s all right?”
 
   Nathan backed down the hallway and slipped inside the next open doorway.
 
   “She’s fine. Now move and keep your hands where I can see them.” Frank came closer, but stayed just out of Joshua’s reach.
 
   With his hands now up, Joshua walked through the doorway and down the hall. 
 
   Frank was right behind him. “Let’s go in here.” He nudged the gun into Joshua’s side to indicate the next room in which Nathan was hiding.
 
   Nathan moved behind the open door. Looking through the doorjamb, Nathan watched first Joshua and then Frank step into the room. When Joshua had cleared the door, Nathan swung the door as hard as he could into Frank. The gun went flying sideways, discharging a bullet into the ceiling.
 
   Joshua turned, grabbed the door now between him and Frank, and ripped it off the hinges throwing it aside. Then he attacked Frank, knocking him through the open doorway into the hall. Trapped against the stair rails, Frank fought back, but he was no match for Joshua. Enraged Joshua kept punching and kicking, even when Frank slipped down unconscious.
 
   Seeing that Frank was out cold, Nathan finally pulled Joshua off.
 
   Shaking with rage Joshua turned on Nathan.
 
   Nathan stood his ground and said one word, “Sara.”
 
   Coming to his senses, Joshua turned and rushed in to the next room, and gently picked up Sara. Nathan retrieved the gun keeping an eye on Frank, and then followed Joshua as he carried Sara down the stairs and with her cradled in his arms, and settled into the backseat of Nathan’s car.
 
   Once outside, Nathan , threw the gun in the bushes, opened the car door, and started the engine. “Where to?”
 
   “Let’s get her to the hospital. Her breathing seems fine, but I don’t want to take any chances.” Still holding her with one arm, he settled her onto his lap and reached into his pocket with the other hand to pull out his phone to call Lrence. He hesitated when Nathan’s phone rang just as they were pulling out of the driveway. It was Joseph looking for Joshua.
 
   “He’s here with me, sir. Yes, Sara is here too.” Passing the phone to Joshua he said, “It’s your grandfather, he sounds worried.”
 
   As soon as Joshua said hello, Joseph said, “Erik is on his way, you need to get to Lrence as soon as possible.”
 
   “I can’t right now. We’re on our way to the hospital. Sara’s been drugged. Could you call Dr. Whiting and have her meet us there?”
 
   “Of course, are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine. I‘ll explain everything later.”
 
   “Okay, I’ll contact everyone and let them know what is going on, then I’ll meet you at the hospital.” Joseph hung up and phoned Helen’s house. When Sam answered, he explained what he knew. “I found Joshua and Sara. They’re with Joshua’s friend, Nathan.”
 
   “Did you tell them to go to Lrence’s?” Sam asked. 
 
   “Joshua told me something has happened to Sara. They were on the way to the hospital. Joshua said Sara’s been drugged. He asked me to call Dr. Whiting and have her meet them at the emergency entrance of the hospital.”
 
   “I’ll call her. Helen and Maria are on their way back to Lrence.”
 
   “Fine. I’m going to the hospital now. I’ll call you with an update once I get there.”
 
   When Sam called Helen, Maria turned the car around and dropped Helen off at the hospital. Then she swung back to pick up Sam. Their instinct was to rush back to the hospital to check on Joshua. However, when Sam called Lrence to let him know what was going on, Lrence was adamant that being seen with Joshua right now would only endanger him. Reluctantly they drove back to Lrence’s house. They would have to rely on updates from Joseph. 
 
   Helen was waiting in Emergency when Nathan drove up. Joshua carried Sara directly into the emergency room and laid her gently on a bed in one of the cubicles. Helen pulled the curtain around them. Since Helen was a doctor, they were able to avoid the normal check in procedures.  Helen examined Sara‘s eyes and listened to her lungs.” What had happened?”
 
    Joshua explained, “When I got to your house, she was gone. Nathan got a tip that Sara was at Frank’s house. I think he drugged and kidnapped her. This was how I found her.”
 
    Helen noticed Joshua‘s knuckles were scrapped and bloody. “I hope you beat him to a pulp,” she said fiercely, leaning down to listen to Sara’s heart.
 
   “He wasn’t moving when I left, but I’m fairly sure he was still alive.” He looked to Nathan, who had just come in from parking the car, for confirmation.
 
   Nathan nodded. 
 
   “Do you have any idea what he gave her?” she asked.
 
   Joshua started to say no, but Nathan pulled two pills from his pocket. “I searched him while you were getting Sara. I found these in his pocket.” He handed the pills to Helen.
 
   She took them and said, “Rohynol. I thought so, the date rape drug. That B . . . Do you have any idea how long she’s been out?”
 
   Joshua answered. “Probably not more than a couple of hours. I talked to her about 5:00 p.m. and she was fine and on her way to your house.” Joshua stood on the other side of the bed, holding Sara’s hand in both of his.
 
   Nathan had moved back against the wall in order to be out of the way.
 
   Helen nodded. “Her respiration and heart are doing fine. I don’t think she’ll have any lasting effects. I’ll keep her here and monitor her until she comes to. She’ll probably be out for a few hours.” The nurse came in and informed them that Joseph had arrived and was asking to see Joshua. “You should go. I’ll call you when she comes around.”
 
   Joshua shook his head. “I’ll go talk to my grandfather, but I’m staying until Sara wakes up.”
 
   Helen nodded. She could tell by the set of his jaw that there was no use arguing with him.
 
   Nathan followed him out.
 
   Joshua said, “There’s no point in your staying, Nathan. I’ll get a ride with my grandfather. You better get back to Rachel and let her know you’re all right. Thank you so much. I don’t know what I would have done without you. You’re a good friend. I’ll call you when she wakes up.” They shook hands. Nathan headed for the parking lot.
 
   Joseph stood up when Joshua came in to the waiting room. Joshua motioned for him to follow him outside where they could have a private conversation. It was dark out. They stood just outside the emergency waiting room doors, the light from the windows illuminating the sidewalk.
 
   “What happened?” Joseph asked. He looked Joshua over. He seemed unharmed except for his hands, which were scraped and bruised. Joshua closed his eyes, and ran one hand through his hair. The gesture reminded Joseph so much of Sam. For the first time Joseph was able to look past his resemblance to Harry and see Sam in him. The thought warmed him.
 
   “Frank kidnapped and drugged Sara,” Joshua said simply.
 
   Confused, Joseph frowned. “Do you mean Frank Olson? Why would he do that?”
 
   “Yes, Frank has hated me since that first night we met. He felt he had some prior claim on Sara. He resented me for taking her away from him. I think this was his way of getting back at me for beating him up. I’ll never forgive myself if anything happens to her.” He hung his head.
 
   Joseph was truly lost now. “You’ve been fighting with Frank? When did that happen?”
 
   Joshua raised his eyes to look at Joseph. “My first day of school. Frank, Clay and three of his buddies jumped Nathan and I after school. Frank was livid when Nathan and I won and walked away.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   Joshua shrugged his shoulders. “What was there to tell? I thought I’d taken care of it. I didn’t realize his hatred of me would cause him to hurt Sara,” he said bitterly.
 
   This too was just the way Samuel would have handled things, brave and fiercely independent. He was glad Nathan had turned out to be a friend. “You better start at the beginning. What happened after you left the house today?”
 
   So Joshua told him about finding Sara gone, Nathan’s picking him up, and their confrontation with Frank, and then rushing to the hospital.
 
   “That explains your hands.” Joseph said when Joshua had finished.
 
   Joshua paced back and forth. “This is my fault. Nathan warned me that Frank had a vicious temper. I knew he would retaliate for losing the fight, but I wasn’t worried. I was sure I could handle him, and now Sara is paying for my arrogance.”
 
   Joseph stopped him. “You can’t blame yourself. How could you have known? The only one to blame here is Frank.”
 
   The doors opened and Helen came out to join them. They both tensed until she held up both hands and said, “She’s still out, but doing fine. I thought you might want to sit with her while I talk to your grandfather.”
 
   Joshua nodded and hurried back inside.
 
   Restless, Helen began walking around the building.
 
   Falling in step alongside of her Joseph asked, “Have you called the police?”
 
   “Not yet. I want to wait until she wakes up, and I can find out what happened. It probably won’t do any good. There’s very little chance she’ll have any memory of what happened. That’s the way this drug works. We can’t let him get away with this, but I’m afraid we won’t be able to prove he gave her the drugs. He can always say she took them voluntarily. I know that’s not true, but it will be her word against his. I don’t want to put Sara through the embarrassment if some slick lawyer can get him off, and make Sara seem like some kind of slut. That’s why I wanted to speak to you. What do you think?” She stopped and turned to look at him.
 
   Joseph looked across the parking lot, considering her question. “Unfortunately, I think you’re right. Even if Joshua and Nathan testify that he had the drugs on him, it won’t prove he gave them to her. As for the kidnapping, she was seen walking into his house. He’ll try to use that to prove she was willing. If cornered, I wouldn’t put it past him to file assault and battery charges against Joshua. Given his honesty, Joshua would admit to beating him up.”
 
   “Oh no! So if we try to file charges against Frank, Sara’s reputation gets shredded, Joshua may go to jail, but there’s a very real chance that Frank gets off scot free?” When Joseph nodded, she ground her teeth, wrapping both arms around herself to control the anger. “That’s just not right.”
 
   Joseph stopped. Looking down at her, he put his hands on her shoulders. “We may not be able to prosecute him for what he’s done, but I promise you that he will never bother Sara or Joshua again.”
 
   She looked into his eyes. “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Leave that to me.”
 
   The ruthless determination in his face made her shiver.
 
   He dropped his hands. After a moment, they continued walking each lost in thought. Once they reached the doors to the waiting room again, she said, “Joshua refuses to leave Sara, but there’s still the threat that Erik could show up anytime.”
 
   She had enough on her mind, he didn‘t want her to worry about them. “He won’t know to come looking for us at the hospital. Probably just stake out my house. I think Joshua is safe for now.”
 
   Joshua came out to tell them that Sara was awake and asking for Helen. She followed him back inside. Joseph went back to the waiting room. As Helen had expected, the last thing Sara remembered was Frank coming over to apologize. Once Helen told her what happened, Sara refused to call the police and insisted on being taken home. Ever since her grandmother had come back inside and explained, Sara had refused to look at Joshua. When he tried to hold her hand, she turned over on her side with her back to him. If anyone asked her a question, she responded with one word answers. Helen checked her out of the hospital. Joseph pulled the car around. Joshua pushed the wheelchair with Sara clinging to Helen’s hand.
 
   Once outside, Sara pulled away when Joshua tried to help her out of the chair. He stood back with his arms at his sides, looking stricken. Sara climbed into the back seat of the car, pulling Helen into the back seat with her, and leaving Joshua to sit up front with his grandfather. Once inside, Sara leaned back in the seat and closed her eyes. No one said anything during the entire trip. When they reached home, Joshua held open the door, but didn’t try to touch her. Sara went straight upstairs to her room. She said she was tired and wanted to be left alone.
 
   The look on Joshua’s face as he watched Sara climb the stairs wrenched Helen’s heart. Sara’s rejection obviously hurt him badly. He looked so lost. She tried to console him, “She’s been through a lot. She just needs time to sort through her feelings.”
 
   Joshua just nodded. Since it was obvious that Sara didn’t want him around, Joshua got into his car and headed for Lrence’s house.
 
   Instead of going home, Joseph headed his car toward Harvard. He knocked on Frank’s dorm room door.
 
   “Leave me alone,” was the shout from inside.
 
   Finding the door unlocked, Joseph marched inside. Frank was lying on his side on the bed, faced away from the door. He had his shirt off. Joseph could see that his ribs had been taped up.
 
   “Get out, I told you I’m fine,” Frank mumbled.
 
   Joseph pulled out the desk chair and sat down. “I’m not leaving. We need to talk.”
 
   Obviously, surprised it wasn’t one of his roommates, Frank turned over. One eye was swollen shut. There were bruises on his face, arms, and upper torso. “If you came to apologize for your grandson, don’t bother. I’ll be talking to my lawyers tomorrow.”
 
   Joseph jumped up. “Apologize! You little worm. The only thing I am sorry about is that he didn’t kill you when he had the chance. You are the most miserable excuse for a man I have ever come across. Please go to your lawyers tomorrow. I’m begging you. Give me an excuse to tell the world how you drugged and tried to rape a woman. I’m sure your father will be so proud. I’d like your friends to hear how the mighty Frank, football star, has to drug his women. Even if your lawyers manage to get you off, the scandal will ruin your reputation and any chance you ever had of getting into politics. Trust me. Joshua will come out looking like a hero.”
 
   Frank flinched, but there was still arrogance in his voice when he asked, “Why are you here?”
 
   Joseph sat back down now that he had his attention. “I am here to tell you to stay away from Joshua and Sara. I’m here to tell you if you want your father to keep his job, you better learn to keep your nose clean. If I hear you have even spoken to either Joshua or Sara, or that you have bullied or harassed anyone else, I will see to it that your father is fired in disgrace. No money, no big house on the hill, no more Ivy League college, no status or reputation. I have the power to take it all away.” He paused to let the threat set in. Making eye contact with Frank, in a voice full of menace, he said, “Let me make this clear. I will be your judge and jury. I won’t need proof.”
 
   “You couldn’t,” Frank said.
 
   In spite of the denial, the fear Joseph saw in his eyes told him Frank believed him. “Oh, yes I could. It would be easy to set your father up to look like an embezzler. He is obviously not as astute as I’ve given him credit for if he can raise something as slimy as you.” He glared at Frank until he looked away beaten. Joseph got up, pushed the chair back, and walked to the door without another word. He drove home knowing that Frank believed him because it was exactly the kind of thing Frank himself would do. Joseph had dealt with men like Frank. They believed that everyone thought just as they did. Joseph did not intend to destroy David Olson, whose only fault was being blind and overindulgent to his only son. However, he would be watching David a little more closely to make sure that he hadn’t missed anything else. Unlike Frank, Joseph was an honest man, who wouldn‘t hurt innocent people like David, but if Frank stepped out of line, Joseph made himself a promise he would crush him like a bug.
 
   As he turned into the driveway, he had a funny feeling someone was watching him. He looked around. He didn’t see anyone. He parked in the garage, entering the house through a side door. Quickly he ran to the front of the house, and peered through the slats of the blinds in the dining room. There was no one on the street. The only thing out of place was a black car he didn’t recognize parked on the other side of the street three houses down. He couldn’t shake the feeling of being watched.

 
   

Chapter Twenty Three
 
    
 
    Joshua walked into Lrence’s house to find everyone at the table eating pizza. He hesitated in the doorway, almost not recognizing his mom and dad, who now looked so different. “Wow, who are you, and what have you done with my parents?”
 
   Maria laughed, got up, and hugged him. Looking into his eyes, she sobered. “Your grandpa called and told us what happened. How is Sara?”
 
   He shrugged. “Still in shock, I think. She didn’t want me to stay, so I came here.” He couldn’t control the anguish and bitterness that slipped out with the words.
 
   Maria hugged him again. “Give her time.”
 
   The tension of the past several hours seem to crawl up his spine coiling his muscles into knots. He massaged the back of his neck and tried to force himself to relax. “Yeah, that’s what Dr. Whiting said. So this Erik has tracked me down. I’m hoping you have come up with the cure, because I am not hiding here. I need to get back to school.” He wanted to make it clear that this was not up for debate. He watched Maria and Sam exchange worried looks.
 
   Lrence spoke up. “We don’t have the complete cure yet, but we think we have a way to lower your brain waves, so if Erik scans you, it will read as normal. It worked when we tested it on your folks, but your waves are higher. The problem is even if it does work, we have no way of knowing if the effect will last or for how long. It really would be better if you consented to stay here for a few days so we can make sure.”
 
   It was a reasonable request, but he couldn’t do it. The only way he would survive Sara’s rejection was to keep busy. His main priority now had to be school. He didn‘t look at them and kept his voice flat. “No. I’m not staying. Just do what you have to do. I’ll come back periodically for a booster if necessary.”
 
   Sam stood. “Now look here son, if Lrence says you need to stay, then you will stay.”
 
   Joshua squared his shoulders and faced Sam. “No, Dad, I won’t. This is my life now. You and Mom are already on the run. I’ve already told you I won’t run with you. So, unless you’re prepared to lock me up, as soon as I get the procedure I am going home.”
 
   Sam visibly bristled. “If I have to lock you up to keep you from being killed, then I will.”
 
   Before Joshua could say anything more, Maria stepped between them. “Stop it both of you!” Turning to Sam, she said, “Joshua has just had one of the worst days of his life. Now is not the time for ultimatums.” Speaking to Joshua, she said, “How about a compromise? It’s been a long day. Let Lrence do the procedure. Stay here just for tonight. He’ll be able to scan you before you leave in the morning for school. At least that way we’ll be able to assess the danger level and be prepared. I promise that no matter what the scan says, we won’t try to stop you from leaving.” She turned to Sam for confirmation.
 
   Sam looked at Joshua and saw the pain and determination in his eyes. He realized Maria was right. Now was not the time. Standing firm would only push Joshua to take an even greater risk. He nodded.
 
   Then she looked at Joshua.
 
   Joshua nodded his agreement.
 
   Although it took more than one treatment before Lrence was satisfied that Joshua’s brain scan would register as normal, it appeared that the procedure did in fact work. To make sure, he scanned Sam and Maria again. Even though it had been several hours since their treatments, their waves continued to be normal. It was after midnight before everyone settled in bed. They led Joshua to the room that had been made up for Helen.
 
   He lay on the bed with his eyes closed. He was exhausted. Still, sleep would not come. He kept seeing Sara’s pale face, the horror and revulsion when Helen explained how Frank had drugged her and taken her to his house. When he’d reached out to comfort her, she wouldn’t even look at him. Once she knew what had happened, she pulled her hand away and withdrew from him. He wondered if she could ever forgive him. Frank got in because she was expecting him. He should have been there.
 
   ***
 
   Sara stared out at the dark sky, watching the wind blow the trees against the window. She laid on her side with her knees pulled up and her arms wrapped around herself to stop the shaking. Even with several blankets and a warm quilt over her, she couldn’t seem to get warm. Neither could she stop the tears that ran down her face. Her pillow was wet where she had held it over her face to muffle the racking sobs so her grandmother would not hear. The world she’d always known, where she had been in control and safe, no longer existed. For the first time in her life, she felt afraid. The branches scrapping the window terrified her. She had let that monster in her house and he had snatched away her security. How could she have been so stupid as to trust him? Every time she thought about Joshua seeing her lying drugged on another man’s bed, her stomach recoiled. Joshua had to come to her rescue because she had been too stupid to protect herself. She didn’t want to think about what would have happened if he hadn’t come. When they told her, she couldn’t look at him. She didn’t want to see his disgust or worse, pity. She knew he could never look at her again without seeing her lying next to Frank. If she looked at him, she would see it in his eyes.
 
   More than anything, she wanted to curl up in his arms and feel safe and protected, and of course, he would oblige, because that’s the kind of man he was. He wouldn’t turn away knowing she needed him. However, little by little she would feel the distance grow between them until he thought she was stable enough to leave. She knew she had to let him go now. She grabbed the pillow as the sobs came again.
 
   Standing outside Sara’s door, Helen listened to the muffled sobs. Her heart ached. She had been listening to her cry off and on for hours. Every time she went in to check on her, Sara pretended she was asleep. She refused to eat or to talk, asking only to be left alone. That’s enough, thought Helen. She opened the door and went in.
 
   “Sara, I know you’re awake.” Helen sat on the side of the bed. Sara remained curled up facing away from her. “Please, honey, talk to me. I’m wondering if I should call your parents.”
 
   Sara didn’t move, but in a tiny voice said, “Please, Gran, don’t do that. I’ll be fine. You said there’d be no lasting effects. There’s no reason for them to know.”
 
   “Sweetheart, I appreciate that you don’t want anyone to know, and that you need time to come to terms with this in your own way, but I’m worried about you. Frank did more than just drug you; he made you feel helpless and vulnerable for the first time in your life. Maybe it would help to talk to your Mom.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Helen sighed. “You’ve always been a strong willed child. I’ve watched you organize and control the world around you. I remember you ordering your brothers around making sure they followed the rules, picked up their toys, etc. when you were only five.”
 
   She paused, waiting for some response. When Sara continued to stare out the window, Helen went on. “I also understand why it’s hard for you to allow anyone to comfort you. Relying on anyone right now just adds to your fear.” She patted Sara on the hip. “Trust me; it’s not a sign of weakness to lean on someone when you’re hurting. What about Joshua? He’s hurting too.”
 
   Helen heard a sharp intake of breath at Joshua’s name and felt her stiffen. After a while, when it became clear that Sara wasn’t willing to talk, she left the room, closing the door behind her. She paused in the hallway, listening to the muffled sobs resume.

 
   

Chapter Twenty-Four
 
    
 
   The next morning Joshua got up early so he could go home, shower and change clothes before going to school. Because his brain scans remained normal, everyone relaxed. He tried calling Sara on her cell. He wasn’t surprised when she didn’t pick up. When he called the home phone, Helen said she couldn’t come to the phone because she was in the shower, but that she was planning on going to school. He settled for texting her that he would see her later. His grandfather was just leaving when Joshua arrived home.
 
   The black car still parked on the side of the road didn’t move when Joseph pulled out of the driveway.
 
   Joshua showered, dressed in jeans and sweatshirt, hopped into his car, and hurried to his first class. He didn’t notice the black car pull out and follow.
 
   ***
 
   Sara looked at herself in the mirror. Her eyes were still slightly red. She’d managed to reduce the puffiness with a cold compress, but even after applying the makeup she seldom wore, she had to admit she still looked tired and worn. She lifted her chin. So what, she wouldn’t look any different than any other student who stayed up all night cramming or partying. Helen had tried to convince her to stay home. She knew she couldn’t. It would only add to whatever rumors were already circulating. She didn’t want anyone asking about her. Coming down the stairs, she heard Helen in the kitchen. “I’m leaving,” she called out. She grabbed her books and a jacket and hurried out the door before her grandmother could suggest she eat.
 
   Rachel met her at the door of her first class. Sara brushed past her and took a seat before she could say anything. Rachel took the seat next to her and leaned in to whisper, “Relax, I haven’t told anyone anything.”
 
   Sara shot her a grateful smile and mouthed a silent “Thanks.” Now that she didn’t have to worry about everyone whispering behind her back, it was all Sara could do to concentrate on the lecture and take notes. As the day wore on, the lack of sleep caught up with her. She skipped the class she had just before lunch because she knew that Joshua would be waiting outside. She ran to a vending machine, and chugged down a coke, hoping the caffeine would keep her awake. She hid in the Library until she knew he was back in class, ignoring his texts. She left her final class, grateful to have made it through the day. On her way home, she ran into Nathan and Rachel.
 
   Rachel gave Nathan a kiss and a slight shove, falling in step with Sara when he left. 
 
   Trapped, Sara resigned herself to discussing the situation with Rachel. The last thing she needed was someone consoling her, but she couldn’t see any way around it.
 
   Rachel surprised her by starting the conversation with, “Why are you torturing Josh?”
 
   She ducked her head and kept walking. “I’m not torturing him. I’m trying to set him free,” she said quietly.
 
   Rachel stopped her with a hand on her arm. “He’s not a wild animal in a cage. The man rescued you, and you are treating him like dirt.”
 
   Sara shot back, “He shouldn’t have had to rescue me. I don’t want his pity. He should just find someone else.” Angry that she allowed Rachel to goad her into saying more than she meant to, she pulled her arm away. “Frankly this is none of your business.”
 
   Rachel blocked her path and with her eyes wide, said, “I don’t believe it. You’re breaking up with him because you think he’ll be better off without you? As if somehow getting drugged is your fault?”
 
   Sara closed her eyes and hugged herself. “He found me unconscious on another man’s bed. How will he ever be able to see me the same way again?” Angrily, she brushed away the tears that ran down her face.
 
   Rachel shook her head and reached out to hug her. Sara clung to her for a moment and then pulled herself together, straightened up and walked away.
 
   Rachel let her go.
 
   ***
 
   Nathan caught Joshua just as he was getting to his car. “Hey, I just saw Sara on her way home. You headed that way?”
 
   Joshua didn’t look up. “No, she’s made it pretty clear she doesn’t want to see me.”
 
   Nathan frowned and jerked to a stop. “You’re not even going to try to find out why?”
 
   Joshua unlocked the door. “I know why. She blames me for Frank being able to get to her. If I’d been on time, it wouldn’t have happened.” He opened the car door, got in, and started the engine.
 
   Nathan stepped out of the way and watched him drive off. He noticed a black car pull out a minute later headed in the same direction.

 
   

Chapter Twenty-Five
 
    
 
   As soon as Sara left for school, Helen got in the car and headed back to Lrence’s house to continue their work on the antidote. Respecting Sara’s request, she hadn’t called her parents, deciding to give Sara a few days to work through her feelings. Helen would make sure she was back before dinnertime to check on her. She parked the car in the driveway and rang the bell.
 
    Lrence open the door. “I have good news. Your idea of using biofeedback worked to reduce Joshua’s brain waves. 
 
   “Great.”She followed him down to the lab. 
 
   “How is Sara doing?”
 
   “As well as can be expected. There aren’t any residual physical effects, but mentally she’s pretty shattered.”
 
   Kafra was already there and working. They began in earnest to calculate how to restore the serotonin and dopamine levels once Joshua began to crash. It wasn’t long before Sam and Maria came downstairs. 
 
   “Are you ready for the test dummies?” Sam asked.
 
   “Not quite.” Lrence explained, “It’s a tricky problem because surging usually causes the levels to soar, only to drop drastically several hours later. Because you two only transported once and had minimal contact with the crystal, your exposure is different from Joshua’s. However, even with the same exposure, no two people seem to react the same. Each of your bodies reacted differently. Sam, your levels have already dropped and are now only slightly lower than normal and no real problem. Your brain should compensate and readjust the levels by themselves over time. On the other hand, Maria, your levels remain slightly high, yet not enough to be dangerous or produce any symptoms. I feel sure your brain will probably readjust by itself over time as well.
 
   “Joshua’s constant contact with the crystal has kept his levels much higher for a longer period of time. The blood and urine tests we took show that his are still much higher than normal. We have no way of knowing when the levels will come down or how far.”
 
   Sam stood with both arms crossed in front. “Are you saying that you can’t use us to test a serum for Joshua?”
 
   “Exactly, but we can’t use the serum we designed for Harry either. When working with Harry, he insisted on constant continued contact with the crystal. When he tried going without the crystal, not only did his levels drop dramatically, but the pain came back almost immediately. We believed we came up with a successful serum we could administer periodically to lower his levels, so he could continue to carry the crystal, but we were never able to test it on him.”
 
   Kafra stepped forward. “However, even though Joshua hasn’t been in contact with the crystal for a while now, unlike Harry, his levels are remaining high. His body is not reacting the same way Harry’s did. We don’t know if that’s because Joshua is healthy and Harry had a disease, or if different people just react differently.”
 
   Maria spoke up. “You said Sam’s levels have dropped, so it would seem that he reacted more like Harry. What if Joshua’s reaction has something to do with heredity? If my levels are slightly high after only minimal contact, maybe Joshua takes more after me. We could test that theory. I’ll carry around the crystal for a week.”
 
   Sam frowned, but before he could say anything, Lrence said, “Absolutely not. I’m not risking anyone else.”
 
   When Maria started to object, Helen laid a hand on her arm. “There are a number of possibilities. Heredity maybe one of them or Joshua’s body may just be slower to react. The only thing we know for sure is that we don’t want to give even a portion of the serum developed for Harry to Joshua. Even though Joshua’s level are high right now, we don’t know if it would it cure the problem or exacerbate it causing the levels to drop dangerously low.”
 
   Sam and Maria sat and listened as Lrence, Kafra and Helen continued to debate the pros and cons of trying to lower Joshua’s levels. After much discussion, they decided they needed to wait until Joshua’s levels began to drop, and then administer measured does of serotonin and dopamine as needed to maintain normal levels. The only problem with this solution was that they would need Joshua on hand, and he had proven adamantly resistant to staying there.
 
   To add to the dilemma, just before five p.m. Lrence got a call from Vicki. The others waited while he listened. Clicking the device closed he said, “The station’s lost contact with Erik. Due to some new discoveries and political infighting, the Watchers decided to call off the investigation for now and recalled all agents. However, Erik refused to come back and disabled his locator. Vicki thinks it’s possible that Erik suspects someone at the station is working with us. The last they heard he was on his way to Boston. He may be here watching your father’s house and hoping that Joshua will lead him to you or to one of us.”
 
   Maria looked stricken. Sam put his arm around her and waited for Lrence to continue.
 
   Lrence said, “Look, this could be good news. Without the help of the Watchers, Erik is less of a threat. I think the best course of action is to convince Joshua to stay here. I can protect him against Erik.”
 
   Kafra shook her head. “The worst thing we can do is bring Joshua here now. He will lead Erik right to you. Once Erik knows you are still alive and where you live, he won’t have any difficulty convincing the Watchers to reinstate the investigation. All the safeguards you’ve put in place will be useless once they know where to find you.” She stood facing Lrence, feet wide apart, arms folded in front of her and stubborn set to her jaw.
 
   Helen interrupted them, “Wait, there’s a simple solution. Joshua doesn’t need to come here. I can draw blood and get urine samples from Joshua at my house. He’s there almost every day anyway. Given his relationship with Sara, there’s no reason why that should make anyone suspicious.” She didn’t mention the problems with that relationship, hoping that it would all work itself out soon. “I can pass the samples on to you and Kafra to test and replicate the appropriate drugs. We can use the hospital as a drop off and pick up point. I’m there every day and there are enough people coming and going so that no one would notice either of you.”
 
   Even Lrence, who seemed to be spoiling for a fight with Erik, had to agree that her suggestion made sense.
 
   Having won that round, Kafra went on to suggest that Sam and Maria should leave as well. “We can’t use you as test subjects so there’s no need for you to stay. You can’t stay locked in this house, and I think it will be too tempting to be this close to Joshua and not be able to see him, too tempting for Joshua as well. Even with your altered appearance, if Erik were ever to see the three of you together, he would know.” She laid a hand on Maria’s arm. “I know it sounds harsh, but it would be better for everyone if you went as far away as possible.”
 
   When Sam and Maria looked devastated, she added, “Just until he gives up following Joshua. I‘ll give you my cell phone number and you can call me every day for an update.”
 
   Sam and Maria were reluctant to leave without knowing that Joshua had been cured. Maria argued that she should stay as a test subject. In the end, Sam sided with Kafra that staying posed too much of a danger to everyone. Reluctantly, they packed their bags and using their new identities booked the first flight out of Boston to Europe. They hugged both Kafra and Lrence and thanked them for their help before leaving. Sam made sure that no one followed them to the airport. Helen dropped them at the airport on her way home, promising to call Joseph and Joshua to say goodbye for them. In addition to keeping in touch through Kafra, Helen promised to have Joshua call them from her house at least once a week so they could hear his voice.
 
   Once home, Helen parked the car in the garage. She checked on Sara who was upstairs in her room. Then she called Joseph. “The Watchers have lost contact with Erik. They believe that he disabled his locator because he suspects that someone is helping Lrence. He is probably watching your house, so make sure that neither you nor Joshua goes to Lrence. For the safety of everyone, Kafra insisted that Sam and Maria leave. They said to tell you goodbye and asked you to take care of Joshua.”
 
   “What of Joshua’s treatments? Joseph asked.
 
   “The brainwaves were stabilized this morning, so even if Erik scans him, it should be okay. He will need to come here to my house each morning so that I can take blood and urine samples, which I will pass on to Lrence and Kafra to test. If his levels suddenly drop then I will have Sara call him and ask him to come over in the evening so I can administer the serum. Their past relationship should provide the perfect cover.”
 
   “How does Sara feel about that? Joshua tells me she isn’t speaking to him.”
 
   “I haven’t told her yet, but I know that she will still want Joshua safe. She’ll do whatever she has to do to protect him.” At least she hoped that were true. Sara walked into the front room just as Helen was finishing her conversation with Joseph. Putting the phone down and turning to Sara, she asked, “How are you feeling?”
 
   “Mostly empty. At least I seem to be all cried out. Did I hear you say that Joshua will be coming here every morning?”
 
   “Yes. Is that a problem?” She explained that there was a good chance Erik was here watching his house. “With Erik here we can’t chance his going to Lrence, and he still needs treatment.” When Sara didn’t answer, Helen went on,   “Remember you’re the one that begged me to help him.”
 
   Sara shrugged. “No, it’s not a problem. I’ll just leave before he gets here.”
 
   Helen shook her head and took her by the shoulders. “No, you won’t. The whole excuse for him coming here is to see you. You’ll need to ride to school with him or it’ll look strange. I hear that you refused to talk to him today, but you’re going to have to get over that. If he needs treatment, you have to be the one to contact him and ask him to come over so I can administer it. Unless you don’t care anymore if Erik kills him or he goes insane?” She said it brutally hoping to shake Sara out of the lethargy into which she had settled.
 
   Sara colored. “Of course I still care. Fine, I’ll do whatever it takes to keep Joshua safe.” She stalked out. Seeing Joshua every day would be agony. She wasn’t sure she could trust herself not to crawl back into the safe cocoon of his arms, but she knew if she did, it would only make it that much more difficult when he finally decided to move on.
 
   Joshua wasn’t any more thrilled with the plan than Sara was when Joseph explained it to him. Not seeing her was difficult, but having to endure her rejection face to face, every day seemed impossible. Actually being killed by Erik or going crazy seemed like acceptable alternatives, if it didn’t mean putting his folks or Lrence in even more danger. Of course, Erik wouldn’t do him the favor of just killing him; he would more than likely torture him for information to retrieve the stone. Since he hadn’t been trained to withstand torture, it probably wouldn’t take much to break him. It seemed he had no choice. Going insane would be a dead giveaway as well.

 
   

Chapter Twenty-Six
 
    
 
   When Joshua knocked on the door the next morning, Helen let him in. She told him Sara was still getting ready. After Helen had obtained the samples, Sara came downstairs.
 
   Without looking at Joshua, she followed him to the car. He held the door as she got in. He didn’t try to touch her. Neither of them said anything on the ten-minute trip to the campus. Almost the minute Joshua parked the car, Sara sprang out and proceeded to class. Joshua didn’t have a class for another hour so he went to the library to study for a test he had that day.
 
   For the next three days, they followed the same routine. Sara didn’t come down until Joshua was ready to leave, and then they rode in silence to school. Once there, they separated to go to class. Joshua didn’t bother trying to meet her for lunch or walk her to class. After school, they each made their way home separately. Sara hadn’t looked at or spoken to Joshua since coming home from the hospital. Since Joshua’s levels remained high, there was no need for Sara to call him to come over in the evening.
 
   When Rachel commented that Sara looked tired and had lost weight, she admitted that she hadn’t been sleeping well. She refused to talk about Joshua and if Rachel mentioned his name, Sara walked away.
 
   Nathan confided to Rachel that Joshua was increasingly irritable and short-tempered. When Nathan had mentioned Sara’s name, Joshua had told him to shut up and slammed his fist into the locker.
 
   On the fourth morning when Joshua parked the car as usual, Nathan and Rachel were waiting in the parking lot. Rachel stood next to the door on the driver’s side holding on to it so that Joshua would have to knock her down to leave.
 
   Nathan position himself on the passenger side facing Sara.
 
   Rachel looked at both of them. “You two still not talking?” When no one answered, she went on, “Oh for pete’s sake. Joshua, Sara broke up with you because she thinks that you’ll be better off without her.”
 
   Sara looked horror stricken and screamed, “Rachel!”
 
   Rachel refused to look at her. “She thinks that somehow it is her fault that Frank drugged her and that you’ll never be able to forget seeing her lying on his bed.”
 
   Joshua looked at Sara, who had her head down said, “What? How could you think that?”
 
   Nathan chimed in speaking to Sara, “Joshua thinks that you blame him for not getting to the house sooner. He thinks it’s his fault.”
 
   Now it was Sara turn to look at Joshua, “It wasn’t your fault. It was mine. I’m the idiot that let him in.”
 
   Rachel interrupted her. “The only person at fault here is Frank, and right now he’s winning. He set out to split you guys up.”
 
   Joshua walked around Rachel to the other side of the car and stood in front of Sara. Nathan moved out of his way. With one finger, Joshua tilted Sara’s head up so that she had to look at him. “How could you think that I would be better off without you? These last few days have been the worst days of my life. Without you I’m miserable.”
 
   She looked at him then. The disgust and pity that she had expected to see in his eyes were not there. She couldn’t believe it. He still loved her. Nothing had changed. When he put his arms around her, instead of resisting, she reached around him to hug him tight to her. With her face buried in his chest, she began to cry.
 
   He held her, kissing the top of her head, her eyes, and her nose and telling her how much he loved her. Finally, their lips met.
 
   Rachel decided it was time to leave. She came around the car and took hold of Nathan’s arm. “I think our work here is done”
 
   Walking arm in arm to class, Nathan said, “You know what I love about you?”
 
   “Besides my fabulous figure and quick wit?”
 
   “While I adore both those things, it’s your ability to solve problems with simple logic and common sense that really astounds me.”
 
   Rachel laughed snuggling closer to him, “You smooth talker.”
 
   Joshua and Sara stood holding each other for several minutes. Then Joshua smiled and said, “Get in. It’s time we had some fun.”
 
   She ducked back inside the car and when Joshua got in, she asked, “Are we ditching?”
 
   He pulled out of the parking lot racing the engine, “Yes, I can’t let you leave and just go to class; I need to spend some time alone with you. We need a stress free day just the two of us.”
 
   Erik watched the entire exchange between both couples. He had gotten out of the black car and stood near a light post in the parking lot so he could hear what was going on. Dressed in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, he looked like any other student. Seeing them leave, Erik ran back to the car. He pulled out to follow. Joshua’s car slipped into traffic. For a moment, he couldn’t see it anywhere. Spying the silver Porsche turning left, he gunned the engine, staying several cars back.
 
   Sara laughed catching Joshua’s enthusiasm, “Where are we going?”
 
   “How about a drive and lunch in the country? We’ll just drive north until we come to a nice spot.”
 
   “Sounds perfect.” She sat back in the seat and turned her head so that she could watch him, a smile on her face for the first time in a week. She couldn’t take her eyes off him. His dark hair blew in the breeze from the open window. Although there was a smile on his face, she could see the dark circles beneath his eyes. She realized that he hadn’t been sleeping any better than she had.
 
   He reached over and caught her hand in his. It was a beautiful day. The sun was shining. Once they left the freeway, Joshua stopped and put down the top. He leaned in and kissed her for several minutes before starting up again. The black car parked in the shadows a block away.
 
   They drove leisurely through the countryside enjoying the warmth of the sun. They stopped for lunch at a small inn situated next to a stream and bordered by tall trees. The hostess showed them to a table by a window that looked out on the stream. Sara ordered a Cobb salad and Joshua had a club sandwich. Holding hands across the table, they watched a squirrel scamper up a tree.
 
   Erik watched as Joshua and Sara left the car and went into the restaurant. He called the station. Unable to get the answer he wanted, he disconnected, swore, and flung the communicator across the seat. He got out of the car, and entered the restaurant. It was small with only a few tables. Deciding that no matter where he sat, he would be able to see them, he let the hostess lead him to a table for two against the wall. Joshua had his back to him. Sara sat facing him, her eyes never leaving Joshua’s face. Erik wasn’t close enough to be able to overhear their conversation, but he decided that it didn’t matter. They were so engrossed in each other, that he doubted they would even notice him.
 
   The waitress stood next to the table cutting off his view. “Have you decided, or do you need a few more minutes?”
 
   He glanced at the menu. “I’ll have a roast beef sandwich and a cup of coffee.” When Joshua left school and headed out of town, Eric had hoped that he would lead him to his parents. Two days ago, he managed to bump into Joshua to scan him, so he knew that Joshua’s brain waves were normal. After searching the house where Joshua was staying, he’d gone on to search Sara’s house. He found nothing, no crystals, no portals, no trace of Joshua’s parents and no indication of an insurgent. Still, he was sure Joshua was the key. The only way Joshua’s parents could have escaped is with the help of an insurgent, someone who had access to and knew how to use a crystal. What Erik couldn’t figure out is why they were willing to expose themselves for this particular family.
 
   After lunch, Joshua and Sara walked hand in hand alongside the stream until they reached a little clearing with a fallen log. They stopped there. Sara sat on the ground with her back propped up against the log watching the water cascade over the rocks. Joshua lay prone with his head in her lap content to watch her. When she ran her hand through his hair, he clasped it and brought it to his lips. She leaned down and kissed him. They hadn’t talked much. It seemed enough just to be together. It had been a perfect day.
 
   When Joshua and Sara left the restaurant, Erik paid his check and returned to the car. As he waited for them to return, he made his decision. He was through waiting and hoping Joshua would lead him to his parents. Obviously, that wasn’t going to happen. He would have to take a more direct approach.
 
   When the sun finally went behind the clouds and a breeze sprang up, they decided it was time to head back. Reaching the car, Joshua put the top back up. Relaxed and happy, Sara dozed once they hit the interstate. On the drive back, Joshua noticed a black car behind him. However, when he turned on to Sara‘s street, the black car drove on past. Joshua woke Sara when he pulled in front of her grandmother’s house.
 
   Stretching she said, “You might as well come in, and see what the latest test results are before you go home. Although I would be willing to bet they haven’t changed.”
 
   “Why is that?” He said with a smile, getting out of the car and walking her to the door.
 
   She smiled up at him. “Somehow you’re just not looking very depressed.”
 
   Joshua had his arm around her and they were both laughing when they walked into the living room. Helen was just coming out of the kitchen. She smiled when she saw Sara laughing again. When they asked about Joshua’s most recent test results, she replied, “Your levels are still high. Lrence thinks that they should have come down by now. He can’t explain it. We don’t have a base line for you so he is beginning to wonder if your levels haven’t always been above normal. As long as you aren’t experiencing any manic behavior, we’ll just continue to monitor you. By the way, Kafra said to tell you that your folks called to say hello. They’re having a great time playing tourist, but your mom has had a hard time keeping your dad out of the museums. She’s afraid they’ll run into too many old friends.”
 
   Joshua chuckled. “Dad banned from the museums must be torture for him. I‘d better get home. Grandpa tends to worry lately if I‘m not there when he comes home.” Sara walked him to the door and he kissed her goodbye. “I’ll call you later.”
 
   Joseph hearing Joshua whistling when he walked in the door, said. “I take it you two finally made up.”
 
   Joshua grinned. “Yep, just a misunderstanding.” During dinner, he told him Lrence’s theory about his levels and passed on Kafra’s message about his parents. Mrs. Stewart had just left when the doorbell rang. Joshua assuming it was Nathan went to answer it.
 
   Erik stood in the doorway.

 
   

Chapter Twenty-Seven
 
    
 
   Joshua recognized Erik from the description that Lrence had given them and from the gun pointed at his chest. He backed up. Erik stepped inside and closed the door behind him.
 
   “Where’s your grandfather?”
 
   “He‘s not here,” Joshua lied.
 
   Erik ignored him and raised his voice, calling out, “Mr. Carson, you want to join us?” When there was no answer, “Don’t bother, I already cut the phone lines. Don’t make me hurt your grandson, just come out here.” He held out his hand to Joshua. “I’ll take your cell phone now.” Joshua had no choice but to hand it over as Joseph entered the hallway.
 
   Erik motioned for them to go into the living room and sit down on the sofa. Once he was standing with his back to the fireplace, he took out his communicator. “Watcher One, this is Agent Erik, please come in . . . I have located them. I am interrogating the boy and his grandfather about the power source now. I’ll report in when I have the stone. Agent Erik out.” He hooked the communicator on his belt and looked at them.
 
   Joseph said, “Who are you and what do you want? Look if this is a robbery . . .” He started to take out his wallet.
 
   “Put your money away. Your grandson knows why I’m here even if you don’t”
 
   Joshua folded his arms across his chest. “Why would I know? We’ve never met before.”
 
   “That much is true,” Erik acknowledged with a dip of his head, “but I could see that you recognized me when you opened the door. Do you still have the stone?” he asked casually.
 
   Joshua tried to match the same casual tone, “What stone? We have lots of them outside in the garden.”
 
   Erik rolled his eyes. “Nice try, the one that transported you from Guatemala to here.”
 
   “I don’t know what you are talking about. I took a plane.” Joshua sat back against the sofa and crossed his legs.
 
   Erik raised his eyebrows and looked down at Joshua. “Really, can I see your passport?”
 
   “I lost it,” Joshua replied holding out both hands.
 
   “That’s a shame, but don’t worry, I found it.” Erik reached into his shirt pocket and pulled out the passport. “It was still in your parent’s tent in Guatemala. Funny thing, your parents managed to leave behind their passports as well.” Leafing through the pages, he said, “There’s no indication here that you ever left Guatemala, yet here you are in Boston. I wonder how that’s possible. Also, I checked all the airline manifests leaving Guatemala and your name doesn’t appear on any of them.” He threw Joshua’s passport on the coffee table in front of them.
 
   Joseph leaned back into the sofa cushions. He decided to cut to the chase. “What do you want?”
 
   “From you, nothing.” Erik leaned back with one arm resting on the mantel and the other holding the gun. He seemed to be waiting for something.
 
   “Then why are you here?” A skillful negotiator, Joseph knew the more information he had, the better his chances were of coming to some compromise that would save Joshua.
 
   “I’m waiting for your friends to show up and rescue you. I am fairly certain whoever is working with them on the station is notifying them right now that I’m here.”
 
   “What if you’re wrong about us and no one shows up?”
 
   “Oh, I’m not wrong. But if no one shows up, then I guess I’ll have to do something to get their attention.”
 
   “You’ll shoot us.” Joseph made it a statement rather than a question.
 
   Erik smiled an evil grin. “Not both of you, then there would be no one to rescue. Of course, I could just up the ante by getting your girlfriend, Sara, is it, to join us.”
 
   Joshua growled and started to get up. Joseph put his hand on Joshua’s arm to restrain him.
 
   “Or you could just tell me where to find your friends and then I would have no reason to harm you,” continued Erik.
 
   Joseph laughed without amusement. “Now why don‘t I believe that?”
 
   “Probably because you‘re a smart man,” Erik confessed. He looked curiously at Joshua, “You know I can’t help but wonder how your friends managed to alter your brain waves.”
 
   Joshua looked away, trying to decide if confessing to using the stone and offering to give it back would work. No matter how convincing Erik sounded, he couldn’t be absolutely sure that Joshua had transported. Without proof, Lrence seemed certain that the Watchers wouldn’t let Erik hurt them. For now, it was probably best to keep quiet and see what Lrence would do. He returned Erik’s stare with one of his own.
 
   At that moment, Lrence was talking to Vicki. ”Yes, I know it’s a trap, for you as well as me. If I do nothing, what do you think he will do? Exactly, he isn’t going to give up. Okay, fine I’ll notify the others and we’ll come up with a workable plan. No I promise, I won‘t try to handle it all by myself.” He hung up and pulled open the drawer holding the crystals.
 
   Kafra had been standing next to him listening. “Erik is holding the Carsons?”
 
   Lrence selected a crystal and placed it on top of the table. “Yes,” Then he took the gun he had confiscated from the guard holding Sam and Maria and handed it to Kafra.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” she asked, taking the gun.
 
   He went to the portal and began changing the settings. “You contact the others, and come up with one, while I go stall Erik.”
 
   She wedged herself between him and the portal. “That’s your plan? What about your promise to Vicki?”
 
   He moved her to the side. “I promised to notify the others. You’ve been notified and will contact the others.” When she grabbed his arm, he said, “Look, I’m not trying to do this by myself; I’m just stalling for time so you guys can come up with a plan.”
 
   She stood with her hands on her hips looking at him. ”That’s not much of a plan.”
 
   “I know,” he said, kissing her cheek. “But you know as well as I do that Erik is not a patient man. He knows one of us is involved. If someone doesn’t show up soon, he’ll just start shooting till he forces us to take action to stop him.”
 
   “Then I’ll go. He may listen to me.” She carefully controlled her face trying the hide the fear she felt.
 
   Lrence reached up and touched her cheek with his finger. “No. We both know you’re the prize he’s after. Once he has you, everyone else is expendable. It has to be me. He thinks I’m dead. We need him off balance.” Before she could formulate a response, Lrence jumped into the portal and was gone. He appeared in the Carson’s hallway. He listened for a moment, but no one was talking, so he walked through the door and into the front room.
 
   Erik started when he saw Lrence walk in. “Lrence! I thought you were dead.”
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you.” Lrence stood there for a moment surveying the room. Erik had positioned himself so that no one could surprise him. With his back against the fireplace, he had a perfect view of the entire room. There was also no way to get between him and the Carsons. Joseph and Joshua looked to Lrence for guidance. They sat tensed on the edge of the sofa ready to react. Lrence’s brain sifted through all the possible scenarios in seconds. Every one ended in someone getting hurt. For the moment, there was nothing any of them could do. Lrence’s only option was to stall and hope that Kafra and the others came up with a distraction of some kind.
 
   Erik tensed, watching Lrence carefully, waiting for him to make a move. He had spent the last ten years studying Lrence, reviewing every detail of his own memories and probing the memories of others. It paid to know your enemies. He could almost read Lrence’s thoughts as he surveyed the present situation. He smiled when he knew Lrence had decided to wait for a better opportunity. Keep waiting, he thought. It will all be over before you know it. Smiling he said, “No, actually I’m delighted. I was disappointed that I didn’t get to watch you die…. slowly.” He wanted to be calm, stay in charge, but the hate was a slow burn in his gut. After all these years, he could almost taste the desire for revenge. His mouth twisted. His eyes burned.
 
   Lrence moved slowly into the room to perch on the arm of a chair. “You really hate me that much?” He kept his voice casual with a hint of surprise.
 
   Erik‘s reply was a sneer. “Why shouldn’t I? You turned the only woman I ever loved against me. We were happy until you started preaching and got her involved in your… cause,” making air quotation marks around the word. “Then you took her away from me.” His rage barely controlled.
 
   Lrence slid down into the chair and crossed his legs. “You’re right Kafra did love you until she began to see how cruel and insensitive you could be. You’re the one that destroyed that relationship. I had nothing to do with it. I actually tried to get her to stay behind. You think I wanted her to have to give up everything and go on the run? As you know, Kafra can be extremely stubborn when she makes up her mind.”
 
   Erik’s eyes narrowed to slits. Hs nostrils flared. “What I know is that you poisoned her against me. Everything was fine until her big brother showed up. Suddenly I wasn’t good enough for her anymore. If big brother Lrence said we were being mean to the Earthlings, then I was cruel and inhuman for siding with our own kind. She was mine. We were going to be married. She should have trusted my judgment and stayed with me.” He was shaking now. The hand not holding the gun balled into a fist.
 
   Lrence shook his head. “You never really knew her at all, did you?” Looking up he said, “What now, Erik? You wanted to know who was helping the earthlings. It’s me. Are you going to kill me, take me back to the station, what?”
 
   Erik took a deep breath. Controlling his emotions, he said, “First, I want the crystals.”
 
   Lrence raised both hands in surrender. “Of course, I only have two. I lost one of them when you shot me. Let the Carsons go, and I‘ll give them to you.”
 
   Erik waved the gun. “Fine, you give me the one you have on you and we’ll both go back to your portal.”
 
   Lrence had expected him to argue about releasing the prisoners. Why did he want to go to Lrence‘s portal? He could easily call the station to beam him back from here. Maybe he just wanted to destroy it or thought he could use it to get to the others. Obviously, Erik had another agenda. Lrence decided he needed to know what it was. “Why? You don’t need the portal to beam back to the station. My portal is useless to me without the crystals. No matter what you do to me, I won‘t tell you where the others are. If you harm either of the Carsons, I won‘t give you the crystals.”
 
   Erik, arrogant once more now that he had reasserted control, laughed at Lrence‘s confusion. He waved the gun again. “Under the circumstances, I think that you will give me whatever I want. Now hand it over.”
 
   Lrence hesitated. What was it that Erik was after? He decided to stall. “Not without some guarantee that you won’t harm these people.”
 
   Erik laughed. “Don’t be stupid, Lrence. I could easily shoot all of you, and then take the crystal and use it to return to your portal. I don’t really need you. With enough time, I’m sure I could find the other crystal, but I’m in a hurry. I’ve waited long enough for this moment. Here’s the deal. You hand over the crystal you have on you, and we both go back to your portal where you’ll hand over the other crystal. Once I have both crystals, I promise to leave these two alone. Tell you what, I‘ll even promise to stop searching for the other insurgents.” He held out his hand.
 
   It was obvious to Lrence that once they returned to the portal and Erik had both crystals, he would kill him. His hate demanded that, but it couldn’t be that simple. There was no reason why he should give up searching for the others. Lrence studied Erik. He could see that Erik was telling the truth. It made no sense. The only option was to keep him talking. “Why? Why after all these years of searching would you be willing to call off the hunt? It can’t just be your hatred for me. You thought I was dead, yet you kept searching.”
 
   “Hand over the crystal and I’ll tell you.” Erik wanted to tell him. He wanted Lrence to know he had failed, to see it in his eyes before he killed him. Once he had the crystal, there would be no way for Lrence to stop him.
 
   When Lrence handed over the crystal, Erik threw back his head and laughed, knowing he had won. Gloating he said, “I don’t care about the other insurgents, and I don’t intend to harm your precious earthlings, because when I get through they won’t matter anymore. I might as well tell you. I’m going to go back in time to stop you from stealing the crystals and leaving the station. Kafra and I will be married and you’ll be in jail.”
 
   Lrence jumped up. “You can’t. You don’t know what the consequences will be. You‘d be undoing over 40 years of history. If you go back in time, you will change everything that has happened on the Station as well as earth for the last forty years. If you don’t care about earth, what about your own people on the Station? Think what you may be doing to their lives. The Station would be out of sync with Qashur. Everything that’s happened in the last forty years will change. The results could be devastating.”
 
   Erik’s eyes hardened. “I don’t care. I have been waiting over forty years. I want her back. Don’t you understand; nothing else matters?”
 
   Kafra walked into the living room.

 
   

Chapter Twenty-Eight
 
    
 
   She stood in the doorway and looked directly into Erik’s eyes. With a smile on her face, she said, “You don’t need to change time. I’m here.”
 
   Lrence held his breath, hoping that this was the distraction that he needed, but even if Kafra could get between Erik and the Carsons, Lrence could only protect one of them. Without the crystal, he couldn’t transport even one of them. If only he had brought the other crystal and taught them how to use it, he could just throw it to them and they could both get away, leaving Kafra and him to deal with Erik. As it was, he had no choice but to sit still and wait to see what Kafra’s plan was. He cautioned Joseph and Joshua to be patient with his eyes.
 
   “Kafra,” Erik whispered her name. His eyes softened. For him time stood still. He remembered the silkiness of her skin and the way her hair always smelled like lilacs. He could almost taste her kisses. He took a step toward her. “You look even more beautiful than I remembered.”
 
   She walked between Lrence and Joseph, staring directly into his eyes commanding his attention. She stopped directly in front of him. Reaching out to touch his face, she whispered, “I missed you.”
 
   Both Joshua and Lrence started to rise. Before they could try anything, Erik reached out to her and quickly drew her to his side, keeping the gun leveled at the others. 
 
   She leaned into him and put her arm around his waist. “Let the others go. You and I can be together wherever you want, just the two of us.”
 
   Lrence couldn’t believe his ears. Surely, she didn’t mean to sacrifice herself to save them. Where were Remnr and Demitri? Did she even call them? Lrence blamed himself. He should have stayed, made sure there was a workable plan before coming.
 
   Erik looked at her, keeping the others in his peripheral vision. “Oh, how I wish I could believe that you still loved me. That this wasn’t just a ploy to save your brother and the earthlings.” He caressed her face with his finger, watching her reaction.
 
   Kafra cuddled in closer and looked deep into his eyes. “I do love you. I’ve had a long time to think about it. I couldn’t go back to tell you because I’m a fugitive and they would just lock me up. But now that you’re here, and I know that you still care for me, we can be together here.” She sounded so sincere that Lrence almost believed it.
 
   Erik held his breath. Was it possible? He yearned to believe her, but the years apart had made him cynical. Torn but still unconvinced, he said, “Even if I believed that you love me, I don’t want to stay here. I hate this planet and the years it took from me. I want to go back. Start over. I want to have all those years back.”
 
   Softly so as not to anger him, she said, “I regret the years we lost too. That’s my fault, but I can’t do that to our people. Think of the devastation that could happen. How can we be happy knowing the chaos that we caused?” she pleaded.
 
   Erik’s jaw clinched and he pushed her away. “You still care what happens to these people. That’s all that really matters to you, isn’t it?” His gun wavered for a moment, but before they could react, he was once more in control.
 
   She closed the gap between them, only daring to put her hand on his arm. “No, I was talking about our kind, the people on the Station.”
 
   He raised one eyebrow. “You really don’t care about these earthlings anymore?” He asked with a sneer.
 
   Desperate for him to believe her, she bowed her head so he wouldn’t see her eyes. “No, I don’t.”
 
   Lrence watched Erik’s face. He could see Erik struggling with the decision. Would he be willing to go on the run with her? Was getting Kafra back his only agenda? Lrence was afraid, if this was the only plan Kafra had, it wouldn’t work. Erik would not be content to leave him alive. He had spent too many years hating Lrence. Yet he had to know that Kafra wouldn’t stand by and let him kill her brother. Which would be stronger, love or hate? Lrence knew the moment Erik reached a decision, when hate won out. He braced himself.
 
   Erik leveled the gun at Lrence and, without a word of warning, he swung it over and shot Joshua in the chest. The loud gunshot startled everyone except Lrence, who had expected it. 
 
   Joshua gasped. His eyes closed and he slipped to the floor. Joseph lunged toward Joshua trying to prevent him from falling.
 
   Kafra screamed, “No!” She twisted away from Erik and ran to kneel down beside Joshua. Both Lrence and Joseph dropped to their knees next to Joshua on the floor. Lrence pressed his hands down hard over the wound, trying to staunch the flow of blood. Joseph moaned and cradled Joshua’s head in his lap. Underneath Joshua, the pool of blood grew.
 
   Kafra could see blood pumping out between Lrence’s fingers. Even when she knew that they were too late to save him, she was ripping her shirt to use as a pad.
 
   Erik grabbed her by the arm jerking her up. “See I knew it was a lie. Now take me to the nearest portal before I shoot your precious brother.”
 
   She struggled for a moment, but it was obvious that she had no choice. Joshua was going to die, and there was nothing she could do to stop it. Erik wouldn’t hesitate to shoot Lrence if she continued to resist. She shot an agonized look at both Joseph and Lrence before pulling the crystal from her pocket and rotating it in her hands. Both Erik and Kafra disappeared.
 
   Joshua’s eyes closed. He took a couple of ragged breaths, followed by a gurgling, and then he was still. Lrence tried CPR for several minutes until it was clear Joshua was gone. The silence was claustrophobic. The coppery smell of Joshua’s blood filled the room.
 
   Lrence, finally giving up, sat back on his heels. His pants and shoes were soaked in blood. His face mirrored the anguish in Joseph’s eyes. Neither could believe what had happened. Why Joshua? Lrence had been sure that Erik meant to kill him. He’d been prepared for that. It should have been him, not Joshua! Instead, he had failed again.
 
   Joseph looked up through his tears. “You have to stop him.”
 
   Lrence stood up. Looking down on the lifeless body of Joshua, grief and guilt washed over him in endless waves. Taking a deep breath, he tried to pull himself together. He knew that Joseph was right. He needed to focus on stopping Erik. He needed to try to save Kafra, but how? He could never get there in time. He looked at Joseph and said, “I’m sorry. It’s too late. I can’t follow him. I don’t have a crystal.”
 
   Gently laying Joshua’s body to the side, Joseph quickly rose and headed for his den, returning seconds later with a black box. “Here is the crystal that Joshua gave me. I brought it home so I could give it back to you. Now hurry.”
 
   Lrence opened the box and took out the crystal. “This is set to return to Guatemala, but if you’ll lend me your car, I may still be able to stop him.”
 
   Joseph reached into his pocket and threw him a set of keys.

 
   

Chapter Twenty-Nine
 
    
 
   Lrence sprinted for the garage. Burning rubber down the driveway, he drove as fast as possible. He couldn’t help thinking that if Erik succeeded, he could disappear any minute and Joseph‘s car would be hurtling down the highway at eighty miles per hour without a driver. Would he go back forty years to standing outside the secured vault containing the power crystals, or just disappear into nothingness? At this point, he wasn’t sure he cared one way or the other. He hadn’t been able to save Harry or keep his promise to him. He had completely misread Erik and his intentions. Despair and an overwhelming sense of failure threatened to engulf him.
 
   It had been his decision to steal the power stones to protect the earthlings. Cnoc, Kubal, Harry, and Joshua were all dead. Remnr, Demitri, and Kafra were fugitives. He blamed himself for each of those failures. How many more lives had he destroyed that he didn’t even know about? How many more lives would yet be destroyed because of him? Not for the first time, Lrence wondered if he had made the wrong decision. Looking back, he could see that he had made mistakes. Only now, he finally realized that his biggest mistake was not in trying to do the right thing, but in allowing fear to prevent him from following through. He could still make a difference.
 
   Focus he told himself, there might still be time. Time had been his enemy from the beginning, always too much time. Now maybe there wasn’t enough. He swerved in and out of traffic, driving up on the sidewalk to barrel through a gas station, and then a parking lot to avoid stopping. Thankfully, his alien brain allowed him to maneuver, while still concentrating on the problem at hand.
 
   There weren’t any portals on the space station. In order to access the past of the space station, Erik would have to transport back in earth’s time to before they stole the crystals and then beam back to the station. Once Erik stopped the theft, Lrence figured he and the others in this time line along with the crystals would disappear. It was going to be close. Erik would want to leave himself enough time to be able to arrange a trap. However, he wouldn’t want to take the risk of going too far back in case Lrence was lying about having only two crystals.
 
   Startled by the ringing of the communicator in his ear, Lrence almost missed the turnoff to his house. It was Remnr.
 
   “Lrence, we slowed Erik down but we weren’t able to stop him. He took our crystals as well. He’s gone back in time.”
 
   “Kafra?”
 
   “She was hysterical so he left her here.”
 
   Lrence sighed with relief. Kafra was safe and there was still a chance to stop Erik. “I’m coming up the drive. I’ll be with you in a minute. I have a crystal.” The minute the car stopped, he threw open the door. Running as fast as his super strength would allow he was in the basement within seconds.
 
   Demitri, a bear of a man, lie on the floor, his face pale. One leg of his pants had been sliced apart to the upper thigh. Sweat ran down his face and he clinched his teeth. Kafra knelt beside him beaming a thin stream of light into the large hole in his leg.
 
   Lrence asked, “How bad is it?”
 
   Demitri winced. “Just a flesh wound. If this woman would stop poking at me and making it worse, I’d be fine. Ow. Aren’t you finished yet?”
 
    “Just hold still. It wouldn’t hurt if you’d let me give you a shot.”
 
   Remnr, smaller than Demitri, but still powerfully built, was doing his best to hold him down. Demitri closed his eyes and balled his hands into fists as the wound closed up. Through gritted teeth he said, “You just want to put me out so you can have your way with me.”
 
   Kafra rolled her eyes. “As if. The bullet made a huge mess of his leg, but it’s nothing I can’t fix. However, he’s lost a lot of blood and if he tries to get up now, he’ll just pass out.” She looked up hopefully at Lrence. “Joshua?” When he shook his head, she rocked back on her heels. Tears rolled down her face.
 
   Remnr slid a pillow under Demitri’s head. He knelt beside Kafra and put his arms around her. Looking up, Remnr explained. “The plan was for Kafra to lure Erik back here. When Demitri and I saw the portal light up, we stood on each side. We figured whoever was closest could grab the gun before Erik knew what was happening. It might have worked. I grabbed for Erik, but he shoved Kafra between us. Demitri managed to grab the gun just as Erik pulled the trigger. When Kafra tried to help Demitri, Erik threatened to shoot her unless we all handed over our crystals.”
 
   Lrence nodded his understanding. Walking over to check the coordinates on the portal, he said, “I think we can still stop him.”
 
   “What’s your plan?” asked Remnr.
 
   “In order to change the past, Erik transported back forty years, directly to the old beam up site. I’m going back further in time and intercept Erik before he can beam up to the station. Remnr, I’ll transport to your portal first and go on from there. Once I’m gone, you dismantle this portal so Erik can’t come back and try again.” Lrence opened a drawer and took out the gun he had taken from the guard in the cave. He stuffed it into his belt. He stepped up to the portal. The faces of his friends were grim. This was exactly the kind of thing that their parents warned them about.
 
   Remnr stood. “Even if you succeed in stopping Erik, we don’t know what the consequences will be.”
 
   Lrence threw up his hands. “What do you want me to do? We can’t just stand here and do nothing. It can’t be worse than what he’s planning.”
 
   Remnr nodded. He put his hand on Lrence’s shoulder, as he climbed into the portal next to him. “Lrence, are you sure you can do this? If you hesitate, we all lose. If you give him any chance at all, you’re dead. He’s a better shot than you are.”
 
   Demitri struggled to stand. “Maybe I should go. I know I can kill him.” Kafra rushed to steady him as he swayed.
 
   Lrence smiled at his intrepid friend. “Thanks. But this is my job.”
 
   Leaving Kafra to tend to Demitri, Lrence and Remnr transported to Remnrs’s portal so Lrence would have some place to return to once he took care of Erik. Remnr grabbed one of his crystals to transport back to disable Lrence’s portal. Remnr’s parting words were, “For once in your life, don’t talk. Just shoot him.”
 
   Lrence set the coordinates to arrive at the beam up site several minutes before Erik. He materialized in an empty antechamber. The Watchers established the equipment in underground caves whenever possible. Looking at his watch, he estimated that he had approximately twenty minutes before Erik showed up. He saw two technicians coming toward him. He flattened himself against the wall trying to blend into the shadows. If he wanted to preserve the timeline, he couldn’t afford to be seen. Another technician joined them and they stopped and talked. Lrence glanced at his watch as the minutes ticked by, willing them to move on. Finally, they all turned and left down another corridor. Once they were out of sight, Lrence ran.
 
   Only when he actually reached the beam up chamber, did he began to hope he still had a chance. Following Remnr’s instructions, he went to work disabling the transporter. It was a simple task that should have only taken five minutes, leaving him five minutes to get into position. However, the screws on the access panel were rusted and refused to budge. Sweat poured off his face and into his eyes. He wiped his forehead with the back of his arm. The screwdriver slipped from his hand. He looked around to see if the noise had attracted anyone’s attention. Picking it up, he tried again. Finally, the screws turned and the panel opened. Taking the wire cutters from his pocket, he had only to cut a sufficient length from the red wire so that Erik could not easily reattach it. He clipped one side of the wire and then repositioned to make the final cut when he heard Erik.
 
   “Lrence, I’m impressed. You’ve learned to lie very effectively. I almost believed that you had lost that third crystal.” He pointed his gun directed at Lrence’s chest. “Step away from that transporter.”
 
   What now, Lrence thought. Cut the wire, or shoot Erik? Erik couldn’t see the gun that lay directly in front of Lrence. Would he have time to grab it, turn, and shoot, before Erik could shoot him? Or should he cut the wire that would strand Erik on earth, knowing that Erik would kill him the minute he did? He closed his eyes and squeezed the wire cutters just as he heard Erik fire. The bullet slammed into his shoulder, knocking him back. The cutters fell from his hand, but he managed to keep hold to the loop of red wire and tuck it beneath him.
 
   Erik howled in fury when he realized that the transporter was inoperable. He stood over Lrence, the gun pressed against his forehead.
 
   Lrence closed his eyes. He heard the shot, but felt nothing. After a minute, he opened his eyes. Erik was lying on the ground with Remnr standing over him.
 
   “What are you doing here, you’re supposed to be back dismantling my portal,” demanded Lrence.
 
   “You’re welcome,” replied Remnr, reaching down a hand to help Lrence up.
 
   “Relax. Demitri convinced me he could handle it. He and your sister seemed to think you might need some back up.” He ripped a length from his shirt and handed it to Lrence.
 
   Lrence stuffed the wad into his shoulder to staunch the bleeding. “Thanks.” Looking down at Erik he asked, “Is he dead?”
 
   “Not yet, but at the rate he is bleeding, it probably won’t be long.”
 
   Lrence knelt down beside Erik. “I’ll get him back to Kafra. He tossed Remnr the loop of red wire. Since you’re here, you can fix the transporter. We don’t want anyone in this time line stranded here.”
 
   Holding on to Erik, Lrence twirled the crystal. Back at Remnr’s portal, he managed to call Kafra and Demitri, telling them he had Erik, who was seriously wounded, before collapsing on the floor. Weak and dizzy, he couldn’t stand long enough to set new coordinates. Grabbing Erik by the shirt, he drug him out of the portal. Lrence didn’t want him to die if he could prevent it. He took off his shirt and wadded it up, placing it over Erik’s wound. He laid his own body across him to hold it in place and temporarily stop Erik’s bleeding. Then he passed out.

 
   

Chapter Thirty
 
    
 
   When he woke up Kafra was leaning over him. She smiled. “Remnr transported both you and Erik back here to your house. Now lie still.”
 
   Turning his head, he saw Erik lying on the metal table. “Is he dead?”
 
   Remnr answered. “No, he’s still alive. He’s too mean to die. He woke up when I got him here screaming that we were all traitors. Demitri had to depress his carotid artery until he passed out so Kafra could administer a sedative.”
 
   “I’m giving him blood and keeping him unconscious until he’s strong enough to operate on.” Unable to hold it in any longer, tears rolled down Kafra’s cheeks.
 
   Lrence looked up at her. “I’m not dying, am I?”
 
   A tiny smile lifted one corner of her mouth. “No, but you could have. It’s probably the only time in his life that Erik missed. Don’t ever do that to me again.” Tears welled in her eyes again. “It’s bad enough that Joshua’s dead.” She put her face in her hands. “It’s all my fault.” She turned to Remnr who held her while she sobbed.
 
   Remnr said, “Kafra explained what happened and about the boy. I’m sorry. Please tell her she couldn’t have known what Erik would do.”
 
   Lrence took her hand in his. “He’s right. For a moment, I thought you convinced him. I would never have guessed he could be so cold and heartless.” He could see that his words made no difference.
 
   Demitri hobbled over and stood next to Lrence. “You saved him. Now what do we do with him?
 
   It was a good question. They had neutralized Erik for the moment and preserved the time line, but that was hardly the end of their problems. How was he going to tell Sam, Maria, and Sara that Joshua was dead? The crushing guilt washed over him again. He sat up.
 
   Kafra tried to push him back. “Hold it. You’re lucky. The bullet went through, missing anything vital. The way you heal, you should be back to normal in a few days, but you still need rest.”
 
   Pushing her away, he stood, swaying only a little. When he felt strong enough, he walked over to a locker, and donned a lab coat, checking to see if the length hid the bloodstains on his knees. When he turned back to them, he said. “I have a favor to ask. We promised each other that we would never go back in time to try to change things. I’d like you to let me out of that promise. So far, all we have done is to preserve the previous time line. Now I want to go back and change the time line.
 
   Anticipating him, Remnr said, “You want to go back and save the boy, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes. I want to go back just one hour. I realize that we can‘t anticipate other consequences, but surely nothing earth shattering happened in the last hour. In any event, I am willing to risk it, but I won‘t unless you all agree.”
 
   Kafra looked at Lrence and saw the determination in his eyes. She nodded and then looked at the others and said, “Please. I don’t think I can live with his death on my conscience.”
 
   Demitri who had always been the most daring of them, readily agreed. “Erik’s already taken enough lives. He shouldn’t get another.”
 
   Lrence looked at Remnr. Remnr was the one who always thought things through carefully. It was due to his planning and attention to detail that had made their defection succeed.
 
   Remnr frowned. “We haven’t ever tried it. We really don’t even know exactly how it works when you deliberately change the past, especially one we just lived through. If you intercept Erik. . . . I assume that’s your plan?”
 
   “Yes, I want to get to him before he enters the house and before he calls Vicki. As far as the Watchers knew at that point, he had already disappeared. That way we protect Vicki as well.”
 
   “So once you prevent Erik from entering the house, at what point does the new reality begin?” Remnr continued.
 
   “I don’t know. I guess once it becomes impossible for the old reality to repeat itself.”
 
   Demitri spoke up. “You plan on killing him this time?” He looked delighted with the prospect.
 
   Lrence shook his head. “Of course not, we aren’t murderers. I want to prevent a murder not just exchange the victim.”
 
   Demitri looked disappointed. “I wouldn’t exactly call this one a victim. How do you plan to stop him then?”
 
   “I just want to incapacitate him. Kafra, Do you have something I can use to knock him out for about an hour?”
 
   “Sure. I can give you a hypo that will react instantly and keep him out for a couple of hours. All you have to do is sneak up and jab it in. He’ll go out like a light,” she replied.
 
   Lrence looked at Remnr, but waited patiently for him to make up his mind.
 
   “You really won‘t do it unless I agree?”
 
   Lrence sagged, but said simply, “I won’t break our trust without your permission.”
 
   Kafra looked stricken, but held her tongue.
 
   Looking at Kafra, Remnr shook his head. “Fine, go ahead I’d rather disappear than have to look at that face for the next hundred years.” Then he smiled at her.
 
   She threw her arms around his neck, kissing him all over his face. “Thank you, thank you, thank you.” She jumped up and began preparing the hypo.
 
   Lrence looked at Remnr and raised one eyebrow. “Is there something going on here that I don’t know about?”
 
   Demitri answered, “Where have you been? They’ve practically been living in each other’s pockets for months now. Don‘t tell me you haven’t noticed the cow eyes they make at each other.”
 
   Remnr looked embarrassed, but just shrugged.
 
   Lrence sat down. “I guess I’ve been too involved with my own life. Now that you mention it, until this last week, I haven’t seen either one of you for a long time.” He tried looking like the outraged relative, but couldn’t manage it for long. He laughed and clapped Remnr on the back. “I should have noticed how much happier she seems. I think it’s wonderful.”
 
   Remnr relaxed.
 
   While Lrence was readjusting the coordinates on the portal, he said over his shoulder, “You and Demitri should surge back to where you were when Kafra called. I don’t want anyone caught in transport. Kafra can stay here and watch this Erik. As soon as I have the other Erik in tow, I’ll come back here, reset the coordinates, and drop him where he won’t be able to hurt anyone anymore.”
 
   Kafra handed him the hypo. “Where do you have in mind?”
 
   “I thought he’d make a good Viking. If they don’t kill him, he should fit right in.” Everyone laughed.
 
   Remnr put his arm around Kafra. “That’s a good plan with one exception. I’m going with you. In case you don’t succeed, I’ll be your backup. We can’t afford to take any chances. Kafra, can you prepare one more hypo? ”
 
   Demitri strode forward. “Two exceptions, your place is here with Kafra making sure this piece of trash stays put. I’ll be the backup. No one is leaving me out of the fun stuff this time.” He reached for the hypo. When Kafra handed it over, he said in a much softer voice. “If anything goes wrong, at least this way you’ll be together.”
 
   Kafra reached up and hugged Demitri whispering, “Thank you” in his ear. He blushed.
 
   Lrence stepped into the portal and Demitri crowded in next to him. It was a tight fit. Lrence inserted the crystal. He set it so that they would appear in the park to avoid alerting Erik. Once there, they hurried down the street keeping to the shadows. Hidden in the bushes next door, they watched as Erik parked the black car in front of the house. Before he reached the front porch, Lrence sprang out.
 
   Erik heard him and turned to look. The gun pointed directly at Lrence. He stepped back in surprise, but kept the gun leveled. “Lrence?”
 
   From the other side, Demitri moved quietly behind him and jabbed the needle in his neck. Erik collapsed immediately. Demitri threw him over his shoulder and said, “I’ll meet you back at the house.”
 
   Lrence nodded. He walked up the steps and knocked on the door. When Joshua answered healthy and alive, Lrence couldn’t help grinning. He stepped inside, put both hands on Joshua’s shoulders, and then hugged him.
 
   Joshua returned his hug, confused by this sudden show of affection. Stepping back he said, “Lrence, what are you doing here?” He looked around Lrence. “I thought we weren’t supposed to be seen together because of Erik.”
 
   Still grinning, Lrence clapped him on the shoulder. “I just wanted to tell you in person that you don’t have to worry about Erik anymore. The Watchers have called off the hunt. You’re safe.”
 
   “You’re kidding! How? When?”
 
   “I promise, I’ll call you tomorrow and give you all the details. Right now I’ve got to get back and wrap up a few loose ends.”
 
   Joshua looked puzzled, but just said, “That’s great. I can’t wait to hear how you managed that. Thanks, I’ll let everyone know.” He watched as Lrence took the crystal from his pocket, rotated it in his hands, and disappeared. “So that’s how it’s done.”
 
   Stepping out of the portal, Lrence faced himself standing in the lab next to two Kafra’s and Remnr. It was a strange thing to see yourself as others see you instead of the mirror image that he was used to. They stared at each other, each wondering which of them would remain.
 
   The Kafra with the torn shirt approached him. “Demitri wanted the honor of dropping Erik off in his new home. As soon as he left, our Erik disappeared. I thought we should tell the past us what we did so whoever was left wouldn’t worry about Erik anymore once one set of us disappears. I was afraid that we wouldn‘t remember any of it.”
 
   In any other circumstances, that sentence would make absolutely no sense, but Lrence understood perfectly. Remnr had gone upstairs and explained the situation to the Lrence and Kafra still living in the previous time line and their reasoning for going back in time. They couldn’t resist coming down and meeting themselves.
 
   Demitri stepped out of the portal. He clapped the Lrence in the lab coat on the back. “Now that was fun. I wish I could be there when he wakes up.”
 
   As soon as the hour was up, the former Lrence disappeared. The torn shirt Kafra and Remnr also disappeared. But Demitri remained. Kafra had been right to be concerned that she would not remember the events that had transpired. It seemed only the people who had actually surged back in time, retained memories of the former time line. Kafra picked up the phone and called Remnr to make sure he was all right. He answered on the second ring and she let out a sigh of relief asking him to come as quickly as possible. Lrence and Demitri filled him in on what had happened. Kafra was able to reassure him that he was the one who had explained the necessity of their actions to her himself.
 
   The next day Kafra called Sam and Maria to explain that it would be safe for them to resume their old identities. Two days later, using their new identities they booked a flight into Guatemala. Once they reached the site, they switched back to Sam and Maria Carson, packed up their gear and their old passports that Erik had left sitting in their tent, and flew back to Washington D. C. to file their report on the dig. Being out of touch for three weeks wasn’t unusual for them. No one had gone looking for them or even knew they were missing. Sam reported that they found an unusual niche with intricate carvings. He included the story from the Elder and Maria’s translations of the glyphs leaving others to speculate on its use.
 
   Finally, Lrence called Vicki. “We intercepted Erik. He won’t be coming back. The less you know the better. Let’s just say that he’s truly living in the past now.”

 
   

Epilogue
 
    
 
   Joshua and Sara drove to Washington and visited Sam and Maria several times. When Sam and Maria came to Boston, Joseph hosted a reunion party including Helen, Lrence, and Kafra. Hearing that Remnr and Demitri had a hand in apprehending Erik, he asked Lrence to invite them as well.
 
   On a balmy summer evening, everyone gathered in Joseph’s back garden. Mrs. Stewart had been cooking all afternoon. One table boasted several salads, including potato, macaroni, pasta, and green salad. Baked beans simmered in a Crockpot next to foiled wrapped baked potatoes and fresh rolls. Joseph and Sam manned a grill loaded with marinated steaks.
 
   Lrence stood off to the side watching. He never told any of the earthlings about Joshua’s death or going back in time. Kafra and the others knew what had happened from being told, but only he actually remembered. He remembered every detail, Joshua‘s blood on his hands, the life seeping from his body, and the overwhelming consciousness of guilt that he had been the one to set all of the events in motion that resulted in Joshua‘s death. He was glad no one shared those memories. In addition, he didn’t want Helen wondering why he didn’t do the same for Harry. There was just no way to explain, anymore than he could explain why he returned the crystal to Joseph. He just felt that the day would come when Joshua was going to need it. He looked up as Joshua approached him.
 
   “Something wrong?” Joshua asked.
 
   “No.” Lrence, realizing he must have been frowning, smiled. “It’s nice to see everyone together. Your folks seem to really like Sara.”
 
   “Yeah, Mom’s over there telling her stories about me.” He hesitated, “Can I ask you a question?”
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “When you used the crystal to return to your house, I watched you rotate in your hands like a top. How exactly does that work?”
 
   “When you insert the crystal into the portal, you create a link like an electrical circuit between your body, the portal, and the crystal. When you want to return to the portal, rotating the crystal in your hands causes friction, which reactivates the link and pulls you back to the portal. It’s kind of uncomfortable at first, sort of like being sucked into a vacuum.”
 
   “Does everything around you get kind of shimmery and then fade?”
 
   “Exactly.” He studied Joshua, but instead of asking how he knew, he said, “I still can’t explain why your brain is able to handle transporting without any deterioration.”
 
   “I’ve wondered about that. The first time I stopping carrying the crystal, I felt a drop in confidence, but when I gave it to my grandfather to keep, nothing happened. Even though I haven’t touched the crystal in months, I don’t think I’ve lost any of the enhancements. I feel just as strong. My reflexes and senses still seem keener than most humans.”
 
   Lrence nodded. “Your tests all confirm that.”
 
   “Am I some sort of freak?”
 
   Lrence laughed. “You’re certainly unique. If that’s freaky, then I’d bet there are many people out there that would love to be your kind of freak. Enjoy it while you can, there’s no telling how long it will last.”
 
   Sam called to them, “The steaks are ready. Come and get it.”
 
   Joshua and Lrence rejoined the group.
 
   After the party, Lrence got a call from Vicki. “Scientists announced today they discovered another planet with inhabitants as close in physiology to us as humans. Now that they have been able to replace the crystals, no one seems interested in you anymore. What’s more, with this new discovery, there has been heated debate over either moving the station or dismantling it. Representatives of the EA are ahead in the polls and arguing that we can’t afford to recreate the mistakes of the past. If they win in the next election, it may be possible for you to come home.”
 
   Lrence smiled. It was something to think about.
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