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​Part One: A Door Opens
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An unusual fan of brilliant beams filtered through pencil-gray clouds. This sunset felt distant. When Bowen looked farther up, colors formed, reminding him of holy light shining through stained glass. It stung his eyes, and he felt like some damned underworld creature come up from the Abyss. He lowered his gaze to the grassy ground, waiting for the spots to clear. When he looked around again, twilight was beginning to fall. In the dark, this huge park area was his playground. It had so many trees and hidden, hilly areas, making it wonderful for a maniac's game of hide-and-seek. 

An uneasy feeling came from the huge circle of city structures towering around it. Colossal complexes stood like a great wall to the east, north, and west, but here at the south end, the Jung Memorial Institute formed the most ominous sentinel. The central capped tower and its two smaller, connected towers to the left and right loomed high above the tall oaks and the tumble of buildings that ended at the stone border wall.

Bowen studied the dark ivy falling on the wall. It fluttered with shadows, giving the impression of shielding those inside from any evil characters lurking in the park. It was usually the other way around, as the institute was home to a few unusually violent psychiatric cases from around the nation. At a time when most mental illnesses had firm treatments, society still needed a place for a few dangerous cases that did not respond to ready cures. Most patients were harmless; much of the place was like a country club. One sealed wing held the deranged. They were murders that were kept locked up.

Bowen had been one of them a long time ago. He’d been released with a clean slate that he'd cleansed altogether with a new last name. It seemed truly strange to him to be back by the Jung again. He was like a criminal returning to the scene of the crime or perhaps a child to his childhood home. His original killing ground was here in West Haven. The police hadn't discovered everything, though they did nail him on some offenses. Now that he was back, the feverish nights, blood, and skeletons of yesterday rose in his thoughts.

The planned evening crime here in the park hadn’t been accomplished, so he was hanging around. It would be soon because he enjoyed hunting under the shadow of his former home. Fate and a potential victim had lured him here, and he had to be careful because the first victim on his return to this area would soon be discovered. Striking again so soon was not his old pattern, but opportunity had knocked. The victim to be number two on his new kill list, a nurse at the institute, had been originally scheduled as number one. He’d picked up her trail inside the city, stalked her for a time, then another woman presented herself, and the opportunity had been too good to overlook. 

That entire earlier thing had been so terribly disappointing. Black luck had him target a surprising victim that could fight, scream, and kick like a mule. He ended up doing what he rarely did: finish her at the location. He usually kidnapped the victim and moved her to a safe location for the prolonged kill, and there were many locations in West Haven. With no one around, he'd done a full job on her on the spot. He hated working in a hurry; it was so unsatisfying, and it led to craving. His hunger had not been satiated. Frustration ruled.

Standing in the shadow of an arrow pine, Bowen popped one more of his yellow capsules and watched a clutch of ten-year-old boys cross the field in the distance. Baseball bat, gloves ... their caps bobbed as they ran. Suddenly, they turned and were skeletons cavorting and with silly grins, then they vanished, and he shook his head to clear the early hallucinations. The capsules were a psychiatric medication originally prescribed to treat his condition, and as far as he was concerned, the drug had hallucinatory side effects he liked.

He began to worry that his woman might not show, then, a minute off schedule, he heard the gate engine creak open around the narrow bend in the path. The power of the medication was rising now as a slow burn in his head, and the boys appeared again in the fiery haze, lifting his mind. His acute hearing picked up the click of the lock as it snapped gently back into place.

Soft, sure footsteps followed; the fall of light feet and expensive shoes. He watched as she passed through the coarse shadows of two tall maples, then his vision distorted, and everything whirled out of focus around her. Twenty yards away, and he felt like he was miles off, staring down a big telescope at her, seeing every detail. As a victim, she fit his preferences perfectly. A nurse and her casual summer hat resembled her duty hat. A one-piece loose print dress, short enough to reveal lightly tanned legs. Bowen preferred a woman in a dress, and as she walked, the loose flutter of it in the breeze held him in sheer hypnosis. The highlights in her long, dirty-blond hair had a special bounce that matched her light step, and he liked the way it swept across her forehead, almost like bangs, then fell into big curls at her breasts. Her full lips seemed to smile gently, holding back an inner secret. An ivory bracelet highlighted her feminine wrist. The nicely sculpted nose and large brown eyes combined to sadden him as he pictured what he would do to her.

A tear fell from the corner of his eye as he drifted in a dream state. She was far enough off now, and his feet began to move, though he had not commanded any such thing. The fiery haze began to rise again as he jogged, and he knew that in moments his sadness would melt into the animal lust rising in his belly.

As a stalker, Bowen was brilliant, and it was close to an unconscious thing, the way he ran, even over dry duff and twigs without making a crackle. His breathing went on autopilot, and he was proud of the talent, though he knew others would probably think of it as the inborn trait of a creep ... a man who could run to murder like a ghost to a haunting. 

The rising thought of public disapproval nearly brought out an angry exhalation. He forced it back and continued to tail her, his eyes darting about for any others who might be hiding under the cover of the long shadows. He felt like he could send out fire, a dragon’s angry breath. The word creep always brought him that emotion. Bowen Greer was not a creep, not in his opinion, though it had always been a name choice others pinned to him. He’d told the doctors long years back that the media portrayal of his actions disturbed him most of all. He was not responsible for his actions. Trauma from the aliens ... what they’d done to him during the abduction in his youth forced him to act out. Bowen remembered being tortured and tormented, but he couldn’t remember their faces or even if they had faces. He vaguely remembered something other than faces and a burning light.

The cure was something he'd hated nearly as much as being called a creep. As a patient at Jung Memorial, he’d suddenly realized that the aliens had always been a delusion. Their faces showed as nightmares, a fantasy, but the trauma had been from his mother. A new brain-tap therapy cleared away the false memories. It forced Bowen to admit that he’d been completely insane for many years. In addition, the cure wasn’t something he could just shake out of his head. He’d lived with it and despised it. Then the day came when he tried the new drug, which made everything right. However, it was like street drugs, with an unexpected psychedelic side effect that washed the brain tap clear. The aliens rose again, and he saw their nightmare image in memory. Strangely, he didn’t fear them anymore but understood why they had done cruel things ... things that he would imitate almost like art. He'd learned to rationalize a dual mind; depending on his state, the aliens were either real or not. Bowen figured that if nothing was certain, it didn't matter what he did. Everything was justified in one reality or another.

She was moving on the long curve of the path in the most secluded area of the park. Once around that bend, she’d go through open fields and an area of bleachers and stands often used for concerts as the path led into the final stretch leading to a small playground outside the main east exit. The area near the exit would be busy, with cars in the parking lot. On this side of the bend, the path ran through a miniature wilderness. There was dense scrub and a weed garden next to an embankment down to a tiny reed-filled pond. Hilly rises of deep grass and trees made up most of it. There was a fence and a barely perceptible, rutted road leading out of a mostly abandoned area with sheds that had once housed city vehicles and equipment. The gate had been knocked off and lay bent on the ground. An old tractor tire was embedded in the earth beside it. The pine scrub and sumac just past the road were dense, providing perfect cover. 

Bowen knew this was the perfect spot and sped up, racing on toward her as a flock of pigeons whirled through a big curve above on their race out of the park to a higher roost somewhere in the twilight. It was like a runner’s high to another beautiful world. In moments, he’d take her down viciously. Then something happened that had never happened to him before. His foot caught on a raised tree root, and he went for a tumble. Rolling up, he was on his feet, but it was too late. She’d turned, and his rush for her was too obvious to miss. She screamed and ran, and even worse, gave a blow on a whistle around her neck.

Bowen stayed in pursuit, conflicted. The animal rush, sweat, and dust on his face said, keep on her, while another part of him received the charge of fear that the thought of being caught in the act brought. The animal won out and became the alien, again lusting for the kill. He dove into her lower back and took her down off the path in the weeds. Turning to her, he was about to lay in with the first strike, but he wasn’t able to make it. She was too fast, and her whistle connected to a pointed thing that she jabbed right into his neck.

Bowen released a cry of pain and surprise, and his hand flew to his gouged flesh. She was already up and fleeing, but not on the path. Disoriented, she was heading up by the fence. Glancing around, he saw no one else, so he dashed for her, holding one hand to his throat. He grunted with effort because he was going to make this bitch really pay.

Bursting upward with strength, Bowen almost caught her, but she slipped along the fence and through some scrub. Heading farther upward, she disappeared in blazing light. Bowen slipped again, grabbed a handful of pine scrub, and pulled himself up. Tinted sunbeams shining through at the end of twilight blinded him, and he halted at the top and waited for his vision to clear. That only took a moment, and then he saw her. She was winded, catching her breath and standing between two of the weirdest trees he’d ever seen. They sat on fat, gnarled trunks and burst upward in twining branches that rippled with coin-shaped, red-gold leaves. 

For a moment, the sight spooked him, then he charged for her, and she spun about and ran between the two trees. Bowen followed, now filled with bloodthirsty enthusiasm that rose from the fact that she was doing his job for him by racing into a secluded area. He leaped as he went between the trees, and then a frightening feeling struck – he couldn’t see, it all went kick-in-the-head black, and the sense was of plunging over the edge of a cliff.

He came to rest in a bed of soft, damp grass. It whipped about his knees as he came to a halt. When he looked around, he saw her standing nearby, but the scenery had changed to something so awesome that ferocity drained out of him like water. Bowen forced his eyes back on her and slowly approached, hands loose at his side like a strangler ready to engage. The expression on her face was too determined, her eyes pinched to a squint, and he didn’t like it because he relied on terror. Then he understood why, as she suddenly ran straight toward him and ducked past him. 

Bowen spun, but she pulled away from his grasp. He saw the two shimmering trees and the girl jumping through a sky-blue vortex. Then she was gone, and a sudden rush of hot wind burst over him. He was holding a bracelet he’d torn from her wrist. He wanted to follow her, keep up the pursuit, but all he saw in front of him was a void. The area was solid black, and a deeper black than any night. Figuring it for a hallucination from the drug, Bowen paced confidently forward, then jumped into it. What followed was agony. Lights appeared everywhere, and they were a blaze of piercing stars. He was suddenly adrift in space and freezing cold. Needles of ice penetrated his pores, and he opened his mouth to scream. Steaming vomit not sound spewed out, then he was tumbling backward into the grass, and all of the air from his lungs wheezed out of his mouth in a strange roar.

The hard tumble had a brutal effect. He sat up, dazed, with mean pains shooting through his arms and shoulders. It was minutes before he looked around. “Damn bitch,” he muttered bitterly.

His muttering stopped with an open mouth. He rubbed dirt off his lips, then he slowly got up and turned on his heels as he studied the place. This was more than a hallucinatory blur from the drug. He’d assumed he was pursuing her into an enclosed clearing, but this place certainly wasn’t that. Except for the ground under his feet, it wasn’t even Earth, but a place so bizarre, shock set in.

The area he stood in was a vast grass-filled circle. At its edges, a transparent bubble rose to enclose it. The sky outside the bubble was a night sky, but brilliant with an awesome array of blazing planets and constellations. At ground, the bubble sealed the perimeter, and five dark arches were embedded in it. The one he’d attempted to leap through was close, and others were spaced around the bubble and were the endpoints of a huge pentagram that blazed like red fire in the grass.

It was all so unsettling. Bowen gave his sore head a couple of knocks with his palm, and he wondered if perhaps he was unconscious and dreaming. When he was certain it wasn’t so, he released an agonized sigh. He’d been in jails, even in psychiatric confinement. Aliens had taken him once, but alien stuff wasn't supposed to be real. Something had happened in his mind because his parents beat him when he was a baby. 

He could see no way out other than those dark arches, and after one experience with a sealed arch, he had no plans on attempting to force his way through another one. He had to hope the doorway back would open.

+++

Mike Wilde turned on his front walk and again surveyed the house he’d inherited from his cousin Allan. It was a respectable anomaly, sitting between two tall, aging, and abandoned structures. A relic, perhaps. Then again, this entire street was unusual. Most of the buildings on it were declining, following the pattern of the newer structures that made up the rest of the neighborhood. James Avenue had only a few new buildings and was the only remaining historic street among those radiating from the West Haven mega-complexes. The structures to the right and left of the house were empty and, like twins, each rising ten floors with facades of four fluted columns with ornate capitals supporting the front overhangs. One had been a commercial building, the other residential. A building refurbished as lofts was across the road.

At least Allan had kept the house in good repair, which was remarkable considering the place was nearly ancient. It was the oldest house in this area, and it had a comfortable weed garden by the back patio. Not long ago, the land had been worth far more than the house. Allan hadn’t sold because he was a stubborn character and cared little about money. With neighborhood decline came a decline in property values. It had started in the West Haven mega-complexes. Mike had been away for those years and not around to see the condominiums, townhouses, and other assorted housing types in the super complexes deteriorate into a slum, which was a good thing. He’d inspected some of it on returning. He remembered a very long Saturday afternoon walk and staring in amazement at the changes. The best of the combined indoor and outdoor market malls had morphed into warrens that resembled something from the third world. The key difference now was the lack of children. Wealthy families left just after the crash, and poorer parents eventually gained placement in newer public housing elsewhere. The neighborhood was losing population, and the public park areas off the tree-lined streets of upper Indian Lane were now mostly full of bums. Squatters abounded and were always around begging in the streets. There were kids, but most were fifteen or older, old enough to be runaways who squatted. 

In psychological effect, the vast semi-slum radiated from some hidden, dark center of West Haven, a rotten core that emanated waves of petty crime and clutter. It gradually softened at the upper levels tagged the Sky Streets. James Avenue had survived mostly intact, except for the road itself. It had become a new speedway for the fast bikes and souped-up vehicles the remaining residents favored. If anything could be said for the engines in those beasts, it would be that their roar helped bury the tasteless music usually emanating from the car interiors. There had been some recent improvement in the local economy, but not much. Many buildings were pocked with decay ... many units wrecked or empty. The Edge Ring or circle of old public housing and factories around West Haven's edge was the main barrier to improvement. When a neighborhood's front door is uninviting, no one wants to see the interior. 

There were probably a million unique personal stories of sadness and failure in West Haven. Enough to create gutter dialogue for endless bad television shows. Sanity was to avoid hearing any of those stories and to avoid watching episodes of any that had actually achieved broadcast fame ... and thus duck the soul pollution that comes with knowing all those complex trash relationships and their failed outcomes.

Today, Mike wasn’t strolling into the rough areas. He turned west on the street and headed toward the setting sun, which cast a strong blaze over distant structures. The late summer was still quite warm, and his clothes were casual. Years ago, before he’d joined the military and left, designer suits were his standard outfit. Now he dressed down like the area, but without sinking to the bottom like some of the others. His blue T-shirt had ‘Ain’t from Around Here’ splashed on the front in a bleeding font ... but like others wearing similar items, he unfortunately was from around here. He’d bought it at Slim Jimmy, which was a local outlet with a street shack. His jeans were from around here, too, but anyone with a buck had high-styled jeans. They were guys only, as women didn’t wear jeans much anymore. It was the same with his shoes. The trend was for high-quality shoes rather than cheap import trash. The problem was that you couldn’t take the shoes off, or someone would steal them. 

There was a breeze, and Mike liked the feel of actually having hair to blow in the gusts. His hair had been cut short for a long time. Such a cut didn’t work in these parts. White with a strong build and short haircut meant being labeled as a member of the armed neo Nazi subculture that existed in the city, and surprisingly, had pockets in this completely multicultural area. Either that, or the short haircut would indicate he had just gotten out of jail, and people would casually ask him where he did time while he ate a burger over by Wellington’s Fountain.

The longer curls saved Mike a lot of grief, and sometimes he wore old-style tinted glasses to soften his features. His right eye was good, his left eye a bit off. One contact would suffice. He kept putting off laser eye surgery. People often told him his gaze was haunted, his general appearance hungry, even though he carried a full build. Scaring people in the better parts of town with accidental piercing glances wasn’t on the agenda, and with his history, it was better to mollify people who knew him by his reputation only.

Dust blew up from the dry street and knocked some loose wrappers around the scarred benches of the tiny parkette he was passing. He saw two crusty old men look up from the brown-bagged bottle they were sharing by the trunk of a silver maple. The red on their lips told him the beverage was a wine tincture, laced with one of the newer happy elixirs ... potent stuff if you wanted to get smiley drunk. Sometimes the winos were found with grins on their faces after drinking themselves to death, having seen pleasant things in the delirium that killed them.

A young couple standing by a whale-sized lump of bronze sculpture broke their conversation and stared. Mike looked away, but he’d seen her tablet rise. He knew she was recording him as he passed. Too many people remembered him, not from the old days, but because he’d been in the news recently. A protection job on the wealthier side of town. That job went sour; his client was killed in a shootout near the Esplanade Concert Hall. Mike had seen death coming and notified the police. The detective he spoke to thought he was crazy when he told him he knew a shooter would appear because he'd had a premonition. They staked it out with a couple of officers anyway.

Those cops were dead, so were Mike’s client, his client’s banker, and two pedestrians. A sniper failed on his mission when Mike appeared behind him at his window perch, a few floors up in a closed bank branch. But he hadn't foreseen everything as a second shooter showed up on the street. 

Mike burst out from a stairwell door to see the banker get chest-banged by heavy slugs. One of the cops and a pedestrian were already dead nearby, and the shooter was moving in for the kill on his client. The rest happened like an evil dream. A panicked man dashing from behind a parking kiosk bumped him. Mike’s shot went wild and winged the hood of a Honda; the assassin returned a blast that killed a pedestrian as Mike ducked into an alleyway. The shooter swept up a fourteen-year-old boy and put a gun to his head. Mike had a possible shot but held it for fear of killing the kid. At that moment, his client ran from the car he'd been cowering behind, and he didn't escape because the gun flashed away from the kid’s head and did its paid business.

The shooter hit the other cop, backed off to the entrance of a Dolce clothing store, tossed the kid aside, and fled. Two police cars screamed in on the scene, and Mike ended up dropping his weapon to avoid being shot.

The scene of death was too bizarre to explain, and the shooters had taken out street cameras. Homicide, the police chief, the news media, and his client’s family were all unhappy. Homicide spent a long time hammering at Mike. He sat through browbeating sessions with five different detectives. They didn’t buy into any premonition stuff and were certain he knew more than he was saying. The client’s family felt that choosing to let their family member die in order to spare a kid was negligence. 

News media didn’t know what to make of it. The upshot was that people were dead, and a live scapegoat was preferable to dead bodies. It couldn’t be the shooter because he’d escaped. The sniper Mike had knocked unconscious also escaped. Mike avoided charges because witnesses cleared him, and the kid was grateful to be alive. An inquiry concluded that Mike set up a violent situation that police should not have walked into without a deeper investigation. There was no easy legal punishment available. By law, Mike had reported that a crime would occur. 

The judge overseeing the case was a sour old man who did not like the idea of Mike being cleared, so he used his imagination and ordered psychiatric observation. Mike’s initial police report detailed a premonition. In the judge’s view, it meant Mike could not separate fantasy from reality. He had somehow obtained evidence that a crime would occur, yet erroneously believed he had obtained it in an impossible way. 

Four stripped cars suddenly roared up the street. Mike halted and watched them pass, then turned and continued his walk into the sunset, thinking it really was a walk into the sunset of his life. He grinned as it occurred to him that people who did recognize him probably thought he’d escaped from psychiatric custody. The truth was, he hadn’t checked in yet because his lawyer had caused delays. He was on his way to check out the place now, a look from the outside. He hadn’t been by the Jung Memorial Institute in a long time. He’d hung out in Western Woods Park next to it in his teen years.

The end of the street was lined with fast-food joints that Mike didn’t favor. He decided to grab something at Gill's Street Diner at the corner of Neville Lane and then follow it down and eat in the park. Two big, rough-shaven men glared at him as he walked up the three wide steps, and his response was to use his hand to fan away their irritating cigarette smoke. The place was about half full. Odors of burgers and Coney fries dominated, though the place had a large menu. The grungy decor was built into a dining area with painted brick walls and pillars, and Mike followed the most beat-up spot on the wooden floor to the takeout area. 

Two undercover cops he knew, Joe Kennedy and Casey Slinger, were standing under the big bronze drop spotlights at the front of the counter. Both men were over six feet tall and wore jeans and suit jackets made of the new summer fabrics. The jackets, cut broad at the shoulders, undoubtedly hid under-shoulder guns. Slinger’s jeans were flared at the bottom; Joe’s were straight-legged. They both wore expensive shoes of dark brown leather, the type that pass as dress shoes and yet have grip for running. Casey’s hair was long and unruly; Joe’s was neatly trimmed. In effect, Mike felt that they looked too much like partners and that would be a giveaway. Partners but not brothers because Casey’s hair was reddish and his face pale and freckled, while Joe was olive-tanned with dark hair.

Casey nodded, then took a bite of a Hawaiian burger nearly too thick to chomp on. Mike ordered a fruit salad and looked around the place. Much bustle, but the fare on most of the tables was more sophisticated than what folks at the takeout ordered. Beer trumped wine here, marking the joint as a place for the proletariat, and that was about all there was in this neighborhood, though some people with money remained in the better areas.

Joe Kennedy tapped him on the shoulder. He had bloodshot eyes. “Aren’t you supposed to be in the gorilla house? Or do they let you guys roam the streets now?”

“I haven’t checked in yet. Interview with a doctor tomorrow. Then they decide whether I stay in or get out-patient time.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad,” Casey said, talking with his mouth half full. “You'd better watch what you say, or they’ll put a brain tap on you. Keep quiet about what you’re seeing in that crystal ball of yours.”

“What I’m seeing is a demotion. Looks like I’m not the only one who got knocked down.”

“Yeah,” Joe said. “Figured it out, did you. Guess it wasn’t hard. We wouldn’t be working this neighborhood if our stars were rising in the department. One step lower and we'll be taking money under the table for private protection jobs like you used to do.”

“This is where you’re needed, but the people don’t like cops in this neighborhood. Me, they don’t bother, because they think I’m a fuck-up and it makes them happy.”

“You don’t look messed up, Mike,” Casey said. “What’s with you anyway? After all that stress and media attention, you should look ten years older. Instead, you look smooth.”

Joe snickered. “Maybe it’s the health food. No other guy comes in here and orders a fruit salad.”

“The fruit salad is a psychological thing. In the Special Forces, I spent time at the edge of the Gobi Desert. We were sand fleas watching movements in and out of a hidden terrorist base. We used to talk about food and drinks, and I said that in any mirage I saw, fruit trees were there. I wanted to pick a fruit salad. Now, when I eat one, I feel good, like I’ve realized my dream.”

“Hell,” Joe said. “What a downer when you wake from that dream and see West Haven, where the fruit went sour.”

“So that's where your visions came from,” Casey said. “Too much time under that desert sun.”

Mike grinned and stepped away from the counter. “I don't have visions much anymore. Maybe there's nothing to see here. I'm out for a look at hard reality today, that beautiful place around the corner, the Jung Memorial Institute.”

“Ha, your new digs,” Casey said as Mike walked away. “They call it the Jungle, because half the people in there are ape-shit crazy.”

Mike took the less busy side street down to the Jung rather than the main avenue. The buildings were heavy, battered ... towering stone cliffs with imprinted windows and entries so understated as to be almost hidden in the late afternoon. The shadows were already here on this lane, even though there was sunlight falling elsewhere and high above. Traffic went by noisily on the potholed road, and litter was a permanent decoration in the gutters. Some local youth lurked by an alley mouth across the street. They were all vagrant kids in or around West Haven. A group of old men passed him on their way up from the park. They carried a game table, the oldest man dragging up the rear with an improperly fitted prosthetic leg that forced him to shuffle. Some slim female forms were silhouetted behind the tinted glass at the front of a fashion display that fronted a huge sweatshop. A rub parlor was hidden behind the next set of red-painted doors.

At the end of the street, a finger of Western Woods Park reached around, laying a buffer of tall trees and trimmed grass at the front of the Jung Institute's wall. Crossing the road and stopping, Mike stared over at the institute. It remained unchanged, and to his eyes looked like an evil place. He didn’t know the exact term for its design mode, but he would call it modern medieval. At least the older front section looked that way. The imposing towers and outer wall brooded in the impending dark. This was an oppressive pile of slabs, poured from the heaviest concrete and stone mixes, and even the large mosaic courtyard leading up to the front entrance seemed to bear a crushing weight. The institute vehicles lining the front were charcoal gray and from some netherworld of black and white.

Mike had no plans to be held there, so he would definitely play the doctor and keep any episodes hidden. In a place like that, he wouldn’t need any. The dark visions and nightmares of those patients locked away in the maximum-security tower were already enough of a burden for the place. His own visions were mostly suppressed now, and he had nothing to add that the antiseptic interior wouldn’t quickly extinguish. Standing under a willow tree, Mike watched some staff exiting. There would probably be only a skeleton crew on after dark, he figured, and the way the staff hurried out didn’t create good thoughts of what might be inside. Some of the orderlies bore a close resemblance to goons or the sort of people who would do that job because they enjoyed using hands-on force. A few of them in doctor-like uniforms were almost in disguise, as the uniforms didn't hide their bulging muscles.

He strolled through the park's front entrance and then went down a chip path to a fragrant wooded area, following the institute's rubble-stone wall for some distance. Teens had a baseball and soccer field near the street, which he bypassed as he entered a hidden arbor he knew from previous visits. It was like a tiny clearing with a stone bench and an almost invisible stretch of the path leading into it from the scrub. Relaxing on the bench, he slowly ate his fruit salad while listening to the birds and watching the chipmunks dart about. He read a few items on his phone, then leaned back and in moments found himself dozing off.

He didn’t know how long he had dozed, maybe only a few minutes. Black wings flashed in his mind, and he saw two strange gnarled trees, another damn useless premonition. He woke and waited, and then he heard a woman scream. It was desperate but choked off. Rising, he placed the direction. The sound of a whistle followed.

Mike had to run up a rise on a narrow trail. Brush whipped him, and he spooked birds and squirrels. At the top, he found some open meadow, calculated that the sound had come from the distant line of trees, and ran through the deep grass. He heard some crashing in the brush ahead, so he picked up his pace. Dizziness now rose, and the effect of the twilight blurred his vision to a slow spin of distortion. Something visionary was affecting him, yet he was still running. It usually happened when he was at rest. He knew the type. Not a real vision but a mandala where everything would suddenly spin and he’d see a huge picture. This time, it was a picture of a shadowy world and things so weird he couldn’t grasp the meaning of any of them. He knew it was a bad omen and likely something more. The darkness coalesced into a huge form, that of a large animal, seeming like smoke and radiant darkness. It stood between the two squat, gnarled trees he'd seen in the premonition.

Spokes turned in a wheel and vanished as he tumbled to the ground. 

Mike rose to his knees. Ahead, there was another blinding flash, and it was not a vision. A woman tumbled out of it as if she’d arrived from another world. She rolled in the duff. The after-flash burned on his retinas. The darkness at the end of twilight slowly replaced it, but something remained. The two gnarled trees he'd been seeing were still there, and the woman was lying between them on the lumpy ground.

Mike walked over and looked around, but he saw no one other than the woman. His eyes fell on one of the trees. The golden vines flowing up in rushes from the fat, knotted trunk distracted him. He knew of no such species of tree. He went back to the woman, felt her forehead and pulse. She appeared okay, and he hoped she’d only fainted and not taken a stroke. Slow movements of her right arm and some muttering as she sat up confirmed her condition. She shrank away when she saw Mike, then relaxed when his features came clear.

Mike helped her up. “What happened here?” he asked.

“A man chased me. I ran up this rise, saw those funny trees, and after I ran past them, I’m not sure what happened. It didn’t seem real. I mean, the place I ran into and got out of was like being flung somewhere far away.”

Mike wasn't sure what she was talking about. “Whoever he was, he’s not around now. I didn’t see anyone.”

“I left him in there. I don’t think he can get out.”

They were standing between the two trees. She was looking beyond them. Mike wondered what she meant. He clicked on his phone's light and flashed it around the area. The two of them stepped through into a cleared circular area. It seemed to have been cleared by fire. The grass and weeds were scorched to stubble. Pines and deciduous trees formed a circular wall of darkness.

“It wasn’t like this before,” she said.

“It is odd. No one is here now. Maybe we should get out of here before we are ambushed. I know a couple of undercover cops who work this neighborhood. I’ll call them and get them to look around. What’s your name?”

“Breanne Marzo.”

“I’m Mike Wilde. You live around here?”

“Yes, I’m in this neighborhood.”

Lights poked about in the deepening darkness below. They heard anxious voices, people beating through the bushes.

“They heard that whistle of yours. Let’s go down and get out of here.”

+++

The two undercover cops loitered in Gunning Quadrangle, an acre of commercial and public buildings through the tunnel just inside the central Haven. Joe Kennedy sat on a sculpted metal bench next to a shoulder-height flower planter, the burst of blooms hiding his head as he looked through it and up at the public front of a club. His red-headed partner, Casey, was to the north, sitting on the patio of Tiger Tom’s Sports Bar, and he was currently holding his sensitive nose as an obese patron had puked across the table next to him. Casey ignored the scene as the patron blamed the food and was bounced. In his mind, the man's violent spew was a perfect snapshot of the neighborhood, containing every size, color, and gross flavor of the vile.

At mid-level with a surround of towering buildings, the Gunning, like other parts of West Haven, had the appearance of a deep pit in the center of a group of scrapers. The 444 Club was a drug-dealer joint and almost hidden by design. An area of fixed stone benches and tables was at the front, and a tall wall painted with a cityscape mural stood behind them. Part of the mural was the entry door, and unless it was opening or closing, most people passing didn’t notice it. The giveaway would be the blaring music from evening to late at night. The exits or other access points were at the back, leading into stretches of cramped, enclosed alleys that even armed undercover cops preferred to avoid.

They’d spent many days staking out this place, recording the arrival and departure times of a few individuals who got by on a single first or last name of the type popular in prison. The idea was to capture a picture of exactly when the larger shipments for the local drug market moved through. Some action was taking place. One of the players was a person of interest, an overweight thug with a nest of tightly braided hair, and he was roughing up another man at the front, laying into him with some vicious kicks. Blood spurted from his victim's nose. Joe didn’t care, but he signaled Casey to make sure he was getting a recording of the event. Then his phone vibrated with an urgent message, and he took it out and checked it.

“Mike Wilde,” he said to himself. “How’d he get my number?” Then he read the message, read it again, muttered angrily as he got up, and took a slow stroll over to Casey.

Tiger Tom’s was so deep under the shelter of the towering complexes that it kept outdoor lights on all day. It was dark now, and Joe picked up a red cast on his chiseled face as he walked past the garish sign to the patio.

“So what’s up?” Casey said.

“I got a message from Mike Wilde. He must have used psychic powers to get my number. Says a woman was attacked in the park over by the institute. She’s with him now. He thinks the guy might still be around. He sent me the GPS coordinates of the area of the attack.”

“Really, what kind of bullshit is that? Tell him to go down to the station with her and make an official report. We don’t investigate stuff that hasn’t been cleared.”

“I can’t do that. He sent the call in on a bounce number.”

“Don’t they have a few serious cases locked somewhere in that institute. I wonder if one of them could escape.”

“Probably not, but it’s the same old shit happening here. Let’s take a brief trip over and check that location. Maybe we'll get to make a real arrest for once.”

There was no vehicular traffic in and out of Gunning, though cars passed on the Switch Ring high above. To get to their car, they had to walk across a court and through a broken turnstile to the Connector. There had once been unbreakable designer glass on the curved walls and ceilings, back before the local scum found ways to scorch and blur it into other art forms. The past view of lower streets off to their right was now mostly gone, and it was like strolling down a see-through graffiti-scarred alley ... scarred being the word that came to mind to describe failed attempts at serious street art. Not every place was like the Connector, as West Haven still had some passable street art. Just not here, and no fresh air either, as Casey felt like he was being gassed on the step out to the parking area.

To make it worse, everyone felt they had to smoke something foul in the parking areas, and that triggered Casey’s allergies even more. The overheads cast a haze of bruise-blue light that made people look uglier than they really were, and that was a bad thing in this area. A few creepy characters and their women were hanging out in front of a battered bank of automated stores that they had to pass through to reach the next section of the lot. Joe took off his jacket and shouldered it as he walked, his holstered underarm gun sending a warning message to anyone thinking about hassling them. Their vehicle was protected from thieves, though it probably didn’t need it. In appearance, it was a battered brown Ford, though its engine was much better than anyone would have expected. It was the same with the computer hidden in the dash. In a world of sleek, high-end vehicles, it would barely attract a passing glance.

The engine roared. Joe pulled out; a loiterer with a web tattoo on his cheeks bounced a can off their windshield as they turned to go out, so he gunned the engine and swerved over like he was going to run him down. In the side-view mirror, he saw the gang stepping out, one of them shaking a fist. The way ahead was clear, so he sped on the upward route to the Switch Ring and headed out on Route 3 to the specified location.

The Jung Memorial Institute appeared like a charcoal sketch against the haze of light created by the city. A pale glow rose from the grounds on the other side of the wall.

A while later, Joe had the car parked in the long grass deep in the park, and he was standing by it, smoking a cigarette. He itched all over from being fir-whipped and bug-bit while searching through the area of woods Wilde had outlined. He felt like kicking himself for following up on this lead. Casey was still down there by the rise, the bright light orb showing nearly the entire side of the rise as he moved up it.

Joe got a message telling him to come over. He did so reluctantly, and at a stroll, blowing out a cloud of smoke, then batting angrily at a mosquito that lighted on the back of his hand. Butting the smoke, he climbed the rise to Casey and then studied what he was highlighting. Two trees of a variety he couldn’t make, looking otherworldly in the bright yellow orb light, and a big circular clearing of scorched grass on the other side. It looked like a fighter plane had dropped napalm or something there and burned it.

Joe squinted at the scene. “I really wonder what the fuck we’re doing here.”

“I really wonder why in the fuck Mike Wilde sent us here,” Casey replied.

“Unless we report a suspected alien landing in that clearing, we've got nothing,” Joe said. His phone suddenly hummed as he said it, but he knew it wasn’t Mike Wilde. The special buzz meant it was a call from the Captain, so he answered it right away.

Joe hung up, looked to Casey’s pale face hanging like a jack o’ lantern in the dim light. “A report came in on a body. It’s deeper in West Haven. The captain wants us to get to it and secure the scene. I didn’t bother to tell him we’re way over here on a wild goose chase.”

A small compartment on the car roof opened, and a flashing light rose up. Engine roaring, the Ford screamed around the curving roads of Route 3 back into the Switch Ring, then slowed as they hit the maze roads of inner West Haven. As they neared the location, a couple of cruisers pulled in behind them. A long turn took them to the entry lane into the New Yorktown Complex, and from there Joe bullied through with the light and siren, following another narrow lane to a small park deep in the complex. 

This area was scary enough. Generally, a body would be a gang-related shooting. Rape victims, they didn’t kill, but were usually brutalized. This call was for a dead female with no reports of shooting, so it wasn’t the usual. Barriers blocked vehicle access to the park, so Joe and the cruisers stopped in the litter-strewn area along the barriers. There wasn’t much light. At the distant end of the park, the structures rose at various levels like a pyramid shading off into the distance. A tower was at the near edge of the small park. The tower and other close complexes had their windows shaded, most with the new night-tinting glass feature. It was a security feature that let in faint light, indicating that someone was probably home. It didn’t allow anyone to see inside fully, so it prevented peeping Toms and peeping undercover cops.

“Shut off that fucking siren,” Casey said as he got out. Checking his back first, he stared at a nearby alleyway and then up at the tower. The many-faceted windows glowed softly. No one was visibly looking out, and he wondered if anyone would bother to look out if someone was being killed. Turning around, he looked into the park. A small group was standing by a fountain, and deeper in, a man had a bright light focused near some bushes. Whatever had happened, it was bad enough that others would not go in and look at it. That meant pretty bad because people in this neighborhood would rubberneck just about anything.

The cruiser cops got out and waited, then followed Casey and Joe on the walk-in. Half of the black-painted pole lamps in the park were burnt out, the others filmed with bugs and glowing with the new yellowish style of bulbs that you could almost feel crackling on your skin. The group by the fountain fell silent, creating a sudden hush. Joe and Casey did nothing to break it but just walked by. They had to cut over untrimmed grass.

“Watch out for dog shit,” Joe said. “People in this neighborhood probably don’t poop and scoop.”

Almost on cue, a couple of dogs started barking in the tower. Moments later, a dozen were yapping. Casey was carrying a portable light, and he switched it on as he walked. It lit up the entire area, including the beefy oriental man waiting for them in the grass ahead. As they arrived, he nodded, then simply pointed to a flattened area of grass shrouded by bushes. The body was there, but Casey’s light was so bright it had the effect of burying it in long shadows. Two uniforms followed, and all four men got a sudden and startling close-up view of the body as Casey shifted the light. One of the uniforms immediately turned and stumbled away, gagging as if he was about to vomit. The other uniform brought a hand up to cover his eyes and turned away. Joe and Casey didn’t have that luxury.

Shootings and stabbings could be messy. They’d seen plenty of them, so had the uniforms sickened by this scene. This they hadn’t seen. The victim, a white female, was horribly mutilated. In other cases, Joe documented the necessary details on his pocket note tablet, scribbling the words in with a stylus. No way would he do that on this, as his hands were too jumpy for writing. 

They both stared for a full minute. Rather than fade, the shock grew.

“You ever read the tabloids about alien beings killing people?” Joe said, his head ablaze in the bright light. “It looks like that. Like, he cut her breasts off for starters. Did things in a neat clinical way, almost as if he’s a surgeon. Not a real surgeon, but a mad one from outer space. I say 'he' because it is always a he that does this sort of crime. The worst a woman ever does is a crazed stabbing deal or cuts off her man’s balls.”

“Give me one of your smokes,” Casey said.

“I thought you quit?”

“Officially, but sometimes it helps handle the stress. Plus, your smokes are mild. We’ll be here all night, and we’ll have to bring in the forensics robot. You know how slow that thing is. Analyzing those cuts will take it a long time. The killer favors circular cuts, cutting things out, and placing them neatly aside. We’ll also have to check if all of her is there. They usually take trophies, I think. Unless an alien really did land here.”

Joe passed him a smoke and lit it. “Alien ... don’t say that or the news will be filled with it. There are no real aliens, just those people flying mysterious lights around on drones all the time, so they can say there are aliens and profit from it. I figure that maybe we won’t be here all night. Forensics will take over the whole deal. We’ll go back over to the Jung for another look around. That suspect Wilde reported might be the same guy. Probably is the same guy. We’re going to find Wilde and that woman and get their reports. Might be a description there.”

“Shit, this really is turning into the case from Planet X. First, a crazy report from Wilde, the psychic, and now this body. I remember something, a case study from the old days. Before the crash, there was a serial killer with the same technique that had victims in this area.”

“Yeah, I remember something about that. A long time ago. It can't be him; they'd have his brain rewired by now.”

“Your faith in the Dr. Frankenstein shrinks certainly exceeds mine. My bet is that, like in a horror movie, the monster has somehow returned. Before he's finished, he'll ice the doctor that tried to cure him.”

+++

Bowen had heard of leaps of faith, but this leap was very different, yet with equal effect. He’d been a honed predator out for the kill and had come in for a hard landing as a hopeless mortal trapped by another predator he couldn’t detect or explain. There was the shock of seeing his prey escape through a vanishing door, then sudden imprisonment in a place that was not possible. It was too real to be a dream and too final to be a nightmare.

As Bowen looked around, his adrenaline dropped down the scale, then rose again as hair-raising fear. It wasn’t twilight here, and the view shook him so much he went down into a crouch, seizing tufts of the long grass to hold onto for security. The vast reaches above him were unsettling. He was on a small island, at one end of a silver pentagram, its moonlight so strong it seemed to blaze. There were sealed gates at each star-point of this pentagram, but nothing beyond the perimeter but empty space. The bubble or force field he’d first seen above faded to invisibility, revealing an overwhelming field of stars and the sense of flying through space on this island as though it were a spaceship.

The feeling of motion terrified him. It was total insecurity. He was little Bowen again, on his knees, holding on, not daring to look up as his mother beat on him with her hairbrush. Only this time, there was no mother; he didn’t want to look up because of the horrible sense of vertigo, like he was about to be sucked away into oblivion. Reality, if there was such a thing, had taken another twist. If he was indeed on his drugs, which provided some nice hallucinations, but killed off all belief in aliens ... why in the hell was he here in a place only aliens could have constructed?

He remained crouched, and the fear became a personal wound. Bowen hunted; he tortured, mutilated, and killed as the aliens did. He had to feel strong. This trap brought back all the old weaknesses and character flaws. He’d never really been strong. In essence, he was a weakling, unable to control his own hideous urges. Neither was he physically powerful by nature. He’d been awkward as a child, and it had stuck with him as he grew up. His arms and legs were a touch too long. His knees were knobby, his Adam's apple too large. His neck ... his entire body had knots of muscle that body fat failed to smooth out. 

Bowen's hair always grew into a bunch of unkempt gray-brown tufts, and his gait was unusual, as he lacked natural grace. It was in running and in pursuit that he could lope like an animal, a mighty being of nature in all its beauty. He even had an animal look about him, but perhaps the sort of animal no one wanted to meet, like a wolf or werewolf.

As his lips quivered in terror, he recalled just how much he hated those thin, cruel lips. The face of a lover or artist wasn’t his face; his was thin-lipped, with a big nose and mean, staring eyes set too close together and slightly crossed. His facial symmetry and proportions aligned to highlight the hostile cut of his features, with his face coming out a touch too narrow, yet his forehead too wide.

Born on a farm in a remote area of the province, Bowen was odder than even most country hicks were. He didn’t fit in with the rustic people of the county or the hardened freaks of West Haven ... and now to go with it, he felt weaker than both breeds, about to puke. Letting go of the grass, he seized his head and shook it, forced himself to regain control. That worked for a moment, then he suddenly spewed. It came out so fast that it burned his nasal passages. The bad odor and sight of the half-digested vegetable platter, candying the long grass in front of him, caused him to heave again.

He got up and stepped away from it. He was going to find a way out of this ... he looked up, and a wave of fear swept him again. Feverish sweat beaded and ran on his dusty face. Aliens had him; it had to be so. Yet he saw none. All he could see was this strange, overwhelming, and impossible prison, flying through space, through the stars.

Dropping back down on his butt, he worked to calm himself. He breathed in and out slowly, trying to stop the panic attack. It went on for a long time, he didn’t know how long, and then he stood up and turned back to the gate he’d come through. One of the star points of the burning pentagram ended at the edge points of the gate. It was like walking up to a door, and now it was slate gray. He touched it reluctantly, pulling his hand quickly back. When nothing happened, he touched it again. The surface was hard, somewhere between glass and stone. When he rapped it with his knuckles, it boomed, and he jumped back. Approaching it again, he went over every part of it he could reach, but there was no hidden mechanism or button. It was a closed door or a solid wall he could not open.

Bowen turned to face the rest of the island, almost whimpering as he did so. It wasn’t something he wanted to face. He wanted to find the easy way out. Yes, there were four other points of the star and four other doors, but he didn’t want to investigate them. He feared getting through them more than he feared them being sealed. They would lead somewhere no one would want to go. That was the feeling he had and was almost certain about. Yet he had no other option, so he began to walk slowly over the grass to the next star point. 

It wasn’t so bad if he didn’t look up. He could imagine he was on Earth if he didn’t do that. But even one look would send fear like an electric charge. Not even in the best night sky on Earth were the stars anything like this ... colors he’d never seen before and dense, some spinning ... like he was at the center of the galaxy in a cloud of stars. Stars so powerful he could feel the pull on his mind even when he didn’t look up. 

Darkness and fire blinded him ... the fire of the stars, the pentagram, and the cold darkness of oblivion entered him. Feverish sweat, yet he felt ice freezing his back, and he shuddered. Partway through the dry grass, he spotted an object over at the center. It was a sculpture, and it was quite large. He was surprised he hadn’t noticed it before. It grew in his vision as he approached, and then he was out of the long grass, in an area where the ground was as smooth as polished granite. The object stood there, as lonely as he was under the blazing stars. It was his height. A collection of objects forming a sculpture, or orbs, would be a better description. He was close enough to study the first orb, which was a globe of the Earth. A bright ring at the center bound the five orbs, all of which were exactly the same size. As he walked around, he noticed that all of them were the Earth, with minor differences. The orbs had an essence, almost as if they were alive. He could see winds and clouds, but wouldn’t dare put a hand in to touch anything. The feeling was that if he did that, he would be electrocuted or something worse. Each differed in overall shading and color: two were very dark, murky Earths; two were bright and sunny; and the fifth was shrouded in white clouds. It was that last fifth orb that was most confusing. He assumed it was another Earth, and one where the clouds hid all below. The binding ring fattened at its connections to the fifth world, and it gave him the certainty that it was from this fifth world that the creators of this whole deal came originally. 

Turning away and looking back across the pentagram, he was sure he understood some of the meaning. Five points, five doors, five Earths. Each door had to be a gateway to one of the Earths, and the only one he was interested in was his own. He especially did not want to pass into the two darker Earths or into the unknowable fifth one. 

Its power made Bowen feel like an insect. Only godlike aliens could create a thing like this. No one on his Earth would believe it, especially when considering that his brain had been wired so that he would conform to a belief in no aliens. Five Earths? He’d never considered more than one. Where could the others be? Maybe that was the secret of the pentagram and its black magic. At some point, someone knew that Earth existed in five different places and five realities. Could they be similar or terribly different?  That binding ring in the representation seemed to be a key to the connection this island provided; he had the feeling that the ring was part of a firm separation that prevented a catastrophe if the five Earths fell together, and thus locked them apart.

He looked fearfully across at the door to one of the dark worlds, and though he was trapped, he hoped it wouldn’t open. Then there was an ominous click, and things began to spin. His nightmare became reality. The whole island shifted and knocked him off his feet, but the doors remained stationary. The pentagram clicked into place like clockwork. When he rose, the point he’d entered had moved to face that dark world. He stood up, looked at the flashes of light, and knew it was opening. If so, he might be able to escape this trap, but where would he go? His only hope was to get close enough for a look and hope nothing was coming through from the other side. Walking through the grass, he faced the now brilliant light.

+++

Dealing with the situation formally was difficult for Breanne because no attacker was found, and her experience was bizarre. After Mike had phoned a report in to his detective friends, they spent a couple of hours sipping pints in a local pub called the Stumbling Duke. Most people in West Haven didn't report crime at all, so not heading down to the police station to file an official report was normal.

The rear of the Duke was set up as a patio, though not outside, but under a 12-foot beam ceiling hung with iron chandeliers. They took an obscure corner table and spent some time cleaning up in the nearby washrooms. Servers at the Duke dressed all in black, which Mike felt was okay on the women, as tight tops and skirts. For the young men, it gave them a brutal appearance, like that of barbacks or bouncers. 

One of the muscled bouncer types set down two pints in cheat mugs and took their order. They engaged in some conversation made private by the blare of the music from the other side of the patio. Breanne ordered a spinach salad with almonds, and Mike, being hungrier, had a Greek burger with house salad. They went over what had happened, and both shook their heads in considering the oddity of a stalker who appeared dangerously quick and vanished into some Pandora's Box. The man was mysterious, like an alien or demon.

It was twenty minutes before the subject of the Jung Memorial Institute and its connections to it came up.

“So, perhaps I’ll be seeing you if you’re a nurse there. Especially if they decide to make me an in-patient.”

“You definitely will,” she said, her hair spilling across the table as she leaned forward. “If they don’t make me a patient, too. What just happened does seem like a hallucination now, but it wasn’t. There aren’t many inpatients, so you probably won’t be one. There aren’t many female nurses there either. The male nurses are also orderlies. Even most orderlies have some form of doctor or shrink credentials. Though I don't place much faith in those credentials.”

Mike grinned, a little crookedly. “Shrink. You aren’t exactly bristling with respect for your colleagues.”

“Just because I work there doesn’t mean I think like them. I grew up in West Haven. The Jung saved me economically, if not spiritually. The rest of my family moved out, escaped the decline here. I've seen enough of some of the new treatments to have ethical questions. There is much Frankenstein stuff. Even psychotherapy can be professional hocus pocus. Doctors are often more about their egos, and I think some patients tie their own heads in knots and want to hire someone to undo them. Your personal story, well – it sounds like you’re being punished. They want you to do time. They aren't trying to treat you for anything.”

“I know
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