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CHAPTER 1
Nightmare

Seth's fist slammed into his bedside table. It shook
for a second and then toppled over, crashing through the early
morning calm. While he struggled in the dark to untangle from his
blankets, his pocket watch chimed six o'clock.

Uncertain about what happened; he sat up
with both fists raised and in a quick motion, landed on his feet
and crouched down. His left foot touched the smooth metal of his
watch. Reaching down to pick it up, his elbow hit the overturned
bed table. A wave of pain vibrated through his arm.

Now fully awake, he hid in the shadow next
to his bed and listened. A blustery wind outside puffed against his
building blowing cold air through open cracks. With each gust, the
old rooming house seemed to moan.

Just a dream. Nothing else.

After a few moments, Seth
stood and moved barefoot across creaking floorboards. With his
hands outstretched, he searched through the dark room until
feeling rough
wood. Fingers touched a glass bulb and package of
matches lying beside it. Striking one and lighting the wick, a
kerosene lamp flickered on.

In the lamp’s pale glow,
his room was not much to look at; a narrow bed, an overturned
nightstand, and a small dining table with a wobbly old
chair. The wood
plank nailed to the wall served as a shelf
for his hairbrush, razor, and basin of
water. A wavy, clouded mirror hung by a rope completed the
furnishings.

Tipping the basin of water to his mouth, he
took a long drink. Cold water flowed down his throat. Before using
the rest for washing, he studied his reflection. A pale, tired face
stared back at him.

Seth shaved and ran a brush through his
hair. He stopped one more time to stare at his reflection.

Even now, his mind would not let go of the
dream. The monster’s foul stench still lingered in his mind
---.

He stood in a field of
waist-high rippling grass with arms outstretched, and hands
grabbing fists full of air. His pajama top fluttered against him. A
sound from behind caused him to twist around. The air transformed
into a thick black, swirling mist, blocking all light. From its dim
shadows, a snarling beast emerged and charged toward him. He turned
to run but could not move fast enough. The animal’s scalding
breath hit the back of his neck.

Seth turned to fight with
both fists raised. A huge, bear-like creature, face
distorted in a wide snarl, rose up before him. Glistening fangs
dripped black, sticky saliva. It pounced in a high arc slashing
down with curved nails on hand-like paws. He fought off one paw
with his fist but missed the other. Sharp claws swiped across his
chest, shredding skin.

A sharp pain seared through his heart. He
stumbled and fell. The animal opened his mouth and prepared to sink
fangs into Seth's neck.

So, this was what death is like?

He was almost unconscious
when a streak of light flashed from above. A blue man floated from
its center. His black coat puffed out as he drifted down. In his
hand, a small silver gun pulsed with glowing energy. A stream
of white
intense light shot out. The monster
exploded into fragments and, at a second blast, burst into bright
flecks of light.

Landing on the ground, the blue man turned
around and gazed at him with luminous oblong eyes. Pulling out a
small, silver stone from his pocket and, with a light touch, he ran
it over Seth's chest. Raw, bleeding claw marks faded away.

Free of pain, he took a deep, cleansing
breath. His body became light and drifted up.

The stranger grasped Seth's hand. They
flashed through white clouds and burst into the blue unknown.
Twinkling stars became sprinkles of light. Colors exploded around
them. Time no longer existed. His body felt nothing, neither heat
nor cold. A distant planet grew larger and larger as they
approached. Eyes fixed on it, his anticipation intensified, and he
reached out.

Almost there, wherever
'there' was, a bell appeared and chimed an ominous warning. Seth
stretched out to grab it but missed. Floating by
a second time, he twisted around to try again, that was when the
nightstand fell over and sent his watch flying.

Cold air blowing across
his bare feet brought him back to the present. His watch chimed a
reminder of the time as it did earlier to wake him. Fresh out of
law school, his intern job at a prestigious firm was the first step
toward a successful future. He reached for his pants and finished
dressing for work.


CHAPTER 2
Bad Day at Work

Coat collar pulled up around his ears, he struggled
forward against a frigid autumn wind. One hand held his hat on,
while the other clutched a satchel tucked under his arm.

Seth’s normal habit was to
stop and admire the front window of his workplace, but today was
different. Even a long walk in the cold air could not clear his
head. His mind still preoccupied with last night's dream, he
gave only a vague glance at the elaborate facade of
Adams, Johnson Sons, Attorneys
Est.
1849. Written in gold scrolls across
gleaming windows, the script ended with a flourish:
Fifty Years in Business Serving the People of
Pittsburgh.

He turned the corner and entered a dirty
alley, heading toward a weather-beaten door. Wind buffeted him with
a swirl of newspapers and dried leaves. A loose windowpane rattled
above him. Last week one fell out and shattered, since then he was
careful when approaching the employee entrance. In front of him,
Adam and Jasper huddled together. At a sudden lull, they pried the
door open and scurried in. Another gust slammed it shut behind
them.

Three women dashed forward
with bags clutched tight against their chest. He smiled and held
the door open. They entered with a flurry of coats and scarves.
Another strong gust tried to rip the latch from his hand. He held
on and pulled it closed. Cold wind whistled through cracks as the
women climbed up scuffed wooden stairs. When they cleared the first
level of steps, Seth filled his lungs and prepared for his run up three
flights.

To most, three flights of stairs was a
morning challenge. But to him, it was exhilarating. With a leap, he
cleared two steps and sprinted upward. Half-way to the first
landing, he stopped and turned.

"Can I help?"

Mae's wrinkled face broke into a smile. Her
stooped body straightened in relief as she handed her bags to him.
"Oh yes, thank you. On time, as usual."

"You're welcome." She was one of his
favorite people. Her funny humor made him laugh on even the hardest
of days.

Betty, a youthful woman, twisted her face
into a pout and clutched her belongings closer. Tight blond curls
quivered as she shook with emotion. Seth knew, as the girlfriend of
Adam Campbell, she was suspicious of anything he did.

Annabelle held out her packages and gave him
a breathless, "Thank you."

"I'll leave them on
the third-floor
landing as usual."

On the next level, he came upon Adam and
Jasper breathing hard, dragging heavy feet up each step. Adam, a
thin puffy-faced man, stuck out his foot to trip him as he
passed.

"And, how are you, Adam?" Seth asked with a
loud voice and a wide smile. He used his most aggravating voice.
Leaping over the outstretched foot and clearing the next step, he
extended his satchel and knocked off the man's hat. It went
spiraling downward.

"Excuse me."
He grinned and hurried on.

Adam's vengeance would be
swift and powerful, but that would come later. Reaching the
third-floor
landing, he set the women's bags down and stopped
to straighten his tie. Every morning, Mr. Johnson, senior partner,
watched as each employee entered. Seth nodded toward the dark,
hidden figure and turned to his closet-sized work area. He learned
right away; no one spoke to Mr. Johnson. Even a 'Good day' was
frowned on.

Entering his space, he lit
the lamp and set his satchel down. The area smelled of gas from
leaky furnace pipes and mold. Now and then, a puff of cold air
pushed in through the walls bringing in fresh air.
Seth shrugged off his coat and hung it on
a hook. When he turned back around, his
arm caught a strip of peeling wallpaper. Out of habit, his finger
smoothed it flat.

Ducking down to avoid a
ceiling designed for short people, he slid onto the small unsteady
chair. His legs barely had enough room to unfold. Pencil and a
paper tablet were lined up in preparation. A piece of light brown
hair slid across his forehead, but quick action with a comb
and it was back in place. This job was his future; his goal was to
become a partner in the firm. Fingers tapped a rhythm on the
desktop as he waited for his work to be delivered.

Jasper, the office
manager, appeared next to him and plopped down a thick stack of
papers. Adam's stair climbing companion squinted at Seth through
bloodshot eyes. "These need to be researched today. Berta will type
them first thing tomorrow. Partners want them ready to
review for
a lawsuit on the docket for Monday. Get this
done!"

Acid rolled around in his stomach. From the
date on the cover page, he realized the man held it for two days
before delivering them on the last day. Jasper waited for his
reaction. Seth stared back at him with a blank expression. The
manager smirked at Seth and shuffled off to the next desk.

Bullies, I fought them all my life. There is
nothing I can do about this one.

A muscle cramp shot
through his leg. When he jerked in response, his knee hit
the desk. The shooting pain reminded him
of his surroundings. Time to put my mind
on work.

He organized the jumbled legal papers and
read the hand-written notes. A floorboard squeaked and warned him
of Adam's staggering approach.

"You'll get yours, Pickleman," he hissed
while passing by.

What did I do to make him
so angry? It started way before
today's hat
incident. He studied Adam's receding back with
frustration. Growing up, his father's profession of pickle salesman
was a subject of ridicule by other boys, but this was different.
The man’s dark
anger did not make sense.

Seth forced his mind to
concentrate on his work. As the morning crawled along, he
examined each page searching for the research question. A
small scribble on the last page noted a case
number.

Almost missed
it. A quick run
down to the first-floor law library
will have the reference I need. Just enough time to write it down and
finish this.

Taking the sheet with him,
he ran downstairs. At the bottom, Seth turned and faced a wood
door, varnished and polished to a reflective sheen. Opening it was
like crossing into his future. With a quick adjustment to his tie,
making sure it was straight, he entered. Only partners had access,
interns were not allowed in here, except for occasions such as
this. A dark somber corridor came into view. Soft, thick carpet and
expensive wall coverings emphasized the status between partners
and everyone else. He paused to enjoy the moment.
One day, hopefully, I will belong down
here.

Voices in the hall caught his attention, and
he stopped to listen.

Adam Crawford Senior's stocky figure stood
highlighted in the doorway of Mr. Johnson's office. Crawford
questioned his father-in-law. "Why hire Davis, a commoner, a
nobody? Junior is angry. He thinks Seth is getting the job instead
of him."

At the mention of his name, Seth moved
forward and stepped into a dark shadow.

Mr. Johnson responded. "I used his college
dissertation in the Hanford case. At supper one night with Dr.
Thompson, his professor, all the man wanted to talk about was his
brilliant law student. When Thompson described his final paper, I
almost choked. It explained exactly the strategy I needed for
Hanford. That case won us a million."

"Did Davis know you used
his research?"

"No, but legally, if it came out, there
would be trouble. So, I hired him for a three-month trial. The
guy's smart, an asset for us, but our firm can only handle one
intern. I've already promised a permanent job to Adam junior, so
this is Davis's last day."

"What do you want me to do?"

"Find a reason. The guy's smart, can study a
legal question and come up with an answer. He was top of his class.
Our firm will lose a good asset, but it can't be helped. Just make
sure no other firm hires him. I don't want him working against us."
Mr. Johnson paused and then said, "Come in and close the door;
we'll discuss this some more."

Seth slipped into the
library and thought about what he heard. A clock in the background
reverberated in his head as it ticked off seconds. When the
numbness in his brain receded, anger swelled up.
Arrogant bastards. It was all a sham! All my hard
work last month meant nothing.

He passed his Law Exam and
took his oath to uphold the client's interests and secrets. Mr.
Johnson's representative approached him as he left the
Judge's Chambers. For a beginning lawyer, this intern job was a great opportunity. He believed that his
legal abilities made them overlook his lack of social
connections. Why else would they hire the son of a pickle
salesman? How naive!

Waves of hot anger flowed from his feet up
to his head.


CHAPTER 3
Physical Response

The climb back up to his office passed in a blur.
Unwilling to settle at his cramped desk, he plopped the legal
papers down and slipped out into the stairwell. His stomach
squeezed in a massive spasm; nausea and pain shot through him. With
a hand braced on the wood frame for support, he bent over and
groaned.

When the pain subsided, he
took a deep breath and studied his surroundings. A tingling pulsed
through him. His heart pounded so hard, he thought it would jump
from his chest. I want to smash his ugly
face. Consumed with hot anger, first his
right fist and then left punched hard into the wall. If felt so
good, his fists smashed into the wood
again. Ripples of pleasure flowed through him with each blow. Just
about to give in to the sensation and hammer the wood to splinters,
his father's voice came to him, "Control."

It was so clear, he jerked
back in surprise. Is father here? How
could that be? I must have imagined the voice.

His blows to the wall
stirred up insect colonies in the scarred stairwell. Bugs,
startled awake,
scratched in frenzy. Thousands of insects,
screeching
and clawing the woodwork, throbbed in his ears.
With his super-sensitive hearing out of control, a headache formed
and pounded in rhythm. His mind refused to function.

I must follow the advice,
from wherever it came from. Taking deep
calming breaths, he slowed down his heart rate. As the level of
sound receded, his headache faded.

A slight noise warned him
before the stair door opened. Seth remembered his bloodied fists
and, in a panic, stuffed them in his pockets.

"You alright?" Stephen,
one of his co-workers, whispered as he peeked around
the door.

"Yes, I lost my balance and crashed into the
wall." He pulled out a hand smeared with blood.

Stephen gave him a skeptical glance and
started to say something but stopped. He held the door open. "We
need to hurry; Jasper's made an early visit to our work areas.
Annabelle is keeping him occupied, so we can get back to our
desks."

Slipping into the hall together, they
discovered Jasper standing with his back toward them. The blond
typist in front of him held his complete attention.

"You have such an important job. I bet the
firm could not survive without you." Annabelle smiled up at the
office manager. She snapped her chewing gum for punctuation.

Jasper responded with pride in his voice,
"Oh yes, I'm necessary to keep it functioning. I'm invaluable to
the smooth running of the business. If you make it worth my time,
I'll put in a good word for you."

Annabelle's gum snapped two more times.

Seth decided to rescue her and approached
Jasper as he leaned in toward the typist. "Sir, I need to use the
washroom. My knuckle got caught on the edge of my desk. Can I be
excused?" He held up his bloodied hand.

The office manager's face twisted into a
frown. "This is an extra break; your time will be docked."

In the washroom mirror,
Seth studied his reflection. His tense, white face
was almost
a stranger's. An odd light glowed from the depth
of his green eyes. At a sharp jab of pain in his hand, he glanced
down at the blood seeping from his knuckles. He turned on the water
and washed his hands while arguing with himself.
Why wait, just leave now? But they would win.

A series of knuckle raps on the outside wall
reminded him how long he had been gone from his work. With a sigh,
he dug through the cabinet behind him and found gauze to wrap
around his hand. Back in his desk, his mind replayed over and over
again what Mr. Johnson said. Alerted by the squeak of Jasper's
shoes, Seth grabbed a paper to look busy.

The man's arrogant face appeared a couple of
inches from his. "You almost finished? Mr. Johnson will be angry if
it's not ready today."

Dang, I forgot to research
for the final
page. "Almost, sir, maybe an hour
left."

With a sneer, Jasper glided on to the next
victim.

Channeling his anger into
resolve, Seth grabbed the paper and ran back downstairs. This time
he did not pause at the hall door but jerked it open.
I will finish this. They'll have to come up with another
reason to fire me. He pulled down the
reference book and found the mentioned paragraph. His hand shook so
much; it took three tries before he could copy it without a
mistake.

Mr. Johnson, passing by, poked his head in.
"Hard at work, I see. Davis, you're doing a good job. I'm pleased
with your progress." He gave a vague, pleasant smile and walked
off.

Don't think about it. Go
back upstairs, finish the
day. Don't let these robbers win.
He drew in deep breaths and held them as he
plodded upstairs.

At his desk, the papers were stacked with
precision. His fingers beat an erratic rhythm while waiting for
Jasper to pick it up. Muscles in his arm contracted, wanting to
attack. Heat still burned through his veins.

When his body changed at
fourteen, Seth's hearing became powerful. A pencil
scraping on paper from across the room sounded like it was right next
to him. When two people held a whispered conversation, every word
was clear. Even now, after the ants calmed down, he was aware of
the colonies still scrambling around.

Struggling to calm his
body's responses, he leaned forward and rested his head on both
hands. Closing his eyes and taking deep relaxing breaths, the law
office faded away. From a deep recess in his mind, the black
creature from last night's dream emerged, swelled in size, and took
over his consciousness. Its hot breath burned his neck.
Claw-like hands reached out to grab him.

Seth opened his eyes in
shock. A quick glance around revealed an empty hall.
That wasn't real, right? He tried to calm himself, not start another emotional surge
coursing through his body. Keeping his eyes open this time,
he slowed his breathing again.


CHAPTER 4
Freedom

As a teenager, he struggled with his sensitive
hearing and his body's intense responses. The kids at school
snickered when he tried to explain it. One evening, Seth decided to
discuss the physical reactions with his father. "Dad, do you have a
couple of minutes? I've been having some problems."

His father lowered his newspaper and looked
at him. "Been fighting? I noticed the sore knuckles and bruise on
your face."

"Not by choice, but that's not what I need
to talk about. My body's doing strange things."

Matthew studied his son. His thin face held
a somber expression, "You're a teenager; hormones are kicking in,
the body changes. You're taller than most and have more
muscle."

"It's not just that. When I become excited,
weird things happen. I can hear even the smallest sound, a person's
heartbeat, an ant crawling across the floor. It scares me, but
also, I'm exhilarated. My body swells; my fist almost glows red. I
know how people are going to react before they move."

His father sat up abruptly
and stared at him with an intense gaze. "Your reactions are above
average. Your body's responding to adrenaline. Are you tired afterward?"

"Later, but not right away," Seth
answered.

"Good, when you learn how to manage your
body, then your life will balance out. I went through something
similar as a young man. Don't let the response control you, you
control it."

Not an
answer. So, he chose to hide his body's
reactions from everyone.

Jasper brought him back to the present as he
walked along ringing the six o'clock bell. Chairs screeched
backward as employees gathered their belongings and prepared to
leave. Seth picked up his satchel and waited until after they
rushed out. Mr. Campbell's shoes clicked on the wood floor as he
walked down the hall. Jasper lurked in the background like a
vulture.

Here it
comes.

Adam Campbell Senior
approached, waving a handful of papers. He smelled of alcohol and
his cheeks were flushed a bright red. "You're an imbecile, not worthy of being employed here.
Gather your stuff and leave at once, with no references. This is
your week's pay."

An envelope was slapped on Seth's desk.

He pulled on his coat. "Well, good riddance.
And so you understand, I know all about the Hanford Case. What Mr.
Johnson did was illegal."

"I'll not put up with your insolence."
Campbell Senior reached for the pay envelope but was not quick
enough.

Seth slipped it into his pocket with a
cynical smile and shoved past him. Rushing for the stairs, he
jumped down three at a time. Cold air hit him as he slammed the
door open and walked out.

Freedom! I never realized
how oppressive this place was.


CHAPTER 5
Mysterious Package

Walking back to his attic room, Seth's mind
replayed, word for word, what happened. His stomach heaved at the
thought, I'm fired. No job. No source of income. No future.

He hesitated before entering his rooming
house and, for the first time, stared at the peeling paint and
broken window. Before today, Seth accepted his living conditions as
just temporary. But with his future uncertain, he could be stuck
here. With a sigh, he entered the dingy hall which reeked of garlic
and cooked sausage. He felt acid rising up his throat.

"Davis, this came for
you." His landlady leaned against her door frame. She wore a dirty
dress that just covered her ample bosom. Long, matted hair
straggled down her back. Her grimy hands shoved a misshapen,
crumpled package at him. The ripped corner flap exposed her attempt
to peek inside. A string was wrapped tight around it and knotted
four or five times. That must have kept her from
closer inspection.

"Rent's due Saturday." She gave him a
defiant look and slammed the door.

With the package under his
arm, Seth climbed the stairs to his attic room. On the landing,
with just enough light for him to see, he
jiggled and twisted his key in the lock. When it clicked, his
shoulder pushed against the warped door. With a loud screech, it
moved about a foot before sticking. He squeezed inside and slammed
the door shut with a determined kick.

Overhead, moonlight flowed
through a small window and shined enough for him to find the
lamp and matches. As the flame took hold, he studied the package
his landlady gave him. Curious about who would be sending him
something, Seth bent down to read the label. His name was scrawled
in large black letters. On the corner were his uncle's name
and barely legible, a return address of Sydney,
Australia.

He took off his coat and
hung it on a hook. The lump in the pocket reminded him
of his uneaten lunch from today. Unable to face the other workers,
he waited on the roof until the break was
over.

Now, sitting at the table and munching a
dry, tasteless roll, his voice cracked with emotion, "Dreams are
hard to let go of. It's all gone. Stolen from me."

Before today, staring at the small section
of visible sky through his window, he imagined the future. Now,
emptiness spread before him. His hand slapped hard on the table
causing Uncle Mac's parcel to bounce.

He picked up the misshapen
package and, holding it closer to the light, discovered a faded
two-month-old postmark. His penknife cut through the strings.
Inside was an odd shape, wrapped in
gray cloth and tied with a black ribbon. He cut the ribbon
and then peeled back the cloth. His uncle had
sent him a strange pile of items. A turquoise coin engraved with
the image of a man rested on top. The etching turned dark blue in
the lamplight.

Next was a monocle,
feather-light in his hand, rimmed with a smooth silver holder. He
slid the attached chain through his fingers. A strange feeling of
peace flowed through him. Troubles at work faded away. With a sigh,
he put the chain down and investigated the last item. His eyes were
drawn to a thick stack of money. Wow! His
uncle bequeathed him a small fortune. Though not rich, Mac never
needed money. Where did he get it?

Seth leaned back and smiled. What a curious
collection his uncle left him, but then Mac was an extraordinary
person. Right before he disappeared twenty years ago, his uncle
came to see his sister and sat all afternoon relaxed on the sofa,
arms spread across the back. Their living room felt small with his
larger-than-life presence. The tales of exotic places held them
both captivated. His adventures played vividly across Seth's mind.
He remembered his excitement, as a seven-year-old, listening to the
stories. His eyes got bigger and bigger with each account.

Mac wore safari clothes, and his pockets
bulged with all sorts of trinkets. A short muscular man with thick
red hair, his handlebar mustache bounced up and down as he talked.
Hands waved in the air while describing his adventures.

"I've seen the Great Wall of China, visited
the Amazon jungle, and survived three days in the Arctic." Mac
pulled out a small statue of a grotesque man whose eyes bulged, and
face was contorted in an ugly grin. Carved feathers protruded from
the top of its head.

"I found this while on an
expedition that searched for the lost Incas. A group of
explorers and I discovered the site of their ancient civilization.
We were returning to announce our find to the world when natives
surrounded us. Believe me, they did not look friendly. Their spears
were long and menacing with miniature skulls dangling from them.
They gestured for us to follow back to their village. We found out
later our group was to be the main dish at supper. Those heads on
the spears were real; they figured out a way to shrink them. My red
hair caught their attention, natives kept reaching out and touching
it."

Seth in wonder asked, "How did you get
away?"

"I slipped away when they were busy," Mac
said with a nervous smile.

"And the rest?" Maggie, Seth's mother, gave
her brother an intense stare.

"Haven't heard from them, don't know where
they are."

"Maybe their shrunken heads are on a
pole."

At Seth's bloodthirsty comment, both adults
turned and looked at him with shocked expressions. Mac changed the
subject and started another story of his adventures.

Even now, his memory was so strong, Seth
felt he could reach out and touch him. He thumbed the money and
discovered a white piece of paper stuck in the middle. Mac's
spidery handwriting spilled across the page--

Dear
Seth,

I'm writing this letter
from Sydney in the hospital. Doctors
tell me that my ticker is giving out. They gave
me about a month to live. I'll probably be dead by the time you get
this, but life has been good.

Losing your job today was hard for you but
hold onto your dreams. There's more adventure to come.

Seth set the paper down.
How did he know? The letter was dated over two months ago with a
postmark just as old. His heart rate accelerated and sounds in
the building throbbed around him. He picked up the letter again,
and continued to read, looking for answers.

I've kept up with you over
the years and secretly witnessed your graduation. You will be a
remarkable lawyer one day, but first, you need to enjoy some of
life. You were the only one to believe my stories, and it's fitting that you
carry on where I leave off.

Your inheritance is
enclosed. Use it wisely. I left you my journal on the bookshelf up
above you. It is key to everything. Tear off the cover,
you will find a map underneath. It has all the instructions you
will need.

There was an easier way, but I wanted you to
believe me. So, you'll need to work for your inheritance.

Have fun with it, I did.

Your, Uncle Mac

July 31, 1899

 


He looked up to the shelf and found a dusty
blue journal hidden in the corner. Strange, that’s not mine. His
heart beat faster. Seth tried to control his accelerated responses,
but as he leaned back to reach for the book, a sharp pain jabbed
his stomach. As more spasms followed, he stumbled to the bed and
collapsed on it. Curled up in agony; his only conscious thought was
to keep breathing. As the pain became farther apart and with less
intensity, he steadied his breathing and relaxed. What was
happening to him? His body was reacting to stimuli in a different,
stronger way, almost like training him how to respond.

As he rolled over on his
side, Seth stared at Mac's objects stacked
on the table.

Uncle, what have you gotten me into?

His stories and adventures
were buried deep in Seth's memories. The letter and journal brought
them all back. His uncle's image was so clear; it seemed like he
was with him in the room. Mac sat at ease on their sofa, one foot
propped up on the coffee table. As his laughter rang out, Seth was
drawn further into the memory. He was talking more about his trip
to China--


CHAPTER 6
Mac’S China Adventure

Mac began his tale of adventure with----

Now about my trip to China, did you know
they built this giant wall across the country? It goes forever and
is made up of different sections. These were built by various
dynasties over many centuries using a combination of stone, brick,
wood, and compacted earth. Its main purpose was protection against
attacks and northern invasions. The Great Wall of China stretches
around 13670 miles and is the longest structure ever built by
humans. In some sections, it is thirty feet wide. The first parts
were built over 2000 years ago. A massive number of workers lost
their lives while building that wall.

His uncle sat forward and took a sip of
coffee. He lifted the cup in salute to his sister. "Maggie, you
make the best. Now, where was I? Oh, yes---"

I met up with a Russian
Merchant and his guards on the road to Canton, China. A friendly
chap, he invited me to travel with them. They were a
secretive group
but supplied good vodka.
At night, we camped in the shadow of the Great Wall. One night,
under a full moon, as we sat around the campfire sipping their
supplies, I swear there was moaning coming from the
wall. Dead workers were crying out in
pain. It was an eerie sensation. When I asked about it, men
just laughed at
me like I was crazy. Obviously, I was the only
one to experience this.

Every night I dreamed the earth swallowed me
and was buried alive. After a while, couldn't take the wild
nightmares anymore, so one morning I left. Plus, there was
something suspicious about the Russians, too many guards around for
just a merchant traveler. A couple of the wagons were full of boxes
of guns and ammunition, enough to start a war. Not something to be
involved with.

I arrived in Canton
at sunrise
and watched it slowly come to life. On a certain
level, the city
was not much different from other places I
traveled to. Cooking odors mingled with the stench of refuse in the
streets. I walked around while shops opened for business. Men wore
clothes that were almost like pajamas, and their hair was in a long
braid down their back. Women wore almost the same, no dresses or
skirts.

A small elderly woman
caught my attention. She pulled something from an oven that smelled
delicious. I mimed that I needed to eat and got a rice cake and
tea. It was bland, but not bad tasting. Afterward, I wandered
around to get a feel for the city until lunch. Again,
I mimed
'to eat' and got some strong-tasting fish. Rice
and tea helped make it palatable. People were always eager to
please, nodding and smiling at everything. Their language had an
interesting rhythm and, although I didn't understand a word, it was
easy on
the ears.

Toward late afternoon, I
decided to head for an English pub I'd found earlier. The
Laughing Dog sat at the
corner of two busy streets. With a beer to savor, I took a seat
next to a window. It gave me an excellent view to
watch the street and people of Canton as they went about
their business.

The city was different from the quiet
countryside. It bustled with activity. Merchants yelled out to get
buyers' attention. People haggled prices as they went from shop to
shop. Runners rushed down narrow streets with their two-wheeled
rickshaws. They carried them by a pole on either side, and
passengers sat in the back on plank benches. Never tell a runner to
hurry, now that was dangerous. They weave in and out through narrow
openings in the traffic while a rider clutches straps attached to
the sides.

From a window in the pub, I watched three
rickshaws collide as they tried to enter a corner from different
directions. They put on quite a show. I've never seen such yelling
and cursing, in Chinese of course. One British rider collapsed from
heart palpitations while his female companion started hitting
everyone with her umbrella. And just when the jumble was almost
settled, a closed sedan chair carried by bearers demanded
passage.

I asked one of the other bar patrons for a
translation, "We have a rich and important person. We demand to
pass."

As one of the rickshaws tried to back up, it
knocked over a cart. Everyone started yelling all over again as
people scurried around chasing fruit. It was most entertaining.

After dark, I discovered
the place was a hotbed of intrigue. As drinks flowed, the
atmosphere became intense. British and Russian adventurers
intermingled with Chinese merchants; everyone was there to spy on
each other. Later I learned that each country wanted a 'piece of
the cake' and China was it. Rewards would be enormous if
a country could acquire
imperialistic dominance and control the trade routes. Foreign
fighters stared at each other with one hand on a weapon, the other
clutching a mug of beer.

One thing they all agreed on was me, a Yank.
Eyes glared at me from every table. I tell you, it made for an
intimidating evening. After a while, when everyone got drunk;
tongues loosened. I could always drink anyone under the table.
That's when I learned where their true loyalties lay.

Not wanting to walk
unknown streets in the dark, I rented a room upstairs. The bed
appeared sturdy and nothing crawled on the covers. I stretched
out across it and fell into a deep sleep without undressing. About
four in the morning, shots rang out. Boots stomping through the
hall shook the walls. My door was kicked open.

A man burst in my room, bumped into my bed.
Half asleep, I almost missed his words. "Eastward 14389, you'll
find it there." The intruder turned to my open window, took a
running leap, and disappeared. From the noise, he must have landed
in a bush down below.

Chinese soldiers swarmed in through the open
door and took over my room. Someone lit the lamp. A small man
pushed forward and waved a hand toward the bed. To my shock, I saw
blood smeared across it. Two soldiers hefted the mattress up and
dumped me on the floor. Next, the covers were pulled off and tossed
in a heap. Another man upended my travel bag on a chair and dug
through it.

The official's hand waved
again, and two more men lifted me up by the elbows. As I stood on
unsteady legs, they started undressing me. My shirt was
almost ripped off me. I held my hand up to stop them and undid the
buttons. Next, I took off my shoes and socks.

Not moving fast enough,
the soldiers reached for my pants. With that, I drew the line.
"Wait, Look, I don't know what's going on. I was asleep when a guy
broke in and jumped out of my window."

The man, later I found out his name was
Ming, stared with fascination at the monocle hanging on a silver
chain around my neck. He said one word in English, "Dress."

I put my shoes and socks back on. While I
grabbed a clean shirt, a messenger came in and whispered in Ming's
ear. His face turned grave as he responded in Chinese. A soldier
picked up the turquoise coin that I left on the dresser. Ming's
eyes widened with surprise, and he held out a hand for it.

I could be stuck in China
if he didn't give it back. I started to say something when
the official again gave a sharp command. A soldier stuffed my
belongings back in the bag and hefted it up to his shoulder. A
circle of soldiers then formed around me.

"Come," he commanded.

They shoved me out the door and down the
stairs.

We marched through the
empty streets toward police headquarters. Their shoes clicked
loudly on the pavement disturbing the quiet night. I could feel
eyes watch me from dark shadows as we passed by. My reflection in a
window startled me. Red hair stood up in bunches, my neat
mustache sagged downward. I hand combed my hair and then
worked on the mustache. With my shirttail tucked in my pants, by
the time we arrived at our destination, I was a little more
presentable.

We entered a quiet, gray
building with a long, dim hall. Ming tapped on a
closed door
and waited. When a voice called out, he opened
the door and entered. I was shoved in behind him by a soldier. The
door closed with a gentle click.

I stood and kind of wavered back and forth.
Too much ale and the rough arousal from sleep had taken its toll. A
large muscular man sat behind a desk; his intense dark eyes
scrutinized my appearance. After a long minute, he questioned,
"English?"

"No, American."

"Ah, Yank. Sit." He
pointed to a wooden chair and then glanced toward Ming who stood at
attention. As I sat in the hard chair, he gave him a long
command in
Chinese. Ming left on his errand. The official
pulled a stack of papers toward him and began to flip through
them.

In the quiet room, I leaned my head back and
fell asleep. Not sure if my snoring woke me or the door squeaking
open, but I jerked awake. Ming had returned. He bent forward and
whispered in the official's ear. From the corner of my vision, I
noticed a thin well-groomed man also entered with him. Ming
indicated a chair next to mine. The man sat stiff-backed on its
edge and flicked a piece of lint off his coat.

I tried not to
be embarrassed
at my appearance, the rumpled clothes, and
bloodshot eyes.

He studied me with
a sour look. "I'm Walter Morris, your interpreter. The man
interviewing you is Min Chou. Try to appear a little alert," he
criticized with a British accent.

Min Chou nodded at his introduction and set
aside the papers on his desk. He proceeded to ask questions in
Chinese; Morris nodded each time, then turned to me and translated
them into English.

"Who are you? What is your business in
Canton, why are you here?"

"I am Douglas MacTavish from the United
States," I answered with as much truth as possible, given my travel
circumstances. From my exploration the day before in Canton, I
remembered seeing a ship arrive, so my story could be verified. "I
arrived yesterday and am here to explore the city. I'm a traveler
and go to different places to see the world. You have my passport,
which gives my other stops. By the way, I want it back along
with---".

Chou's eyes and slight
head shake cautioned me to be quiet. He shot another question at
me, "What is your relationship to the man that was killed? Did he
talk to
you before he died?"

His demand surprised me; I did not know the
man died. "Never met him before. He burst into my room, mumbled
something incoherent, and threw himself out the window."

"What did it sound like?"

At that question, Morris muttered, "Don't
answer that. We'll deal with it later."

Min Chou's eyes grew suspicious as he
watched the Brit. I was suddenly aware that the man knew more
English than he pretended.

"The words sounded like 'Eastwind Happy To
Ate You.' It didn't make sense."

The atmosphere changed as his face narrowed
in contemplation. Suddenly uncomfortable, I knew he did not believe
me but accepted the answer. I could not explain why, even ignoring
the Brit's warning, something else stopped me from passing on the
dead man's words.

Ming bent over and whispered in his chief's
ear. Min Chou quickly changed the subject and fired off a question.
Morris translated with a curious look, "A traveler? I met another
one some time back. He was different."

"Our paths have crossed," was my cryptic
reply.

The official nodded and
then said something to Ming. He pulled out my passport and handed
it to me. I felt my lucky blue coin hidden underneath. The
handover was so smooth, Morris missed it.

Chou gave a brief statement in Chinese.
Morris stood and moved to the door. "We can go now. I suggest we do
it quickly."

As I turned to leave, the
official gestured at Ming. He closed the door between me and
Morris. Chou stood and commented in English with a heavy accent. "I
recognized your coin. It has been many years. I was a youth
when the blue traveler appeared in my country. Ming and I were
interpreters and accompanied him to many places. Life was peaceful
then. Now, there is a lot of intrigue. Be careful of the friends
you make here. It is dangerous."

"As with the other traveler, I am here to
visit, nothing else."

Chou bowed. Ming opened the door again. When
I exited, an astounded Morris confronted me and asked, "What did he
want?"

"Not sure, you know the language difference.
But I think he told me to find a better hotel. Doesn't matter, all
I want to do is sleep." I picked up my bag and followed him out of
the building.

In the pale morning light,
a carriage waited to transport us to the Laughing Dog.

When we arrived, I jumped out. "Thanks,
Morris." I heard the Brit call something to me but was too tired to
stop. My room was basically as I left it. The door hung crooked on
one hinge. Someone threw the mattress back on the box springs. It
sat half off the frame. Not caring, I dropped my bag and collapsed
on the bed.

Sometime later, Walter Morris burst in
with British soldiers behind him. "You need to clean up and pack.
You're moving from this inn to a hotel for
foreigners."

A soldier grabbed my pack and threw it on
the dresser.

I groaned in aggravation
as another one pulled me from my bed. A glance in the
mirror revealed my bleary eyes and wrinkled
clothes. I pulled my brush out and, with some water, flattened down
my wild red hair. No matter how hard I tried, the mustache would
not hold a curl. My wax had disappeared somewhere. I glanced around
and met the snickering gaze of a tall, hefty soldier. His pant
pocket had a bulge in the shape of my wax tin. Resigned to a
droopy look, I straightened my clothes. Ready to leave, I reached
for my bag, but the soldier wrestled it from me and slung it over
his shoulder.

As the sun rose in the
sky, we made an impressive parade. Morris dismissed the carriage
and chose to lead us on foot. I followed behind him,
surrounded by the troop of British soldiers who marched in with
strict precision. He paused at the hotel door and stared ahead
until a porter arrived. A man with an inscrutable Chinese face
opened
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