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  PART I


  IN THE BEGINNING…


  


  “The iron tongue of midnight hath told twelve.


  Lovers to bed; tis almost fairy time.”


  -A Midsummer Night’s Dream


  Cory Bradshaw is freezing to death. He lies, broken and tortured, in the center of a slowly spreading puddle of blood-soaked snow. Howling winds blast at his vulnerable flesh through the slashes in his torn parka.


  With a gasp, he opens the backpack containing Martin’s First Aid supplies. His trembling fingers close around the small vial of morphine he finds there. He opens the vial and downs it. It only takes a moment. Then the morphine hits, and he’s floating.


  Weightless…


  A cloying, pervasive numbness roils across his perceptions like a gray fog, obscuring his senses. Mental torpor gradually supplants the stinging agony of rampant frostbite; salves the torment of his grievous injuries. He settles into his parka and rides the wave of pleasure that lights up his synaptic relays like fireworks at a Fourth of July celebration.


  Yesss….


  For this much at least he is grateful, as he loses himself, slip-sinking down into the cool blue depths of liquid dreaming, careless dementia.


  The sound of great wings snapping in the shrieking wind jolts him back to semi-wakefulness as the storm swirls around him, blinding him for a moment. Then his vision clears.


  Everywhere, in the snow all around him, iron- clawed vultures slide down the wind, touching down in the whiteness as far as he can see. The nightmare- winged scavengers hop across the red- stained snow, he sees, to peck and pull at his vulnerable flesh. Feebly, he beats at the snow, trying to drive them away. His voice, a ragged shadow of his normal baritone, barks gibberish into the blistering Arctic wind.


  “Gwaannn…gidddoudda heeerre…!”


  But the vultures only hop closer, moving like silent ghouls across the ice field that will soon become Cory Bradshaw’s final resting-place.


  “Leeeammeaalllloooneee!” Cory wails into the unforgiving wind.


  His shout prompts a surge of adrenaline, clears his mind of the phantom carrion- eaters long enough for him to identify the real source of the flapping sound. Off to his left, the tattered remnants of the main tent lie wrapped around a fallen tripod. The motion- sensitive digital camera mounted atop the tripod blinks doggedly away as the tent billows around it. All of their camera equipment has been specifically modified, encased in a temperature resistant plastic shielding to withstand the bitter cold. The equipment is still on; powered by battery packs that will run for another two weeks.


  But Cory will be long dead by then. He settles back and slips into a morphine fugue, flinching at the shrieking voices in his head.


  “It’s in the storm,” Martin said.


  Thirty two minutes before his death, Cory whirled around at the sound of the voice.


  “Jesus!”


  “Can you feel it?”


  “Marty, where’s Chen?”


  “Something is… happening, Cory. I don’t know what it is…something….”


  Martin trailed off. He raised his eyes to the ceiling of the tent, as if searching for something he’d forgotten, and now desperately needed to remember.


  Marty and Garret Chen had been trapped outdoors after leaving the tent to photograph a glacier. A powerful storm had blown in from the north. Cory, who’d elected to stay at their camp because of a broken bootstrap, was just beginning to worry when the tent flap opened and Martin burst through the flaps as if pushed by a blast of freezing air.


  “Can’t you feel it?”


  “Martin, where’s Garret?” Cory repeated.


  He didn’t like the way Martin was looking at him. Something in his eyes… the way he cocked his head…


  “He’s been chosen,” Martin said. “He’s lucky. The rest of us…you and me…we’re meat.”


  Cory stared at his friend, confused.


  “What the hell…?”


  “Or maybe we’re the lucky ones.”


  It was then that Cory noticed Martin’s hands. In the steady burn of electric lantern- shine, Martin’s hands gleamed wet and red. The front of his parka was black with blood.


  “Where’s Garret, Marty…?” Cory whispered. “What happened?”


  “It’s…it’s like my goddamn head is coming apart!” Martin moaned.


  His hands clenched and unclenched, as if he were trying to strangle the problem, twist its shape and contours into something he could explain. Then Martin wheeled on Cory.


  “Don’t fucking touch me!”


  With an almost casual shrug, Martin reached into his pocket and produced something that twinkled and shone in the dim lighting. A scalpel. Cory had one moment to think, Why the hell would he bring that?


  Then Martin attacked him.


  The last thing Cory felt before his lights went out was the impact of Martin’s fist, the cold punch of the scalpel, the slicing pain…


  Then he went away for a while.


  His chest feels as if he were breathing thin quicksand, and he coughs up red liquid onto the snow. The inside of his parka feels wet and slippery. There is a black stain in the snow nearby. Dully, Cory wonders what it is. He tries to sit up to investigate but a blinding slash of agony draws a scream out of him, and the world goes gray.


  More morphine. Yeah, that’s the ticket.


  When the pain subsides, he lifts his head to survey the carnage around him. The main tent is down. The deflated canvas sack flaps in the cruel wind half a dozen yards away. An arm protrudes from the snow only ten feet away. The stiffened hand is wearing one of the black leather gloves he gave Garret Chen for his thirtieth birthday.


  Tears slide down Cory’s cheek, leaving freezing tracks in his beard as he turns away and begins to crawl.


  Garret’s dead. Martin killed him and now he’s gone and I’m going to die if I don’t get my shit together.


  If he allows himself to think about his friends, he will break. He focuses instead on ignoring the cold and getting his legs to move. When another voice speaks from the darkness, Cory is so focused on forcing his body to obey his commands that at first he ignores it.


  “Meeelllchhaaaa….”


  Cory crawls another two feet before the voice speaks again, softer now.


  “Meeeellllchhhhaaaaa….”


  Cory stops, his breath catching in his throat. Scrabbling in the snow, he looks over his right shoulder. But he’s alone.


  “Focus, asshole. Wake up. Only ten feet…from the tent. Ten feet from the flares and the warm….”


  You can make it.


  Behind him, Garret Chen moves. Cory hears the rustling sounds and he cringes, expecting to feel the shock of Martin’s scalpel slamming between his vulnerable shoulder blades. But when he looks back what he sees is worse.


  Chen is fighting to haul himself out of the snow. He makes a god-awful grunting sound as he struggles. To Cory it sounds like a hog he saw once at a county fair back in Michigan, snuffling and snorting happily as it rooted about in its pen.


  Cory laughs then. For a second he fancies it’s all a big joke. Any moment now Chen will stand up, laughing; “We got you, you stuttering prick! GOD YOU ARE SUCH A LOSER!”


  Then Martin will pop up from behind the tent, camera flashing, doubled over with laughter.


  “Good one, guys. You really had me goin’.”


  Anything would be better than the nightmare that pummels his senses now. Anything would be better than the thing rising to its feet out of the snow.


  “Hey! Hey, man…Garret!”


  With a cracking sound like ice breaking, Chen turns his head and glares at Cory. And in the fell light of the yellow moon, Chen’s’ face…changes. His features convulse, taking on a vulpine snarl, a gaping leer filled with a terrible hunger.


  At that moment something begins to take shape in Cory’s mind. Beneath his terror, a distinctly unfamiliar sensation bursts across his consciousness. A sensation akin to drowning, falling, seems to enshroud his thoughts. Words…are filing like ants into his head, and Cory realizes that Chen is…doing something to his mind.


  Garret Chen shakes the snow and ice from his shoulders. The movement wrings a cry of horror from Cory’s lips; there is nothing human about the way Chen’s body moves. Parts of it seem to flex and writhe in a way that no man’s body should be able to.


  Chen turns to face Cory, and his jacket flips open. Martin cut him up so badly that Cory can see loops of frozen viscera bulging through the opening in Chen’s abdomen. Cory screams at the sight. Adrenaline pumps into his veins, fueling his terror and giving voice to all the accumulated horror of the last few hours in one attenuated shriek.


  The sound of his fright scales across the frozen wasteland.


  And the thing that had been Garrett Chen focuses drying eyes on the source of the noise as its ice-encrusted lips move.


  “Mm… mmeeeellll…chhhaaa.”


  The corpse takes a lurching step toward the dying man.


  With a howl, Cory thrusts out with his legs and frantically pushes himself backward, even as Chen stumbles and falls flat on his face in the red snow. Even in his horror, Cory can see that something is wrong with Chen’s equilibrium.


  Yeah he’s dead, asshole! How about that?


  The dead man lies face-down in the snow for a moment, his arms and legs clawing, digging into the tundra. Then he plants his forearms and raises himself up onto his hands. To Cory’s battered senses, Chen looks like he’s doing pushups.


  The dead man glares hungrily at Cory, his lips making horrid smacking sounds. Then Chen slides across the snow and grasps Cory’s ankle.


  Pain smashes the breath from Cory’s chest. A horrible draining sensation burns his will to ashes, and he feels himself dwindling. That other dimension of perception opens up once more as strange, terrifying images explode across Cory’s consciousness. Incomprehensible thoughts and pictures play out before his mind’s eye while words like guttural music reverberate inside his skull.


  “Meelcha—?” the silent voice whispers. “Hu-man.”


  The corpse releases Cory for a moment as it sways unsteadily in the savage wind. Then Garret Chen’s mouth opens wide. The voice that issues from his dead throat is like a cold October wind blowing desiccated leaves through a long, dank tunnel.


  “Huumaann….”


  The thing stoops, grabs Cory’s right foot… and twists it. Cory shrieks as first his foot, then his entire lower leg bends, then snaps in the thing’s hands. A long shaft of bone projects from his ankle as blood erupts onto the snow. Then the moaning thing that wears his friend’s face savagely grasps his left leg and pulls.


  But the physical pain pales before what Cory feels when the creature lays its hands on him. For a moment there is a pain too deep for the morphine to touch, because suddenly he knows what it is that has resurrected his friend’s body. He knows that this is not Garret Chen at all.


  In that blistering moment of agony Cory Bradshaw sees the great peril which has turned its face upon the Earth. Something worse than storms, worse than a plague of vultures; worse than the death that is coming for him even now. If he had another hour of life left to him he would scream a warning to the heavens.


  But his time is up.


  Mercifully, he loses touch with what’s happening to his body. As the creature tugs and tears at him Cory’s eyes meander back and forth across the frozen wilderness.


  There are brilliant colors flashing in the white now; shifting hues, which morph and glitter prettily, inviting Cory to leap into their warm embrace.


  But he can’t hold onto these things.


  The wild is waiting. And he is dreadfully, mortally afraid of what the alien’s presence here on Earth means for those he leaves behind.


  And see? There are his best buddies, Martin and Garret, whole and unharmed, waiting for him nearby, smiling, silhouetted in the fairy glow of Alaskan moonlight, and the terrible immortality of young men.


  Weary now, and no longer strong enough to deny its siren song, Cory Bradshaw closes his eyes, spreads his arms…and leaps into that waiting darkness.


  The re-animated mortal remains of Garret Chen stumbled away from the human encampment, walking north into the teeth of the storm that had sprung up more than four hours earlier. The body staggered on until it could go no further. Then it bent over and regurgitated into the snow. It retched and hacked as the power of its new inhabitant forced it to empty itself. Its dying spasms were catastrophic, the host-form uttering its mortal distress as wet, red pieces of its flesh spattered the frozen soil upon which it stood. But finally, something small and dark dropped from the host’s shredded lips.


  Glistening and hot, the Hanxeshi Orb lay steaming upon the blood soaked snow. The small black-iron pellet, roughly the size of a human eyeball, began to sing. The high-toned whine of its song filled the air around Chen’s corpse even as the minion that had reanimated it failed finally, as it knew that it must.


  Its mission was complete. As it was a member of one of the lowest castes of its society, the minion had been culturally conditioned to reject ideas like vengeance, retribution. It had been trained, compelled by a power greater than itself, to serve the members of the greater castes without question.


  But deep within its being there burned a bright, blistering hatred; hatred of its masters and for all their mighty works. The minion knew that it was powerless to thwart their vast intentions. But with the last of its dwindling energies it prayed for their ruin.


  The Hanxeshi Orb rose into the air and hovered inches above Chen’s form. As the minion stared at the Orb where it floated, the pellet began to spin. Its song increased in volume, producing a sound that no human ear had heard before.


  The minion, whose given name was Lool, back in the world of its beginning, began to intone a tribal chant, exhorting its unknown and valueless ancestors to confer freedom upon its soul after death.


  At the height of the chant, the Orb exploded, releasing a brilliant burst of violet -colored plasma. The blast was so powerful that it deeply scorched the earth in a circular pattern nearly thirty meters in circumference, ignited the air as it burned through the atmosphere; a whirling tornado of violet power, twisting up through the stratosphere and shining out into space.


  Lool’s mastery of the host-body preserved it from the energy onslaught for a long, hideously painful moment. Then, with a final curse, the slave released its hold, and was immediately consumed in that coruscating fire.


  But the minion had performed its appointed task: The beacon had been ignited.


  Somewhere in the depths of time, that beacon was seen…


  And answered.


  CHAPTER 1


  “Farewell, My Desdemona:


  I’ll Come To Thee Straight.”


  -Othello, The Moor Of Venice


  While the world was changing in the blink of an eye, Alan Whitmore was fighting with his estranged wife, Jillian.


  He was losing the fight.


  He hated to lose anything to her, but what he hated most, what really burned his ass was the fact that Jillian knew that he knew he was losing.


  “For God’s sake, Alan, you’re being obtuse,” she said. “Let’s cut our losses and get the hell out now. Dump it while the market’s on the rebound.”


  She was making sense. They could swallow whatever losses they had incurred while renovating the two hundred-year-old farmhouse in favor of selling it and splitting the proceeds. So far the pre-divorce negotiations had been civil. They hadn’t even brought in attorneys, agreeing to split everything evenly between them. Neither of them wanted this divorce to descend into another ugly, hurtful, pissing contest. So many of their friends had gone that route, no thank you very much.


  But it was growing increasingly difficult to remain civil.


  “Look, we can make a cleaner break if we sell it outright and divide the money,” Jillian said.


  “No,” he replied.


  They’d bought the place together, each contributing half of the one hundred thousand-dollar down payment. Jillian had borrowed half of her portion from her parents, while Alan had taken the responsibility for producing his half all on his own.


  He’d been estranged from his father at that time, largely because Solomon Whitmore had never approved of Alan and Jillian’s relationship.


  What, son? You couldn’t find a wholly unacceptable black girl to throw in my face, like most of your friends?


  Solomon had made no bones about his feelings regarding mixed marriages. And Alan had rebelled by cutting his father out of his life. They hadn’t spoken for two years, not until Alan’s mother died suddenly of pneumonia. Solomon had found himself unexpectedly alone, with only pride and prejudice to keep him company.


  The death of his wife broke something fierce and defiant in Solomon Whitmore’s spirit. And suddenly, the idea of his son dating “outside his race” hadn’t seemed quite so outrageous. In the light of his own unwillingly acquired solitude, Solomon was loath to deny his son the chance at the same kind of love he’d known, simply because Jillian happened to be of European descent.


  In the end Solomon had softened somewhat toward the idea, even invited the two of them up to Connecticut several times with the hope of hashing things over. But the three of them had never been comfortable together. There had been too much anger, too many hurtful words between them.


  And so Alan had preferred to limit everyone’s discomfort to the occasional quickie visit, and holidays. He and Jillian had continued their own rocky relationship largely outside of Solomon’s purview.


  And the relationship had indeed been rocky.


  Several separations, one miscarriage, and the death of his mother had seen them through the Millennium together. Now, nearly a decade later, this seemed the quickest, easiest and least painful path toward resolving their financial connection and moving on with their individual lives.


  Only one problem remained; Alan Whitmore was still desperately in love with his wife.


  He knew she was right. They should just sell the place and call it even. But it hurt to admit that to himself. Just as it hurt to admit that he’d spent nearly eleven years of his life in and out of a relationship that brought him very little happiness.


  It deeply perplexed him as to why even now, as they argued about the house in which they’d spent that failed marriage, he still believed that by separating, they were making a terrible mistake.


  As Jillian went on about mortgage payments, pointing out who had failed whom and why, Alan had to fight the urge to beg her to come back. But, as usual, what came out of his mouth was something considerably less conciliatory.


  “Goddammit, how many times do I have to say it, Jillian? I don’t want to sell the fucking house. I’ve invested time, blood and sweat making it into what we….”


  He paused, took a breath.


  “What I wanted. I’m sure as hell not dumping it now. I’ll buy you out.”


  There was an awkward silence on the other end as Jillian took a deep breath before she answered.


  “Alan, you haven’t worked in a year,” she said.


  “Here it comes.”


  She went on as if he hadn’t spoken.


  “…the last thing you need right now, is to worry about where your next meal is coming from just because you wanted to hold onto that stupid house.”


  “And there it is, folks,” he said. “The Tone.”


  “Alan….” she breathed.


  “The future ex- Mrs. Alan Whitmore has a certain way of speaking when angered or exasperated. A scathing, soul-crushing tone that her husband finds condescending and hurtful.”


  “Stop it,” Jillian said.


  “When Jillian speaks to Alan in that special way of hers, well folks, it sends acid cascading down the nerves of his fucking spine.”


  Alan clenched his teeth in an effort to hold his tongue. He knew she hated being condescended to. But it was no good. His reflexes were far too well developed by years of verbal sparring with her. His anger rolled up and out of him before he could call it back; a surge of hurt and old resentments, which only served to place them back at square one.


  “I hate it when you do that,” she said quietly.


  “Yeah, well I hate it when you carp at me like a goddamn fishwife,” he said. “For your information, I’ve been directing nonstop for the last three years….”


  “Wake up, Alan,” she said. “You know damned well that Broadway doesn’t pay nearly as much as….”


  “God, you can really be insensitive sometimes. You know that?”


  “And you can be a real asshole….”


  The conversation only deteriorated from there.


  A half-hour later, and no closer to a solution, one of them, hoping the other one would get the point, turned up the volume on the television.


  CHAPTER 2


  “Beware the Jabberwock my son!


  The jaws that bite, the claws that catch!”


  -Thru The Looking Glass


  In a place that was No-place, yet was everywhere at once…


  The walls of his prison shake as he raises his will against them. But they hold firm, as they have for countless millennia. And yet, he senses a change in the strength of their resolve; a weakening that he has never felt before. And Pitch feels the Weave stirring…


  It was finally happening. The Mekhaud-cith had been released. Pitch could feel its power even across vast oceans of Time. He sensed his jailers marshaling their forces for the assault, the Great Reaving that his people had visited on countless other worlds. The push into a recently discovered Otherplace that would expand the power of his enemies immeasurably.


  The time for his departure was swiftly drawing nigh. In his stifling, ancient prison of darkness, shadows and silence, Pitch sensed the approach of his opportunity. The bright flame of hatred that was the center of his soul flared nova-bright for a brief moment that lasted ten thousand years, and was as fleeting as the lives of the lesser castes, those who lived and died in service to his near-immortal descendants.


  He was nearly ready to move.


  In the wake of the coming Reave, he would extend the creeping tendrils of his will outward, out beyond the confines of this shadow prison. His enemies would be too occupied with conquest, too absorbed with expanding the “Peerless Empire,” to discover his movements until he was upon them.


  His litany of injuries was too great to ignore for another passage of eons. In due time there would be suffering without end, and ruin for the children of his ancient jailers.


  And as for that unfortunate New World…


  Pitch had stretched the power of his aeolnir across time to that primitive realm, even from his solitude. For his art was greater than that of any of the descendants of the two great K’ashils. Plans and schemes had been laid, bitter seeds of horror and woe.


  Soon, they would bear the darkest fruit.


  CHAPTER 3


  “And therefore, since I cannot prove a lover,


  I am determined to prove a villain,


  And hate the idle pleasures of these days.”


  -King Richard III


  Martina Chavez and her family were bound and gagged when he started shooting. She cried when he put the gun to her daughter’s head and pulled the trigger.


  Special Operative Scott Lang laughed.


  Chavez had been a mule for one of the new Cartels out of Cali. He’d helped install her in the small, modest bungalow in Miami. He’d made sure three of her seven children made it through to Mexico and across the border.


  But now the family’s ticket had been punched. They’d won the SUPER JACKPOT in the world’s dirtiest lottery.


  Chavez and her brother had been given up by one of the other mules, a farmer from Bogotá. They’d had the great misfortune of riding in together aboard a truck that had broken through the border and made a run toward San Diego.


  The idiot driver, a man who held citizenship in three Central American countries and a U.S. passport, had reportedly been sampling the cargo. They were carrying enough cocaine and pure uncut heroin to kill an entire elementary school when they were stopped at the border. The driver, high as a giraffe’s left testicle, had panicked and bolted, crushing the Corvette in front of him as he drove his specially modified four-wheel drive Japanese Sport Utility Vehicle over the top of the sports car.


  The driver of the Corvette suffered three fractured vertebrae, but survived. The Corvette did not.


  By the time they were finally stopped, about ten miles from the border, the driver and the farmer from Bogotá were ready to talk.


  The driver later disappeared from police custody. But the farmer and his wife had both named names. For their trouble, the farmer from Bogotá would receive only twenty years in prison. His wife got twenty-five, both sentences in lieu of a lifetime commitment. They were seventeen and eighteen years old, respectively.


  But the Chavez family had arranged for special protection. After fleeing the border patrol, Martina Chavez and her twin brother had each dialed the special number that both had been given. Scott Lang picked up the phone.


  He asked them where they were, and then told them where they could meet him. Then he got on a plane. Scott Lang had enjoyed a few “special” phone calls himself earlier that same week. Word had come down that his employers were cleaning house, making a random sweep of their network of “expendable” informants, flunkies and connections to ensure that all the drains were clear. He’d then been given a list of names.


  The exposed Chavez family had been at the top of the list.


  Sometimes it costs to keep the drains clear, Lang thought, as he shot one of Chavez’ teenaged daughters.


  And sometimes the price was drawn in the blood of the unlucky.


  The brother, Miguel, was the hardest to subdue. He’d been trained at the School for the Americas and knew how to handle himself. But Scott Lang knew more. Quite a bit more in fact.


  The first time he killed, that time in Mexico City, he’d made a mess of things and left two witnesses. His partner on the job, a black operative named Harry Bendix, had been forced to go back in and clean up.


  But this time through he was much more thorough. There would be no witnesses. There would be no mess.


  As he spread the accelerant around the bodies, dousing the walls and getting a free buzz off the chemical fumes, Lang whistled a tuneless little ditty and thought about nothing in particular.


  And afterward, as he sped away from the burning two-bedroom bungalow, Scott Lang had occasion to look up into the night sky. He pulled to a halt behind the snarl of sky watchers who had jammed the boulevard, craning their necks to stare upwards, their jaws agape. He looked up to see what they were all staring at.


  Later that night, as the news began to spread around the world, Scott Lang, while rinsing the blood out of his hair, would muse once more about how funny life could be.


  INTERLUDE


  “Now, Signior! What News?”


  -Much Ado About Nothing


  “Well Bryant, as I’m sure we’ve all heard by now; an object of unknown origins appeared directly over the North Pole yesterday morning. As of 12:03 pm Eastern Standard Time, no one is claiming ownership of this gigantic intruder, whose size is estimated to be nearly half that of our moon.


  “Its composition at this time is under furious debate by every space-faring nation on Earth. And its purpose is even more mysterious. Now as we speak, Bryant, NASA has remained absolutely silent about the Object. And the space agencies of the other nations are staying quiet as well.


  “Bryant, it’s believed that the Internet which offers easy access to satellite imagery, as well as hundreds of thousands of long range photographs of the Object, have stymied any possible attempts by world governments to cover up the presence of this phenomenon. And when you look at the Object with the naked eye it’s easy to understand their inability to hide it. It’s simply too darn big.”


  -The Morning Program.


  The massive object appeared over the North Pole at two o’clock in the morning EST. By eight o’clock the news of its arrival had spread like wildfire all across the world. Soon telescopes and binoculars from NORAD to the Kremlin were trained on this most recent arrival.


  So large it was visible to the naked eye, the bright, crystalline structure hung just below the North Star, relative to an observer on Earth. Its highly reflective surfaces glowed a deep, ruby red.


  Initial reports of its size were incorrect. It was only a third the size as the moon. But its presumed mass should have ignited havoc on the Earth’s surface. Its gravity alone should have been enough to disrupt the tides, causing aberrant seismic activity all across the world. Its extreme proximity to the Earth should have spelled doom for a great portion of the planetary population.


  But other than horribly snarled traffic patterns as millions of people stopped to try and catch a glimpse of the extraterrestrial newcomer, there were no visible effects attributed to its presence.


  Amateur astronomers and telescope owners in the Northern Hemisphere could step out onto their back porches and balconies, their inner city streets, their rural pastures, and see it plainly for themselves, at any time of the day or night.


  This fact in itself was a mystery. The object was visible overhead from all points across the Northern Hemisphere simultaneously. This physical impossibility perplexed scientists and amateur astronomers alike. The moon appears to travel across the sky as it orbits the earth, seeming to “rise” and “set.” The illusion is repeated, as the sun appears to traverse the sky. But in both cases the Earth rotates while performing its own elliptical orbit around the sun.


  Many people believed therefore, that the object was some sort of mass optical illusion, a projection that was somehow visible to half the planet’s populace at all times.


  They were in fact the closest to the truth.


  CHAPTER 4


  When the phone rang in Alan Whitmore’s bedroom, he groaned loudly. He didn’t want to answer. He was still smarting from his latest fight with Jillian the night before. He needed some down time before the preview tomorrow. Hell, if there was a preview.


  The city was in the grip of a crime wave unprecedented in its long history. Random mob violence, killings, muggings, family disputes… The chaos was everywhere.


  Alan turned over and hit the button on his clock radio.


  “…and the Governor is reportedly, I repeat; reportedly hours away from an announcement declaring New York City a Disaster Area. At this time Governor Mitchell is preparing to call in the National Guard to help control the spreading wave of violence. Meanwhile Washington and the major networks are busily denying all of it, folks.


  “The phenomenon is being called the ‘Red Wake,’ by the national media. A plague of random violence that is growing increasingly graver and more bizarre by the moment. Now the army of pundits and experts who we regularly feature on this program are all speculating about the Object and its possible psychological effects on an understandably anxious American public. We want to know what you folks are thinking and feeling today, and if you have any news of what’s happening out there in the rest of the country. Call now at 800-565….”


  When the panicked voice of Terry Wilson, Alan’s friend and colleague for twelve years, crackled out of his answering machine, he rolled over and picked up the receiver.


  “What happened?”


  Wilson was the stage manager for Alan’s Broadway revival of King Lear. Alan had met the openly gay Wilson soon after arriving in New York after college. Terry spoke slowly, his languid southern drawl belying the seriousness of his news.


  “You haven’t been watching the news?”


  Alan gritted his teeth. He rarely watched television anymore. Even before his own acting career had gone belly-up, he’d grown increasingly suspicious of the medium.


  “Titus Horgan got plastered and wrecked his Bentley last night. It’s all over the news this morning. He’s over at Mount Sinai being checked for a minor head injury.”


  Alan paused for a second, his breath clenching in his chest. Horgan was his lead. If his injuries were minor, he could conceivably be up to performing tomorrow night. If he couldn’t go on…


  Alan smothered the thought.


  Keep moving, he silently reminded himself. It was his mantra, a personal admonition he habitually invoked whenever he was worried or troubled.


  Keep moving forward.


  “What room is he being held in?” he asked, only half joking.


  When Alan hung up, he paused for a moment before calling the hospital. His working relationship with Horgan had grown increasingly strained as the rehearsal period progressed. They’d argued over blocking, interpretation, line readings…


  Horgan was notoriously stubborn, difficult at the best of times. And this was sure to be one of the worst.


  But Alan was pleasantly surprised at the congenial tone of good cheer with which Horgan greeted him when he picked up the phone.


  “Alan!” Horgan cried. “So are we puttin’ on a show tomorrow night or what?”


  Alan was taken aback. Usually, when he was in good spirits, Horgan spoke in a lofty, condescending manner. The bass rumble of a diehard character man who’d built his career on square-jawed good looks, a powerful voice and a florid, grandiose manner. This new, more casual Titus was uncharacteristic of the man Alan knew.


  God he sounds almost…friendly, Alan thought.


  Normally, Titus Horgan was as friendly as an enraged Brahma bull. Alan chalked this new demeanor up to the stress of the accident, and whatever pain medication they’d pumped Horgan full of.


  “Titus, how are you feeling?” Alan asked.


  “Hale, whole and in full fighting trim, sirrah. But the bigger question has to be: How are you feeling, Herr Directori?”


  Alan winced. This was getting creepier by the second.


  “I’m fine, Titus. I hear you had a rough night though.”


  Alan felt a momentary pang of regret. He wanted to recall those words almost before they’d gotten clear of his mouth. He silently berated himself for bringing up the latest in Horgan’s long history of well-publicized drunken escapades.


  But Horgan laughed with self-deprecating ease.


  “Well I’ve certainly never exited my car via the front windshield before,” he said. “A novel experience to be sure.”


  Horgan chuckled at his own joke. And Alan felt a familiar flash of irritation and not a little relief. Horgan was already beginning to sound like his old self.


  “Glad to hear it,” Alan said. “Now I want you to be sure to get enough rest, Titus. If you’re not up to it, I don’t want you to worry. Jonathan Kramer can go on at a moments’ notice.”


  Horgan growled with actual disgust.


  “I won’t hear of it. That scenery-chewing amateur could never do the part justice. Did you catch his King John at the Public? Absolute shit. Unadulterated crap. No, my friend. When that curtain goes up tomorrow night, The Commander will be front and center, and ready for duty.”


  Alan rolled his eyes. He could almost see Horgan in his hospital gown with the back open, performing the little salute that he’d made famous as “First Lieutenant Commander Charger Barnes, of the Battlin’79th Battalion!” Alan imagined Horgan sitting up in his hospital bed, saluting the nurses and staff, then opening his gown and exposing himself. He had to force himself to stifle the sudden urge to giggle.


  “What do you think they really want, Alan?”


  Alan was so disarmed by Horgan’s uncharacteristically plaintive tone that he never heard the actual question.


  “What?”


  “What do they want with us?” Horgan repeated. “I’m talking about them, Alan, the people on the alien ship. What do they really want here?”


  For an awkward moment, Alan was at a loss for words. Over the last five months he had done his best not to think about the Object after the initial excitement had died down. He didn’t know how to categorize his feelings about it.


  Besides, he had enough on his plate to worry about. During their last argument (in which Alan actually accused Jillian of intentionally sabotaging their marriage) she’d told him that she’d hired a divorce attorney.


  “Titus, the authorities are still out about exactly what the Object really is. Last thing I heard was that it’s probably a Russian Air Force platform to launch shuttles into space or something.”


  Horgan snorted derisively.


  “That’s ridiculous on its face. My God, man, stop sitting on your brains and think! It’s bigger than the fucking moon!”


  Ah… Alan smiled tightly. There’s the old Horgan.


  “Remember Dreyfuss in Close Encounters?” Horgan said. “Brilliant picture. Changed my entire outlook on the whole alien issue. I was set to play a small part, but Spielberg gave it to Lance Henrikson.”


  Horgan snorted. “Idiot.”


  Briefly, Alan wondered if Horgan had gone crazy and was now in the grip of delirium. He mumbled a quick, awkward apology about having an appointment in town. Then after promising to check up on Horgan later, he hung up.


  CHAPTER 5


  Deputy Billy Wilcox was losing his mind.


  Or at least he thought he was. The young deputy was having an exceptionally strange day. As he closed the door to the lockup, he stopped with a gasp as a sharp pain in his abdomen rocked him back on his heels.


  He paused to catch his breath, and the breakfast tray he was carrying slipped from his trembling fingers, clattered noisily to the floor and slid under Sheriff Taylor’s desk.


  But Billy didn’t care. Just now his head was threatening to explode. It felt like someone was pounding nails into his skull from the inside. And to make matters worse, his guts were on fire.


  From behind the plywood door leading to the lockup, he heard the crazy woman in Number Three cackling to herself. Billy deliberately ignored her as he crossed to his desk and plopped into his chair. He picked up the remote and turned on the television.


  Madness.


  On every channel. All over the world, people seemed to be going insane. Billy leaned forward and increased the volume.


  “…where a terrorist group known as “The Cavalry of the Night” has just detonated a device believed to contain a nerve toxin, similar to that used by terrorists in Tokyo last week. Casualties are expected to be enormous. But reports have yet to be confirmed, because no one can get close enough to the assault site to get to survivors.


  “Now it’s not known exactly who these terrorists were. But it’s believed that there was a group with the same name operating in Ottawa. But as far as anyone here knows, they were simply an advocacy group dedicated to an English speaking Quebec….”


  Billy shook his head and turned the volume down. He got up and went over to the water cooler.


  Throat’s as dry as a gelded bull’s nuts, he thought.


  There were whispers everywhere that all the craziness was tied to the shining thing in the sky.


  Billy shivered at the thought.


  And then there was his prisoner, the nut job in Number Three. But he didn’t even want to think about her at this particular moment in time. The television was babbling on about the giant object over the Pole. And people were going crackers everywhere you looked. It was all too weird for Billy’s taste and thank you very much.


  There was the Secretary of Defense, General Eilerson, on the tube, talking about the possibility of the Object’s being the experimental prototype of a heretofore “unannounced secret missile-launching platform.”


  Billy, a former Air National Guardsman, shook his head as a wave of nausea forced his eyes shut.


  “Great,” he said to no one in particular. “Goddamn end of the world, and I’ll probably be stuck on the can when it hits.”


  Sweat was pouring from his brow in rivulets. He was suddenly struck by the illogical belief that someone had slipped a red-hot penny into his breakfast burrito this morning. Why that particular image stuck with him he didn’t know, but it seemed descriptive of the way he felt.


  The phone on his desk rang again. It had been ringing off the hook all morning. And with the Sheriff and Sam Drury, the other deputy out on calls, he was the only one left to hold down the fort. The phone rang again, the shrill ringing drilling into the meat behind Billy’s eyes. For a moment his stomach threatened to flip inside out. And for the tenth time that day he wondered about that breakfast burrito.


  Damn that Taco Mel’s, he thought miserably.


  “Hey man! I need your help in here!”


  Billy winced. It was the woman in Number Three again.


  She’d been picked up for vagrancy in Bottoms Park, having had the gall to be homeless, black and sleeping on a public park bench. In the small Midwestern town of Bottoms, Illinois, population 150, that was enough to earn you a night in the local hoosegow. His boss, Sheriff Andrew (Andy) Taylor was not a tolerant man.


  He’d grown up in Agnes, the next town over. Being named after a beloved television character had made Taylor the butt of countless jokes growing up. But Taylor had stopped laughing well before he got to high school. In fact, he’d spent his entire high school career shoving those same jokes down the throat of any and everyone who tried to get a laugh at his expense.


  Once, an unfortunate kid named Gabe Trunk made a crack about Taylor’s name, something about the fact that his mother, who was dying from emphysema at the time, was way too skinny to make a really good Aunt Bea.


  By the time they’d pulled Taylor off of Gabe Trunk he’d made the larger boy swallow six of his own teeth. By the time he’d actually become the Sheriff, no one in town dared make the joke in Taylor’s presence.


  Like most small-town high school bullies who later assume the mantle of authority, Billy’s boss was a man who was unafraid to abuse his power. And to make matters worse, he drank like a fish and had a hair trigger temper.


  Earlier in the day, when they’d received the call complaining about a homeless “colored” woman that was sleeping in the park, Taylor had become enraged. Billy thought Taylor’s anger was a little…well, excessive, even for him. But he’d simply chalked it all up to the stress of recent events.


  By the time they’d spotted the woman from the prowl car, Taylor was damn near ready to pounce. But Gloria Dawn (that was what she called herself) had come along peacefully. Hell, she’d almost seemed glad to see them, especially Billy, embracing him as if he were an old and trusted friend. Humming all the while, she’d allowed him to escort her into the patrol car without so much as a peep.


  The homeless woman told them that she’d ridden the rails from Raleigh-Durham North Carolina. Before that she’d been in a hospital in Salem. According to her, she’d hit the road when the voices in her head told her she must come to Illinois. She’d finally “made it,” she told them with some relief.


  After that, she’d clammed up. The perplexed peace officers had been unable to pry another word out of her all the way back to the station. She just sat back there humming that same nameless tune.


  But she never took her eyes off Billy. No matter what Sheriff Taylor said or did, she wouldn’t acknowledge him in any way.


  “Well, looks like we got ourselves a new girlfriend back there,” Taylor quipped gruffly when it had become apparent that the woman had eyes for Billy.


  By the time they’d gotten her to the station, Taylor had moved on. He gave her over to Billy and left them there to answer the sudden flood of calls that were coming in. Some of the nearby towns were experiencing mass “events.” People were being beaten and attacked in astounding numbers. Over in Agnes, Taylor’s own hometown, there had been seven assaults in three days. Taylor ordered Billy to let Gloria Dawn sleep it off in Number Three. After that he was to escort her to the edge of town and let her go, with a firm reminder that Bottoms was “off limits to her kind.”


  “I need to speak with you, Officer Friendly,” she cried from behind the plywood door, which separated the cells from the office.


  Billy shivered as he opened the door and walked over to her cell, the movement causing him to clutch helplessly at his stomach.


  “What?” he groaned. He was getting spooked, and he didn’t like it. No, sir. Not one particle of it.


  She’s like something out of a bad creature feature, Billy thought. One of the ones where dead people come back to life and run around eating other people’s brains and…


  Stop it, he thought. You’re creeping yourself out.


  “You and me are the lucky ones, William,” she said. “They chose us ’specially.”


  “How do you know my name?” he asked.


  He never wore his badge anymore. Everyone in town knew who he was. But she was a stranger. The woman looked at him with a sly smile. But she remained silent.


  With a mental shrug, he moved on.


  She must have heard the Sheriff call me “Billy” and made the obvious leap, he thought. But something about her still made him…edgy.


  She’s not all that bad looking, he thought. Well, as crazy old bag ladies go…


  He stopped himself.


  Why are you thinkin’ things like that? You’re a professional Peace Officer for chrisssakes.


  Billy had dedicated his life to serving and protecting the people of Bottoms. And although many of his coworkers did not share his devotion, in his heart of hearts, he loved his position and its responsibilities deeply. Even with all the craziness on television, Billy believed that the forces of Order would maintain the status quo.


  “Order is what makes us who we are,” he was fond of saying to Alice, his wife of five years. “It makes us real.”


  Still, he was fascinated by the coverage of the phenomenon the media had dubbed “The Object.” What in the world was it? People everywhere were wondering, and the airwaves were filled with experts.


  His anxiety dredged up a rumbling uneasiness that had very little to do with his sick stomach, as he closed the door to the lockup and returned to the office.


  To calm his fears he focused on the familiar things, the reassuring minutiae of his job, the station, and his duties. An uncharacteristic lack of clarity had plagued him all day. And when that woman had shown up in the park… so disturbingly attractive….


  “Stop it, goddammit,” he growled.


  He was talking to himself again. He never did that.


  “I’ll take her out to the country and let her go,” he said to thin air. “Just as soon as somebody gets here to look after the station house.”


  Barely comforted, he turned back to the television. But his vision blurred as another jolt of pain forced him to consider what to do about his aching gut. Maybe he’d call Taco Mel’s to give him hell for putting bad meat in that burrito.


  Hell, at least I can snag a free lunch.


  He thought about calling Alice, maybe see what the kids were doing. He thought about a lot of things, just to take his mind off the pain in his guts.


  And the strange woman in cell Number Three.


  CHAPTER 6


  “Look thou be true: do not give dalliance


  too much the reign: the strongest oaths are straw


  to the fire i’ the blood.”


  -The Tempest


  The woman called Gloria Dawn had no earthly idea who she really was. As a teenager, she’d been diagnosed a paranoid schizophrenic. Her true identity had been lost to her for the last five months.


  Once, long ago, she’d possessed a name, an address, and an identity. If she’d had access to the medications she’d been prescribed she may have even been capable of remembering them. But she would never leave the McDonough County lockup where she was currently in residence.


  She’d been a functioning alcoholic for ten years before she tried crack cocaine for the first time at age twenty-eight. She’d hoped to still the voices that had lived in her head, following her around, telling her what to do for nearly her entire life.


  She’d never held a job for longer than two weeks. She’d never been married. Her own mother had emotionally abandoned her for the embrace of a man who had raped Gloria repeatedly for four years. She had hit the road soon afterward. She’d been shuffled from one family member to another for a while. But inevitably, she’d steal something to support one of her habits and then they’d kick her out.


  Prostitution came next. Once, when she was twenty- nine, she’d narrowly avoided being killed by a man who “identified” her as a spy for a foreign power. She’d kicked out the window of his van and screamed for help, even as his hands were clenched around her throat.


  Her would-be murderer was released, while she spent six months in jail on a soliciting charge. In prison, she was given the medication she needed. Everything was so clear when the meds kicked in. But it was always the same story. After a few weeks she would rededicate herself to staying clean, changing her life. Then they’d release her.


  She would do well for the first couple of days. The problem was that as time wore on, she would neglect to take her meds. Without someone there to remind her, as her symptoms began to return, invariably she would simply lose touch with reality. She’d return to the Shadow Room. Months would go by until she was arrested again and given a new prescription.


  She was infected with the AIDS virus when she was thirty-two years old. She never even knew that she’d been infected. She was physically sound, even robust in this, the last year of her life. It was as if her lack of awareness lent her an immunity that protected her from the ravages of the virus.


  Her life had gone on as usual for a time.


  Then one day, a different voice called her name. Her real name. She looked up from the trash bin she was rifling through at the sound of the unfamiliar voice in her head. She’d been hearing voices since she was a very young girl, even grown accustomed to their constant running commentary.


  But this was different. This voice was…softer somehow, almost a whisper. And it was completely compelling. She could no more have ignored its murmuring than she could suddenly remember who she was unaided.


  Gloria Dawn had crossed over to a nearby park bench, still clutching the half-eaten salami on rye she’d found. Her eyes widening in wonder, she’d sat still and listened for the better part of a day, as the marvelous Voice began to instruct her.


  Two months later, she was in Illinois per the Voice’s instructions. But the Voice had gone mute. She wondered for a moment if in reaching her destination, she had been abandoned again. But she shook her head. The Voice had told her many things, shared wondrous secrets that illuminated certain forgotten corners of her personal darkness.


  When it spoke, the Voice had the power to lift the haze that had clouded her mind for so much of her life. Under its influence, Gloria Dawn remembered…everything.


  The Voice had promised never to leave her alone. And she knew, with an absolute, rock-solid assurance, that the Voice could never lie to her.


  And so here she sat, in this cell.


  The one she had been sent here to meet sat only a few feet away in the next room. Gloria Dawn could feel the man, sense his presence. She could even tell that he was sick. That part was just fine by her. She wasn’t feeling too good herself these days. But that wasn’t so unusual for someone like her.


  But some part of her was sane enough to question her predicament, if only briefly.


  “What’s happening? Where are you?” she whispered.


  Usually she only had to think, and the Voice would answer. But for now, there was only silence within the depths of her conscious mind.


  The Voice had offered her a chance to claim the peace denied her by birth and circumstance. As she recalled its promises, a calm descended over her like a warm, comforting blanket. And she found that she could think about the man in the next room with a clearer head.


  She knew that she repulsed him.


  But she also knew that he had…other feelings. Feelings which she shared. She didn’t claim to understand. How could she? But she also didn’t question her new perceptions. Long experience had taught her that the world wasn’t always what people believed it to be.


  And so she sat.


  And she waited for the Voice to tell her what to do next.


  CHAPTER 7


  “In the distant future, Mankind will master the stars. For in that future, Time itself has little meaning. Men will traverse the vast, stellar spacescape in the twinkling of an eye!”


  -Lieutenant Commander Charger Barnes’ opening Monologue from TIME BATTALION


  Titus Horgan paced back and forth across his private room at Mount Sinai. He gingerly touched the bandage covering the eleven stitches in his scalp.


  You’ve done it this time, Commander, he thought.


  The Bentley was totaled. The stunned driver of the truck he’d rear-ended had nearly fainted when he’d recognized Charger Barnes, the star of his favorite old television show TIME BATTALION, sprawled across the hood of his Rolls Royce.


  Any anger the native New Yorker might have felt at the inconvenience caused by the Commander’s abrupt introduction was short-lived. He’d even gotten an autograph.


  The police were a little less forgiving upon their arrival. Especially when they discovered that Horgan’s blood-alcohol ratio was over twice the legal limit. But the city had been paralyzed by the inexplicable wave of violence. The officers at the scene were less interested in charging Horgan than in getting his wrecked Bentley out of the middle of 8th Avenue. The radio was squawking about a four-alarm fire at one of the hotels in Times Square. The resulting confusion was creating a traffic nightmare from 34th all the way up to 93rd street.


  After they’d gotten the Bentley off onto a side street, the harried cops had sped away to answer the call, leaving Horgan himself sitting on the curb, bleeding and forlorn, until the ambulance appeared nearly two hours later.


  And now, here he sat, sixty-nine years old, and lucky to be alive. But all he could do was bemoan the loss of his beloved Bentley.


  That car is a classic, idiot, he thought bitterly. It’ll cost a king’s ransom to repair it. And let’s face facts, folks; work has been passing slow of late.


  In reality, he hadn’t worked for nearly a year. He’d booked a few guest spots on a popular sitcom, playing the bigoted father of a stand-up comedian who, in Horgan’s estimation was as funny as terminal Elephantiasis of the balls.


  “But that’s what the networks want these days,” his agent, Sid told him whenever he complained. “Regular guys, accessible, lovable “Every Day Guy’s guys.”


  And young, Horgan thought. Let’s not forget that key demographic, folks.


  In Television “Meta reality” was in; young was in. Old character men were out.


  But he’d been a leading man, once upon a time; long before his first heart attack. Long before his doctor told him about the chronic sickness that was slowly killing him.


  A dark, brooding anger ate incessantly away at his insides. The uncharacteristic cheeriness he’d displayed with that idiot Alan Whitmore had dried up like a truck-spattered toad on an Arizona highway at High Noon. His customary rancor had returned, his ire all the more vicious for having been forced to humor the Hollywood Jackass who was currently “directing” him in King Lear.


  Horgan had been a working actor for forty-four years. He’d begun his career in Bangor, working as a stagehand at a small community theater. But by the time the curtain came down on the season’s first show, The Misanthrope, he’d sensed he was destined to a life in front of the curtain.


  His later success would prove him right. Blessed with a rich baritone and craggy, rough-hewn good looks, he’d had no trouble landing small parts in the company. But during a rehearsal of The Taming of the Shrew, good fortune in the form of a minor catastrophe, smiled on Titus Horgan.


  Montgomery Prentiss, the company’s owner, producer, director and regular leading man had, while busily destroying Petruchio in rehearsal, accidentally knocked Redding Falsey into the orchestra pit. Falsey was playing Lucentio at the time. (It was later discovered that the two had been having a lover’s quarrel offstage) When the moment arrived for Prentiss to clap Falsey playfully on the shoulder, encouraging him in his pursuit of the fair Bianca, Prentiss, still smarting from their latest quibble, “clapped” a little too enthusiastically.


  Falsey teetered, momentarily displaying remarkable balance for a man of his age. Then, with a little squeal of fright, he toppled the six feet into the orchestra pit. Falsey’s right hip broke under the stress of his ungraceful
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