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Chapter One -The Country House
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Liam stood before the bathroom mirror, staring at his face. What he saw frightened him. For the first time in a long while, he became aware of the state he was in. His reflection revealed with absolute clarity the mental condition he was experiencing. He had not slept properly for more than five days. Lately, he had been spending his nights on the hospital couch, beside his mother's bed. Unfortunately, the doctors had been right. A few hours earlier, she had looked him in the eyes, smiled at him, and while she caressed his face, she had breathed her last. He then took her hand in his and kissed it with respect.

His mother was not particularly old, but over the last two years she had developed cancer, which unfortunately was one of those that offered little hope. During those two years, he had brought her to his place, a fairly large apartment on Mercer Island, on 60th Southeast Avenue. Lake Washington, which surrounded the island, provided a sense of isolation, but the bridges connecting it to the city of Seattle made it a place with distinct advantages. It was close, yet so far. The truth was that he needed that strange isolation. He was a professor of Philosophy at the University of Washington in the northern part of Seattle, specializing in Classical and Modern Philosophy.

He had been divorced since he was forty, and even now, ten years later, he did not want relationships that led toward marriage. He did not belong to the type of man who went from bar to bar, but at his age he had settled on what he wanted, which was simply a free relationship, not in the romantic sense, but in terms of his personal life.

He was tall, well-preserved, and of normal weight, though he would have liked, as he often said, to lose a few pounds. His female students considered him a man with a certain style, and that was exactly what characterized him. He had style. Over the last three years, the wrinkles on his face had increased, and he had started to go grey. His mother's health had always affected him deeply because they had lost his father many years ago when, as a reserve officer, he had been transferred to Vietnam. His mother had raised him alone, and that was the reason he was so attached to her. Mrs. Evans, although she lived in Seattle too, resided in their family home in the northern suburbs. She had her own circle there. But now she was gone, and what remained for Liam was bitterness and a very odd loneliness.

His ex-wife had long since moved to the other side of America, and whatever news he had heard during the initial period from mutual acquaintances soon stopped. She had vanished from his life. He did not speak ill of her; in fact, he had agreed with her decision. She had been a beautiful woman, and the world of New York attracted her excessively. Coming from a wealthy family, it did not take long before she entered the social circles with an engagement and a marriage, although not with the same man.

He walked out of the bathroom and stood in front of the living room window. The lake at that hour reflected the lights of the houses along the shore. For a moment, it made him unsure whether the darkness spreading from a point in the middle to the lit part on the opposite bank was simply water or a black border that had sprouted from nowhere. He looked at his watch; it was already late. They should have called him from the funeral home by now. As he filled his glass with whisky, the phone rang. He answered politely and listened carefully to what they told him. The funeral would take place in two days, at noon.

He downed the whisky in one go, put his phone on silent, and went to his bedroom. He threw his clothes wherever they fell and lay on his bed. He thought of setting an alarm but changed his mind. No one would disturb him, and he needed sleep. He turned off the bedside light and closed his eyes. Before he realized it, he had fallen asleep.

He did not know how many hours he slept, but when he opened his eyes, the room was dim.

What the hell? It hasn't even gotten dark yet? he thought, looking at the digital clock on the nightstand. According to it, two hours had passed. Yet, on one hand, he felt rested, but on the other, he was confused. As he got up, he went to the living room and looked for his phone. He saw that he had many missed calls, which puzzled him. And then he understood. He had slept for more than twenty-four hours. That had never happened to him.

"It must be because of Emily's death along with the exhaustion I've been through all this time," he said out loud, and at that moment it struck him as odd to hear his own voice. I've started talking to myself. Liam, watch it.

He put on his tracksuit and made coffee. He had no desire to call anyone. Anyway, the next day at the funeral, most of the university professors would be present. He was well liked and everyone would want to offer their condolences in person.

With these thoughts, and holding his coffee, he sat at his desk and opened his computer. The notification for incoming mail made him reluctant to check at all. In the end, he opened the folder with the scientific dissertation he had been working on recently, though he had left it untouched since his mother had been transferred to the hospital, intending to return to it when he had a clearer mind. He had written various theses, mostly on the history of philosophy, and what he had started in the last year would be the culmination of his studies. Philosophy in the Age of Robots was the title he had given it, though in the prologue he clarified that he was not referring to robots as constructs but to the human tendency to function like robots.

He began reading the last chapter he had written, and it felt as if someone else had penned it. Damn it. I need to go over this again. I've lost the thread. He looked at the laptop and without a second thought closed the lid. He stood and walked back to the glass front of the living room.

"I need to go to her house," he murmured, feeling that if he did not address the matter weighing on him, he would not be able to write a single sentence. His mother lived in a small detached house in the Fremont area, in the northern part of the city, on Linden Avenue. For a moment, he considered handing the house over to an estate agent as it was and not going at all. But there were some things his mother had particularly loved, and he did not want them to end up on the street or being sold for a dollar.

He sat in one of the living room armchairs and picked up his phone, unsure of what to do. Eventually, he could not resist and started scrolling through the calls he had received. They were all from colleagues and some from former students who had since become friends. When he saw Max's name on the list, he remembered that Max had been the one to call him two days ago. He had wanted some work done at the mountain lodge he owned in Pritchard. Since he had bought it with his wife, Max had been the one maintaining it. Liam had spoken with one of Max's assistants since he was away and had asked him to call back.

After the funeral, he thought, and almost immediately decided that perhaps once he had finished with his current matters, it might be better to leave for the mountain. The house he had there was a unique construction, with wood in the front but stone walls in the bedrooms and kitchen, quite large but very remote, about a mile and a half from Soson Mountain Retreat, a camp suitable for all purposes.

In the morning, he made sure to be on time at the church. The Rector was aware of his absence and had even suggested he take some leave. They had agreed to discuss it after the funeral. Liam had not yet made a final decision.

The ceremony was simple, without eulogies, though some ladies he barely knew wanted to say a few words. He politely declined. They smiled and had to accept it.

"Perhaps it's better this way," one of them said, and taking the other by the arm, they moved to the first row of seats. The pastor began the ceremony, spoke of what a good woman Emily had been, and everything ended fairly quickly. The small gathering that followed took place in an auxiliary hall of the university, since Liam's home was quite far and the funeral home had suggested that everyone would prefer not to travel a long distance. The church was almost on the edge of the campus anyway.

The Rector took the opportunity to bring up the issue of his leave again. "You need to sort out her things, besides you have been constantly exhausted all this time. How is your dissertation going?"

Liam looked at him strangely, he thought, He changes subjects fast. "There's still work to do, but I'm on the right track. How are the two issues connected though?"

The Rector patted him on the back and said, "Take a month's leave and settle your affairs. You haven't taken leave for two years anyway. I want the first draft of the dissertation for myself. Agreed?"

"Agreed. But know that I won't stay in Seattle. I'll go to the mountain, and in winter up there there isn't even a phone. If I didn't have a satellite dish, we would be talking full isolation."

"That's something at least. Don't worry, your assistants are good at their work. The month will pass quickly."

Liam saw the representative of the funeral home at the door and excused himself from the Rector, going toward him.

"Mr. Evans, everything is in order. The urn with her ashes will be ready for collection in three days. Do you need anything else?"

What could I possibly need? Liam thought, but limited himself to thanking him and handing over the envelope with the check he had in his pocket.

The guests gradually started to leave, and soon he was alone. A strange loneliness overwhelmed him, though he had only seen his mother once a month before she fell ill. Besides, lately her condition had deteriorated so badly that both of them wished for it to end as soon as possible, so what followed was not unexpected at all. And yet, despite that, he felt odd. He returned home trying to put his schedule in some order.

His phone rang twice and then stopped. It was Max Singleton. Once he reached home, he called him back.

"I didn't want to interrupt your work, Mr. Evans. What can I do for you?"

"Max, I want to know where things stand with the lodge. I haven't been there in a long time and have no idea what's going on."

"No problem at all. I was there last week. I took the initiative and brought you firewood for the fireplace. When do you think you'll come? Winter has set in, and if you need anything specific we should take care of it in time."

"Is the generator alright?"

"Perfect. I start it up every so often, but soon it'll run out of fuel."

"Fill the tank and I'll send you a list of groceries and the day I'll pass by on the way up, probably at the end of the week. Is there anything else I should know?"

"Bring food for quite a while because the snow might shut you in. Will you come with the jeep?"

"Yes. Do you think it's better if you take me up so that if needed you can bring me down with the caterpillar?"

"Why not? We'll go up with the jeep and I'll bring it back. If there's no problem, I'll come back with the jeep; if there is, I'll bring you down with the caterpillar. The highway almost never closes."

"Let's do that. Fill the fuel tank and check the water too. Refill the tank to keep it clean. I'll send you the grocery list tomorrow morning. Max, thanks for everything."

"Mr. Evans, that's my job. I wish the others were as generous as you."

Liam hung up. All he had to do was pack his suitcase with suitable clothes and load his computer with whatever he needed. I forgot to tell him about the solar charger, he murmured. Tomorrow with the list. He turned on the television and flipped through the channels. An interesting film was about to start. He put on his tracksuit, poured a whisky, and settled on the couch. His decision was that the next morning he would go to Emily's house.

It will be in bad shape, he thought. Two years closed, what can it be? But then he remembered that Emily used to call a woman who would come in to clean it. The film began and he left everything for the next day.
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He had not been back to the neighborhood for a long time, and as soon as he parked the car outside Emily's garage, he felt somewhat strange. Childhood memories, youthful loves, holidays all flashed through his mind like lightning, as if telling him that the fate he had chosen for the house was not the right one. He considered leaving the matter for later, when he would return from the mountain. Even as a temporary solution, he found it appealing, since it pushed a serious problem of his further down the line.

He unlocked the garage door and pulled it upward. It slid up and locked into place at the top like a well-oiled mechanism. Liam smiled, but as soon as he looked inside the garage, his expression turned to surprise. Neatly arranged against the wall were numerous boxes, closed and packed. They even had labels stating their contents and the names of the recipients.

"Emily, really? Even this?" he murmured as he began examining the boxes. Most of the names were unfamiliar to him, but the labels also included phone numbers and addresses, revealing that the packages were for various ladies in the neighborhood, presumably her friends.

His gaze stopped on one box that bore his ex-wife's name. He was puzzled, as he had never imagined that after so many years they might still have any contact, but the phone number and address left no room for doubt. He looked at the label for the contents and smiled. It was a dinner service that had belonged to her mother, a very expensive collectible set that Marcia, his ex, had always claimed to like.

He went into the house through the connecting door. The kitchen was spotless, as was the living room, although quite a few of the objects and photographs were not where he remembered them. The house had lost some of the grandeur that had once defined it whenever he thought of it. He hurried upstairs. His mother's bedroom had almost none of her personal items, and when he opened the wardrobe, he saw that it too was nearly empty. There was only one plastic hanging bag, which looked as if it contained a coat. In contrast, the next room, his own, was exactly as he had left it at twenty-eight, when he moved out to the place he had rented with Marcia. He burst out laughing.

"I do not know if you can hear me, Emily, but you are playing a very sneaky game. The only thing I can promise you is that I will think about it again. But you know me, and if you remember anything from where you are, we had agreed that this house is far too big for me. You will say, so what? Yes, but isn't it better for some family to have it and a pack of kids to run up and down? I am done with that subject."

He thought he heard a noise coming from the attic. He walked out of the room and started up the stairs. The attic was pitch dark. He fumbled for the switch and turned on the light. It was completely empty, with only one cardboard box in the middle, which was open. He approached, curious, to inspect the contents. Nothing could be seen, because whatever was inside was well wrapped and surrounded by wood shavings, which indicated it was fragile. He looked at the label and could not make sense of it. It showed that the parcel had been sent to him by his father from Vietnam, from when he was a child. He himself did not remember anything.

He closed the box roughly, took it in his arms, and went down to the kitchen so he would not dirty the place with wood shavings while rummaging through it. He left it on the table, not daring to unpack it. He took a glass from the kitchen and went into the living room. He poured some whisky and sat in an armchair. It was a completely unsuitable hour for something like that, but at that moment he felt he had to put some things in order in his mind, and he needed a bit of alcohol in his veins.

If you did not count the parcels in the garage, it was as if his mother had wanted to strip the house of memories. Yet his room was untouched. And of course the attic was empty too, though that did not strike him as strange, since Emily took care quite regularly to clean it out and throw away whatever useless things had accumulated in the meantime since the last time.

The truth was that the box he had brought down to the kitchen had his name on it. And then he understood. Emily had erased her own memories from the house while leaving what she considered to be a part of Liam.

"Why, mother? Did you think that if I stayed in the house I would be bothered by your memories? Why this effort to erase your passage from life?"

He glanced toward the kitchen and understood that everything there was old memories, apart from the box, which would create a new one, with him as the sole protagonist. He downed his whisky in one go and went back to the kitchen. He rinsed the glass and put it back in its place. He realized that for some undefined reason he was stalling. He approached the package and started to unwrap it. Inside, very well packed, was the strangest clock he had ever seen. It resembled an old English wall clock, although this one was smaller and designed to sit on a piece of furniture. Its pendulum was folded separately so it would not swing during transport. Beside it was another small package. It contained two small music cylinders, which would obviously fit somewhere and probably play a piece of music when the hour changed. Its only difference from other similar clocks was that it had two mechanisms and two dials showing the time.

Liam looked for the winding key but did not find it anywhere. This did not trouble him much, because such little keys were easy to find.

"I will put it on the mantel at the house in the mountains," he said aloud, placing it back in its box.

When he put it in the car's trunk and closed the garage door, he realized how strange the whole thing was. Why had Emily left it there? And why had she never spoken to him about it?

His first thought was to set his phone to silent and stop answering calls. He discovered, however, that the calls simply multiplied, as they kept ringing him back again and again until they could reach him and offer condolences. Almost all the professors from the university called him, not to mention his mother's friends. Even his ex called. How she had found out, he had no desire to learn. He did, however, take the opportunity to tell her about the parcel Emily had left for her. She fell silent for a moment, not knowing what to say. She thanked him and offered him strength.

Strength? For what exactly? Thankfully, she died and the pain stopped.

Toward evening, the phone calls subsided. The last one was from his secretary. Along with her condolences, she informed him that the Rector had sent a memo, circulated to everyone, stating that Liam would be away for a month and asking them to adjust their joint events.

At that moment, he felt a strange emptiness. That period had nothing waiting in it. His latest escapade had ended ingloriously once Emily had gone into the hospital. He stood at the balcony window with a glass of whisky in his hand, watching the rain that kept getting heavier. Along with the emptiness, he also felt a total absence of emotion. Suddenly, his decision to go to the mountain took on a different meaning. It turned into a kind of escape, and he felt he needed it.

He went back and sat at his desk. He opened his computer and almost absentmindedly began visiting various sites on the internet. For a moment, his mind forgot everything and flew back to his childhood home.

"For heaven's sake, Emily. Is that why you made sure to remove your presence from inside there? Do you not believe that a person's childhood home protects him from loneliness?" he muttered, smiling at the thought that his mother might have had such a view of things, unless it was an attempt on her part to nudge him to look at his life from here on.

A message that came to his phone informed him that later a film he wanted to see, an art house one, would be on television. He checked on his computer what time it started and called Max.

"Sorry for the bad timing. I am thinking of coming in two days. Is that alright with you? What is the weather like?"

"It is loading up, Mr. Evans, but do not worry. Up there, there is a lot of snow, not that there isn't down here as well, but the roads are still open. Do you mind if my assistant takes you up? He has a delivery at the lodge, farther up than you, and it would be a big help. By the way, how many people will you be?"

"I do not mind at all, and it will just be me. I will stay up there for about a month, so arrange for food and whatever else is needed. I was going to send you a list, but you know how it is, I will end up forgetting something, so you prepare whatever you think is best. I will just bring a case of whisky and my computer. What time do you want me there? Around two in the afternoon, is that good? Make sure you have everything loaded so we can leave at once."

"That time is perfect. As for the rest, I have already taken care of it. I had to change a battery, but the system is working with no problems. We will go over the details in person. Give my regards to Miss Emily."

"Emily is gone, Max."

His last words were followed by silence. It was as if Max needed a moment to process the news.

"I am sorry, Mr. Liam. May she rest in peace. So, two days from now then. Have a good evening."

Maybe Max is one of the few who truly felt sorry about her death, he thought, and without knowing why, his mind went to the clock from the attic. That made him unconsciously look at the time. He still had fifteen minutes before the film he wanted to see started. He went to his computer and began searching for clocks with two dials. He did not find anything close to the one his father had sent him. All the double clocks were separate units placed side by side to show the time in different parts of the world. His sense was that his own clock was something else. He shut down the computer and sat in front of the television.

The film made him forget everything. When it ended, it was already late. He was sleepy. Without a second thought, he headed for his bed. It was as if his body wanted to make up for the sleep of the last few weeks. He slept until late in the morning.

He thought he heard a noise. He checked the time. It was already ten, and the noise was from a vacuum cleaner running in the living room. Damn, I forgot to tell Lucy not to come today for cleaning. He got dressed and went out to the living room.

"Mr. Liam, you startled me. I did not know you would be here at this hour, so I rushed to start vacuuming."

"Do your work, I will make myself a coffee and then I will go out for a bit."

"Sit in the living room and I will make it for you."

He thanked her and went straight to sit at the computer. What he mainly wanted was to see if his secretary had gathered all the material he had asked for. Her message reassured him. The hard drive with the files he needed was ready. Even without a network, I have work for more than a month, he thought and smiled. He drank his coffee at leisure and left for his office at the university. Regardless of what the Rector said, he had to brief his assistant on what to do with the lectures. When he finished with that, it was already late afternoon.

"So what do we do now?" he wondered. "What am I going to do with the stuff in the garage?"

At that moment, Georgia, his secretary, was about to leave.

"Georgia, a favor. Please find a moving company and arrange for all the packages in my mother's garage to be delivered to the recipients. They all have labels so you do not need to deal with that. Just leave the packages with my name there."

"Keys?" she asked him.

"In the right drawer of my desk, I keep the spare keys. Can I relax?"

She smiled at him without saying anything. But as she was putting on her coat, she turned and asked, "If we need you?"

"I will be at the house in the mountains, though it will be hard to reach me. There is a chance I will be snowed in for a few days or have no communication with the outside world."

"You will at least have company?"

"No, Georgia, I will be alone."

"And you are not afraid?"

"Of what exactly? Anyway, whatever you need, send a message to my computer or call me on the satellite phone. But do not tell anyone about that. I want peace and quiet."

"Have a good time," she said, closing their conversation.

Liam ran through a quick checklist of his pending issues and saw that everything was in order. He put on his jacket, slipped the hard drive and some other papers he wanted into his bag, and left as well. Even though he did not have much preparation to do, he needed to pack a bag with clothes.

This time he noticed the clock the moment he opened the trunk to put in his things. In a way, it was connected to his father, and for a moment he considered leaving it at his apartment until he made a final decision on whether to stay where he currently lived or move into his childhood home. But he had already locked up, and if he changed his schedule, he would be late for his meeting with Max. He had more than six hours of driving ahead of him. From his house, Murray was three hundred and seventy miles away, and then they needed another half hour to reach the mountain.

He and Marcia had bought the house many years before. They barely visited once a year. When they divorced, he wanted to sell it, but in the end, he changed his mind, gave Marcia some money, and kept it. Even so, he went there even less often. This time, though, he felt that he would be able to enjoy it and at least finish the first draft of the dissertation he was preparing. He regretted having mentioned it to the Rector, but the man had been pressing him to write something. It was almost mandatory for academics to publish something every few years.

His car was an all-weather Toyota jeep. But up there, near the sources of the Coeur d'Alene River, the weather did as it pleased. Max's suggestion that his assistant drive him up to the house had been the best solution.

Throughout the drive, his mind was focused on his dissertation and mostly on what structure a civilization might have in the future, in which everything was controlled by highly intelligent machines.

"Whatever happened to studies of the past?" he muttered. "Where the hell did I get myself tangled up with a scenario that belongs more in the realm of science fiction?" He shook his head, trying to focus on possible images of society some centuries from now.

The only good thing was that the miles went by quickly, and with a single stop, he reached Murray on time. Max's assistant spotted him first and rushed out of the store to meet the car.

"Mr. Evans, park over there in the covered parking. I kept a spot for you. Mr. Max told me to put it there so the snow will not bury it." He pointed out a place and ran off to bring the pickup that would take them up. It was a modified truck, tall, with studded tires and a reinforced engine. It was the solution for bad weather before switching to the caterpillar.

Liam parked, opened the trunk, took out his things and went into the office. He found Max on the phone. Max signaled that he was finishing up and pointed to the armchair in front of the desk. Liam sat and took the chance to check his mobile once more. Thankfully, there was only one message from Georgia, informing him that she had found a courier company and soon all the packages would be delivered.

"So, Mr. Liam, everything is ready. We have loaded everything and, from what I see, Tom is putting your things on now. You said you would stay a month, is that right?"

"Probably, Max. Unless something urgent comes up. If you have a run to the camp, stop by my place as well. I will leave you the spare car keys."

"Ah, speaking of keys. I found a rusty winding key on the generator control panel. I cleaned it up and have it here in the drawer. Let me give it to you."

He opened the drawer and took out a key type winder, placing it in front of Liam, who froze. It was as if he had seen a ghost.

"Impossible," he thought.

"If I may say so, you should not put brass objects on electrical panels. It is dangerous."

Their conversation was interrupted by Tom, who appeared in the doorway. He hurried to let them know he was ready and that they needed to leave. Liam took the winding key and followed him, unable to utter a word.

As he was walking out of the office, he managed to mumble, "Thanks for everything, Max."

Max nodded to him that it was nothing.

*****
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Liam did not utter a word the entire way. All his thoughts were trapped in that bizarre discovery. Inside, he kept repeating to himself, "Impossible, someone is making a fool of me."

The fortunate thing was that the pickup's engine made so much noise that conversation was impossible. The half hour passed quickly, and soon they had parked in front of the kitchen door. Liam entered through the front door, left his bag on the living room table, and hurried to open the kitchen door. Tom had already unloaded quite a few items, a sign that he was in a rush. Liam helped him, and when Tom offered to assist him in carrying everything inside, he smiled and said,

"Tom, hit the road. I can manage on my own. You still have a delivery, and it will be dark soon. And be careful. It will start snowing any minute now."

He slipped a ten-dollar bill into his pocket and gave Tom a wink. Tom smiled, got into the pickup, and drove off.

Liam carried everything into the kitchen, noticed the firewood neatly stacked under the shed next to the door, then went back in and locked it. Before doing anything else, he wanted to check the generator. A small stone room had been added to the main house, housing the generator, the tank, and various tools, connected to the house by an interior door next to the second bathroom. Everything was in order, and the control panel was set to automatic. He also checked the large outer door, mainly to ensure that if the wind picked up during the night, he wouldn't have to get up to secure it.

The temperature inside the house was bearable. Max had turned on the central heating, but it was still a bit chilly. Liam adjusted the thermostat and went into the living room. The fireplace was ready to be lit, and on the small side table next to the armchair, a bottle of bourbon indicated that Max took care of even the smallest details. Liam smiled, took his personal belongings into the left bedroom, and returned to the living room.

The house was a blend of stone and timber, resting on a stone base. The side facing the mountain was reinforced with a double stone wall. The large living room also served as a dining room, while in one corner, a secretary desk functioned as an office. The front porch was covered, and the entrance featured a system with two doors, creating an antechamber of two square meters that helped maintain the temperature.

The house had two bedrooms with a shared large bathroom located directly behind the living room. Their doors were positioned to the left and right of the fireplace, which dominated the center of that wall. The right bedroom served as the guest room, though it was nearly identical to the other in terms of furniture.

He placed the bag with his computer on the secretary and lit the fireplace. The only remaining item was the box containing the clock. He poured bourbon into a glass and settled into the armchair. Time passed in absolute silence. Then he made up his mind. He took the clock out of the box and set it in the middle of the mantelpiece. Marcia had wanted to place a little statue there but had never gotten around to it. The previous owner had hung various trophies there, but those had been the first things Liam discarded. He had also faced the wall with stone, limiting it to small objects on the mantel. For all those years, the spot had remained empty. Two stone bookends were the only ornaments, and now with the clock fitting perfectly, it felt as if everything had been designed for it. The only aspect that seemed out of place was the two clock faces, which, oddly enough, did not have the usual white background but a hue resembling the color of the stones.

His thoughts drifted back to his dissertation. He hurried to check that the phone line was working. Everything was still functioning. He set up his computer but refused to turn it on. The notifications on his phone at that moment seemed more than enough.

A flash outside the window made him smile. The weather was changing.

"This time I beat you to it," he said aloud and remembered a time when he and Marcia had set off, but by the time she decided what to take with her, they had left late and the road up to the mountain had closed. He remembered how they had been forced to sleep in Murray.

In one corner of the living room, there was an old bookcase filled with various classics, the kind you buy but never find the time to read. He picked one and sat back down in the armchair.

At some point, much later, he started to feel hungry. He put the book down, went to the kitchen, and prepared two toasted sandwiches, grabbed a beer, and returned to his armchair. He must have dozed off because the fire had burned low. He threw two logs on the fire and started for his bedroom. Something, however, made him turn back. He went to the secretary and took from his bag the winding key and the two music cylinders. On both clock faces, the hands showed twelve. He turned the clock around and saw where the key went in. At first glance, the key needed a long stem, which matched perfectly the winder he was holding. He began to wind the mechanism with the calmest movements he could manage. As soon as he felt the spring was fully tight, he removed the key and looked for where the music cylinders went. The sockets were obvious, and he needed nothing more than to push the cylinders into place. He turned the clock back around and set it in its spot. The minute hand on the left clock face had already made its first movement. He tried to move the hour hand with his finger, but it was impossible. He applied more pressure, but it still did not move at all. Afraid of breaking it, he stopped. The right dial remained completely motionless. He tried to move its hands by hand too, but they seemed stuck fast. He closed the front glass door and left the key beside it.

I will oil it tomorrow, maybe it will work, he thought.

It was close to ten o'clock. It was early to go to bed, but he felt tired. Outside, the snow had begun to fall thickly. Thunder could be heard in the distance. The wind had picked up, and a whistling noise made him shiver. Perfect. I can see myself getting snowed in from the very first day. Let us hope the phones do not go down.

He turned off the lights and went to his bedroom. The temperature was still low. He put on his flannel pajamas. That night, he needed them.

He woke to a strange noise coming from the living room. He focused to understand where it was coming from. He could have sworn he had closed all the windows properly. He shut his eyes again and sighed. The noise seemed to stop, but then a flash lit up his room, and almost at the same time, the sound of thunder made him jump out of bed.

"Bad start. The weather is heading for a snowstorm. And damn it, the last thing we need is lightning strikes nearby to blow everything to pieces."

He considered it pointless to get up and check the living room windows. All the shutters were closed and bolted. He had left only one open, the one that had bars on the outside and was next to the front door. The reason was simple; he wanted to see the weather. He was absolutely sure, though, that even that one was closed. Then a faint sound came again from the living room. This time, he got up and went out. The fire had almost gone out. A small bed of embers provided the only light, yet it was enough for him to see that the window next to the front door was not completely shut; the pane was not seated properly and was rattling back and forth. Cursing, he closed it and promised himself that from the next day on, every night before going to bed, he would check everything twice.

As he walked past the clock, he gave it a sidelong glance. The left hands had both advanced. The right ones still showed twelve. What the hell is wrong with it? Has the minute hand freed itself and brought the other with it? Maybe it is just for show.

He went back to his bed and pulled the covers tightly over himself. He felt an unusual kind of fatigue, but he tried not to think of anything so he could fall asleep more easily.

At the Pritchard Tavern, roughly halfway between Murray and Liam's cabin, just before the road turned up toward the mountain, leaving the main road and becoming the mountain road, a lightning bolt struck a power transformer, plunging the entire area into darkness. One after another, the generators started up. In the roar of the storm, they were barely audible, but at least in the house they belonged to, their starting was noticeable.

The moment the generator in the back shed kicked in, the whole structure shook. The generator surged once or twice and then quickly stabilized. This time, Liam cursed loudly.

"This fucking weather will not let me sleep tonight," he muttered, and immediately remembered that first winter he and Marcia had come up and gone through a similar scene. He recalled how he had sworn he would sell the place the very next day. But age, along with Marcia's sensuality, had changed his mind.

Instead of emptying his mind to fall asleep, images from more than fifteen years ago surfaced. Now he stood as an observer, and the first thing he realized was that his ex had been leading him in the easiest way, with invitations to sex.

He was now fully awake. "A whisky will help," he said aloud, and got up.

The temperature in the living room had dropped even further. He threw two logs in the fireplace along with some kindling, and the fire flared up at once. He filled his glass with whisky, took the book he had been reading, and went back into his bedroom. He had barely lain down when his gaze fell on the thin strip of light under the bathroom door. It looked as if there was light inside.

"How did that get turned on again?" he wondered, thinking that during his stay he should take a better look at the overall maintenance of the cabin. He left the glass and the book on the nightstand and, with a sinking feeling, opened the bathroom door. A woman was bent over the sink, filling a glass with water.

"What are you doing here? Who are you and what do you want in my house?" he shouted.

The woman jumped in such terror that Liam was taken aback. She took two steps back and pressed herself against the door of the second bedroom, screaming like a madwoman.

"Stop shouting, I have not hurt you, and answer what I asked you," he continued, taking a step back so she would not be afraid.

The woman grabbed the door handle, ready to retreat into the second bedroom. She stopped screaming when she saw him step back and, with a trembling voice, asked him, "What am I doing here or what are you doing here? And in pajamas at that."

Only then did Liam notice that the unknown woman was also wearing pajamas. Hell. There is no way she was asleep when I came in. I did not enter the room, but I would have heard her. He took another step back, now standing inside his own bedroom. He frowned, clearly trying to make sense of it.

"Will you tell me at last who you are and what you are doing in my house?" the woman asked, growing somewhat bolder.

Liam turned fully toward his room and took another step inside, while the thought that someone was playing a prank on him crossed his mind. His mind, however, went nowhere. He sat on the foot of the bed, in a spot from which he could barely see her, and with a voice that betrayed annoyance said, "Liam Evans, Professor of Philosophy at the University of Washington."

"At which university?" she asked, as if she had not heard correctly, slowly opening her door and preparing to retreat. Liam's stance, and especially the fact that he had stepped back and sat on the bed, seemed to calm her somewhat.

This time, Liam thought he was dealing with a crazy woman who had escaped and found refuge in his house.

"Washington, in Seattle. And your name?"

"Sandra Livingston, teacher of Literature at Brightown College."

"Excuse me?"

"For what? For my name or for the fact that I am a teacher?"

"For the fact that you are mentioning a college I have never heard of. Is that not enough for you?"

Now it was the woman's turn to take two steps into her room. They could hardly see each other anymore. Liam thought about getting up, but he was afraid that she would panic and lock herself in the room.

"Where are you going? We are not done. Are you going to tell me who put you up to this joke?"

"Me or you?" Sandra replied, terrified.

He raised his hands as if he did not understand anything. He started to get up, then sat down again. "May I come a little closer? I have no intention of hurting you and most likely the whole thing is a bad joke."

The stranger did not reply immediately. She seemed to think it over. She grabbed her bag and pulled a spray can out of it. She opened her room door toward the living room, just in case, and spoke in a voice that tried hard to sound calm. "Up to the door and take slow steps."

Liam got up and, crossing the bathroom, took one step into the second bedroom. He froze. The duvets and curtains were completely different. He pointed at the duvets with his hand, looking from them to her and back to the room.

"How long have you been here? Does Max know?"

"Who is Max? As for how long I have been here, a long time. My father used to bring my sister and me here when we were children. I do not understand you. Are you really a professor or is that what they told you to say?"

Liam could not take any more. He felt as if he were acting in a scene from a theater of the absurd. He sat on the edge of her bed, but his expression must have been something else, because Sandra tensed and took a few steps back into the living room. Liam then stood up and followed her with slow steps. He turned his gaze around to see where she had gone. She was standing on the far side of the room. His eye then fell on the glow outside the windows. To the east, the storm had let the clouds pull back and a strange light was falling on the snow. Instinctively, he walked to the window, lifted the curtain, and looked out.

As beautiful as what he saw was, it terrified him. Two moons illuminated the otherwise dark night.

*****
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Liam sat in the first chair he found, his eyes fixed on the view outside. "I am dreaming," he whispered. "There is no other explanation."

He turned to her and asked, "Two moons?"

"Are you all right?" she asked, beginning to regain some courage.

"Two moons?" he repeated.

"I do not understand exactly what you mean. At this hour, it is normal for both of them to have risen. How many were you expecting?"

"All right, I am sure now that I am dreaming," he answered. After slowly standing up from the chair, he walked through the guest room and into the bathroom. Unable to resist, he splashed some water on his face and, leaving the door open, entered his bedroom.

Sandra followed, maintaining what she considered a safe distance. When she saw him lying down and noticed the open suitcase, it was her turn to ask, "Will you tell me at last who put you up to this joke? You do not look like a bad man, but everything has its limits."

Liam began to exhale sharply. The dream had gone on long enough. He pointed toward the living room door and said, "On the secretary, you will find my bag. And my wallet. My ID is in there. Do whatever you want; I am going to sleep, and when I wake up, I hope this terrible dream will be over." He turned his back to her and covered himself tightly.

She hesitated, thought it over, and saw him covered up. Opening the door, she stepped into the living room from the side of his room. With steps that showed she knew where she was going, she moved toward the little desk. Her expression revealed that what she was doing was beyond her logic, but it was as if an inner need forced her to go there and verify the truth of his words.

The living room looked darker to her, and without thinking, she approached the window by the door. She lifted the curtain and looked out. One moon was casting its silver rays on the snow, illuminating the forest in a strange way.

"Where did the other moon go?" she whispered, taking two steps back. She looked around as if trying to understand what was happening. She kept moving backward, feeling her legs give way. She fainted and fell to the floor.

The noise made Liam jump out of bed. Very little time had passed, and he had not yet processed the possibility that this was not a dream. He rushed into the living room and saw her on the floor. He bent down and lifted her in his arms, placing her on the sofa and bringing her some water, hoping she would regain consciousness without complications. He was now certain he was one hundred percent awake.

Sandra soon regained consciousness. She opened her eyes and, seeing him, pulled back a little.
"Do not be afraid; there is no reason. I am not the kind of person who harms others."
She pointed toward the window and murmured, "The second moon disappeared."

Liam looked at her in despair. God, these hallucinations will drive us insane.

"I would suggest you rest a bit, and in the morning we will see what to do. Although the way things are going, dawn will come soon, and we will still be saying the same things," he told her, thinking, I should call Max; maybe he knows something if the phone lines have not gone down.

He glanced toward the window. The weather was still bad, and even though the wind had dropped a little, the snow was getting heavier.

"Do you want help getting to your bed?" he asked.

She nodded, and he approached her to help her up. Supporting her, he walked her toward his bedroom and, passing through the bathroom, helped her lie down.

"Do you want me to bring you anything before I go to sleep?" he asked, smiling for the first time.

"If you do not mind, I would like a glass of skim milk from the kitchen."

Liam left her room and went straight to the fridge. He took the milk and filled a glass. As he walked toward her door, he noticed the light outside was brighter. He set the glass on the table and went to the window. Two moons illuminated the landscape, though one had already approached the part of the horizon where the mountains would soon hide it.

"What the hell is going on? Maybe some kids are projecting a hologram to drive us crazy."

He liked the idea, but even though he was no expert in physical sciences, he knew that such a projection would not create the shadows he could see outside.

Sandra's voice brought him back. "What happened?"

He picked up the milk and approached her door. "There are two moons outside again, although not for long. One will soon disappear behind the horizon."

"That is normal, is it not?" she asked, looking at him with fear again.

"For you perhaps it is. For me it is not."

"What is that supposed to mean?"

"Sandra, all I want is to get some sleep, and as for the moons, they can go to hell. Every time we look, they change in number. Where do you see the logic in that? Good night," he said, shutting every door as he went to bed, convinced that when he woke up, everything would have changed.

He tossed and turned for over an hour without being able to sleep. "Get up, drink some coffee, and figure out what to do with the crazy woman," he muttered, beginning to dress. If the weather continued like this, he would have to burn more wood and conserve fuel. As he dressed, his mind wandered to Sandra. She was a tall woman of about forty, slim and clearly fit, with short gray hair that did not quite match her age. He had not had time to judge her style; after all, he had seen her under absurd circumstances, but she was a beautiful woman.

As he washed, he heard noise in the next room. He moved to the door and pressed his ear against it, realizing Sandra was awake too. He knocked very softly and whispered,

"I am making coffee. If you want, you can come for breakfast."

He waited a few seconds, but the noise stopped.

She is probably asleep, he thought, and left the bathroom with the door open. The first thing he did was light the fireplace. Then he went to the kitchen and set the coffee maker going. He made some toast and just as he was about to sit down, he remembered the phone. He picked it up to confirm what he already suspected. It was dead. He rushed to check his mobile. Dead as well. Where had the damage occurred that took down the antennas? He turned on the satellite phone with a heavy heart. That too was dead.

Nice. With a storm outside, I want the satellite phone to work. I must keep an eye out. If the weather eases, I will try to reach Max.

As he spread jam on his toast, Sandra appeared at the door of his room.

"I am sorry to come out this way, but my door will not open. Could you take a look at it?"

He started to get up, but she quickly added, "Sit, eat your breakfast; we have time. I will be back in a moment."

She returned in less than five minutes, dressed in a full black jumpsuit, and sat across from him. She smiled and filled her glass with coffee. She took a sip and, as if trying to find the right way to say what troubled her, turned and asked,

"Your real name is Liam after all?"

"Not again," he replied in despair. "Liam Evans."

"Fine, do not get angry. If you want to be called Liam, I have no objection. Just tell me whether Joanna or Sissy sent you. Probably Sissy; she was the one telling me about adventures and..."

Liam felt terrible. If she was not mocking him, then something was wrong with her. He chose not to ask about those strange names, preferring peace until he could talk to Max.

Then the music from the clock cylinder sounded. Liam turned and looked at it. The left clock showed nine, and the mechanical melody rang sweetly while a colorful disk slowly spun like a carousel. What struck him, though, was that the hands on the right clock had moved too. It came unstuck, he thought.

"Yesterday, when I wound it, the left clock did not work," Sandra said, making him turn toward her abruptly. She took a step back as if startled.

"Sorry," he said and stood up, not wanting to engage in another debate that he thought was completely absurd. "I will check your door."

No matter what he tried, the door would not open. Sandra stood several steps behind, watching him.

"Maybe try it from the inside," she suggested after a moment.

He nodded and went through his room toward her bedroom. She followed, closing the doors behind them. He tried the handle from inside but felt no resistance. He pushed, and the door opened without trouble. They entered the living room in silence.

If I had not tried the door from the outside, I would have said she was lying, Liam thought.

"Should I put another log on the fire?" Sandra asked, uncertain what else to say.

"I will do it," he replied. "Drink your coffee and pour one for me too. No milk."

He placed two thick logs on the fire and sat beside her.

"I do not know much about carpentry, but the door must have jammed," Sandra murmured.

He looked at her absently.

"I mean the door," she repeated.

At that moment, another tone came from the clock. Both of them turned toward the fireplace. The right clock showed five. The left clock seemed to have stopped.

"That clock does whatever it wants," Liam observed. "I think I have some petroleum jelly in my room. Sit; I will bring it. Maybe I can fix it and get both running properly."

He got up and walked toward his room. The door did not open with any effort. He turned and looked at Sandra in despair. Without saying a word, he went to the other bedroom. She followed for no clear reason. A moment later, both were standing inside his room. He grabbed the handle, felt it respond, and pushed. The door opened without resistance.

They returned to the living room wordlessly. Instinctively, both turned to the clock on the mantel. This time it was clear. The minute hand on the left clock was moving, while the right hand remained still.

Liam froze. Sandra panicked. She stepped backward and, after two steps, turned and ran toward the entrance. She opened the inner door and stepped into the small antechamber. She tried to open the outer door to go outside, but the wind and snow slammed into her with such force that she could not move. Liam rushed to help her shut the door. With difficulty, they managed it. Liam bolted it so it would not blow open, then closed the inner door tightly.

Sandra stood speechless inside the doors, staring toward the fireplace. He took her hand and led her to the sofa. They sat side by side, overwhelmed.

"What the hell is going on," Liam whispered after a while, feeling her grip on his hand.

Neither of them knew how long they sat there watching the clock hands move. They stared ahead like they were hypnotized. After some time, Sandra discreetly pulled her hand back. Liam understood and slid a little away on the sofa. The last thing he needed was for her to have a hysterical episode.

He turned and looked at her. Something was troubling her. "What is wrong," he
























































































































































































[image: ]


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
£ A

Will you have time to solve it befér;e time runs out?

v

% 3"
V.

"






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





