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      Toilet paper, cream-style corn, asparagus, navy beans, paper towels…

      Ernest Del Tapio paused and his eyebrows twisted up into a single knot in the middle of his forehead as he stared at the package in his hands. He sighed. Damn scanner couldn’t locate the price. How in the hell was he supposed to know how much they were? Looking up at the customer standing on the other side of the checkout counter, he asked, “Do you remember if these are on sale?”

      “Yeah,” said the husky woman with ill-disguised impatience. “Three ninety-nine for the two-pack. They’re in last Sunday’s ad.” She had two pre-pubescent boys tugging on her and squawking about candy bars from the display behind her, and they seemed to be getting on her last remaining nerve.

      Ernest shrugged—no sweat off his back—and deleted the last entry before hand-entering the new amount into the register’s computer. He swiftly swiped the remaining groceries over the scanner, helped bag the dozen or so items, and took her debit card in payment. For the umpteenth time that evening, his eyes glanced up at the big clock just up and over to his left, above the main entrance to the supermarket, and strategically located beneath the two-way mirrors near the ceiling which marked the administrative offices. It was nearly twenty-three minutes past six, and his shift wouldn’t end until nine.

      Damn! It seemed to drag on forever!

      From the corner of his eye he saw the next customer drop some things on the conveyer belt and move in front of him. “Good evening. Find everything you needed?” he began his perfunctory speech, looking up at the tall gentleman…and stopped cold. The world suddenly turned dim, as if the lights had gone bad, and voices, thin and tinny, echoed down the deep well of his subconscious.

      Dumbass! What are you waiting for?

      A flash of a white coat and shiny little silver needles.

      Pain, very sharp pain.

      Followed by overwhelming hot agony.

      Hot. Debilitating. Burning. Scalding.

      No! Noooooo!

      “Are you okay?” the gentleman asked fearfully. He looked like the last thing he needed was some check-out clerk at the supermarket going berserk in the middle of his pork chops.

      Ernest took a small step backward, bumping against the paneling behind him. Whatever had happened had been swift and totally unexpected. It was as if some television set had suddenly turned on and rushed through every cable channel before shutting off. The images were stark and upsettingly real. Ernest shook his head, blinking twice.

      “Yeah, yeah, sorry,” he started to mumble, reaching for the cellophane-wrapped package. “I guess I been on my feet too long.” He gave a weak laugh, hoping to pass off his momentary lapse as fatigue.

      “Might wanna take a break,” the gentleman suggested. Ernest nodded, looking back up at the man.

      Hours and hours lying on metal tables. The cold seeping into the muscle, the bone.

      Voices muted and muffled. People laughing as the freezing cold dulled all feeling in hands and feet.

      The memory wasn’t just his. It was this man’s.

      It was theirs.

      Blood drained from Ernest’s face. He grasped the register for support and gulped several large lungsful of air.

      “Hey, buddy, maybe you’d better sit down,” the customer suggested, now concerned for the young man.

      “Hey, Ernest! Need a hand over there?” someone—Clara?—called from the register behind him.

      Bowing his head, he waved her off, determined to finish up before calling the floor supervisor to relieve him for ten minutes. He gritted his teeth and finished ringing up the gallon of milk and the stick deodorant. His hands clutched the sides of the checkout counter to help him keep his balance.

      “Thirty-seven-oh-eight,” he announced.

      “Can I write a check for fifteen extra?”

      “Yeah,” Ernest nodded. “Sure. Limit’s twenty-five. Just be sure your driver’s license number’s on the check.” He kept his eyes averted from the customer; for some reason those ungodly flashes only affected him when he looked right into the guy’s face. Amid his confusion, Ernest wondered why this sickness had hit him, and why now? Did he have some kind of brain tumor? “Maybe I need to call a doctor or something,” he mumbled, not knowing he could be overheard.

      “What?” the customer questioned.

      Ernest noticed the slip of paper being thrust his way. A check. Nervously he grasped it and read the printing in its upper left-hand corner.

      

      Morris Heffner

      148 Beaumont Circle

      Bells City, OK

      

      Beaumont Circle. The high-rent district, Ernest observed. Wonder what the guy’s doing on this side of town?

      He ran the check through the register and handed Heffner his change. He swiftly bagged the items and handed them to the man, muttering a quick thank-you-have-a-nice-day, then turned and signaled to Emily over in Customer Service that he needed a break. She waved back and moved to call for the floor manager to close his register.

      Ernest took a deep breath. He looked up, seeing Heffner walking out the front doors, when the coldness grasped him again, sending chills and tremors through his body.

      It hurts! It hurts! Oh, please stop!

      Leave me alone! Leave him alone!

      Alcohol. Formaldehyde. The unbearable stench.

      Something presses down, cutting off the oxygen supply. Cutting off the blood supply.

      Struggling for life.

      This is for the health of the child. You have to understand that.

      The voice was so clear, the guy could have been standing next to him.

      “Oh, Jesus!” Ernest slammed down the CLOSED sign and bolted from the register, pushing past protesting customers who had been waiting their turn in line, and headed for the rear of the store and the employees’ lounge. Once inside, he went straight to the restroom where he splashed cold water on his face and took several deep gulps of air, and waited for his heart to stop racing.

      In all his thirty-nine years, nothing like that had ever happened to him. Never. It was as though some nightmare had penetrated his waking hours, and he was trapped in some hellish time warp where people wore white outfits that reminded him of the coats doctors wore in the hospital, only longer and different.

      And the smell... How could he smell these blackouts?

      Ernest groaned, burying his face in his hands. The smell had been almost unbearable. Putrid. Like garbage left outside too long in the sun, only worse.

      “Ernest? You okay in there?”

      He could hear Clara knocking softly on the door above the noise of the running water. He turned off the spigot and reached for a paper towel to run over his face and hair. Finally managing to reach a sort of calm balance, he opened the door and gave her an embarrassed smile.

      “Criminy, you gave us a scare!” she told him. “You okay now?”

      He nodded, sitting down in the first empty chair. “I’m fine. Thanks.”

      “What happened out there?” she asked. Clara was just a year or so younger than him, of average height and average looks, although a bit on the heavy side, but she mothered all the clerks and baggers as though they were part of her brood. She was the closest thing to a family Ernest had since he’d lost his parents.

      “I dunno,” he admitted. “Every time I looked at that Heffner guy, I froze up. It was like I was in an episode of the Twilight Zone. It was weird.”

      “Maybe you should go see a doctor,” she suggested.

      Faint images of those long white coats floated in his mind’s eye.

      “No.” He shook his head, running a hand through his thick, wavy hair. “I’ll be all right.”

      “Then maybe you should just take the rest of the day off. You have some sick leave still coming, don’t you?”

      Ernest checked the clock over the lounge door. Management was real sticky about employees who took longer than their allotted break time. “Yeah,” he smiled at her, trying to sound convincing. “I’m okay. Let’s see how the rest of the day goes. If I start seeing little pink rabbits running through the produce section, I’ll call Maguire and ask for a sub.”

      Clara smiled back and gave his arm a little squeeze. “Okay. Sounds like a plan. Speaking of Maguire, I better get back to my own desk before he starts calling for me on the P.A.” She got to her feet, giving him another long look. “You sure you’re gonna be okay?”

      “Yeah, yeah, yeah.” He waved her off, allowing himself another smile that was more genuine. The “attacks” seemed to be fading, and he honestly felt much better. “I’ll see you in a minute.”

      She nodded and left him alone in the lounge. A short while later, Ernest walked uncertainly out to his post, but no more occurrences happened during the remainder of his shift. So it was with relief that he left work that evening, stopped by the local Big Banger Burgers for supper, and headed home for a quiet evening in from of the TV.
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      Ernest awoke, trembling and lightheaded. Sweat poured from him, making his damp t-shirt and briefs cling to his skin. His heart raced like an engine out of control.

      His throat felt raw, letting him know he might have screamed or cried out in his sleep, although he had no memory of it. But the sound of it might have been the reason why he was dragged out of his nightmarish ordeal.

      Somehow he managed to swing his legs over the side of the bed, but they wouldn’t hold his weight when he tried to stand. Gasping for breath, he tried again, and this time he was successful when he used the headboard for support.

      The nightmares were back. Only this time, they were clearer, stronger, and more terrifying.

      This time the strange man was wearing a suit, either dark gray or black. Sunlight flashed off his gold cufflinks, as well as the silver in his hair and beard. His expression was one of disgust, as if he didn’t want to be where he was, or around who he was dealing with.

      He was frightening, imposing, and powerful. He was evil and haughty, and he dealt pain without regard to the suffering it caused. In fact, it almost seemed as if he enjoyed the agony endured because of him.

      The worst part about it, what Ernest was able to recall, was that the man had the face of someone he thought he knew. Of someone he’d swear he knew, although he was also aware of the fact that he’d never seen the man before in his life. The rest was inconsequential as those shreds slowly faded into the ethersphere. Before long, those little wisps and pieces of the other dreams no longer haunted him.

      Yet, there were other things about his dream about the man that also bothered him. It was as though time had sideswiped itself and now intermingled the unreal aspects of his nightmare with the familiar day-to-day memories of his present life. Fantasy mixed with fact, and the resulting stew confused and horrified him. Such as those cold, stainless steel tables in a big white room, while outside, he noticed pink hydrangeas blooming beneath the lone window. The smell inside the room was putrid, but there was an underlying odor of French fries. He could swear he saw several needles lined up on a steel tray. Big, long, painful-looking needles attached to syringes full of all kinds of colored liquid. Liquids which brought the pain and the tears. And there was also a fileting knife left on the kitchen sink, and the meat tenderizing hammer in the utensil holder by the stove.

      Oh, God, what did it all mean?

      Maybe if he stayed up for a while, watched a little TV or perhaps tried to get interested in that Grisham book he’d loaned from the library again, he’d drift back off to sleep. Or maybe he could just nap in the rocker recliner in the den.

      A change of location might do the trick.

      Ernest turned on the lamp on the bedside table, hoping that the light would dispel the rest of his night terrors, and froze at the sight of his bedcovers. He blanched, momentarily paralyzed, then slowly, hesitantly, he reached out and touched the reddish ooze puddled in the spot where he’d been lying. Bringing it to his nose, he sniffed it, and his stomach revolted. He ran to the bathroom, clicked on the overhead light, and stared in numb horror at the sight of himself in the mirror over the sink. One entire side of his body was coated with the bloody slime. And it was moving.

      No one heard the scream that came from Ernest Del Tapio’s mouth. No one, except the next door neighbor’s dog, who barked a couple of times in response, then settled back down to sleep.
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      Clay Trott pulled into the parking lot of the Dragon Palace restaurant. Checking the clock on the dashboard, he saw he was sixteen minutes early.

      “Doesn’t matter,” he muttered. “If Morrow isn’t here, I can still order me some sake and relax a bit until he is.”

      He kept his jacket on as he exited his car, but only buttoned the one button in the middle in order to prevent the public from seeing his shoulder holster and weapon. It wasn’t so much a safety issue that people remained unaware of him carrying a gun. It was more of a need for privacy. The less attention he garnered, the better.

      The place wasn’t too busy. A quick check of the interior didn’t reveal a lone man sitting at any of the tables⁠—

      “Ah. Mr. Trott. So glad you could make it,” a voice stated behind him.

      He recognized it as the one from the phone as he whirled around to spot the little man standing a short distance away. Yep, it was the same guy he’d initially met at that get-together up in Washington, D.C.

      Morrow gestured for him to follow. “I selected a booth at the far end so we could have a little privacy.”

      A booth. That explained why Clay hadn’t seen him sitting in the open area. But it didn’t explain why he hadn’t been aware of the man approaching him.

      Not good, he silently chastised himself. You slipped up. Fortunately, it’s not a fatal mistake this time. Just don’t let it happen again.

      As Clay slid into the seat opposite the little man, a waitress appeared to take their orders.

      “We’re still waiting for one more to join us,” Morrow informed her. “In the meantime, I’m certain my guest would like a libation.”

      “Sake,” Clay ordered.

      The waitress gave a nod with a smile and left, but returned a few seconds later to drop off two additional small plates.

      Morrow indicated the platter in front of him. “Can I interest you in some shrimp toast? There’s this orange sauce and that yellow sauce they brought to go along with it. I think they’re sweet and sour and mustard, but they’re both delicious. Help yourself, unless you’d rather have a different appetizer. Maybe a bowl of egg drop soup?”

      “I’m fine for now, thanks. I take it we’re not going to get to the reason why you asked me to join you here until the third member of our party arrives, right?” Clay inquired, adding a lopsided grin to offset the harshness of his tone.

      At that same instant, the older man’s face lit up as he peered over Clay’s shoulder, alerting Clay to the fact that number three was here. What he wasn’t prepared for was the tingling sensation infusing his body in warning.

      “Ah! Miss Mendlaw! Thank you for coming.”

      It took effort not to jump to his feet and leave. Instead, Clay steeled himself and forced himself to stare at the blonde woman shaking Morrow’s hand. Judging by her stance, he knew she was also aware of him and was similarly at-ready to either flee or fight.

      “I don’t believe you’ve met Mr. Trott,” Morrow began by way of introduction. “Mr. Trott, Miss Davida Mendlaw. Miss Mendlaw, Clay Trott.”

      The woman finally turned to face him. Clay couldn’t deny she was attractive in spite of the fact that her full lips were pressed together in a thin line as she assessed him. “No, I haven’t,” she finally acknowledged. She didn’t offer her hand to shake Clay’s. Neither did he offer his to her.

      If Morrow recognized the impasse, he ignored it for the moment. Moving aside, he motioned for her to slide in on his side of the booth seat. Her initial hesitation wasn’t lost on him.

      “Please,” Morrow asked firmly.

      She acquiesced and ended up facing Clay.

      Before anyone could say anything else, the waitress reappeared to take the woman’s drink order. Clay finally grabbed a menu, if for no other reason than to keep from having to look at the woman across from him. When the waitress arrived with the iced tea, they gave their orders. After which Clay took a sip of his sake and sat back in expectation. To his surprise, Morrow got directly to the point of the unspoken contention.

      “I know both of you are Breachers. I also know you both are aware of that fact. However, I’m a little bit in the dark as to why you two have such animosity toward each other, considering you’re the only two I’ve ever met who’ve had that reaction whenever you’re in each other’s company. I’ve also noticed you don’t act this way when you’re in the presence of other Breachers.” The old man eyed them. “Would someone please care to explain?”

      Clay seriously doubted the man was clueless as to why the overt hostility. Still, he shot the woman a look to see if she was willing to go first. Mendlaw took another sip of her iced tea and cleared her throat without exchanging glances with him.

      “He’s a yudu. I’m a gaffi. Our kind have been mortal enemies since before the Breaching.” She paused, but Morrow wasn’t going to let her stop there.

      “I’m not familiar with those relationships, although I’m certain other Breachers might be. Is there a particular reason why your kind have been at odds with each other for so long? More importantly, why it persists to this day?”

      “Ownership,” Clay inserted. “Ownership of land, of water, of natural resources that were slowly dying or drying up.”

      Morrow pursed his lips. “Ah. Similar to the excuses given by our forefathers when they fought their own wars in the past. Except sometimes those were just excuses when the real reason was because of the need to hold power over others.” He stared directly at Clay. “Would you say it’s the same for your kind? Is the conflict between your kind of that nature?”

      “No,” Mendlaw argued. “It was for survival. Purely for survival. Both of our tribes lived on the same spit of land for eons. Resources were limited and were steadily becoming less and less as the conflicts continued.”

      Mendlaw spoke up. “If it weren’t for the wars, which decreased our numbers, we probably wouldn’t have survived long enough to enter the Breach.”

      Finally. Something she and he could agree upon. Clay nodded. “In a strange way, our war left us with fewer people, which lessened the demand on what food and clean water remained.”

      “In case you haven’t noticed by now, neither of you live on that spit of land anymore. This argument, or disagreement, or whatever you want to call it is no longer valid. Your family’s war ended when you came through to our world. So I strongly suggest you both curb your inherited antagonism toward each other. At least long enough to work together and get this job done.”

      “Is there any way we can be reassigned a new partner?” the woman suggested, beating Clay to the punch.

      Morrow was firm. “No. You both possess the abilities you’ll need to accomplish this mission. That means you’ll need each
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