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			Nabaril: IMMERSION

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Bumping the jeep through a dry creek bed, Megan Forest scouted the shallow cliff faces for the petroglyphs. She’d been searching half a day in the oppressive desert heat; still nothing. 

			Those illusive petroglyphs were crucial for the book she was researching and were the main reason she’d gotten the grant that put her in the jeep here in the first place. Megan smiled wryly. That old Navajo at the gas station must be having a good laugh now, after he helped the bilagaana lady professor get lost down here. He’d said everyone knew where the carvings were--they were just a little tricky to find. A little tricky, my ass!

			Megan jerked the steering wheel away from a huge rock in her path as she tried to get closer to the cliff face so she could scour the rocks to her left. The petroglyphs had to be here. The sacred songs said that the sky people had brought knowledge when they came through an opening in the void somewhere in these canyons. The petroglyphs were supposed to show what they looked like and what they had brought with them. Edging closer to an ancient cut bank, she scraped the fender of the jeep along the rock and felt the wheels slip in the loose sand. Megan jounced a little too fast through a pothole she hadn’t seen, sending the jeep’s rear end bouncing like a low rider. 

			Megan fought the wheel, pulling away from the cliff face; the jeep’s tires scrambling to get traction. Something on the bottom scraped, emitting a loud crack as the jeep slammed at an odd angle into the cliff, bursting the radiator and releasing an eruption of steam.

			“Hell!” Megan swore as she climbed out to look at the mess at the vehicle’s front end. Taking off her broad-brimmed safari hat, she beat the fender with it. 

			“Stupid!” 

			It was directed partly at the jeep and the rocks and the Indian back at the gas station, but more of it was aimed at herself.  Bracing hands on knees, she bent over, letting auburn hair fall over her face like a cloud as she swore some more.  

			Finally, taking a deep breath, Megan straightened and wiped her forehead on a freckled arm. It was midafternoon. There was still plenty of time left to get sunstroke. She twisted her hair into a knot and slammed her hat back over it. Megan didn’t have any mystical desert sense to know where she was or how to get out of there. All she had was a CB radio. Maybe someone could get a vehicle here to pull the jeep out–or at the very least take her back to an air-conditioned hotel room and an ice-cold beer. 

			Reaching across the seat of the jeep, she fumbled for the square microphone and pressed the small button on its side. “Breaker, breaker. One-nine.  Emergency. Emergency.”  She released the button and waited. Nothing but static. “Breaker, this is Little Me. Got trouble in the desert. Come on back.” Static. “Breaker, this is Little Me. Come on back.” She strained to hear even the faintest reply, but there was only static. 

			“Hell!” The microphone went flying onto the seat.

			Knowing her cell phone wouldn’t work, she pulled it out of her jeans pocket and scanned the horizon looking for a signal. Megan looked at the blazing barrenness around her. Hell, all right. She did know that there was good and bad about the location. There was a little shade on one side of the creek bed when the sun was lower, but she’d be sharing it with rattlesnakes sooner or later. Then, there was always the possibility of a cloudburst and a raging flood storming down the dry stream bed she stood in.  Lovely.

			Frowning, Megan scanned the sky. It was clear, except for some strange, orange color along the western horizon that didn’t look like thunderheads. Whatever it was, it was coming fast.

			She scanned the nearest cliff, looking for a trail to the top to get a better view of that cloud before it reached her. She wondered if she got out of the draw she was in and was higher up, maybe she could find a few bars on her cell phone. Figuring she’d probably be better off up there anyway, on the off-chance that those clouds had some rain in them, she stepped closer to an angled wash on the cliff and stuffed her cell phone in her pocket again. 

			It really wasn’t much of a trail, but there was a bush or two to anchor herself to as she climbed. Shifting each foot carefully and pulling herself up, the realization of why she was there, getting sunburned, avoiding snakes, possibly going to die of thirst, and who’d really put her there, hit her. 

			Jackson Brandt, bright, ambitious, aspiring doctor, was the architect of this fiasco. He’d nagged her to hang up her Marshaltown trowel and brushes and stop her “endless quest for dead things”–dead cultures, dead religions, dead people. He’d wanted her to take a stable museum job in the city and have babies–his and several. She’d come there half out of spite and half to escape, though she’d told him that it was a quest for something greater than herself. 

			Climbing in the desert heat now, Megan wondered if it weren’t just a way to fill the emptiness that had grown between them–and work had always been good for that. But she also realized that this was also one final act of defiance that had sundered their relationship.

			Nearing the top of the cliff, feeling around for something to grab and make that last effort over the top, Megan realized that she’d probably be out there quite a long time. “Lousy, sophomoric way to look independent,” she grunted, swinging a bent knee over the cliff edge, “dying of exposure, ending up a bleached corpse, adding my bones to the archaeological record.” 

			She wondered at that moment if she’d be missed within academic circles. Surely, her colleagues would lift up her petroglyph research as a scientific contribution. Unfinished research. Yeah, right. About the biggest mark she’d made in the archaeological world had been an acknowledgment for the analysis of the patina on a series of rock carvings. It was lab work, and it only replicated somebody else’s research. It ended up as a footnote in a departmental document.

			Would family miss me? Who was left to remember I’d even existed? Her parents were gone. She had no siblings and just a cousin or two who strayed in and out of her life at infrequent intervals. There had only been Jackson, the center of her existence, or so he thought. And the bastard would think I came out into the desert to commit suicide over him!

			Hoisting herself onto both knees, Megan caught her breath and turned toward a hot rising wind that suddenly swept across the plateau, swirling dust into her eyes.  She blinked and averted her head, desperately trying to clear her vision. Squinting, Megan saw that the orange sky wasn’t just an oddly colored cloud. It looked like the one desert menace she hadn’t considered. 

			A sandstorm!

			I’d have been better off staying in the creek bed!  Stumbling to her feet in panic, Megan headed toward a creosote bush several yards away. At least the tree would help anchor her against the wind. Gritty dust flew everywhere. 

			She stopped as sand stung her eyes, blinding her momentarily. Scrubbing her face with the front of her t-shirt, she tried to clear her vision enough to look up again, but more dust blew into her face. Bending away from the biting wind, Megan pulled her hat down farther to protect her eyes and pulled her t-shirt up over her mouth.

			The wind only increased, swirling the loose grit all around her. Megan kept trudging forward to where she thought the tree should be. It was like walking through fog, but a fog that hurt. 

			The sand stung everywhere it hit her body. She kept clamping her eyes shut, squinting out periodically to see if anything was ahead. But there was nothing to see. Sand gathered around her feet, piling around them as if to trap her there or suck her under into some unknown place. 

			Megan shuffled forward, pulling each foot high off the ground, stumbling in the heavy sand, and slowly began to fall endlessly in a spiral of dust and orange.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Megan opened her eyes. Blackness. She squeezed them shut again. Blackness there, too. Blackness? I must be dead. 

			Once more she opened her eyes and rolled the eyeballs around in their sockets, straining to see something, anything. Nothing. 

			Her eyes hurt so she closed them again. If I’m dead, where’s the white light? Didn’t every near-death survivor always say they’d seen a white light. Well, where’s the damn light!  

			All of the Indian tales she’d heard said you’d see something. Her uncle, “Hell-and Brimstone” Herman, said when you died and went to heaven, you’d see a beautiful place—streets of gold, angels singing, happy reunions with your loved ones. Uncle Bizby, though, wasn’t quite so hopeful, at least for her soul’s passing. He was certain she’d end up in the lake of fire or, at least, in utter darkness.

			A muffled crack shot through the silence. Megan strained to hear more, but only heard a sizzling sound, very faint, and very far away. A streak of panic shot through her. Maybe Uncle Bizby was right; maybe she was in that other place. Then a trace of wood smoke found her nose, and as she sniffed repeatedly, there was a faint wild animal smell and tanned leather.  

			Slowly, Megan began to relax. Animals wouldn’t be condemned to hell. So that dismissed Uncle Bizby’s theory about her soul–at least for now. There was probably a ranch nearby. Some rancher found her after the sandstorm and brought her to his bunkhouse. That’s why there was the smell of animals and leather and darkness. She was inside a bunkhouse without any electricity, in the middle of nowhere. 

			Moving her arms and legs, she tried to sit up. Each movement produced intense pain. The insides of her arms and the undersides of her knees stung as she moved, feeling as if they might crack like the shell of a hen’s egg. 

			She moved more to see if something was broken, but her limbs worked properly. One hand touched her arm, producing pain and causing her to hiss. Her skin felt hot like a really bad sunburn; the kind that seemed to burn deep into your skin. How long had she been out there in the desert before somebody found her?  

			There was another crack from the fire. What if I’m not in a bunkhouse? What if I’m still lying in the sand and the animals I smell are moving away from the fire?  What if there’s a brushfire and the animals, wild burros maybe, are running away from it, and I’m blind and the fire’s coming, but I can’t see it? Megan opened her eyes again and tried to search the blackness for the glow of the brushfire. Where is it? I can hear it. A fire. And I smell the animals and the leather. I’ve got to get away.

			In panic, Megan tried to push her body up into a sitting position. Something scratchy, a cloth covering, slid from her body, abrading her raw skin. She cried out and lay back in agony. Megan breathed deeply, exhaling her breath in a long, shaky stream as she’d learned to do in meditation classes, and rode out the pain.

			The heat she felt wasn’t coming from the outside, from a brushfire. It was coming from inside her body, a deep, dry, radiating heat throughout every inch of her skin. Even her nipples hurt. How many days was I out there to have sunburn this bad?  How long would it take for a thin-skinned redhead anyway? Probably not as long as you’d think.  

			Megan threw off the scratchy cloth covering her to get some relief. She could feel more scratchy cloth on whatever she was lying on. It dug into her back and legs, making her want to scream. Instead, she began a long string of colorful curses aimed at that damn cloth, at the desert, and finally at Jackson.  

			She was just working up to a particularly nasty curse about the old gas station Navajo when something caught her ear. She shut up and listened. Footsteps. Faint but growing louder, coming nearer. They stopped. 

			And for a moment, there was a shade of lighter blackness around her; it softened everything to a deep charcoal gray. Megan felt a whisper of wind blow across her face, making her look in the direction it came from. She saw a dark, bulky shape silhouetted in a gray opening in the blackness.

			Megan wasn’t sure if she was more elated about seeing something or finding out she wasn’t alone or dead. “Hey! Gee, I’m glad you came along! What happened to me?” she began.

			There was silence; then came an oddly-accented reply. “You speak.” Then, an awed whisper, “And I understand!” There was movement within the shape, and then a wavering flare the size of a match appeared. Its brilliance, though just a tiny flame, pierced Megan’s eyes as if someone had switched on stadium floodlights. Squeezing her eyes tight, she turned away from it.

			The voice–male–moved closer. “Your eyes may have been affected. You are fortunate it is still night. But dawn will come soon.”  

			Megan opened her averted eyes and tried to focus them. The feeble light cast a warm glow and seemed to grow brighter as her eyes became more accustomed to it.  There was a lumpy shape of a man’s shadow, flickering on a cloth or hide wall. It was a tent. She was in a tent, not a bunkhouse. And she could see! 

			Eagerly, searching further, Megan noticed she was stretched out on a cloth-covered pallet on the ground inside a round hide structure. It wasn’t a regular dome camping tent. It was tanned hide. That was where the leather smell came from. But the structure didn’t seem permanent. There was a slight gap between the bottom of the hide wall and the ground, but there were no poles that she could find.

			Megan moved her head in the direction of the stranger who’d found her, examining every trace of the structure around him. It was a small space, just large enough for the pallet and the stranger, and without any decoration. It looked like a small yurt, but there wasn’t any lattice framework. The man was probably a survivalist, or maybe an eco-camper. He probably was on some kind of camping trip or retreat when he found her unconscious. 

			“I’m glad someone found me,” Megan said as her attention rested on her rescuer. The wood smoke and animal smell clung to him like a cheap cologne. “When that sandstorm hit, I thought I’d be buried out here---” 

			He stood, listening, in a tan robe very much like those that monks wore; its hood fell over his face, keeping his features in shadow. He wasn’t any survivalist, though he might be in a re-creationist group like those on campus who dressed up in medieval clothes. 

			He could be a black powder muzzleloader enthusiast like Carl Benson in the Anthro Lab. Carl immersed himself in the 18th century, recreating the life of a Scottish mountain man who knew every bawdy drinking song and story of the time. Megan always figured he used it as an excuse to get drunk and be the center of attention, something he certainly wasn’t as a lab grunt. 

			Her rescuer, though, was less talkative. He squatted now in front of a plain wooden case about the size of a shoebox that rested beside a bit of candle stuck in a crude clay dish. He flung the lid of the box back on its leather hinges and rummaged inside. 

			The box was plain, with no identifying decoration on its walnut-stained surface. The workmanship and simplicity resembled early colonial work, though it appeared to be of recent manufacture. That type of exact reproduction was a mark of re-creationists and even some anthropologists who tried to replicate ancient tools or workmanship.  

			The stranger removed a small clay pot of salve or cream. Offering it to Megan, he said, “Rub this over your skin. It should be soothing.”

			“Thank--” she began, reaching for the jar. The movement made her hiss in pain again and also made her realize that the cloth that had once covered her breasts was bunched around her waist. Pulling the cream-colored fabric back over her, she lay breathing deeply in the calming meditation pattern she was beginning to rely on.

			Her rescuer spoke gently to her. “Your pardon.” 

			With great care, he rubbed the ointment into one arm and shoulder. His touch first produced intense pain, and then slowly the pain vanished. Gently, he put one hand under her shoulder when she could tolerate it and rolled her onto her right side. 

			Tender though it was, the movement made her cry out again, and she began her rhythmic breathing again. Under his ministrations, the fire slowly left her back. It felt like a miracle. Perhaps he was an angel, or he really was a monk, with a more direct line to God than either Uncle Herman or Uncle Bizby ever had. As he eased her onto her back, she mumbled, “Thank you, brother.”  

			“Why do you call me that?” he asked as he walked around her head to squat on her right side. “Is it because I have given you back your life? Does that bind us?”

			As he began to put the ointment on her right arm and shoulder, she wondered if that weren’t true in some way. There were some non-industrial societies where saving someone’s life bound them until the debt was repaid. But a question like that wouldn’t come from a re-creationist. He really must be a monk.

			 “I’m sorry,” she finally managed to say. “I don’t know the rules under which your order operates.”

			“Order?” he asked, sounding confused.

			“Your religious community.”

			“Religious community?”

			She frowned. Why was he repeating everything I said? He can speak English. Maybe he wasn’t a monk. She realized at that moment that she’d committed the ultimate sin among anthropologists: she’d applied her own culture to another’s and assumed that they shared the same values. Embarrassed, Megan confessed, “I’m terribly sorry. I had an old professor who said, ‘Never assume anything,’ I assumed you were a monk.”

			“Professor?” He said the word as if he were trying to get his mind around the concept, trying to decipher its meaning. “Monk?”

			Megan squinted up at him, unbelieving he wouldn’t know familiar words like those. She didn’t have to assume he was a monk, but he certainly knew the English language. After all, this wasn’t some isolated Pacific atoll where he’d been shipwrecked for twenty years. This was the American Southwest. Arizona, for God’s sake! Tourists littered the state like plastic soda bottles. Remote Navajo families may not have running water or even an electrical line, but they hooked up televisions and VCR’s to truck batteries and watched Star Trek reruns and the nightly news. 

			She supposed there could be some remote survivalist sect out here that had a different social and moral structure. Megan turned that around in her head. That could be very dangerous, especially for a woman alone. Still, they don’t totally keep their members unaware of basic American speech.   

			“How long have you lived in the desert?” Megan asked.

			“No one lives in the desert. No one can.”

			“But you’re out here.”

			“The desert is a place without life. I am on pilgrimage to the Relics to study the artifacts–what little there are of them left.”

			“You’re an archaeologist, then.” Megan closed her eyes and tried to shake her head. “You look like a monk but sound like an archaeologist. Sheesh!”

			“Arch–. Arche–.” He shook his own head. “What a strange word.”

			“I’m an archaeologist. I study ancient people, ancient civilizations.”

			The stranger slid from his squat position onto the earthen floor, as if pushed over by the enormity of something. He was silent a long time. 

			Megan picked up the pot of ointment that had tumbled from his hand and landed near her own. She smeared the gooey stuff onto her face and neck as her rescuer sat stupefied.

			Finally, he offered in a rough whisper, “Then I am your brother. I am an . . .an arc---” He shook his head again. “I am a Scholar from the Guild House of the Keepers of the Record.”

			Megan set the ointment pot down. He really was a re-creationist then, but deep into his manufactured life. Unless, of course, he was part of a second or third generation sect, kept isolated from the outside world. There was always some communal group hiding out in some wild place somewhere, away from government intervention. They avoided paying taxes or sending their children to school and could even take an extra wife or two. 

			She realized that she was really in potential danger. How could she get away from these people before she became someone’s extra wife? Or, was this stranger too far into his drugs and fantasy games? In either case, she was in trouble. 

			“Tell me,” Megan said, “how long has it been since you’ve seen other people like me who have ideas different from your people?”

			Again, there was a pause. “No one has ever seen anyone quite like you before.”

			She squinted at him. That hardly seemed possible. Then her mind tried a different tact. She remembered he said that no one lived in the desert. Where did people live then–in guild houses like feudal societies? But where? There had to be some sort of division of labor, since her rescuer was able to concentrate on study and not on self-preservation. There had to be a relatively large settlement around here somewhere.

			“Your guild house,” Megan asked. “Is it far?”

			“It is ten days’ ride from here.”

			Ten days’ ride? In what? Jeep or horse? But ten days? She had only been out in the desert a few hours. How much longer would it have taken her on a horse? A day? Two?

			“Ten days. That’s how many miles?” she asked.

			“Miles?” he echoed the word. “I do not know—miles.”

			“Kilometers, then.”

			The cowled figure shook his head.

			Just how medieval were these re-creationists? “Rods? Furlongs?”

			Again, he gave a negative response. 

			Megan was getting confused, and her head was beginning to ache.  Instinctively, she raised a hand to her head, trying to clear the muddle and soothe the dull thudding there. 

			The flickering candlelight cast a soft glow on her wrist and forearm, revealing an even, reddish-brown color. She stared at her arm. It was all one color, as if it had been burnished. Scanning her forearm, she turned it over, looked at her palm, and turned it over as well. 

			Her skin was the same even color. All over. No red sunburn coating a mass of freckles. She examined her upper arm. There was no tan line–or, in her case, no burn line–between her exposed arm and what had been covered by her t-shirt. It was all that same mahogany color. She raised the scratchy cloth covering her body. There were no freckles! None. Anywhere.

			It was as if what melanin she had in her skin had somehow spread together, running evenly over her arm, giving her a deep reddish tan. It had always been a fantasy of hers to be able to tan. She often told Jackson when they weren’t fighting about something, that when she died, she wanted to come back as a tall, beautiful woman of color. 

			She dreamed of being African-American or Hispanic, or, dream of all dreams, Hawaiian! Megan grinned, but the grin crashed as fear filled her stomach. Maybe she was dead after all, or rather she had died and came back. What had happened?

			Megan stared at her body under the coarse cloth. She was totally naked and pure mahogany over every tiny part she could see, including her breasts, which would never have shown a tan since she never went topless. Her breasts had always been without freckles. Her skin was always so transparent that even her veins showed blue. This wasn’t sunburn, but it hurt like hell.  

			“What’s happened to me?” Megan demanded. She looked at her rescuer for an answer, but he sat mute. She spread the cover back to reveal her entire body. “Look at me! The sun can’t do this!” She was close to screaming. “Did you do this to me? Why’d you do this?” 

			He sat mutely, watching her, but Megan couldn’t see his face to judge whether he was shocked or lusting after her. Suddenly suspicious of him, she jerked the thin cover over her body, but the coarse fabric sent waves of intense pain as it touched her skin again. Closing her eyes, she lay still, riding out the pain by breathing deeply and focusing on her out-breath.

			The Scholar moved closer to her. “Yes,” he said softly. “Breathe. You know the mental discipline!” He adjusted a cloth about her head and then reached for the pot of ointment. He began smoothing the brown salve around her neck and shoulders. “I assure you,” he said urgently, “I found you thus. You have lain delirious here in agonizing pain for three days. I am not a Healer. I feared for your life.”

			Megan wasn’t sure it was his soothing touch on her skin or the salve, but the pain lessened as her panic subsided. She took another deep, shaky breath. He couldn’t have done this to her. No human being could have. “I’m sorry,” she admitted. “You didn’t do this.” But what had happened?

			As the Scholar continued to apply salve to her arms, he gave her his speculation. “You must have encountered radiation of some kind as you crossed the desert. We have been told that there are some areas to avoid.”  

			Radiation? That was the only explanation. The Scholar wasn’t that far removed from the rest of the world after all. What he said made sense. There had been so much testing in those deserts that it wouldn’t be a surprise to stumble upon a remote pocket that might still be hot. 

			“Were you on a pilgrimage to learn of us?” the Scholar asked as he moved toward her feet and folded back the cloth to her knees. 

			He began applying ointment to the soles of her feet. His touch was so gentle she found her body relaxing, even if her mind wouldn’t. She speculated that there had to be some sort of anesthetic in the ointment like Lidocaine, or just maybe a lot of aloe, or perhaps CBD. 

			“I came out here to find some ancient Indian petroglyphs, rock paintings, or etchings,” she explained. “My damn jeep hit something, and I started walking, looking for help, when that sandstorm hit.”

			“Jeep?” the Scholar asked, as he covered her feet and ankles with the healing goo. “Tell me of this animal.”

			Jeep? An animal? Megan thought of old Popeye cartoons and the mysterious cat-like creature with the big nose they called a jeep. She smiled. “It’s not an animal. It’s a—well, a jeep, sort of a small truck, I guess. You know, with four-wheel drive.... Four-wheel drive! That’s a laugh! That sure didn’t help me get out of that wash!”

			The Scholar stopped his ministrations and cocked his head as if he were trying to get his head around what she had just said. Finally, he shook his head. “Such words,” he muttered, returning to her legs and knees. 

			This was getting ridiculous. “Truck, car, transportation.” Megan felt like she was trying to explain something to her neighbor’s dog with about as much hope of being understood. “Gets you from one place to another. Runs on gasoline.”

			The Scholar’s hand paused on its way back into the ointment pot. His hooded cowl jerked up. “Carbon combustion engine?” he whispered.

			Now, he was getting it. “Yeah. A jeep.”

			 “Impossible!” He stood abruptly and returned to the wooden case on the floor. Rummaging through it again, he pulled out a robe and dropped it onto the cloth covering the woman. He laid the ointment pot by her hand and said crisply, with little warmth in his voice, “Apply the ointment to the rest of your body. You should be able to bear the robe then. I have food and drink at the fire.” Abruptly, he left.

			What unwritten rule did I just break? Megan grabbed the ointment pot and slathered it all over her breasts and torso a little too vigorously. She had to stop and breathe a moment and then continued in a gentler fashion. Maybe the Scholar was as closed-minded as she had been when she assumed he was a monk. But why would he think cars and trucks were impossible? 

			Megan put the goo over her thighs and pushed herself to her knees, so that she could cover her burning buttocks with the ointment. Finally, she stood on shaky legs, breathing deeply to help steady herself. Maybe the Scholar was just extremely isolated. Maybe his community just didn’t approve of worldly things like cars or maybe they didn’t have any television or computers so he wouldn’t know about archaeology or jeeps. 

			She saw it sometimes at the college when she encountered home-schooled kids. They were never well integrated into society and always seemed foreign to other students. The culture shock was probably devastating, especially if they had been taught that the wider world was a pit of sin. But unlike her Baptist uncles’ kids, who were also taught that, they knew about the world out there from birth. One even left it to become a preacher, to save the world from sin, only to immerse himself into that world and a life dedicated not to religion but to martial arts.

			Even the Amish saw cars when they took their buggies out onto rural roads going to town or to meeting. They at least saw the world and gave their children an opportunity to reject it. Megan remembered doing a paper as an undergrad about rumspringa, the brief foray into the world that all 16-year-old Amish youths make. They were permitted to observe the world, and even take a big bite out of it, even indulging in alcohol, cigarettes, and flirtation, in hopes of choosing to return to the Amish way of life.

			But the Scholar? Was he so isolated out here in the remoteness of this desert that he thought the modern world didn’t exist? 

			Megan shrugged into the roomy, homespun robe. Surprisingly, it fit rather well. It wasn’t as large as Jackson’s bathrobe, but then he was over six-feet-two and she was only five-foot-five. Obviously, the Scholar wasn’t very tall, because Megan didn’t trip over the hem when she moved toward the hide tent flap and pushed it aside.

			As the light breeze brushed her face, she took off the cloth covering her hair and shook out her long curls. Though her scalp ached, since it too was affected by the radiation, she really didn’t want to put that ointment into her hair. Grabbing a handful of it in the firelight, she examined it closely. At least, that hadn’t changed color as well. She rather liked her reddish-chestnut hair. It was about the only thing Jackson hadn’t wanted to change. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			As Megan stepped into the night, she once again cursed Jackson for pushing her into this mess, in God knows where, with God knows who! 

			The Scholar squatted by the fire, stirring a small clay pot, resting on the corner of two flat stones. He hadn’t heard her approach, and frankly, she wanted to see where she was without his annotation. Looking about, it was still too dark to see anything. There were no car lights anywhere, but that wasn’t a surprise. Some of the roads in this area rarely had traffic on them, just locals getting to their grandparents’ hogans or drug dealers running their stash to the next connection. 

			But the more remote the location in the desert, the more spectacular the night sky. She looked up at the mass of stars like so much glitter flung across a velvet blanket. The stars seemed so much brighter here and different somehow. Megan stepped farther toward the fire ring, turning slowly in a circle to take in all of this celestial beauty. As she came around to face the fire again, she must have made a small noise, because the Scholar stopped stirring and ladled out a portion of food from the clay pot into a small wooden bowl. He offered it without looking up.

			The smell of the stew made her stomach convulse. She’d been out there for three days! No wonder she was hungry! Eagerly, she took the offered bowl and said, “Thanks. This smells great. What is it?” She sat down on the rocky ground near the fire opposite the Scholar, wanting to see his face, for once.

			Raising his cowled head slightly, he chastised in a low but urgent voice, “Cover yourself, sister!” 

			Cover myself? Megan looked down at her body. How much more covered could she be? She was in a long-sleeved, floor-length robe. Did he want her to put a bag over her head? She looked at him. “Cover what?”

			There was a long pause as the Scholar bowed his head over the stew pot. “Your ... hair,” he practically whispered the word as if saying it tainted him somehow. “It is not fitting I see you uncovered so.”

			Megan laughed. She couldn’t help herself. The man had seen her hair before. And, just minutes ago—and who knows for how many other days he had had the opportunity—he had a full-length view of everything nature had given her. “Hair,” she muttered, probably lunatic to him. “I’m sorry.” Megan put her bowl in her lap and pulled the cowl over her hair, tucking in every stray strand. Then, she returned to tasting the savory stew. 

			The Scholar raised his hooded head again and looked in her direction. His whole body seemed to relax, and he then pulled his own cowl back, causing Megan to nearly choke on her stew. The Scholar’s thin, white-blond hair was tied off his face with a leather thong. It wasn’t very long but would have hung into his eyes if it hadn’t been pulled back. His equally thin, white beard was trimmed to a small point and shaved in horizontal rows along his cheeks, probably as some designation of his station as Scholar, like some tribes tattooed persons of rank. 

			From a long-handled pot warming on another stone by the fire, the Scholar poured a steaming dark liquid into a clay mug. He came around the fire and handed it to her. 

			Megan looked into the mug, inspecting the dark liquid. It was aromatic, like coffee, but certainly wasn’t the real thing. “What is this?”

			The Scholar muttered, “Grain coffee.”

			Megan took a sip and was pleased by its nutty, grain flavor, reminding her of barley coffee. It was drinkable but would never be her first choice for a morning brew. “No caffeine,” was all she said. 

			“Caffeine?” The Scholar considered, seating himself on the ground. “Oh, yes. The drug found in foreign beans. It was put into drinks and confections.” He sipped his own brew. “It is addictive, is it not?”

			Megan shrugged. “I never thought so, but some people do. It makes some people jittery. It’s supposed to be good for asthma and migraines. And, I just read something about it being a good way to sharpen memory and delay Alzheimer Disease.” She sipped the warm drink again and sighed. “I do enjoy a good cup of coffee in the morning. But I’m also one of those odd people who can drink a cup of coffee at bedtime and still sleep like a baby.”

			“Are you addicted?”

			She grinned. “Probably. But I think I’m beyond any chance of withdrawal headaches if I’ve been out here for three days.” 

			The Scholar studied the fire. “I wonder what it is like to live in an entirely drugged population.”

			Megan almost snorted the grain coffee through her nose. The Scholar was certainly naive! He looked about her age, about thirty, but must have been the offspring of a really isolationist granola cruncher. “Well, there are certainly places in the country that are shaped by a drug culture, but not everybody’s on something. I guess, though, if you don’t use caffeine, you might see the whole world as addicted to something: coffee, chocolate, alcohol, cigarettes, fast food.” She thought about that a minute and more addictions came to mind. “Aspirin. Television. Hockey games. Internet surfing... Do your people use alcohol?” 

			“Uh....” The Scholar seemed distracted. “Some do.”

			Megan set her cup down and returned to her stew. “What are you called, besides Scholar?”

			“Cormon.”

			“Cormon what?”

			“Just Cormon. I have been called nothing else since I entered the Guild House. And what are you called, sister?”

			“Megan Forrest.” 

			He tested the name in his mouth. 

			“What do you call this?” she asked, gesturing with her bowl.

			“Stew.”

			She smiled and shook her head.

			“Would you call it stew?” 

			Megan smiled again. “Yes, I would call it stew.” She looked at the well-macerated mess and wondered whether she was eating something she would regret later. “But what’s in it?”

			“Vegetables and grains.”

			“Did you get the ingredients out here or did you bring them with you?”

			“I carry all of my food and water with me. As I said, nothing lives in the desert.” He poked the fire with a small stick, moving the unburned wood closer to the heart of the fire. 

			“So, it’s vegan. I suppose it would be harder to transport meat and keep it fresh out here.” 

			“I have never eaten meat, well not in many years,” Cormon admitted. “It is reserved for the elite, as is alcohol.”

			She nodded. So, there was a hierarchical community here and poor Cormon wasn’t in the inner circle.

			Megan chewed another mouthful of the veggie stew. It was good, but the combination of flavors was odd and not readily identifiable. Eating vegetarian wasn’t too bad, but vegan would be an adjustment. Jackson had constantly preached against the vices of red meat and fast food. At least, she wasn’t chewing on dried sewer rat or roasted white grubs. 

			“Who are the elite?” she wondered aloud. “They sound very privileged.” 

			“They are. The Royal House is very privileged, but we are very fortunate to have rulers who are generous.”

			A commune with royalty? Or was this all turning to mush inside her head. Megan took another gulp of the root coffee and wished it had been double-shot espresso so it would clear her brain. She kept imposing her own biases on what she heard. Maybe it was just her mind trying for some sort of gestalt, trying to anchor new information into familiar terms, like she did when she first learned to play Mah Jong.  Not able to make sense of the characters on the tiles, she called them things that made sense to her—stars, candles, crowns, etc. Maybe that was what she was doing now. 

			Finishing her stew, Megan drank the last drop of the grain coffee, suddenly realizing that she had to pee. She looked over at Cormon and wondered how embarrassed he’d be with her asking about bathroom arrangements. But the urgency to go just wouldn’t wait.  

			“I need to find a place to urinate. Could I use a stick of wood from the fire to light my way?”

			He lit the thin stick that he had used to poke the fire and handed it to her. “Return it to the fire please. I have a limited supply. I must carry wood into the desert as well.”

			“Thanks.” 

			Megan headed around the yurt to a place where Cormon couldn’t see. Though he kept insisting that nothing lived nor grew here, she still didn’t want to run into any snakes. But as she surveyed the area behind the tent, she was surprised that there wasn’t any scrub or cactus, anywhere the light of the burning stick illuminated.

			Arizona wasn’t the Sahara. It was well populated with many different species of desert plants. She didn’t see any snakes either, though she knew they hid in the rocks and washes and often in the shade of bushes, but Cormon hadn’t warned her about snakes or desert animals or even cliffs and drop-offs. 

			As her eyes strained in the darkness, Megan tried to find some sort of topography. There were no canyon walls or a sense of being closed in here. In fact, she felt very much out in the open. Turning slowly in a circle again, looking at everything around her, she found only a little lightness on the horizon in one direction. Dawn was evidently approaching. She’d be able to see clearly where she was when the sun came up. 

			Finally finding a place to hike up her robe, she tried to jam the flaming stick into the dirt. The ground was harder than she remembered the desert to be. She managed to lean it against a low rock and squatted. 

			That’s when Meg realized that there weren’t any insects. She remembered getting up one night when camping on the desert floor at a field school in southern Arizona. She went out to relieve herself, only to find what seemed to be hundreds of insects a foot-and-a-half deep, hopping and buzzing around her. She had also been awakened another night by a couple of wild burros running
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