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CHAPTER 1
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Cell phone signals. Mara could hear them, and they were driving her crazy. Since they had returned home from the realm of the robots—as Sam liked to call it—she was aware of the background noise of signals bouncing around her, a drone of conversations that was pervasive and constant. She couldn’t make out any single discussion unless she concentrated on it—like when you’re sitting in a crowded restaurant and you eavesdrop on the next table. It had taken her more than an hour to get to sleep the previous night, and now the electronic din greeted her as she rolled over in bed. Her gaze settled on a digital clock on the nightstand.

She frowned. That’s not my clock. That’s not even my nightstand.

Then she remembered, the dragon had burned down the house and everything in it. They now lived in a different house—a rental craftsman several blocks north of their old home in Oregon City, which was in the planning stages of being rebuilt. With that sorted out, she comprehended the numbers on the clock face. Nine o’clock.

Late for work. No, nix that. Late for finding out who stole my dead body.

She groaned and flung off the blankets. Before she could get out of bed, a scream rang out from downstairs.

“Mara! Get down here!”

It was her mother, and she didn’t sound like her usual laid-back New Age self. This wasn’t a motherly wake-up call.

Grabbing her robe, Mara ran downstairs to find her mother and Sam sitting at a round dinette table in the kitchen, eating breakfast. Diana’s expression matched the tone of her yell.

“What’s wrong?” Mara asked.

“You not only disappear for a week without telling me where you’re going, but now I find out you took your little brother into a disease-riddled world and stuck him in some plastic tube for days?” she asked.

Mara sighed. To her brother, she said, “You had to come down here and blurt everything out to her, didn’t you?”

He spooned a glob of wet cereal into his mouth, then said something that sounded like, “You never told me not to tell Mom.” A large drop of milk dribbled from the corner of his mouth to his chin.

Mara rolled her eyes and retrieved a cup from the cabinet above the counter. While pouring coffee, she said, “We didn’t know Cam’s world was infected with a deadly virus when we went there to help him. Remember Cam?”

“Yes, the synthetic young man whose head you brought home,” Diana said. “He was very nice. But I thought that Aphotis-thing stole it and abandoned it in the void between realms.”

“Turns out the Aphotis took it back to his realm.” Mara sat down at the table.

“The realm of the robots,” Sam said.

“You should stop saying that. They don’t like being called robots. Anyway, it turns out people there gave up their biological bodies because of this virus that’s pervasive in their realm. They store their bodies in tubes called receptacles after transferring their Consciousnesses into their synthetic bodies. Sam, Ping and Abby had to go into the tubes—the receptacles—to rid them of the virus and to prevent them from transporting it back to this realm.”

“Abby? You mean the Aphotis, right?” Diana asked.

Sam pointed with his spoon, using it to punctuate as he talked. “She was the Aphotis when she went into the tube, but she wasn’t when she came out. Mara forced her into the tube after the Aphotis killed her.”

“The Aphotis killed Abby?” Diana asked.

“No, the Aphotis killed Mara. Well, not actually killed Mara. She wasn’t in her own body at the time. You see, Mara got hurt during the explosion at the transceiver building—” Sam said.

“Sam, please shut up. You weren’t even there by that point.”

He nodded. “I know. I got sick, and you popped me into the tube without my permission. But you told me later.”

“Just stop talking,” Mara said.

Diana glared at her.

Mara raised her hands. “All right. All right. Things got a little out of hand. Just let me explain.” She took a sip of coffee and tried to sort out the story in her head so she could tell it without causing her mother to have a meltdown.

“I’m waiting.”

“In a nutshell, the Aphotis tried to turn the synthetic people in Cam’s realm into beings of light who could serve as its army in its so-called battle to define existence. While trying to prevent this, I was in a little explosion—”

“It destroyed a whole building,” Sam said.

“Hush,” Mara said. “I got injured, but they had great medical facilities, so my injuries were treated. Also I was able to stop the people from being turned into human nightlights. To make a long story short, I knew we needed to get Abby, as the Aphotis, into one of the receptacles, or she would succumb to the virus—or worse, spread it to other realms. After a bit of a battle, I was able to do that.”

Nodding to Sam, Diana said, “He said she wasn’t the Aphotis when she came out of the receptacle. What happened?”

“In the dream realm, Mara trapped the Aphotis’s soul in a lightbulb and returned it to its own realm,” Sam said.

“Dream realm?” Diana asked.

“Yeah, that’s where I met Dad and Mara got pregnant,” Sam said.

Mara gagged on her coffee. After wiping her mouth with a paper napkin, she said, “Why do you have to blurt out everything in the worse possible light?” She faced her mother. “It’s not as bad as it sounds.”

“Do tell,” her mother said.

“Turns out people in the receptacles share an alternate Reality in the form of a communal dream. That’s what Sam it talking about. The Mara in this dream realm was pregnant as part of an effort to perpetuate their Reality. Her womb, for lack of a better explanation, existed in a leather vest or the pants or the whole suit—I’m not really sure. Anyway, when I put them on, I became pregnant during the time I was in this dream realm.”

“I’m not getting into the whole vest-womb thing. What I’m taking from this is that you were pregnant in the dream, but, when you woke up, you weren’t. Am I following this correctly?”

“Yes.”

Diana looked relieved. To Sam, she said, “And you got to meet your father?”

“Yes,” he said. “He was very cool.”

“And did you meet my counterpart there?”

“No. Dad said you were too close-minded to cross over to the dream realm.”

Diana looked surprised and mildly offended. “Imagine that man calling me closed-minded. He must have been different than your father in this realm.”

Mara nodded. “He was definitely mellower, but it sounds like your counterpart was less of a free spirit.”

“To each her own. What’s this about trapping the Aphotis in a lightbulb?”

“In the dream realm, Abby and the Aphotis existed separately. That gave me the opportunity to trap the Aphotis and return it to its own realm. Remember? That’s how they inter their dead, in lightbulb-looking vessels they call luminaires.”

“So Abby is ... what?”

“At home in her bed, free of the Aphotis, but it will take a while for her to recover from the experience. I’m not sure she’ll ever get over it completely. It wouldn’t surprise me if she never talks to me again for exposing her to such a nightmare. To be honest, I wouldn’t blame her.”

Diana stood with her empty coffee cup, reached for Sam’s empty cereal bowl and walked to the sink. She rinsed the bowl, placed it in the dishwasher and refilled her cup. When she returned to the table, she leaned back and took a sip. She stared at Mara over the rim of her cup.

“What?” Mara said.

“You’re leaving something out,” Diana said. “You’re doing your whole conflict-avoidance thing. I can spot it a mile away.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Sam said the Aphotis killed you, but you weren’t in your body. Your little synopsis of your adventures failed to explain what he meant by that. What are you hiding?”

“She’s a—” Sam said.

Mara gritted her teeth. “Don’t you dare.”

“You might as well tell her. She will find out eventually, especially when she learns you can send text messages without using a phone.”

“What is he talking about?”

Mara rubbed her face and flopped against the back of her chair, deflated. “I don’t even know how to go about saying it.”

“Just say it,” Sam said. “She’s a robot.”

Diana gave him a sidelong glance, then returned her gaze to Mara. “What?”

“I might have soft-pedaled the injuries I got during the explosion at the transceiver building. They thought I would die, so they transferred me into a synthetic body. But it works mostly like the other one. I have all my senses. I still feel pain and pleasure and goose bumps. You see, when the Aphotis attacked my counterpart and—”

Diana stood and grabbed the side of Mara’s face, staring into her eyes. She slowly rotated Mara’s head, examining her daughter’s features. After several tense moments, Diana released her—leaving red marks on Mara’s cheeks—and sat down. “I don’t believe it.”

“It’s true,” Sam said. He pointed at Mara’s arm and added, “Do the hand thing. Be sure to do the left one, you always have trouble reattaching the right one without help. Show her.”

“The hand thing?” Diana asked.

“I don’t know if that’s such a good idea,” Mara said.

“She will not believe you unless you show her.”

“Why is it so important that she believe us? I’m the same person, so it doesn’t matter if I’m synthetic or not. She doesn’t need to see proof to know I’m her daughter.”

Diana looked concerned. “You believe this? That you were placed into a synthetic body?”

“It’s not a belief, Mom. It’s not like Ned Pastor feeling vibrations with crystals or Mrs. James thinking she can read someone’s aura. This isn’t a take-it-or-leave-it thing. It’s a fact.”

“Okay. Show me.”

“Are you sure?”

Diana nodded.

Mara pinched the sides of her left wrist with her right forefinger and thumb. After a soft click, she grasped her left hand and rotated it to the right, separating it from her arm. She held up her severed left hand with her right one. The fingers of her disconnected hand wiggled a little wave.

Diana gasped and slumped onto the table.
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“Brilliant suggestion. Do the hand thing,” Mara said. “We’ve completely traumatized her.”

Mara held her mother by the shoulders, providing support while she sat at the table recovering from her shock.

Sam handed his sister a damp cloth, which she applied to Diana’s forehead. “How was I supposed to know she would faint? Usually she’s so strong. She didn’t faint when we brought Hannah home or when the dragon chased her across Portland or when it burned down the house.”

Diana pushed away the hands attending to her. “Mara, sit down. Sam, go brush your teeth and get ready for school.”

“You mean tutoring with Mrs. Zimmerman,” he said.

She glared at him. “I mean now.”

Sam glanced warily at his sister but left without further comment.

Mara took her seat and said, “Look, Mom. I know this is a big change, but it doesn’t have to be a big deal. I freaked out when it first happened, but I’m still me.”

“Is it true that your real body died?” she asked.

“This is my real body now.”

“Answer the question. Is the body I gave birth to dead?”

Mara welled up, tears pooling on her lower eyelids, threatening to spill onto her cheeks. “Yes. The Aphotis destroyed my original body after I transferred to this one.” Her lips trembled, and she looked down, self-conscious in a way she had not felt since she was a child. It had been many years since she had heard such disappointment in her mother’s voice. “I am still your daughter.”

“I know that, sweetie. It’s just a tough thing for a mother to hear—how the body that grew inside me, that I nurtured and cared for all those years is gone. The bond between a mother and child is many things, but, at its most basic level, it is biological. And now that has changed, I think. You may not understand until you have children of your own.”

Mara looked up, crestfallen. Her voice trembled. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

Then Diana understood and reached out, placing her hand on Mara’s arm. “Oh, baby. I’m sorry. I didn’t realize.”

“People in Cam’s realm procreate artificially. That’s not likely to be an option for me living in this realm.”

Diana took a deep breath and straightened in her chair. Mara watched her mother rally like she always did when there was a trial to face. “If there’s one lesson we’ve learned in the last few months, it’s that life doesn’t always play out the way we expect. We can’t spend our lives regretting what might have been when we don’t have a clue about what might be. Things will be as they should be.”

“Sam’s right,” Mara said. “You are strong.”

“Having you as a daughter has made me strong—stressed but strong. Now why don’t you get dressed and run your brother to his lessons while I spend some time meditating? I’ll need to unpack my high-octane crystals to assimilate today’s developments.”

* * *
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Mara pulled to the curb on Woodstock Boulevard in front of the Mason Fix-It Shop and cut the ignition on her Subaru. It seemed like it had been months since she had driven a car. Traveling through three realms in the last—what?—week had screwed up her sense of time. At least it had been a week in this realm. However, in the realm of the synthetic people, double that time had passed. And, in the dream realm, even more days had flown by. All of them were out of sync.

And she was out of sorts. Apart from the time discontinuities between the realms, she felt guilty about the stress she had put her mother through. With everything happening, it had never occurred to Mara what she was doing might hurt her mother. Though Diana would never say it, part of Mara knew her mother could never accept a daughter with an artificial body. Mara could see it in her eyes.

“Hello?” Sam said. “Are you just going to sit in there?” He stood outside the open passenger door, looking into the car. “I thought you would be glad to get back to your gadgets and stuff.”

“A normal routine will be nice,” she said. She got out the car and, for the first time, noticed the cold December air. “When did it turn to winter? The air feels like it might snow.”

Sam looked upward at the gray clouds and shook his head. “Naw. Cold rain, sleet, maybe some hail. No snow. See you later.” He headed to the glass front door of Ping’s Bakery.

Mara called after him, “Mom said not to dawdle at the bakery too long. Mrs. Zimmerman was annoyed you didn’t show up for class last week, and being late today will just make things worse.”

“Yeah, yeah.” He waved and disappeared into the bakery.

Mara turned her gaze to the gadget shop and gasped. Someone stood in the display window, erecting a Going out of Business sign. The placard blocked the top half of the person’s body as he applied tape to the corners of the poster.

Though she had taken out her keys, she didn’t need them. The front door was unlocked. As she stepped in, the familiar jingle of the bell above the door announced her arrival. Bruce stepped out of the window to greet her.

“Hey there, stranger,” he said. “My grandfather has been trying to get ahold of you for more than a week. I told him to quit calling and to send you an email, but you know what kind of a technophobe he can be.”

Mara took off her coat and hung it on the coat tree in the corner. “What’s with the sign?”

“Grandpa finally decided to close up shop. He’s officially retiring and moving to Arizona. He’s tired of waiting for me to take over the business, so he’s packing it in.”

“Is this because I disappeared on him? I’m sorry about that, but an emergency came up and—”

Bruce shook his head. “No, that had nothing to do with it. He’s been ready to do this for a while. He knew you would go to college soon, and, like I said, he got tired of waiting for me.”

Mara headed toward the back of the shop to get the cash register tray, but Bruce waved her off. “You don’t need to open the shop today. The outstanding repair jobs have been finished, and the auction house is stopping by tomorrow to clear out the shelves. There’s nothing left for you to do.”

“You mean, I’m fired? That’s it?”

Bruce chuckled. “Of course you’re not fired. But I guess you are without a job, unless you want to work for me in the bicycle shop. I’m taking over the whole space now. You could run the retail shop out here if you want. Anyway, the old man left you a check through the end of January and told you to take whatever inventory you wanted.”

“Jeez, I guess Mom was right. We don’t have a clue about what might be.” Looking stunned, Mara returned to the coat tree and grabbed her jacket. She scanned the little shop, took in the old radios on the shelves, the neon signs behind the counter, the trinkets in the display case and the billiards light fixture hanging over the old brass register. She couldn’t believe it was going away.

While she absorbed her last look of the place, Bruce must have run back to the office, because now he stood in front of her holding an envelope with her name scrawled on it in Mr. Mason’s messy penmanship. “Is there something you want to keep? He said you could take whatever you wanted,” he said.

“The Philco 90.” She pointed to a wooden cathedral radio on the shelf behind the counter. “Ping taught me metaphysics with it.”

Bruce retrieved the radio and brought it to her. “He taught you what?”

“Nothing. It has sentimental value.”

Handing it to her, he said, “It’s lighter than it looks.”

“There is no internal mechanism. It’s just a wooden case.” She wrapped an arm around the radio and balanced it on a hip. “Thanks for everything, Bruce. It has been wonderful being work-neighbors with you.”

“What about the job in the bike shop? You interested? You’re great with customer service, and I could use the help,” he said. “I plan to have the new shop open in time for spring.”

“Let me get back to you on that.”

Bruce held the door open, and she left Mason Fix-It for the last time, in a daze.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 3



[image: image]


The blended aromas of coffee and baked treats pulled Mara out of her funk as she navigated past the round tables in the front of Ping’s Bakery and approached the glass counter and display case, behind which stood a gray-haired lady, wearing a name tag that read Roberta. The lady handed a credit card and a cake box to a man standing in front of the counter. After the customer left, she turned her attention to Mara.

“How may I help you?” Roberta asked.

“I’m looking for Mr. Ping. Is he in the back?”

“Yes. Would you like me to get him?”

“That won’t be necessary. He doesn’t mind if I visit with him in the kitchen while he’s working.”

Mara, still carrying the old radio case, rounded the end of the counter and used a hip to push through the swinging doors. In the back, Sam sat at a small table next to the office door, rummaging through his book bag while, across the kitchen, Ping lingered over an industrial-size mixer, its large silver bowl rotating in one direction while a massive beater spun in the opposite, churning a brown lumpy batter that gave off a cloying smell.

Ping smiled and said, “Fruitcakes, for Christmas.” He flipped a switch, and the machine stopped. “Now it needs to set for a few minutes. Then it goes into the pans.” He pointed to a row of a dozen rectangular bread pans lined up on the counter.

“Do people eat fruitcake anymore?” Mara asked. She sat the radio case on the counter next to the bread pans.

“This batch is for a business down the street that’s giving them as gifts to their customers,” he said. “I’m not sure if they’ll get eaten, but the recipe is tasty.” He led her to the table where Sam sat and pointed to a plate of slices. “Try it. Those are from the test batch I baked yesterday.”

“Not without coffee. Do you want some?” she asked. Ping nodded and took a seat while she filled two paper cups at the row of three coffee urns on the opposite end of the counter from the empty pans.

When she handed the cup to Ping, he said, “You’ve got that drawn, stressed look about you. What’s the matter?”

She glared at her brother, who said, “What?”

“You’ve been running your mouth again.”

“I haven’t said a word. I’ve been busy looking for my last assignment for Mrs. Zimmerman, which I can’t remember doing. Seems like the last time I went to her house was months ago.”

“It’s true. We’ve hardly spoken since the boy walked in,” Ping said. “Is something troubling you?”

“What isn’t troubling me? My mother is on the verge of disowning me for losing the body she gave me. Mr. Mason got tired of my disappearing act and closed the gadget shop, and I feel completely out of place because the house I grew up in was burned down by a dragon. Also Sam’s right—time is all screwed up from bouncing in and out of realms for the past few months, or maybe it’s just been a week. I can’t tell. I’m untethered to my life.”

“Beyond commiserating, I’m not sure how much I can help with your first three issues. However, in terms of how much time transpired during our recent trip to other realms, we were gone a week, and we’ve been back for three days.”

“I know that,” Mara said. “It just doesn’t feel like it. I have at least a month of memories from that week.”

“Perhaps you should have returned us to this realm a month after our departure. It might have made the transition less disorienting,” Ping said. “Why did you return us to this moment in time?”

“I wasn’t thinking about when we were returning, I just concentrated on where. Besides, if we’d returned a month after we left, Mom would have disowned me.”

“I’ve been giving it some thought, and it might be prudent for you to concentrate on all the elements of Reality as you engage the Chronicle. Think about Time, Space, Consciousness and Consequence. When, where, in what form, and to what end are you crossing into another realm. That might help you get what you want out of the experience.”

“In what form? What do you mean by that?” Mara asked.

“The element of Consciousness defines the composition of things in Reality. If my hypothesis is correct, besides controlling which realm you visit and at what point in time, you should have the ability to reshape your being when you cross from this realm to another. For example, you could arrive in the destination realm as a grizzly bear, if you wished, or a man or a fruit fly.”

Sam straightened. “Cool. The next time we go somewhere, I want to go as a griffin. Can you do that, sis?”

Mara rolled her eyes at him. “Don’t you have to get to your lessons?”

He glanced at his phone and jumped from his seat. “Shoot! You’re right.”

They watched him clatter through the swinging doors, running while slinging his book bag onto his shoulder.

Mara turned to Ping and asked, “How do you come up with this stuff?”

“It is a reasonable assessment based on observations of your interactions with the Chronicle. Your limited knowledge of metaphysical principles is stunting the application of your abilities. Some of that is my fault. I can teach metaphysical theory as well as the next academician, but applying those principles to real world situations is more challenging.”

“You’re telling me.”

“I would encourage you to seek opportunities to experiment with your abilities, always keeping in mind the elements of Reality. Also, don’t forget about the elements of Perception—Earth, Wind, Fire and Water. While they are not the exclusive domain of progenitors, you still have—or can develop—the ability to work with them.”

“Haven’t I made a big enough mess of my life already?”

“You will one day think of your abilities as a potential solution to the problems you face, not the cause.”

“How can you be so sure?”

“At some point in the future, you send your niece back in time to help us deal with the aforementioned dragon, so I must assume you fully embrace your abilities.”

“And burned down the house. That worked out just great.”

“Notwithstanding the house, it did work out,” Ping said. “But you didn’t stop by to talk about metaphysics or even your lost home. Are you upset about Mr. Mason closing the fix-it shop?”

“It’s not that. I’m disappointed about it, but I knew he’d close it eventually. He’s been talking about retiring the whole time I’ve worked there,” she said.

“You mentioned your mother.”

“Yes, we told her about my synthetic body this morning, and she didn’t take it well.”

“I hope you didn’t do the hand thing.”

Mara looked sheepish. “She fainted.”

“Is she okay?”

“Physically she’s fine. It was a bone-headed thing to do, but she couldn’t believe I was synthetic without seeing proof. The thing is, I never imagined how hurt she would be, how much pain it would cause her. As much of a free spirit as she is, I think I have hit the limit of her open-mindedness. She will never—deep down inside—accept that this synthetic body is the daughter she raised. Oh, she’ll deny it, and she’ll play the role of mother, but she’ll never get over it.”

“Perhaps she needs time to adjust to the idea.”

“No, I know my mother. She’s open to just about anything, except in those rare cases when she isn’t. And when she’s closed her mind to something, there’s no opening it.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. There’s still the possibility she’ll come around. A mother’s love isn’t something that just goes away, and you are her daughter, even in your synthetic body.”

“I’ve been thinking there might be another possibility, a solution with a metaphysical twist.”

“If my theory is correct, and you could learn to better control the Chronicle, you could use it to turn your synthetic body into a biological one. That may take time and practice. Is that what you mean?”

“Wouldn’t that just be me rearranging my pixels to fool myself and my mother into thinking my body was biological?”

“For all intents and purposes, you would be biological. Remember, you have the ability to shape Reality.”

“It can’t be something I whip up metaphysically. That would not be acceptable. It has to be biologically connected to Mom, a body that could not exist except for its connection to her.”

“What are you suggesting?”

“I think there’s someone who can help me do this.” Mara stood and slipped her hand into her jeans pocket. She removed the bejeweled copper medallion.

“The Chronicle?” Ping asked. “What are planning?

She held out the disk on her palm, and it levitated. Spinning and gyrating, the lines of the Chronicle blurred, its blue crystals emitting a blue light that melted the copper into a blue molten orb.

“Mara. Please explain,” Ping said.

“Show me creation,” she said. The spinning blue light exploded into a translucent globe of lines and nodes that filled the bakery’s kitchen. She glanced at Ping, a sheen of blue light reflected from her eyes. “I will get my body back.”

“Your body is dead. Even if you find who took it, there’s nothing you can do.”

“I know.” She looked away, into the center of the giant map of Reality.

“Take me with you.”

“Sorry, not this trip.” She reached out and grabbed one of the nodes. The blue sphere collapsed and disappeared, taking Mara with it.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

CHAPTER 4



[image: image]


Mara felt less panic as she plunged through the streaks of dark and light between realms, at least until she wondered if she had grabbed the correct node. She’d acted intuitively, not using an object from her destination to draw a node to her as she had in the past.

Jeez, I could end up anywhere.

The blue sphere burst open, and daylight flooded through its transparent walls; then it collapsed into the copper medallion which fell to the ground with a metallic clatter. Mara bent to pick it up and realized she stood on worn gravelly asphalt.

“You!”

Mara looked up to see her counterpart standing next to a car with an open hood, an angry expression on her face. They stood in the alley behind Mason’s Fix-It Shop—in Prado’s former realm, the birthplace of the Aphotis, and the world where people put the souls of their dead in lightbulbs.

“Which one are you? The one with the lizard fetish or the one who killed my brother?” the other Mara asked. She raised her right hand, palm up, and a glowing cinder spun in the air above it, quickly growing into a ball of hot lava.

Mara raised her hands in surrender. “Don’t start with the fireworks again. We’ll be here all day.” The burning mass pixelated and broke apart, sending a cascade of translucent red and orange cubes tumbling down the other Mara’s arm.

She batted them away in frustration and glared at Mara. “Get lost. I’ve got a rush job to do, and I don’t have time for your nonsense,” she said.

“I need your help with something.”

“No way. I’m done with you—all of you. You show up here, asking for favors, and the result is nothing but death and destruction. Now, get out of here.” Her face reddened.

“Look. I’m not leaving until you listen to what I have to say.”

Her counterpart sagged, the fight seeping from her, like air from a punctured tire. Leaning against the front of the car, she slid down to sit on its bumper while wiping some clear goo from her hands with a rag she pulled from her back pocket. Without looking up, she said, “I will fight you if I have to.”

“I’m not here to fight,” Mara said. “What happened to Sam? You said someone killed him?”

“I said you did. How did you know his name was Sam?”

“I have one of my own—a brother named Sam, that is.”

The other Mara looked up, the anger melting away. “What’s he like?”

Mara shrugged. “He’s a little brother. Always tagging along, blurting out the wrong things at the wrong time, making a game out of life. But he’s a good kid, who would do anything to help me if I were in trouble. Why did you say I murdered him?”

“I gather from the pixel thing that you’re not the lizard girl—the one who had me create the customized geckos for her mother a while back.”

“No. That’s another Mara. She’s dead.”

“You came back to this realm after the last time we talked, about six months ago. Didn’t you?”

“I did come to this realm after we met, but I’m not sure about the timing. From my perspective, it was less than a week ago. Either time progresses differently in each realm or my travels through the Chronicle have been more haphazard than I realized earlier.”

Something moved behind the other Mara’s head, slithered up like a snake from beneath the hood of the car. Mara’s eyes widened, and she pointed. “Ah, something’s crawling out of the car.”

The other Mara turned. Casually she swatted the serpentine thing, and a tiny arc of electricity jumped when her hand touched it. If it was painful, she didn’t show it. “Just a loose tendril from the transmission. I’ll get back to it after you leave.”

Mara approached the open hood and looked inside. Instead of an engine, the vehicle had entrails—thick wet tubes packed tightly together like intestines, into which she watched the quivering tendril disappear. A network of thinner translucent pipes wound through the mass, pumping brown liquid in spurts, like blood vessels, to various organs that she had no hope of identifying.

I forgot about the biomechanics of this realm.

She grimaced and looked away. “Jeez, that looks nasty.”

“It’s not so bad. I’ll have it running in less than two hours, assuming its liver isn’t failing. It can take a day to grow one of those.”

Mara wasn’t sure she had the stomach for gadget repair in this realm. Growing queasy, she needed to think about something else. “How did you know I had returned on an earlier trip? I stopped by the shop, but you weren’t here.”

“You had a luminaire. You placed it at the luminarium—the funeral home—down the street.”

“It was the soul of Juaquin Prado, the guy I told you about.”

She looked doubtful. “The darkling wraith.”

Mara nodded. “He possessed the body of my friend and turned into the Aphotis. How did you know I went to the luminarium?”

“Because they have security cameras. That’s why the zealot luminaries think I’m responsible for killing the Aphotis and destroying their religious beliefs. The Coven of the Unbound came here looking for me but found Sam instead. They killed him, all because you couldn’t keep your nose out of my world.”

Mara gasped. “Is that true?”

“I would not joke about losing my brother.”

“What do they want with you?”

“Revenge, I suppose. Retribution for undermining their faith. The most radical segment of luminaries broke away from their caste and created the Coven. There are rumors they practice magic and plan to restore their religion and force it on the rest of us.”

“Oh, my God! They didn’t release the Aphotis, did they?”

“They tried, but, when they smashed the luminaire that contained him, his spirit clung to the broken pieces and could not free itself. They blamed that on me as well, accusing me of casting a spell on him. You did that—cast the spell, didn’t you?”

“It wasn’t a spell. It was more like a chemistry experiment from a dream realm.”

“A what?”

“It’s a long story.”

“You’ve got a lot of those.”

“I know.” Mara decided she had caused enough damage. It was a stupid idea anyway. “I’ll let you get back to your repairs. I’m sorry for the interruption. And I’m sorry about what happened to Sam and to you. It was not my intention to hurt you or your family. I’ll go, and I promise never to return.”

The other Mara jumped up from her perch on the bumper. “Wait. Why did you come here today?”

“It was nothing—just a silly idea. I don’t want to put you out any more than I have already.”

“You came all this way. You might as well tell me. Why are you here?”

Mara sighed and felt stupid. “I was wondering if you had the ability to build—or grow or whatever it is you do—a human body. Don’t answer that. I’m not asking you to do that.”

Her counterpart raised an eyebrow. “What kind of human body?”

“One like ours.”

“You want me to build another Mara? Don’t we have too many already?”

Mara chuckled. “You’re right. Forget about it.” She pulled the Chronicle out of her pocket and held it out.

“Wait a minute. You’re serious. You want me to create a copy of your body. Why?”

“Really. Just ignore this visit. I’ll leave you alone.”

“Considering all that you’ve done to my life, the least you owe me is an explanation. Why another Mara?”

Guilting me into telling her. Exactly what I would do, if I were her.

“The Aphotis destroyed my original body.” She held out her arms and looked down at herself. “This one is synthetic.”

“No way.” She approached to examine Mara more closely.

“Don’t touch me, or I will be pushed back into my own realm—at least I think I will. With this body, who knows where I would go. Regardless, it’s not from here, and I don’t want to set off an explosion.”

“What are you babbling about?”

“Counterparts from different realms cannot touch each other.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” She continued eyeing Mara’s physique like it was a machine she needed to fix, an expression that had shaped Mara’s features thousands of times. She just wasn’t used to being on the receiving end of it.

Wagging her finger up and down in front of Mara’s torso, the other Mara said, “This is artificial?”

Mara nodded. “I was in a realm where people gave up their biological bodies for mechanical ones because of a virus.”

“I see. Fascinating. What is the power source?”

“My skin absorbs solar energy.”

“Cool.” She walked behind Mara, still examining.

Beginning to feel self-conscious, Mara said, “Can you stop doing that? I’m not a toaster. You don’t need to examine this body to tell me if you can create another one.”

“It’s illegal to create a human body. Besides, it doesn’t work anyway. The body functions on a technical level, but there is no soul, no Consciousness. It isn’t really a person.”

She kept looking Mara over, and Mara sensed she wouldn’t walk away from the challenge.

“I’d have to create your entire physique by slurry.”

“Slurry?”

“Remember the tank of goo in the back of the shop? I use it to grow parts for gadgets, cars, other devices.”

“Vaguely.”

“How identical does the body need to be?”

“Completely. My mother is freaked out about me losing the body she birthed. I need something that would pass a medical examination, not to mention her examination. DNA, the whole nine yards.”

“I’ll need a sample from your biological body to do that. Can you get it?”

Mara shook her head. “No way. My dead body was stolen.”

“It’s just one drama after another with you, isn’t it?” the other Mara asked. “Why the hell would someone take your dead body?”

“I haven’t had time to figure that out.”

“How did they get you into this body?”

“They extracted engrams from my brain. They are now located in the biosynaptic interface in my cranium.”

“Cool. Let’s go take a look.” She walked toward the back door of the shop, stopped, spun on a heel and returned to the car. She slammed the hood closed and said, “Don’t want the alternator to escape. Those suckers are fast once they get loose.”

Mara laughed, imagining a little creature detaching itself from the engine and running up a tree. “Wait! What do you mean, take a look? In my cranium?” She followed her counterpart inside.

This version of the shop looked much as she remembered it. The area used in her realm for Bruce’s bicycle repair garage was taken up with the large glass vat of goo, additional shelves and stacks of boxes. In the wide doorway leading to the front of the shop sat her counterpart’s pet chobodon, a creature that looked like a cross between a pig and an armadillo. It snorted and squealed when it saw Mara follow her counterpart into the room.

The other Mara said, “You remember Ginger?”

“How could I forget? You sicced her on me.”

“Be a good girl, and go keep an eye on the front of the store while Mommy works,” she said to the animal. The creature waddled away after a final snort.

“Mommy?”

“She’s my baby. You got a problem with that?” She pulled out a tall stool and placed it in the center of the room. “Sit here.”

Mara complied and listened to her counterpart rummage in the shelves for a moment before returning with a device that looked like a cricket paddle—a wide, flat bat made of beige plastic. She fiddled with dials mounted around the handle, and it glowed with a pale white light. Extending her arm, she held it horizontally and approached Mara.

“What is that?”

“A bioform wand. It can detect and analyze living tissue. Don’t worry. It won’t hurt you. Just try not to move while I wave this over your body.”

She wielded the device like a hand-held body scanner at an airport security checkpoint, moving it up and down in front and behind Mara. Once she had finished, she flipped the device over and examined a tiny screen built into the backside of the handle.

“Good news. There’s a nice chunk of brain matter in there. I’m also picking up some biomatter in your abdomen region. What is that?”

“I had coffee and fruitcake shortly before coming here.”

“Why do you need to eat if you absorb energy through your skin?”

“The designers of these bodies wanted them to be as human as possible. I even taste food like I did with my other body.”

“Interesting. Do you poop?”

“What kind of question is that? Of course I poop. Like I said—”

“—as human as possible,” the other Mara said. “Got it. Anyway, if we can crack open that skull of yours, we could produce a body by applying your genome to the slurry matrix. It would take about four days.”

“Is this process like cloning?” Mara asked.

“No. Cloning involves manipulating the nucleus of a cell, usually an unfertilized egg, and then letting it grow into a fully formed animal—in this case, a person. That process takes too long, and errors creep in too frequently. No one even bothers with that anymore. The slurry matrix absorbs genetic coding and reorganizes itself to match it.”

“I would be my mother’s biological daughter again? Even though my body will have come from this slurry stuff?”

“Your cells will contain the genetic material that came from your parents. The cells will be new, but the design will be from your forebears. You realize the cells in your biological body had been replaced thousands of times since your birth? It’s not like you were walking around with the tissues that formed in your mother’s womb. The genetic legacy will be intact. There’s only one problem.”

“What’s that?”

“I told you. I can create a functional body, but I can’t give it a soul.”

“I can take care of that. I think. Will you have to remove all the engrams from my cranium? I’ll need to have my wits about me to make the transition.”

“I just need one cell. You can continue in your synthetic body while your biological one grows. Are you sure you can do this—this transition?”

“When I first woke up in this body, I inadvertently slipped out of it for a moment. So, yeah, I’m sure I can do it.”

“Okay. I’ll do it. I’ll grow you a body. But there’s one condition—and it’s not negotiable.”

Mara’s heart skipped a beat. There had to be a hitch. “What?” she asked.

“I want to see my brother again, and my mother needs to see him too.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You have to bring Sam here. Your Sam.”
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The transparent sphere exploded out of nowhere, filling the kitchen at the back of Ping’s Bakery without warning. Sam jumped in his seat next to the office, nearly dropping the book bag he rummaged through, while Ping almost fell over, since he was in the process of sitting at the table. Mara stood in the center of the expanded Chronicle and held out her hand. The globe surrounding her collapsed and turned into the jeweled copper disk that fell out of the air into her palm.

Stepping toward the table, she noticed Sam and Ping had bewildered expressions. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

Their gazes shifted to a space beyond Mara’s left shoulder, and she turned to where they stared. Behind her, at the coffee urns holding paper cups, was another Mara. After filling them, she turned, gasped and dropped the cups, splattering hot brew over the floor between them.

“Who are you?” she asked.

“Ah, Ping! I need your help here,” the newly arrived Mara said.

Ping approached slowly, walking in a wide arc, keeping space between them. He stopped at the side of the other Mara—the one in front of the coffee urns. “What realm do you come from?” he asked.

“This one,” Mara said. “You told me I needed to concentrate on the other elements of Reality when using the Chronicle, so that’s what I did. I focused on Time, because I needed to get back a few minutes early—before Sam left for Mrs. Zimmerman’s. It didn’t occur to me that I would run into myself.”

“I never told you to concentrate on the elements of Reality,” Ping said. “I admit that I have been meaning to discuss it with you, but I haven’t had a chance.”

The other Mara cut in. “Ping, who is this?”

Mara ignored her other self. “We’ll have that conversation in a few minutes. Or we would have, if I had not interrupted. This is confusing.”

“Fascinating,” Ping said. “You claim to be from the future?”

“Just an hour in the future.”

“Don’t believe her,” the past version of herself said. “I’ve never been able to move through Time using the Chronicle before, at least not intentionally. How could I learn it in less than an hour?”

“I am you—a little over an hour from now,” Mara said. “Jeez, that sounds weird when you say it out loud.”

Sam joined them at the coffee urns. “Her clothes are the same as yours. We’ve never seen that when we’ve met your counterparts from other realms.”

“That doesn’t prove anything,” Past Mara said. “Getting identical clothing isn’t exactly a stretch if you’re interested in pulling off a deception.”

“I understand your reluctance to believe me, but it is true. I traveled to Prado’s realm to ask the Mara there if she would build me a new biological body, and, when I returned to this realm, I
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