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1. Entránce 
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TIME & LOCATION UNKNOWN

Sitting cross-legged on a plateau staring at the palms of my hands, I raised my gaze upward into the distance to the ochre mountains lining the horizon. They stood monumental against the deep blue background of the sunny sky. A cotton candy cloud drifted just above me. I straightened my legs and slowly leaned back. Contentedly, I eased myself to the ground with a slow exhalation. It didn’t seem odd to me that my body energy was humming so vibrantly that a buzzing tone was lightly audible.

I spotted an eagle far above, drifting toward me. Its features — wings and talons — clearly visible. When its head tilted to eye downward, a connection was made. My mind and the eagle’s mind beelined toward each other. Our consciousness merged and I was suddenly looking down at my body far below, atop the hard brown earth.  And yet, at the same time, I was oddly aware that Frank was gazing up at me, the eagle. The eagle made one wide languid circle. Earth energies arose from the distant mountains and gently buoyed it further aloft. I couldn’t see these energies but felt them through some new awareness. The bird of prey broke its circular course and continued quietly onward, straight over and beyond me. Still supine and strangely serene, I continued staring up into the timeless blue expanse.

I pulled myself up to a sitting position and mumbled, “That was odd.”  

I refocused on the energetic humming of my body and soon realized that the subtle vibration had expanded. It was now encompassing me from the surrounding space. My thoughts were within this undulation.  

I relaxed and inhaled slowly. Tranquility. A floating. 

Suddenly, I sensed other entities within the wider energy field, beyond my separate, physical border. I had that penetrated feeling one gets when being observed. To my surprise, my vision expanded out and around, 360 degrees.  And more surprising still, I saw that I was, in fact, being watched by six figures. Six human likenesses, wearing white paper-mache masks, stood taciturn, each staring at me from a slightly different angle. They were situated several meters away, equidistant from each other, forming two semi-circles. The front group stood to the northerlies of me, the rear three to the southerlies.

I expected to receive some type of telepathic message. I left my mind blank to, perhaps, intercept radiating words or emotions. But my mind remained blank, except for expectation. The sun curved across the sky, altering the mountain shadows on the valley floor. And still, I sat waiting, surrounded by these animated Moai statues.

So, I was slightly startled when movement finally occurred. The figure straight ahead to my north stepped forward. One step. Removing the mask, my own face was displayed to me. There was a scarcely audible pop inside my head and the north figure disappeared.  The figure due-south, another seeming apparition took one step, removed its mask to reveal to me my own face. This figure too popped instantly out of existence with the same quiet explosion within my head. The third, fourth, fifth, and sixth golem-like creatures performed the same maneuver in apparent random order until I was once more left sitting alone on the plateau.

Attempting to focus on the mountains in the distance again, I was distracted by the intensification of the hum coursing through and around me.  I had a premonition that I, too, was about to pop out of existence. I began to sense fear. The fear was attached not to the increasing hum, but to my own tenuous sense of stability. My heartbeat intensified. The hum was rising toward crescendo. The more I expected annihilation, the closer I felt the inevitable encroaching . . .  The noise reached jet-engine volume and suddenly, “POP!”  Shakingly audible this time . . . and I was gone.

––––––––
[image: image]


2 September Year 32 NS (New Society) / Cascadia University, Conifer Island campus

My eyes opened. Exhalation. Soft pillow beneath my skull.  I was startled by the bold realization that I had overslept. I looked at the time display on my holophone. Unpleasant confirmation. My first day of classes at my new university and I was going to be late. I’m never late. I had some beers at the pub the previous night but I wasn’t hungover on this sun-soaked morning. I had just forgotten to set the alarm on my holophone. I couldn’t believe it. So unlike me to let such a simple necessity slip my mind. I scampered about my single dorm room.  Had I had a roommate, he could’ve awakened me. But I preferred the privacy of this solo dwelling. 

It was 8:35. My first class was at nine.  Did I need to bring the text — no, one would be assigned.  Think clearly.  Don’t panic!  I brushed my teeth and washed my face.  Did I have time to eat?  The granola bar in my backpack would suffice. Blue jeans, socks — a shirt. I needed a shirt that didn’t smell like the pub. I should have unpacked my suitcase last night. I forced it open and grabbed a clean t-shirt.  Then a reign of uncomfortable truth. I didn’t know which building my class was in.  

I darted to my desk and ran my finger around the campus map. Should have set the location on my phone.  I had a few days to do it.  Why didn’t I do it? 

I found the location with a searching index finger. Conifer Hall.  Blessed Bovine!  It was clear across campus. Piecemeal, I put myself together and grabbed the backpack from the floor. Even if I ran, I probably wouldn’t make it on time. I clambered down two flights of the seldom-used exterior concrete staircase at the back of Sycamore Hall.  

I stepped out into the vacant backyard. The sunlight dazzled me.  

I took a brief moment to admire the large sycamore tree that stood on the outside of the wooden fence. The fence enclosed a square green oasis from the suburban backstreet beyond. The sycamore reached its full branches out above the street and swayed lightly in the breeze. 

For some reason, my attention was drawn back beneath the dormitory’s rear flight of stairs. I couldn’t believe my luck. A ten-speed bicycle was parked there, unchained and unlocked. I wasn’t in the habit of co-opting things, let alone bicycles. But this was a special case. I would just appropriate it for the first period. I’d bring it back after class and hopefully the careless owner would be none the wiser. I gave a quick little namaste bow to the bicycle and jumped on.

I pedaled swiftly out of the yard, turned right beneath the sycamore branches and headed down the sidewalk. The walkway was an old one, uneven and bumpy. After a few minutes of bone-rattling vibrations, I swerved out onto the smoother road. There was no danger as motor vehicles were few and far between on this campus-perimeter road. I gained speed and made my way toward Conifer Hall. I was approaching it from the back way. I could see it up ahead, atop a sloping incline. 

A few minutes of strenuous effort brought me to the bottom of the incline but the final concrete footpath was too steep to ride up. I got off the bike, clutched the handlebars and pushed it. I struggled to run alongside without losing my balance.  

At just about 9:10 AM I leaned the bike against the rear brick wall of the edifice and ironically hoped that no one would be so dishonest as to snatch it from me.

I found it. Room 124. I was expecting the embarrassment of walking into a room of dutifully attentive students listening to a riveting professor. All eyes would fall upon me and the professor would have to wait for my interruption to end while I clambered about looking for an open seat. But this was not the case. I heard a loud murmuring — a multitude of voices drifting from the class. Entering, I saw that there were too many students for the capacity of the room. A line of undergraduate-looking fidgeters was strung along the back wall, some checking their tablets, others referencing the printed course schedule guide.

I looked at the podium in the front of the class. A thin, middle-aged Hispanic woman, long gray braid running down her back, was engaged in discussion with a few confused-looking students. The woman was dressed in a flannel shirt and baggy trousers. She reminded me of a poor peasant-farmer. And yet, there was an aura about her. She exuded confidence and authority. She had a well-weathered face and the deep, darting eyes of a bird of prey.

A waving hand caught my attention. I noticed it just as an accompanying voice called, “Hey, DiGiorno! Over here. We saved you a seat.”

It was a guy named Gary. He was a fleshy, overweight kid with dusky blonde hair which he hid beneath a baseball cap. His chubby face and thick lips gave him the look of an unkempt cherub. Sitting next to him was his side-kick, Wee. Wee was quite wee in stature. He was an odd little guy who also sported a baseball cap. His straight brown hair just kind of splayed out from beneath the rim of his cap and partially over his eyes and ears. He looked like a cartoon rodent character come to 3D life. 

When I approached them, Gary said, “You’re late, DiGiorno. What’s the matter? Out drinking beers on the night before school started?”

Wee added a compressed, “Hee-hee-hee!” which made him sound like some little bleating farm animal.

I had, indeed, met the two in the pub the previous evening. But I assure you again, O Reader, that I was not inebriated to any serious degree the night before. Nor was I, in the least, hungover. If anything, the beers relaxed me and helped me sleep deeply and soundly. The omission of setting my alarm that had caused my morning panic was not alcohol-induced.

“What’s the hold-up here?” I asked.

“Not sure,” answered Gary. “Looks like there are more students than seats.  System cock-up, heh,” he muttered.

Just then, the woman at the podium tapped on the classroom mike. The room speakers thudded and the murmuring of the assembly died down.

“Good morning, students. I’m Professor Itzel Ximenez. I thank you all for your patience and ask you to bear with things a little while longer. Apparently, there has been an administrative error. The number of registered students has surpassed the number of available slots for this course. First, I would ask that anyone who could forego studying Introduction to Esoteric Archeology this semester to voluntarily withdraw from the lessons. It would be greatly appreciated.”

A wave of groans rolled around the room. The murmuring returned with a vengeance. A lot of troubled faces shared stares with each other and then looked toward the exit but no one departed. More students began scrolling on their tablets, I assume, to locate a substitute course which might fit into their schedules. Still, everyone stayed put.

“I would ask, then, that 4th year students who need this course in order to graduate, please approach the podium.”

A line of upperclassmen and women began forming across the front of the room.

Gary let out a complaining, “Oooh knave!”

I don’t know why I did what I did next.  I had never been known as a wise-guy back in New York City. But I was feeling at home with my two new acquaintances and the atmosphere of the Pine Bough Pub still clung to me. So, it wasn’t meant as a sign of disrespect when I called out, “Ayahuasca for the rejectees!” 

A gale of laughter blew through the room with Wee’s, “hee-heeing” trailing at the end. One of Professor Ximenez’s eagle eyes briefly shifted to me and quickly back to her papers.

“So, anyway, what did you think of the Pine Bough, Frank?” asked Gary.

The night before I was wandering around the campus, needing a respite from  my self-imposed solitude at the Sycamore Hall dormitory. Restlessness drove me outside despite the importance I gave to my cloistered existence. I just needed some fresh air, so I took a stroll through the cool northwest night on the university grounds. From one of the wooded walking paths, I noticed the nearby lights of the Pine Bough Pub and decided to check it out.

One of the cool things about the Cascadia Republic is that the legal drinking age and the age for smoking Wonderweed is set at eighteen. So, I went up to the bar to order a frothy one. At first, there was no staff around. I scanned the wood-motif tavern and saw a few small groups of jabbering patrons sitting together at tables with their beers. Obviously, someone was working. I waited patiently and then the door to the kitchen swung open. An athletic knave with a big chest and crew-cut came out.

“Excuse me, could I get a Regal Lager and a basket of pretzels, please.” 

He looked at me and said, “I don’t know you. Show me some ID.” His demeanor was less than welcoming.

I took out my wallet and handed him my ID.

He frowned and said, “Atlantic America? You’re from Atlantic America?”

“Yeah.”

“Come back in two years. You’ve gotta be twenty.”

“Cascadia law says eighteen.”

“Eighteen for citizens of Cascadia. If you’re from another region, it’s twenty.”

“Aw, c’mon, knave. I just got out here a few days ago. I’m a student here.”

“You need a Cascadian Republic ID. Otherwise you have to be twenty. It’s the law.”

“And I thought Cascadia was so socially liberal.”

“Look. Don’t give me a hard time. I have to follow the law, got it?” Fortunately, social liberalism is still balanced by some common-sense laws that keep riffraff like you from causing trouble.”

“How am I causing trouble? I just want to sit and quietly have a beer. If you didn’t know I was from Atlantic America I’d be sitting in that booth now, harmlessly minding my own business.”

“Look. You need a Cascadian ID. Am I making myself clear? Your native language is English, right?”

“You know I can’t come up with an ID just like that. Isn’t there any other way?”

“The only other way is if you are a guest of a Cascadian citizen. But you’re standing here alone. You’re not with anyone, right?” 

A voice from behind me said directly, “Give it up, Brewster. He’s with me.”

“What?  Oh, Shades of Hades, look what just oozed in.”

I turned around to see a stocky guy with a baseball cap standing there, glaring at the bartender — this Brewster character. Behind the stockier knave was a scrawny little guy with his hands in his pockets, looking all uncomfortable about the situation.

“I said he’s with me,” repeated the bigger one. 

“Look, Summers. He causes any trouble and you’re responsible.”

“What’s gonna happen? He gonna hurt your feelings?”

The jock-bartender pointed his finger authoritatively at the interloper.

“Yeah, yeah. I’m responsible,” he confirmed, dismissively.

“So many responsibilities,” tagged-on his sidekick with a wry smile, while strategically avoiding the bartender’s gaze. 

I bought a beer and chose a booth to sit in. I was soon joined by the heftier guy who placed his bottle and mug on the table and reached across to shake my hand.

“Gary Summers,” he said as we shook hands. 

“Nice to meet you, Gary. I’m Frank DiGiorno. Thanks a lot for stepping in.”

“Glad to be of service. Don’t mind Brewster back there. He’s been a lobohead since high school. He’s gotta grudge against me and my friends. It’s a long story but I won’t bore you with the historical details.”

The little guy joined us. He put his beer-filled mug on the booth table and reached back, grabbing a vacant chair from the table behind. He dragged it across the floor with a prolonged screech and set it at the side of the booth, arranging us into a seated triangle. 

Head down, staring at his beer, he explained, “I want both of ya to be able to hear my words of wisdom.”

I had to strain to hear him over the conversational din from other parties in the bar. 

He looked at his beer a bit longer and then shifted his gaze to Gary. 

“Yellow beer,” he stated. 

Gary smirked and introduced him, “This is Wee. Wee, this is Frank DiGiorno.”

We shook hands but the little guy shyly kept his eyes from meeting mine. 

“Wee?” I asked. 

He took a deep breath and said, “Wendell Everett Emerson.”

Gary added, “He might be small but he’s got a big name.”

Wee tacked-on, “Yeah. Big name. Big name on campus.” He hee-hee giggled at his own joke. 

“Where ya from, DiGiorno?” asked Gary. 

“Atlantic America. New York City.”

“No rib-poke! You came a long way.”

“Sure did. How ‘bout you, Gary?”

“I’m from around here. Lived on Conifer Island my whole life. You couldn’t pay me to leave. I love this place — the trees, the woods, the coastline. Pretty good eating, too.”

Wee seemed to suppress a snicker. 

“What?” asked Gary, suspiciously. 

Wee just shook his head and looked down. 

I asked, “How about you, Wee?”

“How about what?”

“Where are you from?”

“Up north.” He pointed his finger straight up toward the ceiling. Then he twisted round in his seat and pointed a finger out the tall floor to ceiling window across the room and repeated, “Up north.”

Brewster walked by with an order of tortilla chips and guacamole. As he passed behind Wee, he snapped, “The booth seats four, rodent.”

Gary immediately retorted, “He’s a paying customer. He can sit where he likes.”

He raised his glass and said, “Cheers.”

We tipped our mugs in a friendly clink and took a gulp. 

“Whad’ya drinkin’, DiGiorno?”

“Frank. You can call me Frank.”

“I prefer to call you DiGiorno.  It makes me feel all ethnic and stuff. Ya know, like I got a connection or somethin’. Anyway, what are ya drinkin’?”

“Regal Lager.”

“Heard of it before but Cascadia Ale is the standard number out here.”

I held up my mug with an impish smile and in my best media-announcer voice stated, “Either way you look at it, it’s, “Regal Lager.”

“What?” asked Gary, perplexed.

“What’s Regal Lager backward?”

He thought for a moment and then said, “Whoa, DiGiorno. You’re shroomin my brain!”

“Shroomin’ and boomin’,” giggled Wee. 

“Are you studying Advertising or somethin’?” asked Gary.

“No, not advertising. I’m taking Esoteric Archeology.”

Gary’s face lit up. “Oh, knaaaave!” He turned to Wee and excitedly yelled, “Kalpa-Bro!”

Then they did this odd, little maneuver with their hands. Facing each other they raised their hands to shoulder level and quickly pressed their fingers together — released and pressed, three or four times. Smiles. 

I must have looked confused — which I was. 

Then Gary emphasized, “That’s our major, too. We’re in the same kalpa, bro.  We are kalpa-brothers, knave!”

Gary held up his hands for a finger-press. As I half-heartedly pressed my fingers against his I was thinking, I don’t know about these two.  They’re a bit goofy. And goofy they were, but also harmless and somewhat innocently endearing. So, I decided to stick it out a bit longer.

“Yeah. Me and Wee are taking Esoteric Archeology.  I’m taking it ‘cause I want to learn about the shamans of the past.  You know, like about Harner, Ingerman and Magaña — and, especially Castaneda. And Wee’s taking it because ... well, because he kinda looks like a mushroom gnome. Weird, huh?”

“There’s no place like Nome,” I jested. 

“Weird,” echoed Wee. 

Gary enthused, “Ok, Frank. I’ll try one of your Regal Lagers. Could you get one for me?  I’ll get the next round.”

“Wee, too!” yipped Wee. 

I went to the bar and ordered three lagers. The muscle-bound server took my order and begrudgingly pulled on the tap, as if he was annoyed that I was ordering even more beer.

I brought the beers back to the table.

Wee pulled out a little clove cigarette and a lighter from the pocket of his denim jacket. He lit it and happily took a drag. Spicy-pungent smoke curled up above the booth.

“So, why did you come all the way out here, DiGiorno? There are a ton of schools in Atlantic America. And, good ones too.”

“Well, . . . mainly, I wanted to get away from dear old dad.” 

Gary blurted, “Oh!” perhaps in response to the veracity of my terse comment.

But our conversation was interrupted by the jock-bartender who stood next to the booth pointing at Wee. 

“Hey, rat-boy. There’s no smoking in here.  Put it out or land on the ground with it outside.”

Wee dropped the little ciggie on the floor and crushed it out under his foot.

Mr. Big-chest moved away.

Smiling, Wee whispered, “If he wasn’t such a cream puff, I’d give him what for.”

––––––––
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“Can I have your attention, please?” announced Professor Ximenez. “The 4th year students have been admitted to the class. They constitute 50% of the slots.  Unfortunately, there are still too many students for the remaining allotments. Might I suggest that some of you may find the Introduction to AI Archeological Survey Techniques useful. It is held on Monday evenings from 6 to 9 PM and is taught by Professor Nicholas Mathers. He is a new professor — very up to date with the latest technology.”

The response was underwhelming. Silence signaled dissatisfaction with the alternative offer.

I, however, was riding high. I had already made two new friends and, for better or worse, the previous evening’s atmosphere was still laced through me. I jokingly suggested out loud, “Let’s have a peyote-eating contest. Whoever doesn’t space-out is dropped from the roster.”

Fewer voices laughed this time. Professor Ximenez’s face twitched slightly and she returned her gaze to the list of students.

“Be careful, knave. I bet this mare knows a few magic spells. She might put a hex on you — turn ya into a sand-crab or somethin’,” joked Gary. 

––––––––
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Half-empty beer mug in hand, Gary prodded, “So, if you don’t mind me askin’, why did ya wanna get away from your father?” 

I hesitated. 

“Never mind. Sorry, you don’t have to talk about it if it makes ya uncomfortable.”

“It’s not that.” I thought for a moment. “I just don’t quite know where to start.  There are terabytes of crappy stuff he’s pulled.”

Wee cut-in with a non-sequitar. “I feel like a little avocado-Bob-Johnson.”

I laughed out a, “What!?”

Slightly embarrassed, Gary sputtered an explanation of Wee’s spontaneous linguistic antics “Uh, that’s Wee-speak. It’s a little game he plays — sometimes adding a name like Bob Johnson to the end of a word or phrase. Sometimes he adds endings to people’s names.”

“Oh, yeah? Like what for example?”

Wee smiled, as though expectantly.

“Ok. Go ahead,” said Gary as he raised one hand up as a signal for Wee to do his thing.

“Well, I’m gonna go order nachos with some guacamole Bob-Johnson. Would you like me to get ya anything, Frank Franklington?”

“No, knave. I’m fine,” I said calmly, resisting the urge to roll my eyes.

“Just get us three more Regal Lagers,” directed Gary. 

Wee got up smiling and headed toward the bar. 

When Wee was out of earshot, I said, “That’s real lobohead stuff.”

“Nah, it’s just a joke — he just likes playing with words. Kind-of like stream of consciousness inside a framework. You’ll be doing it too, in no-time.”

“No pollutin’ way!” I rebuffed.

“All-right. All-right. No need to get riled, DiGiorno. So, what’s the deal with your dad?”

“I guess the final straw was last September on my 17th birthday when he decided to be my chum and treat me to coffee and cake at, ‘Archers.’”

“Oh, yeah.  Archers Coffee. We don’t have those around here — but I went to one in Southern California — on a high school trip.”

I fell back into my announcer voice and mimicked, “Archers - hitting the bullseye with every cup.”

“Ha — that’s pretty good. Are you sure you’re not an advertising major?”

“Anyway, as we entered the shop, my dad said, ‘I wanna introduce you to some people. They’re here waiting for us.’

I had no clue as to whom he was referring.  But he brings me over to a table where two empty seats are waiting for us and a creepy little threesome of a mom, older brother and younger sister were seated. They gave off this weird vibe. The mom was all uncomfortable-looking. Like, she didn’t want to be there — didn’t even want to step foot in New York City. She had her reddish hair up tight and her severe blue eyes and sallow-yellow skin gazed disapprovingly at me. The son was about my age. He was thin and pale-looking. He was aloof and kept his eyes off of me. The blonde, bespectacled younger daughter, maybe twelve years old or so, was in an old-fashioned floral dress with frilly cuffs. She reminded me of a long-forgotten doll in a dusty ol’ toy shop. She looked at me briefly with a little facial scrunch that paralleled her mother’s displeasure.” 

“Who were they?”

“Well, first my dad introduces me to the woman. He says, ‘Eloise, this is my son, Frank. Frank, this is my friend Eloise.’ We gave a short, mutually-suspicious handshake. I got seated when my dad continued, ‘And this is her daughter— ‘

‘Rebecca,’ inserted the woman. And my son, Lazarus.’

My eyebrows involuntarily rose. 

Then my dad clobbered me with, ‘Lazarus is your step-brother.’”

“Whoa, knave! And you never knew this before?”

“Hadn’t the foggiest,” I said sarcastically. I took another swig of lager. 

“I didn’t know what to say. I fumbled to make small talk but the best I could do was comment, ‘Lazarus — that’s an unusual — um, a unique name.’

‘It wasn’t his original name’, said Eloise. ‘He used to be known as, Parker — Parker DiGiorno.’

I shot a stunned glance at my father.

‘It’s a long story, son.’

Eloise added, ‘It was in another life — a life of darkness.’

The younger sibling put down her cup of cocoa and self-righteously chimed-in, ‘But my brother has been saved. By the power of the everlasting God, he has been taken-in, forgiven and nurtured by my father, Pastor Pat Patton. Like you are now, my brother was once the spawn of Satan — only worse because he was conceived out of wedlock.’ 

I cut off her preaching. ‘Dad, what’s she talking about? I mean, Shades of Hades!’

She reacted to my curse by squinting her eyes closed and clasping her hands over her ears.”

“Blessed Bovine, DiGiorno! Industrial freak-show.”

“Freak show?” asked Wee, placing our beers and his guacamole and chips on the table. “Where do we sign up?”

“Sorry, Wee Weirdlington. No ringers need apply,” I teased. 

Gary pointed at me with a big Cheshire grin. Wee threw his hands in the air and blurted, “Yesssss!” I had unconsciously fallen victim to his goofy word-play. I could only shake my head in bested acknowledgement.

Gary restarted our conversation. “So, this family — where did they come from?”

“Macon, Georgia.”

“Macon whoopee,” joked Wee. 

“Let the man explain, Wendell — put a lid on it,” complained Gary.

Wee frowned slightly and crunched a nacho chip between his teeth.

“Yeah. They came up from the Christian Theocratic States of America.”

“No rib-poke. How did they manage that?” quizzed Gary.

“I asked Eloise the same question. She told me, ‘My Husband — the Pastor — he has connections in the CTSA Council of Elders. We were able to get a one-week visa to come up to Atlantic America. To be honest, we didn’t want to come here but my husband encouraged it. He said it would be a difficult but cleansing experience. 

I will spend the rest of my life atoning for my sins of the flesh. But coming back to face the evil clan to which I was once a servant will go a long way in the process of attaining eternal forgiveness.’”

“My irritation intensified as I grappled hard to ignore her twisted, stabbing comment. I needed to, but really couldn’t come up with a dignified retort, so I turned to my newly-found step-brother.  

‘So, Lazarus. Pastor Pat Patton has raised you, then?’

Not catching the dig, he replied, ‘The pastor has treated me like his own son.  I have ascended from the depths of families like yours because I have been taught the true Biblical-based eternal way of life by this great man.’”

“You know, Gary, this cretin really sounded sincere in what he was saying. And he added, ‘Listen, brother.  It’s never too late to be saved. You too can rid yourself of the darkness in your soul. That’s why the three of us brought you this gift.’”

“He leaned down under the table and opened a briefcase near his feet. He pulled out and plopped down a hardcover book on the tabletop in front of me.  It was entitled, Expunging Sin through The Truth, a Biblical Analysis by Pastor Pat Patton.

I looked at it and blandly stated, ‘Uh, thanks there, Lazarus but Dad here, and I -’ I flicked my thumb at my father - ‘We have to pick-up some goat’s blood for our Black Sabbath ceremony tonight.’

‘Frank!’ scolded my father.”

“Ha-ha! Good one, DiGiorno. I bet that adjourned the meeting.”

“Pretty much,” I confirmed. “Mrs. Patton quickly finished her coffee and said, ‘The sooner we leave this den of iniquity, the better.’

I pushed the gift-book back to Lazarus and they left me and my dad with the check. The two of us sat in silence for a time while I half-heartedly looked at the menu. He eventually turned to me and said, ‘Happy birthday, Frank.’”

––––––––
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Professor Ximenez spoke into the mike again. “Listen, everyone. I’d really like to, at the very least, introduce the course today. It seems that no one is willing to volunteer to withdraw, so I’m going to utilize the lottery system. It will give everyone a fair chance to register.”

I had one more funny comment to make and I started out by saying, “You know what I think we could do?”

La Profesora shot a darting focus on me. The classroom fell completely silent.

Gary put his head down and exhaled a quiet, “Uh-oh.”

Wee, likewise hid his face under the peak of his baseball cap, but he mumbled, “Here it comes. Crustacean Bob-Johnson.”

Wee’s remark was corny and stupidly hilarious at the same time. I could feel a laugh welling-up but I dared not under the circumstances. It was then that I noticed Professor Ximenez wasn’t staring at my face but was peering a little over me and then toward my left, then right shoulder. She appeared to be contemplating. The silence lasted about twenty seconds. 

I relaxed when she broke her gaze and spoke again.

“As I said, I’m going to implement a lottery for attendance. However, one student has already been eliminated.  Frank DiGiorno, you may excuse yourself.”

I was stunned. “How?”

Gary whispered excitedly, “Knave, how did she know your name?”

I shrugged my shoulders in confusion and said, “Excuse me?”

“Yes, Mr. DiGiorno. You won’t be taking this course.”

I awkwardly rose from my seat. “But ...”

“You may leave now. You can exit through the door you came in.” She held out her hand toward the classroom door.  There was no anger or malice in her voice. She was just directing me out. I was gobsmacked. 

As I slowly headed toward the door, a rather fashionable upperclass woman gave me a disdainful look. Passing her, I loudly whispered, “Oh, be quiet!”

Outside the building, I was peeved.  What a humiliating experience. Tossed out of the class before the course even started. “The old witch,” I muttered. I was on a high and just enjoying the company of my new friends. I wasn’t dumping on her stupid course. I bathed myself in self-pity, hoping that it would bring some solace.

I angrily hopped on the bicycle I had appropriated. I sat on it beneath the shade of an oak. I traced the steep incline with my eyes, following it down to the road below.  Suddenly, I noticed a pretty sight.  Across the road was a small round lake with a green grass lawn spread around its perimeter. I needed to release tension. I needed a rush.

I decided to head for the water and just let everything go. I’d glide down the incline in the direction of the lake. I balanced the bike and placed my feet on the pedals. I released the brakes and let the bike go. I was picking up downhill speed nicely when I had a sudden sense that something was amiss. Before it actually happened, a second or two prior I knew the bike was going to shake. I could feel it in my bones. And the rattling began. The bike was still upright and steady but sending vibes. To my breath-holding surprise, I heard the chain jar loose. It clattered beneath me. And then, — Blessed Bovine! — the handlebars came unhinged! I hurtled haphazard across the asphalt road, meaninglessly holding onto the flailing bars in a vain hope for security. Fortunately, neither driverless nor manned vehicle was approaching. But when I hit the opposite curb at the edge of the green lawn, the bike collapsed into pieces. In slow motion, I tumbled onto the grass as though one of the bicycle parts — me, the wheels, the seat, handlebars and chain — all a jumble of flying debris. I landed heavily with a bounce. A blur of aches and fear. I kept my eyes closed and waited for the pain. Sensing the irritation of a skinned right knee, I was afraid to open my eyes and observe any further the damage. 

“Are you all right?” asked a concerned female voice. 

I opened my eyes to the bright sunlight obscuring my vision. I was shaken but not seriously injured. My knee, beneath untorn blue jeans, throbbed. I sat up and shaded my eyes with my hand. A pretty mare — an Asian-Cascadian coed stood over me. She had shoulder-length hair and soft facial features. 

She spoke gently. “That was some tumble. Are you sure you’re alright?”

I got to my feet slowly, a little off balance. 

“I’m fine.”

I tried not to limp. I wanted to show this girl I was tough. I was trying to convince myself of the same.

The girl held out a letter-sized envelope at me. “If your name is Frank, this is for you. It’s from Professor Ximenez.”

“I just left her a few minutes ago. When did she have time to write a letter?”

“I don’t know about that. I was just asked to give this to you.”

“And you are?”

“Manami Sato.”

“Manami, when did Professor Ximenez give you the letter?”

“A little while ago — just before 1st period.”

“That’s not possible.”

“Like I said, I was just asked to hand it over. I don’t know anything besides that. But your bicycle — it’s in a shambles.”

“Don’t worry about it.”

“I can get it fixed, ya know. My cousin Keith is into repairing bikes and stuff.”

“Don’t worry about it,” I reiterated. 

I dug open the glued flap of the envelope. Inside there was a short, handwritten note.

Mr. DiGiorno,

I strongly advise you to take the ferry to Cascadia City as soon as possible. Once in the city, locate the Worlds Study Group at: 314 15th Street. 

A Dr. Yee will be expecting you. You will be given an explanation, and an offer which I sincerely hope you will consider and accept. 


Professor Itzel Ximenez 



I reread it a few times. I stuffed it back into the envelope and looked over at Manami. She was on her phone and had set it to holographic function. The somewhat unstable image of a young twenty-something Asian-Cascadian man, seated at a desk flickered in front of her. 

“It’s pretty busted up. Hold on. I’ll use video mode to show you.” She angled her phone to the ground and scanned the debris field. 

“What do ya think, Keith? Can you put it back together?”

I interrupted. “It’s all right. I don’t need it! If Keith wants to fix it, he can keep it — with my compliments.”

She just stared at me, slightly perplexed that I didn’t want to keep the bicycle.  Then she pointed down the road behind me. 

“The ferry docks are that way.”

“So?”

“So, I really think you should follow Professor Ximenez’s suggestion.”

I stood there, unsure of what to do.

“You just said you didn’t know anything.” I sighed, “This is all too weird.”

“Well, you have to decide for yourself but they don’t extend this offer very often.”

“You know this Dr. Yee knave?”

Manami ignored me and she crouched down over one of the wheels. She returned to her phone conversation. 

I turned in the direction she had pointed. I started walking along the sidewalk, with a slight limp in my right leg, in the general direction of the ferry terminal. My mind was blank at first, but thoughts of doubt soon rushed in and whirl-pooled about. Maybe it was a mistake to have come out to Cascadia University. Maybe I should give up the whole college idea and just look for work. Rumor had it that robot-controllers at the local factories made halfway decent money — though the hours were sometimes long.

Despite my reservations about the content of Professor Ximenez’s letter, I kept walking. About 10 minutes down the road with the campus having slipped away from view, I came upon a parked black taxi. “The Human Touch” in gold letters was printed on its door.  The burly, full-bearded driver stuck his big friendly face out the window and called, “Ferry terminal to Cascadia City?”

“Why would you assume that?” I tried walking past the cab in an attempt to ignore him.

But I froze when he replied in a loud voice, “Well, you’re heading in that direction. You look like a university student and most university students are in class now.  The others riding the buses are still heading inbound toward the campus. And the bus from the campus to the ferry terminal doesn’t leave for quite awhile yet. So, you could be heading to the terminal — limp and all.”

I glanced over my shoulder.  “I’m just walking.”

“Toward the terminal,” he added. He tapped his finger to his temple several times. I interpreted it as a casual joke to show how smart he was.

I went back to the taxi and climbed into the back seat. 

He twisted around and offered his hand.

“Karl. Karl Shavers.”

“Frank,” I replied, and shook his hand. He had a strong, rough grip and, despite his billowing leather jacket, I could see he had a large, outdoorsman build.

A mountain-man moonlighting as a taxi driver, I thought.

“Didn’t know there were still real human cab drivers around,” I said.

“That’s the business model of our company. We’re trying to revive the concept. People are tiring of AI technology. The pendulum is swinging back.”

After that brief exchange, few words passed between us until we reached the ferry terminal. When the cab stopped, Karl took out his phone and looked at the screen.

“Twelve minutes until the next ferry to Cascadia City.”

I fumbled about with my backpack to remove my phone for, “tap-payment.”

Karl waved me off. “The fare’s been paid for.  You apparently have a benefactor.”

I got out and stood by the open window. 

“How did you know I was heading to Cascadia City? There are ferries to Anacortes, Bellingham, Vancouver — a whole bunch of places.”

“Lucky guess?” he smiled. 

I looked at him suspiciously. “Karl, am I being set-up for something?”

“Yeah. A ferry ride. Here’s your ticket. One-way to Cascadia City.”

“You’ve bought my ticket?”

“Not me. I assume you already met Professor Ximenez.”

“Yeah.”

“And you’ve heard of Dr. Yee?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, there ya go.”  He pointed to the ferry dock in front of us. “It takes about ninety minutes.”

I nodded to him, got out of the taxi and headed to the ticket gate.

Standing on the deck of the moving ferry, the events of the morning ran through my memory-vision a few times.  I couldn’t place them into any sensible framework. Perhaps I was being set-up in an elaborate practical joke. Or, maybe I was unknowingly participating in a university psychology experiment. The latter scenario had snippets of logic but something still felt amiss. For brief sporadic moments my mental angst took a backseat to the beauty of the passing islets with their craggy shores, the bent bonsai-like trees, the peaceful blue sky and the salty smell of the Sound. I was uncertain whether I was heading for a date with danger or one of frivolity but I decided, at least for the moment, to go ahead and visit the address listed in La Profesora’s brief message.

When the ferry slid into Cascadia City harbor I picked up my backpack from a bench. I was wondering where I might find transportation after I disembarked. I got off the ferry and started walking up the sloping street that began at the front of the terminal.

Then another unexpected turn. Off to the side of the street, arms folded across his chest and leaning back against the body of the Human Touch taxi, was a smiling Karl.

“Why are you here?” I demanded.

“Well, I knew you’d need a taxi.”

“No. How did you get here? Wait, are you Karl’s twin?”

“Frank, I assure you. I have two siblings and none of us are twins.”

“Then, how did you get your taxi here?”

“I could have driven it onto the ferry and then off again, before you disembarked.”

“You could have . . .” My voice trailed off in doubt. 

He dropped the topic and opened the back door asking, “314 15th Street?”

I got in the cab but before Karl could close the door, I blocked it with my hand and half-seriously asked, “Am I having a lucid dream?”

He thought for a moment and commented, “Philosophically, we could say everyone’s life is a lucid dream to some extent. But no, Frank, if you’re having a dream it’s the usual waking-dream.” He shut the door, walked around the car and got into the driver’s seat.

I had another twinge of unease and cautioned, “If you guys are planning on kidnapping me or something
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