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Prequel

Town

There was no ethereal music. No breath of sweet breeze. No glowing horizon. Just air full of dust-taste heat, relentless to the end of the day and into the evening darkness with no promise of dawn. The old barn stood like the blue hulk of a ship long ago set on land by a heavy wind. 

Wyatt left the car a hundred feet from the entrance and walked across the thin layer of sand on top of the grey pavement toward the opening, a featureless yawn. To the south, half a mile away, he noticed a large, rounded silver object. He left the pavement and began walking toward the shape which he realized was an Airstream trailer. Ahead a few steps lay what appeared to be a bit of broken container about the size of a small teacup. He picked it up and saw it was a small piece of ceramic, smooth and polished; there were lines embedded on one side. In a column was a list of symbols. The edges were smooth, evidently designed as an object in itself, not broken from anything larger. He tucked the ceramic artifact into his cargo pants and continued to the trailer.

From around back walked an old man. His hair was wrapped in a ponytail by red and blue ribbons. His movement was slow but determined as he turned toward the door of the trailer. The loose-fitting khaki shirt floated above his jeans, the material so old that creases didn’t form as he stepped. His face had seen years of sun that layered the wrinkles in his forehead with a deep desert hue. Wyatt appraised him as an Indian, living alone, who grew tired of society’s procedures, a man somewhat like himself. Rebuffed by his academic colleagues, he was pushed by his father into this desert search. 

Here, he was told, lay ruins of an ancient tribe without record, leaving nothing in the way of pottery or dwellings. The abandoned town behind him wasn’t ancient nor was the trailer. He glanced back at the barn and the couple of smaller buildings, then back at the Indian. 

“Hello.”

The old man stopped but said nothing in return.

“My name is Wyatt. I’m from the university.”

After a grunt, the old man said, “University. What are you looking for, sand?”

“Maybe something in the sand. Have you lived here long?” and Wyatt walked toward him.

The other man’s gaze turned slowly across the desert panorama then settled on the town.

“They get better and they go.”

“Who? There are people there, or were people?” He waited. “What do you mean they get better? Were they sick?”

“No, they just get better.”

“You mean they just live there? And they get better and they just leave?”

“When they no longer have bad lives.”

“What kind of bad lives?”

The old man looked up at the sky. “It’s time for ice cream.”

After glancing at the sky, Wyatt paused, bewildered, and followed him to the trailer. 

Just before the steps, the Indian turned toward him and reached into his shirt pocket. “Want a Snicker’s bar?”

“What?” He took the candy bar from the old man’s hand. “Sure,” he said as he unwrapped it.

The Indian opened the door. Cool air flowed from the opening. For the first time, Wyatt noticed the motor sound, evidently from the other side of the trailer. 

“Air conditioning.” 

Inside were small objects from different times. He saw a halter and a wagon wheel and a wind-up Victrola, but his attention settled on a braided loop, about a foot wide near the ceiling. It was copper-colored, uniformly patterned, and hung close to the wall without visible support. Wyatt stepped toward it. After a short examination, he grazed its surface with his fingertips. The loop moved backward. As his fingers left the surface, it returned to the original position. He repeated the contact, this time moving the loop several inches to one side. Again, the loop returned to its place next to the wall. 

By the door was a large white chest whose lid the old Indian was opening. 

“Maraschino-walnut or tutti-frutti?”

“What?”

The Indian reached for a pinkish container. Wyatt was looking at an enormous floor freezer filled with nothing but ice cream.

“I’ll give you walnut, like your name.”

“My name. It’s not ‘walnut,’ It’s Wy-it,” he said pronouncing the syllables distinctly.

Ignoring him, the old man opened a cupboard and took out two pottery bowls decorated with farmhouses. Setting them on a small table rimmed with chrome, he scooped out two helpings into each and then another helping for each. 

Behind Wyatt was a thatched chair. He pulled up to the table and took a small wooden spoon from the Indian.

“Rocky Road is my favorite, but I’m out of it. Have to go into town.”

“There’s still food in that old place?”

“Sure, all the time.”

“But there’s no one living there. Who delivers it?”

“I’ll check the restaurant next time. Should be some.”

Wyatt had a dozen questions, none of which he could formulate or get a straight answer to. He dipped into the bowl and tasted the ice cream. A scowl crossed his face. “There’s grit in it.”

“Only a little. Sometimes I don’t get all the sand out when I clean them.”

“You wash the dishes with sand?”

“Best. Gets rid of dried bugs.” Wyatt sat his bowl down. “Don’t like ice cream? Everybody likes ice cream.”

“I’ll stick with the Snickers bar,” and he bit off a piece and then said something so specific that the old man couldn’t side-step it. “This place isn’t on the map.”

“Must not be an old map.”

“So, does it have a name?” 

“It is unión. It means ‘the place where things meet.’”

“So, ‘a junction.’”

“We met here.” The Indian took another large spoonful of ice cream. “If you’re here a while you’ll see.”

“See what?” 

“It will take some smoking.”

“I don’t smoke. Smoke what?”

“And,” and the Indian spoke a strange word followed by the word ‘dream.’ He sat his bowl down and got up from his crate. In one corner of the small room was a tall dresser. He opened a drawer and removed a black, metal box. 

As Wyatt watched, he was handed a clay pipe. The bowl was filled with brownish pellets. “For your dream.”

“I told you I don’t . . .” but realizing his words were in vain, he took the pipe. 

“In there,” pointing to the other room in the trailer. For the first time, he touched Wyatt on the elbow and guided him to a bed, with a stuffed, stained mattress. A large pillow lay at the end.

Wyatt sat on the edge. The Indian raised Wyatt’s hand with the pipe toward his mouth. The stem was rough and tasted of clay. Taking a match from a table by the pillow, the Indian lit the pipe.

“Breathe deep. You will read the stone.”

On the first inhale, Wyatt choked and then cleared his throat. 

The Indian said, “Suck in the dream plant again.”

Wyatt looked up at him and again inhaled, this time longer. The pellets glowed, then faded as his eyelids descended. He felt the pipe being removed from his lips and lay against the cushion of the pillow.

Dream

A small, black ant moved across the back of the shirt of the large man bending over a grill. Wyatt studied its movement for a moment, then turned to the window overlooking the street that was bathed in a yellowish tint. Outside he stood beneath a neon bar sign glowing with red lettering he couldn’t make out. The sizzle of the grill lingered in the air. It was night. The road between the buildings stretched far in either direction and into nothing. 

The motel by the bar showed a vacancy sign displayed in white letters. Walking along the gravel toward it, he looked through the glass. He could see a counter and an open registry book. Trying the door, he found that it was locked. Knocking had no effect, so he continued past the motel to the wide open entrance of a garage. A few feet in, he could make out an old car from the 1950’s but with a profile he couldn't identify. 

As he moved back to the street, he felt something in his right pocket, something warm. Reaching in, his fingers touched a smooth object. Moving back into the light of the street, the item he held shone smooth and white and was detailed with markings. His mind flashed to the sand where he had found it.

He looked up the street to find the source of the yellowish light. A tall pole near a huge barn suspended a sodium lamp. Moving toward the barn, he tried to make out what was scrawled on the surface of the object. He drew it closer and noticed a slight tingling sensation. The markings became more pronounced. They were symbols, discrete and probably meaningful. He looked up at the barn and now stood at the edge of the entrance. Searching in vain for any clue as to what the barn held yielded nothing but a shadowless expanse. Wyatt felt the discomfort he’d known when looking into the depths of a Western canyon at night.

The object he held warmed and the vibration increased. He took a timid step into the opening and looked for detail. Straight ahead, in the back of the building, a featureless light became apparent but absent detail. He could hear a conversation. As he tried to make out the words, the lit area grew brighter and coalesced into a vague shape. The voice was familiar. So was the face producing it. 

A sense of shame overcame him. “Another worthless quest, Kincaid? There’s nothing there, and you’ll come back and tell us about just that.” The head of the anthropology department at the University spoke the words matter-of-factly, unaware of their impact on Wyatt Kincaid, who longed for some recognition in the department along with funds for exploratory digs.

The face in the light became featureless and then developed into another image, that of his father. No words were exchanged as he studied the face of a confident man whose few discoveries surpassed a multitude of failures. And Wyatt remembered why he was here, and the likelihood of yet another dead-end expedition seemed less important than the effort to succeed. The glow in the yawning darkness of the barn faded as he backed out of the building. At his first step on the pavement and into the night breeze, words floated by him, “The stone.” His father's voice? He couldn’t tell. The wind picked up. Visibility was reduced to the garage opening at the far end of the town. The highway became immersed in grayish, brown sand. 

He realized his hand still held the ceramic artifact. “Okay, dad, the stone. What about it? Is it a magic lamp or something?" With this vague thought, he rubbed his forefinger across the etched symbols. “That should do it,” he said to himself as a nod to the ridiculous. 

Across the street, in the bar that evidently doubled as a restaurant, he now saw two people, one in addition to the larger man by the grill. It was his Indian acquaintance who was filling a cardboard box with small containers. 

“My God, he was serious. He’s stocking up on ice cream.” Another couple steps and Wyatt stood in the middle of the road, buffeted by the dusty wind. The old Indian came out of the restaurant carrying the box. 

“Hey,” Wyatt yelled over the howling wind. The Indian stopped and turned his gaze on Wyatt but did not respond. “You were right about the supplies in town, I guess.” 

At this, the Indian waited a full five seconds and barked out a command. “Listen!”

Caught off guard, Wyatt stood still, so still that he could hear a low hum behind him, even in the wind. He turned back toward the opening of the barn. He had no idea what caused the sound. It was a tone, nearly musical but machine-like, emanating from inside. The object in his right hand had become uncomfortably hot. He looked at it more closely. The symbols on the ceramic stone stood out like bold-faced type. An awareness that he might be able to read their meaning darted across his mind leaving a trail of confidence. The wind died to a small breeze. The stars overhead disappeared in what might have been a dawn but with a uniform lightness east to west. An irrational urge consumed him. Wyatt turned his steps to the opening of the barn, and this time, without trepidation, walked inside several feet. He bumped into something that felt like a bench. The chasm changed from an abyss to an enormous space as light from he didn’t know where intensified. He saw that he had, indeed, hit a bench that stretched across the room. 

On it was . . . what was it? A set of interlocking parts and smooth rods, like pistons, and gears formed what could be called a machine. The stone in his right hand vibrated so strongly he could witness its movement. Without a thought, he moved along the strange device on the bench toward the right end and stopped before an unadorned flat metal space that he imagined to be a plaque. The stone began to burn his hand and he dropped it on the surface of the bench. It landed in the middle of the flat metal.

A low-frequency roar filled the room. The jarring sound caused Wyatt to jump back a foot. The room, now fully lighted, showed a machine in full motion. Before him, the plain, flat metal was now embellished with the symbols from the stone, and the stone was gone. The symbols glowed. 

He stood transfixed for moments before a few paces returned him to the street. What seemed a series of random noises assailed his ears: A single gunshot from inside the motel. a pathetic scream, soon stifled, from the bar, the crash of metal from the garage opening. He surveyed the buildings across the street but saw no evidence of what caused the events. 

The sounds ceased. The wind died to a breeze. The sky turned to daylight. Wyatt felt an implacable weariness settle into his muscles, and he lowered his body onto the sandy pavement. The warm asphalt was soft, and his head rested easily.

Walk

Wyatt’s eyes opened to a faded, wood ceiling. He felt the presence of another person to his left. The old Indian sat on a crate beside the bed.

“Did you see?”

“That pipe. It was a pretty strong drug,” Wyatt said.

“Buttons. They grow out there,” nodding at the narrow window above the bed. “They help you see.”

Wyatt raised himself up on the pillow. He thought for a moment. “I dreamed. I was in a place, that little group of buildings, the one I drove into. You called it ‘junction’ I think.“

“I called it Unio̾n.”

“Onion?”

“You live too long in cities.”

“What?” He sat up and turned to place his feet on the floor, losing his balance. “God, that was difficult. How long will I feel like a zombie?”

The old man walked to the other end of the trailer and returned with a small glass filled with a translucent, greenish liquid. He handed it to Wyatt. “This will bring you back here, to this dream.”

“I’m not dreaming, but my head feels like it’s on a Lazy Susan.” He took the glass, examined the liquid, and sniffed it. “What’s in this? Not another sleep.”

“Nopal. For your stomach and your head that bends with the wind.”

Wyatt sipped. “Ugh! It tastes like sour green beans.” The Indian nodded to him. “Okay, here it goes,” and he downed half the glass. “Oh, gawd!”

“All of it,” the Indian prodded.

He emptied the glass. “Where did this come from?”

“Look out the window at the flat plant.”

With effort, Wyatt raised himself onto his knees and peered out at the desert. “The closest one, the cactus? That’s a prickly pear.”

“Time for ice cream. I’ll keep a carton for you. You don’t like the taste of our sand.”

Outside the trailer, the two men walked toward the buildings a few hundred feet away. The late afternoon, cloudless Arizona sky stretched toward a mountain range that cut into the desert horizon. Wyatt spotted his Jeep at the edge of the town. 

He saw details in the structures he hadn’t noticed when he arrived. “Like the dream.” Wyatt stopped walking to survey the grey-brown pavement and the buildings. “There was an old car in that garage,” he said pointing to the closest building.

“You are seeing again. The pipe will stay with you.”

Wyatt walked up the street in slow steps, the Indian a few feet behind him. “There it is, the 1950’s sedan,” he said peering into the half-light of the garage. “How did I know? I knew that automobile would be there.”

The Indian walked on ahead. 

“And the motel.” Wyatt walked up to the door and looked through the glass. Instinctively, he tried the handle. The door swung open. “This was locked in the dream.”

“The town wasn't ready then,” the old man said.

“Not ready?”

“Then you used the stone.”

“What are you talking about? The stone is in my . . .” and as he felt of his right pocket, he found it empty. “You took it while I was asleep.”

The Indian repeated, “You live too long in the cities.”

Wyatt’s attention went to the registry. There he saw pages of names and, to the right, dates. “These go back decades. Who are these people?”

“Back to new lives.”

“We went through this before, and you didn’t make any sense then, either.” He looked at the most recent entries. “Well, here is a mistake. This one is for today and there's no one here,” and as he went down the column he added, "and others, even months ahead.” The old man was silent. “So, some date mistakes here.” Wyatt thought for a moment. “Who runs this motel, anyway?”

“The dark-haired woman will be again, soon.”

“So there is a proprietor. She left for a few days and will return? I’d like to meet her and finally get some answers.”

“The answers. They are not in the woman. They are in you, in what you do.”

“I’m not leaving until I see her.”

“You can see her but not until Unio̾n lets you.”

“Lets me?”

“The town was asleep. You woke it when you gave it back the stone that was stolen by a man who stayed bad because he didn’t listen. He buried it. The town went to sleep. You found it.”

“That piece of ceramic? What is, or was, it? Some kind of key?”

The Indian turned and walked ahead toward the bar, and Wyatt followed him through the door.

Wyatt inhaled deeply. “I can smell it, the grill.” Then he walked over to a large appliance at one side of the room. “And this is where you get your supplies.” He swung the heavy door open, and a fog of cold air poured out. He was not surprised to see dozens of containers of ice cream, several labeled ‘Rocky Road.’ “Where is the cook, the guy that was at the grill in my dream?”
“He will be here soon.” 

“So, I was dreaming of the future?”

"Dreams have no time. This dream has no time."

"This dream? You mean my dream."

“This dream. The dream we are in now. No time, only places."

“Here we go again. Look, if there's no time, how can you say somebody will be here soon?”

"You're not there yet."

"Okay. How about this? When will I be," and Wyatt reworded his question, "how do I get 'there'?"

The Indian stared at him without speaking.  

Wyatt shook his head in frustration. “Let’s go across the street to that large, blue barn."

It looked completely different to Wyatt as his eyes swept across its interior landscape, possible now that light bounced into the huge area through the wide-open doors. “Amazing! Look at that,” he said as he approached the complexity of the machine. He tried to make sense of all the parts, now churning slowly with that same low hum as in his dream. Baffled, he turned back to the older man who remained in the doorway. 

“I don’t suppose you can explain this, and don’t tell me it’s time for ice cream.”

“It’s awake.”

“Yes, it's awake, but what is it for? Something this complex must have a real purpose.”

“Why? All the things in your world must have a reason.”

“Of course. They fit into, I don’t know, a greater scheme. Everything has a purpose. That’s the world, the way it develops.”

“It makes you feel good to think that. Like a car you steer. You think you’re going someplace, but when you get there, you go someplace else. You never . . .”

Wyatt interrupted him. “This is nonsense. Listen, do all Indians think this way?”

“I only know a couple. Harry comes down to eat raspberry sherbet once in a while. Nizhóní makes napol and brings me jars of it and lets me look at her.”

“Right, I won’t get into that.” He paused. “Does the machine, like, make anything or power something?”

“It makes good people.”

“I thought you’d say something like that. Okay, where did it come from?”

“It’s been here since long ago. Before the wagons pulled by horses and the bearded men with metal swords. Before, when the old people lived in peace.”

“Was this all handed down to you in stories?”

“I knew them.”

Wyatt stood still, trying to understand what this meant. “How, exactly, did you know them? You mean the stories you’ve heard brought you close enough that it seems like you knew them.”

“We talked.”

“Like in one of those clay pipe dreams.”

“Like you talk to me, but they made more sense.”

Humoring the old man, he asked, “How did you talk with someone who died hundreds of years ago?”

“I travel. This great machine lets me. That’s why when the machine slept, no one is here. They can’t travel.”

“And now they can.”

“Of course. Because Wyatt Kincaid woke the machine.”

“How do you know my last name?”

“You do not remember me from your dream?”

“That was really you? But where did the ice cream come from if the machine was asleep?”

“The town lives but without the machine no one can travel and make good people.” This time the old Indian waited for a response from Wyatt who was temporarily speechless. “Look down there, Wyatt Kincaid, at the end of the bench.” He walked to the right to the same place he stood in his dream when he dropped the ceramic artifact onto the bare metal.

Inset in the large plaque were inscriptions. Set in a similar column as on the stone, they seemed lit from underneath, but as Wyatt discovered, there was nothing underneath this section of metal. “What do these mean?” he said gesturing at the markings.

“They are part of this beautiful metal.”

“I still have no idea what it’s for. You keep saying, ‘make good people.’ How does it do that? Produce some kind of sound therapy? No, that’s crazy. What does it do, then? And what do you mean by ‘bad people’?”

The old man shrugged. Wyatt said, “Well?”

“They're like you.”

“You’re saying I’m one of the bad people? How am I bad? I’ve done nothing awful in my life, not that I know of.”

“You don’t know the person Wyatt Kincaid.”

“Don’t know him?” and Wyatt smiled. “Well, I’ve lived with him all my life.”

“You are like a man who talks to another but only listens to the words, without seeing.”

“I don’t look at what I do?”

“You only look at what you do. Your eyes still cannot see.”

“I don’t understand. How can I see? See what?”

“Hmm. Maybe you needed more cactus pellets. The pipe was almost full.”

“I don’t need any more pellets. I want to know what you’re talking about.”

The Indian moved left, to his end of the bench. “Wyatt Kincaid, look at the wall,” he said pointing to a section of smooth, empty boards that stretched from the floor into the rafters. "What do you see?"

Wyatt walked to the wall. “I see the same thing as you. A wall made of wood. It’s, I don’t know, maybe the west side of the building.”

“You’re not seeing.”

“I see what I see,” but as he stared at the wooden surface, the crevices between the planks dissolved, the whole area becoming an uninterrupted expanse of white.

"What is this, some kind of projection?"

“Right number of pellets. I should talk to Harry about this.”

“The right number of pellets?” Wyatt stared at the wall. “How did you do that?” As he spoke, a texture formed on the white surface. Wyatt moved closer. “It looks like printed dots in a newspaper photo when you look closely.”

The old man swept his arm across the surface. “Outside, do you see sand or a desert?”

Wyatt looked at him, away from the wall. “There is a desert.”

“You name it sand but when you see, there is desert. There is more unión. There is more Wyatt Kincaid. See,” and he gestured toward the wall again.

“I’m trying, but it’s just a beautiful white space with random speckles.”

The Indian startled Wyatt, shouting, “Quiet!” 

Wyatt started to speak but retreated from the impulse. After a moment, the Indian said, “You live in a world of tiny things, but we see.”

Ignoring him, Wyatt watched the wall. The texture disappeared into soft swirls. Then the swirls began to revolve. He had to stare at one section of the wall to follow the movement.

The other man guided his vision. “You see. Someone else is in the room now.”

Wyatt was hypnotized by the moving shapeless streaks on the wall canvas. “Someone else?”

“Turn toward the bench. ” As he did, he felt the movement of air from the direction of the machine.

A few feet away, a ghostly figure, a man he thought, was operating two of the rods next to a shallow depression in the top of the bench. That machine hum he heard earlier became louder, but more musical, pleasant even at its high volume. From behind him, he heard “Niyol” from the Indian. 

Guy

“You’re Wyatt.”

Wyatt stared at the translucent figure. “Yes.” He thought for a moment, “Niyol. What does that mean? Do you have an actual name?” 

“Ahh, the all-important label. Okay, call me, let’s see, how about Guy? How’s that?”

“So, Guy, where did you come from?”

“I'm here. I help those who travel through Junction.”

“Did you come in from the back of the building?”

“I’m always here.”

“This is like talking with the Indian.”

The man at the bench made what sounded to Wyatt like a chuckle. “Yes I suppose. He talks a lot about looking and seeing, doesn’t he?”

“It’s confusing as hell.”

“How do you suppose you’re able to see me?”

Wyatt thought for a moment. “He, the old man, showed me the planks on the wall and told me to be quiet. The wall became white with small details, and they became swirls.”

“And you saw all this.”

“Wait, not you, too. Yes, I saw them,” emphasizing the word. “I turned and the Indian said ‘niyol.’” 

The ghostlike figure became more solid. Wyatt was talking with a middle-aged man, tall, straight, and lacking any sense of wonder at the whole situation. “Who are you?”

“The word ‘niyol.’ It means air movement. His way of calling me a ghost.”

“Then you aren’t a ghost?”

“Think of me as a guide.”

“I thought that’s what the Indian was.”

“Oh, he’s much more than that. He’s lived here for some time.”

“He told me an incredible story of seeing pioneers and Spaniards and talking with an ancient tribe. I mean actually talking with them.”

“So, you’d be surprised if I were to tell you all that were true.”

“I would have to ignore the fact that you said it.”

The ghost man now laughed out loud. “Ha, it’s a bit much to take in. All the people who come to this town have trouble accepting the way things are here.”

“Even as we are in this barn, talking, my very rational mind tells me this isn’t real. But, here I am.”

“Here you are,” the man repeated.

“So, I’ll play along and ask some questions. You seem like a man who hasn’t smoked too much cactus.”

“I’ve never tried the spirit pellets.”

“Okay, then. This place, what the Indian calls ‘unión,’ why isn’t it on a map? I mean, how could I direct anyone here for more research?”

Guy reached under the bench and picked up a cloth, and he began polishing part of the machine. “Oh, that would be quite difficult.”

“Why? It’s here, in the desert. Buildings. A bar. A garage. It's a small desert town. The road out here is pretty empty, but a road map should show at least some indication of it.”

“Not necessarily.”

“What does that mean?”

“This place we call ‘Junction’ is special. It’s definitely real, but to a world tripping over what it considers the obvious, well, let’s say we’re simply overlooked.”

“Why did you say it would be difficult to bring someone here?”

“Only we, that is this place, can do that.”

“I drove here. My father directed me to this area, a couple hundred miles out of Phoenix.”

“Yes, he did.”

“How do you know that?”

Brushing off the question, the man continued, “Are you ready for more of what you would call craziness?”

“Wait. How do you know that my father . . .” 

The man stopped him. “This place is not, you see, what many would call, well, real, at least not in any practical sense. We have the look of an out-of-the-way wide spot on a desert road, a way station. Hmm, that’s a good way to put it.”

Wyatt turned and took a few slow steps into the street. The early evening breeze picked up. A small dust devil formed in front of the motel. He went to one of the wide barn doors and tapped it with his knuckles. Just out of town, he saw his green Jeep, parked as he had left it. 

Returning to the interior he said, “Hey, where’s the old Indian?”

“Must have gone back.”

“Back to the trailer?”

“Just back. He moves around.”

Wyatt mulled over this ambiguous remark. He realized that despite the weirdness of his position – standing in a place that wasn’t real, talking with the closest thing to a ghost he had ever known, and having a druggie, ice cream-loving Indian for a guide – his mind was still sharp and, despite the efforts of the machine man, he could think rationally.

“Okay. If the town was inert, asleep as the Indian put it, and the machine wasn’t functioning and this place isn’t on the map, or anywhere else for that matter, how did I find it?”

“The Indian directed you here.”

“Obvious question, why didn’t he just pick up the stone himself and replace it in the machine.”

“When that temporary resident removed it from the machine and buried it in the sand, the ceramic key was no longer in what you see of Junction. It became just another rock in the desert landscape.”

“So I, or someone, had to come along and replace it.”

“Correct.”

Wyatt studied the complexity of the huge mechanism before him. “How could anyone just dislodge part of this?”

“That’s pretty simple. Here,” and the man walked down to the plaque at the end of the machine. Wyatt followed along. The man stopped and reached just beneath the back lip of the flat surface. To Wyatt’s amazement, with little effort, he lifted the section an inch. A stone formed on the surface and started to slide off. The music decreased in volume; the piston-like parts slowed to a near stop; all movement, in fact, nearly came to a halt. The man lowered the plaque. “If I were to continue, the stone would fall to the floor, the room would disappear into darkness, along with me.”

“But I could reseat the stone onto the plaque.”

“Yes, and that would be necessary. Otherwise, well, otherwise your arrival here would have been in vain.”

“I would still have the experience. I could still relate it at the school, maybe even publish it.”

The Guy broke into a laugh. “Publish what? You went on an expedition, found a desert town that no one can confirm exists, ate ice cream with a mystical Indian, talked with a ghost, witnessed a machine that can bring people into existence with the help of a piece of old teacup you dug out of the desert? That’s your expedition’s find?”

“So what the hell am I doing here? I’m the resurrector of the current but invisible inhabitants of this place?”

The other man turned away and continued with his polishing. Wyatt walked into the opening of the barn and tried to absorb the contradiction of the existence and non-existence of this tiny group of desert dwellings. Guy was right. He would be laughed out of his department. Next stop: Wal-Mart greeter. His brooding was interrupted by the man standing next to the machine.

“You are here for a purpose, but it has nothing to do with the anthropology of this town. It has to do with, as the Indian said, you're not knowing the person Wyatt Kincaid.” Wyatt moved back into the darker interior of the barn. “You think your failures in the department are just bad luck? How many expeditions have you initiated, and at some expense I’d say?”

The criticism stung Wyatt. He sank into the same funk he felt at the end of each failed effort. He recounted, “The trip to the Black Hills, to Kiowa land, tracing their origin. That was like going to a video store on Saturday morning after everything was checked out the night before. A waste. Then there was the big Anasazi adventure in the northeast part of this state to study their disappearance.”

“What did you learn?”

“About as much as you can find in any textbook. The Anasazi communities became larger than their resources could support. Maybe disease. The environment. When I came back from that one, I felt like a child relating old stories that everyone knew by heart.”

“And you were chastised by the head of your department.”

“Let me put it this way.” Sweeping his arm across the view of the street he said, “Here is my last chance.”

“Chance at what?”

Irritated, Wyatt said, “Chance at what? Tenure, recognition, publication, respect.”

“You were looking for artifacts. Is that all you can find in the landscape of a civilization. . . or an old town?”

Even more irritated, he answered, “Of course. What the hell do you know about it, anyway?”

Guy smiled. “You have a good mind. Think. Consider!”

Wyatt stared at him. “What are you getting at?”

“Forget what the Indian calls tiny things, and, forgive me, see. Is a civilization the sum of its parts? The tools, the scraps you dig up?”

“A civilization. You’re thinking beyond my field.”

“Really? Isn’t anthropology the study of what makes us human?”

“That’s really general and doesn’t go far when you’re in a sand pit in the middle of nowhere.”

“Ever hear that the proper study of mankind is man?”

“I’m beginning to feel like I’m listening to a sermon.”

“That’s from Alexander Pope, but it goes back to a seventh century Sanskrit poet.”

“Where do you get all this?”

“It’s your field, not mine.”

“You think that’s part of my field?”

“Of course.”

Still dejected, Wyatt said, “Look, I know you mean well, but you’re not helping much. I do what I do.”

“And you look . . .”

“But I don’t see, right. I’ve heard that, recently.”

“So, what are your options?”

“I don’t have any. This place was my last option.”

“Failure.”

“That’s how I’d put it. You nailed it when you described what I could publish. Exactly nothing of importance. Just the writings of a deluded crackpot.”

“So, write about something else. You’ve experienced a lot here and you’ve learned a lot. As did your father, I’ll add.”

“You’re saying that my father was here?”

“Of course he never talked about it, not even to you.”

“When?”

“Oh, years ago. He was brought here in about the same state as you. A failed scientist full of dead-end prospects.”

“No, that can’t be right. He was optimistic, successful, inspiring.”

“Yes he was.”

“You’re going to say, ‘when he began to see.’”

Guy waited and then continued, “Thoughts of suicide passed through the nights after your mother died. The only bright spot in his life was the hope of success. But the university looked on him with the same disfavor as it does on you. Different people but the same department attitude.”

“You saw all this? And brought him here?”

“Your father was a special case, not unlike you, fearful of another dead end.”

“And you taught him. To see?”

“When you drove to the edge of this town, hope shrouded a feeling of failure, but, as you said, this was your last option. The end.”

“Of?”

“Most likely, you.”

“My career?”

Guy, expressionless, looked directly into Wyatt’s eyes. “Of you.” 

Wyatt was silent, stunned by the revelation.

“The longer you’re here, the less you will engage your logical side and allow the inception of what you actually see. It began with the Indian shocking you into seeing the white wall. Then you saw me.” Guy turned toward the opening to the street. “You must be hungry. I know that the pellets bring on an appetite. Let’s take a walk."

The two men exited the barn. It was near dark with Venus and a couple stars already visible.

Wyatt realized he hadn’t eaten since before the drive into the desert. As they entered the bar, Wyatt’s stomach immediately sang out with the smell of the meat frying behind the large man he’d seen in his dream.

They took a seat in one of the couple booths by the front window. “You will have trouble interacting here, so just take in what you see.”

The cook turned after shoveling two hamburgers onto plates. “Just the way you like them.”

Guy walked to the counter and returned with the food and two beers. Wyatt attacked the sandwich without a word and filled his mouth as quickly as he could chew. The door opened and a woman with dark hair entered and sat down at the bar. The large man pulled a glass from the cooler under the counter and drew an icy beer. 

Wyatt slowed his intake and watched the couple. The figures didn’t shimmer, but they were translucent, as the man who sat across from him was at first. 

“Who is the woman?” Wyatt asked.

“She runs the motel.”

“Does she have a name?”

“As the Indian would say . . .”

“Everything has a name.”

Guy watched Wyatt. “You’re nearly ready. Making good progress.”

“I’ve had a lot of practice.”

The man across from him looked puzzled.

“Eating. Been doing it for years.”

“A sense of humor. That’s important.”

Wyatt swallowed. “It certainly is around here.”

After both men finished their meal, Guy took another sip from his glass. “So, what are your plans?”

 “Well, if I could take back something solid, and if it were accepted, I might be published. I don’t mean in the ‘American Journal of Physical Anthropology.’ Gawd, what a name. But ideas are not artifacts, and those are what I need. Pottery shards and scribbles on rocks. That’s what they understand.”

“You know that civilization is more than the sum of its broken fragments.”

“Yes, I know that, but . . .”

“Think about what a civilization strives for, how they thought, why they thought it.”

“You’re talking about culture.” 

“Had any luck with broken pottery? When do you take the leap from that to what it all means? When do you begin to feel like you know the people who made it?”

“Look, I can write a decent journal article, but what you’re talking about here is conjecture.”

“I’m talking about drawing some conclusions about what you feel about the society you’re exploring.”

“I just don’t know if I’m up to it.” Wyatt thought for a moment. “On the other hand, I’ve made no discoveries. But, writing about Junction? They would censure me, make it impossible to advance in any way within the university.”

“And?”

“You’re trying to make me into a writer.”

“With a huge background in anthropology.”

“But about this place?” Wyatt looked at the bar. “Think that guy at the grill can get me another beer?”

“Try him.”

He picked up the two empty mugs on the table and carried them to the bar. “Excuse me, can we get a refill?”

“Oh, hi. Saw you with the other guy at the table. Refill? Sure.” The figure was solid in Wyatt’s eyes. “How was the food?”

“Couldn’t have been better.”

The big man sat two full, fresh mugs of beer on the counter. “Open all night. Stop by again,” he said and returned to washing some glasses.

Wyatt returned to the table.

“Tell me. This place is all around strange, so I’ll ask a strange question. Can you see my future?”

“Not look into your future specifically, but I sense a new direction that generates pride without arrogance.”

“I’ll take it.” During the next hour, Wyatt mined the other man’s knowledge of the town and what it was. 

“Redemption?” Wyatt asked. 

“Of all sorts.”

“And what about me? Is that why I was brought here?”

“Junction affects people in different ways. The man who took the stone from the machine and buried it could never accept what he was and so could never change.”

“That’s what everybody calls ‘seeing’?”

“A larger part of it.” The man leaned back. “You’re well on your way.”

“I am? I don’t feel like it.”

“Humility has replaced defeat in you.”

“Right, if humility means confusion,” Wyatt said before taking a long drink.

“You’re not confused. Your mind is simply full of ideas, and you don’t know what to do with them. But, you will.” Wyatt thought for a moment as Guy continued. “It’s dark out, and you have a long drive ahead.”

“You think it’s time to head back?”

“You have what you need.”

“You’re a better judge of that than I am. If you say it’s time to leave, I’m okay with it.”

Wyatt followed him out of the bar, giving a thanks to the cook who smiled as he watched them leave. 

Outside, the two men shook hands. “Hey,” Wyatt said, “before I leave, I should say a goodbye to that strange old Indian, maybe have a bowl of gritty ice cream.”

“Certainly.”

Wyatt walked around the end building on the street, the garage, and headed toward the location of the Airstream trailer. Walking was difficult in the dark, and he tripped once on a small scruff of weeds. Regaining his balance, he continued toward the trailer. After what he knew was a few hundred feet, he was convinced the structure had moved. He looked back at the buildings with their glow in the night. There was no outline of a trailer, just the shadow shape of two tall saguaros. 

Disappointed, he strode toward the end of town where his Jeep was parked. The keys were in place and he started the engine. Through the front window he took a last look at the red, neon bar sign, the white vacancy notice in the window of the motel, and Guy, waving goodbye, walking toward the chasm of darkness bordered by the two barn doors. He turned the Jeep around and, in no hurry, headed down the pavement toward the hill a mile out of town.

Up the road were the headlights of another automobile. It passed, and Wyatt slowed, curious, and watched in his mirror as the car came to a halt near where his own had been parked. As he reached the top of the hill, he checked his mirror again. Pulling off the road onto the gravel, he opened his door and looked back down the hill. The town was gone. So were the taillights. “Of course,” he said in a low voice. He waited a minute and pulled back onto the pavement. 

Wyatt reached down to pick up the map which had dropped to the floor. The route was obvious, and the action was more of a reflex than a need. He lifted it by one corner. He didn’t remember folding it over. After a glance at the road ahead, he flipped on the dome light and looked closer. The corner of the paper was stuck to the bottom layer.

For the second time in ten minutes, he slowed and pulled the Jeep onto the gravel bordering the highway. Reaching into the glove box, he pulled out a flashlight to examine that part of the map. In tiny letters he could read the small print name of an obscure Indian tribe, one he knew but that was out of the realm of normal study, at least in his academic circles. Mascuto. It was next to a tiny river, the Niyol.

Wyatt sat still for whole minutes recalling what he knew, or had heard, about this people. Little came to mind. He looked at the next highway intersection leading to that area. Back on the road, the hypnotic white stripes he followed blurred as his foot pushed against the gas pedal.
