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Prologue

In every second of every day, a decision is made somewhere on the planet; and taken all together, it is these decisions that make up our history. But imagine, what if just one of them was made differently? How much would it affect, not only in the seconds that followed, but months and years afterward? As time went on, the influence of this difference would spread more and more, until, perhaps, the whole earth was changed. And that is only one choice. Now consider how incredible it is that you live in the world you do, all those decisions having combined in just the right way to make it as it is.

But who is to say it didn’t also happen differently? This morning, when you woke up, and got straight out of bed, perhaps, at the same time, you decided to doze a few more minutes. Both of these things happened, but in different dimensions, both created by the selections presented. You only remember immediately springing up, but, in that other dimension, maybe there’s another you, who only remembers drowsing away a few peaceful minutes. What if this process is repeated for every choice that has ever been made, throughout all of time? What did you have for breakfast? What clothes did you put on? Did you leave for school or work on time or a bit late? Each selection made creates a new parallel universe, all completely unaware of the others.

Nor is this the only way a parallel universe can be created. Conceivably, there may be others with the exact same history, but at different points along the time line of that history at this exact moment. Somewhere, out in deep space, another planet earth may be revolving where, right now, the dinosaurs are dying; all the great empires are being forged and your parents are meeting for the first time; while, in a further corner of our vast multiverse, our future has already unfolded.

Could you, if your life depended on it, say with absolute certainty that this cannot, indeed, is not happening?

Now, just one final question – Are you in the universe you belong in? Are you sure?


Chapter One

Matt’s first impression of Berkland was not a promising one. The town lay nestled in the heart of southern New Jersey, close to the legendary Pine Barrens. He’d never heard of them himself before moving here, but his parents had made such a big deal about it that he figured he should do some research. It turned out that the place was a hotbed of supernatural theories, the most famous being the Jersey Devil, the supposed product of a poor family from the colonial days cursing its thirteenth child. There was also a whole assortment of other weird tales, including loud booming sounds that were supposedly heard echoing from deep within the woods, alongside sightings of bizarre animals. What was missing though, oddly enough, was any real proof.

Creepy stories surrounding the places he lived was nothing new to Matt. His parents, Steve and Amy Orticus, were both writers for Unknowns, the kind of magazine typically called a trash rag. Frankly, even that was probably being polite. Their bread and butter was anything to do with the strange and unexplainable: alien abductions, missing links, mad scientists, and all manner of other craziness regularly featured in Steve and Amy’s stories, just begging to be sneered at by the masses. In his younger, gullible years, he had eaten the stuff up, but he’d long since grown out of that blissful, unquestioning phase. Now he didn’t believe a word of it, but as for his parents, he wasn’t quite sure. They were certainly enthusiastic enough about following up the stories, but he had noticed a definite reluctance to discuss their work in any detail with him. He didn’t let it bother him anymore. Those articles put food on the table, and that was as far as he cared about them.

Berkland was next up on the weirdness trail; a regular tourist trap, preying on the strange souls desperate for a taste of the preternatural for themselves. A few trips into town had shown Matt that cheap and tacky souvenirs popped up everywhere, and business was always good. After all, he thought, there was no end to people who wanted to be fooled.

He gazed out at the patch of the Barrens that bordered the town. Nothing he could see was any different from any other forest. In fact, it looked perfectly inviting to his eyes. There were times, when he was just a kid, they had lived in areas like this, places trespassing on the doorstep of the wild. Matt couldn’t help grinning as he remembered days spent tramping through dense woods, stumbling across an old hut, or a cave, maybe just the remains of someone’s camp, and letting it fire up his imagination; running home for dinner, full of stories of aliens camping out or vampires hiding from the light of day.

The grin slid off his face as swiftly as it had arrived. But all too soon they would be off to a big city somewhere – covering the mayor’s evil plot to slip mind control drugs into the water or whatnot, and he would find himself in yet one more school, trying to make friends again with kids he had nothing in common with and longing for the next move that would take him back to the land he preferred. At least Berkland was country. That much he could be grateful for. This time, though, the rural quiet didn’t ease his mind the way it usually did. This time, he was worried about something quite different.

Matt was adopted. Steve and Amy had been completely open about this since he was old enough to understand the concept. As for Matt, as far as he was concerned, Steve and Amy were his parents. They were the ones who had loved him and seen him through everything. It was them who sat up with him when he had his chest infections and couldn’t breathe. They were the ones who picked him up and comforted him when he fell. He had no interest at all in seeking out the two people who biologically held that title. However, for some reason, he was in the minority. Matt couldn’t even remember all of the times classmates and teachers, even people meeting with his parents who he hardly knew, insisted he should want to know more about his biological parents: meet with them. No, being adopted was not the problem, the real issue was that his skin was just enough darker than his mom and dad for it to be instantly noticeable, and people did notice. Often, Matt thought to himself, the people who were quickest to notice were not the nicest individuals. He’d lost count of the number of remarks he’d endured about it. Initially, he’d thought it would get easier. It never had. He couldn’t pinpoint exactly when he’d started expecting comments from people, but this lowered expectation of humanity had served him well more times than he would have preferred.

To make things worse, he was starting high school, which would have been hard enough in a familiar community. Now he was at Berkland High, home of the Devils football team, the Crimson gymnastics team, and, it seemed, every sort of team designed purely to remind him how physically inferior he was. Matt had never been fat, but he’d never been any kind of Adonis either. He’d tried working out, but it never stuck. If he’d been in a fairer mood, he might have considered that there were far more students like him than the ones he was worrying about, but the truth was they weren’t likely to soothe his nerves either. They all had their own groups and he brought nothing new to the table except what his parents did, which he was always too embarrassed to bring up anyway. As bad as he felt his family situation and physical weakness were, revealing that his parents were pretty much national laughing stock had never once struck him as any kind of good idea.

The move was happening the next day, a Sunday, meaning he was going to be thrown right into the maw on Monday. He’d never quite figured out if getting it over with immediately was better or worse than having time to sweat over stuff.

They had done this so often, they had the logistics down pat. By late Sunday night everything was set up. His parents’ prized work computers had been installed in their new office, and his bed was laid out in his new room, where he tossed and turned with anticipation for quite a while, before finally succumbing to a fitful sleep.

The next day started well, with homemade waffles for breakfast. The fine feeling of his favorite food in his stomach lasted just until he met his teacher, Mrs. Lynch who, wreathed in false geniality, led him through into his homeroom. Matt stood there, not really listening, as she mouthed the, by now, familiar speech about how everyone should make him feel welcome. He glanced disinterestedly around the room, his gaze coming to rest on the uncomfortable-looking desks and sadly outdated television in the corner. Next came the painful and pointless exercise of introducing himself to anyone who looked possibly receptive. This garnered the usual flurry of polite “Hellos,” and nothing further, leaving him awkwardly standing there, not sure what to do next.

Having played her part, Mrs. Lynch headed off and, encouraged by her absence and the growing silence, people got uncomfortable enough to ignore him again and resume the discussions he’d interrupted. Conversation seemed to center around who had seen what freaky occurrence over the summer, and dissolved into a blur of absurdity that he couldn’t penetrate. This, too, was all part of the familiar routine, but even Matt had to admit that the typical goings on at Berkland lent things a whole new flavor of weird. He glanced around, trying not to look as awkward as he felt. The buzz of conversation around him was growing as everyone relaxed enough to ignore him and resume catching up after the summer break.

“Kirsty won’t go near the woods on her own after seeing that two headed …”

“Man! I’m tellin’ ya, the material was like nothin’ I’ve ever …”

“… really loud, man! In the middle of the …”

Matt tuned out. Listening to them talk was like reading his mom and dad’s stories; seriously strange, and seriously unbelievable. Then, it hit him; if everyone was talking about the strange stuff happening around town, maybe he should come clean about his parents this time? Maybe here, people would be interested and let him fit in. Before he could lose his nerve, he walked up to the nearest group. “My parents work for Unknowns,” he blurted.

There was silence for a bit – just long enough for Matt to allow himself some hope; could crossing this long-feared line be the thing that would finally get him some real friends? Then a girl, a long-faced, red-head wearing glasses with a hot-pink frame, giggled, and that got the rest of them going. Matt blanked his face, showing no reaction to his lukewarm reception. But to have something new shot down like this cut deep, and he felt emotions flooding him in a way that hadn’t happened in years. There was a solid lump wedged in his throat and a pressure in his gut that, at any moment, could equally erupt into rage or have him dissolving into tears. He cursed himself for being stupid enough to think that offering up his parents would make one bit of difference to these people accepting a geeky, uninteresting stranger into their closed society.

Just like that, he was back in his usual shell, not offering friendship and not asking for it. He sat through English, Algebra, and History, keeping his head down, praying the teacher didn’t call on him. For some reason his new teachers rarely seemed to understand that coming into a whole new lesson plan meant he probably didn’t know everything they’d already taught, which of course just made his humiliation worse. For a wonder, this time it didn’t happen. After a few classes, Matt started to consider the possibility that he might be staying here longer than usual, given the wealth of material his parents could find. It occurred to him that maybe he should put a bit more effort into meeting people. But as he looked around for someone else to talk to, he realized his experience that morning had drained any energy he might have had for further attempts at reaching out.

By the time lunch came, Matt wouldn’t have been able to speak to anyone to ask for help if he had been having a heart attack, let alone have the courage to join a table already full of people. The cafeteria was pretty busy but, after a few minutes searching, he managed to find an empty table and sit down. Half way through his pizza, he glanced up to see three guys swaggering towards him. His heart sank; his day was about to get worse. They stayed back just far enough for plausible deniability in case a teacher came along. Matt groaned inwardly.

“New kid, huh?” The one in the middle said. “We got the word on what your folks do.”

He gave Matt a beefy grin, sparing a glance at his companions, wearing the same wide-ass grins, before turning his attention back to Matt. “You really shouldn’t spread that around. That stupid magazine’s the kind of thing even people here laugh at. Makes you pretty low on the food chain, wouldn’t you say?”

Matt sighed. The specifics changed, but the themes stayed the same. New kid in town equaled new opportunity for the bullies to have some fun. Maybe it was his failure earlier and the feelings it had generated; this time Matt decided not to just sit and take it. He held up his hand.

“Yeah, I get it. You’re here to intimidate me, and you do a pretty good job, so can you just consider your work done right now?”

The three of them stared at him for a bit. He had obviously thrown them. This was not the way things were supposed to go. Matt listened to them muttering amongst themselves and fought the urge to laugh. This was probably going to end up making things worse, but he was long past caring. He wanted them to just get the beating, or whatever else, over with, so he could move on. Sure enough, they turned around cracking their knuckles. Next they’d be dragging them along the floor, he thought dryly.

“So what exactly makes you think you can talk to me like that? The middle one was still doing all the talking; the other two probably still had some evolving to do to be able to master language skills.

Head honcho stared Matt in the eyes as he put his hand on the table. Matt crossed his arms. “I just wanted to see the look on your face. And it was worth it.” He was lying – it wasn’t really. The guy didn’t seem to have much in the way of facial expressions. But no need to let him know that.

“Are these people bothering you?”

A boy had stopped by the table and was staring hard at the three jerks. He had brown hair and eyes, and was largely remarkable for just how unremarkable he looked. Matt turned back to his unwelcome company and was surprised to see their faces had gone pale.

“No, not at all,” the one on the left said.

Apparently fear was a contributing factor to evolution, as his language skills had sharpened up in an instant. “We were just leaving, right, Johnny?”

“Yeah, uh, sure,” Chief moron agreed, trying for nonchalance. He aimed one last glower at Matt before they left. Matt would have bet his week’s allowance that he practiced in front of the mirror to perfect that look to be as threatening as possible, but the ongoing lack of color in his face meant the effect was ruined just a bit. Matt allowed himself to bask in the unfamiliar feeling of seeing his tormentors laid low for just a moment.

He was snapped out of it when the newcomer asked, “Can I sit down?” Matt just nodded, and the boy set his tray down and sat. He stuck his hand out and said, “Dave Polsik.”

Matt shook and said, “Matt Orticus.” He hoped Dave would take some charge in steering the conversation from there, because he was now in completely uncharted territory. He’d grown so used to just keeping his head down until his family moved again that the idea of someone actually sticking up for him felt completely foreign. Matt chewed at his bottom lip. This was important; he might just have a shot at a friendship here and he didn’t want to screw it up. Step one, he decided immediately, would be not bringing up his parents, assuming Dave hadn’t picked up on the scuttlebutt already. By now he was noticing the expectant look on the other boy’s face and realized he was actually the one supposed to continue the conversation. The first thing that came to mind was, “So, who are those guys?”

Dave chuckled. “Johnny, Chris, and Steve. I’ve never really bothered to learn their last names. Johnny’s on the football team, which means the school doesn’t really want to keep an eye on him. As long as he keeps winning, you know. The other two, well, I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve heard either of them talk until just now.”

Matt nodded. “I know the type. I’ve been the new kid a few times.”

Dave got a sudden glint in his eye. “Really? What do your parents do?”

Matt silently cursed himself. He’d managed to last a whole minute, and then he’d stumbled into the one place he knew he shouldn’t go. Well, nothing for it now. If he lied, it would just make things worse later on. He took a breath, cherished his last moments of good terms with Dave, and said, “They write for Unknowns.”

Dave paused for a second, during which Matt’s stomach twisted into a granny knot. There was a faraway look in his eyes that Matt found impossible to read. Then he smiled and said, “Really? I recognized the last name but I didn’t think … I love their stuff!”

Matt blinked. Whatever he’d been expecting, that wasn’t it. This was now officially the weirdest thing that had ever happened to him, and considering his parents’ jobs, that was saying something. “Are you sure?” he croaked.

“Are you kidding? I mean, I don’t really believe any of that stuff, but the way they write … well, it makes me want to believe it, is the only way I can think to say it. They just put so much energy into those articles, you get excited reading them, you know?”

That was certainly a way of looking at the family business that had never occurred to Matt. But he wasn’t going to question his good fortune. Besides, a way to take advantage of Dave’s interest had just occurred to him. “If that’s the case, would you like to meet them?”

* * *

On the bus ride home, Matt was sitting alone as usual when Dave dropped in next to him. “I called my father. He said it was fine for me to visit, just for a few minutes. I mean, you’ll be here for a while, right? So no rush.”

Matt struggled a bit with how to respond. Somehow “Good” or even “Great” didn’t quite seem to cover his feelings. But he still ended up going with the latter when he felt the gap in the conversation widening. Dave smiled, so he guessed he’d done all right. For now, they had a little more time to talk, and now that Matt thought about it, there was something he had wanted to know, but had forgotten to ask in the wake of making an actual friend. “How did you scare those guys off, anyway?”

Dave held up a fist. “I’ve been taking martial arts lessons since I was a kid. I only got here myself during the summer, and while I was out jogging I passed a field where some of the football team was practicing. I stopped to say hi, and Jonathan went into that same routine. I … corrected him.”

Matt guessed he must have looked shocked, because Dave quickly continued, “Oh, I didn’t hurt him. I didn’t even touch him. Just a little Kubrick stare, not backing down, and he got the idea. Guys like that, usually their size is all they’ve got. If they find someone who can actually stand up to them, they back down quick enough.”

The bus reached Matt’s stop, and they piled off. Matt’s house was a very short walk away, which he had groaned at that morning, seeing it as just less space between him and the usual torments. But now he saw it quite differently. Suddenly he was excited to show off his house, and see what Dave thought. Then he realized something. “Uh, this is a bit awkward, but I kind of didn’t tell them you were coming. This sort of thing doesn’t usually happen to me, so I guess I’m rusty on the procedure.”

Dave wasn’t fazed. “No problem. I’ll just wait out here while you tell them. Given what I’ve seen of their stuff, I don’t think they’re the type to have an issue with it. Do you?”

Matt shook his head with a grin, and headed inside. He found his parents in their office. They both waved to him as soon as they saw him.

“So, how was it?” his father asked, managing to sound just as enthusiastic about the question as ever, no matter how many times Matt had given the same rote answer.

His mother kept typing away, but Matt knew she was still listening. She had an uncanny ability to stay focused on both her work and any conversation she was in.

Matt smiled. “Actually, I made a friend.”

This got his mother’s attention. She spun to face him with about the biggest smile he’d ever seen from her. “Well, you see? I kept telling you that people would want to be your friend if you just let them. Who could resist?” she said, giving him a look that told him she didn’t see him at all the way he saw himself. “So, what’s his name? Or is it her?” Her face took on a distinctly hopeful expression at the last part.

Matt pretended he didn’t notice; thus far he’d never been out with a girl, and he was beginning to think his mother was growing impatient with his lack of romantic success. For Matt though, it wasn’t really an issue next to the misery his daily existence had been until now, but it was still a subject he was uncomfortable broaching with them.

“His,” he said. “Dave. And it was actually thanks to you. Seems he’s a big fan.”

That got his father going. “Well, how about that? We’d love to meet him.”

Matt felt rather shy suddenly. Then he remembered Dave’s own words on the subject and found a new confidence, allowing him to plow ahead. “Yeah, about that …”

* * *

Luckily, they were happy to talk to their fan right then. Coming through the front door, Dave’s eyes glazed over in sheer bliss for a second, and it was very strange for Matt to realize that this reaction was entirely due to his mom and dad. If he’d ever given their pseudo-celebrity status any thought before, the idea of people having this kind of reaction had never come into it.

“I love your work so much!” Dave said, as soon as he got his glee under control. “I’ve been buying every issue just to see your articles!”

Steve and Amy, for their part, seemed rather nonplussed by this at first. “Well … always nice to meet someone who appreciates what we do,” his father said.

His mother awkwardly picked up the thread. “It doesn’t happen often, really.” And with that, Matt had a startling insight: this situation was actually just as unusual for them as for him. He suddenly found himself wondering what was it actually like, knowing so many people were laughing at you every day? Maybe he owed them both an apology for resenting their moving around so much, even if he’d never actually voiced those feelings out loud.

The conversation had continued while he thought this over. Dave was now saying, “Well, I’d better go now. My dad was pretty cool about letting me come over here, but he wanted me back as soon as possible.”

“Oh, it was wonderful to see you,” his mom said. “I’m so glad Matt has a friend like you.”

Dave smiled. “It’s mutual, believe me. Besides, I know what it’s like to be the new kid. Glad to help.”

The furthest thing from Matt’s mind was wondering what Dave actually meant by that. Not that things could have turned out much differently if he had.


Chapter Two

Jane Watson didn’t let the fact that she only had brothers influence her lifestyle. As much as they had teased her growing up, she liked being girly, and being feminine soon became a point of pride with her. While her older brother, Paul and the younger ones, Jeremy and Alex had spent their time being, well, little boys, she had spent her childhood dreaming of pretty dresses and the right boy to give her heart to. And oh, was it fun to watch them all squirm when she talked about those things. It hadn’t all been fun, though, and at around ten years old she had briefly let them get to her and went through a more boyish phase, during which she’d prowled around the woods with them, playing war games or whatever else they wanted. Her desire for them to accept her had been so strong, she really had tried her hardest to like it, but it hadn’t taken long for her to realize this wasn’t her, and to reclaim her pride in her own identity.

Now, she had a new subject of interest. Dave Polsik was handsome, and nice, at least as far as she’d been able to tell without actually going up and talking to him, which she still hadn’t quite worked up the nerve for. She’d even managed to catch him teaching a lesson to that jerk from the football team, in a very impressive display of physical ability that might translate well to … other things. She wished that sort of idea didn’t come so easily to mind lately, it always made her blush and she was sure her mother, at least, knew exactly what was on her mind whenever it happened.

Sally Watson was a housewife. She wasn’t embarrassed by this at all, despite having been looked down on by some of her so-called friends early in her marriage. When Jane was growing up, her mother had made sure she didn’t feel any shame about it either. It didn’t reflect at all on what she thought was right for other women. It was simply a choice she had made, and if others couldn’t accept it, that was their problem. Jane wasn’t quite sure she would make the same choice when the time came, but the lesson had certainly stuck.

Recently, Dave had started hanging out with another boy, a new kid whose name she hadn’t caught. She was quite glad of this, as having an extra person there would make her feel a lot less awkward about approaching him. Now she just needed to wait for the right moment … except it had been a month since her interest had first been piqued and the time never seemed to come. Of course, Jane was no fool, and knew that a good opportunity had probably come and gone on several occasions already. It was just her own shyness that was keeping her away. And worse, the longer it went on, the more awkward she would feel, until finally, she would just give up altogether. Her mother had cautioned her about this very thing, having gone through it a few times herself.

It wasn’t even as if she didn’t have much to offer. She liked to think she was attractive: after all, many people had told her so. And she didn’t look down on anyone; another lesson her mother had made sure to impress upon her was that everyone secretly hated those types of girls. She had never come out and said so, but Jane had got the sense she was speaking from personal experience and was making sure her daughter didn’t end up the same way. Jane sighed, turning this round and round in her head was not helping. There was only one way to solve the problem, and now she was finally going to do it.

Class had just let out, and ahead of her she saw Dave and his friend, deep in conversation as usual. Well, there was really no use pretending the situation was anything other than what it was; either she took a chance or played safe and spent the rest of her life wondering “what if.” She closed her eyes, took a breath, and marched over to them. She’d given some thought to what she would say and had come up with several promising possibilities but in the moment they all flew out of her head and instead she just said, “Hey, you guys.”

The two of them turned to look at her and, for a second or two, the silence stretched while Jane fought back the urge to run home and hide. She couldn’t believe it was starting to go wrong already.

The other boy spoke first. “H-hello.”

He seemed just as nervous as she was. The notion helped ease her own panic.

She didn’t want to seem rude, so she kept her eyes on him and said, “So, what are you talking about?” And the second the words left her mouth, she immediately started berating herself. She was just coming off as an idiot! To her relief, Dave swooped in to rescue the conversation.

“I’m Dave, this is Matt.” He looked to Matt, who gave him a nod like he was giving permission. “He’s had some problems with bullies, so I’ve been trying to help.”

Jane could have kissed him right there. An actual topic that she could discuss, without coming off like some creepy stalker. Which, she supposed, in some sense, she was, but too late to worry about it now! “Oh. I’ve found it’s best just to stay away from where they hang out, myself.”

Matt shook his head. “Not these guys. They smelled blood in the water and now they’ll be looking for me. Especially when I’m on my own. So, why are you interested, anyway?”

And she’d hit a brick wall again. She couldn’t just tell Dave that she was interested in him. How awkward would that be? Especially with Matt standing right there. Why had she thought an extra person would make this easier anyway? Suddenly she realized that the pause in the conversation had gone on way too long. “Um, well, you just seem like nice guys to talk to?” she said, so overcome with embarrassment she had to look away. Even with her lack of experience in this kind of situation she knew she had just made a big mistake: never give the impression you’re only talking to someone because you’re bored! That wasn’t even the case at all, so why had she made it sound as if it was!

Behind her she heard Dave say, “Well, thank you.”

The words took a little while to sink in. He wasn’t offended? She hadn’t blown it? And indeed she turned around to find they were both smiling at her. Having overcome that first hurdle, she found her confidence increasing just a bit. She didn’t have much more to say about the bully problem but then they turned to discussing the local legends, and she found herself on much firmer ground.

Having lived in Berkland all her life, she had grown up surrounded by the area’s quirkier elements, and as a kid she had loved it all. She had believed in ghosts, devils, aliens; anything that would make the world seem a bit more special. Of course, this was just another opportunity for her brothers to tease her, and that did get under her skin a little. Couldn’t they just let her have this one thing? So she was very happy to find other people she could talk to about it.

It started with Dave bringing up the explosions from the woods, a phenomenon which had been going on for decades, with no known cause, and which had been unusually frequent over the last week. Jane leaped on the topic. “Oh, I’m definitely thinking other dimensions. Something occupying the same space as us is doing something big enough that we’re hearing it in this world.”

Dave’s reaction wasn’t quite what she expected. There was none of the skepticism she’d seen on so many faces when she’d tried talking about this stuff in the past, and indeed, as she now saw from Matt.

“That’s actually one I hadn’t considered before. I like it.”

Jane beamed.

“Wait,” Matt cut in. “So all this other stuff you don’t buy at all, but now, suddenly, you’re into this?”

Dave shrugged. “It’s certainly got more going for it than some other theories I’ve heard. Talk to your parents – I’m sure they could make some good use out of it. Maybe name Jane as a source.”

From there came the discovery that Matt’s parents were writers for a magazine that even people like Jane tended to look down on for being ridiculous. But she didn’t say anything about that, because there was no way she was sabotaging her in with these guys now. Instead she just nodded along and interjected the occasional, “Really.” It was a big relief when it became clear that neither of them thought much of the stories either and she could relax and just be herself again.

After a while, the talk turned to more personal stuff, the most interesting part being when Dave said, “Well, I never knew my mother. She died giving birth to me. My dad’s never remarried. And whenever I tell anyone that, they get all sad and mushy about how it must tear me up inside, but, honestly, it doesn’t. I never knew her.”

From his tone, he clearly found that reaction very annoying, so Jane didn’t push it. Still, this information roused something she liked to call a maternal instinct, and she became more interested in him than ever.

Then came something a bit odd as Dave abruptly returned to the subject of those sounds in the woods.

“You really think it goes to another dimension, huh? Why don’t we try to find out?”

Jane and Matt were taken quite off guard, but both agreed, and Dave simply grinned and the conversation returned to where they’d left off.

* * *

That night, Jane started thinking about Dave’s proposal to investigate the sounds. The more she thought about it, the more interested she became. She didn’t have any clothes suitable for going into the woods of course, but she was sure she could pester one of her brothers to let her borrow something. And if they found some secluded, romantic spot, well, who knew what could happen?

Except Dave didn’t come to school the next day. Jane was able to talk to Matt, at least, and while neither knew what was going on, she was sure it was nothing to worry about. But then he didn’t appear the next day. By now she was getting concerned but Matt brushed it off. “I’m sure if it was something serious he’d get in touch with us and let us know.”

Jane suspected he was putting on a brave face for her benefit, and was grateful for it.

Then something happened that made the truth impossible to ignore. When she got home from school, her mother greeted her with an expression like she had half-expected never to see her again. “The school’s put out a bulletin online,” she told her, worry plain in her face. “Dave’s missing.”

Jane had spoken to her mother about her crush, so she understood her thinking she might have gone missing, too. Then the full weight of what her mother had said hit her. “W-what do you mean – missing?”

Her mother grasped both of Jane’s hands, bringing them up to her chest. “They’re not saying much, Jane. All it says online is that they sent someone to his house. Both him and his father are gone.”

Jane pulled her hands free, all she could think about was getting online and seeing for herself – maybe there was more news now.

Her mother read her easily. “I’ve just looked, there’s no more news yet. Give it an hour or two and we’ll check again.”


Chapter Three

“When was the last time you saw him?”

“Did you see him doing anything unusual?”

“Was he with any suspicious people?”

The questions were being asked of everyone, and no one seemed to be giving any helpful information. Some of the Berkland High students were even starting to talk about how whatever happened to be lurking in the woods that week had eaten him. As far as Jim Serris was concerned, this was one more reason he couldn’t wait to get away from the town. This whole collection of weirdos had done nothing but annoy him while he was growing up. He’d never bought into any of that crazy stuff, even as a kid. Oh, his parents had tried to get him invested, telling him to have some imagination, but he was proud of how early he’d picked up on what crap it all was, and he refused to apologize for it. Maybe he hadn’t been like a regular kid, whatever that was, but from his experience that wasn’t much of a loss.

At least the town had a good football team, of which he was a proud member. Sure, it meant he had to hang out with jerks like Johnny, but it was the one thing he was actually thankful for about growing up here in Berkland. He’d turned into the school’s star player, renowned for both his speed and tackling power. Last season he’d been key to several victories and had been basking in the glow ever since, while flattering himself into thinking he hadn’t let it go to his head too much: that he had let the others know they were valuable members of the team, too. He just hoped that when he finally got away from here, it didn’t turn out he was just a big fish in a small pond, and his skills were nothing special in the real world. His parents had been nothing but supportive, but he’d watched enough pro games to know it was a whole other level of the sport.

But no one was paying attention to the team now, and he didn’t blame them at all. He didn’t know the missing boy himself, besides catching brief glimpses of him a couple times. None of the other players seemed to have known him either, but Johnny had behaved really oddly when Jim had asked him about the kid. Without saying a word, he had simply looked at his shoes, pawed at the floor, got a dirty look on his face, and walked away. Jim wondered what he was missing.

One interesting development involved Jane Watson, whom he’d never really noticed before, until she had come back for the new school year as a full-blown hottie. He’d been trying to find the right time to approach her for a couple weeks, but now she seemed to be spending all her time with that new kid. Of course, he didn’t feel threatened at all. He was confident what Jane’s choice would be if he decided to throw his hat in the ring, but it was just … odd.

* * *

Matt had just finished his turn with the police. Talking with Jane, he learned that they had only asked him the same rote questions as all the other students. No one wanted to say it, but he knew that meant they had zero to go on. All their searching was turning up nothing, and Matt had seen enough cop shows to know a missing person who wasn’t found after two days would probably never be found.

He felt like screaming all the time. His whole life he’d been the odd man out, the dweeb no one wanted to be friends with. And now the boy who had given him the very thing he had craved, the friendship that made life so much better, was who knew where, suffering who knew what. Terrible visions kept flashing through his head – Dave being beaten by kidnappers, or dead in a ditch. And try as he might, he just couldn’t summon any hope that the cops would solve this any time soon.

At least Jane had finally stopped crying. However bad he felt, it always became worse when he saw how this was affecting her. For a while, in a way Matt was quite sure wasn’t healthy, she had refused to say a word about it, pointedly changing the subject whenever he tried to bring it up. Matt knew he should have tried harder to get her to open up but the last thing he wanted now was to drive her away, leaving him completely alone again. Her red and often tearful eyes had told him that she was at least letting some of her emotions out.

Today, a week after the disappearance had been discovered, she had finally opened up enough to him to say something.

“I was going to ask him out, you know.” She glanced away from him “That’s why I came up to you in the first place.”

Matt dug deep inside himself for a little chuckle. “I suppose you didn’t notice me at all?” He quickly regretted his poor attempt at humor as she silently looked down at the side-walk. He’d been hoping to make her laugh, but all he’d succeeded in doing was creating an embarrassing silence between them.

She turned her face up to him and Matt felt himself relax a little. He had been half-expecting to see that he’d set off her tears again, but the look she gave him was calm, although still flat. “I know what you’re trying to do, Matt, and thanks.” She managed a shaky smile. “Just having someone to talk to helps.”

“What about your brothers?” Matt asked. He’d had the idea they were all pretty close.

This did earn him a laugh. “They’ve spent my whole life just pulling my pigtails, so to speak. They yell at me, I yell at them, it’s all pretty messy. Something like this …” Jane shook her head. “I’ve got no idea how they’d take it, and I’m not really in the best space to want to find out right now.”

Matt nodded; he could certainly understand the feeling. “You know what I can’t stop thinking of for some reason? That stuff he said about us all checking out what’s happening in the woods. I don’t know what it is, but I swear, the whole conversation just keeps going through my head, word for word.”

Jane frowned. “Yeah, what was that? I mean, do I really strike you as a girl who would be into that? Although, I was starting to like the idea,” she finished, blushing and turning away.

Matt didn’t know what to say. Talking to girls required learning a new language as far as he was concerned. It was a skill which he’d never been that invested in, but the last thing he wanted now was to make her more emotional. Finally, for want of any better ideas, he said, “You want to do it anyway?”

Jane looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”

He shrugged. He’d said it, so he might as well just go along with it. “Just something about the way Dave said it. Just bringing it up out of nowhere. I can’t help but wonder if maybe there was more to it than just a casual mention. Maybe looking for whatever’s going on out there can help us find him.”

He noticed Jane preparing to object and held his hand up. “I know, I know. It’s crazy. I’m grasping at straws. But … I just feel like I need to do SOMETHING. I’m going nuts just trying to live my life waiting for other people to solve this, and from where I’m standing, it doesn’t look like they’re doing that great a job. You feel some of this too, right?”

Jane took a while to respond, and Matt saw several emotions flash across her face. He cringed, wondering if he had inadvertently said the thing that really would drive her off for good. It sounded weird to him now that it was out there. But when she spoke, she wasn’t angry or confused. Instead she said, “Say you’re right. What exactly are you expecting to find out there? Hell, what are we even going to do about it anyway?”

Matt had no idea himself. But by now he felt committed to the idea, so he pressed on, “I guess we listen, and if one of the sounds happens, we follow it.”

Jane laughed again. “I don’t have a lot of confidence in this plan.”

Matt could only smile. “Well, neither do I. I’m just pulling stuff out of the top of my head here.” At least it seemed to be working on her mood. She was actually smiling now, and if it was a little tight, well, baby steps. He was a beginner at dealing with this level of emotion and felt very lucky to have even made it this far without crashing and burning.

Jane opened her mouth to say something, then seemed to decide better and closed it again. She chewed on her lip. “I’m in.”

Matt had to take a step back. “What – seriously?”

“Seriously. I know my way around the woods pretty well.” She shot him an apologetic grin. “I went through kind of a tomboy phase. Although there is one other thing we have to think of.”

The grin had gone. Now, when her green eyes met his blue ones, they were deadly serious. “What do we tell our parents?”

Matt hadn’t thought that far ahead. He slapped his forehead. “Right. There’s already one missing student, and they’re not going to want to give whatever happened any chance to get at us.”

Jane put her hands on her hips. “Well, this is your idea, genius. What are we going to do?”

Matt took another couple of steps back. “I’m thinking! Just give me time!”

Jane suddenly had a knowing look in her eyes. “Because I’m pretty sure I can sneak out of my house. How about you?”

Suddenly Matt’s bright idea was spinning in a direction he was pretty sure he wasn’t comfortable with. “That’s … a surprise.”

“See, for a while now, I’ve been thinking of what I might do if I wanted to go out and meet a guy without my parents knowing. Be prepared, right?”

“I–I … guess that makes sense,” Matt stuttered. “Still doesn’t help me, though.”

Jane chewed at her lip again. Matt wondered if he should maybe start to worry whenever he saw her do that.

“Well, we shouldn’t do this until the weekend, anyway. If we’re going to be out late I sure don’t want to face school the next day. So, why don’t you tell your parents you’ll be bringing a new friend over? Say you need to feel like something is normal, maybe.”

Yeah, he definitely needed to be worried about the lip chewing thing.

* * *

Jim had just happened to be passing by when he overhead Jane talking to Matt. He decided to hang around a bit, figuring he might even pick up something he could use to talk to her. But after what he’d just heard, he was in quite a different mood. It seemed he’d severely underestimated the new kid, who already had the girl coming over to his house, and would soon be alone with her. The guy was an evil genius! Well, it was too late to do anything about it, but he would definitely be keeping a much closer eye on those two. He wasn’t backing out of this without a fight. Not that either of them even knew it was a fight as of yet, but it was the principle of the thing that mattered. He would win in the end. It might take a bit more effort than he’d expected, but experience told him it would happen.

* * *

By Friday night, everything was ready. Matt had shown Jane all over his house (getting some unnerving looks from his parents in the process – he was sure they’d got hold of the wrong idea) and she’d come up with a plan. Luckily, he had a clock in his room. At midnight on the dot, he slipped out of bed. Despite his parents being able to work from home, they kept to strict schedules and he was sure they would both be asleep by now.

He and Jane had spent some time on the stairs, finding which ones made noises, and where. Mostly this was easy to memorize and navigate with a bit of repetition, but the real issue came about halfway down. One step had defied all their attempts to find a spot where it would stay quiet when stepped on. He had no choice but to jump over it, and he had never been very confident in his physical agility. The concept of not only landing safely on the next step, but not making enough noise to wake anyone up while doing so had almost had him backing out of the idea right there. But it seemed he’d set off some kind of spark in Jane, causing her to cash in her unused rebellion points all at once. With his parents out of the way, shopping – his father giving him a wink on the way out – she had kept him at it until he could manage the feat reasonably well.

From there, it was just straight out the front door. Matt had a bike, but getting it outside involved either lugging it up from the basement or opening the garage door and he knew he couldn’t do either without making a ton of noise. There was nothing for it – he would have to do the deed on foot. Luckily, the place he and Jane had arranged to meet wasn’t far. Berkland wasn’t a large town, so finding a good place halfway between their houses wasn’t hard.

Jane met him at the rendezvous spot. She looked at him, frowning, and shook her head. “What, you didn’t think you’d need a jacket?”

Matt had indeed kicked himself a couple times on the way there for forgetting this detail. Fall was now in full force, and it seemed, despite the name, South Jersey was still far enough north for that to really mean something. “What do you want,” he blustered, “it’s my first time.”

Jane rolled her eyes. “Mine, too, but you don’t see me unprepared. Just remember, this was your idea. If you end up getting pneumonia, it’s on you.”

Matt chuckled. “You don’t think the Jersey Devil’s the bigger problem?”

Jane laughed again. “There’s really only so many times you can hear that story before it loses all impact. So, are we going, or what?”

Matt again marveled at the change he was seeing in her. “You know, I should admit, I was at least half-joking about this.”

Jane gave him a long look. “You think I didn’t notice? But really, thank you. You had exactly the right idea. Just get out and do something, even something stupid. If you hadn’t said it, I’d still be crying myself to sleep right now.”

The look on her face showed Matt that she was completely in earnest about this. He smiled. “Yeah, so would I.”

He was going to ask where she wanted to start but, abruptly, the decision was made for him. A large boom, like a plane breaking the sound barrier, came from the nearby woods. For a moment they stared at each other, then, without needing to say anything, headed off in pursuit.

Luckily, Matt hadn’t come completely unprepared and had thought to bring a flashlight, as had Jane. The forest proved hazardous: low-hanging branches snatched at their faces and tangled in their hair. Roots caught at their ankles doing their best to trip them up and mounds of pebbles that looked sturdy slid into nothing as soon as they were stepped on. Doggedly they pushed their way through, shining the lights in a wide arc before them. After a while, Matt started to wonder if they were even still going in the right direction. He had not ventured this deep before; they could have got completely turned around and he wouldn’t know it. Jane surged ahead, confidence in every line of her body. Matt kept his worries to himself, figuring she knew where she was headed.

He knew he’d made the right call when another boom echoed around them, closer this time. Knowing they were at least on track gave Matt renewed hope; he started thinking maybe what they were doing wasn’t completely insane. As yet he had no real idea how, but he had to make himself believe there was a purpose to all this. If there wasn’t, he and Jane would be right back at square one, actually worse than that since, at least before, they’d had something to look toward. Failing to uncover anything tonight would leave the feeling of there being nothing they could do pressing down on them all the harder. Plus, risking all this trouble without achieving anything really didn’t sit well with him.

It also occurred to him that he hadn’t stopped to think about just what they would do if they did find something out here. The closest thing to a working theory he had was that Dave would just be tied up deep in the woods with the person or people who took him. He asked himself now what the two of them could do if they came across a scene like that?

Just then, Matt heard the sound of voices coming from up ahead. He stopped dead in his tracks and was relieved to see Jane do the same thing. The voices came from straight ahead. Searching the night, Matt could make out a small hill. The voices had to be coming from behind that. Praying it wasn’t already too late, he clicked off his flashlight, signaling Jane to do likewise. Matt had expected to be plunged into total darkness, only to find there was still a surprising amount of light around. He looked up; there was only a half-moon in the sky, which wouldn’t account for the visibility around them. Then his eyes were drawn lower: the light seemed to be coming from near ground level, just on the other side of the hill, throwing shadows up and around rather than down. He’d been so intent on the ground straight in front of him, with all its dangers, that he hadn’t noticed. Now he saw that it was coming from a ball, barely visible over the top of the hill. From the distance they were at it was hard to tell, but Matt would have guessed it was the size of a grapefruit.

He and Jane looked at each other again, blank incomprehension written on both their faces. The voices continued, though they couldn’t make out any words; the hill acted as a barrier to any clear sound. Matt pointed toward the sounds, raising his hands he shrugged, hoping Jane would understand that he was asking if they should go closer. It was dawning on him that Jane had a good deal more idea what she was doing than he did, so he was fine with letting her take the lead.

Jane nodded, gesturing for them to go around the right side. A quick glance, in the light spilling from that weird ball, showed clear ground with little of the kind of obstacles they’d faced getting here, so he gave her a thumbs up. They cautiously edged down the path, careful not to make any noise. The ball’s light grew brighter as the hill’s slope allowed more of it to meet their eyes, but this still didn’t make much difference as the fear of not knowing just what they had stumbled into kept their speed slow.

The closer they got, the more the thought of the danger they might be walking into played on Matt’s mind. He began asking himself if he really wanted to find out what was going on, if it meant maybe risking their lives. But the thought came too late, and at long last, they came close enough to make out what was being said. Not that it was of much help. The first thing they heard was, “I’m tired of all this waiting around. I get that there’s a problem with time variations, but we’ve been sitting on this thing long enough!”

Matt and Jane looked at each other in utter bafflement.

“Don’t talk about it like you’ve any idea what you’re saying,” another voice said. This one was much deeper and had a clear authoritative tone. “Besides, we have our orders. If you don’t like taking them, you shouldn’t have joined up.”

The first man barked a laugh. “So instead of working with you guys, I’d just have stayed in jail? No thanks. I’m just saying – all this waiting around wasn’t in the pitch.”

“Oh shut up, already!” a third voice cut in irritably. “It’s not changing. It’s never going to change. Until we hear differently, our job is to watch this area. Count yourself lucky we get to switch with other teams and spend some time at home.”

Matt glanced at Jane again, shocked to see the fear painting her face. She gestured at him frantically, telling him they should leave now – right now! Silently, hardly daring to breathe, they crept back the way they’d come. And then they kept going, neither willing to say a word until they were all the way back to town.


Chapter Four

Upon leaving the trees behind, Matt and Jane were finally able to talk without being afraid someone might hear. They started by both saying the same thing at the same time: “What the hell was that?”

Matt stared into a face that looked every bit as scared and confused as he felt. “You’re the one who’s lived here your whole life. Was that anything approaching normal? Please tell me you have some idea.”

Jane shook her head. “I haven’t been in there in years, and even so, you’d think something like that would get some attention around here. This place is all about people coming to see weird stuff.”

Matt was only half paying attention; he was still struggling to piece together what he’d seen. “You saw that light ball thing, right? It looked like it was just hanging in midair. My parents look into a lot of stuff, and I’ve never heard them talking about anything like this.”

Jane raised her hands and made a pushing gesture, clearly trying to get everything straight in her mind. She repeated the motion a few times before she spoke again. “So, neither of us has any ideas here. And I don’t think we’re going to get anywhere. So, I suggest we just go home before morning comes and we get caught. Just try to forget about it. Maybe we’re in a dream right now, even.”

Matt couldn’t go that far. The sights, sounds, and smells around him, and the feel of the night wind on his face, all told him that no matter what he’d seen, he was awake. And he certainly didn’t relish the idea of spending hours in bed, knowing he would never get to sleep. But he did have to acknowledge that they would be in big trouble if they let this thing, whatever it was, let them get caught sneaking out. “You’re the boss,” he said, turning so quickly to head back home that he didn’t catch the sarcastic expression Jane made to that.

* * *

Just as he’d thought, Matt got no sleep that night. Both what those people had said, and their bizarre light source, kept replaying over and over, and he kept trying to make some kind of sense out of it. They had talked like they were just regular people, so he felt safe ruling out the legends of the Jersey Devil or anything else weird like that. But that was about as far as he could go. Who were they, and what were they doing out there? He kept trying to figure something out, but after what seemed an eternity, the sun came up, and he was still no closer. Giving up on getting any shut-eye, he went downstairs and poured himself some cereal, knowing his parents wouldn’t be awake themselves for a few more hours. One of the benefits of working at home, they always said.

One thing he could be grateful for was Jane’s idea to not do their little expedition on a school night, because even with his racing thoughts keeping him awake, the adrenaline rush had now long since worn off and he really would not have been up to facing school in his current state. So what was he going to do with his time? Calling Jane was out of the question, since on the off chance she had been able to get some sleep, he didn’t want to interrupt it, and even if she hadn’t, it might get her parents involved, which would raise questions he would much rather not be asked just yet, if ever.

He settled for returning to his room and listing out in his head what little he knew about what he and Jane had witnessed last night. There had been at least three people there. They had been ordered to stay there by someone else. Some kind of government operation? But what in this area could be worth going to such lengths for? From what that one guy had said about his choices if he hadn’t joined them, Matt’s best guess was that these people didn’t have many scruples when it came to who they hired and were fine with using criminals. In other words, not people he wanted to mess with. But that didn’t make the questions about them burn any less.

And then, the biggest question of all, at least as far as Matt was concerned: did these people have anything to do with Dave and his father? The more he thought about it, the more sense it made. Dave might have known something was going to happen and was making sure Matt would have something to go on. After thinking about this enough, some doubt had crept in; was he forcing the evidence to a conclusion it didn’t fit just because he wanted answers so much? He let his gaze drift to the window. Outside, the day was frosty and a low mist clung to the ground. It echoed the oddly frozen, hollow feeling in himself. Matt sighed, bringing his attention back to his list. All he really knew was that he desperately needed something to hold on to, and, little though it was, his speculations were all he had.

A short time later, the sounds of his parents moving about the kitchen filtered through to him. He quickly went downstairs again, antennae raised, testing the atmosphere. On first impressions, it was the usual morning scene.

Surprisingly, even though he had already eaten a bowl of cereal, he was still hungry. He helped himself to a bowl of oatmeal and stuck it in the microwave to heat, keeping a close eye on his parents as they ate their own breakfast. If they suspected anything, this would be the time it would come out; neither were much for delaying confrontations. Matt suspected it went with their reporters’ instincts, a ‘go for the kill’ attitude. His mother suddenly paused, spoon half-way to her mouth, looking at him and his heart skipped a beat, but she only said, “How are things going at school?”

Matt tried not to let his relief show as he said, “No one knows anything. So not very well, I guess.”

His father said, “You know, you’ve got some baggy eyes there. Did you sleep okay?”

So now the question became, was that a genuine question, or was his father trying to catch him in a lie? Matt’s sense of what was possible had recently been pretty well upended, but he still didn’t think his dad would do that with him, so he rolled the dice. “Not really,” he said, watching his father carefully. “I guess it’s just getting to me, you know?” There was no hint of suspicion in his father’s eyes and relief once more flooded through Matt like warm honey.

“Maybe there are some pills you could take, just for a couple of days, get you into a routine again,” his dad suggested. “Too much lack of sleep can be pretty bad for you. Not that I’m recommending the use of pills for any length of time either.”

Matt nodded vaguely, feigning consideration and satisfied that his parents had no idea of what he’d been up to, he retreated back upstairs to get dressed. After checking the time on his cell phone, he figured he’d given Jane enough potential sleeping time. If she wasn’t able to get up at a reasonable hour, it wasn’t his fault. Such went the mindset of someone unable to talk to anyone else about a certain subject.

* * *

Jane’s experience had not quite been the same. As soon as she got inside, she heard a gasp. She froze and peered around. Nothing was in sight, but then she heard a giggle from the living room. Still trying to be as quiet as possible, and quite thankful she was still wearing her brother’s clothes, she headed over and found Jeremy and Alex hiding on the other side of the couch. For a few seconds, they all just looked at each other in silence. Jane sighed, shaking her head remorsefully. “So how much?”

Nothing more was necessary. Even if she hadn’t played this particular game quite often before, her brothers had certainly had enough practice among themselves. Jeremy adopted an exaggerated thinking pose. “Well, let’s see. We’re both awake in the middle of the night. Except, we were inside, and you weren’t. So you’re going to get the worst of it, wouldn’t you say?”

Jane hated when he got like this. Sneaking occasional looks at the soap operas her mother watched had given him quite a manipulative thinking streak and when he wanted, Jeremy could wield it with a skill far beyond his years. Nothing for it now but to plow through the negotiation as painlessly as possible. “Homework for a month, how about?”

Now Alex jumped in. “For both of us, you mean?” While he lacked Jeremy’s negotiating prowess, he rarely missed a chance to jump on something like this.

Luckily, they left it at that and Jane was able to get to bed without waking her parents up. Her little adventure had taken such a bizarre turn that she almost found her thoughts sliding around it, refusing to believe it had actually happened. The one thing she was able to grab on to was that it must somehow have something to do with Dave’s disappearance. She had no idea how she knew it, but she was now sure he really had meant to draw their attention to whatever was going on in the woods, and that, whatever it was, it held the key to figuring out what had happened to him. Jane felt the pressure of unshed tears against her eyelids. Getting past her brothers had injected such a note of normalcy into the night that she felt as if she didn’t want to have anything to do with it all ever again. Whatever it was going on out there, she told herself, resisting the urge to cry, it had nothing to do with her. The truth was, what she had seen had frightened her and she wished she could just erase it from her mind. She wished she had never agreed to go snooping. Part of her wanted desperately to go to sleep and wake up in the morning back to who she used to be: who she should be.

Sleep was a long time coming, and when it did come, it was shallow and fitful. After what seemed only a few hours, she awoke to find her phone vibrating furiously. For a second she closed her tired, gritty eyes, putting off the moment when she would have to pick up and answer. She knew who would be calling. Sighing, she climbed out of bed and grabbed hold of the thing, just in time for it to stop vibrating. There were several missed calls listed from Matt. She had to force herself to call back. He picked up on the first ring.

“Where’ve you been?”

Jane shut her eyes; this was not what she needed just after waking up. “Right here. I haven’t even had breakfast yet. So what’s up?”

There was a pause, though she thought she heard a low moan. Then, “You’re really going to do this? That whole thing about pretending it was a dream was serious? Look, I’m on no sleep at all, so I can tell you pretty confidently – it happened.”

Jane sat down hard, keeping her voice low. “Okay, so it did. Are you telling me you’re going to do anything about it? Because I’m not planning to. Whatever we saw, it’s over our heads. Maybe you can’t forget it, but I’m definitely going to try.”

“What if we told someone?”

“Like our parents? The police? You think they’d believe something like this? And what do you think the first thing they’ll ask is? They’ll want to know what we were doing there. I’m embarrassed even thinking back on it, and I so do not want to try to explain it to anyone else. We’ll be in trouble, our reputations will be trashed, and they probably still won’t believe us. They’ll think we saw a bear or something and mutated it into this other thing. People around here tend to do that, you know.”

Matt still didn’t stop. “Yeah, it was big, whatever it was. But that’s exactly why I can’t just do nothing about it. And just remember, this may involve Dave, too.”

Jane cringed, as that really hit her where it hurt. But she couldn’t back down now. “We can’t do anything. Just accept it.” She heard him say something else, but by then she had pulled the phone away to end the call. Let Matt do whatever he wanted, but she just could not face any more of this right now.

* * *

Matt stared at his phone. The whole of the night it had felt like Jane was taking charge of the whole thing, but now that it involved real, concrete danger she wanted to quit. He supposed he could understand it in a way, as he was certainly afraid himself. But after Dave had done so much to get him out of his shell, possibly enabling him to have a better, richer life in the future, he just couldn’t bear the thought of leaving things here.

Still, he was left without much to really do about the situation. Having someone along had made him feel a bit less crazy, like he wasn’t the only one who thought this was a good idea. He didn’t want to try to talk to Jane again just yet; she was not in any mood to listen, and every attempt he made meant they risked someone overhearing them arguing and finding out what they had done. Maybe it was a small chance, but he was certainly not about to take the risk. So for the moment, he had to resign himself to the fact that there was nothing he could do. He would just have to wait out the weekend, and hope by the time he and Jane met in school again, she would have cooled down and would be more open to discussion.

* * *

Jim normally hated Mondays – they signified a whole week of having to be on time for classes and having to deal with a load of jerks. This Monday, though, was fast becoming worth having got out of bed for. He’d been on the lookout for ‘the odd couple’ as he’d started to think of them, and he hadn’t been disappointed. He had spotted them as soon they arrived, within minutes of each other. Matt had immediately approached Jane, but she turned away from him and picked up her pace. Jim grinned, thoroughly intrigued by the pair. Apparently, whatever Matt had tried on Friday night hadn’t turned out too well; which of course was good news for yours truly. But he didn’t want to openly enter the game just yet. There was probably something else going on here, and that meant he would just end up sticking his foot thoroughly into his mouth if he started chatting the girl up without finding out what it was.

He spent the rest of the day using whatever free time he had trying to catch them together, so he could listen in. But this proved a much harder task than he’d expected. Every time they seemed to be about to meet up, Jane would walk away. At least it was always her, so he could be reasonably sure that whatever had happened was completely on Matt, but as it kept on happening, he had to admit something to himself: this was no longer just about the girl. He was now extremely curious about what exactly could provoke such an ongoing reaction. The answer, when he had it, would probably not quite be worth it, but until he found out, he knew it would itch away at him. At the very least, this was shaping up to be perhaps the most interesting rendition of the game he’d yet been through, and even if he ended up losing, it would be a worthwhile experience. Not that losing was Plan A.

Finally, outside the locker room, near the end of the day, Jim’s determination paid off. Jane was just closing her locker when Matt approached her. Oddly, he had his hands up, as if he was expecting to get yelled at. Jim quickly pretended to be looking for something in his bookbag. He was positioned close enough to hear them, but just far away enough that he didn’t think it would look suspicious if they spotted him.

“Look, you can’t just keep avoiding me forever,” Matt said.

“I’ve said all I’m going to,” Jane said angrily. “If you want to do something about it, go ahead, but leave me out of it.”

“What if I need help? I don’t even think I could find the place again.”

“Well, I guess you have your answer then. Look, I cared about Dave, too. And I want to know what happened to him. But we can’t do anything. We’re a couple of kids! Usually I want to act grown up, but this is a time where I’m fine admitting I’m not. And I don’t know about you, but it seemed to me those guys were serious bad news. What if we go back, and they’re still there? What are you going to do? Maybe they’ll just kill us the second we get there.”

That was where Jim simply stopped thinking. What he’d overheard was so far away from what he thought he would be listening in on that he just couldn’t process it. He was distantly aware of a sound from down by his feet, but it didn’t penetrate far into his awareness. What did was Jane’s voice, raised to a piercing pitch as she shouted, “What? What do you want?”

Snapped out of his funk, Jim looked down to see that he’d dropped his bookbag and the sound had obviously drawn their attention. Well, there was no going back now, so he might as well just cut his losses and hope he would get another chance. “I–I’m sorry. I’ll go.”

As he turned, Matt said, “Wait.”

He swung back toward them, taking in the look of outrage on Jane’s face but, despite that, something, curiosity maybe, kept him there.

“How much did you hear?”

Jim sighed inwardly: no real point in lying about it. “The whole thing. I’ve … well … I was kind of spying on you.” He cringed. Where had that come from? He’d been so thrown for a loop that it seemed anything that popped into his head was just falling right out of his mouth. What the hell were these people doing to him?

Jane, oddly enough, seemed less angry now. “That’s … refreshingly honest,” she said. “I did notice you hanging around us a couple times before.”

Matt turned to stare at her. “What do you mean? How come you didn’t say anything?”

Now that look was back on her face. “What does it matter? We’ve got bigger things to worry about, right?”

“Apparently, you don’t,” Matt scoffed. “Well, congratulations, you’ve convinced me you shouldn’t be part of this, so you’re off the hook. You just carry on pretending it was all a dream.” Jane didn’t say a word. She glanced back and forth between the two of them, opened her mouth, shut it again and shook her head. Then she walked away.

Matt watched her go. He turned back to Jim. “So,” he said, jamming his hands into the pockets of his jeans. “I guess you’re wondering what that was about …”

* * *

Jim had thought he couldn’t be more confused about what had been going on with Matt and Jane, but after hearing the whole story, or at least as much of it as Matt was prepared to tell, he realized he’d been wrong. Now Matt was staring at him with a look that said, “Well?”

Jim had no idea what the kid expected of him. He didn’t even know if he believed what he’d heard, or if it was just more of the crazy stuff that his home town seemed to automatically spawn. He stalled for time. “So, why are you telling me this?”

Matt shrugged. “With what you’d heard already, it seemed like the best thing to do. So you’d understand why we want this kept quiet for now. And also …” he paused and took a deep breath, “because I was thinking of asking you to come with me when I go out there again.”

Matt’s answer took Jim completely by surprise, but not as much as his own response to it. Because suddenly, he was hit with the overwhelming feeling that he should do this. He had no idea where it came from; he had only just heard about the whole thing, and Dave Polsik didn’t mean as much to him as he clearly did to Matt. He’d only latched onto these two because he was interested in the girl. But somehow, even as he opened his mouth to say no, he heard himself say, “You got it.” For a moment he seriously doubted his own sanity. If anything he should be wanting to stay away from that area of the Barrens; during some of his running workouts he’d passed the place Matt was talking about and felt a bizarre … something in his head. It wasn’t quite a buzzing, not a squealing, or anything else he could quite put into words, but it had really weirded him out. And yet, as soon as that thought came, it seemed to dissipate, and he once more felt like he should do it. Something very strange was happening inside his own head, and he didn’t like it. Whatever was going on, it seemed there was no escape. Something was compelling him. He considered telling Matt about it, but what could he say that wouldn’t sound even stranger than the story the kid had just laid on him? No, he would just have to go along with it all and hope that at some point it would start to make sense.

* * *

Jane stopped in her tracks, her conscience getting the better of her. Slowly, she retraced her steps back to the locker room, intending to at least part with Matt on better terms. But just as she reached the door, she saw him deep in conversation with Jim. She could see Jim saying something to him that brought a big smile to Matt’s face. Turning away, Jane had a sinking feeling she knew exactly what they were talking about. Jim meant nothing to her, but the idea of Matt drawing him into all the weirdness didn’t sit right with her. Except, what would she do about it? For the moment, at least, nothing.


Chapter Five

Matt was still struggling to understand how he’d gotten to this point. What had led him to just ask a complete stranger to join some crazy idea he’d cooked up? And now, said stranger had said yes, so despite his reservations all he could say was, “Really?”

Jim blinked a couple times. “I said yes. Why did I say that? Why did you ask me?”

Matt shrugged. “Honestly – I’m still working on that.”

Jim shook his head, a bemused expression on his face. “And, the really crazy thing is, I still want to do it.”

“So, you’re still going to do it, right?” Matt said, checking.

Jim nodded. “Oh, definitely.” And then they both realized what had just happened again. “Okay,” Jim said. “Now I’m kind of scared. And that’s not a normal feeling for me.”

* * *

Matt was feeling much the same. “So, let’s talk about something else. Like how we’re going to do this. Because, actually, we’re kind of screwed. I really don’t think I could find my way back to the place.”

Jim looked at his feet for a bit. “Yeah, that’s a problem. Although, I did spend a lot of time in those woods myself as a kid, and I’ve done some running training there. It’s a great natural cross-country course.” He paused, not meeting Matt’s gaze. I–I err, my, my parents don’t really like me going in there. They – they’ve always been pretty darn protective, even now.”

“So, what are you saying?”

Jim smiled. “Tell me everything you can remember about the place. I know about the hill already, but anything else could be helpful. I’ll go check it out tonight, if I can find it.”

Matt grimaced. “I don’t think I’m comfortable with that. What if you get yourself killed? Which may be a possibility here – in case that wasn’t clear.”

Jim flashed another grin. “I may spend a lot of time crashing into people on the field, but I can be quite nimble when I want to be. If I do find them, they’ll never know I’m there.”

Matt shook his head. “They’ve got that light thing. Who knows what other stuff they have? You’ll probably be up against a lot more than just their eyes.”

Jim sighed. “Maybe you’re right, but if you’ve got a better idea, I’m wide open.”

Matt had to admit he didn’t. “Look, we’d better get going. My parents will be expecting me home soon and I’m guessing yours will, too. We’ll talk about this later, okay?”

“Okay,” Jim agreed. So, shall I call you later tonight, or will you call me?”

Matt shook his head. “I’m thinking more tomorrow. It’ll probably take that long to get my head around this, anyway. How about we meet back here before our first class?”

For a second Jim looked disappointed, but he nodded. “Okay, whatever you want.”

Matt was just drifting off to sleep when his cell phone vibrated. He cursed under his breath as he picked it up. He had a new text message. “Heading out now. Let you know what I find.” And suddenly the cursing wasn’t under his breath anymore. When he had enough wits back for conscious thought again, he held himself silently still, worried that he might have woken his parents up. Fortunately, no sound came from their room, so he quickly dialed the number that came with the message.

“I figured you’d call,” Jim said on the other end.

Matt struggled to keep his voice down. “I’m really regretting bringing you into this, you know that?”

Jim laughed. “Hey, as long as something’s messing with my head and making me want to do this thing, I figure, why fight it?”

Matt ground his teeth. “That doesn’t mean you have to be stupid about it! You couldn’t even wait for the weekend, like me and Jane did? And you only know there’s a hill nearby, so what exactly is your plan here?”

The voice on the phone turned serious. “What’s the alternative? Leave this Dave guy wherever he is that much longer? No, I’d prefer not to. And how many hills that size can there be with the time you took to get there? Look, I’m already outside, and I’m heading for the place now. So just relax and let me do this.” His voice abruptly stopped.

Matt silently seethed. The big jerk had him. There really was nothing he could do, and if Jim did get himself hurt or killed, Matt knew exactly whose fault it really would be – no one else’s but his. He wanted to rage around, throw things, scream to the sky, but he couldn’t. If he woke his parents up that would raise too many questions he couldn’t answer. But he couldn’t just sit there and do nothing. He needed someone else to talk to, and there was only one other person who he could think of.

* * *

Jane was not having a good night. Ever since returning from her ill-considered adventure with Matt, sleeping had just gotten harder. Unwanted thoughts kept creeping into her head: even if she thought there was nothing she could do about whatever she’d stumbled across, didn’t her very knowledge of it require her to at least try? What really had happened to the boy she was so interested in, and his father? Perhaps she might find out if she just made an effort? And suppose she didn’t? How did she live with herself after that? Ahead of her loomed a lifetime of sleepless nights, guilt and regret. This night was the worst yet. She was beginning to think she would never fall asleep. So it was a welcome diversion when her phone buzzed at her. She grabbed it without even checking who the caller was – and before she could say anything, she heard Matt’s voice. “He went out there on his own! I can’t believe it!” He was whispering, scared that if he spoke normally he might forget himself and shout. He quickly explained what had happened.

Jane rubbed her temple. “This is so not helping.” Then, realizing how that sounded, she quickly added, “How stupid is this guy? Does he really think he can handle anything, just because he throws a ball around?”

Matt sighed. “I don’t know. He’s just out there and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m the one who told him about all this! What if something does happen? It’ll all be on me. I couldn’t live with that!”

Jane groaned as the weight of her own indecision came crashing down on her. It was one thing when just the two of them had been involved, but with someone else possibly in trouble, her mind was finally pushed to action. “What if … and please understand how much I hate saying this … what if, you and I went out there with him?”

There was a pause, and then Matt said, “Seriously?”

“Yes.”

“This from the girl who wanted to just forget the whole thing?”

Jane groaned. “You know perfectly well why I’ve changed my mind. It was hard enough turning my back on Dave, but now I’d be turning my back on Jim too.”

She was surprised to hear him give a short laugh. “Yeah, I’ve just never had the chance to rub something in before. Just wanted to see how it felt, just in case I never get the chance again. Absolutely, I’m in.”

* * *

Jim had reached the edge of town. He wasn’t surprised when his phone started buzzing again. Automatically, he answered with, “I told you, Matt, I’m doing this tonight.”

“Oh, I know,” it was Jane’s voice. “Matt told me all about it. And for the record, I think it’s a stupid idea, too.”

Jim took a couple seconds to get over his shock before he said, “Well, too bad it’s not your decision. And I’ve got nothing more to say to you than I did to Matt. So if you could just let me get on with it, I’d appreciate it. Those guys are a lot more likely to notice me if I’m on the phone, wouldn’t you say?”

Jane’s tone became sharper. “Look, you idiot, you’re making me do something I really didn’t want to, and I’m pretty upset with you over it. Tell me where you are, and we’ll be right there.”

That was another big surprise. “Well,” he said slowly, “the help would be nice, but you promise this isn’t just you trying to stop me?”

“Yeah, sure, whatever you need. Now, where are you?”

* * *

Slipping out of the house was rather easier this time, now that Matt knew for sure he could do it. He and Jane barely spoke on the way to the meeting place, the look of pure rage on her face easily deterring any attempt he might have made at conversation. Of course, he was pretty sure he was wearing a similar expression. At least he had thought to bring warmer clothes this time.

Jim greeted them with a grin that was far too happy for Matt’s mood. “Hey,” he said, “took you long enough!”

Matt felt his hands balling into fists by his sides. He took a deep breath, forcing himself to relax. “Shut up and let’s get this done, okay?”

Jim’s smile disappeared. “Hey, this is what you wanted, isn’t it?”

“I wanted us to have a plan. Anything would be better than this.” He turned to Jane. “Well, lead the way and let’s get this over with.”

Jane silently walked past them and Matt got the distinct impression that she was keeping her mouth shut because she would start shouting indiscriminately if it opened. It seemed every day he was meeting a new facet of her personality. He gave Jim a slight nod and they both followed after her.

Everything was just as bad as Matt remembered and having a third person to worry about didn’t help any. He quickly lost count of the number of times he put a hand on Jim’s shoulder, or thrust an arm in front of him to keep him from smacking his face on a tree branch or slipping in soft soil. Maybe not all of the interventions were strictly necessary, but Matt wasn’t in a very forgiving mood, and with them all in a situation where speaking was ill advised, he allowed himself to take some enjoyment from making Jim just as irritated with him as the other way around.

Eventually, they found the spot again, though only the light of the moon was visible. They edged cautiously around the hill, but, tonight, there was nothing on the other side. Matt glanced around, surveyed the area to make sure no one else was nearby. Satisfied, he chanced a whisper. “Well, this is the place. And I hope one of you has an idea for where we go from here because I sure don’t.”

From behind his ear, a voice stated, “Oh, that won’t be a problem.”


Chapter Six

They all froze, and the voice chuckled. “Good to see you won’t be making me exert myself. Now then —”

Matt heard footsteps walking around him, but he still couldn’t see anything. Then a man materialized into existence. Matt watched him take his thumb off a button on his wide, gray, leather belt. It resembled the type of belt workmen wore to keep their tools in, Matt thought. All three of them quickly pointed their flashlights at the ground, not wanting to do anything to aggravate him. From what Matt could see in the remaining light, the intruder was wearing black clothes and a helmet, form fitted to his head, in his hand was an odd-looking device that appeared to be some kind of weapon. Three cylinders stuck out of the top, while facing Matt was a quite recognizable gun barrel. The man pointed it by turns at Jane and Jim as well, before lowering it to his side. He walked over and stood in the middle of them. Things that he wanted to say popped into Matt’s head but he quickly discarded all of them. The situation was clearly something he had no control over for the moment, and what scared him most of all was saying the wrong thing, and he had no idea what that might be when he was still trying to wrap his head around the way the guy had just appeared out of thin air.

Apparently Jim and Jane had the same idea. The stranger grunted softly. “So,” he said, “nothing to say? I’m a little disappointed to be honest. I was hoping for some groveling, at least.” He stepped up to Jim. “You weren’t here before. The big guns they bring in when they’re serious, dare I hope?” He studied Jim for a few seconds. “Nah,” he said, shaking his head. “The face is all wrong. I do like the muscles, though. And you,” he turned to Jane. “Very good looking. You could be quite a covert asset. Plus, enough athletic build to take care of yourself if you really have to. Both of you have a lot of promise. It’s a waste, really.”

By now, Matt recognized the voice: it was the first one he and Jane had heard, the guy who had complained about the mission. “You knew we were here?”

The man snorted. “Oh, please. What kind of operation do you think we’re running here? That line of sight wouldn’t be enough to hide anyone who got as close to camp as you did? Now, as I was saying, these two are impressive in their way, but then we come to you. Nothing to speak of physically, and mentally, well—” He shrugged. “You did come back here, after all, which tells me you can’t be all that smart.

“You know why the others left me here? To keep me out of trouble. They’re spread out a bunch of other places, absolutely sure you wouldn’t be stupid enough to turn up here. Lucky me, I suppose.”

That comment broke the spell over Jane. “You can blame the big guy for that,” she said bitterly. “Well, Jim? You happy now?”

Jim spluttered incoherently, while Matt contented himself with, “Jane …”

She cut him off there. “Oh, screw it. If I’m going to die right here, it’s going to be with the blame properly assigned.” He could just make out the shine of tears on her face. “You, too, really, Matt. Maybe it wouldn’t have been this fast, but you would’ve brought us here eventually.”

Their captor clapped his hands. “Oh, I love this part. I’ve seen it quite a few times, but each one is just a little bit different.” He paused, but none of them spoke up. Jane still looked upset, but now her glare was directed firmly at him.

He didn’t seem bothered. “Oh, don’t mind me,” he told them, amusement in his voice. “You just carry on.”

Jim took a step forward. Their captor glared at him and he quickly took a step back. “Look,” he said, “we’re really nothing to worry about. We’re just high schoolers. Who are we going to tell, and why would they believe us? I mean, you heard what she said – I’m really not that bright. So if you just let us go, maybe we can just forget the whole thing, okay?”

Minutes ago, Matt had been taking pleasure in Jim not having a good time on this little expedition he’d roped them into; now he was too scared to think of anything much at all. But in the next second, an idea did come to him. It wasn’t much, but it was the only thing in his head. “Look,” he said, tentatively, “if we all disappear, that’s going to get a lot of attention. You’ve been hanging out here, so you had to have seen all the trouble just one kid disappearing caused. I don’t know who you guys are, but it seems like you really want to avoid being noticed. And I’m really impressed by that invisibility thing, by the way.” He had been struggling to keep his voice steady, and knew he hadn’t been totally successful. He plowed on. “My parents work for a magazine, about things just like this. It’s not really respected at all, so anything people read in it, they’ll believe it can’t exist. You see what I’m getting at? I can actually help you stay a secret. What do you think?”

He had to look away immediately afterward. Just seeing this guy was making him want to curl into a ball and never surface again. And now that it was out, Matt was struck by the absurd circular logic of what he’d just said. He cringed as he started thinking about how much worse he might have made things. But all he could do now was see what the response would be. He didn’t have long to wait; the guy burst into laughter. That didn’t help much, as this could still go either way. They all stood there, waiting for him to finish his chuckle fest.

It was only a few seconds, though anything that put off knowing what was going to happen next felt like a small eternity.

After he was done, he said, “Maybe I was wrong about you. You could make something of yourself after all, being able to come up with ideas like that. It’s out of the box, at least. Or you could just be amusing. Either way—” He broke off, squeezing his earlobe. “This is Pren. I’ve got them,” he said, apparently speaking into thin air. He paused as if listening to someone, though Matt couldn’t hear anything and then said, “Absolutely. Always a pleasure to help the good general.” There was a sarcastic bite to the words, but whoever he was talking to didn’t seem to mind, as the call, which Matt was now sure it somehow was, seemed to end there. “Well, the rest of them will be here shortly. Then you get to find out what happens to you all. I don’t know about you, but I’m looking forward to it.”

Being reasonably sure that he wasn’t going to be killed at a moment’s notice made Matt breathe just a bit easier, and also worked up his courage to ask the question he’d been wanting to ask this whole time. “Do you have anything to do with Dave Polsik and his father?”

Pren stiffened. He walked over until he was looking Matt right in the eyes. Under that baleful glare, Matt felt any residual courage draining away from him like a weed wilting under the onslaught of killer chemicals. He quickly sat down.

“Yes.”

That was when Jane erupted. “Where are they? What did you do to them?” Matt was stunned at the fury in her voice, accented by the tears she was still choking back.

Pren raised his hands, not a very comforting gesture as his gun was still held in one. “Hey, I’m a very low man in this thing. You want to know more, my boss has to say you can.”

A different voice said, “And I don’t.” Matt jumped back up as, all around them, more men materialized. There were five in all. One of them threw what looked like a ball into the air, bathing the area in light. It was that strange, floating lamp that had started this whole thing, Matt realized. He winced, looking away, waiting for his eyes to adjust. Once his vision acclimatized, he could see that Pren was smaller than he’d looked in the darkness, especially next to the new arrivals. His rat-like face didn’t help him look any more intimidating either. Still, Matt found it hard to forget just how small he himself had felt during the whole confrontation. The new arrivals were all wearing the same thing, clearly some kind of uniform. The black color made it hard to make out details, but they appeared to be just regular, comfortable clothes. One of the new arrivals was wearing a slightly different version. While the others wore solid black, his had silver piping and shoulder tassels. Even without that clue, he was clearly the leader of the group just from the way they all looked to him. He had a hard face with bright blue eyes, offset by red hair and a short beard of the same color. There was also a nasty scar that curved around the right side of his cheek, ending at a missing chunk of his earlobe.

“Good work, Pren,” he drawled. “I see they’re all still in one piece. You’re really learning to rein in those tendencies of yours.”

Pren made a mocking bow. “I live to serve,” he said, with the same sarcasm he’d used on the call.

The leader didn’t react to this insubordination, simply saying, “Though there’s still room for improvement. For instance, they’re in a circle around you. You can’t watch all of them at once by yourself.” He glanced around at Matt and the others. “If you could all line up next to each other, please?” Matt and Jim moved to where Jane was standing, Jim apparently thinking, as Matt was, that she was the least likely to move. They were thanked with a nod.

“Now then, I’m Captain Aaron Chapman of the Krell Eagles. As you may have surmised, we knew about your interest in us from when you first came across us. And in the few days since then, we’ve been patrolling the area, hoping you’d return. Though I never really thought you’d come back to exactly the same place. If you were seasoned opponents you would be unlikely to walk into what could be a trap. And if you were innocent bystanders, you should have been scared off completely by what you saw that night. So, I must confess, I find myself at something of a loss. Just what are you doing here?”

Matt realized that Jim and Jane were both looking at him. “Oh, so it’s all on me now, huh?” he said bitterly.

Jane shrugged. “It was your idea in the first place.”

Matt sighed and turned to Chapman. If nothing else, he was easier to look at than Pren, even with that scar. “Look, I’m very sorry about all this. It’s really all about my friend. He’s been missing for a week – and I dragged these two into it with me. I had this crazy idea that we might find something if we looked around here, and it really sounds stupid now. None of us want anything to do with whatever’s going on, and I’m pretty sure,” he said, looking at Jim and Jane, “these two would both agree that we won’t say anything about it.” His companions nodded vigorously.

Chapman smiled, and to Matt’s surprise there seemed a bit of genuine warmth in it. “Now, that’s what I’d been hoping to hear.” The smile disappeared. “Unfortunately, I’m not quite the final authority on matters like this.” He took a device off his belt that, to Matt’s eyes, resembled Pren’s weapon. This one, though, had a rounded design which went a long way toward making it appear less threatening. He seemed almost apologetic as he said, “To sort this out once and for all, you’ll have to come back with us.” He pushed a button on the device and the air in front of him … shifted. Everything nearby distorted, swirling into a spiral that spun faster and faster until the movement wasn’t visible. Then it flattened, and everything seemed normal again.

Matt glanced over at Jane and Jim, checking to see if they had witnessed the same thing, but they were still staring straight at the spot where the distortion had been.

Chapman cleared his throat. “If you’ll just move a bit to the side, young man, everything will become clear. Well, maybe not everything, but we have time.”

Matt did as he was told, and indeed, it was immediately clear why Jane and Jim were still so enraptured, at least if they were seeing the same thing. A swirling mass of white, just like he had seen previously, had appeared in the exact same spot, except this time the center was black. He stepped back to where he had been before, and it disappeared again.

Chapman smiled. “I imagine it’s quite something from your point of view. It’s called a transit corridor. They exist in just two dimensions, so looked at from the right spot on either side, you see nothing at all. They’re what allow us to come to this place, and luckily, they work both ways. I shudder to think of the poor man who first had to test it, coming through with no idea what kind of place he was going to, or if he could ever go home. Still, that was a long time ago, and we’ve made some improvements. Pren, if you’ll demonstrate?”

Rat features never took his eyes from Matt’s face as he walked over to the corridor. He bared his teeth in what loosely passed for a smile. “I’ll be waiting for you. Don’t be long.” His gaze still fixed on Matt, he stuck his arm into the transit corridor. The second he did, he started distorting, the same way as everything else had.

Matt’s stomach lurched and he quickly looked away. By the time he had his nausea under control enough to turn back to the tunnel, Pren was gone. Matt could only assume that, as he had heard nothing, Pren had not experienced any discomfort.

Chapman coughed again, commanding their attention. “It’s completely painless,” he said, “all you have to do is touch any body part to it. So,” he glanced around at them, “who wants to go first?”

No one spoke. For Matt, this was at least partly due to the fact that he was still struggling to comprehend what was happening.

Chapman frowned. “I thought I’d made myself clear. The sooner you do this, the sooner this will all be over, one way or another. The alternative is that we just end it here, and please believe me when I say, I don’t want to do that. I always try to avoid casualties among non-combatants, which I’m now reasonably sure is what you are. So I ask again, who will go first?”

Jim stepped forward. “Okay, I’ll do it.” He looked at Matt and Jane. “I’m the reason we’re here tonight, right?”

Chapman nodded. “Good man. Like I said, you just touch it, and you’ll be on your way.”

“On our way where?” asked Matt, stepping up himself and grabbing Jim by the arm.

Chapman sighed. “That would be quite difficult to explain at this point. I can only promise that it’ll make a good deal more sense once you’ve gone through. I’ve already sent in one of my own men to show that it’s safe. Now I can only ask you to help me clear this up once and for all. Again, I must ask you to believe that I wish you no harm. It’s just that my hands are tied in this instance.”

Jim pulled his arm free. His eyes met Matt’s. “I believe him.” He sighed. “I mean, I know my opinion doesn’t count for much with you right now, but that’s what it is.” He walked to the corridor and thrust his arm through, a little too eagerly as far as Matt was concerned. Matt’s stomach twisted again, and then he was gone.

Matt and Jane shared a quick look, then he said, “I’ll go next,” leaving Jane to sulk as he could tell he had cut her off from saying the same thing. He stepped forward, forcing himself to keep picturing Dave’s face. Who knew, maybe this would allow him to find out what had happened, maybe, he would even find Dave, as unlikely as it seemed now. And wasn’t that why he was here? Wasn’t that why he had dragged Jim and Jane into this? Something this bizarre would certainly explain why the police had been so stymied in their investigation. Who would ever have thought of something like this, even in a town like Berkland? With all that running through his head, he took a deep breath, glanced quickly back at Jane, now dry-eyed, and touched the corridor.


Chapter Seven

There wasn’t any pain. Chapman had told the truth about that, at least. The dark spot at the center of the white vortex simply expanded until it filled all of Jim’s vision, and then, with seemingly no transition at all, a new place appeared. He was indoors, and everything was so spotlessly white that at first he had difficulty telling that anything was there at all. But on closer inspection, he could make out the corners of the walls, and a floor and ceiling. The room seemed to be a perfect square, about ten feet all around, with absolutely nothing in it.

He heard a laugh to his right and turned to see Pren.

“You might want to get out of the way,” he instructed. ”The captain will be wanting to get back himself. I don’t think blocking the entrance will put you at the top of his favorites list, do you?”

Jim had just moved aside when Matt materialized from the corridor, closely followed by Jane, both of them had also stood, blocking the entrance, gawking, until Pren issued the same warning. Hot on Jane’s heels came the rest of the men, one by one. Chapman came last of all. At the sight of the closest thing to a friendly face among these people, Jim let out a breath he hadn’t realized he was holding.

Chapman came over to them, smiling a little. It made his scar go a bit whiter. “This is what we call the travel room, where the corridor opens.” He hesitated. “That isn’t information I would normally give out,” he admitted, “but in this case, what you’re about to see will make it obvious anyway.” Glancing at Pren, he said, “So you can take that scowl off your face.”

“It’s not a scowl,” Pren admonished. “It’s just my face. And I’m kind of sensitive about it, if you don’t mind.” His sarcasm was gone, but Jim was still reasonably sure that he wasn’t being serious.

Up until now the walls had appeared to enclose the entire room with no way out. Jim supposed he should have been worried about that but his mind had rather more pressing matters to deal with. Besides, there was always the corridor, assuming they could get to it. But then the wall directly opposite the white mass that signaled the entrance underwent a similar transformation, seeming to flex and spin within a circular area, until another room was visible through it. It was a stark contrast to the one they were in now, full of massive equipment being overseen by several people who clearly knew what they were doing.

Chapman moved to the new portal. “This is the same concept,” he volunteered, “but since it’s within the same universe, it’s not nearly as flashy. Actually, it was my idea,” he said, smiling again. “Creating a separate room to go to before we punch through into another world. There’s no other way in or out. You couldn’t ask for better security, and it’s no actual work for anyone.”

The man had been nothing but a cool professional so far, so this little display of vanity was a bit jarring. Still, Jim was hardly in a position to comment on it. “So, us first again?” he asked.

Chapman nodded. “And you should be quite glad of that. After all, if we all went first, we could just turn both corridors off and leave you in here.” At the looks on their faces he added, “Yes, it could happen. Our general is not someone who spares the rod, shall we say. Still, if you’ve been telling the truth, you shouldn’t have anything to worry about, should you?”

Jim could hardly argue with that. And even if he could, he wasn’t so inclined.

Chapman nodded to another of his men, who stepped through the hole, and the three of them followed, again one at a time. From what he’d seen, that was all that one of these things could handle. Now he saw just how large the room was, and filled floor to ceiling with the machines that Jim could only assume had something to do with powering the corridor. He was also a bit surprised to note that the technicians he had seen through the corridor were actually the only ones there. He winked at Matt and Jane, whispering, “I was expecting more blinking lights, weren’t you?”

Pren chuckled as he came through. “And exactly what purpose would that serve? Seriously, I’m asking.”

Jim cringed; his little joke had only been meant for his companions. “Well, err,” he struggled to find something to say, “you know, man, like … because they’re … big computers.”

“And so they should give seizures to all the people who work with them?” Chapman said, having stepped out of the corridor. “Please, let’s not waste any more time.” As they passed through the room, the technicians remained studiously at their consoles without so much as glancing up.

As they followed Chapman, Jim realized that, oddly enough, he was beginning to feel a bit better about their situation. His first impression was of a bunch of faceless goons who itched to kill them; Pren had gone a long way to fostering that thought. Now he was starting to see that they were just people too; people who might sympathize with him and his companions. Or maybe he was just grasping at straws – ignoring how impossibly strange and dangerous the whole situation was. As soon as that idea entered his head, he forced it out as swiftly as he could. For the time being, he had to think positive.

* * *

Jane had been in a daze ever since seeing the corridor open. This whole thing was so far beyond her comprehension of reality that she simply had to take it as it came, with no attempt to understand it. Sure, in her childhood she’d entertained fantasies of going to other worlds, where there would be all kinds of wonderful sights and people, usually centered around a handsome prince. But she’d grown out of that phase and for a while now had set her sights on more realistic goals.

Worse, was the feeling that one of their captors was sizing her up. She hadn’t actually caught him at it, but being an attractive girl in high school meant that she was quite adept at knowing when she was getting attention from the opposite sex – appreciated or not. She was definitely getting the latter feeling now. The unwanted scrutiny was coming from a man with freckles lining the tops of his cheeks and under his eyes; a look she had never seen the appeal of, and even if she had, she would still feel uneasy about this.

So, what to do? She was of a mind to confront him, but this was far removed from high school, she needed to consider the effect on the others that challenging him might have. The two thoughts kept chasing each other around and around in her head, until she found it hard to focus on anything else. Not that there was much else to focus on for the moment. They had passed through the room with all the machines and were now simply going through a series of hallways that were all the same gray color, with oddly patterned protrusions that had provided a little variety at first. Now though, their blocky shapes held a rich monotony all of their own.

Chapman didn’t seem to have anything more to say, and no one else was venturing anything either. At least he seemed like a reasonable guy, at least compared to Pren, the only other one of these people she had heard speak. Just as she allowed herself to relax a little, her eyes caught those of the guy who had been staring at her. Abruptly, she came to a decision. Slowing her pace, she allowed freckle face to come a little closer so that she would be able to talk with him without everyone else overhearing. “Can I help you?” she asked, arching her brows.

A startled look flashed across the freckled face, changing quickly to a grin. “And I thought I was being so subtle.”

Jane shook her head. “I think we must have different definitions of the word ‘subtle’,” she said frostily. “Well, just so we’re clear, I’m not available right now. For anything!” She turned her eyes forward, dismissing him. A hand descended on her shoulder. Not good.

“You never know,” he muttered, leaning into her space. “You might be stuck here for a while.” He grinned. His teeth were stained and uneven. “I just want to let you know the offer’s open.”

“Eyes front, Reeves,” Chapman’s voice cracked through the air and Freckle face immediately backed off. So, Jane noted, if he was going to pull something, it would be when his boss wasn’t around. Well, she would just have to make sure that she and Reeves never found themselves alone together.

* * *

Matt was grateful for the intervention. He could see that Jane was having some kind of problem with the guy Chapman had called Reeves, and from the way Reeves had been eyeballing Jane, he had no trouble guessing why. For the nth time, he wished he had never had the bright idea of trying to track Dave and his father down.

A couple of minutes later, Chapman said, “You may want to shade your eyes.”

The three of them exchanged puzzled glances before complying. Glancing around, Matt saw that none of the soldiers were troubling to, then he saw the visors slide out of their helmets. To their left, the wall split into segments that shifted and spun until the strange patterns that covered the gray surfaces began retreating inside each other. By the time the movement came to an end, an opening about twice as big as a regular door gaped in front of them. Sunlight flooded into the hall and Matt found himself grateful for the captain’s warning.

After a few seconds his eyes got used to the intensity of the light, and he could see outside. A massive city stretched in front of him, and as they were escorted through the door, he saw that there was glass stretching far in both directions, allowing an unobstructed view of the place. The ground was very, very far below. He had been to the top of the CN Tower once, when his parents were investigating a supposed fault that would send it crashing down, and this seemed even higher. Several skyscrapers, just as tall as their position, poked out of a shiny steel construction that, under the circumstances, reminded him of nothing so much as a giant bear trap.

Chapman announced from behind them, “Welcome to Krell.”


Chapter Eight

Matt stepped closer to the window, getting a full view of the city all around him. The first thing he noticed was that the buildings tended to be pyramid-shaped, though narrower than the ones in Egypt. It was like a whole city of the Transamerica Building. Flying vehicles raced by, too fast to make out details, though all the way down on the ground he could still see roads, and, at least from what he could tell at the tremendous distance, what seemed to be normal cars moving at what seemed a snail’s pace in comparison. His eyes were glued to the sight for quite some time, or at least it seemed that way, and when at last he was able to tear himself away he found Jane and Jim right next to him. They looked at each other in complete awe. There was nothing any of them could say. This all seemed impossible, yet there it was, right in front of them, and Matt was certainly not going to be the one to deny it.

The spell was broken by Pren’s voice. “Yeah, take as long as you want. Just stare at it. That’s the kind of thing you’re up against. You people don’t stand a chance.”

“Pren!” Chapman barked out the word in an angrier tone than he’d ever showed before. That came as quite a surprise and Matt found himself looking at the man with new eyes: this was someone whose feathers weren’t ruffled easily, but he still had a breaking point. Chapman visibly forced himself to calm down before continuing, that scar showing miniscule movements in his mouth. “That’s enough. I would advise you to try not speaking at all for a while.” He sounded perfectly calm, but the tone of his words carried a great weight. On top of that, the look he gave was terrifying enough without being the subject of it, and Matt couldn’t imagine being in Pren’s shoes at the moment.

Pren nodded his head, for once looking like the very picture of sincere obedience. But Matt saw him rolling his eyes as Chapman turned to face them again; however, that rat face was able to resist that glare, he was clearly going to be a big problem no matter how this turned out. For his part, Chapman ignored the unruly subordinate and said to the three kids, “To answer what I’m pretty sure is your first question: this is not another planet. It’s the same as your Earth, just a different Earth. They have the same history and occupy the same point in space. It’s just that they exist in different dimensions. I don’t expect you’ll quite grasp the concept; our own scientists have just barely begun to truly understand it. To use a spectacularly crude term that doesn’t come close to covering the true nature of the situation, it’s next door to your own dimension, making trips across the gap relatively easy.” He grinned a bit at the simplistic explanation.

Jim cut in. “Oh yeah, we’ve made a ton of books and movies about this kind of thing. Don’t worry, we get the concept.”

Chapman’s expression was almost worth the embarrassment Matt was feeling from being acquainted with someone who’d say that. Though he couldn’t look at it for long or he would burst out laughing and make things worse. Then Pren took care of that for him. Chapman turned on him with just a glare, and he promptly shut up.

“As I was saying,” he continued with a sharp look at Jim, though thankfully not as severe as the one Pren had gotten, “this is the city of Krell, one of our largest industrial centers. It’s places like this that make our whole society possible. And it’s the place where our top scientists were tasked with finding a way to get to other universes. As it turns out, the walls, for lack of a better term, between our dimensions are unusually thin here, and we were worried about what was on the other side, as I’m sure you would be in our place.”

Now it was Reeves who butted in. “So imagine our surprise when it turned out you were centuries behind us. And rather ripe for the picking, if you ask me.” His face took on a leer that Matt did not like looking at. Every new word out of these peoples’ mouths had him feeling less optimistic about their situation, no matter how reasonable their leader appeared to be.

Chapman simply went on, “Not quite the way I would have put it, but essentially correct.” Pren’s reaction was rather amusing, clearly upset that this other person was allowed to get away with an interruption but not him, but still afraid to speak up about it, so he had to just seethe silently. “Like I said, as far as we’ve been able to tell, we seem to have the same history as you. But we just have more of it, if that makes any sense to you. About five hundred years’ worth. My guess would be if you could travel forward that far in your own world, it would look a lot like this. It’s a rare gift to see, really.”

By now, Matt was long past feeling real surprise about any of this. In fact, what he felt more than anything was tired. It had been late at night when he left his house, and despite it being broad daylight outside, his internal clock was still running on Eastern Standard Time. And as soon as that thought hit him, so, too, did the urge to yawn. He fought it as hard as he could, wanting very much to avoid anything that could make this even worse, but nature would not be denied and it slipped out. And of course, this had the inevitable effect of making Jane and Jim do it, too. A curse on human psychology, he thought.

This was apparently the last straw for Pren, as even with Chapman’s threat fresh in everyone’s minds he said, “Oh, so we’re boring you? Maybe you’d like to see something else, like our high security prison cells? Trust me, that’ll keep you awake for a while.”

Chapman looked about to say something else to his unruly subordinate, but then he simply squeezed the bridge of his nose and let it go. “I apologize. I didn’t consider the time that we picked you up from. Naturally you’ll be needing some sleep. If you’ll follow me, please.” He walked down the hall, and the three of them were pushed along after him.

Matt again considered that these guys might be mostly bad news, but at least their leader seemed like a decent person. At least it gave him some hope to hold on to, which he found himself needing more and more.

They soon left that giant window behind and went back into the building’s interior, where there was again little to distinguish one area from another. The place was like a maze, and Matt soon had to give up trying to remember all the turns they made in their trip through it. For a while no one spoke, and the silence slowly built up his sense of paranoia until he had to say something. “So what happens to us now?” It seemed an innocuous enough question, and by this point he was at least reasonably sure that Chapman wasn’t the kind of person who would punish him for asking it.

The man shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I’m not allowed to tell you. You should just know that right now we’re taking you to a place where you’ll be able to sleep as long as you need, and by the time you wake, who knows? I may have already gotten a response to the report I’m going to send in, which I can tell you is going to say that I think you’re harmless, and even if you told someone else about all this, it would pose no threat.” He shot a brief smile back at them, which Matt actually did find quite reassuring.

Jane replied, “So this is all going to be okay?”

Chapman turned fully to face them, while somehow continuing to navigate his path expertly. It seemed like he’d regularly gone down these halls. “I don’t want to make any promises. Some people here are more paranoid than me. But I will do all I can to see that you won’t be harmed.”

Pren whispered from behind them, “And hey, if it doesn’t work out, we get to hang out some more.”

Matt scowled as he struggled to hold on to those good feelings.

* * *

At last they arrived at a small room that appeared to be completely bare, until Chapman pressed his hand to the wall in three different spots, and a cot came out under each one. “Just so you know, the room is monitored. When you’re all refreshed, use this.” He pressed the wall next to the door, and it rotated to reveal a green button, though rather than pressing it, he stroked the side. “I’ve just set it to alert me. Hopefully I’ll have some good news for you by the time you use it.” Then he left, and a process the reverse of the one that had showed them the world outside took place, pieces of the wall emerging and filling in the door until they were completely enclosed, with no visible seam at all. Oddly enough, there was still a dim light, with no apparent source.

Jim broke the ice. “Well, I don’t know about you two, but I’m starting to feel better about this.”

Jane scoffed. “I still absolutely blame you.”

Jim sat on one of the cots. “Seriously, you can’t say this thing couldn’t have gone a lot worse. I mean, we could have been thrown in some creepy dungeon to starve.”

Jane moved to stand over him. “And what exactly makes you think that isn’t just what’s going on here? That button might not even do anything. Maybe the guy didn’t want to deal with us at all, so he threw us in here and now he’s going to just forget about us.”

At that, Matt had to step in. “Come on, let’s try to stay positive here. I agree with Jim. Chapman seems like about the best we could have hoped for, considering.”

Jane spun to face him. “And what are we considering, exactly? What is actually going on here? Okay, it’s another dimension. Weird, but I’m pretty much over it by now. So, who are these guys? What do we know about them? Did you notice how he told us all kinds of stuff about this place, but nothing about himself or the other guys?”

Matt sat down, too as he said, “Well, there’s nothing we can really do about it now. I know how my parents would handle something like this – you don’t worry unless you have a real reason to. So that’s what I’m going to do.” He neglected to mention that they never had been in a situation like this, and he was just making a guess from their usual work. Come to think of it, he was starting to think he owed them an apology for his skepticism when they wrote about things like this. But the truth was, he could feel himself melting down inside, and if that feeling got to the surface, he might never be able to stop it. So for now, he would cling to that idea of his parents’ for all it was worth. “And that was a real yawn out there, and I do really need some sleep.” He yawned again. “See? So that’s what I’m going to do.”

Jane huffed to herself. “Fine. So I guess it’s just me and the idiot here—”

Jim interrupted. “Hey, leave me out of this. I’ve been trying to get some sleep all this time, and you’re not helping.”

With that, it seemed they’d exhausted all that any of them wanted to say for a moment, so they all took to the beds.

* * *

Matt was woken up by a loud banging. In the dim light, thankfully easy to adjust to, he saw Jane and Jim do the same; apparently, despite what she’d said, Jane had succumbed to nature’s requirements eventually. The wall began to open and Matt briefly hoped it was Chapman coming to free them, but the door from before didn’t open. Instead it was just a small hole at eye level, just big enough to see the face of the man standing there. It was Pren.

“You know, before the boss kept interrupting me, there were a couple other things I wanted to tell you,” he said as they wandered over. “Just to see the looks on your faces. Because let me tell you, it’s not good news.”


Chapter Nine

Jim pounded a fist into his other hand. “Why don’t you come in here and say some of that stuff?”

Pren laughed, though at a low volume. It seemed he was worried about being overheard. “Oh please. You think I’m scared of you? I’ve gone through training. What do you have?”

Matt frowned. Something about the statement came across as odd; the generic word “training” used as if it explained everything. Sure, the context made it pretty clear what he was talking about, but it still didn’t sound quite right from a guy like this, who clearly loved bullying the few people below him he could find. But whatever the issue was, it couldn’t do them any good right now, so he kept quiet as Jim smiled and said, “I make a good tackle. So I figure if I can do it quick enough, whatever fancy fighting you know won’t help at all.”

Matt held his hands out. “Jim, stop it.” Turning to Pren he said, “Okay, look. You came here to tell us something, so just say it.”

The man flashed a grin that made his face look even more rat-like. “If you insist. So, you got the big speech before about how this is not your universe, right? Well, what the boss man didn’t tell you is that it’s very, very bad to spend too long outside your own universe. I’ll admit, I don’t really get how it works, but the gist is, from the moment you came here, you started dying. It’s a slow process, very subtle, but after about a week, you’ll start coughing up blood, spasming, having your eyes burst … it’s a bad way to go. Those first test subjects sent through to your world …” he shuddered. “I was part of the second team through. Not a pretty sight, let me tell you. We didn’t waste any time getting back.”

Matt thought his heart had fallen to his feet when he was first caught, but this was so much worse. “Well, we’ll be out of here by then, right? I mean, Chapman said he’d be reporting about us and come back with the decision.”

Pren replied, “Yeah, he did say that. Trouble is, sometimes it takes a little while longer to get an answer back from the guys in charge than at other times. I don’t know what they do in there, but I’ve suspected for a while they just kick back and relax a lot of the time. Who cares about us on the ground when they’ve got their cushy lives?” He paused and gritted his teeth, then seemed to realize what he was doing and just stared at them again. “In the meantime, why don’t you worry about it? Well, see you.”

As he turned to leave, Jane shouted, “Wait! There has to be some way out of this. I mean, you guys go to our world, right? You can’t just always keep swapping out every few days, can you?”

Pren turned back and said, “Well, if you insist.” He lifted his sleeve all the way up his arm. Near his shoulder, a square piece of skin was raised up, looking similar to a tuberculosis tine test, though about an inch on all sides. “That’s the reaction to an injection you can take. It’s called Neserene, little robots that keep your body stable, or something like that. I wasn’t really paying attention when the lab guys explained it. These days we’re not allowed to go through until it shows up. That’s the only way to survive.” He started turning away again, then stopped and turned back. “Or I suppose you could just be born here.”

That was another statement that just felt weird, and even for Pren, gratuitous. Plus, there was just something in his tone that made Matt say, “What do you mean?”

He did that quiet laugh again. “Oh, it was a big story. When the corridors were first invented, this one couple went through it. The woman was a scientist on the project and she snuck her husband and their baby in late at night, stole three shots of Neserene, and went through. Of course, some of our guys were sent through after them. They came back saying all three were dead. Nothing from the baby, though. They said it had just fallen in a river and was carried off. I always thought it seemed a little fishy. So hey, maybe one of you is that baby. Or not. Have fun with that.” And then he left for good, still laughing.

The three of them just stared at each other for a few seconds before Jim said, “He could have at least shut the wall.”

Matt appreciated the attempt to cheer them up, but it didn’t work. “He might have just been lying about the whole thing, right?”

Jane looked at her feet. “So where did that thing on his arm come from, then?” When she looked up, the dull light barely glinted off fresh tears.

Jim spoke up again. “You never know. It might be you, Matt.”

As unexpected as some of Pren’s statements had been, this was even more so and Matt looked at him sharply. “Excuse me?”

Jim held up his hands. “Hey, any kind of hope seems like a good idea right now. You haven’t said anything, so I never brought it up. I figured it might be a sore subject. But once word started getting around about your parents, I looked them up and found out you were adopted.”

Just when he thought this situation couldn’t get any worse. Matt felt his fists balling with the memories of how many times this sort of conversation had gone very badly. But no, he couldn’t let that color what was going on now, with the only two people he could count on, in literally, the whole world. He replied, as calmly as he could, “So what’s your point?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Maybe you’re the baby from the story.”

Jane snorted, in a quite unladylike way. “Really, Jim? Just when I think I know how big an idiot you are.”

Jim’s tone lowered to something more serious. “Oh, I know the odds on it. Maybe the story’s not even true, and the guy was just saying it to screw with us some more. But this is what I’m doing, okay? I’m going to grab at anything, because … because I need to.”

Matt was surprised to realize that by now, Jim’s face was as shiny as Jane’s had been.

Matt was at a loss for words. He hadn’t spared a thought for how this might be affecting Jim, thanks to still being angry with him for getting them all out there in the woods. “Jim … I’m sorry. We’re all in this together now, so whatever you need to do to get through this is fine by me.”

Jane put a hand on his shoulder. “Me, too. I’m sorry.”

Jim wiped his face. “Oh, don’t go turning this into a big love fest on my account. It’s still me, guys. You can be mad at me if you want.”

Matt replied, “Well, I’m not.”

Jane just smiled and shook her head.

Jim stood a little straighter. “Well, glad we got that all sorted out.”

Matt had to agree; the last thing they needed now were problems within the group, and somehow he was feeling much more relaxed having that inevitable conversation over with.

Jim went on, “So, I’m actually feeling pretty rested. How about you guys?”

Matt and Jane both agreed. So Matt pushed the button.

* * *

They didn’t talk much in the time it took for Chapman to arrive. What more was there to say? So it came as a relief when the wall expanded a few minutes later. But the man who came in was not Chapman. He had dark hair and gaunt features, and was wearing what looked like the same clothes Chapman’s men had. He blinked in surprise, then said, “Whoever you are, come on! Freedom awaits!”


Chapter Ten

All three were struck silent. Matt thought he’d grown accustomed to how strange their lives had gotten this day, but this still threw him for a loop. “Well, are you coming or not?” the man said.

Jane crossed her arms. “Give us one good reason, because I kind of like our odds staying right here. You can start with who you are.”

The man seemed surprised by that, but quickly recovered, and Matt could swear he rolled his eyes. “Okay, short version, my name’s Bram, and I’m part of a group fighting the people holding you. And if that’s not enough, then I’m sorry, you’ll just have to trust me.”

Matt stepped beside Jane. “As a matter of fact, it isn’t. If we stay here, we can get back home, and everyone’s happy. If we go with you, well, we just heard that that won’t end very well for us. We can’t survive in this place for longer than a week without something called Neserene. Unless, of course, that’s not true?” It had suddenly struck him that there was a possible way out of this.

Bram didn’t miss a beat. “I don’t know how you found that out, but yes, it’s true.” Matt felt his faint hope get crushed, but then the man kept talking. “But don’t worry about that. I know where the stuff is stored here, and we’ll stop there on our way out. So, if you’re coming, no time like the present.” None of them moved, and he groaned. “Look, I don’t know what you’ve been told, but the people who put you in here? They’re not good people. They were probably just going to keep you here until you died. They’ve done it before. So really, we don’t have much time here. Come with me. It’s your only chance.”

There was a pause after this. Then Jim looked at Matt and Jane, and said, “Well, now I’m thinking we go with him. How about you two?”

Jane nodded. “It does seem to be our best chance.”

Matt shook his head. He could understand how tempting the offer was, but it was still more of a chance than he was comfortable with. “Think about this. We don’t know anything about this guy. How do we know he’s telling the truth any more than Chapman?”

Bram turned to stare at him. “Chapman? That’s who brought you in?” He shook his head. “You don’t know how lucky you are. That man has killed several of my friends. He’s completely ruthless.”

That was a surprise, to which Matt could just say, “That’s not how he seemed to me.”

Bram sighed. “Then he was just faking it, trying to get you on his side! A bit cleverer than I would have thought from him, but believe me, the man’s a stone cold murderer.”

Jim looked at Matt again and shrugged. “One’s the person who brought us here in the first place, and is in power. The other’s getting us out of here, and fighting that power. I know who I believe.”

Matt threw up his hands. “Okay, fine. You want to go, you go. Me, I’ll take my chances here.”

Bram shook his head. “I wouldn’t. As much trouble as you’re in right now, it’ll be worse if they find you by yourself. That’ll get you a death from lack of Neserene for sure. However you found out, you must also know there aren’t many worse ways to die.”

Jane raised her hand, like she was in a classroom. “That reminds me of another problem. Chapman told us this room was monitored. And there have to be security cameras or whatever they use in this place around, so how do we not just get caught again after a couple minutes?”

Bram grinned. “That’s the great thing about this place. The transit corridor and surveillance devices don’t play well together, and the effect extends through the whole place. I’m guessing he just told you that as a fib so you’d stay put.”

Matt’s gaze flicked between all three of the others, and he held his shaking hands to his head. Maybe he could have still held firm on his own, but with both Jane and Jim wanting to go, he didn’t see that he had much choice. “All right. If we’re doing this, let’s just do it. But if this goes wrong, I’m definitely going to say I told you so.”

Jim and Jane said, “Deal,” simultaneously. Then Jane looked disgusted at herself for being on the same wavelength as Jim. Matt would have laughed, except he’d been too scared for too long.

Bram nodded. “Good. Glad that’s cleared up. So, let’s get moving!”

* * *

As much as he didn’t want to admit it, Jim had been thrown off his game by the argument. He’d been so sure this was the right thing to do, but now, even as he followed Bram back through the twisting halls, he was questioning it. Why did Matt have to mess with his head so much?

Bram looked around a corner and quickly moved back. “There are two of them out there.” He turned to Jim and said, “You’re the one who looks the toughest. Had any training?”

Jim shrugged. “I’m a football player. I can run and tackle people.”

Bram looked disappointed and turned to Matt and Jane. “How about either of you? Anything?”

They both just looked at him blankly and his disappointed look was upgraded to crestfallen. “So what you’re telling me is, none of you are any help at all. So I might as well not even have come here for all the good it’ll do us to get you out.”

Jim tried to not be offended and failed. “Well, we’ll certainly be a lot better off.”

“Oh, excuse me if that’s not much comfort at the moment. You have any idea how big a risk this is? No, of course you don’t. You’re not even from this universe. Well, let me tell you something. If we get caught, you’ll all get off easy compared to what’ll happen to me. The stories I’ve heard … well, I’ll hold off on those in case you ever want to be able to sleep again.”

Matt couldn’t meet the man’s eyes anymore. “So, that’s it, then? We just go back to our room, and you go back to wherever?”

Bram gave a harsh laugh. “Oh, not even close. You’re out, and we can’t take the chance that they haven’t noticed by now. No, we’re in this together until whatever happens, happens. Thanks a lot for that.”

This got Jane into the conversation, and Jim could tell she was putting a lot of energy toward tempering her volume. “Hey look, we didn’t ask for any of this. We were just trying to find our friend. We didn’t even know this place existed.”

Bram seemed like he was about to say something nasty back, but then stopped himself. “All right, enough. This isn’t getting us anywhere.” He turned back to Jim. “Tackling, huh?” At Jim’s nod, he continued. “So, we work with what we have. I took us through some back passages, not a way many people come, so they’re facing away from us. We could sneak past them. Trouble is, they’re between us and the Neserene. I don’t suppose any of you would like to take the risk and hope we find some later?” They all just stared at him. “Of course. Okay, so you … what’s your name?”

“Jim.”

“You and I will go running at them together. They’re close enough that I’m pretty sure we can get there before they can turn around. I’ll take the one on the right, you’re on the left. Just do whatever it is you do, and maybe it’ll be surprising enough he won’t know how to react, and by then I may have finished with mine and I can help you.” All three of them just stared at him again, and he sighed. “I know, it’s not a great plan. But I don’t hear any of you coming up with anything, so it’s our best shot. Hey, maybe we can just get shot down. It’ll be better than some of our other options.” Still nothing greeted this, so he shrugged and simply gestured for Jim to come with him.

As they turned the corner and the two guards came into view, Jim felt himself go completely numb in body and soul. There was a sense of total unreality to what he was doing, probably the shock of the situation catching up with him at last. Whatever is was, he was grateful for it, as he really didn’t want to be thinking about what he was about to do. At another hand signal, he and Bram began running.

Jim tried to keep himself as much in his usual football mindset as possible. And it worked: the man he was headed for quickly heard them coming, but he seemed to move into slow motion as he turned and went for his weapon, just like what typically happened on the field when Jim was in the zone. Before he could pull it out fully, Jim’s shoulder was colliding with his stomach, and they spilled onto the floor together. It was the same move he’d done so many times in a game, and he was a natural at it by now. His opponent was stunned, but not for long, and quickly began groping for his weapon again, another of those odd things with the three tubes. This was where Jim’s confidence came to an end; players who were tackled tended to just lie there, unless they were angry enough to want to court a penalty. He desperately grabbed the man’s arm with both hands, but that left the other arm free, and the result was a punch to the jaw that knocked Jim to the side, rolling onto his back.

The man didn’t even bother to get up as his angry eyes focused on Jim’s face, and that strange gun turned straight toward him. The punch had been expertly aimed, and Jim was in too much pain to do anything about it. But it turned out he didn’t have to; a foot came flying past his vision and kicked the gun away. Jim scuttled backwards and saw that Bram had come to his rescue after finishing with his own man, just as he had promised. The guard shot his leg out at Bram’s knees, but he simply jumped over it and bent his knees as he landed, driving his fist down into the man’s face in a blow that looked even harder than the one Jim had suffered. This proved to be enough, as the man’s head slammed into the floor and he didn’t move again.

Bram offered his hand. “Not quite perfect, but I’ll be honest, it was better than I was expecting.” Jim took it gratefully and stood up. Now that the fight was over, all the emotion that had bled out of him was rushing back and he had to lean against the wall.

Bram called, “It’s okay, come on!”

Matt and Jane emerged, mouths agape. “So you really were able to take care of it, huh, Jim?” said Matt.

Jim tried to say that Bram was entirely the one to thank, but he couldn’t force any words past his quivering lips. He hoped this wouldn’t last long. For his part, Bram didn’t seem to care who got the credit, and bent down to grab the unconscious man’s hand. He pressed two of the fingers to his own belt buckle, and before Jim could ask the point of it, his clothes puffed out slightly. And though it was hard to see much difference in the texture, they looked much more like armor now, and Jim was willing to bet that was exactly what they’d become.

The three all just stared for a second, then Jim said, “Okay, I don’t mind looking stupid right now. What just happened?”

Bram looked surprised, but then remembered and said, “Right, you’re not from around here. Hope you don’t mind, but it’s going to be a bit of a learning experience for me, finding out just what you’ll be familiar with here and what you won’t. Anyway, it’s a biometric polymer. Once someone’s fingerprints are in the system, they can activate any one of these. One of our best days was when we got our hands on a few. It’s kind of a pain having to wait for a situation like this before it can do any good, but it’s better than what we had before. Sometimes we actually get away unscathed now.” He paused in some kind of deep thought, then snapped out of it and said, “Well, let’s keep going.”

As he began leading them further on, Matt asked, “So, they know you have those things, right?”

“Very likely.”

“So why are they still set up so anyone can use them? I mean, I’m no expert, but I think it would make more sense for everyone to have their own set only they could use.”

Bram gave a small smile. “Smart, kid. We’ve wondered that ourselves. Our best guess is it would just be too much trouble. The general would rather have the most men possible able to take some hits at any time, and he’s not the type to be worried about the few soldiers who would pay the price thanks to us being able to take the same hits.”

Jane cut in with, “Chapman said something about ‘the general’ too. Who is he?”

Bram sighed. “You do realize we’re still in a very dangerous situation, right? I don’t really have time to give you a history lesson. Okay, short version again. General Edmund Spencer is a guy you really, really do not want to get on the bad side of. And as far as we can tell, that’s the only side he has.”

Jim had several other questions. However, as often as he might be accused of not being very bright, probably quite accurately, he knew this would be a good time to shut up and do as he was told. So he just kept walking, hoping there would be a better time to ask.

Then it appeared that time might not come after all as they rounded a corner into a four-way junction to come face to face with five soldiers, who wasted no time raising their weapons.


Chapter Eleven

There was no time to think, only to react. So Matt’s decision to head back the way they had just come wasn’t based on anything but the desire to get out of the way of whatever would come out of those weapons (the thought oddly struck him in the moment that he had yet to see what that was) as quickly as possible. Luckily, Bram came with him, and quickly hustled him around the first two intersections they came across, right and then left. Then he paused, waiting just out of sight from the way they had come. No one came after them.

“Good,” Bram said. “Always a gamble, hoping you’ll make them split up enough that there won’t be enough people to cover every route, but when it works, there’s no arguing.” Looking at Matt, he said, “Unfortunately, my guess is your friends didn’t have the same idea. Wherever they went, odds are they’ve got at least one person still after them.”

That was the last thing Matt wanted to hear. “Can’t we do anything to help them?”

Bram shook his head. “I’m sorry. If they haven’t been caught yet, there’s a ton of places they could be. This place is like a maze, to keep the energy from the corridor from building up too much, but it also does quite nicely to keep people like me from finding our way around. I’ve spent time studying it, but those two …” he trailed off, and the hopelessness of finding Jim and Jane, even without running into more soldiers, sank into Matt’s head. He slumped to the floor, suddenly exhausted again.

* * *

Jane and Jim, having gone the opposite way as Matt and Bram, didn’t get far before they heard, “Freeze!” The hallway they were now in stretched ahead for some ways, so their only choice was to obey. They turned around, and Jane was surprised to notice something she hadn’t had time to see in that first brief confrontation before she started running: the freckled face of Reeves.

He was pointing one of those strange guns at them. “You’re keeping bad company lately,” he said as he approached them. “That man has been quite a thorn in our sides, wrecking some promising work and taking down several good men in the process. Enough that everyone else I was just with went after him. I was the low man in the group, so I got stuck going after you two instead.” He gave a slight smile. “But maybe that wasn’t such a bad thing.”

Jane fought as hard as she could to stand her ground. “What do you mean?”

Reeves chuckled. “I think you have a pretty good idea.”

Jim stepped in front of her. “I think you’re forgetting I’m here, too. So whatever you have in mind—”

He was abruptly cut off by a shot from Reeves’ gun. Jane screamed and looked at Reeves in horror. But even as Jim fell to the floor, he tried to get back up, and made some progress before his arms started wind milling and he sank back down again, his eyes continuing to move.

Reeves pointed to his gun, where the frontmost cylinder had depressed into the gun’s body and was now rising. “These things are pretty handy. A lot of times, you don’t want to kill people. Or even hurt them too badly, especially with someone like Chapman in charge. Oh, he’s a great leader, but he’s also a bit of a softie for my taste.” To Jim he said, “So, you’ll make a full recovery. You’ll just be slowed down a little for a while. And really, all I want is a kiss, and I’ll leave you alone. That’s a pretty cheap price, isn’t it? Look, I’ll even do this.” He touched his thumb to the right side of his belt, and his armor deflated to normal clothes. “Much less threatening, if that’s what you were worried about. I’ve known some girls to go nuts for the uniform, but if it’s not your thing, I’m easy.”

Jim tried to get up again and fell, but this time managed to keep a sitting position. Jane looked back at Reeves. “Maybe some girls would go for that. But I’ve never been called cheap, and I don’t mean to start now.” Where had that come from? In all her romantic fantasies that started out this way, she had been rescued by some big, strapping man, and she never thought of herself telling the jerk off personally. But given the options, and at the thought she flicked another quick glance at Jim on the floor, she supposed it was the best she could do.

Reeves stepped closer. “Well, then maybe you could do with a shot of this.” He looked again and frowned. “Unfortunately, the low setting is still not quite back up to another shot. Of course, there’s the moderate setting.” He stepped forward again, and was now just inches in front of her. Jane dropped her gaze, unable to look him in the eyes any longer. However, part of her new viewpoint included his left hip, where there was a large knife. Nothing futuristic this time, just a standard hunting knife that could get the job done like one from her own world. None of the other soldiers she’d seen had been wearing one: she was quite sure of that. But whatever the reason he had it, she suddenly had a chance.

As quickly as she could, Jane grabbed the knife and pulled it out. Her success was another surprise, but unfortunately that was all she was able to do before Reeves reacted. He pinned her to the wall, her arms stuck above her head, the knife still in her hand but useless. He then squeezed her wrist, to which she let go before the pain got very strong. She knew where that was going and figured she didn’t have a chance anyway, so she might as well spare herself the discomfort. Reeves pressed his face close and tsked. “A very nice try, I have to admit. But unfortunately, not good enough.”

Unlike a few moments ago, Jane forced herself to look in his eyes. “I don’t know, there’s still one old standby,” she said and thrust her knee into his groin. It was one piece of advice her mother had given her on dealing with boys who wouldn’t take no for an answer, and she was quite thankful for it now. She grabbed the knife back and swung wildly at him. But he jumped back, out of range of her unskilled swipes, and by the time one of them got close, he had reactivated his armor and it struck hard against an unyielding surface.

Reeves now looked furious, the freckles disappearing into his red face. “So that’s the way you want to do this, huh? I’d say I was disappointed, but truth be told, this way is actually a lot more fun.”

* * *

Jim had watched the whole thing while still struggling to get up. He felt just like he’d taken a particularly bad tackle. Luckily, that had actually happened to him a few times and he’d learned to apply mind over matter: the idea that all that was keeping him down was that he didn’t want to get up hard enough. And that certainly served him now, as seeing Jane in such a bad position was plenty of motivation. He wasn’t actually aware of any movement on his part, but soon enough he looked down and saw that he was again on his feet.

He took a step forward, half expecting to just fall right down again, but was relieved to find that he didn’t. More steps followed, until he was right next to Reeves. Apparently the man was in full tunnel vision mode and did not react to him, so Jim said, “Excuse me,” in the most intimidating tone he could manage. In general he didn’t like having to resort to it in his football games, preferring to just let his skills do the job of scaring the other team, but he’d still put some work into it in front of a mirror, like he imagined every sports player did at some point. He doubted how effective it would really be in this situation, but if he was going down, he was going to use every weapon in his admittedly meager arsenal first.

Reeves’ head whipped around to him, and he said, “Oh, right, you.” He then began bringing his gun up, while still holding on to Jane with his other hand. Jane, meanwhile, was trying to push that knife through Reeves’ armor, apparently the only thing she could think to do. And with that, Jim had an idea. He grabbed Reeves’ gun arm with both hands and pushed it away from himself. He was still weak from the shot, but what he had in mind didn’t require much in the way of brute strength. Sure enough, Reeves was soon pushing back against him, with a quite impressive amount of force for just one arm, and he probably could have beaten Jim if the contest had gone on much longer.

But that wasn’t what Jim had in mind. As soon as Reeves was focusing all his effort on moving his arm sideways, Jim suddenly switched directions and forced it down. The unexpected shift gave him a few seconds where Reeves was caught totally off balance, which he used to push his adversary’s hand toward the spot on his belt he’d just seen the man touch. And it had just the effect he’d hoped: the outfit’s armor mode turned off and the abrupt lack of resistance caused the knife in Jane’s hand to shoot right into his guts. Reeves took a step back, an uncomprehending look on his face, and toppled to the floor.

* * *

Jane let go of the knife and backed away, her hands over her mouth. Whatever the man had just been trying to do, the sight of him slumping to the floor, blood seeping from his stomach, and all because of her, was too much for her to take in right now.

Distantly she heard Jim saying, “Come on!” And looked to see him holding out his hand. She took it and went with him as he led her some distance away.

After a while they stopped and Jim asked her, “You okay?”

Jane managed to squeak out, “I think so.”

Jim gave a brief, sardonic laugh. “Better than that guy, anyway. So, new problem: we’re lost in the middle of a place that’s probably crawling with more people just like him. So, what do we do now?”


Chapter Twelve

Matt refused to give up on Jane and Jim. Whatever they’d all said back in the cell, he still felt a good share of the responsibility for them all being here and couldn’t bear the thought of them getting killed because of it. And with the fear of being discovered again keeping him from lashing out at Bram verbally, he was able to devote more brainpower to figuring out the problem. At last, he hit on something and quietly asked Bram, “People here have a way of communicating long distance, don’t they?”

Bram replied, “Sure. Sub-dermal implants in the ear.”

Matt blinked and said, “Not quite what I was expecting, but it’ll do. So I guess this is the really important question – how do they work?”

“First you say the name of the person you want to talk to, although you can also just mouth it. That comes in handy in situations like this. The jaw movement is close enough for the implant to pick up, and it sends a signal to the one that person has. It can get problematic if people have similar names, but with good enunciation, it works pretty well.”

Matt smiled. “So the signal itself isn’t specific. It can go to anyone?”

Now Bram seemed to catch on. “As far as I understand, yes. Why, do you people have them, too?”

“Not quite.” He pulled out his cell phone. “We have these. Probably pretty unimpressive to you, but it does the job. And it may be a long shot, but if these implants you’re talking about use a similar network, it may be able to patch in, and I can call them.”

Bram replied, “Best not to get your hopes up. I’m not even sure I just explained it properly. Science was never my strong suit.”

“Well, it’s something. And there’s only one way to find out.” He flipped the phone open and waited tensely as a message about searching for service played. But after about ten seconds, he got some bars and accessed Jane’s newly acquired number. “Here goes nothing,” he said, and hit the dial button.

* * *

Jane barely had time to consider Jim’s question before she felt a buzzing in her pocket. “No way,” she said as she pulled her phone out and saw Matt’s name listed as the caller. She accepted the call, and said, “Is that really you?”

Matt’s voice came back, a bit difficult to hear as he was clearly trying to be as quiet as he could, and there was slight static. “Yeah, turns out we can use these here. It’s kind of complicated. I’ll explain later. So, where are you?”

Jim was now gesturing that he wanted to listen too. Turning on her speakerphone certainly didn’t seem like a good idea with who knew how many other soldiers wandering around, so instead she let him put his head next to hers. As creepy as it felt at first, it was better than watching him sulk. “Only one of them came after us, and … we got away.” She still didn’t want to think about what she’d done. “After that … I’m not sure. It went on for a bit, though.” She turned to Jim and said, “Were you keeping track of where we went?”

Jim grinned. “Absolutely. I needed some way to contribute.” Off her look he went on, “That wasn’t a joke.”

Jane looked him in the eyes. “You already did. Thank you.”

Matt chimed back in. “Well, whatever that was about, could you tell me, so I can tell Bram?”

Jim rattled off the number of turns they had made, as well as the few times they hadn’t made one and kept going straight. “Anything to throw them off,” he said. Jane was quite impressed; she doubted she would ever be able to remember all that, even if she hadn’t been … otherwise occupied mentally. It seemed playing sports had actually given him a head for some things.

Throughout the list, she could faintly hear Matt repeating the directions. There was another slight pause when he was done, and then Bram’s voice came through. “Is this working?” he said hesitantly. “It’s rather primitive compared to what I’m used to.”

Jane rolled her eyes. “Yes, we can hear you,” she said. “So, can you tell us how to get back to you?”

“I certainly can. Trouble is, we’re not exactly operating in a vacuum here. There are still patrols through the building, they’ll definitely be looking for us now, and there’s no way to predict where they’ll be. So you see the problem?”

Jane sighed. “If we meet any more, we’ll have to run again, and that’ll put us off course.”

“Absolutely right. So, you’ll have to keep an ear out. If you hear anything, just stop. And then … well, I don’t know quite what these things can do. Could you blow into it for a bit, just lightly?”

Jane shrugged, and did so.

Bram replied, “Good, it makes a quite distinctive sound on this end, and shouldn’t attract attention on yours. Just do that if you run into trouble, and talk to me again once you’ve avoided them.”

Jane couldn’t help saying, “Assuming we do avoid them.”

Bram replied, “Yeah, I was assuming that. And I’d advise you to do it, too. A positive attitude can make a surprising difference sometimes.”

“Whatever, it sounds simple enough,” said Jim.

Jane sighed. “You had to jinx it, didn’t you?”

* * *

But as it turned out, they only needed to deal with a patrol once. It was quite a tense few minutes, where Jane felt horribly exposed simply pressed against the wall, with no better place to hide if the soldiers should come their way. The whole time she heard their footsteps getting nearer, though she didn’t dare sneak a look. But either they changed direction or it was just some trick of the hallway’s echoes, as eventually the sound stopped completely, and she and Jim found themselves alone once more.

There were also two times when Matt and Bram had to move, and if anything, that was even worse. Despite being in no danger herself, she now had to just stand there and hope that things would be okay. Neither time was actually even as long as the one she and Jim had gone through, but it felt so much longer as she had to just wonder if they would be caught, leaving her and Jim trapped, alone and lost, wandering around until they were inevitably captured themselves. They looked at each other a couple times during this period, but neither said a word. Not only were they worried about making things worse by attracting attention to themselves, but they both instinctually understood that they both didn’t need a conversation right now, and it would do nothing to make them feel better. She was very thankful for that, as before now she wouldn’t have thought the dumb jock capable of that kind of empathy.

But in the end they got through it and were reunited. Jane was quite surprised when Matt ran up and hugged her and just awkwardly said, “I … missed you, too.” Though she did find she actually greatly appreciated the physical gesture.

Jim held his hands up. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

Jane sighed. “Oh, don’t ruin the moment,” though with rather less rancor than she’d felt toward him before. They wouldn’t be going steady any time soon or anything, but he’d proved himself a capable team member in her eyes.

When they were done, Bram went back to business. “And now, if you will, let’s get out of here already. Well, Neserene first, obviously.”

On their way there, Jane went up to Matt and told him about what had happened with Reeves. “What if he’s dead?” she continued. “What if I killed a man? I know he was a bad man, but all I ever wanted was a normal life, with a good husband, maybe a couple kids. I’m really freaking out here.” She stopped there, not trusting herself to be able to keep her voice down.

Matt had listened to it all with understanding in his eyes, but only said, “I’m sorry, Jane. That’s really all I can say. I won’t insult you by saying I understand, because I don’t. And I hope I can get through this still not understanding it. But … I’m sorry.”

Part of Jane was disappointed, but she had to admit she couldn’t really have expected anything better. “Thank you.”

Bram suddenly stopped short and pulled them all back. “Well, the fun continues. The room with the Neserene is right up ahead, and I do not like our odds of getting in.”

* * *

“What do you mean?” Matt asked.

Bram stared at him hard. “We’ve had good luck so far, so you may have gotten a bit of a false impression of what these guys can do. With all the training that’s gone into their heads, if you don’t catch them completely by surprise, they’ll kill you before you can hit the ground.” He turned to Jane. “If Reeves hadn’t wanted more than just killing you, make no mistake, he would have done it.”

Matt was naturally shocked at that, but also found himself again hung up on a certain part of Bram’s first statement, and he decided this was as good a time as any to broach the subject that had been bugging him for a while. “In their heads? What do you mean?”

Bram looked at him blankly. “Seriously?”

Matt just slowly nodded, now getting a bit annoyed.

Bram sighed. “You really are way behind us. Those soldiers are trained by subliminal programs. You watch it, and all the knowledge about whatever you want is implanted straight in your brain, like you’ve known it your whole life. In this case, I’m guessing it’s in the finer points of several armed and unarmed combats. Call it a hunch.”

Jim asked, “So, how many are we talking about?”

“From what I saw before ducking back in terror, about ten. Apparently they had the idea that this would be a high priority for you. I’m sorry, but there’s no way we’re getting in there.”

Jane said, “Wait a minute. So the things we need to live past a week in this place are not an option at all?”

“That’s what I’m saying.”

She threw her hands up. “Every time I think this day can’t get any worse. So what now?”

Everyone was silent for a moment. Then Matt said, “We can’t stay here. Even if we would have gotten out fine, that’s not an option anymore.” He took a moment to glare at Bram. There was plenty of blame to go around here.

Bram didn’t flinch. “Like I said before, all this really was your only shot. But you’re right; we can’t stay here either. So the only thing that comes to mind now is you come with me. Back to the resistance.”

Jim, clearly having trouble keeping his voice down, said, “And die in a week, of about the most painful stuff I’ve ever heard of? I’m not seeing how this is a good plan.”

Bram replied, “It’s not. But maybe there will be another opportunity to get our hands on some Neserene in the next six days. Or even get you back home. Hold on to that hope, because it really is your only chance.”

Matt wanted to argue. But as soon as any thought entered his head, it evaporated. He had to face the simple truth: there was no easy way out of this anymore. And so he simply nodded, and Jane and Jim followed. They were now on borrowed time.


Chapter Thirteen

With everyone together again, at least the rest of the way out of the building wasn’t very hard. Bram could now devote his full attention to keeping them away from more patrols and he seemed to have a preternatural sense about it. Matt supposed he had done this kind of thing many times before. Along with his finding a few more air vents to get past problematic areas, he soon led them to a small, brightly lit room. Matt was confused at first, but as soon as he opened his mouth to ask what was going on, Bram quickly turned to them and put a finger to his lips.

Bram then put two fingers to his throat and pushed, in a way that Matt couldn’t help but think looked uncomfortable. He winced, but was then surprised to hear Bram say, “Street level” in a completely different voice. The light momentarily got brighter and then returned to its usual level. Matt was again about to ask what this was all about, but then he turned back to look out the door they came in, where he could see a very different view than what should be there. Rather than the same hallways they’d been going through until now, there was a large room, and then transparent doors through which he could see the outdoors. It could almost have been a city from his world, with a street and buildings behind it. He realized they were at the building’s exit.

As they all moved forward, Matt asked, “What was that?”

Bram replied, “Teleporter. You don’t have those either?” He was back to his usual voice.

Matt, Jane, and Jim all shook their heads, though Matt then said, “We’ve had the idea, though. Moving things instantly from one place to another.”

Bram actually smiled a little. “Good, that’s a load off my job for once. It’s the only way any floors in here are connected. Makes for a handy security system – bring in anyone whose voice isn’t recognized by the system, and they can’t get out again without your help. It’s why they don’t worry too much about people getting inside any of the teleporters, as you could probably tell by how we didn’t have to get past anyone to get here. Luckily, we’ve gotten our hands on some voice samples. They don’t last long once they’re implanted, but the source recordings can be duplicated as many times as we need. Surgery’s a pain, though.”

Jim shuddered. “Yeah, I can imagine. I saw a kid hit in the throat by a football once. Not something I want to see again.”

Bram blinked, taken completely off guard by the interjection. “Whatever. Point is, there’s the door, so there’s just one more thing I’ve got to do before we get out of here. Stay back a moment.”

He stepped toward the door and paused a couple of feet away. Part of the wall next to the door extended towards him in a way that was startlingly familiar by now, with a circle-shaped set of small holes in it, looking surprisingly like a regular intercom. Bram breathed into them and it promptly retreated back. A few seconds passed, and then the door opened. “Come on!” he said, and ran forward at a speed that made it clear time was a priority. The three all got the message and ran after him, after which the door closed behind them. But Bram kept going, so they still followed, unable to take in any of their surroundings until he stopped in an alley a minute later. Matt was oddly disappointed to see that it appeared indistinguishable from something he could easily find in any big city in his world.

None of the three were in a position to ask questions, having gotten quite winded from the run. But Bram didn’t seem fazed at all and now predicted what they were thinking. “Same surgery that inserts the voice module also puts in trace amounts of saliva with the DNA of someone who can open the front door. It’s pretty gross if you think about it. I try not to.”

By then Jim was able to speak again; being a football player clearly had its advantages. Through his puffing he got out, “Well, it’s nice that we’re out and about and all. Except we’re stuck in a strange universe, we have six days to get out of it, and we have no idea how we’re going to do that.”

Bram side-eyed him. “Who are you, the narrator?”

“No, it’s just that we’re so screwed that I still can’t quite wrap my head around it.”

Jane, now recovered herself, said, “Oh, shut up. Okay, wise leader, what’s the plan?”

Bram again looked amusingly surprised. “What are … ah, I’m just letting that go. Like I said, we go back to the resistance. There’s an entrance not far from here. Not many people like to think about what goes on in the low level.”

He gestured around, and while Matt had earlier been preoccupied with their predicament, he could now see there was a level of garbage and filth around them that seemed a bit above average.

“It can’t all be like this,” Matt said.

Bram chuckled. “Nah, this is one of the good parts of town. This close to an important building, like the one the corridor’s in, they put up some pretense of cleaning up the area. Everywhere else …” He shook his head. “Everything stays where it’s thrown. Well, time’s wasting.” And he walked off, not even bothering to gesture to them.

Matt looked at Jane and Jim, shrugged, and set off to follow him. “So, how is that possible?” he asked. “I mean, before long it would just mean no one could live anywhere, right?”

Bram said, “Oh, we’ve come up with ways to take care of it. Specially designated drop zones, mostly. I’ve heard that out in the country, they use the rivers. I guess they’re really confident in how much processing their drinking water goes through.”

Matt certainly noticed the smell getting progressively worse as they moved on. Far more than the amount of refuse visible would seem to account for, in fact. When he asked Bram about this, he replied, “A lot of stuff’s been made to rot now. Another way it works. Unfortunately, the smell stays for a while.”

“You don’t seem to mind it,” Jim grumbled, rather high-pitched as he rubbed his nose.

Bram shrugged. “You live out here as long as me, it gets so you barely notice it. But don’t envy that. It’s actually the worst part, as far as I’m concerned.”

* * *

Jane had long since given up trying to figure out how long they’d been walking. Everything looked the same, just one dank, squalid street after another: occasionally with the bonus of half-rotted debris scattered around. But the worst part, even more than the smell, was the feel of the air. It felt … sticky against her skin, somehow. Like it actually would take effort to move through it. She imagined that if she ever got to take a shower again, she would see pounds of oil spilling down the drain. But no, that just got her thinking about showers in general, not a very good idea right now. During that phase when she had tried to fit in with her brothers, they had imagined stories set in other universes with glamorous heroics. If only they could see her now. If she ever did get back, she was so going to shove this in their faces; it didn’t matter if she had any chance of being believed.

They didn’t see many other people about, and the few they did see avoided them, briefly peeking out of windows before heading back inside. After the first couple of instances of this, Bram said, “People tend to keep to themselves here. Don’t get attached, and there’s one less person who’ll hurt if something happens to them. Or worse, do something to you themselves. And with things the way they are, odds are pretty good that’ll happen. It doesn’t mean they’re bad people. They’re just in a situation that would make anyone do those things. At least that’s how I deal with what a couple … friends of mine have done.”

No one felt much like talking after that, so they just silently continued trudging through the banality of the average person’s life in the city of Krell, trying to think of anything but how little time they had to “enjoy” it.

None of them knew quite how long it took, but finally Bram spoke again. “Well, we’re here.”

Jim said, “What do you mean? I can’t see an entrance anywhere.” It was true: they were just on a desolate street like all the others they’d walked down, with nothing unusual in sight.

Bram had a quite condescending tone as he replied, “And what kind of secret headquarters would it be if anyone could see it from outside?”

Jim looked suitably abashed; even Jane had known better than to say something like that.

Bram walked to a seemingly random part of the street and stomped repeatedly, in what Jane soon realized was something like Morse Code, though from what little of that code she could remember, it made no sense. Of course, nothing said the code had been created the same way in Krell. After a few seconds, she abruptly felt like her stomach was dropping through the floor as reality itself seemed to shift around them. The buildings, the street, and the garbage all distorted, stretching and squashing in odd patterns until the effect became quite nauseating. It was like seeing a transit corridor open up from the inside.

Then everything mutated into an entirely new form, though it was several seconds before Jane could make any sense of it. Eventually it settled into a stark concrete room with a single door. And, she was quite thankful to see, a bucket in one corner, because her stomach still seemed to be going through whatever had just happened. But both Matt and Jim beat her to it and had a bit of a fight to use it that Jim won. Matt went next, and Jane was barely able to hold it in when her turn finally came. She then turned away, suddenly conscious of how unladylike she had just been and wanting as little to do with what had just happened as possible. “A little warning, please?” she choked out at Bram.

He had the grace to look embarrassed. “Yeah, sorry. I forgot about that part. It’s been a while since I brought any new people here. See, the teleporter we used to get to the street is the latest model, quick and painless. For our headquarters, we have to make do with an earlier one, before they figured out how to make it easy on the digestion. It takes a few trips before you can start handling it.”

Jane now saw that Bram looked slightly green himself, though nowhere near how Matt and Jim, and, she was sure, herself, looked.

Jim said, “You mean we’ve got to do that again to get out of here?”

Bram nodded gravely. “If there was another way, we’d use it. Unfortunately, there isn’t. Anyway, welcome to headquarters.”


Chapter Fourteen

“So, no fancy name for it or anything?” asked Jim.

Bram gave him a level stare. “As a matter of fact, no, wise guy. We’re a little too busy trying to survive to come up with one. Look, just come with me.”

They followed him through the door, which Matt was surprised to see was just a hole in the wall. He’d gotten surprisingly used to doorways that melded into part of the wall when closed. Outside was a hall lit by one of those floating balls he’d seen when this all started. He couldn’t help saying, “It was those things that really got me interested in following this thing up.” Another thought hit him, and he went on, “Well, that’s not really true. I would have kept looking for Dave. But they sure didn’t help with my curiosity.”

Bram said, “Another thing you don’t have where you come from, huh? I’ll have to make a whole list. They’re called luxium orbs. Each one is self-sustaining for months. Lucky for us, since this whole place is underground.”

That brought them all up short. “What, you mean, all of it?” said Jane.

Bram nodded. “We are now completely closed off from the surface, except for the teleporter. And there are some major safeguards on that, let me tell you. It’s the only way we can be reasonably sure no one finds this place.”

Matt said, “But that doesn’t make any sense, though. How did it get built? Where’s the air coming from?”

For once, Bram didn’t seem annoyed at all. Matt supposed it was because they were finally on a topic even people from Krell might find weird.

“I joined up after it was built, but I’m assured from the older members that it took some doing. They had to start blind, setting an opposite end of the teleporter underground and pulling things out, and at the same time they sent support structures in so the whole thing didn’t collapse. I’m not sure myself about the air thing, all I know is the place works, and trying to figure it out makes my head spin too much to want to know any more. But our leader is the kind of guy who can pull it off. That was a big part of what got me on board.”

Suddenly Matt had the sensation of countless tons of rock above his head, ready to come crashing down. “Just how deep is it?”

Bram shrugged. “That’s another thing that’s never mattered much to me, as long as it works the way it’s supposed to. For instance, this hall we’re in was set up in case one of the general’s people ever did find their way down here. The door ahead would seal, and we’d gas them.”

He pointed overhead, and Matt could make out a series of holes in the ceiling.

“It’s nasty stuff, but luckily, you’re with me.”

Somehow that didn’t provide much comfort.

They reached the door at the end of the hall and Bram slapped it using an open palm. Catching the others’ looks, he said, “Try to hit this thing with your knuckles and you won’t make that mistake again.”

“Booby-trapped?” asked Matt.

“No, it just hurts like hell. And now if you’ll all be quiet for a second …”

A voice came from the other side of the door. “Password?” It sounded female.

Bram just laughed a bit before saying, “Oh come on, Lilah, open up.”

The door opened, revealing a tall black woman with a giant smile, wearing a grey pullover suit. Matt realized that this was the first time he’d seen anyone in this world out of armor.

“That is correct, sir,” she said, and then turned to look at them. Her expression drooped. “Dare I hope they’re more useful than they look?”

Jim coughed. “We’re standing right here, actually.”

Lilah turned her gaze to him, though it wasn’t quite as hard as Matt was expecting.

“Absolutely. And considering all this nice young man did to get you here, I’d like to know what the results were. You can understand that, right?”

“I suppose,” Jim muttered.

She turned back to Bram. “Well?”

Bram shook his head. “I’m sorry. Turns out they’re just some random kids who stumbled into this whole thing.”

Lilah put her hands on her hips. “Seriously.”

“Yes.”

Suddenly the smile was back. “Not quite what I was expecting, but we can’t exactly be choosy, can we?” She turned back to Matt and the others. “So, you’re from a whole other universe, huh? I’d certainly like to know more about that, but first I suppose you’d like something to eat.”

Matt didn’t know what to say. Everyone he’d met so far today had been clear at a glance, at least, as much as he’d seen of them. But this woman just confused him. Even the kind of mood she was in right now eluded him.

Thankfully, Jane spoke up. “Actually, yes. Thank you.”

Lilah gestured behind her and said, “Right this way.”

Matt had unconsciously braced himself for another long walk, but while the door opened onto a perpendicular hall with several other doors in it, Lilah led them to the first one on the right. “Right in here,” she said and opened it for them.

The new room had five benches, occupied by a few other people. Lilah led them to the side and another door, where Matt picked up a smell of food. That was the most he could say about it; it seemed like so many different smells mixed together that none could be picked out. At least it was an improvement over outside.

“Hey, Sam!” she called, and an old, but wiry-looking man wearing an apron came out.

“New customers, huh?” he said. “Heard about our glamorous lives and couldn’t resist?”

There was a mischievous twinkle in his eye and Matt decided this was the first person he’d met in Krell who he could wholeheartedly like.

“Actually, it’s a bit more interesting than that,” said Lilah. “I don’t have the whole story myself, so why don’t you take it from here, kids?”

Matt, Jane, and Jim just looked at each other for a few seconds. Then Jim said, “One of you go first. I’m just off to the side in this thing so far.”

Matt elected to start. He didn’t want to take too long, because Lilah’s statement had gotten to him and he was feeling quite hungry. But Lilah and Sam having little understanding of the world he came from necessitated several stops along the way. On occasion Jane butted in, while Jim stayed completely out of it. Matt didn’t know which he found more irritating.

When the story was done, Lilah and Sam looked remarkably composed. Well naturally, Matt thought a second later. They were from this place, where a parallel universe was just a fact of life. He’d noticed Sam look a bit disappointed as he revealed how little use he and the others could actually be, but just like Lilah, he seemed to quickly get over it. And now that Matt was finished, he couldn’t stop himself from saying, “So can we eat now?” Then he winced as he realized how rudely he had come off.

But neither Lilah nor Sam seemed fazed by it. “Naturally,” said Sam with a bright smile. “Just have a seat and I’ll get you something.”

“Wait a minute,” said Jim. Matt was on the verge of an outburst until he continued, “What exactly is the food here? Because, no offense, but I’m guessing you don’t really get much in the way of gourmet.” Then he just wondered how that hadn’t occurred to him. Peckishness had a way of focusing the mind.

Sam gave a little chuckle. “Better than you might think, young man. See, I’m a janitor at a place called Jasper’s. My whole life given to that place, no one ever noticed me, or thought to tell me what a good job I was doing. No, I was just something no one wanted to look at, so they could pretend it wasn’t there. Well, one day, one of the boys from this place here comes in looking for somewhere to hide. He’d gotten careless and General Spencer’s men were after him. I looked at him, and I saw a scared kid, full of potential that might get snuffed out, just like mine was bit by bit. Well, I just decided then and there that I wanted to help him, and others like him. And of course, maybe stick it to those people who thought I was nothing, while they enjoyed how clean I made the place.

“Anyway, I’ve still got that job. Which is lucky for these people, because anything the customers send back that’s supposed to get thrown out, I bring down here. Or maybe something fresh, if I think I can get away with stealing it. It’s worked out pretty well so far, if I say so myself.” He beamed at them like a proud father.

Lilah was now smiling again, too. “Oh, this guy will go on if you let him. So, Sam, to get back on topic, what’s on the menu?”

“The usual fixings. Corn, noodles, broccoli, onions.” He turned to Matt’s group and said, “I honestly don’t know why they bother to put them on the plates sometimes with how much comes back untouched.” Then his smile grew bigger. “Or if you’re in the mood, quite a big supply of decapus. Some spoiled brats ordered it, and then they decided they didn’t like it after one bite. Their loss. I’ve always thought the things are quite a treat.”

“Never heard of them,” said Jim.

“Oh, you don’t know what you’re missing,” said Sam. “Ten tentacles, suckers, squirt ink?”

Matt got it, so he stepped in and said, “Yeah, we have something similar.” He was getting hungrier by the minute, and this was the last thing they needed to get sidetracked on right now. “I think I’ll have some of that.”

Jane seconded the choice, while Jim said, “No thanks, I’m not feeling quite that hungry. Just the sides, please.”

Matt was surprised, but decided not to make anything of it. If he actually somehow wasn’t hungry it was none of Matt’s business, and if he was but was pretending for whatever reason, that was his own problem.

“All right, I’ll be right back,” Sam said and walked back through the door.

Lilah sat with them as they waited. She now looked more serious than ever before as she said, “I promise, I’ll do whatever I can to help you. And I can say the same for everyone else here.”

Matt appreciated the sentiment, but she had actually just killed the mood, as he’d managed to at least not have the idea of his impending horrible death at the front of his mind for the last couple of minutes. Still, the last thing he wanted right now was to antagonize any of these people, so he just said, “Thanks. And I’m sure I speak for all of us when I say we’ll do whatever we can to help. Though I don’t think it’ll be much, honestly.”

That was when Sam arrived with the food and Matt saw that “decapus” indeed looked exactly like octopus, at least when it was cut up on a plate. He supposed it was some evolutionary descendant. He’d never had octopus before, but right now he wasn’t prepared to be picky. And though the squishiness could be hard to get past, he found it pretty good once he managed it.

Jane seemed to be enjoying hers as well, and she even said to Jim, stuck with just rice and corn, “Jealous?”

Jim took a bite before saying, “No, in fact. Those things look disgusting, and I’m perfectly fine with this.” He returned to his food with a smug grin.

Lilah said, “We actually have a fighting technique named after them. The decapus squeeze. Very hard to pull off, but pretty effective if you can manage it. Maybe you can learn it if we have time.”

Before long everything was finished, and Matt was feeling a good deal more comfortable. Of course, there was still the thought that he might die soon to consider, but at least the immediate problem was over. And as for what came next, Lilah leaned over the table and said, “So, I think it’s time you met our leader.”


Chapter Fifteen

“So … your actual leader?” said Jim.

Lilah looked confused. “Who else would I mean?”

Matt said, “I think what he’s getting at is, we’re really not that important. Like Bram told you.”

Lilah replied, “Well, why should that mean he wouldn’t want to meet you? You’re the first people from the other side we’ve actually met. Everyone’s been so worried about what a whole other universe will mean for us, and from what I’ve seen so far, you three could go a long way to allay those fears.”

Jim chuckled. “You mean because we’re so pathetic? Thanks for that.”

Lilah frowned. “No. Because you’re so much like us. Some of the others were worried you’d be some kind of evil space monsters. I never bought into that myself, of course.” Was her smile afterwards just a little too rigid? “But you’re just … normal. Besides, we also need to get you back there in the next six days, and I’m sure he’ll want to do all he can to make that happen.”

So they followed her back into the hall, passed a few more doors, and entered the one all the way at the end, on the left, from where they’d started. Inside was a remarkably normal looking office by the terms of Matt’s world, with a desk and chair, and a cabinet in the corner. About the only thing missing was a window. However, the man sitting at the desk was quite a bit other than normal. He was bald as an egg and had bright blue eyes that seemed just a little too large for his face. Floating in front of him was a translucent glowing screen, but as they came in he made a waving motion and it closed. Then he folded his arms and said, “Well, this is pretty much exactly what I expected, and that’s not a compliment. Bram let me know about you three. And I’ll tell you right now, you’re going to work off what he used up to get you out.” Matt was instantly intimidated, and he suspected Jane and Jim were too. “And now we’re supposed to use more of our time and energy, which is far from an infinite resource, by the way, to get you back home. For the record, that would involve breaking back into the corridor headquarters, getting past any men inside, and convincing the technicians to work it for you. Because I guarantee you none of our people has that kind of skill. I don’t suppose you’d have any ideas on how we could do all that?” He stopped talking and leaned on his hands, staring at them with those too-large eyes.

A few seconds passed by, after which Matt realized the man was being serious.

Then Jim spoke up. “I … well, you see … do you think we could get a better idea of the kind of people you have first?”

The man nodded gravely. “I thought so. No use at all. Just a few more mouths to feed in the time you’ll be staying with us. Bram really screwed up this time.”

Summoning all his courage, Matt said, “I told Lilah before, sir. We’re willing to do whatever we can to help out while we’re here.”

He simply barked out a laugh. “And little good that’ll do us. I can tell just by looking at you, you’ve got absolutely no skills we need. Well, at least you won’t be on my hands long either way.”

At that, Jane spoke up. “Okay, that’s going too far. We were dragged here just because we wanted to find our friend, and I for one have just been terrified the whole time. So there’s really no more scared I can get of you, so you can just quit trying. Maybe we can’t help you, but that doesn’t mean you helping us isn’t the right thing to do. Isn’t that what this place is all about, helping people who can’t help themselves?”

The man’s eyes widened slightly, a quite uncomfortable sight given how big they were already, and while he gave another laugh, it was lower and rueful. “Now you, I might just be able to work with after all.” His gaze expanded to all of them as he said, “Everyone here calls me Charlie. Not my real name. I won’t give those people any way to track me down that I can avoid. It’s based on old military slang for the enemy. Seemed fitting.”

He stood up and came around the desk, and Matt, who’d been expecting an old man given how crotchety he was, saw that he was actually quite muscular, obvious even under the long coat he wore.

“Don’t think this means I’ll be going any easier on you, though. Everyone here has jobs to do, and that means you, too. I’ll also expect you to get fighting training as best you can. It’ll have to be the old-fashioned way, since we don’t have any training programs at the moment. And since you only have a week, I doubt you’ll be able to improve much, but hey, when you have a choice between doing something or nothing, I know which way I always go.”

As Matt struggled to work out what to say to any of that, Lilah broke in. “So, should I just show them around more?”

Charlie made a brushing away gesture and said, “Yeah, sure. Let me get back to some real work.”

As they went back to the hall, Jim said, “Well, I feel a lot better about this, now. How about you guys?”

Lilah gave a pained smile. “Yeah, he can be pretty … brusque. But you get used to it. Before he came along, people like me had no one looking out for them. He brought us together and gave us a purpose. So he sees that as entitling him to be as rude as he wants. And trust me, if there is a way to get you what you need, he’ll find it. He’s very good at that.”

Jane said, “People like you? So what exactly does that mean?”

Lilah waved her arms around. “Everyone here. You saw what the street level is like on your way here, right?” After they nodded, she went on, “Well, imagine that’s your whole life. And there’s nothing to do but get used to it, because there’s no way it can ever get any better. You were born on the street, and nothing can change that. Even if you do somehow sneak into some upper level place, the smell is such a part of you that everyone knows what you are. That’s what I had to live with until about five years ago. That’s when I found out about this place. Charlie was pretty rough with me at first, too, but then he saw what I could do, and he even let me stay here.”

Matt said, “Wait, you live here?”

Lilah nodded. “I’d been on my own for a while. My family never had much money, so we all just went out begging a lot of times. I count myself lucky my parents didn’t cut one of my arms or legs off so I’d get more money.” Matt supposed his shocked reaction was echoed in Jim and Jane’s faces.

Lilah laughed darkly and said, “I suppose that kind of thing is unthinkable where you come from, huh? Well, it happens to a lot of people here.”

Matt elected not to bring up that it did actually happen in their world, just not where they came from.

All of them were silent, so Lilah went on. “Anyway, when I was thirteen I got out of there. It’s the minimum age for grunt work in factories. So I went to a place that made aircraft, and I spent years just cleaning machines, fixing them when they got jammed, basically all the stuff anyone else who worked in those places didn’t want to do. And they involved quite a few moving parts, which weren’t exactly built with the idea that someone would be climbing around inside them. There’s ways to make them without all that danger now, but they also cost money that the company didn’t have. So if I didn’t want to lose a limb, I had to get pretty good at moving around in them. Stuff like this.” She turned to the wall and without even any kind of running start ran up it and then backflipped off it.

They all just stared for a second and then Jim said, “I want to applaud, but I’m too impressed to move.”

Matt was just glad he had the good sense to not mention also being turned on, which he was sure was the case.

Lilah went on, “So for right now, how about a look at the training room?”

She took them to another door and Matt’s eyes widened at the sight beyond. The room was huge, with people practicing hand to hand combat and melee weapons, and judging by the muffled sounds coming from behind the rear wall, he guessed there was a gun range as well.

“Hey, Mike, CJ, come on, I want to introduce you to some people!” she shouted.

One of the pairs practicing unarmed fighting stopped and ran over. “So, these are the people who Bram told us about,” one of them said. He was the first person Matt had seen in Krell who sported a mustache, if a rather thin one, the dark brown standing out against his pale skin. “I’m Mike Kazen,” he went on. “The toughest in the place, if I say so myself.”

“Only because you get yourself in so much trouble, and me with you,” said the other one. Turning to them, he said, “And I’m Christopher John Damaro.” His skin was darker and he was as bald on top as Charlie but made up for it with a pair of rather scary-looking eyebrows. “Everyone calls me CJ. So, I suppose we’re going to have to whip you into shape somehow.”

By now, Matt was feeling distinctly embarrassed at all these people thinking of him and his friends as useless, no matter how true it might be. So after they got done introducing themselves, he said, “Well, one of us is already in pretty good shape. How about it, Jim?”

* * *

Jim cringed inside as he heard Matt bring it up. “Uh, you know I don’t fight people, right?”

Jane laughed. “You seemed to do okay from what I saw before.”

“Well, that was just luck, mostly. The guy wasn’t trying to really hurt me, if you recall.” He immediately regretted the statement and saw Jane look at the floor and away from everyone as she remembered who Reeves had been trying to hurt. “Oh God, I’m sorry, Jane.”

She didn’t look back as she said, “We really need to work on how we talk to each other.”

CJ said, “So are we going to fight, or what?”

Now Jim was emotional enough to want some release, so he dived at the man in a classic tackling move. CJ easily sidestepped him. “Is that it?” he said as Jim turned around.

“Yeah, pretty much,” said Jim. “I don’t know if you have football here, but that’s the one real attacking move it prepares you for, and you’re wearing tons of padding, too.”

Mike sighed. “Well, we all start somewhere.”

Matt asked, “So while you’re training him, what do I do?”

CJ said, “Pretty much the same thing. Though at least with him, we know we’ve got something to work with. You have any experience with this kind of thing?”

Matt shook his head. “My parents got me to eat healthy, and that’s the closest I’ve got. They’re both writers, and I kind of thought I’d follow that way. Not much need to know how to fight in that job.”

The looks on both their faces were quite comical, but Jim managed to restrain his amusement for Matt’s sake. “Look, I’ll help him, too,” he said. “We’re all in this together, right?”

Mike replied, “In a week? Seriously, I’m not trying to put you down or anything, but we’re not miracle workers.” He and CJ glanced at each other and seemed to share some communication, though neither spoke. Then he turned back to them and said, “I guess we can show you just a few moves that can come in handy often. Anything else is really out of our hands, though.”

Matt nodded. “I get it, believe me.”

The two turned to Jane, and CJ said, “And that just leaves you. Is there a chance you already know something useful?”

Jane shrugged. “When in doubt, go for the crotch.”

As the two men tried to figure out what to make of that, Lilah chuckled and said, “Why don’t I take charge of this one? I’ve got a few ideas.”


Chapter Sixteen

Matt woke up expecting the previous day to have been a dream. How could it have been anything else? But no; he was in the same dormitory he and his friends had been placed in last night, with the same dim lighting their cell in the corridor headquarters had had, though this time the light source was clearly visible as more luxium orbs floated above his head. Lilah had explained that many of the resistance members preferred to stay in contact with their families, but if for any reason they didn’t want that or it wasn’t possible, they came here. There were thirty beds, which had been taken through the teleporter piece by piece. Lilah had turned quite wistful as she recalled the headlines of several furniture stores being robbed, which no one had been able to make sense of. The result was naturally an absurd mishmash of styles, but he couldn’t care less. After the day he’d had, any kind of sleep was welcome. Even keeping their street clothes on, since the choices were either that or going nude, though that appeared to be less of a taboo to these people, given how some of them had gone to their own beds, hadn’t been much of an obstacle.

Next to him were Jane, and then Jim in the next bed over, both still asleep. He’d never thought of himself as an early riser, but it seemed everything was relative. Then he turned to the other side and shrank back at the sight of Lilah sitting on the next bed, watching him. “Oh, that’s not creepy at all,” he said.

She said, “Ten minutes more than me. Less than I was expecting, honestly. Maybe you’re underestimating yourself.” Unlike him, she made no effort to keep her voice down and Matt heard the sounds of his friends stirring out of their sleep.

Jim mumbled, “Was that really necessary? I was having a lovely dream about …” Suddenly he snapped to full wakefulness as Jane sat up in front of him. His face turned red.

Jane stretched her arms above her head and said, “Yeah, you should probably hold that thought.” She jumped off the bed and said, “So what’s up for today?”

Matt just stared. He was still far from getting over the effects of sleep after waking up naturally. It wasn’t fair to see someone else able to do it like flicking a switch, no matter the circumstances.

Apparently Matt wasn’t the only one who thought that way, as Jim said, “I didn’t see you wake up the first time. I don’t like it.”

Jane simply closed her eyes and stuck her tongue out at him.

Lilah said, “Well, yesterday you did make some progress.”

Matt wondered if he was only imagining a slight flicker of her eye, as spite for how poorly his own lessons had gone.

“So today, I think we’ll see how much you remember on your own before I step back in. But first, breakfast.”

Jane practically skipped out of the room with Lilah as Matt and Jim glared after them.

“So, how screwed are you, exactly?” said Jim.

Matt turned back to him. “And I suppose you did so much better?”

Jim shrugged. “Well, from what I saw before Mike would yell at me not to get distracted, you were getting yelled at a lot, too.”

Matt nodded. “That’s true. Though I can’t blame CJ too much.” He felt awkward referring to the man by his first name, or initials, as the case may be, but he had insisted, saying the group was built around everyone being equal, and even if it wasn’t he would still prefer it. Matt could only assume Mike had done the same with Jim, or else Jim was just that good at asking for trouble. “I get the feeling they’ve never had to train anyone from the ground up before. After all, usually the way things work here is you just watch some TV and the lesson’s over.”

Jim groaned as he got out of bed. “Whatever. Let’s just get something to eat and try to forget about our impending horrible deaths.”

Matt sighed. “Again, I had managed to not think about that for a while. Thank you.”

* * *

Mike rubbed his nose as Jim approached and said, “And here we go again. Show me the one-two again.”

He raised his palms, covered by pads that looked similar to what Jim was used to, but Mike assured him could be adjusted to any firmness necessary, in front of his chest, and Jim aimed two punches at his right hand. His first reprimand yesterday had come after he aimed one at each hand; Mike said it would put him off-balance and increase the gaps in his own defense. It was impossible to defend your entire body at once, he said, but that was no excuse for a lazy guard.

But this improved strategy had its own flaws, as Jim saw it. Like how much more difficult it was to aim both your hands at the same spot. He’d only managed it twice yesterday, and he was pretty sure both were just down to luck. He tried not to let that thought show, and Mike hadn’t said anything about it, but he couldn’t drop the feeling that his instructor knew exactly what he was thinking.

And this time, Mike’s right hand remained steady as a rock when Jim’s right fist hit it, but the left one flew to the outside nonetheless. “Other side,” said Mike.

Jim obeyed, expecting nothing different as he aimed at Mike’s left hand, but to his surprise both hits connected. “Again,” said Mike.

It didn’t happen again, but his second punch did come quite a bit closer to the hand than usual. Mike smiled and said, “I think we’ve found your dominant side. Just took you some practice to get there. If you find yourself in a bind, aim for your right. It’ll give you a better chance, at least.”

Jim replied, “I still don’t see the point of this. We’ll be going up against people in armor, right?”

The smile went away. “I’m doing what I can with what I have. Maybe it won’t help, but in the time we’ve got, it’s the best I know how to do. Besides, I heard you managed to get one of them to deactivate his own armor. Maybe you’ll pull it off again.” The smile was back by the end of the talk.

“Now, moving to blocking,” he went on. “This is the basic move.” He slowly waved his arm in front of his chest. “And you just move it higher or lower as needed. Simple, but it’ll serve you well. And it still works if the person’s wearing armor.”

Jim cringed; he had a feeling he wouldn’t be living down that remark any time soon.

“So let’s try it out,” said Mike, and without further warning aimed a punch at the center of Jim’s chest.

He did the block as shown, but only hit Mike’s arm after he’d finished the motion with his fist alarmingly close to connecting.

“That was half my usual speed, by the way,” Mike said. “It seems this will take some more work. I’m sure you’re looking forward to it. I know I am.”

Jim wished he could tell how sincere that statement was.

* * *

CJ gave a hearty, “Well, good morning!” as soon as Matt entered the spot where they’d worked the previous day.

Matt was in no mood for it. Sam had got him and the others some oatmeal for breakfast that morning, even using just half the usual amount of water, like Matt preferred. He had been quite looking forward to it … and then he had tried lifting the spoon and felt his entire arm getting revenge for what it had been put through yesterday. He was able to eat, but it became quite a chore and he soon resorted to lowering his head nearer the bowl like a dog, not caring at all who saw him. So now he just mumbled out, “Hello.”

CJ made an exaggerated pained face. “Not very talkative today, huh? Didn’t get much sleep or something?”

Matt replied, “Oh, that’s definitely not the problem. The problem is, I’m out of shape, and yesterday we pushed too hard.”

CJ chuckled. “Yeah, I saw the little show you put on at breakfast. So is it just your arms, or anything else?”

Matt lifted his legs, one at a time, to waist height. “Those seem okay.”

CJ’s smile got a little bigger, “Well, it seems that’s what we’ll be focusing on, then. And from what I just saw, there’s plenty to work on, too. Here, watch.” He turned to the side and kept his leg straight as he lifted it until the foot was parallel with his head. Then it came down and he did the same with the other leg. “Now, I’m not expecting you to get quite that far in the time we have, but let’s see how much better you can get, shall we?”

* * *

Jane had never in her life imagined she’d be wearing a skintight leotard in public. She had never felt the need to go to any gym; she ate well, and wasn’t planning on ever doing an activity that required real fitness. At least it was black and made details hard to make out, Lilah’s one acquiescence to her discomfort when she had first been introduced to the workout wardrobe.

Lilah simply sat on a bench and placed her chin in her hands, leaving what to do entirely up to Jane. She’d never been comfortable taking charge like this, but she simply sighed inwardly and launched into the routine. First she arched her back, which, even with her lack of experience judging such a thing, didn’t feel like it went very far. Then she raised her arms over her head, and raised her left leg straight out in front of her. The process reminded her of her brief flirtation with ballet in her childhood, which she had dropped after her mother told her it wasn’t all just looking graceful and confident, and her feet would take quite a beating before she got any good. She was only able to hold it up for about five seconds, though that was still an improvement on when she had started yesterday. Then came the other leg, which she was still only able to hold up for two seconds. “This isn’t doing anything!” she said, but Lilah simply kept watching her.

She sighed and moved to the next step, reaching down for her toes. She had always been embarrassed by how bad she’d been at this in gym class, but at least that constant repetition had left her a bit more proficient at it than some of the other routines. Then came her waist, moving back and forward, and then side to side. This was another area where she was surprised by how much she seemed to have improved since yesterday, though she still doubted she was anywhere near as impressive as Lilah.

Finally, the arms. Each one got pointed straight to the opposite side, with the other crossed in front of it, pushing it further to that side as hard as she could. She’d already found this one the easiest of all, so there wasn’t much of a noticeable difference this time.

When she finished, Lilah got up and said, “Very good. I’m guessing you noticed some improvement?” At Jane’s nod, she went on, “All you need to do is loosen up the muscles enough, and they’ll do a lot of work for you. The human body is an amazing thing sometimes.”

Jane wiped her forehead off and said, “Well, I’m still barely getting through it. How much progress is seriously possible in the time we’ve got?”

Lilah looked her in the eyes and said, “Think for a moment about how our training works. Messages right into the mind. Which means the mind is all it affects. The muscles stay exactly the same. So why can we suddenly do physical things we couldn’t do before? Any idea?”

Jane thought a few moments, as this had never occurred to her. Granted, she’d had a few other things on her mind. And try as she might, she had to say, “No.”

Lilah smiled and said, “Confidence. If you believe you can do something deep in your heart, it’s a lot easier than if you have doubts. Oh, it’s not right away that the body is fully up to the task, but it gets there before long, every time. So that’s the secret. You need to believe you can do these things.”

Jane looked at her feet. “Trouble is, I don’t. And I can’t see how that’s going to change.”

Lilah touched her chin and brought her face back up. “With my help. My first day working in that factory, I saw another worker go inside one of the machines. Then there was a scream, and he ran out holding his own severed hand. The boss just sent another person in there, and they got the job done without hurting themselves. So the rules became clear to me: no one was watching out for me. I was expendable. So if I was going to survive, or even just stay in one piece, I could only count on myself. And I didn’t have any training programs to help me.” She paused and spread her arms. “And I went into those machines I don’t know how many times, and it’s all still here.”

Jane said, “Well, I don’t suppose you have one of those machines here?”

Lilah chuckled. “I don’t need them anymore. And you won’t need them either, because I’m here for you. And you’re in the exact same position I was. You’ve got five more days, and to have any hope of lasting beyond that, you’ve got to pick up as much of this stuff as you can. By the way, I’ve noticed you and those two guys have been pretty upbeat, all things considered.”

Jane said, “It’s really not the kind of thing you like to think about, is it?”

Lilah shook her head. “No, it’s not. And that’s exactly the problem. You’re not letting yourself think about it. Nothing conscious, but your brain is keeping you from realizing just how much trouble you’re really in, because if you did, you wouldn’t be able to think about anything else. And that’s what we’ve got to fix. You need to think about it, but in another way. Let it motivate you, just like I was motivated. I was sent inside for the first time just two days after I saw that man lose his hand. And by that time, I was prepared. There were a few close calls, but I did the job and got out. You’ve got twice as long, and me to help you.” She put her hand on Jane’s shoulder. “Just keep thinking that, and you’ll get through this.”

Jane wiped away a tear she hadn’t realized was forming. “Thank you.”

Lilah swatted her on the shoulder. “Ah, it was nothing. Now, up next …”

* * *

Things continued this way for the rest of the day, and the next as well. Their clothes quickly became too rank to keep on anymore and were taken to the surface to be washed with the rest by volunteers who bragged that they had become very skilled at not getting caught on these kinds of errands. In the meantime, they had to make do with the same grey, shapeless material most of the resistance members always wore. There was only a single bathroom in the headquarters, with the toilet working by means none of them wanted to ask about, which made things even more awkward between everyone. Luckily, they didn’t have to put up with it all for long, as the next day came the news that gave Matt, Jim, and Jane a real chance to get home.


Chapter Seventeen

At dinner, Matt hesitantly dipped a spoon into his noodle soup, all that Sam had been able to get lately. He had apologized, and said he suspected the boss might be catching on to him.

Then Lilah had said, “Oh, don’t worry, he says that all the time. But the man is good at what he does. He’d actually been on quite a roll by the time you showed up. Something like this is all we’ve got more often than not.”

Matt found that his arm was still reasonably steady, so that was one more meal he could get through without embarrassment, despite again working mainly on his arms with CJ that day. No telling what the morning would bring, however, and he was already dreading the embarrassment of having to deal with something mostly liquid with his biceps refusing to cooperate.

But then all other thoughts were pushed out of his head when he spotted Charlie come into the room. The leader of the resistance never ate with anyone else, their instructors had told them. In fact, as far as Matt could tell, he never seemed to come out of his office. It was a mystery what he did in there all day, and day after day, but after a while everyone in the group had stopped questioning it. He would never give them an answer anyway, and in the meantime he’d brought them together, and showed himself to be a great leader on the occasions when someone did speak to him, so there didn’t seem to be any point to finding out.

But now here he was, those too-big eyes seeming to bulge even more than the last time they’d met. The man spotted them, and walked straight to them. He didn’t sit, but simply looked down as he told them, “We may have found a way to help you.” His voice was loud enough to carry over the whole room.

They all began to get up, but Charlie stuck his hand out. Still talking just as loudly, he said, “No, no. Don’t get up. Anything to avoid wasting more time that you don’t have.”

Matt bristled, and wondered if he was deliberately trying to get a rise out of them. No one with the reputation this guy had could really be so bad at talking to people, could he? Luckily, now even Jim had wised up enough not to rise to it.

Charlie went on, “Bram’s spent the past couple days on the surface, getting any intel he can. Seeing as this was his screw-up in the first place, it seemed only right that he get the assignment. And today it paid off. He just got in touch with me.” Charlie tapped the side of his head and said, “I hear you don’t have contact implants where you come from. It must be very inconvenient.”

Matt noticed Jane struggling to keep her mouth closed, and hoped she succeeded, at least until they got more information.

“Anyway,” Charlie continued, “He’s found out about a new delivery of training programs to the local police station, and there’s been a distinct military presence in the area over the past couple days. So you’re probably wondering what that has to do with anything. Well, that’s why you’re lucky to have people like us around.” He grinned, revealing incredibly white teeth that just made him seem even more arrogant. “See, there have been no reports about you three, despite your arrival being a pretty important event. If only for novelty value.”

Matt ground his teeth; this guy definitely had a gift for pushing buttons.

He went on, “So, he and I got to talking about what this could mean. And what we’ve come up with is, the general wants no one in the public to know about you. Whatever reason he has for going to your world, it’s a secret. So that leaves him with the problem of how to get the word to his men about it. See, the implants work on a network that can be tapped. It’s not easy, but I know something about how the guy thinks, and this is definitely something he’d be pretty paranoid about. So we figure the idea is the news is hidden in the middle of some unscheduled special training for them. And it can’t be only that – the mail goes through some heavy security and it would pick up on the programs not having the usual amount encoded. So it’ll probably have some of the regular kind of stuff they get.” He paused for a second, and added, “That being, how to fight.”

That was when Jane had enough. “Okay, this is fascinating, really, but could you get around to how it helps us get back home, or is this just an excuse to insult us?” Her tone was a bit quieter, but Matt was still uncomfortably aware of how every eye was on them, and got the feeling some of these people wouldn’t like her talking to their beloved leader like this.

Those bulging eyes turned toward her, and then Charlie smiled again. “I can always count on you, Missy. You have the most amusing outbursts.” Jane fumed as he went on. “As I was saying, the idea is for you to get your hands on a few of these programs yourselves. I’m sure my people have done the best they can, but from what I’ve been hearing, it would seem it’s a wasted effort.”

Jane and Jim both looked offended at this, though Matt thought that for once the guy was right on the money. Maybe the two of them had made more progress than they’d let on.

And now Jim had reached his limit and said, “I still haven’t heard anything about how this helps us. How do we get the programs at all? If police stations here are anything like where we come from, that’s not going to be easy.”

Charlie pointed at Jim and said, “You know what the important topic here is. Maybe there’s some hope for you. To answer that, we’re working on a plan of attack right now. We’ve got the plans for the building, and an inside man to let us know where the programs will be stored in the archives. I just figured I’d let you know we are working on something. Out of the goodness of my heart, and all.” A few seconds of silence passed, and then he said, “Maybe I’m just not quite up on how things are done with your society, but I believe a thank you would be in order.”

All three of them said it at the same time, though Matt noticed through the corner of his eye that Jim and Jane didn’t do much to disguise how little they liked it. He hoped he had done a better job, though he doubted it. In just two meetings, the resistance leader had become possibly the most aggravating person he’d ever met. Even Pren hadn’t gotten under his skin quite this much. Charlie did appear satisfied, at least, and simply smiled again and left.

Jane turned to Lilah and said, “He gets better, huh?”

Lilah shrugged. “He did with me. Everyone else I’ve talked to says the same thing.”

Matt said, “Maybe he just has a problem with people from other universes.” Everyone stared at him in incomprehension. “Oh, you think it couldn’t happen? Well, when you’ve heard some of the stuff I have in school, you start considering the possibility easier, I guess.”

Jim said, “Well, whatever his problem is, this is good news, right?”

Matt nodded. “Absolutely. Though personally, I’m not getting my hopes up.”

Jane said, “Wait, so our chances just went from statistically nonexistent to definitely possible, and you’re not taking it as a win?”

Matt shrugged. “Call it life experience. You know what my parents do, and how it made them move around a lot. Well, whenever we did, I’d be at a new school, with new people. And for a while, I tried to work with it. I tried to make friends. But every time I did, the kids had a problem with me. Maybe it was my skin color, maybe it was that I was adopted, and there were a few where I was never really clear on what the problem was. I guess they just didn’t like my face or something. So after enough of that, I just stopped trying. It wasn’t until we moved to Berkland that something got me to think I might have a shot again, and I did meet some people I liked. Except, then, well, look where we are.” Jim and Jane were both staring at him now. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to go on. It’s just, that’s why I’m not getting my hopes up. It generally hasn’t led to anything good for me.”

Jim said, “That’s really what your life has been like? I had no idea.” Then he coughed and said, “Look, anything I’ve done to make it harder, I’m sorry.”

Lilah snorted. “Plenty of people here have the same story. Oh, trust me, I’ve dealt with it. That kind of thinking never goes away. There are periods where it’s not considered very polite, sure, but they come and go. It’s been that way for centuries.”

Jane also looked shocked. “I knew that stuff happened before, but … I guess I just never thought about it.” She looked between Matt and Lilah and said to the latter, “Oh God, I’m like the people who made you go into those machines.”

Lilah put a hand on her shoulder. “No, you’re not. Because you’re able to even have that thought. Just hold on to that and you’ll be fine.”

Jim nodded. “I’ll do that, too, if you don’t mind.”

Lilah smiled. “Absolutely.”

Matt said, “Well, now that we’re all one big happy family again … oh God.”

Everyone leaned closer and Jane said, “What?”

Matt looked down. “Talking about home again made me realize … we haven’t really had a chance to think about anything back home since we came here. But we’ve been missing for three days now. The town’s probably getting national attention for a bunch of kidnappings, and what about my mom and dad? Or yours?”

That got everyone lost in their own thoughts for a couple of minutes. Jane stared into the distance and said, “My parents will be going nuts. My younger brothers are both huge pains in the neck but I hate to think what they’re going through, too. And Paul, well, we’ve always got along. He always stuck up for me with them. Maybe this will actually get them on the same page for once.”

Jim looked at the floor and said, “I’ve mostly just been annoyed at my parents recently. They’ve always been so protective of me, and I wanted them to stop now that I can take care of myself. And now …” he trailed off.

Matt was startled to see tears silently falling. “Hey, I’m sorry …” he started, but then Jim held his hand up.

“Just shut up!” he choked out, and ran from the room.

Once he was gone, there were a few scattered laughs. Matt and Jane shot the sources of them all sour looks and followed Jim. They headed to the sleeping quarters, where he sat on his bed, apparently finished crying.

He stood up and said, “Thank you for making me water cooler material for everyone tomorrow.”

Matt started again, “Look, Jim …”

Jim interjected, “Hey, it’s okay. It needed to be said. If we’re going to get through this thing, we can’t lie to ourselves about what we’ll be coming back to.”

Jane turned to Matt and said, “I agree. Thanks, Matt. It hurt, but we needed it.”

Matt’s mouth worked a few times with nothing coming out. Finally he managed, “Hey, one other thing is going to help us get through this, and that’s sticking together. What do you say?”

They all just smiled.


Chapter Eighteen

Jim’s dreams tended to be nothing but nonsense. Sometimes he’d been asked what they were like by his parents or friends, and all he could do was joke that there must be nothing all that interesting going on in his head. The dream he was having now wasn’t like that. Everywhere he looked, people had his parents’ faces. But then they talked, and none of them sounded right. He ran from person to person trying to find the right one, and none of them were. Then he found himself back in the room Chapman had put them all in, the hole in the wall constantly opening and closing, revealing someone different each time. They were all people from school, or just people from Berkland, all asking, “Where’d you go?” and then vanishing. Finally, his parents’ faces appeared, and he somehow knew these were really them at last. They opened their mouths to speak, but nothing but a loud clapping sound emerged. And then his eyes opened as the sound continued.

Charlie was standing in the middle of the room, slapping his hands together above Jim’s head. Jim sat up, struggling to clear his vision. After a few more seconds the noise stopped and he looked around to see that everyone else was in a similar state, rubbing their eyes as they blearily sat up. Even Jane wasn’t awake as quickly as she’d shown herself capable of before. Also among them was Bram; apparently he’d come back last night, or early this morning more likely, after they’d gone to sleep.

“I know it’s hard, and you’d like to sleep away a few hours more, but this is a special occasion,” said Charlie. His eyes fell toward Jim and said, “Yes, it involves you three. Why not? It seems everything else does these days.”

Bram stood up. “I assume you’ve come up with a plan to get them back?”

Charlie rolled his eyes. “Very nearly, yes.”

Now Lilah asked, “Well, what does that mean?”

Charlie’s hard gaze turned to her. “If everyone would stop interrupting, I could tell you, couldn’t I?” He paused, and no one else spoke. “That’s better. Now, as I was saying …” He looked around the whole room before continuing. “I’ve been devoting my quite valuable time to this problem, despite several other things I could be putting it towards, because it’s a time-sensitive issue, and no one wants us to run out of that particular resource. And I believe I’ve put together the start of a plan that can get us through it. We’ll get these three to the training programs at the police station, upload them with anything that could help, and then transport over to the corridor headquarters so they can make their daring escape. Now, the full version is all very complicated – it involves a lot of teams making distractions in one place so teams in another place can do their work, so I won’t get into the specifics right now. And it’ll probably cause a huge increase in our standing among the general’s priorities. But hey, you all knew perfectly well what coming down here was going to be like, right? So that shouldn’t be a problem. And it’s certainly not these people’s problem.” He gestured to Jim and his friends. “Because if this works, they never have to see this place again. They just go back to their ordinary lives, and probably never think of us again, doing their best to forget this all ever happened.”

Jim saw several people turn toward them, and he didn’t like the looks in most of their eyes. In just a few seconds, Charlie was turning his people against them, while setting himself up as some completely selfless hero for helping them with no expectation of gratitude. And the worst part was he and his friends had to just sit there and take it. His mouth had run away from him a few times since coming here, but by now he’d learned his lesson. Anything he said in his own defense at this point would just come off as desperate and wouldn’t help at all.

Lilah, looking a bit sheepish, raised her hand. “Well, sir, I think I may have detected a problem with this.”

Charlie smiled at her, looking completely genuine for once. Which of course just made it all the worse for Jim and his friends, as he was a bit surprised to find himself thinking of Matt and Jane. Now Charlie looked all the more reasonable for treating his own people better than them. “Well, I did say it wasn’t quite finalized, after all. So tell us all, what do you have to say?”

Lilah glanced around the room, where suddenly all eyes were on her. She looked momentarily put off her game, but quickly recovered. “Well, uh, an operation with a bunch of teams like you’re talking about will require precise timing between them. And no matter how much we all study our roles and rehearse them, with so many people involved the odds are pretty high that someone won’t complete their part correctly. I’m not pointing any fingers, that’s just the math of it. So we need some way for these groups to communicate with each other. And the implants are out, because it’s a police station and all communications are under constant surveillance. If the system detects any strange users, it’ll issue an alert.”

Charlie clapped twice. “Very good, Lilah. I’d run up against this issue myself, and you’ve outlined it beautifully. And I might have been able to come up with a way around it if I and some of our other great thinkers had, say, a few weeks to work on it. But sadly, we don’t. And I don’t think the answer is just going to pop into my head in the next couple days. Therefore, I’m afraid we will probably have no choice but to go ahead and just hope everyone’s timing is perfect.”

* * *

In an instant, it all became clear in Matt’s head. Charlie was setting them up to sacrifice themselves. He may or may not have come up with a real plan, but either way, he had never expected to act on it. In fact, he had never cared about them at all. Why, Matt couldn’t know, but the best he could come up with was that they were nothing but a nuisance to him, just three extra mouths to feed, and the only good thing was that they wouldn’t be on his hands for long. But at the same time, he had to give the impression that he was trying to help them, so the rest of the group would still look up to him as a man worth following. So instead he had made them look as bad as possible, probably in any private meetings he’d had in the past couple days as well, and he was now trying to guilt-trip them into giving up their own lives rather than letting any of these people die on a likely hopeless mission. They would be out of his hair, figuratively speaking, and he would remain in charge with his reputation intact.

The theory only became more likely with the next thing Charlie said. “I’m sorry for any loss of life this may entail, especially to you three, as it’s going to be such a hard way to go. My one consolation is that I will be able to offer you an easier way out, if it should come to that.”

Matt stared into that smug face in disbelief, struggling to process a mind capable of such deviousness, which could still claim to be working on the side of good. However, just then an idea suddenly popped into his head, just like Charlie had said would need to happen. He raised his hand just like Lilah had, and couldn’t help giving a bit of a smug tone himself. After everything he’d put up with from the man, he’d earned it. “Actually, I think there might be a way to do it.”

Charlie didn’t say anything at first. He just turned to look at Matt and blinked twice. Then that confidence returned. “Oh, by all means. This is your mess, so I’d love to see what you have in mind to try to clean it up.”

Matt pulled his phone from under his bed, where he’d been keeping it ever since their clothes were sent away. He hadn’t seen any need to worry about these people stealing it, as they probably wouldn’t even know what it was. Jane and Jim had done the same.

“We don’t have communication implants where we come from. We have these – cellular phones. You dial a number on one, and it connects to another. And their signals definitely won’t be monitored, because we have the only three in this whole world, outside of maybe a technology museum or something.”

Charlie blinked once more, but he soon came back with, “Quite interesting, yes. However, seeing as those things aren’t physically connected, I imagine they operate through frequencies specifically set up for their use. And as you just pointed out, there aren’t any more in this world, so it seems they won’t work here. I’m sorry, but it looks like the plan will still have to go ahead as is.”

A cough came from behind Charlie and he whirled around. Matt leaned to the side to see past him and saw that Bram was the culprit. “Actually, they do. I saw it when I rescued them. The things are clunky, sure, but they get the job done. I think the young man is on to something.”

Charlie turned back around, and Matt was satisfied to see a tiny quivering in his upper lip. Apparently being thrown a surprise like this wasn’t something that happened to him very much. “Yes, I see,” he said, seemingly just to fill the silence that had resulted from Bram’s statement. Then, “Well, I still see one issue with this.” And the gleam in his eye looked far too predatory. “There’s only three, you say. Well, we’ll need more than three teams for this operation. So it seems it doesn’t improve our odds very much.”

Now Lilah spoke up. “It’s still a better chance than what we had before. And who knows, maybe we can set up a system of passing the phones around. Why don’t you let us see what you’ve come up with so far, to see if more heads on the problem can’t help?”

His lip quivered a bit again, but now that he was talking to one of his own people again, it seemed Charlie had to rein himself in. “Absolutely. I’ll set up a presentation in the gym in an hour, and anyone who wants to participate can come help. Wonderful. Glad it worked out.” He promptly left the room.

Lilah turned to them, confused. “I really don’t know what’s got into him lately.”

Matt doubted telling her his suspicions would do much good. The woman had been following Charlie for too long to take such an idea on faith alone. But for now it felt like he’d got a stay of execution, and he allowed himself to feel good about that, at least.


Chapter Nineteen

“Morning, one and all!” said CJ as the three kids entered the gym. They had decided to stay out of the planning phase currently going on, as they all agreed they probably wouldn’t be welcome and were all sure they wouldn’t have much to contribute anyway. These people had been working together for years; they knew each other, and they knew each other’s strengths and weaknesses, and who would be best for what job. The best any of the three friends could do would be to look at a map and point out a good spot to meet and pass the phones around, and there were probably plenty of people in the room who could have that covered anyway.

Though that wouldn’t include Mike and CJ, apparently. “Not joining in the big think tank?” said Jim.

Mike glared and said, “Is that some sort of wisecrack?” But then he brightened. “Yeah, be honest, when you think of us, do you see someone good at that sort of thing?”

CJ smiled alongside him. “We’re part of the muscle. They know it, we know it, and we’re fine with that. We still serve an important role, just not one that’s very much in demand at the moment.”

Mike continued the thought with, “But our time will come again, trust us! It always does.”

Jane quickly interjected, “Yes, I’m very happy for you two.” After theatrically looking around she continued, “But I notice Lilah isn’t here, which I guess means she is one of the smart people around here. Which I could have guessed, really. So that means I’m out an instructor. So, what do I do?”

Jim put a hand on her shoulder and smiled, almost as impressively as Mike and CJ. Suddenly she was reminded of how they first met. “How about we all stick together today? After all, it’s probably going to be the last time, one way or another.”

Now Matt seemed excited too. “Yeah, let’s all show each other what we’ve got.”

Jane wasn’t quite so sure. “Well, that will be fine for you guys, sure, but I’m pretty sure the stuff Lilah’s been teaching me won’t go very well with what you’ve been doing.”

Mike cut in with, “And do you think the people you’ll be going up against will all be using your own moves? It’ll be good for you to see how you stack up against someone with a more physical style.”

The point was taken.

“Well, it beats sitting around all day. All right, let’s get started.” Matt and Jim nodded, but then simply looked at each other. Jane was confused for a couple seconds, and then realized what was going on. “Oh for God’s sake, I trust you both not to beat me up. So, Matt, you go first. Let’s get this going.”

Matt said, “All right,” and then swung a wide, clumsy punch at her, quite a bit more slowly than she suspected he was really capable of. After waiting for it to arrive, she quickly ducked under it and weaved to his side. The swing was still going on by the time she popped back up, and Matt turned to stare at her.

“That’s really the best you’ve got? I could have landed two punches on your face by now,” she said.

CJ looked quite impressed. “Suddenly I’m wishing I’d gotten you to train.”

Matt said, “I’d be insulted but, yeah, that’s about right.”

Mike stepped closer. “Now what if someone grabs you, like this?” He reached out and held Jane’s upper arm securely.

Jane gave a smile of her own. “That’s the first defensive move Lilah taught me.” She moved her foot closer to Mike, turned, and rammed her hip into his stomach, loosening his grip. From there she grabbed the back of his neck and pulled him forward, the same hip making a handy fulcrum that Mike tumbled over, to land on his back on the mat.

Jane herself couldn’t quite believe what had just happened. “You didn’t … help me, did you?” she asked Mike.

He stayed on the ground and smiled. “Oh, I would never dare. That right there was all you, little lady.”

Stunned, Jane turned to Matt and Jim, who were both staring at her, pole-axed. Then Jim turned to Matt and said, “I don’t know about you, but I just got very turned on.”

Jane snorted. “Every time I start to forget what kind of guy you are, it comes back to me somehow.”

CJ walked a few feet to a crate of pads. “Well, if that’s what we’re in for, you all might want to put these on.”

Mike raised his hand from the floor and said, “I can vouch for that.”

* * *

Training together with Jim and Jane was not good for Matt’s self-esteem. Jane continued to pull out surprises with how limber and agile she had become after just a couple days’ training, and Jim proved to be a natural at transferring his football skills to powerhouse offensive moves. They both pulled off one impressive punch, kick and throw after another. And then there was Matt himself, who had certainly improved, and today felt rather less fatigued from his previous workouts than he had after his first day here, but he simply couldn’t compare to either of his friends.

Not that either of them did anything to make him feel bad about it. They were constantly encouraging him and offering to help him with a maneuver they had picked up more easily. And Mike and CJ were nothing but supportive. But just watching them was plenty humiliating all on its own. He knew he shouldn’t feel this way. He may have entertained a few revenge fantasies about bullies when he was younger, but he’d never really had goals in developing his physical skills outside his own head. But seeing how easily both his new friends had picked up their lessons, he still felt rather embarrassed that he wasn’t able to do the same.

A reprieve from his ruminating finally came when Bram and Lilah walked into the room. Mike waved to them. “Lilah, you are one impressive teacher.”

Lilah replied, “Thanks, but it’s not getting you any closer.” Mike just waved the comment off and they both grinned. Matt got the idea this was a regular routine between them.

Bram waited for a few titters around the room to die down and then said, “Anyway, after more time with Charlie than was probably good for me, we think we’ve got a solid plan down. Everyone has a day to memorize their roles, and how they correspond with all the others.”

Matt quickly figured out what he’d said between the lines. “So we’re waiting another day? That seems to be cutting things pretty close.”

Lilah shrugged. “Would you rather we go in now, with everyone still only half-prepared at best?”

Jim said, “Well, it is our lives on the line, here.”

Now CJ cut in with, “And ours, don’t forget. Don’t get me wrong, I like you guys, but I’d rather not die for you if I can avoid it.”

Jane said, “Okay, okay. One day to memorize our roles. That shouldn’t be too bad.” Matt was pretty sure he wasn’t imagining the unease on her face. “And if it gives us a better chance at getting home in the end, all the better. So, what’s my part?”


Chapter Twenty

The police station was located in the center of town, a three-story building that Matt couldn’t help but think looked unimpressive after what he’d built up in his mind. Of course, his only real idea before this of what buildings in Krell were like was the giant tower he’d arrived in, and on the way over to the resistance base he’d seen many other buildings not nearly as big, though they were still very tall, like walking through Manhattan after a lifetime in Kansas. He turned to Bram, who had been assigned to babysit him, Jane and Jim (that wasn’t what Charlie had called it, of course, but the implication was clear). “It doesn’t seem like enough for a city this size.”

Bram nodded. “It’s pretty much for show, really. The people at the top don’t care much for what goes on in a place like this. Everyone can just go hog wild, and unless you’re stupid enough to pull something right in front of a cop, you get away with it. Luckily for them, that happens often enough to justify their paychecks.”

Jim butted in with, “How much longer? Not that I’m impatient, just … yeah, actually that sounds about right. I’m impatient, and also kind of hot.” They were all again wearing the clothes they’d had on when they were brought to this world, now well laundered, since returning home wearing the rebels’ clothes would arouse even more questions they would be hard-pressed to give believable answers to. And while those clothes had been well suited to prowling through the woods late at night, the weather here was far warmer, even at this moment shortly before dawn. On their way to the resistance headquarters Matt had been too preoccupied with the weirdness of the whole situation to really notice, but after a few days to let it sink in, he now found it hard to focus on anything else. It didn’t help that the buildings around them were clearly trapping the heat between them. Though he did take some pride in not being the first to complain; he imagined some people in the group would see that as real progress on his part.

Bram sighed, carrying quite a bit of weight in that sound. Matt could sympathize. “It shouldn’t be too long now. Of course, considering the first distraction is one of the groups who are left without communication, it’s really entirely in their hands, isn’t it?”

That would be Mike and CJ, who were currently at the edge of town preparing some incident that would get the police’s attention, and get at least some of them as far away as possible. Charlie had left it up to them exactly what to do, and upon hearing this they had simply grinned at each other, a malevolent gleam in their eyes. None of the others seemed inclined to press further, and Matt and his friends had elected to follow their example. Gift horses, and all that.

“Hold on,” whispered Bram, as a set of cars pulled out from around the back of the building. Matt was surprised to see how similar they looked to vehicles from his world; they would certainly never be mistaken as such, with their sleeker aerodynamic design and smaller headlights, but they still showed the same basic shape. He supposed that once streamlining got put into the model there wasn’t much else to really do to improve it. Although of course …

Jim finished the thought for him. “I kind of figured there would be flying cars.”

Bram said, “Oh, there are. But like I said, the police here aren’t expected to really do much, so they don’t get any dibs on their equipment. Sometimes I feel a little bad for them. Then I remember how they beat me up when I was a kid.”

Jane said, “What, the same guys who are there now?”

“Oh, I’m sure there have been staff changes. But it’s the kind of thing that sticks with you. You know, traumatic.”

“Oh, trust me, I know,” said Matt. Now wasn’t the time to get into it, but he’d had a couple run-ins with the police as well, sure that he was guilty of whatever they were investigating. Now that he thought of it, if they pulled this off it might actually be pretty cathartic for him.

“Okay, it looks like everyone’s out who’s going out,” said Bram. “Now let’s see if this works.” He pulled out Matt’s phone and called Jim’s, which was now in the hands of a group in a building next door to the station. He frowned. “I can hear you, but the sound quality is terrible.”

“You may want to speak up,” said Matt.

Bram repeated himself a bit louder, and said to Matt, “That’s as loud as I’m willing to get. We don’t want people investigating the crazy man yelling in the street, do we?”

But it was apparently enough, since a few more seconds passed and then he said, “Oh, great. So you can hear me. Well, Mike and CJ did their bit. Now it’s your turn.”

The building next to the police station was a high rise that towered above it. The people Bram had been speaking to were on the fourth floor, just above the station’s roof, and now Matt could barely make out one of them in the window. He hefted what looked like a rifle, but only fired a set of suction cups (not actually what they were, but the description was close enough for Matt) attached to a high strength wire. Bram and Lilah had shown them the device last night, which had been built by a man named Sam.

“Though call me Sammy, because we already have Sam the cook,” he’d said.

As he’d got to work, Lilah explained, “He was a pretty famous gun manufacturer, so he can’t exactly go outside much, but give him a new toy to tinker with and he’s happy.”

“And now we wait some more,” said Bram.

* * *

The night before had been an emotional one for everyone. Matt could barely get through his dinner, despite Sam outdoing himself by hauling in some quality beefsteak.

“It’s a bigger risk than usual, but I figure we could all use the treat right now.”

Jane and Jim seemed to have the same issue, only rarely putting something in their mouth, despite the savory smell and the juices running thick and making his stomach growl in anticipation.

Sam was just as friendly to them as always, something that could not be said for many of the others. Lilah, Mike, and CJ were still on their side, but everywhere else he looked, Matt saw nothing but disapproval and resentment. He supposed it may have partially been his and his friends’ fault. He didn’t know the name of a single one of the people giving him those looks, and maybe if he had taken the time to befriend more of them, they would be inclined to see him as more than a millstone around their necks. For the past few days it had seemed more important to just prepare as much as possible, but hindsight was taking its toll now.

But he was far from accepting the blame completely. The bulk of it he still reserved for Charlie, who had deliberately turned the group against them. Matt was absolutely sure of it, though why exactly he was doing it remained elusive. Matt couldn’t think of anything they had done that would give him cause to hate them so much. So what else could it be? Everyone spoke of him with such high regard, there had to be some reason for doing it.

Well, whatever it was, Matt wasn’t going to figure it out now. So he just ignored all the glares as best he could and concentrated on enjoying the food. After that, the three friends went to get an early sleep, since they would be waking up very early the next morning, and one more round of working out really wasn’t going to help them much more than they’d already achieved. Though before that, he still had some things he needed to say.

“Guys, whatever happens tomorrow, I’m sorry for this. I know you’ve both said you’re responsible too, but really, if it wasn’t for my crazy idea, this whole thing wouldn’t have happened. So please, just let me say it, this once.”

Jim and Jane paused for a couple seconds, and then Jim said, “I keep thinking about how I got involved in this.” Upon glancing at Matt’s face, he hurriedly added, “Oh, I’m not blaming you, just thinking about how much I suddenly wanted to get involved once I heard about it. What was up with that?”

Jane said, “Yeah, I was pretty surprised by that one, too. But as surprised as I am to say it, I’m grateful you came along. That guy Reeves would have done who knows what if you hadn’t been there to help me.”

Jim chuckled. “You might have been able to handle him yourself. Those were some pretty sweet moves you had today.”

Matt smiled. “I’ve got to agree with him on that one. And meanwhile, you’re both going to be carrying me the whole way.”

Jane replied, “Hey, don’t sell yourself short. You got us all back together with that cell phone trick, and then you came up with a way that this whole plan might actually work.”

Jim said, “I’ll accept your apology, but I do have to insist it be limited to that.”

Matt was quite surprised by the responses and his smile widened. “Thanks, guys. Now, how about we get some sleep? I think we’re going to need it.”

* * *

A light flashed twice in the window next to the police station’s front door. Bram grinned. “Okay, now it’s our turn.”


Chapter Twenty-One

Bram pulled on a grey leather mask before they set out, like everyone else going inside the building was wearing. The exceptions were Matt, Jim, and Jane, since regardless of the operation’s success or failure, they wouldn’t be around long enough to worry about getting caught. Matt still thought that should make him more worried than he was, but somehow all he could think about was the next step in front of him. He hadn’t had any idea his brain would work like this in a crisis, and he was very grateful for it.

They went across the street and right in the front door. Inside was the lobby, where two sullen men sat behind the large front desk with their arms crossed, three of the rebels covering them with those strange guns the three were so familiar with now. ‘Pulsers,’ Matt now knew they were called, so named because they created a microscopic pulse of force that bounced back and forth to build up its speed before being sent out the front end, all in far less time than it seemed such a process should reasonably take. It required no ammunition, with the only limitation being the recharge time, indicated by the cylinder of the chosen setting rising back out. The police uniforms were similar to the armor worn by Chapman’s men but colored dark red. And unfortunately, their being in this different branch of security meant a different system for the fingerprints that would activate the armor. And since there weren’t any police uniforms in the rebels’ hands, they would have to do without that protection, at least until they got back to the corridor building.

One of the policemen said flatly, “Like I told these guys, just do what you came for and get out. Any more trouble really isn’t worth what they pay us.”

Bram replied, “Considering what they pay you comes straight from people like us until we can hardly make a living, I’d say we’re even.”

The other man laughed sardonically. “Oh, and you’re the innocent party in all this? Maybe if you didn’t pull stuff like this, we wouldn’t even have to be here.”

The first man sighed. “Henry, stop wasting time. Just let them go do their thing.”

Bram nodded at him. “Smart man.” He pointed at one of the rebels. “You should be enough to keep both of them covered.” Then he turned to the other two. “Both of you, with us. Oh, and give him the phone. No sense having two of them together.”

Despite what he was saying, these deployments had been carefully planned beforehand. Lines like this had been Bram’s own idea, giving the impression that the attack was being far more improvised than it really was. Getting the enemy to underestimate you was always useful. Charlie had been sure to fawn all over it, of course. Anything to make one of his people look better at the expense of Matt and his friends. Matt still ground his teeth at the memory.

They went to the right of the desk and through a door directly ahead. Behind it was a hall with several doors lining the left side. “Feels almost like home, doesn’t it?” said Bram.

One of the other rebels said, “Enough that I just wish I was there right now.” Matt resolutely faced forward; the mask would make it impossible to actually see the scorn he was sure the man was looking at them with, but he knew he would still see it. He just kept repeating to himself in his head that engaging would only make things worse, and this would all be over soon anyway. It didn’t help much.

Jim got the phone out again. “Phase two is complete. You’re up.” This call was going to one of a few teams in other places in the building and now was the time when the setup to pass around the phones would take full effect. The station would be relatively unoccupied thanks to Mike and CJ, but there would still be quite a few cops between them and the room where the programs were being stored. So those other groups would now be at work clearing a path for Bram as best they could, by luring the cops into other areas. The tricky part was that they occasionally had to meet to pass the remaining phone around and make sure everyone was where they were supposed to be. Everyone had drilled the whole previous day about where they should be and when, and their final pass had been flawless but they still didn’t want to take any chances they didn’t need to. And meanwhile, the man guarding the front desk would also be on the lookout for the return of any of the cops who had left, which was why he got a phone of his own. Of course, this meant it had a slim chance of getting returned to them in time for the trip back, and ultimately Jim had volunteered his phone for this position, saying simply, “I’ve got a good insurance plan anyway.” Matt had no idea how serious that statement had been.

They had more luck than anyone had dared to hope for at first, moving through several halls and up to the second level, with the cops being redirected everywhere except where the group was. But of course it couldn’t last all the way and they eventually turned a corner to come face to face with three men in uniform. Before Matt had even processed the sight, Bram had leaped into action, throwing his arms out to the sides to take on two of them, clotheslining them both. Jim and Jane headed toward the third, leaving Matt a choice of who to help. And in that brief moment, all that could enter his head was the people he was physically closer to, which happened to be Jim and Jane, so he went toward them. Only to see Jane reach the man first and duck under his swinging punch, placing her behind him where she got a shot at his kidney with her elbow. While he was reeling from that, Jim delivered two hard punches to the man’s left side and he went down.

“A little help, please!” came Bram’s voice and Matt turned to see one of the cops holding him from behind, while the other cracked his knuckles and grinned. Matt did the only thing that came to mind and barreled into the latter, in what he was sure was a quite amateurish-looking version of one of the tackles Jim was so good at. It didn’t push the man very far, but it was enough of a distraction for Bram to stomp on the foot of the man who held him, then slide his leg behind the knee and push, sending them both falling back until the cop took the brunt of their hitting the wall. The remaining man now shook off Matt, but Jim made a beautiful tackle, his shoulder hitting just the right spot to leave the man insensate on the floor, before standing up and kicking him in the face. They all ran further down the hall before any of their adversaries could get up.

Bram pointed them toward a room and they went inside. It was an archive, with shelves full of boxes. “Thanks for all your help back there, Matt,” he said sarcastically. “Go help the two people teaming up on one guy instead of the one getting teamed up on by two. That wasn’t very good planning.”

Matt understood the frustration, as now that it was over he fully realized himself how bad his decision had been, but after dealing with these people’s suspicions for days, he was not in the mood. “Look, I’m sorry. It was just instinct.”

Bram chuckled harshly. “Well, it could have got me killed. And then all of you. You got lucky there. We surprised them. Odds are that won’t happen again.”

Matt could only think of one thing to say. “All right, I’ll try to do better next time.”

Jim butted in with, “And there might not be one. Wishful thinking, sue me. Is this the place?”

Bram nodded. “All their reports, their cases, their programs, it all gets put in here.”

Jane frowned. “I thought all that kind of stuff would just be online once we were advanced enough.”

Bram said, “Oh, it’s there too. But no matter how much they fortify it, there’s always a risk that some enterprising person could find a way into the system and mess with it. We’ve had some fun with that, too bad there’s no time to tell stories. Anyway, physical copies are still kept around.” He walked down one row and said, “And we want the most advanced combat training we can get, which should be right … here.” He waved them over.

Bram opened one of the crates on the shelf to reveal labeled stacks of cartridges, an inch square. “Huh,” said Jim. “Looks kind of retro, actually. Like something you’d put in an Atari.”

By now Bram didn’t flinch at the reference he had no context for. “They could be much smaller. Trouble is, they’d be hard to handle. So this is now the standard size for them. Now to select the best ones … ah, who cares, it’s not like we’ll be coming back here.” He reached in and scooped out several cartridges. Then gestured to his jumpsuit. “I’ve got no pockets in this thing. So those coats would be pretty handy. What do you say?”

They all stuffed their coat pockets with the devices and then Matt said, “So where do we go to play these things?”

Bram smiled. “That would be the gym, right next door. Convenient, huh?”

Then came a buzzing from the phone. Bram answered and frowned as he listened, simply said, “Understood. Now tell the others,” and hung up. He looked at the group. “Mike and CJ bought us all the time they could. The rest are starting to come back.”


Chapter Twenty-Two

“Come on, this way!” said Bram, and ran past the group to the door. “Try to keep up, we really can’t afford to lose any time here!”

They quickly went back through the hall and through the next door down. Inside was a room that looked much like the gym in the resistance base, except before that part of the room actually started, there were several feet of the same slick tile as the rest of the building’s floors, with a row of screens lining the right wall. Bram led them to one and rubbed his finger along the top. The screen lit up and a keyboard was projected into the air in front of it. By now, Matt had pretty much given up being surprised by this sort of thing, which was coming in handy as he really couldn’t afford to dwell on it right now.

“Someone give me a program for some kind of fighting, especially if it says ‘advanced’ on it,” said Bram.

Matt, Jim, and Jane rummaged through their pockets and all quickly came up with one. Bram took Matt’s and rubbed down the right side of the screen, causing a hole to open up in that area. He plugged the cartridge in and typed on the keys in the air, a complex pattern that none of them could follow. “Usually the first one of these anyone gets is the code to open all the others. A little extra security measure. But I can’t think of any reason why you’d need that past today, so I’ll just get each of you started.”

Matt turned to his friends. “Who should go first?”

Jim said, “I don’t see why that’s even a discussion. It’s your program. Plus, well, you do need it the most. Sorry, but it’s true.” He had the grace to look embarrassed at his frankness.

Matt grinned. “Don’t I know it. Okay, then. Ready yet, Bram?”

“Almost,” said Bram. And after a few more keystrokes, “Okay, there. Just stand in front and press the last key, that one,” and he pointed to a key near the center. “That will start the process. It’ll only take a couple minutes.”

Matt did as he was told and suddenly felt a sensation like nothing he’d experienced before. It wasn’t anything visual, as the screen appeared to be projecting nothing but white. And there was nothing unpleasant about it, as he now realized he’d been expecting since he first heard of the idea of complex knowledge being forcefully implanted into the brain. Instead, it just felt … the best way he could think to describe it was a light massage. He was vaguely aware of Bram going through the same introductory process at the screen next to him, but somehow it just didn’t seem very important compared to what was happening in front of him.

When it ended, there was a slow fading away of the sensation, allowing the real world to reassert itself on his senses. Jim was now busy with his own program, so Matt turned to Jane and smiled. She glared at him and said, “Don’t you dare say it.”

Matt replied, “Okay, I won’t say it. But I do.”

* * *

Jane groaned inwardly at Matt’s inability to resist the cliché entirely, but then her attention was turned back to Bram who was currently at work prepping a third monitor for her own procedure. Watching him go, she suddenly started wondering something that had never occurred to her before in the rush to prepare for this day: did she really want this? She’d always prided herself on her femininity, not feeling any need to roughhouse with her brothers to feel confident in herself. And as necessary as uploading new knowledge into her head might seem at the moment, she couldn’t help but think it was a surrender of that pride in herself and the person she wanted to be.

Jim’s session ended, and he and Matt looked at each other and grinned smugly. But Jane noticed something a bit off about this. She turned to Bram. “Jim’s program had already started by the time Matt’s was done. So how come you’re still working on mine?”

Bram paused and sighed. “I messed up, okay? It’s a scary situation, and I’m actually kind of proud I got through two in a row with no mistakes. But on this one I did, and I had to start over, and I was kind of hoping you wouldn’t notice. Now, if I can get back to work?”

Jane said, “Oh, absolutely, go ahead.” She was pretty annoyed with his rudeness, truth be told, but she realized he was under a lot of stress already and further arguments would just make the wait even longer.

That was when the sound of several people running through the hall outside became audible. “Well, I don’t think you’ll have too much longer to finish. No pressure or anything.”

“Guys, hold the door!” shouted Bram.

Jane looked around with the others, but there was nothing close at hand to hold the door shut. Everything useful was kept on the other side of the room and by the time they got it and brought it back, it would already be too late. They shrugged at each other and ran to hold the door closed with their bodies. A few seconds later, the pushing began. Jane pushed back along with Matt and Jim, all heaving their backs against the door and struggling to keep their feet from sliding forward. Unfortunately, the tile floor didn’t offer nearly as much traction as the rough practice mats further inside the room would have, so they were constantly slipping forward and having to shuffle back again. Each time it happened, Jane felt sure that this time, she wouldn’t be able to get back in time, and they’d be in real trouble, with Bram unable to finish her setup. Luckily, as long as it seemed in the moment, they actually didn’t have to keep it up for long before Bram shouted, “Got it!” Not so lucky was that only a couple of seconds later came the moment that Jane had been afraid of and they were thrown forward as the door burst open.


Chapter Twenty-Three

Four policemen came into the room. Upon observing the situation, one of them said, “One for each of us. Convenient.”

Bram scowled. “I wouldn’t be so sure. They’ve all just got a boost from your training programs, and they’re pretty eager to try it out.”

Jane winced inside. Bram was completely bluffing where she was concerned, and while she understood why, she wished it hadn’t been up to her to live up to the lie.

Another of the men smiled. “We recently got upgraded ourselves, actually. So, who wants to go first?” And with that he darted toward Jim, the one closest to him, while two of the others went after Matt and Bram. Jane was stunned at the result. Despite all she’d heard about what those programs could do, actually seeing the two of them fighting as impressively as Bram was something she wasn’t quite prepared for. But there it was right in front of her; Matt’s opponent threw a punch, he moved his arm perfectly to deflect it and used that momentum to move forward and drive his elbow into the man’s chest, which was then itself countered by the policeman grabbing his arm and bringing up his knee for an attack to the side, and on and on it went. Jim was doing just as well, but, Jane felt somewhat guilty realizing it was just more impressive coming from someone who’d been so hopeless just minutes before.

And then she remembered the one man unaccounted for and saw that he hadn’t moved. Now he held his hands up. “I don’t like fighting women. Call me old-fashioned, but something about it just doesn’t feel right. So if you could just surrender on your own, that would really help me out. What do you say?”

Jane just stared at him for a couple of seconds, struggling to figure out what she could do, then hit upon the first idea to pop into her head. “How about …” and with that she turned and ran further into the room. Upon reaching the mats she instantly felt the better traction and began feeling better about her chances, until she remembered that her opponent would have the same advantage. And even without looking back, she could hear that he was right on her tail. She looked around for anything she could use and quickly spotted a stand of loose weights. She ran over and grabbed two light ones near the top of the stand, then spun around and swung wildly at the man.

The weights weren’t very heavy, only three pounds or so, but she’d paid enough attention in physics class to know even that would add a good deal of heft to her blows. And it seemed her opponent knew it too, as once she turned around, his eyes widened and he jumped backwards out of the way of her swings. Unfortunately, they were so powerful that they also put her badly off balance, so she then had to veer away, lean into the momentum and keep running before she ended up on the ground. This sent her straight toward a set of mirrors along the left wall, which was where the cop threw his arms around her.

Jane’s own arms were now pinned to her sides, so she did the only thing that came to mind and lifted her legs to plant her feet on one of the mirrors. A bit to her surprise, it didn’t shatter under the pressure, instead turning to a regular non-reflective wall. In any event, she pushed against it, and that was enough to get the man to loosen his grip before both of them were sent tumbling over. Jane landed flat on her back and instantly rolled away from him and back to her feet. She swung the weights at him again, but this time he was ready and caught both her wrists.

Then came something odd. He moved his hands close together, still holding her tightly, and then raised his right index finger. Then, not seeming to even notice her struggling, he used it to turn a dial just inside the end-piece of the weight in her right hand. And as soon as he did, it began getting heavier, until she felt it starting to slip through her fingers. She did the best she could to hold on, but she could tell from the start it was a losing battle. With her hands being held still to prevent her being able to regain any of the grip she was steadily losing, there was only one way this was going to end. The man grinned at her, as she could only imagine her face was showing the struggle she was now going through to keep hold of her only advantage.

But even as the weight grew more uncomfortable, Jane glanced down and saw one chance the new situation gave her. She instinctively bit her lip in the gesture she always liked to use when getting an idea. She changed the angle of her hand slightly, hoping her opponent would just think this was part of her attempts to keep hold of the weight. Luckily, he didn’t try to stop her and just altered his own position and kept going. Just like she wanted, because now she let go, while also flicking her hand to the side, beyond the point where he was holding her arm immobile. This put just enough lateral force on the weight to make it land squarely on his foot.

Instantly, he let go of her and crumpled to the ground, shrieking curses that made Jane turn quite red. She quickly got back to work, found the same dial on the weight still in her left hand, and turned it up, until she had to use both hands to hold it. The dial must have controlled the weight’s density or something, just one more scientific advancement of this world. Once that was taken care of, she glanced down at her opponent still moaning in pain and holding his foot, and didn’t hesitate as she swung around in a circle once to build up momentum, then clocked him on the head with the weight, knocking him out.

She allowed herself a small smile and a, “Surrender, huh?” Then her good mood took a hit as she saw the others were still having trouble with their opponents. They were all still in the entrance area and managing to hold their own, but Matt and Jim seemed to be tiring. She remembered what Lilah had told her, about the programs doing nothing to a person’s muscles and realized they wouldn’t last much longer, no matter how good their new skills were.

She glanced to the wall, where the monitor was ready for her to use. It would give her the skills to join the fight, giving them all the numbers edge. The only problem was that she’d seen how long it took Matt and Jim to go through the process. Maybe it wasn’t actually that long under normal circumstances, but now, with every second counting, she doubted she had enough time to go through it before her friends lost the fight.

Jane groaned out her frustration and charged into the fray, toward the one who needed the most help. “Look out, Matt!” she shouted. Matt was currently backed against the wall, barely managing to keep up with the attacks he faced. Upon seeing Jane, he ducked, but unfortunately she didn’t have a repeat success as the policeman turned around in plenty of time to dodge out of the way of her blow with the weight. But this did give Matt the chance to tackle him, and once on the ground he rammed the man’s head into the hard tile floor over and over until he stopped resisting.

Suddenly, the remaining two jumped away, both shouting, “Hold on!” The fight suddenly paused, and one of them continued, “Look, we don’t know what you’re doing here, and we don’t really care. We just wanted to take care of this because it would get us more money next year. But if we’re going to get this badly hurt, I don’t want to be part of it.”

Bram turned to the other man and said, “What about you?”

Jane suddenly noticed how young he was, probably very new to the job.

He looked terrified as he said, “Oh, absolutely. We all just walk out of here and go our separate ways. I know I’m fine with that.”

Bram nodded. “All right. I would certainly be happy to get out of here with as little fuss as possible. And if everything else today works out, you won’t have to worry about it at all, trust me.”

The first man nodded. “So we have a deal. We’ll even leave first. But I should warn you, there are plenty more people coming here, so you should get out as soon as you can.” With that he winked, and the two of them left.

Bram now turned to Jane. “Well, it’s your mind. So, I leave it up to you. You want to risk staying to get your program or not?”

Jane took in all three of the others, noticing that Matt and Jim were still looking sweaty from the fight, and Matt was still having to make an effort to control his breathing. Then she thought back to what she’d just done and what she’d seen Matt do. And she made up her mind. “Actually, I don’t. I was just having second thoughts, and now I’m sure. I don’t want that thing in my head, messing up everything about me.” She realized how that sounded and quickly added, “I’m sure it’s perfectly fine for both of you, but not me. Besides,” and now she let herself smile, “I think I just proved I can take care of myself pretty well already.”

Bram nodded. “Okay. Then let’s get moving.” As they entered the hallway again he got out the group’s phone and said into it, “We’re heading for the teleporter now. Should just be another few minutes, then everyone needs to get out of here. I may be busy soon, so you pass the word on.”

But everyone did their jobs and no more policemen accosted the group. Then they reached the teleporter and another of the teams arrived just seconds later. All part of their coordination that Matt had made possible. Jane was quite proud of him for that, however he thought of himself. Among the new arrivals was Lilah, who handed Jane’s phone back to her.

“I guess the other one’s not coming back – this was supposed to be at the same time,” said Bram. “Sorry about that, Jim.”

“Oh, I so don’t care. Let’s just get out of here, huh?”

Lilah smiled at Jane and the others. “I guess this is it. I didn’t know you guys for long, but it’s certainly been memorable. Good luck.”

Bram cut in. “Time’s wasting. Let’s go, everyone.”

Jane couldn’t think of anything to say to properly convey her thanks, so she just smiled at Lilah in return and stepped into the teleporter along with Matt and Jim. Just like before, Bram pressed two fingers to his neck and said “Corridor,” in another voice.

During the explanation of the plan, they’d learned that all government buildings had teleporter connections, so they wouldn’t have to worry about getting back to the place that would send them back home on foot. Jane laughed a bit as she thought that was actually quite considerate of the Krell government.

Just as before, the light grew momentarily brighter, and then faded to the familiar sight of those long, confusing corridors they’d seen when they arrived in this world. But there was one surprise: Jane heard herself gasp along with Matt as she saw the single person standing in front of them. His uniform was identical to the soldiers they’d seen before, so she might have thought this was just a piece of bad timing with a patrol in the hallway, except for one thing.

He was Dave Polsik.


Chapter Twenty-Four

Matt barely had any time to take in the impossible sight in front of him before Dave gave a huge grin. “Matt! Jane! Oh, you have no idea how good it is to see you!”

Before any of them could respond, Bram pushed his way in front of them all. “Okay, you stay right where you are. How many others are out there?”

Matt put his hand on Bram’s arm. “Hey, it’s okay. This is my friend, Dave, the one we came here to find.”

Bram replied, “Well, he certainly bears a striking resemblance to someone I saw wipe out one of our patrols. And that was a month ago. So I don’t think you’re right.”

Jane said, “No, seriously. It’s him. I was looking at his face pretty closely.” She blushed after saying too much.

Dave held up a hand. “Believe me, there’s a perfectly good explanation. But first,” he paused and pulled out a pulser and looked at Bram. “You, get away from them.”

Bram didn’t say a word; Matt supposed he just couldn’t see any point in further protest. Instead he simply complied, stepping out of the teleporter. Matt and the others followed and Matt said, “Dave, he’s our friend. He helped us get all the way here!”

Dave shook his head. “I don’t think so. Whatever he told you, I know these people. They’re absolutely vicious, and they’ll stop at nothing to bring this government down. The only thing keeping order in this world, and they want to get rid of it.”

Bram laughed. “Have you ever taken a good look at this orderly world of yours? People are going through hell down there. They can’t get jobs, they can’t eat, they’re all just slowly dying.”

Matt interrupted, having noticed a quite crucial detail in what Dave had said. “Wait a minute, Dave. What do mean you know these people? Didn’t you get to this place just a few days before us?”

Dave’s expression wavered a bit. “Technically, yes. But that doesn’t mean I haven’t been here before. In fact,” and here he took a pause, steeling himself for a big statement, “I’m from here.”

Matt couldn’t say anything; his mouth simply dropped in what he would imagine later was a quite comical expression, which Jim and Jane were also sporting.

Jim was the one who broke the tension. “Wait, so we went through all of this, and he was perfectly fine?”

Dave frowned. “I’m sorry, who are you?”

“Jim Serris. You know, these two were worried sick about you. They even latched on to that thing you said about the woods, trying to find some clue because they couldn’t stand doing nothing. I just came along because I was interested in the girl, but them? You put them through hell, and for what? Did you even care or was whatever your super-secret mission was for this place just too important to worry about it?”

Matt was still reeling from Dave’s return, but one more thought now managed to creep in: he was very moved by what Jim said. Everything he wanted to say, but couldn’t, had now been said for him. But then he looked at Dave again and was surprised to see tears in his eyes.

“Oh, I cared. Believe me, I cared. Matt, at first I didn’t think anything of saving you from those bullies. It was just something that seemed like a good idea at the time. I was sent to your world and ordered not to get attached, but I saw someone who needed help, and, well, there didn’t seem to be any good reason not to give that help. But then we kept hanging out, and …” he paused and wiped his eyes. “We were friends. True friends. And it killed me to have to leave without any explanation. Knowing what it would do to you was almost more than I could stand. But this is my home. It’s where my loyalty has to be. Please, try to understand.”

Matt had to work his mouth a couple of times before anything would come out. And when it did, all he could think to say was, “But what about your father?”

Dave looked more uncomfortable. “Oh, he’s from here, too. In fact, there’s one more thing you should know about me. I’m a clone.” He paused there, likely predicting that they would need a few seconds to take that in. And he was absolutely right about that. But Matt still hadn’t come anywhere near to actually taking in the whole of the revelation before Dave continued, “So is the man you knew as my father, he was just made older than me. One of General Spencer’s later breakthroughs – we may negate the need for military recruitment at all if the project keeps working like it has been. So that’s who this guy saw a month ago, another one made the same as me.”

Bram spoke up again. “Oh, you’re really not buying any of this, are you? Ever since the general took over, he’s built all his success on the backs of people like me. And as far as I’m concerned, anyone who supports him is just as bad.”

Dave snorted. “Do you know what the biggest drain on our resources is, by far? You. And other people like you. Every cent you cost us is one that can’t go to one of those ‘people like you’ who needs it. So don’t come complaining to me about it. If everyone would just stop fighting us, we would all be a lot happier.”

Bram retorted, “It’s only because I was born with nothing in the first place that I have to fight. It’s the only way we can live down there. And my guess is, if you had to live like us, you wouldn’t last a week.”

Now Dave was angry. “It’s up to you when this stops, not us! We would be perfectly willing to leave you alone if you’d just stop, but you never do. What are we supposed to do?”

Now Matt had had enough. He stepped between them, forcing Dave to quickly lower his pulser. “Look, just stop, both of you! You’re just going around in circles, and it’s never going to go anywhere. Dave, I’m sure you know we’ve only got another day or two before we can’t survive here anymore. All we want is to go home, and then both of you can just keep this up as much as you want.” Now it was his turn to wipe a tear from his eye as he realized just what he was saying. “Maybe you really did care about us, I don’t know. And at the moment, I don’t particularly care. What you put me through … I can’t forgive it. So just take us to the corridor and send us through. No one in this place will ever have to hear from us again. And we won’t have to hear about you.”

Dave just stared at him for a few seconds. Then he nodded. “All right. I guess I deserve that.” He touched his ear. “Chapman.” After another pause, “The outsiders are here. We’re heading toward the corridor, if you’ll meet us there.”

Jim shouted, “Wait a minute! Chapman? That’s the guy who brought us here, remember? He’s really bad news!”

Dave chuckled. “Where did you get that idea? Major Chapman’s one of the greatest, most honorable men it’s ever been my pleasure to meet.”

Jane said, “He seemed that way to us, too, and then we found out the truth.”

Dave turned serious. “And just who told you this ‘truth?’ Because I assure you, your first impression was correct.”

Matt tilted his head toward Bram. “This guy. And if you’ll forgive this, my good friend, I feel a lot more like taking his word at the moment.”

Dave sighed, and turned to Bram. “It’s not enough for you people to cause so much property damage? Now you have to go smearing the names of our best people? Because we have some bad ones, I know it. But Chapman is certainly not one of them.”

They all turned to Bram. Matt said, “Okay, now I’m really curious. What’s going on here?”

Bram crossed his arms. “I lied. That’s what’s going on.”

There was no emotion behind the words. As far as Matt could tell, the statement cost him nothing.

Jane was the one who got over the shock first, to ask the same thing they were all thinking. “But why?”

He shrugged. “I needed to persuade you to come with me. I was under the impression you were great soldiers, remember? It seemed like the easiest way. And I certainly have never had much reason to discriminate between these people, so for all I knew, it could well have been true.”

Matt felt his stomach drop through the floor. “Wait a minute. So, if we’d just stayed in that room, Chapman would have just concluded we weren’t any danger, and sent us back that same day?”

Dave said, “That would be my guess, yes.”

Suddenly Jim ran up to Bram and started attacking him with all the moves that had just been put in his head, punches and kicks without any kind of thought behind them, but power to spare. Bram did his best to fight back, but the sheer anger he was up against seemed to wear down his defenses, and from the look on his face, Matt suspected he wasn’t actually putting much effort into it. Maybe he did feel some regret after all.

Finally, Jim had him shoved against the wall and Bram simply threw his arms to his sides and seemed to have trouble even looking at him. “You didn’t even think about how this might affect us, did you?”

Jim’s rage was actually frightening to watch, despite his voice not being raised at all, and Matt was quite glad he wasn’t on the receiving end.

“No, you just wanted more cannon fodder you could keep throwing at these people, like it’ll ever do any real good. You never thought we might have families or friends in our world, who still have no idea what the hell happened to us.”

“Well, actually …” everyone’s heads turned as Dave spoke up. “That isn’t necessarily true.”

Jim let Bram go and he slumped to the floor. Then he turned to Dave. “Be very clear about what you mean,” he said, obviously fighting to speak calmly. “Because I’m not in any mood to be jerked around right now.”

“There was something strange about your world from the moment we linked to it. Time didn’t seem to work the right way as we watched through the corridor. Sometimes days would pass in seconds, sometimes they’d check in after a night and find that it had only been a few minutes on your side. There doesn’t seem to be any kind of sense to it. The scientists on the project are still trying to figure it out. But the good news is they have been able to establish some control from this end.”

Matt didn’t think his head could take any more surprises. “And what exactly does that mean for us?”

Dave grinned. “That our team can send you back right when you left. It’s been less than a week – it’ll be very simple for them. And fortunately for you, you’ve got a friend, if I can still call myself that, whose word carries a lot around here, and who owes you a very big favor. I’ll get them to do it, don’t you worry.”

Jane stepped back to lean against the wall. “It seems too good to be true. I … I don’t know what to say.”

Matt said, “Well, I think I have an idea.” He walked up to Dave and stuck his hand out. “I’m still not ready to quite forgive you for all this. But you are my friend. Maybe it can happen down the road.”

Dave shook it eagerly. “I hope so. Everything I’ve said right now was the complete truth. It may not make up for everything, but it’s all I have.” He addressed all of them. “And now if you’ll all get back into the teleporter, I have enough clearance to take us straight to the corridor itself.” Then he turned to Bram and raised his pulser again. “You, too. I imagine Chapman would quite like a word with you. If no one else has a problem with that?”

Matt asked, “Would that make a difference?”

“Honestly, no. But I’d prefer it.”

But they didn’t get to discuss it any further, because Bram then took the decision out of their hands when he stood up and moved inside without a word, and with barely a glance at them. The others shrugged and followed and Dave said, “Corridor control room.” There was the usual bright light, and while nothing appeared to have changed outside, Matt remembered how all the halls of the building looked the same and eagerly followed him back out.

Sure enough, just walking straight down the hall took them to the place Matt recognized as the control room for the corridor. The same three technicians were there as well, and all of them stood up at the sight of the newcomers.

Dave waved them to take their seats again. “No need to worry, everyone. In a moment these people will be none of our concern, and you can all go back to … well, whatever it is you usually do here. I’ve never been very clear on that, to be honest.”

“Because it’s not your job to know, of course,” said Chapman’s voice, before he faded into visibility, just like when Matt and his friends had first met him. The captain looked them over. “It seems my promise to you was broken, but I assure you, I truly did intend your stay here to be as brief as I said.”

Dave stood to attention. “Yes, Captain. I’ve already apprised them of the situation. It seems they received some faulty ideas about you, from this person right here, in fact.” He nodded to Bram.

Chapman’s eyes turned unusually cold as he surveyed the man, who seemed to have regained some confidence and simply glared at him. “Is that so? Well, I’d guess he’s not the first to do so. These people do love to justify their actions any way they can.”

Another, unfortunately, familiar voice continued the thought. “Although I find it just makes the job more fun in the end.” Pren also became visible, followed by three more soldiers. “Hello, all. Miss me?”


Chapter Twenty-Five

Matt didn’t want to think it, but it was the only thing that came to mind. “Dave?” he said, putting all his suspicion into the word.

Dave started to turn to him, but then stopped and kept his focus on Chapman. He still spoke to Matt, though. “Don’t look at me. I know you probably won’t believe it right now, but I did mean everything I said back there.” His gaze at Chapman grew sharper and he said, “Captain, what exactly is the meaning of this?”

Pren popped in with, “Oh, you’re going to love this.” The smug smile on his face made him look more ratlike than ever.

Chapman turned to him and snapped, “Quiet!” He turned back to the group. “I’m afraid this is a quite awkward situation for all of us. You see, once I came back and found you three gone, the general was understandably quite angry. Quite a lot of time and effort has been put into this project, and if it pans out, there are all kinds of possibilities to help our government and make everyone’s lives better. And then it was all endangered because of my mistake. You know the general, Dave – his motto is to assume the worst scenario, and you’ll never be disappointed. In this case, that would be that these three were actually hostile agents sent to infiltrate us, and I’d fallen for the scheme and let them roam free to do whatever they came for. The last few days have been stressful, to say the least.”

Bram said bitingly, “If it makes you feel better, I caught a lot of flak from my boss over this, too.”

Chapman paused and closed his eyes for a second, then continued without a response to that. “So you can see that I was a desperate man, looking for any way to regain my status in the general’s eyes. And what I decided on was you, Dave.”

Dave’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t think I like where this is going.”

“No, I don’t believe you will. But all I offer is the truth. That pat on the shoulder I gave you yesterday? I planted a bug on you.”

Now Dave’s eyes were as wide as Matt had ever seen them.

“I’m an elite. The future of this country. Spying on your own men is a bad enough crime, but one of us?”

Much to Matt’s surprise, Chapman actually looked ashamed.

“It was far from an easy decision, believe me. But I finally figured that as distasteful as it was, it was the one ghost of a chance I had.”

Somehow, Matt actually felt sympathetic for the man. After all, what had he been doing searching through the woods for any sign of Dave, but that exact thing?

Chapman continued on, “And ever since, it’s been stuck in the back of your neck, letting me hear everything you say. I got quite a surprise when you met up with these people, as you can imagine. I was going to contrive some excuse for coming here, but then you called on me yourself, so thank you for that.”

Dave’s fingers twitched on his pulser. “So what, then? You turn us all in, and you’re back on top again?”

Chapman nodded. “That’s the general idea.”

Dave snarled, “And what good would it do in the end? You said it yourself; these people aren’t any threat to us. They have no intention of coming back here or telling anyone from their world about us, and no one would believe them anyway. So what you’d really be doing is simply serving yourself at the expense of innocents.” He pointed to Bram. “You’ll be just as dirty as people like him say we are. I know how much that reputation chafes on you, so just think about it.”

Chapman shook his head. “I have. I’ve thought on it long and hard. And I take no pleasure in what I’m doing right now, but it has to be done. My team and I have done good work, despite some of our less savory members.” He glanced at the man beside him. “I’m the one thing keeping people like Pren here in check.”

Pren interjected, “I would be offended, but hey, it’s true.”

Chapman shot him a silent glare, and he backed away. “As I was saying, without me, the team would dissolve. I was given some of the worst our recruiters had to offer, and the only way I can make them quality men is if I’m still trusted to keep that job. You can see that, can’t you?”

That was when Matt decided to step in. When Dave and Chapman had begun their argument, he’d been hoping the animosity between them would lead to a way out of this situation, but that had looked less and less likely as the scene went on. So now he figured, if this really was it for the three of them, and possibly Dave as well, he might as well say exactly what was on his mind. He looked Chapman square in the eye with the courage that comes from having nothing to lose. “You can justify it any way you want. It’s still wrong, and you know it. When we first came here, I actually thought you were a good guy, and you’d help us. And I think you still want to. So please, don’t do this.”

Chapman replied with real sympathy in his voice. “Your world doesn’t seem to be as hard as ours. Or maybe it’s just how young you are. The world isn’t black and white. There is so much more to consider, especially when you’re responsible for as much more than yourself as I am. I have no illusions about what I’m doing right now. It’s wrong. It goes against everything I thought I’d be standing for when I joined this organization. But it does have to be done.”

Bram laughed. “Well, if anyone here was hoping to change my mind about the kinds of people who are in charge of this outfit, it hasn’t worked. In fact, I’d say my opinion has even gone down a little. You’re not only selfish and greedy, but you actually know that’s what you are, and you do all you do anyway. But I wouldn’t expect it to last long. Maybe you do know that, but take it from me, it’s what you don’t know that’ll come back and bite you.”

Matt was rather confused at first. What exactly was Bram talking about? Then like a lightning bolt, he thought he had it. He glanced over to Jim, who gave him a barely perceptible nod. He’d figured it out too. None of them had mentioned to Dave the combat training they’d just received. Which meant Chapman and his men didn’t know about it either. And now that he took a closer look, all of them seemed focused on Dave and Bram, the obvious threats. The one exception was Pren, who occasionally looked their way with a smirk. But at the moment, he seemed just as interested in Bram as the others. Not only had the statement given them the idea, it also gave them the opportunity to carry it out, now that everyone was thinking Bram was about to reveal some secret that would bring them down.

He gave Jim a nod back, and with that, they both charged forward, each taking one of the soldiers to the floor quickly and grabbing their pulsers. As the rest were still struggling to react to this, Bram joined the fray and grappled with the third. He threw the man into Pren, sending them both into the wall in a heap. Dave, not part of the plan but apparently not one to wait long on such an opportunity, went straight for Chapman. However, he had a bit more difficulty. Chapman clearly had received more advanced training than his men and the two traded a series of blows it was impossible to follow, neither able to get an advantage. And Matt, Jim, and Bram were all too busy with their own fights to step in. But then Jane, who absolutely no one was watching even now, did it for them, slipping around behind Chapman, where she aimed a kick at the back of his knee. He went down and Dave was quick to take the chance to land a punch to his face. Chapman quickly snapped his head back to look at Dave again and seemed like he was going to continue the fight. But by then Matt, Jim and Bram had finished with the others, and as Chapman looked around at his downed men, a change came over his face. His scar even pulsed red, a quite intimidating sight despite his situation. He raised his hands in surrender, though not without a steady glare at everyone.

“Everyone, stand down!” he shouted.

With the fight over, Matt remembered the three scientists and glanced across the room. They had hidden behind their equipment and now slowly emerged with their hands also raised. “What do you want?” said one of them. “Just, please don’t hurt us. We’ve done nothing to you.”

Dave sighed. “No one’s going to. All I want you to do is set a corridor back to the other side, as close to the time these three came through as you can. I trust that date sticks out in your memory.”

The scientists all quickly nodded and got to work. They didn’t seem the types for talking when not necessary, which was just as well to Matt.

Pren surprised them with a chuckle. “You think this will be over?” He seemed rather overly confident, considering Bram was currently pointing his own pulser at his head.

Chapman turned to him. “I am in a particularly bad mood right now, and I’m planning a very harsh penalty for you if you don’t learn to keep quiet when you should.”

Pren didn’t flinch. “Maybe that would have worked before. But you think anyone who’s anyone is going to want anything to do with you after this? You’re the guy who got beaten by three kids you never needed to bother with in the first place.”

Chapman looked furious and the scar stood out even more, but he said nothing.

Pren turned back to Matt and his friends. “As I was saying, this isn’t going to be over when you get back. The general is quite unhappy with you. He’s not going to just let you go.”

Jane appeared to also be utterly done with the man. “Chapman’s right about one thing. You do talk too much. At the moment, we don’t care. We’re just thinking about that horrible death you were nice enough to warn us about. So for now, we just want to get back. And whatever happens, I just hope we don’t have to deal with a worthless piece of trash like you when it does.”

Pren goggled at her, quivering as he tried to respond. Finally, he just gave up on trying to adequately express his shock.

“Right then,” one of the scientists said. “That’s it.” The short-range corridor opened, through which they could see the portal back to their world. “It’s set to the same night you left. Now, just go through so we can all get back to work, please.”

Dave said, “I’d offer to come along, but unfortunately my ‘father’ isn’t available, and that would raise too many questions. Too bad, I did like you guys. Well, who knows? Maybe we’ll see each other again sometime.”

Jane said, “What about Bram? Things are going to be pretty bad for him if he stays here. Why don’t we bring him along?”

Jim turned to her in shock. “The man lied to us and made us spend a week thinking we’d probably have a very painful death. As far as I’m concerned, he deserves whatever he has coming.”

Matt shook his head. “A few minutes ago, I might have agreed. But now that everything’s worked out so well, I just can’t hold much against him. I mean, think about the life he’s led. Wouldn’t you feel desperate enough to pull something like he did after that?”

Bram scoffed. “I don’t need you to defend me, kid. Spending a few days with us isn’t anywhere near enough to say you really understand us. Besides, I haven’t taken any Neserene, and I don’t like our chances of getting some now any more than the last time.”

Jim said, “You heard the man.”

Jane threw up her hands. “All right, fine.”

One of the scientists said, “You know, you may want to get going. We won’t be able to keep this open much longer without attracting some attention you really don’t want.”

Matt said, “Okay, let’s go then.” He turned to Dave. “Despite everything, I do hope we see each other again. You reaching out to me meant more than you could realize, too.” As Dave and Bram continued to keep Chapman and his men covered, the three walked into the main corridor room.

* * *

Jim allowed Matt and Jane to precede him into the room. But just as he was about to go through himself, he heard a shout and turned around to see Bram on the ground, with Pren on top of him. Jim himself was too shocked to do anything but stare. The whole scene seemed to go into slow motion. Dave was spinning toward the fight, but too late. And Matt and Jane were simply too far away. Pren grabbed his pulser back from Bram, but rather than go after any of them, he instead shot a piece of equipment off to the side. Matt and Jane tried to come back into the room, but crashed against the short range corridor like it was a solid wall.

Pren stood up, as Chapman used the distraction to charge at Dave again. Now with the help of his men, he overpowered Dave despite all the young man could throw at him, and the other soldiers also sprang into action. By the time Jim was in any position to help, there was no point; several pulsers were pointed straight at him.

Chapman said to Pren, “Well, this is certainly a surprise. Maybe I misjudged you.”

Pren smiled. “No, you were right. I’m a nasty, insubordinate piece of work. But never underestimate good motivation. Like these people.” He turned to Jim, and Matt and Jane behind him. “You know, Reeves almost died. By the time we found him, there was barely enough time to get him fixed up. Him and me, I never really thought about it before, but I guess you could call us friends.”

Jim was in no mood to hear this. “What the hell did you do?”

The smile got bigger. “I did some studying on the corridor. Yes, I read voluntarily, try to control your shock. It took some looking, but I finally figured out just the right part to hit. You can see and hear into the corridor room, but nothing physical. Oh, and the one going back to your world still works just fine. Too bad you can’t get to it.”

Jim spun back to look at Matt and Jane, sure that the horror in their faces matched his own. He turned to the scientists. “You can fix this, right?”

They shook their heads. “Not in time to do any good. This won’t be working again until tomorrow at the earliest.”

Chapman, voice unusually hard, said, “I suggest you say your goodbyes. Because if they’re smart, your friends won’t be sticking around any longer.”

* * *

Matt felt completely numb as Jim turned back to him and Jane. He couldn’t quite cover up the quiver in his voice, but Matt was grateful for the effort. “I’ve still got a couple days, right? That means there’s hope. However small it is, I’m not giving up. And Matt? I let you have the one before, but don’t you dare blame yourself for this. It’s because of me that we’re all here, not you.” He turned to Chapman’s men. “And even more because of them. So just hold on to that, no matter what happens.”

Matt couldn’t think of anything to say back. Luckily, Jane stepped in. “Well, we’re not giving up either. However this time thing works, it means we might be able to get back here in time if we ever find a way to do it. Right, Matt?”

Matt nodded, grateful for the starting point. “Absolutely.” He said it with far more confidence than he actually felt, but it just seemed like the right way to play it. Right now, Jim would be needing all the confidence he could get. Matt then turned to Chapman. “We will be coming back, no matter how long it takes.” Once again, he had no idea how he would make good on that promise, but it just seemed like the right thing to say.

And they didn’t have time for anything more, because more soldiers entered the room and started to take Dave, Bram, and Jim away. “I’ll be waiting for you!” Jim shouted.

Matt and Jane looked at each other, no words sufficient to convey what they were both feeling. So they simply walked into the corridor, and just as the scientists had promised, found themselves back in the woods where they’d been taken into Krell. They turned around and watched the corridor fade, though Matt couldn’t see it very well through his tears.


Chapter Twenty-Six

As Jim was being led from the room, he looked back over his shoulder and didn’t look away as Matt and Jane entered the corridor. He wanted to be absolutely sure that they got through and all this wasn’t for nothing. The second they were gone, however, he was free to let out the tears he’d been holding in. He’d put on a brave face as they said their goodbyes, but inside he’d been unable to think about anything but the horrific fate that awaited him in just two days. If he even lasted that long. He looked around at all his captors and was disturbed to find himself wondering if they could give him a quick death before being in the wrong universe caught up with him, and if that could be considered as them going easy on him.

He wasn’t too surprised to find Chapman evading his gaze. Despite what he’d just done, the man clearly did have some sense of right and wrong and it was killing him to break it for what he saw as the greater good. But at the moment, Jim wasn’t very concerned about any of that. “Don’t lie to yourself,” he choked out through his tears. “This was just about saving you.”

Chapman barked out, “Don’t you presume to know what’s in my head. No one your age could come close. When have you ever had to deal with anything like what I deal with every single day? When you have, then maybe I’ll listen to you.”

And yet, the whole time, the man was still determinedly looking just to the side of Jim’s face. It probably looked fine from the others’ points of view, but Jim could see loud and clear how much the man was still torn up. He briefly wondered if he could keep playing on this to help his situation, as much as it could be helped, but that thought was squelched when Chapman stormed off down a side corridor, tossing out, “Pren, you’re in charge of the prisoners,” as an afterthought. It was one more sign of how much he didn’t want to be doing this, but unfortunately it also kept Jim from any kind of advantage.

Bram had stood firm the whole time. “I’ve been in this position before, you know,” he said to Pren. “And I’ve always got away. Sometimes on my own. Sometimes I needed help. But if this turns out to be one of those times, that help is coming. We don’t abandon our own. So my people will be coming for me, and you won’t be able to stop them.”

Pren turned to him. “Well, that’s certainly a pretty good argument for just killing you right now. I certainly doubt many people here would be that upset about it.”

Dave shouted, “Hey, wait a minute!” Jim had almost forgotten about him with everything else going on, but he saw that the clone boy was also under guard. Somehow, the image struck him as completely hilarious and he couldn’t repress a giggle. Then he suddenly snapped back to reality.

At least it got Pren’s attention off of Bram. The man didn’t seem to have much focus, on top of his habit of being a drama queen. Jim followed up the laugh with, “Sorry, miles away. What were you saying?”

It had exactly the effect he was going for. Pren seemed to forget about Bram completely as the flippancy sunk in. This was not how a captured person was supposed to be acting, and Pren was having trouble handling it. Jim was grateful the man couldn’t tell how scared he really was, or that would never have worked.

Pren simply stared at him for a few seconds. “You know, I believe I have just hit upon the perfect idea for what to do with you.” He turned to the other soldiers. “Boys, we’re letting this one go.” He turned back to Jim. “You’ve got, what, two days left? Maybe a little less? Well, why should you get to miss out on a single second of that? So we’re just going to escort you to the front door, you’ll walk right out, and then … well, I don’t really care. You won’t be my problem anymore, and what other trouble can you really get into before your time’s up? You’ll have all those hours to just think about it. Although, when the time comes, if you could just wander on back here, I’d really appreciate it. It’s the kind of show we don’t get to see nearly enough. Or not. Really no skin off my nose. I’ll still know exactly what you’re going through.”

That courage Jim had been struggling to keep up had shattered by the end of the speech. The idea of the bleak future ahead of him had him sitting on the floor, openly weeping.

Pren kept going. “Ah, no matter how many times this happens, I never get tired of it. Well, get to it, guys!”

Two of the soldiers grabbed Jim by the arms and dragged him down the hall. He was vaguely aware that this would leave him in the dark about the fates that awaited Bram and Dave, but he couldn’t bring himself to put very much effort into caring about that. Besides, it was hardly likely to be very uplifting anyway.

He simply zoned out as he was escorted out of the building. He’d been through the whole thing before, and nothing had changed, and at this point none of it mattered. He was only brought back to reality upon feeling the breeze on his face once he was outside, after which the soldiers turned around and walked back inside without a word or a look back.

With nothing to really do he simply turned away from the sun so it wouldn’t be in his eyes and started walking. And this continued on and on, the street seeming to go on forever. The most excitement occurred when there was an especially large pile of garbage he would have to walk around. He never saw any people, and guessed that anyone who was unfortunate enough to live in this part of town was either busy at work, in which case taking care of the neighborhood clearly wasn’t a high priority, or they simply stayed in their apartments, because why even go out? From all he could tell, there was nothing to see here, with every building being the same drab color and shape, with only the tops having any variety. With that thought he looked up and found himself straining to make much out beyond the layer of smog.

The one thought he kept having was of his parents. It seemed like only seconds ago that Dave had let him know he didn’t need to have been missing for a week when he went back home and they would never need to have worried about him. With that hope now cruelly stripped from him just before it would have come true, he supposed he should be angry. Instead, he found he just couldn’t summon the energy to feel much of anything. He was going to die, and it was going to be bad, and that was simply the way it was. What could emotions do but make it worse?

But since looking at the sky did give him something to do rather than staring down at the sidewalk so he wouldn’t step on anything nasty, Jim was now able to take a look at the buildings around him and realized one of them was the police station he’d just left. And upon that realization he had no choice but to laugh, long and loud.

Then he heard, “There’s a sound you don’t hear very much around this place.”

It was a familiar voice. And as much as the emotion could apply to him right now, he was happy to hear it. “Mike?” he called out.

His fighting teacher ran right over, accompanied by CJ. “Hey, you want to keep it down?” he whispered. “I’d rather not have anyone in this part of town knowing my name, if it’s all the same to you.”

Jim was abashed. “Oh, right. Sorry.”

CJ said, “Ah, think nothing of it. I’d be quite disappointed if we weren’t folk heroes around these parts by now. So what happened? We thought the idea was you wouldn’t be here anymore after today.”

“Matt and Jane made it. Me, not so much.”

They both stared at him for a second, taking in the full implications of this. “Oh God, I’m sorry,” said Mike. “There’s no hope at all?”

Jim shook his head. “Not unless Charlie feels up to planning another mission into that building just so I can get my hands on some Neserene. And within, oh, forty hours or so. And given what I’ve seen of him so far, I don’t think that’ll be happening.”

Mike said, “Well, look. We spent a lot of time together these past few days, and … well, I kind of like you. So I want to do whatever I can. And I’m sure CJ feels the same way.”

“Absolutely,” said CJ.

Jim snorted. “And what exactly would that be?”

Mike was silent for a few seconds. When he spoke again, it was with a sense of defeat he’d never shown before. “All I can think of is inviting you back to base. You’ll get good meals, a place to sleep, and anything else you want to do. This is bad enough without you just wandering around the streets with nowhere to go.”

Jim shook both their hands. After he’d been able to keep it together in front of the two of them thus far, this broke him and the tears escaped again. “I don’t know what to say, guys. Thank you so much.”

They led him to the place he had exited the base from that morning and stomped out the code. Then followed the now all too familiar sensation of that nauseating teleportation, though Jim was surprised to find that this time he was actually able to hold everything down once the base’s waiting room materialized around him. It seemed Bram had been telling the truth about that, at least. But it still was a horrible feeling that left his stomach doing flip-flops, enough in the moment to almost make him glad this was likely the last time he would have to go through it. Almost.

Lilah opened the door, saying, “How is it you guys are always the last—” and quickly cut herself off once she got a good look at the room’s occupants. “Jim? What happened? Why are you still here?”

Jim shook his head. “Just get everyone inside the cafeteria. I don’t think I’m up to saying this any more than one more time.”

* * *

Jim looked out at the sea of faces throughout the room as he finished the story. It seemed like the majority were sympathetic, though he definitely saw an occasional frown mixed in. That was probably Charlie’s influence, if he knew anything about the man by now. Well, he might as well smooth things over as much as he could. “This was no one’s fault. We all did our best and things just didn’t work out. So I’m sorry for what happened to Bram, but please don’t blame my friends for it. If you want to blame me, well, I guess you can go ahead since it won’t be for long anyway.” He stared right at Charlie as he said the last bit. Despite being near the back of the crowd, the tall man’s bald head made him easy to spot.

But he was quite surprised by Charlie’s response. “Oh, of course no one is going to blame you. I completely agree, sometimes plans just don’t work. And trust me, I am going to do everything I can to make your stay as comfortable as possible. In fact, could everyone give us some privacy, please? There’s something important we need to discuss.”

They all obediently filed out, leaving Jim and Charlie alone in the room. Suddenly it seemed far too big. He didn’t know what the opposite of claustrophobia was called, but he imagined he was feeling it right now. Charlie approached him, those slightly-too-large eyes more disconcerting than ever now that Jim truly had no idea what to expect. For a lack of anything better to say, he went with, “Thank you for that.”

Charlie waved a hand. “Oh, it costs me nothing to be friendly to you now. Like you said, one way or another this will be over soon, and you won’t be any further hindrance to me, so why not?”

Now Jim was on firmer ground, knowing where the man was coming from. “So you really did want to turn them all against us.”

He nodded, a slow and deliberate action. “You three upset the status quo around here, something I’ve been quite at pains to keep balanced for a while now. You wouldn’t believe how complicated that job is. But it’s close to paying off now, and you and your friends were a quite unwelcome intrusion. That girl provided some vague amusement, but in the end you did need to be got rid of. Oh, don’t look at me like that.”

Jim hadn’t been aware of any facial expression, but it was nice to know that his impending painful demise hadn’t robbed him of the righteous fury he now had every right to display.

“You’re not from this world, so why should you mean anything to anyone here?”

Jim crossed his arms. “Apparently quite a few of your people do care about us, though. Including one who might be dead now because of us.”

Charlie chuckled a little. “Yes, that actually ended up working quite well. Bram’s a bit of a loose cannon. He told me about how he lied to get you here, and that would be one thing, but I very much suspect he’s been doing it to me for a while now, too. And I can’t have someone like that around when my plan is so close to completion. Why do you think I kept sending him on all those dangerous missions?”

A new thought occurred to Jim. “So you’re going to kill me now, right? That’s why you’re telling me all this.”

Charlie barked out another laugh. “Oh, son, don’t think me so crude. Who exactly are you going to tell? These people all love me, and they’ve been given plenty of reason to not like you. Anything you say about this will just be taken as a desperate last ditch effort to turn them against me for … well, whatever reason they come up with. I’m sure it’ll be better than anything I could give them.”

Jim was still able to look him in the eye. It seemed that there was a perk to facing imminent death, as small as it was. “Okay, you’re right. I’m not going to tell anyone. I’ll just live here quietly the next couple days. But that wasn’t all you wanted to say, was it? Someone like you wouldn’t get a private talk with me just to gloat. It’s beneath you.”

“Yes, you’re absolutely right. I want to offer you something. You know full well by now the fate that awaits you. So I’ll help you make it quick. Say the word, and you can get a pulser blast on the full setting, at point blank range. Just a quick flash of light, no pain as far as anyone knows, and it’s all over. It’s a far better fate than you’re going to get otherwise.”

“And completely incidentally, it makes you look better to all these people.”

Charlie shrugged. “What you need to ask yourself is, does that really matter to you? There’s only one way this ends, and that’s not my fault at all. Do yourself a favor and pick the better option.”

Jim let out an exhale. “All right. I’ll take it. But not right now. Give me these two days. Because my friends and I did get a chance to talk before they left, and they said they’d try to come back for me. I want to give them as much of a chance for that as I can.”

Charlie spread his hands. “Absolutely.”

“Oh, and one more thing.”

“Whatever you want.”

“Could I get my phone back?”

* * *

Jim spent the next two days as normally as he could. He couldn’t help but notice the looks everyone kept giving him, and how they seemed slightly uncomfortable when he was around. He figured it was kind of like dealing with someone who had a terminal illness. However little they actually deserved it, you couldn’t help feeling weird about knowing they didn’t have long.

He didn’t ask Mike and CJ for any more lessons, but still spent time in the gym on his own. Now that he had these skills in his head, it seemed a shame to only use them the one time. He didn’t know how much good the practice was doing him, or would have done if it could continue, but it still gave him something to do besides waiting, which was the worst thing he could have done.

Finally, the day came. Charlie offered to be the one to pull the trigger, of course, since it made him look like he was taking on a sacrifice, while he probably enjoyed every bit of it. Jim also asked for Mike, CJ, and Lilah to be there. They’d been the closest to him and his friends, besides the unavailable Bram, so it only seemed right.

Jim faced straight ahead, standing up, and said to Matt and Jane, wherever they were, “Well, guys, I’m sure you did your best.” Then Charlie’s finger wrapped around the trigger.


Chapter Twenty-Seven

Jane snuck back into her house the same way as last time, and a quick glance at the calendar in the kitchen revealed that the corridor scientists were telling the truth; she and Matt had been returned the same night that they left. So at least they wouldn’t have any long absence to explain at the same time that everyone would be wondering where Jim was. And this time, she didn’t even have to deal with her brothers. She supposed she should be thankful for small favors. But she just couldn’t feel that way right now. Once in her room, she called Matt and they confirmed that each had successfully sneaked back in, after which they hung up. She just couldn’t talk about this anymore, and she guessed Matt felt the same way.

* * *

Matt went through breakfast like he was in a trance. He gave responses to his parents’ questions, but he couldn’t have said afterward what they were. At least he had some time before he had to talk about Jim; doubtlessly the Serrises had woken up and discovered his disappearance by now, but Matt had barely spoken to him before their adventure, so the Orticus house didn’t get a call.

The bus was where it started. Some members of the football team were on the same route, and they had been called. But Matt was still able to keep his head down and stay out of it. At school, there was another assembly where the disappearance was announced, and anyone with information was urged to come forward. Matt had already gone through the exact same thing with Dave, and knowing what was going on only made it worse. He turned and found Jane several rows down, who was also looking at him. And the defeated look in her eyes threatened to make him cry again, so he quickly looked away.

It was at lunch that the dam finally broke. He could have eaten with Jane, but he still wasn’t feeling up to actually talking with her again. So he was back by himself, just where he started this whole thing. And just like before, Johnny and his two friends arrived.

He sat next to Matt and said, “It’s finally hit me. Dave isn’t coming back. Which means you don’t have anyone with you I should worry about, doesn’t it?”

With that, all the old feelings came flooding back, years of being bullied and being unable to do anything about it. And Matt also realized something important that had slipped his mind in the wake of everything else going on since he had received his combat training: that wasn’t the case anymore. He turned to Johnny with a much more confident look than he typically had used in his whole life up to now. “I am in an exceptionally bad mood right now. So if you’re smart, and I hope you’re not, you’ll take Snook and Snuff and go bother someone else. Otherwise, well, I’ll have to make you feel just as shitty as I’m feeling right now.”

Johnny had no visible reaction for a few seconds, and Matt took special pleasure in watching the reaction slowly work its way through his brain. Once it got there, he stood back up and pointed his finger in Matt’s face.

“Now, you’re going to …” but he got no farther, because Matt grabbed the finger and gave in to all the heretofore impotent rage he had felt about jerks like this his whole life. First he twisted the finger to the side until he felt it snap. Still holding on, he stood up himself and grabbed his lunch tray with his other hand. One crony and then the other took a hit to the face with it, after which Matt let go of the finger, barely hearing Johnny’s screams, grabbed one of the guys and threw him into the other. They fell to the floor together and were smart enough not to get back up. That left Johnny, who now backed away with a delightful terrified look in his eyes.

“What’s the matter?” Matt said in a dull monotone. He felt no need to show the anger in his words, fully confident his fists could state the case quite eloquently. “This never happened before? No, I don’t suppose it would. Because you really are just a coward, aren’t you? Put someone who won’t fight back in front of you and you’re the biggest guy in the room, but guess what? That’s not what’s happening today. I don’t know about you, but I’m very interested to see what happens next.”

By now the entire room was watching and Johnny took one last desperate attempt to regain his dignity as he lunged at Matt. It was a sloppy move, and Matt easily sidestepped. On the way, he grabbed Johnny’s arm and wrenched it behind his back, then pushed until the boy was face down on the ground, squealing as the pressure was kept up. Keeping hold with one hand, he used the other to give a few punches to Johnny’s kidneys, rewarded with fresh gasps and cries each time.

Matt then decided to take a different tack and said loud enough for everyone to hear, “I could crush you like an ant right now. But what would be the fun in that? I’d much rather watch you every day, and see that same look in your eye you have right now when you see me. You’ve spent long enough on the other side.” He let the arm go, but Johnny didn’t get up.

“Ah, what the hell.” And with that Matt stomped down on the back of one knee. But as Johnny screamed, he looked up to see that someone had got a teacher, who was now looking at him quite angrily. Matt simply stared back, without remorse.

* * *

Jane was stunned when she heard the news. She’d always disliked Johnny; he’d never talked to her personally, but she’d heard plenty of stories from girls he’d made his crude advances to. But the idea of Matt using his newfound fighting skills to torment a regular person like that was just not something she could approve of, no matter who it was. She was, of course, hurting plenty from what had happened to Jim, and had burst into tears whenever people tried to talk to her about it. But Matt seemed to be taking it an entirely different way and she was worried about what might happen to him if it continued.

She had a free period after lunch, so she went to see him as he was escorted from the principal’s office by his parents. “What happened?” she asked.

Steve Orticus frowned down at his son. “Go ahead. Tell her.”

Matt couldn’t meet her eyes. “Two weeks’ suspension.”

Amy added, “And expulsion if it happens again. What were you thinking? You’ve never done anything like this before.”

Jane ached for Matt’s position, having a perfectly good explanation for not being himself, but being completely unable to talk about it because no one would believe it.

Matt shrugged. “Spend any time with that jerk and I think you’ll agree he got off easy. I could have given him the decapus squeeze.”

Jane slapped her hand to her mouth. She remembered Lilah describing that move as a particularly painful one and the idea that Matt now had that ability was frightening. She was suddenly quite glad she had opted out of doing that to herself. And more than that, the fact that he was willing to drop that kind of information made her wonder what else he might start talking about. He might find himself in an institution if he wasn’t careful. She didn’t say anything more as Matt and his parents walked out. What else was there to say?

* * *

Matt sat on his bed, struggling to concentrate on the reading he was expected to have done by the next day. He’d been sent to his room as soon as they got home, and his parents informed him that they had received copies of his lesson plans and expected him to abide by them for the next two weeks. He didn’t know if they were aware that from this room, he could hear them downstairs, but he’d then had to listen to the whole discussion they’d had about him. And as much as he’d tried to cut himself off from all feeling about what had happened, that was what had broken him out of his destructive mood. They’d gone around and around in circles, trying to figure out the cause of his behavior, and now he felt terrible that he was causing them this kind of grief. They’d been amazing to him his whole life, always helping him through the troubles he’d had, so that despite being adopted he’d never thought of them as anything but his mom and dad.

Then the doorbell rang, and Matt was snapped out of his reminiscing. He couldn’t think of anyone that would be visiting. Then his mother’s voice came ringing up the stairs.

“Mr. and Mrs. Serris. Hello. I’m so sorry, if there’s anything we can do, please tell us.”

Matt cringed. Whatever Jim’s parents were doing here, he didn’t think he could stand to face them. He was quite grateful now that he was stuck where he was. But then a voice that he assumed came from Jim’s father said, “Actually, there might be. Some of Jim’s friends told us that they’d seen him talking to your son a couple times lately. Do you know anything about that?”

Matt’s father said, “No, he never said anything to us about it. But he has been acting rather odd for a few days.”

Next came a woman’s voice that had to be Jim’s mother. “Yes, we heard about that. We’ve gone through it a few times ourselves.” After that came a couple of loud sobs.

Matt’s mother said, “Please, come in and sit down. Let me get you something.” He could hear the desperation in her voice; she had no idea what to do and was falling back on anything familiar.

Jim’s mother pulled herself together. “Oh, no, please. You have problems of your own. We won’t impose.”

“Oh no, we can handle this just fine. Matt’s going to shape up no matter how many decapus squeezes he does.”

There was a pause, and then Jim’s father said, “What was that?”

Matt’s father chuckled. “Just something he said as we were taking him home. That the other boy was lucky he didn’t do it to him. Probably just something he got from TV.”

Jim’s mother seemed to have completely snapped out of her fit from the serious, urgent tone of what she said next. “Could we speak to him a bit, please? We’d just like to try everything we can.”

“Oh, of course. Come right this way.”

Matt cringed again; there was no way he would be able to figure out any right thing to say to them.

They were soon standing in Matt’s door, and his mother introduced them. Mr. Serris had a pencil mustache and was starting to go bald, while his wife sported shocking ginger curls. Amazing what the mind can focus on when you really don’t want to think about what you need to be thinking about, he supposed.

Then Mr. Serris said to his mother, “Could we speak in private, please?”

She nodded and closed the door.

The two of them suddenly fixed Matt with an uncomfortable direct look. Then Jim’s father said to him, “This may not make much sense to you, but right now we’re willing to look into anything to figure out what happened. So here goes – what do you know about Krell?”


Chapter Twenty-Eight

Among the thoughts that flooded into Matt’s head at the moment, the one that emerged to the front of his mind was that he still couldn’t be sure exactly what they meant. And if he was wrong, it would look pretty odd if he just started talking about everything that had happened. So he replied, “I don’t get what you mean.”

The two walked further into the room, until they were looking straight at him from the foot of the bed.

Mr. Serris said, “The decapus squeeze. Your mother said you’d mentioned the term. Which strikes me as rather odd, since no one in this world knows it. But in Krell it’s known as a particularly painful hold, and part of every government employee’s training. Even the two of us learned it, despite only being scientists.”

Matt sat up very straight. “Wait. You mean, you’re actually from there?”

Mrs. Serris said, “So it’s true. You do know about it.”

“Yes, yes, okay. I know. I’ve been there. That’s where Jim is right now.” It just came rushing out of him as he was still being blown away by everything happening now.

He found it hard to pin down their reactions to this news. A mix of relief and fear flashed across their faces; no longer having to wonder what had happened to their son warring with wondering what could be happening to him at that moment. Mr. Serris leaned forward, putting his hands on the edge of the bed. The look in his eyes was a bit frightening.

“Tell us everything. As much as you can. But you can start with, is he all right as far as you know?”

And so the whole story came out. Somehow Matt was able to hold it together long enough to tell the whole thing, though simply being able to talk to someone else about it was a big help. And as soon as he reached the part where he and Jane got back to their own world, something he hadn’t considered in the wake of the revelation hit him. “Wait a minute! We’ve both been so worried that Jim would die in a couple days, from being in the wrong universe. But if you’re both from there, that means it doesn’t matter, right?”

Mrs. Serris nodded, tears in her eyes. “No, it doesn’t. Which means there’s a real chance.”

Mr. Serris continued, “But first, I think it’s only fair that you get our side of the story, too. And you should probably get this Jane involved, too. She has just as much of a right to know the real story.”

* * *

Mr. and Mrs. Serris had explained to Matt’s parents that he had told them there was something he needed to show them that might be a clue. Under the circumstances, Mr. and Mrs. Orticus immediately accepted that they wanted to get going right away, without any more explanation than that. Once outside the house, Matt called Jane.

“Yeah, I know, I know,” he replied to her natural shock at learning the truth about Jim’s parents. “Believe me, I’m still not over it myself. But I’m sure you’re just as curious about this as me, so just meet with us, will you?”

They went to the spot where the kids had all first entered the woods, as all agreed it would be secluded enough.

Jane folded her arms as she approached. “This had better be very, very good,” she said to Matt. “Because the way you’ve been acting has me worried.”

Mr. Serris said, “What he told you is the truth, I assure you. Jim is in no danger from being in the wrong universe. And you should both understand why.” He gestured for them all to sit down on some rocks. “Our names are Tom and Mary Serris. But they aren’t the names we were born with. We set those aside when we came to this place, and haven’t spoken them since. All they are is a reminder of a world we were glad to escape from.”

Mary interjected, “We don’t even remember them anymore. They could be a way for us to be found, and we didn’t trust ourselves to be careful enough, so we had those memories removed.”

Matt said, “Wait, they can do that in Krell? We heard of memories being added, but not the other way.”

Tom nodded. “It was still an experimental procedure at the time, and given all the problems it caused, I doubt much progress has been made since. The types of people you spent most of your time dealing with probably didn’t even know the possibility existed. But we should keep going with the story.

“We were fortunate enough to be born to the elite of the world. We had everything we could have wished for, and we didn’t think at all of the people who were less fortunate.”

Mary cut in. “You have to understand, people from our class hardly even heard about the existence of any other kinds of people. They only made the news when one of them did something to hurt people. It didn’t make for the best impression.”

Matt nodded. “I do understand. I’ve dealt with people like that for quite a while. The better ones are the people who are able to get over it, which you obviously did.”

Tom nodded. “We certainly did. We were scientists, prodigies in fact. That’s how we met, when we impressed our superiors enough to be assigned to General Spencer’s most top secret project – a corridor to another world.”

Mary picked it up. “I was the one who saw the truth first. The method of all scientific progress is testing various hypotheses until you find one that works. And this project was so dangerous, I started wondering how that testing was done. We never heard anything about it, and we never asked. It just wasn’t something we needed to know. But then, one night, shortly after we’d got married, I forgot an important file I wanted to spend extra time working on, and returned to the office. And on my way out, I saw …” she paused and stared at the ground again.

Tom put his arm around her and she regained her composure, giving him a thankful look. “On the lower floor, I heard someone coming. There were strict rules about being in the building after hours, so I hid around a corner and I saw a pair of soldiers open a door. And suddenly I heard screaming. It was people from the lower levels, chained up in one room together until there was barely any space. Some were obviously criminals, but others just had this defeated look to them and I suspected they were randomly grabbed off the street. Then the soldiers pulled one of the people out of the room and got in the teleporter, where one of them told it to send them to the corridor itself. That was enough for me to put the pieces together.”

Now Tom took over. “She told me as soon as she got home, and … well, I’m ashamed to say it, but I refused to believe her. A lifetime of accepting the status quo isn’t done away with so easily. But then she made me come with her the next night and I saw it for myself.”

Mary continued, “Suddenly we started wondering how much else was going on that we’d just accepted, tossing any concern away as someone else’s problem. And we came to the conclusion that there was no way the society we’d grown up in could exist without a lot of people paying for it that none of us knew about. And we were both disgusted, and didn’t want at all to keep living that way, no matter how impossible it seemed to stop. That’s when we discovered that I was pregnant.”

Tom took up the story again. “We couldn’t bear the thought of raising our child with the same lies we were fed. But then, what would happen if he grew up knowing the truth? We were terrified that he’d draw attention to himself, and we’d all be dealt with somehow. And then we thought of the corridor. It was nearing completion, at least regarding small groups, and I shudder to think of how many suffered to reach that point. Using it felt a bit like stepping on their graves. But what else was there for us to do? Once we knew the truth, it was hard enough for us to keep living in that world, and with a child, it would be impossible.”

Mary went on, “But first we had to wait for the corridor to be safe, and in that time, Jim was born. We were actually planning to wait for it anyway; there had been no testing on pregnant women, not that we’d heard of anyway, and we had no idea what would happen if I tried to go through earlier. So we broke in and took enough Neserene for the three of us, and went through.”

Jane said, “Wait a minute. We heard this story. A couple and their baby came to this world, and the couple was killed, with the baby left behind.”

Tom snorted. “No doubt that’s what the official story was. Our escape must have caused a big enough stir in the government that they couldn’t just cover it up, and they wouldn’t want to look like the two of us had outsmarted them. But the truth is, the state of the corridor at the time gave us all the advantages. Not only could just a few people go through at once, but they had only an hour or so until their signal would be lost and they wouldn’t be able to get back. Perfect for us, since we didn’t care about that, but a nasty threat for anyone sent after us.” He allowed himself a smile.

Mary said, “And the memory removal provided the perfect way to ensure we wouldn’t be found. Memory is stored in all kinds of different places in the brain, unique to each person. So a mass production of a device to remove it is impossible. But when all you want gone is the specific memories of a specific person … well, it’s still incredibly difficult, but like we said, we were prodigies.”

“But not anymore,” finished Tom. “All we wanted was to settle into this place like regular, mundane people, so that’s what we’ve done for the last sixteen years. It’s a good life, and we’re happy with it. And now you’re the only other people in this world who know the story. We never told Jim – what would be the point? As far as he knows, he’s just a regular person from this world, and we hoped he’d never even know about Krell.”

Matt had been enraptured by the story, but now the full implications sank in. “And now he’s stuck there, and there’s no way to get him back. Oh God, I’m so sorry.”

Tom put a hand on his shoulder. “We understand. You were swept up into something you had no control over. But that’s also not quite accurate. We actually do have a way back.”


Chapter Twenty-Nine

The Serris home was quite breathtakingly ordinary. After the story he’d heard, Matt found it kind of a let-down. But of course, that’s exactly the effect they would have wanted. They’d built a life here and had done everything they could to forget that they’d ever lived anywhere else. He and Jane had both called their parents and explained that they would be staying out a little longer, and they weren’t sure what Mr. and Mrs. Serris wanted with them, but it was bound to be important, and they wanted to do whatever they could to help. This had the advantage of being completely true.

Now they were conducted into the master bedroom, where Tom opened one of the floorboards that a second before had seemed just as flush as the boards around it. “Special bonding to our skin. This won’t work if anyone else tries it, but we tuned it to both of us so we can open it any time. It’s also set to respond to specific pressure, so walking around in bare feet isn’t an issue.”

Under the board was a thin safe, similar to the ones Matt had seen in hotels when his parents were taken out of town on assignments. There was no dial or keypad, however. Instead, Tom and Mary simultaneously pressed their thumbs to either side of the door.

Mary smiled. “It took us a while to get used to these not being around. Having to memorize combinations was something we hadn’t been prepared for.”

Matt grinned a bit himself; this view of his world from the other side had him thinking in a whole new way.

Inside the safe was a black sphere, about an inch and a half across. Tom pulled at it and it turned out to be made of different pieces that slid around each other, like a Rubik’s Cube. His movements were too quick to fully comprehend, and Matt’s head spun at how complex the insignificant-looking device must really be.

“This access pattern is the one thing we left ourselves of our former intelligence. And it’s certainly come in handy lately.”

At last the sphere shot out a projection into the middle of the room which Matt recognized as the spot in the woods where they’d found the soldiers. It was seen from high up, with fully natural-looking image quality, color and sound, like a high definition television set in midair. “What is this?” he asked.

Tom said, “The one thing we brought with us. There’s a camera completely undetectable by this world’s technology hovering over that spot, where the corridor opens. And every time it does, we get notified by an implant in the brain. If the need ever arose, we were planning to explain them as being from an old accident. So whenever we get a signal, we fire this up and watch what happens. Luckily, so far it’s just been a bit of recon. Dave and his ‘father’ were the ones on deep cover, with a rotating team set up at the entrance in case they sent for any help.”

Jane said, “Wait a minute. If you check this thing every time it opens, why didn’t you see us leaving?”

Mary said, “Oh, we were watching last night. Except from what you’ve told us, you were sent through first. By the time we got it ready, all that was left to see was the soldiers going home, so we didn’t think anything of it. The less of them here, the better.”

Matt entered the conversation. “I think I’ve figured it out. The next time a corridor opens, you call us, and we all head for it. Just one problem – what do we do once we get there?”

Tom got that smile again. “The camera was the one tool we brought, but we kept one other, less tangible thing, just in case.” Without any further words, he executed a flurry of fighting moves that Matt recognized as the same ones now in his head.

Matt looked at Mary and said, as well as he could with a jaw struggling not to drop, “You, too?”

“I don’t like to show off as much,” she cast a side-eye at her husband, “but yes. Our being discovered was always a risk, and the basic moves that scientists get in their packages weren’t going to be enough. So we broke into the warehouse where they’re manufactured and gave ourselves an upgrade. Rather more elegant than taking on a police station, but then, you were pressed for time.” Jane said, “Well, that’s great and all, but what is our actual plan? And I hope it doesn’t depend on me joining in, because you might recall I didn’t get anything.”

Tom replied, “No, don’t worry about that. We should be able to take care of everything. Now, here’s what we do …”

* * *

After returning home, Matt was able to get away with a bit of the truth again. All he had to say was, “They think they might be on to something, and they’re going to call me to make sure,” and his parents bought it. Everyone thinking he was deep in grief was starting to become very handy, at least where having to explain himself was concerned.

And it turned out they didn’t have to wait long, as that very night he got a call. Tom only said, “We got one,” and hung up, the better to avoid any searches the police might be making regarding the recent disappearances.

Matt then simply said to his parents that the Serrises would be picking him and Jane up, and it was important they act as fast as possible, and it worked like a charm. When they arrived, he was able to get right in the car with just a brief, “I hope it works,” from his parents to send him off. Jane had had a bit more trouble, as her brothers insisted on coming too at first, but then her parents had taken control and she was able to join them.

On the way there, Mary said, “Now remember, if this works, we won’t know how much time has passed when we get there. Jim may have not seen us for months.” She wiped away a tear. “But whatever happens, we have one simple goal – get him out.”

Matt and Jane just nodded. They’d gone over the plan several times and everyone knew their role. Now they arrived at the woods and headed in, flashlights at the ready. For the first part of the plan it was important to look like they weren’t sneaking around. Instead, they had to give the impression of being just a random group of thrill seekers out to get a look at any of the supposed supernatural things the town’s economy was based on. And that meant shining their lights around at random, though Matt couldn’t help but feel a flutter in his stomach every time he made a new sweep.

After a few minutes it paid off, as a voice shouted, “Hold up there!”

Matt and Jane promptly lowered their eyes, acting the part of scared kids, while conveniently hiding their faces in case these were people who would recognize them. Though with his fleeting glimpses, Matt was able to tell that their armor was turned off. Just as expected, these men were assigned to get anyone who wandered into the area away without inciting any suspicions. One of them said, “I’m sorry, but we’re conducting a scientific survey nearby, very hush hush for the moment, you understand. So if you could just stick to an area over in that direction,” he waved vaguely behind them, “we’d really appreciate it.”

Tom pulled out a map borrowed from the town library, showing various oddities of the area. “Oh, we’re really sorry. It’s just that we were told this was a good area for Jersey Devil sightings. If you don’t mind, could you point out someplace else that’s good for us?”

Matt let himself feel some amusement at the soldiers’ obvious discomfort. Attacking enemies they could deal with, but confront them with nice, polite people who simply wouldn’t go away when they were told, and suddenly all the training in the world wouldn’t help, whether it came from a cartridge or not. But after a few seconds they did come closer and Matt actually found himself a bit curious about what exactly they would have said. But that would remain a mystery, as once they were within range, the Serrises let loose with a lightning-quick attack that targeted shins, stomachs, throats, anything that would put a man down quickly and keep him there. He was suddenly very glad these two were on his side.

After the men were down, the Serrises took their pulsers and Tom said to Matt and Jane, “So far, so good.” They continued forward, Matt having a quite bizarre sense of déjà vu through the whole trip. Every hanging branch or loose patch of ground that had been an obstacle before was familiar from his previous two trips along this route, but the circumstances were now so different that it didn’t seem right somehow.

The Serrises stopped suddenly, and Tom whispered, “We’re at the limit of their sensors’ range.” He took the projector out of his pocket, did the same impossible to follow fiddling with it, and the image popped up. By the light of another floating sphere within it, they saw five soldiers lounging around, looking at their instruments. “They’ll be expecting their men back soon. And if we take a few more steps, they’ll see us. This is where things get a bit trickier.” He stooped and picked up a rock. “Never underestimate the simple stuff. It can always come in handy.”

Mary said, “The training we took ourselves will let us handle two at a time for a bit, but that still leaves one more. Matt, are you up for it?”

Matt nodded. “There’s no way I’m backing out now.”

Jane said, “And I’ll just be sitting off to the sides.” She shrugged at them all. “Oh, I absolutely get it. I can’t fight as well as any of you, and it’s my own fault. It’s just frustrating, though.”

Matt looked her in the eye. “You were a valuable member of the team while we were getting out of there. More impressive than me or Jim, even, since you did it on your own. You may not have much to do right now, but we couldn’t do this without you. Just focus on that.”

Jane smiled at him. “When did you get so inspirational?”

The truth was that he was the son of people who wrote rhetoric for a living. But that probably wouldn’t help her, so instead he said, “Maybe it snuck in along with the fighting.”

“Well, whatever it is, it works.” She turned back to the Serrises. “Okay, let’s go.” But as they closed the projector, Matt noticed they were looking at him with a rather knowing gaze.

He waved them off. “Ah, that’s not something I’m thinking about now. Maybe when we’re done.” Actually, he had never felt any kind of romantic feelings towards Jane, and even now that he was directly confronted with the idea, he found he still thought of her simply as a good friend. He hoped that wouldn’t get awkward.

* * *

Jane was quite surprised by what she’d just gone through with Matt. Ever since this whole thing started, she’d been far too busy to focus on any kind of romantic stuff. And since they’d got back, she’d been focused on Jim, wondering if there was any hope for him. But then, that wasn’t quite true, was it? She’d gone to all that trouble to try and talk some sense into Matt after he snapped in the cafeteria, and she now realized that she’d been thinking of him quite a lot since then. But Matt was also right: now was not the time to think about this. So she simply followed the others, stepping across the invisible line, knowing it would make the soldiers’ instruments light up like crazy.

A minute later, a voice came from ahead. “I’m sure our partners told you folks to stay away from this area. This is your last warning. I don’t want to do it, but we will be arresting you if you don’t leave right now.”

Tom laughed, again playing up the clueless tourist act. “Well, we’d certainly like to, but there’s just one problem …” with no warning the persona suddenly vanished, replaced with cold concentration as he threw the rock to where the voice had come from. He was rewarded with a soft thunk and a groan of pain. Instantly the other soldiers sprang out around them.

Jane wondered if she should feel flattered that they merited the whole group. Just like she was told, and which was now easy to accept as the smart thing, Jane stayed out of this fight. Her head whipped right and left, struggling to keep an eye on all three of her allies at once. Matt had clearly benefitted by the rest since his last fight, as he was once again blocking every strike and expertly slipping in his own blows with what seemed absurd ease. But far more impressive were the Serrises. They worked together like a ballet duo, timing their moves perfectly so that each capitalized on an opening the other set up.

And like that, it was over. The soldiers lay scattered on the forest floor, all unconscious. Jane walked among them in a daze. “As hard as it was going back to a regular school day before, I think now it’s going to be worse.”

Matt said, “Well, I’ll help you out. And Jim too. Speaking of …”

The Serrises didn’t need any more prompting and stripped the armor off two soldiers. Jane was surprised to see one of them was a woman.

Mary noticed her reaction. “As bad as Krell was, I do have to admit they’re ahead of this place in a few areas.”

She and Tom put the armor on themselves and then activated the helmets. Suddenly all of their faces were hidden except their mouths and they looked no different from the two they’d just beaten up. Tom rummaged through more bodies and came up with the device Chapman had used to open the corridor. He pushed the button and the portal opened up just as before, the corridor failsafe room visible in the air.

Matt started forward, but then Mary put her hand out. “Just so we’re clear, you really want to do this? Knowing that it’ll give you just another week to live without Neserene? Because this is absolutely the last chance to turn back.”

Matt and Jane nodded. Matt said, “We didn’t know Jim well before. To be honest, we didn’t even like him that much. But that changed during our time in Krell. He’s our friend, and this is the only thing I can do and be able to look at myself in the mirror.”

Jane added, “Never leave a man behind. That’s a saying you’ve heard in your time here, right?”

Mary smiled. “And there, too. He’s lucky to have friends like you. So, I guess this is it.”

Matt took Jane’s hand, causing her to briefly forget herself, before he said, “Well, here goes nothing.” They stepped through together.


Chapter Thirty

Matt and Jane emerged into the failsafe room as before. As they’d expected, the corridor to the control room opened the same way it had when they’d left; they could see through it but not step through. The technicians looked up and stared at them in disbelief and Matt amused himself imagining how they must be freaking out. But it didn’t last long, as Tom and Mary stepped in right behind them. “It’s all right,” Tom said. “We caught them trying to open their own way back here. Turns out the place had a secret project none of us knew about, and as soon as our corridors were detected they started working on killing us all. But that’s all done with, now that we’ve caught these two. I imagine their stay this time will be quite short indeed, if you’d just let us in so we can report to the general.”

The technicians looked at each other and then one replied, “If you’ll excuse us, we’ll need to get some higher authority in here before we do that. This isn’t exactly a situation that any of our training prepared us for.”

This was something Matt had worried would happen, but when he had brought it up, Tom and Mary had simply grinned at each other and said, “Oh, we have a plan for that.” And now he saw what it was, as Mary walked up to the corridor and banged her pulser against it, an odd sight as it seemed to be ricocheting off thin air with no sound. Then she spoke and it was in a tone Matt had never heard her use before. He couldn’t call it shouting, because she didn’t seem to be straining at all, but there was a hard fury to her words that gave him chills despite knowing the kind of person she really was. He shuddered to think of the effect it was having on the men on the other side.

“Now you listen to me. We caught these two, but who knows what else is still out there waiting for us? No one in this world knows, but they do. Which means we need to get them into interrogation as quickly as possible. It might even already be too late, but on the off-chance it’s not, I very much suggest you let us in, unless you want to explain to everyone as our world is burning how you could have stopped it, but didn’t.”

The three faces had grown seemingly more wide-eyed with each word, and now the spokesman said, “Yes, ma’am, right away.” He hit a few of the controls in front of him. There was a brief rush of air as the corridor opened. “You can come in now.”

Still playing their parts, Matt and Jane entered the room first, and once they’d walked past all the technicians they turned, just in time to see Tom and Mary shooting all of them. Even having witnessed their fighting skills, it was a shocking sight from the two, but then Mary, now back to her regular voice, said, “They’ll be knocked out for about an hour. Any more might have killed them and we didn’t want to take the risk. So let’s get going.”

They raced outside and down the hall, which, as Matt remembered, gave a straight shot between the corridor control room and the teleporter.

Once inside, Tom said, “Ground floor.”

This was the place where their plan’s success was entirely out of their hands, but there was no way to avoid it given the building’s setup. Either Tom and Mary’s voices were still in use for the teleporter system or they had been removed after their escape. The need for the government to cover up that escape as much as possible had led Tom and Mary to hope that there wouldn’t be any activity like going into the system to remove their voices for someone to pick up on, plus the whole thing was stored digitally, so there wouldn’t be wasted space to worry about, but Matt was still extremely nervous. However, luck was on their side as the bright light flashed, and they found themselves in the lobby again. Tom’s breath also turned out to still be on file, and they were able to walk straight out.

Once on the street, Matt said, “So is everything coming back okay?” If the business with the teleporter was the riskiest part of the plan, this part took second place: relying on memories more than a decade old to find their way around.

Tom smiled. “Better than I thought it would, actually. Whatever we removed from our minds, actually being back here, seeing and hearing and smelling it, is doing wonders for the old puzzler. How about you, dear?”

Mary nodded. “Amazing thing, the human brain. And as I recall, Jasper’s isn’t too far from here. It is an upscale place, after all.”

After the plan to get this far had been outlined, Matt and Jane joined in and had decided their best chances were to meet up with the rebels again. They also hoped that having two adults along would make them better able to stand up to any resistance Charlie might try to put up. The other rebels would be sympathetic to the Serrises’ need to reunite with their son, and perhaps Charlie would recognize that and not try anything this time. That discussion had then turned to where they could go to find them, since there was no way Matt and Jane could find their way back through the maze of streets to the places the rebels’ teleporter led, and they couldn’t provide any landmarks for Tom and Mary, thanks to how everything on these streets looked the same. Then Jane had remembered Sam, and the restaurant he served his vital role in. It was the one place they had even a name for, so Jasper’s would have to do.

As they walked along, Tom asked his wife, “Is it just me, or have the buildings around here got taller?”

She shrugged. “After all those years in suburbia, our eyes could just be playing tricks on us. But maybe they really did need to add some things on, giving the elite more space to get away from the hoi polloi.” She spat, “I’m really starting to remember why I grew to hate this place.”

Matt said, “Wait, so all the upper-class people live off the ground?”

Tom scowled. “Yes, as surprising at it must seem to you, that’s the way things work here. They just use teleporters to get around, or sky bridges if they want to show off.”

Matt shook his head. “We heard something about that, but I just figured it was some kind of metaphor. I mean, we do have lower class ghettoes ourselves, but this whole thing … I just can’t picture it.”

Jane said, “Wait, does that mean this Jasper’s place is high off the ground, too?”

Mary nodded. “Yes, it does.”

“Well, how do we get there, then?”

Tom said, “The lower class people may live down here, but some of them are lucky enough to get jobs in the higher levels, like your friend Sam. Which means they need ways to get to them, which is handy for us.”

A few blocks later, Tom announced, “We’re here,” and peeled back a panel on the corner of a building that appeared to be just part of the wall when closed. Under it was a button, which he pushed.

Matt said, “You know, that’s actually the first one of those we’ve seen in this place.”

Mary replied, “And it’s connected to a good old-fashioned elevator. It’s kind of embarrassing how long it took us to stop feeling like we were slumming it when we used them.” After half a minute, the wall near the control parted to reveal what looked more like a dumbwaiter blown up to elevator size. “Of course, them being so fancy helped us get over it.”

It was an unnervingly rickety ride up and Jane said after a few seconds, “I hate to ask now, but do these things break very much?”

“On occasion,” said Tom. “But not as much as you might think. It’s not good business to kill your employees, after all.”

Matt couldn’t help adding his own line. “Yes, thank you, Jane, for giving me that to think about for however much longer this takes.”

How long it was probably had little to do with how long it felt like, but at last the doors opened again and they found themselves at the restaurant’s service entrance. It was a cramped hallway that was empty at the moment, but not long afterwards none other than Sam appeared carrying a tray of leftovers that was now probably headed for the rebels. Upon seeing them he nearly dropped it.

“Is it really you?” he asked.

“Yes,” said Matt. “It’s kind of a long story, but would you happen to know where Jim is?”

At this Sam got an expression on his face that Matt had a frustratingly hard time reading. “Well, about that …”


Chapter Thirty-One

As Jim watched Charlie point the pulser at him, with a glint in his eye that no one else noticed, he held up a hand. “Wait a minute. I don’t feel anything.”

Lilah looked confused. “That’s a good thing, right? This is all so you won’t have to go through any pain.”

Jim shook his head. “I mean, I’ve been keeping track of time thanks to getting my phone back, and I’m pretty sure this is when it should be starting.”

“So what are you saying?” said Mike.

“I don’t know. All I can say is that nothing seems to be happening.”

“Could you have miscalculated?” said Charlie.

Jim shrugged. “I guess so. But given how bad this thing is supposed to be, I’d still be feeling something before the really bad stuff, right?”

Lilah said, “That’s true. Bram told me about one early Neserene test he looked up while he was scouting out the police station. The control subject got an upset stomach hours before any other symptoms. I figured that when you didn’t, it was just because everyone reacts differently, but now I wonder.”

CJ coughed as he reminded everyone he was there. “So we’re right back to, what does it mean?”

Jim took a few deep breaths, struggling to accept the reality in front of him. “I think … it means I’m okay.”

Lilah said, “Well, how can that be?”

“I have no idea. But it’s what seems to be happening, isn’t it?”

Having just begun to consider the possibility, he wasn’t surprised at all when Charlie had to try to ruin his newfound ray of hope. “Let’s not get our hopes up. We have no real idea what’s going on here, after all.”

“Well, could you put the pulser down for the moment, at least?” That came from Lilah. “I think we should at least proceed assuming he’s not going to die. It’s easier to correct than going the other way, know what I mean?”

Jim was surprised at this; it seemed there was at least one person in this group who was not a blind follower of their leader. Now that he thought about it, he recalled Lilah’s confusion at Charlie’s animosity towards him and his friends and felt relief that he had at least one potential ally here if this went as bad as he now feared it might.

But if it was going to go that bad, it would not be happening today. Charlie was also clearly surprised at Lilah’s questioning of him, but seemed to come to the conclusion that fighting back wouldn’t be worth it. “Indeed,” he said, and lowered the pulser. “Very well, Jim, whatever this reprieve is, you’re free to enjoy it for as long as you can.”

Any gratitude Jim might have felt was then extinguished as the man again found a way to turn this situation against him.

“But this isn’t a free ride. If you’re going to stay here, then you’re going to earn that privilege. Up until now you’ve been a special case, but as far as I can tell, you’re now in the same boat as the rest of us. Which means you work as hard as the rest of us.”

Despite his indignation, Jim couldn’t find a way to call this anything but fair. That was the worst thing about Charlie; he could make you miserable completely within the rules. So he just said, “Okay, fine. Whatever you want.”

Charlie allowed himself a brief grin, which no one else seemed to notice. “During your time here, I’m sorry to say I haven’t seen anything that stands out much about your skills. At least, not anything that would be very useful to us. You spent most of your time back in your world throwing a ball around and tackling people, as I understand it?”

With the imminent threat of death now gone, Jim was again having trouble meeting Charlie’s eyes. “That’s the basic idea, yes. I guess it’s not very useful. But there’s also the combat training I got on the mission.”

Charlie shook his head. “It might come in handy later, but right now we’re certainly not at the point where I trust you on the kinds of assignments where you would be using it. So instead you’ll be starting out the way most people who find their way here do: janitorial work.”

* * *

“And that’s what he’s been doing for the past two months,” said Sam to Matt, Jane, and the Serrises. They were now on the street and heading toward an entrance to the headquarters as he pushed a cart of food. “He hasn’t complained once, even though some of the people … well, Charlie did a pretty good job turning them against you guys. So now that they can give him any job they want, it can get a bit demeaning. But he’s talked to me a couple times when he has a chance. He says he still just feels lucky for whatever miracle saved his life.”

Matt smiled and copied Sam’s own delivery from when he started the story. “Yeah, about that.” He turned to Tom and Mary. “You want to explain?”

* * *

After hearing the whole thing, Sam blinked a couple of times. “Well, that certainly explains a lot.”

Tom said, “So you can understand why we want to see him again and get him out of this place.”

Sam nodded, then looked at Matt and Jane. “And you two risked your own deaths again. I have to question if I’d have that kind of courage.”

Jane said, “After what we went through together, we just couldn’t back out of this one. But don’t sell yourself short – that whole place would collapse if everyone had to search for their own food, and your job is plenty dangerous, too.”

“Ah, that’s nice of you. Well, here we are.” He tapped out his message on the street, which was followed by the old sensation of the rebels’ less advanced teleporter. Matt and Jane found themselves queasy but not actively nauseous, but Tom and Mary instantly ran for the bucket. “I don’t often get to see people go through it the first time,” said Sam. “And I really like it that way.”

Tom and Mary made quite a sight, with their hair in disarray and pure embarrassment on their faces. But Matt and Jane were both sobered by the situation, and the anticipation of what would soon happen. And they didn’t have long to wait, as none other than Jim backed into the room, pulling cleaning supplies with him. “So you just took it upon yourself to bring in some new people, huh, Sam? Not even thinking …” and at that point he’d turned enough to spot who was in the room.

“I know you have a lot of questions,” said Tom. “But right now …” he stopped there as Jim was clearly on the same page and raced forward to hug them both.

“You’re the only ones who could make me this sappy,” he said.

“It’s good to see you, Jim,” said Matt. And trust me, your parents have quite a story to tell you. But first we’d better get everyone together to hear it.”

Jim laughed a bit. “So they’ll be getting group story time twice in two months. These guys are going to love you.”

* * *

Tom and Mary told their story first, with Jim utterly spellbound throughout the whole thing. Matt and Jane each took one of his hands. He didn’t say a word, but his thought process was clear. He didn’t want to believe it, and yet it was the only explanation for how he’d survived past the deadline. Matt didn’t envy him; he doubted he’d be able to take a similar reveal without breaking down completely, especially given how he’d already been given such confusion about his identity. After that story finished, Matt and Jane chimed in about how they got back. Finally, Jim said, “Something just occurred to me, about something that’s been bothering me for a while. I first got into this thing because I jumped at the offer to go look in the woods for someone I didn’t know at all. It was a crazy thing to do, and I even realized that, but I just couldn’t help doing it anyway. And these two weren’t really in the mood to question it, so we all pretty much just let it go. And now I’m wondering, does that have something to do with all this?”

Mary frowned. “You realize our knowledge of how the corridor works is badly out of date, but with what you’re describing, I would certainly expect so. Perhaps your mind subconsciously wanted to get back to its home dimension and knew this was a chance to do it. Maybe the whole universe was bending to get you back here and help correct some imbalance. I just don’t know. But it’s as good an answer as any right now.”

“So does that mean I do belong here, and you came here for nothing?”

Mary looked almost as stern as she had with the technicians on their arrival in Krell. “No, I don’t believe that for a second. Whatever the cause, you are coming back with us. Maybe we’re going up against nature itself to do it, but I don’t care.”

Tom, standing next to her, nodded vigorously in agreement. Jim looked like he wanted to make a reply, but couldn’t seem to find the words. His misty eyes did plenty of talking anyway.

None of the rebels had said a word during the whole exchange. But now Charlie had to butt in.

“Fascinating stuff. Truly. Though I’m still confused on one part – why exactly did we need to know all this?”

Tom said, “Because we want to take our son back home with us, and of course these two now only have another week to stay here. And we need your help to get back to our world.” He looked at Jim. “Yes, it is our world.” Jim nodded, still not saying a word.

A voice from the crowd said, “Why should we help you?”

Another spoke up with, “This was supposed to be over!”

“We’re not sacrificing any more for you people!”

Matt sighed. If anything, the opinions of the rebels had only got worse. The result of two months of further propaganda against them, undoubtedly. It was probably naïve of him to have hoped for anything more.

Mary now stepped forward. “That’s not what we’re asking at all.” Her voice wasn’t the scary one she’d used before, but it still echoed impressively through the room and got everyone’s attention. “We already know that the security clearances for my husband and I are still intact, so you won’t be taking anything like the risks you were before. What we need more than anything else is a map of the corridor building. We have the beginnings of a plan, but we won’t know precisely what to do until we know where we’ll have to go. Once we are able to finalize a plan … well, I won’t lie to you. We may have to ask more of some of you. But it won’t be just for our sakes. I promise you, the rescue of your comrade, Bram, is also a part of what we want to do here. If you don’t want to take the risk for us, do it for him. That’s the kind of thing you came here to do in the first place, isn’t it?”

Throughout the crowd, Matt saw several heads nodding. The mood was suddenly a lot less hostile, except for one person. Charlie’s glare was now fixed straight on Mary, and Matt took quite a bit of satisfaction in seeing it. At last this guy was faced with someone who could be a true risk to his control over everyone here, and while he may have enjoyed verbally dueling with Jane, this was on another level and appeared to truly worry him. Good. Let him stew and see how it feels for a while.

Then he heard a familiar voice from the crowd. “Well, sounds perfectly reasonable to me,” shouted Mike, though in a voice that sounded rather small after what everyone had just heard.

“Me, too,” said CJ. “Hey, we love you guys! Anything you need! Come on everyone, what do you say?”

After a steady diet of inspirational ‘80s movies, Matt half-expected the crowd to burst into applause and shout that of course they would be glad to help. That didn’t happen. But at least there were now many smiling faces. Every little bit helps, he told himself.


Chapter Thirty-Two

Charlie didn’t waste much time once he saw the way the crowd was going. “Certainly,” he said, covering up what were undoubtedly his true feelings quite well. “In fact, let’s go to my office and discuss it. Every second counts, right?”

As Jane started to move forward with everyone else, Charlie went on, “Oh, I thought I would just be talking with the adults, actually.”

Tom put a hand on her shoulder. “This is their fight as much as ours. They were what got us all here, and they should be part of ending it.”

Jane thought she saw one of Charlie’s eyes twitch for a second, but he quickly regained control. “Of course. Right this way, everyone.”

* * *

Once in the office, Charlie activated his hologram device and another map of a building like the one they’d seen before came up. This one was much larger than the police station, and the hallways were a bizarre maze that almost looked alive. “You wanted a map, here it is.”

Jane said, “Wait, so this is the whole building?”

Charlie smiled at her. “Absolutely.”

She struggled to keep her emotions under control. “And why exactly didn’t you show it to us when we were planning the first escape?”

“Always straight to the right point with you. It’s marvelous. To answer that, as you already discovered, the corridor control room is a straight path away from the teleporter on that level. See? It’s right here.” He pointed at what was indeed one of the few straight lines in the picture. “So bringing this up then would just have confused you for no reason.”

“But what if we had to run once we got there? Someone was waiting for us, and we were just lucky that he wanted to help.”

Charlie now looked more serious. “You won’t like the answer to that. You sure you want to hear it?”

Matt said, “Well, I certainly want to now.” Jim nodded beside him.

Charlie spread his hands. “All right. If that had happened, the hard truth is that you would in all likelihood have had no chance of getting through the corridor by the deadline anyway, so there would have been no point to knowing anything. It’s the kind of thing someone like me has to consider all the time – where to put resources so they have the most chance of getting things done. So don’t blame me for this one, it’s a pure numbers game.”

Jim scoffed. “Except you’ve been deliberately turning these people against us since we got here. So I’m guessing that’s just your go-to story if anyone finds out about this.”

Tom and Mary’s eyes turned hard and Tom asked, “Is this true, sir?”

Charlie pointed at him and smiled. “Politeness. Always nice to see. You could learn something from your parents, young man. And to answer that, I don’t know what they thought they saw me do, but I can assure you, that was not my intention.”

Jane noticed a change in his behavior, actually making an effort to conceal his motives, despite how Tom and Mary might as well just be one more annoyance from another world to him. She could only assume he didn’t bother when he wasn’t dealing with adults, as kids and teens couldn’t do anything to him anyway. Suddenly she very much wanted to show him how wrong he was, if only she could come up with a way. And right now, there were rather more important things to be focusing on. “Okay, okay, you’re both pretty. Now can we please get down to business? I’d like to not use up my seven days here.”

Mary put a hand on her shoulder and smiled when Jane looked up. “Now I see what Jim saw in you,” she whispered.

Jane imagined the woman was expecting her to react to that statement far differently than she actually felt like doing, but this was even less the time for it, so she just smiled back.

Tom picked the conversation back up. “Of course. Jim, do you have any idea what was done with this Bram person?”

Jim shook his head. “Like I told these guys, Pren decided what to do with me first, and then they took me away before I could hear anything else.”

Tom turned to Charlie. “You’ve got experience with this kind of thing. Any ideas?”

Jane cringed inside, doubting how helpful this would be.

“Bram was one of our top undercover agents, which would make him a high priority for capture. And if what I’ve heard about this Chapman is true, that’s all it would be. He doesn’t seem the type to kill when he doesn’t have to.”

Jim said, “But Pren was the one put in charge, and he definitely is that type.”

“That may very well be. But for the time being, let’s stick with the assumption that he is still alive. Better than just leaving him to rot unnecessarily, as this charming lady would undoubtedly say.” He turned to Mary for that last part.

Jane was put off by his shameless toadying now that he knew he was in the presence of a genuine danger, but at least he did seem willing to help with this project, for whatever reason.

“Well, I’m flattered, but what exactly does that mean for us? You still haven’t said where he’s likely to be.”

Jane barely restrained herself from punching the air. It seemed this woman wasn’t one to fall for such techniques.

Charlie didn’t miss a beat, however. He probably hadn’t had high hopes for that little comment anyway. “These three already know. They were held in the same kind of place he may be right now.”

Matt said, “Wait a minute, you mean that room Chapman put us in while he waited for the decision about us?”

Charlie nodded, a hint of a smile playing on his lips. “And that he told you was just a temporary measure, yes. But don’t feel too betrayed. That may well have been exactly what he intended. It’s just that their main purpose is rather more sinister. You saw how they can be completely sealed off, with no way to open from the inside.”

Jane felt a chill come over her. “You mean …”

“If Bram hadn’t come for you, you might have simply been left in there, no one else ever knowing about you, until you rotted. I don’t know how many times they’ve done it, but I imagine it happens quite a bit.”

Matt shook his head. “Chapman wouldn’t have done that, though. He’s actually pretty nice, as those guys go.”

Jim snorted. “Oh, really? Because as I recall, we could all be back home right now, with all of this behind us, if it wasn’t for him. And if we run into him again on this thing, I’m definitely going to remind him of that.”

Tom said, “I wouldn’t tempt fate. The higher the rank, the more advanced combat programs they get. And better weapons, too. He’d shred you apart before you landed one blow.”

Charlie sighed. “As I was saying.” He paused there, presumably waiting for everyone to look suitably contrite. And it seemed he got his wish, however much Jane wished he hadn’t. “It’s my guess that Bram would be locked in one of these cells. I’ve never met this Pren personally, but several of my people have, and from all I’ve heard, he’s definitely the type to pull something like this. But luckily, I’d guess that with a more reasonable superior to watch out for, he wouldn’t starve Bram. Plus, there’s only a few of those cells in the building and I’ve got all their locations right here.” He gestured to the hologram.

“So we get into the building, search them until we find Bram, and then he goes back to you while we go through the corridor, for good this time,” said Matt.

Charlie grinned unnervingly. “You seem to have it completely surrounded, Mr. Orticus. Everybody wins, wouldn’t you say?”

“Except for one thing. What about Dave?”

The others looked quite confused at this, and it fell to Mary to question it. “The clone soldier? What about him?”

“He was my friend. That much was real. And finding him was what got us here in the first place. He wanted to come back with us – I don’t want to leave him behind again.”

Jim said, “Are you sure about that? He might have been in on the whole thing for all we know.”

Matt shook his head. “What we had was a real friendship. And I saw it in his eyes. Everything he told us was true.”

“Well, you don’t have much experience with that kind of thing. I mean, sorry to bring it up like this, but I don’t really think your impression about this is very trustworthy.”

“How about mine?” Jane took a second to realize she was the one who had spoken. “I was right there through the whole thing, too, and I think it was real.” She stopped and considered what she was saying. Did she really feel this way or was this just her newfound attraction to Matt talking? It would be so inconvenient if it could take over her mind to that level. But for now, she decided to just plow forward. It felt like the right thing to say, and she had to trust that. “So I say we go after him, too, if we can.” She turned back to Charlie with a questioning expression.

He frowned at them all. “I would advise against this, myself. It’s too much of a random element for my taste. But who am I kidding, if you want to, you’re going to do it. So my best guess is he’d be too valuable an asset to destroy, or even imprison. So instead they’ll have put him right back where he was, under strict supervision, trying to convince him to join the cause again. Though that’s all I can give you – he could be anywhere in the place.”

Matt nodded. “All right. It’ll have to be enough.” He turned to Jim. “Because I for one am going to at least try.” He looked in turn to Jane, Tom, and Mary, who all nodded back. “Well, let’s get started.”


Chapter Thirty-Three

“Enter.” Tom said just the one word and the doors opened. Matt still couldn’t shake the feeling that this all seemed too easy somehow. Behind them stood twenty of the best and brightest that Charlie could provide, and with just that word, they were all now able to walk straight into the most important building in the city. Well, never underestimate how much needing to keep a secret can screw you over, he figured.

Not that he expected smooth sailing once they were inside. Not only was there so much to do that something was bound to go wrong, but he very much doubted the motivation of the people behind him. Oh, they all acted perfectly willing about it, and at dinner last night they’d all taken turns bragging about everything they were going to do today. But whenever they looked at him, he thought he saw that old resentment Charlie had built up, like without opening their mouths they were saying to him, “This had better be worth it, kid.” Maybe he was just being paranoid, but then he remembered a quote he’d read in an old yearbook: ‘Blessed is he who expects the worst, for he is never disappointed.’

There were five cells throughout the building like the one he and his friends had been put in when they first arrived, so the twenty men split into four groups of five to search an area each, with Matt, Jane, Jim, and Jim’s parents forming a group of their own for the remaining one. That had resulted in an unfortunate incident at dinner last night, when some jerk heckled that their group would actually be short a person, given how Jane lacked the benefit of any training programs. Matt had shouted back, “She can do just fine without them, and if you’d seen her in action at all, you’d know that!”

Jane had said to him afterwards, “Thanks, really, but I wish you wouldn’t. To people like that, it’s just more evidence that I can’t fight my own battles.”

“So you want me to just do nothing?”

She had looked at him with a penetrating gaze, which made him a bit uncomfortable for reasons he couldn’t quite figure out. “Yes, that would be perfect. After tomorrow, either way, we never have to see him again, so why let it bother you?”

Matt hadn’t been able to come up with anything else to say. If Jane really wasn’t bothered by it, he didn’t see that he had any right to be offended on her behalf.

Their group went through the teleporter first, with Tom saying, “Barracks.” This was the floor that housed all the gear the building’s security teams used, and was naturally the most dangerous of the assignments. Matt had requested it personally for two reasons. First, to try to lessen the resentment of the other team members risking their lives for him and his friends. He didn’t think it had worked very well, but there was also the second reason to consider: it would give him the best odds of running into Dave.

Charlie had not been optimistic about his chances. “If he’s been with them all this time, he may well be completely on their side again by now. Let’s just say they can be very … persuasive.”

That had got Jim talking. “You should seriously think about this. You could get killed, just because you refused to think.”

At least he hadn’t gone so far as to say he might get killed himself, or Jane, or his parents. Matt was grateful for that, because he didn’t know if he could have continued standing firm once it was spoken out loud. But that didn’t mean it wasn’t weighing heavily on him even now. Whatever anyone else thought, this was not a decision he had made lightly. But whatever it was he had seen in Dave’s eyes when he was explaining himself, and saying he wanted to go back with them, Matt couldn’t see how it wasn’t real. Whether it was real enough to withstand whatever had been done to him for the past two months, well, they’d find out if it came to that.

Upon their arrival, the barracks didn’t look any different from the parts of the building he’d seen before, the same gray corridors heading off in different directions. He wondered if anyone working here ever had their mind messed up by the décor, becoming depressed by looking at the same thing day after day. They had gone about halfway toward the cell’s location when three guards appeared.

Not a word was exchanged before Matt rushed at them along with the others, as the last thing they wanted was any kind of alarm being set off. By now the moves had become second nature to him, and with every new attack his mind automatically selected the right counter-move. He was actually amazed he’d got by so long without this. It was kind of fun, to be able to just let himself go without any of the moral ambiguity of his taking Johnny apart. Of course, the catch was that the people he was fighting had the same training, and every counter seemed to have a counter of its own. Still, they were up a man even with Jane having to sit out the fight as usual, so he wasn’t worried.

* * *

Jane couldn’t help feeling guilty as she watched the fight. She could be in there helping them, but she had reluctantly agreed that even with the natural abilities she’d developed over the last week, she had been extremely lucky in the fights she’d got into so far, and it would be a very bad idea to push that luck any further. Still, she remained sure that she’d made the right choice, as she didn’t think she could live with that kind of alteration to who she was. And it wasn’t like she was worried very much in this particular instance, as she was pretty sure Jim’s parents alone could take these guys.

But none of that helped her this time. Because while her allies were all busy with the fight, she felt hands grab her shoulders and pull her roughly to the side. She was thrown inside a room off the hall and barely managed to keep her feet as she settled into the center of it. Her attacker closed the door, making it again flush with the wall like it had been until a few seconds ago, and turned around. Jane couldn’t suppress a gasp: it was the one person above all others she hoped to never see again. She was looking at the unmistakable freckled face of Reeves.


Chapter Thirty-Four

Throughout her entire time in Krell, Jane had never been as terrified as she was at this moment. As bad as things had sometimes looked before now, she at least had her friends around. But now, it was just her and the man who had formed a disturbing interest in her when she first arrived. But as scared as she was, she was still determined not to let him know it. So she stood up as straight as she could. “So you got better, then?”

Reeves grinned. “Medicine where you live is so primitive. You actually did think you’d put me down for good, didn’t you? It only took a few days and I was good as new. Not even a scar. Though I was tempted to leave one anyway, so I could show it to you if we ever met again. But I figured, what were the chances of that? More fool me, I suppose.”

Jane didn’t know how she was still standing, but she was. She crossed her arms, which somehow made her feel steadier. “So what’s the plan? Because you’re not going to have long until my friends are done with yours.”

Reeves held up a finger and tapped the wall. “Ah, but will they be able to find us? I couldn’t believe my eyes when I saw you guys walk in front of me. These invisibility suits Chapman’s squad gets can be pretty useful. So I rounded up some guys who owe me a favor, and here we are.” He pointed to a spot on the wall just to the side of where he was standing. “Just tap here twice to get out of here. Of course, I’m sort of standing in the way, aren’t I? I guess if you really want it, you’ll have to get past me.” And with that, he activated his armor.

Jane shook her head. “All that trouble just for me. There is something seriously wrong with you. You’re sick in the head.”

The grin got bigger. “Believe it or not, this isn’t the first time I’ve been told that. And yet I’m still here. So if there’s anything wrong with me, it certainly doesn’t seem to be anything my employers have a problem with. Not that that helps you at all, as far as I can see.”

He took a step forward and Jane stepped back. She regretted it as soon as it happened, displaying how worried she actually was. But then it happened again. It was a completely involuntary response and she couldn’t believe that after all she’d been through, she was reduced to this.

Reeves looked confused. “No fighting back? I’d think you’d want a rematch as much as me.” Then the smile came back. “Oh, I get it. You didn’t get the training, did you? I have to admit, I’m kind of disappointed. Well, I guess I’ll just have to settle for you as you are now, because really, when are we going to have this chance again?”

It was the return of the smile that did it. Suddenly, Jane wasn’t a frightened girl trapped with a scary man. Something had clicked in her head and she stood up straight again. She was not going to let this man win. And with that decision, she realized the way that she might actually be able to defeat him. It was probably a fool’s hope, but in her current situation she didn’t see any downside to trying. That old instinctive biting her lip came out again, and if Reeves had known what it meant, he would have been worried. She took a step forward, back to where she was standing before. She was now within arm’s reach of Reeves, but fought down her discomfort at the position.

His eyebrows raised. “So you do have some spirit left in you, huh?”

Jane chuckled, pitched low to be as unnerving as possible. “I guess we’ll find out. Because suddenly there’s something I’m very curious about. All that stuff you guys have put in your heads, showing you how to fight and how to defend against someone who knows the same thing? I’d just like to know, while you were going through all that, did it ever teach you how to deal with someone who fights dirty?”

She offered him no time to react. As soon as her statement finished, her arm came up and her nails raked across his face. He backed away, clutching his hand to his cheek as blood leaked between his fingers. Jane followed, running past him and grabbing his hair along the way. Once behind his back, she pulled forward as hard as she could, enough that half the strands came loose and left bloody patches on his scalp. The rest were still plenty to pull his head back hard, sending him down to the floor as she lowered to a knee. “I guess not,” she said, before going back to the attack.

In her head, she was thanking her brothers over and over. During her childhood attempts to join their playtime they had made her miserable with these kind of things, but it was all quite useful now. She next stood over him, grabbed his ears, and twisted. In the back of her head, she thought that she had pulled them far enough, but she ignored it. She now had a good look at what she’d done to his face as well. “Seems I missed both eyes. I’ll probably feel happy about that later, when I’m able to not throw up thinking back on this. Right now, though, what was that word you used? Oh yeah, disappointed.”

Reese bleated out, “Please, please, just stop!”

Jane laughed, throwing in a bit of ham, because why not? “Oh, there’s something that could make me stop. Turn off your armor.”

He managed to open his eyes at that. “No way!”

“You were going to do it anyway, if I guessed right.” She twisted still further and between his howls he managed to bring his hand to his belt and Jane felt the shirt deflate under her. She let go and stood up, and before Reese could do anything more than sit up, she stomped down on his groin. “I let go. You can’t say I didn’t keep my word.”

Reese was now rolling on the floor, unable to get any coherent words out. Jane almost caught herself feeling pity at the sight, but then she remembered how afraid she’d been just a couple of minutes ago, and that smug grin as he advanced on her, and the feeling evaporated. She kicked the side of his head, and said with no small amount of pride, “Like I said before, there’s something wrong with you. But whatever it is, you think about this. I beat you. A helpless little girl, no programs in my head, and look what I was able to do to you. You’re pathetic. You’re nothing.”

Was that enough? Probably, but she decided to go a bit farther. Not physically, since even in her current mental state she didn’t want to go as far as killing him, but he didn’t know that. She put a foot on his throat, with the slightest bit of pressure. “And the only reason you’re going to survive this is because I don’t consider you worth it. So the next time you see a pretty girl, and you think she’ll be an easy target, remember this day. Remember what we can do.”

As Reeves continued squirming, his pulser fell onto the floor. Jane picked it up. “I’ll be taking this, too.” She turned to the wall and said, “Here, was it?” before tapping the wall twice where he had indicated. She had a brief moment of panic, worrying that he might have lied about how to get out, but it seemed his ego had been sufficiently strong to feel safe telling her the truth, as the wall opened. She walked out and turned to see her friends finishing up with their fight. She stepped to the side of the door and sagged against the wall; now that it was over, the enormity of what she’d just done, and how far she’d gone, was crashing in on her.

Matt noticed her first and shouted, “Jane!” They ran over, and the next thing Jane knew, she was hugging him tightly.

The others looked inside the room, and Jim whistled. “So you didn’t need my help this time, huh? Remind me not to make you angry.”

Matt disentangled himself from her and also took a look. He turned to her. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, don’t be an idiot. You’ve been apologizing since we got here, and believe me, this is one you can safely let go. I learned something about myself just now. And that was definitely worth how hard it was getting there.”

He shrugged. “I’m not quite sure what you mean by that, but okay.” His tone turned lighter. “Wait a minute. Why exactly is it okay for you to beat someone up that badly, but not me?”

“If you’re ever faced with someone that bad, you’ll know.”

Tom nodded. “Certainly. This way, was it?” He led them in the direction they’d been going before the fight. They reached the cell and opened it, but no one was inside. Tom sighed, and activated his communicator. He’d explained during the planning that he and his wife had never had them removed, as it would raise too many questions, and they still worked like new.

Jane was still amazed by the technology of this place and regretted that she had never been able to properly appreciate it, thanks to her circumstances since she arrived.

“Team Two.” After the pause as it connected, he said, “This is Team One. Nothing here.” That news would then get passed through the rest of the groups in order. He squeezed his ear again to disconnect. “Well, there’s still four other chances. Don’t give up yet.”

“That’s good advice. Unfortunately, you probably won’t be around to see it pay off.”

Jane recognized the voice, and wished she hadn’t. She turned, along with the others, to see Dave aiming a pulser at them all.


Chapter Thirty-Five

Just like the last time they’d met, it took Matt a couple of seconds to fully comprehend the image before him, if for a rather different reason.

Jim was faster. “I’d say this is a surprise, but no. Not really.”

By then Matt had got it together enough to say, “Dave, what are you doing?”

“I’m sorry about this. I did mean everything I said to you before – you should know that, at least. None of this is your fault. It’s just a bad situation, and you happened to get caught in it. So I really am sorry.”

Matt took a step forward, despite the weapon pointed at him. “You didn’t answer my question.” He felt a tear sliding down his face and vaguely wondered why this was making him so emotional. First things first, though. “What are you doing?”

Dave’s gaze never wavered as he replied. “I imagine you already know that two months have gone by here since you left, however long it was for you. Well, within that time I talked to quite a few big names in our military. Even our government. I was a unique case, and they didn’t quite know what to make of it. A clone soldier, bred solely for this job, turning on his bosses. I mean, it just sounds crazy, right? But as we kept talking, they reminded me about what I was made for. This government may seem cruel to you, but in this world, it’s the only way to maintain law and order. And if people like the ones you’re working with would stop forcing us to waste time and resources fighting them, things would be a lot better. Even in your world, you can’t say we were hurting anyone. All we’re doing is laying some groundwork, and investigating a possible peaceful contact.”

Jim snorted. “Yeah, you’re looking real peaceful right about now.”

“I never wanted it to come to this. But you’ve proven yourselves too big an obstacle to what we’re trying to do here. So you have to be removed. It’s the kind of thing people like me were born to do, literally. I just want you to understand that before I do what has to be done.”

Matt’s head was spinning through Dave’s entire speech. He couldn’t conceive that the person who had become his only friend could be capable of something like this. But then a new thought occurred to him and suddenly he had to put his hand on the wall to keep himself from falling. If he was right, maybe this all could make sense. “How did we first meet?”

Dave briefly glanced away, but quickly replied, “You’re seriously making that the last thing you say to me?”

Matt crossed his arms. “Well, the thing is, I don’t think you are Dave. He was just one clone out of a bunch. Or maybe you are, after all. I’d just like to be sure.”

Dave, or rather the clone, didn’t answer for a few seconds, simply keeping a blank stare on his face. Then he chuckled. “I really didn’t think you’d figure it out. Although frankly, the only reason I put on the whole act was to give you some sense of closure. You’d die thinking your friend was happy, at least. Because I’m that nice a guy. And now you just blew it, so instead you’ll have to die knowing he’s been having a very hard time indeed these past two months, and it’ll continue until either he agrees to work with us again, or he dies. I’m hoping for the second one, actually. I’d certainly never be able to trust him again after what he pulled. But back to you. Because we’re all still in the exact same position we were in when I got here. Three feet between us, and this pulser is aimed right at you. So the second you make a move—”

He was cut off when he suddenly flew backwards and crumpled to the floor. Not really understanding what had happened but also knowing an opportunity when he saw it, Matt wasted no time going on the attack.

Jane watched the front-most peg on Reeves’ pulser inch its way back up. Her hope had been accurate, and he’d put it on the lowest setting, not wanting to kill her if she’d forced him to use it. Or rather, she recalled with pleasure, if she’d let him. She’d let it dangle as soon as she’d turned to see the clone, not wanting to draw attention to it even by putting it behind her back. And it had worked perfectly. She allowed herself a little smile. Training or no training, she was acquitting herself quite well today, if she said so herself.

* * *

It only took a second for Matt to close the distance between himself and the clone he now refused to think of in any way other than that. The clone had somehow already recovered from the shot and jumped back up, ready to meet him. Matt threw out everything he had, but none of it connected. The clone seemed to move at inhuman speed as he managed to block or dodge every blow. And it wasn’t long before things got worse. Matt barely had time to notice a glint in his eye before the clone went on the offensive. Not every strike got through, but they didn’t need to. Every hit Matt took weakened him a little more and made him more likely to make a mistake when dealing with the next attack.

Then Jim’s voice penetrated the haze all those connected blows had put him in. “What, do you think we’re all just referees? Try this on!” And then Jim was beside him, fighting just as hard. But the clone barely seemed to notice the extra opponent. The most you could say was that not many of his blows got through anymore now that he had to divide his attention between two people, but none of theirs got past his defense either. It was enough to make Matt wonder if it really was possible to defend every part of your body at once.

But then the clone made a big mistake as he caught both their arms and tugged down so hard that they were pulled behind him. Which also meant their positions were now reversed, and Tom and Mary could come straight at the clone from behind once he turned to face them. He still held out a little longer once they arrived, but with four of them at once, two on each side, it was only a matter of time before he was worn down. Soon he noticeably slowed down, and Matt moved in to finish him off. Matt was able to wrap his leg behind the clone’s while also grabbing his arms, by which he pulled them both to the ground in a hold that immobilized his opponent almost completely. But the clone was still fighting him and it took every bit of concentration to keep the hold. So it was a complete surprise when his opponent suddenly went limp. Matt looked up to see Tom holding Jane’s pulser, leveled at the body. The rearmost peg, denoting the highest setting, was the one now rising into place.

Matt shoved the body away as hard as he could and shakily got to his feet. “Are you crazy?” he shouted. “You could have just killed me!”

Tom’s eyes were as hard as he’d ever seen them. “It was the best chance we were ever going to have. I couldn’t pass it up. We’re not on our own here, remember. There are four other groups we need to work with, and we couldn’t afford to waste the time it would have taken to bring that thing down the old-fashioned way.”

That got to Matt even more. “Well, my friend is one of those things too. I hope you’ll keep that in mind if we run into him.”

Jim stepped between them. “Okay, Matt, I’m sure my dad didn’t mean it like that. I mean, I had my problems with Dave before, but after seeing this guy, yeah, there’s a real difference there. So I guess I agree with you, he did just want to help.”

Tom nodded. “Thank you, Jim.” Turning to Matt, he said, “I apologize for how I sounded. It’s quite an adjustment coming back here again, and I haven’t quite been myself. And to prove I really mean it,” he turned to Jane, “you should take this back.” He handed her the pulser.

Matt nodded back. “All right. So, what next?”

Tom smiled again. “Now we check in.” He went through the same routine to talk to group two, and his expression made clear they had no news. But then he checked with group three and the smile returned. “They found Bram.”

* * *

Matt actually felt himself smiling as he stepped out of the teleporter on the floor where their old rescuer had been found. As he turned, he saw that the rest of the group was, too. For the first time, it felt like winning this fight was truly within their grasp. Even now, there seemed to be no obstacles at all between them and meeting up with the irascible guy who had turned out to still be alive after all. “What is this floor, exactly?” he asked Tom and Mary.

Mary said, “Actually, this is where I was working. Some major equipment is in the center of the building, and these hallways let us check on all the areas that needed checking. And boy, there are a lot. Very feisty machines.”

Jane said, “So why would prisoners be kept here? If they ever got out, they could do some real damage, couldn’t they?”

Tom chuckled. “That mindset of your birth world is hard to shake, isn’t it? Remember, there is absolutely no getting out of these cells. There are no locks to pick and no power source to take out. The only thing that opens the door is a tap at a certain point, on the outside.”

Jim laughed softly. “Except they didn’t count on us being good enough to get this far. Go us!”

Tom said, “About that …” but stopped as they came upon Bram and the team that had rescued him. Their leader was a man whose name Matt hadn’t managed to catch; he had never seemed to take any sides in the arguments over whether Matt and his friends were worth helping, so Matt had simply never focused on him. He certainly had a reason to notice the man now, but asking his name at this point seemed like it would be rather gauche, so he kept quiet on that. Instead he just jogged forward with Jane and Jim to shake Bram’s hand.

“Well, well. The conquering heroes,” Bram said. And he sounded completely genuine about that, Matt noted to his pride.

Jim said, “Well, we had to return the favor, right? It would have just been rude not to.” Though his delivery had a bite to it that didn’t go unnoticed.

Bram didn’t quite meet Jim’s eyes. “Right. That. Look, I had a lot of time to think in there, and … look, I am just so sorry for everything. I know you probably don’t even want to hear that, but it’s all I can offer.”

Matt was surprised to see Jim stick out his hand. “Anyone having that much trouble talking is probably telling the truth. Besides, it looks like it’s all going to work out okay.”

Bram shook the hand, tears brimming in his eyes. “You don’t know how much that means to me. I tried to be a good guy. Everything I did, I told myself it was for the right reasons. But what happened with you guys showed me that I can really hurt people in the process. There’s been a lot weighing on my conscience lately. It’s good to make it a little lighter.”

Matt said, “Well, like he said, you’re out, we’ll be going home soon, and it seems like these guys took care of any bad guys around here, so I’d say it’s time to move to the next step.”

The team leader smiled. “Yep. Wasn’t even much of a job. Just three guys patrolling. Easy work for me and my boys.”

Tom snapped to attention. “What was that? You just came across three guards on this entire floor?”

“Yep. All guarding the cell.”

Tom put his face in his hand. “And you didn’t think that was a little odd?” He looked at Matt. “You see it, right? What I was getting at before.”

And suddenly, Matt did. “There’s all kinds of important stuff here that they wouldn’t want people like us messing with. Which means the place should be crawling with guards.”

“Yes, a rather pretty maneuver, if I say so myself.”

Matt spun at the voice, and was not as surprised as he supposed he should have been to see Pren approaching, slowly clapping his hands. Behind him stood five men, all with Dave’s face.


Chapter Thirty-Six

Pren, ever the dramatist, strutted back and forth as he looked over his catch. “You know, people have been looking down on me since I joined this bunch. I guess it’s kind of an occupational hazard when you join up out of prison. Not the general’s most popular move among some more traditional members of the military. But who except us could do the kind of work none of those guys wants to even think about? And believe me, what we do is absolutely necessary. This government wouldn’t last a month without it. And what are the thanks we get? Everyone else sees us as just one more of those things they don’t want to think about. Chapman never appreciated me. You saw how he talked to me, right? Can you blame me for not liking the guy too much?”

He paused, and Matt wondered if he was actually expecting an answer. But not for long.

“But look at what I’ve created. I knew this one was important enough to you people that you’d send plenty of your best and brightest after him. Though apparently there are a few runts in the litter with just how easily this guy fell into it.” He nodded toward group three’s leader, who hung his head. “There’s a top clone soldier waiting to ambush every team of yours once they reach the cell they’re heading to. I’m a bit surprised to see you all here, actually. But I’m guessing the one you got past put up quite a fight, and you’re not in the mood to go up against all of these.” He made a grandiose gesture to the five clones behind him. Now that Matt looked again, they weren’t all identical. Only one really looked like Dave and the other clone he’d just faced. The others appeared older, ranging from their 20s to their 30s. But they all had identical expressions, though oddly enough there was nothing aggressive in the look. It was simply a serene confidence, with the inescapable feeling that they knew they could defeat any of the people they were currently looking at.

Jim said, “All this just for us, huh? I guess I’m flattered.”

Pren gave a dismissive wave. “Don’t be. You’re just what I guess I would call a bonus. Although now that I think about it, just how are you still alive?”

“If I tell you, will you let us go?” For once Pren was left without a word, so Jim shrugged. “Eh, it was worth a shot.” He turned to the others. “Well, that was all I had. Anyone else got any ideas?”

“Actually, yes.” The words hadn’t come from any of them.

Then Matt saw one of the clones holding his pulser to Pren’s head. The one who looked exactly like Dave, in fact.

“Dave?”

His friend winked at him. “For two months now they’ve been trying everything they could to get me back in line. I’ll spare you the details, but it involved quite a bit of pain. And they thought they’d succeeded. Except I knew something they didn’t, which gave me something to hold onto through it all and ensured I’d never go back to them. Spectacular timing from you all, by the way. As hard as the conditioning was, I also wasn’t looking forward to pretending to work for them again.”

Pren was standing utterly rigid, but his voice still held the same arrogance. “Yes, yes, very dramatic reveal and all, but you seem to have forgotten it’s still just you, against four others. Take aim, boys.” The other clones all turned their pulsers to point at Dave’s head.

Dave didn’t seem troubled, though. “Well, one more thing you may want to think about. I’ve always had a bit of an itchy trigger finger. Maybe something the cloning process put in, I don’t know. I really should ask them sometime. Anyway, the point is that if any of them put me down, my finger is going to contract, and considering where I’m pointing my pulser right now, I don’t think you want that to happen.”

Another of the clones said, “Shut up. I’m sure he’d be glad to sacrifice himself so we wouldn’t have to worry about someone like you. Isn’t that right, sir?” The others voiced their agreement.

Now a drop of sweat was forming on Pren’s forehead. It dripped down before he was able to give an answer. “Now, Dave, that is what you like to be called now, right? I’m sure we can come to some agreement here. I mean, you can see that you’re not going to be walking away from this any way it turns out, right?”

Dave’s gaze didn’t flinch at all. “It all depends on you, really. You like to talk a big game about how no one appreciates you, and everything you can do for the Krell government. But you’ve never answered the biggest question of all – are you willing to die for it? Maybe you don’t even know yourself. But the moment has arrived when you will have to decide, because this pulser in my hand isn’t going to be pointing anywhere else until you do.”

Pren’s face seemed frozen, all except his eyes, which blinked furiously for a few seconds. Matt was briefly concerned that Dave had overplayed his hand, but then those eyes stayed closed as he said, “Everyone stand down!”

The clone who had spoken before looked confused. “Sir?”

“You heard me!”

Dave smiled. “I had a feeling that’s what you would go with. And now if you wouldn’t mind, get them all back into the teleporter, and you with them, and then head to the clone training room.”

Pren was surprised enough to turn slightly. “Why do you want us to do that?”

“Oh, trust me, you’ll know once you get there.”

Pren gritted his teeth and then gave the order just as instructed. The clones didn’t look happy, but they still obeyed. It seemed an order from a superior would always be obeyed by them, no matter what. It made Matt wonder what Dave could have been talking about that let him resist the kind of thing that could produce such obedience.

As soon as they were gone, Bram turned to Dave. “You do realize they’ll just come right back here, right? Seeing as how you’re not pointing anything at him anymore.”

Dave nodded. “Except that I’ve spent a lot of time on that level in the past couple months, and I managed to get my hands on a training cartridge for programming teleporters. As of today, the one on that level will let you in, but it won’t let you out. They’re probably just now realizing how screwed they are and calling for an engineer. And getting one who’s brave enough to risk getting trapped himself will probably keep them busy until we’re all long gone.”

Tom walked up to him. “Son, I would like to shake your hand.”

“Later, maybe. You heard the man, there are more of me heading for all your other groups. And if we’re going to stop them I need to know how many are we talking about?”

“Three,” said Tom. He turned to the other group leader. “I’ll contact two and four, you take five. Make sure to tell them not to let on that anything’s wrong.”

They made the requisite calls and then Mary asked, “We’re going to help them, right?”

Tom nodded. “Two groups of us. We’ve already shown that one group working together can handle one of them.” He turned to Dave. “I assume you’ll be able to take on another one on your own?”

Dave nodded. “I’ll at least be able to hold him off until the rest can put him down.”

Tom clapped his hands. “Excellent. Let’s get to work.”

* * *

Everything proceeded like clockwork. Matt, helping group two along with the rest of group one, was far more confident going into this fight, knowing just what his opponent would be capable of against the number of people he’d be taking on. They managed to catch him completely by surprise and the fight was soon over, this time without anyone even being put at risk when the time came to finish it. The clone simply lay on the floor exhausted as group two’s leader took the final shot. This time Matt didn’t bother objecting; it still made him wince to see a life suddenly end, but with the real Dave located, he found he had a hard time caring about anything else. Speaking of, they received word that Dave had also played his part as well as could possibly be expected, holding off his fellow clone in what the group he’d saved assured him was a fight like none they’d seen before, until they were able to get the enemy to submit. Matt actually kind of wished he’d been able to see it, though definitely not enough to stop him getting to the corridor as soon as possible.

The whole operation only lasted a few minutes and Matt was quite impressed with how well everyone was able to work together. They ended up taking out each clone soldier without losing a single person. Then all that was left was to regroup on the corridor floor. There was only enough room in the teleporter for one group at a time, so naturally group one went first. But there was just one problem: as soon as they emerged in the new location, a hand stroked the side of the door in an unusual pattern before they could get out, making three loops on its way down. “That will give us some time alone. Not as elegant as your clone friend’s technique, but it serves my purposes well enough.”

It was Charlie.


Chapter Thirty-Seven

Charlie didn’t speak for a few seconds and just shook his head condescendingly. Matt was about to ask what he was doing there when he finally spoke up.

“You people. Do you have any idea how much trouble you’ve caused for me? For years I was running this thing, and everything worked perfectly. Dozens of moving parts, but I had it all under control. And then you come barging in. The one thing I couldn’t possibly plan for. People from another universe. How could I know what you would be like, or how you would react to anything you saw? Oh, the headaches.” He briefly rubbed one of his temples.

Jim folded his arms. “Well, I’m sure we’re all very sorry about that. But you can’t deny it all worked out fine.” He nodded to Matt and Jane. “These two left the first time just like we all wanted, and now we’re going to leave again. And believe me, none of us have any plans about coming back.”

Jane held up a hand to him. “Which is all rather beside the point, I think.” She turned to Charlie. “That being, how did you get here? You couldn’t have had the surgery to use the teleporters in this place with no one noticing.”

Charlie smiled and pointed at her. “You’ve hit right on the mark once again. To answer that, I have my own teleporter to this building, which works from my voice only. It’s hidden in my office. Very fancy thing, too, on the same level as these beauties. No upset stomach for me.” He looked rather unreasonably smug about that.

Now Mary stepped forward. “So you make all those people who work with you go through that horrible experience, when you could just send them to and fro perfectly fine?”

“It helps keep them in line, my dear. They have a constant reminder of the things other people have that they don’t, and they want those things too. And they see me as the best way to do it. So if any of them ever have had thoughts of doing things their own way, and I’m sure there have been quite a few, they know they’d never be able to pull it off when the vast majority of my people would refuse to go along with them. A rather neat setup, if I do say so myself.”

Matt said, “But what’s the point of it? You want to lead these people to freedom, right? So what’s the harm if they do it for you or someone else?”

Charlie scoffed. “Grow up, you stupid boy. If we ever do take this government down, and make no mistake, that is certainly one of my goals, ask yourselves – what happens next? Look to your own history. Even if it isn’t the same as ours like I’ve been told, I’d guess it shows that true rule by the people is never a good idea. All those people with their own ideas of how to do things, all with equal power, squabbling like children so that nothing ever ends up getting done. No, you need someone to steer the ship. Someone who can be trusted with that kind of power.”

And then it clicked in Matt’s head. “Someone like you, you mean.”

Charlie briefly looked surprised. “Well, it seems the girl isn’t the only one with something resembling a head on their shoulders. And why shouldn’t I? Look at everything I’ve already done. All those people you met while leeching off my hospitality, how far would they have got without me? None of them have any ideas of their own. It all comes from me. And let me tell you, it hasn’t been easy. Arranging things so some of the smarter ones will think my idea is theirs, so their confidence will be kept up, while also keeping them dependent enough on me that they’ll always follow my orders? It’s a tricky balance, and I’ll be honest, there have been a few times when I wondered if the whole house of cards was going to crash down. But it hasn’t, and all because I was good enough at what I do to keep it that way. If that’s not a qualification for the job, then what is?”

Jane said, “And that’s why you hated us so much, huh?”

Charlie nodded, looking as venomous as Matt had ever seen him. “I suppose you do deserve an explanation, at least. Like I said before, you were the one thing I couldn’t tolerate – an unknowable factor. For all I knew, at any moment, any of you could have destroyed all my work just by being yourselves. And it seems I was right, just look at how handily this one,” he gestured to Mary, “got everyone to agree to get you back here. So there was only one thing to do. And I really outdid myself on that one, I don’t mind saying. I turned almost all of them against you, so nothing you did would get through. But not just in a way that would make me look like a bully. That wouldn’t have been any good. Instead, it seemed to them like I was their only protection against you, just like I’ve been since I started this little scheme. I’d hoped you’d get killed somewhere along the way here – you’ve certainly been given plenty of opportunities. But I’ve long since learned to not leave anything to chance when I can help it, so I rigged up my teleporter to bring me straight here. And so here you all are.”

He paused, taking what seemed to Matt a rather indulgent look at all their faces.

“You wanted to know why – I could see it in your eyes every time I worked a new step in my plan. Well, there you are. I hope you’re satisfied. And now it’s finally time for my favorite part of this job.”

Tom said, “I thought I disliked you as much as I could before. But you are just a very sick man. What’s the point of killing us now? We’re going back home, and we’ll never bother you again.”

Charlie shook his head. “So you say now. But you’ve seen this place. Worse, you know where the corridor opens in your world. Who knows what reason you might have some day to come back here? And with the time distortion effect, no matter how long it takes for you to do it, it could be tomorrow here. Like I said, I don’t like to take chances. In fact, once I do take over this place, I think I’ll just crush your world. Your weapons certainly won’t be able to stand up to ours. Now that would help me sleep better at night.”

Matt was reeling from everything he’d just heard, and try as he might, he just couldn’t come up with anything to do. But then he was surprised to hear a laugh. Turning, he saw that it came from Jim. Charlie’s bug-eyed stare zeroed in on him.

“Something you’d like to share with the rest of us, boy?”

Jim reached into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. “I never did thank you for giving this back to me. It seemed a bit hypocritical, considering what I was planning to do with it.”

Charlie’s eyes narrowed, at least as much as those oversized orbs were able. “What do you mean?”

Jim held the phone up, like he was doing a commercial. The quite unnerving smile he had pasted on his face fit the image too. “I imagine you don’t know much about these. I mean, from the way I understand it, you did have them once here, but it was so far back that none of you bother learning about them anymore. It’d be like someone from our world learning how to make horse-drawn carriages or something.”

“Your point is still escaping me. And believe me, my patience at the moment is extraordinarily short.”

Matt added, “Yeah, you want to quit showboating already?” If anything could actually get him on the same page with Charlie, it was that.

“Okay, okay. Point being, they have all kinds of features that I’m guessing none of your people got close to finding, with how little you were interested in them. But there’s one in particular that’s quite important to our current situation – speakerphone. Isn’t that right, Lilah?”

The voice came from the phone for all to hear. “It certainly seems that way.”

Matt said, “Wait, how is she on the line with you?”

Jane raised her hand, her smile suddenly as big as Jim’s. “We talked it over after Charlie outlined the plan for today. You were already asleep, and we figured any more discussion would just give someone else a chance to overhear. I figured sacrificing one phone would be worth it if this paid off.”

Charlie’s face seemed frozen. “But … Lilah, why are you doing this? You’d help them over me?”

Lilah’s voice was oddly sad. “I didn’t want to believe it. But some of the things you’ve done since these people came here … I spent time with them. I got to see that they were just nice, regular people who wanted nothing more than to go home, and yet you insisted on treating them like some kind of enemy. So when they approached me with this idea, it didn’t seem like there was any good reason to say no.”

Jim’s smile grew wider. “You see, I learned something from you. You just said it, even – never leave anything to chance. This was going to be your last opportunity to do anything about us if you were going to, and given the marvelous reception we’ve gotten from you this whole time, I was guessing you’d take it. I didn’t know how, and I certainly didn’t expect the secret teleporter. Nice one there, by the way. And since Jane was the one closest to Lilah, I left the pitch up to her.”

Jane picked up the thread. “Jim called my phone right before we came out here, and the line’s been open the whole time. We did worry briefly about the bill, but then we figured, who’s going to know? It’s not like any cell towers back home are recording any of it. Anyway, since we left the base, Lilah’s been sitting in the gym, along with anyone else who wanted to listen to the mission in real time.”

Lilah spoke up. “And that was quite a few of them. Say hello, guys!”

The result was only audible as a burst of white noise, but Matt liked to think he heard a good deal of anger in it.

Apparently Charlie did too, as most of his face was still frozen, but sweat was now visible on his bald pate, and his eyes were swiveled towards the outside, so that Matt half-expected him to say his name was actually Eye-Gor. His mouth opened and closed a few times with no sound coming out. Finally, he was able to make his vocal chords work. “That many people?”

Lilah chuckled darkly. “And we’ll be sure to tell everyone who opted out. You have my word on that.” Suddenly her voice had a hard edge Matt had never heard before. The betrayal was clearly having quite an effect on her.

Charlie abruptly stumbled and thrust out a hand to catch himself on the wall. Unfortunately, he picked the hand he was holding the pulser with, so there was no purchase to be made and he ended up on the floor, dropping the pulser on the way. Tom quickly stepped forward to pick it up, Charlie making no move to stop him.

“It was all for the good of this whole world. That’s the curse men like me live under. I would have been a good ruler. Everyone would have been much happier than they are now. You see, I never lied to any of you about my goals.”

Lilah’s voice came through again. “Well, from where I’m standing, it seems like you wouldn’t have been much different. We all get sick while you go anywhere you want in perfect comfort. You look down on all of us, seeing us as nothing but tools in your rise to power. Maybe you started out just like you wanted us all to believe, but you’re not that man anymore. If you’d got all that power, what else would you have convinced yourself was justified in the name of keeping it? I’ll give you one thing, though. You brought us all together. People with a common goal, and the will to do what it took to achieve it. Problem is, you don’t have that goal. I don’t know what’s going to happen to you up there, but if you end up surviving, don’t come back here. You won’t be welcome.” There was the beginning of a cheer from the crowd, and then it was abruptly cut off as she hung up.

Charlie remained on the floor. For a while he simply made silent motions with his hands. Finally, he spoke again. “So there you have it. Years of work, planning every last detail, and you people destroy it all. And you still think I was wrong to work against you so much?”

Matt was surprised to see he was crying. “So are you going to kill me, or what?”

Matt turned to Jim. “You’re the one who’s spent the most time with him, and it was your plan. What do you say?”

Jim shook his head. “We don’t kill people. Not like this, anyway,” he judiciously added, looking at his father. “Everyone agreed?”

Everyone did.

Tom said, “Well, there you go. We condemn you to live in the mess you’ve made. Just go, and make whatever you want of this chance.”

Charlie didn’t thank them, or say anything at all to them. He didn’t even glance in their direction as he stood up and moved some distance away, to where Matt figured his personal teleporter was set to pull him from.

“Street level, building exterior,” he said, and disappeared.

“It’s a shame,” said Mary. “This place definitely could use some of what he was doing. But he just wasn’t the right man to do it.”

Tom shook his head. “I just wonder if anyone is. Hopefully those people he brought together won’t be hurt too badly by this.”

Jane said, “They’ve got plenty of good people down there. I think they’ll be fine. Better, actually. Now they can actually decide for themselves how to fight this fight. But what are we standing here for? The control room is right down that hall, if I remember correctly.”

* * *

The crew for the corridor proved just as compliant as the last time. In fact, Jane was pretty sure she saw one of them rolling his eyes, as if the whole thing had become like a routine now.

As they entered the coordinates, Matt said to Dave, “So what was that thing they didn’t know?”

Dave said in a completely even tone, “What do you mean?” But Matt noticed a tiny glance to the side before he said it.

“You know what I’m talking about. When you sprang that trap on Pren, you said they did all kinds of stuff to make you go back to their side, but you knew something they didn’t that helped you resist it. But you never got around to saying what it was, so I guess I’m kind of curious.”

Dave looked around some more, clearly uncomfortable, but finally took a deep breath. “I guess I should explain that. And you deserve it, more than you know. See, when I first came to your world, I was just another clone soldier. I did what I was told and I only took on any other identity because it was my job. But then I saw those jerks hassling you, and somehow it just seemed like the right thing to do was to stop them. I also have to admit, my being a fan of your parents was a lie. I was confused by what I’d done, so once you talked about them, I made up an excuse to spend more time with you, and try to figure out what was going on in my head. And I did. Spending time with you, I realized I enjoyed having just an ordinary life. It felt so much better than what I’d been doing before. But it couldn’t last.” He paused to look at the floor before continuing. “More orders came to us, me and the other clone playing the part of my father. We were being recalled back to Krell, with just a day to get any affairs we felt like in order. Which for me meant dropping you that hint about the woods. So it’s really all my fault you went through all this.”

Matt put a hand on his shoulder. “Hey, take it from a guy who’s been beating himself up over that for days now – it doesn’t help. It happened, and I’d say everything’s turned out about as well as we could hope for. But what does any of this have to do with my question?”

Dave looked him straight in the eye; Matt had never seen him look so serious.

“Everything. You brought me out of the life I was doomed to plod through like so many others of my kind. And watching you go back to your world two months ago, I realized one very important fact about why that happened … I love you.”

Matt took a few seconds to comprehend what had just been said, it was so foreign to anything he thought would come out of this conversation. Then he realized he was only making this more awkward by stretching out the silence, so he said the only thing that came to mind. “Come again?”

“That’s what kept me from submitting. I just thought of you. So there’s the big secret. Are you okay with it?”

As this new piece of information wound its way through Matt’s mind, he found himself examining a few things in a new light. The absurd lengths he had gone to simply to find his friend. The depth of betrayal he had felt upon discovering Dave had told him such a big lie. And how absolutely sure he had been and still was that Dave had then been telling the truth about everything else. He looked his friend in the eye. “Yes, I think I am.” And then followed what happened any time two teenagers were in love.

* * *

As Jane watched the spectacle before her, she simply thought, well, so much for that. And then she had to give a little laugh at how absurd she had been to develop feelings for both boys. It was all she had time for before the voice came from behind them.

“You really thought I wouldn’t have an engineer in that crew who could fix the teleporter himself? How stupid do you think I am?” Pren stood in the doorway, pulsers in both hands and with a look of more rage than they’d ever seen from him before.


Chapter Thirty-Eight

There was nothing of the Pren they’d known before, the cocky, dramatic punk, chafing about no one appreciating him. In his eyes was simply a cold hatred directed at every one of them. Matt realized with a chill that he had been pushed one too many times, and by his best guess now would only be satisfied by killing them all.

“I was the one who caught you people first. It was supposed to be my big break. My ticket out of this drudge work and into a place where I could actually have some fun. And what did you all do? Make me look bad in every way, and ensured I’ll probably be stuck where I am for the rest of my life. But none of you will be there to see it.” He moved his aim with the pulsers around the room to each of them in turn. “They’re both set to kill, and once those shots are down, I just drop them and pull out two others.”

Matt noticed that he did indeed have several other pulsers stuck in his belt. It would have looked funny if the threat wasn’t so deadly serious.

“And none of you can cross the room to me in time to make a difference. So here’s what it all comes down to – you’ve been able to think your way out of every other problem you’ve had, but just put you up against something as simple as this, and there’s nothing you can do.”

Matt realized with a sick thud in his gut that Pren was right. They were completely out of options, simply because one of their enemies was desperate enough to try something like this. He looked around at his friends and saw an equal feeling of defeat on all their faces. None of them said a word, because what was there to say?

So Pren kept talking. “And that leaves me with just one problem – who to kill first? I’ll be honest, I was kind of hoping one of you would try to run at me, but it seems you’re making me make the decision myself. Well, no matter. The ending is the same any way it happens. So I think I’ll go with—”

But the person he was going to name would remain a mystery. Because just at that moment, Pren lurched forward, dropping both pulsers. He turned to face the door and Matt followed the same line of sight to see that Chapman was entering the room, holding his own pulser with the column indicating the lowest setting now rising back into place.

He looked Pren in the eye, said, “I never did like you,” and as Pren was just beginning to pull out one of the pulsers on his belt, Chapman flicked his weapon to kill mode and fired again. Pren was flung back into a console, where he slumped to the floor. “Sorry about that,” Chapman said to a technician working nearby who was now glaring at him.

None of them could say anything for a few seconds, both from the shock of the sudden death, and just for want of anything they possibly could say. Then Jim broke the ice. “Not to sound ungrateful or anything but, well, it’s pretty obvious why I’m not seeing this as any great improvement.”

Chapman slowly blinked. “Yes, I suppose I deserve that. The last time we saw each other was bound to not leave the best impression.”

Jane crossed her arms. “Oh, you think?”

“But I have to thank you for something. What you all said to me that day stuck with me. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. You may not believe this, but I joined the military because I really did want to do good. I thought it was the best hope the world had to keep from collapsing into chaos. And when I learned about a whole other universe, well, I volunteered. Some of my men weren’t so happy about that,” and he made a brief gesture to Pren’s body, “but I was fascinated by the whole concept, even if it involved what could be seen as dull grunt work most of the time. And as egotistical as it might sound, I thought my being there would be the best chance for a peaceful meeting when the time came, as we were assured it would. I’m not blind to the flaws of some of my colleagues, even people with the same rank as me, or even higher. Some of them still think we should just attack your world with everything we’ve got. I didn’t want to think about what might happen if one of them was in charge of the expeditionary force. So that’s what led me into the job where we first met.”

Matt coughed. “Yes, it really makes you look good. But we’re still waiting for an explanation for why you screwed things up for us.”

Chapman looked away for a second. “Yes, that was far from my finest moment. When my career was threatened over the mess this had all become … I can’t really explain what went on in my head. But the way it ended up was that I convinced myself that what I told you that day was true – it was ultimately to the greater good that I keep my position, and that meant stopping you.”

Dave said, “Some of this sounds very familiar, actually. I spent a lot of time questioning myself when I started becoming attached to their world. But there’s still one big question – what are you going to do now?”

Chapman briefly glanced toward the pulser in his hand, then at Pren’s body. “I’d say I have a pretty good model of what not to do, wouldn’t you? Because you were right. No matter how I justified my actions before, the simple fact is it was the wrong thing to do. I guess I’m just lucky that I now get the chance to correct that mistake. Heh, the general himself actually ordered me to come here, because he was sure I’d be the best one to handle the situation like I did last time. To be honest, I’m still working on how I’m going to explain this, but that’s not your problem.” He turned to the technicians, who had stopped working while all this was going on. “Men, resume your work. Send these fine people back home, close to the time they left if you can manage it. And don’t worry, you’re doing it all with my authority. If anyone ends up taking a fall for this, it’ll be me, not you.” Looking back at the group, he focused on Dave. “I assume you’ll be going too?”

“Absolutely. What’s left for me here but more of the last two months? They’d never believe me again now. Besides the …” he and Matt smiled at each other, “other reasons.”

Chapman smiled back. “Well then, the best of luck to you. And thank you all for reminding me why I signed up for this job. I’ll be doing things a bit different from now on, assuming I’m not just kicked out.” He chuckled softly. “I suppose there are always the rebels, in any case. If you’re still angry with me, and I wouldn’t blame you, maybe you can see that as atonement enough.”

Jane said, “Wait a minute.” As Chapman paused she continued. “One more thing’s occurred to me. We may be going back to the same time we left, but Dave and Jim are still considered missing back home. Plus, now Dave doesn’t have a father. How do we explain all this?”

Chapman snapped his fingers. “You would do well in the service, miss. Always thinking ahead. And to answer that, I believe one of these will come in handy.” He went to a corner of the room and made a long stroke down the wall. It opened up, revealing several spheres similar to the one Tom and Mary used to detect the corridor opening. He picked one up. “These are what we use to record footage from your world. The trip through the corridor is rather hard on the devices we usually use for that sort of thing, but these are what the lab boys came up with to survive it. We’ll begin like so,” and he tapped the top three times. A rectangular portion opened up and emitted a light that moved down Chapman’s body from head to toe, and then disappeared. “It’s now locked on to me and is recording everything I’m saying and doing. Point it at anyone else, and it will lock on to them instead.” He then tapped the raised portion again and it lowered, after which he tapped the bottom. This caused a similar section to lift out there, which projected the image of what Chapman had just said, looking just as real as the actual person standing next to it and complete with the background behind him. Finally, he tapped both sides three times. “And now it’s erased. The downside to these things is that they don’t have much recording capacity, but one should certainly suffice for our purposes here.” He tapped the top of the sphere again, and after it locked on he began, “I am Captain Aaron Chapman of the Krell Special Forces. You will not have heard of us, because we are from a dimension separate from your own. In fact, I am standing in it right now …”

* * *

After Chapman had made his introduction, he had given the recording sphere to Matt, who narrated all parts of the story that seemed prudent, while passing it to Jim, Jane, Dave, Tom, and Mary in turn, to tell their parts. By then the corridor was ready, so they all stepped in, keeping the sphere turned on the whole time. Matt stepped through last of all, and as the now familiar New Jersey Pine Barrens replaced the corridor room, he concluded, “And now we have all returned home. I don’t know how much anyone will believe of this, if anything, but all I can say is that it’s the truth of what happened. Make of it what you will.” He tapped the top of the sphere, and the recording ended.

“Now just make sure you don’t erase it,” said Jim.

“Very funny,” said Matt, who was in fact secretly worried about doing just that. It would be just like him to mess everything up now. But as it turned out, he didn’t.

Matt also lived the closest, so they went to his house first. Naturally his parents were stunned at the cavalcade of people showing up in the middle of the night, two of whom had been missing, but to their demands Matt only said, “I promise you there is an explanation. We just need to get Jane’s family too, and also the police.” He elected not to tell them about his new relationship just yet; they had been looking forward to him meeting a nice girl for a while, and it didn’t seem prudent to dump this on them right now, on top of everything else. In any event, with everyone else backing Matt up, his parents had little choice but to wait until the desired audience was gathered, and so everyone ended up at the police station, where the appearance of Dave and Jim resulted in several officers crowding around to see what the explanation could be. Matt told them all, “I hope you’re ready for this,” and activated the sphere.

* * *

The recording had been played several times now, but General Edmund Spencer still got a sense of amusement out of it. Seeing Captain Chapman again explain the recording spheres, he wondered at how apparently no one had yet taken the logical leap that the story about the corridor equipment preventing any use of security cameras was a lie. There were cameras all right, but only for him, because he didn’t trust anyone else with them. That fellow Charlie had the right idea there, he figured, and it still wasn’t enough. Well, he would just have to do better.

Luckily, the man’s major mistake had not been hard to figure out. Never simply try to eliminate a new player on the board. Instead, study them and see if they can help you, even if they have no idea they’re doing so. And so far, these kids from another world were showing themselves to be quite promising in that regard. Finally, he shut the video off. Tomorrow would be a full day, just like all the others, and he’d learned well by now the value of sleeping when he could. His mind was his greatest weapon, and it wouldn’t do to harm it in that way.

As he faded off into dreams, the plans that were constantly swirling around in his head made one last pass, now with these ambassadors, for lack of a better word, added in. He went to sleep with a smile on his face. Most promising, indeed.
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