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POLY FELT A TEAR STREAK down her cheek, more gathered in her eyes, distorting her vision. She blinked and another one cascaded down as she glared through the airship’s window. Joey was gone; the airship that took him, gone. She pressed her face against the glass and stared at the spot he filled just a few moments ago.
The vibrations of the airship’s motor resonated through the window and against her cheek. The ship lifted, dust floated out like a cloud over the roof, covering the bodies of Compry and Nathen. That was their burial. It wasn’t fair, but nothing seemed fair anymore. 
She closed her eyes and seared in her mind the man’s face who took Joey from her, the man who killed Nathen and Compry—Max Boone. 
“I’ll find you,” Poly whispered. Her breath fogged the glass. The words were for Max and Joey.
“We have maybe ten minutes before they get the bomb out of Joey’s neck,” Harris yelled over the sounds of the aircraft. 
Poly jerked away from the window at the mention of Joey’s name and wiped the tears off her face. Harris looked frantic as he ran around the aircraft grabbing bags off the walls and throwing them in a pile.
Thunder boomed and a bright flash of lighting pulsed through the windows. Heavy rain pelted the aircraft and dulled the roar of the motors. Poly peered out the window, the roof was gone, nothing but streaks of rain and dark clouds rushing by.
“What do we need to do, Harris?” Hank asked.
“Get those suits on, the ones in the gray bags,” Harris said as he rummaged through a steel box. He turned and none of them had moved. “Now!” He went back to the box and tossed out a couple more packs. “Where’s the water packs?” Harris mumbled to himself.
Hank yanked open one of the gray bags and pulled out a black jumpsuit, he held it to his large body and tossed it to Lucas. He tore into another bag, but it contained an even smaller jumpsuit and he handed it to Julie. 
Poly opened a bag and pulled out a small suit, sliding her feet into the built-in booties, and then pushing her hands through the sleeves and into gloves. The rubbery material felt smooth and had a new-purse smell. She slid the zipper up the front, all the way to her neck, and then realized what she was wearing. “Wait. We’re getting off this plane?” 
“Julie, how’s it going?” Harris asked, ignoring her question. 
“Only have Hanks left.” Julie never looked up from her Panavice. Her fingers moved across the digital screen.
“Good, how much time do we have?”
“Six minutes.”
“Poly, can you help Julie get her suit on?” Harris asked.
Six minutes until what?
Poly frowned at Harris for not answering her question, but he kept his back to her as he rummaged through another steel box. She stopped wasting her scowl and conceded to helping Julie. She knelt in front of her with the suit in hand. Julie’s transfixed face glowed from the light of her Panavice. Sighing, Poly took Julie shoes, grabbed the suit and slid her legs into it. She’d never dressed a woman before but—
“Done!” Julie yelled and almost knocked her down. “Sorry, Poly.”
“Nice job, Julie.” Harris climbed a net on the sidewall to get into a high up compartment.
 Poly helped Julie get into the rest of her suit. 
“Thanks. We’re going to get him back, Poly,” Julie said with fire in her eyes.
Damned right we are. 
Poly nodded her head in agreement. She touched her knife and wanted to add “killing Max” in the mix, but kept the anger stowed. She glanced out the window with rain rushing past the glass. 
 Julie studied her suit, inspecting the zipper and the lining around her neck. She probably knew exactly what the suits were for. 
“We don’t have time for me to explain everything, but we need to put on the black backpacks and securely fasten the straps. Now.” Harris tossed more bags to the middle of the aircraft, and then grabbed one for himself and put it on, mumbling to himself about not finding water.
Poly picked up a black backpack and put it on. It had thick straps over her shoulders and waist, and they clicked together much like a seat belt. Her heart beat faster, as she put it together in her mind. The suits, the backpacks, the aircraft . . . no. She had to be wrong, they couldn’t be jumping. She opened her mouth to ask the question again, but Harris turned to face them with a grim expression.
“Okay, now comes the hard part. They are going to shoot us down in a matter of—”
“Four minutes,” Julie interrupted.
He nodded and continued, “We’re going to jump from the craft at high speeds and you need to follow my instructions to survive. First thing, at the back of your neck you’ll find a tag. Pull the tag up and this will activate your helmet.” 
Fear built in Poly. She blindly felt for the tag and pulled it up. A clear dome moved over her head and locked in around her neck. A puff of air hit her face.
“The suit will keep you warm and let you breathe, even underwater.” The helmet dulled Harris’s words.
“Underwater?” Lucas’s muffled voice could be heard through his helmet. 
“Yes, we’re over the ocean right now.”
Poly gripped the straps on her shoulder and pulled them tighter. Her shaky fingers felt for any holes around her dome. She’d never seen the ocean, except for TV, and now she faced jumping into it from a plane. Was the man insane?
“At this speed and altitude, we’ll die on impact,” Julie said, searching for a spot to place her Panavice. She unzipped her suit and stuffed it in.
“That’s what the backpacks are for. We don’t have time for explanations, you’ll have to trust me and follow my directions,” Harris said. “When the back ramp opens, we’ll need to jump ten seconds apart to stay off their detectors. A parachute will deploy automatically and when you hit the ocean; your backpack will turn into your flotation craft.”
They all talked at the same time, muddling their questions. Harris didn’t respond and pressed a red button at the back of the hull. The back of the aircraft opened and the sound of the wind eliminated any chance of conversation. Harris walked to the edge of the large ramp. The wind tussled his hair and he motioned for them to come forward. The dark opening at the back of the aircraft lit up from a strike of lightning and the rain fell sideways as they flew through it. 
Great, lightning. As if it wasn’t dangerous enough. 
They formed a line with Poly toward the back. Hank staggered to the edge of the ramp and Harris spoke to him, but Poly couldn’t hear the words. Then, Hank jumped. She gasped and her heart raced. Was she really going to jump from the aircraft? Julie stepped forward to the edge of the ramp. She heard Harris yelling instructions to Julie and then he counted down from three. Julie jumped after he said one and Poly stepped forward.
The ramp vibrated under her feet and tilted toward the black clouds flying by. The wind swirled around her, making her take baby steps and spread out her arms to keep balance. She made the mistake of looking below the ramp, into the infinite darkness. She took a step backward and Harris put his hand on her back. 
Harris yelled, “When you land, stay put and I’ll find you. But if I don’t, set the prop at one-thirty-two. You will reach the island in a few days.”
“Wait, what?”
“Three, two, one,” Harris said and pushed her out.
Black clouds rushed by and she had a second to curse him before the wind hit and took any words she had left from her. Spinning, she moved her arms and legs out, trying to stabilize her chaotic descent. The wind slowed and she stopped tumbling. Rain smeared across her helmet in the free fall through the clouds. She flailed around, idiotically trying to grab the clouds to stop from falling. As she passed through the last cloud, she reached up, but it was long gone. 
The dark ocean below rapidly moved toward her. She breathed in deep for the first time since the fall started, and with filled lungs, she screamed. Rational thoughts gone, nothing but fear and anger for Harris shoving her to her death. 
Poly’s backpack popped and she jolted forward from the sudden slow down. She turned her head and behind her a thin parachute stretched out from cords on her backpack. She wasn’t going to die, but the feeling still filled every part of her body. Her shaky hands firmly grabbed the two cords rising above her. She let out a long breath, thanking the parachute above. 
A missile screeched by, roaring through the dark clouds. A large section of clouds lit up in a flash. A few seconds later, the sound of an explosion hit her, crackling and resonating around her helmet. 
“No!” She yelled into her helmet. She stared into the darkness, looking for a parachute from Lucas and Harris. They had to have gotten off the aircraft in time. She couldn’t lose any more people around her, even Harris. She wanted to hurt him for bargaining Joey away, but she didn’t want him dead. They had to be alive, she wouldn’t accept anything else. The merciless storm laughed at her with thunder and rain, making it impossible to see into the distance.
She turned and looked over her shoulder, searching the sky for Hank, or Julie, anyone. The storm shot a lightning bolt through the clouds. She winced at the massive thunder that followed. Frantically searching around, only dark clouds and rain appeared. She was alone, falling to the ocean.
Large rain drops ran down the face of her helmet and she swayed back and forth in the embrace of the parachute. Below her feet, she saw the swirling black closing in. A hundred feet down, then fifty. At twenty feet, she saw the huge waves splashing, crashing into each other. Ten feet above the water, her slow descent ended.
The backpack made a pop sound as it detached her from the parachute. She yelped at the free fall and hit the water. Her whole body submerged into the ocean. She held her breath inside her helmet, as she swam back up to the surface. The buoyant backpack pulled her most of the way up. With her head above the surface she breathed in and felt her helmet puff air around her dry face. Large waves rolled by, splashing water over her head. She slapped her arms, trying to keep her head above water. After a few terrifying moments, she stopped panicking, realizing her helmet was providing protection from the water. Her backpack acted as a life preserver, but it began to shake and she turned, trying to look at it.
Another pop sounded and her backpack began to grow, or rather inflated with a hissing sound of air. Poly felt it move down her legs, as it lifted her feet out of the water. It continued to inflate around her and in a few seconds, she found herself in a small teepee-like hut, floating on the water. A wave pushed over the teepee and it rocked, but no water came in.
Poly lay on the floor with her back strapped to it, staring at the black fabric peak of the ceiling. Taking the straps off, she sat up just as a wave hit the craft, sending her tumbling into the inflated wall. She flattened her body out on the floor and stretched to touch all sides, stabilizing herself, as each wave wanted to catapult her around. It was like she was in a bouncy house with someone jumping next to her. 
I’m alive. The thought pounded in her head. Her friends had to be alive as well. She had to find them.
Attempting to get up so she could look around, another wave crashed into the small craft, sending her on her butt. How could she find them when she couldn’t even stand? She gripped the fabric on the wall and forced herself to her knees. Moving around the perimeter of the craft, she found a zipper and moved it up. A gust of wind and rain entered the opening. She raised a hand and squinted past the deluge long enough to see a wave crash into her. Water poured into the craft and she slammed the zipper back down. The calf-deep water sloshed around in the craft.
She took deep breaths, trying to stop imagining the craft sinking into the ocean with all the extra weight. Rapid puffs of air pelted her face, but it didn’t feel like enough air. Poly felt like she couldn’t breathe with the stupid helmet on. She reached for the back of her neck and pulled the tag. Her helmet retracted into her suit and the noises of the ocean rushed to her. Cold, salt water splashed her face. 
What was she supposed to do? Her friends were in the same ocean as she was, they could be a hundred feet away and she wouldn’t know—ten feet, even. She could scream, but the ocean and thunder would drown her out. Poly had no clue in what direction she was going, left to the mercy of wherever the ocean took her. She’d never felt so small, so insignificant.
Slumping down, she put her back against the craft as the cold water splashed against her and thought about everything Harris had said. He’d find them. But, did he make it off the craft?
She shook her head and refused to think about it. Harris said if she were alone, to set the prop . . . the craft must have had some sort of propulsion system. She waded through the water, feeling the edge of the craft, and then found a flap on the inflated edge.
Poly peeled the flap back with the scratching sound of Velcro detaching. She slid her fingers over the digital panel and it lit up. A flashing label read Water Bilge and she pushed it. A faint humming sounded and the water level lowered in the craft, until a small puddle in the middle remained. Okay, good. One problem solved.
Searching the screen’s glowing labels, it wasn’t much different than her tablet. Poly pressed the one labeled Prop, and the screen changed to an arrow. She slid her finger over the screen and moved the arrow. As the arrow moved, the number below spun around. She moved the arrow slowly, until the numbers one-thirty-two were displayed. The boat hummed much louder than the pump. She braced herself as the boat pushed forward. But what direction was it going? She took her finger off the screen and unzipped a couple of inches of the front of the boat. 
Peeking through the small hole, she watched the dark blue waters splash the front of her boat, as it bounced over the choppy waters. In the horizon the clouds were breaking up, revealing the moon. 
With the boat bouncing along the surface of the ocean, Poly slumped against the inflated insides of the craft. Sitting on the tubular edge, she put her face in her hands. 
At least when she was falling to her death, there was a moment she didn’t have to think about Joey. Images of him being zapped by Max filled her thoughts, followed with jumping from the plane and seeing it explode. Then came images of Nathen, Almadon, and Compry being murdered. 
She slapped the side of the boat and stared at the zipper on the door. Where was she even going? Some island? She was in a foreign world, apart from her friends, and in a tiny boat, flopping around in the angry ocean. She wouldn’t allow tears to fully form in her eyes. Taking a deep, cleansing breath, she lifted her head. There was more she could do, she needed to keep busy.
Going back to the screen, she examined the other buttons. Pressing the camouflage button, the boat turned a dark blue color. The one next to it read Open, and when she pushed it, the top of the teepee opened, forming a parapet wall. Poly crawled on her knees around the inside of the tiny boat, if you could call it that—more like an inner tube with a four-foot wall around it—and scanned the expanse, looking for any of the others. Her friends were out there, somewhere.
After an hour, the storm clouds grew and she closed the top, sealing the rain out of the craft. Her whole body felt weak, drained. She slumped against the edge of the boat. It wasn’t possible to find her friends and they weren’t going to find her. There was nothing she could do, but wait for her boat to hit land, or for a wave to take her to the bottom of the sea. At that moment, she didn’t know which she’d prefer.
Feeling weary, Poly laid down on the floor and felt the ocean push against the bottom as it moved along. A wave crashed against the craft, rolling her on her back, the rain outside peppered the fabric lining, making an orchestra of noises. 
At some point it had to end, didn’t it?
 
 
TWO DAYS PASSED.
The boat hummed along across the ocean. The boat seemed to have endless power. It was the only positive. She lay with her face bouncing off of floor, staring at the sliver of blue sky peeking its way through the zipper slit. The first day she spent in the bright sun, yelling, searching for her friends, seeing nothing but ocean. 
At least it stopped raining. Ha! There are all kinds of positives, if you search long enough. Of course, the rain brought fresh water . . . too bad she hadn’t collected any of it.
Her swollen tongue stuck to the dry sides of her mouth. She hadn’t drunk anything in two days. How long could a body go without water? Getting up on her knees, Poly pulled back the Velcro panel protecting the screen that ran the boat. The arrow still pointed in the same direction, but what did it even mean? She’d lost all sense of direction. She blindly hoped and feared the boat wasn’t traveling in a large sweeping circle, perpetually sending her dying body on a round trip. 
Her mind played through awful scenarios. She’d be found dead, dried up and shriveled, ten years from now. They’d run fingerprints, DNA samples, and dental records, before she’d be declared a mystery person who didn’t have a place on their planet. Her withered body would be dumped into a mass cremation. After spending many hours going through different scenarios, this one seemed the most likely.
She slapped the flap closed and jerked the zipper, blocking out the sun. Poly was sick of the sun. 
Spending much of the last two nights trying to find a comfortable spot, she’d finally found it—a soft spot near the door. She lay there for the next few hours. It could have been longer, or it could have been ten minutes. Alone, with nothing but thoughts to occupy her, made time impossible to tell. She decided not to get up anymore; laying there until the mass cremators found her and disposed of her shell. The urge to open the craft and feel the salt water hit her face and the sun burn her skin, faded.
Her chapped lips ached, but she didn’t think about that anymore. Poly wished she could say Joey and her friends consumed most of her thoughts, but she had to be honest with herself, it was water. She would push Joey to the ground to get to an ice cold lemonade with extra sugar. She groaned thinking about it. No. Joey was in the hands of MM, probably being experimented on at that moment. She shouldn’t have such selfish thoughts.
After Joey, her thoughts went to the plane exploding and if any of her friends were still alive. Were they waiting for her on this supposed island? Even if she lived to see it, she didn’t know what she would do there. 
Forests, grass fields, even school, seemed like a dream. Preston felt like a distant place, somewhere made up by Hollywood. Her mom had to have been an actor, and her dad was still alive, just kept away from her. Why did they take her dad away? Everything Poly loved was gone and she was stuck on some stupid boat, alone. She pulled out a knife and stabbed the tarp above her head. She kept stabbing it, her dry lips splitting as she screamed, watching the slits of light shoot through each new hole. 
Poly dropped the knife onto the floor, exhausted, letting her body fall down next to it. She couldn’t hold back the tears, but there wasn’t anything left to spill forth. She brought her knees close to her chest and hugged herself, her body wracked with tearless sobs. 
She would die here. Her body would float on forever.
 
 





 
 
 
 
 
“THEY CAN’T BE DEAD,” SAMANTHA’S voice wavered, averting her eyes.
Joey assured her, “They shot down the plane. I saw it disappear from the screen.” It took him two days to finally tell her the truth about their friends, but it wasn’t fair, she should know even if it meant dwelling in sadness with him.
“No.” She paced in front of him, shaking her head, hands balled in fists. “This can’t be happening.”
He hadn’t wanted to tell Samantha what happened, but it was necessary. It was just the two of them now.
She glared at him and her mouth moved with no words coming out.
He held back his own tears and stared at the dock next to him.
“I won’t accept they’re dead, until I see their bodies for myself.” She breathed heavily through her nose. 
He pursed his lips and felt tears threatening to spill from his eyes. Samantha stopped pacing and looked at him. She moved forward and wrapped her arms around his body, sobbing into his chest. He held her and patted her head. He lost control of his own tears and buried his face into her hair.
“They are not dead,” she said.
He knew it to be true. The moment they took the bomb from his neck, the missile struck their plane. He watched Max and his crew celebrate while he was strapped to the medical table. He felt as if he died in the moment as well.
She sniffled and looked up at him with a bit more acceptance in her eyes. “What are we going to do?”
“I don’t know.” He felt the bandages on his arms, then adjusted the steel braces on his wrists. Max had laughed as they clamped in place. He told him he’d never be able to go fast again while they were on. 
Joey didn’t care. Even going fast wouldn’t get them out of there . . . Every morning he woke up with fresh bandages and feeling a bit weaker, but Samantha looked better every day. They hadn’t touched her since he came. He would give every drop of his life to keep them from draining hers.
 “I don’t want to be here,” she said, looking at the amusement park before clinging back to him. 
He embraced her and petted her head. “I don’t think there is anywhere else to go.”
Joey took her to a nearby bench. They said nothing as she only held on to him like a frightened child might a stuffed animal. She would break the silence every once and awhile, to reflect on each of their friends. It felt better to talk about them. 
 
 
AFTER A FEW DAYS PASSED, they started to make the amusement park their home. The robot caretakers were the only other semblances of life in the blank park. 
“It could be worse, you know?” Samantha said. She hadn’t cried yet and Joey hoped he could keep it together as well.
“How?” Joey felt the edges of the metal bench, one of their favorite facing the large Ferris wheel.
“If we didn’t have each other.” She leaned in, kissing him on the cheek. 
Grabbing his hand, she locked eyes with him. “If we are stuck here for who knows how long, we should at least make the best of it.” Some of the sparkle he knew, and grew to expect, returned to her eyes. The corners of her mouth pulled back a bit in a mischievous smile.
“What do you have in mind?”
She faced the amusement park. The Ferris wheel spun over a large lake in the center of the park. On the wheel, was the face of Mindy; some sort of character Mindyland was based on. Her large head stared into the park—two pink ponytails sticking straight out of the top of her head, eyes wide, and an open-mouth grin. Samantha liked it, but it creeped Joey out. She looked like one of the crazy Powerpuff
Girls, mixed with Japanamation.
“Can we go on the boat ride?” Samantha asked.
“Lead the way.” He knew she loved the rides, and he enjoyed watching her. 
She is right. They needed to make the best of it. Anything to get his mind off of Poly and the plane. He couldn’t stop picturing her face, staring back at him through a window, right before Max struck him. 
Samantha skipped ahead to the lake and he jogged to catch up. She stood at the edge, next to a parked boat.
“All aboard,” the robot captain said. His metal arm extended from the window of the boat and waved them aboard. Two benches lined the sides of the boat and a small staircase at the back. Joey stepped aboard and extended his hand to help her in.
“Thanks,” she said.
He sat facing her as the boat moved forward, turning sharp into the lake. Music started up from the speakers near the captain’s quarters. Classical, he didn’t recognize it, but it mixed in harps and violins and had a fun, soothing sound. 
She got up from her seat and sat next to him, laying her head on his chest. He breathed in the soft scents of her hair and thought of the balcony—it seemed like another lifetime. She stayed pressed against him, as the boat sailed over the large lake. 
A pink fish jumped from the water next to them and landed back into the lake with a small splash. Samantha smiled and covered her mouth. Another jumped, then another, until they formed a pattern, like a pinwheel arching from the lake. 
Joey grinned at the display. He wondered if he could touch one from the boat.
“How long do you think we have?” Samantha asked.
He looked at her and then to the wooden floorboards of the boat. He wasn’t sure if she meant the field trip, how long Marcus would find them useful, or how much longer his body could handle the procedures. He didn’t know what they did to him, but after each night, he felt his body slipping away. 
“I hope for a while.”
“Me too,” she answered, looking out over the man-made lake with its concrete bottom.
The water shuddered near the boat and a school of fish bounced at the surface. The water lifted up, as a large whale emerged with its mouth open, swallowing all the fish. It crashed down on the water and disappeared. Mist draped over the boat. 
Samantha sat upright. “Wow, was that a real whale?” 
“Nah, nothing’s real here.”
Samantha looked disappointed. “We’re real,” she muttered and settled back in against him.
The boat slowed down and docked against the shoreline and a large wood fence, blocking the view beyond it.
“All ashore for mushroom land,” the robot captain blared through the speakers.
Joey climbed off the boat, and reached his hand out to help Samantha. 
She lightly took his hand and stepped out. “Thanks.” 
The boat puttered away, the music fading with it. They stood on a cobblestone path, next to two large, wooden doors. A red and blue mushroom was engraved on each door.
Samantha shrugged and walked next to the door. She placed her hand on the door and it opened, revealing the mushroom land behind it. 
Joey stumbled forward and the cobblestone path turned to lush grass. He felt the thick grass under his feet and kept his eyes on the mushroom houses flanking each side of the path. Small robotic people ran into the colorful mushroom houses as they approached. Their faces peeked through the tiny round windows. 
“This place is trippy,” Samantha said.
“I bet this place gets crazy with everyone on ‘shrooms,” he joked. 
Samantha rolled her eyes and took his hand in hers. She stopped, looking at the grass, as if lost in thought. He gave her time, he knew she was probably thinking of Julie. The grass was an exact match to the grass in front of Julie’s house. Beth wouldn’t allow anyone to even walk on it. 
She called it ‘looking grass.’ 
She sniffled and looked at the rides scattered around mushroom land, pointing to a ride with large mushrooms floating high above. “You okay to ride that?” She glanced at the bandages on his arm.
“Of course,” he said, trying to put the right emphasis on it.
She pulled on his hand gently and they walked to the entrance of the ride. 
The ride had plastic mushrooms, large enough for both of them. “Be sure to buckle up,” a robot in an all-white suit said as they walked by the entrance. “Keep hands in the mushroom at all times. Have fun.” He waved.
“Poly would have loved this place,” Samantha said.
Joey swallowed and turned his face away.
“You alright?” She studied his profile, like she was trying to figure something out.
“Yeah.” He smiled, finding his composure. Hearing her name spoken sent a wave of sadness over him. He tried to hide it, but failed most of the time.
Samantha picked the purple mushroom. She opened the door and sat on the circle bench inside. The sides were open for viewing. She scooted close again, and wrapped her arms around Joey’s waist. He put his arm on the back of the chair they were sharing.
The ride shimmied and lifted off the ground. He sucked in air. There were no cables or railings; it just floated. He looked over the edge and down at mushroom land. They passed over the grassy path with small mushroom houses. The small robot people moved around their yards. One looked up at him.
 As they elevated high above the park, the wind picked up. He wondered if it was part of the program or did the scene generator they were in have its own mini atmosphere?
Samantha spoke up from her place against his chest. “If I had to choose one person to be stuck with in this place, it would have been you.”
Joey took in a soft breath, making sure she didn’t take it for a sigh. He wished he could say the same thing, but his thoughts were consumed by Poly. Was her body scattered across the ocean floor somewhere? He would never know. None of their parents would ever know what happened to any of them.
“Look, there’s an edge to it.” Samantha pointed to the distance.
At the end of the park, a cloud surrounded it, a thick haze three hundred and sixty degrees around them. She moved her face close to his and whispered in his ear, “So we’re in some kind of scene generator?”
Joey took in a deep breath. “Yeah.”
“Why put us here? Why not just put us in a coma for eternity?” she asked.
“I don’t know, but we know they take me out every night.” He showed her the fresh bandages on his arms.
“That means there’s a door somewhere,” she whispered. “I mean, they have to be able to get in and out, right?”
It made sense . . . a door. He looked below to the park. Where would a door be? There were a thousand doors. Could one of them actually be a way out?
The ride descended back to the takeoff point, lowering them past the trees and landing on the concrete pad. He got off the ride first and offered a hand to Samantha as she got off the ride.
They strolled on the grassy path leading through mushroom land, sticking close together. She looked at him and opened her mouth, but then closed it and glanced at the sky. He was becoming familiar with this from Samantha. He wanted to talk openly about everything with her, but they both suspected they were being watched. He always felt eyes on him. 
Striding through mushroom land, they passed rides and a mushroom bounce house. They approached the exit of mushroom land and entered Aviators Alley.
 “There’s a snack shop over here,” Samantha said.
A wood-paneled building, with a large A on top, displayed a food sign. One window was open in the long line of service windows. Samantha skipped to the window and knocked on the glass. A robot man in a white shirt and white hat rose into the window with its plastic smile.
“Hello, how may I help you?” 
“Two number threes please.” Samantha said.
“It will be ready in . . . one minute.”
“Thanks.”
Samantha looked back at him. “You think the real Mindyland has robots working in it?”
“Who knows? Maybe.” He remembered Julie saying MM had banned all robots.
“I bet they have a robot union and everything,” Samantha said.
“We will only work for ten days straight before a maintenance break,” Joey said in his best robot voice.
“Your food is ready,” robot food-man said.
Samantha pulled the red plastic tray holding their food and drinks. She carried it to a table and sat down. Joey sat across from her.
“If I had robots like these,” she said, pointing around the park. “I would have epic robot dance-offs every Friday.”
“What’s left for Saturday?”
“Robot pit fights,” she said, as if the most obvious thing in the world. She bit into the hamburger. “Oh my God, this is so good.” A genuine smile again. It melted him to see it. 
How long did he have? Once he was gone, she’d be all alone and he doubted they would bother putting on a show like this for just her. He didn’t want to waste the hours or minutes he had left. They were all a gift.
Feeling in his pocket, he found the velvet box. It appeared in his pocket this morning and he’d been waiting for the right moment to give her the earrings. He was done waiting. “I have a gift for you.”
Her eyes perked up and she tilted her head in a question. “Well, let’s see it.”
Joey slid the box across the table. 
“No way. You’ve been carrying those the whole time?” Samantha set down her drink and stood while grabbing the box off the table. She took the earrings out and put them on. “You know, I left these in your pocket so you would have to talk to me the next day.”
“I would have never needed a reason.”
She took his hand and he let her pull him up from the bench seat. She didn’t stop until they were pressed against one another. As they embraced, he felt the pain lift, and the weight lessen. Samantha was the last thing he had. He held her tighter. 
Her cheek brushed against his and he felt her hot breath against his ear. Her lips glided along his jawline until they brushed against his. She stayed there, breathing against his lips. 
They locked eyes and the image of Poly, telling him she’d find him, struck like a bolt of lightning. He closed his eyes and took half a step back. 
“What’s wrong?” Samantha cocked her head, a bit of color formed on her cheeks. 
“Nothing.” He barely managed one of his fake smiles.
She felt her ear, rubbing it between thumb and finger. He almost forgot about her thing. When she was younger, she would rub them like that every time she got nervous. 
He touched her wrist and pulled it away from her ear. It wasn’t right, not telling her. He took a deep breath and made eye contact, trying to find the words he needed to say.
She shook her head with a nervous smile. “What?”
“I need to tell you about me and Poly. We got . . . close out there.”
“What do you mean, like you had a thing?”
He closed his eyes for a second, thinking of Poly on the roof. “Yes.”
“Why didn’t you tell me this before?” She pulled her hand back, but Joey wouldn’t let go. 
“Samantha, I know our parents held secrets—”
“A secret is nothing but a promise of a lie,” she said. “All we were fed growing up was lies; lies about our parents, lies about the worlds out there, lies about our past. I don’t want you to lie to me.”
“I won’t, it’s just hard to talk about, especially with you.” He took a deep breath and felt the fight in her arm lessening. “It’s only us now and I don’t want to hold in any secrets.” Joey released her hand.
She moved her hand to her ear and then stopped. “It’s only us now.” She said as if talking to herself. “They’re dead.”
“I felt as if I died when I submitted to Max. I thought Poly’s face would be the last caring face I’d see for the rest of my short life. I died again when Max celebrated their deaths. I had given up entirely until I saw you. You saved me.”
Samantha’s jaw clenched and she stared at him with fierce eyes. “I was scared, alone, shaking over next to the ball toss game, questioning my very existence, until I saw you. You have no idea how much it saved me to see you.”
Joey caressed the back of her head. “I guess we needed each other.”
Samantha pushed off and raised an eyebrow as if she came to some great realization. “I don’t know. Take me out of the equation for just a moment and you go running to Poly’s arms.” She said with a joking smile that didn’t reach her awaiting eyes.
“I think Poly met me half way?”
She punched his arm, sighed and then stared at the ground. “I miss Poly. I miss them all.” She looked up at him with tears swelling in her eyes.
It was hard to talk about their friends because they were more than friends, they were family. If Joey thought about it for more than a few seconds, he felt as if he might start sobbing. He learned to take deep breaths and hold them in. He had to put on a stronger face for Samantha.
They didn’t discuss it anymore as they finished their lunch. Samantha almost seemed brighter as she sucked out the last of the lemonade from her cup.
“I think we should start searching for this door. It might be our only chance of getting out of here. What about that one?” She pointed to a maintenance door.
“You know there’s probably a thousand doors in this place, right?”
“You have something better to do, Joey Faust?”
When he didn’t answer, she took his hand and walked to the maintenance door. He wasn’t optimistic about what was on the other side, but kept pace with her.
She flung the door open to a small room with mops and cones for when kids threw up or dropped their Mindy slushies’ on the ground.
“One down.” She shrugged and slammed the door.
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY WOKE WITH A SPLITTING headache. It took her a moment to become aware, but she soon noticed the humming of the motor had stopped. The boat was still. She rushed to the zipper door and yanked it open.
Flopping out of the boat, she face-planted into the sand. The warm, rough sand caressed her cheek and her hands dug into it. Her legs wouldn’t work as she tried to stand. She stumbled and fell back down. Which was okay, it gave her another chance to feel the sand and make sure it was real.
Gazing past the beach to a jungle, it stretched as far as she could see. Thick foliage, large leaves, and green ferns were in between a mixture of palm trees and other trees. It looked like a tropical beach she would see on TV. She laughed and staggered to her feet with fistfuls of sand. 
Was this the island?
The small waves splashed on the white sand around her craft. It looked strange on the outside—tiny. The slash marks poked through the ceiling. She hated it, but loved it all the same. It kept her alive. It listened to her stories and thoughts.
“Which way do I go?” she asked the boat.
 The beach stretched out of sight in both directions. Which one was to the nearest Hyatt? Right seemed as good as any, but Compry’s stern voice told her to hide the boat. She was right, she needed to cover her tracks.
Poly grabbed her boat and pulled it into the jungle. Using her knife, she cut an X into the tree. The small activity sent her body into chills and she swayed from dizziness. Forcing her feet to move along the sand, she staggered in her chosen direction.
The jungle line didn’t change much as she moved by it. She kept glancing past the foliage, hoping to see something human, hoping for a soda machine to appear. Even a public drinking fountain spewing its germ-filled water sounded amazing; she would bathe in its filth. 
The waves moved in and out, mocking her with their undrinkable water. She felt her body move with the waves, as if she was still on the boat. It made it nearly impossible to walk straight. If a cop did a DUI check, she would have been flung into the tank for boating under the influence. 
Palm trees, bushes, more trees, and dozens of ferns—it all blurred by like a repeating pattern. Her legs felt weak and she wasn’t sure how long she had been walking. Then ahead, she spotted something different. 
She squinted and was about to curse her mind for making up such a thing, but then it materialized in her blurring vision. A man-made structure, a small hut, built out of palm prawns and wood.
Wisps of smoke lifted into the air further behind the hut. The adrenaline snapped some of the webs from her head and she marched toward it. As Poly approached the hut, a horn blew. She froze and turned to the jungle. Her heart pounded, but she was too weak to run. 
A man with a bow and arrow stood next to a palm tree. Not as much of a man, as a teenager, with brown hair and tan skin. He wore only long shorts and a shell necklace. She tried to focus on the young man’s amazing body, but her vision blurred, adrenaline crashing away.
“Who are you?” he demanded, arrow cocked.
“I—I. . . .” she stumbled and fell to her knees.
The young man lowered his arrow and jumped to her side, kneeling next to her.
“You okay?” The stupid boy left seven open spots on his muscular body. She could fatally stab him with ease, if her limbs were still working. But the soft look in his eyes and the fact she couldn’t stand on her own, gave him a pass. 
“Water,” she said, but her throat felt as sandy as the beach. 
He grabbed around her waist and helped her get to her feet. She leaned on him more than she wanted to, as he walked past the hut.
Beyond the hut, the jungle had been cleared for a small town filled with similar huts and a few larger ones. Smoke billowed out of the top of one building and the smell of fish filled her nose. Some people stepped from the houses and stood on their steps, staring. Two men standing in the center of the village, noticed the change and ran at her with long spears.
She reactively grabbed for the knife attached to her leg, but the young man helping her walk, stopped and put a hand on her to hold her back. Poly gritted her teeth. She would kill each one of them if she had to.
“No,” he said, waving his hands. “She’s not well. Get her some water.”
The two men slowed down, but kept their spears pointed at her.
Standing on her own became difficult and she again fell to her knees. She didn’t need legs to defeat them, just needed them to get close enough. The two men lifted their spears and stuck them into the sandy earth. One motioned with his hand and a woman ran up to her with a water bottle.
The woman held a water bottle, but to Poly it glowed like a holy grail. She grabbed it and drank it all, coughing, like she would throw it all back up. Swallowing hard, she kept it in place. 
“Careful, dear, take it slow.” The woman took the empty water bottle and handed her another.
Drinking it slower this time, she let the liquid wet her throat and tongue. She placed her hand on her stomach and held back the urge to purge. 
A small crowd formed around her and they stared as she kneeled in the sand, sipping a water bottle. She felt helpless on the ground, looking up at the people dressed in a variety of shorts, jeans, T-shirts, and dresses. She had never seen such a random looking group, like they all went to a thrift shop and picked out whatever fit, regardless of fashion.
“Put her in the hole,” one of the men with a spear demanded.
“No, she isn’t going to hurt anyone, look at her,” the young man she had leaned on countered back.
“I count four knives on her, she’s wearing an MM rescue suit, and I don’t like the way she’s looking at me,” the older man holding a spear said.
Poly pulled her glare away from the man with a spear. She hated being thought of as MM. “My name is Poly, I am not from MM, I am from. . . .” She paused, they would not know Preston, or even Earth. “I am with Harris.”
This caused some murmurs and rumblings from the crowd. The spear man’s eyes narrowed and he walked closer, kneeling next to her.
“You’re with Harris?” he asked.
“I was. Our plane was shot down and we got separated. He should be here soon.” She cringed at the last part, feeling like she had given too much information. Dang dehydration was fuddling with her brain.
Spear man gazed at the crowd forming around Poly. “Paul,” he said to the shell necklace guy. “Take her to the vacant hut and keep guard on her.”
“Are you going to use those knives on us, Poly?” The other spearman asked.
“Only if you make me.” She sneered, but quickly lost the will to maintain it. 
Paul seemed amused by it.
She let him help her to the nearby hut, taking a swig of water along the way. The moisture in her mouth felt like Heaven. Her throat still felt raw, but with each swallow it lessened. If the world would stop swaying back and forth, she could get her footing and lose the tanned crutch with a bright smile.
A small wooden staircase led up to a door built out of branches and thatch. Paul lifted a board blocking the door and opened it. He helped her up the stairs and into the hut.
The hut was a twelve by twelve foot room with a small bed and a wooden chair. He led her to the bed and sat her down. She felt the stiff rows of lumber under the blanket, but anything on land was better than the bottom of that boat.
He stood in front of her with a bright smile, staring at her like she was a zoo exhibit. She frowned and put a hand on a knife, examining what part of his body she would stab first if he had tried anything.
He laughed, “I’m sorry, Poly, I don’t mean to stare, it’s just, I was wondering what your mutation was.”
She gave him a quizzical look. Did he know something about what Isaac did to her before she was even born? He couldn’t, how could they know anything about her?
“I don’t have a mutation.”
“Oh, I didn’t mean anything by that, it’s just, here, everyone has a mutation in some way.”
His body looked normal and she counted all five fingers on his hand.
“I can show you mine.” His lifted his leg straight out and then it bent at the knee until his foot was next to his face.
She gasped and covered her mouth. A leg wasn’t meant to bend that way and she figured he had broken it.
“Why. . . ?” Poly said.
“It wasn’t a choice of mine. Many of us were just simply born this way. We come from MM’s experiments. Eventually, they send us here.”
“That’s terrible.”
“Not really. It wasn’t until I got here that I knew what family meant. Here, we can live our lives, for the most part.” His hand twitched next to his leg.
“Well, I’m only here to meet my friends. Then I’ll be leaving.”
“Oh yes, you said you came with Harris.”
“Yeah.” She squeezed the edge of the bed for making the mistake of mentioning him.
“He’s sort of a legend around here.”
She released her grip on the bed. “What?”
“He formed the rebels. Took on MM and lived. Everyone knows who Harris is.”
A knock at the door. “You were told to guard her, not date her.” A voice from the other side of the door said.
“Okay, dad,” Paul said and opened the door. He smiled at her. “We’ll talk more later.” He stepped outside and closed the door.
Alone in the room, she lay on the blanket. A phantom feeling of the rocking ocean made her sit back up. Unable to get comfortable, she walked to the window.
Near the water, she watched as waves splashed onto the sand before retreating back out. She sighed and looked to the horizon. Feeling better physically only gave her time to think of Joey. In the distant horizon, he was out there, maybe seeing the same sunset she was.
A young man ran on the beach, laughing. He ran on his hands and feet like a dog. She squinted and saw his feet were shaped like hands. A laughing girl chased him and stopped twenty feet before catching him. She kneeled close to the sand and took a deep breath, pointed her mouth at the sand and blew. A wave of sand formed from the girl’s breath and crashed over the young man. He jumped out of it, spraying sand. She laughed and then it was his turn to chase her. Poly tried to watch, but they ran from her field of view.
A soft tap at her door, then it opened. There wasn’t going to be much privacy. She moved away from the window and felt for her knife.
The water woman entered the room.
“Hi, Poly, we didn’t get introduced out there. I’m Edith.” Her eyes didn’t meet Poly and she fidgeted with her hands as she spoke.
“Hello.” Edith had Poly’s gratitude.
“I . . . we wanted to invite you for dinner.” Edith looked at the floor.
The mention of food sent her stomach into rumblings. “Yes, please.” 
She left the hut with Edith and the man with a spear trailed close by.
“Oh, come on, Hatch.” She put her hands on her hips and Hatch lowered his spear.
“Don’t mind him, MM killed his sister a few years ago in a search and he’s a bit . . . protective.”
“MM comes here?”
“They do. Sometimes it can be a year, maybe more, between inspections though.” 
She walked past a hut, deeper into the town, forcing her sea legs to remain steady. That boy, Paul, would surely have his arms around her the second if she showed a struggle. 
Similar huts to hers formed a large outer circle around a fire pit in the middle. People gathered around the fire pit, sitting on stumps or mingling with plates of food.
Most eyed her and she returned the curiosity. One woman sat hunched over and held a cane for support, her back looked contorted and twisted. A man with eyes the size of golf balls blinked at her as she walked by. Another man with his elongated neck dug a hole next to a stump, adjusting it. He grumbled at her as she walked by. Everyone else gave her a wide berth.
Edith brought her to a tree stump stuck in the sand, next to the fire pit. Paul sat on the one next to her. “I’ll bring back some food for you two,” she said and walked away.
“Thanks,” Poly said. After all the dreams of water were fulfilled, her hunger set in with a ravenous vengeance. She licked her cracked lips and put her hand over her stomach. Where was Edith with the food? 
“It’s not that odd here, really.” Paul kicked at the sand in front of him.
“Who are you trying to convince?”
He laughed and leaned forward on his stump, letting his legs bend backward. She turned away from looking at it, as it sent chills down her back.
“How do you know Harris?”
“Uh,” she said. “They . . . I mean he, trained me.”
She instantly thought of Compry and their brief time spent in the training center. Throwing daggers, stabbing computer generated people, slicing dummies in lethal ways. She sighed at the memories that seemed so distant now. She yanked at the hilt of Compry’s knife and felt the green etched dragon on it.
“What did he train you in?” he asked.
“I really don’t want to talk about it,” she said snappier than intended. The hurt look on his face made her regret it, but the last thing she wanted was to talk about Compry in small talk. What happened to her body on that roof? Would Madame V take care of them? Maybe get her body back to her dad?
Edith broke the awkward silence that followed, with two plates of grilled fish and sliced mango.
“Thank you.” Poly took the plate. She ate the fish fillet and swallowed the mango down. Her stomach ached, but she didn’t care. Poly looked around for Edith, to see if she was bringing seconds.
“Hungry, eh?” Paul asked. “Here. I haven’t touched mine, you can have it.”
She took the plate from him and took her time as she ate.
Hatch sat next to Paul, carrying his plate and then Edith sat next to him.
The sun reached the edge of the tree line and darkness arrived in the small village. The other people sat around the fire pit, each held a plate of food, many sitting on the stumps or cross-legged in the sand. She felt their eyes on her, studying her. She shivered and rubbed her shoulders, glancing back at her hut.
“Maggie, can you start the fire?” Hatch asked.
A young girl whipped her long red hair back and shot glances at Poly as she reached into the stack of wood and grabbed a log. She held it in her hands and tendrils of smoke rose for a moment before it burst into flames.
Poly grabbed the front of her stump to keep from falling forward. Maggie tossed the burning log into the pile of wood.
In a few minutes, the fire engulfed the entire pit. The heat radiated on her face and the dancing lights lit up the many faces surrounding her. Many of those faces looked in her direction. Did they think she was with MM? She wrapped her arms around herself and glanced at her hut again.
“Don’t worry, they’ll come around once they know you’re not going to stab them with those knives. Besides, it’s going to liven up in a second.” Paul gave her a wry smile.
She had no idea what he meant. She shifted on her stump. “I think I’m going to go to bed.”
Someone on the other side of the fire pit whistled a repeating tune. A drum began beating in a similar tune, followed by someone hitting a log. Paul started clapping his hands and moved side to side on his seat. The others put their plates down and clapped along as well. Another drum joined in, followed by a deep horn. She looked for the musician and saw a woman pounding on a log with a large stick. Paul stood up, then Edith and Hatch did as well, clapping and moving to the beat. Great, she’d thought she might have stumbled across a cult, but it was even worse—social dancers. She knew what was next.
Paul extended his hand to her and she shook her head. Yep, they wanted her to dance. He laughed and grabbed her hand and pulled her up to her feet. He guided her a few steps closer to the fire, the heat pushed on her face, but it felt good after being in that horrible, cold craft for days. Paul kept his hand wrapped around hers. Edith stood on the other side of her and took her other hand.
Her heart pace increased as she held hands with two people dancing next to her. Why couldn’t they just have been some cult? At least Paul would get to see her mutation—a person lacking any rhythm or dancing capabilities. 
Others joined in and held hands with Paul and Edith, until they formed a circle around the fire. The music got louder, the drum pounded and the knocks on the wood resonated through her body, she felt the beat. The whole scene seemed ridiculous. 
They pushed her to the left and then to the right, spun around once and clapped twice. She hid her face in her hands. Paul grabbed her by the arm and pulled her towards him. He guided her movements to the side and then back. He took Poly’s arm and spun her around once. Poly clapped twice, hoping to appease them. Paul grinned and took position next to her. 
Maybe she could do one more silly dance. She smiled and tried to match the steps they were making, she took two steps to the left and then two to the right, spun around and clapped twice. Some cheered at her effort and she covered her mouth and laughed. That was the kind of dancing she could handle.
“You got it.” Paul kept dancing.
The girl that was chasing the boy on the beach earlier, walked close to the fire and blew into it. The flames ignited into a bright ball and Poly covered her face from the heat. Everyone cheered and kept dancing. The girl glanced at Poly, before darting off.
A large man with huge arms and legs carried a small tree toward the fire. He held the bottom of the tree and dipped the top of the tree’s leaves into the flames, lighting it on fire like a candle. He waved it around like a torch, sparks rained down over the dancing crowd and they cheered again. Another man leaped twenty feet over the fire and then danced with a woman he landed next to.
“They’re showing off for ya,” Paul said.
Some faces still glanced in her direction, but the overwhelming feeling of the group was fun and caring. As if they were a giant family and everyone knew everyone, there were no secrets. It reminded her of the Preston Six and how, when they were all together, it felt right. The music changed to a faster drum beat and they cheered. 
“This gets a little faster now, stay with me,” Paul said.
He faced her and took both of her hands in his. He hopped sideways and she followed. Soon, he had her moving in a tight circle with him. He picked up the pace and she tightened her grip on his hands as gravity wanted them to pull apart. He sped up again, she laughed as they spun around, keeping each other from falling down. When he let go of one of her hands, she almost fell, but he gripped her other hand tight as they stopped and faced the fire. He kicked sand into the fire and yelled. All the others did the same thing.
She kicked the sand at the fire and gave a small yell. She laughed and covered her mouth.
“You can do better than that,” Paul said. “We yell at all our problems and enemies, kicking them into the fire. Unless . . . you have no problems?”
She frowned at him and thought of the horrible things she’d seen—things she wanted to get rid of, but couldn’t. Could she really kick her problems into a fire? Poly kicked the sand hard and yelled loud. Cheers erupted again and they spun around holding hands. 
Paul took both her hands again and spun faster. “Try to hang on.”
The pairs around her spun in tight circles and she got the idea of what they were going to do. Poly smiled and laughed as they went even faster yet. She felt his hands slipping, and started to get dizzy. When they stopped, she fell to ground with Paul falling next to her. She laughed and looked at the sparks from the fire floating up into the night sky like fireflies, not able to focus on any of it with her head still spinning.
She felt Paul’s hand hold hers while he lay next to her and she thought of the night she spent with Joey, under the oak tree with the fireflies. Jumping to her feet, Poly yanked her hand away from Paul. She stomped toward her hut when a hand grabbed her arm. She formed quick words in her head to tell Paul, but when she turned it was Hatch.
“Tribe rules, Poly, you have to display your mutation for all to see on the first day, then you are part of the tribe for life,” Hatch said.
“I’m not a mutant,” she said.
“Perhaps, but you must have some skill you can show us.”
The music got quieter, slowing to a single beating drum. It matched her heartbeat somehow. She surveyed the people around the fire and their awaiting faces. What could she possibly show them? Looking for an idea, she spotted plates on the ground. If they wanted a show, she’d give them one.
“Can you hold these plates?” Poly handed them to Hatch. “Okay, I’m going to stand over there and when I say go, throw them into the air.”
“Poly’s going to show us hers,” Hatch yelled. “Here, Paul, help me throw these up.”
Poly walked across the town center about fifty feet away. People crowded around on each side of her, the music beat picked up its tempo, matching her increased heart rate. She reached into the slot at her side that held her thin, metal throwing knives. She ran her thumb over the smooth metal and got into a stance she would keep her balance in. Getting herself into the focused state, she thought of the floating targets Compry had her throw hundreds of knives at, but she didn’t have an audience then. She didn’t have Paul smiling at her with a white saucer in his hand. She ignored the eyes on her. All her attention was focused on the plates. 
“Go,” she said.
Hatch and Paul threw the plates into the sky. Her eyes followed their paths. She launched a knife at each spinning plate in quick succession. The plates shattered, raining down pieces of ceramic.
Breathing hard, Poly glanced at the people around her. Was that good enough? Would it appease their mutation rule? They stared at first, then an eruption of cheers took over and they surrounded her, patting her on the shoulder and telling her how amazing that was.
“Poly, blade girl, you are now a member of Mutant Isle,” Hatch said.
The people cheered and the music kicked back on, in full force. The crowd roared again and people hugged her and patted her on the shoulder as they dispersed. Poly smiled and tried to take in the immense love everyone seemed to have. It made her miss her friends even more. 
Paul glided over to her, holding her knives.
“You could have warned me,” Paul said. “This thing almost hit me.”
She took the knives from Paul. “You going to be okay?” She said sarcastically.
“Well, I didn’t want to complain, but one of the plates scratched my arm.”
“Oh, poor baby, let me take a look.” Taking his arm in her hand she rotated it to see the paper-cut-sized mark on the top of his forearm. Her eye’s moved from his tan arm to his face and his gazing eyes. She locked in on those eyes for a second. She could call Paul a friend by then and the idea of it hit her hard. Where were her friends? She pushed his arm back.
“I’m going to bed,” Poly said.
“The night is young and this party is for you,” he said.
Guilt hit her gut, as she walked away. How could she be having a party when her friends were stranded, dead in the ocean, or being used as a science experiment? She kept her head down and her pace quickened, walking past the mutants. They cheered as she went by and some would pat her on the shoulder. She got to the steps of her hut, opened the door, slammed it behind her and ran to the ocean view window. 
The dark night ocean splashed small waves onto the white sand. The low setting moon left a translucent trail over the calm waters. Her friends were out there, somewhere. She had to find them. 
“Where are you guys?”
 
 





 
 
 
 
 
LUCAS SLID HIS FINGER OVER the burn blister on his arm and winced from the pain. A bit of guilt washed over him for complaining about a superficial wound, while Harris lay on the floor of the craft. The fool of a man sacrificed his body to protect him. But what would his body look like if he hadn’t? The burn on his arm would have been a fond feeling compared to what would’ve happened. 
Lucas never saw the missile coming, but Harris must have. He tackled Lucas off the back of the plane, a few seconds before it hit its target. Harris kept his back to the explosion and took the debris and heat of the blast. Harris passed out and Lucas clutched him tight as his chute deployed and held him all the way until they crashed into the ocean. When they hit the water, a craft inflated and he got him into the craft. Harris hadn’t awakened yet.
It’d been a day since the storm and he still hadn’t found one of his friends. He stood up and adjusted his balance, the small craft moving under his weight. He searched the horizon for the hundredth time. Moving in a circle, Lucas made sure to not step on Harris. He stopped and leaned forward, squinting. Something bobbed in the distance.
He fell to his knees and turned the boat, sending them sailing towards the craft. Hope filled his heart. He didn’t have to be alone with Harris’s still body any longer.
As he got closer he saw it was two crafts tied together.
“Harris.” He shook the unmoving man. “We found them.”
His boat moved along the water, edging closer to the other boats. He wanted to get out and paddle, anything to make it go faster. He felt light, he knew bad things couldn’t continue to happen. Something always ended up correcting the wrongs.
“Hey, guys,” he called out as his boat got closer. “It’s Lucas!” 
No response.
He steered his boat, until it bumped against the other two. He grabbed a line dangling from the boats and tied it to his. Jumping from his craft, he landed on one.
“Hello.” He slapped the sides of the teepees.
Rushing to the side of the boat, he flung up the zipper, expecting to see one of his friends inside, but nothing, it was empty. He dashed to the next boat. The doors flapped open in the soft breeze, but there was nothing on the inside. 
Both boats were empty.
Who did these boats belong to? Hank and Poly? Where were they?
He searched the sky. Maybe MM grabbed them. He didn’t want to think about the other possibilities. They had to be out there. He couldn’t accept any other truth.
After a while, he detached his boat from theirs and reset course for Mutant Isle. 
 
 
TWO DAYS PASSED SINCE HE found the two empty boats. The cloudy feeling in his head had diminished, but the ringing in his ears was still there, and he still had to concentrate longer on things.
Harris had regained consciousness a few times, but most of the time he lay on the floor of the boat, motionless. Lucas stared at Harris’s charred jacket, bits of red skin shone through the blood soaked material. The first day, Lucas watched Harris moan in his stupor. He didn’t think it could get any worse until the coughing started; guttural coughs, ending with blood trickling from his mouth.
Lucas turned away from Harris and focused on the zipped up door. The over-weighted boat dragged on the ocean surface; the weight of two people slowing it down, as the humming motor whined under the strain. He gave up in believing anything about this island.
Harris’s hands, maybe from instinct, moved to his chest as he started coughing. It had been a few hours since his last fit and Lucas kneeled next to him and rubbed his shoulder, it was all the doctor training he had—sympathy. Blood dribbled from Harris’s mouth as the coughing fit subsided. He figured Harris had internal injuries, but what could he do?
Lucas took a deep breath and sat down with his back against the fabric wall. He stared at Harris and thought about sleeping. Hell, it was something to do. It made the time pass, and gave a break from his constant thirst. He had given up on finding his friends by this point, the storm must have sent them in different directions. Turning his head in the direction the boat headed, Lucas hoped perhaps they were waiting for him at the island, drinking frosty lemonades out of coconuts, laughing about the time Joey toilet papered his house. 
A humming brought him out of his thoughts. He unzipped the door and looked out. Nothing, but black ocean splashed around. The sound grew louder and he looked up into the clouds. A crescent moon lit a small section of sky. He squinted and then he saw it, a black aircraft passing in front of the clouds. It flew over him, high in the sky, in the same direction his boat traveled. 
He had the camouflage mode set on the boat and he didn’t think there was any chance they could have seen them, but his heart rate picked up and he ducked back into the boat. Maybe they had thermal person detectors. 
The aircraft’s sound faded and disappeared. He peeked his head out and searched for the black bird, but it was gone. The ocean breeze sprayed a mist in his face. He turned back into the boat to find Harris sitting upright and staring at him.
Lucas yelped and looked at Harris’s glazed over eyes. Had the noise of the craft jerked him awake? Lucas waved his hand in front of Harris’s face. “Harris?”
Harris blinked and lay back on the floor. He didn’t respond.
Lucas sat down on the inflated edge of the craft and rubbed the sides of his head. The word helpless floated around in his mind. Harris would know what to do. Julie would know. So would Poly and Joey. Hank would have eaten one of them by now. But what could he do? Sit in the craft and watch a man die. Sit in a craft and watch a freaking plane fly over. Sit in the craft as it took him to who knows where. 
He closed his eyes and hit his fist against the inflated edge of the boat. A weary feeling came over him, maybe from the activities, but most likely because he hadn’t drunk anything. Feeling dizzy, he lay down next to Harris and drifted to sleep, thinking of all the water he would drink and the different types of foods he’d eat. A burrito first . . . Could there be a more perfect food? A tortilla wrapped around everything good in the world.
 
 
LUCAS’S EYES OPENED TO THE bright canopy above. How long had he been out? The sun shining on the dark blue craft lit up the fabric, showing a bright blue on the inside.
Harris.

He rolled to his knees and inspected the man. Putting his ear near his mouth, he listened to his weak breath. Harris was alive. He fell back against the edge of the craft. 
He felt better in the morning, the stomach seemed to forget it was hungry for a few minutes. The thirst never went away.
“I smell smoke,” Harris whispered.
Lucas jumped at the words and grabbed at his chest. “Scared the crap out of me, man.”
Harris didn’t open his eyes, but the corners of his mouth slightly turned up. “How long?”
“A few days.” Lucas stared at Harris, thrilled for signs of life coming from the body he had nearly given up on.
“Look outside, I smell smoke.”
Lucas didn’t smell anything and wondered if Harris was talking about his charred back. He unzipped the door and adjusted to the light as he squinted at what he saw. He didn’t believe it, it had to be one of those mirages.
In the distance . . . land. Lucas slapped the side of the boat. He wasn’t going to die. He wanted to dance, but resigned to just moving his arms in circles and bobbing his shoulders. He stopped his celebration when he saw the black aircraft, hovering next to the shore line. Beyond the craft, appeared to be some kind of village with dark clouds bellowing from it.
Is that smoke?
 





 
 
 
 
 
“IT’S TAKING TOO LONG, SOMETHING’S wrong.” Poly peered through the small window in her hut.
“They send out sensors first, to make sure we don’t have weapons,” Paul said.
She fidgeted with her dagger.
“I don’t think they are worried about that type of weapon.”
Poly raised an eyebrow. “They should be.”
It’d been an hour since the black aircraft with a large MM logo parked on the shore line. A few small drone type helicopters flew out of it and back in but other than that, it seemed unoccupied. She gripped her knife again and paced in the small room. Could it be such a huge coincidence they landed right after her arrival? Had she brought them to these people?
“The door’s opening,” Paul said.
Poly jumped to the window and pushed for a space. MM soldiers, dressed in black gear, stepped from the aircraft and down the ramp. 
“Listen, you have to stay in here and don’t make a sound. I’m going to go outside to deal with them. They’re probably on one of their inspection trips.” Paul stepped toward the door.
“Wait,” Poly said. She had to tell him. “They could be looking for me.”
“We know, don’t worry. We protect our kind.” The door shut behind him.
Our kind? Would a village really protect her when they’d only known her for one night? She didn’t need anyone to protect her. The worst thing would be if they did and got hurt as a result of her mere presence. 
The soldiers in black marched across the beach, one moved ahead of the other two. Hatch walked across the sand to greet him. He extended a hand and smiled, but the soldier kept his hands at his sides. Too far to hear, she waited for expressions. After a few words, Hatch shook his head and waved his arms in an argument. The soldier crossed his arms and the two men next to him, put their hands on their guns. 
Poly felt for one of her knives and breathed rapidly. Hatch crossed his arms and shook his head. He was saying no to something. Were they asking for her? She would turn herself over to them. Before she moved from the window, the soldier nearest to Hatch raised his gun and shot him. 
Hatch fell to the ground, lifeless. 
It happened in an instant, with no emotion on the soldiers faces, like they just shot a paper target. 
Poly yelled and heard similar screams around the town. She ran to the door and tried to open it, but it was locked from the outside. She shook it hard, but it wouldn’t open. If they wanted her, they could have her. No one needed to die. She wasn’t even one of them. 
Why would they protect me like this? 
She desperately looked around the room. She couldn’t fit through the small window. 
If she couldn’t open the door, she’d go through it.
She reached for the dagger on her side and stabbed at the wooden wall. It sliced off a piece of wood. She hacked at it until a ray of light shined through the hole. She peered through to see the center of the village bustling with people running from the direction the soldiers came. Screams echoed from everywhere.
She looked through the hole as the soldiers in black dragged a woman and man to the fire pit area, making them lie face down in the sand. The man draped his body over the woman and the soldier shot them both, in one shot. Another soldier, holding what looked like a flare, set a hut on fire and moved on to the next to do the same. They were going to kill everyone.
She searched for Paul and then saw him hiding behind a hut with his bow and arrow cocked. The soldier with a torch crossed his path and Paul shot him with an arrow in the neck. The soldier screamed and Paul ran out and fired another arrow into one of the soldiers dragging a lady across the sand. It bounced off his armor. He dropped the lady and fired an automatic gun at Paul, landing at least two bullets into his body. He fell, face first into the sand.
Why did he do that?
Was Paul still alive?
Poly screamed again, hacking into the wood, creating a larger hole. She kicked it hard, over and over again, splintering and breaking the wood apart until she had a hole big enough for her to get through. The wood scratched her arm and thigh, but she didn’t care. 
Plunging through the hole, she landed on the sand. The smell of the fire hit her nose and the sounds of chaos around her mixed with gunshots. They hadn’t noticed her and she scurried behind the huts. Hugging the back wall of a hut, Poly peeked her head out. Just passed the next hut, a soldier kneeled over and was hitting a man repeatedly. Taking one of the thin metal throwing knives into her hand, she reached back and threw it, striking the soldier in the back of his neck. He slumped forward, on top of the person he was beating. 
She’d just killed a person. A man was dead because of her. She didn’t have time to think about it and pushed it away. 
Slipping to the edge of the huts, Poly peered around a corner to the center of town, where the fire pit was. She stepped from the hut and a soldier in black walked directly in front of her. His face didn’t have the surprised expression hers did. His was full of anger and disgust, like he’d just caught his dog taking a dump on the living room floor. His hand rose above her in a split second. She raised her hand to block his fist, but the man’s powerful hit knocked her to the ground behind the hut. 
The soldier then lunged at her and made the fatal mistake of giving her a second to react. She plunged a knife into his side and twisted it around. He coughed blood into her face and then made a gargling sound before the dead weight of his body pressed down on her. She pushed his limp body to the side. She’d killed another man and stared in shock at the dead body lying next to her. 
No, not now. She needed to keep moving, they were going to kill the whole tribe. She jumped to her feet and ran to the front edge of the hut. Another soldier had taken flare duty and walked by each hut, setting them ablaze. A person’s face appeared in the small window of a burning hut, the woman screamed for help. Without thinking, Poly stepped into the clearing toward the hut.
“There she is,” a man near the fire pit yelled. “She’s the one.”
Poly stopped and saw the person screaming in the hut break through the back wall and run into the forest. Good, she got away. She glanced at the man who spotted her and darted out of view from the MM guard and ran behind the huts, making her way back to the fire pit. With any luck, they’d think she was running away from them. In between huts, she caught a glimpse of the man directing everything. The man who killed Hatch. If she could find a way to get a bit closer, she’d be in throwing distance.
Thicker smoke stirred around in the air and she pinched her nose. Shaking with anger, she hugged the wall of the last hut before the fire pit, twenty feet away from the three soldiers. Half the distance of the plates she broke the night before. She leaned her back against the hut and felt the three metal blades fanned out in her hand. She timed the throws in her mind and counted up the six steps she would need to kill them. Taking a deep breath, Poly stepped out from the hut. 
Something hit her hard on the back of the head.
Dropping the knives, she fell to the sand. Her vision blurred and the world around her swayed in her dizziness. A black-gloved hand covered her face and pulled her to her feet. 
The soldier pushed her stumbling body toward the commander. “Sir, I found this one. She was about to stick you with this.” The soldier tossed her dagger into the sand.
The commander turned and glanced at the Panavice in his hands, his eyes narrowed and he scowled at her. “So you think you mutants can kill us now? You think people like us deserve to die in this place?” The words spilled from his curled lips like rancid vomit. 
The commander stepped closer to her, grabbed her neck, and spun her around. Her back was against him and he used his other hand to lock her arms against her chest. She squirmed, but he tightened his grip, making her escape impossible.
“She’s mighty pretty, sir. We could spend our time with this one,” a soldier said suggestively.
“You make me sick. She’s a damned mutant. Who knows what you’d catch?” the commander said.
They’d found her, she’d failed. She brought all the death to them, to Paul, to Hatch, for nothing. Her head pounded and tears built in her eyes. She still had a couple knives at her side— if only she could get to them. She kicked at his legs, but he tightened his grip around her until she couldn’t breathe. The man was as strong as Hank.
“Oh, we have a feisty one here,” the commander said. “They just said ‘bring you in,’ but they didn’t specify what condition. I am going to make you suffer for dragging me here,” he hissed into her ear, spittle dusting her cheek.
“Zac, hold her.” The commander pushed her into Zac’s arms. Zac turned her around and pinned her arms behind her back. 
Poly scowled at the commander, his pale blue eyes showing a hint of amusement and disgust. He placed one gloved hand on Poly’s shoulder and used the other to punch her in the gut. She leaned forward with the contact, heaving in pain. Her head swam and she struggled to stay conscious. He punched her again, this time his fist met the side of her skull. The impact sent a new wave of pain as her ear rung and her vision all but disappeared. She groaned and her body lost its will to stand.
Zac let go of her and she slumped to the sand, a shadow spreading over her. She struggled to turn her face up. The bottom of Zac’s boot blocked out the sun, ready to strike. There was a MM logo on the bottom of the shoe. 
They made their own shoes? 
“Wait, she looks familiar,” the commander said. “Scan her.”
Zac slammed his foot next to her head and pointed his Panavice at her face. “She’s one of the three.”
Poly’s eyes went wide and she kicked the device from his hand. His face contorted with rage and he raised his fist to strike her. A breeze stirred up sand around her and then, a huge burst of air hit Zac, sending him flying into the air. The soldier and commander watched their friend fly into the sky and land in the jungle beyond. 
Poly pushed herself to her elbows to see the girl with breath running around a hut.
“What the hell was that?” the soldier asked before screaming in pain. Two red hands smoked as they wrapped around his neck. The man screamed and fell to the ground, grabbing the sides of his neck. The girl with red hands, Maggie, stared at the fallen soldier. The commander punched the girl, sending her backward and into the fire pit. 
“No,” Poly yelled, struggling to get up.
A loud, powerful yell came from behind. The large man that carried the flaming tree last night ran straight at the commander. The commander fired shots into him, but the man’s face was filled with rage and didn’t slow. He jumped in the air with fists raised. The commander raised his own hand in defense, but the massive fists crashed through his arm, crushing the commander’s head. 
The oversized man fell down next to the commander and then stumbled to the fire pit and next to Maggie.
“Maggie, Maggie,” he said as he pulled the girl with red hands from the fire pit and held her in his immense arms. “No!” he bellowed at the sky.
Why did she do that? Poly pushed herself to stand up and gazed as Maggie stirred in the big guy’s hands. Her red hair dangled past his arm. 
Poly wished she could have stopped them. She wished she’d never chose the right path on the beach, maybe if she went left she could have died from exposure or something else. Then Paul would still be alive. The guilt hurt more than the hit to her stomach. She turned from the big man’s pain and let the smoke filled air surround her. Placing her hand on her head she swayed, attempting to stabilize herself. She blinked, trying to clear her vision.
The sounds of fighting and screaming had stopped, and a more horrifying sound of moaning, crying, and begging filled the air. She picked her dagger off the ground and searched for any more soldiers.
“They’re all dead,” she whispered to herself.
Poly turned to face Edith, lowering her knife, trying to focus on the crying women’s face. She was Hatch’s wife and Paul’s mom.
Poly rushed to Paul’s body and turned him over on his back. His blank eyes stared at the sky. 
“A few of our men ran into the ship as well and cleared it,” Edith said, coming up behind her.
Closing her eyes, Poly lowered her head and let the tip of her knife stab the sand. “I’m so sorry, Edith,” Poly said. Apologizing seemed stupid and meaningless, the woman should be choking her to death for bringing this upon them.
Edith’s lip quivered. Taking a deep breath, she steadied her voice, “They are dead, but we are still alive, cursed forever with their absence, blessed forever with their memory.” Edith looked over to her. “Your face is covered in blood.” She pulled a towel from her waist and started wiping her off. Poly didn’t have the will to fight her and stared at the red stains left on the towel.
“I’ll be back in a second,” Edith said.
Poly was dumbfounded. How could Edith be so together after losing so much? She must be in shock. Edith walked away, disappearing into the clouds of smoke, leaving her alone.
She looked to the gray smoke covering the sky above, fighting the pain it caused her head, there had to be an answer to such death.
The hut near her collapsed under flames and smoke billowed from the wreckage. She stared at the hut with her knees digging into the sand, Paul laid out in front of her. How could she ever move again? She wanted to let the smoke fill her lungs and asphyxiate her.
Poly leaned forward to shut his eyelids, when Edith reappeared from the smoke, holding a blanket. She knelt next to Poly and draped it over Paul’s body.
“Thank you,” Edith said as Poly tucked the white sheet around his body.
“Why? I caused this. They wanted me. You should hate me.” Her voice rose at the end.
Edith shook her head. “No, you didn’t kill him, you didn’t kill any of them. You saved us. We owe you.” Edith gazed at her with wise, elderly eyes. “You showed some of them we can fight, we can stand up to them. Who’s to say they wouldn’t have killed all of us if you weren’t here?”
Poly shook her head. The woman spoke crazy. She wanted Edith to hate her, spit in her face, smack her—do something. Some kind of anger for what she had done. Telling her she was a hero just made everything worse. 
“I’m going to see Hatch now.” Edith patted Paul’s chest and disappeared into the smoke again. Poly eyed the swirling haze, noticing a dark figure moving beyond it.
A silhouette of a man walked through the smoke, dressed in black. She grabbed her knife and raised it with a limp wrist. She would be an easy kill for the man and she didn’t care, maybe she deserved to die. The man cleared from the smoke and she found the strength to move—not from fear or anger—but from love. She ran to the man with her arms outstretched.
 





 
 
 
 
 
“LUCAS.” POLY COLLAPSED INTO HIS arms.
“What happened here?” he asked. 
“MM soldiers came and started killing people.” She pointed to Paul’s draped body.
Lucas looked at the carnage around them. “How long have you been here?” his voice sounded raspy.
“I got here yesterday.” She pushed off his hug. “Where have you been?” she demanded, suddenly upset.
“We just got here—”
“We? Did you come with Julie and Hank?” 
“Julie’s not here?” His voice hit a high note, searching around them, as if she might appear from the thick smoke. He shook his head violently, not believing what he heard. “I found two boats tied up together in the middle of the ocean.” He couldn’t hold it in any longer, tears welled up and poured down his cheeks. “They were empty.”
Julie and Hank? She looked at the shore through the smoke, and saw Lucas’s single boat.
“Wait. You’re here by yourself?”
 Lucas looked to the ground, wiping his face. “I came with Harris, he isn’t doing well.”
Poly closed her eyes from the sting of the smoke. She fidgeted with her hands and wondered what happened to Hank and Julie. If they got their boats tied up, there wasn’t any way Julie would try and do something foolish. 
“They have to be okay.” She grabbed his shirt.
Lucas looked at the ocean, a distant look in his eyes. “I hope so.”
“You think Julie would let herself get killed?”
He smiled. “She’d find a way out, I’m sure.”
Poly took his hand and turned his arm, the sleeve was burnt and parts of his skin were blistered and red. 
“I saw the explosion, were you hurt?”
“Yeah, a bit. Harris protected me from the brunt of the blast though. He saved my life, the crazy bastard,” Lucas said.
Another cloud of smoke swirled into her face and she coughed. Coughing sent waves of pain from the blow to the head she received. Raising her hand to her head, she felt the lump. The pain made her wince, but she continued to feel the swelling.
“You okay?”
“I’ve never been hit before.” She pointed to her head.
“Who the hell hits a small woman? Any woman?”
“They thought I was a mutant. They treat these people like animals, sub-human.”
A man holding a spear walked toward them. Lucas placed his hand on his bow, and stepped in front of Poly, shielding her. She put a hand on his shoulder and whispered, “He’s one of the mutants. He’s okay.” She recognized the guy as the man walking next to Hatch the day before.
“Are you okay?” the guy asked Poly.
“A little beat up, but I’m okay.”
“I’m Kris,” he said looking at Lucas.
“Oh, this is Lucas, a friend,” Poly said.
Kris relaxed. “It’s unfortunate we have guests on such a horrific day.” He turned to face the flaming huts. “This is not the first time, and surely not the last. But we will move and rebuild, start over as we always do.” 
“Is Edith going to be okay?” Poly asked, seeing her bent over Hatch’s covered body.
“As well as she was before, I am sure. She’s an original. Been here a long time . . . seen things the rest of us would wet ourselves just talking about. She is a woman of steel, all the way through.”
Poly didn’t know whether to pity or admire her. 
“Look, we have new mutants to handle.” Kris said pointed to the aircraft. The smoked cleared enough to make out a straggle of people walking down the aircrafts ramp, covering their eyes from the sun.
“Harris,” Poly remembered aloud. “Where is he?” 
“In the boat.” Lucas said. “He’s in rough shape.”
Poly ran to the raft, pulling it up on the sand. The clean air on the beach filled her lungs and she breathed it in deeply, as she peeled the door open. Harris lay on the floor of the boat, not moving.
She jumped in and Harris stirred, rolling to his side. Poly stepped back and gave him room.
“Poly,” Harris’s weak voice said. “You made it.”
She laughed. Had she made it? She didn’t feel like she had made anything, but death. With her back against the fabric wall of the boat she slid down, landing on her rear, burying her face in her hands.
“I’ll get you kids out of this, I promise,” Harris said. “Are Julie and Hank here?”
“No, Lucas said he found their empty boats in the ocean.”
“We’ll find them.” He coughed.
She lifted her head up to meet Harris’s gaze. Did he even know where he was? His pale face looked in contrast to his determined eyes. She wished for the strength he had, but all she saw around her was failure.
“I don’t know what to do,” Poly said.
“You’re a spectacular woman, Poly. You’ve done more than I could have ever hoped.” Harris struggled to get into a sitting position. “And I’m so sorry you’ve been brought to this world.”
“But we’ve failed, and they have Joey,” Poly said.
“We haven’t failed, not yet. In their arrogance, they will make mistakes and we will capitalize on them.” Harris started coughing. “You know, you’re just like your mom.”
Poly took it as a compliment. What would her mom have done back in the village? “I can’t do this anymore.” She glanced at the village peeking through the flap of the boat. 
“I hear the motor of their ship and the smell of smoke, I take it they came for us here?”
“I don’t know, they seemed to be after me, but they didn’t know who I was. They thought I was just some mutant. . . .” Poly stammered to get the words out and looked back in the direction of the village. “They saved me, the mutants.”
Harris opened his mouth and then hunched over in a coughing fit. He covered his mouth with his hand and she saw the blood smeared over his palm.
“How about we get you out of here?” Poly took his arm at the elbow.
“That is the best idea I’ve heard in a long time.” Harris winced, grabbing his side as he tried to stand.
Lucas pulled back the door and poked his worried face in. Poly figured he had been listening the entire time. “Here, Harris, let me help you out,” he offered. “I thought you were going to die on me, man.”
“My body’s hard to kill.” Harris put his arm over Lucas’s shoulder and they climbed from the craft. Poly stepped out behind them.
She held back a gasp as she saw Harris’s back. Large sections of his jacket were scorched. Blood spread around it like someone stomped a cherry pie into his back. 
“You secure the aircraft?” Harris said as he eyed everything around him.
 “Yeah.” Poly pointed to the black aircraft.
Harris smiled at her. “Well, this changes everything, I can fly this ship to—” He coughed and a trail of blood trickled from his mouth.
“You’re bleeding internally,” Poly pointed out the obvious. 
Harris wiped his mouth and looked at the blood smear on the back of his hand. “I’ll be okay.” 
She raised her eyebrows at the declaration. It didn’t take a doctor to tell her Harris was in serious trouble. 
Harris walked with Lucas’s help to the airship’s ramp. Poly stayed back and looked at the village. She felt terrible. Here she came into their lives and caused chaos only to get on the next ship off the island, leaving them to clean up the mess. Many of the people had emerged from the surrounding foliage and now scurried around, trying to collect what they could. 
Another hut collapsed, sending a plume of ash and smoke into the air. Kris emerged from the smoke and ran toward her, kicking up sand with his bare feet. She braced for a verbal assault as he approached her.
“You need to leave. It won’t take them long to figure out what happened, and we don’t want you here when they do.”
She didn’t want to be there either. She’d draw the attention away from them and onto her, where it belonged. MM could chase her to wherever they were going and away from the remaining village members.
“Harris said he can fly that thing.” Poly pointed to the aircraft. “We’re leaving.”
Kris’s eye’s perked up when she mentioned Harris.
“Is that Harris?”
“Yep.”
Kris pushed past her and bounded to Harris and Lucas, who were at the base of the ramp. Poly raised her eyebrows and followed him to the ramp. 
“Harris.” Kris kneeled next to him. “If there is anything you need from us, please. . . .”
Harris faced him. “I’m sorry what happened here, but we may have a need of you and your people soon.”
“Anything.” Kris held his hands together as in a prayer.
“We’re going to get the ones who did this,” Harris assured. He then nudged Lucas up the ramp, leaving Kris kneeling in the sand. 
Poly took her first step on the metal ramp and looked down at Kris, who stared at Harris’s back. “You guys going to be okay?”
He blinked and jerked his head toward her. Standing up, he brushed the sand from his legs. “This is nothing new.” He looked back at the burning village for a second. “We live and die at the hands of MM. Harris gave us hope years ago that MM could be defeated, that we could live freely. We owe him much.”
Poly nodded her head. “What will you do?”
“We’ll move deeper into the forest. Perhaps we can join the Witta tribe on the other side.” Kris looked into the jungle.
“Can you thank Edith for me?” She wanted to say more, but stopped.
“I will, good luck to you.”
Poly watched Kris run back to the village and disappear into the smoke. 
The metal ramp clanged under her feet as she jogged up and into the aircraft. The door slid closed behind her. She fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. The images of the men, of Paul, swirled in her head. She smelled the man’s blood on her and wiped at it with her sleeves.
“We’re up here, Poly,” Lucas called.
She cleared her throat. “Be there in a second.”
She got back to her feet and swallowed hard. If she had any chance of getting to Joey she had to stay tough. She walked past the entrance of the familiar craft. It was the same model they used in their escape from the roof. She touched the tops of the metal seats and paused at the same window from which she watched Joey being carted away. Quickening her pace, she made her way to the pilot’s cabin.
A large tinted window wrapped around in front of the two pilot chairs. Lucas sat in one and Harris the other. Harris pushed some buttons on the control panel and pulled down a lever. The aircraft hummed. 
“Raise the ramp,” Harris said.
Lucas looked around the panel with his arms out. He must have found what he was looking for and pressed it. She heard the ramp sliding into the aircraft.
“Okay, we’re lifting off,” Harris stated, pulling a lever located next to his chair.
She felt the craft lift off the ground and hover. The smell of metal and electricity filled the cockpit and the vibrating sound grew louder. It rocked back and forth slightly and reminded her of the boat—and she was just getting used to solid ground. 
“Poly, you should sit down,” Harris said, not looking back.
A small chair on the wall at the edge of the cockpit fulfilled her need. She pulled the lap belt over her waist. The craft lifted and she felt her body weight increase as she adjusted to the upward motion.
“Where are we going?” Poly asked.
Harris winced and pulled out his Panavice. “Sanct, it’s an island MM doesn’t control. A neutral zone of sorts. I know the man that runs it,” he said, coughing for a minute after. 
Sanct? She knew that city name, but couldn’t place from where. Maybe during one of Julie’s long rants about the planet. 
 “Hud, display,” Harris wheezed.
A large screen projected in front of him. He touched the screen in various places and the aircraft jolted forward, moving faster. Out the window, the ocean sped by.
“Auto, engage,” Harris said. He unbuckled his belt and got up from his seat, holding his side.
Poly unbuckled and hurried over to him. Harris bent over coughing. His face contorted in pain and copious amounts of blood fell from his mouth. She put an arm around his waist to steady him. She could smell the burnt fabric, mixed with blood. 
“See that box marked with an oak tree?” Harris pointed and Poly spotted it mounted to the wall. “Can you get it for me?” He sat down on one of the rows of seats.
Poly ran over to the metal box. Four buckles and she released it from the wall. She ran it back to Harris.
“Thank you,” Harris said.
He opened the box, filled with bandages and vials of different colors. Harris picked an orange vial and drank it down.
“How long can you go without drinking that orange stuff?”
He wiped his pale face and placed the vial back in the box with a shaky hand. “A few weeks and maybe you’d age a year, but after that, things speed up quickly.” He took a red vial and what looked like a gun. He placed the vial into the gun and looked her in the eyes. “I’m not doing well, Poly. This medicine will help me live.” Harris held the gun up with the red vial in it. “But there’s a downside. I’ll be unconscious for a while, maybe days.”
“We can land somewhere until you’re better.”
“No, there’s no time, MM will know one of their crafts didn’t return and will go looking for it. I removed all the trackers, so it won’t be easy to find. But they will eventually find it.” Harris breathed in and let out a fit of coughs. “The plane will fly you to Sanct. When you land, ask to speak to Travis. Tell him about Compry . . . that was his daughter.”
“We’re going to Compry’s dad?” Poly was shocked. Then it dawned on her where she’d heard the name. 
“Not we, you. I won’t even be conscious.”
“What the heck am I supposed to say to him?”
“Tell him the truth.” Harris grimaced and leaned closer to Poly. “He and I have bad history, but I think once he sees you were a student of his daughter, he’ll warm up to you.”
Poly thought about the many hours her and Compry spent in the scene generator, killing dummies. She felt Compry’s blade on her hip and the etched dragon on it. 
“And if he doesn’t?”
“He has a stone, under his office. I’m sure you two can find a way to get there, if needed.”
Harris lay across the seats, creating a makeshift cot. His breathing came in long wheezes. Sweat formed at his brow. Poly leaned closer, she had never seen the man sweat. With a shaky hand, Harris raised the medical gun and placed it against his neck. He pulled the trigger and the red vial emptied.
“Take care of Lucas. He needs you.” Harris’s hand fell to his side.
“Harris?” She shook his body but he didn’t respond. “What about Hank and Julie?” She shook him more but he wouldn’t awaken. She kneeled on the floor, sitting on her heels, staring at Harris’s unconscious body. 
He’d left them alone, the plane flying to some city she didn’t know. What was she supposed to do with his body? She tightened her fist and scowled at Harris. At some point, he’d have to take responsibility for what happened to Joey.
Poly pried the gun from his hand and placed it back in the box. She pulled a couple of seat belts over his body and walked to the cockpit.
Lucas sat in the co-pilot’s chair looking out the window. “How’s he doing?” he asked with his arms crossed.
“He took some medicine and will be out for days.”
“Yeah, I heard you talking.” Lucas rotated his chair to face her.
His face looked different to her. He had a seriousness, a hardness to it. His eyes didn’t have the usual joyful sparkle in them. It hurt her to see it. Did she look different too? Had the things she’d seen manifest into a physical form on her face?
“What happened on that boat?” Poly asked.
Lucas rotated to face the window. He didn’t answer right away and Poly waited for him to respond. “I’ve never had to take care of someone, never had someone’s life in my hands like that.” Lucas faced her. “I don’t think I had one easy breath, until I saw you. I thought I might be the only one left.”
Poly felt the same way when she saw Lucas, she’d found one. One and one, only made two. There were four more out there. The Preston Six had been together since birth. It didn’t feel right being separated. 
“We need to get to Julie and Hank,” she said and Lucas nodded.
“All I know is, if I don’t get something to drink, I’m going to die.” Lucas didn’t have any doubt in his voice as he got up from his seat.
Poly watched him walk by and saw some of that sparkle back in his eyes. She followed him into the room Harris lay in. 
Lucas found a cup of water first and drank down the contents. Next he searched the other drawers and found one filled with silver wrapped bricks. The label read Rations and Lucas quickly opened his and bit a chunk of the brown bar off. He shrugged and took another bite. 
Poly opened hers and took a tiny corner off the bar. It didn’t taste bad. She took a larger bite and by the end of it, wanted another one, though it made her mouth a bit dry. She found some water cans and handed one to Lucas.
“Thanks,” Lucas said.
They spent the next half an hour, catching each other up on their boat experiences. Poly had a tough time talking about the village. She thought of Paul’s smiling face, spinning in a circle with her.
The craft speed slowed and she moved forward as her body adjusted to the change.
“Must be getting close,” he said.
She followed him to the cockpit. The ocean slowly moved by.
“Look.” Lucas pointed ahead.
Waves crashed against huge rocks lining the shore line. Above the water, large buildings hugged the edge, lining up next to each other in a massive circle. As they approached, small aircrafts buzzed around the many platforms attached to the buildings.
“We’ve got you coming in on Platform 4 MM-32,” A person said over the intercom. Poly jerked at the sudden noise and shot a panicked look at Lucas.
“Should we respond?” he asked.
She shrugged. Even if she wanted to, she had no idea of how to do it.
The aircraft slowed down again and she grabbed the wall. Her heart began to race as the city became clear in their window. She breathed out her nose, trying to think of what could happen next. Compry’s dad couldn’t be too bad if he produced someone like Compry.
The craft floated down and the pad came into view. It turned sideways and landed softly. A couple of men on the far side of the platform walked toward them. 
Poly rushed to check on Harris. He lay on the bench, just as she left him. She unbuckled the belts from him and looked at his chest to make sure it was moving. His chest rose and descended at a slow pace. 
“Let me do the talking,” Lucas said.
She heard the sound of the door opening and the ramp extending. A breeze came into the craft and the salty smell of the ocean filled the cabin. 
“Harris.” She shook his body. “We’re here, wake up.” He didn’t move. She stopped and glanced back at the open door to the outside. She gave Harris one more shake, she wanted him to wake up and take over. What the heck are we supposed to do with his body? She sighed and left Harris on the bench. She joined Lucas next to the open door, getting a look outside.
Her hair jostled in the wind as she peeked past the door. Two men stood at the bottom of the ramp with their backs turned to the craft.
Lucas strutted down the ramp with his nose held high. 
“Hello,” he said as he passed by the guards.
“Wait, who are you?” the guard asked.
“I’m Lucas and behind me is Poly,” Lucas said.
She moved her hand away from her knife as the guards turned to her and gave a glance.
“Are you with MM?”
“Oh no, but we need to see Travis ASAP,” Lucas said.
The guards exchanged confused looks. “What do you mean?”
“I mean go get Travis, we’re here to see him.”
“Oh, well, you said Travis Asap. But I think you mean Travis Denail.”
“What?” Lucas asked. “Oh no, ASAP means as-soon-as-possible.”
“Then why didn’t you just say that?”
“Can you please let Travis Denail know that we’re waiting for him?”
“Sure.” The guard shrugged and held up a Panavice to his mouth. “Uh, on platform-32 we have a Lucas and Poly here to see Travis Denail, ASAP.” The guard smiled at his new word. Holding the Panavice close to his ear, he nodded. “We have to log you in first. Please stand still while I ID you.”
The guard walked next to Poly. She leaned back as he put the Panavice close to her face. A red light blinked and he looked at the screen.
“Unidentifiable.” He showed the other guard his screen. They both shook their heads. He gave the Panavice a couple hits and scanned Poly again. “Same.” His brow frowned and he eyed her as he moved to Lucas. 
Poly tried to keep her face even with the fear building in her. They were two steps off the aircraft and already in trouble.
The guard scanned Lucas and said the same thing. Poly didn’t like the confused look on the guard’s face. “You two have to come with me and be processed before you can meet with anyone,” the guard said, his friendly tone turning icy.
Poly looked back up the ramp, Harris didn’t give her instructions on how to handle his unconscious body. She couldn’t just leave him, he might die in there if they got arrested. She clinched her jaw. “There’s another with us, but he’s not doing well.” She looked back at the aircraft.
“Stay here,” the guard said to the other guard. “Take me to him.” He pointed up the ramp. 
Poly walked up the ramp and through the craft to Harris. The guard followed and knelt next to Harris with his Panavice. She gripped her throwing knife in anticipation of what the guard would see on the screen.
“What the . . . this is Harris, Harris Boone.” He looked dumbfounded at Poly. “Why didn’t you say so in the first place?” A huge grin spread across his face.
“Well, I didn’t want to spoil the surprise.” 
“Come, they have a high valuable on board—incapacitated.” The guard said in his Panavice.
In a minute she heard the sound of boots running up the ramp. Men dressed in black, with guns on their sides and helmets on, rushed into the craft. The guard pointed at Harris’s body.
They pushed by her, and then cut Harris’s seatbelt and tied new restraints around him, lifting his limp body.
“Careful,” she warned.
The men ignored her and jogged out of the aircraft, holding Harris. 
Poly ran to the ramp and next to the guard. “He might need a lot of medical attention.” 
“Oh man, I bet he does. So how did you catch him?”
“Huh?”
“The reward is so massive, you’ll never be able to spend it.” The guard looked upon her with awe.
Poly froze with her mouth open. They thought her as some bounty hunter. She looked to the ramp and hoped Lucas wasn’t revealing who they really were. Lucas and the guard at the bottom of the ramp were laughing. She breathed a sigh of relief.
“Everything okay, Poly?” he said the name weird like it was a lie.
“Yeah, just been a long trip.” She walked with Lucas behind the guard. “Make sure that no one is notified Harris is here. The other hunters will tear this city apart for that reward,” she said.
The guard nodded and talked into his com. “Make sure we register him as an Undie. Just like the others.”
“Others?” 
“Yeah, there’s been a bunch of Undie’s coming in here lately,” the guard said.
“Undie’s?” Poly raised an eyebrow.
“Unidentifiables, like you.” 
“What do they look like?” Lucas asked.
“One huge young man, with a young woman . . . both wearing something like jumpsuits? I’ll never understand fashion.” The guard shook his head and walked toward the building on the platform.
Poly tried to act as if she didn’t care, but inside she beamed with joy. She saw Lucas holding it together as well—barely.
 





 
 
 
 
 
“WHY DIDN’T YOU BRING THIS to me earlier?” Max raised his fist over Jeffery.
Jeffery cowered. “I brought it to Jim, on level five, he told me to bring it to you.”
Max lowered his fist and relaxed his hands. If Marcus hadn’t banned hitting the employee’s, he would have walloped Jeffery. The stupid man’s cowardly face made him clinch his fist again.
“If a plane goes missing,” Max spoke slowly. “You go straight to level eight and get me.”
Jeffery’s face paled and Max took in a deep breath, clinching his fists at his side. He yanked the device from Jeffery and surveyed the first screen. Sliding his finger across the screen, he turned the page. It was the craft he sent to Mutant Isle, in the slim chance Harris lived through the missile. The fact this particular ship went missing, sent chills over his body. Could his brother have done it? 
He breathed fast as he read the report. He pressed the screen to bring up the ship’s last video footage. He squeezed the screen and it shook in his hands. A face stared back at him. The last picture sent from the cockpit was Harris switching off the cameras. Looking at his brother’s face on the screen, he snapped the screen into two pieces with his hands and let its glass and bits fall to the ground.
Jeffery gave a whimper. Max closed his eyes and counted in his head, but with each number he thought of which bone he would break on Jeffery’s body. He got to ten and opened his eyes. Jeffery had taken several steps back.
“That is all,” Max said.
“Oh, thank you, thank you,” Jeffery said, stumbling backward out of Max’s office.
Max put his hand on the wall next to an MM flag. He had to tell Marcus now. He buttoned the upper button on his shirt and smoothed out his black pants, patted his hair down and pulled his Panavice from his pocket. This kind of news was delicate to deal with.
“Emmett, I need to speak to Marcus,” Max said staring at the Panavice.
“No one speaks to Marcus,” Emmett responded.
Max lowered the Panavice to his side and looked to the ceiling, mouthing unheard words. He took a deep breath and raised the Panavice to his mouth again. “May I speak with Marcus?” 
“We’re at the level seven training center,” Emmett said.
Max slid the Panavice in his pocket and walked into the hallway. Level seven training center? He smiled. Marcus had made such a quick recovery. 
Stepping into the elevator, he pushed his thumb on the screen. His picture appeared. “Level seven training room.” The elevator didn’t move. Max rolled his eyes and thought about punching his stupid picture on the screen. “Level seven training room, please,” he said through gritted teeth. He knew this politeness stuff was coming from level four’s PR department. If he had the time he would give them a visit and be on his best behavior as he made them take all politeness protocols off of his ID.
The elevator dinged and the doors slid open.
The smell of men’s sweat filled the elevator as he stepped out into the training room. Each floor had training rooms, but at level seven, the room was huge and had only a few people typically in it. Which was good, kept out the scum and weak. In here, there were warriors.
A group of men in white training uniforms surrounded Marcus. He wore his standard black suit with an X on his right chest and the double M logo on the other. Marcus was level ten, the only level ten. He had given himself that rank, but as anyone who went against him would certainly realize, he deserved it—and not just in brawn, but in every conceivable way. While Marcus thought the kids would create perfection, all he really needed to do was look into the mirror. 
As he walked closer to the exhibition, he saw the shock swords in their hands, they wouldn’t kill you, but hurt bad enough to make you leery of being struck. Marcus held a black shock sword and Max was sure it was of Marcus’s own design and much better than the seven’s in front of him. Quality of tech was distributed based on your level and Marcus kept the best for himself.
Emmett stood back against the white wall, muscular arms crossed. Max nodded to him, but Emmett stared back with no response. Emmett had been running a lot of the company while Marcus was incapacitated, how did he feel about his master’s resurrection? His blank face never gave clues to the inner workings of that mind. Max turned his attention to Marcus and leaned his back against the wall, near Emmett. Max knew Marcus well enough to not disturb him in an exhibition.
He pitied the five level sevens facing Marcus, forming a half circle around him. A slim man at the center of the level sevens said, “Now!”
Max leaned off the wall and smiled at the full assault they planned against Marcus, it might actually be a good fight.
The man in the center was a second faster than the other and swung his shock sword at Marcus. Marcus grinned, which was a wonderful thing to see again—he’d missed that smile. He moved just enough to miss the strike. The center man tried to throw an elbow into Marcus’s stomach, but Marcus lunged with a parry against the man to the far left, sending him to seizure on the floor. The remaining four swung their swords, Marcus countered, blocking some and moving his body to dodge the others.
Max shook his head in amazement. He was rank eight and only been beaten by three men in existence and two of them were in the room with him. Max moved to his left, glowing with admiration, to get a better view of the four on one attack.
They backed Marcus to a wall in a well-formed shield tactic. A level seven would typically kill a normal man with almost no effort, but the man they faced was anything but typical. He saw the frustration building in their faces as Marcus defended everything they brought. 
Marcus’s face showed no strain, no emotion at all, except for a tiny smile. They managed to back him into a corner and had him pinned. Max moved again, to see what would happen.
Marcus hit back with a few rapid-fire hits that sent them a step back. With the space created, he jumped and kicked off the wall behind him. Doing a front flip over the man to the right, he shocked one seven in the head, sending him to the floor.
Three left. The man in the center’s face burned red with rage and fatigue. His bright, long blond hair, clung to his face. Marcus sidestepped, keeping his back to the center of the room. He stopped his crouched fighting stance and stood upright. Extending both arms out, he dropped the shock sword to the ground. The three men looked at one another, confused.
“Do you want us to drop ours?” left man asked.
“Give me your best, is what I want,” Marcus said, but the level sevens looked at one another, nervous. Hitting an unarmed man was frowned upon, let alone hitting Marcus Malliden. “One year salary for each hit you land.”
They looked shocked at the offer. Max huffed and shook his head. This was the greatest thing he had seen in a long time, his own heart was pounding with elation. The ship report could wait.
The three rushed him in a wedge pattern. Marcus picked the right-side man, spun by and kicked him in the back, making him fall on his own shock sword. 
Two left. Everything about Max was standing at attention, as he focused on the man with the long blond hair. He’d trained enough men to spot a fighter, and the man had the fire in him. Long-blond-haired man in the center, nodded to left man. 
They have a plan. Max rubbed his hands as the showdown continued.
Left man ran in a large circle around Marcus. Marcus split his attention between the two. Marcus faced center man, while left man passed behind him. Then he slid across the floor and kicked left man in the knee cap. Max tingled at the cracking sound. Left man fell forward onto Marcus, Marcus rolled, grabbing left man’s arm. Center man slid his shock sword across the floor, Marcus spotted it and jumped up, holding onto left man, but he didn’t get airborne fast enough and the sliding shock sword touched his heel. The Mona-Lisa-smile left Marcus’s face. He showed no pain, but Max knew he felt that shock as much as any man.
Marcus held left man tightly, making him drop his sword and cry out in pain. He set him down and side-kicked him, sending him stumbling across the room, hitting the wall next to Emmett with a crunch. Emmett looked down at the man lying in a heap and then back to Marcus.
“Sorry, Marcus,” center man said, standing in a hand-to-hand defensive position. 
“Why would you be sorry? That was one year’s salary, do you want to earn another?” Marcus used his foot and kicked up the shock sword into his hand. “Are you not giving me everything you have? Because that is what I asked for.” He walked closer to center man.
Center man took a step back. “I am, but I don’t want to hurt you.”
Max cringed. “How generous of you to spare me pain, but I’m here to test my skills, fine tune my craft, and sharpen my blade. If monetary rewards aren’t enough, Len, perhaps your wife, Bridget, or your daughters, Stacy, Claire, or Jenny would be proper motivation. If they were on the line, would you spare me the pain?” 
Max exhaled and controlled his excitement as goose bumps rolled down his stimulated body. He loved when Marcus pulled out all the punches. Did the man study each of the sevens before the fight? Or did he just know everything? Emmett shot him a glance and Max relaxed his hands and pretended he’d seen it a thousand times.
Len’s face contorted with rage. He knew Marcus didn’t bluff and could make anything in the world happen. “You better not touch them.”
“Prove you’re not sparing me.” Marcus tossed the shock sword away.
Len rushed at Marcus, kicking at his chest. Marcus moved his torso to dodge it. Len jabbed at his face in rapid succession. Marcus blocked each attack with his hands and forearms.
“Much better, Len, you were holding back.” Marcus said as Len’s punches flew. “Now it’s my turn.”
Marcus dodged a hook and blocked a jab, then sent a fist into Len’s chest. Len’s body fell backward landing on his back. Adjusting himself, Max watched on as Len coughed and grabbed at his chest. He tried to stand but fell to the floor and rolled on the ground, unable to stand. A few other seven’s rushed to his side to help him to his feet.
Marcus turned and made eye contact with Max for the first time. Max straightened up. 
“Max, so good to see you,” Marcus said.
“Good to see you, Marcus, it looks like you haven’t missed a step.”
Marcus looked at the men, holding onto their hurt body parts leaving the room. They helped Len out of the room.
“I have you to thank for it, Max.” Marcus put a hand on his shoulder.
“Anything for you.” Max gave a small bow with his head. Seeing Marcus like his old self was more of a gift than he could have ever dreamed of. He held back the emotions because Marcus saw emotions as a weakness, but seeing the man’s beautiful face again kept his imagination running.
“I take it you didn’t come up here to see me mess with sevens,” Marcus said.
“No,” Max said and he wished he hadn’t broken the screen. “One of the search teams hasn’t responded. Their last known location was with the mutants.”
Marcus’s eyes narrowed at the word mutants. “How long ago?”
“Two days.”
“Two days,” Marcus said holding out two fingers. “This is unacceptable. Find out who delayed such information and send it to my Pana.”
“That isn’t the only thing,” Max said and took a deep breath. “The cameras showed Harris in the cockpit right before he disabled them.”
Marcus moved closer and grabbed Max’s forearms, squeezing hard. He felt pain shooting through his bones, as if they might snap. Max didn’t allow the pain to show in his face. He had trained to tolerate much worse, besides, the pain was electrifying when it came from Marcus.
“Your brother lives,” Marcus said. 
“We haven’t found the ship yet—”
“They went to Sanct, it would be the most logical place to go,” Marcus said and released Max’s forearms. He extended a hand to Emmett who handed him a Panavice.
Marcus slid his finger around the screen and typed into it. “There, some unidentifiables have been registered, and knowing Travis, he’s hiding Harris for his own uses.” Marcus rubbed his chin. “Emmett, make the calls.”
Max stepped forward and hoped he wasn’t being too bold, “Marcus, if I may, I would like to be the one to put an end to this.”
Marcus’s eyes narrowed. “You have given me my life back, Max, you did what Isaac and Simon were unable to do, and for that you have my gratitude.” He moved close to Max, but Max didn’t take a step back. He stared at Marcus’s chest, waiting for whatever Marcus decided to do to him.
“Do you have it in you to choke,” Marcus put his cold hand around Max’s throat, “the life from your brother?” 
Max tried to swallow, but Marcus’s fierce grip wouldn’t let his muscles move. In a few seconds, Max would pass out. Unable to speak he nodded his head. 
Marcus released his throat. 
Max coughed once and then straightened his stance. The pleasure of having Marcus’s hands on him, made him want to erupt. He hoped his arousal wasn’t showing. He would be visiting Basalt City tonight to choke someone and he could wait to unleash until then. 
Marcus gazed at him with an eyebrow raised. Did he know about Max’s exploits in Basalt? The man did know everything.
“I will give this task to you, Max,” Marcus said. “You can capture or kill Harris, I prefer killed, but I want the kids alive.”
“It shall be done,” Max affirmed.
“Now, if you will excuse me, I’m going to visit my mother.” Marcus smiled. “It feels good to be back.”
Max hid the question begging to be spread across his face. Marcus mentioned visiting Alice on occasion, but his mother had been dead for nearly two hundred and eighty-seven years. 
“Good to have you back.” 
Marcus turned and walked toward the elevator. 
“Wrangling a few kids shouldn’t pose a problem, right?” Emmett whispered to him on his way out of the training room.
“Of course not.” He knew the kids were important to Marcus, he didn’t know exactly why, but it was not his job to question. Those two kids were still holed up in the scene generator. Marcus was trying to breed them for whatever reason, he didn’t know. Maybe that Joey kid still wasn’t performing. He shook the thoughts from his mind. He had a task in front of him that needed his full attention. 
He took out his Panavice and skimmed the names until he found Travis Denail. He pressed the green talk button and held the Panavice against his ear. 
 





 
 
 
 
 
THEY WERE ALIVE. 
Poly forced her smile down and cleared her throat and said, “Can you take us to these other Doe’s?”
“Thought you wanted to see Travis?” The guard asked as he slowed down and looked over his shoulder.
“After. Take us to the Doe’s.” Poly left no room for arguing in her tone. It took all her will power not to grab the guard and force him to run.
“Okay, sure, it’s actually the place we’re supposed to take you anyways. They haven’t said much though.” The guard walked to the building wall and stopped at a door. A red light changed to green above and the door slid open to a small glass room. The guard walked in and selected a number on the panel next to the door.
Poly didn’t pay attention to the number and skid her feet near the edge of the glass elevator wall, overlooking the huge city. Buildings of all heights formed a large circle, maybe three miles wide. The buildings weren’t of the same architecture she was used to. Some twisted up, while others domed, or tilted. There colors ranged from black to emerald green—one even sparkled with pink glitter. She vowed right then, she would go to that building. What could be on the inside of a glittery, pink building? 
Vehicles drove on the circular streets below and people, in similar outfits to Capital, walked down sidewalks. If she wasn’t pretending to be some bounty hunter, she would have openly gushed to Lucas about the city. She glanced at him and saw the wonder in his eyes as he gazed at the sight.
“Impressive, isn’t?” the guard asked.
Poly nodded once. The elevator slowed to a stop. They were still a hundred feet above the city floor when the elevator door slid open. 
“You’ll find them in room 1832.”
“You’re not coming?” Poly asked.
“Oh no, I need to get back to my post.”
Poly and Lucas stepped from the elevator.
“We want to see Travis soon,” Lucas said.
The guard nodded, as the elevator slid closed and the green light above turned red. 
They looked at each other and then ran down the hall. The painted white walls and ceiling reflected what little light came from the bulbs in the ceiling. They zoomed past signs for 1828, and then 1830.
“1832,” Lucas read aloud as they came to a quick stop.
Poly stared at the door. Could her friends truly be on the other side? They exchanged a look and then she knocked on the door and took a few steps back. Lucas grabbed her hand and squeezed it tightly.
A rustling sound came from the other side and then the door swung open, revealing Hank. His face went from angry, to shock, and then to a big grin. Hank leapt into the hallway and grabbed Poly, lifting her off the ground, in a hug.
She would have hugged him back if he hadn’t pinned her arms against his frame, but she didn’t care, by some miracle they were all alive. “Good to see you, Hank,” she wheezed.
Julie rushed past them, holding her mouth. She jumped into Lucas’s waiting arms and he spun with her. She clasped the sides of his head and kissed every inch of his face. He laughed, not able to contain the relief at having her in his arms again.
Hank let Poly out of the hug and she breathed in, watching Lucas and Julie embrace. Lucas put her down and tears flowed from Julie’s face. She smiled and stared at Lucas. Then she laughed. Lucas wrapped her up in another bear hug. 
“Poly, Lucas,” Julie squealed from Lucas’s embrace. 
“Julie, I’m so happy to see you.” It was Poly’s turn to bear hug someone. 
She felt tears building in her eyes. At her low point on the boat, she’d written them off as dead. She’d steeled her heart to deal with the death of her friends. To have them in front of her made everything better, just like when she first saw Lucas on the beach. Four, they had four. Now they just needed two more and they could get the hell away from everything, and everyone.
“How did you guys get here?” Lucas asked.
“A boat picked us up, a cargo ship. They dropped us off at the nearest port, which happened to be Sanct.” Julie rolled her eyes. “Where’s Harris?”
“Well, a freaking missile hit us. We jumped right before it hit the aircraft. Harris saved my life, blocking the blast with his body.” Lucas paused. “He’s here somewhere, they took him away like we had captured a criminal. I hope he’s alright.”
Poly glanced at the elevator door with the red light above it. She didn’t think they would be getting back out of here through that elevator.
“So what’s going on here?” Poly asked as the wonderful reunion feelings began to wear off and the reality of their surroundings set in.
“They couldn’t identify us, so they stuffed us in this room. They even took my Panavice.” Julie folded her arms.
The elevator bell dinged and the door slid open. A man dressed in shiny black clothes, with a small white hat on, sauntered toward them while staring at his Panavice. 
Wow. He walked better in heels than she did.
“Hello, I’m Douglas,” he said, never looking up.
The smell of cologne hit Poly’s nose. It smelt sweet, like strawberries. “Hello, Douglas.” Could strawberry scent still be considered cologne?
“Travis will see you now,” Douglas said, turning back toward the elevator.
“Who’s Travis?” Julie whispered, as they fell in line behind Douglas.
“Compry’s dad, he’s mayor of the city or something,” Poly whispered.
They followed Douglas into the elevator. He took his time eyeing Hank up and down, then returned back to his device. 
Poly took the time to see the elevator near the street level of the city. The elevator dropped below the city and her view turned into solid steel. It stopped and Douglas grabbed a bar on the side of the elevator. The elevator lunged sideways and sent Poly into Julie’s arms. Hank was almost thrown into Douglas, but saved himself at the last second.
“Might want to hang on, big boy,” Douglas said with a smirk.
No one dared to look at Hank for his reaction, staring at the floor instead.
Lucas cleared his throat. “Man, I still can’t believe I am seeing you guys standing in front of me.”
Douglas let out a long annoyed sigh.
Poly glanced at him and back to Lucas. “We’ll talk more, later.”
“Thank you,” Douglas breathed out as he typed into his Panavice.
“Douglas, do you know how . . . that other man . . . who came here with us is doing?” Lucas asked.
He looked up at Lucas for a second. “I don’t keep track of who’s coming and going in this place.”
The elevator changed directions abruptly. The group fell forward, this time Poly ended up in Lucas’s arms. He helped her back on her feet and then glanced at Julie. Douglas smirked again.
The elevator made a few clicks and then moved up. The light flooded in as they rose above the street level again. The cars moved along the streets and a couple walked a dog. Soon they were high above the city and the elevator stopped.
Douglas moved to the front of the door and tucked the Panavice into his tight pants.
“Oh and don’t say anything about Gladius’s hideous little doll, it’ll just set her off.”
“What doll?” Lucas asked.
The door slid open and they followed Douglas to a reception desk. A woman in a pink, revealing top and a pink hat, with a white feather sticking out of the top, sat at the desk. A small doll stood on the desk, wearing a matching outfit, feather and all. They both looked up at Douglas at the same time.
“Hey, Gladius.”
“Oh, look at them, they look so rough.” She got up from her desk and walked around next to Hank.
The doll hopped off the desk and followed her.
“Look at the size of this one, I could take him home and climb him like Mount Metzer,” Gladius said as she squeezed his bicep.
The doll pulled at Hank’s pant leg.
Hank’s face turned red and he looked away from Gladius. Poly smiled at seeing Hank so uncomfortable.
“I think Travis wants them first,” Douglas said, rolled his eyes and crossed his arms. 
Gladius gave him a dirty look. “Well, go on in then,” she said, walking behind her desk to type into a keypad. 
The doll climbed up a small ladder on the desk and stood on top, staring at them.
Poly kept eye contact with the doll as they walked toward the room. It seemed so real it creeped her out. 
Lucas put his arm out in a small bow and whispered to Hank, “After you, big boy.” 
Hank thumped Lucas on the back of the head, sending him scrambling to stay on his feet.
Douglas swayed into the room behind the two.
Poly was last to enter and immediately saw the collection of weapons displayed: Dueling swords on the wall, a sword in a case, a scimitar, a cutlass, daggers, a pair of Sai’s, and other knives, all filling the room in display cases.
Poly ran her hand over the glass case holding a sword. The cold glass squeaked at her touch and she pulled her finger away. It was a wonderland of blades that she couldn’t take her eyes away from. Who could have such a collection in a place like this? 
Past the displays sat a man behind a desk. The man with piercing blue eyes and a beautiful face, watched her. He couldn’t be Travis, could he? He looked to be mid-twenties, but the resemblance to Compry was there. That confident, stern look oozed from him—the same as Compry. Poly lowered her head, remembering the news she was about to bring the man.
“These are them.” Douglas swirled his finger at them.
“Thank you, Douglas. That will be all,” Travis said.
Douglas let out a huff and left the room.
“Please, take a seat,” Travis said.
Four cloth chairs were in front of his desk. Poly took the far right chair, she could jump from her chair quicker and she favored her right side. Lucas sat next to her.
“You must be Travis,” Julie said.
“Yes,” Travis answered and raised his eyebrows.
“Oh, I’m Julie, this is Hank, Lucas, and Poly.” 
His gaze stuck on Poly. “Poly, I noticed you admiring my collection.”
She looked back at some of the blades. “It’s very nice.” 
“I am glad you like it, it is something of a forgotten skill.” Travis said. “Are you skilled with a blade?”
He could obviously see the blades at her hips. He didn’t need to see the many hidden ones to know she had a penchant for sharp steel.
“I’ve learned from the best,” Poly said.
Travis’s eyebrows rose with a playful glint in his eyes. “Who?” 
Was the man flirting with her? Poly wasn’t good at spotting stuff like that. She took a deep breath and said, “My mom . . . and Compry.”
Travis shot out of his chair, the playful glint gone from his eyes. “Who are you?”
“I’m Poly, but we need to tell you something about your daughter.”
“What, did she finally get arrested?”
Poly looked to Julie, who with a stern face, nodded for her to continue. 
“I’m really sorry to be the one to tell you this, but Max Boone killed your daughter a few days ago.” Poly stared at his desk. She couldn’t bear to look into his eyes.
Travis staggered to the wall behind his desk and placed a hand next to a picture of a woman on the wall, the name Maya written into the wood frame under it. He stared at the picture and ran his fingers across the name. His head lowered.
“Why? How do you know this?” Travis said in a low tone.
“We were with Harris, trying to escape and Max shot her.”
“Harris,” Travis hissed out his name and balled his fist next to Maya’s picture. “I told her to stay away from that man.” Travis looked over his shoulder at Poly. “Did she suffer?”
“It happened in a split-second, she didn’t even see it coming,” Poly said.
Travis released his balled fist and let his arms fall to his sides. He turned to face them, eyes filled with tears as he sat down on his black leather chair. He covered his mouth and looked at a sword on the wall. 
Poly felt for him as he fought back his tears for his daughter. She felt the tears welling in her eyes. She had fond memories of Compry and seeing her father in pain brought those feelings to an apex. A tear ran down her cheek as she struggled to keep it together.
Travis, with his deep blue eyes stared through her. He lifted his Panavice on his desk and glanced at the surface.
“So you are all with Harris?” His gaze stayed on Poly.
She squirmed in her seat and she thought maybe it wasn’t the smartest thing to tell him about Harris. She looked to Julie for help, but she stared at the carpeted floor. Lucas looked as if he wanted to jump from the seat.
Travis leaned forward. “You aren’t in any database, any of you.” His gaze passed over all of them. “I will give you a single chance to tell me who you really are.”
A threat hung in his words and Poly’s heart raced as she thought about explaining who they were and where they came from. Harris said the master stones were only known to a few members of MM. She looked to Julie, then to Hank and Lucas.
Lucas spoke first. “We’re from Preston. We’re not from this world, we’re from Earth. We were taken to this world by Harris and in trying to run from MM, we ended up here, alive, by the thinnest of chances. And if I may, your daughter was an amazing person, we all cared deeply for her.”
Poly’s mouth opened as she listened to Lucas. Travis leaned back in his chair and blew out a long breath.
The door opened behind them. Poly turned to see several men dressed in heavy black armor standing at the door, she gripped the dagger at her hip. Travis waved his hand and shook his head. The men hesitated, but a stern look from Travis sent them stepping out of the room.
Were they here to take us?
She turned to Travis who grinned at her, looking at her hand on her hip dagger.
“Compry taught you, eh?” Travis asked.
“Yes,” Poly said and placed her hand on her thigh and pulled out a knife. “I think you should have this.” She slid the dragon etched throwing knife across the table to Travis.
He took the knife in his hand and held it. Travis smiled and looked to the ceiling. Tears slid down his face. “I gave her this knife for her hundredth. Thank you.” He turned the blade in his hands. “She was my oldest daughter, from my first. . . .” He glanced back at the picture of Maya, a beautiful young woman, and didn’t finish his sentence. 
 Travis collected himself and took a deep breath. “So Harris yanked you from your world.” He didn’t seem to be addressing anyone. “I assume he told you I have a stone. That’s why you’re really here.” He talked in a distant tone.
Harris had told her about the stone, but hearing it still sent her emotions to the roof. Earth was the next step on her way back to Joey. 
“You have a stone? We can get home,” Julie said and smiled with a shocked look.
“You didn’t know?” Travis leaned forward in his chair.
“We knew,” Poly said, pointing to Lucas and herself. “Harris told us.”
Travis leaned back. “My dad is the one who found it.” Travis laughed and looked at the ceiling. “He built this building just to hide it.” He cleared his throat. 
“Do you know the code for earth?” Julie asked.
“Yes, I’ll show you the code,” Travis slumped in his chair.
“Wait, what about Harris?” Hank asked.
Travis’s eyes narrowed for a second, he blinked and his faced looked somber again. “I will personally make sure Harris is cared for.”
Poly didn’t like the way he said cared for, mixed with the hint of hate in his eyes when Hank mentioned his name. “Promise that you won’t hurt him.”
Travis raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms. “A promise? Why would I promise you anything?”
“You taught Compry, Compry taught me. We have a connection, your daughter can live through us and our actions.” Poly said and spun her dagger in hand. “One thing she taught me was that your word was as important as your sword.”
Poly felt the tears in her eyes again. Not just for Compry, but for Harris, who she was positive was going to die if she couldn’t stop it.
“She did teach you, didn’t she?” Travis asked. “How well did she teach you? That is the question.” He stood up from his chair and walked around the desk next to her.
Poly tensed up as Travis approached her. She felt for her left dagger, she wasn’t as good with her left hand, but she saw twelve places she could stick him if he got three feet closer.
“I’ll make a deal with you. If you can beat me in a duel, I’ll promise not to hurt Harris. You can pick any blade.”
“No, Poly,” Julie said. “He’ll kill you.”
Travis laughed, “Please, I’m more civilized than that. We can duel in sensor vests. First one to get a strike on the vest wins. Not a scratch will be had.”
Poly stood up to face him. He was a foot taller and she could tell from the lean muscles under his button up shirt, he was an athlete. She swallowed. “Deal.” She extended her hand to him.
He looked at her hand for second and then shook it.
“Pick your weapon,” he said spreading his arms out around the room.
She stood from her chair and did a circle, taking in all the different blades on display. She couldn’t beat Compry on any weapon, but one. She thought of the plates Paul threw in the air.
She slid her hand into the fold at her thigh and pulled out three, thin steel blades. “Throwing knives,” Poly said. The three knives spread apart like a deck of cards in her thumb and finger.
Travis looked her in the eyes and she held the piercing gaze, trying to muster the look of confidence, while the fear in her gut fought to take over.
“Very well,” he said and walked to the cupboard below the sword display and pulled out two gray vests. “It may be large for you, but it should work.” He handed her the vest.
He went to another dresser and opened a drawer. He pulled out a pair of throwing knives, black steel with spider symbols on the thin hilts.
Poly felt the vest in her hands, a rough fabric that felt like steel wool. She pulled it down over her head, wincing in pain as it grazed her injuries, and slipped her arms through. It was too large, but she pulled in the sides and bottom, adjusting it to fit as well as it could.
Travis used one arm and in a quick motion, had the vest on. He held the two knives in his right hand. “There is a green button at the bottom of the vest, press it.” She did. “If it turns red, you have been hit and have lost.”
Lucas walked next to her and whispered. “I’ve seen you stare down and kill Arracks and those freaking zombies, you can do this.”
Julie walked to her and put her mouth next to her ear. “He seems to favor his right hand, also he has an injury on his right, I think it’s his knee, saw it when he leaned on the wall.”
Poly was momentarily struck dumb, she turned her head to Julie as she walked away. How could she have missed these things? Compry had taught her about taking advantage of other’s weaknesses. “Mercy is for the dead,” she would say.
Travis spun one of the black blades on the tip of his finger as he stared at her, spinning it with his thumb. She looked away from his skills and looked at his black slacks and past his belt and up to his vest, she had to hit somewhere on that vest.
She felt a large hand on her shoulder and turned to Hank’s concerned face.
“He’s throwing a knife and you are protected here.” He pointed to her torso in a circular motion. He turned to Travis and then back to her. “If he hits you here,” he pointed to her eyes, “I will kill him with my hands.”
Travis was meant to hear and she saw the smirk on his face as he looked at Hank. 
Travis stood on the other side of the room, about thirty feet away, while Hank, Lucas, and Julie put their backs against the wall in between them.
“We ready?” Travis asked. He didn’t have an ounce of fear or concern in him. 
Poly turned sideways and crouched down. She held one throwing knife in each hand. Travis smiled and turned in the same manner, but being much larger, she had many targets picked around his body. She closed her eyes for a second and took one slow, deep breath and let a calm come over her. 
She figured she couldn’t beat him on an even field, but she knew how to even it out, even if it hurt. Compry would tell her that in order to win, sometimes you have to be willing to lose.
She lowered her left arm against her side and turned her body sideways, giving him the smallest target possible. She pinched a single blade between each forefinger and thumb.
“Ready,” she said and jumped.
Travis moved in lightning speed and she expected it as the two black spider blades flew in the air at her. But she was nearly as fast, and flung the blade in her right hand over the head and at the same time her left hand threw a blade side armed. She watched his eyes following the high blade and she knew he wasn’t watching the lower blade coming at him.
Still in the air, his first black blade struck her in the leg, as she planned, and the second blade struck the bicep of her left arm. 
Poly groaned and she fell to the ground, the back of her head hit the floor. Her vision went black from the combined pain of her head, arm, and leg. Warm blood oozed down her affected limbs. She reached for the blade stuck in her arm and pulled it out, letting out a scream.
She sat up on her rear and looked to Travis who stood with a dumbfounded look, staring at the red button on the bottom of his vest. 
She’d won.
Lucas jumped and screamed, “Oh,” he yelled as he ran over to Poly. He hugged her and helped her to her feet. “You okay?” 
Poly winced at each touch. She put weight on her leg and a jolt of pain shot up. Each time she moved her fingers in her left arm, pain screeched down to her fingertips. Her vision blurred with each heartbeat. “I’m fine.”
Hank and Julie ran to her side.
“That was so risky,” Julie said shaking her head.
“That was amazing,” Hank looked at her, as if seeing her as a different person.
She tried to smile at her friend’s happy faces, but instead focused all her energy on taking a deep breath and trying not to pass out.
“That was amazing, but reckless to put your body at risk.” Travis walked next to her. “I will honor my promise,” he said and extended his hand to her.
She was glad to see his right hand and shook it.
“Gladius, can you please get a medical team in here?” Travis said.
“Yes, sir.” Gladius’s voice came from a speaker in the room.
Within a minute, two men with oak trees printed on their white shirts, opened the door. Travis pointed to Poly. They hustled to her and had her lay down on the carpet.
“Where are you hurt, miss?”
She lay on her back with blood soaking into her left pant leg. She pointed to her arm, leg and then her head. 
The man nodded and opened the large black bag. He picked through the top layers and pulled out a gun, like Harris had used, and two vials—one red, one blue.
Her arm and leg began to burn with pain and the sweat dripped down her forehead. She wanted to cry, but with everyone looking on she held it in, making her head ache all the worse.
“We need to cut your pants to get to your wound,” the man said, and she nodded her head with her lips pressed hard together.
A cold pair of scissors slid up against her ankle as he cut a path in her pants to her upper thigh. He pulled the wet pants apart and she looked away from her red leg.
“Here is something for the pain.” The man placed the blue vial in the gun and shot it into her thigh. She felt the injection and immediately the pain diminished and faded to a pinch. 
She relaxed her tense muscles and slowed her labored breathing. With the pain gone so quickly, she looked wide-eyed at the doctor.
“Good stuff, right?” He smiled and cleaned the blood around her leg.
“Uh, yeah,” she said and smiled back.
“My name’s Blair,” he said.
“Hello, Blair, my name’s Poly.”
“We’ll get you fixed up here in a minute, Poly.” He winked.
Once clean, he smeared a paste over the wound and it stopped bleeding. He moved to her arm and did the same. He looked at her head, moving sections of her hair. She could feel a hint of pain from his touch.
“You have a nasty bruise on your head. When did this happen?”
“Yesterday.”
He rubbed something against her scalp and then took the gun and placed the red vial in it.
She moved back from it. “Is that going to make me pass out, like in a coma?”
He gave her a questioning look. “Only if you are near death, otherwise, they just do their work in your body. You shouldn’t even notice them.”
“Them?”
“Yeah, Nanomeds,” he said, as if it was common knowledge. 
Travis walked over to the doctor. “Let’s finish this up, Blair.”
“Certainly,” Blair said and shot the red vial into her arm. 
She winced and pictured little robots swimming around in her. It sent chills down her arm.
“Okay, all done,” Blair said and stood up.
The man next to him put all the items back in the bag.
“Try to take it easy for the next twenty-four hours,” Blair said and smiled at her. 
She smiled back and stared into his eyes. Something soothing about the way his soft face looked. 
“Alright then, Blair,” Travis said and pushed him and his assistant out the door. The door closed.
Poly stood up with her left pant leg dangling, cut in half. She put weight on it and it felt fine. She laughed and felt good. 
“Woo-hoo,” She said and raised her arms. 
“You’re lucky she’s okay,” Hank said stepping closer to Travis. “You could have killed her.”
“Whoa, big man. I think her whole plan was to take those blades. Wasn’t it?”
“Hell ya, it was my plan. I can’t beat you straight up. I had to take advantage of the fact I was willing to die.”
Travis nodded his head. “We do have a paralyzing fear of death around here. It’s possible to live forever, but one can still die from the simplest of things. The worry consumes us.” He rubbed his chin and looked at her leg. “You are truly an interesting woman, Poly.”
“You know it.” She turned in a complete circle on her left leg, like a tap dancer, laughing.
Lucas gave her a concerned look and then looked to Travis. “Pain meds?”
“Yeah, she should be fine in a few minutes, when the tingling hits.”
“What you two talking about?” Poly said, skipping over to Lucas. “You know how to get us home right?” She poked the buttons on his shirt. They were such nice buttons, round and smooth. She took one in her fingers. “I need a hug.” She leaned in to Lucas, and wrapped her arms around his waist. “Your shirt is so soft.” 
 He lightly patted her back. “It should be soft, it was a gift from Compry. She really knew how to dress.” He smiled and glanced at Travis. “Julie, I already messed up enough on that stone. Would you be willing to give it a try?”
“I remember Ryjack, but not Earth.”
“I’ll teach you guys the code,” Travis said.
Poly noticed Travis’s cute face perk up when Julie mentioned Ryjack, at least she thought it did. Maybe she imagined it. 
A tingling sensation started in her shoulder and spread across her whole body. She shuddered and took a step back from Lucas, looking at her chest.
“You okay?” he asked and grabbed her arms, steadying her.
Her head tingled and the cloudy feeling cleared. She thought about the things she had just done and said. Her face turned red as she tried to adjust her pants to cover her upper thigh. “Sorry,” she mumbled to Lucas.
Even though she felt embarrassed about acting that way, she wanted the feeling back. For a moment, she didn’t have to think about the people she’d killed or seen killed. She didn’t have to think about Joey being held.
“Gladius, can you bring in some pants for Poly?”
“Fine, just a minute,” speaker voice Gladius responded.
In a minute, the door opened with Gladius carrying a pair of black pants. Poly took them from her and felt the fantastic fabric. It was smooth, but sturdy, and a perfect shade of pure black. They even had pockets on the upper thighs to hold her knives in. She put a finger in one of the pockets and gave a questioning look to Gladius, but she had already left the room.
All eyes were on her and her new pants. “Can you all turn around?” She slipped off her pants and pulled on the new pants. The fresh pants felt as wonderful as anything she’d ever worn.
“Can we see Harris?” Poly asked.
Travis looked over his shoulder, saw her dressed fully and turned around. “No.”
“What?”
“That wasn’t the deal. I won’t hurt him, as promised, but I won’t let him see anyone he cares about for the rest of his life.”
“That isn’t fair,” Poly protested.
“What is?” Travis said. “You keep looking at me like that, Hank, and I’ll stick you.”
Hank took a step back with anger in his face.
“Fine, but we want to go home,” Julie said.
“Julie?” Poly said.
“What? I want to see if Samantha is okay, and our parents. Besides, the guy put bombs in our necks, dragged us to this world and Ryjack. I just want to go home,” Julie said.
She stomped the ground. Looking around, she saw the same look on all her friends. They were okay with abandoning Harris to Travis.
“What about Joey?” She saw the pain in each of their faces. “I will never give up on Joey, we can find a way.”
“I know how to get to Capital and a few other places,” Lucas said.
“We can find a way,” Julie said.
“Who’s Joey?” Travis asked.
“He’s our friend,” Lucas said.
“He’s part of the Preston Six,” Hank added.
Travis gave a questioning look, he rubbed his chin and took each of them in, as if contemplating a great matter. “I should get you to the stone. If you are ready to go?”
“Can I have my Panavice now?” Julie said.
Travis gave a small laugh. “I think it’s a good idea you have it back. Gladius can you bring Julie her Panavice?”
“Ugh, yeah,” Gladius blew out in annoyance.
“You know, your Panavice is very interesting. We couldn’t track it or access it in any way. A gift from Harris, I presume?”
Julie nodded.
“Can you spare a bow, with a quiver and arrows?” Lucas asked. 
“Lucas, right?” Travis said and Lucas nodded. “Bow and arrow, eh? You guys are full of surprises,” he said shaking his head. Travis opened a cabinet and pulled out a bow and a quiver full of arrows.
“This is one of the finest bows ever made by the Shindo.” He handed Lucas the bow. Lucas took it in both hands with open wonder. He grinned and pulled on the string and flung the quiver on his back.
“Thank you,” Lucas said.
“You need anything, Hank?” Travis said with a wide smile.
Hank shook his head and still seemed to be angry about the threat of sticking him.
“I have something I want to give you, Poly, something that belonged to Compry.” Travis went to the display case with the sword on it.
“This blade was forged for over three months. Using the most modern steel, with the most ancient techniques. I won’t bore you with the history, but I will say this is a significant sword meant for a significant person such as yourself. I hope it serves you well.”
He pulled the sword off the display and handed it to her. She gripped the long hilt with both hands, then pulled the blade out from the scabbard, staring at her reflection in the mirror-like blade. 
“This doesn’t make what you are doing to Harris any better,” Poly said, sheathing the sword, and placing it over her back.
“If you knew our history, you’d be amazed I even agreed to spare his life,” Travis said. “But,” he took a deep sigh and continued, “let’s get you out of here.”
Gladius entered the room holding a Panavice. She handed it to Julie. 
“Thank you,” Julie said.
Gladius rolled her eyes and walked out.
Travis waited until the door closed. “Let’s go,” he said, before walking over to the glass windows. The floor to ceiling windows displayed the passing cars and aircrafts. He placed his hand on the top right corner of the last window and made a circle with his finger and pushed the windows of the distant building on the glass and the windows lit up. The window hummed and slid open, revealing a black corridor behind it. 
The window was a fake, but it looked as real as all the rest of the windows. Are they all fake?
Travis walked into the corridor behind the window. “Come on, we can all fit.”
Poly walked in and looked at the small square room and knew it was an elevator. She adjusted the sword on her back and scowled at Travis. She didn’t like how much she liked the sword. It was a connection to Compry and she never wanted to forget her.
Travis took a key from around his neck and slid it into the control panel. The window closed over them and the elevator moved downward.
The motion continued and then slowed to a stop. The door slid open. A white circular room was beyond, with an Alius stone in the middle.
Travis stepped into the room.“This is a fake stone my dad used to show me a few codes on,” he said. “It will give me a chance to teach you the code.”
Travis talked with Julie and showed her the code. She mimicked it, until he was satisfied she had it.
“I think you got it,” Travis said. He walked to the white curved wall, took out the key from around his neck and then pulled off his belt buckle. He moved his thumb over the buckle and it lit up green. The wall in front of him moved upward like a wedge of an apple slice with darkness behind it.
Poly smelled the musty subterranean dirt.
Travis stood at the door and took a deep breath while gazing at Poly. “Poly, if you want to stay here, I could provide you with anything you could ever imagine . . . cars, crafts, clothes, money, anything you could think of.”
“Can you get my friend back from Marcus?”
“No.”
“Then you can’t provide
the one thing I want most.”
“I had to try, I don’t encounter many women like you,” he sighed. “You sure you won’t stay?”
“And leave my friends? What kind of person do you think I am?”
“I thought not, but please take this advice. Marcus is not beatable, if he was, he wouldn’t be here. His influence is wide and I am not beyond its grasp. Even the mighty Harris failed all those years ago.”
“Thanks for the advice,” Lucas said sarcastically from inside the stone room.
Poly took a step into the room and Travis put his hand on her arm. “Be careful out there.”
Poly yanked her hand free and stepped into the dome of the Alius stone. “Get us out of here, Julie,” she said.
“Sorry.” Travis stared at her from the door and took a step back. “Such a waste,” he whispered.
Poly turned to face him when the room changed to blackness. Blackness? No, they should be smelling trees and hearing the rustle of wind on leaves. 
Where did that bastard send us?
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY EXTENDED HER ARMS IN the dark, feeling for anything. Her footsteps echoed around the room and muddled with the others. Light emanated from Julie’s Panavice, revealing a domed room, with rusted metal walls.
“This isn’t Preston,” Poly said. 
“No kidding,” Lucas said. 
The panic of not knowing where they were again made her frantically search around, hoping to grab a tree trunk, maybe it was just really dark.
“Travis lied, I suspected as much when he tried to keep you,” Julie said. Her Panavice lit the dome. 
Poly slumped at the news and touched the steel walls, making sure they were real. How could she have been so stupid? She thought Travis might be a decent person, maybe even help them . . . but he was just another pawn to MM. She should have sent that knife into his neck when she had the chance.
Hank found the door. “Well, let’s find out where here is,” Hank said and opened the steel door.
A concrete staircase led up and at the top of the stairs, another door. But this door had smooth polished steel on the back side and no handles. Nothing like the doors they had seen before. This one looked unmovable. She touched the smooth steel, searching its surface for a handle. Hank moved next to her and pushed against it, but it didn’t move.
“Was that a one-way stone?” Poly didn’t even need him to respond to know the answer. 
“Yep,” Lucas said.
They were stuck. Travis sent them to die. This was probably some chamber they sent people to starve or suffocate to death. Nice and clean.
Julie moved close to the door with her Panavice and slid her fingers around the screen. Poly held her hands together and hoped that beautiful mind found some way to get them out.
“It’s solid steel, over a foot thick,” Julie said and then her eyes lit up. “There’s digital keypad on the other side, I think I can hack it.” Her face concentrated on the screen. 
Poly stood on the steps below, taking slow breaths of the limited air they were breathing. Nerves bent as she watched Julie work. The door clicked and groaned. Julie pushed it open and shined her light into it. Safety deposit boxes lined the walls of the next room. Poly let out a long breath and walked through the door. They were in a human world, somewhere she would be familiar with. Arracks, she doubted had deposit boxes.
“We’re in a bank vault,” Lucas said and pulled on the handles of the deposit boxes. “I bet there’s all kinds of stuff in these.” None of them opened though.
Another much larger steel door stood in front of them. Julie moved close to it, and in a minute the door made the same clicking sound as the first. She pushed on it and then Hank helped get it open. 
What would the bank think of seeing a group of people coming out of their vault? Her mind raced with plausible explanations, but as the door opened to the bank, she realized it didn’t matter. There wasn’t anyone to explain anything to.
“Must be after hours,” Poly hoped.
“It’s Sunday,” Julie said.
Poly laughed, she had lost track of the days. She wasn’t even sure what time it was. Sunday, of course. She’d been worried they might be on some horrible Ryjack-type planet.
Kepper’s Bank signs were displayed on the walls and in little plaques on desks. Poly frowned as she looked around the bank. A thin layer of dust on the counters, the stale smell in the air, dirt on the windows . . . it didn’t seem like anyone had been there for years. She felt her heart beating faster.
“Maybe they went out of business?” Poly tried to convince herself more than any of them.
“It’s an old MM front,” Julie said. “Maybe they just closed it down or something.”
Out the dirty window she saw a car parked in front of the bank on the asphalt road. Across the street a row of businesses, but each had broken windows. Then she noticed the street had dirt in the gutters and weeds popping up from cracks in the road. Her breath quickened.
“Where are we Julie?” Poly’s voice cracked because she knew the answer.
Julie studied her Panavice as if it was a real question she could just google, but Poly knew there wasn’t Google here, or Moogle or whatever they once called it. This world had ended all that a long time ago. Even knowing all this, she still squeaked and could only point at the man in torn, dirty business suit walking by the bank window. It turned to look at her with bloody eyes and a black mouth, lunging at the window, striking with its head, pounding and clawing at the glass. She had seen this exact scene not too long ago at a small town convenience store. Something she never wanted to relive.
She took a step back with fear in her eyes, looking at the man, or what was a man. 
“Oh no, no, no. . . .” Lucas whined and kicked a desk. A cup of pens spilled. “Were back on Ryjack?” he yelled.
Julie looked at the man in the window and back to her Panavice. Poly tried to blink the logic into the situation.
“Yeah, we’re in Ryjack,” Julie said and lowered her Panavice, as if she was the final say in the matter.
“He sent us here to die,” Hank said.
Sorry, such a waste. Travis’s last words echoed in her head.
“Where are we exactly? Can you find another master stone?” Lucas asked.
“Yes.” Julie’s fingers danced on the screen. “But it’s a thousand miles to the south in what looks like southern Florida.”
“Oh, that’s just great,” Lucas said and kicked another desk.
Julie jerked back. “Can you stop that?”
The business man threw himself against the store front windows and created a nasty black smear across the glass.
“Is there a back door?”
“No,” Julie said looking at her Panavice. “This place is built like a fortress, that glass is three inches thick and the rest of this building has several feet of concrete.”
“Guess they didn’t want anyone getting in here,” Hank said.
“Or out,” Julie said. “Those vault doors only opened from the outside.”
“Well, can you get that slider open?” Hank said pointing at the front door to the bank.
Julie raised an eyebrow and walked closer to the door. The business man followed her and clawed at the glass between them.
“Get ready, Lucas,” Julie said.
Lucas cocked an arrow on his bow and stretched it back, nodding to Julie. Poly clasped a throwing knife at her thigh.
The glass slid and the sounds of the businessman’s yells flooded in. Lucas let the arrow go and it flew through the open slider and into the thing’s head.
It fell backward onto the sidewalk.
Lucas held the bow in front of his face, smiling. “This bow is incredible.” He flung the bow over his shoulder and walked to the zombie on the sidewalk to retrieve his arrow.
The warm sun hit Poly’s face and she tried to hold her breath from the smell of the thing on the sidewalk. She looked back at the sign, Kepper’s Bank. “I think we should seal it back up,” Poly said.
“Done,” Julie said and she heard the vaults clicking closed and saw the front slider close next to the body that lay in front of it.
Stores lined the sides of the street, cars parked along the curbs had broken windows, and some with charred remains still in their seats. Poly tried not to look into those cars. 
“Where to?” Lucas huffed out and pulled on his new bow.
“I guess this way.” Julie pointed ahead while staring at her Panavice.
Poly kept to the rear and turned her head every few seconds to check behind her. At any second, she expected a wave of those things to come crashing at them. She touched the steel at her thigh.
With each small shop she passed, she peered into the windows, expecting something to move. They passed the last store, a coffee shop, and walked into a large parking lot. A huge building with Cost Plus written on the side sat in the middle. Cars filled the parking lot with many parked in order while some were left crashed into other cars.
She heard the groan first and stopped, then they all did. Ahead, at the steel rollup doors of the Cost Plus a group of zombies stood.
“Guys, up ahead.” Poly pointed.
“Yeah, I see them,” Lucas whispered. He eyed the zombies, but they stayed next to the store, not noticing the newcomers. They all moved next to a blue van.
“We could get some supplies here,” Hank said.
“Yeah, ‘cause searching for supplies has been a great road for us in the past,” Julie said.
She was right, they searched for food in Ferrell’s town and nearly died.
“The whole thing has probably been looted anyways,” Hank said.
“I don’t think so.” Julie squinted at the entrance to the store. “There are bullet holes around the door and it looks like someone tried to burn the door down. I think it’s possible these zombies have kept everyone out.” 
“We can take out those things and Julie can use her magic device to open that door and bam, we’re in,” Lucas said. 
Julie rolled her eyes.
It was always surprising when Lucas came up with a plan, even a simple one. Poly stowed the throwing knives and pulled out the sword Travis had given her. She hated to admit how amazing it felt in her hands. Given the chance, she would like to see Travis and his pretty face at the end of it.
“I don’t like this,” Hank said.
“And with good reason.” Julie crossed her arms. “I don’t think it’s worth the risk.”
“We’ll be fine, there’s only a few over there.”
“Whatever, I guess we’ll just get someone bit again. . . .” Julie said and stared at Lucas’s leg where he had been bitten.
“I’ll take out four to five. Poly, you do your knife thing once my last arrow has flown. Hank, you take care of them if they get close.”
The crowded cars left little room for swinging a sword and as they got closer to the pack, Poly walked sideways to fit between them. She slid her sword back into its sheath on her back. The ten or so zombies hadn’t noticed them yet. Fifty feet away Lucas stopped and held up his hand. He took out his bow in a slow manner, trying to be quiet, or maybe just putting some flair to it.
Lucas pulled an arrow from his quiver on his back and sent it flying into the head of a man in a tattered jogging suit. The zombies stumbled around, smelling the air and then one spotted them. Its face contorted with a mixture of rage and longing, its black grin spreading wide. The zombie group stumbled toward them, making their way around the cars. Lucas fired his four other arrows and dropped four more.
Poly pulled out her three throwing knives from her side pocket. She picked the closest three as they staggered by the cars. She landed three head shots. One fell in between the cars and the other two slammed against the top of a white car, their arms dangling off the edge. Poly looked away, even though they would have killed her given a chance, she felt bad killing something.
Two more zombies stepped toward her and she pulled out her sword. Compry had showed her how to use a two-handed sword, but she was much more skilled with single-handed ones. One of them staggered toward Hank. The other rounded the car next to her, in one motion she sliced through its head. She stood in front of the crumpled body in shock as she looked at the sword in her hand. 
There had been almost no resistance. No blade could be that sharp. 
The black blood on the tip of the sword fell to the asphalt. She shook the sword and the rest of the blood dropped from it. She brought it close to her face, but it was perfectly clean. What kind of blade did Travis give her? And why would he gift it to her when he’d sent them to die? Maybe it was to give them a fighting chance.
Hank picked up a two by four and smashed it over the head of the zombie. Poly searched around for anymore, but they were all dead.
“See? Piece of cake.” Lucas stowed his bow and did a little shuffle-ball-chain on the asphalt.
Poly retrieved her throwing knives as Lucas collected his arrows. They gathered at the sliding steel door covering the front of the store. Many score marks and bullet holes filled the door, but it didn’t look like anyone had ever breached it.
“Can you open it?” Poly asked.
Julie gave her a sideways look. “If I can open bank vaults, I think I can open a garage door like this.”
A bad feeling built in Poly. Something felt wrong. Why were the zombies trying to get in? The door came to life and clanked as it rolled up. Hank walked first toward the door. 
“Freeze!” a man’s voice said.
Poly stopped and instinctively raised her hands up and stared at the end of the man’s gun.
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY STOOD BEHIND HANK, WHO held his hands high at the man’s request for them to freeze. Hank looked back at Poly and shrugged his shoulders. Poly tilted her head to get a better look into the store. A small room made for the entry way, Poly saw the broken glass doors a few feet in front of them. Beyond that, the expanse of a big box store with high ceilings and endless metal shelves.
“We just want a few supplies and we’ll be on our way, we don’t mean any harm,” Lucas said.
“How did you open that door?” The man said crouched behind a steel table.
“Come out in the open and I can show you,” Lucas said.
A man walked from behind a steel table. Poly measured the distance, too far for her knives, but plenty close for Lucas to get a shot.
“Keep that bow on your back and step into the building,” the man said. 
“It could be a trap,” Julie whispered.
“I think we can handle this,” Lucas whispered. “Okay, we’re coming in.”
Poly followed behind Lucas and walked into Cost Plus. Aisles of TV’s, computers, and all other kinds of electronics filled the store next to the door. The rows of merchandise stretched as far as she could see. 
The man walked around the steel table pointing a shaky handgun at them. Poly stared at him and slid a knife into her hand. She couldn’t beat a bullet, but she could make sure this man fell with her if he tried anything.
As he walked closer, his gaze darted to each of them and he rubbed his forehead with the back of his hand that held the gun. The older man lowered the gun and looked at Lucas.
“Please close the door, a horde could come by at any second,” the man said. Some of the anger gone from his voice. “None of you are bit, right?” He lingered on Lucas mostly.
“No, we’re clean.”
Julie used her Panavice and the door closed.
Poly watched the man staring at Julie, shocked at what she had in her hand.
“That thing can control power?” he pointed at Julie.
“Sort of,” Julie said.
The man wiped his mouth with his gun hand. “I haven’t seen other people in. . . .” He looked behind him. “Well, probably ten years.” He paused. “Where did you get something like that? Are there others out there?” He pointed his gun toward the door.
“Yes, there is,” Poly said.
The man turned his attention to Poly. She felt uncomfortable under his stare and dirty smile, so she crossed her arms.
“Oh, I’m sorry if I stare, we don’t see many women, except for our book collection here. To see one, well. . . .” He looked the ceiling, wiping his mouth. “It’s better than any book.”
“What’s your name?” Hank asked walking in between Poly and the man.
“Carl,” he said.
“Hello, Carl, this is Poly, Julie, Lucas, and I’m Hank.”
“Poly, like the bird,” Carl said and smiled at the ceiling. “Poly, want a cracker? I have many crackers.”
“Can you put that gun down, Carl?” Lucas said.
Carl looked at the gun and laughed. “This thing hasn’t had bullets in twenty years,” he said and stuffed it in the front of his pants. Poly let out a long breath and let her tense muscles ease. This man was either crazy or an idiot, she planned on treating him as crazy and kept a throwing knife in her palm.
“We’ll just grab some water and food, and be on our way,” Lucas said.
“Oh no, you have to stay the night. The horde always roams here at night, not safe ‘til morning,” Carl said. “Let me give you the tour.” He extended his arms out and looked around the store. He waved for them to follow.
Stay the night, with Carl? Hell no. Poly stayed in the back for the tour and kept searching for any movement in the neighboring aisles. Carl said “our” collection, as in plural. There were other people, somewhere in there. Either that, or they had another Ferrell situation on their hands.
“I don’t want to stay here,” Julie whispered to Poly.
“I don’t either.”
TV boxes, stacked high, formed a hallway into the first part of the store. After the hallway of boxes, an aisle with a Home Goods sign still hung at the end of the steel structure. The shelves were empty and boxes spread out on the floor in no order, like an earthquake had shook everything to the ground and no one ever cared to put them back.
As they passed the home goods aisle, she got a smell of urine and a musty smell of mold. She had almost forgotten about what Lucas called the Perfume of Ryjack. Her nose wiggled and she opened her mouth. Did she want that in her mouth? She breathed through her nose, there was no escaping it. 
The automotive aisles had an equally ransacked and disheveled look. Then an aisle of kids’ toys, many of which looked to be organized, unlike the previous aisles. Action figures stood in different poses and sat in remote-control cars. Bikes lay against the walls and girls’ dolls sat in pink plastic convertible cars. Carl turned down that aisle, walked past the toys, and pushed one of the bikes to the side.
“Sorry for the mess,” he said and laughed. Not a normal laugh, but a squeal of a laugh that sent chills down Poly’s arms. Was someone here with the man? Did he store people like them somewhere, luring them in with the wonder of the Cost Plus?
“Where we going, Carl?” Lucas asked.
“To the family room,” Carl said never looking back.
At the end of the aisle, the center of the store opened up. There were no tall metal structures, just piles of clothes and miscellaneous boxes stacked about six feet high. Poly tiptoed in an attempt to see over. Carl led them past a row of plastic Christmas trees to a large, cleared area with couches and beds arranged.
Poly looked around Hank’s body to see a small face pop up from the bed. She froze, unable to blink. He did have people with him. 
“This is my family.” He looked to the ceiling. “Well . . . what’s left of it.”
“Carl, who are these people?” A woman emerged from the side of the make-shift house they had created. Dressed in jeans and a Christmas sweater, she strode to Carl’s arms.
“Jenny, this is Poly, Hank, Julie, and Lucas. Did I get those right?” He laughed.
Jenny scanned each of them, nervous but curious enough to stare. “Hello,” she said. She looked about the same age as Carl, with long dark hair tied at the back.
“And these are my two kids, Peter and Mary,” Carl said. 
A girl, maybe sixteen sat on the edge of the bed. And then a boy stood up from behind a brown leather couch, he might have been fourteen.
“You all live here?” Julie asked.
Carl laughed his squealing laugh. “Of course, the kids were born here.”
Poly’s stomach hurt and she glanced at the kids’ faces. They knew nothing but Cost Plus and the monsters outside. What kind of person did that create? The kids stared at her with open wonder bouncing on their expression. Were they the first people they had ever seen, besides their parents?
“Do you ever leave?” Julie asked.
“Sure, we go to the roof. We even grow some plants up there.” Carl looked to the ceiling.
“You going to hurt us?” Mary asked. She pushed back her black matted, dirty hair. Poly’s heart went out to the girl just a bit younger than her. She wanted to go grab the girl, comb her hair, and go pick out some fantastic clothes. There were probably some Twilight books around the store, they could read to each other and argue about Edward and Jacob. 
“No, dear, they aren’t going to hurt us.” Carl looked at them with an uncomfortable smile.
Poly had no idea why he would think of such a thing from a group of people with weapons. Did he not think he had a choice in letting them in? Maybe he believed showing his family would win sympathy? Well . . . it worked. She sympathized.
“We really must be getting on our way, we have a long road ahead,” Lucas said.
“Going outside at night is pure suicide, young man. I couldn’t under good conscious let you out. No, no, no. Here, you can take some of the mattresses over there. Oh and there are some sheets in aisle thirty-two.”
Mary kept her eyes on Lucas as he shook his head. She licked her lips and adjusted her clothes. Carl ignored Lucas and darted behind the couch and pulled a mattress off the tower of mattresses stacked up.
The thought of sleeping on their mattresses made Poly gag. From the faint smell of urine, she suspected one of them was a bed wetter. And where did they bathe?
“I think we can handle ourselves outside,” Lucas said.
A loud noise, like metal rattling, came from the direction they entered the store. Poly had a knife in her hand in a split second. Carl watched her, the noise didn’t even give him a jump. 
“They’re early tonight, you probably stirred ‘em up,” Carl said and looked at the ground. “There’s no getting out of here tonight. No way, no how. That’s them pounding on the front door.”
“There has to be a way.” Lucas scanned the building. 
“Go to the roof if you like, see for yourself.” Carl never looked up. “Pete can take you.”
Pete’s eyes lit up.
“Uh sure, the ladder is over here.” Pete ran to the edge of the clothes pile before turning around. “Well, come on.” He excitedly waved his hands.
Poly eyed Lucas who shrugged his shoulders and walked toward Pete. As they walked away, Poly looked back to see Jenny and Mary talking. Jenny was pulling at her hair and tugging on her shirt. She grabbed Jenny’s hand and hurried away.
They followed Pete to the corner of the store. A steel ladder led up to the ceiling, about thirty feet up. Pete touched the metal rung on the ladder. “It’s up here.” Pete went up the ladder like a monkey and looked down at them. “Come on.”
Poly looked up to the top of the ladder and the hatch at the top. “Fine, but I’m not letting that door close.”
Hank climbed the ladder first, followed by Julie. Poly started to climb next and Lucas put his hand on her shoulder. 
“I’m going to stay down here,” he nodded in the direction of the family.
“You want me to stay here with you?”
“Nah, from this angle, they don’t have a chance.”
“Be careful.”
In the corner of the store, the ladder gave a good spot to make a stand, open views from each angle. Poly nodded and placed her hand on the cold steel rung. Looking up, she saw the door at the top had been opened and Julie was stepping through. She climbed up the ladder and poked her head through the opening. Potted plants were spread over the roof. She stepped on the gravel roof and touched the nearby orange tree.
“There were a bunch of seed banks in aisle eighty-nine,” Pete said.
“Poly, you got to see this.” Julie stood on the edge of the parapet wall looking down.
Poly looked over the wall and down at the sea of zombies pushing against the sides of the store. Carl wasn’t lying, a horde below, twenty deep, surrounded the store. Her breathing quickened, she didn’t want to spend a night with Carl, but there was no way around the mob. They were stuck.
Pete stood next to them, looking down. He spit over the wall and looked down at the horde. “If I could kill them all, I would.”
The hate in the words made her feel pity for the boy, he was a few years younger than her, a freshman, maybe. He might have been popular in a small town of Preston, with the defiant way about him. Her heart went out for Pete, stuck in a self-inflicted prison.
“Are we the first people to . . . visit you?” Poly asked.
“When I was young there was a group of guys, who had guns and vehicles, and they shot the door and started a fire in the parking lot. They were cutting the front door and trying to break in when the horde came.” Pete said.
“I’m so sorry you’ve had to live this way,” Poly said.
Pete looked confused, “Why? We have everything we need here. All the books, toys, food, and water we could ever need.”
Poly looked below to the horde of zombies. Maybe it was better in here than out there, she couldn’t imagine being trapped in a Cost Plus, but she knew different. She knew what running in a field felt like, swimming in a lake, holding the hand of another under an oak tree. Pete had only known what was in the walls of Cost Plus and what he could see from the roof.
“I’ve seen enough, I’m going back down with Lucas.” Julie walked to the ladder door and disappeared.
Poly saw enough as well and climbed down the ladder. She saw Julie talking with Lucas below.
“Looks like we’re stuck here for a bit,” Poly said, jumping from the last rung.
“Fine, but I think we should set up right here tonight. In this corner, we can see anything unusual and deal with it,” Lucas said. “I don’t like the way he was looking at you,” he aimed at Julie. 
Poly raised an eyebrow. She thought he was looking at her like some creep from the minute she passed that door.
“Me? I thought that Mary girl was going to eat you with her eyes.” Julie poked Lucas in the chest.
“Hey, I just have that effect on the ladies.”
Julie rolled her eyes. “I saw some sealed blankets over in this aisle.” 
Hank jumped off the ladder and stood next to Poly. “One night, might not be too bad.” 
Poly nodded. If these people had lived for their whole lives, she could manage a single night.
“We’ll take shifts and sleep here,” Lucas said.
Julie walked back with a stack of blankets still in plastic bags.
“You guys are sleeping over here?” Pete asked as he jumped down from the ladder.
“We think it’s best if we sleep somewhere different from your family,” Poly said.
“Well, if you stay over with us we can read at night. I have flashlights!” 
“Sorry, but we have to stay here.”
“Okay . . . I’ll let my dad know.” Pete ran down the aisle and out of sight.
“I feel so bad for these kids,” Julie said, plopping the blankets down on the floor.
“This place rocks. It’s like a fantasy to some. Safe, endless supplies, big enough to run around, and a sun roof. Dang, they just need a few more women and they would have it all,” Lucas said.
“Such a pig,” Julie huffed.
“But they’re trapped here,” Poly pointed out.
“Better trapped than dead,” Lucas replied.
Poly bit her lip, she wasn’t sure what she would choose, safety or freedom. Maybe if she had kids of her own, the decision would be different. Julie tossed her a plastic-wrapped blanket, some of the plastic crumbled in her hands. She stared at the white blanket, as she pulled it out of its deteriorated bag and unfolded it on the floor. It was better than the offered mattresses. 
Julie spread out three blankets on the concrete floor. 
“How was Harris when you last saw him?” Hank asked Poly.
“He was being carried off by large men, in a self-induced coma,” she replied. 
“That dude’s tough, I bet they’ll have a hard time holding onto him.” Lucas smiled.
Poly took in a deep breath and put her hand on her chin. Travis had promised her never to hurt Harris; that was the bet. Would he keep his word? The scumbag sent them to, what he hoped, would be there deaths. So, how much could he really be trusted? 
“Yeah, Travis may get his, if Harris finds out what he did to us,” Hank added.
Poly sat on the sheet and felt the fresh linen on her fingertips. Probably four-hundred count, her finger tips told her. 
“Excuse me.” Carl cleared his throat. 
His daughter stood next to him, at least what looked like Mary. Her hair was washed and the dirt removed from her body. She wore a thin dress and no bra. She looked like a shined-up penny. 
Poly beamed at the makeover, but wondered why the sudden change?
“Can I talk to you, Lucas?” Carl asked. Mary swayed side to side and looked a bit red in the face. Poly shot Lucas a questioning look, but Lucas seemed oblivious to it.
“Sure, what’s up Carl?”
“Can we talk in private?”
Julie shook her head and Lucas caught the signal. “No, we’re family. Anything that needs to be said, they can hear it.”
“Very well.” Carl and Mary walked closer. Poly gripped her throwing knife and scanned the surrounding area for Jenny. Maybe this was some kind of distraction while Jenny and Pete sideswiped them.
“As you may know, we don’t see anyone, or . . . haven’t seen another person in a long time. And, this may be our only chance for Mary here to be with a clean young man.”
Poly’s eyes would have fell out of their sockets, if she hadn’t blinked. 
Lucas laughed. “Be with? What do you mean?” 
Did the fool really need it spelled out for him? Poly shot him a shocked look, but his face looked bright with wonder. The idiot had no idea. He hadn’t put the pieces together. 
 





 
 
 
 
 
HARRIS KEPT HIS EYES CLOSED. He smelled sanitized air, felt the unpleasant stretch of a catheter, and he knew where he was. 
He kept his body and breathing even. A guard may be sitting next to the bed, waiting for him to wake. The mattress inflated below him and his body moved with the flow of its bladder. He checked his body in his mind, running down from his head to his toes. There was an IV in his arm and something draped over his wrist and ankles—probably restraints of some sort. A machine next to him beeped and he calmed his pulse down; any rise and the machine may alert the watchers. 
He breathed in through his nose, sampling the air. A hint of ozone, but his nose didn’t pick up on any scents of a person. Didn’t mean they weren’t there, hospitals filtered the air thoroughly. Time was on his side, as long as they didn’t know he was conscious. The air moved through his nostrils in a slow, controlled manner. Even with the surprise of being alive, he maintained a steady heart rate. 
If Travis kept him alive, it meant the man had plans. Travis could do many horrible things with just the weapons in his office. His mind raced over the possibilities, but the first thing he needed to do was get out of that hospital bed.
He laid there in his false unconscious state for over an hour, listening for any movement, a breath, a foot step, or a creak of someone adjusting themselves in a chair. But nothing happened, no organic sounds were made.
Opening one eye to a hair’s width, he saw the bright light above him through his eyelashes. He let his eye adjust to the light. The white ceiling came into focus. With his peripheral vision he saw a scanner next to him with monitoring equipment, but no one appeared to be in the room with him. 
Testing his arms, he felt the resistance of the strap wrapped around his wrists. He didn’t hear any alarms, no feet running, they didn’t have motion sensors on him. That’s good, he had a chance then.
He moved his thumb, swirling it, trying to find the point in the joint where he could slide his thumb down into his palm, making his hand smaller than his wrist. He felt the click and moved his thumb down, an old escape artist trick. It hurt and pulled on his tendons, but he had his hand changed for moments like that.
Harris pulled his right hand out slowly, an inch a minute. He figured if they didn’t have sensors, they must have had cameras. He freed his right hand and pulled his left wrist out in the same manner. With his wrists free, he calmed his breathing and felt around for any alarms attached to his arms. He didn’t find anything.
He opened his one eye fully and took a glance at the room. White rectangular room, with one door, probably locked. He would wait for a doctor or an unlucky nurse before making his move.
Harris counted the things attached to his body: a chest strap, restraints on each ankle, one IV in the right arm, an oxygen tube over his nose, and . . . one catheter. His tongue touched his upper lip, feeling for the growth of hair. Five days, he estimated. This meant the kids had already been in the city for two days, alone. He struggled to keep his heart rate even.
His body tensed at the sound of a deadbolt sliding, the door opened and a white sleeve appeared behind the crack of the opening door. He began the motions of his planned attack. Right hand chest strap, left hand IV, right hand tear oxygen line, both hands unstrap feet, right hand remove catheter. Cleared, he jumped in the air, striking the doctor across the chin as he entered the room; catching the door with his hand before it closed. The doctor’s limp body sagged to the floor.
Harris took off his patient robe and put on the doctor’s clothes, a bit tight, but they would work. He figured the guards had spotted him from the camera by now, but it might give a second or two, if the nurses saw him. A second or two was all he needed. 
He opened the door and stepped into a long white hallway. He ran down the hallway, passing doors with descending numbers. The central nursing station appeared and he strolled by them with his head down. None of the three women looked up. The elevator door slid open. A janitor walked out, he walked by her with his head down, not making eye contact, as he entered the elevator.
Harris pressed the star button for street level. He looked up at the camera in the corner of the elevator, this is where he would attack if he were them. The numbers on the screen showed him the levels descending 32, 31, 30 . . . he knew they would be waiting at the street level, an army of them. 15, 14, 13 . . . he needed to time it right.
He couldn’t fight them, he had to escape. Level three appeared and he hit the emergency stop button. He steadied himself from the sudden stop and used his fingers to pull the doors open. The concrete floor between floors two and three appeared and below a pair of doors to floor two. He was in between the second and third floor. Getting on his stomach he pulled open the second floor doors. It might give him a few moments if they had two floors to choose from.
A woman on the second floor looked up from her Panavice and stared at him as he squeezed through and fell to the second floor.
“Doctor, you okay?” she asked.
“Dang elevators, when are they going to get these fixed?” he said and walked away as she gawked at him. With any luck, they thought he got off on floor three.
Trotting down the long brown corridor, he saw the street one story below him. He opened the door to the emergency fire escape staircase and peered down the concrete steps and saw a group of men in riot gear running up the steps. He looked up and saw the black-gloved hands holding onto the railing as they ran down the stairs. They found him. He jumped up and hit the sprinkler head above him, sending a downpour of water. They wouldn’t use their electrical guns in a wet environment.
He turned back to the brown hallway. At each end, there was a large window. The elevator dinged. The sound of wet footsteps pounded through the fire escape door behind him. The elevator doors slid open. In a blink, he turned hard to his left and ran at his top speed toward the window at the end of the hall.
“He’s there, stun only.” He heard from behind.
An electrical charge flew by his left side, one hit the floor and another hit the wall to his right. He concentrated at the window at the end of the hallway. If he hit it just right, he might live. He jumped and drop-kicked the window in the exact spot he was concentrating on and the glass shattered as he passed through the window. The ten-foot drop for him wasn’t dangerous, but the falling glass cut him on the arm, legs, and face.
Not stopping to check his wounds, he ran flat out down the street, past honking cars. Looking back, he saw a black aircraft lifting off the ground and foot soldiers running after him. He darted down a narrow alley between two buildings, eliminating the aircraft from being able to chase him. 
The grimy city air flew by his face as he ran. None of those soldiers could catch him on foot. He ran through the intersection, counting on no cars being there. Luck being on his side, he cleared the street into the next alley. The further away he got from the hospital, the older and dirtier the buildings became. Some trash accumulated in the alleys. He was getting into the derelict part of the city, closer to his destination.
Turning left down a street, he ran along a car for a minute before turning right into another alley. Judging by the clothes on the lines, and the smell of garbage, he was getting into parts of the city where a young Sanct soldier might start to get nervous. 
He looked back and there was no one there, no soldiers, no aircrafts. Harris walked for a few more blocks changing his path several more times. Maybe he’d lost them but knowing Travis, he’d be on the TV by now, with his face blurred out. Probably listed as some crazy doctor on the loose. Harris sighed at his white medical jacket. It stood out in an area he wanted to blend in. 
A man in loose-fitting clothes stood at the front of his door staring at Harris. 
“Hey, this way,” the man said and opened the door behind him. “I can hide you.”
Harris eyed the man, studying his face. He had fans everywhere in the world, but the man’s eye twitched. The sound of an aircraft a few blocks away made Harris’s mind up for him.
Harris stepped into the dark room behind the door and felt a massive electric shock hit the side of his arm, sending him to the floor. All of Harris’s muscles tensed and he shook uncontrollably on the man’s thick carpet.
“Sorry, mate, but you’re worth 10K.” The man jumped up and down with a long rod in his hand. “I’m gonna get high all month!” 
Harris, felt the control of his muscles return, and while still on the ground, he kicked the man’s leg hard. He fell next to Harris. Harris jumped up and pulled the shock-stick from the man’s hand. 
“I put that on full power,” the man said, bewildered.
Harris stuck the man in the chest with the rod, sending him into a seizure. Harris kicked the door closed and pointed the shock-stick at the man lying on the floor, but he didn’t move.
His eyes adjusted to the dark room, lit up only by the TV on the wall. An apartment, the kitchen appeared to be buried in dishes, paper plates. The food printer was covered in mold. The stove had burned foil wrappers all around it. The smell of chemicals and burned metal filled his nose. A mattress laid on the floor with a single sheet balled up on it. The bathroom door was stuck open by a sea of old, dirty clothes. In the bathroom he saw the brown smears on the walls and mold growing around the shower. He was grateful for the burned metal smell now.
He picked through the pile of clothes and found the least disgusting shirt, pants, and jacket and changed.
A reporter on TV showed a man with a white jacket, running down the road. They blurred his face in the shot. He laughed, as he was sure they didn’t want anyone recognizing him. Travis wanted to keep his prize for himself.
The man on the floor moaned, so he stuck the rod onto his chest, shocking him again.
“This man is extremely dangerous. Any information leading to his capture will result in ten grand,” the reporter said.
They cut to an aerial shot above the ghetto. Air support would make it difficult, but not impossible. If he could get a Panavice, he could find a way to Travis. He searched the drawers in the kitchen and took a long knife. 
Rummaging through the pockets of the man on the floor, he found a square object in his front pocket. Harris pulled out the Panavice, an older model, but it would work for what he wanted. Sliding his fingers across the screen, it lit up. 
He located Almadon’s server she’d set up for these kind of situations and downloaded all the hacking files he needed. He brought up the city maps and spent a few minutes laying out a path on the Panavice. When satisfied, he left the apartment and stepped into the much better smelling alleyway. The ten-story buildings on each side of the small backstreet gave him a great place to stay out of the eyes in the air. The surrounding area appeared clear. 
He knelt down to the round steel lid in the concrete and put his finger through a hole in it. He pulled up the steel grate and peered into the darkness below. Steel rungs clung to the side of the tube leading down. Harris climbed down the ladder, replacing the steel lid. 
Small beams of light shined through the holes in the lid, giving a smidgen of light. The rungs on the ladder became wet and slimy as he neared the bottom. He held on tight as his hands started slipping. He breathed in the smell of water and mildew, as he took his foot off the ladder and landed on the wet, soggy floor.
Taking the Panavice out from his pocket, it lit up the tunnel. A round drain tube went in both directions. He checked his map on the screen and pointed the light down the direction he wanted to go. He’d been down too many of these pipes throughout his life. Sighing, he jogged down the pipe. It wasn’t big enough for him to stand, so he crouched as he moved. He glanced at his map. Another five hundred feet before his next turn. 
He crouched low, not able to run, but slid his soaked feet through the trickle of water as fast as he could—checking his map at every turn. The pipes kept getting smaller the further he pushed on. 
Stopping at the last intersection, he shined his light down the small pipe. It was eighteen inches in diameter, with a trickle of water cascading into the larger pipe. He took a deep breath and with the Panavice in hand, pushed himself into the pipe, arms first. If the pipe got any smaller, he’d risk getting stuck.
His stomach lay in the cold flowing water, while his shoulders rubbed the sides of the pipe. He inched his body forward like a worm. He held his face above the water clogging up. The water hit his chin and he lifted his chest briefly, to let the clogged water travel by him.
His Panavice’s light turned off and blackness filled the pipe. Blackness in every direction, he felt the water rising up his chest and he pushed up, but his back hit the top of the pipe. He didn’t think he could turn back even if he wanted to. His shoulders rubbed the sides and he felt an emotion trying to grab at him and make him do stupid things. 
He closed his useless eyes and controlled his thoughts on his other senses. His fingers touched the Panavice’s master reset button and he felt the faint vibration of the device as it reset itself. If it didn’t work he’d have to go the rest of the way in the dark. In seconds, the screen flickered to life and it brightened the pipe. He used his hands and feet to snake his body forward. 
Laughing, he thought of Joey—whom he knew was claustrophobic—crawling through this pipe. The kid was amazing, but he would lose it in this pipe, who wouldn’t? Even he had to keep his mind off of the building water and slimming pipe ahead.
He inched forward and saw light ahead, beaming down on a square drain box feeding the pipe. Using his feet and hands, he kept moving until he got to a small concrete box with a metal drain grate on top. Water dripped in from one side, hitting his face, as he pulled his body from the pipe. He sat in the water with his head near the opening. Looking through the slatted grate, he saw stainless steel shelves and racks of a commercial kitchen.
Harris listened for any sounds of people—nothing. Pushing the grate up, making sure it didn’t make any sounds, he laid it on the black rubber kitchen mat.
Soaking wet, he stepped out of the drain box and placed the lid back on, making a small clanking sound. He winced and looked at the swinging door. He didn’t want to hurt anyone simply because they heard a sound.
Looking through the window he saw the dining room. Empty, he pushed the door open and walked by the tables for what looked like an employee’s lounge. He spotted another door marked Locker Room and swung the door open. 
A man sitting on a long wooden bench in the room looked up as he entered. He stopped putting on his shoe.
“What happened to you?” the man asked.
“Sink broke, sprayed me something crazy, it did,” Harris said putting on his dumb face and voice. 
The man shrugged and tied his shoes. “Stay dry,” the man said as he left.
“Will do,” Harris said with a simple grin. 
Once he was sure the man was gone, his simple smile turned to a frown and he used his Panavice to hack into a locker’s digital lock.
Taking the black shirt and pants, with a black jacket, off the rack, Harris laid them on the bench. He tossed his wet clothes in the locker and threw on the fresh clothes. He was getting closer to his destination. The urgency built, but he fought it back down. The kids were smart, they wouldn’t have put themselves in danger. Plus, he had a ways to go before getting to Travis. One step at a time.
Holding the Panavice up to his face, he took a picture. Sliding his fingers around the screen he adjusted it to a small thumbnail. 
He accessed the personnel list and added his picture and dossier. Frank Shift, appeared on the screen next to his picture. Next he hacked into Travis’s personal itinerary and added himself on the list to meet him in the next fifteen minutes.
“Thank you, Almadon,” he said with a smile, putting the Panavice in his pocket. Even in her death, she was saving him. 
He pushed open the swinging door and walked down the hallway to the receptionist desk near the front doors of the building. The receptionist didn’t look up from her Panavice, as he approached the desk.
“Ahem.”
She looked up, annoyed. “Yeah?”
“I have a meeting with Travis in ten minutes.”
She shuffled some cards on her desk and pulled one out, marked with a sixteen and handed it to him.
He took the plastic card and gazed at her with a raised eyebrow.
She looked up when noticing he wasn’t leaving. “Take the elevator, slide your card and press level T.”
“Thank you,” Harris said, with a bow of the head.
A set of elevators were at the other end of the receptionist’s room. He walked over to them, thinking it was too easy. The elevator door opened and he walked in, slid his card and pressed the T button. The elevator moved up.
Something felt wrong to him, the receptionist, the man in the changing room . . . he went through the list in his mind searching for anything he missed. His gut was warning him. He would feel a lot better if he had his guns, instead of a kitchen knife. He glanced at the camera in the upper corner of the elevator.
He moved his back against the wall and held onto his knife, jumping, he hit the blade into the cameras lens, sending small pieces of plastic and glass to the floor.
Watching the floors move up on the screen. 30, 31, 32 . . . he knew he had to make a decision, if he had walked into a trap. The panel above the doors displayed a “T.” He moved to the far wall and placed a foot on the back, like a sprinter on the starting blocks. He tensed his muscles and took a deep breath. 
The doors slid open. He lunged forward and landed on the soft carpet outside the elevator.
“Nice moves,” Gladius said from behind her desk. She stood up and walked around her desk.
Harris climbed to his feet and smoothed out his shirt. 
“Your knife is on the floor,” Gladius said.
He leaned over to pick it up when he noticed the stance she used, sideways with a hand on her hidden hip. Her steely eyes watched him, with no fear. Her ridiculous shiny pink outfit with a white square box on her head, made him mistakenly take her as a similar buffoon to the receptionist below. A small doll walked to her side and crossed its arms. The doll had the same pink fabric and white square hat.
He held his knife in his hand and gave her an open relaxed look. He didn’t know what she was hiding behind her hip, but he suspected a short sword. Her eyes weighed him.
“You’re Harris?” she asked.
“Yes.” He saw no reason for the fake persona at this point. “May I have the honor of knowing your name?”
“Gladius.” She sneered. “You hacked into my system, you think I’m stupid?” 
“Frank Shift needed a pass into that room.” He pointed to the wooden double doors behind Gladius.
“That’ll never happen,” Gladius said and raised her sword at a right angle over her head and raised her forward knee. 
He looked at his four-inch long kitchen knife and shook his head, taking a deep breath. 
“Please, Gladius. I don’t want to hurt you.”
She flinched. Harris took a small breath and waited for her attack. She lunged forward with a sweeping blow meant for his leg, Harris leaped to the right, dodging her, but she continued to swing and stab her sword at him, missing by inches. He jumped over her desk, keeping it in between her and him. She was way better than her appearance led on. 
She stopped her attack, stood on the other side of the desk, breathing hard, face red with anger. Her square white hat dangled on the side of her head. Her doll climbed on the desk next to her.
“You’re a fast one,” she sneered.
“We don’t need to do this. I just want to talk with Travis.”
Gladius moved to the right side of the desk, while Harris kept away by moving to the left. 
“I won’t let you kill my dad,” she said. “Like you killed my sisters.”
He let go of the tenseness in his muscles. He had loved Compry and Karabella, if he could have given his life in either situation, he would have. He felt responsible for both their deaths, there wasn’t any way he would let another die from his actions.
“Your sisters meant a lot to me,” Harris said. “And I’m very sorry about what happened.”
“You’re sorry? You’re sorry?” Gladius jumped on the desk and lunged at him. 
He was expecting this and ducked below her swing, using his arm to hit her legs, sending her falling onto her back. As she fell back against the desk, he grabbed her wrist and squeezed hard, forcing her fingers to release the sword. He grabbed her other arm and used his weight to pin her on the desk. The doll punched his arms with soft, baby punches.
He received no pleasure seeing her squirm against his grip, trying to come to the realization she’d lost. She kneed him in the side, but he ignored it, staring into her face. She spit into his, he felt the wet saliva on his cheek. He didn’t wipe it off, he deserved it and more.
“That’s enough, Harris,” Travis said.
Harris picked up Gladius by the arms and spun her around so her back was against his chest, holding her like a straitjacket, facing Travis.
“I just want to get the kids and be on my way, Travis,” Harris said, absorbing Gladius’s kicks and head butts.
“They’re gone,” Travis said, standing at his door. “Let Gladius go and we can discuss this in my office.”
His heart picked up and eyes narrowed. “What did you do?”
“I will not discuss this with my daughter held captive.”
Harris whispered in Gladius’s ear, “I am going to let you go when I get next to the door, don’t try anything foolish.” 
Her little doll moved to the floor and punched his leg.
He carried her across the room, keeping an eye on Travis. Gladius tried to shake loose and bite his arm, but he made it to the door way. He let Gladius go and gave her a good push against her rear, sending her deep into the other room. He stepped into Travis’s office and Travis closed the door.
“She’s a lively one, isn’t she?” Travis said.
Harris had been in this room many years ago, he noticed the new weapons mixed in with the ones he was familiar with. He picked out several weapons to grab. Was that a blood stain on the floor? He spotted Maya’s picture on the wall and quickly looked away.
“Let’s not waste time,” Harris said.
Travis took a crystal decanter, half full of brown liquid, and poured himself a small glass. 
“Would you like a drink?” Travis said.
He could tell he was stalling. Guards were probably in the elevator right now. He needed to make this quick.
“You better tell me now—”
“You don’t get to tell me,” Travis yelled and threw his glass against the wall, “what to do.” 
“We can square up on the past another day, this is about protecting those kids, taking away something from Marcus, trying to get our world back from him.”
Then he realized something, Travis, one of the world’s best swordsmen was standing in a room of swords, with a person he probably hated more than Marcus, and was having a drink.
“Why aren’t you trying to stick me to a wall?”
“I made a deal with Poly,” Travis got another glass and filled it. “I can’t hurt you.” He drank down the brown liquid and filled it again.
Harris let out a small laugh and raised an eyebrow. “She beat you in a duel.” He wasn’t asking, but making a statement.
“Yeah, well, she didn’t include herself or her friends in that deal, and I’d already made a deal with Max.”
Harris’s fist clinched and he walked toward Travis. “What did you do?”
“Listen, I didn’t want to, but my hand was forced before they even stepped in my office. Then . . . I met Poly.” He rubbed his face with his hand and looked past Harris. “And the others.” He stared at the brown liquid in the glass as he swirled it. “They told me to send them to the MM bunker, but I didn’t, I sent them to Ryjack.” 
“How could you?” Harris squeezed the kitchen knife in his hand and took one step toward Travis.
“It was one of the few locations I know. It was better than sending them to their bunker.”
“How, so they can die in a land of the undead?”
Travis huffed and threw back the rest of the liquid into his mouth. “I told Max I made a mistake on the coordinates, they know where they are and they’ve set up a trap at the nearest master stone.”
“Take me there,” Harris said stepping closer.
“I intend to, I’m sure they won’t be too disappointed that you went to Ryjack as well.”
Travis took off his necklace with the key and used it to open a drawer at his desk. He pulled out two guns, slid them toward Harris across the table, tossing holsters on top. Harris held back a gasp at the sight of his guns on Travis’s desk. He blinked twice, while staring at the guns and then looked at Travis.
“This was going to be the crowning addition to my collection, I already had a case being built,” Travis said, sliding a case of bullets across his desk.
“Why are you giving them to me?”
“I have one condition,” Travis said. “You must protect Poly, she is the last one to be trained by Compry. There is a lineage there that needs to be preserved.” It seemed to be more than that, but he stopped.
“Deal.” Harris put on the holsters and slid the guns into them. 
Travis took him to the elevator and down to the basement. He walked in front, giving his back to Harris. Harris stared at the back of a man he’d known for a long time, not knowing this new version. What influence did Poly make on him?
“Do you know the code to the bank?” Travis asked, standing at the door of the Alius stone.
“I do.” Not that he would trust Travis to give him a safe code.
“At some point, Harris, you’re going to have to face what you’ve done to my family.”
Harris closed his eyes and lowered his head. “If this ends badly with the kids, you’ll have to face me, and I’ve made no deal as to your safety.”
Harris slid his hands over the stone.
 




 
 
 
 
 
POLY’S JAW FELT LIKE IT might fall off. She covered her open mouth with her hand and stared at Carl and Mary. Their offer hung in the air over them, like an elephant.
Carl moved side to side uncomfortably. “This may be the only chance for her to bear a child. Her and Peter, together, just isn’t right. You can be as quick as you like. Her mom explained how things work and we cleaned her all up for you.”
Mary buried her face in her hands. Lucas’s complexion had been pale since the bite, but it took on a new meaning of the word as the realization of what they wanted from him hit home. He turned to Julie with panic in his eyes. Poly blinked, but kept her hand over her mouth.
“Please, this isn’t comfortable for us, but you may be our only chance to keep our family going.”
Mary peeked through her fingers to Lucas.
“I’m sorry . . . but I’m with Julie,” Lucas struggled to get the words out.
“I see, what about you, Hank? I would expect you to be extra gentle with her.”
“No, I can’t do that.” Hank rubbed his hands over his face. “It isn’t right.”
“I told you, I’m ugly.” She mumbled the words through her hands. 
“No you’re not. You’re very pretty,” Hank said firmly.
Mary’s hand lowered from her face. “My mom’s shown me a few things. I know what to do.”
“What is with this planet?” Julie whispered to Poly.
That was it though, they weren’t on Earth. Their thoughts of what might or might not be proper, were different here. This family would end without an offspring, but did they really want to bring another child into such a horrible world? Poly couldn’t imagine raising a child in Ryjack. However, looking at them, holed up in Cost Plus, they had found a way to be a family. They had love, but at some point the store would be depleted. And they wouldn’t last a day beyond its safety.
They all stared at each other in silence.
Mary turned and put her face into Carl’s chest. Carl gazed at them, pleading.
“It’s not that she isn’t attractive,” Lucas said. “Mary, you’re beautiful. There’s a man in this world for you, it’s just . . . we aren’t it.”
Mary whimpered and turned around, running down the aisle and disappearing from view. Poly wanted to go after her, comfort her, even with the crazy request her father made. If MM had found Earth first, she could be Mary. 
“If you can please reconsider, we’ll be in the family room.”
“Okay,” Hank said.
Carl nodded his head and sulked away.
“That was the craziest thing ever,” Lucas said.
“Why didn’t you guys help them out?” Julie asked.
“Oh, I’m saving all this. . . .” Lucas ran his hands down his body. “For someone special.” He eyed Julie and she rolled her eyes.
Hank stared at the empty aisle and then sat down on his sheet. “I’ll take first watch.” He kept eyeing the spot where Mary and Carl were and didn’t answer Julie’s question.
Poly laid on the concrete floor, staring at the ladder running up the wall. If she listened closely, she heard the faint thumps against the concrete wall next to her. She rolled on her side and faced Julie.
“You think this world will always be this way?”
“I don’t know. Those things should die off at some point, as long as new people aren’t infected.”
“Yeah.” She had no idea if that was how it worked, but she hoped there would be an end for these people.
“If I had more time, I would personally kill every one of those grinning things.” Lucas sat down next to Julie and placed his bow on his lap.
“You think they’ll try anything tonight?” Poly asked.
“Nah, though if they try and take advantage of me, I hope you all got my back.”
Poly sighed and rolled her eyes. Only Lucas could find a joke about the weird situation. 
“You want me to stay up with you, Hank?” Poly asked.
“I got it, I can’t sleep anyway. You guys get some sleep. I’ll wake you up late in the night, Lucas.”
“Fine, but we’re out of here first thing,” Lucas said.
 
 
IN THE MORNING, LUCAS WOKE them. They gathered what supplies and bags they could carry and said their goodbyes to Carl and his family. With full bags on their backs, they started their trek.
Two days passed as they followed the road to the south. 
Poly glanced back at the road they had walked. The whole scenario with that family, clinging to a form of a life, stuck with her. She tried not to think about Mary, smiling and waving them goodbye. She must have been so relieved not to have gone through with it, she was thrilled to see them go. She even gave Hank a hug. 
Poly adjusted the strap on her shoulder, the heavy bag of supplies pulled on it, digging into her skin as she walked down the road. The morning sun heated the asphalt, sending fine streams of steam rising up. She walked by a driveway and looked at the mailbox. The Steds displayed on the side. It was the first driveway they’d seen in a mile. A large, country house set back from the road, surrounded by trees. The weeds piled against the walls of the house and the prairie grass fought the driveway, and was winning.
Poly looked at the white line on the road, it faded and disappeared in most places, but next to this driveway it looked bright and proper. She’d seen too many things, walking through the streets of Ryjack. Nothing like New Vegas, but Vegas felt like living in a disaster movie, with nothing to connect to but plastic buildings. It didn’t seem real. Here, it seemed too much like home. The houses were like the homes in Preston. A small school house they passed by yesterday, was half burned down, with foliage reclaiming it.
“We’ve got to keep moving,” Lucas said.
Poly looked up at his weary face, and wondered if hers was the same. The conversations flowed for the first day, but now, no one seemed to want to say anything. She huffed and kicked at the pristine white line, breaking up a bit of road and giving the perfect white line a blemish. Adjusting her heavy backpack, she tried to find a spot on her shoulder that didn’t hurt, and started walking. She was grateful to Carl and his family for willingly giving them the supplies. Maybe they took too much.
The road ahead was the same as behind her, lined with trees, bushes, and grass. Rotting cars were less frequent as they got away from the towns. One positive, they hadn’t seen a zombie for a day.
Hank slowed down and walked up next to her. “I can take your pack.”
It was the thirtieth time he’d offered over the last few days. She looked at the two large army packs on his back already. She couldn’t even lift one of them off the ground, how could she have him take her backpack?
“No, I got it.” She attempted a smile, but wasn’t sure if it came across right.
Hank gave her one of his concerned looks. She braced herself for one of his motivational speeches, but he turned and looked ahead, matching her walking speed. 
“Grinner, up ahead,” Lucas said and moved to the side of the road.
Lucas started calling them “grinners,” talking about how every time the zombies noticed them, they’d have a wide-mouthed snarl, he took it as a grin.
After doing it so many times, they didn’t even have to say anything to each other anymore. Poly moved to the side of the road, pulling out her sword and got close to Lucas and Julie. Hank watched their backs.
“I got it,” Lucas called.
The zombie stumbled down the road, maybe a hundred feet away, dragging one foot along. It hadn’t noticed them yet, but it would be getting their scent soon.
Lucas pulled the string back on his bow and the arrow flew, hitting the foot dragger in the head. Poly shook her head, the guy had become one heck of a shot. She just hoped it kept to just one grinner at a time.
The most grinners they had seen since Cost Plus at one time was three. A horde might be around the next street or past the next house. It was their greatest fear and they treated each encounter with stealth. She could take out ten, but if there were hundreds, they would be overwhelmed.
“Nice shot,” Julie praised his effort, just like she did every time, with the same enthusiasm. 
Lucas soaked it up with a smile and kissed the back side of his bow. Poly loved her steel, but Lucas had become obsessed with his bow, even naming it. 
“Prudence never misses,” Lucas said.
Poly shook her head; she would never get used to that name.
Lucas pulled out the arrow and gave it a shake. The blood fell off the arrow, in the same way as her sword.
“Looks like a town ahead,” Julie said.
Poly saw it as well. Two buildings faced each other, split by the road with a stoplight dangling by a cord in the middle.
“Dang.” Hank frowned. They’d avoided anything looking like a town, so far. Lucas and Hank argued each time they did. 
“I’m telling you, this is the town. This is the place we find that car,” Lucas declared.
“No, it’s too risky,” Hank said.
“Dude, you think walking the whole thousand miles is safer? Everyday we’re here is that much more of a risk. It’s going to take a month on foot.”
Hank crossed his arms and glared at the town ahead.
“Actually, at the current rate, we’re looking at six weeks,” Julie said and Lucas stared at her. “I think Lucas is right, the longer we’re exposed, the greater risk we take. It’s only a matter of time until we’re caught off guard.”
Poly turned to face Hank. “We can get to Joey faster.” She hated bringing Joey’s name into it, but it was the truth.
Hank lowered his head. “Fine.”
Lucas smiled and walked a fast pace toward the town.
With each step, her heart beat faster and she gripped a throwing knife in her hand. Towns had more people, so logic followed—more grinners. They slowed down as they passed the first building. Poly looked at the large sign over the first store, a piece of wood with a huge nail in it. Nailed was etched into the wood. Some kind of hardware store she guessed. The windows were broken and the store looked empty inside. She didn’t care if the store had hammers, screwdrivers or whatever else Nailed stocked, she watched for motion, she watched for grinners. 
She kept her breathing steady, making sure nothing she stepped on made a sound. Noises seemed to attract them, drawing them out of their stupor. They walked two by two, Julie and Lucas taking the front view, Poly watched the left and back, Hank took the right and back, using the yellow line in the road as their rail.

The next store, Nothing Bundt Cake. She shook her head smiling. What a funny little town. Wok This Way
still had unbroken windows.
“Let’s check out the car dealer,” Lucas said.
Poly looked ahead and at the small dealership. The Carocopia sign had cars exiting a round tunnel shaped like a cornucopia.
They moved into the parking lot with cars displaying prices for two hundred and eighty-nine dollars a month and the Chrysler Savant could be all hers. 
She tensed up as they approached the office building with the sign on it. In the open, she felt she could handle anything that came at her, but in a confined space, she got nervous about what was around the next corner.
Lucas rattled the handle on the door, locked.
“Hank?” Lucas motioned toward the door.
Hank lifted his leg and kicked the door in. It made a loud noise and Poly turned back to the parking lot, looking for a lurker. Across the street, past a house, she thought she caught movement for a split second. She stared at the spot but nothing changed, maybe she’d imagined it.
“I bet they keep gas somewhere in here,” Lucas said.
A few office cubicles made the first room and they moved past it to the back door. A mechanic’s shop, stuffed with car parts on the walls and a half torn down car in the first stall and a truck raised up in the lift next to it.
“Search around, there’s got to be fuel somewhere around here,” Lucas said.
The smell of metal and oil permeated the shop. The oil stains on the concrete floors covered more areas, than not. Poly grabbed a red can and shook it. Empty. 
Julie walked next to her and shrugged her shoulder. Poly nodded her head, she didn’t know what to look for either, and everything she looked at was covered in dirt mixed with grease. Without running water, she dreaded having black, greasy hands until the next river.
Hank apparently didn’t have the same fears, as he ravaged the shelves, shaking every can and container. 
“Hank, over here,” Lucas waved his hand.
Poly walked over with Hank.
Lucas stood in front of a pile of cardboard boxes, pulling them out.
“I can see a barrel behind this stuff,” Lucas said.
Hank grabbed boxes and tossed them under the truck next to them. A black barrel emerged from behind the boxes with a hose and some kind of hand crank on top.
“Poly, can you grab that bucket behind you?” Lucas asked.
She turned to see a black metal bucket with metal parts in it. She gripped the sides of the bucket and carried it to Lucas.
“Thanks,” Lucas said and tossed the contents of the bucket on the ground. “This is the same thing Ferrell had. Hank, give it a few pumps,” Lucas put the bucket on his knee while he guided the hose into it.
Hank pumped the hands crank and liquid splashed into the bucket. Poly could smell the rancid, sweet smell she knew from the many trips to gas stations. 
“Ha, yeah!” Lucas gave Hank a high five.
Poly smiled and gave Julie a hug. 
Julie smiled back but shook her head. “That gas is old, it’s not going to work, and even if it did, do you really think one of those cars is going to start?”
Lucas looked hurt, he took the bucket and spilled a spoonful of gas on the floor. He handed Hank the bucket and took out a match box from his pocket. Lighting a match, he held it and then dropped it into the smear of gas on the floor. A flame poofed up and then went out. Poly leaned back at the quick flame.
“If it burns, we have a chance of it working,” Lucas said.
Julie raised an eyebrow, but didn’t say anything.
Poly grinned at the demonstration, if there was any chance to get away from walking a thousand miles, she’d try them all.
“Here’s a gas can.” Hank pulled a red metal can from the counter top and handed it to Lucas.
Lucas unscrewed the lid and stuck the hose into it. Hank pumped and filled the gas can.
“Let’s pick one of the beauties out front, shall we?” Lucas said and carried his gas can to the front parking lot.
Poly beamed at the idea of picking out a new car. Ever since turning sixteen, she’d been fixated with getting a car. A free one was more than she could handle. Could she drive a car to an Alius stone and transport it home? Did it work like that?
“How about this one?” Lucas leaned against a sports car, putting his hand under his chin, giving his best gangster look.
“Yeah, what does that thing get, ten miles per gallon?” Julie said, looking annoyed. “I can guarantee the batteries won’t work. We need a manual transmission so we can jump start it.”
Poly looked at Julie questionably, and then remembered her mom asking her to push her car because it wouldn’t start. She’d pushed the car until it started rolling along and then her mom took her foot off the clutch while in gear and the car started.
“Can’t argue with that, let’s do some window shopping and see which ones have sticks,” Lucas said.
Poly ran to the side of the parking lot and went car to car, but they all had automatics. Then, she came across a small SUV with a stick.
“Found one,” she called.
They ran over and walked around the car, looking it over.
“I don’t know what a trail dog is, but this thing is perfect,” Lucas said sliding his fingers over the Trail Dog logo.
“It’s got four-wheel drive.” Hank pressed his face against the passenger side window.
Lucas pulled on the handle, locked. “Hank?”
“Wait, I saw a board of keys in the office,” Poly said, running to the office and looking through all the keys until she found the Trail Dog key. She ran back and tossed it to Lucas.
He opened the door and reached back to unlock the back door. 
Poly climbed in the back and breathed in the clean smell of a new car. She resisted the urge to lay down on the bench seat with its comfortable cloth. Too many nights of laying in grass and dirt made her have a great appreciation for the small things. She scooted over to make room for Julie. Hank ran to the other side and got into the front passenger seat.
She hadn’t felt that happy in days, and she saw the same expression on her friend’s faces. 
“Don’t get too comfortable, this thing may not start,” Julie said.
“Only one way to find out,” Lucas said. “Let’s gas this baby up.” 
Poly didn’t want to leave the comfy confines of the backseat and reluctantly got out with her friends.
Lucas poured gas into it.
“I already checked and the battery’s dead. We need to push it back a bit so we can get a good run down this parking lot.” Julie got into the driver’s seat and Poly, Lucas, and Hank pushed the car backward out of its parking spot. They moved to the rear of the SUV. Poly placed her hands on the dirty back window, ready to push.
“You ready, Julie?” Lucas asked.
“Yeah,” Julie said.
“Remember, let go of the clutch and when it starts, push it back in. But wait until I tell you to pop it,” Lucas said.
Julie gave a thumbs up out of the open front window.
“One, Two, Three,” Lucas said and pushed on three. Poly fell forward as Hank and Lucas pushed it hard down the parking lot. She ran to it and pushed with them.
At a near run Lucas yelled, “Pop it!”
It jerked, sputtered, and a puff of smoke emerged from the pipe. Then it slowed down and stopped. Poly had wanted to hear the motor roar to life, but it didn’t.
She hunched over, breathing and looking at the stopped SUV.
“Let’s do it again,” Lucas said.
They pushed the Trail Dog back up next to the office and got behind it again.
“Go,” Lucas said.
Poly pushed hard and it picked up speed.
“Pop it,” Lucas yelled to Julie.
They watched the car roll for fifty feet, before it jerked and puffed and the motor roared to life. White smoke poured out of the pipe. Julie jumped from the vehicle and ran back to them. Lucas screamed and with open arms grabbed her in a bear hug.
Poly stared at the SUV. She could feel the tears forming in her eyes, it seemed so stupid to get emotional over a car starting, but she was getting way beyond caring. Hank grabbed her arm and pulled her into his massive chest, she buried her face there, letting a small moment of joy get the best of her. With the car, they had a good chance of getting off Ryjack. Finally, something good happened.
Poly heard Hank’s deep voice resonate in his chest, and pushed herself back, only to see the terror in his face.
“Run!” Lucas screamed, running back to them.
Poly looked past Lucas and saw that a horde of grinners had spotted them. With their black teeth, they grinned their maddening grin, as they passed their newly acquired SUV. They had no hope of getting to it now. She glanced back at the office. If they ran hard, they might have a chance. She ran.
 





 
 
 
 
 
THE GROANS AND YELLS FROM the horde washed over them like a sick mob, bound on killing them. She glanced over her shoulder as she ran with Hank at her side. The grinners propelled their broken bodies at them. They made it into the office and Hank tried to close the door.
“I broke this door when I kicked it in. It won’t lock.” The door flopped in Hank’s hands.
“Back room.” Lucas ran to the back door and held it open. 
Poly looked back at the grinners as they hit the glass door, sending pieces of glass to the floor. She stepped through the back doorway, and Lucas closed the door and locked it.
Behind the door, she heard the moans and the smashing of the office, as the horde crashed through it.
The two steel roll-up garage doors rattled as grinners from outside pushed into them. They had no way out. They would soon break through the doors and kill them. Poly’s heart raced and she breathed hard, gripping her sword tight. She could kill a dozen before they got to her but there looked to be a hundred out there.
Lucas and Hank pushed against the door. 
“I don’t think this door is going to hold,” Lucas said.
Julie paced with her arms flailing. “I don’t want to die here. I don’t want to die here.” Her face, ghost white.
Poly took a deep breath and tried to show courage for Julie who was completely losing it. She looked to the ceiling, but there was no ladder, no escape hatches. The room was filled with nothing but car parts and two vehicles. The large garage doors rattled as the grinners outside struck against it.
“We’re trapped,” Julie said.
They were. The grinners had sandwiched them into a tiny space. There had to be a way out. “The truck,” Poly said, pointing to the one on the lift. “That’s like eight feet off the ground.” The only thing holding the truck up was a large pipe in the middle. “They won’t be able to get to us in that.”
“There’s a ladder over here.” Julie picked the ladder up with shaking hands.
Poly took the ladder from Julie and set it up next to the truck. She climbed the ladder, swung her leg over the side, and landed in the back of the truck. She reached over and helped Julie in.
“Come on guys,” Julie called.
“Go, Lucas, I can’t hold this door for much longer.” Hank leaned into the door and the top creased in a few inches, grimy hands sliding through. Lucas ran up the ladder and jumped into the back of the truck.
“Come on, Hank,” Poly said.
Hank glanced back at Poly and then to the ladder. He let go of the door and ran to the ladder. It shifted under his feet and Poly reached down to grab Hanks hand, with the help of Lucas. Hank climbed into the back of the truck. 
“Pull up the ladder,” Julie said.
Hank reached down and grabbed the top rung of the ladder and pulled it into the truck. He folded it and placed it on top of the cab.
“They’re going to get through that door,” Lucas said. “If they see us, we’re dead. We’ll have to lie down, out of sight.”
“Shouldn’t even talk or move, if we can help it,” Julie added.
They clambered for positions in the truck bed for a minute. “We won’t all fit back here, I’m going into the cab.” Julie slid the back window open, climbed into the cab and laid down.
With the extra room, Hank lay on his side with his back against the wheel well, Lucas lay in the middle on his back and Poly scrunched up against the other side, facing Lucas.
The door creaked and the sound of moans became louder. Soon they would be busting down that door and occupying every space below them. Did the truck just move down? She felt the panic building. The grinners clawed and scratched the steel door and it crunched under their pushes. She pictured every grinner out there, pushing against the door. She breathed rapidly and brought out her dagger. Lucas turned his head to face her.
“Suck it up, Poly, we may be here a long time,” Lucas said.
She took a deep breath and her eyes narrowed, as Lucas faced the ceiling, ignoring her glare. Just like Lucas to make light of a situation where they could all die. She wanted to punch him, just to make sure he knew she was angry.
Giving up, she attached to the anger and tried to build on it. She thought of Max striking down Compry, Joey being wrapped like a present and taken away from her, Paul lying face down in the sand, the face of the MM officer that hit her. She let the rage build and pounded out the fears with it. 
The door finally gave in and collapsed into the mechanic’s bay with a loud noise, as it crashed to the floor. Feet stomped over it. So many feet, like a never ending marching band. As they filled the space below, the sound of falling cans and tools echoed throughout the room. The anger felt good for a minute, but it was fleeting. They were directly under them, knocking into the undercarriage of the truck. She needed something else to keep her from screaming.
She closed her eyes, covered her mouth with her hand and thought of the scene generator with Joey. The oak tree, the fireflies floating around and turning into shapes, the cold air in her lungs, the warm body pressed against her, and the feeling of Joey’s rapid heartbeat against her skin. 
Her breathing slowed and she kept the smell of death from waving over her. She felt a hand touch hers and she opened her eyes to see Lucas staring at her. He held Hank’s as well. He was right, they might be there for a long time and she needed to suck it up. But if she didn’t have her friends there, she’d already be losing it.
She looked to the cab and the open window. She had envied Julie as she climbed into the truck, but now she would do anything to have her there next to her. In that cab, she was dealing with it on her own. Julie was already losing it before the door crashed in, and now she had to face it alone. She tried to project positive thoughts to Julie.
Lucas squeezed her hand and she looked at his face as he gave a soft nod. 
She winced and closed her eyes hard, as she heard grinners climbing onto the car next to them. They couldn’t move at all now, if the grinners spotted one live hand they’d never leave the shop. Glass shattered from the car next to them and Poly jerked in reaction to it. They seemed so close, like any second she’d feel one of those grimy hands reaching over the truck bed and grab her shoulder. 
Did the truck just lower again? She swore she felt it inch down. Poly looked to the cab window and thought she heard a whimper. She should have climbed in the cab with her.
The truck shook and one of the wheels spun on the truck. She heard a squeak from the cab. She eyed Lucas and he gazed at the window as well. He looked at her and shook his head. He might have been thinking she would make her way into the cab, but Poly didn’t think she could move at the moment, even if she had too. Her whole body felt numb.
The truck shook again and she gripped her dagger, waiting for a dead head to appear over the edge of the truck. The truck edged down again. Why was it moving down? Their weight must be too much for the old jack to handle. No, she had to be imagining it. She studied a can on the far wall, it displayed half the label. If they moved down anymore, more of the label would appear. She calmed her breathing and reminded herself they would be laying there for a long time. At some point, the grinners would leave. She repeated it in her head over and over. As long as more of that label didn’t appear.
“Testies,” Lucas faintly whispered.
Poly focused on Lucas’s face. Her face crunched in a question. What the hell was Lucas saying?
“Areolas.”
Poly stared at his face as he smirked. 
“Scrotum.”
She was lip reading as much as hearing the absurd, faint words spilling from his mouth. She glanced at Hank, but he returned a confused look. She didn’t think he could hear Lucas.
“Badonkadonk.”
Okay, he was just getting ridiculous.
“Donkey punch,” Poly whispered. She had no idea what it meant, but heard it a few times and knew it meant something funny.
Lucas’s eyes went wide and he covered his mouth to hold back a laugh. His reaction made her smile and she felt better. Another grinner spun a truck wheel and Poly raised her eyebrow. The truck felt like it moved lower again and she searched for her can, more of the label appeared. They were lowering. She stared at that label, trying to stay still and calm. 
The truck edged lower and lower, and a new sound hit the truck. Julie whimpered, and it killed Poly to not be able to go and comfort her. 
Hang in there, Julie.
Poly, Julie, and Samantha were sisters with different parents. She loved them, she loved all of the Preston Six. It didn’t feel right not to have Samantha around and with Joey in the hands of MM, it was taking her to a dark place when alone. She tried to take it in and be tough, but how much could she take before choking to death? The truck inched lower again. Was it picking up speed? Her reference can was far above the sidewall of the truck now. 
Many heads and arms began to hit the sidewalls of the descending truck. Poly winced at each sound and slowly pulled the sword out of it sheath. Lucas pulled two arrows from his quiver and held them like daggers in each hand. They didn’t stand a chance against the hundred grinners below, but they would try. It’s good Julie got into the cab. She had almost no grinner killing experience. Maybe they’d never see her in the cab. It was a comforting thought. Maybe Julie could get to the stone and she and Samantha could carry on without them.
A hand moved above her; its grimy fingers searching. She moved her sword, but Lucas put a hand on her and shook his head. If not then, when? Any second, the grinners would be pulling them out of the back of the truck. 
A sudden shift in noise came from below. The stomping and dragging noise moved in a direction away from them. The door they’d knocked down rattled on the floor under the grinner’s feet. Then the sound of breaking glass reverberated in the office, and finally . . . silence.
She lay motionless, listening for sounds below. She could feel the steady descent now. The garage door stopped rattling, the awful moans disappeared. Her breathing sounded loud in the silence. 
Lucas turned his head to the cab window. She wanted to check on Julie as well. She adjusted herself on the steel bed of the truck and Lucas shook his head and held a finger to his mouth. 
Then Poly heard it, a dragging sound like somebody dragging a sack of concrete across the floor. It rattled the door and then the glass of the office. 
Lucas pointed at her and then his eyes. She nodded and rolled around to face the wheel well of the truck. She rose up on her elbow with her face sideways. She crept up until her right eye peered over the truck, she saw the car next to them, the walls of parts and tools, emptied onto the floor, but nothing moved. She moved higher, inching up, until she saw below the truck. She gawked at the sight, they were only five feet off the floor but nothing moved, it looked clear. 
“I don’t see anything,” she whispered.
Lucas sat up and moved to the cab window, Poly did the same. Julie lay on the floor holding her Panavice in her hands. A soft glow from the screen lit up her face and hand that moved around the screen.
“Julie,” Lucas said through the open window.
Julie jerked away from the screen, smiled, and climbed onto the bench seat. “They gone?”
“You okay?” Lucas asked.
“Yeah, there’re some fantastic games on this,” Julie said showing them the screen.
Lucas and Poly both let out a long breath. She had been stressing for a day on the floor of the truck over Julie, while she played games.
“I thought I heard you crying,” Lucas said.
“Oh, I just couldn’t get past this one level, drove me crazy.”
Lucas helped Julie through the window.
“Why do you think they left like that?” Hank asked.
“Probably a stray cat or something, who cares,” Lucas said. “Let’s get the gas and get out of here.” 
Hank took the ladder from the top of the cab and lowered it to the ground. Poly went first, holding her sword in hand. She shot looks around the room as she stepped down the ladder, a grinner could be hiding anywhere, but nothing moved.
Lucas climbed down the ladder, carrying his backpack in one hand, with his bow slung over his shoulder. “Grab me that gas can.” He pointed behind Hank. 
Hank handed the gas can to Lucas and they filled it up with gas.
Poly stepped on the fallen door and peeked into the office room. Desks overturned, papers scattered across the floor and a black smear on the window streaked down to the broken door, but there were no grinners. 
Stepping on the papers, she crouched low and walked to the glass door, looking down the road in both directions as far as the darkness would allow, nothing moved. She let out a breath and slid the dagger into its sheath.
“Outside looks clear,” she said, standing at the mechanic’s doorway.
“Poly, you saved our lives coming up with that idea to get in the truck. Thanks,” Hank said.
She nodded to Hank.
“I don’t know. I had a sinking feeling the whole time back there.” Lucas laughed at his stupid joke. 
Poly smiled, it was kind of funny.
“How was the truck bed?” Julie asked.
“Not too bad, until Hank and Lucas started holding hands,” Poly said with a smirk. She left out her own hand holding from the word games.
Hank held the gas can. “Poly, what happens in the truck bed, stays in the truck bed.”
Lucas laughed and looked at Julie. She rolled her eyes and looked at her Panavice.
They filled the Trail Dog with gas and strapped all the gas cans, and whatever else could hold a liquid, to the top of the SUV and pushed it back into position. 
“Go,” Lucas said and she pushed against the bumper. 
It roared to life and they silently jumped and air-high-fived each other as they climbed in. Lucas took shotgun with Julie driving. Poly and Hank took the backseat. Hank tossed his huge bags into the far back of the car and she pushed her backpack next to her feet.
Lucas banged on the dash like he was playing drums. “Road trip!”
“I can’t get far enough away from that garage.” Julie pressed on the gas pedal.
Poly cheered and fist-pumped the air as they turned down the road, Hank raised an eyebrow at her and smiled.
“Come on, Hank, you can cheer once,” Poly said.
“Woo-hoo,” Hank said in a weak sarcastic tone.
Poly punched him in the shoulder.
“Ouch,” he said and rubbed his fake wound, sticking out his bottom lip.
“Oh no, did my fist hurt you?” Poly asked in her baby voice.
“I have sensitive shoulders,” Hank said. “Maybe if you carried more than that two pound pillow you’d understand.” She saw him trying to hold back a smile.
“So, that’s how it’s going to be.” Poly pulled out her dagger.
“Whoa,” Hank said raising his arms. “I was just messing around, how about I carry your bag next?”
“Deal,” Poly smiled and put her dagger away.
“You know where to go, Julie?” Lucas asked.
“South. It’s more A to B directions. But if we keep going south, we’re going in the right direction.” 
Poly felt the clean fabric of the seats and rested the back of her head on the soft head rest. She looked to Hank who was staring out his window.
“You know if we take shifts driving and our gas holds out, we could be in Florida in a day and half,” Julie said.
Lucas turned to look at the back seat. “You two should sleep now and in six hours we will switch.”
It was the best idea she had heard all week. Even at the mention of the word sleep, she felt her body slipping into a dream world.
 
 





 
 
 
 
 
HARRIS PUSHED OPEN THE GLASS door of the bank, hitting a body on the sidewalk. He pushed the door harder, sliding the body on the concrete. He looked back at the bank vault door and used his Panavice to close it. The thing on the ground had a hole in its head and he knew the kids had been through there.
He sighed, looking at the abandoned stores and buildings that lined the street. He had been here long ago and seen it vibrant with life. Now, windows were broken, buildings burned, abandoned cars littered the street, weeds slowly took back the road as they climbed through the cracks, expanding them a little every year. It wouldn’t be long before nature took it all back.
Sliding his fingers over the Panavice, he searched for Julie. Almadon put a tracker on her Panavice, and if she was with in a thousand miles, he would find her.
His pinged, a circle appeared on the screen. He looked to the south, they were eight hundred miles away. He grimaced and took in a deep breath—he needed a vehicle to catch them. Cars lined the street, but most were burned, turned upside down, or stripped down.
Jogging down the street he looked into each store, until he came to a large parking lot of a Cost Plus. He slowed down, walking along the sidewalk on the street. He saw garbage behind the building, and a green branch, peeking over the edge of the roof.
Someone lived or had lived there. He picked up his pace to a jog. He didn’t want to deal with people, he didn’t have the time.
He ran past the store and into a suburb. The same houses lined both sides of the street, with weeds and bushes growing into the front porches. Some of the doors had red X’s painted on them; those were the houses that had been cleared. He ran down the middle, working his way around fallen trees and stalled cars. 
Then he found it, a motorcycle. A police bike lay on its side, the front windshield cracked, deep claw marks on the seat. He pulled it upright and pushed it forward. The wheels rolled on the asphalt, creaking from sitting for a long time. Gaining momentum he pushed it harder, jogging to keep up. 
He jogged the bike onto Main Street, turning left toward the gas station. Max’s Gas, proclaimed a giant sign above the gas station. Some of the prices had fallen off the sign, making gas ninety-nine cents. The bike wasn’t ready for gas, he pushed it past the cob-webbed, dirty pumps and into the mechanic’s bay. 
A zombie stumbled out of the bay in a gray jumpsuit. Harris dropped the motorcycle and picked up a wrench from the counter. Yes, a wrench would do the job, nice and quiet. The zombie fell to the ground with a solid hit to the head. 
Harris pushed the motorcycle into the bay, securing it to a lift. Vanar didn’t have gas driven vehicles, except for rich collectors. Harris’s dad had a fascination with the antiques and made him work on them, rebuilding them when he was young—which seemed like five lifetime’s ago.
Placing his tools on the floor next to the motorcycle, he knelt down, pulling the fuel hose out, letting it drain on the floor. Next, the oil. It poured thick, black ooze onto the floor, spreading out. He didn’t have time to be clean or environmentally correct.
He pulled a new can of oil off the wall and tossed it next to the box. Then, a fuel filter, a spark plug, and other parts piled up next to the motorcycle. 
He spent the next hour taking apart the top end of the motor, and cleaning it out. Hoping it worked, he put it back together and filled it with oil. Taking it off the lift, he pushed it to the gas station’s supply lid.
He figured gas would be in the tanks, the disease spread so quickly through Ryjack, most of the resources still existed. He took a hose and the manual gas hand-pump from the shop and walked over to the metal lid, covering the tanks below ground. He slid the hose into the hole and heard a swish of liquid as it hit. Putting the other end of the hose into the gas tank, he pumped and filled the tank. 
He looked at his Panavice, they had traveled another thirty miles. Urgency hit him. He needed the motorcycle to run, if he had any chance of cutting them off before they reached the trap.
He strapped three filled gas cans to the back of the motorcycle and pushed it down the road, picking up speed. He pushed hard and when he neared a running speed he jumped on the bike and pushed his toes down on the shifter. It jerked and the tires skidded. He jumped on the seat, putting weight on the back tire, making it roll. It fired to life, spitting out smoke and sounding bad, but running.
There must have been a crack in the pipe somewhere; it roared way louder than it should. Anyone in a quarter mile would know he was coming. He focused on the road in front of him, if he kept moving, it wouldn’t matter.
Weaving in and out of the mangled cars slowed his pace, but once he got out of the town, the road cleared and he sped along. He wished he had goggles, as the wind drew tears out from his eyes. 
A zombie in the field next to him ran in his direction; to his right, another climbed out of a car. He looked back and saw a horde of zombies running down the road. He faced forward, because he couldn’t worry about what was behind him. The exhaust sputtered and he felt the bike misfire, but it kept moving forward. He petted the gas tank on the motorcycle. 
“Hang in there,” he said. 
The engine roared and the broken exhaust pipe made it impossible to even hear his own words.
After two hours of riding, the sun set to his right. Harris clicked on the light and it flickered on. Sighing in relief, he berated himself for not checking to see if it worked in the first place. 
The cold air on his face made a sharp contrast to the hot motor, pulsing heat against his legs. He slowed down, as darkness crept over the road. The headlight shone a cone of light straight ahead for a hundred feet. A zombie appeared in his head lights. He veered and dodged it with ease. Two cars came next, blocking the road. He slowed down and drove onto the dirt to get around. He gritted his teeth and twisted the throttle. The motorcycle lunged forward and blasted its exhaust to the dark world around him.
He saw a town ahead and sighed, zombies hung around towns. He couldn’t take any detours, he had to risk it. 
They must have heard him coming, a sound they hadn’t heard in a long time, roaring into their town. Their curiosity of a meal would draw them in.
A building on each side of the road bounced into sight as his headlight bobbed on the terrible road. With each bob of the light, he strained to see the dark street ahead, then he saw them. A hundred pairs of eyes reflecting into his headlight, filling the road. It didn’t surprise him. He stood on the pegs to get a look over their heads. They were only twenty deep. He would have one chance at getting through them.
He twisted the throttle and the motor roared to his command. Fifty feet in front of the zombie horde moving toward him, he picked his line and let go of the handlebars. Coasting at sixty miles an hour, he pulled out his two guns and shot the ones in his line. Zombies fell to his gunshots, another crashed off the front, the motorcycle shook and he grabbed the handlebars with one hand to keep it from crashing in the middle of the horde. 
With one hand on the throttle and one shooting a line in front of him he emerged on the back side of the horde. He glanced back at the chasing mob, stumbling after him. He hoped he didn’t run into another town anytime soon.
He stuffed his guns back into their holsters and leaned forward, putting his chest against the gas tank.
“Good job, girl. Hang in there, I need you.”
The cold night air blew against his chest and arms. His fingers became numb and he hung them low, close to the motor to thaw out. He shivered, wearing only a shirt for warmth, but there was no option for stopping and getting a jacket. No stores to shop, no malls to cruise.
He drove through the night, trying to keep a steady speed. Trees and large pot holes were his biggest concern between towns. 
He welcomed the blue hue of the rising sun. That was the constant, on every version of this planet—a sunrise and sunset. He welcomed the warmth, if only by a degree at first, but more than that, he welcomed the light. He could be warm later. With the path illuminated in front of him, he twisted the throttle. His bike sputtered at first, then hit its power band, doubling its speed.
“I bet you’re thirsty,” he said rubbing the side of the gas tank.
Slowing down, Harris stopped on the side of the road, unstrapped a gas can from the back of the bike, and filled the tank. It felt good to stretch his legs and get off the vibrating seat for a minute. His hands were numb from the cold and gripping the handlebars for so many hours.
Looking at his Panavice, “You’ve already made it halfway,” he said, talking to the motorcycle.
A bullet hit his shoulder and the loud bang sent him to the ground. He felt his wound, only a graze, but he didn’t have time for a graze or for whoever shot him. He scolded himself for not seeing the man in the farm house across the street. He also noticed the weeds around the van parked out front were stomped down. He might have two people to deal with. Harris waited for the second shot. The first flash came from the second floor, but he wasn’t sure if it was the middle window, or left. 
With gun in hand he timed his counter attack. 
Another shot, this one hit his motorcycle. He jumped and shot into the left window, glass shattered and the man fell through the window and onto the ground. Harris moved behind the motorcycle, sitting against the back wheel. 
“We just wanted the bike,” a man yelled. Sounded close, maybe behind the van.
“I can’t do that, just let me ride out of here and no one gets hurt.”
A minute long pause before he heard the cocking of a shotgun, much closer than the house. Looking between the spokes of the motorcycle’s back wheel, he saw feet under the van. 
He didn’t have time for this.
The bike gave him very little protection. He jumped up, running toward the van, guns raised. Anything that moved was going to die.
Rounding the van, he spotted a man with his back to him pointing the shotgun past the front of the van. 
“Drop it,” he yelled. 
The man, whether on purpose or not, jumped from shock and dropped the shotgun. He looked like a zombie with his sunken face, dirty clothes, and rotten teeth. Harris could smell him ten feet away. Fear filled the man’s eyes and he held out his hands.
“Please sir, he just wanted your bike—did you kill him?” The man covered his mouth, as he looked at the man lying in the weed covered front yard.
“Are you alone?” Harris asked, looking around.
“No, my family’s in the van,” the man replied.
“Anyone else in that house?”
“Just my brother.” He eyed the man’s body surrounded by weeds, and spit on the ground. “He kicked me out a month ago.”
“And you live in this van?”
“We can’t go anywhere with them things. So we hide here, hunt anything that comes by.”
“Like me?”
“Sometimes.” He looked at the ground.
“Open the back door.” Harris pointed to the back of the van.
The man walked to the back doors. “Don’t kill us, please.” Tears welled in his eyes. 
Harris suppressed a sigh, seeing a grown man embarrass himself in such a way. “Just open the door already.”
The slim man staggered to the van door and opened it. A pungent smell hit Harris and he covered his mouth and nose with his free hand. A young girl appeared from the dark innards of the van. The sun light shone on her skeletal face. She shielded her eyes from the sun, gazing at him with blank eyes. 
“She’s all I got, her mom died last year,” the man whimpered.
Harris gripped the trigger on his gun and pointed it at the man. It would be a pity kill, the girl would be harder to shoot, but wasn’t it crueler to let them live?
The man fell to his knees. “Please sir, I’m all she’s got. Look, you killed my brother, I can go into the house and get you food, take anything you want.”
Harris sighed and took his finger off the trigger, he should apologize to the man for letting him live. If he didn’t have that daughter. . . .
“Take your daughter and protect her, keep her happy. I’ll be coming back to make sure of it. Maybe tomorrow or maybe a year from now, and if she isn’t the happiest kid in this sick world, I won’t show mercy next time.”
The man got to his feet, tears streaming down his face. “Oh, thank you, and I will. I will, I promise.” He picked up his daughter and ran toward the house. 
Harris stuffed his gun into his holster and walked over to the shotgun. Cocked it and checked the chamber, empty. He tossed it back on the ground and walked to his motorcycle.
Black oil dripped from the side of the motor case, coming from a hole made by the man in the house. If the bullet went into the motor, it’d be over. He pressed the start button and the motor roared to life with its deafening sound. Oil spit out from the hole like black blood, but it ran. Injured, but not killed.
He brought one can of oil with him. He’d probably have to stop and find more, if it kept leaking like that. It was only a matter of time until it bled out and died. The thought of letting such a machine die on the side of the road made him glance back at the house, contemplating the mercy he showed. He hopped on the motorcycle instead.
Harris leaned in and rubbed his fingers on the side of the smooth tank. “I know you’re hurt girl, but keep it together for a bit longer.” He twisted the throttle, launching the bike down the road, with its thundering exhaust.
He rode through the day, stopping at a gas station.
Filling the gas tank, he also poured oil into the engine. The overheat light appeared early in the morning, and then the midday sun made it worse. But he pushed the machine through the day and it held together for him. He welcomed the night, it froze him, but the bike stayed cool. The bike is what mattered.
He stopped early in the morning, still dark, and put the last of the fuel in the bike. Sitting on the seat, he petted the gas tank. She was tougher than he could have ever hoped for. It hurt his heart to ride her so hard, but the kids needed him. “Only fifty miles left.” 
He slid his Panavice into his pocket. A zombie walked up behind him, but the broken muffler roared to life, sending the motorcycle down the road. He heard a metal clicking sound in the engine, she didn’t have much longer. He sighed, a motorized vehicle like this should be displayed in a museum, not ridden to death.
“Fifty miles girl, if you give that to me, I promise to take care of you.” 
 





 
 
 
 
 
IN THE DARK NIGHT, POLY stared at the back of the house they parked behind. She glanced out the left window, the stone was in that direction, walking distance. They all agreed to wait until light to make the final leg. She fidgeted in her seat.
“Something doesn’t feel right,” Poly said. 
Lucas looked like he agreed, but reminded them, “It’s our way out, our only way out.” 
“I’ve been thinking of the same thing,” Julie added. “This is the closest stone. If Travis told them where we went, they’d be waiting for us to arrive here.”
Poly yanked on her seatbelt. She wanted to leave Ryjack as much as the rest of them, but she wanted to live long enough to see it happen.
“We should do some recon, see where the stone is first,” Hank said.
“It could be at the bottom of a prison or something,” Julie said.
Lucas tossed up his arms, “Fine, as soon as daylight comes, we’ll go check it out.”
She didn’t like the group siding with her over Lucas, but sometimes he was wrong. Poly turned her attention to the play structure, with swings and a spiral slide making a new home for weeds and grass. Lucas had one just like it behind his house. His dad spent a few days building it and invited everyone over to play around on it. Lucas pushed her in a swing just like that. 
She cracked the window open and felt the cold morning air creep into the SUV and thought about trying out the swing set. How long had it been since she swung? She squinted her eyes and leaned her ear close to the opening in the window.
She jerked up in her seat. 
“What?” Lucas asked. 
“You hear that?”
“Is that a motorcycle?” Julie asked.
Lucas rolled his window down. “I think it is and it’s getting closer.” 
“We should move.” Julie said.
“We’re behind this house, they’d never see us unless they came back here,” Lucas said.
Poly held a dagger in her hand as the sound grew louder, maybe a street or two away. The sound roared onto the street in front of them, echoing through the whole valley, then silence.
“They stopped,” Julie leaned forward between the two front seats.
“Maybe they saw us,” Hank said.
Lucas grabbed his bow and opened the driver’s side door. “Poly, you throw, I’ll bow. When I give the word.”
Poly nodded and held her throwing daggers in her hand. She creaked open her door, shaking her head at the situation. Grinners were predictable to an extent, but they didn’t ride motorcycles. Whoever parked in front had to be a human. Humans were unpredictable.
Her fears jumped, as a man wearing all black walked next to the house, holding something in his hands. 
“It’s one of MM’s guys.” Julie pointed out the front window.
Poly couldn’t make out the face in the twilight, but saw the clothes; nothing on Ryjack looked like that.
“Go,” Lucas said. He flipped the bright lights on. 
Poly jumped outside the car and threw her first knife at the man, she heard the twang of Lucas’s bow and saw his arrow flying toward the man.
The man stiffened his posture and moved his hips, dodging her knife and at the same time Lucas’s arrow. Poly’s heart raced and her adrenaline pumped, as she reared back with a knife in her hand, looking for a head shot . . . until she saw his face.
“Harris,” she yelled, running across the thick weeds toward him.
He smiled warmly, “Poly.” 
She jumped into his arms and hugged him tight. He smelled of gas and oil. “I made him promise not to hurt you,” Poly said, pulling back and poking him in the chest.
“I thank you for that, and I owe you one. Lucas, Julie, Hank, so glad you guys are okay,” Harris said, shaking their hands. 
“How did you get away from Travis? I didn’t think he’d ever let you go,” Julie asked.
“We came to an agreement,” Harris said.
Poly didn’t care about the why, she couldn’t stop smiling. With Harris, she felt they had a better chance at getting off of Ryjack and getting Joey back.
“Sorry for shooting at you,” Lucas said.
“I would have been disappointed if you didn’t,” Harris said.
Lucas smiled and slung his bow over his back.
“How did you find us?” Julie asked.
“Almadon placed a tracker mod on your Pana.” 
Julie looked at her Panavice, nodding her head.
He continued. “MM has a trap set up for you at the Alius stone.” 
“Oh great,” Lucas said.
Poly looked at Lucas with her I-told-you-so face.
“What do we do?” Hank asked.
“It’s only a few miles from here, a couple of us should scout it out and see what they have planned for us.”
“Why can’t we go to the New Vegas stone, or some other one?” Lucas asked.
“We are on the east coast and those are both on the west coast. We travel that far and we’ll be pushing our luck.” Harris paused and Lucas looked at the ground.
“I’ll go scout it out,” Poly said. She’d wanted to get a look at the stone from the second they arrived late last night.
“Okay, you three stay here. The less, the better,” Harris said.
“You sure, Poly?” Hank asked.
Poly looked at the worry in his face. “Yeah, I’ll be fine.”
Hank put his hands in his pockets and nodded.
“Early morning is the best time, the zombies get confused about the rising sun,” Harris said.
“Let me grab my sword.” Poly ran to the SUV, returning with it on her back. 
Harris eyed the sword for a second and then studied his Panavice. “This way.”
She walked with him behind the houses. Trees scattered the backyards, seedlings sprouting up. She saw the end of the house line and where the forest took over, with dark oak trees and thick foliage. She didn’t like being confined to small areas, it was harder to stab.
“If we run across any zombies—”
“Grinners,” Poly corrected. “They grin at you when attacking. It’s a name we picked up on. Zombies just seemed too silly to be saying all the time.”
Harris stared at her. “Yeah, I guess,” he said. “But if we do run across any, we need to be silent. Do you have a blade I can borrow?” 
“And here I thought you were an ‘all gun’ kind of guy,” Poly said, handing him one of her daggers.
Harris held it in his hand, turning it. “Thank you.” He pointed to the sword on her back. “Where’d you get that?”
Poly pulled the sword out of its scabbard. “A gift from Travis.” She admired the shiny blade for a second and then guided it back into its sheath.
“Those weapons are like his kids—not something he’d part with lightly.”
“He offered it up, but I still prefer my throwing knives.”
Harris nodded. “I’m sorry for all this, you know?”
“You suffered as much as us, if not more, from the hands of MM.” Poly thought of the few people she’d seen killed, each one had been a close friend of his and she got hints there were many more killed before. How could he stay so solid when there was so much death around him? Joey being taken nearly broke her, but if any of her friends were killed, she doubted she would recover.
They walked into the forest. Poly watched her warm breath puff out in the cold air.
“I must say, I’m impressed with you all,” Harris said. “Staying alive in a place like this takes intelligence and cunning in spades.”
Poly thought about the night in the back of the truck and it sent chills down her back. “It hasn’t—”
Harris held up his finger and stopped walking. He pointed in front of her, she didn’t see it at first, but then caught movement, two hundred feet away. She moved her head left and right, trying to see around the foliage.
“I’ll take this one,” Harris said. “Watch my back.”
Poly stayed close to Harris, glancing over her shoulder. The thing spotted Harris right before he ended it with her dagger. 
Retrieving the blade, Harris wiped it on the grinner’s jacket. “It’s a shame what happened to this planet.”
Poly nodded, gazing at the grinner on the ground. She couldn’t get used to killing them. Even with its mangled face and partially removed torso, she saw a human, somewhere deep inside.
“Do you think they remember anything, you know, about themselves?” Poly asked.
“No, MM actually took some to their bunker in LA and experimented on them, but the only part of their brain that is active is a small region, allowing for animal instincts only.”
 
 
THEY’D WALKED THROUGH THE FOREST, jumped over a stream, climbed over a hill of boulders, and come to the edge of the forest. 
They stayed back and peered out into the clearing, beyond the last trees. There was a square building, the size of a grocery store, in the middle of the field. An asphalt road led up to its front door.
“Look, on the roof,” Harris whispered.
Poly squinted and then saw it, a gun poking over the wall. The gun moved and a black helmet appeared. She looked along the whole roof and began to count the men, hiding behind various obstructions. If she saw this many men, how many were hiding out of sight? How many were in the building?
Slumping against the tree, she asked, “How can we ever get in there? Maybe Lucas is right, and we should go to Vegas or something.”
“If we don’t show up here, they’ll swarm those ones as well.”
“How are we going to get through that army?” Poly pointed to the building.
“I have a plan,” Harris said, smiling. “Let’s get back to the car.”
“What’s the plan?” Poly whispered, walking behind Harris.
“I will tell everyone when we are back at the car,” Harris said. “I need to think it through first.”
Poly huffed and climbed down a rock hill. Harris extended his hand and helped her jump down the last section. 
“You know, Poly, Travis told me you beat him in a duel over me,” Harris said.
Poly felt embarrassed about it. “Oh, well, I couldn’t let you just die.” She thought of Travis’s face when they mentioned Harris. “And I really think he wanted to kill you.”
Harris smiled. “That he does.” He stared into her eyes. “But really, not many would do that for another.”
Poly felt the stab wound on her arm, still tender. “You would have done it for me.”
“Would I?” Harris asked.
Poly touched her neck and scowled at Harris. She punched him hard in the shoulder and he raised a questioning eyebrow at her. “That’s for sticking a bomb in my neck.”
He laughed, rubbing his shoulder. “I would have never done it, but you always need a backup plan.”
She kicked him in the leg. He watched it come at him and didn’t try to avoid it. “And that’s for trading Joey away.” She felt the anger building in her and remembered all the things Harris had done. 
“It was the only way to save the rest of you. I don’t think he’s in any danger with them, he’s a valuable asset.”
“It doesn’t make it better, we should have fought that guy.”
“Maybe with Almadon, but without her, we had no chance of getting through his tech.”
They walked in silence for a bit, reflecting on those they lost.
“Your brother’s a jerk,” Poly said. “How could you be related?”
“We don’t choose our family.”
Poly shook her head and felt the steel on her hip. She hated the smug look on Max’s face as he took Joey. She’d find him one day and make him pay. She couldn’t look at Harris right now . . . there were just too many similarities to Max’s face. 
Walking out of the forest and into the backyards of the houses, Hank ran up to them.
“Thank God, you’re okay,” he said to Poly as they approached the car.
She gave him a questioning look. “You don’t think I can handle myself?”
“It’s not that. What if one of those hordes came at you?” Hank said.
“What did you find?” Julie said, stepping out of the car.
“It’s as we thought, they’re holed up around a building, heavily guarded,” Harris said.
“Don’t worry he’s got a ‘secret plan,’” Poly said sarcastically, with air quotes. Some residues of anger obviously remained.
Harris gave her a sideways look. “They out number us, out gun us, and have a fortified building. It will be difficult to breach.”
Lucas slapped the hood of the SUV. “Just get me in shooting range and I can kill them one at a time.”
“You’ll have your chance,” Harris said, he glanced back at the forest. “I want you guys to take positions at the tree line, Poly can take you there.”
“What are you going to do?” Poly asked.
“Rolling thunder.” 
 





 
 
 
 
 
“I HAVE A MOTORCYCLE, I’M sure you heard it when I arrived. I can use it to round up every zom—grinner in a mile radius and shove them down the throat of that building and everyone in it.” Harris looked toward the front of the house.
Poly looked at a smiling Lucas. It was the greatest, craziest plan she’d ever heard. Hank laughed and gave Lucas a high-five. It was like some sort of sweet justice, sending their creation at them.
“The only problem is, if the grinners win, we have to fight them then,” Julie said.
“Those men on that building were level five, I saw one level six. We’ll be lucky if they’re all killed.”
Poly frowned, she didn’t understand the level system, but she remembered that Simon had a R7 on his chest and Max with an R8. If Harris implied they were dangerous, Poly didn’t want to question it.
“Okay, let’s do this. Get in your position and wait for the sound of my motorcycle. If all goes well, they’ll all kill each other.”
“We should get moving,” Poly said.
“Just remember to stay clear of them, until they’re all dead. No reason to take shots until you have to.” Harris eyed Lucas. Lucas adjusted his bow and turned away. “Before I go, I want to teach each of you the code to earth.”
Harris spent the next ten minutes showing them the codes on a rock he found. Once he was satisfied, he tossed the rock to the ground. “Good luck,” he said as he walked to the motorcycle, disappearing around the house.
Poly counted the knives on her hip and turned to face the forest. She knew the way and started walking to it. Hank, Lucas, and Julie followed along with her quick pace. 
“You think we’ll finally be able to get home?” Hank gazed ahead with a look of wonder.
“Home is a pit stop, I want to get Joey back,” Poly said, clenching her fist. She was tired of them talking more about getting home, than getting Joey back.
Hank looked to the ground, with his hands in his pockets, and kicked a rock. “I want to get Joey back as much as anyone.” 
Poly cringed, feeling a “but” coming. 
“But how are we going to take on Marcus? He has armies and defenses we can’t even comprehend.”
Poly gritted her teeth. She hated hearing it from Hank. She figured he would be the one to stand with her when it came to the tough decision about what to do next. She guessed Julie would argue against it and Lucas would go along with the consensus. Now she had to convince Hank and the thought of it made her mad.
“Harris did it once, we can too. We have to. I won’t leave him with Marcus, being drained away.” Poly squeezed her dagger. “I can’t even imagine what they are doing to him right now. . . .”
Hank didn’t say anything for quite some time as they walked to the forest edge. Finally, he broke the silence. “Where you go, I go.” 
She relaxed a bit, it was all she needed to hear from him.
The motorcycle thundered to life and echoed through the backyards. Poly looked back, Julie and Lucas walked closely, talking to each other. She’d work on Julie first, if she got behind the idea, Lucas would fall in line.
Poly stepped into the leaf-ridden floor of the forest and traced her trail back to the spot where Harris mentioned. The whole time walking, she heard the motorcycle, sometimes faintly and others much closer. 
“This is where we wait,” Poly said.
The sounds of the motorcycle hadn’t gone unnoticed, as Poly looked at the roof line. They stood in plain sight with binoculars, looking in the direction of the street, slithering its way through the trees.
“You think he found any?” Julie whispered.
“I’m sure there’s no shortage of grinners,” Poly said.
She pictured Harris riding around the town, collecting grinners with each street traveled and each store passed—Pied Piper of Ryjack. He would be coming, bringing with him, Hell. She couldn’t wait to see it. The looks on their faces as a horde of grinners piled against their building.
 “He must be close,” Hank said. The motorcycle sound grew louder.
Poly pulled out her sword, staring at the street. Lucas held his bow out, placing an arrow in his hand. Hank picked up a large stick and held it like a staff. Julie held her Panavice, looked at them and stuffed it in her pocket.
“Next stop, I’m getting a slingshot or something,” Julie said. 
Poly laughed and turned her attention back to the road and the motorcycle sound. The top of the building swarmed with activity. The men in black shirts ran around the edge of the roof, looking for anything.
“We should get down,” Lucas said.
Poly agreed, a keen eye might spot a group sitting beyond the tree line. She watched the men on the roof as she lowered her body to the ground and moved sideways to get behind a tree. A man with binoculars pointed in their direction.
“Crap,” Poly said. “We’ve been spotted.” She slapped her thigh in anger.
Another man pointed toward them. She watched him hold his Panavice to his mouth. The motorcycle sound filled the forest, she awaited its appearance. It had to be seconds away.
More men joined in the men looking in their direction, pointing. A shot fired, hitting the tree next to Poly. She fell to the ground, hugging the dirt. The building door opened and men with large padding on their bodies, marched out, pointing their guns at them. Another shot hit the dirt next to her.
“Come on, Harris,” Poly whispered.
She let go of her sword and placed three throwing knives in her hand, they were too far away to throw, but when they got within a hundred feet she planned on hitting them one by one.
She looked to her left, Lucas stood against the tree with an arrow cocked, his arm resting on the tree. The three men walked toward them with guns raised. Poly moved behind the tree more and that’s when they opened fire on them.
The motorcycle sound was muffled under the automatic gunfire raining on them. Poly put her face in the dirt and heard the bullets hit the trees and rocks around them. The bullets stopped and the roar of the motorcycle echoed through the forest. It had to be right there. Poly lifted her head to make out the men across the field. They pointed at the street winding out of the forest. Harris popped in and out of view as he crept toward them. He pressed his chest against the gas tank and held both guns out in front of him. Ten feet behind him, a wall of grinners reached for him. 
Harris tucked his body to one side of the motorcycle, shielding himself as he approached the building. The men on the roof and the few that had been shooting at them turned their fire onto the horde. They fell around Harris as he sped up and kept his straight path toward the building. Shots hit the motorcycle, sending sparks around Harris. 
Poly’s heart pounded in her chest, there was no way they were missing him. Was it a suicide mission the whole time? She gripped a handful of dead leaves, fighting her urge to run into the fray to save him. She turned to Lucas, he shook his head.
Harris launched the motorcycle toward the door of the building as he jumped off and let it ghost into the door, crashing and breaking it open. His momentum slid him along the ground as gunshots popped puffs of dirt around him. He hit the side of the building and ran along the edge, hugging his body against the wall, leaving a smear of blood as he did. He disappeared around the corner. 
She hadn’t looked at the grinner horde in its entirety, until that moment. She gasped at the mass of them staggering to the building. Many fell under the automatic gunfire, but many made it to the building and its open door. They flooded into the door under heavy machine gun fire. Her gaze followed the path of grinners leading down the road. It looked as if a grinner stadium had let out.
“You seeing this?” Lucas clapped excitedly.
With mouth open, she watched the men in black fire into the horde, stepping back in formation. They no longer looked in their direction. The men on the roof fired into the crowd, but it did little to stop them from flooding into the building. A man on the roof threw a canister and it exploded in a fire ball, sending grinners flying into the air. Some got up, on fire, and ran into the building. She looked away as a wave of grinners fell on the men that were once coming for them. She heard their screams over the gunfire.
Smoke started to trickle from the open door, and after a minute, it bellowed out. The muffled sound of gunfire in the building came out of the door, as grinners piled into it. On the roof, a man kicked open the door, turned, shot grinners behind the door and slammed it closed. Poly could make out the R7 on his chest—a seven? Great. His long, bleach-blond hair dangled just past his shoulders.
The seven grabbed a man by the shirt and shook him, pointing in Poly’s direction. Poly watched as the rank seven threw the man over the wall and took his rifle. He pointed it at Poly and she rolled toward Lucas. The bullet hit the ground where she had been laying. She kept rolling, bullets hitting the ground, until she rolled into Julie, behind Lucas and the tree.
“It’s a seven up there,” Poly said breathing hard.
“He looks pissed,” Lucas said, and the tree next to his face exploded out from a bullet. Moving behind the tree, he brushed the bark off his face.
Poly lay in the thick, dead leaves, unable to move in either direction without exposing herself. She looked at her feet and saw Hank lying on the ground behind her. Lucas stood against the tree with his bow in hand.
“We’re pinned,” Julie said.
“I see flames, the building is on fire,” Lucas said.
Good, let them all burn. She heard a growl close by, a grinner ran at her. The knife left her hand and struck the woman in a jogging suit in the eye, and she fell to the ground. Another came up behind it and Lucas fired an arrow into its head.
Poly moved and a bullet hit close to her shoulder.
“That seven has us in his scope,” Lucas said.
“Julie, see if he has a shield, something you can hack.”
Julie’s face lit up and she pulled her Panavice out of her pocket. Her eye’s narrowed, fingers flying across the screen.
“Yep, he has a shield,” Julie said.
“Can you hack it?” Poly asked.
“Yes, it’s similar to Simon’s.”
A pair of grinners spotted them and ran in their direction.
“I’ll get the left,” Lucas said. He shot an arrow and she flicked her hand, sending the knife into the man’s pajamas.
“The roof’s on fire, that seven is about to go down.” Lucas’s voice raised in excitement. “Wait, he’s firing into the grinners below him—he just threw his gun down.”
Poly crawled next to Lucas’s feet, peering over the root in front of her, she saw the top of the building. She took in a quick breath at the sight. The MM men huddled into a corner of the roof that wasn’t on fire, shooting down into the grinners below. She felt for the men; burned or dinner, were their choices.
Seven grabbed a man by the back of his pants and tossed him over the wall into the grinners below. He moved to the next man and did the same, the last man turned and fired at him, Poly heard the ricochet off his body shield. The seven grabbed the man by his shirt and threw him over the wall.
The grinners piled on the fresh meat, fighting for a feeding spot. Seven jumped off the wall, landing on the head of a grinner, smashing it into the ground.
He pulled out two hand guns from his side and fired into the grinners in front of him, killing ten, but more swarmed. Poly made eye contact with him and he raised his gun at her, but a grinner grabbed his arm, biting it. The seven shot it in the head. Poly expected his arm to be torn, but it didn’t have a mark on it. More grinners surrounded him and he knelt down, letting them pile on him.
“What’s he doing?” Lucas asked.
“Julie, get that shield down!” She’d seen Simon do the same thing to their parents.
“Trying, one more minute,” Julie said, never looking away from her screen.
Poly stared at the pile of grinners on top of the seven. She thought about when their parents piled on Simon.
An explosion boomed under the grinner pile. The grinners on top of the seven flew in all directions, some in pieces. The blond-haired man stood, and looked at Poly with a smirk. More grinners moved toward him, but he shot them and kept moving in their direction.
“Julie?” Poly said. He was close enough for Poly to see the cold determination on the man’s face. He wasn’t going to stop until they were all dead. 
“Almost. . . .” Julie said. Sweat beaded on her forehead. “There, it’s down,” Julie said looking up.
Seven still walked toward them, he fired into the closest grinners. Poly heard the click of his gun, out of bullets. He tossed the gun on the ground.
“Lucas, hit him,” Poly said.
Lucas pulled his bow back and the arrow flew at Seven. He moved his torso and dodged the arrow. Lucas shot again and he ducked under the arrow. A grinner jumped on Seven’s back and bit the back of his neck.
Shock covered his face. He leaned forward and tossed the thing on his back to the ground. He pulled out a knife and stabbed it in the head. He reached back, touched his neck and looked at his bloody hand. His face filled with rage and fear, as he turned his attention to the grinners surrounding him.
He swung his knife at a woman lunging at his face. He sliced through the grinners as they reached for purchase on his body. Poly shook her head, the man had skill, but he couldn’t kill them all. Grinner’s bodies piled around him as he swung his blade madly. Two grinners replaced each grinner he killed. The ones that were gorging on the fallen had left their meals for a fresh, active one.
“You got a shot?” Poly asked.
“Yeah, but man, it doesn’t feel right,” Lucas said, holding his bow low with arrow in hand. She knew how he felt, she felt the same kind of pity for the man. He raised his bow, pulled the string back and let it go. The bow vibrated with a twang. Poly watched with a heavy heart as the arrow flew toward Seven. 
He must have heard the twang and ducked right before it struck him. The distraction was enough time for a grinner to fall on him, biting his arm. He stabbed at it, but they locked onto him as more joined in. He stumbled backward and made eye contact with Poly for a second before falling on his back as the grinners piled on him.
Poly looked away and gasped at the sight of Harris behind them. His pale face looked weary, but he grinned. His left arm dangled, blood dripping from his fingertips, right hand held his gun.
Poly looked back at the horde pile. “Who was that?”
“Len. If they sent him, they really meant business.”
“You okay?” Hank asked, getting up.
“Don’t worry, it’s just a gun shot.” Harris moved his left arm. “I’ll be fine.”
“How long have you been back there?” Julie brushed the leaves off her shirt.
“Long enough.”
The burning roof collapsed, a cloud of smoke mushroomed out from the wreckage. The flames covered the entire building. Grinners climbed into the burning pile, grabbing for any bodies still left. A few stumbled out from the building on fire, but none made it further than a few steps.
“We solved one problem and caused another,” Julie said.
“Yeah, how can we get to the stone now?” Lucas asked.
“I didn’t plan on the building burning down,” Harris said. “What do you guys think?”
Poly sighed, she remembered him doing this with Joey. She stared at the grinner nearby, holding her knife in its head. She would retrieve the knives when things calmed down.
“I think we should get to that stone as quick as possible, I bet MM will send backup soon,” Julie said.
Harris nodded, “Yeah, I bet they will.”
“What is there, like thirty of those things left?” Lucas said. “If we finish those off, we can get to the stone.”
“The sooner the better, I hate this planet,” Julie said.
Poly lowered her head, she felt the same hate for the planet at one point. Now she felt sympathy for what had happened. MM destroyed a world, full of people, thoughts, families, dogs, and ambitions. Now they were forced to live in small hideaways to survive.
“You okay?” Harris asked, looking at her.
“Yes . . . no.” She wasn’t good at explaining her feelings, but she needed to push her agenda a bit more before they got back to Preston. “This planet was twisted into this reality by MM. If we have hate, we should direct it to the ones who hurt us and those around us. My hate is for Marcus, for Max.” She hated a man she never met. “And if we can get to that stone, we are one step closer to fighting back. One step closer to Joey.”
Julie looked at the ground. “I didn’t mean it literally,” she whispered.
“Let’s get to killing,” Lucas said and placed an arrow in his bow string. His arrow flew and hit a half-on-fire grinner in the head, he fired six more arrows. “That’s it, until I retrieve.”
“I have twelve shots, but mine draw attention,” Harris said, holding his gun in his right hand. “Ready?”
Poly retrieved her knives and held them in her hand.
“Am I the only one that realizes the building’s on fire?” Julie asked.
Poly lowered her hand, looking at the flames and smoke bellowing from the heap. She turned to Harris.
“I saw a storm bunker door behind the building. I think it leads to the stone,” Harris said. “Let’s stick close together, I’ll lead. But once I run out of bullets, Poly and Hank need to take the front line.”
Poly stared at the group still ravaging the seven’s body. She wouldn’t let that happen to anyone in her group. Harris walked past her and into the clearing, grinners perked up at the sight of the live prey and began to amble toward him. He shot the front six and holstered his gun, grabbing the one on his left hip, shooting another six. The shots echoed through the clearing like a dinner bell. Harris turned around, holding onto the dagger Poly handed him, and walked behind her. She swallowed, gazing at the grinners coming.
Hank stood next to her and gave her a nod, holding his stick-staff. She pulled out her sword and stood the length of a person away from Hank, matching his steps. A grinner approached her and she cut its head off and in the back swing chopped into another, she could feel the wind from Hank’s staff as he crushed the heads of grinners on his side. 
“Shift left,” Harris commanded.
Poly sidestepped with Hank, and from the corner of her eye, she saw Lucas pulling arrows out of dead grinners. She stabbed the eye of another, and cut the head off. She turned to Hank to see him kick one in the chest. An arrow flew by her hair and into the head of an oncoming grinner.
The wind shifted and the smoke blew into their faces, making a thick, gray cloud. She could feel the heat of the fire and heard the cracks and pops from the remains of the dying building. Four grinners emerged from the smoke, an arrow stuck one and she sliced two more. Hank chopped down on the head of the fourth.
“Keep moving,” Harris said.
Poly coughed, hot smoke filling her lungs, she lost her sense of direction. She kept Hank at her left, not letting him get more than six feet away.
“Here’s the door,” Harris said.
Poly held a hand over her mouth, coughing uncontrollably. A grinner trotted through the smoke toward them. She swung her sword, one handed, cutting his face in half. She almost threw up at the sight, which didn’t mix well with the coughing. She needed to get out of there.
The door looked like a storm shelter door, lying above the ground a foot. Harris flung the door open, thick smoke spewed from the opening. Harris took a step back and when the smoke cleared a bit, he peered down the doorway.
“Hank, do you have some water in your bag?” Harris asked.
“Yeah,” Hank coughed and set his bag on the ground.
“Everyone, take this water.” Harris handed the bottles around. “Pour it on your shirts and cover your mouth with the fabric.” 
Poly poured water on her mouth and neck, letting it run down her neck and soak her shirt. Harris did the same and pulled his wet shirt over his mouth, holding it there.
“We’ll only have a minute or two down there before we pass out from the smoke. The wet shirt will help, but only a little. We can’t get separated, we have one shot to make it to the stone. Stay low and hold hands.”
With the shirt over her mouth, Poly muffled a protest at the crazy idea of going into the smoke filled stairway, but Harris held out his available hand and Poly grasped it. She looked over her shoulder and Hank took her hand, Julie and Lucas behind him. Harris pulled her into the dark stairwell, smoking like a train, making the outside smoke seem like a fresh summer day. Poly had the instant urge to turn back and run up the stairs, but Harris held her hand firm, pulling her deep into abyss and down the stairs.
She bit her wet shirt, breathing through her teeth. The moist air felt good in her lungs, but the rancid smell of burning papers and plastics filled her nose. She let go of Hank’s hand to cover her face from the inferno pouring out an office door. Harris quickened his pace past the fire.
The thick smoke stung her eyes and tears dripped down her face. She couldn’t see the floor or the walls, only Harris’s hand holding hers. She stumbled and coughed, accidentally spitting out her shirt, and sucked in a mouthful of the black smoke. She let go of Harris’s hand, covering her mouth, but the smoke stayed in her lungs and she couldn’t stop the coughing. She inhaled more smoke with each spastic cough. Her knees hit the floor and her vision blurred, Harris’s hand disappeared in the smoke.
She felt arms from behind her, wrapping around her like a bear, carrying her. Bouncing in those arms, she heard words yelled, but they were distant sounds to her. She battled to get the smoke out of her lungs, while trying to not breathe in new smoke. Both ends, she failed. 
Then she heard a familiar humming sound, a sound that meant they were going home.
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY OPENED HER EYES. 
Charred branches of oak trees spread across the sky. Wisps of smoked fluttered through them and disappeared. She breathed deeply but coughed it all back out. She smashed her face into Hank’s chest.
“We made it,” he said between coughs.
Poly moved her leg and Hank lowered her to the ground. She hunched over in a coughing fit and struggled to stand straight, as she took in her surroundings. Julie coughed as she leaned next to Lucas, embracing her. Harris staggered near the edge of the circle, holding out a dagger, gaze darting around.
This can’t be home. The bushes were burnt sticks, the trees were blackened and leafless. The air, while clear, held the smell of smoke. Not the rancid smell of plastic, but the sweet smell of a campfire.
Julie screamed. Poly spun to face her. A few feet in front of Julie, a dead Arrack lay. Flies buzzed around its body.
“What’s going on, Harris?” Poly asked in a fit of coughing. “Where are we?”
Harris looked her in the eyes before his own rolled back. He staggered backward and fell hard on the ground—soot flying out from around him as he landed. Poly and Hank ran to his side. His pale face didn’t move. She clasped his hand, happy to see his chest moving up and down in slow breaths. Closer to him, she saw his black shirt had concealed the several bullet holes in his body.
“It’s the kids.”
She knew the voice and turned as Rick ran into the circle. A bow and quiver bounced around on his back. Black rings hung under his eyes and bandages wrapped his arm. The smile on his face didn’t match his appearance. She saw Rick counting them, stopping on his son’s face.
“Lucas.” He ran and wrapped Lucas in a big hug. “You made it, my boy.”
“It’s good to be back, dad, but we didn’t all make it.”
“This is . . . everyone?” Rick asked, his brief happiness turning to grief.
Minter ran into the clearing next, skidding on the ash littered ground. With a gun in each hand, he scanned their faces. “Where’s Joey?” he asked.
Poly’s heart sank. She had to live it, seeing Joey carted away with Max, but telling his father what happened brought the feelings to the surface. “Marcus has him,” she said coughing, tears running down her soot-ridden face.
Minter fell to his knees, his distraught face pointed at the sky. Poly’s coughs mixed her sobs. She looked into Hank’s blood-shot eyes and dirty face and then back to Minter.
“I’m so sorry,” Poly said.
Minter closed his eyes and slumped forward. “Why couldn’t you protect them, Harris?” Harris didn’t respond and Minter moved next to him. 
“He’s shot,” Julie said. “He’s the only reason we got here.”
Rick kneeled next to Harris and grabbed his wrist with two fingers. “Hank, carry Harris to Minter’s house, Beth can help him. Run, go now!”
Hank picked up Harris and ran in the direction Rick pointed.
Poly watched Harris’s head bob around Hank’s shoulder as he ran away with him, his feet kicking up dirt. The blackened forest spread out around her, nothing green for hundreds of feet. 
“What’s happening here?” Lucas asked with his arm around Julie.
“They came.” Rick pointed to the dead Arrack. “They’ve been coming here ever since you left,” he said, adjusting the bow on his back. “Sometimes one at a time, like that one. Sometimes a few more. They are either looking or waiting for you. We have constant shifts watching this circle.”
Minter stood and interrupted Rick. “Where have you been?” he asked with tear-filled eyes.
Poly shook her head, staring at Joey’s dad. “We’ve been chased . . . everywhere.” She coughed into her hands, her lungs and throat hurt. Anything more than a tiny breath sent her into a coughing fit.
Minter walked next to her and handed her a bottle of water. She took it and drank, feeling the cool liquid soothe her throat. She put the lid back on and tossed it to Lucas who handed it to Julie.
Minter paced the circle, kicking up dirt and soot. “Get back to my house. There could be more here any second.”
Poly nodded and put a hand on Minter’s shoulder. “We’re getting him back.” 
He stared at her with his cold, blue eyes. She saw hints of Joey in those eyes, just with more mileage and pain. He nodded. “Samantha as well. We’ll get both of them back.”
“Wait, what?” Julie pulled away from Lucas.
Poly stumbled back, shaking her head. Marcus had Samantha? She couldn’t blink, even though her eyes stung from the smoke. Samantha and Joey . . . both held by Marcus? No, it couldn’t be.
“Simon took her, we were too slow.” Rick stood close to Lucas, turning his head in every direction.
Poly covered her mouth with her hand. “We had no idea.” Her throat seized at the end of her words.
Julie moved to Poly and hugged her. Poly felt the wet tears from Julie’s face on her neck as she stared at the stone. 
“When?” Lucas asked.
“Right after you left, Simon grabbed her while we were all on the ground.” Minter’s attention darted around the forest. “You guys need to go, I don’t want to lose anymore of you. It’s not safe here.”
“Come on,” Lucas said.
“We’ll be at the house soon, son,” Rick said. He held onto Lucas’s arm, until he stopped and turned to face him. “I can’t tell you how much it means to see you back here.”
“Let’s not get all sappy now, dad.”
Rick put his hand on his shoulder. “Don’t get all macho with me.”
Lucas smiled and hugged him. He let go and hurried to the edge of the circle, next to Julie and Poly. Poly held Julie’s hand and pulled her along, following Lucas. After a while, the burnt forest turned back into dark green foliage. The news of Samantha lingered on Poly and her mind raced with awful thoughts. 
They didn’t speak as they left Watchers Woods and walked through Minter’s grass field. Poly recognized the cars and trucks parked in front of the house. She saw Trip standing on the porch, holding a shotgun. He smiled as they approached. His blood-shot eyes took each of them in with enthusiasm.
“So glad to see you back,” Trip said as they walked up the steps to the front porch.
“Good to see you.” Lucas hugged him.
Julie left Poly’s side and ran into Trip’s arms. He petted the back of her head. Poly walked to Trip and took a spot next to Julie and let him pull her in for a hug as well. She felt secure in his large arms. He had tried to warn them. He’d been the one who told the rest of the parents to train and prepare them. How could Simon have gotten Samantha from such arms?
Bull let out a bark and stood up to put his front legs on Julie, trying to get into the hugs. Poly turned and knelt down to Bull. He sniffed around her face and then moved around her body. She knew he was searching for Joey. “I’m sorry, boy.” She petted him on the head.
“Let’s get you inside and cleaned up,” Trip said walking them to the front door and opening it.
They walked in to hear Beth, Julie’s mom, yelling directions from the kitchen. “Get me another bucket of water and clean towels.”
Karen ran from the kitchen, she slid in her tracks when she saw them. “Oh, look at you two.” She darted to Poly and Julie. “And Lucas. . . .” She glanced at the doorway, her face crunched up in agony.
“I need those towels,” Beth bellowed from the kitchen.
Karen jumped at the words and bounded to the bathroom, coming out with a hand full of towels. Poly edged near the kitchen door. She’d seen too much death, too much suffering and she didn’t want to see more, but she rounded the corner and saw Beth hovering over Harris, pulling his shirt up as he lay on the kitchen island. 
Blood seeped from several holes and Beth commanded Karen push towels over them. Poly turned away and covered her mouth, as Beth rolled Harris to his side and he groaned out in pain.
“The bullets went through, all we can do is control the bleeding,” Beth said and rolled him back on his back. “Opal, hold it firmly here.”
“Mom,” Poly called. She hadn’t seen her standing behind Beth.
Opal dropped the towel and ran to her, hugging her tightly. Poly felt the knives hidden around her mom’s shirt as she hugged her back. She felt safe in Trip’s arms, but she felt at home in her mom’s. She hadn’t realized how much she missed her mom and home, until that moment.
Beth, noticing Opal’s departure, spotted Julie and ran past Poly to grab her in an embrace, keeping her bloody hands away.
Opal used her thumb to wipe the tears from Poly’s cheek. “You guys okay?” she asked, gazing at each of them.
“Yeah, were fine,” Poly said and coughed.
“It wasn’t easy getting back here,” Lucas said.
Karen sighed and pushed the towel on Harris’s stomach. He groaned and moved his arm. 
“They took Joey,” Poly said through gritted teeth.
“Hank told us,” Opal said. “Is he going to be okay?” Julie pointed at Harris.
“I don’t know.” Beth set a large first aid kit on the kitchen island next to Harris.
“Can’t we take him to a hospital?” 
“Gun shots are reported to the cops, and I don’t think we can explain this,” Beth said, while turning Harris on his side and placing a towel on the exit wound. Harris moved his hand and pulled open his jacket.
“The white,” he said and then his arms fell to his side.
“Harris?” Beth said and rifled into his jacket. She yanked out a small white pouch and stared at it.
She pulled the tab off and pushed Karen to the side, smearing the cream over his wounds. “We’ll put some bandages on and just hope that cream is enough.”
“Look, there’s nothing you kids can do, let’s get you cleaned up in the bathroom,” Opal said. “Lucas, you want to take Julie to the upstairs bathroom?”
Poly let her mom push her from the kitchen and into the hall bath. She put her hands on the white tile countertop and beheld her face in the mirror. The person in the mirror was unrecognizable, as her familiar features were covered in gray soot. Her blood shot eyes looked darker. She blinked. A cup with a toothbrush sticking out of it sat at the back of the countertop. Joey probably brushed his teeth at that very sink, looking into that mirror. 
Her mom ran water on a washcloth and pushed the warm cloth on Poly’s face. Poly took the cloth and wiped away some of the filth from her face. She wiped some more and saw her tan skin peeking through. She stared at her half clean visage, thinking about Joey on the roof and Samantha’s face next to the Alius circle. Her friends were gone and she felt guilty having any kind of pleasure, like a washed face, while they needed her.
A hand squeezed her shoulder and she looked at her mom in the mirror. 
Opal kissed her temple. “I can help you,” she said, taking the cloth out of Poly’s hand.
She didn’t argue, didn’t have the will. 
“I’m so sorry we brought this upon you kids,” her mom started.
Poly turned to face her. “You didn’t do this.”
Opal held her hand. “We did, but I wouldn’t have you, if I didn’t do what I did eighteen years ago.”
“I wish dad was here with us.” 
Opal burst into tears. She had never seen her mom openly cry. “He was an amazing young man.” 
She never talked about him beyond a few simple recycled stories that danced conveniently around the big questions. There was nothing to hide anymore.
“How did it happen that day, mom? I need to hear it from you, the truth.” She struggled to get the question out. Everything in her told her not to ask, but if she didn’t, she probably never would.
“We set up a trap, but Isaac, with a group of Arracks, got around it and. . . .” Opal touched her lips with her fingertips. “Well, we suffered for the mistake. He killed Doug.” Anger filled her face. “So, I put a sword through Isaac’s chest.”
“You killed him?”
“It was a group effort, but my blade ended it.”
“We all killed Simon.”
Her mom grimaced and then closed her eyes. “I never wanted you to see this kind of stuff. We tried so hard to keep you away from it. I’m so sorry.”
“Mom?”
“Yeah?”
“They killed Compry, Almadon, and Nathen. They died trying to get us away from it all.”
After a long silence, her mom collected herself. “They were good people. Compry taught me. . . .” She patted Poly’s shirt. Dust clouded around each pat. “Let’s get this shirt off so I can wash your neck.”
Poly lifted her shirt off and adjusted her bra.
Opal gasped. “What happened to your arm?”
Poly felt her bicep and the bandage on it. She almost forgot about getting stabbed by Travis. “Nothing, just got into a blade fight.”
“If you didn’t kill them, I will.”
Poly laughed.
Karen opened the door to the bathroom. “Harris is awake. He’s asking to talk to everyone.”
“Give us a moment,” Opal said.
Karen backed away from the door and closed it.
Opal continued to clean some of the dirt from the back of Poly’s neck. “What you really need is a shower.”
“Mom, I saw things . . . did thing. . . .” She thought of Paul, Compry getting shot, the grinners, and much more. She wanted to express to her mom what had happened, wanted to tell her she’d killed people.
“As much as I hate to see the change in your eyes, there is good that has come from this.”
Poly turned to face her mother. “What good?”
“We don’t have a lie standing between us anymore and I promise to never lie to you again.”
“You should have warned us, or done something. I mean, how could you keep this from us?”
“There were so many debates about how to raise you. Minter was actually the one who wanted to train each of you like a military squad, but cooler heads prevailed and from the moment you were born we vowed to give you kids a normal life. We hoped it had ended when we killed Isaac.”
“Hope got Joey and Samantha taken from us.” Poly didn’t want to be snippy with her mom, but the idea of what they kept from them for all those years brought a wave of anger over her.
“I’m sure there is another version of me, on some other world that did the perfect things, made the perfect choices for you, but I’m not her, Poly. The decisions I made are something I’ll have to live with, all the parents will.”
“Why didn’t you just run to Alaska or something?”
“Don’t think we didn’t have endless discussions. But in the end, we decided to stay close to the circle. We saw what was happening in another planet called Ryjack.”
“I know it well,” Poly said.
“Then you know how they destroyed it, just for research. They wouldn’t have had any problem tearing our Earth apart to find you. No, we wanted to stay close and deal with them the day they came, if they came.”
Poly pulled her shirt back on. “It isn’t over, Mom. They are still hunting us. We barely got here.”
“I know.”
“Then you know what I’m going to say next.”
Opal covered her mouth and tears filled her eyes. “You can’t stay here.”
“Hopefully, Harris has a plan.” 
They walked to the kitchen and found Harris sitting on the edge of the kitchen island, looking pale. Hank stood at his side as if to catch him at any moment.
“Let’s get some rest here tonight.” He winced and touched his sides. “Tomorrow, we have to leave.”
 





 
 
 
 
 
HARRIS HAD FALLEN INTO A deep sleep after he proclaimed their imminent exit.
The rest took to the living room and told stories for most of the night until everyone’s throat was hoarse. Poly left much of the details out. She didn’t want her mom knowing what she had done, besides, Lucas did most of the talking. He embellished his roles but also left out many of the details, he even left out Joey’s unique ability, for which Poly was grateful. Late in the night, Minter stood and told everyone they needed to rest.
Karen set Poly up in Joey’s room. Sleeping in Joey’s bed wasn’t easy. Poly fidgeted the night away, trying to slow her mind. 
In the morning, Julie woke her to come down to a breakfast being prepared by Gretchen and Karen. 
Poly took a seat in between Harris and Julie while Karen set a plate in front of her, containing sausage and scrambled eggs with a small pile of ketchup next to it. Poly forked at her eggs, while staring at two empty chairs on the other side of the table. She thought of saying something about leaving them empty, but Minter and Lucas came and filled them, so she stopped and took a mouthful of eggs.
The parents stood around the table with their eyes on Harris.
“Come on. Let’s hear it,” Minter said.
“This running isn’t working, we need to bring the fight to MM,” Harris said.
“Attack them?” Minter leaned back in his chair, running his hands through his hair. “Can you even move?”
“I heal quickly, I’ll be fine. But I don’t know how long Samantha and Joey can take what Marcus is doing to them. The quicker we can get moving, the better chance we have of saving them.”
“How can we attack MM?” Julie asked.
Harris looked at Poly and then to Julie. He wiped his mouth with a paper towel and set it on his plate of partially eaten eggs and bacon. “I know some of you aren’t going to like this, but I think it’s our best shot at getting to MM. Poly, Travis took quite a liking to you. I think you could convince him to help us.”
 “What do you mean?” Poly asked.
Harris breathed in deep and let out a long breath. “He’s already halfway there, he just needs to be pushed the rest of the way. He has a meeting set up with Marcus in a few weeks. I want to be in that meeting. Plus he has ships, influence, and he’s got a seat on the senate. Through him, we can get to Max and Marcus.”
“What? I won’t let Poly be put in any danger,” Hank said.
“Travis won’t hurt her,” Harris said. “I would do it if I could, but Travis and I have bad history. Poly, he’ll listen to you. It might take a few days or so, but you have the best chance.”
Minter leaned forward, but Poly spoke first. “I’ll go. If it gives us a chance of getting Joey and Samantha back. If there’s any chance, we have to take it.” She didn’t need to think it over, even if she wanted to stick Travis for sending them to Ryjack, she could play the game for Joey.
“At what cost?” Minter broke in. “We send you and lose you, we send Hank and lose him.” 
“We parents should go,” Rick offered. 
Opal and Trip were guarding the Alius stone, but Poly was sure her mom wouldn’t protest. She knew they couldn’t stay here. Last night, they learned how the Arracks had been arriving nearly every day, Rick had torched portions of Watchers Woods to get rid of any cover the Arracks might use. 
"You guys need to stay here and keep protecting the stone from the Arracks and who knows what else they might send through,” Poly said. “That is why you stayed here for all these years, isn’t it? To protect our planet.”
“She’s right, the Arrack’s are coming here for us, what do you think will happen when they find us here?” Julie asked.
Rick slapped the table, shaking the plates, but didn’t argue the point.
“I will take Lucas and Hank with me—” Harris said.
“No,” Lucas said. “I’m not leaving Julie alone in that weirdo city.”
“Ditto,” Hank said.
“You two will only slow their progress.” Harris sighed. “Travis is very sympathetic to women. He’ll take in Poly and Julie on their own, put you two in the mix, and it messes everything up.”
“I won’t let anything happen to us.” 
“What are we trying to get out of Travis?” Julie asked.
“At first, just befriend him, get his trust. As my plan unfolds I can send you messages.” Harris held up his Panavice.
Could she even get close enough for him to trust her? Compry was their connection, she could play on that, play on their mutual love of blades. She remembered overlooking the city from the glass elevator. She had wanted to be in that city, explore its streets and find out what made it so special. If she had to spend some time with the Devil to get back her friends, so be it.
“Let’s get started,” Poly said.
The arguments ran out, but Hank and Lucas grumbled their protests the whole walk to the Alius stone. Poly tried to ease their worries, but gave up and looked forward to getting to the stone. She tried to hide the feel of terror building up inside her. She wasn’t a diplomat, she wasn’t even good at convincing her mom to let her drive the car. She smiled at Julie and Julie glared ahead, not looking her direction. In fact, she hadn’t said a word since breakfast.
They reached the burnt forest and the circle. Opal ran up to Poly.
“Is everything okay?” Opal asked.
How can she say goodbye so soon? They had spent so long getting back home, only to find they couldn’t stay. “Mom, we’re going. We need to get Joey and Samantha back. Maybe we can even end this.” 
Opal nodded her head. “You be careful and get them back,” she said.
Poly hugged her mom, she felt the sweat on her back and rapid breath next to her ear. She saw two dead Arracks on the ground, near the stone. Trip dragged them out of the circle.
“Let me show you a few stone locations, Julie,” Harris said.
“Thank goodness, if I have to rely on one more location from Lucas, I think I’ll go crazy.” Julie walked to the stone with Harris and they huddled together next to it. 
Lucas huffed and crossed his arms as he hovered near the lesson.
“You promise to be safe?” Hank asked.
“I promise,” Poly lied. She couldn’t think of a safe thing any of them had done in weeks. 
“If anything happens to you, I’ll hunt Travis down and make him pay.” 
Poly nodded, understanding why Harris didn’t want them going as well. All they would do is put Travis on edge with their protective machismo. How many times had she saved them?
Trip walked back into the circle and grabbed Hank in a bear hug. Poly watched as the two large men moved in a circle, wrestling and hugging each other. Hank grinned, she hadn’t seen his smile in a long time. She felt lighter watching their father-son love. 
“We’re ready,” Harris said. “Poly, can I talk to you for a minute?”
“Sure,” Poly said. She moved with cautious feet and a questioning expression to the edge of the circle with Harris. 
He leaned close to her face and whispered. “Don’t start with the Marcus meeting, he’ll say no. Just focus on getting his support and when you feel you have him, get him to let me in on that meeting.” Harris took a deep breath. “There’s no guarantee of success. If you need to kill him to cover your tracks, here’s a pill.” Harris handed her a white pill. “It dissolves in liquid and Travis loves to drink.”
Poly stared at the white pill. Could she be so cold-blooded to slip a pill into someone’s drink and kill them? It terrified her that Harris thought her capable of such an act. She stuffed the pill in her jacket pocket. 
“You think he’ll help us get Joey and Samantha back?”
“Overall, I think he will . . . for you.”
Harris took a few big steps backward, out of the circle. He nodded to Julie and she reluctantly let go of Lucas and walked to the stone. She wiped her face with her sleeve as she knelt next to the stone.
“Everyone out of the circle, except Julie and Poly,” Harris instructed.
Opal hugged Poly and left the circle and the goodbyes spread around. In a few minutes, it was just the two of them.
“Ready?” Julie asked.
Poly nodded her head and took in a deep breath, holding it. She heard a hum and the forest went dark.
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY CROSSED HER ARMS IN the darkness and for the first time, didn’t feel the need to frantically search around for an exit. The glow from Julie’s Panavice filled the domed Alius stone room. She saw the door and was familiar with it as the stone below Travis’s office. 
Julie moved her fingers around her Panavice and the door clicked. Poly walked to the door and opened it. The white room looked similar to the one they just left, even with a mock stone. 
“He’ll come to us,” Julie said and stared at the elevator door. 
“Is something wrong?”
“No.” Julie wouldn’t look at her. “Just don’t want to talk right now.”
“Yeah, and there’re probably mic’s in here,” Poly said, eyeing Julie, trying to figure out what was bothering her.
Julie looked at her Panavice. “Yep.”
Poly heard the mechanical elevator drone behind a white door. The elevator clicked and the white door opened. Travis stepped through the opening.
“You’re alive!” He beamed. “What are you doing here?” 
His hand lay against his right hip, probably over a blade of some sort. She couldn’t blame him for being cautious. He had just sent them to their deaths. That’s the stuff people would seek revenge over. Alas, the revenge would have to wait.
Poly glanced at Julie, who seemed to be still sulking, and then back to Travis and said, “We need your help.”
“My help? I sent you to . . . why would you come to me for help?”
“You sent us to die, let’s not mince words.” Poly let the words thump around the confined space. 
“I didn’t want anything to happen to you, believe me, they wanted me to send you right to their bunker. I only know a few locations.” He pleaded his case as he walked closer to Poly. “It was very difficult to convince them of my accident. They set up traps at every master stone near you. I thought it gave you a fighting chance. I see you still have my gift.” He gazed at the sword on Poly’s back.
“You could have sent us anywhere else. You sent us to Ryjack?” Poly said.
“My hand was forced. This city is one of the last places on Vanar that doesn’t have MM written all over it.” He shook as he spoke. “I can’t let the city fall to them.”
“Good, I think we have the same goal of ending MM. Getting rid of Marcus and Max and others like them.”
“Max Boone, Harris’s brother.” He rubbed the five o’clock shadow on his chin. “What makes you think you can even get close to those guys?”
“Maybe we can discuss this over dinner?” Poly asked. Julie raised an eyebrow and stared at the side of Poly’s head. Poly ignored the glare.
“Dinner? Sure, let’s get to my office.” Travis stepped into the elevator. Poly and Julie followed.
The elevator rose and Travis turned to Poly. “I know we left under undesirable conditions last time, but I’m very happy to see you again.” He kept his eyes on Poly, giving Julie a glance at the end. “What happened to the rest of your party?”
“We got split up,” Poly said.
Travis turned to face the elevator door as it stopped. His office hadn’t changed. Weapons of all sorts lined the walls in display cases. Travis pulled out a chair next to his desk and motioned for Poly to sit, and again for Julie. He sat on the other side of his desk. A small wooden case grabbed her attention. She peered through the glass lid and saw a throwing knife with a green dragon etched in it. Compry’s knife.
Travis pushed a button on top of his desk. “Gladius, can you please bring in three turkey sandwiches?”
“Three?” 
“Yes, we have guests.”
In a minute, Gladius opened the door and stumbled as she met eyes with Poly, nearly losing the two plates she carried. Poly smiled and waved at her. Gladius’s doll walked behind her holding a third plate with a sandwich on it. They had on matching red dresses with white trim. Poly stood as Gladius got closer and handed her a plate.
“Thank you,” Poly said. “And I love that dress.”
“Is everything okay, Dad?” Gladius asked, ignoring Poly as she placed another plate on Travis’s desk.
“Yes, fine.”
Gladius took a step back and stepped on the foot of her doll. The doll stumbled back and dropped its plate. 
“I’m so sorry, Gem.” She knelt down and picked it up. She inspected her foot and adjusted its clothes as she left the office.
Travis pushed the button on his desk. “Thank you.” He walked around and picked up the plate and sandwich. He stepped back to his desk and took his clean plate and handed it to Julie.
“Thanks,” Julie said.
“Now,” Travis sat on his chair, “you said you needed my help?”
Poly took a bite of the sandwich. She looked at it, surprised at how good it was. She chewed slowly, trying to think of what Harris wanted out of Travis. “We could use your support in the senate and with access to Marcus.”
Travis crossed his arms and leaned back in his black leather chair. Poly looked behind him and saw a new display, two throwing blades in a lit glass case next to the picture of Maya. Travis watched her eyes. 
“Those are the ones you used to beat me in the duel,” he said.
“Why would you display them?” Julie asked with her mouthful.
“It isn’t very often I get bested. I keep this as a reminder to never underestimate someone.”
“My arm still hurts.” Poly touched her shoulder.
“Sorry for that,” Travis bowed his head. “If we have time, I would like to see what else Compry showed you. I see you still have the sword. I hope it has served you well.”
“You have no idea.”
Travis smiled. “Good to hear. I prefer if these weapons were used for more than show.”
Poly grinned, she saw Julie looking back and forth from her to Travis.
“Yes. Well . . . we need to get moving pretty quick on this,” Julie prompted.
“Whoa. Hold on, I didn’t agree to anything, and if it wasn’t for Poly, I would’ve already sealed you in my dome below and wrapped you in a bow for MM.” 
Travis looked dangerous. Poly saw this same look in their first encounter. She cleared her throat when Travis’s stare at Julie lasted longer than she felt comfortable with.
“I assure you, we are for real,” Poly said.
“I’ll be the judge of that,” Travis replied. He pushed the button on his desk. “Gladius, can you please set up a room for our guests on level sixteen.” He released the button. “I need to think on this. I can turn you over to Max, I can send you away,” he raised an eyebrow in a playful way, “or maybe I can hide you here in my tower.”
A hundred responses filled her head, but she pushed them out. Poly’s eyes narrowed as she stood. She hated the feeling of needing to get something from someone. But, she had to get over it if she wanted to get Joey back. “Thank you for the sandwich, Travis.” Poly put emphasis on his name to get his attention. It worked. 
He looked back to her, saw the sincerity plastered on her face, and smiled. “You’re quite welcome.”
Gladius opened the door. “Come with me.” She turned and strutted away.
Poly followed Gladius, and as she reached the door, she heard Travis call out, “Poly, I want to see you tomorrow morning. You can bring your friend as well.”
“Julie,” Poly said, not turning around. “Her name is Julie.”
Julie stomped past Poly into Gladius’s reception room.
“Come on, girls,” Gladius said in a harsh tone.
Poly tried to keep her confident walk across the room to the elevator. She passed Gladius’s doll, Gem. It crossed its arms and stood next to Gladius, glaring at Poly with its shiny eyes. Poly frowned at the doll. It creeped her out. If it started speaking, she’d already picked out a special knife for it.
Poly took the far side of the elevator from Gem and Gladius. Gladius noticed her distance and gave her a dirty look. Julie stood uncomfortably in the middle.
“You’re that blade girl,” Gladius said.
“The sword on my back give me away?” Poly regretted saying it, she didn’t like sarcasm. Gladius didn’t seem to take offense.
“I’ve been training Gem to use a dagger.” She leaned over and pet Gem’s hair. 
Poly recoiled. She couldn’t think of anything worse than a doll using a blade. Gem looked at her with her glass eyes and blinked. The red box hat swayed as Gem moved her head. 
The elevator dinged and Poly escaped into the hallway. Gladius and Julie walked casually behind her. 
“Here’s your card. Room sixteen thirty-two.” She pointed down the hall, walked back into the elevator and held the door for Gem.
“Thanks,” Julie said.
Gladius glared at them as the door closed.
“That thing creeps me out,” Julie said, standing in front of the closed elevator doors.
“I know, right? Who keeps something like that around them?” Poly said. “Though, I liked the red dresses.”
“Let’s get to our room.” Julie walked down the hall stopping at the room labeled 1632. Julie opened the door and Poly entered the room behind her. “Wow, this is not the same room we got last time.” 
Poly eyed the space, questioning why Travis set them up in a massive suite. There was white leather furniture, black cabinets in the ample sized kitchen, thick white carpet and white marble covering the floors. But Poly got most excited when she saw the city beyond the floor to ceiling windows covering an entire wall. She darted to the windows. 
The city below sparkled with activity. Cars zoomed by on elevated roads winding through sky scrapers. The whole city appeared to be a large circle with rings as roads, all winding toward the center, where a large, cubed building glowed with white light. She soaked in the city like it was a living thing, pulsating with blood and inviting her in. 
“Beautiful,” Poly said.
 The two-story buildings of Preston didn’t prepare her to see the towering wonders in front of her. The sunlight danced and flicked around the city. She put her hands on the glass and imagined being down there. She watched tiny people walk down on the sidewalks below. She resisted the urge to run out of the room and cannonball into the big city.
“So glad you’re enjoying it.” The tone of Julie’s words made Poly spin around to face her. She looked defiant with her arms crossed and foot tapping.
“What?”
“Exactly. You don’t even know.”
“What are you talking about?”
“You were so eager to sign us up for this,” Julie raised her arms and looked around the room, “that you never even asked me.”
Asked her? Poly’s mouth hung open, flabbergasted. How could there be any other thing to do than to get their friends back? What could they have possibly discussed? Then it hit her and Poly looked to the floor. “I just thought you wanted to do anything to get them back.” 
“I do, but look at us. We’re more separated now than ever before. Lucas and Hank are gone. It’s just us in a world we barely know.”
Poly struggled to find arguments. She’d never thought of anything but getting back her friends, and maybe getting back at Max for taking Joey away. She made eye contact with Julie. “I’m sorry, but if you didn’t want to come, why didn’t you say something?”
“Because I wanted to go, it’s just you didn’t even care enough to ask me.”
“You’re right. I’m so sorry, I should have talked with you about it.” Poly took a few steps closer to Julie. She needed Julie there with her. “If we’re going to get through this, we need to be on the same page.”
Julie sighed. “Yeah, but next time you volunteer us, discuss it with me first. I feel like we just jumped into this without a clue about what’s going on. If we spent more time with Harris, we could have figured out more.”
“Deal.”
Their door rattled with a few taps. Poly turned her attention to the door. She looked at Julie who shrugged. Poly darted to the door and opened it. Leaning out and looking down the hallway, there was no one around.
“There’s a package on the floor,” Julie said.
“Oh.” Poly picked up the white box wrapped with a large red bow. She carried it to the glass coffee table in front of the couch.
“What do you think it is?” Poly asked.
“It’s a gift. I think we know from whom. Here, there’s a card.” Julie pulled a white card out from under the red bow and handed it to Poly.
Poly’s heart beat faster. She wasn’t used to getting gifts in such fancy boxes. She felt as if something was attached to the gift, a bomb or worse, a Gem doll with blade skills. 
 
Dear Poly, 
I know I said I would see you tomorrow, but I would love to take you and Julie out for a trip around my city tonight. Enclosed are some local clothes I thought you two would like.

Travis
 
“What’s with this guy?” Julie tossed the card on top of the box.
“What should we do?” Poly asked.
“Open it.”
Poly pulled the red bow until it became a single strand and pulled it loose, letting it fall to the white carpet. She nudged the lid off and pulled back the white sheet paper, revealing a red dress. She lifted the dress out of the box and held it out in front of her. 
A simple, solid red dress with black lines worked in at the fringes. “He heard me talking about Gladius’s dress. This one is even nicer.” She turned the dress around and felt the soft fabric.
“There’s another dress in here,” Julie plucked a black dress from the box. Julie gawked at the box shoulders and pulled at the black box hat attached to the back of the dress. The bottom of the dress sparkled with what looked like glitter.
“That’s cute.” Poly held the red dress against her chest.
Julie raised an eyebrow and looked at the red dress. “Let’s try them on.” The hint of enthusiasm from Julie made Poly all the more excited.
Poly followed Julie to the bedroom. Flinging off her clothes, she tossed them and all the attached knives onto the bed.
“Jesus,” Julie said looking at the bed. “You really do keep a lot of knives on you.” Poly looked down at the various garments holding her knives. “You putting those knives on with that dress?”
“Some of them.” Poly shrugged, then added, “I never know when I might need to get stabby.”
Poly slid into the red dress and asked Julie to zip it up for her. She ran her hands down the smooth fabric and gazed into the mirror at the young woman in a beautiful red dress. She turned around and looked over her shoulder. “I look good in this dress.” 
What a difference from just the day before. She looked like a war-torn victim with a soot face and haunted eyes. Now the person in front of her looked ready for anything life could throw at her. She just needed to strap a few knives to her thigh and it’d be complete.
 Julie struggled with her boxy black dress, but managed to get it on. The hat dangled on her back.
“Let me get the hat on for you.” Poly smiled as she pulled the black box on her head. 
Julie scowled. 
“What?” Poly asked.
“Look at your dress and look at mine.”
Poly studied Julie’s dress with a serious face, holding back any hints of a grin. “You look great.”
Julie adjusted the hat and let out a huff. “This is something Gladius and Gem would wear.”
“Yeah, but they don’t rock it like you do.” Poly laughed.
Julie pulled the hat off and picked up her Panavice off the bed. “We’ve got a bit of time before it’s night. I’m going to crash on the couch and see what their TV stations are like, if I can sit in this thing.”
Poly watched Julie leave the room. She admired the fine red dress in the mirror for a few seconds and then joined her friend on the couch.
An hour passed and they had watched a strange show involving cat herding, and a game show where contestants did various things to get through twelve trials of near death challenges for strange prizes like water, food on the early levels and then luxury items, like a new Panavice if they got to the higher ones. The challenges in the game show were fascinating but Poly was ready to get away from the TV. She looked at the golden sunset and got anxious for a night out on the town. She wanted to be in that city. The closest she’d ever been to a big city was New Vegas, and she wanted to wash that city memory from her mind.
There was a loud knock on the front door.
Poly rushed over and opened it. Travis stood at the doorway, looking handsome in his stylish clothes. She stood in silence, staring at Travis for what felt like an awkward amount of time. She tore her eyes away. He’s like four hundred years old. 
“Hello, Poly.” Travis took in Poly’s whole dress and then glanced briefly at Julie. “Julie.”
“Hey,” Poly said.
“You ladies ready to go?”
“Where are we going again?” Julie asked.
“Thought I would show you my city,” Travis said. “Don’t worry, no tricks this time.” He had a wicked smile. 
 Poly felt the heat coming from Julie at Travis’s insensitive comment, but she let it go. The idea of going into the city she had admired from afar, excited her. She glanced back at the lights peeking through the glass windows and wanted to get closer, to feel their heat and hear their soft hums of electricity. She grabbed Julie’s hand and pulled her toward the door. Julie looked at her sideways, but let her pull her into the hallway.
“Lead the way,” Poly said to Travis.
He bowed, then walked next to Poly and held out his arm for her to receive. Poly hesitated, but slid her arm around his as they walked toward the elevator. Harris said they needed Travis to get Joey back. She could endure some social time with Travis, if it brought her closer to that goal.
“Oh, and I must say you two look beautiful. I hope you liked the dresses.”
“They are fantastic,” Poly said.
“Yeah, thanks.” Julie pulled at one of the boxes on the bottom of her dress. 
They exited the front of the building and the sound of the city came to life. Cars hummed by and aircrafts floated around in the sky. The faint smell of the ocean mixed with concrete and metal. A long black car pulled up next to the sidewalk. 
“A limo?” Poly asked. She always wanted to rent one for prom, but they never had the money. 
“Of course.” Travis opened the door for them.
Inside were black leather seats, pin-hole lights on the ceiling, and a tub of ice with a bottle wedged in the middle. Poly slid down the bench seat, holding her dress, making room for Julie. Julie struggled to get into the car, her hat hit the door and when she finally managed to get in, her boxes wanted to lift up, she pushed against the dress as she slid next to Poly.
“This freaking dress is the most impractical thing ever made.” Her hat sat askew on her head.
Poly turned her head so Julie couldn’t see her holding her laughter back.
Travis ducked into the limo and sat across from them. He adjusted the ends of his sleeves and took the bottle from the ice, pouring the bubbly liquid into a tall, thin glass and handed it to Julie.
“I’m not old enough to drink,” Julie said.
Travis looked at the glass questioningly. “Please, pardon me if I offend you, but how old are you?”
“We’re both eighteen,” Julie said.
Travis stared at them, moving his eyes from one to the other. “Eighteen?” He drank from the glass he held, emptying it. “I’m sorry, it’s just in the world I live in, age is something of a mystery and we assume everyone is old. I’m four hundred and twenty-seven, and I look like I’m twenty-five.”
Poly took a deep breath, she knew the people of Vanar were old, but it was always shocking to hear the numbers spoken out loud. Julie gawked at Travis.
He pushed the bottle back into the ice. “I have some water back here.” He lifted a flap and pulled out two bottles of water. Julie took the bottles and handed one to Poly.
“Thank you,” Julie said.
“So polite, it’s refreshing,” Travis said. “Oh, we’re coming up on the Splegg building.” Travis pushed a button on his Panavice and the top of the car became clear glass. The city buildings rose high above them. An airship flew just overhead, Poly ducked and then felt foolish. She saw Travis watching her, smiling.
“It’s the green one coming up behind me.” 
Poly saw it as they approached, an emerald building, not as tall as the others, but the entire surface shimmered in the city lights. At the top, spires lit up with brilliant, white lights at the tips. It was more fantastic up close than she’d hoped for, she wanted to see more. She looked behind her, deep into the center of the city. The road slightly curved in, as they moved closer to the center of the circular city, like a funnel. 
“You built these buildings?” Julie asked.
“The beautiful ones.” That wicked smile spread across his face—a mixture of confidence and arrogance. Poly never met a man like him before.
Every time Poly glanced at Travis, she saw the same smile across his face as he watched them. What was so amusing? She frowned, looking at the small stores lining the road. She thought of the stores with the funny names in Ryjack. She wished she could get rid of those thoughts, all of them. They felt like a thorn she couldn’t pull out, always there, no matter how happy she felt.
“This is a lot better than Ryjack,” Poly said.
“Yeah,” Julie said and shot Travis a scowl. She pushed against her dress and adjusted her hat.
“I think I’ll be apologizing for that for quite some time.”
“And it’ll never be enough.” Julie grabbed at the box on her shoulder and shoved it away from her face.
“We can get you a different dress, Julie, if you want,” Travis said.
“No, no. It’s just difficult to ride in a car with.”
“Don’t worry, we’re stopping right up here.”
The car slowed down and Poly peered ahead, looking for a distinguishing landmark of any kind, but each building looked similar. The car stopped and Travis slid to the door and opened it. 
Poly climbed out of the limo and onto the sidewalk. A man walked by in shiny pants. She was about to give the man a friendly gesture, but he kept his stern expression straight ahead, and never looked at the people exiting the limo. Julie slid from the car, inflicting another blow to her box hat, crushing it on one side.
“Ladies.” Travis stood between them, holding out an elbow for each of them to take.
Julie slid her arm around his and Poly did the same. Travis led them down the sidewalk to a black building with no signs, no lights, and no windows. He released Poly’s arm and pulled a Panavice from his pocket, typed into it, and a white light appeared on the wall. 
“You like dancing?” Travis asked.
“I guess,” Poly said. She danced in her room, danced in a school play, and danced at a few school dances . . . Yeah, she was totally a dancer. 
“Not really,” Julie said.
“Stick close to me.” Travis pushed on the white light and a door opened. 
A man with a fifties greaser outfit stood in the hallway behind the door. Two knee-high dolls stood next to him. They wore matching black leather jackets, blue jeans and polished black shoes. Poly would’ve thought they were cute, if not for the dagger each one held in its hand, and the tough-guy look each displayed on their faces. Is that a cross-and-bones tattoo on its arm? Okay, maybe they were a bit cute.
“Travis.” The man raised his arms and gave Travis a big hug. He raised an eyebrow at Poly and Julie.
“They’re with me.”
“Of course. Finally bringing in girls for once, huh? Welcome to the Black Hole, ladies.” 
Poly frowned at Travis. He didn’t notice and walked past the doll guards. She stayed on the far side of the dark hallway, keeping her gaze on them. Never trust a living doll. It was something her grandma would have said, she was sure of it.
“Guido, Carducci, stand down.” The dolls lowered their daggers and put their backs on the wall.
Sound thumped from the open door and Poly stayed close behind Travis as he made his way toward the oncoming sound. A few people stood in the hallway, some stopping to stare at Travis, others didn’t take notice as they made out against the black walls. Poly kept to the middle and tried not to stare. The hallway opened into a large black room with a crowd of people dancing to thundering loud music. 
The land of beautiful people danced to a techno beat of bass and digital sounds. Each person Travis passed patted him on the shoulder, shook his hand or said unheard words with smiles. Some glanced back at her with a nod. 
Lights dashed around the room and on the ceiling there was a large, swirling, black cloud. Poly stumbled into Travis. He turned and pulled her closer to him. His smooth face brushed hers and it sent chills down her neck. “I have a table for us.” He let go of her and pointed to the round black table in the corner of the Black Hole.
Poly scooted across the black leather bench on the circular booth. Julie, with her hands on her hips, stood at the end of the table. She shook her dress while pointing to it. She mouthed words, but the beats drowned her out. Travis sidled next to Julie. He took her hand and turned it palm up. He pressed something on her sleeve and the boxes all around her dress flattened out, turning the once strange dress into a simple, beautiful one. 
Julie stared at her new dress for a few seconds, and then punched Travis in the shoulder. Her mouth moved and her finger pointed at him, but Poly couldn’t hear the words.
Travis raised an eyebrow and shrugged, trying to put on his best “I’m sorry” look before sliding into the booth. Julie plopped down on the other side of the shiny black booth and moved next to Poly. Travis pushed a button on the table and the sound of the room diminished considerably.
“Can you hear me?” Julie screamed.
Poly jumped back at the sound of Julie yelling. “Yeah, I can hear you now.”
“I was saying earlier, I love the music in here,” Julie said. “And Travis, you’re a jerk for not showing me how to . . . deflate this monstrosity.”
Travis leaned back and a wide grin spread across his face. “I’m sorry, but it was just too funny.”
“I’m so glad I amused you.” Julie huffed and crossed her arms. She looked around the booth and then put her arms on the table and leaned toward Travis. “Why is it quieter in this booth?”
Travis set his Panavice on the table and slid his fingers across it. “Atmosphere.”
The bass thumped and a wave of vibration shimmered in the air above them. Julie pulled out her Panavice and typed into it, holding it close to her face. She sat it on the table and stared at Travis.
“You have shield technology?” 
“No, we have sound dampening technology.”
“It has a similar construction to Simon’s,” Julie said as she plowed through the screens. “I thought any shield tech was illegal.”
“It is, but we got a permit for this one.” Travis ran his fingers on the sound shield surrounding them. It shimmered in his fingers.
“Can I have the code for the sound shield?” Julie asked, suddenly interested in Travis.
Travis leaned forward. “And what would a young woman such as yourself do with this information?”
“It may give me insight on how to disable MM’s personal shields.”
Travis leaned back on the seat with his Panavice in hand. “Will you two ever stop filling me with surprise?” He studied Julie and for the first time Poly could remember, really looked at her. “Open yours and I can place the file on top.”
“Okay.” The glow of the device lit up the excited features on Julie’s face. 
Travis pressed his screen. “There you go, have fun. But keep it encrypted please, those are my personal files. And if you have any discoveries,” he didn’t look optimistic that she would, “please share.”
“Yeah, sure. Thanks.” Julie held her Panavice in front of her face, as if it were a newborn baby.
The only use Poly could think of for the sound dampening technology was at night when Julie wanted to talk about all the advances made by Vanar. The tech-talk didn’t match the gorgeous people dancing nearby, or the deep tones of electric music. She watched the couples flow together in sync with the music. She never imagined yesterday, in the depths of a smoking building, surrounded by dead MM men and grinners, she’d be at a club like this the next day.
“Would you like to dance, Poly?” Travis must have been watching her.
She swallowed and nodded. Travis slid out of the booth and extended his hand.
“You want to come, Julie?” Poly asked.
Julie never looked up from her Panavice. 
Poly shrugged and took Travis’s hand and he helped lift her from the booth. She felt the shield over her body, vibrating as the sound waves crashed into it. Her ears passed through the shield and the bass hit her like a punch to the gut. She slowed, but Travis didn’t look back and continued pulling her into the throng of dancing people. 
Some patted Travis on the shoulder and said a greeting to him, but he ignored everyone but Poly. The temperature grew hotter as they neared the center of the club and the fruity and flowery scents of people wafted by her. Travis faced her, bent his knees slightly and moved his hips to the music. Of course he was a good dancer. Poly sighed and tried to stop from laughing. 
He leaned in to her ear, and she felt his hot breath on her neck. “Let me show you.” Travis placed a hand on her hip, and stepped into her, his right leg between hers. He guided her with his legs and hand. Soon, she was swaying with him to the beat of the music, her hips moving with his. She giggled and took a step back, her heart beat in her chest and she looked around at the expert dancers, she must have looked like a fool; a lost girl in the big city. Then the thorn dug in, the sick feeling of having fun while her friends might be suffering. She closed her eyes and felt the pain. 
“Here, this will help you loosen up.” Travis held her hand, palm up, and placed a small white pill on her life line. “Crush it in your palm and you’ll feel nothing but good thoughts.”
She stared at the pill in her palm. Some sort of drug? Travis took a step back and danced in front of her. If she could get rid of the thorn for a little bit, what would be the harm? She pushed on the pill with her thumb and it dissolved in her moist palm, disappearing into her skin. 
Travis raised an eyebrow, as if waiting for something, then his face became fuzzy and the anger slid away. Everything let go. What was she even mad at? She felt the small hair rise on her arm and a warm feeling spread over her body. She was relaxed. The music slowed down, and all she heard was the deep thumps of bass. Her knees loosened and her whole body felt like silk. She moved with the beat, bobbing up and down. Travis moved in close, like before, and intertwined their legs. This time he grabbed her hips and held her firmly against his own. She put her arms around his neck and they moved with each other to the beat of the music. 
 





 
 
 
 
 
AFTER DANCING TO A COUPLE of songs, they made their way back to the table. Poly felt the sweat on the small of her back and her feet couldn’t wait for a break. Julie stared at her Panavice, fingers sliding viciously over it. Poly slid into the booth and let out a long breath. Her ears ached and thanked her for taking them to a quieter, shielded booth. She loved the way the soft black leather felt. Travis slid in next to her, pushing her down the booth.
“You’re a great dancer,” he said, smiling. “Do you want to go dancing, Julie?” 
Julie looked up, Poly wasn’t sure if she even noticed they came into the booth. “What? Me, dance? No thanks.” Julie shot Poly a glance. 
Poly frowned, she thought she saw something in that glance. Was it concern?
“You ladies want something to drink?” Travis asked.
“I’m so thirsty,” Poly said. She felt the soft skin of her neck with her fingertips. She couldn’t focus on Julie’s stare. She blinked slowly, listening to the music and moved side to side in the booth. Her whole body felt fuzzy. Where was her drink?
A glass slid in front of her. She wasn’t sure how it got there, but she gulped down the cool liquid contents. 
“I thought this was a tour of the city?” Julie asked.
“You ready for the next stop?”
“Let’s do it,” Poly cheered on.
Leaving the club, the parked car waited for them at the curb. Travis laughed with Poly, as they ran to the car. Travis opened the door, but held Poly back to let Julie in first. After Julie entered, Travis took her hand, palm up, and pushed a red pill into her hand. She felt a burning sensation move through her arm and over her body. Her eyes shot open and she saw everything clearly. The fuzz was gone, the clouds disappeared. 
“It’s completely harmless, just gives you a little fun feeling for when you want it.” He fished something from his pants. “And as soon as you don’t.” He displayed a tiny red pill between his finger and thumb.
Anger swept over her and she opened her mouth to let out a verbal assault, when Julie poked her head out of the open door.
“We leaving?” she asked, before disappearing back into the car.
Poly bit her tongue, she didn’t want Julie knowing what she took and how much she liked it. If Julie got even a whiff of it, she would have blown the whole operation, keeping Poly further away from Joey. Besides, under the pill she felt lighter; she could forget about the grinners and all the people she let down. The ghosts went away. 
Driving on the dark streets made the lights all the more appealing as they streaked by in different hues. 
“Where are we going now?” Julie asked.
“We’re here.”
The car stopped and Travis stepped from the vehicle. A bright sign displayed Frank’s above a small red building with clay roof tile and cracked stucco arches. 
“Hello, Travis, party of three?” A man in a bowtie asked at the door.
“Yes.”
“Right this way.” The man led them through the restaurant, bustling with conversation and the clatter of silverware. Two men finished cleaning the table as they walked up.
“Is this adequate?”
“Yes,” Travis said.
“Thanks,” Poly said.
“Certainly, Madame.”
The dimly lit area around the table masked the red wallpaper and the strangely dressed people daring glances in their direction. She watched the man that seated them arguing with a couple. She could only make out a few words “that was our table.” Did they kick someone from this table?
“What would you ladies like to drink?” Travis asked.
“Water would be great,” Poly said.
“Same,” Julie agreed. “We would like to discuss how you can help us with MM.”
Travis shushed Julie. “You can’t talk about stuff like that here,” he whispered.
Julie pursed her lips.
They didn’t speak about MM as the Italian meal came out. It was like lasagna, but with a few crispy layers added. Poly wasn’t thinking about the club anymore as she finished her plate.“Have you always lived here?” Julie asked.
“No, I used to live in Capital, but my dad wanted me to get into the family biz. So we moved to the country.” Travis moved his arms out and looked around.
“This is the country?” Poly asked.
Travis laughed. “Not anymore. When my parents passed away, I finished what they started—building this city.” He took a tiny bite from his steak. “What about you two. Small town girls?”
Poly lowered her head, she didn’t know why it was embarrassing to talk about herself, but she wasn’t comfortable with it.
“Yeah, we’re from a small town, Preston,” Julie said.
“Small town girls are fun.” 
Poly laughed, she didn’t know exactly what he meant by “fun,” but the look on his face told her he wasn’t thinking of a miniature golf partner.
“What do you do for fun?” Julie asked.
“Me?” Travis pointed at his chest. “I exercise. We don’t need to because of all the genetic engineering. It’s actually hard to get bulky, like your friend Hank.” He laughed and then cleared his throat when they didn’t join in. “But my favorite thing is blades. Collecting them and using them. It’s a lost art. I can rarely find a person to even compete against.”
“Compry never visited?” Poly asked.
Travis closed his eyes and lowered his head. “No, not after Harris got a hold of her.” He looked up and met Poly’s eyes. “Maybe we can have a sporting match.”
“I think we already did.” Poly rubbed her arm where he struck her.
 “I would have never done that, if I had known the type of people you were. I considered you and Harris as one and the same.”
“Is that why you sold us out?” Julie asked.
“I’m under incredible pressure from MM. Don’t think a day goes by they don’t try and set up shop here. Recruiting booths, propaganda, money, influence, it’s only a matter of time.” He stopped talking and brushed back his hair.
“Well hello, Travis.” A man stood next to the table wearing a dark blue jacket with gold embroidery. He didn’t look at Travis, but split his attention between Julie and Poly.
“Hello, Jonathan,” Travis said, annoyed. 
“It’s rude not to introduce me to the new faces here.” 
“Poly, Julie, meet Jonathan.”
Jonathan grabbed a chair from a nearby table—completely neglecting to ask the people who sat there, if he could use it—and slid it over to sit with them. “So very nice to meet a fresh face. Where are you from? Wait, let me see your hands and I will try to guess.”
Jonathan placed his hand on the table. Julie rolled her eyes and placed her hand on the table. He took it and pulled it closer, studying it like a palm reader. “Interesting, you don’t seem to use any products at all, so definitely not Capital. Your nails aren’t manicured, hmm very interesting. Poly, may I see yours?”
Poly slapped her hand on the table, wanting it to be over with. If the man had any clue where they really came from, he would probably stop with his stupid little show and find a way to leave. Half wanting to tell him the truth, she grinned at his face as he studied her hands.
He pushed against her calluses, perplexed. He looked at her and back to her hand, turning it over and then back to the palm. “You have rough hands. I would hate to make my guess, over fear of insult, but I must know your story. What guild are you in?”
“Guild?” Poly asked.
“Yeah, from the strength in your hands. . . .” He tapped his chin with a charming smile. “Equestrian guild?”
“My guild is Preston Six.”
Jonathan shook his head. “Never heard of it. You fascinate me, with your soft face, and your innocent, yet sharp eyes.”
Poly pulled her hand back and wasn’t sure how to take what Jonathan told her. “I’m just Poly.”
“I doubt that,” Jonathan said, staring at her. He made her uncomfortable, like he was searching for her every secret and if he stared long enough they would be revealed. 
“We must get going,” Travis said and stood.
“Oh no,” Jonathan said. 
“I’m afraid so, but it’s been a pleasure to see you, as always.” Travis shook Jonathan’s hand.
“Goodbye,” Poly said and turned, walking away.
“Nice meeting you,” Julie said and caught up to Poly.
They entered the car and drove away from Frank’s.
“Sorry about Jonathan,” Travis said in the limo.
“No biggie,” Poly said.
“Who is that guy?” Julie asked.
“He’s the local TV star, has a weekly show.”
That made sense to Poly, his inflated ego, flamboyant style, the arrogance . . . Did that hand trick work on girls? She hoped it didn’t.
“I think I’m ready to head back to our room,” Julie said.
Poly felt the fatigue setting in as well. The mention of her room made her eyes heavy.
“Oh, one more place. I think you’ll like this one, Julie.”
Julie raised an eyebrow. “Where?” 
“The Citadel,” Travis said.
Julie’s face lit up with excitement. “Yes, I saw it on the city information page. Some kind of amusement park or something like that.”
“Yeah, something like that,” Travis said. “There it is.” He pointed out the window.
The car rounded a curve and a large, white, square building, glowing like an illuminated ice cube, appeared ahead. The green grass, divided into nice square chunks, held many people. Some were sitting, while others were walking, or laying down. 
Their car drove down a ramp and into an underground parking lot beneath the greenery. Poly’s heart raced, thinking of the last time they were in a parking garage.
Julie grabbed her arm and she saw the nervous look in her eyes. The car stopped and Travis opened the door.
“You two coming?”
Julie moved first and Poly followed her. It was only a few feet to the elevator. She rushed into it with Julie and Travis. Poly let out a long breath when the doors closed and the elevator rose. 
The doors slid open, revealing the inside of the glowing cube. The tall ceiling lit with the same soft, white light as the outside. The whole building buzzed with power. Julie stepped out, looking up and around the large main room with big eyes. People sat in front of screens along the walls. In the center of the room stood a black square the size of a car. Metal fins protruded each side. At the rear of the building, a long line of people formed.
“What is this place?” Poly asked.
“This is a scene generator server. All information coming and going is processed right here.”
“You have a scene generator?” Julie asked.
“It’s right over here.” A line of people stood at one side of the cube. Travis walked past the line to a man behind a glass window. 
Poly shot glances back at the grumbling line. A woman met eyes with her and gave her a nasty look. 
“Hello,” Travis said.
“Travis, how many in your party?” the man asked. Did everyone know him by first name?
“Three.”
The man slid three tickets through the slot in the glass. Travis took the tickets and walked through the white door. Poly didn’t even have to look back, she could feel the hate-daggers being thrown at them from people in line. She jogged ahead to catch up to Travis. She didn’t like being a cutter, but Travis didn’t even seem to realize the affront.
He stood in front of a screen. “What would you two like to do?”
Julie and Poly stood in front of the screen, looking at the menu. Race car driver, exotic islands, mountain climbing, diving, and about anything else you could think of. 
“What about that archeological dig?” Julie asked.
Travis jerked back a bit, but recovered before most would’ve noticed. “Really? You want to go digging? Don’t you think you would like to surf at Castill Islands, or ride the rollercoasters in Mindyland?”
Poly frowned at the menu. “Travis, we’re here to save our friends. Not go on fake adventures. Plus, I think we’ve been on enough adventures in the past month, to last a lifetime.”
“I can’t trust people I don’t know. If you want my help, I insist you select a scene.”
She’d played in these scene generators before, oak trees and fireflies raced through her mind, mixed with the toy shop. Poly gave a pleading look to Julie. Then Julie turned and pointed to one.
“A rock concert? That can be fun, but remember you guys are the band,” Travis said. “Let me just put in some info and we can get into it.”
“I can’t play an instrument,” Julie said in a slight panic. Poly felt the same way, she couldn’t play or sing. What in the world would she do? Maybe there was a cowbell she could wield, or something.
“It’s make-believe in that world.” He pointed to the red velvet door. “You’re the star you were promised to be. In there, everyone can have their moment.”
Not knowing what she was getting herself into, she followed Travis and Julie through the door.
 
 
“THANK YOU, EVERYONE. AND GOOD night!” Poly dropped the mic on the floor, the crowd cheering her name as they left the stage. She rushed down the stairs, laughing. She grabbed Julie’s arm and pulled on her. “That was amazing! You chose a good one.”
“Yeah, definitely different.” 
They laughed and joked all the way to the limo. The car ride home was filled with conversations about the night, laughing at Julie’s box dress and Poly’s performance in the rock concert. 
Poly laughed most of the way to their room with Travis imitating her performance with death metal nursery rhymes. They stopped at the door to their room. Poly turned to face Travis and felt butterflies in her stomach as she watched his expression. He shifted his feet and didn’t seem to know what to do with his hands as he moved them around. Finally, he took her hand and she felt him press something into her palm.
The warm feeling fled from her body and the lights in the room became brighter, the air sharper. She had forgotten she even took another pill in the hall before the concert. Poly looked to Julie with a confused look. “Did I really sing that stuff?” She couldn’t have, it had to be a dream; she would never do any of the things she remembered.
“Oh yeah, you did, and I got the video to prove it.” Julie tapped the edge of her Panavice.
“Ladies, thank you for the fantastic night. It’s been a long time since I’ve had one like that.”
“Thank you for showing us your city,” Julie said.
“It’s amazing,” Poly added.
“I’m glad you liked it. Tomorrow we can have some more fun, but for now I say good night.” Travis gave a slight bow and strode to the elevator.
Poly frowned at his back. “Good night,” she said and looked at her palm with flakes of red on it. She brushed her hand off.
Julie opened the door. “Come on.”
Poly followed Julie into their room and closed the door.
“Tell me this is some sort of act with you and him?” Julie asked, hands on hips.
“Uh, yeah.” Poly filtered through the night, most of it seemed normal, but the time she was on the white pills became fuzzy, like looking at it from another person’s perspective. Could she really do those things, dance that way? What had Julie seen to make her think that? “Remember, we’re supposed to get his trust and have him help us.”
“Good, because it’s just creepy the way he watches you. He’s old enough to be Napoleon.”
Poly laughed. “Oh, come on, he’s not hard to look at. He doesn’t look much older than us.”
Julie sighed. “He’s pretty hot, but he’s also arrogant, inconsiderate, egotistical, and something else. It’s like he’s always thinking, always guarded. I don’t think he ever truly opened up to us once tonight.”
“He got pretty open with me on the dance floor.” Poly lowered her body and shook her booty.
Julie laughed. “I saw. I never even knew you could dance like that.”
Poly decided not to tell Julie about the pill. She would just get all preachy and stuff. Besides, Travis said it was safe.
“Did Harris send you anything yet?” Poly asked.
“He did.” Julie slid her fingers across her Panavice. “He said, ‘We’re getting help on our end. Is Travis allowing you around him?’ I replied ‘yes’ but he hasn’t responded yet.” She shifted her dress and pulled at the deflated boxes on her shoulders. “I need to get out of this.” She walked to the bedroom.
Alone in the family room, Poly looked out the window, down at the city below. Late in the night—what time was it?—she peered into the depths of the circular city, with the glowing white cube in the middle. She sighed, thinking about the scene generator. A person could get lost in that world of make-believe. 
Joey came to her mind right then. She closed her eyes and thought about him being hauled off the roof by Max. She wouldn’t allow herself to think of the horrible experiments she was sure they were doing on him, or the horrors he must be facing. Did he even know about Samantha? Was she there, next to him in some tube, life being drained into Marcus’s body?
She rubbed her palm with her thumb and thought how unfair it was to be spending her time running around the city. All for the cause though. She’d get Joey back.
“Hang in there, we’re coming,” she whispered.
 




 
 
 
 
 
“DUDE, THIS IS STRAIGHT OUT of The Little Mermaid,” Samantha said and rubbed her earring.
Joey pulled back on the two oars, propelling the small wooden boat along the pond. Lush tree’s draped around the water’s edge. Huge lily pads laid on the surface of the water, holding mechanical frogs. They croaked as the boat passed by. Joey pulled on the oars, barely touching the water. 
It had been days since Joey gave her the earrings, but he still enjoyed seeing her wear them. It brought back the memories of the lake.
“What is it?” Joey asked.
She dropped her hand from her ear and glanced at him. “I have a hypothetical, something I’ve been thinking about.”
“Well, let’s hear it?” He loved their conversations.
“What if Poly and I were both here, let’s just say this Max guy took you and Poly here, where would I have fit in?”
Joey pushed the oars into the water. “Poly’s dead.” He hated saying it and felt the tears building in his eyes. 
“I know, but what if?” She stared at him with eyes full of seriousness.
“Why are you doing this?”
“I don’t know, something just tells me they’re still alive. I can feel it.” She rubbed her arms.
Just hearing the idea sent him soaring, but the reality of it crashed into him hard. “Max wouldn’t be one to boast, he showed me it dropping from their radar. It just disappeared.”
She shook her head, not believing it. This wasn’t the first discussion about the others mortality, but it was the first time she brought up Poly specifically. Maybe she picked up on the way he spoke about her, or more accurately, the way he didn’t. 
“I want to know, if Poly came here, would things be different?”
“I cared for Poly, more than I probably ever shared with her. I think she cared for me as well.” He dipped his head, trying to get into her lowered eyes. “Anyway, it’s just you and me now.”
“I know.” Pulling on the left oar, he turned the boat toward shore. The front of the boat slid into the wooden boatlift and rose out of the water, level with the dock.
Joey hopped out, ensuring he got the chance to help Samantha from the boat. 
“Thanks.” Samantha took his hand and stepped over the side.
“Let’s find this door of yours.”
“Mine?”
He cringed, realizing he’d slipped with the “yours.” Did he really though? He glanced at her perfect brown eyes. “Our door.”
She whispered in his ear. “It’s our best chance to escape this place.”
Joey concentrated on keeping his face flat. He didn’t want to upset or argue with her, and she was right, it was their best chance—one in a million, but still a chance. 
They strode down the wood planks of the dock and along the concrete sidewalk, flanked with drooping trees. The trees formed a tunnel in the shape of a heart. They were in Hearts Corner of Mindyland and the heart theme was heavily in play. From the benches with heart shaped backs, to the heart shaped trashcans. Even in the men’s room, the urinal was heart shaped. 
“Over here.” Samantha pulled his hand and dragged him off the concrete and onto a small dirt path. “See? There’s a door back here.”
He hid his lack of enthusiasm. “Well, let’s see where it goes.”
Samantha pushed the wood-slatted door open. It didn’t open into an outside world, or any room for that matter. Beyond the door was a courtyard, surrounded by small buildings that lacked any of the flair the rest of the park had. They were plain stucco boxes with single, white-painted doors on each one.
“Staff’s area.” Samantha darted to the first door and turned the handle. She crunched her face in anticipation, and slowly opened the door. She let out a huff at the sight of lockers in the room. Skunked again. “It’s somewhere, don’t look at me like that.”
He pressed his lips together, trying to get rid of the smile. They had been at this for a while, and at every door, she had nearly the same reaction. She frowned at his poor attempt to conceal his amusement.
“Let me get the next one,” he offered.
They moved to the next door, attached to a larger building. He turned the handle and shoved the door open. Sunlight lit a room filled with robot parts—arms and legs lay on tables and stuck out of boxes. He moved into the room, because he had to check it out.
Pressing on the forearm of a detached arm laying on a table, he leaned back, expecting it to punch him or something. It didn’t move. He grabbed it and held it in front of his face. One of the fingers jiggled as he shook it.
“This thing is freaky.”
“You think that is? Look at this.” Samantha leaned down and reached into a box on the floor. She pulled out a robot head. It looked like a man’s head, with black hair. “What kind of money does this thing. . . ?”
Its eyes opened and the mouth moved. “Welcome to Mindyland.”
Samantha screamed and threw it, crashing it into a box of legs. The head rolled on the ground and stopped, facing them. “Keep your hands in the ride at all times.”
“I’m out.” Samantha raised her hands and left the spare robot parts depot.
Joey laughed and thought about grabbing the head to tease Samantha with it, but he didn’t want to touch it either, so he left the room empty handed.
She glared at the room. “How many freaking doors does this place have?”
Joey shrugged. They’d looked at hundreds of doors, even the small ones in mushroom land. He didn’t think there were many more left. He watched Samantha breathing through her nose and her mouth pursed up in frustration. 
“Why are you smiling?” she asked.
“Look at you.”
“What?” 
“Nothing.” He couldn’t tell her how cute she looked when she got all upset, but his denial seemed to annoy her even more. 
“You think this is funny?” She moved closer to him with a fun smile. “You know, I may be the only person you ever see again in this world.” She put her hands on his shoulders. “So you better keep me happy.” 
“Let me ask you a hypothetical. What if that hot foreign exchange student from junior year was here instead of me?”
Her playful face changed to serious in a split second. “Joey, I can say this unequivocally that if I had a choice to have one person here with me, it’d be you.” She bit her bottom lip and looked away. “That was sort of the point of my question about Poly. I am not sure if you would make the same choice about me.”
He tried to bring it back to the playful place he wanted the question to be. “If you were smart, you’d have picked Julie. She’d have had you out of here on the first day.”
“Yeah, but you are a much better kisser.” She smiled and stepped closer to Joey.
He placed his hands on her hips, feeling the curve of her body. He was even getting used to touching her, comfortable with it. Samantha was all he had in the world now. If he kept telling himself that, he thought he might stop thinking about Poly each time he got closer to Samantha. 
He brushed her hair back and kissed her like he had done many times now. 
She took a step back. “Much better kisser,” she mumbled to herself.
The image of the air craft being destroyed haunted him for a fleeting second.
“You okay?”
“Yeah, you know, I bet there’s some escape doors on the Gondola ride. We can jump off when we pass by and check them out,” he said.
 “You’re right, there should be doors on all the rides.” 
“Yeah.”
Her eyes narrowed. “You better not be holding out on me, Joey Foust. Are there other doors you know of?”
He laughed. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
She shook her head and smiled, then leaned in close to whisper. “I am happy here with you, but you look weaker today. They are killing you. I see it every morning we wake up.” 
He glanced at the fresh bandages on his arm. 
“I won’t let them slowly take you away from me. We have to find that door.” Her breath shot against his neck with each word.
Sure, he felt weaker each day, but at that moment, he felt good. “Come on, I’ll race you to the log ride.” He’d show her how good he felt.
There wasn’t a person in the entire park but the robot helpers, giving him a clear run to the ride. He passed the teacup ride and Cupid’s Arrow gift shop. Samantha kept up with him as he jogged to Hearts of Venice. He slowed down, breathing hard at the gate entrance. 
Samantha darted ahead and touched the ticket booth first. “I win, I win.”
A robot rose up from behind the window. His plastic face smiled. “Welcome to Hearts of Venice. How many are riding with you?”
Joey turned around and stared at the emptiness around the room. 
Samantha stepped to the window. “Two hundred and thirty-two.”
The robot twitched. “We can accommodate up to two per Gondola.” His smile beamed through the glass.
“Two.”
“Follow the cobblestone path to the boat.”
Samantha took Joey’s hand and pulled him toward the ride. 
“Thanks,” Joey said to the robot. Its frozen smile dipped below the window as it recessed into the booth.
The cobblestones were a nice change to the flat concrete and asphalt spread through most of the park. His feet rolled over the smooth stones. 
“Where did you see a door?” She asked.
“Toward the end.”
She nodded and ducked under a chain dividing the rows. She skipped to the edge of the yellow line. A robot with a gondolier’s outfit stood behind the podium.
“Welcome. Step onto the gondola and keep your hands in the boat at all times.” The robot waved them to the gondola.
“I don’t think I’ll ever get used to these guys.” Samantha eyed the robot.
Joey glanced at the robot as they stepped onto the boat. Each one had the same face, the same frozen smile. They looked nearly human, but the lack of emotion and personality was unnerving. Each time he looked into those robot eyes, he felt as if they were smiling on the outside and plotting on the inside.
The gondola rocked from side to side in the narrow canal as he stepped into it. He took Samantha’s hand and she stepped in. They sat facing each other on the benches that lined the side of the boat. The gondola lurched forward and once off the track, dipped into the strong current of water flowing along. The floating gondola swayed in the water and picked up to a walking speed. It passed under a cobblestone bridge and the world of Venice appeared before them. 
The many buildings lined both sides of the canal. Classical music played through the speakers. Animatronic people moved around on the sidewalks, inside the houses and businesses. A couple in proper clothes held hands and strolled down the sidewalk next to them.
Samantha’s hair flung around as she whipped her head, searching.
“It’s not until the end,” Joey said.
She stopped and gazed into his eyes. He was getting more comfortable with those eyes and didn’t feel the urge to look away. He soaked them in. 
She let out a long breath and relaxed on her bench. “When we get close, let me know.”
“I will.”
She looked at a passing building. “There’s something’s been bothering me. What if the next door, is the door?”
“What do you mean?” The soft ripples of water bounced against the boat. He never really thought about what was on the other side because they would never find a door leading to anywhere MM didn’t want them going.
“Let’s say we open a door and it’s like the MM control room for this place. Then what? Can you take on a room full of people?”
Joey felt the metal bracelets on his wrists. Without them on, he could have. “No.”
“I’ve been thinking of something, a theory.”
Joey leaned back, enjoying a new conversation. “Let’s hear it.”
“I think there is a stone attached to this place.”
Joey shook his head.
“Think about it. You could transport someone here, you could make them believe they were somewhere they weren’t. It would just be a jump here and bam, you’re in the scene generator. You could fool people easily, manipulate them.”
Joey’s brow furrowed and he leaned forward, curious about this theory. He knew from the look on her face she was holding something back.
“How did you come up with this?”
She crossed her arms and glanced ahead, a bit of color hit her cheeks. “I found something a while ago, and it didn’t make sense until now.”
“What?”
“I was searching through my mom’s old notebooks from high school, you know, snooping around for information. Anyway, I came across a letter she wrote. She wrote about how she and my dad went on this fantastic trip to a magical land with a castle.”
“Sounds like a fairy tale.”
“Just listen,” she blurted. “She spoke of a magician man that took them there. She talked about a dome and opening the dome to get to this fantastic world.”
He wiped the skeptical smile from his face and leaned closer to her. “You think your parents came here?”
“I do, all of our parents actually.”
Joey felt the thumping in his chest. He looked around and wondered if his parents came to this place or one like it. Was this part of what Isaac had done to them? Was he conceived in a place like this? His mind rattled on with wild thoughts.
Samantha placed her hand over his. “I couldn’t make any sense of it, so I just put it back and figured it was a fairy tale, like you said. But look at this,” she pointed around them, “look at what they can create. They could have fed our parents any reality they wanted.”
“I just can’t believe it, why wouldn’t they tell us?”
Samantha laughed. “My mom wrote it all out and I didn’t believe it or understand it. Some things you just have to experience.”
Joey looked ahead. He felt, for the first time since she opened the maintenance door, anticipation for the next door. He wanted the boat to move faster. If she was right, a stone could be on the other side of one. The idea seemed so out there, how could it not be true?
She shifted in her seat and snuggled up closer to him. “I’d love to hear another story about what happened while we were apart.”
Joey swallowed. He’d told her most of it, but had left out some parts.
“What would you like to hear?” They passed under another bridge, the lights dimmed and the area opened up to a large party on the shoreline. People danced and partied around the empty spaces between tables. It looked like a wedding. Last time it was a concert.
“I’ve got to hear more about this Arrack planet.”
Joey looked to the floor boards of the boat. He kept most of the story after that to a minimum. Reliving it in his mind was bad enough, but describing it to someone else was unbearable. “Nothing much, we found a friend and she helped us escape.”
“Yeah, but Simon was on you, right? He just let you go?”
“Pretty much.”
That prying look spread across her face. He was terrible at keeping things hidden.
“You know you can tell me anything?” Her eyes narrowed. “I’m not some fragile thing you have to protect. If we are going to make it out here, for who knows how long, we can’t hold anything back, I don’t want there to be any distance between us.” She moved closer and slid her arm behind his back, resting her face on his chest.
Joey sighed and brushed her hair. He knew eventually he would have to start telling her the awful things that happened as well. She was right about holding it in, she had the right to know what had happened, so he told her. He explained in detail the events surrounding their escape from Arrack, Simon shooting Poly, and ending with them getting caught in a toy store. 
She didn’t say anything at first and searched his face, probably seeing if there was more. “Thank you, and don’t ever give me half stories again. It’s just as bad as lying.”
“I won’t.” He leaned back a bit and felt as if some of the weight was lifted off of him. It felt good telling her the whole story, but it also brought back vivid memories of Poly.
Samantha put one hand on his leg and the other over his shoulder, pulling him closer. She kissed him on the cheek, a soft, sweet kiss that felt more intimate than some of the kisses they shared on their lips. 
“I’m glad you found me,” she said.
Joey smiled. “I’m glad I’m with you.”
“That’s another thing I’ve been thinking about. Remember my mom’s story—”
“Diary.”
“Yes, her diary. There’s something I didn’t tell you. In it, she wrote about her first time with my dad.” Hints of red hit her cheeks and she said in a rush, “it wasn’t as if I was expecting my mom to write about it in her story. I shoved the paper back in her folder and never looked at it again, but they were in this place or something like it. I think we were conceived here. If Isaac hadn’t done what he did, I don’t think we would be here.”
Joey didn’t like this theory. “Our parents created us.”
She seemed annoyed. “I know that, but I’m saying Isaac set in motion the events that led to us being born.”
She rubbed his leg as he turned to face the party on the shore line. Another tune started up and the party erupted into a ruckus of fast dancing. They weren’t robots, they all moved with fluid accuracy. Must have been a projection of some kind, he liked to think it was a real event that they recorded and played it back here. 
“We decide our fate now.” He never wanted to find the door more than then.
“Yes, we do.” She nudged up closer to him, while her hand moved higher up, finding its way into the tight space between his inner thighs.
He reacted to her touch and squirmed back. He cleared his throat, and pointed ahead. “The door’s up here.” 
She jolted from her seat and looked ahead. “Up there? We can jump onto the sidewalk.”
He spotted the landing, right next to an ornate stone chapel with leaded-glass windows and doors. Joey stood with uneasy footing. The boat swayed and he held Samantha’s hand.
“I’ll jump first and pull you out right after,” Joey said.
She nodded her head and faced the oncoming platform. Joey stepped from the boat, onto the stone pavers. Samantha extended her hand and she stepped on the edge of the boat, but it was rocking quite a bit from when he got off. He gripped her hand tight. She tried to jump and the boat moved under her foot, dropping her off the back of the boat.
Joey held her hand tight and gripped her wrist with his other hand. “Hang on, I got ya.” 
“Hurry, another boat’s coming.” Her legs kicked in the water.
An empty boat floated toward her. She would be smashed against the concrete wall if the boat got to her. Joey kneeled down and pulled at her. If he had his normal strength, he could have yanked her out with no problem. Now, he strained and had to pull with everything he had.
Samantha used her free arm and grabbed the stone edge. The empty boat passed under the bridge and was only a few feet away. With Samantha’s help, he pulled her onto the sidewalk. His back leaned against the chapel wall, breathing hard.
“Man that was close.”
“You’d think they’d have some safety thing on these rides.” Samantha’s black pants dripped water onto the gray stones. She took in deep breaths, staring at the moving water in the canal. “Where’s this door?”
Joey used his thumb to point behind him.
“The chapel?” She stood up and stared into the leaded windows. “I see it.”
He knew she would. He stood and gazed into the window with her. Rows of seats faced a podium and at the back of the room a small green exit sign hung above a door.
Samantha yanked open the flimsy glass door and moved so fast to the back, he had to jog to keep up with her. She placed her hand on the knob and stared him in the eyes. “You think this is it?” 
“Only one way to find out.” He thought the chances were about zero, but at least he got another boat ride with her out of it.
She turned the knob and slowly opened the door. They stood there, stunned at the sight. 
 





 
 
 
 
 
LUCAS SAT ON THE WARM sand with his pants pulled above his ankles. He pushed his toes into the white sand and watched the small waves roll up, soaking the earth, before pulling back out. He liked the way the sand changed as the water receded, looking muddy to sandy as the water drained. 
He’d never been on a beach, except for the brief encounter with Poly before they rushed with Harris to Sanct, and even then, it was with shoes and not a moment to actually feel it. The water rippled from the nearby aircraft. It hung there with a ramp leading to the sand. 
This was their fifth beach today, searching for the mutants. Lucas glanced over his shoulder into the jungle. Somewhere in there, Hank and Harris were trekking through the thick jungle while he sat on the beach to guard the ship. He let out a sigh and took a fistful of sand and squeezed it through his fingers. 
“Lucas?”
Shocked at hearing a voice, Lucas spun to his feet, drawing his bow. Breathing hard, he lowered it. “Kris?” He remembered their brief encounter before they boarded the aircraft with Poly.
“What are you doing here?” Kris’s hand rested on the dagger at his hip.
“We’re looking for you,” Lucas said.
Confusion spread over Kris’s face. He took his hand off his dagger and folded his arms. Lucas didn’t think he’d be the one talking to Kris. He stood straight as he pulled the bow back onto his shoulder.
“We need your help, let me call Harris and he can meet us.” Lucas held his Panavice to his mouth. “Harris?”
“Yeah,” Harris’s voice warbled through.
“I found Kris, we’re at the beach.”
“Be right there.”
Lucas lowered his Panavice and glanced at Kris’s eyes, they were full of questions. Harris and Hank had spent a few hours in the jungle and he didn’t think “be right there” was an accurate description of the time.
“Please, Lucas, tell me. What do you need from us?” Kris asked.
“It’s Harris’s plan, better to wait on him,” he stalled.
“Well, if it’s anything us mutants have, it’s time.” Kris smiled and opened his arms. “Let us sit and we can talk about other things, like Poly.” Kris sat on the sand and patted it with his hands for Lucas to sit next to him.
Lucas adjusted his bow and looked at the spot. A few steps and he settled in next to him. The shirtless man’s muscles rippled as he extended his arm for a handshake. Lucas took the hand and felt the power in his grip. He squeezed back, not wanting to be some limp-man-hand-shaker.
“Tell me, how is she?”
“Fine,” Lucas said.
“She left an impression on a few here. She’s got the girls back at camp wearing their hair like her and playing with bamboo swords, throwing anything similar to a knife around. They call her Blade Girl.”
Lucas chuckled at the way the man talked about her, as if she was a super hero. He thought of her as the girl from Preston, his friend. Then he blinked and looked at the sand, thinking of some of the things he had seen from Poly—her duel with Travis, killing grinners and MM guards. Maybe she was amazing.
“She would be happy to hear that,” Lucas said.
“I assume she isn’t with you all?”
“No, it’s just me, Harris, and Hank.” 
Kris’s head cocked sideways at Hank’s name. 
A rustling in the jungle shrubs announced Harris’s arrival. He emerged at a near run, breathing hard. He glanced at Lucas as he walked over and shook Kris’s hand.
“You’re not an easy man to find,” Harris said.
“Well, after half my tribe was killed, you find ways to be cautious.”
“I’m so sorry for your losses,” Harris lowered his head and shot another glance at Lucas. “Kris, I take you as a no-nonsense man and I won’t dance around why we’re here. We want you and your tribe to make an appearance at Brissels City.”
“Brissels? The city on the edge of MM’s reach. . . .” Kris appeared to be talking to himself, looking away. 
“If you can stir up enough trouble there, it may give me enough distraction to get to him,” Harris said.
Lucas had heard Harris’s plan on the many hours they had trekked through the jungle together. He held back a chuckle at the thought of a tribe of mutants taking over a city. Harris said Marcus wouldn’t harm the mutants and would only send them back to the isle. What went wrong with Poly then? Half the tribe was killed off. 
Hank busted through the green banana plants, sweat dripping from his face and shirt. He hunched over and breathed in deep. Harris had obviously left him.
Kris watched Hank as he walked to the edge of the water. The sun, high in the sky, painted the ocean with an orange streak. It was reflected in the shaky waters. Kris turned to address them, the playful look on his face gone. “Are you going to kill him?” 
Harris’s face looked grim, the wind blowing his hair around, the sunlight bouncing on and off his face as the trees above swayed around. Lucas could feel the tension building as Harris didn’t answer.
“If I can, I will.”
“Then you have our service,” Kris said with a wicked smile. “But I can’t guarantee everyone will play nice.”
Harris bowed his head. “Thank you. And Kris, please let all of your abilities shine. I think it’s time for the world to see you and your kind.”
Lucas studied Kris, looking for a third arm or some kind of laser vision, but he looked like a regular guy. He wondered what the mutants could do. Poly mentioned a girl that could blow hard and that had definitely piqued his interest, but she’d walked away, annoyed, before he could learn more about this girl.
Hank staggered past them, sweat dripping down his pale face. 
Lucas thought he might throw up. “You gonna make it, Hank?” 
“I . . .” Hank tried to talk between breaths, “ran . . . the whole way. Harris . . . is so fast.” He swiped the sweat from his forehead and shook it off his hand onto the sand.
Lucas had a few jokes wrapped up in his mind, but looked at Kris and thought he better not push it. 
“Well, big man,” Kris jumped into the conversation, “go splash your face with some water. It’s cold.”
Hank stumbled to the water line, ignoring the water running over his sneakers and grabbed at the shallow water, splashing his face and rubbing it on the back of his neck.
Lucas peered up at the sun, couldn’t have been more than ninety-five degrees, what a big baby. He glanced at Harris and held back more jokes at Hank’s expense.
“You any good with that, son?” Kris asked.
Lucas turned and pointed at his chest. Kris nodded. 
“You could say that,” Lucas said as he looked over Kris’s body. “What’s your mutation?” The words stumbled out of his mouth. He wanted to grab them back, but it was too late. 
Harris shook his head, but Kris smiled.
“Sorry—” Harris said.
“No, it’s fine. It’s a tradition among us mutants. We’re not ashamed.” Kris pulled his dagger from his side and held it in his hand. His arm began to spin around like a windmill. The speed increased until it blurred. The dagger left his hand and impacted the trunk of a palm tree, splintering it. The dagger was deeply imbedded.
Lucas stared at the tree, adjusted his bow and turned to Kris. “Pretty dang cool.” It was way more than cool. Lucas stared at the dagger and back to Kris’s arm. It was one thing hearing about these abilities, but a whole other thing to see them in person. Lucas’s mind ran wild with the possibilities of what that man could do. He smiled. “Do you hurt yourself . . . when . . . you know?”
Kris laughed and looked at his hand. “No, but my wife sure does love it.” He wiggled his fingers and laughed again. Even Harris cracked a smile. “You guys should come to the village. We’ve set it up inland, until things with MM cool down. Maybe a two-mile walk.”
Hank, hunched over, waved his hand and shook his head. “We really should be getting back to the bunker.” 
“Why do we need to get back to the bunker?” Lucas asked.
“We need to plan stuff.”
“Oh yeah, like what?” Lucas liked stringing Hank along.
“Stuff,” Hank let out.
“Thank you for the invite, Kris, but we’ll have to do it another time. I need to get these boys back to the bunker,” Harris said. “Here’s a Pana. We can communicate on an encrypted line.”
Kris took the Panavice. “Thanks, I’ll get everything organized on my side.”
“Great seeing you again, Kris.” Lucas extended his hand for a handshake. Kris’s hand grasped his and shook it up and down violently. Lucas jerked his hand back and shook it with a painful sting.
Kris laughed and Lucas glared at the man. Harris put a hand on Lucas’s shoulder and turned him toward the aircraft. Lucas looked over his shoulder to give the hand-shaking man a dirty look, but he was gone. Hank walked next to Lucas with a big smile on his face.
“What’s so funny?”
“Oh, nothing,” Hank said.
The aircraft was smaller than the one they stole from MM to get off the island the first time. It was built to fit four people. Lucas climbed up to the front passenger seat.
“Shotgun,” he said.
“Whatever,” Hank replied.
Harris pushed a button and the craft hummed with power. In a minute, they were flying over the ocean. 
 
 
AN HOUR HAD PASSED AND they were flying over the white snow of the South Pole. Harris glanced at his Panavice and did a double take. “Oh no.”
“What is it?” Lucas asked.
“MM’s sending troops to Sanct.”
Hank jumped up from his seat. “The girls are there.”
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY TAPPED THE GLASS WINDOW with her fingernail. The city below moved with cars and people. It had a different life to it in the morning. The mystery of the darkness was pulled away by the bright morning sun. The Citadel in the middle of the city looked dull, losing its glow in the daylight, but the rest of the city felt right to her. She even had a new dress to wear.
She held the dress Travis sent over this morning; a strange, heavy black dress with white lace, like a funeral dress. Nothing like the fun outfits he’d sent her every other day. She laid the dress over the chair and was glad for her day clothes, consisting of black pants, black shirt and a jacket. He had made them special for their fighting exercises.
She looked forward every morning to their sparring sessions. Travis had a stunning knowledge of every kind of weaponry. By day, they sparred; and the nights were spent running around the city to the various clubs and restaurants. Travis seemed to know every person in the city, and they knew him. She felt the small white pill in her pocket, rolled it on her fingertips, careful not to crush it. She wanted to save it for tonight.
“I think this thing’s broken,” Julie clanked the door of what looked like a microwave.
Poly turned to face Julie, her head felt foggy as she walked toward the couch. “Just get something from the pantry.” Poly sat on the couch.
“There’s nothing but weird bars and bags of chips left,” Julie said. She opened the tall pantry door in the small kitchen and rummaged around the various snacks lined up on the shelves.
“Be careful, they might charge a fortune for a bag of peanuts,” Poly said.
Julie plucked a blue bag and carried it to the white couch in the center of the family room. She sat in a heap next to Poly.
“What’s wrong?” Poly asked.
“Nothing.” Julie opened the bag and pulled out what looked like a square cookie.
Poly sighed and leaned back in the couch. She knew something was bothering her, but she didn’t have the effort to get it out of her. “Lucas?”
Julie glared at her and then softened her look and pulled another cookie from the bag. “I’m just tired.”
“Sorry about that,” Poly said. 
For the last few nights, Poly woke from horrible nightmares, screaming. Julie would run into the room each time and spend time calming her. She couldn’t even remember the dreams, but the terrified feeling hung with her.
“No, it’s not you. I’m tired of running, hiding. Tired of being hunted, tired of barely knowing what’s going on around me.” Julie set the bag of cookies on the glass coffee table and stared into Poly’s eyes. “Do you ever ask, how did we get into this? Is there even a way out? Or will this just be our new normal?”
Poly had thought of those things, but to have the question hang in the air made her uncomfortable. “We’re here to save Samantha and Joey, put an end to MM, and get revenge for Nathen, Compry, and Almadon.” She said Paul in her head, but left them out for fear of explaining what happened on Mutant Isle.
Julie lowered her head. “A month ago, we were swimming in Preston Lake.” She stopped there. Poly was sure she had more to say and waited. “We’ve killed zombies, we’ve world-hopped, been stranded in the ocean, had our friends stolen from us . . . found out how our parents were killed.” Julie paused. “It’s just that us, in here. . . .” Poly waited as her friend struggled to find the words. “For the first time, we have a moment to relax and I feel guilty for letting it happen. I mean, look at this place. Look at how we are living right now, the things we get to do here.”
She too felt the guilt. How dare she have fun, while her friends suffered? She lied to herself saying it was all for the mission, but that wasn’t true. She wanted an escape. She wanted to get the visions out of her head of what she had seen and she felt terrible for wanting it. Julie gazed at her with those intelligent eyes.
“You’re the smartest person I’ve ever known,” Poly said. “You tell me what we should do today?” 
Julie shook her head. “I don’t know.” She chuckled. “I’ve been talking online with someone.”
“What? Like a guy?” Poly was shocked. Julie was so happy with Lucas, she never really thought about her with anyone else. 
“No it’s a woman, Alice. She’s some kind of AI.”
“AI?”
“Artificial Intelligence. But MM banned all advanced AI’s. Yet, there she is.”
“What does it want?”
“I hacked into her system back at the bunker and she appeared to me on my screen, I nearly pissed myself. At first, she seemed angry, but now she just wants to talk about coding and what I think about optimizing bandwidth.”
“Weird.”
“Yeah, well, I caught her back-dooring me.”
“This sounds kinky. Where’s Lucas when you need him? He would just die to hear the details.” Poly grinned.
“Not that, you nerd. She tried grabbing info from me and I caught her. I blocked her from me now . . . but she keeps pinging me.”
“What do you think she’s after?”
“That’s it, she only got into my contacts and my pictures. I think she wants to know who we are.”
Poly shrugged. “So some computer AI is back-dooring you to get to know you better?”
Julie rolled her eyes. “It’s like Lucas is here.” 
Poly couldn’t help but push it a bit further. “Just tell her your hips don’t lie—you’re in a relationship and you don’t swing that way.”
“She scares me, Poly.” Julie blurted out, wiping the smile off Poly’s face. “She knows us, knows who we are. I feel like she’s stalking me.”
“What do you think she wants from you? You have some top secret stuff you’re hiding?” Poly tapped her chin and thought about anything an computer would want from them. Maybe Julie interested her with her immense nerd knowledge.
“I don’t know,” Julie said. “Wait, there is one thing. I’ve been messing with that sound shield design I got from Travis. I think I might be onto something. Let me show you.” Julie walked to the kitchen and picked up her Panavice from the black granite countertops. She gasped and held the screen close to her face. “Oh no.”
“What?” Poly stood and looked at Julie’s panicked face.
“Harris sent me a message, I had it on silent mode.”
“What did he say?”
“MM troops were deployed to Sanct.” 
“You think Travis turned us in again?”
“The way he is with you, I’d be surprised.”
“Call him.” Poly walked to Julie.
Julie typed into her Panavice and handed it to Poly. “It’s ringing.” 
Poly held it against her ear, listening to the quick beeps.
“Travis Denail’s Office, Gladius speaking.” Gladius’s bubbly voice bounced out of the speaker.
“Gladius, I need to speak to Travis,” Poly said.
“Is this Poly?” Her bubbly tone changed to venom.
“Yes, it’s very important I speak to him.”
“Yeah, well, one of my friends sent me a picture of you and my dad dancing at club Grease.”
Poly winced. “He was just showing us the city.” She knew how it looked, but she couldn’t tell Gladius she was just using her father to get to Joey.
“Oh, come on. You think you’re the first pretty little thing that caught my dad’s attention?”
Poly didn’t know how to respond to that remark. “I really need to talk to him, please,” she finally uttered.
“The last one even tried to get me to call her ‘Mom.’”
Poly closed her eyes and tried to come up with words. She badly wanted to tell Gladius the truth. “I swear, I’m not like those other girls.”
“Whatev’s.”
A few clicks and Travis’s voice appeared. “Hello?”
“Travis, its Poly. Did you call MM on us again?”
A pause. “No, why would you think I would do that?”
“There’s a MM group on its way to Sanct as we speak, and it’s not like it hasn’t happened before.”
“That was before.” He sounded hurt. “Yeah, it’s the fifteenth. MM comes every fifteenth. They usually poke around for a few days and are gone. Nothing to worry about.”
Poly glanced at Julie who gave her a questioning look. “Let me call you back.” She pressed the end call button on the screen.
“Can you see if MM arrives here on the fifteenth of each month?” Poly handed Julie her Panavice.
In a few minutes, Julie found it. “Yep, like clockwork.”
Poly breathed in and extended her hand for the Panavice. Julie plopped it on her palm.
“Another day of fun with Travis then?” Julie’s tone seeped with contempt.
“Harris said, get close,” Poly reminded her.
“How close? And to what end? Have you even pushed him about what we want him to do?”
“I only want to get Joey and Samantha back.” She would push him, the timing hadn’t been right yet. Push too hard or too soon and he’d never find the answer on his own. Travis needed to think it was his own idea to help. 
Julie sat back on the couch and leaned back. She let out a long sigh. “I see you each morning and night, looking out those windows. I see the way you are in the clubs, it’s like you turn into a different person.”
Poly looked away and felt the small bump in her pocket. She felt embarrassed about it, but when she took the pill, she could temporarily forget everything she’d seen. She could let it fall off her shoulders and have fun. Besides, the red pill became a quick reality dose when the time came.
“I’m just doing the job I was sent here to do,” Poly said, still not able to look Julie in the eyes.
“I hope so. You have people counting on you.”
Julie threw a fifty-pound bag on her back. Poly could bear the weight, if only for a while longer. She looked out the window to the tops of the skyscrapers forming a circle around the city.
Poly pushed the call button. This time Gladius put her straight through.
“We trust you,” Poly said.
“Good, because today is one of the biggest holidays of the year, I would have hated for you to have missed it,” Travis said.
“What holiday?”
“Dead Day,” Travis said in a matter of fact tone. “And make sure you two wear the outfits I sent.”
Poly groaned and glanced at the black dress she laid over the chair. It wasn’t as much wearing the dress, it was pretty in a strange way, but it also meant she wouldn’t be training blades today. “Fine.”
“Meet me at the car in thirty minutes.”
 




 
 
 
 
 
TWENTY-FIVE MINUTES LATER, THEY MADE their way through the front doors of the building. Poly adjusted the lace reaching to her chin. A few people walked down the sidewalk in front of the building with similar morbid garb. Glancing at Julie, she was glad not to have a large black hat covering half her face. The building’s double-glass door slid open and Travis strode out. 
Poly saw a man behind him, but he stopped and moved from her sight. She had seen the man several times, lurking in the background. She wondered if he was part of Travis’s security.
“You look lovely, ladies,” Travis said. He wore a slim black suit and with black paint on his face, like fingers reaching across his face. 
“Is this like Halloween?” Poly asked.
“I don’t know what that is.”
They climbed into the limo. Travis smiled and she saw he was in a good mood. Was he excited about the Dead Day stuff? Julie elbowed her and she shot her a scowl.
“Travis, while we appreciate the hospitality, we ultimately came here to get your support,” Poly said in her most diplomatic voice.
Travis’s perfect smile faltered. “Oh come on now, let’s not talk biz on a holiday.”
“I’m sorry, but our friends need us. Time is of the essence.”
“Fine,” Travis let out. He straightened his shirt and sat back in his chair, looking out the window. “What can I do for you ladies?”
“You have a senate meeting with Marcus in a week,” Poly said.
Travis shook his head. “Yeah, I can’t believe that guy is back.”
Poly braced herself. “We need you to have a plus one for that meeting, make it your bodyguard or something.”
“My bodyguard? I don’t need anyone to guard me.” He laughed.
“It won’t be an actual bodyguard, it’ll be Harris.” He didn’t laugh this time. His usual light smile fading, as his eye’s narrowed. He leaned forward and Poly felt for a knife at her side where she’d cut a small slit in the dress. 
“You think I’ll let Harris go with me, anywhere?”
“We have to get close to him, there’s no other way.”
“Harris walked right through the front door not too long ago.”
Poly clasped her hands together. “This is for our friends. It isn’t right what he’s doing.”
“Welcome to Vanar.” Travis rubbed his chin and stared at a man in tattered black clothes. “He controls us, you know. If we stray too far, we get cut off.”
Poly’s face crunched up in a question, and Julie stepped in to respond. “But you make it here.”
Travis raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”
“Orange, you make Orange.”
Travis gaped at Julie. Poly moved her body closer to her. She felt the heat Travis sent their way, a knife was hidden somewhere in that black suit of his. 
“What makes you think that?” Travis whispered. Poly didn’t need Julie’s data to know she was right.
“The MM deliveries, they deliver the key ingredient each month, the fifteenth,” Julie said.
“Clever. But I’d keep that information to yourself.” Travis leaned back in his chair and relaxed his posture as he shook his head. “You can’t beat him, you know.”
“Who, Marcus?”
“Yes,” Travis said.
“He’s human, he can be beat.”
“You don’t get it, he’s everywhere. He sees everything. His intelligence is off even our highest charts. His physical abilities have no equal. And now that he has your boy, he will be at full capacity.” Travis stared at the buildings as they moved by.
“We can try,” Poly said.
“And you will die.” 
“Better to die in defense of the ones you love, than sit in self-induced ignorance,” Julie said.
A smile crept in on his face and he shook his head. “The joys of having a short life, you don’t have the time to appreciate it.”
“Don’t you want to see him gone?” Poly asked.
Travis turned to face Julie with a heated look of anger. “I want him dead more than any man.” He slammed his fist on the black leather. “He killed my girls.” Tears built in his eyes, his chest heaved up and down as he breathed.
“I didn’t mean any disrespect.” Poly looked at Travis as he withered, with a mixed emotion of anger and sadness. She respected the emotion, it was a thicker layer on a man that she had only seen as thin.
“Everything is closed today for the holiday, we’ll have to make plans tomorrow,” Travis said in a distant voice.
“Sure, we can make plans tomorrow,” Poly said with an elated feeling building inside her. She’d done it.
The limo turned right, Poly leaned in her seat, feeling the strange sensation of moving a different direction. She pushed the clear button on her arm rest and the ceiling became see-through glass. Large buildings on each side of the limo cast a shadow over them. It stopped and a guard holding a rifle waved them on. She’d never seen a checkpoint before, never a guard for that matter. 
They traveled between two skyscrapers. Were they leaving the inner circle of the city? They’d never traveled beyond its confines before. The car lurched forward. The buildings changed as they left the shiny interior of the city, everything became dulled, a paste smeared on windows, dust tossed on walls.
“Where’re we going?” Julie asked.
“To the stadium, I got you private box seats.” Travis spoke as if he was mentioning the sky was blue today.
Poly looked ahead and saw the large square building with a filled parking lot surrounding it. The limo passed a man with an ax in his back, he walked with one leg dragging. Her eyes went wide before seeing the rubber ax bend as he walked and the makeup on his face. People in similar costumes lined the parking lot as they pulled in. 
“Would you mind if we go dark?” Travis said as they approached a crowd of people.
“No, go ahead,” Poly said.
The limo went to dark privacy mode. The dark tint on the windows gave the morbidly dressed people a more sinister feel. 
“Like Halloween,” Julie whispered.
Poly nodded, but didn’t completely agree. Halloween had a mixture of super heroes, comedic, scary, and skanky. This just had death. Each person was dead in some way, like pretend zombies.
“These people would love Ryjack,” Poly said.
Travis chuckled while looking out the window. “The stadium’s right up here.”
The car drove into a tunnel under the stadium and parked next to a man in a black suit. He opened the door.
Travis stepped out of the vehicle. He poked his head back in. “You coming?”
Poly and Julie shuffled out of the car. An elevator took them to level sixteen. Travis walked quickly down the tiled path and opened the door to a room sixty-four. 
“It’s just for you two. I have to put on the show, but I’ll be back later.”
Poly stared at him as she entered the open door. “What kind of holiday is this?”
“Our world’s become obsessed with death, it’s the taboo. All year they suppress it, terrified of it, but today, they let it out.” Travis closed the door behind him.
The room had two rows of chairs and the smell of fresh linen. A bar was on one side and a snack stand on the other. Poly walked to the room’s wide, tinted windows. Below them, there were rows and rows of chairs, filled with a sea of black macabre people. 
Poly had seen a concert with her mom once, but that stage and venue was tiny by comparison. This one must seat fifty thousand people, shaped in a horseshoe around a stage. The long stage made of pure black, filled the center of the stadium. Behind it, a large curtain strung across. 
Barrels sat on the stage, she figured they were some kind of prop until she saw a man zip over them, gliding on a steel cable toward the stage. He grasped handlebars attached to the line, picking up speed as he reached thirty feet above. He let go, did one flip in the air and landed into the barrel, sending foam out of it. The man stood and waved to the crowd. Polite applause sounded.
Five more zip-lines spread high above the stage, each with a man hanging from handlebars, zooming down the line toward the stage. The first few landed in the barrels and waved to the lukewarm crowd. The fourth one landed in the barrel, but it fell over and knocked another barrel over as the last man dropped to land in it. The crowd screamed as the man crashed against the overturned barrel. The barrel shattered under his body and he lay in a bed of foam and wood. 
“Oh no, he’s not moving,” Julie said.
The men jumped from their barrels and ran toward the fallen man. A man and women in white jump suits ran on stage with a hover gurney. The crowd cheered as they picked up the man and placed him on the gurney, rushing him off stage. A group of men wearing gray jumpsuits then ran onto the stage and cleared all the barrels and foam. 
Travis walked on stage holding a microphone. He waved to the crowd with his brilliant smile. They all cheered.
“Wow, I hope that guy didn’t die.” The crowd cheered louder. “Hello, Sanct!” His voice boomed through the stadium. “Welcome to the two hundred and eighty-seventh annual Dead Show.”
The crowd roared.
“Who wants to die today? You, you, you?” Travis pointed to the crowd as he made use of all the space on the stage. He laughed. “But seriously people, it’s a great honor to once again kick off Dead Day. And I just have sixty-four items I would like to discuss before we officially start.”
A gray-jumpsuit guy ran onto the stage with a chair. Travis sat in the chair and crossed his legs. He cleared his throat and held his Panavice near his face. “Item one, the Flower guild is looking for more volunteers to plant roses along route four. Contact Mrs. Flabberbottom for further information and open spots.”
The crowd booed.
“Please people, these are important notices.” Travis cleared his throat again and adjusted his shirt before looking at his Panavice. “Second, you can now ping the Transit guild directly for any road/transit problems you find. They can be pinged directly at Fill-my-hole.”
The crowd exploded with boos again. Some even threw what looked like rats on the stage. Travis stood from his chair.
“Listen folks, we have a long list of public service announcements here and if you keep interrupting me it’s going to take a long time to get through the next sixty-two items.” He held out and shook his Panavice at the crowd.
The crowd drowned out his words with boos and more rats landed around him. Something huge moved behind the stage, pushing against the black curtain next to the picture of the city behind him.
Travis sat back down, crossed his legs and spent some time finding his place back on the list. “Ah, here we are. The Waste Management guild wanted to remind everyone that Thursday will be no flush day. If you have any problems you can ping Mr. Stiflebladder at the WMG—”
The crowd erupted again, drowning out Travis’s words. The curtain behind him pushed forward again. Two horns rose from the faux city walls behind Travis as he asked people to sit back down and listen to the list.
The crowd boos fell to murmurs as the horns rose above the curtain.
“Thank you,” Travis said and held his Panavice back to his face. “And I think you will find the next one very interesting.”
The horns continued to rise and a redhead, the horns were attached to, appeared. The head was half the width of the stage. Its yellow eyes moved around looking at the crowd and down at Travis. With the new silence, Travis read from his Panavice.
“The Water Collection guild wants everyone to check their pipes and make sure there are no leaks in your home reclamation systems. You can report any problems to Randy Butterhams at the WCG.”
The huge red creature with two horns towered over the stage. Its arms reached above and it grinned a horrible mouth full of sharp metal teeth. The crowd stood up on their chairs and cheered.
“Thank you.” Travis stood up again. “The men and women of Water guild will be warmed by your generous response—”
The giant creature’s red arm reached down and grabbed Travis off the stage. The crowd’s deafening roars made it impossible to hear his screams. Poly’s heart raced and she pressed her hands against the glass. Holding Travis in its hand, it shoved him into its red mouth and tore him in half with its teeth, tossing the lower half of his body to the ground, behind the stage and swallowing the top half.
Horrified, Poly turned to Julie, as she just stood there . . . calmly studying the scene. 
“Just part of the show, he’s fine,” Julie soothed her nerves.
Poly stared at the beast. It took a large step and crushed the stage under its massive weight, the black curtain and fake city fell to the ground around it. The black-painted wood shattered and splintered around the beast’s feet, with each step it took. Some of the crowd in the lowest rows backed up from the devil monster. Her heart pounded in her chest.
“Good show,” a man’s voice sounded from behind them.
Poly’s heart stopped, and she spun around to face the voice. The man sat in the back row of the room, slow-clapping with a smile. The MM logo and a R8 were displayed on his shirt.
“Max,” Julie said.
“Oh good, you remember me. I hate introductions.”
Poly pulled a knife from her side and flung it at Max’s head, followed by two more. The blades pinged off his personal shield. He didn’t even blink.
“Pretty rude, Poly.” Max gave her a wry smile. “Julie, I would love it if you tried to hack my personal tech.”
Julie already had her Panavice in her hands, frantically typing and sliding her fingers across the screen. She glanced at Poly with a terrified look, giving her a quick shake of her head.
Poly pulled out her dagger and lunged at Max, he stood and let the dagger hit his shield. The dagger zinged her hand and she dropped it to the floor holding her stunned hand.
“Are you done? Or do you wish to continue? I do like the aggressive type.” Max leered at Poly, rubbing himself for effect.
“Give us Joey and Samantha back.” Poly spit as she spoke, her rage and disgust poured out uncontrollably.
“I can’t do that, he needs them.” Max fixed his cuffs. “I’m not sure they would even want to leave. They’ve become very close, spending all their time together in the scene generator. They seem very happy where they are. The two were on the verge of breeding when I left. So predictable, just like your parents.”
“Lies!” Poly yelled.
Max shrugged. “I’m not here to make you see the truth. I came here to discuss the remaining members of your little group.” He stepped out from the chair. “Harris is up to something, isn’t he? You’re planning to get your friends back. Good for you, commendable.” His cocky smile made Poly want to puke. “But Harris has other goals, doesn’t he? What are they?”
“We only want to get Joey and Samantha back,” Poly said.
“I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what Harris is up to?” Max asked.
Poly didn’t respond, but tried to burn a hole in his head with her thoughts. Max slowly nodded his head. 
Julie walked next to Poly and wrapped her arms around her. Poly put her arm around Julie while never losing eye contact with Max. She would hold Julie and if this was the end for them, she couldn’t ask for a better friend to be with.
Max let out a long sigh. “You two could have gone a long way in MM. But you chose the wrong side, or the wrong side chose you.” He pulled out a gun and pointed it at her head. “He wants you alive . . . I guess I just don’t care enough to see that through.”
“You can kill us, but everything else will still happen. You’re days are numbered, with or without us,” Poly said.
 “I’ve killed better.” 
Poly shivered with rage and fear. She hated herself for failing Joey, Samantha, and the rest of her friends. Tears welled in her eyes, but she would not blink and let them fall. She would not give Max the pleasure of seeing her beaten before he killed her. She clenched her jaw and narrowed her eyes. She would die, with him seeing her fighting eyes, her steel. His finger twitched on the trigger and the end of the barrel ignited in flames. She closed her eyes, accepting the end. 
 





 
 
 
 
 
SHE HEARD A LOUD DING sound, like metal hitting metal and opened her eyes to see Max’s face perplexed. The gun in his hand unleashed a barrage of bullets, each one disintegrating around Poly and Julie.
“Don’t move,” Julie whispered. She held Poly around the waist. “I made us a shield.”
Poly could’ve kissed Julie. The whole time she was playing around in clubs and bars with Travis, Julie worked on creating something awesome, something illegal and something that was pissing the crap out of Max.
His eyes narrowed. “How did you create one of my shields?” Max holstered his gun and pulled out his Panavice. 
Julie’s arms released Poly, but she kept her body close as she took to her Panavice. 
He glanced at Julie and gave a chuckle. “Please, I will have your shield down in thirty seconds.” His fingers moved across his screen.
Julie punched at her screen, and Poly watched the pages flying by. She felt for another set of throwing knives. She touched the metal blade when the room shook. Max looked past them.
Poly glanced over her shoulder. The red devil-beast stood close to the glass, its mechanical eyes staring into their box. The arena had cleared out and the beast crushed the seats under its feet as it took a step closer. A large hand landed on the roof of the upper boxes and pulled off a section. Poly crouched down from the falling debris, but it deflected off their shield. 
Max stumbled backward as the red hand tore through the ceiling, reaching for him. He slid out the back door, avoiding the pinching fingers.
Dust stirred in the room as the red hand pushed against the door, blocking it with debris before retracting back out. Poly let out a long breath and grabbed Julie. “You okay?” 
“Yeah,” Julie said, still fingering her Panavice.
“You think he’s gone?”
“He’ll never be gone.”
Poly pulled out the black throwing knife Travis gave her, searching for Max to reappear.
The room shook and Poly extended her hand, grabbing for the wall. The beast crushed down large parts of the stadium around them. Dust fell into their small room. The shaking stopped and the thing’s hand extended into their room. Through the dust, she saw a figure running down the arm. Travis jumped off its forearm and landed next to them.
“You okay?” he asked.
“Yes,” Poly said. “He tried to kill us.”
“I know.” Travis looked around. “We need to go.”
“Where?” Julie asked.
“I have a place, but we need to leave now.” His determined look didn’t leave room for argument.
“Here are some clothes to put over yours.” Travis tossed a black cloth to Poly and Julie. 
Poly unfolded the thick black fabric and held it out in front of her. “What’s this?” 
“Your new costume. I know it’s generic, but it will help us blend in better than those designer ones,” Travis said, slipping a matching one over his head.
Poly matched his actions and pulled the costume over her head. It dangled down to her feet and covered her entire body.
“There’s a hood too,” Julie pointed out.
Poly looked at her and the thick hood pulled over her head, large enough to cover most of her face. She reached back and found her own hood and pulled it over.
Travis glanced at the screen. “We only have a minute to get out.” He pulled a metal hatch open from the floor. “Come on.” He disappeared down the hatch.
They followed Travis over some debris and down the crushed stands surrounding the red giant. He leaped over the rail and into a door. Poly and Julie kept pace and followed him down into the depths of the arena. 
Travis stopped at a long hallway and looked down both directions before turning to his Panavice. 
Poly peeked down the hall where a pile of broken concrete lay next to the robot’s red foot. 
“This thing is going to move in ten seconds,” Travis pointed to the red foot. “We should run.” He turned and ran down the concrete hallway.
Poly scrambled over some of the debris surrounding where the beasts foot had penetrated to the underbelly of the arena. She ran, glancing back at the beast’s red foot and making sure Julie kept up. A humming sound filled the hallway and the leg activated, stepping out of the hole, heading to the above stands. The hallway shook under its girth and dust fell from the ceiling with each of its massive steps. 
Poly’s heart raced, she wasn’t concerned about the devil beast, but the Devil himself, Max. She knew he lurked somewhere nearby and the cloak she wore gave her difficult access to her knives. She got closer to Julie and her shield.
“Thanks for saving me back there,” Poly said. “Why didn’t you tell me you figured out their shield?”
“I didn’t think I had it yet,” Julie said. “I’m actually pretty shocked it worked.”
Poly thought of the bullets bouncing around her head and shook the thoughts of it not working. Travis stopped in the hallway next to a door.
“Out this door, there should be a crowd. Keep your heads down and keep close to me.” 
She took a deep breath and nodded her head. Max may be on the other side of the door, in with the crowd. As Travis opened the door and the light threaded through, she held her breath and searched for him from behind her hood. Julie grabbed her hand and pulled on her. Travis was already ten feet ahead. 
People, thousands of people, crowded the area in front of them. Many stages had formed around the arena with bands playing on them, but everyone watched the arena being destroyed. The arena shook and the crowd cheered. Poly glanced behind her and the hallway filled with dust, some poured out over the crowd. Elated grim reapers, skeletons, druids, devils, and varied painted faces cheered it all on. Poly kept her head down as Julie pulled on her hand, taking her through the cheering crowd. She glanced back to the arena to see a large section of it collapse to the ground.
She looked ahead for Travis. He led them through the crowd, clearing a small path for them to follow. Poly got directly behind Julie as the crowd pulsed and swayed with their roars. One mistake and she could lose both of them in the melee.
The crowd thinned as they distanced themselves from the arena. Poly took one look back to see a section of the arena in ruins. Did Travis create a diversion or was this part of the Dead Day celebration? The arena left her sight, as they passed a building.
Travis stopped and turned down another less crowded street. Poly stumbled on a crack in the sidewalk and her knife clanked to the ground. She curtsied low enough to grab the knife from the bottom of the cloak. A man with a dirty face and rags for clothes slowed down to look at them.
“It’s not much further,” Travis said. Urgency spread across his face.
He picked up the pace for the next few blocks. The sidewalk narrowed and disappeared, leaving them to walk on the edge of the street. Not that it mattered, as there were no cars currently traveling along it. 
The smell changed as well. Center City smelled of fresh air, but the streets Travis took them down smelled of metal and hints of sewer. Bits of trash lay against the edge of buildings. She hadn’t realized how clean the inner part the city was. Sheets of metal covered some of the windows of the three-story buildings that lined each side of the street. No stores, no commercial businesses of any kind appeared. She figured it for a residential area—a poor one at that.
Julie looked back and gave her a nervous look as a group of men with long drinking containers walked by. Travis kept his head low as they approached. Poly also kept her head so low, she could only see Julie’s legs in front of her.
“Hey, ladies,” one man said as he passed Travis and spotted Julie and Poly. He grabbed Julie’s arm and spun her as he danced with her, making sure his large drink didn’t spill.
“Leave me alone,” Julie said as she pulled back her arm, freeing it.
“Oh, come on,” the other man wearing devil horns said. “It’s Dead Day, we leave nothing behind.”
Travis stopped and faced the three men. He kept his cloak low, exposing only his mouth and nose.
“Why don’t you two come with us to the festival?” Devil-horned man asked.
“Why don’t you get the hell out of here?” Poly asked.
The three men laughed and looked at each other. Devil man took a large drink from his glass and wiped his mouth. Poly met his eyes.
“My, you’re a young-looking one,” he said. “What guild are you in?”
“We need to be on our way,” Travis said, waving a hand and taking a step closer to the three men.
The man that hadn’t spoken yet, moved closer to Travis. “Why don’t you leave? We can take your girls and show them a good time.”
Travis’s lips curled back and his nostrils flared. His eyes were covered, but she was sure they were burning holes into his hood. The quiet man moved closer to Travis. 
“Last chance,” Travis warned.
They laughed and devil-horned man said, “You got to be kidding—”
Travis didn’t let the man finish his sentence, covering the five feet between them in a split second, he punched the man in the neck. Falling to the ground and clutching his throat, the man choked for air. Travis then kicked the quiet man in the gut, and kneed the third man in the groin. They both fell to the ground, grabbing their mid sections, and groaning. 
Travis grabbed Poly’s and Julie’s hands. “Come on,” he said, pulling them down the street and making a left turn.
Poly glanced back at the men on the ground, still holding themselves as she rounded the corner. “I could have taken care of myself, you know.”
“I know, but they’d all be dead if you did it,” Travis said. “It’s very hard to kill anyone and get away with it anymore.” 
Before Poly could ask him what he meant, he stopped and walked to a door marked 632. He placed his hand on the door and it slid open. Poly followed him in. Behind the door was a small landing before a staircase going up. They followed Travis to the top of the stairs where there was another door. He placed his hand on it and it opened. 
Poly stood at the door, looking over the furnished apartment. Nothing like their apartment back in the city, this one was decorated with cloth couches, dingy looking shag carpet, and thick drapery covering the one window. The kitchen was about the same size as the city one, but this one was stained with grease marks above the stove, and had finish peeling off the cabinet doors. 
She stepped in with Julie and closed the door.
“Bathrooms back here,” Travis said, pointing to a door next to the kitchen. “Sorry, only one bedroom, so you’ll have to share. Oh and the TV is on the wall, you can use your Pana to operate it.”
Poly let out a long breath. She felt like she could relax a little bit with doors behind her, those guys and Max in the distance. She felt the soft fabric on the back of the couch. She could sleep on it if needed. 
Julie inspected the drapes.
“Don’t stand around the windows,” Travis warned. “This place isn’t used much and we don’t want anyone looking at it twice.”
Poly pulled the cloak off and let it fall on the couch. “What are we supposed to do now?”
Travis paced and looked at Poly. “I’ll figure out something, but in the meantime, you two need to stay in here. Max will have this city on lockdown soon.”
“Get us out on one of those ships,” Julie said.
“It’s not so simple. Everything is weighed, categorized. They would notice two girls, especially when they’re looking for you.”
Great, trapped in a dingy apartment. “Its fine, we can hang here for the time being,” Poly said.
Travis stared at her. “Good. I’ll be back in a day or two.” He walked toward her and gathered her in a tight hug. He inhaled deeply, smelling the nape of her neck. “Be safe,” he exhaled in her ear, pulling back to look at her with worried eyes. 
She didn’t know what to think. It felt nice to feel his concern. Her mouth parted to say they would be safe, and he took that as an invitation to move in for a kiss.
Their lips pressed together. Poly’s arms dropped to her sides in astonishment, but she didn’t pull away. He moved his hands up to the back of her neck, pulling her in as he swiped his tongue along her lips, looking for entrance.
Julie cleared her throat. “So. . . .”
He pulled back at the interruption, looked Poly up and down, like he wanted to consume her, and then turned to leave.
Hearing the door click, Poly sighed and plopped herself on the couch. Bits of dust stirred around her and the smell of an old person wafted up from the couch.
Julie gaped, mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water.
Poly turned to her. “What? It’s not like I went in for it. It shocked the crap out of me, too. But, I have to say . . . I think my job is complete. He’s definitely hooked now,” she tried to look serious, but failed and busted into giggles.
Julie joined in and laughed as she shook her head, staring at Poly. She then walked around the apartment, inspecting it and frowning, as if everything was wrong. “I think we’re in the ghetto,” she said, peeking through the drapes.
“You think?” Poly said and laughed. “What gave it away? The urine smell, the drunken men, boarded-up windows, trash in the street—”
“I don’t need that, not from you,” Julie said and stepped back from the window, holding her hand over her face.
Poly felt like Julie punched her in the stomach. Seeing her upset made her feel terrible. She stood from the couch and walked closer to Julie.
Julie lowered her hand. “I’m not some warrior woman like you. I don’t have knives hidden in my butt crack. If you or Travis weren’t around, what do you think would have happened back there with those guys? What would have happened a hundred times since we left Preston?”
Fear hadn’t entered Poly’s mind much when the men stopped to bother them. All Poly thought about was slice points and how she could get the cloak off. “Who’s the warrior that saved us back in the box seats? Besides, you’ll always have me.”
“Lucas said that, and now look. We’re separated. We’re all separated. You and I are stuck up in some crappy apartment, in some foreign world, with a maniac trying to kill us, and our only real chance of survival is to trust some four-hundred-year-old man who has the need to stick his tongue down your throat. Lucas and Hank are out with Harris, doing who knows what. And Samantha and Joey are prisoners, having their life drained from them to save a man whom this whole world bows to.”
Poly never felt as if she was good at comforting people. She wished Samantha was there. She would know exactly the right thing to say. “Maybe you can find out what they’re up to on your device.” Poly pointed at Julie’s hip.
Julie pulled off her cloak and flung it to the floor. Her hair frizzed and stuck out, making her concentrating face all the funnier as she poured over the digital screen. Poly held back any hint of a smile.
“I don’t see anything on the news wire.”
“Well, that’s good.”
Julie plopped on the couch. Poly went to the window and pulled back the white curtain an inch, revealing a sliver of the street below. 
“Harris,” Julie said looking at her Panavice. “He just sent me a message. ‘Max is with the MM troops.’” She let out a chuckle.
“No kidding,” Poly said and sat next to Julie on the couch. She picked up the remote off the end table and pressed the power symbol. The wall in front of the couch illuminated into a TV. “Uh oh.” 
Julie looked up from her Panavice. “Is that you?”
Poly’s face displayed on the screen, a picture from the Capital’s museum escape. A reporter on the screen looked into the camera. “These people are extremely dangerous and are at large in Sanct. If you have any information regarding their location, please contact your nearest MM guard. We will leave their pictures up as we continue our coverage of Dead Day.”
The camera changed to a street view of cheering people dressed in costumes, before panning in on the reporter’s face. The smiling reporter tried to talk, but the people around her clambered around the camera. At the bottom right of the screen, two pictures were displayed. One with Julie’s picture and the other was Poly.
“Sorry, I’m getting camera bombed here,” the street reporter getting mobbed said. 
The camera switched back to the anchorman behind the desk. “Damn you, people. Can’t we get one street shot?” His face was red with anger. Then, his eyes lit up as he looked away from the camera. “Is that right? Are they for real?”
The anchorman looked shocked and stared into the camera. “Well, here is some motivation to find those terrorists, MM just announced a ten million dollar reward for info leading to their capture. Ten million!” He spun in his chair with a big smile.
“If you are watching, terrorists, you can contact me directly.” The anchorman winked as a link popped up on the bottom of the screen. “I will personally help you turn yourselves in.”
Julie leaned forward and hid her face. “Every person in the city will be looking for us,” she muffled through her hands.
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY’S HEART RACED AND HER breathing came out in rapid bursts. She leaned back on the dusty couch and stared at the aerial view of the Dead Day festival. She glanced at Julie, glad she wasn’t looking at her. She didn’t want Julie seeing her freak out. She was a criminal now, wanted by the law—a bounty on both their heads. Seeing her face on the screen and hearing the reporter talk about her like she was a terrorist, made her chest burn and her stomach churn.
She reached into her pocket and found the pill she wanted. She crushed it in her hand, instantly feeling a warm wave over her body. Closing her eyes, she let out a long breath. The crumbs fell into her pocket, and then she took her hand out and looked at her palm. Gazing at the hint of white residue, she wondered if it was from the pill, or if it was her skin. She brushed off the thought and stared at the amazing costumes displayed on the TV. 
Maybe there’s a nearby store I can get a costume like that. She smiled thinking of the perfect costume. A zombie dressed in her Gianni dress. That dress was still in the bunker. Maybe she could go get it. She loved that dress, but the thing she loved the most was when Joey saw her in it for the first time in the mall. She turned her head to face Julie, she had her chin in her hands as she stared at the screen. Tears welling in her eyes. What could she be crying about?
“What’s wrong, Julie?” 
Julie looked at her as if she was crazy and pointed at the screen. “We’re fugitives, with a huge bounty on our heads.” Julie lifted her Panavice. “Harris just sent us a note. ‘Ten million, use Travis’s stone and get out of the city. Max set the reward so high the whole city will be burned down looking for you.’” She slammed her face in her hands.
Poly searched in her pocket for another pill to give to Julie. But the packet only had a dozen left in it, she better save them for herself. I should comb her hair, it’s terribly frizzy. Is my hair that frizzy? “I’m going to the bathroom.”
Julie didn’t look up as Poly left her sitting on the couch.
Poly stood in the doorway to the bathroom, inspecting the dust-covered mirror, countertops, and toilet. She pulled open the cabinet drawer next to the sink, empty. All the drawers, empty. She sighed and turned the handle of the sink faucet on. The water clunked out and a strange odor emanated from it, like iron. She glanced up from the sink and into the mirror as the water continued to run. 
She brushed her hand over the mirror, making a streak of clean. She froze at her reflection, her face and hair looked nice, but her eyes looked wide and the color was almost gone. She moved closer to examine them. She took her sleeve and wiped the rest of the mirror down. Her reflection didn’t seem to change, but she stared at a crease next to her eye. Was she getting crow’s feet? 
“What are you doing?” Julie asked and reached past Poly to turn the running water off.
Poly jerked from her reflection. “Just trying to find a brush.”
“It’s been half an hour,” Julie said. “I thought you were constipated or something.”
Poly laughed. Constipated . . . what a funny word. Did she say half an hour? Must have heard it wrong. She walked past Julie and sat back on the couch and watched the Dead Day show.
“I came to get you because of what’s going on,” Julie said. “Harris is right, Max created hysteria with his reward. The Dead Day celebration has turned into a massive hunt for us.”
Poly stared at the bathroom door, was she really in that bathroom for a half hour? 
“Watch, that anchorman’s back on.”
A man sat behind an ornate wood desk and looked into the camera. “The gates have been closed to Center City due to riots in the outer counties. I now am switching to our founder, Travis Denail.”
The camera switched to Travis, standing behind a podium with a large MM logo on it. His face looked like stone. Max stood next to Travis with his hands held together in front of him.
“How can he stand next to the person that killed his daughter?” Poly asked. She thought about the dust-covered burial Compry and Nathen received. Would Travis ever get to bury his daughter properly?
“Citizens of Sanct, we ask for your help in finding two individuals.” Their pictures appeared on the screen and slid down to the corner. “Press their picture if you have a legitimate
sighting. Do not try to apprehend them yourself.”
Travis moved to his right and Max took the podium. One corner of his mouth pulled back and then he leaned forward. “I wanted to quash the heinous rumor of a ten million dollar reward.” He held his hands out to his sides, palms up. “If you can bring me, or tell me where those two girls are, MM will wire you one hundred million dollars.” Max’s smile spread across his face and he put his hands on the podium. “They’re in this city, happy hunting.”
Travis’s eyes were the last thing on the screen, before it cut back to the newsroom. The anchorman stared into the camera for ten solid seconds. 
“I’m not sure what to say here, but with the kind of money offered, I think I have a responsibility to warn everyone not to turn this into chaos. I would stay in your home—” The TV screen went to a logo of MM and then changed to an aerial shot of the city with no audio. A plume of smoke rose near one of the Center City’s gates. 
“The freaking nets are blowing up with this,” Julie said looking at her Panavice. “There’s false sightings everywhere. Look at this lady getting mauled. She kind of looks like you.”
Poly gazed at the video and turned an eyebrow up at the vague similarities. Poly glanced at the window, someone screamed outside. 
“Oh, and don’t go to the window,” Julie warned. “MM has drones humming around the entire city.”
A hint of urgency slid into her gut, she questioned the feeling at first, but she felt curious about what it was. “What should we do?” Poly asked.
“We can’t go outside, we can’t even look out that window. I think we’re stuck here.”
That night, the feeling of urgency grew in Poly’s gut. The sounds of banging and screaming filled the streets. She closed her eyes tight, trying to drown them out. She felt her body getting colder as she lay on the couch, wrapped in a blanket she found in the bedroom. Julie took the bed. Late in the night, Poly reached for the red pill in her left pocket. She crushed it in her hands and all the emotions of the world crashed in on her. 
The faces of everyone she’d witnessed die, splashed across her consciousness. Then Max’s face saying, “Happy hunting.” Her heart beat rapidly as the reality of what was around her hit her over the head. She sat up on the couch and looked at the open bedroom door. Was Julie feeling the same panic she was now?
She pulled the blankets tight around her body, and buried her face in the blanket. Poly wanted to scream. Her hand slid into her pocket and felt the plastic and foil package Travis gave her. No, never again. She pulled her hand out and squeezed the blanket. She needed to feel the pain, the worry. It made her sharper, it was real. 
The next day the power went out for an hour in the morning. Poly felt the fog lifting from her thoughts, putting together the pieces of the night before. Julie dragged her feet all the way to the couch and plopped down next to Poly. She played with her Panavice and Poly tried to see through the small crack between the window blinds. The crack allowed for a tiny view of the sidewalk across the street, occasionally a person would enter the view, but the streets looked empty. 
The power kicked back on and the TV came back to life, displaying the aerial view of the city. In the early morning hours, the city looked calmer from the sky-cam, but soon people poured into the streets. Small groups of people traveled from block to block like blobs. They were searching for them and they had organized into teams. A hundred million could be split by a few people. 
By midday, a group of men banged on the lower door. Poly went to the apartment door and a screen popped up, displaying the men’s faces below. 
“We want to come in and check your place for the terrorist,” the man holding a steel pipe said. 
Poly stepped back from the door and away from the green open button on the screen. She thought she could handle two of them, but five would be difficult. 
After a few minutes the men began to kick at the steel door. When it didn’t budge, they moved on.
“We’ve got to get out of the city,” Julie said.
“Yeah.” Poly sighed. Being stuck in a hole, waiting, was frustrating. Being on the run, she was at least moving. The next group of people not satisfied with a locked door was only a matter of time. 
“We should get something to eat,” Julie said walking to the kitchen.
Poly thought about the great restaurants Travis took them to. When was the last time she ate?
“They have a food printer,” Julie said.
“What’s that?”
“You put in the mix and it prints out a meal.”
“Like paper?”
“No, it puts down one micro layer at a time until you have a full meal.” Julie lifted the appliance onto the kitchen island. It looked like a microwave. She pulled a few cans from the cupboards and placed them on the counter.
“What would you like?”
Poly shrugged. “A steak?”
Julie opened one of the cans and poured it into the top of the food printer.
Poly walked next to Julie as she typed into the screen.
“Watch,” Julie said pointing at the window on the food printer.
A light lit and an arm moved to the bottom of the plate. It moved side to side, forming a small brown layer, then thicker. She smelled the steak as steam tendrils left the top of the printer. A fully-formed steak appeared as the arm moved up. Julie opened the door and pulled the plate out. Poly’s mouth watered and her stomach growled for it, but her mind resisted. 
“Is this safe?” Poly asked.
“I think so.”
“You taste it.”
Julie cut a chunk of meat off the corner and ate it. She smiled with a mouthful. Poly pulled the plate across the kitchen island and poked the steak with her knife. It seemed okay. She cut a piece and chewed on it. It had all the flavor and texture of a steak, but it had a stale taste to it. She shrugged and took another bite. Julie printed out herself a steak and they ate in silence. 
With her plate empty, Poly looked at the printer. “Can that thing print anything, say knives or guns?”
“Those are illegal,” Julie said sliding her empty plate away from her. “This one can only do organics and proteins, edible stuff.”
Poly frowned. She let the ideas of pulling rocket launchers out of the printer fade away.
Another day passed before someone knocked at their door. Poly jumped up from the kitchen stool with her printed slice of pizza and ran to the door. A digital screen displayed the person at the street pressing on their button. Poly stared at the person at the front door and moved her thumb over the open button on the screen, paused, let out a sigh and pushed her thumb against the screen. She heard the lock released from the doors.
Julie ran to the door. “Was that Gladius?”
“Yep.” 
Poly listened to Gladius’s foot steps up the stairs. The digital screen changed to a picture of the stairwell and Gladius standing at the apartment door. Poly pressed her thumb on the open button and the door clicked. Gladius pushed it open. 
She held a large bag and gave them a scowl as she walked in. “You have no idea what I had to go through to get here.” She flung her large bag on the kitchen island.
“Hi,” Julie said.
Poly stood behind her as she reached into her purse and pulled out Gem. The doll squirmed in her hands as she sat her on the floor.
“I’m so sorry, Gem. I hate to keep you stuffed in there like that.”
The doll looked up with her unblinking glossy eyes at Gladius as she spoke. They were matching, with a small black hat, black shirt, and black pants. 
“Hello,” Poly said.
Gladius glanced at Poly and let out a long sigh. “Two dudes groped me, saying they were looking for you two.” Her nostrils flared. “Do you have any idea what you have caused out there?”
“Sorry,” Julie said. “But why are you here?”
Gladius closed one eye and rolled the other. “My dad has a thing for that one.” She pointed at Poly.
Poly felt the heat in her face. She kept glancing at Gem and the thought hit her, she was getting used to the doll and the realization it wasn’t going to go all Chucky on her.
“Anyway. . . .” Gladius said. “I’m here to check on you and give you some supplies.”
Supplies? Ugh, Poly’s shoulder’s slumped. She was hoping Gladius was there to smuggle them off the island, or get them to a stone. 
“Oh, thanks,” Julie said.
Gladius looked around the room for the first time. “What a dump. This is where you’re living now?”
“Not by choice,” Poly said. “We were kind of hoping you would help us get out of here.”
“And leave such a wonderful space?” Gladius said, touching the corner of the couch. She rubbed her fingers together in disgust. Gem climbed onto the couch. “No, Gem, get off that thing!”
Gem jumped off the couch and ran to her leg. Gladius picked it up and held it in her arms. “Better keep those shoes clean as well.”
Julie rummaged through Gladius’s bag in the kitchen.
“So what is Travis saying? Is he coming for us?” Poly asked.
“I don’t know,” Gladius said. “That creepy Max guy is always around him.”
“Great, so are we just supposed to stay here forever?”
“You’re welcome,” Gladius said as she looked at Julie in the kitchen. 
 Poly sighed, Gladius must have gone through a lot to get them a care package. “Sorry, and thank you,” she said. “What’s it like out there?”
“It’s terrible, guards everywhere, people rioting and tearing down the outers, drones are covering the whole city—all because of you two. Thankfully, Center City hasn’t been affected much. The gates seem to keep them out. The reward is ridiculous though . . . a hundred mill? For you?”
Gladius moved her head from Julie to Poly and back again. “Don’t worry, my dad made me promise not to turn you in. Besides, it’s not like we’re poor, what’s another hun mill gonna do for me?”
“I never thought you would turn us in,” Poly lied.
“Sure,” Gladius said sarcastically, placing Gem on the kitchen island. “You get all the stuff out of there?”
Julie nodded.
“Good, ‘cause I’m out.” Gladius then spoke in a baby voice. “I’m sorry, Gem, but you need to get back in the purse. You’ll get stolen in two seconds out there.” 
The doll crouched into the purse and she closed it, slinging it over her shoulder.
“Good day, ladies.” Gladius took a step toward the door.
Poly stepped in front of her. She stopped and glared at Poly.
“He told you something, didn’t he?” Poly asked.
Gladius slumped. “He’s under constant supervision, I’ve never seen him so upset. And the rumors of you and him frolicking around town don’t help.” She paused and adjusted her large purse. “But he did say he misses you and he’ll get you out when he can.”
“That’s it?” Julie asked.
“He also said to make sure you try the chicken.” Gladius shrugged.
Poly shot a glance at Julie. “Well, thanks for the stuff.” She opened the door. 
Gladius stopped at the door and adjusted her purse while she stared at Poly. “I just don’t know what he sees in you.” She shook her head and stepped into the stairwell.
“Be safe,” Poly said.
 “I’ll stab the next person who tries to touch me. Those damned outers better stay clear of me.” She walked down the stairs and squeezed out the door at the bottom. 
Poly stared at the stairwell before closing the door. She turned to find Julie’s hands digging around in one of the bags delivered.
“Is there anything good in there?” 
Julie’s face changed to a smile and she pulled out a small plastic bag. “Found something.” 
Poly rushed to her side. Julie pulled open the plastic wrapping and two pills fell out and bounced on the countertop. Poly grabbed at them and held them in her hand. She made sure not to crush them. Large white pills, similar to the poison pill Harris had given her. Julie pulled a small piece of paper out of the plastic bag. She turned it in her hand and then brought it close to her eyes.
“What does it say?” 
“It doesn’t make sense,” Julie said, peering at the small piece of paper in her hands. “It’s a blank piece of paper.”
“Can’t you scan it with your Pana?”
Julie smiled. “Yes.” She placed the paper on the island and put her Panavice on top of it.
“There’s nothing,” she said. “Wait, there’s a hint of radiation.”
Poly took a step back from the kitchen.
“It’s not harmful,” Julie said. “The isotopes are aligned in a pattern, so tiny they are nearly undetectable. Let me plug in Almadon’s decrypter.” She slid her finger around the screen, a cold expression over her face. “It says ‘stay there for further instructions. If capture is imminent, take the pills. It’s a painless way to go.’”
“What?”
“That’s it, that’s all it says,” Julie said.
Poly glanced at the white pills on the counter. “He sent us kill pills. What a jerk.” She paced from the kitchen to the front door. 
“It is an option,” Julie said. “Actually, it’s quite thoughtful.”
“No, it’s not.” Poly placed the pills on the counter.
Julie frowned and scooped up the pills and placed them in the plastic bag. She slid the bag into her pocket. 
“Harris say anything today?” Poly asked.
“Not yet,” Julie said. “Let me check.” Her face went pale white. “Oh my god.”
“What is it?” Poly tried to pull the words from Julie as she blankly stared into her Panavice.
Julie raised her head to meet Poly’s eyes. The look of terror on her face sent chills down Poly’s arms. “They shut down Sanct’s net. It’s gone, they must have disconnected it entirely.”
“We’re cut off?”
“No, Almadon set up a bunch of hidden servers for us. But the rest of Sanct probably isn’t as lucky. MM is trying to cut off the city from the rest of the world. People kept posting videos on the net about what’s happening here.”
Poly frowned at the news. “What’s the big deal?”
“You don’t get it, everything here is connected, everything. People are going to go freaking crazy. This is going to cause more trouble than that reward.”
Poly switched on the TV, expecting to see the aerial view, but a reporter materialized on the screen.
“Haven’t been broadcasting, as MM has been conducting their extensive search throughout the city. With a population of ten million, it is going to take time, and we ask everyone to cooperate with their local guards. Even though we know these faces like our own, I will show them again.” Julie and Poly’s museum pictures displayed on the screen. “They are extremely dangerous and the hundred million will be awarded to anyone who can capture or give information that leads to their capture.”
Julie sighed. “Great.”
The reporter fidgeted with a screen in his hands, the high resolution picture showed the sweat beading around his forehead. He looked off camera briefly before clearing his throat. “There is another thing I need to report on. Due to the lock down, Sanct will not receive any imports of Orange until they are found. All Orange dispensaries are closed. And, as a further precaution, all servers have been shut down.” The reporter’s voice strained to get the words out.
“What in the hell are they trying to do?” Poly felt sick.
“They want the city to burn down around us,” Julie said. 
“Maybe people keep supplies at their houses?”
“It won’t matter, the ones who don’t will make up for the ones who do.”
Poly felt the weight on her shoulders. These people would die because of them. How many would suffer at their hands? The pressure made her chest hurt and she ran to the bathroom. Face sweating, she leaned over the toilet bowl, holding back her printed pizza from coming back up. She wanted to cry, scream at the world for putting her there, but she couldn’t. She reached into her pocket and popped a pill from the package and crushed it in her hands. The warm wave washed over her.
 





 
 
 
 
 
HARRIS GAPED AT THE TV. The reporter was saying they were cutting off the Orange and net to Sanct. He fought back a laugh . . . it was better than he could’ve hoped for.
“What does it mean?” Lucas asked.
“It means we have a chance,” Harris said, feeling the soft leather on the couch. 
Lucas fidgeted with a magazine screen and rubbed his shoulder, where normally a strap for his quiver would lay. Hank sat next to Lucas with his hands on his knees, his broad shoulders taking up too much space, making it a tight squeeze on the couch. Harris glanced at the ornate wood door, next to an equally decorated desk. The woman behind the desk never looked up from her Panavice.
“Send them in,” a voice said through the woman’s Panavice.
“She’ll see you now.” The receptionist pressed a button on her desk.
“Remember what I told you,” Harris whispered a warning to the boys. 
“We know.”
Harris walked into the senator’s office. The senator sat at her desk and set down her screen as they entered.
“Please, take a seat,” she said. Her cold voice gave him some trepidation. Everything needed to happen just right.
 “Thank you. This is Lucas and Hank,” Harris introduced, taking a seat.
He took inventory of the room as he sat down. A camera in the back of the room, above the door, four pictures of family members, two potted plants, and no TVs. He felt as if he had a chance.
“And that makes you Harris,” she said. “The Ghost.”
“Yes, and thank you for having us, Senator Jones.”
“I must say, I was very surprised you came to me.”
“We have a drastic situation in Sanct, I can no longer be in hiding while the people suffer at the hands of Marcus,” Harris said.
Her eyes narrowed for a split second when he mentioned Marcus. “He’s back you know.”
“I heard. He stole a couple of friends of theirs to facilitate his recovery.” He saw in her eyes she didn’t care about the friends. 
“I agreed to this meeting out of curiosity, more than anything. Why don’t we get down to what you want?” Senator Jones said.
Harris took a second to look at Hank and Lucas. They were stoic, and had been that way ever since he split them from the girls. He hoped to reunite the Preston Six soon, but everything had to be planned out first. Marcus was the smarter man, and by only doing many things at once did he have a chance of one of them working. He stared Senator Jones in her eyes and made sure not to waver. “We need your support to siege MM’s bunker. We need a clear port to land on and no interference from the local authorities.”
She laughed, a strange laugh, like someone far out of practice. “You can’t be serious.” 
He didn’t respond.
“How can you get past his army?”
“Leave that part to me.”
The smile left her face. “You think you can do it?” A hint of hope. Harris let a corner of his mouth peel back.
“With your help, I have no doubt.”
“Sanct’s not enough, they won’t get behind an island city. Even with the current situation there.”
“Sanct is the first, there will be another by the time you have your first meeting with the other senators.”
She leaned back in her chair and let out a long breath like a whistle. “If we fail, MM will kill us, or make us have an ‘accident,’ we have so much to lose if Marcus caught the slightest wind of this.”
“I think you know who to talk to and who not to,” Harris said.
She nodded her head and leaned forward. Looking from Hank to Lucas. “Who are these guys?”
“I’m trying to get their friends back. Their friends, much like your son Timothy, have disappeared under the hands of MM.”
“How can you possibly know about Timothy?” Her stunned faced leaned forward.
“Senator, I’ve seen firsthand what Marcus can do to the people he finds a threat.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Do you know where he is?” There it was again—hope.
“If I can get into their bunker, I think I can find out.”
Senator Jones pondered this for a moment, but Harris knew he had her and the rest was just for show. “I will put out the feelers and see what support I can get. There are plenty who would like to see Marcus step down. Do you have an exit plan?”
“You know I do,” Harris said.
“Yes, I think I know you do.”
Harris stood up and extended his hand across the table. Senator Jones shook his hand, she held it tight and pulled it closer to her. “If I get a whisper of a double cross on this Harris, you’re dead to me.”
He nodded once and she released his hand. He knew the risks for everyone, but the rewards could be massive. The plans were going better than he could have asked for, so far.
 
 
THEY BOARDED THE AIRCRAFT OUT front of the senator’s office. 
As the craft lifted, Harris set it to auto-pilot. “Lucas,” he called.
“What’s up?” Lucas asked. Harris hated asking him for another favor, but he needed someone on the inside.
“I need you to go to Mutant Isle and head up the distractions in Brissels.”
Lucas didn’t respond at first. “If it helps the cause, sure. But why?”
“I need to know what’s going on, and I think you could be good at causing mayhem,” Harris said with a hint of humor.
“I think I can manage that.” Lucas rubbed his hands together.
Harris sighed, he half wanted the kid to resist more. Being so agreeable and nice, made it harder to put them in harm’s way. He hoped Poly and Julie could stay hidden for a while longer. Every day they did, Max squeezed that city harder and harder. With any luck, the whole city would break and MM would divert more resources there.
“Can I go with Lucas?” Hank asked.
Harris expected this. “I was thinking of having you go to the next meeting with me. You two are great conversation pieces.”
“Yeah, well, I don’t think Lucas should go by himself.”
“You’re a true friend,” Harris said. “Sure, you go with Lucas as well.”
“Cool, when are we going?” Lucas asked.
“Now.” He handed Lucas a Panavice. “This thing is set up to communicate with me. I need to know exactly what’s going on. It also has the coordinates for Brissels in it.”
“Does this thing have Angry Birds?” Lucas asked holding the Panavice.
“I don’t think so,” Harris said. He had no idea what Lucas was talking about. “Everything is hinging on the Mutants putting on a good show.”
“You think they will just shoo us out of there?”
“Marcus has standing orders not to kill Mutants. You’ll be fine, they might ship you back to Mutant Isle, at worst,” Harris lied. 
 
 
MAX’S EYE TWITCHED. “I HAVE it under control.”
“Really?” Emmett’s voice repeated through the speaker of his Panavice. “Because, we’ve given you thirty thousand men, and a hundred million dollar reward. I’ve even been given reports you turned off their networks and stopped all distribution of Orange. I could care less about any of that, if you had the girls. But you don’t.”
“They’re here, somewhere, it’s only a matter of time until we find them.”
“The big man wants them alive and the way you’re handling it, the city is going to kill them long before we can get to them.”
Max lowered his Panavice from the side of his face and gritted his teeth. He hated talking to Emmett instead of Marcus. Marcus would understand what he was doing and why. Marcus would understand everything in such detail that he would personally thank Max for his efforts. Max raised it back to the side of his face.
“I will have them by tomorrow, guaranteed.”
“We’re sending in more troops to do some PR. They’re bringing with them Orange and other supplies, and will turn back on their nets. Oh, and I’ll be there too.” The active line turned off. Emmett was gone.
Max suppressed his boiling rage. Emmett was coming? How could Marcus send him when all he needed was another day? No, Marcus couldn’t be giving that order, Emmett had to be acting on his own again. Max slid his finger on the screen and found Marcus’s personal number. His finger moved over Marcus’s avatar as it had a million times before. What did he have to lose? Max pressed the picture and the line connected.
“Max.” Marcus’s sweet tone answered. The man had his old, solid voice back and Max’s chest warmed to the sound.
“Marcus, sorry to bother you, but I just talked with Emmett and he seemed a bit concerned about my acquisition of the girls.”
A pause. Max brushed his hair back with his free hand and paced next to the door.
“You’re really messing up that city, you know?”
“I know.”
“Good.”
Max smiled, he knew Marcus would understand. “Thank you, sir, and I just need one more day.” Just one more day and he could stab that little girl for making a fool of him.
“Listen Max, you’ve been a loyal member of MM for a long time. I’m going to help you out with this.”
Max felt exhilarated. “Are you coming out here?” 
“No. One of those girls is on the net, it shouldn’t take me very long to find her and when I hand them to you, Max, I don’t want any mistakes with the Poly girl. I have need of her.”
“Certainly, and thank you.”
“I’ll let you know.”
The Panavice’s speaker went dead. Max kept it to his ear, wanting to hear three more words he knew he’d never hear from Marcus. After a minute, Max had collected himself enough to open the door.
Travis sat at his desk and pretended to be surprised by the visit. Max scowled at the man. If he wasn’t a senator, he’d have him buried in Ryjack, along with many of the others. The fool of a man offered a handshake. Max begrudgingly took his hand and felt the man’s shaking hand, power vibrated through his arm and the sweat beaded down his brow. The man looked to be struggling a great deal.
“What’s wrong with you?” Max asked.
“Nothing,” Travis gritted through his teeth.
Of course nothing. He was probably still upset about getting beat in a friendly duel yesterday. Max thought besting the man would keep his eyes off his throat, but now he seemed constipated to no end. Shame, such beauty wasted on such a pitiful man.
“We’ll have the girls out of your city today, tomorrow at the latest, and then you can have your little paradise back.” Why was he trying to put the man at ease?
Max sat down in the chair in front of Travis’s desk.
“How do you know?” The man shook in his chair with a red face.
“Don’t you worry about the ‘how.’” Max smiled. He enjoyed seeing the man squirm. He must have had some sort of soft spot for those girls. He’d have to be careful because Marcus wanted these girls alive, but if he got the chance, he’d make Travis watch while he killed each one of them.
 





 
 
 
 
 
LUCAS COVERED HIS EYES AS Harris’s aircraft kicked up sand. He lowered his hand and watched the black bird fly a few feet off the water, into the distant horizon. He adjusted his bow and glanced back at the jungle behind him. Glad to be away from the politics.
Spending the last week with Harris, Lucas saw heads of state and mayors of towns. He didn’t have a full picture of what Harris was doing, and when he tried to put all the pieces together, they didn’t fit. What he told some, he told others different. Harris said he was throwing so much out there that Marcus might not be able to wade through it all in time. Lucas felt as if he was in a whirlpool, circling toward a tragic center with Harris manning the controls.
It felt good to be contributing to something that got them closer to rescuing Joey and Samantha, something that got him closer to Julie. Thinking of her sent that shot of nervousness into his gut. He reminded himself that she was going to be okay. Poly would kill anything endangering them, and Julie could get them out of any situation. He needed to keep reassuring himself, if he said it enough times, maybe he would start believing it.
“You ready?” Hank asked.
“Hell yeah, let’s go find these mutants,” Lucas said with an upbeat tone. He wanted to keep his somber thoughts to himself, no point in bringing down Hank with him. Besides, Hank, ever since they split from Julie and Poly, hadn’t said more than a handful of words. The guy normally didn’t speak much, but he had become a near mute. Lucas might have asked him what’s up, but that would involve talking about feelings and stuff.
Lucas breathed in the ocean air, it had an odor to it, a salty organic smell, same as the Arrack Ocean. Stepping off the sand and into the palm tree forest, it changed to a musty smell of rotting foliage. He looked around the trees, searching for a path, but everything was covered in leaves or bushes. He felt his pocket for the Panavice Harris gave him. 
He gripped the device with his fingers and pulled it loose from his pocket, it hummed with his touch.The screen lit as he held it in front of his face. An arrow displayed on the screen with 4,000 feet written under it.
“This way,” Lucas said.
Hank followed his quick pace. He jumped over the rocks and crawled under a fallen tree. 2,000 feet. 
“You think they’re going to be cool with us just showing up?” Hank asked.
“Harris said he warned them we were coming. I think we’ll be fine. Plus, with all the noise you make trudging through this forest, they probably already know were here.” Lucas smiled.
 “If they don’t hear me, they’ll definitely smell you.”
Lucas smelled his shirt. He was a little sweaty, but nothing that bad. “Wait, did you just make a joke?”
Hank laughed. He did make a joke. Lucas welled up with pride and jumped on Hank, grabbing him in a headlock. Hank held him in the air as he did.
“Look at my Hank,” Lucas said rubbing Hank’s hair. “Making his first joke. It took eighteen years, but he did it.”
Hank pushed him off. “I joke.” 
“Only when you’re trying to get with Poly,” Lucas said with one hand over his mouth, and the other pointing at Hank. Lucas lowered his finger when Hank’s face looked hurt. “Just messing with you, man.”
“Yeah, whatever.” Hank pushed past Lucas.
“Dude, you know she’s into Joey, right?”
“He’s into Samantha.”
“Big guy, please. Joey’s man enough for both of them.” Lucas tried to run fast around a palm tree. “He’s got the moves like flash.” He busted out a “running man” dance on the forest floor.
Hank closed his eyes and his fists clinched. “I just want us all to get back together, like it was before. Don’t you miss worrying about small stuff?” 
Uh oh, Hank had just opened the emotional can. Lucas struggled to find words, he didn’t want to talk about his feelings, but Hank’s face demanded a comment. 
“Yeah, of course. You think I like this stuff? Not knowing what’s happening to my best friends, being away from everything I know? Look at us, in the middle of some freaking island jungle, on another planet, looking for mutants to help a man who may, or may not be helping us get our friends back.”
“You don’t trust Harris?”
Lucas adjusted Prudence on his shoulder, feeling the smooth string. “I don’t know, I’m just not sure if this all adds up to the Preston Six getting back together.”
Hank nodded his head. “We’re going to get them back, and we’re going to get back home.”
Lucas lowered his head. Hank pulled him into a conversation full of emotion and doubt, and now he was bringing him out of it with confidence and determination. He decided for a quick subject change. “Let’s get moving, might be getting dark soon.”
Lucas led them through the forest with Panavice in hand. He kept glancing back at Hank, seeing if the big man was okay. His face looked frustrated as they pushed through the last five hundred feet.
“Should be seeing something soon,” Lucas said looking back at Hank.
“Stop,” a man’s voice ordered.
Lucas stopped, held his hands up, palms facing toward the voice. A young man holding a crude bow and a crooked arrow pointed in his direction. “We’re here to see Kris.”
“Who are you?”
“This is Hank and I’m Lucas.”
The young man lowered his bow and stared at Lucas. “I remember you, you’re one of Poly’s friends.” His eyes lit up.
“Yes. Yes, we are.” Lucas lowered his hands. Was knowing Poly a free pass here?
“Well, come on, the new village is right over here. Oh, and follow my path. We have a few traps set around.”
Lucas scanned the ground where he stepped, making sure to step on the same path as the young man. He saw the village through the trees and smelled fish cooking over a campfire. They passed the last tree and a woman hanging clothes on a line stopped to stare at them. Lucas smiled and waved to her, but she blankly stared at them as they walked by.
“Her kids were killed in the last raid,” the young man whispered.
“So much for that standing ‘no kill’ order,” Hank whispered to Lucas.
Lucas remembered the smoke plumes and the dead bodies lying around the village. He had tried not to look at them, but seeing the faces of those who lost them was just as unbearable. 
“Looks like you guys have rebuilt,” Lucas said. The huts spread around the village, some with people looking through their windows. A girl with a similar haircut to Poly ran by and had wooden knives in her hands. She threw the knives at a tree trunk and ran to gather them. Another girl joined in and threw her knives. 
They stopped moving as Kris walked up to them. “Lucas, Hank.” 
Lucas smiled and extended his hand. “Don’t get all rough with me again,” Lucas said pointing at his mutant arm.
Kris laughed. “I’ll be gentle.” He shook his hand fast and hard. 
Lucas pulled his hand back and tried not to rub the pain from it. Kris found this just as funny. He shook Hank’s hand in a soft and easy manner. If he had Hank’s size, he would wring Kris’s hand off his arm.
“Good to see you guys again,” Kris said. “Let’s go to my hut and we can discuss why you’re here.”
They followed Kris into his circular hut, no more than fifteen feet across. Lucas and Hank sat in chairs made from branches. Kris sat on the edge of his bed.
“We’re here to tell you it’s time,” Lucas said, trying to imitate Harris’s diplomatic tone. Hank looked at him and shook his head.
“Good, we’ve wanted to create some havoc for the city folks. How we getting there?” Kris leaned forward.
Lucas glanced at Hank. “We have a transport ship coming tomorrow.”
Kris clapped his hand and smiled. “Good.”
Lucas smiled and rubbed his hands together. It was exciting to finally get back into the action, something to keep his mind off Julie.
“Lucas told me about what happened last time, how are you guys doing?” Hank asked. 
Lucas frowned at Hank. He didn’t want to get in this guy’s business.
“Thanks for asking. We lost some great men and women that day.” Kris looked at the ceiling. “But at Mutant Isle, we don’t get sad about the past. The more we look back, the sadder we become, then we’d just be sobbing babies, looking for mommy’s tit. No, we look ahead, because ahead will be better, we’ll make it better.” Kris looked from Hank to Lucas. “I wanted to thank you for giving us the chance to make it better, even in a small way.”
“Do you know what you’re going to do tomorrow?” Hank asked.
A wicked smile came across Kris’s face. “We have some ideas of what to do.”
Kris brought them to their hut for the night; a ten-foot circle with bamboo walls and a palm leaf roof. Lucas felt the stiff bed and gawked at the open window, bugs would likely get through it during the night. 
“We’re having a fire outside, you’re welcome to join us,” Kris offered.
“Thanks, we’ll be out in a few minutes,” Hank said.
Kris left the hut through the draping leaf door. 
Lucas stared at the thin door. “What do you think they have planned?”
Hank shrugged and pushed on one of the walls. The hut swayed. “These huts are pretty shoddy,” Hank said.
“Thanks, Bob Villa, but aren’t you a little curious about what’s going to happen tomorrow?”
“No.” Hank studied the bamboo wall.
Lucas sighed and leaned his back against the wall. Hank had already gone back to being a one-word man. Well, maybe now he wanted to talk about what’s going on. He felt their lives could depend on it. 
Hank glanced back at him. He must have seen something in Lucas’s face as he walked over and sat on the bed next to him. “What do you think about Harris?”
Lucas frowned at the question. “I don’t know, he’s saved our lives a few times.”
“Yeah.” Hank let out a long breath. “But don’t you get the feeling he’s using us?”
Taken back by the question, Lucas asked, “What do you mean?”
“He’s split us up, Joey and Samantha, Poly and Julie, and you and me.” Lucas saw the hurt in Hank’s eyes. “We’ve never been apart like this. . . .”
“Yeah.” Lucas’s thoughts were on Julie and Poly, alone with Travis in Sanct. Harris said they were safe from the MM soldiers, but as far as he knew, they were captives right now, being carried off to MM’s bunker.
Hank placed his big hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “I’m scared about tomorrow. That’s why I insisted on coming with you. I don’t think it’s going to go like everyone is saying. Something seems off.”
Hearing it spoken, brought Lucas to the realization he too had felt something was off. Was the plan a playful distraction, or was it something entirely different? Oh man, why did he even want to talk about their feelings?
 




 
 
 
 
 
JOEY STRUGGLED TO BELIEVE HIS eyes. The Alius stone, they found it. Samantha smiled and stared at him.
“This is it, right?” Samantha asked.
“Yes.” They stood with the door open, looking into the domed room.
The chapel around them lost its color. The tile under their feet turned flat and then white. The buildings around them dissolved to the floor until there was nothing but white surrounding the open door. 
“Stop,” a man yelled.
Joey turned to see a man running toward them, dressed in all black with an R7 on his chest. 
“We’ve got to go,” Joey said, rushing to the stone. Its top had the divots and bumps like the one in Preston. Joey touched the divots. He’d seen Lucas do this a few times, but he couldn’t remember exactly what he did.
“I don’t know the codes.” He looked up and saw Samantha closing the steel door. The seven had reached the door and banged on it. The sound resonating around the room with each thump.
“Just get us out of here, anywhere.” 
He pushed in a code as best as he could remember, the stone hummed to life and the dome room went black. Extending his hands, he felt the air around him. “Samantha?”
“Right here.”
Following the sound of her voice, his hand bumped into her. She pulled his arm, hurting the many puncture marks on it, but he didn’t care. He hugged her. They did it, they escaped.
“You think we did it?” she asked.
“Let’s find the door and see,” Joey said. He took her hand in one of his and walked until he felt the cold steel of the dome. In a few minutes he found the door and pulled the handle.
Light flooded into the room. He covered his eyes while adjusting to it. Thin grass covered the ground just outside of the dome, but he couldn’t see any further. A thick layer of fog blocked his visibility. Stepping onto the grass, he felt the moist air of fog.
“Where are we?”
He didn’t know, but anything was better than where they came from. Samantha’s worried face stared into his. If his thoughts weren’t clouded from procedures, he could say something to her intelligent, comforting. “Not there, I think. And that’s all that matters.”
Samantha glanced back at the open steel door. Was she thinking the same thing? They may never see anyone they have ever known again. Joey didn’t know the codes and knew most likely he would choose an unfamiliar place. He rubbed the steel bracelets on his wrists as he tried to look deeper into the fog. A few small bushes materialized and what looked like a path.
“I think I see something,” Joey said.
Taking her hand, he pulled her, but she pulled back, not moving. “Wait.” She ran back to the steel door and dragged her foot toward him, creating a line in the grass. “We need to make sure we can get back here if needed.”
He should have thought of that. He dragged his foot as well, making two lines to the dirt path. Samantha pulled branches off a nearby bush and created an arrow on the ground, pointing toward the door.
The preparations made him nervous. Something existed here, a path was laid out in front of them. It went in both directions.
“Which way?” he asked.
She shrugged. “Left.”
Not able to see more than ten feet in front of them, they walked down the path lined with manicured bushes. Joey felt for his guns that weren’t there. 
“You hear that?” Samantha asked.
He did hear it, the sound of water trickling. The path ahead ran around a fountain with a woman pouring out water from a pot. Joey sighed in relief as the statue depicted a human. They were on a world of humans. Maybe, with some sort of luck, they were on earth. He had feared they could end up on a planet with Arracks, or worse, Ryjack. The water in the pond below the statue was murky and as they passed it, Joey put his hand in the spilling water and smelled it. It didn’t have any unusual odors.
“Look,” Samantha said.
The fog rolled around the edges of a stone building. As they got closer, the shape of the building emerged—two stories tall, with a chiseled stone exterior, wood windows, and a tile roof. Like a medieval manor. 
“You think someone’s living here?” Samantha asked.
“From the upkeep of this place, I would assume yes.”
“Should we knock?”
“I see a door over there,” Joey said.
The dirt path led to the door. He raised his hand and prepared to knock. Samantha’s worried face questioned his raised hand. He hesitated, but knocked on the wooden door. He heard movement in the house and took a step back, keeping Samantha behind him. The door opened.
A large woman in an apron appeared. She wiped her hands on a towel. “We don’t have any food—what happened to you boy?” She said as her attention focused on Joey. Did he look that bad?
Joey opened his mouth, but something popped inside his arm. He grabbed his arm and felt his blood warming as it made its way up his arm and to his heart and neck. Had MM implanted something? His muscles weakened, and his mind became as foggy as the place they were in. He looked to the sky, at the white fog. The inside of his entire body felt like fire, he collapsed to his knees and would have screamed, but it hurt too much. He faintly heard Samantha yelling his name and felt hands touching his body, before it all went black.
 
Poly is looking back at him in Mrs. Nires class, her hand touching his . . . She’s jumping in the hummer, screaming with joy as they make their way to New Vegas . . . The Gianni dress wraps around her curves and she model-walks across the mall toward him . . . He is stuck in a wheelchair, and feels Poly’s finger graze his. She gives him a determined look as they are pushed down the hallway . . . .
They are on the roof of Madame V’s. Max is frozen in time, they all are. He slows down time to give Poly a kiss on the cheek, before returning to face her. He dies inside during that moment, making the choice to leave her and the rest of his friends . . . He watches Poly walk into the aircraft. He thinks he sees her face in one of the windows, right before Max shoots him with electricity . . . Julie heats rocks with her Panavice laser and he warms his hands over them. “She doesn’t know,” Julie says, pointing to Poly’s sleeping body. “You better not hurt her.” 
“I won’t,” he promises.
“I think his fever’s breaking, Miss.”
“Wake up, Joey.”
He feels a hand on his arm. “Poly,” he calls out.
“No, it’s Samantha.”
 
Samantha? His head pulsed in pain and he felt heavy like he had a hundred-pound blanket draped over him. Chills ran over his body. He opened his eyes, while blurry, he made out Samantha’s face, holding his hand. Is she crying?
“Samantha?”
“I’m right here.”
“Where are we?”
“Wilferd Estate,” Samantha said. She was holding back tears. “But they’re at their other house for the year.”
Joey tried to sit up on the bed, but his head rocked with pain and he lay back down.
“Try not to move,” another voice said at the end of the bed.
“Who’s that?”
“Jen, she’s been helping me with you.”
Helping with him? “How long have I been out?” 
“Two days.”
He tried to move again, but his head and body wouldn’t allow it. He rubbed his sweaty forehead. “What happened?”
“I don’t know, you just collapsed at the door. We brought you into the house. You’ve been out the whole time,” Samantha said. 
“You’ve got a good one here.” Jen had irritation in her voice. “She’s been by your side the whole time.”
“No signs of MM?”
“Nothing.”
They did it, they escaped from him. Why didn’t he feel happy about it? His mind fogged with thoughts, and vivid images of Poly danced around his mind. 
“You think you can drink?” Samantha asked.
“Yes,” Joey said. He drank from a glass held by her. He felt so weak, not being able to hold his own glass. How could he protect her from anything, when he can’t even drink by himself? She wiped his mouth. How long would he be like this? 
“Are there hospitals around here?”
“No,” Samantha said. “We are in old times, cart and buggy stuff. But Jen’s taught me how to make bread. You want to try a piece I made?”
With no appetite, he shook his head. 
“Bet this Poly girl never made you bread,” Jen spoke up.
“Poly?”
“You were talking a lot in your sleep, sometimes about Poly,” Samantha said. He opened his eyes to see her hurt expression. “Can we have a moment alone, Jen?”
“Certainly, Miss, I’ll be down in the kitchen if you need anything.”
“Thank you.”
Jen left the room. The wood door clanked closed.
Samantha climbed in the bed and lay right next to him.
What did he say about Poly in his stupor? He studied her face looking for more clues, but it was blank, like she was concentrating on something. Was she thinking of him and Poly, did he talk about their time under the oak tree? His thoughts trailed, he was too weak to think about it for long.
Samantha moved closer and placed her face against the side of his head, he felt her breath in his ear. He had become used to being close to Samantha, but at the moment, he couldn’t push Poly from his mind. 
“Do not react to what I’m about to say,” she whispered so low into his ear, he could barely hear it. “We’re still in the scene generator, Jen’s an actor or something. But for now, we need to put on a show, they’re watching us still.” 
Samantha kissed him on the cheek and draped her leg and arm over his body. She kept her mouth against his ear, he listened for a long time as her breathing changed and became slow and labored. She was asleep. Had she been awake for the entire time he was out?
The thought of it made him want to cry. Her caring for him, staying awake for days at his side, all the while, listening to him talk about Poly in his sleep. 
Joey stayed still, not wanting to wake her. How did she find out they were still in the simulation? When he thought about it, it made sense. There is no way Marcus would allow them to escape. They were his property, his experiments. If putting on a show for him, gave them some time out of the labs and away from him getting leached, they would put on a show. He moved one of his hands from under the blanket and brushed back hair from her face. She looked even more beautiful asleep, it wouldn’t be hard to put on a good show with her.
 





 
 
 
 
 
EVEN IF IT GAVE THEM protection from the outside chaos, Poly had begun to resent the apartment. Being in there for over a week felt like being trapped like a bird in a cage, wrapped in a wet blanket. Harris hadn’t contacted them, nor had there been anything from Travis, in over three days. If Julie wasn’t there, Poly thought she would have ran out the front doors a long time ago. 
She felt the edge wearing off. She rolled the pill in her fingertips in her pocket and glanced at Julie in the kitchen, messing with the food printer. 
“What’s for dinner?” Poly asked.
“I don’t know, you want some pasta?”
The food printer had become Julie’s obsession. She dissected it with her Panavice, trying to find a way to modify it into printing metal or hard plastic objects. Poly yawned at the idea, but liked that it kept Julie busy. 
“Sure, can it do ravioli?”
“I think we have the ingredients,” Julie said, arranging some boxes near the printer.
Poly dropped the pill in her pocket, with only a few left, she wanted to save them for as long as she could handle. She picked up the TV remote. 
Nothing but an aerial image of the city could be seen. Plumes of smoke rose from all over the city. It looked surreal from the aerial shot, like a video game or a miniature. Was it MM’s goal to make the city anonymous, faceless? Would the city get less sympathy if people couldn’t see the street view, or hear the words and accounts of what was happening? Julie said the rest of the world spread rumors and leaked videos of the door to door search.
After the announcement stating there was no Orange, the city broke into chaos. People rioted at the dispensaries, demanding their share. Poly watched from the crack in the blinds and saw hints of smoke wafting by and heard the occasional screams. MM had turned the city in on itself. Poly couldn’t bare the pressure of knowing it was caused by them. 
“How do you think we’re going to get out of here?” she asked. It was a favorite discussion of theirs ranging from a presidential motorcade, to a waiting plane, to a hot air balloon. Anything was better than thinking of what people may be enduring outside. 
“Maybe the sewers, like Harris took us through,” Julie said.
Poly hoped not, nothing but bad memories in the last sewer. “Maybe they have jetpacks.”
Julie laughed. “They actually have something similar to that, but I think they would shoot us down, or use a large net and drop it on us.”
The thought of a giant net falling on them while they flew around in jet packs, made Poly laugh.
Julie’s Panavice chimed.
Poly stood from the couch, waiting for Julie to read whatever was on the screen.
“It’s Harris,” Julie said. “He says the plan is for tomorrow. Be ready.”
“What plan?”
“He must mean the plan to get at MM.”
“What the heck are we supposed to do here?”
Julie shrugged.
Poly plopped back onto the couch, letting out a long annoyed breath. “Great,” Poly said. “I got to get out of here. The boys are out having a great time, meandering around the world, while we’re trapped, caged in here, with ten million citizens looking for us.”
An annoyed look crept into Julie’s face. Poly saw Julie smoothing it out, keeping her composure. She couldn’t believe how much you could learn from a person, being confined with them for a week. She loved Julie, but how much longer could she handle being stuck in an apartment with only her. If only she could switch her with Joey, they could find a way to kill the boredom.
Julie pressed the print button on the printer and Poly saw the machines arm move around as it printed their pasta.
Julie’s Panavice dinged. Poly raised an eyebrow at Julie as she read.
“It’s Harris again,” Julie said. “He sent codes for us to hack into the TV stream of Sanct. He wants us to tell them Orange will be delivered tomorrow morning courtesy of Harris Boone.” She slid her finger over the screen. “I don’t know how he got these codes, but we’ll have full access to the TV system with this.”
Poly’s mouth wouldn’t work, paralyzed with fear. “He wants us to hijack the TV and broadcast ourselves?”
 “Yeah, he’s sending packages of Orange. He’ll be a hero,” Julie said.
“Or a villain, there won’t be enough for everyone, it’ll be another riot. He didn’t say how he was going to do it?”
“No.”
At least there was action again, even in the form of a TV anchor, anything was better than doing nothing. Waiting to be caught by marauders was getting old. This gave them something to do.
“Why just talk about Harris’s Orange? I bet we could get some shots at Max too,” Poly said.
In thirty minutes they set up a bed sheet on a wall and lighting with two lamps. They placed two chairs in front of the bed sheet and placed Julie’s Panavice on the back of the couch.
“It doesn’t show any of the apartment, does it?” Poly asked.
Julie looked at the screen to verify. “Nope.”
Poly cleared her throat and crossed her legs. Julie sat on the seat next to her. She felt the nerves kicking in, the pressure weighing on her. One last time is what she kept telling herself, as she reached into her pocket.
Julie jumped from her seat and grabbed Poly’s hand and pulled it out. Poly’s fingers gripped the white pill. Julie wrenched it from her hand.
“What’s this?” Julie pushed the pill in Poly’s face.
“Nothing.”
Julie rolled the pill in her hand, inspecting the small letters. She yanked her Panavice out and typed into it. Poly sighed and leaned back in the chair. Julie’s eyes slowly raised her gaze to meet Poly’s. “It’s a drug.”
“It’s safe.”
“Well, you’re wrong. It’s got a whole list of side effects, including clouded judgment, and permanent heart damage. I knew you’ve been acting weird. I mean, who stares at them self in the bathroom for thirty minutes?”
Poly struggled to find the words to argue against it. “I’m not like you. I can’t take this world.” She stood and pointed to the TV. “Look at what we’re causing, what we caused. How can you handle it?”
Julie scowled at Poly. “You think this is easy for me?” Her face turned red. “You think I don’t want some pill I could escape in?” She threw the pill on the floor and smashed it with her foot. 
Poly’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t have many left. “Well, I guess you’re the bigger person.” She reached into her pocket. She didn’t need to deal with this. 
“Oh no.” Julie reached into Poly’s hand and yanked out the small foil wrapper.
“Give those back.”
“No.”
Poly moved against Julie’s chest as Julie reached her hand back, keeping it out of reach. Julie pushed Poly back. Poly pulled a knife out from her side.
“Give them to me.” Poly’s stern face reflected off the steel.
Julie’s shocked face cowered at the sight of the knife. Good, she should be scared and if she didn’t hand over the pills, she’d give her something to be terrified of.
“Here.” Julie tossed the pills to Poly. Shaking her head, she started crying. “What’s happened to you? You were my hero.”
The pills hit her stomach and fell to the floor. Poly looked from the cellophane package to Julie. Julie still looked scared. Poly lessened her grip on the knife and let it fall to the floor. What had she done? Had she really pulled a knife on her friend over those pills? The hurt look on Julie’s face was more than she could bear. She slammed her foot against the pills on the floor and grinded them into the wood flooring. Julie watched her, but still recoiled as Poly walked toward her.
“I’m so sorry.” Poly started to cry as well. How could she have ever done something so horrible to her best friend?
“You freaking pulled a knife on me.” Julie wiped a tear away from her face, only to be replaced by another one. 
“I’m sorry, Julie. I’d never hurt you. I think those pills were messing with my mind.” Poly pleaded her case, hoping the shocked, scared face on Julie would change.
“He gave them to you, didn’t he?” Julie’s face did change, to pure anger.
“Yes.” Poly felt so stupid. 
“I’m going to kill him.” Julie’s nostrils flared.
“It’s not his fault, I was the one that took them. I was the one that asked for more.”
“The next time I see him, I’m going to find a way.”
Poly wanted it to be over. Like there wasn’t enough for her to think about. Now, she had Julie worrying about her, wanting to kill another man for her. “Can we just do the rehearsal?”
“Oh sure, let’s get away from the subject at hand here. How long have you been popping these pills?”
Poly opened her mouth when the aerial view on the TV changed to Max, standing at a podium, with Travis behind him.
“People of Sanct, this is a brief announcement.” His eye’s smoldered as he stared into the camera. “I am Max Boone, rank eight of MM. I am now speaking directly to you, Julie and Poly. Take pity on the city, turn yourself in.”
“Can we break into his broadcast?” Poly said.
Julie paused in shock. “I think so.”
Max continued, “Look at the destruction you’re causing, the people who are suffering.”
The video changed to people crying, with soot on their faces, buildings burning in the background.
A rage built in Poly, and maybe some guilt. Julie handled her Panavice.
“It’s ready,” Julie said, pointing the Panavice at Poly. “You sure you are ready to do this? It’s going to be live.”
Poly wiped her nose and tried to clear the fluid from her eyes. “Yes, we can’t have him killing people in our names.”
“When the red light appears, it’s live.”
Poly stared into the camera, ignoring the image of Max behind it. The red light blinked on. The image on the TV changed to her.
“People of Sanct, am I searching your homes? Am I setting fire to your belongings? No. Max is burning the city, cutting the power, killing the net and stopping the Orange shipments in the name of MM. While I don’t expect you to stand up for me, I do expect you to stand up for yourselves. How can you be free, as long as Max and MM control the very thing that keeps you alive?” Poly paused, taking in a breath. 
“They have a permanent solution, but he chooses to keep you down. I say stand up with me, Julie, and Harris Boone.” She let Harris’s name hang. “Tomorrow we will have a large shipment of Orange delivered to Sanct. I ask all citizens to join me in a walk against MM tomorrow morning. Fill the streets, block the gates to Center City, and don’t let them push you down ever again.” Poly stood and walked closer to the camera. “And Marcus, I know you have them, and I’m coming. See you soon.” Poly waved at the camera with her pinky finger. The red light turned off. 
The TV image changed back to an empty podium. Was that blood splatter on the wall? The shot returned to the standard aerial shot of the city. Panic swept over Poly. Was that Travis’s blood? It must have been her imagination.
Julie didn’t say anything, but stared at Poly with an astonished expression. “Where did all that come from?”
Poly shrugged but felt drained. Her mind ran through the things she said. Did she cause harm, did she help anyone? “Nothing matters to me more right now than your forgiveness.”
“As long as you promise to never keep anything from me again.”
“Deal.”
Julie stepped forward and hugged Poly.
“Was I really your hero?”
“Maybe for a split second.”
“I won’t let you down again. I only wish I could just face them.” 
“Well, you may have your wish. Doing that stunt gave them a digital road to trace us with. We might have a day at the most.”
Poly felt the blood leaving her face. “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I thought it might freak you out.”
Yeah, she would’ve freaked out, but nothing would have stopped her from following through with it. Her mind ran through what she said again. “Did I say we’re having a walkout tomorrow?”
Julie nodded her head. 
“Good, we might be able to use those crowds to get out of here.”
 





 
 
 
 
 
LUCAS LAID ON THE STIFF rows of his bamboo bed and listened to Hank’s deep breathing. He awoke an hour ago, mulling over Hank’s worries about the day going bad. The same feeling welled in him.
“Hank,” he called.
The big guy snorted and shifted to his side on the floor next to Lucas.
“Hank.” He slapped him in the shoulder.
“What?” Hank sat up quickly, looking around.
“The aircraft is coming in a couple hours.”
He visibly relaxed and sighed. “Yeah, so?”
“Aren’t you worried about today?”
“Yeah.” Hank eyed Lucas. “You scared?”
“Nah. It’s just, I thought you were.”
“Me? No way.” 
Lucas took a deep breath. How could he put it without sounding like a wimp? “Okay, I’m not scared, but maybe a little . . . interested in what we’re doing today.”
“Remember last year, the night before senior ditch day?”
Lucas chuckled. “Yeah.”
“You and Joey were able to carry two outhouses onto the roof above the front doors of the school, while I stacked all the trashcans in the school in the girl’s locker room.”
“Remember Julie and Samantha placed cooking grease on all the locker knobs?” Lucas asked.
Hank laughed. “Yes, I’ll never forget everyone using their shirts and stuff to turn locks.”
Lucas spirits lifted, maybe it would be like their school prank night, harmless fun at the expense of others.
Hank’s face turned from smiling to serious. “Well, it’s not going to be anything like that.”
With his spirits deflated, Lucas waited for Hank’s expression to change, but it didn’t. “You think it’s going to be that bad?”
“I really don’t know, but something tells me it’s not going to go as planned. Or at least, not our plan.”
Lucas picked at the edge of the bamboo bed, finding a sliver to pull loose. He stared Hank in the eyes. “No matter what happens, we stick together.” Lucas extended his hand to Hank.
“We’ve got each other’s back, always.” Hank shook his hand.
Two hours later, Lucas stood on the same beach they landed on the day before. To his left were all the mutants, laughing and pushing each other around. They covered most of the available sandy real estate between the jungle and the beach. Some had painted their faces in various colors. The few young women had their hair done exactly like Poly’s. Many of the men held large bags, draped over their shoulders. Kris, smiling and shirtless, walked to Lucas and Hank.
“You two ready?” he asked.
Lucas wasn’t sure how to respond. “Yeah, I guess. What exactly are you planning on doing?”
Kris smirked. “Just going to have some fun.”
After the ditch day prank they played on the school, they were forced to clean everything up. It seemed to take ten times longer to put every trashcan back, while the janitor sneered at them. That was simple fun, with simple consequences. 
“Let’s make sure no one gets hurt,” Hank said.
“Of course,” Kris responded and walked back into the crowd of mutants.
Turning to Hank, Lucas followed his eyes to the horizon. A black aircraft, barely off the ocean water, skimmed toward them. Mists of ocean water swirled around it as it approached. Sand blew around everyone as it landed. The black steel door opened and a ramp slid down to the beach. A man stood at the top of the ramp and waved for everyone to board.
Cheers spread through the crowd of mutants as they ran toward the aircraft. Lucas and Hank waited their turn, near the back of the line to board. Lucas stared at the man greeting each passenger as they passed by him. He started up the ramp and the man locked eyes with him before looking at the next passenger entering the craft.
The engines hummed and the ramp vibrated as Lucas stood next in line to enter the craft. The man placed a hand on Lucas’s shoulder. “Welcome aboard.”
Lucas thought he recognized him, but shrugged it off and entered. Hank stumbled in behind him. The smell of sweat and fifty people in a confined space filled the cargo section of the craft. The mutants filled it with conversations and laughing about the look on people’s faces when they got there. 
The steel door clanked shut, the man that ushered everyone into the craft stood on the elevated platform next to the door. “Everyone hang on, we’ll get this bird going in a minute.” The man yelled and walked to the front of the craft and closed the door to the cockpit area.
“Something doesn’t seem right,” Hank said. 
“What?” Lucas felt something wasn’t right but he couldn’t say what, just a gut feeling.
Lucas smelt it first, a hint of bleach, a canister on the wall behind Hank puffed out a small cloud of smoke. He pointed to it and opened his mouth to tell Hank when it burst out smoke like an unhindered fire extinguisher. Within seconds, the cargo area of the craft turned into a white fog, Lucas’s eyes watered and he tried to hold his breath. The immediate screams silenced, followed by thumps, as bodies of people hit the metal floors. 
“Son of a—” Hank collapsed to the floor, hitting Lucas’s feet. 
He couldn’t hold his breath any longer, his body forced him to inhale. The white smoke went into his lungs with a burning sensation. The room turned black and he lost consciousness before he hit the floor.
 





 
 
 
 
 
“IT CAN’T BE,” HARRIS YELLED at Jack. He brought Jack in for tech support, while he trusted very few, he knew him well enough to know he could trust him.
“We’ve lost all contact, I don’t know what happened,” Jack said.
Harris hit the desk with his fist. “Is Lucas responding to your nudges?”
“No,” Jack said.
Frustration built. At his hands, he’d lost too many. How could he lose anymore? If Almadon was there, she would know how to track what happened.
“Back track the hack,” Harris said. His eye’s bounced around the screens in front of them. His plan unraveled in each of the screens.
“I already did, and they didn’t seem to be trying to hide it, it’s MM and from the complexity of the code, I wouldn’t be surprised if it was Marcus doing it himself,” Jack said. “I could get an aircraft ready for you?” 
Harris kicked the wall and his chair slid back. “No, I’d be too late. We’ll have to adjust our plan.” What plan? There had to be ways to salvage everything he built up to that point. If Marcus figured out the mutant plan, was he close to figuring out the rest? He still had Poly and Julie, and after last night’s speech MM sent a massive deployment to Sanct, but would it be enough to distract Marcus?
“Send Julie a message about Lucas and Hank. Tell them they’ve been captured.” Harris hated saying the words, but he owed it to them to tell them the truth.
“Sending it now,” Jack typed into the screen. 
Harris leaned forward in his chair, seeing the growing frustration on Jack’s face. “What is it?” 
Jack turned to face him. “They hacked into her Panavice, they’re blocking me.”
“What?”
“And they sent her a message coded, as if it was from us, saying ‘meet you at gate 16.’”
Marcus had to be involved now. It meant so many things could be horribly wrong. The girls were going to walk into a trap. How did all this happen so fast? He sent the kids into the world and now they were being broken, one at a time. 
Closing his mouth, he cleared his throat. He concentrated on an image of Compry, she was his anchor in moments of chaos. With his thoughts under control he came up with a plan. Lucas and Hank were in the hands of MM, but maybe with luck, he might be able to get to Poly and Julie before Marcus did. 
“Prepare the ship, we’re going to Sanct.”
 





 
 
 
 
 
POLY’S GLOVED HAND TOUCHED THE door handle. Glancing back at Julie, she took a deep breath and turned it, opening the door to the outside for the first time in nearly a week.
The crowd of people walking by didn’t notice the two girls with large hats and cloth draping over their faces, stepping out of the apartment. Poly extended her hand to Julie and gripped her fingers, merging into the moving horde. 
The crowd’s tone rumbled with tension and discord. Her speech had been playing through the night with whatever speakers the outliers could bring out. Now, one hour before the timed rally, the crowds gathered. 
A drone zoomed over her head, Poly ducked, even with the fabric draped over her face, she felt vulnerable in the open. She glanced back and spotted her apartment window. She’d spent many hours peering through the crack in the blinds. She’d been afraid of that window, afraid to look through it, afraid of the ridiculous bounty MM put on them, afraid of the city turning on her. But now she was done being afraid. The city had turned, but it was against the real problem, MM. In that, she felt connected to the city. She was part of something bigger. 
Julie nudged her with an elbow and pointed to a man they passed standing on a ladder holding a sign. Don’t let them push you down, read over a picture of Poly’s face. She stared at the printed representation of her smoldering expression. Did she look that tough in the broadcast?
The crowd thickened as they got closer to the Center City gates. People bumped into her, but no one gave her a second glance. A man holding a picket with I will see you soon written over a picture of Marcus, chanted it as he walked by. Poly made eye contact with him. Would the man pass up the hundred million for her? She doubted it and kept her hat low as she moved by.
“The gates,” Julie pointed out.
A pair of huge steel doors, large enough for the four lanes of road they blocked, were dead ahead. A large 16 was printed over each of them. From the inside, they had looked beautiful through the limo windows; on the outside, they just looked like a massive barrier. A stage had been erected near the closed gate. Two long banners with Poly’s picture were on display behind the stage. 
Poly gawked at her ginormous face plastered on stage. 
“Looks like you’re a star,” Julie whispered to her.
Confused, Poly stared at the picture and looked around at the people congregating. Glancing back in the direction of the apartment, to the protection of the room, she felt her heart pound in her chest. A drone buzzed over the stage, Poly pulled her hat down further, covering her entire face. She felt exposed, she felt as if eyes were watching her. The drone hummed away.
A group of MM soldiers stood near the stage. 
“What’s the plan?” Poly asked.
“He said he would be here,” Julie said. “I’m sure he’s the one who set up this rally to begin with.”
Harris sent them a message early in the morning saying he had found a way for them to get out of the city and to meet him at gate sixteen. Poly scanned the crowd, looking for a familiar face. 
“You see him?” Poly asked.
“No.” 
Being shorter was not advantageous when looking for someone in a crowd. Poly stood on her tiptoes, but she couldn’t get a good view over the crowd. Growing frustrated, she wondered why Harris chose such a place to meet. 
 A man dressed in a white T-shirt stepped to the edge of the stage. His shirt had the word Push printed over an arrow, circled with a slash through it. No push down? Oh . . . ‘you can’t push me down.’ He held out his arms in an attempt to silence the crowd and garner their attention. A camera floated nearby. He took off his black sunglasses.
“That’s Jonathan,” Julie whispered.
“Oh yeah, the weird hand-reader guy,” Poly said thumbing the thick calluses on her palm.
Jonathan used his hands to motion the crowd to silence. “We’ve been through hell over the last week.” His voice boomed, amplified by something, but Poly couldn’t see a mic. 
“Never has a city been so cut off from the world. At first MM wanted us to turn on one another, search our friend’s homes, look in the alleyways, scour the streets . . . and for what? A young woman and her friend? What did they do, Max? They blew up a museum and you offer a hundred million dollar reward, and shut the city down?” 
Jonathan brought out a glass of Orange and held it in front of him. “This is the last of my private reserve of Orange.” He poured it on the stage, the crowd gasped. 
“We were given a notice last night.” He paused, letting the glass hit the stage. “We’ve been fed a series of lies from MM, from Max, from Marcus. We have let them. . . .” he pointed to the gate behind him, “take from us—take our very soul. But now we have a voice, a voice who says no. A person who told us to ‘take no more’. Poly. . . .”
The camera projected her image in the air, the same picture as earlier, with her looking into the camera with an expression of indignation. The crowd roared in cheers. 
Poly looked to Julie with confusion. How can they see her as some savior? She wanted to rush the stage and tell them no, she wasn’t the one, they should look to Harris or Jonathan.
“And if I may address Poly,” Jonathan continued. “Please contact me, I just went through a divorce and could use another hundred million.”
A few chuckles spread through the crowd. 
“But all kidding aside, Poly has given us hope. Hope that there is a permanent solution to Orange. And when her promised shipment of Orange arrives today, I ask everyone to calmly take their share.” Jonathan looked behind him and then back to the crowd, his face suddenly pale.
“Um, that’s it,” Jonathan said and rushed off the stage. 
Poly shuddered as Max took the stage, walking past Jonathan. “Thanks for the rousing speech,” Max said. He wore his all black outfit with his R8 on one side of his chest. Travis walked up behind him; his hair was dirty, his face sunken and grim looking. 
“While I think it’s great you have a hero to rally behind, it doesn’t change the fact that she is a fugitive of MM. I don’t need to explain a damned thing to any of you.” He pointed to the crowd, his eyes swept by Poly and she lowered her hat.
“We should get out of here,” Julie said.
“No, it’ll just draw more attention.”
A rock flew from the back of the crowd and hit Max, bouncing off his personal shield. He looked at the spot it hit and then back to the crowd. “I see you there, in the blue shirt. Guards.” Three men in black grabbed the man who threw the rock and dragged him from the crowd and into a black van. Poly scanned around and gasped as she noticed they were surrounded by guards. Several black vans were parked in nearby streets. How did she not notice them arriving? There could be a hundred around her. Fear began to set in, she searched for an escape path but, everywhere she looked stood a guard. There was no escape, was it a trap? 
It hit her, like a giant weight to the face. 
This was a setup. They probably hacked Julie’s Panavice after the broadcast. Poly turned to face Julie. Even through the colored hues of their veils, she saw the same expression on Julie’s face—the look of panic. How would they do it? Quietly grab them? Drag them to the stage like animals and show the city how they controlled everything?
“Anyone else want to take a cheap shot at me?” Max asked.
Poly swallowed and took a deep breath. “I do,” she yelled.
The crowd went silent and turned to face her. As Poly stepped toward the stage, she took off her hat and face-covering. The crowd gasped and the sound of her name traveled through it like a virus. Max’s face didn’t change, he motioned for her to climb on the stage. 
“I hoped you would come up here on your own,” Max said. “It would have been messy, otherwise. Bring the other one up here.”
The guards already had Julie. “Get your hands off me,” Julie said. They pushed her on the stage. She fell next to Poly. Julie’s hat dangled from her hair as Poly helped her to her feet. 
“He had already spotted us,” Poly whispered to Julie as she helped her with her hat. “This way, Harris will know what happened to us, the world will know.”
“I trust you,” Julie said.
Tears welled in Poly’s eyes, as she looked at Julie. She’d never forgive herself for pulling a knife on her. For that brief second, it didn’t feel like they were on a stage, it felt like two best friends about to meet their end together.
“I love you,” Poly said to Julie, squeezing her shoulder. 
“I love you too,” she squeaked out.
Feeling a little stronger after the exchange of words, Poly turned to face Max. Would he try to shoot them like in the stadium booth? Glancing at the cameras circling above, she wondered if he would. Would Sanct care? Would anything change? At least Harris would know, and the remaining Preston Six would know.
Taking a deep breath, she felt calm. She was ready.
“Just get it over with,” Poly said, her voice boomed through the crowd. One of the circling cameras must’ve had a mic attached.
Max’s cold face stared at hers. Matching his gaze, she would not blink. The man’s eyes looked weary. 
 “Just do it. Kill us. Get it over with already.” 
The crowd rumbled with anger. Poly glanced over the crowd and was shocked. The sea of people reached as far as she could see, and over them—all the way down the street—her face was being broadcasted against the building walls. Good, let them all see. Guards dressed in black had moved against the stage, several men deep.
“I’m not going to kill you,” Max said. “MM has need of you.”
“You mean Marcus has need of us. What is it, our other friends weren’t enough for him? Why does he need more?” A horrid thought came to Poly that Joey was dead. Had Marcus sucked the life from him? 
Max stared at her blankly, not giving away any information.
Poly glared at him, realizing what she was fighting for, what she was trying to get back. A promise needed to be kept. She noticed Travis in the background and an idea sparked. Max was so arrogant, it just might have a chance.
“You may think you can stomp on this city, turning the people against each other with your money, pushing us down like we’re nothing . . . but I won’t let MM’s boot land on me ever again, not without a fight. Let’s settle this now, Max, with the world watching. I challenge you to a duel.”
 





 
 
 
 
 
“HAVE WE MET?” MARCUS ASKED.
“No,” the man said. “My name is Victor.”
Marcus lowered his eyebrows, he hated when people volunteered information. As if he didn’t know. He could name Victor Splint and his three children. His dead wife, Daphne. He could recall every person that worked for him. Did Victor think he wouldn’t know an R7, someone who would be in charge of looking after his specials?
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Marcus said with a smile and extended his hand. “Emmett trained you?”
“Yes.”
“Good then. How are they doing?”
“They’re in bed together,” Victor said with a hesitant optimism.
“Bring it up.”
Victor pressed his fingers on the screen and the largest display showed a wide shot of Joey and Samantha.
“I’m not sure if they are connecting, I hear her mention a girl named Poly sometimes when she’s alone. Also, the boy, called out for Poly a lot while he was in his fever state.”
Staring at the screen, Marcus saw Samantha’s lips moving. “Can we get sound on what’s she’s saying?”
“Not when they’re that close.”
Dang world generator, it could create anything but a proper mic? 
“We can drug them?” Victor suggested.
“No, we are trying to create perfection here.” Marcus briefly closed his eyes. It was eight thirty-seven in the morning, and he had already spent one minute too long here. He would have to rearrange his schedule for the adjustment.
“Might speed things up,” Victor added.
“I am well aware of the options. Are you in some kind of rush?” Marcus let the words hang, sevens sometimes got arrogant, especially Emmett’s, but they should always know who they are talking to. If Marcus cared, he may have slapped Victor for suggesting something like that. Victor met his eyes and returned to his screen. 
Marcus let out a tiny breath through his nose. He had been gone too long, his presence hadn’t been felt. He would have to make sure Victor would be involved in his next sparring session. 
“I have only five percent of my thoughts on this situation. Ten percent on Sanct. The remaining eighty-seven percent is on MM.” Marcus let the bad math hang in the air, as he located five ways to kill Victor, if he chose to correct him. 
Victor looked puzzled. “Of course, Marcus, I’ll let you know the second conception happens.”
“Thank you.” Marcus looked at the screen. He could read Samantha’s lips as she spoke, but wouldn’t bother with such things. “Have they explored?”
“Like, each other?”
“No, I mean the surrounding area. Have they left the Manor grounds?” 
“No. They only take walks around the garden and splash in the fountain when they are outside.”
Marcus wasn’t going to tell Victor, but Joey and Samantha knew they were in a simulation. Probably the actor they placed messed up on something. He wouldn’t punish her too much. It was only supposed to be a few days and now it turned into a week. 
“Keep me posted.”
“Certainly.”
If Poly was the one Joey wanted, he would bring her to him. He would do whatever was necessary to facilitate the perfect child. The possible savior. Poly was from the six, the end result should be the same. If they only knew how important their child was to all the worlds, they might be open to conception. Marcus typed into his Panavice as he left Victor, and held it to his ear.
“Emmett, make sure Poly is alive, bring her to me.”
Emmett didn’t respond at first. Marcus counted the breaths, five, before he did. “Yes, I’ll bring her in alive.”
Marcus disconnected the call. How much different would have things gone in Sanct, if Emmett had headed it up to start with? What a disaster Max had turned the city into. For days, Max searched, turning up nothing, forcing Marcus to get involved. It took Marcus twenty-five minutes to locate her and Almadon’s server. 
It was an amazing thing to see what that woman produced on her own. If it wasn’t for that Julie girl hacking into the TV broadcast, he didn’t think he would have found it. Were there other Almadon servers out there? He would have paid her a massive salary to be part of his company. Too bad she chose a different path.
He sighed as he entered the elevator and placed his hand on the screen. Finding talent he didn’t possess upset him. When the elevator plummeted, he let the anger and boredom burn away. As he approached the lower levels he smiled, he felt great. Joey had brought life back to him, Isaac, that crazy guy, redeemed himself from beyond the grave. Chuckling, he also thought of ways Harris could come back and work with him. 
It wasn’t easy having a rank nine go rogue, but he fully expected Harris to come back to him one day. They always did in the end.
The elevator doors slid open and the putrid smell filled the elevator. He couldn’t get rid of the odor entirely. No matter how much air filtration he put in, it always smelled of rotting flesh. The moans started up as he entered the room, he clanked his sword against the steel cages as he walked down the aisle. It always stirred them up. 
“Hello, Marcus,” the doctor said.
“Hello, Doctor Osburg.” He didn’t like to look at Doctor Osburg, his pale face, dirty nails and stained teeth were offensive. “How are the experiments going?”
“Good sir, I can go over the latest—”
“Turn the lights on please,” Marcus said.
Doctor Osburg’s face grimaced, but he switched a knob on his desk. 
The groans and yells amplified as the zombies rushed to the steel wires keeping them in their cages. Marcus walked to the edge of the cage, a foot back. A child’s arm might be able to stick its way through, but he didn’t have a child yet.
He looked for his favorite and spotted her blonde hair. It took some time to reanimate her, by the time he got her. He didn’t have Harris, but now he had his girl. She flung her dead body against the cage, smashing her face to get at him. Her black mouth groaned.
“Looking good, Compry.” Marcus laughed.
 
 
JOEY PULLED SAMANTHA CLOSER TO him. Over the last few days, he felt better each day. Half from getting better from his illness and the other half was due to the fact they were not taking him away at night, he hadn’t had a new mark on his arms since arriving. 
Samantha had been distant from him and he thought it was him calling for Poly while in his fevered state. But at the moment, she rested her head on his shoulder while they lay in bed. Before everything went to crap and they were whisked away to different lands, Joey would have fantasized about being alone in some mystical castle with Samantha. It would have been a soul-selling kind of deal. But now, he found himself thinking of Poly and his heart sank. 
He turned his head to look at Samantha’s perfect face. She had her eyes open, looking at the window and the fog beyond. 
“What are you thinking about?” Samantha asked.
He stared at the intricate woodwork on the ceiling above their bed. “Who would spend so much time carving wood to go over a bed?”
“Liar,” Samantha said and pushed against him. “You’re thinking about Poly, aren’t you?” A hint of jealousy crept into her voice.
He didn’t respond, she hadn’t brought up Poly since the night he woke. He moved his arm away from her chest and rested it on her hip as she straddled a leg over him.
“You used to look at me differently,” Samantha said. “I get a glimmer of it, but then you pull away. It’s her, isn’t it?”
How could she know so much about him without talking to anyone about it? 
“When I look at you, I see the woman on my balcony, the night we kissed.”
“I like that look.”
“Poly and I had been through a lot together. She helped me get through the zombies and some other horrible stuff. I don’t think I’d be alive, if not for her.”
“So you two were like a couple while I was gone, right?” She tried to sound casual, but she stiffened up against him.
“Yes, near the end, I think we were.”
“How much of a couple were you?” Samantha asked.
“What do you mean?”
“I think you know what I mean.”
“We kissed a couple of times, is that what you’re looking for?”
She rolled away from him and smiled at the ceiling. “All you did was kiss, it didn’t go any further?” It looked like she was relieved.
“Yes . . . but only because we were caught,” he added.
She paused before replying. “The way you’ve been acting, I thought you guys like did it or something.”
“No,” Joey said. “Why do you want to know?” He thought he knew the answer.
“A kiss is one thing, but sex is entirely different. You and Poly didn’t connect in that way. If you had, I wouldn’t be comfortable with . . . you know . . . you and me.”
“I thought you said you felt as if they were alive?” he said more defiant than he wanted.
“Does it matter?” She moved close to his ear and whispered, “Even if they are alive, it doesn’t matter, we are never going to get out of here. We will never see them again. Joey, it’s just you and me now.” 
She rolled on top of him and smiled, looking into his eyes. He hadn’t seen her with that kind of look, wanting. She lowered herself down, her hair cascading all around them. He closed his eyes, and focused on the feeling of her hair over his face. They had to put on a show for the watchers, but Samantha had never taken it this far. He watched as she giggled. 
“In time, you’ll accept our fate and see what you have right in front of you.” 
He felt the warmth of her mouth close to his before she kissed him, deep and passionate. 
 She sat up. “Who knows if we’ll have tomorrow?”
He sat up and grabbed her, bringing her down on top of him again, kissing her. 
 





 
 
 
 
 
LUCAS FELT HIS CONSCIOUS MIND waking. The senses came in, first feeling and then hearing. He heard men talking nearby. Something told him to pretend to be asleep. He laid still and listened to the nearby conversation.
“You get all the mutants off?”
“Yeah, would have been a lot easier if we could have just dumped them.”
“Marcus was pretty clear about how to handle the mutants.”
“Yeah, what do you think he wants with these two?”
“I know better than to ask questions.”
 Lucas heard a steel door creak open.
“Should we tie them up?”
“Do you know how much gas we hit them with? I’m surprised they’re alive.” The footsteps dissipated and the steel door closed.
Lucas kept his eyes closed and his body still. The men continued to talk, but the distance of their conversation gave him the confidence to open one eye. 
The cargo hold of the ship came into focus. He lay on the floor near the place he collapsed. He heard heavy breathing and he opened his other eye to find Hank lying next to him, apparently unconscious. 
Getting more daring, he turned his head, looking for anyone else. Kris and the mutants were gone. The only people in the cargo hull were him and Hank. He moved his hands, they felt responsive to commands. 
Sitting up, his head pounded and he lay back down, putting his hand over his forehead. His muscles ached as he used them. 
“Hank,” Lucas called out in a gravelly whisper. He pushed him with his hand, but Hank still didn’t respond. Lucas’s breath quickened, how could he have been so stupid to get caught? What happened to Harris and his ship? His hand shot to his pants pocket feeling for his Panavice. The square edges stuck out of his pants and he slid his hand into his pocket. 
He glanced at the closed steel door behind him and typed into his Panavice. We’ve been captured.
The response read, Jack and Jill.
Lucas typed, Ran down the hill. It was a safety question they had setup. Apparently Vanar didn’t have Mother Goose.
We’re in the cargo hull right now. Hank is still knocked out. What do I do? Lucas wanted to put a dozen question marks at the end.
Hold on, we’re trying to find you. Harris’s words appeared on the screen.
Lucas stared at the screen, hoping for a solution to appear. Distant laughter worked its way past the steel door. He didn’t have time for a glance, he fell to the floor and adjusted his body in the same position he awoke in. He stuffed the Panavice under his back and closed his eye as the sounds of conversation approached the door. 
The steel door opened. “Thought I heard something.”
Footsteps slapped the metal floor toward him. Lucas laid still, breathing slowly, trying to match Hank’s tone. The man stood over him, casting a shadow over his closed eyes. The sole of a shoe pushed on his chest and Lucas let his body move as the man nudged him. His body wanted to breathe hard and every muscle ached to grab the man’s foot, but Lucas focused on Hank’s breathing and kept his own even. The man stopped pushing at him and walked away. Lucas waited for the steel door to clank before opening his eyes.
He took a deep breath and glanced at the door, grabbing for his Panavice. Lucas whipped his finger across the screen and read the list of instructions Harris sent him. The fear waned, and a smile crept on his face, as he read the list. He shook his head in admiration of Harris. If he was able to pull it off, he would be thanking him personally. Hell, if it worked, he would get Harris his own combustion car.
With Panavice in hand, he searched for the electrical panel pictured on his screen. He spotted it against the wall, above Hank. Flipping the door open revealed the switch board. He switched number eight and sixteen. Then he pulled out a breaker with a wire dangling from it. He let the wire dangle below the door and kicked the metal door closed with his rubber soled shoe. The door broke the wire and sent sparks flying as the bare wire touched the metal. The sound of the motors changed, the normal humming drone became high pitched. They had to have heard the sound of his kick and if they didn’t, they would definitely notice the ship’s motor overheating.
Lucas lay on the ground next to Hank, in the same position he awoke in, and waited. The steel door opened and the sound of the man’s feet stomped past Lucas to the switch board. Lucas opened one eye, watching the man grab the electrified door.
Sparks flew and the man shook as he fell to the ground. The room filled with the smell of burnt hair. Lucas climbed to his feet, staring at the motionless man on the ground. Was he dead? Then he watched, as the man’s chest moved with a breath. 
Part one was complete. He turned and opened the steel door. Lucas peered into the next room. A man with a headset sat at the control panel. 
“You find the problem?” the pilot asked.
Lucas glanced back at the electrified man. He didn’t think he was going to respond anytime soon. The pilot lifted his headset off and Lucas ducked behind the steel door and grabbed the fire extinguisher on the wall. Wasn’t exactly what Harris wanted him to do, but it would work if he got a good hit on the man. 
Lucas clutched the fire extinguisher and held it above his shoulder like a baseball bat. He breathed rapidly through his nose as the man approached. The pilot walked through the door and Lucas swung the extinguisher at his head. The man ducked. Lucas frantically swung it again, hitting the man in the arm. The pilot yelled in pain, grabbing his arm. His face changed to rage and he lunged at Lucas. Lucas slid to his side and fell backward into the control room, dropping the fire extinguisher as the man rapidly attacked him, landing a punch to his face. 
Stunned, Lucas stumbled backward from the flailing limbs and kicked the pilot in the chest, putting a few feet between them. 
“No one could have awoken from that gas,” the man frothed. “What are you?”
Lucas felt a string on the back of his hand and glanced down to see Prudence lying on the floor. He grabbed the string and pulled the bow up. 
The man’s eyes went wide, probably thinking an arrow was coming his way. Then the guy recognized that Lucas didn’t have any arrows and rushed him. Lucas climbed to his feet and side-stepped as the bull of a man tried to gore him. He struck the man in the face with his bow. The man’s rage pushed past the blow and he tackled Lucas to the floor. 
The fear of being killed overwhelmed him, as the pilot swung viciously at his face. Using Prudence and his arms to block the blows, he realized this man was going to kill him, if given the chance. So he turned on his side and swung his bow, striking the man in the face. 
With him stunned, Lucas rolled on the man’s back and pulled Prudence’s string across his neck. Grabbing the back of the bow, he pulled up while pushing the guy’s neck into the string with his feet, standing on the back of his neck. The man grabbed at the string, but it dug into his neck and wouldn’t budge against the force Lucas put into it. Spittle flew from Lucas’s mouth as he strained to hold the bow against the man’s grip. In a few seconds, the man’s arms dangled from his sides and blood trickled from his neck.
Lucas struggled to breathe in enough air and staggered to his feet. His heart pounded and he felt nauseated. He stared at the still body at his feet, the guy’s face was down against the steel, with prudence still wrapped around his neck. He was dead. Lucas had killed him. 
Why did the man have to attack him like that? Lucas snarled at the man and kicked him at his side. “Why did you make him kill you?” Lucas hollered at the man and fell to his knees, pulling Prudence from the man’s neck.
Gazing at his bow, he wiped clean the string with his shirt. The sweat dripped from his face and he sat back on his feet, staring at the man on the ground. Killing grinner’s and Arracks didn’t feel like anything but killing monsters. Killing a human with his hands was entirely another feeling. He probably had a wife and kids, waiting for their dad to return home from work.
“Why did you do that?” he yelled at the man’s lifeless body. Tears filled his eyes and he wiped them away with his shirt. No, the man was probably a rapist and a killer. No normal man would have that kind of rage in them.
The aircraft screamed for attention. With part two complete, he darted to the cockpit and the controls. He skimmed over the last instruction Harris gave him and within a minute he had the bird humming along. Part three complete. 
He had done it. 
Climbing to his feet, he slung his bow over his head and spotted the quiver of arrows lying on the floor. Taking a deep breath, he took out his Panavice and typed to Harris that he had secured the craft. 
Harris responded and told him how to take the craft offline and switch the controls over to Harris. He followed the instructions and the craft changed directions and flew down, next to the ocean.
Where are we going? Lucas typed.
Harris’s response worried him. Sanct. Poly and Julie are in trouble.
If you’ve gotten them hurt. . . .
I know. I’ll want you to shoot me if I did.
The ocean sprayed the window as it raced a few feet above it. He couldn’t see anything but water. The line they were taking was straight to Sanct. If the plane had some kind of booster, he would use it.
Does the plane have a turbo? Lucas asked.
No, it’s at full speed though. And make sure you get rid of the men.
Lucas almost forgot about the smolderer in the cargo hull with Hank. He ran through the door, relieved to see him still on the floor, not moving. 
With rope, he tied the man to a steel pipe in the cargo hull. He left the dead man’s body lying where it fell. He couldn’t bring himself to move it. The color had already visibly faded from his cheek. Lucas pulled his focus to Hank, who hadn’t moved through the entire ruckus.
“Hank.” He pushed against Hanks chest with his hands. “Wake up.”
Hank didn’t move, Lucas put his ear next to his mouth and heard his breath. He stood up and stared at Hank. If the gas knocked out Hank like this, why was he awake and alert? If anyone should be awake it would be Hank, the sheer size of the guy would create trouble for any anesthesiologist.
His Panavice vibrated and he took it out of his pocket and read Harris’s message. We’re going to land you in the middle of it all, be prepared for mayhem. Max is there. Turn your Pana to the National channel. 
Lucas clicked on the link Harris provided and watched a hovering shot of Poly and Julie on a stage, facing Max. 
 





 
 
 
 
 
THE CHALLENGE HUNG IN THE air and the crowd silenced. Poly glared into Max’s eyes. She grinded her foot on the wood stage, testing the grip. 
Max never took his eyes off hers, as he paced. Cameras buzzed by him and he appeared annoyed by their presence. “I accept, even though I don’t like to hurt women,” he said, looking into the camera.
“Like when you killed Compry, in cold blood?”
Travis took a step forward with clenched fists, but he stopped and looked at the ground. The damned coward. Max scowled at the camera humming near his face, pulled out his gun and fired three shots into it. Sparks flew out of the camera, as it crashed to the stage. The crowd gasped and conversations rumbled.
Julie moved close against her and Poly felt the shield surround her. 
“Go get ‘em, Poly,” a man yelled from the crowd. The guards in black carried the supporter away from the crowd as everyone booed. The mob swarmed against the guards in the front rows.
 Max stuffed his gun back in his jacket. “Execution is the punishment for creating a personal shield like that.”
Julie wrapped her arm around Poly’s waist. Poly’s right arm was blocked by Julie. While she was good with her left hand, she was right handed. If she had any chance against Max, she needed both hands and full movement. With both of them attached, Max could overwhelm and kill them both.
“Let’s settle this without tech. You drop your guns and devices, and we can settle this with nothing but blades.”
Max laughed. “Fine.” He placed two guns, a Panavice and several small-looking electronics on the ground and kicked them to the back of the stage. A guard standing next to Travis picked them up. Poly met eyes with Travis and he gave a tiny shake of his head and mouthed what she thought was “No.”
But Poly couldn’t turn back, surrounded by guards, watched by cameras, and stalked by Max; she had nowhere to turn.
Reaching for his back, Max pulled out a sword and swung it in front of him, the air whooshed around as his sword cut the air. The moves of a blademaster. Poly sighed, she had hoped he sucked.
“No interference from your guards?” she asked.
Max turned in a circle and addressed his men. “If any of you interferes, I will personally see you are dealt with in the most extreme measure.”
“Don’t do this,” Julie whispered to Poly.
“It’s okay, Julie, I got this.”
“No, I won’t watch you get killed.” Julie clutched her tighter.
“Come on, this guys doesn’t stand a chance.” She couldn’t even believe herself. “Just go,” she pleaded.
“I can’t, I won’t. . . .” The anger and tears welled in Julie’s eyes. 
Poly took in a deep breath, grabbed her by her arms, and pulled her face to face. “I won’t stand a chance with you on me like this. Just stay five feet behind me.” 
Julie nodded and took two big steps back.
Poly pulled out her sword, a gift from Travis and the finest blade she had ever seen. Max’s eyes narrowed at the sight of it.
He moved toward her and lunged at the last few feet with his sword. Poly moved to her side and struck his blade away. He offset her counter and swung the blade for her head. Poly blocked the stroke, using all her muscle to keep his blade from pushing through hers.
“Win or lose, MM will have you.” Max pushed his blade closer to her face. “Look around, you can’t win, you’re surrounded.”
“If I’m going down, I’m taking you with me.” Poly pushed his blade back and thrust her sword at his stomach. He moved, but not quickly enough. Her blade sliced him on his side, above his hip.
The crowd cheered and some of the guards moved closer. Max took a step back and touched the wound with his fingertips and showed her the blood on them. Then he showed the crowd. “She drew first blood.”
Max lowered his hand and pointed his sword at her. “Now we can have fun.” 
He swung his sword at her arm and she blocked it, while moving backward. His attacks came in all directions, as Poly struggled to keep him at bay. She glanced back and saw the few feet she had left on the stage. He smiled and she took that moment of arrogance and thrust her sword at his lower abdomen, but he dodged it with a smile still on his face. She swung, trying to hit the kill spots on his body, and with each attempt, he blocked them.
Breathing hard, doubt settled in; he was too fast, too powerful. Poly felt for her throwing knife at her side. She pulled it from the small slit in her clothes and held it in her hand.
She stabbed her sword and Max moved his body sideways. She had anticipated this and used her other hand to stab the throwing blade into his shoulder. She felt the blade strike his bone, sticking in place.
Rage filled his face as he stared at the blade. She used the moment of shock to attack, but he parried off her attacks and took two steps back. Leaving the blade in his shoulder, Max swung his sword and while she went to block it, his foot came up and kicked her in the gut, sending her falling off the back of the stage.
The crowd thundered, booing and gasping.
She clutched her stomach as she landed, the wind pushed from her. Her sword sailed out of her hand. With eyes watering, she tried to sit up and grab the sword lying next to her, but Max kicked it away. 
This was the end, she didn’t have a blade and he was a much better fighter. She rummaged through her pocket and held the white pill in her hand. If she was going to go out, she was going out on her terms. She put the pill in her mouth and held it with her front teeth, thinking of Joey on the top of the roof, when he took him away from her. It was the worst part, she was breaking her promise. 
I’m sorry, Joey.
Max didn’t notice her actions as he pulled the blade from his shoulder and jumped on top of her, straddling her with his knees. His weight pushed down on her body. She squirmed, but he held tight. She punched at his face and clawed at his eyes, but he grabbed her hands and slammed them to the ground. Hovering over her, his shoulder dripped blood onto her face. She kept her expression still and waited for her moment. 
Max leaned close to her face. “It’s over,” he said. “I don’t care if he wants you alive—”
She spit the pill into his mouth. 
He stumbled backward and moved away from her, holding his throat. He tried to grab his neck and squeeze the pill out, but it was too late. Max raised the hand holding his sword.
A shadow spread over him and a silhouette of a person stood on the stage above. Her eyes betrayed Travis, and Max turned at the last second to block Travis’s sword from hitting the back of his neck. 
Max stumbled back as Travis continued an assault. Poly rushed to her sword and plucked it off the ground. She flanked Max and stopped his retreat from Travis.
Max glanced at her but kept most of his attention on Travis. He lowered his sword as the poisonous pill had started to take effect. Travis sliced his shoulder and he dropped his sword. It clanked on the hard surface and Max fell to his knees. 
Poly kneeled near him, staring at his stunned gaze. He held onto his throat and tried to mouth words, but the poison had shut his throat and was now working its way through his body. She stared at him, wanting her eyes to be the last thing he saw. He fell to the ground and stopped moving.
The crowd cheered and pushed against the guards. The guards turned their attention to crowd control and pushed back, but the crowd had turned into a mob and started pushing back.
She jerked at the sound, forgetting she had an audience. Julie rushed to her side and she felt her warm embrace and something more, a shield maybe. Julie sobbed in her ear and held her tight. Poly climbed to her feet with Julie’s help.
“What took you so long?” Poly asked Travis.
“Sorry, had a lot of stuff going on up here,” he said.
Julie scowled at him and pulled Poly away. Poly didn’t care about Julie’s anger toward Travis. She grabbed Julie and hugged her tight. 
A strong wind blew down on them. Dust stirred up from the street and two black aircrafts with MM logos hovered above the stage. Poly grabbed her sword. If Marcus himself came out of the aircraft, she’d be ready.
The door opened and the metal ramp lowered to the stage. Lucas stepped from the plane and searched for them. Julie waved and ran onto the stage. Lucas ran down the ramp and Julie jumped into his arms, spinning in circles as they hugged. 
Poly lowered her weapon and even the pain in her gut wouldn’t stop her from running to the stage to greet Lucas. “So happy to see you,” she said, as she snuck in a hug between him and Julie.
“We’ve been watching you on TV,” he said. “The whole world has.”
“Where’s Hank?” Poly asked.
“He’s still recovering from some knockout gas. I think he’s going to be okay though.”
Before she could ask the question, Harris spoke from the other plane. “Poly, Julie.” His grin spread across his face, as he rushed to greet them. He hugged Julie and then stopped and turned to Poly. They shared a look and then he wrapped her up in a huge embrace. The crowd cheered each hug.
“You’ve been amazing,” Harris said. He split his looks from Julie to Poly. Then he looked past them, gaze landing on his dead brother, facial features sagging at the sight. 
A camera hummed close to them. An image of Harris projected on the wall with his name spelled out underneath. The crowd rumbled with conversations. Hundreds of eyes on them sent chills down Poly’s spine. They’d killed one, but an army of MM soldiers surrounded the place, moving as a unit toward them. 
Poly clutched Harris’s shirt and pointed to the oncoming army. Harris didn’t waste any time and grabbed Poly’s hand, yanking her in the direction of the aircraft. Before he got two steps in, an electrical bolt struck the aircraft. Another bolt hit the second craft a moment later. Both crafts stopped hovering and crashed to the stage.
The wood stage buckled and shattered under their immense weight. The sound of cracking wood and creaking metal roared past Poly. Harris picked her up as the stage fell to the ground. Poly landed on Harris, rolled over and climbed to her feet. She searched for her friends and spotted Julie and Lucas on the ground nearby. Travis was on his feet, with Max’s sword in hand.
“You okay?” Poly asked.
“Yeah,” Julie said.
The escape path for them had been eliminated. Poly searched for another way out, but she was back to the same situation as before; surrounded by MM, with no way out. 
“Get behind the craft,” Harris said. 
They ran to Lucas’s craft and crouched next to it. Harris held two guns out and Lucas brought an arrow to his bow. 
Travis stood nearby with his sword, keeping a distance from Julie’s searing gaze.
“You think Hank’s alright?” Julie asked.
“He’s buckled up in the cockpit, he should be fine,” Lucas said.
Much of the stage blocked their view to the main crowd, but Poly saw the black helmets, there must have been a hundred of them closing the gap. She took her defensive stance and waited for their move. Glancing at the open door to the aircraft, she tried to see Hank in the blackness. She couldn’t find him. If they were killed, would they find him? Would they kill a man in a stupor? She had to concentrate on defending the craft, she wouldn’t let them get to him.
Screams. Not the type she’d heard from horror movies, but the type heard from battle cries. The cameras zoomed away from them and faced the crowd behind the stage. The battle cry turned into a yelling and clattering of metal, and grunts of men—a total melee of sound. 
Gunshots popped and the crowd became a deafening roar. The black helmets disappeared into a mixture of hair and hats. It became a blur. She wanted to get closer, if they were fighting off MM, she needed to help.
“Something’s going on,” Poly said.
“A riot,” Travis said. “And it’s about damned time.”
Poly gave him a questioning look. She climbed to the door of the craft and lifted herself high enough to see the immense crowd. She couldn’t believe what she was witnessing. The crowd was fighting the soldiers. Angry faces punched black helmets, rocks pelted body armor. The city finally had enough of MM, they had finally turned. Was she the last straw, the spark?
She didn’t have time for arrogant thoughts. A man was getting beat over his head with a baton from an MM soldier. 
“We need to help,” Poly said jumping from the craft and running toward the riot.
“No,” Harris warned.
She felt his hand grab her arm, so she slipped from his grip and jumped to the top of the partially collapsed stage to join the fight. Pausing on the platform, she looked for her first victim. Sword in hand, blood on her face, full of rage, the crowd quieted. They were watching her. She raised her sword and screamed. The crowd exploded into their own battle cries and the remaining guards were swallowed into the crowd. 
She spotted men in black clothing at the feet of the mob, and then they were gone. She had no target, nothing to kill. Her heart pounded in her chest and every muscle in her body tensed. In this state, she should have noticed the one man not cheering her name.
 
 
JULIE SCANNED HER PANAVICE FOR any nearby threats, but there was too much going on around her. Ten thousand Panas were close by. She watched as Poly jumped from the craft and ran to the stage. That fool of a girl didn’t know when to stop. Poly dodged Harris’s attempt to grab her and she jumped on the stage. 
Julie ran and stopped behind her. Poly stood on a small section of the stage and screamed with her sword held high. Julie had been trying to understand this new Poly for the last week, besides whatever Travis had given her. She knew something broke internally when Joey was taken from them. She seemed heavier, darker now. The Poly of Preston would have never been able to take on a man like Max and kill him. 
She stared at Poly with her sword held high, the sunlight cast a shadow that Julie stood in and it gave Poly a mystical silhouette. The crowd screamed her name. They fought for her. Julie felt tears in her eyes for Poly, she saved them from Max, and Julie hoped she never again had to watch her friend in a battle to the death. Her hands still shook as she looked at her Panavice. 
Setting it to alert her of all MM presences, she was happy to see all the red dots moving away. Except one. There was one red dot at the edge of the crowd, Julie ran to the end of the stage to see the person. Only a solid line of plain-clothed men and women, some bloody and tattered, made up the front row. She scanned the faces and no one looked out of place. The MM soldier should be right there.
“Poly!” Julie yelled. 
Poly didn’t respond, the crowd’s roar drowned her out. 
“Poly!” Julie screamed, but Poly couldn’t hear her.
Julie grabbed Harris and shoved her Panavice in his face. “Someone’s out there,” she said in his ear. He nodded his head and climbed up the stage, just as Poly jumped to the road on the other side. Harris scrambled over the stage and jumped to the other side as well. Julie rushed forward to see if she could spot the sole MM soldier out there.
Harris pulled at Poly, but she shot him a confused look and pulled her arm away. The crowd began to chant Harris’s name, mixed with yells for Poly. A man in a large orange jacket didn’t cheer, Julie’s eyes went wide when she spotted him.
“Lucas, push me over.” 
He hesitated. 
“Now!”
Lucas grabbed her foot and she lifted herself over the broken stage and landed hard on the asphalt. She felt a twinge in her ankle. Poly walked in front of the crowd, in the direction of orange-jacketed man. Harris glanced at Julie and she pointed at the orange man. Harris ran toward Poly, but he had fifty feet before he got to her.
Julie ran behind Harris and watched as the man in orange took off his hat. His stone face didn’t cheer, it didn’t have any expression at all. His hands didn’t clap. His eyes stared at Poly with a calmness. He stepped from the crowd and moved to Poly with deadly confidence. 
Poly reacted to the albatross coming at her. She swung her sword at him, but he grabbed it with his hand and yanked it from her. The sword clattered on the ground.
Julie and Harris were still ten feet away when the man raised his gun.
Harris’s gun extended, and in a flash the orange man matched Harris’s move. Julie had a split second to decide what to do. She slid her thumb on the Panavice’s hot button and grabbed Harris. The shield formed around them and the bullets bounced off. Harris slowed down a hair as he picked her up with his free arm and ran with her. Julie clung to him. 
The orange man wrapped his arms around Poly and her body went limp. The man jumped and launched into the air. Julie gawked at the sight of the orange man holding Poly ten, then fifty feet in the air. The air around Poly shimmered and she dangled in his arms. A loud humming sound emanated from above. In a second, they were streaking across the sky and out of the city. Julie stared at the dot in the sky as it disappeared.
“No, no, no,” Harris screamed, hitting himself in the head repeatedly.
The crowd stopped its joyful roar and started a confused mumble. They pointed to the sky, wondering what happened. Julie didn’t need to wonder, Marcus had Poly.
She let go of Harris and turned off their shield. She watched Harris hold back tears as he paced and looked to the sky where Poly had been. Julie didn’t have such control, she fell to her knees and screamed, tears falling down her face. 
“What happened?” Travis asked. Lucas jumped from the stage and joined them.
“They took Poly,” Julie slobbered out. She’d deal with him later.
“Who?” Lucas asked.
“I know who took her,” Harris said. “Emmett. The only man to ever make it to rank nine, besides me.”
 





 
 
 
 
 
“THE COMPOUND ON RYJACK IS nearly completed,” Emmett reported.
Marcus raised an eyebrow and looked at Emmett. He went back to the steel beds holding Poly, Joey, and Samantha. They lay unconscious, with white sheets draped over them up to their neck. A clear mask covered their faces. They wouldn’t be waking from their dreams anytime soon. 
He leaned over Joey and stared at his face. After all the tests, they still couldn’t figure out how he did what he did. In time, Marcus would solve that problem. But until that time, his prizes would be kept hidden and safe from Vanar’s future in a Ryjack compound.
“I want you to make the transfer, personally,” Marcus said.
“Yes,” Emmett said.
This pleased Marcus. With the kids sent to Ryjack, they would be out of reach for Harris and held in a safe place for when he needed them again. Harris was one of the few things that still intrigued him on the planet. He doubted Harris would try to get them back, he had used them to his extent. Even if one of Harris’s many plans bared fruit, it wouldn’t matter anymore. 
“And the Ryjack scene generator is up and running?”
“Yes.”
“Good, I don’t want them even to know where they are. I think we’ll have a better chance of conception with this Poly girl.” Marcus knew eventually something had to happen between the kids, they could only keep it in their pants for so long. Poly or Samantha, it didn’t matter. They’d create the perfect baby just the same. The savior would be born and he’d have all the tools necessary to deal with the inevitable future.
He sighed. It was time to start closing all the deals he made on Vanar.
“Do you want me to remove this Samantha girl?”
“No, they both are equal candidates for conception.”
Marcus gazed at Samantha, pretty girl. If he had been interested in such things, he might have pursued her. Maybe in another life.
“Very well,” Emmett said.
“Do you have the reports about Mutant Isle?” 
“Yes, it appears they were trying to orchestrate an attack on a city. If you like, I can make a personal trip there and get a complete story.”
“No,” Marcus said. He looked at Emmett’s face, seeing if the question had anymore meaning. Emmett, for a long time, was confused about his handlings of the Mutants. But being Marcus Malliden meant not explaining yourself. After a few seconds, his facial search didn’t show anything. Not that it didn’t mean he wasn’t hiding his emotion, Emmett was very good at that. He bet Emmett would love to go there, he’d always hated the mutants.
“Is there anything else before I go to Ryjack?”
“Yes, we lost Max. I want you to select some candidates for rank eight and send their files to me.” Everything he spoke was on automatic. Emmett could appoint that R4 dolt, Phil, for all he cared.
“It will be done,’ Emmett said, interrupting his thoughts.
“Emmett, did you have a chance to kill Harris?”
“My priority was getting Poly. I could have, yes.”
Marcus stared into Emmett’s blank face. Emmett and Harris shared history, with Harris being the one to recommend Emmett’s promotion.
“The other girl, Julie, she created a shield.” 
That girl amused him. She found, in such a short time, what so many had spent a lifetime failing to figure out. If he cared enough, he’d recruit her into the ranks.
“I could send some Sevens to intercept her.”
“No, it’s not necessary.”
Emmett nodded. “I’ll be in Ryjack—”
“I know where you are going. I wouldn’t be surprised if those other three, Lucas, Hank, and Julie come for them.” Marcus pointed to the slumbering bodies.
“They will die before they even get to the gates of the Ryjack bunker,” Emmett said.
“I doubt it.” Marcus opened the door and Emmett left the room.
Ten million of those vile dead things roamed around the streets of L.A. Marcus suppressed the rising anger. Isaac had ruined an entire world he could have experimented with. He had such plans for Ryjack. But, not to worry, he had another planet to play with now. Another planet to do everything right this time. 
First, it was time to settle up with the Arracks and stop limiting his mother, Alice.
 
 
SOMETHING WET AND COLD SEEPED into her clothes and Poly felt the blades of grass on her fingertips. She sat upright and gazed into the mist surrounding her. 
Where am I?

She placed her palm over her mouth at the image of a man coming out of the crowd and grabbing her. Who was that man? She scanned the fog around her, searching for Julie, Lucas, Harris, anyone.
She stumbled getting to her feet. The thick mist around her felt as if it was in her head, she must be dreaming, or worse. Did that man kill her? Was this Heaven? Her body felt lighter, her head spun and she grabbed her temples. Would Heaven have headaches?
Knives, they never let her down. She searched her body for a piece of metal, but the clothes she wore weren’t the ones Julie and her made. It was a simple black shirt and pants with a pair of flats. Why would Heaven’s clothes be so plain?
“No,” Poly said. “No, no, no. I’m not ready.” She couldn’t be dead, she had more to do.
Max had lay dead on a street in Sanct, she’d won. This wasn’t how it was supposed to end. She was going to save Joey and Samantha and get the Preston Six back together. How could she have failed?
Next to the grass, a dirt path led into the mist. Poly followed the dirt path—she was going to have words with St. Peter. She passed a water fountain trickling water into a large round basin. She walked by, not wanting to give it the time it may have deserved, being so exquisite and all. 
Ahead, the shape of a house—no, a castle—emerged from the fog. She never thought the gatekeepers would be in a castle. Then she looked at the grounds in front of the castle, there was grass leading up to a large oak tree.
Poly froze, she couldn’t move. Her mouth opened, wanting to scream, but it choked in paralysis. She knew right then she wasn’t in Heaven, she was in Hell. She would run if she could, anything to get away from what she saw. Her throat stopped its seize long enough for her to get out a scream. Once it started, she couldn’t stop.
Fifty feet in front of her, on a blanket strewn on the grass, was Samantha Roslin, stretched out on top of Joey Foust. Kissing, under an oak tree.
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Thank you for reading the second installment in The Preston Six series. This is my debut series and I appreciate the time you’ve given my characters’ story. And also be on the lookout for my other series coming soon, Alchemist Academy.
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