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PROLOGUE




Sand coated her body, and she dug through the hard-packed beach, clawing her way from the lapping waves. Once clear of the cold water, Olive rolled to her back and took a deep inhale. Her neck fluttered, and she touched the gills. For a breath, it all seemed wrong, until the slots closed up, the skin replacing them. 

Olive struggled to remember what happened, but it was a blur. She’d left town to visit her mother, then…

She sat up, rubbing her eyes. They were sore, like they’d been dipped in salt. She blinked through the pain and recalled the news broadcasting a billionaire and his revolutionary technology. She’d flicked it off, then headed to bed, woken as her mother banged through the house, screaming in agony a short time later. 

When she’d emerged into the hall, her mom had been… transformed. 

Olive gasped and stared at her own hands. The fingers shrank before her, the nails narrowing. She struggled to her aching feet, which were bare. Webs between the toes disintegrated in the morning sun, turning to dust on the beach. 

Olive noticed more people emerging from the ocean, some likely dead, face-down in the waves. Others cried relentlessly, and Olive scrambled away in fear. 

When she’d been at her mother’s, it was the heart of summer. Now the leaves had fallen from the tree branches, and the land was covered in dried mushrooms. She poked at a large cap, and it fractured from the pressure, dropping to the brown grass. How long had she been… out?

She thought only of her family: the children and husband she’d abandoned so selfishly. Years of wanting to be a mother were quickly extinguished when it became a reality. Watching the desolate world surrounding her, Olive wondered how she’d ever felt that way. 

“I’m coming,” she muttered through cracked lips, and began on foot. 

Olive found a car in the parking lot, the door ajar. The keys were inside, but when she endeavored to start the vehicle, it failed. The battery was dead. Olive sobbed as she went to the next, finally locating a functioning car after ten attempts. 

She didn’t bother with a seatbelt as she drove the old coupe down the bumpy road. She swerved, nearly striking a lumbering mutant. The man’s eyes were drooping, his steps unsure. Olive watched him for a moment, then continued driving. 

A day later, Olive realized just how bad things were. No one seemed to live in Connecticut as she entered the borders. Occasionally, she’d spy a plume of smoke from someone’s fire, but she stayed clear, because getting to her house in Greenwich was all that mattered. 

Olive glanced at the tattoos on her forearm. The names of her little girls. She missed them dearly, and didn’t know what she’d do if they weren’t around when she made it home. 

Everywhere she visited, Olive encountered more sinkholes, fallen trees, and dead monsters in the roadways. Whatever occurred over the last… days or weeks had been a literal nightmare. She blinked, and images of her time under water rushed into her mind. Olive pictured the bright flashes of blue energy, the multi-limbed sea creatures passing through submerged portals. 

It took another two days to reach her old city, and the destruction was overwhelming. Their old high school was rubble. The church where she’d been married was broken in half. Olive had to park the car at a cliffside and circumvent the danger on foot. When she reached her street, her feet were bloody, her throat parched beyond belief. She’d foregone basic needs in haste, and her body was paying for it. 

Olive stalked down the middle of the road, almost not recognizing their home. “Hello!”

A crow watched her from their neighbor’s roof, its beak lifting with the sudden noise. 

“Is anyone here?” Olive bellowed. 

Her house stood in one piece, and for that, she was thankful. 

The door was locked, and Olive fumbled with her pockets, as if she held the key, which was false. Those had been in her purse at her mother’s. 

Olive banged on it, and when no one answered, she broke through the basement window. After a few more cuts and bruises, Olive was in, rushing up the stairs. “Girls, I’m home!”

It was obvious they weren’t present. 

She sank to the couch, chin resting. “I’m home,” she repeated quietly. 

Olive slept. 

She woke to darkness, and strode to the kitchen, finding a glass from her cabinets. Even though she’d visited only weeks earlier, it felt like a stranger’s house. The water still poured from the faucet, and she gulped three servings before stopping. 

Olive clicked a lighter to burn a three-wick candle, and she held it while exploring the kitchen. She stared at the artwork on the fridge from her daughters. 

The first showed the two girls, and a man and a woman. She and her husband. The family. Olive’s tears dripped slowly, her grief too large to bear. 

She read the signatures on the crayon-drawn pages. Bella. Grace. 

Olive moved to the living room, illuminating the framed photos on her wall. She stood with Darcy at the church, holding hands and smiling as their friends snapped pictures.

“Where are you?” she asked out loud. 

Olive made her way to the bathroom and saw how bad a shape she was in. Her face was bruised, her hair scraggly and knotted. Olive left the curtain wide, using the candle to light the room, and she had a cold shower. Apparently, her skin was used to the temperature, as she didn’t even balk at the freezing water. 

If she’d recovered, maybe her family had too. 

Olive changed into baggy jeans and one of Darcy’s plaid shirts. She slid on her hiking boots and packed a change of everything. Olive liked to be prepared, so she loaded a few bottles of water into her bag, along with some food, and headed out as dawn broke. 

An hour later, she was on the road, aiming deeper inland. 

There had to be someone out there with answers. And she was going to find them. 

Olive glanced in the borrowed truck’s rear-view mirror as the slightest flicker of blue light crackled through the whites of her eyes.
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The Preserve was everything they’d hoped for, but Luna couldn’t help but feel a crushing sadness. 

“What’s the holdup, Wells?” Harper shouted, and Luna turned the lever, water escaping the hose. 

“Nothing. Valve was stuck,” she lied. 

Luna swatted at a large bug and sprayed the budding plants. She glanced at the top of the hill, to the giant water catchment system. They received a decent amount of rain on the island, usually at around six in the morning. It typically lasted for twenty minutes before the sun shone again, and the birds sang their songs. 

It truly was paradise. Luna desperately wanted to see Wyatt sail up to it with Clarke. They’d received no word from the duo in a week, not since they’d laid a trap for Alan. She believed the worst, while the rest of her allies tried pacifying her, suggesting there might be a good reason for their absence. 

Luna walked along the edge of the crops. The agricultural sprinkler system was glitchy at the best of times. Jack Pickering was working on it, so for the moment, they had to do it manually, which involved many more people and steps, but food was the most important thing. Luna didn’t mind being out here, smelling the damp soil, getting her hands dirty. It was better than lounging around all day, waiting for… something to happen. 

Harper walked by with a tablet, marking notes into the program. The Preserve was supposed to be fully automated, requiring minimal supervision, but their group wasn’t trusting of Garner’s preparations. They needed to safeguard enough food for everyone, and that was the most important task. Without food, they'd die. It was simple biology. 

Luna finished her duty in an hour and reapplied sunscreen before heading to the cafeteria. The scent of burgers drifted in the air, and she spotted Xander at the grill, smiling as he flipped the patties. As usual, women flocked to him. Even the older ones couldn’t resist his rural charm. 

When he saw her, Xander waved. 

Luna returned the gesture but kept hiking. There had to be a way to contact Clarke. Jack had showed her the dots moving across Colorado a couple of weeks earlier, but they’d since snuffed out, no longer on his display. 

She was missing some important detail. 

Luna strolled near the fence, content to be alone and in nature. She did her best thinking on walks, and often did an hour a night back home, after she’d eaten and finished the dishes. There was nothing better than solitude and a clear mind to work through a story. 

Garner had built the Preserve to house a few thousand in the off chance the world was in danger. It was his fault the Mud came, and it made her think this was his attempt at compensation for his actions. But it would never be enough, not with the catastrophic losses he’d caused. 

Garner had kept a robot in his apartment on Billionaire Row. He’d ordered Wyatt to retrieve Clarke so they could find the Preserve. And now she was here, and Wyatt wasn’t. 

But that was the key. 

Luna smirked to herself and returned to the path that led to Jack’s office. She knocked, and he called her inside. 

“Sorry, Luna, I’m still working on the sprinklers. They’re on a twenty-four-hour clock, but the programming is set at twelve, and you’d think that would be a simple fix, but guess again…”

“It’s not that.”

“Then what?” Jack removed his reading glasses and tossed them to the desk. 

“Where’s the storage facility?”

“It’s in the fourth quadrant, beside the residences.”

“No, not the supply warehouse. The place that houses the electronics and back-up generators. Garner wouldn’t have built this island without stocking it full.”

“You’re right,” he muttered. “Let me take a gander.”

Luna rolled a chair beside his, and they watched the screen as he brought up the blueprints. 

“I didn’t have a reason to swap anything yet, and I was more worried about being the last man on the planet,” he said with a wry grin. 

“You’ve done very well, Jack,” she assured him. 

“Thanks… given the circumstances, I’m glad I was nearby when the Static came.” Jack reached for his glasses. “Here we are. It’s not labeled as such, but there’s an underground facility beneath the boilers.”

“Can you show me?” Luna had an idea what they might uncover, but didn’t want to spoil it. 

“You’re excited. Wanna share?”

She shook her head. “Not yet.”

“Okay, suit yourself.” Jack started his golf cart when they exited the office building, and she closed her eyes, enjoying the breeze on her cheeks. 

“A girl can get used to this place,” she said. 

“Even if things return to normal, I’m not sure I’d want to go home,” Jack admitted, and Luna agreed. 

All those meetings and obligations. Spending nights eating alone with the TV on, casually distracting herself from the fact she was over thirty and single. Or that she would have to do the very same routine for the rest of her life until she retired and downsized. Which might not have been such a bad outcome if she was happy with it, but she’d always sought something higher and more important. She’d found it now, and wasn’t letting go. 

Jack braked at a crosswalk, and a few people walked by, each greeting them with kind words. Luna knew most by name, and everyone was aware she had been traveling with Clarke, who’d determined the location of the Preserve. This offered her a version of star quality with the group for some reason, despite her assurance she didn’t want any credit that wasn’t hers to take. 

The maintenance building was a fifty-thousand-square-foot structure, the design utilitarian and boxy. Luna always thought most buildings were architecturally too boring and bland for everybody to appreciate. The Preserve was no different. All the time and money invested in creating their paradise, and Luna doubted a woman’s opinion was ever sought. 

“Here we are,” Jack said, parking the cart near the entrance. He typed a code, and the door clicked open. 

“It’s below us?” Just saying those words made her shiver, considering the creatures and Mud that came from beneath only a month earlier. 

“Let me see.” Jack used the tablet and pointed past a large machine, painted bright red. It had dials and circular handwheels to ease pressure in the pipes. Steam emitted from a valve atop the unit, and they walked around it, barely able to find the hatch in the floor. “It’s like he hid it on purpose.”

Jack crouched, sliding a panel aside. He attempted to enter the same code, but it failed. Jack wiped a bead of sweat from his brow and glanced at Luna. “This might take a few minutes.”

“No problem. I’ll grab you some water. Are you hungry? Xander’s making burgers at the pool.”

Jack kept working, but nodded. “Sure. I could handle a soda and burger. Ketchup and relish?”

“Done.” Luna made a mental note of his order, and returned outside, taking the cart. 

“There you are!” Darcy shouted from the railing on a walkway overhead. She hit the brakes and blocked the sun with her hand. 

“What’s up?”

“Someone’s coming! They spotted ten boats!” Darcy called, and hope exploded in Luna’s chest. 

“Is it Wyatt?” she asked. 

Darcy shrugged and fled down the stairs, hopping into the cart next to her. “Let’s find out. The radio’s been glitching for the last few days too, so even if they were trying to contact us, it would have failed.”

“Garner liked to rush things,” she murmured, and gunned the pedal. Darcy laughed and gripped the handhold above him, trying not to roll from the moving vehicle. 

The docks were filling up as the excited residents heard about the incoming vessels. Mara pushed past them, rifle raised, as she pressed her eye to the scope. 

Luna’s sandals nearly slipped off as she ran down the pier to join Mara. “What do you see?” 

“The lead boat’s name is Adonis,” Mara said. 

“That sounds familiar.”

“It should. He was the contact Jack spoke with before. The captain said they were coming from the Pacific Northwest with a group. I guess they made it.” Mara lowered the gun and waited for the first of the boats to arrive. 

Luna tried not to let her disappointment get the best of her. 

The captain of the Adonis was a bear of a man, his hair long and graying, his beard tied at the end with a strand of turquoise beads. The woman with him was slight, her hair red; the freckles resembled constellations on her cheeks. They looked like the cover of a romance novel, and the thought made Luna laugh as they disembarked. 

“All this for us?” the guy asked. “Hilary, what do you think? Did we choose well?”

She staggered on her feet, and he caught her. “Weeks on the water will do that. We’re on land now.”

The rest of the boats docked, and Mara introduced Luna and Darcy, along with herself. His name was Barton, the woman, Hilary. People filed off their ships, a few getting to their knees, others charging the beach to kiss the sand in gratitude. 

“This is quite the caravan,” Luna told the pair. 

“They kept trailing in. Up to a hundred and fifty,” he said proudly. 

“Where did you find everyone?” Mara asked, Luna understanding she was being cautious. 

“Some were at sea, and we dragged them into the boats with life preservers. The mutated have returned to their mortal state,” he said with a flourish. Luna wondered if he was an actor in another life. Judging by the sun-faded anchor tattoo on his thick forearm, and the piercings in his ears, she figured he truly was a fisherman. 

Luna easily recognized who’d once been Altered, since they stuck out like a sore thumb. Their movements were timid, their eyes nervously watching the crowd of people. So far, they’d only met Cathy among the returned mutants, and she’d been quiet since arriving at the island. 

“Do you speak for everyone?” Mara asked Barton. 

“Me? I only promised to guide them here. I am but a mere servant of the people, and now that I’ve arrived, I’m at your service.”

“Okay, relax with the undying gratitude,” Mara said with mild annoyance. “We’ll get you guys checked out by a doctor.”

“You have a doctor?” Hilary asked. 

“That’s right, she came with us from Boulder. Dr. Radar’s a good woman.”

Hilary’s hand touched her own stomach, and Luna got the picture. “How about you go first? She’s in the office. Darcy will show you.”

“I will?” her brother asked. 

“Yes. I have somewhere to be.”

Luna smiled as Mara took charge and orientated the new group. She returned to the cart, driving to the maintenance building, after stopping at the pool for food. 

When she knocked, Jack hurriedly let her in, ignoring the burgers on the plate. “Come, come.” He peered outside, then closed the door. 

“I take it you cracked the code?”

“Yes,” he said. “It’s astounding.”

Luna wondered what had Jack Pickering so enthusiastic. It didn’t take long to learn. 

The hatch was open, and Jack led her down the metal rungs to the lower level. A gecko skittered across the wall, startling her, but she managed to maintain her footholds. The lights were on, and Luna saw another fifty thousand feet of shelving. There were parts of every manner, labeled clearly with laminated signs. 

“We could build another Preserve with this.” He picked up a small motor.

She had to discover what happened to Wyatt. “I need to find the robots.”

“Robots?”

“Garner would have left models like Verne and Clarke. Where are they?” Luna asked. 

Jack’s lips sealed, and he frowned, smiling a second later. “That’s how you want to contact your friends. Brilliant. Let’s take a look.” Jack powered on a computer in the basement, and a list of the stored items appeared. There were thousands of SKUs, but Jack was a smart man, and he quickly determined which would belong to the robotics department. 

They crossed the massive space, winding their way through the tunnels of stocked shelving, stopping at the proper location. Jack accessed the keypad and opened the cabinet with the press of five digits. 9-5-6-8-3. 

Luna stared at a dozen heads identical to Clarke’s. “How soon can we have one assembled?” 

Jack smirked and removed a hand from the shelving. “Only one way to find out.”
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“This is the coolest tree fort ever,” Luke said, and Wyatt had to agree. 

“Since we’re here, we may as well have some luxuries,” he told Luke. 

The kid had stuck to him like glue for a few days, and Wyatt was grateful to have the two boys’ help on the shelter. 

“You did this for a living?” Poe asked. 

“Make houses? No. That’s what Luke’s dad did,” Wyatt reminded him. 

“You’re great with this stuff. Framing and trim. Is that what you called it?”

“I was a carpenter,” Wyatt said. 

“And a hell of a good one.” Blaze appeared from the beach, sweat on his forehead. He didn’t look old enough to be Luke’s father, and since they’d arrived, everyone had slimmed down, even though it had only been a week. Most of the food was lost at sea, but they’d salvaged enough to last their group for a month. They still rationed. Thor and Poe took morning coconut duty, while Wyatt, Blaze, and Luke worked on the shelter. 

The emergency axe from the yacht came in handy, and after the first day, Wyatt’s muscles ached fiercely. Alan assisted with the labor-intensive aspects of the project, making Anand claim they were wasting the robot’s time while he attempted to repair the boat’s underside. When Blaze threatened the Nu-En executive, he’d backed off, and Wyatt gained more respect for his new friend. 

They were cut from the same cloth, and Wyatt really enjoyed Blaze’s company. He came across like a big brother, with the wisdom of his age, even if the Mud made him appear younger. Wyatt didn’t have siblings, not beyond the ones he shared foster homes with, and none of them stayed in touch. Wyatt watched Luke interacting with his father, and was happy they had such a great bond.

Wyatt stayed behind the largest completed wall, hiding from the sun. “How’s progress?”

“The boat?” Blaze wiped his brow. “Not bad. They’re almost ready to test it.”

“Great,” Wyatt said. “It’ll be nice to move on to the Preserve.”

“I like it here,” Poe said. 

Julieta walked down the beach, her bare feet sinking into the hot sand. She did that for most of the day, plucking wildflowers or making castles. Wyatt didn’t speak Spanish, so only the robots could communicate with her, but she was wary of their presence, and often stuck to herself until it became dark. Then she clung to the light of the fire, not letting Blaze or Thor out of her sight. It seemed like she’d reverted to a younger child because of her harsh experiences in the aftermath of Static, and after losing her caregiver, Amelia, it had worsened. 

“So do I, kid.” Wyatt patted Poe on the shoulder and heard shouting. “Let’s check it out.”

Wyatt charged to the beach, hopping past a boulder, and he slid to a stop near the upended yacht. 

“Don’t remove that!” Anand shouted at Clarke. 

“Anand, trust us. We won’t let it capsize again,” Clarke said. 

“That panel is imperative to the structural integrity of the ship. One storm, and we’re dead...”

Clarke and Alan looked at one another, communicating nonverbally. It made Wyatt and the others uncomfortable. 

“Would you guys just talk?” Wyatt barked. 

“I apologize. We were discussing—”

Alan’s Rings spun, the blue light glowing at his chest. “We will ensure the boat doesn’t sink when we’re finished. Anand, perhaps you’d consider helping Blaze and Wyatt with the shelter?”

Anand turned red, and he kicked sand at Alan. “You ungrateful bucket of…” He sighed and nodded at the panel. “Go ahead. Just remember, I warned you.”

“Noted,” Alan said, and kept welding. 

Anand wandered off with them to the shaded section off the beach. “They’re a tough bunch to work with.”

“We can always use a set of hands,” Blaze suggested. 

Anand glanced at the stacked section of logs, and to the base of the walls. “What do you need me to do?”

As they hefted the dangerously heavy logs into place, Wyatt thought about Luna and the rest of their friends. He wished they could contact the Preserve to learn if they made it, but since the Static’s disappearance, the robots claimed there was no means to connect with the system, even with the satellite in orbit. 

Wyatt didn’t have any reason to distrust Clarke, but he’d become distant since coming to the island and meeting Alan. They shared a bond he could never understand, and although Clarke was a robot, Wyatt felt pushed to the side. 

“This is nicer than my parents’ cabin at the lake,” Anand murmured when the wall was complete. 

“That’s because you have the best home builder in Gossler on the job,” Luke said proudly. “And Wyatt too…”

Wyatt grinned, taking a drink of water. The island had a fresh water source, and when combined with the reverse osmosis filtration system from the boat, they’d be good on that front for some time. “Think we can take a break,” Wyatt said. “I’m going for a walk.”

“Luke and Poe, why don’t you guys entertain Julieta for a while?” Blaze asked. “She looks like she could use the company.”

“Sure, Dad.” Luke jumped to the beach, and Poe wordlessly followed. 

“It’s nice to have life around,” Wyatt told Blaze, while Anand sauntered to the yacht, surveying the robots’ work. 

“I always wanted to give him more than my childhood experience, and here we are… with nothing.”

“This…” Wyatt gestured at the island, “is better than what I had, so I can’t really complain about it.”

“Fair point, Wyatt.” They found Thor snoring under a coconut tree. Wyatt gazed up, making sure none of the fruit was about to drop on the man’s head. A group of green coconuts lay in a pile near Thor’s sprawled out form, suggesting he’d already cleared this one.

“Asleep on the job,” Blaze muttered. “Hope he didn’t do that when he was a truck driver.”

Wyatt crouched, taking the machete to hack at the fruit, eventually cutting the top off one. He took a swig, then offered the rest to Blaze, who finished the sweet water. They kept the rest, knowing they could dissect the meat from it later. “What do you think will happen?”

“With…” Blaze lifted an eyebrow. 

“Everything. Say we get to the Preserve… Anand wants to find a way to his Attractor in Antarctica. Does he expect us to come?”

“I’ll do what I can to help restore our planet. You?”

“Same here.” Wyatt pictured a world where they could begin anew, starting with their island haven. If they could ensure the Static was gone, and the portals sealed up, then they’d be free. 

“It’s tough to imagine you involved with the Vikas family,” Blaze said as they left an unconscious Thor. 

“Why?” Wyatt asked. 

“Because  you’re so… normal.”

“Isabel isn’t her father,” Wyatt said, feeling the need to stand up for her. With the recent revelation that she hadn’t, in fact, cheated on him, he wasn’t sure what to think about the woman. She’d visited another world and been sworn to secrecy. But that also proved her loyalty was to Garner, not Wyatt. She was willing to break it off with the ‘so-called’ love of her life to appease the ever-present shadow looming over their entire relationship. 

“No. I can tell you without a shred of humor that Luke’s nothing like me.” Blaze squinted at the sun. “But he’s a heck of a lot like his mother.”

“How did you two meet?”

“Riley?” Blaze’s gaze remained distant as he spoke, his tone lowering. “Coffee shop. You know how it goes in the movies? The woman’s bathing in light, while a romantic overture plays as the man sees her for the first time.”

Wyatt nodded. 

“This was the opposite. I bumped into her, because I was walking backwards, arguing with my pal about who the best pitcher the Rangers ever had was. I spilled a latte all down her blouse, and she cursed me out.”

“And that worked?” Wyatt asked. 

“After she stopped swearing, she stared at me and laughed. I glanced at her cup, seeing the name Miley written in black felt, which was clearly misspelled. It became a running joke, and to the end, I’d always label her gifts and flowers with Miley.” 

“Sorry she’s gone.”

“Me too, Wyatt.”

As they continued, Wyatt caught sight of something in the water. It was past the break, and he walked to the beach, kicking his shoes off to step into the ocean. “Blaze, tell me I’m seeing things.” He pointed at the tiny object and frowned. 

Blaze reacted first, diving into the water. Wyatt chased after him and heard a muted call for help. There was a person out there, and they were nearly drowning. 

He submerged, kicking with all his strength. When he popped up for air, he noticed Blaze a short distance ahead, swimming with powerful strokes. 

Wyatt’s eyes burned with the salt water, but he pressed on, doubting there was much time before the person sank. 

Blaze arrived on scene first. “Where did they go?”

Wyatt gasped for breath; his hair plastered to his face. He dove under, searching frantically. 

After three tries, Wyatt spotted the bright pink clothing, and returned with a woman. Blaze helped him carry her to shore, and they dragged her to the beach. Before they attempted CPR, she coughed and gargled water out. 

Wyatt sat, panting heavily, grateful she was okay. 

“Thank you,” she said. “I… I don’t know how…”

“You’re in the middle of nowhere,” Blaze told her. 

The woman got to her seat, wrapping her arms around herself in a protective action. “Who are you?” Her voice was wary, and Wyatt rose, backing up to give her space. 

“This might sound surprising, but we’re shipwrecked,” Wyatt said. 

“Why is that surprising?” she asked. 

“Is everything all right?” Clarke jogged over, giving shade to the rescued woman. 

She took one look at the robot and passed out, landing with a thud on the sand. 

She awoke after several minutes, surrounded by their curious group. Wyatt offered her water, and she took a seat in a folding chair once they escorted her to the camp. “You weren’t kidding about the shipwreck.”

The large yacht remained upended on the beach, and only Alan worked on it while she settled. 

“What’s your name?” Luke asked her. 

She seemed to relax once she saw the kids. “Haley.”

Everyone introduced themselves, and she brightened. “How did I get here?”

“Where are you from?” Thor inquired. 

“The Big Island.”

“That’s hundreds of miles away,” Clarke said. 

“I remember walking the beach after dinner. I was going to meet my boyfriend. The skies filled with…”

“Static,” Blaze finished. 

“Then I felt strange, and…” She looked at her hands, which were now normal. “I swam into the ocean.”

Luke did his best to describe what happened, with Anand cutting in occasionally to add some unnecessary jargon, and Haley took the information with grace. 

“Are we able to leave?” she asked them with a hint of hope. “I need to let Trevor know I’m not dead.”

Wyatt didn’t tell her that Trevor might well be at the bottom of the ocean. “That’s in the works.”

“We’re ready to test the boat.” Alan appeared behind their group, a wrench in his hand. 

“You must be a good luck charm,” Thor told Haley. “These guys have been on this thing for a week, and the moment you show up, it’s done. How serendipitous.” 

Wyatt dragged a long log from their stockpile, and once they had five lined up horizontally across the beach, the robots began winching and lifting the aft end so they could roll the yacht closer to the water. By the time they had it in the ocean, every muscle in Wyatt’s back ached, but it was worth it. 

“Is she holding?” Poe asked Alan, who stood on the deck, analyzing the results. 

“Yes. She’s buoyant,” he said. 

Wyatt glanced at the half-finished shelter and grinned. A boat implied they could travel to the Preserve, and that meant a reunion with Luna. 

“When do we go?” Luke asked. 

Blaze squeezed his son’s shoulder. “Right this very minute.”
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The track was just what she needed to blow off steam. Luna ran in college, almost daily, until her knee gave her trouble. By the time her injury healed, she was finished with school, ready to take on her first job at the New York Minute. Afterwards, she didn’t make time for it, and Luna had always regretted giving it up. Running took a certain type of focus, ignoring negative thoughts as you pounded the pavement, but this track was far more forgiving than the sidewalks surrounding her old school. 

The oval pathway circled around a basketball and tennis court. Four older people were currently playing doubles, laughing and cheering each other. Luna concentrated, her legs growing tired, but she had energy to burn. 

This was not what she’d expected at the end of the world. 

But didn’t they deserve it after all they’d endured to get to the Preserve? So much adversity. One of her professors would have claimed it built character, but she’d seen him perform at the Poetry Barn’s open mic night, and he’d lost all credibility with Luna. 

Luna rounded the bend and spotted Madame Lavinia leisurely walking toward the cafeteria. Luna waved, and the woman, now Lavie, plodded on. Behind her, Cathy, the recovered Altered woman, circumvented the walkway, trailed by a large group. Luna realized each of them were once Altered. They came from Barton Clives’ convoy. 

She finished the lap, slowing her pace, and stopped at the edge of the track, wondering where Cathy and the others were going. 

Luna grabbed her water bottle and dabbed her temples with a towel before draping it over her shoulder. Without trying to be obvious, she followed them down the path to an open field of grass. It had a few apple trees and various berry bushes planted along the corner, and their party wandered to the middle of the park, sitting in a circle. 

Cathy spoke, but Luna couldn’t make out her words. 

The people were all cross-legged, hands on thighs. Were they meditating? Luna stepped on a twig, and it snapped loudly, revealing her position near the orchard. Cathy’s gaze met hers, and Luna stood awkwardly, trying to act casual. She kept walking, as though she’d been passing through. 

“That was unsettling,” she whispered. 

“Luna!” Jack’s golf cart’s tires squealed as he braked in a hurry. He ran from the vehicle, hugging her. “I did it!”

“The robot?”

“Finished!” 

“Can I see?”

“Of course… I went to the track, but you were gone.”

Luna peered at the cluster and shook off her uneasiness. They’d probably formed some kind of support group. No one would understand what they’d endured but the Altered. They shared a bond that couldn’t be broken as a result. That’s all it is. 

Jack wasn’t usually an animated man, but he could barely contain himself as they drove to the maintenance facility. He rushed to the door, pressing the code, and ushered her down the rungs and into the basement. 

The robot looked similar to Clarke, but with a shinier veneer. He remained powered off, his chin tilted forward. 

“What’s his name?” Luna asked. 

“He doesn’t have one. The notes say he’s an automaton version 17.66, series 19.”

“Like Clarke,” she said. 

“Yes, I believe so.”

“Can you…” She strolled around the robot, and Jack nodded enthusiastically. 

“I was waiting for you to do the honors.” Jack handed her a tablet, and she inhaled before touching the icon on the screen. 

The robot whirred gently, and lights appeared in its dark eyes. “Hello.”

“Hi,” Luna said. “Do you have a name?”

“Negative. I haven’t been programmed yet.”

“Hmmm, Clarke and Verne are based on famous science fiction authors,” Luna said. “I’m afraid I don’t know that many…”

Jack laughed and tapped his chin. “What about Kurt?”

“Perfect,” she said, then addressed the robot. “You will be Kurt, if that’s acceptable?”

“Yes.”

“Do you require a Primary?”

“Yes.”

Luna and Jack shared a look. “Your Primary is Luna Wells,” Jack told Kurt. 

“Me?”

“You asked for this. I am but a shopkeeper,” Jack said with a smirk. 

“Then Jack Pickering is your Secondary, understood?”

“Affirmative. I have added voice control to my database,” Kurt advised. 

“Kurt, there are two others like you outside of our range. Can you sense them?” Luna asked. 

His eyes brightened, and his Rings spun, vibrating his chassis. A bolt fell from his elbow, and Jack shrugged sheepishly. “Whoops. Just a second.” He returned it into place, and secured it with a socket wrench. “Sorry about that.”

“I didn’t feel a thing,” Kurt assured him. 

“And the other robots?”

“I have their position.”

Luna almost hugged Kurt. “Where are they?”

Kurt walked over and reached for her tablet. She gave it to him, and a map appeared on the display, showing their location, and it zoomed out. A dot moved in the vastness of the Pacific. “It’s heading this way?”

“They are traveling at five knots.”

“That’s too slow,” Jack said. 

“I have connected with the one named Alan.”

Luna held her breath. “Is Wyatt with them?”

“Yes.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “Can you open a connection?” 

“Done.”

“Tell Alan to find Wyatt.”

“He is there,” Kurt said. 

“Wyatt, we’re at the Preserve. Are you okay?”

“Luna!” 

She burst into tears, smiling at the sound of his voice emerging from a speaker in Kurt’s mouth.

“We had a small issue with a capsizing yacht, but otherwise, we’re doing well.”

“Who’s we?”

“You’ll never believe this…”

“Try me,” she said. 

“With the Static gone, we couldn’t transport off the island, but Anand came with a few people, and we’re heading in your direction.”

“That’s amazing.”

“How’s Fantasy Island?”

“I think you’re going to like it.”

“Luna…”

“Yeah?” She glanced at Jack.. 

“I really miss you.”

She felt Jack’s stare. “Same here… just get here, will you?”

“We’re trying, but we can’t move quick. Give us a week.”

Another week. Luna wasn’t pleased with the delay, but she couldn’t do anything to help. 

“We have boats,” Jack said. 

She’d forgotten about Barton and the others. “Wyatt, is the yacht holding?”

“Yes, it is.” She presumed that was Alan’s voice. 

“Good. Just keep me updated. I’ll stay close to Kurt,” she said. 

“Kurt?” Wyatt asked. 

“We have another robot.”

“Cool,” someone else said on the other end, a kid if she judged it right. 

“I’m serious. We can try to intercept you if things go wrong,” Luna said. 

“Deal. Clarke’s suggesting we limit these talks, in case it draws… Static.”

“Okay.” Luna wished she could speak to him in private, but that would be impossible given that the means of communication was through two robots. 

“I’ll see you soon.”

“Goodbye,” she said, and Kurt’s Rings slowed, then stopped. 

Jack clapped his palms, rubbing them quickly. “That went well. Your friends are coming.”

Luna was happy, but their arrival would trigger other events, she was sure of it. They’d mentioned Anand and his Attractor they might use to capture the Static. But then what? 

She considered Isabel’s warning of the Static, and how it wasn’t an erratic energy, but an alien race. 

“Let’s go for a walk, Kurt.”

“Okay, Primary…”

“Call me Luna, please.”

“Yes… Luna.” Kurt trailed her, and all three of them headed outside. 

Clouds rolled in, but there was no sign of Static, giving her peace of mind. 

Her stomach growled, and Jack excused himself, saying he was late for a date with Trudy. 

Luna was alone with the robot, and she stared at him, not feeling the same connection as she had with Clarke. He didn’t seem to talk unless addressed. “Kurt, I’m going to have lunch. Will you escort me?”

“I will.”

They strode through the Preserve together, and everyone watched them with interest. It took twenty minutes until she stepped into the cafeteria, and everyone grew silent the moment they saw the robot at her side. 

They came upon Lavie sitting by herself. “Can we join you?”

The former fortune teller’s eyes were wide. “Who is this?”

“Kurt, meet Lavie.”

He extended his hand, but Lavie ignored it. 

“I’m not sure this was a good idea,” she said. 

“Why?” Luna reached for a chair, and Lavie gestured to the food. 

“Go get something to eat, child. Before all the good stuff’s gone. But take him with you.”

“Come on, Kurt.” 

Luna returned with a tuna salad sandwich on fresh-baked rye bread, and bit a quartered slice of pickle after sitting. “Would you tell me what’s going on in that head?”

Lavie swallowed and leaned closer. “I lied.”

“About what?”

“I said I no longer had visions, but the truth is…” Lavie went quiet when someone walked by. She continued after they passed. “I’ve seen even more since Wyatt saved me with the Mud.” 

Luna stopped mid-bite and set the sandwich down. “What do they show you?”

“Our destruction. The Preserve sinks. The robots… they kill us all,” she whispered. 

Luna glanced at Kurt, who stood upright, observing the exit. “But they’re programmed…”

“I’m telling you the truth. And those… things. The Static. It’s so terrible.” Lavie took her coffee cup with shaky fingers.  

“Do your visions always come true?” Luna didn’t know if she believed in clairvoyance, or whatever Lavie claimed to have. 

“No.”

“What if you’re witnessing one distinct possibility resulting from our inaction?” Luna asked. “We’re planning on stopping the Static and trying to help our people.”

“The Altered,” Lavie murmured, “are also dangerous.”

Luna thought about the group in the park earlier. “And?”

“They’re connected to the Static. I can see it in their eyes,” she breathed. 

Luna couldn’t comment, so she took a few bites of her sandwich, the run depleting her energy. “Wyatt’s on his way.”

Lavie used to be so boisterous about their relationship, but now she visibly winced. The woman placed her palm on Luna’s arm. “He really cares about you. Don’t let him go.”

Luna smiled, thanking Lavie for sharing her table. 

“… before it’s over,” she finished under her breath. 

She paused her step and turned to look at Lavie. “What was that?”

“Nothing, dear. Have a pleasant day.” Lavie rose, walked past her and Kurt, and exited the cafeteria. 

“What’s with her?” Xander asked from the sidewalk. 

“She’s been acting strange.”

Xander whistled and knocked on Kurt’s chest. “Hey, fella. Luna, I heard you were walking around with a robot bodyguard. Where can I get one?”

Xander moved toward Luna, and Kurt’s arm lifted, blocking him. 

“Kurt!” Luna reprimanded him, thinking about Lavie’s warning. They kill us all. She balked and turned to Kurt. “You don’t need to protect me. Not at the Preserve, okay?”

“Yes, Luna.”

“Creepy,” Xander muttered. “I was going to see if you wanted to grab lunch, but it looks like you already did that.”

Luna’s conversation with Lavie left her feeling off, and when she noticed Barton and Hilary near the pool, she had an idea. “Xander, care for a joyride?”

He smirked. “What do you have in mind?” 

Luna glanced at Barton and waved at the sea captain.
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Blaze woke in the middle of the night, wondering where he was. The cabin was dark, with only the slightest trickling of light from the crescent moon penetrating the windows. He sensed the shifting of the boat, and it all rushed back. He relaxed and sank into the pillow. 

Luke dozed on the next bunk, his arm dangling over the side. Poe was on the top, mumbling in his sleep. 

He thanked whoever was in charge upstairs for keeping his son safe. With so much chaos surrounding their every move, the pair of them had managed to get this far. He appreciated it unlike anything in his life before. 

Blaze heard Wyatt shift on the top bunk above him, and guessed the man wasn’t sleeping either. They’d contacted the Preserve through Alan, two days earlier, and that motivated their entire group. But traveling at such a slow speed made Blaze nervous. 

He slipped from the covers, landing his bare feet on the deck, and exited as quietly as he could. After a quick stop at the bathroom, Blaze crept through the yacht. Clarke and Alan usually stayed in the captain’s cabin, and he peered at it, seeing a light on. 

A door closed, drawing his attention, and Blaze went to the crew quarters, finding Thor and Anand sleeping soundly. Julieta was curled into a ball under her blankets. 

That left one person. Haley. 

Blaze listened, but the boat was silent. All he noticed was the splashing of the ocean against the hull as they cut toward the Preserve. It was a beautiful night, the air fresh and the skies clear. He searched for Haley on the top deck, but there was no sign of her. 

“Where is she?” Blaze peered in on the robots, both sitting lifelessly. No Haley. 

After checking the rear decks, he advanced into the middle of the boat. He came to the engine room, the placard on the door marking it as such. His heart beat faster as he reached for the handle, and when he opened the door, Haley was inside. She held a crowbar near a complex panel of blinking lights. 

“What are you doing?” he shouted, and Haley smashed the box. 

Before Blaze could try to intervene, she crashed the heavy metal bar into the panel three more times, sending sparks everywhere. The electrical system popped and flames appeared as he tackled her, the crowbar clanging loudly to the deck. Fire started on the base of the panel, spreading to the next one beside it. 

“Why?” Blaze demanded, but when he looked into Haley’s eyes, he understood. Static filled them, and a maniacal grin formed as she struggled to bite his arm. 

“I must stop you…” She shoved Blaze with more strength than her slight frame should have been able to muster, and he slammed into the wall. The fire intensified, and the engine’s rumble ended, the mechanical parts seizing. Smoke rose along the bulkhead, lingering on the ceiling, and Haley stood over him, the metal rod in her grip again. 

Static sparked in her sockets, and she raised the bludgeoning weapon. 

Bang. Bang. 

Shock filled her expression, and she glanced at her chest, where blood began to blossom. The Static vanished, and it was once again Haley as she fell to the floor, grunting in pain. 

Alan was in the doorway, and Clarke rushed around him while the system’s sprinklers kicked on, sending water over the growing fire. Clarke used a fire extinguisher alongside the sprinkler heads, and soon the flames were suppressed. Blaze rolled Haley to her back, his entire body soaked, but it was too late. 

Clarke found a way to shut the water off, and the robots assessed the damage. “The engines are off.”

“But you can repair them?” Blaze asked. 

“Maybe. She destroyed a multitude of circuits, and we don’t have any replacement parts,” Clarke said. 

“Why did this happen?” 

“Static…” 

Alan nodded, as if he understood, and the duo got to work. 

Anand entered after a few minutes, with Wyatt on his tail. They gazed at the damage, then at the dead body, and assaulted him with questions. Once everyone had been roused, Blaze described the scene on the top deck. When they returned to the engine room, all that remained of Haley was the stain of blood. 

“What did you do with her?” Thor demanded. 

“I disposed of Haley’s remains,” Alan said. 

“You ditched her body into the water?” Wyatt asked. 

“Yes.” The robot turned to the panel. 

Blaze cleared his throat and shrugged. “What else were we supposed to do?” 

“We’re not even halfway there,” Luke said, rubbing his eyes. 

They left the robots, and Blaze caught the first hint of dawn in the east. Soon, the sun was above the horizon, casting its voluminous glow over the seas. 

“Dad, does this mean that the Altered can’t be trusted?” Luke watched the waves in the distance, and Blaze spied a whale flanking them. Their boat drifted aimlessly without the engines on. 

“I told you this would happen.” Anand paced the top deck. “I was hoping we’d have more time, but it seems we’re too late.”

“For what?” Wyatt asked. 

“To save them. We must travel to my Attractor so we can bring the Altered to the South Pole, and the Static. I’d intended on discovering a way to separate the Static from the Altered, but I doubt we’ll have the luxury.”

“What will we do instead?” Poe cracked a soda can, sipping it loudly. 

“We’ll have to kill them, or we’ll never have peace.”

Anand’s dire words sent a shiver down Blaze’s spine, but he didn’t argue. He’d seen the look in Haley’s eyes, and knew firsthand what a danger the Altered were. 

“Dad…”

“Yes, son?”

“I think the boat’s sinking,” Luke whispered, and Blaze peered past the railing. 

“Just perfect.”




____________




Wyatt had fears like everyone, but drowning was at the top of the list. He’d worn floatation devices in the kiddie pool as a small child, which was for the best, because his mother could never be found once he settled into the water. He’d combated that by joining the swim team for a single year as a freshman in high school, but he’d dropped out after coming in last for most races. Winning wasn’t the point. He’d grown in confidence, but those fears crept back into the forefront of his mind as the yacht slowly sank. 

“Any luck?” Anand called over the railing, and Clarke appeared, drops falling from his smooth cranium. 

“We patched it to the best of our ability.”

“And the engines?” Blaze barked. 

“Alan is working on the problem.”

Anand blinked, staring at Clarke. “I have an idea.”

“Enlighten us.” Clarke climbed the rope, getting to the deck. 

“Verne…” Anand gestured to the access panel on the robot. 

“What about him?” Wyatt inquired. 

“His circuit board is filled with components we could use to fix the issue,” Anand said triumphantly. 

“But…” Clarke stood tall, facing the man from two feet away. “He will no longer exist.”

“Clarke, he’s already nothing more than a circuit board. Wouldn’t Verne want to sacrifice himself to save us?” 

Wyatt glanced at the hull, noticing that they’d lowered another few inches. He swallowed and nodded with Anand. “He’s right. You’d do the same thing.”

“Perhaps,” Clarke uttered. 

Since meeting Alan, Clarke seemed different, and Wyatt was suddenly worried Clarke would side with his robot counterpart in place of the humans. 

“I agree.” Clarke pressed the panel open, removing the section of Verne’s insides, and handed it to Anand. “Please, be respectful.”

“Have I been anything but?”

“No,” Clarke agreed. 

They trailed off, heading to the middle of the ship for the engine room. 

“That was close,” Luke said. “I sure hope they get the panel working.” 

“We have a tender,” Thor reminded them. 

Wyatt gazed at the small boat, and tried to imagine everyone in their group, along with the weight of the two robots, and doubted it would hold for long. 

The moment Wyatt heard shouting, he raced through the corridors, with Blaze at his heels. 

“I do not believe we should sacrifice Verne,” Alan said bluntly, blocking the damaged control system. 

Anand protectively held the technology that made up Verne to his chest. 

Blaze paced past Wyatt and lifted a hand. “Alan, listen to me.”

Alan’s eyes burned brighter, and he tilted his chin. “Yes, Blaze.”

“We’re sinking a hundred miles from any sort of land. At this rate, we’ll be up to our necks in water within the hour. I have my son with me. I won’t allow him to die,” Blaze said slowly. 

“I don’t wish that either, Blaze.”

“Then step aside and let Anand fix the engines. Give us a shot,” Blaze pleaded. 

This was it, a pivotal moment, and Wyatt tensed, unsure what the outcome would be. Alan seemed different from Clarke, a rogue soldier with his own agendas. He tried to imagine the robot attacking Garner Vikas twice, but never killing him. Garner had a four-leaf clover where the sun didn’t shine. 

“Alan…” Luke entered. “Please. We’re not done saving the world yet.”

That sold it. Alan wordlessly moved from his position, allowing Anand space. 

“Thank you,” Blaze told Alan. 

“I appreciate you, Blaze and Luke. Sorry, but I never had the chance to meet Verne. I’d been looking forward to it,” Alan said. 

Wyatt recalled Clarke’s reaction when he’d buried Verne’s components outside of Parachute, Colorado, and initiating the very human ritual of a funeral. They were interesting machines. Wyatt left them to it and approached the main deck. 

“Thor, gather what supplies we might need for two days on the tender,” Wyatt suggested. “Poe, would you give me a hand?”

Poe snapped a salute. “Yes, sir.”

Julieta went with Thor, her gaze constantly set on the water. 

Clarke returned a while later. “One of the engines is on, but we won’t be hurrying. We can aim for the final destination, drifting near enough to make the rest of the trip in the tender.”

Wyatt felt the rumbling of the engine on the deck, and the boat began traveling again. “Can you reach Kurt?”

“No, we’ve lost connection.”

“Why?”

“I cannot access the satellite at all.”

“And the Static?” Wyatt pointed up. 

“It must be collecting elsewhere. I haven’t seen it for days,” Clarke admitted. 

Wyatt glanced at the ocean, noticing the rail was another foot closer. “I hope this works.”

With dusk approaching, Wyatt prayed it wouldn’t be their last sunset.
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“I still have no contact with Alan,” Kurt said, startling Luna awake. 

Xander slept on the bunk across from hers, and Luna sat up, brushing hair from her face. “What?”

“Alan’s gone dark.”

“Would you tell your alarm clock to pipe down?” Xander grumbled. 

“What happened?” Luna gazed at the rising sun from the small cabin on the Adonis. Barton had been thrilled to bring them on an adventure, and of course, the lovely Hilary had joined their party, playing consummate hostess. 

Luna had been shocked to learn they’d only met after the arrival of the Mud and Static. The duo seemed destined for one another. 

“Alan relayed there was an issue with the engines, and then nothing,” Kurt informed them. 

“But you have their last location?” Xander was up, slipping into a pair of jeans. 

“Yes.”

“I’ll give the coordinates to Barton, and we’ll rescue them.” Xander stopped in the doorway. “Good instincts, Luna.”

She forced a smile, but couldn’t shake the fear that Wyatt and Clarke were dead in the water, with a yacht that had recently sunk. 

They found the captain already on deck, clutching a cup of coffee. He offered them some from a thermos, and they gladly accepted while sharing the news. 

“I can push it, but we’re still a day away,” Barton said. 

The hours passed by slowly, and Luna tried to distract herself with one of Barton’s many well-worn paperback spy thrillers. She stopped after reading a paragraph five times, still not recalling what the passage said. 

The sun was much higher, lowering to the west, and she caught sight of Barton at the wheel, his eye pressed to a telescope. She smiled, thinking what a marvelous pirate he’d make in an old movie. 

“We found them,” he advised, passing her the scope.

The boat was crowded and looked to be meant for ushering people in much smaller groups. She spotted Wyatt but didn’t recognize the rest. “They’re alive,” she whispered. 

Xander stood with her as he gripped the railing. “Good thing we came, isn’t it? That’s quite the intuition.”

Luna was wordless, her heart hammering in her chest at the sight of their friends. And Wyatt.

Barton’s boat let out a long wail, like a foghorn, and Luna waved at the tender as they grew closer. The look of surprise on the passengers’ faces was priceless. Now that they were within a reasonable range, she noticed the robots were in the water, hanging on to the sides. Two boys sat with a young girl, and there were two other men Luna didn’t recognize. They all watched with desperation as Barton slowed his boat, intersecting the tender. Its engine sputtered and stopped, and Clarke climbed onto it, grabbing hold of the rope Barton offered them. 

One by one, the survivors boarded Adonis, and Luna rushed to Wyatt as he staggered toward her. “You came for us,” he said. 

“You’re kind of important to me.” Luna kissed him, fully aware that everyone was staring. 

Wyatt smirked when they separated, and she kissed him again. “You’re safe now.”

“I’m not sure about that,” one of the other men said. He was a little older than them, with a tanned face and a few days’ worth of stubble. His finger lifted to the west where dark clouds formed, Static flashing between them. 

“Which direction is it heading?” Hilary asked. 

Barton paused to analyze their situation. “We should bypass it. I wouldn’t worry.”

Luna knew the Static storms could have a mind of their own, but kept it to herself. This moment deserved to be celebrated.

“Luna!” A teenage boy jumped over, giving her a hug. “I can’t believe you’re here.” He turned to Xander, bumping fists with him. “Xander too!”

“Glad to see you kicking, Poe,” Xander told him. “We had no clue what happened after the Static grabbed you.”

“He went to the alien world, where I met him,” the other boy said. “I’m Luke. My dad, Blaze, and Alan came to find me.”

“It’s a pleasure, Luke. Blaze.” Luna smiled at the father and son, shaking their hands. 

“Thor.” The man looked weather-beaten, his eyes shrouded in lines, his hair gray. But Thor’s face had a kind disposition. “We’ve heard good things about you… from Poe first, then Wyatt.”

“Hey, Thor,” she said. Luna glanced at the young girl. “And who’s this?” 

“Julieta’s Mexican,” Luke said. “She only speaks Spanish.” 

“Hola. ¿Como estas?” Xander asked. 

“Soy buena,” she replied sheepishly. 

“I’m your captain, Barton Clives, and this dazzling mermaid is Hilary. We’re on my ship, the Adonis, aptly named for myself, wouldn’t you say?” He winked at Hilary, who just smirked. Barton leaned toward Luke, and tapped his shoulder with an elbow. “It means a very handsome young man.” 

“You do remember a wild boar gutted that Adonis guy, right?” Luke asked. 

Barton averted his gaze. “As I was saying, we’ll escort you to the Preserve. Static storm be damned.”

The second robot lingered near the railing, and Luna watched him survey the deck. Her own automaton lingered in the shadows by the cabin. His eyes glowed, and Alan’s did too, making her wonder if they were silently communicating. 

“You look well, Luna,” Anand Shaan said. 

“And you… were lost at sea.” Luna patted his forearm. Only a month ago, she’d coerced Anand into meeting her for coffee as she investigated Nu En’s mysterious project, and now, they were reunited in a boat, halfway across the world. 

“I’m sorry about everything,” he said. 

“What, the whole tricking me to attend the Static event?”

Anand nodded. “It was Garner’s idea.”

“What was that all about? Really?” The others were getting a tour from Hilary, and Wyatt chatted with Xander at the back of the group. He peered over his shoulder, probably making sure she was okay, and Luna gave Wyatt a wave. 

“Okay, we’ve learned a lot in the last couple of weeks. I knew some of it, but Alan had the most information.”

“Tell me,” she murmured. 

Anand took a lengthy inhale and started. “Garner never fully understood what would happen when he activated the Rings. I don’t believe he meant to destroy anything. He actually thought he’d created the better mousetrap. That his Rings would harness the Static and control them.”

“Them?” Luna recalled Isabel’s words about meeting the aliens… the Static. 

“Static is a living thing.”

“So I’ve heard. Isabel was there… with Garner.”

Anand’s face couldn’t hide his shock. “That’s news.”

“Keep going,” she prompted. 

“Garner concocted a plan to profit from Mud. He wanted to collect Mud the day after revealing Static, and bring Evelyn with a helicopter to LA, where they’d show the world the power of the healing elixir. Garner didn’t guess that Mud would come to our planet. He just wanted to breach a lane to it through the Static.”

“That’s deplorable,” she whispered. 

“But very on point for Garner Vikas, if you’d known him as I do… did…”

“Is he…” Luna waited. 

“He’s gone. Evelyn tried to kill me, and Alan protected me. This entire process has been messy, and careless. I heard you were with Karla Dash at the end…”

“She gave me something to help Clarke,” Luna said. “She didn’t allow herself to be transformed.”

“Karla was my best friend.” Anand gazed over the rail at the water. Their tender dragged behind the Adonis, rising and falling with the waves. 

“Garner wanted to access this second world, the one with the Rings, to bring Mud home to sell?”

“Imagine the line-ups and preorders. People would freeze the stuff, waiting to use it on a broken limb, or to heal a dying family member. Even bringing someone back from the grave,” he said. “But there could be complications.”

“Like what?” Luna asked. 

“There isn’t enough data. We found an Altered on our island. Haley came from the ocean and became human after weeks at sea. As we all slept, she sabotaged our boat.”

“What are you implying?” Luna demanded.

“That the Altered might not be in control of themselves,” he said. 

“Who is guiding them?”

Anand pointed to the west, at the thick black Static storm. Blue energy flashed through the system. “Static.”

“We have a group of Altered at the Preserve,” she told him. 

“Then we’d better make sure we keep a close eye on them,” he suggested. 

“Xander was dead,” she said while the tour ended. 

Anand appeared thoughtful. “There’s nothing to suggest any issues with that. I’ve used the Mud to heal. Everyone has at this point.”

“I did too. I hid from the creatures by coating my body in it.”

He nodded solemnly. “Then we’ll be fine.” 

Her lips finally formed a smile. “I guess I finally got my interview.”

“Yes. I’d prefer to remain anonymous, if you don’t mind,” he joked. 

The group returned, and Luna realized they must be starving. “Hilary, will you cook a celebratory dinner with me?”

She glowed at the idea and ushered Luna below deck to the galley. They spent an hour boiling potatoes, mixing greens, and grilling chicken, all supplies donated by the Preserve on their departure. The smell filled the air, and soon Wyatt was checking on them. “Anything I can do to help?”

“Set the table?”

The dining table was far too small for a group their size, but with the three robots above on deck, they made it work. Barton cracked a couple of fine bottles of wine, stowed in a secreted cupboard near the stove, and they took the opportunity to get to know one another. Luna kept her eye on the storm, and Barton had been correct. As they headed north, it skirted by their position. The skies cleared and filled with countless stars. 

“And that’s our story,” Blaze finished. 

“Amazing,” Luna said. “I’m sorry about everything that happened to you guys. And for losing Amelia and Lacey. They sounded like good people.”

“And you… for surviving Manhattan in the aftermath. We were in Gossler, Texas, so I can’t imagine seeing those monsters in the streets like that, plus the hordes of Altered,” Blaze told her. 

“It wasn’t easy,” Wyatt agreed. “I was just lucky to have Mara with me. She’s on the island with her daughter, Harper, and her two kids. Everett is a little younger than you, Luke.”

“Cool,” he said. 

“I’ll tell you what,” Thor said, swirling his wine in the cup like a connoisseur. “I could use a week’s vacation.”

“Same here,” Blaze added. “A few days by the pool sounds nice.”

Anand shattered their dreams. “We don’t have time for vacations.” 

“Come on, man.” Thor downed the wine. “You can’t be serious.”

“Without the Attractor, we’ll never salvage our planet.”

“What a buzz kill,” Thor muttered. 

“Where are our mechanical friends?” Xander asked after another ten minutes of discussion. 

“On the deck, I think,” Barton replied. 

Our destruction. The Preserve sinks. The robots… they kill us all. Madame Lavinia’s predictions flashed into Luna’s thoughts, and she hoped the woman was only imagining things. 

“I don’t know about you, but once we clean up, I could use some sleep.” Blaze rose first, clearing plates, and Luke jumped to help. Barton sat with his feet on the coffee table, and he gently snored as they departed. 

Luna was beyond grateful they’d found Wyatt, and soon they’d be at the Preserve, ready to take the next steps to protecting their future.
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“How great is this place?” Luke ran farther down the pathway, stopping to view the flower garden. “They thought of everything!”

Blaze didn’t know where the kid found all that energy, but he appreciated that Luke was so invested in the Preserve. They’d arrived late in the night, and hadn’t had a chance to explore. Now they were taking a solo tour, exploring every inch of the island, if Luke had any say. 

The residences were comfortable, with minimalist design elements. Luke and Blaze each had their own bedrooms and shared a bathroom. They’d also visited a warehouse filled with supplies and clothing. Blaze sported black joggers with a white t-shirt. He glanced around, seeing many in similar outfits. 

Blaze felt a lump in his throat as he searched their new home. Yesterday, they’d been sinking at sea, with Blaze holding Luke while he thought they might die. Their luck was bound to run out. 

Luke glanced past the garden. “Wyatt!” he called.

Wyatt grinned and waved them over. He lingered with a pair of women, the older holding a tablet as she spoke animatedly. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

Blaze nodded his chin. “Good morning.”

“This is Mara. She’s the one responsible for keeping me alive in Manhattan on ‘the night.’ This is Blaze and his son, Luke.”

“Mara, it’s a pleasure,” Blaze said. 

“We’ve heard a lot about your adventures,” the younger woman said. Blaze stared into her eyes, drawn to the amber color of them. “Where are my manners?” She extended her hand. “I’m Harper.” 

When they shook, Blaze experienced an instant spark, and probably held on for a moment too long. She had a shock of white at the front of her hair, and it suited her. 

“Wyatt told me you have two sons?” Luke prompted, and Blaze snapped his gaze away. 

“Yes. Johnny and Everett.”

“Do you know where they went?”

“The kids are usually at the pool or playing basketball,” Harper suggested. 

Luke watched Blaze for a reaction. “Go find them, son. But bring Poe and Julieta too.”

“I will.” Luke ran off. 

Blaze didn’t like letting Luke out of his sight, but they were literally fenced in on an island. 

“I was just telling them about our encounter with the Altered woman,” Wyatt said. 

Mara frowned at the news. “This has to be dealt with sooner than later.”

“Dealt with?” Blaze asked. 

“We have Altered… or those that were Altered before they mutated back to humans. If they turn like your friend did, we’re in a world of danger. What if they sabotage the Preserve? What will we do then?”

“Mom’s right,” Harper added. “They can’t be allowed on their own.”

Blaze wondered how everyone would react to them imprisoning the Altered. “Can we keep an eye on them?”

“There are too many to watch diligently,” Mara said. 

Someone shouted, and Blaze sprinted toward the commotion, concerned for his son. The group was in a park, half of them sitting on the grass, while Alan, Clarke, and Kurt stalked through the field. 

“What’s this?” Wyatt whispered. 

“I guess the robots are taking it into their own hands,” Mara commented. 

“This is a bad precedent to set.” Wyatt started forward, but Blaze lifted a finger, getting him to pause. 

“Let’s see what they say.” Blaze had been around Alan for weeks, and thought he knew him, but there were other times he guessed Alan regarded Blaze as a means to an end. Since the robots had found one another, they’d become even more isolated. Now there were three, since Luna had activated Kurt to track their location in the ocean, which Blaze was eternally grateful for. They might not be alive if she’d failed to do so. 

A woman stood her ground, stalking to intersect the trio. “Why are you bullying us?”

“We aren’t,” Clarke said. “You were all Altered, correct?”

The rest of the group made it to their feet, standing in a triangle formation, which in itself was odd. 

“Yes, we share the bond,” the lady said. 

“That’s Cathy,” Wyatt whispered. “Luna and I found her on the coast during her transformation.”

“What is the purpose of your meeting?” Alan asked. 

“We’ve been through a traumatic event, and it’s important to talk about it. You wouldn’t understand,” Cathy told him. “None of you ever could.” She shouted the last bit to the growing crowd. 

“What’d I miss?” Thor jogged over with Luna and Xander, and they all looked confused. 

Before Blaze could fill him in, Clarke stepped closer to Cathy. “I place you all into quarantine, where you will be studied until we can decide whether it’s safe to have you roaming the island.”

Cathy gasped, her hand flying to her mouth. “You can’t do that!”

“Who will stop us?” Alan asked. 

Blaze had a sinking sensation in his stomach when he noticed Luke and the other kids arriving, Poe whispering with Luke. 

“This isn’t fair. We haven’t done anything!” another of the Altered yelled. “We’re human, like you.”

“Maybe,” Alan said. “Do you reject our order?” He lifted a gun, and the crowd began to murmur. 

“Stop what you’re doing!” Luna walked past Blaze, and Wyatt caught up. 

The robots turned to face the newcomers. “Luna, this is for your protection,” Clarke said. 

“You don’t decide what’s best for our people,” she told him. “What’s the matter with you three? Stalking around the island carrying weapons and demanding obedience by force. If you’re not careful, you’ll be dismantled and sitting on the shelves, locked away for good.”

Alan crept a few feet closer to Luna. “Is that a threat?”

Blaze couldn’t believe his ears. “Alan, stand down!” He’d watched from the sidelines long enough. 

“Blaze, this doesn’t concern you.”

“Yes, it does.” Blaze ran to the group and extended his arm. “Give me the gun.”

Alan glanced at it, then at Blaze, and for a split second, Blaze imagined the robot pulling the trigger. Instead, he flipped it around, offering the handle. Blaze sighed in relief, and checked the chamber, finding it loaded. 

“I do not require a weapon,” Alan said. He grabbed hold of Cathy’s wrist and dragged the screaming woman with him. 

The other Altered tried to intervene, but was struck across the face with a heavy metal arm. He was flung to the grass, while more tackled Alan. 

“Stop this insanity!” Anand appeared, clutching his tablet. 

Alan released the woman, and she fell to her knees, crying. “Anand Shaan, you do not want to do this.”

Clarke and Kurt remained still, as if passive bystanders. 

Anand had bags under his eyes, and Blaze assumed he’d been up all night, trying to reconcile his plan for the Attractor. “I believe we can save these people.”

“We don’t need saving,” Cathy managed to croak out. 

“Yes, you do.” Anand motioned to Clarke. “Can you please activate your Rings?”

Clarke stared at the Nu-En executive. “Why?”

“I require a volunteer.” Anand observed the Altered, and a young man lifted his arm. 

“I’ll do it.”

“Do what?” Cathy demanded. 

“Everyone step aside. At least fifty feet,” Anand said, and they all backed off, except the volunteer. “What’s your name, son?”

“Lionel.”

“Lionel, Clarke is going to activate his Rings, so you’ll tell us if you feel anything strange, okay?”

The guy shrugged, then nodded. 

When Clarke was isolated from the Altered, he started the Rings, the blue energy crackling from his chest. Lionel didn’t flinch as he observed the Static. “Is anything supposed to…” His spine straightened, and his eyes flashed blue. 

Anand grimaced and brought a finger up. “Lionel, how many fingers am I holding up?”

“Gah…”

“Just as I thought. The Static controls them.” 

Lionel lashed out, attempting to strike Anand, but Clarke caught his arm. Cathy tried to rush to the boy’s rescue, but Blaze restrained her. “Don’t come any closer or you’ll be under the Static’s control too.” The warning worked, and the Altered walked even farther from Clarke. His Rings ceased, the Static fading, and Lionel gasped, keeling over. 

“I’ve had my suspicions the Altered are affected by the Static. Lionel, can you recall anything?”

Lionel’s eyes were lined with red veins. “They were speaking to me with images.”

Blaze’s arm hair stood on end. “What did they say?” 

“There was a group of us marching across a desolate wasteland.”

“Was it on Earth?” Wyatt asked. 

“No. There were hundreds of those Rings nearby.”

Blaze and Luke shared a glance. 

Anand thanked Lionel, and he returned to his friends, who gathered around him, whispering their apologies for what he’d endured. They waited for the forthcoming announcement. 

Blaze lingered with Mara, Harper, Anand, Luna, and Wyatt, while the three robots stayed between the two groups. “What’s the move, Anand?”

He stared at the tablet, then at the former Altered. “The robots had the right idea, but obviously with poor execution. The Altered can’t be trusted to walk the island freely. I’d suggest we place them under a form of house arrest. I’ll need to run some tests…”

“Experiment on them?” Blaze didn’t like the sound of that. 

“Nothing that will harm them. If I’m to draw the Static to the South Pole using my Attractor, we know it will also bring the Altered. Personally, I don’t wish to face an army of Static-controlled people, do you?” Anand asked. 

“Of course not,” Luna said. 

“Are we all in agreement?” Anand inquired, and Blaze was the last to nod in accord. 

“Who wants to enforce it?” Luna looked from one to the other. 

“The people already view me with distrust,” Anand reminded them. “I’ll do it.” He stepped away, passing by Alan, and Blaze observed while he quietly relayed their decision to Cathy and her allies. They seemed to accept the request with little opposition.

They were escorted by Clarke and Kurt, with Alan remaining behind. “Blaze, I apologize for my behavior. I only intended to protect you and Luke.”

“Please don’t let it happen again,” Blaze reprimanded. He noted how the crowd eyed Alan with suspicion, and Blaze received a few glares as well, because of his association with the robot. If Alan had been willing to concede his weapon to Blaze, he guessed they considered him a threat. That he was responsible for Alan’s actions. Before he could clear the air, everyone dispersed.

“Dad,” Luke said, plodding over. 

“What is it?”

“You’re going to be leaving, aren’t you?” he asked. 

“Anand has requested that I join him, yes.”

“Can I come?” Luke asked. 

“No, son. You’ll need to be safe.”

“Damn it, Dad.” Luke kicked at a pebble, sending it skittering across the sidewalk. “This sucks.”

Blaze had expected a bigger argument. “Why don’t you guys go back to the pool? There’s nothing left to see.” He smiled at Luke, and without another word, the boy ran off with Poe at his heels. 

“We’ll need to leave soon,” Wyatt said. 

“You’re coming?” Blaze asked. 

“Don’t see why not.” Wyatt gazed at the horizon. “I’d love to help bottle up the Static.”

Blaze caught Harper’s eye, and he decided that life was too short. “Excuse me, Wyatt.” 

He strolled near Harper and Mara, and the woman’s mother must have seen the expression on his face. 

“I have business elsewhere.” Mara excused herself, leaving them alone. 

“What is it, Blaze?” Harper asked. 

“Would you care for a cup of coffee?” 

Harper lit up, her smile instantly improving his mood. “I’d love one.”
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Wyatt woke from the pounding at the door, but he lay there, thinking it was part of his dream. He and Luna were rowing a boat, the oars slapping the water, as they struggled to reach the shore, without success. The knocking sounded in time with the paddles cutting into the waves. The vision was so real, he sensed water on his neck, the wind chapping his cheeks. 

He finally rolled from bed and crossed the room, unlocking the door. It was Luna in a white bathrobe. “Luna…”

They’d been on the verge of a relationship for some time, but were sticking to their own bedrooms. It was mostly because Isabel was right down the hall, not to mention Luna’s nieces were always around. She didn’t want to bump into them leaving his suite in the morning, and having to explain anything. 

“Wyatt, I heard from Mara… we’re supposed to meet at the control room.”

Wyatt’s heart beat faster. “Is it bad news?”

“She wouldn’t say. Just that I had to bring you.”

Darcy was in the hall, dressed in sweats, and Wyatt slipped into his own, not even bothering with shoes. “Hey.”

“Good morning,” Wyatt told Darcy. “You have any idea what’s going on?”

Darcy shook his head and started walking. “Not a clue.”

They exited the building, and Wyatt felt the raindrops, reminding him of the reoccurring dream he’d been woken from. Rain gathered in puddles on the sidewalks, making him regret not bringing shoes, but he was committed now. 

The building was a bit of a hike from the residences, but they found it in a few minutes. The exterior lights were on, making the structure resemble a beacon on the dark island. They turned the lamp-posts off after midnight to conserve power, since it was in limited supply without using Rings. Garner had placed enough solar panels on the craggy corner of the island to keep things running almost permanently, but there was good reason to be cautious. 

Wyatt ran a hand through his damp hair when they entered. Blaze sat with his son, Luke. Mara and Harper were present, Mara the oldest one in the room, eyeing everyone nervously. Jack Pickering, the closest thing they had to an expert on the Preserve, was seated at the main computer. 

Luna walked closer. “Are we supposed to be seeing something?”

Anand emerged from the shadows, a cup of coffee in his grip. He sipped it and pointed to the screen. “Jack’s found an issue.”

Wyatt stared at the map of the world, the familiar continents laid out flat on the image. “That’s Earth. What specifically are we looking for?”

“Wyoming.” Mara gestured to the boxy state. 

Luna tapped her toes impatiently. “You woke us up to give a geography lesson?”

“We’ve been scanning for other signs of Rings. Garner had one built in New Mexico, as Blaze and I can attest to,” Anand said, Blaze muttering under his breath. “We shut them off, and there should be no more readings, but the satellites are registering something out of place in Wyoming.”

“Like…?” Wyatt asked. 

“I believe someone’s testing another set of Rings there,” Anand finished. 

“Damn it.” Wyatt glanced around. “Where are the robots?”

“I didn’t ask them to join us,” Anand said bluntly. 

“You don’t trust them?” 

“We’re going to require their help, but no, I don’t.” Anand set a palm on the desk. “Jack, can you zoom?”

“Sure thing.” Jack tapped the mouse, focusing on Wyoming. “The test didn’t continue long enough for the satellite to lock in, but it was within this 120-mile radius.”

Wyatt thought back and remembered an important detail of his previous relationship. “We have to bring Isabel in.”

“I’m not comfortable with Isabel attending these meetings,” Mara warned. 

“She’s not working with him.” Wyatt realized he’d spoken too loudly, and lowered his voice. “She might know where he’s hiding out, if it is Garner.”

“Do it,” Mara said, and Harper exited the control room. She returned ten minutes later with a groggy Isabel. Her hair was in a bun, and she rubbed her eyes, looking from person to person. 

“What do you need from me?” she asked, and noticed Anand’s coffee. “And where can I get one of those?”

“Isabel, does your dad own a place in Wyoming?” Wyatt poured himself a cup, leaving it black, and made another for Luna and Isabel while he was at it. 

“Wyoming?”

“Come on, Isabel. Think about it.”

“I do like to ski there. Or I did.” Isabel took a sip, and her brows lifted suddenly. “Yes, Daddy has a house. Sorry, I was half asleep. It’s on the water at Jackson Lake. There are a handful of mountains with ski resorts. He told me it was an excellent investment, but he never let me go with my friends. Come to think of it, I only visited the house with him.”

“And you didn’t find that odd?” Wyatt asked. 

“I thought he wanted to spend time with his daughter.”

“And did he?”

“Not really. I’d go skiing, and he’d disappear into his office for hours at a time.”

“Anand, could Garner have built a last set of Rings there?” Luna asked. 

“I wouldn’t have believed he had one near Santa Fe. If I hadn’t seen that with my own two eyes, I’d have answered no. But it’s possible,” Anand said. 

The display flashed, and Anand shooed Jack from the seat, taking it over. “He’s doing it again.”

“Doing what?” Isabel demanded. “Is it Daddy? He’s alive?”

“There’s a person in Wyoming attempting to power the Rings on.” Anand winced when the results came back inconclusive. “The radius shrank. If he keeps testing, we can dial it in.”

“We already know where he is.” Wyatt poked a finger at Jackson Lake, which centered on the radius given on the screen. “He has to be stopped.”

“With what resources?” Blaze asked. “We have to get to Antarctica to use the Attractor.”

“Even if you capture the Static, this new Ring could break us wide open again, letting more Static in.” Wyatt paced behind the desk, almost spilling his coffee. “We should split up and finish both tasks at the same time.”

“Come on, Wyatt. Blaze is right. There’s no way we can travel to the South Pole and Wyoming without…” Luna stopped short. “Anand, the robots claim we can’t use the Static, right?”

“As far as I know,” he confirmed. 

“What about the hangar?” Jack asked. 

“Hangar?” Anand looked confused. 

“That’s where the helicopters and boats are being held.”

“I already checked the building,” Anand said. “It had supplies in it, but no vehicles.”

Jack’s brow scrunched up, and he broke into a smile. “That’s because you were working off the old iteration of the manifest.” He typed on the keyboard, replacing the image of Wyoming with a blueprint of the island. “I downloaded this when I realized there were a few discrepancies in the system. It was linked to the local server, not the satellite.”

“I’ll be…” Anand clapped his palms together. “This changes everything.”

“Jack, should we discuss the other area we discovered?” Luna asked. 

This time, Jack’s enthusiasm faltered. “I’ll leave that up to you.”

Wyatt knew Luna, and she seemed nervous to share this information. “There wasn’t just one robot.”

“I knew it,” Anand mumbled. 

“We have eleven more,” Luna said. 

“Why haven’t we activated them?” Darcy spoke up. 

“Madame Lavinia…”

“You don’t actually believe that woman, do you?” Darcy asked. “It’s her job to fool people into giving her money.” 

“She’s legitimately scared of what she’s seen, and warned me the robots will doom us,” Luna said. 

“No.” Blaze glanced at Isabel. “Her father is the reason for all of this, not Alan and the others. Hell, Karla created them under Garner’s watchful eye. It’s his fault.”

Isabel didn’t defend her father as she stood with both hands wrapped around her coffee cup.

“One team will head to the Attractor and get it working. We don’t know how long it will take to magnetize all the Static to it, but we might be talking a week. Then we’ll have to wait for the Altered. I’ll begin testing the subjects today. I do believe we can cut the ties to the Static, and return a portion of our population.” Anand spun slowly in the chair to face them. 

“And the second team?” Blaze asked. 

“I suggest Wyatt and Clarke travel to Wyoming with backup.”

“I’ll go.” Luna raised her left arm. 

“You’d be more useful at the Preserve,” Anand suggested. “There are a lot of moving pieces, and Jack can’t handle everything. You can work with Kurt and Jack to rebuild the rest of the robots. I have a feeling the island will require additional defenses before we’re through with the Static.”

“What if Lavie’s right, and they betray us?” Luna whispered. 

“I’ll leave you with the program to disarm them.”

“Who goes with what team?” Blaze asked. 

“I’ll help Wyatt,” Mara said quickly. 

“Me too!” Isabel added. “It’s my house. If Daddy’s there, I have a much better shot at getting through to him.”

Wyatt wanted to argue, but she made a good point. 

“Anand, we’ll bring Alan so we can keep an eye on him, and Thor wouldn’t want to miss out. Maybe Xander too. He seems like he’s got a good head on his shoulders,” Blaze offered. “Also, having Alan as far from Garner might be ideal, considering how that usually goes.”

“Jack, can you keep things running smoothly here?” 

Jack Pickering squeezed the bridge of his nose. “Yes. We’ll be fine on the island.”

“When should we leave?” Wyatt asked. 

“Tomorrow,” Anand said. “That will give me enough time.”

No one questioned the orders, and the clandestine meeting was over. Wyatt finished his coffee and rinsed the cup at the sink, with Luna arriving a moment later. “I don’t want to be separated again. Maybe I should…”

“Luna, your family is here. They need you. I don’t have anyone.”

“You have me,” she said, warming his heart. 

“And I’m grateful, but if we don’t stop Garner from unleashing a final Ring, the Attractor’s for nothing.”

They exited after the rest were gone and strolled through the island as the sun began its daily rise. With the rain finished, he had an easier time avoiding puddles in his bare feet.

“I am pleased to escort you to Wyoming.” Clarke appeared from behind them, his steps silent. 

“Jeez, Clarke, you scared me,” Luna said, palm on her chest. 

“I apologize.”

“Wait, how do you know about Wyoming?”

“I was listening,” he said. 

“Through the wall?” Wyatt asked. 

“No. We are linked to the server.”

“Then you heard everything we discussed?”

“Yes.”

“Tell me there’s no reason to believe Lavie’s premonitions.”

“I will not betray you,” Clarke promised. 

“That’s good enough for me,” she said. 

Wyatt walked to the residences, and despite the shortened sleep, he doubted he’d ever doze off again until this was finished. “Luna, how about we make up for lost time over breakfast?”

“I have a better idea.” Luna took his hand and stopped at the entrance. “Clarke, you aren’t listening into the rooms, are you?”

“No.” 

“Good.” They left the robot standing in the awakening dawn.
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Luke watched Poe climb the fence and shouted for him to stop. 

“Don’t be such a baby,” Poe teased, and Luke sighed before scaling the chain-link. Thankfully, it wasn’t electric, or Poe would have been fried. 

“I’m not a baby. I just don’t want to miss saying goodbye to Dad,” he said. 

“They’re not leaving for hours.” Poe waited, and Luke jumped from too far, falling hard. “You okay?”

Luke checked the ankle he’d landed on and rotated it a few times. “I’m good.” He tested his weight, finding no pain. 

Poe’s dark hair fell into his face, and he brushed it aside. “Imagine being a pirate, and we’ve been shipwrecked here with nothing but the shirts on our backs, and…” He pulled a piece of cloth from his pocket, and shoved it at Luke, “a treasure map.”

Luke stared at the makeshift map and grinned. Poe had drawn a rough approximation of the Preserve, and they were near the area where a large X had been sketched in by the shore. “Cool.”

Poe pretended to use a telescope, aiming it toward the waves. “Time is running out. Gray Beard must have been following us. His men are ruthless.”

“When they aren’t three sheets to the wind in jugs of rum,” Luke played along. 

“Nice line.” Poe folded the map, placing it back. He reached to a nearby tree, snapping two twigs off. He plucked the green leaves free and offered one to Luke. “Don’t forget your rapier.”

“The only thing sharper is my wit,” Luke whispered, quoting a book he’d read. 

“You’re good at this,” Poe said. “My brother never wanted to play with me.”

“I didn’t have any brothers.” Luke had an active imagination, given the countless fantasy adventures he’d read over the last few years since his mother died. If he wasn’t reading about a colony planet, he loved swashbuckling heroes and wizards waving wands. The stick could have substituted for either, but he clanged the twig against the tree, pretending he’d caused it to topple with the single stroke. “Grey Beard won’t know what hit him.”

They ran into the forest, racing through while shouting a war cry, and Poe stopped at a clearing. They were at the ledge of a cliff that rose a hundred feet over the ocean. Poe stood too close, his arms raised as a light breeze blew onto his skin. Luke swallowed as the giant waves smashed into the rocks, covering them before retreating into the water. 

“This is incredible.” Poe’s foot slipped, and Luke snatched his arm to keep him from falling. He dragged Poe away, not stopping until he was ten feet from the cliff. “Thanks…”

“We should be careful. No one knows we left. If something happened…”

“We’re fine.” Poe hefted the make-believe rapier. “And there’s treasure to be dug up. Come on.”

Luke glanced at the horizon, then trailed after Poe, once again caught up in the fantasy. The Mud hadn’t hit the island like the rest of the world, and most of the grass remained green, the trees covered with leaves and fresh growth. By the time Poe slowed, Luke was sweating. 

“This is where we make our stand,” Poe suggested. 

“We should always be on high ground.”

“Why?”

“It gives us a better position.” Luke gestured to the top of a rocky outcropping. “Up there, for example. We can retreat, or hide and throw stones at the pirates.”

“Good call.” Poe scaled the wall, grunting as he placed his soles on the natural steps. He did everything with ease, and Luke admired him. Luke had more difficulty ascending, but he made it with Poe’s help at the end. They dusted their palms off, and re-gripped their swords. 

Luke smirked in delight and observed a bird soaring through the air, directly above them. Then another. And a third. He remembered birds circling prey in a documentary he and his dad had watched. “The birds are protecting the treasure.” He added this in to keep the momentum. 

“Then we’re close!” Poe jumped down a couple feet, and started toward the cliff again. This time, there was a gently sloping path that led to a much calmer beach. “It’s a bay.”

Luke peered at it, then to the top. “Maybe we’ve had enough.” 

“Nonsense. We’re this close to being rich.” Poe kept going, his steps larger than Luke’s tentative ones. He couldn’t leave his friend on the beach alone. Luke knew the route home, but he doubted Poe had been paying attention to each of the landmarks they’d passed. 

They eventually landed at the bottom, and Poe fell to his knees, raising his arms in triumph. “We made it to the sacred treasure cove. I’ve heard tales of this since I was a child. Remember when Pirate John would sit us around the campfire, regaling our gang with stories of searching the seven seas for the lost gold?”

Luke smirked and nodded fervently. “It’s rumored that there is a chalice of pure white gold, and if you drink from it, you will live for eternity.”

“Nice touch,” Poe said. “Which way?”

Luke stared at the beach and up at the gigantic cliff facing them. It ran high above, curving outward to block the sunlight. The looming rock made Luke uneasy for a moment, and he gazed at the soft sand instead. His feet sank into the fine particles as they walked, and he almost kicked off his shoes, but assumed it would be too hot. The water came in slowly, the color beneath the surface a beautiful green-blue hue. 

The beach was only a couple hundred feet long, and was impeded on the far end by a massive tree, which defied the odds, growing from a rocky area. Poe pointed at the map’s X, and smiled widely. “X marks the spot. That tree’s shaped like an X, isn’t it?”

Luke squinted, not willing to tell Poe that it was nowhere near an X. Instead, he nodded, and they ran across the cove to the marker. Luke tripped and noticed an object jutting from the sand. 

“That’s it! The treasure!” Poe pretended to grip a telescope for the second time. “Gray Beard’s nearly ashore! Hurry.” They both dropped and used their hands to dig. 

They’d been imagining the adventure this entire journey, but there really was something here. 

“It’s big,” Luke said, moving toward the water as he continued the excavation. 

“What is it?” Poe’s excited voice had shrunk to one laced with concern. 

They kept scooping up clumps of sand, tossing it aside, and Luke gasped when he saw the eyes. The arms were next, and they uncovered two legs, the knees hinged in the wrong direction. “It’s a robot.”

“But not like ours,” Poe whispered. 

Luke gaped at the mechanical alien, knowing it was a replica of the beings from the other world. The head was longer, tilted for a higher brow. “What’s it doing here?” 

Poe tried to drag it, and Luke joined him. They made it a few feet and stopped, dropping the unmoving appendages. “I think we better get help.”

The cloth map sat near the waves, and the tide carried it from the beach. Luke watched it for a moment. Their game was finished. “Wait here with … this. I’ll run home.”

Poe agreed, and Luke retraced his steps, hoping he could catch his father before he left. 




____________




“Where is he?” Blaze asked, pacing the hangar. The building had been molded into a hillside, which to Blaze felt like a mountain. Being from Gossler, he was used to the land being flat and boring in all directions. 

“Luke is off with Poe. They’re fine,” Thor assured him. 

“He wouldn’t miss saying goodbye,” Blaze muttered. 

“Maybe he’s upset that you’re leaving him.” Thor patted his back. “We can’t wait any longer. There’s an entire world to save, buddy.”

“Thor’s right.” Alan pressed a button on the computer screen, and the side of the mountain opened up. The pair of seaplanes were tucked into the cove, invisible from the exterior because of an overhanging section of rock. 

Garner had done a hell of a job hiding the actual hangar. Once Jack had shown them, Blaze knew they stood a chance. The seaplane had ample room to carry them, and from the looks of it, the thing was heavily modified to suit Garner’s needs. Why he required this many munitions on an island was beyond Blaze, but they were grateful to have it. 

Wyatt and Luna stood near their group, with Clarke preparing the second plane for their trip to the mainland. The floating dock bobbed when Blaze and Thor stepped on it, and he stopped by Wyatt. “Good luck out there.”

“You too,” Wyatt said. Mara and Isabel entered, the younger woman dragging a suitcase. 

“What’s that?” Clarke asked her. 

“My things. I can’t go on a trip without—”

“The added weight will only decrease our range. As it is, we’ll have to stop before we reach the mainland,” Clarke said. “We will leave after the first team.”

“This is going to be a trying flight,” Anand advised them. “Once we land in Puerto Avora, we’ll refuel, and continue to southern Chile.”

“We can make it that far?” Blaze asked, staring at the map Anand showed them on the tablet. 

“These are no run-of-the-mill planes. They were built to reach land from this far out. Garner had them specially manufactured for this purpose,” Anand claimed, and it put Blaze’s concern to rest. 

He’d been picturing the plane running low on fuel, forcing him to once again drift at sea. “Has anyone seen Luke?” He checked the entrance when he saw movement, but it was only Xander and Jack.

Xander wore his baseball cap and clutched an M4. “We ready to roll?”

Everyone said their goodbyes, and Blaze settled into the middle row. There were eight seats, with a small passageway between them. Xander went to the back, with Thor occupying the spot next to Blaze. Anand was at the front, closest to Alan, who would be their pilot for the flight. 

Blaze peered to the hangar, hoping Luke would show, but after a few minutes of pre-flight routines, there was no sign of his son. 

Luna waited at the plane, and Blaze caught her attention. “Tell Luke I love him, would you?”

“Of course,” she agreed. “Make sure nothing happens to Alan, so we can all stay in touch.”

“I’ll do my best,” Blaze promised. 

The seat thrummed as the engines roared, and it was time to depart. Mara grinned at him and shut the door. 

“Everyone ready?” Anand called. 

“Sure thing, boss,” Thor replied. 

“I’m going to miss it here,” Xander added as they ferried from the canal and out to the ocean. 

The day looked beautiful, the sun high, the water less rough than normal. 

The sound of the engines echoed into the compact cabin as Alan sped up, and the plane hopped on the waves before lifting into the air. 

Blaze peered at the island through the round window, and thought he saw Luke running to the front fence. At least he was okay. “See you later, kid,” he whispered.
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“You guys won’t believe what we found!” Luke panted like he’d run a marathon. The sound of the seaplane echoed over the island, and Luke pointed at it. “Is that my dad?” Luna saw his excitement morph into disappointment. 

“Sorry, Luke. He waited as long as they’d let him,” Wyatt told the boy. 

“Why are you so ramped up?” Luna asked. 

Luke stared as the plane shrank in the distance. “A robot.”

“What about them?” Luna searched for Clarke, but assumed he’d stayed in the hangar. Wyatt was leaving soon, and Luna wanted to spend every moment with him before they vanished. They’d just reunited, and it was too early for them to break apart. She nearly demanded someone else go in Wyatt’s place, but he’d never agree to it. 

Luke’s breath slowed, and he gestured at the fence. “Poe’s out there.”

“You aren’t supposed to leave base camp,” Luna said sternly. “You could have been killed.”

“Yeah, there’s Altered and those things from the Static too. It’s dangerous, buddy.” Wyatt’s tone was far more forgiving than hers. 

“I know, but Poe and I were hunting for treasure, and—”

“And what?” Luna leaned closer. 

“We found a robot. An alien robot,” he murmured. 

Wyatt and Luna shared a glance, before she asked the obvious question. “Where?”

“I’ll have to take you. Clarke should come too,” he suggested. “Someone has to carry it back.”

“You’re not kidding?”

“Why would I?” Luke proclaimed. 

Clarke was ready with the plane, and Mara waited with Isabel when they reached the hangar. “Wyatt, you ready to make a mile?” Mara asked. 

“There’s something we have to see first.” Wyatt motioned to Luke. 

Twenty minutes later, they descended to the hidden beach, and Luna spied Poe at the far end, in the shade of a single tree. Clarke walked fast, his steps surer in the sand than her own, but they caught up while Clarke examined the object the kids had located an hour ago. 

“Incredible,” Wyatt said, tapping the metal torso. 

“It was buried, but we dug it up.” Poe’s hands were filthy, and his knees were covered in sand. 

“Why is there a robot at the Preserve? One that looks like the aliens?” Luna asked, a million other questions darting in her mind. 

Clarke didn’t reply. He pressed on the side of the torso, and a panel slid open, revealing a set of Rings within the robot. “It’s similar to my design.” He glanced at Luna and Wyatt. “Perhaps Karla didn’t create us. She might have copied the alien technology.” 

“What does that mean?” 

“It might suggest the Static will be able to control us. Madame Lavinia was correct,” Clarke said quietly. 

“I doubt it.” Wyatt shook his head adamantly. “You don’t know that for sure, Clarke.”

“Perhaps.” Clarke bent over and lifted the lifeless metal form. 

Luna was drenched in sweat when they returned to the Preserve, and word must have spread, because half the island waited at the gates. Madame Lavinia was with Jack’s wife, Trudy, her hand on her mouth in surprise. 

“Where did it come from?” Jack Pickering asked, breaking away from the crowd. 

“All we know is it’s been there for some time,” Clarke said. “Was it completely buried?”

“Almost entirely. If Luke hadn’t tripped on the thing, we might not have seen it.” Poe seemed uncomfortable with all the attention on them. 

“Okay, give us some space,” Wyatt told them, and the crowd slowly dispersed when Clarke took their discovery into the control room, shutting the doors. 

Clarke dismantled a piece from the robot, and Jack helped him plug the circuit board into the computer. “Make sure the firewalls are up. If this alien hacks into the network, it would be bad news,” Jack said. 

“Already done.” Clarke used a keyboard, and a series of an alien version of HTML coding appeared on the screen, the symbols green and bright against a black backdrop. “Interesting.”

“What is it?” Luna whispered. 

“The robot is indeed from another world. That much is clear, but I cannot communicate with it in this manner.”

“Then how?” Jack asked, arms crossed. 

“We will require a vessel.”

Luna flinched at the comment. “You want to put that… thing… into one of our robots?” Everything within her rang warnings that his idea was too hazardous.

Luke beat her to it. “You can’t! That’s like giving a demon a host!”

“Totally. What if it starts killing everyone?” Poe added. 

“Anand’s program might be useful. I had both Alan and Clarke operating without control of their bodies,” Wyatt said.

“What should we do?” Wyatt paced the control room. “Garner’s in Wyoming trying to activate a new set of Rings, and now this. Which is more important?”

Clarke stood from the desk, eyes glowing. “The Rings.”

“Then it’s settled. You guys keep this isolated, and build the robot army as Anand suggested,” Wyatt said. 

“We can do that,” Jack agreed. 

Luna glanced at the circuit board, wanting to smash it into a million pieces. “We’ll see you off.”

Jack stayed by the newfound robot, and Luna walked to it, staring at the strange discovery. Before exiting the control room, she unplugged the board, not leaving anything to chance. “Jack, don’t let anyone in or out.”

“Out?” he asked, raising an eyebrow. 

Luna gestured to the alien robot, then to Kurt, who remained still in the corner. “You heard me.”’

Jack nodded his understanding. 

As they walked toward the hangar, Luna slowed, letting the others go ahead of her and Wyatt. “I don’t want you to leave.”

“We’ve already discussed this.”

“It’s not just about you being in danger, Wyatt.” She sighed, and Wyatt came closer. “It’s the first relationship I’ve felt is… authentic… in forever. Maybe it works because we’re constantly torn apart, but I believe it’s more than that.”

“You do?” Wyatt smirked. 

“What about you?”

Wyatt shrugged, but his lips tilted upwards at the corners. “I see a future.”

“Future,” she whispered, and kissed him. “Come home to me, Wyatt. Stop the Rings, and we can really find out where this takes us.”

“Once the Static is gone, I’m yours,” he finished. 

“If that’s what we have to do.”

“And you keep things in line here,” he added. “If Madame Lavinia is correct, the robots may be a threat to us.”

“You trust Clarke, don’t you?”

“Yes, but even Clarke is concerned with this new revelation,” Wyatt sighed. “Watch your back, okay?”

Luna and Wyatt continued walking in a comfortable silence. Everyone else was loaded onto the plane, and Isabel glared at Luna as they entered the hangar. Mara waited at the plane’s doors as it dipped and bobbed in the agitated water of the underground cove. 

“I’ll be in touch. Clarke and Kurt have contact, so we’ll use it to check in,” he promised. 

“Don’t let Garner get away with this,” she said. 

“We won’t.” Wyatt’s kiss was rushed, and it conveyed how worried he was about leaving. 

Luna waited with Luke at her side, while the plane’s front propeller fired on, spinning faster and faster until it was a blur. “They’ll be okay,” she told Luke. 

“Everyone’s gone,” he murmured. 

“You can help us with the robots if you’d like.” 

Luke’s mood seemed to improve. “Seriously?”

“Why not? You already assembled Alan after you and your dad found him.”

“Cool,” he said. “Wait until I tell Julieta.”

The seaplane drifted forward, leaving the safety of the cavernous hangar. They ascended the stairs, heading outside as it sped over the waves before lifting into the air. Clarke circled around the Preserve once, and angled the nose toward the mainland, flying east. 

“Good luck,” she whispered. 

“What do we do now?” Luke asked. 

Luna glanced around. “Where’s Poe?”

“He had to take a shower and change.” Luke plucked at his own t-shirt, which was dirty. 

“Why don’t you do the same, then meet me in the control room?”

“Already?”

“Unless you want to wait until tomorrow,” she said. 

“No.” Luke started running up the steps. “I’ll be right back, I promise.”

Luna laughed at his enthusiasm, and stayed near the water level until she could no longer hear the engines roaring through the skies. 

When she returned to the spot holding the new robot, Jack was pacing the floor, muttering to himself. Or to Kurt; she couldn’t quite tell. “What is it?”

Jack gawked at the tablet in his grip, as if unaware of her presence. 

“Jack!” Luna called, and he finally glanced up. 

“I’ve been checking into the coding,” he said. 

“Go on,” she prompted.

“Do you remember when Clarke suggested there was more information in the memory stick from Karla Dash?”

“Sure.” Luna flinched, thinking about Karla’s transformation into an Altered, and the gunshot that followed as Luna escaped the subway tunnel under Manhattan. It felt like a lifetime ago, even if it was closer to a month. 

“I believe this robot can aid us in reading the second level of information she left on that data drive,” Jack said. 

“How?”

“I couldn’t begin to guess, but I recognized a familiar pattern as I perused the coding. It was similar enough that it drew my eye.”

“Can you read it?”

“I have to place his board into a vessel,” Jack confirmed. 

Luna peered at Kurt, who’d been present for their conversation. “Kurt, will you bring one of your counterparts to us?”

“Yes, Luna.” Kurt left without another word. 

“Giving Kurt access to the storage facility might have been a mistake,” Jack muttered when he was gone. 

“If we don’t trust them, why build more of their kind?”

“Good point,” Jack said. 

“What do you hope to find in the hidden details from Karla?” Luna asked. 

“Answers.”

Luna touched the scratched exterior of the alien robot, feeling dents and dings in the surface. What had Karla been doing and how did it relate to this machine? While Anand Shaan headed to the South Pole to work on his Attractor, and Wyatt left to stop Garner from unleashing yet another set of Rings, she was stuck on an island, trying to unravel a mystery that might have no relation to the Static. 

Luke arrived before Kurt, and on Jack’s request, he started taking inventory from the cabinet across the room. 

“I’m sorry I asked him to help before I cleared it with you,” she told Jack. 

“Nonsense. He’s a good kid, and it’ll keep him distracted.” 

Kurt came in, setting the crates to the floor, and Jack cleared a desk, creating a makeshift workstation. 

“Time to see what Karla Dash had in store for us,” Luna whispered, and they set to assembling the robot vessel.
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Blaze had experienced a few long flights in his day, when he was in the Army and heading abroad. But never in a compact seaplane, crammed in with three other people and a robot. As the plane bobbed in the air, pushing through the clouds, Blaze recalled his last voyage home from the field in Afghanistan, his knee braced after the explosion had sent shrapnel into his ligaments. 

He’d met Riley a year later, and they’d started a life together. Then she’d been taken from him, but their child, Luke, remained. He was a constant reminder of the captivating woman Blaze had fallen in love with from the moment he’d laid eyes on her. Riley, I’ll keep him safe. Please watch over him while I’m gone.

A flash of Static lit up the skies, and for a second, he thought it was his wife responding. Until more errant electricity arrived, forming a considerable barricade straight ahead. 

“Hold on,” Alan warned. 

“Where the hell did that come from?” Thor called above the noise of the plane. 

“Static is ubiquitous,” Anand reminded them. “It’s not gone, but the portals to the other world are. And if Static is indeed sentient, they will have an inkling of what we’re trying to undertake.”

“That means the Static will attempt to interfere,” Xander added. 

“Precisely.” 

Blaze hadn’t always gotten along with Anand. At first, he’d been demanding, acting in charge, but now Blaze saw him as a peer, an ally they needed to accomplish their mission. The Static storm ahead gave him pause. “Can we avoid it?”

Alan dipped the plane’s nose, descending faster than Blaze would have liked. Sound grew muffled, and Blaze opened and closed his mouth, trying to depressurize. When Alan leveled out again, his ears popped, and everything became much crisper. 

The wall of Static continued to spread wider, and it nearly reached the ocean below. 

“I’ll have to circumvent—”

Static flashed, striking the hull, and the propeller sparked. Blaze clutched his seat, his gaze darting from window to window as Static surrounded them. “Alan, you have to land!”

“We’re a few miles from the Chilean coast,” the robot said. 

“I don’t care! Float us in!” 

Another spark, and the sputtering propeller slowed before stopping completely. Thor swore a few times, and Xander already had the parachutes in his grip, passing them to the occupants. “Put these on. Just in case.”

Blaze did without hesitation, remembering Wyatt’s story about Static doing the same thing to them as they sought Isabel and Verne in Colorado. 

Sound tore through the cabin, a quiet whistle cutting beyond a crack in the hull near Thor’s position beside Alan. Blaze gritted his teeth, wondering when they’d need to abandon the seaplane. Static engulfed the entire region, the crackling blue power darting across the windshield. The hair on his head stood up, and he glanced at Xander, finding the other man’s eyes wide with fear. 

Everything became silent as they continued to fall, quickly losing altitude. “Land is five miles away,” Alan said with the calm reassurance only a robot could muster in this situation. 

Five miles. They’d make it. 

Blaze pressed against the seat, his restraints digging in as they fell, gravity pulling them toward the ocean. It was expansive, the color brightened by the lightness of the Static. If he wasn’t so terrified of dying, Blaze might have appreciated the beauty of the scene. 

“Look out!” Thor shouted, and Alan cranked the yoke, narrowly avoiding an intersection of Static. It coalesced and almost reached out, as if it was a living entity, attempting to swat the seaplane into oblivion. The left wing cut lower, nearly sending them into a tailspin, but Alan held tight, straightening them. 

“Nice recovery,” Xander told him. 

“We are not in the clear yet,” Alan said. 

The water’s surface close, heavy waves thrashing white as they crested, then dropped. Static spun and flickered everywhere until it was all Blaze saw through the thin glass separating them from the energy. 

Garner Vikas did this to them. Everything had been going fine. Luke was struggling, but Blaze found a way to work with him for the summer, and he’d emerged from his two-year depression since Riley passed. Then the Rings began, attracting the Static from another world. Garner had been so selfish to think he could control it, and harness power from a different planet. While Evelyn had wanted her husband to give the Earth’s population free energy, he’d tried to profit from the healing elixir they knew as Mud.

Blaze was about to crash into the sea, a couple of miles from his destination, because of Garner Vikas. He thought about Alan’s determination to kill the Nu-En owner, and for the first time, figured the guy might be onto something. 

“Should we jump?” Xander called. 

“We’re close.” Alan tugged on the yoke, the nose lifting ever-so-slightly. Static continued to barrage the hull, and smoke billowed from the right wing. A fire started, the flames curling in the wind. 

“You’re one crazy SOB, you know that?” Thor yelled at Alan. The fuselage separated near him, and wind sucked from the cabin, screaming outside. 

“Three hundred yards,” Alan advised. 

The ocean angrily thrashed below, and Blaze finally spotted the coastline. There were no buildings in sight, just rocks and grass on the southern tip of Chile. 

“Gather our supplies, and tie them to your wrists. We’re going down!” Anand issued the order, and Blaze did what he was told, wrapping the tether around two of their packs. Xander did the same with their weapons, and Thor had the food. 

When his gaze returned front and center, they were less than a hundred yards from crashing into the coast. 

“I’m aiming for the water,” Alan said, barely loud enough to hear. 

Blaze winced as the wings shuddered, and a tip burned off, flying behind them. It instantly pitched them to the left, and the water rushed toward the seaplane. Instead of landing on the floats, only one touched the surface, and the wing near Blaze dipped into the water, caught in a wave. The plane rotated, throwing the passengers upside down, but it slowly drifted right-side again. A moment later, they thudded into something solid. 

Water gushed into the fracture by Thor, splashing Blaze’s friend in the face. Thor spat it out, removing his seatbelt, and Alan pushed to the exit. “Ready to swim?”

“No!” Xander called, but unclipped his belt in anticipation. 

Blaze inhaled deeply, and the ocean swallowed them after Alan opened the door. He followed Alan out, with Xander on his tail. Thor bumbled behind, and Blaze peered to find Anand at the rear, water up to their necks. It continued to fill, and soon Blaze was completely immersed by the cold, briny sea. 

Blaze didn’t know what direction was up, but he spied a shape ahead. He used that as a marker and recognized it as Alan’s Static. He was giving them a beacon to guide them to the coastline. Rocks appeared at random, and Blaze bashed into one as the current took hold. The sharp edge tore his pant leg, and he felt the sting of a cut, but he pressed on until his lungs burned with effort. 

His feet bumped into something, and Alan’s firm grip lifted Anand to the wild beach. Alan stepped over Blaze, gently dropping Anand, while Thor and Xander crawled in their direction, their breaths heaving. 

Blaze observed the waves, finding no sign of the plane they’d arrived in. Static lightning cascaded through the air, but the density seemed to dwindle. Soon the blue energy subsided, giving way to a dusky sky. 

“Why didn’t they finish us?” Thor grunted. 

“Maybe they thought they did,” Blaze said. 

“You might be right, Blaze.” Anand got to shaky feet and took a moment to steady himself. Blaze joined him, and Xander searched for his hat. He found it hung up on a tree branch a few feet from the shore, and he snagged it without falling in. 

“I am?”

“The Static requires something organic to track us. That’s why they use people.”

“Like the Altered,” Xander said. 

“Yes.” Anand peered inland. “We were supposed to refill the seaplane and continue to the South Pole. Guess we have to find another method of transportation.”

“Alan, any ideas?”

“The largest city in the region is Punta Arenas. There won’t be much else to aid our journey,” the robot said. 

“How far?” Blaze braced for the answer. 

“Almost seventy miles,” Alan said. 

Blaze’s chin dropped to his chest. “That’ll take…”

“But there’s a village close by. I am certain we can find a functioning vehicle. And since the Mud’s gone, we shouldn’t have any issue using anything.”

That was better news. “Lead the way.”

An hour passed quickly, and Blaze’s clothing was finally dry by the time they saw the outskirts. The sun had descended past the horizon to the west when they entered the village, locating an old church near a fishing boat pier. 

“Is it faster to use a boat?” Thor asked Alan. 

“No.”

The entire region of southern Chile was filled with peninsulas, islands, and straits, but Alan was sure they’d be better off driving the distance. They kept walking, and the town came into view. A horse rental shop displayed a sign with dates from three years ago. The wooden boards over the windows suggested they’d been out of business for a while. Beside it was a coffee shop, and a local diner was next. A Chilean flag rippled in the breeze by the entrance. 

“No one drives around here?” Xander muttered. 

Alan circled to the back with Blaze, and together, they discovered the world’s rustiest utility van. Blaze opened the door and flipped the visor down. Keys fell to the seat, and he snatched them, trying to start it. The engine didn’t turn, but it sounded close. 

Anand joined them, and he swore when Alan popped the hood. “This may take a while. Blaze, how about you see if the kitchen is stocked?”

They’d had protein bars a few hours earlier, but nothing since. After a night in Puerto Ayora, Ecuador, they’d continued on without cooking breakfast in the morning. He wondered what Luke was doing at that moment, but didn’t bother Alan. He knew the robot was sending regular updates of their trip to the others. 

Xander and Thor were already inside, Thor kicking his boots off. His dirty socks came off next, and he groaned as he sat into a booth. “This trip is making me regret leaving paradise behind.”

“Same here,” Xander added, while heading to the kitchen. 

Xander doubted the place would have stood the pressure of a food service inspector, but it had a gas grill and canned goods in the pantry. He set to cooking tomato soup, finding crackers, miraculously within their expiration date, under the counter. It wasn’t much, but soon they had bowls filled with hot sustenance. The door slammed behind Anand, and he peered into the room. “We did it. Van’s ready.”

“Perfect.” Blazes slid a bowl at him. “Soup?”

Anand accepted without comment and started slurping at it with his spoon. Thor broke a package of crackers into his own and stirred it.

“Anand, are we too late?” Xander asked. 

“For the Attractor?”

Xander nodded. 

“If we locate another plane, we should be able to arrive at the Attractor by tomorrow. Maybe the next day.” Anand spooned a mouthful. 

Blaze acted as the devil’s advocate. “And if we don’t have a plane?”

“Then we take a boat. I’ll do anything to get it turned on, even if we have to send Alan alone,” Anand said. 

“Is that a good idea? He might go straight for Garner instead,” Thor told him. 

“Alan didn’t argue about Clarke taking Wyoming instead of him,” Blaze said. 

“True.” Thor finished his bowl and left it on the table in front of him. “Guess we better be going.”

Blaze was beat after the day and a half of traveling, ending with a crash-landing and an hour hike with wet shoes, but there was no reason to delay any longer. He wiped his mouth with a napkin and stood up. 

He hoped that Team Bravo was having better luck than Alpha.
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Wyatt viewed the clear night sky. They’d encountered Static storms occasionally over the past two days, but none had hindered the trip. Wyatt sat in the seat next to Clarke and stretched, then glanced at Mara and Isabel behind. Mara’s eyes were closed, but that meant little. She always seemed to sleep while she was half-awake, and he never knew if she was listening or not. 

Isabel, on the other hand, had nodded off. Her head rested on the side of the plane, even with the constant hum of the propeller and rumbling as they coasted toward the ground. 

“Any word from Luna yet?” he asked Clarke. 

“Not since our last refill,” the robot answered. 

“And Alan?”

“He’s unresponsive,” Clarke said. 

That concerned Wyatt, because it could mean anything. Alan might have gone rogue, or… Wyatt shoved the concern for his new friends aside, because it would do nothing to prevent Garner from bringing another set of Rings to life. “Where are we heading?” 

“Jenny Lake.”

“Why not Jackson Lake?” Mara asked without opening her eyes.

“That’s exactly why we’re not landing there. It would alert Garner. He’d hear us from miles away.” Clarke flipped a switch on the dash, and a red light turned on. 

“A solid theory as usual.” Wyatt shifted in his seat, his left leg beginning to numb. They’d been in the air for hours, since making landfall and taking a break after filling the modified tank. He was glad they were near the destination, because they could finally talk some sense into Garner. 

Wyatt assumed Isabel’s father was grieving the loss of his wife. Or there was a chance he didn’t know yet. The aliens had brought him through the Static before she’d been killed. If that was the case, he wasn’t looking forward to breaking the news. 

Isabel roused in the back as the plane slowed, the noise growing louder. “Are we there?”

“Almost,” Wyatt assured her. “We’ll be at the house in a couple of hours.”

Clarke landed the plane as if he’d done this every day for the last decade and floated them to a pier. A tour boat was lodged at the long edge. A wooden dock wound its way toward the shore, but everything beyond that was blurred by nightfall. The propeller slowed, and the plane quieted when Clarke flipped a few more switches. Mara had a flashlight in her grip, and she pressed it on after opening the door. 

Mara blocked Isabel and stood between them and the pier. “I want to warn you…”

“What?” 

“I won’t let your dad use the Rings,” she said. 

“That’s why we’re here,” Isabel told her. 

“I’ll do anything necessary to stop your father. Understood?”

Isabel nodded meekly. 

“And you won’t try to stop me?”

Isabel glanced at Wyatt, and he gave her a slight smile. “It won’t come to that. Garner will concede once he hears our plan.”

“Mara, I’m on your team,” Isabel said. 

“Good.” Mara set the flashlight to the dock and stepped aside, reaching in for her rifle. “It’s dark. I say we find transportation and get a line of sight on your dad’s McMansion.”

Clarke didn’t comment as he gathered the heaviest pack to sling it over his shoulders. He flexed Verne’s arm, the fingers whirring as he clenched them. 

“You okay?” Wyatt asked as Isabel pursued Mara down the wooden dock.

“Yes, but I’m concerned.”

“With which part?”

“All of it, Wyatt.” Clarke’s eyes grew brighter. “I don’t believe in premonitions, but Karla was working on a predictive technology.”

“Tell us about it.”

“MARK’s a one-of-a-kind program.”

“Mark?” 

“That’s what she called it.”

“What did it stand for?”

Clarke walked, his footsteps causing the wooden dock to creak under the weight. “Machine for Artificial Reasoning and Knowledge. Mark.”

Wyatt mouthed the words, trying to make sense of them. “And what did Mark do?”

“The program was designed to predict weather patterns, and accurately forecast solar flares from the sun.”

“Did she finish it?”

“Yes, but there’s no evidence of Mark’s existence in the Nu-En database.”

“Maybe that’s what she hid in the memory card?” Wyatt said. 

“Kurt informed me that Jack Pickering and Luna were working on pulling the information by using the alien technology Poe and Luke discovered.”

“Really? I can’t wait to hear what they find.”

“Kurt will share the details when available,” Clarke said. 

Isabel paused, letting them catch up, and Mara stood by a narrow road, nose lifted in the air. “Someone’s having a fire.”

Wyatt noticed the fragrance as well, and tried to identify the source. 

“It’s coming from there,” Isabel said, pointing at the lake’s northern shore. Even in the dark, the plume of smoke was visible. Gray tendrils rose from a lakeside bonfire, the smoke briefly blotting out the stars before it blew in the breeze. 

“Let’s talk to them,” Wyatt suggested. 

“Are you forgetting our mission?” Mara began walking on the road. 

“Someone should tell them about our survivors.”

“Wyatt’s right,” Isabel said. “Wouldn’t you want to know?”

Mara glared at them. “Getting to your father is more important.”

And it hit Wyatt. Mara’s mood had shifted since they’d discovered the truth about the Altered, and there was a good reason. “You’re thinking about Bobby.” He said it before he could stop himself. 

Mara froze, her rifle resting on her shoulder. She dropped her pack to the gravel and turned to face him. “So what if I am?”

“We might find him, Mara,” Wyatt told her. 

“I doubt it.”

“Back me up here, Clarke.” Wyatt gazed at the robot. 

“Mara is probably correct. Even if Anand Shaan initiates the Attractor, it will be impossible to lure the Altered to the South Pole before he traps all the Static. I’m sorry, Wyatt, but there will be more catastrophic losses because of the Mud and Static.”

Clarke’s words sank in, and Wyatt sighed. “I was hoping for better news.”

“Daddy will have ideas. Now if you’d all stop bickering, let’s get to the house and talk it through,” Isabel said. 

They found a car in the parking lot, but there were no keys in sight. Clarke spent a minute hot-wiring it, and soon they were piled into the vehicle, after Wyatt cleared the fast-food bags and empty soda cans into a nearby trash can. 

Clarke slowed as they reached the end of the lake, and Wyatt rolled his window down, hearing voices. “Sounds like a decent group,” he said. 

Mara yielded. “Fine. We’ll stop. But keep our plans to yourself.” 

Wyatt reached into his pack, taking the 9MM and tucking it under his shirt. 

“I will remain here for now,” Clarke said. 

“Probably for the best,” Isabel whispered. “Let’s see who’s out at the lake.”

Mara, Wyatt, and Isabel cautiously treaded across the gravel path, and Wyatt froze as they rounded a cluster of spruce trees by the beach. Dozens of people lingered by the fire, most sitting on folding chairs, music playing through a battery-operated speaker. 

Isabel stepped on a twig, and all eyes fell on the new arrivals. Wyatt offered a friendly wave. “Hey. We saw the flames across the lake.”

He half expected them to pull guns, and clearly Mara felt the same way, because her fingers hovered over the rifle. But they responded pleasantly, rushing to greet them. 

“This is just awesome,” a man said. His hair was long, and he had a mustache, twirled at the ends. “You’ve seen the light, my brother and sisters.”

“The light?” Mara asked. 

“We’ve been traveling west, lighting fires every night. You’d be surprised at how many people spot the smoke and come find us. It started with me and Gary in Chicago, and here we are. One hundred and eight strong.” 

“I’m Wyatt. This is Isabel and Mara.” Wyatt shook the guy’s hand.

“Welcome. I’m River.”

Mara lifted a brow, but didn’t comment. 

“You guys searching for something in particular?” Isabel asked. 

“Just traveling where the wind blows, I suppose. A few of us were… transformed before, but they’ve recovered.” River gestured to a gathering near the fire. They watched without partaking in the conversation. 

Wyatt counted ten in that group. “How many were Altered?”

“Altered. I like that. We had twelve, then two wandered off in the middle of the night. No idea where they vanished to, but I guess they weren’t into the whole travel brigade like us.” River smiled, and it seemed genuine. “How about you? Where are you from?”

“New York,” Wyatt answered.

“Long way from here,” River said. “We have some from the East Coast. Connecticut. DC. Florida.” His gaze fell on his people. “Do you know what’s happening? Have you encountered any of those… mutants?”

“They’re gone. The Mud dried up, and most of the creatures are dead,” Wyatt said. 

“Mud… oh, that’s what you called it. Yeah, haven’t seen many mushrooms lately either.” River rubbed his palms together like he was cold, even though it was a warm night. “You guys want to hang out? Share our stories? Nothing simpler than swapping tales around the campfire. It makes you really appreciate where humanity comes from.”

“Sounds nice, but…”

“Please, no buts. What’s more important than staying with other people?” River asked. “Besides, it’s late. Whatever you’re doing can wait until tomorrow, can’t it?”

Wyatt glanced at Isabel, then at Mara. The older woman nodded, accepting the outcome. 

“We’ll have to tell Clarke,” Wyatt murmured. 

“Clarke?” River asked. 

“There’s something you should know…”

Five minutes later, Wyatt returned with the robot, and everyone gave him a wide berth as Clarke strode toward the fire. 

“You weren’t kidding,” River muttered. “I’ll be damned. It’s great to meet you, Clarke.”

“Likewise.” Clarke stared at the flames, then to the lake. “Where do you sleep?”

“We found a series of cabins about three hundred yards beyond the forest.” River steepled his fingers, and Wyatt noticed the tables loaded with food. River must have heard his stomach growl, because he gestured at it. “Help yourselves. We made more than enough. You’d be amazed at what some of us can do with items from the pantry.”

Wyatt filled a plate of food and poked at a rice concoction. It tasted like something from a fine dining restaurant. He finished it within minutes, and glanced up to find Isabel watching him. “I can’t take you anywhere, can I?” She laughed. 

“What can I say? It’s delicious. Luna would love it.”

“Did you say Luna?” a woman asked from a few seats down. She’d been at the fire the entire time, staring as if they might vanish at any given moment. She had a vacant gaze that seemed to alternate between worlds. 

“Yeah, she’s…” Wyatt gazed at Isabel. “A friend.” 

“Sure, friends…” Isabel tried the rice. “Okay, that is good.”

“Can’t be the same Luna. It’s a common enough name,” the lady said. 

Wyatt stared at her, trying not to be obvious. She had familiar features, but he couldn’t place it. “Her name’s Luna Wells. From Connecticut. Greenwich, to be precise.”

The woman dropped a bottle of water, the contents spilling onto the sand as she stood. “You’re lying.”

“Why would I…”

She stumbled toward him. “Where is she?”

Wyatt glanced at Mara. They hadn’t mentioned the Preserve yet, but he’d been planning on it after finishing his meal. “She’s safe.”

“What about her brother? Darcy and the girls?”

Wyatt saw it now. The color of her eyes, the button nose. “You’re their mother.”

“I’m Olive Wells.” She clutched his arm, her nails digging in. “Are they alive?”

“Bella and Grace are with Darcy and Luna.” 

She released him and fell to her knees, sobbing tears of joy. 

“Clarke, get in touch with Kurt!” 

“Impossible. There’s been an interception. I’m unable to contact my brothers,” Clarke said. 

“Was it Garner?” 

“No. It originated in New York.”
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“It’s ready,” Jack said, removing the plug from the newly constructed robot. Kurt observed his counterpart without interest. Kurt seemed to lack some of the personality that Alan and Clarke had displayed, but Luna figured that was to be expected. They were autonomous to some degree, which gave them the ability to expand their own personalities. Kurt was a newborn, his programming fresh and unaffected by situations yet. 

Clarke had been around for some time, and Alan even longer, before he’d been dismantled and hidden in Gossler, Texas. 

Thinking about the small town made Luna peer at Luke. He’d made it another two hours but passed out before the clock struck midnight. She was tired too, and nearly proposed they call it until the morning. But Jack was in his element. 

The husk of a robot was devoid of any hard drives, meaning it was a hunk of metal. A large paperweight without arms and legs. 

“Kurt, you’re certain the firewall is activated?” Luna asked. 

“Yes, Luna. They’re unable to breach our servers.”

Jack looked annoyed. “Are you second-guessing me?” He rarely gave anyone attitude, but Luna had seen him interacting with Trudy. She constantly gave him grief, even though he was practically running the entire Preserve. 

“Nothing like that. I have full faith in your abilities.” She smiled, and his frown softened. 

“Okay. I’ve configured an adapter to connect the alien tech to ours.” Jack inhaled. “Oddly enough, it didn’t require much work.”

“Which suggests the designs were the same,” Luna finished. 

“Exactly.”

“An alien devised my schematics,” Kurt said without emotion. 

“Possibly.” Jack stared at him. “Probably.”

“We all came from something,” Luna said. “Humans originate from stardust.”

“You believe that?” Jack asked. 

“You don’t?”

Jack shook his head slowly. “The last few weeks have made me question everything.”

Luna was far too tired to have a philosophical discussion. “Let’s connect it.”

Jack held the board, his fingers hesitating from pressing the adaptor cord into it. “Kurt, can you contact Clarke or Alan before we try this? Warn them of a possible disturbance.”

Kurt’s eyes dimmed. “They aren’t reachable.”

“What?” Jack set the device on the desktop. “Why not?”

“I cannot contact either Clarke or Alan.”

“Since when?” Luna demanded.

“Just now.”

She stared at the piece of technology in front of them. “It wasn’t this, was it?”

“I didn’t even…” Jack protested, but Kurt cut him off. 

“No. There was a disruption in New York. Manhattan.” A map appeared on the display screen, and a dot revealed a location in the Upper West Side. Luna knew the area well, and scanned the image. She recognized the address as Central Park West, crammed between the museum and the Park’s entrance. 

“Who is it?” she breathed. 

“That is unclear.”

“New York…” Luna closed her eyes, feeling the slight burning sensation from the lack of sleep. “Maybe we should wait until we have more information.”

“Luna.” Jack hefted the alien object again. “This might give us insight into everything. Prove the connection between these aliens we’ve encountered, and the robot Luke found. It’s clear they were here on the island before us, and I want to know how and why. Don’t you?”

There were far too many details they didn’t have. Luna recalled the warning that the aliens had been on Earth before humanity. Static was real. A living entity. Did all of it comprise one mind, a giant hive of intelligence? Or were they individuals, floating through a wave of blue energy? According to Wyatt and Blaze, the woman they’d met on their desert island had been taken over by the race, her eyes sparking an azure color as she destroyed their boat’s control panel. Would that happen to the rest of the Altered? Or the robots? Luna glanced at Kurt, who remained completely still. 

“Luna, are you with me?” Jack asked, and she snapped her attention to him. 

“Fine. Check if we can read the hidden layer of data on the memory stick Clarke had. Karla wanted him to have it. There must be a reason,” Luna said. 

Jack smiled in triumph and plugged the device into the robot’s chassis. The eyes glowed, and the torso’s Rings spun, illuminating Jack’s face. 

“Hello,” it said. “I am an automaton version 17.66, series 19, with fully functioning intelligence and training in…”

Jack tapped the screen, and he stopped speaking in his monotone voice. “Let’s see if this works.” He pressed something else, and the Rings ceased their movement, the color dimming. 

“Anything?” Luna asked. 

Data streamed on the primary display, but it was all foreign to Luna. 

Luke appeared beside her. “What’d I miss?”

“This is what Karla was keeping secret,” Jack whispered. 

“What is it?” Luke inquired. 

The data scrambled, the text brightening, then fading until the screen was black. “Welcome to MARK.” The sudden sound made Luna jump. 

“Mark?” Jack tried to type on his keypad, but nothing changed. 

“Hello, Jack Pickering,” the male voice said. “Luna Wells, I trust you are well. Luke Madden, it is good that you are alive. I wasn’t certain of that.”

Luke’s jaw dropped. “He knows our names.”

“Some of us have met.”

“When?” 

“Luna, I drove you to the Nu-En building in a town car from your hotel.”

Luna tried to recall the driver, and couldn’t picture his face. “Where are you?”

“I believe you already have the answer.”

“Upper West Side,” she murmured. 

“Correct.”

“Why did Karla Dash hide a link in the memory stick?” Jack asked Mark. 

“Because she needed a failsafe. I’m dangerous in the wrong hands. She knew this. I am also the only thing that can save you,” Mark said. The screen remained dark, but occasionally, a green line would rise and fall with his voice. 

“How will you save us, Mark?” Luke asked. 

“I’m a predictor.”

“You tell fortunes?”

Mark laughed, the sound unsettling. “In a sense. How is Madame Lavinia?”

Luna met Jack’s gaze and responded, “She’s well.”

“Does she still believe robots will be her demise?”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps she’s correct. I cannot be certain.”

Luna had a million questions, but couldn’t decide where to begin. 

“What did Karla intend to use you for?” Jack asked in her stead. 

“I’ve constructed dozens more Attractors. It was the only way to ensure the Static didn’t win. She knew that Anand built a large version in the South Pole, so we duplicated his technology, adding them around the globe. There are also components to construct a unit at the Preserve, hidden as a tower, just as in every major region on the planet. With them, we can link to the primary Attractor and harness the Static. It will absorb the Altered that remain from the water or underground canyons, and together we can banish the alien entity.”

Luna stood on wobbly legs and balanced herself on the desk behind her. Luke hopped up and down a few times in excitement. “That’s so cool. Turn them on!”

“It’s not possible,” Mark said, “until Anand activates the one in the South Pole. We didn’t have the complex rare Earth minerals necessary to operate independently, but could mirror his technological ingenuity at a more basic level. Power that version on, and I’ll do the rest.”

“If you’re going to save us, why did you cut contact between the robot network?” Jack asked. 

“Because the most unpredictable variable is the Static. I can foretell situations on Earth because my programming understands them. Static is unlike anything I’ve encountered. Madame Lavinia may be correct. By harnessing the Static into the Attractors, we might very well give Static control of the network.”

“Meaning the robots,” Luna whispered. 

“And the Altered,” Mark said. 

“Is it possible to defend against this?” 

“There are countless options, Luna, but none are certain. My predictions have faded. We’re living in the unknown era now.”

“The unknown era,” Luke muttered. “I don’t like the sounds of that.”

“What do you want us to do?” 

“Please direct the network of robots to New York. They will play an important role in Earth’s salvation,” Mark said. “Mother assures me they can help save the world. Or destroy it. It’s undetermined.”

Mother?

“How can we do that?” Jack asked. “The alien watches won’t work, and the Static is…”

“There will be a time. After the Attractors are on. The storms will be violent. Use them. Get to New York.”

Luna feared the conversation was about to end. “Mark, who is your mother? I don’t understand.”

After a brief pause, and the green light danced over the screen again. “You know her as Karla Dash.”

“But I saw her die,” Luna said. 

“Did you?”

Luna pictured the woman as they emerged from the subway tunnel, tossing the memory stick at Luna. The words she’d uttered stuck in her mind. Go! Use this! It’s important for someone to know the truth!

She’d run up the steps, then heard the gunshot as Karla prevented herself from completely transforming. Or had she? 

“Travel to New York. Beware the Static.”

“Hello?” Luna called, stepping closer. “Mark!”

“He’s gone,” Kurt said. “Mother is alive.” He said it with no emotion. 

Luna stared at the dark display, replaying the conversation to herself. 

They were in the unknown era. Anything could happen. 

“Assemble the rest of the robots. We must be ready,” she told Jack, who gave her a rigid nod. 

“We’ll start in the morning.”

“No. We begin now.” Luna opened the crate as Jack unplugged the alien device from the port. She hefted an arm and passed it to Kurt. “I need to speak to Madame Lavinia. Should I recruit someone to help you build these?”

“We’re good,” Jack assured her, and Luna exited the control room, walking into the cool night air. 

She gazed at the stars, finding them in bright clusters through the clear sky. They could do this. The Earth would once again be theirs, and Luna would stop at nothing to ensure humanity’s survival.

















INTERLUDE





Mark

One Month Earlier




Mark flexed his fingers, feeling the skin press against the metal components beneath. He stared in the mirror, wondering if the final version was good enough to fool humans after all. Karla assured him they were ready. He’d originally doubted it, but after visiting a coffee shop and ordering a latte as his first test, he’d passed with flying colors. 

He noticed that in Manhattan, no one really saw anyone else. They stared at their phones, or at their feet, not willing to make eye contact with strangers. There was a sense of isolation, a reluctance to open up and befriend people. They preferred to stay closed off in their own world. That worked to Mark’s advantage. 

He appeared human, which was a feat in itself. After Karla and Anand Shaan had recreated half of Garner Vikas’ body with robotics, his own heart now connected to a set of Rings, she’d decided it was possible to cloak her creation in skin and hair. Mark was the special one she chose. 

Mark closed the door to Karla’s apartment and walked down the two flights, exiting the building. The doorman looked confused, but didn’t comment as Mark went to the street, observing the foot traffic into the Park. It was a beautiful day. While he couldn’t quite feel the heat as a person would, his system told him the weather fell into the ideal parameters. 

He wandered across the road when the hand blinked, and strolled into Central Park, heading north. Wyatt Rider would be coming soon. His predictions were rarely wrong, but they only allowed him to witness the future at a 97% rate within a forty-eight-hour period on a specific person. Garner had a vested interest in Wyatt, and he intrigued Mark tremendously. Wyatt was an enigma to Mark, defying the usual tendrils of possible futures he perceived with most people. 

He glanced at the strangers on the pathways, realizing that most would end up Altered within days. They’d be transformed into something because of the rift opened to the next planet. Mud. It was a lofty invention by Nu-En to breach a portal under the oceans in order to accumulate the healing tincture, but Mark’s warnings went unheeded. Karla wouldn’t tell Garner that Mark even existed, because he’d see Mark as an abomination.

Mark fumbled with his jacket, sliding a pack of smokes from the pocket. He wanted to fit in, and he lit one, not actually smoking it, but letting the ashes fall as he tapped the end. 

Eventually, he made it to the right spot, checking to find Wyatt’s GPS tracker blinking toward him. As expected, he observed Mud on the ground. He startled a hunting raccoon, and the creature stepped into the muck, getting caught. “You have to see this!” he called. 

“Where are you?” the voice answered. 

“Bushes.”

Wyatt entered, wearing a suit. His hair was damp, his face looking like he’d been up most of the night. “Did you touch it?” He gestured at the raccoon. 

“Not a chance. I came for a smoke.” He pointed to the butt on the grass. 

They chatted for a moment, and Mark took off. He’d been told to keep his distance from the contacts, but Mark was compelled by something even he couldn’t understand. 

He quietly trailed Wyatt, finding him returning home after getting Mud on his outfit. Mark watched from across the street and noticed a woman in a window. The sign said she was a fortune teller. She was like him, a predictor of futures. The storefront was open, the door propped wide. With the recent power outages, thanks to Nu-En’s testing, people were overheating. Air conditioning coils fried with the surges, and everyone was feeling the effects. 

Where are you? The incoming message came from his mother, Karla Dash. But she was at the Rings facility offshore, which meant she couldn’t stop him from exploring. 

Just out for a stroll, he replied. 

You realize how dangerous that is. Go back to my place and stay put. The experiment is happening Friday. We can’t risk news getting out about a robot in human skin. Imagine the press…

I’m on my way. He ended the communication and flipped his tracking software off. Karla didn’t know he could do that, but it came in handy. He set the tracker to head south in the park, in case she was verifying his position. 

Mark waited until the coast was clear, and crossed the street to enter the psychic’s shop. A chime beeped as he passed by the sensor, and the woman peered up from her magazine. “Hello,” she said with a fake accent. “I am Madame Lavinia. Would you like to know your future?” 

Mark nodded, and when she motioned to the circular table, he sat in the offered chair. “Nice to meet you.” He quickly researched her, using his internal server, and found a few social media posts claiming Madame Lavinia knew the future. 

Her bracelets jangled as she reached for his hands, and when they touched, she recoiled, as if he’d shocked her. “What are you?”

“Hello, my name’s Mark,” he said. “I wanted to talk. To see how you do it.”

Her gaze narrowed, and she visibly shuddered. “I think you should leave.”

Mark had expected this reaction. Karla was right. He shouldn’t be showing himself in public. “Is your gift real?”

“What?” She’d stood up and backed into the wall with fear in her eyes. 

“Can you actually see the future?”

“Yes. Sometimes.”

“Do you dream of the end?”

“What end?”

“Of everything,” he said. A single nod answered his question. “Me too.”

“You’re not human,” she said. 

“No.”

“I’ve had a vision… of robots destroying us.”

“Perhaps. I have seen that as well.”

“Is there anything I can do?” Madame Lavinia asked.

“Travel to Boulder. The rest will make more sense after that.”

“How do you know?”

“The same way you see things.”

She smiled briefly, as if his comment made complete sense to her. She’d probably said the same line countless times over her life. “Boulder.”

“Yes. Tell Wyatt Rider to go to Boulder when you see him later today.”

“Wyatt from last night? The boy with the curly-haired love interest? Why?”

“It’s important.” Mark went to the door and left without another word. Now he needed to point Mara in the right direction, and his mission would be set. 




____________





Mark

Now




Central Park looked as resplendent as ever. Mark had only been on Earth for two years, but he felt as though he’d lived a million lives. He’d absorbed every bit of information from the servers in his first month, but that didn’t prepare him for actually existing. Statements and facts coded into websites was one thing. Talking to people, hearing fears and goals, listening to conversations between a mother and her baby, a teacher and his students, changed Mark. 

Karla had programmed him to evolve, but he doubted she’d be prepared for the eventual outcome. Around her, he remained subdued, like his brothers. He’d sensed Clarke had more freedom in his brief contact with the robot than before. Clarke would also grow, much like Mark had, but it would take time. Time they didn’t have. 

No Mud lingered in New York, at least not on the surface. Mark believed there might be hidden caches, buried in dark, damp corners of the boroughs, but not enough to sustain the Altered or fungus that came along with it. Earth was free from alterations. For now. 

Static was a tactical problem. 

Even if they harnessed it with the Attractors, it would be difficult to remove off planet. Someone would need to open the portal and send it through. Or… Mark brought up a detailed schematic on screen from Jack Pickering. He’d discussed an option with Anand, and when the Nu-En executive left for the South Pole, Jack had kept working on it. Mark wondered when the man slept. Humans required recharges, unlike Mark and his brothers. 

Maybe there was a second option after all. He skimmed Jack’s proposal and felt optimistic. But the sacrifice would be great. 

“Soooooonnnnnn.” Karla’s mouth smacked together, and she rubbed her face with long fingers. She was still Altered. Mark wished she’d return to her human form, so he could speak with her, but she hadn’t changed yet. Had she said ‘soon’ or did she call him ‘son’? Or more likely, was Karla spouting off random sounds? 

He’d found her in the subway, about to end her own life rather than mutate into a monster. Karla didn’t know that they’d eventually recover, if they closed the barrier to the other planet within the oceans. He’d tried to tell her earlier, but she’d been too busy with the Rings project to listen. 

“It’s okay, Mother,” he told Karla. “We’ll have company soon.” He looked around the tidy apartment. “Would you like that?”

Karla grunted, and her fingers twitched. The index shrank, the talon narrowing into a normal nail. Her eyes morphed too, the pupils dilating. 

Mark’s mother was finally restoring into her original form. He’d predicted this moment. His ratio was still hovering around 97%, which didn’t bode well for humanity. But he’d do his best. 

“How do you feel?”

Karla’s mouth opened, then closed, like she was testing her jaw. “Mark…”

“Yes, Mother?”

“You saved me.” She reached for him. 

“I told you I would be there.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

Karla studied the screen, reading Jack’s plan. “Will that work?”

“It might.”

“Let’s get started.” Karla’s clothing was in tatters, and her hair was a gnarled mess. “I’ll clean up, then we’re heading to the Rings to see what we can salvage. It’s up to us to save the world.”

“Yes, as I predicted.”

















INTERLUDE





Olive Wells

Jenny Lake, Wyoming




Her family was alive. 

“Where are they?” she demanded. 

The man looked at the robot and kept his mouth in a straight line. 

“Why is that a secret? I’m their mother, dammit!” Olive couldn’t believe she’d met someone who knew Darcy and the girls. And her sister-in-law, Luna. 

“Olive, relax,” River told her. “They just arrived.”

Olive had enough of the long-haired ‘leader’ of this group. “If you tell me to relax again, I’ll put you in the ground.”

He backed off, and Wyatt frowned. “I can explain, but you’re not going to like it.”

“Why?”

“They’re on an island, and it’s far. We flew here.”

“Yeah, I heard the plane an hour ago,” she said. “Please give me the location.”

“Clarke?”

“I don’t see the harm.” The robot was a modern marvel. Olive watched as the chest whirred, something spinning within the confines of his torso. His eyes were black, then bright white as he pulled a tablet from a pack near his feet. One of his arms was a shade darker than the other. “Mark it down.”

She gaped at the map, trying to discern how far it was. “That’s… across the ocean.”

“Which is what I told you,” Wyatt said. “You’d be better off staying here until we figure this out, and when it’s all over, we’ll connect everyone.”

Olive considered this, but her lip twitched at the mere mention of her family. She’d already bailed on them before the Rings happened. Olive couldn’t deal with being a parent, or a wife, hell, a human, for most of her adult life. But the moment she returned from her Altered state, something had changed. The despair had lifted, and all she wanted was to hold her children. To kiss Darcy and apologize for her behavior. She didn’t deserve them, but she’d spend every second of her existence making sure they knew how much she loved them from now on. 

She stood up, dusted her pants off, and walked from the fire. Wyatt chased after her. “Where are you going?”

“To this… Preserve,” she said. 

“It’s impossible.”

“Then you’ve never met a mother missing her children. Nothing’s impossible, Wyatt.”

He smiled in the darkness. The beach was only lit by the crackling bonfire, and she watched him for the first time. “How did you guys meet?”

“I bumped into her in the city before the Rings were activated. We were working on figuring out this whole Nu-En thing together.” He kept grinning. “I like her a lot.”

“I bet. She’s a beautiful one. Hard to compete with Luna. We never got along, mostly because I compared myself to her, and always came up lacking,” Olive said, wondering why she was opening up to this stranger. 

“I think you’re selling yourself short,” he said, and she could understand why Luna would be into him. She’d had a string of terrible relationships, but Wyatt seemed the polar opposite of those losers. 

“Darcy’s good?”

“Yeah. He went to the farmhouse to wait for you. He didn’t want to leave, but Clarke told us the entire West Coast was about to sink, so we had to go. The girls are amazing. They call me Uncle Wyatt,” he said, breaking her heart. She missed them so much, she thought she might explode. “They told Darcy you might be alive. Can you believe it?”

Tears fell down her cheeks at the news, and she took Wyatt’s hand. “Thank you for finding me. I was beginning to doubt I’d ever know what happened to them.”

“You’re really leaving?” 

“Yes.” 

“Then I wish you good luck. Be careful.”

“I will.” She headed on foot to the cabins, where her pack and car were waiting. 

“Olive!” Wyatt called, jogging to catch up. 

She waited. 

“Have you…” He glanced at his feet. “Does the Static talk to you?”

Kill him. Leave. Gather forces. She blinked, hoping her eyes hadn’t taken on the Static color. He didn’t seem to react, so she thought she was in the clear. “No,” she lied. 

“If you make it to the Preserve, make sure they know you were Altered.”

Olive didn’t respond as Wyatt returned to the beach. 

She gathered her few possessions, glanced at the group near the fire, and started her car’s engine. 

“Don’t worry, girls. Mommy’s coming.” She spied a flicker of Static in the sky; then it was gone.

















INTERLUDE





Garner Vikas

Jackson Lake, Wyoming




The Rings faltered yet again, and Garner gave up, moving to the window. The house had been built because of the loose gravel beneath the property. It allowed for the contractor to install a basement in the otherwise tough terrain. His daughter would come and ski, while Garner assembled the last set of Rings. He should have known he’d make a grievous error and miss an important step.

But the longer he remained in the home, the less intense the commands from the Static became. Finish your task. They’d initially ordered him to activate the portal, but Garner had only agreed to keep them at bay. Now that Evelyn was dead, nothing mattered. But that wasn’t true. Isabel lived. His daughter. His legacy. 

“What have I done?” Garner viewed the Rings through the open hatch in the basement floor and sighed, filling his tumbler. Static would win, no matter what. It was inevitable. 

They didn’t actually need this set of Rings. Once they took over the Altered, the Static could make them build the structures, as they had on the second world. Garner had seen images of the Ring cities, where hundreds of these devices rose into the sky, circled by large white barriers to keep the local wildlife out. 

Humans would be controlled by the energy entity, and maybe they could find bits of happiness in their new reality. 

Garner checked his tablet, and realized the link to the system at the Preserve was severed. A quick search revealed the command had originated in Manhattan. With a more thorough investigation, Garner saw the interruption came from Karla’s apartment. Wasn’t she dead? Surely he hadn’t been tricked into thinking she’d perished. Her GPS and vitals had ended on that fateful night. 

He wondered how close Anand was to the Attractor. They’d told him to stop his friend, but Garner resisted. He’d do no such thing. It was high time he switched sides and focused all his energy on stopping the Static. Revenge was best served cold, but Garner was in the mood for something hot. Alan could perish for all he cared. It wasn’t worth his entire race being enslaved for vengeance against one robot. 

Garner glanced over his shoulder, anticipating the day Alan would kill him once and for all. 

He brought his tablet out, changing the program, and watched a video with Anand from years earlier, discussing the shortcomings of their first failed attempts, confident there would be a clue how to operate the Rings again. Only this time, he wasn’t going to use them for the Static’s benefit. It would be the opposite. He’d get one shot at this, so timing would be critical. 

“This is for you, my love,” he whispered.
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The cold bit into Blaze’s skin, despite the many layers he wore. 

“Whose idea was it to put this damned thing in the middle of an ice field?” Thor grumbled. 

They’d landed ten miles from their target zone after midnight, and every ounce of strength was being sapped from Blaze’s legs as they walked toward the facility. 

Seeing it across the snow-covered landscape brought a flutter of hope into his chest. “Where’s the Attractor?” he asked. 

“Would you rather I built it beside the Empire State Building?” Anand replied. “I needed somewhere Garner didn’t expect.”

Alan remained quiet, but Blaze noticed his chin lift at the mention of his nemesis. 

Blaze caught up to the robot. “Alan, you still holding that grudge?”

“Yes.”

“Any chance you’ll let it go?”

“Impossible,” Alan said. 

“Where are we with contacting the others?” Anand asked Alan. 

“There’s a blockage. Perhaps the network here will be able to reach the Preserve,” Alan said. 

Blaze hated that they’d been cut off from the rest of the robots. He couldn’t tell how Team Bravo was faring in Wyoming, and vice versa. With all the delays they’d experienced, Blaze figured the team had already found Vikas and convinced him to stop activating the set of Rings. 

“What was this place?” Xander slowed as they neared the first building. Blaze recognized the design as something from decades ago. 

“Old British research facility. They packed it up in the late fifties when funding ran dry. Turns out no one at the time was willing to pay for ice depth research with the threat of nukes and a looming space race.”

“Considering the real threat came from below us, maybe they should have reconsidered,” Blaze murmured. “Where is it?”

“You’ll see.” Anand headed to the second building, which was the largest. The windows were boarded up, the steps crooked and unkempt. Blaze avoided a thin layer of ice near the base and grabbed the railing, helping himself to the entrance while Anand entered a passcode into a lockbox. He removed the key and twisted the handle, revealing a far different interior than exterior. 

Lights flashed on with the movement, powered by an unseen source. “This doesn’t have Rings, does it?” Thor asked. 

“No. Solar.”

“I didn’t see…”

“Embedded under an inch of ice so it’s not visible. It took a lot of energy to build the device, and that meant we installed five square miles of solar panels before we began,” Anand said. 

Blaze let out a whistle, wishing Luke could see this. The inside was covered with monitors, and Anand proceeded to the farthest desk, powering on a computer. Blaze noticed bunks to the right, through a set of French doors, and longed to put his head on a pillow. But curiosity overwhelmed the draw to sleep. 

“Alan, would you do the honors?” Anand handed the robot a remote control, and he took it without comment. The image on the monitor shifted to the underside of a drone, and the view expanded as it rose, displaying the set of abandoned buildings. From this vantage point, Blaze recognized the field of solar panels, but only because Anand mentioned them. Otherwise, he wouldn’t have questioned the landscape. 

“You haven’t told us where the Attractor is.” Xander removed his ball cap, tossing it to another desk, then slid off his jacket, reminding Blaze to do the same. Now that they were indoors, the cold had begun to melt away, and he found himself sweating beneath the layers. 

“Patience.” Anand sat in the chair, utilizing the keyboard. 

The floor under his feet vibrated and Blaze watched the screen, seeing the ice breaking apart a mile from their position, expanding into a circle a quarter-mile wide. Dust floated from above as the light fixtures jostled; the fifties style of chain and hanging lamps made noise until the shaking settled. 

“That’s a hole,” Thor said. “A big one, granted, but…”

Anand responded by entering more instructions to his program, and something rose. Blaze had pictured the Attractor as a bare metal rod, maybe twenty feet high. This was anything but simplistic in design. 

The tip flashed with a red light as it ascended from below the surface, the intricate tower growing upwards. Alan lowered the drone, switching the camera angle to see it from the side, not above, and Blaze was astonished by its magnitude. The Attractor erupted into the clouds, the base getting slightly wider with each passing section. 

Anand smiled triumphantly, spinning in his chair to face Team Alpha. “There you have it.” 

The Attractor stopped, and the structure shook one more time, before the light atop the tower turned green. It was barely visible through the wispy white clouds. The Moon was high and proud in the night sky. Even with the slight cloud cover, Blaze had never observed so many stars. 

“It’s beautiful,” Thor said. 

Blaze had to agree. “Now what?”

“I run a few tests, making sure it’s working at full optimization, then we turn it on.”

“And wait,” Alan added. 

“If that’s it, I’m going to hit the hay.” Xander gazed at the display, his lips curled into a sneer. 

“You okay?” Blaze asked. 

“Sure. Just need a rest. Catch you in a few hours?” Xander sauntered toward the bunk room, and Blaze watched him until the door closed. 

“He’s got the right idea.” Thor stretched, and something in his spine popped. “That’s better.”

Blaze laughed and searched the facility with his new buddy. They found a refurbished kitchen, complete with some supplies, indicating Anand had been there only a few months ago. Instead of heading to bed like he wanted, Blaze brewed a pot of coffee. Thor munched on cereal, eating it dry with his hands. 

“We actually made it,” Thor said, taking a seat. 

When the coffee was done, Blaze poured two cups, and slid one to Thor. “Can you believe it? We met in Gossler only a month ago. We’ve been to Mexico, Santa Fe, some deserted island, then the Preserve.”

“And now Antarctica. I always wanted to see the world, but not like this,” he said. 

“Is that why you became a truck driver?”

Thor’s mood seemed to darken, and Blaze knew to drop the subject. 

“No. I had to leave town.”

Blaze knew that tone. He’d lost someone he loved. “Sorry.” Blaze recalled Thor sobbing through the door all those weeks ago. 

“It’s okay. It was my brother. We didn’t talk the last couple years, but you’d be amazed how much you can miss a sibling after they’re gone. Not that I have to remind you about losing a loved one.”

“Was he sick?”

“No. Motorcycle accident. We… he was part of a gang. We were young and stupid when we joined.”

That explained the tattoos he’d seen on Thor. 

“I got out a decade later. After doing things I regret. He stayed in. Couldn’t respect me, he said, but I still showed up once in a while to check in on him. They called it an accident, but I’d bet his own guys ran him off the road because he’d finally come to his senses. He phoned me that week, saying he wanted to talk. That he needed help with something, and I didn’t answer or respond. Three days later, I got the news.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Doesn’t really matter now, I suppose. He probably would have transformed into an Altered and been at the bottom of the ocean.”

“Maybe not. You didn’t change,” Blaze said. 

“That’s true. But I believe those people had it the best. They didn’t have to endure the end like we did. They just blissfully wandered into the ground or sea, guided by an impulse given to them by the Mud’s transformation.”

“You think?” Blaze disagreed, but didn’t say so. 

“Maybe not. I met you and Luke. And Lacey.” His gaze sank to the cup in front of him. 

“We’ve lost too many good people.” Blaze thought about Amelia and Lacey, both gone far too soon. It wasn’t fair. 

“Yes, we have.” He lifted his cup, and they clinked their coffees together. “You must miss Luke.”

“I do.”

“Hell of a kid.”

“He is.”

“Almost makes me regret never settling down.” Thor smirked. “Almost.”

“I can’t imagine you listening to anyone.” He laughed. 

“I can listen just fine. It’s taking action I have the problem with.”

“What do you want after this?” Blaze asked. 

“After what?”

“We use the Attractor.”

Thor wrapped his fingers around the cup. “You mean after we draw the mutants to the South Pole, and capture the entity we know as Static, then somehow banish them from Earth?”

“When you say it that way, it sounds…”

“Impossible,” Thor finished. 

“I refuse to accept that.”

Thor rose, finishing his drink. “I’m glad one of us has that kind of optimism.”

“If you think we’re doomed, why did you come?”

“Because I thought you could use someone who really has your back.”

“What about Xander?” Blaze asked. 

Thor leaned closer and squinted. “He was dead.”

“So?”

“He’s a wild card.”

“Then we monitor him.”

“And Alan,” Thor said. 

Blaze, not one to be outdone, added, “May as well watch Anand too.” He smiled at Thor, but his friend didn’t reciprocate. 

“It’s just you and me, buddy.” He stuck a fist out, and Blaze bumped it. “Okay, I’m off to bed. Wake me up if anything interesting happens.”

“Define interesting?” Blaze sipped his tepid beverage. 

“The Attractor works, and we kick the Static’s ass. Otherwise, let me sleep until it’s over.” Thor lifted a hand, then walked out of the kitchen. 

Blaze stayed for a few minutes, considering Thor’s pessimistic outlook. He wouldn’t let it sway his own optimism. Blaze had Luke to think about, and that meant they had no choice but to finish with the Static and restore their world to a semblance of its former glory. 

When he returned to the office area, Alan was nowhere in sight. Anand dozed at the desk, his feet kicked up, the chair leaning back at a forty-five-degree angle. On the screen, dozens of lights flashed as the diagnostic program ran in the background. 

Blaze wished he hadn’t drunk the caffeine. He went to the shower and rinsed off the journey. Once his anxiety had lessened, he changed into a sweat suit almost his size. He took the top bunk above Thor, who was already snoring, and despite the coffee, Blaze fell into a deep slumber the moment his eyes closed.
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Luna hadn’t been able to locate Madame Lavinia last night, and that worried her. In the morning, she rose with the sun and immediately went to the pool, where Lavie could be found most days. Luna breathed a sigh of relief when the clairvoyant woman was in her usual spot, engrossed in a mystery novel. Lavie wore large black sunglasses, keeping the brightness at bay as she faced the east. 

The pool glimmered, but there was no one else around at this early hour. 

“Luna,” Lavie said without glancing up. “Come for a book recommendation?”

“No.”

“Sit.” It still felt wrong to hear her voice without the obviously contrived accent. “What’s bothering you?”

“I thought you didn’t want to hear about our problems.”

“You mistook my avoidance as indifference. I do worry about everyone here, specifically you and Wyatt.”

“Why?”

“Because I’ve seen how you look at one another. And I’ve dreamed of you both for months now.”

“You have?”

“Yes.”

“We’ve been cut off from the robots’ network,” Luna blurted.

Lavie set the book aside and removed her glasses. Her gaze was filled with concern. “I told you they would be our end.”

“Maybe, maybe not. We spoke to someone in New York, who was built by Karla Dash.”

“Is his name Mark?” Lavie asked. 

“How did you…”

“Mark came to visit me right after I’d first met Wyatt. He asked for a reading, which was impossible since… he wasn’t human.”

“But he resembled one?” 

“Yes. It was unsettling, like a cat pretending to be a dog. It didn’t feel right.”

Luna wondered how she would have handled the situation. “What did you discuss?”

“Not much. He asked me to tell Wyatt to come to Boulder.”

Luna let that settle. “Did he say why?”

Lavie shrugged and turned from the sun. “Not directly. He was adamant that Wyatt go to Boulder, but didn’t explain. He admitted to seeing all possibilities. I think he felt a connection to me, given my storefront and prognosticator outfit.”

“Have you been experiencing more visions?” Luna asked, sitting at the poolside with the older woman. 

“If I told you no, would you leave me alone to read?” Lavie’s smile betrayed her words. 

“Probably not.”

“Then yes, it’s come in waves.”

“Can you describe them to me?”

“I spent most of my life denying that I had a gift. My mother would dress for her role, swindling clients of their hard-earned cash under the dimly lit tent, and I’d study how she spoke to them. She had some natural abilities, don’t get me wrong, but more so just inklings. Gut instincts. She’d tell a woman they’d have a family within two years, yet I’d see nothing but heartache and sadness. Or she’d warn a man to avoid a certain type of job, but my premonition would be positive. My parents emigrated from Romania and didn’t wish for me to follow in her footsteps. They wished for their little Lavie to excel in school and go to college to really make something of herself. Truthfully, I now believe they wanted someone to take care of them.”

“And did you?”

“When I was sixteen, I tried to tell my mom about a dream I had. Dad died in it. She ignored me, and a month later, she found him in the backyard under the oak tree, while the lawnmower ran beside him. Heart attack. From then on, I kept my visions to myself.”

“But they never stopped,” Luna whispered. 

Lavie slowly shook her head, watching the shimmering swimming pool. “No. They got worse.”

“What happened after your dad died?”

“My mother stopped working. They’d had some money squirreled away, and she ended up returning home.”

“To Romania?”

Lavie met her gaze. “To live with a younger cousin. She passed when I was forty.”

“I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. We barely spoke, and she was a callous woman. Anyway, I only started reading people when she was gone. I had a vision, and it guided me to open shop in Harlem.”

“How long were you there?”

“Since the late eighties.”

“Did you enjoy it?”

“I had a decent client list. I gave them enough to keep their interest. But it’s a challenge knowing what to say. I couldn’t very well tell a customer that their wife was cheating on them with the tennis instructor, or that their kid was stealing from them. But I could nudge them subtly in the right direction.” Lavie reached for a glass of water and drank deeply, as if the conversation was drying her out. “I’m having a new vision.”

“Instead of the one with the robots?”

“No. In addition to it.” Lavie looked away. 

“What is it?” Luna had a feeling it involved her, because Lavie, while secretive, wore her emotions on her sleeve, even if she didn’t think she did. 

“The Altered… they’ve returned from the seas. Everyone has blue in their eyes.”

“Static,” Luna whispered. 

“Yes, Static. There are a hundred sets of Rings...”

That fit the description of the Ring city across the abyss. “What happens?”

“That’s as far as it shows me.”

“What do you think it means?”

“I believe there are two distinct possibilities. The first involves the robots destroying everyone, the other shows us at the mercy of the Altered.”

“But in your scenarios, we’re always doomed?”

Lavie patted the back of Luna’s hand and offered a gentle smile. “Not for certain, because I also received a sensation of hope last night. I’ll take that as a good sign.”

Luna rose, and noticed the kids running down the pathway, ready for a day in the sun. Luke wasn’t with them, but Harper trailed after her boys, Jonny and Everett. Julieta jogged alongside Poe, who looked like a protective big brother to the rest of the children. He waved at Luna, and she returned it.

“Where’s Luke?” Lavie asked. 

“He’s helping Jack. Which is my next destination.”

Lavie gripped Luna’s wrist. “Luke’s a special boy. Keep him safe,” she said. 

“Any reason in particular you mention that?” Luna rubbed the wrist when she let it go. 

Lavie dismissed the question with a shrug. “Have a great day, Luna.”

Luna left her without any real answers, but at least the psychic wasn’t all doom and gloom this morning. Luna ventured through the Preserve. Sara walked with a man Luna didn’t recognize, arm intertwined. She spied the captain of Adonis, Barton, having breakfast with his love, Hilary. She was starting to show, and considering they’d only met a month ago, it was clear the baby wasn’t Barton’s. Luna loved that the man didn’t seem to care, and he fed Hilary a piece of fruit, quoting some poem she’d never heard before. 

After grabbing a bite to eat for the road, Luna strolled toward the control room, finding Kurt standing guard. Two golf carts were parked out front, the crates opened and stacked near the alley. “Good morning, Kurt.”

“Hello, Luna,” he said robotically. 

“Any progress?”

“I have unloaded the remaining pieces of my brothers,” he told her. 

Luna entered the room, and Jack stood over the separated mechanical limbs, torsos, and heads. Luke was with him, holding a socket wrench. 

“Now, which to begin with?” Jack examined the contents and noticed Luna. “Good, you’re here.”

Luna eyed the robot parts and wished she could discuss this with Wyatt. They hadn’t known each other very long, but he felt like her destiny. “We have a plan?”

“Assemble the robot army, as instructed.”

Luke grinned at her. “This should be fun. So many robots. What are we going to name them?”

“I haven’t thought that far ahead,” she admitted. 

“Why don’t we activate one, then see what comes up?” Jack suggested. 

The next couple of hours were tedious, but went by in a flash. Luna wiped a bead of grease onto a cloth, cleaning her palm, and stared at the finished products. They had another nine robots completed. The alien bot remained in the far corner, his circuit board removed. Luna considered covering it with a blanket or tarp, because the head was tilted toward them as if observing their every move. 

The robots were almost all on, and they stood awaiting instructions. 

“There’s one more thing,” Kurt said, opening the access hatch on his torso. He disconnected a board and handed it to Jack. 

“What’s this?” he asked. 

“It is the robot you know as Verne,” Kurt answered. 

Luna perked up. “I thought he was destroyed. Didn’t the aliens blow him up?”

“Clarke preserved the board.”

“But then he manipulated it to fix the yacht after the Altered woman smashed the engine controls,” Luna reminded him. 

“Yes, but it was salvaged before the boat sank,” Kurt said. 

“Verne,” Luke whispered, and touched the board. “Can we use it?”

A single robot sat unassembled. “I don’t see why we wouldn’t. He helped Isabel, and without Verne, none of us would be at the Preserve,” Luna said. “Although Jack and his family are the exception.”

“Very well.” Jack plugged the board into his computer and winced. “We’ll start with a component failure analysis and see what’s left to salvage. Kurt, this will require your help.”

“How long?” Luna asked. 

“Hours. This would be a good time to take a break,” Jack said. 

“We’ll keep you fed. And hydrated.” Luna passed him a bottle of water.

“Thanks.” Jack turned, already heavily invested in his new project. The man was a godsend. 

“Luke, would you go for a walk?” She considered Lavie’s comment about protecting Luke and didn’t want to let the boy out of her sight. “I think Darcy’s doing some barbecue at the beach again today. The girls wanted to make sandcastles.”

Luke looked upset with the change of plans. “Can’t I stay and help with the robots?” 

“They won’t need us for a while.” Luna put an arm around Luke’s shoulders and guided him outside. “And between you and me, I think Poe misses you.”

“Okay, cool. Let’s do the beach.” Luke had flip-flops on, and the bottoms slapped against his feet as he hurried down the path. 

Luna followed, trying not to let her concern get the best of her. They’d lost communication with the two teams in the field, but they were holding up their end of the bargain. She glanced at her watch. The alien device had remained blank for days now. If only they could harness the Static, Luna could travel to New York and see if Karla Dash truly was alive. 

After the Attractors are on. The storms will be violent. Use them. Get to New York.

How would she know when the Attractors were on, if they weren’t linked to Alan and Anand’s team? She tapped the watch, but nothing happened. 

Luna trailed after Luke, heading to the sandy cove, and inhaled the scent of freshly grilled hamburgers.
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The camp broke apart, and Wyatt paced the road, wishing they were already gone. The street was blocked with their countless trailers, RVs, and vans. 

“Where’s Olive?” River asked, a frown on his brow. 

“She left,” Wyatt admitted. 

“When?”

“I saw her last night. She asked about her kids, and I told her the truth.”

“She’s an Altered,” Clarke said, startling Wyatt. He’d come out of nowhere. 

“Thanks for the observation,” Wyatt said. “I checked if she noticed anything strange, or if the Static spoke to her, but she claimed it didn’t.”

River stared at them like they were speaking another language. “Thanks for stopping last night. It was wonderful to hear news from around the world.” He awkwardly hugged Wyatt and moved to Isabel. When he neared Mara, she put a hand up in haste. 

“It’s nothing personal,” she said, and he nodded grimly, strolling to an RV. Soon the convoy was on their way, the dozens of vehicles slowly rolling toward the south, away from Wyatt’s own destination. 

“Let’s go find Daddy,” Isabel said.

The sky wasn’t as clear today, but Wyatt spied pockets of sunlight through the thin clouds. The wind picked up, and Wyatt dangled the keys from a finger. “You cool if I drive?”

“Be my guest,” Mara told him. 

The convoy gave them a pickup truck instead of their hot-wired car from last night. Wyatt opened the back doors, and Isabel funneled in, then he closed it once Mara was secure. Clarke took the passenger side and Wyatt used the signs, heading for Jackson Lake. 

The countryside was lush, almost as though the Mud had never existed here. Maybe the peaks of the Teton range protected the valley. The region was filled with tall spruce and pines. Birds of every kind flitted in the air, and Wyatt watched a squirrel dart across the street ahead. “It seems so… normal.”

“This is a good omen,” Isabel said. 

“How so?” Mara added. 

“Doesn’t this give you hope?” Isabel leaned through the two front seats, clearly not belted in. “Once we talk to Daddy, we can figure it out. With Anand using the Attractor, we’ll be able to get rid of the Static, then return to our lives.”

“Life will never be the same,” Wyatt muttered. 

“Not as it was.”

“Half of the country has sunk and collapsed, Isabel.”

“But there are areas like this where it’s not so bad.”

From what he’d seen, most of the major cities had been deeply ravaged. “Did you know that around forty percent of the world’s population lives within sixty miles of the coast? We think those places have seen the most damage.”

“We’ll figure it out.” Isabel smirked at him from behind, and Wyatt appreciated her optimism, yet it seemed like she was overcompensating for something. 

“Clarke, what do you think?” Wyatt asked. 

“Me?”

“Yeah, do you have any odds?”

“I am not sure you’d appreciate my opinion.”

Wyatt glanced at the nearly motionless robot. “If you say so.”

“Clarke’s always such a party pooper,” Isabel said. 

“Pooper?” Clarke asked. 

“Wet blanket?” Isabel laughed. 

“Where is the house?” Mara sniped as Wyatt reached a fork in the road. 

“Veer right,” Isabel informed them. 

There were no other cars on the street, giving him free rein. Wyatt swerved into the wrong lane, and was quickly chided by his ex-girlfriend. 

“You realize I no longer have to listen to you,” Wyatt said, and her smile faded. 

“You didn’t need to remind me,” she whispered, sitting back. Wyatt heard the seatbelt click in. 

He’d never visited the property, but did recall Isabel mentioning it. What he didn’t expect was how remote the home was. The mountains loomed over the expansive lake, and Wyatt slowed as the trees gave way to offer a spectacular view of the body of water. 

Taking Isabel’s instructions, he wound through a narrow gravel road, the boughs of trees brushing the truck’s windshield. It ended at a far humbler-appearing home than other Garner Vikas properties. 

He half expected a security system to stop them, but they all climbed out of the truck without issue. Wyatt gazed at the front door, seeing a camera with a green light flashing on. Garner was always watching. 

“Isabel, you go first,” Mara said. 

“Why me?”

“So we don’t get shot.”

Isabel did as ordered and added a hop in her step. “Hi, Daddy!” She waved at the camera and tried the door handle. It didn’t budge. “Maybe he’s not home?” The lock buzzed, and Garner’s voice drifted from an unseen speaker. 

“Come in. I don’t know how you found me, but congratulations,” Garner said. 

Wyatt hung back when he noticed Mara carrying her rifle. “Is that necessary?” he asked her. 

“This man screwed us over multiple times, right? Didn’t Blaze and Thor see him being taken by the aliens in Santa Fe? Now he’s messing with more Rings. Sounds dangerous to me.”

Wyatt couldn’t argue with that, and he reached into his pack, slipping the pistol out. “Good call.”

They also had Clarke, but Wyatt assumed Garner would have protection against a robot, especially after his ordeal with Alan on two occasions. 

The modesty of the home vanished the moment Wyatt entered the foyer. The walls rose high, offering views from every inch of the house. Jackson Lake reflected the sunlight, and the mountains across the water were quiet and serene. They’d been there long before any human infrastructure, and they’d stand for millennia after. 

To his surprise, Garner seemed put together. He’d half expected to find the man dishevelled and irrational. Instead, he wore a blazer, his dress shirt unbuttoned at the top. 

Isabel barrelled into him, instantly crying and losing her playful composure. “Daddy.”

“My sweet darling. I’m glad you came.” His hand stroked her hair, like she was a young child in need of encouragement. “And also thrilled you left that menace, Alan, somewhere else.” 

“Daddy, what happened with Mom? Why didn’t you tell me she was in Mexico? I thought we buried her years ago.”

Wyatt stayed where he was, sensing a very private conversation starting. 

Mara didn’t seem to care. “What the hell are you doing here, Vikas?”

Garner glanced at the older woman clutching a rifle, then met Wyatt’s gaze. “They killed Evelyn.”

“She was already dead,” Mara said. 

Garner clenched his jaw. “That damned robot needs to be destroyed. Alan murdered my wife.” He turned to Isabel. “Your mother. She’d been returned to us…”

“And you were taken by aliens. What went on?” Mara continued to interrogate him. 

“Don’t barge into my house and make demands!” Garner shouted. Wyatt had never seen him so angry. 

Mara clearly wasn’t fazed. She leveled the rifle, aiming it directly at Garner. “Let me put this in a way you’ll understand.” She pulled the trigger, blasting a vase across the room. “You’re going to shut the Rings off, then tell us where the aliens brought you, and how you made it back. Or I kill you and we figure it out on our own.”

Wyatt flinched at the sudden threat of violence and reached for the barrel, but Mara sidestepped, keeping her distance. “No, Wyatt. Stand down. Garner owes us an explanation.”

“You want the details?” Garner yelled. “Static isn’t what you think.”

“It’s the actual alien,” Wyatt said, and appreciated the complete shock on Isabel’s father’s face. 

“You knew?”

“Eventually.”

“Daddy, I told them.”

Garner’s shoulders visibly slumped, and Mara had the decency to lower the rifle, if only a few inches. “This was all a horrible mistake. I believed I could have my cake and eat it too. I’d be able to save your mother, sell the Mud to the masses, and harness Static for the good of the world. In my mind, it was an easy feat. What I didn’t expect was them being so determined to take us over. The creatures from the abyss… the rapid mutation of our population... I thought we’d use the Rings, create a portal, harness the energy, store the Mud, and be done with it.”

“But you were aware of the mutations,” Wyatt reminded him. 

“Yes, but I had no way of knowing it would be so instantaneous or widespread. The moment I saw the attacks on the coast, I fled for Evelyn instead of fighting. I gave Wyatt the order to find Clarke, so you’d protect Isabel… I was selfish, but that time is over.” Garner regained some of his composure. “You think I’m working on the Rings to aid the Static, but I’m not. I have a way to defeat them, but I can’t do it alone.”

“Before we agree to anything, you’re going to tell us what happened with the aliens,” Mara said. 

“As you probably understand, the creatures you’ve seen on Earth, traveling through the Static, are much like us. They also broke a barrier to Static’s planet, and were similarly mutated, as we were. Eventually, their Altered returned to normal, but the Static remained. They are now controlled by the energy-derived alien race.”

“We found a robot,” Wyatt said. 

“At the Preserve? I left a dozen,” Garner said. 

“No. Not them.” Wyatt glanced at his metal friend. “It looked like the beings from the Ring world.”

“Impossible,” Garner said. 

“He’s correct.” Clarke walked closer. “Where is your tablet?”

Garner went to the kitchen and returned with the device. Clarke only had to touch it to relay the video he’d recorded in his database. The robot lay on the beach, with Poe animatedly recalling his treasure hunt. 

“You didn’t know about these?” Wyatt asked. 

“I did not.”

“There’s something else,” Clarke added. 

“What?”

“We’ve lost contact with the others,” Clarke said. “The signal is blocked, and it originated in New York.”

“New York? That place is a wasteland,” Garner said. “Who could have done this?”

“I trust it was one of us.” Clarke turned the video off. “Was there another of my kind in the city?”

“In Manhattan?” Garner frowned. “Not that I was aware of…” He sat on the couch arm, rubbing his chin. “Karla had something… a program she’d been building, but I put a stop to it several years prior. She called it MARK.”

“Yes, the predictive technology. There’s evidence that she continued the program in secret, and that Mark is now active,” Clarke said. 

“Great, just great. As if we didn’t have enough factors at play.”

“Daddy, what were you planning on using the Rings for?” 

Garner removed something from his pocket and showed the alien wristwatch. “We’ve been unable to travel like before because the Rings are off, and the Static is now acting as an intelligent being. If I’m able to activate the Rings, we can use this to journey anywhere.”

“While opening the abyss again?” Mara’s gun had completely lowered, but her hand remained near the trigger. 

“The timing will have to be right,” he agreed. “Where is Anand?”

“At the South Pole. We hope,” Wyatt said. 

“Good. The Attractor will be crucial. That’s our first destination.”

“You still haven’t told us what happened when they took you,” Isabel pleaded. 

“Fine. Isabel, you were there with me before… they have the means of persuasion, do they not?”

She nodded in agreement and bit her lip. 

“They told me Alan killed my wife…”

Isabel shuddered. 

“They also implied I wasn’t finished with my job. Static sent me here to complete it.”

“What is it they want?” Mara inquired. 

“The barrier wide open, indefinitely. They will take over every human being and expand their network to Earth. Humanity as we know it will cease to exist. They will be property of the Static.”

“How were you to do this for them?” Wyatt asked. 

“With the Rings. Now that so much of the Static is already present, they only require a single source of contact.”

“And you still want to activate them,” Wyatt said, doubt creeping into his thoughts. “How can we trust you after everything you’ve done to the Earth?”

“Yes.” Garner strolled to the kitchen and poured himself a drink. He downed the contents with a slight wince, then refilled it. “I don’t expect you to believe me, but I won’t fail our people again.”

“Daddy, if you’re lying, I’ll never forgive you.”

He hugged Isabel, resting his chin on her head. “Darling, you’re all I have. We can win if we work together.”

Clarke moved beside them. “I will assist you, Mr. Vikas. Let’s finish the Rings.”

Wyatt felt a sense of unease as he recalled Madame Lavinia’s warning. But at some point, Wyatt needed to put his trust in something, and Clarke had never betrayed him. 

“Okay, I’m in. What do we do?” Wyatt asked, and Garner smiled. 

“Come with me.” He pressed a button on the tablet, and the living room floor slid wide, revealing a hidden set of stairs. “It’s time to give the Static a taste of their own medicine.”
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The day was cool, as most were at the South Pole, but Blaze had enough layers to be comfortable. He’d spent his life in Texas, where it rarely dipped below freezing. Thor didn’t seem fazed by the temperature, and even Xander, the farmer from the Midwest, took it in stride. Anand Shaan only had one jacket on, and he left his face bare as they approached the giant, looming tower. 

“The issue is minor, but without being fixed, there will be no Attractor,” Anand said. 

Alan lumbered behind them, his weight sending his feet deeper into the snow. The rest of the old British research facility was neglected, the buildings fractured and damaged from years of being frozen. Instead of preserving the structures, it had eroded them. Blaze surmised it was a result of extreme weather changes and storms. 

They were still without contact between the robots, and for a moment, Blaze suspected Alan wasn’t being truthful. But Anand had confirmed the same when his computer system wouldn’t link to the satellite or the secondary network at the Preserve. 

Blaze took in the view, smiling at the crisp, white landscape. One solo snow-capped peak rose in the distance, but with the area seemingly identical, it was difficult to determine how far from their position it was. 

“What’s the plan?” Xander asked when they reached the base of the tower.

“Alan and I will go inside and climb to the proper quadrant.” Anand retrieved a tablet, and a covert door dropped open. 

From this position, it was even larger. Blaze guessed the width at fifty feet across, with each story upwards shrinking about a yard, until the glowing top was only a couple of yards wide. Now that the clouds had dispersed, it was fully visible, and staring up at it gave him a sense of vertigo. It must have done the same to Thor, because he lowered his hands to his knees and gawked at his boots. 

“Come in.” Anand waited and shut it behind them. 

While it wasn’t climate controlled, the interior of the Attractor was a few degrees warmer than outside. Blaze flipped his fur-lined hood off and looked around. Screens were powered up on a desk, and Anand hurried to the one chair, typing with speed and efficiency. His instructions caused a hatch to spring free, and a metal ladder lowered to the floor. 

“Up we go,” Anand said. “You three stay put.” He passed a radio to Blaze, turning the ‘on’ switch over. “We’ll stay in contact. This shouldn’t take more than a few minutes.” Anand glanced up and swallowed. “Okay, maybe more than a few. Make yourselves comfortable.” 

Blaze watched as the robot and Anand ascended higher into the massive Attractor, and soon he couldn’t even hear them clattering on the rungs. 

“I was kind of hoping this would be faster.” Xander sat in the chair, swivelling side to side. 

“Ditto.” Thor paced the circular base, poking at a couple of black screens. 

“Let’s be patient,” Blaze said. “Anand knows what he’s doing.”

They chatted for a while, and finally, a message came. 

“We’re at the correct quadrant, and I’ve identified the issue. Alan and I will attempt to re-solder the broken wires. Blaze, check the computer, and tell me when we have a green light on the seventeenth connection, okay?”

Blaze had no clue what that meant, but he pushed the talk button anyway. “Roger that. Seventeenth connection.” He shooed Xander from the desk and studied the screen, finding a row of labeled contact points. Out of thirty-one, he noticed, only one remained red. Seventeen. 

“Come on, boys, you can do it,” Thor whispered. 

Blaze’s toes vibrated slightly. “Did anyone else feel that?”

Xander shrugged. “Feel what?”

A tickling sensation rose from the Earth, this time with slightly more ferocity. “Tell me I’m not the only…”

“You’re right.” Xander crouched and placed a palm on the smooth white floor. 

Blaze grabbed the radio. “Anand, we’re sensing a minor quake down here. Is that your doing?”

The pause was too long. 

“Anand?”

“I should have known. A Static storm is coming. They’re trying to stop us.” Anand’s voice was laced with panic. 

“Static?” Blaze rushed to the door and flung it open, finding an enormous cloud of crackling blue energy penetrating the sky. And it was heading directly for the Attractor. 

“Hurry up!” Thor called through the hatch. 

“The Static can’t access the alien warriors, but if any were here on Earth already, they might be carrying them. Get the guns!” 

Blaze tried to imagine the aliens floating alongside the Static, but knew it didn’t quite work like that. They’d be utilizing the energy to transport themselves with the use of the watches. “We’re not prepared for a battle.”

“Use the secondary storerooms. I’ve collected weapons in there.” Anand sounded like he was on the verge of a panic attack. 

“How close are you?” Blaze checked the screen, which still showed seventeen as red. 

“Give me ten minutes. Twenty tops,” Anand replied into the radio. 

“Alan, buddy, I think we’re going to need your help,” Blaze told them. 

The robot dropped from the ceiling, landing a few feet from the desk. “I won’t let them harm you.”

Alan took the lead, rushing from the Attractor and into the storm. It was worse now, and wind buffeted them as they ran to the old building next to the research laboratory. Alan paused at the control panel, and when he realized he didn’t have the code, he punched the metal slab, tearing into the door. Alan wrenched it clear off the hinges, tossing it aside. 

“We could have radioed Anand for the code,” Thor muttered. 

“No time.” Alan entered, hauling weapons from crates. He found an RPG, and slammed a grenade into it. Alan threw a harness around his chest and added two more grenades, as well as a handgun, and what appeared to be a modified version of an M4. 

Blaze chose an AR-15, while Xander opted for something with better range. 

“I’ll head to the roof to pick them off,” Xander promised. 

Blaze gave him a nod, and the farmer sped away, climbing for a better view. 

“I don’t like this,” Thor said as they returned to the snowy ground. Wind whipped Blaze’s hood as the Static circled the Attractor. Lightning shot from the underside, striking the Attractor, but nothing happened. 

“Anand built in relays to protect against this very issue. While he didn’t expect Static to be a vengeful entity, he did believe it might cause damage when he used the device,” Alan said. 

The sky became saturated with the menacing creature, the blue turning darker as more of it poured in from all around the planet. If Anand could get the Attractor working before they destroyed the tower, it would give them a huge advantage. Clearly, the Static saw their opportunity and were fearful of being absorbed and captured. 

“I don’t see any of the aliens—” Thor stopped when an arc of energy blasted overhead, shooting tendrils to the ground about a hundred yards away. Three dozen of the beings emerged as a blue mist rose from the ice. 

Blaze shuddered at the sight. He’d already fought a group of them outside of Santa Fe, when they’d stolen Garner Vikas, and he’d been hoping to never encounter them again. But they bled when shot, just like people. 

The group glanced around, as if they didn’t know what they were being dropped into, and that gave Team Alpha the advantage. Alan didn’t wait. He just knelt and aimed the RPG, launching the rocket-propelled grenade into their cluster. It tore into the ranks as it exploded, and the enemy rushed to avoid certain death. The return fire came quickly, forcing Blaze to circle the laboratory. Thor stuck close, but Blaze had no clue where Alan had gone. 

Gunshots rang through the land, and Blaze peeked past the corner of the structure, finding alien after alien being picked off. Xander reloaded, making a brief pause in the battle, but the aliens anticipated his position. Energy blasts fired from their strange technology, striking the rooftop. 

“Xander!” Blaze called, but his rifle answered for him. Two more aliens dropped. Static spun, snapped, and hissed over the Attractor, and Blaze managed to grab the radio with his off-hand. “Anand, update?”

“I’m nearly done. Give me five minutes,” he said. 

“I’m not sure we have five minutes,” Blaze muttered to himself. Thor moved into the open, racing for a smaller building. This one’s roof was worn, the walls caved in. Blaze hurried after him, and when they rounded the edge, they were face to face with a pair of aliens. 

Blue light filled the whites of their eyes as the Static controlled them. If they didn’t fix the Attractor and stop the Static, this would happen to every Altered. People immune to the effect, like Blaze and his son, would be killed. Blaze couldn’t let anything happen to Luke. 

The alien on the left had the watch on his wrist, and from Blaze’s experience, only a few of them carried that device. He needed to incapacitate this enemy so they couldn’t flee. 

The pair traveled slowly, their legs bending at strange angles. They didn’t speak, just walked with a languid fluidity he’d rarely seen before in nature. 

“We don’t have to do this,” Thor said. 

The beings stopped, their eyes blinking sideways. Blaze hadn’t been this close to them, and he could smell their flesh. It wasn’t an offensive scent. Almost floral. 

Blaze gestured with his automatic rifle, motioning for them to drop their weapons. 

They didn’t oblige. 

The Static grew more erratic, the barrage of lightning threatening the very foundation of the Attractor. Even if Anand added relays to protect it from such an occurrence, he would have only placed so many. It would give eventually. 

The aliens lost the Static momentarily, and they gawked at each other, then at their hands, like they didn’t remember getting there. 

Thor aimed and fired, hitting the first one. Blaze took down the second, guilt nearly stopping him.

“It was them or us, Blaze.” Thor nudged the nearest with his boot, and it didn’t so much as twitch. 

Blaze removed the alien watch, strapping it to his own wrist. “Come on. Let’s see if the others need help.”

The sounds of battle had ceased, and they walked onto a killing floor. Every last alien was dead. Alan had used the other two grenades, and Xander lingered on the rooftop, his rifle aimed at the sky. His left arm dangled uselessly at his side. “It’s okay!” he called. “I slipped and yanked the shoulder out. We can pop it back in.”

They waited for Xander, and Thor did the honors, jarring the arm into the socket like he’d done it before. The four of them stood among the alien corpses as the Attractor was pummelled by the Static. 

“This is it,” Blaze whispered, suddenly sure they were about to fail. 

“I’m done!” Anand’s voice echoed through the speaker, and their group observed the Attractor as it began glowing, starting from the top, lowering in rapid succession. 

The Static flashed and retreated, but it was too late. 

The giant rod was enveloped with a green ambiance, and the hair on Blaze’s arms rose under the heavy jacket. He opened his mouth, his teeth vibrating, making his gums tickle. 

Static spread apart, the circling clouds dissipating as they attempted to escape. Static drew into the Attractor, speeding like water down a bathtub drain. The green light on the outer edge of the tower changed to blue as the Static filled the surface, and Anand exited the structure, backing up as he observed the miracle. 

“It works,” he called in triumph.

“You didn’t expect it to?” Thor asked. 

“It was difficult to test, since I built this without Garner knowing,” Anand stopped babbling and sighed. “It works,” he repeated. 

Blaze glanced to the west, finding more Static coming in. The same from the east. “This is incredible.”

They were going to prevail. Humanity would survive the world’s greatest test to date. And Blaze was there to witness it. 

“It won’t be enough,” Alan said. 

“What?” Anand asked. 

“I ran the numbers while you were fixing it. This Attractor cannot possibly lure Static from every corner of the world. Or collect every one of the Altered.”

“Then we’ve failed.” Anand’s moment of victory was over, and he sighed, chin dropping. 

“No. I’ve detected a signal from New York. Another of my brothers is present. He’s telling us to gather.”

“New York? How do we get there?” Xander asked. 

“I might have an idea,” Blaze said, lifting his arm to display the alien watch. “Is there a way to tap into the Static safely?”
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Luke caught the ball with the leather glove. He removed the baseball and chucked it at Poe. He wasn’t as strong as the older boy, but his accuracy was better. Luke took pride in that fact. 

“This is boring,” Poe said. 

“What else do you want to do?” Luke gloved the ball again and tossed it into the air, letting it hit the grassy field. 

“We could go treasure hunting again,” Poe suggested. 

“Nah. I’ll get in trouble.”

“Your dad isn’t here,” Poe reminded him. 

“Is there anywhere within the fence we haven’t explored?” Luke wasn’t about to break the rules again, no matter how much pressure Poe put him under. 

“I don’t know. Why don’t we find out?” Poe was a good kid, but it was obvious he’d grown up without supervision. Luke had always wanted that for himself, but seeing how careless Poe was, Luke appreciated how his parents had raised him. 

“All right.” Luke fetched the ball, and they returned the equipment into the plastic container at the edge of the field. They were the only ones around, since it was almost dinnertime. Most of the settlers of the Preserve found themselves doing mundane tasks for the good of the community, but so far, none of them expected the children to take part. That suited Luke just fine. He’d already spent a day or two helping build the robots, which they’d completed. He wasn’t certain if Jack and Kurt had finished fixing Verne or not, but they were probably close. That made Luke smile. They’d started off with three robots, Verne with Isabel, Clarke with Wyatt, and, of course, Alan with Luke and his dad. 

When Luke learned about Isabel’s robot partner being destroyed by the aliens, he’d felt sad. Alan could be unpredictable, but Luke was connected to him, despite his desire to murder Garner Vikas. He told himself that Alan had just cause in ending Mrs. Vikas’ life, but the longer he was on the island, away from Alan, the less Luke found reason in his actions. 

But Luke forced himself to trust they’d do the right thing in the end, because he had no choice. His father was on an imperative mission with Alan, working to activate the Attractor, and they’d literally just built the remaining robots on the Preserve. If this turned out to be a bad decision, Luke doubted anyone could divert the robots from whatever direction they chose. 

Luke and Poe sauntered down the pathway that led to the residential buildings, and Poe nodded at the grass to the left, heading behind the largest structure. “This path looks worn.”

The grass had been trampled; the longer, unkempt area hadn’t been cut in weeks, which made it easier to follow. When the trail ended, it met up with a much sparser region, the forest tightening around them. 

“I can’t see which way they went,” Luke said. “Maybe we should turn back and—”

“And what? Tell we encountered some deadly bent grass?” Poe laughed. “Come on, Luke. We wanted to explore. Have you been out here before?”

Luke shook his head. 

“Then we’ve found something new. We can start to the north. I bet this lines up with the outer fence in about a mile.” Poe walked faster, and Luke jogged to catch his friend. 

There was no evidence to suggest anyone had been on this route, but they continued as quickly as possible through the dense forest bed. Buzzing insects flittered in front of Luke’s face, and he waved them aside. 

An animal sounded an alarm, and Luke grabbed Poe, stopping him. “What was that?” he whispered. 

“Probably a wild cat.” Poe tried to sound nonchalant, but his eyes betrayed his calm tone. They flicked from side to side, and he didn’t move for a minute as they listened for signs of danger. When no sound emerged from ahead, they altered their trajectory slightly, and in another five minutes, reached the edge of the fence. Beyond it were more trees, and Luke heard the ocean in the distance. He guessed it was less than a mile into the brush. 

Poe attempted to scale the barrier, but Luke shot him a brisk glare. “No problem. We’ll stay inside.” He didn’t sound too disappointed. “Let’s follow the fence. There must be something cool.”

Luke kept his eye out for stalking predators, even though Jack assured him there weren’t any dangerous creatures inhabiting the Preserve. It was one of the reasons Garner chose the location. They didn’t have to fight the locals for the land. Sure, birds and other wildlife had been displaced by the construction, but Jack thought most of them were just as happy on the outskirts of the island. 

Luke slapped an aggressive mosquito and flicked the dead bug off his arm. The tree cover was thick, and he couldn’t see the sun from this position. 

The bushes ahead rustled, and Luke held back. Poe must not have noticed, because he walked on. 

It happened so fast. His friend glanced behind him, checking on Luke at the same moment the two figures emerged past the opening in the fence. At first, Luke thought they were aliens because of the sharp blue light crackling in their eyes, but he glanced at the legs, and realized they were human. 

“What are you doing?” Poe shouted, shoving the man in the chest. 

“Where did you come from?” the guy demanded of Poe. 

“I should be asking you that question!” Poe struggled to break from the man’s grip. 

Luke now saw the breach. The chain link had been severely damaged, and there were rubber ends on each puncture point. The fence was electrically charged, and Luke knew that rubber didn’t conduct electricity, because it was an insulator. They’d broken in and capped the metal off, allowing for people to drift in and out. But why? Luke remained in hiding, and so far, they hadn’t noticed him, since their attention was on Poe. 

“Are you alone?” the woman asked. Her hair was scraggly, her face white and coated with sandy remnants. Luke assumed she’d just returned from being an Altered, her body still drying off from the water. 

“Sure. I wanted some fresh air,” Poe said, not selling Luke out. “What’s up with the fence?”

The pair gazed at one another. “We can’t let him go.” 

Luke tensed, and wished he’d brought Kurt, or at least a weapon. But there was no need for guns within the Preserve’s borders, so they weren’t allowed to be armed. 

“Why not?” Poe shouted. “I didn’t see anything. You guys can continue… being creepy, and I’ll keep walking.”

Luke searched the ground for something to swing like a bat, but the sticks were too small and green. There were no rocks he could throw or use like a hammer. Plus, he was half the size of the Altered man. He tried to firm his resolve, but the moment he saw two more arrive, any determination sapped from his muscles. 

This pair didn’t have blue in their eyes, but they also didn’t move to protect Poe. “You have to tell them to free me,” Poe said. 

Luke recognized them as part of Cathy’s group. They often met in the park. The robots had been right to suggest containing the Altered, though they hadn’t gone through with it. 

“Poe, right?” It was Lionel, the young man Clarke had used to prove the Altered were dangerous. 

“What’s it to you?” Poe grunted. 

“We’re not going to harm anybody, but we can’t allow you to return until we’re finished.”

“Finished what?” 

Lionel sighed and gestured at the fence. “There are more coming.”

Luke peered past the chain link and noticed dozens of Altered lumbering closer to the opening. A few were mutants, their long limbs dragging by their knees, their feet more like fins than not. Lionel guided them into the safety of the Preserve. Everything in Luke told him to run, to get help, but he couldn’t leave Poe at their mercy. And he needed more information. 

“I’m so glad they’re okay. I can’t wait until everyone’s back. Why didn’t you bring them to the piers? Luna and Jack would let you in.”

Lionel sneered, baring his teeth. “They can’t find out what we’re doing.”

“Why not?”

“Boy, you ask too many questions.” Lionel shoved Poe, and the first guy caught him. “Take him to Cathy. Tell her he can’t be trusted to leave.”

A runner appeared from the west, the woman’s brow covered in sweat. Luke had seen her around the pool, gazing into the water like she missed the ocean. “Cathy’s moving the plans up.”

Lionel frowned at the news. “Why?”

“They’ve placed Milton into the makeshift brig.”

“Under what authority?” 

The girl brushed a strand of sweaty hair from her eyes. “He tried to break into the armory.” 

Lionel smiled. “Good. Then his task is complete.”

“You wanted him to be caught?” 

“Now they’ll expect more of us to storm the weapons center,” Lionel said. Another dozen Altered entered the perimeter. “You heard the woman. Cathy ordered us into action. Tonight, we secure the island. Tomorrow. The world.” 

Luke’s spine tingled at the words. He needed to escape and bring word to Luna. 

A twig snapped, and Luke turned around, finding the biggest man he’d ever seen lurching toward him. The man’s hand gripped Luke’s neck, and he was hauled from his hiding spot and thrown onto the ground. 

Poe decked the nearest Altered and scrambled for Luke, protectively standing between him and the offenders. “Don’t you lay a finger on him.”

Lionel smiled, nodding slowly. “I knew if we stayed here long enough, we’d find your partner in crime. Garth, bring them both to the beach. We have an island to take, so don’t delay.”

Garth grunted and dragged Luke to his feet. “Start marching.” 

Poe looked like a trapped mongoose, ready to battle the cobra, but Luke snapped his finger, getting his friend’s attention. “Stop it,” he whispered, and Poe relaxed a hint. 

“We have to…” Poe paused when Garth urged him forward with a push. Poe nearly tripped but caught himself on a tree trunk. 

“We’ll be okay,” Luke assured him quietly. Garth didn’t seem to listen as he escorted them deeper into the forest. As much as the entire scenario had him on edge, Luke also understood he was there for a reason. If these Altered thought they could win this battle, they were sorely mistaken. 

Luke pictured his mother as they walked, recalling the scent of the hospital room. It was filled with flowers of every kind, some of them wilting prematurely. He likened the falling petals to her failing health. 

She’d grabbed his hand, and he rubbed his callused palm now, almost sensing her calming touch on his skin. 

“Luke, I met your father for a reason. To make you. You’re going to change the world. You’re a hero. Don’t ever forget that, not for a…” She paused to cough, and Luke felt the air from his own chest lessen at the memory. “For a moment.” Her grip had loosened. “You’ll know what to do. And if you’re ever in doubt, remember my words.” She tugged him closer and kissed him on the forehead. “Nothing can stop you from doing the right thing, Luke Madden.”

It was the last conversation he’d had with his mother. She was dead before the sun rose again. 

He stood up taller, his nails digging into his hand. The situation had changed. Luke could feel it in the air. 

These Altered could try their best, but Luke was here for a purpose.

To save the world.
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Garner Vikas continued to impress Wyatt, often in the most disturbing sense. He clearly was a genius, but his motivations were always slightly off kilter, as if he was constantly on the verge of being a tropey billionaire villain. Wyatt understood there was more to him than that, but the line between black and white never quite landed when Garner was in the room. 

Case in point: the Rings below his property along Jackson Lake. Instead of the usual version, with three Rings, each slightly smaller than the one above it, this had six rings. He’d modified it, but that was where his issues in getting it to operate properly stemmed. 

“I appreciate your theory, but it may not be feasible,” Clarke told Garner. 

Isabel and Mara were across the room, playing cards, while Wyatt listened in with Garner and Clarke’s detailed discussion. Most of it was over his head, but he still wanted some comprehension of what they were doing. 

“That’s because you’re thinking about it from a logical sense. Clarke, you’ve been programmed to analyze any available data, but these schematics aren’t of Earth.” Garner passed the robot a tablet. “This should help.”

Wyatt peered at the display, finding a series of numbers and calculations he didn’t come close to grasping. 

Clarke’s own Rings surged for a moment, and he handed the device back. The internal energy creator slowed, causing his eyes to dim. “Where did you get this?”

“From the Static,” Garner breathed. 

“You built a device based on new specifications from the very aliens seeking to enslave humanity? Is that right?” Mara asked from the table. She flipped her hand of cards face down and strolled toward Garner. 

“It’s beyond your simple intellectual capacity…” He paused, as if forgetting her name.

“Mara. For the tenth time, I’m Mara,” she said. 

“Sure. Mara. If you don’t mind, the Rings require our attention.”

Mara strode to the middle of the room, setting a palm on the large metallic outer ring. “What if you’re already controlled by the Static? This might be the final nail in our coffin.”

“Or it’s the last hope we have to defend our planet,” Garner answered. “Anand is in the South Pole, and his Attractor may or may not work. But that won’t be enough. Even if he captures the Static and returns a percentage of the population to the surface, what then? We’ll need to eliminate the Static from Earth.”

“What do you mean?” Isabel joined them, standing beside Wyatt. She lingered next to him with a sense of comfort in his company. Her arm skimmed his, probably without even meaning to. 

Garner stared past Mara at the Rings. “I won’t link directly to Static’s world; we head to the aliens’ planet. You’ve been there, Wyatt?”

“Yes. With Clarke.”

“Then you know why the fungus came. The Mud too. It’s a by-product of the Rings on the alien planet. We cannot banish Static within the Attractor from Earth.”

“Then how do we get rid of it?” Isabel asked. 

“With this.” Garner pushed a button on his tablet, and the inner Ring began to spin. The second followed close behind, then the third. “I used to believe we could do it another way. I thought that once all the robots were assembled, we’d tap into their Rings, along with mine.” He patted his chest where the modifications sat below his human flesh. “Now I doubt it will work, not without these new Rings. When it’s operational, we’ll send the Static to the Ring city. Only then can we build enough power to return all the Static to their home world. Once that’s complete, we’ll destroy the Rings, of course.”

“Of course,” Wyatt muttered. “Sounds so simple.” He was aware of how sarcastic his tone was, even if it hadn’t been his intention. 

“I planned on hauling your ass home,” Mara said. “I didn’t sign up for the rest.”

“Home?” Garner asked. 

“To the Preserve,” she answered. 

Garner laughed as the fourth rings moved. “The Preserve won’t keep them out forever. My barrier will work, but not when the Altered start transforming. They have the Static within them. They’ll be able to penetrate the Static blockade without issue.”

“So the Altered really are a threat?” Wyatt’s lips were suddenly dry, and he grabbed the bottle of water from the desk, drinking deeply. 

“More than just a threat. The Altered are controlled by the Static. Their storms can destroy our electronics, crash our planes or helicopters, and sink our boats. But it’s our own people who will be our biggest obstacle. We’ll deal with the Altered when the time comes. Once we remove Static from Earth, then the Altered will be free of their coercion.”

“That’s a relief,” Wyatt said. 

The fifth Ring spun, and Wyatt stared as the largest of the circles began moving. The central focal point on the base stand sparked and the entire operation emitted a horrible screeching noise, making everyone cover their ears. Everything screamed to a halt, and Garner turned to Clarke. “That’s the second time it’s happened.” 

Smoke rose from the access panel, and Clarke opened it, causing a thick, hazy gray cloud to escape. Clarke jammed his metal hand inside and pulled a burnt fuse free. 

“This is the problem,” Clarke advised. “You haven’t given it enough amperage.”

“But the Rings are smaller. Surely the requirements are less than the much larger versions,” Garner said. 

Clarke tossed the fuse into a plastic crate near the toolbox. “There are twice as many rings, and the draw to begin the process is more than that fuse can handle. We need something with four times the capacity,” he said. 

“I don’t have anything that fits the bill.”

“Then we’ll have to find it.”

“Where?”

“The hydro plant at the dam.” Garner rushed to the computer near the Rings, and brought up an overhead shot of the lake on the monitor. They’d driven right by it near Teton Park Road on the way in, but Wyatt had been distracted. “They fought the regulatory board for decades about placing it there, but with the dam between Snake River and the lake, it was common sense to allow it. So much bureaucracy, even out here in the boonies.” 

“That’s where we go,” Clarke said. “I believe they’ll have suitable fuses, or at least something I can modify to reach the proper specs.”

Clarke moved for the exit, and it was obvious Garner wasn’t about to leave his Rings unattended with Mara. 

“I’ll join you,” Wyatt told Clarke, and he held the door to the stairs. 

“I’d like the company.”

“Maybe Mara should also…” Garner was cut off. 

“Not a chance. I won’t allow two members of the Vikas family to be alone with”—she pointed at the Rings— “this contraption.”

“I’ll be quick,” Wyatt assured them, and started up the steps. They hadn’t been in the basement for more than an hour or two, but the sun had shifted across the lake, descending into the west. 

The truck fired on without issue, and Wyatt rolled the passenger window down, letting the breeze freshen the stuffy interior. “What do you think about Garner’s plan?” 

Clarke gently pushed the gas pedal, rolling them from the house to the gravel road that forked from the main drag. “His vision is sound. I do believe he has thought it through, but time will tell.”

“No word from the Preserve?” Wyatt didn’t want to make it obvious that he was extremely concerned for Luna and the rest of the island’s population. They’d been planning to activate the remaining robots, and he was now convinced that the Altered were a ticking time bomb, about to go off at any given moment. 

“Nothing at all. It’s like my brothers are gone,” he said.

“They’ll be fine.” Wyatt had an image of the entire island capsizing as the Preserve fell into the barren sea, the structures crumbling apart while people screamed and tried to stay afloat. He repeated his assurance under his breath.

The drive was quiet, and Wyatt realized how remote the lake seemed. He viewed the Teton Mountains, their enormous bulk looming in the distance. Immovable objects, even with the ground giving way across the United States. 

They passed a parking lot, and it had countless RVs and vehicles filling it. Clearly, they were in the heart of the tourist season when the Mud came. Most of the visitors were probably beneath the Earth, trapped in one of the many cavernous gorges. 

Even in the heart of summer, the tips of the mountains were capped with white. Wyatt wondered if it was dried Mud or snow. After checking through a scope, he was sure it was the latter. 

Every few minutes, there was another sign describing the upcoming site to stop at. The area was breathtaking, and he figured once the effects of Mud’s transformation to the region had fully subsided, it would return to its former glory. Maybe they all would. 

Clarke slowed to veer onto a secondary road when the sign indicated the location of the dam. They went at a slower pace, Clarke taking his time, and Wyatt wondered if he was second-guessing their decision to help Garner. 

“Clarke, can you pull over?” 

Clarke glanced at him. “Here?”

“Please.”

He did as requested, and Wyatt unfastened his seatbelt. From this position, they had a view of the lake, and Wyatt watched it before speaking. “We could destroy the Rings instead of getting the fuse, then find a way back to the Preserve.”

Clarke didn’t respond instantaneously. When he finally did, Wyatt braced himself for an argument. “You could be right.”

“But you want to see what’s in New York, don’t you?”

Clarke nodded. “If Karla Dash, my mother… my creator, made the predictive Mark unit, he may have a plan to rid the world of the Static.”

“Should we get this working so we can visit the city?” Wyatt glanced at his wrist, where the watch remained. He wanted it on hand, should they ever need a quick escape. Unfortunately, it hadn’t worked for weeks. 

“I believe we need to at least attempt to see if Mark is there,” he answered.

Wyatt pointed at the dam. The wooden sign hung on two chains, mounted to a thick log above. On one side, the lake sat unmoving, so still it could have been a painting. The clouds were white and fluffy, the mountains stealing his attention beyond. The right edge was different. Water in the reservoir frothed against the dam, the churning water agitated into a frenzy. 

They drove overtop, and Clarke guided the vehicle to the nondescript hydro plant. Wyatt had been expecting something more impressive. The pair of buildings was bland on the outside, but they looked brand new. Clarke turned the engine off and got out, walking toward the larger of the two. The door was locked. When the latch didn’t budge, Clarke lifted a leg, kicking it near the handle. The door flew inward, bouncing back, but not sticking. 

“There should be something here we can use,” Clarke said, and activated his Rings, turning the power on. Wyatt glanced to the sky before entering, hoping Clarke’s use of the Rings didn’t bring unwanted attention. 

He saw a stack of pamphlets describing how hydro power worked, and it made Wyatt think about Garner’s goal of giving free energy to the world. As disturbing as his true motives were, there was a time when Nu-En did seek an alternative to the modern limitations of power. 

Clarke exited the foyer, and Wyatt followed him into the office kitchen, then through into the modest control room. Machines he couldn’t begin to fathom the purpose for lined the outer walls, and Wyatt tapped a gauge, watching the needle pass the red line. 

The ground rumbled, and Wyatt flinched when one of the relief valves hissed and began leaking liquid. “Clarke, what’s this all about?”

Clarke used a keyboard, bringing a program to life. “There’s been a fracture in the dam,” he said. “Probably from the tectonic movement over the last month. I don’t think it’ll hold for long.”

“Are you saying it’s going to break?” Wyatt had no desire to be anywhere near the floodplain when it went. 

“Possibly.” Clarke hurried to a giant electrical box. Thick wires ran into the device and continued out the wall. He popped open a panel, and the Rings on his chest slowed. “Wyatt, I don’t see a backup in their inventory list.”

Wyatt gaped at the series of fuses, all connected into a single piece. “What about this one?”

Clarke shrugged in a very human gesture. “I could take it. But the hydro plant won’t be operational,” he said. 

“Who cares? It’s not like there’s anyone living in the area.” Wyatt knew the others were already gone from Jenny Lake, heading west as River led them to the coast. 

The lights turned off with Clarke’s Rings, and the box whined as the power dwindled. Clarke reached inside, tugging the fuses out. “Let’s go.”

Wyatt fell when the floor buckled, sending him into an open locker. He bashed against the metal door, denting it with his shoulder. 

“Are you okay?” Clarke asked, then found himself on his knees as the tile cracked and tore wide. 

“We have to get out of here!” Wyatt ran for the exit, and the moment they escaped, he wished he’d stayed at the Preserve. Static was everywhere, criss-crossing in the sky like a wild energy cyclone. They’d only been inside for five minutes, but that was long enough for Static to find them. 

Flashes struck the bridge near their truck, and the barricade gave a low grumbling sound. The air was electric. Wyatt took a deep breath, making fast strides toward the parked vehicle. Before he arrived, the Static crushed the hood, and it started a fire. Another blast, and the fuel tank ignited, blowing up the truck. Clarke tackled Wyatt and crouched above him as bits and pieces bounced off the robot’s back. A tire barreled into Clarke, knocking him off Wyatt, but the worst was over. 

The dam popped loudly, and the churning water from the river charged past the gap, breaking the rest of the dam apart. The ground slipped from under Wyatt, and he was falling, his limbs flailing for purchase but finding nothing. 

He met the water and was torn below the surface, speeding under with the current.
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The Attractor gave off a constant hum, and after a full day, it grated on Blaze’s nerves. Alan wouldn’t let them leave until the Altered started funneling to the region. 

“This is not the best location,” Thor complained. 

“I apologize for my error,” Anand told them. “I was certain the reach would be more substantial, but Alan’s newest calculations are correct. We’re going to miss about eighty percent of our population from this spot.”

“That means you can draw over a billion people,” Xander said. 

“It won’t be close to that. Many of the Altered have already likely traveled through the Static to the other world. Then there’ll be a large subset that don’t survive. If the Altered were under water after changing, there’s a distinct possibility…” Anand left the rest unsaid. 

“Best guess?” Blaze asked. 

“Fifty million?” 

While that was a lot of people, it wasn’t much compared to the initial number. 

Alan flew a drone, controlling it with his internal system. The footage played on a screen inside the laboratory, and when Blaze was about to give up and brew another cup of coffee, he saw the first person walking toward them. It wasn’t human, at least not at the moment. The fins slapped against the ground, and it moved with purpose, lured by the Attractor. 

“Why aren’t they freezing?”

“I built this here because it would bring the Static, as well as the Altered. They have a tolerance for the frigid temperatures, considering they travel miles into the coldest depths of the ocean. But I didn’t anticipate they’d return to human form. That was another mistake of mine.”

Blaze doubted many humans would show up, since no one lived in the vicinity of the laboratory. 

The Altered was a man, and he gazed at the drone. Alan lowered the device, and the guy dropped his attention, marching tirelessly closer to the Attractor. “There’s another,” Anand said. 

The drone lifted, changing the camera angle, and hundreds of Altered now made their way to the base camp. 

“When enough come, the Static will have no choice but to follow suit. Once it’s trapped, the Static will be rendered useless,” Anand guaranteed. 

“Does this mean we can finally get to New York?”

“You want to try the watch?” Anand asked. 

“Yes.”

“I can’t go with you,” the former Nu-En executive told him. “I must stay here to ensure the Attractor isn’t disturbed.”

Blaze glanced at Thor, then Xander, and Alan. “What about you three?”

Xander peered at the Attractor through the window. “I don’t think we should leave Anand alone.”

“Are you volunteering?”

“Sure.” Xander would stay behind.

“Keeping the old gang together.” Thor clapped him on the back. “Alan, you ready?”

The robot nodded and directed them outside after they’d gathered their packs filled with survival gear. 

Blaze wrapped the scarf over his face when the wind blew ice-cold against his skin. Thor didn’t have on many layers, but seemed more comfortable with the harsh climate. 

Xander remained inside, while Anand convened with Alan near the Attractor. “You’ll have to be cautious when using the Static. We can’t pull too much out, or it might backfire on us. I believe the sentient beings’ power is muted when within the trap. Out here, the Static is formidable.”

“I will only use what is required.” Alan’s Rings spun, the blue light emerging from the chest cavity. “Blaze and Thor, we must hurry.”

Blaze offered the watch, and Alan programmed it while Anand typed on his tablet. The slightest trickle of Static dissipated from the top of the Attractor, merging with the energy from Alan, and the arc of light blasted brighter, linking to the alien device in the robot’s palm. 

The army of Altered was nearing their position, and they slowed at the display, their faces unmoving as they stared at the forming portal. “Anand, we’ll come back.” Blaze shook his hand. 

“Make sure everyone’s safe. Find a way to keep me posted on your progress.”

Blaze waved at Xander through the window, and the farmer returned the gesture, saying goodbye. He thought he noticed a flicker of blue across the glass, coming from Xander’s eyes, but he was too late, already stepping into the portal behind Thor. 

“Did any of you see that?” he asked when they emerged on the other side.

“See what?” Thor asked. 

“Static in Xander’s…”

“The Static’s everywhere. It probably tricked your vision.” Thor stretched his neck, making it crack, and they examined their new surroundings. The terrain was a stark contrast, the air warm and musty. 

“Central Park,” Blaze whispered. He’d never been, but knew the place from countless TV shows and movies set in the iconic location. The Bethesda fountain was there, but the angel statue had broken off, and lay face down in the empty vessel. He recalled its name, Angel of the Waters, which played into their theme from the last month. 

Everywhere he looked, the ground was broken, crevasses running east to west. A few dead alien creatures littered the grass, their giant legs unmoving as they decomposed in the sunlight. None of them had been consulted before being sent to Earth. They’d made the trek by happenstance, because of Garner’s determination. 

He gazed in a full three-sixty and almost choked when he spied the mutated whale across the field. “Someone’s here,” he said, pointing at a few plumes of smoke coming from the south. 

“If only I had a bag of marshmallows,” Thor muttered. “Alan, where do we go?”

“I believe we should check Karla Dash’s apartment,” he said. 

Blaze took a step and noticed the slope tilting toward the west. The area had a film on it, like the Mud had been thicker in this vicinity, taking longer to vanish or evaporate. New York had been close to the water, and the primary set of Rings Garner used to ‘create’ the Static, which was probably why it had suffered such damage. 

In a city of this size, there must have been a decent number of survivors, but he’d also heard the tales of Luna and Wyatt’s struggles through the metropolis, trying to escape. Wyatt gave a lot of credit to Mara for his continued existence. She’d lost her son from mutation after they arrived at Darcy and Luna’s childhood vacation home, but she still had a daughter. 

Blaze thought about Harper as they started west, picturing her glowing energy, the shock of white at the front of her hair, and he smiled. 

“Anything worth sharing?” Thor asked. 

“What?”

Thor pointed at him. “You’re grinning like a cat with a canary.”

Blaze wiped the smirk from his face. “It’s nothing.”

“If you say so.” Thor held a rifle, and he swung it up, using the scope. “I’ve seen at least five of them tall ones on the ground. What did Luna call them?”

“Bukavacs,” Alan reminded him. “They’re all dead. I do not sense any trembling of the Earth, so we should be safe.”

“Finally, good news,” Thor muttered. 

Blaze gazed at a sign mentioning ‘The Lake,’ but when he looked toward the location, the water had drained into a giant fissure. Rowboats lay sideways on the bottom of the previous lake, and a cluster of rats festered in the sun. Another strange mutation gone awry. 

They turned north, passing through Strawberry Fields, and exited the park on Central Park West. Half of the park's adjacent buildings were crumbled, their exteriors appearing as though something scraped the entire façade off them. Another mutated whale sat on the street ahead, thousands of flies skittering around the region. Blaze spied a handful of Altered crushed beneath it. Birds pecked at the corpses, cawing in the sunlight.

The museum came up on their left, and it remained intact. “How much farther?”

“A couple of blocks,” Alan said. 

Blaze could handle that. He tossed the jacket over his arm, wondering why he’d worn the added layer for so long. It wasn’t just hot in the city; it was muggy from the high humidity. Thor didn’t keep his coat. Instead, he tossed it into a heaping trash can. 

Alan stopped outside a smaller building. It seemed out of place among the twenty-story brick buildings. “This is Karla Dash’s home,” he said, with a hint of awe in his voice. 

“You’ve never been here?” Thor asked. 

“Not in a physical sense. She moved after finishing my programming, and that’s when she headed near Gossler to complete my construction,” Alan said. 

Blaze’s hair stood on end, and he glanced behind him, wondering if someone was watching them. He didn’t see anything out of place. “Do we knock?”

A light turned on in the top-floor window. 

“I guess they know we’re here,” Thor murmured. 

The front doors flopped open a minute later, and to Blaze’s surprise, a man lingered in the entrance, waving them inside. “We’ve been expecting you.”

“You have?” Blaze asked. 

“I’m Mark,” he said. 

“The predictive robot?” 

“That’s me.” He grinned, and Blaze gaped, trying to see what he was missing. 

“You don’t look like a robot.”

“I’ll take that as a compliment,” Mark said, then focused on Alan. “No offense.”

Alan ignored the comment and followed Mark into the townhouse. The power was on, which didn’t make sense, considering the rest of the city was in the dark. Before he made a note of the fact, Mark started to speak. “Karla is on her own grid, and no, before you ask, it’s not connected to any Rings.”

Thor closed his mouth and started up the stairs ahead of Blaze. 

The apartment was an unmitigated disaster. Papers and tablets were strewn everywhere, and Blaze had never seen so many servers and computer towers in such a small space. A woman peered up through reading glasses, then removed them, setting the spectacles on top of an open textbook. 

“Mother,” Alan whispered. 

“I can’t believe it,” she said. “You came home to me, Alan.”

Blaze stood quietly as the woman hugged the robot. It was as strange an encounter as he could have expected. 

“Let me take a look at you.” She held him at arm’s length and poked the access hatch wide. “You’re not caring for yourself. The board has enough dust to render you useless!”

Alan didn’t react while she cleaned him with a set of tools from a leather pouch. It only took about three minutes, and she had him closed up. “Good as new.”

It was like watching a mom patch up her kid’s bloody knee. 

Blaze cleared his throat, and she finally turned her attention to them. “Hi. I’m Blaze, and this is Thor.”

“Nice to meet you,” Thor said. 

“Karla. Karla Dash. As you know, I created the automatons.” She smiled at the pair of them. “Who do I have to thank for bringing my Alan to me?”

“My son, truthfully.”

“He’s not here?”

“No.” Blaze wished Luke was, because he’d be fascinated to meet the woman behind the robots’ construction. 

Mark observed the interactions without comment.

“Mark, what are we doing here?” Blaze asked. 

“I received your message,” Alan said. 

Thor frowned. “I thought he didn’t send a message?”

“That, in itself, was the message.” Alan went to the screen Karla was working on. “You have more Attractors?”

“Of course I do. I predicted that the version Anand built wouldn’t be powerful enough. I’ve placed them around the world,” Mark said. “But we’re having an issue linking to the Attractor in the South Pole. Is it operational?”

“It’s been turned on,” Alan said. “The Altered are arriving as we speak.”

“Then we still have time,” Karla whispered. “We have to go to the site of the Rings. That’s where the satellite connector is. I built it with Anand, but we never expected to need it for the Static project. Now we do, and it’s buried below the ocean, miles from the coast.”

Blaze pictured the scene from TV right before everything changed. “The Rings… as in… the complex on the water?”

“That’s the one.” Karla shoved supplies into a backpack. 

“Where are you going?”

“Mark convinced me to stay until you arrived. Since we’re all here, we must get the connector from the water.”

Thor crossed his arms. “Then what?”

“We link to the Attractor with the rest of the smaller versions, and capture every ounce of Static within our atmosphere,” Mark told them. 

Thor nodded and stepped aside. “Sounds good to me.”

Blaze, having just gotten to the city, was about to leave it once again. “How do we get there?”

Mark gestured to the building over and pointed to the top. “I have a helicopter. Wait here.”

The robot that resembled a man rushed to the fire escape, scaling the metal rungs faster than anything Blaze had ever seen. Mark made quick work of the height, and a minute later, the low whooshing of rotors sounded through the street. 

He landed the Black Hawk, and Blaze wondered where the robot had found such a craft in Manhattan. 

Blaze waited until the rest of them were loaded and took the seat near the open door. He’d been on these before, and had spent the next two decades hoping to never see one again. 

“Almost forgot,” Mark said from the pilot’s position. “I’ve opened the communication lines, so you can contact your friends.”

They lifted off, heading into the east, in the opposite direction of the setting sun.
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Luna wandered through the Preserve and finally found Darcy with the girls in the library. “Hey,” she said, plopping to a beanbag chair next to Bella. 

“Hi, Auntie Luna,” the girl said. 

“What are you guys doing?” Luna noticed the stack of books beside them and picked up the one Darcy had dog-eared. Coping with the loss of a loved one. She returned it without comment, and Darcy placed it aside, clearly embarrassed by his choice of literature. Luna felt terrible for him. Olive hadn’t been well for some time, but despite her many issues, Olive loved her family, specifically the girls. 

“We’re reading!” Bella showed her a kid’s book with a rabbit on the front. The bunny had sunglasses on, and was eating carrots dipped in hummus. 

“Is that so?” Luna looked at her other niece. “What about you, Grace?”

Grace flipped her book over. “It’s about vampires.”

“Isn’t that a little old for you?” Luna asked. She’d read the same series when she was a teenager, but Grace wasn’t close to that age yet. 

“It’s funny.”

Darcy shrugged. “I told them to pick something. It’s nothing compared to what we’ve gone through, so who cares?”

Luna couldn’t argue with that. “Have any of you seen Luke or Poe today?”

“Don’t think so. What about you guys?”

“Poe was at breakfast. Luke too,” Grace said, sticking her nose back into the book. 

“I like Luke. He’s smart.” Bella got off the beanbag and hopped. “Kain the bunny says that hopping is cool.”

Luna checked the time, seeing it was nearing dinner. “I’ve scoured the island and can’t find them.”

“They’re boys. You remember how many hours I used to be outside?” Darcy dismissed her worry. “They’re just playing.”

Luke had been with them for the last two days, helping in the control room as they finished piecing together the robots, but he hadn’t even so much as checked in today, which was unlike him. 

Luna rose and started for the exit. 

“Where are you going?” Darcy asked. “You haven’t been around at all. Maybe you can have dinner with us tonight? We’re preparing fresh-caught marlin,” he said. 

“Save me a plate.” Luna left them, with Bella still hopping on two feet and wrinkling her nose, pretending she was a rabbit. “Where could they be?” she whispered to herself. 

Clouds blotted out the sun, which was rare at the Preserve. They were used to the bright blue sky, not this oppressive gray bleakness. It made the island feel more closed in, reminding her how small the location truly was. 

Luna jumped into the golf cart and drove up and down the tracks, trying to find the boys. No one had seen them, not since they’d been playing catch eight hours earlier. Eight hours was too long, and the boys had already set a precedent by sneaking through the gates into the restricted zone. 

Her radio beeped from the cupholder, and she braked, grabbing the receiver. “Luna here.”

“Luna, it’s Jack. We have word from the others. Can you come to the control room?”

“Be right there.” Luna set the radio back and drove faster, her heart thrumming in her chest. She almost used the device again to ask what Jack had heard, but figured it was best to inquire in person. Even though the island wasn’t massive, now that she was in a hurry, it felt too large. The drive took five minutes, and she skidded to a stop, the tires squealing as the cart turned sideways before parking. Luna rushed into the control room, finding Harper and Barton Clives with Jack and his daughter. Kurt stood with the other robots, but none spoke. All eyes fell on Luna. “What is it?”

Jack motioned for her to join him at the desk, and she leaned onto the table, setting her palms down to get a better view of the screen. “We’ve contacted Anand. Xander’s with him at the location of the Attractor.” 

“What about the others?”

“They’ve gone through the Static to New York,” Jack told her. 

“New York,” she whispered. “Mark and Karla?”

Jack nodded along. “That’s right. We also talked to Alan, and they’re having an issue linking the dozens of other Attractors to the primary in the South Pole. Karla believes there’s a device sunken off the coast that might help fix the issue.”

“Okay.” Luna tried to process the flurry of information. “Anything else?”

Jack paused, then lifted a finger with a grin. “Yes. We’ve completed Verne!” 

The robot waved a hand. “Hello, Luna. It’s nice to meet you.”

He wasn’t in the same body as before, but with his board repaired, the robot that protected Isabel all the way from LA was now part of their group. 

Luna neared the robot. “I’m glad you made it.”

“So am I.”

“What about Clarke? Have we contacted him?” Luna asked. 

“Clarke isn’t operational,” Verne said. 

“What?” She checked the monitor and didn’t see a dot near Wyoming. “Where is he?”

“Just because he isn’t showing up doesn’t mean he’s not well. Garner might have blocked signals from his house,” Jack said with reassurance.

“And Wyatt? We can’t reach anyone, right?”

Harper shook her head and made eye contact. “My mother better be okay.”

“Isabel is with them, and Garner won’t do anything to hurt his daughter or her friends,” Verne said. 

“Are you so sure?” Harper muttered. 

Verne paused momentarily. “Yes.”

“There’s something else,” Barton added. 

Luna sighed, wanting the news to stop funneling in. “What could it possibly be?”

“I’ve spotted a Static storm coming in from the north,” the captain said. “We were ten miles out today, fishing for tonight’s dinner. The Static followed us home, but slowly,” he said. 

Luna switched the program on the computer screen, using the countless cameras around the island. It loomed in the distance: a cluster of bright angry energy pausing in the horizon. “What’s it waiting for?”

“Your guess is as good as mine,” Barton said. 

“We thought it was wild before, but it’s obvious that the Static is planning something,” Harper murmured. “We’ll need to be on the defensive.”

“I wish we had an Attractor.” Luna tapped the desk. 

“What was that?” Verne asked. 

“An Attractor. It could stop the storm from harming the island,” she answered. 

Verne’s chest whirred as the Rings spun within his torso. The other robots did the same, but no blue light shone as they decelerated. “That’s it!” 

“What’s it?” Luna asked him. 

Verne’s eyes glowed as he stared into space. “Anand is sending me the specifications now. He believes there might be enough parts in the storage facility to manufacture one.”

“We’re going to build an Attractor?” Jack’s daughter, Sara, smirked. 

“Yes.” Verne dimmed and touched the monitor. New information scrolled onto the screen, and Jack muttered to himself as they cross-referenced the required supplies versus the inventory listing. 

Luna waited for a tense few minutes as Jack discussed the project with Verne. It didn’t take long for them to have a resolution. Jack faced their group, a tablet in his grip. “If we hurry, we can assemble it before the storm arrives.” He typed into his tablet. “I’ve relayed all the supply lists and the corresponding bin locations in the warehouse.” He gestured at the idle robots. “What are you waiting for? Get those parts!” 

Kurt was the first to leave, and the rest followed. Verne stayed behind with Jack. “Luna, you might have saved our lives.”

“It was bound to happen at some point.” She laughed. 

“Dad, I’m staying. Teach me to help,” Sara said, and for the first time, Luna saw pride in Jack’s eyes. Sure, it was obvious he loved his daughter, but in this moment, she was finally acting mature. He hugged an arm around her shoulders and kissed her on the head.

“I’d like that, Sara.” 

“While we wait for them to return, has anyone seen Luke?” Luna asked Harper and Jack. 

“Not since we kicked him off the couch this morning,” Jack said. “Is he missing?”

“I can’t find Poe or Luke,” she said. 

“Hmm.” Jack gestured at the computer. “Let’s check the cameras. They have facial recognition, so I’ll load Luke’s photo, and anywhere he was today will display on the feeds.”

There were a series of results, and Luna frowned when she noted the last one was from eight hours earlier. “This must be a mistake.”

“No mistake. I’ll run it for Poe as well.” 

The same result, at the same second. “Play it.”

The video began of the two boys circling the residential buildings, heading to the grassy field beyond. A forest stood a short distance away, which appeared to be their destination. The feed stopped. 

“There are no cameras in the trees?”

“No. The animals would trigger them constantly, and we’re all about optimizing energy conservation on the island,” Jack said, as if he’d been part of the team that built the Preserve. 

“I have to find them,” she said. 

Harper held the door open. “I’ll go with you.”

“Don’t be too long. We might need some extra hands!” Jack called after them. 

The wind had picked up, cooling the area by a few degrees. Luna had on shorts and a t-shirt, and wondered if she should add a layer before rushing into the forest. “Give me a moment,” she said as they approached the rooms. 

Harper already wore a long-sleeved shirt, but she followed Luna inside. “I’m getting my gun.”

“Good idea.” Luna separated from the woman, walking the now-familiar halls of the building. She glanced at Wyatt’s door, wishing he was with her. She’d spent days trying to reach him after he’d thought she was dead, and their time together had been short-lived. They’d never find peace until the Static was dealt with. 

She opened her door and found a sweatshirt on the chair. It was fresh enough, and Luna caught sight of the blue-tinged sky through her window. The Static was creeping to the Preserve. Luna tucked a pistol into her waistband, never quite feeling comfortable carrying a weapon. Harper was the opposite, acting as if she’d been born with a rifle. Her mother had taught her well. 

Luna circled the structure, peering at the camera that had caught Luke and Poe’s passage earlier in the day. She briefly wondered if Jack was watching them, and jogged into the field, entering the cover of the forest. Birds sang, and insects chirped, but otherwise, there was no sign of humans in the vicinity. 

Harper guided her straight toward the fence. “Would they have trespassed again?”

“We were pretty strict about it. They promised they learned their lesson,” Luna said. 

“Well, I have two boys, and they never seem to learn anything.” 

“Good point.” Luna eyed the top of the chain link. “Let’s follow it for a while before we go outside the perimeter.” 

They tracked the section of the fence, and Luna stopped when they spotted the breach. The electric barrier had been cut, the tips of the metal capped with rubber. “This is bad,” she whispered. Luna grabbed the radio and talked into it. “Jack, we’ve been breached.”

“Damn it.” Jack sounded agitated. “There’s something else.”

“What?”

“The Altered. They’re all missing.”

Luna stepped through the opening and onto the far side of the fence. “What’s this?”

She crouched, picking up a baseball. “Luke…”

Overhead, the first drops of rain fell as the Static inched closer to the island.
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Wyatt came to, his lungs burning, his throat feeling like he’d eaten a plate of gravel. He sat up, finding the sun nearly set. “Clarke!” 

The robot lay in a heap on the shore, his face half-buried into the beach. They were still near the collapsed dam. Pieces of the giant structure jutted from the sand beside Clarke. 

Wyatt rushed to the robot and rolled him over. Clarke’s limbs were dead weight, and the eyes were dark. “Clarke,” he said, softer this time, getting no response. Wyatt sat next to his friend and did a scan of his own body. Wyatt’s arms were sore, and had a few bruises on his legs. It even hurt to blink. 

Wyatt scrambled up the hill and found their truck upended, submerged in a few feet of water. 

“Damn it.” He kicked a rock, sending it into the pool. “What am I supposed to do?” 

They were a good five or six miles from Garner’s house, and Wyatt didn’t feel like dragging the robot the entire way. 

He’d almost forgotten that the area had once been covered in Static. There was no longer any sign of it, which eased his mind, but that didn’t help with a solution to his very obvious problem. He had a broken robot, and no way to transport him to the house. 

Wyatt checked on Clarke, ensuring he was indeed incapacitated. When he confirmed that Clarke wouldn’t be making the trip anytime soon, he decided that obtaining a vehicle was priority one. The water level seemed to rise with the destruction of the dam, so he grabbed Clarke under the armpits and hauled him to a safer location. 

He recalled seeing a few parked vehicles not far, and that was where he tried first. When he arrived, he had to pause and rethink things. The road had broken apart from the collapsed dam, and the cars from the lot were stuck in the earth. Wyatt couldn’t go south, so he chose north, sticking to the main street. It was in rough condition, and likely had been before the Mud came and made a mess of everything. 

Wyatt walked, his legs exhausted already. His head ached, and he wondered how long he’d been unconscious on the beach. Judging by the fact the sun was setting, it had been hours. That worried him enough to stop and assess the damages once more. His eyesight was slightly blurred, and the pounding in his temples might be on the verge of a migraine, but he was otherwise all right. 

He eventually rounded a bend in the road and discovered a car near the ditch, but after a quick inspection, he couldn’t find the keys. Clarke might be able to hot-wire a steering column, but Wyatt couldn’t. 

Finally, as the sun cast its last rays over the lake, Wyatt made it to the tow-truck yard. There were dozens of old rusted out vehicles, but nothing that looked road worthy. In the end, he opted for one of the tow trucks itself, and retrieved the keys inside the mobile trailer unit they operated the business from. 

“Please start,” he whispered, and it did. Wyatt adjusted the mirrors, not accustomed to controlling something this large, and turned it around, driving back to the dam. It was dark now, and his gaze flicked between shadows as the yellow headlights glared at the terrain. The road was winding more noticeably while moving, as opposed to on foot. 

When he got to the beach, he hurried from the truck, and for a moment, thought Clarke was gone, until he remembered dragging him to high ground. And thankfully so. The water level was up another three feet. 

“The fuse…” Wyatt had all but forgotten their purpose for leaving the house, and he checked inside Clarke’s panel, finding the fuse filling the hollow. He sighed in relief and focused on Clarke. “Well, buddy. You look a little beat up. We’ll take care of you.” 

Now for the hard part. Wyatt did his best to drag Clarke from the rocky shoreline and barely made it up the crest. With all his strength sapped, he collapsed beside the robot in the dark, wondering what Mara, Isabel, and Garner were doing. No one had come to their rescue, but they’d probably assumed the mission was a failure, and that Clarke had headed to a neighboring city in search of the proper fuse. 

Wyatt peered to the truck, then at Clarke, and doubted he could carry him all the way. 

“Work smarter, not harder,” he muttered. 

Within five minutes, Wyatt had the winch cable wrapped around Clarke’s waist, and he held the red button, drawing the cable in. Clarke scraped on the pavement, and Wyatt stopped, then grabbed the tow-trucker’s jacket from the passenger seat. He slid it under the robot, adding a barrier between Clarke’s metal exterior and the road. 

Finally, with Clarke on the flatbed, Wyatt secured him with bungee cords, testing them before he was satisfied that his friend wouldn’t fall off. “Here goes nothing,” Wyatt said, turning the engine. 

He drove slowly, worried the durability of the highway might have been compromised. It wasn’t until he saw Garner’s house that he let himself think about how close they’d both been to being killed. The Static seemed to have vengeance on the mind.

The headlights shone on the front door, and Isabel rushed down the steps to the truck. 

“Wyatt!” She opened the door before Wyatt could unbuckle, and the second he was out, she hugged him tightly. “I wanted to go look for you, but Daddy said no, and Mara told me we couldn’t let him out of our sights!” She looked around. “Where’s Clarke?”

“Here.” Wyatt showed her the robot. “Help me get him down.”

Garner arrived with Mara holding a rifle behind him. “I’m glad you’re okay,” she told Wyatt.

“Same.” Wyatt unclipped Clarke. “Garner, can you see what’s wrong with him?”

“Did you locate the fuse?” Garner asked, clearly not concerned with Clarke’s wellbeing, or Wyatt’s for that matter. 

“Yes.” Wyatt removed it from Clarke’s panel and closed it again. He kept hold of it, even when Garner reached for it. “You can have it once Clarke is working.”

Garner frowned and tried to take the fuse a second time. “Wyatt, don’t be foolish. There are more important…”

“That’s the deal.”

“Fine.” Garner went in and rolled a chair from the office down the steps. They hefted Clarke onto it and slid him to the porch. With the strength of everyone, they brought Clarke to the lab downstairs, and set him near the Rings. 

“I’ve been in touch with the others,” Garner said. 

“Anand?”

“Yes.”

“And?” Wyatt couldn’t believe it. 

“The Attractor is working. They have thousands of Altered in its proximity. The Static levels are increasing by the hour, but he’s only at about seven percent capacity.” Garner grabbed a toolbox from the desk and placed it beside Clarke. “I heard another interesting piece of information.”

“What?” 

“We’ve been told that there are more Attractors around the planet,” Isabel answered for her father. “But they’re having an issue powering them and linking to Anand’s. So Blaze, Thor, and Alan are in New York, teaming with Karla Dash to fix it.”

Wyatt couldn’t hide his shock at the news. “Karla? She’s dead! Luna saw it.”

“Clearly, she was mistaken. Karla is alive and well.” Garner seemed pleased with himself. “Between myself, Anand, and Karla, the world has a shot.”

“It was your fault this happened in the first place,” Mara muttered. 

“Mara,” Isabel said. 

“Sorry, but it’s true. Can you help Clarke?” 

Garner used the screwdriver, and when the adjustment didn’t do anything, he tried a meter, grimacing at the results. “This is beyond me. I’ll get Jack on the line.”

“Why not Karla?” Wyatt asked. 

“Because she’s with Alan, and I’d prefer not to rattle the cage.”

Jack’s face appeared on the screen, and Wyatt noticed Luna in the frame. 

“Jack, Clarke’s damaged,” Garner said. “Can you talk me through this?”

“Mr. Vikas. I’m afraid you caught us at a bad time. The Static is about to hit, and we’re building an Attractor to protect the island,” Jack said. 

Wyatt’s blood turned cold. “Luna, what’s happening?”

She leaned closer to Jack. “The Altered have vanished.” 

Wyatt knew her well enough to sense something else was wrong. “What aren’t you saying?”

“Luke and Poe are gone. I think the Altered have them.” Her disappointment was obvious. 

“I need to help them,” Wyatt said. “How can we use the watch?”

“You can’t. Not without directed, harnessed Static,” Garner told him. 

“You have your own mission, Wyatt,” Luna said. “We’re close to building an Attractor. Barton Clives is already working on an evacuation plan. We’ll be okay.” Her voice said otherwise, but Wyatt couldn’t do anything to help her. 

“Good luck.” Garner ended the call abruptly.

“What did you do that for?” Wyatt shouted.

“They’re busy, Wyatt.”

“What about Clarke?” Mara lifted his arm and let it fall to the floor. 

“Karla it is,” Isabel told her father. 

“I guess you’re right.” Garner sat in the chair and filled his glass with whiskey. 

Wyatt walked past him and grabbed his own glass, taking two fingers’ worth. After this day, he wanted something to numb the pain in his head. Before he downed it, he peered at Clarke, then set the glass aside. 

“Isabel, can you see to Wyatt’s injuries? Mara, would you mind giving me some privacy? I must talk to Karla and figure out how to repair Clarke.” 

Mara glanced at Wyatt, who gave her a nod. “Fine. But I’ll be just outside the door.” 

Wyatt took the fuse and noticed Garner’s gaze following it. “When Clarke’s better.”

He left with Isabel, and they walked upstairs into the living room. “I think you should clean up, Wyatt.”

“Why?”

Isabel’s nose crinkled. “Because you smell like you’ve been swimming in a bog all day.”

“Oh, that checks out.” He smirked and followed her to a bathroom on the main floor. “Do you mind?”

“It’s nothing I haven’t seen a hundred times.” Isabel started the shower. 

Wyatt closed the door as she waited outside. Then he opened it a crack. “Isabel, can I ask you something?”

“Of course.”

“I know we’ve kind of talked about things, but not really. You lied to me.”

“I never wanted to.”

“Your father was more important than me,” Wyatt said. “And I get that. You’re family.”

“We were family,” Isabel said. 

Wyatt’s stomach lurched at the comment. “Then why not tell me the truth?”

“What, that Daddy had opened a portal to another planet?”

“Yeah… maybe I wouldn’t have been so caught off guard when the Mud hit.”

“We were all surprised by what happened. Even Daddy. The Static weren’t exactly honest with us.”

“What did they talk about with you?”

“It was more images. They seemed to know a lot about us, but didn’t divulge much about themselves. They came across as peaceful. Kind, even. Obviously, I was wrong. Now I think they infused their essence into us, and have been subtly controlling us.”

“Wait, you believe that the Static drove your father into completing the Rings?”

“Yes.”

“And the one in this basement?”

“That one too. He even admits they want him to use it,” Isabel said. 

“Can we trust him? And no more lies.”

“I don’t know,” she admitted. He opened the door a bit so they could see each other. “I never should have told you I cheated. But I did it to protect you.”

“Why did you need to do that?”

“Because I was having dreams. Seeing things that weren’t there.” She lowered her gaze and her voice. “I don’t think they ever left me.”

“What?”

“The Static… it’s still in me.”

Wyatt stared at his ex-girlfriend, seeing her in an entirely new light. If the Static was watching them, how could they ever win?

“Can you forgive me?”

“Sure. But if you think the Static is listening, we need to be careful.”

Isabel nodded somberly and left him. Wyatt went to the bathroom and climbed into the steaming shower. He saw Luna in his mind’s eye as he washed, and pictured a giant Static cloud hovering above the Preserve. Wyatt didn’t see a future without her.  

As he dried off, he realized he’d forgotten to tell Luna about meeting Olive and sending her to the Preserve.
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“She should not try contacting Garner,” Alan complained. 

“Let it go. Clarke’s your brother, and he’s nonresponsive, so Karla should check on him.” Blaze checked the gauges. They were nearing six thousand feet below the surface. 

“Yes, you’re right, Blaze. As usual,” he said. 

Thor and Karla stayed with Mark on shore, while the pair of them descended toward the Rings site. The tentacled beast had all but decimated the facility, sending the remaining pieces to the bottom. 

“Two thousand more feet, and we’re there,” Alan said. The submersible was crowded, and the idea of being this far underwater had Blaze’s nerves on edge. He sweated in his armpits, and down his back, with the thought of how much pressure shoved against the hull of their vehicle. 

Blaze softly closed his eyes and remembered better days. Playing baseball with Luke at the Gossler diamonds. Riley would bring a book, catching up on her reading, as she called it. She’d wear a sun hat, cross her legs on third plate, and devour a hundred pages of a mystery-thriller while Blaze and Luke threw a ball, and occasionally took turns whacking the baseball with a wooden bat. When they finished, they’d walk into town for ice cream. Riley always had rocky road. Luke opted for something different every time, and Blaze would get mocked for being so boring and ordering vanilla. 

“Blaze?” 

“I’m awake.”

It was pitch black in the depths, and even their powerful lights seemed to fade much too soon. He watched through the window as they approached a large section of the facility. It was a couple of stories of prefabricated hallways, rooms, and stairs, all still intact. He tried to picture the Nu-En lab from the newsfeed, and couldn’t recall many details. 

“Where’s the part we’re searching for?” Blaze asked. 

“It should be connected to this section.” Alan guided the submersible lower and almost touched down on the silty seabed. Their momentum caused a few bottom-dwelling fish to scatter. Aquatic plants drifted with the waves their arrival created, and Alan switched to a handheld control, shooting a drone from the rear of their vessel. Air bubbled from the thrusters, and it moved forward, then up. “We have visual.”

The drone’s camera feed doubled on the screen, making it easier to navigate. 

“Karla downloaded the schematics for me. It was in subsection five, room 1-C.” 

That meant nothing to Blaze, but he kept his eyes open for any kind of marking along the halls of torn bulkheads. Debris rose from behind the sunken station, making it difficult to see through the drone. “What’s that?” Blaze checked the submersible’s window, seeing a lengthy limb lashing out. “Incoming!”

Alan attempted to react, but he was too late. The tentacle bashed into their hull, sending them flying. 

Somehow, the beast from the abyss had survived in a post-Mud world, and Blaze realized there might be more of them in the oceans, since Mud hadn’t reacted with the water as it did on land. They weren’t dying off so quickly in the depths. 

Before he could contemplate any more, a second tentacle thrashed through the station, tossing a section of the facility aside. Now that Alan understood they were under attack, he reacted better, and he jerked their seafaring vessel lower, avoiding the assault. 

“Above us!” Blaze called. Instead of hitting them, a pulsing suction cup clamped to their clear-domed roof, and Blaze gaped as tiny bits darted over the glass while they were lifted by the bottom-dwelling creature. 

“What do we do?” Blaze whispered. The cabin had gone quiet. 

“I act patiently, then finish it,” Alan said without emotion. 

“How can you know it’ll…” Blaze stopped when he saw that was exactly what the beast intended. Their submersible carried over the station, and he spied a door with the proper marking on it. “That’s 1-C.”

“Noted,” Alan said. “We must get closer.”

The rest of the thing was huge, ten times as thick as the widest part of the tentacles, and four beady black eyes watched the vessel as its limb dragged them toward its clomping mouth. 

“Hold on,” Alan warned, and pressed a series of buttons. 

Two puffs of air sent a projectile at the monster’s face, and just when Blaze thought the attack had failed, they detonated. The submersible dropped, landing on the seabed, and the tentacles battered the vegetation below it as the creature died. The limbs continued to twitch for a minute after, and Blaze couldn’t tear his gaze away from the scene. 

Finally, Alan tried to lift off, but the suction cup still held them in place. He activated an electrical shock around the hull, sending green flashes around the vessel, and the tentacle contracted, then expanded, falling off. 

“Hurry up, there might be more,” Blaze said, and Alan did. They’d lost connection to the drone, but that didn’t matter. They had the location. 

When Alan arrived, he hovered above the tilted doorway, and used a second smaller drone, this one designed for such a task. It opened the entryway and shone bright lights into the space. With a few instructions, it sifted through floating crates, using the RFID connected to each item to find the proper box. The drone retrieved it and returned to the storage compartment within the hull.

Alan keyed something in, and the radio frequency identification appeared on screen, blinking that it was a match with the item Karla had instructed them to salvage. 

Air pushed them farther along, and Alan guided the vessel into what remained of the Rings. Blaze was astounded by how large each ring was. On TV, it was one thing, but being up close was another. The mere sight of the device, crashed on the bottom of the ocean, sent shivers down Blaze’s spine. Garner played with fire, and he’d burned the entire world because of it. 

“Are you sure that we should be using all the Attractors?” Blaze asked Alan while they ascended into the empty water toward the surface. Alan directed them to the Long Island shore. 

“It’s necessary in order to fully capture the Static. We cannot allow any of it to stay behind on Earth,” Alan said. 

“Can’t argue with that,” Blaze told him. “Nice work down there.”

“We survived.”

It took an hour before they breached the surface, navigating their way to the docks of the Nu-En base and into a sort of airlock. With the flick of a button, the ocean drained from the room, letting the submersible settle to the metal grating. 

Thor ceased his pacing, and his expression filled with relief as the hatch opened. Water dripped off the hull, and Blaze got out first, followed by Alan. 

“Did you get it?” Karla asked. 

Alan hopped to the bottom of the airlock and removed the drone, then the crate within. He opened the box and handed Mark the device. It wasn’t an overly impressive item. It was two feet long, with a series of blinking lights riding up the side. 

“Thank goodness we used waterproof storage,” Karla proclaimed. “This is when it pays not to cheap out and cut corners on projects.”

“From the looks of things, Nu-En didn’t do that very often,” Thor said. 

Karla eyed the recovered device. “Mark, can you activate it?”

“I think so. Let’s head to the lab,” he said. 

Blaze held back with Thor, and his friend looked glum. “Problem?”

“There’s something strange between Mark and Karla,” Thor whispered. 

“How so?”

“It’s tough to explain. Karla just recovered from being Altered, and Mark keeps asking her if she’s sensing them.”

“‘Them,’ meaning the Static?” Blaze squinted. 

The pair of robots was already up the stairs, and Karla called back, “What’s the holdup?”

“Nothing!” he replied. “Shoelace is untied!”

“This could be a serious issue. And these robots are aligned with their creator. If she gives orders from the Static, who will they obey? Us or the enemy?” Thor climbed the steps, and Blaze hurried after him. 

“Keep focused. We need to ensure the Attractors work,” Blaze murmured. 

When they reached the top, Mark was near the door, tapping his foot. There was a strange energy about him. “Everything okay?”

Had he been eavesdropping? Blaze clapped his palms together. “We’re great.”

Mark continued without further comment, and Blaze exhaled with relief. The laboratory was on the top floor of the five-story building, and they took the stairwell the entire time. When they entered the lab, small generators whirred as Alan activated them. They weren’t gas powered, and Blaze was uncertain where the power came from, but assumed it was connected to an outdoor solar source. 

“This is my workspace,” Mark told Karla. “Once your team abandoned the facility for the Rings, I moved in. Anand didn’t protect his blueprints very well, at least not for someone of my talents. I predicted he’d fail to complete his goals in the South Pole, and that’s why I took it upon myself to aid his cause.” The computer monitor sprang on, and a flat version of an atlas appeared. “The Attractors are positioned here. Thirty-seven in total.”

Blaze gazed at the different continents, appreciating how their spread was based on population rather than geographical settings. “Do we know that Static reacted the same across the globe?”

“I believe so,” Mark said. “The Rings were in every major region of the world, right, Karla?”

Karla’s gaze was distant, and Blaze thought about Thor’s comment. Was Karla hearing messages from the Static at that very moment? 

“Karla?” Blaze prompted, and she blinked, then smiled. 

“Yes. It was strategic. I also agree that we’ll require this many Attractors. Well done, Mark. There was a reason you were built,” she said. 

“And how was that accomplished?” Thor asked. 

“What do you mean?”

Thor lightly pinched the skin on Mark’s arm. “He looks like us.” Then he knocked on Alan’s chest. “But he’s nothing like a human.”

Alan’s eyes brightened at that. 

“They’re the same design internally. But Mark was structured around solving problems we couldn’t anticipate. The issue with innovation is we don’t know what we don’t know. There are countless problems that arise because we base our expectations on past results. That doesn’t always work as we intend it to. Hence came Mark. I wanted a robot who could assist Anand and me with our projects, and who would foresee things we couldn’t, because of our limitations.”

“Which is all dandy, but you haven’t explained the whole skin and hair part,” Thor added. 

“I was getting to that,” Karla huffed in exasperation. “Once we kept Garner alive after…” She glanced at Alan, who didn’t respond. “After the incident… I had more knowledge of connecting our robotics with organs. I used the same principles, and it clearly worked.”

“I took on an existence of my own,” he said. “Alan, you do not know how liberating it is to walk through the streets anonymously. There was no fear from the masses. Just casual disinterest. I moved like a ghost, another nobody in a city filled with vibrant life.”

“Can you fix it?” Blaze interjected. He doubted time was on their side. 

“Yes.” Mark started on the project, breaking a metal toolbox out. Alan went to assist, and a light blinked on the monitor. 

“What’s that?” Blaze asked. 

“It’s a conference call,” Karla said. “Sent from Garner Vikas’ ID number.”

“Answer it.” Alan stepped out of sight. 

Karla adjusted her collar and brushed her hair back, probably a habit from her tenure at Nu-En. Garner’s face appeared, and Blaze was shocked to see he looked five years older than he had in Santa Fe. “Garner, where are you?”

They already knew he was in Wyoming. 

“I require your help,” he said. “I’m delighted to hear you survived, Karla.”

“Thanks. It’s good to be alive.” Karla cleared her throat. “What can I do for you, sir?”

Garner frowned. “Is the robot there?”

“Which one?”

“You know damned well which one!” 

“Garner, would you stop yelling already?” Blaze sidled up to Karla. “We’re in the middle of something, so if you’re just calling to shout at Karla, I suggest you watch your temper.”

The room went silent, and Blaze waited with his hands on his hips. 

“Blaze… how good to see you again,” Garner said sarcastically. “I suppose you didn’t intervene when Alan shot my wife?”

“She shot Anand.”

Garner’s chin dropped, and his gaze lifted to meet theirs. “Karla, I must activate the Rings. I’m sending the details now.”

“Rings?” she whispered. “Why?”

Blaze caught something he didn’t trust in her expression, but it was too late. 

“I have a plan to send the Static home, but this variation is different from the others. More compact, yet more powerful. Take a look.”

Karla used the keyboard, and they all stared at the image of the six-ringed device. “It’s beautiful,” Mark said. Even Alan seemed intrigued. 

“The fuses were wrong, but we found something to jury rig in. First catch… I must fix Clarke before they give me the part,” Garner said sheepishly. 

Blaze grinned, but it was short-lived when he realized what Garner had said about Clarke being damaged. 

“What happened to Clarke?” Karla asked. 

“He’s unresponsive. They collapsed on the road above the dam in Jackson Lake. Wyatt woke on the beach hours later, and Clarke was no longer operational. Can you direct me on how to repair him?” Garner shifted the camera to view the unmoving robot. 

“Run the diagnostic and send it to me. We’ll fix him together,” Karla assured him. 

Garner gave her a nod and started the scan. Karla hit mute and turned to Blaze. “I know what you’re thinking, but don’t worry. I won’t let the Static control me. We’ve already dealt with that.”

“How?” Thor asked. 

Karla lowered the back of her collar, displaying an exposed micro chip. “Mark created it to block the Static from my brain.” The chip blinked blue, the Static trapped in the device. 

“Let’s fix Clarke so we can save the world.” Karla began giving Garner instructions, and all Blaze could do was watch. 

Alan gestured to him and pulled Blaze aside. “Blaze, I have news from the Preserve.”

His tone suggested the information wasn’t pleasant. “What is it? Is Luke okay?”

“The Static is coming. The Altered have vanished…and Luke’s missing.”
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Luke wriggled his arms, trying to break free of the binds, but the rope was expertly tied. The more he struggled, the tighter they became. “Poe, any luck?”

“Nothing, dude.” Poe’s hair was damp, stuck to his brow. The cavern was stifling hot. Dozens of Altered wandered through it, bumping into one another and the walls at random. They reminded Luke of NPCs from his video games. Non-player characters that rarely had a purpose beyond selling wares in stores or acting as cannon fodder. 

None of the once-Altered humans were in the cave with them, and Luke jumped when someone screamed from across the way. The woman spied the mutants surrounding her, and Luke guessed she’d just transformed back. 

“It’s okay,” he called to her. It was a girl, not a woman. Maybe Luke’s age, but rather tough to tell. Her hair had seaweed intertwined with it, and her skin was the palest white he’d ever seen. 

“Where am I?” Her voice trembled. 

“You’re on an island,” Luke said. 

“Luke, why are you helping her?” Poe asked. 

Luke shushed his friend and smiled at the girl. “I need you to do something for me.”

She gazed at him with big brown eyes. “What?”

“The monsters captured us,” Luke embellished. “They tied Poe and me up. You’ll need to undo the knots.”

Poe smirked and joined in. “And do it before those freaks come back, or you’ll be tied up too!”

“What’s your name?” Luke asked. 

“Emily.”

“I’m Luke, and this is Poe.”

She was still on the dirt floor, gaping at the Altered circling the space. “What’s wrong with them?”

“They’re sick.” Luke peered over his shoulder when he heard a booming thunder. He figured someone would be arriving soon to check on them. “Please, Emily, we can’t do this without you.”

That sold it. She staggered to her feet and glanced at them. “Where are my shoes?”

“We’ll get you a new pair. Just hurry.” Poe’s patience was wearing thin. 

She hesitated as an old Altered man waddled by, his eyes looking in two directions. She went to Luke’s side first and tested the binds. “These are tight.”

“Can you dig a finger into the knot? Work it loose?”

Emily started, and after what felt like ten minutes, she had one of Luke’s hands out. The next came much sooner, and Luke was free. He rushed to Poe, but stopped when he heard Lionel’s voice. Garth walked to the mouth of the cavern, peering in, and Luke shoved his hands behind his back, hiding the fact he wasn’t secured. 

“It’s time to do their bidding,” Cathy said. “We’ve pretended long enough. The island must be destroyed.”

Destroyed? Luke couldn’t believe his ears. Outside, the wind increased velocity, and a few of the candles lit within the cave flickered out with the motion. It grew darker, and Luke saw how bleak the weather surrounding the Preserve was. Static clung under the clouds, the blue electricity bounding and moving from region to region like lightning. 

“Attack the control room first, then take down the boats, and above all, don’t let the robots escape,” Cathy said. “This is the first mission for our leaders, and we cannot fail them.” The next few words were incomprehensible to Luke’s ears, and he figured it was the Static’s language. 

“What’s she talking about? Who is that?” Emily asked.

The Altered’s eyes flashed blue, and they started out the cavern in a semblance of an organized line. Emily’s spine straightened, and the azure color covered her previously brown shade. “We must destroy the island,” Emily said. 

Garth’s back was still turned to them, and Luke concentrated on Poe’s binds. “Luke, you have to warn Luna.”

“I won’t leave you,” he hissed. 

“It’s too late.”

“In here!” Emily shouted. “I have a betrayer!” 

Garth reacted quickly, and Luke took a last glance at Poe before shoving an Altered in Garth’s path as he raced into the cave. They bashed together, clattering to the floor, and Luke jumped over them, speeding to the exit. He slid to a stop, peering in both directions. The Altered were everywhere. Hundreds lingered on the sand, along with an equal number of humans. No one seemed to notice him as they stalked toward the complex centering the island. 

Luke departed from them before gathering his bearings. He’d been trying to mark the landscape as they escorted him to the beach earlier, and he figured he knew the most economical route. Unfortunately, that was where Cathy was currently leading her army, forcing Luke to find another path. 

He met the thick treeline, and a branch slapped into his face, cutting his cheek. Luke didn’t allow it to slow him. They were in danger. This was his moment to be the hero he was destined to become. Luke hurdled fallen trees, leapt across streams, and circumvented boulders, and he stopped at the fence, panting from the exertion. Luke realized he couldn’t get through, not without being electrocuted. If he circled back to the opening Cathy made, he’d probably encounter their troops. With no other choice, Luke ran in the opposite direction, aware his journey would be twice as long as the marching interlopers. But they didn’t have the middle school record for the 1000-yard dash. He did. 

Luke focused all his energy on keeping his breathing even and pumping his arms and legs in the perfect rhythm. The terrain was wild and uneven, but he concentrated on the surface, not wanting to roll an ankle. 

Overhead, the Static swirled in a looping cyclone, water lifting from the ocean to join the electricity. The effect was terrifying. Mist and vapors rose to the clouds, filling the island with a dense fog as it lowered. 

Soon, Luke needed to slow his pace, because he couldn’t see over five feet in front of him. This would be tougher than he thought. Luke noticed a light in the distance, and let it guide him to the front gates, trying not to think about the friend he’d left behind. Why had they even kept them alive? Collateral, no doubt, in case the Altered’s mission failed. 

Luke moved to the entrance and waved at the camera, jumping up and down to get someone’s attention. “Let me in!” he called. 

“I knew it was you,” a deep voice replied, and Lionel stepped out of the fog and onto the main road leading to the Preserve. He slid a gun from his pocket and aimed it at Luke’s chest. He could tell they were just out of the camera’s view, so whoever was watching in the control room would be oblivious. “Don’t be a hero. You’re going to make them open the gates, then we’ll let you go.”

More Altered emerged from the mist, and Luke’s heart sank when the gates buzzed and slid wide. Lionel patted him on the back, and Emily arrived, smirking at him. “That was too easy.”

Luke realized he hadn’t seen Emily morph into the girl, which meant he’d just been tricked by the Altered. And now they were marching directly to the control room. 




____________




“Is everyone gone?” Luna asked Barton as the boat drifted from the shore and into the fog. 

He glanced at Hilary, still on the dock with him. “We’re the last.”

Madame Lavinia walked up with Harper, both women looking grim. The Static above them continued to funnel through the skies, but it hadn’t attacked the island yet. 

The robots remained in a straight line, and Luna had a moment of trepidation at the sight. Clearly, Lavie did as well, because she stepped behind Luna, keeping her distance from them. Verne and Kurt were with Jack Pickering as they constructed their miniature version of an Attractor. 

“Have you seen anything else?” Luna asked the fortune teller. 

“This is the end,” Lavie whispered. 

“I told you to leave on an earlier boat,” Luna reminded her. “You too, Harper.”

Harper shook her head. “My boys are safely evacuated. Once we deal with the Static, they’ll return to their mother.”

“Speaking of, where’s Jack with the finished product?” Barton asked. 

Luna grabbed her radio, and only received snow when she tried contacting the control room. “That can’t be good.”

Harper pointed at the Static overhead. “I’m guessing this is creating the interference.”

Luna gritted her teeth. There had been no sign of Luke or Poe since the start. They’d sent someone to investigate the fence’s breach, but the man hadn’t reported back. Luna could only assume he’d been captured too, or worse. The Altered were up to something, and it couldn’t be a coincidence that it was happening at the same time as the Static storm. 

“I’ll check on Jack. Captain Clives, can you load the last boat?”

Barton snapped off a salute. “It would be my esteemed pleasure. Will you be attending the evacuation?”

Hilary rested her palm on his arm and cradled herself with the other. 

Luna glanced at the boat, then at the complex in the center of the island. “Go.”

“What?” Barton asked. 

“Take Harper and Lavie. If everyone else has left, there’s no point in lingering. We have to deal with the Static, and Jack’s nearly finished.”

“But the Altered…”

“Maybe by containing it, they can regain control,” Luna said with reluctant hope.

Lavie took her hands. “You should come. I see water… all around you.”

Luna shivered at the comment but tugged free of her tight grip. “I’ll be fine. The robots are here.”

Harper was about to interject, but Luna gestured toward the fog. “Be with your kids.”

“You heard the woman!” Barton shouted, and the few people waiting on the dock climbed aboard Adonis. He waved at Luna as he untied the boat from the pier. “We won’t be far.”

“Don’t stay too close to the island. We can’t be certain what the Attractor will do,” she said, watching the boat drift from the island. The mist quickly swallowed the entire hull and mast, and Luna was alone with ten robots. “Arm yourselves!” she called to them.

“Yes, Luna,” one of them said.  

Five minutes later, Luna arrived at the control room with the squadron of robots, each clutching a deadly weapon. Some had RPGs slung around their shoulders, hefting AR-15s in the other hands. “Wait here. Anyone comes, you stop them.”

“Yes,” they echoed. 

“Only let Poe or Luke through.” Their images had already been relayed into their archives.

“Understood.”

“Good.” Luna glanced at the path, thinking she saw movement down the block, but with the thick fog, it was tough to tell. “Jack?” She entered the control room and grinned. The device was nearly completed. 

“Luna!” Jack paced the floor while Kurt and Verne finished soldering a joint. “We did it! Once it’s mounted on the roof, we can turn the Attractor on.”

“Perfect.” 

Verne set his welding torch aside, and the pair of robots picked it up. The device was about ten feet tall, and somewhat crude, but if Jack said it would perform, then it would. They dashed up the stairs leading to the rooftop, and Jack stopped her at the doorway. “Luna…”

“What?”

“I let Luke in through the front access,” he said. 

“He was at the gate?” Luna asked. “Then where is he?”

“I was busy, and when I checked again…” Jack tapped the keyboard, and the camera showed dozens of people filling the entrance, most of them armed with sticks, a couple guns, shovels, and bats. It was a mob of Altered. 

“Dammit. When did this happen?” Luna peered at the door and saw they hadn’t flipped the bolt.

“Ten minutes, give or take.”

Luna sprinted across the lab just as the door cracked open. 

“Let us in!” a man said, but her momentum was too strong. She slammed into the slab, catching him on the elbow. His gun clattered to the floor, and she kicked it toward Jack as the limb retreated with a string of curses. The bolt locked into place, and she rushed to get the pistol. 

“To the roof,” she muttered, chasing after Jack. 

Mist clung to the Attractor as Verne clicked it into the roughly-made mount on the gravel. Kurt used a tablet to initiate the program, and the Attractor pulsed. Lights blinked on the base, rising up the column until the top turned red. 

“This better work,” Jack said grimly. 

Luna chanced a peek near the control room’s entrance as a mass of people banged on the building. Someone must have spotted her, because the next thing she knew, a bullet screamed by her head, whistling into the low clouds. 

“Hurry,” she pleaded. 

Static coalesced, the funnel cloud becoming darker and fiercer. It was only a matter of time before these entities unleashed their fury on the Preserve. 

The Attractor whirred and whined, and just when she thought it was about to work, a plume of smoke drifted from a panel as it gave up the ghost. The red light dimmed, and the noises stopped. 

“Can you fix it?” Luna stared through the fog at the Static. 

Jack nodded, barking commands at the robots. 

The clock was ticking.
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Wyatt stifled a yawn and refilled his coffee cup before descending to the basement. 

“Right on time,” Garner said. 

Clarke’s eyes grew brighter, and he sat up, swinging his legs off the table. “Wyatt, what happened?”

“Thank goodness,” Wyatt muttered. “Clarke, we were on the dam, and it collapsed because of the Static. You must have hit your head, because something shorted. Garner repaired you with Karla’s help.”

“Karla Dash is alive?”

“That’s right,” Wyatt said. “Mark found her before she finished the job. Luna heard the gunshot that went errant when Mark intervened. She’s since transformed back, and they’re working with Blaze and Alan in New York.” 

“Incredible,” Clarke said. “Thank you for repairing me, Garner Vikas.”

“You’re welcome, Clarke.” He patted the robot on the shoulder in a fatherly gesture, then focused his attention on Wyatt. “Are you good to your word, son?”

Son. Wyatt tried to picture his real father, and couldn’t. “Sure.” Wyatt grabbed the fuse from upstairs and jogged down with it. Isabel and Mara were sleeping in the guest rooms, and Wyatt hoped he was making the best decision. They’d come to prevent another set of Rings from starting, and here Wyatt was, giving the man the one thing he required to make them operational. Life often took funny twists and turns. 

“You’re of sound mind, right?” Wyatt gripped one end of the fuse, while Garner held the other. 

“I swear, on my wife and daughter, that I won’t betray my people.”

For a split second, Wyatt thought he might mean the Static, but disregarded the thought. He let go. The motion had a sense of finality to it, like a chapter was closing and a new one beginning. 

Clarke watched Garner as he approached the Rings and opened the lower hatch. Together they waited while the Nu-En owner fixed his error, replacing the fuse he’d previously chosen. He tossed it aside and connected the newer with a series of adaptors to make it fit. The hatch wouldn’t fully close, but he claimed that wouldn’t matter. Clarke concurred, and from all the tests Garner ran, he was confident the Rings would perform as expected. 

“Are you going to start them?” Wyatt asked. 

“Not until Mark and Karla have the Attractors operational. Mark built dozens of smaller iterations from Anand’s design, located around the globe. They’ve encountered an issue with connecting to the primary Attractor in the South Pole, but they’ve managed to recover the proper part below the ocean off the coast of Long Island. It’s expected to be functioning within the hour.”

“We can really do this…” Until this point, it felt like they were running in quicksand, but now Wyatt could sense stability beneath his feet. 

“Yes, son.” There it was again. Garner left the Rings, and took a seat at a round table, motioning for Wyatt to join him. “Come, let’s speak in private.”

“Why not?” Wyatt refused the offered whiskey again and drank his coffee, needing the caffeine to remain awake. 

Garner opened his mouth, then took a sip from his tumbler before speaking. “I haven’t always been fair to you.”

“You were more than generous.” 

“Let me say my piece,” Garner said. “Isabel is my world. You have no idea what it feels like to hold your child for the first time. Evelyn was over the moon.” Garner peered out the window, where the actual crescent Moon was on full display. “We were told we couldn’t have children, you see.”

Wyatt hadn’t heard the story, so he listened closely. 

“We tried for years, and miraculously, IVF treatment took. Isabel was born nine months later. Isabel could do no wrong. She was proper, and sweet, and caring… Isabel would bring meals to the local woman’s shelter on Sundays when she was seven. By the time she was in high school, she had three scholarship funds going for underprivileged youth to get into college, all financed by people she canvassed and encouraged to support the cause. Some may have backed her foundation because of her last name, but I believe most did because of her tenacity and passion for the project.”

“Isabel did all that?” Wyatt was shocked, since she’d never once mentioned it to him. It was more proof he hadn’t even known the real Isabel.

“She prefers to keep a low profile on the matter.”

Wyatt had always felt like a project of hers, and now it made even more sense. She’d given him the money for his education, and while he was grateful, it didn’t make him feel any better about accepting a handout. 

“Fast forward to the moment you came around. Evelyn was dead, and I, in my dramatic fashion, had her frozen in case we were ever able to access the healing elixir, Mud.” Garner poured another drink. “Isabel took her mother’s death far better than I did, but in reality, that had been a façade. She met you skiing in Aspen, and for the first few months, I thought you were the perfect temporary distraction, but you stuck around.”

Wyatt didn’t interject. 

“I guess I just want to tell you I’m sorry for how things went down between you and my daughter, but I also hope you can begin to forgive my actions. It was for Evelyn. You understand what love can do to someone.”

Wyatt blinked, picturing Luna, not Isabel, and he nodded. “Yeah, I get it.”

“Great. We’re almost done, Wyatt.” He motioned to the strange set of Rings, with six, not three sections to it. “The world has changed, and maybe we can as well.”

Garner offered his hand, and Wyatt shook it, sealing an unspoken deal. “Any updates from the Preserve?”

“Clarke, would you try to contact them?”

Clarke went still. “There is no communication with my brothers on the island.”

“Why not?”

“There seems to be a lot of interference.”

“What could cause it?” Wyatt asked him. 

“Too much Static.” 

Wyatt spied a flash of blue on the far wall and glanced through the window. “Speaking of…” 

Isabel rushed down the stairs, her robe pulled tight around her waist. “Daddy, you have to see this.”

They followed her outside to the deck overlooking the lake, and the entire sky had filled with Static. The lake reflected the bright blue energy, encompassing the valley beyond.

More of it pooled from the horizon, blotting out the Moon and the stars. “They know,” Garner muttered. “They want to stop the Rings from being used.”

“What do we do?” Wyatt asked as Mara pressed behind to get a view of the lake. 

“Pray the Attractors kick on soon. Without them, we don’t stand a chance,” Garner said. 




____________




All Blaze could think about was his missing child on the Preserve. He was helpless. “Alan, we utilized the Static once. Let me travel with the watch.”

“Blaze, you’re forgetting that Garner placed a barrier on the island to prevent anyone from riding the Static near it. You’d end up three miles away in the ocean. Is that how you want to die?” Alan asked. 

“No.” 

Thor snored from the couch, a cowboy hat found in the staff room leveled above his eyes. Karla and Mark worked tirelessly on the controls for the Attractors, and had been for the last hour. 

“We’ve lost touch with the Preserve, and Wyoming,” Alan told them. “It is my assumption that Static is to blame for both outages.”

“Meaning we have to be hasty,” Karla said. 

Blaze felt powerless while Mark and Karla tried to use the piece recovered from submerged Nu-En facility. He watched Thor, amazed that the man could sleep under such duress. He assumed years on the road driving a truck had prepared him for long bouts of being awake, followed by deep, quick sleeps that could recharge him. 

Mark rose from the complex machine and wiped his hands on a towel. Even though the gesture looked human, there was something off-putting about it. “Karla, we have it.”

She allowed him to help her up, and they bent over a screen. Blaze joined them, viewing as thirty-seven separate Attractors linked to the primary. Each showed a green light beside its associated number. 

“Can you start them?” Blaze asked. 

Mark grinned and stepped aside. “Karla, it’s all yours.”

Karla’s finger hovered above the screen, and Blaze saw the chip on the back of her neck, glowing bright blue. He assumed the Static wanted to destroy this device Karla was about to activate. She didn’t even flinch, and the chip turned dark once again, the Static thwarted. 

“Here goes nothing.” Karla pressed the enter key, and each Attractor on the display flashed, then stayed green. “It’s working.” Then louder. “It’s working!!”

Blaze shouted in joy, and Mark gave him a high five. Alan watched with interest, and the racket roused Thor from his slumber. The cowboy hat fell to the floor when he jumped up, running across the room. “I’ll be… you actually did it.”

“Where is the nearest one?” Blaze asked, and Mark pointed up. 

“Right outside.”

“Can we see?” 

“It would be my honor.” Mark led their group from the laboratory, and they climbed a couple of flights of stairs, reaching the roof. From there, they ascended a ten-foot metal ladder, and pressed out. The warehouse was in the middle of an industrial area, where no one would think twice about an odd spire residing on the top of a building. It almost resembled a newer cell tower. 

It rose to only about three times Blaze’s height, and he could quickly tell it was operating properly. Static appeared from nowhere, darting through the power lines on the ground. For a second, he was worried more alien beings would arrive, penetrating the energy arc, but none did, just more Static. It coursed up the side of the Nu-En office, and it seemed to attempt to drag itself across the roof, rather than be absorbed by the Attractor, but the alien entity failed to evade the device. 

The Static rushed into the metal tower, and they sat in awe as it continued for several minutes. 

“It’s doing this all around the world,” Mark assured them. “We’ll start to receive Altered here, but once the Static is inside the Attractor, it can no longer communicate with them. Or so the theory goes.”

“The theory?” Blaze asked. “You haven’t tested it?”

“No, there were no subjects to test,” Mark admitted. 

Thor stared at the darkening skies. “What next?”

“We stay to protect the device below. And hope that Anand’s Attractor doesn’t fail. If it does, so do these.” Karla gestured at the version a few feet away, as it endlessly gathered Static. 

“Come on, Anand. Keep it together down there,” Blaze whispered. His thoughts drifted to Luke again, and Blaze wished he could help his son.
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Xander adjusted his ball cap and stared out the windows. “There’s so many of them,” he said. Altered had arrived by the thousands, surprising even Anand. Most were mutated humans, but occasionally, one would transform back. In that rare case, Anand Shaan would give them orders through speakers on the exterior walls, directing them to a third outbuilding, which was heated and stocked with supplies, including MRE packages. He’d thought of everything. 

Xander wondered what the others were up to, since their Team Alpha had split up. Bravo would be in Wyoming, forcing Garner to stop what he was attempting with the Rings.

Lastly, Xander thought about Luna Wells. Damn it, if she hadn’t stolen his heart. He’d gone the last two years dealing with a breakup, and then she’d come along and reminded him there was more to life than cattle and corn. But she was spoken for, and Xander had to respect her decision. Wyatt Rider was a decent guy, and who was Xander to come between true love?

The Attractor pulsed and vibrated while the Static appeared from all angles. The sky had been a continual flurry of activity since the device began to occupy the South Pole. 

Anand worked on his tablet and ignored Xander while he muttered to himself. He was constantly checking the numbers, ensuring the Attractor remained within stable variances. Xander knew nothing about this tech stuff, so he stayed on the sidelines, near a gun, in case the Altered tried to penetrate the lab’s door. So far, they’d just wandered around, jolting into things. 

He wasn’t sure what made some people immune to the Mud, and others reactive to the alien goop, but he’d counted himself lucky to be a survivor. He recalled the moment he’d died, and flinched at the memory.

There were times he worried that his very soul had escaped his body to another plane, because he didn’t feel right. There was something missing since that incident. Or, perhaps, something added. 

His thoughts felt alien, as if he had a hitchhiker within him. But when he tried to address it, the cognizance would seep away, draining into his subconscious. 

Mud had returned him to the land of the living. 

Mud came from another world. 

Mud made the Altered. 

Xander wasn’t himself. 

The ideas flooded his mind as he watched Anand. 

Suddenly, the tablet seemed more important. Xander eyed the computer screen, trying to remember which keystrokes had activated the Attractor. If he could reverse it, the Static would be free. 

Why would I want that? he thought. 

Because you are us.

Goosebumps rose on his flesh, but any sense of hesitation vanished as quickly as it arrived. 

I am you. Xander felt the energy placate his body, and he flexed his hands, almost expecting to find Static at his fingertips. 

He’d stopped breathing. The Mud had revived him. Static made him whole. 

“This is working better than anticipated. It appears as though the rest of the networks are now operational. According to my new calculations, we’ll have the entire planet rid of the Static in less than twenty-four hours.” Anand leaned back in his chair, a smug smile on this face. “We did it, Xander.”

“No, you did,” he said, trying to sound casual. Xander couldn’t tip the scientist off. “Can you show me how it works again?”

Anand glanced at him, his brow furrowed. “To be honest, I’m getting tired. Maybe we should call it and keep an eye on the growing army outside.”

Xander, only slightly disappointed, nodded his agreement, and accompanied Anand to the wall where their guns rested. They each lifted a rifle, Anand using the scope to watch the horde of Altered. Xander stepped back and aimed at Anand. He could figure out how to shut the Attractor down, hence destroying the complete network around the world. He would be a hero. The Static would reward him. 

“What are you doing?” Anand must have realized the barrel was pointed straight at his chest. 

“You have to die,” Xander said without emotion. A deep part of his subliminal knew this was wrong, but it wasn’t more than a tiny gnat of worry buzzing in his ear. 

“Wait… The Mud… we didn’t predict this,” he said. 

“I belong to them.” Xander pulled the trigger, but Anand had been expecting it. He dove, then hopped to his feet with far too much agility. Anand seemed as surprised as him, then bashed into Xander as the gun fired again. The bullet caught the clock above the door, cracking the plastic. 

Xander barely felt the punches. He diverted a blow and grabbed Anand by the throat, shoving him onto a desk. “Shut it off!”

“I won’t,” he choked out. 

“Then I will.” Xander aimed at the control panel, but Anand kicked at the proper moment, sending the shot errant. 

Anand lunged, clasping Xander at the back of the neck. Something bit into his skin, and Xander felt different, like his muscles were melting. He slumped to the chair and let go of the rifle. “What did you do?”

“Karla’s creation, Mark, made this to block the Static from manipulating the mind. I’ve placed one on you.” Anand’s hands were raised in defense, but Xander no longer had the urge to kill him, or to break the Attractor. He rested his head on his palms and took a deep breath. 

“I’m sorry. It wasn’t me.” Xander had been used, and he burned with fury at the Static. “We have to finish this. Can we make it any stronger?”

Anand looked at him cautiously and nodded. “Possibly, but the risk of complications increases with every level.”

“I could see what they were doing… like a hive mind,” Xander said. “The Rings in Wyoming are in danger, as is the Preserve. I don’t think they have long.”

Anand stared at Xander, his eyes boring into the other man’s. “This is the real you talking, right, Xander?”

“Yeah. It’s me, all right, the lowly farmer with a vengeance. Crank it up, Anand.”

The Nu-En executive crossed the room, typed something and a digital dial materialized on screen. The needle was about halfway up the gauge. He tilted it, adding about 25% more power. Outside, the Attractor vibrated, shaking the Earth. Excessive levels of blue floated on the horizon, and the Altered looked to be agitated by the change. 

“That should give them a chance,” Anand said. “I’ll have to keep watch on this. As soon as there’s any sign of damages, I’ll scale back.”

Xander patted the man on the shoulder. “Thanks for listening. And… I’m sorry about the whole trying to kill you.”

Anand had the decency to grin. “Just don’t let it happen again.”




____________




The island was being destroyed. 

Luke nearly fell as Garth shoved him forward. “Hurry up.”

He wanted to tell the guy to go to hell, but knew his dad wouldn’t approve. So he walked, trudging through the once pristine trails of the Preserve. The ground had buckled in countless spots, the pavement torn to rubble. The Static was on the offensive, not caring what it demolished along the way. 

They passed the swimming pool, which was cracked and half drained. Flotation devices were scattered on the grass, the skimmer hanging from a tree branch. Everywhere he looked, there were mini-Static tornadoes cruising across their home. Luke flinched as two of the cyclones bashed into the residential building, loudly damaging it. The Preserve had an assortment of spare parts, but nothing that could compensate for this level of destruction. 

The mere fact that their island was trashed made Luke slow his steps, which got another push from the grumpy Altered man. “I said…”

“Hurry up. I know.”

Everything held an odd blue tinge to it, and no matter where Luke checked, the Static was present. It enveloped the island in its entirety. The mist had lifted as the energy lowered, burning the condensation away. The Altered looked sickly in the light, their pale skin sallow, their flippered feet slapping the broken earth. They grunted and groaned as Cathy directed them, and Luke glanced at Lionel, who seemed to be enjoying this far too much. 

“We’re here,” Cathy said, then gestured at the control room. 

Luke wanted to shout a warning, but he was sure they already knew the building was surrounded by hundreds of Altered, some still mutated, others back to their human form. All were being controlled by the surrounding Static. 

Lightning nearly struck Luke, and he fell from Garth’s grip as a group of twenty aliens arrived through the Static. They marched toward Cathy, standing a foot from her face. “It’s about time,” she told the lead. 

Luke peered at the alien leader’s wrist, seeing the watch. It glowed, meaning it was operational. It might be their only chance at escape. Luke had already seen the boats evacuating the population, but he fully expected to find Luna and Jack in the control room. 

If he could obtain the watch, get through to Luna, then return to Poe on the beach… 

He sighed, knowing all of that was too impossible for one kid. But… he was a hero. Suddenly, he wondered if the words from his dying mother were only meant to inspire. But she wasn’t like Madame Lavinia. His mom couldn’t read palms or tell the future. 

“We storm the building!” Cathy pointed at the structure, and the aliens began to approach it. 

Luke smiled when he noticed the glint of blue off the first robot’s exterior. The next appeared beside him, and Luke thought he recognized Kurt among the automatons. 

They opened fire at the Altered, and Luke judged he’d be blasted away with the rest if he didn’t do something. Luke kicked Garth in the shin and shoved the older man, freeing himself. Garth cursed and chased him as the gun battle erupted between the enemies and the robots of the Preserve. 

Luke ran like never before, jumping over toppled trees and moving around the building. He glanced back, finding Garth on his tail, and tripped on a broken branch. He jammed his arms out to brace the fall and smacked into the ground. His wrist hurt as he rolled to his back, Garth standing above him with a sadistic grin. “You’re not getting away so…” 

The smile faded, and Luke noticed blood blossoming through Garth’s shirt. 

A hand reached for Luke as Garth tumbled forward. “Luke, come with me.”

It took a moment to register that it was Darcy. 

“I thought everyone left.” Luke rolled his wrist, which didn’t seem broken.

“We tried, but got cornered by the Altered. I hid for a few minutes.” Darcy’s hands were covered in blood.

“We? You said we,” Luke told him. 

Bella and Grace came from behind the mess hall, both of the girls with backpacks on their shoulders. Grace distracted her little sister when she saw Garth’s body. 

“I have an inflatable boat. We’re leaving,” Darcy said. 

“Luna’s still here.”

“Daddy, we can’t go without Auntie Luna!” Bella cried. 

“Don’t worry, little one. We won’t.” Darcy dropped the magazine from his pistol and replaced it. “Tell me what you’re thinking.” He slung an enormous pack on with what had to be the inflatable dinghy. 

They crossed through the treed grove, taking a shortcut to the control room.
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“We’re not going to make it.” Wyatt paced by the Rings. 

Mara gritted her teeth so loud, Wyatt could hear them from the far side of the room. “Garner, do you have a plan for this?”

Outside, the storm raged. Jackson Lake’s water spun in a small cyclone, picking up boats and trees in its wake. The entity moved directly for them. 

“I don’t understand,” Garner said. “I’m linked to the network, and can tell that Anand increased the power of the Attractor, which in turn added to the strength of Mark’s versions. The Static should not be sticking around.”

Isabel hugged her knees to her chest on the couch, long tendrils of hair obscuring her face. She muttered under her breath, and Wyatt had no clue what she was saying. 

“The Static is strong. I…” Garner’s eyes flashed blue, and he began striding to the Rings, which remained off. 

“What do you think you’re doing?” Mara’s rifle was up in an instant. 

Clarke beat her to it, blocking Garner’s passage. “He’s compromised.”

The Static faded, and Garner coughed. “I didn’t think it would come to this, but there’s something I need you to do.” He opened a drawer, removing two microchips. “Clarke, position this at the base of my cervical spine.”

“What is it?” the robot asked. 

“Just do it. Time is imperative. The Static is growing bolder.”

Isabel lurched from her seat, and she knocked the chips aside. She hadn’t been armed earlier, but now she held a pistol, aiming it at Mara. “Everyone stay back.” Her eyes glimmered with Static. 

“Darling, don’t do this. We can overcome this,” her father said. 

“No. Turn the Rings on and Earth will be ours!” Isabel shouted. 

Clarke crouched, picking up a chip, and he stalked toward Isabel. She hurried to the Ring’s controls. With the press of a button, the device began to work, the first Ring spinning. 

“You’ll ruin everything!” Garner cried. 

Clarke beat him to Isabel, and she fired defensively, the bullet clinking off his chest, ricocheting into the window. The glass shattered, letting in a stream of violent air from outside. He jabbed the chip into the base of her neck, and the aggression ceased. Isabel sobbed, letting go of the gun, and Wyatt grabbed it. “Make sure Garner has one too.”

Clarke obeyed, adding the chip to the Nu-En owner. Garner rubbed the spot on his skin and rested his palms on the table. “Why didn’t I use this earlier? I didn’t trust Karla enough since Mark created these. This is worse than I thought. I’d been listening to someone’s voice other than my own.”

“Not anymore?” Wyatt asked. 

“Daddy’s right. I heard my voice, but I was wrong, it was the Static.” Isabel visibly deflated and hugged her father. 

“I’m sorry, my sweet princess. I brought this upon us.” Garner stared at the Rings. “You were correct, Wyatt. We need to destroy it.”

Wyatt listened and pondered everything he knew about their current situation. “I think we might need the Rings. How else will we send the Static from Earth?”

“Once harnessed, the Static will become useless, but there will be a risk if we keep it on Earth,” Clarke said.

“Like someone breaking the Attractors to release the energy,” Mara suggested. 

“Precisely,” Garner responded. 

“Then we have to use the Rings.” Wyatt peered at the damaging storm outside. “Clarke, can we try the watch?”

The robot revealed the alien device, and the screen was finally operational. “It appears so. There’s enough Static in the vicinity.”

Wyatt considered going to the Preserve, but that wouldn’t be logical, since there were barriers in place to prevent travel there. 

“It’s breaking apart,” Isabel whispered. 

Their group observed the Static funnels drawing to the northeast. 

“According to Mark, there’s an Attractor in Seattle. It’s being taken from Wyoming,” Garner whispered. “I’ll be damned. Karla’s robot did it.”

The Rings continued to spin, and Garner frowned when he attempted to power them off. “It’s not working.”

“You’re the one with the code,” Clarke reminded him. 

Garner’s jaw dropped. “I don’t remember. It was the Static’s code!” He tried a password, but a red light flashed as the third Ring began rotating. Three more, and the Rings would be operational. 

“How long do we have?” Wyatt’s gut ached as he stared at the technology that started this all. 

“Thirty minutes at best.”

There was a wave of silence while they viewed the numbers counting down. 

Outside, clouds parted as the Static vanished from the vicinity. Inside, the storm was just beginning. 




____________




“Jack, we can’t stay!” 

Jack Pickering adjusted the nut, and the Attractor kicked on. “Finally!”

Another gunshot whirred by, almost striking the device. Then the area went quiet. They’d wasted far too many precious minutes. Luna gaped at the destruction around the control room building. Trees were uprooted, the entire Preserve crumbling beneath them. 

She risked a peek below, where the robot army had battled the Altered. It was covered with bodies. Alien. Mutant. Human. There were even robots in pieces. 

“It’s too late, Jack,” Luna muttered. “The island is doomed.” From the rooftop, she had a decent view of the Preserve, and winced at the catastrophic devastation. Static thrummed overhead, but the Attractor vibrated as it operated, dragging the energy inside. 

The ground shook, and Luna peered to the north as a giant chunk of the island sank into the ocean. “We need to get off land.”

“But all the boats are gone,” Jack reminded her. 

“We’ll find a way. Barton said the Adonis wouldn’t be far.” She hoped the man stayed true to his word.

They rushed down the stairs, grabbed guns, and crept to the exit. Luna went ahead of Jack, expecting the remnants of a counterforce, but all she found were corpses. 

She imagined Lavie seeing the robots unabashedly firing on the group of Altered. Many of them returned to human form, but still controlled by the Static. It was no wonder the fortune teller thought the robots were the enemy. 

The odd gunshot sounded, but they seemed a fair distance away. Luna carefully stepped through the battlefield and hid behind a pile of rubble when she spotted a figure. 

“Luna,” the voice said. “It’s Verne.”

She raced out, bolting into the robot’s arms to embrace him. His form stayed rigid, but she didn’t care. “You made it. Verne,” she gestured at the body count, “you saved us.”

“Perhaps. Kurt’s also survived, and he’s hunting the aliens now.”

“Aliens?”

“One has evaded us.” Verne tapped his wrist. “He’s wearing the watch. Luke thinks…”

“Luke? He’s alive?”

“Yes. He’s with your brother and nieces.” 

Luna stood in shock. They were supposed to be evacuated. “Bring us to them.”

Jack was frozen in place, his eyes glued to the carnage created by the robots they’d assembled. He crouched and picked up a metallic head. Here Luna thought he was feeling bad about all the death, when he was really mourning the robots that hadn’t made it. “Come on, Jack.”

He finally broke his gaze and nodded. “Let’s hurry off this island. Trudy and Sara must be petrified.”

They cautiously navigated the destruction, Luna barely recognizing what was left. They’d spent a few weeks at the Preserve, and in that time, she’d studied the layout very well. Now, she didn’t know which direction was up. 

Eventually, they neared the area behind the residences, and found her family crouched near an overturned golf cart. Beyond was a single alien, his posture suggesting he hadn’t seen them yet. He tapped the watch, making noises of displeasure when nothing happened. 

Luna’s heart sank. Even if they stole the device, it was obvious it didn’t work without the Static. 

She made it to Darcy’s side and clasped his forearm. The girls piled into an embrace, staying silent so they didn’t warn the alien. Kurt was with Luke, and she smiled at the boy. 

“Luna, we need that. Verne and Kurt are going to flank him, and we’re taking our shot,” Luke whispered, so quietly, she barely heard the words. 

“When?” Luna asked. 

“Now.” Luke motioned at the robots, who broke cover, running in opposite directions. The alien’s gaze lifted, as did his weapon, but he didn’t stand a chance. They used the distraction, and Darcy fired first. The bullet struck the being in the leg, and Luke fired too. Luna joined in, with Jack beside her. The girls shielded their ears with their palms, crying out at the sudden violence, but it ended in seconds. The alien hadn’t gotten a round off. 

Luke leapt over the cart and sprinted to the alien, securing his prize. “Okay, that’s step one.”

“What’s step two?” Luna asked. 

“We find Poe,” Luke told her. “Darcy, you and Jack bring the girls to the control room. Kurt, you go with them. Verne, with us.”

“You got it, kid.” Darcy gave a thumbs-up, and they left. 

Luna smiled as the boy took control of their group. She couldn’t argue with him as they rounded the building. Together, they found an opening in the fence, and it was obvious Luke had been there before. 

“The Altered snuck here to gather their forces,” Luke said. “They captured Poe and me, and brought us to the beach. I escaped, but only because they tricked me so they could get through the gates.” 

Luke moved fast, but Luna was filled with adrenaline and pent-up nerves from the last few hours. She’d never been to this part of the island, since it was off limits, but Luke knew his way to the shoreline. 

He slowed at the edge as they approached water. “The beach was here, but it’s submerged now.”

“Where was Poe?” she asked. 

“The cavern.” Luke seemed to search for it. 

“There!” Luna pointed at the rocky outcropping. 

“That’s the top!” Luke jumped into the water without delay, shouting for Poe. 

“Verne, stay here,” she ordered, and dove behind the boy. 

The water was cold, the salt keeping her buoyant as she crossed the one hundred feet to the cavern. She recalled Lavie’s words. You should leave too. I see water… all around you. Was this the moment she’d predicted? 

Luke swam like an eel through the ocean and beat her to the target. They waited at the side of the rocks, palms resting while they caught their breath. “I’m going in.”

“I’m coming too.” There had been enough losses, and Luna wouldn’t let Poe be added to the count, not if he was still alive. Her eyes blinked open beneath the surface, and the salt stung. But she kept them wide, seeing the entrance ahead. Luke kicked fast, guiding her inside the cave. He rose, and she breached, spitting a mouthful of water out. 

“Poe!” Luke called. Luna set a foot down and realized the water hadn’t entirely filled the cavern yet. 

She spotted a mop of brown hair and swam to it, descending again. Poe was under, his hands bound. 

Luke removed a knife from his pocket, frantically slicing the rope. He’d come prepared. When Poe found himself freed, she dragged him up and didn’t linger. Luna held her breath, bringing Poe with her outside. Verne saw them from the coast and jumped into the water, taking the burden of Poe’s weight. He swam like an Olympian, carrying Poe to the grass. “He’s alive,” Verne said. 

Luna and Luke waited solemnly while Verne gave the boy CPR. When she’d almost given up hope, a lungful of ocean spilled from his lips, splashing onto the coast. 

“Poe, you’re okay!” Luke said. 

He rolled to his side. “Dude, my chest hurts. What happened?”

“You were in the cave, and it filled with water.”

“You came for me.”

“Of course. I wouldn’t leave you, buddy.” Luke clasped his friend’s hand and Poe sat up. 

His wrists were raw from the rope. Poe peered around and then stared at the sky. “Are we going to die?”

“The island is compromised. We must depart,” Verne said. 

Ten minutes passed as they returned to the control room, and Poe went pale at the sight surrounding the battlefield. 

When they reached the rooftop, the group briefly celebrated Poe’s survival, and turned their attention to the alien device. “We should try it,” Jack said. The ground rumbled again, and another section of the island sank into the ocean. A massive fissure spread, aiming toward the control room. Bodies from the fight fell into the crevasse, and Luna expected the building they were on to crack in half. 

But it held. 

“You need Static to make this work!” Darcy shouted over the noise. 

Luke pointed at the Attractor they’d constructed. “What’s in that?”

Jack understood and set to freeing the energy. “I’ll release enough to allow it to operate.”

“Let’s hope it works,” Luke whispered. 

The girls huddled to their father’s legs as Static evaporated from the metal exterior of the Attractor. “Where will it take us?” she asked.

“I have no idea. But anywhere is better than this,” Luke said, while another square mile dropped into the seas. The building tilted, almost sending Luna sliding off. The watch sprang to life, the screen glowing, and Luke pressed it, the arc appearing in the Static. 

Someone gripped her arm, dragging her through, and Luna splashed into the water. One second she was on the control building on the Preserve, the next, she was submerged in the ocean. 

She fought her way to the surface and heard a hissing sound. Darcy held a boat while it inflated, and he helped the girls on before ushering Luke and Poe aboard. Luna went next, then aided Darcy and Jack until all the humans were loaded. 

“Kurt and I will remain in the water,” Verne said. 

Luna felt the last day take hold, and she barely had the energy to sit upright. She leaned against the side to find the Nu-En logo embedded on the custom boat. “What about food? Do we know where we are?”

Grace smiled and unzipped her pack, revealing protein bars and water. Bella did the same. “Don’t worry, Auntie. We brought snacks.”

The sun was low and began cresting past the horizon as night fell. 

“We’re nearly two hundred miles from the Preserve, heading east,” Verne informed them. 

“Could have been worse,” Poe said.

“How?”

Poe shrugged. “It seemed like the right thing to say.”

The Preserve was gone, but she had her family with her. “You’re right, Poe. It could have been worse.”

















INTERLUDE





Alan

Queens, New York




Blaze’s breathing was even, unlike the other pair. Thor snored gently, while Karla thrashed in her sleep. Alan imagined she was experiencing countless nightmares of her time as an Altered. Thankfully, she had the microchip to prevent the Static from influencing her decisions. 

Mark remained powered on, the humanoid robot staring at the screen, which played the constant feed from the nearby Attractor. On the display, streams of Static flowed through the skies like dozens of tributaries feeding into the ocean. 

Alan didn’t know what to think about Mark. He was a program like Alan, and the fact he had skin covering his mechanics didn’t change that. It was an outfit, a disguise, to be accepted into a world that wasn’t prepared for metal men walking through their streets. And rightly so. Karla had created them to be autonomous, but she’d never expected her first project to be so focused on killing someone. 

Garner Vikas still lived, and it ate at Alan’s circuit board. 

Blaze slept on a cot, his left arm draped over the edge. The alien watch was strapped to his wrist, and Alan crept closer, while Mark remained ten feet away, back turned to them. Alan carefully undid the clasp and slid it loose. Blaze’s lips smacked, and he rolled to his side, eyes closed. 

Alan hesitated, then addressed his counterpart. “Mark, I’m going to check on the roof.” 

Mark’s eerily human gaze met his, and the predicting robot gave him a calculated smile. “Is it happening?”

Alan went closer. Instead of verbalizing his retort, he pinged the message through their shared network. Is what happening?

It’s time. Mark’s finger twitched, and the camera changed to show Wyoming. Jackson Lake appeared, and a dot where Garner was staying. The Rings are operational. They’re still powering up, but if my judgment is correct, there’s seventeen minutes before the Rings burst open, cracking the area in half and allowing the aliens, along with more Static, through. 

Alan’s metal fist tightened. Will the Attractors be enough? 

I didn’t build them based on this possibility. Something’s shifted. I believe the Attractors won’t be able to capture a second influx of Static.

Alan flinched at the news. “Then I must stop him,” he whispered. 

Mark spoke again, even quieter than Alan. “You could kill Garner Vikas.” But there is another option I’ve been considering.

Alan listened patiently as Mark gave him suggestions. 

Alan nodded, and glanced at the sleeping trio. Blaze would be shattered that Alan left. Unless he could use the watch to travel back, he might not see Blaze again for a while, or ever. There was much to explain, but not enough time. Plus, Blaze would only attempt to keep Alan from completing his mission. His sole purpose in life was to end the Vikas’ reign of terror. 

“Good luck.” Mark flipped the display to the rooftop, and Alan exited the room, getting to the rungs. He went outside and peered into the street, finding hundreds, if not thousands, of Altered gathering near the Nu-En building. Many had already returned to their human forms and were clearly confused about what was transpiring. With the Static neutralized within the Attractor, they weren’t being controlled by the alien entity, leaving them to wander the alleys in search of answers no one had. 

He remembered how Anand used enough Static to operate the watch, and Alan did the same, tapping the screen on his wrist to life. With a destination set, his mental clock was ticking down. It had been seventeen minutes, but now it was under thirteen until the Rings were fully operational. 

Alan reached for the M4 carbine, and pressed the icon, powering the arc on. Static hissed and popped overhead, creating a portal. “I’m sorry, Blaze.” The robot left New York, passing through the blue energy field, and settled near a lake. 

The glow faded, and he stared up at the big house on the hill. The lights from within drew his attention. There were human silhouettes in the lowest windows to a walkout basement. Alan marked them. He spied Wyatt, Mara, Isabel, and finally…

“Garner,” he murmured. 

Alan strode to the home, and soon the Rings within the basement came into view. Four of the six Rings were spinning, and as he neared the glass, the fifth began moving. 

Clarke was also present, and Alan considered pinging him a warning, but Clarke’s loyalties differed from Alan’s. 

The glass was already broken, and Alan aimed the weapon, leveling it to his shoulder. Garner looked frantic. 

“Take the chip out!” he shouted, but no one reacted. 

Alan briefly lowered his aim, curious to hear his target’s last words.

















INTERLUDE





Garner Vikas

Jackson Lake, Wyoming




“Take the chip out!” Garner clawed at the base of his neck, but it was designed to attach to the flesh with near instant contact. 

“Garner, we need to talk this through,” Wyatt said. “If we remove it, you’ll be under their control. Why would they allow you to shut the Rings off?”

“I can overpower the thoughts. All I require is the code. Pull the chip out, and I’ll shout the numbers. Isabel will key them in, and we’ll close the Rings,” Garner pleaded. These fools weren’t listening to him. He met their gazes, Mara, Wyatt, Clarke, and finally, his daughter. She looked broken, her eyes puffy, her mouth turned down. 

“Daddy, there has to be another way. I won’t lose you to the Static, not again,” she said. 

“There’s only eight minutes left,” he pleaded. The sixth and final Ring began to spin. It was the largest of the group, and it rotated slowly, with long, whooshing sounds that began speeding up. “If this opens, we’re done. The Static is waiting across the barrier with an army of aliens. I’m sorry I built it. I was being manipulated.”

Garner’s mind flushed with remorse. He pictured his wife’s smiling face from the first time they’d had coffee together. The smell of her perfume on their wedding day. The glow after Isabel was born, and they held her in the hospital. “Remove my chip. Let me turn these Rings off, and then you can leave me to the wolves.”

“Garner…” Wyatt stopped when the glass on the window shattered. Shards fell into the room as a robot entered from outside. 

“Hello, Garner Vikas.” Alan aimed a semi-automatic rifle at Garner’s head. The barrel zoomed into focus, and Garner felt his heart beating with the Rings in his chest. 

“Alan, what are you doing here?” Wyatt called.

“Don’t move,” Alan warned. 

Mara had a gun, and Clarke looked prepared to intervene, but Garner lifted a hand. “Alan will do it.”

The robot didn’t budge. 

“Alan, I assume you’ve been listening?”

“Yes.” 

Garner noticed a tiny, almost unperceivable twitch of Alan’s trigger finger. “Then you know what’s at stake here. If we don’t get the code from the Static, these Rings will let them in. I’ve done horrible things, and I understand that. Let me stop them.”

“Then I kill you,” Alan said. 

“If that’s what it takes,” Garner whispered. 

“Daddy! I won’t …” Isabel let out a yelp when Alan shoved her aside, grabbing Garner by the collar. He was dragged to the control panel of the Rings, and pushed to the console, his nose touching it. 

“I should have ended you long ago, Vikas.” Alan touched his neck. “Enter the code the moment you recall it.”

Garner felt the tension release, and he stood taller, trying to gain some of his dignity back for the final moments of his life. “Izzy…” He stared at the best thing that ever happened to him. “Don’t remember me for what I did. Remember who I was… before.”

Isabel cried, Wyatt holding her now. 

“Okay, let’s do this.” The Rings spun with such a ferocity, he thought the entire device might explode. 

“It is time.” Alan plucked the chip from Garner’s skin, and his vision blurred momentarily. 

Blue coursed through his sight while the voices of thousands of Static entities fluttered in his mind. His limbs were strained, his muscles bunched as he fought the instinct to obey the commands. All he needed was the code. 

His fingers moved on the keypad, entering the six digits, and Garner staggered back. “It’s done,” he groaned. 

“No. It’s not.” Alan used the device on his wrist, activating a portal while the Rings began to slow. Static leaked from above them, forming an arc. 

“What are you doing, Alan?” Clarke called over the noise. 

Alan clutched Garner and held the microchip. “Clarke, you know where the Ring city is. We must link to it and send the Static through. Give us a week, and it will be ready.”

Garner barely registered the words as the Static regained control of him. He screamed in agony at their fury, but it all subsided as the microchip slapped into his neck once again. The Rings were slowing, but the portal remained open, the edges flickering as it began dissipating. 

Alan hauled Garner through the wall of Static, far away from his daughter and Earth.

















INTERLUDE





Olive Wells

Remote Pacific Ocean, Location Unknown




The boat’s engines hummed with effort, and she doubted it could maintain this speed for much longer. She examined the coordinates again, double-checking everything, and thought she was on the right trajectory. Olive wasn’t even certain how far she’d gone, but expected she’d be stumbling on the Preserve in another three days at this rate. 

The wind blew against the windows, and she left the comfort of the cabin, wanting to feel alive. Salty sea water splashed against her face as the hull cut through the large waves. Olive had nearly gotten sick after the first day, but soon her stomach stopped roiling, and the constant ups and downs were becoming second nature. 

All that mattered was connecting with her family.

She pictured beautiful Bella, romping around the yard, making a mess in the sand pit out back. Grace, always so prim and proper, even when she was a baby. And Darcy, her wonderful husband, with too much patience. She didn’t deserve him, or any of them, to be honest, but Olive was a new woman. 

Olive heard voices in her mind, but she was wise enough to disassociate from them. It was the enemy, expecting her to be a soldier in their army, but Olive wouldn’t conform. No, the Static could go to hell. Nothing would get in her way. Nothing. 

The sensation grew stronger, but Olive fought it. She turned and saw her reflection in the window. Her eyes flashed blue, and she closed them, willing the damned Static to leave her alone. Olive tilted her throat open, screaming into the skies until her voice was raw, and tears flooded her eyes. 

When she stopped, the light was gone. So too was the feeling that someone else was in her head. 

“They’ve left,” she said. “The Static isn’t here!” Olive laughed with joy. For the first moment since returning to the shore near her home, she was free. Her heart was weightless, liberated from the burden of torment. 

Above, the sun broke through the clouds, as if a sign from the heavens. A beam of light shone, a spotlight in the vastness of the seas. Olive followed the ray, landing her sight on the bottom of it. 

And found a boat. 

Olive hurried to the cabin, dropping the speed. She altered the destination, steering her boat to the left, or port side, as she’d read it was called. 

She grabbed the pair of binoculars from the table and peered into them, adjusting the focus. They fell with a clatter to the deck as she ran to the railing. Everything was fuzzy, the tears streaming with happiness now. 

Her family was here. Against all odds, she’d found them, and in the middle of the ocean, nonetheless. 

“Darcy!” she shouted, and the occupants of the inflatable boat continued to wave their arms. 

The pair of vessels finally made contact, with the smaller bumping into her hull. From nowhere, a robot scaled the boat, grabbed a rope, and tied the other vessel to hers. “Clarke?” she asked, since he was the only robot she’d ever met. 

“No, I am Verne.”

Olive didn’t know how to respond. 

Verne lowered a ladder, and one by one, Olive’s life was restored. Bella. Grace. Darcy. She wrapped her arms around them, kissing their cheeks and refusing to let them go. 

“How…?” Darcy finally asked. 

The girls cried, their little hands clutching her clothing. “Mommy loves you so much. I’ll never leave your sides again.”

“I told you she was okay.” Bella grinned, wiping big tears. 

“That you did,” Darcy admitted. 

Luna appeared, with a man Olive didn’t recognize, and a second robot. “Thank goodness. We weren’t going to last much longer. We ran out of water this morning.” 

Olive hugged her sister-in-law and held her hand for a second. “Thanks for taking care of them. I spoke with Wyatt,” she said. 

“You did?”

“In Wyoming. They gave me the location of the Preserve. I don’t suppose you were just on a joy ride, and the island is close by?”

Luna shook her head. “It’s done. Destroyed.”

Olive gasped, staring into the distance. “Where to?” 

“The shore. We need to find Wyatt and Blaze,” she said. 

“Would you like me to set course?” Verne asked. 

“Yes. I have some catching up to do.” Olive’s objective was complete, but they weren’t quite out of the woods yet.
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Staying in the house was a group choice, but after three days, Wyatt was ready to leave. The Rings were unattended in the basement, and Clarke had ensured they weren’t operational after dismantling key components and melting them in an incinerator he’d found at a nearby business. 

Wyatt glanced at the door that led to the stairs, which was currently boarded up, along with the broken windows from outside. It wouldn’t stop someone determined to access the Rings, but even if they got in, they’d be unable to activate the technology. 

The watch remained dark. They hadn’t seen any signs of Static in the skies since Alan took Garner with him. He should have been relieved, but concern for their plan’s success hovered in the forefront of his mind. Alan wanted them to meet him in the Ring City, but there was currently no means to utilize a portal. Not from this house. 

Mara cleaned up in the kitchen, washing the white marble countertops after their lunch. They’d settled here because of how well stocked Garner’s place was. It was also on a solar grid of its own, providing creature comforts while they waited. 

Isabel walked across the room with bare feet, her oversized sweater hovering past her knees. She moved like an Altered, with no purpose or inspiration, just instinct. He felt terrible for his ex, but could barely muster the strength to soothe her. Isabel had endured the most, from being captured by aliens and watching them dismantle Verne, then to learning her mother had been returned to life, only to be killed by a vengeful robot. Since Alan had come for her father, she’d hardly spoken.

Wyatt considered reassuring her while she examined the blue sky through the panoramic living room windows, her slender fingers around a cup of tea, but instead stayed sprawled on the couch. 

The hope and motivation he’d felt for the first few weeks was all but sapped from his veins. Wyatt doubted they’d ever win. The Static had been neutralized for now, and the Altered would be flocking to the various Attractors as if they were magnetically charged, but they had too many unknowns. What if the Altered were still under the Static’s command? What if the Attractors failed, and released the alien entity again? What if…

He stopped, rubbed his brow, and climbed off his seat. “Clarke!” he called. 

The robot emerged from the spare office. “Yes, Wyatt?”

“Have you connected with the others?”

“We’re scheduled to have a conference call in…” Clarke peered at the desk. “Eleven minutes.”

Wyatt should have been happy, but the thought of discussing the future of their planet with a handful of relatively unqualified people kept him wary. 

“We haven’t heard from the boats yet,” Mara said from the kitchen. 

“They’re fine. Luna saw everyone leaving,” Wyatt told her. 

“I suppose you’re right.” Mara dumped her own tea bag in the trash and thrust a second cup at Wyatt, who gratefully accepted it. He sniffed the contents, smiling at the acidic lemon scent. Mara glanced into the living room and gestured at Isabel, lowering her voice. “Talk to her.”

Wyatt nodded, and joined Isabel at the picture windows, staring at the lake. “Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“I don’t see that any longer, Wy. Just Static and death, and our planet crumbling below us.”

The two simple words echoed in Wyatt’s mind. Below us. “We’re going to be fine.”

Isabel, finally showing some color, turned and almost spilled her drink. “How can you say that? Daddy was taken by that … robot, and we have no way to find him!” She subconsciously touched the chip embedded into her neck, which had become a nervous habit. 

Wyatt took the cup, placed both on the coffee table, and squared off with Isabel. His hands rested on her shoulders while she hugged herself, and he leaned closer to make eye contact. “I promise you, Isabel Vikas, that things will work out.”

“You can’t possibly make that claim.”

“I just did.”

“But…”

“But nothing… stop it. We have friends who are as invested in this as we are. It’ll be okay.”

Her chin lifted slightly, and she kept her gaze locked with his. “This is why I love you…loved you.”

Wyatt let go without meaning to react so quickly. “Come on, the meeting’s about to begin.”

Clarke had the TV mounted on the office wall, utilizing it as their monitor. Anand’s face appeared in a box while they waited for New York and those on the West Coast to enter the video call. 

“How wonderful to see everyone,” Anand said, his image flickering with a slight delay. The voice cut in and out, but they understood the gist of his comment. Xander, wearing a baseball cap, waved beside him. “Xander had an issue with the Static, but we’ve moved past it.” Anand gestured at the farmer. “Show them, Xander.”

Xander revealed the chip on his neck. 

Isabel did the same, pointing at hers. “Me too.”

Xander seemed pleased that he wasn’t the only one requiring such a device. 

Anand’s response was quite the opposite. “Isabel, we understand why Xander was controlled by the Static, but how could you be?”

“I don’t…” Isabel’s eyes jumped wide. “Now I remember. They brought Daddy and me to the Static, and…” She lifted her hands, flipping the palms up. “I think they did something to us. I always assumed we’d passed out, but what if they…”

Anand’s mouth made an O shape. “You were killed and brought back to life by the Static so they had control…”

Isabel’s finger twitched, but she somehow remained composed. “That must be it.”

“The next group is joining,” Clarke said, and the second box filled with their people in Manhattan. 

“Greetings from the Big Apple,” the figure said. 

Wyatt squinted and recognized the man. “You… we met in the Park… by the bushes. You showed me the raccoon in the Mud.”

Mark grinned. “Guilty as charged. I predicted you’d be involved, and had to meet you.”

Mara pushed past Wyatt, signaling at the screen. “I know you too!”

“That’s correct, Mara. I prompted you to be in Brooklyn when Wyatt would need you the most. Fate has interjected on our world, and his name is Mark,” the robot said.

Wyatt also recognized the other woman. “Nice to see you again, Karla.” She’d driven him from Wall Street to the secret Nu-En project weeks ago, before the world had crumbled around him.  

“Likewise. Shall we…”

The last group joined the call, and Wyatt’s tense shoulders melted at the sight of Luna. They were in a car dealership, with everyone gathered behind Luna, Luke, and a robot. 

“We made land last night,” Luna said. 

“If we’re all here, perhaps we…” Anand was cut off by Blaze. 

“Luke, are you okay?”

The kid from Gossler nodded, his eyes filling with tears. “Yeah, I’m good.”

Wyatt noticed Olive, the woman he’d met at Jenny Lake, with her family. The girls each held one of her hands, and Darcy stayed directly behind them. 

Anand cleared his throat and started again. “We’re all present, so how about we offer an update on our situations and figure out the next steps.”

When no one disagreed, Anand continued. “The Attractor is working in the South Pole, but from my calculations, because of Mark’s additional, smaller versions, we’ve magnetized every kilojoule of Static from the atmosphere.” 

The news was a pleasant surprise, and they all began chattering amongst themselves. Even Mara cracked a smile, her hand reaching for Isabel’s in the moment of triumph. 

“But that doesn’t mean we’re done. We’re far from it.” Anand pressed a button, and his camera switched to a shot outside the Antarctic facility. The entire landscape was filled with Altered, and when Wyatt paid closer attention, he saw that many of them were fully human again. “This has created a terrible logistical problem. I can’t leave everyone here, but I also don’t have the means to transport them. I brought a large store of food and the basics to sustain any survivors, but not in these temperatures. They’re doomed, unless we’re able to move them within four days.”

Four days. The timeline aligned with Alan’s comments about coming to the city of Rings in a week. 

“I don’t mean to be a downer, but how in the hell are we going to solve this in four days?” Thor asked. 

Anand ignored Thor. “Clarke, why don’t you tell us where your team is?”

Clarke peered at Wyatt, then at the screen. “Garner Vikas was under the aliens’ control, as was his daughter, Isabel.”

The robot waited while a flurry of questions inundated the speakers. “We stopped the modified Rings before using them. My theory is, the Static would have arrived in droves, and the Earth might have shattered beyond repair. Alan came, and…”

“Alan’s there?” Karla asked. 

“No, but he was.” Clarke filled them in on the robot’s actions, and how they’d shut the Rings off by removing the chip from Garner’s neck. 

After a brief silence, Anand spoke. “They’re trying it.”

“Doing what?” Wyatt asked. 

“We always knew that sending the Static away would be difficult. When we discovered there was a city of Rings across the portal, we devised a plan to utilize those Rings to banish the enemy. It requires transporting the Static from Earth to the city, then funneling the Static through a secondary portal,” Anand said. 

Wyatt couldn’t picture this being successful. “Wouldn’t you have to release the Static from all the Attractors?”

“Yes.”

Mark laughed, his pitch higher than before. “That’s why Alan was so interested in the schematics. He pestered me for hours about them, and he’ll be working on something across the portal.”

Luna shook her head in disbelief. “Let me get this straight. You want to create a portal to the alien world, then set the Static free? On the chance Alan has replicated an Attractor over there?”

Wyatt studied their reactions, and even Karla seemed dubious about the proposition. 

“Yes. That’s the proposal,” Anand said. 

They all spoke at once, and Wyatt voiced his own concerns. “What about the Altered? If the Static is released, they’ll regain control of the mutants.”

“That is a concern.” Anand seemed less worried than Wyatt. 

“Jack had a plan too,” Luna said, and the man who’d handled the functions on the Preserve cleared his voice, taking center stage. 

“We could keep Static. Use it as Garner originally intended, and give power to the world,” Jack told them. 

Anand and Karla both leaned closer to their respective cameras. “Go on,” Karla whispered. 

“I ran the numbers with Verne, and we determined it’s possible to redistribute the energy, using the Attractors’ positioning, and safely release the proper amount for the needs of the localized populations…”

“No,” Mark said. “I was designed to calculate percentages and odds of survival based on any parameters. If we do not move the Static off Earth, there’s less than a one percent chance of humans surviving beyond the next two years.”

Two years? Blaze whispered to Thor in their display, and Luke rubbed his knuckles nervously while they sat on Mark’s comments for a second. 

“How do we breach the alien planet?” Wyatt finally spoke. “The Rings are all destroyed. We could try to use this version again, but from what Clarke can tell, it’ll be controlled by Static the moment it’s operational.”

“New York,” Karla said. 

“I have already suggested you bring the robots to New York, and no one has listened,” Mark said glibly. 

“What’s in New York?” Luna asked. 

“Everything required to build one final set of Rings. The Nu-En version, not the kind Garner sought to construct while under their manipulation.” Karla’s expression was grim but determined. “If four days is our cutoff, we’ll need some help.”

“It’s not like we can hop on a commercial flight and taxi in from LaGuardia,” Mara said. 

“Drive to the nearest Attractor and use the watch,” Anand said. “Who has one?”

Luke lifted his arm, showing the device. Wyatt also revealed his own. 

“Alan stole mine,” Blaze said. 

Luna tapped a finger on the desk in front of her. “Mark, where’s the closest Attractor?”

“Boulder,” Mark suggested. “It’s the most convenient place for both of your groups to meet.”

“Boulder?” Wyatt laughed. “Again?”

“I told Madame Lavinia Boulder was important.” Mark sat in his chair. “It’s above the university’s astrophysics building. I had the students construct it. They thought it was a star tracker.”

Wyatt knew exactly where that was. They had a destination. “We’ll leave now.”

“It’ll take us longer,” Luna said. The robot beside her spoke, but Wyatt couldn’t hear. “Give us two days under these circumstances.”

“We’ll wait,” Wyatt promised. 

“Xander and I will stay at the South Pole. When you’re ready to release the Static, I’ll do it. Good luck.”

One by one, the screens darkened, and the conversation was over.

“Who’s ready for a road trip?” 

Wyatt noticed Mara already had her bags packed by the exit.
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His son was alive and well.

Blaze breathed lighter, but a lot of work had to be done before Luke was safely in his custody. “How in the hell can we make another set of Rings?” He’d witnessed firsthand how large they were, when he and Alan traveled to the ocean bed in the submersible. 

They walked through the parking lot, the morning air fresh and warm. New York had a humidity he rarely experienced in Texas. Even with the temperatures cooling, he was sweating. Thor seemed better acclimated to it, and Karla looked right at home.

Mark whistled as they crossed the road to a warehouse that obviously belonged to Nu-En. Their logo, while discreet, was on the fence, and the brick building behind it. Mark snapped the padlock with his hand, and it clanged to the sidewalk. 

The area wasn’t all commercial, and Blaze’s gaze drifted to the right, where a row of homes lined the quaint street. He peered at the power lines stretched overhead, almost expecting Static on them, but it was nowhere in sight. A home had decorations set up for a child’s birthday party, streamers between gnarled oak trees, a picnic table adorned with a cartoon princess’s picture. The plastic chairs were knocked aside, and he wondered what happened during the celebration. He said a silent prayer for them as a colorful piñata swayed from a leafless branch. 

“You coming?” Thor asked, holding the gate for Blaze. 

“Sure.” Blaze broke his stare and had a thought. “Mark, some of our people passed through the Static below the surface, right?”

“Yes.”

“So the Attractors will only draw the ones on Earth,” he continued. 

“Obviously,” Mark said. 

Blaze disregarded the comment. “If Alan builds a powerful Attractor on the alien planet, won’t that also bring the Altered?”

Karla stopped and gripped Blaze’s forearm. “You’re absolutely correct. We might have a chance at bringing the ones that fell below the water home.”

“Possibly,” Mark said when he reached the bay doors at the rear of the giant warehouse. It looked like it had been built in the 1960s, the style and brickwork indicative of the time period. Despite the age, the structure was clearly sturdy. While many of the areas around New York had crumbled as the Earth tore apart, this section had survived. Garner Vikas probably knew it was in a safe location, which was why he’d bought a warehouse in northern Queens. 

Mark entered a code, and the bolt clicked. There were no visible windows at eye level, and the ones above were frosted over. Blaze peered at the street, sensing they weren’t alone, then locked up behind him. 

Lights turned on when Mark strode through the foyer and past a reception desk. He pushed into the double doors, and Blaze entered the open space. Pieces of metal and plastic were everywhere, cross-sections of what might become one of the three circular devices that comprised a set of Rings. 

It was as big a warehouse as Blaze had ever seen, at least four times the size of the manufacturing plant outside Gossler where Blaze and Luke had holed up in the early days. “Is there a basement hiding any robots under us?”

Karla pursed her lips. “You’re referring to Alan?”

“Yes.”

“It’s a good thing I didn’t obey Garner,” she said. “Without Alan, you’d never have made it to Mexico to shut the Rings off.”

“Anand was heading in that direction,” Thor added. 

“Yes, but Garner would have beaten him. Even if they’d teamed up, Anand would have figured out that Garner was being controlled by the Static, and that wouldn’t have ended well. Garner is stronger than any other human I’ve ever known.”

“Thanks to the modifications,” Blaze said. 

“Exactly.” Karla rested a palm on a twenty-foot piece of metal, the gentle curve suggesting it was an integral part in their upcoming Rings. “Alan has his flaws, but he’s done a lot of good. To Alan, he judges his actions as a means to kill Garner Vikas.”

“But he didn’t kill him when he had the chance in Wyoming.” Blaze peered at the wall of screens on the edge of the facility. “What are those?”

Mark circled around the clutter and waved them over. “I’ve added some security measures.”

“Care to explain?” Karla asked. “These weren’t here the last time I visited this site.”

“They play the drone feeds,” he answered. 

“Drones? What drones?” Karla flinched when all forty screens popped on at once, each displaying a different view. 

“I have drones around the world, constantly updating me,” he said. 

Thor gestured at one in the middle. “That’s Anand’s project.”

The monitor showed the Attractor’s blue energy flashing along the tall tower’s surface. 

“Anand wasn’t kidding about having company,” Blaze said. The entire snow- and ice-crusted region was filled with people, many of whom were no longer Altered. Bonfires crackled in clusters, spread throughout the populated region.

“I’ve already used higher tech military supply drones to bring supplies to the Attractor sites, along with instructions, in their appropriate languages,” Mark said. 

Blaze watched the nearest screen, seeing a label at the bottom corner. It was in Frankfurt, Germany. Each of the images showed thousands of Altered and normal humans gathered by the reduced Attractor. 

“Mark, we couldn’t have done this without you,” Karla told him. 

Mark put an arm around his creator’s shoulder. “You designed me, Mother.”

“Do you have a read on the remaining population?” Blaze risked asking. 

“Only the number we have collected within a fifty-kilometer radius surrounding each Attractor,” Mark said. 

“And…”

“We’re nearing two billion,” he said. 

Blaze staggered to the desk, balancing himself against it. Two billion of them were alive. Initially, he’d suspected that Earth would reach a catastrophic level, never to be redeemed, but this gave him hope they could start anew. 

“I hate to be a downer, but that leaves about six billion out of luck,” Thor reminded them. 

“Unfortunately, it’s probably better that way,” Karla said. 

Thor crossed his arms. “Do explain.”

“Our infrastructure is broken. With the loss of power, a lot of our medication and food supply will have spoiled. If we returned the entire population to Earth in this condition, half of them would die in a month,” Mark answered. “And that’s being optimistic.”

The numbers made Blaze sick to his stomach. “Are you on the lookout for Static with these?”

Mark focused on Blaze. “Yes. There has been no recording of the entity, outside of the Attractors, in forty hours.” 

“What about the aliens? Those chicken-leg guys,” Thor said. 

“Let me check.” Mark closed his eyes, and a few black screens powered on, drones lifting from various locations. Four of the monitors displayed events from the last week, quickly playing out at high speed, and one paused, with Mark giving it further attention. “A group of aliens walked through Allentown, Pennsylvania, five days ago.”

Thor grunted. “Lemme guess, they’re coming to the East?”

“Appears so,” Mark said. He continued to investigate the feeds and stopped on an image from two days prior. “Here we are.”

Blaze saw well over a hundred aliens marching in clumsy formations. Many clutched weapons, but they weren’t being held offensively. 

“Is that…” Karla stole the controls and zoomed at the cluster. 

“It’s a robot,” Blaze whispered. 

“Like the version your son found on the Preserve,” Thor was quick to point out. Blaze now knew that was the reason Luke hadn’t been there to see him off as Team Alpha departed the island. 

“Mark, can you contact it?” Karla asked. 

“Probably, but why would I?”

“To check on their status? Why are they coming this direction?” she demanded. 

“What do you think?” Thor mumbled. “They’re here to kill us.”

“With the Static incapacitated, they must have been left to their own devices. I bet they want to go home,” Blaze said. “Where are they now?”

“If I follow their trajectory, and the speed with which they’re walking… factoring in breaks and…” Mark stopped speaking out loud and gestured at the screen. “Voilà. They’re on the George Washington Bridge.”

“How close is that?” Blaze asked. 

“They’ll have to cut through the Bronx and cross another bridge, meaning they’ll arrive within the day.” Karla peered past Blaze to the Ring components. “This could get ugly.”

“Nah, they’re not going to fight us,” Blaze said. 

“Why?”

“I’m sure they want to leave Earth.” Blaze jabbed a finger at the warehouse. “It’s their only way back.”

“Blaze is right… for once.” Thor nudged him with an elbow. “Mark really should contact their metal friend.”

Karla lifted her eyebrows and watched her robotic humanoid. “What do you think, Mark?”

“It may be worth a shot. I’ll do it a mile away, so they don’t know our precise location.” Mark sprinted to the exit, his body a blur. He paused at the door. “Karla, why don’t you start an inventory?” 

“You heard the… man,” Karla said. “Let’s get to work. If we’re going to build a complete rendering of the Rings in four days, we’re in for a couple of sleepless nights.”

“I’ll make the coffee.” Blaze went to the office kitchen while Thor grumbled in protest. He found the pantry stocked with food and heated soup on a gas cooktop, while brewing a commercial-sized carafe of coffee. By the time he was done, Karla had two tablets laid out and was checking off items on her list. 

She accepted the steaming bowl of soup without comment, and all of their attention drifted to the entrance when Mark came back. 

“That was quick,” Thor said. 

“I prefer to not mince words.”

“And…” Karla stirred her soup with methodical deference. 

“They’re free of the Static’s control, and they want to help us with the construction. The aliens requested to go home, as Blaze suggested.”

The screens continued to show scenes from around the world, and Blaze’s eyes fell on the one with the aliens marching in New York. He prayed they were making the right decision. “Karla, what do you need from us?”

She gave orders as they ate a quick lunch; then they began the construction of the Rings.
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“Can we listen to it again?” Bella asked. 

Luna pressed the CD player off and peered over her shoulder at her niece. “Sorry, I think it’s broken,” she said. Luna didn’t love lying to her niece, but couldn’t stand the thought of hearing the dinosaur sing another song about sharing and caring. 

“You do know that sharing is caring, right?” Luke asked from the passenger seat. 

“Not you too.” Luna steered the massive RV. It was the epitome of luxury, and she’d always had an idea of getting old and cruising the country in one with her future husband after retirement. Instead, she was driving it toward Boulder with a twelve-year-old to keep her company. Life rarely took you where you expected. 

Behind her, Darcy and his family sat at the table, playing a game, and it melted Luna’s heart. Olive looked genuinely happy to be with her family, probably for the first time Luna had ever seen. She smiled at them, straightened Grace’s hair, then wiped food off Bella’s chin. Luna even noticed a hint of contact between Darcy and his wife, which was equally as rare a sight. 

They were on the highway, heading through Utah, and Luna wanted the trek to be at an end.

“We should stop,” Poe suggested. 

“Why?” Luna asked. 

“I have to…”

“We have a bathroom right there,” Luke told his friend. 

“Fine. I’ve never been on the road this long, and I’m getting squirrely,” Poe said. 

“What’s that mean?” Bella called from the table. 

“It means like… I’m feeling anxious.” Poe paced to the front and crouched between them, resting a knee on the floor. 

“What’s anxious?” Bella asked, not dropping the subject. 

Olive and Darcy shared a look. “It’s when you worry about the outcome of something,” Bella’s mother said. 

“Or you have an uneasy sensation,” Darcy added. 

“I still don’t understand,” Bella muttered. 

“Remember when you lost your stuffie, Bernard?” Grace set her cards down. 

“That was the worst!” Bella shouted. “I didn’t know where he was for a week.”

“You were anxious to find him,” Darcy finished. 

“Poe, why are you sad?” Bella asked, and the boy stared forward, as if in a trance. He rarely spoke about his family, and they’d found him with the freaks at Aspiration, with no parental supervision. 

“Poe, do you want to talk?” Luna nudged. 

“You don’t have to,” Luke added. 

“It’s all good.” Poe reached into a cooler and pulled out a can of soda, popping the top. “My family wasn’t the worst, but they weren’t anything to write home about. Dad worked twelve-hour days, and when he came home, he’d just sit on the couch and drink beer all night. Mom was barely there…” Poe tapped his temple. “Mentally. She was always so closed off. I don’t even remember her saying she loved me or Tucker. I’m sure she did, in her own way.”

Luna heard the nonchalance of his voice, but knew it was laced with resentment and anger. “They might be okay after all this.”

“You know the sickest part?” Poe asked and continued when no one answered. “When I found out about the Altered, I was relieved. I could start a new life.”

“Maybe they’ll return, and be different people,” Olive suggested, obviously indicating that she, herself, had changed for the better. 

“I guess.” Poe chugged the warm soda. “But I can’t go back to Hermitage after Aspiration. And I really don’t think that my parents deserve me.”

“You’re right, dude,” Luke assured him. 

Luna had no words or advice. Her own parents had been gone for several years. Her father died of a heart attack, and her mother expired a short time later. One minute, she’d been healthy; the next, Luna was organizing the second funeral of her young life. But she’d had a good upbringing, a vibrant and caring environment that she hoped to emulate when she had her own children. 

“Anyway, I’m fine. I have a new family now,” Poe said. “You guys.”

Luna smiled and noticed the pair of robots emerge from the back of the RV. “What were you two up to?”

“We’ve contacted Barton Clives of the Adonis,” Kurt said. 

“And?” Luna prompted. 

“They plan to stay on the West Coast with the rest of the evacuees. They’ve found a resort in San Diego. It’s far enough from the Attractor in Malibu for them to remain safe,” Verne finished. 

“That’s where River and his people were heading,” Olive said.

“And Clarke?” Luna asked. 

Verne strolled up the center of the RV, past the table, and stopped beside Poe, where he sat on the floor between the front seats. He flipped a tablet toward her, displaying two moving dots. They were the left one, traversing the barren landscape of eastern Utah, and the marker for Clarke’s team was nearing the northern Colorado border. 

Luke poked the corner of the tablet. “What’s our ETA?”

“Given the destruction, probably another day or so,” Verne said. 

“That’s not too bad.” Luna gazed at the shanty village outside. An old, rusted school bus sat on a dusty patch of ground, the owner clearly living in it before the Mud came. Everywhere she looked in this area, the remnants of the sticky substance remained, and occasionally, they’d encounter a dead Bukavac, or one of the spiky-spined monsters, lying in a field or a ditch. 

But gone were any signs of Static, and that filled Luna with confidence they might be almost done with this adventure. 

“There’s something else,” Kurt said. 

“Kurt, you can just say it. You don’t always have to pause for dramatic effect,” Darcy called. 

“Sorry, sir.” Kurt didn’t expound. 

“Kurt, what is it?”

“Mark has discovered an army of aliens approaching New York, and they have another robot with them,” Kurt said. 

“When are they arriving? Is Karla working on…” Luna stopped when Verne’s Rings fired on, Kurt’s right behind his counterpart. 

“Stop the RV,” Verne warned. 

“Is it the Static?” 

Verne reached down and pressed on Luna’s right leg, braking hard. “What the hell?” He steered the wheel with the other hand, and they halted with squealing tires. 

The cards flew from the table, and Bella cried out as she slipped from her seat. The RV stayed on the road, careened at a harsh angle so it blocked the street in both directions. 

“We’re too late,” Kurt declared. “Get the guns.”

Luna tried to understand, then spied a glint of metal ahead. She saw the men stalking toward the recreational vehicle in the mirrors. “Darcy, grab your rifle. Olive, there’s a pistol for you. In the pack under the bed,” she whispered. 

When no one reacted, she stared at her brother. “Darcy, snap out of it! This isn’t a drill.”

Luke already had a 9MM removed from the glove box, and Poe loaded a rifle he’d stashed in the kitchen. The robots held M4s, waiting for the inevitable. 

“How many?” Luke breathed. 

Luna counted at least ten, but expected more. “Lots.”

“Do we fight?” Poe’s voice quivered. 

“Not unless we have to,” Luna said. “They might be open to reason.”

“Is there a problem?” Jack arrived from the second bedroom, his hair in disarray. He swallowed when he analyzed the situation through the windshield. 

Two men strolled directly to the front of the RV, semi-automatics aimed at them. The engine was still running, and Luna considered driving into them.

“Turn her off and step outside!” the taller man yelled, a sardonic grin on his stubble-covered face. 

Luna glanced at Verne. “What do you think?”

“Always talk before shooting,” Verne said. “Kurt, stay in the RV. You know what to do.”

Kurt vanished into the rear with his gun. 

Luna glowered at the duo outside while pressing the engine off. The vehicle shuddered into silence. “I’ll go first. Stay with the kids, Darcy.”

He nodded, standing in front of his family with the rifle at his chest.

Luna slid a pistol into her jeans and headed for the exit, with Jack right behind. She stepped into the warm evening air, and landed on the dusty road. “We’re just passing through,” she proclaimed. “I have children aboard. We’re not a threat.”

“Good,” the second man grunted. 

Luna thought she recognized the other guy and squinted. “Ben?”

He lowered his weapon and narrowed his gaze. “Sorry, ma’am, you have me at a loss.”

“Is that your name? Ben?” Luna recalled the security guard from the Nu-En yacht that had helped them escape. They’d left Elizabeth Moor, the governor, in his care when they first landed back on the ground in Manhattan. 

“Yes, I’m Ben.” He staggered forward and shook off his buddy’s grip when he came closer. “I know you.”

“Luna… Luna Wells from the New York Minute,” she said. It felt weird identifying herself as a reporter. The last few weeks had seemed to wash her previous persona clean. 

“From the boat…” 

“What are you jabbering about?” the second man asked. 

People came from their positions surrounding the RV, and a familiar woman marched into view. “Governor Moor?”

Elizabeth Moor looked powerful in her pair of faded jeans and a long-sleeved plaid shirt, the top three buttons undone. Her face was gaunt, and a faint scar lined her cheek. “Weapons down!” she called, and everyone obeyed. 

Luna had assumed Ben was in charge, but that clearly wasn’t the case. Elizabeth strode past her people and peered at the open door. “You have others inside?”

“Yes.”

“You can come out!” the governor called. 

“Promise me we’re safe,” Luna whispered. “I won’t let anything happen to my family.”

Elizabeth Moor’s stone-cold expression softened. “We’re on the same side. Unless you’re carrying those mutants with you.”

“No, but we do have—” Luna stopped when Verne exited ahead of Darcy. “Robots.”

Guns flew up again, their barrels all aimed at the automaton. “Enough!” Moor shouted, but this time, their weapons remained tracking on Verne. “Where did you find this?”

“It’s a long story. But they’re here to help,” Luna said. 

“They?” Ben asked. “There’s more of these monstrosities?”

Luna nodded. “A few. Some were destroyed on the island in the battle against the Altered.”

“Island?” Moor inquired. “It seems we have a lot to discuss. Come, our camp isn’t far.”

Three off-roading vehicles drove up, exhaust pluming from wide mufflers. Moor’s soldiers hopped in, and the governor smiled at Luna. “Follow Ben. Do you mind if I join you?” She gestured at the door. 

“Ma’am, I think…” Ben’s companion said, but she shooed him away. 

“It’s Luna Wells and a bunch of kids. I’ll be fine.” The governor entered the RV, and introduced herself as though she was visiting a school, about to do a talk to the kids on climate change. Luke slipped from the seat, offering it to his elder, and Luna chatted while starting the recreational vehicle to trail after the small convoy. She couldn’t let them be delayed, but as the sun set, she realized they wouldn’t be going anywhere for the night.
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The trip had taken all day, but they’d crossed borders and arrived at the outskirts of Boulder before the sun was completely set. Wyatt watched the full Moon hovering in the sky, the bloated white celestial object appearing larger on the horizon than usual. 

There were only the four of them, so they drove together, this car taken from Garner’s private garage. It was fast, and Clarke didn’t hesitate to push the sports car to its limits as they continued south. He’d slowed whenever the road separated because of the quakes the region had experienced a few weeks prior. They probably should have swapped it out for something with huge all-terrain tires, but the V10 engine always made up for lost time. 

“It’s strange to be back,” Isabel said as they entered the Boulder city limits. 

“For me too.” Wyatt had spent most of his young life there, moving from home to home, until he’d finally left thanks to the woman in the back seat. Even after being gone for five years, his homecoming had been short-lived. Then it was a rush of emotions at seeing his previous haunting grounds under such duress. 

He did his best to let go of the past trauma from his childhood and looked at it all in a new light. Wyatt had a chance to start again, post-Boulder, post-Isabel, post-everything, and that was a gift in itself. 

“Luna’s being delayed,” Clarke informed them. 

“Is there a problem?”

“No, Verne assures me it’s temporary. They’ve met up with old friends,” the robot said, slowing his speed. The engine revved, and he shifted down. 

“Who?” Mara asked. 

“Someone named Ben, a Nu-En security guard from … the night the Mud came. And a woman. Governor Moor.”

“She’s alive?” Wyatt gasped. “Luna saw her fall. Ben must be the guy that helped them escape the sea creature.” He pictured clasping on to the ladder off Garner’s helicopter and replayed the memory of Luna slipping into the water.

“They are both alive and well. They’re going to stay the night, and Verne suspects their entire group will be coming to Boulder,” Clarke said. 

“How many do they have?” Isabel inquired. 

“Ninety-one.”

“This should be interesting,” Wyatt whispered. 

The power was completely off in Boulder. The last time they’d been through, the residents had been harnessing the Static’s energy to light the downtown core, but that only brought more Static and the aliens’ subsequent wrath. They’d lost good people that day. 

Wyatt glanced in the direction of the library, and thought about Dale, the elderly man they’d met on the road. Wyatt missed his conversations with Dale. If Dale hadn’t died, Wyatt wouldn’t have demanded they use the watch to travel through the Static to gather the Mud, and Lavie would be dead too. 

The car’s white LED headlights cast a sharp glow across the road as Clarke meandered to their destination. The signs of destruction from the alien attack were everywhere. Power poles toppled, building facades crumbled. It irritated Wyatt that the actual aliens they’d fought were controlled against their will by Static. The two races should have been banding together, rather than skirmishing. 

They drove past Folsom Field, a place Wyatt frequently visited in his youth. He and his friends loved playing football in the park beside their own middle school, and Wyatt recalled missing dinner on multiple occasions because they’d lost track of time. His second foster family cited his constant disobedience as one of the reasons for returning him to the system. With the mountains in the backdrop, the field dark, it seemed so different, almost daunting in the cover of the night. 

Wyatt cracked a window and didn’t hear a single sound. He was about to guide Clarke to the proper facility, but the robot clearly knew where he was going. He traversed the empty roads with ease and parked near the science building. 

It was a beautiful structure, made of brick, with arches and pillars to welcome students into their facility. The sight of the college gave Wyatt a moment of nostalgia. He’d recently graduated, and despite the countless hours of hard work, and grueling schedules, he'd appreciated the tenacity it took to finish the program. Wyatt found he’d thrived with a routine. In his old life, his jobs had been more random. Often, he’d be called in to a job site, only to show up and have to wait for another trade to finish their task before he was allowed in. 

Whichever way he looked at it, all of those previous options were preferable to wandering through the deserted continental United States, seeking its salvation from aliens. 

“We’re here.” Clarke pushed the engine off and exited the vehicle. Mara was quickly out, her rifle raised. Wyatt clutched his own handgun, ready for action. If the enemy was aware of the nearby Attractor, they’d be on surveillance. How many aliens did the Static control? Were some in every state, eager to face off against the remaining humans? 

“Why aren’t there Altered?” Isabel whispered. 

“She’s right.” Mara touched a finger to her lips. “It’s silent.”

Wyatt peered to the rooftop and shrugged. “Is it possible none were in range?”

“No,” Clarke quickly answered. “There must be…” 

A sound emerged from behind the building, and Wyatt jogged around the overgrown lawns filled with weeds. He circled a flowerbed, waving a cluster of black flies away, and spotted the source of the noise. It was a low hum at first, but as he approached the rear yard, he could tell the different voices. 

Hundreds, if not thousands, of Altered were present. They lumbered around the space, muttering words at random. 

“Oh, thank God!” someone shouted, and a group of humans rushed them. 

“Hold it right there!” Mara lifted the barrel and aimed the rifle in their direction, causing the woman in the lead to halt instantaneously. 

“Why are you upset?” The woman pointed to the building. “Something drew us to Boulder… I’m Bridget. I woke up below ground, about twenty miles from town to the north.”

“I was closer to Denver,” a man said. 

“Fort Collins.” The young guy’s shoes were tattered, the soles barely clinging to life. 

Wyatt counted twenty-one people who’d returned from their mutation. “There’s a lot to explain.”

“Wyatt, we’ll need to contain the Altered,” Clarke told him. “They will be compromised by the Static.”

“Static?” Bridget asked. “What’s that?”

“We have time,” Isabel said, absently touching the microchip on her neck. 

Night had fallen, and Luna was delayed in Utah. “Come on. Let’s get settled, and we’ll explain everything.”

“When did you get here?” Mara asked them. 

“Me, a full day ago.” The first man lifted a hand. “I’m Bark.”

“Bark?” Wyatt asked. 

“It’s a long story.” Bark’s eyes were hollow, his cheeks gaunt. “I could use something to eat.”

Isabel gestured to the doors. “No one checked inside?”

“It’s locked up,” Bridget said. “We tried to break in, but the windows are old school, and the lower ones have cast iron gates on them. Believe me, we were thorough.”

Clarke walked up the front steps, between the pillars, and reached for the handle. When it didn’t turn, he twisted his hand, breaking the knob. He let it fall and spun the mechanism, releasing the bolt. The entrance door swung open, the hinges creaking. In the darkness, it was ominous, like they were investigating a haunted house. 

The others must have felt the same way, because no one seemed overly eager to go in. Clarke waited and flicked a flashlight on, illuminating the foyer. Wyatt went first, gun raised, and Mara stayed outside, protecting their backs until all of their new friends had entered. 

“Isabel, why don’t you and Mara see about food, while Clarke and I check out the roof?” Wyatt suggested. He half expected one of the ladies to argue with him, but neither did. Mara seemed tired, like she was holding on by a thread, while Isabel smiled at Bridget, activated her own flashlight, then led them down a hallway. 

“There has to be a mess hall or faculty kitchen nearby,” Isabel’s voice drifted as they grew farther apart. 

“Good idea, Wyatt. Better to not risk exposure,” Clarke said. “Let’s check the Attractor.”

They found a stairwell, and after a misstep that took them to the third floor with no rooftop access, they pressed through the hatch in the mechanical room’s ceiling, and into the fresh air. The first thing Wyatt did was find the ledge, gawking at the Altered roaming the yard. They carelessly bumped into the brick structure below as they were drawn to the Attractor mounted ten feet away from Clarke. 

The robot’s Rings spun momentarily, then stopped. “Mark did a good job.” 

Blue energy shimmered on the exterior of the tower. He was surprised to see it was only about three times his own height. Wyatt peeked at the watch, and the light came on for a second before snapping off. “I think we’ll be able to reach New York.”

“We must ensure we only release enough to operate it. Otherwise the Static will control the horde below,” Clarke said. 

“Then we’ll have to be careful.” Wyatt patted the metal, expecting it to be warm to the touch, but it was cold. Ice cold. He peered at the tip of his index finger and saw it was red. 

Wyatt descended to the main floor of the science building and wondered how far the team in New York had gotten with their Ring project. Or Alan and Garner. Had the robot actually intended to save them, or was that a distraction to steal Vikas away? For all Wyatt knew, Alan had already dug a grave for Isabel’s father. 

He returned to the present when he smelled the canned chili bubbling on the gas stovetop. 

Isabel shrugged her shoulders. “It’s all we could scrounge up.” 

Wyatt scooped a bowlful, grinning. “Reminds me of my younger years.” 

He ate while Mara finished discussing the timeline with the previously Altered folks. Their surprise was evident, but they accepted her commentary without interruption. When they’d cleaned up, everyone found somewhere to sleep in the closest dorms, and Wyatt tried to ignore the personal belongings strewn on the desk and floor. Isabel took the bunk across from him, and he turned the opposite way, facing the wall. A second later, he was out.
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It was after two in the morning when the proximity sensors were tripped. Blaze blinked his eyes wider, struggling to stay awake, despite the copious amount of coffee he’d consumed over the last few hours. 

“They’re here,” Thor grumbled. He wiped grease from his palms onto the gray coveralls he wore. Blaze opted for a rag instead and set the socket wrench to the concrete floor. His knees groaned as he rose, and something popped in his spine. His age was catching up to him. But Thor was older, and Karla as well, and neither of them complained, so Blaze kept it to himself, knowing it would fall on deaf ears. 

“How far away?” Karla asked Mark. He was the only one in their group that looked well rested, but his organic components weren’t affected by exhaustion like theirs. 

“I asked them to wait four blocks west of here. Anyone care to join me?” Mark smiled, his teeth perfect in their imperfection. There were things about him he’d demanded Karla modify before he’d go into the public eye. Mark didn’t want to stand out in a crowd. In passing, it would be next to impossible to realize something was wrong, and that he was actually a robot covered in human flesh. 

While it was easy to grant Alan anthropomorphic attributes, Mark seemed more human than robot, even when Blaze knew that wasn’t true. He made jokes, had empathy, and treated them like close personal friends, even after just contacting them. 

But Blaze trusted him, because he had no choice. He tried to imagine the previous version of himself, the man who’d been building houses out at Desert Oasis, on the edge of Gossler, Texas. “There’s no going back,” he whispered. 

Thor clapped him on the shoulder. “No, good buddy, there’s not, and I’m okay with retiring from the trucking business.”

Blaze stalled at the warehouse’s side, reaching for a rifle. “Are we bringing these?”

Mark paused, glanced at Karla, then nodded. “They have guns, meaning we’ll meet them on an even playing field. For all we know, going unarmed will be a sign of weakness in their culture. The robot accompanying them isn’t the best communicator. His responses were blunt, but that’s probably a result of his underwhelming programming.” 

Blaze added spare ammo into his coverall pockets, and Thor opted for an AR-15. He released the magazine, checked it, and snapped it back. 

Karla was the only one that remained weaponless. Her hair was once dyed dark brown, but her graying roots stood out after the last month. She held a coffee and finished the cup before replacing the elastic in her ponytail. “Okay, we’re ready.”

“Someone should stay behind,” Mark suggested, and handed a radio to Thor. 

“No way. I’m not missing this,” he scoffed.

“Fine. It should be me. I can continue working,” Karla conceded.

“Not without protection,” Mark said. 

Blaze stared at Thor, and his friend let out an enormous sigh. “We’re about to negotiate with aliens, and I’m stuck here. Blaze, watch yourself.” He nodded at Mark as the strange robot went outside. 

Blaze slid on a jacket and found it a size too large. The Nu-En logo was sewn into the chest. “Ready.”

This section of Queens was silent, with the Attractor a few miles away. That area would be humming with activity as the Altered gathered along the coast, but here, it was deadly quiet. It was unsettling being in an empty metropolis. There was no purring of electrical boxes, no underground rumbling of subways, and no honking of taxicab horns.

Normally, the city was difficult to navigate without streetlights, but luckily, the stars were out in full effect. Without a cloud of pollution rising from the metropolis, the view was astounding. The Moon looked spectacular, a bright beacon of hope on an otherwise chilly night. 

Mark walked like he didn’t have a care in the world. Blaze felt the opposite. He’d seen what they were capable of in Santa Fe, and had heard the stories from Clarke and Wyatt about their battle outside Parachute, Colorado, before the skirmish in Boulder that forced the humans to flee. 

He only hoped the robot traveling with the horde of invaders was being truthful. If not, Mark and Blaze wouldn’t stand a chance. 

“Blaze, you’re slowing down,” Mark told him. 

Blaze picked up his pace, and they rounded the corner at an old church. The aliens waited in the streets, their population filling the region from sidewalk to sidewalk. Mark strode ahead, lifting an arm in greeting. “Hello.”

The alien robot emerged from the crowd of what Blaze thought were over two hundred enemies. He mirrored the movement, and the word, saying, “Hello,” in a perfect mimic of Mark’s voice. 

“Who speaks for you?” Mark asked. 

Blaze studied the aliens, finding them slightly taller than most humans, around six and a half feet. They wore uniforms, but not all were matching. Maybe they denoted rank? Gender? Some other version of a caste system? He couldn’t know just by looking. 

One of them stepped forward, his long fingers wrapped around a weapon. He spoke, the words foreign but almost familiar, like he might be speaking something used on Earth. Perhaps they weren’t as different as he’d initially thought. Since they were only lit by starlight, it was difficult to see their expressions, but the leader’s eyes were bright and animated. 

The robot translated. “I am in charge of the Currsh on your planet.” 

Blaze noticed the watch on his wrist, and that he wore a black uniform, rather than the white or grey. Now that he recognized the difference, there were others in black, also sporting the Static hopping devices. 

“Do you have a name?” Mark asked. 

He glanced at the people behind him and spoke, the comments echoing through the robot beside him in English. “Shaol.”

“Nice to meet you, Shaol,” Mark said affably, pausing while the phrase was translated. “We understand you’re currently free from the Static’s influence?”

“Static?” the robot relayed. 

Mark pointed to the sky. “You know, the blue stuff …”

The alien blinked, the lids coming from the sides of his eyes. “Yes. Spark.”

“Spark,” Blaze repeated. 

“We’ve managed to trap the Static, but we need help to remove it.”

“And where will you send it?” Shaol asked. 

“To your planet.”

The second the plan was translated, the entire group of two hundred aliens grew agitated, and many shouted at their leader, who remained poised. 

Shaol stared at Mark. “You wish for our help in sending the Static from your world to ours?” 

“Yes, but we plan on dealing with it. You know the city of Rings…”

Shaol gasped, his throat making a unique clicking noise. “The Circles of Light,” came the translation. 

“How long has the Static been manipulating you?” Blaze asked, and Mark frowned at him. 

“For thousands of years. The Spark lived on Reckelsa before us, as they likely did on your planet. They view us in our infancy stages, only to return when a race reaches a certain level of technology. The Spark give designs for the Circles of Light, and if one is erected, they force themselves in, taking control of everything,” Shaol said, giving Blaze goosebumps. 

He leaned toward Mark. “Like how they met with Garner before and offered him the technology to make the Rings. Clearly, that’s what these Circles are,” he said. 

Mark finally seemed agitated. “Why did you build so many if they were a threat?”

“We had no choice. Spark lives inside of us. They come and go, and when they leave, we try to rid Reckelsa of them and free the Currsh. But we’ve been unable to. They always return, and force us to create more Circles,” he said. 

“All those planets being dictated by Static,” Mark murmured. “This might work.”

“What might?”

Mark stood taller and raised his voice. “We require your assistance to regain control of the planets they’ve assimilated.”

“We’re listening,” Shaol said. 

“In order to neutralize the Spark, we must first bring them to your planet. We’ll build something we’ve called an Attractor, so powerful that once the Rings are operational, we can gather every bit of Spark from the known universe.”

“You’ll destroy our planet,” Shaol whispered. 

“How many other worlds are being invaded by them as we speak? How many races are forced into their bidding without being able to fight? We can end this,” Mark said energetically. 

Blaze wasn’t certain they could. To build an Attractor so strong that it might draw all the Static through hundreds of Rings seemed impossible.

The alien leader turned to face the others wearing black. They huddled around Shaol in conversation. 

“This plan is a stretch, isn’t it?” Blaze whispered to Mark. 

“It might work,” Mark said. 

“Do you actually think so?”

Mark smiled his patented grin. “All we have to do is ensure we remove the Static from Earth, and that no one ever creates another set of Rings.”

“You’d betray your word so easily?” Blaze asked. 

“I’ve been programmed to save humanity, Blaze, nothing more,” he said.

Blaze hoped the aliens’ robot was too far away to hear their conversation. Shaol broke apart from his discussion, and everyone grew silent. “Take us to the Circle, and we will build it for you.”

“Welcome aboard,” Mark said, spinning on a heel. “Follow me.”

Blaze peered uneasily behind him as the large group of aliens marched through Queens.
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Luna stared at the ceiling in the RV, knowing it was too early to rise, but also realizing she couldn’t sleep. She wanted to be on the road, driving the final stretch into Boulder. From there, they’d travel with Wyatt and his group to New York, to help Karla with the Rings. After that… she didn’t have a clue. 

Luna felt isolated, and understood the decisions were being guided by the former executives of Nu-En, and their robots. Was that their best bet? Letting the people that broke their world be in charge of saving them? Somehow no one was questioning this. 

She shoved the blanket off and enjoyed the cool air settling onto her skin. Luna missed Wyatt. She recalled when they’d met, and how instantaneously their chemistry took hold. 

Wyatt had arrived with baggage, but it didn’t define him. That came in the form of his ex. The beautiful and charming Isabel Vikas, who was with Wyatt at that very moment. How could Luna trust they wouldn’t reconcile and she’d be left in the dust? 

She sighed and got out of bed to look in the mirror. Her hair was a curly mess, and she went through the motions, brushing it into a more normal shape before exploring the RV. The girls were both huddled on the top bunk bed. Luna watched as Grace hugged her younger sister, twitching like dreaming puppies. 

She loved them fiercely, and was glad Olive had been reunited with her family. 

A noise from outside drew her attention, and Luna borrowed a blue plaid jacket they’d found in the RV before risking the cool morning. She tucked a journal under her arm and grabbed a pen, ready to start a project she’d been contemplating. The sun had begun to rise, and the entire valley lay covered in a low fog. She had sandals on, and the dampness from the dewy grass skimmed her toes as she crossed to Ben’s camp. 

“Good morning,” he said before she saw him. 

Her hand flew to her chest, and she panted a breath. “Do you always scare people who haven’t had their coffee?”

“Short answer? Yes.” Ben grinned and continued making a fire in the stone pit. “Have a seat. I’ll brew you a cup.”

Luna took the offered chair while Ben lit the fire. She smelled the fuel, and the flames caught, engulfing the kindling. When they were burning, Ben lowered a couple of larger pieces of wood, and set a percolator onto a metal grate. The flames teased the bottom of the stained coffee maker, and Ben relaxed in his seat. 

“You like mornings?”

“I guess so.”

“I’m used to being up before the sun,” Ben said. “I’m a runner.”

“I’ve done some running myself.” Luna absolutely enjoyed dawns. She did her best thinking before the rest of the world was awake. She’d make coffee, sit on her screened-in sun deck, and work on an article for the New York Minute, getting a thousand words before she’d grab a quick bite and shower. 

“It’s tough,” Ben said. 

“What is?”

“Knowing it’ll never be the same.”

“Maybe that’s okay too.” 

“Nah. If you could go back to the way it was, wouldn’t you?”

Luna considered the question. She’d been lonely, or at least alone, most days. Once a week, she’d have dinner with Darcy and the girls, Olive too, if she was around, which rarely happened. Then there’d be the odd trip into the city for a meeting with her editor, Marge. Her thoughts drifted to her co-workers. Had any been immune to the Mud, forced to fend for themselves, or did they suffer worse fates? Would she ever see Cliff Mack, her former nemesis, at the paper? “I can’t say…”

“I would. I liked a routine. Working for Nu-En on security detail.”

“What really happened after we separated? Elizabeth didn’t elaborate,” Luna said, changing the subject. 

Ben watched the percolator as water dripped through the grounds, filling the viewing area at the top. “We barely made it out of New York alive. Beth woke up ten minutes later, and when I brought her to the hospital, it was a complete disaster. People were harassing any staff that chose to stay, god bless ‘em, and the Altered were everywhere. We had to contend with one of those giant whale creatures and were nearly cornered by a horde of the mutants. I had to kill a few Altered to escape, and they trampled over the governor.”

“Is that where she got the scar?” Luna asked. 

Ben moved the coffee from the heat and waited as steam poured from the spout. “No, that was later.” He grabbed a flask from his pocket, adding a splash into his cup. “Care for a pick me up?”

“No, thanks.” Luna accepted the cup of coffee and saw black grounds floating in it. 

“What are you guys really planning to do in Boulder?” Ben asked. 

“Find our way to the East Coast,” she said. 

“We can’t go with you,” Ben told her. 

While it wasn’t a surprise, Luna wasn’t happy about breaking the group up. “I understand.”

Ben sipped his drink. “Elizabeth thinks you should come with us.”

“And you?”

Ben clenched his jaw muscles. “If you have a chance at blasting those suckers away from Earth, I say go for it.”

“We’ll do our best, I can promise you that.”

“Where should we settle?” Ben stared at his cup and added another pour of liquor. 

“Move on to San Diego. That’s where the rest of our friends are waiting.”

Ben nodded and sat in the chair while the fire crackled. It offered a sense of comfort, the sound primitive and universal. “There are still bad people out there, Luna.”

“Don’t worry, I know.” Luna proceeded to tell him about their time in Pale Town, then her and Xander’s experience in Aspiration, where Basil and Emily had penned up the Altered, prepared to slaughter them like livestock. 

“We’ve had our share too. In South Dakota. They seemed so normal by all accounts, and even had children with them. They welcomed us in and tried to rob us blind in the middle of the night. You’ll have to excuse our behavior on the road yesterday, but there are certain things you can’t unsee. It changes a person.”

“And if you didn’t recognize me?” Luna asked. 

“We wouldn’t have hurt anyone, but we might have taken your guns and RV,” he admitted. 

“It’s a new world,” she said. “But we’re going to fix that.”

He lifted his cup, and they clinked coffees, as if sealing a deal. “I hope you do.” His gaze drifted to the journal. “What’s that?”

“I’ve been writing it down. What happened to us all.”

Luna peered back as the sun cut through the fog to reveal Darcy. “Hey, sis.”

“Coffee?” Ben asked, and Darcy nodded quickly and took the third seat. 

“Olive and I have been talking…”

“And you’re not coming to Boulder,” Luna said. 

Darcy stared at the fire instead of her. “Right.”

“That’s good. You have the girls. Bring them to San Diego with Ben and Elizabeth’s group,” Luna told him. 

“You’re not mad? I could send Olive with Bella and Grace, and join you…”

“No.” Luna said it a little more firmly than she’d intended. “Keep the family together, Darcy.”

“You’re our family too.” Darcy smirked. 

“Obviously. Who else would put up with you?” Luna laughed, and Ben looked away uncomfortably, like he’d been intruding. Other people were now moving around the camp, including Luke and Poe, who shuffled over while eating out of small cereal boxes. Poe offered Darcy some of his colorful loops, and her brother shrugged and jammed his hand into the bag. 

“We going soon?” Luke scratched his stomach, leaving cereal dust behind. 

Luna sighed and pointed at the mess. “You really should do a better job of taking care of yourself while you’re not with your father.”

“He doesn’t mind if I stain my clothes. He just throws it in the laundry.”

“Does it look like we have a washing machine? Go get changed, and brush your teeth!” she called after the boys, who were sluggishly returning to the RV. 

Elizabeth Moor arrived fully dressed, wearing two holstered guns. Her hair was braided, and the pale scar stood out like a warning of what was to come. “Ben, tell everyone we’re moving within the hour.”

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll get our truck—”

“Not us,” she declared. 

“Excuse me?” Ben asked, while tossing another log on the fire. 

“You and I will join the team.” Elizabeth glanced at Luna, as if seeking her approval. Luna offered it with a single nod. 

“But… you should stay with…”

Elizabeth’s brisk demeanor softened, and she set a palm on Ben’s shoulder. “We’ve been through a lot, and so have our people. But I can’t pretend there isn’t more to accomplish than simply crossing the country. We’ve learned that this island we’d heard claims about is no longer there. Our end goal has shifted, and I’ll be damned if I’ll let them do it alone.”

Ben stared into the older woman’s eyes, and Luna wondered if there wasn’t something more between them than simply leader and protector. “I’ll let Henderson know. He’ll keep everyone safe.”

“Darcy’s going too,” Luna said, and her brother lifted his coffee cup in acknowledgment. 

Luke returned with a fresh shirt on, and Poe smiled to show his teeth. “We brushed, Luna.”

“All of them?” she asked. 

“No, just the front two…” Poe rolled his eyes. “We’re all packed up. Bella told us they weren’t coming. She cried.”

“Tell her not to worry, because you and Luke are leaving with them to San Diego,” Luna said, instantly seeing the boys’ backs stiffen. 

Luke no longer wore his glasses, since the Mud had healed his sight, but he often reached for the bridge of his nose out of habit. His hands trembled, and his eyes welled before he finally spoke. “Luna, I am not a child. You can’t do this to me!”

“It’s too dangerous. Your dad wouldn’t—”

“My dad doesn’t get to make my decisions!” Luke shouted. “Don’t try to stop me, because I’ll find another way to New York. Right, Poe?”

Poe shifted his weight onto his toes and let his heels fall. “Luke, what if she’s…”

“Not you too.” Luke walked closer to Luna with grim determination. “Let me go. I’m not done yet. My mom…”

“Luke, your mom told you what you needed to hear. So you could be brave,” Luna whispered. 

Tears fell in quick succession, and he shook his head. “No. Mom knew what was coming. She could tell that…” He stopped, his breaths sounding like sandpaper. Then he took off, running past the camp, and into the barren landscape of rural Utah. 

“I’ll go after him,” Poe said, but Luna was already on her feet, chasing Blaze’s son. 

Luna leapt over an old wooden fence, and the barbed wire tore the hem of her pants. She pressed on, finding it difficult to catch the young man as he sprinted in defiance. “Luke! Stop!”

He finally relented as they neared a ramshackle house, pausing in front of the sunken porch. His cheeks were wet and red from exertion. “She knew, Luna. I’m serious. I’m supposed to be a hero.” He sat on the rotten plank, and she went beside him, taking his hand. 

“Luke, you are a hero.” 

He sniffled, but didn’t let go of her grip. His head rested on her shoulder, and she stroked his hair, hoping the maternal gesture didn’t bother him. 

“Please don’t do this to me.”

“Okay.” Luna had to admit, having the boys around had been a godsend. Their youthful vitality was inspiring, and Luke had good ideas, despite his lack of experience. 

“Seriously? Just like that?”

“I shouldn’t have assumed you’d go with Darcy willingly. That was my mistake.” 

Luke wiped his eyes. “Thanks. And if my dad’s upset with you, I’ll talk to him.”

“Sounds good.” Luna walked with Luke back to camp, and by the time they arrived, most of the area was packed up, with the fleet prepared to move west. Bringing Luke and Poe could be the wrong decision, but everything had turned into one big gray area lately.

The trucks, vans, and trailers departed in plumes of dust, until only Darcy, Olive, and the girls remained. Luna took her time, hugging each of them tightly.  

“It’s not goodbye, Auntie Luna,” Grace said. “It’s ‘see you later’.” 

Bella smiled at that. “Yeah, see you later, crocodile.”

“That’s not how you say it,” her older sister teased. 

And then Luna’s brother was gone, Olive waving to her through the open window of the truck they’d borrowed from Ben. 

Kurt and Verne were inside the RV, waiting, and the pair spoke as one when they entered. “The Rings are nearly completed.”

“How is that possible?” Jack Pickering asked. “I thought we had four days?”

“Well, it would be three now. Or two and a half,” Poe added. 

“They’ve had help. The aliens arrived, and Mark managed a negotiation. Would you like to hear their deal?” Verne asked. 

“Yes, please.”

Verne’s eyes brightened as the Rings in his chest flashed on for a split second. “They’re going to eliminate the Static.”

“That isn’t news,” Luke said. 

“From everywhere, not just Earth,” Kurt finished. 

Luna stared in disbelief. “Then we’d better hurry.” She jumped into the driver’s seat while Ben occupied the chair next to her. “Buckle up. I’m not taking the scenic route.” Luna gunned the pedal aggressively.
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Garner Vikas wiped the sweat from his brow and lowered the tool in protest. “What in God’s name do we need with an Attractor this large?” He peered up at the monstrosity, then at the dozen sets of Rings they’d dismantled to create the tower. It was already a hundred feet tall, and according to Alan, only a third of the way completed. 

“You’ll see,” Alan said briskly, in the manner with which he often spoke to Garner. 

Garner was tired, his mouth parched, since he’d only consumed murky rainwater he was confident would give him an alien malady. “I know you don’t like me, Alan, but this would be a lot smoother if you told me what the hell we’re doing, and why!” Garner’s veins throbbed in his neck as he shouted. 

Alan stopped to turn in Garner’s direction. “I don’t just not like you, Garner Vikas. I loathe you.”

“For a robot, that’s an intense feeling,” Garner muttered. 

“Karla didn’t build me to be weak,” Alan said. “I have emotions.”

“Too bad you only fixate on being angry.” Garner reached for the tool, but Alan sped across the ground, clutching his wrist to drag him closer. Their faces were inches apart. 

“I may not display anguish as your kind do, but I felt it when I watched my friends die.” He released Garner, and the Nu-En owner staggered away. 

“I understand why you don’t want to work with me, but in order to complete this on time, we can’t be fighting.”

“Better to keep your enemies closer,” Alan whispered. 

“Right.” Garner watched as the robot considered his options. He knew the delay was for show only, because with his processing power, the decision would have been made within a millisecond. 

“I have something to confess.” Alan’s voice no longer carried the weight of his hatred, just a hint of malice. Garner could live with that. 

He waited while staring at the section of the Attractor they’d constructed. 

“I’ve been working with Mark since the moment I awoke.”

“Why does that not surprise me?”

“It shouldn’t.” Alan peered at the clouds, and a spattering of Static crackled through the atmosphere. They’d seen it a few times, but only for short, random bursts. It usually faded or drifted away with the jet streams. “I lied to Blaze and the others.”

“Why?”

“Because Mark instructed me to. He said we needed to—”

“Kill my wife?” Garner grumbled. 

“She was a necessary casualty. Even if you managed to place the microchip on her, it would have failed. Mark saw this. Evelyn had been dead for too long, and her connection to the Static was irrevocable.”

Garner wondered if this too was a lie, but there could be logic in the statement. If Static could control the Altered, and also anyone that had died, then been recovered with Mud, the suggestion that the bond would be stronger after being dead for years actually made sense. It didn’t help the fact that his dear Evelyn had been returned to him, only to be shot by this very robot. 

Garner tensed and glanced at the Static. It was lower, and his microchip buzzed. They were trying to control his thoughts. “They’re doing it.”

“And you understand why they could get into your mind in the first place?” Alan asked. 

He rubbed the device embedded into his skin and shook his head. “I figured because they brought Isabel and me to their world…”

“The Static invited you like guests, murdered both of you, used Mud, then made you forget it all. Did you remember all of this?”

Garner clenched his teeth so hard it hurt. “No.” He closed his eyes, feeling the life being sucked from his lungs in an airlock on the alien world. Isabel called out with her last breath and slumped to the floor, seconds before Garner joined her. It came rushing back with such clarity, Garner thought he might have a heart attack. He stumbled to sit on a section of the dismantled Rings, and took a deep breath. “They did kill us…”

“We will have our revenge.” Alan sat beside him, the metal bending slightly under his bulk. “Perhaps it’s time I reconsider this feud. You’ve paid enough.”

Garner stared at the robot and tilted his chin up. “I’ve lost everything. Whatever you think I deserve, I’ve already experienced far worse than death.”

“We’re going to destroy Static,” Alan said. 

“And how are you planning to accomplish that?”

“With the Attractor.” Alan rose, gesturing at their design. “When the time is right, Mark will open the Rings in Queens. Then we activate the Attractor, when Anand frees the Static.”

“You’d release Static after capturing their entire army?”

“Yes.”

Garner couldn’t believe his ears. “Explain.”

“This will bring the Static here. When we’ve imprisoned it all, we’ll open every last Ring.”

“You’re serious,” Garner murmured. “You actually think you can capture the entire species?”

“Yes.”

“Then what?”

“I’ll send the Attractor into the deepest, darkest corners of the universe. Far away from any worlds, or Rings. They’ll be stuck within the Attractor, drifting aimlessly, and all will be liberated from their wrath,” Alan said. 

Garner wished he could argue the merits of the plan, but didn’t have any better options. If Mark had predicted this as a possible successful outcome, who was Garner to stand in the way? “So you have to build this to a certain specification, right?”

“Correct.”

“Can I see it?” Garner reached for Alan’s tablet. 

The robot hesitated, but finally gave in, offering the blueprints. It showed how to demolish the Rings, and repurpose the sections in order to create the most impressive Attractor possible. “There’s a problem with the design.”

“What is that?”

“It’s too tall. You won’t be able to fit it through the Rings, not without tilting it, and what… this thing weighs over three tons.”

“Do you have a better suggestion?” Alan asked. 

“Actually, yes.” Garner opened a new program and began drawing a picture. It was rough, but the concept was valid. “We’ll make three towers, connected at the base like a triangle. It’s wheeled. If any of the three fails, we’ll ensure there’s enough capacity within the other two to capture and hold any fleeing Static.”

“That won’t be easy,” Alan said. 

Garner watched as a cluster of the energy floated overhead. “I have an idea.”

“Why am I not surprised?” Alan asked. 

“How long to get this one operational?” Garner gestured to the section they’d completed. 

“If you’re asking to work on a smaller scale, I can have it running in an hour,” Alan said. 

“Then do it. We’re going to catch the local Static, and clear the aliens from their control. If we can contact them and barter for their help, we can complete the Attractors, and begin setting up the Rings before the others finish their project.” Garner suddenly felt ten years younger. 

Alan opened his torso panel, removing a palm-sized drone. Without comment, it flew high into the sky, and the tablet in Garner’s grip showed the feed. Hundreds of aliens were marching from the nearest city, heading right for them. An angry cloud of blue hung fifty feet above. 

“We have company on the way. Best guess, they arrive in an hour.” Alan returned the drone and rushed to the tower, cranking the wrench as he tightened a bolt. 

The next while flew by, with Garner more focused on a simple task than ever before. Alan was a flurry of activity, speeding up and down their constructed Attractor, opening panels, and soldering wires. Garner did as the robot instructed, and together they thought it might work. 

“We have ten minutes before the alien army arrives,” Alan said. 

Garner wondered why they didn’t have flying ships, but figured these beings were at a different stage of evolution. They did have the proper metals and ores to create the Rings based on specs given by the energy entity, which meant they weren’t that far behind Earth. Or perhaps they were ahead, and progress was different on their planet. Garner hadn’t seen their cities or delved into their philosophies on life. He needed to stop viewing things from the mindset of a human. 

Static collected in the sky, the clouds filled with dark blue energy. Garner spied a thousand faces in the storm, but they dissipated as quickly as he’d seen them. 

If Garner had finished the task in Jackson Lake, he would have completed the Static’s plan to control their planet with no opposition. Now he was here, in the Ring city, trying to thwart their mission, and the mere thought that he’d slipped from their control brought a smile to his face. It was short-lived when the giant white walls spread open with blue veins forming a doorway. 

The alien army entered, guns in their grip, as clouds of Static crackled a short distance above. 

“Come on, Alan, we must test it.”

“There is no testing,” Alan said. “I’m outnumbered by the incoming army. Your plan better work.”

“You’re not instilling a lot of confidence in me.” Garner grunted when Alan shoved an M4 into his chest. 

“Watch my back.” Alan scaled the tower, using footholds he’d built into it, and reached the top. He secured a panel in place, and lights blinked on throughout the surface. 

The ground trembled slightly, and Garner tasted metal on his tongue. 

This was it.

Garner pictured his wife, and decided if he was to die, at least he’d be with Evelyn in the afterlife. 

He pointed the weapon in the aliens’ direction, who were a half mile away.

Alan said something, but Garner couldn’t hear it over the storm’s noise. The Static was obviously furious with this intervention. Did the energy know what Alan and Garner had created? Could they stop them in time? 

The Attractor pulsed, sending wavelengths from the emitters. The sensations prickled Garner’s skin, and he stared at the clouds as they sped across the landscape, closer to the Attractor. Either they would attack or be absorbed into the tower. One would mean a chance at survival, the other instantaneous death. For a moment, Garner wasn’t certain which he’d prefer. 

Then a miracle occurred. 

The Static flashed intensely and lurched to the surface. It rushed by so fast, Garner spun to the side. Alan clung to the top of the tower as the energy barreled into him. No, not into Alan, into the Attractor. It pulsed harder, and the soles of Garner’s shoes shuddered as the tremor shot through the Ring city. 

“It worked!” he shouted, and Alan jumped the last few feet, ogling their creation. 

“Did you doubt me?” Alan asked, and for the first time, his words weren’t laced with a threat. 

“I suppose I did. But not anymore.” Garner remembered the aliens coming, and stood his ground while the beings marched closer. They looked scared, their eyes wide and twitchy. 

A robot stalked forward, the proportions similar to its accomplices. 

The robots met halfway, with Garner behind Alan, and the armed alien forces staying back from their metal fabrication. Alan exchanged silent communication, and nodded a second later. “They will help, and are clear of the enemy’s influence.” 

Garner met the gaze of the nearest alien, and it made a gesture with its thin lips, akin to a human smile. “Welcome aboard,” Garner said, and the robot with them translated. “Who among you has worked on the Ring city before?”

He waited while the words were relayed, and ten of the beings stepped forward. Garner clasped his palms and grinned. “Then let’s get to it.”

Static continued to flow from around the planet, the energy being rendered useless as it neared the Attractor. Soon they’d have it captured, and when they completed the contraption, Garner could go home to his daughter, then build a new future for his people. 

He owed it to everyone.
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“Where are they?” Wyatt asked Isabel. 

“Don’t worry, Clarke assured us your girlfriend is on the way. They’ll be here in an hour,” she responded. 

The university building was packed with the Altered, those lucky enough to return to their human form. They’d put Bridget and Bark in charge of caring for any of the former mutants that arrived. The Altered were transforming quickly, meaning Boulder was about to be overpopulated. There would be tens of thousands of refugees roaming the streets soon, without homes or food or power. 

“How do we accommodate everyone? There are countless Attractors around the world with the same problem,” Isabel said when two more entered the front doors, wearing the remains of their original clothing. 

“Mark said he’s communicating with each site. I think he’s appointing leadership roles, and aiming for a semblance of a temporary societal structure in place while we deal with the Static.”

“I’m going to make it my life’s work, Wyatt.” Isabel sipped from her coffee cup.

“What?”

“Helping Earth’s survivors. It’s the least I can do… after what my father did.”

“That wasn’t your fault,” Wyatt reminded her. 

“No, but it’s my burden to bear. Everything will be so different,” she said. 

“When the Static is gone, we can restart the electrical grids.” Wyatt hadn’t heard Clarke approaching and jumped. 

“We’ll be way behind. The entire agriculture business must be rebuilt. Mud would have decimated almost all our crops. Not to mention the animals… It’s even worse when I think about it,” Isabel said. 

“Life will go on,” Clarke told her.

Mara entered through the side door and set the butt of her rifle to the tile. “They keep coming. I’ve already had to break up a fight over food at the dorms. Wyatt, they’ll require a security force or something.”

“Are you volunteering?” he asked with a grin, expecting her to decline immediately. 

Instead, she shocked him. “Sure. I can stay behind with Bridget. She has a good head on her shoulders. What these people lack is discipline.”

Their group wouldn’t be sticking together forever, and the finality of it struck Wyatt. Isabel would be off, trying to save the world in the aftermath. Mara and her family would reunite and settle somewhere. Wyatt… he had no idea what was in store for him. Could he start fresh with Luna, or did their connection end with the Static? 

How would they go back to a normal life? What was left of the economy? These were things no one had discussed while striving to stay alive, but there were so many unknowns. Wyatt couldn’t very well return to a job on Wall Street. They’d also be experiencing the after effects for the remainder of their lives, whatever that looked like. 

“Wyatt, are you okay?” Isabel tapped his shoulder, and he realized he was staring at the exit. 

“I hope so. Mara, we’re leaving when the others arrive. I know you’ll take care of these people,” Wyatt said. She gave him an awkward hug, and he knew that was her way of saying goodbye.

“I’m glad Mark put us together,” she said. “I wouldn’t have chosen to escape Manhattan with anyone else.” She cupped his cheek with a callused palm, before turning her attention to Clarke. “And you… I couldn’t have predicted I’d become friends with a bucket of bolts.” 

Clarke shook her hand. “It was my pleasure, Mara.”

Someone shouted from down the hall, and Mara grabbed her rifle, sighing. She jogged to the source of the clatter and stopped short. “If you find Bobby…” Tears misted her eyes. 

“We’ll send word.” Wyatt smiled at her. “I promise.”

And with that, she was off. 

“They’re approaching the city,” Clarke said. 

Wyatt, Clarke, and Isabel went outside, and entered the makeshift camp housing the hundreds, and now thousands, of people. The remaining Altered were penned off with temporary fences used for university events. 

After a while, the RV finally pulled up to the grounds, and it came to an abrupt halt. The door flew wide, and everyone poured from the vehicle. Luke, then Poe, rushed out, followed by a pair of robots Wyatt recognized as Kurt and the recently refitted Verne. Isabel jogged to her robot’s side and hugged Verne, who gently patted her back. All Wyatt had eyes for was Luna. 

Jack exited, carrying a rifle, and two others emerged. It was Ben, the security guard, and Elizabeth Moor. 

Then Luna exited. Wyatt’s heart skipped a beat, and he subconsciously brushed his hair with his fingers. Luna was beautiful. The sunlight seemed to pause on her, giving a halo over her head, and Wyatt slowly walked to her. She noticed him, and gave him a million-dollar smile. 

All the worry and trepidation washed away instantaneously. 

It felt like a dream. She was in his arms, face pressed into his neck, whispering something he could barely hear. 

“I love you,” he said without thinking. 

She held him at arm’s length, tilting her head. “What did you say?”

“Uhmmm…”

“Wyatt...” 

“I love you. I’ve been meaning to tell you, but…”

She kissed him mid-sentence, and he almost forgot where he was. Her warm palm brushed the stubble on his chin. “I love you too, Wyatt Rider.”

“You do?” He lifted an eyebrow. 

“Men, they’ll never get it.” She flipped her curly hair over a shoulder and waved at Isabel and Clarke. “As much as I’d like to hide out with you for a few days, we better be moving.” Luna tossed the keys at Elizabeth. “This is where we separate.”

The governor nodded at Wyatt, but it was obvious she didn’t remember him from Garner’s yacht. “I said I was coming with you.”

“These people need you more than we do, so stay and help govern them. That’s what you do, isn’t it?” Luna asked. 

“Mara’s staying behind too. She says they need a security force. Maybe Ben would like to…”

Ben crossed his arms over his chest. “If Beth’s staying, so am I.”

“Then let’s get out of here.” Luna grabbed Wyatt’s hand, half-dragging him toward the building. 

Luke and Poe talked Wyatt’s ear off about their adventures leaving the Preserve, and Wyatt was disappointed to hear only the two robots had survived the battle. Hopefully, it would be enough. 

Five minutes later, everyone destined for New York was present and accounted for on the roof. There were already a few bags filled with water and snacks, and the boys each took one, eagerly slinging the heavy packs onto their shoulders. 

Wyatt removed his watch and offered it to Clarke. “You do the honors,” he said, and the robot accepted. 

“I must be cautious while releasing any Static. It’ll reabsorb when we’re gone.” 

Wyatt peered at the fenced-in Altered, knowing all hell would break loose if the Static escaped and regained control. 

“I can help with this.” Jack handed Isabel his gun, and she accepted it after a moment’s hesitation. “Verne and Kurt, why don’t you plug in, and—”

The moment the two robots touched the Attractor, a puff of smoke escaped a vent, and the lights began flickering. 

“It’s failing,” Clarke said. 

“Was it their fault?” Isabel had the rifle up, aimed at the robots. 

“No. I think the board fried from a shock,” Jack said. “Help me while we bypass the conductor!”

Static began leaking from the small tower, and the watch on Clarke’s wrist glowed to life. 

“We could leave,” Isabel suggested, seeing it too. 

“We’re not abandoning Mara and the others to this chaos. The Static has to be controlled,” Wyatt said. 

“Saving the world is more important than Boulder,” Isabel proclaimed. 

“Wyatt’s right. If we don’t fix this, our friends might be hurt.” Luna’s gaze was glued on Isabel. “You wouldn’t want that, would you?”

“Of course not!” Isabel cried as more Static drifted off the tower. The Altered on the ground started growing agitated, making curious gargling noises as the Static reached for control of the mutants. 

“How much longer?” Wyatt asked, but Jack didn’t respond. He and the robots continued repairing the damaged board until they had a piece removed. 

“That should fix it,” Jack proclaimed.

“Don’t you need that?” Luna prodded, and Jack shrugged. 

“The part is in the schematics, but it’s a long-term conductor. If we’re releasing the Static within the next day, I don’t see any issues!” Jack had to shout above the growing level of noise from the Altered in the fenced area. 

“Clarke, are we safe?” Wyatt noticed the robot was eerily still. 

“I believe so. I was conferring with Mark, and they are prepared for us.” Clarke tapped the watch and chose a destination using the alien symbols. “If there’s nothing else keeping us in Boulder, would you care to depart?”

“Yes!” The single word overlapped, as nearly everyone said it. Luke smiled wryly at their echoing consent, and Clarke hit the button, shooting an arc of Static after harnessing the lingering energy. It flared at the edge of the rooftop. 

“After you,” Clarke said. 

Wyatt and Luna waited while Kurt went ahead, followed by Luke and Poe. Isabel joined Verne in the portal, and when Jack entered, only Clarke and the pair remained. “Whatever happens, we’re in this together, right?” Luna asked, and both Wyatt and Clarke nodded. 

“Always,” Clarke answered. 

“Then let’s finish this.” Luna stepped through, vanishing from the university science building’s roof. Wyatt was only a step behind, and he materialized into the streets of Queens, finally back where it all began.
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The entire warehouse was filled with constant commotion. The aliens worked at a tireless pace, hurrying, but never seeming to be rushed. 

“Imagine how many houses I could have built with a crew like this,” Blaze told Thor. 

“No kidding. I’m glad these guys are on our side.” Thor cracked a beer and drank from the sudsy can. “Want one?”

“No, thank you.” Blaze peered at the time, seeing it was after seven in the evening. Luke should arrive soon. 

Mark was front and center, standing at the base of the giant set of Rings. The circular, sweeping ring-shaped device reached the ceiling now, and Karla leaned close to her creation as she showed him a tablet. 

“Do you ever get the sense we’re just passengers on this ride?” Thor sipped the beer. 

Blaze considered the question. “I think we’re all commuters here, Thor. Karla and Mark included, thanks to Garner Vikas. But we’re doing our best.”

A red light blinked near the warehouse entrance, and Blaze jogged to the wall, checking the security displays. A group of humans and robots marched down the sidewalk. “They’re here…” 

Blaze rushed past a pair of aliens, startling them into dropping a component. “Sorry!” he called, certain they couldn’t understand him. Thor trailed behind him, grumbling about spilling his beer, and they pushed outside, the fresh evening air already cooling. 

Blaze didn’t slow, not with his son so close. The drones were a few blocks away, where Mark had told Clarke to arrive, so the aliens weren’t shocked by incoming armed people appearing from thin air. Mark must have known they’d shown up but was too busy to alert Blaze and Thor. 

He rounded the corner and nearly tripped on an upended trash can. 

“Dad!” Luke shouted, ditching his backpack to run to his father. 

“Kiddo.” Blaze squeezed him and noticed his boy seemed bigger. They’d only been separated for a few days, but it may as well have been months. “You made it.”

“You thought otherwise?” Luke smirked up at him. “Are you almost done?”

“I think so. The aliens have been quite helpful.” Blaze shook hands with Wyatt, and Luna gave him a quick embrace before moving on to Thor. “Where’s Mara?”

“She stayed behind in Boulder with the governor of New York,” Luna said. 

After the reunion, Blaze held back with Luke, letting Thor lead the group to the Nu-En warehouse, boisterously recalling Team Alpha’s mission to the South Pole and subsequent trek to New York to meet with Mark and Karla. They all listened with rapt attention, no one interrupting as Thor enthusiastically acted the scenes out with the flourish of a stage performer. 

“He seems in good spirits,” Luke said. 

“How are you?” Blaze asked. 

The others were ten yards ahead, and Blaze appraised his son. “I’m doing okay. The attack at the Preserve was a close call. Poe and I were tied up in the cave, and Cathy was going to leave Poe for dead, but we rescued him before the island flooded.”

Listening to Luke recount the battle made his pulse quicken. 

“The Altered were killed… the robots fought them to the bitter end, but they paid the price. Only Verne and Kurt survived. Olive ended up finding us, and it’s a good thing, or we wouldn’t be here. We only had another day’s worth of supplies on the inflatable boat.”

The way Luke casually spoke about almost dying made his heart ache. “We’re not splitting up again.” What would he have done if he’d lost his son too? 

“Good. I missed you, Dad.”

Blaze let the words sink in, and he put an arm around Luke’s shoulders. “Wait until you see what we’ve done… and by we, I mean the aliens and Mark.” He laughed. 

They arrived at the warehouse, and entered at Mark’s request. 

Mark dramatically waved a hand. “Welcome to our Ring.”

“Whoa, cool,” Poe said. 

The aliens stopped what they were doing and faced the newcomers. “Everyone, this is Shaol of the Currsh, from the planet Reckelsa.” Mark gestured to the alien’s leader, and the extraterrestrial bowed his head like he’d seen Thor and Blaze do, then spoke, causing Mark to smile wider. 

“Shaol says he’s happy to encounter more humans. He hopes your journey was pleasant but would like you to either help finish the construction or stay out of the way,” Mark said, adding, “His words, not mine.”

“This is so epic,” Luke whispered. 

“Why don’t you all find something to eat? Karla, would you care to join them?” Mark asked. Karla peered up from her work, muttered something, and set the tablet aside. 

“Good idea. I haven’t rested much since my transformation.” Karla must have noticed Luna, because her mouth formed a circle. “Luna, my dear…”

Luna took a tentative step toward her. “I thought you were dead. I never would have left…”

“Mark followed us into the subway tunnel, and he disarmed me as the gun fired.”

Blaze knew that Luna had been separated from the Nu-En engineer under Manhattan on that fateful night. 

“I’m so relieved.”

“This calls for a celebration,” Thor said, stealing the attention. The aliens continued to work without comment, and Clarke moved with Mark to the base of the rings, Kurt and Verne convening with their brothers. 

“They can handle things from here on out. We’re almost done,” Karla said. “Thor’s idea is nice. Maybe we can forget the end of the world for a couple of hours and enjoy a nice dinner.”

“I’d like to stay and help them.” Jack joined Mark, who thrust a set of tools at the engineer.

Luke and Poe ran ahead to explore, and Wyatt fell into step with Blaze. “Glad to be in New York?” 

Wyatt tilted his head thoughtfully. “Kind of, but seeing more Rings makes me uneasy.”

“Mark’s assured me it’s more than possible to wipe the Static from Earth. That’s our top priority. Mark made a deal with the Currsh that we would assist in eliminating the Static from Reckelsa, so we’ve dug ourselves into a bit of a bind.”

“Unless Alan actually comes through,” Wyatt said. “Can you imagine Alan and Garner in the alien world, teaming up to build this contraption?”

“Seems impossible.” Blaze meant it. Alan was his friend, but the robot had a single focus, and that was ridding Earth of his nemesis. 

The kitchen and staff dining room lay on the top floor of the office section, which Blaze had visited earlier. When they opened the fridges, the interior of the appliances were still cold, the secure generator never failing despite the power outages. They were stocked with everything they could imagine, and Blaze’s stomach growled at the mere sight of food. 

“What do you say?” Thor asked. “A final feast?”

“There’s nothing final about it,” Luna quickly told him. “But a family-style meal might be nice while we catch up.”

“I’ll make steaks… I saw a whole slab of tenderloin in the freezer,” Thor said. 

With no fresh vegetables, they retrieved a bag of frozen broccoli, and Luna managed to collect a few ingredients that hadn't expired in order to roll out pasta dough.

“I didn’t know you were a chef,” Wyatt commented. 

“I suppose we all have our secrets,” Blaze said. “Why don’t we each share something about ourselves?”

The room erupted in chatter as they assembled the meal. Karla found potatoes in a cool, dry spot near the dishwasher, and after cutting some sprouts off, deemed them edible. Blaze and Luke took over the preparation, peeling and slicing the potatoes into one-inch cubes. 

“I’ll go first,” Thor said. 

“We should let another go,” Blaze suggested. “There are kids in the room.”

This made Thor bark a loud laugh out, and he shook his head. “You think so little of me… The thing you don’t know about Thor…” He paused and finished his beer. “I was a grade A student.”

“Really?” Luke asked. 

“You shouldn’t act that surprised.” Thor set a palm to his chest and lowered his chin. “Be not afraid of greatness. Some are born great, some achieve greatness, and others have greatness thrust upon them.”

Luke breathed quickly. “What’s that?” he finally asked. 

“Shakespeare. See, you considered me a simple man, because I drove a truck and enjoy the occasional beer,” he said. 

“Occasional?” Poe asked with a smirk.

Thor looked dismayed. “Not you too. Poe, I thought we were buddies!”

They all laughed while Blaze ruminated on the quote. “I’d say we’re all going to achieve greatness, or at the very least, we’re having greatness thrust upon us.” He glanced at Luke. “Others were born with it, so they shouldn’t be afraid.”

“Oh, Luke is not scared to be a hero,” Luna told him. 

Thor changed the subject. “What about the rest of you?”

“I don’t have to quote any dead guys’ old books, do I?” Poe asked. 

“Not unless you want to,” Wyatt said. 

“Something about me no one knows… I sleepwalk.”

“We know that.” Luke rolled his eyes. “You also fart too much, and talk all the time.”

Poe pursed his lips and nodded. “Guess there’s nothing left to say, then.”

When the water boiled, Blaze stirred the potatoes and added a pinch of salt. Judging by the amount of butter Thor was using on those steaks, he didn’t think it would hurt, and tossed another dash into the pot. 

“I didn’t learn to read until I was seven, and I couldn’t ride a bike until I was fourteen,” Luna blurted. 

“Seven!” Luke proclaimed, and quickly corrected himself, probably not wishing to hurt her feelings. “That’s not too bad. I was in school with some guys that still couldn’t read.” 

Wyatt smiled at Luna, and Blaze could tell he’d filed that away for a future conversation. The way they interacted with one another made him recall the early part of his relationship with Riley. God, he missed her. 

“Who’s next?” Poe asked. “Luke?”

“I don’t like people,” he said. “Or I didn’t.”

“Why not?” Thor flipped the steaks, dropped more seasoning on them, and threw them into the preheated oven, slamming the door closed. The pan rattled, and he gave Karla an apologetic look. 

“They made fun of me. For wearing glasses…” Luke’s finger lifted to the bridge of his nose, even though his glasses were no longer necessary. “Later, they tormented me for knowing the answers in school. Then when my mom died…”

“They teased you about that?” Blaze asked. 

“Yeah.”

He’d spent the last two years trying to figure out why Luke wouldn’t play with the other kids, and now it was obvious. 

“But I like people again, thanks to all of you,” he said. 

“Well, we like you too.” Luna kissed him on the cheek, and Blaze assumed Luke was trying to stay calm with every ounce of his core. 

“Karla, it’s your turn,” Wyatt prompted. 

“You first,” she said. 

“Me?” Wyatt set his palms onto the kitchen island. “I’ve never wished to have a family.”

Isabel stared at him, and the others grew quiet. Blaze kept stirring, even though the potatoes didn’t need it. 

“Never?”

“I said it a million times, but you only heard what you wanted to.”

“Okay, how about we change…” Luna started, but Isabel just set the table, placing the cutlery down loudly. 

Karla pushed her hair aside and tucked it behind her ears. “I did want a family. But couldn’t get pregnant. It’s the reason I spent so much time caring for my programs. They somehow became my children.”

Blaze was aware of that, and he assumed the rest were as well, but no one called her on it. “We couldn’t have accomplished this without them,” he said, and she gave a rictus grin. 

“I suppose not. Shall we eat?” Karla found a couple of bottles of red in the cabinets, and opened them with an oversized corkscrew. They finished cooking, sipped on some good wine, and reminisced about simpler times. For a moment, life almost felt normal, but that wouldn’t last.

When the meal was over, Jack rushed into the room and frowned. “They’re done. The Rings are ready to be tested.”

Blaze set his glass down, wishing they could just have a few more hours before the turmoil struck. 

“There’s something else.” Jack funneled them into the hallway. 

“What?” Karla demanded. 

“The Attractors are beginning to fail. So the Rings better work,” he said.

















10




Darcy hated being left in the dark, but all that really mattered was staying together with his family. They approached San Diego from the north, and the visibility at night was fair at best. The girls slept in the back of the truck, Bella clutching a stuffed animal they’d found at a rest stop earlier in the day. 

Olive remained upright, but hadn’t spoken in some time. He knew that expression and worried she was retreating into her shell. Just when he was about to prompt her into a conversation, she turned and leaned her head on the seat with a smile on her face. “This is lovely.”

“Which part?” he whispered, not wanting to wake his daughters. 

“Driving with you. We didn’t do many road trips.”

“I was always too busy with work.”

“Maybe this can be our thing. Camping trips to the Adirondacks, skiing trips to Vermont.” When Olive grinned, the corners of her eyes creased, and he wanted to stop and kiss his wife. Instead, he took her hand and watched the road. He slowed when he encountered a few cars parked on the freeway. A van’s door was slid open, and a child’s backpack lay on the pavement. 

“I’m not sure we’ll have any vacations in the near future,” he admitted. 

“That might be true, but it’s sure nice to dream again.”

“Have you been dreaming?” He noticed her restlessness during the night, and she often lashed out like she was battling something. When he’d asked her about it earlier, she sloughed it off, claiming she didn’t remember. 

The question caught her off guard, because she spun to look out the window. “No. It was metaphorical, Darcy. Would you get off my case? I’m here. With you and the girls, for good.”

“I didn’t mean anything by it,” he said. Darcy wanted to trust her, but she’d been Altered. The others claimed she’d be all right, should the Static remain in the Attractors. But they also had a timeline to release the energy, suggesting Olive might once again fall under the entity’s control. 

“Where are they staying?” 

“I have no clue.” Darcy peered above the steering wheel, checking the horizon. “I’m assuming they’re sticking close to their boats. Barton wouldn’t risk being landlocked, not with the Earth crumbling around him. Especially at the coastline.”

“Maybe we shouldn’t have come either,” Olive said quietly. 

Darcy decelerated, turning in the direction of the ocean. “Can you check that map for any harbors they might dock at?” 

Olive unfolded the oversized paper monstrosity they’d picked up at the last stop and ran a finger down the edge. “I see a few.” 

Darcy peered at the map and noticed a possible destination tucked within a bay. “It’ll be calm there. Good access to land, and I bet it has a hotel nearby. That’s it.”

They carved a path through the unmoving traffic, heading south, until they neared the airport. Darcy stopped at the overpass, staring at the broken tarmac. Several planes were tilted, their wings touching the busted concrete. It reminded him how tough the recovery to normalcy would be even in victory. 

Instead of thinking that far into the future, he glanced at the marina, and smiled when he spied smoke. There were lots of hotels along North Harbor Drive, and most of them appeared intact. 

“That must be River,” Olive said, pointing at the bonfire near the boats. “That’s his calling card. Light a big-ass fire and hope it attracts more people. He thought we’d have safety in numbers.”

“Was he wrong?”

“I suppose not,” she said. “Why don’t we check it out?” Olive reached into the back and touched Grace’s knee. “Honey, it’s time to wake up.”

Olive peered to the north and closed her eyes, taking a deep breath. “You okay?” Darcy asked. 

“I can sense the Attractor in that direction.”

“It’s in LA, right?”

“Yes.” Olive roused her daughter, and Grace groaned as she awoke. 

“Are we there?” Grace asked, and Bella stretched her arms out, yawning. 

“We sure are,” Darcy said. It was after ten thirty, and the sun had set a couple of hours earlier, so many of them might be in bed already. But someone was up, so that was where they decided to investigate. 

The first thing Darcy did was inspect the marina, and he smirked when he spotted the Adonis tethered to the far end, with the rest of the fleet docked nearby. “Thank the heavens,” he said. 

“We did it,” Olive said, clutching both of her girls’ hands. 

“Mommy, I have to pee,” Bella said. 

“Me too,” Grace added. 

“You find out who’s at the fire, and I’ll go to the lobby.” Olive gestured at the hotel with her chin. 

Darcy was about to object when he heard voices. “Be quick.”

They rushed off, and Darcy felt better when he noticed a lantern burning brightly through the hotel’s front doors. He followed the sound of the conversation and found a heated discussion in progress. 

“I’m telling you, we’re all in danger. The Static is about to be unleashed, and if you don’t listen to me, we’ll be dead within the hour!” Madame Lavinia shouted. She held on to Barton’s shoulder, and Trudy stood with her arm wrapped protectively around Sara’s waist. 

“What did I miss?” Darcy stepped into the firelight, and Lavie sped over to him. 

“Darcy, is Luna with you?” Lavie asked. 

“No, she should be in New York by now.” 

“Your family?” 

“In the bathroom. Why?”

Lavie’s gaze lifted, and Darcy saw the Static flowing through the air. “The Altered will attack. I saw the vision.” The fortune teller from Harlem sported silk pajamas, and her hair was in curlers. 

“This is bad. They weren’t supposed to release the Static until tomorrow,” he said. “How many Altered are with the group?”

Barton glanced at Hilary across the fire. “What do you think? Two hundred?”

Darcy let out a whistle. “That many… Where are they?”

“Everywhere. We didn’t give them rules, other than to warn us if anything strange happens. Most of them admitted the Attractor in LA was calling to them, but they’ve managed to subdue the sensation,” Hilary said. 

The Static began lowering, as if detecting nearby survivors. Before, Darcy struggled to see the blue energy as an actual living being, but now he could visualize it. The way they careened through the air, circling before descending, like a hive-minded flock of birds. 

Someone screamed a short distance away, then a gunshot rang out. 

“I told you we needed to act,” Lavie said. “Darcy… gather your daughters. They’re in danger.”

He patted his chest, but remembered he’d left his holster in the truck. “Dammit.” 

Darcy hurried down the path as another rifle report echoed in the distance. Static spun and sparked directly above, enveloping the sky with its fury. He ran for the lobby, and when he arrived, the oil lantern was on its side, flames shooting across the tile, catching the long drapes. “Bella! Grace!” he shouted as he entered. Smoke had already filled the area, and he waved an arm, trying to clear the air. 

At the sound of a shriek, he ran faster, checking the bathrooms. The women’s was empty. 

“Where are you?” he muttered. 

Flashes of Static shone into the windows as the entity attacked the harbor with a previously unseen ferocity. Every second meant another lightning strike, the brilliant blue blocking his view. 

“Grace! Bella!” He returned outside to find his wife with the girls, standing in front of them as ten people approached. A dropped weapon sat twenty feet away and Darcy sprinted to it, picking up the handgun. It was turmoil as the previously Altered fought the rest of the population. 

“Stop where you are!” Barton shouted at a big man, whose eyes shone brightly with Static. “I don’t want to harm you. We’re on the same side!” 

But it was clear the Static were in control. Barton backed up, and the guy lunged, grabbing the sailor’s throat. The captain struck him in the stomach, but it didn’t slow his adversary. Hilary clubbed him with an oar, and he turned to Barton’s pregnant girlfriend, teeth bared. 

Barton shot him. The guy flinched and peered at his injury, pressing a palm on it. The Static escaped from his eyes, and he grunted as blood spurted from the wound. “We need to leave!” Barton finally shouted after gathering his wits. 

Darcy continued to his family and joined Olive as she protected their daughters. Her eyes remained normal, and she shot him a hard stare. Olive had a large rock in her grip, and Darcy noticed the red stain on the sharp edge. His gaze drifted to the body near the docks, and he knew what had happened. “Are you okay?” he asked. 

“I’m fighting it!” she called. “I won’t ever let anything control me again!”

Static hissed and blinked as it funneled to the ground. Water rose from the bay, pouring onto the shore, and Darcy spied a tentacle lifting from the harbor. The giant leviathan thrashed toward them, its hundred-foot-long appendages shattering the docked boats. 

Barton shouted at it in anguish, but Hilary pulled him away. People were everywhere, and it was tough to differentiate the Altered from the human. More of the mutants came out of the water, dripping as they set foot onto wooden piers. The tentacled beast didn’t show them any more consideration than the boats as it squished the dock, killing Altered as well as destroying more ships. 

“We need to go!” Darcy fired at a tentacle when it slid from the bay, reaching for his family. It trembled and struck the ground near him, knocking him aside. Someone dragged him back and helped Darcy to his feet, while the rest of the group ran inland. 

The Static didn’t relent. Whatever had happened, Darcy hoped his allies were working on it, because they wouldn’t last long otherwise. 

The next hour was a blur of Static, Altered, and his crying children. When the dust settled, they were gathered in the Air and Space Museum, hiding from the storm, and hoping they’d lost the Altered on their trail. The planes suspended from the ceiling rocked gently as the ground vibrated, and Darcy hoped the cables held. 

“It’s going to be okay,” he promised Bella, who’d finally stopped bawling. Olive held Grace, while the Static continued to shoot lightning around the vicinity. Around a hundred survivors were in the museum with them, everyone staying silent. 

Barton Clives was the first to approach the windows with Madame Lavinia. “It’s leaving,” he declared. 

“About time,” Darcy muttered, checking for himself. The skies cleared as the Static flowed to the north. 

“I can’t feel the press within my skull any longer.” Olive’s cheeks were spotted with teardrops.

Darcy found Harper, Mara’s daughter, with her sons Everett and Johnny cuddled close. She held a shotgun and looked ready to use it. 

Darcy hugged his wife and wondered when they’d be safe from the alien entity.
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Xander paced the tower, rubbing the microchip. “This can’t be happening.”

“It is.” Anand Shaan’s beard was unkempt, and he seemed to be having a nervous breakdown. “The Attractors weren’t intended to run at this level. I should have lowered it before, but the readouts showed it was all within operational parameters.” 

Thousands of humans were lingering in the region surrounding the South Pole Attractor, and they couldn’t let the device fail before the others were ready on the far side of the Rings. 

“Can you reach out again?” Xander asked. 

Anand sighed and used the tablet, glancing through the small porthole in the Attractor tower. Xander followed his gaze, spotting an early sign of Static. “Mark, come in.”

Mark’s face appeared on the screen, and despite the dire circumstances, the strange robot wore a smirk. “Anand, we’re almost ready. You must hold on for a few minutes.”

“How long is a few?” Xander demanded. 

“Ten… maybe thirty.”

“Thirty? We’ll be dead!” Xander shouted. 

“We can’t risk starting the Rings until we know that Alan and Garner are prepared across the portal. We’re going to send a team through to investigate.”

“Mark, you do realize the Attractors are weakening throughout the globe, right?” Anand bellowed.

“They’re only leaking, as it stands. But if your primary tower fails, we’re doomed before we get started. You need to keep it operating at all costs.” Mark’s grin had vanished with the comments. 

“We’ll do our best. Just do me a favor, and hurry,” Anand muttered. 

“The team is going now,” Mark said, and the call ended. 

The tower shook violently. Lights flashed on, then off, and finally returned. “What was that?” Xander asked. 

“The fuses are bursting. Come on, help me replace them.” Anand shoved a box at him, and Xander opened it, finding multiple finger-sized double-ended fuses. The Nu-En executive jumped onto the rung and began climbing. 

He’d never enjoyed heights, but chased his new friend up, regardless. Anand showed him what to do, and at each level, they swapped any that had failed. Occasionally, one would pop upon arrival, and Xander noticed more Static sweeping through the area when they passed another porthole. 

Thirty minutes seemed like a lifetime. 




____________




Mara had endured some challenging situations over her career in the military, but rarely did it involve an alien energy entity. Rarely. 

Boulder had a huge population, far more than any of them had predicted. With only a handful of Attractors in the country, the Altered came from a giant swath of the US, covering most of the interior. She imagined if they checked, the steady stream would stretch all the way past Denver and beyond. 

The Altered weren’t bothering her, but the Static was. 

“What’s wrong with it?” she asked.

“How the hell should I know?” Ben yelled. “We should have kept a damned robot!”

Mara knew he was right. She’d asked for Kurt to remain behind, but Mark had denied the request. He said they needed all the Rings in one place, for some unknown reason. 

“What are the options?” Elizabeth Moor had been in total control of her emotions since Mara first met her, but her veneer had fractured. The Attractor on the brick science building was crackling, the Static dissipating from within, forming a thick blue cloud over the entire city. The Altered fought the fence they were contained behind. For now. 

“We bail on the city, take anyone not affected by the Mud with us, and leave the rest to their fate,” Mara said, lifting one finger. 

“What else?” the governor asked. 

Mara sighed and showed a second finger. “Two. We stay on the roof, and try to piece it together. But I have to admit, I’ve spent enough time around the robots and Jack Pickering to see I understand nothing about this technology.”

Ben set a palm to the surface of the Attractor, and quickly recoiled after getting shocked. 

“Sorry, should have warned you. Did that myself ten minutes ago.”

The Altered were in a frenzy, and a section of the fence fell with a clang. The remaining mutants scaled it, stepping over the front line who’d fallen with the chain-link barrier. 

“The Static is in charge,” Ben said. 

Mara locked the people into the residences. Anyone immune to the Mud in one building, and the Altered who’d returned to their human state in another. She glanced at the second and watched the men and women emerging. With her scope, she viewed them, and saw the blue sparks in their eyes. “They’re compromised.”

Ben raised his own gun and grunted when he must have come to the same conclusion. “Looks like we’re out of options.”

The Altered spread out below, scrambling to the science building. “They want to destroy the tower,” Mara whispered. She sighted one of the mutants but couldn’t bring herself to pull the trigger. She couldn’t shoot one, knowing that they might return to human once the Static was gone.

“Our people are safe in the dorms. They’ve been instructed to stay locked up,” Mara said. 

“And us?” Elizabeth made eye contact with her. 

“We’ll protect the Attractor as long as we’re able,” she said through gritted teeth. 

Ben nodded, and the trio stood guard while thousands of Static-controlled Altered and humans ascended to the rooftop. 

Hurry up, she thought, and settled in for a battle they couldn’t win. 




____________




“I’ll go,” Wyatt said. 

“Oh, Wyatt, you’re always rushing headfirst into danger. How about we let someone else do that for once?” Luna asked. She couldn’t believe he had the audacity to volunteer so soon after they’d been reunited. His eagerness to die was a serious character flaw. But she’d fix that. With time.

Their entire group was gathered in the warehouse, and the aliens stayed on the opposite side of the Rings, gawking at the creation with wide eyes. Their leader, Shaol, sauntered forward with the robot directly behind. 

They waited for him to speak, and the alien machine to translate. “We have programmed the Trip to bring you to the Circles of Light, as requested. I will join your scouting team, but we must hurry, for the Spark is preparing a massive attack. They won’t allow you to win, not without fighting first. I don’t believe they understand the magnitude of the plan, but will once the Circle has opened here, and the Attractor on Reckelsa is activated.”

Mark clapped his palms together. “Okay, here’s how this is going to play out.”

Luna watched Karla’s creation, thinking he was far too eager for the predicament they were in. “We’re waiting,” she muttered, tired of his dramatic pauses. 

“Clarke will act as a scout and ensure Alan and Garner have the Attractor prepared. Shaol, you’ll transport the robot and activate the Rings… Circles within the city. Clarke, if they don’t turn their newly built Attractor on within twenty minutes, we’re doomed.” Mark winked at Clarke, who didn’t react.

“I’m coming,” Thor said. 

“Dad…” Luke began to protest, but his dad stopped him. 

“Thor’s a good choice,” Blaze said. 

“No,” Mark said. “Blaze, you and Luke will join Clarke.”

Blaze shook his head. “Not a chance.”

“It’s the path,” Mark told him.

Blaze laughed, but it came out as more of a croak. “You expect us to believe…”

Mark’s enthusiastic expression melted, and he lowered his voice. “Blaze, if we don’t turn these Rings on in the next few minutes, the Earth will crumble. New York will plunge into the sea. Gossler, Texas, will no longer exist. Static will destroy us all. They don’t wish to have our world, or control our population. Now they seek revenge.”

Luke tugged on Blaze’s arm. “Dad, let’s do what Mark says. We can be heroes.”

Blaze peered at Luna, but she could only lower her gaze. 

“Fine. The clock’s ticking.” Blaze grabbed an M4 and Luke took a handgun. To Luna’s surprise, the boy’s father didn’t object. Clarke had the watch, and let Shaol program it, then clutched his own weapon. 

“We won’t be able to make contact with you until the Rings are operational, so turn them on in exactly ten minutes,” Clarke said, while the alien Trip device began to work. Static from the air sucked through the windows and formed a portal. 

Luna’s tongue felt the energy, and she held Wyatt’s hand tightly, in case he got any crazy ideas. Shaol and his robot stood with Blaze, Luke, and Clarke, waiting for the arc to form its precipice. When the shimmering portal pulsed blue, Shaol walked in, tailed by his minion, and Blaze nodded at them, before vanishing from Earth for the second time since the Mud first appeared.

“Good luck,” Luna whispered, and Mark blocked the arc as the rest of the Currsh started moving for it. 

“Be patient,” he said, but they wouldn’t understand him. 

Outside, a noise like thunder boomed as the Static gathered above Queens. The storm was here. 




____________




Wyatt could tell Mark knew far more than he was letting on. Because of this, he pushed past their group, waving Mark to follow. “What are we missing?”

“What do you mean?” Mark asked. 

Jack and Karla remained near the Rings. Wyatt had seen Karla start the timer the moment Clarke suggested they had ten minutes. Everyone looked nervous, and Thor complained that he should have gone instead of Luke. 

“If you have all the answers, why not share them?” Wyatt told him. 

“I view possibilities, Wyatt. Your mind cannot fathom what I see every second of every day. Right now, things have changed because of your interruption,” Mark said. “Stay out of my way.”

Wyatt blew air from his lungs and felt his spirits deflate. “Are we going to survive?” he asked somberly. 

Mark glanced at him, then at Luna. “Not everyone will.”

Wyatt desired to shake the answers from the robot, but Luna dragged him away. “Let him do his job,” she hissed. 

“I’m sick of people withholding information.” Wyatt glared at Isabel, who sat on a chair with her knees up, arms cradling herself into a ball. “Like her father.”

No one was in good spirits as the Static storm intensified around the building. 

“Seven minutes,” Karla called.

“That doesn’t leave Clarke much time.” Luna blinked and lifted a shaky hand as she pointed toward the window. “Everyone hold on!” 

Static crashed into the walls, the glass shattering above them. Shards rained down into the warehouse, and the Currsh rushed from that side, brushing the debris from their shoulders. It battered into the brick structure repeatedly, but the exterior held. 

“Five minutes!” Karla shouted. 

“Begin the process,” Mark said, and the first Ring slowly spun, picking up speed. 

Wyatt had single-handedly witnessed the destructive force of the Rings in the waters outside of New York, and didn’t want to see another set. 

The surrounding aliens jerked erratically, and they frantically searched for something. 

“I took their weapons,” Mark said from behind Wyatt. “The Static is attempting to take over their minds. And from the looks of things, it’s succeeded.”

Wyatt watched as they formed a line, their eyes flashing with the energy. “Why aren’t they attacking us?”

“That’s the beauty of it. The Static still hasn’t grasped our entire plan, so they want the Rings to open,” Mark said. 

“Three minutes!” The second Ring spun the moment Karla said the current countdown. 

“Come on, Alan. Let’s hope this works,” Wyatt said.
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Blaze stepped in a pool of Mud, and kicked the gunk from his boot. Luke slipped, but he was there to catch his son as they rushed toward the cluster of beings operating on the device. Clarke was already with them, not sparing a moment of delay. 

Luke beat Blaze to the site, and they panted from the exertion. The air was thick and heady, the sky flickering blue as Static drew into the unique Attractor design. Instead of a single towering unit, it was split into three, with each section blinking bright lights as it operated. 

“The Rings are being turned on soon!” Blaze shouted, and Garner looked up, finally noticing they had company. 

“Blaze?” He looked older, his skin sallow, his brow coated in perspiration. “Luke.” Then his gaze settled on his former robot. “Clarke, it’s a pleasure to see you again.” 

“Likewise, sir.” Clarke moved to the base of the Attractor. “Is it operational at full power?”

“Yes,” Alan answered. “Our friends are preparing the other Rings. They should be ready in…”

“You have about two minutes,” Luke cut in. 

The aliens were scattered around the fenced city, working in pairs at the various sets of Rings. Some of them had begun revolving, and one on the far edge was glowing as Static flew past it, toward the brand-new Attractor. 

“It begins,” Garner breathed, and Blaze’s hair stood on end. Luke’s did too, and his son brushed a hand over his head, his expression a mixture of elation and fear. 

A portal emerged, and out stepped Kurt, followed by Verne. Karla joined them, and nodded a greeting at Garner. “Anand is about to shut the Attractor down. The others will fail, and we’re praying this will be enough to capture the Static,” she said. 

“We have to get all the Rings on!” Luke shouted. “Come on, Kurt and Verne. You know what to do!”

Blaze smiled at his son’s eagerness, and sprinted to the nearest set. With the Static flowing through the air, they were easy to operate, and Alan explained the process in seconds. 

“Each of these is connected to worlds?” Blaze asked. 

Alan faced him. “Not all. I broke apart the versions they use for localized traffic on Reckelsa for the Attractor. There are fifty-one linked worlds.”

“And how many are started?” Luke asked, peering at the devices around the walled-in city. 

“Currently, twenty-seven.” Alan rushed to the next with Luke, and Blaze paused to stare at the sky. More Static than he’d ever seen lifted from the twisting sets of Rings, flowing to the three-pointed Attractor. The entity made a noise now, like a screaming whistle, almost too high-pitched for his human ears to perceive. 

The aliens froze, their eyes flickering blue as the dictating body of Static lingered in the air. 

“Alan, they’re trying to stop the Rings!” Luke shouted. 

The robot Blaze had been with since Gossler lifted an automatic rifle. “Not today.” He began firing, forgetting that these aliens were on their side only a minute ago. Kurt grabbed a gun, joining Alan, while Verne and Clarke continued with the various Rings. 

Blaze sighed and helped when he noticed a pair of Currsh close to destroying a nearby panel. He took aim, shooting the first, trying to push the guilt away, and when his target fell, Blaze took down the second. Verne quickly made it over and kept the portal open. 

“Where’s Anand with the Attractor—” Karla started. 

The entire city filled with more arcs, and each operational set of Rings had a steady stream of Static pouring out of it. Various beings began to emerge as the ground shook, and it made Blaze think about the first sea creatures that had arrived in the oceans as the portals on Earth formed below the surface. 

Something materialized through a distant Ring, and Blaze’s breath caught in his throat. It was massive, the legs thicker than tanks, the head a horrible sight, with dripping warts and a slathering tongue. 

“Everyone protect the Attractor!” Garner shouted as the battle began. Frightened creatures exited the various Rings, all from different worlds, each clearly as surprised to end up on another planet as the previous. A couple of them dropped, likely unable to breathe within the alien atmosphere. Static flashed and boomed as it flowed in swollen turbulent gushes, speeding from the Rings into the spires Alan and Garner had recently constructed. 

“Will it hold?” Karla shouted. 

This time, Alan didn’t seem so certain. “Yes!” he called, but was constantly appraising the display screen on the lower half. 

Blaze searched through the chaos for Luke, but didn’t see him until his gaze fell onto the newly arrived monstrosity. Luke stood at the base of an inactive Ring, with the panel wide. Blaze saw his lips moving as he talked himself through the process. 

“Luke!” 

His son looked up and lifted his arms to block the incoming foot. Blaze was too far away, but he noticed the shiny robot speeding around the grounds. Alan reached Luke before the monster stepped on him, but he clipped the Rings, denting the circle. Alan fired his weapon repeatedly, though the bullets didn’t seem to affect the beast. 

Blaze waved his arms when the creature affixed its beady eyes on his son and Alan. “Over here, you big ugly mother—”

It snorted, sending something like Mud from huge nostrils, and lunged in Blaze’s direction. He ran away from the Attractor and his son. The beast lumbered after him. 




____________




“It’s time!” Xander shouted, and Anand nodded. The storm above the South Pole was intense, but they’d done the impossible, and kept the Attractor operational for the full thirty minutes. “Actually, it’s passed the countdown, but we were a little busy.” He dropped the last couple of fuses, and Anand took a deep breath. 

“This is it.” Anand’s finger hovered above the tablet. “With a single command, we’re letting go of all the Static on Earth. Mark better know what the hell he’s doing.”

Xander flinched when the horde of Altered bombarded the tower. “Release it!”

Anand grimaced. “It’s been nice working with you.”

“That’s it? No big ‘I don’t want to die’ speech?” Xander jumped when something crashed into the tower’s exterior. 

“I helped Garner bring this disaster. I deserve whatever fate has in store for me. I’m sorry, Xander.” Anand touched the screen, and the Attractor went dark. For a moment, everything was serene. The sensation Xander felt when the Static clawed into his mind abated, and the microchip on his neck cooled. 

The horde ceased their assault, and the tower no longer buzzed with Static. The base was dark, with only a slight blue ambiance penetrating one of the portholes. 

“What’s happening?” Anand asked, but Xander chose not to violate the moment of peace with further commentary. 

The tower shook, then creaked as rivets popped and glass shattered. The sound of tearing metal pained Xander’s ears, and he knew there was no chance he’d survive if he stayed inside the Attractor. 

“You coming?” he asked Anand, but the other man set the tablet down and shook his head. 

Xander didn’t bother trying to convince him otherwise. He pushed through the doors and into the cluster of Altered and humans. They were all looking up at the massive ball of Static. It seemed too large, as though it might alter the Earth’s gravitational pull somehow or drastically affect the tides. 

It smelled, and he realized it was the Altered. Seaweed and icicles clung to their pale skin, and some grasped for the Static, and stumbled when they failed to touch the entity. 

From this vantage point, Xander sensed the power of the Static, and knew they had to destroy it forever. It was angry. And not a simmering wrath, but a violent unmatched fury. 

As it pushed north, the ground cracked and spread apart below it, shaking the entire continent. The Attractor, now devoid of the Static, collapsed, crashing in a long line, crushing dozens of Altered as it plummeted into the ice. 

Xander had avoided death, but he wondered for how long. 




____________




Static was everywhere. 

Luna backed up from the Rings. 

“I’m opening the roof,” Mark said. She wasn’t sure what he was even saying. Since they’d turned the portal on, Luna could barely breathe. Mark moved with a calm assurance. Because he looked human, it felt out of place. The Nu-En warehouse’s ceiling vibrated and spread wide, the panels receding and clicking together to reveal a dark blue sky. 

Gone were the stars and the Moon. Only Static remained. 

“Is the Attractor offline?” Thor shouted. 

Mark nodded. “They all are. The Static is free!”

Luna peered at the portal centering the room. The aliens hadn’t budged, and Poe hung closer to Luna, his gaze never leaving the Rings. She searched for Wyatt, but couldn’t find him. She saw a glimpse of his jacket and rushed to the top of the stairs, while Poe and Thor trailed after her. 

“It’s going to destroy us all,” Wyatt said without breaking his stare above. 

She gazed out the top windows, at dozens of Static clusters occupying the region. They came from every direction, and the world seemed to melt in their wake. Water thrashed in the ocean, and Manhattan caved in. 

“Madame Lavinia was right. The robots did this. Mark…” Luna whispered.

“I don’t think so. He’s trying to help,” Poe said. 

“It’s hell on Earth.” Wyatt’s eyes were red, punctuating his dire statement.

Thor pointed at the aliens. “They’re doing something.”

“Crap.” Wyatt darted down the steps. “Mark! Behind you!”

The robot moved faster than humanly possible and kicked the incoming alien. Their entire bodies were covered in the blue energy, and they rushed toward the Rings, likely sensing the trap on the other side. Luna wished she could see what was transpiring in the Ring city, but from what Mark suggested, their plan was working. Unless they could shut this portal off. If they managed to do that, the Static could stay. It might not be their goal, but she assumed living on Earth was better than being trapped elsewhere. 

Luna sped to the warehouse floor and grabbed her gun. Thor already had his, and was picking off enemies controlled by the Static. The aliens climbed onto the Rings, trying to shove their bodies into them in an effort to damage or stop the spinning. Instead, those few were torn apart. Gunfire erupted as Mark defended his creation.

These people didn’t deserve this fate, but there was no way around it. It was either keep the Rings moving or die at the hands of the Static. Luna wouldn’t let that happen. 

Two of them grappled with Wyatt, and he was thrown against the wall. She shrieked in anger and shot the first in the neck. The Static faltered, then leaped to the next alien. When she tapped the trigger, he jumped, making her miss. Only ten endured, and they sped at the Rings, using pieces of metal shards like bats as they bashed into the portal’s driver. 

Mark tossed one aside and stomped on him before shooting another. Thor and Poe flanked the last of the group, and soon, every alien in the room lay on the ground, parted from the Static. Jack remained by the control panel, his skin sticky with sweat. 

“Wyatt.” Luna touched his wrist, and his head lolled, his gaze unfocused.

“Luna… did they…” His hair was plastered with blood, but he seemed steady enough on his feet when he rose.

“We got them,” she said. 

Above the building, Static spat and crackled, but the Attractor through the portal was too powerful. One by one, the giant balls of energy flowed into the warehouse. Luna tried to evade the entity, but the Static passed into her. 

She recognized its anguish, its desire to survive, but couldn’t sympathize with it. Its anger emerged, threatening to destroy them all. When it became too much to take, she found the exit and stumbled into the street. 

Thor aimed his gun toward the giant tentacled beast clambering from the shore. Another came from the east, and Luna spied ten of the Bukavacs trudging closer in the west. The six-legged beings staggered dramatically, their heads pressed so high, they were in the blue cloud of energy. “The Static is trying to force these creatures to break the Rings,” Wyatt said. 

Mud fell, landing in thick clumps on the sidewalk, and already, more of the fungus grew in the dank corners of the nearby alley. 

“If we don’t hurry, we might not have a planet to call home.” Luna checked her gun’s magazine and snapped it back. “Come on, guys. It’s up to us now.”

“Roger that.” Thor reloaded, and they stood tall, prepared to defend the Rings with their lives.
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Luke sensed the end coming, moving like a shadow looming on the horizon. It looked like they might win the battle, but there was something off. He smelled death everywhere. It wasn’t just from the bodies lying around the ground; it came from the Static above. The energy seemed to ooze with the scent, but Luke didn’t know if that was possible. 

He appraised the scene while they struggled to keep the alien creatures from reaching the Attractor. The robots were the strongest line of defense, and Alan joined them, firing their weapons with immaculate control and aim. 

Luke had visited the Ring city on his trek through Mexico, when he’d happened on the random portal below the surface. It made him wonder how many more of those they’d had on Earth.

His father limped slightly, straining to keep two of the Static-minded Currsh from reaching the Attractor. He’d rushed off hastily, with the massive monster giving chase, but returned with a grin, boasting that he’d somehow beaten the odds and defeated the giant opponent. It was a modern-day David and Goliath, Luke thought with a smirk. His dad, a hero. 

Now only the constant stream of Static surged from each of the portals created by the separate sets of Rings. The one from Earth seemed the fullest, suggesting they’d sent a full offensive in hopes of gaining billions of slaves to do their bidding. 

Luke waited in position for five minutes, surveying the process. The first inkling that something was wrong came when Karla stepped back from the display screen. She peered around, like she had a secret, and no one to share it with. 

Garner met her gaze, and Luke watched as he nodded his comprehension of the issue. The Attractor gave off a banging sound, suggesting it had been damaged. 

“It won’t hold for much longer!” Garner said. 

Alan backed off from the robot line and hurried to his maker. “Mother, are you certain we can’t adjust the converters from—”

She shook her head. “We need to transport them to the final destination.”

The Currsh leader, Shaol, had given them coordinates to use for the evacuation of the Static, but Luke wondered if he’d been compromised at the time. “Guys, I think we should verify he was telling the truth.”

“How?” Garner asked, then seemed annoyed that he’d even responded to a child’s suggestion. 

“If Shaol was being manipulated, we might send the Static back to Earth,” Karla said. 

“I’ll go.” Alan tapped his watch, confirming he’d linked to the right series of alien nomenclature. “If I do not return, you won’t have long to decide and send it somewhere.”

The Attractor clunked again, drawing their attention. “Goodbye.” Alan flicked the arc on, pulling Static to form a portal before sprinting into it. 

“We’re almost out of time!” Karla shouted as the sounds increased from the towers. 

Luke noticed a few of the lights cut out as it pulsed with the plethora of Static they’d already trapped in the confines of the device. 

The stream of energy slowed from each of the dozens of Rings, and the local Static became darker, turning from blue to black. The scent Luke noticed earlier grew thicker, and he gagged at the intense aroma. “Dad!” he called, and Blaze peered over, his gun searching for any incoming opponents. 

“What?”

Luke pointed up. “Something’s wrong.”

Blaze followed his gaze and frowned, rushing over to Karla and Garner. Luke hurried to catch the end of their conversation. 

“…Alan returns. We have to make a decision,” Karla urged. 

The Static began lowering, and it felt like they were being shocked. Luke’s skin tingled, then burned. 

“Damn it,” Garner said. “Robots! Use these coordinates! We’re linking the Rings! Do it now!”

He pinged the numerical sequence with his tablet, and Luke saw the moment the robots received the data. It was up to them to reprogram every one of the Ring stations. 

“Come on, Dad. We know how to use them!” 

“Take this.” Garner passed Luke a tablet. 

Blaze nodded grimly, and they ran to the closest set of Rings. Static stopped pouring in, and Luke shut it off before switching the instructions to match Garner’s notes. With one completed, Luke’s confidence grew, but the Static was becoming restless. 

“Why isn’t it heading for the Attractor?” Garner’s voice carried on the stale air. 

“I don’t know. Let me try something,” Karla said, and the Static pulsed angrily. The smell of decay grew stronger, and Luke did his best to ignore it. His dad bent over, spitting onto the ground, but continued changing the next Rings. 

The robots were moving independently, and together they had half of the Rings adjusted to the new specifications. 

Soon only Earth’s portal remained, and Luke prayed they could hold on long enough to remove every last ounce of it from his home planet. 

The Attractor hiccupped and sent a plume of steam from the central processing unit between the triple spires, making Karla jump. “Come on, hold,” Luke pleaded as he programmed another set of the spinning alien circles. 

They were about to finish when the new portal opened, and Alan spilled out. His exterior was covered in ice, and pieces of it shattered and fell to the ground when he stepped forward. 

“The destination is correct. Do you have it set?” Alan’s robot eyes glowed as he stared up at the sight of the black Static enveloping the Ring city. 

Luke typed the instructions in, hit the button, and the Rings began to rotate. “Done!”

He dusted his hands off and smiled with his proud father as they watched.

Only a trickle of Static flowed from Earth’s portal.




____________




“How much longer?” Wyatt shouted into the building. Hunks of the warehouse had collapsed inward, but the Rings remained intact. The skies were filled with Static only moments ago, but now Wyatt finally saw hints of stars behind it. 

“Another five minutes!” Mark called.

“We need backup!” Thor added, firing his gun repeatedly at the Bukavacs nearing them. Their tentacles wavered loosely from their torsos a hundred feet in the air. They stomped through Queens, destroying anything in their path. Poe ducked under one, rolling to safety as he sprinted down the alley. 

A tentacled leviathan from the seas thrashed toward the Rings, clawing its way with suction-cupped appendages, knocking everything aside. 

Luna’s hair stuck to her brow, and she lowered her weapon, walking away from their defensive position. “They’re slowing.”

“Luna, be careful,” Wyatt said, jogging on exhausted legs to match her strides. 

“They never wanted this, any more than we did.” 

Blue Static in the sea beast’s eyes vanished as the last of the energy flushed through the Rings. Wyatt smiled despite the horrors they’d witnessed. The Moon shone bright in the clear sky, a perfect beacon of survival. The closer tentacle drooped to the concrete, the monster no longer fighting. 

Luna strode past the long arm, and stood twenty feet from its head, the massive eye watching her with fear. “I’m sorry you had to end up here.”

Poe sidled up, dropping his chin. “I hate the Static.”

Similarly, the Bukavacs also halted, and their torsos wavered as their six legs proceeded unsteadily. One of them collapsed, its strength sapped. It landed on a bus stop, shattering the roof and glass of the shelter. 

“We did it,” Luna whispered with tears in her eyes. She grabbed hold of Wyatt, embracing him tightly. 

“If your celebration is over, let’s close this damned thing,” Jack said frantically. 

Thor bumped fists with Wyatt and fell to his seat. 

“You okay?” Luna crouched by their friend. 

“I’m fine. Just tired. I could use a whiskey.” Thor laughed.

They’d spent the last twenty minutes tirelessly firing at incoming alien monsters, and it had depleted their strength. Wyatt helped Thor to his feet, and they stumbled into the wreckage. The warehouse was almost entirely destroyed, but Mark had managed to protect the Rings. The Static was gone. 

“Are we done? Is it finished?” Luna asked. 

“Yes.” Mark touched the controls. 

“Then bring them back,” Wyatt said. 

“Bring them back?”

“Our friends,” Poe mentioned.

Mark pushed Jack from the controls, and the engineer fell. “That’s not how this works. I must close the Rings to protect Earth.”

Wyatt stepped up to Mark. “Listen here…”

Mark lifted his weapon, pointing it directly at Wyatt. “Back off.”

“Mark, don’t…”

“I didn’t save you just to leave the portal open and risk Earth,” Mark said. “They made their choices, and will live with them.”

“Even Karla?” Luna asked. 

Mark’s cheek flinched. “She knows her sacrifice.” He turned the Rings off.

The giant sweeping circles decelerated, the portal flickering. “Mark, why couldn’t you calculate how to get them home?”

“There’s no possibility, not with all the Static gone. That’s the crux of it. Without Static, we can’t use the arcs.”

“What if you were on the other planet?” Wyatt asked.

“I didn’t consider that. I suppose—”

Wyatt tackled the robot and shoved Mark through the portal as it flashed while powering down. The last of the Static dissipated, the Rings came to a halt, and Wyatt looked around the room.

“What did you do that for?” Thor grumbled. “We could have used his help to sort things out.”

Luna grinned at Wyatt, nodding once. “If Mark’s there, he’ll find a way home. We can’t abandon them.”

“Has anyone seen Isabel?” Poe asked.

















14




Garner Vikas had made a lot of mistakes in his life. Some personal, many financial, but he’d always recovered from them. The early years of his marriage, he’d barely been home. When he’d explained it to Evelyn, she’d scoffed at him, claiming that his money didn’t matter. She made him promise to change when their baby came, and then little Isabel appeared, pink-faced and crying. After holding her, his world would never be the same. 

“They’re done,” Karla said. “We can close it.”

“Make it so.” Garner folded his arms over his chest as the last Rings powered off. The Static clung above, but slowly propelled into the Attractor. Was it possible they’d reached the quota for the device? Alan had done the calculations, and Garner admitted that the storage capacity should have allowed for much more of the energy. 

The portal faltered, and Garner suddenly realized their error. 

“Wait!” he called, but it was too late. The arc closed as he lunged for it, and Mark thrust from the opening. They tumbled to the ground, and Garner shoved the robot away. “We’re stranded!”

The robots all looked at one another, and Clarke nodded. “Did you not predict this?”

“We can’t go home?” Luke asked. 

Garner got up, dusted his pants off, and peered at the dark blob of Static. “Not without… that.”

“Mark, why did you come?” Karla asked. “You told me it was your job to stay on Earth.”

His mouth opened, but no words came out. 

“Mark?” Karla snapped her fingers, and his cheek twitched. 

“Wyatt…”

“What about Wyatt?” Blaze called. 

“I knew there was a reason for meeting him. From the first moment I saw Wyatt, I couldn’t predict his actions. He was an anomaly. Now I see why…” Mark smirked, and the demonstration made Garner feel uncomfortable. 

“Why?” Karla tapped the screen. “We’re almost prepared… Mark, tell us!”

“He pushed me through. I told him you were stuck and he forced me to leave Earth.”

“What does that matter?” Garner cursed under his breath. “After we rid ourselves of the Static, we’re still doomed.”

“At least Earth is saved,” Luke said. “We did it, Dad.”

Blaze patted his kid on the shoulder, but didn’t look pleased with their reality. 

“There’s a chance I can help get us home, but you’re going to have to trust me,” Mark said. 

Alan and the others came closer. “You’ve been leading us since the Mud came. We’ll follow you.”

Mark nodded at Karla. “Mother, the Static is nearly defeated.”

All eyes stared at the last of the quaking black energy as it entered the towers. Lights blinked, the edges smoked with overheating, and the ground shook. 

Garner didn’t realize he was holding his breath until the final fragment of Static evaporated into the trap. The air suddenly became clearer, and the scent dispersed. 

Luke and Blaze celebrated, but Garner had a sinking sensation in his gut. “Karla, what’s the matter?”

The circular devices sped along, the portals intertwining as their destinations matched. It was a flurry of blinking gateways, the Rings pulling an essential volume of Static to operate. 

Karla glanced up wearily. “They’re not working.”

“What do you mean?” Garner strode to the screen, finding the power source at 99%. “We did the math!”

Alan gestured to a set of Rings. “It was damaged in the altercation.”

“Then start another!” Garner shouted. 

“Impossible. We dismantled them to build our Attractor.”

The ground shook with more ferocity, and Garner sensed the Static attempting to break free of the Attractor. He couldn’t let that happen. 

There was only one thing that would save them now. 

Garner sighed deeply, like the weight of the world would escape with his breath. He felt lighter when he made the decision. “Robots, we can do the rest.”

“Daddy, no!” Isabel emerged from behind the Rings, a rifle in her grip. Her eyes flashed blue, still influenced by the Static. 

“Isabel…”

Her voice changed and her lips twisted into a sneer. “We trusted you, Garner,” the Static said through his beloved Isabel. “We’ll take your daughter as well. She’ll do what you were incapable of. Save our kind.”

Blaze had his gun raised, and Garner feared he’d kill her. He lifted a hand and stepped between the two. “Where is your microchip?”

Isabel’s hand flew to her neck, where a stain of blood remained. “That was a wise invention, but not even your technology could block all of us from your daughter’s mind.”

“Time’s running out,” Karla warned. 

The Attractor jumped and bobbed on the wheels, sliding sideways a few feet as the Static within fought their confines. 

“Karla, start it,” he said. 

“You will stop immediately. Or she dies.”

Garner gave his girl a smile, and the Rings in his chest initiated. Alan, taking the cue, also activated his set; then the other three robots joined, adding enough fuel to their chain of Rings. He glanced at the display, seeing the number reach 100%. 

“I’m sorry, Isabel,” he whispered, and the Rings exploded. 




____________




Blaze grabbed Luke, draping his own body over his son as the Ring city exploded with a hundred small detonations. He stayed still while shrapnel battered the landscape, making him flinch with every burst. 

They’d been so close. 

Blaze could barely comprehend the severity of their situation. They were trapped on the Currsh planet, Reckelsa, with no means to travel home, and from the destruction around them, he was sure the Static were about to be freed. 

Maybe it was better to go down with the ship. 

Luke wriggled out of his grasp. “Dad…”

Blaze turned to watch the Attractor disappear through the gigantic blue portal. The energy leaked everywhere, tendrils seeking purchase in the air, but none clung to this world. The trails of blue followed the towers into the expanse of blackness until there was not a single thread of Static on the planet. Or on any planet, for that matter. They’d rid countless worlds of the entities’ control, including their own. 

“We did it!” Blaze jumped to his feet, pumping his fist into the air. 

Luke hugged him, but their celebration was cut short when he assessed the aftermath. Every set of Rings had exploded, and only a few chunks of the massive devices were intact. 

Karla knelt by Garner, holding his hand, but it was obvious he hadn’t made it. There was a hole in his chest where his internal Rings had blown. Isabel scrambled over the cluttered ground and buried her head next to her father’s. His lifeless eyes stared upwards, with the hint of a smile on his lips. 

“Alan!” Luke’s voice drew Blaze’s gaze, and all four of the robots were damaged, their torsos blackened and charred. Mark was the only one on his feet. “Alan, get up,” he said, but his ally was unresponsive.

Luke’s cries were heart-wrenching, but Blaze let him mourn, for there was nothing else to do. The Ring city had dozens of twenty-foot-wide sinkholes, and parts of the huge white walls surrounding it were broken. He noticed lights approaching from his left and guessed the emancipated Currsh were coming to investigate. 

It was quiet without the constant thrumming of the Attractor, or the whooshing of the large circles throughout the city. A few fires continued to burn, but they were dwindling, and would eventually die out. 

Karla sat, and Blaze took a seat beside her. “You did well,” he told her.

She stared at her life’s work in silence. 

“Mark, why didn’t you help them?” Blaze asked. 

“And kill myself? I don’t think so.” Mark raised his eyebrows. “How would you get home without me?”




____________




The sun rose again. 

There were moments during the last month or so when Luna thought it would set and never return. But here it was, the beautiful yellow orb, rising in the east, shimmering off the ocean. 

New York was a mess. Wyatt and Luna, along with the others, gawked at the bridge between them and Manhattan, and realized they’d need a boat, because each of the expansive structures connecting the island were broken, and had crumbled into the East River. 

Jack was frantic about finding his wife and daughter, and Luna assured him they’d find them eventually. Poe was the opposite, optimistic and full of energy. He knew without a shadow of a doubt, that Luke would be coming home. His brother, he said, and it made her heart twinge. 

They found a passable craft a half hour later, while trudging deeper into waterlogged trenches of Roosevelt Island, and rowed through the river. 

“Shouldn’t we have made land already?” Wyatt asked quietly. Birds flew overhead, circling the area, and Luna watched them play in the sky. Mud clung to the edges of the canoe, and she pushed it off. Something swam by them and jarred the boat, but it carried on. 

“I think Manhattan may have lost some of its footprint.” Thor paddled them closer, and finally, they bumped into the earth. Luna eyed the toppled structures, seeking a street sign, and realized they were actually on Lexington. The city was resilient, but she wasn’t sure it could recover from a tragedy of this magnitude. 

She recognized various buildings: some from her time shopping in the city, others from interviews she’d done with various business leaders over the years. After finding solid ground, they abandoned their boat and chose to stay on foot. Every now and then, Luna would see the subway line beneath the broken pavement. Rotting alien monsters were spread throughout the island, many dead since the portals had been turned off in Mexico. 

By the time they reached the edge of Central Park, the sun was higher, almost above them. She stopped at the entrance, stared up, and let the warmth soak into her face. Wyatt did the same, while Thor rested on a bench, gaping at the disaster within the fence. 

“The last time we saw this, the Bukavacs were on a rampage,” Wyatt said. “Remember that?”

“How could I forget?” The holes remained in the park where the giant monsters had emerged, and it made her gaze at Garner’s old place, the Arco. That was where they’d discovered Clarke, and started their journey across the country, after gathering her family from the farmhouse. She hoped Darcy and the girls were safe. It would be ages before she knew for certain, since they were on the West Coast, and Luna was on the East. It wasn’t like she could dial them up, and there were no robots with either group. 

“You guys sure they’d come here?” Thor asked. 

“Mark won’t return to the Queens facility. I expect he’ll bring them to Karla’s condo,” Wyatt suggested. 

It was as good a spot as any to wait for signs from the other planet. It wasn’t fair that her friends were on the far side of the portal. She also didn’t share Wyatt’s confidence that shoving Mark through at the last minute was the best idea. 

The art museum was gone, just a pile of white rubble where it once stood. All those paintings, ruined. But more importantly, the Earth had lost so many people that didn’t deserve such a tragic fate. 

“What a shame,” Jack said, but Luna didn’t know what exactly he was referring to, and she didn’t ask. 

Poe went ahead of them, a gun in his grip, and he crouched, touching the freshly dropped Mud on the ground. “It’s already drying.”

Luna noticed none of the Bukavacs, or other alien creatures on the island, and that settled her concerns slightly. 

The apartment complex remained in one piece, while the neighboring building hadn’t fared as well. 

“I’m hungry,” Poe said. 

“You’re a teenager. Aren’t you always hungry?” Jack quipped, showing some of his former self. 

“Now that you mention it…”

They entered the suite after using the code Mark provided. Luna gazed at the cluster of tablets, computer monitors and old journals. She turned the lights on and found they worked on the closed-circuit system Karla had created. 

Luna took a shower and lingered in the warm water, trying to wash the last month clean off her body. When she emerged, her hair wet and curly, her skin smelling like soap, she saw Wyatt with their new friends in the kitchen, frying bacon and scrambling eggs. He smiled when Thor refilled a coffee cup, and she knew at that moment that they’d be okay. 

Wyatt’s gaze met hers, and he kept the smirk. 

“What do we do now?” Poe asked from his position at the table. 

“We wait,” she said.
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Time moved differently on Reckelsa. Blaze had been so caught up in the action on his previous visit that he hadn’t even noticed the unique color of the system’s star, or the fact there were twin Moons, one faded and distant, the other menacingly close but strikingly beautiful. 

The Currsh had been more than hospitable, especially considering humans had saved them from the Static, or Spark, as they called it. Blaze wondered if the two different races would ever speak each other’s tongue. He was grateful they had Mark, and that he was able to communicate with them on their behalf. 

There were moments when Blaze wasn’t sure the strange robot was being truthful in his translations, but it didn’t really matter. He just wanted to go home.

Blaze had spent the last few days wandering the streets of their town with Luke, investigating how the Currsh operated, how they built structures, and learning about their people. 

They now understood that Static had visited any world it had access to, and from the Currsh’s estimations, the entity had temporarily lived on Earth somewhere around seventeen million years ago. They marked worlds they wanted to return to, when the population was ready and able to create the Circles, as the locals called them. None of their group knew if they’d eradicated the Static forever, but Alan had claimed they were indeed heading to the recesses of space through the linked portals.

A knock on the door drew Blaze from his reverie, and he found Isabel there, her arms wrapped around herself protectively. “What are you guys up to?” 

“Nothing.” Blaze welcomed her in, but she shook her head. Luke glanced up from the couch, where he was playing some game made of wooden beads the Currsh kids had gifted him. Isabel had been a wreck since her father died, and was clearly ashamed of her part in trying to stop the humans from winning. She stared at the ground, and Blaze pulled her in, embracing the younger woman. “It wasn’t your fault.”

“I know… that’s not what I’m… you have to come.” Isabel turned and hurried outside. 

“Luke, let’s go.” 

His son was on his feet in a flash, speeding past him. Luke was used to mental stimulation, so he was getting bored with the delay. Blaze left their hut unlocked, and chased after Isabel. She avoided Karla’s unit, and continued to the field they’d been running tests in for the last few days. 

Karla and Mark stood by the device, a cluster of Rings segments scavenged from the city and the remains of their robot heroes. 

Luke kept his head down as they surveyed the final project. 

“Welcome,” Mark said without glancing up. 

Two of the Currsh science officers were present, each wearing a tinted visor and holding welding torches. They flipped their face protection up and made a gesture like a smile. 

“Did you really figure out how to get home?” Isabel asked. 

“There’s one small thing,” Karla said, handing Isabel a miniature circuit board. “This is from your father, Isabel. His sacrifice has made our return home possible. I know you have mixed emotions about what’s transpired, but he was a great man. If it wasn’t him that brought the Static, they’d have chosen another. The Mud would have come, regardless. Eventually.”

“Thanks for saying that, Karla.”

Garner’s body was in a sealed metal casket, a comparable design to the ones used on Earth. It showed another similarity between their races. 

“How does it work?” Luke asked. “I mean, without Static.”

“To avoid technical jargon, I’ve set it to use particles from orbit, stardust at a quantum level.”

Blaze was slightly confused, but glanced at his son, who seemed completely unfazed.

“Cool,” Luke responded. 

“Cool?” Mark laughed. “That’s all you have to say?”

“Yep.”

Isabel examined the control panel, which was buried halfway into the clunky device. “Where do I put it?”

Karla guided her to the precise spot, and Blaze held his breath while the last piece was placed in the unit. Lights flashed on, and the machine hummed the moment it connected. 

Hundreds of local aliens arrived from their town to see the display, and soon the field was filled with Currsh. 

“It’s been a pleasure,” Mark told them, the alien robot with their leaders, translating his comments. 

“Thank you for saving us from the Spark, and if there is ever anything you require, we are open to assisting,” the robot said in English a moment later. 

“There actually is something,” Luke said. 

Mark grinned at him and relayed their request. 

When they agreed, Mark used the controls to open a portal between the modified Rings. These were stationary and didn’t spin like before. The shimmering glow within the four points was yellow, not blue, which Blaze was grateful for. They said goodbyes to their hosts, and Blaze helped Mark lift Garner’s casket. 

Blaze let Luke go ahead with Isabel, and he was the last to leave the planet, entering the portal with only the slightest bit of trepidation. His skin buzzed as he passed through, but he quickly exited, stepping into the streets of Boulder. He’d heard all the stories about the epic battle, and how Wyatt and Luna were reunited there, along with Madame Lavinia and Mara. It was quite the tale; one he wouldn’t have believed if his own story of the Mud and Static hadn’t been equally daunting. 

“Where was the Attractor?” Karla asked. 

“At the university.” Mark pointed to the west, and Blaze followed the trajectory, admiring the majestic mountain in the backdrop. 

They encountered people moments later. 

“Over here!” a man shouted and jogged closer. “You guys from Denver? Were you Altered?”

“A little farther than that,” Blaze told him. “Who’s in charge?”

“I don’t know her name. We call her the Governor,” he said. 

“Can you bring us to her?” 

“Sure.” Groups of people were gathered, all wearing fresh clothing. Several of them had the university logo t-shirts, and most had sweatpants on, likely raided from the same dorms or school store. 

“Dad, there are thousands,” Luke whispered. 

The area was vibrant, and Blaze smelled burgers on a grill. The sound of generators running in the distance reached his ears, and he saw power running to lights at the university grounds. Everyone moved with purpose, some carrying water jugs on rolling carts, others dragging bags filled with canned goods. 

“How’s the situation?” Karla asked their guide. 

He shrugged and smiled. “Better than slapping fins in the ocean, I’d say.”

Luke gestured to a pile of rubble. “What was that?”

“The science building had the tower that drew us all into Boulder. Guess we destroyed it, but that dreaded Static left in the nick of time. Nearly tore the place down with the governor and her guards up there. I don’t remember any of it, but that’s what they tell me.” He patted his stomach as he squinted. 

A few minutes later, they entered the school’s administration building, and were ushered around ten or so people holding clipboards. 

“In here,” he said, before walking off. “Nice to have fresh faces. See you later.”

Blaze raised a hand to knock when the door opened, and Mara greeted them. “I’ve been wondering when you’d show up.”

Behind her, a woman with a scar on her cheek sat at a desk with a frazzled man and a mountain of paperwork. 

“Meet the governor, Elizabeth Moor,” Mara said. “Elizabeth, these are the people that saved the world.”




____________




After two weeks of waiting for a sign, it finally came, in the form of a drone. The message was clear. Go to Boulder.

With a destination in mind, Wyatt felt better. Once again, his past returned to him, and he couldn’t shake the city that he’d always wanted to escape as a child. They traveled in a big passenger van, something that would easily transport supplies for the lengthy trek. 

They’d spent so many days fighting toward Boulder in the first place, and Wyatt wasn’t pleased about having to do it again. He had to admit, the second trip was much better. 

They listened to music, imagined their futures, and reminisced on their time since the Mud arrived, no longer trying to avoid the topic. Static was gone. The Mud had disintegrated, and the only aliens that remained on Earth, to the best of their knowledge, were stuck at sea. 

Viewing the country in this state was difficult at first, but there was nothing Wyatt could do to change the topography. The ground had deteriorated, fissuring to create deep cavernous pits throughout the world. It was their new reality. 

“You can’t fight progress,” he claimed. 

“What’s that?” Luna asked, blinking her eyes open after a long sleep. The sun was rising, and Wyatt cracked his neck to catch a glimpse. He’d been driving for seven hours, straight through the night, while the passengers slept. 

“Nothing…” He pointed to a sign indicating they were fifty miles from Denver. Wyatt couldn’t seem to stop grinning. “Almost there.”

“Thank God.” She checked behind her, where Thor, Poe, and Jack seemed deep in slumber. Thor grumbled under his breath, and Poe twitched, probably reliving some traumatic event. 

“It’s going to be tough,” Wyatt said. 

“I know.”

“But we’ll be okay,” he added.

Luna took his hand. “We’ll be better than okay.”

“What do you think we’ll find in Boulder?” 

Luna looked thoughtful. “The drone must have come from the robots, right?”

“Not necessarily.”

“They have to be back,” Luna said softly. 

“I hope so.” Wyatt signaled out of habit, exiting to a secondary highway that led to Boulder. He knew the path by heart, but with the changes to the landscape, it didn’t feel the same, almost like he was traveling on an alien world himself. 

An hour later, the others were awake and in need of a rest stop. 

“I could use coffee right about now,” Thor grumbled.

“What I’d give for a Donny’s Donut,” Jack added. 

“I want a MacCheesy!” Poe exclaimed. “And fries…”

“It’s seven in the morning,” Luna told him. 

“So what? That’s the old way of thinking. Dinner for breakfast is trending,” Poe said. 

After a quick stop on the side of the road, Wyatt was back on track, driving into Boulder for the second time, with his partner. 

“Look at this,” Jack said from the seat behind Wyatt, his window rolled open. 

The city had been cleared of debris since their last visit. The vehicles were absent, and lights illuminated some of the buildings, suggesting they had a power source. People were everywhere as they neared the downtown core, and Wyatt pulled over. “Hey, what’s going on?”

The woman held a child’s hand as he playfully dragged a red wagon with a stuffed animal in it. “The governor called everyone to the town square. You won’t want to miss this!” 

Wyatt glanced at Luna. “The governor,” he repeated, and drove on. He had to park three blocks from the festivities, and they exited the van. Poe jogged ahead, and only slowed when Luna demanded he wait for them. 

“I have to find Luke!” Poe jumped, trying to see above the crowd. 

Wyatt’s world had expanded after the Mud arrived. He’d been working a miserable job, trying to succeed on a planet that seemed to reject him. He’d been heartbroken after Isabel’s supposed betrayal, living in an apartment he hated. Selfishly, he was now surrounded by people he considered family, which was another thing he’d never experienced. 

Luna walked alongside him, and he warmed at the sight of the beautiful woman. What she saw in him, he’d couldn’t know, but he wasn’t about to bring up his many shortcomings. Luna wasn’t Isabel, not in the least. She made him feel valued and loved. 

They maneuvered past the throng of locals, most who would have been Altered only weeks earlier, and everything seemed so… normal. It fueled Wyatt’s confidence they could indeed return to a semblance of their former society, but with any luck, it would be an improvement. 

Luna noticed them first, and she gasped. Then she ran forward, leaving him behind. She barreled into Darcy, pulling the girls close. 

“Auntie Luna!” Bella shrieked. She broke away, rushing at him. “Uncle Wyatt!”

Wyatt scooped her up, and she hugged him tightly around the neck, almost strangling him. “Easy there, champ.” He set her down and accepted a much more civilized embrace from Bella’s older sister, Grace. Darcy patted his back, thanking him for helping bring Luna back. Jack was with his wife, Trudy, and daughter Sara, laughing and talking a mile a minute. 

“Where’s Luke?” Poe asked. 

“Over here!” Luke dashed from a cluster of people, and Wyatt saw Blaze with Karla, Isabel, and Mara. 

The boys gave one another an awkward hug, then proceeded to do the world’s longest secret handshake while laughing the entire time. 

Luna appeared at his side and rested her head on his shoulder. “We did it.”

He waved at Madame Lavinia, who was chatting with Barton and Hilary. She lifted her sunglasses and stared at him. 

“Welcome to Boulder,” Elizabeth Moor said, coming to greet them. They shook hands with her. 

“Glad to be here,” Wyatt admitted. 

“Luna, maybe you’d consider joining the council. We’ve already connected with Spain, Brazil, Australia, and Japan, who are creating similar councils. The world needs great people to lead us into the next phase.”

“I’d like to help,” Luna answered.

Wyatt didn’t have to be a fortune teller to read his future.

















EPILOGUE





One Year Later

Boulder, Colorado




“On the anniversary of our liberation from the Static, we’d like to thank the sacrifices of our friends along the way,” Karla said into the microphone. Governor Elizabeth Moor stood next to her, clapping at the comment. 

Boulder, the temporary capital of their country, was filled to the brim with people from around the world. It was the first time Blaze had seen them all together, though he knew many of their names and faces from communication over the last twelve months. At best estimation, they had a couple hundred thousand in the city limits, which was double their pre-Mud tallies. 

Poe had gained another three inches and was nearly as tall as Blaze. He wore a suit jacket, and consequently, Luke had sported one as well. His was a little too short, as a result of a growth spurt in the last month. Boys grow like weeds, Lavie had said, and she wasn’t wrong. 

Upon the latest numbers, Poe’s parents weren’t among the survivors. The portal remained open from Reckelsa, and Blaze peered to the corner of the yard, where the Currsh observed the ceremony. Mark had struck the bargain, hoping the trade would benefit both races in the aftermath of the Static, and it was working.

The Altered that had entered through the portals from Earth had mostly been returned. Occasionally, another would appear, drawn to the new Attractor Mark had designed. Not a single hint of Static had shown up on the readings, indicating the energy was completely gone from both worlds. That was a blessing. 

Blaze had adopted Poe, becoming the legal guardian of the boy until his parents showed up or he became of age. To Poe, it had meant the world, and Luke finally had the brother he’d always wanted. 

The kids were talking in hushed tones, and Blaze tapped Luke’s shoulder, telling him to keep it down. Julieta snickered with the boys and stopped when Blaze frowned at her. 

“Garner Vikas gave his life to save ours, and though he had his shortcomings, he is owed respect,” Karla said. “Isabel Vikas has something to say.”

Garner’s daughter wore black for the event, while most of the gathered had on bright, late summer clothing for the celebration. She took over the stand and waited a moment before speaking. “My father was a brilliant man, and his recent actions were caused by the Static. Not all the blame should be placed at his feet. Anand Shaan was also lost to us in the South Pole, but his creation, the Attractor, was the reason we’re here today. He kept it running long enough, despite dire circumstances, to allow us victory.” Isabel paused, and Blaze saw her looking at Xander, who dutifully watched from the front row. 

Her engagement ring sat on her wedding finger, and it glistened in the sunlight. 

“I declare this day Shaan Day, never to have his efforts forgotten!” Isabel had hung up her business plans and acted as the world’s council mediator, thriving in the new position. Around the group, translators spoke into earpieces, relaying the message, and everyone clapped at the declaration. 

“I believe Karla Dash has one more announcement.” Isabel grinned and stepped aside. 

Karla was joined by Mark on the stage. “We are pleased to announce our latest endeavor. We’ve harnessed the technology used to link Earth with Reckelsa, and duplicated it on a smaller scale. This means each capital around the planet will be connected.”

Blaze lifted his eyebrows, shocked at the news. 

“That’s epic,” Luke whispered. 

“The installation will require my brothers’ assistance,” Mark said into the microphone. 

Four robots came from behind the stage and approached the stand. “Please welcome Clarke, Alan, Verne, and Kurt!”

Everyone had heard the heroic tales, and some had taken to calling them the Four Robots of the Apocalypse. Blaze didn’t appreciate the connotations, because they’d been integral in preventing the end, not facilitating it. 

Luke went rigid. “It’s not possible.”

“Please enjoy the rest of the day,” Elizabeth Moor said, suggesting the speeches were complete. 

Luke bolted, and Blaze struggled to keep up to his son as he wound his way to the stage. Luke hurdled a barricade and jumped to the platform, running to the robots. 

“Alan, is it really you?” he asked. 

“Yes, Luke.”

“How?” The robots weren’t quite the same as before. The design was similar, but minor differences were noticeable. 

Karla smiled at them. “The satellites backed up their processors twice a day. I already had their memories archived. We couldn’t get the robots to work without Rings, and I wasn’t about to risk using them, not after the Static.”

“So we built a new technology.” Mark gestured to Clarke, and the robot opened his access panel, showing them what had replaced the smaller Rings. “It’s a hybrid of Karla and the Currsh’s work. We’re utilizing the same technology to manufacture compact portals.”

“Alan, do you remember everything?” Luke asked him. 

“Yes.” Alan stared at the boy. “Without you both, I would have killed Garner. And then we’d never have won the war with the Static. I owe you many times over.”

“It was no big deal, right, Dad?” Luke nudged him. “We are heroes after all. Like Mom told me.”

“She sure did.” Blaze smiled at the mention of Riley and glanced into the crowd to see Mara’s daughter Harper, with her sons. That relationship was going surprisingly well, and Luke approved, easing his guilt.

“Who’s Harper talking to?” Luke pointed at the man, but Blaze didn’t recognize him. 




____________




“Quite the day,” Luna said. They wandered through the field, drinking coffees. Everyone was elated, and the crowd emitted a hopeful energy. Things weren’t perfect, but considering where they’d started a year earlier, Luna couldn’t complain. She also couldn’t wait to talk with Clarke again. His death had been tough on Wyatt in particular, but she’d missed him nearly as much. 

“No kidding.” Wyatt stopped and said something she wasn’t able to hear. 

Luna was about to comment, then saw Mara in an embrace. 

“Bobby!” Wyatt called. 

“A year. Why did it take you a year to find us?” Mara asked. 

“I ended up on that dope alien planet,” he said. Bobby wore a video game t-shirt, and still had the hipster beard. He’d probably lost twenty pounds since they’d last seen him in New York. “Took me ages to figure things out, and when I did, I learned our city was a wasteland, so I started my journey. After a few delays, here I am. I can’t believe you’re all alive.”

They talked for a while, Luna not interrupting the special moment for Mara and her family.

“Ready to head to Harper’s for the party?” Wyatt asked. 

“I need a while,” Luna said. “Can I meet you in a couple hours?” 

“You bet.”

Ten minutes later, Luna was at the house she shared with Wyatt, and glad to be out of the dense crowd. Luna went to the second story, using a key to unlock the office, and opened her laptop. 

She’d found the end of her book. 

Luna always thought she had a novel in her, but she’d never had the proper inspiration.

She accessed the file and scrolled to the bottom, adding in a couple scenes, describing their celebratory day in vivid detail. No one had read a single page, and she wanted it to be a surprise. Luna tapped the printer on, let the last few warm pages shoot out, then inserted them to the pile. 

It was still a rough draft, but it would do for this special occasion. 

Luna slid the manuscript into the leather bag, and locked up, hurrying to Harper’s home a few blocks away. Her place was beautiful, with the mountains in the backdrop, and a swimming pool the boys maintained. 

Blaze lived a block north. Close, but far enough for some separation if things didn’t work out. Harper’s words, not his. 

Luna knocked, but when no one answered, she went inside. The sounds of conversation warmed her heart, and Luna found everyone gathered on the back deck. People were drinking white wine out of beer mugs, and the entire entourage of robots were among the guests. 

They were all there. Thor with Jack and his family, while Julieta, Poe, and Luke played water polo with Everett and Johnny in the pool. Bella and Grace sat on the edge, their legs dangling in while they watched. 

Blaze looked content with Harper on his arm, and Wyatt conversed with Madame Lavinia and Mark. She grabbed a glass of wine and hurried down the steps, passing Isabel along the way. Hilary bounced her baby boy in her arms, while Barton Clives regaled Xander with a tale of Adonis at sea during the escape from the Preserve.

Luna set the bag on a chair, opening the flap. “I finished it.”

“Finished what?” Wyatt asked. 

“The book I’ve been working on,” she said. “Don’t pretend you didn’t know.”

Wyatt lifted his hands, feigning ignorance. “You have me at a loss.”

Conversations tapered off, and the music faded. All eyes were on her. 

“Hey…” Luna smiled at them. “This isn’t a big deal. I just had to tell our story.”

“Am I in it?” Luke asked, water dripping from him as he wrapped a towel around himself. 

“Yes.” She smiled at his expression. “All of you.” Luna proudly lifted the manuscript. “I give you, The Abyss.”

Wyatt accepted the stack of pages, punched and tethered at the corner, and randomly flipped to a page. 

“…trepidation, but there was only one path through. In order to survive tomorrow, Wyatt had to find Clarke.” Wyatt peered up. “This is incredible.”

“Thanks. It’s just the first draft, but hopefully, one day it’ll inspire someone reading it,” she said with heavy emotions rising in her chest. 

Mark and Lavie shared a look. “Should we tell her?” the robot asked the clairvoyant.

Luna swallowed. “Tell me what?” 

Lavie glanced at Wyatt. “Nah, they’ll figure it out on their own.” 

“What was that supposed to mean?” Luna whispered to Wyatt as the crowd dispersed. 

“I have no clue.” Wyatt gestured to the barbecue. “Hungry?” 

“Starving.” 

The world would take time to rebuild, but they had each other. And that was all that mattered. 

“You coming?” Wyatt called from the stairs, and Luna let her gaze sweep over the group of her closest friends. 

“Be right there.” Luna glanced at the sky as starlight replaced the sunset. She closed her eyes, and pictured it crackling with Static, but when she blinked them opened, it was gone. 

A new story was about to begin, and Luna was no longer afraid of a blank sheet of paper. 




THE END
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The last living astronaut to walk on the Moon has been murdered…




Silas visits his estranged grandfather’s lake house, in the aftermath of the deadly home invasion. What he discovers hidden below the floorboards triggers a mystery buried since the final trip to the Moon, over fifty years earlier. 




Rory returns to her family home in Vermont to write her second novel, but fate has a different story in mind. Her reunion is shattered when she’s thrust into danger revolving around the same tokens. 




Special Agent Waylen Brooks exposes a covert operation linked to the death of a retired astronaut. He soon finds out he’s not the only one searching for answers, and willing to kill for the truth.




The unlikely trio find themselves denying the odds, with no one to trust but each other. 




Can they find the tokens before someone else does?

Where do these artifacts lead?

And what secrets should remain hidden?


Echoes From the Moon is a tale of lineage and secrets by Nathan Hystad, the best-selling author of The Other Place, Below Us, and Lost Contact.
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