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PROLOGUE


Cedric

Nine Years Ago




“Were the police on the murderer’s trail, or had the breadcrumbs left behind by the Lagoon Killer led them in the wrong direction? Find out next time on To Hunt a Murderer.” Cedric pressed pause and sighed. The experience was becoming tiresome. Week after week, he recorded episodes about crimes in obscure small towns. It could have been lucrative if he actually brought anything new to the table, but he was just adding flourish to the often-bland narrative.

“When are you going to stop doing this and rejoin the corporate life?” Jill, his girlfriend, lit a cigarette from across the room, leaning in the doorway. He knew she loved him, but her passive-aggressive comments were growing more direct.

Cedric had no intention of returning to fourteen-hour days, working his ass off for a CEO that would leave after a year, cashing out his stock options. He wanted to carve a niche in the podcast industry, but no matter how hard he tried, To Hunt a Murderer wasn’t breaking the mold. His numbers were good compared with his competition, but the sponsors wouldn’t back him. 

Cedric spun in his chair, facing Jill, and offered a forced smile. “Maybe we should take a holiday.”

Jill inhaled, blowing a puff of smoke out. “We can’t afford it, Ced. We’re in over our heads, what with the student loans and all this equipment.”

His cell phone beeped simultaneously with his desktop, and he examined the sender. Unknown. 

Jill lingered before going up the stairs. “I’ll be in bed.”

He waited until he heard the door close and opened the message, wondering if it was the same guy that had been harassing him all week. He nearly deleted and blocked again, but something prevented his finger from clicking the mouse button. 

“What the hell do you want?” he muttered, reading the missive. 

Black Iron, twenty minutes. – C

Cedric said the address out loud and investigated its location. Fifteen minutes. In the middle of the day, the trek might be twice that, but now, after eleven PM, the roads would be deserted. 

Instead of responding, he closed the program, shut the computer down, and slid his phone into his pants pocket. Cedric climbed the stairs, the old wooden steps creaking as he arrived at the main floor. He went to the bedroom, seeing Jill with her headphones on, the sound of EDM leaking from them. 

He almost joined her. It would be so simple to ignore the messages, to brush his teeth and climb under the covers. 

Cedric staggered to the front door, swiping his keys from a small table, and left. 

A short time later, he pulled into the bar’s parking lot. The lights flickered, as if alerting the bouncer of an intruder. He saw the leather jackets and row of hogs near the doorway, and the group of burly men smoking and laughing. 

Cedric glanced at his untucked button-up and black dress pants and cringed. He hadn’t even thought about changing. “Here goes nothing.”

No one bothered him as he entered, the bouncer stepping aside like he’d been expecting Cedric. A waitress walked by, nodding at him, and he found a booth in the back, distanced from other patrons. He had a good view of the entire bar; behind him, a solid wall. 

He sat for a few minutes, checking his watch, and wondering if the guy was a no-show. His nerves begged him to leave, but gravity held him in the seat. 

Finally, someone approached him, his features obscured by the dim lighting. A classic rock song echoed from old speakers, and Cedric tightened his fists as the man drew near, holding two beers by their necks in one hand. 

Cedric looked at the drinks and accepted one as the man sat. He wore a green jacket, the sleeve pinched at the elbow. It took Cedric a second to realize he was missing most of his left arm. 

“You a vet?” Cedric asked.

“No more than you are,” he grumbled, laughing coarsely.

Cedric studied his face, shrouded beneath a low-sitting baseball cap. This man had a scruffy beard, a jagged scar on his cheek, but there was no mistaking those eyes. “What are you?” 

“Not what, Cedric. Who.” He removed his hat and grinned. 

Cedric froze, his hand gripped so tightly on the bottle of beer, he thought it might shatter. 

“I know you’re full of questions, so let me make this easier. I’m you, but from another plane. We were invaded, and I need your help to stop it from happening.”

“Invaded?” The word barely escaped his lips, and he smacked them, feeling the skin sticking together. 

“I’m going to tell you a story, Cedric. All I ask is that you listen patiently and drink a couple beers. If, by the end, you abandon me in this dive, I’ll respect your decision. Is that fair?” the other Cedric asked. 

He stared at the older version of himself and nodded, unable to react in any other fashion. 

“Good. In nine years, you have to visit Horace Bennet’s ranch. You know the one.” He paused, as if Cedric might comment, but he didn’t. “The whole thing changes then. The world dies, Cedric, but we can still prevent the invasion. You must bring her to the Other Place.”

“The Other Place?” Cedric managed. He took a long drink of beer, letting it wet his dry mouth. 

“Yes. Amass your army, Cedric. I failed to do so, but together we’ll be unstoppable.” His doppelganger slammed a couple of photos on the table and slid them across. “Start with these.”

Cedric grabbed them, seeing a man in a police uniform, a cheesy head shot for a young actor, and a kid, maybe eight years old. He felt like he was being dragged into one of his true crime podcasts, and suddenly wondered if this was a setup. He dropped the pictures, realizing his fingerprints were now all over their surfaces. 

“What do you need me to do?”

“Ditch that stupid murder podcast. You have to make connections with those who’ve experienced the anomaly.”

Cedric didn’t understand, but assumed that by the end of the night, things would never be the same. “Tell me everything.”

















PART ONE
NEW WORLD



Will





Present Day




The pane of glass broke, reminding him of the barriers to the Other Place. Will shoved the broken shards with his gloved fist and unlocked the door from the inside.

“After you,” he said, holding it wide for Peggy. 

“Such a gentleman.” Peggy went in, rifle raised. They paused to listen for sounds of the Visitors and, when they deemed it empty, lowered their weapons. 

“I think they’re all gone.” Will propped the entrance open with a cinderblock. The creatures from across the Glass were still slowly funneling through the portal on the beach near their camp, and luckily, they rarely encountered any issues with the stragglers. He sniffed the air, checking to see if they were about to stumble upon more of the dead. But it was clean, if not slightly stuffy. 

“It’s not them I’m worried about.” Peggy glanced at the street, and Will heard the diesel engine roar as a truck drove by. 

“Is that one of ours?” he asked, not catching sight of the vehicle. 

“It has to be. Right?” Peggy ignored it, turning her attention to the shelves. “We have a list. Let’s get everything.”

The pharmacy was half stocked, like most of the stores. The moment the Glass arrived, people had sought extra supplies. When the population began dying, they’d gone from paying for the goods to ransacking. Fortunately, that occurred more in the big cities than upscale places like Monterey. They’d heard countless tales of terror from those delivered by Fran and the convoy. 

Will checked the handwritten list, searching for a place to begin. “Over here.” He went to the pharmacy desk, hopping the counter. Will methodically selected the items, shoving vials into his cloth bag. Peggy worked at the other essentials, taking anything that had a decent shelf life. 

It took ten minutes to fill their rolling dolly full of boxes, and Will pushed it past the exit. He unloaded it into the truck and finished without Peggy’s assistance. He returned to the store, finding Peggy at the magazine rack, a cigarette puffing in her lips. 

“I thought you quit,” he murmured. He didn’t like seeing her like this. Her eyes were darker than before, and she’d lost weight. 

She held a magazine; the smoke drifted into her face. She squinted as ashes littered the floor. “It’s all gone.” Peggy rotated it toward him, displaying a celebrity couple famous for being rich or something. “There will never be another one in print.”

“Online is better anyways,” he retorted. 

“Then it’s a shame the power is out,” Peggy said. She dropped the publication, and it landed with a slap. 

“What’s the matter with you?” he asked. She’d been off for weeks. For no reason, he picked it up, returning the magazine to its spot on the shelf.

She slowly walked outside, flicking the butt into the parking lot as she squinted at the dreary sky. “I haven’t been sleeping well.” 

Will stayed quiet. They’d decided to keep separate quarters. Well, she’d decided. 

“I’ve been having this dream…”

“What’s it about?”

Peggy went to the sidewalk, plopping down on the curb. Will grabbed a bag of chips and joined her, opening the snack. He offered her first dibs, but she ignored him. 

“I forgot.”

“The dream?” he asked. 

“No. That I used to have them all the time. It was so bad, my dad brought me to Dr. Rob. He diagnosed me with night terrors, and prescribed imipramine.”

“What’s that?” 

“An antidepressant,” she told him.

“When did it start?” 

“About nine years ago.” She blinked and stared at him, her gaze feeling distant. 

“When did you stop taking them?” Will asked. 

“When we left Calder.”

“Well, that explains it. You’re coming down from the medication. Did you not remember to bring them?”

A crow cawed, and Peggy watched it sitting on a light post. “I didn’t want to be foggy.”

“We can go inside and find some. This is a pharmacy.” He started to stand, but she gripped his wrist. 

“I think they might be important. I’m sure it sounds silly, but you’ve heard all these stories with the convoy. How they know things. Ransom calls them inclinations. Mine come in dreams. Like Chrissy.”

Will considered it but struggled to believe the only remaining people were either gifted psychics or those affected by the Visitors. He glanced at the inky black scratches veining out on his arm and guessed there was more than dumb luck. “What are you seeing?”

“It’s kind of hazy. You’re with me. The halls are dark, and we have flashlights. There’s a sign on the wall, but I can’t read it.” 

“And this is recurring?” 

She nodded, strands of hair sweeping over her face. She ignored them for a second before tucking them away. “Every night. I wake up in a cold sweat. It might be bad.” 

“Have you ever seen something ominous?” 

“No. But the dread I feel…”

“They’re just dreams.”

“I disagree.” Peggy rose, brushing her pants off. “They’re more.”

Will sensed her withdrawing, and couldn’t lose her. Even though he hadn’t said it out loud, he loved Peggy. “Okay, I believe you. How about we bunk together tonight? I’ll watch you sleep. Let’s figure this out.”

Peggy finally smiled, her guarded expression melting. “Seriously? Or are you just trying to get into bed with me?”

Will laughed, hopping to his feet. “Can’t it be both?”

“I’m sorry I’ve been so distracted, Will.”

“We’ve been through a lot. I only want you to feel okay,” he admitted. 

“Thanks.”

“Did you have those same dreams as a kid?” Will asked. “With me in it?”

“I couldn’t see you. But mostly, I was somewhere else.”

“The Other Place?” Will whispered.

“Maybe. I couldn’t tell you for sure.”

“Let’s discuss this with the group, if you’re willing. I think Ransom might have some insight.”

“Fine, but don’t say a word to Cedric,” she warned. “I don’t trust him.”

“Neither do I.”

Something clattered from behind the building, and Peggy had her gun raised in an instant. Will fumbled with the holster around his shoulder, grabbing his gun. It was heavy in his hand as they rounded the corner, checking on the situation. 

There was nothing. 

“Probably a cat,” Peggy said. 

Will caught a glint of light from down the alley and noticed a spark of blue. “That’s no cat.” He ran, trying to intercept them. 

The figure was spooked, and dashed off, racing from the alley and across the street. Will kept pace, peering over his shoulder to see Peggy chasing after him. She pointed to the right, and he went that way, catching a glimpse of his target near the post office. It turned left, and Will circled around the building, trying to cut the evader off. 

“Stay where you are!” Will shouted, and saw the figure stop from a hundred feet ahead. It was wearing black, standing taller than Will would have thought possible. One of its eyes glowed, a deep azure light assessing him. Then it jumped right over a wooden fence. Will sprinted for it, trying to climb up, and when he peered above the boards, it was gone. 

Peggy came to his side, panting her breaths. “What the hell was that?”

“I don’t know.” Will slowly spun in a three-sixty, searching for more of them. “Come on. Let’s get to camp.”

_________


Ransom




Ransom’s feet were spread apart, the axe swinging, splitting the dry birch. He crouched, placing another log on the stump before cutting it. He took a breather, stacking the quartered pieces into neat rows on the side of the clubhouse. The air was humid, the threat of a storm lingering for the last hour. The first drop landed on his nose, and he closed his eyes, letting more rinse away his sweat. The smell was exhilarating.

“Working hard, I see,” Britt said, coming around the bend. 

Ransom smiled and propped the ax against the wood pile. “What would you know about that?”

Britt passed him a glass, and he sipped the iced tea, appreciating the gesture. “Don’t let my clean outfit deceive you. I’ve been at it since sunrise.”

“Why doesn’t that surprise me?” Ransom asked. He downed the rest of the drink and wished he had a second glass. The rain intensified, so they ducked under the awning. The area became coated in mist as the wind picked up. 

“Have you seen Cedric?” Britt glanced toward the residences, and Ransom shook his head. 

“Not for a few days. He’s out there somewhere. I wonder what he’s doing.”

“I doubt we’ll ever know for certain. Drake’s on the fence about him. He thinks we should consider throwing Cedric in a cell until he comes clean with his elaborate plan.” 

“Might not be a bad idea. He’s got this crazy notion that Joel and I are traveling with him into the Other Place. Can you imagine?” Ransom’s shoes were soaked, and he waved Britt to follow him around the building. They entered the clubhouse, which had an operational restaurant. A handful of the settlers were inside, preparing for dinner service, and Ransom brought his cup into the kitchen. 

“Are you here to help?” Fran wore a white apron and looked far different without her delivery uniform on. Her red hair was freshly dyed, and Ransom smiled. Behind her, Mother Goose barked orders at someone, then winked at Ransom from a distance. 

“Not today, Fran. But I will take a pastry…” He reached for one, and she slapped his hand with a tea towel. 

“They’re still hot.” 

Ruthie explored the room, lighting candles as it grew darker with the storm. They had generators but used them sparingly. There were a lot of practical supplies in the area, which was great news. Teams were dispatched all day, every day, gathering anything of value. They had an entire warehouse district stocked a couple of miles down the road. 

Farms north of their position were being worked. Luckily, their group had a diverse knowledge base. Ransom’s own wasn’t much help, considering he knew how to act, sort of, and had tended bar for the last few years. People like him were utilized for general labor, and he didn’t mind so much. It kept his hands busy and his body fit. 

A fire erupted across the room, the gas burner flaring high, and Fran darted away. 

Chimes rang out as the door opened, and Ransom greeted Joel. He was armed, his eyes hard and grim. “I think we have an issue.”

“With what?”

“I was scanning the warehouses earlier, and someone’s watching us.”

“Who?”

“Don’t know. Caught the shimmer of a reflection. Heard an engine.”

“We can deal with people,” Britt said. 

Joel clenched his jaw and patted the stock of his rifle. “This is a new world, Brittany. They require supplies to survive. We have them. We’ll defend our colony with force.”

“It doesn’t need to be that way,” she said. “Why fight each other when there’s more than enough to go around?”

“Because it’s human nature. Did you think that only the good ones would survive the apocalypse? There are evil men and women still roaming this planet, just like before. And now, they see our little village, and would destroy it rather than accept it.” Joel snatched a piping hot croissant and took a bite, not flinching at the warmth. 

“What do we need to do?” 

“I’ve already got Mike and Kendall rotating watch. They’re to radio me if anyone shows up.”

“What about Drake?” Britt asked. 

“He went to Oakland. You didn’t know?” Ransom had seen him driving off in that classic car with Nia earlier. 

“No. Why wouldn’t he tell me?”

“I guess he preferred discretion.”

“That’s where the UFO is, isn’t it?” Britt sighed. “Cedric’s probably out searching for it.”

Ransom smirked. Drake had refused to tell the podcaster where he’d hidden the ship, and for good reason. There were too many secrets with that man. And he looked at Chrissy like she was going to lead them to the end of the Glass. Over Ransom’s dead body. 

Ransom recalled her dreams, and the subsequent drawings. Blue lights lingering from the trees, long slashes through a stream of people on the ground. He shivered and cleared his throat. “Joel, are you actually going with Cedric?”

“What choice do I have? He says there’s an alien force heading to Earth to kill us all and take our planet. If I can help prevent that, I will,” Joel said, filling Ransom with guilt. 

“What if he’s lying?” Britt asked. 

“A few years ago, I wouldn’t have believed it, but I’ve been there before. The Other Place is real, and that means anything’s possible. Alternate dimensions. Timelines. I don’t understand the details, but the Glass allowed us to be visited by a different race of beings. Why not a third? Someone advanced, and greedy.” Joel finished off his pastry, licking his fingers. 

Ransom struggled to come up with an argument. “He’s asked me to go.”

“I know. It would be nice to have you, Ransom.”

“I can’t leave Chrissy.”

Britt touched his arm. “I could watch her. She can stay with me. Lizbeth is here too. Chrissy has an army protecting her.”

Ransom stared at this new woman in his life, seeing the kindness in her expression, sensing her fingers on his skin. Even from this far, he could smell her shampoo. They’d shared a couple of nights together, both seeking comfort in one another’s arms. He wasn’t sure how serious it was for her, but it had been years since he’d felt this way about anyone. She gave him yet another reason to stay. 

“I’ll think about it.” Chrissy was everything to him. But if what Cedric said was true, letting these aliens attack would end in disaster. 

“Don’t wait too long. Cedric just showed up.” Joel pointed out the window, and they saw the enigmatic man sauntering from the parking lot toward the residences. He had a bag clutched to his chest, and Ransom could almost hear the countdown of his clock. The buzzing commenced, deep in the recesses of his mind, and he knew it would be a constant until this mission was over. He was driven to go to the Other Place. His inclinations soared, providing an instant headache. 

The kitchen crew began setting the tables, and Britt proceeded to help them. “Since we’re here.”

Ransom tried to ignore the burning warning in his brain, and set to the task, methodically arranging plates and cutlery on the dining room tables. 

_________


Drake




The engine rumbled as they idled. He knew the path to the shop well, but Nia took him on a detour, showing him the hillsides and the ocean view from the places she’d visited as a child, before she’d realized she’d be stuck in one class for her entire life. 

That had all changed now. There were no rich, no poor, just those that had survived the change in their atmosphere. Drake tried not to concentrate on the lives they’d lost, but focused on how he could create something bigger and better for the next generation. 

“You’re quiet,” Nia said. Her bullet wound had healed, the last of the bandages removed a week earlier. 

Sage lifted her head in the back seat and tilted it, as if she was interested in hearing their conversation. 

“It’s a lot to deal with.” Drake rolled the window down, the truck suddenly constricting. To the south, the sky was filled with black clouds, but here in Oakland, it was bright and cheery, a dichotomy to the sweltering death all around them. 

Nia peered to her left, where five bodies lay on the sidewalk, a swarm of birds dissecting them. “I hate how normal it seems already.”

“So do I.” Drake had seen enough victims during his days on the force, but nothing could prepare someone for this. Billions of people gone within days. There was no amount of cleanup effort that would effectively bury the entire world’s population. It wasn’t feasible. 

Nia kept driving, maneuvering around the lighter traffic, and stopped at an intersection. A city bus blocked most of it, and Drake noticed the overweight driver in the front, his tongue bloated and jutting from purple lips. 

“Where did you live?” he asked, wanting to know more about Nia. She rarely spoke about her life before, and that had suited him just fine at the beginning. But he’d begun to care for the woman in the seat next to his, and he had questions. 

“Should we check it out?” she asked, her eyes growing brighter. 

“Sure.” 

“Let’s see how close we can get.” Nia drove on, eventually stopping near a strip mall. The signs were worn, the cars in the lots rusted and well-used. There was no way to continue unless they walked. “You okay with a hike? Should be safe without the constant threat of the Visitors.”

“Sounds good to me.” Drake climbed out and let Sage follow, making sure to hold her leash tight. He didn’t want her chasing a bird and running away. She made a low growl as they strode from the car, and Drake saw the pair of dirty runners beside a minivan. It stank. He usually enjoyed summer, but this year, he could have skipped the season entirely. 

They passed a coin-operated laundromat and meandered to a walk-up apartment a few blocks ahead. “This is it,” she said, with a slight hesitation. 

“How long were you here?”

“Almost five years.” Nia reached for her keys but came up empty. “I don’t even have them.”

Drake tested the front door and found it locked. “Then we break in.”

“Ms. Goran always left her window open. For Tickles.”

“Please tell me that’s the name of her pet,” Drake joked. 

Nia rolled her eyes and went to the back of the complex, jumping to retrieve a fire escape ladder. Sage tugged on her collar as the ladder creaked and groaned low enough to climb. 

“Can you take her? I’ll meet you at the entrance.” Drake handed the leash over, and Nia smiled, leaning closer to kiss his lips. 

“I never planned on showing you this.”

Drake caught the rungs and ascended, using her directions to reach Ms. Goran’s place. As expected, the window was wide, and a skinny black cat sat cautiously eyeing Drake. He sighed and proceeded, covering his mouth with his arm. 

Black flies hovered in the living room, and Drake left the window open after Tickles entered the space. Instead of running from the stench, he went to the kitchen, found cat food, and scooped the entire batch up. There were already a few cats in Monterey, so what harm would another do?

Sage would be the only issue. He went to the hall, took a deep breath, and returned, finding a small beige crate. It took several minutes to convince Tickles that he wouldn’t harm him. Drake quickly ruined the peace by shoving him into the crate. The cat hissed as they went down the stairs to the main entrance, where Sage and Nia waited. 

“What took you so…” Nia’s gaze fell on the cat. “Seriously?”

“I can’t leave it here. It’ll die.”

“There are enough rats to…”

“Fran mentioned she was lonely. I think Tickles will suit her.”

Nia nodded, giving up the argument. It wasn’t often he won those, and Drake wasn’t sure the cat should have been the hill to stand on. 

Sage stared at Tickles, who seemed mildly amused that the big dog wasn’t able to reach him in the crate. There were countless neighborhood cats back home, and Sage had grown up watching them scurry across the fence tops. 

“This is the one.” Nia tested the handle, which didn’t budge. 

Drake rolled his shoulders. “I didn’t think I’d ever do this again. Stand back.”

Nia went aside with the animals, and Drake lined up a kick, shattering the wooden frame around the bolt. He pretended that the effort didn’t reverberate through his entire skeleton, shooting pain into his spine. 

He walked in, seeing hints of the woman detailing the compact one-bedroom apartment. It had cheerful window coverings, a calendar with various recipes on display, and a corner full of microbrewing supplies. It smelled a bit like hops, and Nia wandered the space as if it belonged to someone else. She didn’t seem to touch anything, drifting aimlessly into another room. 

Drake let her enter the bedroom first, not wanting to disturb it, and looked at her family photos on the wall. Everyone seemed so happy, but he knew as well as anyone that pictures only told a fraction of a story. That behind every smiling Christmas photo were pain and sadness, hurt and fortitude. 

“You want any of these?” he asked, nodding to the frames. 

“No. This life isn’t mine anymore.”

That pleased Drake. His own past had often held him back, but he could start fresh. Find a new chapter in this strange world. “How did it take the end for me to begin?” The words escaped before he could stop himself. 

Nia was tearful, and she touched his cheek. “I guess our destiny is different than the rest of them.” She turned sharply and rushed from her suite, not bringing a single item with her. Drake gently closed the door and clutched Sage’s leash, while Nia held the cat’s carrying case. 

A half hour later, they drove up to the mechanic’s shop where she’d once worked, and Nia slammed on the brakes. “It’s not here!” She ran from the car, and Drake hurried after her to find the entire front bay doors had been torn from their hinges. No. Blasted. A perfect hole was carved in the metal. 

He poked his head in, seeing that the flatbed remained, but the UFO was missing. The circle in the bay didn’t reach the ground, meaning… “This wasn’t dragged out of here.” 

Nia swallowed, staring at him. “They flew it.”

Drake went to search for any clues, but nothing was out of place—besides the gaping hole in the entrance. The cat remained in the car, but Sage came with him, sniffing the floor, probably recalling that she’d visited here before. 

“This is bad,” Nia said. “Like… really bad.”

“Could Cedric have done this?” he asked. 

“How?”

“I don’t know. He wouldn’t stop talking about this damned thing. And he had that device with him.”

“Maybe, but I don’t see how. We didn’t tell him where it was hidden.” Nia walked to the edge of the shop and set a hand on a black box. “I’m going to bring this.” 

“I have the solar battery in the trunk. You need to reach someone?”

“We have to tell the group,” Nia told him.

Drake wasn’t sure about that. Not everyone had been informed that a real UFO was in their possession. They’d kept it a secret from most of the remaining population. It would only distract them from what was coming. And if Cedric was right, and they could shut the Glass off through the Other Place, they’d be none the wiser. 

Drake went to the car and took the charged power source, then moved the radio outside, fiddling with the controls to find the frequency associated with Monterey. “What’s the reach on this thing?”

“Bruno was a radio nut. He spent more time talking with truck drivers and lonely divorced dispatch women than working on cars. According to him, on a good day, you can get over two hundred miles,” she said. 

Nia was scanning the frequencies, and Drake heard something. “Try again.”

“Why? That was just white noise.”

Drake crouched by the speaker. “Trust me.”

“I’ll be damned. You were right.” Nia grinned at him and cranked the volume. Sage lowered her chin to the pavement, eyes meeting his gaze. 

“… survived the attack. We’re holed up at Tahoe. You’ll find us at the west edge. Group of cabins big enough to house all hundred of us.”

Drake couldn’t believe there was another group, and they’d stumbled upon the message by chance. He was about to respond when the recording repeated. 

He handed her the mic. “Contact them.”

“Tahoe, this is Nia. Do you copy?” She let go, staring expectantly at the speakers. “Tahoe, we got your message loud and clear. Are you there? Over.”

“Maybe they’re having lunch,” Drake said. “Lake Tahoe. That’s a hell of a fine destination to wait out the apocalypse. Lots of places to bunk and a plethora of fresh fish.”

“I’ve never been,” she said. 

“Me either.”

They tried again for the next ten minutes but failed to reach anyone. “They could be gone.”

“We have to check this out,” Drake told her. 

“Not before going home.” Nia packed up the radio in the trunk and handed him the keys. “I’ll hold Tickles. He seems a bit agitated.”

“Come on. We can still make last call on dinner if we hurry.” Drake drove away, watching the shop in the mirror as he sped off. The UFO had been taken, but by whom? Worry gnawed at his gut, but the promise of other living souls helped ease the pain.



Britt




“Shouldn’t we have office hours?” Soph drove the golf cart, the wind blowing through their hair. 

“If you showed up at dusk, wouldn’t you want us to help you? Not to mention, they look like they could use a break,” she said. 

“You’re not kidding. And a shower.” Sophie slowed and waved the cart behind them to park next to her. The pair had arrived while everyone was eating, and the guards had requested that someone on the leadership team meet them. 

Britt had offered, letting Fran stay put. Fran’s time was always in demand, with the entire convoy seeking her advice or approval on things. 

Since the Visitors had departed, and Trent escaped, they’d had seventy-nine newcomers to Monterey, and Britt was getting used to orientation. This was her tenth tour, and she doubted it would be her last. 

“Thank you for bringing us in,” the bigger man said. His brow was sweating even though the evening had turned cooler after the rain. 

“You’re welcome…”

He set a hand to his chest. “Phil.”

“I’m John,” the other one said. His shirt was colorful and bright. Dolphins with golf clubs filled the fabric of the short-sleeved button-up. 

“Where are you from?” Britt asked. 

“New York.”

“I love that place,” Soph said. 

“Then you’ve never lived there,” John muttered. 

“We have a few from the city,” Britt said, thinking about Ransom and his daughter. 

John’s eyes lit up at this. “How long have you been here?”

“Six weeks,” she answered, unlocking the warehouse. Mike sat in a chair a short distance away, a rifle resting on his lap. He smiled at her, and Britt made sure to wave. Joel was adamant that they post twenty-four-hour security for the next while, and she couldn’t argue with his reasoning. 

They didn’t bother with generators this far from their village, so she handed the duo headlamps. She strapped her own on, and offered one to Soph. 

“I don’t think so, sis. Those do a number on my hair, and I’m meeting up with Kendall later.” Soph took a handheld flashlight, flicking it to life. The beam spread across the open floor, landing on the racks of clothing they’d gathered from nearby stores and home closets. 

“While you select some outfits, I’ll go over the ground rules. Is that okay?” Britt asked. John and Phil quickly agreed with nods, and took shopping carts, rolling them to the supplies. “We are a peaceful community. Violence will not be tolerated. If there is a dispute, bring it to one of the leaders. I’ll provide you with a list of those names, or simply ask around. Everyone knows who we are.”

“You’re in charge?” John’s eyes were barely discernible in the dimly lit room. 

“I am,” she responded. 

“Where’s Trent?” he asked. This time, his voice carried depth to it. 

Britt’s finger drifted to the gun on her hip, and John appeared to notice. “Why do you ask?”

“I… we were part of a support group in Manhattan. We all knew Cedric. And Trent.”

“Is that so?” She glanced at Phil.

“Sure. We’ve seen those…Visitors before. Over the years,” John told her. “It seriously messed with me. Phil too. Right, Phil?”

The bigger guy just shrugged and held a sweatshirt up. “Think this’ll fit?”

John ignored his partner’s comment. “So are they here? Trent and Cedric?”

“Trent’s gone. But Cedric’s around.” Soph slid a piece of gum into her mouth, chewing loudly. 

“Anyway, as I was saying, there are rules.” Britt narrowed her gaze at her sister, and Soph wandered off, perusing the summer dresses on a nearby rack. “You’ll work while you’re here. We’ll ask that you fill out a form, telling us about your history. Work employment. Medical issues.”

“Seriously?” John barked. “The world is done, miss. I don’t give a shit about what you or anyone else here used to be, and I sure as hell won’t fill out paperwork anymore.”

Britt watched him. “What are you hiding?”

“Hiding?” He started to laugh. “You don’t get it. We’re all that’s left. If you need me to carry my weight, I’m game. I’ll do whatever is necessary, because if there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s survival. But I’m done with bureaucracy. No more administration, no more exams, no more putting me into a box. Unless that box is my final resting place.” John turned and threw a few items of clothing into the cart.

“You might want to tone down those colors. A nice dark blue would flatter your eyes,” Soph said, receiving a glare for her trouble. 

Britt went closer, holding her clipboard to her chest. “I understand, John. We’ve all been through hell. We can make an exception for you and Phil if necessary.”

“We can?” Soph asked. “You never let me get away with anything.”

“Enough, Sophie.” Britt saw the moment John relaxed. It was clear this guy came with a lot of baggage, but Phil seemed unaffected. 

“Sorry about that,” John said a few minutes later. “I’ve been on edge these past few weeks. We’ve had a rough trek across the country.”

“Did you have any issues?” Britt whispered.

John nodded and gawked at the floor. “Couple times. Good thing we were armed. Cedric warned us there might be people not wanting to play by the new rules.” He chuckled, and it sounded forced. 

She didn’t remind him that he’d literally just argued about their village’s regulations. “Was anyone hurt?”

“I had to kill a guy. Phil shot someone, but I think he made it. We escaped. The next time, I drove right through their barricade. I may have run another over,” he said. 

“Barricade?”

“Yeah, out past Flagstaff. Bunch of them had the interstate blocked off. Way I figured, no one worth stopping for would try to push us off the road.” John had a resilience about him, and Britt tried to imagine the two of them getting from New York to Monterey in one piece under the current climate. She was grateful to have been part of a convoy, rather than on a solo mission. 

“You did the right thing,” Soph chimed in. “We’re not like that here. We only want to start fresh.”

“Good. Then we chose well. Can I talk with…Cedric?” John’s expression was hopeful. 

“That’s up to him. Come on. Take some personal supplies and I’ll bring you to your rooms.” Britt watched as they finished up, grabbing deodorant, hotel-sized toiletries, and shaving kits. 

“Do you have a Bible?” Phil asked. 

Britt glanced at her sister. “I don’t think so, but we can arrange that. For sure.”

“I didn’t know you were religious,” John told Phil.

“I’m not. But I have a new vested interest in Revelations.” Phil gave a curt smile and walked to the exit. 

“How about a library? Anything to read at all?” John asked. 

“Not yet. I’ve seen a few paperbacks, so I can ask around,” Britt promised. Personally, she couldn’t imagine reading fiction at this time. The circumstances were too dire, her mind too frazzled to retain stories of other people’s lives. It would be a painful reminder of what they’d lost. 

Britt locked the doors, double-checking the handle and bolt. She stopped near the sentry. “You good, Mike?”

He gestured to a cooler beside his chair. “Got a six-pack of diet soda and a big old bag of ripple chips. I’m better than good.” 

“Take care,” she said, and they were off, leading John and Phil back to the golf resort. 

“Why a golf course?” Phil asked when they pulled into the parking lot. 

“You’d have to ask Trent.” Britt killed the lights and cut the electric engine. She plugged it into their rigged solar panel network, and did the same with John’s before heading for the residences. 

She spotted Ransom and Chrissy on a bench, the girl holding Stewart under one arm and a bubble blower in the other hand. Britt waved, and Soph walked off, jogging when she saw Kendall leaning against the clubhouse. So much for finishing her task. 

“Right this way, gentlemen.” They carried their crates of supplies, and Britt lingered near Ransom, prepared to make the introduction. 

“You have to be kidding me,” Ransom mumbled. “If it isn’t John and Phil.”

Britt was startled. “You know them?”

“Not well, and that’s probably for the best,” Ransom said. “Chrissy, go to Lizbeth’s room. She’s expecting you.”

“But, Daddy, I want to talk too.” Chrissy watched Phil with big eyes. 

“Bean, don’t make me ask you twice.” His voice was firm, and the girl hurried toward the suites. Ransom stood, coming face to face with John. “Have you talked to Cedric yet?”

“No. How did you find him?” John asked. 

“What am I missing?” Britt intervened. 

“John was at my bar the night the Glass appeared.”

“You’re forgetting to mention that you followed me from the Upper West Side market to my meeting,” John added. 

“Sure. How convenient that you were at the one market near my place. Did Cedric put you up to this?” 

Britt thought about the fact that Ransom’s headshot had been found in Cedric’s house in Oakland. 

“Britt, he gave me Cedric’s business card. Told me to call him. Without John, I wouldn’t have met you,” Ransom said. 

“Then maybe we should be saying thank you, rather than jumping down his throat. Ransom, I’m sure it was just a coincidence.”

“Nothing’s a coincidence with Cedric, don’t you understand?” Ransom paced between them, and she hadn’t found him this agitated in weeks. 

“I’m glad we’re here, Ransom,” Phil said softly. “Don’t mind John. He’s not himself these days.”

Something shifted in his posture, and Ransom smiled, patting the man on the shoulder. “I see you’ve been to the commissary,” he joked. 

Britt playfully punched his arm. “That’s not funny.”

“Come on, let’s show them to their rooms. Drake and Nia are back, and I want to talk with them.” Ransom stayed close as they led John and Phil to the rooms. They were running low on free space, and it was only a matter of time before they needed to come up with a more permanent solution. 

Britt didn’t imagine settling here long-term was a great idea. Sure, the weather was beautiful, and they were near the ocean, but it was an open region, with fewer crops than other locations. Even if they commuted to Sonoma Valley or somewhere farther north, using their land, it would only be sustainable for a while. Until the gasoline turned sour, the diesel growing inconsistent. Then what? 

The future wasn’t clear, but that wasn’t their primary goal. Britt and their group had decided to ensure their current survival. To consider the path five years down the road, but plan a few months at a time, slowly modifying their goals as the days swept past them. 

Britt unlocked John’s small hotel room. It just had a queen and a three-piece bathroom. He seemed fine with it, walking in slowly, setting his bundle of clothing on the desk. “This will do. Thank you. Can you let Cedric know we’re here?”

“You got it.” Ransom shut the door, and once Phil was situated in his suite, Britt sighed, letting the clipboard fall to her side. 

“Something odd is happening,” she whispered.

“How so?”

“Come on, Ransom. John and you have a past? He was in your bar when the Glass showed up. It’s like you were part of Cedric’s plan.”

Ransom ran a hand through his hair and leaned against the wall. “He better be more forthcoming with us tonight, or he’ll get his ass kicked.”

Britt hated that his anger excited her. She’d spent most of her life as a peacemaker: first with her family, then with Jarod, her ex. But she wasn’t the same person now. “I’ll hold him for you.”

Ransom cracked the most genuine smile she’d witnessed all day. “I’d pay to see that.”

Britt and Ransom walked outside, seeing Peggy and Will nearing their meeting area. The hotel offices were the most private spot, and when they reached the doors, they heard Drake talking. 

“… another settlement in Tahoe. I want to investigate.”

_________


Will




Drake’s statement sent shivers down his back, and he didn’t know why. Surely there were other survivors. Not everyone would have gone to Monterey. These were mostly Trent’s contacts from before the Glass. Fran had learned of it by chance, and started the effort of gathering all the people she could on her trek through America. 

“That isn’t a good idea,” Britt told Drake, and the ex-detective crossed his arms. 

“Britt. It’s not your call, and Nia and I have already made up our minds,” he replied. 

“They might be able to help. We have some skilled people, Britt, but if we pool our resources, we can make a real community.” Nia glanced at a crate near her feet, and Will saw the cat’s eyes glinting within. He almost sneezed just looking at it. 

“We have a real community,” Ransom said. “It’s not perfect, but…”

“Is this going to be it?” Drake breathed. “Can you see the rest of your lives here? Pretending we’re on vacation at some stupid golf course?”

“Three months, remember?” Britt urged.

Will and Peggy remained silent, letting the older members speak first. 

“I’m sorry, but I need to think farther ahead than that. We have to do more than just make it.” Drake set a hand on Sage as she whined beside him. 

“Let’s discuss this inside the boardroom.” Fran had entered, and Will hadn’t even noticed. Her gaze drifted to the cat, and she walked to it, crouching at the carrier. “Who’s this?” She opened the door, letting the thin animal out. It stretched, and she picked it up. 

“This is Tickles. We brought him for you,” Nia said. 

Fran stroked the cat, and Will heard its low purrs. “He’s adorable. Tickles. I like it.”

“Should we tell them about what we saw?” Peggy whispered as they moved from the hall into the meeting room. 

Will nodded, taking a seat next to Ransom. He was going to mention the figure they’d chased in town, when Cedric burst in, his eyes wild, his clothing stained and creased. 

“Glad you’re all here. We need to start the next phase,” Cedric told them, still standing. 

“Not before you explain yourself. Where have you been?” Ransom demanded. “You leave for a week at a time, never telling us where you go on your little adventures. We deserve to know the truth.”

Cedric softly closed the door and took a seat at the head of the table, spinning slowly before placing his elbows down. “I’ve been to the Other Place,” he said. 

“Again?” Peggy asked. 

“Yes. It’s safe. For now. But I’ve seen them on the other side.”

“The Visitors?” Will’s voice almost caught in his throat. 

“We’re no longer worried about them. I’m talking about the aliens. The ones who seek to destroy us.”

Will took in the others’ reactions. Fran set the cat on the floor, letting it roam, and Sage lifted her head in interest. Ransom frowned, and Britt’s lip twitched. 

“How can we believe you?” Drake pushed away from the table, rolling back a couple of feet. “You give us these half-answers, evading any sort of reasonable explanation. How can we believe anything you say? If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re completely delusional. I won’t take this ride with you, Cedric. Not now, not ever.”

Cedric’s chin lowered, and he started to laugh. “Drake Astin. At first, he thought it might be you. But it wasn’t, so he did it all over again.” Cedric peered at Ransom. “Then it was the handsome actor. In his world, you’d made a bit of a name for yourself. TV soaps. A couple of streaming movies that clung to the top ten for a few weeks. But it also wasn’t you. Neither could bring him to the promised land, and now it’s my responsibility. Because he doesn’t have the guts to return to the Other Place.”

“Who? Who are you talking about?” Ransom shouted. 

Will could barely follow what Cedric was saying. 

There was a knock, and Cedric got to his feet. “It’s better if I show you. He’s finally agreed to attend our meeting. Don’t be alarmed.”

Peggy shifted in her seat, and Will knew exactly what she was thinking. She wished she’d brought her rifle. 

Everyone was tense, Will included, and he braced himself for whatever was about to be unveiled. 

Cedric touched the lever handle and depressed it, letting the door swing in. 

The man lingered in the shadows, wearing a baggy green jacket cinched above the left elbow. He stepped inside, his eyes grim, his mouth set in a hard line. “I know this might come as a surprise,” he said, his voice eerily familiar. 

“No way,” Peggy muttered. “This isn’t possible.”

“It is, my dear Peggy,” their Cedric said. 

The second one with the missing arm coughed, covering his mouth with his remaining hand. The fit lasted about ten seconds, and when it stopped, his wheezing was the only sound in the room. 

“As you can see, he’s not fit for travel.” Cedric sat, motioning to the empty seat beside him. The older version took it, his gaze scanning the crowd. When they landed on Will, he grinned. 

“It’s real? The dimensions? The time travel?” Britt mustered. 

The pair nodded in unison. “It is. I tried to stop them. Twice. But I haven’t been able to find the off switch. Only one of you can locate it. But until now, I didn’t know which held the ability.” His gaze drifted over their group, settling on Britt, then Peggy. Will shivered as Cedric’s eyes narrowed. 

“You won’t take Chrissy,” Ransom said. 

“We don’t need to take anyone, Ransom,” the second Cedric said. “We’re going to discover where the access is and shut it down. If we don’t, you’ll all die.”

Will found his voice. “How did you survive?”

The guy retrieved a tablet. The edges were worn, the screen fractured, a long crack striking the entire display. “I took these.” 

He rotated it toward the gathered people as he scrolled through them. 

Will watched in horror. The first showed Manhattan on fire. The entire city was either a crater, or burning. The video revealed an army of beings walking across the Brooklyn Bridge, with glowing blue eyepieces. His heart almost leapt from his chest. “I recognize them.”

Cedric pressed pause. “Pardon me?”

“The aliens. Peggy and I were out for supplies, and I spotted one. We chased him, but he vanished.” 

“When?” the old Cedric asked. 

“Today. A few hours ago,” Peggy said. 

“We need to move. I told you we shouldn’t be delaying,” the grizzled man said, breaking into another coughing frenzy. He reached into his pocket, popping a couple of pills. “This place won’t last. Get everyone on the road.”

“We can’t go anywhere,” Britt countered. “We’ve spent the last six weeks preparing to stay.”

“That won’t matter when they come, my dear,” Cedric said. “Drake, I must access their ship. I still think—” 

“It’s gone,” Drake told him. 

Cedric blanched. “Gone?”

“They took it. Nia and I were there earlier.”

Both Cedrics rubbed their foreheads. Will considered this might be some elaborate hoax. Could he be dreaming? Maybe he’d been beaten up by the guys in the Mustang back in Calder, and he was unconscious in a hospital bed in Benton. This was all a figment of his overactive imagination from having read too many books and watching all those late-night invasion movies. 

Peggy’s hand grabbed his under the table, and he was returned to the present. 

“It’s time. We have to go tonight,” their Cedric proclaimed. “Ransom, get Joel. I want to be on the road in an hour.”

Ransom glanced at Britt, and Will saw an unspoken conversation between them. “If it’s not me or Drake that’s going to track this thing, who is it?”

The Cedrics locked gazes. “We hope they’re revealed shortly. We don’t know.”

Will read between the lines. They must have someone in mind, but were playing it close to their chests. 

“How are you going to find the Primary Glass in the Other Place?” Will asked. “There are thousands of the things. The world’s big.”

“But it began in the States. The Primary for the Visitors is right here in Monterey, a thousand miles from the original Glass in Montana,” Cedric said. “We’re confident there are rules, and it’ll be within that range.”

“That’s a hell of a range,” Ransom muttered. 

“We have a rudimentary plan. I wanted more time, but it’s obvious they’re eager to move.”

“Who are they, and what do they want with Earth?” Britt asked. 

“No one has spoken with them. We can’t begin to comprehend their motives, but it’s clear they’re determined.” Cedric steepled his fingers. 

“What about the UFO? How did it get here, if you’re suggesting they come from an alternate Earth?”

“We don’t think that’s the case. They probably flew, likely accessing a wormhole or some other means, bringing them across the planes of time. These beings are deadly, equipped with the power to shift through dimensions. The Glass was their way of trying to connect to their own planet, only it failed, and linked with the Visitors’ world. Instead of giving up, they’ll pour into the Other Place, using it as a bridge to Earth. If we can’t close them down, we don’t stand a chance.” The strange Cedric lifted his left arm, rolling his shoulder as if the old injury still ached. 

“And they landed in Hay Lakes for you to witness the crash?” Drake seemed skeptical, but Will thought they must be telling the truth. Why else had any of this occurred?

“Hence my connection to it all. Unfortunately, my body isn’t equipped for their atmosphere.” Cedric lifted his shirt, revealing deep black tendrils. “That’s why I got this.”

Will scratched his own marking. “You fought them so you could be immune?”

“I wouldn’t call it a fight. I had a gun.” Cedric dropped the shirt. “Now I can travel more freely.”

“I wish I’d thought of that,” his mirror image muttered. 

Fran had been quiet, and she finally joined the conversation. “I want to run over the bullet points. This Cedric traveled from another timeline to save our world. They’re going to the Other Place to seek out the Primary Glass, and taking Joel and Ransom. What are the rest of us supposed to do?”

“If we’re successful, we can begin to rebuild,” the older Cedric said. “We have to keep gathering more people. But not here. It’s too dangerous. I thought that Trent might be helpful, but…”

“What do you mean by that?” Britt muttered. 

“He’s assembling troops. I expect he’ll make a push. Tell everyone that they’re leaving. Tomorrow, when it’s daylight.” 

“This is insane.” Fran stood. “You can’t show up making demands. We have a settlement!”

“If you want to stay alive, you’ll do as he says,” Cedric told her. “It’s for their own safety.”

Fran gawked at him and returned to her seat, crossing her arms in defiance. 

“What did your world do?” Will asked the scarred man. 

“They fought. Bickered. Killed one another.” He glanced at the door. “We were stationed in Jersey. I didn’t understand anything then.”

Britt leaned closer. “How did you get here? You’ve done this twice.” 

“Luck, my dear. Damned poor terrible luck,” he whispered.

They stayed for another hour, debating the Tahoe settlement, and their next moves after Cedric vanished through the Glass with his small entourage. Ransom looked annoyed that he was being beckoned with the eccentric podcaster, but Will knew he’d go with him if asked. Cedric might be off his rocker, but if what he said was true, they needed to end the Glass. 

Slowly, they all departed, and when they returned to the residences, Peggy stopped at his door. “Can I stay here tonight?”

Will smiled, even though his mind was reeling. “I’d like that.” He couldn’t imagine abandoning the comfort of their new home. But the presence of the alien in town, and the looming threat of Trent’s retaliation, was enough to motivate him to leave. He just wanted Peggy to be out of harm’s way. 

They prepared for bed, their motions feeling automated and numb. Will silently recapped the day’s events, Peggy staying quiet as well. A few minutes later, they climbed into bed. Will thought about the Other Place and cringed. He’d been there once, with Chrissy, and really had no desire to return there. 

“It’ll be all right, won’t it?” Peggy asked, squished up close to him. He wrapped his arms around her, pressing tight. 

“I think so.” Will could tell she wasn’t looking for comfort, not in the way his body was reacting to their contact, so he tried to concentrate on something else. He heard the subtle ticking of the air conditioning unit and the buzz of the courtyard lamps, and dozed into a restless slumber.

Some time later, his eyes opened when Peggy thrashed in the bed. “We can’t do this. I don’t know how to control it.”

He watched, not wanting to break the spell. She was having a dream. 

“It’s too dangerous.” A brief pause, her fists clutching the comforter. “Will…” 

He tensed at the sound of his name. “You’re right. There’s no choice.”

Peggy calmed down, her bunched muscles relaxing, and she flopped to the pillow, gentle sighs escaping her lips. 

While he tried to settle in again, someone banged on his door. He jumped up, wondering if they were too late and the aliens had attacked. He pictured an army of the strange beings marching toward their community, a UFO hovering above, shining a bright light on them. 

But it was only Britt. “Guys, something happened at the warehouse. We have to go.”



Ransom




“Daddy, don’t leave me here!” Chrissy bellowed. She had her arms wrapped around his leg, which made leaving a lot more difficult. 

“You’ll stay with Lizbeth,” he said. 

“Daddy, no…”

“What’s the matter?” He picked her up, cradling her close. “You’re a big girl.” 

Huge tears streamed down her cheeks, and she suddenly seemed like a little toddler, not the young girl she was. “I had a dream.”

This gave Ransom pause. He knew enough about Chrissy and her link to some subconscious energy not to ignore her pleas. “What happened?”

“Lots of guns.” Lizbeth’s eyes were closed. Her lower lip trembled, and it made up his mind. 

“Okay. You come with. But you do what I say, understand?” 

She nodded, her tears stopping. Chrissy ran across the room, grabbing Stewart, and she put her rain boots on, adding a bright pink jacket over her white pajamas. 

By the time he left the building, the others were already rushing to the parking lot. They were disregarding the golf carts and piling into a variety of vehicles. Will and Peggy had their truck, and Ransom chose his SUV. Britt arrived a second later, her face long and drawn. She climbed in, glancing at Chrissy in the back seat. “You sure?”

“She was adamant.” Ransom thought about her dream. “Tell Fran there might be trouble coming. I think the warehouse is a distraction.”

He rolled up to Drake, and Britt told the detective what Ransom had said. He nodded grimly, passing word to Joel. “We’ll stay put and let everyone escape.”

Ransom nodded at Drake. He liked the man and hated leaving him behind. 

Will took off, and Ransom followed while Britt rolled her window up. “We don’t know that anything bad will happen.”

“Are you certain the warehouse was hit?” Ransom asked. 

“Michael was stationed there for the night. He was checking in with the radio, and Mack heard a gunshot. Then nothing.” 

“Damn it,” Ransom muttered. Will drove quickly, his truck lurching forward as they flew toward the storage warehouses. “Chrissy, are you buckled in?”

“Yes, Daddy.”

Will slammed on his brakes ahead, and Ransom did the same just in time. He noticed the eyes in the ditch, and suddenly feared the Visitors were back, until he spotted the whitetail and the ears flickering in the headlights. The pair of deer continued on, prancing into the trees. 

“That was close,” Britt said, and Ransom pressed the gas, trailing after Will. His heart rate was elevated as they approached the warehouse and saw the taillights of another vehicle racing down the road. 

“It’s on fire,” Britt muttered, and pointed to the largest building that contained most of their supplies. 

“Shit,” he said, muttering an apology to his daughter for the language. 

Will arrived at the end of the lot first, and there was Michael, his radio dropped a few feet from his corpse. Blood pooled beneath him, and his eyes were open, reflecting a clear starlit night. Ransom crouched, checking his pulse, but couldn’t find one. Not that he’d expected to. 

Ransom peered at the SUV and shouted at Chrissy to stay inside.

Will rushed to the main entrance, where Peggy had her rifle raised. They opened the doors and smoke poured out, making the duo cough. 

“Leave it,” Britt said. “We don’t have the means to extinguish a fire.”

Will and Peggy stepped away, and the four of them observed as flames ravaged their clothing racks, growing larger with the steady stream of fuel. 

“We have to follow them,” Will stated. “I’m sure I saw that truck in town earlier.”

Ransom glanced at Britt, waiting for her call. She stared at the dead body, a frown etched on her brow. “Whoever did this is going to pay.” Britt’s gaze focused on the road. “Will, call Joel. Tell him what happened. If we don’t return…”

Ransom swallowed, watching Chrissy in the back seat. “We can’t run into danger. We’re not soldiers, and I have my kid with me.”

“Then you three go. Will and I will track them, then leave. No bloodshed. We have to find out where they’re coming from and what they want with us,” Peggy said. 

Britt appeared to ruminate on their options, and finally answered. “No. We stay together. But like you said, this is strictly recon.”

Will grabbed his handheld radio. “Come in, Joel.” They lingered as the fire spread inside the warehouse. Ransom let the doors close, sealing the flames within. 

“What a shame,” he muttered. 

“Go ahead, Will. Over.”

“Anything to tell us?”

“Quiet as a church mouse,” Joel replied.

“Maybe it wasn’t a diversion,” Ransom said. “But it sure as hell was a targeted attack.”

Will filled Joel in on what had happened, and the man let out a string of expletives on the other end of the radio. “If you find them, call me. Over.”

“We have to do something for Mike.” Britt tugged on his arm, and Ransom helped her drag his body away from the warehouse. When they were sure the fire wouldn’t reach him, they left him there, planning on coming back for a proper burial. It was the least they could do. Ransom wondered if Michael was religious or not. He hadn’t spent enough time with the man to know. 

Ransom returned to the SUV, rolling down his window to let the cool breeze in. “You okay, Bean?”

“No.”

“What’s the matter?”

“He has a line through him,” she said. 

“A line…?” And Ransom recalled the way she drew dead people in her crayon illustrations. 

“I want to go home.”

“We will soon,” he told her. 

“No. Home to Mommy and Jose.” 

Ransom clenched his jaw, unwilling to let the comment rattle him. She didn’t mean to be hurtful; she was just upset. They all were. 

Will threw his truck into drive, and Ransom slowly followed, heading east. There weren’t many paths to choose from, so they stuck to the main road as it veered north into the nearest town. It was modest, with a few shops and stores, a couple of diners, and a Mexican place that advertised the hottest taco in the central coast. 

There were a lot of vehicles, but none resembled a newer-model extended cab in black. 

“They have to live somewhere. Let’s check the burbs,” Will said, his voice crackling through the radio. 

Chrissy was sitting up in the back seat, her eyes unflinching. “Did you see any of this in a dream?” Ransom asked her. 

“No. Just Lizbeth.”

“Joel said they’re fine. Not everything she imagines comes true,” Britt said, trying to calm Ransom, but it didn’t work. 

“But she’s right enough times to be concerned.” Ransom changed directions they crossed a set of railroad tracks, and slowed when Will’s brake lights activated. The younger man stopped, parking the vehicle, and Ransom drove up to him. 

“What’s up?” Britt asked, her window adjacent to Will’s. 

“Smoke. Someone’s having a fire. Seems like we might have pyromaniacs on the go,” Will said. 

“Let’s kill the engines and check it out,” Britt told them, and Peggy exited their truck, rifle in hand. 

“I can’t leave Chrissy. Will you stay with her?” Ransom asked Britt, and she looked at the girl, then at him. 

“Fine. But seriously, just confirm the truck and come back. We’re not doing this tonight. Not alone.” Britt gave him a look that meant business, and he nodded in agreement. Ransom was no killer. 

He took the gun from under his seat and flipped the safety off, just in case. “We’ll be quick.”

Ransom kissed Chrissy on the forehead before catching up to Will and Peggy. They were already a few yards ahead. 

The homes were nice: a little older, but still well-maintained. The area reeked of wealth, with prestigious golf courses, vineyards, and country clubs. Ransom found it strange after spending most of his adult life in the big city. There was so much space here, each house lot the size of a small New York park. 

Peggy clung to the sidewalk, bordered by a six-foot-high hedge that blocked them from view of the nearest house. Smoke rose from the backyard, and Ransom saw the aforementioned truck in the driveway, some of their supplies stacked in the box. 

“We’ve seen enough. Let’s turn around,” Ransom whispered. 

Peggy walked on, ignoring his words. 

“Peggy,” he hissed. Will shrugged and followed her, leaving Ransom no choice. 

“We need to learn who it is.” Peggy raised her rifle, using the scope. They examined the yard, finding three men and a woman, drinking beers and laughing. 

“I don’t recognize any of them.” Peggy lowered her aim. “Better head…”

Will’s radio crackled and beeped, the volume up too loudly. “We’re under attack. They came from the south. At least fifty of them. Armed.”

Will fumbled with the knob, cranking it down. “This can’t be happening.”

“Unfortunately for you, it is.” The voice caught them off guard, and Ransom almost pulled the trigger by accident. 

Britt honked the SUV’s horn from down the block a moment too late, a warning that they were being circled. 

“Raise those hands. Mr. Foster, I’d hoped to work together. We were on the same page.” Trent stepped into the streetlight, his tanned skin even darker in the yellow glow. 

“You,” Peggy spat. “Why are you coming for us?”

“That’s my settlement. I started it. The people were my recruits, and I want it back. Lucky for me, there were other likeminded individuals that agreed.” Trent’s teeth shone bright white as he smiled, and Ransom felt the eyes on them before the group arrived. The men wore black leather, the woman in a vest and a white t-shirt. Her hair was shaved on the left side, her nose pierced, and she walked with an irritating swagger. 

Ransom waved at Britt, signaling for her to run with Chrissy. If this was his end, at least the one good thing in his meaningless life could be saved. 

“You can have it,” Ransom said.

Trent looked surprised. “I don’t think that’s your decision to make now, is it, Ransom?”

He wanted to deck the guy square in the nose, but it was clear they had the upper hand. Joel and the others were under attack, and that meant lives might already have been lost. He needed to stop this. 

“Why not go elsewhere? Why fight when there’s nothing but space?” Will asked him. 

Peggy and Ransom were still armed, but these guys were rocking some heavy artillery. There was an AR-15 in the bigger guy’s grip, and M4s being held by the other two. Unlike himself, they looked like they knew how to use them. 

“Mr. Foster, it’s a matter of principle. One day, you’ll understand. Or… perhaps your life will be cut short. Don’t feel bad about it. Consider yourself blessed to have made it this far, in a world full of the dead,” Trent said. 

“Do we have a deal?” Ransom asked. “You take the club, and we leave.”

Trent’s gaze narrowed, and he watched Ransom. “No dice.”

Will’s radio beeped a few more times, but with the volume lowered, they couldn’t hear the incoming messages. 

Ransom grated his teeth and shifted the gun in his palm. It was time for action. 

_________


Drake




Drake knew every inch of this place. He’d spent countless hours walking the perimeter of the golf course with Sage and Nia, scoping the terrain, looking for weak spots. The small army had entered the seventh green, as he’d expected, and rolled directly toward his trap. A few of their cars crashed into the false sand, getting stuck, and others had their tires popped on the rows of spike strips lining the opposite length of rough. Cedric had always hinted that someone might come, and in Drake’s experience, they tended to do so from a position of cover, opting for the surprise factor. 

Instead, the people attacking their settlement were the ones stunned. That was the good news. The bad was, it did little to slow them. 

But it bought time for their evacuation. Fran and Sophie led the charge on that front, ensuring everyone was funneled into the stream of minivans, classic cars, and oversized trucks, driving north. Joel was his own army, ordering their best shots onto the rooftops, plucking off targets like he was practicing on paper in the sunshine rather than moving ones in the dark. 

Drake’s breath was labored, leaning against the short cover of the brick ledge on the roof. 

“How many?” he asked Joel. The man’s face was drenched in sweat, his eyes blinking the beads away. 

“There are more. Tell Fran to keep the convoy moving,” Joel said, sighting another incoming enemy. He pulled the trigger, the blast singing through the chilled air. Drake thought he heard someone call out, but at this point, it might have been his imagination. 

He spotted Nia running toward them, and signaled for her to duck. She did, sliding to a stop on the rocks. “What’s the word?”

“Everyone is gone, except this team.” Nia gestured at the ten people perched here, shooting their rifles as practiced. 

“We need to escape, Joel,” Drake said. 

Joel fired again. “I’ll hold them off.”

Drake wanted to argue, but it was their best bet. Joel smiled and tapped a box near his feet with his boot. “I kept something special for them.”

“RPG?”

“You know me well, Drake. If I make it, I’ll be in touch.” He patted the radio on his hip.

“Where’s Cedric?” Nia asked, peering around. 

“You didn’t see him? Or them?” Drake asked. 

She shook her head. “Not since earlier.”

Drake heard a bullet whine by, striking the metal door. “I’ll check.”

“Time to bolt!” Nia called to the remaining people on the roof. One of them was Kendall, another Mack, both friends of Britt from the road. 

“I’ll stay,” Kendall said, nodding to Joel. “I’m the best choice to help.”

Drake wanted to deny him, but it wasn’t his choice. “Fine. Be careful.”

He waited for the others to leave, and when Nia was safely in the stairwell, he raced down the steps. The sound of gunfire increased, with the invaders sensing their opportunity. Drake paused on the ground level, but Nia grabbed his arm, dragging him away. 

“They know what they signed up for,” she said. 

“I have to find Cedric.” Drake went outside, opting to check the residences. He remembered what room Cedric had been occupying, and proceeded to find the door open. His things were gone, and Drake quickly scoured the room. With the exception of spare oxygen tanks and candy wrappers, it was empty. “He’s not here.”

“Then I guess he escaped with the rest. That’s good.” Nia ran down the hall, shoving the exit open, and came face to face with a slender man, his gun aimed right at her chest. 

Drake reacted without thinking. He raised his weapon, finger touching the trigger. The bullet slammed into the guy’s shoulder, the next striking his forehead. 

“Go!” Drake shouted, and Nia jumped past the man as he sputtered his last breath. 

Her car waited at the edge of the lot, still running, and the van ahead sped off as more enemies saturated the grounds. Drake took the driver’s side, with Nia in the passenger, and he pounded the pedal. 

A bright plume of fire erupted, covering the rearview mirror’s reflection with an orange glow. 

“Looks like Joel used his RPG,” Nia said. 

Drake felt the seat rumble as another blast tore up the golf course. 

A woman ran from an old pickup truck, aiming a revolver at them. Drake gunned it, heading for her rather than swerving. He saw the moment of fear in her eyes, and she dove, not risking the shot. 

Drake caught a glimpse of her on the pavement as he abandoned their home for the last few weeks. He almost panicked when he didn’t see Sage in the back seat, but recalled that she’d already left with Sophie a half-hour earlier. 

“Where’s Britt?” he asked Nia, and got a shrug in response. 

Drake realized they didn’t have a radio on them as he picked up speed, letting the power of the muscle car rush them to the back of the convoy. 

“I never expected to run away from our problems,” Nia said. 

“It’s not worth the fight.” The bloodshed made him sick. Why would Trent have sent these people after them, and how did they connect to Cedric?

“You don’t think he set this all up, do you?” she asked. 

Drake considered the question, trying to figure out Cedric’s motives. “No chance.”

“What if he wants us on edge? He’s forcing us into his game plan. That recording from Tahoe. It might have been bogus. No one answered when we reached out.”

Drake finally caught sight of the van ahead of them, and a short distance away, there was a steady stream of brake lights. 

“It’ll be there.” They were on the road, heading for another settlement. “I’ve hated that place since the moment we first set foot on it.”

Nia rubbed her chest where she’d been shot. “You and me both. Fresh start?”

“Sounds good.” 

_________


Will




Trent would never let them live. 

Will experienced his last moments as if floating beside himself. Peggy’s spine straightened, her finger twitching near the rifle’s trigger. 

Ransom resembled an action hero from a movie, but he didn’t have any training to support it. Will wasn’t much better, having only learned what little he could over the weeks from Peggy in their free time. He could hit a target on a hay bale, but they were bigger than a human, and didn’t fire back. Not to mention, Will felt no remorse at taking the life of a stack of dried straw. 

The last thing he saw before it all started was a sneer on Trent’s lip, and the first bullet struck his soldiers. The closest man fell to the ground, the others moving quickly, trying to find the shooter’s location. Another was down, then the woman, her weapon landing on the sidewalk near Will’s shoes. 

In the span of a breath, Trent was without allies, and he gasped, clutching his heart. 

“I figured this was a bad idea.” Cedric came from the corner of the hedges with an automatic rifle, his older self one step behind with a handgun. He stopped and kicked the biggest leather-wearing corpse for good measure. 

Trent licked his lips and raised his arms. “Cedric. I thought we were friends.” His eyes flickered to the other Cedric, and he finally broke down. “What is this?” He was sweating, and from the heavy breathing, perhaps having a panic attack.

“I’m still Cedric. And you’re still an asshole,” the lookalike said. “I’ve had run-ins with you before. When I suggested you might be an asset to team with to my younger self, I had no idea you’d be such a piece of crap. Once a villain, always a villain, I suppose. But you can’t have a hero without someone opposing you.” 

Both of them raised their weapons, and Will stepped back, dragging Peggy with him. Ransom was a statue, transfixed by it all. 

“You’ve met me… another me?” Trent had a gun in his grip, but it was pointed at the ground. 

“Unfortunately, yes,” Cedric said. 

“You needed an army. I’ve brought it. We can help defend against what’s coming!” Trent shouted now, his usually calm demeanor shattered into a million pieces. 

Will could smell his impending death, and Peggy cowered as he shouted. 

“No. You brought a bunch of fools to attack the people I need to stop this invasion. You’re an idiot, Trent.” Cedric Bellows, the podcaster and man behind Gray Matters, walked closer to the tanned retiree, lifting the barrel of his assault rifle. 

Trent slid to his knees, tears falling down his leathery cheeks. “I can change. Don’t…”

Peggy’s nails dug into Will’s arm as the bullet hit, his forehead welling with blood. Behind Trent was the real gore. Will looked away, fighting the urge to vomit. 

Suddenly, he was surrounded by bodies, the street stained red. But they were alive. 

“Come on. Let’s—”

“They’re gone,” younger Cedric said, and Ransom grabbed his collar. 

“Our camp? Are they dead?”

“No. Nothing like that. They escaped.” Cedric pulled free and straightened his jacket. “I’m waiting on word from Joel, then we can leave.”

Ransom made eye contact with Will. “I don’t want to.”

“Neither do I, Ransom, but we all have a destiny awaiting us,” Cedric said. “This is ours. We’ll stop the invasion or die trying. But there is no other option.”

Will noticed the man watching Peggy, and he stepped between them, blocking his view. “What if I go instead?”

Peggy nodded, grabbing his hand. “Me too. Ransom can stay with Chrissy, and we’ll take his place.”

Cedric’s mouth opened, then closed, while Britt drove the SUV closer. She rolled the window down. Chrissy was in the front seat, crying, and Ransom ran to her, pulling her from the car. He hugged his daughter, averting her gaze from the carnage. 

“You two have your own path,” the older Cedric said. “It has to be Ransom.”

“But you said it isn’t him. It’s not…” Peggy tried to argue, but Cedric lifted a finger, silencing her with a simple gesture. 

“Ransom has a gift. Inclinations. He’ll keep me alive long enough to find the Primary,” Cedric advised them. 

The actor clutched his daughter tight and glanced between them. “Fine. Get Joel, and we’re gone. The sooner we stop these things from coming, the better.”

“Daddy, you can’t go!” Chrissy shrieked. 

Ransom stroked her hair, not acknowledging her doubts. 

Their little piece of paradise was gone. Will had been enjoying the break since the world cracked, but it was time to face reality. There were still threats in all directions, and they needed to be cautious. 

Ransom set Chrissy down and whispered to her. She cried, and they all departed to give Ransom privacy. 

“What about us?” Will asked Peggy. 

She blinked dully, her skin sallow. “We live for another day.”



Ransom




“Come with me, Bean.” He held his daughter’s hand, moving from the stench of death. They walked down the sidewalk, the moon high and the stars bright. “I won’t be gone forever.”

“Promise?” Her eyes were huge and damp.

“Of course. I wouldn’t go if it wasn’t necessary. Cedric says…”

“He wants you in the Other Place. Maybe I could come and—”

“No, Bean. You have to stay with Britt… the Lady.” He corrected himself, opting for the term of endearment she called Britt by. “She loves you, and if anything happens while I’m gone, she’ll be ready.”

Chrissy glanced at Britt, who was standing with the rest of them a short distance away. Ransom saw the woman peer in their direction, and he gave her a tight-lipped nod. 

Chrissy beckoned him with a wiggling finger, and he bowed, turning his ear closer to her mouth. “What is it?”

“I had a dream,” she whispered.

“I know. You told me about Lizbeth and the…”

“No, Daddy. You were there. With the police officer. And they came out. They had blue eyes.” Chrissy’s voice stayed a low whisper. “They’re bad.”

“Drake? That’s why I have to stop them from getting to Earth,” he told her. 

Chrissy had Stewart in her arms, and she looked at the stuffed mouse before offering it. “Take him.”

“Stewart? But he’s your favorite.” Ransom accepted the gift, rotating it in his hand. 

“I want you to have him, Daddy.”

Ransom couldn’t argue with that. “Thank you, Bean.” He was so proud of how grown up she was acting, and for the thousandth time, he doubted his decision to leave this Earth behind with the erratically edgy Cedric Bellows. 

“Take care of the Lady for me, would you?” He hugged her once again, and saw Britt walking toward him. 

“I will.” Chrissy left them alone, probably sensing they needed to talk before he departed. 

“She’s a good kid,” Britt said. 

“The best.”

“I’ll miss you, Ransom.”

“Same. I know we just met…”

Britt’s lips met his, and they kissed. She let go, smiling at him. “You need to remember what’s waiting for you when you come home a hero.”

The others came to say goodbye, and he hugged Peggy, then Will. They were solid people, an inspiration for what their future might hold. If humanity was going to persist, it was the Wills and Peggys that would ensure it stayed that way. 

Ransom’s heart tore from his chest as he watched Britt drive off with his daughter. He’d spent her entire life wishing to be with her, and now, when he had sole custody of the girl, he was running off on some damned foolish mission with this pair. 

“Now what?” he asked. 

“We meet Joel.”

“He escaped the golf course?” Ransom glanced at the aged Cedric, noticing how shifty his gaze was. That man had been through a lot. It was evident in each move, every word he spoke. 

“If anyone could, it’s Joel.” Cedric tossed Ransom the key fob, and they went to a blue truck parked discreetly a block down. When the other Cedric didn’t get in, he asked why. “He won’t be making this trip. One more visit to the Other Place, and he says he’ll die.” As if to prove a point, he began to hack repeatedly. 

“Suit yourself.” Ransom set Stewart into the cup holder and started the truck. 

A half hour later, the radio beeped. “Cedric?”

“Joel, where are you?” Cedric held the radio far from his body, as if it might explode. 

“Kendall didn’t make it. I’m alone. Headed east from the eighteenth hole. Running to rendezvous point now.”

Cedric grinned, letting go of the talk button. “He’s on the way.”

Ransom spotted the figure approaching the gas station parking lot in the glow of the moon. He flashed the lights, and Joel arrived with caution. He aimed a rifle in their direction, and Ransom began to duck behind the steering wheel. 

“It’s okay. He’s just confirming our identities.” Cedric was right. Joel dropped the sight and ran, no longer seeming concerned with anyone following him. 

Joel opened the back, pouring into the truck. He smelled like charred flesh and sweat. 

“What happened to you?” Ransom asked, driving from the parking lot. 

“Hell happened.”

“Ransom, we’ll drive east, and then south for an hour. I’ve added the coordinates to the GPS.” 

Ransom checked the dash display, seeing the location was off the 101 a few miles. “Then what?”

“We use the Glass.”

Ransom considered turning around and following his friends to Lake Tahoe. He didn’t belong in another plane or dimension with Cedric and Joel. He should be with his daughter, and wanted to see where things went with Britt. The buzzing in his head increased, threatening to explode. 

The second he accepted the fact that he was going to the Other Place, it began to ease up. 

_________


Drake




The convoy stopped a couple hours later, once they’d bypassed San Jose and San Francisco. 

“Are we still in the Bay Area?” he asked Nia. 

“I’m not sure. I think so. They call this the Tri-Valley.” She’d stared out the window for the entire trip without so much as a squeak, so he’d thought she was sleeping. But her voice came out strong and attentive. 

The steady row of vehicles parked on the main drag, a series of red lights as their brakes depressed. Drake saw the hotel sign and didn’t relish the idea of clearing a building out of dead bodies before they slept in it for the duration of the night. 

“I’d say it’s brand new.” Nia gestured to a sign, declaring the hotel was scheduled to open in the fall. 

“Fran has a good eye,” he said. “This is better.”

“As long as they’re furnished.” Nia went before him, gently closing the door. 

Drake noticed Soph’s truck, and he waited while she let Sage out. His dog lifted her snout and sniffed the air, her head tilting in both directions. He smiled when Sage spied him, bounding across the people as they exited their cars, barking in excitement. 

“Sage. You’re a good girl.” He scratched behind her ears, reminding the dog of his undying affection. 

This city was silent. Not a single sound from anything but their group reached them. For a moment, he thought he heard a coyote howl, but it blended with a breeze cutting through the trees near the street. They were far enough from the core of Livermore to be isolated from the general population. 

“Any word from Britt?” Drake asked Soph, and the woman nodded. 

“They’re on the way. Ransom went with Cedric.” 

“Joel and Kendall?” Nia added, petting Sage. 

Soph peered up at the sky. “No idea. No one’s heard from them.”

Fran and Mother Goose walked down the row of vehicles, urging everyone to shut their engines off, and to follow them into the premises. When she got to Drake, she paused, giving him a once-over. “Your actions saved a lot of lives tonight.”

Drake shrugged, not desiring any attention on him. “It wasn’t just me.”

“No, but your preparations allowed for the quick escape. You knew that if someone came at us, it would be from the golf course, not the streets, and that bought us the time we needed. Thank you,” she said, with genuine gratitude in her voice. 

“Happy to help,” he said. 

Mother Goose went into her bag and pulled a package of dog bones out. “These are the good ones. I used to give them to my own retriever. She’s been gone for years.”

“Sorry about that. It’s never easy.” Drake had lost so many people. They all had. But thinking about his dog no longer being with him was too much. “And thanks.” He lifted the treats up, and Sage gave a small whimper. 

Mack walked to their group, his hands shoved deep into his jeans pockets. He had a baseball cap yanked over his brow, and he stared at his boots as he approached Soph. Drake knew what was about to happen. He’d seen the same posture a dozen times, always when an officer had to give a family the bad news. 

Soph didn’t seem to notice him while she reached into her truck for a piece of luggage, but the second she spotted him, she dropped the bag. “No.”

Mack kept coming, his chin rising. “We heard from Joel. He let them have it, but Kendall didn’t make it.”

Soph fell in his arms, her anguish delivered as heaping sobs. Drake stayed where he was, not wanting to break the moment. 

“Maybe he’s wrong. I need to check.” Soph started for her truck, but Mack held tight, not letting her go. 

“Joel saw him die.”

“Why didn’t Joel help him?” Soph cried, bashing fists against Mack’s chest. He didn’t release her. 

“He tried, but there were too many of them. If it helps at all, Trent’s dead. It was his plan. Cedric shot him,” Mack said. 

Drake’s detective mind went to work, and he wondered how it had all transpired. He glanced into the star-covered sky, trying to fill in the blanks. 

Soph continued to cry, Nia deciding to console her, and Drake waited for them while the rest of the convoy entered the hotel by the side entrance. Construction equipment was strewn throughout the grounds, and there was no sod or landscaping present. A row of unplanted trees formed a neat line near an excavator, and Drake gazed to the left, thinking he saw a set of headlights. But there was nothing. 

“Come on. It won’t do us any good to stay up all night.” With the simple comment, the last remaining people disbanded, with Soph slowly plodding her way to a room. 

“I’ll stay with her,” Nia said thoughtfully. “At least until her sister arrives.”

Drake nodded, thinking it might be wise to have someone watching Soph. She always seemed happy, a woman living a carefree and whimsical existence. If you’d asked Drake yesterday, he’d have thought that she and Kendall were nothing more than a fling. Her reaction to his death showed a different side to her. 

Drake went into a suite, smelling the carpet glue. The drywall was finished, but the painters hadn’t completed their task. The bed was built but lacked the comforts of a pillow or blankets, so he took a flashlight and wandered from the room, heading through the hall to what would have become the lobby and check-in desk. 

These places always had storage areas, and a hotel chain of this size and reputation would have most supplies on hand. Sage trotted along without her leash, content to be investigating this new place with him. 

The first few doors led him to partially done offices, the metal plates still unetched with the future manager’s name. Boxes with laptops and a couple of desktop computers sat unopened, and Drake thought about how much they’d relied on technology in the world. You didn’t think you’d be able to live without it, until you had no choice. 

Drake found another lever and used it, revealing what he’d been searching for. The space wasn’t overly large, but it was nearly crammed full with compact coffee makers, spare mattresses, bedding, and towels. His beam of light shone over the contents, and he stopped when it reflected off something. 

A Glass was present, and a suite desk was chopped in half, along with a skid of flatscreens. Sage growled when the barrier began to glow, the white light causing Drake to shield an arm over his eyes. 

“What did you find?” It was Will. 

“When did you get here?” Drake asked, letting the young man see the Glass activated by his mere presence. 

“We just parked. I was looking for you,” he said. Will glanced at the tendrils scratched by one of the Visitors on their first encounter in Calder. 

Will stepped back, and the Glass began to fade. “Can you give me a few? Meet me in suite 27. It’s easy to find, since only half the doors have been marked.”

Will pointed to the supply room. “You want a hand?”

“Maybe you can round up some water. We left a lot of our stuff. There wasn’t time to gather everything,” Drake said. 

Will could hardly keep his eyes open. “Deal.”

Drake watched him leave the hallway, then hefted a bundle of bedding, filling a couple of housekeeping carts with the essentials. First he stopped at Soph’s room, finding the door ajar, Britt on the bed sitting close to her sister as they talked. Drake set a comforter on the floor, and Britt nodded in thanks. 

Chrissy was in the next room, lying on the bed beside Lizbeth. The old lady hummed a song that he recognized, but didn’t react as he spread a blanket over them. She gave him an appreciative smile, and he left a pillow before closing the door. 

Most of the convoy members were already fast asleep, and by the time Drake returned to his room, Will and Peggy were inside, chatting with Nia. Sage plopped near Peggy, letting the girl pet her, and Drake lifted an eyebrow. 

“Was the warehouse destroyed?” Drake had idle thoughts about returning with Fran’s delivery trucks to fill up on the gear they’d spent the last six weeks acquiring, but with one look from Peggy, he knew that wasn’t going to happen. 

“Burned. They killed Mike.” Peggy kept petting Sage, like the dog was a distraction she couldn’t break from. 

“Damn it. What happened?” 

Will downed the majority of a water bottle and offered the rest to Peggy. “It was Trent. Apparently for no other reason than ego, or vengeance. I don’t know. We were circled, but the Cedrics came and saved us. Trent’s dead too.”

Drake struggled to imagine Cedric shooting someone in cold blood. “Was it the older version of him?”

Will shook his head. “No. But I think either of them would have done it.”

So much for that theory. Drake recalled the first day he’d spent with the man, driving his convertible with an air of importance. He was well off, that podcast being picked up and syndicated around the globe. Aliens were always of interest, even more so than true crime in Cedric’s case. 

They’d visited Horace Bennet’s ranch to search for the UFO, but now, after all they’d experienced, Drake felt differently about that day. Cedric had been fully aware of what he was doing. He was sure of the cage’s location, and the alien ship. He wondered how much of it was real, and how much Cedric had planted. Had the fireworks been Horace’s, or had Cedric left them there for a distraction to escape with the UFO? 

Drake wished he could ask the man, but he was gone on a dangerous mission with Ransom and Joel into the Other Place. Drake hadn’t observed it himself, but he did believe it existed. He’d seen the Visitors and witnessed the lengthy line of them departing through the giant Glass in the ocean. 

But who were these mysterious beings, this race of aliens determined to control Earth, and how did the other Cedric manage to escape their clutches not once, but twice? “How does he travel in time?” Drake asked. He was so tangled in his own thoughts, he hadn’t noticed that Peggy was mid-sentence. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to cut you off.”

“It’s okay,” she said. “He hasn’t told anyone, and when we asked about it, they diverted the question.”

“They made it sound super dangerous.” Nia picked up a bag of pretzels Will had discovered in his search of the premises. 

“If he’s succeeded twice, why be so circumspect? He could have come to us. The pair of them, even, and talked about what was going to occur so we could begin to plan. Instead, we’re here scratching our heads with no answers,” Drake told them. 

“Would you have believed them?” Will stretched on the chair, yawning into his palm. 

“No. Probably not,” Drake admitted. 

“We would have thought they were the world’s craziest brothers. Or father and son, trying to scam us out of our life savings,” Nia said. 

“How long has Cedric known?” Peggy stopped stroking Sage’s back, and the dog rolled onto her side, letting out a sigh. 

“I think I overheard him say it’s been nine years.” Will yawned again and checked his watch. “We better get some sleep.”

“Take care of each other. We’ll see you in a few hours.” Drake walked them out, stopping them before they went too far. “I’m glad you’re okay. Everything will be fine. We’ll prevent this invasion and start fresh. Just keep your chins up, and we’ll make it together.”

Peggy threw her arms around his neck, hugging him. “Thank you, Drake.”

“What for?”

“Just thank you.” She slipped away, leaving with Will, and they crossed the hall, pushing a suite door open. It didn’t have a handle, and the slab swung a couple inches in, settling there. 

Drake closed his own, and sat on the edge of the bed, slowly undoing his shirt’s buttons. 

“You sounded like a father,” Nia told him. 

“I didn’t mean to.”

“No. It was nice. It’s hard to remember they’re only eighteen sometimes. They need some guidance.”

Drake remembered how stupid and clueless he’d been at their age, and agreed with her. “If I was half as smart and well-mannered as them, I’d have been lucky.”

“Come on. It’s time for bed.” Nia patted the mattress, and Sage jumped up, landing with a thump. 

Drake took a moment, using the bathroom, which miraculously had working plumbing, and turned off the flashlight. The suite had no window coverings, and as he began to doze off, the first hint of the morning crept into the room as rays of sun struck the far wall. 

_________


Ransom




“What are we waiting for?” Ransom drank another soda, wishing he had a cup of coffee instead. But luxuries like that were a thing of the past on a road trip. So was good music, apparently. 

A worn country music CD was all they had in the truck, and it skipped almost as often as it played. Ransom pressed eject and pulled the disc free, tossing it out the window. It bounced and rolled toward the river running adjacent to the road. 

“I don’t want to go in the dark,” Cedric said. 

The answer was simple, but Ransom heard the subtle nuances of it. “What are you afraid of?”

Cedric was in the passenger seat, his eyes puffy and red. He popped a couple of pills and guzzled an energy drink. “I look at myself and wonder how I’ll ever have the strength to do what my other self suggests.”

“He managed to stay alive,” Joel added from the back. 

“But he failed to stop them. Both times.”

“Think about it,” Ransom said. “The first time he had nothing to go by. The Glass appeared, and it went to hell. At least you had his help.”

“True.” Cedric rubbed his cheek and tossed the empty bottle outside. 

“See. You’re doing fine. Is the Primary supposed to be nearby?” Ransom tried memorizing his surroundings to compare the similarities once they entered the Glass. 

“No. Not even close.”

Ransom held a breath, slowly turning to face Cedric. “Then what the hell are we doing here?” 

“The Primary Glass are connected to four points within each plane. Cedric has tracked down two and marked them with spray paint.”

“You did?” Joel asked. 

“No, you fool. Not me. The other Cedric.”

Joel leaned forward between their seats. “This is confusing.”

“What do they have to do with anything?” Ransom tried reading Cedric’s face, but he didn’t flinch. 

“He thinks they might be one of the keys to stopping the invasion. If the aliens can only access the Visitors’ world through the Primary, that makes our lives easier. One contact point. A single location to defend.”

“If we brought an army to the Other Place,” Joel said. “But we’re just bringing the three of us.”

Cedric rolled his window up. “He said it’s taken them a year to attack each time.”

Birds chirped outside, and Ransom noticed the first hint of dawn bursting through the tree cover. After having a plethora of assault rifles pointed at him a handful of hours earlier, he was grateful for the opportunity to see another sunrise. 

“If it takes them a year, why the rush?” he asked. 

“Something has changed. The UFO is gone. Will saw one in Monterey. I think whatever my older self has done to manipulate time has affected the outcome. The aliens’ actions are evolving with each shift.”

“You can’t be serious.” Joel leaned away. “This keeps getting better. We’ve lost our advantage.”

“Not really. If we can identify these four distinct Glass, we’ll be able to locate the Primary, and destroy it by any means necessary.” Cedric’s expression regained some of its previous life. 

“You are off your rocker, man.” Ransom gripped the steering wheel. “I should be with Chrissy. I can’t do this.”

“You can and will, my friend.” Cedric’s voice went lower. 

“What are you leaving out?” 

“You’re all connected to this. Drake and Cedric found the first Glass in his debut timeline. The lovely Brittany Kline gave him the second, after he returned.”

Ransom tensed at the news of his new friends having already endured this in an alternative dimension. He couldn’t wrap his head around it. “If he thought I was the key before, why didn’t I go with him and solve this damned mess?”

Cedric stared at his own lap, hands folded on top of it. “Because Chrissy died. You refused.”

Ransom cringed and tried to process what he’d just heard. “How?”

“The Visitors were angrier in that version. They attacked the settlement outside in Jersey. Almost everyone was killed, leaving no one left to defend against the aliens. Don’t take it as an ill omen. Most people died both times.”

“Except you,” Ransom reminded him.

“Yes. I suppose that’s true.” Cedric set a finger on the door. “It’s time.”

Joel was out in a heartbeat, grabbing weapons and a bulky pack from the box. Ransom took one as well, hefting the fifty-pound bag onto his shoulders after placing Stewart into a pocket. Cedric glanced at the stuffed mouse, his eye trembling. Instead of commenting, he took another bundle and slung his M4 onto his back. 

Ransom didn’t know the precise location of the Glass, but the moment Cedric grew close enough, it began to glow. “Does it hurt?” he asked, meaning the scar the Visitor had left on his stomach. 

“Nothing I can’t handle.” The Glass was bright white, a warm invitation for them to enter. Ransom stared at it, unmoving. The barrier had been solid only moments ago, and the presence of someone scratched by one of the creatures brought it to life. Now it acted as a gateway to another version of their planet, and the entire process made Ransom want to shout at the absurdity of their new reality. 

“Are you ready?” Cedric asked. 

Ransom had heard about Joel’s reaction to the Glass, and how he’d tried to access one on the trek to the West Coast. He was a different man now, the result pensive and worried. 

“After you,” Ransom said, and Cedric shook his head. 

“I need confirmation that you’re with me. That means you go first.”

Ransom squinted into the glow and took a step. He emerged in the same spot, on the far side of the Glass. He peered over his shoulder, but couldn’t see his counterparts through the barrier. Joel arrived next, in a wave of brightness. 

Joel gawked at the sky, and Ransom realized he hadn’t even looked around. The trees were similar, with slight variances. Some of it was so subtle, he had to stare at it to notice. 

“Where’s Cedric?” Joel tapped his foot, watching the Glass. The glow diminished, and Joel lunged, his hand hitting a solid barrier. “He tricked us!”

Ransom gaped at the Glass in desperation. Cedric would be coming through and leading them to their destination. He had to. Then another minute passed, and Ransom knew Joel was correct. 

“The bastard sent us to the Other Place.” Fury boiled in his veins. All he could think about was returning to Earth and to his daughter. 

And getting even with Cedric.



Britt




Britt went past the row of parked bulldozers and excavators lining the future site of yet another condo complex in the growing city. It wasn’t expanding now. Everybody that lived here was dead, most of them still in their homes, workplaces, or the crowded hospitals in the quick aftermath of the Glass. 

From here, it was almost possible to forget what had happened a few weeks ago—until she recalled Kendall’s death, and Sophie’s heartache well into the morning hours. She’d eventually fallen asleep. Britt doubted her sister had grieved that much over their parents’ death. Instead, she’d bottled up her anguish and pain, and the moment her love interest was killed, it barreled out of her like a geyser. 

Britt could appreciate that. She didn’t think she’d allowed herself time to process the events. She was caught up in the current, surrounded by Cedric, Drake, and a UFO. They’d made contact with Peggy and Will, first learning about the creatures from the Glass, and it was all downhill after that. But she supposed it was better to have an awareness of the situation than to be in the dark. 

It might have been easier if she’d lived and not known the truth of the Glass, or the impending invasion these mysterious aliens were planning. 

Something shifted from the fenced-in lot, and Britt walked to a chain-link gate. The barricade was layered with a protective covering, preventing people from seeing into the construction site. 

“Hello?” Her own voice was almost startling after being alone for the last hour, wandering around the few blocks near the hotel. 

More steps shuffled, and Britt reached for the padlock, tugging on the gate. 

She jumped back as one of the Visitors lunged for the exit, almost grabbing her wrist. “It’s okay,” she told it. 

The creature stared at her through the open crack, its long face impassive, the eyes black and narrow. 

“I won’t hurt you,” she promised, but knew it couldn’t understand her. She tried to stay calm, to keep her voice laced with kindness. More importantly, she didn’t want to be harmed by it. But she couldn’t leave it in there to die. 

Sunlight reflected off the key jammed into the padlock, and Britt reached for it. 

“Be careful.” Drake rounded a corner, his gun holstered. 

“I have to free him.”

Drake kept his distance, probably not wishing to startle the Visitor. “Is he alone?”

Britt shrugged and turned the key, hearing the click. “I think so.”

“Open the gate and get behind me,” Drake ordered, and she found herself listening to his advice. He spoke like a police officer in charge of a situation, and this eased her mind. 

Britt slowly removed the lock, but the Visitor didn’t seem to be aware of its freedom. She had to help it out. Her hand pulled the chain-link, letting it swing a few feet, and stepped back. 

The Visitor smelled like animal sweat and musk. It was skinny, probably trapped inside for weeks. It grunted, and a second Visitor emerged from behind a stack of building supplies. At first, Britt thought she was clutching an injured arm; then she saw the tiny face, the miniature body. 

Britt was frozen in awe, but Drake gently guided her away, letting the Visitor family escape their trap. Drake held his gun but kept it at his side, not making an aggressive display. 

The three of them proceeded with caution as they made their way down the lot. They didn’t look back. “How did they survive that long?” Drake asked. 

When they were out of sight, Britt went into the fenced space, seeing their nest. Wood piled in a protective barrier; tarps utilized for shelter. Inside, she saw the remains of dozens of birds, their bones and beaks piled near the exit. “Guess we know what they lived on,” she said. 

“Amazing.” Drake jabbed at the tarp and returned his gun, stowing it. “How’s your sister?”

“Fine.” Britt huffed a breath. “She’ll recover eventually, but I think we’re all on edge.” 

“We weren’t planning on leaving the resort,” he told her. 

“You were.” Britt accompanied him to the hotel, where Fran and some of the others were getting into their vehicles. 

“Maybe.” He waved at Luther. “Eventually, but I wanted to leave on my own terms, not by someone else’s.”

“What if they’re trying to lure us in at Tahoe?” Britt assumed they were all thinking the same thing.

“Why would so many awful people be alive?”

“The worst can come out of humanity in a time of crisis,” she said. 

“No. I don’t believe that. Trent was coached by Cedric, only he took it too far. He was aware of the Visitors for years and knew there was a third party trying to vie for our planet. These people”—he gestured at their convoy—“are a normal, hard-working bunch. I think Tahoe will be a welcome respite for us.”

Britt sensed more from the stoic detective. “But…”

“But I’ll be heading in alone first,” he finished. 

“I’m going with you.” 

To her surprise, Drake didn’t argue. “Okay. Nia thought you’d say that.”

“Oh, did she?” They’d already determined that many of the living had a special ability, whether it was dreams, premonitions, inclinations, or just gut instincts, meaning Nia probably had some way to contribute as well. “You really like her, don’t you?”

Drake smirked and crouched as Sage arrived, breaking from Nia’s grip. He clutched her leash, petting her. “I do like her. Yes. And Ransom?”

Britt had been trying not to think about the actor, since he was probably already in the Other Place. Why had she ever let him leave on such a crazy mission? Chrissy emerged from the front doors, holding Lizbeth’s hand. When she saw Britt, she smiled, running over. 

“Hi, Lady!” 

“You sleep okay, kiddo?” Britt asked. 

“Yep.”

“Any dreams?” She hoped not, because they were rarely sweet. 

“Nope.” Chrissy exaggerated a head shake, her hair flying to the sides.

“She was good. We both got some rest.” Lizbeth looked thinner, her dress clinging to a bony frame. 

“Did you have something to eat?” Britt asked. 

“We had toast.” Chrissy held up two fingers. “I had one peanut butter, one jam.”

“And you?” she asked Lizbeth. 

“Stop fussing over me, Brittany. I ate. Am I riding with you today?” 

“Sure. Soph could use the distraction.”

Drake went to the door, picking up Chrissy’s small pink backpack and Lizbeth’s bag, hauling them to her truck. 

“Thank you, kind sir.” Lizbeth set a hand on Drake’s arm. “You’re a good man.”

“Just doing my part,” he replied. 

Britt saw Will and Peggy climbing into their ride and noticed how the girl’s hair fell over her face, her skin unusually pale. She made a mental note to talk with them soon. 

Britt started the engine and rolled down the window when someone tapped on it. Mack grinned, handing her a coffee. “Thought you could use a pick-me-up.” 

Britt accepted the cup. “Where did you get this?”

“If there’s one thing we have, it’s gas. For now. We fired up the genies.” Mack reached behind him to a cart and stuck his head into the truck. “Lizbeth? One cream, one sugar, right?”

“Thank you, dear.” Lizbeth’s skinny arm slid between the seats, taking the beverage. 

“What about me?” Chrissy asked. “Daddy lets me sip his sometimes.”

“Little girls don’t get coffee,” Mack told her sternly, but his face melted into a smile. “But I do have chocolate milk.”

Chrissy almost knocked Britt’s cup over as she lunged for it. 

“What do you say?” Lizbeth chided her as Chrissy opened the plastic cap. 

“Thank you!”

“Yes, thanks.” Britt spied Soph coming from the front entrance, her movements wooden. “You have one for my sister?” 

“Done.” Mack handed over another, and Britt set it in the cup holder. 

Mack loitered, even though there were countless other convoy vehicles waiting in line for them to start moving. Everyone seemed eager to leave this half-completed hotel in search of a brighter future. 

Britt cleared her throat, and Mack blinked out of his trance. “Sorry. I’ll see you in Tahoe.” He moved on, rolling the cart of coffee away. 

“Nice guy,” Lizbeth said. “I think he has his eye on you.”

Britt hoped Mack hadn’t heard her comment, and she glanced at Chrissy blissfully drinking from her bottle, humming a tune. 

“Who has his eye on whom?” Soph jumped in, slamming the door closed. 

“Never mind. You okay?” Britt asked. 

“I’ll be better when we get the hell outta here,” she answered, clasping her seatbelt. 

The brake lights activated in front of her, and Britt heard the classic engine fire up as Ruthie revved it. She saw a cigarette butt flying from the window, sparking as it bounced across the sidewalk. 

It was time to go. 

Britt checked her mirror, seeing Mack rolling the cart away before getting into Kendall’s Range Rover. She might have to talk to him about using it, since it would be a constant reminder of Sophie’s loss. 

“Mind if I…” Soph tapped her phone, connecting to the truck’s Bluetooth, and played music, something with more energy than Britt would have expected from her mourning sister. 

She left her window down, enjoying the fresh air, and they hit the road. 

Lake Tahoe was only a few hours away if the lanes were half-cleared, and what they found might determine their future. 

Britt hummed to a song about a man and his journey to find love as she tried to ignore the creeping dread. 

_________


Will




For the hundredth time, Will watched Peggy from the corner of his eye. She was withdrawn, staring at the ditch as they drove slowly toward their destination. They were only an hour from reaching the lake, and the landscape had turned rocky, an undulating forest-lined section of the state. He liked it. The growth was old, probably hundreds of years or maybe longer. They’d planted their roots and settled in, lasting for so many generations. No matter how many seasons had passed over them, the trees remained. 

He appreciated their tenacity and thought they might be cut from the same cloth. Peggy’s breathing became slower, and he saw her finger twitching. She was asleep. 

Britt’s truck was a few behind him, and Ruthie drove a little too close on his tail. They were going forty, not fast enough in his opinion, but every now and then they’d encounter a cluster of cars on the highway, so he understood the need for caution. 

“Don’t open it, Will.” Peggy thrashed in her seat, bashing her knee into the glove box. “We don’t know where it’ll take us!”

His skin crawled with her shriek, but he didn’t want to wake her. He’d heard not to disturb someone if they were sleepwalking, and how it could have ill effects. Plus, selfishly, he wanted to hear her dreams. 

“Where are we?” he asked quietly. 

“Don’t be silly. The lab,” she answered. 

The lab? What was she going on about? “Which lab? I can’t remember.”

“Read the sign… it’s right…” Peggy gasped, her head jarring up. She looked around in both directions, and he jumped in response, turning the steering wheel by accident. He almost skidded off the road, but recovered, and Ruthie swerved, honking at him. 

Will threw a hand out the window, apologetically waving at the woman, and rolled it up again. “Are you okay?”

Peggy rubbed her puffy eyes. “Why?”

She was the most beautiful person in the world, and not even the cloud around her could hide it, but Will was beginning to worry. “You were shouting at me not to open something. Then you mentioned a lab.”

She rubbed her temples and took a drink of water. “My mouth’s dry.”

“Peggy, what were you dreaming?”

“I don’t know. We were in a white room. I couldn’t read the plaque.”

“And I was there?”

Peggy nodded and offered him the bottle. He declined, and she clung to it. “I was so scared.”

“This is the recurring one?”

“Yes.”

“Maybe you should reconsider taking that prescription,” he said. 

“No. Now that I’m off it, I feel like myself again.” 

“But you’re not sleeping well. And you refuse to eat half the time.” Will had tiptoed around the situation for long enough. “I’m concerned, Peggy. You need to talk to someone, or—”

“If I can just figure out where this place in my dreams is, we can go there,” she said. 

“Is that what this is all about? From the sounds of it, you’re trying to warn me off in your nightmare. Why would you want us to experience whatever you’re seeing?”

“Because it’s important. I can tell.”

“What aren’t you saying?”

“Do you remember Becky Myers?”

The name sounded slightly familiar. “Didn’t she drown?”

“She was a couple years older than us. I remember thinking she was so cool. I’d go to the lake, and she’d be there wearing a two-piece, strutting around like she was the queen of the pier. I wanted to be her, Will. She was kind to me, even though I was a scabby-kneed ten-year-old. Becky taught me how to do a braid. Can you believe it?” Peggy played with a strand of blonde hair. 

Will didn’t interrupt her, just slowed as the convoy did. A dead deer lay on the concrete a few yards from the front of a semi truck’s grille, the driver bloated and lifeless. Will couldn’t tell if it was from the Glass or the collision, but guessed it was the Glass, since the truck had no damage. 

Fran kept driving in the lead, choosing to use her delivery vehicle. Will waited until the car in front of him went, and gently eased the gas pedal. “You were saying?”

“I had dreams ever since I could remember. Silly little things. I’d see a butterfly, and it would land on my nose while I was awake, and I’d recall that from the previous night’s sleep.”

“Like déjà vu?” 

“I guess. But I was sure I’d actually experienced it in my dream. Then, as I got older, they grew darker. I saw two boys crushing a rat with a rock, and on the way to school later that week, I found the remains.” Peggy glanced away. “I also saw your dad once.”

Will tensed, feeling like an anvil was about to drop. “What do you mean?”

“He knew my dad,” she said.

“Everyone did. He ran the only gas station within ten miles.”

“I used to watch Mr. Foster buying a pack of smokes, and he was always nice. He’d comment on my hat or talk to my father about the weather.” She didn’t look at him as she recalled the story. “When I was eight, he was in my dreams… with a woman from Benton. She worked at the feed store.”

Will swallowed, unsure how to respond. His dad had left them high and dry, never so much as calling after he ran out on his family. “What are you saying?”

“He was cheating on your mom. At least, that’s what I saw. I tried to talk to my dad, but he looked at me like I was crazy. He didn’t do anything, because what was there to do? I was a little girl with an overactive imagination, he’d say.”

Will had always assumed the worst about his dad, but hearing confirmation ignited his anger with the man. “And Becky?”

“I watched her death.” Peggy peered at the clouds in the sky. “Felt the pain as the water invaded her lungs. The cold hand of death tugging her under as the air emptied in a stream of bubbles.”

The truck filled with a stale silence. 

“I woke up crying, and when I told my dad what I’d dreamt, he still didn’t believe me. Until we heard the police sirens later that day after school. Becky hadn’t been in class. I know because I searched for her, to warn her to stay home. Apparently, she’d gone with some older kids. They smoked, and drank warm beer, and she’d tried to impress them by swimming halfway across the lake. I couldn’t imagine Becky needing to impress anyone.”

“That’s when your dad understood?” 

Peggy drank the last of the water and tossed the empty into the back seat. “Yeah. We went to the doctor, and he prescribed the pills. After a while, they subsided.”

“You have a gift,” Will whispered. “You shouldn’t be stifled.”

“Some gift. Seeing people cheating and dying is nothing for a young child to experience.”

“But you could help,” he said. 

“Not then, but now I can. That’s why I have to find the lab. We’re going there, Will. You and I.”

Will saw the first billboards for Lake Tahoe’s various adventures. They were on the sides of the road now, a constant barrage of advertisements for cabins, restaurants, boat rental places, and campgrounds. “But there’s no telling what’s next.”

“What’s next is an invasion, Will.” Peggy had more color in her cheeks, and he was glad to see her passionate about something after moping around for the last couple of weeks. 

“We don’t know that for sure.” 

“I do.”

“How?”

Peggy reached over, taking his right hand. “Because I’ve seen it.”

“Do they always come true?” he asked nervously.

“My dreams? Yes.”

_________


Ransom




“I’m going to kill him!” Joel ranted. “I’ll shoot the bastard right in the head.” He pointed between his own eyes. 

“Calm down,” Ransom urged. “That’s not going to get us anywhere.” 

They’d stayed for a few hours already, hoping there was a mistake, but it was becoming increasingly evident that Cedric had never intended to accompany them. 

Joel sat down on the felled tree again. “Why did he do this?”

“If he wanted us out of the way, why not kill us?” Ransom asked. 

“I’d like to have seen him try.” Joel gripped the rifle in his hands, and Ransom noticed how the man kept it accessible. If he was going to be trapped in the Other Place with anyone, at least it was Joel, the veteran and sharpshooter.

“Maybe we should have brought that RPG.” Ransom felt better when Joel gave him a smirk. 

“I have to admit, there was some satisfaction in blowing a hole in that damned golf course,” he said. “And killing Trent’s cronies was a close second.”

Joel spoke about killing like it was just a part of life. 

“We need a plan,” Ransom suggested.

“Why keep us alive? You’re right about that. Cedric either needed us out of the way, or wanted us in the Other Place. But it doesn’t add up. We’re over here with nowhere to go. No destination.”

Ransom’s inclinations were buzzing, but that didn’t help him. He didn’t have dreams, or anything guiding his actions, but maybe he could use this to his advantage. Ransom rose, his knees cracking after sitting for the past hour. 

They were in a clearing, with giant trees surrounding them. Everything felt normal, like Ransom was on Earth, dropped in a remote setting away from civilization. But the closer he looked, the stranger it was. The grass felt different: the blades thicker, the soil scent off-kilter. Wind brushed past treetops, the sound familiar, but the needles on these types of pines were extra-long, and softer than he’d ever seen. 

And the sky, while still blue, was darker. He was sure of it. The tone was different than his Earth, which meant something had changed in the atmosphere. Particles or gases. He wasn’t sure how it all worked, but just seeing the color difference solidified the fact that he was elsewhere. 

“What are you doing?” Joel asked. 

“Give me a minute.” Ransom stepped away from Joel, feeling the heat of the sun on his face. The weather was ideal, and under normal circumstances, he might have enjoyed it. He thought about another life, where he and Rachael were married. Chrissy had a baby brother, and Ransom was content in the backyard, barbecuing steaks and hotdogs while the kids ran through the sprinkler. Rach would be on the deck, suntanning with an iced tea and a magazine. He could almost smell the grill. When he pictured the woman in the hat, she removed it, smiling past her oversized sunglasses, and he saw Britt instead. She beamed, her skin golden, her smile white. I love you, husband. 

Then he glanced at Chrissy, seeing she was older, at least ten. The boy was two, daring and clumsy all at once. 

“Ransom?” Joel grabbed his shoulders, and he focused on the man, his daydream vanishing with the breeze. 

“I saw something,” he said. Ransom had never fully opened himself up, and now that he had, he wasn’t sure he wanted to do that again. It had been so real. 

“What?”

“A future. A possibility.” Ransom smiled, wondering if there was any chance that might happen. Could he survive this and marry Brittany Kline? He barely knew the woman, but she was exactly what he needed.

“Does it help our current situation?” Joel asked. 

“Not directly,” he admitted. While the motivation alone might spur Ransom on, something had changed within himself. Maybe there was less interference here to clog up whatever kind of cosmic signal his inclinations ran off. 

“Would you spit it out, Ransom?”

Ransom walked a few more steps, concentrating on the world. Should I be doing something here? A direction to travel that might help us? He put it out there, unsure who or what was guiding him. He slowly spun in a circle, listening for subtle tweaks in the ever-present buzz. The changes were almost imperceptible, but noticeable enough to pause momentarily. He looked at the trees and felt confident in his choice.

“This way,” he said, grabbing his pack. 

Joel’s face was set in a grimace. “Did you seriously just spin around and randomly choose a path?”

“Something like that.”

“Fine by me. Better than sticking around.” Joel took his own bag, slung it over his shoulder, and set to it. 

The first ten minutes went by without comment, and Ransom kept his eyes open for signs of the Visitors. “I guess we’re the visitors now, aren’t we?” he asked somberly.

“If you say so.” 

“You don’t talk much, do you?” 

“Sorry, I haven’t spent a lot of time around people,” Joel told Ransom. 

“But you like Britt.”

Joel lifted an eyebrow. “Jealous?”

“Not a chance.”

“Good. She was the only one in the convoy that saw me.”

“How do you mean?” Ransom asked. 

“I joined the military when I was eighteen. Marines. Semper Fi.” Joel wiped the sweat from his brow. “Spent twenty years with them. I felt like an old man at the end, but I was only thirty-eight. What was I supposed to do then?”

Ransom had felt the same way after he’d stopped acting. “I get it.”

“No you don’t. It was completely devastating. I didn’t have a wife or kids. My parents were gone. My mom had me at forty. My dad was even older. I didn’t come home for their funerals. Barely knew them.” Joel slowed, raising his gun, and a sizable alien bird hopped from the forest bed, flapping into the air. He let it go and continued. “I got a job with the town maintenance in some remote location I’d never so much as visited. Can you imagine selecting a place on a map and settling down there?”

“Not really,” Ransom said. 

“It was simple. The neighbors were pleasant and didn’t mind that I kept to myself. I waved and smiled at them, but that was the gist of it. I worked there for a decade. Never had a beer with the coworkers, didn’t enjoy the baseball game with anyone. Just went home and did it all over again.”

“You must have been lonely,” Ransom said. He’d been able to fill that void with the patrons at the bar, and the odd female companion. 

“I didn’t really know what that meant, to be honest. I was a loner. But Britt’s good at breaking you out of your shell,” he told Ransom. 

“She does have a way about her.”

“Don’t you dare hurt that woman,” Joel said, his voice laced with a threat. 

“I won’t.”

“I like to think I’m a solid judge of character, and you’re one of the good ones.”

“Thanks.”

“But I’m still watching you,” Joel said. 

“Sure.” Ransom preferred not to get on this guy’s bad side, but he also didn’t owe Joel a single thing. 

“What about you?” Joel asked after a second bout of silence. They kept pace with one another, the grass bending underfoot. It was growing taller, coming halfway up Ransom’s shins. 

“Me?” Ransom poked himself in the chest. “Not much to say.”

“Somehow I doubt that.”

Ransom didn’t feel like dusting the cobwebs off his personal life, but figured sharing some backstory would foster trust. Joel had shown goodwill, so why shouldn’t he? “I always wanted to act. Even in school, while the other kids were playing baseball or trying to impress the girls by riding dirt bikes or whatever, I was studying my lines from an Arthur Miller script.”

“Did they pick on you?” Joel asked, maybe looking for another similarity. 

“One of them did. Once.” Ransom grinned. “I think I broke his nose.”

Joel laughed and patted his back. “The moment you back down, they’ll pounce. Nice work.”

“I was suspended for a solid two weeks. But I didn’t care. He had it coming,” Ransom said, recalling the offender’s name. Kyle was likely dead along with everyone else, and that fact didn’t settle well in Ransom’s gut. 

“And Chrissy’s mom? If the wound isn’t too fresh.” Joel lifted his free hand, the one not clutching his rifle. 

“Since we’re trapped together on another Earth, I don’t mind the distraction. She’s gone, along with her new husband. Not that we were married. I tried once. Had the ring and everything.” He patted his pocket, feeling the weight of the jewelry. He didn’t know why he’d brought it here with him, but he’d left the box with Chrissy’s things. 

“That’s too bad,” Joel muttered, making Ransom shrug. 

“It never would have worked, and on the plus side, I’m not mourning her as the love of my life, just the mother of my child.” Ransom felt the harshness of the comment, but it was true. 

“Did you hear that?” Joel stopped, squinting to his left. “We’re not alone.”

Ransom listened, catching the sound of running water. “A river?”

“Probably. Water brings life. Let’s check it out.”

Ransom trudged after Joel, who seemed to have more energy than him. They waited at the tree line when they spotted the stream, and Ransom noticed the moving shapes. They weren’t the Visitors. These were on four legs, their drooping snouts wet and glistening in the sun. Black tufts of hair sprouted from elongated skulls, and they looked to be about three hundred pounds apiece.

“Hogs?” Joel asked, sighting them with his scope. Ransom did the same, getting a better view. 

“Close.” A two-winged animal dropped from a branch, landing on one of their backs. It pecked with a stout beak, but the hog-creature didn’t appear to mind. “Fascinating. Maybe a symbiotic relationship?”

“Let them be.” 

Ransom closed his eyes for a moment, gauging his inclinations, and pointed down river. “This way.”

“If you say so.” 

They kept going, the conversation on hold. 

The grass was trampled, and Joel gestured at a pile of bones. His finger found his lips, telling Ransom to be quiet, and they went on until they spotted the Visitors. A hundred or so of the beings were congregated near the river. He spotted entire families, little ones chasing birds, their parents engaged in grunting discussions. 

They weren’t just simple creatures. They had community. 	

Ransom bypassed their temporary village, and they remained unseen by the locals. 

The ground gently rumbled, and they looked at each other. “You feel that?” he asked. 

Joel nodded, crouching to touch the grass. It shook again. “I don’t know what that was, but I have a bad feeling.”

Ransom’s inclinations agreed.



Drake




They didn’t have a lot of information, just that the settlement was supposed to be on the west side, and that they were staying in cabins. 

Drake used the map they’d pilfered from the corner store, and ran a finger down the left edge. “There are only two options.”

“The second is too small. It sounded like there were hundreds of them,” Nia contributed. 

“Then this is it.” Drake tapped the top grouping. The map had cartoon log cabins drawn on it, with giant boats in the water, nearly covering the entire lake. 

“This isn’t to scale,” Britt said. 

“Nice catch,” Nia joked. 

“Okay.” Fran stared at the map with them. “The convoy stays behind. We investigate first.”

“We?” Drake asked. “I thought Britt and I were…”

“No offense to the pair of you, but it might help to have a more… mature woman along. To show we’re not aggressive.”

Britt lifted her eyebrows. “Are you saying I’m too tough-looking?”

“She’s right,” Drake said. “It’s a good plan.”

“Then it’s settled. Spread word to everyone until we figure out what’s going on at the lake. Nia, tell Mack and Soph to gather supplies. There’s a diner at the end of the street. Mother Goose will know what to do.” Fran was used to taking charge. 

“Done.” Nia walked to Drake, taking his hands. She had Sage’s leash in her grip, and the dog sat by Drake’s feet. “Be careful, would you?”

“I always am.” Drake kissed her. 

Nia smiled, and he stroked his dog’s fur, asking her to be good while he was away. Sage whimpered, but stayed with Nia as the three of them headed for Fran’s delivery truck. They went onto the bench seat, with Britt in the middle, and started north. The drive only took ten minutes, but his nerves were on fire by the time they arrived. 

They approached a gate on the road, with a sign confirming their destination. No one guarded the metal barrier, and it would be easy to just drive around it, since the grassy ditches were shallow and unblocked. 

“We should walk from here,” Britt said. 

“Good call.” Drake got out, stretching his back. He left his gun in the shoulder holster. His polo was already sticking to him in the late-afternoon heat, and he noticed a sheen on Fran’s brow. 

“Ready?” Fran closed her door, and the trio walked around the gate, standing on the gravel road. Drake could see a hint of the lake from here, and smelled the faint scent of a campfire. 

Were they heading into a trap, or was this truly a settlement of survivors like them? He was about to find out. “Maybe I should go alone.”

“Out of the question,” Fran said. “Come on. Let’s stop dawdling.”

Britt followed her, and Drake held the rear, keeping an eye on their surroundings. A falcon shrieked from the trees, temporarily drawing his attention. 

“Stop where you are!” a deep voice called. 

The trees nestled up to the ditch, and the man emerged, gun raised. 

Five more figures encircled them. Damn it. He was off his game. 

“We’re from the coast,” Fran said. “Drake heard your message.”

“Is that so?” The big man lowered the barrel of his shotgun, eyeing them. His hair was cut short, his face frozen in a permanent scowl. 

“I was in Oakland and checked the radio.” Drake slowly stepped in front of the two women.

“Where on the coast?” 

“Monterey area,” Fran said. 

“We’ve caught wind of some recent events. And a man named Trent. That’s not you, is it?” he asked Drake. 

“No. Trent’s dead.” Drake stopped when their group began whispering to themselves. 

“How did he die?”

“Shot. He gathered an army and sent them to attack us. We had no choice,” Britt told them, and Drake didn’t think it was by chance that she didn’t mention Cedric. “I’m Brittany, and this is Fran the Deliverer, and Drake.”

The large man stared at Fran. “I’ve also heard of you. Good things. Some of our people tried to meet with your convoy, but got redirected. They ended up here instead.”

“Then they were the lucky ones.” Fran smiled. “May we come in and talk without guns in our faces?”

“Where are the rest of you?” someone else asked. He was a narrow-faced man with a long nose and close-set eyes. 

“A few miles away, waiting for word,” Drake said. 

“Okay. Come with us.” Their leader motioned for their weapons to be lowered, and they obliged without question. 

“What’s your name?” Britt asked. 

“Charles.” He offered his hand. 

Drake shook it. “Nice to meet you.”

They marched down the dusty road, quickly approaching the cabined area. Dozens of cars were parked in the lot, and Drake stood baffled at the volume of people. “It seems you have your hands full.”

“People kept coming. We’ve had to expand our little village, but we’re making do.” Charles took them toward the main building, a giant log chalet with the business name engraved on a wooden sign above the doors. 

“How many?” Fran asked.

“Seven hundred,” Charles said with pride. 

“Seven—” Britt smiled, hugging Drake unexpectedly. “Simply astounding.”

Charles broke into a grin at her reaction. “And you?”

“One fifty,” Fran said. 

A woman sat at a desk inside, and she lifted her gaze. Drake recognized her from one of the pictures on Cedric’s basement wall. She removed her reading glasses, setting them down. 

“Charles, what do we have here?” She stood, walking over with flip-flops on, despite the fine white blouse and pencil skirt she wore. 

“They came from Monterey. Trent’s dead,” he told her. 

“Trent’s dead? I assume it was Cedric’s doing?” she asked. 

Drake’s heart pounded in his chest. “How do you know Cedric?”

“Let’s just say we’ve had an interaction or two over the years. I always hated Trent. He was erratic, and far too narcissistic.”

“And you are?” Fran was abrupt, and everyone turned to stare at her. 

“My name’s Jill. I was almost engaged to Cedric at one point.” She lit a cigarette, puffing on it until the end glowed orange. “Listen carefully. Cedric isn’t the man you think he is. He’s going to destroy us all.” 

_________


Will

They’d driven past the gates an hour ago, and Will couldn’t shake the feeling this was a bad decision. While the large group seemed welcoming, Will tried to read them, to study their movements and search for hidden meanings behind their friendly banter. He recalled being thrown into a room, separated from Peggy while Trent interrogated them. It was all too recent, too vivid to forget. 

“It’s going to be okay,” Peggy assured him as they were guided through the complex. She was more herself since they’d arrived. 

“I know,” he said. “But watch your back.”

“We watch each other’s.”

“And this is the pier we moor the boats to. If you’d like to go for a ride, please see Casey about it first. She’ll hand out the keys and mark your name down.” The woman leading them was full of energy, and her smile felt genuine. 

Will sought reasons not to trust the camp’s motives, but so far, he’d come up empty. They stared at the five boats at the end of the long pier. “This could be fun,” he whispered. 

Peggy clutched his hand, resting her head on his shoulder. “We can ride out there for the sunset. Have a picnic.”

“Sounds wonderful,” he admitted. “This is a far cry from Calder.”

“I think our lake is the length of this beach.” She gestured to the left, where Will spotted Drake and Nia walking Sage. 

“Any questions?” Paula asked. 

Ruthie raised a hand. “Where do we sleep?”

Paula grinned and nodded to the young guy following her the entire time. “Fox will show you to your quarters. All of the nearest cabins are occupied, but there are two separate sites within walking distance.” She pointed down the beach to the north, then to the south. “Either of them should accommodate your entire group, if you share.”

Will leaned into Peggy’s ear. “I’m into it.”

“It’s for the good of the nation,” she agreed, and for a moment, his worries sloughed away. 

Will spotted John and Phil lingering near the water. 

Fran arrived, following a woman Will didn’t recognize. Charles was with her, and he towered over the much smaller lady, his six-foot-six frame almost blocking her from sight. Fran whispered with the woman, and after what appeared to be a negotiation, Fran cleared her throat. “We’re taking the north cabins. They’ve been exhumed of the dead by Jill and her people.”

“They’re not my people. I only act on their behalf,” Jill proclaimed, and Will noticed the annoyance crossing Fran’s face. 

“Follow me,” Fran said. “Mack and Kendall—” She stopped and rubbed her forehead. “Mack and Trevor are moving our convoy with the help of Charles and his team.”

Will didn’t like the idea of anyone driving his truck, but didn’t argue. 

Fox stepped off the wooden pier and jumped into the sand. “This way.” The guy’s gaze lingered on Peggy, who didn’t seem to notice his attention. 

“Hey, Drake. Hi, Nia,” Will said as they approached their friends. He gave Sage a pet, and the dog appreciatively licked at his hand. 

“Will. Peggy.” Drake’s expression was as impossible to read as ever. “You two all right?”

“Good. We think.” Peggy glanced over her shoulder at the throngs of their own convoy moving toward the next cabin site. “What about you?”

“We’re still weighing our options,” Nia told her quietly. 

“What’s that mean?” Will asked. “We might not be staying?”

Drake kept close to Will as they marched north. “You saw that woman?”

Will nodded. “Jill.”

“That’s the one. Turns out she was dating Cedric, years before he was into Gray Matters. They kept in touch, and he warned her that this would happen.” 

“How did she make it? Is she…” Will tapped his head. “Does she have…”

“She’s not psychic or anything. Neither am I,” Drake muttered. 

Will considered this, and doubted that Drake even understood what kind of powers he might have. From what Will knew, you were either infected like he was, or you were immune to the change in atmosphere the Glass brought from the Visitors’ world. And Drake hadn’t been touched by one of the creatures. Neither had Nia. Which told him there was something unique about them, when all the rest had died. 

“So how did she survive?” he asked again.

“Cedric convinced her to take those pills. It kept her alive long enough for her to face one of the Visitors and get scratched. She killed it first.” Drake tugged on Sage’s leash as she tried to dart off after a seagull. 

“That means she believed him,” Peggy said. 

“Apparently only after the Glass started popping up everywhere. Until then, she’d ignored his rants. They broke up years ago,” Nia told them. “Or so she claims.”

“Do we trust her?” Will saw Mother Goose ahead, talking with Fox at the front of the line. Watching all of their people from Monterey stalking the beach was quite the sight. Back at their old camp, their numbers were always displaced, half of them doing chores, sleeping or eating. It was rare to see everyone together, and it was inspiring to witness. Things were going to be okay. There was safety in numbers, and joining with this group in Tahoe gave them security.

“I don’t trust anyone connected to Cedric,” Nia said. 

“Neither do I.” Drake motioned Will and Peggy to the side, and they followed, getting out of earshot from the others. 

“What is it?” Peggy asked. 

“She told us that Cedric was dangerous. She thinks he has a plan to stop this invasion, but doubts he’s clear-headed. Apparently, he’s been using drugs for years, and struggles to maintain his reality.”

“But she said she didn’t stay in touch.” Peggy shook her head slowly. “How does she know any of this? And what kind of drugs are we talking about?”

“She didn’t say.” Nia rolled her eyes. “I vote we crash here temporarily and eventually go find our own plot of land to start over on. If she’s connected…”

Peggy started forward again. “We can’t keep running and hiding.”

“That’s not what I’m suggesting.”

“Yes, it is! If we didn’t believe Cedric, why did we let Joel and Ransom join him in the Other Place?” Will demanded. 

A few people in line glanced over at the sound of his shouting.

“You saw them, Will. And they took the damned UFO. Cedric’s not lying about this third race. I’ve touched their alien ship, and it’s very real,” Drake said. “Someone is trying to invade Earth, and I’ll be damned if we let them succeed.”

Will stopped slouching, standing taller. “Then we can’t argue with each other. We’re in this to the end.” He stuck his hand out, palm toward the ground like they were breaking from a football huddle. 

Drake stared at it, and finally relented, adding his hand. Nia joined, and so did Peggy. “To the end,” she exclaimed. 

“What did we miss?” Britt asked as she caught up to them. Chrissy tagged along, her stuffed mouse noticeably absent. Lizbeth trudged ahead, her footsteps dragging in the deep sand. The sun was still up, but dipping below the far side of the lake’s tree cover, bringing the temperature down a few degrees. The old lady wrapped her arms around herself. Peggy unraveled the hoodie at her waist and handed it to Lizbeth. 

“Thank you, my dear,” Lizbeth said. 

“I like it here,” Chrissy told their group.

“You do?” Drake asked her. 

“Sure. There’s firepits and cabins. What’s not to like?” Her gap-toothed smile went wide. “Can we make a fire later? Please?”

Britt glanced at them. “I don’t see why not. Maybe we can have a celebration tonight.”

Will thought that was a great idea. They’d survived countless horrors since the Glass had appeared, and more recently, Trent’s attack on the golf course. Will closed his eyes, recalling the guns pointed at their heads. Felt the trepidation as he anticipated his death, with Peggy beside him. He’d been so helpless in that instant, and hated that he hadn’t acted faster. In hindsight, they’d lived, but the fact that he’d been stuck in a debilitating state rankled him. 

“Did someone say celebration?” Gail asked from their right. She carried her medical pack, always prepared to help in the case of an emergency. 

“Figure it’s as good a time as any,” Britt told her. 

Fox led them through a path in the trees, and they entered an entirely different complex. Dozens of tiny cottages were there, placed in similar groupings. Some near the water with front verandas, others two-story, giving them a view of the lake. Each section of six was equipped with an old barbecue and a couple of picnic tables. 

“This is it,” Fox said. “I’ll let you decide how to separate them. We heard you lacked essentials, so we’re happy to deliver some. We’re doing a supply run tomorrow, so we ask for ten volunteers to join us. As you can imagine, feeding and clothing seven hundred bodies is no small feat.”

Will heard the cars, and saw Charles hopping out of his truck. The other trucks, vans, and cars were brought in, and lastly came Fran’s delivery vehicle, backing up to the center of the area. Mack got out, opening the rear doors, revealing cases of supplies. 

“Guess the party will have to wait. Let’s get set up,” Britt told them. 

“Maybe this won’t be so bad,” Peggy said as they walked to one of the nearby cabins. 

“I hope you’re right.” Will noticed Fox’s gaze directed at Peggy, and clenched his fist. 

_________


Britt




Brittany Kline stared at the flames, enjoying the entire experience. She let the heat press against her face as she leaned toward the fire. The wood crackled, sending a flurry of sparks into the air, and Chrissy giggled. “This is fun. We had a firepit in Colorado.”

“Did you?” Britt asked. She didn’t know a lot about Chrissy’s time with Jose and Rachel, mostly because she was always around Ransom with the girl and didn’t feel comfortable bringing it up. 

“Yep. Jose liked hot dogs. Mom would always yell at him to stop eating them, but he didn’t.” She wiggled her nose. 

“Did you want a hot dog?” Britt asked, getting a quick nod. 

“Yes, please.” 

Will and Peggy were across the firepit, snuggled onto one Adirondack chair. They were in their own world, and Britt didn’t blame them one bit. Peggy looked better tonight. She’d been growing worried about the teen girl. 

“Coming right up!” Mack was behind them, brandishing a wiener stick. He plunged a damp dog on the prongs and offered it to Britt. “Care to do the honors?”

Mack took the seat beside her, pulling it closer. “What a day.”

“No kidding.” Britt lowered the wiener near the flames, but tried to keep them from hitting the meat. It hissed and dripped from the heat. 

Other kids were near the water in the moonlight. The sound was refreshing, like the world was normal and they were just enjoying the summer. 

Chrissy glanced in their direction but didn’t move. “Did you want to go play with them?” Britt asked. 

She’d already tried to introduce the children to Chrissy, but she’d ducked behind Britt. 

“No, thank you,” Chrissy said. 

Britt wondered what they were doing about school. Was it worth trying to educate the kids yet? How many children had survived the Glass? Maybe practical skills were the way forward. She wasn’t a parent, and couldn’t make those decisions on Chrissy’s behalf, but if Ransom…

She hated to think of him not returning. Britt couldn’t care for Chrissy forever. She wasn’t equipped in any fashion to raise the girl. She glanced at Chrissy, seeing the wonderful, compassionate child, and knew she’d do anything for her. 

“Why don’t you want to run around with them?” Mack asked her. He jabbed his own hot dog into the flames, not caring whether it got charred or not. 

Chrissy lost her joyful expression, crossing her arms. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Let it go, Mack.”

“But they’re almost her age. Chrissy, it’s a lot more fun hanging out with them…”

“Kids are mean,” Chrissy huffed.

“Why do you say that?” Britt whispered.

“Because they picked on me. At school. Jose said they were just jealous, but I don’t think so.”

Britt saw the sadness in her eyes. “You’re special, Chrissy. They didn’t understand.”

She sniffled. “That’s what Daddy told me.”

Britt imagined it wasn’t easy growing up with Chrissy’s level of intuition. She saw things that no one else could. She was also ultra-sensitive, which many people would take as a sign of weakness, rather than strength. 

“Good thing for you, those kids are all…” Mack stopped when Britt glared at him. “I’m just saying…”

“You’ve helped enough, Mack,” she said, and he stood up. 

“I’d better keep moving.” He delicately plucked the undercooked wiener off the stick and took a bite before grabbing his can of beer. “Later.”

Will and Peggy were still in their own world, not listening to the conversation. Britt prepared a bun with ketchup for Chrissy and watched as the girl warmed up. The simple pleasure of eating something that reminded her of her deceased family seemed to help her mood.

Britt had similar memories of her youth. She scanned the grounds, spotting Soph near the water. “Chrissy, can you stay with Peggy and Will?”

The girl nodded, chewing feverishly. 

Britt rose, feeling the cool night air as she stepped from the fire. “Please don’t let her out of your sight,” she told the young couple, and they agreed. There were five bonfires roaring, with hundreds of people mingling from both groups. It had a commemorative feel to it, something they hadn’t experienced in a long time. 

Everyone was relaxing, judging by the volume of empties accumulating at one of the picnic tables. Britt took a moment, listening to the buzzing atmosphere, and smiled without trying to. This felt normal, after all they’d gone through. She could almost forget that everyone else was dead. 

The water was close, and she found her sister alone. Soph had a beer in her hand, and she didn’t move as Britt approached. “It’s beautiful, isn’t it?”

Britt gawked at the water. Gentle waves lapped on the coast, and the stars’ reflections shimmered in the movement. A six-pack was half gone at her sister’s feet, and Britt reached for one. “Do you mind?”

“What’s mine is yours.” 

Britt cracked the tab and took a sip. “It’s warm.”

“Not worth the effort of keeping cool,” she said. “Can’t be running generators all day to make ice for booze.”

“We can dare to dream.” Britt lifted the beer to her lips.

Soph flinched.

Britt lowered her arm. “What is it?”

“Dreams.”

Britt tried to get a read on her sister, but was stonewalled by her blank expression. “I don’t understand.”

“I’ve been having them.” Soph finished her can, crushing it with her hand. She let it fall to the beach and took another, cracking it open. 

“You’ve been dreaming?”

Soph’s eyes blinked dramatically, her gaze finally landing on Britt. “Do you remember when I was a kid?”

“Sure. Pigtails. Lots of bloody knees from doing stupid things.”

“And waking up screaming in terror…”

“You did?” Britt swallowed more warm beer, finding it not as bad the second go. 

“I was seven or eight. Around Chrissy’s age. I saw things. Drew them at school, and the principal called Mom and Dad.”

“What did you draw?” Brittany had no recollection of this, and she was the older sister by two years and five months. 

“I didn’t remember until last night. But I think I saw someone dying when I was a child.”

The hair on Britt’s arms lifted as if she’d been visited by a ghost. “How?”

“I was upset about Kendall being killed, but I was really disturbed by the influx of dreams.” Sophie drank from the can, foam spilling past her lips. “I don’t know who this guy is, but I think I’m going to meet him still.”

“What else did you see?” Britt asked in a quiet voice. 

“Mom and Dad… dead at home. I drew that one too.”

“I don’t remember you dreaming,” Britt admitted.

“Neither did I, until now. It happened as I’d seen it all those years ago, though.”

“What did?”

“The dream of their deaths ended up coming true. Exactly. I was there, Brittany.”

Britt hugged her sister as she started to cry. She sobbed into Britt’s neck.

“It’s okay. We’ll figure this out.” She stroked Soph’s hair, like she’d done after her first heartbreak. 

“That’s just it. It’ll never be fine.”

“Why?” Britt asked. 

“Because I had another dream.”

Britt felt the words coming, anticipated the exact phrasing. 

“I saw myself… Britt, the aliens kill me.” Soph stopped the tears, wiping her cheeks. “And you’re there too.”



Ransom




Walking. Resting. Walking.

Ransom’s steps became second nature, a constant in a world of uncertainty. 

Hours had passed, Joel’s analog watch continuing to tick away despite being on another planet. Or was it a replica of Earth? Ransom wasn’t positive that was how it worked, and there was no one to answer the question. Joel was in the same boat as him. They were both in way over their heads, but they’d stopped mentioning it some time ago. Complaining didn’t help their situation. 

Ransom thought about Chrissy, wondering how Lake Tahoe was treating their group. It pained him to leave her behind, but the alternative was much worse. 

He had no idea what their purpose here was, so he could only let his inclinations direct his path. 

Which meant more walking.

The sun had set, and large buzzing insects rose from the depths of the grass, a soothing orange glow on their thoraxes. Ransom swiped at a horde of them, feeling their weight against his hand. They weren’t tiny gnats like he was used to. These things had some girth to them. 

“I don’t think we have anything to worry about,” Joel said. He had one caught in his palms, and he opened it, securing the bug with a finger. “No stinger.”

“They could bite,” Ransom suggested. 

“Didn’t bite me.” He let it go, and it languidly flew to the others. 

“Finally, a win.” The insects rose higher, their cloud of orange drifting toward the sound of the river. 

Joel peered up to the sky. “Should we take a break?”

Ransom’s legs were killing him, and he knew if they stopped now, he wasn’t getting up again until morning. “If we’re sleeping, yes.”

“Let’s find a better location.” Joel was carrying the larger of the packs, his containing the tent. 

Ransom had the first aid kit, as well as provisions. They both had ammunition. 

Joel led him to flat land tucked within the trees, heavy bushes on either side. “It should give us coverage.”

The bushes rustled nearby, and Ransom searched for the source, coming up blank. “Something may live here.”

“We’re bigger.” Joel let his pack fall to the ground, and he stretched, his bones audibly popping. Ransom cracked his own neck, and they got to work, building the two-person pup tent. It was simpler than anything he’d ever built as a kid, and Ransom realized he’d never taken Chrissy camping.

“Did you do this a lot?” Ransom didn’t bother securing the tent with the metal pegs. It wasn’t going anywhere. 

“Sure. We had an acreage, and I’d set my tent away from the house.” Joel grinned as he stowed the unused pegs. “My father wasn’t bearable, so that’s where I’d be. We had a small pond, stocked with fish, and I’d lie under an oak tree for hours, casting my line. It felt like I was living off the land.”

“How old were you?”

“Ten or so.” Joel rifled through the bags and found a can. He rotated it so Ransom could see the label. “Beans?”

“Sure. What the hell.” Ransom didn’t have a taste for the food, but when in Rome…

They grabbed the little cookstove, using the propane heater as a base, and cooked the beans. Ransom was careful not to touch the hot metal as he dipped a spoon in, taking a bite. Despite his earlier reservations, it was delicious. 

The pair of them ate in record time, and when the can was empty, Ransom was still hungry. “I wonder where we’re heading.”

“You seemed so confident of your decision, I assumed you knew,” Joel said. 

He paid attention to the tingling in his mind, sensing it guiding him. “No. I can’t explain it.”

“That’s fine. No one’s asking you to. I’ve seen enough bizarre stuff since the Glass showed up to realize there’s more to life than what we experience. It was like we had blinders on before, constantly distracted by the minutia of our own mundane existence. Working for someone. Social media. We do what’s necessary for our personal survival, but this…” Joel indicated their surroundings with a finger. “This is special.”

A few weeks ago, Ransom would have given anything to return things to normal. But the more time he spent with Britt and the others, the more he realized he’d detested his old life. Bartending at a dive in the Upper West Side. Sleeping in a rent-controlled closet. Visiting his daughter on the weekend. It hadn’t been enough. 

“Cedric says this is another dimension.” Ransom wished they could have a fire, but that would only attract anything in the area to their position, and that wasn’t too clever. 

“What about this time-shifting business?” Joel asked.

“He claims that’s possible too. The other Cedric came from our future.” 

Joel rubbed his head, like the mere concept caused him pain. “I guess so.”

“Whatever we’re doing here, I sure as shit hope Cedric didn’t abandon us on purpose. Everything is telling me he did,” Ransom said. 

“Yep.”

Ransom’s eyelids were heavy, and he glanced at the tent. “I’m signing off for the night. You coming?”

“I’ll keep watch for a bit. Confirm nothing’s waiting for us,” Joel said. 

“Suit yourself.” Ransom climbed in and tried to find a comfortable sleeping position. There wasn’t much space to offer, but the moment he stopped moving, he drifted off. He saw Chrissy’s face, then Britt’s, and all went dark. 

_________


Will




Will’s mind was still reeling when they returned to the cabin. He’d met so many new faces, most of them shrouded by darkness and the inconsistent flickering of flames. But these Tahoe folks seemed kind enough, and they were welcoming. 

Jill had made a brief appearance at the beginning of the night, but she’d vanished shortly after. Will thought about Drake’s warning from her regarding Cedric. Who could they trust?

At the end of the day, all Will knew was that he was in love with the girl lying on the bed beside him, her blonde hair draped over her pillow, her breathing gentle and even. Peggy had been in better spirits since they’d arrived in Tahoe, and he could tell she was exhausted. 

Will was never one to fall asleep easily. He let the worries of tomorrow and the happenings of the previous day merge in a cyclone of fear as he closed his eyes. He was slightly jealous that Peggy could pass out with record speed. 

He saw a light from outside gently creep into the window, and he climbed out of bed. He rose onto his bare feet and noticed the perfectly square glow. It was a Glass.

Will shook Peggy, and she jolted upright. “What is it?” she croaked. 

“A Glass.” He pointed at the window, and Peggy joined him. 

“Shit.”

They threw on jackets and shoes, moving to Drake’s cabin next door. He knocked a couple of times, and Nia answered. She looked like she’d been awake, and he glanced to see a science fiction paperback in her hand. She seemed embarrassed by it for some reason, and put it in the kitchen. 

Will heard water running. “Can you get Drake? We have a Glass.”

Nia peered out, but it was hidden from sight at this angle. “Are you sure?”

“It’s behind the tool shed.” Will kept on, rousing Britt. Chrissy answered the door with her. 

A minute later, their group walked past the cabins and the smoldering firepits to the rear shed. The lights were off now, indicating the Glass wasn’t being used. 

Britt hugged herself and kept Chrissy close. “Why didn’t they tell us?”

Drake’s hair was still wet, and he’d donned a white bathrobe, the cottage company’s logo on the breast. He went first, hand outstretched. Sage was with him, growling at the barrier. He met resistance and turned to them. “It’s a Glass.”

“No kidding,” Will said. “I saw the light.”

“Something came through?” Peggy asked.

“Not that I noticed, but I only caught a glimpse.” Will touched it. His black tendrils didn’t itch now, and the Glass didn’t activate in his presence. He wasn’t certain what that meant. 

“Someone retrieve Jill,” Nia told them. 

Will jogged to Fran’s cabin and woke her. She seemed bewildered by his comments, but still passed him the handheld radio when he requested it. Charles had preset it to their frequency and said to use it for an emergency. Will considered this such an occasion. He pressed the button. “Come in. This is Will Foster from the new group.”

It took a few seconds, but Charles replied soon enough. “Go ahead, Will Foster.”

“There’s a Glass behind the shed. Why didn’t you tell us?” 

Fran peered around, trying to get a view. 

“There isn’t a Glass on the property. We would have seen it,” Charles said. 

Will held the radio, trying to process that information. “You should have done a better job searching for them.”

“Hang tight. I’ll be right there.”

“You don’t…” Fran didn’t finish her comment, but Will had guessed the same thing. The Deliverer dressed and joined them. 

“Charles is coming.” Will slipped the radio into his jacket pocket. “He says there was no Glass before.”

No one said what was on their collective minds, and stood in silence for a couple minutes while they waited for Charles. He came on foot, with Jill trailing behind him. Her hair was messy, and she looked angry to have been woken abruptly. 

The moment they approached, Drake knocked on the Glass, getting a bark from Sage. “You didn’t think to warn us?”

Jill plodded past Charles, setting her palm on the invisible barrier. “This is impossible.”

“What is?” Britt asked, her voice steadier than his own. 

“We checked the area. Everyone stood side by side, linking arms. We searched every inch of the premises. The nearest are a mile and a half away. Two north of us, one west, and three south, but none close to our cabins. That was one of the main reasons we stayed.” For the first time, Will saw Jill’s composure crack. 

“Then how do you explain this?” Fran demanded. 

“It was glowing,” Will whispered. 

Jill stepped back. “He warned this could happen. And I didn’t listen to him.”

“Who? What could happen?” Drake inquired. 

“Cedric said that the Glass might adjust. Move. He didn’t understand why, but assumed it was the aliens trying to access our world directly,” Jill told them. 

Will looked at Peggy, and she swallowed. “Are you saying an alien might have just exited this Glass?”

“Maybe.” 

Nobody was armed except for Charles, who seemed like he probably slept with his gun strapped to his chest. The big man had the Glock in his grip a second later, and the conversation halted abruptly. 

They listened for sounds in the woods behind them, and were greeted with the hoots of an owl. Otherwise, it was silent. 

“There’s no reason to think we’ve been invaded at Tahoe. They might be testing things,” Britt said. “We’ll keep an eye on it, and in the meantime, everyone go back to sleep. It won’t do us any good to panic and concern the entire group. Not tonight.”

Britt was always the voice of reason. Chrissy seemed unperturbed by the sudden presence of a Glass. She watched their interactions without comment, implying she was comfortable with Britt as her protector. 

They all began leaving, and Jill whispered to Charles. He nodded, staying behind while she walked away. They couldn’t have been that upset by the revelation if Jill felt safe enough to make the trek between their camps alone. 

“I’ll stand guard.” Charles leaned against the wooden shed, facing the Glass.

Will patted his pocket with the radio in it. “If anything happens, let me know.”

“Can do.”

They returned to their cabin, and Peggy closed the door, pressing her back to it. “Does this change our plan?”

“I don’t like that it showed up here, but that might be a fluke. I think we need to check if the old Glass are still intact. If the Visitors’ access is gone, we might have to rethink our strategy.” Will sat on the bed. 

Peggy wrung her hands. “I’m wired now.”

“If anyone can get to sleep, it’s you. Come on. It’s already late.”

They removed their jackets, and he placed the radio by the bedside. 

After a brief conversation about tomorrow, Peggy was out. 

Will couldn’t help but join her. 

He blinked awake sometime later to the sound of Peggy’s voice. 

“…Don’t use it. It’s too dangerous.”

He listened, trying to gather more information. 

“PremaCorp knew exactly what they were doing,” Peggy whispered. He could barely make out the words but was confident in what he’d heard. 

“PremaCorp,” he muttered. He recognized the name, but couldn’t recall how. 

He continued eavesdropping on Peggy’s dream, making notes on a crinkled sheet of paper until sunrise. 

_________


Drake




“PremaCorp?” Drake held the paper, reading Will’s chicken-scratch handwriting. 

“Isn’t that from Cedric’s podcast?” Nia bit the end of the pen. 

“You’re right.” Drake passed Will his sheet back. “What do you think it means?”

Peggy’s cheeks were full of color, and she sipped on a hot coffee. Drake did the same, opting to drink it black, rather than use the white powdered stuff. “I have no idea. I don’t remember any of that.”

Will was clearly on his second cup, and he bounced from foot to foot. “She keeps seeing this place. A lab. It has to be important.”

“I have Cedric’s files,” Drake said. “Let’s get to the bottom of this.”

Will helped him with a generator, and it fired up with ease. Charles and his team had gone out for the highest-end equipment, and this one purred like a kitten, rather than sputtering like some of the generators Drake had used in the past. He dragged the extension cord through the door and plugged the computer in. 

They filed into his cabin, and Nia rushed to pick her mess up. She was a great woman, but tidiness wasn’t her strength. 

Britt and Chrissy entered after knocking. “What did you find?” 

“Close the door, please,” Drake said, and they did, stepping over the cord.

“What is it?” Britt stood beside Nia, hands on her hips. Chrissy went to the kitchen table, pulling her crayons out. 

“Peggy’s dreaming about a place called PremaCorp,” Drake said, and Britt nodded. 

“I remember. Shifting, right?”

“That’s it.” Drake powered the laptop on and plugged the external hard drive into it. He waited a few anxious minutes while the system prompted a series of programs. He closed the music app and clicked ignore on the warning that there was no internet connection. 

He searched the podcasts and found the proper one: Cedric’s final episode. 

“…Shifting. It’s a subtle vibration that emanates from the upper portion of the troposphere. They don’t seem to be on any radar, but I’ve been working with a team out of PremaCorp to record and review these minor fluctuations.”

“This is Mark Weist, his last guest,” Drake informed them. “He goes on to explain how PremaCorp is leading the charge on what he called ‘layered Earth,’ but doesn’t go into details.”

“Layered Earth,” Will repeated.

“What does this company have to do with anything?” Nia asked. 

“Maybe nothing. But the fact that Cedric had this guy on Gray Matters mere weeks before the Glass appeared, and Peggy dreaming about the place, is enough to elevate its importance,” Drake said. 

“We’ve discussed this.” Britt tapped the desk with her fingernail. “PremaCorp was investigating vibrations that they called Shifting. We thought it might have caused the two dimensions to connect, but what if we were wrong? Maybe PremaCorp is responsible.”

Drake sucked in a breath, scrutinizing her comment. “I can’t see that. What about the UFO on Horace Bennet’s ranch?”

“I don’t have the answers,” Britt said. “But it’s worth considering the Glass from another viewpoint.”

“Someone has to visit PremaCorp,” Peggy whispered.

All eyes settled on the girl. 

“We don’t even know where it is,” Nia told them. 

“That’s not true.” Drake opened a secondary file, one linked to the podcast notes. “He’s referenced and cited his material. PremaCorp is listed in Spokane. I have the address.”

“I’ve never been to Spokane,” Nia said. 

“I’m going.” Peggy grabbed the pen from Nia, marking the address down. 

“Not alone, you’re not,” Britt assured her. 

Will put his arm around Peggy. “That’s right, because I’m driving.”

Drake and Nia shared a glance. He would have gladly gone with them, but he couldn’t chance it at this pivotal moment. If something happened to the other hundred and fifty, he wouldn’t be able to live with it. “I’d like to join, but we shouldn’t leave Tahoe. Our people are trying to acclimate, and I don’t trust Jill,” he said. 

“And I have Chrissy to think about.” Britt peered to the other side of the room, where the girl was drawing with her crayons. 

“We don’t need a babysitter,” Will said. “We’ll be fine.”

“And what are you going to do there?” Nia gazed at them, arms crossed. “From the sounds of your dreams, something serious happens.”

“We won’t do anything dangerous. Right, Peggy?” 

She nodded slowly, her eyes slightly vacant, like she was thinking about something else. 

“Fine. Make the trip, but be cautious. Learn what you can and come home, understood?” Drake stood, making Will step back. He realized he’d barked an order and softened his expression, trying to smile. “Sorry for bossing you around. I’m on edge with the new Glass, and Ransom being gone.” He peered at Chrissy, who didn’t flinch at the use of her father’s name. “Just be sensible.”

“We will, Drake.” Will patted his shoulder.

“Do you mind?” Britt touched the back of the chair, gesturing at the computer. 

“Help yourself. If you can learn more about Cedric with his files, be my guest.”

“It wouldn’t be the first time I’ve had to do a deep dive,” she said lightly. “A journalist’s work is never done.”

A horn honking drew Drake’s attention, and he went outside to see Fran parked at the end of the gravel road. “You coming, Drake?”

He’d been so consumed with Peggy’s dream and PremaCorp, he’d forgotten about their planned supply run. 

“Have fun.” Nia kissed him on the lips, and he smiled at her. 

“I highly doubt it.” Drake finished his coffee and brought the cup to the picnic table, where an assortment of dirty dishes had yet to be cleaned. He raised a hand near Sage. “Stay with Nia.”

Sage tilted her head but remained at Nia’s feet. “I’ll keep her busy.”

He hopped into Fran’s delivery truck, trying to forget the Glass and PremaCorp, but couldn’t avoid telling her about the kids’ plans. “Will and Peggy are leaving.”

Fran’s palm rested on the shifter. “Why?”

He filled her in, and she listened without comment. “I don’t see how any of that helps us.”

Drake shrugged. “The more informed we are, the better.”

“We have a chance at a second start here, Drake. Almost a thousand of us are still alive. That means something.” Fran’s red hair was extra vibrant today, and a few strands had broken free from her ponytail, framing her face. 

“We will. But this isn’t over yet. There are too many unknowns.”

Fran rolled her window down with a hand crank and nodded. “But today, we gather supplies for the new overlord.” She peered at him in the passenger seat. “Jill.”

Drake laughed, and Fran did too, while backing up and turning around. 

“Tahoe City is just north, but we drive through a few smaller towns on the way. Each with their own assortment of stores, diners, campgrounds, and bars,” Fran said. 

“Why don’t we stop in one?” They came upon the major highway, finding the cars had all been shoved into the ditches. The ground beside the narrow streets was all dirt, the grass unable to grow as a result of the plethora of spruce and pine needles dropping from the encroaching forest. They passed a No Parking Anytime sign, and she slowed as they approached another stating it was a deer crossing. 

“Can’t be too careful,” Fran said. “Though they do like to go out at dawn and dusk, primarily. With the absence of humans, maybe their habits change. I’m no animal specialist.”

She went under the speed limit, even with the roads cleared, but he didn’t mind one bit. The sky was big and open, the clouds low and thin. Sunlight pressed past the window, and he basked in it. “Can we make a stop?”

“For what?”

“The Glass,” he said. 

Fran’s knuckles went white on the steering wheel. “You think they’ve relocated.”

Drake sighed and sat up straighter. “We have to test the theory. If that one appeared by our cabins, it suggests the others could have shifted.”

“Or there’s more of them,” she said. 

“The Visitors are all but done with Earth. We’ve borne witness to their mass exodus. This might be something else.”

“I hope you’re wrong.”

“We can’t be complacent. Our old world doesn’t just return to us because we found more people. We have to be proactive,” Drake said. 

“I can only do my part.” Fran tapped the gear shifter. “I drive. Make deliveries.”

“You’re more than that. You’re the Deliverer,” he reminded her. 

Fran smiled, her teeth white, but a tear streamed down her cheek. “I did what I thought best.”

Drake didn’t intervene, but sensed a story coming. 

She slowed as they entered a town, and though the roads had been emptied by Jill’s teams, the town certainly had not. There were tourists everywhere, their skin scorched from the sun, the bodies unmoved from their dying positions. Lake Tahoe in the heart of July was a destination for Americans, and from the looks of things, this year had been no exception. 

He rolled his window up, Fran doing the same. She stared forward, as if she could pretend there weren’t hundreds of dead humans within a block of them. “I lost them.”

Drake knew next to nothing about Fran. “Who?”

“My husband. His name is… was Roger. My son…” Fran began to sob, deep racking cries from within her soul. She pulled to the side of the road, leaning her head on the wheel. “Why did I make it when they didn’t?”

Drake heard something, a banging of metal. Normally, it wouldn’t have fazed him, but in this modern era, anything out of place required investigation. “Quiet,” he whispered.

Fran’s expression went from sadness to anger. “How dare—”

Drake unclipped his seatbelt and placed a hand over her mouth. She started to struggle, until she saw what he was looking at. 

The creature wasn’t one of the Visitors. From this far, he couldn’t tell if the black was skin, fur, or clothing. It was tall, thin, like the alien Will claimed to have seen. 

Drake was frozen, observing the being as it lazily strode across the street, head forward. His spine tingled at the sight. Cedric had been right. There was another plane, and aliens were trying to reach Earth. 

“They’re here.” The words escaped Fran’s lips with a breath. 

He saw a cell phone in the cup holder and grabbed it, finding it partially charged. He held it up, his entire arm trembling as he took a photo. He zoomed, but the focus struggled with the light reflecting off the windshield. He contemplated getting out, but it would notice him. Currently, the alien probably assumed they were dead with the rest of this township. 

The alien headed deeper into the community. “It’s leaving,” Drake finally said.

“What should I do?” Fran asked.

Drake’s finger touched the gun holstered to him and considered rushing it. “Let’s wait another couple minutes, and drive past.”

Fran’s eyes stayed wide. “You still want to do our supply run?”

“We have to earn our keep, right? Don’t forget to stop at the Glass.” Drake had marked the location of the barrier on a piece of paper. “It’s in Tahoe City.”

“Okay.” Fran’s tears had dried. “We can do this.”

“Yes, we can,” he assured her. 

Instead of proceeding with caution, Fran gunned it, speeding past the town. She exhaled loudly when they were once again in the forest, and Drake spotted the giant lake to the right, occasionally revealing herself through the trees. 

“Aliens are real,” Drake said softly. 

“You didn’t believe? I thought you saw a UFO.”

“That could have been manmade,” he told her. “I grew up laughing when people would claim there were beings from other planets, watching us, visiting, and abducting our population.”

“I didn’t,” Fran said. “I loved this stuff when I was a kid. Any kind of alien conspiracy, I was in.”

“Really? You don’t strike me as the type.”

“Type? It’s called curiosity. There has to be more than this monotony; otherwise, what’s the point?”

Drake glanced at his hand, recalling the moment he’d opened that closet, and the red that had saturated his mind as he beat the offender to a pulp. It had taken all his restraint not to kill him. That, and four officers. “I get what you’re saying. But this…the Glass?”

“It’s unorthodox, at least to us. But everything is, until it becomes commonplace. Can you imagine what it was like for the first caveman to use fire for warmth…for cooking? The wheel. Hell, Isaac Newton’s laws. These things changed the trajectory of the world.”

“You’re comparing the Glass to Newton?”

“Maybe the Glass is our forced evolution,” Fran said. “And we adapt…”

“Or die,” he finished. “I don’t think Charles Darwin ever anticipated us competing with creatures from another planet in his theories.”

The buildings were all wooden single-story structures, with sun-faded signs, and string lights dangling from worn awnings. They came upon a roundabout facing the Welcome to Tahoe City billboard. It looked recently repainted, but there was a general air of unkemptness to the region. It was quaint, and likely reminiscent of people’s childhood camping adventures. Drake hadn’t spent much time in the outdoors, but he could appreciate the sentiment. 

“Which way?” Fran asked, and he checked the map. 

“Turn left.”

She did, even signaling, despite having no other motorists to notify. That made him think. People still wanted to live by the rules of society, no matter the situation. Fran used the signal light from muscle memory. Drake would try to protect the people, because he was and always would be in law enforcement, and Britt would seek out information. 

But how long could that last? A week, month, a year? Eventually, Fran would stop doing it, because she’d realize it was senseless. The brain synapses would be rerouted while life continued. 

“Here,” he said, and Fran hit the brakes. 

Drake was filled with nervous energy, especially after their encounter. Were more of the beings nearby? He got out of the truck, closing the door as quietly as he could. His footsteps on the gravel felt too loud, and he took his gun, more comfortable with it in his grip. 

Late August in Tahoe was warm. The sun was high, and he instantly started to sweat from the heat. Fran remained in the truck, and he was grateful to not have the disruption. The Glass should be right there, directly ahead of him. 

Drake inhaled and walked forward, his arm extending in front of his body. He left the path, entering the forest to where the Glass had appeared, cutting a giant pine in half. The top was leaned over, the needles a crisp orange and brown. 

He met no opposition. It wasn’t there. 

Drake tried to figure out what this meant. The Glass had suddenly vanished. Was the invasion over? Or just beginning?



Will




“They’re gone,” Drake said from the confines of their cabin.

Will had expected this. Peggy had spent the day asking him to leave, but he needed to hear what Drake had found on the supply run before he was willing to depart. Now that it was dark out, he hesitated to start the trip. Especially with the second piece of news the ex-cop brought with him.

“Are you certain it wasn’t a Visitor?” Britt asked. “Or a person?”

Drake offered her a cell phone, and Britt took it, pinching the screen to zoom on a picture. “That’s it…”

Will forced himself over Britt’s shoulder to get a better view. “It’s like what I saw.”

“Great. The Glass has been replaced with aliens,” Nia said. “This keeps getting better.”

Will noticed Peggy stayed quiet. Chrissy was with Britt, her eyes focused on everyone as they spoke. 

“I wish we knew where Cedric took them. What are we supposed to be doing?” Britt asked. 

Peggy looked at Britt. “What did you find?”

“In his files? A little bit of everything, but they’re so erratic. His notes are out of order,” she said. 

Ruthie approached, her orange hair long and free. Her cheeks and nose were covered in deep freckles, and her green eyes met Will’s gaze. Peggy cleared her throat, and for some reason Will felt her stare like daggers. “Can I see them?” Ruthie asked. 

“I guess so.” Britt passed her the laptop. 

Ruthie licked her lips and took a seat at the desk. “I’ve met Cedric, and in my opinion, he’s a psychopath.”

Will grinned, but stopped when Peggy bumped him with an elbow. Did she think he was into Ruthie? 

“What makes you say that?” Drake asked. 

“My dad was a therapist for the hospital. He spent his life talking to people like Cedric,” she said. 

Britt crouched by the chair. “About their problems?”

“No. He’d try to understand why they’d killed their families or mutilated the neighborhood animals. He was that kind of psychiatrist.” Ruthie opened a few of the pages, shrinking the font size. “I spent lots of time at the hospital when my mom was working, and often overheard his conversations. It’s all in the mannerisms. If you’ve ever watched those serial killer interviews, almost all of them have similar tells. It’s the same with psychopaths like Cedric.”

“What’s he hiding?” Will whispered. 

Ruthie glanced up, the glow of the laptop lighting her face. “If I was to guess, his closet is full of skeletons.”

Will noticed Drake tense at the comment. 

She highlighted a few passages in each document, and copy-pasted them into a blank file. Will read it, astounded to see the narrative compiled smoothly. “How did you do that?” 

Ruthie dusted her hands off, like they were dirty. “It was a simple cipher. Cedric used bullet points for his notes. I took the first bullet from the oldest file, added the second from the second, and so on.”

Britt took the seat when she vacated it and read aloud. 

“The future is not set in stone, we have proven that. The girl is the key, but we cannot bring her. That fails every time. She must do this herself. All the pieces have been arranged, through countless hours.”

Will glanced at Chrissy, who clutched a pillow under her arm, likely a temporary replacement for her stuffed animal. 

“When the Glass Shift the second time, we will make our move.” Britt stared at them, mouth slightly ajar. “The entire thing goes on like this… we need to read all of it. Ruthie, can you keep working? Lay it out in the proper order?”

“Sure.” She kept at it.

“We don’t have much time,” Peggy said. “Will and I are leaving.”

Will was shocked she still wanted to go. “What about this? Drake saw a damned alien today, and Ruthie broke the cipher. We can solve more of this mystery if we—”

“I don’t care. I’m not sticking around to dream again tonight. We’re figuring this out now.” Peggy already had her bag packed, and Will watched as she grabbed it from the front porch and marched to their truck. 

They all stared at him, kindness in their eyes. “Be careful, Will.”

“Don’t worry about us. Keep reading this and find out what the hell Cedric’s doing. I didn’t like the sound of that. How many times have they tried this?” Will had assumed the other Cedric was the beginning of the cycle, but maybe it went deeper.

It made Will consider his own reality, and the idea that he might have already existed in a hundred other dimensions. Had he gone through this before? Was Peggy dreaming, or simply recalling something from another life? Did Chrissy draw things because she’d experienced them in an alternate world? It hurt his head, but someone needed to verbalize it. 

Will saw Peggy waiting for him near the path. That was a good sign. “I have a theory,” he said. 

“Go on.” Drake’s arms were crossed, and Nia petted Sage. 

“The dreams. The premonitions. They’re not what you think,” he told them. 

Britt folded her hands on her lap, clearly uncomfortable with the topic. 

“Cedric’s saying this has happened, but I have a feeling it’s occurred more than twice. The dreams are memories.”

“You can’t be serious,” Drake said. 

“Have you had déjà vu?” Ruthie asked. 

“Not particularly,” Britt added. “Mine have been hunches. I track the story.”

“Because you’ve done it before, meaning it’s easier,” Will said. 

“What about me?” Drake grimaced as he spoke. 

“You were a detective. And a good one, I assume.”

Drake nodded slowly. “Depends on who you ask. Good until I wasn’t.” He stared at his knuckles, and Will didn’t ask anything further. 

“That’s just it. You’ve lived a hundred lives. Again, this is a theory. But wouldn’t those experiences make you better at your job?” Will thought he was onto something, but the rest didn’t appear to be buying it. 

Britt’s mouth opened. “He’s right. Joel said he could anticipate the enemies’ movements, and Fran could miss the traffic and every light.”

“And I am living in déjà vu,” Ruthie divulged. 

“You are?” Will asked. 

“You get used to it.” She walked to the exit, lighting a cigarette on the front porch. “It was strange at first, and my father claimed it was a disorder, but I didn’t agree. Even now. I’ve done this before.” She let out a puff of smoke. 

“Then what’s the point?” Nia asked. “If we’re just going to fail, why bother?”

Sage lifted her snout; her nose twitched as she sniffed the air. 

“Because we aren’t going to let them win this time,” Britt said with confidence. She had a hand on Chrissy’s back, and the girl gave them a smile. “Do you have something to add, sweetie?”

“Lady, it’s almost time,” Chrissy said.

“For what?” 

She took Britt’s hand. “For us to find Daddy in the Other Place.”

Will gawked at them as the room filled with silence. This was getting strange. Something had changed. Shifted. They were aware of other dimensions, lives of their own gone by. Except Will wasn’t like them. He didn’t dream. He was here because of the scratches on his arm; by the grace of the universe, he’d been spared because of his interaction with the Visitor in the forest near the mill he’d worked in. Peggy was the reason he still existed. Without her, he’d have died with the rest of them. 

“I need to go.” Will left, not wanting to speak any further about dreams or dimensions. He caught up to Peggy, put his arms around her, and hugged. 

“What’s that for?” 

“I want to make sure you’re real.” He knew it sounded stupid, but didn’t care.

“I’m here, Will.”

“Good.”

“Are you ready?” she asked. 

Will glanced at the cabin, where everyone had gathered on the porch. They waved at Will and Peggy while the pair jogged through the path to their parked cars. “I hope we find some answers in Spokane,” he said.

“We will. I can feel it.” 

_________


Ransom




Ransom’s back was tight, but he stretched it out, feeling better. Joel passed him a protein bar as they listened for signs of danger. 

“Did you sleep at all?” Ransom asked. 

“A bit.” The bags under Joel’s eyes disputed the claim, but Ransom wasn’t about to argue with the guy. His inclinations were flying today, the sound distant and luring, but ever-present. 

“Something’s different,” Joel said. 

“What do you mean?” Ransom checked that his pack was secured and sipped his water. 

“I can’t explain it. There was a moment…”

Ransom thought Joel might be suffering from delusions. He always acted on the edge of sanity, and the stories he’d heard about Joel trapping the Visitors, and the RPGs stowed in his home seemed to confirm this. But he’d never seen evidence of Joel being odd until now. Their interactions to this point had been categorically normal. 

“Should we go?” 

“We’d better.” Joel slipped his pack on, and Ransom’s muscles protested as he did the same. 

His legs were still sore, but he was in better shape than he’d expected last night. He had no idea how far their target was, or where they were heading, but they were on the right track. A notion came to him when they neared the river. “What if I’m making it all up? What if I have a damned brain tumor or something?” It wasn’t the first time he’d considered this, and he had even made the appointment a couple years ago, during a particularly bad week. The scans had come up clean. But things could have changed. 

“No. You’re fine.” Joel smelled the air. 

“What are you doing that for?”

“Just checking.”

“Checking what?”

“We’re downwind from the direction you’re leading us. I want to see if there’s any trouble.”

“And you can actually smell trouble? I thought that was just a saying.” He laughed, but Joel didn’t.

“It’s saved my life before.” 

“I can tell you’re going to be fun today.” Ransom kept quiet, walking through the alien forest. He spotted various birds, long narrow beaks pecking at the bark, pulling dangling worms the size of hot dogs from the treetops. The forest grew denser as they continued, the sunlight increasingly blocked by the thick canopy above them. Ransom wanted to escape the cover, to roam in a field instead, but when he tried to alter the path, the inclinations quieted. 

After a break a few hours later, they started again. So far, they’d spied three Visitors, and only from a distance. Each occasion, they’d waited them out before resuming. 

He was sweating and sticky, with alien insects trying to swarm them as they traversed the damp forest. The landscape was changing. The ground had less grass and more purple moss, the plants darker green. One footstep sank into the spongy surface, and he cursed. 

“We have to go around,” Joel said, pointing at a bog. It stank. The air was musty, the scent of rotting wood almost overwhelming. Ransom peered at the higher branches, spying larger forms clinging to the trees. It felt ominous, and suddenly dangerous. 

His mind was telling him to go straight, but Joel was right. That would end badly. Maybe his inclinations were guiding him as the bird flies, but this wasn’t safe. 

They backtracked a half mile, heading to the right when Joel thought it was best. The ground grew harder, the trees more spread apart, and they even entered a clearing in the forest. Ransom paused, enjoying the reprieve from bugs and the dampness they’d just experienced. The sunlight helped, and they stayed for a while, letting the intense rays dry their sweat-soaked shirts. 

“What would you have done if you hadn’t encountered that Visitor a few years ago?” Ransom asked Joel. His friend had decided to rest, his eyes closed. He was so still, Ransom thought he might be sleeping. 

“I’d have stayed working. Until everyone died,” he said. 

“Would it have been better? To not expect them?” Ransom asked. 

“I guess so.”

“What about now? Cedric thinks we can help prevent an invasion. How?” Ransom waved a particularly ugly insect from his face. 

“I think he was getting rid of us,” Joel suggested. 

“Again, why not kill us? He did so to Trent,” Ransom said. 

“Shit.”

“What?”

“I’ve been so distracted by all this that I haven’t pieced it together,” Joel told him. 

“Be my guest.” Ransom sat with his legs outstretched, his hands behind him supporting his torso. 

“Trent…he was Cedric’s guy, right? Cedric’s behind everything. He got Drake to help him with the UFO, and Britt came to them. You were coincidentally in touch with that John fellow from the support group, and he put you in contact with Cedric. He knows exactly what he’s doing.”

“Which is?” Ransom listened with interest. 

“Cedric ordered Trent to attack in Monterey. He knew it would push the group to Tahoe. I have a feeling he took the UFO and set it up for them to get that message from Lake Tahoe. Look at the timing. Drake hears about another settlement, and that night, Trent goes ahead with the raid. It’s too convenient. He wants them to go to this other group.”

“If there is a group,” Ransom said, thinking about Chrissy. “Damn it.”

“Yeah. He’s mentioned the girl. It has to be your kid.”

“He needed me out of the way,” Ransom muttered. “And you, because you’re a threat.”

“I think I’ve killed him before,” Joel said, eyes wet. 

“What?”

“I can’t explain it. But the moment I saw him, I almost did it again. There was this image…” Joel laughed, the sound disconcerting during this conversation. 

“Okay, we agree that Cedric is…bad?”

“That’s to be decided. But he’s manipulating the entire scenario. He actually thinks he can change the outcome of this invasion. To him, we’re nothing but chess pieces,” Joel said. 

“My girl is no chess piece.”

“Yes, she is, Ransom. Chrissy’s the queen, and Cedric’s looking for a checkmate.” 

“We have to go.” Ransom hopped up, no longer willing to sit by while Cedric ran free on Earth. He focused, and images of his own flashed through his mind. The Other Place was familiar. He gestured past the field. “That way.”

Joel gave him a smile. “You’re the boss.”

And they walked. 

Eventually, when they were sure they’d skirted the swampland, they broke for a rest. Joel took a deep inhale, and Ransom thought it was odd until he smelled the smoke too. “What is that?”

“Fire.”

“Here? These beings aren’t at that evolutionary stage quite yet,” Ransom said. 

“They’re not. Could be natural. Lightning storm.”

“Did you see lightning?” Ransom asked him. 

“No.” Joel grabbed his automatic rifle. “Let’s check it out.” He left his pack, and Ransom did the same, unholstering his handgun. 

It didn’t take long to find the source of the flames. 

Ransom and Joel hung back, hiding behind the safety of a giant tree. They’d encountered the impossible. 

“How?” Ransom whispered.

“I don’t know,” Joel admitted. 

There was a village, and Ransom counted eleven structures, all built from logs. They had thatched roofs, and people worked, walked, and chatted. A woman chopped wood near the outer edge, close to their position, but no one had seen them. 

“Who are you?” The voice startled Ransom, and he almost dropped his gun. Joel, on the other hand, swung his rifle around, aiming at the newcomer. 

He was older, thinner, and grayer, but there was no mistaking this man’s identity. 

Ransom lowered his arm. “Drake?”














INTERLUDE


Nicki





Paris, France




Nicki scrolled through her phone, seeing the battery was about to die. She replaced it with a fresh one, waiting as it restarted. Rain poured outside, as if the world was trying to cleanse her city of the dead. It had been like this for days. Weeks, perhaps. She didn’t keep track. 

She lifted the bottle of wine, finding it empty. Nicki opened the patio doors, walking onto the balcony. Rain blew from the north, striking her dress. She tried to recall the last time she’d showered or changed clothing. 

Nicki heard her phone chime as the operating system kicked on, and she grabbed it, suddenly hating the contraption. She held the device, clutching it until her fingers hurt, then hurled it from the balcony. It fell all twenty floors, landing in a large puddle centering the parking lot.

“You want to be careful with that?” someone called up, and Nicki froze, hiding from sight. 

Why were her instincts to run? “Bonjour.” She leaned over the railing, seeing a man sporting a dark blue suit jacket and a pair of jeans. She was too high up to get a good look at his features, but he sure as hell wasn’t one of those naked alien creatures. Nicki hadn’t seen them in a while. 

“Thank God,” the man called. “Can you come down? Or me up?”

Nicki glanced around the hotel’s lot, trying to see if there was anyone else with him. She spoke English, since the man had. “Are you alone?”

He placed a hand on his heart. “I had as lief have been myself alone.”

She scrunched her face up in confusion. Was he speaking English?

“It’s Shakespeare… never mind. I haven’t seen anyone in days. Until you almost brained me with”—he glanced at the puddle—“a cell phone.”

Nicki smiled, and the sensation was odd after weeks of solitude. Suddenly, the walls of the borrowed penthouse suite were too confining. “I’ll be right there.”

Nicki gawked at her mess of a room, finding empty bottles, stale bread, and open cartons of milk. She’d been living like a pig, unwilling to face reality. It had taken a complete stranger’s appearance to break the spell. 

Since this wasn’t even her place, there was nothing to bring, so she went to the door, touching the clear crystal handle. Could she leave? Just like that?

Nicki used to think she was brave, planning to go to school in the States, hence her use of their language. She’d spent a summer on stage with a traveling dance troupe… she’d even started a fashion line that led to nowhere.

Curiosity was what ended up forcing her to open the door. She crossed the hall, almost heading to the old elevator, before remembering things like that required power, which they surely didn’t have. So she accessed the stairwell, disliking how dark it was. 

The second she entered, she regretted it. The smell was unbearable. Nicki had no light, and she held the rail like it was the only thing keeping her from plunging to her death. The stairs were filled with bodies. Their rotting corpses reeked, the fumes seeming to bore into the concrete steps and plastered walls. 

Why had she chosen the twentieth story? For the penthouse, of course. But now it was a poor decision. 

A couple floors lower, the smell worsened, and she felt resistance on her foot near the door. Nicki tried not to picture the dead person, but that was impossible. 

“Hello?” The voice echoed up, and Nicki hated the concept of needing to be rescued. It added fuel to her fire. She rushed down the next few floors, and returned the call to the stranger. He wasn’t as ill equipped as her, and came bounding up with a long black flashlight, the beam bobbling with his movements. 

“You okay?” he asked, his breath getting away from him. 

He was good-looking in a rugged sense, with a few days’ growth and wind-blown hair, and his scent quickly improved the stink of the stairwell. 

“I am fine. Let’s get out of here.” Nicki grabbed the flashlight from him, running in bare feet. When they burst outside, she took a generous inhale, glad to be in the fresh air. The rain continued to fall, and she drifted from the hotel, once the grandest she could think of. Now it looked derelict, a rundown place she’d used to hide from the apocalypse. 

He grinned, pointing at her toes. “You don’t have any shoes.”

She wiggled them and peered to see her filthy outfit. “I’m a mess.”

“Nothing a quick shopping trip won’t solve,” he said. “And look.” He spun around theatrically, halting with a slight bow. “We are in Paris, the City of Light.” 

“What’s your name?” She wanted to stop thinking of him as the stranger.

“Lowell.”

“That’s a French name. Are you American?” Nicki asked, fully aware of her accent with this man. 

He shook his head. “Canadian, though my mother’s side is French.”

“What are you doing in Paris?”

“I was working on a play when things went south.”

“You’re an actor?”

“Nothing so impressive. A writer.” He smirked at this. “What’s your name?”

“Nicki.”

“Lovely.” He took her hand, kissing the back of it. She recoiled immediately. He didn’t seem fazed by her reaction. 

“Where are you going?” she asked. 

“I heard there’s a settlement in Le Havre,” he told her. 

“Le Havre? That’s two hundred kilometers away.”

“So I’ve read. Is that a problem?” 

Nicki thought about it. “Will it be dangerous?”

Lowell opened his suit jacket, revealing a holstered gun. “Perhaps.”

Nicki swallowed. “But the beings are gone?”

“Yes. I have no clue where they went, but they don’t seem to be the issue.”

“Then why do you have a gun?” Nick stared at his chest, even though the jacket had been returned to cover the weapon. 

“Because people are unpredictable. Or did you forget that?”

They started to walk, the rain lightening up. He took her to the nearest shopping street, and she broke into stores she’d only followed on social media. Soon Nicki had a pair of the most luxurious vegan leather pants she’d ever seen, and a functional blouse that cost more than a month’s rent. None of that mattered anymore. 

She opted for a pair of white sneakers that became soiled the minute she stepped onto the sidewalk, and they were off, heading west to the edge of town. The streets were packed with cars, the dead everywhere, but after a couple of hours, the sun was out, and the traffic jams became more bearable. 

“What kind of cars do you like?” Lowell asked mischievously. 

“I use the Metro de Paris,” she said. 

They walked, Lowell keeping the pace manageable. He talked endlessly about things, the future of the world, and what the Glass might possibly have meant. His notions were crazy, but she took comfort in the sound of his voice. 

“You think they are … dimensional shifts?” she said it slowly, trying to use the proper words. 

“Possibly. It’s something I’d researched for a story,” Lowell said. 

“Tell me about it.” 

Lowell led her to a wealthy neighborhood, with large stone gates and wrought-iron fences intended to keep out the riffraff. It felt like another world, and she didn’t need to use the Glass to experience it. They found a brand-new Lamborghini, among a half dozen other options, at the first place they checked, and that seemed to suit Lowell just fine. 

Nicki had begun her day in a pit of depression, but the clouds had parted. She admired the interior of the car as the engine revved. 

“Don’t forget your seatbelt,” Lowell said, smiling from the driver’s seat. “Next stop, Le Havre.”














INTERLUDE


Alf





Oslo, Norway




Alf searched through his scope, not discovering any of the monsters in sight. Finally. They’d started to leave six weeks ago, migrating west, and Alf hoped they all walked into the ocean to drown. From the moment he’d first seen one on that hunting trip, he’d felt sick to his stomach. It had killed his brother Erik, and Alf had gotten revenge. 

When he’d returned to the hunting lodge and tried to contact Jorunn, she’d explained how bad things were in the city. People lining up at the hospitals, countless Glass appearing all around them. He’d tried to get home, but the roads had been too blocked the last hundred kilometers. 

So he’d set out on foot. By the time he’d arrived, Oslo was in ruins, bodies piled everywhere. The creatures were prevalent, and Alf took solace in his hunting training. 

Even now, he thought his kill count was nearing a hundred, but there were no more targets. 

He needed to leave Oslo. 

He peered to the north, recalling that moment he’d stepped foot in their home, finding Jorunn on the floor of their small apartment. His world had crumbled then. 

Alf ran a hand through his beard, trying to comb it. His hair was longer than it had ever been before, and he’d decided that shaving was futile. If nature was taking over, he’d pay homage to the people of Earth’s past. 

He didn’t know where to go. Alf had spent weeks initiating contact, only to receive a fuzzy transmission from Stockholm. The communication had been brief, with the promise of living human beings gathering at the coast. 

That had been ten days ago, and he’d yet to build up the courage to leave his hometown. This was where he’d met Jorunn, where they’d been married and had planned to start a family. Now she was dead, and nothing mattered. 

But was that true? Alf was his own man. He’d existed before Jorunn, and he’d continue to. ‘Til death do us part… He shook his head, hating that it was all over. 

But had he ever truly been happy? To be frank, Jorunn had always been on his case. Clean the toilet. Make more money. Pay more attention to me. You’re smothering me. It was a never-ending teeter totter of highs and lows. He loved her, but…

Alf lowered the weapon, letting it rest at his side. His stomach growled, reminding him to eat something. He pulled a piece of jerky out, chewing the salty meat. His pack was full of it, as well as multivitamins. The meat was light, lasted for a long time, and was a hell of a lot simpler to lug around than canned goods. 

It was time to move. 

Alf hefted the bag, slinging it over his shoulders, and started to walk. He had a 4X4 stowed at the edge of town, stocked with supplies. If anything, Alf was prepared. He’d always been the type to overdo it, buying too many bars of soap, or filling the closet with toilet paper on the off chance there was a shortage. It was yet another thing Jorunn had given him grief about, but now it was working in his favor. 

The E6 had a lot of cars blocking the road, but not so many as to make it impossible to pass them. And the ditch was mostly flat, the grass overgrown yet manageable. He’d already done a test run, ensuring he could get into Sweden without issue. 

A half hour later, Alf was driving south with the sun tucked behind a layer of clouds. He turned the heat on and slowly wound through the vehicles parked at odd angles or crashed into the concrete meridian. Ahead, a semi-trailer was upended, the barrier between directions smashed to pieces. 

Alf had to place two wheels in the ditch, but soon he was cruising the highway, speeding up to forty kilometers per hour in no time. 

Something emerged from the tree line on his right, and Alf slowed. It was a person. A blue light shone from the right eye, and it looked tall. Too tall. And thin. 

Alf’s blood felt like it curdled, and he gripped the wheel tightly, deciding what to do. He slammed on the brakes and hopped out. 

“Who are you?” he shouted. 

The figure watched him, head slowly turning away. 

Alf grabbed his gun, swinging it up. The shot was a good hundred yards, but he’d become adept at twice that range. 

The sight placed the being in the center of the crosshairs, and it stared at him, the face covered in what appeared to be a balaclava or equivalent. He couldn’t see any eyes, nose, or mouth. His skin crawled as he huffed out a breath. It started to leave, but the creature was too late. He tapped the trigger. 

The report was loud, the rifle clapping as the casing bounced on the road. It was a direct hit. 

Alf ran, keeping the gun in his hands, and checked the area, trying to see if anyone else was with this guy. He approached slowly, like the being missing half its head might spring up and attack. 

Alf saw the monocle flicker into darkness, the blue ambiance fading. There was a device strapped to his wrist, and Alf pried at it. Eventually, he found a release on the underside, and he held it. The thing was made of a heavy metallic material. 

There was nothing else on him. 

Alf peered at the face covering but didn’t see a seam. He used a knife, slicing through the dense fabric, and started to pull on it, lifting it past his chin. When he’d tugged it free, Alf fell to the grass, unable to believe his eyes.














INTERLUDE


Arthur





The Other Place




He scooped water up in his palms, drinking deeply. The first week across the Glass had been terrifying, with him unwilling to use the river to sate his thirst. He kept thinking about parasites and viruses. It had been ingrained in him during his time with the park services after high school. That was long before he’d joined the sheriff’s department, eventually becoming top dog. Finally, when it didn’t rain, he gave in, testing the clear stream. 

Now, almost two months later, by his estimation, he laughed at his trepidation. Wherever Arthur was, he didn’t think it was trying to kill him. He felt great here, considering the circumstances. Except he was all alone. 

Arthur thought about his wife and kids, who were grown up. His son a doctor, his daughter a… fortune teller. But he was proud of them both, just the same. He’d always tried to teach them to follow their hearts. If that had led Victoria to the crystal ball, who was he to stand in her way? 

Initially, Arthur had hoped to find some of the missing persons he’d been investigating when he went through the Glass, but he’d quickly learned they weren’t around. The locals had probably fed on them. He knew this because he’d fended off the same creatures twice. Once he’d managed to escape by running. The second… Arthur touched his sidepiece, grateful he’d been in uniform when he risked entering the portal. 

In retrospect, he’d made a horrible decision. Why would a rational person pass through a glowing sheet of Glass? Maybe at that moment, he hadn’t been rational. With the grief and stress of the missing twins, and the hysterical mother at the discovered baseball cap… Arthur couldn’t take it back. 

He’d gone into the Glass, and here he was. Two months later. Still alone. 

Arthur glanced toward the night sky, anxious for morning to return once again. He figured the sun rose and set as it did in Oklahoma. Arthur knew the land around his hometown like the back of his hand, and this place was an exact mirror of it, which added to the mystery. 

Where was he, and why was it identical to home? 

He checked his traps, finding a plump rodent scrabbling for its life in the thicket behind his makeshift shelter. It was almost like a rabbit, with long hind legs, but short, stubby ears instead of the lengthy ones. He ended its struggle with a rock and licked his lips. Arthur was hungry. He was already adding belt notches, trying to keep his pants from dropping off his emaciated form. He couldn’t stand much more of this, but he truly had no idea what to do. 

He kept hoping the Glass would turn on again, but it hadn’t activated since his arrival. 

Arthur glanced in its direction, not seeing the glint of moonlight off the reflective surface. His heart raced, and he stood up, forgetting about the precious meal he’d caught. His knees cracked, but he ran, stopping near the Glass. The light no longer glimmered off the alien portal. 

“Where are you?” he asked, with no reply. When he jabbed a hand forward, it didn’t hit anything. 

The Glass was gone. 

A twig snapped, and Arthur went rigid. Probably another of those musky naked bipeds, but he couldn’t be caught in the open. He grabbed the food, covering the blood with a handful of fresh leaves, and jogged away from his camp. He had it all planned out, and climbed the rungs he’d added to a particularly accommodating tree that provided a view of his entire base. 

Arthur was almost sixty, but moved quickly up the trunk, clinging to the thick limb as something came into sight. 

It wasn’t one of the locals. 

This was different. 

Arthur waited as the figure canvassed the area. It stopped at his shelter, poking its head inside. After a tense minute, it emerged. Next, it went to the trap, its chin tilted down like it was sniffing. He tried to see its face but couldn’t. It looked faceless, but he did notice the glowing blue light where one of its eyes must have sat. Otherwise, it appeared to be dressed in black, with long limbs. 

He glanced at his hand, seeing his police-issued firearm tightly gripped, and didn’t recall reaching for it. Instinct. 

A muffled voice, almost familiar in its language. 

More figures arrived, each walking from the forest to the north. They met in the center of his camp, a few of them suspiciously eyeing the place. Finally, just when Arthur was sure they’d discovered his hiding spot, they congregated south. 

He watched as the last of their group vanished from sight, and he waited a solid ten minutes before risking his descent. 

Arthur had no clue what the hell he’d witnessed, but they left him shaken to his core. He’d initially thought the creatures he’d encountered might be aliens, but now, after sharing the forest with them for several months, he felt like they belonged here, and had no intention of harming humanity. But whoever had scoured his camp… they might have that kind of power. It was in their confident stride, and the fact that he’d listened to them conversing. The language was far removed from the other animals’ grunts and shrieks. It was advanced. 

“Reba, I’ll do my darndest to see you again,” he muttered. Arthur didn’t know how things were on Earth, but he was ready to return to Oklahoma to reunite with his family and sleep in his own bed. But with the Glass disappearing, and this new third party in play, he knew he couldn’t stay any longer. 

Arthur took the handful of rudimentary tools he’d constructed from the shelter and looped the rodent through his belt, carrying it on his hip. 

The figures had gone south, so Arthur elected to head west. 

He might not be able to help those missing kids, but he’d try his best to find a way home.

















PART TWO
TIME SHIFT



Will




“At least we’re experiencing a lot of our country,” Will said. 

“If only the roads weren’t blocked every half mile, and the cars weren’t filled with dead bodies.” Peggy kept her window rolled up as they passed yet another blockade. 

Will slowed, keeping his eyes peeled for signs of trouble. He didn’t trust anything or anyone, not after all they’d gone through. He stayed about a hundred yards back, scanning the tree lines on either side of the ditch. 

“Just because you don’t see them doesn’t mean they’re not present,” Peggy said. She grabbed her binoculars, finally joining him in the search. She handed them to Will, pointing to the east. “There. Blue jacket.”

Will sighed, taking the binocs, and cursed when he spotted the pair of men with assault rifles. He quickly checked the opposite edge of the highway and noticed a woman. She had a German shepherd tied with a leash to a tree trunk, and she kept a hand on its head. 

“We’ll have to go around,” he whispered. 

“No.”

“What do you mean? There’s at least three of them, and that probably means another dozen behind this row of cars blocking our route.” Will nodded to the pile of old rusted cars parked where they didn’t belong. 

“Will, if we backtrack, we have to go all the way around this national forest. Did you see those other roads? They’re barely wide enough for this truck.”

“We better make our mind up, because I don’t think these people are going to—” Will stopped when Peggy jumped from the truck, grabbing her own rifle from the back seat.

“You can come out!” she called.

“Shit.” Will fumbled for a gun, and opted for the 9MM, sliding it into his jeans’ belt. “Peggy, what are you doing?”

“We saw you. Blue jacket. Woman with the dog.” Peggy walked forward with all the confidence in the world. He joined her, doing his best to seem nonthreatening, but he assumed there were sights on them at this very moment. “Do you mind if we continue? We don’t have time to waste.”

“And why is that?” a man said from Will’s left. He was so close, and yet Will hadn’t seen him until this second. He had a gun, but it remained loose in his grip. 

“We have pressing business.” Peggy spoke as if they were important people, late for a meeting of dire consequences. 

“Is that so?” The guy had to be fifty, with a pronounced gut and a wispy beard. His hair was thinning, and he parted it to the side, somehow making him seem even balder. 

“She’s telling the truth,” Will said. “Can you just let us through?”

The leash came loose from the tree, presumably by accident judging by the way the woman responded, and the dog raced over to Will, his teeth bared in hostility. Then he sauntered closer, lifting a paw. Will glanced at the man’s expression and found surprise. 

“You’re a good boy,” Will told the dog, shaking its paw. “Nice to meet you.” The shepherd sat, plunking between Will and Peggy. 

“Sebastian, how dare you run off,” the woman said, her cheeks red as she stumbled toward them. “Seb’s always been a good judge of character, and I suppose that’s enough for me. Lucky, do you mind moving the van?” She tossed a set of keys to the guy with the big stomach. 

“Sure thing, Lauren.” 

“I’m Will. This is Peggy.” He stuck his hand out, suddenly feeling like a dog seeking a shake. 

“Lauren.” She shook it, but Peggy didn’t offer her own. 

“You trying to prey on the weak?” Peggy asked brazenly. 

“Nothing like that. We’ve been keeping an eye out for someone. He and his people have been tormenting us, trying to get what’s ours. We’re just standing up for ourselves,” Lauren told them, and Will instantly believed her. 

“Who is he?” Will didn’t want to be tied up in their conflict, but curiosity got the better of him. 

“Name’s Usher. Knew him in the real world,” Lucky said. 

“Are you all from around here?” Peggy stopped petting the dog and focused on the group. More of them were emerging from the cover of the trees, their posture slightly relaxed. 

“Most are from the state. I grew up in Portland. Lucky is from Burns, just twenty minutes south,” Lauren said. 

“Usher’s with a biker gang. Two of them made it… fought those woodland apes and barely lived to tell the tale. But they survived, and now, they want what we have,” Lucky said. 

“Which is?” 

Lauren’s lips turned down. “Reed is his son.” 

Will glanced at the small boy being pushed in a stroller by an older woman. Reed stared at him with a pacifier in his mouth, and big brown inquisitive eyes. 

“He wants his kid?” Peggy shrugged. “Give him up.”

“Not going to happen,” Lucky said. “Usher’s a bad man. A killer. He murdered my friend a decade ago. Gambling debt.”

“And you wouldn’t have been involved with that, right?” Will asked him. Anyone with a nickname like Lucky must have a past in gambling. 

“I never lost, but I gave up on a few occasions. You couldn’t take everyone’s money in a place like Burns forever.”

“If you were so good, why did you stay in the middle of nowhere?” Will was missing something. He knew what it was like to be stuck in a small town, with no prospects. If he’d had cash, he’d have been gone in a heartbeat. 

Being in the presence of these strangers made him miss home. He suddenly wanted to be back in his bedroom with the creaking floors and the curled-up shingles. His mom would be chewing on a pencil, wishing it was a cigarette; his sister, listening to bad pop music, singing at the top of her lungs. But now they were dead, along with everyone else, and it just plain sucked. 

“Never thought about leaving. Even now.” Lucky patted his stomach. “This is where I belong.”

“Lucky’s withholding an important piece of information,” Lauren added. 

“What’s that?”

“Usher’s already killed two of ours.”

Will tensed, the air almost growing heavier with the revelation. 

“They cornered them on a supply run. We heard it all on the radio. When it was over, Usher took the damned thing and gave us a message. He said our heads would be on the next sticks,” Lucky muttered. 

“There’s a settlement with people,” Will said, and Peggy gave him a sidelong glance. 

“Is that so?” Lauren asked. 

“But we can’t have dangerous men like Usher coming for them.” Peggy studied the group. Will counted about twenty of them, ranging from Reed, a toddler, to a woman in her seventies. They didn’t look like fighters. 

“Reed’s mother?” Will already knew the answer but had to ask. 

“Gone with the others,” Lauren said. 

“Okay. What was your plan?” Peggy peered to the south, as if Usher might approach on foot. 

“Wait him out. Defend when they get here.” Lauren didn’t seem confident about the idea. 

“Clear the vehicles. They’re too obvious. Where are you staying?” Peggy asked. 

“Five miles north. There’s an old ranger’s shelter, and room for all of us. It was out of the way, and none of those Glass was exceptionally close.”

“And Usher? He knows of this place?”

“Maybe. His people have been spotted searching the area. But we hid. Two of our sentries were found dead. They’re on our trail. That’s why we took to the offensive.” Lauren swallowed. “They were our friends.”

Will had had enough of death. The Glass had already ruined their planet, and now they were killing one another. It sickened him. “How many people does Usher have?” 

Lucky combed what hair remained with stubby fingers. “Eight. We think.”

Will wanted to drive away from these people and never look back, but Peggy seemed invested. The more time he spent around them, the worse he felt. They’d fit in at Tahoe, but not if the boy would draw danger to them. 

Lucky moved to the large truck centering the blockade, and turned the engine over, a cloud of exhaust billowing from the muffler. 

“Show us your home.” Peggy jumped into their vehicle, leaving a bewildered Lauren standing with her dog. 

Will drove slowly, creeping past the rows of cars. “You sure about this?”

“No. But would you rather Usher kills more of them to kidnap a son he clearly shouldn’t be caring for?”

Will thought about his own father, the one who’d abandoned him without a second thought. “Is it so bad for him to want his kid?”

“The world has enough killers. Let’s not allow Reed to become his father.” Peggy glanced at him with a softness in her eyes. “We might have to hurt people.”

Will nodded, recalling the couple in Colorado who’d tried to pull a fast one on them. “It’s for the best.”

He parked, letting Lauren and several other vehicles drive ahead, and soon he was following them to their temporary home. 




_________


Britt




Time moved differently when you didn’t have a schedule. 

Britt woke with the sun, opting to leave her blinds raised for that very reason. She had always been a morning person, happy to be at the day’s work before the rest of the world. Jarod used to hate it. He liked to stay up late watching those incessant talk shows, where the hosts would sing and do stupid games while attempting casual banter with famous people. 

Thinking about him made her miss having Ransom around. Chrissy remained sleeping, her arm curled around the pillow like she was hugging it. Poor child. She’d lost her mother, and now her dad was gone to the Other Place with Joel. 

Chrissy was adamant they join him, but Britt couldn’t oblige. Not yet. Ransom would be safe with Cedric. 

Jill had suggested Cedric wasn’t there to help, but hadn’t proved her accusations with anything more than conjecture and hand-waving. Britt wanted to dig to the bottom of it today. 

Lizbeth was in the living room, sitting on an old rocking chair and knitting something with her gnarled hands. “You’re up early.”

“I could say the same about you,” Britt said.

“I had a feeling you might like some coffee.” Lizbeth gestured to the kitchen table, where a travel mug sat. 

“That’s so thoughtful,” Britt told her. 

“Nah. I was already at the lake with Luther this morning. It was his idea.” 

Britt found herself caring for Lizbeth, and understood why Ransom trusted her so much. They’d bonded on that first day since the Glass’ effect killed their population, and it solidified their relationship. The pair was as unlikely a duo as any, but it worked. 

“You miss him,” Lizbeth said. It wasn’t a question.

“More than I expected.” Britt pressed the lid’s button and took a sip, finding it hot. 

“You’ll see him again,” Lizbeth assured her. 

“Do you know that for a fact?”

“Nothing is a hundred percent sure, my dear. Not even for those of us able to see past the curtain.” She winked, her fingers still moving as she used the needles. 

Britt recalled the theory Will had shared with them. “And you believe we have other versions of ourselves in existence?”

“It might explain a lot.” Lizbeth stopped, resting her hands on her lap. “Chrissy thought I was going to die in the golf course attack. So did I.”

“But that doesn’t prove anything,” she suggested. 

“Maybe it does. We both connected to another plane where I did die.”

“We can’t worry about that, can we?” Britt drank again, letting the warmth of the caffeinated beverage course through her. It was good. 

“You might be right, Britt. We can control this life, and this life only. But maybe, if we can tap into another reality, we can learn from it.” Lizbeth sighed and kept at it. “But my mind is also beginning to dodder a bit. I’m more confused than before. Foggier.” 

“Did you have those issues before?” Britt asked. 

“Sometimes. But it was nothing that a good sleep and a strong dose of nature’s vitamin D couldn’t handle.” She smiled wide, her dentures perfect and white. 

“Then maybe you should get some sun today.” 

“I intend to. Luther and I are taking a boat ride.” Lizbeth’s smirk was full of mischievousness. 

“Sounds like fun. Can you watch Chrissy for a while?” Britt glanced out the window, seeing Drake and Sage. 

“That’s why I’m here.” Lizbeth didn’t expand on her reasoning, and continued to rock gently, her lips pursing as she started to hum. 

Somewhere by the sea…

Britt went outside, coffee in her grip. Drake’s expression was lighter than normal, his shoulders poised as if he’d lost a burden or two from his consciousness. 

“Morning,” he said. 

Sage snuffled her leg, and Britt gave her a scratch. 

“What’s on your agenda today?” Britt asked him. 

“I’d like to check more of the Glass. See if they’re all gone.”

“What about the… aliens you saw?”

“We’ll be armed. If they’re coming, we have to be prepared.”

“Count me in,” Britt said. She was already tired of waiting around, and it had only been a day. There was no contact from Peggy or Will, which meant they were well out of range. That might be a good thing. She hoped they were already in Spokane, touring the PremaCorp lab. Britt doubted its significance, but Peggy was adamant she had to try, for her own story. Britt wasn’t going to stand in her way. “Let’s make Jill talk.”

“You think she will? Nia and I tried last night.”

“No luck?”

“Like pulling teeth,” Drake said. 

“I’ve always hated that analogy.”

He grinned. “But it works.”

“You want to go now?” Britt was aware she could use a shower and some fresh clothing, but her instincts were guiding her to confront Jill.

“Sure.” Drake dusted his palms off and grabbed Sage’s leash. “No time like the present.”

“Is that your new thing? Repeating old sayings?”

Drake shrugged. “You’re the writer. Have any better suggestions?”

Britt and Drake fell into a steady rhythm in their conversation, chatting idly as they walked between the two camps, leaving theirs along the beach path to the original site. There were already countless people awake, most starting in on their daily chores. 

“Good luck,” Britt told a couple of men walking to the pier with long fishing rods. They nodded and kept strolling. 

Fox chopped wood, adding some of the pieces to a large fire pit. A big black cauldron hung from a metal chain, the flames licking the bottom of it. “Sticking around?” the younger man asked. 

“For a while.” Drake lifted an eyebrow. “What smells so good?”

“Stew. We snagged a couple deer last night and figured we should put them to good use. It’s not easy feeding this many people with fresh ingredients.” Fox motioned to the woman with him. “This is Mary. She’s a wiz with the spices. The world may have ended, but we still have appetites.”

“Hi, Mary,” Britt said. She inhaled, appreciating the scent of the bubbling concoction. 

Mary didn’t smile while continuing to stir the stew. “Come by in an hour, and it’ll be ready.”

Britt went to the building that held Jill’s office, and leaned toward Drake. “I never thought I’d be so excited for deer meat.”

“Me too.” 

Charles stepped from the front entrance as they arrived, arms across his expansive chest. “Yes?”

“We’d like to speak with Jill,” Britt said. 

“She’s busy.”

Britt saw movement behind the door’s glass. “She’s right there.”

“It’s fine,” Jill told Charles as she propped it open. “Come on in.”

Jill was already put together, and Britt felt inadequate in her presence. Jill’s hair was perfectly dyed and styled. Her white blouse was sleeveless, her black skirt neat and pressed. 

“You’re here because of what I said regarding Cedric.” Jill motioned for them to take a seat in her office, and when Charles went to follow, she set a hand on his chest. “We’ll be fine. Can you check on cabin five? Olive mentioned an issue with her plumbing.”

Britt thought Charles carefully withheld his annoyance. 

Jill closed the door, and she waited a moment, while Charles’ heavy steps echoed outside. “He means well, but he can be a bit overbearing,” she said. 

“Are you two…”

“No. Nothing like that. I’m his sister-in-law.”

“Really?” Drake sat after Britt. “Is she still here?”

“No. I was his brother’s wife. We met three years after Cedric and I inevitably split.”

“Why was it inevitable?” Britt asked. 

Jill seemed to deflate, her posture slumping, her fingers staying busy with the tie on her blouse as she stared at the desk. “He was brilliant. Investment banker. Can you imagine?”

Britt had seen Cedric working on a spreadsheet, his nose for details, and nodded. “I could.”

Jill’s gaze settled on her before drifting to the wall. “He always promised we’d be financially secure. It wasn’t like that’s what kept us together, but who doesn’t fantasize about a stable future? I had these visions of building an empire. Maybe a family.” She smiled at this, like she was in her own dream. “Then one day, Cedric came home, his tie undone, and a huge grin on his face. He told me he’d quit. I was taken aback. I asked him to go in and beg for his job, and he dismissed it. Said we had savings.”

“Did you?” Drake grumbled. 

“Some. Most of our money was tied up in the house he claimed we needed, and an SUV big enough to carry three children around despite us not being married. He started his podcast. I was furious with him…”

Britt saw how much it bothered this woman, even after close to a decade. She’d been married since, and that man was gone, but Cedric continued to light a fire under her. 

“To Hunt a Murderer. I hated the title.”

“I used to listen to him,” Drake admitted. “So did a lot of other people.”

“But he wasn’t focused on the business aspect. He became so entrenched in the story, the narrative behind the missing persons or the unsolved small-town crimes.” Her frown melted into a smirk. “Did you know he actually solved one?”

“Really?” Drake leaned forward, obviously interested. 

Britt had never been keen on podcasts. She’d listened to a couple for a while, but found them overly repetitive, with more filler than substance. That was why she preferred the written word, with harsh editors hacking the pieces apart until only the meat of the story persisted. 

“Place in southern Massachusetts. Beautiful girl went missing. They found her body a week later, strung up in an abandoned barn. Pentagram painted in blood. The whole shebang. I remember coming home one night after a long day, and there he was, drinking a beer and sifting through all these horrific images. I picked one up, seeing this flayed naked girl, and took a second to watch Cedric. He didn’t know I was there, because he always insisted on wearing those noise-canceling headphones.”

“And what did you see?” Drake asked, his voice calm. 

“I saw a killer.”

“How so?” If Drake scooted up on his chair any farther, he was liable to fall off. Britt tapped his knee, and he seemed to notice, sliding back in the seat. 

“It was his stance. The manner in which he laid the pictures out, as if they told a story only he could translate. Because he understood them. Eventually, he removed his headphones and turned, slowly… his eyes glistening while he smiled. Cedric’s face carried the most thrilled expression I’d ever seen from him, and he grabbed me by the shoulders. I thought this was it. He was going to kill me and hang me in a barn. I couldn’t tell you why. Then he kissed me, proclaiming that he’d solved it.”

Britt found her voice. “And had he?”

Jill nodded. “Yes. Apparently, he’d bribed someone in the local PD to duplicate the evidence. One thing they’d overlooked was the brand of rope. Cedric noted it wasn’t nylon, as they’d documented. It was black polypropylene.”

“Meaning?” Britt asked. 

Drake cleared his throat. “They went to the local hardware store and found out who bought it.”

“Sounds like a sloppy killer,” Britt whispered. 

“He was. The guy was a disgruntled local drunk. Girl worked at the truck stop and rejected his advances. He’d seen some movie about devil worshiping and was certain no one would pin something of that nature on him,” Jill said. “Cedric had hoped to gain notoriety after that, but was asked to keep his involvement quiet; otherwise, the case might have been thrown out based on the illegal handling of evidence.”

“He must have been pissed,” Drake said. 

“A bit, but it didn’t stop him. Cedric became even more obsessed, but he wouldn’t let me manage the business aspect of it. He was riding this thing solo, and that’s when we really started to drift apart. It all changed one night, though. He left around midnight. When he returned, he was a different man. He actually moved out for a while, and I, the pathetic girl, let him move back in. Things got worse when he started taking sleeping pills, and that evolved to pain pills. I confronted him, and he yelled that I wouldn’t understand. Then he dropped his podcast. Just like that he started another one, about aliens of all things. He had no income rolling in, and I couldn’t afford to keep our house with my salary. I bailed.”

“How did he take it?” Britt asked. 

“I honestly don’t even think he noticed,” Jill muttered. “I listened to his first few episodes of Gray Matters, trying to figure out what had happened to him.”

“Now you get it?” Drake peered at Britt.

“Absolutely. If he’d told me another version of himself had met him, claiming this whole agenda, I’d have left him anyway. And I didn’t think he was telling the truth when he tried to reach out in subsequent years.”

“How could you?” Britt imagined Jarod contacting her, alleging that there were aliens coming and that invisible barriers would appear, signaling the beginning of the end. 

“Then it happened. The Glass. I couldn’t believe it. My husband, Calvin, had heard Cedric’s ramblings, but never considered it might be true. When they came, I had no choice. I did as Cedric ordered. Charles followed me, because he’d overheard my argument with Calvin. I was prepared. Cedric had sent me a tranquilizer gun the month before. When it came, all I could picture were those horrific pictures at the table. I kept it, mostly because I didn’t know what to do with the thing.”

“You shot one?” Britt asked. 

“A female. It was wandering the forest behind the old grocery store, close to one of the Glass. I saw the barrier light up, and knew then that Cedric, for all his faults, had been right. I hit her with the tranq and used her nails to slice my stomach. You should have seen poor Charles when he came upon us. He didn’t even speak, just knelt beside me. He did the same, cutting himself. We tried to get Calvin to do it, but he thought we were insane. Calvin tried convincing me to go to the doctor, in case it had rabies or some type of disease, but he was dead in the morning, along with everyone else. But Charles and I were fine.”

Britt and Drake shared a glance. She recalled that first day, when the bodies piled up and the world had changed forever. 

Drake’s brow furrowed into deep lines. “Why did you tell me that we couldn’t trust him? That he was going to destroy us all?”

“I don’t have any proof, but I think he wants this. He’s so obsessed with aliens, and these dimensions, he’ll do anything to see their world. He’s been to the Other Place, but it’s not enough for him. That’s just an intermediary between Earth and this third plane, which is where he wants to be.”

“Are you saying Cedric isn’t trying to stop this invasion?” Britt struggled with the revelation, but she didn’t know him like Jill did. 

“Precisely. He’s trying to ensure it happens.” Jill glanced at the open window when an engine rumbled from the adjacent parking lot. “I sent a team to check every Glass within twenty square miles.”

They all rose, exiting the building. Five more vehicles arrived, kicking up dust in the gravel.

“Anything?”

The first man shook his head. “Sorry, Jill.”

“Nothing either,” a short-haired woman said. 

“The Glass are gone,” another guy told them. 

“This isn’t good,” Britt whispered to Drake.



Ransom




Night fell quickly, cooling the humid air. Ransom stared across the fire at Drake. Not his Drake, but some different version of the detective. Joel grimaced as he rotated the animal on the spit, flames rising as the carcass dropped grease. A couple sat with them, and Joel watched Nick and Laiya from the corner of his eye. 

“You’re saying that you’ve met me? On another Earth?” Drake paced by the fire, and a woman set a hand on his arm, urging him to take a seat. 

“That’s right. Cedric told us—”

“Cedric?” the woman asked. “Did you say Cedric?”

“Yes. We’ve already gone through this before,” Joel told them. “Who is in charge here?”

Drake met Ransom’s gaze. “No one is in charge.”

“And how did you reach the Other Place?” Ransom asked. 

“The Other Place? I like that. We called it the Beyond,” Drake said. “Helen came up with it.” 

“And you’re…”

“Drake’s wife,” she said, holding up a hand to show a tattooed ring on her wedding finger. 

“Things didn’t work out with Nia?” Joel muttered.

“Who’s Nia?” Helen looked at Drake, and the man shrugged. 

“How would I know? Nothing they’ve said makes any sense.”

“Why are you so twitchy when I ask you questions?” Ransom wanted some clarity on the situation, but it wasn’t very forthcoming. Drake and his wife didn’t make eye contact with him, and their mannerisms conveyed something their words didn’t. 

“The Sheets came, and…”

“Sheets?”

“Those invisible square portals,” Helen answered. 

“We call them the Glass,” Ransom said. “Go on.”

“My friend was investigating a call near a department store. Someone was killed. Cut in half. When I arrived, the Sheet lit up, and I walked through it. Didn’t know what else to do,” Nick said. 

“I did the same thing out of Reno. Jogged right into one. Curiosity got the better of me. That was ten years ago. We met here a few months later,” Laiya said. 

Ransom tried to fathom that. “Who was your president?”

“Of the United States?” Drake asked. 

“Yes.”

They exchanged a look. “President Holly Chance.”

Joel let out a bark and started to laugh. 

“What’s so funny?” Helen asked. 

“He was right about this.”

“Who?”

“Cedric.”

“You keep saying that name, but we don’t know this man,” Drake assured them. 

Helen grabbed his arm, her fingernails digging into Drake’s skin. Ransom saw her mouth open, but she closed it again, not speaking. 

“Let me get this straight. You’ve been here for a decade, living in… the Beyond. You never met a woman named Nia, your president was a woman, and you have no clue who Cedric is.”

“That’s right,” Drake said. 

“My head hurts.” Ransom rubbed his temples, watching the fire flicker in the dark. He scooted his chair closer, suddenly feeling a chill. 

“How do you survive?” Joel asked, spinning the rodent again. 

“Live off the land, as our people have always done.” Helen pointed deeper into the small village. “We spend our days hunting and gathering, and have a fresh water supply. The se’sxac leave us alone, and we don’t bother them.”

“Se’sxac?”

“It’s the original word for sasquatch. You know, wild men, hairy humanlike beings…” 

Ransom wondered if that was how the rumors of the forest creatures had begun. 

“Have you met any newcomers in the last while?” Joel asked. 

“Not for a couple years.”

“So everyone present is from your world?” Ransom prodded. 

“Our world?” Drake lifted an eyebrow. “That’s right. You said you’re from elsewhere.”

“It’s not easy to explain.”

“Try us.” Drake gestured to the spit. “And I think that’s done.”

Joel removed it carefully, sliding the meat onto a wooden plate. He used a pocketknife and sliced the food evenly, distributing it for the six of them. Numerous bystanders lingered from a distance, and Ransom waved them closer. “You may as well hear this too.”

He scanned their faces, wondering if it was possible to find other recognizable people, but doubted the odds of that were very good. When all fifty of them were surrounding the fire, Ransom began. 

“This will come as a surprise, but we’re not from your plane of existence. I think that’s how to explain it. My planet recently discovered the Glass… or Sheets, as you call them. We thought the se’sxac were invading us, and everyone died, probably like on your world. We’ve been told that the Sheets were created by a third race, an alien entity determined to access Earth. They used this… Beyond, or Other Place, as a home base. If I’m correct, I’ve met someone from your plane. His name is Cedric. My planet currently has two of them.”

“How? How can you have two of the same?” a skinny woman asked, her arms crossed over her animal-hide shirt. 

Ransom nodded at Drake. “I know him. Not this Drake, but my Drake. He was a detective for the Portland Police Department, and more recently was a private investigator.”

“Really?” Drake asked. “A cop, hey? Why did I quit?”

“I don’t think you did quit. You almost killed someone,” Ransom said, hesitant to share such personal information. 

“I knew a Cedric,” a man said, raising his arm. He was about fifty, with a shock of prematurely white hair and a sneer on his lips. “Was his last name Bellows?”

Ransom stood up, nodding emphatically. “That’s him.”

“Odd fellow. We met in the institution.”

Institution? “Who are you?”

“John.”

And Ransom finally saw the similarities to the man who wore colorful, often animal-themed shirts. “John, please continue.”

“I’ve always struggled with things… my mind tells me stories. Cedric was the same way. We were in Greystone Park Psychiatric together. From a young age.” 

“Where was that?”

“New Jersey,” John said.

Ransom recalled being shown pictures from a destroyed Manhattan. Cedric claimed there was a group of them hiding out in New Jersey. This had to be what he was referring to. He tapped on his left elbow. “Did Cedric have one arm?”

“Sure. He was in an accident.”

Ransom had been told it had happened during the invasion. “What kind of accident?”

“Cedric was in and out of the facility, though mostly in.” John tapped his own head. “Saw things. People that weren’t there. He talked to them.”

Ransom considered this and tried to piece something together. Cedric wasn’t immune to the Glass, like he and the others were. That meant he didn’t have whatever cognitive advantage—or perhaps disadvantage, depending on which way you looked at it—as them. So that implied he truly did have a mental illness. He had seen Cedric popping pills, but he’d claimed those were to keep the effects of the Glass at a minimum. Ransom wasn’t obliged to check the man’s medication.

“What did you think of it?” Joel took another bite, and Ransom glanced at his own untouched portion of the food. His stomach grumbled, and he bit into it while the others were talking, finding it gamy but totally edible. 

John shrugged complacently. “It was no big deal. That place was full of people like him.”

“And you?”

“I tried to kill myself,” John admitted. “Four times. I couldn’t live on my own, so I went to Greystone. It worked.”

“Good,” Ransom said. 

“And the arm?” Joel returned to the original question. 

“Right. Sorry, I haven’t talked about home for ages. Cedric was in a dumpster… you know, one of those big ones with the beeping trucks that pick them up.”

“Why?” Joel asked. 

“Who knows? Looking for food. Something to sell. He didn’t have a home,” John told them, and Ransom flinched. 

“He lost the arm in a garbage truck accident?” 

“Yep.” John eyed Drake’s food, and Drake held the plate up, offering it to him. John plucked the remaining piece, scarfing it down. If that minor detail was a lie from the Cedrics, what else might be? 

Ransom watched the crowd, aware each of them would have their own unique tale. And he also wondered how they’d gotten organized when the world was so gigantic. How many settlements existed, and why did the Other Place bring them together? He had so many questions, but didn’t think he’d find any answers. “I’ve met you too, John. How did you end up in the Beyond?”

John looked surprised to hear that. “I was in Jersey, at the group he’d convinced to gather. It wasn’t impressive. He made us believe we were special. They all died, and he sent me through, told me to find someone. A man. You.”

Joel pointed to his own chest. “Me?”

“No. Ransom. That’s you, isn’t it? Ransom Henderson?”

“That’s why I recognize you,” Helen said, her smile growing. “Nights of our Lives. The soap.”

“Sure, sure.” Drake grinned too. “I remember seeing your face on those cheap magazines at the grocery store. Didn’t you have an evil twin… or was that the other guy?”

Ransom swallowed, recalling Cedric telling them he was a semi-famous actor in his plane. So not everything was a lie. “I’ve never been on TV.”

He saw some commotion and glanced to his right, and a young woman stepped past the crowd of people. Her hair was sun-bleached, her nose dotted with freckles. He almost called her Rachael, but that didn’t make any sense. 

“Did you say your name is Ransom Henderson?” the girl asked shakily. 

He stood, nearly knocking the handmade chair aside. “This isn’t real.”

She stared at him, and the crowd hushed, probably sensing something important was about to transpire. “Chrissy,” he whispered. 

Chrissy cried, her tears dropping in steady streams down her cheeks. 

“Wait, you got the wrong girl, fella,” John said. “This is Bean. There’s no Chrissy here.”

He rushed past the other man, wrapping his arms around the young woman his daughter would someday become. 

_________


Will




It all seemed simple enough. Set the trap and wait them out. So far, they’d spent the entire night and day at this group’s bunk, trying to lure these bastards in. Usher wanted his son, so they’d created a decoy. It had been Peggy’s idea: a life-sized form placed on the swing set, topped with Reed’s favorite baseball cap. The real Reed was safely in a truck, ten miles north at the nearest rest stop. 

“Everyone in position?” Lauren asked. 

“Roger that,” Lucky said, tipping a cowboy hat he’d put on. Will thought he looked ridiculous in a stained wife-beater and denim shorts, the outfit complete with a dime-store fake leather hat, but the big gun in the man’s hand kept him from saying so. 

One of their own, a thick man named Casper, was patrolling the main highway that split the national park in half. The moment he sighted Usher or any of his men, he was to radio in and retreat, leading the goons to their trap. 

Peggy was in a tree blind designed for hunting deer, but it wasn’t Bambi she was after. Will could see the cold, calculating look in her eyes, and he couldn’t say he liked it. She was different lately. Harsher. He hoped it would pass. Maybe if they finished here and drove to PremaCorp, she could return to normal, having seen her dreams were just that: dreams. 

They’d been standing quietly for the last two hours, waiting for word, but the radios remained silent. Finally, when Will was about to grab a bottle of water, Lauren’s radio beeped. “This is it, people.”

“I saw them.” It was Casper, and he sounded frantic. “But they ignored me. Ran me off the road and headed north.”

“Shit. That’s where Reed is,” Lucky said. 

Peggy jumped out of the blind, landing on the ground. “Let’s go!”

Will didn’t have to be told twice. He rushed to the truck parked behind a row of spruces and dodged a big bough, grabbing for the handle. It was sticky with sap, and he wiped it on his jeans as they backed out. Lucky was ahead of them, tearing from the lot. He ran over the playground equipment, sending the doll version of Reed into the air. It bashed against Will’s windshield, and Peggy shrieked. The doll’s head popped off and careered to the gravel. 

“That’s not a good omen,” Will said. 

“I thought you didn’t believe in that stuff,” Peggy retorted. 

“Is that why you’ve been so distant?” He craned the wheel to the side, skidding onto the main road. The moment the tires found solid pavement, rather than loose gravel, they bit, squealing loudly. 

“Will, I’m struggling, okay?”

“I know, but you could let me struggle with you.”

“Don’t be like that. You can’t fix whatever is happening. Just support me,” she said. 

“I am!” He said it too loudly, and saw Lauren rip on to the highway behind him in an old Firebird. “Sorry, I’m your partner.”

“Yes, you are,” she assured him. 

“Why did you agree to do this?” 

“Which part?”

“Reed. Usher. Killing him.”

“Because these people shouldn’t have to worry about getting their throats slit in their sleep. We’ve spent years trying to survive with what little we had, but we’ve made it so far,” Peggy said. “We can’t stand by while people like Usher or Trent intimidate us.”

So that was it. The near-death experience with Trent had shaken her to the core as well. “I was scared too.”

Peggy set a palm on his arm. “I didn’t want to die. We’re just kids with our whole lives ahead of us. I dreamed of going to college, to not become a statistic. And now we’re here, and they’re all dead, and nothing matters anymore, and pieces of shit like Usher don’t deserve to live.” 

She had a point, but Will was conflicted with them taking the law into their own hands. But who decided the rules? Usher had killed two of theirs in cold blood. Was that enough cause for retribution? Maybe so. 

“I hope Lauren has the common sense to radio ahead and tell them to take Reed elsewhere,” Will said. 

The miles flew by, with Lucky in the lead, his vehicle racing well above the irrelevant speed sign limit. A few minutes later, they saw the eight bikes parked haphazardly by the gas station. Random semi-trailers sat unattended near a chain-link fence, and a diner promised the best cup of coffee this side of Crater Lake. Will suspected the coffee was store-bought. 

Peggy was out of the door before he even parked, and Lucky had to stop her from running inside. “They have the advantage.”

Peggy nodded but crept around the stand-alone washroom before pressing her back to the wall. Will went with her, and in drove Lauren, her radio gripped tightly. She exited the Firebird, jogging behind cover. “Don’t hurt him,” she said. 

“Miss, my son don’t have to worry about nothing. It’s you that should be shaking in your booties.” Usher sounded impatient, his voice like gravel. Will used his rifle’s scope, peering into the gas station, finding it empty. Inside the diner, he saw two men on their knees, and a child in Usher’s arms. “He has Reed.”

“There doesn’t have to be bloodshed. We can lose the kid, Lauren. He’ll be okay,” Lucky muttered. 

“No,” Peggy said. “We aren’t giving this man what he wants.”

“You might get Reed killed.” Lucky tried to reach for Peggy’s gun, but she slapped him away. 

“He doesn’t die. I’ve had this dream, Lucky. I’ve seen Usher’s death though. Now that I’ve sighted him, I know for sure,” she said. 

“When… when did you dream this, Peggy?” Will asked, suddenly concerned she might be crossing her wires. 

“That’s not important.”

“When?” he insisted. 

She didn’t look him in the eye. “About a decade ago.”

“You’re risking that boy’s life on a childhood fantasy?” Lauren hissed. 

“Tell him you’ll walk away, and to let our men out,” Peggy said. 

“I can’t—”

“Do it!”

Lauren pressed the talk button. “Usher, we aren’t here to stand in your way. Release my men and keep Reed.”

“How very kind of you.” Usher’s voice shook the speaker. He turned, facing the window, and Will saw a demon. His face was coated in a sheen of sweat; angry welts oozed on his brow, as if he was being boiled alive. 

“What’s wrong with him?” 

“Drugs… probably mixed the wrong things. They’re into some homemade stuff,” Lucky said. 

Before Will could respond, they heard two gunshots. Lauren’s people fell, both executed in cold blood in the middle of the diner. They heard Reed’s cries even through the glass, and Peggy walked past Will, setting her front foot at an angle. A second later, the window shattered, and Usher dropped Reed. His scream tore through the parking lot, and Usher’s men started for their weapons. But Will was already on it, firing twice, taking down two of them. Peggy shot another, and Lucky swore repeatedly as he fired his own rifle. 

Lauren stood rigid, her radio held up. A bullet had struck her in the chest, and she glanced at Will, like he had something to do with it. He ran around the bathroom, finding a pair of Usher’s men alive. One held an M4, the other a shotgun, and Will took a breath, aiming for the first. The bullet went wide, plinking into the metal door. The scattering of return fire nearly took Will’s head off, and he waited for an opening. 

With their attention on Will, Peggy and Lucky advanced from the other side, and Will saw their shadows before them. They pulled their triggers, and the last two targets were killed. Peggy jogged into the diner, and Will chased after her while Lucky focused his attention on Lauren. 

The room was quiet. Even the baby’s cries ceased, until Will heard the wheezing. Usher lay on his back, his right eye missing. His chest heaved, and there was blood everywhere. 

Peggy walked over and stepped on his wrist, which clutched a 9MM. She kicked it away, and he tried to gurgle something out. She tapped the trigger again. 

Reed cried, a gentle sound that grew in volume as Will searched for him. One of Usher’s cronies was draped over the child, and Will rolled the thin man off, finding the toddler, his cheeks flushed, but with no visible injuries. 

“You seriously dreamt this?” Will asked, and Peggy nodded, her composure finally breaking. She started to sob. 

“I saw this moment… I always knew it was you, Will. But in my dream, I thought Reed was ours,” she sputtered out. 

Will held the child and hugged Peggy as best he could. She took him in her arms, and Will kissed her on the forehead. “I’m sorry you had to kill him.”

“I’m not.” She regained her composure, stepping outside. 

Lucky was there, his expression grim. “Lauren is dead.”

Peggy sniffled and handed the boy to Lucky. “Go to Lake Tahoe. That’s where they are. Bring your people and explain what happened. Tell Drake that Peggy and Will sent you.”

“Where are you off to?” he asked, his eyes glued on the carnage within the diner. 

“To Spokane.” Peggy went to the truck, climbed into the passenger seat, and waited for Will. 

“Is she always like this?” Lucky took off his hat and held it up to the sky. Will saw a single bullet hole torn directly through it. 

“She’ll be okay.” 

Will said goodbye, and left Lucky alone in the parking lot. There was an orphaned baby, and now a German shepherd without its owner. Today had been a bad day. 

Will got into the truck and peered at Peggy, unsure of what to say, so he didn’t speak. Instead, he drove, heading north.



Britt




For the first time in a long while, Britt was uncertain of her next steps. Will and Peggy were gone to Spokane, and she thought they should have been there by now. Were they already coming home? What had they found?

Ransom was with Joel and Cedric, trudging through the Other Place in search of the Primary, but here on Earth, the Glass were vanishing, or had already vanished. Charles kept someone guarding the new version they’d discovered behind the wooden shed, but so far, nothing had transpired. 

They’d had a couple of sightings of the other creatures, with only a minor description: tall, lanky, and wearing all black with a glowing blue eye. She knew it was probably just an eyepiece, some form of technology allowing them to see better, or to record what they were experiencing. For aliens, they didn’t seem so alien. 

She thought about this, knowing that anyone living on a second Earth would likely share characteristics. The Visitors were similar enough, perhaps in a separate evolutionary stage. But she imagined that if they cut one open, it would have many qualities familiar to human medicine. A heart pumping red blood. They were obviously mammals who paired off. She recalled the child she’d seen with that couple on the way to Tahoe, and how she’d clutched her offspring. No, the Visitors weren’t that different at all, which explained why these third beings were also humanlike. 

Britt wished she could have accessed that UFO, to explore the interior of such a vessel. If she hadn’t seen it herself, she almost wouldn’t believe it existed, even with their current situation. 

The Glass and the UFO didn’t seem to correlate to her journalistic mind. But her job was to get to the bottom of things, or it had been until she’d quit the corporate world to freelance. Britt had never minded writing the fluff pieces, not at first, but there was something thrilling about chasing the lead. She understood Drake’s desire to do the same, only from the other side of the police tape. Cedric had hosted a crime podcast, desperate to uncover the truth about aliens and space. 

The three of them had familiar attributes but were so vastly different. But that could be said for a lot of people. 

Night had fallen over Lake Tahoe, and the mood was dour around camp. The Glass’ sudden disappearance normally would have inspired optimism, but the fact that new ones had showed up had them all on edge. Their convoy and the remaining people from Trent’s reign were intertwined, and now they had hundreds of the Tahoe group to meet and coincide with. After that first night’s celebration, things had settled into an uneasy calm, the air cooler and filled with tension. 

Britt glanced out the window, catching Chrissy’s reflection as she colored on the table. Lizbeth was out with Luther, the elderly couple finding happiness in the end times, and it warmed her heart. But Lizbeth Whittaker’s husband, George, had just died less than two months ago. 

It was obvious Lizbeth hadn’t moved on, not completely. Britt heard her speaking to him when she thought no one was listening. She apologized about things from their past, how she never gave him enough affection. The conversations were usually brief and ended with her saying that she would always love him.

Britt thought it was sweet, and a nice way to cope with the loss. She’d never been married, and the closest thing to a real relationship had finished after Jarod’s indiscretions, so she couldn’t quite grasp the emotional level it would take to be married to the same person for decades, only to find them abruptly dead one morning. 

It was quiet outside, with most people calling it a night. The sun had set an hour earlier, and the moment the crickets began to chirp, everyone started their nightly migration into their compact cabins. She saw some flashlights and lanterns on in windows and glanced to the left, finding Drake and Nia sitting at their table, the curtains open. 

It looked like they were playing cards. She was happy they’d found one another in this time of crisis. Britt was almost jealous of their scenario, because she’d finally met a handsome and caring man, and he was gone. 

A cat skittered across the pathway between the cabins toward the water. It was Tickles. Fran didn’t believe in keeping a capable animal like that confined into four walls, and Britt suddenly felt the urge to run free herself. 

Chrissy’s chair scooted back, the legs groaning against the wood floors. “Lady, can we go yet?”

“Go where?”

“To see Daddy.” Chrissy had a piece of paper in her hand, and Britt cast her gaze lower, trying to get a view. 

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said. 

“Why?”

“Because Cedric knows what he’s doing. We would just get in their way.”

“Cedric isn’t there,” Chrissy said. 

Britt clenched her jaw. “Why do you say that?”

“Because I had a dream. He’s in a big red building.”

“Could that be the other one? With the missing arm?”

Chrissy shook her head, her long braid slapping against her shoulders. “No. They were both there.” She handed over the piece of paper, and Britt creased the edges as she tightly gripped it. 

The building resembled a boat, long and narrow. Two men stood outside, drawn crudely like only a seven-year-old could muster, but the missing arm was obvious, and a third person stood with them, covered in black. 

“What is this?”

“That’s where Cedric is,” Chrissy said. “So does this mean we can go to Daddy now?”

Britt had seen this place before, in a magazine, or online. She needed to remember. 

“Where are you going?” Chrissy asked while Britt grabbed a sweater. 

“I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t leave me here.”

“Okay, get your boots.” Britt tossed her a pink jacket, and they left, heading for Soph’s cabin. She knocked, but there was no answer. “Sophie!”

Britt heard a muffled response, and then footsteps. “What?” Her sister’s eyes were half-closed, her hair a mess. 

She held the paper out. “Do you recognize this?”

Soph took it and grabbed a flashlight from beside the door. The light shone through the thin page. “Sure. I think it’s that place in LA. Design showrooms and stuff.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“What about it?” Soph asked. 

“Chrissy said that Cedric’s there. He’s not with Ransom and Joel.”

“How could she know that?” Soph asked, talking like Chrissy wasn’t right there listening. 

“It was a dream,” Chrissy said. 

“Okay.” Soph glanced up at Britt. “You can’t believe this, can you?”

“Why not? She has a gift,” Britt told her. 

“That’s what Daddy says.” Chrissy smiled. Her middle teeth were starting to come in. 

Ruthie poked her head out, and she stepped from the chalet, probably being careful not to wake Mother Goose, her roommate. Space was limited, and they were bunking together. Britt thought it was kind of cute, the girl of around twenty sharing the home with a seventy-five-year-old. 

“What are you guys doing?” Ruthie asked. 

Britt didn’t want to worry anyone, but it also wasn’t a secret. “Chrissy says Cedric didn’t go with Ransom to the Other Place.”

Ruthie rubbed her eyes. “What do you think?”

That we’re in over our heads. Britt thought the words, and noticed Ruthie mouthing them in exact time. “How did you do that?”

“Do what?” the young woman asked. 

“I thought something, and you heard it.” Britt had never seen something quite like it. 

“I did?”

“Yes.” Britt crossed the short distance between the cabins and climbed the pair of steps. “Can you read my mind?”

“That’s not what it was,” she said. “I told you about the déjà vu, right?”

“You have.” Ruthie had mentioned that she lived in a constant state of replay. “And I’m not sure how you manage so well.”

“It’s tricky. Driving at first was a nightmare. I kept seeing other cars moving on the roads, when they didn’t. But I got the hang of it.”

“But just now. How could you predict what I was about to say?”

Ruthie shrugged and jammed her hands into her oversized hoodie front pocket. “I swear I had no idea. The words came out.”

“Can you do it again?” Soph asked, hopping down. She took Chrissy’s hand, and the pair strode up, Ransom’s daughter looking somewhat wary. 

“Maybe.”

I’m worried about Ransom. Britt squinted, but Ruthie didn’t mimic her thoughts. 

“He’ll be okay,” she said. 

Britt’s skin tingled with the comment. “So you did hear me?”

“Not really. That’s not how it works. It’s as if I’ve been here before. We’ve had this conversation, and a hundred others like it,” Ruthie told her. 

Britt glanced at the picture. “If what you’re saying is real, then I have to listen to Chrissy.” 

“We have to go to the Other Place,” Chrissy whined. 

Britt sat on the steps, facing the girl. “To see your dad?”

“Kind of. We’re needed there.”

“Who is?” 

“All of us. But you and me first.” Chrissy got quieter as the three women focused on her. 

“What do we do?” Britt asked, not sure who the question was intended for.

“What’s your gut telling you?” Soph stared at her, the amusement gone from her eyes. “That’s what’s always led you.”

If Britt wanted to uncover the entire story, she had to follow that intuition. And hiding here in Tahoe while chaos ensued wouldn’t get them answers. “Chrissy, let’s find your father.” 

She thought it might be the dumbest decision she’d ever made. How could she bring a girl into the Other Place, and what would they do when they arrived? Joel and Ransom would be long gone. But despite her instant reservations, she thought that it was the proper choice. 

She held up the paper. “Someone needs to see this.” 

A door closed, and out walked Drake and Nia, Sage at his heels. “What’s that?”

“Chrissy suggested that Cedric didn’t go with Ransom. She says I have to visit the Other Place with her, and that means Cedric is hiding out in LA. At this building.” She flipped the page around and passed it to Drake. 

She expected him to argue with her about the plan, or at the least ask more questions, but he just nodded as if it all made sense. “When do we leave?”

Britt sighed in relief and glanced at the sky. “First light.”

Drake’s expression was grim. “We don’t stay anywhere long, do we?”

“I’ve always wanted to travel,” Nia said, lightening the mood. Britt liked her. She seemed to carry a brightness with her, despite the sadness in her eyes. Britt’s own upbringing was full of privilege. Soph still carried that attitude with her: that no matter what, everything would be okay. 

“You don’t have to come. It might be dangerous,” Drake said, and she started to laugh. 

“Look at what we’ve dealt with, Drake. There are aliens moving through the Glass. I don’t want to wait around for our deaths.” Nia stopped to gaze at Chrissy. The girl stared blankly, seemingly unaffected by the comments. “If Cedric is in LA, and he abandoned our friends on another world, then he has some explaining to do.”

“Good. Soph, stay here with the group. Make sure nothing happens to them,” Britt ordered. 

Sophie seemed argumentative, but her posture slouched enough to convey her acceptance of the instructions. “Aye, aye, captain.” She snapped off a lazy salute. 

Ruthie blinked rapidly and raised her hand. “Britt. Can I join you?”

For some reason, Britt glanced at Chrissy, as if seeking her approval. When she smiled, Britt wondered if it had been her intention the entire time. 

“It’s a plan.” Britt returned to her room with Chrissy, watching Drake and Nia head for the beach with Sage sniffing the path along the way. Soph gave her a small wave before retreating into her room, and Ruthie stayed on her porch until Britt closed her door. 

She pictured Ruthie’s lips anticipating their conversation, and couldn’t shake the feeling of doom. 

_________


Will




The sunlight cast over the horizon, nearly blinding him as the road took him northeast. He opted for a residential route, and it took him through an area that felt vaguely familiar. 

“Doesn’t this remind you of home?” he asked. 

Peggy’s eyes were closed, but she opened them at the sound of his voice, slowly taking in her surroundings. “It does.”

The homes were older, the trees a combination of giant pines, oak, and spruce. All of the yards were overgrown, garbage cans knocked aside by a summer storm. He spotted a raccoon digging in a trash heap, and it paused as he drove by, pretending to be part of the scenery. 

Peggy stretched. “I’m feeling better.”

“Good.” Will was tired, but he continued on, knowing their destination was close. 

A few minutes later, they’d passed the houses on the outskirts of town, and he slowed as he saw the Welcome to Spokane sign. 

“We have to see the waterfalls.” Peggy smiled. He had no desire to visit downtown but couldn’t say no to her. 

He headed north, opting to take a surface road, but soon the streets were too crammed with cars. Delivery vehicles were parked on sidewalks; a few buses remained at odd angles, making passage impossible. 

“Let’s walk.” Peggy hopped out when he stopped, and Will grabbed a gun. 

“You sure you want to do that?” Will asked. Her white sneakers were scuffed and dirty, and she’d changed into a pair of joggers and a sweatshirt. With her hair in a top bun, she looked like she might be going for a morning run. 

“What’s the harm?”

He was about to remind her that there were still people around like Usher, but refrained. He wondered if Peggy was delaying the inevitable. She’d come to Spokane to investigate PremaCorp, a place she couldn’t stop dreaming about. But here she was, wandering through a city, trying to sightsee. 

“If it’ll make you feel better.” 

She took the rifle, slinging it onto her shoulder. Will kept his trap shut, and he trailed along, catching up to her. The buildings were well maintained, and he appreciated the effort they’d put into their city. He could see the pride the residents must have had in their home. But they were all dead now, and this place would become overgrown as well. 

Peggy and Will toured a series of parking lots and parks, and finally wound their way toward the river. “Look.” She pointed to her left, and Will watched as water flowed over a cluster of rocks. They definitely didn’t have anything like this back home in Calder. 

“Come on, let’s go to that bridge.” Will used the pedestrian crossing and halted when he saw a body. Then another. It wasn’t an odd sight, but these were half-eaten. 

“What do you think did that?” Peggy asked. 

Will saw the bite marks. “Might be the Visitors.”

“Don’t think so. The wounds look cleaner. Maybe sharper teeth?” Peggy gestured at the man’s leg, where it had been severed at the knee. 

“Let’s not stick around to find out.” Will peered at the rushing falls, his stomach starting to mirror the frothy water. 

“How far is PremaCorp?” Peggy used her phone to check the map. “It’s only a mile that way.” 

“You want to walk?” Will surveyed the area, trying to see if whatever had eaten these people was still nearby; but judging by the dried blood, it had occurred days ago. 

“It’s a beautiful morning.” Peggy went on, and Will once again had to walk quickly to meet her pace. 

“Peggy, you’re acting weird.”

“No, I’m not,” she said. 

“Can we talk?”

“Talk about what?”

“Killing those men.”

She stopped, her cheeks reddening. “What were we supposed to do, Will? Let Usher and his friends murder that group? They were going to torment them until he got his way.”

“Lauren is dead.”

“She would have been anyway,” Peggy said. 

“I guess.” Will had shot them too. He’d slaughtered another human. A couple, at least. 

“We didn’t do anything wrong.”

Will glanced at his feet. “I killed them.”

“So did I.” Peggy finally slowed and stopped at the edge of the bridge. The sound of the falls was louder here, and Will felt a splash as the wind picked up. “But this is not coming with us. We did what was necessary, and now we move on.”

Will nodded, trying to believe her. He recalled how easily she’d handled herself in her store when those three goons had come busting in. He could picture her standing on the counter, chewing gum with a rifle in her grip. “You’re pretty cool, you know that?”

This broke her frown. Peggy laughed and hugged him. “Don’t ever change, Will.”

“I couldn’t if I tried,” he admitted, holding her at arm’s length. He kissed her and lingered for a moment. 

“You always make me feel wanted.” Peggy took his hand, continuing toward PremaCorp. The building was somewhere to the north. 

It took longer than he’d guessed, since Peggy had slowed down. There were very few dead here, mostly because there were no houses, apartments, or hospitals in this region of the city. The Glass had killed everyone so effortlessly and quickly that the majority of the population would have still been at home or at work when it happened. 

The moment they reached a residential street, Peggy directed them right, connecting with a major route. And there it was: a large building with a sizable parking lot. The design appeared newer than the surrounding structures. It was glass, tinted dark blue, with a modest sign on the exterior. PremaCorp was fixed above the entrance in slate gray metal letters. Nothing about the place gave any indication of what the business was, or what they did. 

“There’s a lot of cars,” he said, eyeing the lot. 

“A building this big is bound to have plenty of staff,” Peggy replied. 

It was five stories high, with curving walls and a simple front door. Will glanced up to find countless small cameras mounted along the exterior. “They were keeping an eye on things.”

“We know nothing about PremaCorp. Only what we heard on that podcast,” Peggy whispered.

That disturbed Will too. “We shouldn’t have come here.”

Peggy hesitantly strode to the entrance, determination set in her jawline. “I have to know why I keep seeing it.”

“Is any of this familiar?” he asked. 

“No. Not yet.” She touched the handle. 

“We could leave. Try to forget it all. You could take those meds again, and we—”

“I have to do this.”

“Okay.” Will held his gun, motioning for Peggy to step aside. “Then allow me to go first.”

The doors were glass, but not transparent. He expected them to be locked, but they opened with ease, the hinges new and smooth. 

The smell almost knocked him off his feet. Will raised the crook of his elbow over his nose. “We left the gear in the truck.” 

Peggy coughed and tugged her sweatshirt into her face. “We’ll find something inside to help.”

Will doubted anything but a big fire could help this smell, but didn’t say so. He went in, quickly seeing the source of the offensive fragrance. Three women were on the floor, their bodies rotting. A security guard sat at a desk, his head tilted upwards. That was where Will went, checking the man’s belt. He found an access card, and a ring with about ten various keys on it. They were attached, and the corpse slipped off the chair as he tried to free them, landing on the pass. 

“Can you give me a hand?” he asked Peggy, and together, they rolled the stiff body over. He raised the prize up, still threatening to gag from the terrible fumes. 

“This way.” Peggy rushed off, finding a janitor’s closet beside a stairwell. He tested the keys, discovering one that worked, and when they entered, the air was a lot more acceptable. They scoured through the supplies, but all they could locate were medical-grade masks. They each put one on and adjusted the straps before returning to the hallway. 

“Where to?” he asked Peggy. 

They couldn’t use the elevator, not when the power was out. Peggy used a penlight she’d brought with her, and shone it down the hallway. “I think it’s below us.”

“If you say so.” Will kept a grip on his weapon and walked into the unknown. 

_________


Ransom




Joel and Ransom were outsiders. Enigmas in this close-knit community. A second day spent with them reminded him that there was another Earth, one he was severely missing. He’d asked why no one had ever gone home, but they claimed most of the Glass had vanished. Plus, if their world was destroyed, why bother returning when they had food, water, and shelter here? 

Ransom couldn’t stay. But with this other Chrissy in his presence, he was finding it difficult to tell them that. 

“And this is the river. They don’t have fish, not like we do, but there are these four-legged things we call Catfish. Different from the ones on Earth. These have a tail, plump fleshy legs, and gills that allow them to breathe under water. Pretty cool, hey?” Chrissy was almost grown up. Her frame seemed smaller than he’d prefer. Everyone here was thin, and that was likely related to their limited diets.

“Ransom, you’re not very talkative today,” she said. 

“I have to go,” he told her.

Chrissy sat at the river’s edge, plunking her bare feet into the water. Ransom kicked his shoes off, peeled free from the socks, and did the same. It was chilly, but the day was hot and muggy, so the reprieve was welcome. 

“I knew you wouldn’t stay.”

Ransom had his bag with him, and he loosened one of the pockets. He grabbed the stuffed animal, unsure if this Chrissy had any attachment to the object. 

She stared at the toy, a bewildered expression on her face. “Stewart?”

“You had one?”

“I did. You gave him to me.”

Ransom grinned. So he and the soap star really were the same person, in a sense. 

“I haven’t seen him since…” She cast her gaze aside, not finishing the sentence. 

“What happened?” he asked. 

“We were in New York. Mom and… you.”

“Your mother and I were married?”

Chrissy lifted a chain from around her neck with her thumb, dragging it from under her shirt. A ring was strung over the gold. “You were.”

Ransom shook his head, unable to believe it. He reached into the bag again and pulled the ring out. He’d brought it for some reason, and now, he held the piece of jewelry to its double. “It’s the same.”

“You got it at some small town…”

“Ruby’s.”

“That’s the one.” Chrissy smiled with tears in her eyes. “They came.”

“The Visitors?”

“Yes. But they ended up leaving, like Cedric said.”

“How did you find him?”

“Mom died. Right away. Cedric had already talked to you before it all went down.”

“What did I do?”

“You hated the guy. He wanted you to go with him. Said you were the savior.”

Ransom’s inclinations erupted. They’d stopped the moment he’d met this Chrissy, but now they returned with fervor. “I’m not anything of the sort.”

“I suppose. We traveled here, but you left with Cedric and never returned. I was stranded.”

“How long?” 

“Nine years? I don’t really know. We don’t keep track of time.”

“And the aliens? Did you see them?” Ransom asked. 

Chrissy shook her head. “No. But Cedric said they were coming. That they’d attack us.”

Ransom kicked his feet gently, moving them in the river. “He still believes that.”

Chrissy had Stewart under her arm, like she always did. “Where are you even going? Why not stay with me?”

“I have to go home. My… you’re there, with Britt.”

“I understand.” Chrissy watched her toy, chewing on her lip. “Who’s Britt?”

“A woman. You call her the Lady.” He laughed. 

Her color drained. “Lady? You know her?”

“Why?” 

“She… I dream of her. All the time. She’s the one.” 

“Britt? What are you talking about?”

Chrissy stood, water dripping off her shins. “Since I was a kid, I drew her. Even before Mom died. She used to get creeped out, because I had these drawings of you, me, and the Lady.”

“Was one of them on a beach?” 

Chrissy began to cry, her tears flowing like the stream. “How could you know? Red umbrellas.”

“Because I was there,” he said. Ransom hugged this familiar stranger. 

“You saw the umbrellas? On that beach?”

“Chrissy, you led us there. We directed the Visitors through a Primary Glass, returning them here, to… the Beyond,” he told her. 

She seemed bewildered. “I did?”

Ransom kept hold of her, his hand protectively on the back of her head. “You did, Bean.”

“I won’t let you leave,” she said. 

“You don’t have a choice.” Ransom glanced over his shoulder when he heard a noise, and saw Drake with his wife, Helen. Joel was at their heels, holding his things. 

Joel hefted his pack higher. “Come on, Ransom. We have to get moving.”

He wanted to stay, to bring happiness to this daughter, a girl who’d lost her mother and father years ago. But he couldn’t. 

“What’s the rush?” Drake asked. “There’s plenty of room. We could build another couple of shelters. It’s not like we’re lacking the wood. If you’re willing to pitch in…”

“Thanks, but no thanks.” Joel lifted his eyebrows. “But our planet hasn’t been invaded yet, and we’d prefer to keep it that way.”

Ransom realized they’d failed to ask an important question. “Wait. Have any of you seen the Glass nearby?”

“Not for a while,” Helen said. “They vanished some time ago.”

“Vanished?” Joel scratched his stubble. “Will that happen to ours?”

“I can’t tell you that.” Drake gestured to the right. “We had one just a few hundred feet away from camp. It disappeared in the early days.”

Ransom hadn’t even considered what they’d do without the Glass. “How will we get home?”

“I know where one is,” Chrissy said. 

“You do?” Drake seemed perplexed. “Why haven’t you spoken up?”

“Because we’re not supposed to leave, remember?” Chrissy placed her hands on her hips, reminding him of a determined Rachael. “It’s across the valley, at the base of Mount Beyond.”

“That’s what we named it. The only mountain in the region,” Drake said. “And calling it a mountain is being generous.”

“How far?”

“Couple days,” Chrissy said. “I could show you.”

As much as Ransom didn’t want to put her in danger, this was the perfect excuse to keep her around. He wondered if it was possible for him to bring her home to his Earth with him. What would his daughter think about that? He recalled theories from movies about damaging continuums, and other things he didn’t quite understand. 

“Bean, you should…” Drake was cut off by Joel lifting a finger.

“On one condition,” Joel said. 

“What’s that?” Chrissy asked, still holding the stuffed animal. 

“You trade the doll for a gun.” 

Chrissy glanced at Stewart and nodded. “I can do that.”

The group went to the camp, and it was oddly quiet. When Joel commented on it, Drake explained. “We separate during the day. There’s always so much to do. We have a team of hunters out west, chasing our dinner. Another team a few miles north, tending to our crops. And then there’s firewood and water duty.”

“Let me grab some things,” Chrissy told them, and scampered off with a hop in her step. 

“I don’t like this, Ransom,” Drake said. His jacket was worn, but Ransom saw the letters P.C. on the sleeve. 

“I’m not asking you to. But if she can help us get home, we’re going to take it.”

“Will you bring her? If you find a way?” Helen asked. 

“That’s up to her.” Ransom grinned when Chrissy returned, a long blade strapped to her leg and a pack over her shoulders. 

“I only carry what’s necessary, Drake,” she assured the man. 

“Take care of her. Bean’s one of the family.” Helen kissed the young woman on the cheek. 

Joel was already a hundred yards away, staring into the distance. 

“He’s got a one-track mind.” Ransom said his goodbyes and waited while Chrissy spoke to a few other people before jogging to his friend. Drake and Helen remained while everyone else went about their business. 

“Okay, where’s Mount Beyond?” Joel asked when they caught up. 

“That way.” Chrissy pointed, but Ransom saw nothing but trees and a blue sky. 

“If you say so.”

“What was the Glass like? How did you see it?” Joel prodded after a short time. 

“I haven’t.”

“Then how do you know it’s there?”

“Because I’ve dreamed it.”

Ransom narrowed his gaze, wondering if that was enough. 

“And before you get upset, I think it’s real.”

“Why?” he asked. 

“Because it’s where I’m supposed to meet the Lady,” she said, continuing ahead. 

Ransom and Joel exchanged a dumbfounded look and trudged after her.



Drake




The eight-hour drive was much longer. After a traffic jam an hour south on the 395, they finally made decent time, until the rear passenger tire decided to blow. 

The truck had a spare, and now they were cruising toward Los Angeles, heading through the barren wasteland to a town called Lone Pine. It was already getting darker, the sun casting an orange hue in the horizon, and Drake glanced behind him, where Sage stood. She’d been sleeping for the last couple of hours, but it was obvious she needed a break. 

“Should we stop to rest?” he asked Nia, who’d taken over for him behind the wheel after he’d changed the tire. 

“As good a place as any,” she told him. 

Drake wondered what it had been like to live here. The towns were all surrounded by desert landscape, and low running hills on either side. It was incredible how much of the states had similar tendencies. The government had created interstates to transport goods across the country, and little villages had popped up along them. Drake wasn’t into most things in a big city, but expected he’d quickly grow tired of living in such a barren place. 

“I’m hungry,” Nia said. “Should we call it a night?”

Drake had hoped to reach the red building by now, but Nia was probably right. It would be dark before they knew it, and rushing to confront the Cedrics after a long day might not be the best idea. Cedric was unhinged, and Drake couldn’t tell how the man would react to confrontation. 

“Let’s do it,” he said, pointing to a motel. The logo showed a tree painted in a faded green. “Is everything pine-themed?”

“Let’s just hope no one was here when they died.” Nia parked near a room, and there was only one other car in the lot. 

“Looks pretty empty,” Drake said, climbing out. He let Sage from the back of the truck and held her leash tight. She tried to dart away and broke free from his grip. “Sage!” he called, but she was off, chasing a smell behind the motel. “I’ll be back. You… check us in.”

“I’ll ask for the best view,” she joked. 

“Sage, come!” he shouted, and saw her tail flapping as her nose dug into a crack in a fence. “What is it, a rabbit?” 

Drake bent down, taking her leash, and tried to convince her to follow him. She fought him every step of the way. “What are you doing?” he sighed. 

Sage whimpered, the noise low and drawn out. Her paw lifted, as if to show him something. Drake pressed his face to the wooden fence, looking through a knothole, and was instantly blinded by a blue light. It flashed in his eye, and he staggered back while Sage barked protectively. 

“What the hell…” Drake reached for his gun, but it was in the truck. He checked again, but the light was gone. He heard footsteps moving almost casually across the fence. The lot behind the motel was filled with empty trailers, a couple of rusty semi-trucks parked near a tiny white office building. The figure retreated from Drake, and he finally got a view of him. The same black uniform. The long limbs. At first, he hadn’t noticed the others, but now he saw five more standing near the office, each with a glowing blue eye.

The aliens were here. 

Drake tried to exit as quietly as he could, but that was nearly impossible with Sage howling in distress. He saw a wet spot under her, which meant she was terrified. That never happened with Sage. She finally calmed when they got around the complex. 

“This place is as clean as a whistle,” Nia said, smiling. “They have a diner too, so I thought I could fire up—”

“We have to leave.” Drake kept walking, his movements rigid. 

“What is it?” Nia asked. 

“They’re here.” He didn’t expand on it, jumping into the truck after placing Sage in the back. 

“Who is?” Nia closed the passenger door, looking frazzled. 

“Them.” Drake put the vehicle in reverse and gunned the gas pedal, screeching the tires as he sped from the motel. 

“You saw one again?”

“Not one. Six.” Drake was in shock. He’d hoped his encounter near Tahoe was just an oddity, but it seemed that Cedric was correct. They were being invaded. 

“And here I was, looking forward to a quiet night with you.” Nia huffed a breath. “And I’m still hungry.”

“We’ll find something. Just not here,” he said. 

Sage took a while to relax behind him, but eventually, she began to snore as exhaustion replaced apprehension. Dogs had the advantage of short memories, but Drake couldn’t shake the sensation he’d experienced when peering through that fence. 

“Did he see you?”

“I think so.”

“Why didn’t they attack?” Nia asked. 

“I have no clue. It would have been simple. I wasn’t even armed.”

“No more of that,” she said. “We carry our guns… always.”

“Deal.” Drake’s headlights kicked on when the sun descended below the hilltops, casting darkness throughout the valley. His lights were too bright, like a beacon, but he left them on, not willing to risk it. There were other cars on the road, and animals emerging randomly at dusk. 

“Does this change our game plan with Cedric?” Nia asked. 

“It shouldn’t. If he sent Ransom and Joel to the Other Place by themselves, he has to explain himself. And one way or another, I’ll make him talk.” 

“Jill says he’s going to destroy us,” Nia whispered. 

“Then we might have to stop him.” Drake drove on, feeling the rumble of the highway under the truck. They were still two hours out when he finally took a break, seeing the gas creeping near the red line. He used the jerry cans in the box of the truck, and emptied them all, so he’d need to find an older station that didn’t require power to pump. Or he could always siphon. It was much easier with the tool Charles had given him, rather than sucking it from a tube. 

By the time they were in Santa Clarita, the highways were crowded, and the brilliant moon hung in the sky. 

“I hate it here,” Nia said. 

“LA?”

“It’s too busy,” she told him. 

“It’s not like San Fran is the suburbs.” Drake kept an eye out, searching for any signs of an alien presence.

He focused on getting to his target destination, and exited the interstate, taking his chances on the congested streets instead. If Cedric was here, he owed them some answers. 

_________


Will




“We’ve searched the entire building,” Will said. “There’s nothing here but offices and more offices.”

“There has to be.” Peggy sat on a couch. This space was free of the dead, and that was where they took a break, opting for the fresh air. Night had fallen while they combed the basement, finding only storerooms filled with millions of old paper files. Every box was cataloged and numbered, but none of the details made any sense to either Will or Peggy. The information seemed random, with a series of 1s and 0s Will thought might be binary. That was about the extent of his knowledge. 

They were in the CEO’s private space. It had floor-to-ceiling windows, a corner office overlooking a park behind PremaCorp. It was likely built as part of their daycare facility. Unfortunately, they were reminded that the Glass wasn’t forgiving in any aspect. Peggy had stumbled on the children before Will, quickly shutting the door so Will didn’t have to see it too. 

“I wonder what a guy like this pulled in,” Will said. 

“Money doesn’t matter now,” Peggy muttered. “Your last suit doesn’t have pockets.”

“Where did you hear that?”

“My dad.”

“Sounds familiar,” Will told her, and it did. Gilbert Hawksley could be a man of few words; then he’d surprise you by spouting off some bout of wisdom that didn’t mesh with his rural exterior. “You must miss him. Even I do.”

“He always liked you, Will.” Peggy settled into the couch, kicking her feet to rest on the coffee table. A couple of magazines lay on it, and Will glanced at them. Everything was about finance, technology, and mechanics. 

“I miss him too,” he admitted. “He never treated me like a little kid, even when I was.”

“Me neither.” Peggy yawned with a hand over her mouth. “Sorry. I’m tired.” Her flashlight was propped upwards, reflecting off the crystal chandelier, sending light across the room in a dazzling display. 

“We’ve had a big week. Just think, a few days ago, we were grabbing supplies for the Monterey settlement, and now we’re in Spokane at some stupid office building. What the hell did PremaCorp even do? It’s just offices and paperwork. There has to be a lab or something.”

Peggy bolted upright. “What did you say?”

“About the offices or the paperwork?”

“The lab. That’s what I saw in my dreams. It must be offsite.”

“But there’s no evidence of its location,” Will said. He rose and walked to the CEO’s desk. “Drawers are locked.”

“Then unlock them.” Peggy searched the room, finding a hideous metal sculpture the size of a lamp. The figure had a sword and held it in a defensive position. She passed it to Will. “This should do the trick.”

He looked at the statue, then the desk, and started to lift it, like he was going to club the lock. 

“No. Men are always such brutes,” she said, grabbing the statue. She prodded the sword into the crack between the desk and the drawer and pushed on it, then pulled. The metal latch gave after another couple of rounds, and by the time Will heard the final snap, her hair was in her face from the exertion. “See. You just need to caress it a bit.”

“Please never caress me like that,” he joked, and she pretended to jab him with it. It was nice seeing her happier, even under their present predicament. 

“Shall we?” Will opened it, and a bottle rolled toward them. He checked the label, seeing it was prescribed to an Aashvi Anand. “That’s not the name on the door.”

“Not that uncommon for people to buy someone else’s prescriptions,” Peggy said. “Zolpidem. That’s for sleeping.”

“Lots going on the CEO of PremaCorp’s mind. Probably tough to fall asleep.” Will kept an eye on them as Peggy set the bottle down. “What else?”

Peggy clutched a key fob. “This is it.”

“What are we supposed to do with a car?” 

“A very nice car.” She flipped it around, showing him the luxury logo. “You know what vehicles have?” 

“Steering wheels. Tires. Preferably four of them.”

“GPS.”

Will smiled, finally grasping what she suggested. “Good idea. If there’s an offsite lab, his car will have visited a bunch of times.” He snatched the vial of pills and pocketed it. 

Peggy grabbed her flashlight, and they hurried from the building, doing their best to avoid the areas with the most bodies. They exited through a side door and ran into the cool night air. A breeze had blown in clouds, and it started spattering rain as they searched for this car. When none of the vehicles sounded at the press of the unlock, Will spotted the ramp. “Underground parking. The CEO isn’t going to mingle with the peasants.”

“You don’t like executives?” Peggy asked as they sped down the concrete ramp and were greeted with a rolling parkade door. Will tugged on the handle, slowly opening the barrier. It spun on a belt as he manually opened the entrance. 

“I was always destined to work under them, so I guess not,” he said. 

“The cream always rises to the top, Will.”

“Another of your old man Hawksley’s sayings?”

“No.” She stopped and faced him, the glow of the flashlight lingering under her chin. “I believe in you. I think you can do anything. So forget Calder, and the fact that you came from nothing. We don’t have to be afraid anymore.”

Will kissed her, fully aware that there could be more dead bodies within smelling distance. “How did I get so lucky?”

“You took a chance.” Peggy held the key fob up and clicked the unlock button. The car’s lights flashed, and the honking noise carried through the lot. It was otherwise empty in the garage, and the parking spot was right by the executive elevator. Peggy took the driver’s seat, starting the engine. As she’d suggested, the GPS showed the CEO’s travel history. 

“That has to be his house,” Will said when he clicked it. It was in the middle of a suburb to the west. 

“This one was used recently,” Peggy whispered. It was remote, about thirty minutes northeast of their current position. “But only once. Want to go?”

“What choice do we have?” Will closed his door and belted in. The car was a two-seater, and Peggy’s smile glowed from the light of the dash as she revved the engine. 

She took it easy the first ten minutes, until the roads cleared off and the path opened up. He was shocked by how quickly the cityscape vanished and was replaced with forested areas, then farmers’ fields. The ride was smooth, and when he glanced over to the dash, he realized they were going eighty miles an hour. “You sure we should be ripping this fast in the rain, with no streetlights?” he asked. 

“No. But it is kind of fun, right?” She pressed the pedal harder, sending Will into the back of the seat. For a moment, he thought she’d never slow down. The crops went by in a dark and wet blur, the wipers flailing across the windshield, and she finally eased off the gas. 

“Now that you’ve got that out of your system, can we find this place?” Will checked the GPS, noticing the destination was only a mile and a half away. “I don’t see anything.”

“It’s also dark as hell,” Peggy muttered. She turned the high beams on, giving them slightly more light. 

There were no shoulders on the road, and the center double yellows were faded and worn. Peggy drove directly in the middle of the street, still going sixty miles per hour. The turn came up suddenly, and she slowed at the entrance. 

Peone Patches. The sign blew in the wind and had the picture of a strawberry and blueberry on it, with a second piece of wood chained below, calling it a U-Pick berry farm. 

“This can’t be it,” Peggy huffed. She hit the brakes and slapped the steering wheel with her palm. “Damn it!”

“We’ll figure it out.” Will racked his brain, trying to understand what they were missing. “Keep driving.”

“To the farm?”

“Yeah.”

Peggy wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and went forward, this time at a reasonable pace. The house appeared on their right after a quarter mile, and to the left was a giant red barn. “Maybe it’s in there,” Will said.

“It feels wrong,” she told him, closing her eyes. 

“Let’s at least investigate.” Will got out and sprinted in the rain to the edge of the barn. He tried the big doors, finding them secured from the inside. The side entrance was also locked. 

“Stand back,” Peggy said. 

“What are you going to do?” Will asked.

“Break into that barn.” Peggy returned to the car, the lights still on, and when Will was out of her way she barreled through the doors, crashing into the structure. They flew wide, banging the sides of the vehicle. Will cringed as the new sports car took the brunt of her anger and impatience. Better the car than me, he thought. 

It was filled with things you’d expect from a berry farm. Tractors, bags of fertilizer, tilling tools. 

“Maybe this guy just likes berries,” Will mumbled. 

“I was so confident this was the lab,” she said, yawning again. 

“Let’s hole up in the house for the night. We’re tired, it’s late, we’re in the middle of nowhere, and the storm is getting worse.” He gestured at the sky as a bolt of lightning flashed. A loud thunderclap boomed overhead, as if punctuating his suggestion. 

“Okay.”

He’d anticipated a fight from Peggy, but she must have used all her adrenaline up in the last few minutes. 

The farmhouse was quaint, with white siding and green trim. The screen door was unlocked, and the main was open wide. A bit of water had trickled under the awning and past the veranda. 

Will inhaled, checking to see if the owners were present and dead, but only smelled the overwhelming fragrance of potpourri and ozone. His mother had always used the stuff, and often had it sitting in bowls all around the house. 

They did a tour with a flashlight, checking the kitchen, then the living room, before heading up the creaky steps to the second story. The rooms were small, but cozy. 

“This is the strangest house,” Will said. 

“Why?” Peggy flopped onto the biggest bed. 

“Because there’s nothing personal.” He opened a closet, revealing a handful of outfits with no color. It was all white and black. 

“Holy shit, you’re right.” Peggy searched the bedside tables, finding nothing. They rushed to the other rooms, with the same results. 

“Maybe it’s staged and up for sale?”

“I didn’t see any realtor signs.” 

“Neither did I.” They returned to the main floor, checking the fridge. Since the power was out, Will expected a rank scent to emerge from it, but it was empty as well. The pantry was too. “This is weird.”

“The lab has to be connected somehow.” 

“But where is it?” Will asked.

“Maybe if I sleep, I can remember.”

He didn’t love her choice of words. Remembering would suggest she’d been there before, which she most definitely hadn’t. 

They’d left their things in the truck, and now Will was starving in a house with no food. He tested the faucet, and water came out. “Probably a well.” He filled two glasses, and they downed them. 

“You brought those sleeping pills?” Peggy asked, and he grabbed them, shaking the bottle.

“I did.”

“I’m taking one. That’ll make sure I’m out.”

“You seem pretty tired,” he told her. 

“I don’t care. I need to dream.” She undid the bottle’s top and swallowed one. “Keep an eye on me if you can.”

Will nodded while he locked the front door. The storm continued to rage outside, but it quieted the second he sealed them into the home. 

They returned to the main bedroom, and Peggy didn’t bother to undress. He made sure to check under the covers for spiders or any other unseemly creature, and they slid under the blankets when it was clear. 

Peggy was close enough for him to feel her breath. “I love you, Will Foster.” 

“I love you too, Peggy Hawksley.” They kissed, Will suddenly aware he hadn’t brushed his teeth. 

He spooned Peggy, wrapping his arms and legs around her, and felt the moment she drifted off into a medication-induced slumber. Will tried his best to stay awake, but the white noise of the rain on the rooftop seduced him to sleep. 

When he woke up, it was dark outside, and Peggy was gone. 

_________


Britt




It was nice having Ruthie along for the ride. She could drive and insisted on taking the wheel in the middle of the night when Britt could barely keep her eyes open. They were almost back at Monterey, and Britt was fully awake now. 

If they were going to travel through the Primary Glass, it meant they had to go near their old camp, and Trent’s people might be around. This mission was filled with risk, including just getting across to the Other Place. 

Britt was nervous for countless reasons. Ransom wouldn’t be pleased that she’d endangered Chrissy like this, but he could live with it, if it meant helping him get home. 

“Let’s approach from the north. Walk the beach,” Ruthie suggested. 

“Agreed.” 

“We should go to the golf course,” Chrissy said from the back seat of her truck. 

“Why would we do that?” Ruthie asked. She was often slightly curt with the girl, like she’d never interacted with a child before. 

“I dunno. Feels important.” Chrissy folded her arms over her lap, staring out the window. It was the middle of the night, but Chrissy had woken up with Britt, a slight gasp in her breath as she’d sat up. When Britt had asked what roused her, she’d stayed tight-lipped. 

Britt glanced at Ruthie. “Maybe we should check. Trent is gone, and so are those hired guns he associated with.”

“It might be trouble,” Ruthie muttered, but Britt noticed how she didn’t change lanes as they headed for the golf course. They drove by the warehouse, seeing it mostly burned to the ground. Mike’s body wasn’t where they’d left it, and that sent a tingle of warning through her spine. 

“Turn here,” Britt ordered. Ruthie didn’t hesitate, just went right, hitting a gravel road. They took it, meandering west for a mile before killing the lights, then the engine. Britt had a view of their settlement structures, past hole three. It was an inhospitable entrance to the resort, with a four-foot stream running the entire length of the short par 4. 

Chrissy got out, making Britt shake her head. “No.”

“But…”

“Get in the car,” Britt told her firmly, and Chrissy puffed her cheeks. 

“I can’t,” she said. 

“Why?”

“Because you’ll leave him.”

“Who?”

Chrissy kicked a piece of gravel into the ditch. “She’s not supposed to come.”

“To the Other Place? Ruthie isn’t meant to join us?” Britt crouched near Chrissy, trying to pry the details from her. 

“No. She stays with Kendall.” Chrissy started forward.

“Kendall is dead,” Ruthie said. 

“No, he’s not.” Chrissy was twenty feet ahead of them, and Britt sighed, returning to the truck for a gun. Ruthie did the same, and they caught up to the girl. 

There were no lights on at the resort, but no one would be up at four AM. The clouds were wispy, allowing the bright swollen moon to guide them. A small bridge had been built for golfers if they took an errant tee shot, and they moved for it, crossing the babbling brook. 

The air was chilly, and Britt’s sweater suddenly didn’t cut it. Her breath misted out with each exhale, and Chrissy wrapped her arms around herself as they continued, nearing the clubhouse. They’d all scrammed in a hurry, and she saw that most of the mess they’d left behind was now cleaned up. The lot had various cars in it, and the golf carts were parked in neat rows, the series of solar panels plugged into the front pair. 

Ruthie fiddled with a pocket and retrieved a cigarette. Britt almost slapped it out, but instead grabbed her arm. “That’ll give our position away.”

“I won’t light it.” Ruthie stuck the smoke between her lips. 

Kendall was supposed to be dead. Joel had attested to that, but perhaps he’d been mistaken. It wasn’t like she could just call and ask him, since he was currently trudging through the Other Place with no guidance from Cedric. Britt watched Chrissy, and hated that they were giving all this credibility to her dreams. What if they were wrong, and heading to the Other Place was disastrous? Cedric would be furious if they messed up his plans for preventing this invasion. 

They were putting their trust in this young girl, rather than the man that led them all together. Ransom swore her dreams were real and had warned her that Cedric might try to use his daughter to help his cause. 

If Kendall was actually alive and well, sleeping in one of these suites, then she’d be sold on Chrissy’s talent for good. But it was a dangerous gamble. Trent’s people might be extremely angry with how things had gone down, considering Joel had fired RPGs at them. 

“We’re not the bad guys. They were the ones who came to us, attacking our home,” she muttered, and no one commented. 

“I see something.” Ruthie paused at the far side of the fairway, near the front tee box. She lifted her rifle, checking the scope. “We have guards.”

Britt used her own, seeing a man leaning against the building. “It can’t be,” she said. The same dark hair. More of a beard than before, but it was him. “That’s Kendall.”

“I told you he was here!” Chrissy ran now, racing through the forested area to the cart path. She laughed, and Britt cursed as she tried to catch up. 

A bright light shone down from the top of the office building, nearly blinding Britt. She raised her hand, aiming to block it, and grabbed for Chrissy. “Kendall?”

“Louie! Shut it off. It’s my friends!” Kendall’s voice carried. 

The light dimmed to a faint glow; the sound of a generator gently purred in the background. 

Kendall limped toward them, arms at his sides. “What are you doing here?”

“I could ask the same thing,” Britt said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Joel said you were killed.”

He tapped his left thigh. “I was shot. They kept me locked up for a day, giving me a belt to tie it off. Then they got word that Trent and his entourage were dead, and they let me out.”

A short man with long frizzy brown hair sauntered down the sidewalk. He had a radio, and he lowered it. “I gave the ‘all clear.’ No one will hurt you.”

Britt heard branches snapping behind her, and she spun around to see a pair of armed sentries. They seemed disappointed the job was done as they returned their sidepieces into holsters. 

“Why are you still here?” Britt asked. 

“Louie decided it was as good a place to hang until the dust settles.” Kendall glanced between them. “Where’s Soph?”

“She’s…” Britt didn’t want to reveal their location. Not yet. “She’s fine. But mourning you.”

This made Kendall smirk. “Is that so?” 

“I thought she seemed happy.” Ruthie grinned and lit her cigarette. 

Chrissy squirmed out of Britt’s grip. “Kendall, we’re leaving.”

“And where are you headed?” Kendall asked. 

“The Other Place. To find my daddy.” 

Louie let out a whistle. “That’s not a great idea, little one.”

Chrissy looked up. “Why not?”

“Because the aliens are mounting a force, and when they arrive, we’re going to be ready for them.”

“You think they’re coming here? To the Primary?”

“Sure, why not?” Louie nodded toward the beach. “If those naked bastards used it, why wouldn’t the invaders do the same thing?”

“I don’t have an answer for you, Louie,” Britt said. “Before we become friends, what’s your status?”

“Status?” The short man rubbed his nose. 

“Trent was an asshole. I won’t associate with anyone that still thinks shooting kids and innocent people is all right.”

“You have a point there, missy. Trent convinced some of us to join him, but we only came as defenders of these here United States. I had no idea he was going to throw us against another group of humans. That was never part of the deal. We got here a week ago, and he gave the orders. Said they were invading, and the first wave of the aliens was holed up at this resort. We didn’t know any better. The moment we breached the course, they began to fire on us. It wasn’t long before we realized our mistake. When we contacted Trent on the radio, he said it didn’t matter. That we had to fight. We should have turned around. That one soldier killed a lot of good people.”

Britt was glad Joel wasn’t around for this story. It would have crushed him to know that the group attacking them had believed they were battling aliens, not Joel and his ill-trained accomplices. 

“It’s cold out here,” Kendall said. “Let’s go inside to talk.”

Britt hesitated. 

“Britt, I swear on my own life that these guys are fine. And there’s also something you need to know.” Kendall looked like he had a secret threatening to burst out. 

Britt put a protective hand on Chrissy’s shoulder. “What?”

“There’s another group. Big one. More people survived than Cedric initially thought.”

“Where?”

“Tucson. They have food. Water. Power. That’s where we start again.” 

Britt let his words sink in. A real civilization beginning anew in Arizona. Could they be so lucky? 

“Tell me what you’ve heard.”



Drake




Drake had been on edge since observing the half dozen aliens in Lone Pine. They’d gotten to West Hollywood after midnight but decided to take a nap before attempting to confront anyone. Once his adrenaline spiked, he’d crashed hard, his eyelids barely able to stay open for the drive. Getting into LA had been a disaster, but he’d managed to break through the traffic jams. His truck was worse for the wear, with dents, scrapes, and dings along the sides and the bumper, but that didn’t matter. It wasn’t like he needed to worry about the payments any longer. 

The trio of buildings were each colorful, but it was the red one they studied. Sage snoozed in the back, probably wondering why they weren’t in a bed. She’d taken to all of this surprisingly well. A couple of months ago, she would have been snuggled up at the foot of his queen bed, living along with Drake in their modest home. It had been an okay life, but not satisfying. After his recent adventures, a part of him thought this was for the best, and this left him riddled with guilt. 

It had taken the misfortune of most of the world for Drake to feel like he’d gotten out of a rut. And that sucked. Nia slept in the passenger seat, her chest slowly rising, then falling. Her face tilted away from him, and he caught her reflection in the window. It was peaceful. 

He regretted coming here. He and Nia could have stayed in Tahoe and tried to be happy, even if they were in their final days. Driving across a state to face a clearly delusional man wasn’t going to help anything. 

When Drake checked the time, it was after five. He didn’t expect to see anything out of the ordinary at this early hour, but Cedric never seemed to operate like other people. He was on his own schedule. 

A light came on in one of the countless identical windows. 

“Nia,” he whispered. When she didn’t respond, he shook her arm, and she snapped to, wiping her lips.

“What is it?”

Drake pointed to the building, and Nia leaned forward. “Someone’s using a flashlight.”

The beam moved through the room and stopped, as if being placed upwards. 

Drake saw the figure approaching the window. Two arms. It might be Cedric. The silhouette stared out for a moment, then peered to his left. And he was gone, the light bouncing before vanishing from sight. 

He already had one foot out the door when Nia hopped out. They went to the front of the truck, and Drake heard Sage barking from inside. He started to turn around, and twitched when he spotted the incoming man. 

“Drake Astin. I should have known it would be you,” the older Cedric said. He squinted and spat on the ground. His 9MM was aimed directly between the pair of them. “How did you know where we were?” 

Drake considered his odds, should he try to remove his handgun. He didn’t think they were good. 

“I had a hunch,” he lied, not wanting to mention that it came to Chrissy in a dream. 

“Sure you did. And what about you, honey?” Cedric glanced at Nia. “You weren’t a factor in my other lives. What’s your story?”

Nia took a step closer. “Don’t ever call me honey again.”

Cedric just laughed, his gun unwavering. “Whatever you say.”

“I want some answers,” Drake said. 

“I bet you do, but I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

“Are you planning on killing us, Cedric?” Drake had enough of this. “Is shooting the two of us going to help your damned invasion from happening?” He shouted the question, and Cedric stumbled back a few feet. 

“You have no clue what you’re even talking about, copper. We’re going to save the world. Your lives mean nothing.” His finger wavered on the trigger. 

Drake saw movement near the door, and took a chance, peering to the entrance. Sage continued to bark, her anger palpable. 

The younger version of Cedric Bellows held a long rifle from a hundred yards away, and Drake understood what was about to happen. He peered at Nia, who seemed oblivious to the fact that the second Cedric was aiming a gun at them. 

His heart pounded in his chest, a constant deep thrum, echoing between his ears. “Duck!” he yelled, and the one-armed Cedric looked shocked. Nia hadn’t moved, and Drake ran for her, tackling her.

The rifle fired, but only once. Drake had his gun in his grip, prepared for countermeasures when he glanced at the ground, seeing older Cedric face-down, blood welling into a pool beneath his cheek. 

Drake rolled toward the truck, keeping between Nia and the building. He prepared for an attack. He took a calming breath, looking past the corpse toward the entrance. Cedric wasn’t there. 

“Shit.” Drake rose enough for Sage to see him through the window. He wanted the dog to stop drawing so much attention. If Cedric was willing to kill a variation of himself, he’d have no qualms about shooting Drake’s dog. 

“Drake!” a voice called. “I had to stop him!”

Nia was panicked, her eyes wide and unblinking. She held her gun close to her chest, and tears streamed onto her cheeks. She muttered something he thought was, “I don’t want to die.”

“Drake, you and Nia can come out! Everything is okay.” Cedric was closer, and Drake lowered so he could check below the truck. There he was, about twenty feet away. His shoes were shined, his pants tapered and freshly pressed. 

“I don’t believe you!” Drake called. 

“Why would you shoot him?” Nia asked. 

“Because he’s lost it. I’ve worried about him for years, and today I saw what he intended on doing. He was trying to aid the aliens.” Cedric’s footsteps stopped, and Drake watched as he lowered his rifle, setting it on the concrete. Drake’s knees creaked as he stood up, peering behind the bumper. Cedric’s arms were raised, and his gaze drifted to the body. Drake noticed an expression cross Cedric’s face, and thought it might be regret or remorse. It only lasted for a flash, replaced by neutrality. 

“Keep them up,” Drake said. He stepped from the cover of his truck, moving slowly while Nia came behind him. 

“Drake, you’re looking tired. Nia, you’re as lovely as ever,” Cedric stated. 

“Keep the sucking up to yourself,” Nia told him. “What the hell are you doing here? A design center, of all places…”

“Yeah. You’re supposed to be with Ransom and Joel.” Drake caught a flicker of annoyance in Cedric’s stance. 

“It’s all for a good reason. Drake, someone hasn’t been truthful.”

“Oh, really. Big shocker. Is there anyone here with you?” Drake nodded at the building. 

“No. It was just us.” Cedric went to the other version of himself and rolled the man over. He stuck his hand into the jacket’s pocket, pulling out a pocket watch, then hefted it in his palm before jamming it into his dress pants. 

“You’re robbing him?” Nia snarled. 

“It was my… our… his father’s. My dad had the same one. When he died, they buried him with it. This Cedric’s father was still alive when the Glass opened. He had the pocket watch, and I don’t see why I shouldn’t possess it now.” He had it out again, his thumb rubbing the gold-colored object. It was engraved, but Drake couldn’t make out the inscription. 

“Why did he come after us?” Drake changed the topic. The way Cedric was staring at his new prize, Drake could tell he coveted the watch. His face was shaved, his hair styled. He honestly looked more like the picture from his old podcast cover. 

“Cedric was disturbed. I can’t really blame him. He’d seen a lot of catastrophic events.” He went to the truck and opened the back door. Sage still barked, but she stopped when she saw Cedric. He showed her a dog treat, held between two fingers, and she hopped to the ground, sitting in front of him. 

“Sage, here.”

She peeked at Drake, but stayed, waiting for her treat.

“Sage…”

The dog snatched the cookie when Cedric finally offered it with a grin. “She’s fine, Drake. You’re always too serious. Get your things so we can go inside. I have something to show you.”

Nia and Drake shared a knowing glance, but still decided to grab their packs. He hadn’t come to LA just to leave without any answers. Sage slowed and walked beside Drake, and he scratched her ear, calling her a good girl as they neared the building. 

The other Cedric remained in the middle of the mostly empty parking lot, but there was nothing Drake could do for him. Sage peed on a weed-covered flower bed, and they entered after Cedric. He spun the bolt lock behind them, wiggling an eyebrow. “You can never be too careful.”

His flashlight waited for them near a set of stairs.

“You didn’t answer me. Why are you here instead of the Other Place?” Drake asked again. 

“Have you heard of the Mandela effect?”

“Sure. People thought he died in prison in the eighties,” Nia answered.

“Yes.” They kept walking, the flashlight barely giving them enough light in the dark stairwell. Sage went cautiously, sticking close to Drake. “There are countless examples of this, and I imagine even you would swear some of them are real, but they aren’t.”

They got to the third story, and Cedric exited, holding the door for them. “This way.”

He led them through a glass hallway, with offices on either side. There were swatches of fabric all over a boardroom table, with dissected furniture, and a vast array of tile variations on the wall. “I worked for these guys. Years ago.”

Drake hadn’t known that. “Really?”

“I was in marketing. Good at it too. The creative would design things, I’d help decide if anyone would buy it, and sometimes, the owner would tell me I was wrong, and I’d have to start over. It was after the housing crash of 2008, and no one wanted to buy a red leather chair that was more uncomfortable than sitting on a tree stump.”

“Are you going somewhere with this?” Drake asked.

“When it didn’t sell, they blamed me. I was canned, despite my assurance to the bosses that it would never work.”

“Cedric.” Drake grabbed the man by the shoulders, facing him. “What are you doing here? Why are you talking about the Mandela effect, and where is Ransom?”

Cedric smiled, his teeth straight and white. Something bothered Drake, and it wasn’t just the turnaround for Cedric. The last time he’d seen him, there had been a scar on his cheek. His hair was a mess, and he could barely sleep. He’d been taking medications, and…

Drake stopped before heading into the big corner office. “Where are you from?”

“Finally. The great detective has solved the riddle,” he said. 

Nia stared at Cedric. “What… what did I miss?”

“This isn’t him… not our Cedric.” Drake felt sick to his stomach. “Ours never worked in marketing.”

“Very good.” Cedric was still smiling. “I had to stop them. Don’t you understand yet? You of all people should know why, Drake.”

“Me?” He pointed at his own chest. “What are you saying?”

“Drake, you’re the bad guy. The one who started it all. It’s been you the entire time. You built PremaCorp with your wife. You produced the Glass.” His eyes blinked and focused on Nia. “He’s been a very terrible man, and it’s my job to stop him.”

“I don’t have a wife. I’ve never been married,” Drake said, feeling heat rising under his collar. 

“You have so. Probably hundreds of times. Maybe you’re married in some, single in others. It doesn’t really matter. All that does is that you can help me break the Glass. You created it; you will destroy it.”

“I don’t follow. What are you suggesting?” How could he have made the Glass? The first time he’d ever seen it had been on the ranch. But that was this version of Earth. What if there were countless other iterations, and Cedric was right? 

“And this is where I circle back to the Mandela effect. The reason people swear that some underwear brand had a cornucopia on the label is because on another version of Earth, it did. Things slip through, Drake. And I’ve found a way to help us. You’re the only one that knows where the Glass originated. I’ve been to every PremaCorp office. Hell, I worked with you for a few years on it. I can’t find the laboratory.”

“I don’t know anything about it,” Drake said. Will and Peggy had gone to one, because she couldn’t stop dreaming about a lab. He wondered how that all tied in together. 

Cedric looked disappointed. “Have you ever experienced déjà vu?”

Drake swallowed, thinking about Ruthie, who claimed to live in a constant state of déjà vu. It must be extremely difficult to function. “Sure.”

Cedric motioned into the office and started turning on a series of battery-powered candles. It was an uncomfortable ambiance that felt oddly too intimate. Sage checked the room out, sniffing the furniture. 

“In my world, Drake Astin was a billionaire. He founded PremaCorp, and you’re the one that kicked it all off. We need to tap into those memories.” Cedric gestured to a bottle on the desk. 

Nia went to it, looking at the liquid past the clear glass. “What the hell is this?”

“Ayahuasca. Or a deviation of it.” Cedric seemed pleased with himself. 

Drake licked his lips, not liking where this was headed. “And you want me to use it?”

“Yes. You’ll take yourself on a journey, Drake. If you open yourself to the Layered Earths, perhaps we can decipher the primary location of the Glass.”

“We already did that,” he told Cedric. 

“No. You retrieved the link to what you call the Other Place. That’s it. Once we locate your lab, we can finally shut this down and stop this game,” he said. 

“I don’t see how any of it is a game.” Nia set the bottle down. “Where is our Cedric?”

His smile faded, and Drake noticed his gaze flicker to the window. “He’s out there. When he discovered I was working with his mentor, he vanished.”

Drake eyed the ayahuasca. Was there any truth to what Cedric told him? Could it be possible that he, Drake Astin, an ex-detective from Oregon, was the founder of a company that figured out how to open interdimensional portals? There was only one way to find out.

“I’ll do it.” 

_________


Will




“Peggy,” he whispered, walking through the hallways. When had she left the comfort of the bed? It was nearly sunrise. The staged house was even stranger in the darkness, and his flashlight created disturbing shadows on the stark white walls. He stopped at a picture frame in the main floor living room, seeing the smiling elderly people, too well put together to be anything but models. Stock photos. Unused kitchen plates. What was this place?

“Peggy, stop messing around.” He noticed a doorway between him and the hallway. It was ajar, and he was confident it hadn’t been when they first scoured the house. 

The light trembled in his grip when he opened it, and the beam was swallowed up in the long staircase. He couldn’t see the bottom. Will felt for the gun in his waistband and started down the steps. 

He continued, feeling like he was in a dream state. Maybe he was still upstairs in bed, cuddled with Peggy as they slept through the night. But he didn’t have her abilities. Will wasn’t special like Peggy, but he could sure as hell protect her. Only if he found her. 

Will made it to the bottom and was greeted with another door. It had a passcode. He tried a random number, but it failed. He pressed his ear to the metal slab and listened, hearing nothing but a subtle vibration. 

“Peggy!” He slammed his palm against it repeatedly, calling her name. Finally, it opened, and his forward momentum carried him past it, almost tripping. 

“Will, this is amazing,” Peggy said, and closed them in. 

There were lights on, and not just flashlights or candles. The floors were shiny and white, the walls immaculate. Will walked to a screen on the wall, seeing the PremaCorp logo centering it. “You found it,” he mumbled. 

“We did.” She took his hand. “I dreamt of someone using the code. That’s how I knew it.”

“Who was it?” Will asked. 

“I couldn’t tell.”

“What is this place?” Will looked around, his first steps cautious. The cameras were almost invisible, but he spotted them along the ceiling. Was someone watching them right now? He lifted a hand, as if waving at the unseen voyeur. 

“This is it, Will. PremaCorp’s testing facility. What if they discovered a way to tap into the Glass?”

“What have you found so far?”

“I just got here a few minutes before you,” she admitted.

“It can’t be that big, right?” 

“Let’s investigate.” Peggy walked barefoot, her soles slapping on the tile. Will had put on jeans, but only a tank top. She wore a sweatshirt and cotton shorts. They definitely weren’t dressed for scouting. 

“Maybe we should go upstairs and change,” he suggested. 

“I have to know.” Peggy opened the first door. It housed an assortment of cleaning supplies and janitorial tools. After that was a series of offices, each with the lights off, and laptops on black desks. There were no personal items in any of them. No drawers, no pictures, no refillable water bottles. Nothing. 

The hallway ended, leading them to another entrance. Will thought about the direction they’d strolled, and figured this led under the barn they’d investigated earlier. Peggy typed a code into a digital lock, and the numbers glowed green with each press of her finger. It unclicked and hinged on its own. 

“Holy shit,” Will whispered. His instincts were to grab his gun, but when he reached for it, Peggy shook her head. 

“It’s beautiful,” she said. 

“What do we do?” 

Peggy smiled at him. “We go through it.”

He wanted to tell her it was crazy, but she was already moving for it. 

“We can’t just walk into this Glass.”

“Why not?” she asked.

“Because we have no idea where it leads. And you don’t have shoes on.”

The room was gigantic. The ceilings were roughly twenty yards high, the walls curved to a dome. To their right was an object, tarped off with a black shiny cover. Centering the space was a round pedestal, raised a couple of feet. The border shone with a warm white light. Will saw the reflection off the invisible surface. “It feels different,” he told her. 

There were dozens of desks, and complex computers mounted into pony walls. It looked like thirty employees would be able to monitor the tests, but he didn’t smell a single dead body. They must have been sealed off when the Glass appeared. 

“What is this, Peggy?” Will asked.

“PremaCorp figured it out.”

“Or caused it.”

“That is more likely,” she admitted. Peggy walked to the pedestal and climbed up. Will joined her, his hand unsteady as it reached for the Glass. When he touched the solid barrier, he almost jumped back. 

“Why didn’t these ones disappear with the others?” 

Peggy had her palm on the barrier, a smile on her face. “Because this controls them.”

“Then someone was in here recently,” Will said. “Otherwise, the Glass would still lead to the Other Place, right?” 

Peggy turned on the nearest computer, and they watched as a wave of data scrolled through. “What if that’s not true? What if this isn’t the first Glass?”

“What are you suggesting?” Will demanded. 

“PremaCorp might be on all our worlds. Whoever created the Glass found a way to contact each dimension and gave them the passageway here. Maybe they’re all linked to this main lab.”

“And what does that mean for us?” Will asked. 

“We have to find the original source.”

“Then?”

“Destroy it,” she said. 

“What if this is the original source?” Will whispered. 

“Then we know what we have to do.”

Peggy’s eyes shone with excitement. Will felt the opposite. Dread seared inside his guts. 

“What is all this? How does it connect to the UFO? Are the aliens real?” Will asked. 

“You’ve seen them. And there was a UFO.” Her gaze drifted to the edge of the laboratory, and she hopped down, jogging across the room. Will chased her, arriving at the tarp. 

“You don’t think…”

“It’s possible,” she said. Peggy clutched the fabric and tugged. When it didn’t move, Will circled around it, discovering three clasps. He undid them, and they let the cover slide off. 

It was almond-shaped, matching the description of what Drake had found with Britt and Cedric. “Is it the same vessel?”

“It can’t be,” Peggy said.

“But they lost the one they’d hidden.”

“This lab is empty, and how would it be transported without some serious modifications? No.” She shook her head. “This UFO was here already. They built the lab around it.”

“They are real.”

“Didn’t we already know that?” Peggy asked, hugging herself. 

The hull was rough, and Will’s finger poked into small holes across the dark surface. 

“I think there’s an important question we need to answer,” he said. 

“And that’s…”

“Did PremaCorp build this place to stop an invasion… or to aid one?”

“We’re going to learn the answer.” Peggy turned her attention on the Glass, and Will sighed. 

“I’ll start reading.” He went to the computer screen, finding the keyboard attached, and began his search. 

_________


Ransom




The path to Mount Beyond looked straightforward to a layman’s eyes, yet it was anything but. The forest grew denser with every step, the ground seeping with water from an overnight storm. By the time they escaped a dangerous swamp, they were all irritable and soaked. 

They went to an elevated spot where the grass was drier, and a hillside gave them shelter from the wind. Ransom plopped onto a fallen log, sitting with a moan. Something rustled under him, scurrying away on six legs. He removed his boots, draining the excess water, and peeled off his socks one by one, wringing them out. 

Joel did the same, and finally, Chrissy copied the two men. He watched her from the corner of his eye, trying to see the younger girl he’d helped raise. She was so familiar, but obviously extremely different at this age. 

“Can we do a fire?” Chrissy asked, shivering. 

Joel clenched his jaw, the muscles bunching. “I’d rather get to the Glass.”

“It’s fine, Joel. If Chrissy dreamed that we meet them, they’ll be there when we arrive.” Ransom selfishly wanted a break too. His legs were wobbly, his eyes red and raw. Something had bitten him a few hours ago, and when he lifted his shirt, the spot was puffy and swollen. 

“Fine.” Joel started scavenging for rocks, and Ransom helped him. 

“Any dry wood?” Ransom searched for anything that might burn. 

“This’ll help.” Chrissy withdrew an object from her pack. “We use these to start fires when we’re away from camp.” She passed it to him, and he saw it was a mixture of interwoven bark and dehydrated moss. 

“Impressive,” Joel said. 

“You learn a few tricks when there’s no other options.”

“Were you planning on staying forever?” Ransom asked. Most of the hike had been quiet, with no one able to compete over the storm. 

“Where else was I going?” Chrissy had a knife out, and she climbed a tree, effortlessly getting to the first bough. She snapped off a piece of a dead branch and sawed another thicker section off that was missing leaves. “We had a dry summer last year. Some of the trees didn’t do so well. Take off the dead parts, and the tree will do better.”

Ransom helped, gathering what they could, and he glanced at the sky as the clouds began to part. “Weather’s improving.”

Soon they had a fire started, and they gathered around. Joel created a contraption that rose over the flames, and they draped their socks on it, trying to dry them out. Ransom’s boots lay beside the flames, and they sat back, eating jerky. 

“What’s Drake like?” Joel asked while chewing. 

“He’s a great man.”

“He was a cop?” Ransom asked, remembering the logo on the jacket. It had been familiar, but he couldn’t place it.

“A cop? No way,” Chrissy said. “He was the founder of some tech company.”

“A company? P.C.?”

Joel stiffened. “...PremaCorp?”

“That’s it,” Chrissy said, smacking away at her food. “He doesn’t talk about it much. I mean, what’s the sense in blathering on about our pasts when we’re stuck here in the Beyond?”

Ransom stared at Joel, trying to process what he’d just heard. The jerky was bitter, but he ate it for sustenance and stoked the fire, adding some skinny branches. They hissed and popped, but eventually caught. 

Joel peeked at Chrissy. “You don’t think…”

“That our Drake had anything to do with this? Nah.” Ransom had heard the company mentioned in passing, and why did that matter to them anyway? 

“Are we good?” Joel nodded to their socks. “Should we keep moving?”

Ransom watched Mount Beyond, seeing the small mountain standing alone in the forest of the Other Place. It was only a couple hours’ hike away, and after a break, he felt ready to make the last part of their journey. He hoped they would be able to leave. Cedric had screwed them, and Ransom couldn’t wait to confront the man. 

“Let’s go.” Chrissy doused the fire with dirt, the smoke billowing to the sky in a rush. 

Ten minutes later, they rounded a hillside, and Ransom stopped, his breath catching in his lungs. 

There were Visitors. Thousands of them. 

“What’s this?”

Chrissy nodded to the nearest group. “There’s a reason we didn’t travel here.”

Joel gestured toward the hordes of Visitors. “You knew about this?”

“They started coming a few weeks ago,” she said. “We didn’t know why, or where they came from.”

“But this isn’t the coast.” Ransom considered the news. “We directed them to the Primary at the ocean near Monterey. Are you suggesting they funneled out here, at Mount Beyond?”

“That’s what I assumed. There’s no other explanation for so many appearing at once. They stay away from our village, and we don’t bother them. It’s rare to have an attack, but not completely uncommon. They have to feel threatened.”

“Then we won’t make any threats,” Joel said. 

The Visitors were relaxed as they gathered plump berries from bushes in the forest. Children ran, grunting and groaning as their parents worked. “How do we get around?”

“We don’t.” Chrissy kept walking. “We cut straight through.”

Joel and Ransom stared as the young woman strode into the group of bipedal animals. She went slowly, her hands raised in defense or supplication. They focused on her, a large male sauntering closer to investigate. 

Chrissy duplicated a noise similar to their speech. The male continued until he was towering over her. Ransom felt for his handgun. She repeated the sound, and it responded in a similar fashion, stepping back. It eyed Ransom warily, then Joel, but no one blocked their passage. 

“You speak Visitor?” Joel murmured.

“A bit.” She took the lead, easily walking through the camp of alien beings. 

A few weeks ago, Ransom had thought they were the world’s most terrifying risk: invaders from another planet. Now he knew better but stayed on alert as they wandered deeper into the forest. 

He risked a glance at Mount Beyond, anxious to find what awaited them.



Britt




“Not yet,” Chrissy said. 

“When?” Britt stared at the beach. The red umbrellas remained but were scattered from the initial influx of Visitors. A couple of the animals approached the water, splashing through it, and she noticed they had a baby with them. Were they the same family she’d freed from the construction site a few days earlier? 

The female sniffed the air and glanced up the cliffside. Their gazes met, and Britt was certain it was her. They watched as the Glass illuminated, sending the Visitors to their home planet. It was a mystery why this Primary Glass still operated when the rest of them had vanished. It begged the questions: where did these new Glass lead to, and who was using them? Britt wasn’t sure she wanted to find out.

“And you think your father is going to be there?” Kendall asked Chrissy. 

“Yep. With some other people,” she said. 

“Who?”

“Joel, I think. And a girl.”

Britt blinked and turned her attention on Chrissy. “A girl? A kid like you?”

“No. A woman, I guess.”

“How could they have found anyone?” Ruthie lit a cigarette and moved so she wasn’t blowing smoke in their faces. 

“I guess we’ll know that soon enough.” Britt peeled an orange, grateful there were orchards and groves in the area. She offered a piece to Ruthie, but she shook her head. Chrissy accepted a section, sucking on the fruit before chewing. 

“What about this new place in Arizona?” Ruthie asked. “Shouldn’t we tell Tahoe about it? If there’s a real city, we should travel there.”

“That’s a long haul. We should investigate first. It might not even exist,” Britt told her. 

Ruthie puffed the cigarette. “I thought you’d say that.”

“You really shouldn’t smoke,” Kendall muttered. 

“I knew you’d say that too.” Ruthie flicked the butt down the cliff. “I’ll stay behind.”

Britt observed her and nodded. “If we don’t make it back, tell the others what happened.”

“That’s the plan.” 

Britt looked at Kendall. “What about you?”

“I’ll stay too. I want to find Soph,” he admitted. 

“Okay, then it’s all settled. Chrissy and I are leaving.” Fear started from Britt’s stomach, rising into her chest. Just her and Chrissy, traveling to the Other Place to see if Ransom and Joel were on the opposite end. They were putting tremendous faith in the dreams of a little girl. 

She wondered what Drake and Nia were up to, and if Peggy and Will had returned to Tahoe yet. She hated being out of the loop like this. 

Britt handed Chrissy another piece of her orange, and they ate in silence, watching the ocean waves break and ease up to the shore. The sun was hot this morning, and Britt let the warmth permeate. She sat on the lounger, dropping the orange peel, and rested her eyes. 

Chrissy came beside her. “Thanks for coming with me, Lady.”

Britt almost laughed, trying to picture little Chrissy venturing here herself. But she wouldn’t put it past her. “You’re welcome.”

“Are you going to marry Daddy?”

Britt was caught off guard with the question, but didn’t want to delay her response. “I don’t know.”

“I like you, Lady.”

“Same.”

Ruthie and Kendall were headed for the golf course. 

“It’s time.” Chrissy had tears in her eyes, and when Britt went to wipe them away, she did it herself first. 

“Now? You just said…”

Chrissy pointed at the resort. “I didn’t want them to come.”

“I understand.” Britt had a pack full of supplies, guns, and ammunition, and whatever else she thought they might require. 

They left the cliff, navigating the steep wooden steps before landing on the beach. It was empty, devoid of a single soul, human or Visitor. The last time they’d been here had been a far different experience. There was no violence, just peace and serenity as the wind tousled her hair. 

She was leaving for the Other Place.

They had no idea if they’d be able to return, but if they could use this Primary to enter another plane, surely it must have the ability to send them back. Britt swallowed as they hesitantly approached the beach. Her shoes sank into the sand, and she stopped, staring at the Glass’ location. 

“It’ll be okay.” Chrissy took her hand, and it surprisingly calmed her. 

“Are you certain we’ll see your dad there?” Britt took off her shoes, then socks, and Chrissy did the same thing, hiking her pants higher.

Chrissy nodded but didn’t answer. 

The ocean was chilly, the waves gentle at this hour. Out past the break, it was tranquil and picturesque, but Britt wasn’t here to take in the sights. 

What was she doing risking her and the girl’s life? 

She tried to imagine how they could even help, and came up blank. Her skill was having a strong gut reaction to things and situations. Britt tried to use that now. Follow the story. Get to the end. The ‘Who. What. When. Where. Why.’

Who was coming for Earth? 

What did they want?

When were they going to attack?

Where did they come from?

Why—and this one felt urgently important to her—why were they so adamant on getting to her planet?

Chrissy was silent while Britt went over the Five Ws, but she found there weren’t enough answers yet. Truthfully, she couldn’t resolve any of them. It was frustrating, but also drove her on. 

“Let’s do this.” Britt stepped into the water. 

“Britt!” Ruthie shouted from the cliffside. 

She turned, watching the woman holding a cigarette in her fingers. Britt just raised a hand, saying goodbye. 

Ruthie tossed her smoke and waved back. Kendall arrived, glowering as he gawked at the ocean. 

Britt slowly plodded to the Glass that so many of the creatures had ventured through. Chrissy was up to her neck when they arrived, and Britt carried her the rest of the way, the added weight a slight burden. 

The Glass began to shine at their presence. They’d considered that only the Visitors could travel past it, like the other Glass, but Cedric claimed the Primary were different. That was crucial, and she made a mental note. 

This Glass was huge, far larger than the rest of them, and Britt basked in the illumination, taking a final inhale of the sea air. 

“Let’s go,” Chrissy said. 

“I’m ready.” 

Britt stepped into the light. 

_________


Drake




The bedding was soft, and Drake fought to keep his eyes open. It had been a long week. They were inside one of the design building’s display rooms, and Drake figured this was the most opulent bed he’d ever slept in. A lantern flickered gently from the side table, and Nia perched at the edge of the mattress, her expression somber. Sage was at his feet, dozing gently, and he set a hand on her. 

“You don’t have to do this,” she whispered. 

“Yes, he does.” This Cedric was more composed than the others, but Drake still didn’t trust him. 

“I couldn’t have invented the Glass,” he muttered. 

“You could, and did,” Cedric told him.

“But it doesn’t make sense. My mind doesn’t work like that.” Drake blinked, struggling to keep his attention on the conversation. 

“Do you really believe your words?” Cedric removed his sport coat, draping it over a vanity chair. 

“What do you mean?” Nia asked. 

“We’re limited by our surroundings. By decisions others make for us. What would have transpired if your parents had sent you to science camp instead of baseball that summer when you were twelve?” 

Drake snapped his lids open, sitting up. “I did go to baseball camp.”

“And what happened?”

Drake recalled that school break. “I made a couple of friends. Billy. Kyle.”

“Okay. Did you keep in touch with them?”

“Turns out Kyle lived a few blocks away but went to a private school. We played a lot of ball that summer, and even had a couple of sleepovers.”

Drake recalled that time of his life with a fondness he rarely felt when living in his past. “Kyle’s father was the captain of the—”

“Bingo.” 

“Wait, what are you saying?” Nia asked. 

Drake cleared his throat. “Cedric’s suggesting that I became a police officer because of the influence from meeting Kyle that summer. But how did you know…”

“I didn’t.” Cedric lifted his hands up. “It was a guess based on what I’ve learned about you and the other Drakes.”

He still couldn’t shake the fact that he’d met three Cedrics. Otherwise, he’d have dismissed the notion of various versions of himself long ago. 

“Had I gone to science camp, as you suggested, I may have developed PremaCorp?” Drake asked. 

“That’s precisely what I’m telling you.” Cedric rose, crossing the room. He opened the vanity, which was loaded with samples of makeup and curling irons. He grabbed a book, rotating it so Drake could see the cover. 

“It’s all real.” Drake snatched the book, staring at the object in his grasp. The title was large and white, and he touched the embossed lettering on the hardcover’s jacket. Drake Astin: From Poverty to PremaCorp. Below it said: The Authorized Biography, by Drake Astin, with Brittany Kline. 

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” he mumbled. He thumbed through the pages, stopping at the second chapter. 

I first grew excited about the possibility of life from other worlds when I was seven. I’ll never forget that night. I was supposed to be in bed, but something kept me awake. It was the Fourth of July, and all my friends at school were bragging that their parents were letting them stay up to see the fireworks. Mine weren’t so amicable to the idea. No matter how much I begged them, I was shut down. 

My bedroom was on the second floor, across the hallway from their room, and I opened the window, pulling the screen out like I’d seen my dad do when he’d replaced a spring the fall before. The oak tree was as old as the house, and sturdier, so that’s where I went, to the thick limb that often scratched the window pane in the night, casting shadows of gnarled witch fingers on my wall. 

It was ten thirty, and the local fireworks were scheduled to go off at eleven. They needed to wait until the bright summer evening dwindled to darkness for the full effect, and I was so excited to witness the extraordinary event with my friends. 

The tree had rungs nailed into it from when my father had promised me a fort, then quickly forgot about the project. But they allowed me a safe exit, and I landed in the backyard, wearing my scuffed sneakers. 

I ran through the gate, out into the uncut grass of the municipal greenspace. Somewhere a dog barked, and in the night, at only seven years old, my imagination pictured a giant werewolf waiting for me in the tree-lined path that led to the park. 

I hugged myself, running over the gravel trail, which felt far narrower at this point in time. Everywhere I looked, monsters loomed out of sight, their claws and teeth gnashing behind tree trunks. Finally, I escaped the forest, and saw the group of people gathered for the festivities. We lived in a small enough town that it was probably limited to a couple hundred people, but to my young eyes, it was packed. 

Someone had a barbecue on, grilling burgers, and more than half of them had cans of beer in their hands. I noticed my friends across the park, sitting on the swings, but as I progressed, the light in the sky caught my attention. It slowed, and the light changed directions, moving northeast. Then it was gone. A flash of brilliance. 

My overactive nerves were tingling when I reached my friends. “Did you see that?” I asked Fred. His red hair stuck straight up like he’d jammed a finger into a socket. 

“See what, Astin?”

“The UFO!”

“You’re nuts.” Oliver kicked his legs out, swinging higher. 

“I swear. It was right over there.”

“That’s where the fireworks are going to be. They probably tested one. My dad is in charge of it, and he said it’ll be epic.”

I saw their attention drift from my story, and I let it slide, but to this day, I know what I witnessed. That date goes down in history for me, and I wouldn’t be the man I am today without that experience. 

“No way.” Drake checked the annotation, seeing the date. It hit him like a slap on the cheek. July 4th, 1986. “That’s the date Cedric saw the UFO crash at Horace’s ranch.”

Cedric didn’t seem shocked. “I saw it as well.”

Nia took the book after Drake dropped it to the comforter and turned it around. “It’s you.” The picture was strikingly similar to his own face, but this man didn’t have the faded scar near his left ear that Drake had earned by chasing a mugger in his early years as a beat cop. He also looked thinner, his hair slightly gray. 

“He’s suggesting he witnessed the very same UFO as you did.” Drake tried to process this. “And Britt helped write the biography?”

“You all share a connection, Drake. There’s something special about the remaining people. The ones that can survive any alternate Earth.”

“What about you? You seem fine,” Nia told him. 

“Yeah, the other Cedrics weren’t like us. They took medications, and— We became friends, Drake. Before you turned this into something else and ignored my warnings. It was PremaCorp that allowed me to live.” He went to his jacket and pulled out a device that resembled an inhaler. The letters PC were on it. 

“Incredible.” Nia set the book onto the end table. “I accepted the fact that the Other Place was real, and that yes, maybe some aliens were trying to come to Earth, but this is all…”

“Happening,” Drake finished. “What do we need to do?”

Cedric led them to a kitchen, where a pot boiled on a gas cooktop. Sage trotted along, sticking close. Leafy plants were inside, ducking below the simmering bubbles. “You’ll ingest this, Drake, and find out where the PremaCorp CEO is hiding.”

“What if he’s dead?” Nia asked. 

Drake stared at the concoction, struggling to see how drinking it would help. 

“Then we find another way to shut it off.” Cedric scooped a serving into a cup and handed it to Drake. He accepted it, feeling the heat through the ceramic mug. “You’d better go lie on the bed. You won’t want to be walking around when it hits.”

Drake waited in the kitchen when Cedric vanished down the hall. 

“You don’t have to do this,” Nia whispered. 

“It feels like there’s no choice,” he said. 

“Where’s our Cedric? What if everything this guy says is a lie?” 

Drake shook his head. “You saw the book. It’s real, Nia.”

She nodded while looking at the ayahuasca. “I’ll be here with you. I won’t let him do anything.”

Drake led her to the bedroom, sat on the bed, and consumed the contents. “Let’s get this over with.”

_________


Ransom




More and more of the Visitors were gathered near Mount Beyond as they came closer to their destination. They gave Ransom and his small party a wide berth, the creatures stopping to sniff or watch them with a casual disinterest. Every now and then, one would come near or try to block their passage, and Chrissy would grunt, making the sound for peace. 

It actually worked. Even Joel, the ex-soldier, seemed more relaxed among the locals than when they’d been alone in the wilderness. 

“How much longer?” Ransom asked, adjusting the pack on his shoulders. Everything ached after several days of hiking, but he kept moving, knowing that if he paused, he’d never start again. They were directly under the hill, which they’d called Mount Beyond, but with the tree cover, the bulk of it was difficult to see from this angle. 

“Not much. We should arrive soon.”

“Why are there so many of the Visitors here?” 

Despite Joel’s relaxed posture, Ransom could tell he was on constant alert. “They haven’t left since coming through the Primary Glass,” he answered. 

“They don’t feel like they’re safe yet,” Chrissy whispered. 

“Why do you say that?” Joel asked. 

“Because they’re uncomfortable. The mothers are holding their children tight. The males are looking to protect their people. They sense something’s about to occur.” Chrissy slowed, letting a pair of big Visitors pass on the narrow path. 

“Like what?” 

“We’ll have to find out,” she replied. 

A thicker group of the creatures stood by the glowing pane of invisible Glass, and Ransom nearly tore past them when he spotted Britt in their center. “Britt!” he called, running toward her. 

“Daddy!” 

Ransom heard Chrissy’s voice cut through the barrier of Visitors. They poked and prodded at Britt, who had Chrissy protectively placed behind her. 

The older Chrissy went deeper, grunting and pointing.

The same male they’d met at the beach in Monterey strode over, his heavy stomach swaying with his lumbering steps. The others scattered, and Ransom stood his ground, facing the beast. 

The Chrissy from the Other Place bowed her head, averting her gaze, and Ransom followed suit. She clucked and groaned, making the Visitor leader duplicate her sounds. Ransom stole a glance to find the heavy male had lost interest in them.

“Oh my God,” Britt muttered. “We found you. What are you doing here?” 

Chrissy barreled into him, and Ransom knelt on the ground, his knees getting damp. He hugged her close, feeling her tears on his cheek. “You’re fine, Bean.”

He heard Britt and Joel talking quietly but couldn’t decipher their words as he embraced his daughter. He hadn’t been sure if he’d ever see her again. 

“Who’s this?” Chrissy wiped her nose and stared at the version of her older self. 

“Chris—call me Bean. That’s what they all use here,” she said. 

“Bean…” Chrissy’s eyes went wide, and she pointed at the girl’s pack, where Stewart’s head poked out of the bag. “That’s mine!”

The older girl crouched and pulled it free. “Do you want him back?”

Chrissy glanced at Ransom, then at Bean. “No. You keep him.”

Britt watched their interaction with her jaw dropped. “What is going on here?”

“We’ll explain. But we should probably leave,” Ransom said. 

“Where?” 

“Home,” Ransom told her. 

Britt peered around the forested area, as if realizing for the first time that she wasn’t on their own Earth any longer. “But we just got here.”

“We can’t go,” Chrissy said, gaze frozen on her other version. 

“No. We can’t,” Bean said, agreeing with herself. “There’s something important to do.”

“What is it?” Joel asked, glancing between the pair of girls. 

A gunshot echoed in the distance, the sound out of place here. “Last chance.”

“Okay, we use the Glass. Regroup. Figure out what the hell we’re dealing with and come back when it’s time,” Ransom said. “Agreed, everyone?” 

Another gunshot.

The girls reluctantly nodded, and Ransom moved for the Primary Glass. Its glow began to recede the moment he went near, and by the time he tried to enter it, the Glass was solid, no longer granting him passage. 

“Someone just shut off the Primary Glass,” Joel murmured. He grabbed his rifle and aimed it toward the sound of weapons being fired. 

“This can’t be happening.” Britt pounded the Glass, like she had to see for herself. 

They were stuck in the Other Place.



Will




It took a while to figure out how to activate the Glass, but it eventually worked. The frame of the 20 by 20 barrier started glowing, the light filling the giant domed room. The brilliance seemed to die on the hull of the UFO, the dark material absorbing it without reflecting. The effect was unsettling. 

“Where does it lead?” Will asked. Peggy had one hand at the control panel, the other on a tablet they’d found on the desktop. Miraculously, the building still had power. 

“We won’t see until we test it,” she said. 

“Wait, you can’t seriously be thinking about using this.” He jabbed a finger toward the Glass.

“Why not? That’s the entire point, Will.” Peggy was still in her sweatshirt and shorts, her hair a messy bun on her head. Will tapped his socked feet impatiently on the cool floor. 

“We’re not prepared for this. What if we leave and are stuck somewhere?” Will demanded, his voice rising. 

“At least we’re together. And we’ll know.”

“Know what?” Will grew frazzled. “If this thing throws us to another world, then what? Did you hear what Cedric said? These aliens have invaded two of our dimensions. Minimum. We might be heading to a desolate wasteland!”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take. What would you have us do, Will? We came here to investigate PremaCorp, and we’ve found a lab-created Glass and a damned UFO in the same room! This is where it all happened. There’s no turning back.”

Will ran a hand through his hair and sighed deeply. “Fine. But we’re not going like this.” He gestured at her bare feet. 

“Okay. Let’s bring our supplies.”

“And a shower.” Will stayed between Peggy and the Glass, just in case she decided to throw caution to the wind. “Maybe a cup of instant coffee. They have power down here. There must be a staff kitchen.”

Peggy marched to the exit, her gaze lingering on the UFO before leaving the lab. 

A few minutes later, they were showering upstairs. The farmhouse had an old clawfoot, and Will swore more water had spilled past the curved shower curtain than stayed in the tub by the time he was done. It was light enough outside to lift the window coverings and see without using their flashlights. They gathered their things, including guns and packs filled with food and water, before returning to the set of stairs. 

Instead of revisiting the domed laboratory, they searched through the other doors, finding a kitchen. Will opened a tin of coffee, sniffing the contents, and brewed a few cups, grabbing some PremaCorp-labeled to-go mugs. Peggy shoved a handful of protein bars from the cabinet into her bag, and when the maker was almost done brewing the coffee, Will poured the mugs full before turning the lights off. 

The moment the caffeine hit his tongue, he felt better, ready for this crazy adventure Peggy was forcing him to go on. No, not forcing. He was a willing participant; he had to correct himself.

Peggy looked revitalized, her eyes bright and active. Her hair was wet, but Will’s had mostly dried when they re-entered the lab. He saw the place through a different lens this time. He could picture the room filled with employees, each trying to determine how to optimize the portal. The emptiness was slightly creepy now, with the UFO uncovered in the corner. Its presence was difficult to forget. 

He walked around the far wall, not wanting to get any closer to the alien vessel, and they wound their way to the station. Peggy was the first up onto the pedestal. “Everything will work out, Will.” 

She looked like she meant it, but Will didn’t have the same level of optimism. 

“Let’s hope so,” he said, climbing up with her. He slung his rifle over his shoulder and unclipped his handgun from the holster on his chest. The magazine was full, the safety on. He didn’t want to use either, but having them gave him peace of mind as they were about to depart into the unknown. 

Neither of them spoke much as she tried to activate the Glass again. He watched as she typed on the tablet, choosing options with what he thought was some form of coding language. “Do you actually understand any of that?” he asked. 

“No, but I did a little HTML stuff for the school paper’s website. It’s kind of similar.” The screen flashed white, and the Glass duplicated the action. 

“Where will it take us?” Will whispered. 

“I don’t know. I found a location they’d previously tested. I wanted to be as safe as I could,” she said. 

“Okay.” Will reached for it. 

“We go in together,” Peggy breathed, taking his hand. She kept the tablet, and they stepped closer to the barrier. 

Will peered at her, admiring the contours of her face, the slim smile she gave him as their gazes locked. “I wouldn’t choose to travel to another world with anyone but you, Peggy Hawksley,” he said. 

“Same here, William Foster.” Peggy started forward, and they walked through the Glass.

… and into the same room. Will checked, and the UFO was right where it had been. The structure dimmed behind them, and he cursed. “It didn’t work.”

Peggy frowned and gestured at the tablet on the table, then showed him the one in her hand. “I took that.”

The hair on his arms rose. “There’s a poster.” 

“That wasn’t there before,” she murmured. 

Will slowly turned to face her. “We did it. We’ve changed planes!”

Peggy bounded off the pedestal, racing for the exit. “Where are you going?” he shouted, running after her. 

“I have to see,” she responded, and stuck the tablet in the doorway, ensuring they weren’t sealed from the room. It wouldn’t do any good to come all this way, only to be instantly locked out. 

Will caught up to her in the hall, and they found the stairs, quickly ascending them. Will left this door ajar with the spin of a deadbolt, and paused in his tracks. The floor and wall were beaten up, like someone had tried to break in but failed. There were scratches, dents, and abrasions covering the entire face of the door. 

This wasn’t the same house. There was tile, not wood. And it looked lived in. Inside the living room, the television was on. 

Will peeked around the corner, seeing a figure on a couch, his feet kicked up. The TV had a strange cartoon playing. It reminded him of something his parents might have watched as kids, but none of the characters were familiar. 

Peggy crept by, heading to the exit. She opened it, stepping onto the front porch. 

Will came next, quietly closing the screen door so it didn’t slam shut. He bumped into Peggy, and his breath caught in his throat. 

They were surrounded by high rises, a red sun glinting off the countless windows. He abandoned the porch, slowly spinning to take in the view. The house they’d just emerged from was built into the base of the area’s largest structure, the building rising for what he estimated was thirty or forty stories up. 

The name of the business was obvious, the letters giant and white.

“PremaCorp,” Peggy whispered. 

Will checked for signs of people around, but it remained quiet. 

“We’ve been waiting for you.” The voice startled Will, and he reached for his handgun. “There’s no need for that.”

A woman emerged from the house, with a man behind her. She was probably around forty, but it was tough to tell. Her face was weathered, as if she spent most of her life outside.

Peggy motioned to the lady’s tattoo. “Is that…”

“Stewart?” Will finished. 

“That’s right,” she said. “It reminds me of a time before all this shit.”

“That makes you…”

The woman nodded. “My name was Chrissy. I go by Chris now. And you’re Peggy.” She glanced at Will. “I don’t recognize you.”

“Will,” he whispered.

The man shifted on his feet, and for a moment, Will struggled to recognize him beneath a long white beard. “...Joel?”

“We’ve been here for a decade,” Joel told them. “Waiting for someone to arrive.”

“A decade?” Peggy took Will’s hand, her palm clammy. “Why didn’t you use it?”

“We couldn’t get in,” Chris admitted. “Is it true? There’s a lab?”

Peggy nodded, and the pair ran from them, rushing into the house. Joel was the first to reach the steps, Chris close behind. For an older pair, they moved like the wind. Will and Peggy barreled into the lab right behind them, and Chris stopped near the UFO. “It’s real. It happened.”

“What happened?” Peggy asked. 

“There’s a lot to talk about, girl.” Chris sighed, resting a hand on the alien hull. She smiled, tugging her necklace free from under her shirt. A slender black object dangled from it. 

Peggy glanced from it to the UFO, and saw the matching hole in the exterior. “That’s the key.”

Chris nodded, moving for the ship. 

Will swallowed and stepped away. 

_________


Drake




Drake hadn’t been high on anything since he was a teenager, rebelling against his parents by agreeing to smoke a joint with his old pals Buddy and Pete. Even then, he’d had no idea what he was doing, and he doubted he’d really inhaled more than fumes. 

This was far different. His head swam as he lay on the bed, and Drake listened to Cedric’s voice, which spoke in a soothing and calm cadence, guiding Drake’s actions. 

“Close your eyes, Drake. That’s important. You have to focus.”

“On what?” he asked, seeing images flutter behind his eyelids. 

“Your other lives.”

Drake felt Nia’s hand touching his, and he squeezed, appreciating the support. “How do I do that?”

“Drake, as you’re aware, there are literally hundreds or thousands of iterations of our world, each separated by time and space. There’s no easy explanation for how or why they exist, only that they do. You are unique, a person capable of living on Earth after the Visitors came. It happens in every version, because the creator of the Glass activated them all at the same moment. Only those linked to their other selves were salvaged,” Cedric said. 

“That’s not entirely true,” Nia told him. “What about the people who were—”

“Yes, scratched by the Visitors. Sure. They’re alive on this world, but not the rest of the planes, unless they were similarly attacked,” he said. 

Drake listened to their banter, barely hearing the words. Moments of his life replayed, starting with that time he’d smoked weed with his friends, probably because he’d been thinking about it. Only now, Buddy wasn’t there. It was Cedric: a younger version of him. 

“Cedric, what are you doing here?”

The answer didn’t come from the room he was lying in; it came from his own mind. “I was always present.”

“That’s not true. I didn’t meet you until Montana,” Drake said. 

“In this life, perhaps.” Cedric took a drag and offered it to Drake, who shook his head. They were in Pete’s basement, his parents playing cards at their friend’s house. 

“What am I looking for?” Drake asked. 

“The answers. Where are you, Drake? We need to find the creator of PremaCorp. He’s the only one that can stop all of this.” Cedric exhaled, blowing a deep cloud of smoke into the basement. 

The figures disappeared with the smoke, and he was gone. 

The vision shifted.

“Now who can tell me why that won’t work?” The professor paced in front of the whiteboard, his hands behind his back. Drake didn’t recognize this memory, but felt his own arm rise. “Go ahead, Mr. Astin.”

He was about to apologize, but his own voice emerged with an answer. “The relay will be overrun at that amperage. You need to either reduce the load or change the relay.”

“Very good. This isn’t that complicated, people. Science has rules. Electricity has rules. Gravity has rules. Focus on logic, and you’ll be surprised at what you can achieve,” the professor said. “Now if you…”

The vision swam, and Drake felt submerged. He tried to breathe but couldn’t. Finally, his head rose from the pool, water dripping down his face. 

There she was. My wife…

“Helen, can you pass me a towel?” 

She glanced up from her lounge chair, lowering her thriller. Helen peered at him from behind oversized sunglasses. “Must you always bug me at the end of a book?”

“Yes, it’s my life’s purpose.” Drake climbed from the swimming pool and saw the ocean beyond. 

“I thought PremaCorp was.” She smiled, tossing a towel to the tiles. 

Drake dried himself off and nodded. “I’m close, Helen. So very close.”

She lost her grin. “Are you certain you want to do this?”

“We’ll go down in history, Helen.” Drake lowered to the end of her seat, rubbing her shins. “By this time next year, we’ll have contacted another Earth. Wait until you read the headlines.”

She set the book down. “It feels… wrong.”

“We’ve talked about this, Helen. You said…”

“I know what I said, but I didn’t actually think you’d pull it off. Communicating with another world? What happens then? Something of this magnitude will have ramifications…”

“That’s where I have to stop you.” Drake stood, water dripping off his trunks. “Science has rules. If I follow them…”

Drake wanted to hear the rest of the conversation, but their words faded as another image filled his memories. He was in a camp, a fire burning hot with a series of rotisserie rods rotating over the flames, each holding a different animal. 

People were gathered at a handmade table, talking pleasantly. He glanced at his own arm, seeing he was wearing a jacket. The letters PC were embroidered on the chest. 

Helen was there, looking older. She smiled, but it didn’t reach her eyes. 

“Is everything okay?” he heard himself ask. 

“Why are we still here?”

“We agreed on this.”

“We’re hiding, Drake. I think it’s time to return. To fix it,” she said. 

Drake felt the turmoil within this other version of himself. “We can’t.”

“What do you mean?” Helen frowned at him, and he nodded when one of the other villagers walked by. 

“Something’s happened. The link has changed. This place’s connection has been altered.” 

Helen grabbed his arm, her fingernails digging into his skin. “You told me no one could access the lab. You said we could leave and change this at any time.”

Drake sighed, the tension rising in his chest. “It was a lie. I didn’t know the labs would appear on every Earth. How could I?”

“And your nemesis? Is he behind this?” Helen asked. 

Drake’s chin touched his chest, and he nodded slightly. “Yes. I fear he is.”

“Great. What are we supposed to do? Sit here while they come?” 

“There could be worse places to hide out.” Drake indicated the people at the table, immersed in friendly banter.

“I don’t want to hide. I want to go home,” Helen pleaded. 

“We may not have a home to return to.” 

Drake tried to cling to the vision but was being pulled away, almost like he was floating into the sky. He thought he heard a gunshot before his eyes snapped open. Nia was still there, worry stamped on her expression. 

Cedric paced the room. “Did you find him?”

“I think he’s in the Other Place. A camp,” Drake said before he could stop himself. He thought about Helen’s comment. And your nemesis? Is he behind this? “But that might be nothing. I didn’t see much.”

“Then we try again.” Cedric’s voice was laced with desperation. 

Before Drake could argue with him, Nia stood, blocking Cedric from the bed. “Not happening. We’re out of here.”

“You can’t leave. I have to stop this—”

“Stop what? None of the Cedrics have made any sense, and you just killed someone that looks like you? You’re clearly deranged, and we won’t stand by while you—” Nia stopped when he brandished a gun, a shiny Glock pointed at her, then at Drake. 

Drake’s mind was reeling, and he wondered if this was really occurring, or if it was his imagination. He rushed to his feet, his legs unsteady. “Put it away.”

Cedric moved a step closer. “Or what?”

Sage lunged at him, and Drake jumped forward, barreling into the man. The gun was knocked aside, and Nia grabbed it, aiming at Cedric. “Or that,” she spat. 

Cedric shoved Sage off, and Drake whistled, forcing his dog to sit. She growled at the perpetrator but obeyed despite her instincts. 

“What’s your game? Where’s our Cedric?” Drake asked. 

“I don’t know. That one is a loose cannon,” Cedric answered. “If you’re going to kill me, just do it.”

Drake swallowed a lump in his throat, and he and Nia shared a glance. “Stay here.” They went to the exit, Sage the last to leave the room. “Don’t follow us, Cedric. Or I won’t be so forgiving next time.” 

He shut the door, and Nia kept the handgun ready to fire if necessary. Drake’s steps were uneven, but he managed to move to the stairs. They hurried outside, and he was astonished to find the sun high in the sky. Sage barked a few times, and they crossed the parking lot. Cedric watched them from the window as they ran to the truck. 

“There!” Nia gestured to the side of the big red building, and Drake saw five of the aliens standing in the shade. They each had a light over an eye, their uniforms black, their faces obscured by the fabric. 

“Should we…?”

“Start a fight with aliens? They’re unarmed.”

Drake considered running them over, but didn’t, as Nia threw the truck into drive. They raced away, Drake uncertain what his next steps should be. He couldn’t shake the image of himself in the Other Place, discussing PremaCorp’s mistake with his wife. He glanced at Nia, somehow feeling guilty, but the memories weren’t his. 

“Where to?” she asked. 

“Anywhere but here.”

_________


Britt




“How the hell did they shut it off?” Britt asked. 

“More like, who the hell shut it off?” Joel muttered. “And who was firing that gun?”

“The aliens?” Bean offered. 

“What aliens? Have you even seen any?” Ransom shouted. 

“Drake and Will have,” Britt reminded him. 

“Or so they think.” Ransom slapped a palm to the Glass. “Bean, did you know this was going to happen?”

“Yes,” both of the girls said simultaneously, then went quiet. 

Ransom crouched near his daughter. “What else do you need to tell me? Why are we here? You saw this?”

Chrissy nodded, her eyes filled with fat tears. “We have to be together.”

“But why?” he demanded, maybe too loudly. Chrissy started to cry, and her older self went to comfort her. Britt stared at the pair of them, astounded.

“The answer to the Glass is somewhere in the Beyond,” Bean said, standing up. She still held Chrissy’s hand. 

“Where?” Britt whispered. 

“Our camp, I think,” Bean said. 

“Then why did we leave in the first place?” Ransom was clearly frustrated, and Britt dragged him from the group.

“You have to calm down,” she mumbled. 

“Calm down? We’re stuck in the Other Place, and you brought my daughter into danger!” he shouted, and Britt staggered back, startled by his vehemence. His eyes softened, his scowl melting on his handsome face. “I’m sorry. I’m just worried about her. And I have another Chrissy to think about…”

“I can’t imagine,” she said. 

“It’s been hard, but from her perspective, I’ve been gone a long time. I think it’s stranger for me somehow.” Ransom looked past Britt, and she assumed he was watching the girls interacting. “Seeing her grown up… it’s difficult. And with no way to travel home.”

“Maybe there is. They seem to think someone can help us at their camp,” Britt said. 

“Okay. Then that’s where we head.” Ransom returned to their group, and all gazes settled on him. “We need to go to the village again. Joel, can you lead us?”

“Sure. It’s easy using Mount Beyond as a marker.”

“I can get us there too,” Bean suggested. 

Britt went to Joel’s side as they began walking, and gasped when she saw one of the Visitors lingering near the tree line. “Are they dangerous?” She’d seen the softer side to the creatures before, but if they were encroaching on their territory, it might change the narrative. 

“They are, but they’ve let us pass once. Why not again?” Joel kept his rifle close, his eyes moving as he surveyed the area. “How are you doing?”

“Me? Fine, I guess. What happened?” she asked. 

“We came across a village. Chrissy was supposed to be our ticket out of here, but apparently, that wasn’t true.”

“I, for one, am glad we found you,” Britt said, and he cocked a small grin. 

“There’s something you should know about the camp,” he told her, and Britt sensed dire news coming. 

“What?”

“Chrissy wasn’t the only person we knew. Drake’s there,” Joel muttered. 

“Drake? But he’s with Nia in LA.”

“LA?”

“It’s a long story. What about Drake?” she asked. 

“He’s with his wife, Helen. He’s older,” Joel said. 

Britt tried to process the information. “Okay. This is real. The dimensions, the Glass. I mean, it’s difficult to dispute when we’re currently walking with two of Ransom’s daughters.”

“She’s technically not—”

“I get it. Bean is from another Ransom. But still…”

Britt wondered what she’d do if she encountered an alternate version of herself in the Other Place. She hoped that didn’t occur.

A second gunshot carried through the forest, and Joel stopped, lifting a hand. He sighted down his rifle, and a group of Visitors rushed by them, racing to the left, away from the sound. 

“Someone’s here,” Ransom whispered. 

Britt had her own handgun out, and Ransom did the same, while Joel stood in front of the girls. The Visitors didn’t pay them any mind as they evacuated the area, grunting and loping into the dense woodland. 

“Should we follow them?” Bean asked. Chrissy held her hand, the smaller girl not speaking. 

“We have to find out who this is.” Joel took a step, a branch snapping under his boot. “Don’t move an inch.”

The Visitor horde disappeared, their sounds growing more distant with each beat of Britt’s heart. And the forest eventually turned silent. 

Just when she was about to say something, she heard the movement. Britt slowly turned, noticing footsteps in all directions. “They’re circling us.” 

After an excruciating few minutes, she finally saw one. A glowing blue eye, the dark outfit. They held guns, but not anything alien in design. They resembled automatic rifles from Earth. 

“What do we do?” Ransom managed to croak out. 

“Fight,” Joel said. 

Britt set a hand on his arm. “The girls… if we fight, we die.”

Joel flinched, but finally lowered the barrel. “Fine.”

There were more than twenty of the aliens surrounding them, their circle growing tighter as they approached Britt’s group. One of them came forward, stopping twenty feet away. 

His hand lifted, removing the mask, and Britt almost dropped her gun.














INTERLUDE


Garnet Smith





English Channel




Garnet stroked his beard, watching the coastline like he did every evening. No signs of life. The trek from Australia had been arduous, but since being encircled by death on land, he appreciated the solitude. After a few weeks of this, he was ready to find more people. Unfortunately, Garnet was beginning to believe he might be the last man on Earth. 

Port Douglas seemed like a dream now, as had his marriage to Bridget. Those were the before times, and all that mattered was moving forward. 

Garnet sat watching the French coast, thinking how beautiful it was as the sun set over the ocean. A glint of light reflected off something. 

Were his eyes playing tricks on him? He grabbed his binoculars, pressing them to his face. He saw the reflection again and moved to the north, following the marina borders. There it was. A Glass. 

For a moment, he’d thought it was someone trying to flag his boat down, but no, it was just another one of those stupid things that had brought on their destruction. Garnet hadn’t seen many creatures lately, and wondered about that. Where had they gone? Did they leave through the barriers? 

A gunshot report carried across the water, ringing in his ears, and he smiled despite the threatening sound. He continued his observation until he spotted the pair: a man and woman, finely dressed, standing on the end of a pier, jumping excitedly. 

Garnet nearly fell from the boat as he leaned over the railing, trying for a better look. They were alive! He waved in response and rushed to the edge of the cruise liner. Instead of taking the entire boat to the shore, he opted to use the smaller tender. He lowered it into the water with shaky hands and forgot to bring anything else with him. He only realized when he was halfway to the dock that he didn’t even have a gun. 

The couple were hugging, clearly thrilled to have found someone else alive. 

When he was close, he started calling for them. “Hello! My name’s Garnet!”

“Nicki!” The woman pointed to herself. “This is Lowell!”

The compact boat bumped the edge of the dock, and Lowell tossed him a rope, which he used to tie it off. 

“You speak English?” Garnet asked. 

“Do you?” Lowell asked, his tone friendly. “Just kidding, mate.”

Garnet did his best not to roll his eyes. “Sure, because I’m an Aussie. I get it.”

Nicki beamed, her smile infectious. “You came from Australia?” 

“I did.”

She muttered something in French he didn’t understand, and stared past him to the boat. “Where are you going?”

“I’m looking for people.”

“You found them.” Lowell clapped him on the shoulder. “Come. Let’s get acquainted.”

“Are there more of you?” Garnet asked, and Nicki nodded. 

“A few.” They crossed the main road, which was blocked by an endless stream of parked cars. They meandered through them, Garnet doing his best to ignore the bloated corpses. He’d been lucky to be at sea for the last while. It was much preferable to the land. 

The three of them headed into a hotel parking lot, and Garnet noticed how it was empty, with the exception of a couple of nice cars. 

“We cleaned it up,” Nicki said. “Only the living are permitted in our hotel.”

The lobby smelled fresh, a fragrant scent lingering over a hint of bleach. 

“Who is this?” someone asked, and Garnett glanced at the old woman. 

“Coralie, this is Garnet. From Australia,” Lowell said. 

Garnet shook her hand, bracelets jingling on her bony wrist. “What a pleasure. You’re just in time,” she said.

“For what?” he asked. 

A big man strode into the lobby, pushing a rolling gilded suitcase rack filled with bags. 

“We were planning on leaving,” Nicki said with a smile. 

“Where?”

“To America. We’ve heard of a city in Arizona. Power. People. A future.” Lowell spread his arms out like he was on a stage. 

“America. How were you going to get there?” Garnet asked. 

“We were about to load these onto a shipping transport, but it appears that luck has given us fortune,” Coralie said, her accent strong. 

Garnet did have the cruise liner, and maybe continuing this adventure to the States would be just what he needed. He’d never been. “I’ll do it.”

“Good. Can you give us a hand?” Lowell held the door open while several others entered with carts of supplies. 

“Tell me about this city,” he prompted Nicki.














INTERLUDE


John Baker





Lake Tahoe




“Everyone know the plan?” Jill asked from the box of the truck. She stood on the tailgate, her hands on her hips. 

“Drive south. Get to Tucson,” John said. 

Fran was in front of Jill on ground level and shook her head. “There’s a few more pieces than that.” She held up a map, letting the length of it drop near her knees. Fran traced her finger in a straight line southeast. “It’s nine hundred highway miles, straight through Vegas.”

“I think we’d better take a circuitous route. Vegas will be a nightmare,” Fox said.

Phil sidled up to John and leaned in. “I could use a weekend of gambling.”

“You and me both.” John tugged at the front of his shirt, trying to cool himself. It was hotter than a boiler room. 

Their entire group was gathered, and it was a sight to see. Eight hundred or so humans still clinging to their world, even after the rest had died. The newcomers didn’t add to the conversation. They’d arrived a day or so ago, bringing word that they’d encountered Will and Peggy. John glanced at the child, Reed, and couldn’t believe so much bloodshed had occurred on his account. Lucky, the big balding man, noticed him watching, and nodded at John. 

Fran and Jill spoke for a while longer, the words failing to resonate with John. He was remembering what Cedric had told him years ago. The aliens will invade. We can’t let them.

If that was the case, where were the aliens? Why had the Glass shifted, and why had nothing emerged so far? 

“You want to drive?” Phil asked him, and he shrugged. 

“Sure.” He took the van’s keys, sauntering to the cheap vehicle. The bumper was scratched and worn; the door had a few dents in it. He suspected this had been driven by a distracted mother, bashing into shopping carts at the grocery store. 

There was an old CD in the player, and he laughed as the pop star sang a song he’d always despised. Today, he rolled down the window, cranking the music up, and bellowed the chorus, with Phil joining in. 

The convoy began their journey from their sanctuary at Lake Tahoe. In a few days, they’d get to Tucson and start the rest of their lives. 

Soon they were on the freeway, their two hundred vehicles making the trip even slower, but John didn’t mind. They had a purpose, an end goal, and he was happy to be among the living.














INTERLUDE


Cedric Bellows





Santa Maria, California




He’d never used this in front of anyone, not even his older self. The cold black alien metal was chilly on his wrist, but he strapped it there nonetheless. The Glass had shifted, but he wasn’t sure what it meant. He could no longer get to the Other Place, not the usual way, but this… he had options. 

He used the screen, tapping the icons. Spending years translating the language his alternate version had given him was costly, and often the translators assumed he was nuts. It helped that they thought he had a podcast most of them had heard of. Gray Matters was a worldwide sensation, largely because everyone had a passing interest in learning about life from space. It had all been a means to an end.

Cedric almost felt bad for deceiving Ransom and Joel, not to mention the rest of them. But if he didn’t stick to the plan, they’d lose everything. That nutbag in LA was forcing his hand. An army of aliens… what was he thinking? Did he really think he could trick these people into getting what he wanted? There were better ways to finish this. 

He briefly wondered where this planet’s real Cedric was, but guessed it didn’t matter. 

The light increased, and the Glass began to glow, the color different than before. Where would it lead? If he stepped through, what wonders might he find across it? Would it be yet another desolate Earth, fallen for some mysterious reason? Or might he finally see the aliens’ world? 

Instead of checking, he did the pragmatic thing. Cedric tapped the device linking to the Glass and chose his destination: the Other Place. 

When he finished programming it, the glow turned white, and he glanced over his shoulder. Cedric thought he saw the blink of a blue eyepiece, but it was gone. 

With a shiver down his spine, he went into the shimmering pool. 

And came out in the same location, but there were no buildings or signs of humanity remaining. This was the Visitors’ planet. 

Cedric used the inhaler and hurried toward the only man in the universe that might stop this from ruining every last timeline. 

Somewhere to the north, the creator of PremaCorp was waiting for him, only he didn’t know it. 

Drake Astin claimed to have made the Glass, but Cedric knew that was a lie. The aliens had brought it. Drake had stolen the design. 

Would his plan work? Cedric moved his head, trying to shake out the flurry of unanswered questions saturating his mind. 

This was it. 

Cedric closed the application on the alien device, powering it down, and the light behind him dimmed, eventually turning clear. 

He walked toward the human camp, hoping he could pull off another few days of deceit. Only then could he break the worlds.

















PART THREE
THE PAST



Will




“Wait,” Joel said, halting Chris from using the key. 

She shoved the older man away, and Peggy stepped in, blocking the access. “What are you doing?”

“They left remnants behind. I think we can utilize this to power some of them on. Build a better life,” Chris said. Her gaze didn’t leave the UFO. 

Will glanced past them to the Glass, which remained on the pedestal, clear and nonoperational. “We should go home,” he whispered. 

“Home?” Chris asked. 

Joel walked to the center of the room, tugging on his beard. “We could go with them.”

“To the before times? I don’t want to live through that again,” Chris said. 

“Maybe you can help us prevent the invasion,” Will suggested, and Chris bellowed a laugh. 

“There’s no stopping them, kid.” She squinted. “Who are you anyway?”

“Will.” 

“You weren’t there. When the Glass killed everyone,” she told him. 

Will jutted out his arm, showing her the black inky markings. “I was scratched. It’s the only reason I made it.”

“That actually worked?” Joel called from his position near the Glass. His knuckles rapped on it. “We heard rumors.”

“Wait, normal people survived that weren’t linked?” Chris barked.

“What does ‘linked’ mean?” Peggy insisted. 

“That’s what Chris calls it. We finally realized there were other dimensions, varied versions of ourselves going through similar events. We tried everything to connect with them. Meditation. Drugs. Dreams…” Joel gazed at Peggy. “You. You were strong.”

“She is strong,” Will corrected. 

“What… what happened to me?” Peggy asked. 

“Like nearly all of them, you died in the invasion.”

Will raised an eyebrow. “Why didn’t you?”

“Don’t think we were hiding, kid,” Joel grunted. “I made a promise to this one’s father that I wouldn’t let them hurt her. We thought she was the most important part.”

“Turns out that was a lie,” Chris muttered. 

Will considered their options but required more information. “Show us.”

Chris finally broke her stare-off with the UFO, and smirked. “You want to see what the aliens did?”

“I guess.” He cleared his throat, adding a layer of determination. “Yes. Bring us to the city.”

“It’s been a while, hasn’t it, Joel?” Chris slid the key into her black jeans. 

They propped the door open, and Peggy slowed as they neared the stairs. “What are you doing?” she whispered. 

“There might be a clue. If we understand what the aliens are planning on accomplishing, we have the upper hand.” 

“I doubt that.” Peggy looked around. “This wasn’t the right place.”

“How so?” 

“My dreams. I’m supposed to use the Glass, but not here.”

“Then we keep searching.” Will stayed at the top of the steps. “After we gather some intel.”

“What are you two waiting for?” Joel asked from the house’s exit. The TV was still on, and Will saw that it had changed to another kids’ program, this one as unfamiliar as the first. 

“You like cartoons?”

“Anything that reminds me of a better life,” Joel said, pushing outside. 

The buildings surrounding them had endured the test of time. “What was this place?”

“PremaCorp settled here in 2020, when land and workers were cheap. The CEO was desperate to build more than an empire. He wanted a community. Said he could see generations of people becoming lifelong friends. They had onsite daycare, schools, sports teams… It was an optimistic plan,” Joel said. 

“But…”

“But they all died when the Glass activated.” Chris shrugged. “So I guess it didn’t work out like he’d planned.”

Will gawked at the surroundings as they went through. “Where are the bodies?”

“Cleaned them up in the early years.” Joel dusted his hands off, as if recalling the task. “Had some help back then. But now it’s just the two of us.”

“Why? What happened to the survivors?” Peggy asked. 

“South Arizona. We haven’t been there in ages,” Joel answered.

“Where are we going? We can’t walk to Spokane.” Will squinted, trying to locate a car or truck on the premises. 

Joel tapped a remote, and a bay door opened at the edge of a building. The loading dock’s ramp rolled out, hitting the ground with a cloud of dirt. “I hope you don’t mind close quarters. These things weren’t made to carry four humans.”

“They weren’t made for humans at all,” Chris said.

Will didn’t understand until they strode up the ramp, encountering a rounded pod similar in structure to the UFO. The exterior was black, with tiny pockmarks over it. 

“We’re taking this?” Peggy’s voice warbled. 

Chris jabbed a key into it. “Unless you have a better idea?”

Will whistled subconsciously and placed a hand on the hull. “This is insane.”

“That’s what I thought at first. But when the gas became useless and we couldn’t drive any more, we thought, what the hell? Why not take them?”

Peggy reached for it with a shaky arm. “Won’t the aliens see us?”

“What aliens?”

“You said they invaded,” Peggy murmured. 

“They did. And left.” Chris climbed in, taking the front seat with Joel. They were close, their legs cramped together. “Are you coming? Or would you rather stay behind?” 

Will motioned for Peggy to go, and he squeezed in. “How do I…?” He set his pack down, and Peggy lowered her rifle to the floor.

The door closed with the touch of a dash screen, and Will watched the display as alien icons appeared. “Can you drive it?” 

Joel and Chris shared a laugh. “We can do better than that.”

It hummed and shook, the lights dimming and growing brighter. Peggy’s grip hurt him as the pod moved down the ramp and onto the street. 

Joel typed on the screen, and they continued forward, slowing as they neared the highway. He turned it to the right, and the entire vessel vibrated. “Ready?” Chris asked Joel. 

“All set.” 

Chris took one final glance at the pair of them and smirked. “Hold on.”

Will searched for something to grab, but didn’t find anything. 

The pod shot into the air, racing straight up rather than forward. 

“We’re…”

“Flying,” Chris finished. 

The land grew smaller below them, and Will gasped as he spotted a city in the distance. 

_________


Ransom




“Is this some sort of joke?” Ransom barked. 

“Sadly, no,” Cedric said. The mask lay on the ground beside his boots, which Ransom now noted were platforms, making him taller. The uniform looked cheap: the plastic eyepiece, the fake wrist apparatus. 

“Then what are you doing? How dare you come to us, aiming guns at our faces!” Britt shouted. 

Ransom had Chrissy beside him, and his arm was protectively wrapped around her. 

“You must go with me,” he said. 

Ransom studied the man and didn’t see the scar. “Who are you?”

“I think you’re aware, Ransom,” Cedric said softly. 

“Sure, you’re Cedric, but which one?” 

Cedric lowered his chin, his mouth turned down. “There’s so much you don’t know.”

“Then tell us,” Britt pleaded. 

Joel was wound tight, his eyes watching every movement. They were surrounded, but the uniformed men had lowered their weapons. 

“How about I do even better? I’ll show you.” He waved to the soldiers, and they each took off their masks. 

Ransom blinked, wondering if his mind was playing tricks on him. They were all Cedrics. “How did you do this?”

“Why did you do this?” Britt added. 

There were subtle differences to the men. Some had short hair; one was completely bald. Others had long hair, or beards. But they were undoubtedly him. 

“Cedric, the first, came to me. I was conscripted into a war, the final conflict before Earth’s destruction. And I listened, because what choice did I have?” They all nodded, their mannerisms similar. 

“You could have told him off,” Joel muttered. 

“I knew you, Joel,” the heaviest of the Cedrics said. “Good fighter. But too hot-headed.”

Ransom recalled the first time their own Cedric had revealed his doppelgänger, and how that man had come to him in a bar nine years earlier. “What are you hoping to accomplish?”

“The Glass… we must control it. But there’s only one man who can do that. He started all of this, and it’s gotten away from him. We think he’s hiding on this plane. I’ve tried to locate the Primary but came up empty.”

“And this man… he’s here?” Ransom asked. 

“Yes. He’s aware of his actions, and he will... have to make amends.” The Cedrics all bobbed their heads in agreement. 

Britt was in front of Bean. “Then what do you need us for?”

“I don’t know where they are. The world is a big place,” he said. 

Ransom glanced toward the direction of the village. “Who built the Glass?”

“Drake. Drake Astin.”

“No, he didn’t!” Bean shouted, and Britt tried to grab her wrist. She fought it off and barged over to Cedric, without a fear in the world. 

“You.” Cedric peered from the teenager to Chrissy. “Perfect. There are two of you. That should make things easier. Tell me where the village is.”

“Drake is a good man. He wouldn’t have caused all of this,” Bean proclaimed. 

“Then bring me to him, and we’ll work it out. Peacefully.”

“If you’re serious, why are you dressing up like… them?” Ransom motioned to their attire. 

“You still don’t get it, Ransom. They will invade. These garments allow us passage among them, at least from a distance,” Cedric said. 

Ransom struggled to believe that, considering how dreadful the quality was. “If you say so.”

He tried to assess their situation. If there was a way to convince Drake to stop it, why shouldn’t they help these Cedrics? But that was only if he trusted them, and Ransom didn’t. Not one bit. 

“We’re wasting time,” Cedric spat. “Escort us to the village, and we can end the strife!”

Bean stepped back from his vehemence and looked at Ransom, as if seeking his approval. 

“Give us a moment,” Ransom said, huddling with his people. 

Britt was close, her forehead almost touching his. “What do we believe? How could Drake have created the Glass?”

“He couldn’t have,” Joel said. “Not our version anyway.”

“I…” 

They all scrutinized Chrissy, and she averted her gaze to the ground. 

Ransom crouched by his daughter. “What is it?”

“I’m scared.” 

Ransom hugged her. “It’ll be okay. We can help Cedric, then take over the Glass. And when we do, we can go home.”

Chrissy looked up at him. “Where is home?”

“Wherever we’re together.”

“With me too,” Britt added, and Chrissy wiped a tear. 

“Okay.”

“Bean, what’s your opinion?” Joel asked the older version of Chrissy. 

“Drake’s a good man. We can’t let them hurt him,” she said. 

Ransom broke apart from the huddle. “Cedric, you’re not planning on harming Drake Astin, are you?” 

“Why should we? If he complies, there’s nothing to fear,” Cedric said. 

“Then let’s move.” They departed from the Cedrics, and Ransom refused to check if they were following. The hike in had been grueling, and he scratched at the angry bug bite on his stomach. 

He recalled something Chrissy had mentioned, and it stuck with him. 

No, Daddy. You were there. With the police officer. And they came out. They had blue eyes. They’re bad.

Was that a portent of things to come? Were the real aliens going to arrive when they returned to Drake in the village, or were the people with blue eyes actually Cedric and his gang? 

Ransom noticed more strangers dressed in similar costume. “Are they all…”

Cedric pointed at his own chest. “Me? No.” He waved at one of them, and they took their mask off. It was a thin woman, her face familiar. 

Ransom flinched, recalling Trent’s partner in crime. “Catherine?”

“Do we know each other?” she asked. 

“Nope,” Ransom answered. 

They had to either go along with the delusional Cedrics’ plan, or fight them. And with his daughter and friends present, he couldn’t take that risk. Joel was his biggest concern. At any moment, Joel might attack. If the soldier sensed he was being cornered, all hell would break loose. 

Their group marched, with half of Cedric’s force ahead. The other half remained behind, their fingers near gun triggers. Britt stared at Bean, probably trying to let it sink in. There were different versions of them in the Other Place. She was likely wondering if she’d encounter herself. Ransom hadn’t really considered it, and now it was unnerving. Chrissy seemed to take it in stride, but the older one kept watching his daughter, like she was a ghost trailing within her like a shadow. 

The Visitors came into view as they rounded a bend in the hillside where the ground flattened out and the forest grew thinner. They observed from a distance, the males standing protectively around their people. A couple beat their chests, trying to make a show of it, and Cedric grunted. 

“We should clear them out,” he said. 

Joel stopped in his tracks, pushing Cedric’s shoulder. “Don’t even think about it.”

“Watch yourself,” the Cedric exclaimed. “Or you’ll be joining them.”

“Enough,” Britt told him. “Leave the locals alone. They won’t do anything to us, unless provoked.”

Cedric glared at the Visitors and nodded at their path. “Keep walking.”

Chrissy almost tripped, and Ransom caught her, taking her hand. “You okay?”

She peered up at him with big eyes. “Yes, Daddy.”

He wanted to pick her up and carry her, but it was too far. He’d need his strength. 

By the time they took a break, they were all sweating; their clothing stuck to their skin, the bugs relentless in their pursuit of human blood. Ransom sat, drinking water from a canteen after Chrissy and Britt had their fill. Joel shared his with Bean, and they remained quiet while the Cedrics and their allies spoke at a distance. 

Joel gestured to the north. “What’s that?”

The sun had started setting, the entire region coated in a humidity-induced mist. Ransom stood and went to the edge of clearing. “Someone’s there.” 

Joel clutched his rifle, cursing under his breath. “It’s another of Cedric’s people.” He passed the rifle, and Ransom lined up the scope. 

It was wearing a black uniform, the face obscured, the eye glowing blue. “You might want to rally your team,” Ransom called to Cedric. “The Visitors won’t appreciate your friends lingering behind.”

Cedric seemed shocked, and he counted everyone. “What are you going on about? We’re all here.”

Ransom searched for the being, but it was gone. 

_________


Drake




Drake tapped the CB while he drove. “Can you try it again?”

“No one’s responded. What makes you think they will now?” Nia took the handset regardless. “You realize the range can’t reach Tahoe, don’t you?”

Drake checked the GPS. They were heading north, still hours from the camp. “Humor me,” he said. 

“Come in, Tahoe, this is Nia. I repeat, this is Nia. Anybody read this?” She glared at Drake, tapping her fingernail on the dash. “Told you…”

“…Nia, good to hear your voice. Tahoe responding from the road,” Fran, the Deliverer, said through the speaker. 

“Wait, how are they…” Drake grabbed the handset. “Where are you?”

“Heading south on I-95.”

“Why?”

“Jill and her people wanted to visit this new city in Tucson. Safety in numbers and all that. We didn’t really have a choice, Drake,” Fran said. 

“I’m north on the 395. What’s your position?” He paused while the static amplified, implying they were nearly out of range. 

“…Amargosa Valley…”

“Wait for us there,” Drake said.

“…how long?”

“Two… three hours.” The daylight was beginning to diminish, so the convoy would have to rest regardless. 

“Let me clear it with Jill…”

Nia stared out the window. “Tucson. I was hoping we’d have more time to linger.”

“Why?” Drake asked. 

“I don’t know… That whole thing with Cedric, and the ayahuasca.”

“… the scouts are showing Vegas is mostly blocked. We’ll have to discuss a route. We’re stopping now.”

“Thank you,” Drake said. “See you soon.”

He braked, pulling to the shoulder, and quickly took Sage out. Nia stayed in the car, and Drake could tell she was shaken. When he returned, he waited before starting the engine. “Spit it out.”

“You made the Glass?”

“Not me.”

“But another version,” she told him, glancing away. “We’re practically strangers.”

“That’s crazy.”

“Is it?” Nia’s gaze wouldn’t meet his. “What if you found out I was a serial killer on another Earth? Would you still look at me the same?”

Drake let it sink in before speaking. People often thought he was overly methodical, or shy, but he preferred to think before he spoke. It was a lesson more couples should learn. “I guess not.”

“Did he know what he was doing? Regarding the aliens?”

“That’s not fair,” he grumbled. “I saw a minor glimpse of myself in these other worlds. Nothing I witnessed suggested I was an evil man.”

“Who are you?” she whispered. 

“What do you want me to say?” 

Nia rolled down her window, and a cool breeze entered the cab. “Why did you never get married?”

“I could ask you the same thing,” he breathed, not taking his own advice from a moment ago. “That’s not what I meant.”

She finally stared at him. “Because I had a shitty relationship when I was nineteen. I was trying to go to school. Community college. He was an instructor for my introductory English class, and after a month, we were dating. He was a real bastard.”

Drake gripped the steering wheel even though he was parked on the shoulder. 

“He beat me. Really bad, a couple of times. I didn’t think I could get out, and he was a teacher. When I threatened him, he had me expelled for cheating. I went to the school, but no one believed me.”

“Did you go to the cops?” Drake asked. 

“Take a guess.” She glanced at her hand, and he understood. 

“Not all police are…”

“It doesn’t matter. I spent the rest of my life turning people away because I couldn’t bear the thought of being hurt again.”

“You haven’t done that with me. Why?” 

“Because you’re different,” she mumbled. 

“Then don’t worry about what Drake Astin, the founder of PremaCorp, has done. He’s not me.”

“Okay.” Nia pointed at the highway. “We’d better go.”

Drake fired up the engine and shoulder-checked, despite no other living people on the road. He wondered how many miles he’d put on this truck since he’d left his home on the West Coast. 

“You didn’t answer my initial question,” Nia said a minute later.

“I’m not an easy man to be around,” he told her. 

“That’s not true.”

“I have a…” He rubbed his knuckles.

“A darkness?”

“That’s a good description.”

“Who doesn’t, Drake? You almost killed someone because you’re a good man, and that jerk had murdered his entire family. I’d have done the same thing,” Nia said. 

“It’s not just that. I’ve always felt it, simmering below the surface.”

“Sounds like every person I’ve ever met,” she said. 

“Don’t dismiss this, Nia.” Drake’s voice was louder than he’d intended. 

“Sorry.”

He saw the exit and signaled out of habit. “It was almost as if something whispered in my ear. That day, especially. Maybe I did kill him… on another Earth.”

“I’m not sure if that’s how it works.”

“Probably not.”

“You overthink things.” Nia touched his leg, her expression softening. “How about we let go of our pasts? All the drama and baggage.” She scrunched up her hands, like she was crumpling a sheet of paper, and pretended to toss it out the window. “Time to reset.”

Drake laughed and did the same, chucking the ball of air into the surrounding dusk. 

Sage lifted her head at the noise of the highway, and he shut the window again. “Thanks.”

“For what?” Nia asked. 

“I wouldn’t want to be alive at the end of the world with anyone but you.”

“Same.” Nia smiled, and Drake kept driving. 

The trip was exhausting, with a few areas nearly totally blocked by vehicles: mostly around the small towns, as people had realized they were in danger, and tried escaping to the cities for medical attention. But there was no saving them. 

The sun set behind the hills, making the trek all the more ominous. With no streetlights, and only his truck’s headlights to guide them, the drive became overpowering in the desert valley. Drake saw a sign in the distance and slowed, reading it aloud. “Death Valley.”

“You’re not kidding,” Nia whispered. A nice SUV was parked beside the billboard, an entire family sprawled in the ditch. 

Drake continued northeast until they intersected with the I-95. Once he started southeast, his mood lifted, confident he’d meet up with the rest of their friends soon. 

“Did you see that?” 

“Where?” Drake scanned the horizon, but everything was dark. 

Nia pointed right. “There.”

“Someone’s having a fire.” Drake slowed. “Is it one of ours?”

“They’re supposed to be a half-hour down the interstate.”

Drake assessed the situation out loud with Nia. “It might be trouble. Or they’re alone.”

“How did our entire convoy pass by without noticing?” 

“Beats me. It wasn’t dark. Maybe the fire hadn’t been started yet.” 

“Let’s check it out,” Nia said. 

“Okay. But be prepared for anything,” he told her. She already had her handgun out from under the seat. 

Drake entered the dirt road and approached the recreation area. There were a few vehicles parked at the front lot, and a handful of dune buggies. 

“These look fun.” 

“Not in the dark.” It was easy to spot the flames with nothing else to focus on. The clouds were low and heavy, letting no stars or the moon’s reflection through. 

Drake killed his headlights and parked a hundred yards away. He rushed from the truck, his gun in his grip. “Hello! Do you need help?”

No reply. 

“Maybe we should…” Nia closed her door gently. “Let me.” She stepped in front of Drake, but he pulled her back. “We saw the fire from the road. Are you okay?”

The wood sparked and shot a flurry of embers into the sand around the pit. Drake spotted a figure behind it, obscured by the orange glow. “Someone’s there.”

Nia nodded. “Hello. My name’s Nia. This is Drake. We have a dog too.”

Nothing.

Drake’s senses were on alert. His shoes sank into the sand; his nose was filled with the scent of burning bonfire, and his skin became chilled in the desert night. 

They were twenty yards away when the person revealed themselves, a long rifle in the kid’s control. He was skinny, with long greasy hair. “Don’t move,” he warned.

“We’re not here to—” 

The boy fired the gun, missing them. Drake dove to the ground, tackling Nia, and heard Sage barking from the safety of the truck. 

“Dammit. I almost had him,” the kid said. “Sorry. You can get up.”

Drake rolled onto his side, climbing to his feet. “What the hell was that?”

“Alien. I’ve been hunting him.”

“Alien? Was it naked?” Nia asked. 

“Not those things. Don’t bother. Nope, this is the real deal, miss.”

“What’s your name?” Drake glanced at the truck, where Sage had finally calmed. 

“Rick.” His gaze drifted past them, toward his previous target. “I have to check it out. I think I nailed him.”

Rick ran by, and Drake followed him through the desert, keeping his hand near his gun. Nia came along, her breaths quick and nervous. 

“Holy shit!” Rick’s hair fell into his face as he leaned over. 

“I don’t see anything,” Nia muttered.

“He’s hurt.” Rick gestured to the ground, and Drake crouched, careful not to touch the thick dark liquid. 

“It looks like tar,” Nia whispered. 

“That’s alien blood. I chased one in town last week, and it cut itself on a fence,” Rick said proudly. 

“You? Chased one?” Drake rose, peering into the darkness of the dunes. 

“Sure. They aren’t even carrying. I’ve been trying to catch it. For my family.”

“Are they…?” 

Drake didn’t have to finish. The kid nodded. “Someone has to pay for all the death.”

“What are you doing out here?” Nia asked. 

“Trying to lure it. I followed footprints in the day and used my fire to draw him into the open. Then you had to show up and ruin the surprise.” Rick set the butt of his rifle on the sand. “You know how long it’s going to take to find another target?”

“You should come with us.” Drake pointed to the south. “We’re heading to Amargosa Valley.”

“That’s a waste of time,” Rick said. 

“We’re not staying. It’s on to southern Arizona after that.”

“Arizona,” the kid whispered, like he’d never heard the word before. “Okay, I’m in.”

“How old are you?” Drake asked. 

“Fifteen.”

“No, you’re not. Be honest,” Nia told him, and Rick raised an eyebrow. 

“How old are you?” He smirked. 

“Fine. Pretend to be fifteen, and I’ll pretend to be twenty-five.” Nia led them from the viscous blood, and Drake let out Sage, introducing the dog to their new passenger. 

Rick seemed tentative near her at first, but he quickly warmed up when Sage offered a paw and barked once. “She’s smart.”

“She is. Come on. They’re waiting for us.” Drake held the door open. 

“Who is?”

“Our people.”

“Wait, there’s more than you two?” Rick asked, his voice laced with hope. 

“Eight hundred strong.” Nia smiled, and Rick started to cry, leaving filthy lines down his cheeks.



Will




They stayed in the air, floating above what was once Spokane. The river remained; the falls had dried up after half the flowing tributary had crumbled in the War. 

“They coordinated an attack in the dark. We aren’t sure how it occurred around the world, but in the US, we think they struck when every last corner of the mainland was shrouded in night. Up here, that meant 9:30 PM. On the East Coast, it was after midnight,” Chris said. 

“How did they do this?” Peggy’s words were barely audible over the hum of the alien engine. 

“They came in droves. We aren’t certain where they hailed from, but we believe it was a Glass, like the one in Monterey.”

“So you experienced this too? In your timeline,” Will said. 

“We did. I was there. But you weren’t, young William Foster,” Joel answered. He clutched the control, pressing it forward as they pushed lower. “Have you seen enough?”

“Yes.” Will surveyed the city, gaping at the toppled structures and giant holes in the surface. 

Chris glanced at Joel, and they nodded without saying anything. “We have something else to show you.”

Peggy seemed uneasy, but Will pursed his lips, trying to silently relay that everything would be okay, even though it was obviously a lie.

“What is it?” Peggy finally mustered the courage to ask while they flew south. 

“The bastards didn’t stay long. A month after they arrived, they departed without any of their tools,” Chris said. 

Joel set them on the ground, the pod shuddering as he powered it off on the outskirts of town. They were inside a crater a good two hundred yards wide. When they exited, Will had to bite back his terror. There were more vessels in various shapes and sizes. Land vehicles, with skinny gray tires and cannons. 

“An alien army,” he grumbled. 

“Precisely.” Joel walked to the nearest and slid it open. Will leaned in and tapped the dash. 

“Can we use any of this to stop them?” he asked. 

“Maybe. We’ve been trying to access that lab, but nothing’s worked. And it’s just the two of us. Chrissy… Chris had a vision that you would come, Peggy. We never thought it would take this many years,” Joel told them. “I nearly shot it with one of these, but we didn’t want to damage the lab if it persisted.”

Peggy stuck close to Will. “Why didn’t you leave? Go live with the others? If the aliens are gone, why not start over?” 

“The world… it’s just more of this. The soil has changed, making it harder to grow anything. And the Glass…”

“Wait, there are still Glass?”

The pair nodded. “I guess we forgot to mention that.”

“Where does it lead?” Peggy inquired. 

“We don’t have a clue. It’s inactive.”

Will glanced at his arm, recalling how he’d walked through to the Visitors’ world. “Show us.”

Joel crossed his arms. “Show you what?”

“One of them.”

“If you say so.” Joel started on foot, heading to the east. 

“Where are you going? Can’t we fly?” Will shouted. He grabbed his pack of supplies from the pod and hurried after them. 

“It’s easier on foot. It’s only a mile.”

Peggy went first, bringing her rifle, and Will jogged to catch up, while Chris waited at the pod. The woman stared at them, resignation in her eyes. She’d been waiting for Peggy to arrive, only to be disappointed with the lack of answers she brought from her timeline. 

“What are you expecting to find?” Joel helped Peggy up the last part of the crater’s incline, and they stepped into a field devoid of life. 

“There has to be a reason for all this,” he said. “If PremaCorp triggered the Glass, we should be able to control the panes with his lab.”

Peggy shook her head. “My dreams show another lab. This isn’t it either.”

“So there are duplicates in every plane? We have to locate ground zero. The origin structure,” Joel said. 

“I think so.”

Will could picture the previous corn husks, greenery filling the entire region, but now it was bleak, a reminder that they weren’t home.

“The Glass has changed,” Will told Joel. “We can’t access the Other Place any longer.”

Joel blinked rapidly, as if cluing into Will’s current mission. “There’s no way to use it. You assume we never tried?”

Will showed his injury, the black lines snaking up his skin. “I can get through.”

“You think it will bring you to the creatures’ planet?”

“I believe so.”

They stomped on the dried ground, dust puffing up with each step, and Joel slowed near a road. “It’s there.” He gestured to the right. The Glass was tagged with a red X spray-painted in the center of it. “We marked the ones we could find near the city.”

There was a reason they’d come. If they couldn’t reach the Other Place from home, maybe they could…

“Will, it’s working,” Peggy whispered. 

His arm itched and tingled as the Glass began to glow at the edges. The light intensified at each step closer. Will’s heart raced. “Get Chris. We have to go into it.”

“Why?” Joel asked. 

“Cedric claimed the Other Place was important, and since our barrier’s changed, this is our only hope.” Peggy took Will’s hand. 

“She won’t leave, and I can’t abandon her. I made a promise,” Joel shifted on his feet. He pulled an object from his pocket and tossed it to Will. “She asked me to give you this.”

“The key?” It was warm, and Will examined it in his grip. “What will it do?”

“It should work in the UFO. Chris has dreamed of their ships helping our cause,” he said. 

The Glass continued to glow, and Peggy went toward it. “Thank you, Joel. Good luck.”

“We’ll be fine. Now that Chris knows she wasn’t delusional all these years, she might even let us rejoin society. What’s left of it.” Joel gave them a wave and started back the way he’d come. 

Will held his pack, and Peggy lifted her rifle. “Ready?”

“Is this the right move?”

“It takes us to the Other Place,” she said. “And we can only do that because of your markings, Will.”

“What if we get stuck in a future Other Place, where our friends no longer exist?” 

“I don’t know what else to do.”

“We could return to the lab and try to go home.”

Peggy sighed and went into the light. Will had no choice but to follow. 

_________


Britt




The village came into sight after hours of uncomfortable trudging through the forest, then a swampy bog, and she couldn’t have been happier to find signs of civilization. 

“Slow down,” the lead Cedric ordered, but Bean persisted. 

“Someone control her,” Cedric barked at Britt. 

“If you touch a hair on her head…” Britt muttered, and ran after the teenager. “Let’s play by their rules for a short time. Then it’ll be over.”

“That man is going to kill him.”

“Who? Drake?”

“Drake’s a good person. So is his wife.” Bean glanced over her shoulder to where Ransom lingered with Chrissy. 

Britt finally understood. Bean had lost her parents during the invasion, and had entered the Other Place as a child. Drake and Helen had taken her in as their own. Drake was her father in a sense. “We won’t let anything—” 

Someone shouted from the village. A gunshot rang out, and the Cedrics rushed to town. Smoke rose from a firepit, despite the late hour, and Britt was shocked to see another pair of Cedrics fighting near the first structure. 

“You can’t stop me, you fool,” one of them yelled. 

“I know what you’re trying to do. You want to destroy the Glass and every single world along with it!” Cedric swung at the other man, clipping his jaw. He staggered back, holding a split lip. 

“That’s what your buddy said, and I dealt with him.”

“What did you do?” Britt was certain the Cedric that spoke was their own. He had the scar on his face, the worry lines across his brow. 

“Ask your friends Drake and Nia.” Cedric began to laugh, this version thinner and younger in appearance. He had a sport coat on, and despite the dirt on his cuffs, looked well put-together. 

Cedric grabbed the other man by the dress shirt and hauled him closer. “Where is he?”

“Who?” A man emerged from a building, and Britt gasped when she recognized an older Drake. A woman was at his side, her frame slight, but she had a gun in her grip, and her body language implied she knew how to use it. 

“Drake, they want to kill you,” Bean shouted. She barreled into him, hugging Drake, and spun to stand protectively in front of the pair. 

The real Cedric, as Britt thought of him, finally appeared to notice the army of disheveled Cedrics gathered near the village. “What the hell have you done?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” sport coat Cedric said. “This man is dangerous. Drake started it all, and it’ll end with him.”

The band lifted their weapons, circling the Astins. More people from the village had been woken from their sleep, and they came to see what was transpiring. Some had guns, but most were in threadbare pajamas, their eyes barely open. 

Britt processed the information but was missing vital bits. 

“What should we do?” Ransom whispered in her ear. Joel was ready to attack, should the need arise. 

Before she could answer, Drake casually pulled Bean aside. “How did you find me?” he asked Cedric.

“I met another Drake. He took ayahuasca and connected with your memories. He knew you were in the Other Place. All it took was meeting these people.” Cedric motioned to Britt and her group. “And here we are.”

“Is it the cop?” Drake asked. 

Cedric nodded. “That’s him.”

“I’ve dreamt of him as well.” Drake glanced at his wife. “I never intended for any of this to happen when I started PremaCorp.”

Britt held her breath, her heart thrumming in her ears. Drake had set up PremaCorp?

“I found the blueprints for the Glass on the UFO. I only wanted to explore the possibility of other dimensions. I didn’t realize that when I fully powered it on, every plane would receive a copy of my lab. They used me, Cedric.”

The man in the sport coat shook his head. “You ran instead of shutting it down.”

“It was too late. Every time we tried to fix it, the aliens came. I visited five Earths before settling here.”

Britt watched their Cedric’s expression, and saw the confusion. “You told me we were building an army. That we’d be the ones to save Earth.”

“Our planet is no longer viable. We’re staying in the Other Place.” Cedric smiled, and his people advanced. “I tried to convince Jill to come, but she’s too stubborn.”

“Jill?” Cedric asked. 

“I spent years working on her. If only I could have brought their entire community with us, we’d be able to eradicate the Visitors and start fresh. This world is wonderful. Fresh water, no pollution. This can be our home. We must ensure the Glass aren’t used again.” Cedric in a jacket strolled right up to Drake. “Where is it?”

“I don’t know what you mean—” Drake took a punch in the gut, but to his credit, stayed upright. A dozen guns aimed at him, and Britt touched her own sidearm. 

“Hand it over, Drake.” 

“What does it matter?” Helen asked. “We weren’t planning on leaving.”

Drake clenched his teeth, reminding Britt so much of the man she’d met in Montana. “That’s not the point.”

Joel tensed beside Britt, and she noticed the change of his posture. He was prepared. 

She glanced around, seeing the Cedrics and their allies, some still masked in the alien attire. They started forward, their guns up, and Britt heard the very first shot before she saw Drake clutch his torso. 

The area erupted into pure chaos. 

“What have you done?” the real Cedric shouted, staggering away. 

Chrissy stayed behind her father while he tapped his handgun’s trigger, and Britt did the same, aiming for any of the aggressive Cedrics. The village was peaceful, and the uniformed twins had come in the middle of the night to wage war on these innocent people. 

Joel was a force, taking down the alien soldiers with his automatic rifle. Britt shot two men, and tried to push the guilt aside while they fought for their lives. She couldn’t be trapped in the Other Place forever. They had to rebuild at home. Her sister was there, along with countless allies. 

People emerged from behind buildings, carrying weapons, joining the fight, and soon it was over. Several Cedrics tried running, but Joel picked them off, not leaving a single enemy left to retaliate. 

Britt’s eyes filled with tears as she observed the bloody field, and Chrissy wailed behind her father. Ransom dropped his gun, scooping his girl into his arms, and he tried to calm her. 

Helen knelt at her husband’s side. “He’s dead.”

The only remaining Cedric was on the ground, curled into a protective ball. He unraveled to gawk at his double, the man’s sport coat stained with red. “This shouldn’t have happened.”

Bean cried near Drake’s body, and others were silently mourning the sudden violence. There were ten dead from the village’s population, and Joel hiked the perimeter, ensuring none of the masked humans were alive. 

“Are there more?” Helen asked. 

“Not that we know of,” Ransom told her. “They intercepted us near Mount Beyond.”

Helen closed her husband’s eyelids and sighed. “We should have left earlier. I told him this was a bad idea.”

Britt glanced at the dead man. “What was Cedric after?”

“Drake has an alien device. Something that allows him passage through the Glass.”

“So did he,” Cedric said, pulling the unit free from the man in the sport coat. He lifted his own sleeve, revealing a metal unit clasped to his own wrist. “And so did I.”

“Those aren’t the same. They grant you passage, but Drake’s has the power to alter them.”

“Is that why they’ve shifted at home?” Joel asked. 

Helen nodded. “He’d meditated the other night and saw the police Drake at Tahoe, then heard about the kids going to Spokane to see PremaCorp. He wanted to stop it.”

“Why?” Britt asked. 

“The aliens don’t desire the Beyond… or the Other Place, as you call it. He selfishly just wished it was all over.”

“So much good it did him.” Joel didn’t mince words. “How do we stop the invasion?”

“You don’t.”

“But you said we have the power to control these gates.” Britt reached out and wiped tears off Chrissy’s face. 

Helen scowled, her cheeks paling. “That’s the thing. It’s too late. The aliens are already on Earth.”

_________


Drake




Eight hundred people made for a lot of vehicles, and they lined the streets of the town. Drake almost choked when he saw the tourist attraction right off the highway. The building had a wooden cartoon alien silhouette on the siding. 

“Are we near Area 51?” Nia asked. 

“Sure. It’s north of here. Not easy to reach,” Rick said. Sage’s head was on his lap, and he seemed soothed by her company. 

“Have you seen it?”

“Nope. My pops wouldn’t bring me. Said the military would shoot us dead.”

Drake parked at the back of the line and cut the engine. 

“Drake Astin,” Fran called from several cars down. “You could imagine my surprise to hear your voice on the radio.”

He hugged her while Nia joined them. 

“And who is this?” Fran asked when Rick exited the truck with Sage in tow. 

“Rick.” He stuck his hand out, and they shook.

“We found him in the dunes. Thought he could use some community,” Drake said, leaving out a few details.

Fran glanced past him, likely seeing the old rifle, and furrowed her brow. “Why don’t you come with me, Rick? We’ll fix you up.”

“That sounds great,” Rick said, as if finally realizing how dirty and hungry he was. “Do you mind?” he asked Drake. 

“Why should I? Go ahead. We’ll see you later, Rick.” Drake patted him on the shoulder and saw just how isolated the boy had been. His eyes glimmered, and he lost the last remaining hardness from his expression. 

Fran talked his ear off as they strode past the parked cars toward a motel across the street. “He’s a good kid,” Nia said. “Look, there’s Jill.”

Jill had her back turned to them, talking with Charles and Mack. “If it isn’t the detective.” Jill kept her gaze forward. “I hope you have some good news for us.”

“Nothing to report.” He didn’t want to tell Jill about his experience with Cedric in LA. It was too complicated, and extremely inconclusive. What had really occurred? “We’re hoping to join you on the road to Tucson.”

“That’s what we’re discussing. Mack, can you tell him what you just told us?” Jill looked exhausted, her cheeks sallow. 

“Hey, Drake. Nia.” Mack nodded. “Vegas is a hot mess. Fires took out most of Henderson. The Strip is full of carrion birds, and hot as the devil’s sauna. The smell alone…”

“I get the picture. What do we do?” 

“The only way around is to travel south.” Mack pointed to the town. “It’ll bring us down the 127 eventually after the first junction, and then we can cut around Vegas. It’ll add some miles, but we’ll avoid the disaster.”

“What’s with the fires?” Nia asked. 

“Who knows? They’ve smoldered out, but I assume something sparked in the early days. I’m surprised the entire city didn’t burn. Not enough trees, I guess,” Mack advised them. 

“That’s fine. Tell the others.” Jill nudged Charles. “We’ll give everyone the night. It’s been a tough run from Tahoe.”

“Why?” Drake asked. 

“I saw a light,” she muttered. 

“In the desert?” He recalled Rick’s bonfire. 

“No.” She peered up at the night sky. “It was above us.”

Drake swallowed a lump in his throat, and Sage growled intuitively. But the sky remained cloudy and barren.

“You’re not suggesting…” Nia started.

“It wasn’t a helicopter, and it moved smoothly. Was Cedric right all along? Are we being invaded?” Jill shivered. 

“I can’t say for sure, but I believe there’s something transpiring.” Drake sighed, finally deciding to break his silence. “Can we talk in a bit? Somewhere private?”

“Come to my trailer in an hour.” Jill breezed past her people as they gathered supplies from their cars. 

“I’d rather be leaving,” Nia said.

“I need a shower. Let’s join the others and get on with this,” he said. Sage trotted to the motel, and he was relieved to find the water pressure was working. Nia went before him and came out smelling fresh. The electric heaters weren’t running, so the water was cold, but he still enjoyed it as he lathered a bar of soap. When he emerged, Nia smiled at him, his waist covered in a towel. 

“How do you do that?” she asked. 

“Do what?”

“Manage to distract me so easily?” Nia walked over, and Drake forgot how tired he was, and for a few minutes, they settled on top of the motel room’s queen bed, not bothering to get under the blankets. 

Afterwards, Drake and Nia lay there, with Sage guarding the door. 

“I love you, Drake. I’m not sure what’s going to happen, but if this was the last time we …”

“You don’t have to say any more.” Drake kissed her head. “I love you too.”

He’d fully intended to meet up with Jill to continue discussions, but his mind wandered off, sending him into a deep slumber. 

He dreamed.

Drake wasn’t himself. 

He stood inside a laboratory, his stomach fluttering with nerves. 

“Today is the day,” he said, the voice his own. 

The woman glared at him. “I think you should reconsider.”

“Helen, we’ve been over this a million times. We can alter the course of history. If this works…”

“And if it doesn’t go according to plan?” Helen asked. 

“Then I kill the program.”

“Drake, this is an actual UFO.” She set a hand on the alien craft, and his blood pumped harder. 

“But it was empty. Don’t you understand? They left it for us. It was their way of making contact.”

“And you trust Cedric?” she asked. 

“I do.”

“He worked in design. What does he know about time travel?”

“Helen.” Drake’s hands gripped her shoulders, and he stepped closer, their faces inches apart. “I won’t let you down. I believe we can do this and speak to an alien race.”

“Promise me you’ll shut it off at the first sign of trouble.” Helen’s lip quivered. 

“I promise. Now why don’t you go upstairs and take a bath? I’ll be there shortly,” he said. 

“Okay.” Helen left him to his thoughts.

He waited some time before checking the security feed to ensure she’d gone to bed. He then drove to his secret location. The sign swung in the wind at the end of the driveway, and a few minutes later, Drake entered the stark white lab. 

Drake focused on the center of the room, where a platform rose from the floor, and he noticed the reflection off the Glass. This was it. The original version. The reason everything had started. 

Drake was in the dream, but his subconscious was already delineating the facts. His hand reached for a tablet, and he keyed in something. A code. Drake memorized it as he saw the digits. 2951413. His brain understood it was the first seven digits of pi in reverse, though he didn’t know why he’d been able to decipher that. 

He heard thoughts echoing within his own head. Helen will forgive me. When we have contact and the world sees what else is out there… then she’ll understand this was a humanitarian effort. The biggest Earth has ever seen. 

Drake approached the UFO, pressing a key into the slot, and the door opened. He powered something on the dash and clasped a gadget on his wrist. It was cold to the touch, his fingers twinging at the pressure. “Here we go.” 

The apparatus clicked and vibrated while the UFO’s dash blinked. Drake stuck his tongue out, tapping the tablet with his right index finger. He chose an option and saw the three devices link when they all connected. 

The Glass shone brilliantly, the entire lab humming with energy. 

Drake was swallowed in the light, and when the ambiance dimmed, he woke to Nia shaking him in the motel room. 

“I saw it.” He sat up, clenching the blankets in his grip. 

“Saw what?”

“The beginning of the end.”



Will




He’d never intended to return to the Other Place, but circumstances had changed. He’d seen what their future might resemble, and he couldn’t allow that to happen to their Earth. The Glass had dimmed, and they stayed put, trying to determine how they could use the tool to move faster through this strange planet. 

“It says in his notes that you should be able to select your destination,” Peggy had reasoned, and now, hours had passed, and they were no closer than before. 

“What about this?” He held the tablet she’d set on a tree stump. The night was cold, and they were woefully unprepared. Animals hooted and catcalled in the distance, hidden under a shroud of darkness surrounding the forest. 

“Go for it. I can’t find anything of use,” she complained. 

Will adjusted, letting Peggy snuggle in close for heat. He was propped against a fallen log, typing on the device. The battery was precariously low, so he needed to solve this before the clock ran out on them. 

After studying the notes on Drake’s theory, it became obvious that the PremaCorp creator had no functional experience with the Glass. It was like he’d researched them after they’d been activated, and all hell had broken loose on each and every Earth. 

If the lab had appeared on every plane, did that mean one was hidden beneath the Other Place? “Peggy, we have to go.”

“Where?”

“The lab,” he said. 

“What are you talking about? The lab is on Earth.”

“Peggy, we are on Earth.”

“Right.” She rubbed her eyes. “Which way?” 

Peggy hopped to her feet, and Will powered the tablet off, not willing to use the last of the remaining battery. He was fairly confident in his directions. “We were seven miles from the lab.”

“Should we wait for sunlight?” Peggy asked, nervously assessing the forest. 

“We don’t have time for that.” Will took a deep breath, and they started to hike, avoiding the thicker brush. “I’d assume each Glass would have a different outcome. But the lab ones should allow us to link to another site.”

“How do we know where that is?” Peggy asked. 

“Because this thing is connected to it. And now that we’re here, in the Other Place, I can see where it’s sitting.”

“A similar device?” 

“I guess we’ll have to wait to find out,” Will said. 

They continued for several hours, growing frustrated with each step. “I swear it should be close.” He turned around in a clearing. The signals of dawn were upon them, and the constant song of a nighttime insect began to dwindle, transitioning into day. 

“Maybe the tablet can help?” Peggy stood with her hands on hips, her hair down past her shoulders. It was fuzzy from the slight humidity. The grass was coated in a morning dew, and Will warmed slightly as rays of sun finally emerged from the east. 

Will risked it and powered it on, seeing a twelve percent charge on the indicator bar. 

“Can I try?” Peggy extended her arm, and he gave it to her. “I saw something… There.”

An icon blinked on the map, and she zoomed in. It showed their location, and another, a half mile from their current position. He’d been off by that much. She shut it down and ran, forcing Will to chase her. “Slow down!” 

The terrain was easier to navigate, but it became soiled as they departed north. He recognized where the road would have been on their planet, and smiled when he noticed the structure. It was the same house, only worn, weathered a solid decade.

“How can this be?” Peggy asked.

Will just shrugged. “Who the hell knows? We’re talking about UFOs and alien portals. Why can’t PremaCorp’s hidden space appear on each plane consistently?”

Peggy sped to the doorway, which was unlocked. The inside of the lab was identical to their world’s, and now it made him wonder if anyone had ever used the one on Earth. The CEO’s car had traveled there, since it had been logged into his GPS, so he must have known of its existence. 

And how did the one-armed Cedric travel through time to their world? Will’s head ached from it all. 

The edges of the room had thick spidery nests, with scuttling creatures watching them like they might catch some unsuspecting prey. The things were the size of his fist, and he shuddered, viewing them from the corner of his eye. 

“Be careful,” he whispered to Peggy as her fingers settled on the handle. 

She glanced past him, pointing at the nest. “They’re coming.”

Will hurried into the stairwell, slamming the door behind him. The predators were scratching and hissing on the other side. “I hope we can make this Glass work, because I really don’t want to face them again.”

“Think of it as motivation,” Peggy said. 

“Great.”

They rushed down the steps, cautiously checking for more of the webs, but it seemed clean, like nothing had breached the entrance in the decade or whatever this had been in the Other Place. 

They faced a doorway, and Peggy repeated the code. The lock blinked and beeped. 

“I don’t understand how there’s power,” he said. 

“The roof. I thought it was odd. It’s some form of solar panels. Self-sustaining.”

“That’s how Joel was watching TV,” he muttered. 

“And why we have lights.” Peggy smiled as she pressed a switch. For a moment, nothing responded; then the bank of LEDs began to glow. 

The room was the same as the other two they’d witnessed: clear and devoid of anything personal. Just tables, chairs, and the pedestal. Will glanced at the tarped UFO. “If PremaCorp did all this, they’ve managed to duplicate the UFOs too. What if that’s the reason for the invasion? What if they think he stole their ship, or kidnapped one of their people, or…” 

Peggy grabbed him by the shoulders. “Will, chill out.”

“Sorry.”

“Let’s find our friends and see if we can bring them home. Then we’ll deal with the rest of it,” she said. 

It seemed so simple on the surface, but Will understood it was anything but. Even if they located Ransom and Joel, there were the aliens to contend with. “So we have to destroy the first lab?”

Peggy nodded. “I assume it would create a ripple effect. They’re the reason the Glass opened in the first place.”

Will pursed his lips, thinking about his Earth without any of the strange alien phenomena. “Then we can start living.”

“That’s the plan.” Peggy walked to the pedestal, slowing before climbing up to the center. “If this doesn’t work, we’re out of luck.” 

“I’d rather be here with you than home without you,” he mumbled. 

Peggy turned to him. “Do you really mean it?”

“Sure.”

“Like before any of this happened? You’d rather be here, now, with me, than be there?” Peggy asked. 

“That’s what I’m saying.”

“Then you’re foolish, Will. Everyone’s dead.”

“I know. That’s not what I meant.” He felt trapped. Peggy had that way about her. 

“I feel the same.” Peggy smiled, and all his worries sloughed off his shoulders. “Let’s see what we can do.”

Before they tried the Glass, Peggy placed the tablet onto a charging table, and Will strolled through the lab. “Can you pass me that key?”

Joel had given them the alien device, and Peggy retrieved it from her pocket. “You’re not actually going to use it, are you?”

“Why not?” Will stared at the UFO. “Give me a hand. That tablet needs another ten minutes anyway.”

Together they stripped the black tarp off the ship, and Will admired the design. The black surface was like coal, the tiny hexagons barely discernible unless you were close. 

He searched the outside, locating the hole. His hand trembled as he nervously pressed the key into the hull, and the door recessed, allowing him entrance. 

Someone was inside. 

Peggy stepped forward, her rifle rising to aim at the being in the cockpit. But it didn’t move. 

“Is that…”

Peggy lowered the barrel. “It’s an alien.”

_________


Ransom




Ransom’s sleep was wrought with dreams, his mind never truly resting. He shared a tent with Britt and Chrissy, the three of them huddled up close. Chrissy’s mouth twitched, and Ransom was confident she was dreaming too. Britt shifted around, her arms lifting, then dropping. Once she opened her eyes, staring at him, but they closed without so much as a word. 

His inclinations ignited his skull, urging him on. Finally, after a few hours in the stifling hot tent, he unzipped from the confines of it and strolled into the cool night. Animals chittered in the distance, and his gaze drifted to a modest fire, the embers glowing hot. 

Bean sat near it with Helen, the two of them whispering to one another, and Ransom felt like an intruder. 

“Don’t just stand there,” Bean said, motioning to the wooden seat across from them. 

He hugged his arms around himself, trying to fight the cold. How could his tent be so hot when it was this frigid outside? 

Bean poked at the fire, dropping another log on it, and the wood caught almost instantly. “Couldn’t sleep either?”

“Nope.” He tried to smile at the girl. “You?”

“I don’t think anyone can. Tonight is for dreams,” Helen said. 

“What is this all about?” Ransom asked, hoping she might be more forthcoming. She’d closed up earlier, but he couldn’t really blame her. Her husband had just been killed. Ransom was surprised she wasn’t catatonic.

“Drake had big ideas. He wanted to help people. Once he stumbled on the UFO… everything changed. His focus turned to it. He spent years working on this lab, trying to duplicate the Sheets from the UFO database. At the time, he didn’t realize that with every test, one of the Sheets… or Glass, as you call them, would appear randomly on our Earth. Most linked to this world. The Beyond. He eventually discovered there were people claiming to have visited another dimension, and he met Cedric.” Helen gazed over the fire, where the battle had occurred just hours earlier. 

“What happened?”

“Cedric wasn’t stable. He’d lost an arm. Garbage truck accident, I was told. He was in and out of psychiatric hospitals with John. You’ve met him,” Helen said, and Ransom nodded. “But Drake claimed that Cedric was special. At the time, I didn’t know there were two of them. He said he needed Cedric’s help, and they figured out how to connect to the past, or so he thought. It wasn’t our past. He linked to another dimension.” 

She rubbed her temples, tears forming now. “Drake gave them a place to live. He trusted that man, and Cedric betrayed him. They stole his work and used the Sheets to make an army of himself.”

“Why?” Ransom had been asking that question a lot lately. 

“He wanted to meet the aliens. He was desperate to connect to these other beings. Drake was too, at the start, but when he took his foot off the gas, Cedric grew angry. They had a fight, and Cedric left. He thought maybe they were finished, and Drake would never have to see the man again,” Helen said. 

“Did they?”

“Not until tonight.”

Bean shifted the logs, the fire snapping and hissing as the wood brushed the hot coals. 

“I should have known,” a voice spoke from behind Ransom. He heard boots on the rocks, and noticed Bean reach for a gun by her feet. 

“Cedric.” Helen almost hissed the word. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I had nothing to do with this,” he claimed, hands in front of his chest. “I was a pawn brought in by the one-armed man your husband first met.”

“You’re more than that,” Ransom said. “What aren’t you telling us?”

Cedric scratched at his scar and sat beside Ransom, knees wide. “It took me a while to sift through the list of medications my mentor was on. There were days he’d forget to take a pill, and he’d go on about the Sheets and Drake. I didn’t get it. He came to me nine years ago, telling me to amass my army. Drake. You. You.” He looked at Ransom, then Bean. “Britt and all the rest that could help save the world. But now I understand. He only wanted to help himself. I think that Cedric saw the UFO, and instead of being interested, he grew obsessed. He found John, and others who’d experienced the Glass, and when your husband brought … me… Cedric back from his world, everything changed.”

“Jill told Britt not to trust you. That you’re going to ruin the chances,” Ransom said. 

Cedric looked genuinely shocked. “Me? I haven’t seen her in years. Since we broke up.”

“Then it wasn’t you,” Bean said. “It was…” She stared at the spot where the man had been killed earlier. 

“Now it makes sense. Are there more of him? Did Cedric have a real army?” Helen asked. 

“I don’t know. They left me out of it. When I went to confront them in LA, I saw that he was going to kill me. I took off. The head of the snake has been dealt with, so I think we’re in the clear. And, Helen, so you know… it wasn’t your husband that screwed us all. It was him. He bragged about changing Drake’s programming so the lab would duplicate. It wasn’t Drake’s error. If he’d have kept it how it was intended, only your Earth would have been invaded. It was his… my fault.” Cedric’s head hung low. 

“Cheer up,” Ransom said. “Look at it this way. You have that alien device. We have another. Let’s get home and figure this out.”

“We can’t,” Cedric said. 

“Why not?”

“We don’t know where the lab is, or how to access Helen’s dimension.”

They all peered at her. “I can’t assist you. I didn’t even know the place existed. He never told me there was an offsite laboratory in the country. Later, when I found out, he claimed it was to protect his data if something should go catastrophically wrong.”

“What’s the next step?” Ransom asked Cedric. 

“Me? I don’t think your friends will let me make any decisions. Not after what my…DNA did.” 

Ransom changed tactics. “Okay, say for a moment that you were in charge. How do we get home?” 

“We need a Glass. Mount Beyond is the only verified connection to our world.” Cedric tapped his wrist device. “We can utilize it with this. But Helen’s pass will let us travel anywhere.”

“Even to the source? To Helen’s home?” Bean shifted in her seat. The action reminded Ransom of his own Chrissy when she became excited.

“That’s what I think.”

“But the location of the lab isn’t known,” Ransom reminded them. 

“No. I was hoping that your daughter could help us.”

“She’s the one you mentioned?” Ransom asked. 

“I thought so. Now I’m beginning to wonder if it’s another.”

“Who?”

“Where’s Peggy?”

Ransom shrugged. “Britt said she went to Spokane.”

Cedric smiled. “She might be the ticket.”

Ransom heard his tent unzip, and out walked Britt, with Chrissy in front of her. “Daddy, I had a dream.”

“You did?” He swallowed a lump in his throat, trying not to reveal his anxiety. 

“We have to go home.”

“Why?” Britt asked the girl. 

“The bad ones are there. I saw them fighting.” Her eyes were wide, her cheeks flushed. 

Ransom glanced at the horizon, seeing the first hints of the day to come. “Gather the others. We’re leaving.”

“Where to?” Britt yawned. 

“Mount Beyond. It’s time to finish this.” Ransom stood, and Cedric followed suit, patting him on the shoulder.

“I’m coming,” Helen said. 

“So am I,” Bean added.

Ransom couldn’t help but feel a sense of dread as his intuition burned hotter.



Drake




The sun rose as they came to the edge of Yuma. Drake had never driven this far south and took a moment to survey the border town. Mexico was just a few miles away, at the outskirts of the city. 

“What do you think?” he asked Nia.

“I’d rather be in Tucson,” she answered. 

Relocating their large caravan was a challenge, and they’d needed to stop twice on the road to clear blockades. Jill had scouts sent ahead, radioing back the bad news. Mack from their group joined Fox in this task, and together they tried to plan the best course of action before the head of the convoy arrived. 

The pair of them worked tirelessly ahead of the convoy to ensure the traffic jams were partially cleared, but it was no simple feat. The bodies in the vehicles were rotting, the stench overwhelming. This was an inhospitable location no matter what season, but in the tail end of summer, it was almost unbearable. 

Drake appreciated the younger men’s efforts, and was glad they were doing it instead of him. 

“Convoy, this is Fran,” the Deliverer said through the shared radio frequency. “I just had word from Fox ahead. There’s an issue.”

Nia glanced at Drake. “Issue?”

“Isn’t something always wrong?” 

“We require another route. Hang tight. I suggest we cut over to the I-8 and pause for a while. Drake and Jill, can you meet me out there?”

Drake had a bad feeling. “This doesn’t sound good.”

“No, it doesn’t.” Nia picked up the radio. “Roger that, Fran. Be with you soon.” She set it aside. 

“Same here. Jill out.” The radio went silent. 

“Let’s see what the problem is.” Drake pulled to the left, passing the countless vehicles slowly progressing on the right. Everyone let him by, and he looked around at the sparse landscaping. He drove through an intersection, seeing a school. A bus remained parked, and the driver sat motionless, his face bloated and red. 

Drake tried not to think about the children. 

Fran was at the front of the line, her delivery van facing east. Jill was close behind, climbing from her vehicle when Drake arrived. The mood was dreary. 

Sage hopped out, and he let her sniff the ground. “What’s the holdup?”

Mack and Fox returned from farther down the interstate, their trucks braking to an aggressive halt. 

“Tell them,” Fran said. 

Mack was sweating, his shirt clinging to his body. “The road. It’s missing.”

“Missing?” Nia lifted her eyebrows. “It’s blocked?”

“Hell no. It’s a hole.”

Drake peered in the distance as lines of heat shimmered from the hot asphalt. 

“A hole. Fox, what is he saying?” Jill demanded. 

Fox was pale, his skin coated in a sheet of sweat as well. “Someone blew it up.”

“How far?” Drake asked. 

“A couple miles.”

He rushed to his truck with his dog. Nia was there, and he rolled the window open. “Are you coming?”

She nodded and climbed into the vehicle. Fran and Jill did too, sandwiching Sage in the back seat. He pushed the gas, and the two men stepped out of the way. 

“How could it be blown up?” Fran whispered.

They didn’t have an answer. Drake just drove, his nerves tingling with each passing breath. He swerved around cars on the way, their inhabitants within the confines of their metal coffins. 

“Oh my God…” Nia was crying, and for a second, he didn’t know why. 

Drake was numb, his knuckles aching from holding the wheel so tight. He stopped a few yards from the edge and got out, his steps as clunky as his heartbeats. “Who did this?”

The crater was gigantic, spanning miles. The interstate was divided, with no way to pass through. Tucson was a couple of hours to the east, and it suddenly felt intentional. Like someone was trying to prevent their ragtag group from joining the others in the city. 

Nia sat cross-legged, as if she didn’t have the strength to continue. 

“What are we up against?” Jill managed to croak. 

Drake’s gaze lingered on the cloudless sky, almost expecting a UFO to appear. A couple of vultures looped lazily above, and he thought they might be waiting for him to die. “We go around.”

“We’re in the middle of nowhere. The terrain is treacherous. The days are so hot…” Fran rarely seemed frazzled, but now, she was breaking apart. 

“No. We head north again. Cut toward Phoenix on the I-10. We’ll make it,” Drake said, trying to relay false optimism. 

“What if there are more craters?” Nia asked from the road. Sage nuzzled her with her snout, and Nia embraced her in return. 

“Then we deal with them.” Drake offered Nia his hand, and she took it, lifting to her feet. 

“This might not have been aliens,” Jill said. “Maybe it’s—”

“They didn’t use TNT, Jill. I don’t know anything that could have left this.”

“What if we’re in radiation? We should have a Geiger counter,” Fran told them. 

“Charles has a couple. We’ll check,” Jill assured her. 

“Then we go around?” Drake confirmed. 

“The group won’t be happy.” Fran jumped into his truck, closing herself in. 

They returned with the bad news, and Drake watched as their members discussed the cause of their predicament. Charles went to check for radiation. “Nothing harmful.”

The sun was still high, so there was no point in waiting the day out in Yuma. Fran took the lead, turning around, and soon, their giant procession headed north, the way they’d just come from.

“We knew they’d be a factor,” Drake finally said when they merged onto the I-10. 

“I was hoping that UFO was an anomaly.”

“But I saw them in Lone Pine,” Drake reminded her. 

“Maybe I was also hoping you were seeing things.” Nia smiled. 

Drake pictured his dream, recalling the sensation as his alternate version opened the first Glass. 

“For a moment, can we pretend the world is safe?” Nia asked. 

“Sure.” Drake attempted to relax, and sank into the driver’s seat, loosening his grip. Sage was asleep, and he glimpsed her through the mirror. He didn’t deserve such a great partner. Or Nia, especially considering his history on the force. He hadn’t told Nia about the other times he’d been written up, leading to his eventual dismissal from the department. 

Drake tended to become angry, to let his emotions explode. His state-issued therapist had told him he was overly empathetic, and that he often took the victim’s vulnerability and transformed it into his own rage, seeking vengeance for the wrongdoing against them. 

It had started with him slamming a door on a perp’s arm, and escalated when he’d tripped at the top of a set of stairs. He couldn’t bring himself to feel sympathetic to a predator, and no matter how badly his captain rained fury on him afterwards, he’d taken his consequences without regret. 

“You okay?”

“Yep. We’re heading to Tucson. What’s next if there are no aliens attacking?” The distraction would do them both good. 

“We’ve heard of an actual city in use, with power. What if we can find a house?”

He smirked. “You and me?”

“Why not? We’ve been bunking together since the start.”

They’d visited Cedric’s residence in Oakland only an hour after meeting, and he could still remember the smell of her hair, and the subtle hops from the beer on her tongue. “We’ll find a property.”

“With a yard for Sage,” she added. 

“Of course. Maybe one of those fancy estate houses.”

“Sure. Who’s going to stop us?” Nia looked out the window. “Ransom and Britt can move next door, and we can all gather for block parties. You any good with the grill?”

Drake nodded a couple of times. “I’ve been known to cook a steak or two.”

“Mother Goose can make that potato salad everyone’s always raving about,” Nia said, and Drake rubbed his stomach. 

“Had a bad experience with that once. Can’t handle it anymore.”

“Fine. Suit yourself.” Nia glanced at him. “This could be our new reality. Wouldn’t that be nice?”

“You deserve it.” 

“So do you, Drake.” 

Fran turned south, and soon they were back on the I-8 some seventy-five miles east of the crater they’d avoided. It had delayed them by five hours, but they were on track. 

After a generally silent trek toward their destination, traffic grew thicker a half hour out of Tucson. There was no simple way to pass through. The ditches were too steep and rocky, the terrain dangerous. Fran slowed at the edge of the jam, and Drake joined her while Sage peed on the side of the highway. 

“What do you think?” Drake asked. 

“We walk.” Fran held the radio, relaying the orders, and the road filled with weary travelers. 

_________


Will




“I wish the mask would come off,” Peggy said. 

They’d dragged the being from the UFO a couple of hours earlier, and now it lay on one of the lab’s many vacant tables. The arms were eerily long, the legs as well, and the uniform seemed to be made of a single piece, the material dense and impenetrable. Despite the fact the alien had been sealed in a UFO for God knows how many years, it didn’t stink. 

Will tugged on the black fabric again, and it snapped back tightly. “There has to be a way in.”

Peggy held the device they’d taken from its wrist and rotated it. “There’s got to be something to this.”

“Maybe it’s how they communicate,” he suggested. 

“I read something in PremaCorp’s files about the third object.”

“Third? What’s the second?” Will asked. 

“I think it’s the UFO itself.”

“Tablet, UFO, and this thing?” Will pointed at the black metal unit. 

“Maybe.”

“I know you wanted to see the alien, but shouldn’t we be leaving?”

“Right. Let’s see if we can link it to the Primary.”

Will wished he was home, but they’d come all this way to the Other Place for a reason.

“There are no other Glass.” Will had used the tablet they’d found in the lab and determined only a single sheet of Glass remained. “Why isn’t it on the coast, like the one in Monterey?” It actually looked like it was somewhere in northwest Arizona.

“That’s where we go,” she said. 

“And we can program it?”

Peggy started to place the device on her wrist, and Will urged caution when she clicked it together. Only then did it power on, the screen glowing against her face. She grinned like she’d won the lottery. “Now we can.”

The tablet chimed, and Will checked it. “They’ve connected somehow. He must have found a way to merge his technology with theirs. Brilliant.” 

Peggy scrolled the tablet’s options. “There’s only a single connection point here, but…” 

Will watched over her shoulder. He pointed to the edge of the display. “There’s more options.” 

“But they’re not available. What are those numbers? LE1. LE2.”

“Layered Earth. Maybe the numbers are the different variations,” he breathed. 

Peggy tapped on the first option, finding thousand of results. Tiny pins dropped on an atlas. 

“What’s that secondary box?” Will asked. 

Peggy dropped the tablet, and it fell a foot, landing on the desk. She looked up at him with tears in her eyes. “It’s a timeline… we can choose when to return to.”

“No.” Will approached it, not eager to touch the tablet. It was the only explanation for the scrolling bar that showcased numbers. “How could someone create this?”

“They didn’t.” Peggy nodded at the dead alien sprawled out on the lab table. “PremaCorp just took the technology and ran with it.”

“Can we use this to find their world?”

“If we knew which Layered Earth was theirs, maybe.”

“But first…” Will gazed into her eyes. 

“We get our friends,” she said. 

Will walked to the UFO, pulling the key out. The door closed, and he yanked his hand away before getting caught. 

“You ready?” He took a drink of water, giving Peggy the rest of the bottle. 

Peggy looked straight out of a movie, with an alien bracelet and a rifle. She tied her hair up and sighed. 

“I sure hope this works,” he said.

“There was a reason we made it. You were the only one that could access the Other Place from that future Earth.” She touched the inky veins on his arm. 

“And you dreamed about PremaCorp, bringing us to it in the first place.” Will wondered if there was a cosmic force ushering them together, or if it was pure happenstance. 

They walked to the center of the room, stepping to the raised section holding the Glass. It remained off. 

“Here goes nothing.” Peggy ensured the two units were linked, and a noise from behind Will startled him. 

Will’s muscles bunched in fear. “Uhm, Peggy.”

“What?”

The figure sat up, bending at the waist. Its head twitched, and the eye began glowing blue. “He’s alive!”

That got Peggy’s attention, and she spun around, seeing the alien sliding off the table onto his feet. She pressed the tablet, and the Glass glowed, indicating it had succeeded. “Go, Will!”

“I’m not leaving you!” He snatched the handgun tucked into his belt and fired at the alien, missing the first shot, but landing the second. The being glanced at his chest, as if surprised they’d attacked him. 

Peggy swore, her language colorful, and got him with her rifle, square in the face. He staggered back, and she grabbed Will’s arm, hauling him through as she lunged. 

They settled on the ground with a thump, and his gun fell. Peggy had the tablet up, and she muttered under her breath while trying to shut it down. Finally, the glow subsided, and she slumped to her seat next to him. “That was crazy!”

“How was he still breathing?” Will asked. 

“Good question.” Peggy closed the tablet, and the light on her wrist faded to dark. “We’re at the Other Place’s Primary.” 

Will observed the area, seeing the slight mountain overhead. The air smelled dense with vegetation, the plants all dewy with humidity. Clouds flew by, growing grayer as they went. He took in the sights while his heart rate finally began to decline. 

“We don’t have a tent. And it’s about to storm.” 

Peggy smirked. “Want to go finish off that alien?” 

“I’ll take my chances with the rain.” Will felt the first drop on his nose and glanced toward the mountain. “Let’s wait this out somewhere.”

They began the easy climb, the rocks wide and accessible. Peggy moved with grace, and Will managed to ascend the incline. By the time they were above the tree cover, the rain had intensified. “Over here.” The rocks jutted above them, giving a ledge of protection, and they stood, backs pressed to the stone wall. 

The view was spectacular. It was miles of trees and plants, with the occasional river meandering through the landscape. A lake sat to the right, maybe four miles from their position.

“Is that smoke?” Will gestured to the left and grabbed his binoculars. 

Peggy used her scope. “I think it’s a village.”

“Wow.” The thought of other life gave him a second wind. He sniffed and caught the scent on the breeze. “I think I can smell it.”

“There’s no way we can sniff it all the way…” Peggy lifted her nose. “You’re right. I can smell it too.”

“That’s not from the valley below.” Will looked higher and paled. “There’s someone up here.”

“Where?” Peggy squinted, peering out from their cover.

Will pointed at the smoldering flames rising about a hundred feet up. 

“Maybe that’s Ransom,” Peggy said. 

“Why would he be on a mountain?” Will asked, but still couldn’t shake the feeling that she might be right. 

“We either check on the source of the fire now, or wait until the storm clears.” Peggy lowered her gun.

Will grabbed his pack. “Let’s go.”

This section was harder to navigate, with steeper-faced rocks and endless rain. Will’s grip was compromised on the slick stone, but he managed to make it all one hundred feet up after an exhausting effort. Peggy was ahead of him, waiting before approaching the embankment. She had her finger on her lips, asking him to remain quiet. 

Her rifle was out, and she stalked closer with it raised. Her hair was soaked, and her shirt stuck to her shoulders. 

The fire was lit at the edge of a cavern, the opening five feet high, and something rustled within. 

“Peggy,” he hissed. “Someone’s in there.”

Peggy cleared her throat. The Visitors didn’t use fire, not from what they’d seen. This had to be a human, or… Will clenched his jaw, thinking about the alien in the lab. 

“Hello!” Peggy’s voice cut through the wind. “Is anyone here?”

Will tensed as the flames moved, the smoke getting heavier. He saw the shadow of a person, and then a leg and boot landed on the ground. The rest of the figure emerged, and Will relaxed slightly. 

“Who are you?” the man asked. He had a gray beard even lighter than his speckled hair. There was a cautious look about him, wrinkles surrounding his eyes as they narrowed. 

“Will.” He set a hand to his chest, still holding a gun. He put it away. “And this is Peggy. My girlfriend.” Will had no clue why he added that bit of information. 

“I’ll be.” The guy’s lip twitched. “Neither of you happened to go missing in Gray Park, Oklahoma, did you?”

Will and Peggy glanced at each other. “No, sir,” he said. 

“Are you real?” The guy kind of staggered forward, like his foot was asleep. 

Peggy pulled away defensively. “As real as the raindrops, mister.”

He must have seen her posture change, and he shoved his hands in his pockets. “I haven’t encountered any… humans since I arrived.”

“What’s your name?” Will asked, and this broke the man from a spell. 

“Arthur. Sorry. Chief of Police Arthur Bale.” 

Now Will recognized his clothing: a mended police uniform. “Nice to meet you.” Will shook his hand; then Peggy did. 

Arthur gestured at the cavern. “Come in. The storm is getting worse.”

“Before we climb into a hole with a stranger, what are you doing here?” Will asked, staying between Peggy and Arthur. 

“I entered the Glass… I think that’s what they were calling them. Ended up across.” Arthur tugged on his beard. “Isn’t that why you’re here too?”

“Kind of.”

“I just want to go home to my Reba. The kids are probably worried. I’ve missed the grandchildren’s summer. Little Micha had his second birthday.” Arthur smiled, his memories transporting him elsewhere. 

Peggy went to him, passing Will her rifle. “I’m sorry to have to tell you this, Chief, but they’re all dead. Everyone is gone.”



Britt




Britt hated the Other Place. It was riddled with insects, with wild animals constantly hunting for prey, and her socks had been wet since she’d arrived. Most of the village had chosen to stay, even under the suggestion that the Glass or Sheets, as they’d dubbed the portals, would be permanently closed. 

Helen joined them, as did Bean, which was obviously weird, but joyful for Ransom. She saw the way he kept glancing at her, as if she wasn’t real. 

Joel slowed from his position until Britt caught up to him. “The Visitors are gone.”

“Is that surprising?” she asked. They’d seen a few before on the way in. 

“There were tons of them when we got here. That little lady knew how to talk her way through.” Joel nodded in Bean’s direction. “Something has them spooked.”

“Maybe all the gunfire from last night,” Ransom offered, joining the conversation. 

Britt saw Cedric lingering behind them, watching his feet as they shuffled. He looked terrible, his scar agitated, his eyes red. She tried to remember the man she’d met at Horace Bennet’s ranch, and couldn’t believe this was him. 

A thought hit her like a slap to the face, and she considered the idea that this Cedric wasn’t the one she’d first met in Montana. 

“You okay?” Ransom asked, following her gaze.

“We can’t trust him.”

“Maybe we should leave him here,” Ransom suggested with a smirk.

“It’s not funny. Plus, we haven’t figured out how to leave. The regular Glass weren’t working when we came through. One-way trip.” Britt remembered the feeling of despair as the glow vanished upon their arrival. 

“Chrissy and Bean were confident this was it,” Ransom mumbled. Britt could tell from his tone that he had doubts as well. 

Joel gestured at Mount Beyond. “One thing at a time.”

The storm had dwindled to a spattering of rain, but it was enough to keep Britt under a blanket of steady agitation. A wet blanket. She grabbed her hair, twisting the water from it, and sighed. “How much longer?”

Joel counted off on his hand, and Britt cringed with each curling finger. “Just messing with you. It’ll be a couple hours, tops.”

That gave her hope. Two hours, she could manage. 

Their group continued on, and the wind picked up while the rain ceased to fall from the gray clouds. Her hair began to dry, and she shook it loose over her shoulders. Helen walked with Bean now, their heads close as they whispered to one another. 

Joel remained in the lead, with Ransom taking the back, not trusting Cedric behind them. Chrissy trudged along, her rubber boots splashing through puddles as if she didn’t notice them in her path. 

The area was silent. Evidence of the Visitors was everywhere, feces and animal bones. Crude tools were left behind, and lean-to shelters in the damp forest. 

After what Britt judged to be at least three hours, they’d made it near the Glass. Joel peered to his right, looking up the mountain. “Why did you stop?” she asked. 

“I thought I heard something,” he told her. 

Ransom stared at the rocky incline. “From there?”

“I told you they’d come,” Chrissy said. “That’s them!” She started to run, but Ransom grabbed her around the waist, picking her up. 

“You are not leaving us.” 

“Then I will.” Bean smirked at them, dropping her pack to the ground. Helen seemed to hesitate but didn’t speak. 

Britt took a breath and handed her things to Joel. “I’ll go with her.”

She was glad when no one tried to convince her to stay. If this was their fate, then so be it.

The seventeen-year-old Chrissy was already some distance ahead, and she waited while Britt caught up. “No, not that one. Use this handhold.”

Britt did, and found solid purchase as she scaled the rock face. The ground leveled off, and the next section was easier to maneuver. Wind buffeted them, and she peered at her allies, while they observed the entire climb. Ransom lifted a hand, and Chrissy waved emphatically. 

She heard Bean’s voice carrying down to her, and Britt hurried up the last segment of stones. “You’re… Chrissy?” 

“They call me Bean,” she said proudly, and Britt arrived, pulling herself to the flat spot near a cavern. 

“Britt?” Peggy crouched, offering her help. 	

“Peggy? What are you doing here?” Britt balanced on her feet, trying hard not to focus on the potential drop. She moved closer to the cave, avoiding the edge. 

“I could ask you the same thing.” Peggy threw her arms around Britt, hugging her. 

“What’s all the—” Will emerged from the darkness of the shelter, and a man followed him. “Britt!”

He grabbed her, spinning around as he lifted her in the air. Britt’s legs were already wobbly, and she steadied herself on the rock wall next to her. “Tell me you have a way to get home.”

Peggy grinned, tapping something on her wrist. “This should be the answer.”

“That’s like the one Cedric and Drake had,” Bean said. 

“And who’s this?” Will asked. “Have we met?”

Britt waited while he narrowed his gaze. 

“...No way.”

“That’s what I thought,” Peggy said. “You’re Chrissy.”

“Bean.” She offered her fist, and Will bumped it. 

“Does Ransom know…”

Britt pointed to the ground below. “He’s down there, with Chrissy and Joel.” 

“What are we waiting for? Arthur, this is Brittany Kline, and… Bean. It’s time to go home,” Peggy told the older man. 

“Nice to meet you,” Britt said. He just nodded, a sadness overtaking his expression. 

“I told him about what happened. He entered the Glass a long time ago.” Peggy gathered her things from the cavern’s entrance, and Arthur snuffed out the last embers of his fire by dousing it with dirt. Smoke rose from the pit, making her eyes sting. 

They didn’t talk much on the descent. Britt figured it would be best to share their stories once everyone had gathered. When they reunited with the group, Arthur was introduced, and they found a seat near the Glass. The barrier was clear and solid. Britt sighed in relief that it was still intact. 

“PremaCorp,” Will blurted. “We went to Spokane and found this farmhouse with a lab beneath it. We think the same lab was duplicated on other worlds, and—”

Ransom lifted a finger, pausing him. “Will. This is Helen. Helen Astin. Her husband Drake was the founder of PremaCorp, at least on her world. He didn’t make it.”

They went on to explain the Cedric army, and the remaining Cedric didn’t offer much as he listened. Will and Peggy watched him while they discussed the attack on the Other Place village. 

“The Cedrics were right about something,” Will said. 

“What’s that?” Joel asked. 

“We have to destroy the first lab. If we break the connections to the different planes, we can start over,” Peggy suggested. 

“Maybe. But Helen warned us that the aliens have likely invaded Earth by now.” Ransom raised his brows. 

“We saw the aftermath,” Will told them. 

“Wait, what?” Britt drew closer as Peggy and Will took turns recalling their experience at this PremaCorp lab. Bean and Chrissy dropped their jaws at the same moment when Peggy mentioned Chris, the woman with the Stewart tattoo, and the bearded old man, Joel, who was her protector. Joel seemed to stand taller at the news. 

“You saw their ships? The aliens left it?” Joel’s hand didn’t once leave his rifle. 

“Not just that. We flew in one.” Will smirked, retrieving a device from his pocket. “This is the key.”

Cedric grunted, his breaths coming in wheezes. “You have it?”

“That’s right.” Will quickly put it away. “Why the sudden interest?”

“Don’t you see? With the device Helen has, and the key, all you need is a tablet… and…” Cedric stuttered the last, and shakily took out a vial of pills. His movements were erratic, and he dropped the bottle, the contents spilling onto the ground. He fell to his knees, clawing through the grass. 

Britt went to help refill the container. His breaths were getting worse, and she held the vial. “Which first?”

“Small white. Then pink,” he croaked out. 

She found them, and he downed the pair of pills dry. Ransom passed him a canteen, and he drank hastily, wiping his lips after. His breathing leveled off, and he sat again. 

“What are you going on about?” Peggy asked. 

“Every alien has one of these.” Cedric slid his sleeve up, revealing his own device strapped to his wrist. “They give you access to the portals. With this, I ended up in the corresponding Glass in the Other Place. With the tablet, you’re able to choose your destination.”

Britt noticed Peggy glancing at her pack. “Then what’s the key for?” the girl asked. 

“The UFO dash. When all three are linked…” Cedric started to cough and took another drink of water. 

“When all three are linked… what?” Will said through clenched teeth. 

“You can manipulate time. That’s how Cedric did it. He amassed an army, heading to thirty or so dimensions. You’re able to create a Glass on a world that doesn’t have any.”

“Why did they expand on Earth? What happened?” Britt asked, now that Cedric was finally talking. 

Cedric glanced at the middle-aged woman. “You’d have to ask Helen.”

“I was in the background. I didn’t even know…”

“Don’t bullshit us, Helen. You were there from the beginning. Cedric told me all about it.”

“I tried to warn him,” she whispered.

“So it was Drake,” Britt muttered. “And all those random Glass appearing in the last decade? The ones that John and his support group encountered?”

“Drake tested his portals,” Helen admitted.

Britt’s nails dug into her palms, so she flexed her fingers instead. “And the aliens?”

“It was the UFO. Once he found it, he needed to meet them. They had the technology for the Sheets built into their computer system. Drake modified it for our power supplies. He thought the UFO and Sheets were their way of making contact with us. He was obsessed.” Helen’s shoulders folded forward, making her appear half her size. 

“Drake not only caused his civilization’s downfall, but countless others,” Ransom said. “How do we stop it?”

“There’s no changing the past. But we can shut the Sheets down once and for all, as the kids suggested,” Helen told them. 

Will and Peggy shared a glance, probably at the fact that the woman had just called them kids. She wasn’t wrong. Britt noticed how young the pair actually were, despite the very complex situations they found themselves in.

“Then we do what’s necessary. Helen, why did you say there are aliens on Earth already?” Joel asked her. 

“Because we had the same experience. They invaded us after doing extensive surveillance.”

“And instead of doing anything about it, you ran,” Joel continued. 

“He thought we’d be safe.”

“What’s done is done,” Ransom said. “Let’s go home. Figure this out.”

Peggy stood up. “Where to?”

“Monterey?” Britt suggested. “Kendall and Ruthie were there.”

Joel flinched. “Kendall’s alive?”

Britt didn’t know how to tell him gently. “Trent ordered that group to attack, but they thought they were fighting aliens. They were remorseful for their actions.” 

Joel finally let go of his rifle and stared at his palms. “I killed them. So many.”

“It’s not your fault.” Britt reached for him, but he pulled away. 

“It’s fine. Not the first time I’ve got blood on them.” He stared at the Glass. “Can we make this work?”

Peggy nodded and turned her back to the group. Britt could tell she was keeping something secret, and spotted Cedric watching. He was going out of his way to pretend he wasn’t. The Glass began to glow, and Joel motioned for them to start moving. Their group continued until it was just Britt and Joel. “You okay?” 

He forced a smile. “It’ll take a lot to break me, Britt.”

“Let’s go home.” Britt and Joel entered the Glass together and stepped onto the beach. 

_________


Drake




“It’s a big city. Where do we start?” Drake used a pair of binoculars, trying to search for signs of life in the desolate metropolis. So far, all they’d witnessed were the dead. 

“Drake, we should stop for the night,” Fran said. “Everyone is exhausted, and it won’t do us any good to make poor decisions because we’re drained.”

“How do you house eight hundred people?” he asked. 

Mack jabbed a thumb behind him. “I saw a sign a mile or so back for one of those fancy hotels at Dove Mountain.” 

“It’ll take some work to clear it.” Drake looked toward the city as the last remaining rays of sunlight glinted off the downtown core. He stowed the binoculars and zipped his pack. “What do you say, Sage?”

She tilted her head, and he fished a treat from his pocket, offering it to her. 

Moving this many people was a struggle, but they managed to walk to the side road. Drake spotted a large pristine tour bus and had an idea. “Mack, can I get a hand?” 

“Sure thing.”

Nia reached for Sage’s leash. “Let me take her.”

Drake entered the vehicle and was grateful it was devoid of the dead. The keys were on the seat, and he push-started the engine, finding it had almost a full tank of gas. He quickly did the math, calculating that they could shuttle fifty-five people. 

Mack took the driver’s seat and smiled at him. “Good idea. Let’s begin.”

Drake went outside, asking for volunteers for the dirtiest job. When the bus was full, Mack waited with the doors open while Drake issued orders. “You’re going to start the cleanup. If there’s bodies, bring them out back. Everyone else, head down the street to the strip mall. Gather supplies and bring them to this spot. Mack will return in ten minutes or so.” The hotel was a mile and a half away. 

Mack nodded, closing the bus off, and he did a three-point turn before heading north. The roads were nearly empty, making his trek that much easier. 

“You heard the man. Split up and gather the basics. Water. Food. Medical supplies,” Jill shouted. 

Rick appeared, and he crouched to pet Sage. “Can I come with you?”

“Sure.” Drake saw a group of ten entering a thrift store. The health center had over a dozen corpses piled near the entrance. He pointed it out to Jill, and she passed the warning on. They might not be alone.

“Which one should we hit?” Nia asked him. 

“That depends on what you want.” 

“There’s a market.” She pointed a block away. The parking lot was roughly ten percent full, and Rick kicked an empty paper coffee cup, pretending it was a soccer ball. 

A few others trailed after them, grabbing shopping carts from an outside pen. Drake took one too, and so did Rick, the kid grinning at him. 

“My mom used to take me.” He patted the handle. “When I was little, she’d sit me in here. I always hated it. I wanted to run around the store, sampling the merch.”

Drake laughed. “You can sample as much as you want today, Rick.”

“Cool.” He swiped his black hair from his face and jogged to the front brick entrance. The doors were propped open by a body, and Rick hesitated. Two men went first, moving the elderly man to the street. 

“You okay, Rick?” Nia asked. He was frozen, staring at the spot where the guy had been lying. 

“Sure. I’m fine.” 

Rick went inside, and Drake rolled his cart into the store. “Let’s make this quick.”

It stank, and not only from the dead bodies. Meat from the deli had been basking in the display windows without air conditioning for weeks. He gathered essentials while others grabbed every last bottle of water in the store. Someone else filled their cart with canned goods, and a second with pasta and sauce. 

Drake dropped a case of razors into his, and some shaving cream. His cheeks were covered in a week’s worth of stubble, and it was beginning to irritate him, not to mention the fact that he’d been without a haircut in two months. 

When they met Rick in the lot, he had balloons, a couple of books, and some party supplies. “What are those for?” Drake asked him. 

“I overheard someone say it was Fran’s birthday. Thought we could celebrate,” he said. 

Nia hugged the boy, her eyes damp. “You’re so sweet, Rick. Yes. We have to. Let’s see if we can find any cake mix. I bet Mother Goose can whip something up with a generator and a toaster oven.” She returned to the store, and Drake spotted the brewery. 

“May as well make it a party. Come on, kid.” Drake used another cart, returning with two full-sized kegs and their appropriate taps. 

Nia seemed to appreciate it when she arrived with the boxed dessert mix. “Now we’re talking.”

Lizbeth was with Luther near the drug store, and he waved. “This is kind of nice,” he admitted.

Rick gave them a boyish grin. “I think it’s fun.”

Drake and Fox found a couple of big trucks in the lot, as well as the keys, and backed them up near the road. When all of the supplies were stacked high in the boxes, they were ready to go. 

Mack came and picked up his third load of people, escorting them to the hotel. He’d updated Fran that the hotel was barely occupied; they’d emptied all the bodies and were currently scrubbing the floors with bleach. 

“This won’t be so bad,” Drake kissed Nia’s temple, while Sage sat at his feet. “I think we should go.”

Rick climbed into his truck, with Sage barreling after him, and Nia took the passenger seat. 

Nia rolled down her window, letting in the cool evening air. “Why is it always a golf course?”

“Because the rich bastards that can afford these fancy hotels want something else to waste their money on,” he told her, and glanced in the mirror. “Sorry, I should watch my mouth.”

“I heard worse in middle school, believe me,” Rick said. 

The resort was in great shape, the giant hotel block dark against the dusk sky. Cacti lined the front entrance, and Drake slowed as the bus let people off. They immediately went to work, unloading Fox’s supplies, then Drake’s. 

He smiled at Nia, glad they’d chosen Tucson. Hopefully, they could settle in tonight, have a party for Fran, and meet the other survivors tomorrow. 

Drake set to it, his attention never quite on his current actions. He was already thinking about finding their new allies in the morning.

_________


Will




It felt odd returning to the golf resort in Monterey. Parts of the fairways were torn up, blown to pieces from Joel’s RPG assault, but otherwise, it appeared normal. 

“Has it only been a week since we left?” he asked Peggy.

“Something like that.” 

They’d gone to Tahoe, then to Spokane, and then to another Earth dimension, before reaching the Other Place. A lot had occurred in their lives, and Will felt a year older in that short span. 

“Where’s Cedric?” Britt and Ransom were talking with Kendall and Ruthie near the dining room. 

“Who the hell knows? That guy is so sketch.” Peggy blew a strand of hair from her face, and Will glanced at the device on her wrist. 

“You plan to wear that?”

Peggy nodded. “I don’t want it to go missing.”

“What about the one Helen gave Ransom? That’s the big ticket.” 

“I told him to keep it close, so Cedric doesn’t get any ideas,” Peggy said. 

“We should try it. See if it works.” Will pointed toward the ninth green. In the early days, this place had been so off-putting. The world had ended, and Trent’s people had been playing golf. “I heard Kendall telling Joel a Glass was nearby.”

Peggy’s serious side remained, but she’d started to loosen up and not let fear dictate her steps. “You have to be kidding. When’s the last time we slept?” she asked. 

Will had to think about it. “Before you found the lab under that house. Two days?”

“No wonder I feel so beat. Can we do this tomorrow? I swear, I’m game.”

“I thought we were shutting them down,” he said. 

“Sure. Whatever the group votes on.” Peggy’s feet carried her to their old wing of the complex, and it appeared vacant. Some of the room’s doors were open, and Will peered in, remembering these people had ransacked everything after Joel rained terror on them. Furniture was broken, mirrors shattered, and when they found their previous bedrooms, both were damaged beyond repair. 

“Guess we’re not sleeping here.” Peggy sighed, and they went in search of the others. Bean was eating something in the dining hall, sitting alone, and Will went inside while Peggy scrambled for a new place to call home for tonight. “Bring me something back to eat.”

Bean picked at her meal, and Will instantly recognized that she was indeed a grown-up version of Chrissy. The way she played with her fork, separating the vegetables from the rice, was priceless. 

“Hey,” he said. 

“Hey.” Bean had a book beside her, a leatherbound journal, and a stubby pencil. It looked to have been sharpened with a dull knife. 

“You write?” he asked. 

Bean shook her head. “No. I draw my dreams.”

“Like Chrissy… with the crayons.”

“Yep. That’s how I started.”

“Can I see?” Will reached for it, but she yanked the book away. 

“You shouldn’t.”

The hair on his arm stood up. “Why not?”

“I’ve seen you before, Will.”

“You have?” He scratched at the black markings on his arm, like they itched, even though they didn’t bother him at all. 

She flipped through the pages, pausing near the middle. “Is this familiar?” 

Will took in the image, his brain piecing it together. “That’s me. In Calder.” Peggy’s barn was in the drawing, the wheat fields overgrown in the distance, and even though the picture wasn’t in color, he knew there was a light shining in the trees. 

Her illustration was incredible. “How did you get so good?” The shadows were perfect, the worn wooden exterior of the barn meticulously drawn in. 

“Not much else to do when your chores are done in the Beyond, and you have no friends to play with,” she said.

Will was alone in the drawing, his jeans dirty, his plaid short-sleeved shirt something out of his own closet. But he’d never worn that at Peggy’s. Hell, he’d rarely visited, and had only been inside the barn on one occasion. 

“Watch out,” Bean said. 

“For what?”

She closed the book, slipping it into the bag at her feet. “I think you’re destined to be there, but I can’t figure out why.” 

Bean stood up, clearing off her unfinished meal in the trash before thanking the last remaining cook. 

Will chased her outside. “What are you talking about? Can you explain?”

Bean ignored his pleas. She entered the residences, and Peggy crossed paths with her. Peggy tried to say something, but Bean continued on. “What’s up with that girl?”

Will didn’t mention their bizarre conversation. “I think this is a lot for her. Imagine spending your entire teens in the Other Place, and suddenly, you’re on Earth. And not even your own Earth.”

“Doesn’t mean she has to be rude. Come on, they gave me a great room. It’s 511, overlooking the courtyard.”

“Give me a moment. I forgot food.” He rushed back to the dining room as the cook started locking up. 

“Sorry, we’re closed for the evening. Hit the storeroom behind the offices, and you’ll find snacks,” the guy said. 

“Thanks.” Will toured the center of the resort, and it was quiet in the late hour. Only a few lanterns shone through windows, and he found the warehouse room unlocked. At least they trusted their people to not hoard supplies. 

Using a penlight, he found a couple of bags of chips and some pretzels. It wasn’t a meal, but better than nothing. When he exited, he saw Cedric talking to himself. 

Will stayed in the shadows and crept closer. 

“—just listen to me. We can still do this. I understand the—” 

Will thought he was having a solo conversation, but there was a radio in his hand. Those things had short ranges, maybe a couple of miles. Who was he speaking with? 

“Hello?” Cedric said, and threw the radio against the brick wall in a rage. He paced the alley behind the office and kicked a garbage can, denting it. “It’s fine. You can do this without him.”

Cedric rushed off in the opposite direction.

Several minutes later, Will knocked on the door to room 511, and when Peggy didn’t answer, he pushed on it, seeing she’d left the latch closed so he could enter easily. 

“You’re never going—” Will paused when he saw Peggy on the bed, her hair wet, her clothes sprawled on the desk chair. She was out. 

He wanted to rouse her, to tell her what he’d witnessed Cedric doing, but he couldn’t, not after the week she’d had. Will showered, washing the sweat and anxiety from his skin. He lathered up, taking far more time in the cold water than he was used to. The LED lantern offered enough light, and he dimmed it before turning it off at the bedside. The drapes were open, giving him a gentle ambiance from the night sky. 

Will slid into the bed, curled up to Peggy, and within seconds, was fast asleep.



Drake




“Thank you, friends,” Fran said, holding a red cup and swaying gently on her feet. Everyone was in a great mood, despite the crater they’d encountered on the road earlier. 

Drake poured another beer, not caring that it was warm and perhaps a little flat. He offered one to Nia, but she declined with a quick shake of her head. People were starting to disappear, some in pairs, others alone. 

The music volume decreased, and Drake smiled at how easy it had been to organize this on such short notice. It helped that a couple of their numbers were party planners, and a few more had ample experience with kids’ events. It saddened him to think how many of them had been parents before the Glass. How many had been in a relationship, and now were living without the love of their life. 

It made him feel guilty that he’d found Nia in the aftermath and was happier than he’d been before. That wasn’t fair, and he knew it. Drake sipped his beer and set the glass down, knowing he should stop. They had a big day tomorrow, and waking up with a headache wasn’t ideal. 

Fran paused on her way through the courtyard, a balloon tied on her wrist. “Thank you, Drake and Nia. You two are the best.” She kept walking, Sage lifting her head. 

“Lizbeth was looking for you,” Nia told him after a brief moment of silence.

“Oh yeah?” 

“About an hour ago. I just remembered. Sorry,” Nia said. 

“No problem. Know where she is?” Drake peered at the sky, seeing how high the moon was. It was well after midnight. Time to call it a day. 

Nia pointed across the courtyard. “She was near the pool.”

“I’ll check. Want to come with me?” 

“Nah. I’ll bring Sage to bed. See you soon?” Nia kissed his cheek, and he almost followed her instead of checking on Lizbeth. 

“Be right there.”

Drake waited until Nia was gone, and Sage took a final glance at him from the building’s entrance. 

The old woman was by the water, a shawl wrapped over her shoulders as she stared at the pool. She sat on the end of a lounger and was humming a song. He thought he remembered his parents listening to it at some point, or maybe his grandparents. It was a haunting tune about a man hiding his grief. 

Drake sat on the lounger next to hers and knocked his knees together. She kept humming, like she wasn’t aware he’d joined her. Instead of speaking, he gently cleared his throat.

Lizbeth gazed over with rheumy eyes. “Drake, I’m dying.”

He didn’t know what to say. She was rail-thin, her skin sallow and drooping off her bones. He just nodded, lowering his chin. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be. I’ve accepted it. I don’t think I’ll live much longer. Gwen did a physical, but without a hospital… I don’t mind, really. At first, I’d wished that I could have died with George, beside him in bed. But then I met the girl and her father. Ransom is a special man. So are you.” She blinked, and tears fell from her eyelashes. 

“Maybe there’s something we can do.” Drake doubted that was true. “This community is supposed to have power, which might mean access to hospital. Maybe doctors.”

Lizbeth patted his hand, her cold gnarled digits clamping on. “No, Drake. I want you to talk to Chrissy.”

“Sure.”

“Tell her not to be scared. She’s powerful, in whatever we’re experiencing here. Other worlds, or planes, or Layered Earths. She should embrace it and become the best form of herself. Then when the versions of her see or dream, they can take strength from her.” 

“I will.”

“And you. Drake Astin, you’re capable of so much.”

“You don’t have to tell me that.” Cedric had told him about PremaCorp.

“But I do. I don’t care what rumors are circulating about this other Drake. You are a good man. A just and honorable human. A rarity in this age,” she told him. 

“Wait… what rumors…”

“Ignore that comment. Lead these people to safety.” Lizbeth coughed, and her grip tightened on him. “I should go to bed.”

“That song. Why were you humming it?” Drake asked. 

“What song? Oh, it’s been stuck in my head for days. Talking about the pretender. Seems fitting, doesn’t it?” She started to rise, and nearly fell into the pool. Drake was there with a steady hand, and he escorted her to her room. 

“Nice place,” he said. Someone had lined the paths with LED candles around the courtyard, and they came in handy now. 

“Very fancy. But it makes you think, when the world goes to hell, that none of these opulent distractions really meant anything. Perhaps we should have been more focused on our spouses, children, and friends than work and vacations and sports cars.” Lizbeth’s arm was so thin, he was careful not to grip it too tight. 

“Maybe you’re right,” he said. “Come on. Let’s get you to bed.”

A few minutes later, her door closed, and he heard her thin cough through the wooden slab. Drake entered the hall, finding Nia and Sage near the exit. 

“What are you doing up?” Drake asked. 

“Sage wouldn’t stop whimpering.” Nia pressed the handle, and they used the emergency exit. 

From here, Drake spotted something in the distance. “Is that…”

“Lights,” she whispered. “That’s where they are.”

Sage whined, like she’d known it all along. 

They’d found the people living in Tucson.

_________


Britt




Britt sat on the park bench, appreciating the late summer California coast morning with a cup of coffee. Ransom and Chrissy joined her, Chrissy in a yellow dress, her hair braided long behind her head. 

“Aren’t you looking good,” she told the girl, making her grin. 

“Thank you. Daddy did the braid.” She smiled, her new teeth covering half their previous gap. 

“It’s a skill every father needs.” Ransom sat next to her, reaching for the carafe of coffee. He poured a cup into the spare she’d brought with her. 

“What are we supposed to do?” Britt asked. Part of her felt like their time in the Other Place had been fruitless. But they were together now, and that was all that mattered. 

Ransom sipped the hot beverage. “We shut off the Glass.”

“I wish we hadn’t gone in the first place.”

“Then we wouldn’t have the device.” 

“Right.” Britt had almost forgotten they needed the alien tech from Helen, or they couldn’t locate the source and power it off. “Do they really need us? Can we just take Chrissy and head to Tucson?”

Ransom appraised her, and she wouldn’t meet his gaze. “Don’t…” He’d shaved, and his cheeks were red, the scent of his aftershave drawing her in. 

“I didn’t think you were the kind to run from a challenge.”

She fumed, angry he’d ever say that. Britt pointed at Chrissy, who was prancing around the fountain on the stone edging with her arms spread wide. “I only want what’s best for her.”

“She’s been so happy.” Ransom didn’t smile.

“Shouldn’t that be a good thing?”

“It is. But… she’s been dreaming. A lot.”

“I know, I heard her last night.” Britt and Ransom had been curled into their bed, with Chrissy next door. At one point, Britt had watched the girl writhe in her sleep, muttering quietly. When she tried to listen, Chrissy fell silent. “Did you ask her?” 

Ransom shook his head and clutched his cup with two hands. “She woke up and seemed so excited for today. I didn’t bother.”

Peggy and Will were with Helen near the entrance. “Looks like it’s happening,” Britt said. “Ready?”

“Sure.” Ransom stood, not convincing her very well. “Come on, Bean.”

“I’m not Bean anymore,” Chrissy said, and he smirked. 

“Of course not. Sorry, honey.” Ransom took her hand as she skipped toward the others. 

The other Bean was there, walking behind Ruthie and talking to the young woman. They were close to the same age, so it made sense. Kendall joined their group, nodding once at Britt, and she returned the gesture. 

“Where’s Joel?” Ransom asked, and she shrugged.

“Haven’t seen him today.”

“Okay, here’s the plan,” Peggy said, steepling her fingers. “We’re going to Spokane.”

“Excellent.” Cedric had been so quiet, Britt hadn’t even noticed him in the shadows. “I can take the—”

“Not a chance,” Peggy said. “We are leaving. You are not.”

Cedric didn’t speak, just stood there, wringing his hands nervously. Britt found it amusing to watch this eighteen-year-old take charge. Even Britt wanted to concede to her directions. 

“We’ll shut it down and join the others in Tucson. Who’s coming with us?” Peggy asked. 

“Count us in.” Britt stepped forward, and Ransom did too. 

Chrissy hopped once. “Me too.”

“Okay.” Peggy looked at the others. 

Kendall spoke first. “We leave for Tucson today. Helen is coming.”

“And so am I,” Bean said, surprising Britt. “I need to find my own place in this world.”

“I understand,” Ransom whispered. 

“There we are.” Peggy clapped her palms together. “Gather your things. Say your goodbyes. We leave in twenty.”

Britt left Ransom and Chrissy to speak with Bean, and the older girl handed Stewart, the stuffed mouse, back to Chrissy, who hesitated before hugging the toy. 

“If my sister is there, tell her not to do anything I wouldn’t,” Britt told Kendall. 

“Good luck with that,” he said. “But I do hope to find her.”

Britt shuddered when she remembered her sister’s dire warning of the aliens killing her. 

“You okay?” Kendall asked. 

“Probably too much coffee.” She held up the cup.

“I’ll take care of them. You finish this and meet up later, understood?” Kendall hugged her, and Britt realized why Soph cared for him. He was kind and thoughtful; his words held credence. 

“Were you really a billionaire?” she blurted.

Kendall glowered for a moment, then nodded. “Yes. My family had money.”

“And you?”

“I spent it,” he said. “I wasn’t the best son, but maybe my purpose is to find redemption in our new reality.”

Britt liked him even more. “You’re already there.”

Joel emerged from the golf course, a rifle in his grip. “What did I miss?”

Britt filled him in, and he shook his head. “I think we need to bring Cedric.”

“Why?” Britt asked. 

“Because I just saw another one of those people in an alien suit. He’s got answers, and I intend on convincing him to supply them.” Joel glanced at Cedric, who hadn’t moved an inch. 

“Fine. But Peggy’s going to be pissed.”

After a quick trip to the rooms for their gear, everyone gathered at the courtyard.

“Good luck,” Bean called as they walked toward the course. 

Britt took one last peek at their friends, noticing Helen standing alone in the warm morning. She claimed ignorance about the secret lab, and Britt hoped she was telling the truth.

Arthur, the chief, was with them, and he gave her a wave goodbye, which she reciprocated. 

“Quit shuffling,” Joel told Cedric. The man started to cough, and removed an inhaler from his pocket. He wore a t-shirt under a sport coat, the jacket stained. He puffed on the medical device and stopped hacking. 

They went to the nearest Glass, which remained clear. “Let’s see if we can figure this out.”

“I can—” Cedric reached for the tablet, and Joel hit his forearm with the butt of the rifle. Cedric let out a yelp. 

“Spokane. There’s a Glass near the edge of town,” Will said. 

“That should do it.” Peggy took a deep breath. “What if it doesn’t work?”

“It got us here,” Britt reminded her.

“But we used the Primary,” Peggy responded.

“It’ll work.” Cedric sniffed the air. “Let’s wrap up this blasted game.”

Peggy activated the tablet and the tool clamped to her wrist, and the Glass shone brightly. 

“I’ll go first. With him.” Joel urged Cedric through, and they were gone. 

“I wish you’d have left him here,” Peggy said. 

“So do I.” Britt went with Ransom and Chrissy, the girl eager to pass into it. 

One minute, they were in Monterey; the next, she stepped into the country on a single-lane road, smack dab in the center of an unmarked intersection. A green building housed farming equipment a short distance from them, and Britt moved aside when Peggy and Will appeared. 

The sky was dark and held a violence to it. The air crackled with energy, a storm brewing. 

“Let’s get indoors,” Joel said. 

“What about the lab?” Ransom asked. 

“We’re about to have a lightning show, and we don’t want to be standing out here waiting to get struck.” Joel hefted his pack and gestured to the farmhouse behind the green barn. “Let’s wait it out.”

Britt felt the first drops of rain as they entered the property, and by the time they were at the front porch, it was gushing, soaking her clothing yet again. 

_________


Drake




“It should be close.” Drake stood at the end of the lane, wondering how he’d mistaken the location. 

“I think it was more south.” Nia started in that direction, Sage trotting along with her. 

Jill and Charles accompanied them, rarely speaking. 

Drake slowed at the end of the block, and the hilly neighborhood crested, giving him a view of the entire area. “I’ll be damned.” There were people in the streets, vehicles driving on the roads. 

“They did it. It’s real,” Jill muttered. 

She ran forward, her flats slipping off her feet as she went, but Jill didn’t even bother to retrieve them. Charles did so as he trailed after her. 

“She should be careful,” Nia said. “We don’t know these people.”

A car stopped, and someone jumped out of the driver’s seat. Jill rushed them, hugging the woman. Drake couldn’t hear their conversation but picked up the pieces as they jogged over. 

“…we’ve been here for weeks. Where did you say you came from?” the lady asked. 

“Tahoe,” Jill responded.

“Haven’t heard of that settlement. Everyone will be thrilled to learn we have some new blood. Come with me.”

“What’s your name?” Nia prodded. 

“Rhea,” she said. 

They made their introductions, and Rhea smiled at Sage. “You guys will fit right in.”

“I hope you have—” Jill started, but Drake cut her off.

“How is there power?” Drake inquired. He needed to see more before considering a new home for eight hundred of them. 

“It was easy enough. We have a good team for infrastructure. Waste, water, power. Right now, we’re manufacturing a second grid, but for the time being, we have enough to cover twelve square miles,” Rhea said. A parked van had its windows cranked open nearby.

“Incredible,” Nia whispered. 

“We can give you a tour. Verne, what are you doing?” Rhea called to the van’s driver.

“I was just going to check on the gardens,” he said.

“Do you mind taking us around town? Show them what’s what?” Rhea barked. 

“Not at all. I don’t like them bugs out there anyway.” Verne smiled, showing a missing tooth. “Climb aboard the Verne Express.” He peered at Jill’s bare feet. “Tickets are free and shoes are optional.” 

Drake knew they shouldn’t trust these people, not so quickly, but there was nothing about their demeanor that indicated otherwise. They seemed kind and generous. 

Jill didn’t hesitate. She went into the van, and Charles was right behind her, offering her flats. Sage and Nia went next, and Drake leaned toward Rhea. “Promise me we’re safe.”

Rhea looked shocked by the comment, but her expression slackened. “I understand how hard it is to trust these days. We’re no danger to anyone, unless you threaten our community.”

Drake smiled. “Glad to hear it. Thank you for your kindness.” 

Rhea took the front passenger seat, and Drake sat behind Verne, rolling down his window. Jill and Charles filled the third row, and Charles flipped his vent open. It was hot and stuffy in the van, and the smell of stale cigar lingered in the fabric. 

“This is El Futuro,” Rhea said as they started driving. The future.

Drake saw the cleared streets, the people occupying the sidewalk. Lights shone bright over a restaurant patio, and he longed for things to return to the way they were. This was the first time he’d allowed himself to think about the past, and seeing a semblance of normality reminded him of what they might have again. Nia wiped a tear from her eye, grinning at Drake. 

“This is Main Street. It’s not much, but we’ve converted some of the storefronts into manufacturing. We don’t lack for any supplies, given there are literally hundreds of cities to plunder, but we do understand that will only be sustainable for a time,” Rhea said. “We’re entering the residential area. There are a few thousand homes within our grid, and half of them are inhabited. Many are using apartment complexes to stay close. So you can have your pick of places.”

Nia beamed at the news, but Drake wasn’t certain how he felt. Could they just settle down in this city, among strangers? He wasn’t sure, especially with the threat of an alien invasion. 

Verne drove to numerous areas, showing them a school. Children played in the park, and Drake felt a lump in his throat. “How many children are there?”

“The kids?” Rhea asked. “Couple hundred.”

They had so much to protect now. It had been different when it was only Drake and their group on the coast, but this was an actual community. 

“Drake, I think we should tell them,” Jill said. 

“Tell us what?” Verne put on the brakes near a bank of rowhouses. An old man watered his flowerpots and offered a wave. 

“There’s others.” Drake took Nia’s hand. “We have over eight hundred waiting to hear from us.”

Rhea’s eyes went wide, and she grabbed a radio from Verne’s cup holder. “Come in, Councillor.”

“Go ahead,” a voice said. 

“We’ve got a group from Tahoe. Eight hundred. Seem like decent folk.” Rhea released the talk button. 

There was a pause, and Drake was positive they’d be told to leave. 

“Who’s with you?” the man asked. 

Nia whispered their names again, reminding Rhea, and she repeated them into the radio. 

“Tell them to join us. The more the merrier.” The voice was gone. 

“I guess you’re invited.” Rhea returned the radio and craned her neck to look at them all. “Welcome home.”

_________


Will




The storm refused to end. The house had two dead inside, which they’d quickly cleared out. Peggy and Joel had spent thirty minutes bleaching the spots upstairs, but the smell still lingered in the home. Will had the front windows open, the wind sending the old drapes fluttering with each gust. But the cold wet air was preferable to the stale lingering death. 

He wanted to head out so they could find the lab on Helen’s world. They hadn’t discussed how they’d destroy it yet, or if it was even possible to physically shut these portals off. Will assumed someone would be trapped across the Glass, in another dimension, and he was nervous Peggy would volunteer. He’d go himself before sending her to live in isolation on a Layered Earth. 

Cedric was in the kitchen, scouring the cupboards, and Will let him be. He’d had enough of Cedric. 

Joel stood on the porch, watching the lightning rage through the sky. “I’ve never seen something quite like this,” he said. 

Britt sat at the table with Chrissy, the girl drawing with pencil crayons they’d found in the pantry. Ransom snoozed on the couch, a cowboy hat from the coat rack draped over his face. 

Will entered the living room, the wooden floorboards probably a hundred years old, and they creaked under his weight. Peggy lifted her head, worry on her brow. “I think I can figure this out.”

Will plopped beside her on the smaller sofa, their hips touching. “Want to show me?”

Peggy slid the tablet to him, and he saw the light on her wrist blinking. 

He changed the map over to Nebraska. Will zoomed on Calder, finding a handful of Glass remaining in the region. They’d shifted, and the one near the lake was gone, as was the first gateway they’d seen after skipping out of work. Will tried to recall the excitement he’d felt when he’d witnessed the destructive power of the Glass when the vehicles had smashed into it. And how Peggy had joined him and Jeremy as they tried to navigate the early days before everyone succumbed to the effects. 

“I miss home,” she whispered.

“So do I.”

“I wish I could talk to my father again.”

“And my mom. Even Shandra.” He smiled, thinking about his sister. Will changed the settings, moving the timeline back two years. “We could visit them.”

Peggy shook her head. “I don’t think it works like that.”

“They said it changes time.”

“But isn’t it in another dimension?” Peggy asked. 

“I really have no clue. This entire thing is too complicated.” Will wanted to be done with the Glass, the Visitors, and whoever the hell those aliens were. 

She rested her head on his shoulder. “What do you think it’s like in Tucson?”

“It’s probably fantastic. If there’s as many people as we’ve been told, they have a real city. With power, and…”

“Will you stay with me?” Peggy was acting more vulnerable than usual, and Will put his arm around her. 

“Nothing can keep us apart, understood?” Thinking about Calder reminded him how young they were. He’d never been on his own, and in the last couple of months, all they’d done was protect themselves. But they’d only just graduated high school. Both had been working in the mill, trying to figure out what they were going to do with the rest of their lives. 

If they actually managed to close the Glass and fend off some impending invasion, then they’d have to decide on their future. But there were a lot of steps before they could achieve that. It might be months until they settled in Tucson, trying to return their world to normal. 

“I haven’t dreamt in a while,” she said, closing her eyes. 

“Good.” 

“I was hoping I would. To help me.”

“Maybe it’s not your burden,” Will said. 

Peggy sat upright. “What are you saying?”

“That it doesn’t have to be you in the lab. Someone else can do it,” he said softly, not wanting anyone else to overhear their conversation. Ransom snored lightly from under his cowboy hat. 

Peggy frowned at him. “It does so.”

Will nodded, biting his tongue. He’d convince her later.

Peggy set the tablet down and unclasped the wrist device, rubbing her skin. “I wish this storm would stop.”

As if to punctuate their dire situation, a thunderclap boomed, shaking the entire home. The dishware rattled in the antique cabinet near the kitchen, drawing Will’s attention. 

Another thunder sounded, and Peggy jumped. “That wasn’t the storm.”

Joel was already running from the porch, sighting his rifle, and Will grabbed a handgun from the coffee table, joining him. 

“Where was it?” he asked, and Joel sped through the field. He leapt over a wooden fence, and Will struggled to keep pace. His feet were sopping wet, his hair plastered to his face. 

The report of the gun echoed across the crops, and Will ducked when a lightning bolt struck a weathervane on top of a derelict barn near the property’s corner. It sparked, and thunder bellowed angrily. 

Joel slowed, taking aim, and he tapped the trigger. He held the weapon up for a few moments, finally glancing at Will. “Got him.”

“Who?”

Joel took off again, and this time Britt and Peggy were there. 

The body lay sprawled out, the alien uniform fitting tightly. 

“Is it…” Will rolled the figure onto his back and noticed the replica matched the ones from the Other Place. He removed the mask, finding another Cedric. This man was missing an eye, his scar puckered and pink. He wasn’t breathing. 

“Damn it. Get back to the house!” Joel ordered. 

They did, the storm finally subsiding. Rain continued to drizzle as they rushed into the home, moving past Ransom and Chrissy on the porch. 

“Where is he?” Peggy asked, and Will saw the tablet and its matching alien device were missing, along with Cedric.



Drake




It took hours to move all of their people from the resort to El Futuro, but everyone was in high spirits. The group was overwhelmingly helpful, and hundreds of their population came to greet their new citizens. Rick was with Fran, and Drake spotted Lucky pushing a stroller with Reed in it. Britt’s sister, Sophie, stuck with Mack, relaying information from a radio. 

“This area is filled with great options.” Soph had a map, with a section of this region squared off with a red marker. “It’s up to you if you want a house, a townhouse, or an apartment. Just remember, the more yard, the more maintenance.”

“That’s right, there’s no HOA board to send groundskeepers to pull weeds,” Rhea said. She’d been relegated to supervising the transition, since she’d been the first one to make contact. Apparently, that was how they operated with newcomers, but it was usually a straggler or two, not an entire convoy. 

“What do you want to do?” Nia asked him. 

“We should stay and—”

“Drake, we’re not in charge of these people. They can take care of themselves. Plus, Fran is all over it.” 

Drake watched the Deliverer in action, talking to anyone seeking her guidance. 

“Fine. Care to take a stroll? See if something on the market suits your eye?” He laughed. 

“There’s nothing I’d rather be doing.”

Drake let Sophie know they were off, and they left the hub of activity, wandering east. There were no sidewalks, just the street curb and desert landscaping. Instead of grass, there were bushes, various cacti, and leafy trees. 

Sage sniffed everything in her path, glancing up at Drake. “Yes, girl. This is your new home. You’ll have lots of time to explore.”

“They’ve done a wonderful job clearing the area,” Nia said. 

Rhea informed them that every single structure within the grid had been checked, each body disposed of in a mass grave to the south. That had been in the early days. Rhea was from the area, and with the help of five others, they’d started the community. Word had spread, and a bunch of survivors with internet access in that one blip, when messages passed through, had found the location on a social media site. They’d flocked here, a hundred in the first two days. 

Some groups left notes spray-painted on billboards, on major interstates, informing others that they were headed to Tucson. And it had grown, snowballing from there. Soon they’d had doctors, teachers, engineers, mechanics, and military personnel. 

With the help of their entire community, their grid had been scrubbed clean, the cars removed, and they’d begun anew. Drake was glad to be joining them and hoped Britt and Ransom would be arriving shortly. Will and Peggy had gone to Spokane, but he suspected they’d ultimately trail back to Tahoe, finding the instructions left behind. 

The homes were single stories with flat or Spanish roofs, the ceramic tiles red and faded from the sun. “See anything you like?”

“They’re all fine,” Nia said. 

A man used a hose, washing his driveway, and he stopped when they went past. “You the folks from Tahoe?”

“That’s us.”

He took off a ballcap, revealing a pale bald head, and offered his hand. “Xavier.”

“Nice to meet you.” Drake shook it. He was maybe ten years Drake’s senior and had a calming demeanor. “This is Nia, and Sage. I’m Drake.”

“Now those are some mighty fine names.” Xavier petted Sage, the dog licking him. 

“How long have you been here?” Nia asked. 

“Since the beginning. I’m from up in Phoenix. Chandler, actually. Used the radio in those days, trying to locate anyone else. I thought I was the only person left alive. Way I figured, the Rapture was upon us, but I knew I wasn’t the most righteous man, so that explanation didn’t make sense.” He patted his brow with his arm. “Finally connected with someone heading from Salt Lake. They picked me up, and the rest is history.”

Drake gestured at the house. “How do you like it here?”

“It’s fine. I miss my house. My family.” He smiled, his gaze on the ground. “I still wake up expecting to find the kids banging on the door, asking me for money, or my wife reminding me I have to bring her to work ‘cause the car’s in the shop. Silly things that you take for granted.”

“Do you dream a lot?” Nia asked, and he snapped his attention to her. 

“Sure do. Always have.”

“What did you do for a living?” Drake felt like he was interrogating the man, but he didn’t seem to mind. Sometimes it was nice to talk about your life. It was rare to find anyone willing to stop thinking about themselves for long enough to share any personal details. 

“Music producer. Nothing big. Mostly local stuff.” Xavier looked down the street. “Lots of good choices. You two might like the beauty on the corner. Has a pool. Would take some work getting that going, but might pay off in the long run.”

“Why didn’t you choose it?” Drake inquired. 

“I had one for the last decade. Used it twice a year and maintained it every damned weekend. No thank you.” Xavier smirked at Nia. 

“We’ll check it out.” Drake shook his hand again. “Was a real pleasure.”

“Before we go… have you seen any… of them?” Nia asked him.

“Them? Those naked things?” Xavier picked up his garden hose. 

“No. The other ones.” Nia tapped her eye. “With the blue light.”

“Now I get it.” Xavier laughed, starting the spray head. “You almost had me. Blue eyes.” He turned around, soaking his driveway. 

“Guess they don’t know about the aliens yet,” she mumbled. 

“Maybe ignorance is bliss,” Drake added. Sage pulled, trying to say goodbye to Xavier, but he was across the yard. 

They waved at a young couple getting into a car and continued on. “It almost feels real.”

“Isn’t it?” Drake asked. 

“Too early to know.” Nia stared at a house on their left. “Looks like the place he was mentioning.”

It was a ranch like the others, with white stucco and a red roof. The landscaping was minimalist, which Drake preferred, since it would be low maintenance, and a wooden sign was wedged into the rocks out front, gently swinging in the breeze. The Johnsons.

“Let’s have a peek.” Nia went quickly, and Drake could tell she was eager to plant some roots. “Did you know I’ve never even considered owning a home?”

“Makes sense in the Bay Area. I’ve seen the sticker price of those places,” he said. 

Nia spun around by the entrance, waiting for him and Sage. “I think this is it.”

“You haven’t seen the inside.”

“But it’s right. The neighborhood. Xavier. That couple in love.”

“We don’t know they’re in love,” he added. 

She poked him in the chest. “Why are you always such a pessimist?”

Nia opened the door, and Drake removed Sage’s leash, letting her run inside. 

“It’s quaint,” he said quietly. 

“Told you.” Nia stepped onto the light marble tile, crossing to the kitchen. It wasn’t brand-new, but it was well-maintained. He went into the living room and saw the photos. The Johnsons were an adorable family. He was a large man, prone to wearing plaid, from the looks of it. Mrs. Johnson always had a smile bigger than the rest of them, the two kids even unable to hide their enthusiasm as they stood in the ocean on vacation. A grad photo of the girl centered the wall, and Drake could almost feel the pride her parents had experienced. 

“What do you think?” Nia was beside him, linking arms. 

“I think the Johnsons deserved better.”

“Then we can honor them by caring for their home,” she said. 

“If that’s what you want, I’m in.” Drake kissed her, and they finished touring the home. Three bedrooms, and an office, which was stuffed full of paperwork and filing cabinets. It looked like one of them worked from home. 

The backyard was obviously somewhere this family had spent a lot of time. The pool was predictably dirty, but everything was immaculate. Drake eyed the outdoor kitchen, figuring they’d use this more than the one inside. 

“I can’t wait to have the gang over,” Nia joked. “Poolside drinks, served by my man. Grilling steaks.”

“You going to find the cow?”

“Sure. There must be a few kicking around.”

Drake hadn’t seen her this cheerful before, and it suited her. Sage peed on the rocks and sat next to his feet, viewing the property with them. 

A horn honked from out front, and Drake’s gaze shot through the windows. He couldn’t see anything. 

“Probably Xavier,” Nia said. 

They returned to the house, nodding contently. He imagined them actually living here. It was an unfamiliar concept, and he was shocked at how easy it was to slide into this world. 

Beep beep

Drake checked out the front window, seeing a man in a convertible. 

Nia stood on her toes. “Who is it?”

“I don’t know. He has sunglasses on. A beard.”

“It’s him,” Nia muttered.

“Who?” 

Nia had a gun in her hand, and she stalked out, not lifting the weapon. “What do you want?”

The guy got out, gently closing his door. He flipped the sunglasses down and looked at her, then Drake. “Drake, I don’t know who this is, but can you ask her to put that away?”

“I don’t control her, Cedric.” Sage ran past him, jumping on Cedric. “I thought I told you not to bother me again.”

“You did?” Cedric asked. 

“Yes. In LA.”

“Drake, we’ve never been to LA together,” Cedric said. 

“Stop screwing around. You made me drink ayahuasca and told me about Drake Astin, the creator of the Glass.”

Cedric’s eyes widened. “He actually did it.”

“Who did what?” Nia demanded, still clutching her handgun. 

“I never believed he’d pull it off. He’s crazy, Drake. He’s trying to ruin the world. All of them. Except me. Don’t you understand?” Cedric came closer, and Drake finally saw it. The man that had returned from the Other Place at Monterey wasn’t the same Cedric who’d brought him to Montana. Drake always just assumed it was, because why would he question that? There couldn’t be more than one person on Earth. Now he knew better, and cursed himself for not noticing before. 

“Shit.” Drake sat on the steps, rubbing his face with his palms. “You’re not him. We let him right into our fold. We listened to him. He was supposed to leave with Joel and Ransom to the Other Place, but…”

“Where are they, Drake? Where’s Britt?” 

“I…I don’t know. She was in Tahoe. I think Chrissy intended to use the Glass.”

Cedric waved them to his car. “Let’s go. We have a lot to discuss.”

Nia looked at Drake for guidance, and he nodded. She stowed her gun, and they shut the front door. Drake knew it was too good to be true. They couldn’t just slip into a comfortable life, not yet. 

Drake hopped into his convertible, as he’d done before leaving for the Bennet Ranch. He wondered if this day would also end with a UFO. 

He glanced at the skies, praying it wouldn’t. 

_________


Ransom




“Cedric!” he shouted from the truck window. Nothing. Not that he’d expected to hear a response. Chrissy was at the house with Peggy, while the rest searched for the thief. 

Britt puffed out a breath. “He couldn’t have gotten very far.”

“We’ve driven every damned road for two square miles, and checked the barns and houses. He has to be somewhere. That bastard isn’t very agile, and he can hardly breathe,” Ransom said. 

“We shouldn’t have brought him.”

“Tell that to Joel.” 

“He’s already upset enough with himself. Don’t even think about mentioning it.”

“Cedric has the tablet. He can use the—”

“The Glass.” Britt grabbed her radio. “He wants to access it.”

Joel was the first to respond. “We don’t know where they are.”

“I do,” Will said. His window must have been down, because Ransom could hear the storm buffeting as he spoke. “There’s three in the area. I was just looking at the map. One behind an equestrian ranch. Where was it? North on the secondary road, about three miles. And another five miles west.”

“He’d go to the nearest, right?” Britt asked. 

“It’s possible. He might not even know how to use the thing. I’ll head to the ranch,” Joel said. 

“We’ll take the west one, since we’re already halfway there,” Britt told them. 

“I’ll do the last. Keep us posted.” Will’s voice was laced with tension. 

Britt kept the radio. “Peggy, everything good?”

“Fine at the house. We’re just drawing.”

“Anything… interesting?” Britt asked, glancing at Ransom. 

“You might want to see this later,” Peggy said.

“Chrissy’s sketching again,” Britt told Ransom.

“When will this all end?” Ransom asked, his blood racing. “Why does my daughter need to take on this burden? Will she always be this way?”

“Maybe when the Glass are shut off, her dreams will cease too.”

“I sure hope so.” Ransom gripped the old farm truck’s steering wheel and pressed the gas pedal harder. Exhaust billowed from the tailpipe as he raced west. It took them a few minutes, but he slowed as the odometer told him he was close to five miles from the homestead. “Keep your eyes peeled. It’s out here somewhere.”

The landscape offered nothing but browning grass and a handful of trees. A white building was erected a half-mile to the south, and a low mountain range caught his eye in the distance. The clouds remained, but the rain had halted a while ago. The roads were covered in pools of water, and it rose a foot high in the ditch. 

“I don’t see him,” Britt said as they deliberately scanned the side streets. 

A telephone pole was severed up ahead, and Ransom pulled over. “Found it.” He jumped out, knocking on the clear barrier. There was no indication whether Cedric had used it prior. 

“Target acquired. No sign of Cedric.” Britt motioned at the muddy ground, and the only footprints nearby were their own. 

“I’m almost at mine. Gimme a minute,” Joel said. 

Britt and Ransom returned to the truck, anxious for news. They were at least ten minutes from either site, but it was better to be close by in case one of their friends required reinforcements. Ransom braked, trying to avoid the giant potholes, and hoped Joel discovered Cedric soon. 

“No Cedric in sight. Will, anything?”

When the younger man didn’t respond, Ransom pushed the pedal. 

_________


Will




Cedric ran through the wheat fields, his pace remarkably fast considering how weak he was. The man’s steps were staggered, his shoulders rising and falling with each lunge. Will noticed where the wheat parted, separated by the Glass, and turned off the road, barging past the ditch into the crop. 

He let out a yell as his truck struck an ancient scarecrow. The fabric and straw exploded in every direction, the broomstick landing in the truck’s box. Cedric was closing in on the Glass, and Will hit the gas, considering running him over. But he couldn’t. The tablet might get damaged; then they were hopeless. 

“You dolt!” he shouted to himself. “You forgot the gun!”

This was an old farmer’s truck. It had to have some kind of weapon. His vehicle slid and slopped around the messy, wet field. The rainstorm made this exercise excruciating. Will almost lost control as it fishtailed, and he slowed. The truck stopped moving, and the rear tires spun as he tried to free it. 

Cedric was almost there. 

Will checked under the bench seat, finding nothing but a half-empty whiskey and a bottle of antacids. The glove box was crammed full of junk, and he sifted through screwdrivers, maps from the 1970s, and, for some reason, lipstick, before seeing the flare gun. He grabbed it, shoving it into his jeans, and went outside. 

“Cedric!” Will shouted, but the man didn’t listen. He was near the Glass, ready with the tablet. 

Will arrived a minute later, and Cedric glared at him, a gun in one hand, the tablet in the other. The alien device was clasped to his wrist, and he looked fully certifiable. 

“Don’t come any closer,” Cedric said. 

Will obeyed, wary of the crazed expression on his face. The gun was a motivating factor as well. “Why?”

“Why?” Cedric attempted to use the tablet, but it was proving difficult with the weapon in his grip. “Your adolescent mind wouldn’t understand. You simply don’t have the cognitive capabilities, young William Foster. You shouldn’t even be alive. So I’ll remedy that. I’ll finish what nature started.”

“Just my luck,” Will muttered, and remembered something of note. “You weren’t meant to survive either. We’re alike, Cedric.”

“If you’re trying to manipulate me, it won’t work. I’ve done some awful things and killing you won’t even rank in my top five.” Cedric’s gaze flickered to the portal. 

“You have the tablet and the alien transmitter, but you still need a UFO, right? And the lab?” 

Will’s questions struck a chord. “There is a UFO. I don’t believe that your friend Drake really lost it. They found it in Montana, like I did as a child,” Cedric said. 

Will stared at him and realized something very important. This wasn’t the same Cedric. He’d said ‘they’ found it, not ‘we.’ He had to use this bit of knowledge. “How can you work against us?”

Cedric stopped what he was doing, focusing on Will. “There is no winning.”

“Then why are you helping them?” he asked. 

“I’m not. I said you wouldn’t comprehend my motivation.”

Will needed him to talk. “Try me.”

Cedric flinched. He reached into his pocket, found a pill, and swallowed it dry. “I’ve been tasked with breaking Earth, William. My army has failed me. I saw that. But it doesn’t matter. I think I might be the last Cedric.”

Will sure as hell hoped so. “Who asked you to do it?”

“It came to me in a dream, Will, something you’ve inevitably heard a lot about in the recent months. It was the night of the UFO. I was so ramped up, I couldn’t sleep. But eventually, the adrenaline wore off, and the claws of the night sank into my mind. I was shown the end of the world. Aliens everywhere, their armies raining destruction on our cities. Ships in the skies, blasting holes into the Earth. I heard one simple phrase and will never forget it. Break the world.” 

“It didn’t ask you to prevent them from attacking? What does that even mean?” Will asked, stepping a little closer. Cedric didn’t seem to notice. 

“It means that no matter what we do, they will come. But if Earth is destroyed, they will not win,” Cedric said. 

Will couldn’t believe his ears. The man was so obviously delusional, but Will wouldn’t let him see his fear. “How do we accomplish this?”

“I have a plan. There’s a way to link to every single Glass. When I bring it to the right PremaCorp lab, I can send the nuclear device through as it counts down. Every last dimension will explode.”

“Sounds risky,” Will whispered. 

“Don’t I know it. It was a lot easier to get my hands on after everyone was dead, believe me.” Cedric seemed to realize he was rambling, and lifted the gun again, waving it around. “I could use a second set of hands, since my companion has disappeared on me.”

“The one with the missing arm?” Will asked. 

“That’s him. Oh, the look on all your faces when I brought him to meet you. It was priceless.”

“So where’s the other Cedric? The man from my world.”

“Who knows? He was different. My partner thought he could be useful, but we never told him about our army or the ultimate plan. Instead, we gave him another narrative, something far less interesting. He was instructed to bring you all together. Well, not you, specifically, but Peggy, Drake, Britt, and Ransom. And the kid.”

“Why?”

Cedric lifted his arm. “The girl. She dreamed of this instant on one of my visits. I saw the drawing. Chrissy has been a valuable asset in many timelines. She’s given me more than I could ever imagine.”

Will clenched his jaw, seeing an opportunity. He heard an engine’s roar, and needed to buy some time. “Chrissy told me to help you. She saw us in a white room with a Glass.”

Cedric tapped the tablet, and the light on the wrist unit blinked. “I’m no fool, Will.” The gun raised, and Will reached for the flare. He aimed it straight for Cedric’s chest and fired. The revolver in the other man’s hand shot as well, and Will glimpsed a bright light. For a moment, he thought it was the end, heaven’s gates opening to guide him home, but he was still breathing. That was only the Glass activating. 

Before Cedric could shoot again, Will dove for him. They tumbled into the wheat, and Cedric swore, his elbow cracking into Will’s nose. Will punched him in the gut, and Cedric let out a whoof.

Will saw the tablet on the ground, and he struggled to grab it. He had it in his grip, until a boot struck his ribs. The electronics fell into the mud, and Will tried to catch himself. 

The Glass burned hotly, the white even more intense than usual, and Will fell toward it, unable to get his footing. 

Cedric watched him, a menacing grin on his scarred face. 

Will stumbled into the Glass, and away from the wheat field on the outskirts of Spokane.



Britt




“Will!” Britt shouted as they sprinted toward the glowing Glass. Ransom arrived first, and he attempted to jump through as it dimmed. He slammed into the hard material, sliding to the ground. 

“What have you done?” Britt demanded, staring over her 9MM at Cedric. 

He gawked at the tablet, tears on his cheeks. “It’s shattered.”

“Give me that!” Ransom shoved the man. He showed it to Britt, and it didn’t take an engineer to know the thing was busted. A long crack centered the screen, and you could barely read the text. 

“Where’s the gun?” Britt asked, scouring by her feet. They’d seen the entire thing as they roared down the street, including Cedric trying to shoot Will. 

“Here.” Ransom lifted the chrome revolver and passed it to her. “Where did you send him?”

“I don’t know. I was getting the proper settings in place, and…” Cedric’s face spun to the side when Ransom punched him. He put his hands up defensively. “Just kill me, Ransom. I failed.”

Cedric slumped to the ground, his chin resting on his knees. 

“We have to reactivate it and save Will.” Britt tested it, but the display didn’t work. 

Joel arrived a moment later, his gaze darting over the scene. Britt could see his mind piecing it together. First the Glass, then Cedric, and finally, the damaged screen. “Where is Will?” Joel’s voice was a whisper. 

Britt pointed at the Glass. 

“Restart it. I’ll go through,” Joel said. 

“It’s busted.” Ransom turned his back on Cedric. 

Joel rushed past him, picking Cedric up, then slamming him into the Glass. “If you don’t admit what you’ve done, I’ll kill you.”

“Go for it. I had it all. I should have shot him. I made a mistake,” Cedric mumbled. He continued to mutter something, but Britt couldn’t hear the words. 

“What are you? Why are you messing with us?” Joel yelled. “You sent us to the Other Place! You’re constantly lying about your motives.”

“I was supposed to break it, Joel. You of all people should understand. Disguise your plans. The Art of War.”

“Don’t quote an old book on me, you bastard.” Joel pressed his rifle lengthwise against Cedric’s neck. “What do you want with us?”

Britt reached for Joel, grabbing his shoulder, but he didn’t relent. Cedric choked, his eyes bugging out. 

“Don’t do it!” she yelled, but Joel had his own agenda. 

Ransom went to console her. “Maybe it’s better this way.”

Cedric fell, his dead body hitting the field. 

Britt closed her eyes, growing nauseous. Joel let his rifle drop, and he banged his palm into the Glass, shouting like a wild animal. 

He finally paused to regroup, not making eye contact with either of them. “I’m sorry. I—”

“Did you find him?” It was Peggy on the radio.

“We’ll be back in a few. Hang tight,” Britt told her, and clipped the radio to her belt. “This is bad. Will’s gone, and Cedric can’t tell us where he went.”

Ransom gestured at the tablet. “Maybe this knows. We take it with us.”

“Do we leave Cedric?” Ransom asked. 

“It’s better than what he deserves,” Joel quipped. He crouched and removed the alien wristband. 

Britt had almost recovered from the stomach-ache by the time they pulled up to the house, and Chrissy ran down the driveway clutching a piece of paper. Peggy wasn’t far behind her, and Britt watched her scan their small group, wondering why Will wasn’t there. Or Cedric. 

“He went through the Glass,” Britt said. 

“Who, Cedric? Where’s Will?” Peggy cried. 

Joel reloaded his rifle. “Cedric’s dead.”

“Then we go after him. Turn it on.” Peggy started toward the truck. 

“It’s broken.” Britt offered her the tablet. “We need to repair it.”

“No one knows how to do that,” Peggy said. 

“There might be someone. But it’s a long shot.” Britt wondered how Drake was doing, and hoped he was still alive. 

They’d all but forgotten about Chrissy’s drawing, and Ransom finally glanced at the paper. It showed a desert, and rows of figures with blue eyes. A UFO flew above them. A disproportionately large cactus took up a third of the page. 

“We have to get to Tucson,” Ransom said. 

Peggy wiped the last of her tears and went inside to collect her things. “I’ll drive.”

_________


Drake




Cedric’s office was an old brewery, the walls all brick, the huge stainless-steel vats in the main foyer. Nia toured it, clearly impressed with the condition. 

“Maybe I can start brewing beer again,” she said. 

“If we get through these next couple months, the space is yours,” Cedric promised. 

“What happened?” Drake sat on a mid-century modern chair after Cedric went around the desk to sit across from him. 

Cedric rubbed his beard, his eyes clear and alert. “After I left you in the middle of nowhere? I apologize for that. I needed to see the Other Place. I had to know…”

“To know what?”

“If they were already there.”

“The aliens?” 

Cedric shook his head. “You mentioned seeing other Cedrics… he made an army, Drake. I tried to get word to you, but when I returned through the Glass, I was sick. A group traveling to Tucson found me by the side of the road and picked me up. When I regained consciousness, I considered searching for you, but wasn’t sure if you’d still be in Oakland.”

“I met Nia there, and visited your house. Then we went to Monterey.”

“Monterey?” Cedric asked. 

“What about Trent and his cronies? They almost killed Nia,” Drake muttered. 

“Trent? The only Trent I knew was this oddball, @trent1960 from the support group.” Cedric squinted. 

Drake didn’t know what to believe anymore. “That’s interesting, because he swore that Cedric was the ringleader, that you were the one bringing him information and making him gather at the Primary.”

“The Primary… was in Monterey?”

Drake was shocked by how little knowledge this man had. “Are you serious right now? It opened and the Visitors began pouring into it.”

“It explains why we’ve rarely encountered one of the beasts.” Cedric tapped his chin with a finger. “What about Trent?”

Drake glanced at Nia. “You killed him. I wasn’t there, but Ransom and Will saw it.”

“Ransom… the actor from New York.” Cedric spoke like he was hearing the name for the first time.

“You’re really out of touch.” 

Cedric had abandoned him on the road, a short time after Britt had rushed east to find her sister. “You left me with the UFO.” He grinned. “Where is it? I have a feeling that will come in handy.”

Drake blanched, but Nia filled in. “It’s gone, okay? You shouldn’t have disappeared. We could have avoided so many mistakes!”

Cedric seemed mortified. “I’m sorry about that. There’s something you need to know. I first met another Cedric nine years ago in a bar. He told me these tall tales and tried to convince me to join this group. I went along with them, but it quickly became clear they were all unhinged. It took their leader two years to gather everyone, and he did it under the nose of Drake Astin, the creator of PremaCorp.”

Drake swallowed and searched for water. He found a case of it near a desk and downed one before responding. “That’s another thing you might have told me.”

“Can you imagine? Hey, Drake, here’s a UFO in Montana. By the way, there’s another thirty of me wandering around in tights and masks pretending to be aliens… oh, and you’re the one responsible for this mess.” Cedric grinned and grabbed his own water. 

“That wasn’t his fault,” Nia grumbled, finally sitting. 

“Then don’t blame me for what the other Cedrics have done.”

“Where are they?” Drake asked. 

“I don’t know for sure. Obviously, a couple of them were in LA.”

“He shot the one missing an arm.” Drake saw a flicker of anger on Cedric’s face at the news. 

“Really? Which one was it?”

“The guy who wore the sport coat said he was allied with the PremaCorp founder,” Drake said. 

“We all met Drake in the end. Before he was forced to turn it on.” Cedric shuffled his feet, dragging them closer to his chair. “They were going to kill Drake if he didn’t comply. They blackmailed him from the start. He tested the Glass… he called them Sheets, but I appreciate Britt’s name more. The moment Cedric found a Visitor outside his homeless shelter in Jersey, everything changed. He went through the Glass, only that Sheet didn’t bring him to the Other Place. He ended up in an alternate version of Earth, and when he claimed to be from another planet, he was thrown in jail. Cedric finally phoned the guy you saw in LA. Together, they found a way home… by contacting Drake. You.”

“How did he do it?” Nia whispered. 

“The details aren’t clear, but they figured out a way to predict the Glass’s appearance. Took two years, and a lot of fraudulent fundraising on Cedric’s part, but they did it. When they arrived on PremaCorp’s door, spinning one hell of a yarn, it all culminated. Soon Cedric had ten, then thirty of himself. Drake wanted no part in it, but Cedric had assembled so much information on him by that point. He threatened his wife, Helen…”

“What’s it all for?” Nia asked. 

“The aliens always come,” Cedric said. “There’s no version in which we avoid destruction. So they seek to destroy the Glass. They’re not right… in the head.”

Drake narrowed his gaze. “And you are?”

“I’ve been careful to stay medicated, but yes, I’ve had my own issues.”

“Jill said you were going to be our downfall. Did she mean you?”

“Jill?”

“Your old girlfriend or fiancée, whatever… she said you were on drugs.”

“I haven’t spoken to her in years. It wasn’t me.”

Drake nodded, figuring that made sense. 

“Is she…”

“Jill’s with us, Cedric. Your double convinced her to take a scratch from the Visitors when they arrived. She did. Her husband didn’t,” Drake told him. 

Cedric deflated, his chest heaving as he slumped in the chair. “It might be the only good thing they’ve ever done.”

“What are we doing here in Tucson?”

“The leader said they’ve never decimated this part. New York. LA. Seattle. Spokane. Never Tucson.”

“The aliens?” Nia asked. 

“That’s right.”

“And do you think sticking our head in the sand will work? Can it keep us safe?” Drake watched closely as Cedric pondered his question. 

“No. It won’t.”

“We have to stop them,” Drake said. 

“Where’s the UFO?”

“It was taken.”

“Taken?” Cedric barked, standing up. “By whom?”

“I wasn’t there. I can only assume the aliens reclaimed what was theirs,” Drake said. 

“Then it’s inevitable.”

“You didn’t believe it?”

“I had hoped for a better outcome. Come on, we have some work to do,” Cedric told them. “But first, I need to speak with Jill.”

Drake nodded, gesturing to the door. “I’ll bring you to her.”

_________


Will




Smoke billowed from the mill’s stacks. Will turned around, seeing the Glass’ glow dissipate. He rushed for it, but the clear portal was gone; not even the hard invisible surface remained. His ribs ached, and he lifted his shirt, seeing the red angry blotches on his chest. 

Will tried to think through this. Cedric had used the tablet to activate the portal, but he clearly hadn’t adjusted the destination. Will was in Calder.

But the mill had burned down. He’d physically watched as flames had torn through it before the Glass killed everyone. That meant…

“I’m in the past,” he whispered. 

Will was filthy, his pants soaked from the storm near Spokane, his shoes caked with mud. He crept to the parking lot and saw that the sun was lowering to the west. The shift was nearly done. 

He waited until one of the workers opened the locked door and pushed past the man. “Sorry, forgot my phone,” he mumbled, head down. 

Will rushed to the change room and searched for Kevin’s stuff. He was about Will’s size. He snatched the pants, T-shirt, and sweatshirt, taking a pair of boots from Trevor’s locker. Ducking into a bathroom stall, he quickly changed, lacing the boots tight, and blended in with the crowd of mill workers as they made their daily exodus into the real world. 

Nobody noticed him; they were all too busy thinking about what was for dinner or who would win the baseball game.

It was a couple of miles to town, and he took the shortcut, opting to cut through the forest. He had to carry the sweatshirt, since it was too hot, but he knew the nights could be cold, even in the summer, and he didn’t have anywhere to stay. 

It took twenty minutes to reach the secondary road that intercepted Calder. A set of rarely-used railroad tracks lay across it, and he followed them toward his house. He had to see for himself. 

Will noticed the truck was gone, but his mom’s car was there. So was Shandra’s bicycle. He went closer, looking at the broken gutters, the driveway missing gravel. It was almost a shock to his system, realizing just how destitute they were. None of it mattered anymore, but… 

The lights in the kitchen were on, and he couldn’t help but walk to the garage. It was filled with junk, his dad’s old tools and other crap his mom wouldn’t dare part with. He used to think it was cool, but now, it was sad. 

“Will, is that you?” His mother was on the porch, her glasses on a table next to her. She rocked in her chair, the wood worn and cracked. She was smoking, something she hadn’t done for a year. 

He wanted to hide, to run off so he wouldn’t be seen. Will was four inches taller and twenty pounds heavier than he’d been at sixteen. They’d had the tablet preset for Calder two years earlier, and this all made sense. Cedric hadn’t adjusted a single thing in his panicked state. Peggy would know where he was, and could come rescue him. 

If he was going to be leaving soon, saying hi to his mother one more time wouldn’t hurt anyone. 

“Hey, Mom,” he said, keeping his distance.

“I didn’t hear your truck coming in,” she said. 

“Got a flat,” Will lied. 

“Don’t just stand there. Come tell me about your day.”

Will obeyed, slowly climbing up the stairs. 

She reached for her glasses, but he intercepted, helping her to her feet, then hugging her. “What’s gotten into you?” she asked. 

Will didn’t respond as he held her. The embrace was exactly as he’d remembered. Her scent so familiar. 

“What happened, Will?”

“Nothing. I just missed you. I love you, Mom.”

“You saw me this morning,” she mumbled, but still maternally stroked the back of his head. “I love you too, Will.”

He heard his old truck engine rumbling as it turned onto the property, and Will had to act. “Can I show you something in the yard?”

“Okay.” 

He didn’t give her a chance to retrieve her glasses as he half-dragged her off the porch and around the house before other Will came into view. 

“What is it?” she asked. 

“The sunset. It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” Will grimaced, knowing he wasn’t on the top of his game. His mom would see right through it, call him an imposter, and run off. 

“It is, William. Thanks for showing me. Let’s go in. I have a roast in the oven,” she said. 

“I’ll be right there,” he said. 

“Okay, son.” She walked off, and seconds later, the truck door slammed shut. 

“Take care of yourself,” he whispered when she was gone. 

Will went around the house, listening at the open window. 

“… what are you talking about, Mom? I just got home,” Will said. 

He peered through the screen, seeing the gangly sixteen-year-old version of him with a black heavy metal band T-shirt and torn jeans. His hair was longer, the look completed with a pair of pimples on his forehead. “Hang in there. It’ll get better. Then worse,” he told himself quietly. His sister threw a balled-up piece of paper at Will. She laughed and ran away. Even though Shandra had been a huge pain, seeing her made his chest ache. 

“Quit messing around, William. Go wash up. It’s time for dinner,” his mother said.

Will looked toward the Hawksley farm, and didn’t know where else to go while he waited to be rescued. He took his time, wandering in the ditch, hoping no one spotted him. 

A car slowed, and he couldn’t believe his eyes. “What you doing, kid? Looking for bottles?”

The Mustang came to a halt, and Will suddenly wished he had a gun. The thought came so fast, it shocked him. In their new world, carrying a weapon was second nature. It was safety. In this world, he couldn’t go around killing people, even though the Visitors would eventually handle this trio for him. 

“Leave me alone,” Will said, continuing. 

The guy in the passenger seat chucked a Coke bottle at him, and it narrowly missed. It didn’t break, just bounced in the grass. Will didn’t hesitate. He grabbed it, rushing to the car. He smashed the bottle on the hood and opened the door, hauling the guy onto his ass. 

“You talk to me again, and I’ll kill you.” He raised the jagged glass to the guy’s neck, and a drop of blood welled. 

“You’re nuts, dude,” he said, scrabbling away. He hurried into the car, shut the door and the tires squealed as they ripped off. 

Will wondered if he’d just saved their lives. If they left him alone two years from now, they might not follow him into the mill, where they’d subsequently be killed by the Visitors. But then the Glass would end them, so maybe nothing he did here would even matter. 

He saw the Hawksley farm and headed down the driveway. The barn lights were off, and that was where he went. Will tried to think of the last time he’d had a real good night’s sleep, and couldn’t. His final night in Monterey had started off well but had ended up riddled in meaningless dreams. He’d woken up hours before the sunrise. 

Will considered the barn, and remembered that Peggy used to sleep out there, but when he entered, it was bereft of her personal touches, indicating she hadn’t yet moved from the house. Gilbert probably thought she was too young to be all alone. 

He checked out the equipment, which seemed to be relics of an agricultural era gone by. The sun had set, and Will propped against the wall, trying to figure out his options. Maybe he should go back to the Glass near the mill. He could sleep there until someone came. 

A light turned on the house’s front porch, catching his attention. Peggy emerged, quietly closing the door so her father didn’t hear. She pulled a cigarette from a pack and lit it, walking toward the barn. 

She had her phone in her hands, and she stared at it without a care in the world. Will knew better. She wanted to leave Calder. She felt stuck. Peggy was younger, but he could see the strong woman she was destined to become, and it reminded him why he’d always been in love with her, since he was a kid. 

He wished he could go talk to her too, but he wasn’t supposed to be here. None of this was real. Or was it? Will understood very little about time travel, but he guessed it wouldn’t hurt if she saw him. There had been a bunch of Cedrics, and no one’s brain had exploded because of that. 

Will hid in the barn’s shadows, staying behind a rusty tractor when Peggy noticed the door was open. 

“Daddy’s losing his mind,” she muttered, and started to shut it. “Is someone there?” Her phone turned to a flashlight. 

Will tried to breathe quietly, but it was almost impossible. 

“Hello?” Peggy wandered to the far side of the unit, and just when he thought she was about to leave, she shone the light on his face. Confusion filled her expression. “William?”

He bolted, tearing from the barn, and didn’t stop until he was all the way down the street. He returned to the railroad tracks and hurried to the mill. That was close. She’d seen him, but maybe she’d let it go. 

Will noticed the security shed was unlocked, and it was within sight of the forest. He tucked himself in, knowing full well that Gus, the hired guard, would currently be sleeping in the spare office. 

Despite the day’s events, Will found himself falling asleep within minutes.



Ransom




They’d switched vehicles near Kennewick, and Ransom finally convinced Peggy to let him drive. She was out cold in the back row of the van, Britt and Chrissy cuddling in the center row. Joel was as alert as ever, pepped up on energy drinks and chocolate they’d pilfered in Baker City. 

Ransom saw the signs for Boise and continued to drive, circling around Idaho’s capital. He really wanted to get Will, but the idea of connecting with a community in Tucson motivated him to no end. 

“Joel, do you truly expect an invasion?” he whispered, careful not to wake anyone. 

Joel didn’t look over, just stared at the highway ahead. “Yes. Helen said they were here.”

“She could be wrong. Hell, Drake had a secret lab for years without her knowing,” Ransom said. 

“Maybe. I guess we’ll find out soon.”

“You okay?” Ransom asked. 

Joel glanced at him. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

“You strangled a man.”

“I’ve done worse.”

“So you keep saying. I’m always available if you want someone’s ear.”

“Ransom, I appreciate it, but I’m actually fine. Cedric was a bad man. I killed him. That’s it.”

Ransom wasn’t so certain he could ever be so callous about murder, but maybe with enough time, he’d end up like Joel. 

They avoided the city, the miles passing slowly as usual through the densely populated areas, but once he’d cleared the suburbs, the coast came clear. The late summer morning pretended there was nothing wrong with their planet. That the majority of the human population hadn’t died. Maybe the Earth didn’t really care. It would probably fare far better without them. The thought didn’t sit well with Ransom.

Something shifted in his rearview, and Peggy met his gaze, her eyes wide as she wiped drool from her lips. “I know where Will is!”

Britt shot up, clutching Chrissy, who shouted as she was startled awake. 

“It was just a dream,” Joel told Peggy. 

“No way. I saw him. I remembered.”

Ransom pulled over and turned around. “How? What are you saying?”

“Will and I were discussing what it would be like to visit Calder, a couple of years ago. To see our loved ones again. Cedric must not have changed it. That’s where Will is!” Peggy climbed over the seat, sitting with Britt. 

“You’re telling us that Will is in Calder, Nebraska?” Britt asked. 

“And two years ago? How do we help him?” Ransom added. 

“We need to repair the tablet. Then I can travel to him,” she said. 

“Sounds simple enough, except our Drake is a detective, not an engineer,” Britt reminded them. 

“We’ll find a way.” Peggy grinned. “We have a starting point.”

“What if he’s worried that we’re not coming? Won’t he leave? Head to… Spokane?” Britt pointed behind them. 

“I hope not. He’d be smart enough to stay,” Peggy said. 

“How do you know?” Joel handed Peggy an energy drink, and she took it without comment. 

“Because past me is there.” She smiled, and Ransom could see her point. 

“When will we get to Tucson?” Britt still held on to Chrissy, who’d somehow fallen back asleep. Children were resilient creatures. 

“It’s a thousand miles,” Ransom said. “Another full day with as little stops as possible.”

“I just thought of something,” Peggy said excitedly. 

“What?” Britt reached for her drink, taking a sip without asking. Peggy didn’t seem to mind. 

“Whatever Will does might stick with me. If I recalled seeing him that night in the barn… maybe he can give me information,” Peggy said. “Or I can transfer information to myself.”

“This is getting out of hand.” Joel shook his head. “How can you send yourself a message from the future? Or present. Whatever this is.”

“It’s worth a shot.” 

“This keeps getting crazier. Ransom, why don’t you switch seats with me? I’ll drive for a few hours.” Joel didn’t give him a choice; he just climbed out, and Ransom went outside. He took a moment to relieve himself by the county sign. 

Ransom wondered if Peggy’s plan was viable, and if so, could anyone talk to themselves from the future? The moment he considered this, his inclinations burned, and he understood. He sat in the passenger seat, slowly facing Britt. 

“You see a ghost out there?” she asked him. 

“My inclinations… they’re messages.”

“From whom?” 

Ransom cleared his throat, fully aware of how unbelievable it was. “Me. I’m guiding myself.”

Peggy shrugged. “It’s not the strangest thing I’ve ever heard. At least that means you’re still alive.”

Ransom couldn’t argue with her logic. “Do it, Peggy. Convince her to find Will. If there’s a way to communicate with him, this becomes a lot simpler.”

Joel threw the van into gear and started south. 

_________


Drake




Drake woke to a knock on his door. A mere knock was underselling it. Someone banged on it aggressively with their fist. 

He grabbed his gun from the side table and plopped his bare feet on the tiled floor. Nia sat up in bed, and Sage was already down the hall, barking at the intrusion. 

Drake opened the door, and Rick hammered on the screen. “Will you stop doing that!”

Rick smirked but ceased his attack on the front entrance. “Fran sent me to get you.”

“Why?” Panic filled him. “Did they come?”

“Yeah, your friends arrived. From Monterey.”

“Monterey?” Drake kept his gun, peering down the road. Rick had a bicycle lying across his driveway, ditched in a hurry. 

“Ken doll, or something like that.”

“Kendall is here?” Drake asked. “He’s dead.”

“Then maybe I’m wrong. Anyway, they’re at the brewery. Come on.” Rick didn’t ask for permission to enter; he just pushed past Drake and petted Sage’s neck. 

“Hang tight, kid,” he said. 

They took five minutes to freshen up and hopped into his newly borrowed truck. He tossed Rick’s bike in the box, and the kid joined Sage in the back as they drove to Cedric’s office. 

Ruthie stood out front smoking, and the moment she saw Nia and Drake, she flipped the butt and stomped on it, rushing to the car. “You’re here! What a relief.”

“The feeling is mutual,” Drake said. 

“Britt?”

“No word from them yet,” he said, and she peered at the curb. “They’ll turn up.”

“They better,” Nia said. 

Rick was outside in a flurry, letting Sage loose. She stayed close to Drake, sniffing the building’s door next to Ruthie. 

“Who’s this?” Rick ran a hand through his hair. “You’re fine, girl.”

To Ruthie’s credit, she only laughed once. “And you’re a little boy.”

“I won’t always be,” Rick told her. “And I’m a good shot. Tell her, Drake.”

“He’s a good shot.” Drake left them to banter and went into the brewery, seeing the man he thought was dead. There was also a woman, someone he’d seen in his dreams. “Helen?”

She turned, her jaw dropping. Helen ran up to him, placing a warm palm on his cheek. “Drake… my Drake.”

Nia was there, tapping her foot. “Sorry, not your Drake.”

Helen’s arm snapped back. “Of course. It’s just… you were with me, and then you were dead, and…”

Drake felt a connection with her, recalling a fondness from the man’s conscience he’d embodied. He hugged her. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

She fell apart, sobbing into his chest. Eventually, she sighed, trying to compose herself. “You have no idea how cathartic that was. In an impossible kind of way.” 

“Kendall. How did you make it?” 

“Nice to see you.” He shook hands with Drake, and explained what occurred in Monterey. How Trent had told his army that the aliens were at the golf course, and that they’d never intended to start a war with a group of humans. Drake remembered killing some of them from that rooftop. 

“I wish we knew what was going on with the others,” Nia confessed. 

“Like Ransom and Britt? They’re fine,” Kendall said. 

Drake grabbed him by the shoulder, squaring him off. “How do you know?”

“They were with us right before we left.”

Cedric had arrived, keeping to himself, as if he didn’t want to break a spell. 

“Then where are they now?” Nia insisted. 

“They had this alien tool, and a tablet. It allowed them to pass through the Glass. They could select their destination. Cedric… was there.” He glanced at the Cedric in the room. “Wait, did I miss something? Who’s this?”

“That was a very bad man.” Drake sighed. “Where were they off to?”

“Spokane. To some lab.”

“The lab,” Drake whispered. “Of course. They’re going to shut it all down. Who was with them?”

“Peggy, Will, Ransom, Britt, Joel, and Chrissy. And him,” Kendall said. 

They were all okay. Relief flooded his emotions, and he finally felt a tinge of hope. 

A young woman was among the gathered, and she watched them from a short distance away. “Who is that?” he asked Kendall. 

“That’s Bean.” 

“Bean? Wasn’t that Chrissy’s nickname—” Drake caught himself and saw the resemblance. 

“She’s from Drake’s world… and Helen’s.”

Sage went straight for the girl, snuffling her hand like she knew her. Bean laughed and got onto the floor with the dog, hugging her as if they were best friends. 

“If Cedric is there, and alive, he may have already won. He needed that alien device to access the lab. If he’s done it, we won’t have long,” Cedric said. 

Helen clutched her hands together. “And what is he planning on doing?”

“The bomb won’t be able to destroy the planet, but its lasting effects will be enough to dissuade the invaders,” Cedric said. 

“Does he genuinely think he’s being altruistic?” Helen asked. “I knew, from the moment I saw that man, he was trouble. Drake was captivated by him, then his successive followers. Drake was too close to the Sheets; he couldn’t step away and see how much danger they were.” 

The front door opened, and in walked Sophie. She took one look at Kendall and the coffee cup slipped from her fingers, crashing to the concrete floor. It shattered, making Sage growl. 

She barreled into Kendall, causing him to stagger back. “I’m here,” he told her. 

Sophie didn’t speak while they embraced, and no one interrupted their reunion. “How?”

“It’s a long story. But I’m alive.” 

Mack arrived with Fox, the pair of men becoming fast friends. They were armed, and from Drake’s experience that was never a good thing. “Guys, you’ll want to see this.”

“What is it?” Nia asked Mack once they were outside.

His mouth opened, and then sealed again. “It’s hard to explain.”

They got into their own truck, Cedric tagging along. Sophie and Kendall remained with Bean and Helen, and Drake asked the girl to keep an eye on his dog. She agreed, and held Sage’s leash while they drove off, following Mack.

“Have you spoken with Jill?” Nia prodded. 

“I have,” Cedric said.

“Any chance at a reconciliation?” 

“Doubtful,” he said. “Too much bad blood. She looks at me and sees that bastard pretending to be me. I can’t recover from that.”

Navigating the streets of Tucson was a pleasure, since the bodies and vehicles had all been removed. The intersections didn’t have working lights, because that was currently an unnecessary drain on resources, so they slowed, treating it like a yield, and continued through, heading south, then west. 

“What’s out here?” Drake found endless tumbleweeds and giant cacti, most of them taller than himself. 

“Nothing. A mountain and a national park,” Cedric responded. 

Mack’s truck slowed as he braked. Drake copied him, and they all climbed out, Drake eager to learn what had this pair so dumbfounded. 

“We picked it up with the drone. Fox and I were goofing around, checking the city perimeter, when we encountered this,” Mack said. 

They went after Mack down a trail and stopped near a few giant beige boulders. “Rocks?”

“Guess again,” he said. 

Drake ascended the steep incline and stared into a small valley. “No,” he whispered. 

“What do you think it is?” Fox asked, hands on hips. 

Cedric coughed, and he ran down the other side, sliding on his butt halfway. “They’re here!” he shouted. 

Nia’s hands shook, and she looked Drake in the eyes, fear clouding her entire face. 

“What are… Oh shit. That’s what you guys had before?” Fox raised his rifle, aiming it at the UFO. 

“Cedric, be careful!” Drake yelled. 

The alien ship was black, an exact replica of the one Drake had stowed at Nia’s shop before it had vanished. Either that, or this was the same craft. But that meant it was operational. 

The ground vibrated, and dust began rising in a circle around the alien vessel. Cedric froze at the edge of the phenomenon, watching as the UFO lifted off the desert landscape. It hovered ten feet in the air, the ship slowly spinning without any visible thrusters. 

The craft rose higher, and the cloud of dust settled as it flew out of view. 

One second Cedric was there; the next he was gone.

_________


Britt




They rolled into Tucson at the crack of dawn, a full day after Peggy’s recognition of Will’s situation. Britt was stiff, her legs and arms tight from the lack of movement. 

“Come in, Tahoe,” Joel said for the thousandth time. He slammed the radio into the cup holder and cursed. “Why wouldn’t they have it turned on? Are we certain they came here?”

“Maybe they’re not expecting company,” Britt suggested. 

Peggy was the first out. 

“If you were a survivor in Tucson, where would you be?” Ransom asked. 

Chrissy smiled, her attitude so positive considering all she’d been through. Britt found herself growing more attached to the girl every day. Ransom as well. Britt could almost picture them as a little family, starting over with a second chance at happiness. 

“What are you so cheery about?” Ransom picked his daughter up, making an exaggerated groan. “You’re getting heavy.”

“No I’m not!” Chrissy replied, slapping at his arm. “I know where to go. There are horses, but I don’t think they’re real. Maybe metal?”

“Metal horses?” Joel asked. “Anyone ever been here before?”

“Nope.” 

“Find a gift shop,” Peggy said. 

“Good idea.” Joel headed across the street to a restaurant, and when the door was locked, he bashed the glass with the butt of his rifle. 

“What are you doing?” Britt called. 

Joel ignored her, stepping over the broken shards, and returned a minute later with a business flyer. “All the old diners have these bulletin boards.” He rattled off the address, and Peggy checked it on the map. 

“It’s only a few blocks,” she said with a smile. Peggy still had the alien device on her wrist, refusing to let it go, and Britt knew the tablet was stowed safely in her backpack. The girl was putting on a brave face for them, but Britt assumed she was a wreck inside. 

Ransom maneuvered the van through the streets, clipping random side mirrors in the process, but they made it. 

“Ruby’s Gift Shop,” he whispered from the front seat. 

“What about it?” Britt asked. 

“You have to be kidding me,” he said. 

“Daddy, isn’t that the name of the place you bought Mommy that ring?” Chrissy lost her smile when she mentioned her mother. 

Ransom dug into his pack and retrieved the jewelry box. The logo was different, but the name was the same. “That’s why I had the urge to stop there,” he said. “My inclinations were burning that day as I drove across the country, scared to fly…” 

Ransom got out, walking like he was in a trance, the ring still in his hand. He opened the gift shop doors, and a metallic chime clanked together. 

Joel looked at Britt, and she just shrugged. They followed him inside, and Ransom set the ring on the counter. “I don’t need this anymore. All this time, I thought I was destined to find that shop, but it was this one.” He grinned at Britt. “It’s gone. The buzzing is gone!”

Britt didn’t want to tell him he sounded crazy. “That’s good?”

“Yes.” He sorted through the pamphlets in a wooden case near the cash register. The store was filled with precious souvenirs and dated antiques, all supposedly made in the region. The jewelry was all variations of turquoise. “Got it!” Ransom flipped the paper brochure open. “Chrissy, are these the horses?”

She took a peek and nodded. “Yes, Daddy.”

“It’s unbelievable. I was being guided here to recreate this moment with all of you,” he said. 

“From yourself? In the future?” Joel asked. 

“Maybe.” 

Peggy had the map ready. “Where to?”

The moment they passed through an intersection twenty minutes later, Britt saw the difference. The streets were empty. They circled around the edge of town, finding the statue. Chrissy stared at the metal horses through the window, pointing at them in awe. 

“This is it.” Joel appeared happier than Britt had ever seen him. “Feels like the end of our journey, doesn’t it?”

“Only if we get Will back. Ransom, can you pick up the pace?” Peggy asked from behind him. 

A block later, they encountered a pair of elderly folks carrying boxes on the sidewalk. Ransom slowed, rolling his window down. “We’re new here. We need directions.”

The old man smacked his lips together a couple times. “Head to the brewery. That’s where the Councillor is.”

“And how do I get there?”

The guy gave him simple instructions, and they passed more people as they slowly cruised the cleared streets of Tucson. The building was old and brick, as suggested, and Britt almost gasped when she saw the faces gathered out front. She didn’t even wait until Ransom parked to slide the door open and rush them. 

Without a word, she found Sophie, crushing her sister in an embrace. They both cried as relief flooded them. 

Drake and Nia greeted the others, and Britt finally let her sister go. “It’s so good to see you.”

Joel hung back, his rifle still close. 

“This is a surprise,” Drake told them. 

Peggy went to Drake, her hands shaking as she passed him a tablet. “I need you to restore it.”

His gaze met Britt’s, his eyes full of questions. “Me? How would I do that?”

Peggy’s composure melted away. “Because Will’s gone, and I have to save him!”

Drake powered it on, his lips pursed. “I’ll try.”

That seemed to appease Peggy for the moment. 

Sage barked at them, circling their group. “Come here, girl.” Britt played with the dog while Chrissy found Bean. 

“Where’s Cedric?” Nia asked Ransom. 

“Dead,” he replied.

“Good.”

“There’s something we need to discuss,” Drake said. “Joel, are you going to stand there, or join us?”

Joel finally relaxed. “I’m making sure we’re safe.”

“That’s what I wanted to talk about.” Drake shut the door when it was just them inside. Soph, Kendall, Joel, Ransom, Nia, and Drake. Britt wondered where Jill and Fran were, but suspected they had bigger things to do. 

“You first,” Nia said. “What’s up with this?” She gestured at the thing strapped to Peggy’s wrist. 

“Drake Astin started it all. He created the Glass… but he called them Sheets. He used the UFO and made an underground lab near Spokane. When he activated the entire network, it duplicated on each Earth. Cedric entered a random Glass and found his replicate. They ended up returning and struck a deal with Drake. From what we know, all the Cedrics might be dead. The Glass must be destroyed, but to do so, we need a working tablet. And there’s something else,” Peggy said. 

“Will?” Drake asked. 

“Right. Cedric stole the tablet, and they had a fight, but we were too late. Joel stopped Cedric, but the damage was already done. Will was sent to Calder… two years ago.” Fresh tears formed in Peggy’s eyes, but they didn’t fall. 

Drake set the tablet down as if it had burned him. “You’re saying that Will is trapped in the past?”

“And only you can save him.” Peggy reached for his arm. “Please.”
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Drake

The tablet sat by the bed, and Drake let the ayahuasca take hold. He’d never been one to consider spiritual guidance or transcendental meditation, but he figured this was the only way. 

“Will it work if the other party is dead?” Peggy asked, but her voice sounded like it came from another room. 

“We’re hoping so,” Nia said. 

They’d been there for two days, just enough time for a member of their community to source the proper ingredients for the concoction. He was an older Mexican man, his family having dealt with this kind of experience for generations. 

Peggy was in the other cot, having sampled the beverage. She was attempting to contact herself, but only in the past. 

The entire thing gave Drake a headache, so he just went with it, letting go of his prior preconceptions. As he lay there, picturing the UFO that had either killed or took Cedric, he imagined his younger self. So much anger. 

Drake Astin was a smart boy. He’d excelled in the classes he’d cared about and failed those he didn’t. He couldn’t be bothered to learn about history when there were such atrocities happening in the present. When he explained this to his parents, their disapproval angered him. 

Drake floated off the bed and saw his unconscious form. He felt the closet handle in his grip and remembered the bodies inside. 

The man in the house that had done it. 

Drake was going to kill him. 

Don’t. It’s not worth it. You have something more important to do.

He thought the words, and realized he’d heard them in his mind that day. While he was pummeling the perp, his voice had taken over, stopping him from an appalling act. If he’d followed through, Drake would have been jailed when the Glass came. It was imperative that he let it go. 

Normally, he would have dwelled on this occurrence for longer, but he was pulling away, to another place and time. 

He managed to open his real eyes to see Peggy muttering to herself. The other shapes around the room were his friends, Britt, Joel, and Nia, but they grew out of focus. 

Drake saw himself again, suddenly in the lab. 

How do I repair the tablet? he tried to ask this alternate version. 

He inhabited the body and saw a picture of Helen on the man’s lock screen. She wore a sunhat, her white linen clothing reminding Drake of something Meryl Streep would wear in a movie. 

“If the tablet is broken, you’re done for. If it’s frozen, listen carefully,” the other Drake said, and he paid close attention while he was given instructions. 

He drifted off. To him, it felt like hours, but when his eyes fluttered open, mere minutes had passed. 

“Did it work?” Britt asked. 

“Fetch me some tools. Precision electronic screwdriver set.” Drake sat up, his mouth extremely dry. He grabbed the damaged device, confident in his knowledge. 

Peggy groaned and spoke softly to herself across the room, and he hoped she was getting the message to Will. 

_________


Will




Two days, and they hadn’t come for him. He’d managed to scrounge up enough food to keep himself sated, but living in the woods was starting to suck. He needed a shower, and was tired of using old newspapers for… 

“Will,” someone whispered. 

He jolted upright, holding the gun he’d stolen from Gus’ trailer. 

Peggy walked out, and he ran to her. “Thank God, you showed up. What took you so long?”

She let out a scream, and he saw this wasn’t his Peggy. Her hair was shorter, more white-blonde. She backed away from him, and he knew he must have looked awful, waving a gun around, his hair greasy, his clothing stained. 

“Don’t be afraid,” he said, cringing at the phrase. That’s what any psychopath in the woods would tell his victim. “I mean… how did you find me?”

“Will… I don’t understand.”

Will put the gun aside, sitting on a log. “What do you know?”

Peggy rubbed her palms on the thighs of her jeans but remained standing five yards from him. “I had a dream. It was me, telling myself to come here. To see William Foster.”

He lifted his arms. “You found me.”

“But you’re not Will. You’re…”

“Older,” he said. “I don’t know if I can really expand on that.”

“She told me to take care of you until they arrived. They went to somewhere called Tucson, I think. The tablet was broken. Cedric is dead. Does any of this make sense to you?” she asked. 

Will processed the information and smirked. “She actually communicated with you?”

“She? Who is she?” Peggy asked. 

“You. Who you become,” Will told her. “Anything else?”

Peggy broke eye contact, looking at the forest bed. “That she loves you. And that she’ll come soon.”

Will stayed quiet, not wanting to scare Peggy more than she already was. 

“Does that mean…”

“We’re together,” he said, trying to hide his contentment. 

“We barely talk,” she told him. 

“We do. When the time is right.”

“I’m not sure what to say,” Peggy admitted. 

“If they expect I’ll be safe with you, can I hide out at the barn?”

She shifted on her feet, the sneakers snapping a branch under them. “What if my dad finds out?”

“Gilbert? He’s too busy at the store.”

“Okay. You could use a shower,” she told him, her courage returning. 

“You’re the toughest person I’ve ever met, Peggy Hawksley. Even this barely fazes you.” 

“I don’t feel so tough.” 

They walked toward the road, and he saw her old car parked along the ditch. “God, I hate the mill.” She waved a mosquito in front of her face. Will didn’t have the heart to tell her she’d be working there after graduation. 

He caught her gaze from the side of her eye as she drove. “Hungry?”

Will’s stomach growled at the thought of food. “I could use something to eat. What about hot dogs? Can you grab some of those?” 

“Sure thing.” She pulled up to the store, and Will threw the hood over his head. 

Will hoped no one would show up, but that was quickly dashed when he saw Jeremy’s old red bike tearing down the gravel road, the baseball card pinned to his tire making that awful flapping sound. He slid to a stop like he always did. He used to say it was the cool way to ride, and that Will was a wussy for clutching his brakes. 

Will watched as his now dead friend dropped the handles, letting it fall to the parking lot. He didn’t have his license yet. Will wondered where young Will was, and suspected Jeremy had come for supplies. It was Friday night, and that meant monster movies at one of their houses. It was usually hosted by Jeremy, but occasionally, he liked to come over. Will guessed he did it out of pity. Show the poor kid that he was still a good friend, regardless of economic status. At the time, Will hadn’t given it any thought. 

Jeremy paid for two slushes and a big bag of nacho chips. Their favorite. 

He set them into a basket on the front handlebar, an accessory that almost got him beat up at school. It held the drinks and food, and Jeremy waited a moment, until Peggy exited with a bag full of merchandise. 

“Hey, Peggy,” he said, flipping his hair to the side. 

“Hey…”

“Jeremy,” he filled her in. 

“Right.”

“What you doing?” he asked, nodding at the bag. “Party?”

“No. Just a girlfriend coming over,” Peggy lied. 

“Sure. Okay. If you ladies want any company, I’ll be at Will Foster’s house. Give us a dingle.” Jeremy made the cheesiest ‘call me’ gesture and ripped off before she could say anything. 

Peggy passed Will the food through his window. “Why do you hang out with that guy?” 

“Because he was funny, and he always had my back. No matter what.”

Peggy got in and stared at her father behind the register. “He’ll be home in a couple hours.”

Will hefted the package of wieners. “Meaning we have time to roast these babies.”

Peggy seemed less scared of him, and luckily, didn’t ask him to leave her car. 

“Thank you,” he said when she turned down her driveway. 

“For what?”

“Believing.”

“I had to see. I’ll be honest, I didn’t think I’d find you in those woods. I worried I was losing my mind,” she muttered. “What happens to us? How did you come from the future?”

“It’s better if you don’t know,” he said. 

Peggy pulled up to the barn, braking with a jerk of the car. “That should be my choice. If you don’t tell me, you can take the food and leave!”

That was the spirit he’d expected from Peggy, no matter her age. “The world ends.”

She watched him, probably trying to see if he was being truthful. “No way.”

“I said you wouldn’t want to know.”

“How?”

“That’s a whole other story. You see, there’s these Glass things… let’s talk over dinner.”

Peggy led him around the barn to a rusted firepit, made from the lower half of a barrel. The chairs were the old folding types, and they hinged open with a groan. Will dusted his seat off, sending a spider scurrying. They started the fire easily with some of the dried-out wood, and lighter fluid. 

Peggy lit a smoke as he used a stick to cook two wieners in the flames. 

“You shouldn’t do that,” he cautioned her. 

“If the world is ending, what difference does it make?” Peggy puffed on it, the tip burning orange. 

“You don’t die. But…”

“My father?” 

Will nodded somberly. “Same with my mom. And Shandra. Everyone, really. Even Jeremy.”

“Sorry,” she said, thinking more about him than herself. 

“Don’t apologize to me. You didn’t cause it. But you might be able to stop it.”

They talked further, Will relieved she didn’t freak out. “I have no idea how any of this works. Will your future self remember this time?”

Peggy shrugged and took a bite of her hot dog, her breath steaming while she ate. “I hope so.”

“So do I,” he said. 

They finished their meals, and Will drank a soda, clinking his can to hers. “To the past.”

“To the future.” She smiled, her gaze lingering on him. “I can see why I… she likes you.”

Will would have been lying if he wasn’t drawn to her, but he didn’t move. This wasn’t his Peggy, but a version of her that shaped who she’d become. 

He heard tires on gravel and saw the headlights. 

“Shit, Dad’s home.” Peggy stood up. “We should—”

Footsteps approached, and there he was, Gilbert Hawksley in the flesh. His gaze took in the scene, and he locked on Will for a moment. “William,” he said gruffly. 

“Hi, sir.”

“Don’t stay up too late, honey. You have to work in the morning,” he said, and turned, leaving them alone. 

When he was gone, Peggy sighed in relief, laughing to herself. “He likes you.”

“Either that, or he’s on his way to get his rifle. Maybe I should run,” Will said. 

Peggy laughed again, tears filling her eyes. “I’m going to miss you.”

“I’ll still be here.”

“But he doesn’t know about any of this,” she said. 

“No. Maybe that’s for the best.” Will thought back to the day they’d spent together, when the Glass arrived. How quickly she’d accepted him. How their legs had touched, him feeling an instant spark. Their first kiss. Was it possible she’d experienced this moment? He disregarded the theory. There was no way. 

Eventually, the fire burned out, Peggy returned to the house, and Will lay in the barn’s loft, staring at the night sky through the window. 

_________


Ransom




“Should we bother?” Britt asked. 

“Yes.” Ransom took hold of Chrissy’s hand as they walked the street. 

“But the aliens…”

“They haven’t been hostile yet. Maybe we can salvage this,” Ransom said. 

Britt pointed to a home on the left. “Drake and Nia are there.”

“Won’t it be weird? Us all living on the same block?” Ransom peered at the lots, trying to picture himself settling down after all the weeks of adventure. 

“I think it’ll be nice. Friends. Cookouts. You’d rather be somewhere else?” Britt asked. 

“I like it here, Daddy,” Chrissy said. 

“Yeah? Do any of them stand out?” Ransom took notice of which homes were unoccupied by the green sticky note on the front doors. “Green means go.”

“What about this?” Britt started up the sidewalk. 

“I mean, it’s kind of big.”

“Why does that matter?”

Ransom smirked. “Who’s going to do all the maintenance on it?” 

“You will, Daddy!” Chrissy ran up to the front door. 

Britt clutched his arm. “See, Chrissy believes in you.”

The driveway had mosaic tile details framing it, and the house was a light brown color. He liked the door the best. It was wooden, with long black hinges. “This is a far cry from my place in New York.” 

Ransom tried the handle and pressed the lever, finding it unlocked as he’d been promised. The keys were on a table near the entrance, and he jingled them. 

After an extensive tour, Ransom and Britt sat in the kitchen. “It’s full of other people’s things,” he said. 

“Does that trouble you?” 

“It should.”

“We’ll clear it out. Replace what we don’t want,” she told him. 

“I know… but it still feels wrong.”

“Ransom, it sucks that they didn’t make it, but we did. Chrissy needs a home, and so do we. Is this about more than the house?” Britt asked. 

He watched her, warming up at the sight. He’d been so distracted lately, he hadn’t taken the time to focus on Britt or their relationship. She was worth anything. “How so?”

“Maybe you just don’t want me to be here. If you’re not ready—” 

Ransom kissed her, interrupting her ludicrous thought process. “I want this. I was only referring to the house.”

“Where’s Chrissy?” Britt looked around. 

“Chrissy!” Ransom called, but there was no answer. 

His daughter screamed from upstairs, and he booked it, finding Stewart on the floor in the hallway. 

Chrissy shrieked again, backing from a room, and Ransom nearly threw her as he barreled in front of her. One of the aliens was inside, hanging… Ransom saw what it was. A uniform was draped atop the window; the mask drooped above the collar on the curtain rod. 

Britt was right behind him, barging in with a 9MM raised. She almost fired, but he stopped her in time. 

“What’s that doing here?” Britt checked the closet, finding it filled with children’s clothing. 

Ransom tugged on the uniform, recalling how all the Cedrics wore something similar. Only this was different. He pulled on the fabric, finding it thick but stretchy. The facemask was attached, and he wondered how they got the thing on, until he saw the hidden fold on the back. It didn’t have a zipper, but when he touched it, the cloth separated. It was moist along the seam. He dropped it, the blank face staring up at him. 

“This isn’t Cedric’s doing,” he whispered. 

Britt paled and refused to lower her gun, even though it was clearly just an article of clothing. 

Chrissy braved the room, coming to stand directly behind him. “What is it, Daddy?”

“Nothing scary. It’s a costume.” Ransom felt the device tied to the clothing’s wrist, and it was like the one Peggy had been given by Helen, only smaller. The left eye wasn’t there, but a round lens was stitched into the mask. He suspected that it turned blue when powered on. 

Ransom saw something past the window, and he shoved the drapes aside, seeing a young boy watching them from across the street. When Ransom caught him snooping, the kid bolted. 

“Stay with her,” Ransom told Britt before dashing downstairs. The kid was a good block ahead of him, but Ransom ran with all his strength. After another two blocks, the boy tried to turn right, jumping over a white picket fence, and Ransom hurdled it, catching him. “Stop!”

He finally conceded to his order, and Ransom bent at the waist, taking long inhales. The skinny assailant wasn’t even out of breath. 

“Why were you spying on us?” he questioned. 

“I wanted to see the new neighbors.”

“I don’t buy it. Then why run?”

He was maybe eleven, with jet-black hair and a smirk that probably never left his face. “That uniform is mine. Give it back.”

“Where did you get it?” Ransom asked. 

“Out of town. Couldn’t tell anyone, ‘cause they’d give me shit for leaving the house. So I hid it.”

“Your parents?”

“What do you think? Dead like all of them.”

Ransom hadn’t given it enough thought. All of the kids here were orphans, with the exception of Chrissy. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

“Whatever.” 

“You’re going to show me where you found that.”

“Fine, but you won’t rat me out, will you? I already have three strikes, and they don’t like me much.”

“What’s your name?”

“Hunter.”

“Is that your real name?” Ransom asked. 

“Does it matter?”

Ransom shrugged and was ready to chase Hunter again, but he didn’t go anywhere. In a few minutes, they were at the house, with Britt and Chrissy waiting for him on the front steps. “I’m taking a drive with my new friend, Hunter. Then we can start moving in. If you still want to.”

Britt smiled and looked at Chrissy. “What do you think?”

“Yay! I want to live here. Just not in that room.”

“Go pick another. I’ll be home shortly.” Home. The word seemed so natural, but wrong at the same time. 

“Where are you going?” Britt asked, concern in her voice. 

“Hunter found that. We need to know where it came from.”

“Bring Joel. He’s down the street,” Britt said. 

“You don’t think I can take care of myself?”

Britt lost her smile. “We have to watch out for each other.”

“You always let her boss you around like that?” Hunter asked when he climbed into the van.

Ransom gestured behind him with a thumb. “Get in the back.”

“The circle of orders. Your old lady bosses you, then you boss me, and I give my teachers a hard time.”

Ransom found the boy amusing, perhaps in light of his gruff demeanor. Joel joined them, and twenty minutes of driving straight west brought them to a barren trail. 

“What were you doing alone?” Joel asked him. 

“Riding my bike. I… when I think about my family, I don’t want none of the other kids to see. You know?” Hunter slipped from the van, traversing the trail. “It was over here.”

They went after him, Joel never without his rifle, and Hunter pointed down a crevasse where water flowed from a small waterfall up the hillside. “There.”

Joel used his scope, following the line. “And it was just left out in the open?”

“Yeah.” 

Ransom noticed the moment Joel spotted something of importance with the scope. His back tensed. “What do you see?”

“A body.” Joel clambered over the ridge, making it look easy. Ransom took far longer to descend. Despite telling Hunter to stay put, he followed them. 

Joel was hunched over, muttering under his breath, when Ransom arrived. 

When he moved aside, Ransom saw the carcass. Most of the flesh had been picked clean, but it was likely recent. 

“Vultures. Must have been circling this one for a while.” Joel poked at the bones with the barrel of his gun. 

“The arms. They’re so long,” Ransom said. 

“Like the uniform. Come on, kid. Help me bring this up.”

Hunter stared at it. “You expect me to touch that?”

Ransom assisted in the process, realizing they were possibly the very first humans to encounter something of this magnitude. A real alien.
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Drake




An hour ago, Drake had forced everyone to leave the room, even Nia, asking her to take Sage for a walk. His hands trembled slightly as he soldered the connection. He set the tools down, wiping his brow. He’d chosen to use the most sterile room he could find in the back of the brewery, and had spent the last day locked inside, only breaking for food, the bathroom, and a couple hours’ nap. 

Drake slipped the screen over the series of components and clicked it together, snapping the edges in place. “This better work,” he told himself. 

Part of him considered asking the others to watch the big reveal, but he couldn’t stand the idea of seeing their disappointed faces if he failed. 

Drake tapped the button, holding it for a moment and the display flashed on. Success. 

For a moment, it went dark, and he thought it was broken until the light returned, giving him the home screen. Drake put the tablet on the desk and stood up. He ran his hands through sweaty hair and stalked to the door. 

Drake strode to the exit, letting the evening air cool him. “Guys! I did it! It works!”

Peggy arrived quickly, and from her current state, she hadn’t slept much either. “You magnificent man, you!” She hugged him tight. 

“Don’t praise me yet. I have it running, but that doesn’t mean we’ll be able to use it,” he said. 

Ransom and Joel were there, and they exchanged a glance as they approached from the street. “We have something to show you,” Joel said. 

“Not now. The tablet is on!” Peggy exclaimed. 

“This can’t wait.” Ransom waved them toward a minivan. He lifted the back hatch, and Drake heard Nia shouting for Sage. His dog dragged her leash behind her, and she ran to the van, jumping inside. She’d found a bone to chew and lay down. 

Drake tried to take it, but she growled, scooting farther away. “What is she eating?”

“Alien,” Joel said. 

Drake saw the extended limbs and reached for the skull. There were remaining bits of flesh, and two deep sockets. “This is fresh.”

“Vultures. Some kid found a uniform, and we made him bring us to the site. Saw this a short distance away.”

“He stripped from his clothing and died?” Nia asked. 

“I guess so,” Ransom said. 

Nia tricked Sage into giving up the femur by coaxing her with a dog treat, and they closed the van up. “What does this mean?”

“That there are aliens in the area,” Ransom told her. 

“But we already knew that. The UFO, remember.” Drake glanced at Peggy, who had the tablet in her grip. 

“I have to try this,” she said. “What if we’re out of time? We can’t abandon Will.”

“There are more important things than Will,” Joel said gruffly. “If we don’t shut off this Glass, who knows how many of them we’ll face?”

“Helen said they’re already here. And we’ve seen evidence of that,” Peggy argued. “I’ll rescue Will, and we can head to Spokane next. I promise.” She clutched the tablet to her chest, and Drake suspected it would be harder to get from her than a bone from Sage. 

Ransom peered around. “Where’s the nearest Glass?” 

Arthur, the police chief he’d met recently, was behind Britt, and he motioned to them. “I’ve been keeping markings on them.”

“The Glass?”

“And the aliens,” he said. 

“You’ve seen them?” Drake asked. 

“Yep. In the Other Place, now here. They’re getting bolder. Mostly from the west, from what I’ve witnessed.” He pointed in that direction. 

“That’s where we saw the UFO,” Drake said.

“And found the bones,” Joel added. 

Peggy huffed a breath impatiently. 

“Come with me,” Arthur said. 

They started off, and Drake just shook his head. He needed sleep, and water. Maybe something to eat. He still couldn’t believe he’d reached out to a dead man and managed to repair the PremaCorp tablet. While that seemed like a dream, finding alien bones was a nightmare. And he suspected worse impediments were to come. 

“Here,” Britt said, handing him a bottle of water.

“How did you know?” He grinned at her as they followed their group, led by Arthur. 

“I have a sixth sense about this kind of thing. Also, you didn’t leave to pee for the last five hours.” 

“I see you picked a house,” he said between sips. 

“Yeah, it’s great. We cleared out most of their possessions. Buried some in the yard. Kind of as an homage to the homeowners. It was Chrissy’s idea.”

“Where is she?” Drake hadn’t seen the girl today. 

“With Lizbeth.”

“Did she talk to you?” 

“Yep. I don’t think she has long,” Britt said. “Chrissy’s going to miss her. So is Ransom.”

They chatted about their possible futures living on the same block, and slowed when Arthur revealed a Glass down an alleyway a mile or so later. 

Peggy went ahead, and all eyes were on her as she powered the tablet, then the device on her wrist. The indicator lights blinked in unison, and she peered back with a joyful expression. “It’s going to work.”

Drake rubbed his arms as clouds rolled in, quickly cooling off the air. 

“I’m going with you,” Joel said, and Peggy didn’t argue. The man was armed, as always, and he stood directly beside her while Peggy used the tablet, selecting her options. 

“Please be there,” she whispered. 

Drake understood the connection between her and Will, and questioned how someone so young could be so attached to another person. He glanced at Nia, figuring they weren’t much different. They’d all become couples among adversity, bonded by their situation, stronger because of it. 

Peggy slowly pressed an icon on the screen, and the Glass started to glow, brighter than usual. 

She turned, the vivid white light surrounding her like she was a spirit about to ascend to heaven, Joel her protector against evil. 

“Good luck,” Britt said, and Peggy stepped through. 

_________


Will




“I’ve had a great time,” Peggy said. 

“Same here.” Being in Calder had taken some adjusting, but after a couple days, it felt normal. He’d seen himself twice, once driving the truck to the lake with Jeremy in the passenger seat. Another time, the younger Will was in the window at the diner when he walked by, shrouding his face with a sweatshirt. 

He longed to urge himself to be strong. To not worry about bullies at school, or flunking that stupid math test, because none of it would matter soon. 

It was hot in her car, and the windows were all down. 

They stared at the lake as the sun set, the rays of light glimmering off the surface. After seeing so much of the country, this was like a swamp, or at best a large pond, not the giant body of water he’d always thought of it as. 

A few mosquitoes buzzed by, and he swatted at them. 

“What if she never comes?” Peggy asked. 

“You… the other Peggy?” 

She nodded. “Could you stay?”

“I can’t… I’ll have to go to Spokane, to that house. Talk to the PremaCorp guy, I suppose,” he said. 

“I’ll miss you.” Peggy came closer, and Will turned away. 

“We can’t.”

Peggy didn’t pout; she just smiled and touched his hand. Her gaze narrowed for a moment, and her chin dipped. 

“What is it?”

“She’s nearby… I can feel her talking to me,” she said. 

Will looked around, but the lake was uninhabited. “Can you take me there?”

Peggy shook her head like she was clearing cobwebs, and threw the car in reverse. She roared down the road, probably excited to see her other self. They parked near the mill, and Will paused in his seat. “Maybe you should stay behind.”

“No way.” She got out before him. “I’m not missing this.”

They trudged through the forest, and it became harder as the sun drifted behind the horizon. 

“Peggy!” Will called. 

“Peggy!” Peggy shouted too, smiling at the irony. 

“Will!” The voice wasn’t Peggy’s he heard. It was a man.

“Over here!” he yelled as he approached the clearing by the Glass. 

His Peggy pushed past Joel, running toward him. She pulled him in for a kiss. “You’re okay.”

“So are you.” He held her at arm’s length, seeing how thin and tired she looked. She must have been awake since he’d left. 

Peggy’s attention shifted to her younger version, and Will smiled at their reactions. “Thank you,” his Peggy said. 

“For what?”

“Taking care of him,” she said. 

The younger Peggy shrugged. “You’re…”

“I know, I’m a mess.”

“No. You look good. Happy,” she said. “Does it get better?”

“It gets worse. But you’re going to be fine. Trust me.” Peggy hugged herself, and they lingered with Joel standing a few yards away, his gaze locked on the Glass. 

“We have to go,” he said. 

They started away, with Peggy using the tablet, and Will held back. “Be kind to the other Will. He has a lot to learn.”

“Don’t we all,” she responded. 

The Glass glowed as Peggy activated it, and Joel waited until Will was there to lower his guard. 

With a final wave at the girl Peggy once was, they stepped into the future. 

Will didn’t know what to anticipate, but it wasn’t this. A giant black cloud lingered to the west, just above the city’s edge, and tendrils of angry lightning forked from the sky. People were in the streets, huddled together. Their fear was palpable. 

“What’s going on?” Joel demanded of a woman near the sidewalk. 

“We’re not sure. It just arrived minutes ago,” she answered. 

“Where’s Drake and Ransom?” he asked. 

She shook her head.

Peggy stowed the tablet into her bag, slipping the backpack over her shoulders. They jogged down the street, and Will realized he didn’t really know where they were. “Tucson?” he asked Peggy. 

“Oh yeah, I forgot. It’s pretty great here. Power. No dead. Vehicles cleared out. Thousands of us are around. Some people have houses already and everything,” she said. 

“And you?”

“I’ve been a little preoccupied trying to get you home. I’ve mostly slept in a hotel, attempting to make contact with my past self,” she said. 

“Thanks for getting me,” he told her. 

“It’s all I could think about.”

“She was sweet. You were—”

They slowed near a brewery, and Will recognized Jill and Fran with a kid, watching the storm cloud. 

“I remember it, Will.”

“What?”

“You, at that time. It’s like I experienced it… but not clearly. As any memory can be,” she said, staring into his eyes. “I fell in love with you.”

“Good,” he told her, and they kissed again, despite the situation percolating in the west. 

“If you two are done reuniting, I think we better find the others,” Joel grumbled. “Fran, where are they?”

Fran cleared her throat, a hand on the boy’s shoulder. “They told Rick they were going”—she pointed at the monstrosity— “there.”

“Let’s ride.” Joel rushed them to an old souped-up truck. Will didn’t have time to admire the paint job. He let Peggy slide into the middle seat, and shut the door with a slam while Joel fired it up. 

They raced toward the violent cloud, and Will wished he was back in Calder. 

_________


Ransom




“I don’t like it,” Britt said. 

“Neither do I,” he admitted. 

The cloud had expanded and seemed to be getting wider by the minute. There were probably fifty of them watching it from the edge of town, the desert on the other side of the road. The ground shook slightly, the needles on the cactus next to him quivering as a result. 

“This is it, this is it,” Sophie muttered. 

“What are you talking about?” Britt asked. 

“My dream…”

Kendall stared defiantly, holding a revolver, like that would stop a storm. 

Someone’s tires screeched to a halt, and out jumped Joel with the young couple in tow. “Will!” Ransom called over the wind. 

“Hey, guys,” he said, as if he’d been on vacation, not stuck in another time. “What’s going on?”

“We have no idea,” Drake said. 

Sage wasn’t with him, and it was probably a good thing. Ransom was glad he’d left Chrissy with Lizbeth, but if anything was to happen to her in his absence, he’d never be able to forgive himself. 

The wind slowed, and the entire area became hushed. The sun had just set, making it easy for him to see the blue lights blinking on in the distance. “Over there,” he said. 

“There are hundreds,” Britt whispered. 

“Maybe it’s the Cedrics. Trying to trick us,” Peggy suggested. 

Ransom thought about the alien bones they’d discovered. “I don’t think so.”

The army of beings marched closer. 

“Why are we hesitating?” Nia asked. “We have to fight.”

Joel stepped forward, lifting his rifle. 

“They’re slowing,” Peggy said. 

Ransom noticed that too, the line of aliens halting a half-mile down. 

Silent lightning snapped across the cloud, and something descended from it. 

“The UFO,” Drake mumbled. 

The black ship they’d seen before lowered to twenty feet above the sand-covered desert landscape. 

Ransom’s hair lifted on his arms, and the dirt and debris floated from the ground as it vibrated into the air. Soph walked in the UFO’s direction, but Britt grabbed her arm, keeping her away. 

A deafening buzzing sound emerged from the craft, and Ransom slapped palms to his ears. 

Suddenly, he anticipated they were about to be annihilated. 

The blue lights blinked out, the cloud thinned, the blackness dissipating like vapor, and the UFO sped higher, vanishing into the dusk. 

The sand that had been drifting in a low mist fell to the Earth, and a figure stood amongst it. 

“Cedric!” Drake called. 

The man stayed still, and Ransom grabbed a rifle from his feet, looking through the scope. It was Cedric, all right. His nose was bleeding, his eyes red and puffy. Ransom saw his mouth moving but couldn’t lip-read the words. 

And he collapsed. 

Birds began to chirp again, insects singing in the distance.

Ransom set the gun down, and they ran to Cedric. 

His inclinations, which had been silent for the last couple of days, fired up again, this time stronger than ever.














EPILOGUE


Revelations

Britt




If ever there was a calm before the storm, this was it. Britt appreciated every moment they had together, and set a hand on Ransom’s chest while he slept. The sunlight entered the room, pushing past the parted curtains, and she basked in its warmth. 

She could hear Chrissy in the kitchen, getting her own cereal. The TV turned on, and a cartoon on DVD started to play. Britt smiled when Chrissy giggled. It was almost normal. 

Except aliens were on Earth, and Cedric remained in a coma. 

It had been five days of peace, though, and Britt was happy for the reprieve. 

Eventually, Ransom stretched and opened his eyes. “Morning, you. I can get used to this.”

“Same.” 

“What’s the plan today?”

“We have a meeting. Remember?”

“Great. This should be fun,” he said. 

They showered, and Chrissy didn’t even look back when they entered the living room holding freshly brewed coffee. 

“How long have you been watching that?” Ransom asked. 

“Just one episode.”

“How many times did you watch it?”

She lifted three fingers and laughed. Stewart was under her arm, and her dirty bowl sat on the coffee table with a spoon. Britt cleared it and sat with her. “What do you want to do today?” 

“See Lizbeth.”

“Okay.” Britt kissed her head, and it was more natural this time. It was strange, being thrown into this family unit with a young child that wasn’t her own, but Britt was loving every moment of it. 

After a quick bite, they went down the street, Chrissy skipping across Drake’s yard. She stopped and waved at Sage in the window, and the dog barked her greeting. 

When they reached Lizbeth’s, Luther was on the doorstep, cradling his face in his hands, and Britt knew what had happened. “Chrissy, maybe you should go with your daddy to the store.”

“Why?” Chrissy stared at Luther, then to the door. “Is she okay?”

Luther glanced up. “She passed in the night.”

Chrissy ran around him and into the house. 

“I’ll get her,” Britt said, giving chase. It was stuffy in Lizbeth’s, with the windows all sealed tight. She opened one and hurried to the bedroom. 

Chrissy stood in the doorway, not braving the room. “She looks like she’s sleeping.”

“She is,” Britt said. “But she won’t wake up. Not here.”

“Does she go to another Earth?”

“In a sense,” Britt said. 

“Can I visit her?”

“Maybe in your dreams.”

This seemed to be an acceptable answer to Chrissy, and she nodded. She went to the bed, first standing at the end, then beside the deceased woman. Her eyes were closed, her hands folded on herself as if she’d been posed. And perhaps she had been. It was dignified. “I love you, Lizbeth.”

They headed outside, and Chrissy sat with Luther. “It’ll be okay. We can see her in our dreams.”

Luther patted her knee. “I like that.”

_________


Drake




With almost twenty of them gathered, the building was as full as it had ever been. 

“What are we going to do about Cedric?” Fran asked. 

“He’s still unconscious, so what do you propose?” Drake had visited him every day since he’d returned, but he hadn’t shown any signs of improvement. Lucky for them, there were two doctors in the community. One was a podiatrist, the other a general practitioner, making neither equipped for this kind of issue. But they were monitoring him, and his vitals were steady. 

Jill stood with Charles. “And the Glass. Can we turn it off?”

“Here’s where it gets tricky,” Peggy said. “I have to get to the lab, but that Glass isn’t listed on the tablet’s options. So we need to travel to Spokane and head to the original site. From there, we have to destroy it.”

“How?” Helen asked. She’d started to shrink the moment her husband’s workspace was mentioned. 

“Cedric referred to a nuke. I want to bring it,” Peggy said. 

“You’re kidding,” Britt told her. “A nuclear bomb?”

Peggy crossed her arms. “You have a better idea?”

“What about the aliens?” Drake talked about the elephant in the room. “There has to be a reason Cedric was dropped off.”

“Unless those soldiers were his people,” Mack added. 

“Maybe. But all the theatrics? For what?” Drake asked. “I don’t think this Cedric is like the others. I almost believe him.”

“Then we wait for him to wake up,” Will said. 

“I want to go now.” Peggy’s backpack was at her feet. “Why delay this?”

“We don’t know where the nuke is,” Will reminded her. 

“Then we’ll find another way.”

“Kid’s right. We should ask Cedric. He might have our answers,” Joel said. “When we’re able, I’ll personally assist you in destroying the original lab.”

“It might be a one-way mission,” Peggy suggested. 

“I don’t care. It would be my pleasure.”

This went on for several hours, moving to matters of their group and its role in the entire community. Job assignments were dispersed, and Drake listened half-heartedly. When they were done, he left Nia and drove to the hospital. 

He entered the front doors, making his way to Cedric’s room. Many of the banks of lights were left off to conserve power, and he nodded at the nurse before standing at the foot of Cedric’s bed. 

Drake sat, the code from his link to the PremaCorp creator lingering at the forefront of his mind. 2951413. It was important; he just needed to figure out why. 

_________


Will




“Thanks for coming.” 

Peggy smiled despite the hardship they were putting themselves through. Calder was hot. The entire town was destitute, a far cry from his recent visit to the past. They’d used the Glass to travel from Tucson to their hometown, so Will could get some closure. After recently seeing his family, he needed to find their bodies and lay them to rest. They deserved that respect.

They’d discovered his mother at her workplace. He went in, finding her face-down on the floor, and he almost retched. Will tugged his mask tighter. Peggy helped him load her into the back of the borrowed truck, and they leaned on it, sweating in the sun. 

“Where’s Shandra?”

“I don’t know.” Will had an idea. He checked her friends’ houses, to no avail. Seeing the corpses everywhere was commonplace now, but when he’d known them personally, it was different. His mind reeled with memories of all these people and finally, there she was, next to her bike. Shandra had died on the bike path between their house and the lake. Will crouched beside her and rolled her onto her back. Something had gotten to her, probably birds, and he fell to his seat as the tears came. 

“It’s okay, Will. Let it go,” Peggy said. 

He sniffed and transported her to the truck. 

An hour later, they finished digging out back of their house. He couldn’t think of a better place to put them, so he used the garden, just behind the rows of flowers his mother had always tended to. They were the one beautiful thing she could keep growing every year without much expense. 

Will stood somberly, hardly recognizing their faces now. But he felt them in his heart. Will gently filled their graves with Peggy’s help, and he dropped the shovel. 

“Do you want to say anything?” Peggy urged. 

Will stared at the ground. “What a waste,” he whispered. “I’m sorry.”

Peggy left him, and he took a few lonely minutes to himself. 

“Do you mind if we go to Jeremy’s?” he asked, and Peggy shook her head. 

“I’d be happy to.”

_________


Cedric

Six days ago




Lights. Darkness. 

He floated, his body devoid of any sensations. 

Images saturated his mind. Earth from above. The oceans, the waves bashing the coast of some distant country. Cedric absorbed it all with curiosity, not fear. He didn’t feel in danger. 

He’d waited years for contact, and now he’d accomplished it. 

Cedric tried to think of his own memories: his mother holding him as a child, showing him the animals in the zoo. 

Pain erupted into every corner. Cedric ground his teeth, filling with their anger. 

They were talking to him. 

Earth. North America. Arizona. Tucson. Obliteration. 

The Glass.

He felt all of them, burning hotly. 

They wanted control of the network. 

They were furious that their technology had been stolen. 

Most of all, they desired revenge. 

It was his job to give it to them. 




THE END 
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The Glass changed the world forever.

Ransom and Britt attempt to settle into a new life, but a dreadful threat is constantly hanging over their heads.

The settlers in Tucson know their time is limited. An invasion is underway.

Peggy is adamant they can destroy the Glass, but it will take a trip to another time and place to ensure it remains off.

Cedric, under a cloud of doubt, must decide where his true allegiance leans.

There is hope. A military base with something that could change the tides of their future.

No one seems to have remembered the base exists, but they search for their salvation. Joel is determined to finish the battle before it begins, but his chances of survival are bleak.

The Secret Base concludes this chapter of The Glass, from Nathan Hystad, the author of Lost Contact, The Event, and The Other Place. 
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