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The End of All Things

Okay, Professor Cox, so yeah, what I want to do is show that Moby Dick and Pokémon are both symbolic of rampant capitalism by portraying the inherently destructive nature of the relentless pursuit of abstract consumerism.” The kid took a gasping breath and seemed relieved to have gotten all that out at once.

I had been so pleased when a student showed up in person for office hours. I had been so ready to be helpful, a wise mentor ushering this wide-eyed undergraduate through the sometimes-harrowing expectations of academia, fanning the spark of learning and critical thought. He would go on to change the world and remember fondly the words of wisdom, the kindly advice I had given him. This meeting would remind me that my work really was worthwhile.

Someday, a student meeting would actually remind me that my work in academia was worthwhile.

Rodney was a white kid with unbrushed, uncut hair stuffed under a ball cap. He’d grown into his full height but was still gangly as anything, all elbows and knees. A baggy T-shirt and cargo shorts, ratty sneakers, hollow black gauges the size of a quarter in both ears. A sophomore, so around nineteen.

The thing was, he had the core of a good idea in there. I just wasn’t sure he understood half the words coming out of his mouth. He’d been in college long enough to learn the vocabulary but not quite how to wield it.

I studied him from the chair at my desk, which I had pushed against the wall so I could face my students with nothing between us. It was supposed to be more welcoming, inviting them to open up. Not that many of them actually ever came to my office. They usually left messages begging for extensions. But Rodney must have thought he had a better chance of talking me into his ambitious theme in person. His expression pleaded with me.

“Tell me the truth,” I said finally. “Are you just wanting to play a bunch of Pokémon Go and somehow call it working on your midterm paper?”

He deflated right in front of me, all those knobby limbs drooping.

“Have you at least read Moby Dick?” I asked. When I had come up with the class, Pop Culture as Literature, I had failed to anticipate how many students would sign up thinking it meant they’d be able to spend the semester playing video games for credit.

“I watched The Wrath of Khan instead,” he said. “You said you wanted us to compare one modern thing and one classic thing. Wrath of Khan counts as classic, right?”

I spoke carefully. Encourage, encourage. I’m a mentor, I’m a mentor . . . “I think tackling the entirety of rampant capitalism is too big a topic for a fifteen-page midterm paper. Maybe you can talk about Moby Dick and Pokémon together—assuming you actually read Moby Dick—but bring the focus in a little tighter. Talk about whales and Pokémon as metaphors. How they change over the course of the story, how they affect the narrative. Why people always seem to want to chase metaphorical fantasy creatures.”

“So, like, how my, uh—I mean someone’s—obsession with finding a Zapdos in the middle of the quad might be like Ahab and the whale.” He did have a bit of a crazed look in his eye. Like he’d seen things. Virtual things on his phone, mocking him.

“Something like that. Yes.”

“But what about rampant capitalism?”

What about it, indeed. “That’s your job, to tell me what it means, hmm?” He looked daunted, not inspired. I had failed to mentor him. “Look, don’t worry so much about it. You’ve obviously found a topic you’re passionate about. Just . . . explain it to me.” I was going to have twenty of these essays to grade. I had made a terrible mistake.

He squared his shoulders and gave a determined nod. “Right. I won’t fail you, Professor.” His intensity took me aback, but he shrugged his way to the door before I could suggest he calm down a little.

When he started to close the door, I half jumped out of my chair. “Leave that open, please. Thank you.”

He glanced back at my anxious tone, confused, but left the door wide open and sauntered down the hallway.

With the door open, I could hear everything that went on in this half of the building. Everyone coming and going. I needed to hear that. My office was safe, the shelves filled with books, from the big literature survey textbooks we still used to piles of pulp paperbacks with lurid covers that always made my students go a little wide-eyed. A few obscure movie posters on the wall, Legend and Hard Boiled, because I was the cool professor. A couple of spider plants tucked in the high windowsill making a go of it. Sticky notes all over the wall, because however many apps I had trying to run my life and manage my students, sometimes nothing replaced pen and paper.

I turned on the electric kettle for another cup of tea and got back to the stack of first-year composition essays on the desk. These kids tried so hard and yet had such a tenuous grasp of the basic rules of grammar. Practice, I reminded myself. They just needed practice.

A class period ended. Voices filled the hallway. Sounds echoed. This was an old building, with linoleum floors and wooden doors, smelling of cozy dilapidation. A loud bang from the other end of the hall rattled doors all the way down. My body clenched, my heart jumped to my ears, and I splashed tea out of my mug. A door. It was just someone slamming a door. There was laughter. No one was shooting anyone. I held on to the arms of my chair and breathed slowly.

Funny thing, some days I could hear a car backfire and not even blink. Fourth of July? I knew to get out of town and stay someplace where no one would be launching a single bottle rocket. Most days, I had it under control. And then a door slammed, and my body reacted before my brain had time to catch up. Breathe slow. Put both feet on the floor, sit straight so my lungs had space to fill. Count to ten or twenty, and let the adrenaline drain away. Fine, everything was fine.

My computer beeped an incoming message request and I jumped again. “Shit!” I said it loud enough to carry and glanced guiltily out in the hall. God, I was so finished with today.

I clicked accept without really looking, assuming another student wanted to discuss their dubious relationship with deadlines. But a video chat window opened on the screen, and the face that appeared wasn’t a wide-eyed panicking undergrad, but a prim, very serious, pale woman in a high-collared suit and short haircut. She wasn’t university—a suit like that cost money.

“You’re not a student,” I blurted.

She raised a perfectly shaped brow. “No, Professor Cox.”

I was about to ask if she’d messaged the wrong person. But she’d said my name. “Can I help you?” I asked, confused.

“I think you can. I represent Lang Analytics, and we have a project we think you’d be interested in. We’d like to meet with you to discuss the parameters and requirements.”

Lang Analytics was a conglomerate of personal electronics companies and online services, both mass market and high end. They made the messaging app that let my students beg for extensions without looking me in the face, which meant this woman had snuck her video chat into my office under false pretenses. Which was basically Lang Analytics’ entire business model. Its founder, Harris Lang, was one of these eccentric tech-guru icons. I tried to avoid knowing anything about it.

I wasn’t able to hide my skepticism. “Exactly what kind of project could you possibly need someone like me for?” I was an assistant professor of comparative literature. The exact opposite of cutting-edge tech.

“We’d like to discuss that in person, Professor Cox.” Her expression hardly changed. Was she some kind of secretary AI?

“I’m sorry, I’m right in the middle of office hours—”

“I have a car waiting outside the building for you.”

I was starting to get angry. “I’d really rather do this on a conference call—”

She glanced down, as if checking her phone, and tapped a couple of keys. “If you look at your email, you’ll find a preliminary receipt for a donation made by Lang Analytics to your department, a grant of twenty thousand dollars. All you have to do to receive the grant is come meet with us.”

I checked my email, and there it was. On Lang Analytics letterhead, a receipt for a $20,000 grant made out to the English Department. That much money would fund a couple of research assistants for a semester, conference travel, scholarships. English departments never got corporate grants. This was . . . odd.

I returned to the chat window with the icily competent Lang Analytics representative. “Is this a bribe?”

That got the tiniest bit of smile from her. “You’re the language expert, Professor.”

“I don’t even know your name.”

“The car is waiting for you.” The chat window went blank.
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Wisdom Save

Outside the humanities building on a narrow lane that was meant for university maintenance carts, a shining black town car was parked. The severely prim woman from the video chat stepped out of the passenger side. Not an AI, then.

I should have held out for another ten grand.

Maybe I should have been bothered that I had such a predictable price. But it wasn’t for me. It was for the department. I could go to a stupid meeting.

I put on a bright smile. “Hi, I’m Addie Cox. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Thank you for agreeing to this meeting, Professor. Please.” She opened the car’s back door and gestured inside, which seemed dark and cavernous. She still hadn’t told me her name. I climbed in, and the door closed behind me with a soft click, like an air lock sealing. The driver was male, dressed in a formal dark suit, and didn’t glance back at me. Maybe I should have insisted on meeting in public. This suddenly looked like the first chapter in a lurid horror scenario.

The woman leaned over the back seat and handed me a tablet. “I need you to read and sign this nondisclosure agreement. It’s straightforward, requiring only that you not discuss anything you’re about to learn in this meeting.”

“What if I don’t want to sign?”

“We’ll pull over right now. But . . . there’s the grant to think about, hmm?”

Did she think she could just buy me off? Well, yes, I suppose she did. She wasn’t wrong, and she worked for a company that always got what it wanted. I just couldn’t figure out why it wanted me.

The NDA was short, saying exactly what she’d explained: I wouldn’t talk about what went on at the meeting, unless required to by a court of law. And wasn’t that comforting? I signed, because ultimately, even apart from the grant money, I wanted to see what this was about.

“Can’t you give me a hint?” I said, handing the tablet back to her.

“Everything will be explained soon.” Which was exactly what I should have known she would say.

After twenty minutes we ended up in downtown Boulder, at the St. Julien, the city’s nicest hotel. Formally, the prim woman opened the car door and guided me to the entrance. The doorman snapped to attention.

So, at least there were witnesses now.

After a ride in an elevator requiring the touch of a special chip card, we arrived at an expansive suite. As in, the elevator opened directly into the suite, a posh living room with clean white sofas, glass coffee tables, and vast windows looking out over the city. I’d only ever seen this kind of room in movies.

Two men waited. One of them was Silicon Valley tech guru Harris Lang himself, founder of Lang Analytics, inventor of a revolutionary telecom device that nobody understood, founder of a private company flinging satellites into orbit. Wasn’t a month went by that he didn’t have his picture on the cover of some magazine or didn’t get interviewed on some news show about tech trends, with his steel-gray buzz cut and rectangular wire-rimmed glasses.

Technically I had seen him in person once before, from the back of an auditorium filled with a couple thousand people. He’d been a tiny shadow onstage, so I’d mostly watched his speech on one of the big screens, which was basically like watching him on TV. My boyfriend at the time had been awestruck with the man and dragged me to the presentation. Everyone loved the enigmatic Harris Lang. Brilliant Harris Lang, saving the world with carbon sequestration and space junk mitigation. For the kind of person who had big dreams and unshakable faith in technology, Lang was inspiring. Me . . . I would never trust that just one person could single-handedly save the world.

Close up, Lang seemed thin, the kind of thin from not eating enough rather than working out. His face was lined, and he seemed tired. Older than his fifty-some years. He wore his trademark gray turtleneck, dark jeans, and had an earbud in one ear. Sitting on the sofa, studying a tablet, he didn’t even look up when we entered.

To the side of the sofa stood a man in his early forties, muscular and square jawed, with sun-browned skin. He studied me with dark eyes like he was peeling back layers. He wore slacks and a suit jacket over a T-shirt, but they looked like a costume on him.

He made me nervous. The bad kind of nervous, like when a door slammed or someone set off a firecracker. The kind of nervous that made me want to hide under a table. I was very out of place here, in my oversize cardigan, peasant skirt, and ballet flats. Usually I felt comfortable in my clothes, but here I was an oddity. I self-consciously brushed at my hair, in short rumpled curls around my ears.

We waited until Harris Lang finally looked up, set aside his tablet, and rose. Should I bow? Look away? Introduce myself? I froze.

“Professor Adrienne Cox, it’s very good of you to come. I’m Harris Lang.”

How strange that he knew my name. In the real world, no one like him should ever notice someone like me. But here we were; he’d bribed me into his domain.

Lang had a New England drawl to his voice. Lang Analytics’ headquarters—US headquarters, at least—was on the other side of the country. He hadn’t flown here just to meet me, had he? That didn’t seem right.

“Call me Addie,” I said, and started to extend my hand for shaking. But his remained clasped in front of him, so no, there would be no hand shaking. “Nice to meet you.” I glanced at the man who looked like he was standing guard and waited for an introduction. It didn’t come.

“Please, have a seat. Tea? Coffee? Something stronger?” Lang smiled thinly, making a joke he knew was perfunctory. Now that I got a better look at him, the smile seemed strained. He had puffy eyes, like he’d been losing sleep. Nothing like how he looked on slick magazine covers.

“Um. Tea? Black, no sugar.”

The prim woman marched off to the suite’s bar. I glanced again at the other man. He loomed like he might put everyone here in a headlock any minute now.

Lang returned to the sofa. “This must seem strange, so I’ll come straight to it. You’re here because I need a consultant with exactly your expertise.”

“Like, you’re doing one of those cable documentaries and you need an expert interview or something?” That was the only thing I could think of, but surely Lang wouldn’t arrange something like that personally. He had People for that. The military man—he had to be military—pressed his lips together, hiding a smile.

Lang didn’t smile. “No, Professor. I’m afraid not. Let’s see . . . this is turning out to be much harder to explain than I was expecting. The heart of it has been top secret for so long, I’m not used to saying it out loud.”

The assistant brought over the cup of tea, complete with saucer, and I almost resented the distraction of having to take hold of it.

“Maybe you should just show her,” the tough guy said, nodding at the tablet. He had a steady, commanding voice. Of course he did.

“Ah, yes,” Lang said. “Professor, this is Captain Octavio Torres. He’ll be leading your team. Assuming you say yes.”

Team? What team? “Hi,” I murmured at him.

Torres nodded. “Professor.”

Lang held out the tablet so I could see the screen, which showed a picture of a unicorn. Not a drawing, but what looked like a photograph of an impossibly lovely white horse, slender, with delicate legs, a luxurious mane and tail. And a pearlescent horn spiraling from its forehead. It looked out at me with dark, liquid eyes. I wanted to hug it.

“This is a special effect,” I said, uncertain. People had been retouching and altering photos of horses for years to get images like this.

“No, Professor,” he said. “It isn’t.”

I didn’t understand. “So this is, what? Some kind of surgical procedure? Where—”

“Insula Mirabilis,” he said with breathless awe, so the name sounded like a prayer.

The Wonderful Island. And was that a tear at the corner of his eye? He blinked and it was gone. The self-possessed tech guru, in command of the entire world, returned.

“I had an idea. A vision. I hired the best people, set out my goals very clearly . . . I’m sure you’re familiar with the expression ‘Any sufficiently advanced technology is indistinguishable from magic’?”

“Of course, that was Arthur C. Clarke.”

“Well, I set about proving it.”

He swiped to the next picture, which showed a great gray castle, incongruous against the backdrop of a northwestern rain forest. Huge blocks of stone made up its thick walls, and a round tower reached to a great height. It was something out of a fairy tale.

The next photo showed a village of timber-frame cottages with thatched roofs. And the one after that featured what had to be a dragon. Not a big dragon but around the size of a Great Dane. A sinewy, snake-like lizard, rust red, with spindly legs, bat-like wings, and a mouth full of teeth. It crouched in a barred cage, reaching a claw out for a chunk of meat held by someone just out of frame.

“It’s some kind of robot—”

“No,” Lang said. “It eats. It bleeds.” At this, he smiled. The sly, proud smile of a child who has caught his first lizard and built a particularly ornate terrarium for it.

This wasn’t an amusement park with plaster buildings and animatronics. This didn’t look like a Renaissance Faire or museum exhibit. It was . . . real. “Where is this place? What is it? What’s it for? Why . . . how . . . ?” I ran out of words.

Lang took his tablet back and scrolled through more pictures, gazing fondly at the images. “I set out to build a fantasy world. It would be fully immersive: a game, a resort, and an extreme vacation all wrapped into one. And I did it. Wizard worlds? Sci-fi franchise theme parks? They’ll look like cardboard dioramas compared to my park. There’s nothing else like it.”

He kept saying I, as if a project like this wouldn’t take hundreds—thousands—of people to implement it, design it, build it, and keep it all running. Lang certainly hadn’t laid any of the stonework on that castle himself. Then again . . . he’d had the idea, he’d fronted the money—why shouldn’t it be his?

So why did he look so sad?

“But . . .” I prompted, because this was all leading to a “but.”

Lang scowled and turned away; Torres answered instead. “Lang Analytics lost contact with the production team.”

“What does that mean?”

“We’ve been cut off.” Lang started pacing, hand on his head, pulling nervously at his short hair. “We haven’t been able to get any aerial pictures of the island. They’re blocking our communications. No one who wasn’t already there has set foot on the island in . . . in months.”

“How do you lose contact with a whole island? Can’t you send a boat, or . . . or . . .”

Torres said, “A Coast Guard cutter was destroyed trying to get through. There’s some kind of energy field—”

“A what—” I suddenly had a bad feeling about this. A worse feeling.

“—and the cutter crashed into it. All hands lost.”

“How many is all hands?” I asked softly.

“Ten,” Torres said.

Lang made a sharp, frustrated motion with his hand. “This is a mutiny. A rebellion. Someone on the production staff staged a coup. Maybe the entire production staff. I don’t know who’s involved, what’s been happening—I’m cut out.” His arms fell limp at his sides. This was a man not used to being cut out of anything. He had no plan.

Pieces started to fit together. Way too many pieces. I glanced at Torres. “You want someone to go in and take back the island. That’s why you need a . . . a . . . what are you? Army? Marines?”

“Navy SEAL,” he said. “Retired. I’m an independent contractor now.”

An actual real-life mercenary, almost as fantastical as that unicorn. “Shouldn’t you be calling the . . . the police, or the military, or something?”

Lang said evenly, “I need to secure my investment before other entities become involved.”

If he could get there before any outside agency, he could keep the whole thing from being impounded. He could control the narrative. That seemed on-brand for him.

“That still doesn’t explain why you need me. I’m just a literature professor—”

“We figured we might need a guide,” Torres said. “Someone who can play the game.”

Lang said, “We’ve been out of contact with the island for several months now. We have no idea what the design team has accomplished. Dragons may be the least of it. You’ll be very well compensated, of course.”

My stomach twisted in knots. As fantastic as this island must be, as curious as I was—I couldn’t do it. I just couldn’t.

“You’re talking about an assault. With guns.” Torres definitely looked like someone who knew his way around guns. I set aside the tea I hadn’t even tasted. “I’m not the right person for this. I’m absolutely the wrong person. There are thousands of other scholars who can help you.” I steadied myself so I could explain, but I couldn’t get the words out. “Thank you very much for thinking of me, but I . . . I can’t.”

Lang and Torres exchanged a glance. There was more to this, a lot more, and they weren’t telling me. Lang got that sly smile again. The one that said he knew he was in charge here. He wouldn’t have it any other way.

“But, Professor—I need you.”

He didn’t. He couldn’t. “If you did any kind of background check on me—and I know you did—you know why I can’t do this. I’m the worst person for this.” I squeezed my eyes shut. I could not start crying.

Lang said, inexorably and without remorse, “Yes. You were a student at West Lake High School during the shooting there fifteen years ago. Eight students were killed, ten injured. You watched two of your friends die. I’m sorry if I’ve upset you by bringing up those memories.” I didn’t believe he was sorry at all.

I was very calm when I said, “It’s taken a lot of therapy to get me to a point where I can even talk about this. But I can’t be part of your assault. I can’t.” I looked at Torres and thought I saw pity there. Some level of understanding that Lang and his prim assistant weren’t capable of. I started toward the elevator door, stepping around the assistant.

Then Lang said, “Professor Cox, I’m surprised you haven’t yet asked me about Dominic Brand.”

And there it was. The thing we’d been talking around, the real reason I was here, and the two words that could keep me from walking out. Dom was the boyfriend who had dragged me to that Harris Lang talk years ago. Lang had sponsored a prize—one of these XPRIZE innovation deals, looking for not just technological revolutions but cultural revolutions. Dom had been part of a team working on portable medical containment units for use in disease outbreaks. Their idea had been to use an energy field, so it could be set up anywhere with the flip of a switch, and be impermeable to bacteria and viruses.

The team hadn’t won the prize, but Dom had gone to work for Lang Analytics. This was right after we broke up, and I hadn’t heard from him since.

That sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach this whole conversation came from realizing this situation had Dom’s fingerprints all over it. He’d kept working on that energy field, on a grand scale, apparently.

“So, what about Dominic?” I murmured, turning.

Lang said, “Dominic is the head designer on the Mirabilis project. You’re right, Professor—a thousand other scholars could serve the team as a consultant and guide. Perhaps I ought to be talking to someone with military experience, rather than someone like you—”

“Someone like me?” I said, my tone bitter.

Torres interceded, putting up a calming hand and cutting Lang off. The billionaire didn’t even look offended. “You have the knowledge we need about what we might find on the island. But you’re also the one person Brand will talk to.”

Oh, I wouldn’t bet on that.

Lang opened his hands. “You see, Professor, you are the perfect person for this job.”

Torres said, “I need to ask: Do you think Brand is capable of murder?”

I squeezed my hands into fists, so they wouldn’t shake. “I—I wouldn’t have thought so. He was passionate about his work, maybe even a little crazy. He did some martial arts, but archaic stuff like fencing and archery. We did Ren Faires together. It was a game.”

“Whoever is behind the mutiny on the island—a Coast Guard crew is dead because of them. When we catch them, they’ll be charged with murder.”

Dominic, what the hell are you doing? I realized . . . I was going to say yes. Not for the money, but to find out what had happened to Dom.

And maybe to see a unicorn.

“I’m not sure I can do this.”

“I’m not sure, either,” Torres said frankly. “But if seeing you makes Brand hesitate in pulling whatever trigger he might be holding—well, we’ll bring you along.”

If I didn’t know better, I’d say it was destiny.
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Where the Shadows Lie

The rolling of the Coast Guard cutter on Pacific waves a hundred miles or so off the coast of Washington State wasn’t what was making me nauseated. It was the cold. The damp. I was bundled up in fatigues and a waterproof coat, but they didn’t seem to help. The pitch-black nighttime water, the smell of diesel, and an otherworldly purple glow on the horizon all seemed ominous and illness-inducing. Torres had given me a seasickness patch, like he’d expected this. If I wasn’t wearing it, maybe I would feel even worse.

I didn’t belong here. I shouldn’t have come. I was going to throw up, and we hadn’t even gotten to the island yet.

“Professor?” Torres said from the motorized raft lashed to the side of the cutter. “It’s time.”

I touched my hip, felt the hard shape of my lucky d20 in my pocket. Roll-saving throw against nausea . . .

Two members of the cutter crew helped me over the side and onto the raft. Almonte, one of the three other members of Torres’s team, caught me as I nearly tumbled on top of her. She skillfully gripped my arm and settled me to the side, out of the way with the rest of the gear.

Torres exchanged a hand signal with the cutter crew. Wendell, Torres’s tech guy, threw off the line. The fourth soldier in the party, Rucker, revved the raft’s motor, and just like that we were gone, racing into darkness.

While steering, Rucker also held a rifle braced across his knees. I’d had ten days to get used to the idea of being in close quarters with four people who all had guns.

It wasn’t enough time.

Surprisingly, I was the one who suggested desensitization therapy at the indoor shooting range during our preparations for the trip. Torres watched me carefully. Waiting for me to collapse, to lose my shit, whatever.

“You decide you want to fire off a few rounds of your own, let me know. I could train you on one of these.” He showed me a handgun locked in its brown leather holster. The gun was matte black, plastic and metal. It lurked.

“No,” I said. “I really don’t.” He stood over me, huddled on a bench at the back of the range, my arms tightly crossed.

He nodded curtly. “That’s fine.”

I was afraid he’d push, that he’d insist I go armed like the rest of the squad. But he didn’t. “Really?”

“I don’t want you running around with a loaded gun unless you’re comfortable with it. That’s how people get hurt.”

“Yeah, I know,” I said.

His lips pressed in a sympathetic almost-smile. “Don’t worry, Professor. We’ll look out for you.”

Famous last words.

The three handpicked members of Torres’s squad fired off a truly ridiculous number of shots. Ear protection that entirely covered my ears and pinched my head muffled the sound but didn’t erase it. The lights seemed to flicker with the noise of it, and even with the fans going, the air was thick with the biting smell of spent gunpowder.

I knew that smell. My gut and heart knew that smell. It was part of why I didn’t go to big fireworks displays. Everyone understood why I’d avoid the noise of it, but no one thought about the smell.

If I could let the thundering noise of gunshots wash over me, I’d get used to it. Intellectually, I knew I was in no danger. These were professionals using tools they’d trained with. This was like dental work. Not pleasant, but I could get through it. I could pretend this was happening on a TV screen. This had nothing to do with me. Fear is the mind-killer, I will face my fear, I will permit it to pass over me and through me—

Oh my God, such macho messianic bullshit. Aphorisms weren’t going to help me.

Almonte was a wiry Black woman with short-cropped hair and an intense gaze. She had served with Torres in the navy, and they related to each other with the ease of longtime friends. He passed a box of ammunition to her, and she accepted it without a word; they communicated with nods and gestures that were invisible to an outsider like me. She offered the occasional smile of comfort to me over her shoulder when she reloaded. If this mission had just been the two of them, I could almost feel good about it.

Wendell was also former military with an electrical engineering degree. Hacking and breaking high-tech security measures would fall to him. He’d shaken my hand with a distracted air and hadn’t paid much more attention to me, as if I were a piece of equipment that he wasn’t responsible for.

Rucker was the muscle, a white guy with a broad jaw, broad shoulders, and a broad way of moving. He was young, not much older than my students, which gave me a disconnected jolt. He ought to be writing book reports, not carrying a rifle like it was a beloved talisman. But he was old enough to have spent time in the army. He had not offered to shake my hand upon meeting me. He’d looked me up and down, managed a curt nod of greeting, and didn’t say a word. Except to Torres, when he thought I couldn’t hear.

“She’s going to be a liability, sir.” His voice had that brash edge of youth and certainty, even when he’d taken Torres aside and spoken quietly to him, before any of them had picked up a weapon.

“Not your call,” Torres said.

“Then what’s the actual objective? To take the target or baby-sit her? Sir,” he added, after Torres gave him a stony glare.

“Your objective is to follow orders,” he said, and Rucker shut up.

So that told me where I stood with the team. Sitting on the bench while they did the work.

Torres was the Ranger, calm and dangerous. Almonte was the Cleric, the team’s medic and shepherd. Wendell the Artificer, Rucker the Barbarian. What did that make me? The one without any visibly useful skills.

The Bard, obviously.

I shut my eyes and focused on the feeling of breathing, of ribs expanding and air flowing in and out of my nose. Searched for a prayer that would work and found Alex and Dora. Their names had become something like a mantra for me. Remember them. Remember. They weren’t just the friends I’d watched die, as Harris Lang had so bluntly described. They were my boyfriend and my best friend. My gaming nerds and cosplay peeps. Their deaths had punched a giant hole in my world, and I was still feeling out the edges of it. I would never know why the shooter, a disgruntled recent graduate with a grudge, turned the gun away from me at the last minute and used it on himself. These days, I could think about it without shaking, but I still cried when I thought of Alex and Dora and everything they’d missed. Fifteen years. Had it been so long?

Alex and Dora. Breathe.

I had the sudden idea that Dora would have thought this was so cool. A real-life video game. Take notes, she’d say, her grin wrinkling the freckles on her nose. Yeah, okay, if I could just pretend this was a game . . .

Even with the ear protection, my skull still thrummed after the guns went silent.

“Professor Cox?”

I let my face unclench, and my eyes opened. Captain Torres was standing over me. I hadn’t realized I’d shut my eyes until he spoke.

“You okay?”

He didn’t have to sound so condescending. “I’m not going to pretend that this doesn’t suck.”

“You shouldn’t. It definitely sucks. But the odds of us actually using our weapons are small. The goal is to do this without firing a shot.”

Odds? What if somebody rolled a one? Small wasn’t zero. “Isn’t that always the goal?” I asked. “How often do you actually accomplish your objective without firing a shot?”

He gave a wry smirk.

I drew my lucky twenty-sided die out of my jeans pocket, rubbed it between fingers. Didn’t look like much; it was just your basic translucent plastic, pink with flecks of purple swirling around. Dom had given me that set of dice. I’m not sure why I was carrying this one around now. Torres had brought up odds, and I wondered what I’d get if I rolled the die right here, right now.

Odds were I should have died already. I wasn’t going to burn my luck on an offhand roll here. I pocketed the die.

They all knew about my history. Almonte’s expression when she looked at me was always kind, if pitying. Wendell avoided looking at me at all. And Rucker—I was a chore to him. My past made me a liability.

I wasn’t sure he was wrong.



As it raced ahead, the raft smashed through waves, sending up salt-smelling spray. I risked straightening a little, to try to get my first look at Insula Mirabilis. A wall of salt water crashed into my face. I spat and gasped, wiped my eyes clear, and shivered miserably.

Almonte stayed within arm’s reach, like she assumed at some point she would have to grab me to keep me from flying over the edge. That was probably a good assumption.

“Five hundred meters to the shield, Boss,” Wendell said. Even this far out, the purple glow reflected light off the water.

I huddled even more firmly at the edge of the raft. I didn’t belong here. This had been a mistake. My gaze kept sliding over to the guns.

A wall of rippling purple light, pearlescent in the black of night, appeared in front of us, like a sunrise bursting into morning. Coast Guard analysis indicated that this was a dome, reaching all the way over the island and several dozen feet under water. Seeing it now, it couldn’t possibly have been solid. It was a light show, an aurora. Some special effect. Better to think of it as light sparkling off cut crystal—pretty and very, very impenetrable. This wasn’t the neat little magnetic particle barrier Dom’s team had messed around with back in college.

The Zodiac raced toward the glowing wall.

Wendell had mounted a device at the bow of the raft, a metal box with wires, circuit boards, and a kind of parabolic dish pointing off the front. This was supposed to emit an electromagnetic pulse that would temporarily block the circuit that created the shield in this spot long enough for us to slip through. It would be like pulling up the corner of a tent flap and letting it fall behind us. Wendell worked furiously at the box as we drew closer.

“Wendell . . .” Torres said. He didn’t sound nervous. Just, you know—interested.

“It’ll work, it’s fine.”

Up ahead, purple energy pulsed in an undeniable barrier. As fast as we were going, hitting the intact shield would be like slamming into a brick wall.

“Wendell,” Torres said, more urgently this time.

Wendell’s device made a grinding noise, and the dish at the top sparked with electricity.

With a crackle of static, the space in front of us turned black. The raft raced through the opening. As the raft and machine sped past it, the shield snapped back into place behind us with a burst of light and crack of thunder.

We were inside. The pale glow arched up behind us and over to the dark silhouette of the island. The surf that broke against wave-rocked cliffs glowed purple with reflected light. The cliffs were dark, featureless, climbing up to forest-covered hills.

The raft aimed farther along the coast, toward a strip of pale sand edging a dense forest. Our destination loomed.

Suddenly, the Zodiac shoved past the breakers and straight onto a narrow, rocky beach. Wendell jumped out, splashing on shore and dragging the raft the rest of the way out of the water. The others quickly followed, hauling equipment. Torres grabbed my arm and made sure I didn’t slip and fall, even though my legs had turned to rubber.

Despite Torres’s grip on me, I fell as soon as I lurched over the rounded edge of the raft, struggling to get control of my legs. He dropped me next to the survival gear, recon equipment, and rifles that the others had unloaded, splashing in the surf.

When the raft was empty, Almonte and Wendell deflated it, wrestling it up to the tree line and covering it with branches and debris until even I, who’d been looking right at it, couldn’t see it anymore. Rucker, rifle in hand, kept watch. They did it all without talking. With the raft’s motor shut off, the quiet became immense. The shushing of waves against the shore sounded alien. The dark, overcast sky seemed very low. The purple shimmer of the shield overhead was ubiquitous, otherworldly.

I hadn’t really done anything so far but sit in the raft. Still, I was exhausted. My lungs hurt, and salt water crusted my clothes. Now that we were here, surely we would rest. Surely we couldn’t set out for the heart of the island until daybreak. But no, Torres and his squad didn’t pause. Equipment got loaded onto shoulders and backs, and the four soldiers formed a line to march into the forest. I just had my little personal pack; they didn’t expect me to carry any more than that, for which I was both embarrassed and grateful.

When I took too long to climb back to my feet—my legs were still rubber, my teeth still chattering—Torres came to me and took hold of my arm to haul me up. I jerked away, and that finally gave me the lurch I needed to stand on my own. Had to hang on to a tree trunk to do it, but I did it. I couldn’t tell if his thin smirk was amused or annoyed. Or both. I couldn’t read any of these people.

Torres took point; Rucker fell to the rear of the line. They put me right in the middle.

We marched away from the beach, into the forest. Into Mirabilis.
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Dump Stat

We moved like something was chasing us, and maybe it was.

Torres led us on a slog through a dense forest of conifers with moss-covered trunks and undergrowth choked with ferns and vines. No nicely groomed trail led the way, but rather than hacking through the vegetation with machetes as I might have imagined, Torres carefully parted the growth and slipped through, creating a pathway that folded closed behind us. I strained to mimic his example, taking up the vegetation as the others did, every muscle tense lest I step on a twig.

I didn’t step on a twig, but I gasped when I forgot to breathe, and Torres gave me a look over his shoulder. His face was windburned, rugged. His dark eyes had the kind of searching gaze that drew attention. He just had to stand there and anybody could tell he was in charge. This should have made me feel safer, but mostly I felt like I was going to disappoint him.

The squad kept watch, constantly looking out and around, searching for—well, we weren’t sure. Momentum kept me with the rest of them—it would take more energy to stop than to keep walking. But at some point I was just going to drop, and I wondered what would happen when I did. They might stuff me in a pack and carry me.

The sky turned pale; dawn broke. In sunlight, the force-field dome turned nearly invisible. I caught a sparkle of it out of the corner of my eye.

Finally, out of sight of the shore, we stopped to rest, and I sat. Breakfast was water and energy bars that tasted like sawdust, but I ate it all. When the squad was ready to move again, I was still uncurling, stretching cramps out of arms and legs. I sort of wished Torres would come haul me to my feet again—this time, I’d take the help. But I managed to stand on my own, wincing the whole time. Almonte gave my shoulder a quick pat as we moved out.

The sun rose higher; I felt like I should have been able to tell what time it was, the way characters in books always did so easily. We entered a boggy area, skirting around a pond that had collected in a low spot. Pitcher-shaped yellow blooms curled up from stems sprouting in the water. Ferns sprang above our heads from the middle of tree trunks, as if floating. Morning light filtered through an emerald canopy of leaves. The air smelled rich, and a mist rose up from the ground. Eddies of fog formed around our feet, stirred by our legs as we hiked. If I’d slept in a real bed the night before, I might have enjoyed the scenery more.

In one spot I stepped wrong; my foot slipped, a patch of mud grabbing me and pulling me into water. My high-tech boots were supposed to be waterproof, but water immediately poured over the tops. I probably fastened them wrong. In a desperate effort to keep from screaming, I clamped my mouth shut and squeaked instead. High pitched, nasal, the most undignified sound I had ever made in my life. Almonte grabbed my sleeve before I could tip over.

We had to stop so I could change socks. “No marching on wet feet,” Torres stated. Almonte had made me pack a change of socks, and I had wondered why at the time. Now I knew. Everyone had this look in their eyes; I’d seen it from the very start, when we were back on the mainland and I couldn’t figure out the buckles on my jacket. I was slowing them down.

At last, the ground became firm. Marsh gave way to meadow, the sky opened, and I imagined I could breathe easier because the air wasn’t so damp.

Torres stopped and held up a hand—even before my haphazard training I would have known that meant halt.

I had to blink a couple of times to realize that the hulking form in front of us wasn’t another set of trees but a structure. A tall, round tower with a conical, tiled roof stood in a clearing. Signs of recent construction lingered in the turned-up ground around it. Moss and lichens covered gray stone, as if it were ancient, but they must have been painted on, some kind of set dressing. Morning mist clung around its base. Like
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