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  Chapter 1: Juliet


Ian Campbell puffs out his cheeks, sticks out his tongue, crosses his eyes, extends his hands at arm’s length reaching for my throat. He lets his head flop to one side and his wild, floppy, dreadlocks make him look like a goggle-eyed monster. “Brains! Zeke the Zombie eats brains!” 
I burst out laughing, cock my arms at strange ales, and lurch a few mechanical steps toward him without bending my knees. “Robot Rex! Scanning the area!”
The whole group of animators gathered around laughs along with us and Sophie Jennings pats me on the back. “Robot Rex was a sensation. You’re a genius, Juliet!”
Ian straightens up and drops his zombie act. “Zeke the Zombie was a sensation, too. Give me some credit.”
“Always,” I tell him. “We can all be geniuses together.” 
I pick up my drink and Frank Butterfield pretends to look into my glass. “You aren’t drinking brains for lunch, Juliet. What’s the matter? Are you coming down with a cold?”
I join in the joke. “I need to hit the booze before I start canvasing this conference for Animatrix’s future investors.”
My fellow animators and I put the jokes on hold while we survey the surroundings. This is the first networking event I’ve been to that takes place in the grand ballroom of a luxury cruise liner. No one could ask for a nicer venue than the Dream Dimension. It’s the other people in the room with us that spoil the atmosphere.
Frank wrinkles his nose at a bunch of corporate types schmoozing by the buffet table. “What’s the nicest name we can call them?”
“Let’s be diplomatic and call them conference attendees,” I reply. “Maybe we can capitalize on this conference by turning some of these people into cartoon characters for our next sequence.”
“Great idea!” Ian pulls his head so far down into his collar that his neck completely disappears. He crunches up his eyes and purses his lips before he starts staggering around bumping into things. “Corporate Carl is coming to suck your blood!”
The whole group bursts out laughing. “They aren’t vampires,” I point out. “Corporate Carl will suck the money out of people’s bank accounts before he sucks anyone’s blood.”
“You have to feel bad for them,” Sophie remarks. “Imagine having the bad luck to get stuck in a corporate job where you have to dress like that.”
The other animators go back to joking around, but I can’t help checking out the corporate people across the ballroom from us. They’re attending the same conference, but they couldn’t be more different from Animatrix’s employee base if we all landed from different planets.
My employees wear casual clothes and Ian is even wearing a Star Wars t-shirt with a blazing floral Hawaiian shirt over that. Frank wears a Minecraft baseball cap turned sideways and black-and-white checkerboard Converse All-Stars sneakers that have been around since the late 1970s. No wonder none of the corporate people will come near us.
I did my best to wear the uniform. My plain, tight, navy-blue dress comes down to my knees, but not even I could blend in with the crowd of suits across the room. 
I’m supposed network with these people, not hang out with my friends making up new cartoon characters for our next animation sequence. Animatrix might have a culture of fun and wacky humor, but I’m still the boss.
I’m the one who’s supposed to pitch investors to scale this company and make it grow. I built this company from scratch and I’m responsible for keeping it afloat.
Ian reads my mind and claps me on the shoulder. “Go on, Captain Pioneer. Assemble your landing party and take your away team to the planet’s surface. Bring back a full scientific survey on the native alien fauna so we can dissect them and study their internal organs.”
I laugh, but not as heartily as everyone else standing around. That’s my cue. If I don’t go now, I’ll never go at all and this company needs investors—not to mention new clients.
This is the part of my job I like the least, but it is part of my job. Ian gives me one last shove and I drag my heels over to the group at the buffet.
They see me coming a mile away and I’m as alien to them as they are to me. They move out of the way to give me a straight path to the buffet. It never once crosses their minds that I might want to talk to them—because I don’t. I’m transparent to them.
I might have been able to blend in with them if I hadn’t been hanging out with those freaks across the room. I might as well have, Animation Geek, tattooed across my forehead.
I pretend to take a carrot stick from the dip tray while I listen to their conversation going on behind my back.
“And then I said to him, ‘If we can’t get the balance sheet squared up by the end of the year, we might as well close our doors right now’,” a man in a stiff, blue suit is saying. “The whole house of cards will come tumbling down without some third-party oversight.”
“I completely agree with you,” another man replies. “Where’s the moral hazard? That’s what I want to know.”
I gather my resolve, take a deep breath, and turn around to introduce myself to them, but as soon as I lay eyes on them and their matching suits, shiny shoes, Rolex watches, and their slick silk ties, I can’t go through with it. 
I don’t want to become like these people. I don’t want to catch the corporate disease. Becoming like them would be my worst nightmare. What’s the point of being an animator and running a company like Animatrix if I’m going to become like every other corporate slave on the planet?
I can just imagine the dialogue going on among my fellow animators as they watch me flee in defeat. I go over to the bar to get a refill on my drink. I’m going to need to top off my tank with booze before I build up the nerve to try to make these people think I’m one of them.
Two more corporate guys stand at the bar getting drinks, too, but I don’t even look at them. Corporate people in suits are starting to haunt my nightmares. I really need to turn them into some kind of cartoon villain that someone has to fight their way through to reach a prize. That would make a really good animation sequence.
I bemoan my fate and start fantasizing about my office computer back at Animatrix headquarters while wait my turn to get my drink. I’m a million miles away when one of the other guys waiting turns to me and sticks out his hand. 
“You’re with Animatrix, aren’t you? I loved your work on the Tip-Top Toys marketing campaign. That Robot Rex character was pure genius!” He bursts out laughing, angles his arms downward from the elbow, and moves his head from side to side on his neck in a mechanical way. “Scanning the area!”
I laugh and shake his hand. “Yeah, thanks. Guilty as charged. That was me.” 
“I’m with Chase Manhattan Bank, so I probably wouldn’t have any use for your service, but I know a lot of people in marketing. I’ll definitely drop your name if it ever comes up.”
“Thanks,” I mutter. Great. The one person who knows about my business and thinks it’s good isn’t in any position to help me promote it.
He shakes my hand again and takes himself off somewhere before I realize that I didn’t even get his name. I’m an utter failure at everything networking. 
I turn back to the bar feeling even more defeated when the second guy standing there turns to me. “Animatrix…..you’re on the list of businesses seeking investment.”
I barely look up. “That’s right.” 
The bartender comes over with my drink and I take a gulp. I can’t face the room to go back to networking. Maybe I’ll just stay here and drink myself into an early grave instead. 
“I’m Damian Mitchell. I’d be interested in investing in your company.”
It takes me a second to realize that the guy is still here. He’s talking to me of all people.
I look up and almost turn my back on him when I see his immaculate black tux. He’s dressed way better than every other office slave in this room, but he doesn’t flaunt it with the diamond Rolex and gold cuff links. He keeps it understated with just the tux—which is plenty.
Short, brown curls top his head and bright green eyes latch onto me when I look up at him, but something in those eyes puts me off. They don’t twinkle or flash with any kind of hidden light. I’ve been hanging around animators for too long. I’ve developed a sixth sense for people who have no sense of humor at all.
This guy might fill out a tux nicely with square muscular shoulders, chiseled arms, and a trim, narrow waist, but those eyes tell me all I need to know about him. 
He sticks out his hand to me the way everyone is supposed to stick out their hands at these events. I realize a second too late that I’m looking at like it really does belong to some alien monster about to attack me.
I manage to shake his hand trying not to look too disgusted. “I’m Juliet Holloway. I’m the CEO of Animatrix.”
“So tell me about your investment profile. I hear Monahan Marketing tried to acquire Animatrix last year and you barely headed them off before they succeeded.”
I jolt to high alert and stiffen. The guy stands in front of me gazing back at me with that direct, inscrutable stare. Now my spider senses are definitely tingling.
“Are you interested in investing….or acquiring?” I ask.
He shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I would have to find out more about your investment profile…..which is why I asked.”
“If you’re trying to acquire Animatrix, I’m not interested.” I toss back the rest of my drink and put my glass on the bar without slamming it down as hard as I’d like to. “I built this company from nothing and Animatrix is not for sale.”
“I didn’t say anything about buying it,” the guy counters. “You’re here to pick up investors, aren’t you?”
I glare at him. Everything about him sets my teeth on edge. The fact that he looks like a corporate version of James Bond only makes me mad. “Investors,” I fire back. “I’m not here to meet anyone who wants to acquire my business.”
“Why not? A business is only worth the sale price.”
My eyes fall out of their sockets and I stare at him in horror. He did not actually say that about Animatrix—my company, my passion project, my baby. 
I would never sell Animatrix and anyone who thinks they can acquire it against my wishes. Anyone who thinks that is definitely not someone I want to be talking to at a networking event or anywhere else.
I turn away. “It was nice to meet you. I gotta go. See you later.”
I hope I don’t see him later and I can’t go back to networking after this. How many other people here might be trying to steal my business out from under me?
I cut a wide path away from the rest of the Animatrix staff. I don’t want to talk to anyone right now. I want to go back to my cabin, take off this dress, and relax.
Stopping Monahan Marketing from pulling a hostile takeover on Animatrix was hard enough. I lost months of work pulling out all the stops to prevent the takeover and it probably took five years off my life. I can’t go through that again.
I don’t get out of the room without the Chase Manhattan guy from the bar introducing me to three other people, but I barely hear them before I make my escape. I head down the corridor toward the elevator.
Next time I attend a networking event like this, I’m going alone. Bringing the rest of the Animatrix staff will only distract me and bringing them along doesn’t endear me to the people who might invest in my business.
I hate thinking about my employees as a shameful secret I need to keep hidden. Our fun, joking culture is what makes Animatrix great. We sit around firing off jokes and ideas all the time. Our headquarters office is an aquarium of playful creativity. That’s how we come up with some of our best ideas.
I love my business and I don’t want to change it, but I’m responsible for selling it to the people who understand it the least. It’s a delicate balancing act I don’t always pull off as well as I should.
I owe it to my animators to make this company work. We’re family and I could never let anything happen to them. They’re the ones who made this company as successful as it is and I really let them down tonight.
I slink off toward my cabin and I kick off my high heeled shoes in the elevator. Who am I kidding? I’m just a kid at heart like all the rest of my staff. I don’t belong in a tight dress surrounded by office zombies in suits.
I relax against the elevator wall, and by the time it dings on my deck, I’m ready to crawl into bed and forget that tonight ever happened. I step out into the corridor and make it halfway to my room when a devastating crash strikes the ship from one side.
The impact hurls me across the hall and I bang into the opposite wall. Screams, the crash of breaking glass, and gut-wrenching tearing sounds rock the ship as the floor tips sideways.
Room service carts, shattered crockery, and bodies slide across the carpet and slam down all around me. People scream and claw at each other trying to grab hold of anything they can.
I flounder in panic trying to figure out what’s happening when another brutal crash echoes through the ship. What the hell is going on? I can’t see anything but terrified people and piles of debris all over the place.
Another deafening bang makes the light fixtures sway and more sounds of breaking and tearing come from every direction. I can’t figure out what’s going on and then the ship groans back the other way. 
Everyone screams as we all go tumbling across the corridor. People slam into the other wall and try to scramble out of the chaos to stop themselves from being thrown somewhere else.
I grab onto a table, but it isn’t fixed to anything, and a second later, another blow flings everyone into the air. I catch a moment’s glimpse through a nearby porthole and my heart stops. 
Flashing lights illuminate the ocean outside the cruise liner. Another ship angles its prow into the Dream Dimension. The two ships must have crashed into each other, but that doesn’t help me.
The next instant, I crash down hard on the floor and try to blink the stars out of my eyes. I barely have time to figure out where I am when another excruciating wrench yanks the floor out from under me.
I somersault head over heel as the whole ship leans sideways. I try to grab hold of the carpet, but there’s nothing here to hold onto. I pitch back the other way, slide through an open door, and sail across what looks like a bedroom cabin.
I hit the other wall and scream again when a chair and a bunch of debris land on top of me. I curl in a ball trying to protect myself, but a second later, everything goes quiet. The ship stops moving…..and so do I.
I pant hard to catch my breath and slowly uncurl my arms to look around. The room is leaning hard to one side and the floor slants up at a forty-five-degree angle to the door high above me.
I crawl painfully onto my hands and knees gasping and groaning in fear and agony. I have to get out of here somehow, but when I take another look around the room, I freeze again. I’m alone except for one other person. It’s the guy from the bar—Damian.






  
  Chapter 2: Damian


Idrag myself to my feet and spot a woman couching on her hands and knees nearby. I stagger over to her, but it isn’t easy with so much crap clustered around my feet and the floor tilted at a steep angle. 
I balance in the channel between the floor and the wall and stumble over to her. “Are you okay? Are you injured?”
She looks up panting hard through bared teeth and I see that it’s the woman from the bar—the woman who got offended when I mentioned investing in her animation company. What did she say her name was? Oh, yeah. Juliet. Juliet Holloway.
She doesn’t look so put together now with her long, straight dark hair saturated in some nameless goo. Her dress is torn and bruises and scratches cover her face and arms. Other random stuff sticks to her dress and she’s barefoot.
Her brown eyes blaze with a different kind of fire and she barely sees me. Her petrified gaze darts around the room and she rasps with every breath.
I squat down next to her and lay my hand on her shoulder. “It’s going to be okay. We’ll get out of here. Just tell me if you’re hurt anywhere. Do you need to go to the hospital?”
“I’m….I’m…..okay…..” she gasps. “I’m…..okay.”
I take hold of her arm. “Can you stand up?”
She doesn’t fight me when I try to pull her to her feet, but as soon as she stands up, the boat lurches again and she topples against the wall. I fall, too, and I wind up falling on top of her. I barely get my arms into position on either side of her shoulders to stop myself from crushing her.
She screams, but I can hardly blame her. “What’s happening!” she shrieks.
“Hold on!” I yell. “We’re going over again!”
The boat groans a little farther over on that side before it stops.
“Jesus!” I choke. “We gotta get out of here!”
“How?” she yells. “We can’t get to that door, and even if we did, the whole boat will be like this. We’d be in the same situation no matter where we go.”
She isn’t saying anything I haven’t already thought of. I roll off her and lie against the tilted wall trying to think. She’s right. The whole boat will be in chaos. “Maybe we should just stay here.”
“We don’t have any choice,” she fires back.
She’s being so sensible that I glance at her again. She might be a mess right now, but she’s just as level-headed and alert as she was in the bar. She picks up minute details much quicker than anyone I’ve met in a long time.
She tries to push herself off the wall. “There has to be something we can do. Maybe there’s another way out of here.”
“I doubt it. Look.” I nod toward the windows nearest us. They give a full, sweeping view of the ocean outside. “The boat is listing away from us. We’re hundreds of feet above the water. We’re better off staying here.”
She collapses against the wall, shuts her eyes, and swallows hard. “This is not my idea of a pleasant evening’s entertainment.”
“I didn’t mean to offend you earlier when I asked about acquiring your business.”
Her eyes snap open and she spins around to stare at me. “Well, you did offend me. Animatrix isn’t for sale.”
“Sorry. Most people who start a business want to sell it someday. You’re the first person I’ve met who wouldn’t sell for the right price.”
“No price would be enough. I didn’t start this business because I want to sell it. I started it because I love what I do and I want to keep doing it.”
“Okay.” I raise both hands. “Are you still looking for investors?”
She eyes me with suspicion. “Don’t pretend you want to invest if you really want to steal my business out from under me.”
“I don’t steal.”
“You mentioned Monahan Marketing. You might be thinking of pulling another hostile takeover.”
“Can you blame me? Animatrix has a well-deserved reputation in the industry.”
“What industry? You never mentioned what business you’re in.”
I frown at her. She’s the first person I’ve met in years who doesn’t know who I am. “I’m Damian Mitchell. I’m the CEO of Masters Marketing.”
Her jaw drops and her face drains of all expression. She gapes at me in….well, I have to admit she’s gaping at me in horror. Most people are thrilled to meet me and I have to drive off entrepreneurs with a baseball bat. They all want me to acquire their businesses from them.
Not her. She doesn’t like meeting me. This is a first.
Master Marketing has a well-deserved reputation in the industry, too, but she doesn’t fall over herself telling me what an honor it is to meet me. She looks like she wants to run screaming from the room, but that isn’t possible.
She pulls it together and goes back to looking around, but there’s nothing to see that we haven’t already seen. Stacks of broken dishes, overturned potted plants, tangled sheets, and pillows saturated in coffee lie strewn at our feet. 
A single overturned queen bed lies at an angle in the corner, but we can both see that it doesn’t reach as high as the door. We can’t get out of this room.
She pushes herself off the wall with another exasperated gasp. “Do you have a phone? We could call someone.”
“Oh, yeah. I didn’t think of that.” I pull my phone out of my pocket. “There’s no signal, but I might still
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