
        
            
                
            
        

    
	When your life is on the line, it’s not how much you know or how well-trained you are. It’s how much you want to live.

	 

	 

	In the near future, Norman Perseus (Perse) Grant, eighteen, the son of an engineer on a transporter project, is given the chance to beam from Tacoma, Washington, to Reno, Nevada. Perse is slated to go with three celebrities—Carmella Martinez, Jack Miller, and Ronny McFarlane. They have skills in sports. Perse doesn’t.

	Things go wrong when their carrier signal intertwines with that of a carrier signal from another planet. The four travelers end up on a distant world, Nario Seven. Ronny is killed by a soldier, and Perse, Carmella, and Jack are captured by a warlord, Quaggon.

	Quaggon gives them a choice—retrieve an energy source that his people desperately need—or die. It isn’t much of a choice, so the three set out for a fortress city, guided by a soldier named Matsuge.

	Succeed or die. There is no other way.
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Chapter One: The Selection

	 

	 

	The outskirts of Tacoma, Washington. Early morning. Warren Labs. June sixth. Date: 2048.

	 

	“How are you feeling, Perse?”

	My father’s voice intruded on a dream I’d been having about Mara Wycliffe, the hottest girl in school. The dream had been moving along smoothly... and then my father had to go and interrupt things.

	C’est la vie. I’d been lying in the back of his late-model Finessa Seven car, a heap that was over fifteen years old. It had no air-conditioning, which made it hell to ride in during the summer, and it also had no shock absorbers.

	In the nineteen-fifties, books and magazines said that a hundred years in the future, cars would cruise around using magnetic power, wouldn’t use gas, and would be comfortable.

	Wrong on all three counts, although, ironically, the lack of shock absorbers served as a bonus. The bouncing lulled me into la-la-land. When I was a tyke, if I ever wanted to take a nap, I’d ask my father to drive me somewhere. I never failed to fall asleep within a few minutes.

	Fat chance of me catching any extra zzzs, though. That stopped as the sound of his voice got me halfway up, which meant we’d arrived. Naturally, I gave him the obligatory answer. “Sleepy.” Then I asked the obligatory question. “Are we there, yet?”

	He screeched to a halt. The momentum threw me off the seat and I banged my head painfully against the back of the passenger seat. His voice sang out cheerfully, “We are now!”

	Yeah, he could laugh. It was still dark out, and although I wanted to go back to sleep and finish off my dream, I couldn’t. Reality sucked. I’d never had a shot at dating Mara. We’d talked a few times and exchanged thoughts, but the bottom line was that she couldn’t be bothered. End of.

	Since Mara was out, dream number two took over, and that involved being part of The Great Beam-Out, as the news sources put it.

	 

	Officially, it was called Operation Magic Carpet. Initially, the project had been shrouded in secrecy. But from the info made available later—supposition or leaks to the press—it was, as the eggheads put it, a matter disassembler and re-assembler. In short, it was a transporter.

	The concept of teleportation had been around since the late eighteen-hundreds, and it was popularized by television shows and movies in the nineteen-sixties. Physicists since the nineteen-nineties had been trying to develop it.

	No one had succeeded except Donald Warren. Forty-five years old, a genius in quantum physics, he’d built a transporter chamber that did what others had only dreamed of doing.

	Naturally, he did it with government funds, and under the aegis of the US Army. He didn’t talk about that in interviews, though. People wanted the mechanics of things in simple terms, so Warren dumbed things down, keeping the explanations simple and putting up pictures that explained things more clearly. Good thing, too, because physics was my worst subject.

	His team had Gargantua, a super-computer that was the closest thing to AI around, to solve the most complex of equations. His team used quantum teleportation, sending information from one point to another. Initially, they sent a photon. The Chinese had done the same thing many years back, but they’d never gotten beyond that first step.

	Warren’s team did. When Gargantua started working overtime on the quantum mechanics of it all, Warren and associates sent an apple from their lab that was in the countryside of Tacoma to another lab about half a kilometer away. Said info came from a leaked report.

	Reports were scarce, mainly because, at first, the government kept a tight lid on everything. The public wasn’t supposed to know. Panic might ensue, not to mention the foreign powers having a hissy fit if Warren succeeded.

	I knew about the happenings because my father was an engineer at Warren Labs, even though I’d never been to his workplace. I didn’t even know where it was, not exactly. The army kept the location secret.

	Every morning, they picked him up at eight. Every night, he came home at six. As a child, I got used to his routine. My mother was always on hand to see me through things. “Your father does important work, Perse,” she’d tell me.

	He certainly did. In fact, he’d supervised the building of the transportation chamber. From time to time, he let a couple of details slip. Sure, it was hush-hush, but I could keep a secret as well as anyone.

	According to him, apple number one arrived as mush. More refinements in the software came. Projects two through forty-nine failed, but number fifty came through unscathed. Other inanimate objects went through and emerged whole.

	Bolo, the baboon, was the first live test subject. He lived for five seconds. Gargantua didn’t have enough information on the physical makeup of animals, so after the necessary software was developed, Bolo the Second became the first living subject to teleport.

	Finally, last year, Warren Labs dared try it with a person. Naturally, his super-computer received another major software upgrade to deal with the more complicated DNA that humans had.

	“I was there to witness it,” my father said in a hushed voice. “It was awe-inspiring. That’s the only word I can use.”

	Sergeant Harry Winslet, a member of the armed forces, had volunteered. At the age of forty-three, he was a veteran and decided that if he had to give his life for his country, what better way to do it?

	He lived. Soon after, five more test subjects made the jump. All of them lived. After all the money spent—trillions-plus—it worked.

	“This is cutting-edge transportation,” General Victor Arthur, the army’s liaison to the government and Warren Labs pronounced after the last subject reported in safely.

	Yes, at that point, they went public, and Arthur was just the person to serve as the army’s spokesperson. A large man with a booming voice and a no-BS manner, he was the kind of person to say, “Get it done,” and it got done. No questions.

	He was also a war hawk, firmly set against Chinese and Russian expansionism, also known as the communist horde. “If we had the capability of sending arms and personnel through different means other than air or sea or land transportation, it would give us an edge in whatever we plan to transport.”

	I could see it now. Massive chambers capable of holding battalions of soldiers, arms, tanks, and more, all waiting to pop in behind the enemy forces and annihilate them.

	Whenever I saw Arthur on television, the gleam in his eyes told me he was all about annihilation. I could also imagine the Chinese and Russians screaming at their scientists to develop the same technology. Good luck with that. The US owned it, lock, stock, and barrel, and General Arthur wanted to use the tech to its fullest potential.

	Perhaps a congressional oversight committee would keep him in check, although the current president was a war hawk, too...

	 

	As I sat up and rubbed my eyes, I saw a chain-link fence surrounding an empty square of land, along with lots of soldiers stationed around the fence. “What time is it, Dad?”

	“Five-twenty.”

	Aww... too early. Okay, we’re here, but where’s the lab?

	My father seemed to read my mind. “We’re going downstairs, Perse.”

	“Uh, yeah.”

	Now, I was fully awake. But I still didn’t know why my father had volunteered my services. Was it because I was his son, or was it something else? I’d never been special at anything.

	Scholastically, I was somewhere in the middle, good at English, computer science, and calculus, but lousy at social studies, history, and the sundry other subjects we’d had to take.

	During my high school days, I’d made a few friends, but I’d never had any close contacts. Just the way it was. As for the next step in my education, I’d already taken the tests for university and was waiting on the results.

	Even if I made it in, I had no idea of what to study. An acquaintance suggested sports rehab. I wasn’t sure about that. I was a good swimmer, a decent runner, and at one-hundred-eighty centimeters and eighty-three kilograms, I had a solid physique. It came about due to a lot of weight training.

	Still, as we got out of the car, my only thought wasn’t about higher education. No, it consisted of only six words. They could have chosen someone else.

	My sense of self-doubt grew as we got out and went to the fence’s only gate. My father straightened his suit and handed over his ID. A soldier ran it through a small, handheld scanner and pronounced it valid. “Thaddeus Andrew Grant. You’re cleared to go in, sir.”

	He handed the ID card back and then turned to me with the scanner, playing a blue light up and down my body. A beep sounded, and my face and body appeared on the screen showing a guy clad in a pair of jeans and an old t-shirt, with a mop of brown hair, gray eyes, a narrow face, and smallish, regular features.

	“Facial recognition, confirmed,” the device said mechanically. “Norman Perseus Grant, son of Thaddeus Andrew Grant.”

	Call that new and then some. “I gave them your personal information,” my father said sotto voce. “You’re officially part of this project.”

	Hopefully, they’d call me Perse. Everyone did. I’d never cared for my first name, so it was either Perse or nothing.

	A soldier escorted us inside the gate. In the center of the gated area, he kneeled and pulled a small lever that stuck up from the short grass. Immediately, a section of earth slid away, revealing a circular metal board. “You’re expected downstairs, sir,” he said to my father. “I’ll be up here with everyone else.”

	My father and I got on, and we started downwards. “Our version of an elevator,” he said. “Enjoy the ride.”

	As we descended, I wished that my mother could have seen this, but it wasn’t to be. Cancer had done her in. She’d died when I was sixteen, on my birthday, June sixth—today. Irony abounded.

	Grief compelled my father to throw himself into his work at the expense of yours truly. I desperately wanted to talk to him about it, but he never opened up beyond, “Perse, I’m sorry about your mother. Someday, I’ll make it up to you.”

	Maybe he simply couldn’t tell me how he felt, so he suffered in silence, as I did. I also wondered just how he’d make it up to me. But two weeks ago, he came home with a peculiar smile on his face and said, “Perse, you’re in.”

	“In for what?”

	“Traveling to Nevada on June sixth. It’s your birthday present.”

	Well, okay, call that special. “Thanks, Dad. Are we flying first-class?”

	“You won’t be flying, son.”

	At that point, the obvious oh-wow-this-can’t-be-happening moment of realization occurred. “You mean, you’re going to—”

	“Transport you,” he finished with a smile. “Keep it quiet. Wait it out.”

	Wait it out. While waiting, I indulged in my one hobby—computers—studying how they worked. I grew up with a laptop in my hands, learning how to program as well as how to build basic models. Everyone did, and we were better for it.

	A dull thump signaled our arrival at the bottom, and I looked around. We’d entered a lab the size of a football field. I’d never imagined such a complex could exist. My father said that the project had been started fifteen years ago by Warren, the government, and the army.

	“You’re seeing what we’ve been working on for the last decade-plus,” my father said. “You’re privy to some very private and top-secret information.”

	“Such as?”

	He smiled. “Such as, we’re a mile below the surface, doing our experiments here, just in case something goes wrong. We’re the only people in this area, surrounded by ten square kilometers of wilderness.”

	I only half-listened to what he was saying. I was more interested in the equipment. This was mind-blowing, cutting-edge stuff—and beyond. A red computer that took up the entirety of a ten-meter section of the wall hummed away behind glass and a white mist.

	“Meet Gargantua,” my father said with awe. “It works a million times faster than the human mind, and it’s solved the equations we’ve fed into it perfectly. That’s why we’re here right now.

	“The trade-off is that it works at such a high speed that it has to be cooled at all times. The circuits are very delicate, and they overheat quite fast.”

	He led me through an area filled with worktables that were, in turn, filled with laptops. Numerous technicians stood at attention at each worktable, greeting us with friendly if somewhat strained smiles. That didn’t help my confidence. After my father had told me that I’d be going from here to Nevada, I’d been excited, but now, I wasn’t so sure.

	“Mr. Warren’s coming over,” my father murmured. “Get your game face on.”

	Warren strode toward us, wearing an old and faded rumpled brown suit and carrying a clipboard. Clearly, he was no slave to fashion, and my father murmured that Warren often slept in his suit and rarely showered.

	Fortunately for us, after he stopped to talk to a few techs, pointed at the super-computer, and issued some commands, he came over with no stink accompanying him. Soap could be a person’s best friend. “Hello, Thadd,” he addressed my father. “Glad you could make it.”

	Then he laughed at his joke. Where else was my father going to go? We laughed with him, and then Warren got down to business. At around one-hundred-ninety-five centimeters in height with a shock of dark hair that sat on a perfectly round head, he had an imposing presence.

	His perfectly round head had a perfectly round, plain-featured face that was wreathed in a smile. “We’re almost ready, and I want to thank you, Thadd, for your hard work on the chamber.”

	“You’re welcome, sir,” my father answered, beaming, and then he gestured to me. “This is—”

	“Perse Grant,” Warren cut in with a hearty chuckle as he proffered his hand. “Your father’s told me all about you. I heard you’re really up for this.”

	We shook hands. At that moment, I was still on the fence about things. However, I knew how important this was to my father, so I nodded and said as enthusiastically as possible, “Yes, sir.”

	“Good. Before we do anything else, I want you to watch something.”

	I sat at a worktable, and the tech brought over a laptop, clicking on a few buttons to get this super-secret video ready. “Here we go,” he murmured.

	On a split-screen, the left portion showed a soldier walking into a large, square chamber and standing at attention. The right side showed another empty chamber. The caption below it read, Warren Research Project, Rachel, Nevada. May fifteenth, 2048.

	A low whine began. The soldier looked around warily, but a voice offscreen said, “Stay still. You’ll be fine.”

	The sound quickly segued into a high whine, and then the man vanished in a burst of white light. A moment later... oh, holy crap! He appeared in the same burst of light inside the chamber on the right side of the screen, heaved out some bile, and then he shook his head and looked around in wonder. The door opened, and three techs rushed in to help him out. After that, the video ended.

	“You did it,” I said as I turned around, only half-believing what I’d seen. “I mean, my father told me, but... you transported him.”

	Warren wore a grin a kilometer wide. “Yes, we did. As you can see, there’s some nausea and disassociation at first, but there’ve been no other major side effects. We’re confident that we can enlarge the chambers one day and make this a viable form of transportation. It’ll revolutionize travel.”

	“Other things, too,” a voice boomed out.

	I looked to my left. A large, powerfully built man strode toward us, his uniform crisply pressed with nary a crease. From the piercing black eyes to the sharp chin and thin slit of a mouth, I knew who it was—General Victor Arthur, the army’s liaison to the government and Warren.

	Arthur addressed me directly. “What do you think of this, son?”

	Son, he calls me son. Geez, I’m eighteen today, so doesn’t the adult thing count in his world? All right, be polite. “It’s, uh, really off the charts, sir.”

	A satisfied smile spread across his face. “This will make those environmentalists ecstatic. Cars will become obsolete. Same with ships and planes. Less pollution, too.”

	“Of course, the costs will be high at first,” Warren added. Despite his size, he seemed dwarfed by the general, who stood a few centimeters shorter. “And, as the owner of this company, we have to recoup our costs as well.”

	“You’ll be compensated, Donald,” the general said, waving his hand dismissively at the idea of money being a concern. “Not to worry. This is the next stage in transportation, not just around the world, but elsewhere.”

	He had me at that one. “Elsewhere?” I asked.

	Arthur’s smile segued into the faintest of all smirks. “Think outside the box, son. If we perfect this technology, then what’s to stop us from exploring the stars? No need for spaceships or costly overruns in building those ships or NASA begging for money. We can simply beam our people from here to, er, wherever.”

	Warren stepped in, then. “Sir, I have to point out that this is still largely in the experimental stage. We’ve only gone as far as Nevada. We lose the signal after that. We’d need a lot more power to achieve what you’re talking about.”

	Arthur turned on him, an annoyed tone surfacing. “Donald, I understand your concerns. If you need more power, you’ll get it. We have stations in Alaska and Texas, and we can always reroute their power here. You’ll get it, even if I have to black out the entire continent of North America to do it.”

	The scientist wasn’t easily persuaded. “It’s not that easy, sir. We’ve managed to send a person on our world from one point to another is one thing, but sending a person to another world, even if we could find a planet like ours, is impossible. There has to be a chamber on the other end to receive the people.

	“Theoretically, it’s possible to send someone without a receiving chamber, but we haven’t figured out the equations, yet. One day, we will.”

	Arthur grunted. As I figured, he wasn’t the type to take setbacks, much less defeat, lightly. “We’ll table that for another time. Are you ready on this end?”

	Warren, seeing that he wasn’t getting through to Mr. War Hawk, nodded. “We are.”

	He pivoted around to talk to my father, who’d been silent thus far. “Thadd, I’ll need you to monitor the energy flow.”

	“Right away, sir,” my father responded and ran off down the complex.

	Arthur excused himself, saying that he had some calls to make, but he added that he’d be back to watch the demo. After he left, I sat back, still snowed by the deal. Sending someone from A to B was no longer fantasy but reality.

	Warren seemed to read my mind. “I can see you’re pretty awed by this.”

	“Yes, sir, I am. It’s just... hard to believe all this at first.”

	He nodded sagely. “Most people are that way at first. They think it’s a trick or CGI, I imagine. I can assure you that it isn’t.”

	“Reality is what it is,” I said, striving for something pithy to say and failing.

	Warren didn’t seem to mind. A wry expression crossed his face. “It is that, yes. Our reality is that we can do what the movies have always dreamed of doing.”

	A shadow crossed his face. “The military wants to use this machine as a weapon. I only want to use it to revolutionize travel.”

	Warren then mused about the concept of selling one’s soul, saying he did it for the sake of research. “You still took the money,” I pointed out and instantly regretted mentioning it. It seemed vulgar, somehow. “Sorry, sir.”

	Warren shrugged. “Don’t be. Yes, I took the money. I needed funding. So, I compromised. And to be honest, I’m sorry that I did.”

	He heaved a sigh. I’d never seen a person get so deflated in the space of a few seconds. Then he brightened. “Anyway, you saw the video. The procedure is safe.”

	My heart began to beat faster. It appeared that he was going to say, “Beam him up.”

	He didn’t. Instead, he clapped me on the shoulder. “We’re almost ready. Come and meet your fellow travelers.”

	 


Chapter Two: A Not-So-Bon-Voyage

	 

	 

	Warren led me further down the complex, and we passed row upon row of transformers and generators that reached the ceiling. Thick cables the size of a powerlifter’s thigh lined the walls. Techs scurried here and there, yelling commands at each other.

	“Look over there,” Warren said and pointed to our right.

	Oh, holy crap, it was the chamber, the one I’d seen in the video. It was impressive, a structure roughly two meters in height and six meters square with transparent glass. Numerous conduits fed into it, and the chamber was connected to Gargantua through a thick cable as well as over fifteen generators.

	“That’s where you’ll be in a while,” Warren said. “The computer, as well as the chamber, needs to draw a tremendous amount of power. Some of it comes from the generators you see. The bulk of the energy is redirected here from the POTA nuclear power plant.”

	Right, it all made sense now. Portland and Tacoma had embarked on a joint nuclear power plant venture fifteen years ago. Called POTA, it was designed to link up with the other large nuclear power plants in the US, as General Arthur had said.

	Those two big plants were in Alaska and Texas. A smaller one was in Nevada. Each one of them could redirect power from the other plants or draw upon those plants for power if it was needed. A series of underground and undersea cable systems saw to that.

	POTA was the largest nuclear power plant in the world, dwarfing all other power plants in terms of energy output by producing forty times the amount of energy the standard plants produced. At the time of its construction, the environmentalists had protested, for all the good it did them.

	The project went through, anyway, and it had operated with a perfect safety record ever since its inception. That shut the naysayers up.

	But while it provided energy to a needy population, now I knew what its real purpose was. We kept walking straight and then hung a right at a corner with a hastily written sign with an arrow on it and the caption of, Lounge—This Way!

	Well, at least one person here had a sense of humor. Our path took us through a tunnel that led into a hollowed-out room. It housed a refrigerator, two couches, and a massive flat television set affixed to the wall. A small table sat next to the fridge. A half-full bottle of clear liquid was on it, along with a syringe.

	Warren gestured toward the three people that lounged on the couches, sipping iced tea. “Meet your teammates.”

	Right away, I knew who they were. Special didn’t half-describe them, as they were the hottest trio on the internet. First up—Jack Miller, a champion free rock climber. At the age of twenty-two, he was one of the stars of a hit cable television show called Extreme Stunts.

	That show specialized in having young people from the age of fourteen up to twenty-two, who engaged in sports and stunts that ranged from drag racing to fencing to cliff diving. The stars and the producers went all over the world in search of new thrills, and I tuned in every week to see who was doing what.

	Miller’s specialty was climbing the highest rocks in every part of the globe, those set at the most difficult angles, rocks that were supposed to be unclimbable. From what I’d read, he’d never lost any competition—ever.

	At a rangy one-hundred-ninety centimeters and around eighty-five kilos, he had a square head with close-cropped blond hair, and he gazed at me briefly through cold blue eyes before looking away and sipping his drink. He put his glass down only once to dig a smartphone out of his pocket, check it, give a satisfied grunt, and then he shoved it in his pocket again.

	While he wasn’t massive, he had big hands and thick forearms, made stronger by the extreme gripping power needed to climb. He never used pitons or a safety rope. That indicated sheer confidence, or sheer insanity. Probably both.

	Near him was a mass of muscle that took up half the space on the couch. Ronny McFarlane. At the age of nineteen, pundits called him, The Strongest Teen Alive.

	He was also the star of a hit show called Tough You Up, based in Los Angeles.

	Tough You Up was exactly what it sounded like—a show where the strongest of the strong, the meanest of the mean, would vie for a position on the leader board. It was a crude, violence-filled reality show, but the ads assured the viewers that waivers had been signed and that the participants knew the risks.

	Ronny knew them better than anyone. A bodybuilder, a boxer, a street fighter, and someone who’d walk into a brawl where there were six opponents waiting to waste his ass, Ronny affected a take-no-prisoners attitude and faced the camera with a snarl every time it focused on him. When it came time to throw down, he always yelled, “Challenge!”

	Those fights weren’t staged, by the way. From the number of new faces every week—and those new faces were usually carried out on stretchers—it seemed as though there was no shortage of people who wanted to take on the best and beat them.

	Up against McFarlane, though, they never won. He always walked out with barely a scratch. At one-hundred-eighty-four centimeters, he had hands like baseball mitts. With outlandishly overdeveloped cannonball delts, thighs so big that he waddled, and monstrous arms that were at least sixty-two centimeters in circumference, he resembled a cartoon character.

	Gym goers had a saying—he’d swallowed the air hose. In other words, he was incredibly jacked—or on steroids.

	He certainly had that ‘roided-up look. It wasn’t just the massive acne on his face and neck or the fact that his traps were overdeveloped, which the so-called experts said was a sure sign of drug usage.

	It was that half-full bottle of something—plus the disposable syringe—that gave it away, along with him casting loving glances at it. At least he wasn’t shy about what he was doing. His network had to know that he was juicing, but the show was incredibly popular, and if the fans were concerned about steroids and their potential for causing illness, then they never said anything.

	At the end of each episode, Ronny appeared in a mini-interview and gave a tip on fighting. He sounded like he’d barely finished junior high, but being intelligent wasn’t a prerequisite for the show, and this demonstration today wasn’t about being the brightest or the fastest or the strongest. It was about being beamed from A to B. That was it.

	If the situation called for a fight, then Ronny was the go-to guy. While everyone talked tough, he was tough. Dude was a meat machine, and a pair of hooded, beady black eyes that were set in a round, country-boy face along with a permanent snarl pretty much summed up what he was all about.

	His gaze ate me up, spit me out, and his sneer deepened. He probably practiced that look every night in front of the mirror. Half the battle in being tough was perfecting the look of being tough. He had it down to an art.

	Number three on the most-famous list was Carmella Martinez, a taekwondo practitioner, black belt in karate, and an all-around athlete. Eighteen years old, she’d been on Extreme Stunts for two years, and she was their most popular performer.

	At my height, with a head of long, lustrous black hair tied up in a ponytail, she had a slender, toned, and—I had to admit it—hot figure. She wore a black bodysuit. All of them did. But call me biased because she looked better in her outfit than the two guys did in theirs.

	“Newest member?” she asked with a half-smile. Large, expressive brown eyes sat in an attractive heart-shaped face. Carmella resembled a top model, but looks could be deceiving. She was all business once she squared off against anyone.

	As a matter of courtesy, she always let them get in the first shot. While it was dangerous and downright foolish for her to drop her guard, she’d never been knocked out. Toughness oozed from her but in a quiet, confident way.

	I’d seen her get pissed off only once, when a Japanese karate sensei refused to bow and kicked her in the face before the match started. She got a black eye. He ended up in the hospital with a broken arm and a shattered jaw.

	Now, her eyes flashed. Of the three, she was the only one who bothered looking at me with any sort of interest. Perhaps she was just being decent. After all, they were big stars, and I was a nobody along for the ride.

	“This is Perse Grant,” Warren said, ushering me over to the sofa where Carmella sat. She courteously moved over. “He’s Thadd Grant’s son. As you know, Mr. Grant is the chief engineer who supervised the construction of the transportation chamber. I know you’re all going to get along.”

	No one said anything, so Warren simply clapped me on the shoulder and said we’d get underway in about forty minutes.

	After he walked out, the trio glanced at each other, and then Carmella asked, “What’s your specialty?”

	Mr. Climb and Mr. Jacked stared in my direction. Immediately, I felt intimidated. I wanted to say nothing, but instead, I settled for saying, “Swimming. That, and middle-distance running.”

	She looked appropriately impressed, or maybe she was being nice. I couldn’t tell which. Ronny smirked and made his pecs dance before lifting his arm to scratch his head, slowly contracting his bicep as he did so. It was a typical showoff move by a bodybuilder with a lack of self-esteem—or a massive ego.

	“If we need a sideshow act or an extra, we’ll let you know,” he said. “And what kind of name is Perse, anyway?”

	He would have to ask. “It’s short for Perseus. My mother was into Greek mythology. My first name’s Norman.”

	Mr. Muscles let out an incongruous giggle. “Stick with Perse. It might take you further.”

	Dissed already, and I’d only been here a minute. I’d had a few people dump on my name in the past, and it always led to a fight. I may have been out of my league against Ronny, but I couldn’t let this go. “What’d you say?”

	He stared at me through his beady, piggy eyes. “It means that we’re A-carders, and you’re the equivalent of a jobber. Savvy?”

	With a grunt, he rose and lumbered his way over to the fridge, taking out a bottle of juice and making his way slowly back to the couch. By the time he got back, he was breathing heavily, with beads of sweat dotting his forehead.

	Seriously? All that weight plus the secret sauce he was on must have placed a real strain on his heart. His attitude didn’t help much, either. While I didn’t like confrontations, this didn’t deserve a pass. “I’ll tell you what, ace. If you can climb three flights of stairs without having a heart attack, let me know.”

	While that wasn’t the smartest thing to say, getting insulted wasn’t necessary. My comment earned me a glare from him, but Jack laughed, as did Carmella.

	Ronny started to get up, but she said, warning him, “Let it go, dude.”

	“Yeah, says you,” he growled. “Tell me why.”

	Jack joined in, putting his glass on the floor and moving over to stand at my side. “It’s easy to figure out. You’re bigger. He isn’t. You started it, so be the better person and let it go, like she said.”

	Carmella then leaned over to nail Ronny with a stare that portended future violence if things kept up this way. “Back off, or I’ll make you back off.”

	The warning light’s stare grew more intense. Despite the obvious size-strength disparities, common sense took over. Ronny was a great fighter, but none of his street fight confrontations lasted more than a few minutes. In a boxing match, he’d never gone beyond four rounds before he conked out, totally gassed.

	In contrast, Carmella had the rep of being able to fight all day, and she was legit. Running, sparring, or workouts in the weight room, her endurance was off the charts. I’d seen her kick the legs out of every single opponent, including some of the male champions in her sports. She was even a fair climber, rappelling down cliffs and low mountains with the best of them.

	Ronny got the hint and relaxed, tapping a meaty forefinger against his chin a few times before grunting, “Fine. He’s out of my league.” A mean smile accompanied his statement, and he added, “Why are you here, anyway?”

	Jack rubbed his forehead in mock frustration. “Because his old man is one of the big engineers on this project, genius. You can understand that, right?”

	Although the air had been filled with tension just a few seconds ago, it seemed to dissipate, and I relaxed a little. Ronny reminded me of a not-too-bright kid who always wanted his way and pitched a fit when he didn’t get it. But at the very least, the prospect of a fight wasn’t on the table anymore.

	Ronny sneered at Jack, annoyed. “I got it, man. What I’m saying is, he ain’t a prime player in anything. That’s what I mean.”

	Call that a fair statement. “Yeah, that’s true,” I said. “So why did they choose you? I’ve seen your show. You can fight. But they could have sent someone else.”

	I asked that in the nicest, most innocent tone possible, and to his credit, Ronny didn’t get angry. He picked at a zit and then replied with supreme arrogance.

	“Man, you just gave the answer. Tough You Up is the number two show in North America. Two! Extreme Stunts is number one. Both our shows are in the top-ten in Europe. That’s where it’s at. Gettin’ your face out there, gettin’ noticed.”

	The other two stars nodded. “My agent got me this gig,” Carmella said while stretching out in a slow, graceful motion. She reminded me of a cat that had just woken up. “He told me that it would be good for my career.”

	Jack went back to the couch to finish off his drink and echoed her sentiments. “How old are you?” he asked.

	“Eighteen today,” I answered. “Why?”
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