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1. Watching the Watchman
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“Don’t make eye contact.”

“Sorry,” Vlad said as he walked past Brendan, heading the opposite direction on the campus pathway. “But everything’s set.”

“Good. Poser, can you see me okay?”

A small insect flew above nearby. Not an insect—a tiny drone. It bobbed in the air like an indecisive moth in search of a flame.

“Yeah,” said Poser’s voice in the tiny earpiece inserted in Brendan’s left ear. “Although flying this thing makes me realize it doesn’t exactly like to hover in place. How do you keep this stupid thing still?”

“Practice. I’m still working out the kinks. It works better if you fly in a straight direction.”

“Then you need to walk faster and not take any turns.”

Dozens of students came and went along the pathways between the buildings. The sun burned hot in the afternoon sky, having dissipated the cool autumn morning’s mist by noon. Once again, Dutchman Spring Academy felt like it was in the middle of a desert...which it was. But the air was clean and the town was quiet, unlike his home in Queens where his mother lived. Some complained it was too quiet. But Brendan didn’t mind the change. And with all the events since he’d arrived at school, the quiet was welcome.

He wiped the sweat from his palms onto his jeans. Everyone was set. Delaying the meeting would only twist his stomach into a bigger knot.

In the front entryway to the humanities building, a group of students waited by the door to the front multipurpose room, which had been Sperry Appleton’s temporary office ever since the evacuation of the admin building. The front door was clogged with students waiting for an audience with the head of the academy.

But the headmaster hadn’t been around for a month and no one had any news as to when he’d return. 

His temporary leave was now being described as a sabbatical. Brendan had looked the word up, thinking it was something priests did. The extended vacation was a cover of some sort. Brendan’s father’s twin from Not-Earth had assaulted the headmaster the same evening Brendan had confronted the double, and Brendan and the A.V. Club hadn’t seen Sperry since. They had tried contacting him on the phone, in person both at his office and home, and via drone. The headmaster was out of sight and perhaps not even in town. His security people occasionally showed up at the house, but they evaded Brendan’s attempts to follow them.

Brendan bypassed the humanities building’s front entrance. He wasn’t here to see the headmaster’s deputy. She was useless as far as Brendan was concerned, as she had no clue about any of the unworldly events that had transpired. The school’s extraordinary concern for Brendan’s safety ebbed a week after he’d met his dad’s double in the restaurant. The cops were out of the picture. The task now lay once again in the hands of campus security. His father’s, and thus Not-Earth’s Myron Reece’s, face was now known to each member of the school’s security team. But school security, while professional, had gaps. Brendan suspected he could march an invading army from another dimension onto school grounds before anyone noticed.

“Why aren’t you using the front door?” Poser asked.

Brendan’s breath was coming up short. He fluffed his T-shirt to get some air moving, but it wasn’t just the heat of the day. “Because I’m trying not to freak out. It’s the FBI that wants to see me.”

“Yeah, so? Think of him as just another cop. Now are you sure you don’t want me there? I’ll be a rodeo clown for you and pull aggro like a good tank.”

“I’m fine. Just fly my drone. Where’s Tina?” Tina was supposed to get eyes on the FBI agent Brendan would be meeting in his counselor’s office.

His phone vibrated. Mr. Jeremy Eisle, Dutchman Springs Math Department. Brendan tried to send it to voicemail, but his hand was shaking and he accidentally answered.

“Brendan?” Mr. Eisle said.

“Yeah, I’m here.”

“I was hoping to catch you before you left class, but you departed so quickly there wasn’t time. It’s your last geometry test. There were twenty questions and you only answered eighteen of them. Brendan, you only got two of the questions correct. This was an open-book test, and you had the entirety of the class period to complete it.”

Brendan stopped walking. A student following close behind almost collided with him. “I guess I was having a hard time with it.”

“That’s why I’m making myself available. I and the two T.A.s are at your disposal to help you where you’re encountering difficulties. In fact, if you would like to come in this afternoon instead of attending your electronics club, we could even retake the—”

Brendan’s phone pulsed. Incoming text message. “I’m sorry, I have to go,” he said and hung up.

From Tina: “He’s here. Followed from parking lot.”

“Roger that,” he replied. “Heading in.”

The Poser-piloted drone left him once he went through the glass side door of the humanities building. In addition to the normal student traffic, the combined staff of the many displaced admin offices packed the halls leading to his counselor’s office. Everyone seemed to be on the move, and Brendan struggled to keep his cool as he pushed his way through.

He saw Tina across from the office’s door. She gave him an exaggerated nod and pointed to her eyes and the door of the office. He nodded back and went in. His counselor, Mr. Childes, sat in the office with a red-haired man wearing a blue blazer. The pale man’s red lips parted into a toothy smile as Brendan entered.

“Mr. Brendan Garza. I’m Special Agent Walters. Won’t you please have a seat?” He gestured across a small coffee table to a blue-pillowed chair. To Mr. Childes he said, “And might we have your office for a few minutes?”

Mr. Childes adjusted his glasses on his slender nose. “Special Agent Walters, you know I can’t do that. I have custodial oversight over Mr. Garza, so it will either be me in attendance or his attorney. And since you assured me your inquiry was nothing more than follow-up on Mr. Garza’s missing father, then you can proceed with me present.”

Agent Walters nodded graciously, the smile never leaving his face. Brendan sat.

“As you know, my office has been involved with tracking down the man you say kidnapped your father, a man you described as your father’s identical twin.”

“Which office is that?” Poser asked in Brendan’s ear.

Brendan scratched his neck and pondered how he could mute the microphone. But then he asked, “Which office are you working out of? Los Angeles?”

Agent Walters’s smile cooled, but just barely. The Federal Building in Westwood had been heavily damaged by the Los Angeles earthquake. “Most of my office has relocated to Burbank. But we at the bureau are confident in our continued ability to serve the community. Now, about your father and this twin. Our records indicate Myron Reece is an only child. Is it possible the man you reported was either an imposter or in actuality your father?”

“No, it’s not possible. The man spoke differently, threatened me and my girlfriend, and was left handed.”

“All things listed in the police report. How often have you heard from your father over the past six months?”

Brendan studied the agent but could get no read. “He’s called a few times. Always a new number, so I never answer, thinking it’s a wrong number. He leaves a voicemail.”

“Do you have any of those saved?”

“No.”

“And besides the dinner you had in the Chinese restaurant where he threatened you, how many times have you seen him?”

“Careful,” Poser said.

“He’s stopped by the school on two previous occasions. All surprises. I haven’t had regular contact with him for most of my life.”

“Did he threaten you on any of those occasions? Make you feel unsafe?”

“No, never.”

“Can you describe your relationship with your father?”

Brendan thought for a moment. “Nonexistent. He was never around.”

“Around enough to pay for a pretty nice school.”

“Mr. Garza was awarded a scholarship to our institution,” Mr. Childes said.

“Of course he was. It had nothing to do with the fact that his father, through his criminal enterprise, has accumulated enough ill-gotten wealth to provide his son with an exceptional education his single mother could never hope to afford.”

“This guy’s a jerk,” Poser said.

“Is there a question, Special Agent Walters?” Mr. Childes asked.

Agent Walters’s smile broadened, reminding Brendan of a shark. His cheeks grew round and his dimples deepened. “Your father is a fugitive and a dangerous felon. He abandons you and your mother when you’re a child. Does nothing as far as support, from what I can see. Your mother is a hardworking single mother raising a son, struggling to make ends meet. Your life has its own twists and turns, transferred from one school to the next, some trouble with the authorities, psychological counseling.”

“That information is confidential,” Mr. Childes said.

Agent Walters put up a hand. “I’m not prying. The records I do have access to tell a tale. I’m only interested in pointing out that you don’t owe your father anything. If he was here and threatened you, then come on, Brendan, tell me how I can find the man. For his sake.”

Brendan’s hands tightened on the chair arms. “I don’t know. It’s not like I have a way to contact him.”

“But he contacts you. What was the nature of your discussion when he threatened you?”

“Tell him everything,” Poser said. “Daddy’s twin wanted an interdimensional portal ring, and you gave it to him.”

“Be quiet,” Brendan muttered.

“Excuse me?” Agent Walters said.

“Nothing. He actually asked about the accident I was in where I broke my wrist. Asked about the scholarship and how I got it. Then I suggested he consider turning himself in.” 

The agent nodded for Brendan to continue. Brendan knew he had to be careful about over-embellishing. 

“That’s it. He got upset. Maybe the twin thing is my imagination. Maybe he’s always been ambidextrous and the rest is me not knowing him as well as I thought. If you can find him, great. Thank you.”

“Is it possible he has some need of you and your talents?” the agent asked. “Or something else you might have?”

Brendan tried to ignore his growing sense of unease. What does he know? “I don’t know what you mean. I’m a high school student. I don’t have much money, and he didn’t ask for any.”

Agent Walters tapped his lips. “Maybe he didn’t. But maybe you gave him something besides money. And perhaps you’re underselling yourself. If you didn’t give anything to him, did he give anything to you?”

Mr. Childes sat forward. “These questions are unusually vague, Special Agent Walters. Mr. Garza has answered all of your questions and I think we should end—”

“Shhh.” Agent Walters held a finger up in Mr. Childes’s direction without breaking eye contact with Brendan. Then Brendan heard a short pop and a hiss in his ears. He reflexively put a hand to his ear but stopped himself from dislodging the microphone. What’s Poser doing?

“Mr. Garza, would you like me to repeat myself?” the agent asked. “I want to know if your father gave you anything, even something small.”

The hiss in Brendan’s ear was deafening. Agent Walters waited, his smile holding none of the affable charm from earlier. Mr. Childes was staring too.

“I’m...” Brendan began to say, and then Tina came bursting in through the door.

“Hi, I’m looking for room—oh, I’m sorry, this doesn’t look like a biology lab.” She turned and left, leaving the door ajar.

Without hesitating, Brendan took the microphone from his ear. When the agent’s attention returned to him, he said, “He didn’t give me anything. He’s a wanted criminal and not part of my life. He never was. He never supported me or my mom, and the only favor he ever did me was to change his name so people wouldn’t know we were related.” His voice rose. “And my scholarship to the academy was awarded fair and square and my dad had nothing to do with it!”

Mr. Childes was taken aback by the outburst, but Agent Walters appeared unfazed. Brendan’s hands trembled and he felt flushed.

Agent Walters pulled a card from his wallet and handed it to Brendan. “Okay, Mr. Garza. If he contacts you, call me immediately. That has my cell number. I want to thank you for answering my questions. Now if you’ll excuse us, your counselor and I have some things to discuss.”
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2. Roadrunners
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“What happened to the mic?” Brendan asked. “It almost blew my ear out!”

The A.V. Club sat together in the electronics lab around a back table, out of earshot of the half dozen other students who were working on their projects.

“We don’t know,” Vlad said. “If you calm down, we can talk about what happened.”

“But it wasn’t just the mic,” Poser said. He handed over the insect-sized drone. “The drone was outside the window and all his pickups went dead. I had to recover him manually so I didn’t lose him. Seems to be working fine now.”

Brendan took the drone and examined it. There was no visible damage.

Tina put her phone down. “I could hear everything fine through your phone, but then the call dropped. That’s when I came in. I thought something was happening.”

“Any one of these things could be a glitch,” Brendan said. “But all three?”

“Signal blocker could do it,” Vlad said. “Did you see him trigger anything? Hand in his pocket, a watch, something else?”

Brendan shook his head.

“But he had friends,” Tina said. She texted a few pictures to everyone’s devices. The photos showed two other agents walking with Agent Walters from the parking garage to the humanities building. Both agents split up and appeared to walk around the outside of the building. The men were overdressed and stuck out among the students and faculty.

“Their sticks are so far up their butts they must taste splinters,” Poser said.

“I couldn’t keep an eye on both of them while listening in,” Tina said. “I ditched them once the meeting started.”

“Either could have triggered a signal blocker,” Vlad said. He rubbed his nose and continued to review the pictures.

“But it’s not like we were talking about anything besides my dad,” Brendan said.

“Maybe that was enough,” Tina said. “Or they knew we were listening. I’m guessing a signal blocker is an indiscriminate device.”

Vlad nodded. “Yup. Think one giant AOE. Must have jammed up everyone in that wing of the building.”

Poser put his phone away. “Well, we did our service to king, country, and Brendan. Let’s go eat.”

***
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“How’s your homework load tonight?” Tina asked Brendan as they left the student restaurant. She walked with a hitch in her gait, her right leg in a walking cast. She had broken it four weeks prior when they fell through a portal that led to a parallel world where the school had been destroyed. 

Brendan shrugged. “It’s optional extra credit stuff.” Even the few bites of lasagna he had managed were sitting heavy in his stomach. He wasn’t sure why the encounter with the agent unsettled him so much. Like Poser said, it was just another cop. He had spoken with enough of them in his lifetime.

“Good,” she said with a smile. “That means we can do something fun.” She took his arm and led him towards the gym.

“I’m kind of tired.”

“Yeah, aren’t we all. But you’ve been either locked up in your dorm room or skulking about the electronics lab for a month, ever since we closed the last gate. We went through some stuff, but we can’t just disconnect from everything.”

Brendan didn’t know what to say, so he didn’t say anything. The low bustle and hum of the crowd inside the gym filtered out into the evening air. Brendan stopped.

“Is there a game tonight?” he asked.

Tina set her jaw. “Yes. I told you yesterday. Our season starts early.”

“But it’s not like you can play. Why did you even bother going to tryouts?”

“Because tryouts here mean showing up and having a beating heart. My cast comes off in a week, and the coach will put me on the roster. So the least I can do is go to the game and cheer us on.”

She tugged on his hand and led him to the gym’s double doors. A banner above them read “Dutchman Springs Roadrunners,” with stars, flourishes, and some angry-looking birds decorating the large cartoonish letters.

“We’re roadrunners?” Brendan asked.

“You do go to this school, right? How could you not know that?”

“Been busy,” he muttered.

“I can’t hear you when you mumble.”

She led him to the second step of the front bleachers, right behind the girls’ basketball team. When Brendan indicated they should climb higher for a better view, Tina just shook her head and pointed to her cast. He figured she could climb without a problem but knew better than to argue. They sat and watched the pregame warmup. Tina began to loudly cheer the team on. The Roadrunners ran, dribbled, passed, and shot the ball through the hoop. The other school was getting set up on the opposite side of the court. The bleachers were about half-full when whistles blew and the game finally began.

Brendan remained quiet for the duration of the game, while Tina hooted and catcalled the opposition and shouted encouragement for every successful pass and attempted shot. She railed on one of their own forwards for being a ball hog. By halftime, the Dutchman Springs Roadrunners were getting crushed 15–36, but Tina’s enthusiasm was unabated. She paused to listen in as the coach encouraged the girls and laid out their strategy for the second half. Brendan spaced out as the school’s cheering squad, three girls and one boy, took center court and tried to lead the crowd in a chant while they performed a dance maneuver. 

He couldn’t look at the gym without thinking of the hundreds of injured students that had filled the identical space on Not-Earth when it served as a makeshift hospital after the earthquake caused by the warlords’ gate machine. He could still hear echoes of the warlord woman Simba’s automatic rifle as she shot down a teacher, a man who was alive and well on this world. Other images came racing in, unwelcome, overwhelming him. Nurse Dreyfus, one of the warlords, getting stabbed by her own lieutenant. The warlords sacrificing the restaurant worker, burning him alive on a pile of burning tires. Their journey to the warlords’ previous world and the things Torben had done. Breaking Tyler’s leg. Murdering Paul from Not-Earth. The row of people hung up to die slow deaths in the unrelenting sun. The faces of the broken survivors.

“What’s wrong?” Tina asked.

“Nothing.”

“You’ve been glowering through the entire first half.”

“I didn’t get enough sleep last night.”

“We’ll be out of here in an hour.”

“I don’t know if I’ll last that long. Mind if I take off?” As soon as he said it, he knew it was a mistake. He saw the disappointment on her face. The joy of being at the game drained from her.

“Have a good night, Brendan.” She turned to look out at the court. The opposing school had a ten-girl squad performing, and three of the girls were being propelled in the air in synchronized flips and throws with expert precision. Even Dutchman Springs’s own tepid fans cheered them on.

Brendan squeezed past the other students, the tightness in his chest only relenting once he was outside and alone.

***
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He walked. The track was empty so he did a loop, hoping that the exercise and air would clear his mind. But his memories clung like a hand squeezing his heart. The sounds of applause and shouts from the gym took him back to when the warlord leader Anak made his first appearance and gave his speech declaring Not-Earth as their new playground of murder and conquest. 

Cutting across the landscaping, he headed towards his dorm. Even the door to the stairwell made him jump when it clicked closed behind him. He tried to block out the sounds of his neighbors as he swiped his card key to his room. Poser emerged from the door across the hall. The pulse-pounding music washing out of Poser’s room was like a tidal wave of noise.

“I thought you were at the game,” Poser shouted. A passing neighbor glared at him, but Poser ignored him. The dorm monitor must have been absent, as Poser’s musical habit earned him daily reminders to keep it down or else. The “or else” never actually landed, though.

“I was,” Brendan said, not wanting to say more. If he could only get his key card to read, he could retreat into his own space. He swiped it too fast and the light remained red. His hand was slick with sweat.

“You know, it’s kind of loud out here,” Poser said. “Get your door open so we can talk.”

Swipe, and the light turned green. Poser followed Brendan inside.

“What’s up?” he asked. “You don’t look so good.”

“Tina took me to the basketball game and I got tired. I just need to catch up on some sleep.”

“You sure that’s it? That’s all you’ve been doing ever since you rescued me and sent my twin back home. Come on, man, it’s me. What’s going on?”

A man thrown into a fire, screaming. “Believe it or not, I’m just behind on schoolwork. I’m going to hit it for an hour and then go to sleep. Mind turning your music down?”

Poser raised an eyebrow. “Yeah. No problem. Just be careful you don’t turn into a pill.”
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3. Coffee Bargains
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He didn’t sleep. 

Staring at his tablet for a couple of hours did nothing but make his eyes burn. He flipped to the video streams, but even the thought of watching the Golden Tiger Death Squad brawl with Thunder Wolf in downtown Phoenix unsettled his stomach. He checked his messages, but they were all from his six teachers asking about late assignments. He even ignored the one from Mr. Childes. He half expected to see something from Charlotte or even the headmaster, but that wasn’t going to happen. Charlotte was home again, never to return. He considered calling his mom but wouldn’t know what to say. His skin crawled. His desk chair bit into his back and butt. Even the lights in his room bothered him.

He left his room and evaded the downstairs dorm monitor who was speaking with a group of students in one of the lounges. Curfew was fifteen minutes away, and then students had to be escorted by a chaperone. He knew the routes security took around campus and kept to the shadows. A group of older students were finishing up in the electronics lab. Brendan wasn’t in the mood to talk to anyone, so he headed for the gym. The game had ended two hours ago. The lights were still on, but the place was empty. Streamers and a few soda cans and candy wrappers littered the floor.

He took a basketball from a rack of balls and bounced it, listening to the echoes play around the large space. He took a shot, missed, collected the ball, shot again. Rim, but it didn’t sink. Then he heard loud voices. Four upperclassmen entered, took a ball, and went to the other side of the court. One was Tyler, the large sophomore whose leg had been badly broken during the boy’s ill-fated attempt to rescue Lucille from Torben. He wore a hinged brace that allowed full movement. Muscles bulged from his white tank top. Tyler was also the son of Silver Eagle, a New York hero who had lost a fight with Brendan’s dad in his last appearance as Drone King. Tyler knew who Brendan’s father was and had made it abundantly clear that the paternal rivalry extended down to them.

The boys began to shoot baskets. Tyler was either ignoring Brendan or hadn’t noticed him.

Brendan concentrated on the orange ball in his hands. A man screaming as he burned on a pile of tires.

Bounce.

Nurse Dreyfus getting stabbed by Freyda.

Bounce.

The Not-Earth dorm collapsing with hundreds of students inside.

He let the ball drop from his hands. He heard a laugh behind him, but none of the four were looking his direction. Brendan stared at them for a moment before crossing center court and walking straight up to Tyler. One of the boys nodded in Brendan’s direction and Tyler turned. The boy was a head taller than Brendan and twice as wide. Brendan remembered how he’d screamed when Torben crushed the leg.

Brendan swung. His fist took Tyler in the stomach. It was like punching a heavy bag in the weight room, the hard abdomen underneath barely yielding even with the surprise blow.

Tyler’s reaction was instant. His fist shot out, catching Brendan across the face, spinning him. He fell to the gym floor.

“This your new best friend, Tyler?” one boy asked.

Tyler didn’t say anything. He just looked down at Brendan, a confused expression on his face. Brendan caught his breath and felt blood ooze from his nose. He rose and tried to launch himself forward, but Tyler caught him with a blow to his midsection that doubled him over. Brendan fell again.

“Done?” Tyler asked.

Brendan got up. He had no breath left and wobbled. Tyler hit him again. He went down, and this time he knew he couldn’t get up if he wanted to.

Two of Tyler’s companions patted him on the shoulder and tried to get him to leave. Tyler left, only to return a moment later. He dropped a towel on Brendan.

“You’re bleeding.”

He turned and left Brendan lying on the gym floor.

***
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Brendan slept.

He had made it back to his room without encountering anyone but the dorm monitor, but he’d closed his door before the man could comment on his limp or his swollen face. The skin under his eye burned and felt puffy. Should get ice. His stomach was tender. But his brain was in neutral, and sleep came easy.

His alarm beeped. It allowed him two five-minute snoozes before continuing its incessant chirp, a demon bird on his nightstand. He tugged the clock’s plug a couple of times and it came out of the socket. The noise continued. At that point, actually turning the alarm off felt too complicated. He would have to pull the battery.

He could hear the voices and bustle outside in the hallway. Another school day was starting and he didn’t feel...like anything. The dorm monitor would knock in another fifteen minutes if his door wasn’t open. Poser, if he was running on time, would knock just before that, if for no other reason than to gloat that he’d gotten up before Brendan for once.

With a groan, he pushed the sheets off and got up. Looking in the mirror, he touched his face. It was sensitive but not bad. A red mark showed, but none of the swelling had taken hold around his eye. He went out and showered and dressed.

––––––––
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The student restaurant was too loud. He saw Tina inside sitting with Vlad at the A.V. Club’s usual table. They hadn’t seen him. He exited and walked off-campus towards the Bean. Then he heard someone following him. Other students frequented the coffee house, but when Brendan did a shoulder check to see who was coming up behind him he was surprised to see it was Tyler and Lucille.

Lucille was having difficulty walking fast enough to catch up, her ridiculously tall heels making her wobble at the accelerated gait. She slapped Tyler on the arm and he came jogging forward.

“Hey, Cesar,” Tyler called.

Brendan stopped, his hands reflexively curled into fists. But the desire to fight was gone.

Lucille caught up to Tyler and nudged him.

“I wanted to apologize,” Tyler grunted.

“What?”

Tyler looked at Lucille. He appeared lost, as if his command on the language had slipped.

“Speak up and say it like you mean it,” Lucille said.

Brendan put a hand up. “It’s fine, no worries.”

“Brendan, stop,” she said.

“Sorry, Lucille. You don’t get to boss me around like I’m...him.” He continued walking.

Lucille caught up, taking three clopping steps for his every two. “Will you wait? We need to talk. Tyler here is sorry he hit you. That’s something, isn’t it?”

“I started it. I struck first. There’s nothing to apologize for.”

She put a hand on his arm but he pulled away. He knew what she could do with skin-on-skin contact. “Don’t ever touch me.”

“Are you going to the Bean?”

Brendan made a face. “What does it look like?”

“Let me buy you coffee.”

“I can buy my own.”

She exhaled sharply and looked around. She waited for a lone student to pass them by. In a low voice she said, “I want to help you with finding your father.”

It was the last thing he expected from her, and he didn’t know what to say. She gestured towards the alley that led to the Bean. “Can we go somewhere and sit?”

––––––––
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The line inside the Bean went from the register to the door. Brendan usually went straight for the self-serve drip coffee and the honor box for payment, but Lucille got in line, so he followed. Champ had counter help taking orders and ringing people up as he made the coffee and served freshly baked round cookies covered in sugar and cinnamon. The spice and coffee smell within the establishment was heady. His stomach growled.

When they finally got to the counter, the man at the register waited while Lucille pondered.

Brendan looked at her incredulously. “You had all this time to make up your mind.”

She ignored him. “Chai tea hot, no sugar, with whipped cream.”

Brendan ordered coffee. Tyler didn’t order anything. Lucille paid with her phone and they sat under the television. Some supers news was on, but only a few patrons were watching and the volume was muted. The speakers were playing classical guitar music.

Lucille looked at Brendan, a pleased look on her face. “We’ve been through it, haven’t we.”

Brendan sighed and stirred at his coffee. “You have no idea.”

“Do you miss her?”

“I’ve been too busy.”

“You and Charlotte were a good fit. She was geeky like you. Unlike Tina. You guys don’t seem to have anything in common.”

“If you’re going to bad-mouth Tina, I’m leaving.”

Champ called Lucille’s name. Tyler got up and brought her the cup. The low mound of whipped cream spread over the surface of the golden tea and steam escaped around the edges. Lucille slowly stirred.

“Who told you about my dad?”

Lucille gave the kind of smile Brendan knew could conceal any number of nasty emotions. “All the cops around campus after you guys got back? The headmaster going away? You think I wouldn’t find out what’s going on? You weren’t exactly in a hurry to fill me in.”

“You were too busy changing your story on what happened to Paul when he came back from Not-Earth alive.”

Her cool smile faltered for a moment. “That was difficult. You should have told me you were bringing him back.”

“You’re unbelievable. If you hadn’t run off while we tried to get Tyler back home, we could have gotten our story straight.”

“I didn’t run off.” She put a hand on Tyler’s. “Tyler forgives me. You should too.”

Tyler had a dull, pleased look about him. Brendan searched the boy’s eyes. “Do you, Tyler? Forgive her?”

“Nothing to forgive,” Tyler said. “It was all a bad accident.”

Brendan felt an unusual envy. Maybe Tyler actually remembered none of it. Whether it was Lucille’s manipulation or some other trick of the brain, Tyler was past the trauma of seeing Paul murdered. The events with Torben and the upstream Earth were behind him, nothing but a faded dream.

“How’s the leg?”

“A dull ache. With the brace on, I’m playing football this season.”

“Tyler is Dutchman Springs Academy’s ticket to victory. And that’s what we want to talk to you about.”

“Wait, what about you offering to help me find my dad?”

Lucille blew on her tea and sipped. Her red lipstick clung to the white ceramic. “That offer is on the table. But I need something from you.”

***
[image: image]


He met again with Lucille and Tyler at lunch inside an athletics building conference room. They had it to themselves. A large whiteboard and a corner video screen dominated the front of the class. A text came in from Tina checking on lunch plans. He replied, telling her he was busy.

Tyler activated the screen. It showed a football game in progress. Neither team was theirs. “This is Cathedral Valley High,” Tyler said. “They dominate our junior conference and are favored to win it this year as they did the last four. School’s not much bigger than ours. They have a few good players but mostly will throw a jersey on anyone willing to suit up.”

It was the most Brendan had ever heard Tyler speak. Lucille got comfortable and put her feet up on a chair near Brendan. She crossed her legs. Her thin gold anklets dangled.

“This is footage
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