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1. Planning Stage
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Now that breakfast was over, the hunt for the gate to Not-Earth was on. 

The three students of Dutchman Springs Academy stood around the granite-topped kitchen island in the headmaster’s spacious kitchen. The aroma of recently finished eggs filled the air, and the dirty pan was in the sink. Tina eyed Brendan’s cleaned plate and Charlotte’s half omelet, which was barely touched.

“Help yourself,” Charlotte said as she gathered her pack. 

“This’ll do.” Tina grabbed an apple from a fruit bowl and started to head out. 

“Hold up,” Brendan said. “Maybe we shouldn’t go so quickly.”

“What do you mean?” Tina asked. “We cut school. You guys ate. Let’s do this.”

“This might not be a quick trip. And we have to find the gate first, assuming it even exists.”

Tina looked perplexed. She paced around the large kitchen. “Well, I’m ready. Let me know when you get your luggage packed so we can start looking.” She took a bite.

“Let’s come up with a plan at least. We know of one gate here. We found one gate downstream.”

Charlotte took out her tablet. She tapped the screen and turned it in their direction. “Here’s a map of Dutchman Springs.” Brendan and Tina leaned over to look. Brendan found it impossible to ignore Tina’s loud chewing sounds. “And here’s the body shop where we found the downstream gate during our fight with Torben. So we start there and spiral out. That’s my suggestion. If a gate here was obvious, someone would have found it. It could be high in the air.”

“Or underground,” Tina said. “Or inside something.”

“Torben sniffed it out. The gate has a slight ozone smell. That’s something we could start with.”

Brendan zoomed out so he could see the larger surrounding area. “That would take a long time, and we might have to trudge over every inch of town. My nose isn’t that good, and unless we have an ozone detector at the ready, we need a better plan. Let’s narrow it down. Where’s Nurse Dreyfus’s house?”

Charlotte pointed. “It’s about a mile and a half that way.” 

“And then let’s look at their relation to the admin building.”

Charlotte moved the map, found the academy, and measured. 

“They’re in a direct line leading away from school,” she said. “I hadn’t thought of that.”

“If we think of these as holes or tears that resulted from your father’s machine, that narrows down where we should look. I’ll bet Los Angeles is further down the same line. Maybe the gates that formed here were close enough and stable. That’s why they’re open. Then the unstable energy resulted in the disaster.”

The Los Angeles earthquake had coincided with Charlotte’s father on Not-Earth turning on his machine for the first time. Brendan’s Earth had suffered the consequences, including a triggered earthquake that had killed one hundred thousand people. The rumors soon spread that the earthquake hadn’t been natural, but had been preceded by some sort of mysterious event. The Earth upstream from Charlotte’s had suffered worse, the cataclysm destroying much of civilization and opening holes to more Earths further up the line. The warlords had found these gates, and they became more powerful with each step downstream.

Charlotte circled an area on the screen with her finger, then captured the screen and sent it to Brendan’s and Tina’s phones. “If we split up, we cover more ground.”

“Let’s stick close together,” Brendan said. “Too many bad things happen when we lose sight of one another.”

Tina opened the fridge. She gathered some bread and began placing ingredients on it. She considered Charlotte’s partially nibbled omelet and then slid it onto the bread.

“Help yourself, why don’t you?” Charlotte said.

“Thanks,” Tina said, ignoring the sarcasm. “So who else knows what we’re about to do?”

“That depends on if you told anyone.”

“Me? You’re the one who hired henchmen to work with you with that bag of millions of dollars. Besides, who would I tell? Vlad is on my no-tell list ever since he let himself be bamboozled by Lucille. Everyone else I know isn’t capable of grasping the notion of magical gates between dimensions.”

“They’re not dimensions, they’re alternate Earths. And there was less than a hundred grand left in that bag.”

“Whatever.”

Brendan examined the map on his phone. “This is still a big area to search. And if we find it, we then have to locate Brian and Paul. Having additional help wouldn’t be a horrible idea. But who else besides Vlad?”

Charlotte went upstairs and returned with a heavy-duty plastic box. Inside were three more of the little black drones.

Brendan grinned. Charlotte had used the little machines against him and Tina. He thought they all had been destroyed, but the thought of having more of the machines on their side gave him a thrill. “Where did you get those?”

“Sperry from downstream Earth got me a few more. I told him what I was doing. He understood and got with his contact in the military. I was actually hoping for another dozen. Three will do.”

“The army makes these things?”

“The army from downstream Earth does. Air force, actually.”

“I’ve taken one of those apart. They’re amazing. It seems downstream Earth isn’t necessarily weaker. These things are so advanced.”

“Downstream is just different.” Charlotte closed the case. “We’ll use these when needed. For now let’s get out there and see what we can see.”
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2. Home Base
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The early afternoon sun beat down hot on the three as they headed to the area of town marked on the map. Even in fall, the afternoons often hit eighty degrees. The neighborhood was in the older part of town where several smaller businesses were interspersed with the homes. An elementary school marked the center of their search area. Children were out on the playground and field. A police cruiser approached as they walked the perimeter of the school. 

Brendan had Charlotte and Tina pause behind a parked van. “The cops might be idle enough to stop truants,” he said. The cop kept going.

“Best we avoid the elementary school grounds until later,” Charlotte said. “But it looks close to where a gate might be.”

The rest of the neighborhood was mostly flat, except for a semblance of a hill in a park. 

“So what are supposed to do?” Tina asked. “Sniff the air? We’re going to look stupid, not that it’s ever stopped us before.”

“Let’s just see if we spot anything unusual,” Brendan said. “Maybe hanging in the air, like the one by the body shop? The distortion can be small but not impossible to see.” 

“It’s probably a good thing they’re hard to see,” Charlotte said. “Otherwise more people would find them. But something must cause the distortion. We just haven’t studied it yet. Maybe it’s a difference in barimetric pressure or temperature.”

Tina shielded her eyes as she surveyed the sky above them. “It’s a bit hot to detect minor temperature differences. Maybe we need to get an infrared camera and do our search at night. It worked with finding your father’s gate.”

“Good idea,” Charlotte said.

Brendan headed off across a sandy patch inside the park. The small hill was mostly rock. One particular outcrop had a patch of vibrant green weeds with little yellow flowers. Charlotte and Tina caught up with him. Brendan pointed.

“Could be nothing,” he said. “But that’s the healthiest cluster of growth on this hill.”

Brendan climbed the rocks.

“Be careful,” Charlotte said.

A few feet above the weeds he saw a shimmer. The air nearby carried the slightest breeze, as if the gate was slowly pushing out cooler air. He reached up to touch it, disbelieving what he was seeing. His fingers felt a breeze. He flinched and withdrew his hand.

“This is it. It’s actually here. Found it!” 

“Boost me up,” Tina said. “I’ll go in and take a look.”

“How about we come back with a stepladder,” Brendan said. “It’ll look weird, but that way we all can go.”

Charlotte picked up a small rock and tossed it into the distortion. It vanished. She got out one of the drones.

“You’ll lose it,” Brendan said.

“Maybe not. I won’t be able to give it orders once it goes through but I can drop in a simple program. If it doesn’t go to my Earth, then we need to know where it leads. The possibilities are endless and something truly awful could be on the other side.”

Brendan couldn’t argue with the logic. Tina looked disappointed at the delay.

The little black drone had no rotors and it made a buzzing sound as it took off. Charlotte tapped in some commands on her tablet, and the drone flew forward into the gate.

They waited.

Ten minutes later the drone dropped back down and landed on the rocks, only to slide down the hill. Brendan went after it. They all regrouped at a shaded picnic area nearby. Nearby, several mothers were watching their children frolic on a nearby playground, the children oblivious to the day’s heat. A pair of seniors walked past on the sidewalk, a trio of miniature pinschers pulling them along in a jerky motion of tugs and sudden stops. 

Charlotte examined the returned drone. “It’s intact. I’ll upload its footage.” 

Brendan shielded the tablet screen so they could see. Charlotte tapped play. The drone footage showed them its flight over the hill and up into the sky. There was no visible break when it passed through the gate. The vantage point rose up to an altitude where much of the town was visible. It looked like the Dutchman Springs that surrounded them. 

“Did it miss the gate?” Tina asked. “Or is it all exactly the same?”

Brendan looked up at the sky. There were no clouds in sight. He pointed at the screen. “Weather’s a little different. It’s hazier.”

Charlotte nodded. “That’s because the Los Angeles on my world is intact. The population here has decreased because many people moved away from the area, so there are fewer cars on the roads. And your world reduced the traffic even more by building the hyperloop. You have more electric cars, too.”

“So our world is cooler than yours,” Tina said. “Except that you bombed ours.”

Charlotte’s jaw tightened. Brendan knew it was still a sensitive subject. Charlotte took responsibility for her father’s initial gate experiment, having corrected errors in his machine before he turned it on for its trial. The machine might never have worked but for her tinkering. But he couldn’t bring himself to comfort her. Her guilt hadn’t stopped her from building her own series of devices that allowed her access to instant gates to the downstream Earth. 

“Any other differences?” Brendan asked. “Anything that pegs it as your Earth?”

Charlotte leaned close and studied the footage. She zoomed in on several businesses. Tina and Brendan squeezed in to see what she was seeing. Charlotte paused the screen.

“Is that where the Bean is supposed to be?” Brendan asked.

A shuttered flower shop was in the spot where their off-campus coffee hangout normally stood. 

“That’s my world,” Charlotte said. “Unless there’s another Earth with the same shut-down shop.”

“We can grab one of these garbage cans and jump through the gate,” Tina said, pointing down towards the picnic tables.

“Too many people,” Brendan said.

“Bringing a ladder will be less conspicuous?”

“It’s less than ideal, but at least it will be more controlled when we go through. We’ll arrive at the same point above the hill and have to avoiding breaking a leg on the other side. Then once we’re across we’ll have options. If we can get to the headmaster’s office, we can switch his machine on and step back over.” 

“If we can do this without attracting my dad’s attention,” Charlotte said, “that’s the way we should go. We have surprise on our side. But my dad will still want the ring. So we stay sneaky and go tonight.”

***
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Brendan had texts from all three of his teachers from his afternoon classes. It was hard to vanish unnoticed when there were only twenty students in any class, and each teacher had at least one assistant to help spot any absence. Be easier to go unnoticed in a prison. 

He didn’t have time to send replies. He headed to the electronics lab. Class had been over for an hour. He stepped through the doorway and saw Ms. Hayes was still there with a small group of students. He ducked back into the hallway.

“Mr. Garza?”

Busted. He entered the classroom. 

“We missed you today, Mr. Garza. I’ve posted your assignment in your inbox.”

“Yeah, sorry. I got caught up with something.”

“As long as you’re well, that’s all that matters,” she said with a smile. 

Seeing her here made him nervous. She was his favorite teacher, but the other her, the one on Torben’s upstream world, had betrayed them to save her daughter from the other warlords. This wasn’t the same person, but something about her now put him on edge. A rush of guilt in not having been able to help her prevented him from making eye contact.

“Are you okay?” she asked.

He realized he was staring at her chest. Perhaps she was used to it from her students, as quite a few other boys signed up for electronics once they saw the teacher. Brendan wanted to believe he was above such hormonal leering. 

“I’m fine. I’m here to check on my projects and my assignments.”

Ms. Hayes nodded and went back to her group of students. It was an advanced junior-level class doing something with a magnetic field and a pan of water. Brendan was curious enough to watch them work, even though the math Ms. Hayes put up on her computer’s projection was beyond him. Anyone joining her class quickly learned that they had to keep up or switch back out to a less demanding elective. 

Vlad sidled up next to him. The large boy leaned in close. “Where were you?”

“I had to meet Charlotte off school grounds.”

“Anything to share?”

Brendan led the way to their workbench out of earshot of the others. Vlad had already laid out tools and had his project underway. Brendan unlocked his drawer and took out the partially completed glove. He had started making his own gateway device by copying Charlotte’s design. But the project had stalled out, partially because of a lack of the brainpower boost he got from the upworld food and partially because he doubted the wisdom of risking the catastrophic side effects of opening gates to other Earths. Even though the intent behind making the glove was to be able to send non-natives back where they came from, the hazards were too big to ignore.

Before they’d parted, he had asked her about her plans to finish her own device with that specific purpose. She had mentioned she was working on it, but hadn’t answered his question. Typical.

“I guess we’re a ways away from finishing this,” Brendan said. “I’m thinking we should take it apart.”

“Changing the subject on me, I see.” The large boy made a show of pouting. 

Brendan hadn’t decided to what extent Vlad could be trusted after his falling under Lucille’s spell. He seemed to be acting normally, had even acknowledged what she had done and had apologized. But Tina had lost faith in him. 

Brendan tapped his fingers on the counter. “We’re going over tonight.”

“Going over where?”

“Not-Earth. We found a gate. It’s different than the one the headmaster made with his machine. It’s fixed and open like the one in the pool. We’re going to look for Brian and Paul and try to bring them back.”

“I haven’t talked to the new Poser much, but if we can send him home, the sooner the better. Even with the nurse’s help he seemed depressed. And with the nurse gone, I really worry about him.”

“Me too. And who knows what our Brian is going through. Being on an upstream Earth is physically taxing. If you’re not prepared, it makes you feel weak.”

“I have a hard enough time with that here and this is my Earth. Let me know what I can do.”

Brendan nodded. “If we need you, I’ll text. Tina’s still pissed. Give it time. Hopefully we’ll find Poser and Paul and be done with this.”

Vlad put on a magnifier and unrolled a set of small screwdrivers. “So are we building or dismantling that thing?”

***
[image: image]


Brendan texted Tina to meet for dinner. There was no knowing how long the night’s adventure might take. He and Vlad met Tina in the restaurant. He had sent Soren an obligatory text but wasn’t surprised when he didn’t answer. He loaded his plate with stuffed manicotti, garlic bread, and Caesar salad. Tina had a double portion of everything stacked up on top of slabs of braised eggplant and bean salad.

When she sat she glared at Vlad, but he didn’t make eye contact. She ate while reading her tablet.

“Supers news?” Brendan asked.

“Spanish homework,” Tina said. “You’re not the only one behind on their assignments.”

A nearby table was being extra loud. Brendan heard Lucille’s laugh before he saw her. She sat in the middle of a group of students. Sitting beside her was Tyler. A pair of crutches leaned against the table and he wore a bright blue cast over his leg. The warlord Torben had broken it and Tyler had barely escaped with his life. In the crazy events of the past few days, Brendan had no idea what kind of a story covered the injury. 

Paul’s double from upstream Earth had been murdered by Torben. Lucille claimed he had died in a fall while hiking, even though his body had never been found. Perhaps her gift, enhanced by the upstream food, had contributed to the authorities believing her. Brendan’s own broken wrist had been blamed on a skateboarding accident. 

Dutchman Springs Academy was becoming a hazardous place to find an education.

Brendan rose from the table and went over to Tyler. They hadn’t spoken since returning. When Tyler didn’t notice Brendan standing behind him, he nudged him.

“How are you feeling?”

“Well, if it isn’t Cesar Garza.”

The rest of his table got quiet. Soren wasn’t there, which made Brendan wonder where the boy fit into Lucille’s court. She leaned back and pushed her blonde locks from her face. The other students at the table all had barely concealed grins. Brendan knew it was a mistake coming to the table. 

Tyler swung out his broken leg and turned to face him. “Come to gloat?”

“No. I just wanted make sure you’re okay after what happened.”

“Well, unless you’re going to accept responsibility for this, there’s not much we have to say to one another.”

Brendan was about to back away but stopped. “What do you mean?”

“Knocking me down in front of a moving car and then running off. I could have been killed. And that’s a felony. Right up your alley, isn’t it?”

“What are you talking about? I didn’t do anything to you.”

“Easy to say because there’s no proof. It’s just your word against mine. If a passerby hadn’t heard me calling for help, I might still be in that gutter.”

He knew he shouldn’t say anything. This was all Lucille. Either Tyler was in on the lie or she had flummoxed him sufficiently and could get him to believe anything. “Tyler, I didn’t do anything to you. I don’t know what story you’re telling people, but this is stupid. We’re on the same side.”

“You’re not on any side. You’re just like your father.”

Here it comes. Brendan was amazed the whole school hadn’t yet heard his father was Drone King.

But Tyler stopped speaking. Perhaps he found his payoff in Brendan’s obvious distress. The rest of the table was staring murder at him. It was an easy enough lie to believe, pushed along by Lucille’s charm. She wasn’t letting the dust settle.

Tina came to Brendan’s side and pulled him back to their table. He plopped down in front of his tray of food. Suddenly none of it looked good anymore.

***
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Charlotte met Brendan and Tina out by the parking garage. She had her pack on and a five-step ladder on one arm. She also wore a blue ball cap with no logo. It made her look wannabe thuggish or like someone in a heist movie. 

She handed a bottle of water to Brendan. “Drink up.”

Brendan popped back the cap and took a sniff. “Is this what I think it is?”

“We need to be prepared. This will be our second advantage. Hopefully we can get done what we need to do without having to fight anyone.”

Brendan hesitated, but Tina appeared impatient. Previously, upstream food and water had taken over an hour to have any effect. He took a couple of sips and handed the bottle to her. She gulped some down and handed the bottle back to Charlotte. 

“We should talk about this,” Brendan said. “How is it you still have so much of this? How much we should be drinking? Are there side effects?”

“Worrywart,” Tina said. “Just be glad she’s not hogging it all.”

“Fair enough concerns,” Charlotte said. “I’ve had some ever since coming here. I’ve drunk various amounts over the months, especially at first when I was feeling sick. After I acclimatized, I felt I didn’t need it. But when I did use it, it would always supercharge me. I think it boosted my mental facilities a bit, at least enough to finish my gate technology so quickly without anyone’s help. Could I survive without it? Sure. But right now I consider it a necessity. We’re outmatched on so many levels. This will at least give us an edge for where we’re going.”

“At least for your world,” Tina said. “But what about Torben’s? From what Brendan’s told me, it won’t even help us break even. Is there food or water from even further upstream we can access?”

Charlotte shook her head. “Not as far as I know. That’s why we need to be careful. If we have to escape, I’ll have my glove. We find Mimi, and we can get out of there.”

“One thing at a time,” Brendan said. “First we free your father’s two prisoners. And then we look for his vault. Then Torben’s world and the nurse.”

“Simple, right?”

Brendan noticed she had the ring on. Her glove was no doubt in her pack along with the three drones. He was leaving his own partial glove behind. Once again, Charlotte had all the cards. He tried to push the doubt from his mind. If she had wanted him gone, she could have easily abandoned him on Torben’s world.

Tina patted his shoulder. “We got this.”

He nodded and tried his best to show confidence.
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3. Home Breakers
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Tina volunteered to go through first. Brendan tried to steady the stepladder but had a tricky time keeping himself from sliding down the rocky slope. The ladder wobbled in his grip as Tina climbed to the second step from the top. Charlotte stood on the opposite side to help if she fell.

“Here goes everything,” she said.

She jumped and didn’t come back down. She was gone.

Brendan fought to keep his balance as the stepladder almost toppled. Several kids around their age were hanging out by the playground. He hoped they would be too busy with their ill-gotten beer to wonder what a trio of kids from the fancy private school was doing on their turf that evening. Brendan set the ladder in place. He hesitated. 

“Remember that you’ll be a few feet in the air,” Charlotte said. “Try not to twist your ankle on the landing.”

“I don’t hear Tina screaming. It must be okay.”

“Sound doesn’t carry through.”

“I know. But if she got hurt she just might stick her head back into the gate and let us know.”

He climbed the ladder, and it immediately shifted precariously. Jumping up into the air violated his normal philosophy of keeping both feet planted firmly on the ground. How the supers with gliders and parachutes and swinging ropes attached to homemade grappling hooks ever managed to chance a leap off a building was beyond him.

Charlotte put her hands on the ladder. “Want me to steady you?”

“I got it.” He exhaled hard and jumped. Suddenly there was no ladder beneath him and nothing to grab a hold of. Falling was worse than he’d imagined. His arms windmilled and as he dropped, the tip of one foot caught the rocks. He tumbled forward, his hands out to prevent his face from smashing into the ground. Sharp stones struck his knees and elbows and he bounced. His broken wrist in its cast sent a shot of pain up his arm. He rolled to a stop and paused to catch his breath. Pebbles stuck to his chin. He brushed them off.

When he looked back up the hill he saw neither Charlotte nor the ladder.

He heard a slow clap. “Nice landing,” Tina said as she helped him up. “The crowd groans. The judges give it a piddly one point five.”

They were in the same park with the same features, except there were no kids on the playground. Brendan struggled to his feet. His heart was beating hard. He put his hands on his knees and caught his breath. Tina handed him some water, but he waved it off. 

Charlotte appeared midair up the hill. She fared better than Brendan, planting one foot on the slope and springing forward into a run downhill. She slid to a stop next to them.

“The judges give that a begrudging four point seven,” Tina said.

“What?” Charlotte asked.

“You didn’t biff.”

“No, I guess I didn’t.” Charlotte looked around the park. “We should get moving.”

“Hold on,” Brendan said. “Unless you’ve been here recently, we have no idea where to start.”

“My dad’s house. It’s big enough that he could keep Paul and Poser there without much hassle. We can also try the school. Security there is tight, but we can at least recon it.”

“Are you saving the drones for anything?”

“They’ll be invaluable upstream. I didn’t want to risk using them here.”

“It would save us a bunch of time.”

They settled in at the park benches. Charlotte gave her tablet over to Brendan and he opened the program. While Charlotte got the drone case out, he explored the interface. The controls were all as they had been the last time Brendan had used them, with a simple menu and a feature allowing a user to stack commands and assign them priorities. The version number told him the program was relatively young, just past one point one: just beyond a prototype phase and most likely not a commercial item. While he waited, he selected the About tab. He saw a company blurb for Kreuzer, Hagen, and Garza. The three founders of the defense tech company included someone with his father’s name. Charlotte’s tablet wouldn’t connect with the internet here so he couldn’t look it up. But the drones had all come from the downstream Earth.

“Did my dad start a company?”

Charlotte was setting the drones down in a line on the pavement. She nodded. “That’s who he is downstream. A weapons designer and not a criminal.”

An odd wave of emotion hit Brendan as he went through the app with fresh eyes. This was something his father had made, or at least contributed to. Something legitimate. Sure, it was a weapon system that no doubt could be used by the government to spy or even kill people, but just the fact that the program and drones were legal and perhaps even successful meant his father could have taken a different course in life on his world.

“Did you look up downstream me?”

“I didn’t. It’s probably best to not know ourselves too much. I don’t even know if meeting ourselves is safe. I almost had a heart attack when I saw my dad fight with your world’s headmaster.”

“Ha,” Tina said. “When you sent me downstream and I had nothing to do but wait around, I called home.”

“You what?” Brendan said.

“I called my mom but she wasn’t in. But I answered.”

“You talked to your downstream self?”

“It was cool! I figured I have the capacity for abstract thinking, so I let myself know who I was.”

Charlotte was slowly shaking her head. 

“I’m not sure how to ask this,” Brendan said, “but did you believe you?”

“Probably not. But my other me stayed on the phone and humored me. Apparently I’m not attending any special school. Other me goes to public school in Scottsdale and helps my folks take care of one of my brothers. It’s Luke. Downstream he has muscular dystrophy. We’re not as well-off there.” She trailed off. “But I seem happy.”

“It can be overwhelming trying to sort all this out,” Charlotte said. “We have a hard enough time keeping track of one life.”

Tina nodded and wiped her eyes with her shirt. “Let’s fly some drones.”

***
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It took longer than Brendan liked to get oriented. The drones weren’t synching with GPS, which made sense, as the software wasn’t designed to work on this Earth. He sent one up. Navigating the drone over Dutchman Springs at night was disorienting, but soon enough he found a few commercial buildings and then the school. The tiny machine flew quickly, and he directed it towards the headmaster’s house. He had the drone circle high above.

“Anyone home?” Tina asked.

There were lights on. The curtains upstairs were drawn. He took manual control and began to drop it down in a slow descent. Then he paused it. The cherry of a cigarette glowed orange in the shadow of the front porch. Brendan enlarged the screen and watched. A stream of exhaled white smoke trickled upward. 

“Got infrared?” Tina asked.

Brendan tapped the screen and activated a night vision mode. A large man was leaning on the side of the porch, cigarette in hand. He shifted position and sat down on the step. He then looked straight up at the drone.

He took his fingers away from the touch screen. The drone remained hovering. When the machines hovered they were as close to silent as they could be, but their buzz was unmistakable.

“He’s made you,” Tina said. “Get out of there.”

But the man kept smoking and soon he took a phone out. Switching back to normal view, Brendan could see he was scrolling through images, but he couldn’t make them out. 

Brendan had the drone circle around the house. There were no curtains on the downstairs windows. A few amber lights illuminated a large living room with three couches. A baseball game played on a giant screen. One broad-shouldered boy sat on the couch, a bag of chips next to him. A tank top revealed mammoth muscles.

“I found Paul.”

A brilliant white spotlight snapped on from the street that ran past the park, blinding Brendan.

“Cops,” Charlotte said. She grabbed her pack. “Send the drones up into the air.”

Brendan couldn’t see anything, let alone the tablet screen. He shielded his eyes.

“You kids come over here,” an amplified voice said. “The park is closed.”

The shadows around them had melted. Brendan heard Tina and Charlotte running away.

“Stop!” the voice ordered.

Brendan clung to the tablet. The other two drones were still on the pavement, but he couldn’t see well enough to pick them up. He ran in the opposite direction of the light. The light followed him.

His foot struck the curb demarking the edge of the paved trail. He stumbled but kept his balance. The park extended past the playground, and he could see a tall row of hedges and another entrance. He ran. His eyes were just starting to adjust when he heard an electric car’s engine whine up ahead. A police car pulled in front of him. Someone got out of the car and yelled, “Hold it there.”

The police officer didn’t have a gun out. He was just rousting kids from a park, perhaps responding to a noise complaint. But questions would follow that couldn’t be easily answered. Brendan’s heart pounded in his chest. The air felt thin in his lungs. Just breathing was harder here. He felt disoriented. Charlotte and Tina were nowhere in sight.

The cop rounded the front of his car and beckoned Brendan over. The man made a chopping signal, and the spotlight from the first car across the park cut out.

“Come over here, son,” the cop said. He shined a flashlight at Brendan. “You’re out past curfew.”

Curfew before ten at night? “I know, I’m sorry.” He touched the tablet screen.

“Let’s put that away for now.”

Brendan selected all the drones and had them fly straight up.

The cop snatched the tablet away. “Do you have any identification?”

“No. I’m fifteen.”

“Is there anything on you that I should know about? I’m going to search you, and it’s better if you tell me first. Drugs? Weapons?”

Brendan had fallen for the trick once before when he’d gotten stopped and harassed while in middle school. The cop wanted a confession. But Brendan had nothing to hand over and wouldn’t even if he did.

“We weren’t doing anything. We were just hanging out.”

“When I go over to those benches, am I going to find beer?”

“Only if you put it there.” It came out of his mouth before he could stop himself. 

The cop glowered. “Lean on the car.”

Brendan didn’t move. He looked at the tablet in the cop’s hands. “I just want to go home.”

“We’re past that now. Hands on the car.”

The cop went for Brendan’s good wrist. Brendan pushed the man’s hand away with ease. The upstream water had kicked in. The cop tried again to grab him. He was a young officer and in good shape, but Brendan sidestepped him and yanked the tablet from the man’s hands. The cop paused and then leaped at Brendan. Brendan got out of the way. 

The cop fell forward and landed on his hands and knees. He clicked the radio on his shoulder. “I need backup at the north park entrance.”

Brendan was about to run, but then he considered the idling car. He went around to the open driver’s-side door, reached inside, and with all his might pulled down on the steering wheel. Plastic and metal snapped as the steering column broke. 

The cop got up and unsnapped something from a holster. Brendan ran in the opposite direction, hoping that the car and distance would keep him from being Tasered. If the cop had a pistol and no compunctions about shooting a fleeing youth in the back, then Brendan was dead.
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No shots came. 

Brendan went down pedestrian alleys between homes and vaulted a few fences. He didn’t think Dutchman Springs had anything fancy like a helicopter, but they could summon more police in cars. Dogs were barking throughout the neighborhood. The cop cars were harder to hear than the police cruisers he remembered back in New York. You could hear the large Chevy internal combustion engines from a block away, but these new electric cop cars were sneaky. 

Bright lights flashed across yards and down alleys, surprising Brendan and almost catching him twice. He found a dark home with a backyard where he could pause and catch his breath. A cat paused to purr at his feet as he hid.

Their thin plan was showing its weaknesses. They had no way to communicate with one another. At least he had the drones. He flew the two from the park overhead and checked on the third flying above the headmaster’s house.

Nothing had changed. The guard out front was watching a video on his phone. Paul was thoroughly engaged by a commercial. Brendan had the other two drones fly in different directions and assigned them to target pedestrians. A couple of minutes later he found two girls heading down a sidewalk at a rapid pace. He brought the drone in close and confirmed it was Charlotte and Tina.

He dropped the drone down in front of them and turned on the drone’s audio pickup.

“Real smooth,” Tina said. “You trying to get arrested?”

He had the drone follow them until he saw where they were going. He sent both drones ahead to the headmaster’s house and hurried to catch up.
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The cops continued their search, and a police car crawled past down the main boulevard. But Brendan didn’t see them again once he crossed over to the smaller residential streets. He was surprised at the lack of traffic and other pedestrians. Other kids should have been out and at least a few people walking their dogs, but he saw no one.

He met up with the girls under a large tree at the corner of the cul-de-sac and told them what happened.

“That could have gone smoother,” Tina said.

“The cop was going to take me in,” Brendan said. “What was I supposed to do?”

“What’s important is that we’re fine,” Charlotte said. “But they’ll keep looking. We just need to be more careful. I didn’t think the police would be so aggressive.”

Tina nodded in agreement. “Two cop cars to roust a few kids at ten at night is a little excessive. Maybe we just irritated the wrong neighbor.”

Charlotte checked her phone. “Is my dad’s car there?”

Brendan got out the tablet and had a drone check the garage. It only had one covered car inside and there was an open spot for another. He showed Charlotte the screen.

“Maybe we’re making this harder on ourselves being sneaky,” Charlotte said. “Let’s go and see if we can talk to Paul.”

“You mean rescue,” Tina said.

Charlotte took the tablet from Brendan and reviewed the footage. “Maybe. It’s possible they never tried to escape, as they have no idea how to get home. It could be they’ve settled into some sort of routine. We don’t know where Poser is, but Paul seems comfortable enough.”

Tina looked over Charlotte’s shoulder. Paul was still fixed to the couch. “I guess houseplants can be comfortable.”

“Do you recognize the guard?” Brendan asked.

Charlotte nodded. “He’s one of my dad’s men. Works for the school. He might be thick, but he’ll follow orders and try to stop us. It will be best if we can incapacitate him. That will put us on a timer. My dad could come home at any minute or could have a schedule where he checks in. But I say we at least go and bring Paul home and see what we can learn about Poser.”

Tina cracked her knuckles. “Finally, some action.”

After a brief deliberation they headed for the front door. The guard wasn’t there. Charlotte tried the door but it was locked. 

“Let’s go around back,” Brendan said.

But Charlotte went to a decorative painted stone that looked like a ladybug and produced a key from underneath it.

“Is this vault of your father’s just as secure?” Tina asked.

Charlotte opened the front door and went inside. Brendan and Tina followed. The security guard was in the kitchen, leaning on the counter, apparently half asleep. He jerked upright when they walked in. Brendan could see he recognized Charlotte.

“You’re here,” the guard said.

Over on the couch, Paul sat up and looked over at them, a look of confusion on his face.

The guard picked up his phone from the counter. “Don’t,” Charlotte said, but he ignored her. She snatched it from him and crushed it with her hands. The guard backed away.

“Please go sit down over there.” She pointed to a plush chair near Paul.

“Hi Paul,” Tina said brightly. “We’re here to rescue you.”

“Wha?” Paul said.

“You’ve overstayed your welcome. Time to go back to where you belong.”

“Where’s Brian?” Brendan asked. Paul’s perplexed look didn’t falter. Perhaps the upstream world’s air throttled the amount of oxygen to the jock’s brain. “Brian. Poser. Where is he?”

Paul took a moment, then said, “He’s upstairs. They lock him in his room.”

Brendan caught Tina’s eye and both went for the stairs. The upper floor had a number of doors, some ajar. Brendan found one at the end of the hall that was locked with a turn bolt on the outside. 

Brendan unlocked it and opened the door. “Brian?”

The smell of musty sweat hit him. The room was dark. Poser lay on a bed, his long, pale frame sprawled out over most of the mattress. The blankets and sheets were pushed aside. He rolled over to face the door. “Hey, hey, look who it is,” he said weakly.

Brendan and Tina went to the side of the bed. Tina gasped and held a hand to her nose. There was a bucket on the floor that reeked of vomit. The nightstand held a glass of water and several bottles of pills, prescription medicine judging by the labels. A tablet and a few paperback books lay on a scrunched pillow. The room was well furnished, like the rest of the house, but it lacked any other personal belongings. There was a large TV on top of an ornate chest of drawers. A door to a private bathroom was open.

“What happened to you?” Brendan said.

“Long story. You got the time?”

Brendan helped Poser sit up. “Probably not. We should get you out of here.”

“Thank god. I hate this place. Took you long enough.”

He needed help sitting up. He only wore sweatpants. Tina found a shirt in a pile of clothes and handed it to him.

“Can you walk?” Brendan asked.

Poser leaned on him and stood. 

A loud crash came from downstairs. They heard Charlotte shouting. Tina raced out and vaulted down the steps. Brendan almost carried Poser as he hurried to catch up.

The security guard was crumpled against a kitchen cabinet. Charlotte had Paul cornered in the living room. He had a phone to his ear, and she was trying to take it from him. Paul’s eyes went wide as Tina closed in.

“No, I don’t know the address,” Paul said, his voice breaking. “I’m at Sperry Appleton’s house. He’s the headmaster at the academy. Look, there’s people here—”

Charlotte pushed him against the wall and plucked the phone from his hand. He couldn’t dislodge her hand from his chest. She crushed the phone. When Paul saw this, he went slack and she dropped him.

“Whoa,” Poser said. “So this must be Charlotte. You didn’t tell me your girlfriend was a superhero.”

“Not enough time to explain,” Brendan said. “Do we need to tie him up?”

“Don’t touch me!” Paul cried. “This isn’t your house. You don’t have any right to be in here.”

Tina leaned over him. “Boy, you must have gotten brainwashed or something. We’re here to take you home.”

Poser sighed. “Paul’s not the brightest bulb. He hasn’t quite wrapped his head around where he is.”

Charlotte considered Paul. “He can’t stay here. He doesn
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