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      Andie Burke had her attention on the road when she ran over the old man. She wasn't fiddling with the radio or looking at her brother, Dylan, in the passenger seat. Her gaze remained fixed on the winding mountain drive. She never saw the man step out of the dense trees, so she was unprepared when he appeared directly in front of her.

      She slammed the brakes of her old Chevy pickup and jerked the steering wheel hard. The right fender plowed into his body, and the thud vibrated through her bones as the seatbelt cut across her midsection. The impact threw the man up over the side of the hood. Andie brought the truck to a screeching stop, shifted it into Park, and turned off the engine. She ripped the key out of the ignition and jerked her hands off the wheel like it burned her.

      She gulped for breath as her heart rammed against her ribs. Turning in her seat, she looked through the back window at the heap of beige cloth and gray hair lying on the asphalt. Swallowing hard, she waited for some sign of movement or breathing, but saw nothing. Dark cloudy skies cast a heavy gray light over the motionless body.

      Dylan turned and stared at her intensely. His green eyes widened with shock and his normally pale, freckled skin was flushed. His lips pressed into a tight frown that clenched his square jaw. He jumped out of the truck and rushed to the man. When he leaned over, his mop of red curls blocked her view.

      Andie extracted herself from the pickup on lead feet. She glanced up and down the deserted road and groaned out loud. Only the abundant fir trees stood present to witness her crime. She saw a short stretch of the road between curves but couldn’t hear any cars in the distance. There were no houses within view, only the thick forest surrounding them on all sides.

      “Is he...?” She was unable to finish the question. She'd turned eighteen several months ago. If the man was dead, she could be looking at prison time. Shoving her shaky hands into her pockets, she focused on several deep breaths.

      There were no signs of blood, no visible puddle leaking from under the man's head. The body was still and quiet, and she couldn't see the damage.

      "I don't know yet, Andie.” Dylan pressed a hand on the stranger’s back, and the body jolted as though hit by an electrical shock.

      Her brother jerked back as the man sat up and shook his head. Long gray hair fell back in waves to reveal a face.

      "Oh!" Dylan exclaimed.

      When Andie saw the familiar eye patch, she gasped. "Mr. Valder?"

      The last time she'd seen him was four years ago, before they moved to Montana to live with her aunt. Andie studied her old karate teacher and shook her head, trying to make sense out of his presence here. His hair hung loosely, not in its usual ponytail. His beard had grown and now came down to his chest, but there was no doubt this was her old Sensei. He still wore the same leather eyepatch, that seemed to enhance the blue depth of his good eye. High cheekbones framed a long, straight nose over a wide mouth. The man had practically raised her. He was a friend of her family and she’d known him all her life. She could never forget his face.

      Mr. Valder blinked as he shifted around on the pavement. Andie kneeled next to him.

      "Mr. Valder, are you all right?" Dylan asked.

      Dumb question coming from her genius brother. Of course, the old man wasn't all right. Considering how he’d hit and rolled over the truck, he shouldn't even be moving.

      "Yeah." Mr. Valder grunted as he lifted himself.

      "Stop!" Andie cried.

      "You shouldn't move," Dylan said.

      Mr. Valder turned away from their outburst. Once on his feet, he leaned down and brushed the dirt off his linen trousers.

      Andie stared at him and shook her head, unable to comprehend his casual demeanor after such a severe accident. He should be dead! "You should go to the hospital."

      "I don't need medical attention. I just want you to take me home."

      Andie raised her eyebrows at Dylan. Although he wasn't quite sixteen, he was still better educated in medicine than most doctors. Surely, he could convince the man to get checked.

      "I'm okay. See..." Mr. Valder moved his neck from side to side and twisted his torso back and forth. He took a step forward and back, showing them that nothing was broken.

      How could he not be injured?

      "It's been a long time." Mr. Valder looked back and forth between them, nodding in approval. "Andie, you’re looking as fit as ever. And Dylan, I haven't seen you since your high school graduation." Her brother earned his diploma from a private school at twelve. "Now I see more of the man you’ll become than of the boy you were." He rested a friendly hand on Dylan's shoulder.

      "Why are you here?" Andie demanded. "I haven't seen you since we left Seattle. What are you doing in Montana?"

      "I live just down the road. It’ll only take a few minutes to get there.”

      "What do you mean you live here? For how long? Why didn’t we know?” Andie shook her head and flipped her hands. “You know what! Never mind, you can explain it later. Right now, we need to take you to the emergency room."

      "Red Dragon!" Mr. Valder's voice was commanding when he used her old nickname.

      The name whipped a hot bolt through Andie's nerves, causing her to jerk like he'd slapped her. Her gaze dropped to the ground. Nobody had called her Red Dragon in a long time, not since she left karate after her parents died.

      "Just take me home.”

      Andie gave a reluctant nod and without further argument, walked back to the truck and climbed in. Dylan got in the back and let Mr. Valder ride shotgun. Taking her teacher home seemed crazy. He couldn't possibly be unharmed. Perhaps he was in shock and didn't register his injuries yet.

      "Where’re we going?"

      Mr. Valder let out a little chuckle. "We’ll see," he replied before pointing down the road.

      Andie met Dylan's eyes in the rearview mirror, and they exchanged a look before she turned the key and the dusty black truck rumbled to life.

      "Mr. Valder, I think it would be best if you let us take you to the hospital," Dylan tried again.

      "No need, I'm fine, I promise." The older man looked satisfied and happy in the passenger seat. His strong jawline was relaxed, and his exposed eye looked soft and content.

      "What were you doing in the middle of the road?"

      "Waiting for you."

      Andie turned and gaped at him. His presence rattled her deeply. She hadn't seen him since she left the dojo, not since the terrible night of the car accident that took both her parents. Seeing him now, made her feel like the past and present were colliding, and the impact hit her like a sucker-punch.

      "Why?"

      "Right here." Mr. Valder pointed.

      Andie followed his finger and turned onto a long driveway cutting into the trees with a tiny cabin at the end. There were no other parked cars, and she worried about leaving him alone with possible injuries. When she stopped the truck, she turned to him again. "Why were you waiting for me?"

      "Both of you, actually. I have something I’d like to show you. Something I think you might be interested in." He looked at Dylan with a smile full of secrets.

      "What is it?" Andie asked as she parked the truck.

      Mr. Valder opened his door and left without answering. He walked to the cabin and waited at the entrance. An icy feather fluttered down her spine when Dylan jumped out of the backseat and followed him. She took a deep breath and slung her leather, catch-all bag over her shoulder before joining them.

      Other than the driveway, the grounds weren’t groomed to accommodate the cabin. There was no grassy lawn around the building, no fences, gardens, or sheds anywhere. There wasn't even a cleared walkway leading to the door. Andie thought this was strange. It gave the place an untouched feel, like an abandoned structure the forest hadn't gotten around to reclaiming yet.

      "How long have you lived here?" Her brother scratched his head as he looked around.

      "Since I came to Montana." Mr. Valder stopped in front of an electronic keypad next to the door.

      Andie didn't know anyone living on the mountain that had an alarm system on their house. In the four years they’d lived here with her Aunt Gillian, they’d never even locked their doors. This cabin certainly didn't look like the kind of place she’d worry about getting burglarized.

      He lifted the cover on the pad, and instead of buttons, there was a blank screen. A tiny monitor popped on, and Mr. Valder's face was photographed and reflected. The pad beeped twice, and then the cabin door clicked open.

      Andie slipped her hands into her pockets and locked her elbows. What could require this kind of high-tech security out in the middle of the woods? Beside her, Dylan stared at the alarm system in open-mouthed awe. Before she could ask about it, she caught sight of the interior, and her jaw dropped. She heard a little gasp from Dylan as he crowded against her.

      Inside, the bright lighting assaulted her eyes. Thick cement walls surrounded a wide staircase, dropping into a larger room below. From where they stood, she saw a small section of the space beneath. It appeared to hold a workstation filled with high-tech equipment, from a corner, she glimpsed the edge of an enormous blue coil.

      "Oh my God," Dylan whispered as he looked at the room.

      "Please come in." Mr. Valder gestured through the doorway.

      “How long is this going to take? Our aunt will be worried if we’re late.”

      “You don’t need to worry about that. Gillian knows you’re here. She and I have stayed in contact. She helped me prepare for this surprise.”

      Andie gave him a scowl, but he only smiled in response. Before she could say anything else, her brother moved past her and down the stairs.

      She released a groan and stomped reluctantly after him. At the bottom, she stood on a mezzanine. The closed side resembled a control center with hundreds of lights emanating from surrounding screens like a solar system. Strange holographic images floated over tables, displaying formulas and symbols. The other side had an open viewing area of the room below over a row of machines that Andie couldn't recognize at all. The wonder-struck expression on Dylan's face suggested he couldn't identify them either.

      Andie leaned over the railing for a better look. The blue coil was enormous. The light emanated from it like a living thing. It moved and pulsed as it fed through giant twisted metal tubes. Circling the coil were a dozen more cylinders, each pulsating the same blue light. The floor appeared to be black glass. It reflected the blue light from an inky depth.

      "What is this?"

      "It's a gate."

      "What kind of gate? What does it do?" Dylan shifted back and forth as though he could barely contain his excitement.

      "How about I show you?"

      "Yeah!" Dylan agreed.

      "First tell me what this is." Andie demanded.

      Dylan groaned loudly.

      "It's a gate that can show you things you've never seen." Mr. Valder leaned in and locked his gaze on her with an intensity that left her unable to look away.

      It was unnerving for Mr. Valder to show up. He represented a time in her life she wanted to leave behind. Her days with her father in the dojo were hard to even think about now. But here he was, out of the blue, with his outdated eye patch and long gray hair, just like when she was a kid. He’d been the first one to call her Red Dragon, a nickname her dad quickly picked up, saying it befitted both her coloring and her spirit. A couple years ago, she’d gotten most of her right arm sleeved in a red dragon tattoo. The fire breathing beast started below her elbow and coiled her arm to the top of her shoulder. Mr. Valder, in a roundabout way, was part of how she identified herself and she trusted him.

      "You’ll see yourself, and what you really are. Your best or your worst, whichever you choose. Either way, you’ll see your truest form." He paused for a beat. "You’ll see your purpose."

      His words struck a chord like a bell vibrating inside her. The whole moment seemed surreal.

      "Come on, Andie!" Dylan tugged on her wrist.

      She gazed into the depth of the black glass below. A chance to see who or what she really was...

      "Okay, let's do this."

      What's the worst that could happen?
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      Mr. Valder moved with surprising agility for a man his age. His fingers tap-danced across the panels and the system powered up. He flipped a row of levers and lights popped to life all over the devices. A rumbling hum vibrated through the room.

      Dylan met Andie's dark green eyes under her pinched red brows. She chewed on her full lips nervously. Her pert nose and contoured cheeks looked unusually pale under the splash of copper freckles that covered her face.

      "Are you sure about this?" Andie shook her head, causing her single fat ringlet to bounce.

      He wasn't sure. He had no idea what they were getting into, but his need to discover outweighed everything. Dylan had to know what this was, and he’d do whatever was necessary to find out. His curiosity washed caution out of him. He gave his sister a large, excited smile and was encouraged to see the corner of her mouth tilt up in response.

      "I'm positive," he lied.

      "You’ll need these." Mr. Valder stepped forward, holding out both of his index fingers.

      Dylan leaned over to study the pea-sized dots on his fingertips. Inside of the circle, he could see an almost microscopic circuit board. Before he asked what it was, Mr. Valder reached up and touched him and his sister, at the same time, behind the ear. Dylan felt the dot stick to his head.

      "Hey, what is that?" Andie scratched at the dot camouflaged in her freckles.

      Dylan tried to peel the strange device off his head, but it wouldn't budge.

      "Translators. They’ll be immensely helpful, believe me. Why don't the two of you go ahead and step down?" He gestured to the stairs.

      A nervous butterfly fluttered to life in Dylan's belly. Instinctively, he turned to Andie, but she was giving him another uncertain look as she continued scratching at her dot. He didn't want her to back out. He needed this! So, he gave her an encouraging nod and lifted his chin with false confidence before trotting down the stairs.

      Frosty tendrils pricked Dylan's feet when he stepped in the circle. From a close perspective, the depth in the glass was infinite. The air around him snapped and popped with static electricity, and a pungent stench of burned ozone assaulted his senses. He looked up at Mr. Valder and bit down all the questions straining to burst out of his brain. He didn't want to interrupt until he’d seen it operating. Andie came up beside him and clasped his hand tightly.

      "I don't know, Dylan..."

      "We can leave if you want, Andie." He squeezed down on her hand. Leaving now would be devastating!

      She nodded and rolled her shoulders a couple of times before taking a deep breath. "Let's get this over with."

      "Good," Mr. Valder called from above. He raised a giant lever on the biggest machine, and Dylan saw the coil come roaring to life. The blue lights glowed painfully bright and spiked out in arcs all over the spiral. The spikes grew larger and larger. He ducked instinctively and squeezed Andie’s hand tightly.

      Dylan's heart pounded and his breath came in rapid gulps. He couldn't seem to control the moronic grin plastered on his face, any more than the adrenaline pouring through his veins.

      Normally, he’d be reminding himself not to be a dork. Now that he was almost sixteen, it’d became his daily mantra. He made a discipline of schooling himself on how to be cool. But right now, he was too excited to care if he looked like an idiotic child.

      The blue arcs shot out and caught the silver poles around the circle. Each, in turn, glowed in the living light that shot through the air around them. It formed a link between each of the rods. They were standing in a circle of blue lightning. He noticed Andie's auburn hair standing up on her twisted ponytail. He touched his head and laughed in delight when he felt his curls standing straight out. The sound of the air sizzling and snapping lifted his excitement to a near frenzy.

      "Here we go," Mr. Valder shouted, and moved to another large lever.

      The floor began to pulsate beneath him. The humming equipment grew so loud it was almost deafening. The depth in the glass became shallower and closer. It appeared to be getting thinner. It gave the sensation of the blackness below rushing up to his feet.

      "Oh my God!" Andie shouted.

      Dylan knew he should be scared, but he was too drunk on euphoria. He tried to swallow the laughter bubbling in his belly when he had a vision of himself as one of the mad scientists in the movies.

      The glass grew so thin that it appeared to shimmer like a puddle. Dylan's insides clenched. He reached out to grab at anything, but there was nothing. The floor gave way, and his heart jumped into his throat as his body dropped. The sound of Andie's terrified shriek paralyzed him. 

      The last thing he saw as they fell out of the room was Mr. Valder looking down with a huge, satisfied smile.

      Terror swallowed him in a single gulp. Someone kept screaming. He didn't realize it was him until it ripped out all his oxygen. He gasped for air, and his lungs wouldn't cooperate, causing a new panic to tear through him. Finally, he inhaled a breath and opened his mouth to release another shout when he plunged into warm liquid.

      Instinct made him hold his breath, and his deprived lungs protested. His brain scrambled, trying to understand what was happening. He sank downward for what seemed like eternity before the resistance of the water brought him to a stop. He opened his eyes and glimpsed a blurry vision of Andie floating a few feet away. He tried to kick over to her, but the water was heavy and thick, like swimming in honey. He was on the verge of hysteria when Andie reached out and grabbed the front of his sweatshirt.

      Her head tilted down and then back up, and he realized she was checking the difference in the lighting to orient herself before she began kicking for the surface. He joined in and paddled hard alongside her. Together, they made impossibly slow progress toward the light. His lungs screamed in agony by the time his head broke the surface with a strange popping sound.

      He bobbed there like a cork in the liquid while his lungs heaved in painful gulps of air. He was so lightheaded that his vision blurred. Around them, everything was green. Then Andie was tugging him again. She pulled him to the bank, and they extracted themselves from the gooey pond. He lay there gulping air for a long time, waiting for his heart to slow down and his head to clear. When his vision focused, he found himself lying by a strange pool in the middle of a lush, overgrown forest.

      He pulled himself into a sitting position and looked around in amazement. The forest was thick and wet. Enormous old growth trees jutted out of gnarled root balls that gripped the ground like clenched fists. Huge ferns and other leafy plants blanketed the forest floor, covered in dew drops that sparkled in the rays of sunshine cutting through the canopy of trees. A few birds fluttered above, and others sang in the distance. From somewhere came the chatter of a squirrel. The moist air carried the salty aroma of the surf that echoed in the distance.

      It was all so surreal that Dylan had a hard time wrapping his brain around it. It was like something out of a storybook. His gaze locked onto Andie's large, shocked eyes.

      "Dorothy," he said breathlessly, "I don't think we're in Kansas anymore. In fact, I think we may have just fallen down the rabbit hole."
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      Andie couldn't compute what was happening. One minute she was staring at the floor, waiting for a vision of her true self, and the next, she was swimming out of jelly water into an old growth forest. She stared at the scenery around her in a state of dumbfounded dismay.

      "What happened?"

      "I don't know." Dylan's voice sounded dazed. She watched him get up and walk in a little circle, before looking down at himself and patting his clothes. "We're not wet."

      Andie clutched the front of her hoodie and realized he was right. The weird water hadn't left her wet. She should be soaked, not dry. Pulling the drawstring open on the bag across her chest, she was stupefied to find the contents still dry too. She couldn’t grasp this. With her mind in a numb state of emptiness, she rose to her feet and looked around.

      Everything in the forest seemed oversized. The trees were as big around as grain silos, with massive branches that supported long trailing needles. The ground was a heavy blanket of green moss that crawled up the trees, making them look fuzzy and soft. She inhaled a deep breath of mossy spores and was surprised by the pungent aroma of sea water that assaulted her senses. When she strained to listen, she heard the distant sound of a surf.

      This was impossible! They couldn't be next to the sea! She started walking toward the source of the noise, needing to see what couldn't be real. Dylan followed behind her silently.

      To their left, the ground sloped upward onto a knoll around twenty feet high. The short climb was steep. Moss slipping and giving under their feet made the trek difficult. Still, neither of them spoke. At the top, Andie's jaw dropped. A sledgehammer of shock rammed a hard blow into her gut. In front of them the ocean was vast, the waves choppy and rough. The surf hit the rocky shore loud and violently.

      For several seconds she just stood there, staring stupidly at the ocean. Finally, Dylan tugged her arm and led her back down the hill where they could talk without having to shout over the breaking waves.

      At the bottom of the hill, she noticed the pool they’d arrived in seemed considerably smaller. She blinked at it in confusion.

      "It's shrinking!" Dylan cried in alarm.

      Long fingers of panic clenched Andie's belly in a tight fist. She rushed back into the pool, only to find it now too shallow to cover her feet. The black surface looked like glass. The depth appeared unfathomable, yet the edges crept inward as the pool shrunk smaller and smaller.

      "What do we do?"

      "I don't know." Dylan jumped in with her, but it barely covered the bottom of her suede boots. She stood in the center and shifted back and forth nervously as the pool that connected them to home vanished completely.

      Hot spikey prickles shot up Andie's neck. She had the sick feeling they were in real trouble. She reached into her bag and brought out her cell phone to call for help. She wasn't surprised to see the little icon indicating no signal, but it didn't stop a cold sweat from breaking across her forehead. She gave Dylan a look of defeat. They were on their own.

      "We must be in another world," he said softly as he gazed at the strange forest.

      His words chewed on her frazzled nerves. She needed answers, not one of Dylan's fantastical ideas from his comic books or video games. Her brain froze and echoed back to her. Video game... She remembered the strange computer lab. Could this all be a virtual simulation?

      When Mr. Valder said she’d see herself, she imagined having some kind of vision reflecting in the strange glass. It never occurred to her that he was offering something like this. Whatever this was.

      "Maybe it's like a computer simulation thing." She rubbed at the dot still glued behind her ear. "Maybe these things are giving us a virtual experience."

      "I guess that's possible."

      Everything looked so vivid and real that it was difficult for her brain to grasp the idea that it wasn't. Andie closed her eyes and took a deep breath through her nose. She focused on the sound of the distant surf, the earthy smell of the soil, and the green scent of the trees. She smelled the salt of the sea and felt the moisture on her skin from the dense fog hovering below the canopy. She looked up at the sky. The trees limited her view, but what she saw looked perfectly normal.

      Could the dot behind her ear be a brain chip, making her believe it was all real? It struck her as something out of a sci-fi movie, but easier to wrap her mind around than traveling to a different world. Easier to believe her body was still lying back in that strange lab with Mr. Valder. Surely, this was all just a bizarre dream.

      "It's also possible that the gate took us through a portal into a different world."

      "I don't believe in magical portals that transport you into fantastical places." She gave him an eye roll.

      "Well, I'm not sure if it's magic. Mr. Valder possessed technology that's way beyond anything I've ever seen. Maybe it's more science than magic. Maybe magic is only science we don't yet understand."

      "Where do you suppose we are, then?" She threw her hands up. "You think we're in middle earth? Maybe we just need to find some hobbits to help us find our way."

      Dylan folded his arms and gave her a stiff-shouldered shrug. "Okay, what do we do now?"

      Andie tried to ponder the question but came up blank. Today was throwing more weirdness than her brain could handle. She had no idea what they should do. She rechecked her cell phone, hoping a signal had miraculously appeared.

      "Maybe this is a virtual experience, or maybe we’ve traveled to a different dimension. Either way, there must be a point to all this. I seriously doubt we’re going to find out by staying right here. I suggest we start walking, try to see where we are."

      Andie considered his words. She tried to come up with any other believable ideas about what was happening. She didn't believe in different dimensions, but could Mr. Valder have teleported them to a different place? That answer stretched too far for her rational mind. She wasn't prepared to let magical thinking surpass reason. She’d never seen any part of the world that looked like this. The old forest was strange and foreign looking. It reminded her of the enchanted woods in fairytales. She couldn't come up with other ideas, and that led her back to a virtual reality experience. It's like being stuck inside of a video game. And Dylan was right about one thing. They needed to find their way out of here.

      "Okay, which way do you think we should go?"

      He turned and looked around. "We should probably follow the coastline. That way we won't wander in circles through the forest."

      She nodded reluctantly and gestured for him to lead the way. At the top of the knoll, the ocean managed to shock her for a second time. Even knowing it was there, her brain struggled against what she saw. The tide appeared to be out, revealing a long expanse of wet sand along the shore. The beach started about a quarter mile from the bottom of the cliff they stood on. To their left, the ground followed the shoreline at a gradual descent.

      With no clear trail, they clambered across the forest floor strenuously, often slipping in the moss. In front of her, Dylan appeared to have become engrossed in the plant life around them.

      "There are plants here I’ve never seen."

      Botany was her brother's passion. At home, he had a library of books on plant biology. He’d studied them at length before moving into the field of herbalism and pharmaceutical applications. With his genius IQ and his photographic memory, plants he'd never seen before, even in books, seemed impossible.

      They hiked along the edge of the cliff until they came across a game trail that looked easier to travel. The path veered them slowly away from the sea until it became nothing more than a blueness above the horizon. The route eventually fed them down to the edge of the tree line, where they gazed into a lush green valley, spotted with small leafy groves. Off in the distance, several plumes of smoke billowed.

      "Dylan, look." She pointed at the smokestacks.

      "People."

      Andie's nerves played a jarring quartet against her skull, and a swarm of angry bees came to life in her stomach.

      "What should we do?" Dylan’s gaze ping-ponged between her and the plumes.

      She scrutinized the smokestacks. "Let's try to get closer and see what it looks like."

      She pulled out her cell phone and rechecked her signal. Nothing.

      "You should turn it off and conserve the battery, just in case."

      With a heavy sigh, she powered off the phone and dropped it into her bag. Hopefully, the people could help them. Maybe tell them where they were and how to get home.

      With Dylan following close behind her, she covered the distance through the valley quickly. As she got closer, she slowed down and moved quietly. A cluster of structures sat another half a mile ahead of them at the base of a hill. From between them, burned several fires. The breeze carried the smoke to Andie's nostrils, and she caught a whiff of cooked fish. From the distance, she couldn't make out any other details.

      She took Dylan's hand and gave it a tense squeeze before creeping slowly toward the structures. She hovered in the trees as much as she could. In between the clusters, Andie was hyper-aware of her exposure. She wanted to get close enough for a better look before deciding what to do. There was one more grove of trees between her and the structures. Instinctively, she ducked and crept quickly across the distance. Dylan stayed right on her heels.

      From behind the next group of trees, she got a good view of the people. There were maybe a dozen women and at least twenty children. The ladies wore strange billowy dresses that reminded Andie of old-fashioned nightgowns, covered by burlap smocks that came to their feet. A frail old man sat in the center carving a hunk of wood. The children were mostly in various stages of undress and seemed to roam freely. Every one of them had blonde hair, making her wonder if they were all related.

      The small community lived in rough tents, made of poles covered with heavy burlap, multiple layers thick. Andie counted eighteen of them and wondered where the rest of the occupants were. A handful of fires burned under large racks made of wooden poles, where dozens of fish were dried and smoked. Tables were set up around each fire where women gutted and cleaned fresh catches. Along the far end of the camp were stacks of giant boxes made of netted rope.

      A fishing camp.

      She thought about the lab and Mr. Valder again. If this was a simulation, then maybe it was like one of Dylan's video games. In those, characters were supposed to approach everyone, to either learn or gain something they needed.

      She studied the camp and the people again. They were all women and children.

      How dangerous could it possibly be?
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      Dylan took several deep breaths and raked his fingers through his hair as he approached the camp. The first woman they came upon had her back to them as she leaned over a large pot scooping water.

      "Hello." Andie's voice startled him, making his eye twitch.

      Be cool! Don't be a dork! He forced himself to straighten his back and open his shoulders.

      The woman stopped and turned to face them. Her hair was pulled into a bun, revealing strong, square features. As she stared at him and Andie, her blue eyes bugged out, and her mouth stretched into a silent scream. The clay jug she held dropped from her shaking hand and shattered. Another woman shrieked, and the old man shot to his feet. An icy chill raced up Dylan's neck when several more screeches rang out through the camp.

      Next to him, Andie threw her palms up, and took a step back, causing his heart to start thudding against his sternum. Nobody ever scared Andie. Ever.

      "Who are you?" demanded the old man in a loud voice.

      A tiny shock whipped through Dylan's brain from the point of the dot behind his ear. He pressed his fingers against it and found it warm. For a moment, he forgot his fear as he marveled over his ability to understand the man's words, even though he wasn't speaking English, or any other language Dylan could identify.

      "That hair!" he heard a woman exclaim.

      Instinctively his hands went to his head and touched the mayhem of red curls living there.

      "Red!" came a different voice.

      He scanned all the shocked faces, had they never seen red hair before?

      "Who are they?"

      "They don't look like Graecores."

      "Those clothes..."

      "Is that a girl?"

      Dylan could understand everything they were saying. His heart pounded harder at each new phrase. Obviously, the dots on their heads really were translators. He decided to see if it worked both ways.

      "We’re lost." He spoke in their language. The words were strange in his mouth, like a flavor he'd never tasted. His brain wobbled around the download of a new language pouring into it. Next to him, Andie was rubbing her translator and shaking her head.

      When he spoke, all the women and children erupted at once. With so many new words pouring over each other, he only caught clips of phrases.

      "He knows our language!"

      "That is a girl!"

      "Red! They have red hair!"

      "Look at their clothes!"

      "What are those things hanging from her ears?"

      "Did the Graecores send them?"

      "Why is she dressed like a man?"

      Dylan looked from their long billowy dresses to his sister. She wore a pair of skinny jeans with heavily studded back pockets tucked into brown suede boots. The low waist of her pants barely met the bottom of her brown zip-up hoodie. Her long auburn hair was tied up and twisted into a single fat ringlet, showing off the little gold hoops in her ears. The difference between her and the women was striking, and to them, apparently, appalling.

      His sister’s cheeks were bright red, and her gaze seemed to be darting everywhere at once. When Andie pulled up her hood and brought her zipper to her chin, he decided it was a good idea to hide their differences as much as possible and followed her example. His clothing didn’t seem to be as shocking as his sister's. He wore a gray pullover hoodie, and jeans with sneakers, nothing revealing or tight.

      Finally, one of the women released a high-pitched whistle, and the group grew silent. She stepped forward with a baby on her hip and gave them a hard glare. With large eyes, full pouty lips, and a sharp chin, Dylan imagined she was probably beautiful when her expression wasn’t so pinched.

      "Who are you?" The older woman demanded.

      "My name is Miranda Burke. My brother and I are travelers, and we're lost." His sister's voice didn't convey the fear he saw in her eyes.

      "Travelers from where?"

      These people weren't very friendly.

      Beside him, Andie narrowed her eyes and chewed on her bottom lip, and she stared at the woman for several beats before answering. "Montana."

      Another eruption broke out from the group, several of them repeating the name of the state. Clearly, none of these people had ever heard of Montana.

      The woman who’d spoken raised her arm and the other ladies quieted down. The old man came and stood next to her. His pale watery eyes looked sharp in his long, weathered face. "My name is Agna, and this is Roop," she gestured to the man. "The men of our camp will be returning soon!"

      They’re scared of us! His left eye began to twitch furiously. People tended to do terrible things when they were afraid. This was looking all bad for him and Andie.

      "We mean you no harm," Dylan tried to assure them.

      Agna’s reply was cut off by a blood-curdling scream. All heads whipped toward the sound as a group of men exploded out of the trees, shouting a maniacal war cry. They wore long white swaths draped over their shoulders and tied at the waist that reminded him of togas, complete with sandaled feet. The bright cloth contrasted sharply against their dark hair and bronze skin.

      The camp people all started running and screaming. Dylan guessed there to be five or six of the charging toga men, drawing out long swords while they ran. The wailing women tried to locate their children and hide. When the men reached the camp, a wagon broke through the tree line behind them. A single horse pulled the cart at a full run, driven by another man shrieking the same chilling cry.

      Dylan didn't know what to do. The scene playing out around him was so confusing that he had no idea how to react. He just stood there like an idiot spectator as the men burst through the camp. The hysterical women were running everywhere at once, making it hard to follow the movements of the men.

      The man in front ran to a little blonde girl sitting in the dirt. The child, who looked around six or seven, sat frozen with bulging eyes and trembling lips as the attacker rushed at her. An older heavy-set woman reached the girl first and leaned over to scoop her up, but the invader was on them, slashing his blade across the woman's throat. He reached down and scooped up the girl as the woman's body collapsed. Turning with the child, he threw her small body like a sack of potatoes. She flew through the air and landed in the back of the wagon so hard it knocked her out.

      Dylan tried to swallow the painful knot choking his throat when a small boy landed on top of the girl. Following the direction of the flying child, was another man pulling his sword from the chest of a young woman on the ground.

      All the screaming was deafening, and the blood and fear wafting through the air left him gagging. The old man named Roop was the next one cut down. His head flew clean off his body after a sword came through his neck. Everywhere he looked, women were being slaughtered, and the children scooped up and thrown into the wagon.

      Dylan's blood turned slushy with ice. His body froze into a sickening paralysis as one of the attackers spotted him. The man’s long, narrow face stretched grotesquely around another scream as he ran straight for him with a sword held high.
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      Andie couldn't tear her gaze away from the horrendous events playing out around her. She gaped in frozen shock at the women being hacked down.

      This can't be happening! It can't be real!

      When a berserk man with a bloody sword came rushing at her, terror broke her paralysis spell. She had to get Dylan away from here. She grabbed his hand and yanked him hard.

      "Come on!" She pulled him into the cluster of tents, running between them instead of away from the camp, and out into the open.

      As she darted between the cluttered huts, Andie's foot got caught, and she came crashing down. Throwing out her hands to catch herself, she plunged into something warm and wet. She looked down into the face of the woman named Agna. Her gray eyes glazed over, and her body convulsed as she choked on the blood pouring out both sides of her mouth. Her platinum hair splayed around her head like a bloody halo. A bolt of shock sizzled down Andie's spine that vibrated through her nerves and left her trembling.

      "They're coming!" Dylan shouted.

      She jumped up and started running again. Chancing a glance behind her, Andie saw the man pause to stab another woman in the back. She increased her speed, sprinting hard for the end of the tents and into the trees above, where she hoped they could hide.

      At the edge of the camp was a pile of chopped wood, with a log turned over for a block that held an axe. Andie jumped up on the log and yanked the axe free without losing stride.

      At the end of the camp, the valley floor rose, climbing to where it met the tree line. Andie scrambled up the hill as fast as she could. Her fluttering heartbeat made her worry she’d stroke out any second.

      At the top, she looked wildly for a place to hide. The hill leveled off in a clearing where a few large pines had crept down from the forest. With no other options, Andie moved quickly to the base of the closest tree and bent over. Locking her fingers, she made a step for Dylan to place his foot in and heaved him up. He swung his leg over the bottom branch and scrambled halfway up the tree before he stopped and looked down at her with big, frightened eyes.

      She didn't try to climb up behind him. There was no time for that. She stood at the base and held her axe like a baseball bat, ready to swing. Her mind went completely numb with terror. Not a single thought floated through her shocked brain. She experienced a strange sensation of detachment, as though her mind and body were no longer connected. Suddenly, they were free of each other, and her body began to function entirely on its own. Years of training left a memory in her cells that took over and controlled her. Everything seemed to slow down, as though someone stopped time.

      She was strangely calm as she watched the dark-haired man with slender features crest the hill. He rushed toward her with his right arm holding his sword behind him, ready for a death wielding blow. In slow motion, Andie had no trouble predicting the trajectory of his swing. Feinting backward and to the left, she easily avoided the weapon. When he pulled back to thrust again, Andie swung her axe. She watched in sick fascination as the blade landed deep in the side of his face, and felt the vibration move through her arm as his skull came apart under her handle.

      The man fell to a heap at her feet. Andie gasped in a huge lungful of air and fought the urge to vomit when the aroma of warm blood assaulted her. She stared down at her victim when the second attacker crested the hill. Without taking her eyes off her new assailant, she braced her foot against the mangled head for leverage to pull her axe free.

      The man roared when he saw his fallen comrade. His black eyes locked on her in a wild rage. A wide scar down the side of his face twisted hideously when he stretched his thin lips. "I'm going to enjoy killing you!" he bellowed.

      Something about his words was wrong, but her brain couldn’t dwell on it.

      He came at her in the same slow motion, and she calculated his moves. Andie was ready for his sword as it came down over his right shoulder and she met it with the axe. The clanging metal jarred her arms so hard she nearly dropped her weapon. As he pulled back for another swing, she jumped into a powerful front kick that connected with the man's chin and knocked him off his feet. He landed on his back, and before he could move, Andie swung her axe down with all her strength into his heart. Her weapon buried handle deep inside the chest, under a well of blood that poured out around the base of her grip.

      The red liquid flowing over her fingers caused her stomach to cramp so hard it felt like a punch. Hot bile rose in her throat and left her gagging. She staggered back a step and took in the two bloody bodies at her feet. For a moment, the horror of what she'd done threatened to swallow her. Her revolted sickness seemed to break the detachment spell, so when her third attacker came over the hill, she was unprepared.

      The man was large, with blunt features and a bald head. As he rushed upon her, she tried to pull her axe free, but it was buried deep and wouldn't give, even when she braced her foot for leverage. She let go of the handle and took a couple steps away from Dylan's tree. Unarmed, she knew she’d die.

      The man raced at her full speed, his sword in front of him. She heard a whooshing noise followed by a wet tearing sound, and then a long blade popped through the front of his neck. He stopped mid-stride, his eyes bulged, and his mouth went slack before he fell forward in front of her. Once he'd dropped, she could see the man standing directly behind him, who'd thrown his sword like a spear through her attacker's throat.

      Andie heaved in a few deep breaths and tipped her head down, letting her hood shadow her face while she regarded the new arrival. He was blond, like the people in the camp. His hair came below his shoulders, with the top tied in half a ponytail. High cheekbones and a straight nose complemented a square jaw and full lips, with a short beard and sky-blue eyes. He was tall and broad, instead of a toga, he wore leather pants with a white shirt, like the old man in the camp. Under a black leather vest, his arms were muscular and covered in scars.

      He stared at her like he was trying to figure out what she was. The man took a couple slow steps forward, and she made a couple shaky steps back. When he held out his hands to show her he was unarmed, she grabbed the axe handle and tried to heave it free of the dead man's chest cavity. The stranger didn't stop. He cocked his head and studied her with a puzzled expression as he continued to ease forward.

      Panic clawed at her brain before she ripped the axe free and held it over her shoulder again. "Stay back!" she screamed.

      Her words stopped him. Squinting his eyes, he leaned his head forward and studied her.

      "Are you...?" His words died off, and he shook his head before continuing to ease closer again. "You're a girl!"

      Andie didn't reply. She only tightened her grip on the axe handle and stared at him. Her mind was too numbed out to put any thoughts or words together.

      When he took another step forward, she stepped back against the base of Dylan's tree. Unable to abandon her brother and run, she lifted the axe higher and shook it.

      Stopping again, the man’s forehead wrinkled as he scrutinized her. The way he angled his head made her think he was trying to see her hooded face.

      "Who are you?" His voice was deep and throaty.

      She continued to stare silently, with no coherent thoughts moving through her mushy brain. Everything seemed to have shut down in shock. The slaughter at the camp felt beyond anything she could process.

      "Can you understand me?" he asked.

      A rustling sound in the tree made her head whip back to look up at Dylan. She realized her mistake as soon as her hood slid off and she heard the man gasp. Her throat swelled up around a lump of dread that left her staggering. Her body must have reached its capacity to withstand the horror because she noticed blackness moving into the sides of her vision. Suddenly the axe was too heavy to hold, and she felt it slip from her grasp and land on the ground.

      Two more blond men in similar clothes crested the hill. The added threat was too much. Andie saw the blackness closing in until she seemed to be looking at the men through a tunnel. Dizziness gobbled her up. Her body was too light and too weak. She couldn’t stay on her feet. The last thing she saw before she lost consciousness was the blond man rushing toward her.
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