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About This Book


Pushed into an in-between dimension, teenage artist Storey Dalton may be lost forever….and she won’t be alone.

Storey wants back her life, her home, her world– the way each was before she foolishly messed with time and was cast into the In-between, where she’s not dead but she’s certainly not living. The intelligent stylus bonded to Storey’s artistic soul only knows that survival is paramount. The worst thing Storey could have imagined happening doesn’t even come close to this inescapable limbo.

Interdimensional scout Eric Jordan never imagined his own father could be at the heart of the misery he and Storey have endured. Unfortunately, he has to face that he hasn’t seen the worst of the treachery either. Heartbroken and panicked, Eric tracks Storey to the misty dead space and follows her in. From there, the only escape isn’t one that anyone in his right mind would willingly consider…

Sign up to be notified of all Dale’s releases here!
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Prologue
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In Deadly Designs we let off with this chapter…

Someone moaned.

Storey wished they’d stop. Her headache boomed deep inside. “Easy, Storey.” Eric’s voice split right through her skull. She shuddered.

“It’s over now, but we almost didn’t make it. We’re still feeling the effects of their telepathic weapon.”

Storey sat up in a panic, grabbing her head as it threatened to explode. “Did the portal come with us?”

The large sheet of paper landed in the dirt in front of her. Groaning, she dropped back to the ground and picked up the paper. “Thank heavens. I don’t think I’d be able to run anywhere right now.”

“Too bad,” snapped an angry voice behind them. “You took so long to get here, we don’t have a choice. We have to leave now.”

Storey closed her eyes. Damn. The Councilman still lived.

“Hello, father.” Eric struggled to his feet.

Storey didn’t bother. Besides, she wasn’t sure she could. The pounding inside her skull had eased slightly, but not enough to make movement a good idea yet.

“Storey? You can recuperate back home.”

Home? Her eyelids popped open. “That much effort might be possible.”

“Better yet,” the Councilman snapped, “we leave you here. You’re responsible for this mess. Let’s go, Eric.”

“No.” Eric’s harsh voice left no doubt about his seriousness. “She comes with us or I leave you here.”

Storey’s gaze landed on the Councilman’s face long enough to see the hate glazing his eyes. He obviously hadn’t come to terms with her presence in his world. At least back at Paxton’s lab, she knew they’d take care of him. With false energy, she struggled to her feet, but was forced to stay bent over for a long moment to adjust to being vertical.

“Can you see any of the other codexes? Portals?” She studied around the dark space. It appeared empty. But in the darkness, who could tell for sure? And they didn’t have time for a full search right now.

“Father, did they leave anything here with you?”

“No, they didn’t understand and ruined the portals with water. They are wearing the codexes. That’s how they went home.” He snorted as he scrambled to his feet. “They didn’t need much guidance on their usage.”

Storey exchanged an appalled look with Eric. How much did the Louers know of Toran technology after their session with Eric’s father? “If Paxton can shut them down that might be the easiest way to deal with any that can’t be retrieved.”

“And if he can’t?” Eric glared at his father. “Did you really help them use the codexes…against your own people?” His jaw worked furiously. “Have you so little regard for your home? That you would bring something like this on them?”

The Councilman turned his back on Storey to glower at Eric. He sniffed hard and lifted his nose into the air. “It was the only way to secure my safety.”

“Jesus,” Storey muttered under her breath. “Eric, are you prepared to trust his word about the portals and codexes?”

Running a hand through his short cropped hair, Eric frowned. He walked the small space where his father had been held. There were small pieces of paper on the ground at the doorway to the next cavern, soaked and damaged beyond use. “He’s correct about these.” Eric pointed to the fragments. “Let’s hope Paxton can disable the remaining codexes.”

Storey walked over, the portal in her hand. “I’ll ask the stylus to disable any still functioning portals as well. Soon as we get somewhere safe.”

“That makes sense.”

“Enough already,” snapped the Councilman. “The guards will be here any minute. Let’s go.”

Even as the words left his mouth they heard heavy sounds of someone running. Then another set of running footsteps.

“Shit.” Storey stepped back to give Eric room. “Hurry.”

Eric bent over in agony, his hands clasped to his ears.

“My head. The pain. I can’t think.”

That same horrible noise built up inside Storey’s head. Damn the Louers’ and their secret weapon. “We have to go. Punch the codes.” Storey gasped as the pain increased.

“Hurry up,” snapped the Councilman. The noise twisted his features, but didn’t seem to be crippling him the same as Eric and her. “Why can’t we travel by portal?”

Time. That’s why they couldn’t go by portal. “It has to be codex. Time is a problem with portals.” Storey yelled to be heard over the pounding in her head.

Eric’s gaze widened as he understood her. “Right. I forgot.” He took a deep breath, pulled back his sleeve and tapped a sequence of numbers.

The Councilman stepped closer, his nervous gaze searching the darkness around them. Hissing, he said, “Hurry.”

“It takes a moment.” Eric’s face twisted against the unbearable noise. He bent over gasping for breath. Mist swirled up from the ground. Storey struggled to remain conscious as pain turned her world black. She didn’t know how Eric was faring or why the Councilman seemed unaffected. Unless his sheer size had something to do with it.

Gratefully, she realized that the higher the black mist, the less the noise penetrated. It didn’t take long before she could stand up straight. Over Eric’s shoulder she watched several Louer guards race into the chamber. “Uh, Eric? How far does the mist have to climb before it’s too late to reverse?”

She nodded behind him. He turned his head, his shoulders relaxed. “It’s too late now.”

The Councilman glared at her. “Don’t be telling her any of our secrets.”

“It’s hardly a secret, Father. Besides, it’s nothing to what you’ve told them.”

Keeping a wary eye on the two Louers, Storey held her breath until the mist blocked her view. They were safe.

The black mist was damn freaky. She didn’t understand how the system worked. If she was in the middle of the haze, would it only transport part of her? If the Louers had tried to jump in, would only part of them make it? That thought shook her.

Still, they’d gotten away clean. Eric was here with her, Tammy was home and they were even bringing the Councilman back. There might be some skirmishing going on in Eric’s dimension, but his people were perfectly capable of taking care of that problem now. Maybe she could finally go home. In truth, she wanted a hug from her mother. She couldn’t believe how much she’d missed her.

The mist closed over her head.

“Thank heavens for that,” she whispered.

“We’re almost home now.”

She closed her eyes and waited for the endless darkness to lighten. And waited. “Eric?”

“Another moment. The codex has stopped signaling.”

His comforting tone of voice reassured her almost as much as his words. She breathed a sigh of relief. “Good, I was afraid something else had gone wrong.”

“No. Everything’s fine. Almost there.”

The stiffness eased from her shoulders and her insides relaxed.

Just then two hands reached out and gave her a shove– hard. She lost her balance.

A shocked shriek escaped her.
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Eric reached out to grab her and yelled, “Storey? What’s the matter?”

There was only silence.

And empty space.


Chapter 1
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Storey couldn’t breathe. She bent over and gasped, desperately trying to force her chest open to let air in. The pressure was killing her. She didn’t dare pass out in case she didn’t wake up. She gulped air like a grounded fish, trying to take in as much oxygen as she could. With each breath her lungs expanded easier, faster. Finally, some of the tension slipped off her shoulders and her muscles eased slightly. She stretched her neck and willed the rest of the strain away.

Wherever she was, she lay surrounded in a dense gray fog. Not shadowy, like the Louers’ world, but a completely empty type of gloominess. In spite of her attempts to stop it, shudders slid down her spine in a continuous tremor. What had happened?

Then she remembered. Of course. They’d almost made it home– her, Eric and the Councilman. Then she’d been pushed out of the portal.

Damn.

“Eric?” She called out tentatively. No answer. She called out louder. “Eric.” Still nothing. She yelled his name next, and when only a deafening silence answered, she screamed at the top of her lungs. “Eric! Are you there?”

Silence. And not a normal silence. A total absence of…anything. Beyond weird.

What had she expected? Why was it she hadn’t seen this coming? Not that she’d expected decent behavior from the man that had tried several times to have her killed, but to actually do the dirty work himself? That surprised her.

Stylus. She slapped her hands over the stylus, her pencil-like computer thingy. “Stylus, can you hear me?”

Yes.

“Oh thank you, God,” she murmured. She closed her eyes. She wasn’t alone. She could do this. With the stylus, she could do anything. Taking a deep breath, she let it go gustily, feeling her sense of optimism settle in. This was going to be okay. Feeling better, she asked, “Where are we?”

In-between.

Uh oh. Cautiously, she asked, “In-between what?”

Time and place.

She winced. That so didn’t sound good. “What does that mean?”

It means we have no location.

No location? How could that be? She existed. Somewhere. Therefore there was a place. It was here. “Sooo…” she pressed. “How do we get out of this?”

We don’t have that information.

Okay, so maybe this wasn’t going to be so easy. She shook her head, more to clear the negativity than in denial. Although denial of the circumstances was there– by the bucket loads. “So not a good answer. We’ll have to find the information. The longer we stay stuck like this, the harder it’s going to be to get home.”

So saying she took a deep breath and stood up. Her surroundings looked the same. She placed a hand out into the dense space in front of her, but there was nothing there. And that freaked her out more than she cared to admit. She crouched down and studied her feet. Her shoes were muddy and showing signs of damage after the past week. She’d have to find new ones soon. She winced. She was focusing on her shoes to avoid thinking of the fogginess around them, in front of them…under them. Yet she could see her feet– barely. She straightened. In the Louers’ mine she’d at least been able to tap the hard surface of the floor and recognize that she’d come to the end of whatever drop she’d taken.

Here…she stretched out the tip of her right shoe and tried to tap the space in front of her left shoe. Her shoe went below her left foot. She gasped and pulled her foot back. She tried to stand on her right foot like she had been a minute earlier, only now there was nothing solid beneath it. Her foot slipped down until she caught herself and leaned all her weight onto her left shoe. Slowly she moved her foot around and tested the ground behind and in front of her. Only there was nothing there. Oh God. Oh God. Oh God!

She straightened and rested her right foot on her left foot and closed her eyes, trying to concentrate on her balance. Why wasn’t she one of those agile gymnast-cheerleader types who could stand on one leg for hours? She breathed in and out, in and out. Somewhat balanced, but knowing she couldn’t keep this up, she called out, “Stylus…a little help here.”

When there was no response, she snapped, panicked, “Like now!”

Researching our database. Our records show some people going In-between.

She brightened. “That’s good right? So how did these people get out?”

They only traveled to In-between as part of the journey to their end destination.

“In other words they didn’t stop in…In-between. Which really means it doesn’t apply to us,” she said in exasperation. “Has anyone gotten stuck In-between that you know of?”

Of course. You.

She groaned and leaned her head back. Her left leg was starting to ache. She wasn’t going to be able to do this much longer. She spread her arms out to stabilize her footing. “Anyone else?”

We are continuing to search the archives for more cases.

Damn. “So best guess? Am I going to continue to fall if I put my weight on my right foot?”

It’s possible.

“Possible? Yeah. I know it’s possible. But is it likely?” She’d woken up here. Surely she hadn’t been sleeping standing up? What if she tried to sit? Did she dare? Did she have any choice?

Her left leg trembled. Beads of sweat formed on her upper lip and the headache she’d had since she woke, minor pounding until now, started to kick her butt. She groaned with the effort to continue standing on one foot.

You could fall. See where you stop.

Well, it couldn’t be worse than this. Could it? Oh boy. She so didn’t want to try it out and see. The fall could knock her out again too.

But…maybe she could sit very close to her feet? There had to be something there for her foot to stand on. She ignored the fact that there had to have been something for her right foot initially too. She hadn’t heard anything drop away either. In fact, she could barely hear anything.

She took a deep breath and crouched down slowly, swearing at her unsteady movement. With her bum down as far as it could go, her arms wrapped tightly around her legs, she dropped her weight onto her backside, as close to the heel of her left foot as possible.

And sat down.

And fell backwards.
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“Storey! Where are you?” Eric spun around inside the confines of the portal. Only his father stood at his side. “What happened to her?” he asked him, a hard knot of suspicion forming in his gut.

His father opened his eyes wide, and held his hands out in innocence. Eric’s suspicions solidified. “She must have fallen,” his father said, his voice holding just that perfect mix of concern and confusion that he’d used so many times before.

And Eric knew. “You pushed her, didn’t you?” He watched as surprised anger lit the depths of his father’s gaze.

“I did not.”

“Did too.” Eric didn’t care if he sounded like a two year old arguing the point. In truth he wanted to break down and cry. Things couldn’t get much worse. For the first time, he didn’t know what to do. Somehow, this seemed too big to deal with. How could he possibly help Storey now? And all because of his father.

His father snorted. “So what if I did. Good riddance I say. Her influence on you was nothing less than a disaster. You’d never have spoken so disrespectfully to me before.” He stabbed the air with his index finger. “I blame her for the mess my life is in.”

Eric glared at him, emotions welling up. He wanted to punch that smug look off his father’s face. He balled his fist and pulled back his arm. A red wave of anger and a need to hit out at something overwhelmed him.

“Eric. Don’t.” Paxton’s sharp voice caught Eric just as the power built in his upper arm. Eric stopped, frozen, a fierce welling of denial inside. This wasn’t fair. His father deserved to get his ass kicked and Eric was just the one to do it.

“No! Not you.” Paxton seemed to read his thoughts. “He will be punished. I heard what he said. We all did.”

Releasing his breath in a heavy gust, Eric let his arm drop and turned to face his mentor and friend and a dozen of the council. He tried to school his features back into the non-emotional, calm expression his people were used to. He knew he didn’t make it when Paxton took a small step forward, his hand outstretched toward him.

“He pushed her out of the portal,” he cried out, anguish cracking his voice. “He pushed Storey out into the In-between. After she went and risked her own life…again…to rescue him.”

The look of horror on the collective group of faces made him realize he wasn’t alone in his shock and dismay. These people knew how final such a move was. How absolutely wrong it was. His people were peaceful, serene. Acts of violence were few and always shocking when they happened. But this…that their leader, even one that had been recently deposed…had done something so horrific to the visitor who’d saved them all…

If nothing else, it was satisfying to see the repugnance in their faces as they stared at his father.

Paxton ordered the Councilman to be taken under guard. Eric almost snorted at that. They didn’t have much in the way of guards. At the rarely used underground dungeons, there might be a few on retainer, but they were hardly in prime condition.

“Throw him in the dungeon. That way he can’t bribe anyone to let him out.” Eric caught the outrage in his father’s face. He turned. “Did you really think such an act would go unpunished? That you could return home a hero? That all your problems would go away if you could just get rid of Storey? Because I have to tell you, your problems are just starting. I for one will be asking for the death penalty.”

At the shocked outcries from the others in the room, Eric strode as far away from his father as he could get and headed to Paxton’s workbench. He had to focus on Storey. There was little information in the archives about In-between, the layer of nothing that existed between dimensions. Growing up he’d been fascinated by the early trials of portal travel. There’d been a few people who’d lost their lives in the development process. But he needed to go back and see if they’d ever rescued anyone who’d gotten lost In-between. Maybe there was a way to retrieve Storey. Or to help her find her way home.

Of course there was. Her stylus. Eric spun around searching for Paxton in the growing crowd. Where had all these people come from? He watched as more people rushed in to confirm the news. Had Storey really disappeared In-between? They’d talk until they had no more words to say, but that wasn’t going to help Storey come home. He caught Paxton’s eye, motioning him to come to his workspace.

“Everyone, let’s move this discussion into the conference room.” Paxton opened the double doors and motioned the crowd out of his space and into the large common room. “I need to speak with Eric first, then I will give you all an update as I know more. Please go in and get comfortable. We’ll find a way to handle this mess.”

“You’d better,” someone called from the crowd.

“Storey needs our help. She helped us…”

“And the Councilman must pay for what he’s done.” Shouts and raised voices followed the group as it made its way into the larger room. Finally Paxton closed the main doors to the lab, locking them, and walked over to the workbench. “Now maybe we can have a few moments.”

Eric strode over to the adjoining conference room door and shut it behind the last person moving through the lab to join the group mingling and talking loudly. This and the recent battle with the Louers had given them something to talk about for decades to come. Too bad most of it was at Storey’s expense.

Paxton hurried toward him. “Now Eric, are you sure she’s lost In-between?”

Eric ran a hand through his hair as he thought on what had happened. “She was in the portal with us. I could see her, then there was a small rush of wind, she shrieked and was gone. I searched the blackness, but you know you can’t see very much at all during a transfer.” He stopped for breath, and closed his eyes briefly. Would the echo of Storey’s scream ever fade? He almost hoped not. He needed to keep her alive…until he could find a way to bring her back.

“We’ll find a way to help her.”

“We need to contact her stylus,” Eric said. “See if it can communicate from In-between. If it can, we might be lucky and get a way out of this fast.”

Paxton was ahead of him. He already had his stylus in his hand and an electronic tablet on the desk. In seconds his hand flowed over the screen. “My stylus is already checking. Our connection is growing every day.” Paxton shook his head. “It can hear and anticipate my needs now.”

Eric snorted. “After all this time? Unbelievable.”

“I wished I’d known about their abilities earlier,” Paxton admitted. “If it hadn’t been for Storey…”

“Exactly. She’s done so much for us,” Eric muttered, peering down at the tablet. He couldn’t read what Paxton’s stylus was writing.

“Eric, back up. I can’t see what I’m doing.” The exasperation in Paxton’s voice made Eric smile. He stepped back to give his friend room to work.

“It says it can hear the stylus, but there is great distance between them. Communication is splotchy.”

Eric laughed with relief. Splotchy meant there was still some communication. “That sounds like Storey’s vocabulary.”

Paxton snorted. “Another of her influences.”

There was no arguing with that comment. Storey had dropped into their world– literally– and they were forever changed. They needed to get her back safely to where she belonged. “But we can communicate. First off, let’s make sure she’s okay. I’d hate to think of her lying somewhere with a broken leg.”

When there was no answer, Eric glanced at his mentor. The confusion on Paxton’s face had him asking, “What’s wrong?”

Paxton held out his hands, palms upwards. “There is nothing In-between. It’s empty space. In theory she couldn’t be hurt. There’s nothing for her to have hit in the fall– unless she was carrying something. By that same logic, she should be unconscious from the pressure. The absence of atmosphere…I’d think.” But he looked doubtful. He turned back to his stylus. “Let’s find out what the stylus knows.”

Not much was the answer that trickled in a few minutes later. The stylus said it was caught In-between, and had no information as to how to get home. It did confirm that Storey had been pushed from the portal just before the arrival at Paxton’s lab and that she hadn’t been physically hurt in the process. Just as Paxton started to ask another question, the communication was cut off.

Instead of feeling better, Eric paced, his mind full of more questions. Unfortunately, uninjured from the fall didn’t mean she was still unhurt or if she’d suffered emotional or mental trauma.

Paxton seemed to think both were inevitable under the circumstances. But to Eric, Paxton was once again underestimating Storey. She was tough mentally. Stronger and more adept than any other female in Eric’s acquaintance. But not even she could withstand atmospheric pressure issues like Paxton had described. If there was no atmosphere, she wouldn’t be able to breathe either. And that meant it was all over. The stylus might not even know that yet. Eric shook his head at the puzzle. Did the stylus know when its owner was unconscious? Dead? It must, because the bond between stylus and owner would break. That was how the stylus had come to be Storey’s in the first place– the bond between it and its previous owner had broken when the owner became ill. But if it was no longer bonded, could it still communicate with other styluses?

He shuddered. So many questions and no answers.

“Oh dear.” Paxton murmured. “We need to be able to talk to her stylus.”

That definitely understated the problem. Eric glanced at the monitor in front of him. “Why can’t we access our archives here and see if there is anything helpful?”

“My stylus is looking for answers.” Paxton rubbed his face. “We just have to be patient.”

“Patient? Storey could be dying right now.”

“Actually,” Paxton took a deep breath, looked up at Eric, and in a low voice said, “It’s more likely that she’s already dead.”


Chapter 2
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Storey fell into nothingness. Again. She twisted in panic as her body went into freefall.

The thing was…she wasn’t falling fast like a six story drop. More like she was on a slow descent– almost as if there was little to no gravity. And it appeared endless. What the hell? No wind whistled past her ears, but her hair floated gently upward from the force of changing altitude, not streaming her like she’d expect.

And she should have stopped by now.

Suddenly she did.

“Ohhmph.” She groaned at the shock as much as the pain. Her face had smashed flat against a hard surface. An invisible surface.

“Stylus what is going on?”

The humming in her head reassured her. That at least was normal. She paused, her thoughts hiccupping on the idea that speaking to a pencil was normal and having it answer back was normal too. ’Cause neither would have been something she’d have considered ‘normal’ any other time except this last week. Lord her life had changed!

“Stylus, what am I lying on?”

Nothing.

“I can see that. How is this happening? It’s like the rules of normal reality don’t exist here.”

They don’t. You aren’t in the Louers’, Torans’ or your home world. In theory there might be no rules here. Or you might be able to create the rules you want.

That made her stop and think. The suggestion didn’t feel wrong. As she considered the strangeness of what had happened to her since she’d arrived, it started to make even more sense. “Like stopping?” she questioned. “I was wondering about why I hadn’t stopped falling, when all of a sudden, I stopped.”

Maybe.

She closed her eyes, took a breath and said, “I’m falling.”

Instantly her body dropped, leaving her stomach back where she’d been resting. Shit.

“Stop!”

She stopped, coming to another jarring slam against nothing. She laughed. How freaky cool was that? She rolled over and sat up. On nothing. “Now that’s weird.”

It would seem this reality answers to your thoughts, even instructions.

“And how cool is that?” Still, playing here for an hour or two was not the same thing as being stuck. But was she stuck? Could she get out the same way she’d stopped falling? She wouldn’t know until she’d tried.

“I want to go home.” Nothing. Then, getting all the way back to her reality might be a bit of a stretch. How about the one she’d left to arrive here? “I want to go back to Eric’s dimension.”

Try instructions not requests.

“Take me back to the Torans’ dimension.” Old habits rose to the surface and she added, “Please.”

Nothing changed. “Okay, maybe there’s a time delay?”

I don’t think so. Everything is instant here.

She frowned. “Then what am I doing wrong?” She stood up and turned around. “Is anyone here? Can anyone hear me? Hello.”

A faint echo sounded.

Hello.

She frowned. “An echo means something has to be here. Sound bounces off objects in order to create an echo. Right?” She couldn’t remember much about the science behind the repeating sounds, but she was pretty sure they couldn’t exist if they didn’t have something to hit and rebound off. She vaguely remembered hearing an echo when she’d been screaming for Eric.

“Hello!” she shouted.

Hello.

There it was again, faint, but definitely an echo. Excited, she strode off in the direction of the sound. She kept her gaze in front of her so as to not look down at the endless nothingness beneath her feet. New reality or not, some fears needed to be kept submerged before she created them accidentally. “Stylus, is it possible that there could be people here? Like yet another reality? Maybe there’s a whole new species of people who live in this In-between dimension. I mean, why not? I’m breathing and speaking. Thankfully I don’t have to go to the bathroom or have an appetite right now, cause that’s just not going to work out too well…but maybe there are others like me here.” The concept brought a smile to her face and a lightness to her footsteps.

We don’t believe so.

“But you don’t know– do you? And if you don’t know, you can only guess.” She laughed. “This is new for both of us. Not just me.”

Since meeting you, there has been much new for both of us.

She stopped, considered the stylus’s words and nodded. “True enough. Well, together we can find whatever the sounds are bouncing off of. Maybe that will lead us to a way out.”

Or lead you further from your point of entry.

Ah shit. She hadn’t thought of that. She spun around and looked back the way she’d come. Of course, she could see exactly…nothing.

And she’d lost track of how long she’d been travelling. “Do you think I need to keep track of where I landed?” She chewed on her bottom lip, worrying away on that new concern and wishing she’d thought of it earlier. “Did you keep track of it?”

We have noted the coordinates of your entrance point to this dimension and your exit point from the Toran dimension.

She brightened. “So we can go back there at any time, right?”

In theory, yes. However as our knowledge doesn’t cover this instance, we can’t confirm that.

She pondered that. “I think you should keep track of every step I take here. On all levels. Because we fell a long way in that first drop. Add the other couple of smaller falls and the vertical distance could be huge. It might be hard to get back up there.”

You should be able to think yourself back there.

She nodded. Theoretically that might be possible, in reality, well, that remained to be seen. Should they try to regain their same starting position? But she’d tried that back when she’d first entered the Louers’ dimension. She’d ended up in a whole different location.

And if that happened here, she’d lose track of where the echo had come from. She spun around only to realize she wasn’t at all sure she was facing the right direction anymore. Damn it.

She stood for a moment, hands on her hips and studied the thick endless fog around her. “Hello?”

No echo. Although there appeared to be something. She turned slightly and called out louder, “Hello.”

No echo. Maybe it wasn’t an echo? She turned to the other side and yelled, “Hello.”

Hello.

And damn it. That didn’t sound the same at all.

Still, she didn’t have much choice but to go forward and find out.
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“How is it that we have no idea how to help Storey?” Eric refused to contemplate that she was dead. She’d find a way to survive. She was unlike anyone else he’d ever known. And she’d get out of this mess just like she’d gotten out of any number of her other chaotic disasters.

She had to. Anything less was unthinkable.

Paxton opened his mouth…hesitated and closed it again. Then he took a deep breath and said, “I don’t think she’s alive.”

“I do.” Eric was stalwart in his stance. “There’s no way she’s not.” He glared down at the stylus in Paxton’s hand. “Ask it more questions. There has to be a way to track her.”

“And what good will that do?” Paxton stared at him, concern growing in his gaze. “You can’t go in after her. That’s not possible.”

Eric studied him. “It is you know. If we can track her on this side, I can set the coordinates, port to where she is, then port home again.”

But Paxton was shaking his head. Tufts of hair flying in all directions. “No. No. That’s not possible. You could be lost in there with her.”

“And I could get her back again. We owe it to her. I owe it to her. It’s my father who sent her there.”

“We can’t lose you, too. No.” Paxton lifted both hands to his head and tugged on the ends of his hair. “No. You can’t go after her.”

“Then find a way to leave breadcrumbs for her to follow so she can get out on her own.”

Paxton brightened. Eric could only imagine at what he was thinking. His mentor had been impressed with Storey, but he’d sacrifice her in a heartbeat if it meant keeping Eric safe. Unlike his own father, Paxton cared.

But now Eric had to get Paxton to care about Storey. Enough to help her to get out. And this could be the way. Have him help Storey in order to keep Eric safe. “Let’s ask the stylus to track her?”

Paxton sniffed. “I already have.”

Eric rolled his eyes. But not so the older man could see. “And?”

“It’s trying to contact Storey’s stylus. The communication is getting worse.”

“Could she be moving further away?”

“Or she’s…fading.” Paxton shot him a quick look. Eric glared back at him. “But we won’t go there yet.”

Paxton refocused on his paper and the stylus in his hand, busy writing down a message. “The stylus has a location for Storey.”

Eric grinned. “Good. I knew this could work.”

“But…” Paxton held up a cautioning hand. “The location is changing.”

“Of course it is.” She wasn’t dead. Relief washed over him. He’d been right. “She’s going to be moving around. Trying to come back.”

“Maybe, but she needs to be back at the same point she arrived at in order to leave. Otherwise time will have changed.”

“Oh, shit.” Not that whole time thing again. Last time they’d messed with time, things had gone from bad to worse before they could get back where they belonged.

Paxton spun around and stared at him in shock.

Eric shook his head. “Sorry. I don’t mean to swear. It’s Storey’s influence, I know. I’ll stop.”

Paxton thrust his nose up at an amazing altitude even for him. Then his hand jerked on the paper as the stylus started to move.
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   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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