Dawn was going to be late this morning.
It wasn’t her fault. Not totally, at least. She hadn’t meant to oversleep, especially today. These things happen. Now she was moving as fast as she could, the cool morning air rushing across her face.
It was her brother’s fault. If he had given her a ride to school, she wouldn’t be in this mess. If he had woken her up earlier, she wouldn’t be in this mess.
Dawn puffed frustrated air over her braces. As long as she was blaming, she might as well blame him for not brushing her teeth for her. She needed to be responsible for once.
Her parents had left the night before for her dad’s weekend astronomical conference. The only responsibilities she had were to get herself to school Friday and not get into any trouble over the weekend. This was her chance to prove that she was growing into an adult, and she had already blown half of it.
She had set her cell phone’s alarm last night as she always did. It had been later than she usually stayed up, but that was practically a law for teenagers whose parents were gone. Bleary-eyed from watching too many late night stand-up routines by comedians with funny accents, she hadn’t noticed that the battery was low. Somewhere around four in the morning, it must have shut off with a beep, and Dawn had slept through it.
The next thing she remembered was her brother Paul banging on her door and announcing, “Dawnie, I’m heading to school. You up yet?”
Dawn had sat straight up in bed. She grabbed her phone, which was stiff and lifeless. When she had her glasses on, the Mickey Mouse clock across the room warned she only had twenty minutes to be at her desk in homeroom. Her reply to Paul was a short, horrified scream.
He headed off to his high school in his car while Dawn tore through her morning routine. She took the fastest shower of her life, slipped her contacts in, flew into a pair of jeans and a t-shirt proclaiming her love of NY, and leaped onto her bike, buckling her helmet while she rolled down the driveway.
Dawn checked her watch, finding six minutes to go. If she caught the crosswalk lights right, didn’t stop at her locker, and everything else went perectly, she would just make it to biology. She stood on her pedals and put all her weight into each stroke. The green leaves of the Jones’ hedges became a blur, matching the gray blur of the street on her left. Timing her breathing with each thrust, she was determined that nothing would stop her now.
It was then that a young blonde guy in a stark blue suit stepped around the bushes and in front of her.
Dawn grabbed both handbrakes with panicked squeezing. Her feet slipped and tangled in the spinning pedals. She found herself sprawled across the sidewalk with her bike tumbled nearby. She wasn’t exactly sure if she had flown over the handlebars or just fallen over, but there she was.
She looked back at the wreck and the blonde guy. He had simply stepped to the left and dodged the whole thing.
He walked calmly beside her and said, “Good morning.”
“Ow,” was all Dawn could reply.
She shook her head to clear some of the swirling around her eyes and looked up at the blonde guy.
Dawn guessed he was about sixteen, two years older than she, but short with a strange air of majesty. That may have simply been because he wore a suit looking like something out of Napoleon Bonaparte’s wardrobe: dark blue, carrying pomp with gray sash, starched, pressed creases, and ample pockets. Instead of gold buttons, it had what looked like silver or maybe polished aluminum with stubby epaulets to match. A polished silver version of Batman’s utility belt hung around his waist. His face was blank, emotionless, even though he had watched Dawn nearly kill herself. His blonde hair was shaggy, like dreadlocks that had been uncurled. His eyes were brown, deep, complacent, and in charge.
The guy reached out his hand to Dawn.
Her heart began to beat faster. It wasn’t every day a cute guy in a nineteenth-century uniform held out a hand to her. These things happened in movies, not to some braces-clad, frizzy-haired girl like her.
Dawn wasn’t sure whether to take his hand. She stared up at him, trying to decide whether she wanted to accept the help or scream at him for being an idiot. She decided on both.
She grabbed the hand. His grip was stronger than he looked, and he pulled her to her feet. Dawn dusted off her jeans and then pointed a finger in the guy’s face.
“What is wrong with you?” Dawn began. “What kind of person steps out in front of somebody barreling down the sidewalk? Didn’t you see me?”
The guy cleared his throat and rubbed his Adam’s apple. Dawn thought she saw some sort of prosthetic over his throat. Her heart froze. If she had been screaming at a mute guy…
The guy spoke. Dawn felt her chest cave in with relief.
His voice was stilted, almost robotic. “I did see you.”
Dawn squinted. “Then why’d you step out in front of me?”
“Mine is a long story. First, allow me to introduce myself. I am Lexandrous Stare, Captain of the Infinity.”
Dawn blinked several times. Maybe he was some kind of escapee from a home for disturbed kids. She didn’t think one was nearby, but maybe he had been wandering around for quite a while. That would explain hiding in the bushes.
The guy continued, “And you are Dawn McCurtain.”
Ice ran up Dawn’s spine. Not only was he an escapee, he was some kind of stalker. She took a half-step back, enough to move away, but not too much to panic him. “How do you know my name?”
“I need your help,” he replied simply.
“Um, yes, I agree, but… you know, maybe the help you need is more,” Dawn said and tried to pick a neutral, reassuring word, “professional.”
He shook his head. “No, it has to be yours. It is a simple task procuring a power generator, and I will have you home as quickly as possible.”
Dawn held up her hands slowly. “I can’t. I’ve got to… go to school.” An alarm went off in Dawn’s head. “School! I’m going to be late!”
“Forget school for one day. Come with me. I’ll reward you with whatever you ask.”
Dawn paused. No school was always a bonus. “What do you mean, ‘whatever I ask?’”
“Anything. Gold, jewels, a pony, knowledge, adventure.”
Dawn lowered her hands. She rubbed them softly and walked to where her crashed bike lay. The brown eyes of Captain Stare followed her.
Picking up her bike, Dawn said, “I’ll want a new bike. Thanks to you, this one’s scratched up.”
“Absolutely.”
“And a million dollars,” Dawn added.
“Reasonable.”
Dawn leaned on her bike. One million dollars was reasonable to this guy? He was definitely crazy. “Better make it three million, to account for inflation during my lifetime.”
He took a deep breath. “Very well.”
“And a rocket ship,” Dawn continued. She might as well make up whatever she wanted now. Slowly, she slipped her hip onto the seat so she could mount her bike in less than a second.
The captain narrowed his eyes. “Rocket ship?”
“You know, so I can go to the moon and stuff.”
His eyes seemed to darken. “That would be difficult.”
“You said anything.”
He took a seething breath, then nodded slowly. “I did, but I warn you that your demands should be reasonable. Do not anger me.”
Dawn swallowed. Angering the disturbed guy was indeed a bad idea. She considered leaping onto her bike and making an escape. Once she got up to speed, there would be no catching her, but he might do anything in those first few seconds. She needed a distraction.
Dawn took a step backward. “Okay, take it easy. No rocket ship, just the three million dollars. And the bike. Now, what about this power generator?”
“There is another world in another reality, a world with technology of power generation I must have. You are the key to my obtaining it.”
The crazy guy had an entire back-story dreamed up. It would’ve been interesting if she weren’t the center of it. Dawn bit her lip. “How, exactly, am I the key?”
“I will explain. The sooner we return to my ship, the better our chances.”
Dawn looked at Captain Stare. His face was still blank, emotionless, and his eyes seemed brighter, almost hazel now. She wondered if it were the rising sun behind her illuminating him. Part of her wanted to humor him, go along for a bit until she could find a policeman to take him off her hands. The rest of her was sensible.
“Listen, Lexandy… whatever,” Dawn said as calmly yet firmly as she could. “I really do need to get to school now, and I appreciate your offer, but I’m not the key of anything. I’m just a ninth grader.”
The captain’s eyes flashed red, his irises literally shifting from a charming hazel to livid crimson. It was as if his pupils bled. “You must come.”
Dawn inched backward. Her heart began pounding, but she controlled her breathing enough to keep from panicking. “Can’t you find someone else?”
“There isn’t time for another jump,” he replied, his voice cold and sharp. “I must use you.”
Dawn glanced over her shoulders, looking for someone, anyone to help her. The Joneses had already left for work and their house was locked up. No one was out in their yards in the cool morning. The madman had chosen his ambush spot well.
The end of the street led to Washington Street, which usually had some kind of traffic. No cars had turned up while he was talking to her, and statistics suggested something would come soon. She had to stall him.
“Listen, don’t hurt me or anything,” Dawn said slowly.
He took another seething breath. “I do not want to hurt you, but if I have to restrain you, I will. Now, come with me.”
Dawn checked over her shoulder again. Nothing.
She turned back and stalled again. “Where are we going?”
“My ship is hidden in a vacant lot near here. Just a few minutes walk. Come.”
Dawn glanced once more. Slowly, almost plodding, a blue car turned onto the suburban street. Dawn felt her heart skip.
“Okay, which way?” she asked, beginning her ruse.
The captain pointed down the street to a short alley between houses. His eyes softened to a ruddy brown again.
“Mind if I ride my bike?” Dawn asked and climbed onto the seat before he could reply.
“If you must,” he replied. He turned and walked toward the alley.
Now! Dawn mentally screamed at herself. She turned her handlebars and stomped on the pedal, rushing over the curb and into the street.
The blue car was only yards away. Dawn met eyes with the old lady driving. The lady made an inaudible shriek behind the windshield, and brakes squealed. Dawn pedaled faster, swooping in front of her and narrowly dodging the car’s bumper. When her path was clear, she shot down the street and headed to Washington Street, where there were plenty of cars to watch for her.
Just before turning, she looked back. The old lady’s arms were waving in the car, pointing at the blonde guy. He was behind the car where he had run to catch her and stopped when he realized it was too late. His face was emotionless, but he stared with flashing rage in his red eyes.
“I haven’t time for this!” he shouted.
Dawn looked away and muttered to herself, “Neither do I.”
She turned onto the sidewalk along Washington and followed closely to the cars slowing for the school zone. Dawn was going to be late this morning, and it wasn’t her fault. Not that anyone would believe her.
Chapter 2
Dawn wandered the halls of Wilson Middle School with a lunch tray in her arms. She had never had lunch detention before: after-school detention once for a prank she helped plan involving the fetal pigs from the biology lab, and a couple of mandatory study halls for making up homework assignments she hadn’t finished, but never lunch detention. Overall, she was a good student: mostly A’s, a few medals in debate and on the fencing team, no real trouble-making, generally on her way to salutatorian three years down the road.
Even so, arriving in homeroom twenty minutes late with no excuse better than she had overslept and took the long way to school to avoid a guy trying to involve her in an extraterrestrial heist left her no option other than a detention. Part of her thought about bursting into tears and telling a tale of a mentally disturbed attacker, which was at least mostly true, but she imagined it would get her into even more trouble. Sure, she’d miss out a lunch talking with her friends, but what was so bad about a half hour eating lunch and reading a book?
It felt awful, that was what. After a morning of disappointing her parents’ trust, running into a maniac on the street, and spending the morning in Trigonometry and English, this was the last thing she needed. A few minutes to unwind and joke would have done her a lot of good. It was Pizza Pocket Day, so at least something went right. Now she was wandering back and forth between rooms 2A and 2E.
At last she found it: Room 2C. Some clever person had stuck a sign over the door reading, “Not 2B,” with an arrow pointing down the hall to 2B.
Dawn puffed frustrated air over her braces. “2B or not 2B. Nice.”
She suddenly heard a mechanical buzz, like the sound of a camera zooming. Her skin prickled, and her heart seemed to slow down. Sidestepping, she looked over her shoulder.
The hallway was normal, empty other than a few lockers and hand-drawn signs wishing the basketball team victory over the Gators, whoever they were. One of the light panels was blinking, casting shadows that flickered over the wall. Dawn took another step back and peered at the darkness, wondering if she saw an actual shape or just some illusion. Finally, she decided it was her fried nerves.
Moving made her feel better, so she juggled the lunch tray and opened the door. Mrs. Herrington, the ladies’ tennis coach, sat at a desk. She set down her newspaper and glared up at Dawn.
“Name?”
Dawn wondered if she were checking into a prison-camp. “Dawn McCurtain.”
Mrs. Herrington looked at a list on a clipboard and scanned down the page. “McCurtain. Late this morning?”
Dawn felt her cheeks grow hot. “Um, yeah.”
“Any particular reason?”
Part of Dawn wanted to launch into a tale of the blonde guy and her heroic escape. The rest didn’t want to bother trying to explain something so crazy. “I overslept. You know how it is.”
The coach did not reply. She evidently didn’t know.
Dawn’s throat stuck, and she tried to swallow to loosen it.
After an excruciating pair of seconds, the coach said, “Pick a seat. No talking.”
Dawn turned away from the prison-keeper and looked over the classroom. It was the coach’s room with posters about American history and various tennis players hanging on the walls. The desks were empty except for a few clusters of fellow inmates. In the front, there were the good kids, students who’d slipped up like her and were shocked in punishment. One boy looked mournful, while the others merely ate their lunches and flipped through books. Behind them, the snobby kids sat, reapplying makeup, rolling their eyes, and generally considering themselves too good to be there. In the back of the room, there were the professional ne’er-do-wells, all clad in black to assert their individuality.
She slid into an empty seat at the edge of the classroom near the front. Her pizza pocket was probably cold by now, but her stomach was growling for any kind of food. She broke off a corner, then caught a flash of light out of the corner of her eye.
Dawn looked up, and the light flickered again. It was the fluorescent lights in the hall just beyond the door. They had looked fine before. Through the window in the door, partially masked by a placard reading “Mrs. Herrington,” a shadow slowly shifted as if it were scanning the room.
Something was out there. Dawn slowly blew air over her braces. Whatever it was, she wanted to put as much distance between it and her as possible.
Without a word, she stood and slipped to the back of the room, getting as far away from the door as she could. If there were something out there, it would have to get through three rows of lazy middle schoolers to get to her. She sat next to a girl with nightmarishly black hair and a matching spiked jewelry set. Dawn knew her from Geography and Trigonometry classes, but they’d never really spoken.
The girl tilted her head up in a quick salute. Dawn nodded in return. Watching the door carefully with her peripheral vision, she bit into her pizza pocket and chewed to cover her panic.
“That stuff’ll kill you, you know,” a low voice told her.
Dawn choked and dropped the pizza pocket. She forced herself to swallow rather than spit in shock and looked for the voice.
It was the girl next to her. She rolled an oversized spiked ring between her fingers. “All those chemicals and preservatives… you might as well be drinking the reject bucket from the chem lab.”
Taking a few breaths to clear her throat, she looked over at the girl. “For a second, I thought you were telling me it was poisoned.”
The girl scrunched her face. “I just did.”
“No,” Dawn whispered, “I meant really poisoned.”
“Quiet down there!” Mrs. Herrington called.
Dawn ducked from the conversation and finished her pizza pocket. She looked back at the window in the door. The lights still flickered, but the shadow was gone. Dawn decided it was her imagination after a strange morning and began on her peaches.
The girl next to her whispered again. “So, who’s trying to poison you?”
Dawn turned slowly. “What?”
“You seem very suspicious about poisoning. Paranoid about something? CIA maybe?”
“No,” Dawn replied, shaking her head. “It’s just that I’ve had a weird day.”
“Weird? Like what?”
Dawn shook her head more and clenched her lips.
The girl frowned. “Come on, you can’t start a conversation with ‘weird day,’ then quit.”
Dawn lowered her head and took a quick glance at the door again. The light had stopped flickering as suddenly as it had started.
“A guy practically kidnapped me on the way to school saying he needed me to help him steal a power generator.”
The girl’s black-outlined eyes went wide. “That is weird. What’s up with that?”
Mrs. Herrington’s voice called out again. “Miss McCurtain, Miss Valdez! If I have to hear you talking again, you’ll have detention after school as well as—”
The fire alarm suddenly began to ring. A cry of excitement went out from the students around them.
“Saved by the bell, eh?” this “Valdez” said. She smirked at Dawn and pulled a black canvas bag from under her desk.
Dawn smiled, but the memory of the shadow outside made her stop. She shook her head and looked at the window again. The hall was empty. There was nothing to worry about.
Still, she decided she would stay with the crowd, just in case. She abandoned her lunch tray with the salad and milk box still untouched despite her half-empty stomach, hoping the apple she palmed would be enough for the afternoon. On a whim, she grabbed the Italian salad dressing packet and tucked it into her pocket. She could use it on some chips from the vending machine later.
Dawn wondered if she had weird taste, but eating chips with Italian dressing was more normal than dressing as a Napoleon from the future.
Mrs. Herrington stood grumpily at the front of the class, waving an arm and shooing the students out into the hallway. Dawn tucked herself behind the snobby kids, crossing her arms and gritting her teeth as she stepped into the hallway.
Valdez followed closely behind her, hopping in stride to keep up. Her voice was raised over the ringing of the fire alarm. “What’s this about a power generator?”
Dawn stuck as close to the middle of the group as she could and scanned the hallway for shadows. The lights seemed fine ahead.
“I don’t know,” Dawn said, still scanning. “He said he’d give me details when I got back to his ship.”
“Ship? What kind of guy was this?”
“A weird guy,” Dawn told her, wrinkling her nose. “He wore some kind of crazy military suit with aluminum capulets on it.”
Valdez grinned. “A hottie?”
Dawn blinked. “What?”
“You got to like a guy in uniform.”
Dawn felt blood rush into her cheeks. She could only imagine how red she could turn. She shrugged, hoping some of the faked apathy would become real. “I guess. At the time I was thinking of ways to escape.”
“Hot guy with his own ship?” Valdez mumbled. “Dude, I would’ve gone with him.”
Despite Dawn’s best effort at staying cynical, a laugh slipped out. She let it go and felt better after laughing at the weirdness of it all.
They turned a corner into the next hallway, where a section of lights was flickering again. Dawn stopped laughing.
The hallway was short, just a few classes and a pair of restrooms before wide glass doors at the exit. She just had to make it several seconds before escaping into the open outside. Dawn tucked herself closer to Valdez and counted the steps.
Dawn’s skin prickled again. Valdez’s eyes suddenly went wide, and she squeezed her legs together.
“Whoa,” Valdez said, her voice hollow. “I got to use the restroom.”
Dawn pointed up at the dull siren. “Are you crazy? There’s a fire alarm!”
Valdez stopped and shook her head. “I’m not peeing my pants over some fire drill. Come on.”
“What?” Dawn shook her head. “We have to go outside. You can go if you want, but I’m not going to get into trouble again.”
Valdez grabbed Dawn’s belt loop. “Come on. I want to hear more about your mysterious suitor and his ship.”
“There’s nothing more to say,” Dawn told her. She tried to plant her feet, but Valdez pulled her forward, ducking out of the crowd and into the women’s bathroom. Dawn stretched backward, watching the open exit doors as long as she could before they disappeared behind the tile wall. She realized she had dropped her apple, but she could not go back after it.
Valdez shut the door behind them and hurried toward the stalls. She ducked into the first one. “So? What’d you do with Captain Uniform? Make up something juicy.”
Dawn crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. Something felt wrong, aside from breaking school rules as well as common sense by staying in a building with the fire alarm going off.
Still, conversation might drown that out. “He said his name was Captain Stare, actually. Captain Lex-something-something Stare.”
“This is awfully detailed just to be made up.”
“I wish it were just made up,” Dawn said. She turned and looked toward the door again, wondering how long Valdez would take.
It was then that she saw the thin man in black lowering himself from a hole in the ceiling at the top of the narrow corridor above the closed door.
He was tall and lanky, covered in black from heavy boots to a body-glove to what looked like a welder’s helmet. Bandoliers crossed his chest, buckling into an enormous belt covered with pouches. A snub-nosed gun was in one hand, and two Uzi-shaped weapons were clipped to the bandoliers. He had been hiding on the ceiling all along, holding himself in place with his hands and feet against the walls. Now he slipped downward, hand over foot. The fire alarm drowned out his every movement, making him as silent as a snake.
Not knowing what else to do, Dawn screamed. She threw herself backward along the row of stalls, retreating to the back wall.
The man in black dropped the last few feet to the floor and readied his gun.
Valdez burst out of her stall, hands scrambling to buckle her spiked belt. “What are you screaming about?”
Dawn pointed past her, and Valdez turned. Her body went stiff, and she shouted, “Oh, snot!”
The man’s gun made a thudding sound, and the air became hazy. Dawn’s ears popped. In front of her, Valdez dropped to the floor. She slumped lifelessly along the tile, rolling onto her side with her arms splayed.
Dawn dove to her knees and cradled Valdez’s head. The girl didn’t move. Looking up at the assassin, Dawn screamed, “You killed her!”
“Chugk gor norraoth,” the man replied, his voice low and slithering, muffled by the mask. He stepped forward and raised his gun again.
Dawn clenched her teeth and lunged forward. The man seemed to dodge backward with a stilted step, as if he were surprised. Throwing up her hands, she knocked the gun from his gloves. It clattered onto the bathroom countertop, then slid into a sink. The infrared faucet clicked on, drowning the gun in water.
The man made a guttural cry of disbelief.
Dawn decided to count it as a victory. She ducked around him, making a break for the door. Just as she felt the cool metal of the handle graze her fingertips, her shirt jerked her backward.
Dawn lost her balance and tumbled to the floor tiles. Scrambling, she got to her knees and readied herself to bolt again. Instead, she found two thin legs standing in her way.
The man in black grabbed her collar with a lanky arm and lifted. She tried to wriggle free, but his grip was immovable steel. Finally, she grabbed onto his wrist to relieve the tension on the seams digging into her arms as he hoisted her off her feet. Dawn couldn’t breathe.
“Morrgah tuh worrathi,” the man growled behind his mask.
“Leave me alone!” Dawn replied with the last of her air. She kicked, planting a tennis shoe firmly in the man’s stomach.
Her shoe bounced back. It was like kicking a brick wall.
Dawn hung for a second, wondering what kind of abs the guy must have. He held her off the ground with his left hand and walked with an eerie calm to the sink, picking up his gun from under the running faucet. The man shook it, then made a rumbling grunt.
Kicking had done no good, so Dawn decided on a slap. She threw her hand against the side of the man’s helmet, clanging it as hard as she could. Shocks of pain ran up her palm and fingers, but she didn’t care.
The man jerked and turned back toward her. “Haveth yaggoth!”
He didn’t seem to like it, so Dawn slapped again, knocking the helmet into an awkward angle. A black strap was tucked under his chin, partially hanging loose. Dawn’s hand was beginning to tingle with pinpricks.
The man shook her, throwing Dawn’s legs in several directions. He reached up his right hand to correct his helmet.
Dawn didn’t give him the chance. She grabbed the loosened strap with her left hand and pulled, hitting again at the same time. The strap popped open with a swishing sound, and the helmet popped off. It hit the tile and made a hollow clatter.
The man shrieked and dropped Dawn. He threw his hands over his eyes, gasping and rocking.
Dawn hit the floor with a heavy thump. The man seemed in pain. If he hadn’t hurt Valdez just a moment ago, Dawn might have felt sorry for him.
Pulling herself up slowly, she looked at the man’s face. His skin was pale to the point it was translucent, with blue veins and red capillaries shining through. He was bald, and his ears were huge and pointed like blades. Worst, his gaping mouth held a pair of cobra fangs. He was some kind of monster.
Dawn fell backward. She scooted across the bathroom floor until she bumped into the splayed body of Valdez, who moved slowly and groaned. Valdez was simply knocked out.
“You’re alive,” Dawn whispered.
She didn’t reply.
The monstrous gasps ended in a guttural growl. Dawn turned back to see the man-thing marching toward her with his hands raised. His snaky eyes were yellow, and he squinted in the bathroom light.
Dawn scrambled to her feet. She threw her hands out for a weapon: a baseball bat, a machine gun, anything. All she could find was Valdez’s spiked necklace, her own shoe, and the Italian dressing packet in her pocket.
Fear made Dawn’s mind race. The man had pointed ears, an obvious aversion to light, and fangs. If it looked like a vampire, skulked like a vampire, and hissed like a vampire, then it just might be one. Why there was a vampire attacking her in the girls’ bathroom was a question for another time. What mattered now was that Italian dressing had garlic in it.
She pulled out the packet and tore the corner as the man approached, baring his teeth and stretching his gloved hands toward her. His tongue was forked.
Hoping desperately that it would work, Dawn jumped suddenly at him and squeezed the packet with both hands. The dressing sprayed out, making a neat line across the man’s face. He sputtered backward, clenching his eyes and wiping his face with his hand. Then he turned back to Dawn.
Her stomach seemed to plummet into a bottomless pit inside her. Dawn’s best weapon had failed. She prepared for her inevitable death.
The man stopped. He twitched, then winced. His eyes squeezed tightly and every muscle in his face flexed, creating a network of deep, pain-filled crevices. He slapped his gloved hands against his face and began to scream.
The scream was shrill and inhuman, echoing itself inside the man’s fanged mouth. Dawn looked up at the man, gaping in horror. She wondered if she had killed him.
He threw his head from side to side and continued to scream. Finally, he made a sideways dive for the sinks. His hands moved blindly around the basin, but the infrared faucets didn’t detect him. Frustration seemed to send his screaming into a new pitch, and he punched the faucet. The metal bent, and the porcelain cracked, bleeding a wave of water.
As the man washed his face, Dawn made her escape. She hit the door and threw it open, jumping into the hall before she could see where she was going.
A man in a red helmet and yellow coat suddenly grabbed her. Dawn shrieked.
“Easy!” the man shouted. He held her by the shoulders. “Are you all right?”
Dawn looked up and finally recognized the man as a firefighter. She let out several long gasps of relief. She was safe.
“Listen, you need to get out of the building,” the firefighter told her.
Dawn shook her head, throwing dusty blonde hair in front of her eyes. Her throat was too clogged to speak. All she could do was point to the bathroom.
The firefighter looked at her and blinked. Finally, he turned and called, “Hey, Mike! Something’s up.”
Another firefighter appeared behind him, carrying an axe. Dawn smiled when she saw it and hoped it would be enough to dismember the vampire until they could find a wooden stake.
The firefighter with the axe hurried to the bathroom and pushed open the door. Dawn winced, wishing she could explain what was in there to give him some warning. Instead, she just held close to the firefighter next to her.
The door flipped closed, then burst open again. Dawn jumped, expecting the vampire to burst out. Instead, it was just the firefighter with the axe.
“We’ve got a girl unconscious in here,” he said. “Call for a stretcher!”
“Stretcher, on my way!” the firefighter with Dawn called. He began hurrying toward the exit, dragging Dawn with him. She refused to let go until she was in the clear hallway again.
Dawn blinked, wondering how the man with the axe had missed the vampire washing the garlic out of his eyes. She pulled back and peered through the open door. Valdez was still slumped on the ground, but the vampire was gone. Not even his black helmet was where it had fallen.
The firefighter tugged on Dawn’s arm. “What’s the matter?”
Dawn turned back. He wouldn’t believe the truth, and she wouldn’t blame him. She swallowed and said weakly, “Will she be all right?”
The firefighter nodded. “She’ll be fine. Right now, we just need to get you safe.”
That was the best idea Dawn had heard all day. She followed him through the glass doors and out into the blazing afternoon sun. The weird morning had given way to an even weirder lunch. She had a feeling this was only the beginning and there was no telling what would happen to her next.
Dawn wondered if the firemen would mind lending her one of their axes.
Chapter 3
Dawn rode through the streets in her brother’s car, slumped low in her seat and peering just over the edge of the window. She told herself two would-be attackers in one day would be enough to make anyone paranoid. Even so, she felt a little silly hunkered down, gripping the seatbelt and constantly scanning every conceivable hiding spot.
“I don’t see why you had to have me pick you up,” Paul said stiffly. “Your bike seemed all right to me.”
It was sticking out the back of Paul’s trunk as they drove. Dawn had said the tires were flat with enough whining that Paul had finally caved and come to pick her up after school. It was a reasonable bike-ride home, but Dawn didn’t want to be alone again.
Paul hummed. “Nothing to say?”
Dawn looked up at her older brother. He was three years her senior, soon to be graduating high school and going on to college. He’d always been there to protect her, as much as he had always been there to torment her. She had to tell him.
“Listen, Paul,” Dawn said slowly. “I think someone’s trying to get me.”
Paul sat motionless for several seconds until finally clearing his throat. “So you’re crazy now?”
“I’m not crazy!” Dawn half-shouted. She took a breath to calm herself. “It sounds crazy, but it’s true. People have tried to kidnap me twice today.”
Paul’s eyebrows shot up, then lowered into a fierce cross. “Seriously?”
She nodded slowly. “Seriously.”
“Didn’t you go to the campus officer or something?”
“He wouldn’t have believed me.”
“Why not?”
Dawn swallowed. It was crazy time. “Because… one of them was dressed like some kind of Napoleonic general, and the other was a… vampire.”
“Vampire!” Paul shouted.
She winced.
Paul turned toward her and started to laugh. “Girl, you had me going there for a second. I mean, people get kidnapped now and again, but vampires? You are crazy.”
“I’m not crazy!” Dawn shrieked. “I’m serious! This guy looked like Nosferatu. He pulled the fire alarm and tried to grab me in the bathroom. I think he might have hurt this girl I met in detention.”
He jerked. “Wait, what’s this about detention?”
Dawn winced again. “I, um, had lunch detention today.”
“Aw, Dawnie!” Paul said, rolling his head back and forth in frustration. “The one weekend Mom and Dad go away, and you end up in detention! They are going to freak when they find out!”
“Don’t you think I know that?” Dawn spat back. “Listen, we’ll deal with that later. Right now, I think I’m in real trouble with this kidnapping thing!”
“Oh, you’re in real trouble. When Mom and Dad get back, they are going to skin you alive. And I’ll probably get blamed for not taking care of you.”
“You’re not doing a very good job of it right now,” Dawn mumbled. “I’m trying to warn you that I’m probably going to be attacked again. We should do something!”
Paul arched an eyebrow. “What is this, some kind of scheme to get out of trouble?”
“No, it’s just a weird day.” Dawn paused to let out a long, deflating sigh. “You think Dad has a gun or something?”
“Gun? He got rid of all his guns when I was born.”
Dawn crossed her arms. “That’s just great.”
The car turned a tight corner and pulled onto their street. In the rearview mirror, Dawn could see the Jones’ bushes about a block down where the whole mess had begun. She wondered if it were safe to return home.
“Listen, isn’t there something we can do?”
Paul shrugged. “Hey, I’ve got a hockey stick in my room. You can club somebody if they try to kidnap you.”
“What about you? Could you hit someone with a tennis racket?”
A wide grin crept over Paul’s face. “I’ve got a date tonight.”
Dawn felt her jaw drop. “What? I’m going to get kidnapped, and you’re running off on some date?”
“Hey, Debbie Thompson’s not just some date,” Paul told her. His smile widened, and he turned the steering wheel. “She’s vice-captain cheerleader, you know.”
Dawn sneered and crossed her arms. Her own brother was selling her out for some chump cheerleader.
The car rolled up into the driveway, following the curve around the yard before Paul parked in front of the door. It was a nice house: two stories, white shutters, general Federalist style with a cherub birdbath in the flowerbed and two big pines out front. Dawn wondered how safe it was against vampires and would-be Napoleons.
She scanned the yard, looked for any potential attackers, and unbuckled her seatbelt. Grabbing her backpack, she rolled the straps around her wrist into a makeshift club. When she felt ready, she opened the door to the car and sprang out. Dawn waited for something, anything, to lunge at her.
Nothing happened. Paul laughed at her and walked slowly up the steps to the porch, tossing his keys in his hand as he went. He unlocked the door, stepped inside, then stopped. Dawn gripped her backpack straps, readying to club a kidnapper in the face.
Paul merely leaned back and grinned, calling, “Shall I do a sweep for listening devices?”
Dawn loosened her bag and stuck her tongue out. “When I really do get kidnapped, you’re going to be sorry.”
“I’ll bet I will,” Paul replied and went inside.
Dawn followed her brother, watching over her shoulder as she went. When she finally set foot inside, she slammed the door behind her. Dropping her bag, she fell against the back of the door and slid down until she hit the floor. She held her hands over her face, then scooped up as much of her dust-colored hair as she could, holding it like a security blanket. Dawn felt as if she had just run a marathon.
“Easy with the door,” she heard Paul call. She didn’t look up.
Afternoon classes had been exhausting enough, counting each tick of the clock, waiting to get home. The firefighters had given them an hour or so respite, but soon the whole school was back in their seats. Dawn hadn’t heard anything about Valdez, and she didn’t know whom to ask. All she could do was wait out the day, hoping to get to the safety of her house. Now that she was here, the sense of safety was hollow.
Slowly, Dawn let go of her hair and stood up. She left her bag in the front hall and stumbled to the living room. A little TV would drown out the weirdness of the day. She picked up the remote, flipped to Nickelodeon, and plopped onto the couch. Animated sea life carried out misadventures in a fast food restaurant, which suddenly seemed normal enough for Dawn.
The next thing she saw was Paul’s face hovering over her. Dawn gasped.
“Hey, you awake now?” Paul asked.
Dawn blinked wearily. “Awake?”
“Yeah, you’ve been out for a couple of hours.”
Dawn bolted upright. She had let her guard down completely. And yet, she was still there. She patted herself all over, making sure it wasn’t some kind of mistake or a dream. After a quick pinch on her wrist, she was certain it was real.
“I wasn’t kidnapped,” Dawn whispered to Paul.
Her brother rolled his eyes. “Yeah, congratulations. Get your bike out of my trunk.”
“What?”
“You left your bike in the trunk of my car. Go put it in the garage so I can get going.”
Paul turned away, buttoning the cuffs on a blue silk shirt. Dawn blinked at him as if she were dreaming, then stood up. Her contacts blurred for a moment, then cleared. She really had been out of it.
If this is real, Dawn thought, maybe the kidnapping was a dream. She walked to Paul.
Before she could open her mouth, he said hurriedly, “Bike. Car. Anytime now?”
“Fine,” Dawn said. She shrugged and spun on her heel, suddenly feeling full of life. The front door popped open merrily, and she hopped out onto the porch.
It was almost dark outside, the dim twilight just before the streetlights came on. Over the shadowy houses to the west, the sun was setting, casting up a brilliant crimson glow. The three pine trees in the front yard danced slowly in the evening breeze.
Dawn lifted the half-open trunk and pulled her bike out. Its tires were fine, so maybe even her lie was part of the dream. She set the bike on the driveway, slammed the trunk, and wiped her hands on her jeans. The acrid odor of Italian dressing kicked up from where it had spilled earlier. Maybe she had just been too careless with the packet over lunch and just dreamed she had to fend off a vampire.
The breeze kicked up suddenly, and Dawn’s skin prickled. Two of the trees bucked against the wind, while the one in the middle stood mostly still. Slow realization crept over her. There were too many pine trees in the front yard.
The reality of the day burst through her mind. She stared at the tree, watching it carefully. It wasn’t moving with the wind. Its branches jiggled seemingly at random, almost as if it were moving on its own accord. Then Dawn saw it slide toward her.
Dawn dropped her bike and charged for the front door. When she reached the steps, she risked a glance over her shoulder. The tree was racing across the yard after her.
“Why is this happening to me?” Dawn shrieked.
The tree only replied by stomping on her bicycle. The metal screeched and broke into pieces.
Dawn threw herself toward the open front door, yelling behind her, “Leave me alone!”
She could hear the tree stomping onto the steps. The bricks let out sharp cracking under the weight. A breath of wet, hot, reeking air blew over her back. Dawn winced and grabbed the front door. She slammed it behind her and threw every lock she could find.
Paul appeared from around the corner, calmly doing up his tie. “What’s all the yelling?”
“Run, Paul!” Dawn shouted at him. “They’re after me! Maybe you can get away!”
Paul opened his mouth slowly, but Dawn did not wait. She ran past him and up the stairs to the second floor. She wasn’t certain exactly where she was running, but “away” was enough of a direction.
“Hey!” she heard Paul shout. “Stop!”
“Run!” Dawn called down from the middle of the steps.
Paul yelled, “What are you talking about?”
She stopped at the landing, turning just in time to see the front door explode inward. Its locks burst out of the frame, sending out a hail of splinters. The door itself snapped off its hinges and landed haphazardly against the wall. Paul threw his arms over his face and reeled backward into the kitchen. Dawn froze, not sure whether to run or try to fight the living tree.
The pine tree ducked through the hole where the front door had been. Its top and branches did not seem to bend to slip through the hole, instead appearing fully extended as if they had passed through the wall like a ghost. Dawn squinted at the green needles appearing. It looked like bad, surreal ‘90s computer graphics.
A string of mild profanities rang out beneath her. Dawn jumped to the banister and leaned over. Paul was pressed against the hall closet door with his arms up in surrender. His face was twisted in unbelieving horror.
“Run, Paul!” Dawn shouted at him.
The tree let out a groan that sounded roughly like a foghorn. Paul only sank to his knees.
“Crud,” Dawn mumbled to herself.
She jumped back to the stairs and raced halfway down. A piece of the wooden paneling from the doorframe rested where it had landed after the crash. Dawn grabbed it and yelled, “Hey, tree!”
The pine waved from Paul up to her, as if it were looking around. It shuffled toward her.
Dawn reeled the panel back and threw it as hard as she could. It flew through the air, then disappeared as it hit the needles. A half-second after, there was a dull thud from inside the tree as the panel finally hit something solid.
“A hologram,” Dawn whispered. Years of watching science fiction movies indeed paid off.
The tree made a grunt, then broke forward with sudden speed. Dawn felt her eyes go wide, but she focused the shock into fleeing. She spun on the stairs, slipping and running on all fours to the landing at the top. The tree followed, taking heavy footsteps that made the stairs creak and snap.
Dawn rushed into her room, slamming the door behind her. She grabbed her desk chair and propped it under the handle. It probably wouldn’t hold long, but anything was better than nothing.
She stood panting for a second, hearing the thunderous steps coming up the stairs. There were hockey sticks she could have used as clubs in Paul’s room, but she had instinctively gone into her own. There weren’t any weapons here, just the standard teenager’s room with a dresser, beanbag chair, laptop, bed, poster collection of movies Johnny Depp had been in, and her cell phone. Dawn gasped. The cell phone!
She dove onto her bed and scooped up the phone from where she had dropped it that morning. She pressed the 9 and 1 buttons, but the screen refused to light up. Dawn slowly realized the battery was still dead from the night before and let out a frustrated groan. Her parents had canceled the landline phones almost a year ago, thinking they’d never need them with the wonders of new technology. Dawn was trapped without any ability to call for help. She suddenly hated progress.
There was a crash from the landing that sounded suspiciously like her mother’s houseplants being knocked over the banister. The tree would be in her room in seconds. She had to think of something, anything. Part of her thought about just surrendering, but the rest refused. Anything that was willing to smash up her house to get to her wasn’t something she wanted to beg for mercy.
Dawn jumped off her bed and raced to the window. She flipped the lock, then shoved the pane up. Cool night air rushed over her face.
All her life, she had wanted to jump out of the window, preferably onto a trampoline, and now was her chance. Dawn leaned out of the window and judged the distance to the ground. If she got a good deal of forward momentum and rolled as she landed, she could probably make it with only a bruise or two.
Dawn pulled her head back and shook it wildly. Jumping was crazy. Turning around, she spotted her closet door leaning half-open with a pile of dirty laundry in front of it. Maybe she could use it for cushioning.
She dashed to the closet and scooped up the laundry. The bedroom door banged, banged again, and finally burst open. She twisted and fell into the closet, pushing herself backward in hopes of hiding. The old t-shirts and socks nearly covered her.
The tree lumbered into her room with an awkward lean. The topmost branches disappeared into the ceiling, almost ghostlike. It paused in the middle of the room, looked around slowly, then moved toward the window. Another foghorn grumble sounded from inside it.
Dawn assumed its back was turned and decided to make a run for the stairs. She threw the laundry off her in all directions. Socks disappeared into the green holographic needles, and the tree let out a surprised grunt. Before it could move, Dawn shot out of the closet and raced back onto the landing.
The stairs were a complete mess. Every third step bore a deep crack, and splinters were still lying scattered from the former front door. Refusing to pause, Dawn hopped onto the banister and slid down. The polished wood was smooth, and the ride ended only a second before she landed on the ground. It would have been fun if she hadn’t been running for her life.
Dawn spun around, expecting to see Paul still collapsed by the closet. Instead he was gone, and Dawn decided she should be, too. She turned toward the former front door, catching the living room out of the corner of her eye. Two figures dressed in black fatigues and helmets had Paul’s limp body held between them. They were half-carrying him with his arms over their necks.
“Hey!” Dawn screamed.
The figures jumped and turned to look over their shoulders. Darkened glass faceplates in their helmets hid them.
“Leave him alone!” Dawn shouted. She picked up the piece of paneling she had thrown at the tree where it had fallen in the hall again. Wielding it like a bat, she charged into the living room.
The figures seemed frozen, and Dawn did not give them time to recover. She picked the one at the right and swung the wooden panel, hitting it in the helmet.
Its head rolled back, and they both dropped Paul’s arms. He slumped to the carpet, groaning groggily as he landed. Dawn lifted her makeshift bat again.
The left figure looked at the right, and they both turned to run. The one Dawn had hit held its helmet, stumbling drunkenly as it went. Dawn watched them disappear into her dad’s study, then turned to the semi-conscious Paul.
“Come on, Paul,” Dawn said, trading the bat in her right hand. She grabbed her brother’s hand with her left and tugged.
Paul’s eyes opened halfway. “Dawnie?”
“It’s me,” Dawn said. “We need to go! Help me pull you.”
“I’m so tired,” Paul replied, his voice trailing sleepily. “Sorry.”
“You can rest later!” Dawn told him. She tugged again, and he wearily pushed with his legs. Dawn slowly dragged him out into the front hall. From there, she would throw him in his car and drive off before the others caught up with them.
The tree was already at the top of the landing. It let out an echoing bellow and began to plod carefully down the stairs.
“Crud,” Dawn mumbled. She looked at the comatose Paul and the wooden stick in her hand. Taking the latter up like a spear, she threw it at the tree.
It sailed through the air viciously until a huge green claw reached out of the pine needles and batted it away. Dawn gaped. Part of her wanted to know what was hidden under the hologram, and the rest told her to run.
She grabbed Paul with both hands and dragged him backwards toward the door. Whatever it was inside the tree, it was slow, and Dawn had maybe twenty seconds to get into the car and speed away. She could do it.
A metal ring poked into Dawn’s back. She straightened up and froze. Slowly turning her head, she looked behind her.
The short guy with blonde dreadlocks from that morning stood on the porch holding something that looked like a Buck Rogers laser gun. The silver on his blue uniform sparkled in the darkness. Dawn’s heart raced from fear and a sudden warmness from seeing him again.
“Oh no,” was all she could say.
The guy looked at her with blank black eyes. “It didn’t have to be this way.”
Dawn spun around with a fist to hit him, but a flash emanated from the barrel of his gun right into her torso.
Everything in Dawn’s body seemed to shut down at once. Her skin crawled, her vision blurred, and her ears rang. She tasted and smelled something like birthday cake, and then it all went dark. The last thing she felt was collapsing onto the guy’s soft uniform.
Chapter 4
Dawn slowly opened her eyes, revealing a brightly lit white world. She felt amazing, as if she had been asleep for the last fourteen hours. Every cell in her body seemed relaxed, ready for anything: jogging, cartwheels, or just lying on a sunny hilltop for a few hours. Her mind was completely clear. She wondered if she had died and ended up in Heaven.
A robot leaned over her, buzzing and whirring. Its face was motionless, gray, and blank other than a pair of mismatched cameras: one huge, the other pointed like a telescope. It wasn’t Heaven.
Not knowing what else to do, Dawn let out an ear-piercing scream.
The robot jerked backward and made grinding noises. Dawn heard a snorting laugh.
Propping herself up on her elbows, Dawn looked around her. She was lying on a padded table in the middle of some kind of futuristic doctor’s office. Various monitors showed all kinds of data about Dawn’s body, complete with digital outlines, in an unreadable language. Bizarre instruments hung from a raised light above her. The walls were sterile and white, almost gleaming.
In the corner, a young woman in her late twenties sat holding what looked like an oversized clipboard. She was dressed in a long, white lab coat with floppy rubber shoes. Her skin was tan, but her eyes were bright blue. Her hair was pink with purple highlights, cut short like a bob from the Jazz Age.
The woman smiled at her and said something that sounded vaguely Chinese.
Dawn blinked. “Um, what?”
The woman shrugged and nodded. She tapped on her clipboard several times, then stood up. Her floppy shoes made woofing sounds as she walked across the shining floor.
She approached the robot and said something. The robot’s head whirred, and it gave a reply in a mechanical voice. Dawn squinted, trying to figure out what was going on. Her best guess was she was in for a good deal of alien experimentation.
The woman tapped on her clipboard several more times, and a tubular piece popped up from the top. She picked it up gingerly and plugged it into the side of the robot’s head like a flash drive. The robot froze and whirred for several seconds.
It unfroze again, looked down at Dawn, and said in a vaguely British accent, “Is this understandable?”
Dawn blinked several times with her mouth gaping.
The robot’s eyes buzzed, refocusing. “Insufficient reply. Again, is this understandable to you?”
“I, uh,” Dawn began. She shook her head to wake herself. “Um, yes. I understand you.”
“Excellent,” the robot said. Its head buzzed, and it turned to the pink-haired woman, saying something in the foreign language.
The woman grinned and clapped her hands quickly, clutching her clipboard to her chest. Still grinning, she took a step toward Dawn and patted herself on the chest. “Resa O’duFrassler.”
Dawn blinked. It was an introduction. She pointed slowly to herself. “Um, Dawn McCurtain.”
The woman’s grin widened, and she said something in a fast sing-song voice to the robot.
It buzzed again and turned toward Dawn. “Miss O’duFrassler would like me to explain the situation at hand. Your personal communication system will be finished programming shortly. Until then, please allow me to translate any questions you may have.”
Dawn had infinite questions. She opened her mouth slowly and squinted. “You’re a… robot?”
The robot jerked stiffly and made a mechanical sound that seemed exactly like it was clearing its throat. “Please, I am an android. Robots are factory drones. I am a sophisticated technician.”
Dawn gaped. She didn’t know robots could be offended. “Um, sorry.”
The android buzzed. “Quite all right. Simply ignorance that has already been cured.”
“So, what are you?”
“I am an android, an embryonic brain cybernetically enhanced and integrated with silicon digital/analog programming boards. My designation is Android Medical Unit Mark II Unit XVII, medical officer aboard the Infinity. You may refer to me congenially as ‘Amu’ as the others seem to do.”
“Amu,” Dawn repeated. It was all she had caught out of the monologue.
The woman patted herself on the chest again. “Resa!”
Dawn nodded. “Amu and Resa.”
She sat up fully on the padded table and rubbed her legs. Her shoes were gone, but her jeans and t-shirt were still in place. She checked herself for secret alien devices until she felt confident nothing sinister had been done. Only her mouth felt funny.
Dawn licked her teeth bare teeth and froze. Her braces were gone. She clapped both hands over her mouth. “My braces!”
“Ah, yes,” Amu said, buzzing. It rotated and picked up a tray with six-fingered mechanical hands. Dawn’s braces lay on it in the exact shape they would have been in her mouth.
“The metallic content of these primitive devices was giving issue with the medical scanners, something of a Faraday cage. I deduced their purpose, completed the dental reconstruction, and removed them.”
Dawn touched her teeth. They had never felt cleaner or straighter. She mumbled in disbelief, “I’m done with braces.”
“I could put them back on if you wish.”
“Good gravy, no!” Dawn shrieked. “Who in their right mind would want braces back after getting them off?”
Amu froze. Whirring sounds came from its head. “I have no data to answer that question.”
Dawn laughed. “Don’t worry about it. But, um… well, thanks.”
The android buzzed, and its eyes whirred to refocus. After a moment, it responded sheepishly, “You are welcome.”
The pink-haired woman’s clipboard suddenly beeped twice, and she let out an eager gasp. Holding up a hand and gesticulating something that Dawn could not decipher, Resa hurried toward a blank space in the wall. She touched it as she came near, and it parted, disappearing into the walls like something out of Star Trek.
“Whoa,” Dawn said. She watched as the woman left and the wall reappeared.
Slowly, she turned back to the android, who was standing completely still. It did not seem to take notice of her at all, as if it had suddenly gone dead. Dawn blinked and wondered what was happening.
She decided to ask. “So, um, where’d she go?”
Amu jerked to life. “Miss O’duFrassler has gone to her lab. It appears your communication system has finished programming.”
“Programming?” Dawn asked.
The android began to respond, but Dawn held up a hand to stop it. “Nevermind… But, um, do you know what this whole thing is about?”
Amu buzzed. “I am only the medical officer. It is not my programming to ask, and I have not been informed other than you are integral to the captain’s next raid.”
Dawn narrowed her eyes at the mentioning of the blonde guy. “Yeah, he mentioned something about that before trying to kidnap me.” She winced, then added, “Before he did kidnap me.”
The wall whooshed open again, and Resa reappeared, carrying a palm-sized metal box. Her clipboard hung at her hip on a clear plastic strap that went over her shoulder. Still grinning, she walked to Amu and held out the box.
The android picked up the box and said, “Miss McCurtain, please lie back.”
Dawn felt her eyes go wide. “Wait, what?”
“I must implant the communication system,” Amu replied. Its head buzzed, and it extended the metal box to Dawn.
Dawn studied it carefully. The box had a sort of motherboard base made of blue, green, and red silicon. Two tiny silver plates lay on top of it.
“What does it do?” Dawn asked slowly.
Amu’s head buzzed. “The device fits over each eardrum, interpreting every sound you hear. It has been programmed to detect particular languages and synthesize translations into your native… English? Yes. All other sounds pass through without translation.”
It sounded crazy to Dawn. She grimaced and puffed air over her bare teeth.
“It is a painless procedure. Please lie back.”
“But, but,” Dawn said, trying to find an alternative as an excuse. “The captain guy! The first time he spoke to me, it was in English.”
“The captain was using a vocal translation prosthetic,” Amu explained. “He deemed it necessary for etiquette, although it is known to be uncomfortable and requires a great deal of mental discipline to refrain from it translating your private thoughts.”
“Uncomfortable?” Dawn blurted. “You’re making me undergo surgery just so people don’t have to be uncomfortable?”
Amu’s head buzzed. “The discomfort derives from the device electrically stimulating the larynx and several regions of the mouth. I have been told it is like putting a battery in your mouth every time you speak.”
Dawn felt her jaw drop slowly. The blonde guy had done all that simply to speak with her. No one had ever gone through anything like that for her. Her stomach tightened, and she couldn’t seem to shake the image of his chiseled face from her mind.
Of course, he was merely doing it to kidnap her for a robbery. She clamped her mouth shut.
“Please lie back,” Amu repeated.
“And if I don’t?” Dawn demanded.
The android buzzed. It paused, buzzed again, and turned to Resa, who was watching wide-eyed. It said something short and warbling.
Resa’s grin melted. She looked at Dawn with innocent blue eyes and sang something.
Amu translated, “Miss O’duFrassler requests that you reconsider. It is a painless procedure and can be done in a matter of minutes.”
Amu paused, and Resa added something, smirking.
“Miss O’duFrassler says that she will give you a sweet when it is over.”
Dawn scrunched up her face. “What am I, six years old?”
Resa did not seem to need the rejection translated. She picked up her clipboard and tapped several times. When she was done, she turned it to face dawn. The top of the thick clipboard held a page-shaped projection sharper than any HD screen Dawn had ever seen. The image of a strange-looking yacht rotated slowly.
“What’s this?” Dawn asked.
“That is the exterior of the Infinity,” Amu told her. “Miss O’duFrassler is offering you a complete tour with access to every system of our inter-reality ship.”
The words “inter-reality ship” rolled in Dawn’s head. As insane as the whole thing was, it seemed to be true. The decision slowly sank out of curiosity into her mind.
“All right. Let’s get this over with,” Dawn mumbled. She laid back, setting herself flat on the padded table.
Resa let out a soft cheer. Amu’s hands whirred and transformed themselves into tiny instruments. It reached to the light above Dawn’s head and pulled down a small flashlight.
“Look directly into the light, please,” Amu told her.
“What’s that for?” Dawn asked.
Instead of a reply, the light flashed.
Dawn blinked several times, her blinded vision gradually returning. When she could see again, Amu was gone. She turned her head left and right, finding Resa sitting in the corner again and Amu on the far wall. It was turned away, running its hands through a glowing box that looked something like a microwave.
“What was that?” Dawn asked.
Amu spun around and glided to the side of the table. Its feet were wheels. “The surgery is complete. You are free to go.”
Dawn sat up. “Wait, what? I just saw a light flash.”
“The light was a simple anesthetic, rendering you unconscious for the given time of the surgery. There seem to be no ill effects.”
“You knocked me out just like that?”
Amu buzzed. “Would you have preferred to be awake during the procedure?”
Dawn blinked and shook her head. “Well, no, but I didn’t think it would be over so fast.”
“I did say you wouldn’t feel a thing,” Amu replied.
Dawn slowly reached up and touched her ears. She didn’t feel any different, not even as if there was water in her ears. “Wow, I wish all surgeries were easy like that.”
Amu’s eyes whirred and refocused. “If you’d like, I could remove the polymer lenses in your eyes and perform ocular corrective treatment.”
It took Dawn several seconds to translate what the android had said even though it was in English. It wanted to take out her contacts and give her laser-eye surgery.
“Maybe some other time,” Dawn told it.
The android’s voice buzzed something like a mournful tone. She frowned and looked for a distraction.
A voice announced, “There!”, and Dawn thought it would do nicely as a distraction. She turned and saw Resa standing from her metal seat.
The pink-haired woman walked over to her. She extended a clear plastic strap from her clipboard and connected it, slinging the clipboard over her shoulder like a purse. With a grin, she asked, “Feeling all right?”
Dawn squinted at her. She could see Resa’s lips moving in her own strange language, but she heard English. It was like a badly dubbed Japanese monster movie.
“What? Groggy?” Resa asked. Her voice in Dawn’s ear was chipper and twanged like someone out of a gangster movie. “You have been knocked out twice in fairly quick succession.”
“Twice?” Dawn asked.
“Just now, and before, when Lex blasted you.”
The shocking memory flooded back into Dawn’s mind. She felt her hands tighten into fists. “He stunned me.”
“Not stun, exactly,” Resa said. She cocked her head thoughtfully. “Perhaps a little, but the device really isn’t a weapon. It was developed on a world we visited some months back as a recuperation tool. In layman’s terms for you, it rebooted your body’s systems.”
Dawn blinked. “Layman’s terms?”
Resa made a sheepish smirk. “There’s a lot of other stuff I’d have to tell you to explain it fully.”
Dawn blinked again. She didn’t know whether the pink-haired woman was treating her like a child or simply an idiot. Crossing her arms, she said, “Well, why don’t you?”
“Because,” Resa began, then stopped. After lolling her head back and forth several times, she started again, “Because there’s a lot of science your world doesn’t understand. As an analogy, how would you explain a television set to a bunch of cavemen?”
Dawn blinked yet again. Cavemen had barely a concept of fire as an element, let alone the chemical makeup of combustion. Televisions worked by capturing radio-wave signals from over the air, translating them into video and audio, and painting an image with an electron gun on a surface with green, blue, and red dots while using speakers for the correlating sound. Even if they were speaking the same language, it could take hours to explain it.
“I think I understand,” Dawn said slowly. She had never felt so ignorant before. Despite having magic hearing aids that translated who-knew-how-many languages, there was so much she just wouldn’t understand. The air seemed to slip out of her lungs.
Resa did not seem to notice her depression. Instead, the pink-haired woman grabbed her hand and helped her off the padded table.
“Come on, then,” Resa said. “You’ve got a lot to see.”
Chapter 5
Dawn walked slowly through the corridor of the Infinity, stopping to puzzle over every alien artifact and machine. Its rooms were made of polished wood and brass, like a classy pleasure yacht. It even smelled of varnish, except for the unmistakable acidic twinge of hot electronics. The walls were crammed with digital photographs, bas relief sculptures, masks, and paintings from every conceivable artistic era. A Roman-style mosaic of misshapen dolphins hung next to a Cubist painting of weeping clowns, which itself was beside an incredibly realistic Renaissance portrait of a woman in red who blinked and changed her smile every few seconds.
The ship was a mismatched collection from a hundred worlds. Dawn felt she had to run her fingers over every one.
Dawn stopped at a painting behind glass of peasants dancing around the haystacks of their harvest. The paint was thick and blurry like a van Gogh, and it gradually repainted itself, moving the dancers around the hay. She touched it, wondering how it worked, and left a thin smudge on the glass.
“Step to the left, please!” Resa called.
Just as Dawn backed up, a thick green fog an inch thick washed over the painting. It paused over the painting, then moved along the wall behind her. Her fingerprint was gone. All Dawn could do was gape.
“Bacterial nanites,” Resa said, as if the explanation didn’t conjure a dozen more questions. “They scrub nonstop and eat whatever’s programmed. Beats dusting.”
Dawn watched the fog work its way down the corridor and turn onto the ceiling to surround a hanging lamp. “But, where’d they come from?”
“A place I like to call Cleantopia. We saw another world where they had mutated and began cleaning every biological substance. Wiped out the whole population before turning on itself. Cleanest skeletons I’d ever seen.”
Dawn shivered. Her mind came up with yet more questions, but she was afraid to ask them.
Resa led her to the end of the corridor, where there was a wide blank spot in the white wall. She touched it, and the wall opened to reveal a circular room beyond.
Dawn followed her inside, walking softly on the wooden floor in her stocking feet. It was the bridge or control room or pilot’s station; she didn’t quite know what to call it. A dozen monitors hung along the walls with wide desks that had glowing plastic keyboards. Several of the monitors were blank, but some had streams of data with various schematics flashing details. Three velvet-covered desk chairs sat on wheels, two on the left and the third separated. The far wall was a wide window, showing rooftops and leafy trees.
“That’s my neighborhood,” Dawn said slowly. They were in the field two blocks from her house. She had hung out there just a few weekends ago with her friends, some of the guys trying to impress the girls with lackluster skateboarding before they all told ghost stories.
We’re just about ready to leave,” Resa replied. “Here.”
She sat in one of the chairs and spun, stopping in front of a monitor that showed what looked like several pie charts. Resa pointed at a big green one in the middle. “The dimensional drive is still charging. We were going to hurry up tapping into ambient radio waves, but Lex doesn’t like to do that much. It makes us a little more conspicuous when people’s phones and things die.”
“Um, all right,” was all Dawn could think to say.
“The fusion reactor can only churn out so much. We’re taking a marginal jump, so it won’t be too much longer. Once we get the new generator, we’ll be able to jump in a matter of minutes rather than a matter of hours or days, so you can see why we need you so badly.”
Dawn felt her face go hot. She squeezed her hands into fists and demanded, “You attacked me and blew up my house just because you didn’t want to have to wait to cross entire dimensions?”
Resa’s face went blank, and she lowered her eyes. Gradually, she began grimacing, rolling her mouth downward from one side to the other. “It sounds bad that way.”
“It is bad!” Dawn shouted.
Resa threw up her hands defensively. “No! No. Well, yes. But there’s a good reason for it!”
Dawn paused to cross her arms. “Which is?”
“It’s, um,” Resa began, then stopped and swallowed. “Lex is better at explaining these things… here, look at this!”
She jumped from her chair and ran across the room to a particularly large monitor. It had a large rotating image of the ship on it.
“You can’t just change the subject,” Dawn told her.
“That’s exactly what I’m doing,” Resa replied. She touched the image on the top of the bow, and the monitor zoomed to show a three-dimensional floor plan of the room they were in. Two glowing green dots showed them standing.
Dawn frowned, torn between winning an argument and looking at the monitor.
“It’s got details for everything on the ship,” Resa said, wiping her hand across the monitor. The image zoomed out again. “Three decks; water, air, and orbit capabilities; spacious cabins; full engineering suite; weapons allocations; and a Mark-88 hyper-dimensional jump drive.”
Dawn decided to argue later. She walked closer to the image, squinting to study it as closely as she could.
From the outside, the ship looked like an enclosed yacht out of water. Most of it was a blank hull, but the top deck had portholes all along it and a large window in the front. At the back, there were two wide rudders hanging. A pair of stubby wings sat in the middle with long tubes on the ends. The back of the ship was covered with what looked like three rocket engines.
“Wow,” Dawn found herself saying.
“Wow is right,” Resa said. She touched the screen with both hands, as if she were physically prying it apart. The image became three floor plans with eight glowing green dots in various rooms.
“The bottom deck has the storage bay, as well as intakes and engineering for the jets and rockets. The middle deck has all the power cores and such, along with the galley. And up here we’ve got the bunkrooms, plus Amu’s medical lab.”
Dawn’s eyes traced the schematics. The ship had blown her mind away several times, and she had only seen two corners of it. She looked at a room on the middle deck with a green dot slowly making its way from one side to the other and back again.
“What’s this?” Dawn asked, pointing to the room.
“That’s, um,” Resa said, but stopped to wipe her hand over the monitor. The image cleared. “That’s the captain’s quarters.”
Dawn stitched her eyebrows. “What’s the matter?”
“You know, we shouldn’t be looking in on other people’s rooms,” Resa said, shaking her head quickly. Her pink hair flitted around.
“Well, yeah, but what’s wrong?” Dawn asked. “It looked like he was pacing or something.”
Resa made a nasal sigh. Her voice suddenly slowed and deepened. “He probably was.”
Dawn looked at the pink-haired woman, but Resa did not match her gaze. She sat like a statue, scarcely breathing and staring into space. It was as if all her jubilant energy had suddenly deserted her.
“Um, are you…,” Dawn began, but Resa quickly interrupted by snapping awake.
Resa clapped her hands and made an oversized grin. “You’ve seen the ship, so let’s go meet the crew!”
Before Dawn could reply, Resa jumped up from the chair and grabbed her by the hand. She led Dawn to the back of the room, touched the wall to open the door, and brought them back to the art-covered corridor.
They came to the first bare space along the wall on the left and stopped. Resa said, “Let’s see what Tevlak is doing,” and knocked.
Nothing happened.
Resa placed her palm flatly against the wall. “Tevlak, I know you’re in there. Do you want to meet our guest or not?”
An echoing, dark voice with something like a German accent rumbled through the wall. “Go away!”
Dawn’s skin crawled.
Resa made a playful grimace and shrugged. “He must be busy or something. It’s all right, you’ve already met, really.”
“We have?”
“Yep,” Resa said with a nod. “You nearly blinded him.”
Dawn felt her blood go cold. The vampire that had attacked her in the bathroom was on the other side of the wall. Her hands began to shake, and she took a step backward.
“Oh, he’s not that bad,” Resa said, rolling her eyes.
Dawn gaped. “He knocked out my friend and almost strangled me!”
Resa’s voice went soft. “He’s done a lot worse than that.”
Dawn’s cold blood seemed to freeze solid. Before she could reply, Resa moved along the hallway. She picked up her thick clipboard from her hip and tapped on it several times. “Broug’s down in the engineering room, and who knows where Pleonia is. Let’s see what the Twins are doing!”
“Twins?” Dawn asked.
The pink-haired woman did not reply. Instead, she hurried down the corridor to the last blank space on the right. The space between it had led to the medical room where Dawn had woken up. She glanced back over her shoulder at the other three blank spaces, wondering what were behind them.
Resa knocked on the wall. There was a beeping sound, and the wall disappeared. Inside, two identical twin girls sat on opposite sides of a porthole window. Bunk beds sat above desks covered in snow globes, papers, a half-eaten pizza, and miscellaneous junk. It looked like a college dorm room. Jazzy music and the potent smell of strawberry shampoo flowed out.
Resa pulled Dawn inside. As she came in, Dawn noticed the seemingly symmetrical room was starkly different down the middle. One side held browns and greens and a few potted plants. The other was almost entirely black with posters of dragons hanging on the wall. The two girls looked up, but did not say anything.
Dawn felt Resa push on her back. “Go on. Introduce yourself!”
“What?” Dawn blurted. She frowned and glared back at Resa. Turning back around, she looked at the two girls. They looked about college-aged, a little older than Paul but younger than the pink-haired woman. One girl dressed in black sat on a black beanbag, reading an ancient leather-bound book. The other was dressed in a green smock and painting flowers on a canvas.
“Um,” Dawn said, “I’m Dawn McCurtain. The girl you kidnapped.”
The girl at the canvas let out a laugh and dropped her brush. “Oh, we remember. You whanged Windy upside the head.”
The other girl narrowed her eyes over her book.
Dawn blinked and remembered the attack on her house. Two figures in black had been carrying Paul, and she nearly knocked one’s helmet off. Dawn crossed her arms. “You were attacking my brother! What else was I supposed to do?”
The girl at the canvas made a slow nod and a shrug as if she understood.
The other girl lowered her book and narrowed her eyes into slits. “We weren’t attacking him. The guy had caught some knockout gas in your kitchen we were intending for you, but you bolted up the stairs. Breeze and I were moving him to the couch so he’d be comfortable.”
“Be comfortable?” Dawn repeated. “Paul’s all right?”
“He’s fine,” the girl said in a serious voice. “He’ll wake up with a headache, but nothing a big glass of water wouldn’t cure.”
Dawn slowly uncrossed her arms. “It… kind of makes sense. I mean, if he was already knocked out, why else would you be carrying him?”
“Why, indeed,” the girl said and returned to her book.
The girl at the canvas rolled her eyes and walked to Dawn. She stuck out her hand forcefully and said, “Never mind that now. I’m Breeze, and that’s Windy.”
The other girl curled her eyebrows but didn’t look up from her book.
Dawn looked at the girls closely. She had met twins before, but only a couple of times. Her mind automatically searched for ways to tell them apart in addition to their obvious styles of clothing and attitude. Wendy’s hair was slightly darker, as if it had been dyed black and the color hadn’t quite washed out.
“So you’re twins?” Dawn asked.
Breeze shrugged. “No, not really. That’s just a nickname for us.”
“Nickname?”
Resa suddenly piped up. “They’re the same person, from different worlds.”
Dawn turned around slowly. The pink-haired woman stood cradling her clipboard. “Um, what?”
“The multiverse is a strange thing,” Resa said. She took a deep breath and looked upward. “Every universe at its core is identical, but along the way there are deviations. Quarks come up rotating left or right, people make different decisions, coins land tails instead of heads. Each time there’s a field of possibilities, each one of those is manifest in a different universe. Breeze and Windy are from two fairly related universes that we visited several years ago, back when we were stealing plutonium for the old fission reactor.”
“Stealing plutonium?” Dawn blurted.
“Yeah, but we’re past that now,” Resa told her with a shrug. “Their worlds were… falling apart, so we offered to take them with us in exchange for a little plutonium.”
Dawn blinked. “Falling apart?”
“It’s putting it mildly,” Windy suddenly said over her book. “Several generations back in both worlds, the industrialized nations split along the lines of the Great British Empire and the United European Socialist Nations. There was a cold war, and that’s when our worlds broke.”
“Broke?”
“Our worlds differentiated,” Breeze said. “My world had a revolution of peace and the notions of the innocence of flowers and children. Major governments collapsed, and we started living in hundreds of communal mini-countries.”
Dawn blinked. It was like a Twilight Zone where the Sixties had won.
“My world decided to blow each other up and get it over with,” Windy said, her voice flat and solemn.
Dawn watched the dour girl for a second and then turned to Breeze. “Your world sounds pretty good, actually.”
“No.” Breeze lowered her eyes and shook her head slowly. “A lot of old, bad ideas got dragged up by Luddites. Our medicinal technology wasn’t ready when the Plagues broke out as countries began disarming their biological weapons. People started dying by the thousands, then the millions, then the billions.”
Dawn felt her stomach sink.
“At least we knew how to stay clear of the fallout,” Windy said softly. “You guys couldn’t do anything.”
The room was quiet for a moment. Dawn couldn’t imagine an entire world collapsing, not to mention meeting survivors.
“Anyway,” Resa piped up. “We dropped in on them in need of plutonium. Both their fathers were nuclear engineers, Windy’s father working on retaliation weapons and Breeze’s on radioactive disposal. They helped us sneak in and steal what we needed, and we took them with us as refugees.”
“Imagine how crazy it was for Windy to show up as my doppelganger,” Breeze said with a grin. “Of course, I was ‘Windy’ back then, too, but I changed my name to keep things straight. Plus, it’s fun having a twin sister!”
Windy made a cynical snort.
Dawn watched the two girls, how different they were yet how similar. A lot of this “inter-reality” stuff didn’t make sense to her, but it had at least given them a way to escape doomed worlds. Disease and radiation had wiped out everything on their worlds, and somehow they had learned to deal with it. She tried to imagine all she knew dying instead of the sense of endless progress America had always tried to instill into her. Dawn wondered how she would handle losing everything. Even the thought made her shiver.
“What about the rest of the people?” Dawn asked slowly. “Your families? Friends?”
The others looked up and then turned away from the conversation. Windy’s hands clenched her book. Breeze bent down slowly to pick up her paintbrush. Resa bounced on her toes and looked over her shoulder into the hallway. A lump formed in Dawn’s throat, and she tried to swallow it.
The air filled with a low beeping siren. Dawn jumped.
“That’s the signal!” Resa chirped. She grinned at Dawn. “The reactor is finished charging the dimensional drive. We’ll be jumping soon.”
“Um, all right,” Dawn replied.
“I need to help the captain with the jump,” Resa told her. “Want to watch?”
Dawn’s skin prickled. She didn’t know what to expect from a dimensional jump. “I guess.”
“Great,” Resa said. She looked past Dawn. “What about you two?”
“No, thank you,” Breeze said, returning to her painting. She stabbed a huge red spot in the middle.
Windy only made a negative grunt.
“Suit yourselves,” Resa said. She took Dawn by the hand and pulled her down the corridor. The wall to the Twins’ room reappeared as if it had always been there.
Resa slowed and looked at Dawn from the corners of her eyes. Her hand let go of Dawn’s. “Do me a favor?”
Dawn blinked. “What?”
“Whenever you’re with the Twins… don’t talk about their families again, okay? It’s hard on them.”
A pit opened up in Dawn’s stomach. She must have twisted a knife in both of them unlike anything she had ever felt. It was a mistake, and she wondered if trying to apologize would even help.
“Capiche?” Resa asked.
Dawn nodded. “I won’t.”
Resa made a reassuring smirk and continued toward the bridge.
Dawn followed her robotically. All of the astounding art around her seemed strangely dead. The inter-dimensional ship was fun for a moment, but reality was setting in. If they left, how could she be certain she would ever get back? The captain was using her, just as he must have used the Twins. He was cold-hearted enough to abandon whole worlds to destruction, so how could he be trusted?
She suddenly very much wanted to be home with her own family.
Chapter 6
Dawn entered the bridge afraid of what she would find. Part of her wanted to run, but she knew she didn’t have the first clue how to escape the ship. Even if she did get away, they would kidnap her again. She half-expected the bridge to be full of surly pirates leering at her and a flurry of violent activity. Instead, all she saw was the blonde guy sitting in one of the velvet chairs.
His back was turned and his head craned, looking up at a monitor with flashing icons Dawn couldn’t read. His fingers danced over the controls, hitting seemingly random buttons. Part of her thought he looked like a child at play. The rest imagined he was like a master organist working several keyboards at once.
The captain hit a final series of keys, watched a blue light flash, and spun in his chair. He opened his mouth and suddenly froze. His brown eyes locked on Dawn. They were warm, almost magical.
Dawn shifted, not sure what to do.
Resa stepped forward. “Orders, Captain?”
“She’s here,” he said simply, still looking at Dawn.
Resa shrugged one shoulder. “I offered to let her watch. A first jump is a special thing.”
“It is,” the captain said. He took a breath and looked away from Dawn. “Are the calculations in order?”
Jumping across the floor, Resa landed in one of the chairs and scooted to a monitor teeming with strange symbols. She hit several keys, and the symbols aligned into a box that began to blink. “They’re set. Potential error negligible.”
“Good,” the captain replied. “Have they spotted us yet?”
Resa rolled to a different monitor. After punching a few keys, she shook her head. “Still scanning radio waves. Once we’re airborne, they’ll be on us like curves on a fractal.”
Dawn forced herself to pipe up. “They? What do you mean?”
The captain turned in his chair and looked at Dawn again. His eyes had turned gray. “That is a matter for another time. Our matter at hand is slipping through the fabric of space-time.”
Dawn crossed her arms. “Should I do something?”
He stood and walked to the empty chair. Rolling it into the middle of the room, he pointed it forward, then stepped back and made a sweeping gesture with his hand.
Dawn blinked at him and sat down.
The captain leaned over her and flipped a switch on the armrest. He smelled like old library books.
“That should do,” he said and tried to shake the chair. It suddenly seemed glued to the floor.
“Um, thanks,” Dawn said. She bit her lip and added, “Captain.”
“No need for titles between us,” he replied. “‘Lex’ is fine.”
She thought she saw the corners of his mouth curve into a smile, but he turned away before she could be sure. Lex returned to his own chair, cleared his throat, and called. “Systems analysis?”
Resa scrolled through a new monitor. “Batteries, fine. Engines, fine and fine. Aerial controls, fine. Fuels, low. Life-support, still giving us heating problems, but we’ll manage.”
“Check with engineering.”
Resa pushed a button. “Broug? How are things?”
A deep, grumbling voice sounded over unseen speakers. “I’ve seen worse.”
“Not terribly reassuring, Broug,” Lex said.
“Filters need replacing, and I still don’t like our coolant system, needs new tech to keep up. All right for the jump, though.”
A musical, tinny voice whispered over Dawn’s shoulder. “You’re new.”
She jumped and spun, but didn’t see anything. Doing her best to control her breathing, Dawn leaned over to the side. “Um, hello?”
“Over here,” the voice whispered again, once more behind Dawn.
Dawn spun again and saw a fairy floating beside her. She tried to gasp and scream at the same time and ended up gagging herself.
It was a true, living fairy. She was about a foot and a half tall from the tips of her bare feet to the top of her golden hair. Her skin was like flawless ivory, almost too beautiful to be real. Wings like a butterfly’s stuck out of her shoulders, fanning gently and somehow keeping her aloft. She wore a blue sort of tunic with ribbons, as glamorous as it was simple.
Huge jeweled eyes stared at Dawn, and the fairy whispered, “I knew you’re the new one.”
Dawn could only stare back.
The fairy’s face twisted into a mad smirking grin. “You’ve never seen a fairy before!”
Slowly, Dawn awoke enough to shake her head. “No. No, I haven’t.”
The fairy laughed. Her laugh was like bells chiming. “Silly human girl! I’ll wager you’ve never seen this before!”
She waved her doll-like arms like a ballerina, and her body suddenly disappeared. Her tunic, however, remained floating in midair. Dawn felt her jaw drop.
The fairy’s laugh rang again, and she reappeared.
“Oh, fairy magic is delightful when it causes such confusion!” she squealed. Grabbing her toes, she did a back-flip in the air.
“Pleonia,” Resa called. “Keep it to a dull ruckus, huh?”
The fairy stopped twirling and wrinkled her tiny nose. “I will thank you to refer to me as Princess Pleonia of the Goodfolk, daughter of Queen Oona, if you please.”
“Princess, we must concentrate,” Lex said.
The fairy bowed in midair and said in a dreaming voice, “Of course, my captain. Your whims are my greatest desires.”
She turned to Dawn and winked. “I’m just saying that, you know.”
Dawn nodded and managed to keep her mouth from hanging open.
“It’s not really a lie, just something I say that’s not true,” Pleonia explained. “It fills our captain with pleasure. And what’s truer than pleasures?”
Dawn had always considered emotions fairly fleeting. She decided not to argue and changed the subject. “So… you’re a fairy princess. That’s every five-year-old girl’s dream.”
“I am proud to fulfill those dreams,” Pleonia said, bowing low.
“She comes from a hive society,” Resa explained. “One queen gives birth to the entire generation. Pleonia has several hundred sisters, which means being a princess is the norm.”
“We are all princesses!” Pleonia squealed. She squeezed her tiny fists until they shook.
Resa touched buttons and did not reply.
“I think being a princess is pretty impressive,” Dawn told the fairy.
Pleonia’s fists unraveled themselves. Her shining-jewel eyes opened wide. “Finally, a compliment! If not for you, I should have died of rage and sadness.”
Dawn did not know how to respond to that.
Lex cleared his throat. Pressing a button and holding his finger on it, he said in a forceful voice that echoed from unseen loudspeakers, “This is Stare. We are beginning our ascent for the jump in ten seconds.”
He released the button and looked over his shoulder at Dawn. “Time to go.”
The captain turned away from her, and reality suddenly sank in. The ship had seemed a magical playground when she was with Resa, but the cold truth was that she was being stolen away from her home, her entire world. Beneath her feet, there was the unmistakable vibration of engines warming up.
Dawn jumped up from her chair. “You can’t do this!”
Her shout echoed around the control room. Resa spun in her chair and clapped her hands over her mouth. Pleonia dove away and hid under one of the consoles. Lex merely froze, staring through the front viewport.
Dawn lunged around the chair and headed for the blank space on the back wall. She stretched out her hand and touched it, just as Resa had done. It should have slid away instantly, but it stayed firm. Dawn scrambled to stop, and her socks slid on the polished floor. She slammed bodily into the wall.
She bounced and slipped, tumbling to the floor. Throwing out her arms in a flurry, she managed to balance herself. Dawn pressed herself against the wall, stabbing her hands over and over just in case it was a fluke.
“Your fingerprints have not been programmed into the door sensors,” Lex said, his voice cold.
“Don’t do this, Dawn!” Resa pleaded. “Sit down, it’ll be over soon, and we’ll punch the bag. I mean talk!”
“Talk about what? How you are kidnapping me?” Dawn demanded. “You have no right!”
“No right?” Lex said, slowly standing. “I have more right than you could possibly understand.”
He spun around and walked with stilted steps toward her. His eyes were bright crimson. “I have the right by strength, as I am more powerful than you. I have the right of victor, as I captured you squarely in battle. I have the right by fate, since you are just a humble girl from a simple-minded world, and I am captain of this vessel and master of forces that transcend anything you can imagine.”
Dawn narrowed her eyes at him. “No one has the right to force someone else to do his bidding.”
Lex stopped coming toward her. The muscles under his face tensed, and his eyes darkened.
Dawn pressed against the door again, hoping something would happen. Nothing did. She was trapped, and there weren’t any weapons anywhere around her. She didn’t even have shoes to throw at him.
He made a slow, deep exhale and said, “I do have need of your services, and I offered terms of a contract. You will be amply rewarded.”
“Rewarded?” Dawn blurted. “I just want to go home!”
“We will return you safely as soon as our mission is done.”
“No, now!” Dawn shouted.
The door behind her suddenly opened, and Dawn fell backward. She threw her arms out and bumped into someone behind her. Strong, thin arms caught her.
Dawn instinctively tried to escape, but the lean muscles were like steel. She struggled again and looked upward, seeing a gaunt, pale face staring down at her behind blue round sunglasses. It was the vampire that had attacked her, and he had her pinned. His lips parted in a grotesque grin, revealing fangs as pointed as the monstrous ears. There was a red rash across his face where she had hit him with Italian dressing.
“I thought I heard something lively,” the vampire said in a ghostly voice. His breath was like ice and smelled like death.
Dawn could not help but scream, and when she started, she decided to do it thoroughly. She screamed until her own ears hurt.
The vampire began to laugh. It sounded like a cat spitting up a hairball. His bony torso convulsed against Dawn’s back. She squirmed, but couldn’t break free.
Out of the corner of her eye, she could see his pale head slip low over her straining neck. His mouth parted with vicious fangs sliding close to her skin. Terrified tears welled in her eyes.
“Tevlak, release her,” she heard Lex say.
Without a word, the vampire’s arms let go of Dawn. She threw herself away from him. Dawn hugged her arms around herself and shivered. It was probably only fear, but she felt as if the warmth of life had been sucked out of her. She panted ragged breaths.
Dawn felt a hand at her elbow and pulled away. Spinning away, she saw Lex standing, his hand hanging in midair. His eyes were dark gray.
“Give me another chance to explain,” Lex said softly.
Dawn glared at him and swallowed. Her breathing seemed to calm as she met his gaze.
“My life has not always been easy, as I’m sure anyone can say,” he began. “I have an opportunity to take a leap forward for our good, and I have been desperate in my actions only because you are the key to my success. Any harm that has befallen you will weigh upon me for some time, but I assure you that it will all be worth it.”
Dawn let her glare soften.
He raised his hand, offering it to her. “Please. I need you.”
Options flooded through Dawn’s head, and she weighed each of them. A vampire blocked her escape, and she doubted she could get past him. She could demand to be released, and she felt the captain might actually let her go. She felt something toward him, almost like trust.
The last possibility was to go along, and he had guaranteed her safe return after the deed was done. Dawn puffed air over her teeth and wondered if she could truly trust him. Still, he said he needed her, and that was more than anyone had ever done.
She slowly slid her hand into his.
Lex’s eyes flashed bright blue.
A loud siren suddenly began to wail, howling like a wounded bird. Red lights flashed three times, and the siren settled into a quieter droning.
Resa threw herself over the control panel, her hands pressing several keys at once. “Sensor lock!”
Lex bolted toward the other seat, dragging Dawn with him. As he passed the chair in the middle of the room, he stopped and spun, half-tossing Dawn into it. She gawked up at him, and he only stared blankly in response. Without a word, he jumped into the empty velvet seat.
“Status!” Lex demanded.
“I’ve already detected the ID signal,” Resa replied. She fit a headset with earphones, an eyepiece, and two mouthpieces over her pink hair. “It’s Union. The Boundless will be here in no time.”
Lex pressed a key and leaned over the console. “Broug! Redirect the coolant to the jets! And get that inertial dampener online!”
A grumbling “Aye” resounded from nowhere.
Dawn watched the flurry of the two at the controls and then turned to look behind her. The vampire, Tevlak, was leaning calmly against the wall in the far corner. He did not look so frightening from several yards back. His blue sunglasses went strangely well with his gray sleeveless shirt and black military pants. His thin fingers were tucked in his enormous ears.
Something hard bumped against Dawn’s leg, and she looked around. Pleonia was there, holding a red leather strap.
“You will want this,” Pleonia told her.
Dawn took the strap, finding it attached to the bottom of the seat. It was a seatbelt, half of one at least, and she found where to buckle it over her shoulder. She pulled another strap from the opposite side and buckled in.
The fairy fluttered up and landed, sitting on her shoulder, humming a dainty tune. Dawn wasn’t sure what to say, so she let Pleonia sit. Tiny hands began playing with her hair.
Dawn looked cockeyed at the fairy and suddenly felt dizzy. Her body seemed to turn too soft, as if it were full of grease. She squirmed. The chair was impossibly slick.
“That’s the inertial thing,” Pleonia said. “I hate it, but Resa says, without it, we would end up as soup on the back wall of the ship.”
“That would be if the structural integrity of the ship held,” Resa suddenly called. She was strapping into her own harness. “My money is that the fuel tanks would rupture, blowing us all up before we got a chance to die from acceleration.”
“I’d survive,” Tevlak said in his echoing voice.
“Maybe so,” Resa replied, still pressing keys. “And maybe even the thousand-foot drop to a crash-landing. But I’d doubt you would be in shape to get healing blood before the sun came up.”
The vampire made a dull grunt.
“Enough!” Lex shouted. He pressed several buttons and said simply, “We’re off.”
Dawn felt Pleonia’s small arms wrap around her head. She resisted the urge to turn to look at the fairy.
In front of them, the captain threw his arms wide while running his hands over the console. The lit-up keyboards moved with his hands, brushing out of the way like pieces of paper. He touched the blank board and new keys ignited along with a series of holograms, laying out something like an arcade game control board.
Lex pulled back on an image of a joystick and pushed what must have been a throttle forward. The world in the window beyond suddenly shifted. Rooftops and trees dropped away, zoomed underneath, and then disappeared as the view changed to sickly orange clouds.
Dawn didn’t feel anything at first, and then all the forces seemed to pile up, throwing her stomach around inside her and pressing her into the back of her seat. Pleonia squeezed her head and made squeaking noises.
“That will be the worst of it,” Lex said. His hands pressed the controls farther forward.
The clouds grew denser before they suddenly disappeared. The sky burst to life with thousands of stars. Dawn had never seen the night so clearly. Gradually, the stars brightened, and more and more appeared until the sky seemed infinite.
“We’re going into space,” Dawn mumbled slowly.
All her life, she had dreamed of going into space. What kid hadn’t? She doubted she would ever make the cut to be an astronaut or come up with the hundred thousand dollars for space-tourism, but deep down she always felt that somehow, someway, she would go. Now she was, and she had no idea what to expect.
The ship zoomed forward until the last wisps of atmosphere fled from view. The window was filled with a sea of stars. A few red-blinking satellites slowly sailed between them. Lex shifted the controls, and the stars fled upward. The horizon of Earth came into view, looking blue, white, and magnificent in distant sunlight.
Dawn’s stomach bounced inside her, and she felt her hair jump. Instead of falling back in place, it hung, suspended in midair.
“Microgravity reached,” Resa said. “Engage artificial?”
“Wait,” Lex told her. “Key up shielding.”
Resa pressed several buttons, and there was a mechanical grinding sound behind them. Pleonia’s arms quivered in Dawn’s hair. She whimpered something Dawn couldn’t understand.
Dawn felt her eyes go wide. “What was that?”
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