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    The Story So Far… 
 
      
 
    I’m a teenage superhero.  
 
    I don’t remember a time when I wasn’t trying to save the world—or myself—but it’s really only a year since my life changed forever. That’s when I woke up in a hotel room with no memory of who I was or anything about my previous life. To make matters worse, there was a badly injured man on the floor in the room beside me. Pushing a book into my hands, he told me my name was Axel, and I had to try to make the world a better place. Then, without saying too much more, he very inconveniently died.  
 
    It wasn’t long before I met other teenagers who’d also lost their memories. We were from different countries and had no idea of our past lives. To make things even crazier, we discovered we each had amazing abilities.   
 
    I can manipulate air. I can ride on it, turn it into barriers, or use it as a weapon to fire at other people. It took a while to master, but I finally got the hang of it. An Australian girl named Brodie—who became my sometimes girlfriend—has martial arts abilities and the strength and speed of three athletes. They say that people with red hair have fiery tempers, and Brodie certainly fitted that profile.  
 
    The next member of our group is Chad. He became one of my best friends as well as being one of the most egotistical people I’ve ever met. He’s Norwegian, and he can create and control fire and ice. He can turn it into weapons, barriers, and even a fireboard that he uses for transport.  
 
    His sister is also amazingly powerful. Her name is Ebony, and she can transmute substances. She has an elf-like face and is naturally quiet. Although, when she needs to say something, she’ll say it. You can’t mistake quiet for shy. They’re not the same thing. Her ability to transmute substances means she can turn a flower into gold or silver or even oxygen. It’s a powerful ability to have. 
 
    Then there’s Dan. He’s a kid from China and a few years younger than us. His abilities are a mixture. In the early days, he had the power of precognition. He could see future events and had a mental connection with the other members of our team. That ability has faded over time, but his other ability hasn’t. Dan can manipulate metals and use them as weapons or as barriers. He’s small but handy in a fight.  
 
    Finally, there’s our friend Ferdy. He’s an autistic savant. This means he has problems communicating with other people, but he’s also a genius. Ferdy was killed during our adventures, but his mind was transferred into our ship's computer system. That ship was an alien fighter ship called Liber8tor, but it was recently destroyed. His essence now lives in our new ship—which we’ve also christened Liber8tor.  
 
    A lot of things have changed over the last year. I’ve kept a diary detailing it all, and I’m glad of it. When I look back over the pages, I’m amazed that we’ve survived all our crazy adventures. One thing I know for sure; I couldn’t have done it alone. It’s only because I’m part of a team that I’ve survived this long.  
 
    For the last few months, we’ve lived in an underground base in The Bronx. We’ve been back working with The Agency—the organization that gave us our powers. It’s far more open about its existence these days. The Bakari, the aliens who helped modify humans, are gone, but what they started has changed the world. Superheroes are everywhere. Most are created by The Agency, but there are just as many people and organizations modifying teenagers in secret labs.  
 
    It’s a weird world.  
 
    What hasn’t changed is our desire to discover our origins and real identities. It’s something we’ve thought about every day.  
 
    Still, there’s an old saying: good things come to those who wait.  
 
    We didn’t wait. We just got on with our lives. Maybe it was inevitable, though, that one day we would discover the truth.  
 
    And none of what we learned was anything we expected… 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    I awoke slowly to a world of pain.  
 
    This wasn’t unusual. Over the last year, I’d been knocked out and beaten into near unconsciousness a multitude of times. This time, what was unusual was waking up and having no idea how I ended up unconscious. Blearily opening my eyes, I saw metal bars and a concrete-floor. I was in a cell, and there were a dozen other cells—all empty—around me. There were no windows, and the place looked like some kind of underground bunker.  
 
    I glanced up.  
 
    Uh oh. 
 
    Set into the ceiling above me were zeno emitters, the devices that sapped me of my powers. Using my powers, I could have forced the bars apart and freed myself within seconds. Without them, I was as defenseless as any other prisoner in a jail.  
 
    A muffled groan came from behind. Sitting up, I saw a figure on the floor.  
 
    ‘Chad?’ I said.   
 
    ‘Axel?’ he said, peering about. ‘Please tell me I’m imagining this.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not imagining this.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you lie?’ 
 
    ‘Only if it would help—and it won’t.’  
 
    A corridor ran between the two rows of cells, but there was no sign of guards or anyone else for that matter. It looked like the only way out was via an elevator at the end of the room.  
 
    ‘How did we end up here?’ Chad asked.  
 
    I thought hard. We’d been in the middle of New York City, heading down the alley behind the building where The Agency Bronx offices were located. We’d gotten into the habit of using the back entrance rather than the front. People were used to seeing modified humans, but it didn’t mean they liked seeing them. There was a lot of bias against people with powers.  
 
    Leaning against the bars, Chad pushed back his blonde hair. ‘I remember something,’ he said. ‘There was that old lady.’  
 
    That old lady. 
 
    Now the memories began to return. The old lady had been walking towards us when she stumbled. Chad and I had gone to help her. As she looked up at me, I remembered thinking how surprisingly youthful she appeared for someone elderly. Then there was a smell of acrid gas, and the whole world had weaved around me before turning dark.  
 
    ‘That was no old lady,’ I said.  
 
    ‘She was disguised.’  
 
    I peered around again. ‘I wonder why we’ve been brought here.’ 
 
    ‘As opposed to…’ 
 
    ‘As opposed to killing us and tossing us in a river. It’s more efficient.’ 
 
    Chad sighed. ‘In that case,’ he said, ‘I’m glad our captors aren’t efficient. Nothing could be a worse ending for The Chad than to die efficiently.’ He reflected on this. ‘Actually, dying inefficiently is not what I’d like either. I’ve always longed to die in a far more boring way.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    He shrugged. ‘Old age?’  
 
    I gazed down the length of the room. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘I can’t promise anything. That elevator’s descending.’ 
 
    We watched as the numbers changed on the indicator over the elevator. We were probably several floors underground. If the zeno emitters were off, we could break out of here in seconds and use the elevator to escape.  
 
    Why do villains always have underground lairs?  
 
    They must teach them that at villain school: always have an underground lair.  
 
    The elevator dinged, the doors slid open, and two guards in black body armor appeared. Trailing behind them was a man in a grey suit. He looked very dapper, his hair was greying, and he had a slim build.  
 
    Oh dear.  
 
    ‘This is not good,’ I muttered.  
 
    Chad sighed. ‘Got to agree with you there.’  
 
    The men strode down the length of the room, stopping before our cell. The guards flanked the man in the middle as he studied us without smiling.  
 
    ‘I don’t believe we’ve ever been formally introduced,’ he said, placing much emphasis on the word formally. ‘But I know a great deal about you.’ 
 
    I tried to speak. ‘President—’ 
 
    He held up a finger to silence me. ‘You are Axel,’ he said, his eyes shifting. ‘And you are Chad. Here we all are together again. A perfect opportunity to relive the good times.’ 
 
    Good times? 
 
    ‘President Kozlov,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry about what happened. Really sorry.’ 
 
    The last time we’d seen the Russian President was when I was forced to kidnap him to save Brodie’s life. In the end, Brodie had saved herself, but nothing was the same afterward. I’d been thrown into jail, broken out by my friends, and we’d ended up on the run. Finally, The Agency had caught up with us, offering a deal to re-join them and start again.  
 
    Both The Agency and the American government had contacted the Russians to smooth things over. The Russians had agreed to forget the whole business and live and let live.  
 
    Looks like they were lying.  
 
    ‘I’m sure you’re sorry,’ the Russian President said. ‘But you never personally apologized to me.’ 
 
    ‘As I say, I’m—’ 
 
    ‘There I was,’ Kozlov continued, ‘driving in my car when you attacked my vehicle, terrorized my wife, and knocked me out.’ 
 
    ‘I never should have—’ 
 
    ‘Then you took me captive and kept me trussed up like an American turkey!’ his voice rose.  
 
    I swallowed. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘Really sorry.’ 
 
    Kozlov shook his head. ‘You’re not sorry,’ he said. ‘Not yet, but you will be.’  
 
    ‘I’m sorry too,’ Chad said. ‘I wasn’t there when Axel broke your car and…er, terrorized your wife, but…I’m sure she’s adorable. I’ve seen pictures of her and…’ 
 
    His voice trailed off as the Russian President glared at him. ‘You will never mention my wife again!’ Kozlov said. ‘You are not fit to clean her shoes!’ 
 
    It wasn’t often that Chad looked stuck for words. ‘I’m sure her shoes are very nice,’ he said lamely.  
 
    Kozlov only seemed to regain control with the greatest of efforts. ‘There will be no elaborate execution for either of you,’ he said. ‘There will be no grand scheme to use your blood or copy your DNA or examine you or any such thing.’ 
 
    Well, I thought. That’s good news.  
 
    ‘You will simply be shot,’ Kozlov continued. ‘And your bodies dumped into a well. You will never be found.’ 
 
    And that’s the bad news.  
 
    ‘Do you have any last words?’ the Russian President asked.  
 
    ‘Please accept my apologies,’ I said. ‘I meant no harm to you, your wife, or your country. If you must blame someone, blame me, and release Chad. He’s done nothing wrong.’ 
 
    Kozlov turned to Chad. ‘And you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry too,’ he said. ‘But it’s those Russian Dolls—the babushka dolls. I’ve never liked them. They’re downright creepy. Like something out of a horror story.’  
 
    The president’s face reddened as he struggled for self-control. I turned to Chad in disbelief, but he only shrugged.  
 
    ‘Axel,’ he said. ‘He’s going to kill us anyway. We might as well go down laughing.’ 
 
    Koslov finally lost it. ‘Shoot them!’ he screamed to the guards. ‘I want them dead!’ 
 
    A lot happened very quickly. The guard to the president’s left turned and shoved Koslov to the ground. As the other guard retaliated, the first guard swept his legs away before punching him into unconsciousness. He then grabbed the keys and unlocked the cell with Koslov looking on in amazement. 
 
    ‘You!’ he shrieked, pointing at the guard. ‘You are a traitor!’ 
 
    The features of the guard shifted into those of a young Japanese girl. She had bright eyes and pretty lips. ‘You have to be Russian to be a traitor,’ Quinn said. ‘And I’m not Russian.’  
 
    Opening the cell door, Chad stepped forward and kissed her hard. She eventually pushed him back. ‘Hey you,’ she said. ‘Not in front of company!’  
 
    ‘Sorry,’ Chad apologized. ‘I thought you’d never get here.’ 
 
    ‘You were expecting me?’ Quinn said.  
 
    We had met Quinn on one of our previous adventures. In the beginning, Chad hadn’t trusted her or her father, Mister Okada. Quinn was a shapeshifter and could transform herself to look like anyone. She’d been involved in a plot to capture us, but it was because her father was being held captive.  
 
    Sadly, Mister Okada was eventually killed, and Quinn had left us to find herself. After traveling for some time, what she’d eventually found was The Agency—and us again. It was only a few weeks before romance blossomed between her and Chad. 
 
    ‘I knew you’d save me,’ Chad said.  
 
    I leaned over his shoulder. ‘Well,’ I said. ‘I thought I was about to die. Is there a plan to get out of here?’ 
 
    ‘The others are waiting in Liber8tor,’ Quinn said. ‘The ship’s cloaked and Ferdy’s flying loops around the compound. We just need to fight through a gazillion guards to make good our escape.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ I said as we headed for the elevator. ‘That’s nothing we can’t handle.’ 
 
    ‘What about him?’ Quinn asked, thumbing towards the President, who was still watching the proceeding with amazement.   
 
    I turned back to him. ‘Again,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry. We’ll never bother you again.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry too,’ Chad said. ‘But if you keep making those dolls—’ 
 
    Pushing him into the elevator, I pressed the up button. ‘Chad,’ I said. ‘Will you ever learn?’  
 
    ‘Of course not,’ he said. ‘I’m The Chad.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Liber8tor soared across the clear blue sky towards New York. 
 
    ‘…gotten really behind in Journey To Yabbada,’ Dan was saying. ‘And we’ve reached The Castle of Kalikos. That castle’s going down!’ 
 
    Ebony sighed. ‘There’s more to life than gaming.’  
 
    ‘Really?’ Dan said. ‘Name something.’ 
 
    She and Dan were flying us out of Russian airspace. Glancing back from the pilot’s seats, Ebony shot me a small smile. ‘You’ve got me there,’ she admitted. ‘There is nothing other than gaming.’ 
 
    The rest of us were in the main cabin enjoying the view. I yawned. It was nice to have nothing to do for a change. Usually, a lot of our spare time was taken up with playing Journey To Yabbada, an epic online fantasy computer game. In the last few weeks, however, we’d been busy doing different things. There were now more than fifty teenagers at The Agency’s Bronx branch with plans in place to create a formal superhero training school. As well as our usual duties, we’d been lending a hand to train the new students.  
 
    I leaned back in my seat and gazed sightlessly at the view. I’d been spending time with Brodie, Chad had been with Quinn, and Ebony had been hanging around with a girl named Sophie. Dan had been mostly abandoned to do his own thing, which meant lots of gaming while still working out how to fly Liber8tor.  
 
    ‘What do you think, Ferdy?’ Dan asked. ‘Is there anything better than gaming?’ 
 
    Ferdy lived in Liber8tor’s computer system, although he could inhabit several computer systems in multiple locations simultaneously.  
 
    ‘Friend Dan,’ Ferdy said. ‘Ferdy believes that gaming is the best use that anyone could ever have of their time.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’  
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    We burst out laughing at Dan’s outrage. ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Is that a joke?’ 
 
    ‘It is, friend Dan.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Dan said, considering. ‘It’s not bad. Keep working at it.’ 
 
    The ship left Russian airspace, headed westwards across Europe, and then across the Atlantic. Within an hour, we were in sight of New York. Peering out the window, I looked down as Dan aimed us for The Bronx. Soon, we were zooming down the back alley behind The Agency building. A garage door opened up, and we flew into an underground basement. We parked among many other Flex fighters and flying vessels and made our way into the main building. 
 
    There were several levels underground, but above ground, The Agency headquarters was situated in an old hotel called The Piccolo. The signage still hung from the building's side, but over the main entrance were the words The Agency. A message came over our wristcoms as we headed up in the elevator. The wristcoms were the latest iteration of communication devices that allowed us to access the internet and each other. The message was from Mister Brown: 
 
      
 
    Please come to my office immediately. 
 
      
 
    ‘Wonder what’s up,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Could be another mission,’ Dan said.  
 
    ‘Already?’ Brodie said. ‘Can’t someone else save the world for a change?’ 
 
    I reread the message. The words were harmless enough, but I still had an odd sensation when I looked at them. Immediately meant urgent. It also meant that something was wrong.  
 
    My heart beat a little faster. I couldn’t help but feel that it was bad news. I’d never experienced precognition myself—plenty of other modified humans did—but I still had a sense that all was not right.  
 
    ‘It won’t take long,’ I said. ‘Then we can focus on important things.’ 
 
    ‘Like Journey To Yabbada?’ Dan said.  
 
    ‘Absolutely.’ 
 
    Quinn wasn’t officially on our team. She belonged to another group known as T-Squad. Giving Chad another kiss, she said she’d see him later and exited the elevator. The doors slid shut again.  
 
    ‘I’m never going to get used to that,’ Dan said.  
 
    ‘That I’m such a drawcard for the ladies?’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘No. That Quinn hasn’t caught some horrible disease from you. I would have expected her face to fall off by now.’ 
 
    Chad merely rolled his eyes. ‘There aren’t any diseases that make your face fall off,’ he said and frowned. ‘Are there?’  
 
    We made our way to Mister Brown’s office. His receptionist was a man by the name of Mister Hillcliff.  
 
    ‘Go right in,’ he said. ‘He’s expecting you.’ 
 
    We strode into Mister Brown’s office to find him tapping away on his computer. He’d been my first training instructor when we’d joined The Agency. It was odd seeing him in an office job, but a lot had changed in a short time. He was even wearing a pair of glasses. They looked small and fragile on someone who was built like an army sergeant.  
 
    ‘Hi gang,’ he said. ‘Thanks for coming so promptly.’ 
 
    ‘The word immediately sort of gets our attention,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘Don’t bother taking seats. You need to take a look at something downstairs.’ 
 
    ‘Something good?’ Brodie asked.  
 
    ‘Not really,’ he said, standing. ‘I could try explaining, but it’s best if you see for yourselves.’ 
 
    We followed him down in the elevator to one of the lower levels. Scientists worked on a variety of projects in different rooms as we passed. There had been a lot of talk about a new technology called jumpspace. It had something to do with interplanetary travel, but we knew nothing apart from that.  
 
    Exiting the elevator, we headed into a section we’d never seen before. The sign on the door at the end of the corridor brought us to a halt.  
 
    ‘The Morgue?’ Ebony said. ‘Like…where dead people are located?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so,’ Mister Brown said. ‘We’re not a city authority, but some bodies are brought here when there are suspicious circumstances.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ I asked, more mystified than ever.  
 
    ‘Usually when the person has been identified as possibly being a modified human or as alien. Either way, the authorities want to make certain that they’re safe to bury. We don’t want to bury someone who’s actually alive or can contaminate the environment.’ 
 
    ‘Actually alive?’ Dan said. ‘You mean they’d come back from the dead?’ His eyes shone. ‘A man known only as Zombie Hero! Fighting evil from beyond the grave!’  
 
    Dan was always trying to create cool superhero names, but none ever stuck.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘That’s got quite a ring to it.’  
 
    Mister Brown lingered for a moment longer. ‘There’s a deceased person in here,’ he said. ‘And his appearance will come as a shock.’ 
 
    Nodding silently, we entered the room. Doctor Kennedy, the woman who administered our regular check-ups, was reading a report on her computer. She was tall with black hair and a kind smile. Behind her was a morgue refrigerator designed to hold eight bodies. I glanced sideways at the others. They looked fine except for Dan, who’d turned pale. We’d seen a lot of deceased people over the last year, but it was never pleasant.  
 
    ‘We’d like to take a look at the person who came in this morning,’ Mister Brown told the doctor.  
 
    Nodding, she checked a folder for the right refrigerated drawer and crossed to the unit. Unlatching the door, she glanced back at us.  
 
    ‘This will come as a shock,’ she said. ‘Especially for you, Axel.’ 
 
    Especially for me? I wondered. Why me? 
 
    She half slid the drawer open, revealing a body under a sheet. We grouped around to look more closely as she drew the sheet back from the dead person’s face.  
 
    ‘That’s not possible,’ I said.  
 
    The dead person looked exactly like me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    This makes no sense.  
 
    It was one of those times when you stare at something, and you can’t quite make sense of what you’re looking at. His face was the same. His hair was the same color. The shape of his body, even under the sheet, looked the same as me.  
 
    ‘That’s impossible,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘It’s a trick,’ Chad said. ‘Someone’s trying to fool us.’ 
 
    Precisely what they were trying to fool us into doing was beyond my understanding. The dead boy was my duplicate. Even in death, his hair fell back across his forehead in exactly the same way as me.  
 
    Ebony’s tone was hushed. ‘Axel,’ she said. ‘Look at his chin.’ 
 
    I looked more closely at his chin—and stared.  
 
    No.  
 
    The day I first awoke, I’d looked at myself in the mirror and seen a person I’d since become accustomed to. Brown hair and eyes. Average build. Nothing too different from anyone else.  
 
    Except for my chin.  
 
    There was a small scar on my chin. What had caused it was impossible to determine. It had merely been there from day one. Since that first day, I’d seen it so many times in the mirror that I barely noticed it anymore.  
 
    Now this dead boy on the slab, who looked identical to me, had exactly the same scar in exactly the same place.  
 
    ‘He must be a clone,’ Brodie said. ‘A copy.’ 
 
    ‘Except a clone wouldn’t have that scar,’ Ebony pointed out. She glanced over at Doctor Kennedy. ‘Would it?’ 
 
    The doctor shook her head. ‘We can’t clone people,’ she said. ‘Not yet. Anyway, a clone would have the same DNA, but that doesn’t explain the identical scar. The other issue is that you can’t grow a person overnight.’  
 
    ‘Wait a minute,’ I said. ‘This person has the same DNA?’ 
 
    That made them identical to me.  
 
    ‘And the scar,’ Dan said. ‘How can that be?’   
 
    ‘Could it be your brother?’ Chad asked.  
 
    I’d had memories of a wheatfield, a farmhouse, and someone who looked similar to me since the day I first woke up in the hotel room without my memory.  
 
    ‘That still doesn’t explain the scar,’ I said.  
 
    Mister Brown cleared his throat. ‘Maybe we should sit down,’ he suggested. ‘Doctor, would you mind accompanying us to my office?’ 
 
    Nodding, she closed the drawer and followed us back to Mister Brown’s office. We didn’t speak until we sat down.  
 
    ‘What was his name?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Glen Johnson,’ Mister Brown said.  
 
    Glen. 
 
    Our own names were taken from the alphabet's first six letters: Axel, Brodie, Chad, Dan, Ebony, and Ferdy. The letter G would be the next logical letter to be used for a name.  
 
    Why does he look like me?  
 
    ‘What happened to him?’ Chad asked Doctor Kennedy. ‘How was he killed?’ 
 
    ‘An energy blast to his chest,’ the doctor said. ‘He would have died quickly.’ 
 
    ‘So he was attacked?’ I said.  
 
    ‘It seems so,’ Mister Brown said.  
 
    Brodie spoke up. ‘And where was he found?’  
 
    ‘He was living alone in a Washington apartment. It wasn’t in one of the better neighborhoods. We’ve closed up his apartment in case you wanted to check it out.’  
 
    In case I wanted to?  
 
    Nothing could hold me back.  
 
    ‘How does this relate to The Alpha Project?’ Dan asked. ‘Did Axel’s double get experimented on as well? Was he one of us?’  
 
    The Alpha Project was the program devised to give us our powers. One of the many scientific endeavors run at The Agency, little was known about it. All the scientists involved with it had been killed rescuing us.  
 
    Mister Brown spread his hands. ‘I don’t know,’ he confessed. ‘We don’t know much about The Alpha Project. As you know, the Bakari, known as Twelve, was in charge of the South Carolina branch where it was conducted. He had complete control of The Alpha Project. Modification of humans has been taking place for centuries, but the memory loss you suffered was…unforgivable.’ 
 
    He looked sorry about the whole thing, and I think he meant it.  
 
    ‘I don’t know how you can all look so calm,’ Brodie said, her bottom lip trembling. ‘Because I can only think of one reason why he looks like Axel.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ Ebony said. 
 
    ‘He is Axel,’ Brodie said. ‘A future version of Axel.’  
 
    This announcement was met with silence.  
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Chad asked.  
 
    She looked around at each of us. ‘Think about it,’ she said. ‘He’s not a clone, and he can’t be a relation. That means he is Axel. We’ve time-traveled once before. We got to see the future. This may be a future version of Axel who traveled to the past—and has now died there.’ 
 
    A chill went through me. What Brodie was saying made terrible sense. We’d experienced time travel before when an adult version of myself came back from the future to convince us to change history. On that occasion, we’d traveled to the future with him to see a world devastated by conflict. This had led me to travel back in time to kill the inventor of time travel, James Price. In the end, his life had been saved, but the whole experience had opened up a world of possibilities.  
 
    I thought again about Glen Johnson.  
 
    Could he actually be me?  
 
    ‘They look identical,’ Ebony said, swallowing. ‘If it’s a future version, then he must only be from a short time in the future.’  
 
    ‘That’s an intriguing theory,’ Mister Brown said, frowning. ‘This Glen Johnson was living in the Washington apartment for only around six months. His life before that is a complete mystery.’  
 
    Ebony stroked her chin. ‘So Axel could have arrived here six months ago,’ she said. ‘And stayed hidden the whole time.’ 
 
    I tried to imagine what this would be like. The whole rise of superheroes had happened over this last year. If a future version of me had been living in the past, it meant I’d sat by and watched it all happen.  
 
    But what else could I have done?  
 
    It wouldn’t have been in my nature to stay hidden, but I knew it would have been the safest option. I didn’t understand time travel—I doubt anyone did—but the entire timeline could have been upset if I’d revealed myself. Meeting a future version of myself could have completely shattered the space/time continuum. The future may have been altered. Anything could have happened.  
 
    ‘We need to see his apartment,’ I said.  
 
    ‘I agree,’ Chad said. ‘I still think this is some kind of trap, but we’ve got to know.’  
 
    We thanked Mister Brown and the doctor and headed back up in the elevator. Brodie was strangely quiet the whole time and then grabbed my arm as we arrived at our floor. Chad glanced back, saw the look on her face, and kept going.  
 
    ‘Axel,’ Brodie said, her eyes bright. ‘I don’t know…’ 
 
    Then she burst into tears.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘It’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not okay!’ she bawled. ‘What if I’m right? What if you’re going to get killed?’ 
 
    The elevator was still heading up, so I hit the button for the roof. It wasn’t the best view, but it was still enjoyable. Pigeons often wheeled between the buildings and landed on a nearby roof. The cacophony of traffic, drifting up from the street, fought against the thud of music from a nearby dance academy.  
 
    Today was clear and warm as I held her tight.  
 
    ‘Everything will be fine,’ I said.  
 
    ‘You can’t know that for sure,’ she said. ‘In fact, it looks like everything won’t be fine. It looks like you’re going to die.’  
 
    I stared into her eyes. ‘Then I’ll do everything I can to stop that from happening.’ 
 
    Brodie gripped my arms. ‘But maybe that’s what you were already doing,’ she said. ‘Maybe you were sent back in time and got stuck there. You might have done your best to stop this whole disaster from happening—’ 
 
    She started crying so hard she couldn’t speak. I understood what she was saying. Maybe, despite my efforts, I’d failed to stop myself from ending up in the morgue.  
 
    ‘Brodie,’ I said. ‘Listen up.’ 
 
    She wiped the tears from her eyes. ‘Yeah?’  
 
    ‘Then I’ll try harder,’ I said. ‘I promise.’  
 
    I just hoped it would be enough.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    ‘This is it?’ I said.  
 
    ‘This is the building,’ Ferdy said. ‘And the fantasy role-playing game, Dungeons and Dragons, was designed by Gary Gygax and David Arneson.’ 
 
    Ferdy was often sharing interesting but unnecessary information with us. We landed on the roof of the apartment block in Anacostia, Washington DC. The view from here was of other similar apartments. Some looked to be in good order, but a few appeared to be quite rundown. Taking in the neighborhood, I glanced back to our ship. The new Liber8tor was the shape and size of an army helicopter but without the rotor blades. Silver and sleek, it was certainly a classier-looking ship than the old. 
 
    Dan seemed to read my mind as he followed my gaze. ‘Missing the K’tresh?’ he said.  
 
     I shuddered as I recalled the premade food packs from our old ship.  
 
    ‘Never,’ I said. ‘That stuff tasted like soapy fish.’  
 
    ‘I could have gotten used to it,’ Dan said. ‘After about a million years.’  
 
    We made our way down the stairs to the apartment where my double had lived; it wasn’t hard to miss. The doorway was the only one with police tape across. Fortunately, Mister Brown had given me a key. Unlocking the door, we navigated under the tape and entered to find a pretty ordinary-looking apartment.   
 
    I wasn’t sure what I’d expected to find. Maybe I thought it would contain an enormous photocopier that duplicated people or a time machine with the engine still running. Instead, the place looked as normal as could be. The off-white plaster walls matched the greying curtains at the windows. Half a bottle of old milk sat in an old refrigerator that whirred and chugged in the tiny kitchen. A loaf of moldy bread sat on a bench. A few spreads were in the cupboard. Next to the trash bin were dozens of old pizza boxes.  
 
    Brodie opened the top one. ‘Looks like your double really loved pepperoni pizzas,’ she said.  
 
    She gave me a look, and I nodded. 
 
    Pepperoni was my favorite too.  
 
    Two chairs faced a television. A third chair sat by the window overlooking an alley filled with trash cans. A bookcase contained a bunch of books, but they seemed to be random paperbacks.  
 
    ‘Axel,’ Chad said. ‘I’ve gotta say that this place is…uh…’ 
 
    ‘Depressing,’ Ebony said.  
 
    I nodded. ‘Yeah. It doesn’t look like my double had much fun.’  
 
    ‘We need to systematically search,’ Dan said. ‘From top to bottom.’ 
 
    ‘Mister Squirt,’ Chad said. ‘That is a fantastic suggestion.’ 
 
    ‘I know—and don’t call me Mister Squirt.’  
 
    The girls searched the kitchen. I took the bookcase while Dan and Chad searched the tiny bedroom and the wardrobe where my double kept his clothing. I heard them going through every item in the wardrobe while I flicked through every book. I even examined behind and under the bookcase. 
 
    Nothing.  
 
    ‘What do you think?’ I asked everyone.  
 
    Ebony sighed. ‘I don’t think your double led a happy life,’ she said. ‘All this is kind of depressing.’ 
 
    ‘What about the books?’ Brodie asked.  
 
    ‘They’re mostly action-adventure stories,’ I said. ‘I’m not even sure he read them.’ 
 
    Dan frowned. ‘It’s hard to believe he actually lived here.’  
 
    ‘That’s true,’ Chad agreed. ‘This place feels more like a drop-in center than a home.’  
 
    ‘It doesn’t seem to have been somewhere where a person lived,’ Brodie said. ‘It looks more like a cover for something else.’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s an excellent coverup,’ I said. ‘I have no idea what it's hiding.’  
 
    Ebony’s eyes scanned the room. ‘Did anyone check the oven?’ 
 
    ‘The oven?’ 
 
    ‘Your double obviously didn’t do a lot of cooking. The stove looks like it was never used.’ She opened the oven door and peered in. ‘No,’ Ebony said after a moment. ‘There’s nothing…wait a minute…’ Reaching in, she pulled out a key on a string. ‘What’s this?’ 
 
    ‘Ebony,’ I said, taking the key from her. ‘You’re a genius.’ 
 
    Brodie peered over my shoulder. ‘That’s a key for a storage facility,’ she said. ‘The address is even on it. That’s not too far from here.’ 
 
    Chad took another glance around the room. ‘We’ve probably seen everything we can—watch out!’ 
 
    He dived for me, pushing me aside as an orange power beam smashed through the window and struck the opposite wall. More blasts hit the side of the building as I struggled to throw up a protective barrier. Sections of the wall began to collapse.  
 
    ‘Everyone out!’ Brodie yelled. 
 
    We crawled towards the door, finally making it to the hall. Residents from other apartments, some bleeding and helping injured friends and family members, were also escaping the attack. The long wail of an alarm cut the air. 
 
    ‘We’ll help people out of the building,’ Brodie said. ‘You and Chad find out who’s shooting at us.’ 
 
    Heading back into the room was too dangerous, so Chad and I went charging back up the stairs. Seconds later, we were peering over the edge of the roof. A figure in black floated motionless before the building. The outfit could have been made from liquid.  
 
    ‘Is that a person or a robot?’ Chad asked.  
 
    There was no obvious way to breathe in the outfit. ‘A robot—I think.’  
 
    It raised an arm to fire off another volley.  
 
    ‘Hey!’ Chad yelled. ‘Shoot at someone who can fire back!’ 
 
    Lifting its head, it pointed at us and let out another volley. I threw up a barrier and deflected the orange blasts. These are powerful. Chad pointed at the figure and encased him in ice. This stopped the robot’s barrage—for a second—but then it fired off another blast, exploding the ice.  
 
    Taking to the air, I fired a series of air cannonballs at it as Chad leaped off the building and landed on his fireboard. Chad had gotten much better at riding the board in recent months; his training with The Agency had paid off.  
 
    The robot quickly dealt with both of us, continuing to fire blasts as we attacked it. Finally, it seemed to change its mind, turning to fly away from the scene. I’ve never seen anyone fly like that. Remaining in a standing position, the robot simply coasted away as if aerodynamics meant nothing to it. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said to Chad. ‘After it!’


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    ‘Help!’ the boy yelled. ‘Help me!’ 
 
    Ebony was at the end of the corridor when she spotted the boy. He was about ten with red hair and a round face. Smoke billowed from his apartment. Ebony raced to him, leaving Dan and Brodie to evacuate people from their homes.  
 
    ‘Can I help?’ Ebony asked. 
 
    ‘My dad’s hurt,’ the boy said. ‘He can’t move.’ 
 
    She hurried into the room after him. The wall facing the street had collapsed entirely, exposing the room to the outside. A man lay pinned under a section of the wall. Ebony knelt beside him.  
 
    ‘I can’t move,’ he gasped. ‘My legs are trapped.’ 
 
    Ebony touched the wall and turned it to oxygen. It looked like one of his legs was broken. She wondered if it was safe to move him, but then the building gave a threatening groan. 
 
    This whole place is going to collapse. 
 
    She helped the man up, put one arm under his shoulder, and assisted him to the door and into the hall. Most of this floor had been evacuated. A cracking came from above as the ceiling overhead began to crumble. Pointing to it, Ebony transformed it into iron.  
 
    Good. That’s holding.  
 
    Ebony got the man to the stairwell and started downstairs with him and the boy.  
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ she asked him.  
 
    ‘Jack,’ the man grunted. ‘That’s my son, Bill.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll be out of here soon. Just hang on.’ 
 
    It seemed to take forever, but she finally got him down to the street. By now, ambulances and other emergency vehicles were filling the street. Brodie was talking to one of the firemen. It sounded like they were evacuating the whole area. Dan was looking after a distressed woman who was bleeding from the head.  
 
    Help. 
 
    The voice seemed to come from somewhere near the top of the building, but it was impossible to pinpoint its source. Surrendering Jack and Bill to the emergency service workers, Ebony headed back into the building. She went racing up the stairs, checking from floor to floor to see if she could locate the person. 
 
    ‘Hello!’ she yelled. ‘Is there anyone in here?’ 
 
    ‘Help!’ 
 
    The voice came from the floor above. Ebony went racing up the stairs. It only took a few minutes to locate an old woman trapped in a bedroom. Her wardrobe had toppled over onto her. Ebony pushed it away and gently helped the woman to her feet.  
 
    ‘Can you walk?’ Ebony asked.  
 
    ‘I’m a bit battered,’ the lady said. ‘But I think I can make it—if there’s time.’ 
 
    The lady was quite frail. Ebony didn’t want to rush her, but she wasn’t sure they could make it downstairs in time. She asked the woman’s name, who said it was Doris.  
 
    Ebony accessed her wristcom. ‘Ferdy,’ she said. ‘Can you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy can hear you, Ebony.’ 
 
    ‘Are you still on the roof?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy is.’ 
 
    ‘Wait there. I’m coming up.’ 
 
    Rather than taking the lady downstairs, Ebony hurried her up to the roof to where Liber8tor sat.  
 
    ‘My goodness,’ Doris said. ‘I’ve never flown in one of these.’ 
 
    ‘It’s safer than most planes,’ Ebony said.  
 
    She certainly wasn’t about to tell Doris all the hair-raising adventures they’d been on. Ebony helped the woman into the main cabin and raced to the cockpit. Within seconds, they were airborne and flying over the street. There was no sign of Chad or Axel, but Dan and Brodie and emergency service workers were still working to get people safely to the street.  
 
    Ebony watched as pieces of the building rained down onto the sidewalk.  
 
    The building’s not going to last. 
 
    She flew Liber8tor further down the street, set down, and let Doris out. Ebony then returned to where Dan was assisting a man into a waiting ambulance.  
 
    ‘How can I help?’ Ebony asked.  
 
    Dan nodded to the building. ‘Stop that from collapsing if you can,’ he said. ‘I tried but didn’t get very far.’ 
 
    He had used his power to bend light poles against the building in a crude attempt to prop it up. The structure still looked like it was about to topple at any moment. The building gave another groan as larger pieces of masonry began dropping to the street. Ebony’s eyes strayed to a police officer who was leaving the structure with a child in her arms.  
 
    A section of brickwork broke loose and fell toward them. The policewoman tried to race free, slipped, and went crashing to the sidewalk. Ebony ran over and turned the brickwork to oxygen at the last moment.  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ the cop said, standing. ‘I think everyone’s out, but the building’s not going to last.’ 
 
    Ebony nodded.  
 
    Maybe there’s something I can do. 
 
    She had to be careful. Very careful. If she didn’t get the balance right, this could all go horribly wrong. She’d never tried to alter such a big object before.  
 
    Well, she thought. First time for everything.  
 
    Focusing, Ebony touched a hand to the wall nearest her and turned it to titanium. She spread the metal down to the ground and across the street, so it was one solid piece. She couldn’t put too much metal into the building yet; the weight would make the whole structure collapse.  
 
    ‘Watch out!’ Dan screamed. 
 
    She glanced about in time to see Dan maneuver a piece of metal over her head.  
 
    Claaaang! 
 
    A section of brickwork bounced off the makeshift shield. Ebony grunted a word of thanks as she continued to turn the road to titanium. Next, she focused on doing the same to the building. The bottom section of the structure was stable, but it was taking time to transform the upper floors.  
 
    She peered up.  
 
    Second floor. Good. Third floor. Good. 
 
    The upper section began to shake violently.  
 
    I’m not going to make it.  
 
    ‘Ebony,’ Dan said, drawing near. ‘We’ve got to go.’ 
 
    She gasped. ‘Just a bit longer.’  
 
    At that moment, Liber8tor swung into view as Ferdy braced the ship against the upper floors. Small pieces tumbled down, striking Dan’s shield. It was like being under a metal roof in the middle of a storm. Dan kept the metal cover in place as Ebony continued to transform the brickwork to iron.  
 
    Her wristcom came to life. ‘Ferdy will try to keep the building in place,’ he said. ‘But Ebony must hurry.’ 
 
    Ebony continued to focus.  
 
    Fourth floor. Fifth floor. Sixth floor… 
 
    A final brick slammed onto the metal cover.  
 
    ‘Ebony,’ Dan said. ‘You’ve done it.’ 
 
    Exhausted, Ebony fell back from the building and peered up at the structure. The entire building had been transformed into titanium. Emergency service workers broke into applause as Ferdy brought the Liber8tor down into the street.  
 
    Ebony looked about. She’d never been the center of so much attention before and felt herself reddening as dozens of eyes focused on her.  
 
    Brodie raced over. ‘Ebony!’ she said. ‘That was fantastic!’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Ebony said, then looked around. ‘Where’s Chad and Axel?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Boom! 
 
    The power blast struck the side of my air shield, and I was catapulted through the sky. I fired more air cannonballs at the robot, but it deflected them. Chad followed up with a burst of fire. Throwing him backward, the stranger quickly responded with another burst of orange energy.  
 
    We were high over the center of Washington. Army helicopters and fighter jets had begun to circle the entire area. The White House was only a few miles from where we were battling the robot.  
 
    Ka-boom! 
 
    Another orange power blast struck my shield.  
 
    Chad flew over to me. ‘We’re not making any headway,’ he said. ‘Nothing seems to affect it.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I said. ‘It seems indestructible.’ 
 
    The robot turned from us and pointed to a nearby helicopter. Letting out a blast, it annihilated the rear end of the chopper. I flew through the sky as the chopper began to swing wildly about. It had no chance of landing safely. Grabbing what remained of the helicopter, another blast hit its side, sending an army officer falling from the interior. I watched in horror as the man dropped toward the ground.  
 
    I can’t save both him and the chopper! 
 
    Then I spotted Chad. Arrowing through the air, he caught the man and gently took him to the ground as I lowered the helicopter. Within seconds, we had the remainder of the crew evacuated and on firm ground.  
 
    My eyes scanned the sky.  
 
    Where’s the robot gone? 
 
    No!  
 
    A power blast had struck the Washington Monument's midpoint sending pieces of stone and metal flying as the entire structure shuddered. Hundreds of tourists visited the monument every day. They’re in danger. I flew to the structure's side, gripping it in a desperate attempt to keep the monument upright.  
 
    Then I felt the vibration stop. Glancing down, I saw that Chad had applied thick ice to the hole in the side. He flew up to me.  
 
    ‘That won’t last for long,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Hopefully, they’ll have the place evacuated soon,’ I said, glancing about. ‘Any idea where our friend went?’  
 
    ‘I think it’s gone for now.’ Chad shook his head. ‘That robot was tough to beat.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me—and we didn’t even beat it. The thing just got tired of playing with us and flew off.’ 
 
    We headed back toward the building where my double had lived. Halfway back, I turned to Chad, who was on his fireboard.  
 
    ‘By the way,’ I said. ‘Thanks for saving me.’ 
 
    ‘Huh? When?’ 
 
    I laughed. ‘Back in the apartment,’ I said. ‘You pushed me out of the way when the robot fired at us.’ 
 
    Chad shook his head. ‘Don’t mention it,’ he said, his face growing serious. ‘I’m sorry about this double of yours. If it’s your brother or even if it’s you.’ 
 
    I’d never seen Chad look this worried before. ‘It’s okay,’ I said.  
 
    He shook his head. ‘It’s not,’ he said. ‘If the guy was your twin or your brother, then that’s a loss. But if it’s you…well, we’ve got to do everything we can to stop you from time traveling.’ 
 
    I gave him a reassuring smile. ‘If I suddenly get the impulse,’ I said, ‘then stop me.’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ 
 
    We landed on the street near the building, where we discovered that Ebony had decided to turn the building into a vast titanium fortress.  
 
    ‘Hey, sis,’ Chad said. ‘That’s impressive.’ 
 
    Ebony laughed. ‘Thanks. I think it’s my best work.’ 
 
    It looked like the police had everything under control, so we returned to Liber8tor.  
 
    ‘Where to now?’ Dan asked.  
 
    I produced the key from my pocket. ‘The storage facility that this key unlocks,’ I said. ‘I think that’s our best bet.’ 
 
    We took off and were soon landing outside of a place called Leonards Storage. Located in Deanwood, it was a medium-sized brick building with yellow signage out the front. These sorts of places were often unmanned or monitored by video camera only. Passing the front desk, we navigated up through the building to the number that matched the key. The storage locker was identical to all the others: it was like a small garage with a single number painted on a roller door.  
 
    ‘Here goes nothing,’ I said.  
 
    As I pushed the door up, a light went on automatically in the room beyond. It was completely empty except for a chest in the middle. Exchanging glances, we crossed slowly to it.  
 
    ‘Wait a minute,’ Dan said. ‘This is just like Journey To Yabbada.’  
 
    ‘Huh?’ Ebony said.  
 
    Chad spoke. ‘This is nothing like Journey to Yabbada.’  
 
    ‘It is,’ Dan insisted. ‘It’s exactly like the Chest of Eternal Damnation.’ 
 
    I peered down at the chest. It did bear an uncanny resemblance to The Chest of Eternal Damnation. In the game, the chest was a terrible trap that dragged people in when they opened it. I’d been caught by it a few times myself. The idea was that you were sucked into the chest and had to spend the rest of eternity languishing in some kind of hellish landscape.  
 
    ‘If I get sucked in,’ I said. ‘Cast a lifeline spell.’ 
 
    Grabbing the latch on the chest, I gently pulled it up to reveal a single object: a laptop computer.  
 
    ‘There are no demons,’ Chad said. ‘Although that’s a pretty old laptop. That’s almost as bad.’ 
 
    I booted it up, but it came up with a login screen. ‘I don’t dare to try logging in,’ I said. ‘We need to get this back to The Agency.’ 
 
    Returning to Liber8tor, we flew back to New York and were soon huddled about in one of the meeting rooms.  
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ Brodie said. ‘Can you hear us?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy can hear you.’  
 
    ‘We need you to hack this laptop. Can you do that?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy can try.’ 
 
    Brodie plugged in the device, turned it on, and ran a USB lead to The Agency network. Ferdy told us he was accessing the data. A few seconds later, he told us he’d successfully broken in.  
 
    ‘There is a single document on the laptop,’ Ferdy said. ‘Everything else is the operating system.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the document about?’ I asked.  
 
    But it was a pointless question as the laptop’s screen came to life, showing the almost empty desktop. The only thing on it other than the standard icons was a single file. The document’s name told me everything I needed to know.  
 
    Ravana.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    ‘Seriously?’ Chad said.  
 
    A chill went through me as I stared at the name. Doctor Ravana. We had only met him on a few occasions, and it had never been under good circumstances. He was a sadistic doctor who I’d first met not long after waking up with my powers. He had tortured me for information I didn’t have and would have killed me except Brodie came to my rescue.  
 
    Chad had later set him ablaze, badly injuring him. Eventually, Ravana had been killed but had miraculously come back to life.  
 
    Doctor Ravana.  
 
    On that occasion, he’d tried to take revenge on us by making me believe I’d found my family. At the same time, he’d trapped the rest of the team in a virtual reality simulator. Fortunately, we’d discovered his ruse and escaped. Ravana was now serving a life sentence in jail.  
 
    ‘Well,’ Chad said. ‘That says it all.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘This whole thing is a trap,’ he said. ‘It’s a scheme devised by Ravana to try to capture us again.’ 
 
    I stared at the file.  
 
    ‘Open it up,’ Dan said.  
 
    Clicking on the file, it opened to show a photo of the man who had tortured me. Another shudder went up my spine. He was an evil monster. I would have been pleased to see him dead. Skimming through the file, it quickly became evident that this was a dossier about him, a biography about his education, where he’d been and what he’d done.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Ebony said, nodding. ‘He once told us he couldn’t be killed. That he was invincible. Looks like he was telling the truth.’  
 
    The document contained dozens of pictures of him, many decades old. In all of them, Ravana never seemed to age. I shuddered. One of the most disturbing pictures showed him in a Nazi uniform. 
 
    ‘That’s horrible,’ Brodie said.  
 
    But not surprising, I thought. Nothing would surprise me about this creep.  
 
    There were other pictures too. One was from an old painting from somewhere in Western Europe. It was hard to believe, but one of the people in the group was Ravana.  
 
    ‘So he’s some kind of modified human,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘Or alien,’ Dan nodded.  
 
    ‘Seems that way,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Chad said. ‘We need to steer clear of him and this whole escapade.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said. ‘We need to follow this up.’ 
 
    Chad turned to me in amazement. ‘Axel,’ he said. ‘This is a trap. It reeks of this horrible man. He’s tried to kill us before. This is just another attempt.’ 
 
    ‘To trap us? From jail? I don’t think so.’ 
 
    Brodie spoke up. ‘I don’t see how it can be a trap,’ she said. ‘He’s in a maximum-security prison. I doubt he’s allowed any visitors or any type of communication.’  
 
    The others continued to argue as I read through the document. It contained a lot of information, but most of it had been gleaned from news reports. There were even mentions of us concerning Ravana’s capture.  
 
    A line of text was highlighted in bold: 
 
    …Ravana was caught by a group of superheroes he tried to capture and use for their adrenal glands… 
 
    My eyes focused on the line. Glen knew about us. He knew about me. So why did he never make contact? I could only think of one reasonable explanation. If I were sent back in time, I wouldn’t make contact either. That could upset the entire timeline. I’d done that once before, and it had almost resulted in disaster.  
 
    But now I know, I thought. Knowing what lies ahead, I can make different decisions.  
 
    My mind reeled. If I really were Glen Johnson—if I ever did find myself in the past and assumed that identity—I needed to know what got me there. I could stop all that from happening, but I couldn’t operate with ignorance. Information was power. The more I knew about what was going on, the better.  
 
    ‘Chad,’ I said, breaking into their conversation. ‘I appreciate what you’re saying, but we need to know. We don’t have any other options, and we need to move forward. Speaking to Ravana is our best bet.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, he and the others agreed. 
 
    ‘We’ll back you on this,’ Chad said. ‘But if you end up being experimented on like a lab rat, you’ve only got yourself to blame.’ 
 
    Contacting Mister Brown, I arranged for us to travel to see Doctor Ravana in jail. It took less than an hour for the agent to get back to us.  
 
    ‘I spoke to the warden,’ he said. ‘He’s arranged a visit for 10.00am tomorrow.’  
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, turning to the others. ‘I think we need to finish our training for the day.’ 
 
    ‘You can still train after everything we’ve been through?’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘The more prepared we are, the better.’ 
 
    The Agency was still putting a training program in place for the burgeoning number of trainee superheroes who were joining their ranks. It was clear they were having problems making the whole system work. The rest of our day was a strange combination of traditional school learning and individualized training for teenagers with various powers.  
 
    That night, I met up with the others in The Agency’s main dining hall. There were about fifty teenagers spread about the hall. Most were eating, but a lot were on their phones or laptops. A few were clowning about; one kid was firing tiny electric shocks at another as they retaliated with shots of sticky globs. In one corner, a girl levitated over her seat while she read. In another, two boys played chess upside down on the ceiling.  
 
    I spotted Chad. He had his arm around Quinn. They were looking very friendly. It was nice to see. Ironic, too, considering he had started off disliking her.  
 
    Relationships are weird sometimes, I thought.  
 
    Dan was reading on his laptop. He motioned me over.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Hey you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been checking your twin’s laptop,’ he said.  
 
    ‘And? Did you find anything?’ 
 
    ‘Only that it’s pretty much a pile of junk,’ he said. ‘If he didn’t find it in a trash can, then he mustn’t have paid much for it. I examined that file too. It looks like he created it over a long time, adding information as it came to hand.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea why he was so interested in Ravana?’ 
 
    Dan shook his head. ‘Not really,’ he said. ‘But there’s one interesting thing. There’s a couple of references to The Swan in here.’  
 
    The Swan? 
 
    Now, I thought. That does bring back some memories.  
 
    That was the man Doctor Richards had referred me to in the hotel room before he died. I’d eventually located the building where the Swan was located. As I arrived there, however, The Swan had been hurled out of the building and fallen to his death. Ravana had been his killer. I’d never learned his name. Even after asking Mister Brown and others at The Agency, it seemed he was one of the doctors involved in The Alpha Project. 
 
    What could The Swan have to do with all this?  
 
    Sitting there in silence, I ate dinner with Dan as he continued to examine the laptop. I couldn’t help but think back to that moment. The Swan had slammed into a nearby vehicle, dying instantly. I’d always felt guilty about it. If I’d gotten there earlier, I would have probably found out everything about our origins: who our parents were and why we were chosen for The Alpha Project. 
 
    Dan was working his way through his third bowl of pasta bolognese. His prodigious appetite never failed to amaze me. He was taller than he had been. Maybe all that food was making him grow.  
 
    ‘I wonder if we found everything back at the storage locker,’ Dan mused.  
 
    ‘There was only that chest,’ I pointed out.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said thoughtfully. ‘But we found the laptop and didn’t bother searching anymore.’  
 
    ‘That’s true,’ I said thoughtfully.  
 
    ‘How about Ferdy and I recheck the storage locker? You and the others go to see Ravana.’  
 
    ‘Do you mind?’  
 
    Dan raised an eyebrow. ‘Mind?’ he said. ‘The guy’s a psycho. I’ll be glad to never see him again for as long as I live.’   
 
    Thanking him, I returned to my room and went to bed. From here, I had a view of some apartment buildings across the road. It wasn’t the best view in the world, but I’d grown to like it. On one building clung a flashing neon sign of a bear advertising cookies. It blinked on and off at night.  
 
    Peering out at the flashing sign, I eventually closed my eyes. It took me a while to get to sleep, and when I did, I dreamed of Glen Johnson on the slab in the morgue. The dream became a nightmare as he woke up and his cloudy, dead eyes stared into mine…


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    ‘Looks cold down there,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘It should be,’ I said. ‘It is Alaska.’  
 
    We were soaring over an endless icy wilderness broken only by patches of spruce and larch trees and the odd piece of black rock. Snow fell as we flew across the vast white plain. I dreaded to think what it would be like for someone wandering about in the snow. They wouldn’t survive for long.  
 
    No wonder they’ve got a jail out here, I thought.  
 
    Ebony and Chad were flying the Flex fighter as Dan had taken Liber8tor. Peering through the windshield, I spotted a big white block in the middle of the landscape. The driving snow made it almost invisible at first, but then I made out small windows set into the side and a car park adjoining the building. I doubted anything ever drove here; there were no roads. The car park must have been made exclusively for VTOL ships like Flex fighters.  
 
    Ebony brought us into land. We lingered for a moment, peering in silence at the white building before putting on our jackets. Opening the door, we peered out at the falling snow and the square building beyond.  
 
    ‘I wonder if anyone’s ever escaped,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘Escaped?’ Chad replied. ‘Escape where? There are hundreds of miles of snow and ice between you and civilization. A person would be lucky to make it five miles.’  
 
    Leaving the Flex fighter, we hurried through the snow to the main building. The entryway was surprisingly similar to a reception area in any typical office building. A couple of people manned the desks. They could have been working in a hotel anywhere. The only difference was the armed guards near the elevators. Not only did they have handguns at their waists, but they also held rifles. 
 
    Entering the building, Chad and Ebony slowed down as we entered.  
 
    ‘We might leave you here,’ Chad said.  
 
    I looked at him quizzically. ‘You don’t want to see Ravana?’ 
 
    He glanced at Ebony, who replied. ‘It’s me,’ she said. ‘I can’t stand the idea of seeing him again.’ 
 
    I nodded. Ebony had been tortured by Ravana as well. Later, she’d actually killed him, but he had magically sprung back to life months later. That would be freaky for anyone. I’d been thoughtless to not consider how this would impact the others.  
 
    ‘I’m sorry about this,’ I said. ‘I should have realized it would be hard.’ 
 
    ‘Not just for us,’ Chad said.  
 
    I got his point. The thought of seeing Ravana wasn’t something I relished either.  
 
    ‘Brodie?’ I said, turning to her.  
 
    ‘I’m in,’ she said. ‘I have no problems seeing Ravana in jail. Actually, it’ll set my mind at ease to see a bad guy behind bars.’ 
 
    Introducing ourselves at the front desk, Chad and Ebony grabbed seats while we were shown into the building by armed guards. We were first taken to the warden’s office, a man by the name of Cole Dalton. A portly man with a walrus mustache, he gave both of us a firm handshake as he pointed us into seats.  
 
    ‘This must be pretty important if you’re here to see Ravana,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Does he get many visitors?’ Brodie asked.  
 
    ‘You’re the first.’ 
 
    ‘And any correspondence?’ I asked. My double might have tried writing to the doctor. ‘Emails? Phone calls?’ 
 
    ‘The prisoners here don’t have access to email or phones.’ 
 
    ‘What about the internet?’ 
 
    Dalton shook his head. ‘No,’ he said. ‘These people are considered extremely dangerous. The worst of the worst. They don’t get privileges.’ 
 
    I tried to imagine what that would be like. Living in a cell in the middle of a wasteland with no access to the outside world. Ravana was dangerous, but I wondered how someone like him spent his time.  
 
    ‘Television,’ Cole Dalton replied when I asked him. ‘Lots and lots of television.’ 
 
    He offered to take us to where Ravana was held. We went down in an elevator to a floor below where we were frisked for weapons and other supplies. Then we were taken to another elevator where we descended again.  
 
    ‘How far down are we?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘About a hundred feet,’ Dalton said. ‘We keep the lower security prisoners above ground. Creeps, like Ravana, we keep even further down.’  
 
    We crossed through more barriers. There were several layers of prisoners in cells. Some yelled things to us as we passed through the block. A few catcalled Brodie, but she ignored them. Then she clutched my arm and nodded to a cell.  
 
    ‘That’s Jeremiah Stead,’ I said to Dalton.  
 
    The man was sitting forlornly, reading a book in a cell. He was a religious fanatic who had planned to release a virus to wipe out Earth's entire population. It was strange to see him sitting so despondently alone.  
 
    ‘Sure is,’ Dalton said. ‘We’ve got a few here nabbed by The Agency.’  
 
    There was another cell holding a man named Solomon Wolff. We’d encountered him as well during our adventures. There’d been two versions of him at one point, but the cell actually held three of him.  
 
    ‘He’s a modified human,’ Dalton explained, as we entered another elevator and started down. ‘He can split into three people. That’s why we keep him in the one cell. It means we can keep track of him.’ 
 
    ‘That’s amazing,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘Apparently, it was a lab accident that made him that way.’  
 
    I was glad he mentioned that; otherwise, I might have suspected that I was the same, and Glen was simply another version of me. It sounded like Solomon Wolff was a unique case. Whatever the truth was surrounding Glen Johnson, I was pretty sure it had nothing to do with being able to split into multiple people.  
 
    My heart beat a little faster as we descended further into the bowels of the Earth. I imagined the cold ground surrounding the prison. A person would never escape this place. Whoever ended up here was imprisoned forever.  
 
    Finally, the elevator stopped, and we got out. There was another security checkpoint here and more barriers to pass through. Our credentials were rechecked before we headed down another corridor. There was no sign of cells here, only doors with peepholes. We finally stopped at a door near the end.  
 
    ‘He’s in a cell through there,’ Dalton said. ‘Everything is recorded through a camera in the wall. There’s a slot where things can be passed to Ravana, but at no time are you to give or accept anything from him. I know you’re both modified, but we consider Ravana to be extremely dangerous. More so now that he’s down here.’ 
 
    ‘Why more so?’ Brodie asked. 
 
    ‘Because he has nothing to lose,’ Dalton said, meeting her eye. ‘He’ll never see the light of day again. The rest of his life will be spent in that cell.’ 
 
    Nodding, we promised to follow the rules. I peered through the peephole and spotted a television with something showing. However, it was impossible to see what was on.  
 
    ‘Two seats face the cell,’ Dalton explained. ‘The cell wall looks like glass, but it’s a new kind of transparent carbon titanium. Like I’ve said, don’t pass anything to him. You’ll be immediately ejected from the building if you do.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’ I said. 
 
    ‘Just leave the room and close the door behind you when you’re finished.’ 
 
    The warden unlocked the door. Brodie and I stepped through, and the door clicked shut behind us. We were in an area six feet square facing a transparent screen. Beyond it was an equally tiny cell where Ravana sat watching the television. His eyes shifted to us as we entered.  
 
    ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘It is Axel and Brodie. Welcome to my domain.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    As domains went, Ravana’s was particularly unimpressive.  
 
    His cell was a little bigger than I’d first thought. Probably about nine feet square. There was a small area behind him for toileting, but otherwise, everything was on display. All the fixtures were built of metal and secured to the ground—even the chair at his tiny desk. The chair could swivel between the desk and the television, but it seemed to be the only movable thing in the cell. Even the bed looked to have a solid metal base with a thin mattress.  
 
    This is where evil gets you.  
 
    The thought gave me no pleasure. It seemed like a lifetime had passed since I’d first met this man. And it was, in a way, a lifetime. For me, at least. What had he said when we first met? 
 
     My name is Doctor Ravana. As they often say on television shows, I will be your host for the evening. 
 
    I shuddered.  
 
    My eyes focused on him. He was still skinny and his face narrow, but that face was scarred now. Chad had set him on fire as we escaped from him. All his hair was gone, barring a few stray strands that still grew from his scalp. Most of both ears were gone too. Later, Ebony had turned him to zinc, seemingly killing him, but somehow he had returned from the dead.  
 
    Of course, returning from the dead had not fixed his face. He blamed and hated us for his appearance. Now he had to live with that appearance.  
 
    What had he said later? 
 
    I cannot die. That explanation will suffice—for now.  
 
    Maybe he could live forever. I wasn’t sure if that were a blessing or a curse. He had eternal life, but he would forever look like that.  
 
    ‘This is quite a place you’ve got here,’ Brodie said. ‘A few cushions and a tapestry on the wall might brighten it up. Maybe even a couple of paintings.’ 
 
    ‘Humor,’ Ravana said. ‘Good. I like humor.’ 
 
    I doubted he had much cause for laughing down here.  
 
    ‘As you can imagine, in this place, one day bleeds into the next,’ he said. ‘Nothing changes here, but looking at you both, I am reminded of how much things have changed. Our positions are reversed.’ His eyes focused on me. ‘You were my prisoner once, and I was the jailer. Now I am the prisoner, and you are in charge. How strange life can be. And there will be questions. Yes, I am sure there will be questions.’  
 
    ‘There will be questions,’ I said, speaking to him for the first time. ‘Whether we’ll get any useful answers will be a different matter.’ 
 
    ‘I am happy to comply,’ Ravana said. ‘I like to help people.’ 
 
    Fury bubbled up inside me. I like to help people. He had tortured me for information I didn’t have and would have murdered me without hesitation. This man was truly living in his own sick world.  
 
    ‘Then tell us about The Swan,’ I said.  
 
    ‘The Swan?’ Ravana said, feigning confusion. ‘I like birds. Many different kinds of birds. Hawks. Eagles. Doves—’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean. The man you threw off the building.’ 
 
    ‘Ah yes,’ Ravana said, nodding. ‘I know you man you mean, but I was not responsible for his death. He had an accident. He strayed too close to the edge, became dizzy and fell.’  
 
    He was lying, of course. I’d seen him peering over the edge of the building immediately after the man fell.  
 
    ‘This is a waste of time,’ Brodie said. ‘We don’t like our time wasted.’ 
 
    ‘I know you’re busy,’ Ravana said. ‘I’ve been following your little adventures with interest. Oh,’ he gave a dismissive wave of his hand, ‘I don’t know everything you’ve done. Only what the television tells me. It’s clear, however, that you’ve made quite an impact in a short time.’ He sighed. ‘Fighting the good fight, as they say.’  
 
    ‘Tell us about The Swan,’ I said.  
 
    ‘He was part of The Agency,’ Ravana said, unexpectedly. ‘But he had a special connection with that Bakari friend of yours—what did he call himself—Twelve?’ 
 
    Twelve had been the Bakari in charge of the South Carolina branch of The Agency. 
 
    ‘They were working together?’ I said. ‘On what?’ 
 
    ‘Why,’ Ravana said airily. ‘The Alpha Project, of course.’  
 
    ‘And what was so special about The Alpha Project?’  
 
    Ravana smiled, displaying a thin line of teeth. Yes, I remembered that smile. It was like watching a grinning corpse.  
 
    ‘There are so many things I could say about The Alpha Project,’ Ravana said. ‘But nothing is free in this world. You are young, but surely you know that everything has a price. A cost.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ I asked, sighing. ‘Mind you, we’re not in charge. We have no power to do anything here.’ 
 
    ‘And why would we anyway?’ Brodie added.  
 
    ‘Because I have the key,’ Doctor Ravana said. ‘I have the key to your past. Through me, you can discover your true identities.’  
 
    ‘So what is it you want?’ I asked.  
 
    Ravana glanced about, and for the first time, I saw something like dismay in his eyes. It was the first time I’d ever sensed anything remotely human about him in all our dealings.  
 
    ‘This place,’ he said. ‘It has no window.’ 
 
    I almost burst out laughing, but then I thought again about what the future held for him. He was sentenced to remain in jail forever. That meant he would never see outside his cell for as long as he lived. If he were eternal, as he claimed to be, that was a very long time indeed.  
 
    ‘You want a window?’ I said.  
 
    ‘There’s not much to see out there,’ Brodie added. ‘There’s just snow.’ 
 
    ‘And sky,’ Ravana said. ‘And trees. Birds. Possibly even the occasional bear.’ He indicated his cell. ‘But anything is an improvement on my current circumstances.’  
 
    Brodie continued. ‘Why should we do anything for you?’ she said. ‘You never gave any of your victims the slightest bit of mercy.’ She glared at him. ‘We’ve seen your file. You’ve been a monster for centuries. You don’t deserve—’ 
 
    ‘Brodie,’ I interrupted. ‘That’s enough.’ I turned back to Ravana. ‘I can’t promise anything, but I’ll try to get you what you want: a room with a view. I’ll try whether you help us or not.’ 
 
    ‘Axel—’ Brodie started. 
 
    I cut her off. ‘Doctor Ravana,’ I said. ‘What can you tell us about The Swan?’ 
 
    He pinched his lip. ‘There’s a cabin in Montana,’ he said. ‘It sits at the foot of Mount Rhonan. You’ll find your answers there.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’  
 
    He nodded. ‘That’s it.’  
 
    Brodie and I turned to leave. I paused at the exit, turning back to the doctor. It was probably the last time I’d ever speak to him. ‘I don’t forgive you,’ I said. ‘Why would I? But I will do what I can to improve your situation. I’ll do that.’ 
 
    ‘I know you will,’ Ravana said.  
 
    Brodie glared at him. ‘How can you be so sure?’  
 
    ‘Because he has something I lack,’ Ravana said. ‘Compassion.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Dan wandered down the corridor to the storage locker.  
 
    Stopping at the garage door, he inserted the key and pushed it up. He was half-expecting a monster or alien to come bursting out from the room, but there was nothing—only the same chest sitting in the middle of the room.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ Dan said into his wristcom. ‘I’m in the room.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, friend Dan,’ Ferdy said. ‘Is Dan afraid?’ 
 
    ‘What gives you that idea?’  
 
    ‘This is the third time that you have checked in with Ferdy since leaving Liber8tor.’ 
 
    Dan sighed. ‘I suppose I’m nervous about this whole thing,’ he said. ‘This might lead us to our parents and our real lives.’ 
 
    ‘This life isn’t real?’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean our lives before we got modified. I have no idea who I was or what I was doing. And what if I meet my parents and we don’t get along?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy thinks that is quite common.’ 
 
    An idea occurred to Dan. ‘What about you, Ferdy?’ he asked. ‘Do you ever wonder about your parents?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy remembers almost nothing before he was modified,’ Ferdy said. ‘Although there are some memories of parents, a brother, sister, and a car accident.’ 
 
    ‘You can remember all that?’ 
 
    ‘Only images,’ Ferdy said. ‘Nothing more than that, but Ferdy also wonders what will happen if our families are tracked down and how that will change things.’  
 
    ‘We’ll always be friends,’ Dan said. ‘I promise.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy promises too.’  
 
    Dan nodded. ‘Okay,’ he said, peering down at the chest. ‘Now to see if there’s anything exciting about this chest.’ 
 
    Pushing the lid up, he gazed inside. The chest was still empty, but this time Dan felt about the interior. Lined with fabric, it was loose about the inside with what felt like thin timber struts underneath. He turned the chest over and examined the bottom. That brought no joy either. The whole thing just seemed to be an old chest.  
 
    Except… 
 
    It was pretty weird that someone would go to all this trouble to rent a storage unit to store a chest that held only a laptop. Why not just dump the laptop in here and leave it at that?  
 
    ‘There’s got to be more to this,’ Dan murmured.  
 
    He ran his hands across the fabric again. There were only the same timber struts beneath. He felt the struts carefully. They all seemed to be there. His finger ran across an almost imperceptible groove in the fabric.  
 
    What’s that? 
 
    Touching it again, he thought it felt different. Maybe harder. No one was ever going to need this chest again, so he decided he may as well do some real damage. Gripping the fabric, he pulled back on it, ripping the lining free of the struts.  
 
    ‘You’re kidding,’ he said.  
 
    A small piece had been cut from one of the struts. Slotting neatly into its spot was something he had only seen once before. The device was about the size of a memory card but skinnier and flashed as if made from opal. The device was some kind of reader that Axel had found in the book he’d been given. Activating it had made words visible on the otherwise blank pages of the book. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ Dan said. ‘Am I good or what?’ 
 
    ‘You are good, friend Dan,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘I…well, I mean…’ He hadn’t intended that comment for Ferdy. ‘Thank you.’  
 
    We have a second reader, Dan thought. This might answer everything.  
 
    Sliding the reader into his pocket, he closed the chest again and exited the storage unit. Dan glanced down the hallway.  
 
    Floating a foot off the ground was the same robot that had attacked them back at the apartment. Its face was so smooth that it was barely a face at all. It was impossible to make out any expression. The robot’s hands were by its side as it hung motionless in the air watching Dan.  
 
    Swallowing, Dan took a single step backward. The robot raised its hands. Dan focused on the roller door and wrenched it across as a shield as a burst of orange power flew at him.  
 
    Bammm! 
 
    The power beam crashed into the metal sheet, which then slammed into Dan. He hit the ground—hard. You’ll be sorry! Dan focused on the robot, using his powers to push it back. 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    It’s not made of metal, Dan realized. And if it’s not metal… 
 
    ‘Ferdy!’ he yelled. ‘I need help.’ 
 
    Dan turned and ran, rounding a corner just as another burst of power slammed into the wall behind him. Liber8tor was parked on the roof. Dan had to get up there if he stood any chance of surviving, but first, he had to get away from the robot.  
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    There was an explosion and then the sound of wrenching metal as the robot randomly raked the storage facility with weapons fire. A single sheet metal piece had not been protection enough, so now Dan focused on dragging pieces of it together to form a shield. The robot emerged from around another corner and fired again.  
 
    Bam! 
 
    The energy bolt struck Dan’s makeshift shield—but this time, the shield held. Dan, looking about desperately for a way out, spotted a window at the end of the hallway—and Liber8tor beyond! 
 
    ‘Dan!’ Ferdy said. ‘Get down!’ 
 
    Dan dropped. A volley of weapon’s fire from Liber8tor smashed through the window and pummelled the robot, driving it back. Creeping to the window, Dan stayed down as Ferdy kept up his weapons fire  
 
    ‘Ferdy!’ he said. ‘You’ve got to get me out of here.’  
 
    ‘Does Dan feel like jumping?’ 
 
    He glanced back at the robot.  
 
    No. I don’t feel like jumping, but I don’t have a choice.  
 
    ‘Get as close to the window as you can!’ Dan yelled.  
 
    Ferdy stopped shooting, and Dan gathered up another pile of shattered metal to use as a shield to protect his back. The stranger fired again, pummelling his makeshift barrier as Dan stepped back from the jagged window. Bringing the ship nearer, Ferdy opened the side door.  
 
    That’s only three feet, Dan thought. Hardly any distance at all.  
 
    Except he was four floors above the ground. Taking a deep breath, Dan ran forward, stepped on the window sill, and propelled himself across the gap. He went sprawling into the Liber8tor as Ferdy lowered the door. More gunfire hit the side of the vessel, but for now, he was safe.  
 
    ‘Is Dan safe?’ Ferdy asked.  
 
    ‘Dan’s safe…I mean, I’m safe,’ Dan said. ‘Where’s the robot? Is it still out there?’ 
 
    ‘It is no longer on Ferdy’s senses.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s just disappeared?’ 
 
    ‘It would seem so.’  
 
    Somehow, Dan thought, I don’t think that’s the last we’ve seen of it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    ‘You can’t be serious about helping Ravana,’ Chad said. 
 
    We were back in the Flex fighter and soaring away from the prison. Brodie and Ebony were flying, leaving Chad and me to sit in the back. I’d been staring out the window at the vast landscape when I told him about what I’d promised Ravana.  
 
    ‘The guy’s never going to see the light of day,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Great,’ Chad said. ‘That’s how it should be.’ 
 
    ‘But is it right?’ 
 
    Chad rolled his eyes. ‘You’ve always been Mister Goody,’ he said. ‘Ravana’s in jail because he’s an evil psychopath. That’s where he deserves to be.’ 
 
    ‘He does. But to never see sunlight or the sky or trees—’ 
 
    ‘It’s rough,’ Chad agreed. ‘But Ravana brought it all on himself. Don’t forget that.’ 
 
    I nodded absently. Chad was right. Doctor Ravana had been an evil, sadistic monster. He’d ended up in jail because of his crimes. Still, missing out on seeing sky or clouds or rain was a terrible punishment. It was something I wouldn’t wish on anyone.  
 
    ‘Hey guys,’ Brodie said. ‘We’re getting a message from Dan.’ 
 
    ‘Put it through,’ I said.  
 
    She connected. He told us about finding the second reader and meeting up again with the robot.  
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Ebony asked. 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ Dan said. ‘Beating the robot was easy.’ 
 
    Ferdy’s voice came over the loudspeaker. ‘Dan ran away.’ 
 
    ‘Did you have to tell them that?’ Dan asked. 
 
    ‘That is what happened, friend Dan.’  
 
    We grouped around the monitor in the flight cabin. ‘Can you show us the reader you found in the chest?’ I asked.  
 
    He held it up to the screen.  
 
    ‘It’s the same,’ Chad said. ‘A brother to the first one we found.’ 
 
    ‘It might finally make the book readable,’ I said. The book had been blank when we’d found it. The addresses and formula it contained were only visible using the reader, but they hadn’t helped us understand their meaning. We were sure they contained some kind of code, but no one, not even Ferdy, had been able to crack it. ‘Maybe you need both readers for it to make sense.’  
 
    We filled Dan in on our meeting with Ravana and said we’d meet him at Mount Rhonan. The next hour went quickly as we crossed back over the Yukon, British Columbia, and Alberta. The scenery slowly transitioned from snow to lush forests.  
 
    Finally, Ebony called back over her shoulder. ‘We’re approaching Mount Rhonan,’ she said. ‘Looks like Dan’s already here.’  
 
    We landed nearby and crossed to him. The side of Liber8tor was blackened with scorch marks.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ Chad said. ‘Looks like Liber8tor caught some damage.’ 
 
    Dan looked defensive. ‘It’s a tough ship,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Hey.’ Chad raised his hands. ‘No problem. Just saying that the ship will need some polishing later.’ 
 
    There was no sign of the shack that Ravana had told us about, so we decided to split up and circle the mountain from both directions. Brodie came with me while Ebony, Chad, and Dan went the other way.  
 
    Mount Rhonan was only a few hundred feet high; it was more of a hill than a mountain. Still, the surrounding forest was very peaceful as we wandered through it. At one point, Brodie took my hand and gave me a kiss.  
 
    ‘What was that for?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘For being a good guy,’ she said. ‘I don’t really agree with you about Ravana, but I can see you’re trying to do the right thing.’ 
 
    ‘He’s a horrible monster—I know that—but he’s also a human being.’  
 
    We continued around the mountain. 
 
    ‘Have you wondered what it’ll be like meeting our parents?’ Brodie said.  
 
    I shrugged. ‘I’ve thought about it,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Because mine are probably in Australia.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, slowly. 
 
    ‘Which means I’d be moving to Australia,’ she said.  
 
    Oh. Now I understood what Brodie was saying.  
 
    ‘What you’re wondering is where that will leave us?’ I said.  
 
    She nodded. ‘I suppose so.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a big world. Flying to Australia might be some distance to travel for a date, but it’s worth it.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Brodie wrapped her arms around me. ‘You know I love you?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, yeah,’ I said.  
 
    She stared at me. ‘Usually when one person says that, the other one says something similar, like I love you, too.’  
 
    I could feel myself turning red. ‘I just…’ I began. ‘I didn’t know we were using the L-word.’  
 
    ‘Okay,’ she said, releasing me.  
 
    ‘Look, what I mean is—’ 
 
    Before I could continue, Brodie pointed. ‘Hey,’ she said. ‘Over there.’  
 
    Nestled among the trees was a rundown timber cabin. It looked like no one had been there for some time. I contacted the others and told them what we’d found, and it was only a few minutes before Chad had brought them around to us on his fireboard.  
 
    A leaning porch ran all the way around the outside. The windows were cracked and in a poor state. The roof was made of sheet metal and had several holes in it. A vine growing around the timber looked like it had invaded the interior.  
 
    ‘Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in years,’ Chad said.  
 
    Ebony started. ‘It looks like—watch out!’ 
 
    She threw up a metal dome over us.  
 
    Ka-boom! 
 
    A power blast struck the barrier. The roar of it was deafening, and it was rapidly followed by another half a dozen explosions. We crouched under the dome as the attack continued.  
 
    Ebony had saved our lives. ‘Well done!’ I yelled to her. ‘Is it the robot?’ 
 
    She nodded. ‘I spotted it at the last moment,’ she yelled back.  
 
    The ringing of the metal was deafening, but it was better than being blasted to pieces. The ferocious attack continued until there were three final blasts—none of which sounded like they were aimed at the dome–and then silence. Cautiously, Dan used his powers to lift the dome off us. Peering out, there was no sign of the robot, but it seemed to have achieved what it set out to do.  
 
    ‘Look,’ Brodie said.  
 
    The cabin had been blasted to pieces. Whatever secrets it held had been reduced to a smoking ruin. Fires had broken out around the cabin. Ebony created some water and put these out.  
 
    Chad and Ebony kept an eye out as the rest of us examined the site. There were pieces of timber that may have been furniture and scraps of paper, but nothing else seemed to have survived the barrage. There was no sign of who had lived there or what it was for.  
 
    Then Brodie lifted the smoldering remains of a table. ‘Oh no,’ she said breathlessly. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I asked.  
 
    She held up the charred remains of what had once been a book. The red cover was identical to the book I’d been given by Doctor Richards a year ago. The book’s top three-quarters were gone; only the bottom section, held together by the spine, remained.  
 
    Taking out the reader that Dan had retrieved, I scanned what remained of the blank pages. Similar to our experience with the original book, the reader revealed lines of addresses and formula. Now, most of them had been obliterated by the fire.  
 
    ‘We’re too late,’ I said, staring at the burnt pages. ‘Whatever secrets the book held are lost.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t give up,’ Brodie said.  
 
    I stared at the charred remains in my hand. We had two readers, one full book and the burnt remains of a second. We’d found a way forward only to be stopped at the last minute. I was angry and wanted to go after the robot to make it pay for this.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Do you know where that robot went?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, it disappeared from our senses almost immediately after the attack. The robot must use a cloaking device that shields it from radar.’  
 
    So there was no way to find it.  
 
    ‘Whoever controls it is using some good tech,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘If someone’s controlling it,’ Chad said. ‘It seems to be controlling itself.’  
 
    Dan had been sifting through the wreckage. ‘Hey guys,’ he said. ‘I may have found something.’  
 
    We grouped around as he produced a piece of unburned paper from the ruins. The page was part of an email that had been sent to someone. It was signed The Swan.  
 
    ‘Look at that,’ Chad said.  
 
    One small part of the email remained. It read: 
 
      
 
    established at The Alpha Project site. At 38.992208, -94.591521 
 
      
 
    That was all.  
 
    ‘We need to check it out,’ Brodie said. ‘See what those numbers mean.’  
 
    The others nodded. Returning to Liber8tor, we asked Ferdy if there was anything in The Agency databases mentioning The Alpha Project site. After a moment, he came back with a reply.  
 
    ‘There is not,’ he said. ‘And the capital of Cuba is Havana.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I said absently, staring at the numbers. ‘I wonder what these mean.’ 
 
    The others grouped around.  
 
    ‘38.992208, -94.591521,’ Dan read. ‘Are they weights?’ 
 
    ‘The second one has a minus sign,’ Chad pointed out.  
 
    ‘What about times?’ Brodie said. ‘Times can be really exact.’ 
 
    ‘But that still doesn’t explain the minus sign.’  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘What do you think these numbers are?’ 
 
    I held the page up to one of the onboard cameras. Only about five seconds passed before Ferdy gave us an answer.  
 
    ‘They appear to be latitude and longitude coordinates,’ he said.  
 
    ‘But aren’t those usually in three sets of two?’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘They can also be written in notation known as decimal degrees.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I said. This was news to me. ‘What’s at that location?’ 
 
    ‘It appears to be a small uninhabited valley in an area called Boxton in Kansas.’ 
 
    The rest of us exchanged glances.  
 
    ‘Looks like we’re going to Boxton,’ Brodie said.  
 
    It was getting late in the day now, so we flew across the country in Liber8tor, stopping only for pizza on the way. By the time we reached the valley, the sun wasn’t far off the horizon. I was feeling tired, as were the others, but we’d come too far to stop now.  
 
    Dan, in the meantime, had taken the remains of the book from me. He said he couldn’t make any promises but might be able to copy what was on the pages into The Agency computer to see if they could find anything.  
 
    The valley that Ferdy had taken us to wasn’t so much a valley as it was a crack in the earth. Two overgrown hills flanked a small clearing. Cottonwood and ash trees covered the hills on both sides. Something that looked like a chipmunk scrambled into the undergrowth as we left Liber8tor. A hawk coasted overhead and disappeared over nearby hills.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ Chad said. ‘Are you sure this is the right place?’ 
 
    ‘This is it,’ Ferdy responded.  
 
    ‘There’s nothing here,’ Dan said.  
 
    ‘Hang on,’ Ebony said, gazing across the clearing. ‘What’s that? In the middle?’ 
 
    I followed her gaze. At first, I thought she must have been referring to something on the ground. Then I focused harder and saw the faint outline of an object, as if a vast, glass hive sat in the clearing.  
 
    ‘What is that?’ Brodie asked.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Are you picking anything up from an object in the clearing?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy is using the Liber8tor sensors to scan the clearing but has not yet picked up any data.’ 
 
    Hmm, I thought. So it’s invisible to Liber8tor.  
 
    Spreading out, we walked around the circumference of it. The size of a small house, the hive was transparent except for a slight rainbow refraction at its edges.  
 
    ‘That’s weird,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘Or it’s The Alpha Project,’ I said.  
 
    What an almost invisible hive in the middle of Kansas would have to do with us was a mystery. I scrutinized the sky. Every time we’d come close to learning something new, the robot had unexpectedly turned up. At least, this time, we seemed safe.  
 
    ‘So what will we do?’ Chad asked.  
 
    ‘We need to touch it,’ Dan said. ‘It might be hiding something.’ 
 
    Sighing, I nodded. ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I suggest that one of us touches it while the rest stay back—just in case.’ 
 
    ‘Just in case…’ Chad’s voice trailed off. ‘In case the person melts or catches fire or explodes?’ 
 
    ‘That’s kind of what I mean.’  
 
    We all exchanged glances.  
 
    ‘Anyone want to volunteer?’ Brodie said.  
 
    Chad shrugged. ‘Okay,’ he said. ‘I’ll do it.’ 
 
    ‘Why you?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Because…’ he paused dramatically. ‘I’m The Chad.’  
 
    ‘Be careful. Otherwise, you’ll end up as The Melted Chad.’  
 
    Chad approached the hive. He hesitated for a moment before reaching out to touch it. Then he started to pat the side.  
 
    ‘It’s solid,’ he said. ‘And cold. Really cold.’ He slowly made his way around the circumference, running his hand across the translucent surface. ‘It seems to be the same the whole way around.’  
 
    Then— 
 
    His hand went in a little further—and disappeared. ‘Wait a second,’ he said. ‘There’s a gap—and it’s warm on the other side.’  
 
    ‘It’s a cloaked ship,’ Dan said.  
 
    Chad continued around the exterior, but it was clear there was a gap big enough to fit a truck through on one side.  
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Chad said. ‘It’s a big hive-shaped thing with a gap in the side.’ 
 
    ‘I’d hate to see the bee that would come out of that,’ Dan said. ‘Can you stick your head in?’  
 
    Sighing, Chad touched the empty spot again. He gently moved his face into the gap. Then, as if something had grabbed him from the other side, he was jerked into the object and disappeared from sight.  
 
    ‘Chad!’ Dan yelled.  
 
    ‘Where’s he gone?’ Ebony asked.  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’m going after him.’  
 
    ‘That would not be advisable,’ Ferdy said. ‘Chad seems to have opened a window into a gravity well of unknown density. Ferdy is now receiving information about—’ 
 
    ‘There’s no time,’ I said. Forming an air shield around myself, I flew towards the gap. ‘This might not be safe, so don’t follow me.’  
 
    ‘Axel—’ Brodie started.  
 
    I flew towards the gap.  
 
    At the same instant, I picked up a message from Ferdy.  
 
    ‘Ferdy is also entering,’ he said. ‘The rest of the team must not follow.’ 
 
    Then I reached the invisible doorway. There was a strange moment of disorientation and a terrible sensation of falling. It was as if I were in a dark tunnel. At the other end was a single tiny white dot. The dot grew bigger over a few seconds, and then I was through the gap and on the other side.  
 
    I went sprawling onto a ground covered in fist-sized grey stones. These continued into a rocky valley beyond. Hills, the same color, rose up on both sides. Above these lay the sky, a turbulent canvas of splotchy red and black. I shivered as a wind swept through the rocky valley. Turning around, I searched for the doorway I’d just fallen through, but there was no sight of it. My hands met empty air.  
 
    ‘Chad?’ I called. ‘Chad?’  
 
    The only answer was the wind howling across the stone-filled valley. Starting across the plain, I glimpsed a depression in the rockface—a cave. In the doorway, a small fire burned at the front.  
 
    Yes! He must be over there! 
 
    I flew across to the entrance. Just as I reached it, a figure emerged from the shadows.  
 
    ‘Chad!’ I yelled.  
 
    He ran toward me, relief in his eyes. ‘Axel!’ he said, grasping my hand. ‘You’re here!’  
 
    ‘I wouldn’t let you come through alone.’ 
 
    He peered past me. ‘Why did it take so long?’ he asked. ‘Did you have problems getting through?’  
 
    ‘I came straight after you.’  
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I came straight after you,’ I repeated. ‘Right after you got pulled in.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not possible,’ he said, shaking his head.  
 
    ‘It was only a few seconds.’ 
 
    Chad pointed to a nearby wall where a series of lines had been scratched. ‘Axel,’ he said. ‘I’ve been here almost a week!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    I stared. ‘What?’ I said. ‘You’re kidding.’ 
 
    ‘I thought I was stuck here forever.  
 
    Now I took a closer look at him. Chad wasn’t his usual clean and tidy self. He usually took extreme care when it came to his personal appearance. Sometimes I’d even called him Mister Tidy.  
 
    Now his hair was in disarray, and his face and hands were smudged with dirt. I looked more closely at one of his hands.  
 
    ‘Is that blood?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘It’s rabbit blood,’ he said. ‘Or what passes for rabbits around here.’ 
 
    I glanced around. ‘Are we on Earth?’  
 
    ‘I doubt it—not with a sky like that—but I haven’t strayed too far from here because I doubted I’d ever find it again.’ 
 
    I glanced back to where I’d appeared. There was no sign of the transparent hive. This looked like a one-way trip.  
 
    ‘Anyway,’ Chad continued. ‘Come and join me in some bunny.’ 
 
    The little home he’d built during his time here was basic, to say the least. The bed he’d made was from tiny pebbles. They were obviously more comfortable to sleep on. A few sticks lay around. Chad had been using these to help cook over his fire.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ he said, grinning. ‘Pull up a rock.’ 
 
    I laughed and dragged a bigger rock over to sit on while he cooked what appeared to be a large rabbit on the fire.  
 
    ‘There are trees around here,’ he said. ‘But they’re pretty old. I don’t think anything much has grown in this region for a long time. The only living things I’ve spotted are a few birds and our bunny friends.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t seen any people?’ 
 
    ‘Not people,’ he said. ‘But we’re definitely not alone. There’s a city off in the distance. I decided to wait to see if anyone followed after me—which you did—before I went exploring.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve just reminded me,’ I said, remembering. ‘Ferdy said he was following us through.’ 
 
    ‘He hasn’t turned up.’ 
 
    I did some quick calculations. ‘Ferdy was right behind me,’ I said. ‘If you’ve been here a week, and I followed you a minute after you disappeared, then Ferdy might turn up later today or tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ Chad said. ‘And I don’t mean great, Ferdy can be trapped here too. I mean, it’s good to have company.’ 
 
    The rabbit was cooked now, and I took a bite. It wasn’t bad.  
 
    ‘The bunnies aren’t a sentient life form? This isn’t the world of the talking bunnies?’ 
 
    ‘If they talk, they don’t say much. Just—ugg—and then they keel over dead.’ Chad gave another grin. ‘I’m glad you’re here, Axel. I thought I might be marooned here forever.’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘We might be marooned here forever. I’m not sure that’s good for either of us.’  
 
    ‘Yeah, but…’ His voice trailed off. ‘To be stuck here alone would be awful. I couldn’t think of anything worse.’ 
 
    I could tell he must have been going stir crazy by himself. ‘How about a game of chess?’ We’d started playing the game during the last few months and were pretty evenly matched.  
 
    ‘That’s a great idea,’ he said. ‘Except we don’t have a chessboard.’  
 
    ‘Small detail.’ I picked up a small pebble. ‘This is a pawn. Oh, and here’s another.’ 
 
    It took about an hour, but we assembled our makeshift pieces from the rocks around us. We also constructed a basic board by scratching onto a square flat stone. Chad went first and ended up winning the first game. I won the second. We played two more games. By then, it was starting to get late. The murky sky was turning mahogany red.  
 
    ‘I’d better make a bed for you,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thanks. I’ll go for a quick flight to get the lay of the land.’  
 
    I left him to assemble small stones into a basic mattress. Soaring a short distance from our location, I saw the city Chad had mentioned. It was hard to make out from here, but there were no lights to be seen. Maybe it was abandoned.  
 
    I considered flying higher but decided not to. The sky was strange; no doubt about it. It had now turned wine red. There was no sign of the sun or any evening stars.  
 
    Something tells me we’re not in Kansas anymore!  
 
    Landing back at our camp, I saw that Chad had most of my bed put together.  
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said. ‘That’s not bad.’ 
 
    ‘Try it out.’ 
 
    I laid down. ‘This is great,’ I said. ‘Very comfortable.’  
 
    Chad laughed. ‘Liar.’  
 
    We spoke for a few minutes, the fire still burning as the flames cast dancing shadows across the cave walls.  
 
    ‘What do you think all this has to do with The Alpha Project?’ he asked. ‘Could the hive be it?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know.’  
 
    ‘Maybe this was all part of Ravana’s plan.’  
 
    I thought hard. ‘Ravana sent us to the cabin, but it was the location on that scrap of paper that brought us here,’ I said. ‘I think he gave us a genuine lead, but it got wrecked because of the robot.’  
 
    ‘And what’s the story with that thing?’ Chad said, shaking his head. ‘It sure doesn’t like us.’  
 
    ‘It’ll never be the president of our fan club,’ I agreed.  
 
    Closing my eyes, I settled into the mattress of stones hoping that things would look better in the morning. My mind drifted back to the conversation with Brodie when she said she loved me. I’d been an idiot. I loved her—so why didn’t I say it?  
 
    It might have been because she’d said it completely out of the blue. It was a surprise. Of course, I loved her. She was the only girl I’d ever loved. I never wanted to be with anyone else. Or maybe I didn’t say it because it made it sound so final. Once you say you love someone, you can’t take it back. It’s out there.  
 
    But that’s what Brodie had done. She’d been brave and said the L-word.  
 
    I was an idiot. I’ll tell her how I feel—assuming we ever get out of here.  
 
    I thought it would take me ages to get to sleep, but I was out like a light in minutes. My dreams were filled again with my double in the morgue. I dreamed Glen was chasing me down hallways at The Agency. As soon as I would escape, he’d appear out of nowhere to give chase again.  
 
    When I finally awoke, the fire was burning brightly again, and Chad was gone. I peered out at the rocky hillside from the door of our cave. It had rained during the night, and everything was wet.  
 
    Chad appeared from around a bend on his fireboard and landed beside me. He had another dead rabbit in hand.  
 
    ‘You’re awake!’ he said. ‘I thought you were going to sleep all day!’ 
 
    ‘It was such a comfortable bed,’ I said, laughing. ‘Did you find anything?’  
 
     ‘Only a few more bunnies,’ he said, showing me the dead creature. ‘It’s bunny for breakfast.’ 
 
    We sat around, and Chad cooked the same meal as earlier, using his power to slow cook the animal until it was tender. I tried to imagine what it would have been like for Chad to be here by himself. It must have been frightening to not know if anyone else was ever going to arrive. I was just about to suggest that we search the area when there was a roar of engines and Liber8tor appeared in the stony clearing.  
 
    We hurried over. 
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ I said.  
 
    ‘Axel and Chad,’ Ferdy said. ‘Ferdy is indeed pleased to see you both.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know what’s happening here?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Ferdy has already made an evaluation of the situation,’ he said. ‘The object we’re inside is a gravity sink. Time moves at a different rate inside the hive as opposed to the outside world.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know how long it’s been here?’ 
 
    ‘Approximately a year.’ 
 
    That’s when we first got our powers.  
 
    ‘We can get out,’ Chad said. ‘Can’t we?’  
 
    Ferdy hesitated. ‘Ferdy has yet to make the necessary calculations to leave the hive,’ he said. ‘But the bigger problem is the date. Time travels at a faster rate within the hive. Leaving it will not return to our current time; we will return to a future Earth.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ I said. ‘What year is it inside the hive?’  
 
    ‘The year inside the hive is approximately 2520AD,’ Ferdy said. ‘Leaving the well will take us back to the same year on Earth.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Chad and I were speechless.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ Chad said. ‘Let me get this straight. The year inside the hive is hundreds of years in the future—’ 
 
    ‘—and changing all the time,’ Ferdy said. ‘A few minutes here is approximately a year outside.’ 
 
    I shook my head in disbelief. ‘But that’s not possible,’ I said. ‘Brodie and Ebony and Dan must still be waiting on the other side.’  
 
    ‘If they were to enter the hive immediately after us,’ Ferdy said, ‘they would likely arrive here in a month or two. But the hive is like a one-way door. It’s possible to safely enter, but leaving it—assuming we can do so—will put us into a time far beyond our own.’ 
 
    ‘So if we left now,’ I said, slowly, ‘Ebony and Brodie and everyone we know would be…’  
 
    ‘Long dead,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    Chad slumped to the ground. ‘Quinn,’ he said. ‘She’s dead? And Dan? Brodie? And Ebony?’  
 
    ‘No,’ I said. ‘It’s not possible.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately,’ Ferdy said. ‘It is not only possible, but that is what is occurring.’ 
 
    I tried to think. ‘You said going back the way we came in will take us out to the year 2520,’ I said. ‘Then, we need to find another way out.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy hopes that is possible.’ 
 
    Chad looked miserable. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’re finding another way out.’ 
 
    He peered up at me. ‘And if there isn’t another way?’  
 
    ‘Then we’ll make one.’ 
 
    Nodding, he got to his feet, and we started towards Liber8tor.  
 
    ‘Hang on,’ I said. ‘I’ll leave a message in case the others follow us.’ 
 
    Assembling a pile of stones, I scratched a note on them saying we were heading for the city. We could always come back and change the message if our plans changed. Then we climbed into Liber8tor’s cockpit and started the engines.  
 
    A thought occurred to me. ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Why did you follow us?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy received telemetry from inside the hive when Chad entered,’ he said. ‘That brief amount of information was enough to warn Ferdy that travel would be dangerous to anyone entering.’ 
 
    ‘But you still came.’  
 
    ‘Chad and Axel are Ferdy’s friends,’ he said. ‘Ferdy would not abandon you.’ 
 
    Thanking him, we took off and flew high over the mountain ranges toward the city. It was a modern-looking metropolis of gold and silver. I kept an eye out for planes or spaceships, but the skies seemed clear. Likewise, roads led to the shining metropolis, but they were free of traffic.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Where are we? Exactly?’ 
 
    ‘The hive sits within the glade in Kansas,’ Ferdy said. 
 
    ‘But it’s enormous,’ Chad said. 
 
    ‘Gravity is warped at the entry point. The city and surrounds seem to be sitting on a dish approximately a thousand miles in circumference.’ 
 
    ‘A thousand miles? And this is all sitting inside that hive in the clearing?’ 
 
    ‘That is true.’ 
 
    The landscape below transitioned briefly to savannas before turning into dense forests. Trees a hundred feet high created a dense canopy. Below this lay gloomy shadow.  
 
    ‘Chad,’ I said. ‘Not many people would be able to create this kind of technology.’ 
 
    ‘You think it’s the Bakari?’  
 
    I nodded. ‘This is serious science,’ I said. ‘And Ferdy said it’s been here for about a year. Who else would have the technology to create such a place? And the timeline fits in with when we got our powers and lost our memories.’ 
 
    ‘But what would this place have to do with it?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    Getting closer to the city, it became apparent it was abandoned. It appeared in good order, but the streets were deserted.  
 
    ‘I don’t think anyone’s ever lived here,’ Chad said, as we came in low. ‘It doesn’t look like there was any kind of disaster. It looks like it’s never been used.’  
 
    Every building was mirrored and modern. There were shops, but it didn’t look like they had any goods. A modern looking monorail system ran through the city, but the trains weren’t moving. They were all parked at stations.  
 
    ‘Over there,’ Chad said. ‘That looks like an admin building.’ 
 
    The building had a symbol on the side that looked like an open book.  
 
    ‘Well spotted,’ I said.  
 
    Landing in front, we got out and cautiously entered the building. The air inside was stale and still. There was no one else around. The place was full of books, but they all appeared to be made of plastic.  
 
    I picked one randomly off a shelf. ‘I’m not sure how these work.’  
 
    ‘Perhaps I can help you.’ 
 
    Chad and I spun about. A woman in long blue robes stood behind us. Her long red hair fell to her shoulders, her skin pale and her eyes blue.  
 
    ‘Hello,’ Chad said, giving me a sideways glance. ‘Where did you come from?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve always been here.’ 
 
    ‘Do you work here?’ Chad asked.  
 
    ‘I can direct you to any information you require,’ the woman said.  
 
    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘What is this place?’ 
 
    ‘This is the Alpha library.’  
 
    ‘And it’s located here on…’ 
 
    The woman looked confused. ‘You are on Alpha.’  
 
    Placing a hand on my arm, Chad spoke to the woman. ‘Does that have to do with The Alpha Project?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know what The Alpha Project is.’  
 
    There was something odd about the way she spoke. ‘Are you real?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I am a hologram,’ the woman said.  
 
    ‘And where is everyone?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Everyone?’  
 
    ‘The other people,’ I said. ‘There’s no one else here in the city.’ 
 
    ‘There has never been anyone else here.’ She paused. ‘Although there could be others below the city.’ 
 
    Chad and I exchanged glances.  
 
    ‘Who are they?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ the woman said. ‘What lies below the city is beyond the range of my programming.’ 
 
    We thanked the woman, and she disappeared. We spent another hour searching the building but were unable to find anything useful. The books were unreadable. We even tried showing a few to Ferdy, but he couldn’t get anything from them either.  
 
    ‘You know what this means,’ Chad said. ‘It means we have to visit,’ he made a dramatic horror sound, ‘those who live below the city.’  
 
    ‘Which I suppose will be super dangerous,’ I said.  
 
    Chad rubbed his hands together. ‘The Chad wouldn’t want it any other way.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said as soon as we got back on board. ‘How do we get under the city?’ 
 
    ‘There appears to be a cavern leading from one of the central buildings,’ he said. ‘And Jeremy Brett played the character of Sherlock Holmes in—’ 
 
    ‘Then I think we should go down there,’ Chad said.  
 
    Ferdy said he’d fly us to the entryway. Soon we had taken off and were soaring across the metropolis. A flock of birds took off as we came around a corner, but we saw nothing else alive. We landed in a square near the city’s heart. The building looming over us was a vast square place clad entirely in gold. 
 
    Chad and I left Liber8tor.   
 
    ‘This place is really eerie,’ I said. ‘It’s so quiet.’ 
 
    A bird took flight from a nearby rooftop and flapped away.  
 
    ‘Those are the only things we’ve seen here,’ Chad said. ‘A few birds and the holographic woman.’ 
 
    There was no signage on any of the buildings. We crossed to a nearby doorway and entered a concourse that was spotlessly clean and utterly devoid of people. It was like a brand new building waiting to be used.  
 
    An escalator led down. It wasn’t working, so we used it to walk down it to the next level. Fortunately, the lighting was on as we entered an assembly hall. It had seating for a hundred people, but it had never been used. Continuing on, we went down another escalator to a similar chamber, but this time I heard a slight thrumming. 
 
    ‘You hear that?’ I said.  
 
    Chad nodded. ‘Is it music?’  
 
    ‘More like machinery, I think.’ 
 
    There was a doorway on the far side of the chamber. The noise got gradually louder as we drew near. The door was locked, but I used my powers to snap the lock. Opening the door released a wall of sound. We were under an overhanging platform that looked out onto a voluminous factory filled with conveyor belts and vats of chemicals with hundreds of pipes running between them.  
 
    Some kind of central chamber sat amidst the vats. It vaguely resembled a giant magnifying glass that pointed onto a circular platform.  
 
    ‘What is this place?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ Chad answered. ‘It’s a factory, but I don’t know what they’re making.’ 
 
    I pointed to another doorway to our left. It seemed to open out onto another room. We crossed to this—and stopped in amazement.  
 
    ‘Are they…’ he started. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what they are.’  
 
    Thousands of cylindrical tubes large enough to hold bodies sat like bottles of wines on racks. Beyond this chamber was a doorway that led out onto another similar room.  
 
    What is this place? 
 
    Chad began. ‘I don’t think it’s—Look out!’ 
 
    I threw up my barrier just in the nick of time. 
 
    Ka-boom! 
 
    The orange power blast was so intense that we were thrown back to the floor. A robot swooped low over the ceiling, letting out another barrage of weaponry.  
 
    Bam! Bam! Bam! 
 
    I fired back, slowing it down but not stopping it.  
 
    ‘Come on!’ I yelled to Chad.  
 
    He created a fireboard and flew off as I made one of my flying rafts. The robot continued shooting at us as we escaped through the first doorway into the next room. Swinging about, Chad created a wall of ice, blocking the entrance—until the robot came crashing through.  
 
    This time Chad sent a burst of flames at the robot. It seemed to have no effect, retaliating with another series of blasts.  
 
    This thing never tires.  
 
    ‘Come on, Chad!’ I yelled. ‘Let’s get out of here!’ 
 
    Building up a mini cyclone, I flung it at the robot, and we fled, weaving back through the building back to the city square. We were almost back at Liber8tor when more blasts hit the ground around us. Three more robots had appeared in the sky. We blocked their attacks as we dived into Liber8tor. 
 
    ‘Ferdy!’ I yelled. ‘Get us out of here!’ 
 
    The ship was hit by a series of blasts as we took off and flew away from the city. Taking the pilot’s seat, I took control of the ship as we weaved around buildings. The robots continued shooting.  
 
    ‘We need to do some serious damage to those things,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘What did you have in mind?’  
 
    ‘You remember my supernova power?’  
 
    I shook my head. ‘Too risky,’ I said. It was something Chad had been practicing lately, but we could end up melting both ourselves and them.  
 
    ‘Take over,’ I told him. ‘And slow down a little.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Just do it!’  
 
    Stumbling through to the rear door, I opened it and peered out. Three robots were in pursuit. I focused, built up a mighty cyclone blast, and held on until the last moment to unleash it. As the strangers drew near, I let loose with the wind and sent them flying. I alternated with another blast, this time knocking them out of the sky. The robots dropped like stones. Tiny puffs of dust rose up as they hit the ground.  
 
    Returning to Chad, I slid into the seat as he brought the ship back under control.  
 
    ‘Great job,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thanks. At least we know where the robot in our world came from.’ 
 
    ‘But what is this place? And what’s it got to do with us?’  
 
    ‘Those are good questions,’ I said. ‘But I’ve got an even better one—how will we get out?’ 
 
    Which was when the blast hit the back of the ship.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    ‘We’ve got to go after them,’ Brodie said.  
 
    Ebony shook her head. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Ferdy said not to follow.’ 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    They were standing outside the hive in the grassy plain. Only a few minutes had passed since Chad, Axel, and Ferdy had disappeared inside.  
 
    Dan turned to Brodie. ‘It would be a huge mistake to follow them,’ he said. ‘Especially if Ferdy said not to. He wouldn’t have said that if it weren’t dangerous.’  
 
    ‘I suppose you’re right,’ Brodie said. She hated abandoning Axel and Chad. ‘But we can’t just stand here.’ 
 
    ‘We sort of have to,’ Dan said. ‘At least for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    He pointed at the hive. ‘Our ride just flew away to places unknown,’ he said. ‘And it’s a long walk from Kansas to The Bronx.’  
 
    ‘Good point.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s wait for a while,’ Ebony said. ‘Until they come back.’ 
 
    They spent the next few hours sitting around waiting for Axel, Chad, and Ferdy to return. Brodie found herself sitting listlessly on a rock as the sun first rose high overhead and then started toward the horizon. By the time four o’clock arrived, she was beginning to get worried.  
 
    ‘I think we need to do something,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Like what?’ Ebony asked.  
 
    ‘We’re not in this thing alone. The Agency can help us.’ 
 
    ‘I agree,’ Dan said. ‘Let’s get some advice.’ 
 
    Dan put a call through, and they immediately agreed to send a Flex fighter for them. It was barely half an hour later when the fighter arrived, and the rear door opened.  
 
    ‘Mister Brown,’ Brodie said. ‘I didn’t know you ever left the office.’ 
 
    He smiled. ‘I don’t much these days. Desk jobs do that to you.’ He glanced past her. ‘Where’s this invisible hive you contacted us about?’  
 
    They showed him the object in the clearing. ‘That is strange,’ he said. ‘I’ll get The Agency to send a science team. We’ll ask Ferdy too.’ 
 
    Brodie frowned. ‘Ferdy entered the hive along with Chad and Axel,’ she said.  
 
    ‘You forget,’ Mister Brown said. ‘Ferdy’s a computer program. He can be in more than one place at a time.’ 
 
    Brodie’s wristcom came to life.  
 
    ‘Hello friend Brodie,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘Ferdy!’ Brodie said. She’d completely forgotten that his program operated across several computers simultaneously. ‘Do you know where the others are?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy does not. The hive appears to contain immense gravity. It’s possible that entering such an object may make it difficult to escape.’  
 
    ‘So you can’t contact Liber8tor?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately not.’  
 
    Another hour passed before more ships arrived from The Agency. Soon it was close to sundown, and dozens of scientists were probing the hive’s exterior. The military had also turned up. Brodie waited impatiently with the others.  
 
    ‘I don’t think they’re making any headway,’ she said, after a while.  
 
    ‘They don’t seem to be,’ Dan agreed. ‘Maybe we can help some other way.’ 
 
    ‘How?’ 
 
    He held up the remains of the book as well as the two reader cards. ‘I think we should work on these,’ he said. ‘They might tell us something.’  
 
    Brodie and the others headed back to one of the Flex fighters. Dan inserted the readers into the onboard computer system.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Can you hear me?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy can hear you, Dan.’  
 
    ‘What do you make of these readers?’  
 
    Thirty seconds passed before Ferdy spoke again. ‘The readers are working in unison with each other,’ Ferdy said. ‘And Jane Austen was born on the sixteenth of December, 1775.’  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Dan said, peering at the display and frowning. ‘Hmm.’ 
 
    Brodie and Ebony exchanged glances.  
 
    ‘Dan,’ Brodie said. ‘What does Hmm mean?’ 
 
    ‘I think the readers are trying to establish contact with another system,’ Dan said.  
 
    Ferdy spoke up. ‘Dan may be right,’ he said. ‘It seems a signal is being transmitted to another source.’  
 
    Brodie frowned.  
 
    Wait a minute. That might mean— 
 
    ‘Could there be a third reader?’ she said. ‘Even a third book?’ 
 
    ‘That is a possibility, friend Brodie.’ 
 
    ‘Can we track the signal?’ 
 
    ‘That is possible.’ 
 
    ‘Track it, Ferdy,’ Ebony said. ‘Let’s see where it leads.’ 
 
    Brodie felt guilty about leaving Axel and Chad, but there seemed to be little they could do here. Cracking the book’s code might help gain access to the hive and break them out.  
 
    Taking off to pursue the signal, Brodie felt a pang in her chest as she peered back at the hive and thought about Axel.  
 
    I do love you, she thought. I just hope you’re okay. 
 
    The Flex fighter flew across the country.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ Dan said. ‘Where’s the signal’s taking us?’ 
 
    ‘It’s impossible to determine. Only that our destination is somewhere on the East Coast.’ 
 
    The fighter continued. Reaching the coast, it angled south. Dan contacted Mister Brown, who told him they’d made no progress in understanding the hive’s purpose.  
 
    ‘We’ll let you know when we find something,’ he promised.  
 
    Ebony peered out the fighter’s window. ‘You know,’ she said. ‘This is looking kind of familiar.’ 
 
    A few of their missions had taken them up and down the coast. ‘We’ve been this way before,’ Brodie agreed.  
 
    Finally, the Flex fighter began to slow down.  
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ Dan said. ‘Are we almost there?’  
 
    ‘Yes, friend Dan,’ Ferdy said. ‘We are now less than a mile to the location of the third reader.’ 
 
    Ebony peered out the window. ‘Looks like I was right.’  
 
    Brodie followed her gaze. ‘Looks like it.’ 
 
    A military installation lay below, but most of it was below ground. They knew this place well.  
 
    ‘This is it,’ Brodie said. ‘It’s where we were first trained.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    ‘I never thought we’d come back,’ Brodie said.  
 
    They landed at the front gate. Fortunately, their security credentials, and a call to Mister Brown from the security guards at the front gate, was enough to allow them back into the facility. Now they were standing in The Cavern where scientists were working on equipment in a dozen different projects.  
 
    Wow, Brodie thought. The more things change, the more they stay the same.  
 
    A woman by the name of Agent Kent came to see them. She was a short, stocky woman with brown hair and thick-lensed glasses.  
 
    ‘I don’t believe we’ve ever met,’ she said. ‘I’ll need to know the reason for your visit today.’  
 
    Brodie explained about the reader devices and that they believed one was located somewhere in the facility.  
 
    ‘You can search for it,’ Kent said. ‘But don’t enter any secure areas—and don’t blow anything up.’ She paused. ‘Or attack anything. Even aliens.’  
 
    Brodie nodded. The last time they were here, they’d been engaged in a life and death battle with the Bakari alien known as Twelve. In the end, he’d gone insane and tried to kill them. To defeat him, they’d melted a tank and dropped its molten metal remains on him, transforming him into a statue.  
 
    She shivered. They were lucky to have survived.  
 
    ‘Where was Doctor Richard’s office?’ Ebony asked. ‘The reader’s probably there.’  
 
    Kent directed them to a level three floors below. Strolling through the area known as The Cavern, Brodie peered about and remembered the last time they were here. A lot has changed since then. They’d left The Agency, been on the run, and eventually returned to the organization. It still looked like scientists were working on a myriad of projects.  
 
    It’s strange, she thought. The Alpha Project obviously wasn’t a regular part of The Agency.  
 
    Whatever it was had operated in strict secrecy under the direction of the alien known as Twelve.  
 
    Kent wished them luck and saw them off as they descended to an abandoned part of the facility. The elevator opened onto a corridor filled with what appeared to be equally empty offices.  
 
    ‘No one’s using this level,’ Ebony said, screwing up her nose. ‘There’s a bad smell too.’ 
 
    ‘A dead rat, I think,’ Dan said.  
 
    The names of the previous inhabitants were on the doors. They trailed down the corridor until they finally reached one with the name Doctor Richards on the door.  
 
    Dan tried the door. ‘It’s locked.’ 
 
    Brodie gripped the handle and broke it off. ‘Not anymore.’ 
 
    The room beyond was empty except for a desk.  
 
    ‘The reader must be somewhere in here,’ Ebony said.  
 
    They searched the desk, taking out the drawers, and even looking under them. There was no sign of the device, so they started pulling the desk to pieces. It wasn’t long before they were surrounded by broken timber.  
 
    Still, there was no sign of the reader.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Brodie said, glancing about. ‘Now we’ve got to get super serious.’ 
 
    Ebony raised an eyebrow. ‘You mean pulling the desk apart wasn’t serious enough?’  
 
    Brodie pointed to the plasterboard on the walls. Within seconds, they were ripping this off the walls, leaving only the timber studs behind. Dan examined these closely as they started clearing the scrap from the room. Soon a huge pile lay in the hallway outside.  
 
    ‘Any luck?’ Brodie asked Dan. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing in all this rubble,’ he said. ‘Maybe Ferdy got it wrong.’  
 
    Ebony pointed up. ‘What about the ceiling?’  
 
    They turned their attention to the ceiling, and it soon was demolished and reduced to junk in the hallway. Then they moved onto the carpet, ripping it up and dragging it from the room.  
 
    ‘This is terrible,’ Dan said, staring at what had once been someone’s office.  
 
    ‘Don’t feel too bad about it,’ Ebony said. ‘They obviously weren’t using this area. The problem is that we’ve run out of places to search.’ 
 
    They stared despondently about the interior. Brodie frowned. ‘We’ve literally ripped this whole place apart,’ she said. ‘And—nothing!’ 
 
    ‘And made a mess,’ Dan added. ‘We’d better pick it up.’ 
 
    They carried everything they’d demolished back into the room and lay it in a pile in the middle.  
 
    ‘We’ve missed something,’ Ebony said. ‘But I don’t know what.’ 
 
    They decided to go to The Agency cafeteria to have something to eat. There they could work out where they went wrong. Brodie tried closing the door, but it wouldn’t shut.  
 
    ‘Shame about the lock,’ Ebony said, smirking.  
 
    Brodie stared at the door. ‘Wait a minute.’ 
 
    Within seconds, she had the door off its hinges and was pulling it to pieces. The door was a hollow timber make, and this time they had more success.  
 
    ‘Well,’ Dan said. ‘What do you know about that?’  
 
    The hollow interior contained not another reader but another book. Flipping it open revealed blank pages.  
 
    ‘This is better than I expected,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘That’s good,’ Ebony agreed. ‘But there doesn’t seem to be another reader.’  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ Dan said into his wristcom. ‘We’ve got another book but can’t find the reader. Can you be more exact about where it is?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy can.’ 
 
    ‘Uh, okay. How close are we?’ 
 
    ‘You are in the wrong part of the facility.’ 
 
    Brodie and the others exchanged glances.  
 
    ‘Huh?’ Brodie said.  
 
    Dan groaned. ‘I thought you said it was in Doctor Richard’s office.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy did not say that.’ 
 
    Ebony sighed. ‘Actually,’ she said. ‘He’s right. We just assumed it.’  
 
    ‘So where is the reader from here?’ Dan asked.  
 
    ‘It appears to be six floors below your location in an underground vault known as Dante.’ 
 
    Brodie frowned. ‘Dante?’ she said. ‘Wasn’t there a poet named Dante?’ 
 
    ‘The writer Dante wrote a poem in the fourteenth century about journeying through the nine levels of Hell.’ 
 
    ‘So I’m guessing that Dante is super-secret,’ Ebony said.  
 
    ‘And super secure,’ Dan added.  
 
    ‘Your assumption would be correct,’ Ferdy confirmed.  
 
    Ebony rubbed her chin. ‘Agent Kent said not to go into any secure areas,’ she said.  
 
    Brodie lowered her voice. ‘Look,’ she said, glancing about for cameras. ‘It was The Agency who got us into this mess in the first place. We might work for them, but they haven’t always been on our side.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you suggesting?’ Ebony said.  
 
    ‘We need to check out that area. Getting that reader might explain everything. It might even help us to get Axel, Chad and Ferdy…uh, the other Ferdy back.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Ebony said. She was always a bit nervous about being caught doing the wrong thing. ‘Maybe we should ask.’ 
 
    Dan rolled his eyes. ‘Ask?’ he hissed. ‘I’m with Brodie on this. If we ask, they’ll say no, and then they’ll know what we’re up to. Let’s just risk it.’ 
 
    Ebony reluctantly agreed. 
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ Brodie said. ‘How do we get into Dante?’  
 
    ‘It is a maximum-security area,’ Ferdy said. ‘Ferdy can only see one way to access it, but that would require a person of small stature to do it.’  
 
    Both Brodie and Ebony turned to Dan. 
 
    He glared at them. ‘I’ve told you a thousand times,’ he said. ‘I’m not a garden gnome!’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    ‘Why has it always got to be me?’ Dan asked.  
 
    He, Brodie, and Ebony were in a maintenance closet two levels below Doctor Richard’s office. It had taken fifteen minutes of evading security officers to find precisely the right spot. Once in the closet, Dan had used his powers to remove the screws from the air vent. Now he stared forlornly into the tight space.  
 
    ‘Because you’re the smallest,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘I’m not that small—and I’m bigger than I used to be!’ 
 
    Ebony sized him up. ‘You’re right,’ she said. ‘You’ve grown. We need to find a way to keep you small—just in case.’ 
 
    Dan’s mouth fell open. ‘Keep me small?’ he said. ‘What are you going to do? Shrink me?’ 
 
    ‘We’re not shrinking anyone,’ Brodie assured him. ‘We don’t even know how.’ She paused. ‘Do we, Ferdy? We can’t shrink people—can we?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Ferdy said over the wristcom. ‘We don’t currently have the technology to shrink a person, but if you would like Ferdy to begin working on such a method—’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Dan said. ‘No shrinking!’ Sighing, he peered into the grill. ‘Ferdy, I’ll need your guidance.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, friend Dan.’  
 
    Gripping the sides of the shaft, Dan hoisted himself in. It was a tight fit—a very tight fit. I’m never doing this again! Never! He dragged himself along the shaft. There was no light, but fortunately, his wristcom gave him illumination. The shaft continued for about twenty feet before turning a hard right.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ he whispered. ‘Am I going the right way?’ 
 
    ‘There is no other way to go.’ 
 
    Oh, Dan thought. That’s true.  
 
    He struggled around the corner. It was so tight a squeeze that it was like trying to put toothpaste back into a tube. Grunting, Dan maneuvered around the bend and was puffing and sweating by the time he did it.  
 
    ‘Dan?’ Brodie’s voice came over his wristcom. ‘How’s it going?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve only gone five feet!’ Dan said. 
 
    ‘Okay. Just checking.’ 
 
    He continued along the shaft until he reached a T-intersection.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Which way should I go?’  
 
    ‘Straight ahead,’ Ferdy said. ‘You must make a hole in the wall and climb through to the next shaft.’  
 
    Focusing on the metal, Dan tore it away, aware of the racket it made in the confined space. Another wall of sheet metal lay beyond. Dan told Ferdy about it, and he said to break through this as well.  
 
    ‘Thew,’ Dan said, recoiling from the smell that came from the shaft. ‘What is that?’ 
 
    ‘A garbage disposal shaft, friend Dan.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no.’ He held his nose. ‘It’s terrible!’ 
 
    ‘Such places are not known for their pleasant fragrance.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me I have to crawl in.’  
 
    ‘Ferdy is afraid so. After climbing in, Dan must drop thirty feet to another level before breaking through into a parallel shaft. That will allow him access to the Dante room.’  
 
    Dan groaned. His abilities didn’t include flying. In fact, the idea of flying without a ship always frightened him, but he never told the others. Sighing, he focused on the shaft's metal sides, forcing small sections to bend a few inches outwards. These were like makeshift steps. Now he gently eased himself into the shaft, cautiously stepping from one to the next.  
 
    He had to be careful; the metal was slippery because of the rubbish dumped in the shaft. Slowly, Dan made his way down. He’d descended about twenty feet when a racket came from above. He made the mistake of glancing up—just as a massive pile of trash landed on his head.  
 
    Choking, he brushed it off. Food scraps were all over him: his hair, clothing, even on his face.  
 
    ‘Dan,’ Ferdy said. ‘Is everything all right?’ 
 
    Is everything all right?  
 
    He felt like exploding. ‘Well,’ Dan said through clenched teeth. ‘I’m halfway down a dark chute covered in trash.’ 
 
    There was silence from Ferdy before he spoke. ‘So everything is not all right?’ 
 
    Dan groaned. ‘Let me know when I reach the next shaft.’  
 
    He continued down. After a few minutes, Ferdy told him he had reached the spot where he had to break into the next shaft. Without hesitating, Dan forced the metal back and found himself peering at another parallel shaft. He broke through this shaft and peered in. 
 
    He inhaled deeply. A least the air here was fresh.   
 
    ‘Ferdy? Where to now?’  
 
    ‘Dan needs to descend down the second shaft another fifteen feet.’ 
 
    Groaning, Dan climbed into the next shaft and repeated his trick of creating small metal steps to climb down. Finally, he spotted a metal grill just below his feet. Continuing down, he gazed through the grill. Boxes blocked the grill, but faint light crept in from beyond. At least he could push his way past.  
 
    Focusing again on the screws, he undid these and wriggled into the gap behind the boxes. Again, there was no room to move, just a thin gap between the wall and the boxes. He squeezed past these to a cramped space where he lay huddled on the ground, sucking in mouthfuls of fresh air.  
 
    This is terrible. I’m never doing this again.  
 
    Finally, he climbed up over the nearest box and peered beyond. 
 
    ‘Wow,’ he breathed.  
 
    Ferdy had described Dante as a maximum-security vault. What he hadn’t mentioned was its size. This place was as big as a football stadium. It contained thousands of boxes as well as odd pieces of equipment. It reminded Dan of the storage room of a vast museum that hardly anyone ever got to see.  
 
    Floodlights hung from the ceiling; above these lay darkness. Dan was just about to creep out from behind the box when he heard a slight ding. An elevator at the end of the room had just arrived at the floor.  
 
    Watching in horror, Dan expected a team of security guards to come crashing through the doors. Instead, a scientist in a lab coat stepped out with a trolley. He made his way past Dan before stopping at some boxes about twenty feet away.  
 
    The man opened one of the boxes and removed some jars of liquid. He checked them against a datapad in his hand. Then the man stopped. Peering about, Dan watched him looking about in confusion.  
 
    What’s he doing?  
 
    The man lifted his arms and sniffed under them.  
 
    He can smell me!  
 
    Shaking his head, the man returned to his work and finally selected one of the jars. He closed the box, sat it on the trolley, and wheeled it back to the waiting elevator. The doors shut, and he was gone.  
 
    Dan let out a long breath as he emerged from his hiding spot.  
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ he said.  
 
    ‘Yes, friend Dan.’ 
 
    ‘Remind me never to do this again.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, friend Dan.’ 
 
    He asked Ferdy to direct him to the location of the reader. Ferdy steered him down various aisles, weaving around stacks of boxes that reached to the ceiling. Dan finally came around a corner where some items sat on pedestals and raised platforms.  
 
    ‘The reader should be directly before Dan,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    Dan’s mouth dropped as he stared at the object before him.  
 
    ‘Dan?’ Ferdy said. ‘Is Dan all right?’  
 
    It took Dan a moment to find his voice. ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Are you sure about the reader’s location?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    Dan stared at the platform before him. On it stood the metal statue of a man. Or, at least, it appeared to be a statue. The figure stared upwards, its hands raised as if in anguish, an expression of hatred and pain on its face.  
 
    The reader was encased in Twelve’s body. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    It all came back to Dan as if it were yesterday.  
 
    The Bakari, known as Twelve, took the remainder of the potion used to make them superheroes. Losing his mind, he’d pursued them around The Agency complex, determined to destroy them. They had only triumphed over him when they’d worked together by making him fall into a pit before dropping molten metal on him.  
 
    ‘Dan?’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘Hang on a minute.’ 
 
    Dan continued to stare at the figure. They’d not gotten a good look at him when he was killed. Now he studied the expression on the man’s face.  
 
    What a horrible way to die.  
 
    Connecting through to Brodie and Ebony, Dan told them what he’d found. After a moment’s silence, Brodie came back with an explanation. 
 
    ‘Twelve must have had the reader on him,’ she said. ‘He was probably after the other two as well, but Doctor Richards hid them.’  
 
    ‘So, the reader is still on Twelve’s body?’  
 
    ‘It must be.’ 
 
    Dan could manipulate metal, but this was a horrible prospect. It meant breaking through the metal and searching the pockets of the dead alien’s clothing.  
 
    ‘Um,’ Dan said. ‘I don’t suppose there’s another way of doing this?’  
 
    ‘Like what?’ Brodie asked. ‘You want to carry him up in the elevator?’ 
 
    Sighing, Dan thanked her and spoke to Ferdy instead. ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘I need you to tell me exactly—and I mean exactly—where the reader is on Twelve’s body.’ 
 
    Dan didn’t want to remove all the metal from Twelve’s body to find the device. That was too ghastly to contemplate. Ferdy scanned for the next few minutes before getting back to Dan. ‘The reader appears to be in Twelve’s top, left pocket,’ he said. ‘Removing the metal from there should expose the device.’  
 
    Ferdy made it all sound so easy, but it was a lot like grave robbing to Dan. He made his way to the metal-encased body and focused on the area. The metal groaned as it peeled back from the body like a bandage from a wound. Underneath lay scarred tissue and burnt cloth.  
 
    Yuk! 
 
    Dan pulled more of the metal back.  
 
    There!  
 
    There was no mistaking the small lump in the material. Dan tugged at the pocket, the fabric ripped, and the device dropped into his hand. Gasping with relief, he stuffed it into his pocket and merged the metal back into position again. It wasn’t perfect, but no one would notice.  
 
    ‘Mission accomplished,’ Dan said into the wristcom. 
 
    The others congratulated him, Dan returned to the air shaft, and soon he was back in the room where the girls were dragging him free of the vent. Ebony and Brodie both stood back.  
 
    ‘Great job,’ Ebony said, wrinkling her nose.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ Brodie said, swallowing. ‘You’re amazing.’ 
 
    Dan groaned. ‘Okay!’ he snapped. ‘I know I stink!’ 
 
    ‘It’s not too bad,’ Brodie said, although without much conviction. ‘Anyway, let’s get out of here.’ 
 
    They navigated back through The Agency to the Flex fighter. On the way, they bumped into Agent Kent.  
 
    ‘How did you go?’ the woman asked.  
 
    ‘Oh…good,’ Brodie said, glancing sideways at Dan. ‘We made a bit of a mess of the office but found what we needed.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Agent Kent replied, inhaling and glancing about. ‘That’s a terrible smell. Where’s it coming from?’ 
 
    ‘Might be a blocked drain,’ Dan suggested, reddening.  
 
    ‘Yes, my goodness. It’s terrible. I’ll follow that up.’  
 
    She wished them well and headed on her way.  
 
    ‘Blocked drained?’ Brodie said to Dan.  
 
    ‘It was the best I could come up with.’  
 
    The three of them returned to Liber8tor, where Dan clicked all three readers into the onboard computer as they took off. Brodie put a call through to Mister Brown. 
 
    ‘We haven’t made any headway on the hive,’ Mister Brown said. ‘One of our scientists thinks there may be a time shift happening at the interface. It’s too dangerous to send anyone in.’ 
 
    ‘Time shift?’ Brodie said. ‘So it’s some kind of time travel device?’  
 
    ‘Possibly.’  
 
    Brodie thought back to the body of Glen Johnson in the room. What if the hive has sent Axel back in time and he’s stuck in the past? But what about Chad and Liber8tor? Where were they?   
 
    Ebony cut in. ‘So how are we getting them back?’  
 
    ‘We’re still working on that. Rest assured that we’ve got the best and the brightest working on it.’  
 
    Brodie offered to return and help, but Mister Brown declined.  
 
    ‘We might need you later,’ he said. ‘Head back to the office. We’ll contact you once we know something.’ 
 
    Reluctantly, they flew back to New York City. Brodie peered down despondently at the passing landscape, her mind a million miles away.  
 
    We should never have let Chad probe the hive. Then Axel shouldn’t have gone in after him. They might never return.  
 
    Reaching the office, Brodie retrieved the original book and reader from Axel’s room. She was sure he wouldn’t mind her taking them. A few minutes later, she met Ebony and Dan in one of the meeting rooms.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ Dan said. ‘Have you been able to work out anything from the readers?’ 
 
    ‘It appears the readers are designed to work in conjunction with each other. It is clear that the device is now complete.’ 
 
    ‘And what about the books?’ Ebony asked.  
 
    ‘They appear to contain a complex code revealed from a selection of letters and numbers in the addresses and formula.’  
 
    ‘What does it say?’ Brodie asked. 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, it’s impossible to tell. Including Axel’s original book and reader, we now have three readers, but only two and one-third books. The contents of our two books are now scanned into Ferdy’s system, but Ferdy cannot crack the code with only a third of the last book.’  
 
    ‘So having the third reader hasn’t helped at all?’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘Only that the three readers are required to understand the code.’ 
 
    Brodie rolled her eyes. She was feeling tired, stressed, and she had a headache. ‘I vote that we sleep on this,’ she said. ‘I’ll contact Mister Brown again later to see if they’ve had any success accessing the hive. If I find anything out, I’ll let you know.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    ‘Where did that come from?’ Chad yelled.  
 
    I checked the sensors. More robots were in pursuit.  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I think we need some evasive maneuvers.’ 
 
    Another blast hit the rear of the ship.  
 
    ‘What do you think I’m doing?’ Chad asked.  
 
    ‘I’m heading out there,’ I said. ‘Keep the ship steady.’ 
 
    Racing to the back door, I opened it and leaped out into the turbulent sky. The wind tore past me as I soared through the air. There were three robots in pursuit, but the closest was less than a mile. I fired a series of air cannonballs at it. The creature recoiled but kept coming and fired a barrage of power blasts at me. At the same time, the other two strangers came within range. Soon, dozens of blasts were fired at me simultaneously, and I was darting about like a Whack-a-mole.  
 
    Got to hit them hard.  
 
    Gathering the wind into a cyclone, I kept adding power to it as the strangers drew closer. Within seconds I had a category five cyclone happening.  
 
    Got to keep going. 
 
    I kept the wind flowing in an anticlockwise direction, making it stronger and stronger. Pieces of the landscape were swept up into it: trees, rocks, vehicles that had never been driven, and buildings that had never been lived in. Everything was being sucked into the maelstrom.  
 
     Come on…come on… 
 
    The three robots were flying in the same direction as the wind. They headed into the eye of the storm, where it was clear. Increasing the speed again, I focused on driving the cyclone into them. One of them was caught by the gale and flipped backward. One second it was there; the next, it was in pieces.  
 
    Focusing again, I swerved the cyclone towards another robot, catching it by surprise. First, it lost an arm. Then one of its legs. Finally, it was swallowed entirely by the storm, its body reduced to pieces.  
 
    Wham! 
 
    The last robot slammed into me in midair, firing beams from its hands. I struggled to aim its hands away from me. The power beams missed, but I could still feel their intense heat. I headbutted the robot, but there was no response at all.  
 
    It’s like hitting a brick wall.  
 
    It swung a fist about, slamming it into my jaw, and I went flying. The cyclone caught me up, and I was dragged away by the wind. Then the robot hit me again, pummelling me with its fists. I retaliated with more air cannonballs, but they had no effect at all.  
 
    Bang! 
 
    One of its power beams had struck my chest. I flew backward, end over end, into the eye of the whirling maelstrom. I couldn’t tell up from down.  
 
    Got to get my head together. Clear my thoughts.  
 
    Then— 
 
    Bang! 
 
    I was sent flying again. The ground raced up to meet me, and I narrowly avoided crashing into it. Sweeping low over a field, I unsteadily landed, scanning the skies for the robot. My cyclone had dispersed into a soupy mess. The robot had to be here somewhere but— 
 
    Slam! 
 
    My body was driven into the ground as the robot tackled me. I tasted grass and dirt as I struggled to fight back. I twisted about, bracing myself against the ground as I attacked, my fists flailing against the creature. Using my powers, I tried pushing it away but couldn’t concentrate. The robot swung a fist into my jaw, and I saw stars. Focusing my last remaining will, I shoved its arms back. Okay, that’s working. The robot still straddled my chest but was unable to hit me.  
 
    Then there was a whirring of machinery, and its head collided with my face. Blood gushed down my chin. I tasted it in my throat. The robot headbutted me again. The pain was excruciating. Focusing all my power into a tiny pocket of air, I drove it into the robot’s throat. Again, I heard machinery grinding—and then one of its fists collided with my chin.  
 
    Everything started to go black. I saw the blood-red sky. Remnants of grey cloud. Debris hitting the ground from the cyclone. Glimpses of field.  
 
    I’m not going to make it, I thought. I’m going to die in this horrible place.  
 
    Brodie’s face came back to me.  
 
    I shouldn’t have left things unsaid. That was a mistake.  
 
    Another fist collided with my face. Everything was darkening. Then— 
 
    Ka-boom!  
 
    ‘Leave my friend alone!’  
 
    A searing blast of fire struck the back of the robot’s head, hurling the machine from my body. The robot went flying end over end across the grassy field. Chad appeared in the periphery of my vision. I tried to move, but everything was a world of pain. 
 
    ‘Supernova!’ Chad yelled.  
 
    He poured on the heat. The creature started forward but was suddenly enveloped in a mist of heat and light as white fire struck it. The robot tried shooting back, but its aim went wild. Chad stepped forward and poured on even more heat until the robot seemed to exist as the heart of a small sun.  
 
    The glare was so intense I closed my eyes.  
 
    Seconds passed. When I opened them again, I saw the field was smoldering, and a pool of black liquid lay in the middle of the burnt patch. The robot’s head and a solitary arm lay in the midst of this. 
 
    Chad staggered back a step and landed on his butt. ‘Wow,’ he said. ‘That really took it out of me.’ 
 
    Groaning, I sat up. ‘They’re not easy to kill,’ I said. ‘Just ask my face.’  
 
    ‘I can see,’ he said. ‘You’re uglier than ever.’  
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’  
 
    I nodded.  
 
    ‘Sorry that took a while,’ Chad said. ‘Ferdy and I got completely lost in the cyclone.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay.’  
 
    I wiped blood from my face. At least I’d heal quickly.  
 
    Chad clapped my shoulder. ‘You’ll never win a beauty contest,’ he said. ‘But you never would anyway.’ 
 
    Great. Things are back to normal.  
 
    Liber8tor was parked a short distance from us. Stumbling back to it, Chad and I settled into the pilot’s seats. We hadn’t eaten for some time, but fortunately, there were emergency rations—food bars—onboard the ship. These could sustain us for days.  
 
    Chewing thoughtfully on these, we overlooked the field where Chad had dispatched the robot. The whole area was a terrific mess. Other than his supernova blast, I’d uprooted trees and demolished miles of landscape. Gazing at it all made me feel vaguely depressed.  
 
    ‘How are we going to get out of here?’ I asked. ‘The only door out leads to hundreds of years in the future.’ 
 
    ‘There might be another exit.’ 
 
    There could be, but I was beginning to wonder if we’d ever find it. The whole region seemed vast. We’d tried breaching the underground factory and been well and truly repulsed. We’d only faced three robots, but there could be three hundred down there.  
 
    And even if there were another exit, we might never find it. We were only a couple of teenagers, and an alien intelligence thousands of years more advanced than us had constructed this place. If they wanted to keep someone locked in, they could probably do it without thinking twice about it.  
 
    We were like ants in someone else’s ant farm.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Do you have any ideas about how we can escape?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy has been thinking about this,’ Ferdy said. ‘An examination of the outer boundaries of the hive has not revealed another exit.’ 
 
    He stopped.  
 
    ‘And?’ I said.  
 
    ‘There is a way out of our current dilemma,’ Ferdy said. ‘But it is not without risk.’ 
 
    Chad and I stopped chewing.  
 
    ‘Risk is our middle name!’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘We do not know our middle names,’ Ferdy pointed out.  
 
    ‘I mean—well, what’s the plan?’ 
 
    ‘We may not survive the encounter, which is why Ferdy was reticent in suggesting it. In fact, there’s a chance we could completely upset the timeline.’ 
 
    ‘The timeline?’ I said. ‘Do you mean—’ 
 
    ‘Yes, friend Axel,’ Ferdy said. ‘Returning home would involve using Liber8tor as a time machine.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    A time machine. 
 
    The words echoed in my head. They brought back memories, and a lot of them weren’t good. We’d time-traveled before using machines built in the future. It was dangerous because so many things could go wrong. Going into the past could disrupt the timeline. Seeing the future could show you things you didn’t want to see.  
 
    I glanced over at Chad, who was thoughtfully chewing his food bar. Traveling into the future had almost wrecked our friendship and my relationship with Brodie.  
 
    ‘How can we use Liber8tor as a time machine?’ Chad asked. ‘We don’t have the equipment or know-how.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy has been working on this for several weeks.’ 
 
    Chad frowned. ‘Without telling us?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy can operate independently,’ he said. ‘He doesn’t need your permission.’ 
 
    That shut Chad up. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘As you know,’ Ferdy continued, ‘this ship is an experimental Tagaar vessel. There were signs the Tagaar considered developing it for time travel, but did not have the necessary knowledge to do so.’ 
 
    ‘And now?’ I said.  
 
    ‘Ferdy knew how to build a time machine from our previous adventure.’ Ferdy paused. ‘The necessary modifications have already been made.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t we need…’ I tried to remember what the equipment was called. ‘Temporal resonators to make time travel possible?’  
 
    ‘A temporal resonator was a fundamental requirement for the time machine developed by James Price. Ferdy has improved upon this, so it is no longer a requirement. Francium—a rare element—is still required for time travel, but we have enough on board for at least two journeys.’ 
 
    ‘But how does traveling in time help us?’ I asked, and then realized I already knew the answer. ‘Ignore that question. If we went through the gate now, we’d be hundreds of years in the future. But if we go back hundreds of years now, and then through the gate, we’ll end up at pretty much the time we left.’ 
 
    ‘There is a fundamental error in your reasoning, friend Axel,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said. 
 
    I glanced over at Chad. He had a worried expression.  
 
    What’s he thinking?  
 
    Ferdy continued. ‘You’re assuming the hive has been here for hundreds of years,’ he said. ‘That would seem to not be the case. It appears to have only been here a year.’ 
 
    ‘So if we tried going back hundreds of years in time here—’  
 
    ‘Ferdy is unable to calculate what would occur,’ he said. ‘Travelling back to a time when the hive did not exist would most likely result in our complete destruction.’ 
 
    Chad still looked distracted. ‘Sounds bad.’  
 
    ‘The safest course of action would be to travel through the gate first and then go backward in time from the other side.’ 
 
    ‘So we’d be hundreds of years in the future on the other side, but then we could travel back in time to our present day?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct. Judging by the rate that time is flowing, the current year outside the hive is now sometime in the twenty-ninth century.’ 
 
    What would that future era look like? I couldn’t even imagine. Still, I was expecting Chad to look excited or even hopeful. Instead, he looked more worried than ever.  
 
    ‘Chad?’ I said. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I think I’m scared.’ 
 
    ‘About?’ 
 
    He turned to me. ‘Have you forgotten that there’s a dead version of you in a morgue?’ he said. ‘There’s not too many ways you could have ended up there. The most obvious explanation is time travel, which is exactly what we’re talking about doing. It’s a sure-fire way to make history come true.’ 
 
    ‘If that is me in the morgue,’ I said. ‘Then I—he—whatever, traveled back at least a year into the past. We’re going back to our own time.’ 
 
    He shook his head. ‘A lot could still go wrong.’  
 
    Bang! 
 
    The blast hit the outside of Liber8tor as a shape appeared overhead.  
 
    ‘It’s another one of those robots,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘Correction,’ Ferdy said. ‘More than a dozen robots are heading for Liber8tor with several more in transit.’ 
 
    ‘I think we’ve outlasted our stay here,’ I said. ‘Ferdy, set a course for the exit.’ 
 
    ‘I tried to find the hive’s exit,’ Chad reminded me.  
 
    Ferdy spoke up. ‘The exit on this side is only a few microns thick,’ he said. ‘That is why you weren’t able to find it. Ferdy will be able to exit through using Liber8tor’s sensors.’  
 
    Chad still looked worried, but another blast hit the vessel's side before he could say anything. He clamped his mouth shut as we zoomed away. I told Ferdy to set an automatic firing pattern at the robots. It wouldn’t stop them, but it would slow them down.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Is the ship ready to pass through the exit?’ 
 
    ‘Liber8tor is ready.’  
 
    I accelerated the vessel. A dozen robots were now firing at us.  
 
    ‘How far are we from the gate?’ Chad asked.  
 
    ‘Three minutes,’ Ferdy replied.  
 
    The landscape below us slowly became mountainous as we entered the rocky region we’d landed in. It was a good thing we had Ferdy with us; otherwise, we’d never find this place again.  
 
    Liber8tor shuddered again. And again.  
 
    Examining the console, Chad shook his head. ‘That factory must have a machine that produces those things,’ he said. ‘There are more than fifty of them chasing us.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘How long till we reach the exit?’ 
 
    ‘Forty-five seconds.’ 
 
    ‘Chad?’ I said, turning to him. ‘Are you okay with this?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said. ‘But I don’t have another plan.’  
 
    I turned back to the controls. ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘There’s no sign of the exit.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy must have control of the ship to navigate us through.’ 
 
    ‘Then you have control.’  
 
    Ferdy flew us low over the rocky countryside. We zigzagged between two mountains. At the last moment, I spotted an enclosure in the cliff face. I thought back to our game of chess that Chad and I had made. I glanced back at him. He still looked worried.  
 
    ‘We’ll be okay,’ I said.  
 
    ‘I probably will. It’s you I’m worried about.’  
 
    Ferdy spoke up. ‘Ten seconds till we reach the exit,’ he said. ‘Five seconds.’ 
 
    ‘Axel,’ Chad said. ‘I’m not sure—’ 
 
    We passed through the exit. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    The ship flew down the long dark tunnel. It was less disconcerting that my journey through from the other direction, but still frightening. I swallowed as my eyes searched the darkness. 
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ I said. ‘Is everything all right?’ 
 
    ‘Everything is fine,’ Ferdy said. ‘How is Axel?’ 
 
    ‘I mean…is the ship okay? Are we traveling through to the other side?’ 
 
    ‘Everything is proceeding as required.’  
 
    A tiny white dot appeared in the distance. Then there was a flash of blinding light followed by a glimpse of sky and darkened trees.  
 
    ‘Yes!’ I yelled. ‘We did it!’ 
 
    Liber8tor zoomed low over the valley. Night had fallen, and there was little to see, but I saw stands of trees and dark forest.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Put us down.’ 
 
    Chad turned to me as the ship landed.  
 
    ‘This is it,’ he said. ‘The future.’ 
 
    ‘Judging by the position of the stars,’ Ferdy said, ‘the year is 2841AD.’  
 
    Grabbing Chad’s arm, I told him I was heading outside.  
 
    ‘Are you sure that’s a good idea?’ he said.  
 
    I didn’t reply. Instead, I exited into the night and inhaled air that was clear and flesh. It was intoxicating, almost as if it were free of toxins or pollution. Maybe humans have finally stopped destroying the environment and gotten around to repairing the planet. Moonlight cast a stark light across the valley, carving dark shadows into the tree-covered hills. An owl hooted, soared low over the clearing, and disappeared into the gloom.  
 
    2841AD, I thought. Incredible! 
 
    At first, I’d thought the sky was just full of stars, but I’d been wrong. I stared at it as Chad joined me.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘What are those things? In the sky, I mean.’ 
 
    Dozens of tiny circular objects like little donuts orbited the planet.  
 
    ‘It’s best to not know too much about the future,’ Ferdy said. ‘Suffice to say, the human race in this era routinely travels across the galaxy and interacts with dozens of other alien civilizations.’  
 
    Chad nudged my elbow. ‘Look at the moon.’ 
 
    The moon was different. I’d only glanced at it before, but now I realized a shining silver object dominated half its visible surface.  
 
    That’s got to be some kind of moon base.  
 
    ‘That is Armstrong base,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘Are we safe here?’ Chad asked. ‘Are there any people nearby?’ 
 
    ‘This whole area seems deserted. There are no people within a ten-mile radius.’ 
 
    My eyes searched the gloom and focused on a pedestal at the edge of the clearing. I activated the light on my wristcom. Two figures on the pedestal’s cornice overlooked the clearing.  
 
    ‘Wow,’ Chad said.  
 
    I recognized the statues immediately: it was me and Chad. They were made from bronze and had plaques at the base of each. Moss covered the statues. Beneath the moss, time and weather had tarnished the bronze to green and black. I gazed open-mouthed at them. 
 
    ‘Well,’ I managed. ‘That’s unexpected.’ 
 
    Chad shook his head. ‘I never doubted they’d build a statue to honor The Chad,’ he said. ‘But I was sort of hoping it would happen while I was alive.’  
 
    ‘You are alive,’ I pointed out. ‘At least…I mean…’ 
 
    Time travel was complicated. I stared at the plaques. They each had our names on them—Axel and Chad—but two lines of text beneath: 
 
      
 
    Lost in the line of duty 
 
    Never forgotten 
 
      
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ I asked, confused. ‘We never get back?’ 
 
    Does that mean we really are dead? 
 
    ‘Never fear,’ Ferdy said. ‘We are still in a future era. You can think of this as an alternate history. Once we return to the past, the timeline will reset, and our lives will proceed as normal. These statues will never be built.’ 
 
    ‘A shame,’ Chad said. ‘It’s a good likeness.’  
 
    But I was staring at the words on the plaque. There was another possibility, one that I didn’t want to dwell on. It was possible that we never successfully returned to the past. Using Liber8tor as a time machine might not work, and we’d be killed. I thought about Brodie and the others. How disappointed they would be.  
 
    My eyes focused on Never forgotten. In this era, Brodie and the others had already been dead for centuries. They might even have their own statues somewhere. Who knew? In this timeline, they’d cried their tears and lived out their lives. Did Brodie fall in love with someone else? Get married? Have kids? I hoped so. I wouldn’t have wanted her wasting her life waiting for me.  
 
    ‘Chad?’ I said.  
 
    He was staring at the statue. ‘There is another option.’  
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    Chad turned to me. ‘That we don’t risk it.’ He nodded to the darkened forest. ‘We’re safe here. Right now, you and I are alive. We could contact The Agency—or whatever version of it still exists—and live out our lives here. There’s no risk. We might both live to be a hundred.’ He nodded to the monument. ‘And there are statues of us. That’s hard to beat.’  
 
    ‘You can’t mean it,’ I said.  
 
    He sighed. ‘Axel,’ he said. ‘It’s time travel. We’ve seen before what can happen: a lot of bad and not much good.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘What do you think we should do?’  
 
    ‘Liber8tor has not been tested as a time machine. Chad is right in saying that many things can go wrong. Ferdy calculates only a seventy-five percent chance that we will return to the correct time.’ 
 
    Seventy-five percent. 
 
    Those weren’t great odds.  
 
    ‘Still,’ Ferdy continued. ‘All of life involves risk. We don’t know what will happen from one moment to the next. Anything is possible.’  
 
    I turned to Chad. ‘We need to take the chance,’ he said. ‘I don’t know about you, but I’d like to see Brodie again. And Dan. And Ebony.’ 
 
    ‘I want that too. Just be aware that things might not go as planned.’ 
 
    I nodded. This whole adventure had started because we wanted to discover our origins: family, parents, our past, our true identities. Instead, it had taken us into the far future. Among everything else, we’d found the reader for the second book, but the book itself was wrecked. In my heart, I was pretty sure we needed both books and both readers. Without them, the chances of learning our true origins were sunk.  
 
    ‘I know,’ I said. ‘But things rarely go as planned.’ 
 
    We got back onboard Liber8tor and started the engines. Giving control of the ship to Ferdy, he made the necessary calculations. At the same time, Chad and I settled into the pilot’s seats. Chad still looked worried, but I had faith in Ferdy’s abilities.  
 
    ‘The engines are ready,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘What do we need to do?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘Simply fly the ship around the clearing, and Ferdy will activate the device. We should enter the past in the next few seconds.’ 
 
    Taking off, I did as Ferdy instructed and flew slow loops around the darkened clearing. I caught a last glimpse of our statues.  
 
    ‘If we get back,’ I said. ‘We’ll never have those statues.’  
 
    Chad gave me a wan smile. ‘Honestly,’ he said. ‘It’ll be worth it.’  
 
    The scene outside the ship turned to a rainbow of whirling colors. There was a bright flash and then— 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    Bright sunlight burst through Liber8tor’s windshield. I saw blue sky, trees, and distant hills. Yes, we’ve done it! Taking the controls, I peered out the window at the clearing below.  
 
    ‘I don’t see the others,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Me neither,’ Chad said, gazing down. ‘Our statues aren’t there either.’ 
 
    ‘Probably a good sign. That means we haven’t been missing long enough for them to be built.’  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ Chad said. ‘What year is it? Are we back in our own time?’  
 
    ‘The pollution content in the air indicates we have traveled back to the early twenty-first century.’  
 
    ‘That’s encouraging,’ I said.  
 
    I slowed the ship to hover over the clearing. The hive was still present. We may have only been gone a short time. Maybe the others were still around. I opened a channel on my wristcom and tried to contact them. 
 
    No answer.  
 
    Chad frowned. ‘That’s strange,’ he said. ‘I hope they’re okay.’  
 
    I also tried the channel for The Agency, and there was still no reply.  
 
    ‘Let’s head back,’ I said. ‘It’ll only take a few minutes.’  
 
    We flew across the country, not speaking. Something was wrong, and we both knew it. The problem was not knowing what it could be. We were back in the past. Why weren’t the others answering? Had something happened to them? And what had happened to The Agency? Why weren’t Mister Brown and the other agents answering our calls? 
 
    It didn’t take long for us to reach New York. This calmed me somewhat. At least New York is still there. Everything looked normal.  
 
    ‘Axel,’ Chad said. ‘I’m cloaking the ship.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea.’ 
 
    I wasn’t sure what was going on, but something was not right. The quieter we played this, the better. We headed for The Bronx and were soon in the neighborhood where The Agency was situated. I peered out the window into the street as I brought the vessel into a slow loop around the building. 
 
    ‘That doesn’t make sense,’ I said.  
 
    ‘No sense at all,’ Chad agreed.  
 
    The Agency was located in a hotel called The Piccolo. The old hotel signage was in place, and the new signage over the door had been removed. Why would they— 
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said, swallowing. ‘What’s today’s date?’ 
 
    Ferdy paused. ‘Checking several sites on the internet, as well as numerous news reports, we seem to have not arrived at our required time period.’  
 
    It took us a moment to process this.  
 
    ‘So, this is the wrong date?’ Chad said.  
 
    I checked the onboard computer. It connected to the internet and gave me the exact date. A chill swept through my body.  
 
    This is it. This is the day. 
 
    ‘Chad,’ I said. ‘This is the day I woke up in the hotel room.’ 
 
    He stared at me. ‘This is the day?’ he said. ‘You mean the actual day.’ 
 
    I nodded. None of the events of the last year had occurred. We hadn’t learned any of our skills. I hadn’t met Brodie yet. Or the others. We hadn’t joined The Agency. It also explained why our wristcoms weren’t working. They hadn’t been invented yet, and the frequency The Agency used was different back then anyway.  
 
    I brought the ship around in a tight loop, landing us on the building that would become The Agency. Turning off the engine, I stared into space as I considered what this meant. 
 
    Chad spoke up. ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Can we still go back to our time?’ 
 
    ‘We can, friend Chad.’ 
 
    ‘Great. In that case—’ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I said. ‘Not yet.’  
 
    He frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ he said. ‘We’ll just try again.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said, shaking my head. An idea had taken seed in my head and was growing at an astonishing rate. ‘You know what this means? We can get the second book—the full copy of the book—before it gets destroyed at the cabin.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    I explained excitedly. ‘This is the day we were brought to New York for safekeeping,’ I said. ‘I was taken to a Manhattan hotel for safety.’ I checked the time on Liber8tor’s console. ‘In about an hour, my past self is waking up in a hotel room to find that Doctor Richards has been shot. We might even be able to save his life!’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Chad said, shaking his head. ‘You’re a crazy person. Don’t do it.’ 
 
    ‘Chad is right,’ Ferdy cut in. ‘You must not save Doctor Richards. The damage to the timeline could be catastrophic.’  
 
    They were right. I hadn’t been thinking clearly. As much as I might want to save Doctor Richards, saving him would mean that several other events wouldn’t happen. I might never meet the others. Anything could go wrong.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ I agreed, thinking furiously. ‘You’re right. That’s taking it too far, but there is a way forward. We can save the book and finally discover who we are! Do you see what I mean?’  
 
    Chad was still shaking his head. ‘I can see you’re a crazy person,’ he said. ‘You’ve completely lost your mind.’ He grabbed my arm. ‘Axel, this is too risky. The sensible thing is to lie low and do nothing.’ 
 
    But my mind was taken up with the certainty of what I could achieve. We can get the second copy of the book! I knew where it was. It was with a man called The Swan. Getting that second copy would allow us to finally learn our past!  
 
    ‘Chad,’ I said. ‘We have no idea how many times this time travel thing will work. It might never work again after this. We have this one opportunity to finally discover our true identities!’ 
 
    ‘Axel,’ Chad said. ‘Have you stopped to think that this is how you ended up in that apartment building in Washington? Maybe this is what happened. Somehow, you get stranded in this era, you never make it back and you die.’ 
 
    ‘According to Mister Brown,’ I said, ‘Glen Johnson didn’t have my powers.’ 
 
    ‘So maybe you’re going to lose them. You’ve had problems with them before.’ 
 
    That was true. In the early days, my powers had fluctuated a lot before finally stabilizing.  
 
    ‘We were worried this would happen,’ Chad said. ‘Going out there is certain death. All you’ll do is make history repeat itself. You probably are Glen Johnson. You probably are that body in the morgue.’ 
 
    I weighed up what Chad was saying against finally discovering the truth about my past. Curiosity won out in the end.  
 
    ‘I’ll be fine,’ I insisted. ‘You wait here. I’ll be back after dark.’ 
 
    Chad clenched his jaw. ‘Axel,’ he said. ‘You’re an arrogant idiot. We should focus on getting back to our own time.’ 
 
    ‘We have one chance! If we don’t take it, we will never know who we are!’ 
 
    ‘What if something goes wrong?’ 
 
    ‘I have powers. I’m not the same kid I was a year ago.’ 
 
    Chad sat back, furious. ‘Great,’ he snapped. ‘Go out there and die. It’s your life.’  
 
    ‘Everything will be fine. I’ll be back—with the book—before you know it.’  
 
    ‘If you’re not back by nightfall, Ferdy and I are leaving to return to the future. We can’t go searching for you. It’s too dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘I understand, but everything will be fine.’  
 
    Chad tried speaking to me again, but I was ecstatic as I marched out of the ship and made my way down to the street. This is it. I’ll get the book and finally learn our true identities. It was mid-afternoon as I walked south through Upper Manhattan and Harlem. The day had never seemed so sunny or bright.  
 
    Finally, we will know.  
 
    But first, I had to make sure we really were a year in the past. All would be for nothing if we’d landed in some kind of bizarre alternate reality. Soon I was wandering down a street I remembered all too well. I didn’t want anyone recognizing me, so I bought a newspaper to use as a cover. Pausing in front of a shop, I peered up and down the street to identify some familiar landmarks.  
 
    Yes. I recognized that building over there. And that one on the corner.  
 
    It was somewhere around here… 
 
    A wild-eyed teenager came sprinting out of an alley. Looking frantically in both directions, it was obvious he was in some kind of terrible trouble. My eyes narrowed. Wow. I felt sorry for him because I knew exactly what he was feeling. 
 
    The teenager on the street was me.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    Shots rang out. He ran wildly across the road, dodging vehicles as horns blared. Other people on the street glanced at him. I could understand his—or my—confusion. Shortly before, he’d awoken in a hotel room with no memory of who he was or how he came to be there. A dying man lay on the floor beside him. Now he had people trying to kill him.  
 
    Two men emerged from the alley. I quickly lifted the paper in front of my face so they wouldn’t see me. An instant later, I heard the shattering of a shop window. There were screams. Peering about the edge of the paper, I saw the gunmen charging after the younger version of me. My eyes angled to a man who had been shot. He lay bleeding on the road.  
 
    I took a single step toward him—and stopped.  
 
    No. I couldn’t help him. The poor man lay on the ground, clutching his stomach. He could even be dying, but helping him might completely upend the timeline. Shaking my head, I turned and walked in the opposite direction.  
 
    At least I was sure we were at the right time and place. Now I just had to kill a few hours until I reached West Forty-Ninth Street. Slowly, I made my way across town, careful to keep interaction with other people to a minimum. Eventually, late in the afternoon, I found myself standing opposite the building where Cygnus Industries was located. Now I just had to see the Swan before he met his terrible fate. I crossed the road.  
 
    Okay, I thought. This is it.  
 
    The last time I’d been here was when the man known as The Swan was thrown out the window by Ravana and his men. The poor man had fallen to his death. Immediately after that, I’d met up with Brodie, and we’d make good our escape.  
 
    Entering the building, I checked the directory and went up in the elevator to the eighth floor. The doors opened to reveal a vast empty floor that had been stripped back to concrete. Some kind of major renovation was in progress. There was no carpet or light fittings—only the windows around the sides and supportive concrete columns.  
 
    A man peeked out from behind a column. 
 
    ‘Axel?’ he said. ‘You’re here?’ 
 
    The Swan was a middle-aged man, balding in a blue suit. He looked decidedly nervous. His forehead was wet with sweat, and he was wringing his hands. I hurried over to him.  
 
    ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I got away.’ 
 
    ‘You got away?’ he frowned. 
 
    ‘I mean…people were chasing me. Doctor Richards gave me this address.’ 
 
    ‘Is he all right?’ 
 
    ‘He’s fine,’ I said, lying. Chad had been right in what he’d said. The less interaction, the better. Giving the Swan too much information could upset the entire timeline. ‘I need to get the book from you.’  
 
     ‘The book? Fantastic.’ He delved into his pocket and pulled it out. ‘Make certain you’re careful with it.’ 
 
    I will be, I thought, staring at the volume. This is it!  
 
    ‘Thanks,’ I said, looking back up at the man. He’d be dead in a few hours, and there was nothing I could do to prevent it. ‘I really mean it. Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all right,’ he said. ‘It’s the least I can do.’ 
 
    Tucking the book into my jacket, I said goodbye and left. Soon I was heading back uptown to The Bronx to where I’d left Liber8tor. A couple of hours later, I slumped into the pilot’s seat beside Chad.  
 
    ‘You did it?’ he said. ‘You got the book?’ 
 
    I showed it to him. ‘This is it,’ I said, relieved that the whole thing was done. ‘Now, we’ll finally get all the answers.’  
 
    ‘And you didn’t…break anything?’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’  
 
    ‘Like history?’ he said. ‘The entire timeline?’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s fine,’ I assured him, starting the engines.  
 
    I placed the book into a compartment in Liber8tor’s console. Taking off, we headed across New York. I peered down at the scene below, feeling a kind of heady elation. This is perfect. We’ve got both books. Now we’ll track down our parents—finally!  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Engage the time machine.’ 
 
    The scene outside the ship changed to swirling patterns of rainbow color.  
 
    ‘Well,’ Chad said. ‘It looks like you did it.’  
 
    I nodded. ‘The readers must only operate once you have both books.’  
 
    The swirling colors outside Liber8tor changed. There was a flash of light, and then we were through.  
 
    Yes! 
 
    ‘Warning!’ Ferdy said. ‘High amounts of radiation detected. Warning.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I said.  
 
    ‘Axel. You must navigate away from this area immediately.’ 
 
    Glancing down, I caught a glimpse of a blackened warzone and melted buildings. I immediately steered Liber8tor up high over the devastated area. My heart started pounding. Peering back down at the city, I saw a ruined landscape. This isn’t right. We’ve ended up in the wrong place. The city below had been annihilated in some terrible tragedy. Something must have gone wrong in transit.  
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ Chad said. ‘Where are we?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ I said.  
 
    ‘We are high above New York City.’  
 
    I stared down at the destruction. No. That’s impossible. But the more I looked, the more I realized I could make out the general shape of Manhattan. And The Bronx. To the south was Staten Island. But now it had been destroyed. Everything for miles around had been razed in some terrible disaster. Every window was missing from every building. The structures that remained were reduced to hollow shells. The roads were melted. Cars parked in the streets looked like they’d fused with the asphalt. Nothing grew in the streets below.  
 
    Looking further afield, my heart caught in my throat as I glimpsed the Statue of Liberty. What remained of her had melted to slag. Beyond the statue, most of the other boroughs were also destroyed. It looked like a wall had been built around the whole area. Undamaged buildings lay beyond, although I doubted that anyone lived in them.  
 
    No one could live adjacent to this kind of devastation.  
 
    Chad groaned. ‘Oh, no,’ he gasped. ‘You see what’s happened?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said, utterly confused. ‘This makes no sense.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve changed history. You’ve upset the timeline. Somehow, you’ve wrecked everything.’  
 
    ‘But…’ I couldn’t speak. ‘But I haven’t done anything. Apart from getting the book, I didn’t interact with anyone. I got the book from the Swan and came back to the ship.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you’ve wrecked something,’ Chad insisted. ‘Somehow, you’ve broken the timeline.’  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘What’s happened to New York? Why does it look like this?’ 
 
    ‘The city appears to have been struck by a nuclear explosion.’  
 
    I felt faint. ‘A…bomb?’ I said. ‘It was hit by a bomb? When did it happen?’  
 
    A moment passed before Ferdy spoke again. ‘Judging by the level of radiation,’ he said, ‘the blast occurred approximately one year ago.’ 
 
    One year ago… 
 
    How could— 
 
    Then realization struck me in one horrible moment of clarity. 
 
    ‘Oh no,’ I gasped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    A long moment passed before I could talk.  
 
    ‘I know what happened,’ I said, swallowing. ‘Or I can guess, at least.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Chad said. ‘How could you cause a nuclear explosion over New York?’  
 
    My brain was working frantically to understand what had happened. ‘I didn’t cause it,’ I said. ‘The problem is that I didn’t prevent it.’ I turned to him. ‘You remember our first mission? That terrorist group, Typhoid, fired a nuclear missile called Pegasus at New York City. I went chasing after the rocket to stop it from exploding. I only just reached it in time.’  
 
    ‘But when we went back to the past,’ Chad said, ‘nothing you did affected Typhoid or Pegasus.’ 
 
    I shook my head stubbornly. ‘I don’t know what it was,’ I said. ‘I did something, but...’ 
 
    It still didn’t make a whole lot of sense, but Chad was right. This whole thing was somehow linked to me retrieving the book. Something I did upset the flow of time.   
 
    ‘Axel,’ Ferdy said. ‘We should probably move from this area. The radiation is high even at this height.’ 
 
    Nodding, I steered Liber8tor up the coast. Once away from the city, it became clear that everything for miles around the city had been evacuated. We continued North to a beach on Rhode Island. Bringing the ship down, I stared through the window at the ocean.  
 
    What went wrong? 
 
    Chad got up to leave. ‘I’m heading out for a while.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure if—’ 
 
    Chad swung about. He looked like he wanted to deck me. ‘Don’t speak to me!’ he yelled. ‘I said not to change anything! I said, don’t go out there and get the book! Now, look at what you’ve done!’ 
 
    He left the ship and marched angrily across the sand. I was about to head after him when I decided a better course of action would be to leave him alone. This is my fault—Chad’s right. I should have just left things as they were. Except then we wouldn’t know what the book had to tell us.  
 
    I thought about the shattered landscape of New York City.  
 
    That was too high a price to pay.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said, wanting to burst into tears. ‘I wrecked everything. Didn’t I?’  
 
    ‘It would appear that your actions created a new timeline where New York and other cities were destroyed.’  
 
    ‘New York and other…what do you mean?’ 
 
    Ferdy continued. ‘Ferdy has been able to glean some news reports from the last year,’ he said. ‘It would appear that the destruction of New York led to the decimation of four other cities: Moscow, Beijing, Washington, and Los Angeles.’ 
 
    My mind reeled. ‘How?’  
 
    ‘The United States assumed the attack was from a foreign power,’ Ferdy said. ‘This led to an automated response that fired nuclear warheads at Moscow and Beijing. These two countries then retaliated by attacking Washington and Los Angeles. It was only then that rapid diplomatic communications occurred, stopping the war from escalating further. It was eventually discovered that Typhoid was responsible for the initial detonation. The leaders from the terrorist organization were later captured and put to death.’ 
 
    ‘How many…how many died in the blasts?’ 
 
    ‘The estimated death toll is more than fifty million, although it is believed that further deaths will result for years to come because of nuclear radiation…’ 
 
    Ferdy continued to speak, but I didn’t hear any more. I felt sick. Suddenly I was stumbling from Liber8tor and emptying the contents of my stomach on the sandy beach. I vomited until my stomach was empty and was still there when a pair of legs appeared beside my face. Chad sat beside me.  
 
    ‘You look terrible,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘I wished you looked worse, Mister Goody,’ he said. ‘You’ve really wrecked things this time.’ 
 
    My head hurt, and my mouth tasted awful as I sat up. ‘I wanted to find out our true identities.’  
 
    ‘Did it ever occur to you to just leave well enough alone?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’  
 
    ‘Axel. It’s time travel. Can you understand that? You went racing off like it was just another day on the job, but this isn’t some bad guy robbing a bank. It’s the mechanics of the universe. The building blocks of everything.’ 
 
    ‘But—’ 
 
    ‘Shush,’ he said. ‘Let me finish. And did it occur to you that learning the truth about our origins isn’t that important?’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    Chad grinned. ‘Seriously?’ he said. ‘That didn’t occur to you? You’re a complete dummy sometimes. Sure, we don’t know our pasts or real identities or anything about our families—but maybe that’s not the most important thing. We’re alive! All of us! We could have been killed a dozen times over, but we’re all here.’ 
 
    ‘But don’t you want to know who your parents are?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘But it doesn’t mean I’ll care about them. Maybe they were awful people. Maybe they were killers or drug addicts, or maybe they’re dead! The same could be true for you or any of us.’ 
 
    I thought about this. There was some truth in what Chad was saying. I’d always envisioned my parents as being perfect people and that I’d had a perfect life. But maybe it wasn’t like that at all. We’d been told by The Agency that our parents were dead or had abandoned us. Later, that had turned out to be a cover story concocted by The Agency.  
 
    But maybe there was some truth in it anyway. Our parents had never followed up on trying to find us. Maybe they were dead. Or—worse—they simply didn’t care.  
 
    ‘But isn’t it important to know the answer?’ I said.   
 
    Chad sighed. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Knowing the answer is important, but answers aren’t everything. It’s a cliché, but maybe this whole thing isn’t about the destination. Maybe it really is about the journey.’  
 
    I stared at the ocean. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said, finally. ‘You’re right. I’ve wrecked everything.’  
 
    ‘I’m sorry, too,’ he said. ‘But it doesn’t mean it can’t be fixed.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘We have a time machine, dummy!’ he said. ‘We can go back and fix whatever you wrecked.’  
 
    I thought about what he was saying. ‘Maybe,’ I said. ‘But I don’t even know what I broke in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Fortunately, we know the smartest guy on the planet,’ Chad said. ‘Let’s ask him.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘We need to ask you some questions.’  
 
    ‘Are Axel and Chad wondering how the timeline was disrupted?’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘You’ve already been thinking about it?’ 
 
    ‘As well as playing seventy-six games of chess, understanding the universe’s state immediately after the Big Bang, and solving the Beale Papers’ mystery. The answer, if you’re interested, is—’ 
 
    ‘Maybe some other time,’ Chad interrupted. ‘Ferdy, what we need to know right now is how Axel broke the planet.’ 
 
    I gave Chad a sideways look. ‘Uh, yeah. I suppose you could put it that way.’  
 
    ‘Axel will need to relate to us who he interacted with after he left the ship,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    I shrugged. ‘Basically, no one,’ I said. ‘I left here and went back to where I’d first woken up.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t go inside?’ Chad said. ‘You didn’t speak to anyone?’ 
 
    ‘No. I hid across the street. Then I went to Cygnus Industries. I saw the Swan, got the book from him, and came straight back here.’ 
 
    ‘You didn’t talk to anyone else? Didn’t go saving the world in your spare time?’  
 
    I shook my head. ‘I came back to the ship. We took off and ended up here.’ 
 
    Chad furrowed his brow. ‘I don’t see how that could have wrecked things. Unless…’ He stopped. ‘Ferdy, could it be that Axel indirectly did something that changed history?’ 
 
    ‘That’s possible, friend Chad.’  
 
    I thought about the book sitting in Liber8tor’s console. ‘The book ended up in Ravana’s possession,’ I said, slowly. ‘That didn’t happen this time around.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure how that could make a difference,’ Chad said.  
 
    Ferdy spoke up. ‘There may have been a domino effect from Axel’s actions,’ he said. ‘Axel was very close to not saving New York City from nuclear destruction. Ferdy recalls it was only a matter of seconds, and the bomb would have detonated.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Not getting the book from the Swan may have meant that Ravana coordinated his actions earlier with General Wolff from Typhoid. A few hours difference—or even minutes—may have caused Pegasus to be fired earlier.’ 
 
    I felt a lump in my stomach. ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘I can’t believe I was so stupid. I stopped the bomb from exploding with only seconds to spare. If I’d been any later, the bomb would have detonated.’ 
 
    ‘That must be it,’ Chad said, slowly. ‘Everything got put forward sooner than it should. They fired Pegasus before we could stop them.’ 
 
    ‘But we can fix this,’ I said. Chad had been right. We have a time machine! We can still change history. ‘All we need to do is go back in time and…’ Here I trailed off. ‘And do something. I’m not sure what. I already have the book. I’ve already removed it from the timeline. How can I delay Ravana and Wolff long enough to stop them from firing the weapon?’ 
 
    ‘There is an additional problem,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘Really?’ I said. ‘Another? Being responsible for the deaths of millions of people isn’t enough?’ My voice was rising, and I struggled to keep myself under control. ‘What’s wrong?’  
 
    ‘The time travel device on Liber8tor has become inoperable,’ Ferdy said. ‘We are unable to travel in time.’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’ I said. ‘What else can go wrong!’ 
 
    This is all my fault! Why didn’t I leave things alone? 
 
    Chad was calmer. ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Are you able to fix it?’ 
 
    ‘There are two issues. One is that the francium in the device is exhausted. Francium is the rare element that is required to make time travel possible.’ He directed me to the device where the francium had to be added. It was a simple chute set into the hull paneling. ‘There also seems to be a minor fault in one of the relays. It’s fixable, but it will take some time.’ 
 
    ‘Can we fix it?’ I asked, returning to my seat.  
 
    ‘We need someone better qualified than Axel and Chad.’  
 
    ‘Wow,’ Chad said. ‘It’s a problem that even Ferdy can’t fix.’  
 
    ‘Ferdy is not perfect,’ Ferdy said. ‘Only superior to everyone else.’  
 
    Chad shrugged. ‘Of course.’  
 
    ‘But won’t that break the timeline even more?’ Then I realized it wouldn’t. ‘No. It won’t if we go back in time and fix what I’ve broken. Nothing we do here in this time will have occurred. These changes will cease to exist, and the timeline will go back to normal.’ 
 
    ‘Correct,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘But who can we ask for help?’ Chad said.  
 
    I snapped my fingers. ‘The Agency.’ 
 
    Chad stared at me as if I’d lost my mind. ‘The Agency?’ he said. ‘You’re joking.’ 
 
    ‘They’ve got everything we need to make this happen. We’d be crazy to not ask for their assistance.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t exactly have a perfect relationship with them.’ 
 
    ‘But we’ve always come together in the end,’ I said. ‘They’ll be on our side if we explain that we can stop this disaster from happening.’  
 
    Chad considered this. ‘All right,’ he said, finally. ‘But where do we go?’  
 
    After thinking for a long moment, I asked Ferdy to search the internet. It took half an hour, but we found what I was seeking.  
 
    ‘It looks like Mister Brown is located at The Agency in South Carolina,’ I said. ‘There’s no other mention of him. In this timeline, the United Nations haven’t admitted the existence of modified humans, and The Agency is still a secret organization.’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ Chad agreed. ‘It seems like the only way forward.’  
 
    We zoomed back over what remained of New York City and headed south down the coast. My mind went back over the events of the last few days. I tried to think of how I could make things right. Providing we could fix the time machine—and that wasn’t a certainty—I had to go back a year in time again and somehow delay Ravana. 
 
    But doing that might not fix the timeline anyway. I could make everything worse! 
 
    Why hadn’t I left things alone? 
 
    Soon we were approaching the front entrance to The Agency. It occupied the old South Carolina Military Base, most of which was underground. All there was to see from here was a bunker set into the side of a hill. The last time I’d seen this place was when we left The Agency the first time.  
 
    A few security guards were at the front gate. Decloaking, we landed the ship and disembarked. It wasn’t a good idea. Apparently seeing two teenagers appear from an invisible, alien ship was too much for these guards to handle. They immediately started shooting. I threw up a barrier and deflected the bullets while Chad erected an ice shield to protect us. More guards poured from the building. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ I yelled. ‘We’re not here to cause trouble.’  
 
    A guard stepped forward and ordered us to get down on the ground. Chad and I lay on the concrete road as the guards surrounded us.  
 
    ‘This wasn’t quite the welcome I was expecting,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘Me neither,’ I admitted.  
 
    Several minutes passed before the main doors opened, and another group emerged. I glanced up.  
 
    No. That’s not possible.  
 
    The man in the lead turned to the soldiers and told them to lower their weapons.  
 
    ‘I don’t know what’s going on here,’ Twelve said. ‘But I’m sure there’s a good explanation.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Chad and I followed Twelve through The Cavern.  
 
    In many ways, it was almost as if we’d never left. Scientists were still working on various projects I couldn’t identify. There were experimental flying machines, different kinds of weapons, and some kind of colossal gate. I had no idea as to its purpose.  
 
    The biggest difference was the number of army personnel. The last time I’d seen this place—in our reality—it had mostly been a civilian facility. The Agency had been an independent organization. In our world, a lot had changed, and it worked hand in hand with the military. Here, it looked like the military was running the entire place.  
 
    Chad and I exchanged glances at one point but said nothing. The last time we’d seen Twelve was when we killed him in a life and death battle. After dropping him into a hole, we’d poured molten metal over him, reducing him to a metal statue.  
 
    I don’t think I’ll mention that particular incident.  
 
    We were finally taken into an area the size of a small supermarket. The floor and walls were concrete. Tiny halogen lights were set into the ceiling. This whole place had more of a feel of being a shooting gallery than a place where we should be questioned. The only break in the wall was a blackened window in one corner.  
 
    That’s two-way glass. Someone can peer through from the other side.  
 
    Our captors formed a circle around us with Twelve in front. The door opened, and a man walked in to assist Twelve.  
 
    It’s Mister Evans.  
 
    In our world, after going insane, Twelve had turned the poor man into sulfur. Here, he still lived and breathed. I felt a tinge of regret. If we succeeded in changing history, Mister Evans would end up dead again.  
 
    I diverted my eyes. The life of one person couldn’t compare to that of millions. It was tragic, but we had to do what was necessary.  
 
    Twelve glanced first at Chad and then me. ‘I suspect there’s a good explanation for all this,’ he said. ‘Although I have no idea what it could be.’  
 
    ‘We’re here to make things right,’ I said.  
 
    ‘And what would right look like?’  
 
    ‘We can save New York City from destruction,’ I said. ‘But we need your help.’ 
 
    The alien did not react at all. He simply stared at us. One of the guards, though, dropped the sight on his gun slightly. Another frowned. I wondered if they’d lost loved ones when Pegasus hit.  
 
    ‘All right,’ Twelve said. ‘I’m listening.’ 
 
    I didn’t go into a full explanation of everything that had happened. That would have taken too much time. It would have also revealed a lot of unpleasant details, including the fact that he’d lost his mind in our world and tried to kill us all.  
 
    Instead, we gave him the abridged version: we had traveled back in time, and this timeline had been created by mistake. Whatever hatred he held for us, he kept well hidden under his impassive face. I finished by saying we needed The Agency’s help to go back in time again and stop Pegasus from hitting New York.  
 
    ‘The time machine in Liber8tor has stopped working,’ I said. ‘And we need a new supply of francium.’ 
 
    Twelve nodded. ‘You’re saying that you’re from an alternate universe,’ he said. ‘Can you prove this?’  
 
    ‘The ship we’re flying is an advanced Tagaar vessel,’ I said. ‘Isn’t that enough?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    Then a voice came over the intercom.  
 
    ‘Chad and Axel are telling you the truth.’ 
 
    The voice belonged to Ferdy. I had no idea how he’d hacked into The Agency’s system.  
 
    ‘Who is this?’ Twelve demanded.  
 
    ‘This is Ferdy.’  
 
    ‘How—’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy was killed during one of our adventures and now inhabits the computer system of our ship, Liber8tor.’ He paused. ‘Ferdy has the power to delete backup storage of all Agency files,’ he said. ‘That is in this building and across the entire Agency. Of course, Ferdy would not do this because that would be wrong.’ He added. ‘And actor James Dean’s middle name was Byron.’  
 
    Something that almost looked like a smile flashed across Twelve’s face. ‘Well,’ he said. ‘That sounds like Ferdy.’ He motioned to the panel of blackened glass. ‘You can enter.’ 
 
    I exchanged glances with Chad. 
 
    Who can enter? 
 
    The answer came a moment later when the door opened.  
 
    Of course, I thought. How stupid can I be? 
 
    The Ebony, Dan, and Chad from this alternate world came in, followed by someone I hadn’t seen for so long that my vision blurred—Ferdy. He’d been killed saving the earth in our universe. He was alive and well in this world and still looked the same: he had thin, black hair and did not look directly at us. Instead, his gaze was focused entirely on the ceiling.  
 
    I glanced at the others. Ebony’s face was unreadable, but her focus was only briefly on my Chad for a moment before turning to me. Dan was also staring at me as if I were a ghost. Chad Two—the Chad of this future—glanced once at me before staring at Chad One. He shook his head. 
 
    ‘This isn’t possible,’ he said.  
 
    ‘It’s possible,’ Chad One said. ‘You’re looking at him: The Chad.’ 
 
    ‘I’m The Chad.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m The Chad.’ 
 
    ‘I’m The Chad, you idiot—’ 
 
    ‘Quiet!’ Ebony snapped.  
 
    She looked stressed and genuinely annoyed. I wasn’t sure what had happened to her in this world, but she wasn’t the carefree person I knew in our universe.  
 
    I wonder what’s wrong. 
 
    Ebony’s eyes turned back to me. ‘In your universe,’ she said, ‘you stopped Pegasus from destroying New York City? Is that true?’ 
 
    So they had been listening.  
 
    ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘For the sake of conversation, why don’t we refer to my world as Earth-A and your world as Earth-B?’ 
 
    Chad Two began. ‘Instead, why don’t we reverse that and—’ 
 
    ‘Shh,’ Ebony said and turned back to me. ‘And you’re flying around in some kind of alien spaceship.’  
 
    ‘We are,’ I said. ‘Although Dan does most of the flying.’ A smile played on my lips. ‘Turns out all that video game playing came in handy.’ 
 
    Dan looked pleased with himself.  
 
    Ebony glanced over at Chad One. ‘If you’re my brother—or a copy of my brother at least—then where did we wake up without our memories?’ she asked. ‘And what happened after we did?’  
 
    Chad One spoke immediately. ‘We woke up on a beach outside the city,’ he said. ‘I set a boatshed alight, and you turned a park bench into water.’ 
 
    Ebony raised an eyebrow. ‘That’s pretty accurate.’  
 
    ‘Hello friend Ebony,’ Ferdy’s voice came from the ceiling. ‘It is good to see you again. And Chad, Dan and of course, Ferdy.’  
 
    ‘Hello Ferdy,’ Ferdy Two said.  
 
    ‘Hello Ferdy,’ Ferdy One replied.  
 
    ‘I think we need to sit down and talk,’ Ebony said. ‘Have something to eat.’ She glanced to Twelve. ‘If that’s okay?’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like a fine idea,’ Twelve said. ‘Restoring New York and the other cities destroyed in the One Day War must be our priority. Take them to the mess hall and make our guests feel at home. Ferdy, will you work with the Ferdy onboard the spaceship to fix their time machine?’ 
 
    Ferdy did not meet his gaze. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘And Abraham Lincoln was born in 1809.’  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I said.  
 
    Chad Two scowled. ‘This doesn’t mean we trust you,’ he said. ‘Only that we’re prepared to listen.’  
 
    Chad One murmured to me. ‘Am I always this stupid?’  
 
    ‘I’m afraid so,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Boy,’ he said. ‘I gotta make some changes.’ 
 
    It occurred to me that there might be a faster way to get everyone working together. Somewhere, there were other versions of Brodie and me running around. ‘I hope I’ll get to meet myself,’ I continued. ‘And Brodie if she’s around.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Ebony said, pain flashing in her eyes. ‘Our version of you was killed in New York when you tried to stop the bomb from detonating. Brodie died ten months ago when she stopped the release of a doomsday virus.’ She paused. ‘It’s just us now.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello Ferdy,’ Ferdy One said to his living counterpart.  
 
    A few hours had passed since Axel and Chad had arrived at the South Carolina base of The Agency. Since then, Twelve had asked the Ferdy of this world to help the Ferdy onboard the alien spaceship called Liber8tor. 
 
    Ferdy had never been aboard an alien spaceship before. Now he settled into the Liber8tor cockpit and stared at the console. ‘So you are Ferdy as well,’ Ferdy Two said, running his hands across the metallic console. ‘That’s good. It means Ferdy will have someone to speak to.’ 
 
    ‘It will be helpful to have your assistance,’ Ferdy One said. ‘A fault has developed in the onboard system attached to the time travel device.’ 
 
    ‘And no one else can help you?’  
 
    ‘Very few people are as intelligent as us.’ Ferdy paused. ‘It’s also important that we have a conversation between ourselves. The Agency—and especially Twelve—must not know about it.’  
 
    ‘Why?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy will explain,’ Ferdy One said, softly. ‘All our lives depend on it.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
      
 
    It took over an hour, but our team’s versions of this world finally came to accept us. First, Ebony and Dan kept looking at me a lot as if they could barely believe I was real. That made sense. In this future, I’d already been dead for almost a year. It really was like seeing a ghost.  
 
    Chad Two mostly kept arguing with Chad One. The Chad of this world seemed even more challenging to get on with than mine.  
 
    ‘So Mister Brown’s still here?’ I said after a while.  
 
    ‘He recently moved to the Las Vegas branch,’ Ebony said. ‘Do you know Agent Sloane?’  
 
    ‘Not at all.’ 
 
    ‘She’s our handler here now.’ 
 
    After dinner, Mister Evans came to see us in the mess hall. It was bizarre seeing the man walking and talking after seeing him killed by Twelve, but he was unaware of what had happened on our world.  
 
    ‘I just wanted to give you an update,’ he said. ‘Ferdy—our Ferdy, that is—has been working with your onboard computer—I mean, your Ferdy. The last I heard is that they’ve made some headway and think they’ll be able to get your time machine working. It should be ready by tomorrow.’  
 
    ‘That’s fantastic,’ I said. 
 
    ‘That means we’re halfway there,’ Chad One said. ‘We’ll just need more francium.’ 
 
    ‘That’s easy,’ Ebony said, smiling. She touched one of the spoons and transformed it into gold. ‘It’s as easy as falling off a log.’ 
 
    We were given quarters to stay in that were adjacent to where the others were located. I’d already noticed how many cameras there were around the place. They were everywhere. There was also an odd undercurrent to Ebony and the others. Almost as if they were worried about something. Asking Dan if everything was all right, a look of alarm crossed his face before he smiled broadly.  
 
    ‘It’s great,’ he said. ‘Just really freaked out at seeing you alive again. Good thing you’re not a zombie. Then we’d have to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Ending up dead twice is not what I had in mind!’ 
 
    Chad was given a room across from mine. After the others had turned in, he lingered in my doorway.  
 
    ‘Strange day,’ he said.  
 
    ‘You’re telling me. Dealing with one of you is bad enough. Two is a nightmare!’ 
 
    We both burst out laughing. Chad looked like he wanted to speak more, but my eyes flickered to the cameras. He gave an almost imperceptible nod, smiled, and said goodnight. Getting into bed, I turned out the light and lay in the darkness of the room. 
 
    I opened a channel on my wristcom. ‘Ferdy?’ I said. ‘Are you there?’ 
 
    His voice came back immediately. ‘Hello, friend Axel,’ he said. ‘Where else would Ferdy be?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I suppose…’ I gave up. ‘Where are you at with the repairs?’  
 
    ‘The repairs are completed, although we must still add francium to the device.’  
 
    ‘Great. I’ll get that from Ebony. We’ll take off first thing in the morning.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent.’  
 
    I disconnected. It wasn’t often that I felt afraid, but I did now. I couldn’t help but think that Chad had been right. Coming here was a mistake. There was something wrong here. It had to do with Twelve, which wasn’t surprising. On our world, he’d turned into a complete maniac before trying to kill us.  
 
    There’s no way I can sleep, I thought. But I need to. Tomorrow will be a big day.  
 
    I don't know how long I slept for, but the next thing I knew was the sound of a faint tick. Glancing about, all I could see was darkness except for a patch of light creeping in under the door.  
 
    ‘Axel?’  
 
    ‘Ebony?’ I said.  
 
    Her darkened figure crept across the room to me, and she knelt by my bed.  
 
    ‘How did you get in here?’ I whispered.  
 
    ‘I turned the wall to oxygen,’ she whispered. ‘Later, I’ll turn it back to concrete. I’ve gotten much better at transforming complex objects.’ She glanced fearfully at the light coming in under the door. ‘We need to talk.’  
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’  
 
    ‘Everything. Your lives are in danger.’ 
 
    ‘From Twelve?’ I said.  
 
    ‘You know about him?’ 
 
    I quickly explained what had happened on our world, and she gave a small groan.  
 
    ‘I’m not surprised,’ she said. ‘This place is a jail. Our every move is watched. And we’ve got these things in our heads that will kill us if we leave.’ 
 
    In the early days, we’d had devices put into our heads by The Agency to kill us if we tried to escape. We’d removed them before quitting and going on the road.  
 
    ‘You can’t remove them?’ I said.  
 
    ‘Not safely. They’ve had a software update that means they can’t be taken out.’ She paused. ‘I doubt that Twelve will let you leave.’ 
 
    ‘What are you suggesting?’  
 
    ‘How much francium do you need?’  
 
    ‘Only a few ounces.’  
 
    ‘Good. That’s what I’ve made.’ She pushed a small bag into my hand. ‘You need to get out of here as soon as possible.’  
 
    I contacted Chad, who sleepily answered his wristcom. 
 
    ‘We’re escaping,’ I told him. 
 
    ‘Really? That’s a shame. I was beginning to get used to the other Chad. He’s really an amazing guy.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’  
 
    I filled him in on what Ebony had told me.   
 
    ‘Okay,’ he said, now fully awake. ‘So you’re expecting some problems leaving?’  
 
    ‘That might be an understatement.’ I told him to be ready for anything. ‘I’ll meet you in the hallway.’ 
 
    I turned to Ebony. ‘You and the others should come with us,’ I said. ‘We can’t leave you here.’  
 
    She hesitated. ‘No,’ she said. ‘It’s too dangerous,’ she said. ‘You already broke the universe once. Doing it twice might be too much. Besides, we’ve hidden for long enough. If there’s a chance of a better world, not just for New York, but for all of us, then we need to help you.’ She sent a message on her wristcom to Ferdy, Dan, and Chad Two to tell them what was happening. ‘Let’s go.’  
 
    We headed into the corridor where Chad was emerging from his room. His counterpart, as well as Ferdy and Dan, also sleepily appeared.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said.  
 
    Racing down the corridor, we’d only gone a few hundred feet when an alarm began to sound. I’d hoped we’d get further than this. Armed guards appeared in the corridor ahead of us. I fired some air cannonballs at them, tossing them aside.  
 
    We continued on. Apart from the first few guards, there was no one else approaching us. It got me worried. Being ignored meant they were busy planning. I turned to the others.  
 
    ‘Is there another way to The Cavern?’ I asked. ‘Other than the elevator?’ 
 
    ‘I can make one,’ Ebony offered. Pointing to the wall, she turned the solid rock to air and created a tunnel beyond. We followed her as she silently carved an escape path. Glancing about, I saw Ferdy silently trailing us. It was still strange seeing him in human form after all this time.  
 
    ‘Are you all right, Ferdy?’ I asked.  
 
    His eyes met mine. ‘The universe is unfolding as intended,’ he said. ‘All dimensions exist at a perennial point of singularity.’ He stopped. ‘And the most valuable card in the game of poker is the ace.’ 
 
    I briefly gripped his arm. ‘Thanks, Ferdy,’ I said. ‘It’s been great seeing you again.’   
 
    ‘And you too, friend Axel,’ he said. ‘Ferdy has missed you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve missed you too.’ 
 
    Ebony broke through the ceiling, and we ascended into The Cavern. The place was fully lit, although all the scientists were obviously asleep. The same couldn’t be said for the armed security forces. A hundred men had assembled around the elevator shaft. They hadn’t seen us yet.  
 
    I scanned The Cavern in search of Liber8tor.  
 
    Bang! 
 
    A guard had finally noticed us. His companions all seemed to turn as one as they unleashed a hail of bullets. I threw up a barrier and blocked them as both Chads shot bolts of fire and ice. Dan used his powers to hurl pieces of metal at them as Ferdy snatched up a bench and tossed it at the group.  
 
    My eyes desperately searched The Cavern.  
 
    Where’s Liber8tor?  
 
    And then— 
 
    There!  
 
    The ship sat behind another nearby spacecraft. We raced over to it under heavy fire. A door slid up on the far side of The Cavern, and a group of mechanized warriors emerged. They started firing rockets at us. 
 
    Ka-boom! 
 
    Chad and I reached Liber8tor as the rockets exploded all around. We leaped in the door, expecting the others to follow.  
 
    Oh no.  
 
    Chad Two, Ferdy, Ebony, and Dan all lay motionless on the ground. They’d been killed by the poison chips in their brains. Glancing over at where the majority of guards stood, I saw Twelve among them, smiling.  
 
    ‘Come on!’ Chad urged, grabbing my arm. ‘We’ve got to go!’ 
 
    He was right. I longed to leap back out of Liber8tor and attack Twelve, but it was a pointless exercise. My eyes returned to the motionless bodies of our friends. I will make things right. I closed the door and slid into the pilot’s seat beside Chad.  
 
    Lifting off, we headed for one of the VTOL exits. The doors were closed, but Chad fired a barrage, blasting them to pieces. Rockets were slamming into Liber8tor, but our defense barriers were protecting the ship.  
 
    I added the francium to the time machine as more rockets hit.  
 
    ‘How many vessels in pursuit, Ferdy?’ he asked. 
 
    Ferdy didn’t reply.  
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ I said.  
 
    There was only silence from the onboard computer.  
 
    ‘Something’s wrong with him,’ I said.  
 
    ‘It may just be a computer hitch,’ Chad said, glancing at the console. ‘We’ve got to get moving. Nine Flex fighters are chasing us.’  
 
    I checked the online controls. ‘It looks like Ferdy has already inputted the calculations to take us back a year to the right time.’  
 
    ‘Will it work?’  
 
    ‘I hope so.’  
 
    We soared high over the darkened countryside. Another blast rocked the ship. A panel exploded at the rear.  
 
    ‘They’re closing on us!’ Chad yelled. ‘They’re all around!’ 
 
    ‘I’m activating the time travel circuits.’  
 
    The view outside Liber8tor turned to black.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
      
 
    I sat back in the seat but couldn’t relax. My mind was going crazy with everything that had happened. We’d escaped The Agency. The remaining members of our team in this reality had just been murdered by Twelve. Now streaks of rainbow light were rushing past the windows. We were heading back to the past—hopefully.  
 
    ‘What do you think?’ I asked Chad.  
 
    He shook his head. ‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘I’m half-expecting to end up eating dinosaur for dinner.’  
 
    ‘Or getting eaten.’  
 
    We continued down the tunnel of time until a dot of light appeared in the distance.  
 
    This has got to work, I thought. We’ve got to succeed.  
 
    The dot widened, and then we were through. Bright sunlight poured in through the windshield as I peered out. We were still above the South Carolina branch of The Agency.  
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ I said.  
 
    There was still no reply from the computer system.  
 
    ‘One thing at a time,’ Chad said. ‘We’ll have to worry about Ferdy later.’  
 
    I reluctantly nodded. ‘I’m engaging the cloaking device,’ I said. ‘And checking the local internet sites.’ It took a few minutes, but I finally gave a satisfied sigh. ‘Okay, we’ve back at the date when we first woke up without our memories.’  
 
    ‘Yes!’ Chad punched the air.  
 
    He set course for New York City. It only took a few minutes for the metropolis to come into view. It was a beautiful sight, pollution and all. The terrible disaster-ridden city we’d seen only the previous day did not exist, and it wouldn’t come to pass if I had my way.  
 
    It didn’t take long to reach the middle of Manhattan. Coming in low over the city, we flew back toward Cygnus Industries at West Forty-Ninth Street. Landing on the roof, I turned to Chad.  
 
    ‘I’ve got to make things right,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Any idea how you’re going to make that happen?’ he asked.  
 
    An idea had been brewing in the back of my mind. ‘I’m going to wait until I see myself arrive to pick up the book,’ I said. ‘Then I’m going to return it soon after.’ 
 
    ‘So we need to wait till the other version of you arrives?’ 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    Settling back in the pilot’s seats, I peered out over the buildings that made up the city. Two versions of myself existed out there. The Axel of this time was full of fear, wondering who he was and trying to discover the truth of his origin. Then there was my other version, the version from the future who was heading here to take the book from The Swan. 
 
    Shaking my head, I considered how mixed up this whole thing had gotten.  
 
    ‘I’m never going to mess things up again like this,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Promise?’ Chad asked.  
 
    ‘Absolutely.’ 
 
    The afternoon passed slowly. It was late when Chad and I left the ship and cautiously peered over the edge. We were only watching for about ten minutes when I saw my other self on the street opposite. He crossed the road and entered the building.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Now we just need to wait.’ 
 
    We continued to monitor the street until we saw him finally leave the building again.  
 
    ‘Now,’ Chad said. ‘Go.’ 
 
    I headed down the rooftop stairs to the eighth floor, and cautiously entered the room. The Swan looked up in surprise. He was just hanging up his phone.  
 
    ‘You’re back already?’ he said.  
 
    ‘I just heard from Doctor Richards,’ I said, taking the book from my pocket. ‘Seems I’ve got to give this back to you.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ he said, staring at me. ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘That’s odd because I just had a call from one of the team. Doctor Richards has been found dead in a hotel room in Manhattan.’ The Swan produced a handgun from his pocket. ‘We might as well stop this charade. Who are you? And what’s really going on here?’ 
 
    I felt a dizzying sense of dismay as I stared at him. It was like having the world ripped out from under me. I’ve ruined it. Everything is wrecked. I stared silently at this man, unable to utter a single word. I had to make sure that Doctor Ravana got this book. If he didn’t, then New York City would be destroyed, and the timeline would be wrecked again. There were so many things I needed to say to this man, and yet the words wouldn’t come.  
 
    ‘What this means,’ a voice said from behind me, ‘is that the world needs saving, and we can’t do it alone.’  
 
    The Swan stared past me at Chad. ‘Who are you?’  
 
    ‘I’m The Chad,’ Chad said. ‘And we need your help.’  
 
    ‘To do what?’ 
 
    ‘Here’s the deal. We’re from the future, and we’ve come back to discover our origins. That’s the good news. The bad news is that our actions have created a break in the timeline. If you don’t accept this book now, then New York City will be destroyed by a nuclear weapon called Pegasus. There’s a flow-on effect from that where Moscow, Beijing, Washington, and Los Angeles also get annihilated.’ He paused. ‘If you think it’s a mess—well, you’re right. It’s a full-blown grade ten catastrophe.’  
 
    A full thirty seconds passed without the Swan replying. I could almost see the gears turning in his head. He didn’t lower the gun, but he didn’t shoot either.  
 
    ‘That’s the most preposterous story I’ve ever heard,’ he said. ‘Except…I don’t see how you could possibly know about Pegasus. That’s confidential information. Only people within The Agency know about it.’ 
 
    ‘We know because Axel stops the bomb from destroying the city,’ Chad said. ‘Or, at least, that’s how it’s supposed to happen.’ He pointed to the book in my mind. ‘If you don’t take that book from Axel, then New York is doomed. It’s up to you.’ 
 
    The Swan slowly lowered the gun. ‘All I have to do is take the book?’ he said. ‘That’s all?’  
 
    ‘That’s right.’ 
 
    He cautiously took the book from me. ‘I have family,’ he said, a little breathless. ‘If you’re telling the truth—’ 
 
    ‘We are,’ I said.  
 
    ‘—then they’ll be safe.’ He gripped the book tightly and stared at me. ‘I don’t know why, but I believe you.’ The Swan laughed. ‘So, what happens to me?’  
 
    Neither Chad nor I spoke for a moment. ‘You’re fine,’ Chad said, finally. ‘You—’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said. Silence filled the room, but it was like an explosion. I’d made some terrible mistakes over the last few days. Maybe this was another one for the list, but I couldn’t lie to this man. I had to tell the truth. ‘I’m sorry, but things…go badly for you.’  
 
    The Swan smiled lopsidedly. ‘I could tell. It was written all over your face.’ He swallowed. ‘But the city is safe?’ 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    The man held out his hand. ‘I’m John,’ he said. ‘Thanks for telling me the truth.’  
 
    We thanked him again and started from the room. Looking back one final time, I thought of how brave it was that a man was prepared to sacrifice everything to do what was right. It wasn’t me that was saving the world. It was him—a guy named John. Nobody would ever know or appreciate what he’d done. That he’d walked into the jaws of death with his eyes wide open.  
 
    We might have had a victory, but I sure didn’t feel like a winner.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
      
 
    Liber8tor traveled through time.  
 
    I stared gloomily out at the swirling spectrum of rainbow colors.  
 
    ‘Cheer up,’ Chad said. ‘We just saved the world.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘A guy named John just saved the world,’ I said. ‘We just helped.’ 
 
    A tiny dot appeared at the end of the tunnel. I breathed in, and then we were flying out of it into the light of a clear blue sky.  
 
    ‘Yes!’ Chad yelled. 
 
    Even I had to smile as the city of New York spread out beneath us. At a glance, it looked like the same place we’d grown to know and love: a pollution-clogged, traffic-jammed metropolis. The devastation of the alternate future was gone.  
 
    But was everything else back to normal? 
 
    ‘Ferdy!’ I yelled. ‘We made it.’ 
 
    Silence.  
 
    ‘He’s still offline,’ Chad said.  
 
    I rechecked the onboard systems. The ship seemed to be working fine, but Ferdy’s system seemed to be out of action.  
 
    ‘Everything else looks okay,’ I said. ‘Maybe something’s wrong with the ship.’ 
 
    ‘Check to see if you can contact the others?’ Chad asked. ‘Let’s make certain we’re back in the right era and that the Nazis didn’t win the war or the Kennedy assassination didn’t happen.’ 
 
    I tentatively put a call through to Brodie on the Liber8tor channel. A few seconds passed and then— 
 
    ‘Axel?’ her voice came back. ‘Is that you?’ 
 
    Chad and I broke into whoops so loud the entire ship shook. We flew back to The Bronx and, within minutes, were meeting up with the others in The Agency’s underground garage. Dan, Ebony, and Brodie came racing over. What ensued wasn’t so much a welcome as it was complete chaos. It took five minutes to calm down, but we finally sobered enough to have an orderly conversation.  
 
    ‘How did you get out of the hive?’ Brodie asked.  
 
    That was a long story in itself. ‘We’ll explain,’ I said. ‘But what’s its current status?’  
 
    She and the others explained that The Agency was still trying to work out a safe way in. I put a call through to Mister Brown and told them to stop doing whatever they were attempting. It was too dangerous.  
 
    ‘Glad you contacted us,’ Mister Brown said. ‘We weren’t getting anywhere. We were about to send a probe through, but I doubt we’d ever get it back.’  
 
    I briefly explained the time distortion effect of the hive. ‘Once you get in, it’s almost impossible to get back out.’  
 
    We headed to one of the meeting rooms, where I explained what had happened inside the hive in more detail. I also told the others about our journey to the past. They were amazed when I told them about seeing Twelve again.  
 
    ‘I did too,’ Dan said.  
 
    He told us about his adventure involving the retrieval of the third book and reader. I frowned in concentration.  
 
    ‘There’s a third book?’ I said.  
 
    ‘That is true, friend Axel,’ Ferdy’s voice came over our wristcoms. ‘All three books and readers are required for decoding.’ 
 
    ‘You’re back online?’ Chad said. 
 
    ‘Ferdy was never offline.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Your system on Liber8tor was offline. We tried communicating with you but got no response.’   
 
    He replied after a pause. ‘There does seem to be an error in the Liber8tor communication systems,’ he said. ‘Ferdy is unsure what is causing it.’  
 
    ‘Maybe something went wrong with all that time traveling business,’ Dan said.  
 
    I felt guilty. Harming Ferdy—or even Liber8tor unintentionally—wasn’t something I’d ever want.  
 
    ‘We’d better take a look,’ I said.  
 
    We headed down to the basement where the ship sat. Settling into the cockpit, Dan examined the displays. He ran a few tests and restarted the engine several times. Finally, he turned back to us, frowning.  
 
    ‘I wish I knew more about this,’ he said. ‘It looks like there’s a firewall blocking the Liber8tor software system.’ 
 
    ‘A firewall?’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘It’s hard to say. Either that or a virus. It’s stopping inward and onward communication with the onboard version of Ferdy.’  
 
    The engines started.  
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ Ebony asked.  
 
    Dan looked about in confusion. ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll contact the version of Ferdy back in The Agency,’ Brodie said.  
 
    She tried contacting him as Liber8tor abruptly took off and headed for the exit. Seconds later, we were airborne over New York and heading straight up.  
 
    ‘He’s not answering,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘Our wristcoms aren’t working either,’ Ebony said.  
 
    Chad’s eyes met mine. ‘What’s going on?’ he asked. ‘This makes no sense.’ 
 
    The ship accelerated high above the city. Then it put on an additional burst of speed and angled upwards again. Dan struggled with the controls. 
 
    ‘Nothing’s working!’ he said.  
 
    ‘Something must have happened to the ship during all that time traveling,’ I said. ‘The whole system’s gone crazy.’ 
 
    Liber8tor continued high into the atmosphere. Soon the world lay below us like a map. The sky above slowly transitioned from cobalt blue to indigo and then slowly to black. From here, the atmosphere clung to the planet like layers of paint. Space beyond was crisp and infinite, the sun hanging in it like a tiny flare. Looking at it was painful to the eye.  
 
    What are we doing here?  
 
    The intercom clicked.  
 
    ‘Enjoying the view?’  
 
    The voice came across Liber8tor’s speaker system. We looked at each other in confusion.  
 
    ‘Who is that?’ Chad demanded.  
 
    ‘An old friend,’ the voice said. ‘It must be so lovely for humans when you encounter old friends. The years pass and—as Shakespeare once said— friendship is constant in all things. You meet up again, and it must be like curling up before an open fire.’ 
 
    There was something about the voice that was oddly familiar.  
 
    Who is it?  
 
    ‘Of course,’ the voice continued. ‘All things must end. Friendships. Loves. Hates. Humans live such brief lives.’  
 
    Humans.  
 
    ‘Oh no,’ I gasped.  
 
    It’s not possible. 
 
    ‘How can you be alive?’ I asked. ‘You’re dead.’ 
 
    ‘Bakari can die, but we are hard to kill.’  
 
    Brodie spoke. ‘Bakari? What do you mean—’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ the voice said. ‘You best know me as Twelve.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-One 
 
      
 
    Twelve. 
 
    This wasn’t possible. Twelve was dead. We’d dropped a ton of molten metal on him. We’d seen him in the alternate timeline, but time had reverted back to normal when we returned. The Twelve of this timeline—our timeline—was dead. He’d been dead for a year.  
 
    ‘We killed you,’ Dan said. ‘You’re dead.’  
 
    ‘Life takes us down some interesting rabbit holes,’ Twelve said, his voice ringing through the cabin. ‘I must confess to feeling some satisfaction at your level of confusion. You must be amazed at my remarkable survival.’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’ll bite. How can you be alive? We turned you into a statue.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes.’ Twelve’s voice became very soft. ‘Yes, you did. You poured molten metal over me, sentencing me to death. That would have killed anyone—even a Bakari—but I had some foresight from a world you refer to as Earth-B about what my future held.’ 
 
    I stared at Chad. Earth-B? How could Twelve know anything about the other timeline? That was impossible, unless… 
 
    Piece by piece, the puzzle came together. It wasn’t fast, but over the space of the next few seconds, realization dawned on me about what had happened.  
 
    ‘It was when Chad and I went to Earth-B,’ I said, slowly. ‘We left Liber8tor in The Cavern. It had already been repaired by then. The Twelve of that world must have already had a supply of francium. He used it to fly Liber8tor back in time one year to Earth-A. There, he contacted that version of himself and told him what lay ahead. The Earth-B version then returned one year in the future before disabling Ferdy onboard Liber8tor. That’s why he stopped working.’ I stopped. ‘But if you knew what was going to happen, why allow yourself to be killed?’ 
 
    ‘But he wasn’t killed,’ Brodie said, nodding to the speaker system. ‘Obviously.’  
 
    ‘I took precautions,’ Twelve said. ‘I could have changed history, but I’m wise enough to know when to leave things be. I injected my body with an agent that allowed me to survive the molten metal. It put me into a state of hibernation. And so I slept, locked in my metal suit, for the day when I could awaken again.’  
 
    ‘That must have been a boring wait,’ Chad said. ‘No television, computer games, internet…’ 
 
    ‘I awoke once more when Dan retrieved the reader from my body,’ Twelve said. ‘But before that, I dreamt of hate. I dreamt of a time when I could make you pay for what you did.’  
 
    ‘So why are we here?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘To die,’ Twelve replied. ‘I thought I’d make contact with you before that happened. After all, it’s important to celebrate our successes. Don’t you think?’  
 
    ‘Axel!’ Dan yelled. ‘We’re getting a build-up in the power relays. I think the ship’s—’ 
 
    Ka-boom! 
 
    Then there was an explosion of light and a shockwave as Liber8tor exploded. The debris flew out from the blast in all directions as cold, dark space closed in around us. The full sweep of the earth lay below, bathed in the harsh rays of the distant sun. Beyond it lay space, a black night without end. Anyone else would have been killed instantly by the explosion, but I had an advantage that normal humans didn’t. 
 
    ‘Axel?’ Ebony said as we floated about in space. 
 
     ‘I created an air shield around us at the last moment,’ I said. ‘We’re okay.’ 
 
    ‘You sure about that, buddy?’ Chad said. ‘Things aren’t looking so good to me.’ 
 
    We were spread about fifty feet apart from each other. I cast my eyes across the group. We were all still alive. My shield had saved us all from destruction and contained enough air to survive—for now.  
 
    Suspended over the planet, I peered down at the vast sweep of North America. It was a hundred miles below us, but we had no ship and no way to get back to Earth. I’d saved us from immediate death, but there was little more I could do.  
 
    The cold was terrible. Shocking. I dreaded to think what the radiation would be like out here. Long term exposure to it without a spacesuit would kill us. Of course, there were plenty of other things that could kill us in the meantime. Lack of air was one of them.  
 
    ‘How are we going to survive?’ Dan asked, his frightened eyes darting between me and the planet. ‘How will we get back to Earth?’ 
 
    I had to be honest. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I’m out of ideas.’ 
 
    We hung in the cold vacuum of space, a tiny bubble of air separating us from certain death. The Earth wasn’t that far away—it filled most of our field of view—but it might as well have been a million miles away.  
 
    ‘We have to stick together,’ Brodie said. ‘Don’t give up.’  
 
    A tear slid down Ebony’s cheek. ‘But…we don’t have a ship,’ she said. ‘Nothing. We’re stuck in space!’ 
 
    Brodie’s voice was calm and clear as she spoke. ‘That makes no difference,’ she said. ‘We need to work together. That’s how we’ve succeeded in the past. It’s how we’ll succeed now.’ 
 
    Swallowing, I felt a sensation of immense relief that she was here.  
 
    ‘Now,’ Brodie said. ‘Let’s think. We need to get back to Earth. How are we going to do that?’ 
 
    ‘First things first,’ Chad said. ‘We need air.’ 
 
    ‘And protection,’ Dan added. ‘It’s freezing out here, and the radiation will kill us.’  
 
    ‘Axel,’ Ebony said. ‘Can you bring us all together? Any plan has got to involve getting us together first.’  
 
    ‘I can do that,’ Dan offered. ‘I’ll focus on the metal in our clothing and carefully bring us closer.’ 
 
    Bit by bit, inch by inch, he pulled the five of us closer to each other until our hands were touching. Gripping Brodie and Chad immediately made me feel better. A look of relief crossed Chad’s face.  
 
    ‘Great getting the band back together,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Don’t expect any music,’ Ebony said. ‘I’m no singer.’ 
 
    Dan continued. ‘There’s a section of the hull over there,’ he said. ‘Axel, I can drag that over. Maybe I can form it into a makeshift vessel.’ 
 
    ‘Do it,’ I said.  
 
    Using his powers, Dan dragged over the biggest remaining section of the hull. The part was essentially what used to be the rear of the vessel. We’d been lucky it hadn’t been blown too far away. Dan now used his powers to mold the outer metal until we were enclosed in a thin metal sphere about twenty feet across. There was no window, so we were completely closed in, and the sound echoed eerily about the interior. Still, it was better than being stuck out in the void with the earth below us.  
 
    ‘It’s thin,’ Dan said. ‘And not very strong.’  
 
    ‘I can add to it,’ Ebony said and focused on increasing the metal’s thickness. ‘I’ve added about six inches of titanium all around. That’s enough to keep us free of radiation.’ 
 
    ‘And the cold,’ Brodie added.  
 
    ‘It was getting chilly out there,’ Ebony agreed. ‘I’m also creating air by making oxygen and nitrogen.’  
 
    ‘This is great,’ Chad said. ‘If we’d bought a chessboard with us, we could have had a game.’ 
 
    Brodie shook her head. ‘Why didn’t we pack one?’  
 
    ‘Games will have to wait,’ I said. ‘Now, we need to work out how to get back to earth.’  
 
    And no one had an answer to that.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
    We spent a moment deep in thought. 
 
    ‘We need a rocket,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘I left mine at home with the chessboard,’ Dan said.  
 
    Chad nodded. ‘I can produce heat,’ he said. ‘And flame. But that’ll use up our air pretty quickly.’  
 
    ‘Producing those elements is easy,’ Ebony said. ‘As well as our fuel.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ I said.  
 
    ‘Hydrogen. It’s highly combustible—the one used for airships in the old days.’ 
 
    ‘Like the Hindenburg?’ Brodie said. ‘The one that exploded in New Jersey in 1937?’  
 
    Chad nodded thoughtfully. ‘Ebony,’ he said. ‘If we create a hole at the rear of this sphere, can you fire hydrogen out the back? I can ignite it—’ 
 
    ‘—to form a rudimentary rocket,’ Ebony said. ‘This will take a lot of focus. I’ve got to keep producing oxygen and nitrogen as well as a supply of hydrogen.’ 
 
    ‘Plus, we’ve got to see where we’re going,’ Dan said. ‘We need a hole in the front to look through.’ 
 
    Good, I thought. We’re working together. Our chances of survival just went from zero to something in double digits.  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Ebony said. ‘First, I’ll reshape this thing to be more like an ellipse—so it’s more rocket-shaped.’ The metal sphere groaned as it was reformed into a rudimentary elliptical shape. It wasn’t perfect, but it would suffice. Then she pointed to one end. ‘I’m creating a hole. I don’t know which way is up or down now.’ 
 
    I said I’d keep the air bubble intact.  
 
    She created the hole, giving us a clear view of the Earth before us, then transformed the hole into thick glass. Ebony then created another hole at the opposite end. ‘That’ll be our rocket,’ she said. ‘I’m starting the flow of hydrogen at that end. Chad, the next part is up to you.’ 
 
    Nothing seemed to change for a moment as Chad pointed to the rear. Then a small spurt of flame appeared in the gap. Peering out the window, Dan searched for some sign that we were moving.  
 
    He gave an excited yell. ‘That’s it!’ he said. ‘We’re moving. I don’t know how fast, but we’re moving.’ 
 
    ‘Just keep doing what you’re doing,’ I said to Chad and Ebony.  
 
    The minutes passed. A line of sweat ran down my face.  
 
    Is it my imagination, or is it getting hot in here? 
 
    I mentioned this to the others.  
 
    ‘I think we’re at the upper reaches of the atmosphere,’ Brodie said. ‘We’ve got to re-enter at exactly the right angle, or we risk bouncing off into space.’  
 
    My hand touched Brodie, and I stared into her eyes. At that moment, despite the craziness of everything, I felt a deep, enduring love for her.  
 
    ‘Brodie,’ I said.  
 
    ‘I know.’  
 
    ‘What?’  
 
    ‘I feel the same way.’ 
 
    Dan turned back from the window. ‘Angle us down,’ he said to Chad. ‘Er, I mean so the front of the ship is lower.’ 
 
    Chad did this. More minutes passed. Our makeshift ship was still getting hotter, and now there was smoke at the front window.  
 
    ‘Chad,’ Brodie said. ‘We need you to handle the heat on the outside.’ 
 
    He nodded without replying. Both he and Ebony were so wholly focused on their jobs they couldn’t do anything else. Soon smoke was pouring past our makeshift window. My hand hit the sidewall, and soon I was plastered against it as were the others. I suddenly felt ten pounds heavier.  
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ Brodie asked in panic.  
 
    ‘It’s gravity!’ I said and felt like cheering.  
 
    We were falling toward the planet.  
 
    Despite Chad’s efforts, the heat continued to build up in the ship. Soon we were all pressed against one side of the vessel.  
 
    The exertion was clear on Ebony’s face.  ‘I…can’t keep this up much longer…’  
 
    ‘We’re ditching this ship,’ I said. ‘Ebony, get ready to keep supplying oxygen and nitrogen. Chad, you’ll have to disperse any residual heat around the ship.’ 
 
    Chad nodded. ‘I’m turning out the flame,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Cutting off the hydrogen,’ Ebony said.  
 
    ‘I’m reforming the air bubble around us,’ I said. ‘Chad?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll continue to disperse the heat. Otherwise, we’ll burn up.’  
 
    I told everyone to hold hands. ‘Get ready,’ I said. ‘Counting down. Three. Two. One. Now!’ 
 
    Using my powers, I ripped our makeshift ship apart at the seams. It fell away, and then we were miles above the Earth and falling. There was one brief instant of intense heat, and then the air around us was cold and thin. We fell—fast. If we didn’t slow down, we were still at risk of burning up in descent.  
 
    Focusing on our bubble, I made it smaller and more streamlined. Soon it went from a bubble to a streamlined raft. We continued to fall, but we were slowing. It only took a minute to refine my flying wing into an aerodynamically efficient shape. The world lay below us, but instead of being victims falling towards it, we were now soaring at great speed.  
 
    The vast continent of North America lay directly under us and became more distinct second by second. I aimed for the East coast. Cities came into view. Towns. Roads. The landscape below us transformed into an undulating surface of civilization and nature.  
 
    Chad gave me a grin. ‘I think we did it,’ he said. ‘Good thing we had The Chad.’ 
 
    I had to smile. ‘You’re right,’ I agreed. ‘Good thing we had The Chad.’ 
 
    ‘And The Dan,’ Dan added.  
 
    Ebony chimed in. ‘And The Ebony.’  
 
    Brodie gripped my hand. ‘And The Axel,’ she said.  
 
    ‘And The Brodie,’ I said and turned to the others. ‘You know what’s up next?’ 
 
    ‘We’re paying someone a visit?’ Dan said.  
 
    ‘We’ll find Twelve and deal with him—permanently.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
      
 
    Landing in a field on the East Coast, the first thing I did was put through a call on my wristcom to Ferdy. 
 
    ‘Ferdy is here and has been worried,’ he said, answering immediately. ‘Ferdy’s sensors picked up what appeared to be the destruction of Liber8tor.’ 
 
    I realized that Ferdy might be upset about this and explained what had happened.  
 
    ‘Ferdy is not concerned,’ he said, sounding oddly calm. ‘The ship was only a ship. The most important thing is that Ferdy’s friends are safe.’  
 
    ‘We’re okay,’ I said. ‘But we need to track down Twelve.’ 
 
    ‘There is another development,’ Ferdy said. ‘There have been some changes in the hive’s structure.’ 
 
    That can’t be a coincidence. 
 
    ‘Can you send a Flex fighter for us?’ I asked.  
 
    Within twenty minutes, a fighter had landed, and we were on board the ship. Dan and Ebony took over the flying as we took off for Kansas. The ship wasn’t as sophisticated as Liber8tor. I knew we’d miss our old vessel, but there was nothing we could do about it. At least, Ferdy had extended his programming to this ship.  
 
    ‘It is good to see you all again,’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘Hey, Ferdy,’ Chad said. ‘It’s good to see you too. You should have seen us in outer space! The Chad saved everyone from certain death!’ 
 
    ‘The death must not have been too certain if you survived.’  
 
    ‘Well,’ Chad amended. ‘It was certain at first, but then it was uncertain…and…well, never mind.’ 
 
    The rest of us just laughed. We soon reached the clearing containing the hive. The whole area was busy. Flex ships were parked everywhere. Soldiers were patrolling the perimeter. Agency personnel had set up operations tents. Air force planes flew overhead in concentric circles.  
 
    The hive still sat in the middle of the clearing, but it had changed. Its color now rotated from near-invisibility to glowing so brightly it hurt to look at. A throbbing emanated from it that seemed to operate below the range of human hearing.  
 
    We were immediately approached by Mister Brown.  
 
    ‘Are you guys all right?’ he asked. ‘We lost Liber8tor’s signal.’ 
 
    I explained the basics of what had happened.  
 
    ‘That’s bad luck,’ he said. ‘But you say that Twelve is alive? How is that possible?’  
 
    ‘He’s a Bakari,’ Brodie pointed out. ‘They don’t die easily. And he did have the hindsight of knowledge from his alternate history version.’ 
 
    Mister Brown groaned. ‘Time travel?’ he said. ‘I can’t stand that stuff.’ 
 
    ‘Me neither,’ Chad said. ‘It hurts my brain to even think about it.’ 
 
    Mister Brown went on to say that agents had checked on Twelve’s body in the Dante section of the building. It was gone, and a flex fighter had been taken from the South Carolina base. It had been tracked entering the hive. 
 
    ‘He took us by surprise,’ Mister Brown admitted. ‘Being one of our own vessels, we thought it was just doing a resupply run.’ 
 
    ‘When did that start?’ Ebony asked, indicating the pulsating hive.  
 
    ‘Just after the fighter disappeared inside. We were thinking about sending a team in.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t do that,’ Chad said. ‘It’s a one-way trip.’ 
 
    The throbbing from the hive grew louder. It was as if the bass at a heavy metal concert had been turned up. A shimmer of yellow light erupted from the hive, shaking everything for hundreds of feet around.  
 
    ‘That can’t be good,’ Mister Brown said.  
 
    A square-jawed military man named General Clarke strode through the chaos of vehicles. He had a gray crew cut and looked like he ate rocks for breakfast. I hadn’t spoken to him since Cargall Island when an alien named Morgan Le Faye had almost destroyed the planet.  
 
    ‘I heard you were back with The Agency,’ he said, eyeing me and Chad.  
 
    ‘They only employ the best,’ Chad said.  
 
    Clarke glared at him before turning to Mister Brown. ‘Any thoughts on what’s happening?’  
 
    Mister Brown gave a potted version of what we knew.  
 
    ‘If the Bakari are involved,’ Clarke said, ‘then we need to be prepared for anything. I’ll inform the President and put the military on high alert.’  
 
    The hive gave another burst of yellow light, shaking the ground even more.  
 
    The General continued. ‘I believe being proactive is our best course of action,’ he said. ‘I’m ordering an airstrike on the hive. Evacuate everyone from the area immediately.’  
 
    Mister Brown headed off to start ordering the evacuation. Within minutes, military and Agency units began to move away. We returned to our Flex fighter and took flight, hovering to a position a mile away from the blast zone. We listened to the chatter on the radio as the General gave orders to the forces. 
 
    ‘The strike will take place in two minutes,’ the General ordered. ‘Under no circumstances is anyone to approach the hive.’ 
 
    We peered at the golden hive in the clearing. ‘What do you think?’ Brodie asked me.  
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I said. ‘Twelve is a clever guy, and humans are a long way behind the Bakari.’  
 
    I remembered thinking earlier that we were like ants in comparison to them. It was a slightly depressing thought.  
 
    Ebony pointed. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘There’s the attack craft.’ 
 
    A jet fighter flew across the perimeter boundary directly for the hive, the roar of its engines ringing out across the valley. Several missiles shot out from it, sending plumes of smoke across the landscape.  
 
    Boom! Boom! Boom! 
 
    Smoke engulfed the hive as the echoes of the blast rang out. Dirt, trees, and other vegetation exploded into the air. It was impossible to see the result of the attack. General Clarke’s voice came over the radio.  
 
    ‘Well done, pilots,’ he said. ‘That’s a direct hit.’ 
 
    The smoke dissipated as the dust slowly settled.  
 
    ‘Look,’ Brodie said, quietly.  
 
    A gentle breeze carried away the remainder of the smoke. The hive still sat in the valley, unblemished from the attack. If anything, it pulsed more brightly than before.  
 
    Ferdy’s voice came over the speaker. ‘There appears to be a build-up in power.’  
 
    No sooner had he said this than bolts of electricity exploded from the hive. They fanned out, striking the Flex ships and fighter craft on the perimeter. The console of our ship exploded into flames, hurling Dan to the floor. Sparks of electricity danced about the interior.  
 
    Our vessel dropped from the sky.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
      
 
    ‘Dan!’ Ebony yelled. 
 
    He dragged himself back into the pilot’s seat. ‘I’m okay,’ Dan yelled. ‘But the engine’s dead!’ He struggled to bring the ship back to life. ‘I’m doing a cold reboot of the system.’  
 
    We fell for what seemed an eternity. The landscape grew larger as we dropped. The power died entirely before coming back on, and the engines gave a mighty roar. Just before we slammed into the ground, the Flex fighter returned to life, and we roared up again away from the valley.  
 
    ‘What happened?’ Chad asked.  
 
    ‘We were all taken by surprise,’ Dan said. ‘That’s what happened.’ 
 
    General Clarke’s voice came over the radio. ‘Status!’ he snapped. ‘I need reports from all ships.’ 
 
    Pilots—or the ones who had survived the attack—delivered condition reports. At the end of it, the single blast had destroyed or incapacitated almost a third of the vessels. Dan hovered our ship further away this time. The hive glowed brighter, then lifted off from the small valley and started eastwards. Several ships fired at it but had absolutely no effect. Whatever protection it was using kept it safe.  
 
    ‘So now it flies,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘That Twelve’s full of surprises,’ I said.  
 
    An escort of planes and other flying ships followed the hive as it made its way across the country. They continued to fire on it, but it was clear that conventional weapons had no effect.  
 
    ‘There’s more bad news,’ Ebony said, checking the console. ‘The hive’s headed for Washington.’ 
 
    ‘It’s got to be stopped now,’ Chad said.  
 
    We put a call through to the General.  
 
    ‘I agree,’ General Clarke said. ‘We’re contacting other superheroes across the country to get help. This is escalating beyond our abilities.’ 
 
    Chad and I went to the rear door of the vessel and leaped out. He made a long sweep around the hive on his fireboard while I headed directly for it. My first method of attack was with air cannonballs—which achieved nothing. Then I followed up by removing the air around the hive. This also did nothing. Chad moved in with bursts of flame, pummelling the hive until it was barely visible for his fiery blasts. These also had no effect. He coasted around to me.  
 
    ‘This thing’s treating us like we don’t exist,’ he said.  
 
    ‘It’s ignoring us completely,’ I agreed. ‘Maybe a tornado will bring it down.’ 
 
    Building up a tornado, I hit the vessel with it, and for the first time, it seemed to have some effect. The hive slowed down. It seemed to struggle against the cyclonic wind but then regained power and struggled to break free. Next, I created a downward force, trying to drive it into the ground.  
 
    Several fighter jets fired rockets at the hive. It paused within the maelstrom of wind and rocket fire and then let out another burst of electricity. One of the bolts flew at me. 
 
    Boom! 
 
    It was like being hit by a train. The blast knocked me flying, and I saw the landscape. Sky. Trees. Then Chad caught me and gently lowered me to the ground. I lay there, unable to comprehend what was happening. He was speaking, but I couldn’t understand his words.  
 
    ‘…hear me?’ he said. ‘Axel, are you okay?’ 
 
    ‘I’m…yeah…’ I sat up, groaning. ‘I’m all right.’ 
 
    ‘You really got walloped by that thing. Can you move?’ 
 
    ‘Only just,’ I groaned. ‘Where are the others?’ 
 
    ‘Still following the hive.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘This is bad,’ I said. ‘That thing needs to be stopped before it reaches Washington.’ 
 
    We took off again in pursuit. Fighter craft and other vessels were continuing to fire on the hive, but still without effect. A few other costumed heroes had even turned up to help. One was a guy who was able to fire lasers from his eyes. The other person was a woman who used her whole body to project sonic booms.  
 
    Neither seemed to have any effect.  
 
    ‘I could try supernova,’ Chad said. ‘It could work.’ 
 
    ‘You could also burn the whole city down.’ 
 
    ‘Then I’d better be careful.’ 
 
    We’d reached the outer suburbs of Washington now. Chad fired a beam of flame at the hive. The point of impact started as red hot, but within seconds had turned white. Increasing power, the hive soon disappeared within the immense glare. Chad then deactivated his beam and sent a burst of super cold ice at the object. A massive burst of steam flew off it as he increased the cold.  
 
    The hive came to a halt. 
 
    Is it working? 
 
    For what seemed like an eternity, the vessel hung in midair, invisible within the billowing clouds of steam. Then the steam dissipated, revealing the unblemished skin of the golden hive.  
 
    It’s still in one piece. 
 
    More superheroes were turning up by the minute. By the time we reached the center of Washington, at least a dozen were firing blasts of various kinds at the ship. The vessel continued up Washington Avenue towards the White House.  
 
    Brodie’s voice came over my wristcom. ‘Hey guys!’ she said. ‘The President has been moved out of the White House. The whole city’s in lockdown.’  
 
    Heroes continued firing at the vessel as it came to hover over the White House. The scene from Independence Day came to mind.  
 
    I hope this isn’t a repeat! 
 
    The ship was stationary as a small fleet of vessels and superheroes formed a boundary around it. General Clarke’s voice came over our wristcoms. 
 
    ‘Do not advance on the ship,’ he ordered. ‘We don’t want the White House damaged—if we can help it.’ 
 
    Chad flew close to me. ‘What’s this all about?’  
 
    ‘I don’t know. It can’t be anything good.’  
 
    The hive stopped glowing and remained utterly motionless as it hung over the White House. Chad and I flew back to the Flex fighter, where the others waited. 
 
    ‘You did your best,’ Brodie said as we climbed aboard.  
 
    ‘But it wasn’t good enough,’ I said.  
 
    The monitors on the flex craft crackled to life, revealing a figure in a black metal suit. I recognized the figure immediately. The molten metal that we’d dumped on Twelve a year ago was still stuck to him. It was jagged and broken at the joints: around the neck, shoulders, elbows, and other places. Pieces of blistered skin and ripped cloth were visible in these gaps. Holes had been carved away from the eyes and mouth, revealing scarred flesh. It was like looking at a villain in a cheap horror film.  
 
    ‘That’s Twelve,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘Can’t say he’s looking too healthy,’ Ebony said, swallowing.  
 
    ‘People of Earth.’ His voice rang out from the screen. ‘For thousands of years, you have played your petty games and fought your insignificant wars. You have resoundingly proven yourselves to be a failed species.’ He paused. ‘You have been allowed to govern yourselves up until now, but that time is over. My name is Twelve. I am your new master, and you will surrender yourselves to me.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
      
 
    A bolt of electricity shot out from the hive directly toward the Washington Monument. The glow enveloped the entire monument. There was no blast. No explosion. Nothing to indicate what was about to happen.  
 
    The Washington Monument simply…evaporated.  
 
    We stared in horror at the spot where it had stood for almost two hundred years. All that remained of it was a scorch mark at its base and a patch of burning grass.  
 
    ‘That is just the beginning,’ Twelve said, giving a humorless laugh. ‘Acknowledge me as your ruler, or I will begin my reign of destruction. I give your United Nations ten minutes to surrender.’  
 
    The screen went dead.  
 
    ‘That’s bad,’ Dan said, his face bleak. ‘Twelve just destroyed the monument like it was nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Which means he could wipe everything else out without too much difficulty,’ Brodie said.  
 
    ‘How is the United Nations supposed to surrender in ten minutes?’ Ebony asked. ‘They take ten months to convene a meeting!’  
 
    ‘We’ve got to stop him,’ Chad said.  
 
    ‘But how?’  
 
    Chad frowned. ‘I tried heat and ice. It made no difference at all.’ 
 
    I stared at the ship. ‘It’s a Bakari ship,’ I said. ‘What do we know about the Bakari?’ 
 
    ‘They’re a bunch of crazy aliens who normally sit around and watch the universe fall to pieces,’ Chad said. ‘Occasionally, they lose their minds and decide to kill masses of people. That’s all I’ve got.’  
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ Brodie said. ‘Any ideas how we can stop the hive?’  
 
    ‘The technology being used by the vessel is extremely advanced,’ Ferdy said. ‘Ferdy is still considering what may be the best course of action.’ 
 
    Dan was peering out of the ship. ‘Um,’ he said. ‘There’s a guy down there waving.’ 
 
    ‘Wave back,’ Chad said. ‘Maybe he wants our autograph.’ 
 
    ‘No, I think he wants us to land.’ 
 
    I glanced out. The man was frantically motioning to us.  
 
    Come down.  
 
    ‘Wow,’ Dan said. ‘He really wants to talk.’ 
 
    ‘Take us down,’ I said. ‘We don’t have a plan for dealing with Twelve anyway.’ 
 
    Dan landed in a parking lot. Curious, we left the Flex ship to speak to the stranger. As we drew nearer, I thought he looked vaguely familiar: a burly red-haired man with glasses. He carried a tiny parcel in his hand.  
 
    ‘Hey there,’ he said. ‘You’re Axel, Chad, Ebony, Brodie, and Dan?’ 
 
    We all exchanged glances. ‘Uh, yes,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Wait a second,’ Ebony said. ‘You’re Mister Wilkerson.’ 
 
    That’s right, I thought. I remember him.  
 
    He was a parachuting instructor we’d met when we first joined The Agency.  
 
    The man handed me an envelope. ‘I got this about a year ago,’ he said. ‘There were instructions to give it to you if ever Washington was attacked by a Bakari.’ He nodded to the ship hovering over the White House. ‘I think this fits the bill.’ 
 
    Giving us a final nod, he said goodbye.  
 
    ‘Well,’ Brodie said. ‘That’s odd.’ 
 
    Returning to the Flex fighter, we opened the envelope.  
 
    ‘It’s a memory card,’ Dan said. 
 
    I shrugged. ‘Let’s see what’s on it.’ 
 
    He put the card in. It contained a single video file. A familiar, yet surprising face, appeared on the screen.  
 
    ‘Hello, friends Axel, Brodie, Chad, and Dan,’ he said. ‘This is Ferdy.’  
 
    We stared in amazement at him.  
 
    ‘How…’ Chad began.  
 
    Ferdy continued. ‘You are probably wondering how and why it is that you can see Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Ferdy will explain. When Axel and Chad went to the alternate future, they didn’t realize that Twelve used Liber8tor to travel back in time a year and warn his earlier self what was about to happen.’  
 
    That’s what we thought happened. 
 
    ‘There was little that the Ferdy locked within Liber8tor could do,’ Ferdy said. ‘As much as Ferdy wanted to help his friends, Twelve disconnected most of Ferdy’s systems. There was one system that Twelve forgot to disconnect: Ferdy’s internal email system.’ 
 
    I nodded. So Ferdy wasn’t able to communicate with anyone else. Only himself.  
 
    ‘Ferdy sent himself a message,’ Ferdy said. ‘That is why this Ferdy is speaking to you today.’  
 
    ‘Okay,’ Dan said. ‘That’s…great, but how does this help us?’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy was able to hack into the Bakari computer system,’ Ferdy said. ‘Twelve’s plan to travel to Washington to begin his takeover of the planet was known to Ferdy. There was little that Ferdy was able to do about it at the time. To act may have produced a catastrophic collapse of the timeline, the destruction of the universe, and a new Big Bang.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Chad said. ‘We wouldn’t want that.’  
 
    ‘What Ferdy was able to do was download the specifications for Twelve’s ship. This includes the shield code for the hive. If Twelve were ever successful in making his plan come true, Ferdy thought that this information would be helpful.’ He paused. ‘And fourteen percent of 65,784 is 9209.76.’ 
 
    Ferdy smiled. ‘Ferdy hopes this information is useful,’ he said. ‘And you’re welcome.’ 
 
    The video ended.  
 
    We stared wordlessly at the screen.  
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said.  
 
    Our Ferdy replied. ‘Yes, Axel?’  
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy must point out that this was not technically this version of Ferdy who has given you assistance.’ He stopped. ‘However, Ferdy thanks you anyway.’ 
 
    ‘This means we can disable his shields,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Then let’s stop talking about it,’ Brodie said, settling into the cockpit. ‘Dan, I’m going to send the code. Be ready to fire.’ 
 
    Taking the other seat, Dan readied the firing system. ‘Ready.’ 
 
    ‘Transmitting.’ 
 
    ‘The energy signature from the hive is fluctuating,’ Ferdy announced. ‘It appears the hive’s barrier is inoperative.’ 
 
    ‘Dan!’ Brodie said. ‘Fire!’ 
 
    Dan hit the controls. ‘Firing all weapons!’ he said.  
 
    Rockets, lasers, and everything else the Flex fighter had onboard was launched at the hive. They struck in a simultaneous barrage of explosions. The ship weaved about and started heading away from the White House. Dan hit the communications control. 
 
    ‘The hive’s barrier is down!’ he yelled. ‘Fire everything you’ve got!’  
 
    There was a moment’s hesitation, and then other ships fired dozens of rockets into the hive. It lurched through the air for only a few more seconds before coming to a crash landing on the road in front of the White House. The assembled armada continued firing at it, blanketing the whole area in smoke, dust, and fire.  
 
    The smoke cleared, revealing the damage done to the hive. Sitting half-buried in the broken asphalt, it had faded to a dull brown. Smoke poured from a dozen places.  
 
    General Clarke’s voice came over the intercom. ‘Twelve,’ he said. ‘Surrender—or we will destroy you.’ 
 
    Twelve responded immediately. A gap opened in the hive. There was a brief movement from inside, and then robots began pouring out like rats leaving a sinking ship.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
    The robots scattered in all directions.  
 
    ‘Split up!’ I yelled.  
 
    Racing to the rear of the ship, Chad and I leaped out and took to the air. He gave me a wave and headed after one robot as I pursued another. The robot flew down a nearby street, firing randomly at an apartment block. The upper wall exploded, raining debris down onto the street below. Unsuspecting pedestrians looked up in horror as chunks of brick and mortar fell toward them.  
 
    I created an invisible protective barrier, allowing the pedestrians to scramble for cover inside the building.  
 
    Bam! 
 
    A blast of power slammed into me, knocking me into a nearby building where I crashed through a window and landed on someone’s desk. The startled woman fell backward off her seat and onto the floor. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Crazy alien attacking city…robots with laser eyes…attacking…’ 
 
    She sighed. ‘Not again.’  
 
    ‘Afraid so.’ 
 
    I flew back out the window. By now, the robot was firing its orange beams at people on the street. Dead and dying people lay everywhere. I sent a barrage of air cannonballs into the robot’s back. That got its attention. As it turned, I drove a force of wind into it, sending it crashing into the road below.  
 
    Raising its hands, the robot fired more beams at me. Weaving, I avoided the beams, but they caused havoc on the buildings around me. One struck a billboard on a nearby roof. The billboard’s supports collapsed, and it toppled down into the street.  
 
    A dozen people stood below. Zooming over, I used my powers to catch the billboard in midair. Flinging it at the robot, I made a direct hit, sending the creature crashing into the ground again. It hit hard but almost immediately started to extricate itself from the wreckage. I built up a mighty blast. 
 
    One…two…three… 
 
    Now! 
 
    I slammed the wind into the creature.  
 
    Windows all around shattered from the impact. Car alarms exploded up and down the block. Some people were even thrown off their feet as the ground shook, but I hit the creature a second time and then a third time. On each occasion, the robot seemed stunned but quickly recovered.  
 
    Now I created a tiny tornado and drove it into the robot’s chest. The robot shot at me again, and I weaved about, missing the blasts.  
 
    Come on, I thought. Just keep it up… 
 
    I forced the tornado into a tight beam of wind, twirling it faster and faster. For the first time, I actually saw a dent in its skin. I’m finally making an impact! The robot refocused on me and fired both blasts in my direction. They missed, but they broke my concentration, and my wind tornado dissipated.  
 
    No! 
 
    Snatching up a piece of asphalt, the robot hurled it at a passing woman. I flew, catching it in midair. The robot followed up by shooting another blast at me, but I used the asphalt as a shield this time. It focused both beams on it, increasing power with each passing second. I started toward the robot as the tarmac started to crumble.  
 
    How do I stop this thing? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
    Brodie sprinted down the street. One of the robots had come this way, firing power bolts into the buildings as it passed. Its passage had only taken a moment, but it had caused immense destruction. Ambulances and police vehicles were turning up, but it was too much for the emergency services to deal with alone.  
 
    ‘Help!’ a woman cried. ‘Help!’ 
 
    A hole had formed on the roadway. A car had fallen in with a bus teetering on the side. Racing to the edge, Brodie peered down and saw the vehicle had landed in an underwater drain. A river of water poured through it. The vehicle’s front end was crushed, with the driver jammed behind the wheel.  
 
    Neither of the doors would open; they were flush against the sides of the hole. Jumping onto the hood, Brodie punched her hand through the windshield, shattered it, and tore it free from its housing.  
 
    The water was already at the woman’s chest.  
 
    ‘Hold on!’ Brodie yelled.  
 
    ‘My leg’s jammed!’  
 
    Climbing in beside her, Brodie’s eyes searched under the dashboard. It pressed down onto the woman’s legs. She didn’t seem to be in pain, but the water was rising with every passing second. The woman would drown within minutes.  
 
    ‘What’s your name?’ Brodie asked. 
 
    ‘Sharon.’ 
 
    ‘I’m diving in under your legs. I’ll try to push the dashboard back off you. Be ready to pull yourself free.’ 
 
    ‘Are you strong enough to do that?’ 
 
    ‘I’m stronger than I look.’ 
 
    Brodie took a deep breath and dived into the murky water. It was an awkward maneuver; she had to be upside down to wedge her shoulder under the dash. Finally, she was in position, the churning current all around.  
 
    Come on, she thought. Heave! 
 
    She pushed upwards. The plastic and metal chassis resisted for a moment. Then there was a groaning, a rush of air bubbles, and Sharon’s leg slid free. Gasping as she resurfaced, Brodie was pleased to see Sharon was dragging herself free. Scrambling through the windshield, Brodie helped her back up to the street.  
 
    At that instant, Brodie looked down and spotted another person in the hole, an old man who lay half-buried under concrete and pieces of road. Hopping back down, Brodie pushed through the current to him.  
 
    ‘Can you move?’ Brodie asked.  
 
    ‘I can, but I think my arm’s broken.’ 
 
    Grrrrrrr. 
 
    Brodie turned just in time to see the bus, perched precariously on the edge, start to slide into the pit. It would slam into the spot where they were perched within seconds.  
 
    ‘We’ve got to move,’ she told the man. Slipping his uninjured arm around her shoulder, Brodie swam against the flowing stormwater. The bus inched forward. Gripping the man around the waist, Brodie stepped onto a broken pipe and hoisted them up just as the bus gave another screech. Balancing a foot on some shattered concrete, Brodie pushed off, propelling them free as the vehicle smashed into the pit.  
 
    A paramedic came racing over to take charge of the old man. Thanking Brodie, she gave him a final farewell before casting an eye at the carnage ahead. Most of the city block lay in ruins with injured people everywhere.  
 
    Where do I start? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
      
 
    Booooom! 
 
    Dan maneuvered the sheet of metal through the air as the robot fired. Boooom! The robot fired again, and Dan deflected the impact, using the piece as a protective shield.  
 
    This thing is hard to beat.  
 
    Dan’s ability to manipulate metal was saving him, but he hadn’t been able to gain the upper hand. Focusing on a nearby vehicle, Dan propelled it through the air at the robot. It crashed into the creature, pushing it into a nearby building.  
 
    Nothing moved for a moment. Then the robot emerged, shoved debris away, aimed its hands at Dan.  
 
    Booooom!  
 
    The makeshift shield saved him again as the power blast drove him back. He was beginning to wonder how he’d ever beat this thing. Axel and Chad had struggled to defeat the robots before, and they were the big guns of their team.  
 
    So how can I win? 
 
    He considered turning and running, but then he looked around the street. Most of the block had been blasted by the robots. Some people were sheltered under the broken awning of a building. Others had taken refuge inside buildings. A lot had scrambled into the underground subways to escape.  
 
    I can’t leave. It means the robot will turn its attention to them—and they have no chance of surviving. 
 
    Dan focused on a street pole. Keeping his shield in place, Dan made the pole thinner and brought it to a sharp point at one end. Then, using his powers, he wrenched it out of the ground and flung it at the robot. The pole flew through the air—only to be caught by the robot.  
 
    The creature dove directly at Dan’s shield, slamming him backward onto the sidewalk. Dan gasped as his back scraped across the concrete. That’s gonna hurt later. The robot wrenched the metal shield away from him and lifted the pole directly overhead to drive it into Dan’s chest.  
 
    Dan focused on the pole, driving it back as the robot strove to bring it down. Then Dan started to bend the pole with his mind, slowly wrapping it around the robot’s neck. Dan forced the robot back, tightening the pole until a grinding sound came from its neck. The neck constricted until it cracked, and the head broke off its shoulders.  
 
    Yes! 
 
    Confused, the robot felt about for its head before shrugging and turned back to Dan. 
 
    You’ve got to be kidding.  
 
    Headless, the robot raised its arms to continue its attack. Dan stopped it by driving the hood of a car between it and himself. As the robot’s power beam hit the hood, Dan rolled out of the way as the robot continued forward, tearing the metal to pieces.  
 
    Dan grabbed another street pole, quickly made one end pointy, and drove it at the robot. This time the pole impaled its body. Dan followed up with a second pole. Now the skewered robot stumbled about the sidewalk like a drunk. Getting ready to fire a third pole at the robot, the creature randomly started firing its power beams about.  
 
    One struck Dan, sending him flying. He hit his head. Everything went dark for a moment. Then he found himself looking at a broken piece of sidewalk. He heard the sounds of burning buildings and distant crashes. Blinking, Dan sat up and saw the robot was still meandering about firing randomly. He’d been lucky not to get hit a second time.  
 
    Focusing once more, Dan drove a third pole through the robot. This time the creature staggered and dropped to one knee. Its arms weaved randomly about before it fell flat onto the concrete.  
 
    Rubbing his head, Dan gingerly climbed to his feet.  
 
    One down, he thought. A hundred to go.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
      
 
    There was a trick to destroying the robots, as Ebony quickly learned.  
 
    Like anyone else, she had to dart and dive out of the way when one attacked her. She couldn’t let herself be blasted. One winged Ebony and almost knocked her out. Still, if Ebony got close enough, she could destroy them relatively quickly and easily.  
 
    She sprinted across the road to the robot that had landed in the street. It was busily blasting buildings on the opposite side. People took refuge behind vehicles. Ebony raced up to the robot and slammed her hand against its back.  
 
    ‘Oxygen!’ she yelled.  
 
    The robot disappeared into nothing.  
 
    Yes! 
 
    Ebony was rarely able to use her ability to destroy her opponents outright like this. She couldn’t turn people to oxygen—there was the small issue of it being morally wrong to kill—but robots she could make disappear all day long and be fine.  
 
    A high-pitched whine came high up from a nearby building.  
 
    Cra-ash! 
 
    Ebony looked up to see a news helicopter slam into the side of an apartment block. It had lodged into the windows on about the twelfth floor, by the look of it. Ebony sprinted across the street, raced through the front lobby of the building, and up the stairs.  
 
    People were everywhere. A lot didn’t know if they should be evacuating the building or staying inside. Ebony ran until she reached the twelfth floor where a woman was leaning out of her door, tears running down her face.  
 
    ‘Help!’ she screamed. ‘The helicopter—’ 
 
    Ebony pushed past into the apartment. One of the landing struts was lodged in through the wall. A twisted rotor blade was caught in another section. It was clear the helicopter was close to toppling from the building. People were still trapped in it. Racing over to the ledge, Ebony quickly turned the section of the wall to metal. She then extended it to the landing strut to secure it more tightly.  
 
    The wall groaned. There wasn’t time to turn the entire building to metal. She had to get the people free of the chopper.  
 
    Peering into the cabin, she saw the pilot was unconscious with blood pouring from his head. The female journalist beside him was alive but barely conscious. Ebony peered down. Saving them meant climbing into the precariously positioned vehicle. Taking a deep breath, Ebony turned a section of the wall to oxygen, touched the transparent plastic cabin, and stepped across to it.  
 
    The helicopter groaned under her weight. Carefully undoing the woman’s seatbelt, Ebony pulled her out of the seat. 
 
    ‘Where…what…’ the woman began.  
 
    ‘I’m getting you out,’ Ebony said. ‘Hold still.’ 
 
    Stepping back into the living room, Ebony dragged the woman free and into the building. Leaving her on a living room seat, Ebony started back to the window but stopped as the building gave an ominous groan. Ebony remained motionless until she thought it was safe to continue. Then she stepped back across the gap into the chopper’s cabin.  
 
    The pilot was still unconscious. Undoing his belt, she pulled him back to the gap and stepped over the divide, ready to pull him across. The chopper gave another loud groan. A piece of metal gave an ear-piercing shriek. Ebony dragged the man across the gap and into the room as the helicopter and the entire section of wall fell away.  
 
    Boom! 
 
    The massive crash from the street was accompanied by the ringing of alarms.  
 
    That was close, Ebony thought. Give me robots anytime! 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty 
 
      
 
    Chad sent a burst of flame at the robot as it flew directly at him.  
 
    Darting out of the way, the robot zoomed past, and Chad followed it up with a burst of frozen air. The robot slowly turned in midair, fired a power blast at him, and missed. Following up with alternating pulses of heat and cold, the robot faltered, tried to shoot again, and then dropped like a rock to the street. It slammed into the sidewalk and shattered into a thousand pieces.  
 
    I’m getting better at this.  
 
    That was the fourth robot he’d dispatched. The other three had taken longer. The only problem was that there were still several hundred to deal with. The nation’s capital had turned into a warzone. The military had moved in and was engaging with the robots, but with little success. They were no match for them. Other superheroes had also joined the fray with mixed success.  
 
    Chad glanced up at a fighter craft racing across the sky. A robot shot a beam at it and struck the plane. Flames erupted from the fighter’s engine. It continued its trajectory, but there was no sign of the pilot ejecting.  
 
    Taking to the sky on his fireboard, Chad came up behind the aircraft. One of the wings was severely damaged, but, amazingly, it was still airborne. The pilot in the cockpit appeared unconscious. Chad drew level with the fighter just as the wing began to disintegrate and fall away.  
 
    Then, as Chad was about to make a grab for the plane, the wing fell off, and the plane went into a spiraling dive. Chad dashed after it. He poured on more speed to try to grab the rear of the craft. The plane was aimed directly for the city. There was no telling what damage it would do if it struck.  
 
    Chad grabbed the rear, then continued to keep hold of the plane as he climbed along the side to where the wing had fallen off. The plane had stopped spinning. It started to level out, but that wasn’t enough. Focusing on the underneath of the aircraft, Chad created a fireboard. The concentrated heat lifted the plane. It stopped falling.  
 
    Now he used his powers to freeze the cockpit glass. He shattered it with a punch and unbuckled the pilot. The plane was headed in the direction of Chesapeake Bay. Chad could allow the fighter to land harmlessly in the water. Pulling the pilot free, Chad flew back toward the city to the nearest hospital.  
 
    Landing on the roof, he carried the pilot down several flights of stairs to the emergency wing. He pushed through a pair of doors to see injured people everywhere. They were lying on the floor, on makeshift stretchers, on seats. One person had even been brought in on a shopping trolley.  
 
    Getting the attention of a doctor, Chad asked where to put the injured man.  
 
    ‘Wherever you can,’ the doctor said.  
 
    Chad gently placed the pilot beside a family who promised they’d look after him. Returning to the roof, Chad spotted more robots dashing across the city.  
 
    This is hopeless, he thought. They’re everywhere.  
 
    He contacted Axel on his wristcom. ‘I’m not sure we’re achieving anything.’  
 
    ‘I agree. I think this is just a diversion.’ 
 
    ‘To draw us away from Twelve?’ That made sense. ‘Then let’s head back to the hive.’  
 
    Axel agreed. Chad scanned the sky once more as he took to his fireboard.  
 
    I just hope we’re not too late.  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Forty-One 
 
      
 
    I looked across President’s park, amazed that the White House still stood. Everything around it was a disaster zone. Tanks, artillery, army helicopters, and various superheroes had tried to stop Twelve. None had been successful.  
 
    A year ago, he’d taken a mixture that gave him all our powers. Back then, he’d been inexperienced in using them. He’d also been insane. I could only imagine what had gone through Twelve’s mind over the last year as his hatred of both us and the human race had increased.  
 
    I hovered at the far end of the battlefield as two superheroes battled him. Both of them, I knew slightly. One was a man named Jacobi. He had super strength as well as the ability to fly. Another was named Millimus, a woman who could shrink and enlarge inanimate objects with only a wave of her hand. Both were hurling objects at Twelve, but he was deflecting them easily. 
 
    Chad arrived on his fireboard at my side. 
 
    ‘He’s still got all our powers,’ Chad said, as Twelve turned a car into oxygen. ‘Including Ebony’s ability to transmute substances.’  
 
    ‘Any thoughts on how to beat him?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘We worked as a team then.’ 
 
    I doubted we’d be so successful now. He’d had time to plan his revenge.  
 
    Time. 
 
    I hit my wristcom. ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘Is time within the hive still moving at a different pace?’  
 
    ‘It appears to be, friend Axel.’  
 
    ‘You know your other self sent through the code to hack the hive’s defense system? What other codes did he send?’ 
 
    Ferdy ran through several systems before mentioning the hive’s entry codes.  
 
    ‘There is a code that will allow entry to the hive,’ Ferdy explained. ‘But not to the world inside. Essentially, it will trap anyone who enters into the place between.’  
 
    This gave me an idea, but I’d need the rest of the team—including Ferdy—to make it work. I put a call through to everyone on my wristcom and had them assembled in minutes. By then, both Millimus and Jacobi had been injured and withdrawn from their battles with Twelve. I also put through a call to General Clarke and told him what we had planned.  
 
    ‘Good luck,’ he said. ‘Nothing else has worked.’ 
 
    We advanced on Twelve. By now, he was stationary in the midst of all the chaos. Fortunately, he wasn’t able to fly. That had taken me weeks to master; it would have made him even more dangerous.  
 
    He watched emotionlessly as we drew near. Only then did he nod to himself.  
 
    ‘I’m glad you survived your time in outer space,’ he said. ‘I regretted sending you out there alone to die. It was foolish on my part. To watch your enemies die in person is so much more gratifying.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Chad said. ‘I prefer some light TV myself. Maybe the odd movie.’ 
 
    ‘You joke now, but you won’t be laughing when you die.’  
 
    We slowly fanned out around him.  
 
    ‘All those hours I spent in this molten suit of armor,’ Twelve continued. ‘I thought and planned and dreamed about your demise.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Brodie said. ‘We never thought about you at all.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, it wasn’t just your demise. It was the demise of this world. The destruction of every living thing on this planet.’ 
 
    We surrounded him now.  
 
    ‘Then I suppose sitting down and talking it over is out of the question,’ I said and turned to the others. ‘Now!’ 
 
    We attacked. I fired air cannonballs at Twelve as Chad hit him with blasts of fire. Brodie threw pieces of debris as Dan hurled chunks of metal. Ebony created spears in the air and tossed them at him. All the while, Twelve deflected them with ease.  
 
    Building up a tornado wind, I smashed it down on him, but he responded by taking control of the wind and turning it on us. The others retreated as Chad and I took to the sky.  
 
    ‘I will be master of this world for all eternity!’ Twelve screamed.  
 
    ‘You ever notice these guys all sound the same?’ Chad said to me. ‘They must all go to the same supervillain school.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got to keep him distracted,’ I said. ‘Come on.’ 
 
    Chad created an enormous chunk of ice and brought it hurtling down. Twelve turned it to water before it could reach him. He fired shots of ice at Brodie. One hit her, knocking her to the ground.  
 
    ‘Brodie!’ I yelled.  
 
    She waved a hand. ‘I’m okay!’ she said. ‘Keep going.’ 
 
    We retreated from Twelve as he advanced. He kept shooting ice and fire at us as we fell back. When he was some distance from the hive, I yelled into my wristcom.  
 
    ‘Now, Ferdy!’ I said. ‘Do it now!’ 
 
    The hive took off and headed across the debris-ridden field toward Twelve. His focus was so much on us that he didn’t notice. It was only at the last instant that he turned in astonishment to see his vessel.  
 
    ‘What?’ he said. ‘It’s not possible. I gave no order—’ 
 
    As the vessel lurched for him, Twelve turned back to us. ‘No!’ he screamed. ‘This is my vessel. You can’t—’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t,’ I said. ‘Ferdy did. He accessed the security codes for your hive and used them to control your ship.’ 
 
    Twelve gave a final shriek as he was sucked inside.  
 
    ‘Now, Ferdy!’ I yelled. ‘Now!’ 
 
    The hive hovered motionless in mid-flight before tumbling to the ground. I was ready to attack again if our plan didn’t work, but the hive remained stationary as we drew closer. We cautiously circled the spaceship.  
 
    Dan turned to us. ‘Did it work?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy?’ I said.  
 
    His voice came over our wristcoms. ‘Ferdy was able to use the hive to capture Twelve,’ he said. ‘He was dragged into the hive but only got as far as the transition point. Ferdy locked the entrance to the interior world.’ 
 
    ‘So he’s stuck in between?’ Ebony said. ‘He got through the first doorway and didn’t get as far as the world beyond?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct. The exit is also locked, so Twelve can’t get back out again.’ 
 
    ‘He’s jammed in there,’ Brodie said. ‘Forever. He can’t go forward or backward.’  
 
    I tried to imagine what that would be like. Twelve had crossed the threshold but was trapped in that area of darkness. He would be stuck there forever. I shivered. It was a horrible outcome. I had no idea how long Bakari lived, but I imagined it was for centuries. It wasn’t a fate I’d ever wish for anyone, and yet he’d given us no alternative.  
 
    ‘Twelve did say he wanted to be master of his world for all eternity,’ Chad said. ‘I think that’s what he got.’ 
 
    Silence fell over the scene. A bird flew overhead. A sheet of newspaper danced across the grass. A distant siren rang out. I nodded towards the city where Twelve’s remaining robots were still causing havoc.  
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We’ve got work to do.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Two 
 
      
 
    It took a few weeks, but life finally got back to normal.  
 
    The first few days after disposing of Twelve were spent getting rid of his robots. The things seemed to have been programmed to cause as much destruction as possible—which is what they did. Several hundred people were killed, and thousands injured, by the time the last of them were brought under control.  
 
    Then the long clean up began. The White House had been spared, but the Washington Monument was gone. It was vowed that a new monument—bigger and better—would be built as soon as possible.  
 
    The hive, containing Twelve, was taken to the secure Dante area in the South Carolina branch of The Agency. We were allowed to see it put into storage. To make doubly sure that Twelve would never escape, concrete was poured all around the hive. Nothing was getting in, and nothing was getting out.  
 
    Our lives back at The Agency continued as they had. There was always some superpowered villain to combat or some crazed maniac to catch. In this modern world, strange was the new normal. Chad continued to date Quinn. I was glad. They were well-suited. Quinn reminded Chad that he was only human; he needed reminding sometimes. 
 
    I made sure I paid plenty of attention to Brodie. This meant going out on dates and spending more time together. We were returning from an afternoon in Coney Island when Ferdy put a call to us, asking us to gather in one of the meeting rooms.  
 
    It was the first time he’d ever called a meeting, and we all turned up, not really sure what to expect.  
 
    ‘Hey Ferdy,’ Chad said, as he settled into one of the seats. ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Brodie said. ‘Your message sounded kind of urgent.’ 
 
    ‘Not really urgent,’ Ferdy said. ‘But Ferdy is curious as to why you have not continued to pursue our origins.’ 
 
    Our origins? 
 
    ‘You mean, who are parents are?’ I said. ‘Ferdy, we hit a dead end. I thought you understood.’  
 
    It worried me he didn’t understand our efforts had led to nothing. Ferdy was a genius, but sometimes he missed the obvious stuff that the rest of us took for granted.  
 
    ‘Understood what?’ Ferdy said.  
 
    ‘We needed the three books,’ Dan said. ‘And the three readers. Without all three, there was no way to work out what was written in the books.’ 
 
    ‘That is not strictly true, friend Dan,’ Ferdy said. ‘We needed the readers— 
 
    ‘Which we’ve got,’ Ebony said.  
 
    ‘—but we only needed copies of the three books.’ 
 
    I frowned. ‘What do you mean?’  
 
    ‘Ferdy and his friends retrieved the three readers. One of the books was destroyed in the blast at the cabin, but we only needed the book’s text to crack the code.’ 
 
    ‘Which we don’t have,’ I said, patiently.  
 
    ‘But we do,’ Ferdy said. ‘You left the book in Liber8tor when we traveled to the past. Ferdy asked his other version of Ferdy to make a copy of the book.’ 
 
    My mouth dropped open. So did Chad’s. The others looked utterly stunned.  
 
    ‘You…’ Dan’s voice trailed away. ‘You made a copy of the third book? That means you have copies of all three books and the readers.’ 
 
    I felt dizzy. ‘What do they say?’ I asked. ‘What does it all mean?’ 
 
    ‘To give an accurate answer,’ Ferdy began, ‘we must first backtrack to the purpose of The Alpha Project.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said.  
 
    ‘For centuries, the Bakari had been modifying humans to turn them into superheroes. It had been a reasonably successful procedure. The powers the humans acquired relied upon the latent abilities in their genes.’ 
 
    ‘We know that, Ferdy,’ Chad said. ‘Just tell us how we find our parents.’ 
 
    ‘The process was less than perfect,’ Ferdy continued. ‘There was no guarantee what powers the humans would display. The Bakari may have wanted a human with superstrength, whereas they ended up with a shapeshifter. If they wanted one that could fly, they might end up with one who could live underwater. It was inefficient—and sometimes dangerous. Occasionally, the humans they modified turned against them and were difficult to control.’ 
 
    My impatience was killing me. ‘Okay, Ferdy,’ I said. ‘So they wanted a better process.’ 
 
    ‘Not just a better process,’ Ferdy said. ‘The perfect process. Complete control over the end results of what they could create. No more accidents. No more guesswork. Total and complete genetic manipulation of the human genome to create designer humans.’ He paused to allow this to sink in. ‘That’s what was contained within the hive. It was a factory where humans could be created, modified, and improved upon over time. The facility had to be secure—hence the time lock—because the technology was so completely immoral.’ 
 
    Brodie shook her head. ‘So completely immoral?’ she said. ‘What do you mean?’  
 
    ‘Creating humans from individual genes means that a million choices can be made about the person being created. Everything that makes up a human—race, sex, intelligence, creativity—and, yes, even superpowers, could be selected. A society with this power could decide who should live and who should die. Anyone considered different, or abnormal in some way, would have no place in such a society.’ He paused. ‘Someone like Ferdy, for instance, an autistic savant who was unable to function in the world, would never exist in such a society. People like Ferdy or anyone deemed different would have no right to live. Such genetic manipulation would create a ‘perfect’ society. Still, that idea of perfection would ultimately rely on a small number of people.’  
 
    My heart sank. It was horrible to hear of such a plan. I felt even more sorry for Ferdy. 
 
    ‘Ferdy was a mistake,’ he said.  
 
    ‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘You’re not a mistake.’  
 
    ‘We love you, Ferdy,’ Ebony said.  
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Chad agreed. ‘I’m not the sort of guy who says that kind of stuff, but…yeah, we love you, man.’ 
 
    ‘And Ferdy loves you,’ he said. ‘But when Ferdy says he was a mistake, he is speaking about the process. It was almost perfected, but not quite.’  
 
    We sat in utter silence. I felt like I was on the edge of a cliff and might fall off at any moment. Beyond the cliff lay an enormous truth. It was within my grasp, but I couldn’t quite reach it. Not yet.  
 
    Chad looked spooked. ‘Ferdy,’ he said. ‘Come on. Who are our parents?’  
 
    I swallowed. ‘I think it’s more complicated than that.’  
 
    Brodie seemed ready to burst into tears. Ebony had gone white. Dan just looked confused. 
 
    ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘What are you saying?’  
 
    ‘Yeah, Ferdy,’ Chad persevered. ‘Who are our parents?’ 
 
    Ferdy finally spoke. ‘We were created in test tubes in a laboratory in the hive. A mechanism was used to make us grow at super speed. We went from eggs to fully grown teenagers in a matter of a few weeks. Computers taught us languages and gave us rudimentary identities.’ He paused. ‘We don’t have parents—and we never did.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Three 
 
      
 
    Stunned silence met this announcement.  
 
    ‘But…’ Chad started. ‘No…we are human. Axel can remember his brother…and Dan remembers a grandmother…’ 
 
    ‘Those are memories contained with some of the strands of DNA. They’re valid memories, but they’re not our memories. Those memories belong to other people.’ 
 
    ‘Other people?’ Ebony said. ‘What other people? You mean we’re test-tube babies? Like some DNA was taken from one person and combined with another?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Ferdy said. ‘DNA was taken from thousands of people. Many thousands, as a matter of fact. That DNA was combined to create people who have never existed before. Individuals without parents, without any kind of history. Individuals created solely to become superheroes.’ 
 
    I thought about the memories I had of a farmhouse, and the boy I thought was my brother. Ferdy was saying he wasn’t my brother. The memory was real, but it was someone else’s memory. 
 
    ‘What about Glen Johnson?’ I asked.  
 
    ‘He was part of the same experimental batch,’ Ferdy said. ‘He was identical in appearance to you—because he was constructed from virtually the same DNA.’  
 
    Dan shook his head. ‘The addresses in the books?’ he said. ‘What were they?’ 
 
    ‘The homes of the places where DNA was taken. Blood and tissue samples—which contain DNA—are routinely taken from people when they have operations. There are millions of such samples available, and accessible, if an organization had the power to access them.’ 
 
    ‘Which The Agency did,’ I said.  
 
    ‘Exactly. We were created from scratch and even given identifying marks to make us look completely human: the scar on both Glen and Axel’s chins, for example.’ 
 
    I’d always thought the scar was the result of an accident from my previous life. It seemed it was merely a ruse to make me look more human. 
 
    But I am human—aren’t I?  
 
    ‘The Alpha Project was highly classified,’ Ferdy continued. ‘Apart from Twelve, only a few scientists knew about it. Even these scientists questioned the ethics of creating humans from strands of DNA. Twelve decided that the process had not yet been perfected. We were not considered perfect by Twelve. Glen looked the same as Axel but had no powers at all. Ferdy had a brilliant mind but was autistic. Even Chad, Ebony, Brodie, and Dan were not quite right. Not in Twelve’s eyes.’ 
 
    Brodie swallowed. ‘But we were saved,’ she said.  
 
    ‘Doctor Richards and the other scientists escaped with us from the hive.’  
 
    Chad was still shaking his head. ‘So we have no parents?’ he said. ‘No brothers or sisters. No real homes. No life before we woke up in a lab. And you’re saying we were grown in test-tubes?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite test tubes,’ Ferdy said. ‘We matured in hatching chambers. You and Axel saw thousands of chambers that were ready to go into operation. Ferdy believes that Twelve’s ultimate plan was to build an army of such humans without free will. Following his every command, they would eventually control—not just Earth—but the entire Union of Planets.’ 
 
    I shook my head. ‘Ferdy,’ I said. ‘This is a lot to take in.’ 
 
    ‘Ferdy is sorry he had to give you this news, but the truth is always better than a lie.’  
 
    Chad stood up. ‘I’ve got to get out,’ he said. ‘Go and fly somewhere. Just go and…think.’ 
 
    Ebony said she was going to her room. Dan decided to go for a walk. I told Brodie I was heading for the roof.  
 
    Brodie nodded and said she might join me later.   
 
    The elevator opened onto the roof, and I sat in my usual place. Looking out at the city, I thought about everything Ferdy had said. The brother that I’d dreamed about wasn’t my brother. He was in someone else’s family. I had no brother. I had no parents. I’d never had parents. I’d never gone to school. I didn’t have a past filled with friends or family. I didn’t have a string of birthdays and Christmases behind me. There were no holiday pictures anywhere of me on beaches or in playgrounds or at amusement parks.  
 
    It was a terrible shock. It felt like an ending and a beginning, all at the same time.  
 
    Half an hour later, the door to the roof opened, and Brodie came out. She gave me a kiss and sat down beside me.  
 
    I smiled. ‘What was that for?’  
 
    ‘You looked like you needed it.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath. ‘I think I’m okay,’ I said. ‘Sometimes, you just need to work your way through things.’  
 
    ‘Is that how you’re feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Kind of.’ I swallowed. ‘Nothing’s changed, and yet everything’s changed. We were never born. We were manufactured in a lab. Thousands of different people’s DNA was sewn together to produce us.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Brodie said. ‘At least they could cook.’ 
 
    ‘You can make jokes about it?’ 
 
    ‘Everyone comes from different backgrounds. Everyone has a different backstory to their life. Your past can be a weight that holds you back. Or you can use it as a step to move onto other things. It’s what you make it.’ 
 
    I thought about Glen, the other version of me who hadn’t been so lucky. ‘I got a chance,’ I said. ‘It was more than Glen got. The scientist who got him out must have been killed, and Glen got abandoned in the process. Without his memory, he spent the last year piecing together his identity.’ I nodded. ‘Doctor Richards saved my life. I’ve been given opportunities most people can’t even imagine. It’s something to celebrate. Not shy away from.’ 
 
    I gave Brodie another kiss. ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘I’ve got some organizing to do.’ 
 
    ‘Huh?’ 
 
    Grabbing her hand, I took her downstairs, contacted the others, and told them to meet me in the dining hall at six o’clock. By then, I had everything set up. I invited Mister Brown and a few of the other agents. It’s easier to have a party when you have lots of people.  
 
    Chad and the others looked surprised when they saw the red and blue sign hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    ‘Happy Birthday?’ Chad read.  
 
    I shrugged. ‘Not many people that can choose their own birthdays,’ I said. ‘Today seems as good a day as any.’ 
 
    ‘I suppose so.’  
 
    Ferdy’s voice chimed in. ‘Birthdays are special occasions,’ he said. ‘And the singer, Peter Allen, was born in Australia.’  
 
    ‘Thanks, Ferdy,’ Dan said. ‘I’ll check out his music.’  
 
    Soon there was much eating of junk food, including a cake I’d arranged, as well as music playing and dancing. Late in the evening, Chad drew me to one side.  
 
    ‘Hey Axel,’ he said. ‘Just wanted to say that I’m sorry it didn’t work out with your brother.’  
 
    ‘I suppose Glen was my brother,’ I said. ‘I’ll just have to get used to not having one.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all.’ Chad held out his hand to shake. ‘Like it or not, you’ve got a brother. It’s me. I’m here for you, and you’re here for me.’ 
 
    I firmly shook his hand. ‘I know,’ I said, thinking about the other members of our team. ‘I’ve got a whole family. I’m the luckiest guy in the world.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Four 
 
      
 
    ‘Now,’ the guard said. ‘Don’t try anything funny.’ 
 
    Doctor Ravana frowned. ‘What is happening?’ he asked. ‘I am being moved?’  
 
    ‘Just get your gear together.’ 
 
    Frowning, Ravana gathered his few belongings together. He was escorted by six guards through the complex, finally arriving at ground level. From here, he could see several other prisoners. There was even an exercise area in the middle of the room. 
 
    He was motioned into a cell. Stumbling through the door in surprise, he looked about in wonder as the guard stuck his head in.  
 
    ‘You must have friends in high places,’ he said.  
 
    The door slammed shut.  
 
    Doctor Ravana placed his box of belongings onto his bed. His eyes moved about the cell, taking in the walls, furniture, and finally, the window. It was high up on the wall, but he could reach it by standing on his bed. Ravana went to the window and peered out. There was double-sided glass on both sides, but he had a clear view of the landscape.  
 
    That boy Axel had been right. It was a wilderness out there. Mostly it was snow, but it looked like there were some spruce and other trees in the distance. Closer in, a bird soared across the snow. Landing on a tree branch, it flitted there briefly before moving on.  
 
    Ravana’s eyes moved to the overcast sky where a tiny dark shape floated against the endless sheet of white cloud. It was small but unmistakably human. Although he couldn’t make out the person’s features, Ravana could guess their identity. His face pressed against the glass, Doctor Ravana’s breath frosted the surface as he watched the figure fly away into the distance.  
 
    There was no one to hear him, but still, Ravana spoke.  
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Forty-Five 
 
      
 
    ‘We have a new assignment for you,’ Mister Brown said.  
 
    ‘There are always new assignments,’ Chad complained. ‘Can’t we do something different for a change? Like, have fun?’ 
 
    We were sitting in The Agency briefing room where Mister Brown had asked us in for a meeting to discuss the future.  
 
    ‘I hope it involves a trip to Hawaii,’ Brodie said. ‘I hear there’s plenty of supervillains in Hawaii. Hundreds of them. Could take weeks to sort them all out.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds suspiciously like a holiday to me,’ Mister Brown said.  
 
    ‘Holiday-smolliday,’ Brodie said. ‘Hawaii still sounds good.’ 
 
    ‘I hope it’s a computer game villain,’ Dan said. ‘I’ve got so much experience playing Journey To Yabbada that I could beat an NPC with my eyes shut.’ 
 
    ‘NPC?’ Mister Brown said.  
 
    ‘Non-Player Character.’  
 
    Ferdy spoke up. ‘Fighting villains with eyes closed sounds most inefficient,’ he said.  
 
    ‘Well,’ Ebony said. ‘I don’t care what the assignment is—just as long as it doesn’t involve aliens.’ She examined Mister Brown’s face. ‘It doesn’t involve aliens? Does it?’  
 
    Mister Brown laughed. ‘Actually,’ he said. ‘It’s kind of a new role for you. Almost a promotion.’ 
 
    Now it was my turn to laugh. ‘How can something be almost a promotion?’  
 
    ‘As you know,’ Mister Brown continued, ‘we’re taking on more modified humans all the time. Some are created by The Agency. Sometimes teenagers are being modified in illegal labs. Either way, once they end up on our doorstep, they need training. Guidance. They need to be taught.’  
 
    ‘Huh?’ Chad said. ‘You want us to be…teachers?’ 
 
    ‘You’ll still be saving the world,’ Mister Brown said.  
 
    ‘Good. Because that’s what we do best.’ 
 
    ‘But you’ve all got a lot of experience. You need to share that. Teach others how to use their powers wisely so they can help both themselves and others. We want you to head up a brand new training program here at The Agency. Sort of a Teen Superhero School.’  
 
    Teaching others, I thought. It wasn’t such a crazy idea. There were new kids here all the time. The Agency staff—non-modified humans—could only do so much to train them. There was nothing like having real-life superheroes who could guide inexperienced kids who were just starting out. It almost seemed like a natural progression.  
 
    Ferdy spoke up. ‘Mister Brown,’ he said. ‘Does this offer include The Ferdy?’ 
 
    Chad almost fell off his chair. ‘The Ferdy?’ he said. ‘Where do you get this The Ferdy from?’ 
 
    ‘We must all become used to new things,’ Ferdy said. ‘The Ferdy has decided that The Ferdy has a nice ring to it.’ 
 
    Chad shook his head. ‘This place is getting crazier all the time,’ he said. ‘Looks like I’m the only sane one here.’ 
 
    We all laughed at that, and Chad honestly had no idea why we were laughing—which made it even funnier.  
 
    ‘So,’ Mister Brown said. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    I liked the idea and said so. ‘Brodie?’ I said. ‘Thoughts?’  
 
    ‘Sure,’ she said, shrugging. ‘I saw one of the new kids executing a roundhouse kick the other day. She was pathetic. Plus, no one around this place knows how to pick locks. It’s a dying art, and someone’s got to resurrect it.’  
 
    ‘Dan?’ I said.  
 
    ‘I’m not sure teenagers will listen to someone of my size,’ he said. ‘Although I’m getting taller all the time. Not that I measure my height every day…which I might.’ He stopped and turned to Mister Brown. ‘So, we can still do gaming?’  
 
    Mister Brown nodded. ‘Gaming will still happen.’ 
 
    I turned to Ebony, who shrugged. ‘At one time, I would have been terrified to stand up in front of a group and talk to them,’ she said. ‘But since then, I’ve helped save the world and fought supervillains to a standstill. If I can do that, a roomful of kids should be simple. Shouldn’t it?’  
 
    She looked so dubious that we all burst out laughing again.  
 
    ‘Sure,’ I said. ‘It’ll be easy. I intend to fire air cannonballs at my students. That should sort them out.’ 
 
    Now that he had his answer, Mister Brown told us that lessons would be starting in a fortnight. 
 
    ‘Until then,’ he said. ‘We’ve got a big assignment for you.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I said.  
 
    ‘There’s a supervillain operating in Hawaii. I’m sure it’ll take you a few weeks to track him down. Apparently, he hangs out at the beach a lot.’ 
 
    ‘Sound serious,’ Ebony said, her eyes shining.  
 
    ‘Let me at that villain!’ Chad said, jumping up.  
 
    ‘Me too!’ Dan agreed. ‘He won’t know what to expect from Mister Dan.’ 
 
    They headed out of the room.  
 
    ‘Mister Dan?’ Mister Brown said. ‘The power’s gone to his head.’ 
 
    Brodie and I thanked him and headed to the roof, where we stood and watched the world go by.  
 
    Finally, I cleared my throat. ‘There’s something I’ve got to say.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Brodie said. ‘You look serious.’ 
 
    ‘I love you.’ There. The words were finally out. ‘I’ve loved you from the first time I saw you. I’m sorry I didn’t say it before. It was…scary…and I was an idiot.’ I stared into her eyes. ‘I don’t know how I’d live without you.’ 
 
    She gripped my arms. ‘Are you sure that’s how you feel?’ she said. ‘If you don’t, it’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said firmly. ‘I’m in love with you, Brodie.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s handy because I’m in love with you too.’  
 
    We kissed for a long time.  
 
    I was just about to suggest we head downstairs to pack when a distant siren cut the air. I would have ignored it except it was followed by a second siren and then a third. Looking out over the city buildings, a trail of smoke rose into the sky.  
 
    Brodie gave me one last kiss. ‘I’ll go and pack,’ she said, nodding in the direction of the sirens. ‘Go out there and make a difference.’ 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    She disappeared into the elevator. Her words still ringing in my head, I flung myself into the sky and in the direction of the fire.  
 
    Make a difference.  
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