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	THE HEIST

	 


Chapter 1

	 

	The agents with their heavy black boots laced tight thudded down on the hardwood floors. Kate guessed at least a few of them would leave black scuff marks on her light hardwood floors. She watched one of them poke a pinhole into the wall. With a large, gloved finger, the agent snaked a small camera into the hole, then spoke into a radio. “Camera six. Confirm.” Then he moved on, stomping across the floor, like his boots were filled with cement.

	“Ma’am.” The voice was soft, a vocal blur, like Kate was underwater. Five years her husband had been gone. Not left. Gone. Disappeared. And now this. Beyond the agent making fresh holes in her walls and jamming cameras inside the drywall were more agents, all talking on their radios, confirming that some van outside could see in. They’d move to another spot in the house as even more agents outside calibrated their zoom lenses. She guessed her neighbors were up, peeking through pulled back curtains, theorizing what was happening. She knew some of them figured she had something to do with Andrew’s disappearance five years ago. Had they finally come to arrest her, she figured Carol from across the street asked her husband, then without waiting for an answer, said something like, “It’s about time.” or “I wonder if they’ll sell her house.” Kate never liked Carol. If she squinted, she could see a man lying flat on the roof of the house across the street, peering through a scope on a rifle. 

	“Ma’am,” the muffled voice said again, this time a little clearer.

	She refocused her eyes on Agent Calvin Greenwood. He wore a sweater vest, green, with a white button-up underneath and the sleeves rolled to his elbows. Sitting in front of him on the dining table was a folder about one inch thick. He was the same person who questioned her when Andrew went missing five years ago. Back then he seemed nice, like he actually cared about what happened to Andrew.

	“We’ve been able to track his movements from Sri Lanka. The man with the boat, Amila, took him to his house. He got enough cash to get a burner phone and a train ticket to the airport in Batticaloa.” 

	She nodded and watched the half dozen agents rummage through her kitchen cabinets, looking for places to hide more cameras and microphones. This was similar to how they’d treated her when Andrew first disappeared. They came in, no explanation, opening drawers, checking closets, the basement, clacking their black-gloved fingers on her laptop before simply taking the whole thing with them anyway. They even looked in her bathroom vanity cabinet, like Andrew would curl up and hide under the sink. The sticks of deodorant, bottles of contact solution, and makeup cases pushed aside or dropped on the floor. 

	That day five years ago was the first time Kate understood that her husband had been working on something other than what he told her. Back then, she guessed they weren’t just looking for clues of Andrew’s whereabouts; they were also installing listening devices to see if she was an accomplice. That was their word—accomplice. Then they cited United States Code §1924—unauthorized removal and retention of classified documents. But Andrew never contacted her. Never wrote. Never called. Was never found. She assumed they had come back some time later when she was out and removed any cameras or bugs. Yet now they were back. And so was Agent Greenwood.

	“First he just texted you, right?” She nodded. “And you replied,” he checked his notes, “’Please just come home. I love you, Kate.’” He pulled his eyes up from the folder and awaited a response.

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means what it says.”

	“You didn’t ask any questions?”

	“You have the records right in front of you. That’s all I said.”

	“Was this a warning? A code? After all this time, you didn’t want to ask him any questions? Where he’s been? Why he left? I know I’d want to ask him those questions … if I didn’t know the answers already.”

	“I meant what I said. It wasn’t a code. I wanted him to come home, because I wanted to know he was safe. And because I want to ask him those questions when I can look him in the eye.” For the first time since the agents came to her house, she stopped following the men in black boots and focused her eyes on Agent Greenwood. 

	After a moment, Greenwood looked down at his notes and continued. “From Batticaloa, he called you, asked you to wire him money.” He traced his pen along each line of a report. “$500. He bought an economy ticket from Batticaloa to Boston with a brief stopover in London. His flight is touching down in half an hour. From Logan it’s an hour drive back here. That gives us one and a half hours to set up.”

	“Careful with that!” Kate snapped at an agent lifting a white vase from the coffee table. She clenched her jaw. She had brought that vase back from an antiques show in New Orleans. One of a kind, the dealer had told her. “That’s — can you tell them to be careful?” she asked Agent Greenwood.

	“Mike,” was all Greenwood said to the agent, who set the vase back down and moved on to somewhere else in the house. He turned back to Kate. “No contact for five years?”

	“No. I told you already. Four times. The last time I saw him was the last time you people saw him. He went to work one day and didn’t come home. I always figured you guys did something to him.”

	“Why would we…” he offered a half chuckle and forced smile.

	“Why? You tell me. He’d never tell me what he was doing. At least not the truth. I’m not dumb. A high amount of secrecy comes with a high amount of risk. Risk that an employee might one day have a disagreement with their employer. A permanent disagreement.”

	Greenwood paused and sighed. “Can we wrap it up!” he shouted to the agents in the house. Obediently, they began rolling up the excess wires, stuffed their cameras and other sensors back into the black plastic cases they came from, and clipped the latches shut. Within a few minutes the house was empty except for Kate and Calvin. “I know you aren’t dumb, Mrs. Ripley. And you are right. The things we were working on, what Andrew was working on, I’m not divulging state secrets when I say his work was of utmost importance. Not just important to our country, but to the world. Everyone at the office thought he was gone, but not me. I knew he would pop his head above ground one day. Something may have snapped in his brain years ago to make him run away, but I knew he would come to his senses eventually.” 

	Calvin leaned closer to Kate. The house was dark now. The heavy steel toed boots had left. The flashing blue lights outside had extinguished. The street was quiet once again. But they weren’t alone. The tiny pinhole cameras burrowed in the drywall recorded their conversation. The thermal camera strapped to a tripod in the back of the black van across the street recorded them in their rainbow of red, yellow, green, and blue heat signatures.

	“We didn’t hurt him back then for the same reason we won’t hurt him now. We need him. Now more than ever. His colleagues are dying to see him, see that he is okay. It’s been five long years without him.”

	“You don’t need to remind me how long he’s been gone.”

	“I know. I know. That’s why when he gets home, when he gets here, I’ll hold the agents back for as long as I can, so you two can catch up. But we will have to take him in. We have to know who he’s been with all these years. What side he’s been talking to.”

	“Side.” Kate shook her head. “Don’t act like this is some war with Russia or China. And don’t for a second tell me you actually think Andrew would talk to them, sell them information.”

	“This is bigger than Russia. Bigger than China. If you can get him talking, it would help all of us. Andrew most of all.”

	“What does that mean?”

	“It means I will treat him as nicely as I can,” Agent Greenwood said, “but I have superiors too. I can’t always dictate how things go. And it would be best if he gave up any information willingly.”

	“What happens when he tells me something I shouldn’t know? I get brought in too?” Now, for a brief second, she wished Andrew just stayed gone.

	“He may say some crazy things when he sees you. Chances are, if he’s had a mental break like we suspect, you will never know what he says is fact or fiction. But we will know, and we will be listening.” He nodded at the last camera the agent had jammed deep into the wall. He looked at his watch. “Calm your nerves. He’s touching down in twenty minutes.”

	 


Chapter 2

	 

	A classic rock song finished on the car radio and a short news segment began. 

	The search for billionaire Frank Parker stretches into its sixth month. Details are scarce. Representatives of Mr. Parker’s companies have confirmed he did travel to Sri Lanka, but not for business reasons. Eye witnesses claim they saw him board a small fishing boat with one other unknown person, heading into the Bay of Bengal. Five days later, an explosion was heard coming from a small island. There is no evidence Parker’s disappearance and the explosion are related, but online speculation has run rampant in the months following... 

	“Are you sure you’re ready?” Isaac asked and turned the volume down.

	“You worry too much,” Emma said, smiling as she slipped bullets into the magazine of her gun, like a child loading a Pez dispenser. She didn’t look down at her hands. Instead, she kept her eyes on the building across the street.

	“Only when it comes to you. You’ve never been in the field before.”

	“Psssh. The field.” She chuckled.

	“It’s different.” Isaac was dressed in all black. Black pants. Black button-up shirt, wrinkled and rolled at the elbows. Black boots laced tight, the extra length wrapped around the tops and stuffed inside the boot. This was how he’d laced his boots ever since his time in the Army. Ever since he was eighteen. He crammed a black ski mask into his side cargo pocket, but half of it still hung out. His gun rested in a hidden sliding compartment of the toolbox in the back seat. It was an otherwise typical toolbox, filled with greasy socket wrenches, screwdrivers, and one hammer.

	“Yeah, you’ve been telling me that since we first got onto this job. But it’s time I get out of the office. Out from behind a computer. Plus, you weren’t dying to seduce the guy at the front desk.” Emma crammed the loaded magazine into the butt of her gun.

	“Don’t think he would’ve gone for me.”

	The reporter on the radio continued at a low volume. Screenname ZombieBigfoot wrote online, ‘It’s pretty obvious Dr. Sakai lured him to the island for some ritual. Just read her books. Bitch was crazy.’

	They both watched the building, Fremont Tower, a forty-story rectangle covered in reflective windows, beaming the Phoenix sun back onto the rest of the city—as if the city didn’t get enough already. Fremont Tower loomed over everything else, somehow both lighting the city ablaze and casting a dark shadow, like it was living two different lives. Creating a city with split personalities. 

	“You know I could have found another way. You didn’t have to—”

	“I know, Isaac. I know.”

	“It’s just, I don’t want you to think I used you for … you know.”

	“It’s my decision. You aren’t whoring me out, if that’s what you’re saying. Maybe I think the guy is cute. Ever thought of that?” She pulled the visor down and peered at her face in the mirror. Lips puckered, eyes narrowed. She twirled a strand of hair in her fingers. “Plus, it’s not like I’ve never batted my eyes at a guy, pulled my shirt down a little lower, to get something I wanted. So far that’s all I’ve done with this guy. Built rapport. Built the tension.” She shoved the visor back up.

	“Just don’t do anything you don’t want to do.”

	Emma nodded. “Never have. Never will.” 

	Isaac spun a small thumb drive between his thumb and index finger. “Seven minutes. That’s all I need.” 

	“Just like seven minutes in heaven,” Emma said. “Ever play that game in high school? You know, lock yourself in a closet with someone. Make out for seven minutes. See where things go.”

	Isaac stopped spinning the thumb drive. He straightened his mouth. “Yeah.” He nodded. “With … uh … your sister.” He smiled at the long-ago memory, buried but ready to burst to the forefront. Begging to be relevant again. Dying to be remembered.

	“Naomi! I thought you two didn’t start dating until after high school. Don’t tell me you were still playing that game in your twenties?”

	“No, it was high school. Freshman year.” He kept an eye on the towering glass building but let his mind drift far beyond the cactus-dotted desert surrounding Phoenix. “At a party. Joe Warner’s house.”

	“Warner? He had those keg parties, right?” Isaac nodded. “Naomi was drinking? Freshman year?” Isaac kept nodding and eventually let out a chuckle. “Geez. And she ratted me out when I snuck out of the house. I thought she—”

	“Followed the rules? She did usually. But she always seemed to know when to break them. But, yeah, we would laugh about that time freshman year. We used to talk about how out of character it was for her. I would joke it was because I was just irresistible.” He laughed and cleared his throat. Now, his memories went somewhere else entirely. His smile grew too hard to hold. The passage of time and other things began to pull at the corners of his mouth.

	“And what did she say?” 

	Emma and Isaac stopped to take in the moment, to reminisce.

	The radio whispered the news during their brief pause. Military vessels from the Indian government have encircled North Sentinel Island, prohibiting anyone from getting within one mile of the isolated island. President Mason has insisted Prime Minister Nehru allow American soldiers access…

	Isaac breathed in deep, pushing his large chest out and looking down at his lap. “She, uh, she said she made out with me to piss off Rebecca Collins. She knew Rebecca liked me, I guess.” He shrugged and rubbed his hand over the stubble on his chin. “It was just to get back at her for something.” He shook his head back and forth quickly, like he was trying to shake the memory loose, to either make it more complete or to erase it entirely, whichever was less painful. “She had told me she barely remembered it until I reminded her years later on our first official date.”

	They sat a little while longer in the car, in silence. Both of them watched as people came and went from the building across the street. The air conditioning blasted, struggling against the baking sun, glaring off each car windshield. After several minutes, Isaac checked his watch.

	“It’s about time. Most people will be at lunch. You need to go over it again?” he asked.

	“I think I’m fine. Seven minutes in the closet with my new boyfriend. You do your thing. Pull the alarm. Get the key, then I’m out. We meet back here.”

	“Here.” He held up a keyring. The kind with the retractable string attached to a metal ring. He clipped it to his belt. “Just one more time.”

	“C’mon. I’ve got it.”

	“Just one more time. It can’t hurt. Does he wear it on the left or right?”

	Emma unbuckled her seatbelt. “Left. It’s not like this is the same thing. I’m not going to be sitting in a car when we get in the closet.” Isaac didn’t say anything. She leaned over and ran her fingers through the back of his hair, pressing her cheek against his, exhaling so her breath tickled against Isaac’s ear, sounding like a strong gust of wind. “This is really dumb.” Each word a warm breath on the side of his face. She was leaned all the way across, pressing her body tight against his, almost sitting in his lap. Her hip rested on the center console, and her other hand drifted down to the keyring while she ran her hands through Isaac’s hair. She felt each key, counting until she got to the third one, the one they knew was the master key to the building. 

	She had observed the man at the front desk use it several times over the last two months. Isaac felt her breath against his face and neck. Her eyelashes tickled his cheek. Her chest pressed into his. He closed his eyes. Emma looked similar to her sister, not the same. But every once in a while, Isaac caught himself mistaking Emma for Naomi. It was his brain denying reality, trying to change things, to make them better. To bring her back.

	“There.” Emma pulled away quickly, holding the key in her hand. “Happy? Told you I’ve been practicing.”

	He took the key back. “Okay.” He nodded. “You go first. I’ll be right behind you.” 

	She jammed her small gun into an ankle holster and stepped out into the summer heat. Isaac turned the car off and got out, standing by the car as he watched Emma cross the street and enter the shining building. Then, he reached into the back seat to retrieve his toolbox.

	The all-glass building soared into the cloudless blue sky. Isaac could see straight in to the front desk where the security guard was stationed. Emma had been flirting with him off and on for months now, building a coquettish relationship. He squinted in the sun to watch. She leaned against the desk, leaning towards the guard, then she laughed, throwing her head back, exposing her neck to him. A sign of vulnerability to the opposite sex. He knew she would move quick, so he made his way across the street. The tools inside his toolbox rattled with each step. Within seconds the heat was seeping through his black clothes, but the dry air stopped any sweat from forming. Each breath was like inhaling from an open oven. He could probably fry an egg on the asphalt if he tried.

	Just as he stepped onto the sidewalk in front of the building, Emma and the security guard slipped into the small closet next to the front desk. He pulled the door open and let the cold air inside wash over him. Moving fast, he pulled the thumb drive from his pocket, slipping it into the back of the computer at the front desk. A program blinked to life automatically. Seven minutes, he thought and glanced at the closet.

	The program cycled through several cameras, recording ten seconds for each camera, then looping it endlessly, like an image from another world where none of this was happening. He ducked out of frame when the camera at the front desk came on the screen, so he wouldn’t be in the looped image. From the closet, he heard Emma laugh, followed by a moan. The door thudded as someone was pushed up against it from the other side. Isaac checked his watch. The elevator in the lobby dinged, and the sound of two men talking came from around the corner. 

	Isaac opened his toolbox and pulled out a wrench and greasy rag. He twisted the wrench around the chair at the front desk, pretending to work. The two men were dressed in suits, one blue, the other gray. They paid no attention to Isaac as they exited the building into the scorching heat. Isaac glanced at the computer. The program continued cycling through each camera. He checked his watch again. Halfway there.

	More moans came from the closet. This time it sounded like Emma. He tried not to picture them, but it was impossible. Even if she said she was up to it, Isaac couldn’t help but feel bad this was her first job in the field. He wanted her out of there before things had to go much further. He glanced at the fire alarm on the wall, then back to the computer screen. Two more minutes. A lot can happen in two minutes. He was thinking again of Naomi in freshman year.

	There was another thud against the inside of the closet door. 

	“Hey,” Emma said, her voice muffled by the door. “Take it easy.” 

	There was another thud against the door. Isaac stepped closer to the closet and gripped the door knob, tense and ready to rip the door open wide. He looked back at the computer, then pressed his ear against the door. More muffled words came from the other side. 

	“C’mon,” the security guard said. Something clattered to the floor, like cleaning supplies or a broom. “I thought you wanted to. I don’t have much time.”

	Isaac went back to the computer. Thirty more seconds. He returned the wrench to his toolbox and latched it closed. He watched as the computer program counted down to being complete. He pinched the thumb drive in his fingers but didn’t pull it out yet. Five more seconds. He glanced at the closet door. Three. Two. One. The program stopped. He slipped the drive out of the computer, grabbed his toolbox, and pulled the fire alarm. 

	The alarm blared as he scurried around the corner, down the hall, past the elevators, and opened a small maintenance closet at the end of the hallway. It was less of a closet and more of a storage cabinet for several electronic panels—breaker boxes and elevator controls. Small enough that he had to suck in his stomach and hold onto the door handle to keep the whole thing from bursting open when he crammed his large body inside. Inside it was dark with only a handful of blinking lights and a sliver of yellow daylight peeking through underneath the door. 

	The sound of the alarm was piercing and inescapable, seeming to fill every inch of air, every cell in his body. He watched the bottom of the door, holding his breath. Ten seconds passed before the strip of light was broken as Emma slid the master key in. The third one on the security guard’s keyring. Emma had practiced how hard she needed to push the key across the polished tile floor to make it from the front door to the back of the hallway and underneath the small margin of space at the bottom of the closet door. She had trained until she could simply drop the key on the floor and kick back, like she was riding a skateboard. One smooth motion, undetected by the security guard, who would be too distracted by the fire alarm to notice anything. 

	Isaac breathed a sigh of relief, partly because he now had the master key, but mostly because it meant Emma had made it out of the closet and the building. Her part was done. He waited another minute until he heard crowds of people exiting the stairwells. Now, he was able to come out and blend in with the crowd. Toolbox in hand, he made his way up the stairs. Though he was going against the current, no one seemed to pay any attention to him. A man with a toolbox and an ounce of confidence can pretty much walk right into any building. Carry a ladder and people will even hold the door for you.

	He made it to the tenth floor. A blue light blinked in the corner, adding to the deafening alarm. He checked his watch again. The fire department would be there in about three minutes. Down the hall, he passed several offices. Most of them typical. Attorneys. Realtors. And then he reached his destination: H&H Jewelry Brokers. He reached into his pocket and retrieved the master key. Then he pulled the ski mask over his face. The program he ran downstairs looped the building’s security cameras, but he couldn’t be sure H&H didn’t have their own system. He slid the key into the door and twisted the knob.

	Inside, H&H looked like any other office except for the sealed room towards the back. The Phoenix sun shined through the windows and glared against a two-inch thick glass door blocking him from getting in. But he could see them. Diamonds. Spread across a velvet tray, left there in a panic, a hurry. A scale and jeweler’s loop sat next to the crystal-clear diamonds, dazzling under the light. He looked at his watch again. One minute for the fire department. He tilted his head to listen for the sirens outside, but the fire alarm was too loud, screeching and echoing until it was constant. He set his toolbox on the ground and opened the hidden compartment in the bottom. The gun was cool in his hand. With his back to the thick glass door, Isaac slid down and sat on the floor, waiting.

	What he knew—what H&H Jewelers most likely didn’t know—was that the type of fire alarm installed in this particular building couldn’t be reset on its own. Many alarms were wired on a separate terminal in the building, but not this one. This alarm required the power to the entire building to be shut down in order to reset it. He checked his watch. The fire department was likely there now, ten floors down talking to the man Emma had lured into the small closet. He tapped his watch and set another timer for two minutes—the length of time it would take for the fire chief to convince the front desk manager to shut power down to the entire building. He breathed in deep and waited.

	His mind drifted. The way it can go somewhere and feel like forever, live an entirely separate life in a short time. He stared at the ceiling as his eyes blurred and he let the whooping fire alarm pull him into a trance. He thought back to his time in the closet with Naomi. Freshman year. It had been a long time since he had given that any thought. Some memories are like traps, there to bait you into thinking back to a time you had forgotten. Tried to forget. Wanted to forget. But the lure, the bait, is the brief moment of happiness you get before your brain realizes that particular time is no longer real. All you have left is the memory of a memory. Reminding you of what is gone. Irretrievable. But that brief moment is still there, like a flare in the darkness. That was what Isaac was holding onto.

	Then everything stopped. The lights shut off. The alarm dropped and silence rushed in. The locks inside the two-inch-thick glass door clicked open. Isaac snapped out of his trance and pulled the door open. The air inside the sealed room whooshed out. He grabbed a small pouch that had been stashed next to his gun, then dragged the toolbox over to keep the glass door from closing and locking him inside. The diamonds were small but plentiful. He pinched one between his thumb and index finger, watching the light shine through it. Each facet of each small diamond represented a part of the plan that brought him here. The months of planning. He guessed one, maybe two more jobs after this and he’d be able to retire, able to put this life behind him. He dropped the single diamond into his pouch, then scooped the rest up from the velvet tray. With a great sense of accomplishment, he cinched the drawstring of the pouch and dropped it in his toolbox. He left the glass room and pulled his toolbox away, letting the glass door close. Almost conspiratorially, the lights flickered back on and the locks engaged inside the door. He dropped the diamonds into the secret compartment of his toolbox and made his way out of H&H Jewelers. The hard part was over. Now he just had to leave.

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	Isaac hurried down the hall, away from H&H, each breath trapped beneath the wool ski mask. In a matter of seconds, the power reset would reboot the security cameras throughout the entire building, and they would capture images of him running through the hallway. The alternate ten-second looping universe he’d created would collapse on itself, and he would be left exposed. So he resisted the urge to pull the mask off and take in a full breath, and he left using a different stairwell, one towards the rear of the building. 

	He and Emma had researched the plans of each floor, memorizing which offices were where, which offices would have the most people. The south side of the building was perfect for an escape. Most likely the firetrucks would park at the front door, as would any police. There were fewer parking restrictions on the streets to the south, which was exactly where Emma would be waiting. 

	He barged through the fire escape door to the concrete stairwell. His feet landed loudly, echoing against the gray stairs and metal railings. The toolbox with his gun and the diamonds hidden in a secret compartment grew heavy and rattled with each jarring step. He reached the fourth-floor landing. Down below, on the first floor, a door opened. It was two firemen, dressed in thick brown jumpsuits and hauling oxygen tanks strapped to their backs. But their masks weren’t on. No fire, no smoke, so no masks, which meant their view wasn’t obstructed when they looked up to see Isaac bounding down the steps with his black ski mask. Nothing but his eyes and mouth showing through.

	“Hey!” one of them shouted.

	Isaac made it one more floor down, the third floor, where he knew most of the offices were empty—under construction was what their research had revealed. On the other side of the door, he found a metal trash can and wedged it under the door handle, keeping the firemen out for a little while. Ahead of him was a long hallway with doors leading to offices to the left and right of him. Next, he ducked into one of the empty offices, gripping his toolbox tight.

	“What was that? Hurry up!” he heard a voice say somewhere on the empty floor. 

	Electrical wires hung in bundles from the ceiling, dangling above the floor of the unfinished office space. Stacks of drywall were scattered around, as were several work stations with miter saws and cordless drills.

	“I’m going as fast as I can,” another voice said.

	Isaac jerked his head around and crouched low, shuffling quickly behind a tall stack of drywall sheets.

	“Go see who that was,” the first voice commanded. “Burnett should be back by now.”

	Isaac heard someone shuffling along the dusty concrete floor. From behind the stack of drywall, he saw the back of the man—tall and lanky, shoulders hunched forward. Brown hair, longer than most in the back, curling up just at the neckline of his shirt, like he was due for a trim. His shoulders were broad, but his overall frame was thin. He held a gun with a suppressor attached. 

	Isaac’s eyes drifted down to the floor next to the door. His toolbox.

	Shit, he thought and clenched his jaw. 

	“Did you block the door to the stairwell?” the man asked as he peered through the narrow vertical window in the door. He was so tall he had to duck slightly to see out.

	“Maybe Burnett did when that alarm went off.” The answering voice came from around the corner, on the other side of an unfinished wall where the man with his shaggy hair had come from. The voice spoke like he was holding something in his mouth, like a pencil was clenched between his teeth, so his words were partly mumbled. “We’re almost done here.”

	“Well, someone blocked it,” the man at the door said, pressing his face against the slim window and turning first left then right to see down the hall outside. “Shit.” He ducked back quick and pressed his back against the wall next to the door. At the same time, Isaac jerked his body out of view of the man, pressing his back against the stack of drywall. “Firemen,” the man at the door whispered. “Just came through the stairwell. They’re coming down the hall.”

	There was no response from the other voice. But Isaac heard shuffling, like the man belonging to the voice was scattering and hiding in case the firemen came in. Isaac sat with his back to the stack of drywall and faced the wall of windows, looking out at the burning Phoenix sun and the clear blue sky. In the glass, he could see a faint reflection of the man at the door. The man stayed off to the side of the door and pressed his back hard into the wall. Then he lifted his right arm straight, pointing his gun with the suppressor where the firefighters’ heads would be if they entered the office. 

	Isaac watched all of this in the reflection of the window, eyes wide and chest heaving up and down, his hot breath filling the small space between the ski mask and the skin on his face. In the reflection, he looked at the toolbox that held his gun. It may as well be gone, left on an entirely different floor, in another building, another world away. To get to it, open the secret compartment, retrieve the gun, pull the slide to chamber a round, aim, and fire, would take several more seconds than it would take for the man with shaggy hair to simply adjust his aim and put a hole through Isaac’s skull.

	The firemen had reached the door by now. One pushed it inward. In the reflection, Isaac saw him hold the door handle down and survey the seemingly empty room, but he didn’t enter. Just turn around, Isaac thought. Turn the fuck around. The man at the door tensed his hand around the black pistol. He licked his lips, eager to pull the trigger.

	The fireman backed away, shut the door, and walked down the hall. 

	“See anything?” Isaac heard the firefighter shout down the hall at someone else. 

	“Nothing.” 

	He could feel their heavy boots stomping down the hall, then more muffled voices as they continued looking for Isaac. One crisis averted, but he wasn’t out yet.

	“We clear?” the other voice, the voice of the man with the possible pencil wedged between his teeth, whispered from somewhere in the office.

	The man at the door waited a little longer, looking out the small window in the door. “Yeah. Clear.” Then he paused. “This yours?” he asked. 

	In the window’s reflection, Isaac saw the man kneel down at the toolbox.

	Isaac tilted his head back against the stack of drywall and shook his head. He had no one else but himself to blame. He heard the latch on the toolbox open and clang against the metal, then the shuffling of tools.

	“Toolbox?” another voice said. Someone had joined the man with shaggy hair. Isaac twisted his body and looked around his cover to see a man with buzzcut blonde hair and glasses. “It’s probably left over from the workers.” He wore long black boots laced tight up his shin with his pants tucked inside. With the boots and the blonde buzzcut, he looked like some sort of neo-Nazi.

	“Nah, it wasn’t here when we got here. I’m positive.”

	“C’mon.” The blonde buzzcut man nudged the other. “Jones is just finishing wiring up the last detonator. Who gives a shit whose tools these are.” 

	They both stood and looked down at the toolbox for a few more seconds, then walked back around the corner. Isaac crouched low and made his way back to his toolbox, nimbly working his fingers and slipping the compartment out of the bottom, then retrieving his Glock 19. Slowly and quietly, he pulled the slide back to let a single round settle into the chamber. 

	Now armed, he stood up straighter, more confident. Detonator? He couldn’t help but repeat the word in his mind. He held his gun, elbows bent ninety degrees, barrel pointed at the ceiling, as he made his way around the corner. He saw the man with shaggy hair, the blonde neo-Nazi look-a-like, and an older man hunched over bricks of Semtex wrapped around a concrete support column.

	“Back away,” Isaac said, wishing he had just turned and left. Who needed this trouble. The building was already evacuated … mostly. Emma was waiting for him. The diamonds were his. Just leave. But the word detonator had pulled him back, kept him there. An old remnant of his training taking over his body. “Back away,” he repeated.

	The three men turned around. The older man gripped bundles of wire in his hands. A gun was shoved in a shoulder holster, the leather straps pulled tight around his body. The man with the shaggy brown hair still had his gun in his hand, but it hung at his side.

	“Drop it,” Isaac said with a nod. “On the floor.”

	“Do as he says,” the older man, Jones as the other man had called him, said. He was balding with short gray hair around the sides of his head, and he wore glasses. But he seemed in shape—for an old man.

	“But—” the shaggy-haired man with the gun started to protest.

	“As he says,” Jones repeated, and his accomplice slowly set the gun on the floor.

	“Hands up,” Isaac said to the blonde buzzcut. He obeyed without protest. “What are you doing? Semtex?” Isaac squinted at the concrete column behind the three men. “That’s enough to…” He counted how many bricks of the yellow explosive there were on each of the three support columns.

	“More than enough,” Jones said. “And you’re going to leave us to it. Just turn around and walk out.”

	“The hell I am!” Isaac gripped his gun tight.

	“You are.” The man nodded. “Or are you going to go to the cops? Mr. Ski Mask, hmm? You don’t look like someone who’s up to any good. Was that you who pulled the alarm? This whole place is going to be swarming with cops soon. Probably already is. That won’t be good for you.”

	“Or you.”

	“True.” Jones nodded. “We knew the risks when we signed up for the job.” The other two nodded, as if to corroborate what Jones was saying. “What are you going to do? Tie us up? March us out front to the nearest cop? Dressed in black with a ski mask jammed in your pocket? Put your face on camera, explain to them what you’re doing here?”

	“Well, I’m sure as shit not going to leave you here with forty pounds of Semtex.” Isaac ran through a rough calculation in his head. This amount of Semtex was more than enough to take out the support columns. Combine that with the thousands of tons of concrete crashing down in freefall in the middle of Phoenix. Sure, everyone was evacuated, but they were all just outside. Firefighters, EMS, office workers, curious onlookers, Emma all were mere feet away from this building. None of them would be able to outrun the collapsing building should this Semtex go off. Surrounding buildings would be damaged, possibly collapsing with hundreds of people inside. 

	“Then let us leave.” The old man shrugged. He offered this solution like he could read Isaac’s mind, like Isaac really only wanted to stop the explosion, not catch three terrorists. “We walk. No harm. No explosion. We go our separate ways. You, back to whatever it was you were doing here. You’ll never hear from us again.” The man spoke calmly, almost flippantly, like he didn’t really care what happened here. Take it or leave it. 

	But was it just the explosion he wanted to stop? What if other support columns were wired elsewhere? What if there was a remote detonator? What if they came back a week later to try this all over again? Isaac wondered if he could let these men walk away. Domestic terrorists? Foreign operatives? He didn’t know, and he couldn’t let them leave. But the old man had a point. This job would be wasted. Diamonds lost. Potential millions gone. Months of planning wasted. And if he was caught trying to stop these men, he risked leading the authorities back to Emma.

	“I’m back!” 

	Suddenly a new voice cut through the silence, somewhere behind Isaac. 

	“What the fuck?” the person said, clearly surveying the scene.

	“Shoot him, Burnett!” Jones snapped, reaching for his own gun in his shoulder holster.

	Ducking and turning to run, Isaac fired three indiscriminate shots behind him, hitting the shaggy-haired man twice in the stomach. He drove his shoulder into the chest of the man who’d just entered—Burnett—tackling him to the floor. The man’s head cracked against the concrete. So loud, Isaac could hear it even over the echoing gunfire. The man was out. A small pool of blood collected at the back of his head against the dusty floor. Silenced shots fired around Isaac, pinging and kicking up chunks of cement. He stumbled to his feet and made it to the door. In a brief second, as he stepped over his toolbox, he considered if he could grab it, or would that be the only window of opportunity one of these men needed to put a bullet in his back? He barreled through the door, leaving the diamonds behind and hurling himself down the hall back to the stairwell. He fired three more shots back towards the office—more to alert any police who were on site than to hit anyone.

	He leapt down each step until he was at the first floor. From there it was a short distance to an exit. He burst through the door into the scorching sun, yanked off his ski mask, and shoved his gun into the back of his waistband, the barrel still hot against his skin. After a short scan of the side street, he saw Emma sitting behind the wheel of the car several spots down, the engine already running.

	“Go! Go! Go!” he shouted as he ripped the door open and dropped into the passenger seat. 

	Emma didn’t ask any questions, just turned the wheel sharp and pulled out of the parking spot. As she drove, he turned and looked behind them.

	“What happened? What took you so long?”

	“Just get us to the safe house,” he said.

	 


Chapter 4

	 

	“Semtex? You’re sure it was Semtex?” Emma asked as she poured whiskey into a clear glass and handed it to Isaac, then poured one for herself.

	“I’m sure. I’ve seen enough Semtex in my life to know it when I see it.” Orange bricks. Yellow bricks. It was all the same. Explosive clay blocks wrapped in primary and secondary colors. Terrorist Play-Doh. It was unmistakable. He threw his head back and poured the whiskey down his throat. It burned going down, but in a good way, lighting his throat on fire then warming his chest. 

	Isaac’s gun sat on the table in front of him, next to his ski mask. Their safe house was sparse. A warehouse space with one round table and two folding chairs, a torn couch sat against one wall, seams frayed, bundles of foam bulging out of a long tear across the back. It had come with the space when they rented it a year ago. Neither of them had ever sat on it. A large workbench on wheels was at an angle in the middle of the room. On top were plans of Fremont Tower and schematics for the electrical systems.

	The pile of blueprints and papers represented the work they’d put into this job. The backstories they’d created when they showed up at the property appraisers office to obtain the old building plans. The hours of phone calls and sales pitches they’d sat through to learn about the security system installed in the building, posing as interested buyers and building developers. All of this required them to set up shell businesses—registered with the state, fees paid, forms filed—which in turn required fake identities. Just enough detail to make it look like they were actually going to install the latest slate of cameras and carbon monoxide alarms in their newest building project.

	Isaac thought now of the hours spent tailing the delivery drivers for H&H Jewelers, clocking routes, shift changes. The time spent with binoculars pressed tight against his face until they left ring marks indented around his eyes, just so he could see what weapons, if any, the delivery drivers carried. They did carry. Sig Sauer .45 caliber. 

	Then he thought of the repeated days Emma had to spend flirting with the security guard at the front desk. Batting her eyes, wearing push-up bras and low-cut dresses. Laughing at his jokes. Leaning in too close. All leading to whatever happened in that closet. He had been too busy to think of what that man had tried to do, why Emma was shoved hard against the door. All of these things came to his mind when he looked at the building plans in front of them. 

	Emma poured another shot in Isaac’s glass. He drank it in one go as well, barely waiting for her to finish pouring. More tingling as it sloshed down his throat. He sucked in a breath through clenched teeth, then exhaled. He could feel his nerves calming, his heart slowing. He was glad to be out of there, and since they hadn’t heard of the building collapsing on the news, he guessed the other men had abandoned their plans and fled.

	“Terrorists?” Emma asked as she sipped her whiskey. She cupped the shot glass like it was a mug of hot tea.

	“I don’t know…” He thought back to the empty office. Something about the men troubled him. “They didn’t seem like terrorists. Their demeanor, posture. The way they laced their boots.” He looked down at his own boots. They were laced the same way, the extra length wrapped around his leg and tucked into the top of the boot.

	“You mean military?” Emma slid into one of the chairs across from Isaac. 

	He rubbed his fingers through the thick stubble growing around his neck and nodded. 

	“Fucking mercenaries.” Emma sighed. “I know they say they’ll do anything for money, but blowing up a building? In the middle of Phoenix? What if you hadn’t pulled the alarm? The whole building full of people would be a crater downtown. Jesus.”

	Isaac breathed in deep and sighed a long breath out. Then he stood and poured himself another whiskey. The bottle was about half gone by now. This time, he didn’t drink it all in one swig. Slowing down, drinking enough to calm his nerves but not so much he started having drunken thoughts. Thoughts like going back to the building, looking into the third floor, asking around, seeing if they had any suspects, trying to sneak in and find his toolbox left at the scene, the box with the diamonds. Or thoughts of why those four men were wrapping concrete columns with Semtex. Not the obvious reasons but the reasons behind the reasons. What some might have called conspiracies. 

	“That’s the thing. I don’t think they were mercenaries.” Isaac couldn’t help himself, couldn’t help his mind from thinking things through. He leaned and put his elbows on the workbench in the middle of the room, bent at the waist, gazing at the months of planning. The diamonds were gone. Stuck in the office on the third floor, which was now a crime scene. Homeland Security, FBI, DoD would go over everything. Every square inch of the place would be scoured for evidence. Bomb squads and every sort of sniffing dog, from drugs to cadavers to cancer to counterfeit bills. They’d run loose on the third floor. The diamonds were lost, and so was the time they’d spent on the job.

	“Not mercenaries?” Emma repeated. “But you said they were military? I don’t get it.”

	“Current military. Active military.” His mind was still going, couldn’t stop it from going. Maybe the whiskey was firing him up. Isaac shuffled the papers around on the workbench. Normally, this would be when they celebrated—by burning all of the papers in a metal trashcan behind the warehouse, a cathartic end to a successful job. Like the time they broke into a private penthouse apartment and left with two million dollars’ worth of Edo Period paintings by Katsushika Hokusai, or the time they snuck into an auction house and took an 1893 San Francisco minted Morgan Dollar. The reserve price at auction was set to be $1.8 million. The diamonds at H&H would have been valued at $1.3 million. A good fence would buy them for half that, then they would have split their cut 50/50. Isaac was halfway to his retirement number, if this job had gone well. A retirement that included a simple home on a beach in Vanuatu. Emma preferred Argentina, but Vanuatu didn’t have an extradition treaty with the US. And for a small investment of $130,000 in the Vanuatu government and another $200,000 real estate investment, they’d offer anyone citizenship. Now, with this turn of events, whether a house on the beach or a casa at the foot of the Andes Mountains, it all crumbled away. Set back at least a year, likely more. 

	“Current military?”

	Isaac nodded and turned to face Emma. He leaned against the large workbench. “There is only one manufacturer of Semtex, located in Czechoslovakia. And for a long time, they were unregulated, like ‘sell to anyone who could pay’ unregulated. In the nineties—after a couple terrorist attacks where Semtex was used—legit purchasers, along with a metric ton of pressure from our government, forced the sole manufacturer to add something to it, something called a taggant. And they regulated the shit out of Semtex.”

	“Taggant?”

	He waved his hand in the air, as if to brush away the more complicated answer. “Something, usually a chemical, that can be detected either in a lab or just by something as simple as smell, like the rotten egg smell added to natural gas. So, after these terrorist attacks, they started adding something called DMDNB. Some abbreviation for a much longer chemical name. But it smells. Easily detectable. If soldiers in Afghanistan or Syria enter a building rigged with Semtex, they’d be able to tell right away. Turn around before they trigger anything.”

	“And you smelled that? In the office?” She leaned forward, pressing her elbows on her knees and cupping her whiskey glass in both hands.

	“No. That’s the thing. I didn’t smell a damn thing.”

	“Then it’s not Semtex? So what?”

	“It’s Semtex. I saw it with my eyes.”

	“Okay … then,” she threw back the rest of her whiskey and leaned back, “it didn’t have this – this taggant. So what? Maybe it was old Semtex. From before the nineties.”

	“It has a shelf life of five years. Ten at most. Anything since before they added this chemical smell would be useless. No, this was Semtex, but without the tracer. That’s about as hard to come by as the Hope Diamond or anti-matter. The only people who could even possibly get ahold of that are…”

	“The government,” Emma finished his sentence. Now her mind was entering new territory along with Isaac’s. The territory beyond the easy explanation. The reason behind the reason. 

	“And judging by the impeccable English these guys spoke, without a hint of an accent, I’d say…” He pushed off the workbench and sighed. 

	“Who do you go to? Who can you tell?”

	“No one. We aren’t telling anyone. Not a soul. Whatever it was I walked into,” he shook his head, “we tell no one.” His first thought was some sort of false flag. An attack blamed on another group, a trigger used to justify a war. Or something to sway public opinion against one particular political group.

	“No one! We have to tell someone.”

	“Emma, you start talking about the military blowing up our own buildings and who’s going to believe us? They’d call us conspiracy nuts, put us on some watchlist. Worse yet, if these guys ever actually succeed in blowing up a building, we would be the first person they haul in for questioning.”

	There was a knock, more like a pound, thud-thud, on the only door in or out of their warehouse. They both jumped, looking at one another with wide eyes. The knob rattled, then another thud-thud. Emma reached under the table and retrieved a small pistol from a holster underneath. Isaac picked up his gun from the table. He held a single finger over his lips and looked at Emma.

	“Isaac Young!” a voice came from the other side of the door. “Mr. Young. I would like a moment of your time.”

	Isaac’s heart raced. His nerves had only started to calm; now they buzzed and hummed, his body vibrating and tensing at the same time. He wasn’t frightened so much as pissed. Pissed someone had found them, followed them, even more pissed they knew his name. Then pissed at himself for renting a place with only one exit. The gun in his hand had fifteen rounds, all stored in a spring-loaded magazine. The door was solid steel. How many bullets would make it through the door? How many would ricochet? 

	If this were a normal job—a normal jewelry heist, or a smash-and-grab at a cash for gold store, or the typical breaking into a collector’s home, and sneaking out with his first edition Alice in Wonderland or Pride and Prejudice—if it was that sort of job—theft, burglary—Isaac may not have considered emptying his entire fifteen rounds into the door and taking his chances with catching a stray bullet. But if the men he’d run into—mercenaries, terrorists, or whatever—if they got out, there’d be little trace of them, and there was a good chance the man on the other side of that door, with the knock and cadence of law enforcement, believed Isaac was the one who left the Semtex wrapped around the concrete support columns on the third floor. 

	Instead of breaking and entering—first offense, carrying a maximum state sentencing guideline in Arizona of twenty months—Isaac and Emma were looking at possession of a grade four explosive, attempted murder, attempted destruction of property, and since the building had a mail drop for the United States Postal Service, he guessed they would tack on mail tampering and terrorism charges just for fun. All federal. No maximum sentence. Isaac caught himself looking at his gun and wondering how many rounds would make it through the door—how much time that might buy them or how many charges that would add to their potential rap sheet.

	“Emma Harris!” the man called out but followed up with nothing else. Her name was a statement. He knew exactly who was inside. That snapped Isaac out of his thinking. Thoughts of escape melted away. It wasn’t just him in this place. “We can kick the door in. We have orders to take you in.” The man used the word ‘we’ to indicate there were more people on the other side of the door. They were outnumbered.

	From outside the door, the man said, “CCTV cameras show you leaving the south exit of Fremont Tower at 141 East Washington Street at about one-thirty today. Same cameras show you and Ms. Harris together before you entered the building at one-oh-seven at the north entrance, then meeting back up together after you left.” He paused. Isaac held his gun at his side, searching for another way out. “I’ve got agents scrolling back over footage from those cameras going back two months. I’m betting we see more of you, scouting things out, planning something.” He paused again and said something to someone outside. Just muffled mumbles, orders to break the door in, go around back, check the roof, something. “This warehouse is leased to an LLC whose sole member is another LLC, whose sole member is … well, you get the point. You set it up. Or should I say Emma set them up. After a long, pretty easy to follow trail, we found Ms. Harris is the certified agent of one of these corps. Should I keep going?” He paused again. 

	Emma and Isaac looked at each other. She just shook her head and shrugged.

	“What do you want?” Isaac asked loudly through the door.

	“To talk.” The man wasn’t surprised by Isaac’s response. They knew he and Emma were inside, that they were trapped.

	“Where?”

	“At our facility right here in Phoenix.”

	“Are we under arrest?”

	“Not yet.” 

	Isaac didn’t say anything for sixty seconds. He had no attorney to call. No family or friends aside from Emma. He set his gun on the table and nodded at Emma to do the same.

	“Okay.” He knocked back the rest of his glass of whiskey. “We’re coming out.”

	 


Death Report 1

	 

	During his time working for the government as a member of The Red Cells, Isaac wrote reports. National Planning Scenarios was their official designation, but Isaac called them Death Reports. Usually read once, then redacted, line after line blacked out until nothing except the date and a few random nouns were left. He didn’t just write Death Reports, though. The bulk of his time was spent planning and then going on missions. Self-directed. At his own discretion with a small four-person team. After every mission, every field op, every four-month stint holed up in some shitty motel in Lindsay, Oklahoma; Midland, Texas; Cedar City, Utah, or another small town in the Dakotas or Wyoming with two traffic lights and one gas station, some place only long-haul truckers or people who were lost or hiding out ever stopped—during his time in these places, he’d write these Death Reports.

	Think like a terrorist, his superiors repeated to him during his training. Get in their heads. Adopt their mindset. So he and his small team would travel the country, driving by train depots, factories, chemical storage plants, and power substations, trying to think of how someone might attack these places. How can I blow up that building? How can I kill the power to an entire region during a blizzard or heat wave, cause a gas leak, lock the doors to this shopping mall on Black Friday and burn the thing to the ground? How can I cultivate E. coli in mass quantities and disperse it among the produce of the largest lettuce supplier to the largest fast-food chain in the country? How can I crash the economy? Start a war? Cause the most damage? Kill the most people? Because if I can think of it, they can think of it. 

	This was his mindset for six years. All for his country. Think like the enemy, soldier. Think the worst, and then make that happen … or at least come awfully damn close to making it happen. If we don’t, they will, the square jawed general told him. So he and his team traveled through farmlands and suburbs. Remote industrial complexes built in the middle of nowhere where real estate prices were near zero. They drove to shopping malls and airports and college campuses. All while acting as mock terrorists, jihadists, white supremacists, fascists, hermits with a knack for building bombs or making anthrax. Then they’d report back to the government, so they could beef up security, close a loophole, ensure the country is safe once again.

	The subject of one such mission came to Isaac while he was driving from Phoenix to Austin, in late October. It was somewhere along I-10, driving through some awful stretch of West Texas on a two-lane highway, surrounded on three sides by dense black nothingness. Headlights cutting through the same in front, loose gravel and broken asphalt pinging up underneath his truck. Then he smelled it. For miles, the smell seeped into his car, until he turned the heat off entirely and closed the vents. He held a balled-up t-shirt over his face and took shallow breaths every 30 seconds. The smell started in Van Horn, but he didn’t see the source until 100 miles later, well past Fort Stockton. That was how strong the smell was.

	When he saw it, it looked like a junk yard filled up with tires and lit by forty-foot-high spotlights. Black rubber as far as he could see. But when he got closer, when the smell got to be almost unbearable, crawling down his throat with each shallow breath, Isaac realized it wasn’t black rubber piled on top of more black rubber. It was cattle. A sea of Black Angus crammed together, standing in their own shit. Hooves sinking down into the dirt and puddles of warm piss steaming in the frigid air. He slowed to a stop at the shoulder of the empty road and got out. The wind whipped across the flat West Texas landscape and drove the stench hard against his face. There were so many of them packed together that they couldn’t move. He tried to calculate the acreage, but he eventually gave up. He guessed this particular cattle farm was measured in square miles instead of acres.

	Once he made it through the beige flat stretch of West Texas filled with nothing more than brown tumble weeds and the occasional torn and peeling billboard advertising turquoise jewelry sold at a long shut-down trading post, once he made it to his shitty motel in Austin, Isaac found the company that owned this cattle farm. Then he found the other cattle farms this same company owned. It was a quick search. Nothing hidden. Nothing kept secret. After all, why would anyone hide this information? What could be done with it? He found that there were four such cattle farms that supplied the entire country with ninety percent of its beef.

	Think like the enemy, he thought. With the exceptions of currency and nukes, supplying—or controlling—ninety percent of anything usually wasn’t good or safe for the public.

	For some unknown backwards-thinking reason, the United States has an ongoing policy not to vaccinate livestock against Foot and Mouth Disease. So it was just a matter of sourcing the virus by finding a lab studying bovine infections. Isaac found four. One was the National Institute of Health, government contractor, which meant advanced security measures. Isaac crossed it off the list. The other three were universities filled with bored professors and scatter-brained grad students pulled in all directions, hungover from long weekends or hopped up on snorted Adderall. Working up fake credentials as a janitor was easy, as was stealing several samples. It was all too simple for Isaac. Just two months after smelling the stench of miles of cows standing in muck, Isaac had the locations of all four major cattle farms and enough viral samples for all of them. 

	These farms had no security. Soft target was what he called them in his Death Report. Like a house with no alarm and the door wide open. Begging some creative terrorist to sneak through the ankle-deep shit and piss and inject a single cow with a fast-replicating and severely contagious virus, then leave, sneak back to their car, leave their mud-covered boots on the side of the highway and return to their run-down musty motel to wash away the stench of soon-to-be-dead cattle. It would take fifteen minutes, not counting commute time.

	In a week, he wrote in the report, this virus would spread through the entire herd. He was talking in the hypothetical, but he had done it all—had found the virus, stole the virus, snuck onto the ranch, everything short of injecting patient zero. He wrote about the signs a rancher would notice first: bubbling blisters on the cows’ feet or in their mouths. Then the more ominous signs as the virus took hold—mothers delivering dead calves, previously healthy cows falling over and never getting up again, gooey green mucus leaking out over lolling tongues. 

	Eventually, not right away, after the local vet was called out to investigate—swab mouths, noses, anuses—after other, more likely, causes were eliminated and samples were sent to the Foreign Animal Disease Laboratory on Plum Island, New York, the ranch would be quarantined. An all too late precaution. Soon, ranches all over the country—in Texas, Oklahoma, and Missouri—would be quarantined. The same viral alarms would be sounded at the top four cattle producers where the would-be-terrorists had hypothetically visited already, along with any slaughterhouses these animals were sent to. The beef industry would grind to a halt.

	Once the test results came back from Plum Island two days later, it would be too late. Any cattle not yet dead would need to be culled. Sick and healthy alike, they would all have to be euthanized. The risk of this disease spreading and somehow jumping species or getting out of the country would be far too great. Anyone working in risk management would concur. 

	The recommended methods for killing cattle were either a long communal trough filled with barbiturates and hose water, a .45 caliber bullet to the head, or a captive pneumatic bullet followed by a saturated solution of potassium chloride to ensure death. It would be a long process. A grotesque and possibly bloody process. It would be something no rancher ever signed up for. One doesn’t need to be a member of PETA to find the practice of killing thousands of heads of cattle to be stomach churning. Done in bloody shifts, depressing shifts, the killing of the cows would only be the beginning for the unfortunate migrant workers just trying to make enough to feed their families. That endless sea of cattle Isaac saw along I-10 would be dead, slumped and laying in their own shit. Bloated with puss-filled blisters and infested with flies. Then they would be moved, pushed over the muddy earth with bulldozers into a towering pile of rotting flesh and set ablaze. Or perhaps buried like toxic waste.

	Either way, by fire or burial, the land would be contaminated, unable to be used for grazing for years to come. The EPA would get involved and score each tainted cattle farm based on the Hazard Ranking System, issuing fines and orders for cleanup. An entire generation of cattle wiped out. Food wasted. Land wasted. 

	In his Death Report, Isaac listed the number of human casualties as zero. Not all terrorists were concerned with murder; some were motivated with the months-long disruptions, the fear and instability. The ripple effects. Isaac had heard compelling arguments that the fallout from 9/11 was worse than the actual event, and he was inclined to agree. The financial crash, the near collapse of the airline industry, the asbestos tossed around Manhattan in a carcinogenic cloud, then resting in the lungs of workers, waiting to show up years later on x-rays as inoperable tumors and deemed pre-existing conditions by their insurance companies—coverage refused. The knee-jerk political reactions. The Patriot Act. The ill-conceived invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan. Spreading America’s troops thin. Sure, the lives lost on that day were a tragedy, but what had a more lasting effect? The event or what came after?

	The beef industry wouldn’t recover for years. No one would trust the meat at the grocery stores. Foreign countries would stop accepting exports of other foods from the United States. Sprinkle in enough preplanned and organic conspiracy theories around the internet, and even pork, salmon, and eggs wouldn’t feel safe anymore. Perception was reality, and the reality would be several major industries collapsing within the year.

	Then there would be the layoffs, the bankruptcies, the mounting personal debt for thousands of workers. Many would be left with nothing more than the desolate West Texas landscape to stare out at, contemplating all they’d lost. Maybe they’d take to drinking whiskey or bourbon in the mornings, or smoking crack or meth. Maybe even injecting heroin laced with enough fentanyl to, ironically, kill a cow. Perhaps there would be no direct casualties, but there would certainly be deaths. This single event—starting with just one infected cow—would send a series of shock waves through entire communities that relied on industry. Suicide would increase. Crime would increase. Think like the enemy, soldier.

	After all, what was terrorism, Isaac wondered, if not the desire to cause misery? Explosions and blown-off limbs were all well and good for the typical terrorist, but some were more creative, some were playing the long game. Some weren’t planning the attacks that would get the eye-catching headlines. Instead, they worked behind the scenes, always in secret. Isaac guessed the best terrorists were the ones you never knew had attacked, but whose handiwork would play out for decades or more. Crashing one industry before moving on to the next. Ruining the country one life at a time. This was what Isaac put in his Death Reports. These were the thoughts he was trained to have, the mindset he lived in day in and day out. 

	It was a wonder he lasted in the Red Cells for as long as he did without blowing his brains out.

	 


Chapter 5

	 

	The door that shut behind Isaac was heavy, thick, solid but for a slender vertical window with shatterproof mesh wiring laced through it. He could tell the door was heavy by the groaning sound of the hinges as it swung closed, by the booming sound it made when it sealed and latched behind him. Metal scratching on metal, then the solid hammering thud of a deadbolt. 

	The ride there had been quiet. Short. Their captors didn’t drive towards the closest police station—the Phoenix FBI Field Office was in the opposite direction. He wasn’t fingerprinted. No mugshot. No handcuffs. No record of their detention. Not even a report to later be redacted. Isaac assumed they had taken Emma to another room, an identical room, more than likely just on the other side of the wall from where he stood. They had been split up once they left the parking garage.

	In the middle of the cell there was a table with two chairs sitting across from each other. Nothing else. Overhead, humming fluorescent lights bathed the ten-by-ten space with too-bright white light. He leaned against the far wall and tapped, whispering Emma’s name. No response. The shots of whiskey had worn off. Any artificial calm was gone and his buzzing nerves had come back. His thoughts tumbling through his brain like a boulder barreling down a cliff face, picking up speed with every passing second. 

	He couldn’t shake the thoughts of government officials rummaging through their warehouse, nor push away the intrusive images of them moving on to his sad one bedroom apartment after that. Then scouring his financial records, wire transfers, tax returns, sifting through his emails and phone contacts. But he had covered his tracks. His fence’s phone number was memorized, never written down. All money he received was converted to bitcoin, stored in a cold wallet locked under 256-bit encryption with a mnemonic seed passcode, also memorized. Even though he knew they’d find nothing beyond what plans were left in their warehouse, he still didn’t like the idea of these people digging through his life. Who would? After ten minutes of his brain firing in all directions, a click came from the other side of the heavy door, a key rattled inside, then came the groaning hinges.

	“Mr. Young.” The man practically ran through the door. Coffee in one hand, folder of papers in the other. He wore khakis and a tucked-in dress shirt under a sweater vest. No badge or gun hooked to his brown leather belt. No wedding ring. Polished shoes but still showing signs of age. “Sorry to keep you waiting.” It was the voice of the man on the other side of the door back at their safehouse. Until now, Isaac had only seen the back of the man’s head as they rode in a large black SUV through Phoenix. The man slid into one of the chairs around the table and set the folder down. 

	“Coffee?” He held his own cup in the air. His hair was combed neatly and he was fresh shaven without any sign of razor burns or knicks. Seeing his face now, Isaac thought his voice didn’t match the image of an agent pounding on the door at his warehouse. 

	Isaac narrowed his eyes, confused. He had seen rooms like this before, and he knew you didn’t find yourself in them unless you were in some sort of trouble. But the man’s polite demeanor played a trick on his mind. 

	“One more coffee,” the man said without getting an answer and motioned to someone standing in the doorway, who nodded and closed the door behind him. Hinges groaned. Then silence.

	“Please.” The man pointed at the other chair after a brief moment. “Take a seat.” The last part of his sentence came off as a demand, not a request. 

	Isaac clenched his jaw and looked at the door. He hadn’t heard the lock twist.

	“Isaac.” The man continued to point at the chair and hold his smile. “Sit,” he said and straightened his mouth.

	Isaac reluctantly pulled the chair out and sat, crossing his arms over his chest, squeezing and flexing his biceps and pecs. He had to be close to twice this man’s weight. Then he wondered if that was why he didn’t come in with a gun strapped to his waist. The door opened once more, and the guard returned with a steaming coffee. Black. He sat it on the table in front of Isaac and left without a word. Isaac wondered if he could throw the scalding coffee into the man’s face across from him, run for the door, tackle anyone in his way, maybe grab a handgun off someone on his way out. Take a hostage, a human shield. Someone with a security badge that would let him ride the elevator back to street level. Race to a computer and transfer enough of his bitcoins to a shell account and find a way to cross the southern border before they plastered his face on the morning news. But Emma was still somewhere, stashed away in a similar room…

	“Mr. Young.” The man waved and chuckled at Isaac’s glazed-over and daydreaming eyes. “You with me?” He moved and dodged to center his face in front of Isaac’s blank stare, then glanced down at the coffee. “What? You need cream? Sugar?” 

	Isaac just shook his head slightly, giving up on his impromptu escape plan. 

	The man opened his folder and shuffled through the stack of papers. “Quite the research you’d been doing on Fremont Tower.” He looked up. Isaac didn’t budge. “I’m Calvin Greenwood.” He pressed his palm against his chest and nodded. 

	“I don’t care,” Isaac grunted. Back at the warehouse, Calvin Greenwood hadn’t introduced himself as an agent or an officer, and he still hadn’t here. Isaac was still trying to figure out if these people were a private enterprise or not.

	“Fair enough.” Calvin Greenwood clicked his pen, then twirled it between his index and middle finger.

	“What do you want from me?”

	“First a couple questions, just to establish … just a few questions. Where were you on 9/11?”

	“9/11?” Isaac wrinkled his brow and cocked his mouth to the side.

	“Don’t worry.” Calvin smiled, but now it seemed forced. “We don’t suspect you were involved.” He chuckled again, a hollow ha ha. “We know who did it. But where were you?”

	“UTTR. Utah Test and Training Range. It’s a military training site located in—”

	“In Utah. Yeah, I gathered that from the name.” Calvin scratched his pen against his legal pad in the shape of a checkmark, down a short distance then up, like he’d already known the answer but wanted to see what Isaac told him. “Very good. Very good. And what about 7/7?” He narrowed his eyes and leaned forward.

	“7/7? Like July seventh?”

	“Exactly.” He nodded.

	“What year? I don’t know.” A single camera in the corner of the room blinked a green light. Pulsed, like electronic breathing.

	“It’s fine.” Calvin flipped his hand around in the air and clicked his pen, jotting something down in the margins. “Now for some word associations. Just tell me the first word that comes to mind.” He waited for Isaac to agree, but he offered nothing. “Okay, first word. Florida.”

	“Beaches.”

	“President.”

	“War.”

	“Christmas.”

	“Lights.”

	As the list continued, Isaac watched the blinking breathing camera, its dark electronic retina zooming in and out.

	“Virus.”

	“COVID.”

	“Cancer.”

	“Hospital.” This was what he said. What he thought was, Mom, then he wondered if the blinking camera had captured that brief moment of hesitation, measuring his response and informing Calvin Greenwood that he was holding something back.

	“North Sentinel Island.” Calvin continued.

	The flow, the back and forth, stopped. Isaac shook his head. “I don’t …” Something sounded familiar to him. Then he recalled the news stories he’d heard over the last few months. “You mean that island in the news? The explosion?”

	“Try to keep your responses to one word. Moving on. Tijuana.”

	“Tequila.”

	“Family.”

	“Emma.”

	“Taured.”

	“Tah-red?” Isaac repeated the word back to Calvin.

	“That’ll do.” Calvin jotted more on the legal pad. For a moment there was no sound save for the lights humming and his pen scratching against the paper. “Now, your involvement at Fremont Tower what was it?” He set the pad face down on the table and leaned back.

	“Shouldn’t I have an attorney?”

	“Do you need an attorney?”

	“Am I under arrest?”

	“Should we arrest you?”

	“I guess what I’m asking is am I able to call an attorney? Call anyone?”

	“No. Not now. Not yet. But your ability to make any phone calls, have any meetings in the future depends greatly on what you tell us tonight.”

	Isaac uncrossed his arms and leaned forward. “Who are you with? FBI?”

	“I’m not here to answer your questions Mr. Young. Let’s just say I work for an agency that is part of the Department of Defense,” Calvin said.

	“That doesn’t narrow it down. DCSA?” Isaac asked, and Calvin shook his head. “DTRA?” Again, Calvin shook his head. “SDA?” Isaac inflected his voice a bit, like that was highly unlikely. SDA stood for Space Development Agency.

	“It is a string of letters and there may be a D in there, but, then again, that’s pretty common for agencies in the Department of Defense. It’s not important right now, Mr. Young. I’m not interested in arresting you for whatever it was you were doing in the building, whatever it was that caused you to wear a ski mask, pull a fire alarm, and flee the scene. But just because I don’t want to arrest you, doesn’t mean I won’t arrest you. Or Emma.” He paused to make sure he had Isaac’s attention. “And when I arrest you, you won’t go to Maricopa County lockup or FCI Phoenix. You, and Emma, would go somewhere not listed on the Bureau of Prisons website. A place lost to the rest of the country, beyond the reach of the district or appellate courts, or journalists, or pro bono attorneys with the Freedom Project. It’s not just ICE or Homeland Security that can disappear people without question. You see, to me, arrest means disappear.” Calvin balled his hand into a fist and blew into it with a puff, fluttering his fingers in the air. “I want to know what exactly you were doing at Fremont Tower earlier today. And what it was you saw.”

	Isaac didn’t answer, didn’t speak, barely moved. He focused on his breathing. His mind drifted back to his escape. The hot coffee, cooling more and more every second that passed. His only weapon diminishing with every slender ribbon of steam wafting up from the cup.

	“Right now, you’re thinking what to tell me. How much to hold back as a bargaining chip to get you out of whatever this is. If you haven’t figured it out yet, let me be perfectly clear—this is the time to use your bargaining chips. There is no other time, no later stage where you might be even closer to disappearing. Speak now, or forever hold your peace.”

	“Where is Emma?” He looked past Calvin at the wall behind him. He knew it was his fault for her being here. It was his fault for ever bringing her into this line of work—heists, robbery, theft. He was the one who couldn’t cope after Naomi died. He couldn’t function at any normal job. He couldn’t answer to any boss. He could only focus on making enough money to never do anything ever again, to sit quietly on a beach or in the mountains of South America and hope to find some sort of peace. Checking out of society was all he could focus on. No people. No problems. No pain. He didn’t have to drag Emma into all of this. She had worked as an investigator at a large law firm. She was good at her job. Made good money. Seemed happy. Now she was trapped somewhere in this building, all because of Isaac’s need to retire early and check out of society and get away from everyone. She was the only thing keeping him from bolting down the hall. Isaac was a large man, 6 feet 2 inches, 210 pounds, broad shoulders, and, with enough speed, he figured he could tackle just about anyone who got in his way. 

	“Coffee’s getting cold.” Calvin Greenwood raised his eyebrows and nodded at the paper cup. He didn’t look like a fighter, like a field agent of some sort, like a person who could be working out the same escape scenario. But something in his tone let on that he knew precisely what Isaac was thinking.

	He flipped through several pages from his folder and read from them. “You were a Red Cell member?” Isaac sat back and crossed his arms again. He didn’t answer. “Red Cell? Red Team? Is that the right term?” Still no reply. “Red Cell.” He held up a document with most of the writing redacted and blacked out. “It’s even secretive within the DoD. I’ve always been quite fascinated with the idea of you guys. I mean, breaking into our own government facilities—for fun! Well, sure, not for fun, I get it, you guys were testing for vulnerabilities. Weaknesses. Seeing where terrorists and the sort might strike. That kind of thing. But to be so independent. Strike when you want, where you want. Fake IDs. Spycraft.” Calvin’s eyes grew wide and he smiled like a kid. 

	Then he leaned forward and waved a hand for Isaac to lean in too. Isaac didn’t move. Quietly, Calvin asked, “Is it true a Red Cell unit kidnapped a security guard at a naval base and,” he looked around like one would in a restaurant to see if anyone was listening, “tortured him for twenty-four hours? Just to see if he’d give them a way in? Just to see if he’d turn?”

	Isaac had met interrogators like this. He knew it was an act, pretending to be somewhat uninformed. Maybe it was to build rapport. But he also knew that information about Red Cells was buried so deep, redacted so black, that it wouldn’t matter what he said here. He could retell every Red Cell job he’d ever been assigned with extreme specificity, but there would be no way to corroborate such details.

	“It was thirty hours,” Isaac corrected him.

	“Shit! Was that you?” Calvin leaned back and slapped his knee with an open palm.

	Shaking his head, Isaac said, “That was in the eighties. Eventually some rules were put in place. Even Red Cells can’t do anything they want.”

	“But that’s what you did? The rumors are true?” 

	Isaac simply nodded. Red Cells were one of the most, if not the most, secretive government operatives. The very fact that the man across from Isaac knew of their existence and that Isaac was involved meant he was high up. The term came from the cold war, when the military carried out war simulations. In these games, they’d spread flags across a large map of the world. The United States forces were represented by blue flags, the Soviets by red. Since the modern-day Red Cells were taking up the goals and mindset of the United States’ enemies in their search for vulnerabilities, they also took the color of the opponent during these war simulations. Red Cells.

	“But you got out. Why?” Calvin asked.

	“That’s personal.” Isaac thought of Naomi. The flowers by her graveside had likely long since withered. Orchids, those were her favorite.

	“Well, believe it or not, when we saw that tape of you running out of the building, when we ran your face through our system, and it came up as ex-Red Cell member Isaac Young—we all sat up a little straighter.”

	“Those records are supposed to be sealed.” Sealed was what Isaac said. Destroyed was what he was told. But he never really believed the United States Government would keep their word. Not one hundred percent.

	“Nothing is sealed, not completely.”

	“That brings me back to who you are exactly?”

	“All in good time, Mr. Young. All in good time. But first, you saw three men? Or was it four?” 

	Isaac didn’t answer. Clearly this man worked for some agency with great resources, and that could mean Isaac was wrapped up in something very dangerous or very important. Possibly both. 

	“Okay.” Calvin sipped his coffee. “I’ll tell you what we know, then you fill in the gaps.” He spun an 8x10 photo to face Isaac. “Three men exited Fremont Tower just a few minutes after you, but they kept their ski masks on. The cops on scene heard gunfire on the third floor, where they found forty pounds of Semtex wrapped around the support columns. Enough to bring the entire building down and leave a nice sized crater in the ground. Enough to damage nearby buildings. Blow out the windows for five blocks. Maybe six. If you hadn’t pulled that fire alarm, and the building wasn’t evacuated, we estimate somewhere around one thousand people would have been inside.”

	“You’re welcome.”

	“Once we found out who you were, we thought maybe it was a Red Cell mission.” Isaac opened his mouth to protest. Calvin held up a hand to stop him. “Even when discussed in hushed tones among colleagues, Red Cells go right up to the edge to attack our vulnerabilities, enough to bring proof to whoever needs to see it that the country is vulnerable to an attack. But they don’t wire up the Semtex and leave it for some rookie cop to find. Plus”—he looked down at a picture of the building— “this is just an office building. Nothing special, right?”

	“You asking me?”

	“Well, you studied the place. Did you find something of interest? Something that would make a group of people want to blow it up?”

	“No.” Isaac shook his head. “Just an office building.”

	“So that’s when the case gets run up the chain and lands on my desk. At my agency.” Isaac understood his wording as a purposeful reminder that Calvin hadn’t told him who he worked for just yet. “Did you see them?”

	“Yeah.”

	“These three men—”

	“There were four.”

	Calvin nodded and said, “Yes, were. One was dead. Left on the third floor. Head caved in at the back.”

	“Burnett.” Isaac swallowed deep. The sharp crack when Burnett’s skull landed on the concrete floor echoed in Isaac’s memory. Then the shiny blood oozing out around his hair onto the matte dusty gray floor. “The other three called that one Burnett.” Isaac cleared his throat. 

	“Burnett.” Calvin nodded and flipped his legal pad over so he could jot the name down. “That’s good, really good. The other three—could you identify them?”

	“Yeah, I think so.” The old man with the shoulder holster. The blonde buzz cut man. And the lanky one with his shaggy hair and silenced pistol. They all were etched in his brain. 

	“Perfect!” Calvin clapped his hands together. “You two may earn your way out of this after all.”

	“Earn?”

	“Let’s take a walk.” 

	Calvin sprang out of his chair and held an arm out, indicating Isaac to step towards the door. He tapped his knuckle on the door twice. The hinges groaned as the heavy door with the wire mesh window swung inward.

	Isaac reluctantly followed Calvin Greenwood through a typical office filled with cubicles in the middle and enclosed offices around the perimeter. People sat and typed, made copies. Isaac tried to look at the computer screens as he passed, but they all had protectors that obscured unless you looked at the screen straight on. There were no emblems or logos to be seen. No letterhead with a department listed at the top. The carpet was clean, no stains, no traffic patterns. There was a slight smell of paint in the air. 

	Calvin led him to a bank of elevators and tapped the button. Once inside, he scanned an ID badge before pressing for the bottom floor.

	“We’re underground?” Isaac asked. When they drove in, they’d entered a large parking garage and spiraled downward. No sky to see. Once in the building, they didn’t go up stairs or an elevator. And now, Calvin was sending the elevator to the lowest floor. By the count of the buttons, they were going four floors down. Four floors underground. “I stayed at a fancy hotel in Vegas once, with penthouses at the top. Needed a special card to even get the elevator up there. Only place I’ve seen you need a badge to go down was—”

	“Yes, we are underground, Mr. Young. Figured you’d realize by now anything our government does, anything that is actually worth a damn, is done underground.”

	“So you can’t be watched, right? You can do whatever you want?”

	“You say watched, I say bothered. It would be a shame if someone were to bother you and I down here.”

	“I’ve seen what the government will do when it’s left unbothered,” Isaac said.

	“Could you do what you did with someone looking over your shoulder?” 

	The elevator reached the bottom floor and dinged. Calvin held his arm out, once more inviting Isaac to exit first, but he didn’t move. 

	“Do you really think people would like the idea of Red Cells? Should we tell everyone you’re out there, planning attacks, kidnapping people, hacking security systems?” 

	Isaac was still inside the elevator. Calvin stepped out and held his arm to keep the doors from closing. 

	“Coming?” 

	Again, Isaac’s mind went to escape. Rip the lanyard from Calvin’s thin neck, scan it inside the elevator to take it all the way up. Head down. Walk like you know where you’re going. Pull the first fire alarm you see. Get out amongst the chaos. 

	But Emma, he thought to himself, then stepped out. 

	On this floor was nothing but winding corridors and dim fluorescent lights. The tile floor was buffed a shining white. No doors or landmarks to memorize should Isaac ever want to retrace their steps back to the elevator. He started counting paces. 

	“Just down here.” Sixteen paces, then left. Then twenty. Another left. Calvin walked quickly through the halls. Isaac’s brain was pulled in two, counting paces and asking himself a long list of questions he had no answers to. Thirty-one paces, then right. 

	Eventually Calvin reached a door that led to a type of room Isaac was familiar with. It was a room where operations were planned, like a college classroom with six rows of stadium seating and large screens scattered around. Rooms he had seen in his work with the military. Usually, the screens displayed satellite images of soon-to-be blown-up villages in the Middle East, or the helmet footage of a small team of Marines in slime-green night vision. But here there were images of Fremont Tower. One, Isaac guessed, was a live stream. Another was a short CCTV clip of him running out the south exit and getting in a car with Emma. Roughly 30 people were in the room. Some hunched over computers. Others watching the screen and jotting notes. 

	“Listen up,” Calvin’s voice boomed. “Men, line up on the right.” He snapped a finger, then to Isaac, “you didn’t see any women?” Isaac shook his head. “Women step aside.” All of them stopped what they were doing. Shut their computers. Set down their notes. The women stepped to the side. The men lined up. They stood straight; hands clasped behind their backs. Chins up. Hooked to their waistband, they all had the same security card Calvin swiped in the elevator. All of them were employees of whatever agency this was.

	“Take a good look, Mr. Young. Are any of the men from the building in this room?” Calvin asked.

	“What?” Isaac turned to look at Calvin. “Shouldn’t they be in a lineup?” he whispered. “Behind glass.”

	“Just take a look at them and tell me if any of them are the men you saw in the building. Please.” Calvin stood straight and clasped his hands behind his back.

	“And what if I point them out? What will you do to them?”

	“No harm will come to them. Point them out if you see them.”

	“I’m supposed to just believe—”

	“Where is Emma right now?” Calvin leaned in close. “Hm? Do you want to see her tonight? Do you want to see her again?” He paused. “Your likelihood of seeing her again is directly tied to your usefulness. Understand? Take. A. Look. Who do you recognize?” He nodded at the crowd of agency employees. 

	Isaac scanned the room. The faces all looked at him. None of them tried to look away or blend in, obscure their face. No one was worried they may be identified, either rightly or wrongly.

	“Him,” Isaac leaned in and whispered. He nodded at the right side of the room at a man who had glasses and buzzcut blonde hair. The Neo-Nazi look-a-like. 

	“That one?” he pointed.

	“Yes.” Isaac worried they may do something, kill the man or beat him on the spot, no trial or jury.

	“Any others?”

	“I – I—” He continued scanning, and then he saw the man with the shaggy brown hair, though now it was shorter, like he’d just had a haircut. “I think him.”

	“Are you sure?” Calvin asked. “Take a good look at him.”

	The man looked Isaac in the eyes.

	“He had longer hair in the back. But it was him.” 

	No one in the room gasped. No one backed away from the men Isaac pointed out. No one seemed to care at all.

	“Did you get that?” Calvin asked a thirty something woman who was taking notes. “Longer hair.” She nodded and scribbled on her notepad. 

	“But it can’t be him,” Isaac said. “I shot him.”

	“You shot him?” Calvin asked excitedly and stepped closer to the man. He pointed a finger at the man’s face. “Him? You shot that one? How many times? Where?”

	Isaac was growing more and more uneasy. His stomach was wrapping around itself. He pinched the bridge of his nose with his thumb and index finger. “Twice. I shot him twice.” He thought back—running away, aiming the gun behind him and firing. Pop. Pop. Then he’d smashed into Burnett, and Burnett smashed into the concrete floor. He had glanced back and seen the man with shaggy hair clutching his stomach. “In the stomach.”

	“Get our blood analysts back out there,” Calvin shouted to the room. “Have them scour every inch of that office, the stairwell, the railing. The bathrooms.” He pointed at the same woman taking notes. “Check hospitals, urgent care clinics, and vet offices. I doubt they’ll seek medical help here, but we may get lucky.” He turned to Isaac. “You’ve done good, Mr. Young. Is there anyone else here you recognize? Anyone? Take a good look.”

	“No one.” Isaac shook his head. “What is this? What’s going on? They’re standing right there!” He pointed. “Why aren’t you arresting them?”

	Calvin turned and left the room. He didn’t ask Isaac to follow, but he followed anyway. They wound through the bright white hallways back to the bank of elevators. 

	“Why aren’t you arresting them? I pointed them out. You don’t believe me?” Isaac chased after him.

	“I believe you, Mr. Young. I believe you. You’ve been very helpful … so far. There is someone else I’d like you to meet. It might help you make sense of things.”

	“I’m not meeting anyone else. I’m not helping you anymore. Not until I see Emma. I need to know she is okay.”

	“And if I bring you to Emma, you will agree to help us further?”

	Isaac darted his eyes back down the bright white hallway, then to the elevator, retracing each step. Could he get out of here once they brought him to Emma? “Just take me to her, then we will talk.”

	 


Chapter 6

	 

	They didn’t go up, at least not all the way up, not back to the empty interrogation room with the heavy metal door and the black coffee that had surely cooled off completely by now. Instead, once inside the elevator, Calvin Greenwood tapped the third button from the bottom. Isaac did the quick math, guessing they were only one floor below the ground floor. Ever since entering this place, Isaac had clocked each turn, trying to remember which direction was north. And as they passed a door for a stairwell, he oriented that it was to the west. If he busted through the door and took the steps two at a time until his chest heaved and his legs burned, he would be in the outside desert heat facing the convention center. Two blocks from town hall. One block from Collier Center Mall where he could blend in with evening shoppers. 

	“You know she didn’t do anything. She just drove the car.” Isaac leaned against the side of the elevator, arms crossed over his chest. 

	The door dinged and slid open to show another floor with cubicles and freshly laid carpet. It looked nothing like the bright white halls down underground. “She went inside the building.” Calvin stepped out. Isaac followed. The ceiling was covered in foam tiles used to insulate and hide all the plumbing and electrical above it. The floor was tight-woven commercial carpet with swirls of blues and grays. The building felt so empty, like everyone had been sent home or told to stay out of sight.

	“But she didn’t do anything. You can just let her go.”

	“Mr. Young.” Calvin stopped and turned. “Are you saying you did do something?” He stepped close enough so Isaac could smell the coffee on his breath. His green eyes burrowed into Isaac’s. It was hard for him to place this man’s intentions. Calvin appeared to play the role of good cop, but there was something calculating in him, like while Isaac was counting paces and tracking which way was north, Calvin had been tracking Isaac in the same way, reading him and measuring every possible response Isaac might offer. All the while Calvin was holding up a friendly mask, but Isaac sensed this shrewdness coming through in bits and pieces.

	“We’re all guilty of something,” Isaac said. He realized he had stepped back from Calvin and pressed his back against the wall. 

	Maybe realizing his other persona was leaking out, Calvin blinked and forced a smile. “I told you already, I don’t want to arrest either of you.”

	“But you would if you had to.”

	“My job is to protect … everyone,” Calvin said, “and if I get the feeling you or Emma are getting in the way of that, then I would gladly arrest you.” Isaac realized ‘arrest’ could mean many things. It was a euphemism for whatever this organization wanted to do with them.

	“I’m just saying, you can send her home,” Isaac said. “There’s no reason to keep us both here. She probably hasn’t slept in twenty-four hours. She visits with her mom on Tuesdays. She’ll wonder when Emma doesn’t show up.”

	“A text from a spoofed phone cloned as Emma’s has already sent a text to her mother, letting her know she can’t make it this Tuesday for lunch. Her mother has a doctor’s appointment in ten days. Emma has promised to take her to that appointment, but until then she will not be missed.” He paused to let his words sink in. The fact that Calvin not only knew all of this so quickly, but that he could devise a plan to account for Emma’s whereabouts within a couple hours made Isaac’s heart thud deep in his chest and the large vein running up his neck pulsed against his skin. Then Calvin asked, “Who do you visit?” Isaac guessed he knew the answer already. No one. His world shrunk immeasurably when Naomi died.

	“There’s no need to stress us both out,” he said, defeated.

	“We offered her coffee.” Calvin smiled and started back down the hall. “Plus, like I said, she did go in the building.” He stopped at a door with a guard posted next to it. When they neared, the guard stepped aside without a word. “Which means she is of use to us. You both are.” 

	He opened the door to reveal Emma was sitting in the room.

	“Emma!” Isaac pushed past Calvin. A quick scan of Emma showed she wasn’t injured or distressed, only nervous. But now relieved. “Are you okay?”

	Emma sprung up to wrap her arms around Isaac. She squeezed tight and held longer than a typical hug. “I’m fine.” She nodded with her face pressed into his shoulder. 

	“I’ll let you two catch up. I’ll come back in a bit to fully debrief you.” Calvin closed the door behind him.

	“What is this place?” Emma whispered as soon as they were alone. 

	Isaac looked around. Inside the room there was a small cot and a desk with one chair. Next to the door was a watercooler. Isaac reached and twisted the door knob.

	“Locked.”

	“I don’t get it. They told me we aren’t arrested. Do they know about—”

	“Don’t.” He cut her off before she could mention the diamonds and scanned the ceiling, sweeping his gaze into each corner. He was still lying to himself. Still thinking he could get his hands on those diamonds. “Listening, more than likely. What have they told you?”

	“Nothing really. They took me to a room. Asked if I recognized anyone.”

	“Downstairs?” Isaac asked, and Emma nodded.

	“I told them I didn’t recognize any of them.” 

	Isaac ran his hands over each wall and checked under the cot, then he crawled on the floor to check the underside of the small table. The carpet smelled new. 

	“What’s weird is they asked me where I was on 9/11. They can’t still be investigating 9/11, and they can’t think we had anything to do with,” she chuckled, “9/11.” She shook her head. “They asked about you. About your past. Red Cells.”

	“Yeah, I know.”

	“How do they know that? Isn’t it supposed to be confidential?”

	“Classified. Yeah.” He stood from the floor.

	“Isaac! Talk to me. What did they tell you? What did they ask you? Come on!”

	Squinting and looking at each fluorescent bulb overhead, he said, “Pretty much the same. Asked where I was on 9/11 and on 7/7. Did some word association bullshit.”

	“Me too. 7/7?”

	“Asked about my past. Took me downstairs. Asked me if I recognized anyone.”

	“And?”

	“Yeah.” Isaac nodded slightly after looking around the room for recording devices and finding nothing. He settled in the only chair, and Emma sat on the cot. Quietly, he said, “Yeah, I recognized two of them.”

	“Two! They had a line up?”

	“No, it was like they were employees. They were right in front of me.” 

	“And you pointed them out, right there, in front of everybody?” Emma leaned in, pressing her elbows on her knees. 

	“Yeah.” Isaac was conversing, but he was still trying to work things out in his head. Government agency. Something within the DoD. High up enough to not only know about Red Cells, but also that Isaac was a member. High up enough to have facial recognition software, and for that software to have the ability to pull up someone like Isaac—someone with no criminal record. That narrowed it down to only a few agencies. CIA maybe, but this wasn’t how they operated. They wouldn’t march him around the building in full view. They wouldn’t bring him into a full ops room. No, his treatment would involve a blindfold and a pair of zip ties if this were the CIA. NSA would have the facial recognition capabilities, but they were all computers and hacking. Nothing Isaac could help them with. 

	“And they arrested them? Took them away?” Emma asked.

	“No.” Isaac crossed his arms over his chest, thinking through the last two hours. “They didn’t arrest either of them.”

	“What the hell? So it was their own operatives running a mission? You busted them. Now they’re seeing how much we know?”

	“It’s not that. Something more.” He blinked and looked Emma in the eyes. “One of the men I recognized—” He leaned in close, and Emma scooted to the edge of the cot to listen. “I shot him. Twice.” He jabbed his finger into his stomach twice.

	Emma didn’t speak right away. She just swallowed and wrinkled her brow. Her eyes were the same shade as Naomi’s, the same grey, almost silver like a polished half dollar. Framed by the same dark eyelashes.

	“I shot him in the stomach. Apparently, I killed the other one, the one I knocked to the floor. I knew he fell hard, but I thought maybe he was just knocked out.” Isaac leaned back, breaking eye contact with Emma, rubbing the back of his head. It had been a long time since he killed anyone.

	“And I’m assuming he wasn’t shot when you saw him in that room?” Emma leaned back too. She swung her legs up on the cot and laid down. The springs squeaked under her body.

	“He was up there, standing, like nothing ever happened to him.”

	“It wasn’t him,” a voice came from somewhere. “It wasn’t him.” The phantom voice drifted through the wall. 

	Isaac crawled on the floor, searching for the voice’s origin. Emma jumped from the cot and squeezed under the table with Isaac. Both their faces inches from each other and pushed near a vent in the wall. 

	“What did you say?” Isaac asked into the vent. “Who are you?”

	“I said it wasn’t him.” 

	The voice was faint, a whisper of a whisper. Isaac moved even closer to the vent. 

	“They look like us, but…” 

	The voice trailed off into mumbles and breathing. Isaac couldn’t make anything out. Emma moved, so her ear was pressed against the vent. Their faces looking at each other, nearly touching. 

	“They come from the other side.”

	“The other?” Isaac struggled to hear each word.

	“Side. The other side,” the voice said more forcefully, irritated it had to repeat itself so much.

	“What side?” Isaac asked. “Who are you?”

	“Frost,” was all he could make out. 

	The door opened. Isaac sat up and hit his head on the underside of the table. It was Calvin. 

	“We, uh, having fun in here?” He looked around the small room, then down at the vent. His eyes jerked to the left, to the wall separating their room from the other man’s. Frost. Then he looked up at the camera in the corner. “Let’s go.”

	Isaac and Emma stood. 

	“No,” Isaac said. “Not until you tell us what’s going on. Who’s over there?” He pointed at the wall.

	“If you want answers, you won’t get them here.” Calvin glanced at the vent and clenched his jaw. “At least not honest answers. This is a busy office, particularly busy tonight, and we are holding other—”

	“Prisoners?” Emma blurted out.

	“Not prisoners … guests.” Calvin pulled the corners of his mouth up into a forced smile. “Now you want answers—I’m offering them to you. It’s a rare chance. And I’m willing to admit we need you, so we’re prepared to give you answers, provided you help us in turn.” He held his arm out, inviting them to leave the small room. 

	Isaac looked at Emma, but she was looking straight at Calvin.

	“And what if we don’t want to help you?” she asked.

	“Let’s not jump to conclusions.” His forced smile fell straight. “There are three types of people in this building. Employees. Guests. And prisoners. And you surely don’t work here. So let’s make sure you continue to be our guests. Okay?”

	“Let’s just see what they have to say.” Isaac turned to face Emma, his back to Calvin. In a gruff whisper, he told her, “We don’t have much of a choice right now.” He gripped her arms. “We see what they have to say, tell them what they want to know, and we get out of here. Alright?” Isaac knew this was a lie. He knew how all agencies worked, sucking an informant dry until they had everything they could possibly ever need, then tossing them to the wolves once they became more trouble than they were worth. When he said they had no choice, he’d lied too … technically. They always had a choice. Disappear, arrest, murder. It wasn’t much of a choice, but it was a choice. For now, Isaac found helping these people preferable to the alternative.

	Her shoulders rose and fell with each deliberate breath. She hadn’t moved her eyes from Calvin, so now she just stared into Isaac’s chest. She didn’t answer, only nodded and jerked her arms free from Isaac’s grip. 

	Back out in the hallway, Calvin walked quickly to the elevators. He pulled a small device from his pocket and spoke into it. 

	“Our guest on three is awake. Can you take him back down?” 

	There was no response on the radio device. He slipped it back into his pocket and stepped into the elevator when the doors opened. The three of them rode in silence back down to the lowest floor. Back down to the floor where Isaac identified the neo-Nazi and the man who used to have scruffy hair and two bullets in his gut. Tracking each turn, Isaac knew they were walking south. After a walk through the winding halls, Calvin rapped his knuckles on a door with no real markings, no room number or name, then entered without invitation. Emma and Isaac followed. The furniture was mid-century, cherry wood and dark brass knobs. A glass display case on hairpin legs to the right was filled with memorabilia; signed baseballs, ticket stubs, magazines nestled in plastic slipcovers and propped up on stands, comic books and vinyl records, a silk stovepipe top hat on a red velvet tray. Each item was washed in the glow of the orange downlights embedded in the top of the display case, locked behind the glass like a department store jewelry case. His mind once again went back to the diamonds. 

	In the center of the room was a desk, and sitting at it was the old man Isaac had seen in the building with the shoulder holster and round tortoiseshell glasses. Elbows resting on the wood, hands clasped together. Behind him was a large tattered and framed American flag.

	“You’re him,” Isaac said, pausing just inside the office. Emma stayed by his side, while Calvin continued until he stood between them and the man at the desk. “He was at the building too.” Isaac pointed and looked at Calvin. “He was the third man. Jones. His name is Jones.”

	“Please sit,” Calvin said. “It’s okay.” He motioned to a couch in front of the desk.

	“I’ll stand,” Isaac said.

	“Me too.” Emma crossed her arms over her chest.

	“Suit yourself,” the old man, Jones, said. His voice sounded the same as it had when he spoke to Isaac earlier. Stern. Smug. “I’ll cut to the chase. We would like you to run an op for us.”

	Run an op. Those were words Isaac had heard before. With the military. It made things sound more important. More exciting. It was meant to make the person sent on the mission think they were living in an action movie, that they were indestructible, just actors running lines, out of harm’s way. It worked on younger kids used to playing Call of Duty and shooting only at targets on a screen.

	“Op? I don’t even know who you are.”

	“We are the United States Government. Some might say we represent the entire world in this matter.” Jones smiled to show his straight teeth. Then he nodded at Calvin.

	Snapping to action, Calvin held out a business card. “Here,” he said.

	For a few seconds, Isaac debated taking it, like that alone would bind him to this mission. As though in taking the card between his fingers, he would enter into a pact. Before he could make up his mind, though, Emma reached out and snatched it.

	“Department of Universal Protection and Defense,” she read aloud. 

	Isaac leaned over and looked at it in her hand. Aside from the title of the agency there were two circles overlapping like a Venn diagram.

	“What is that? I’ve never heard of the Department of Universal Protection.”

	“And Defense.” Jones held up a finger and leaned back in his chair. “Yes, I’ve always figured it was redundant too. Tried to get it changed many times, but you know the government. Getting anything changed is like getting blood from a stone.” 

	There was a knock at the door. Emma and Isaac turned at the sound. 

	“Come in!” Jones said loudly.

	The door opened and a man stepped in, walked across the room, and stopped next to Jones. His hands were clasped behind his back, shoulders pulled back, chest forward.

	“You recognize him?” Jones asked Isaac.

	“Yes.” Isaac nodded. It was the man he’d killed earlier that day. The man whose skull he had cracked against the hard concrete floor. Burnett. “But … he’s …” Isaac couldn’t suppress a violent shiver that started somewhere in his chest then vibrated up to his jaw and head. The sharp crack of the man’s skull against the concrete echoed again in his mind. 

	“Dead. And the man you identified earlier. Shot. Our forensics team can confirm there was blood left behind at the building. You did shoot him. You aren’t crazy.”

	“How?” Isaac’s voice shook a little, then he cleared his throat. This was as close to a ghost Isaac had ever been. 

	He pointed at the card Emma still had in her hand and raised his eyebrows.

	“Universal Protection,” Emma said softly.

	“And Defense,” Calvin finished the name. 

	“Universe? Like space?” Isaac asked and looked at Emma, then back at Jones. 

	“Not quite. We leave space protection to other agencies.” He stood from behind his desk and walked around the still alive Burnett. “Universe, like our world, or dimension. As in an alternate universe.”

	“Alternate?” Isaac looked around the room. “This is a joke, right?”

	“We figured showing you Burnett here would help ease you into the idea. But it is real. There is another universe. A separate universe to ours—mirror images, almost.” Jones leaned on the front of his desk. “Some things are different.” He waved Emma and Isaac over to the display case. Tapping the glass, he said, “See there. Babe Ruth baseball card. Signed. See the team?” 

	Isaac leaned in close until his breath fogged against the glass. 

	“San Francisco Giants.” Jones smiled. “Not the Yankees. Not the Red Sox. And he was quite an average player over there.” He moved his finger and pointed at a magazine. “TIME magazine.” He tapped the glass. The cover read President Elect Al Gore Celebrates Landslide Win Against Bush. “This is my favorite.” 

	Emma and Isaac followed the old man’s gaze to the black top hat. Now, closer, Isaac saw a frayed hole in the middle of the hat, near the top. 

	“Lincoln’s hat from the night of his assassination attempt.”

	“Attempt?” Isaac asked.

	“Yes. Over there, Booth missed.”

	“Over there?”

	“Yes. Over there. The other side.” 

	“The other side,” Isaac whispered the words to himself, the same words the muffled voice of Frost had spoken through the vent upstairs. 

	“Off by a matter of inches. Like I said—a mirror image, but not exact. Similar, not the same, like rhyming words.” He turned to face Emma and Isaac. “You don’t have to believe me, not completely, not yet. But I promise you will. Once you go there—”

	“Go there!” Emma interrupted. Isaac stayed silent.

	“Yes, Ms. Harris. Go there. Once you go there, you will believe me. You will see.”

	“Who says we’re going there?” Emma demanded.

	“We are asking you to. This other world—the other side, if you will—you saw them.” Jones pointed at Isaac. “They are not nice people. They wish us harm. Not just our government, or our country—they want to harm our entire universe. Our entire existence.”

	Emma moved towards the door. “Even if I believed you, I’m not traveling to – to another … world!” 

	She turned and pulled the door open to find a man blocking the way, a rifle slung across his chest. She looked back at Calvin first, then Jones. “If I’m not under arrest, then let me out. This is a free country, isn’t it?” She looked at Isaac, silently pleading with him to say something, back her up, storm out.

	Jones stepped towards Emma and took her wrist in his hand, squeezing gently and turning her back into the room. “Yes, that is why we are asking.” He peered at Isaac, straight mouthed. “You want to tell her?”

	Isaac sighed. “We aren’t leaving here if we don’t agree. They’d never give us this type of information and just let us leave.” 

	“We know what you’ve been up to,” Calvin said. “Your interest in the jeweler on the tenth floor. We spoke to them. It seems millions in loose diamonds are missing from their vault. And if we dig into your lives enough, I’m guessing we find more jobs just like this. Even if we let you go, it would be our duty to inform the local authorities of your activities. Maybe the FBI.”

	As if on cue, the man with the rifle pulled the door shut.

	“If you do this for us, it will go a long way to us letting you get back to your life, back to whatever you were doing in that building.”

	“A long way? Letting us?” Emma gasped. “You’re going to let us go back to our lives?”

	“Possibly.”

	This was the start, the beginning of them using up Emma and Isaac, dangling the carrot of freedom just out of reach. Isaac always knew there was a chance breaking the law could get them in trouble, force them to do things they didn’t want to do to remain free. He’d just never thought it would be this. 

	“You do this for us, for your country, and we convince those jewelers not to report their diamonds missing. We may even reimburse them for their bad luck. It could be as if today never happened,” Jones said. “And, when you’re back, we can discuss next steps.” He looked at Isaac.

	Who else had they made this promise to, Isaac thought, then asked, “Who is Frost?”

	“Frost?” The old man looked at Calvin, who leaned in and whispered. Nodding, Jones said, “Dr. Frost is a scientist who works for us. He went … rogue with some experiments. Nothing you need to worry about.”

	“Why us?” Emma asked.

	“You mean besides Mr. Young’s unique background with the Red Cells? We saw what you had back in your warehouse. You both studied that building, memorized every aspect of it. Traced its electrical wiring through the building, learned the security systems,” Jones said. “We could do the same, but we don’t have months. We need you to go there, to their Fremont Tower, and tell us what precisely is different from ours.”

	“How do you know something is different?” Isaac asked.

	“Something is always different.” He motioned to the display case filled with memorabilia just slightly off from their own world. “They wouldn’t have tried to attack us there if something wasn’t. There is something they want to protect in their world. Something at Fremont Tower.” 

	Jones opened the door for all of them to leave. Emma was first, like she couldn’t wait to get out of the office. Isaac and Calvin followed. 

	“Calvin can explain the rest to you. We’ll set you up with an escort. Someone to guard you over there. You pop over, check things out, and come back.” 

	The man Isaac had killed, the alternate version of him, still stood by the old man’s desk in the office. His skull wasn’t cracked and gushing blood out like a broken egg. He hadn’t budged since he walked into the room, hadn’t blinked at any talk of alternate universes. 

	“You’ll be back by tomorrow.” Jones smiled and shut the door.

	 


Chapter 7

	 

	Boston was cold, at least colder than Andrew was used to. Or maybe it was just this Boston. 

	With each step closer to the house on Pine Glen Terrace, to a world he hoped he would recognize, Andrew analyzed everything, scanning his surroundings for any differences between this place and the one he’d come from. The one he’d left behind. Home. But each time he thought of the old world in those terms, he had to remind himself it wasn’t his home. This was his home now. Whatever happened on North Sentinel Island when the final portal mixed with whatever explosion was caused by Frank Parker’s nuclear batteries, he was pretty confident those circumstances couldn’t be replicated. Which was all to say, there were no portals left to open. He was here. This was his home, and the sooner he thought of it that way, the easier it would be for him.

	The airport looked the same. The inside of the subway looked the same. The same smell, a mix of overflowing garbage cans and cigar smoke. The same blue line train left Logan International, taking him through the same four stops and then a change over to the green line. The molded plastic seats on the train felt the same. The lights of the subway flickered out every few minutes, just as he remembered. The green line led to his stop at Kent Street. 

	Andrew circled the block. He wanted to see Kate, this Kate, but he wanted to search for something different in this world. Anything different. Perhaps he was afraid Kate wouldn’t be enough to change things for him. If everything was all the same here, then what was stopping things from ending up the same as they did back in the other world? What was there to stop him from ignoring her? To stop their relationship from fraying at the ends until the entire thing unraveled? To stop this Kate from also taking her own life? If nothing in this world was really different, then perhaps his presence here would be a catalyst to nudge this world onto the same path as the other world. Perhaps all of this, in both places, would be his fault.

	So he walked the block, analyzing each house, each car, each shop along each street. He passed the house, Kate’s house. He passed a black van parked on the other side of the street, but took no real notice of it. Spotting differences wasn’t the only thing he had been thinking of ever since he boarded the plane in Sri Lanka. With equal concern, he wondered what the other Andrew was doing. Where was he? Her text to him, please come home, made it seem that the other Andrew had been gone for some time. But to where? For how long? Those thoughts had rattled inside him. 

	Borrowing someone’s phone during his layover in London, he searched his own name. In his world, he would have seen articles about Andrew Ripley’s legal battles with Frank Parker. And now, he guessed, in his old world, were articles about Frank, Reina, and himself going missing after a treacherous trip to North Sentinel Island. But in this world, there was nothing. Not even a listing for a phone number or address in Boston or a mention on the MIT alumni page. 

	According to this world’s internet, Andrew Ripley didn’t exist. Except for one mention. A video of Dr. Reina Sakai posted on her own personal website where she asked her fans, her readers, her followers to report any sightings of her old friend. Then to the camera, the other Reina Sakai – the one whose skull Andrew caved in and left dead on the other North Sentinel Island – spoke to Andrew directly, pleading for him to come home, to let others know he was safe. He stopped the video abruptly. He couldn’t look at that Reina. Dead Reina. Ghost Reina. After a third walk around the block, he couldn’t wait any longer. He stepped up to the front door and knocked.

	The deadbolt inside the front door slid open. It was like she had been waiting there, just as excited as he was. The door opened, and there she was. His wife. Until now, the final image he had of her was in her coffin, nestled in silk pillows, wearing a dress her mother picked out. Pale. Too pale. Not real. Not alive. This is home, he said to himself over and over. This is your home. This is your home. This is your wife. She smiled a smile he hadn’t seen for so long he had almost forgotten it. He stepped inside and wrapped his arms around her, half expecting her to disappear. An apparition only here to taunt and remind him of what he’d lost. 

	“I missed you so much,” he said with his face pressed into her shoulder and neck. He squeezed her tight, and she hugged him back.

	“I missed you too.”

	Andrew noticed how tightly she hugged him. Perhaps her thoughts were the same. Maybe he had been wiped from this world just as his presence on the internet seemed to be. Did she look at him as the same sort of ghost, likely to disappear if she let go? For both of them, it seemed, this was less a home coming and more a resurrection.

	They stood in the entryway for a few minutes, barely speaking, just hugging, burying their faces into each other’s bodies. This is your world. This is your world.

	“Come in.” Kate was the first to let go and ease away from him. She shut the front door. Andrew wiped at his eyes. “Come in,” she repeated.

	As he stepped inside, Andrew looked at the house. Now things looked different. The walls were bright white instead of light blue. The furnishings more modern. The air inside was warm. A fire crackled inside a fireplace in the living room. His mind flashed back to the island. The orange flames flickered, and his mind saw the funeral pyre he, Reina, and Kusal had built to burn the body of one of the Sentinelese. The stench of his burnt body still clung inside Andrew’s nostrils. He had scrubbed his face and hands with rough airport bathroom paper towels, rubbing soap and water far up his forearms, over and over until he thought the stench of the island was faded enough.

	But he could still smell the whale carcass rotting on North Sentinel, the other North Sentinel Island. He could still smell the burning body, the rotting fruit, the salt in the air, the dried seaweed scattered over the beach. He hoped he had scrubbed enough to get the island’s stench off his skin, if only so others wouldn’t smell it on him. 

	“Here.” Kate waved him further into the living room. “Sit. Do you want something to drink? Water?” She didn’t wait for him to answer, rushing to get a glass from the kitchen. He heard the faucet running. “Here.” She reappeared, handing the glass to him. Her hand shook just slightly. He wondered if his lips looked dry. Did he look sunburnt? Tired? Thirsty?

	Andrew brought the glass to his lips. It tasted the same. He had hoped it wouldn’t. He wanted this world to be different. This is your home. This is your home.

	“So…” Kate didn’t know what to say, that much was obvious to Andrew. He gulped the water down. “Where … where were you?” What she meant was where have you been. “You were in … Sri Lanka? This entire time?” 

	She sat down on the sofa. He took the chair on the other side of the living room. Kate glanced over at the wall, squinting her eyes at something that Andrew couldn’t make out.

	“How long has it been?” He gulped more water, buying time. 

	“Five years, Andrew.”

	“I was in Sri Lanka.” Andrew nodded. How to explain this? Craft a story that allowed him to take over this Andrew’s life? Kidnapped? Amnesia? “Have you heard of North Sentinel Island?” The words came out. No plan. 

	“North Sentinel Island,” she repeated the name and looked up. “That’s where Reina went.” She leaned forward with her elbows on her knees.

	“Reina?” Andrew’s heart sped up until it was like a sledgehammer crashing into his ribcage.

	“Yes. The Indian Prime Minister says she went there against his orders two weeks ago. She hasn’t returned. It’s been on the news. She was going to be the first to visit the island or something. Did you go with her?”

	“No,” Andrew said quickly. He didn’t want to place himself on the island if it was common knowledge that Reina was also there. Dead Reina. Murdered Reina. “No. I was going to go, but it seemed too dangerous. I only made it as far as Sri Lanka.”

	“And before that? Where have you been all these years?”

	“I … I can’t …” Andrew’s hands shook and he balled them into fists. “Five years,” he whispered to himself. With all information of this Andrew Ripley seemingly wiped from the internet, he couldn’t craft a story ahead of time. And his mind struggled to come up with an explanation on the spot.

	“You need to talk to me. You owe me an explanation, Andrew.”

	“I don’t know where I was.”

	“How’d you get to Sri Lanka then. Let’s go backwards. Retrace your steps. How long were you there? What do you remember?”

	Andrew searched for a story, but it was like assembling a jigsaw puzzle without a full picture, where both sides of the pieces had a similar but only slightly different image. He did this all while fighting off the images of the rock smashing into the skull of this world’s Reina, and arrows piercing Frank’s body. He’d blink away the sounds of the funeral chants, the howler monkeys hooting overhead, the swarms of flies buzzing in black clouds around the bloated whale carcass. He swallowed down the rest of his water. 

	“Andrew, talk to me. Five damn years. Not an email or text message. You left all of your clothes in the closet. Nothing. I thought you were—” She sighed and closed her eyes. “I thought you were dead. We looked for years.”

	“We?” He met her eyes. 

	“Yeah, Frank.” She scrunched her face up, like that should have been obvious. “He spent, psshh, I don’t know how many thousands of dollars looking for you. Private investigators, TV ad time. He offered a $250,000 reward for any information.”

	“Frank Parker?” Andrew asked. Was this what was different?

	“Yeah, Frank. He never gave up hope. He never admitted you were dead. You need to call him. Thank him.”

	“Thank him?”

	“Andrew!” Kate snapped. “Stop repeating everything I say. Talk to me. Tell me where you’ve been. Tell me why you left!”

	“I should have never left. I’m sorry. That wasn’t me. I’ll never leave you again.”

	“Andrew,” she said his name the same as he remembered. She shook her head and looked down at her lap. “Five years.”

	“I know it’s a long time, but we can come back from this. We’ve—”

	“Five years, and all you can say is you were in Sri Lanka. Why did you leave in the first place? Where did you go? What have you been doing to survive for five years? Who have you been staying with?” She looked up, eyes wide, jaw clenched. Tears pooled in the corner of her eyes and her face was flushed. It was five years of pain built up and ready to burst out. 

	“I – That wasn’t me, Kate. Please believe me. The man who left you five years ago, that wasn’t me. I’m here. I’m here for good.” A car door slammed somewhere outside, then another, and another. “I want to tell you everything. I will tell you everything. But you have to trust me. Do you trust me?” He looked into her eyes, eyes he hadn’t seen in months. Or eyes he’d never seen—technically. But this was his home now. This was his Kate. He just had to win her back – and make sure the other Andrew never showed up.

	The door burst open. Men dressed in black SWAT gear rushed into the room, boots thudding against the wood floors and pistols drawn. Kate jumped from the sofa and backed away. Andrew remained frozen. 

	“Andrew Ripley,” one of the masked agents said in a muffled voice, his gloved finger wrapped around the trigger of his pistol. “You are ordered to come with us.”

	“You? Who – who are you?”

	The men didn’t try to cuff him. They loomed over him, the black holes of their guns staring him down.

	“Andrew.” Calvin Greenwood stepped in behind the five agents. “Come on. We’ve got some questions.” He flicked his fingers, summoning Andrew to stand. “We can do this the easy way, or we can do it the hard way.” 

	Almost involuntarily, Andrew stood, hands held out to his side. 

	“Atta boy.” Calvin smiled, and the two agents stepped backward with each step Andrew made towards them. “I knew you wouldn’t give us any trouble. It’s been a while, but I’d like to think we’re still friends.”

	“Friends?” Andrew walked to the front door. He glanced at Kate, but she kept her eyes down. Did she expect this? Andrew wondered. 

	The agents backed out of the front door; guns still drawn. Calvin walked behind Andrew. In the street were two black vans, windows tinted dark. One unmarked police car was parked as well, its lights flashing and lighting up the entire street. As one of the agents pushed Andrew’s head down and nudged him into the back of a van, it was all Andrew could think to himself. This is your home. This is your home. This is your home.

	 


Chapter 8

	 

	They rode through the desert landscape where the red sands and hard-packed dirt resembled something closer to Mars than Earth. The distant craggy mountains were outlined in the last light of the sun, traced in orange that gave way to a deep purple haze, and above that, higher still, a smattering of pin-prick stars. The black cracked asphalt stretched ahead of them like a runway or a racetrack with no real end point but for the wavy mirage lines far ahead of them, blurring in the last remnants of day. 

	Jimmy drove a tattered decades old car down the lone highway with Isaac and Emma in the back seat. He pushed a lanky finger into the cigarette lighter on the dash, then tapped his finger on it until it popped back out. For the first hour of the ride, Jimmy—not Jim, not James, Jimmy was how he’d introduced himself—hadn’t spoken, only chewing on a sopping two-inch piece of cigar, pinching it in the corner of his mouth before working it along to the other side of his lips, back and forth for sixty minutes. Now he pressed the red-hot dash lighter against the wet chewed-up thing, and it hissed and sizzled. 

	“Mutual … uh … something,” Jimmy said, one hand still on the wheel. He had just started talking, unprompted. The silence had finally got to him.

	His words were muffled through clenched teeth and intermittent inhales until the cigar fully caught and glowed orange. He put the lighter back and twirled his hand in the air, trying to find the right words.

	Before this, Jimmy had asked if it would be their first time “over there” as he called it. And before that, before they left Phoenix, Isaac and Emma had been rushed through a brief introduction of the Department of Universal Protection and Defense. Not an entire history, little more than “We exist. They exist. And they want to kill us.” It was the same as any war. One side is good, us. One side is bad, them. Except this was the war to end all wars. The war to end all worlds—or at least one of them. 

	As a precaution against any of the men from the building recognizing them, they were given clothes that obscured parts of their faces. For Isaac, a crumpled black baseball hat lined white with salt from the sweat of whoever wore it before him. For Emma, stylish black sunglasses that blocked most of her face and plain clothes. Beige and white. 

	While they changed behind a shoulder-height screen, Calvin filled them in on the two universes. The information was fast and disjointed, and most likely meant to simply round out the explanation, make it more believable, but not really inform. They weren’t really trying to explain all the ins and outs of the two universes. Two was what Calvin kept saying. There were two universes. Ours and the other. They had to rush, he told them, or else they would miss their chance to cross over and have to wait.

	“Picture two wavelengths.” Calvin drew one squiggled line on a whiteboard while Isaac pulled up the jeans they had given him. He drew a second squiggled line in a different color. Parts of each wave crossed over the other, but they weren’t exactly the same. “This is where each universe is aligned with the other.” Calvin marked an X where the two wavelengths intersected, his marker squeaking along the shiny whiteboard. “That’s when we can travel back and forth.”

	“How often does that happen?” Isaac asked.

	Calvin shrugged, like it didn’t matter. “A few times a day. The two worlds stay in synch for an hour or so.” He checked his watch.

	Emma was the first to emerge from out behind the screen in her new clothes. The beige organic linen pants, off-white top, and round sunglasses made her look like the wealthy housewives who shopped in the outdoor mall in Scottsdale, sipping cold pressed juices and iced coffees. 

	“And if we miss those points?” she asked, kneeling down to tie her shoe.

	“Then you wait until the next intersection.”

	“No, I mean what if we don’t wait? What if we go through anyway?”

	Calvin wrinkled his brow, like he didn’t understand the question. “No. You wait. If you go through the portal when the worlds are out of synch, like here,” he pointed at a spot on the wavelengths that didn’t intersect, “or here,” he pointed again, “it’s possible you’d end up in a mountain or a brick wall somewhere over there.”

	“So we’d die?” Isaac sat on a bench and slipped on the shoes they gave him. Their other clothes were taken, washed, burned, they didn’t say.

	“Yeah.” Calvin widened his eyes, like that was obvious. “You’d die, and your body would be nothing but a bunch of jam-packed electrons, like a mini nuclear bomb waiting to go off. Like I said—you wait.”

	“We wait.” Isaac nodded and looked at Emma.

	“Mini nuclear bomb?” Emma said to herself and sighed.

	“It’s nothing to concern yourself with. You will be crossing over at the right time.” Calvin paused and glanced at his watch again. “If we hurry.” He twirled his finger in the air, motioning for them to move faster.

	They were given a small booklet of information, like an orientation packet for new employees of the DUPD, but most of it was redacted. All of this was done, Isaac guessed, not to fully explain, but to put them at a level of ease, so they would cooperate and continue with the job. Answer enough questions, give just enough information, but at such a rapid pace that they wouldn’t, or couldn’t, come up with any real follow-up questions. On top of that, they were up against the clock of making it ‘over there’ in time. All tactics to give the impression that the agency was being open and honest, while not having to divulge much at all.

	An agency like this would kill two people who knew too much about their operations—Isaac knew this. They had all but admitted it to him. But the ability to completely disappear two people, kill them, burn the bodies, cover all the tracks, fabricate a plausible explanation for their disappearance, something the local authorities could grab onto and believe—that took effort. And even though an agency like the DUPD had the resources to do all of this, it was in everyone’s best interest if Isaac and Emma just cooperated. Easier for them, and less deadly for Isaac. And this half-assed orientation was meant to gain their full cooperation.

	The parts of the pages that weren’t redacted showed a study, written in dense vocabulary and littered with references to scientific principles neither Isaac nor Emma understood. For the first hour of the drive into the desert, they both flipped through the booklet with Not-James Jimmy driving through the blue dusk. Headlights flashed on the gnarled bundles of dead and dried thistle barely holding onto their place in the desert gusts. Only the occasional tall cactus stretched high, like a lone green-brown monolith armed with sharp spikes and bright pink bulbous flower buds.

	Isaac scanned past the complicated terms, like Hubble Constant Tension, dark energy, and Kolmogorov Complexity, past the discussions of electrons, quantum entanglement, and baryon asymmetry. Like a child, he skipped to the pictures, of which there were only a few. On the third page was one that looked like a smattering of dots, like glitter or sprinkles misted across the page, all colored differently, like some sort of thermal imaging. Next to the picture of tiny red, yellow, blue, purple, and green pixels was an explanation that this was their universe—all the space that could be observed, on the visual spectrum, electromagnetic spectrum, heat and emissions spectrum. The tiny print underneath the image said it was taken through the Keck Telescope located in Maunakea, Hawaii. 

	In the bottom right corner of the image, all of the specks were distorted, pushed away, and there was no color. Only black. Like something was there, just not something visible in this wavelength or to this telescope. A forcefield. That was the first sign any scientist had that there was a second universe. Something invisible to the naked eye. Invisible to any telescope in existence. Something large and powerful enough to distort the background radiation of the universe, to kick off a magnetic field strong enough to force all other particles to travel far around it. The citation under the picture dated it to 1993.

	“Mutually exclusive,” Jimmy said, finally finishing his thought. “Mutually exclusive,” he repeated and smacked his palm on the steering wheel. He cracked the window and puffed out a stream of smoke, then rolled the window back up. A stale burnt smell filled the car.

	“I don’t understand.” Emma looked up from the booklet. The overhead dome light was like a small yellow spotlight shining down on this monumental scientific discovery, yet it had been given to them like a program at the theater, something to flip through and occupy your time before the play started. “Mutually exclusive?”

	“It means some things can’t happen in both places,” Jimmy said. “They can’t explain it, least not to me. Maybe they just don’t want to explain it to me.” He grunted and shook his head.

	“What things?” Isaac asked.

	“They asked you about 9/11, didn’t they?” Jimmy lifted his eyes off the road to look into the rearview mirror. Isaac and Emma both nodded. “Yeah, they were trying to trip you up, see if you were lying, see if you were really from over there.”

	“You mean 9/11 didn’t happen there?” Isaac asked.

	Jimmy shook his head and brought his eyes back to the road. “Mutually exclusive,” he repeated the phrase to himself and smiled, proud of his recall ability. 

	The headlights lit up the black battered asphalt ahead of them. They had driven north through the red rocks of Sedona and the tall piñon pines of Flagstaff; now they turned east towards New Mexico. The roads this far out in the desert were single lane in each direction, not even a line painted to separate them. It had faded long ago. 

	“Like I said—big things.”

	Leaning forward between the passenger and driver seat, Isaac asked, “What about wars? The Holocaust? Vietnam?”

	Jimmy turned his head and shifted his eyes to look at Isaac, squinting like he was annoyed Isaac was invading his space. Through teeth clenched around his nicotine pacifier, Jimmy grunted. “Like I said, they don’t try to explain it all to me. I’m a driver. An escort. Not a scientist. But as far as I can tell from talking to those that’ll talk and looking around once I’m over there, yeah, they had wars. Same wars, for the most part. The way I see it, the way I explain it to myself,” he touched his palm to his chest, “is a war isn’t just one thing. It’s a series of things. Maybe the cause, the spark that kicked things off originally, is different over there, but the war is the same. I’ve seen the memorials in their Washington D.C. The dates are a little different.” Jimmy sighed. “But it seems there’s no escaping war, regardless of what universe you’re in.”

	The car drove over rough asphalt, vibrating along the old highway, cutting through land that belonged to the Hopi Indians. Carved through miles of striated orange sand and red rocks. A shallow landscape, an ancient seabed, a place where animals, and at one time men, wandered for days, lost and licking their dry lips until their bodies laid still long enough for the sun to burn away everything but for their bright white bones, and even those were eventually consumed by the desert sandstorms. 

	“I’m gonna stop for gas. If you need to use the bathroom, do it here. There’s not much else after this stop.” Jimmy said this like they had been passing through dense civilization prior to this final stop. 

	He pulled into a small gas station with only two pumps. The building looked to be abandoned. Jimmy shut the car off and got out, stretching his arms high over his head and yawning. Smoke puffed from his mouth.

	“I still can’t make this make sense.” Emma leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling of the car. “This can’t be real. Can it?” 

	The feeble yellow dome light shined down on them, like children in a tent fort with nothing but a flashlight to read by.

	Isaac twisted in the seat to look around, see if anyone was following them or coming to ambush them. “If it’s not, they sure are going to long lengths to make us believe it.”

	“They aren’t going to give us any money or a phone? What if we get separated from Jimmy?”

	“They promised we will be back by tomorrow. Back before anyone will notice we are gone.” Adam said this, but knew no one would notice if he were gone. Emma had her mother, and eventually she’d get concerned. But one day shouldn’t be a worry.

	“And where are we going? Where the hell is this?” She followed Isaac’s gaze over her shoulder to the left then the right.

	“Near Tuba City … I think.” He paused and flipped through the few pages of the booklet. “Department of Universal Protection and Defense. DUPD. Duped.” He pointed at the acronym and chuckled. “Maybe they are just lying to us.” 

	“Part of me hopes they are. I’ll believe it when I see it.”

	“Civilization has always wondered if there are other planets with life. I’ve always figured we aren’t alone out here.” Isaac shrugged. He wondered if he really thought that way, or if he was just trying to put Emma’s mind at ease.

	“This isn’t some other planet. This is another Earth. Another United States. Another you. Another me.”

	As she said it, a shiver drifted up Isaac’s spine, something that percolated through his bones. He had been so busy thinking of the macro, the duplication of an entire world, that he hadn’t given time to think of the little things, the individual. “Yeah…” He nodded. “Do you think—” He stopped himself, but something singed inside him, firing his nerves and forcing a lump to crawl up his throat.

	“What?” Emma asked.

	“Nothing.” He shook his head gently. “It’s nothing.”

	“I’m going to see if this shithole has a bathroom,” Emma said. “It’ll be my luck, we get over there and the bathrooms are completely different, like the toilets are just plumbed in the open on the sidewalk.” She got out and disappeared into the darkness around the car.

	Isaac thought of what Emma had said. Another him. Another her. Another Earth. Another Naomi. 

	Jimmy finished pumping gas and sat back in the driver seat. He left his door open and kept his legs outside, resting on the dry dirt. 

	“So you excited for this? Most people are scared their first time.”

	“No.” Isaac shook his head. “I’m not scared at all.”

	 


Death Report 2

	 

	It was around the time he wrote his tenth Death Report that Isaac realized many attacks could be stopped if det cord didn’t exist. Det cord, or detonating cord, is a thin rope explosive which, when lit, explodes an entire length instantaneously. In this way, it really isn’t a fuse, not like the old cartoon wicks leading to a bundle of dynamite set out on train tracks. No, there was no way, not with the human eye, to trace the explosion from one end of the det cord to the other. It was just all at once. 

	This rope-like explosive could be wrapped around anything. The base of a thick concrete electrical pole. Support structures underneath bridges. Arms. Legs. Necks. And better yet, for terrorists at least, det cord was readily available. Wander onto any major construction site in the country and there will be a spool of det cord laying around. Mining operations. Demolition sites. Quarries. It’s there if you know where to look. More than likely not measured, catalogued, or tracked from one day to the next. There for the taking.

	The report he was writing when he realized all of this detailed a scenario in which a terrorist would steal det cord from any number of places scattered around the country. He didn’t call them terrorists though. Universal Adversary they called them in the Red Cells. A stand-in for any terrorist organization. Any white supremacist domestic terror group. Fascists. Neo-Fascists. Cults. Lone gunmen. Nazis. Environmental terrorists. His reports didn’t discriminate. Universal Adversary, or UA, was used.

	In his Death Report, he wrote about how after stealing det cord, the Universal Adversaries would research industrial chemical plants. They’d possibly have an engineer contact. Someone in the country on an H1-B visa, someone well versed in chemical reactions, someone that could tell the UA the most common deadly chemical in the United States was chlorine. Polyvinyl chloride, PVC, is used in everything—from pipes to wire to food packaging to phones to blister packets for medications. And the main chemical used in the manufacture of PVC is chlorine. Typically, in a gas form, it can be pressurized and stored in large tanks onsite at textile mills or bleach factories.

	From there, it took only a few days for Isaac to narrow the search down to chemical facilities near major metropolitan centers. A PVC pipe factory upwind from Chicago was the most suited for an attack. Isaac and his team snagged a length of det cord from a construction site, then they snuck into the PVC factory at night, cutting a hole in the chain link and crouching past the camera’s line of sight. Next, he found a 120,000-gallon tank filled with liquified chlorine gas stored at 250 pounds per square inch, and he wrapped the 16-inch diameter man-way inspection valve in the precious and abundant det cord. But he didn’t detonate it. He wasn’t a monster, a terrorist, a UA, he was just trained to think like one, act like one. Like secret shoppers but for power plants and nuclear disposal sites.

	But this would be where the neo-Nazis, the anarchists, the anti-abortionists, the Russian spies, the McVeighs and Kaczynskis of the world would detonate the valve. They’d spill every last ounce of the 120,000 gallons of chlorine gas. Once released from the pressure of the tanker, it would rush out, freezing anything it touched, and rapidly transitioning back to a gas. Seeping in a yellow-green hue, like a radioactive mist, the chlorine would blow downwind towards Chicago on a cold, stiff breeze. There would be no stopping it, no blowing the gas away. It would be done the moment the det cord exploded.

	By Isaac’s estimation, based on weather patterns and the density of chlorine gas, people in Chicago would wake up with scratchy throats and watery eyes within twenty-five minutes. Some would start vomiting, probably children with their frail bodies unable to process the poison as well as adults. After another twenty minutes a total of 10,000 people would be unable to catch their breath. In ninety minutes, every major hospital and urgent care clinic in a fifty-mile radius would be filled with vomiting, screaming, hyperventilating patients. Thirty minutes after that, the first person would die. Followed by another, and another, then thousands more, less like dominoes one at a time and more like a Jenga tower toppling down all at once, overwhelming the system.

	The ones that weren’t sick would be told to shelter in place, stay inside, close the windows, shove towels around every exterior door, tape plastic sheeting around every opening, seal fireplaces, turn off the air conditioning. But, using past emergencies as a guide, Isaac estimated that ten percent of people wouldn’t listen. They would flee. Nearly 100,000 cars speeding out of the city, some driving straight towards the yellow-green fog, others crashing into each other, clogging the roads, running into buildings, crashing into houses. Outside, these drivers would cough up mucus and wipe at their stinging eyes while pressing the gas pedal down as hard as they could.

	In his Death Report to his superiors, Isaac estimated that had his attack been real, it would have resulted in five percent of the downwind population receiving a lethal dose of chlorine gas. Thirty-five thousand people, at least half of whom die before reaching treatment. And all that was required was a small length of det cord and a bit of research. 

	 


Chapter 9

	 

	For the rest of the ride Isaac and Emma turned the overhead light off in the back seat. They had both read through the short booklet from the DUPD several times, each repetition making less sense than the last. Now, Isaac stared out at the dark two-lane highway ahead of them. The sun had fallen quickly below the flat dried landscape, and the stars were illuminated against the blackness of night. Yellow headlights beamed over the cracked asphalt. Occasionally, the lights would expose the glassy eyes of a wolf or armadillo for a split moment before the creature scurried away and hid from the metal beast clambering down the desolate road. On both sides of them was flat orange desert and more darkness. Emma leaned her head against Isaac’s shoulder and slept for the last thirty minutes of the drive. Her hair tickled under Isaac’s nose every once in a while.

	Jimmy slowed the car and pulled up next to an abandoned building made of crumbling brick, painted a desert beige color that had long since faded several shades lighter in the hot sun. Graffiti streaked across one side in cursive gibberish and childish symbols, and weeds grew up around the perimeter. A metal awning pocked with rust jutted out from the building, which appeared to be some sort of old trading post. And next to the structure, barely attached, was a garage with old tires piled on the far side. A single large Saguaro cactus reached its thick prickly arms up into the night sky.

	With his eyes locked on the single looming cactus, Isaac asked, “What did this place used to be?”

	Jimmy opened the door, washing the car interior with yellow light. Emma awoke slowly and rubbed her eyes. She left her head on Isaac’s shoulder until she was fully awake.

	“Never was anything before.”

	“Everything is something before,” Isaac said and slid out of the car. 

	Jimmy walked to the front door of the old crumbling building with a large keyring. He counted through each key then inserted one into the door. But twisting it didn’t unlock the door. Instead, it revealed a keypad on the wall which lit up when Jimmy tapped a nine digit numeric code into it. Only then did the door unlock. 

	“Let’s go.” He held his arm out, keeping the door open for Emma and Isaac. Emma stretched as she got out of the car, then tilted her head to each side, cracking her neck.

	“Hang on, Emma.” Isaac held a hand out and stopped her from going through the door. “You know that cactus.” He pointed at the lumbering green thing. It must have been twenty feet high and as big around as a trashcan. “It’s a Saguaro cactus. They only grow in the Sonoran Desert. You know, several hundred miles that way.” Isaac jabbed his thumb back towards Arizona.

	“I don’t follow.” Jimmy held the door open.

	“What that means is someone dug this up in Arizona, drove it here, and planted it.”

	“So…” Jimmy was clearly getting annoyed, his arm growing tired from holding the door.

	“So you’ve got a cactus that is several decades old, judging by its height, and that shouldn’t be anywhere near this place. And those tires”—Isaac walked to run his hands over the raised string of numbers and letters on the side of the tires—“looking  at the part number they have only been manufactured in the last six years.”

	“You a mechanic when you’re not pulling fire alarms?”

	“But judging by the look of the rest of this place, no one has done anything here for twenty.”

	“Again, so?” Jimmy finally let the door swing closed and put his hands in his jacket pockets. The small wet bit of cigar was still clenched in his back molars.

	“So someone really wants this place to look like it hasn’t been touched in years and there’s nothing worth stealing inside. But the brickwork looks new—relatively.” He traced his hands over a long crack running vertically down the wall. “Anyone with the tiniest bit of eye for detail would see this place for what it is—a cover. And a cover isn’t very safe if it’s obviously a cover for something.”

	“Look,” Jimmy let out a sigh, “what’s obvious to you, might not be obvious to everyone, okay? And, yeah, it’s a new building, maybe fifteen years old. They brought in some old employees who worked for Disney, designing their parks. Uh – uh ‘Imagineers’ they called them at Disney.” Jimmy slapped his hand against the brick exterior. “They knew how to mold things, how to chip cracks in the bricks, how to paint and texturize rust on the garage door.” He pointed. “Far be it from me to tell them how to disguise a building. To me, the cactus looks old, is old, so that means the building it’s sitting next to must also be old. Okay? Now…” Jimmy typed the nine-digit code in again, “can we go inside?”

	“I’m going on record that this needs to be changed,” Isaac said as he passed by Jimmy and stepped into the dark building.

	“On record? I’ll tell ’em at our next board meeting. Let’s go.” Jimmy scoffed and shook his head.

	Emma crossed the threshold, and Jimmy let the door shut behind him. He flicked on a bank of switches to his right and washed the entryway with bright blue-white LED lights. They stood in a small locker room with benches down the center. The locker doors weren’t solid, but made from mesh metal. In about half of them were long black rifles.

	“That’s a lot of firepower,” Emma said. “Expecting a shootout?”

	“We don’t want anyone from over there coming through. If they do, we’ve got orders to shoot to kill.”

	“We?” Isaac asked.

	At that, several beeps came from the other side of a solid metal door at the far end of the room, then it swung open. Three men in military uniforms rushed out and lined up on one side of the doorway, then a woman in a lab coat followed behind them. 

	“We,” the woman in the lab coat said. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail, showing off gold earrings dangling down to her jawline. She was pretty with red lipstick. Her appearance was disjointed with a place such as this. “Me. You. All of us. If they find out about this place, the war will be lost. Irrevocably lost.” She held a clipboard in one hand and extended her other hand to Emma. “Dr. Joan Kent.” She smiled, maybe glad to see another woman for once in this desolate place.

	Emma shook her hand, then she shook Isaac’s. Her hands were soft, but her handshake firm.

	“People around here, in the DUPD, don’t like to say things like that, to think of a world war, a true world war. It scares the shit out of them.”

	“It doesn’t scare you?” Isaac asked.

	“Oh, it scares me, but one must face their fears to overcome them,” she pushed the large black framed glasses up on her nose, “we shouldn’t pretend things are fine. But we have been at war with the other side,” she tilted her head back and looked at the ceiling, “since, for us, 2004. That was when we realized we were at war. In reality, our two sides have always been at war, since whenever this portal came into existence, whenever our one universe branched off into two.” She shrugged. “Or maybe since the dawn of time, if you believe both our worlds were created at the same time.” She talked a lot, and Isaac wondered how many visitors they got.

	“You people don’t know how long there’s been an entire other world?” Emma asked.

	“There is a lot we don’t know. That’s another thing people around here don’t like to talk about.” When she said “around here” Isaac assumed she meant the DUPD, not literally around the cramped building in the middle of nowhere. “As far as scientific discoveries go, this whole operation is still in its infancy. We could study this portal for decades and not learn what makes it possible. There are some who think they’ve figured it out, of course, but they are mistaken. Very mistaken.”

	“Portal?” Isaac said. This was the first time anyone had indicated there was an actual doorway to another world. “I just figured you beamed us over there or something.”

	“Yes, portal.” She nodded behind her through the door. “No fancy name. Just a portal. That is how you will travel to their side. Would you like to see it?” 

	She smiled and turned to walk back through the doorway. Isaac and Emma followed with the men in camo following close behind. Jimmy stayed put and went to a locker to retrieve several handguns.

	“Where?” Isaac asked once they were in the room. He looked straight ahead at what looked like a metal detector one would go through at an airport, except large enough to fit a car through it.

	“There.” Dr. Kent nodded. “I’m sorry that it’s not very impressive. But that’s how it looks.”

	“It looks like nothing,” Emma laughed. “I was expecting, I don’t know, wires, huge computers, government facilities with multiple ID checks.” She looked around. “Not a metal detector inside a fake abandoned shack off highway 160.”

	“It’s best not to draw attention to such things. Like I said, if they were to find this portal–”

	“The war,” Isaac finished her thought.

	Dr. Kent nodded. “Lost.” 

	“How exactly?” Emma asked and stepped closer to the portal.

	“Ma’am!” one of the soldiers barked. “Please do not approach the portal.”

	Emma stopped in her tracks but didn’t back away. Isaac noticed thin hairs begin to lift on Emma’s head until she stepped back.

	“Couldn’t you just move it?” Isaac asked. “It doesn’t look that complicated.”

	“Move it?” The doctor laughed. “Sure, you figure out how to move this thing and they’d likely pay you a billion dollars.” She dropped her smile. “That’s not an exaggeration.”

	“Well, whoever built it must know.”

	“No one built it, Mr. Young.” It was the first time anyone in the building had used Isaac’s name. It was the first time Isaac wondered what sort of conversations had transpired between the various members of the DUPD about him and Emma. In his experience, if people in these types of governmental roles talked about plans, about how to handle outsiders, those discussions usually involved what to do with them once their usefulness ran out. This was the first time Isaac wondered if they would be safer once they crossed through the portal.

	“Oh, believe me,” Dr. Kent continued, “both sides are trying to build portals. Well, I assume they are.” She chuckled. “Dr. Frost—” 

	Jimmy cleared his throat, and a silent discussion transpired between Dr. Kent and Jimmy. He shook his head almost imperceptibly, then Dr. Kent nodded just as minutely and adjusted her glasses on her face.

	“No one built it, is the important point,” Jimmy said. “Come on.” He snapped his fingers and stepped towards the portal. 

	“Frost.” Isaac repeated the name to himself. The phantom voice from the vent, talking about this side and that side. The other prisoner, or guest as Calvin called him, just before implying Frost was less than sane.

	“But any experiments to create new portals have been unsuccessful so far.” Dr. Kent said very matter of factly. Her gold earrings shined under the fluorescent lights. “This portal is the only portal we know of, and it’s origin is as much a mystery to us as it is to you.” 

	“You’re telling me this portal just…” He flung a hand at the square perimeter that supposedly outlined the portal. Supposedly, because within that perimeter was just air. He could see through it to the blank white wall on the other side of the room. It didn’t glow or sparkle. There was no light emitted from it, or static.

	“Just appeared.” Dr. Kent nodded. “Or maybe it just always was. Isn’t everything something before? Maybe it existed before our earth did. But if I had to guess, based on the calculations we’ve done for the last decade, this anomaly probably opened in the sixteen hundreds.”

	“Sixteen hundreds!” Emma said. “How?”

	“Our calculations and tests haven’t told us how yet.” Dr. Kent looked at Emma and Isaac. She must have read their unsatisfied expressions. “Sure, we built the frame around it, to gather readings and frame the thing, but what’s inside that frame has always been here … well, not here, here.” She pointed her finger down at the floor. “It’s always existed but not always in this location—again, as far as we can tell.”

	“Where has it been, if not here?” Emma circled around the portal, but kept her distance. Thin strands of her brown hair floated from her head, pulled towards the portal.

	“If you want to be technical, it is we who have shifted. We have measured minute movements in the portal since we’ve discovered it. It’s not much to create a pattern or a trend, but it is enough to develop a theory.”

	“And what’s the theory?” Isaac asked. Emma finished her trip around the large frame and stood next to Isaac once again.

	“If you let the doc ramble on, we’ll be here forever,” Jimmy said. “Our window is closing.”

	Dr. Kent paused. Emma and Isaac both stared at her, signaling that they wanted to know even if their window was shrinking. 

	“We’ve tracked its possible trajectory across the globe. From here, to the Arctic, to Siberia, and the Bay of Bengal. It’s small movements, but over hundreds of years, the portal can cover a lot of ground.”

	Isaac found that every answer posed more questions. In what direction was it moving now? Where was it going? What happened when it moved away from this facility? Through a dense city? Or suburb? What happened when the portal moved outside the United States? How long did they have until these questions became real issues?

	“I can see you have many questions. Most of which don’t have concrete answers. If you can find the answer to any of those questions swirling around in your head, you’d be looking at a billion dollars. That would be on top of the billion you earned figuring out how to move the portal.” Dr. Kent smiled. “Look, if you can’t accept that much of what we do here is based on unknown variables, then,” she looked past Isaac at Jimmy, “I don’t know what kind of deal you’ve struck with the DUPD, but to move forward you need to accept that some of this, most of this, has no answer.”

	“So what happens if the other side finds this?” Emma asked. “Specifically?”

	“Specifically. The portal here,” she pointed, “spits you out in the same spot in their universe. And you’ll see that we’ve built an identical building in the middle of their desert so nothing looks different between the two worlds. If one of their operatives from over there found out this is where we crossed over, then they could do one of two things.” She held up two fingers. Her nails were painted a shiny turquoise. “One, they could find this building on their end and wait outside of it, killing anyone from our world who comes across, over and over again, until we simply stop sending people. Or two, they could just brick over the building and pour tons of concrete into it, making one huge solid block so that anyone who walks through that portal from here would merge into it, frozen, stuck, dead.”

	Emma glared at the large frame around the portal, then turned to meet Isaac’s eyes. He tried to remain stoic and unfrazzled. He could see it on Emma’s face that she was now worried they may blip across worlds only to end up embedded in solid concrete. He had the same worry, but didn’t want to show it on his face. 

	“At least those are the two possibilities we’ve discussed employing once we find where their portal spits them out over here. If it was me,” Dr. Kent pressed her hand to her chest, “I’d opt for option one. It’s cheaper, straightforward, if only a bit messy. Option two has its own … issues.”

	“What issues?” Isaac asked.

	“Can we get going people?” Jimmy growled. The clock on the wall ticked, and just below it was a red digital clock counting down. There was just under ten minutes remaining. 

	Dr. Kent ignored him. “Packing human after human into the same space as fifteen hundred square feet of solid concrete, phasing them all together until you’re left with endless electrons occupying the same space.” She shook her head. “It’s a recipe for disaster. All of those electrons want to be released. Need to be released. One stray bullet from some drunk guy shooting at tin cans some distance away, one car veering off highway 160 going eighty miles per hour and crashing into this massive cluster of jumbled electrons, and we’d have something between Chernobyl and ten times the bombs dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki combined.”

	“Shit.” Isaac looked around to gauge the others’ reactions to these two grim outcomes. None of the military men flinched, and Jimmy watched the digital clock countdown with his cigar clenched in his teeth. Seeing Jimmy from this angle revealed thinning hair at the top of his head. Now, it was becoming harder for Isaac to hide any worry in his face. An atomic explosion was terrifying enough, but possibly being right in the middle of one … he could feel his calm unbothered face tensing to match Emma’s already worried expression. 

	“That’s why we need to inject you,” Jimmy said. 

	Before Isaac could react, two of the stoic military men stepped up to him and Emma, pressed large medical guns to the back of their necks and pulled the triggers. First there was a zap, a thick pin prick, like a sewing needle jamming into his skin. Then some strange pulse. When they pulled the guns away his skin was left cold, like it had been swabbed with alcohol.

	Emma jerked away and rubbed her neck too. “What the hell did you just do?”

	“It’s a precaution,” Dr. Kent said. “We will remove them once you return.

	“What is it, some tracking device?”

	“No.” She chuckled. “Nothing works through the portal. No signal. That is a timed-release capsule.”

	“What exactly is it releasing?” Isaac asked and rubbed at the back of his neck. A small pin prick of blood wiped away where they injected him. He began scratching and picking at the small bump under his skin to see if he could maybe dig the thing out.

	“Cyanide,” Dr. Kent said bluntly.

	“What the fuck? Take it out, now!” Isaac scratched harder at the back of his neck. Emma did the same.

	“We will—once you return.”

	“And if we don’t?”

	“Then we assume you have been captured by the other side. It’s a precaution so they can’t obtain any information from you, particularly the location of this portal. The release is automatic, already programmed into the capsule. You have five hours over there before the poison is released into your system. And, trust me, if you try to dig it out, it will rupture. So leave it alone.”

	“You can’t do this!” Emma snapped and looked at Isaac for what to do next.

	“It’s done.” Jimmy stepped up to Isaac with two guns. He pressed one into his chest. They locked eyes for a few seconds before Isaac grabbed the gun from Jimmy. Then to Emma, Jimmy said, “Can I trust you with this, sweetie?” He held the gun out. “You aren’t going to do anything stupid?”

	Emma glared at Jimmy, then glanced down at the gun. Isaac guessed she was thinking of taking it and shooting everyone except Dr. Kent, then forcing her to remove the cyanide capsule, then leaving this place for good. It was a similar thought process to the one he’d had when he was first locked away back in Phoenix.

	“She’s fine,” Isaac said. “It’s fine.” To Emma he said, “They’ll take it out once we get back, right?” He turned to Dr. Kent. She nodded and pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. He looked back at Emma. 

	Clenching her jaw, she took the gun from Jimmy.

	“Is that it for the orientation, doc?” Isaac shoved the gun in his waistband.

	“You understand your assignment?” Dr. Kent asked.

	“Walk through the metal detector, drive to Phoenix, nose around an office building to see what is different between theirs and ours, come back, all before the time runs out and we die from cyanide poisoning.” Isaac sighed. “Simple.”

	 


Chapter 10

	 

	It had been more than a week since Andrew last showered. His neck was still red and burnt from his time on North Sentinel Island. His lips still chapped. His shoulder was still bandaged with old blood-stained gauze from where one of the Sentinelese arrows had pierced him. The skin underneath was bruised blue and caked with dried blood. He wouldn’t be surprised if he developed an infection any day now. Bacteria brought over from his old world, like a stowaway invasive species. He looked at the palm of his hand. He had washed his hands, scrubbed them over and over until they felt raw. But he could still see barely perceptible traces of blood crammed into the creases on his palm. Blood that wasn’t his. Blood from the other world … well, blood from Reina from this world, but blood that he got on him in his old world. Things were already getting confused in his mind. How could he be expected to explain this to anyone?

	He sat at a table. Bright fluorescent lights hummed overhead and a green light blinked on a camera in the upper corner of the room. He licked at his cracked and peeling lips. The man in the sweater vest who had been with the agents the other night stepped into the cold room.

	“Here ya go.” He placed a plastic cup of water on the table in front of Andrew. “You look thirsty.”

	Andrew gripped the cup with both hands, cuffed at the wrists, and gulped it down. “Thank you,” he said.

	The man settled into the chair across from Andrew. He stared and waited; eyebrows raised. There was a folder about an inch thick in his hand. 

	“Andrew,” was all he said and waited more. 

	Andrew shrugged. 

	“You don’t remember me? Calvin Greenwood. I know it’s been five years, but come on. We were friends.”

	“I’m sorry.” He thought he knew enough about Kate to fake it. He’d guessed that his own life wasn’t all that different from whatever life Andrew over here led. But he hadn’t anticipated the other Andrew being wanted, or dead, or whatever happened to him. And these weren’t just cops. These weren’t even feds like the DEA or FBI. This felt like something more. He couldn’t lie. “I’m not who you think I am,” he said.

	“Not who you think?” Calvin repeated. “Who do you think I think you are?”

	“Andrew Ripley.”

	“And you’re not him?”

	“Not the Andrew Ripley you think I am. No.” Andrew looked at the empty plastic cup and wondered if he should ask for a refill.

	Calvin leaned back and crossed his arms. “You’re talking about over there, right? Andrew from their world? That’s who you are?”

	“So you know of the other world?”

	“Know of it!” Calvin scoffed and cocked his mouth to the side. “Where do you think you are? What agency do you think I’m with?”

	“DUPD?” Andrew whispered it more to himself than anything else. He thought of the emblem on the briefcases he’d found on North Sentinel Island.

	“Yeah, the same agency you work for. Worked for.”

	“Me?”

	Calvin stood and circled around Andrew. “Look down.” He pushed Andrew’s head down to show the back of his sunburnt neck, then ran his hands over the red skin. He pushed and poked. Seemingly without finding what he was looking for he let Andrew lift his head back up, then sat back down in his chair. “Where’s the cyanide capsule? Huh? If you came from over there, where’s the cyanide?”

	“Cyanide?”

	“The capsule they put in you before sending you over. They’d never send you from over there without one.” 

	“Look, if I can talk to Dr. Frost, I can explain things to him.” It was the name Andrew had read on the paperwork he found on North Sentinel Island. The scientist who seemingly was conducting the experiments on the island, creating portals and dropping things all over the jungle. 

	“Explain it to me, Andrew. You disappeared five years ago. Vanished. Then you pop back up. What was it, a psychotic break? An affair? Midlife crisis? Did you just need to go blow off steam?”

	“I’m from over there. I was on North Sentinel Island, and portals started opening up. Something happened.” He thought of all that did happen on North Sentinel Island. So much. So many deaths. Murders. Truths exposed. That part of the story he would tell no one. There was no reason to. “One of the portals pulled me through. I ended up here.”

	Calvin paused and considered what Andrew was telling him. “Where were you on 9/11?” he asked.

	“Boston. MIT campus.”

	“And 7/7?”

	“July? What year?”

	Calvin turned to look over his shoulder and up at the camera in the corner of the room. “I’ll be right back.” He snatched the folder up from the table and left. 

	Andrew laid his head down on the table, buried in his arms, like a student falling asleep in the middle of class. He just wanted to see Kate. The chances of him simply sliding into some other Andrew’s life were gone, or at least dwindling with each second. But maybe he could convince her. Maybe the other Andrew was dead. Or he didn’t want to be found. Maybe she would accept him as her Andrew. 

	The door opened again.

	“Where’s the portal?” Calvin asked before he even sat down.

	“North Sentinel—”

	“Not the one you claim you came through. Where is the portal. The one where all of you come from?” Calvin settled into the chair.

	“I – I don’t know.”

	“Andrew, you can’t have it both ways. You want to ditch your old life, come back here after five years with some story about being the other Andrew Ripley. Well, if you’re going to feed us that story, then we are going to treat you like that Andrew. We are going to require some information from that world. And if you don’t give us that information, we are going to have to take the information from you. Extract it.”

	“Extract it?”

	“Exactly. What we know about people from over there that come here, they have a cyanide capsule injected in their necks. Each with varying release times depending on how long they are expected to be over here. It’s a measure to kill them before we can get any information from them, particularly the location of the portal they came through. You don’t have that.” 

	Andrew rubbed the back of his sunburnt neck. 

	“You know about their 9/11 and pretend to not know about 7/7. But the Andrew I know would know all about these events from both worlds—he’d know how to answer questions to appear as if he came from over there.”

	“Why would I do that? Why would he do that?” Andrew asked.

	“I don’t know why you’d lie about coming from over there. Maybe you did something in these five years you don’t want to fess up to, something awful, something so bad that you’ve had an actual mental break and told yourself that you aren’t really you. Maybe you think it’s a way to start over. Fresh.”

	“How would I know about North Sentinel Island? Dr. Frost? The portals? If this is the DUPD, someone around here must be able to confirm that Frost has been trying to open portals on North Sentinel Island.”

	“Yeah, Andrew. It’s a project that only a few people around here know about. You were one of them. The whole thing was your idea. Five years ago, you and Frost started work on it. Then you disappeared. You stole all the notes, all the diagrams, everything we needed to work on opening portals to their world.” Calvin jabbed a finger at Andrew. “And you are either going to tell us what you did with that information, who you gave it to, or you are going to tell us everything we want to know about the world over there. Take your pick. Choose which Andrew you want to be. But know this—neither is a good choice. You’re either an invader, or you’re a traitor. Each with their own penalties.” Calvin stood. “Think on it. They’ll take you back to your cell, and we’ll pick this back up tomorrow.”

	 


Chapter 11

	 

	Isaac felt around the back of his neck where the man dressed in olive-green military fatigues had injected him with the cyanide capsule. A ticking bomb, slowly dissolving. Each protective layer formulated to last a specific time before releasing the deadly poison into his system. 

	Emma stood behind him. Jimmy behind her.

	“Just step through,” Jimmy said, leaning to peer around Emma, like he was waiting in line at the bank. “Let’s go.”

	Isaac looked back and glared at Jimmy. Bodyguard? Tour guide? Captor? Isaac didn’t know what role he served. Emma looked scared, and he didn’t blame her. He turned and breathed in deep before stepping through the invisible portal.

	He quickly turned around to see if Emma was there. She wasn’t. No one was behind him, but he stood in the same room. The same color concrete made up the four walls and ceiling. Everything was the same, except Emma wasn’t there. Jimmy wasn’t there. Dr. Joan Kent and the military men weren’t there. But in their place was another scientist, or at least another person in a lab coat.

	Then Emma appeared, blinking into existence behind him. He smiled at the sight of her.

	“Are you alright?” he asked. 

	Emma held her hands in front of her face to see if her body was really hers, or if something unexpected had happened when she crossed over. 

	Jimmy quickly came through and nudged them both out of his way. “Let’s go,” he said and waved them on.

	The man in the lab coat didn’t speak. He just offered a nod to Jimmy then looked at Emma and Isaac with a judgmental glance, as though evaluating their purpose in this other world.

	“Time’s ticking. It’s a long drive to Phoenix.” 

	They made their way outside. The identical sun burned bright in the sky. Isaac looked at the building. It too was identical, down to every crack in the brick and the graffiti sprayed all over the outside walls. Every speck of rust, the same out of place cactus, everything was identical.

	Isaac kicked at the dirt from another universe as if it would be different. Breathed in the hot air and tilted his head up towards this second sun. Its rays washed over his face. A black bird circled high overhead, so small it looked like a gliding insect. 

	“It’s daylight?” Isaac said, trying his best to take everything in but also keep up with Jimmy, who had already opened the door to a car parked outside the building. “It was night when we went in.”

	“Yeah, each world is off just a bit. By less than half a day. It can change since each one is on a different wavelength or some shit.” Jimmy sat in the car but kept his door open. “More shit I don’t understand. I’ve stopped asking questions around here. Seems no one really knows how any of this works. Write your questions down and ask Kent when we get back. We’re losing time.” He shut the car door.

	Both Emma and Isaac slid into the back seat. As they retraced their path back along the bleak road to Phoenix, they looked out the window, like children on their first road trip. Everything looked the same to Isaac. The same ancient seabed sprawled out ahead of him and to both sides and behind him. The heat melted the air up into the same wavy lines as in his home world, blurring blue and orange together, like puddles of mercury spilled on the road. It was the sameness that confused Isaac. For what purpose were there two worlds if they were meant to be the same?

	A pothole jostled them in the backseat. He rubbed at the spot they’d injected him with the cyanide capsule. Could they be bluffing? Lying to keep them in line? He thought of the electrons crammed together, or the firing squad set up at the old trading post, the things Dr. Kent said would come to be should anyone discover the location of this portal. This happened all the time in battles. Terrain would force soldiers in one direction, down one path, between two mountains, or along a coast, making them easy targets. The Khyber Pass, Strait of Hormuz, Suez Canal, Fulda Gap. All chokepoints used in history to kill, almost effortlessly. This idea was nothing new, and Isaac didn’t doubt either side would set up a lone sniper on rotating shifts to murder anyone coming from one side to the other, so he had to believe this cyanide capsule in his neck was not a bluff.

	“What do they expect us to find there?” Isaac asked. The capsule in the back of his neck reminded him that this wasn’t a guided tour. This was a job, and his employer wasn’t his friend. His employer wasn’t even his employer. Was he simply an implement for their use? A lackey? Hostage? Prisoner? However they viewed him, they expected results, something in return for letting him peer behind the curtain. He thought ahead, far ahead, to after he had done what they asked of him, looked at this building in their world and spotted the differences, if any, and reported back. He could only guess what they would do with Emma and him at that point. Letting them walk away was one option, but he knew there were other, less pleasing, options. 

	“They expect you to find some reason the people over here would want to attack Fremont Tower in our world.” Jimmy gripped the steering wheel tight with one hand. His other hand rested on his gun on the center console. “Something different.”

	“Why something different? Everything so far looks pretty much identical. How are they so sure anything would be different?”

	“There’s something important about that building over here. Fremont Tower is nothing to our side—lawyers offices, some computer company, a realtor—” A jeweler Isaac thought. “But they wanted to blow it up anyway.” Jimmy paused, maybe expecting a response, a realization. Isaac offered nothing. In the rearview, Jimmy rolled his eyes. “Mutually exclusive, remember? Did you listen to a thing I told you?”

	Emma leaned forward between the passenger and driver seat, and said, “You mean they wanted to protect themselves? Like, uh,” she snapped her fingers, “like a preemptive strike?”

	“She gets it.” Jimmy nodded. “You’re still thinking like a Red Cell.” His eyes lifted to look in the rearview again. “They tell me some things.” He lowered his eyes back to the road. “See, you look around this country for high-value targets, right? Places terrorists would want to attack?” He asked but didn’t wait for Isaac to answer. “You can’t do that with these people. Anything could be a target. Sure, they may want to blow up our Hoover Dam to protect theirs, but they may have built a government lab where we built a shopping mall or a museum. And that is what they’ll attack. Because attacking it in our world will save it from attack in their world. They wanted to attack us at our Fremont Tower in order to protect their own Fremont Tower. Mutually exclusive.”

	“That works?” Isaac wrinkled his brow. 

	They passed a car speeding the opposite direction along the two-lane highway. Their car blipped by in a millisecond, but even then, Isaac felt the passengers of the car could spot them, that they would know they didn’t belong there, like greenish grey aliens, tall and lanky, roaming the desert.

	“Mutually exclusive. Like I said—their 9/11 was just any other Tuesday. Once it happened in our world, it couldn’t happen here.”

	“Couldn’t? But—” Isaac started talking but Jimmy cut him off.

	“Write it down and ask Kent.” Jimmy shook his head. “The tsunami in ’04, Three Mile Island, Chernobyl. Natural, man-made, accident, or terrorist attack. If,” he lifted his hand from his gun briefly to hold up his index finger, “if it’s big enough, it won’t—can’t—happen in both places. Something in both universes stop it. The hijacker’s alarm doesn’t go off and they sleep in, or the passengers all overpower them. Something happens to make sure 9/11 doesn’t happen over here. It becomes an impossibility.”

	“Must be nice,” Emma said softly and peered out the window as the desert flew by. The sky stretched above the straight line of sand ahead of them, bright blue as an ocean.

	“Make no mistake, they’ve had their own fair share of disasters here, least from what I can tell.” Jimmy turned off the highway and merged onto a slightly larger road—four lanes, but no less desolate. “July seventh, seven-seven. It’s their 9/11. Terrorists set off a tactical nuke in St. Paul, Minnesota. Wiped out about a dozen square blocks.” He snapped a finger. “Then there was the fallout, then the perception that the entire state was pretty much fucked. Everyone fled. Most didn’t even bother selling their houses cuz no one was buying anyway. Neighboring states had to restrict people coming from Minnesota. They started treating them like illegal immigrants. It was a mess to say the very least.”

	“Shit…” Isaac muttered and rubbed his chin. “Minnesota? Of all cities … St. Paul?”

	“Over here, St. Paul is a bit of a financial hub, sort of like Chicago on our side. Plus, it’s close to the border. Their guess is terrorists came south through Canada.”

	“Was it … did we …” Emma hesitated to fully ask the question.

	“Was that us, you mean? Was it part of our war?” Jimmy said. “Write it down. Ask Kent. But if you go down that road, where do you stop? Was 9/11 their doing? Was McVeigh their guy?” He shrugged. “You start looking at every bad act like it’s just the other side trying to prevent the same thing from happening to them. Bombings, school shootings, flying planes into buildings—maybe it’s just them trying to cross off another possible catastrophe from the long list of shit that could happen to them, so they do it to us first.” He breathed in and sighed. “But if you ask me—not Dr. Kent or anyone else at the DUPD—I think we’ve got enough misery in our own world to go around. Enough of our own people hate each other, despise each other. Mass murder isn’t something that needs outsourcing to another world.”

	As much as Jimmy acted like he didn’t want to answer their questions, Isaac realized he was happy to offer his opinions. “But it does happen,” Isaac said. “I saw them planting Semtex in that building.”

	“It happens.” Jimmy nodded.

	“So there’s something they want to protect in that building. They wanted to destroy ours so theirs would stay standing no matter what. But wouldn’t that mean, if they succeeded, that their building just couldn’t be blown up with Semtex? What about earthquakes? Fires? It could still be destroyed, right?”

	“Kent. Ask Kent. But I’ll tell you what she won’t tell you. Once we discovered this mutual exclusivity, this opposite cause and effect, equal and opposite reaction bullshit, there have been plenty of people who wanted to burn this world to the ground. Kill it. Nuke it. Destroy it through shit environmental policies, force them closer and closer to the brink of world wars. They’ve been flooding this world with operatives faster than they can train them. People just like you.” Once more, he locked eyes with Isaac in the rearview mirror. “Red Cells. People to test the limits of their facilities, their political institutions. Find the loopholes, the errors in their security systems. All sorts of people who are told it’s us or them. Told that the faster we get them, the sooner we’ll be safe.” He scoffed and rolled his eyes. “Safe. They think the bad guys are always somewhere else. That the evil doesn’t come from us. It’s hard for people to admit that their own kind is responsible for their own wars, their own floods and wildfires, their own riots and assassinations. This other world, this second earth, it’s just one big scapegoat. One big mission for them to complete.” Jimmy took his eyes off the road to look out the window and gaze at the orange desert speeding by. “And if we’re thinking this, it stands to reason they are too. The way I see it, we’re all on borrowed time.”
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Chapter 12

	 

	Phoenix looked the same. Traffic sprawled through the looping interstate overpasses and underpasses, droning along, tires burning on the already scalding tar-black asphalt that covered the city. The same beige dust settled around until everything became one tan desert color, camouflaged against the flat backdrop of the Sonoran. In the distance, zigzagging mountains chewed along the horizon like corrugated metal. 

	After a two-hour drive, they parked a few blocks away from Fremont Tower and stepped out onto the scorching sidewalk under the piercing glare of an identical bright white sun. Isaac felt eyes on him as he walked by people on the street. He examined each person’s stride, their gait, the way they swung their arms, trying to see if the people here had some other way of walking, something that may give him away as an imposter. He recalled a documentary he’d seen once about cold war spies, about how the CIA had to train their operatives to eat like the Soviets—not pushing food around on their plate with their fork—or how to gesture. He remembered that Soviets didn’t lean against walls or stand with their weight only on one foot. All mannerisms the United States Government spent months training out of their spies so they would blend in. He thought of this as he watched each person passing by. Emma stayed close to him, and Jimmy walked in front. 

	All three had their guns stuffed in the back of their waistbands. Cool metal growing hotter against their skin by the second. Emma wore her large dark sunglasses, Isaac his sweat-stained baseball cap. All some sort of half-assed disguise. But a disguise from who? The blonde man with a buzz cut? The old man with the glasses, Jones, who in Isaac’s own world seemed to run the DUPD? He guessed the man he’d shot would either be dead or at least not walking around the building. One less person to worry about. And the man he’d killed, the one they called Burnett, with the smashed skull and sopping red hair, whose mouth had hung open and whose eyes had stared up at the unfinished third floor ceiling of a world that wasn’t his in a glassy gaze that faded soon after Isaac had brought him crashing to the floor … well, he was gone. Two less people to worry about. 

	They stopped across the street, leaning against another building in the shade cast by 141 East Washington Street. The building looked the same. Forty stories of sheer glass. The entrance was the same. Even the newspaper stand just outside looked the same. 

	“Alright,” Jimmy said. “You two memorized everything about this building. Offices, security systems, sprinkler systems, building employees. Everything. So you go in there, take a look around, and see what’s different.”

	“You expect us to do this in—what, a couple hours?”

	Jimmy twisted his wrist to look at his watch. “Sixty minutes if you want to be on the safe side.”

	“How specific do you want us to—” Emma started.

	“Specific,” Jimmy interrupted. “If the chair in the lobby was blue but now it’s black, you let us know. Look at the tile on the floor. Is it different? Is it laid stacked or staggered? At an angle? The pot plants. The carpet. The size of the elevators. The positioning of smoke detectors, security cameras, light switches. If the guard at the front desk is the same as the one in our world, is he left-handed or right-handed?” 

	Isaac glanced at Emma when he mentioned the front desk guard, pangs of guilt clenched in his stomach for putting her up to use herself as a distraction. 

	“Any difference, you report back.”

	“Report back? You aren’t coming in?” Emma asked. Her large round sunglasses made her look like an alien.

	“I’m staying here.” Jimmy pointed at the sidewalk beneath them. “There’s a coffee shop a block that way,” he tilted his head to the right, “best cup of joe in either world. Then I’m coming back here.” He checked his watch. “You’ve got less than an hour ’til we gotta head back, or else…” 

	Isaac rubbed the back of his neck. “Has Dr. Kent or anyone at the DUPD ever wondered what if we get a flat tire on the way back?” he asked. “They don’t want to account for any mishap?”

	“I’ve got a spare.” Jimmy smirked. “You better get going.” He nodded at the building.

	Isaac and Emma looked at each other and crossed the street. They stopped just outside the looming building and looked up at the glass structure reflecting a distorted copy of the rest of the city.

	“This is fucked,” Emma said. “It doesn’t even feel real.”

	“You think the diamonds are up there?” Isaac bent his neck, looking up to the top of the building. After months of planning and hoping their heist would be successful, thoughts of the diamonds were like a Pavlovian response at just the sight of the building.

	“Diamonds.” Emma sighed. “Stupid diamonds. Remember, I wanted to steal that private coin collection.”

	“And the fence said old Canadian gold coins are only selling below spot price. The market is flat right now.” 

	“Pssh, market. It’s not an investment. We steal stuff, Isaac, and you’re worried about our cost basis? C’mon. Should have never gone after the diamonds, then we could have kept living in our world. Our world. Blissfully ignorant. Instead…” She shook her head. “Stupid diamonds.”

	“Well, everything out here looks the same. See anything?” 

	Emma shook her head. They had both stared endlessly at the plain exterior of Fremont Tower over the last two months. The building, each crack in the sidewalk, each faded speck of paint, all committed to memory. It looked the same.

	“Let’s go,” Isaac said. 

	They pushed the door open and let the air conditioning wash over them. The guard, the one Emma had to seduce in the storage closet only fifteen hours ago, stood at the front desk. He offered a nod, his gaze lingering on the two of them.

	“Can I help you?” he asked, noticing them taking in the lobby and all of its potential differences. 

	Isaac looked at the board behind him that listed each of the tenants. H&H Jewelers were there. Same floor as before. He compared this list to the one in his mind, matching each tenant to the one in its place back in their world. 

	“It was the fifth floor, honey,” Emma spoke first, ignoring the guard’s question. She looked at Isaac.

	“No, the third.” Isaac stepped forward and darted his eyes at the security terminal behind the guard. “Go on, ask him.” He waved a hand at the guard.

	Emma stepped forward and leaned against the counter. It was the exact same way she had leaned close to the man earlier. Flirtatious. Seductive. She smiled, again the same smile as before. Just as she had practiced. The guard’s eyes widened just a bit when Emma pulled down her large sunglasses, and Isaac knew he could take a look around the building without the guard eyeballing him.

	“We were going to see Clark Griffin. He’s our accountant. But I said he was on the fifth floor, not the third.”

	Isaac paced around, wandering near the elevators. He walked to the end of the hall, around the corner from the security officer, and opened the small closet he had hid in earlier that day. Inside it was the same. Blinking lights showing various systems throughout the building. He scanned quickly to read the model numbers of the building’s internet, electrical, and sprinkler systems. All the same.

	“Honey!” Emma spoke loudly from the front desk. “Honey!” They hadn’t settled on fake names for each other, and it seemed Emma had settled only on ‘honey.’

	Isaac softly shut the door and walked back around to the front desk. “Yes?” he said.

	“There’s no Clark Griffin here.” Emma frowned. 

	“Mark Griffith!” Isaac said, feigning frustration. “And it’s the third floor.”

	“Third floor is under construction,” the guard said and typed on his computer.

	“Construction, huh.” Emma raised her eyebrows and shot Isaac a look.

	“Seventh floor,” the guard said.

	“See! It wasn’t the third floor.” She turned to Isaac and waved her hand across the desk, knocking the guard’s coffee onto the floor. “Oh, shit. I’m sorry.” She bent down to pick up his coffee cup. “I’m so clumsy.”

	“It’s okay.” The guard groaned and turned to the small closet next to the front desk. 

	“Let me help.” Emma grabbed the door and pulled it open wide, clocking each bottle of cleaner, each mop and broom and dustpan all sitting in the same places as in their own world.

	“It’s alright.” The guard held a hand out, stopping her from entering.

	Peering inside, Emma took note of each shelf. “It’s really no trouble.”

	The guard grabbed a mop. “It’s my job.” He nudged her aside and let the door close behind him.

	“Let’s get going,” Isaac said and nodded towards the elevators.

	“So sorry.” Emma walked away, stepping over the puddle of black coffee. They rounded the corner and waited for the elevator doors to open. Once inside, Emma asked, “Where to?”

	“Ten.”

	“H&H? Why torture yourself like that?”

	“No need to check the other floors, since I never saw them. Can’t spot a difference if I’ve got nothing to compare it to. So let’s check out what I did see. Floor ten.”

	She tapped the button, and said, “You’re telling me you weren’t thinking about grabbing that guy’s master key as he cleaned up the coffee? Huh? Pull the fire alarm and steal those diamonds just like before?”

	“They were our diamonds. We earned them.”

	“Earned?” Emma chuckled. “That won’t hold up in court.” 

	The elevator dinged and opened its doors at the tenth floor. In front of them was the long hallway with offices on each side. They stepped out and made their way to H&H Jewelers—a large glass wall with vertical blinds inside. The door was glass, thick glass. Isaac stopped and looked in. 

	“Let it go,” Emma said and placed a hand on Isaac’s shoulder.

	Checking his watch, Isaac said, “It looks the same.” He leaned to look further into the office at the room he’d broken into, the room with all the loose diamonds. “Nothing’s different.”

	“So?”

	“So, the only other floor I saw was the third floor. It was under construction.”

	“Let’s go.” 

	She turned and called the elevator at the end of the hall. Isaac lingered at H&H a little longer, watching the jewelers inside bending down, pinching their loops in their eyes, and examining rubies and diamonds. 

	“Isaac!” Emma snapped from the end of the hall. She was holding the elevator open.

	He jogged down the hall and got in. She tapped the button for the third floor. When the doors opened again, Isaac pulled his gun from his waistband.

	“Careful,” he said. “This is where they were planting the Semtex. If they want to hide something, protect something, my guess is it’s on this floor.” 

	He stepped out first, and Emma followed, holding her own gun. Isaac hadn’t entered this floor from the elevator before, so he paused to get his bearings. He walked down the hallway, looking in each small window on each door lining the hall. He approached the door he’d ducked into when he ran from the firefighters—in their world. He twisted the knob slowly and pushed the door in. At first glance, there was nothing. Empty. Building supplies stacked and spread throughout. Circular saws and drywall. The air in this office was dry and dusty. Particles of gypsum and fiberglass drifted in the air through the glints of sunlight streaking through the barely tinted windows. 

	Isaac stepped cautiously, tensing his muscles as he gripped the gun tight. He glanced at the floor where he had left his toolbox, hoping it would be there, somehow. For the first time, he wondered if this world was so similar that some other version of himself was here earlier today. Perhaps he’d pulled off the same heist, except he made it out with the diamonds. Or maybe he hadn’t taken them just yet. He didn’t know just how similar or different this place was, and he had no way of finding out. He peeked around each corner before rounding it, his foot occasionally crunching on a loose screw. 

	He stood in front of the concrete column he saw before. Then, it was wrapped in yellow blocks of Semtex and wires. Now, nothing. Just a gray concrete support column. He lowered his gun and loosened his grip. 

	“Nothing,” he sighed. He turned to look at the spot on the floor where he had tackled Burnett. Here, there was no blood stain. No sign of death. His mission was to spot differences, but his mind wanted nothing more than to make sense of this, to make connections and find similarities. 

	“How much time do we have?” Emma asked. 

	Isaac checked his watch. “Half an hour. Let’s go.”

	“Go? We haven’t found anything.”

	“Then there’s nothing to find. Lobby is the same. Storage closet, security system, fire alarm, tenth floor, third floor. It’s all the same. Unless you count the lack of Semtex.” He pointed at the support columns. 

	“You think they will accept that? You trust that man, Calvin Greenwood? There’s something off about him, like he’s itching to bury us in the desert but wants to come off as the good guy. And Jones with his weird round glasses?” She curved her hands into circles and held them over her eyes.

	“I don’t trust any of them. But what choice do we have?”

	“Isaac.” Emma stared at him, raising her eyebrows. It was similar to how Naomi would look at him when he had forgotten to take the trash out.

	“What?” He knew what she was thinking.

	“They’ve all but threatened to lock us up—or worse—”

	“You don’t think I know that! You don’t think I’ve been trying to come up with some way to ensure they let us go once we get back ever since we got wrapped up in this?” 

	“And if we come back empty handed, how’s that help our chances? They’ve injected cyanide capsules in our necks. You said yourself, they wouldn’t just tell us these things and let us back out into the world. Not without giving something in return. You think when we come back and just shrug and say, ‘I don’t know,’ that they’ll simply let us go? We need a plan. A way to save our skin.”

	“We can’t find what’s not there.” He stepped past her and headed towards the door. Before stepping out into the hallway, he tucked his gun back in his waistband. “Let’s go.” 

	He left the empty office and headed back towards the elevator. Emma wasn’t far behind.

	“Then we make something up,” she said.

	“We’ve gotta tell Jimmy what we find. You really think we can come up with something before we get back across the street? Something that will stick, that they can corroborate?” 

	“Then we take him. Jimmy. We take him.” 

	“Take him?”

	“Beat him up. Subdue him. Force him to let us go.”

	“It’s not him I’m worried about. It’s the men back at the portal with rifles. Jimmy doesn’t seem to care too much about any of this.” 

	They stopped in front of the bank of elevators.

	“We need a plan for when we get back. Once we cross back over and they take this shit out of our necks, and we are driving from the portal to Phoenix, that’s when we make our move.” Emma nodded, getting excited about an escape. “We jump Jimmy, leave him in a dead zone with no cell signal and run. We’ll have at least a couple hours head start before Jimmy alerts anyone.”

	“Em, they found us in a matter of hours with just my face on camera. There’s no running from them. Running will just give them an excuse to shoot us on sight. Trust me.” He tapped the button to call the elevator and waited. “They might not let us go, but we could still be of use.”

	“How’s that?”

	“They know I used to be a Red Cell member. They know my entire training is to attack infrastructures. I was paid to plan attacks.”

	There was a pause as they waited for the elevator. Then Emma said, “You’re used to taking things right up to the line. What if they want you to actually cross it?”

	Another flash of Burnett’s cracked skull pinged through Isaac’s brain. 

	“These people aren’t going to stop just before you pull the trigger, just before you light the fuse. They’re going to want you to—”

	“I’m not – it’s a bargaining chip, that’s all. I offer to help. Maybe do the planning. The reconnaissance. But they have to let you go.”

	The elevator dinged and the doors opened. A man was in the elevator. The old man from the building, the one wiring the Semtex. The one he’d shot at. Jones. Behind his round tortoiseshell glasses, the man’s eyes widened in recognition. He knew who Isaac was.

	Isaac lunged into the elevator, pressing one hand against Jones’s mouth and pulling his gun out with the other. He pushed him hard against the back wall of the elevator. The air leaving Jones’s nostrils huffed out onto Isaac’s hand, and the two men locked eyes with each other.

	“Lobby,” Isaac said to Emma. 

	Emma pressed the button and stood against the wall furthest away from them. The older man struggled and clawed at Isaac’s arms. He was strong but no match for Isaac. 

	“Check his pockets,” he ordered. She patted him down and reached in his front pockets. The barrel of his gun was pressed hard into Jones’s stomach, sinking so far into his body Isaac thought he might be pressing all the way through to the wall of the elevator. 

	The elevator descended. Just as the door dinged and opened, the old man bit down hard on Isaac’s hand, clamping down and tearing at the meaty hunk on the side of his palm until blood leaked around his mouth. Isaac jerked and pulled away, pushing his gun even harder into Jones’s stomach. Like a wolf tearing meat from a carcass, Jones grunted and pulled a strip of flesh from Isaac’s hand. 

	Holding back a scream, Isaac knocked the butt of his gun against Jones’s head, toppling him into an unconscious pile on the floor. Blood dribbled down the corners of his mouth.

	“Go!” Isaac shouted at Emma. 

	She was still rifling through his pockets, holding several ID badges and a wallet. She ran from the elevator, and Isaac followed. Around the corner, the front desk security officer heard the commotion. 

	“Someone help!” he shouted. 

	But they kept walking until they were through the front glass doors and back into the Phoenix heat. Isaac didn’t know who the security guard was calling until he heard the gunshot. The glass door shattered all around them. He looked over his shoulder to see the blonde man with glasses and a buzz cut aiming his gun at them. His shoulders squared and taking aim for a second shot. Isaac fired back, shattering even more glass surrounding the front entrance.

	“Go!” he shouted again and started to take off down the sidewalk. But Emma didn’t follow him. She limped and stumbled, clutching her stomach. “Shit.” He threw her arm around his neck, then hoisted her up and pulled her along the sidewalk. One leg dragged behind her, but she did her best to support herself with the other foot. “Where were you hit?” he asked. 

	Across the street, Jimmy walked parallel to them, watching them, his sopping cigar butt clamped in his mouth. His gun was drawn and held at his side. With an annoyed scowl, he tossed his cup of coffee into a trashcan. No one was looking at him. Anyone on the street was looking at Isaac and Emma. Another shot came from the office building. 

	“We’ve gotta move!” He kept pulling Emma down the street, supporting more and more of her weight. “Stay with me.”

	After only a few steps, blood was soaking through her clothes and into his own. Her large round sunglasses had fallen off, showing her silver-gray eyes struggling to stay open. One shoe had dropped off several feet back. Isaac grunted with each step, holding her up with one arm and aiming his gun behind him with the other. No one had come out of the building yet. Hopefully the buzz cut man had been shot.

	The hours and hours spent looking at maps of surrounding buildings rushed back to him. He knew the nearest police station was eight miles away with a response time of four minutes. The nearest hospital twelve miles. Nearest pharmacy two blocks.

	“Come on.” 

	Emma was slipping from his arms, supporting less and less of her own weight. Her head bobbed back, and the white sun shone down on her colorless face. Any pedestrians out in the heat were crouching behind parked cars or sprinting inside the nearest building for safety. 

	“Emma, come on. You can do this. Please.” Then her head tipped forward, chin pressed to her chest. “There’s a pharmacy up ahead. We’re almost there.” 

	He could see it. Only twenty feet away. 

	A shot rang out behind them, coming from Fremont Tower. He flinched and ducked down, losing his grip on Emma for a second. He fired back, aiming only minimally down the sights of the pistol. It was the buzz cut man, his shoulder bleeding and his gun brandished in one hand. Isaac’s adrenaline kicked in, giving him the strength to lift Emma and run the final steps to the pharmacy. He pushed the door open with his back and dragged them both inside.

	He set Emma down on the floor and pointed his gun at the pharmacist who was hiding behind the counter. Luckily, there were no other customers in the store.

	“Over here! Now!” Isaac marched towards the man, who had lifted his hands in the air. “No cops. I’m not going to hurt you if I don’t have to. Bring gauze, lots of it.” The pharmacist nodded and stepped out from behind the counter. “Do you have a suture kit?”

	The pharmacist shook his head, then said, “We, uh, have a staple gun.” 

	“Bring me two!” 

	Isaac laid Emma out. A wet red circle spread through her linen clothing. He lifted her shirt to see the wound. It was small, 9mm he guessed, but blood was leaking out quickly. The pharmacist arrived with gauze and the staple guns. 

	“Thank you.”

	The door opened, and Isaac jerked his head up, pointing his gun. It was Jimmy. Isaac let out a short sigh and returned his attention to Emma. 

	“They see you come in here?” Jimmy asked.

	Isaac ripped the gauze open with his teeth and balled it up. He crammed the gauze deep into the bullet hole. Emma gasped and groaned. “Sorry. Sorry.” He felt bad, but he was glad to see some sign of life. She laid her head back down and shut her eyes.

	“Did they see you come in here?” Jimmy repeated forcefully.

	“I don’t know!” Isaac snapped. “Why don’t you look out and see if anyone is coming. Make yourself useful!” He blotted at Emma’s stomach to soak up more of the blood.

	“I don’t see ’em.” Jimmy checked his watch. “Let’s get her to the car. Time’s almost up.”

	“She’ll never make that drive. She’ll bleed to death.”

	“We don’t have time. You don’t have time.” Jimmy pointed at the back of his own neck. The pharmacist hung back, watching and listening.

	“I’m not going without her.”

	Jimmy stood and looked out the door again. “You aren’t going to last long here.” Then he knelt down and leaned in close to Isaac’s ear. Whispering, he said, “That capsule is set to release unless you get back. You need to count your losses and save yourself.”

	Lunging at Jimmy, Isaac grabbed his shirt and pulled him down until their faces almost touched. “I’m not leaving her, you hear me!” He stared into Jimmy’s eyes, gritting his teeth. He pushed Jimmy away into a shelf of cough syrup. A few bottles scattered over the floor.

	“What should I tell them?” Jimmy stood and straightened his clothes.

	“Whatever the fuck you want.” Isaac pulled the gauze away and ripped one of the staple guns open. It was preloaded with ten staples. “Odds are they’ll never see us again.” He pinched Emma’s skin together and pressed the staple gun hard against her body. He pulled the trigger, letting out a single staple.

	“Did you see anything? Find anything different?”

	“No.” Isaac kept working. “Nothing.”

	“I’ve gotta go.” Jimmy shoved his gun back into his waistband. “Good luck.”

	“Fuck off.” 

	Isaac pulled the trigger on the staple gun a third time, then he rolled her over and stapled the entry wound on her back. When he finally looked up, Jimmy was gone. They were left in a strange world, a different world, but somehow still the same. He wrapped more and more gauze around Emma.

	He knew where the hospitals were, where the clinics were. He knew where the vet offices were. Each of them offered a certain level of aid. Some, like the vet’s office, would have supplies, like a proper suture kit. But it wouldn’t have blood. That would be at the hospitals. But hospitals had cops with questions. He and Emma were all alone. No one to turn to. No one to help them, with two ticking bombs lodged into their necks. 

	Turning to the pharmacist, he pointed his gun and said, “Do you have a car?” The man nodded quickly. “I need it.” 

	He kept nodding and withdrew his keys from his coat pocket. “Your phone.” Isaac kept his hand out. Without protesting, the man dropped his cell phone in Isaac’s hand. He set it on the floor and stomped it twice with the heel of his boot, then ripped the landline phone from the wall behind the counter. “I’m sorry,” he said to the pharmacist. He carried Emma to the parking lot and pressed the unlock button on the car key until he pinpointed where the pharmacist’s car was. Gently, he laid her in the back seat, turned the key, revved the engine, and checked his watch. 

	Looking at Emma in the rearview, he told her, “I’ll fix this. I promise. We aren’t dying in this fucking other place. I’ll get you home.”

	Home … such a distant thought. Right now, he felt the way an astronaut must feel in the space station, looking down on Earth. Home was some unreachable place. It existed, but it may as well not. 

	He gripped the steering wheel. “Home,” he said and nodded, then pulled out into the street.



	
Chapter 13

	 

	In this world or that world—world A, or world B, one or two—everyone bled. Everyone died. There was nothing special about this place. Death was death, and dying was dying. Emma was dying. In the back seat of their stolen car, she lay nearly lifeless, sliding with each hasty stop and each rushed acceleration. Her arms fell and flopped around with each pothole. Her head rolled with each sharp turn. The red spot on her stomach grew, slower since the staples, but still growing.

	He knew there was a vet only a few blocks away. But it was the middle of the day. Holding an office full of people hostage at gun point didn’t seem like a good idea. He guessed Emma had less than an hour before she bled to death. Her skin was growing pale. Her lips a faint pink. Slowly, she faded until she matched the bland desert tones flashing outside the car windows. 

	He skidded to a stop and parked outside the veterinary office, checked on Emma, and left her in the back seat with the A/C running. Her blood was smeared on his hands, and from his hands it had smeared on his face. His clothes were blotched with sweat and more blood. He crammed the gun in the back of his waistband and pulled open the door. 

	“Please, I need a doctor. Quick!” He scanned the waiting room. One person waited with a Labrador. Two women stood behind the front desk.

	“Sir, is your pet with you? Are you a patient of record?” One of the young women asked, looking him over in slight horror.

	“Get a doctor out here now!” 

	He slammed his open palm down hard on the counter. It was the same hand Jones had torn a chunk of skin from, so he left a bloody palm print on the desk. The Labrador stood at the sound, and the women jumped. One of them leaned in and whispered to the other. Isaac paced a few steps back and forth while the first one ran into the back. 

	Less than a minute later, a middle-aged man came out with a stethoscope hanging around his neck. “What is this about, sir?”

	“Outside, now!” Isaac glared at him. The vet must have been frightened because he followed Isaac out front.

	“Was it a car wreck?” The vet asked. Isaac didn’t answer. He stepped to the car and opened the back door. “Jesus!” The vet held his hand to his mouth at the sight of Emma. “I – I – she needs a hospital.” He turned to one of the women from the front desk who had followed them halfway to the car. “Call 911!” 

	The woman nodded and turned to go back inside.

	“No!” Isaac shouted. He pulled his gun and pressed it into the vet’s stomach, but still out of view of the woman. The vet looked down in shock, his mouth open. “No police.”

	“Never mind, Tracy,” the vet shouted and stopped the girl. 

	“Is there a back door?” Isaac asked, and the vet nodded. “Help me with her.” 

	He nodded again. Isaac kept his gun in one hand and wrapped his other arm around Emma’s back, hooking his hand in her armpit. The vet lifted her feet. As they rounded the building, Isaac glanced back to see if any cars were slowing to gawk, or if the customers inside had come out to see what the commotion was. Nothing so far. They shimmied slowly along the side of the small office building, struggling together to get Emma to the back door. The vet swiped a card at the door, leaving Isaac to hold all of Emma up for a few seconds.

	“Just down here,” the vet said through gritted teeth. He led them to an operating room.

	Looking around, Isaac said, “She doesn’t need surgery, at least not right away. She needs blood.” He hoisted Emma up onto the steel table and looked at her wound. One of the staples had already pulled apart, and blood was seeping out. A dark stream of crimson that just wouldn’t stop.

	“I…” The vet shook his head.

	A nurse stepped through the door and gasped at the sight of Emma, pale and bleeding, sprawled out on the metal table. She held her hand up to her mouth, then darted her eyes to Isaac’s gun. Her body instinctively started to turn back to the door, to leave, to run, to get help. Isaac lifted his arm and pointed his gun at her. 

	“Don’t run.” He flicked his hand with the gun, motioning her to step further into the room. “I’m not looking to hurt anyone. I just need help. She needs blood. If you help, don’t call the cops, then everyone will be fine. Got it?” He looked at the vet first, then the nurse. They both nodded quickly. “Good.” He scanned the room.

	Isaac had learned more first aid than most in the military. His time with the Red Cells required him to be prepared for more severe injuries. His team, during their missions, would be viewed as hostiles, burglars or terrorists, people other people shoot at, so he was taught a litany of impromptu medical skills. But those skills were rusty and not as complete as he would have liked.

	“Rapid transfusion,” he said out loud to himself, talking through the steps he recalled. “18-gauge needle. Do you have that size?” 

	The vet nodded, but said, “Our supplies are for animals. We don’t have—”

	“Blood,” Isaac interrupted. “She doesn’t need a hospital. She needs blood.”

	“We need to type and crossmatch blood types,” the vet protested.

	The bright lights shined down on Emma’s pale body. Blood had dripped from her stomach and created a puddle around her body.

	“18-gauge needle. Do you have it?” Isaac stepped forward and gripped his gun tight. 

	The vet nodded. “Tracy, get me an 18-gauge IV.”

	The nurse moved quickly, rummaging through a drawer and retrieving a needle and plastic tubing.

	“She’s AB. Universal recipient.” Isaac set his gun down next to Emma and rolled his sleeve up. He grabbed a chair that rested against the wall and slid it across the shiny tile floor, then fell into the chair next to Emma. “The faster we do this, the faster I get out of your hair. Understand?”

	The vet pulled blue latex gloves on. He and the nurse worked quickly and quietly. First, they slid the needle into Isaac’s arm, drawing blood into an IV bag, then they slipped another needle and IV into Emma’s arm. Her bright blue veins were easily visible through her pale skin. Isaac’s blood looped through the plastic tubing, drawing into the IV bag, then spiraled through the second part of the IV tubing to Emma. He balled his hand into a fist over and over, working his blood into the tubing faster. He checked his watch, the gun resting on his lap. Two hours driving from the portal to Phoenix. Maybe an hour spent in the city at Fremont Tower … they had time for the transfusion before the cyanide released. But there was still the drive back to the portal. Even without traffic, it would be tight, likely impossible.

	Jimmy, fucking Jimmy, Isaac thought and shook his head. He was likely speeding towards the New Mexico border by now, telling himself he’d done the right thing. By this action of Jimmy’s, Isaac knew he had never served in the military or done anything in his life that made him part of a team. Jimmy was out for himself, plain and simple. Soon he would be back to the fake abandoned shack on the side of the desert highway. Soon he would be gone … for good. The two wavelengths drawn on the whiteboard would be out of synch until God-knows-when. The thought of the astronaut in the space station flashed through Isaac’s mind once more. He was stranded in this place, but not for long. He ran a hand over the back of his neck to feel for any sort of bump or lump where the capsule was, then watched the bright red blood slip through the tubing. The vet and the nurse stood still, waiting for orders.

	“Sit,” he said and waved his gun at two rolling stools. “How long will it take?” He nodded at the IV bag.

	“Depends on how much blood she lost.”

	“Typically—how long?”

	“An hour.” The vet shrugged, showing that it was just a guess.

	Checking his watch again, Isaac did the math once more, like the calculation would change, then he said, “I will be out of here before then. We will be out of here.” He looked at Emma. He thought she looked to have more color in her already, but he guessed it was wishful thinking. “Can you sew her up?”

	The vet stood and nervously approached Emma. He looked at the staples. “I can but she needs imaging.”

	“Sew her up.”

	The vet turned to the nurse and pointed his chin towards a bank of cabinets along the far wall. She stood, and without talking, they snapped into action. She retrieved a sterile suture kit and ripped it open while the vet changed his gloves and found a pair of scissors to cut the staples apart.

	Twisting the sutures through Emma’s skin, the vet said, “She really needs imaging. If the bullet punctured her bowel, she’ll get an infection, a horrible infection.”

	“What would I do for that?” Isaac wasn’t concerned with an infection, at least not now. They would be long dead by the time an infection set in. One thing at a time.

	“Normally, you’d give her antibiotics, probably via IV. But if she perforated her bowel,” the vet shook his head as he snipped a suture on her stomach, “don’t think it would matter.”

	“She’ll die?” Isaac swallowed hard and cursed the diamond job they planned so many months ago. When they started down this road, death was the last thing on their minds. He checked his watch again. After the drive to the vet’s office, setting up the transfusion, and now suturing her wounds, they were down to about an hour until the cyanide leaked out. He wondered if it was an hour before any symptoms showed, or was the original five hour time frame marking when he would be dead already?

	“Not right away. First, she’ll be in excruciating pain. She’ll wish she were dead. And then, eventually, she will die. Like I said, she needs proper imaging.”

	“As in an X-ray?” Isaac asked, rubbing the back of his neck.

	“Not X-ray,” the vet said as he worked on sewing the entry wound on Emma’s back. “CT scan most likely. Ultrasound.”

	“Don’t you have an X-ray here?”

	“I told you, she doesn’t need an—”

	Isaac stood quickly. “Do you have one or not?”

	“Y – yeah.” The vet nodded and pointed a blood-smeared latex-gloved finger to a machine in the corner. “It’s old but it still works.”

	“No, old is good. Old is perfect.” Isaac kept his eyes on the X-ray machine. He did the math once more, calculating how long it would take to drive back to New Mexico, guessing where Jimmy was, and figuring how long he and Emma had before the poison was released into their bodies. “We’re going to stay here a bit longer, doc.” Isaac smiled. For the first time since their job went south, he smiled.

	“I thought you said you’d leave in—”

	“Thirty minutes. Yeah, that’s what I said. But we,” he pointed to himself and Emma, “we are about to be poisoned.”

	“Poisoned?” The vet looked at Isaac, then turned to the nurse. She just shrugged and shook her head in confusion.

	“Yes, cyanide poisoning. We’re going to need a couple more IV’s before we leave.”

	 


Chapter 14

	 

	“The portal,” the man said. 

	Andrew didn’t know his name. No one introduced him. His hands were large, knuckles bulging out when he made a fist. Calvin Greenwood stood in the corner of the room, arms crossed, flinching just a bit every time the large man punched Andrew. 

	“Tell us where the portal is.”

	“I told you. I crossed over at North Sentinel Island.” Andrew groaned and held his ribs. He was buckled over, kneeling on the floor.

	“Andrew. Come on.” Calvin stepped from the back wall. “I don’t want to do this to an old friend.”

	“We aren’t friends!” Andrew snapped. He could taste blood in his mouth. He moved his tongue around to push at each tooth, determining which ones were loose and which ones were chipped. “I don’t know who the fuck you are. Have you asked Dr. Frost? Huh?” He stared into Calvin’s eyes. “The story checks out, doesn’t it?”

	Stepping closer and kneeling to face Andrew, Calvin said, “Frost is dead.” He waited for that to sink in, to see if Andrew would react to the loss of an old colleague. “Parts of your story check out. Frost was running experiments. That part is true. Then something happened. An explosion. An equipment malfunction. They don’t know. They’re still looking into it. Frost was too close to the explosion. Died instantly. But before that he assured us nothing could have come through. Their portals weren’t stable enough. It was a one-way sort of thing.”

	“Then how do I know about it? How am I here?”

	“It’s no secret that you two had the idea of experimenting on North Sentinel back before you went missing. That plus no cyanide capsule in your neck.” Calvin shrugged and stood back up, “my money is on your Andrew Ripley. Our Andrew Ripley. And all this beating is pointless.”

	Andrew moved from his knees and sat on the floor. He gazed back and forth between the large man with the bulging knuckles and Calvin in his sweater vest and rolled-up sleeves. “Then why ask me about the portal if you think I’m from here?”

	“Some things aren’t up to me. I’ve told them what I think. You see, if you are our Andrew, and you’re either lying to us or crazy, the higher ups figure a good beating might shake something loose. Snap you out of it. But that portal, the other side’s portal, is their priority. Always has been. Always will be until we find it.” Calvin stepped back until he was leaning against the wall again. “We’ve sent a lot of agents over there. We’ve used something similar to the cyanide capsules. Something a bit more explosive. But every once in a while, some newbie, or someone desperate, will suggest sending an agent over there with nothing in them. No way to stop them from telling the other side where our portal is. But that way, if they are caught, they could say they’re just whatever version of themselves from over there. Some have even suggested sending an agent over there and killing their other self, taking their spot. We’ve never done that, but if we’ve discussed it, then they’ve discussed it. And maybe they’ve done it.” He pointed at Andrew. “Maybe that’s you. Maybe you killed our Andrew.”

	“I – I didn’t kill anyone,” Andrew said, sighing and looking away.

	Calvin touched a small device in his ear, nodded, then whispered something to the large man. “The camera there is measuring your biometrics. Pupil movement. Vocal frequency. High-tech stuff. And they tell me you just lied. Your story is starting to crack, Andrew.” 

	He nodded at the large man, who gripped Andrew’s shirt and pulled him up, then headbutted him square in the nose. A jolt of pain spread from the center of his face, piercing straight through the back of his head. The man let go, dropping Andrew in a pile on the floor.

	The man beat him, demanding to know the location of the portal again and again, but after a while Andrew stopped protesting, stopped replying altogether. He thought of some other place. He thought of Kate, but even that memory was slipping further and further away. When he thought of his Kate, he now saw the other Kate. He saw the way she looked at him just before the agents burst into the house and brought him here. The longer he stayed here, the harder it would be for him to repair anything with her. 

	“Who’d you kill?” Calvin asked. Then Andrew’s thoughts couldn’t help but drift over the blue waters of the Bay of Bengal all the way to North Sentinel Island. He couldn’t stop his mind from flying through the dense jungle of the island until it stopped at a cave. A black yawning opening once covered with branches to conceal it. There his vision slowed and crept into that cave. He could hear the soft echo of footsteps, the sharp dripping sound of water somewhere. And he could feel the temperature drop, the moist air so thick you could brush it away like smoke. Then he could see it there, huddled on the floor. The body. Her body. Reina’s body. He could see her dark black hair. The red blood mixing with the brown dirt on the ground. He wanted to reach out to her. To see if she was okay. But he knew she wasn’t. 

	Then his mind was ripped back to this place when the man drove his oversized fist hard into Andrew’s left cheek.

	They dragged him back down a long hallway to the cell they’d been keeping him in. He guessed several days passed, based on Calvin changing his clothes three times. Three different sweater vests. But then there was nothing, for a long time, for what seemed like a long time. In the dim cell with no toilet, no bed, no window, only a drain in the middle of the sloped concrete floor. Eventually, he counted the days by how many meals they brought him. He wasn’t fed well and guessed he got one meal a day. Meals went by. Days went by. Then a week. They stopped beating him. Stopped talking to him.

	His wounds healed from the beatings. His sunburn from North Sentinel Island faded, and part of him missed it. Whatever bit of energy from the other sun from the other universe was singed into his skin, but not anymore. Now it was gone, and he wondered if he’d ever be able to visit Kate’s grave again, step foot in his house. He shook those thoughts from his mind and repeated his mantra over and over. This is my home. This is my world. Over and over, out loud in a soft whisper. “This is my home. This is my world.” 

	 


Chapter 15

	 

	The history of cyanide is long. A trail of bodies litters its wake. Each one dotted along the timeline a testament to the versatility and potency of this poison. From spiked punch in Jonestown, to contaminated Pixy Stix meant to kill several eight-year-olds, to an injected apple used in Alan Turing’s ‘suicide,’ cyanide has woven itself through most of history, hiding in the background, taking lives, sneaking and slithering around behind the scenes of countless spy operations, coup attempts, cults, and failed marriages. The moments, many of them, remembered; the deaths, some of them, jotted down in history books, but the poison often forgotten. Cyanide, undetectable in an autopsy, with only the faint smell of almonds remaining.

	It is no surprise that such an untraceable and deadly poison would be used in espionage. Suicides and murders all carried out in the name of patriotism. For Lady Liberty or Mother Russia, cyanide has always been there, ready and willing to hide all things, to take all secrets to the grave. Buried in a false molar. Dumped in someone’s coffee. A pinprick from the back of a ring. Stuck in a time-released capsule in someone’s neck.

	Although its use is always deliberate and planned out, cyanide’s discovery was an accident. No, it was an artist who stumbled on the early formation of the deadly concoction. Mixing ingredients from the wild, trying to blend the exact right combination to make a new color—the perfect color. Mixing blood, tree sap, charcoal, fungus, flowers, potash, insect larvae, and anything else he could get his hands on, Johann Deisbach stumbled upon a bright new paint, something he called Berlin Blue. This magnificent paint spread from artist to artist, daubed on the most famous painters’ palettes and canvases. Its formula passed along with it, ingredients scavenged and mixed, from Germany to Japan to parts of the Middle East. It wasn’t until a Swedish scientist took this new paint and mixed it with an acid that cyanide was truly created. A foaming bubbling mess resulted, releasing a toxic gas into the air in thin streaks of murderous vapor. Cyanide was finally born. And the rest, as they say, is history.

	Now, Isaac was taught some of this in his training as a Red Cell member. The rest, he learned from his own readings. At his training he was told about the effects of cyanide—how quickly it could kill (within four minutes of exposure), the various types and forms the poison could take (gas, liquid, powder, pills). All precautionary, his trainers would say when asked. Neither he nor his Red Cell unit were ever told outright, but the implication was that many in their own government had instructions to ingest a small capsule hidden in a false back molar if they were ever captured. Their secrets were too precious, too valuable to the other side.

	So, if while acting as the other side and testing the security of their own country, Red Cell members ever came upon and captured one such person in their own government, they were warned: suicide was a potential outcome if the captive believed they were really in danger. Let the situation reach that point, they were told. Test the depths of their loyalty.

	As such, Red Cell members were instructed about antidotes to cyanide as well as several other commonly used poisons. They weren’t guaranteed to have access to an antidote, and if they didn’t, then the country would lose a loyal member. A noble sacrifice, he was told. But they were told to try to find one.

	Sitting in the vet’s office, IV spiraled in the air, dripping blood from his arm to Emma’s, Isaac ticked through his memories. He glared at the old X-ray machine. 

	“Poisoned?” the vet asked. “I don’t understand.”

	“Yes, we are going to be poisoned very soon.” He checked his watch and tapped his fingers against his thumb one at a time as he added up each factor. What time the military men injected them with the cyanide capsules, then how long they drove from New Mexico to Phoenix, how long they spent in the building. From there it got fuzzy. Adrenaline kicked in and he lost track of time. How long was he in the pharmacy? 15 minutes? The drive to the vet? 20 minutes? How long had he been sitting here getting his blood drawn? He glanced at the bag fill then he made note of Jimmy telling them they had to leave in an hour, then there was the drive back to New Mexico they would have taken if everything went as planned.

	“Probably in fifteen minutes. Maybe less.” He looked at Emma. “Has she had enough for now?”

	“Blood?” the vet asked and Isaac nodded. “For now, but she would be better off with a little more.”

	“Keep my IV in and taking blood, but take it out of her. I need to move around. We can hook her back up later.” 

	The vet nodded and fiddled with the IV in Emma’s arm. Once Isaac was untethered, he stepped towards the X-ray machine and sat on the floor. 

	“Hand me a scalpel.” He held his hand out. “Anything to take these screws off.” He pointed at a panel on the bottom of the machine. The nurse dropped a scalpel in his bloody hand that had Jones’ teeth marks and a missing strip of flesh.

	Isaac spoke to the vet and the nurse while he worked. “I can’t explain it, not right now, but we will have cyanide poisoning any moment now.”

	“Cyanide? What are you—spies? CIA?” the vet asked.

	The cyanide binds to the oxygen atoms in your blood, a military scientist had told Isaac during his Red Cell training. The first symptom will be shortness of breath. Shallow breaths, pale skin, that’s when you know the poison is taking hold. 

	“Once the first symptoms start, but no sooner, I’m going to need you to give us both a new IV.” He pulled the panel off and slid it across the floor out of the way. “You develop X-rays in-house?” He looked over his shoulder. 

	The vet nodded. “What are you looking for? Maybe I can help.” He stepped forward, likely not appreciating how Isaac was treating his very expensive, albeit old, x-ray machine.

	Isaac breathed in deep to test if it had started yet. His large chest heaved out. He exhaled. 

	Without oxygen, the subject’s organs will die one at a time, the scientist had told him. First the brain, followed by the heart. From there the order isn’t all that important.

	He looked down at his watch. There was no making it back, there was no driving to New Mexico, there was no leaving this building. Time seemed to speed up, count down. He didn’t want to admit to himself, but in the confusion of the day, he’d lost track, and could only guess how long they had left. “I’m looking for sodium thiosulfate.” He reached his arm deep into the machine, grunting as he stretched to find what he was looking for. His vision blurred, and he blinked. Another deep breath.

	The key is to find something that the cyanide will bind to other than the oxygen. 

	“Maybe I should take your IV out,” the vet offered. “You’re starting to look pale. We shouldn’t take too much.”

	“No!” Isaac snapped. “She needs it.” 

	Usually, if you don’t have the antidote ready by the time symptoms start, there is little you can do, soldier. Sometimes you just have to let them die. 

	He fished out a tray from within the X-ray machine containing four thick sealed plastic bags filled with dark chemicals. “Sodium thiosulfate. They call it photo fixer.” He looked at the labels on each plastic bag, then grabbed one. The liquid inside was black, but shined like oil or resin. “The machine uses it at the end of the developing process to rinse away silver halide and other developing chemicals.” He lifted the bag up to the fluorescent lights overhead. His eyes blurred again. Was it just the bright lights? He breathed in a third deep breath. Was that as deep as the last? Is my heart rate increasing? “I hope there’s enough.” He squished the bag to push as much of the liquid down, like squeezing the last bits of toothpaste out of the tube. 

	Handing the bag of photo fixer to the vet, Isaac said, “Here, split this up evenly between two IV bags.” 

	The vet took the bag and looked at his nurse. They both hesitated. 

	“Come on! This is happening, and it could be over in as little as three minutes. You can help me, or you can have two dead bodies to deal with. Your choice.”

	“Okay, okay.” The vet went to work, silently distributing the sodium thiosulfate into two IV bags, then hanging them on one IV stand.

	Isaac watched and pressed his fingers to his wrist to measure his pulse. He took deep breaths. He was convinced his body was changing.

	“Listen to me.” Isaac breathed in deep and bobbed his head. “It’s starting.” He dropped into a chair and leaned forward, elbows on his knees. His breathing grew short, like someone was sitting on his chest. The lights blurred and sounds began to echo and muffle.

	The vet started to place an IV into Isaac’s arm. 

	“No.” He jerked away. “Her first.” 

	He tried to point to Emma, but his hand dropped like a weight was tied to his wrist. He stumbled and was pulled forward out of his chair. His knees were the first to crash into the hard floor, then his shoulder, then his head. He lay in a ball, clutching his stomach, watching, through blurred blinks, the vet place an IV in Emma’s arm. He saw the dark black liquid seep through the IV, crawling through the winding plastic tube, finally making it into Emma’s arm. He tried to hold his eyes open. He tried to take in a breath. It wasn’t peaceful, but he could think of worse ways to die.

	 

	He blinked, pulling his eyes open. He was still on the floor, flat on his back, looking up at the bright white lights. In his right arm was the IV of sodium thiosulfate. He rolled his head to see Emma also receiving the antidote. He smiled, then closed his eyes. The next time he opened his eyes, he felt it had been several minutes, maybe half an hour. The vet and the nurse stood over him.

	“He’s awake again,” the nurse said and knelt to feel his pulse. 

	Isaac tried to sit up, but his body was weak. 

	“Here.” The vet knelt beside Isaac and placed an oxygen mask over his nose and mouth. “Breathe deep.” 

	Isaac obeyed. It no longer felt like a sandbag was compressing his chest as the cool gas pulled into his lungs. He could feel it course through his body, seep into his veins. He could feel his color returning.

	“Emma?” His voice was muffled by the oxygen mask. The deep pulsing inside his head shot bolts of pain through his skull. 

	“She’s doing okay,” the vet said. 

	“How long?”

	“Almost forty-five minutes.” The vet set the oxygen tank on the floor and left the mask on Isaac’s face. Isaac concentrated on pulling in long breaths of pure oxygen, the mask fogging with each exhale. “I think we’ve done all we can.” The vet stood over him with his hands on his hips. Perhaps it was Isaac’s vulnerable state, or the fact that they had indeed done quite a bit to help, but the man seemed confident. He was telling them to leave.

	Nodding, Isaac said, “Okay.” He pushed himself up but stayed sitting on the floor. The IV of sodium thiosulfate was just about out. “Can you,” he looked at his arm. “The blood?”

	Almost reading his mind, the vet said, “We can put an IV in both your arms. Only let it collect blood from you for another half hour. Any more than that and you’ll be in worse shape than her. After that, hook the line into her IV.”

	Isaac pushed up off the floor and stood. He was wobbly, but stayed standing. He pulled the oxygen mask off and placed it over Emma’s face. 

	“Can I keep this?” He pointed at the oxygen tank.

	The vet nodded and said, “It should run out in about an hour.” He held out a white paper bag. “Antibiotics. For the wound.” 

	Isaac reached out slowly and took the bag. He noticed that they had also bandaged up his hand where Jones had taken a chunk of flesh out with his teeth. 

	“It’ll seem like she’s taking a lot, but the dosage is for a dog.” 

	Isaac pulled out the pill bottle and read the instructions. Six pills every four hours.

	“Thank you. I wish I could—”

	“Just,” the vet held his hand up to cut him off, “just leave, and don’t come back.” He stepped aside to make room for Isaac and Emma to go.

	He pulled the pharmacist’s car around to the back entrance, then carried Emma, the oxygen tank, and the IV bag filled with his blood to the backseat. Still weak, he struggled to lower Emma gently into the car. He laid her across the back seat. Her head hung to one side.

	The pharmacist had surely reported his car stolen by now, so Isaac would have to get off the road as soon as possible. The thought crossed his mind to take the vet’s car, but Isaac had already put him through enough. 

	Everything looked the same in this world. The streets. The buildings. The dry heat that was slowly being replaced by cool evening air was just the same as it was in his home. But he still felt lost, like he was in the open ocean, at the mercy of the tides. Floating, bobbing up and down, drifting in the endless sea atop a rotting piece of driftwood. 

	There was one place the current always brought him back to. No matter how long he floated adrift, no matter how long he was away for an assignment, he returned to this place. It was the only place he wanted to go the second he stepped through that portal. A place that was vacant and soulless—in his world. But here, anything was possible. 

	He started the car.


Chapter 16

	 

	The brakes on the pharmacist’s car squeaked as he slowed and peered out the windshield. The hot Phoenix sun had fallen behind the cactus-covered mountains to the west. Now, there was a gentle breeze weaving around the small houses in the neighborhood. 

	Isaac’s house, this version of Isaac’s house, was the same as in the other world, more or less, at least from the outside. Back in his Phoenix, the house sat empty, stuck in limbo. He couldn’t live in it after Naomi died, but he couldn’t sell it either. The first year after her death, he’d drive there from his small one-bedroom condo to mow the lawn, run the taps, make sure no one had broken in. But eventually, even that became too much of a reminder of her. Weekly visits turned monthly, then twice a year, until he couldn’t remember the last time he’d driven by the house.

	That place was a home he and Naomi had purchased together once they both were promoted in the military and moved off base. Isaac’s mother had died from lung cancer the year before. His inheritance was just enough for the down payment. It was a bank owned property that needed work, but they looked forward to renovating it together. He recalled the fireplace in the main living room. It was original to the house, painted over so many times, but Naomi wanted to restore it, to chip away each layer of paint until the original brick came through. Isaac wanted to tear it out and replace it with something more modern. He remembered Naomi had asked her sister’s opinion, and Emma inevitably sided with Naomi. But they flipped a coin. Heads, he called. He won, and the fireplace was ripped out. 

	This was one of the many memories he had of them in that house. He didn’t know if he wanted to hold onto it or let it go with the rest. His memories were haunting reminders, blurred taunting visions that danced in the far back of his mind. Sometimes they needled at him, uncovering feelings he didn’t want to feel. So the house, like his memories, were something he had yet to decide what to do with. Embrace them or let them go. 

	Now, he imagined that house had faded in the beating sun. Cobwebs stretching beneath the overhangs of the roof, perhaps. Dust drifting through glints of sunlight coming in through the curtainless windows and gathering on the wood floors. Power and water had been shut off, but maybe some teens or homeless people had broken windows, left the back door wide open. Or maybe desert coyotes had roamed inside and scratched at the carpet, peed in the living room. He didn’t know.

	But for now, he smiled at the memory of his Naomi and the fireplace, then put the car in park several houses down. Looking down the street at the small house, he decided it would be best if it was vacant in this world too—best for him and Emma to have a place to themselves, to rest, to heal. But if the house was vacant here, he knew what that would mean. It would mean he and the other Isaac were living similar lives. Too similar. If anything were to be different in this world, he hoped it would be that Naomi was alive here, even if that made things more difficult for him.

	The IV bag of his blood was looped on the small hook over one of the back windows, where someone might hang their dry cleaning. The other end was in Emma’s arm, transfusing the last of his blood. 

	With the car still running in the driveway, he left Emma in the back seat and walked towards the house. Lawn was mowed. Mail wasn’t overflowing from the mail slot in the door. Someone lived here, he thought, then wondered if it would be better if a complete stranger occupied this house instead. Someone he could knock out or tie up while they figured out their next move. 

	The house looked the same from the outside. Stucco painted a brownish orange color—Caramel Latte was the name. Naomi’s choice. The shutters were painted a darker shade of brown—Southern Vine.

	He pulled the mailbox open to see if there was any mail and who it was addressed to. Inside was a bill from APS, the power company, addressed to Isaac Young. Good, he thought. So far things weren’t too different here. He acted like he belonged. Any neighbor who looked out their window would simply see Isaac standing outside of his own home. A touch of calm washed over him, feeling more confident with each step. I belong here, he told himself. I belong here. But he couldn’t help but feel he was being watched.

	The front door had the same keyless lock as his own home. But does it have the same code? He tapped the numbers, first trying the code he knew—Naomi’s birthday. Nothing. He tried his own birthday. Nothing still. He looked over his shoulder. One more wrong entry, and a silent alarm would trigger. At least that’s how the lock in his world was when he lived there. He tried Emma’s birthday. The lock chimed and the dead bolt slid away. He gripped the handle and pushed the door in.

	The house had a smell, nothing offensive, but the feeling when someone comes home from a long vacation. For a second, you smell the house the way everyone else smells the house. It was nice, he thought. It smelled like fresh washed sheets mixed with the outside air. 

	“Hello?” he called out. The lights were all off. “Hello?” 

	Things were different than in his own world. The house was lived in. Furniture he recognized filled each room, but in his world the same sofa and dining table and rug and everything else had long been donated or shoved away in a storage unit. His hopes of this being a quiet hiding place began to evaporate. Someone still lived here. Isaac definitely, based on the mail. 

	Naomi? 

	He stopped. Focus, he told himself. 

	He stepped softly through the house. The old floorboards creaked under his weight. He was still hesitant to touch anything, to turn on the lights. Each room revealed that Isaac and Naomi did live there. Her perfume in a half-used bottle was on the vanity. The quilt her mom knitted as a house warming gift was draped over a chair in the living room. An urn with his mother’s ashes sat on a shelf in the guest room. His own bedroom looked how it had before Naomi died. That is to say it was well decorated, clean, soothing. The sheets were crisp, the pillows were fluffed. It was the opposite of the condo he lived in back in his own world. 

	With the confirmation that some version of his life existed here, so too came confirmation that no one else was inside at the moment. He moved swiftly to the garage, opened the garage door, and walked down the driveway back to the car. Emma still lay in the back seat. Her color was returning. He drove up the driveway and parked inside the garage, closing the door behind him and unplugging the automatic opener on the ceiling in case someone came home and tried to park inside.

	Now, out of view of the neighborhood, he pulled Emma from the car and cradled her in his arms. He maneuvered her through the house, careful not to knock her against the walls of the narrow hallway, and he set her in the bed in the guestroom. The IV bag was empty now, so he slid it gently from her arm. Blood collected in the crook of her elbow. He pulled several tissues from a box on the nightstand and balled them up, folding her arm up to pin them in place. 

	He didn’t know how long he had before the other Isaac came home, but he figured it wouldn’t be difficult to explain to him about the other worlds, seeing as how he would be staring at himself. Would the other Isaac see him as a force of good? Or something else? The sweet smell of Naomi’s old perfume pulled into his nostrils, and Isaac wondered what exactly he would be to this other Isaac. What were his intentions? He shook the thought away and recalled where he had hidden his guns when he lived at this home in his world. A 9mm Glock under the mattress in the master bedroom. Shotgun in the linen closet outside the guest bathroom. On his way to the kitchen, he opened the closet door to look inside. There it was. H&K tactical shotgun. There was a muscle twitch in his hand, something pulling him to move the guns, or at least unload them. Was this his mind preparing to defend himself, or was it a part of his brain pulling him to make the first move in reclaiming a life he had dreamed of ever since Naomi died?

	He poured himself a glass of water, gulping the entire thing down without stopping. Then he filled the glass up again. Wandering around the house, he went room to room again, making note of what was the same and what was different. The light switches were in different places in several rooms. Some of the furniture was more modern than how his house once was. The color scheme was beiger and more tonal. There was a calendar on the wall with notes jotted small in the corners of each day—his handwriting. Flipping through past months, Isaac figured it was a way to mark if the other Isaac planned to be home or not, something he would do if he still worked for the Red Cells, not so much if he were out stealing paintings or gold or diamonds. Based on the markings, the other version of himself was out of town until the end of the week, but no indication as to where. His body relaxed in knowing that he wouldn’t have to decide what sort of confrontation he would have with himself for at least several days. 

	The pictures on the wall were from get togethers he remembered, but the poses in the photos were different. Then he saw a picture taken at Emma’s thirty-eighth birthday. In his world, Naomi had died three months prior to Emma’s birthday. He remembered she hadn’t even wanted to go out and celebrate, and the only way she’d agreed to do anything was if it was just the two of them. In his world, they didn’t even take a photo of that night. Neither wanted to celebrate, only pretend things were normal for a few hours. But here, in a different version of his house, there was a 5x7 photo with Emma, Isaac, and Naomi, with a banner stretched behind them that read ‘Happy 38th’. Naomi was there. Smiling. Alive. 

	He lifted the framed photo off the wall, pulling it closer to his face and running his thumb over Naomi’s image. A smudge of dust was brushed away over Naomi’s face where he had dragged his thumb. This was the thought he had obsessed over ever since they crossed over. What if Naomi is alive? Her things were here. Her smell lingered in the house. But now, he saw it with his own eyes. 

	While they flipped through the booklet in the back seat driving towards the portal in New Mexico, that was repeating in his mind, like a drum beat, like a percussive explosion. What if Naomi is alive? But he’d pushed it away, telling himself none of this was real, or that this Naomi was gone as well, or that it wouldn’t be his Naomi. He told himself anything to keep from getting his hopes up. But now he was staring at this wall of pictures, a life that diverged at some point, a life where Naomi lived and Isaac stayed with the Red Cells or the military or whatever job kept him away for weeks at a time.

	Why did they get to be so lucky? 

	Do they even know how lucky they are?

	Are they still happy?

	What if—

	The lock chimed outside and twisted inside the door. Startled, Isaac dropped the photo to the ground, shattering the glass. 

	He held his breath and listened. There was no sound after the door opened. Silence. Isaac drew his gun from his waistband, not to use, but to protect himself. He assumed this Isaac would not hesitate to fire on him. But it couldn’t be Issac. According to the calendar, he was gone until the end of the week.

	A floorboard creaked underfoot somewhere in the house. He circled through the living room to the entryway. The front door was wide open, but no one was there. 

	He spun around to see Naomi holding a gun on him. Her shoulders squared, legs spread shoulder-width apart, finger on the trigger.

	Isaac froze at the sight of her. His wife, his dead wife, but very much alive here. He dropped his gun. He couldn’t have held it up even if he wanted to. It clattered on the floor.

	“Naomi.” He smiled wide and stepped closer. 

	She lowered the gun and tilted her head, as though trying to make sense of his expression. He stepped towards her and hugged her tight. He didn’t realize it at first, but tears were streaking down his face, running from his cheeks into her hair as he buried his face in her neck. 

	“It’s you,” he said.

	She hugged him back. It was a sort of touch that Isaac had given up on remembering. A feeling he knew he’d never have again. Within moments he found himself forcing back deep sobs and instead only letting out short sniffles.

	“What is it?” Naomi asked, her voice muffled against his shoulder. “What’s wrong?” Her voice muffled against him.

	“Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.” He chuckled. 

	“Why are you here?” she asked, slowly pulling away.

	“What?” He wiped the tears away. 

	“You weren’t supposed to get back until the end of the week.” She looked at her phone. “Did I have the dates wrong?”

	“No. Plans changed.”

	“Changed?” Naomi wrinkled her brow. “Is everything okay? Why are you crying?”

	“Everything’s fine.” He reached out and hugged her again. “I’m just happy to see you.”

	 


Death Report 3

	 

	Isaac and his four-person Red Cell team travelled the country, planning attacks, implementing them right up to that blurry line. Whatever comes just before the point of no return. Think like the terrorist, soldier. 

	They travelled mostly by car, sleeping in motel rooms they could rent by the hour, that didn’t require a real name or ID. Motels that wouldn’t have nosey cleaning ladies or electronic locks that tracked when a person was in their room or not. Where the pools were either filled with green scummy water or hundreds of pounds of concrete, but the lawn chairs were still scattered around, covered in road grease from the trucks barreling down the interstate only thirty feet away. This was where terrorists would stay, so this was where they stayed. And in between these derelict roadside stops, they drove.

	From Cedar City, Utah to Rapid City, South Dakota to Boise, Idaho to Savannah, Georgia to Orlando, Florida. Manhattan. Los Angeles. San Francisco. Boston. They travelled along ten-lane interstates and two-lane byways. Sometimes they drove without a destination, scouting for attack opportunities. And during this time driving, taking shifts while the others slept, Isaac realized how far a small team could get in twelve hours, how far away from an attack they could be, so long as it wasn’t labeled an attack until many hours later. They would be free to repeat the same thing over and over again, from one coast to the other.

	It was just after his first year with the Red Cells that Isaac read a news article about the dead reindeer. An estimated 1.5 million of them frozen deep in the permafrost of Northern Russia. Their skin preserved and their glassy eyes retaining the wet waxy twinkle of a living animal. Perhaps part of them was still alive. The dangerous part. The microscopic part. 

	The article that Isaac read at some humid single-story motel with an old black and white TV and a non-operational hot tub reported these animals were frozen for seven thousand years, and so were the bacteria living in their guts. Living in their fur and brains. It was only now, after decades of climate change, that the permafrost was thawing and exposing their emaciated bodies. Their preserved fur was baking in the ever-growing heat, bloating until the skin tore away and left their exposed ribcages like the hulls of bone ships washed up on an icy shore. It was only a matter of time before a vulture or wolf pulled at the flesh bubbling with ancient bacteria, then carried it back towards civilization.

	But why wait for a scavenger, Isaac thought. Why not a human? A government? Instead of a haphazard bloody beak plunged into the thawed carrion, why not the careful and purposeful instrumentation of a scientist, with beakers and microscopes and the backing of a foreign government behind them? They could extract the bacteria, identify it as some strain of anthrax yet to be encountered, something impossible to combat. Why couldn’t Russia, while the world’s spies were looking at their labs, trek up to the vast, once frozen animal graveyard and pluck out this long-lost strain and turn it into a biological weapon, then turn it over to a group, a small group of four that could take shifts driving around the entirety of the United States?

	With that in mind, Isaac and his team bought a small tanker truck from a bankrupt chemical transport company. They painted it with a logo of a made-up pesticide company and retrofitted it with aerosol spray mechanisms that could spritz chemicals in such a fine mist that it was nearly imperceptible. Four such nozzles on each side. They started in Atlanta. They drove through downtown, then mid-town and Buckhead, spraying a fine mist, non-toxic of course. In neighborhoods. In mall parking lots. In front of schools and police stations. They circled the airport, following the departures lane first, then the arrivals. Misting their would-be deadly bacteria into the air, onto the trees, onto the people.

	They did this in the middle of flu season, so that, if this really were anthrax they were misting around Atlanta, the first symptoms would initially be mistaken for something much less deadly. At least for twenty-four hours, at which point blood would begin to leak and ooze from the ears and noses of those afflicted, quickly followed by limbs turning a deep purple and swelling up like fleshy balloon animals. But by then, their small team would already have moved on. 

	From Atlanta they drove to Houston. Before the day was over, they had circled the city in their fake anthrax mobile. If this were a real attack using real anthrax, Isaac wrote in his report to his superiors, the first symptoms would have emerged in Atlanta while they were already spraying the morning rush hour traffic in El Paso. And by the time the authorities tracked them to Houston, they would have already swapped license plates on their truck, and moved on to Phoenix or Tucson or San Diego or Los Angeles. And while they moved on from this city or that city, spraying their dead, frozen reindeer gut bacteria, within thirty-six hours, the economic sell-off would be in full swing. From their motel room along I-10 just outside Joshua Tree National Park, this imagined group of terrorists, Russian operatives or whoever, could watch the markets plummet on their static-filled television.

	As with all of his reports, Isaac had to put a figure on the attack. Each city he estimated would result in 15,000 deaths. In total, 75,000 to 100,000 dead. They’d run out of chemical before they were ever caught. 

	These were deaths directly tied to anthrax as well as associated deaths from lack of healthcare personnel available to treat the typical number of patients admitted on a regular day. Then there were those who would flee the cities, drive erratically and run head-on into other panic-prone people. The economic impact would be in the realm of billions. There would be no property damage like with an explosive device; instead, it would be seen in failed businesses, fleeing populations, and entire cities isolated by the stigma of deadly contamination.

	The effects of this small four-person team with one truck and samples taken from a few thawed Arctic reindeer would be felt for years to come. 

	 


Chapter 17

	 

	Andrew’s eyes had adjusted to the dark cell, so when Calvin arrived and shoved stacks of papers through the bars and turned on the white overhead lights, he instinctively screwed them shut, blinking and wiping as tears formed. When he managed to open his eyes again, the pages spread in front of him on the floor showed blurred equations, diagrams with notes penciled in at the margins. He recognized some of them. They were duplicates of the pages he’d found on North Sentinel Island. The ones in the briefcase that presumably came from this world, dropped through a portal, along with thousands of fish, sharks, and stingrays.

	“Anything coming back to you?” Calvin asked. Today he wore the blue sweater vest. He had stubble over his face, so Andrew guessed he had been working late, maybe not even going home. 

	Andrew ran his hands over the pages. His signature was at the bottom of some of them. His handwriting was in the margins. 

	“I did this?” he said to himself.

	“Are you asking me?” Calvin asked. 

	Andrew didn’t respond. The symbols, the equations, they made sense to him—generally. But he’d need more time for it all to coalesce. 

	“I’m sticking my neck out here, Andrew. There’re a lot of people who don’t want you anywhere near these documents. But whatever Andrew you are, maybe you could help us.” Calvin crouched down so his face was level with Andrew’s. “Frost was heading this up. Now he’s gone. Plus, there was equipment failure. The DUPD’s project is dead in the water without any help. You were always the one pushing for this, for creating our own portals. Not relying on the portal. A backup plan, you called it.”

	“The portal?” Andrew flipped through the pages and ran his finger along the phrase naturally occurring portal. “You think there’s only one portal?”

	“We know of one. I can’t tell you where it is for security reasons, but it is how we send agents back and forth between the two worlds. You think there are others?”

	“I saw others on North Sentinel Island. Dr. Frost …” the name Andrew saw all over the pages he found on the island, locked in a briefcase gripped by a severed hand, buried in an airlock in a place called The Valley of Skulls, “He was sending things through, dropping,” Andrew looked up at the white lights, and his mind was back to the island, “water, animals, mountains, all from the sky. Dropping them over there. There was definitely more than one portal. Definitely. And by what I could tell, these were not naturally occurring. They were created.”

	“They were tests conducted by Dr. Frost, using work the both of you started years ago.” Calvin nodded at the papers. “Officially … his tests were not sanctioned by the DUPD. Done in an isolated location so as to minimize collateral damage.” Calvin sighed. “From what the survivors of the explosion can tell, there was outside interference during the last round of experiments.”

	“Outside interference. You mean there was an explosion on North Sentinel Island.” Frank Parker’s improvised bomb. He briefly wondered what came of him and Reina who were caught in the explosion. Did they die? Sent to a void? Oblivion? “I’ve been telling you—”

	“Listen, Andrew. If you want to stay here, if you want to get out of that cell, you need to start making yourself useful. That’s the only way anyone remains in the DUPD.” He leaned close to Andrew’s ear. “And the best way to do that is if you were our Andrew, returning after a long break, ready to contribute to the cause once again. Step into the shoes of the late Dr. Frost. Pick up his experiments. Put the pieces together. Learn how he created those portals on North Sentinel Island. Better yet, learn how to keep them open. Got it?” 

	This is your home. He thought of Kate. Alive Kate. This is your home. Could she forgive him? With the right backstory, maybe? Andrew nodded. 

	Calvin continued. “Now they’re getting ready to send an agent over to the other side. Their mission is to look into Andrew Ripley over there. See if he’s missing. See if he did in fact go to North Sentinel Island. And if this story you’ve told us appears to be true, then it will be out of my hands. You will be treated like an enemy. There will be little I can do to stop them. Unless by that time, you’ve proven your worth. Help me help you.” He pointed a finger through the cell bars at the pages spread over the dirty floor. “We were friends, Andrew. Good friends. Don’t you remember?”

	“I …” Andrew looked into Calvin’s eyes. They were pleading with him, begging him to remember something from this other life. “Friends?” Calvin nodded. It dawned on Andrew in that moment that friendship was something he missed in his life. He smiled. “Friends.”

	“I’m trying to help my friend. I’m giving you a chance to save yourself.”

	They were alone. No man waiting to pummel Andrew in the ribs or face or head. No camera analyzing Andrew’s biometric data to see if he was lying. 

	Calvin squeezed a bottle of water through the bars. “Here. Drink.” He stood and leaned against the wall across from the cell. 

	Andrew twisted the cap off the room temperature bottle and tilted it back. The water tasted fresh, clean. 

	“You drink coffee?” 

	Andrew nodded with the bottle still tipped back. 

	“Cream. No sugar?” 

	He stopped drinking long enough to speak. “How’d you—”

	“Like I said, friends.” He smiled. “I’ll be right back.”

	Now alone in the cell, Andrew looked over each page. There were lists of coordinates. He guessed these were possible locations of the other side’s portal, or maybe places they had already checked. This was the spot they kept asking him about. A naturally occurring spot that allowed them to cross over. His side had one, and this side had one too. But the DUPD was likely never going to tell him where that was. No, Andrew, regardless of which Andrew he settled on being, he was forever an outsider. Not privy to the full picture. Not to be fully trusted.

	The rest of the pages were focused on creating portals, mimicking the natural phenomenon of the portal they already knew about. The idea being, if they could create their own portals, they wouldn’t need to guard the one they used currently. It would be a backup plan in case something ever happened. The pages didn’t say as much, but after seeing what could come from opening these portals, Andrew knew they could be used as weapons just as much as gateways. 

	Gradually, he was grasping the general methodology Dr. Frost used to create the portals that opened up on North Sentinel Island. It was becoming clearer to him. From what he read, and from what he saw on North Sentinel Island, the problem wasn’t so much in creating the portals, but keeping them open and stable. There was a feeling inside of him, pride but undeserved. Another version of him had a hand in this. These equations, these diagrams were Andrew’s work, but not his own. But if the other Andrew created them, maybe it was inside of him as well. That potential sparked inside of him, flashing and burning until he let a smile stretch across his face.

	Calvin came back in with two cups of coffee. “Only had decaf. Here ya go.” He reached his hand through the bars of the cell. 

	Andrew took a sip without looking away from the pages. He sat cross-legged on the bare concrete floor, the loose sheets of paper forming a circle around him. He continued to sort through them. Diagrams of machinery and portals in one area. Equations and scholarly articles in another. 

	“Are you up to speed yet?”

	“Getting there.”

	“That shit is like another language to me.” Calvin chuckled and drank some of his own coffee. His voice echoed against the bare gray walls. “If you could make sense of this, get back on the team, get the equipment rebuilt… If you could open a stable portal to their world,” he leaned in towards the bars, “then it won’t matter which Andrew you are. They’ll let you stay. Hell, they’d give you whatever you wanted.”

	“Anything?” Andrew finally looked up from the papers.

	“Sure.” Calvin shrugged. “They’d give you a house, a job. Maybe your time away has given you a bit more confidence. A jolt. Maybe once you get settled in you could finally reach back out to that old classmate of yours, the one you were always pining away over. The one that got away.”

	“The what?” Andrew stopped reading. His heart sank into his stomach.

	“I mean, it was no secret you and Kate were having issues for years. You told me—Andrew told me he was talking to a divorce lawyer five or six years ago.”

	“Divorce lawyer?” Now Andrew’s heart truly sank, falling until his heart wasn’t even inside him anymore. Empty. Hollow. 

	“Yeah, who was that woman you had a thing for? The famous author. What was her name? Rita?” He snapped his fingers, trying to remember. With each snap, an image blipped in Andrew’s mind. Snap. The cave. Snap. The rock covered in blood and strands of dark black hair. Snap. “The Japanese woman. That anthropologist.” Snap. Her body slumped in the damp ground. “What’s her name?”

	“Reina.” Andrew stared ahead at Calvin. “Reina Sakai.”


Chapter 18

	 

	Isaac sat in silence, watching Naomi move through the house. It was just as before, in his own world. First, she set her purse down on the bench by the front door. Her auburn hair hung in her face as she sat and took her shoes off, fiddling with the clasp around the back of her heel. He followed her, like he was watching a movie, some long-forgotten film from years ago. He couldn’t anticipate her movements until the moment right before she made them. It all came back to him each second, like lyrics to a song.

	She walked through the house to the kitchen; unaware Isaac was watching her so closely. In his world, Naomi would have poured a glass of wine. She would have reached for a wine glass in the upper cabinet to the right. But now, here, she lifted a mug out of the drying rack next to the sink and set the kettle on the gas stove.

	“So why are you home early?” she asked. Isaac just kept watching. He didn’t answer. “You said the job would take another week.” She glanced at the calendar on the wall with Isaac’s handwriting scribbled on it. Still no answer. “Hello!” She smiled. It was a smile Isaac had missed so dearly.

	“Y – yeah, just wrapped up early.” Isaac nodded.

	“Want a cup?” she asked and lifted a tea bag from a glass jar.

	“Sure.”

	She plucked another tea bag out of the jar and fished a second mug out of an overhead cabinet. “So, I know you can’t tell me much about the job, but was it okay? Any problems? Any successes? What happened to your hand?” She listed off her questions, rapid fire. 

	Isaac just stayed quiet. His mind raced to take in his dead wife standing in front of him. Simultaneously, he tried to work out how similar this Isaac’s life was to his own. How much did he have to make up? How much could he just answer truthfully? 

	Sensing his hesitancy, Naomi waved her hand in the air, and said, “Fine. Fine. I get it. You can’t tell me anything.” She rolled her eyes. “You clam up more than my own co-workers at the Bureau.”

	“Sorry, it’s just…” He rubbed the back of his head. The FBI, he thought to himself. He thought back to his own Naomi. She had worked for the Department of the Army Criminal Investigation Division, where she investigated violations of military law and felony crimes, usually on military bases overseas. This was the job that eventually killed his Naomi. She had been overseas, heading up an investigation at a small outpost in Afghanistan. A convoy she was travelling with was attacked. There were no survivors. No remains to bury.

	The kettle whistled on the stove and jerked him back to this world. She poured boiling water into each mug, then carried them across to the kitchen island, sliding one of the mugs across to Isaac.

	“Cheers.” She held her mug up. 

	Isaac lifted his own and clinked it into hers. Then he held the mug under his nose, letting the steam waft up his face, collect on his skin until his upper lip was damp with condensed vapor. He breathed in deep.

	“Green tea?” he asked. His Naomi never drank tea. Neither hot nor cold. He took a small sip to test the temperature. The liquid burned the tip of his tongue.

	She looked at him, peering over her own mug with those silver-gray eyes he had missed for so many years. “It’s good for you. You know that.” 

	She sipped her tea in silence. The steam wafted up over the rim of her mug, twisting over her half-hidden face as she drank, drifting over her eyelashes then disappearing into the dimly lit kitchen. A soft glow came from the under-cabinet lighting, but otherwise the kitchen was dark, and the rest of the house remained dark as well.

	They stood quietly, each leaning their elbows on the counter, across from each other, like a couple on an awkward first date. Did she sense something was off? Was she watching him, waiting for him to slip up and expose himself? 

	He had to hold himself back from walking around the kitchen island and wrapping her in his arms. He fought every urge to tell her how much he loved her. How much he’d missed her. How his life had changed so much since she died. How he and Emma had grown so close over her death.

	At the thought of Emma, he jerked his head to the right, to the hall that led to the guestroom where she lay. Sewn-up gunshot wound with dog antibiotics sitting on the nightstand next to her. He thought of how upset his Naomi would be with him for using his strange skillset to steal. She would be even more upset that he’d brought Emma in on this business. He had never thought he’d have to explain his decisions to Naomi. But this wasn’t Naomi. It wasn’t his Naomi. This isn’t your world, he told himself, but even though he told himself this over and over again, the thought felt empty. It was the only thing keeping him from professing his love for her, the only thing pushing down the shame he had for his own life, the embarrassment should the real Naomi ever see what he had become and what he had made Emma into. A thief. A criminal. So he sat in silence, sipping his hot tea, working things out in his head. What to tell her. How to tell her. How to explain that her sister, or someone who looked just like her sister, was recovering in the guest bedroom from a gunshot. 

	“I’m sorry I can’t talk about my work,” Isaac said. It was one thing she had already confirmed. In many marriages it was a safe topic of conversation, but here he didn’t even have that.

	“I get it.” She waved her hand in the air and drank her tea. “I’m used to it by now. At least you can tell me what agency you work for, what it is you do … sort of.”

	“How about you? Have you been working on anything interesting at the Bureau?” He used her phrase.

	“Nah. Domestic terrorists still. White supremacists building pipe bombs. Small-time players.” She shrugged.

	Naomi’s eyes shifted as she took another sip of tea. Was she scanning the house? Counting steps to the linen closet and the H&K tactical shotgun? Or was she just looking around? Thinking they should change the curtains or paint the kitchen? “We both fight terrorists, I guess. But you … you guys find the gap in our armor, fix it before it can ever be hit. I’m usually chasing the bad guys from the other end of things, showing up just after they’ve done something. Much less fulfilling.” She poured the rest of her tea back and swallowed.

	Isaac took another drink, and said, “Well, I can envy that.”

	“How so?” She rinsed her mug in the sink and set it back on the drying rack.

	“You get to actually catch the bad guys. You put a face to them, put them in jail. But when I was a – I mean – as a Red Cell member, I am the bad guy. I’m the one planning and probing. Taking it as far as I can until I’m either caught or…” He drifted off and finished his tea.

	“What you do is just as important. More important. The people I go after, if there’s nothing to attack, then—”

	“There’s always something to attack. There’s always the next target. The next water supply pipeline, the next vulnerable power grid, the next office building to blow up.” He looked off into the darkness of the rest of the house, picturing Fremont Tower. 

	“So, you’ll always have a job.” She smiled and took his mug to the sink.

	“I can get that.” Isaac rushed over and wrapped his hand around hers to take his mug back.

	“You’re going to wash a dish?” She laughed. “That’s a first.” 

	He stood close to her. His left hand holding hers and the mug, his other arm wrapped around her back. She leaned into him for a split second. He took the mug from her. 

	“Thanks. You handle that. I’m going to jump in the shower.” She gave him a quick kiss on the cheek. As she walked from the kitchen to the master bedroom, she said, “Hey, now that you’re home early, you should see if Dr. Greene still has that opening. Get your wrist checked out.”

	“Yeah, I’ll do that.” He looked at his wrist. Was the other him injured? Should he be acting painful? Not lifting things? Had he already given something away? He listened as her footsteps faded through the house, like she was a ghost, or a figment of his imagination that was now gone for good. Lost again. A dream he just woke up from and would never be able to get back to no matter how quickly he returned to sleep.

	The shower turned on in the bathroom. He rinsed his mug out quickly, then rushed to the entryway where Naomi’s purse was. He dug through the contents until he found her phone. In his hand it felt different than he was used to; he noted that the buttons for the power and the volume were switched to opposite sides. A slight difference in worlds, he figured. He tried several combinations to unlock the phone, starting with what his Naomi had used—Isaac’s birthday. Then he thought of the door code, Emma’s birthday. That worked. 

	His hands shook as he navigated to her contacts. Scrolling through, he found his name first. He blocked it, then found Emma’s number, blocking her as well. The last thing he wanted was the real Isaac or Emma calling while they were in her house. 

	Next, he went to the guestroom to check on Emma. She was sleeping on the bed. Her skin wasn’t the same as her typical color, but she looked better than she had earlier. More asleep than comatose. He unbent her arm and pulled the balled-up tissue away, tugging at the small scab that had formed beneath it. Then he set her arm back down gently and pulled a blanket up around her, before quietly shutting the door.

	Slowly, he walked through the house, savoring the moment. In many ways, this night was like many nights he had spent with Naomi. Them coming home from work. The sound of the shower running let Isaac know that for the first time in a long time, he wasn’t alone in this place. He stood just outside the bedroom door with his eyes shut. He wanted his mind to drift away as far as possible, until he actually believed he was at his home, with his Naomi. He felt a slight smile start to pull the corners of his mouth up. He could see himself in this life, with this Naomi. But Isaac was here … somewhere. What would come of things when he showed up? Would he be willing to simply walk away?

	The shower shut off, jolting his brain back to this reality. He stepped into the bedroom, unsure of what he should do when she came out. Naomi emerged from the bathroom wrapped in a towel, steam wafting behind her, moisture clinging to her bare shoulders.

	“Whew, that felt good.” Her skin was still wet. 

	“I bet.” He smiled but looked down.

	She pulled a pair of underwear, shorts, and a t-shirt out of the dresser and dropped her towel on the foot of the bed. Isaac couldn’t help but glance up at her naked body. She was just as he remembered. Perfect. But he looked away after a brief glance. It didn’t feel right.

	After she changed, she said, “So, what’ll it be?”

	“What’ll it be?”

	She lifted the TV remote. “Reality? Or drama?” She turned the TV on and hopped on the bed. 

	“Oh, ha.” He laughed nervously. What would his Naomi want to watch after a day of chasing white supremacists and their pipe bombs? “Uh, you pick.”

	“Reality.” By this, he assumed Naomi didn’t really mean real reality. Never had a genre of TV been so poorly named. 

	She aimed the remote and pushed a button. Isaac still stood at the foot of the bed, slowly circling to one side and sitting down. He pulled his shoes off and swung his feet up. Naomi scrolled through TV shows and settled on something. 

	“You aren’t going to change out of those clothes?”

	“Sure.” Isaac walked slowly to the dresser. Where were his clothes? What if he opened the wrong drawer? What if he kept opening the wrong drawers?

	He stood there, hands on the drawer his clothes would be in back home, then opened. It was the drawer next to the one Naomi got her clothes from. Luckily, his clothes were inside. He sighed in relief and grabbed a set, then started unbuckling his pants. What if this Isaac had a tattoo? A scar? He held his pants up and walked towards the bathroom.

	“Where are you going? Shy?” She laughed.

	“No,” he called out, closing the door. “Just gonna rinse off.” He exhaled deep once alone in the bathroom. The warm water felt good on his body. He scrubbed the desert dirt from two worlds off him. When he shut the water off and wiped away the steam built up on the mirror, he took a long look at himself. How possible is it that he looked exactly like this world’s Isaac? Same hair. Same unshaved stubble. He only saw an imposter looking back at him, and he half expected to step out to Naomi holding her pistol on him. But she was laying there, on the same side of the bed she used to sleep in. Isaac slept closest to the door. 

	For the rest of the evening, he lay nervously in bed, watching reality TV with a nearly identical version of his dead wife. Eventually, they turned the lights off, crawled under the sheets, and kissed goodnight. His arms wrapped around her, spooning, taking in her smell, the feel of her body pressed against his. He could stay there forever. But once he knew Naomi was asleep, he gently slid out of bed.

	Moving carefully so as not to make any noise, he crept down the hall to the guest room to find Emma. Some feeling crawled up from his stomach, watching her sleep. Shame? He couldn’t place it. Maybe because he couldn’t place exactly what he and Emma’s relationship was, and so he couldn’t predict how she would feel upon waking up to find Isaac and some version of Naomi reunited … in a sense. He stood next to her and brushed a hand against her forehead. 

	“Emma?” he whispered. “Em?” He squeezed her shoulder. She rolled her head from side to side. Her eyes fluttered open and closed. “Can you hear me?”

	“Huh?” she muttered. “Wha – where—?” She winced and slowly lowered her hand down to her side. Her eyes remained closed until she ran her hand over her wrapped bullet hole, then they snapped open.

	“Hey, hey, it’s okay.” He gently held his hands over her shoulders to keep her from moving too much. “Stay still,” he whispered, hoping she would match his voice once she decided to speak.

	“What happened?” She spoke through dry chapped lips.

	“You were shot.” He knelt on the floor so his head was near hers. He held her hand, partly to comfort her and partly to keep her hand away from her wound. “But you’re going to be fine. Just get some sleep. Stay in bed. Don’t try to get up. Wait here.” 

	He stood and stepped softly down the hall to the kitchen. He filled a glass with water, then tiptoed back to Emma.

	“Here.” He set the glass on the nightstand. “I’ll leave this here. Please, just stay in bed.”

	“Where … where are we?” She blinked her eyes, refocusing the image in front of her. “Is this your old house?” she asked groggily. 

	“You need to stay in bed. Don’t come out, and don’t make noise.”

	“Why?” Emma struggled to sit up and reach for the glass of water. Isaac wrapped his hand around hers. Together they held the glass of water to her lips. After several large gulps she stopped.

	“It’s not completely safe here. We aren’t supposed to be here. I’ll come check on you in a couple hours. Bring you more water. Try to get some sleep.” He squeezed her hand and leaned down to hug her lightly. He couldn’t tell her about Naomi. Not yet. He needed her to remain calm. Heal, if only for one night. If he told her now, she’d surely rush down the hall to see Naomi for herself.

	As he pulled away, Emma said, “Isaac? Did we make it home?”

	“Sort of.”

	 


Chapter 19

	 

	Isaac didn’t sleep. He laid next to a different version of Naomi, staring at the ceiling, watching the fan spin and click like a metronome. He had been thinking of a new plan. What to do from here? How to get home? But most importantly, how to get home and be free from the DUPD. Technically, he hadn’t given them what they sent him here for. And from what he knew of government agencies, they would use both Emma and him until they got what they wanted. 

	So then his mind drifted back to this world, and this Naomi lying next to him. Could he stay here? He could, if it weren’t for the other Isaac. The calendar on the wall told him how long the other Isaac would be gone, but where was he? Could Isaac find him? Talk to him? He knew where this line of thinking would take him. He knew there was nothing for him and the other version of himself to talk about. He knew how improbable it was for two versions of the same person to exist in the same world. Surely this wasn’t a new thought—a thought reserved for anyone who suffered a loss, a death, a divorce, or a failure. If only I could do it over again. If only …. Stop, he told himself. This isn’t your world. He forced his thoughts back to Emma, and the relationship they’d developed only because of Naomi’s death. Would he give that up to have Naomi back? He hoped Emma never asked him for an answer.

	Several times, he slinked out from under the covers and tiptoed to the guestroom to check on Emma. Each time, she seemed restless, slowly turning in the bed with the covers tossed off half her body, her hair matted with sweat. She winced and groaned, eyes closed. And each time he checked on her, he found her glass of water empty, so he walked quietly to the kitchen to refill it. 

	“Bathroom,” she mumbled, half-asleep, the third time he came in to check on her. 

	He sat her up and swung her feet off the side of the bed, then he lowered himself next to her and wrapped his arm around her body. Compared to his larger-than-average frame, she was small, and he could easily hold up most of her weight. 

	“Softly,” he said to her with each step. 

	The bathroom was down the hall, and they made it there without turning on any lights. He set her on the toilet and closed the door behind them both. 

	“C’mon,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

	“I’ll turn around.” 

	He turned and faced the door. He let her believe he was staying inside because he was worried about her falling over. In reality, he didn’t want Naomi to wake up and find him standing guard outside the guest bathroom. Even more, he feared her coming upon him and hearing the toilet flush inside. At least if she woke up and found Isaac in the guest bathroom, he could make up an excuse, tell her the toilet in the master wasn’t working, or that he didn’t want to wake her up. These were the excuses he ran through in his head, trying to stay ahead of her. But he knew it was only a matter of time until Naomi found her injured sister in the house. 

	So he faced the door, his back to Emma, as she went to the bathroom and flushed. She let him know once he could turn around, then he helped her settle back into bed. The entire process took fifteen minutes. On their way back to the bedroom, Emma asked where they were. Isaac couldn’t tell if she was disoriented from the wound or the narrowly averted cyanide poisoning, or if she felt something different in the house. All he could do was reassure her that they were safe and settle her back into bed.

	When the sun came up, he got out of bed before Naomi. He already knew this Naomi liked green tea, so he prepared some for both of them. He heard the water run in the bathroom, dresser drawers opening and closing. A few minutes later, Naomi came from the bedroom to the kitchen.

	“Made you tea.”

	“Oh, thanks! That’s nice of you.” She gripped the mug and took a small sip. “Decaf?” she asked with a quizzical look.

	“Just whatever was there.” He pointed to the glass jar she’d used the night before.

	“I usually drink regular in the mornings. You know that.” She shrugged. “It’s alright. I’ll make something when I get into the office.” 

	These were the mistakes that would begin to concern this Naomi over time … if he were going to stay. Did he eat like the other Isaac? Did he shave like him? Laugh or sneeze like him? Smell like him? He couldn’t answer these questions. Only she could. But what would her concern be once these differences began to pile up? Was her husband just forgetful? Trying new things? New ways of completing everyday tasks? If he mixed up bigger things or forgot names and dates, would she think he was suffering from some illness, concussion, stroke? At least she wouldn’t be able to guess the truth regardless of how many tiny mistakes he made. 

	He caught himself. These were concerns only if he intended to stay here long term. And he knew he couldn’t. This isn’t your world, he told himself. This other life was only temporary, and a number of things could be the end of it.

	Isaac left the kitchen, clutching his mug in one hand and pulling the blinds down to look out the front window. A black car was parked two houses down. It had been there since he woke up two hours ago. He could make out a single figure sitting in the driver’s seat.

	“See something?” Naomi asked.

	Isaac turned around and let the blinds snap back. “Um, no. I don’t think so.”

	“You never explained this job. Why you came home early.” She didn’t ask a question, but she was curious. She was probing for information. This Naomi, much like his Naomi, was smart, observant. He could sense she felt something was off.

	He turned back to look out the window again. Another black car drove by slowly, braking just a bit in front of the house. He thought he had seen the same car drive by before, but he wasn’t sure. He took a sip of tea. After all the hours staying awake, thinking, he still couldn’t come up with an explanation that would appease her—except the truth, which he guessed she wouldn’t believe.

	“The job.” He started talking without a plan. Improvisation was not his strong suit, but she deserved some explanation. And if the dark cars in front of the house were any indication, the police, the feds, or the DUPD were closing in on him. “It didn’t go well.”

	“How so?” She circled around the kitchen island, crossing her arms over her chest.

	“I had help on the job.”

	“Sure. That’s nothing new, right?”

	“No, nothing new, but this person, this helper, she was new to this.”

	“She?” Naomi took a couple steps closer. 

	Isaac looked out the window once more at the black car parked two houses down.

	“The details don’t really matter. But she was injured. Shot.”

	“Shot!” Naomi gasped slightly.

	Isaac swallowed deep as the same dark car circled the block again. That was the third time. He guessed there was a car parked behind the house as well, and likely more several blocks away, like concentric circles rippling through the neighborhood, with the center of the target right on him, on Emma, and on Naomi. The DUPD in his world found him using cameras and facial recognition software. Why should this place be any different? 

	“Like I said, things didn’t go well. The place we were testing … we were assigned to gain access.” 

	This was the way he would describe things in his own universe, back when he was still a Red Cell member. Gain access, not break in. Test loyalties, not kidnap and torture. Gather intel, not spy. These were phrases his superiors used to convince him he was doing nothing wrong, and it was what he used to make his work seem more palatable to Naomi when she was still alive. In hindsight, after she died, he realized it was his way of lying to her.

	“We were spotted. Our orders were to abort if spotted.”

	“Yeah, that’s typical, right? You’re just testing security?”

	“Right, right.” He nodded and watched the parked car. He squinted at the muffler to see if it was vibrating at all, to see if the car was running. He tried to quiet himself, limit his breathing, focus his hearing to tell if the car was still running. If it shut off, they would be at the front door soon. “A security officer fired at us while we were running. She was shot.”

	“Did she make it?”

	Isaac drank the last of his tea and turned to face Naomi. He took the few steps from the window back to the kitchen and set his mug on the counter. 

	“Naomi.” He looked her in the eyes. There was nothing else he could do. He knew what was coming. The same thing that had come for him two days ago at the warehouse. “You need to listen to me carefully. You need to hear what I am saying and not argue with me. Understand?” 

	He took several large steps across the living room and gripped her shoulders. She offered a slight nod. He let go and looked back towards the window. Through the blinds he could see that muffler had stopped vibrating. The car was shut off. 

	“Those same people, the ones who shot at us, the ones from the job, they are outside. They’ve found me, and they are going to take me away.”

	“Outside? But your agency, they’ll get you out, right?” She walked to the window to look through the blinds. “Who are these people?”

	“This is different. Way different.” 

	Across the street, a man stepped out of the car. He threw a cigarette on the ground and stomped it out. As if on cue, the car that had been circling the block pulled up and parked behind the first. 

	“I can’t run. I can’t hide here, or else they’ll search the house.”

	“The attic!” Naomi blurted out. “You can hide in—” 

	“No!” Isaac snapped. “They know I’m here, and if I don’t give myself up, they’ll search the house, and they’ll find her. But if I surrender, I’ll tell them she’s dead, and they might just take me, only me.”

	“Her?” Naomi wrinkled her brow.

	“The one who was shot.”

	“She’s here?”

	He looked back to the street. The two men were walking across the street to the front door. 

	“Giving myself up is the only way they will leave you alone. Understand?”

	“I – I—” She shook her head.

	“There’s a motel on the corner of Adams and 18th Street—at least I think there is. Once I hand myself over to them and they arrest me, do not let them come inside. Refuse, flash your badge, call the cops, demand a warrant, do whatever you have to to get them to leave here with me. Only me. And once they leave, you and her get a room at the motel. Adams and 18th. Stay there. Don’t leave until I come get you.” 

	There was a pounding on the front door.

	“But what if you don’t—” she started but stopped at the thought. “The agency, they have to get you out, right? Right?”

	“I’m on my own on this one, Naomi.” He stepped and hugged her tight. “I wish this would have been different.” He pressed his face to the top of her head and breathed in deep, taking in the smell of her, remembering what this was like. “The person who helped me, the woman, it’s Emma.”

	She pushed away from him and looked him in the eyes. The agents pounded on the front door again.

	“Open the door, or we will kick it in!” A muffled voice shouted from the other side of the door. They pounded again. The vibrations shook from the floor, up Isaac’s legs, then deep into his chest.

	“Emma?” Her shoulders sank and her eyes seemed to look through Isaac.

	“She’s in the guest room.” 

	Naomi turned to look over her shoulder at the closed door. 

	“I got her help, got her meds.” He gripped his hand on the doorknob. “I’m coming out!” he shouted to the men outside, then to Naomi, he said, “Motel. Adams and 18th. Please, keep her alive. Keep her safe. Don’t let anyone in but me.”

	He pulled the door open and raised his hands in the air. 

	“Turn around!” the men shouted. One had his gun drawn. Isaac complied, and they cuffed his wrists. “Where’s the other one? The woman?” They jerked him out of the house.

	“Dead,” Isaac grunted. “You fuckers killed her.”

	 


Chapter 20

	 

	This place, what Isaac assumed was the DUPD headquarters in this universe, was different. Less office-like than what he’d seen in his universe, more prison-like. His escorts wore militaristic outfits, but black, not standard-issue green or blue. Fitted shirts and straight-leg pants. Some cross between uniforms and office wear. They didn’t fingerprint him. Pointless, he figured. His prints were Isaac’s prints. The other Isaac. The second Isaac. The Isaac who wasn’t involved in any of this, someone who was gone, working on some Red Cell mission according to his Naomi and the calendar on their wall. Even if they could track him down at whatever roadside motel he was staying at under a different identity, what good would that do them? Other than expose this secret to another person in their world. Then Isaac wondered if this really was a secret kept from this world. What did they know? What did the government tell the citizens?

	They walked him down a long concrete hallway, passing several darkened cells along the way. The white cell bars against the black of each cavernous cell looked like piano keys. There were only a few dim lights up in the tall ceiling, casting small spotlights along the floor of the hallway. The two agents didn’t speak on the way there, no questions, no explanations. It was as though they assumed that everyone present knew all they needed to. They didn’t need to introduce themselves, to explain the DUPD. There were no pamphlets or orientations, like in his own universe. They didn’t need to ask Isaac who he was, or what world he was from.

	So they walked silently, down the hall, and pulled his cuffs off as they tossed him in the last cell. The bars slid shut with a metal clank, then the lock latched, sealing Isaac in. There was nothing in the cell. No chair. No bed. No toilet. He squinted in the dark at the floor until he found a small drain in one corner. A sickening smell leeched up from the drainpipe. Isaac sighed and sat down. All he could think of was Emma. He could only hope Naomi would follow his instructions, instead of rushing Emma to a hospital and putting her name on an official record.

	This grim cell wasn’t the only different thing about this world. His world was his world, populated by his people, people who had at least one thing in common. Like citizens of a country, fans of a sports team, any commonality that binds people together. At least he had that back where he was from. Only two days ago, he had known nothing about two worlds, portals, background radiation, and mutual exclusivity. Even though his DUPD all but threatened him, gave him no choice but to help them, they still all belonged to the same team … sort of. But now, over here, he was an outsider who knew too much. And even worse, he had seen his own team’s playbook. He knew things, like where their portal was in New Mexico. He imagined they would threaten him, torture him, if they find her, they’d threaten Emma and this other version of his wife until he gave up what he knew.

	And then they would murder anyone coming through the portal. Bulldoze it. Cement it over. Booby trap it and litter the surrounding area with landmines. They would cut his world’s access off, stop them from ever blowing up another building, implanting another sleeper agent, embedding another politician whose sole goal would be to tear things apart from the inside out. So they could win. Win the war. Fremont Tower was just a battle. A preemptive strike meant to protect something in this world. But that portal, that was the war. Once that was discovered, it would be over. Just like the atomic knowledge learned and developed in the same deserts of New Mexico decades ago, knowledge of their portal would all but put an end to the war.

	But they wouldn’t stop there. Just like they sought to destroy Fremont Tower in order to protect their own building, this side would look to destroy the entire other world, and make theirs eternal. Everlasting.

	He wondered if there was something about the barren landscape of New Mexico, something in the desert dirt, the dry cracked clay, was there something about the rays of the sun that stretched across the withering earth, something ancient, from long ago, something almost alien that made that part of the world a place where two wars might come to an end? 

	“What’re you in for?” 

	A voice from the darkness cut through his thoughts. It sounded hoarse and dry. Then the man cleared his throat. 

	“Who’s there?” Isaac leaned and pressed his face against the bars. They were cold against his cheeks.

	“You’re the first person I’ve seen come in here. Guess they don’t get many visitors from the other side.”

	“The other… So you know?” Isaac settled down and sat cross-legged. From the sound of the man’s voice, he was in the cell right next to him. He sat with his back against the shared wall. “The other side.”

	“Have they talked to you yet?” the man asked.

	“Not yet. You?”

	“Plenty of times. Over and over again. I’m guessing you’re one of them. Here to pretend to be a prisoner, ask me my story. Is that it? See if I tell you anything different?”

	“No, I’m not with them.”

	“But you are with the DUPD?”

	“Well…” Isaac considered the question. He wasn’t. Not in this universe or in his own.

	“The portal. That’s what they keep asking me about,” the man said. “The portal. The portal. They never shut up about it. They don’t believe me when I tell them I don’t know.” 

	Isaac heard the man in the other cell move, maybe closer to the bars. There was the sound of a chain rattling and dragging across the cement floor.

	“What did you tell them?” Isaac asked.

	“I told them the truth, but they don’t believe me.”

	The man shuffled around again. It sounded like he was settling down and sitting against the shared wall as well.

	“Why don’t you tell me. See if I believe you.”

	Ignoring his request, the man said, “The thing about two forces, two universes, it’s like magnets. You know magnets are one of the only things in nature that can exert force on an object without touching it? Magnets and gravity … and two universes. It’s a rare phenomenon. From what I can tell, these two universes are locked in some strange sort of magnetic field, locked in orbit together, mirroring each other while also opposing each other. It’s like they are growing along the same path, almost parallel, never touching, never interacting—not directly. One can only exert force on the other with what happens in its own world. If you want something to happen in the other world, the opposite must happen in yours. Want someone to win an election in your world, make sure they lose in theirs. Want to make sure a bomb doesn’t go off in your world, make sure it does go off in theirs. For all the scientific complications, it’s quite simple. Equal and opposite reactions.” The man sighed.

	Isaac knew all of this already, but something about the phrase ‘equal and opposite’ snagged him. “Are you a scientist?” Isaac asked.

	“Yeah. Yeah, I’m a scientist.”

	“Frost?”

	The man chuckled. “Frost? How do you know that name?”

	Isaac thought back to the man in the room next to his, back at the DUPD in his home world. Frost, the man said he was.

	“Just a name I’ve heard.”

	“Yeah, I’ve heard of him too. You might say he’s the reason I’m over here. They tell me we’re good friends. Were good friends. Colleagues.” The man paused, then continued down his original line of thought. “But I’m still trying to figure out how far those equal and opposite reactions go, how deep does this cause and effect run? If someone dies over there, does their counterpart become immortal here? No, that would be silly.” He chuckled, then coughed. “So where does it start? Where does it stop? Well, I will tell you where it stops.” There was a noise like the man might have sat up. His voice grew a bit louder, and Isaac guessed he was pressing his face against the cell bars.

	“Mutually assured destruction. That’s the idea that we can’t launch nuclear bombs at each other, because someone would retaliate with their own nukes, going back and forth until nothing was left but the cockroaches. But what we have here is mutually exclusive destruction. A race to the bottom. A race to the end.” 

	Isaac pressed and pulled his eyes to the side to catch a glimpse of the man, but it was impossible.

	“That’s what we have here,” the man continued. “Mutually exclusive destruction. So, yeah, like I said, it really is quite simple. These two places, they can’t survive together. Right now, it may be a death by a thousand cuts. But someday,” he sucked in through his teeth, “someone is going to find a way to wipe the other out, really wipe them out. Because once they kill the other world, right or wrong, they’ll think their world is immortal. Untouchable. The lone victor. They’ll be safe.”

	There was a silence as Isaac took in what the man had said. “You don’t sound scared.”

	“Me? Nah. I’d tell these people the same thing, but they know it already. They’ve been showing me their research, their papers and discoveries. Well, technically, they are my discoveries. My research. Sort of. But they think, or some of them think, I’m the only one to make sense of it all. And I think they are right. If I got out of here, I could figure it out. I could get to work with their scientists, and I think I could figure out a way to put an end to all of this.” 

	“Really? An end? That means end one of the two worlds. You don’t care which one? Just put an end to either one?”

	“Well, I’m here now.” The man laughed. “It wouldn’t make sense to end this one. Plus, there’s more for me here … I think.”

	“Does that mean you’re not from here?”

	“No. I’m from the other side. But there’s nothing for me back there.”

	“How’d you get here?”

	The man spoke softly through the bars. His voice drifted out of his cell and made its way to Isaac. “What do you know about North Sentinel Island?”


Chapter 21

	 

	This man, this voice floating from the other cell, it told stories. One story really, but his thoughts were scattered. Skipping. Incomplete. Or maybe the opposite. Maybe too many stories, too much information. North Sentinel Island. The place was nothing, a place this man, Andrew Ripley, had barely heard of. A small island in the Bay of Bengal. A place this man visited once. He told a story of tribes, of experiments, of the inexplicable. The story was nearly unbelievable. But parts of this man’s story had the ring of truth to them. Isaac had heard of this island in the news. Six months ago, in Isaacs world, a story emerged, one he caught snippets of while he was planning the diamond heist. Public details were scarce. There was an explosion somewhere off the coast of India or Thailand. Ships from the Indian government had encircled a spot in the ocean. The news told Isaac the ships had surrounded a small uninhabited island and kept all other nations out. 

	“Things that don’t belong,” Andrew said. “That’s what we are, you and I. That’s what I found on North Sentinel Island.” He cleared his throat. “Nothing belongs there really. I surely didn’t belong there. Wasn’t invited. Well – I was invited by my … colleague, but she had no authority to bring people there. She didn’t belong there either.

	“What we found there were even more things that didn’t belong. Things that were being sent there, forced there, pulled or pushed there through a portal. That’s how you got here, right? A portal?”

	“Mm-hm.” Isaac pushed his face against the bars of his cell. If he struggled through his memories, he could maybe recall another story of Frank Parker going missing around the same time. He wasn’t one to focus on news stories, particularly ones about missing billionaires.

	“Yeah, they keep asking me about that. ‘Where’s the portal? Where’s the portal?’” He said in a deep mocking tone. “The portal this. The portal that. Over and over. You see, that’s how everyone gets here, through the portal you came through, except me. But they don’t believe me.”

	“What about the cyanide? Did they give you a capsule?”

	“You sound just like them. No capsule. No cyanide. They cut me open though, looking for something. They put it in the back of your neck, right?”

	“Yeah.” Isaac rubbed his hand over small hard lump where the empty capsule shell was still embedded in his neck.

	“They’ve been asking me about that portal for a long time now. Not too polite about it either. Having that capsule would have made them believe me more. Without it, they’re convinced I’m just me from this place. Just crazy.”

	“They think you’re just this place’s version of you?”

	“Mm-hm. I’ve got no capsule. No information to offer them. They figure I’m just … messing with them, or crazy … probably crazy. But I think their confusion is what has kept me alive.”

	“They think you’re messing with them?”

	“It seems the other version of me isn’t the sanest of people.” Andrew sighed. “That’s the thing about this place—these two places. I had a friend once.” He paused. “She was an anthropologist. She had all these theories, backed by stories of tribes, of isolated civilizations. She always tried to make it seem like we all were born out of the same base desires, the same primitive motivations. You, me, a tribe on some island that no one’s ever been to, this version of you, that version of you. All the same. But it seems I’m not like the other version of me. Not at all. Eh, but then again, maybe we are the same. Maybe we’ll both end up in the same place. Maybe he’s just a few steps ahead.”

	“But they think you’re him? How’d you convince them you’re from over here.”

	“Some think I’m him. Maybe they just want me to be him — their savior. Some don’t. Some don’t care. They’ve been trying to find a way to open their own portals anywhere they want, so they can cross over at any location. So if people from where you came from find their portal, it wouldn’t matter. The people here could just create a new one and keep fighting the good fight. They think I’m one of two people who can make that a reality. Well, one, now that Frost is dead.”

	Isaac thought of whichever Frost he spoke to in his world, was he now immortal? Was this person in the other cell guaranteed to remain sane since his counterpart went crazy? Or did this equal and opposite rule not cover medical conditions and personality flaws? “You think you could open a portal for them?”

	“I’ve figured out as much as I can without actually seeing the machinery. But, yeah, I think I could help them.”

	“Is that why they’re keeping you alive?”

	“That’s the sense I get from them. But there are two camps around here. One that wants me to build them a machine to open a portal. They don’t care where I’m from.”

	“And the other’s?”

	“They will never see me as an equal, never trust me. They don’t want me to ever leave this cell. That group of people sent someone to the other side to see if the me over there is missing. If I haven’t proven my worth by the time they get back, things will get more difficult for me, I suspect.”

	“Why don’t you tell them you could help them? You could prove your worth to them.”

	“There’s one guy here who seems to be really pushing for me to get out of this cell and help them. I think he’s close to convincing the higher ups to grant me supervised access to their machines. But he’s been busy for the last couple days.”

	“Busy? With what? What’s more important than you?”

	“When’d you come over to this side?”

	“A day. Maybe a bit longer.”

	“There ya go. It would seem you are more important at the moment.”

	“What should I do?” Isaac settled on the floor, back to the wall, cell bars to the right of him. This person, this voice, was nothing except a person from his home world. But Isaac felt he could trust him, if only because of that one commonality. From that one thing, being from the other side, so much else followed. They were both trapped there. Trapped in a cell, but also trapped in this world. Both living on borrowed time, at the mercy of the same captors. Yet Isaac felt a pull to this world. Something in the back of his head ate away at him. Could he live here? If they’d let him? Could Naomi accept him? Then the thoughts of the other Isaac, of what to do about him, what to do to him. He shook the thoughts away.

	But what was waiting for Isaac should he ever make it back to his own world? A secret government agency. Their only concerns would be first learning what Isaac had learned—about this side, about Fremont Tower—then their priority would shift to how to contain that information. Killing Isaac, and Emma, or locking him up for good would be at the top of the list. So long as Emma was in this world with him, there was little reason to return. But Emma would never stay and leave her mom alone in their world. He thought of his one-bedroom apartment, his one dying pot plant. His unpaid parking tickets. Leaving it all behind and starting over appealed to Isaac. Something told him Andrew Ripley was in a similar position. He didn’t care to cross back over. In fact, he may prefer this world to the other.

	“You don’t have much choice, the way I see it.” Andrew’s voice bounced off the hard concrete walls and floor, reverberating between the metal bars of the cells. “You could delay, hold out. Maybe you’re capable of that. Trained for it. But that portal is important to them. If our side is injecting cyanide into their operatives, my guess is it’s rare for these people to catch someone alive.”

	“Yeah,” Isaac sighed. Even he had a breaking point where he’d talk, tell them the location of the portal in New Mexico.

	“Maybe strike a deal. Get them to let you stay here.”

	“You say that like it’s so easy. You have scientific knowledge to offer this side.”

	“Come on, Isaac. You have the most important piece of information. The portal. They’d give you anything you wanted for the location. They’d set you up in a fancy apartment, give you a job.”

	“What about the other me?”

	“He would pose an issue. Two people walking around, saying they’re the same person. It’d be a lot to explain to your friends and family. But for the location of that portal, maybe they’d take care of all that for you.”

	“You’re saying—”

	“I’m just saying, if that’s what you want, it can’t hurt to ask. Hell, if things work out here for me, if I can help them with their project, it’d be nice to have a friend, someone from my home.”

	“You could do that? Stay here? Take over a life?”

	“Me? It seems I won’t have to. My double disappeared years ago. But the more you think about it, the longer you live in this world, I think you’ll find it’s all a matter of perspective. The truth of the matter is, your world is wherever you make it, wherever you end up. If you fight against that, it’s just wasted energy. You’re better off getting busy living, wherever that is.”

	 


Chapter 22

	 

	They stepped through the dark hallway and swiped a card near Isaac’s jail cell. After two short beeps, the lock inside the door clicked, and they slid the bars aside.

	“Up,” one of the men demanded with a flick of his wrist. Isaac stood. “Do I need these?” The man held up a pair of cuffs. Isaac shook his head slightly. “This way.” The man jerked his head in the obvious direction to leave, then led the way. The other man followed behind Isaac.

	As he passed the cell next to his, he looked into the darkness to catch a glimpse of the man he had spoken with. Twisting his neck and squinting his eyes, he saw a figure, a slender man sitting on the floor and leaning against the back wall of his cell. What little light there was reflected off his glasses, like two white holes in the darkness staring back at Isaac. He thought he saw the man smile and offer a slight nod, but he couldn’t be sure. He must have lingered too long because the man behind him shoved him in the back.

	After Isaac mentally counted off fifty-six feet, the two guards stopped and pushed him into one of the offices. Inside was a table. Two chairs. Same as before.

	“Sit,” one of the guards demanded.

	Happy to have an actual chair to sit in, Isaac settled in and leaned back, stretching his sore back muscles. He rolled his neck back and forth. 

	“He ready?” a familiar voice came from down the hall. Calvin Greenwood came in, squeezing past the barrel-chested guards. “That’ll be all,” he told them. 

	They shut the door, leaving Isaac with a man he had spoken with a little more than twenty-four hours ago—at least he spoke to the other version of him.

	“Calvin Greenwood.” He stuck his hand out, and Isaac shook it. “Coffee?”

	“Sure.” Isaac nodded. The moment of déjà vu played out. Calvin. Coffee. The interrogation room. It was all the same, or at least similar, like rhyming words. 

	“Can we get a coffee!” Calvin shouted at the door, and then, louder: “Make it two!” Just as he had the first time, he and Isaac had this talk, Calvin gripped a folder. “Red Cell?” Calvin raised his eyebrows. “Is that why they chose you? You have a knack for breaking in, gaining intel?” 

	Isaac didn’t respond. Is nothing classified anymore? Now operatives from a separate world can get their hands on Isaac’s redacted personnel file. 

	“Red Cell,” Calvin said to himself and looked up at the ceiling. “I’ve always imagined that would be such a fun job. You get to play spy, poking and prodding our defenses. If you succeed,” he shrugged, “you get a pat on the back, and the government gets to patch whatever hole in security you exposed. If you fail,” he shrugged again, “you call your superior, and they bail you out. Tell whoever caught you it was all a training exercise. No real danger.” He smiled. “It’s fun, isn’t it?”

	You’re just like him, was what Isaac wanted to say. The other you. The other Calvin. Just as flippant. Carefree. Unassuming.

	A guard came in with a tray. He set two mugs down on the table along with a pot of coffee, creamer, and sugar. Once he left, Isaac was the first to pour himself a cup. As he shook a pack of sugar and ripped it open, he leaned towards Calvin. 

	“There is danger,” he said, answering Calvin’s earlier question. He guessed, after meeting both Calvin Greenwoods, that they truly were intrigued by the Red Cells. Perhaps it was a topic that would lower his guard. Isaac poured the sugar in his coffee and cupped his hands around the mug.

	“Yeah, but not like if you were actually breaking into a foreign government facility.”

	“Danger is danger. Bullets from the United States hurt just as much as they do from Russia or China.” 

	Calvin poured his own coffee. No sugar but he did use creamer. Same as in the other world. “But getting shot is only one type of danger. If you were breaking into a Russian facility, and they caught you, you’re looking at a lifetime of jail. And not jail like our federal prisons, serious jail. Siberian labor camps.” He sipped his coffee. “You Red Cell guys aren’t faced with that.”

	“If that’s what you think.”

	“Don’t get me wrong.” Calvin chuckled. “I’d never be able to do what you guys do. The tenacity, the planning it must take to breach some of these facilities you go after. The way you must have to improvise once you get in, planning on the fly. It’s impressive. And I’ve never met one of you before. It’s just been rumors, conjecture. Your program is quite legendary to people like me.”

	“I’m glad I can impress you. What’s in the folder?” He changed the subject. “Photos of me at Fremont Tower?” Fucking déjà vu, he thought. He knew they had seen him. They had shot at him for God’s sake. No sense in denying it. Isaac drank from his mug and narrowed his eyes at the manila folder.

	Calvin looked down, like he was surprised it was there. “Oh, this …” He opened the folder and spread several pictures on the table. The first one was taken in the lobby of Fremont Tower. “That’s you. But you.” He pointed at Isaac. “Isaac Young is currently on assignment. They wouldn’t tell me what he’s doing, only that this couldn’t be him. I asked if they were sure. Positive. They said they had ‘eyes on.’” He spread his index and middle fingers apart, pointing at his own eyes.

	Isaac took another gulp of coffee. 

	“And that is Emma Harris.” Calvin tapped the photo again. Isaac looked down at Emma, her face partially obscured by her large sunglasses. It must have been taken shortly before she was shot. A freeze frame of the CCTV in the lobby. He thought of what would have happened if they’d just turned around. If the two people in that photo had left, demanded to return to their own world. What fate would have awaited them once they made it back?

	“She’s not even in the States currently. Again—eyes on, is what I was told.”

	Isaac drank what was left in his mug and poured more from the coffee pot. “Well thanks for the information.” He ripped open another packet of sugar and watched the white granules dissolve in the black coffee. “That is a wonderful report, Calvin.”

	“I tell you this so you can give up the act. You may have fooled your wife back at your house, but we know you aren’t ‘you.’”

	“That sounds very existential. So who am I then?”

	“The other you. The one from over there.” He flicked his head to the left, like over there was just the other side of the wall. “I’ve talked to my guys. Apparently, you killed one of them, shot another while they were over in your world. I want to know why?”

	“They had guns. They had Semtex.”

	“Fair enough.” Calvin nodded. “Usually, when we catch one of you … it doesn’t happen often. I’ve been here for seven years, and you’re only my third from over there. But usually, we’d just shoot them. That’s if the cyanide doesn’t kill them first.” He pointed at the back of his own neck, and Isaac rubbed the spot where they’d injected him. “It’s effective. It doesn’t give us much time to question them. We have to catch them first, then rush them somewhere for an antidote, all before the capsule releases. It’s difficult. Next to impossible. But you know why we haven’t shot you yet?”

	“Because you want information.” Isaac thought of the portal in New Mexico and the deal he could make if he only asked, according to Andrew Ripley. 

	“Information is good. But we want an operative.” Calvin reached into his pocket and dropped a black velvet bag on the table. 

	Isaac recognized it immediately and clasped his hands together to keep himself from reaching out to snatch the diamonds away. Calvin opened it up to show the diamonds from H&H Jewelers, sparkling under the fluorescent lights. Isaac leaned in to see them up close. Crystal clear, like large sugar sprinkles or shattered bits of glass. Dug from a mine in Africa, cleaned, chipped, then polished. He thought of the miner, likely a teenager, hunched over with a heavy pickaxe, with no way of ever knowing his action would somehow cause Isaac to end up traveling to another world. 

	“My guys, the ones with the guns and Semtex, they said you came in with this toolbox. They brought it back with them. Once we had it here, we found the compartment, found the diamonds.”

	Isaac shrugged, trying to play it cool. “So, what’s your point?”

	“You weren’t there as some security force. You weren’t tracking my men. You weren’t there in any official capacity. You were a thief, using your skills for your own benefit. Tell me I’m wrong.”

	Isaac stayed silent, watching the light glisten off the small diamonds.

	“We’ve been able to get information from over there. From your world.” Calvin thumbed through some papers. “Seems you stopped working for their government three years ago, shortly after your wife died in Afghanistan.” He shook his head to feign sadness. “Never remarried. As far as we can tell, you never even dated. But spent a lot of time with your sister-in-law, Emma Harris.” He held up some of Emma’s social media posts. Holidays together. Dinners together. Them hugging each other, smiling. “No job after the Red Cells. Given these diamonds, I think it’s safe to assume you’ve been pulling heists to keep your head above water.

	“Then you see my men and can’t leave well enough alone. You had to intervene.” Calvin raised his eyebrows. “And that made you an eyewitness. Which means the DUPD came knocking on your door.”

	“More like pounding on my door.”

	“When they brought you in, did you meet me?” 

	Isaac nodded slightly. 

	“See, I’m the face they show when they want to draw you in softly, ease you into the idea of two worlds. Calvin Greenwood. Is that the name they gave him over there?” 

	Isaac nodded again, frowning. 

	“You ever have those army recruiters come to your school when you were young? They’d smile and joke with the students. Older but not too old. Not so old they weren’t hip anymore. Maybe they’d smoke or let their shirt untuck just a bit. They were there to sell kids on the Army.”

	Isaac remembered these recruiters. They were who signed him up straight out of high school. And, years later, by the time he was old enough to question the path his life had taken, military life was all he knew. If it weren’t for Naomi’s death, the military would have been his career until retirement.

	“They brought you in, gave you the easy sell, then took you to Jones’ office. That’s how we would do it. Make it intriguing, almost fun, but with the slightest bit of a threat just to nudge you in the right direction.”

	They weren’t that subtle, he thought. 

	“A gun to the head doesn’t get you the same buy-in as the story of two universes.” Isaac found himself nodding just a bit as Calvin spoke. “They had you, a man with Red Cell training. Your whole career made you perfect to come here, breach and prod, poke your nose around our world, then report back. But these diamonds tell me you aren’t a Red Cell anymore. You’re freelancing. Branching out. Maybe the money just wasn’t good enough, or you got bored, or disheartened with your government. Or maybe a life changing event. Who knows. But it’s not you, not anymore. Why did you do it? Why did you really come here?”

	“Why I came here?” Images of Naomi flickered in his mind, like a candle in a dark cave. Her here, peering at him over her mug of green tea with her piercing eyes. Lying in bed, pressing her body up against Isaac’s. Was this why he didn’t fight the DUPD harder? Did some buried and hidden part of him know he would come looking for Naomi here? “You said it yourself. Threats. Just not very subtle ones.”

	“I’ve never liked that method for our operatives. I’ve found it is much more beneficial to find mutual interests. If you stuck around, you may see our world is more carrot, less stick.”

	“What do you mean, ‘If I stuck around?’” 

	“Sure, you’re still here, aren’t you? You came through the other side’s portal. But you haven’t gone back, and we found you crashing at your wife’s place.” He shrugged. “You wouldn’t be the first person to want to see how different things are over here. How different are they, Isaac? How different was she?”

	“Fuck you.”

	“I don’t mean to be crass. Don’t tell me this hasn’t crossed your mind.”

	“She’s married.” 

	“To you.”

	“Not me.”

	“Close enough.”

	“Say what you want to say.” 

	“They left you.” He spun another photo around to face Isaac, then he tapped a blurry figure in the background. Jimmy, waiting across the street for them to return from the building. “Your escort. He left you once bullets started flying, huh?” Isaac nodded. “And good for you for finding some way around that cyanide capsule. You’ll have to tell me that story someday. But they left you—for dead.”

	“Is this the part where you ask me to work for you? Betray my own universe?”

	“It’s not crazy. It’s not very different here. No real adjustments to be made.”

	“I have people back home, waiting on me.” It was a lie. Emma was here, and that was it.

	“We all know that’s bullshit, Mr. Young.” Calvin chuckled. “People back home.” He scoffed and shook his head. “Emma’s dead. That’s what you told the agents who picked you up. But she’s here. Naomi is here.” He laid the report about Naomi’s death flat on the table. It was an official military report on her death. Isaac had read it before. This was a copy, stolen from the other world and brought over here. He wondered if the paper it was printed on was from his universe, or if an operative of theirs stole an electronic version and smuggled it through their portal, wherever that was.

	“And so is another Isaac Young,” Isaac said.

	“We could help you with that. If you help us.”

	“How can you help?”

	“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Isaac.” Calvin shrugged and sipped his coffee. “Let’s go over your options. You take me up on my offer. Give us information on your world, starting with the location of the portal. And in turn, we help you create a life here. With Naomi. Maybe some startup money.” He lifted the black velvet bag of diamonds and felt the weight of them in his hand. “Or you refuse. In that case, we could cut you loose, watch you, follow you until you go back to wherever your side’s portal is. Either option leads to us finding your portal. It’s really all the same to us.”

	“I know how to shake a tail,” Isaac said and took a sip of coffee with his eyes locked on the small bag of diamonds in front of Calvin.

	“If that were true the DUPD wouldn’t have come knocking on your door … twice.” They were silent. Calvin waiting. Isaac thinking, trying to shake away the images of Naomi flashing across his brain synapses. First the few hours from last night ran like a movie on fast forward, then his mind invented new images of how things would be with this new version of his dead wife. Then he had to stop himself from playing out a conversation with Emma to explain why he was staying, and why his deal didn’t include her. But he knew she would never stay here. Her mom was still back in their world. Taking this deal meant separating from Emma forever. 

	“I can see the gears working, Isaac. Now we may have shot Emma, but we weren’t the reason she was here. We didn’t force her here. And I’d let you go right now, go back to your world and see how long you last upon your return. Once they’ve gotten all the information they need, just see how long they keep you alive. That’s how long Emma would have survived if my agents hadn’t shot her. You both were dead the moment they sent you over here, one way or another.”

	“What’s your point? Is this when you tell me you’re different? You’re the good guys?”

	“But we are.” Calvin smiled and drank his coffee. “I don’t want to kill you.”

	“See that’s the same threat. You’re no different than them.”

	“C’mon. Up.” Calvin stood and stepped to the door. He pulled it open. “You’re free to go.” Then to the guard outside, he said, “Tell everyone to stand down. Let Mr. Young leave.” To Isaac, he said, “Go on.”

	“Is that the same deal you gave the man in the cell? Andrew Ripley?”

	Calvin’s face tensed. His eyes narrowed. “Dr. Ripley is a unique situation. He needs our help whether he realizes it or not.”

	Isaac took another step to the door, testing Calvin’s truthfulness, looking for the guard to move his hand to his gun or step in front of the doorway.

	“And you’re free to stay here, in our world. Carve out a life. Meet new people, or try to explain all this to Naomi.” He paused. “Be our guest. But that life won’t be easy, with another version of you running around. No identity. No money. No house. We could help you with all that.” He picked up the bag of diamonds again. “We could make your transition here much easier. We could craft a story to integrate you into Naomi’s life.”

	Isaac turned back to face Calvin. “If I help you.”

	“Just tell us one thing.”

	“The portal?”

	“The portal.”

	“So you can murder them. Shoot them all. Blow them up. Win the war?”

	“Not win, but stop the war. Destroy the portal. Let them live in their world, and us in ours. We just want to be left alone.”

	“Is that what the men wiring Semtex were trying to do? Be left alone?”

	“Isaac,” Calvin shook his head and looked down, “as long as they are attacking us, we have to defend ourselves. But if we knew of that portal, if we could close it, we could stop all of that. You could stop all of it.” Isaac could see Calvin measuring his face, gauging his response. It was like he knew Isaac was truly on the fence and only needed one final push. “What if I told you where our portal is? Showed you how we get men to your world? As a show of faith. Would that convince you we mean you no harm? Would that convince you to tell us where your portal is? I’ll show you mine if you show me yours sort of thing? Huh?”

	“What does that prove? It just gives you more reason to kill me. As of now, the information I have is of value to you.” Isaac shrugged. “You show me your portal, and I become a liability.”

	“What if I told you, you are valuable to us. Your skills. Your training.”

	“You’ve got your own Isaac Young. I assume he has the same training.”

	“But he doesn’t have your knowledge of your universe.” Calvin chuckled. “I hate to use the phrase, but you are the best of both worlds.” He smiled and raised his mug.

	Those same images of Naomi kept blipping in his mind. And every time he pushed them away, they were replaced with images of his Naomi’s funeral, her grave with wilted flowers lying next to it. There was his house here in this world, then an image of his crummy one-bedroom apartment in his world. He inhaled and thought he could smell Naomi’s perfume. 

	He needed to get out of here, buy time. He needed to talk to Emma. He needed to see Namoi. The hotel on Adams and 18th. They would both be there. But first he had to get out of here. Away from them.

	“Yeah.” He nodded. “Once you show me your portal, I will take you to ours. And then I’m done? I’m free to go? Live my life here. No harm will come to people I care about.” 

	“No harm.” Calvin nodded and smiled. 

	“Okay. Let’s go.”

	 


Chapter 23

	 

	“Emma!” she heard through the door. It was a voice muffled outside in the living room. She heard a knock on the front door—more like a pounding. Then Isaac muttered something about a motel before yelling, “I’m coming out!” 

	Emma felt her entire body pulse, starting in her side where she had been shot and emanating out until she felt it in her fingertips. 

	“You fuckers killed her!” Isaac snapped at someone. Then there were more muffled words, and the door slammed shut. Then silence. Emma’s heart raced. Nothing good was happening outside the room, but she didn’t know what exactly. 

	She scanned the space, looking for anything she may need to grab before she fled out the door. She moved her feet out from under the covers and struggled to sit up. The floor felt cold beneath her bare feet. She curled her toes, then stretched her feet back and forth. She vaguely remembered getting up to use the bathroom the night before. Isaac carrying her.

	There was a light tap on the door. 

	“Emma?” The voice whispered on the other side of the door. Her body still pulsed, but now her heart sped up more at the sound of her sister’s voice. Her dead sister. It had been three years. 

	“Em?” the voice came again.

	Emma gasped and held her hand over her mouth. She felt her body shiver, like low-level electricity running through her. Then she felt a lump build up in her throat. She swallowed. The doorknob twisted, and the door pushed in slowly. 

	There she was. It was a look Emma remembered so well from her sister. Naomi had the strange ability to smile but still remain stern. That’s how she looked standing in the doorway.

	“Oh my God!” Naomi stepped in and knelt at the side of the bed. “He wasn’t lying. Oh my God!” She looked at the small spot of blood seeping through the gauze wrapped around her side. She held a trembling hand out but stopped just short of touching Emma’s wound. “What happened?”

	Emma lowered her head and wrapped her arms around Naomi’s neck. She forgot about the pain each movement brought. She didn’t care. She hugged her sister.

	“Are you okay?” Naomi moved to sit next to her on the bed, and Emma readjusted to wrap her arms around her sister’s shoulders. She leaned into her, holding her, letting her tears fall from her face and seep into Naomi’s shirt. “Emma.” Naomi pulled away. “Just tell me, are you alright?” 

	Emma simply nodded. She didn’t try to speak through her crying. 

	“I can’t believe you went on a job with him. I don’t know who to be more upset with, him or you. He got you help though? You have to tell me what’s going on. Who just took Isaac? We are going to the hospital. Come on.” She stood.

	“No.” Emma stayed seated.

	“You’re shot, Emma. Where are your shoes.” She paced around the guest room. 

	“No!” Emma snapped, and it sent a jolt of pain from her stomach radiating out. She breathed deep through the pain. “M – motel?” Emma managed one word. She sniffed and wiped at her face. 

	Naomi nodded. “On Adams and 18th. He said to get a room there.”

	“Then we need to go.” Each word and each breath pulled at the hole in her stomach, so she tried to keep her words short. But also, so she didn’t have to explain anything to Naomi.

	“Let me pack a bag. I have to call work.” Naomi got up from the bed and rushed to another room. The sounds of dresser drawers opening and closing, clothes rustling, and bags zipping open came from down the hall. Then she heard Naomi on the phone, telling someone she was taking a personal day, maybe two, maybe three, she didn’t know. Then she rushed back into the guest room.

	“Do you have more clothes than that?” she asked. Emma shook her head. “I have enough for us both.” She flung the duffle bag over her shoulder. “Can you walk?”

	“With help.”

	Naomi leaned down and slid Emma’s shoes on her feet. Her hands shook as she twisted the laces in knots. 

	“Let’s get going.” She stood and leaned into Emma, helping her stand and carrying most of her weight. They hobbled slowly through the house. Each step sent shocks of pain through Emma. She inhaled sharply with any sudden movement. At the front door, Naomi sat her on the bench in the entry way. “I’ll pull the car up as close as I can, then come back to get you.” She opened the front door a crack and stuck her head out before emerging completely. “Looks like they are gone.”

	Emma nodded. Just before Naomi crossed the threshold, Emma managed to say, “Gun.” 

	Naomi smiled that same stern smile and pulled her shirt up to show a pistol holstered in her waist. Next to her gun was a badge for the FBI.

	Emma’s heart skipped at the sight of the badge, then she forced a smile back to her sister. “That a girl.”

	Naomi disappeared outside and returned shortly. The car was running in the street just in front of the house. They hobbled together and Naomi settled Emma into the passenger seat, clicking her seatbelt in place. The sun was just above the mountains in the distance, but its heat could already be felt in the morning air. Emma watched her sister walk around the car, then when she sat in the driver’s seat, she still kept her eyes locked on her in disbelief. Naomi backed the car down the drive and took off to the motel.

	It was a slow process. Naomi drove carefully, not braking too quickly, not turning too sharp. Emma cringed and clenched every muscle in her body with every slight bump. The pain in her stomach shot straight through her body, reaching and stabbing each organ, each inch of bone, into her jaw and teeth. The pain took over her entire body, and her hand pressed lightly against the wrapped gauze came back damp with blood when she pulled it away. 

	Once they made it to the motel on Adams, Naomi left her in the car to get a room, A/C cranked as high as it would go blowing against Emma’s face. She was sweating through her clothes against the hot leather seats of the car. After Naomi came back, she unlocked the door to the room and threw her single bag on the bed, then returned to help Emma. By the time Emma was lying on one of the stiff floral bed covers, she looked down and saw more blood had leaked through the gauze. Even through all the pain, Emma still watched every move her sister made.

	“What?” Naomi asked, then looked behind her. “What are you staring at? Are you dying?”

	“No …” 

	“You’re just looking at me weird.”

	“It’s just the pain. Maybe the meds. I don’t know.”

	Naomi looped the Do Not Disturb sign on the outside doorknob, shut the door, and clicked the deadbolt. 

	“Okay,” she let out a sigh, “now tell me what the hell is happening.” On the way there, Naomi must have held back her questions because Emma was in obvious pain. She sat on the other bed, feet on the floor, and leaned across the narrow space between the two beds. “Why the fuck are you on a job with Isaac?”

	“Call it a job interview.” Emma swallowed. She still couldn’t believe she was looking at and talking to her sister.

	“An interview? For the Red Cells? You?”

	Emma didn’t know what this other version of herself did for a living, what her qualifications were or weren’t. Back in her world, Emma was an investigator for a large law firm. It was a unique line of work, and, even though Emma in this world was presumably the same or similar, she was doubtful Emma had the same job in this world. But this was what she came up with. “Yeah. You don’t think I’m qualified?” She felt her dry lips stick together when she talked.

	“It’s just not their normal recruiting process, at least from what Isaac has told me. You know military service, typically Army or Marines. First Lieutenant or equivalent rank. You know. Not,” she waved her hand in the air, “JAG. What do they need lawyers for?”

	JAG, Emma thought. She had briefly considered that career path in her own universe, but decided against it. This Emma had gone in a different direction. “Everyone needs lawyers.” Emma forced a smile; she felt her lips crack a bit. “Water.” 

	Naomi hopped up to fill one of the motel glasses at the sink and returned to the bed. Emma gulped until the whole thing was gone. 

	“More. Please.” 

	Naomi complied and refilled the glass.

	“Do you need a hospital?” Naomi glanced at her stomach. “Let me see.” She leaned in close without asking and lifted Emma’s shirt to show her wrapped stomach. “It’s bleeding. We need to take you back to the doctor.”

	“No,” Emma snapped, then worried she was too adamant. She paused to try and seem not so resistant to the idea of seeking out help. “I’m fine. I have meds. It’s just bleeding a little. I’ll be fine.”

	“If it gets any worse, I’m taking you to the hospital.” Naomi moved back to the bathroom and filled the glass again. “So Red Cells are recruiting JAG lawyers to run operations?” 

	She’s not buying it, Emma thought. “I asked. I had him put in a word. They made an exception.”

	“I – I don’t—”

	“I was bored, Naomi. Same thing every day. Courtrooms.” She shook her head. “You have your job.” She pointed at the badge on her waist that she had caught a glimpse of. “Isaac’s doing … well, who knows what he’s doing. That’s the point. It seemed exciting.”

	“Exciting?” Naomi scoffed. “You know how long I’ve been trying to get him to quit. Now you want in? Look how exciting it was after just one job!” She threw her hand out at Emma’s bullet wound. “I guess you can’t tell me what happened? Now I’ve got two family members who can’t talk to me about their work. Perfect!”

	She handed her sister the glass. Emma took a long drink. “Well, I don’t think I’m getting the job, so you don’t have anything to worry about.”

	“Isaac’s in custody. We’re hiding out in a shitty motel, and you’re saying there’s nothing I need to worry about?” Naomi stood up and paced the few steps back and forth in the small room. “You know what he could use right now? A lawyer! Maybe if you hadn’t gone on that job, you’d be fit to defend him, get him out of whatever mess you two are in. And why aren’t they bailing him out? Huh?”

	“Red Cells?”

	“Yes! They’ve never hung him out to dry like this. Something’s not right.”

	Now she’s really not buying it. Emma’s heart sped up until she felt a large vein running up her neck pulse and squirm just below her skin. 

	“There’s something you aren’t telling me.” Naomi sat on the bed and leaned in close to Emma. “Something is going on. First, I blew it off with Isaac. Him drinking green tea.” She wrinkled her brow. “He never does that. Then, after that, I told him to call his doctor about his wrist, Dr. Greene.” Emma just stared at her. “His doctor’s name is Greer, but he didn’t correct me. All last night, I figured something was up—maybe he was just stressed, forgetful. But now you’re here, shot.” She shook her head in disbelief. “Something is up with you two. What are you into?” Emma opened her mouth to speak, hesitating for a split second. “Don’t lie to me, Emma. You’re my sister. I’ll know if you’re lying.”

	“I don’t think you will.” Her sister was always smart, always outspoken. This version was no different. And Emma’s injuries compounded things, made her slower, unable to cobble together some sort of believable story. There was no real explanation for Emma and Isaac working together, not in this universe. Emma knew that.

	“Oh, I won’t know when you’re lying? Why’s that?”

	“Because…” She swallowed hard before continuing. “I’m not your sister.”

	Traffic just outside the motel hummed. The tap dripped in the moldy bathroom. And Emma’s vein kept pulsing hard against her skin until she thought it might burst. 

	“You’re not – what?” Naomi wrinkled her brow. 

	“I’m not your sister.” The words were out. There was no going back. “You deserve the truth. Do me a favor.” She looked over at Naomi’s purse. “Your cell phone. Call Emma. Just check in with her. Ask her where she is.”

	“I don’t get it. You’re here.”

	“Just call her.” Emma laid her head down on the worn motel pillow. It smelled musty and felt moist from the recycled air coming from the rattling wall-mounted air conditioner. 

	Naomi looked puzzled as she dug through her purse for her phone. She tapped a few buttons. “That’s weird, your number is blocked.”

	“It’s not my number,” Emma muttered.

	“This is silly.” She held the phone to her ear. “Did you hit your he—” She stopped. Naomi stayed frozen, gripping her phone tighter. She cleared her throat, then said, “Emma?” She paused and swallowed, locking eyes with this Emma on the bed in front of her. “W – where are you? Right now, where are you?” She waited and nodded. “Uh huh.” With her other hand Naomi slowly pulled the pistol from the holster around her waist. She rested it on her leg, pointing the barrel in the general direction of Emma. “No, no, I was just checking in. Everything’s fine. I’ll talk to you soon, Em. I love you.”

	She lowered the phone but didn’t take her eyes off Emma. For what felt like forever, she just looked at her, measuring her face, studying each hair on her head, like she was trying to tell where the mask of her sister met this other person’s skin. Then she clenched her jaw and tightened her hand around her pistol.

	“Who are you? What’s going on?”

	“I can explain.” Emma tried to sit up just a bit, but her body fought back.

	“Don’t move.” Naomi lifted the gun, resting the butt on her thigh and pointing the barrel at Emma. “You can explain from there.”

	“I’ll do my best. But I’m new to all this too.”

	 


Chapter 24

	 

	Calvin Greenwood, or whatever his real name was, drove west away from Phoenix. One of the men who had escorted Isaac to his cell sat in the passenger seat. Isaac was in the back, cuffed at the legs and wrists. Calvin had apologized for the cuffs, but, as he explained it, once they showed him the location of their portal, he would be the most valuable person in both worlds. He would have more information than anyone else, information that could end this war for good, and, in doing so, he could choose a winner. They couldn’t risk him running. Which, to Isaac, meant he was at risk of being murdered for knowing too much … by either side. He tugged on the metal shackles just for good measure. There was no escape here. Not yet.

	But he really could never have escaped from the cell in DUPD headquarters. This field trip might eventually provide him an opportunity to escape before anything happened to him. Now was not that time. 

	Escape wasn’t the only reason he had agreed to help this Calvin Greenwood. He had to admit, living a life in this world with Naomi was tempting, regardless of the logistical issues it posed. Logistical issues – this is what he had reduced his other self down to already. He guessed in no time his brain would start twisting into a pretzel to try and convince himself that the other Isaac was an enemy or posed a threat, all so he could justify getting rid of him to secure a new life with Naomi. Again, he had to push the thoughts away and force his mind back to the only thing worth a damn in his old world – Emma. Right now, she was in a cramped motel room at Adams and 18th with the other Naomi. Before he did anything else, made any decisions, he had to get back to her. 

	“What do you know about North Sentinel Island?” Isaac asked from the back seat.

	Calvin turned around briefly before turning back to keep his eyes on the road. “North Sentinel. You must have talked to your neighbor, huh?”

	“He had some interesting things to say.”

	“You’re just getting all sorts of information, aren’t you?” Calvin paused and turned onto I-10. “Andrew … Dr. Ripley. Let’s just say we can’t confirm what Dr. Ripley claims.”

	“Can’t or won’t?”

	“Can’t. You see, Dr. Ripley, our Dr. Ripley, disappeared five years ago. And before he disappeared, he was working with us, but under the supervision of doctors from Rockhaven Hospital.”

	“Rockhaven?”

	“Yes. He was—is—a genius, but something about his work pushed him further and further towards some edge. At first, he just came off as a workaholic. He slept in his office, occasionally threw things at colleagues in fits of rage. Ignored chain of command. But soon he started sending out … what would you call it?” Calvin looked at the man next to him. “Manifestos?” The man nodded. “He emailed this stream of consciousness to everyone in our offices. Daily emails pages and pages long of ramblings. Then he took to writing it on the walls. Snippets about the end of the world. And not just the other world. All worlds. It was like he wanted to do something to cause everything to end. One time he wrote on the walls of the break room that ‘We all must devour and be devoured. Kill and be killed. Hand in hand, we shall meet our end.’” Calvin shook his head. 

	“Well, that was enough for someone to step in and assign the docs from Rockhaven to watch him 24/7. Shifts of docs with their clipboards, writing everything he did down. That was five years ago. As soon as he could get free of the doctors, he ran. We didn’t see anything. Couldn’t find him. Nothing.” 

	“And now he’s back?” Isaac asked. 

	“Just out of the blue.” He snapped his fingers and laughed. “Just calls his wife from some number in Sri Lanka. Sunburnt. Cuts all over him. Looked like hell.” Calvin clicked his blinker on and changed lanes.

	“Seems like some people want him to be one person, while some want him to be another. Who do you want him to be?” Isaac asked Calvin.

	The car bounced along the black asphalt. Mirages shimmered in the distance, like puddles of mercury spilled across the highway. 

	“Andrew was kind to me. A lot of people around the office were glad he disappeared. When he worked at the DUPD, even before he was writing on the walls, his lab assistants called him ‘The biggest asshole in two worlds.’ But we got along.” Isaac could see the corner of Calvin’s mouth turn up to a smile. “He even had me over one Christmas after my divorce. It was my first Christmas alone, and he …,” Calvin trailed off, perhaps realizing he was sharing too much. “Who do I think we have locked up back in Phoenix. That’s not the Andrew I knew. But that’s for the best.”

	“Yeah? How’s that?” The sun’s white rays cut through the pale blue sky, then glared through the window and glinted against Isaac’s polished silver handcuffs. 

	“The man we have locked up wants to be here. I can feel it. And if he wants to be here, then he’ll want to help us.”

	“You’re sure of that?”

	“As sure as you are sitting in the back seat of my car, Isaac. Besides, the Andrew I knew went looking for something. He left for a reason. When they first put him under observation, the higher-ups claimed he was showing signs of psychosis. They made him sleep nights the psych ward at Rockhaven. They gave him his own wing, so he could keep working. He barely slept. But he wasn’t crazy. Eccentric, sure. Not crazy. In reality, they were scared he’d defect—go to your side.”

	“Maybe he did. Maybe they were right.”

	“Andrew’s not a traitor. He’s just misunderstood. He left for a good reason. We just don’t know what it was. Wherever he is, I hope he found what he was looking for. And if he ever does come back, he’s not going to show up acting like a mild mannered nobody from the other side. That’s for sure.”

	Calvin looked ahead at the expansive brown desert that stretched on forever in every direction. The man in the passenger seat stayed silent. His eyes were hidden behind dark aviator sunglasses.

	“If the man back in Phoenix, the mild-mannered nobody, is the Andrew from my side, what happens to him?” That camaraderie lingered inside of Isaac. He thought whoever he spoke to in the cell next to his was more trusting of these people than Isaac was.

	“If he proves his worth, then it won’t matter what world he comes from.”

	“Picking up where the other Andrew left off? And Frost? Opening portals?”

	Chuckling, Calvin said, “He really wouldn’t shut up in that cell, huh? Yeah, creating portals.”

	“If you can do that, then you won’t need to find ours, that about right?”

	“The location of the portal would still have its benefits.”

	“Stopping us from coming through.” Isaac nodded and looked out the window.

	“Mm-hm.” 

	The car raced down the highway. Isaac did his best to clock how fast they were going, how long they were driving. He committed each turn to memory all the way back to the DUPD. 

	“And why not let him see his wife? Or this Frost? Couldn’t that shake something loose in him, if he’s your Andrew?”

	“If he’s our Andrew. Unlikely. Regardless, Frost is … unavailable.” Isaac sensed Calvin stopped short of saying ‘dead.’ “And his wife, Kate,” he shook his head, “she’s scared to death of the man.” He glanced in the rearview at Isaac. “I tell you all this to show we have nothing to hide from you. We want you to stay in our world, to work for us, advise us. And not under threat of death or imprisonment like your world. We aren’t like that. Your skill set as a Red Cell member could be very useful.”

	“You have Red Cells over here, I assume.” In this way, Calvin let on that their version of Isaac Young might not be a Red Cell member. But Naomi had already confirmed it for him.

	“Sure. We have them.” Calvin changed the subject. “What is your interest in Dr. Ripley?”

	“Just filling time. Making conversation.”

	“You don’t expect me to believe that.”

	“I’m curious. I don’t know … when I talked to him,” Isaac shrugged, “it was like we had—”

	“A connection,” Calvin interrupted. “You think if he’s from your world, then you have that in common, then you don’t feel so alone.”

	Isaac waited a while before resuming the conversation. He watched the desert flicker past. “Can’t you confirm what he said about Dr. Frost? About his experiments at North Sentinel Island?” Isaac recalled the news of an explosion in his world. There was truth to what Andrew had told them.

	Calvin threw his blinker on and pulled to the far-right side of the interstate. He slowed and stopped, then turned around to look at Isaac.

	“Have you been to war?” Calvin asked.

	Nodding, Isaac said, “Iraq.”

	“That’s right. Your 9/11. Then you’ll understand this. From what I’ve read about your world’s invasion of Iraq and Afghanistan, I figure it was a complete mess. Fighting a force that doesn’t wear a uniform. Terrorists. Twelve-year-old suicide bombers. It was tough not knowing who the enemy was, right?”

	“It was tough.” He didn’t want to elaborate on the horrors he’d witnessed. It was something he worked hard to leave behind, to bury in some dark recess of his mind until it just seemed like a disturbing movie he saw some time ago.

	“Then imagine a war, this war, where not only information can be falsified but so can the person passing the information along. You know the phrase ‘don’t shoot the messenger?’ Well, that doesn’t apply in this war. We have a different phrase—consider the source. Maybe you’re talking to the Calvin Greenwood from your world. Maybe I came over here, and kidnapped the other one. Maybe I’ve been posing as this Calvin Greenwood for days, for months, tricking his co-workers. Maybe I’m going to jab my pen deep into Greg’s neck here,” he flicked his thumb at the man in the passenger’s seat, “and rescue you from this awful place.” The man next to him turned his head slightly to look at Calvin. “Hypothetically, of course.” He smiled.

	“But imagine living your life like that. Once you learn of these two worlds, this mirrored life, every interaction is a new one, with potentially a new person. Hell, half the people in my office might be from the other world. If they’re good enough at pretending.”

	He turned back around and pulled back out onto the interstate.

	“What does that have to do with Andrew Ripley? Or Dr. Frost?” Isaac asked.

	“It’s why I can’t verify what he’s saying. Until I see it with my own eyes, I have to assume Dr. Ripley has been compromised, working to feed us a story. And given his break from reality, I don’t see this information being very credible.”

	They drove for an hour in silence. The road hummed and thumped underneath. The further they drove away from Phoenix the more Isaac wondered if they were just going out to the desert to kill him and bury him in the dry sand.

	Calvin pulled off an exit. The sign overhead read Joshua Tree National Park 10 miles.

	“Joshua Tree?”

	“We don’t choose the location. I figured you’d know that.”

	“They didn’t explain much to me. Just shot me up with a cyanide capsule and told me to write my questions down for later.”

	“Maybe on the way back you can tell me the story of how you didn’t die from that cyanide.”

	“Sure.” Isaac looked out the window. Joshua trees were scattered over the landscape, their trunks covered in spiked bark, then spreading to clusters of branches and bundles of green pointed leaves. “So if you can’t locate these portals, how did you ever find it?”

	“I imagine some sad sack farmer or someone lost in the desert was wandering around and somehow crossed through without even knowing. Once he made it home, he probably found his doppelgänger in his house with his wife. Like an episode of The Twilight Zone. That only needs to happen a couple times, a couple police reports tossed aside, chalking it up to someone being crazy, drunk, whatever. But there’s always some section of the government interested in this sort of shit. Some agency whose job it is to not brush anything off. Investigate it all.”

	“So that’s it? Just someone wandered through? How’d they make it back to report it to you?”

	“They probably didn’t. Whoever first reported it to us was probably from your world, and vice versa. If only we had found both portals before your guys found one. All this would have been over before it started.”

	“Both portals? How do you know there aren’t more portals leading to more universes?”

	“There’re only two universes. Yours and ours. And as far as we can tell, only two portals.”

	“How can you be so sure there are only two worlds?”

	“About the time we found our portal, we started getting more and more reports of people thinking they saw themselves. Mostly government higher ups, reporting these occurrences in their weekly security briefings. All of them figured it was a foreign government using high-tech masks, like Mission Impossible. You guys have that right? Mission Impossible?” Isaac nodded. “Great movies. So we’ve never had a report of someone seeing two extra versions of themselves. It’s always themselves and one other. Never three.”

	“Never?”

	“Never.” Calvin stopped the car and put it in park. “From here we go on foot.”

	Looking down at his ankles shackled together, Isaac said, “That might be a little difficult.” This might be his window of escape, he thought.

	“You’ll manage.” Calvin smiled and got out to open Isaac’s door. 

	Just as his feet touched the asphalt, another car sped down the road, not slowing down, and smashed into the back of their car just as Isaac lunged out of the way. The car flew forward, throwing debris across the desert. The man in the passenger seat smashed into the windshield. Isaac landed in the hot sand on the other side of the street.

	“Get down!” Calvin shouted and jumped on top of Isaac. 

	He had already pulled a gun from his waist holster and aimed it at the car that had smashed into theirs. He fired two rounds, then ducked into a small ditch along the road just behind their car. Gunshots rang out, kicking sand up around them. 

	“Who is it?” Isaac yelled.

	“You tell me!” Calvin shouted. “One of yours?”

	“Hell, if I know!” 

	More gunshots blasted from across the street where the other car came to a stop. Both cars were crumpled in either the front or the back. Most windows were shattered. Calvin returned fire, pinging his shots against the other car. 

	“Do you have another gun?” Isaac asked.

	“This is it.” Calvin gripped the gun in his hands.

	“Then at least uncuff me.” Isaac stretched his legs straight and pulled up on his wrist shackles, trying pointlessly to break them. Calvin ignored him and fired two more rounds across the dirt road. 

	“Isaac!” 

	A voice came from somewhere.

	“Jimmy?” Isaac whispered to himself.

	“You alive, Isaac?” Jimmy shouted.

	“What are you doing here?!”

	“Bringing you back.”

	“Oh, now you give a shit. Not when Emma was bleeding out of her stomach!” Isaac stayed pressed into the hot sand and shouted at Jimmy across the road. 

	“I had a schedule to keep.” Jimmy’s voice came from somewhere near the wrecked car that had plowed into the back of them. 

	“Fuck your schedule!”

	Calvin started to crawl away from Isaac, then whispered, “Keep him talking. I’m going to flank him.”

	“Wait,” Isaac snapped, but Calvin kept crawling away. “Shit. Jimmy, just go back home.”

	“I’ve got orders to bring you back.”

	He looked over and saw Calvin crouched in the ditch walking further up the road to flank Jimmy.

	“I don’t work for you. I don’t have orders.” Isaac wanted to escape, but to escape back into custody with Jimmy was not true progress.

	“These people aren’t your friends,” Jimmy shouted. 

	Isaac turned onto his stomach and peeked over the edge of the ditch. Jimmy sat with his back pressed against his crumpled car. The front bumper hung off one side.

	“Check the trunk.” Jimmy pointed. The trunk of their car was open from the crash. Isaac pushed up to look, then shrugged when he couldn’t see anything from where he was. “Shovels,” Jimmy said a bit quieter, meant just for Isaac to hear. A gust of wind whistled down the long desolate road. 

	Something sank inside of Isaac when he heard the word. Then he grew angry with himself for trusting Calvin Greenwood, for trusting anyone from this world. Isaac stood and shuffled his shackled feet, keeping his head down in case any other bullets started flying. 

	Stepping closer to the car. he could see a pair of shovels in the trunk. “Motherfucker.” 

	“Yeah.” Jimmy nodded. “Come back with me.”

	Out of the corner of his eye, Isaac saw Calvin coming around the front of their car, gun in hand.

	“Jimmy!” Isaac shouted.

	Jimmy jerked his head to see where Isaac was looking and fired on Calvin.

	“Wait!” Isaac shouted again, but Jimmy fired two more times. Calvin stumbled and gasped, falling first to his knees, then onto his back in the burning sand.

	Cautiously, they approached the front of Calvin’s car to find him crumpled on the ground, unmoving, two large holes in his chest pooling blood onto the sand beneath him. A small line of blood dribbled from the corner of his mouth. Jimmy reached through the broken car window and felt for a pulse on the other man in the car. He shook his head, then holstered his weapon.

	“Let’s get you back home.”

	“I’m not going home,” Isaac said. “First, I gotta get Emma. And second, I had a job to do, and I intend to do it.”


Death Report 4

	 

	Some of what Isaac wrote in his Death Reports was over his head. When it came to certain subjects, he may as well have been writing in a foreign language. French or Swahili. That was how he felt when he had to refer to computer coding or other technobabble. He understood explosives, or chemicals that when combined became caustic or poisonous. But when he had to write words like kernel exploit or MAC spoofing or junk packets it was all nonsensical. Usually, it was dictated to him by another member of his team, a thin guy who barely made it through basic training. A guy who knew he wanted to hack computer systems for a living, but was too scared of getting caught. So he found one of the only jobs where he could poke and prod, electronically, with no recourse.

	Isaac hated these types of Death Reports, not because he couldn’t understand it himself, but because he couldn’t explain it to his superiors. Usually, he was the only one presenting his reports to the higher ups. The colonels or generals wouldn’t listen to someone several ranks below them.

	“It’s all in the report, sir,” was what he would tell them. Over and over.

	Most attacks, the skinny hacker told him, would be, or should be, focused on SCADA systems. Supervisory Control and Data Acquisition. These systems were all similar, so if a terrorist wanted to learn the most in the least amount of time, focusing on SCADA systems would be the most efficient way. SCADA systems operated railroad and traffic light systems across the globe, electrical grids, sewage treatment facilities. Learn one, learn them all.

	The hacker recalled a company in the private sector, Cloudfire, that used a similar system. Cloudfire processed payments and stored financial data for 79% of the businesses and municipalities in the country; 44% if you zoomed out globally. 

	The Universal Adversary would first try to attack something small, maybe a sewer processing plant in a rural county. They would learn how these SCADA systems worked and perfect what needed to be done on a small scale. 

	Next, they would take what they learned and apply it to a bigger target, like a regional cellular network somewhere in the middle of the country. Oklahoma or Arkansas, the hacker told Isaac. They’d poke around, gather intel, but just as a practice run. They wouldn’t want to get caught doing this. If they did, then any vulnerabilities they discovered in the widely used SCADA systems would be patched. This imaginary group would work secretly, moving on to larger and larger targets, bypassing more and more security measures each time.

	After the regional cell company, they’d go after a power plant in Tampa or the public transport system of Atlanta. They’d tinker and see if they could change red lights to green or cause a brownout. But only for a moment. Short enough that it would appear to anyone watching to be just a momentary glitch, wires misfiring.

	They’d have their sights on the linchpin payment processing company of Cloudfire. And eventually, they would move. They’d use their knowledge of the SCADA systems, the same systems used by both the rural sewage plant and the global mega corporation. Capitalism was the one-word explanation the hacker gave Isaac when he asked why all of these companies and infrastructures used the same systems. Capitalism. Profit. Stockholders. Bottom lines. It was the reason Cloudfire just took the freely available SCADA systems and implemented them in their Fortune 500 company. It was cheap. 

	And this, the hacker explained to Isaac in a poorly lit motel room as he clacked away on the keyboard, was why he thought the most likely Universal Adversary would be anarchists. A group looking to upend society, wipe the slate clean, bring everyone to the same level, even if that level was the lowest common denominator. They’d find great irony in exploiting this company’s greed and profit motive. It would make them an even more enticing target. A lesson within a lesson. A moral to their story. The hacker smiled wide when he told Isaac about this hypothetical group.

	Because once they had access to Cloudfire’s systems, they’d have access to credit companies, banking systems, wire transfer data, mortgages, lines of credit. They’d only need to hit the DELETE button, figuratively speaking.

	This was nothing new. Isaac knew of a bank robber in the thirties—Pretty Boy Floyd. He’d take cash, like any run-of-the-mill robber, but he’d also burn all the bank notes. He’d bundle every mortgage into the center of the bank and toss a match. Before the days of hard drives and redundant backups, these burning papers were the only evidence anyone owed the bank anything. Without them, there could be no foreclosures, no evictions, no more payments. Free and clear. Banks hated Pretty Boy Floyd, but everyone else loved him.

	But, the skinny hacker Red Cell member had said, and Isaac remembered how he had leaned in close, shrouded in the low light of the motel room, that was then, he told him. This is now. 

	Now, there were backups. They knew it. The anarchists knew it. And not just backups. Buildings with tight security. Armed guards. All servers sealed and air-gapped, the cement buildings poured around large Faraday cages that could survive an EMP blast. The banks learned from Pretty Boy Floyd that the real money was in the backups. 

	So these anarchists could—and would—hack into Cloudfire. It was only a matter of time. They’d delete all records. They’d shut down all commerce—at least that of 79% of the country. It would likely be five days before Cloudfire regained control of their systems, two more days while they rolled out a patch to all their customers. There would be a week during which the only payments a business could take would be in person, in cash. And their files would ultimately be deleted.

	When that happened, the hacker explained, every one of Cloudfire’s customers would be pounding on the doors of this secure backup site. A nondescript building tucked away in the Blackfoot Mountains of Idaho. Major banks first, credit card companies second. They’d want their backups. And that was when the second attack would commence. Those anarchists would kick the chair right out from under the country. 

	They’d blow up the building. 

	Telling Isaac this, the hacker chuckled.

	“How?” Isaac asked.

	His IT Red Cell member just shrugged. “That’s your area of expertise,” he said. “But it will happen.” He smiled. “Free and clear. Free and clear.” He repeated this as he typed on his keyboard. “It’ll happen. Mark my words.”

	At the bottom of the report Isaac submitted to his superiors, he added a note, suggesting an investigation be opened. Someone should check his team member’s close contacts. Someone should make sure he hadn’t been keeping notes on how to build explosives, or if he’d taken any trips to rural Idaho, particularly the Blackfoot Mountains, in the last two years.

	 


Chapter 25

	 

	Jimmy dragged the man out of the passenger seat and dropped him face down in the hot white sand next to Calvin’s body. Neither of them was moving. Blood had stopped flowing from Calvin’s chest already. Isaac reached in Calvin’s pocket and retrieved the handcuff key. Once unchained he dropped the shackles in the sand. 

	Jimmy’s car was totaled. The hood was crumpled and smoke puffed out the front of it. Apparently, little thought had been given to how Jimmy expected to get them out of Joshua Tree. Luckily, Calvin’s car still ran, albeit not well. 

	“You couldn’t have stopped us some other way?” Isaac asked as Jimmy drove down the road, dragging their bumper behind them. The trunk with the two shovels still wouldn’t close completely. If they didn’t want to draw attention and get pulled over, they’d need to find a different car soon. 

	“I improvised.” Jimmy shrugged. “Emma? Did she make it?”

	“No thanks to you.” Isaac turned to look at Jimmy. “They said they were taking me to their portal. Bastards!”

	“Three miles up the road. There’s a public restroom that’s always closed for repairs or cleaning. That’s where they were taking you.”

	“How do you know?” Isaac turned around and squinted to try and make out the small public restroom in the distance.

	“It’s a fake portal. They were going to walk you through this thing. It’s got a small electrical charge you feel when you step through. Then they’d act like you were back in our world. I mean, how could you tell? Our Joshua Tree looks just like theirs. They were lying to you. They wanted you to think they held up their end of the bargain, so you’d take them to our portal.”

	“Shit.” Isaac didn’t know how to feel about Jimmy at this point. Leaving him, then rescuing him. Did that make them even? No, he thought, they weren’t even yet. He rubbed at the growing stubble on his chin. If he didn’t shave soon, it would be a full beard in a day or so.

	“Yeah, then they’d shoot ya, bury ya, mark the portal location on a map, and come back with the full force of their military. It would have been over. You’re welcome. Where is she?” Jimmy asked, changing topics with barely a pause. “Emma? We need to get her and get back. The higher ups aren’t gonna be too excited you’re running around here without that cyanide in the back of your neck.”

	“You mean they aren’t going to be excited we’re alive?”

	“Alive doesn’t bother them. Alive and over here, that’ll cause a stir. I’ll do you a favor and not tell them you were about to fall for their fake portal trick. That’s between you and me. But only if you get Emma and get back to the portal by sundown.”

	“I can’t do that.”

	Jimmy turned out of Joshua Tree National Park and headed back to I-10, back to Phoenix. 

	“You met her, didn’t you?”

	“Who?”

	“You know who, and now you don’t want to go back. That it?”

	“Yeah, I met her. But that’s not why I don’t want to go back.”

	“Sure.” Jimmy rolled his eyes. The bumper dragging behind them made an awful scraping sound against the rough blacktop asphalt. 

	First, find Emma. Second, find a way both of them can go back to a normal life without either DUPD threatening them. “No, I have a job to do. Fremont Tower. I don’t trust your people to let me and Emma go if we don’t come back with something worthwhile. We haven’t even had a chance to—”

	“You had a chance. That place’ll be crawling with agents after your shootout.”

	“I don’t need to go inside. There’s just something I need to check out. Something hit me when they arrested me over here and took me to their DUPD headquarters.”

	“You feel like sharing what hit you?”

	“Could be nothing. But I need to check it out. Just give me a pair of binoculars and get me on the roof of the building across the street. If we go back with nothing … I doubt your people would let us walk away from this.”

	“Fine. Then we get Emma? And get back to our world?” Jimmy asked. 

	Isaac nodded.

	They made their way down the interstate. The bumper eventually fell off completely. The city came into view. Buildings sparkled like spires against the white sun with just a touch of a curvature, a waviness, like a fun house mirror. The interstate circling around Phoenix was littered with cars caked in orange desert dirt.

	“What do you know about Andrew Ripley?” Isaac asked as they slowed down. There was a sea of brake lights ahead of them.

	“Who?”

	“Dr. Andrew Ripley.”

	“Never heard of him. Who is he?”

	“I don’t know. Here, he seems to be a crazy person—escaped, disappeared. But back home … well, I’ve never heard of him, but he says he’s a scientist.”

	“He says? You mean you’ve talked to him?”

	“Yeah. He says he came here from our world.”

	“No, not possible.” Jimmy shook his head and inched the car forward in traffic. “We’d know if he used our portal.”

	“He didn’t come through New Mexico. At least, that’s what he says. He told me this story. He was on an island with other scientists—Frank Parker was one of them.”

	“Frank Parker? The Frank Parker? Now that’s a name I’ve heard before. Rich son of a bitch that up and disappeared six months ago. It’s been all over the news.”

	“Yeah, I heard that story too. This Andrew Ripley told me they were investigating some anomalies on an island. They found portals opening there. Said he got pulled into one. That’s how he made it here.”

	“Portals? Opening?” Jimmy asked. “I didn’t think that was possible.” Jimmy wasn’t a scientist, but Isaac could tell this new information worried him. He and everyone else with the DUPD believed there was a single stationary portal in New Mexico they could travel through. Portals opening at random, or worse, at the will of the other side—that frightened even Jimmy. “And you talked to him? Where?”

	“At DUPD headquarters. Phoenix.”

	“So they know about his story? He’s told them?”

	“He says he has, but Calvin—their Calvin, the one you just killed—has been trying to shake something loose in his mind. He’s been showing Ripley all sorts of research they have on opening portals. Whether he’s from over here or over there, they want him to pick up where their scientists left off. Opening portals. Finding new ways to cross over.”

	The traffic broke, and Jimmy sped up along the interstate. He took the next exit. 

	“We’ve gotta park and ditch this car. We can walk the rest of the way.” Then he returned to the conversation at hand. “They’re trying to find another way in,” he said, nodding to himself, like it made sense, but that this sort of experiment was far beyond his role with the DUPD.

	“Exactly. If the DUPD from our world ever finds their entry portal and cements over it or whatever they have planned, then they’d need an alternate entry point to our world. And Calvin,” Isaac jabbed his thumb back in the direction of the dead body in Joshua Tree, “I think he may have been the only one advocating to treat Andrew as an asset not an enemy.”

	“But now Calvin’s gone.”

	“Yeah.” Isaac nodded and looked out the window. He wondered what would become of Andrew Ripley now that Calvin wasn’t there. Would they torture him? Kill him? Lock him back up in Rockhaven?

	Jimmy parallel parked and got out. He leaned back into the car and wiped most of the surfaces down with a handkerchief from his pocket. Then he tossed it to Isaac to wipe his own door down. Finally, he tossed the keys on the driver’s seat and shut the door with his foot.

	They walked with their heads down. The dry heat reminded Isaac that he hadn’t drank anything in a while. They eventually found a small souvenir store where he used cash to buy a bottle of water and a pair of binoculars. A police siren blared down the road. Isaac clenched his jaw. In the split second before the police car flew by them, he thought through each street and cross street, alleys he could run and duck down. He thought of the parking garage one block over he could hide in, the shopping mall one mile away that he could run to in six minutes forty seconds last time he timed himself. He knew he could hide in the crowds or steal a car or pull a fire alarm and flee in the midst of the panic. This all blipped across his brain until the cop car kept going.

	Eventually they made it to the building across the street from Fremont Tower. The front window was boarded up where the glass had shattered from the gunfire. A man in a reflective vest stood outside, measuring the opening. Isaac wondered if he was really a worker, or if he was a DUPD agent watching for them to return.

	Without speaking, Isaac and Jimmy circled the building until they found a metal ladder bolted to the side. They started the long climb up. Twenty stories. The rungs of the ladder burned hot against Isaac’s palms. He made it up the building quickly, while Jimmy lagged behind. The sun baked off the tar and pebbles on the roof, and their feet crunched with each step. Once at the edge of the building, they looked down at Fremont Tower. Isaac held the binoculars to his face.

	There was a thought Isaac couldn’t shake ever since he rode the long elevator down in the DUPD headquarters in this world. The elevator down. Underground. He crouched at the edge of the building and with the binoculars peered through the glass lobby to the bank of elevators. “There! I thought so.” He pointed and handed Jimmy the binoculars.

	“What am I looking for?”

	“The elevator.” Isaac helped guide Jimmy to look where he wanted him to. “It dawned on me last night in the jail cell. Hit me like a ton of bricks.”

	“What? I don’t get it.” Jimmy put the binoculars down.

	Isaac took them back and looked again. With his eyes pressed against the binoculars, he said, “The buttons on the elevator. They’re different than our building. There’s an up and a down button in the lobby.” He scanned the rest of the block. “In our Fremont Tower, there’s just one call button in the lobby. That’s because there’s only one way to go.”

	“Up.” Jimmy nodded.

	“Exactly.

	“So what’s down there?”

	“Hell, if I know. But I can’t help but keep thinking about what Dr. Ripley said about their alternate portal.”

	“Dr. Ripley. What is it with you and this guy?”

	“Aside from Emma, he’s the only one here like me.”

	“What, from our world? What about me?”

	“He was forced here, in his own way, he was brought here. And now he’s a prisoner.”

	“That how you think of yourself? A prisoner?”

	“You tell me. What if I refused to help your men? What if we get back and have nothing to offer them?”

	“You don’t even know if Ripley is from here or there.” 

	“But this DUPD seems to think he could help them open a portal. Based on what Ripley told me, they’ve been trying to do that. They were successful, sort of. But Andrew, or someone he was with, sent a bomb through, blew up whatever was on their end of the portal. It stands to reason they had to start over, relocate.” Isaac looked through the binoculars again at the elevator buttons and spoke while peering through them. “I’d say it’d be worth blowing up our building if it meant protecting their new portal. Don’t ya think?” Isaac marched across the hot tar roof towards the ladder.

	“And you can tell them that when we get back. Where’s Emma?” Jimmy shouted after him. “I have orders to bring you back in.”

	“You aren’t bringing me anywhere. The fact you haven’t shot me yet tells me they want me back alive.”

	“I haven’t shot you yet, because I don’t feel like dragging 200 pounds of dead meat through the desert.”

	“Either way, you need me to come with you willingly, and that’s not happening until I know Emma is safe and until I know we will both be left alone back in our world.” He swung his legs down and climbed onto the ladder.

	“You saw the buttons. You found the difference. Tell them that. You did your job.”

	“I need to be sure,” he said, looking up at Jimmy. “I need to make sure whatever they are protecting there never comes to be. Let’s go.”


Chapter 26

	 

	“There.” Isaac tapped on the passenger window. “That’s her car.” 

	He pointed at Naomi’s car, and Jimmy parked next to it. 

	The motel looked like Isaac remembered it in his own world. Rotting wood windowsills. A cracked sidewalk underneath an awning that spanned the entire stretch of the motel. The curtains in the windows of each room were pulled shut, stained yellow from the sunlight and heat beating against them for decades. The large motel sign was unlit and cracked. If he didn’t know any better, Isaac would assume the place was closed.

	He tapped on the door closest to Naomi’s car. The curtain pulled back inside just a bit. A single gray eye peeked through. Then the chain lock on the other side of the door slid over, the doorknob twisted, and Naomi pulled the door open. She looked at Isaac like he was a stranger. It was a look he’d never seen on Naomi, something that put him on edge.

	“Hey,” he said. Naomi’s eyes looked past Isaac at Jimmy. “He’s with me.”

	“And you are?” 

	Isaac didn’t like staying outside for too long. He was beginning to feel exposed, but Naomi wouldn’t step aside.

	“I’m…” Now her look made sense. She had figured it out. But that wasn’t possible. Emma. He counted on her too much to come up with something that would make any of this make sense. He looked past Naomi at the ghostly pale Emma laying on the bed, with a silver dollar sized spot of blood soaked through her gauze.

	“I told her.” Emma’s voice was weak, but it made its way to the door from the bed.

	“Naomi, look, I was going to tell you. I didn’t know how.” 

	She stood still, her steel-gray eyes drilling into Isaac. 

	“We’re new to all this too. I don’t understand it.”

	“Get in.” She stepped aside and waited for Isaac and Jimmy to pass through the door. Then she locked it and slid the chain back into place.

	“How are you?” Isaac knelt next to Emma. He ran his hand down to her wound and lifted her shirt. “It’s bleeding.”

	Emma winced and jerked away before Isaac could actually touch her. “It’s fine. I’m pretty sure I tore a stitch or two.”

	“Have you been taking your meds?”

	Emma nodded. “What’s he doing here? Is it him? Or the other one?”

	Isaac looked over his shoulder at Jimmy. He hadn’t considered if he was the Jimmy they knew or the other version of him. “I think it’s him.” He locked eyes with him. “If it’s not, he killed two of his own men.”

	To Jimmy, Emma said, “Did you get a guilty conscience? Decide to come back for us?”

	Jimmy stood still with his hands in his pockets. He just shook his head. “Standard procedure. I came back for your bodies. The DUPD can’t have two rogue people over here, living or dead.”

	“So you don’t even care if we’re alive or dead?” Emma rolled her eyes and settled her head back into the musty motel pillow.

	“All things being equal, I’d prefer alive. It’s easier to get you back to our world if you’re alive. Getting two bodies back to New Mexico is a tall order.”

	“New Mexico?” Naomi said. “That’s where you guys came from?”

	“Yeah.” Isaac nodded.

	“Are you going back?”

	“Eventually. But,” he looked at Emma, “I think I figured out what they’re doing at the office building. Well, I’m not sure, but they have space underground. Below the lobby.”

	Okay…” Emma said. 

	“I think they are trying to open their own portal under the building.”

	“Open a portal?” Naomi asked, then looked at Emma. “I thought you said they didn’t create the portal.”

	“Are we just telling everyone government secrets now?” Jimmy shook his head.

	“Like he said,” Emma nodded at Isaac, “we’re new to this. We just learned all of this twenty-four hours ago.”

	“While I was locked up, I talked to this other prisoner. He seemed to know a little about the science of all this. He said they’re trying to send things through. He said they’ve been testing it on some island near Thailand.”

	Naomi asked, “Send things through, or people?”

	“I don’t know. The prisoner, Andrew Ripley, said—”

	“I’ve heard that name,” Emma said. “Read it somewhere.” She looked off, like she was trying to remember where she might have heard it. “I think he filed that lawsuit against Frank Parker. Accused him of stealing his work or something.”

	That sounded familiar to Isaac. He knew of Frank Parker—who didn’t? —and he knew of Frank’s disappearance. Now, after Emma brought it up, he recalled reading something about a lawsuit. He just assumed that was par for the course if you’re the second richest man in the world. He never paid much attention to it. 

	“The DUPD here had him in a cell next to mine. He said that’s how he got here. A one-way portal.”

	“Then they’re sending people?” Naomi asked again.

	“Not people,” Jimmy jumped in. He crossed his arms over his chest. “At least not if they are building a portal underneath Fremont Tower.” 

	The other three turned to look at Jimmy, waiting for an explanation. 

	“Well, think about it. If they were going to make a portal to send a human through, why would they blow up the space in our world? They’d just be sending people into a crater of solid concrete and rubble.”

	“Maybe they can change where the portal spits them out in our world,” Emma said. Her voice was weak and raspy, her lips dry and pale.

	Jimmy shrugged and leaned against the curling, yellowed wallpaper with his arms crossed. “Everything we’ve seen has been a direct portal. No changing entry and exit points.”

	“Just yesterday, you acted like you didn’t know anything. Maybe you’re wrong. Maybe these people are smarter than our DUPD,” Emma said.

	Isaac sat on the bed near Emma’s feet. Naomi stood on the far end of the room, arms crossed over her chest, eying each one of them like aliens. “Okay. Then what are they doing?” he asked, urging Jimmy to continue.

	“Creating a portal is hard enough. Creating one that opens somewhere else,” he shook his head, “impossible if you ask me.”

	Isaac stood and paced. He thought of his Death Reports and let his mind flow down the path that a Universal Adversary might travel. Think like the terrorists. “If sending people through a portal into a pile of rubble is out, then that means they’re looking to send an object through. What if the first explosion, the one I stopped, was meant to be a sort of dog whistle?”

	“Dog whistle?” Emma repeated.

	“Yeah, it’s something terrorists do. The first attack would bring the first responders. Medics, cops, firefighters, maybe even military. If they’re lucky, the president might even visit the site for a photo op. That’s when they hit us with the second attack. The real attack.”

	“And what would that be?” Naomi asked.

	“If it were me? If I had the full backing of the government, I’d send a nuke.”

	“Shit,” Emma whispered and sat up just a little.

	“That’s not a bad idea.” Jimmy nodded. “Jones and Calvin would surely like to hear your assessment. When we cross over, I can have them call ahead, set up a conference call or something.”

	“Conference call?” Isaac turned to face Jimmy. “They could be working to send a nuke smack in the middle of Phoenix, and you want to set up a conference call? We are here now.” He looked at Emma. “I’m here. I can finish what they started.”

	“What they started?” Jimmy asked. 

	“Blowing up the building. But not ours. Theirs. We need to beat them to it.”

	“Isaac,” Emma started to protest.

	“They aren’t letting us go, Emma. Not after blowing our cover, getting shot at. Not after talking to the enemy.” He knelt down next to her and held her hand. “They’ll question anything I tell them. But if we do this … maybe they’ll see I didn’t take any deal. Maybe they’ll let us go, really let us go.”

	Emma nodded in agreement.

	“Wait, wait, wait.” Naomi stood. “Blow up a building! You’re talking about hundreds—thousands of people who work in Fremont Tower. Parents. Brothers. Sisters. Husbands and wives. And you just want to blow them up?” 

	As she scanned the room, Jimmy was the only one who met her stare with his own stern look. By the jutting jaw muscles in his face, it was clear he was gritting his teeth, maybe wishing he had a wet cigar to chew on. After no one necessarily denied what they were thinking of doing, Naomi continued. “I’m sorry, but I don’t even know you people, not really. You look like my sister. You look like my husband. But they’re here, somewhere. I need to go home. I need to be with them.”

	Jimmy stepped in front of the motel door. “You aren’t going anywhere.”

	“Woah, chill out.” Isaac stood between them.

	“What are you going to do? Huh?” Naomi said. “You three are talking about blowing up a building! They may not be from wherever it is you’re from, but they’re people. What do you think? I’m just going to go along with this? Ignore it? I work for the FBI.”

	Jimmy glared at her, hand drifting down until it rested on his gun. “FBI. Psssh. What a joke.”

	Naomi squeezed past Isaac. She grabbed her purse and the bag she’d packed, hoisting it up and over her shoulder. “Yeah, and they’re going to come looking for me when I don’t show up to work. Who’s coming for you?” She looked at Jimmy, who stood puffing his chest out. He didn’t move. His hand fully wrapped around the butt of his gun stuffed in his waistband. “Exactly. You’re on your own. Just you. I may not know him, but if he’s anything like my Isaac, he won’t let you shoot me in a shitty motel room. Move out of the way.”

	Jimmy stayed blocking the motel door, flexing his hand around his gun. His eyes jerked between Isaac and Naomi, likely playing out a scenario where he pulled his gun, shot all three of them and drove their bodies back to New Mexico.

	“Naomi. What if we found a way to empty the building out.” Isaac reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder, slowly trying to slide the strap of her bag off.

	“Don’t touch me!” Naomi snapped. She backed up and scanned the room, her expression one of realization that everyone in the room was a stranger, possibly hostile. She reached for her gun, but Jimmy had already drawn his.

	“Don’t,” he said. 

	A tense silence stretched on for several seconds. 

	“I don’t want to hurt you, and I’m guessing Isaac and Emma here don’t want to see you die too. But if I have to, then I have to.” 

	Reluctantly, Naomi moved her hand from her gun.

	“You got cuffs?” Jimmy asked, but she didn’t answer. “Probably in your bag? FBI doesn’t go anywhere without guns and cuffs.” 

	He stepped forward, gun trained on her chest. He nudged past Isaac. Emma just watched from the bed, helpless. Jimmy gripped the strap of her bag and took it from her. 

	Tossing it on the empty bed, he said to Isaac, “Search for her cuffs.”

	Isaac looked at the bag. “That isn’t necessary.”

	“Just open the goddamn bag. She already knows more than she should. Now she’s talking about going to the FBI. Open the bag.”

	He waited for a second, then unzipped it. “We can empty out the building. Pull an alarm. Go there at night.” He spoke as he searched through the bag.

	“Shut up,” Naomi muttered as Isaac rummaged.

	He found a pair of cuffs and pulled them out. “How many more people would die if they send a nuke through a portal, in our Phoenix?” 

	“Your Phoenix.” She rolled her eyes. “If you didn’t look just like him, I’d think you were a bunch of whack jobs.”

	“But I do look like him.” He handed the cuffs to Jimmy.

	“Yeah, I would have shot you a long time ago if you didn’t.” 

	Jimmy stepped to her with the cuffs. He didn’t ask her to, but he was waiting for her to turn around. 

	She stood tall, and said to Jimmy, “You, on the other hand, don’t look like anyone I know.” Then she turned around. 

	Jimmy clicked the cuffs around Naomi’s wrists, then took her gun from her holster. “Sit,” he ordered her and pointed at the bed. He shoved her gun in his waist and kept his own drawn. “Now, I’m not prepared to let her go with the information she has without knowing where her loyalties lie, but I still think we need to return to our world, debrief the DUPD. You were hired to gather intel, not carry out an attack. They have teams for that.”

	“Hired?” Emma scoffed. Isaac filled her glass with water and set it on the bedside table. “I don’t recall having much choice in the matter.”

	“She’s right. You guys didn’t hire us. You injected us with cyanide and shoved us through a portal.”

	“Then left us for dead.”

	“You’re right.” Jimmy leaned against the only door out of the motel room. “We didn’t hire you, but you could have said no. You could have faced whatever consequences our authorities would have dished out. Domestic terrorism carries a stiff penalty.”

	“You know we didn’t plant that Semtex. I stopped the attack.”

	“I’m just saying, you had a choice. You always have a choice.”

	“Maybe you’re just a glorified bodyguard. Maybe you’re not equipped to carry out this attack. Maybe you’re scared.” Isaac stepped closer to Jimmy, ignoring the gun in his hand. He had already guessed he wasn’t going to use it.

	“What are you gonna do? Double-dare me to blow up a building? What are we, ten?” Jimmy smiled. 

	“No, you’re scared.” Isaac watched Jimmy’s face, watched how it moved and didn’t move, how sweat pooled at his thin receding hairline. “Scared of staying here and carrying out this attack. Or maybe scared of going back without us. Something tells me that it wouldn’t be good for you to come back empty-handed. Twice.” Isaac stepped closer until his face was only a few inches from Jimmy’s. “So unless you plan on overpowering me, dragging me back to New Mexico, along with Emma, then you’re staying here until I say otherwise.” He stepped closer. “But you’ve got a choice, James. You’ve always got a choice.” Isaac smiled back, watching Jimmy’s mouth fall straight.

	After a long minute of silence, Emma spoke first. “What do we do? What’re the next steps?”

	“We’ve got to find explosives. Lots of explosives.”

	 


 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	THE BOMB

	 


Chapter 27

	 

	Isaac leaned down, gripping the motel pen tight in his hand and scribbling a list of items. His pen traced hard over the pad of paper, pushing down several more pages beneath the one he wrote on. He ripped the small four-inch square piece of paper off the pad and shoved it into Jimmy’s chest.

	“What’s this?”

	“Shopping list.”

	Jimmy read each item out loud. “Coffee filters. Forty containers of paint thinner. One large candy thermometer. Five-pound bag of salt. Wait—forty? Four zero? That’s a lot of paint thinner.”

	“I figure you can find a thirty-two-ounce container at a hardware store. Hundred and twenty-eight ounces to a gallon. We need ten gallons. So yeah, four zero.” Isaac nodded.

	“Hydrogen peroxide,” Jimmy continued reading, “twenty gallons!”

	Isaac rubbed his hair with a towel. He stood with his shirt off, still wet from the shower. Naomi knelt next to Emma, checking her bandaged wound with one hand, while her other hand was cuffed to the bed frame. The small TV flickered some midday gameshow through ribbons of static.

	“Yeah, and it can’t be the shit they sell at a pharmacy. Not three or five percent.” Isaac hung the towel up in the bathroom. “It has to be industrial strength. Lab grade.”

	“Lab grade?”

	“Go to the beauty supply stores. You need the stuff that’ll bleach your hair white blond, like Billy Idol. Industrial grade. You might have to hit up several places to get enough.”

	Jimmy handed the list back to Isaac. “Not my job.” He shook his head. “I still say we need to go back, regroup.”

	“You mean go back and get another cyanide capsule shot into our necks.” Isaac clenched his jaw and shoved the list back at Jimmy.

	“It’s not safe. You two running around here like this. What if they catch you?”

	“Then you better make sure that doesn’t happen. When does your capsule run out? Or do they trust you enough not to need one?”

	“They don’t trust anyone enough.”

	“How long do you have?”

	“What if I told you I had to be back in eight hours?”

	Isaac looked Jimmy in the eyes, watching his pupils, then watching the corners of his mouth for any movement that might indicate he was lying. “I wouldn’t believe you,” he said. “You aren’t acting like someone with eight hours. How long?”

	“Two days. But this isn’t my job.” He looked down at the list, still refusing to take it from Isaac. 

	“No, your job was to retrieve our bodies,” Emma said from her bed.

	“That’s right. You left us here, which tells me you don’t care what happens to us, and in turn means they don’t care what happens to us, so long as our bodies aren’t found on this side of the portal.” Isaac tucked the small piece of paper into Jimmy’s chest pocket. “And that means if we go back without proving our worth to your superiors, the odds of us staying alive or out of a prison cell are pretty low.”

	“You think blowing up a building here will buy you some good will? You think my superiors are looking for someone who will break protocol, make their own plan, or are they looking for someone who will follow orders?”

	“I’ll tell you who they aren’t looking for—someone who would leave this place knowing they’re getting close to sending a nuke or something else their way,” Isaac said.

	“I don’t trust you to keep her from leaving.” Jimmy changed the subject and pointed at Naomi. “I need to stay here. Keep an eye on her until she comes to her senses.”

	“You mean until I’m okay with demolishing a building?” She pulled her wrist, testing just how hard it would be to break the wobbly bedframe and get free.

	“I’m not staying here,” Isaac cut in.

	“You’re – what?” Jimmy said.

	“That’s half the list.” He nodded at the paper in Jimmy’s pocket.

	“You’re just going to leave her here?”

	“Someone needs to stay with Emma.”

	“I’m fine.” Emma sat up. “I’ll be alright.”

	“In case you haven’t seen, we don’t have a big team,” Isaac said. “Em’s injured, and you’ve cuffed Naomi. That leaves us. So you’ve got half the list. I’ll get the other half.”

	“What about the building?” Naomi asked. “You said it would be empty. How are you going to get everyone out?”

	“One thing at a time. First, we get the supplies.” Isaac knelt next to Naomi, leaned in close, and said, “I’m not your Isaac, but I can’t help but think we are similar. You have to know he wouldn’t want to hurt anyone. His whole life, my whole life, has been dedicated to preventing attacks. But now, our world has changed. We can’t ignore what’s going on. I know it’s a lot to take just on our word, but you can see it in front of you. There are two worlds. I know it’s crazy,” he said as Naomi opened her mouth to speak. “I saw the men with my own eyes, planting explosives in my world. I killed one of them, shot another, then I saw the same men alive and well. If I’m anything like your Isaac, then you are like my Naomi. She wouldn’t want thousands—hundreds of thousands—of people to die, not in any world. So if destroying this building saves more people, then we need to do it. The math makes sense, I know you understand it, or at least you will … eventually. Please. I promise I will do everything I can to make sure no one gets hurt. Can I trust you to give me time to figure this out, figure out the safest way possible to complete this job?”

	She looked away from him and at her wrist. Her skin was developing a red ring where she had pulled against the restraint. She clenched her jaw and met his eyes. “I won’t run. I told the FBI I needed a few days off. So that’s how long you’ve got to figure it out. But if you try to move forward while there’s still people inside, I’m going to stop you.”

	“See.” Isaac stood and turned to Jimmy. “She’s come to her senses. Happy?”

	“No.”

	 


Chapter 28

	 

	“The thing about dynamite is it’s pretty stable, assuming the glycerin doesn’t overheat and ooze out of each stick,” Isaac explained. “It’s stable unless that happens. If, for example, the dynamite was to sit in an abandoned mineshaft, heating up for years and years until the glycerin melted and bubbled out like sap from a tree, crawling down and coating each stick. As long as that doesn’t happen, dynamite is stable. But” —and this was how Isaac explained it to the others— “it’s hard to make, and even harder to gather the right ingredients.”

	“That is why we can’t make dynamite,” he told the others. It would take far too long to find enough nitroglycerine. Semtex was much too regulated; out of the question, Isaac told them with a wave of his hand. The ingredients of pipe bombs weren’t regulated, at least not as much, but people were aware enough to look out for lone men buying up bags of fertilizer and rigid pipes that the police would be called quickly.

	All of this was Isaac’s way of telling them that they would need to make something called triacetone triperoxide, or TATP. It was one of the few explosives regular people could actually acquire all the ingredients for. The government, at least the one in Isaac’s world, hadn’t bothered to regulate them because the explosive was so volatile they assumed no one was really crazy enough to make it. One good jostle, a trip on the sidewalk, a stumble on the steps, and TATP would ignite, blasting your hands clear from your arms, and your arms clear from the rest of you. This was how a superior of his in the Red Cells conveyed it to Isaac, at least. 

	This wasn’t a firecracker that would take your index finger from the middle knuckle. TATP was an all-or-nothing explosive. This was why it was nicknamed “Mother of Satan” by many terrorists. “Show me an old bomb maker and I’ll show you someone who’s never made TATP.” This was another thing that same superior would say over and over again to Isaac, anytime they studied explosives and detonators. He’d always say it with a chuckle, and Isaac wondered if there was a particular memory in this man’s head that made this so funny, perhaps of a terrorist he’d found splattered all over a makeshift lab. 

	“TATP is our best bet at taking Fremont Tower down. But—” Isaac held up a cautionary finger— “there is a high likelihood one or all of us could be blown to shreds should they sneeze in the wrong direction.”

	“How about you just go over the other options,” Jimmy said before he left to buy whatever was on the list Isaac gave him. 

	“There are no other options. You don’t make TATP if there are other options.”

	That was how Jimmy found himself driving to five beauty supply stores throughout Phoenix and buying a cart full of paint thinner from the hardware store. So much of it that the man at the store had to get a forklift to lower a new crate down from some high shelf and pry it open with a crowbar to unpack more acetone. This was the story Jimmy blurted out when he returned to Naomi’s house, asking for help to get the 32-ounce jugs out of his car. The motel was no place to build a bomb, Isaac had told them. And Naomi had agreed, reluctantly, to let them use her kitchen. It seemed every one of them was captive in some way, dragged along in varying degrees. 

	Soon after, Isaac showed up lugging two heavy car batteries, one in each hand. “There’s ten more in the backseat,” he said and nodded back behind him. By the end of the day, they had all of the hair bleach and car batteries spread over the kitchen island of Naomi’s house. A bag of salt, coffee filters, and various glass containers for boiling were spread around the living room. Four bags of ice were stuffed in the freezer. 

	Emma sat sunken into a worn-out recliner chair, likely the one where the real Isaac from this world sat on a lazy Sunday. The Isaac who was on a job somewhere, driving the interstates and sleeping in another roadside motel of his own. Judging by the calendar on the wall in this house, her Isaac was meant to be gone until the end of the week, three days from now. This Isaac looked around the room and thought this would be the absolute worst time for the other one to come home early.

	“So what’s first?” Jimmy clapped his hands together and rubbed them back and forth.

	“First? You get all that clapping your hands together shit out of your system. Once we start mixing this, it’s slow movements and whispers. Got it?” Isaac raised his eyebrows.

	“Got it.” Jimmy nodded. 

	Isaac settled onto his knees in front of the refrigerator, pulling out the milk and coffee creamer, the old jar of pickles and the deli meat. He set ketchup and mustard and mayonnaise on the counter behind him, then handed more items to Jimmy and Naomi. Once all the food had been removed, he slid the glass shelves out. One way to hide a body, Isaac had been told by another Red Cell member, was to stuff them in the fridge and take the fridge to the dump. It was easier and less conspicuous than rolling someone up in a rug. But he wasn’t planning on hiding a body in there. The TATP mixture needed to remain cold.

	Next, Isaac told Jimmy to mix equal parts acetone and hydrogen peroxide. He slid an armful of 400ml beakers over to Jimmy, rattling the glass containers together. He asked Naomi to open each of the half dozen coffee tins they’d bought at the grocery store and dump the coffee somewhere.

	“We only need the containers,” Isaac told her.

	“Seems like a waste.” Naomi looked through her cupboards for something to store the coffee in and settled on several zip-top bags.

	They worked in a short assembly line, mixing the acetone and hydrogen peroxide, then filling a coffee tin halfway with water and setting the glass beaker inside. Isaac sealed the lid back onto the coffee tin and placed it in the freezer. While the mixtures cooled to just about freezing, Isaac pried the tops of the car batteries off with a flathead screwdriver. 

	With a respirator mask purchased from a hardware store pulled over his face and all of Naomi’s windows open, he boiled the liquid from the batteries. Each one yielded about half a cup of diluted sulfuric acid. As he stirred the diluted acid slowly, whisps of white smoke drifted up and around his head. Like a witch stirring a concoction of metallic sheep’s blood, goose feathers, and crushed Maca root, Isaac stirred in slow concentric circles with a wooden spoon that would surely be thrown out once they were finished. Naomi stood silently next to Isaac, holding a small portable fan, blowing the streaks of white smoke out of a window in the kitchen. The fumes were odorless, Isaac assured her. The neighbors wouldn’t suspect a thing.

	Once the battery acid had boiled down, eliminating the useless water molecules, all that was left was pure sulfuric acid. The sun was sinking outside. Isaac stepped out the front door to take a break and get a breath of fresh air. He sat on the stoop and looked out at the neighborhood.

	“Is it the same as yours?” Naomi asked and sat next to him.

	“It’s been a while since I’ve come to this neighborhood in my world.” Surveying the street in both directions, Isaac said, “But last I was there, that house was blue where I’m from.” He pointed at the house just across the street, then scanned in the other direction. “The guy down there.” He pointed. “Sheldon Goldheim. He was out every day trimming his grass, fertilizing, trying so hard to keep his yard green in fucking Phoenix.” Isaac chuckled. The house here was surrounded by a chain link fence. The grass, mostly weeds, stuck straight up almost two feet in some places.

	“Here, Sheldon moved, or died, I don’t know. But the place is empty. No one even comes to check on it.” Naomi sighed. “Do you really believe in all this?”

	“I have to.”

	“It doesn’t scare the shit out of you? Another world. Another you. Another me. And not only that but, somehow, we’re at war.”

	“Sure, it scares me.”

	There was a long silence. An awkward silence.

	“What did he mean? Jimmy? Back at the hotel? He said you and Emma don’t want to see me die too. What did he mean by that? Did something happen? To the other me?”

	“Yeah, something happened.” He could feel something building in him, crawling up from his throat, then something tingling behind his eyes. He took a long blink.

	Naomi had been watching him. “Did she … is she dead?”

	All Isaac could do in that moment was nod. Anything more would let the lump in his throat burst out. He couldn’t let that happen. Not in front of this Naomi.

	He paused and felt a rare breeze flow down the street. Then, after some time, he said, “I see you kept the fireplace in the living room.” Isaac twisted around to look over his shoulder at the house, like he could see the fireplace from there. “In my world, we ripped it out. That was my idea. You – Naomi wanted to keep it.”

	“Yeah, I wanted to keep ours too. Isaac and I—”

	“Flipped a coin for it?” Isaac nodded. “Us too. What you would have found, if you had ripped it out, was mold. All over the wall. Something about the heat caused moisture, and, after so long, it seeped into the plaster, into the small wood strips that were a buffer between the interior plaster and the exterior wall. It soaked in and grew, spread all over that back wall. It’s probably there now.” The prickling feeling behind his eyes and in his brain built up again. He took another long blink and wiped at his eyes. 

	“Ever since I came here, since I saw you, after all these years of not having you, not seeing you in this house, not smelling your perfume.” He breathed in deep. “I’ve been wondering what happened. Why you lived and she died. Everything seems the same. Except the house that should be blue and Sheldon’s overgrown yard.” He pointed down the street. “That fireplace is the only difference.” He drew a deep breath into his large chest and let it out slowly before continuing.

	“In Phoenix, there’s only one store, at least one remotely close to our house, that sells this stuff that kills black mold. I mean really kills it. It’s like bleach but more powerful. Naomi went to that store the same day we ripped out the fireplace. She said she wouldn’t sleep one night with that mold exposed to the rest of the house.” Isaac chuckled and shook his head. He looked down at his feet.

	“I take back what I said. There is another difference. You work for the FBI. That’s what Naomi wanted to do. She was in the army. We both were, technically. But I got the job with the Red Cells. She wanted something more. The FBI was on her radar for sure. She had the application all filled out. Ready to turn in.”

	“Yeah, I remember. I remember printing out the application, getting the background check, the whole thing.”

	“Yeah, well this store, the one that sells the mold-killing chemical that’s better than bleach? It’s in this strip mall, right next to an army recruitment office. That day, when Naomi went to get the bleach, she ran into an old friend of hers, someone she knew in basic training. He was working the recruitment office that day. Wasn’t his normal job, but he was filling in. Well, they got to talking, and he knew of a job opening. Still in the army, but with the CID.”

	“The Criminal Investigation Division?” Naomi asked.

	Nodding, Isaac cleared his throat and kept talking. “It interested her. She never turned in the application for the FBI. She was with the CID in less than a month, travelling around the world, investigating military crimes. She loved it.” He smiled. “She’d come home and tell me about the new cases she was working on. She liked meeting all the people, travelling to all the different bases. It was her dream job, she told me.”

	“Sounds great.” Her tone didn’t match her words, more plaintive than joyous.

	“Yeah, it was.” His smile faded. He felt something in his throat again, a vibration, or something trying to climb out. He cleared his throat and swallowed. “She was investigating something at a base in Afghanistan. A murder on the base there. She was travelling via an escort through the desert when they drove over an improvised explosive device. Took everyone out.” He wiped at his eyes. “They say she died instantly. That she didn’t feel anything.”

	“Oh my,” she spoke through her hand covering her mouth. “I’m sorry.” Naomi reached to rest a hand on his back but pulled away at the last second. Something inside her must have not wanted that level of closeness with this version of Isaac.

	“Now I come here, and I see that fireplace. I see you working for the FBI. I think back to the black mold, the chemical store. It was my idea to rip everything out. If only I’d listened to her. If only that coin would have spun a little differently. She’d still be alive.” He stood and looked down at Naomi. He pulled a slight smile across his face. “I know you’re not her, but it’s nice—seeing her, seeing you—alive. Happy.”


Chapter 29

	 

	Isaac hunched over in front of the refrigerator. His large rounded back blocked everything else from view, so the other three stood craning their necks and shifting their eyes to see what he was up to. In silence, they caught glimpses of Isaac drip, drip, dripping the concentrated sulfuric acid into the frozen glass beakers. The water around the beakers in the coffee tins was frozen, but the mixture of acetone and hydrogen peroxide was hovering at five degrees Celsius.

	After two careful drips of acid, Isaac waited. He squinted at the thermometer, holding his breath. Then he dripped one more tiny drop of acid into each of the five glass beakers surrounded by ice. He glanced back over his shoulder to see Emma propping herself up at the kitchen counter. The color in her cheeks was faint. Not quite red, not blood red or rose red, but a light shade of pink. He looked at her and thought of the Coral Pink Sand Dunes State Park in Utah. It was a place he, Emma, and Naomi had visited often.

	Jimmy chewed his bottom lip until he must have bitten away a chunk of skin and caused his lip to shine a bright red. Naomi didn’t look at Isaac when he glanced back. Instead, she scanned all the food sitting on her counter. All of it dripping with condensation as it thawed and warmed outside of the cool confines of the fridge. It was like she was tallying the cost of each item, or making a long shopping list in her head. Her eyes the shade of cooled volcanic rock, jagged and sharp. Those eyes didn’t watch Isaac drip, drip, dripping the acid into the beakers. He turned around, back to the fridge.

	The thermometer still read five degrees, so he continued with the dropper. Each tiny plop of acid sent miniscule ripples through the mixture. If he listened carefully, over the humming motor of the refrigerator, he could hear a slight hissing as the acid made contact, sending an almost invisible hint of vapor up into the air. Still, it read five degrees.

	Isaac had never done this before. He had studied TATP. He had read about TNT, which isn’t the same as dynamite, even though most think it is. Semtex and RDX. Pipe bombs. Homemade grenades and shrapnel bombs stuffed with nails and bolts, designed to rip through people at a shopping mall, a marathon, or a high school sporting event. All of this was part of his training for the Red Cells. He had to know what to look for, what ingredients terrorists might use. How they might make these explosives, where they might put them, how they might detonate them. It was still only theoretical, though.

	Since he hadn’t done this before, he didn’t know what would happen should the thermometer go over five degrees Celsius. Nothing good, he assumed. He dripped one more careful drop into each beaker. It hissed into the acetone and hydrogen peroxide. No one spoke.

	From what he knew of TATP, any deviation from the norm would result in an ignition. He recalled the diagram of TATP’s chemical composition. A ring of oxygen-to-oxygen bonds, the sort of bond nature deplores. The sort of connection that must be rearranged as soon as possible. Anything that overheats this ring of three oxygen-to-oxygen bonds, anything that adds moisture or oil to the molecules, will result in an explosion. So he carefully added the acid one drop at a time. The acid caused heat; the refrigerator cooled the mixture down. And the battle went back and forth, with Isaac in the middle, watching the store-bought candy thermometer hover below five degrees.

	He backed away at a snail’s pace. Jimmy biting his lip, Naomi counting her groceries, and Emma watching with the pallor of a recovering gunshot victim. He softly shut the door to the refrigerator and placed the dropper on the counter, letting out a long sigh.

	“Now what?” Jimmy’s words got caught in his dry throat from not talking for hours, likely not swallowing either.

	Isaac sat on the floor. His body was finally able to relax, but not completely. He feared the refrigerator motor would rattle too much, or a heavy truck would bounce down the street late at night. He feared they may all simply explode and never wake up. Maybe that wouldn’t be such a bad way to go. Then he thought of Naomi. His Naomi.

	“Now we wait. Get some rest and pick this back up tomorrow.”

	“Tomorrow?” Jimmy tried to sound harsh, but his voice stayed low. He rubbed the back of his neck and said, “I’m running out of time.”

	“Then go back,” Emma said and walked gently back to the worn-out recliner. Her body sank down into the thick fabric, hugging her. She pulled the lever on the side and swung her feet up. She was already starting to move better.

	“And what, leave you here? I’m not going back without you.”

	“Why not? You’ve done it once already, Jimmy.” Isaac stood and backed away from the fridge. “It’s not like our world is dying to have us back. What exactly is waiting for us when we return? How do they typically dispose of people who know too much?”

	“That’s not my department.”

	“Seems like nothing is your department if you don’t feel like answering questions,” Emma said with her eyes closed, laying back in the chair.

	“Do you guys think the DUPD is gonna go easier on you here? Having two tourists running around. Two of their own dead in Joshua Tree. You on the loose. Just wait until this building goes kaboom, then they’ll really hunt you down. I’m still going on record this is a bad idea. No one ordered you to take this building out.”

	“I don’t need to be ordered, Jim.” Isaac’s voice was gruff but quiet. No one dared talk loudly. “I’m doing what I think is right. What I think will save the most lives. We wait until tomorrow. Finish the TATP, then we’ve got to finish the job. The longer this stuff sits in this house, the more likely it is to explode here.”

	“What about the building? The people?” Naomi took her eyes off her thawing food for the first time. “You promised.”

	“I know.” He nodded. “We can do it at night. Tomorrow night. Everyone will be gone by then. And if there’s a security guard or something, then we simply escort them out.”

	“Sounds easy.” She rolled her eyes.

	“It won’t be easy. My guess is, after they caught Emma and I there a couple days ago, they’ve probably got eyes on the building twenty-four seven. We’re going to find the surveillance team and take them out first.”

	“And what about the bomb? How do you intend to detonate it?” Jimmy bit at his lip again.

	“I’m not worried about detonating it. I’m worried about getting it there before it detonates. Now I call the couch.”

	“I’m good right here,” Emma said.

	“You take the guest room,” Isaac said to Jimmy.

	“Tomorrow night.” Jimmy narrowed his eyes, looking first at Isaac, then at Emma. “If I don’t come back with either you or your bodies, they’re going to have questions. And if I don’t go back by the next day…” He rubbed nervously at the back of his neck.

	“I know. Cyanide poisoning. Blah, blah, blah. Join the club.”

	“You ever gonna tell me how you two managed to get rid of that capsule?”

	“Tell ya what, Jimmy, write all your questions down. We’ll get to them eventually.”

	 


Chapter 30

	 

	Most stories aren’t accurate, Isaac knew this. Written stories scrawled on parchment and papyrus, or spoken stories told from one old grandfather to his grandkids. Most are embellished on purpose to make someone seem important, or twisted to make a point. A happy ending invented to replace the real one.

	Inaccuracy is to be expected when telling a story within one world. But take into account the existence of two worlds: two potential versions of each story, each with their own beginning, middle, and end, and each of those parts remembered differently, told differently. In that case, the inaccuracy compounds into ever-branching possibilities.

	Isaac had never been told how he first met Naomi. There was no need. He had lived it. He knew the story backwards and forwards, but only from his point of view. He had never heard the story from Naomi’s point of view. His Naomi’s point of view. But that was impossible now. The next best thing was to hear the story from this Naomi’s point of view. 

	The pre-dawn light filtered through the sheer curtains, illuminating particles of drifting dust, moving yet not moving at the same time. She whispered the story as Isaac took each coffee tin from the refrigerator. Her voice low as to not detonate the TATP that had condensed overnight.

	She told him how he, her Isaac, looked tanned from the desert sun when she first saw him. He wore that camouflage that was pixelated with squares of different colors, olive and tan squares, brown and beige pixels, all blending together into one desert color. He wasn’t in her platoon, but they were on the same base. She had seen him from some distance, catching herself smiling at the sight of him. This was where Naomi paused, watching this Isaac cautiously pour the chilled liquid into a coffee filter. He only resumed breathing once all of the liquid was poured from one beaker. Then he gently set it on the cold granite countertop.

	Naomi watched this Isaac, like she was watching her Isaac from some distance. She said she had been in charge of transporting him and several other soldiers from one base to another. A two-hour drive that gave them plenty of time to talk. That was how they met, officially first met.

	He poured the next beaker of liquid through the coffee filter. It darkened as the liquid soaked into it. Pausing, he waited for the level of acetone and hydrogen peroxide to fall within the filter. Then he kept pouring. Eventually, he set the beaker down and let out a slow breath, his chest sinking inward and his shoulders down. He closed his eyes and readied himself for the next beaker. 

	Naomi’s whispering voice soothed him. It was like when he was little and his older brother would sleep in the bunk below him, whispering stories to him, making them up as he went along. She talked about how they met up several times out in the desert. Him in his pixelated camo, her in her drab olive-green uniform. It wasn’t a story anyone would write down, she told him. No grand gestures or long handwritten love letters back and forth. But it was their story. That was what mattered to her, and it was what mattered to Isaac. 

	Once he poured the last beaker into the last coffee filter and set it down on the countertop, he looked down at each one to find a shiny white precipitate. TATP.

	“It doesn’t look like much.” Naomi leaned on her elbows on the other side of the kitchen island, peering down at the five coffee filters. 

	“It’s enough,” Isaac whispered. He looked at her looking at the TATP. Her auburn hair hung down in her face. She brushed it away and tucked a few strands behind her ear. His gaze followed down the arch of her neck, then back to her lips. He traced the outline of each feature. He knew it wasn’t really Naomi. But it was better than nothing.

	A floorboard behind him creaked. Jimmy tiptoed down the hallway, rubbing his eye with the palm of his hand, like a child coming out of his room on Christmas morning. But this time Santa had brought TATP, and Mom and Dad were strangers from different worlds. 

	“How’s it going?” he asked.

	“Getting there.”

	“I’ll go check on Emma.” Naomi walked to the living room, to the reclining chair Emma slept in.

	“Don’t think she likes me,” Jimmy said.

	“You did handcuff her, practically threatened her,” Isaac reasoned.

	“Yeah, there’s that.” He stepped to the counter. “So that’s it?”

	“Yeah.” Isaac nodded. 

	“How do you expect to get into the building at night? Shoot your way in?” Jimmy eyeballed the bright white powder collected at the bottom of each coffee filter.

	“I’d prefer not to. I’m hoping this world is just similar enough to ours.”

	“And if it is, then you have a way in?”

	“The jewelers got deliveries once a week. I know the schedule. I know the route the drivers will take. We just have to take their place.”

	“Assuming they have the same schedule here.”

	“It’s all we’ve got.” Isaac shrugged then pinched one of the filters between his thumb and index finger, holding it like an explosive dirty diaper. He tipped it over and jostled the powder ever so slightly until it tumbled down into a length of rigid metal pipe Jimmy had bought along with his cart full of acetone. Once every last particle of the volatile powder was swallowed by the dark recess of the metal pipe, Isaac moved on to the next coffee filter. 

	In silence, Jimmy watched Isaac pinch each filter and tip it over, barely breathing. He repeated this over and over until the entire pipe was filled with TATP. Then he reached for a circular device, the exact width of the pipe, and slowly tamped the powder down. Several cotton balls were stuffed into the dead space at the top of the pipe, before the cap was twisted tight on the end. Isaac set the pipe in a shoebox filled with crumpled newspapers, like one would with an injured baby bird.

	“That’s it then?” Jimmy finally spoke.

	“That’s it. Enough to cause an explosion, but it won’t take the building down. Not on its own.”

	“What do you mean, not on its own?” Jimmy snarled, but kept his voice low.

	Emma shuffled to the kitchen, Naomi walking slowly behind her. She had given Emma a nightgown to wear, surely originally a bright pink, but now from years of wear it was a dull faded coral that matched Emma’s complexion. 

	“The first floor of the building.” Emma stepped slowly towards the kitchen, one hand resting gently where her gunshot was. Her voice almost like she hadn’t been shot. Almost. “There’s an office that builds specialty computers. A small manufacturer.”

	Isaac now caught himself looking at Emma, feeling his heartrate increase, almost forgetting that a stick of TATP sat on the counter in front of him. She was the one comfort left for him. She was all he had to hang onto in this world, he reminded himself.

	“And?” Jimmy asked.

	Emma leaned her elbows on the kitchen island. Now, close up, he saw sweat bead at her hairline, and her eyes were ringed in a pale violet. He recalled the vet who treated her and what he had said. Could the bullet have nicked something? Could she have perforated her bowel? Even though her injury was no immediate danger, she still needed proper medical care.

	“Have you been taking all your meds?” he asked.

	She nodded and licked at her dried lips. “Can someone get me water?” she asked. 

	Isaac rushed as much as he could to fill a glass, cautious of the stick of TATP sitting next to the sink.

	Emma held out a weak hand. As Isaac got close, he could see her hand shaking, and when he placed the glass of water in her grip, she clasped it with both hands, like a young child holding a large glass of juice. In that moment, he figured their world was her best bet at getting medical care, especially if they were successful at taking down Fremont Tower. But was that also what was best for him? He shifted to look at Naomi.

	After several long gulps, Emma said, “Phosphorus and boron. They coat the chips with the stuff to improve connectivity.” She cleared her throat. “The whole place is coated in rubber. Rubber floors. Rubber walls. If you walk into the place, they make you touch this metal post to draw any electrostatic out of your body.”

	“It’s explosive?” Jimmy asked. He was biting at his lip again. Not for the first time, Isaac wondered if he was up for the job, or if he was nothing more than a chauffeur, driving the real operatives to and from the portal in New Mexico.

	“Very explosive. But only before it’s treated. Once it’s put on the chips, it’s harmless. They have a lot of it on site.”

	“The TATP is a detonator?” Jimmy asked. “And you’re sure you saw this business in the building here as well?”

	“They’re there.” Isaac nodded. “I saw them on the board when we went there. Before Emma was shot, and you left us for dead. Plus, there’s a jeweler on the tenth floor. They use butane torches to assemble jewelry. The TATP will reach the phosphorus and boron, then that explosion will reach the butane torches ten floors above that. The rest gravity will take care of.”

	“So what sets off this chain of events?” Naomi asked.

	“I’m still working on that,” Isaac said.


Chapter 31

	 

	Phoenix is hot the way an oven feels when you first open its door. The way the rush of heat can singe your eyeballs, wicking away that thin layer of moisture covering your eyes. The way it sometimes hurts to pull in a full breath as you check on whatever is baking inside. That’s how Phoenix feels, sometimes, in either world. And so Jimmy cranked the air conditioning as cold as it would go.

	As they drove to the nearest army surplus store, Jimmy told Isaac, or Naomi, or Emma, or whoever would listen, about how this world had been trying to pack the other world’s countries with agents from over here. “That vote at the UN,” he said knowingly, though he didn’t specify which one. It could be the vote to reduce carbon emissions, or the vote to guarantee access to clean water sources globally, the one to limit nuclear weapons manufacturing. It could be any of the votes that failed. But Jimmy blamed all of that on this world.

	“Could it just be that our world is short sighted enough on its own?” Isaac asked. 

	Dry desert dirt and beige pebbles create a bland void along each major roadway in Phoenix. The void is dotted only with hearty desert plants, golden barrel cactuses browned by the beating sun, drought-resistant variegated agave stretching its spikey leaves towards the sky. These plants zipped by Isaac’s passenger window.

	“No world is that short sighted,” Jimmy replied. “That’s just how we’ve been trained to think. Even now, you know the truth, know there’s another world that would like to see us kill each other over water or nuke each other into oblivion. You know this, but your mind still looks to place the blame on us.”

	Jimmy talked about how he had it on good authority that the Speaker of the House was from over here. He said it would start with the businesses. They’d send someone from over here, someone whose counterpart in their world was a nobody, no one the world would miss once they killed him and melted his body in sulfuric acid. Then, once he was gone, once there was only one of him, they’d pump money into whatever business venture this nobody started up. Money laundering but across two universes. After they did this over and over, creating fake millionaires in Jimmy’s world, in Isaac’s and Emma’s world, those millionaires would donate to other nobodies, more charismatic nobodies, who had taken over someone’s life. Those nobodies became politicians, working their way through the government until they could make decisions that mattered. It was just turning nobodies into somebodies, over and over.

	“Do you think we’re doing the same thing over here?” Isaac asked.

	“Sure.” Jimmy nodded. “I hope so.” This was Jimmy’s worldview. Just two worlds trading their nobodies for other nobodies and propping them up with laundered money until they got into positions of power high enough up the food chain to make a series of coordinated and long-lasting bad decisions. Isaac just figured he was describing politics in general. 

	“How does one destroy a world?” Naomi asked, leaning forward from the back seat. “It seems like each side is just causing as much misery but never really ending things. It seems you’d want to take out the entire world, not just one building at a time.”

	“That’s war,” Jimmy said.

	“So how does it end?” she asked.

	“Not my place to know.” He slowed the car down and scanned a strip mall on the left side of the road. The military surplus store was there in the middle, squeezed between a dry cleaner and a pawn shop.

	“Whose job is it?” Naomi sat back as Jimmy parked. “The scientists?” She looked around the car. “This Dr. Frost you mentioned? Or maybe the prisoner, Andrew Ripley?”

	“Someone’s job.” Jimmy shrugged. He said it like it was someone’s job to unclog a toilet, to manage the construction of a house, not that it was someone’s job to figure out how to kill billions of people, trillions of animals, flatten cities, evaporate civilization, undo billions of years of a universe struggling to come into existence. “Someone’s job,” he repeated as he shut the car off.

	Isaac figured someone like Jimmy was typical, common even. Aware of a problem, but unable or unwilling to go beyond identifying it. Things like this spread out and spiral until the trouble compounds, until the branches on the tree marking every horrible outcome stretch on forever and ever, and once they reach that point most people can’t process it. So they stop. Blame someone else and hope others solve the problem, or they let go and accept whatever horrible fate awaits them. Maybe they trust their leaders, at least the leaders from their own world, their own country, their own party, the leaders that look like them, think like them, because that is all they can do. Some things are just too large to solve on your own, Isaac thought.

	Jimmy walked across the parking lot and pulled the door to the store open. Naomi followed behind him. Isaac walked slowly next to Emma, bracing her as she stepped over the small curb in the parking lot.

	“Dressing like H&H’s delivery drivers isn’t a bad plan, but you really think the jeweler is on the same delivery schedule?” she asked. “You think they’re set to make their delivery tonight?”

	“So far, except for whatever is buried beneath the lobby in that building, everything else is the same. The offices, the security guard, the tiles and carpet on the floor, everything else is the same. Hopefully, the delivery schedule is too.” He held the door open for Emma and let the cool air from inside wash over his face.

	Inside were glass cases lining three walls of the small store. The entire place smelled like old clothes buried at the bottom of a dresser, or newspapers that had been stored in an attic for decades. An old man, tall and spindly, was bent at the waist with his forearms pressed against the glass case, reading a newspaper. He didn’t lift his head from the article when the tiny bell on the door dinged as they entered.

	Each glass case was filled with some relic. Tarnished Ka-Bar knives with worn leather handles. Faded Marine Corps chevrons that must have been picked and pulled off someone’s uniform, bits of thread still fraying along the edge of each patch. In the middle of the small store were piles of black, brown, and olive-green duffle bags, stacked from the floor. The ones at the bottom would never be seen, much less purchased. 

	Jimmy pushed and moved aside musty items from another stack. “How about this?” He pulled a stiff black pair of cargo pants from the mound of clothes, checking the tag. “Medium.” 

	Isaac nodded, and Jimmy kept searching. He dug until the pile of uniforms started to wobble. Still, the old man with the newspaper didn’t look up. Jimmy withdrew another pair of cargo pants. He squinted at the faded tag.

	“Large.” 

	“How much for this?” Isaac tapped one of the glass cases and pointed at a blank gun. Used as a toy or prop, it only shot blanks. The tip of its barrel was bright orange.

	Without looking up, the old man muttered, “What’s the price tag say?”

	Isaac leaned down until his face was just about touching the glass. “Can’t see.”

	The old man sighed and looked up from his paper. Glancing from across the room, he answered, “Thirty bucks.”

	“You have another one?” Isaac asked. 

	The man nodded and looked back at his paper. 

	Naomi found a black shirt to match the black cargo pants Jimmy had already pulled from the musty pile of used clothes. Clothes from dead people or retired people or fat people who had long outgrown their pants. Isaac shuffled down each of the glass cases until he found several stun guns. 

	“What’s the amperage of these?”

	“Amps?” The old man grunted and cleared his throat. “Don’t know amps. Volts are a hundred thousand.”

	“Can I see them?” Isaac asked.

	The old man sighed again and put his paper down. He moved, hunched over and fiddling with a large ring of keys attached to his belt buckle like a janitor or prison guard. His bony fingers gripped a small key, and he twisted it inside the glass case. 

	“See,” he said as he set one of the stun guns on the counter, “a hundred thousand volts.”

	Isaac held the small device and spun it around. The sticker on the bottom read 4.5 milliamps. “Four point five,” he whispered to himself. He needed over 5 milliamps and another stun gun for parts. “I’ll take three. And the two blank guns.”

	The tall gangly man gathered the stun guns and moved to the case with the blank guns. “You need any blank rounds for these?”

	“Sure,” Isaac answered, and the man pulled a small box of ammunition from behind the counter. He looked over his shoulder to see Jimmy and Naomi collecting more black clothes and hanging them over their arms. “Just need thigh holsters.”

	“Playing dress up?” The man smirked and locked the case. His bundle of keys jostled with each slow step he took. 

	“Something like that.”

	The man placed two black holsters on the counter next to the cash register, along with the three stun guns and two blank guns. Jimmy and Naomi dropped all the clothes in front of the man. He worked one old liver-spotted hand around each price tag, and used his other hand to type on the cash register.

	“Two sixty-seven. Make it two fifty if you pay cash,” he said.

	Jimmy pulled out crisp bills creased only at the center and counted out $250. Isaac bundled the clothes in his arms while Jimmy took the rest, and they made their way back out into the heat, back out into the burning oven. Each breath pulled in was warm. The sun burned their eyes.

	 


Chapter 32

	 

	Isaac unfolded the map across Naomi’s kitchen island. From where he stood, he could see into the living room. He could see the fireplace that she and her Isaac didn’t rip out. The coin that didn’t land on heads and reveal the black mold inside the wall. The trip to the store that didn’t happen. The old friend Naomi didn’t bump into. The job she didn’t take, and the IED that didn’t tear through her body and kill her instantly. He could see all of that from where he stood, in one way or another.

	“Right here.” He tapped the map. It was an intersection somewhere west of the office building. The city, in drawn lines representing highways, interstates, roads, and streets, sprawled outward, spilling into the surrounding land, cutting through mountains and flat endless desert. 

	Isaac remembered an assessment he had done for his agency on Phoenix, part of his overall threat assessment of major cities in the country. He concluded that what Phoenix was most vulnerable to wasn’t nuclear or biological weapons. The city was a thing that shouldn’t exist, a mess of intersections and concrete and asphalt built in the middle of an inhospitable desert. No, Phoenix was most vulnerable to a citywide power outage.

	If terrorists wanted to harm the most people, he stated in his Death Report, kill the most people, they needed to attack the power infrastructure. Ten months out of the year, every person in Phoenix would run their air conditioning. Without it, old people and pets would be the first to go. As temperatures topped out at 120 degrees at midday, heat stroke would creep up. Hospitals would get overwhelmed, and there would be little they could do when they had to conserve their backup power.

	This was what Isaac put in his Death Report. With only a handful of mylar balloons and a canister of helium, terrorists—whether foreign, domestic, or from another world—could make contact with powerlines all over the city. The silver Happy Birthday and Get Well Soon balloons would melt into a gloopy mess, sizzle and pop, and overload the transformers down the line from them. With enough of these balloons released at once, maybe two dozen well-placed terrorists spread across Phoenix, and the entire city would be in the dark, heating up like one five-hundred-square-mile furnace.

	That’s when the mess of roads would come into play. The weaving maze of side streets and too-narrow interstates would become congested with motorists trying to flee. To Tucson. To Sedona. To Palm Springs. More points of sweltering civilization that shouldn’t exist, at least not exist with sprawling neighborhoods, each house with a swimming pool and a detached mother-in-law suite. The people in Phoenix would try to get anywhere but Phoenix. All of them. At once.

	Once they sat idling for hours in standstill traffic, Isaac told his superiors, long enough for their gas gauges to read empty and their gas lights to burn orange, they’d get out, and they’d march to the nearest gas station.

	Red gas cans in hand, they’d suck each station dry and fill up their car. But it would do them no good if the car in front of them didn’t move as well, and the car in front of them, and the car in front of them … Eventually people would try to leave on foot. Their choices would be to die of heat stroke in their homes or on the interstate. All 1.6 million people. This was how the fifth largest city in the United States would fall, Isaac told them. 

	He stared at those roads and streets twisting and curving over the map. On ramps and off ramps. Toll roads. Frontage roads. Millions of miles of asphalt. 

	“Right here,” he repeated and jabbed a finger. “The jeweler has armored deliveries every Friday. At least they did in my world. This is the best place to stop them.”

	“Armored?” Naomi asked. “You told me no one would get hurt. If they’re driving an armored truck, then they’re armed as well.”

	“No one will shoot if we get the drop on them first,” Emma said.

	“You aren’t getting the drop on anyone with a bullet hole in you,” Jimmy said. 

	“You’re lucky I have this bullet hole in me, or else I’d have gotten the drop on you when you showed up back in this world.”

	“Well, I’m not carrying one of those toy guns as long as there’s a chance they’re gonna start shooting.” Jimmy pointed at the blank guns they bought at the army surplus store.

	“I’ve made a promise that no one will get hurt, and I’m keeping that promise,” Isaac said. “No shooting. We just need to block the road. Delay them. Tie them up, take their keys, flatten their tires, whatever. Just anything to buy us time.” He looked at Jimmy. “Got it?” 

	Jimmy nodded and bit at his lip more. 

	“Next, we find the surveillance team.” 

	“You’re sure the DUPD is going to put a team on the building?” Emma asked.

	“That’s what we’d do,” Jimmy said, nodding. “Probably here or here.” He ran his finger along two points on the map.

	“Then we wait until evening. Hopefully catch them towards the end of their shift when they’re tired,” she said. 

	Isaac circled the spot on the map where the armored truck would be and folded it back up in an accordion pattern until the map was only a small rectangle. All of Phoenix’s web of streets folded on top of each other. 

	Jimmy had stopped protesting their plan. He seemed ready to end this any way possible. Get back to his world and get the cyanide capsule buried in his neck removed before his time was up. He stepped outside to smoke. In the short time they had spent together at Naomi’s house, Jimmy had spent about half of that smoking out back. A collection of stomped-out cigarette butts were piled just outside the door to the side yard.

	Emma rested in the recliner that she had claimed as her own. Naomi had retreated to her bedroom to get ready for the evening. The house was quiet except for the sound of the shower.

	“You know it’s not her.” Emma’s voice was soft. She was reclined in the seat, feet up, looking at the ceiling. “It’s never going to be her.” 

	Isaac sat down on the couch but didn’t say anything. 

	“I know you want it to be her, because I want it to be her. When she died—” Emma cleared her throat, holding some golf-ball lump of emotion down, “I tried to think of the worst things about her. I searched my memories, my stories, our fights when we were stupid teenagers, her annoying habits, I thought of them all. Like how she’d ask a question, like ‘What’s your favorite movie?’ but then blurt out her answer first. Or how she drove.”

	Isaac nodded with a wry smile. “She was a horrible driver.”

	“The worst.” Emma chuckled. “I thought of all that shit. Remember that hideous jacket she loved, with the patches sewn on?” 

	Isaac laughed and nodded. He never had the guts to tell her how ugly that jacket was. Emma wasn’t so restrained with her sister. 

	“I tried so hard to find things to make her being gone … bearable. When it first happened, I thought it would have been easier if I hated her, then I’d feel some relief that she was gone. I told myself she would have maybe gotten sick, cancer or dementia, something like that, and she would have needed non-stop care, so much that even you and I would be stretched thin and grow to resent her for requiring so much attention. Or I thought maybe we would have drifted apart, only seeing each other at the holidays, you know? Growing more and more distant each year. I told myself—lied to myself—that I wasn’t really missing anything.” 

	She paused, and the golf-ball lump started to creep further up her throat again. She gasped a shaky breath of air and wiped at her eyes. 

	“It would have been so much easier if I hated her, or just didn’t love her so damn much. Maybe that’s what love is, though. A feeling you can’t undo no matter how hard you try. Annoyance, even hate can be undone. But love can’t.” She swallowed hard, then cleared her throat.

	“She meant different things to both of us, and both of us would give anything to have her back. But that’s not her.” Emma pointed a weak hand towards the back bedroom. “I have to keep reminding myself that. And I feel like I need to remind you of that. I see you. I know your wheels are turning, thinking of a way to make all of this last, to make all of it like none of our life leading up to this ever happened.”

	“I’m not—” He started to protest.

	“Tell me you haven’t been thinking how easy it could be to stay here.”

	“It wouldn’t be easy.” The same thoughts of the other Isaac, wherever he was, crept back into his mind. What to do with him? How to get Naomi to accept him?

	“Which means you’ve thought about it. And the people here, whatever version of that nerd Calvin back in our world you talked to, tell me they didn’t dangle this life in front of you just so you’d tell them where our portal is.”

	He nodded. “They did.”

	“And what about us? What we have?” Now a tear dropped from Emma’s eye. “You’d just give that up?”

	Isaac didn’t answer her. He couldn’t have without his voice breaking or his breath shaking. A rush of simultaneous emotions built up inside of him. Shame and betrayal of the dead for what he felt for Emma, but guilt he had never fully told her what she meant to him, leaving her to guess as to how important she was to him. He opened his mouth to tell her something, but only let out a sigh.

	Emma continued. “Tonight, when we’re done with all this, we need to go back to our own world. A world where Naomi isn’t. She’s not ours.” Her voice broke just a bit. “We’ve had our time with Naomi. As short as it was. Maybe that’s all we’re meant to have.”

	There was a stillness in the house. Isaac felt like he was living inside one of those picture games where you’re shown two images with only slight differences between them. The whole time he’d been there, he had glanced around, questioned if the paint was one shade off, or if that scuff mark was on the floor at his own house. And he had found himself doing the same to this Naomi. There were differences … maybe, or maybe he had already started to forget his wife. Would staying in this world change his memories, replace memories of his Naomi with memories of this Naomi. He didn’t know if he was willing to make that trade.

	“I understand,” he said. “I know I can’t stay here with her. She’s happy. That’s all I ever wanted for her. To stay here could ruin that for her.” Somewhere in the house, he heard the shower shut off. “As for us …” He met Emma’s red and tearful eyes, ringed in dark circles. He felt tears build up in his eyes and wiped them away before they could fall. “You’re all I have.” He reached out and gripped her hand. “Whatever happens tonight, just know that I’ll always put you first.”

	“Promise?”

	“Promise.”

	They didn’t speak for a minute. Isaac thought through all of the things he wanted to say but didn’t have the words to. 

	“What do you think the DUPD will do when we go back?” Emma broke the silence.

	“If we succeed, take out this building, then play our cards right when we go back, maybe that’ll be enough.”

	“I’m worried about after. Will they let us go?” Emma glanced past Isaac to see if Jimmy was still outside smoking.

	“I don’t know. We still know too much.”

	“So what’s the plan? How do we get out of this?”

	“I’m still working on that.”

	“And what if we aren’t successful?” Emma asked. She leaned forward and tucked the footrest of the recliner back into place, twisting her face in pain at the quick movement. 

	“I think the moment those men showed up to our warehouse after the diamond job our lives were effectively over. I’ve been privy to a lot of governmental secrets, but nothing like this. There are some things they just don’t want to risk getting out. Unless we can demonstrate our usefulness and our loyalty, then I wouldn’t be surprised if ‘not James’ Jimmy is ordered to take us out the moment we cross over in New Mexico.”

	“Let’s just hope we succeed then.” Emma stood slowly and made her way to the kitchen counter, moving the two stun guns aside. The third one was pulled apart. “This going to work?” There were wires attached to a timer, then attached to the stun guns, then finally attached to small cylinders that looked like batteries.

	“The capacitors,” Isaac pointed at the small cylinders, “are rated for four point five milliamps. Both these tasers together are nine.” He traced his finger over the wires. “If we overload the capacitors they should create a small explosion.”

	“Should?”

	“Nothing’s for sure, but the science is there. If we wrap these around the elevator cables, right where they connect to the elevator, it should be enough to detach it.”

	“And the drop?”

	“Should be plenty to detonate the TATP.” He looked at the single pipe filled with the white powder. Mother of Satan.

	“Why do you think she’s going along with all this?” Emma whispered and looked back to the bedroom. “What’s she get out of it?”

	“So far? She’s gotten us to jump through hoops so no one gets hurt. She’s tagging along to make sure we keep our promises.” Isaac shrugged. For a brief moment, he was reminded again that this was not his Naomi, and it may be pointless to guess at her motives.

	“Not much to get out of this, if you ask me.”

	“She may not be our Naomi, but she is Naomi, which means she’s probably sticking with us because the numbers make sense to her. Take out an empty building to prevent them from taking out thousands of people.”

	“You act like you know her because you knew our Naomi. But do you think she would ever expect you to be a jewel thief?”

	“I trust her.”

	“She doesn’t know us. And we don’t know her, is all I’m saying.”

	“It’ll be over tonight either way. The building will be gone. The one in our world will be forever protected. Made immortal. Invincible. And if they’re building a portal underneath their building here, that will be destroyed.” Isaac pictured the repercussions of his actions. He imagined the building made immortal. Imagined his world, both worlds, long ended, but this building remaining. Vines creeping up, weaving through its broken windows. Everything else around it fallen over, imploded or collapsed, from nukes, from fires, from the melting heat of the desert. But this building remaining, like a lone tombstone, tilted and cracked, but still there. A testament to what he did. A literal consequence of the equal and opposite reactions across worlds. And in that moment, he wondered about himself, about what would happen should the other Isaac die, from gunshot, from car wreck, from IED. Then he thought of Naomi. Not his Naomi, but this Naomi, and he thought of that lone standing building made immortal.

	 


Chapter 33

	 

	They were waiting for the sun to go down, for the night delivery drivers to start their shift, for the building to empty out, and for the DUPD surveillance team assigned to watch the building to get tired, sleepy, sloppy. Emma was napping in the recliner again. Jimmy paced back and forth in the side yard, sucking on cigarette after cigarette. Isaac watched him and wondered how he had made his way to work for the DUPD. What skills did he have? Who did he know? Then he wondered if Jimmy was just like him. Perhaps he’d stumbled onto the portal, or saw his own double or the double of someone he knew. Maybe he made a police report and just wouldn’t let it go when people called him crazy, posted something online, made a video that the DUPD saw and promptly took down.

	He watched Jimmy suck on his cigarette and bite at his lip, and Isaac, for a short moment, saw himself years from now. Taken in and forced to work for the DUPD … or else. How could he get out of this? How could he get Emma out of it? Would whatever they accomplished tonight be enough? 

	“You don’t like him, huh?” Naomi interrupted his thoughts.

	“Jimmy? Not particularly. He left us here for dead.”

	“But he came back.”

	“For our bodies.”

	“Maybe he doesn’t have the same leave-no-man-behind attitude you have.”

	“Clearly not.” 

	The sun was setting behind the mountains in the distance. The desert was cooling. The sounds of traffic were settling down. 

	“The Isaac I know doesn’t drink green tea,” she said. “That’s when I knew something was up, but I just figured you were nervous, afraid of something. I never figured you weren’t him.”

	“So what does your Isaac drink?”

	She smiled and looked at the kitchen, then she chuckled and said, “Milk with ice.”

	“Ice?”

	She laughed a little louder. “Every night. Milk with five ice cubes.”

	“Why five?”

	“I never knew.” She shook her head. “It’s a mystery. What about you? What do you drink? Green tea?”

	“No,” he scoffed. “Water. Or bourbon.”

	“Ice?”

	“Straight.”

	There was silence for a moment. Neither said anything. They just sat at the dining table next to each other. Soft down light shone on them and the empty chairs all around. Something stirred in Isaac – anger or disappointment at the mention of her Isaac and how they were different. As much as he would like to stay here, it was in this moment he realized Emma was right. This was not her Naomi, and he was not her Isaac. And they never would be. 

	“When you died,” Isaac finally spoke and cleared his throat, “when she died, I would have given anything to see her just one more time. And now you’re here—”

	“Isaac.” She reached out and held his hand. 

	“I know, I know. Emma keeps telling me, you aren’t her. But I figure you’re as close as I’ll ever get.” 

	She squeezed his hand, then pulled it away. He looked up and met her eyes. 

	“You were everything for me. She—you.” He sighed and swallowed. “She never believed in heaven or hell. And when she died, I wondered where she went. I agreed with her, no heaven, nothing. But after—” He cleared his throat again and wiped at his eyes. “After I wished so badly I hadn’t thought that way, wished there was a place where she ended up. All of her. Some of her.” He looked at Naomi and her steel-gray eyes. “Just some piece of her to live on. To see you here, alive, happy, that’s all I need.” 

	He smiled at her, and saw her smile back through watery eyes.

	He didn’t say anything else, and she didn’t either. What could she say? he thought. He didn’t expect her to play act, like she was really his Naomi, while her real husband was off somewhere. He didn’t expect anything. So they sat in silence.

	Then Naomi said, “What about that scientist, Ripley?”

	“What about him?”

	“Does your leave-no-man-behind motto extend to him? Does it extend to anyone over here from your world?”

	“He’s locked up,” Isaac said. “Guarded.”

	“But you are looking for something to offer your government, right? Something that will convince them to let you go, let you out of all this? Maybe he is that thing.”

	“Right now, for tonight, I think I need to see this through. See if this is enough for them to let Emma and me go.”

	“But maybe you don’t have to blow up a building. Maybe you could get him. Save someone, instead of destroy something.”

	“I don’t even know if he’s from my world. I don’t know if he even knows where he’s from. And if he is from my world, I don’t know if he even wants to go back.”

	“It’s just—how do you know you can get everyone out of the building?” Naomi pressed.

	“I promised you, didn’t I?”

	“But how?”

	“I’ve watched that building in my world for months,” Isaac said. “No one stays late. The only person there is the security guard. Once we point a gun at him, or cuff him to a street sign two blocks away, the building will be empty. I promise.”

	“But you could get the same result if you found a way to get that scientist—”

	“It’s a government prison, Naomi. Which do you think is easier to get into? That or an office building? Do you think no one would get hurt if we tried to break him out? I’ll tell my government about him. If they want to come back and get him, then that’s on them. Okay?”

	“Okay.” She nodded. “Okay.”

	Jimmy came inside, reeking of cigarette smoke. “Is it time yet?”

	Isaac looked over his shoulder out the window. It was dark now. 

	“Yeah,” he said. He didn’t like how his conversation with Naomi had ended, but they had to move forward. He could only hope that when it came time to do what needed to be done, she would at least stand aside. 

	He woke Emma up, and they piled into Naomi’s car. Dressed in black, with the stick of TATP nestled in the shoebox filled with crumpled newspaper, and the dismantled stun guns shoved in a backpack. Naomi had her own gun, her real gun. Jimmy had his real gun. Isaac and Emma had the two blank guns. He had painted the orange tips with black nail polish so that now they looked identical to Jimmy and Naomi’s guns. Identical to the weapons the delivery drivers would have. Anyone they might encounter wouldn’t know the difference.

	Isaac eased his foot on the gas and braked gently. He took each turn with added caution. The Mother of Satan sat in his lap. He’d be the first to go should he brake too hard or if another car crashed into them. The others would probably live, but they’d be horribly disfigured. With the stick of TATP in his lap and Naomi sitting next to him, he again wondered about this Naomi. His own Naomi blown up in a car in the desert. Now, in a different desert, with a different bomb, a different Naomi. Would this universe stop anything from setting the bomb off? He still drove slowly just in case.

	“They’ll be right there.” Isaac parked along the street and pointed at an unassuming storefront, another jewelry store. “Ten minutes.” He looked at his watch. 

	“You sure?” Jimmy leaned ahead from the back seat. His breath smelled like cigarettes. 

	“As sure as I can be.” 

	They waited. They watched the traffic light across the street cycle through red, to green, to yellow, and back to red. Over and over and over. Eventually a black van pulled up to the store. Two men got out with a large canvas bag.

	“This is it.” Isaac set the bomb on the dash and got out.

	“No one gets hurt, remember,” Naomi said.

	“Sure thing,” Jimmy said.

	They all stood outside the car, but only Jimmy and Isaac walked to the van. He looked back over his shoulder at Emma. Her pale skin glowed under the streetlights. She leaned against the car and held a hand softly against her stomach. God, how he wished he hadn’t brought her into his world of heists. Then at least she would be back home. Safe.

	Jimmy snuck up to the van and jabbed a knife into the rear tire, then the front, then he circled around to the other side. The air hissed out of each tire. 

	“That it? We can go now?” Jimmy asked.

	“Yeah, yeah.” Isaac was distracted, first looking in the store where the delivery men were, then looking in the tinted windows of the van. Were there diamonds in there? He cupped his hands around his face and looked inside.

	“Come on,” Jimmy snapped. He was already walking back across the street. 

	Isaac tried to open the door. Locked. He pressed his face hard against the glass. There was another canvas bag, just like the one the men had carried into the store. If he squinted and focused hard, he could see the letters H&H on the bag. 

	“In another world,” he whispered to himself, then turned to walk back to their car. 

	The door to the store opened behind him. When he was halfway across the street, he heard one of the men say, “What the hell?” Then he shouted, “Hey! Stop!” 

	Emma and Naomi were the first back inside the car, then Jimmy. Once Isaac settled into the car, the delivery driver, with his black cargo pants and thigh-holstered gun was only steps away. 

	“Stop!” he shouted. 

	But Isaac started the car and eased forward. One of his large hands cradled the TATP in his lap, the other wrapped tight over the wheel. The man pounded on the windows and shouted about his tires. So as not to detonate the TATP, Isaac drove away slowly, surely slow enough for the man to read and memorize their license plate. He fought every urge to stomp on the gas pedal, jerk the car at the first possible side street just to get out of the delivery driver’s line of sight.

	“Just one last stop,” Isaac said.

	“Then it’s back to New Mexico, right?” Jimmy pinched at the back of his neck.

	Isaac glanced up to look at Jimmy through the rearview mirror. “I’ll have you home by midnight.”

	 


Death Report 5

	 

	In writing his Death Reports, and in acting out the potential attacks, Isaac had the chance to sit long and think about humans. Civilization. People. How they act. How they react. 

	It was when he was thumbing through the declassified after-action reports of the ’95 Tokyo subway sarin gas attack that he noticed something interesting. By dim yellow light in a musty motel along a highway near Meridian, Mississippi, with the blinking neon Vacancy light bleeding through the ghost-thin curtains, looking at this two-decade-old report, he started crunching numbers. Easy arithmetic. Dispersal radius of sarin gas and other similar nerve agents, taken together with the time of this particular attack, on three train lines of the Tokyo Metro. Calculate the number of passengers in each station. Scratching on a pad of motel stationery with his dying ballpoint pen, Isaac figured how many people would have been harmed.

	Of all the deadly nerve agents, sarin was possibly the deadliest. Twenty-six times more deadly than cyanide and 543 times more deadly than chlorine gas, which he had written about before in several Death Reports. Reports estimated airborne sarin gas needed two minutes at a concentration of thirty milligrams per cubic meter to cause death in a healthy adult. But it was hard to come by, so the numbers he relied on were from tests on animals, extrapolated out to human dosages.

	After the Aum Shinrikyo, a yoga-meditation group turned killer cult, released sarin in the subways, thirteen people died. Other numbers stood out too. He flipped through after-action reports with minimal black line redactions. Towards the back, he ran his finger down where the list of hospital admissions was printed in eight-point font. Five thousand people had flooded the emergency rooms, complaining of shortness of breath, watery eyes, headaches, tightness in the chest, blurred vision, drooling, and drowsiness. Bullshit psychosomatic symptoms.

	In hospitals across Tokyo, these people crowded shoulder to shoulder into emergency waiting rooms, pounding on glass, demanding treatment, fluids, antidotes, oxygen, and eye drops. Men and women by the hundreds undressed, kicking their thought-to-be-contaminated clothing into sloppy piles and demanding the nurses, doctors, and EMTs jam syringes of atropine straight into their hearts or else they would die any moment. But these people weren’t exposed, weren’t even in the subway tunnels when the sarin was released. They thought the chemicals had leached up and crawled through the vents, seeped into the water supply, were airborne. They weren’t.

	The ‘worry well’ was what they coined this phenomenon. A group of people with imagined symptoms, frightened into thinking they’re injured. Isaac later found that of the thirteen people who died in the Tokyo attack, an estimated five of them would have survived had the hospitals not been so crowded, had the staff not been pulled in so many different directions. Had people not panicked and instead stayed home. 

	It was in this report that Isaac told his superiors that an attack wasn’t as important as the perception of one. He guessed that the cult in Tokyo didn’t even need to manufacture sarin. They only needed to make a call, tip off a cop, talk to a hotline and tell them they saw something suspicious, someone spraying something into the air return at Chiyoda Station, then let the news take it from there. Because, contrary to early news reports, the sarin released in the Tokyo subways was liquid sarin, not gas. So it was far less lethal. Far less effective. But that didn’t matter to the general public. They all thought the worst.

	Isaac thought back through so many of his Death Reports, and he wondered how many of them would really need to be carried out to cause harm to society. As he wrote, an 18-wheeler truck rumbled down the highway only thirty short feet away from his motel room. His glass of water rattled on the small wooden desk he sat at in his room. Once the truck passed, he continued his report — There's no need to actually make anthrax. Simply toss a handful of flour in the air at a shopping mall on a busy Saturday, start screaming and coughing, telling cops you saw a man, bearded with a dark complexion, running for the north exits — make a spectacle, then do that all over the same city at the same time in coordinated false attacks. Let the hospitals fill up until they reach code black, then, if you really wanted, that’s when the real attack would start. Hell, Isaac told them the terrorists could just blow up the hospital, now clogged with members of the ‘worry well’ and their fake symptoms. He wrote in his Death Report that panic and human nature was the one thing the government couldn’t stop.

	He knew there was a chance this type of report could put him out of a job. To say there was no way to prevent human panic defeated the purpose of what he and his team did. But he needed to make the point to someone. He needed the people with the power to change things to understand. They could implement all sorts of security measures, two-factor authentication, and superseding protocols. Hire more personnel, train them better, regulate chemicals, checkpoints and weigh stations. Beef up CCTV cameras at the ports and airport terminals and borders. They could sink millions, billions into homeland security, but they could never stop the perception of an attack. And telling the public not to panic only makes it worse. No one believes the official story anymore. Fake news, AI images, and conspiracy theories have infected and invaded people’s ability to decipher truth from lies. Every attack is politicized and the instructions to shelter in place or remain calm will only ever, at most, resonate with half the country. 

	With the neon light shining outside and the long-haul truckers booming past the roadside motel, Isaac wrote to his superiors that the number of casualties during an imagined attack is only constrained by the general population’s ability to listen and follow instructions from government officials. What he didn’t write was that meant they were all fucked.

	 


Chapter 34

	 

	“Either there or there.” Isaac pointed with one hand and held the binoculars up to his face with the other. The TATP still rested on his lap. “That’s where I’d set up the surveillance team. But what do you say? You work for the DUPD.” 

	He lowered the binoculars. The four of them sat in the car one block away from Fremont Tower. Isaac figured they had only a few more minutes before the delivery drivers called in their license plate to the police. But as long as they drove carefully and didn’t draw attention to themselves, the police wouldn’t be an issue. There were still plenty of cars out on the roads. He further guessed it would take the two drivers about an hour to get a replacement vehicle and get back to their deliveries.

	“Your guess is as good as mine. That’s not my area of expertise,” Jimmy said.

	“What is your area of expertise?” Emma asked from the backseat. “Leaving people to die, then picking up their bodies?”

	“Pretty much.” He looked at her. “I’m pretty good at it.”

	“Fine. We’ll check that building first, then the other.” Isaac pointed. “Let’s go,” he said to Jimmy.

	“I’ll go with you.” Naomi unbuckled her seatbelt.

	“Someone needs to stay here with Emma.”

	“Then have Jimmy stay.” She pulled out her handcuffs. “I need to make sure you tie them up, not kill them. I need to make sure you keep your promise.”

	“No offense, but if these guys are big, or there’s more than two of them, Jimmy and I have a better chance of subduing them without having to resort to something more permanent.” Isaac took the cuffs from her.

	He opened the door and Jimmy followed him. They jogged across the street towards the building where they believed the surveillance team was waiting.

	“He’ll keep his promise,” Emma said as she and Naomi watched them disappear into the night. “I don’t know about your Isaac, but he doesn’t lie, especially not to you.”

	Naomi settled back into the car seat.

	“They were close? Their marriage was good?” she asked.

	“The best. I was always jealous of them,” Emma said.

	“What about you? Were you close?”

	“We had our differences growing up, like any siblings. Nothing we couldn’t get over. But yeah, we were close. Probably not too different from you and your sister.”

	Naomi turned to face Emma. “I couldn’t imagine losing you. I mean my Emma.” She smiled. “We are … I hate the word ‘inseparable,’ but it feels that way.”

	“That’s nice,” Emma said flatly.

	“Do you have a problem with me?” Glints of yellow light pierced through the car windows from the street lights outside, casting shadows across their faces.

	“Problem?”

	“It’s a tone Emma has when she’s annoyed. You have it.” The car closed in around them, like a shrinking mausoleum. 

	Emma kept glancing away from Naomi, looking for blue police lights or angry armed delivery drivers. “I don’t trust you.” She looked past Naomi towards where Isaac had jogged off to.

	“You don’t trust me?” Naomi rolled her eyes. “You two are the domestic terrorists from another world.”

	“And you’re the one going along with us. And I still can’t figure out why.” She stopped looking outside and met Naomi’s eyes. 

	“You’d rather I stop you?” They were locked together, neither wanting to look away first.

	“I’d rather you not come along.”

	“Then you shouldn’t have shown up at my house.” Naomi crossed her arms over her chest and looked out the windshield. Emma felt a sense of victory for holding the stare the longest.

	“I see how he looks at you. I see the wheels turning in his head. He might not want to admit it, but he loved Naomi so much, he probably fell in love with you the second he saw you. All of his feelings came back.”

	“And that’s my fault?”

	“We have a lot going on. Two worlds at war. Our own world likely planning on killing us or imprisoning us when we get back. Cyanide. Gun shots.” She held a hand against her stomach. “I don’t need my dead sister’s double tagging along and confusing the shit out of us.”

	“Maybe you’re closer to him than you think. Huh?” She looked at Emma in the back seat.

	“It’s not that. We need our heads clear. We need a plan.”

	“We, we, we. It sounds like you need him, want him, close to you—”

	“He is close to me. We are close. You’ve got an Isaac, okay. Just leave us be. Let us figure out how we’ll get out of this mess we’re in. There’s no need for you to hang around and confuse the issue.”

	“I’m here to stop anyone from dying.”

	“So noble. An FBI agent who is completely content with imploding an entire building, so long as no one gets hurt.” Emma rolled her eyes. “I’ll believe that’s all you’re after when I see it.”

	 


Chapter 35

	 

	Isaac and Jimmy returned, promising Naomi they hadn’t harmed the surveillance team. They’d cuffed them, disarmed them, took their phones, and tied their ankles together. Isaac told them he guessed they would get out of their restraints and reach a phone in less than an hour. But they were alive, he assured Naomi.

	Now they were parked outside Fremont Tower. The cool and dry evening air rolled into the open car windows. All of them were dressed in black clothes purchased from the military surplus store. Same look as the H&H delivery drivers. Same cargo pants, same long sleeve black shirts, but lacking the sewn-on patches bearing their company name, and—if you got close enough—emanating the musty smell of a damp basement. The clothes were stiff and scratchy on Isaac’s skin, and tight around the biceps and shoulders. They were clothes from decades ago. Another age. Another world. 

	He strapped the holster around his thigh and shoved the blank gun into it. Isaac felt uncomfortable. His only weapon was the perception of one.

	“You take this.” He handed Emma Naomi’s real gun. “You’re going to stay in the lobby and watch the security guard after we tie him up.”

	She took the gun. “I can help.”

	“This is helping. We can’t kill him, can’t let him run or else he’ll call the cops. We need to tie him up, watch him. I figure you know him better than any of the rest of us.”

	He locked eyes with Emma. She looked tired. Her shoulders rose and fell with each deep breath she took. “If he gets loose, if he comes at you, shoot him.”

	“What about her rule?” Emma rolled her eyes, then looked at Naomi.

	“Screw the rule. Shoot him. I won’t have you get hurt in this building twice. We’re both getting back to New Mexico. Hear me?” 

	She nodded and gripped the gun.

	“But what if something happens up there?” She glanced up at the tall glass building looming over them. The black night air reflected back at her against the 40 stories of glass, like an asphalt void pulling them in, with only pin prick stars dotting against the highest part of the black glass. “What if you don’t make it out?”

	“Then you leave. You and Jimmy get back to the portal. Tell them what we did, or what we tried to do. Tell them we held up our end of the bargain, and then some. And if that’s not enough to have them leave you alone—” He paused and cut a glance at Jimmy. “If this isn’t enough, you’re the first person I’m coming after.”

	“I got nothing—” 

	“Nothing to do with that, I know. But whether you like it or not, you have more to do with us getting out of this than you care to admit.” He reached into the back seat and squeezed Emma’s hand. “Let’s go.” 

	He got out of the car and walked across the street to the office building. Fake gun in his holster. Disassembled stun guns and one stick of TATP nestled in the bottom of his backpack. He took measured steps, resting each foot on the ground slowly, hoping not to jostle the TATP at all. Naomi walked with purpose. Jimmy bit at his lip, and Emma followed, slower than the rest, holding a hand softly against her gunshot wound buried under black clothing and a quarter inch of gauze. 

	With each passing minute, each task completed, Naomi seemed to become more and more comfortable with the mission, which wasn’t lost on Isaac. He wondered if she saw herself as a sort of captive, forced to do what these otherworldly beings told her to do. An interdimensional Patty Hearst. Or maybe she had seen Isaac try his best to not harm anyone so far. Maybe she trusted him.

	He knocked on the glass front door to see the same security guard Emma had to seduce in the broom closet several days ago. He looked up, no sign of recognition on his face, even though Emma and Isaac had spoken to this exact version of the security guard some days ago.

	He unlocked the door and opened it a crack.

	“H&H delivery,” Isaac said.

	“You new?” He looked around Isaac’s broad shoulders to see Naomi, Jimmy, and Emma.

	“New to this route. Not new to the company.”

	The guard looked them up and down, pausing briefly at Isaac’s shoulder where the insignia patch of the armored delivery company should have been. 

	“New uniforms?” the guard asked.

	Isaac chuckled and said, “Nah, temporary. Dropped a whole Philly cheesesteak on my other one. Damn thing barely fits.” Isaac stretched his arms straight out, showing the cuff pull up several inches above his wrists, like a Vaudeville actor trying to give the impression of lankiness.

	“Uh huh…” The guard held the door at that slight untrusting crack, then turned his eyes to the others. “Them too? Their uniforms getting cleaned too?”

	Isaac turned to look at the rest of their patchless black shirts. Then he saw the guard, in the corner of his eye, make a short movement. His hand leaving the door, sliding down, dropping to the gun strapped at his waist.

	Isaac drove his shoulder hard into the door, crashing the metal and glass into the guard’s face, cracking his nose. The guard’s head snapped back. With one hand still gripped around his weapon, the guard reached up with his other hand to pinch his bleeding nose.

	To keep the TATP from detonating, Isaac fluidly slid his body out of the backpack and handed it to Emma, then pushed the rest of his large body through the door and gripped the guard’s hand, ripping the gun from his waist and sliding it on the tile floor away from them. 

	“The closet!” Isaac shouted to Naomi and pulled the keyring off the guard’s belt. He tossed the keys to Naomi. “Stay down. Just take it easy.” 

	He eased the guard to the floor. Bright ribbons of blood spilled out around the hand clutched over his face. He groaned and squirmed. But Isaac straddled the man and placed a hand against his chest to keep him down. 

	Jimmy stepped into the lobby. Emma was last in, and she locked the door behind her. Naomi scooped up the guard’s gun from the polished tile floor.

	“We aren’t going to hurt you … anymore. Just relax.” 

	The guard didn’t struggle. Naomi held the closet door open. 

	“Up.” Isaac stood and pointed his blank gun at him. He ushered the man into the closet. “Stand watch,” he told Emma. “We’ll be back in a few minutes.” 

	Emma handed the backpack over to Isaac and stood with her body holding the closet door open, gun trained on the guard, who sat on the floor, blood streaming down his chin.

	“Just lock him inside,” Jimmy said.

	Isaac stepped close to him to whisper, “If we lock him in and have to leave in a rush, we may not have time to let him out.”

	“Whatever. Let’s get moving.”

	“If he moves, shoot him,” Isaac said, and Emma nodded.

	“Where to?” Naomi asked.

	“Ninth floor.” Isaac rounded the corner in the lobby and called the elevator. He looked at the buttons on the wall. One to go up. Another to go down. It was the only difference in the entire building. What’s down there? A portal, he assumed, or at least machinery to create one. But he really had no idea. 

	The elevator dinged and opened up. On the ninth floor, they got out. 

	“Here.” He gently dug in his backpack to hand Naomi a flathead screwdriver. “We’ll meet you back here.”

	She nodded and jammed the screwdriver at the bottom of the elevator doors, to keep them from shutting and returning to the ground floor. They took the stairs one floor up, and Isaac slowly placed his pack on the floor, then gripped his fingers into the elevator doors. 

	“Help me out here, will ya.” He grunted.

	Jimmy joined him in prying the doors open. They pulled until Isaac could wedge his body between them. He pushed his back against one door and his feet against another until they were open completely. 

	“Get the other screwdriver.” He nodded at his backpack. 

	“But the…” Jimmy trailed off, looking warily at the bag on the floor.

	“Just be careful. Don’t shove anything around too hard.”

	Jimmy nodded and moved slowly. He delicately moved the TATP aside in the bag to find another screwdriver in the bottom of the bag. Then he jammed the screwdriver under the elevator door. 

	Isaac stepped into the elevator shaft onto the top of the elevator stopped one floor down. Above him was nothing but a tall column of open air. Below him was the top of the elevator. Naomi one floor down. The two cables holding the elevator in place were taut, ready to snap with just the slightest convincing. 

	“Why the ninth floor?” Jimmy asked from outside the shaft. 

	“It’s high enough to set off an explosion below us.” Isaac carefully lifted his backpack and set it down next to him, near the cables. 

	“Right. The computer chip company down there.” Jimmy leaned into the shaft and looked down. 

	Isaac pulled the two stun guns from his bag along with the wires, timer, and capacitors. He pulled a strip of silver tape and ripped it with his teeth. 

	“You know you could have gone back to our world. Or did you think we wouldn’t come back once we were done?” Isaac asked. The capacitors were small in his hands. It was his plan, and even he was surprised there was enough energy packed in the small cylinders to blow both cables. 

	“I figured I owed it to you to make sure you made it back,” Jimmy said. “Let’s say I felt sort of bad for leaving you the first time.”

	Isaac chuckled. “That doesn’t sound like you.” 

	Once the capacitors were wrapped at the base of each cable, the next step was to wire the timer to the stun gun. The task was easy: connect the wires from the timer to the stun gun, then from the stun gun to the capacitors. The timer would set off the stun gun, explode the capacitors, snap the cables and send the TATP freefalling to the lobby. In turn, that would ignite a chemical explosion of phosphorous and boron, ripping out and up until it reached the butane torches in H&H Jewelers. It was a simple set of explosive dominoes. 

	He was done, almost done—pinching the last wire onto the last capacitor—when he heard the voice. Through the roof of the elevator, one floor down where Naomi was waiting for him. 

	“Freeze!” Then, “Don’t move.” 

	Isaac went still. He felt Jimmy’s body stiffen beside him.

	“Hands up. Turn around slowly.”

	All words commanding Naomi one floor below. The captive with Interdimensional Stockholm Syndrome. 

	Jimmy gripped his gun a little tighter. Isaac finished twisting the wires and set the timer. Thirty minutes. The voice repeated the last command: Turn around slowly. It was a typical command. Nothing shocking, but there was something that made Isaac’s stomach plummet like an elevator whose cables had just been blown apart. 

	Next, after the string of commands, after the voice had instructed Naomi to turn around, it changed from commanding to confused. Stern to lost. From grown man to scared kid. Next the voice said, “Naomi?” And Isaac realized what had made his stomach sink so abruptly. With his ear pressed to the roof of the elevator, listening to these commands, he made out the voice. His own voice. The other Isaac, barking orders, thwarting their plan. 

	 


Chapter 36

	 

	They say you should never meet your heroes. Well, that goes double for meeting yourself. 

	Through the small rectangular window in the door between the stairwell and the ninth floor, Isaac saw himself, gun gripped at his side. But his hair was different. Buzz cut, shaved tight at the sides with a part cut right down the left. This was the hair Isaac had when he was in the military, before he left the Red Cells and used his specialized knowledge of building security and infrastructure to steal diamonds and priceless paintings. This was the Isaac whose life wasn’t upended by the death of his wife. This was the Isaac whose life path never veered away—always straight, always predictable. 

	He pushed the door open and joined the other Isaac and Naomi in the hall. He gently set his backpack with the stick of TATP inside on the floor.

	Jimmy followed but stayed behind Isaac. He looked first at Naomi’s hand holding the guard’s gun, then the other Isaac and his gun. The gun strapped to his own thigh was loaded with blank rounds, as per Naomi’s no-harm rule. He was the most vulnerable in this standoff. He wouldn’t be shooting his way out of this. But even if he did have a real gun, could he really shoot himself? Was this the universe’s way of toying with him, tempting him by putting this other Isaac in his path?

	This other Isaac turned to point his gun at him. 

	“Don’t move,” he said. There was nothing in his face that registered as surprise. “What’s going on?” He looked at Naomi.

	“I can explain,” Naomi said with surprising confidence. 

	“You told me he was on a job. Out of town,” Isaac said to her. 

	Both Isaacs looked at Naomi. Then Isaac glanced at his double, at his shaved face, his hair trimmed tight against his head. If this was Isaac from this world, how could Naomi ever have mistaken him, with his stubble and grown out hair, for her husband? 

	His uniform was black, just like the clothes they bought at the army surplus store. But on his shoulders were epaulets. On his chest was a sewn patch, an emblem. Like most defense agencies, this emblem was some circular combination of stars and olive branches. Along the perimeter were the initials DUPD. On his waist was a radio with a wire snaked up through his shirt sleeve to a small receiver looped around his wrist. Next to his radio was a gold DUPD badge glinting under the white fluorescent lights. Was this the assignment Isaac had been on that was marked on the calendar in their house? Not Red Cells?

	“Don’t move,” the other Isaac said to Naomi, raising his gun slowly. He held the other hand with the radio at his wrist up to his mouth. “Three intruders. Tourists. Ninth floor.” 

	Isaac unholstered his gun loaded with blank bullets and held it at his side.

	“I wouldn’t do that.” The other Isaac shifted his gun away from Naomi to him. “Do you really have it in you to kill yourself? To see yourself die? It’s a jarring sight, so I’ve been told.” Then he lifted his radio hand to his mouth again. “Negative. I’ve got it under control.”

	“She’s been helping us,” Isaac said. “Naomi, your wife, she knows about your side’s attempt to take out this building, she knows—”

	“Isaac, stop,” Naomi said softly.

	“We’d never even be here if you guys hadn’t come over to blow up our building. You’re doing something down there.” He pointed at the ground, pointed through nine floors of office space to whatever experiments they were working on in some subterranean lab. Then he thought of the timer ticking just a few feet above them. Ticking down from thirty minutes to now somewhere closer to twenty-five. “She knows all that, and agreed to help us if—”

	“Stop,” Naomi snapped. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

	“No, no.” Isaac looked back and forth between Naomi and the other Isaac. “If he is me, for the most part, then he’d want to know this. He’d listen if his wife saw some benefit to this.” To the other Isaac, he said, “She convinced us to wait until everyone was out. No one would get hurt. It’s retaliation, but just to preempt your side. That’s all. Tell him.” He waved a hand at Naomi. “Talk to your husband.”

	“Berlin,” the other Isaac said. “That’s where my wife is. That’s where she’s been for three weeks on assignment. I just talked to her this morning.” He gripped his hand tight around the black pistol aimed at Isaac, then he shifted slowly to aim at Naomi. “They told me you were here,” the other Isaac said to him. “They didn’t mention her.” He nodded at Naomi. “That’s why they assigned me to guard this building. They figured I think like you. Figured I could catch you. Stop you from doing … whatever. Sounds like you’re trying to take out the building before we can take yours out.” He nodded and smiled. “I guessed you might try that. That’s why they sent everyone home, except me and the guy in the lobby. I told them you wouldn’t kill him.” 

	The entire time he spoke, he locked eyes with Isaac, measuring every micro movement. He could feel his double’s glare judging him, predicting him. They were the same, but this uniformed version of himself was far ahead of Isaac. For all of his preparation, he now felt completely lost.

	Naomi stepped between the two identical men, her back to the double and facing Isaac. “Shoot him,” she whispered and slipped her gun into his hand, her real gun loaded with live rounds. Then, blocking the other Isaac’s view, she took his blank gun. “Shoot him.” She said louder so the double could hear.

	“What? What happened to not hurting people?” Isaac looked down at the gun.

	The double chuckled. “You think you can get one off?” His gun was already pointing back at Isaac.

	“You’re outnumbered.” Naomi said.

	“Who are you?” Isaac looked up from the gun to see Naomi pointing the blank gun at the double. 

	“You need to shoot him. If you want to know what’s going on, you need to shoot him. And we need to get moving.”

	“So she’s not with you?” The other Isaac asked, then swung his gun to point at Naomi. 

	“Everyone needs to put their guns down,” Jimmy said. He had been standing in silence behind Isaac this entire time.

	“Stay out of this Jimmy,” Isaac said. 

	“The timer,” Jimmy said.

	“Shut up.” Isaac snapped to keep him from divulging any more of their plan.

	“Timer?” the double repeated, then looked at the elevator doors held open. “What are you using? Fertilizer bomb raises too many suspicions.”

	“Shut up,” Isaac said to his double. If he could spare any sudden movements, he would turn and shove Jimmy hard against the wall for uttering any part of their plan. But he couldn’t take his gun off his double. He gritted his teeth and gripped his hand tight against the pistol.

	“Dynamite is too hard to come by. Det cord is plentiful, but you’d need a lot, and you’d wrap the support columns, not the elevator.”

	“I said shut up!” Isaac shouted.

	“Shoot him.” Naomi repeated.

	“Not until you tell me who you are.”

	“That doesn’t leave you with many options.” The double kept working out their plan. All he had to hear were Jimmy’s two words – the timer – and he could work it all out in a matter of seconds. “Don’t tell me you were that desperate. Isaac … Mother of Satan? Really?” his double shook his head in disapproval. “Risky. And the timer, how long did you give yourself. Sixty minutes?” His gaze dug into Isaac. “Forty-five?” With each number, the double’s mouth dropped just a bit. “Forty?” Another pause. “Come on, Isaac.”

	“Thirty.” Isaac answered. “Naomi – your Naomi – is in Berlin?”

	The two men pointed their guns at each other.

	“C’mon,” Jimmy whispered behind him. “We’ve gotta go.”

	The double started to lift his hand with the radio on his wrist to his mouth.

	“Don’t move.” Isaac snapped and inched forward. “Anyone you call to come here will die. If not by gunshot, then by the TATP strapped to the elevator. Got it?” 

	The double stopped moving. “Like I said, my Naomi is in Berlin.” Then he looked at Naomi. “She’s not with you?”

	Neither Isaac nor Naomi answered. Because he didn’t have an answer. Because, whoever she was, Naomi didn’t want to offer up any information.

	“Everyone needs to put their guns down. More agents are on their way. They’re heading here right now. Minutes away.” 

	“You heard him,” Naomi said. “He told whoever is on the other end of that radio that he has it under control. No one else is coming. He’s bluffing.” 

	Isaac thought of Emma in the lobby. If it wasn’t a bluff, she would be the first person any responding agents would encounter. 

	Naomi stepped closer to the double. “Take me down there.” She glanced at the elevator. 

	“Down? There?” Isaac followed her quick glance at the elevator. “We can’t. We don’t have time.” 

	“Yeah,” Jimmy agreed. Isaac could smell his cigarette breath behind him. 

	“Then make time.”

	“Why? What’s down there?”

	“Don’t you want to find out? What they’ve been hiding. What they’ve been building. What they’ve been protecting.”

	“I don’t…” Isaac’s mind buzzed with questions, with curiosity, like a beehive inside his skull. 

	“Shoot him, and we can go down there together,” Naomi repeated her order. The double glanced down at Naomi’s gun, like he was putting their plan together, like he could read all of them. If she had a gun, a real gun, why would she tell Isaac to shoot? Then Isaac himself began to wonder why she had switched guns with him. Why hadn’t she kept her only weapon and shot whoever she wanted to? Because she couldn’t do it herself.

	“Who the fuck are you?” the other Isaac asked Naomi, squinting his eyes, like he was looking at some wax statue of his real wife. His gaze drifted from her gun, to the elevator, then to Isaac, then back to whatever version of Naomi stood in front of him. He had completed his analysis; Isaac could see it in his eyes. The double had decided on a course of action. He lifted the radio snaked through his sleeve to his mouth again, and started to speak. “Backup—”

	Isaac lunged at his double, knocking him to the ground before he could get the full request out of his mouth. He dropped his own gun, so he could grip both hands around the other’s wrist to control his gun as well. The two of them slammed hard into the wall behind the double, then stumbled back. Locked together, gritting their teeth and fighting for control of the gun, they stumbled backwards across the hall into the open elevator. Their two bodies twisted and tangled, then fell to the floor. Isaac drove his knee hard into the double’s side over and over until the double dropped the gun and used his free hand to block any successive knees.

	The double gripped Isaac’s collar and yanked him to his feet only to drive his fist hard into his face, then again until Isaac could taste blood in his mouth. He closed the distance between them, pulling his double close and headbutting him square in the nose. Stunned, the double fell backwards out of the elevator. Isaac took advantage, hooked his leg behind the doubles and tripped him to the ground.

	Now Isaac fell on top of the double and wrapped his hands around the other’s throat. He felt his pulse in the thick veins in his neck, but there was something else. Like low voltage electricity, something coursed through his body, enough to make Isaac clench his jaw. His counterpart’s face grew red as he bucked and kicked underneath Isaac, struggling to knee Isaac in the ribs. But Isaac kept just out of reach of the other’s flailing knees. In thirty seconds, he would pass out, and in three minutes he would die. Isaac kept squeezing. His mirror image’s eyes fluttered, and he saw what he would look like as he died. Isaac let go just short of taking the man’s life, and the other Isaac simply fell unconscious.

	He rolled over, breathing heavily and lying next to the double. He felt warm blood dribble from his split lip down the corner of his mouth. Naomi had scooped up their guns during the struggle and handed one of them back to Isaac. He assumed Naomi had kept the real guns for herself, handing him the fake. The entire short time they’d struggled, Jimmy had stayed pressed against the wall, keeping out of the fight.

	“Thanks for the help,” Isaac said between deep breaths on the floor. “This isn’t your job either, huh?” Jimmy didn’t say anything. He held his arm over his face to look at his watch. Twenty-one minutes. “We don’t have long.”

	“I’m going down.” Naomi pulled the screwdriver that was holding the elevator doors open and tapped a button on the inside. “You coming?”

	“Not until you explain what is going on. Who are you?”

	“Like you said, we don’t have long. I’m going down there first, then I’ll explain.”

	Isaac was regaining his breath after the fight. He gripped the double’s ankles and dragged him into the elevator, then he unlaced his boots. Jimmy didn’t budge. 

	“Get in.”

	“I’m not going down there.” 

	He pulled the second lace out of the double’s boot. “I know you’re not. You’re getting off at the lobby to help Emma.” Isaac wrapped one of the long laces around the double’s wrists and tied a looping knot. “If we aren’t back up in fifteen minutes, you both leave the building. Go back to New Mexico.”

	Jimmy stepped cautiously into the elevator just as the doors slid closed. The elevator crept down. The entire slow ride, Isaac looked up at the ceiling, where the capacitors were taped near the cables. Then he looked at his bag that held the TATP. He had planned to leave it in the elevator, so the resulting crash would set it off. His plan was ever evolving now. 

	At the lobby, Jimmy stepped off the elevator. They didn’t say anything, but Isaac offered a look and a slight nod. Jimmy nodded back as if he understood his orders. Fifteen minutes, then leave. No matter what. Naomi rapidly tapped the button to go one floor lower. Isaac couldn’t help but admit to himself that he was curious what they had down there. 

	“What if there are people down here?” he asked and wiped blood from his mouth with the back of his hand.

	“Are you scared of a few scientists?” She gripped her gun tight.

	Who is this woman? Isaac thought as he finished tying the double’s laces around his wrists. 

	The doors dinged when the elevator came to a stop. Isaac stood with his shoulders squared and his fake gun pointed at the elevator doors. Naomi pressed her back against the side of the elevator, with her elbows bent, pointing her real gun up at the ceiling, ready to burst from cover and fire on anyone she saw. The doors slid opened at the lowest floor of the building. 

	There was darkness mostly, with lights embedded in the floor along the perimeter. From what Isaac could see, the space was built of solid concrete with support pillars spaced evenly around. 

	Naomi stepped out first, each step cautious. Her elbows locked, gun pointed straight ahead of her. Her entire body looked tense. Isaac left the bag of TATP just outside of the elevator doors, then carefully retrieved a small flashlight from the bag. With a click of a button, a cylinder of yellow light stretched through the darkness, illuminating the gray concrete room. The entire floor was open, no walls, no cubicles. There was no one. There was nothing, barely. Just a few desks, scattered papers, wires dangling in bundles from the ceiling. He spun his light to scan the entire floor. 

	“What the hell?” Naomi let her gun rest at her side. “It’s empty!” Naomi’s voice echoed around the concrete walls and floor. “Where is it?” She turned and marched back towards the other Isaac, who was starting to come to, still slouched on the floor of the elevator. “The machines, the portal, the scientists. Where is everything?” She crouched low to put her face close to his.

	“We moved it.” His voice was raspy from being choked moments ago. “Once we knew this location was burned, once he showed up, we knew it was just a matter of time until they tried to destroy this place. So the DUPD moved it, and they assigned me here in case my double showed back up.”

	“Moved it? But does it work?”

	“Naomi,” Isaac interrupted her interrogation. “What’s going on? We can’t stay here.”

	“You told me it was here.” She turned to him now, her eyes fierce and piercing gray. “You said they must be building a portal down here! The guy in prison you talked to,” she shouted. “It’s supposed to be here!” The large vein in her neck bulged and traced up to her jawline. 

	“Yeah, that was my guess. Based on what Ripley told me. They were doing something here, something worth protecting, but they moved it. You heard him.”

	“Ripley?” The double let out a chuckle and shook his head. “I wouldn’t put much faith in what that kook says.”

	“What do you know about him?” Naomi knelt down with her face only inches from him. 

	“Like I said, he’s crazy. Went missing years ago. We’ve been looking for him ever since. He just shows up, says he’s a different Ripley. The guy’s brain is fried.” 

	Naomi grabbed him by his short-cropped hair and pulled his head back. He winced, then the beginning of a smile crept over his face. “But Ripley’s not entirely nuts. You were building a portal down here, right?” The other Isaac nodded. “Where’d you move it? Huh?” She tugged again on his hair. 

	Isaac stepped to Naomi and pulled her arm away from his doppelganger. “Take it easy. You wanna tell me what’s going on. You’re not his Naomi? You’re certainly not my Naomi. Who are you?” Isaac stared into Naomi’s eyes that matched the concrete walls, floor, and ceiling all around them.

	She stood and paced in a short circle, then kicked a stack of papers left behind by whoever was in charge of moving their portal equipment. “You think you two are special? Huh?” Her words echoed against the hard surfaces, then faded into the darkness surrounding them. “You think it’s just your two worlds? Come on, Isaac.” It was when she said his name out loud that a cold shiver squirmed up his back into the base of his skull until he clenched his jaw tight. “I know you’re new to the idea of multiple worlds, but stop and think for a second.” She stepped close to him. “You bought the concept of two worlds so easily, so quickly, but you just stop there?” 

	Now, that same shiver struck deep into the center of his chest. For the first time that night, he became very aware of his rapid heartbeat, thumping into the back of his ribcage. In this cavernous place, with whoever Naomi was and another version of himself, he suddenly felt closer to his counterpart than to Naomi. He turned to look at him. 

	The other Isaac had a full smile on his face. For the first time that night, he looked surprised. But he seemed to enjoy the surprise, like in a reality with two worlds, little had surprised this Isaac in a long time. “Did you know about this?” She turned away, paced around the empty space, opening each drawer in the desks left behind, pulling out fistfuls of papers, glancing at them to glean any information perhaps. “Hand me your backpack.” She pointed towards the elevator. 

	“Why?” 

	“I’m taking these with us.” She gripped several white pages—emails, diagrams, plans, formulas. “Something in here is going to tell me where they moved the portal.”

	He obeyed. It was a holdover emotion of sorts. It wasn’t his wife, but someone who looked identical to her, so that part of his brain that wanted to please her kicked in. He did what she said. She kept rummaging through the desks, while Isaac knelt at the pack in the elevator.

	“You understand any of this?” he whispered to himself, tied up with red hand marks around his throat and a bloody nose. Then he reached into his pack to slowly and gently take out the small stick of TATP.

	“No,” his double said in his hoarse voice. “You don’t need to do this. There’s nothing here to blow up. We moved it.”

	“I can’t believe you work for the DUPD.” Isaac shook his head.

	“Who do you think you’re working for, huh?” 

	Isaac set the TATP in the corner of the elevator, then checked his watch. Ten minutes until the cable of this elevator snapped.

	“At this point, I don’t even give a shit if there’s anything here. I’m not doing this to hurt you guys, not really.”

	“Then why?”

	“I’m doing it so I can go home. So Emma can go home. So they’ll leave us alone.” He stood with the backpack in his hand. “Here.” He handed it to Naomi. She walked to a nearby file cabinet and stuffed all the papers she had found, along with two hard drives left behind into the back pack.

	“Let’s go.” She slung the bag over her shoulder. They both got back in the elevator. Naomi leaned against the back wall and sighed.

	“What did you expect to find here?” Isaac asked.

	“A way home.” Her shoulders slumped down. Her face was expressionless. Her eyes just as empty as the dark concrete tomb they were leaving behind. 


Chapter 37

	 

	Before leaving the building entirely, Isaac pressed the button to send the elevator back up to the tenth floor. The small stick of TATP sat on the floor, waiting to unleash its pent-up energy, its ring of unstable oxygen-to-oxygen bonds begging for a reason to violently let go. 

	“Isaac!” Emma looked at him and the double. She kept her gun pointed at the security guard. “What—” She stood frozen, except for her eyes moving back and forth between the two men. 

	“Emma,” the double said. He smiled wide, then tried to step towards her.

	“Not so fast,” Isaac said and pulled him back, guiding him with his hands bound in front of him.

	“What’s going on?” Emma asked.

	“It appears I work for the DUPD in this universe.” Isaac held his double’s bicep to keep him from running.

	“Woah.” Emma looked the double up and down with wide eyes. 

	“Hey Em,” the double said. “How’d you get roped into all of this?”

	Emma didn’t answer. She seemed too mesmerized by this other Isaac.

	Isaac kept walking towards the large glass door leading outside. “Same plan, just a few more moving parts.” Isaac didn’t break stride. “Let him go.” He flicked his head at the security guard. “There isn’t much time.”

	Emma moved her gun away from the man and nodded towards the exit. “Get going. Don’t come back. Don’t try and fight us. Just go. It’s for your own good, trust me.” 

	The man scanned each of their faces, lingering just a bit longer on the two Isaacs, one in uniform and restrained, the other scruffy and disheveled. Both of them beaten and bloody. Then he quickly pushed through the door and took off down the street, disappearing into the darkness only a block away.

	“Think he’ll call the cops?” Emma asked.

	“Won’t matter in,” Isaac checked his watch, “six minutes.” He pushed his double to get him to move a little faster.

	“What are you doing with him?” Jimmy asked. “You can’t take him with us.”

	“I can’t?” Isaac pushed the door open and stepped into the night air. It felt like an oven that had been shut off only a half hour ago, warm and dry.

	“You’re going to take him,” Jimmy said, then lowered his voice, “to the portal? Just chain him up somewhere, leave him in the desert.”

	“You mean kill him?” Isaac stopped walking for the first time, turning to look Jimmy in the eyes.

	“I didn’t say that,” he said with an uneasy chuckle.

	“Should I kill him, Jimmy?” Isaac stepped close to Jimmy, their faces only inches apart. 

	“Come on now,” the double said. “There’s no need for that.”

	Jimmy held his mouth open to answer, but nothing came out. 

	“Not your department?” Isaac asked Jimmy. “I’m not going to kill him or leave him stranded in the desert.”

	“That’s good to hear,” the double said. 

	“I gotta figure our side would love a prisoner, someone from over here, someone to question, pick at their brain. Don’t you figure that, Jimmy?”

	“Yeah.” Jimmy backed away. “Sure. Whatever. Let’s just get going.” 

	“Prisoner,” the double stopped walking, but Isaac pushed him forward. “You may as well leave me in the desert. At least then I’d be in my universe. Prisoner?”

	“Get moving.” Isaac shoved him. “What would you do? Huh? If things went a little different up there, and I was the one tied up, would you just let me go?” The double didn’t answer. “Exactly. Now move.”

	The small group moved quickly and quietly away from the building, staying out of the cones of yellow light shining down from the street lamps.

	Naomi smashed the butt of her gun into the passenger side window of a car one block down until it shattered, then unlocked the door and got in. It was the only car around that could be hotwired, old enough to not have a push button start or some array of computer chips and sensors with Bluetooth that stopped the engine from starting if the key fob wasn’t within range. Isaac checked his watch. Four minutes until Fremont Tower imploded and sank deep into a crater in the middle of Phoenix.

	“Isaac,” Emma said as she caught up to him. She kept her eyes on the dark street the security guard had disappeared down, not looking at the double. “What’s he doing here?”

	“He works for them. The DUPD.” Isaac pointed at the double’s sleeve with the DUPD patch sewn on. Isaac pushed him towards the car, where Naomi was crawling under the steering wheel and ripping wires out.

	“We’re taking him to New Mexico?”

	“Figure it’s a good bargaining chip. Between him and what’s about to happen,” Isaac nodded at the building, “they may just be happy enough to let us walk. You’re riding in the trunk.” He nodded at Jimmy to pop the trunk, then, when it lifted up, he shoved his double towards the back of the car.

	“Just think about this for a minute. What do you know about the DUPD where you’re from? You send me over there,” the double shook his head, “it’s over for me. You may as well shoot me now. And to answer your question – I would have let you go. If things went differently up there,” he glanced up at the building, “I would have stopped the bomb, then let you, Emma, that guy, and whatever version of Naomi that is go.”

	“That’s easy to say now,” Isaac said. “Watch your head.” He nudged the double into the trunk and shut the door. 

	He stood outside the car and leaned to look in the passenger window. Naomi was in the driver’s seat. “I’m not going with you until you explain. Who are you?” Sirens sounded in the distance. The security guard must have made a call, or maybe the double’s request for backup made it through.

	“It’s not that complicated, Isaac.” There it was again, his name, and with it came another shiver up his spine. “Just take what you know of the two universes and add another. Get in.” She threw the car in drive. Her mannerisms ever since they went down to the basement seemed more confident. This Naomi was stronger, more in control than the façade she had been putting on this whole time. “Come on.” She flicked her head signaling him to get in the car.

	Jimmy opened one of the rear doors and got in. Emma did the same. She looked tired, like keeping the guard hostage had taken every bit of energy from her. 

	“What’s she saying, Isaac? Another universe?” Emma settled into the backseat.

	“Not complicated?” Isaac persisted, refusing to move even as the seconds ticked down. “How’d you get here? Why’d you lie about who you were? Right now, it’s very complicated.”

	“You trusted your Naomi, right? And you were prepared to trust this world’s Naomi, so then trust me. Get in!”

	The sirens were growing closer. Ten blocks away perhaps. According to his watch, the timer hooked to the capacitors wrapped around the elevator cables would blow in three minutes. Isaac clenched his jaw tight.

	“Give me a gun. A real gun.” He held his hand through the window at Naomi. She hesitated. “You want me to trust you?” 

	The wailing police sirens bounced off the nearby buildings. The lights flickered in the distance. They’d be at Fremont Tower in seconds. Naomi handed him a gun. Still, he didn’t get in the car.

	“What are you doing Isaac? We need to go,” Emma said. 

	Two minutes. He looked down the long, straight street. About five blocks away, a cluster of blue lights flashed in a blurred mess.

	Isaac held the gun straight out and fired ten shots. He aimed low at the tires and asphalt. The cars with their blue lights and sirens swerved and screeched to a stop a few blocks away from the towering glass building. 

	Isaac got in the car and handed the gun back to Naomi, who gave him a questioning look. 

	“If those cops kept driving, they’d park right in front of this building. They’d be crushed.” 

	Return fire from the police popped in the distance. 

	“Go! Keep the lights off.” 

	Naomi sped away from the building, watching the rearview mirror, and Isaac twisted around in his seat to look out the back window. Emma was turned around too, but Jimmy kept looking forward, biting at his lip.

	It started as a flash of orange, then something in the lobby lit up bright and hot, blowing the glass out from all the windows of the first ten floors. A boom sounded, like loud thunder. From blocks away, through the back window, Isaac watched wide-eyed as the explosion shook the building, blowing glass and metal and hot air out in all directions. The top of Fremont Tower tipped and sunk down into a dark cloud below. 

	So often Isaac had written about buildings collapsing, exploding, imploding in his Death Reports, but now he saw those written words come to life. He saw the looming structure buckle halfway up, each story swallowed by the one below it in a burst of glass and dust and smoke. Sparks crackled inside the plume of falling debris. Now, driving away, running each red light just to put space between them and the hundreds of millions of pounds of concrete, steel, glass, drywall, and rebar, Isaac watched in awe. He saw the building sink into itself, then crash into a mountain of rubble The cloud of brown dust raced through the city streets, billowing outward in all directions, chasing them down.

	The blast of air hit them first. Almost fifteen blocks away, still on East Washington, the car swerved and bounced, like they had been rear ended. Then the brown crushed debris, pulverized into such small particulate that the strong gust could carry it towards them and swallow the car, blocking the street lights until it was like they were in a tunnel. Bits of concrete, glass, and metal pinged against their car, like a hail storm of debris. 

	Naomi sped forward and jerked the wheel to make a sharp turn down a side street. The building was gone now and, with it, whatever threat it had posed. Isaac’s world, the world who threatened him and placed a cyanide capsule deep under his skin, had won the battle. And this world, the world that promised to work with him, who had promised to show them their portal, real or fake, only to be killed by Jimmy, had lost. And Isaac didn’t know how to feel about that. He surely didn’t feel like a success, like he had stopped anything or saved anyone. But he had to remind himself of what he thought they might do should they open a portal in Phoenix or anywhere else. A nuke. A city flattened. He had to hope this would be worth something, that what they’d done would disrupt their efforts, if only for a short time. 

	Now, their Fremont Tower was immortal. Immune to explosion, to attack, to ruin. As they made their way from the cloud of crushed and blown-apart building materials, Isaac thought of that building, standing when everything else had fallen, lasting longer than all others. Then he thought of the universe, or rather the universes’ effects on each other. The push and pull. The equal and opposite reactions of these two tangled worlds. And now a third. He looked at Naomi. She watched the destruction unfold behind them in the rearview mirror. Did her world benefit from this?

	He didn’t know what would come of either place, but now, coughing on the small bits that had seeped through their stolen car’s air vents and shattered passenger window, he wondered if either place would ever be safe. He wondered if any place, if any person, should be immortal. Building or universe, everything should end—eventually. He thought of that building standing in a city wiped out, blown apart, or left to rot and melt in the desert sun. He thought of that lone building, and he hated the feeling. Most of all, he hated that he had any part in creating this immortal thing.

	“New Mexico.” Naomi interrupted his thoughts. “That’s where you said your portal is? Where? Where should I go?”

	Defeated, confused, Isaac pointed and sighed when he said, “Head north towards Tuba City. Towards the Hopi Reservation. I’ll direct you from there.” 

	He leaned his head back and closed his eyes. He didn’t speak for a long time. No one did. He just kept his eyes shut, listening to the hum of asphalt underneath the car and the rush of wind coming in through the broken window. The outside air was dry and cool. Then, after what felt like forever, Isaac opened his eyes and looked at this new Naomi. She wasn’t his and wasn’t the other. She looked like a stranger to him.

	“Explain it to me,” he said.

	She gripped the steering wheel and brushed bits of Fremont Tower out of her hair. 

	“Like I said. Just like you thought there were two worlds, well there’s three. Yours, this one, and another. Mine.”

	“But they assured me there were only two.” He turned to look at Jimmy.

	He just shrugged and said, “News to me.”

	“Useless,” Isaac muttered. He turned to Naomi again. “They said they’ve never seen a third person. They’ve only seen people’s doubles. Not triples.”

	“I’m the first. Until now, we haven’t been able to cross over.”

	“What do you mean ‘until now?’”

	“Until about six months ago. Something changed.”

	“What?”

	“We don’t know.” 

	She gripped the wheel tight. The night sky swallowed the road ahead of them. The black asphalt fully disappeared into an even blacker void. To Isaac, it felt like they were in a deep-sea vessel, hovering just over the murky seabed where undiscovered species glowed in the deep, haunting black. No other cars were on the road once they made it outside the city. Naomi took a lonely highway that ran nearly parallel to the busier interstate. She hadn’t said so, but Isaac guessed it was to keep their stolen car further away from the eyes of the police.

	She explained to them how her world had learned of the existence of the other two universes decades ago. The theory was all but proven. Scholars and scientists agreed, but the public wasn’t aware. They, like the scientists in this world, worked on building a portal, but something kept it from working. Something no scientist could explain.

	“They’re sure there’s no natural portal?” Isaac asked. “Maybe you guys just haven’t found it yet.”

	“It’s always possible. But ever since the idea of another world became acceptable within our government, they’ve sent scouts to find the portal, they’ve dedicated trillions of dollars from black budgets and CIA slush funds since the nineties. We’ve never found a way to cross into your world, and your world has never found a portal into our world either. I doubt they even know of our existence.”

	Emma leaned forward and pressed her gun, her real gun, into Naomi’s side. “How do we know she’s not from here? How do we know we aren’t just driving her to our portal?”

	Naomi kept her eyes on the road. “I just watched you blow up that building. I helped you.” 

	“That would be a perfect cover to convince us to bring you to our portal.” Emma left the gun stuck in Naomi’s ribcage. 

	“Emma. She’s your sist—” Isaac began but Emma cut him off.

	“No, she’s not. Ever since we stole those diamonds, I feel like no one has been telling us the truth. Not the whole truth. She’s no different. She’s not telling us everything. She might not be my sister, but I can tell when she’s lying.”

	“You couldn’t tell these last two days, could you?” Naomi glanced up to the rear-view mirror to look Emma in the eyes. “Plus, you want me to drive off the road after you shoot me in the stomach? Do what you want when we get stopped, but don’t be dumb.” 

	Slowly, Emma pulled the gun away and leaned back in her seat.

	“Just keep driving,” Isaac said. “And keep talking. Make this make sense.”

	“Sense!” Naomi laughed. “You want me to make this make sense? I’m not even supposed to be here. What happened was an accident. I was a guard. Assigned to watch over this equipment that no one could ever get to work. The job was a demotion. A punishment.”

	“You really do work for the FBI?” Isaac asked.

	“Where I’m from, we don’t have working portals, so we don’t have the DUPD. We don’t have a lot of things. So they assigned the FBI to scout for portals and to guard their piece-of-shit equipment. I was there one night. Twelve-hour shift. And then something happened. This machine, this portal, that I’ve stared at for hours and hours, for months, that never did a thing—it just turns on. Starts pulling things towards it, like a vacuum. Pulled me right through it.”

	“No warning?”

	She shook her head. “It spit me out in this world, along with half the furniture, computers, and filing cabinets in the place.”

	“Where?” Jimmy asked excitedly. 

	“Upstate New York,” Naomi shared the location freely. Either she didn’t care about this interdimensional war or she knew there was no portal there to return to. “Luckily, we built our facility in a place that’s nothing but woods in this world. Now there’s this spot in your New York, a forest near a lake with half an office dumped in it.”

	“Where in New York?” Jimmy leaned forward. “Could you find this spot?”

	Looking to the back seat, Isaac said, “You give a shit about something all of a sudden? That’s not like you, James.”

	“I just figure they’d like to know.” Again, Isaac wondered if Jimmy was stuck working for the DUPD also, and he was still looking for that piece of information that might buy him his freedom. 

	“So you’ve been here six months?” Isaac asked, and Naomi nodded. The car jostled over a pothole. “You made your way to Phoenix, to where you lived in your world.” Isaac recited what he would have done in the same position. It was essentially what he had done.

	“The house across the street. The vacant one with the overgrown lawn. I hid there. Staked out my house. Watched him,” she pointed back towards the trunk, “and … me live a life. Come and go. When they both were gone, I’d sneak in, look through their drawers, poke around their computers. I learned everything I could about them and about this world.”

	“For what purpose? To take over their life?”

	“I don’t want their life. I have a life. I told you, I want to go home. For months, there was nothing I could do, nothing I could think of to get me home. I knew he worked for the DUPD. That wasn’t nothing, but I couldn’t just knock on the door and ask him about portals and getting to my world.”

	“Then we showed up,” Emma sighed from the back seat.

	“Then you showed up, looking nothing like him. I knew right away you were from somewhere else. I thought maybe the same thing happened to you. Sucked through a portal.”

	Emma leaned forward. “And you figured you’d play pretend, milk us for info?” 

	“I was there to help you.”

	“Help?”

	“I knew their schedule. I knew they were both on assignment, her longer than him. I knew he’d come back home in a week. I figured I’d find out what you knew. Play dumb.” She shrugged. “I didn’t have much hope you’d know how to get me home, but before you showed up, I truly had no hope.”

	Emma sat back. “I told you she’s not my sister. Naomi would never have lied to us like that.”

	“I took care of you, didn’t I?” She took her eyes off the road to turn around briefly. “Got you out of the house and took you to that motel. I helped you get your supplies. Helped you blow up a goddamn building.” 

	“You were against all of this until you heard Isaac say they could be opening a portal down there. You figured you could get home. You didn’t care if we got caught or killed.”

	“I didn’t come up with the plan, Em. It was your plan.”

	“Don’t give me this ‘Em’ bullshit. You’re not her.”

	“You’re right, I’m not your sister. I don’t owe you anything.”

	“Six months,” Isaac interrupted. “You said something happened six months ago?” 

	The glassy eyes of a coyote glowed yellow before it ran off into the desert. Naomi nodded. 

	“Six months,” Isaac said to himself and looked out into the black surrounding them. “Dr. Ripley, the man in the cell next to mine, said he was on an island six months ago. Someone there caused an explosion. It started in our world, but it was directed towards a portal in this world.”

	“Six months ago?” Naomi asked.

	“Mm-hm. Killed some of the DUPD scientists over here. Ripley may be the only man who could help explain what happened in your world. But…”

	“But what?”

	Isaac looked back at Jimmy. “But the biggest proponent for keeping Dr. Ripley alive is dead. So Ripley might not be long for this world—or any world, for that matter.”

	 


Chapter 38

	 

	At the last gas station before there was nothing else, they stopped to fill up. Jimmy paced in circles a safe distance from the pump and smoked three cigarettes back-to-back-to-back, lighting one off the tip of the other. Isaac opened the trunk to let his double stretch his legs. His hands were bound, and there was nowhere to run to, so Isaac felt at ease that he wouldn’t try to escape.

	“Was it portals?” Isaac asked the other. “Were your people building a portal back in Phoenix?” 

	The double grunted and nodded. 

	“Do you believe any of it? What happens here can’t happen there?”

	“I believe what they tell me.”

	Isaac remembered this version of him. The military man. The chain-of-command, follow-orders-with-a-nod-and-salute sort of man. No questions. That version of him seemed a faded thing, a mirage blurred on the hot desert highway, real but not real all at once. He glanced up at the other Naomi pumping gas into their stolen car. 

	“You’re really going to hand me over to your people?” the double asked.

	“They aren’t my people.”

	“More yours than mine.”

	“I don’t have much choice. These people—”

	“Your people.”

	“These people gave me no choice but to come over here. And I can read between the lines enough to know they didn’t plan to let us go once we came back.”

	“But if you can give them something better, something more than they expected…”

	“Maybe they’ll let us go.”

	“So it’s a trade? One version of you for the other?” He shook his head in disapproval.

	There was a sinking feeling, a very real thought that he was sending himself to die. “The DUPD here seemed thrilled to have me.” If he could convince himself, he could convince his double, he thought. “They offered me a job, offered for me to stay here, tell them where the portal is, give them information. And in exchange they’d set me up with a place to stay, a new life. Maybe my side will offer the same to you.”

	“They’d tell you anything to find your portal.” The double had been sitting in the trunk with his legs hanging over the side, but now he set his feet on the beige dirt to stand up.

	“Sit down,” Isaac commanded and pressed his palm hard against the double’s chest, but he didn’t move.

	“Everything okay?” Emma said from the back seat.

	“We are fine. Just stretching our legs,” Isaac said back. Then to his double, quieter, he said, “Your DUPD all but told me they’d be happy to take care of you, let me slip into your life here. That’s how much they value you here.”

	“Should I thank you for not having me killed? Is that supposed to make up for what you are doing? Am I supposed to be happy that your people might let you go in exchange for me?”

	Isaac sighed. “It’s not even me. I don’t really care if they let me go, but Emma, she deserves better. And I dragged her into all of this.” Isaac looked through the rear window of the car at the back of Emma’s head. She leaned against her car door.

	The double sat back into the trunk. “You two are close?”

	Isaac nodded.

	“Yeah, she’s like a sister to me here.” The double smiled. “If I go to your side,” the double said, like he had a choice, “Are you sure they’ll let her go?”

	Isaac shook his head. “No.” The desert wind blew across the open expanse. “I don’t know what’s going to happen when we get to the portal.” He looked at Naomi at the gas pump. She was just finishing up filling the tank. “With this new information — with her … stuck here.” He breathed in the warm night air and looked at himself sitting in front of him. His double’s lip was bloody, and if Isaac looked carefully, he could still see his red hand marks pressed into his throat. Emma was the only person from his own world he cared for, and Naomi, from any world, deserved his help. But what allegiance did he owe to himself? His double? 

	“You don’t want to leave her stranded?” The double nodded. “I get that too. But do you believe her? Three universes?”

	“She’s not your Naomi, is she?”

	The double shook his head. “Not yours? You sure?”

	“Positive.” 

	They both watched her place the gas pump back and twist the cap on the tank. “Let’s go!” she shouted out, loud enough for Jimmy to hear too.

	“I agree with Emma. She’s not telling you everything. If you cut me free, we can get to the bottom of it.” He held his bound wrists out. 

	“What if I can get you out?” Isaac asked.

	“Out? You mean out of the DUPD? In your world?”

	“Yeah.”

	“That’s a promise you can’t keep. Even you know that.”

	Isaac did know it. But it would make himself feel better if he could convince his double to go willingly. “If I help Naomi get home, and if I learn more about this world or her third world, if I get information my world wants, then I could trade.”

	“There’s a lot of ‘ifs’ in that sentence.” He raised his eyebrows.

	“It’s the best I got. The most I can offer you.” Isaac nodded at the trunk. “Get in.” His double didn’t argue. He crawled in.

	“How long do you think your side will keep me alive? Who’s to say they won’t bury me in the desert in 48 hours?”

	“I’ll work fast. Now, watch your head.” Isaac shut the trunk and settled back into the passenger seat of the car.

	They sped down rough cracked roads, weaved through isolated and empty Native American reservations. They paused only when a herd of cattle wandered across the road. Eventually, the sun wrapped the first stretch of its rays over the mountains in the distance. Its orange and red fingertips gripped the smooth brown peaks far away, pulling the rest of it slowly over the horizon. The more they drove, the closer they got to the fake old building that housed the portal to Isaac’s world. With each worn mile of asphalt behind them, Isaac’s time to decide what to do with his double shrank. Could he hand himself over to an enemy? Could he really use his double as a bargaining chip to ensure they’d leave him and Emma alone upon their return?

	His double knew what state the portal was in, knew which part of New Mexico, knew it was relatively close to the Hopi reservation. Even if he was in the trunk, Isaac guessed he was counting the time and memorizing every turn they took. Because that’s what Isaac would do. He was sure when they stopped for gas and Isaac let him out, his double was taking note of everything. Clocking landmarks, signs posted in the windows of the gas station. In his double’s mind was a map split into quadrants, and with each minute that passed, each mile they traveled, his double zoomed into that map more and more. He’d keep doing that until he knew with near certainty where this portal was.

	Once that happened, Isaac knew, and his double knew as well, that would be it for him. Dead. Locked away forever. He would never be allowed to return to this world. That bit of knowledge was like a bullet. He would be the first person to ever know where both portals were. It would serve him no purpose, gain him no benefit. It would only kill him. Quickly or slowly.

	With that thought, they turned to the final stretch of highway. Soon the made-to-look-old gas station would come into view. Isaac’s plan, if he could call it that, would truly begin. He had destroyed the building, brought them a prisoner, brought them someone from another world. Would it be enough? The sun cascaded over the mountains even more. Its bright light dispersed through the dust and debris caked on the windshield of their car, filling the interior with an orange haze. 

	On that last bit of desolate road, with Jimmy looking out the window, biting at his lip, and Emma sleeping in the back, Isaac turned to his dead wife’s double and asked, “What’s back home? Who’s back home?”

	She glanced at him before returning her eyes to the road. “You. Her.” She looked in the rearview at Emma. 

	“They’re happy? You’re happy there?”

	“Isaac,” she sighed, “our world isn’t like yours, assuming your world is anything like this one.” She looked out at the brown desert stretching on forever and ever. The cactuses cast long shadows across the hard-packed dirt. “But we are happy. As happy as we can be.”

	“What do you plan to do? Come with us? Or stay here?”

	“I don’t see why I’d go to your world. What I need is here.”

	“Portals?”

	She nodded. “Dr. Ripley. At least the hope that someone here could create a portal. Send me home.”

	“It’s just up here.” 

	Isaac pointed at the building. Its fake cracks and purposefully aged roof jutted out from the flat orange landscape ahead of them. Naomi slowed until she came to a stop just outside.

	“We’re here.” He reached back and woke Emma up. She blinked her eyes open. Isaac thought back to the first time they came out here, when she rested her head on his shoulder and Jimmy drove them like a chauffeur chomping on his wet cigar. “I’ll get the trunk.”

	At the back of the car, Isaac popped the trunk and helped his double climb out. He squinted at the sudden brightness and looked around, surely taking in his surroundings one last time.

	“Point of no return,” the double said. “This’ll be the last new thing I see.”

	“C’mon.” Isaac nudged him. “I’m working out a plan.”

	“Well work fast.”

	“You’ll have to go with them. They’ll rough you up, ask you where your portal is, but I’ll get you out. Can you trust me? Can you do this … for Emma?”

	The double looked down at his feet, then met Isaac’s eyes. “I love Emma too.” Isaac guessed his double’s love for his Emma wasn’t the same thing he felt for his own Emma. “My Emma,” the double continued. “We aren’t on very good terms right now, but I’d hand you over to my people if it gave her a chance at getting out of this mess.”

	“Thank you.”

	The door to the old trading post opened. One of the military men stepped out first, carrying a rifle, then behind him, with a cigar pinched between his teeth, not-James Jimmy stepped out into the cool morning air.

	“Jimmy?” Emma said, just as the other Jimmy, the Jimmy who’d helped them take down Fremont Tower, grabbed Emma and pressed his gun to her temple. He spun around, using Emma as a human shield.

	“Nobody shoot!” he shouted. 

	Isaac aimed his gun and squinted down his sights. He didn’t have a shot, not yet. 

	“I’m taking her,” the imposter squeezed Emma tighter, “and him.” He nodded at the other Isaac. “And I’m driving out of here!”

	“No, you’re not,” Isaac said with his gun still trained on him.

	“I’ve been reporting to my superiors the entire time.” His words carried over the empty desert. “They know your portal is in New Mexico. They knew you were going to Fremont Tower. Even posted an agent there to stop you.” He peered around Emma’s shoulder at the other Isaac in his DUPD uniform.

	“Whatever plan you have, whatever you think is going to happen here,” Isaac shook his head, “it was all over before it ever started.”

	 


Chapter 39

	 

	“Trust you?” Jimmy chuckled. He cycled through aiming his gun at Isaac, then at the military man with the rifle, then the other Jimmy, then back to Isaac. The entire time, he shrank his body so Emma blocked most of him. He peeked just around her neck with one eye.

	“It was a bad plan,” Isaac shouted across the dusty parking lot. “You should have assumed Jimmy would be here.”

	“It was a risk, but not a bad plan. If he weren’t here, you’d be marching me through the portal right now, showing me everything I need to know. Take his gun,” he told Isaac’s double. 

	“Don’t.” Was all Isaac said to his double without taking his eyes off Jimmy. “You’ve already lost that fight once, and now you’re tied up. Plus,” here he spoke to Jimmy, “something tells me any version of me is going to take offense to using her as a human shield. What’s your plan here, James?” Isaac squeezed his pistol, brushing his finger against the trigger. “You figured you’d tag along with us, see where the portal is, then what? Huh?”

	“I didn’t anticipate my double coming through those doors so soon. Thought I’d have a chance to get out of this.”

	“Well, Jimmy isn’t my favorite person, but I’m sure glad he was here.” He spoke quietly to his double, “Don’t move. If shooting starts, get back in the trunk and stay down.” The double nodded.

	“Doesn’t change anything,” Jimmy shouted across the cracked asphalt parking lot. “You aren’t going to shoot me and risk hitting her.” His single eye peered around Emma’s neck. “And they won’t shoot me because they want me alive. Want to know what I know. You can’t stop me. I’m turning around and heading back to Phoenix. And I’m taking her with me.” The real Jimmy and the military man with the rifle stood by the door, guns trained on Emma.

	“Don’t shoot!” Isaac shouted at them. “I’ve got this under control!” Then he looked back at Jimmy. “I see you looking at my gun. You’re working everything backwards, trying to figure out which gun I have. The one loaded with blanks, the one I started with, or do I have a gun loaded with real ammo? One taken off my double back in Phoenix. Or one taken off the security guard. Maybe it’s Naomi’s gun?”

	After a short pause, faux Jimmy said, “It doesn’t matter to me.”

	“Because you know what gun you have, right? Your gun. You never switched guns with any of us.” Isaac squinted in the sun coming up over the mountains. The air was growing hotter by the second. He tensed his hand around his gun, locked his arms straight out towards this other Jimmy. “Right?” Isaac turned towards the real Jimmy and asked, “What brand of cigar do you smoke, Jimmy?”

	With a wet brown nub of a cigar in the corner of his mouth, Jimmy said, “Ashton.”

	“And what about cigarettes? What brand?”

	“Don’t smoke ’em,” Real Jimmy said.

	“Doesn’t smoke ’em.” Isaac turned his head back to the other Jimmy. “That was one clue. You chain-smoking, pacing in circles, biting at your lip. I didn’t know Jimmy for long, but I never saw him bite his lip, never saw a mark on his lip either from that nervous habit.” Isaac squinted to focus. Even from this distance, with his face half hidden behind Emma’s head, he could see a small red line where this Jimmy had bit and peeled a small layer of skin away. “But the first thing that made me wonder about you, Jimmy, was you turning down coffee every time it was offered. The first thing Jimmy did when we got to this Phoenix was go get coffee. But you never took a sip of any. Just drank tea. And a few days ago, you called us tourists. People who shouldn’t be in this universe. That’s the same thing my double called us when he caught us in Fremont Tower. Tourists. Is that what you guys from over here call us?”

	The first bead of sweat dripped down through Isaac’s hair and down his face. “You still wondering if my gun is loaded with blanks?” Isaac smiled at fake Jimmy. “After a while, I started thinking back to Joshua Tree. You ramming our car. Shooting Calvin. Then you checked on the other man in the passenger seat. You told me he was dead. I never checked myself. I should have. Should have checked if Calvin had blood capsules stuck in his back molars or squibs buried under his clothes. Then we wouldn’t be here in this predicament. I should have shot you back in the desert and kicked some sand over your body.”

	“You expect me to believe you knew who I was and let me come along anyway? You’d bring me here, to your portal! Pssh.”

	“I knew you wouldn’t do anything until now. This location is too sacred to all of you. You didn’t even stop us from blowing up Fremont Tower, so long as it meant you got right here in the end. This is the only thing that really matters, isn’t it? Our portal. You didn’t help us. You sort of tagged along, objected just enough, but not so much that we’d get suspicious.” 

	A gust of wind blew dirt between the two of them. The real Jimmy and the military man with his rifle stood frozen. Emma was pale, still recovering from her gunshot. Her steel-gray eyes, the same eyes as Naomi, locked on Isaac. Surely, she was wondering why he hadn’t told her about his suspicions of Jimmy. If she had known, she could have stayed away from this Jimmy, kept her distance. Or, at the very least, held onto one of the guns that had real ammunition. 

	“It was when you were in the shower, if you’re wondering. When I reloaded your gun with blank bullets. They weigh pretty much the same, so I’m not surprised you can’t tell the difference. Now let her go, and maybe I won’t blow your kneecap out before handing you over to these men.” Isaac took a confident step closer to Jimmy. 

	“Stay back!” he shouted and squeezed his arm tighter around Emma’s throat. 

	Isaac took another step. “If you shoot, it’ll only make her ears ring for the rest of the day. But your leg won’t work ever again, least not from the knee down.” Another step. “As soon as you pull that trigger and Emma recovers from the sound, she’s gonna bash her head back into your nose, then she’s gonna kick her heel hard into your balls.” He looked at Emma, and she nodded in agreement. “Then she’s going to move away, and I’m going to fire a single round straight into your kneecap, and it’ll blow a hole out the back of your leg the size of an orange.” Then he took another step. The loose dirt and gravel crunched under his feet.

	“I swear to God! One more step—”

	“One more step and what?” Isaac asked as he took another. He held his hand out. “Give me the gun.”

	“You can’t send me over there. The things they’ll do to me—”

	“No worse than you’d do to any of us.” He kept his hand outstretched. 

	“Just shoot me.”

	“Was this the plan all along? They take me to Joshua Tree. You save me. What’d they use for blood? Corn syrup and red dye?”

	He nodded. “And a little cocoa powder. You can’t let them take me.”

	Isaac took the final step towards him and took the gun from the other Jimmy. “We are both prisoners, James.” He looked Emma in the eyes. “All three of us are.” 

	He pulled Emma away from Jimmy’s double and hugged her, not so tight, to keep from hurting her gunshot. He placed his hand over the back of Emma’s head. 

	“You alright?” he whispered. She simply nodded.

	“Let’s go home,” she said.

	Isaac turned to the real Jimmy with his cigar clenched in his mouth. “Jimmy, meet James. He’s all yours. Plus,” he circled to the back of the car and ushered his double forward, “I got another for you too.” 

	“Jesus,” Jimmy muttered with the wet cigar in his teeth. “Bet this one knows all sorts of info.” Jimmy’s eyes fell to the DUPD patch sewn into the double’s shirt.

	“Can you do me a favor,” he asked Jimmy, “call it payback for leaving us for dead over here.” Jimmy nodded. “Can you go easy on him. He told me he’s willing to help, but only if you let Emma go.” He shot a glance at his double.

	“I’ll see what I can do,” Jimmy said. He grabbed the double by his bicep and handed him over to another military man with a rifle who led the double away.

	“Hey!” Isaac shouted, and his double turned to look over his shoulder as they escorted him away. “Remember. I promised.” The double offered a simple nod, then turned back around.

	“How long have you been keeping that secret?” Jimmy asked Isaac.

	“What? That he wasn’t really you?” Isaac asked, and Jimmy nodded. Isaac pointed the other Jimmy’s gun at a speed limit sign about thirty feet away and pulled the trigger, drilling a hole straight through. The shot rang out sharp and loud. “I figured it out when he put a gun on Emma.”

	“What the fuck.” Emma looked back and forth at the gun and the hole in the road sign. “He had a real gun on me? Real bullets?”

	“I should’ve known the whole time.” Isaac looked at Jimmy. “You would have never come back for us. Right?”

	“Whatever. Let’s get going. Our window to cross over will close soon. Calvin’s going to want a full debrief.”

	“She’ll tell you everything you want after she gets seen by a doctor,” Isaac said, gesturing to Emma. “Then, you’re going to let her go. Completely. No following her, spying on her, tapping her phone. Let her go. We’ve done enough for you guys.”

	She wrinkled her forehead and narrowed her eyes at Isaac. “What do you mean, I’ll tell them everything?”

	“I’m staying here.” Emma opened her mouth to protest, but Isaac continued, “Not permanently. Think of it as insurance.” To Jimmy, “There’s a scientist here, someone from our world. They think he could figure out how to open portals back and forth between our worlds.”

	“Isaac!” Emma’s steel eyes dug into him.

	“They’ll leave you alone as long as they think I can deliver this scientist to them.” He thought of Ripley, how he could be the key to everything. The way to get Naomi back to her world, the way to get them to let his double go, the way to put an end to all of this … for good. “If we both go over there now, there’s no guarantee they’ll let us go,” he told Emma.

	“But we blew up the building, gave them Jimmy and your double. What more could they want?”

	“Blew up the building?” Jimmy asked.

	“There’s no limit to what they could ask of us. Give us a second.” He took Emma out of earshot, then whispered, “Once they let you go, use the cash and passports in our safe deposit box, travel to Argentina, find Ramon. He owes us. Then use the bitcoins to live off of until I get back.”

	“No.” She shook her head. “I’m staying here.” She grabbed both of Isaac’s arms and held him tight. Her steel eyes were shiny with tears, but she held them back. 

	“You need a doctor. You need to get out of this. Please.”

	“It’s because of her, isn’t it?” She looked over at Naomi. This whole time she had been leaning on the hood of the car, watching everything.

	“We can help each other. She has a life. She has a you, a me, waiting for her. She’s trapped here. We could get Dr. Ripley, send her home, and bring him back.”

	“Listen to you. You think all of it is just so easy. Every minute you stay here the risk of never making it back goes up and up. If you stay here now, I may never see you again.” She swallowed hard, and a tear escaped, streaking through the fine layer of desert dust covering her cheek. Isaac felt calm and confident in his choice. Deep down, he knew he’d see Emma again.

	He reached out and wiped the tear away. “I love you, Emma. You’re all I have—in our world, in this world, in any world …” he cleared his throat and looked into her eyes. They were her eyes, but also her sister’s eyes — calming and vibrant all at once. “You’re the only person in my life I care about. I’m doing this so we can both be safe. The minute they cut you loose — safe deposit box, Argentina, Ramon. Understand?”

	“I love you too, Isaac.” She swallowed and sniffled. She gripped his arms tight, like she’d never let go. “I told you we shouldn’t have done the diamond job.” She smiled and wiped at her eyes. 

	“You can choose the next one. Canadian coins, baseball cards, whatever you want. It’s up to you.”

	“Promise?”

	“Promise.”

	She wrapped her arms around him and he hugged her back. He pressed his hand at the back of her head and buried her face into his chest. The desert wind blew against them. In that moment, nothing could move them. Nothing could pull them apart. Like the looming glass Fremont Tower in their world, made immortal, they couldn’t be brought down in in that moment. 

	“When you get there, talk to Calvin. He’ll be the most interested in me bringing him Dr. Ripley.”

	“Okay.”

	“Let’s go!” Jimmy shouted from the doorway of the trading post. “Window is closing.”

	They turned and walked towards the trading post. “Anything goes wrong, if they don’t let her go after everything we’ve done, after everything I’m about to do,” he jabbed a finger in Jimmy’s chest, “I’m coming after you.” 

	Jimmy opened his mouth to speak. 

	“And if you say it’s not your department, I’ll shove that cigar down your throat,” Isaac finished. 

	Jimmy shut his mouth and offered a nod. 

	Isaac pulled Emma towards him and kissed her on the forehead. “Everything will work out,” he said, then he turned and walked away.

	He leaned on the hood of the car next to Naomi. The two of them watched the door of the trading post close. The sun was up completely now. The heat was beating down on them.

	“Surprised you stayed,” Naomi said. “For what?”

	“I’m going to get you home.” Isaac held out his hand for the car keys. “But I’m driving. You’re a terrible driver.”

	“How do you know?”

	“Trust me, I know.” 

	She dropped the keys in his hand and pushed off the hood of the car. 

	“And if you lie to me about anything else, you’re on your own. Understand?” 

	“Got it.”

	They drove back into the glowing desert. Black asphalt and rusted road signs and dried tumbleweeds flew past. All these things were from a place that wasn’t theirs. Strangers in a not so strange land, just not theirs. Strangers to each other, strangers to this place. The blurred landscape rushed around them. Blue skies. No clouds. Just miles of nothingness. Miles of time between here and wherever they planned on ending up. Time for them to plan, to prepare and think through every potential way they could both escape this world. But not just escape, leave in a way that ensured they’d be safe once back in their own worlds. And that the people waiting for them would be safe as well.


Epilogue

	 

	Some things don’t change. This world. That world. A third world. Fourth. Whatever. At least for Isaac Young, even in an everchanging life, some things don’t change. In basic training, just out of high school, he’d never guess he would have been boosting exotic cars, stealing priceless paintings, snatching coins or gold bars or movie memorabilia from auction houses. But if one zooms out enough, views things from a macro level, life doesn’t change in the way people think it does. 

	Bodies function in the same way. Time moves on. Day and night. Seasons. Rotations of the planets. Our hearts beat. Our lungs expand and contract. And for Isaac it was always plans. Planning. That never changed.

	In the military he planned operations. In the Red Cells he planned fake attacks. As a thief he planned real heists. And now, in another world, with another Naomi, in another Phoenix, he still planned. 

	They sat in the car. The air conditioning cranked on high, blowing cool air against their faces. They looked out the window at the building across the street.

	“Just as we discussed it,” Isaac said to Naomi—the other Naomi, the woman who looked like his dead wife, the woman he had to continually remind himself wasn’t someone he had lived with, slept with. 

	“I got it,” she said. Her steel-gray eyes were surrounded by perfect white. In that moment he wondered how Emma was. Had she made it to Argentina?

	“We can go over it again. One more time.”

	Naomi was dressed in a black skirt and a turquoise blouse. Her hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail. A black leather purse sat between her feet on the floor of the car. The Phoenix heat pushed its way through the windows, drove into the painted metal of the car. Isaac was dressed in jeans and a blue work shirt, sleeves rolled up to his forearms. A nickel-plated pistol was crammed in the back of his pants, digging into his spine.

	“The leasing office is on the first floor. My name is Patricia Woods.” Naomi flicked a business card with her alias on it. “Auditor with the IRS. A real bitch.”

	“But not too bitchy. Authoritative but not memorable.”

	“I think an IRS audit is going to be pretty memorable.”

	“They’ll just be happy once you leave.”

	“Do all IRS agents carry a weapon?” She opened her purse to look at the black pistol shoved between several file folders.

	“If things go as planned, they’ll never see that. We can do this without firing a shot.”

	They both sat back and waited. The sun was high in the sky. A different sky, but the same heat. Some things never change. Some things weren’t mutually exclusive. 

	“You know what this reminds me of?” Naomi asked. Without waiting for an answer, she said, “Joe Warner’s house. The keg party.”

	“Warner?” Isaac smiled.

	“Yeah, where I’m from,” she picked at a loose thread on her shirt, “Joe would throw these parties. We went … well, I went with…”

	“Yeah, me too.”

	“We didn’t go together, but one time we spent the whole party together. It got too loud to talk, so you – he suggested we go outside and sit in his car. You know, to talk.”

	“To talk.” Isaac chuckled. “Smooth.”

	“He drove this beat up Ford Bronco. Did you…?”

	Shaking his head, Isaac said, “Jeep.”

	“Well, we sat in that Bronco all night. Radio on. Air conditioner blasting.” She adjusted the vent in front of her.

	“And that’s all that happened? Talk?”

	She smiled and looked straight ahead out the windshield, her mind traveling somewhere else. “That night, yeah, that’s all that happened. You had the guts to reach over and hold my hand.” Naomi wrapped her hand around Isaac’s, still looking ahead. “I remember his palm was so sweaty, even though it was freezing in the car.” She didn’t speak for a while, just held Isaac’s hand and looked out at Phoenix through eyes slightly blurred with tears. Then she let go and wiped at her eyes. “That’s him.” She pointed. “There.”

	Calvin Greenwood walked down the street and entered the building across from them. Naomi buttoned her purse closed and checked her hair in the small mirror in the fold-down visor.

	“This is it. Ready?” she asked.

	“I’m right behind you,” Isaac said.
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