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			For my family

		

	
		
			We made a grave marker, even though there was no body to bury.

			We’d waited a long time before doing it. Despite what I’d seen, what I’d told everyone, it was hard for some people to stop hoping. They said, Maybe you were mistaken; maybe it was just an illusion. They said, Maybe he’s still alive, figuring out how to get back to us.

			But eventually, after a couple months, everyone agreed there was no point putting it off. When we finally placed the marker, I wasn’t sure anyone had changed their mind about anything, but you could tell people felt it was necessary. It was an acknowledgment that things had changed.

			Everyone said goodbye in their own way. There was crying, halting farewells, prayers. Any words I had stayed in my head. They’d told me over and over that it wasn’t my fault, and I’d nodded and said, Yeah, I know, but I didn’t believe it. I’d been there when it happened. I kept imagining how I might’ve done things differently that day. Bolder action, more persuasive words. Anything to stop him from dying.

			And as I stood there at the grave, I thought of other people who were lost to me. My mother. Sam. My mind tumbled backward down the endless road of if-onlys. You could waste a lot of time wishing things had been otherwise. Maybe that had been part of the problem from the outset. Striving for things that were impossible.

			But down that terrible potholed road I hurtled. All the way back to those very first days, when we arrived over three years ago.
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			I snatched up my phone as soon as I woke, suddenly knowing how to get inside the castle. We’d been wasting our time trying to cross the moat, hopping on alligators’ backs or crawling underwater with breathing tubes. We’d been bitten, pierced with arrows, and doused with boiling oil. Throcknor actually drowned because his plate armor (he was so proud of it) was incredibly heavy, and we had to use up a resurrection spell to bring him back.

			What we needed to do was slog back to the village, break the Grygax out of its cage, feed it a goat so it liked us, and then I would straddle its mangy back and get it to fly me over the castle wall. Once inside, I’d open the gate, drop the bridge for the others, and we’d storm the keep. This would work.

			I needed to run this by the other players. Really it was Serena’s opinion I wanted. Our D&D camp was opposed to dungeoneer groups having “leaders” because that was too hierarchical. But Serena was a natural leader, and was very good at getting the other players to make decisions that were usually her decisions.

			Right away Serena and I had seen eye to eye. Less debating, more playing. We also agreed that the camp’s athletic activities were cruel and unusual punishment. The counselors made us play capture the flag, do things with Hula-Hoops, and sometimes even run laps. Serena and I would fall behind and talk. She liked e-gaming but, just like me, she loved the old-school RPGs best: just you and the graph paper and your imagined character, burning with purpose.

			I was glad she didn’t go to my school and know how deeply uncool I was. All she knew about me when we first met was that I usually played a seventh-level thief with an invisibility cloak.

			I was pretty sure Serena would be all over my Grygax idea, but when I tried to open our dungeoneer group chat, my phone said there was no connection.

			“Oh, come on …”

			I wondered if Nia had switched off the router after we’d arrived last night. She and Dad had left their laptops in the city, and she’d been talking about how wonderful it would be if we didn’t have any Wi-Fi because it was so important to “decompress.”  We would do this, she said, by swimming and canoeing and reading and talking together the whole weekend. Which was absurd, especially when I had a castle to plunder. Why did Dad’s new wife even get a say about the internet?

			I slipped out of bed to go check the router. I glanced at the top bunk where Sam usually slept. He’d stayed behind in the city for a soccer match. Cottage weekends were never as much fun without him. I really hadn’t wanted to come. It was the second heat dome of the summer, and yesterday it had been ninety degrees. The cottage didn’t have AC. When we’d walked in last night, it was like a sauna. We’d opened all the windows and set the fans going.

			Nia was against us getting AC because we’d just be making the climate emergency worse. We’d have to learn to live with the extreme weather that all us greedy humans had created. She’d eaten a banana, taken a cool shower, and gone to bed with a fan blasting right on her. I’d done the same (without eating a banana) and it actually worked really well. I had to hand it to Nia—she ran a great apocalypse.

			When I went out into the hall, it was so much cooler than last night, but it smelled weird. The cottage was often musty when you first opened it up, but this morning it had a faint chemical smell, like new carpet. I hadn’t noticed any new carpet.

			Dad and Nia’s door was still closed. I was usually the first one up on weekends, especially lately. Nia had been having trouble sleeping because her stomach was so big with the baby. She usually slept in. Dad, too.

			The router was way at the back of the weird little closet beside the bathroom. Its lights were flickering, which was good, but one was red, which was bad. I unplugged it, counted to ten, then plugged it back in.

			In the family room, I dropped into my favorite green chair and checked my music while waiting for the router to reboot. Smiling, I scrolled through the new songs Sam had dumped onto my phone yesterday. He was my music guru. He didn’t know just the latest music but also cool bands I’d never heard of, going as far back as the ’80s. He knew all the side projects and solo efforts, the best producers and session drummers. We’d listen to songs together and he’d peel back the layers and identify every single instrument in the mix. Yesterday, when assessing my playlist, he’d shaken his head sadly and said, “Little bro, you badly need some new sounds.” I now had an album called Brotherhood and another called Is This It and a bunch of assorted songs to help get me through the weekend.

			A goat bleated, and it took me a few seconds to realize this was not a normal cottage sound. For the first time that morning, I looked out the window, and the lake was … gone. Instead of a lawn sloping gently to the dock, there was a red barn and a fenced pasture. Inside the pasture was a shelter with an open front, and beside it stood a brown-and-white goat.

			I stood. To the right of the pasture were rows of green plants. Farther off was a cornfield. My brain was already telling me a story, reasonably explaining how this must have been done overnight: building the barn, planting the crops, draining an entire lake. Or maybe it had dried up overnight from the heat dome. Wasn’t stuff like that happening all over the world now? I stopped myself. No. It wasn’t just a change. It was completely different.

			I usually avoided going into Dad’s bedroom now that it was also Nia’s bedroom, but this was important. The two of them were still asleep. Dad had on one of his weird nose strips that Nia made him wear because he snored.

			“Dad. Dad!”

			He lifted his head from the pillow. “What’s wrong?”

			“Outside is all different. The cottage—it’s moved.”

			His head dropped back onto the pillow. “Xavier.”

			“I’m not joking. We’re on a farm. There’s a goat.”

			Helpfully, the sound of bleating came through their curtained window.

			“That’s definitely a goat,” Nia said, stirring.

			“Just come look!”

			Nia raised herself onto her elbows and affectionately rubbed her humped belly. With a grunt, Dad levered himself into sitting and followed me down the hall in his boxers and a McGill T-shirt.

			“Must’ve gotten loose,” Dad said, yawning. “Didn’t the people down the road get a …”

			At the window he stopped talking. There were now two goats in the pasture. From Dad’s lips slid a word that sounded like “faaaaawk.” He walked to the kitchen, whose windows looked out front. Our car wasn’t in the driveway. There was no driveway at all, no road connecting us to the other houses built around the lake. Instead there were more fields of crops, a small orchard, and a big blue sky over all of it.

			Nia was laughing in the family room, and I felt hopeful. It was all a joke, and now they’d explain it to me. When Dad and I joined her by the big windows, the view was unchanged.

			“Why’re you laughing?” Dad asked her.

			“I just can’t take it seriously.” She stood there in her mauve maternity yoga gear, shaking her head as she took in the view. “Everything I can think of is insane. Unless I’m still asleep.”

			“We’re not asleep,” Dad assured her.

			“Maybe it’s just video screens,” I said. “Pushed up against all the windows?”

			Dad looked at me, bewildered. “Why would anyone do that?”

			“I don’t know! Why would anyone move our lake?”

			“You can’t just move a lake,” said Nia.

			“Can’t just move a house either,” Dad said.

			“You can,” I told him. “There’s this video where people moved a three-story house on a flatbed trailer.”

			“Not with people sleeping inside. It’d be a huge job—and noisy, especially in the middle of the night. Ripping a cottage off its foundations?” Something occurred to him and he returned to the kitchen and turned on the tap. Water gushed out. “And we wouldn’t have plumbing. Or electricity.” He flipped a switch and the lights came on. He looked out where the driveway used to be. “How would you get a flatbed trailer in here without a road? I’m not even seeing tire tracks.”

			“Does it smell weird to you?” I asked.

			“I’m getting my phone,” Nia said impatiently, marching to the bedroom.

			“How do we even have electricity?” I asked Dad, pointing out the window. It wasn’t just the road that was gone; there wasn’t a power pole in sight.

			When Nia returned, she was holding her phone as well as Dad’s, and shaking her head. “No service.”

			Outside in the pasture, both goats were still bleating.

			“Where the hell are we?” said Nia angrily, like Dad or I was responsible.

			I opened the map app on my phone. Instead of the familiar outlines of the township, it was just a blank grid. That wasn’t so unusual when you didn’t have data. What was unusual was that there was no blue GPS dot.

			“We’re not anywhere,” I said, showing the phone to Dad.

			I’d grown up with blue dots: You are here. Behold, the blue dot travels with you wherever you go. You will never be lost or alone. My chest felt smaller suddenly. I forced in a breath.

			Nia checked on her own phone. “This is unbelievable.”

			She reached for the latch on the sliding door, but my father caught her hand.

			“Wait.”

			I felt it now, too: a first jab of fear. Whatever was out there—a farm or a bunch of video screens—was unquestionably weird.

			“Let’s just take a moment.” Dad sat down on the beige sofa that Nia had bought last summer. She’d said the old red one was threadbare and smelled bad, and she was right, but I’d still resented her changing the furniture.

			My father stared out the window. Last year my class had visited St. Claire Farm and there’d been old machinery rusting all over the place, busted fences and snarled wire. This barn looked like it had just been painted a cheery red. One side of it was covered with a flowering vine. It looked like a picture book illustration.

			“I’m not sure charging out there is the best idea,” Dad said.

			“It doesn’t look dangerous,” I ventured.

			I was freaked out, too, but I wanted to find out what was going on, and where we were.

			“You just want to stay in here?” Nia asked him.

			“Someone might come,” he said vaguely. “And explain.”

			I said, “Like knock on our door and say it’s all been a big mistake and they’ll give us back our lake next week?”

			Dad chuckled. “Something like that.”

			I pictured a rumpled man in a suit, holding a briefcase. Mr. Oak? I’m frightfully sorry, he’d say in an English accent. (He would definitely have an English accent.) This is all a terrible misunderstanding. Complete cock-up at HQ. It made me smile. I needed a smile right now.

			“Why wait?” Nia said. “There might be someone outside who can help us.”

			Dad stood. “Okay. Let me get my jeans on.” Whatever was going to happen next, he figured it would be better with pants. I went to my room and pulled on yesterday’s clothes. Then I texted Sam.

			i think we’ve been kidnapped??

			When I hit send, it said Not delivered.

			we’re on a farm somewhere

			(Not delivered.)

			our whole cottage has been moved to a farm

			(Not delivered.)

			Back in the family room, Dad was dressed and holding the just-in-case crowbar. I’d known he kept it under the bed, but I’d never seen him actually hold it. My father was not a crowbar kind of guy, although Mom always said he was very persuasive in a boardroom.

			“We ready?” Dad said, reaching for the latch.

			The serious way he said it made me wonder, Am I sure? I was a little scared, but more than that, I was shot through with the feeling that once that door opened and we passed through it, things would never be the same.

			“Ready,” I said.
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			Dad slid the door open a little bit and gave the air a poke with his crowbar. “No video screen,” he said.

			We followed him out onto the deck. Gone was the blistering heat of yesterday, and gone was the haze from the wildfires raging up north. It smelled like it had rained not long ago. In the slant morning light, dew glittered on the rows of plants. The goats moved right up to the fence and bleated at us expectantly. From somewhere else came the faint sound of clucking.

			I turned back to our cottage. It certainly didn’t look like it had been dumped off a truck. It looked like it had always been right here. When Nia shouted out a hello, the returning silence made my skin crawl. Even the goats stopped their noise for a couple seconds.

			“Let’s check the barn first,” I said. “Maybe there’s someone working.”

			As we walked, the goats kept pace with us on the other side of the fence. Their eyes had narrow horizontal pupils.

			“Why’re they following us?” I asked.

			“They’re hungry,” Nia said. “And they need to be milked.”

			“How can you tell?”

			“Swollen udders.”

			“Not our problem,” said Dad.

			Maybe it was the crowbar, but he sounded tougher than usual. The clucking I’d heard was coming from a coop at the very back of the pasture. It had to be the nicest chicken coop I’d ever seen. It was a miniature house with flower boxes under its windows.

			“Someone’s got to live around here,” Nia said. “To milk the goats, collect the eggs.”

			“Where?” Dad asked, turning in a slow circle. “Far as I can see, our cottage is the only place around.”

			“The farmer’s going to be pretty pissed we built a house on his land,” I said, but no one laughed.

			“Hello!” Nia called out again as we entered the barn.

			The last barn I’d been inside was dingy and stank of manure. This one smelled like warm wood and fresh straw. The floor looked like it had just been swept. There were six stalls, empty except for one filled high with bales of hay. At one end of the barn was a bunch of farm equipment, including a plow with two long handles and a triangular blade rigged between a pair of metal wheels.

			“Not a single power tool,” Nia remarked. “Very old-school.”

			There were a couple worktables with things like saws and hammers and spools of twine. Hanging between nails on the wall were shovels, hoes, rakes, and a staggering number of pitchforks, some with two prongs, some with three. There were several longer saws and a couple axes. I felt like a contestant on one of those survival shows—except no one had asked my permission. I considered saying this aloud, but I didn’t think anyone was in the mood, especially Nia, who never really got my sense of humor anyway.

			I thought about taking one of the axes. In D&D I’d had an axe for a while, but it slowed me down in combat. Right now, the idea of swinging an axe into someone made me wince. I grabbed a shovel instead. I’d have no problem whacking someone with a shovel. Dad gave me a little nod. My just-in-case shovel.

			Nia said to my father, “That jury you were on in February. What if this is some kind of relocation?”

			“They only do that for witnesses, not jurors. And only if the criminal is really dangerous.”

			“Wasn’t he?”

			“I never heard about this!” I said.

			“And they’d tell you first,” Dad said. “Before just moving you somewhere.”

			“Witness relocation?” I said. “Was he a serial killer or something?”

			“No, Zay.”

			“So there’s no one who wants revenge on you?”

			“No. We have not been relocated.”

			Nia rubbed her face. “Sorry. I’m just trying to make sense of this.”

			We climbed the steps to the loft. Like the main floor, it was clean and well organized. There were more bales of hay, and lots of big metal and plastic barrels. Nia unclasped one and lifted the lid.

			“Cornmeal.”

			Another was filled with lentils. On shelves were rows of glass canning jars, waiting to be filled. Empty baskets were stacked under the sloped ceiling. At the back of the loft was a big door. Dad swung both sides open. We looked out over the pastures, our little cottage, the neat rows of crops, the orchard. Beyond that, nothing.

			Not nothing: There were fields of wild grass and, after that, forest. Not too far away was a hill. It was totally unlike the countryside that should have surrounded our cottage. On a different day, I might’ve said it was a pretty view. Right now, all I wanted to see were other buildings, roads, even a power line.

			“Is anyone here?” Nia shouted.

			The silence felt huge. The goats resumed bleating. I tapped my shovel blade against the floor.

			“Still no signal,” Dad said, checking his phone.

			“This is going to sound weird,” Nia said, “but have we died?”

			Astonished, my father looked at her. “You believe in heaven all of a sudden?”

			“I didn’t say heaven. Just, you know, somewhere else.”

			“I don’t feel dead,” I said. And no way did my idea of heaven include a farm—or Nia.

			We left the loft. The goats were bleating louder than ever.

			“I’m going to milk them,” Nia said.

			I wasn’t sure what surprised me more: that she knew how to milk a goat, or that she wanted to do it right now.

			“They aren’t even ours,” Dad said.

			“It’s painful for them, Caleb. It’ll just take a few minutes.”

			“How do you even know this stuff?” I asked.

			“I spent four months homesteading after university.”

			I wouldn’t have said milking goats was our number-one priority, but Nia had made up her mind. She opened the gate to the pasture, and the goats pushed past her and scampered inside the barn. One of them hopped right up onto a low wooden platform and poked its head through the rails at one end.

			“Well trained,” Nia remarked. “That’s the milking stand.”

			She adjusted the slats so they gently closed around the goat’s neck to keep her still. There were two metal pails nearby, and Nia put one underneath the udders.

			“Let’s see if I remember how to do this.”

			She closed her hand around one of the long teats and made several tugs. Nothing came out. Next time she squeezed with just her thumb and index finger, then quickly closed her other fingers one after another, down to her pinkie. After a couple tries, a thin line of milk rang against the bottom of the pail.

			“That’s it!” she said happily.

			In a horror movie this would’ve been the moment an unhinged farmer with his pitchfork appeared silhouetted in the doorway and said, “Y’all get back in your stalls now.”

			When Nia finished with both goats, we had about a half pail of milk. Nia got the goats back into the pasture and told me and Dad to bring some hay. I felt like I was on the weirdest field trip ever. We filled up a wheelbarrow and dumped it out for the goats, who went at it eagerly.

			“We should probably check on the chickens,” Nia said, looking toward the coop.

			I wondered if she was having a nervous breakdown, or if this was just her way of coping. What was my way of coping? Keep looking. Figure things out. Make a plan. Don’t stop to pet the animals.

			As we got closer to the coop she called out a hello, in case there was some weirdo lurking inside who needed time to get ready for us. When I peeped through a window, I was relieved to see only chickens.

			Built low against the coop’s outside wall was a long wooden box with a hinged lid. When Nia lifted it, a warm, pungent smell wafted out, along with flustered clucking. The box was divided into five compartments, each filled with straw. All but one contained an egg or two.

			“No one’s collected yet,” she said, closing the lid. “We should let them out.”

			“Are you serious?” I said.

			“They need to forage.”

			Near the bottom of the wall was a small square door. When she opened it, chickens strutted out, looking slightly indignant. I counted fifteen. They began pecking at the ground. Hanging from a hook on the wall was a pail of dried corn. Nia grabbed a couple fistfuls and scattered it.

			“Maybe we can find you a piglet to raise,” I said.

			Nia frowned into the distance. “There’s got to be a road. To bring in supplies, just to build this place. You don’t hike all this stuff through the woods.”

			That was more like it. Nia worked for an NGO that got food to some of the poorest and most disaster-stricken areas of the world, and she knew about logistics. Good strategy was one of the few things we had in common.

			“Let’s find that road,” I said.

			We decided to walk all the way around the farm. Nia pointed out rows of lentils, beets, and potatoes. We reached a small orchard of apple and pear trees. Nearby were three big boxes that Nia said were beehives. We skirted a field of waist-high grass.

			“Pretty sure this is alfalfa,” Nia said. “Great feeding hay.”

			The whole way round, there was no sign of a road or even a rutted path. It was as if the farm had been set down in the middle of nowhere.

			“How’s he doing?” Dad asked Nia, who was giving her tummy a rub.

			“Just gave a little kick.”

			Dad put a hand on her stomach and smiled. “There he is.”

			“I don’t want to give birth out here.”

			“Well, you did want a home birth,” Dad joked.

			“Not funny.”

			“It’ll be fine.”

			With a sigh, Nia suddenly leaned against my father. “Caleb, I really need to eat something.”

			“Right. Sorry, darling.” I couldn’t remember ever hearing him call Mom darling, and it made me feel sad.

			Back inside the cottage, Dad made sure the patio door was locked, then told Nia to sit down. He brought her a glass of water, which luckily was still flowing from the tap. He asked her what she wanted to eat. Last night we’d picked up a few things on the drive up. While Dad started the omelet, I made a salad with cherry tomatoes, baby carrots, and nuts. Dad said we should add some feta because Nia needed extra protein. He made a dressing and I cut some thick slices of the granary loaf.

			The three of us sat around the table and ate. It was a comforting, familiar thing. A normal thing to do. But whenever my eyes strayed to the windows, I was reminded there was nothing normal or familiar about what was going on.

			I could have been back home with Mom and Sam. I was supposed to go over to Serena’s later. She’d invited me to her house to watch Metropolis, a movie I’d never seen that she said I had to see. A girl had never invited me, just me, over to her house (not since I was five anyway) and I’d been nervous but also excited because I really liked Serena, and the freckle near her mouth made me think about what it would be like to kiss her.

			“Better?” Dad asked Nia when she’d finished her meal.

			She nodded. “You guys ready to take another look around?”

			Dad said, “I’m still trying to process how we got here.”

			I’d been chasing that question in circles the whole meal. “There are only two possibilities, right? One: Our entire cottage was moved. Two: This place is a perfect replica.”

			I looked around the room where I’d spent parts of every summer since I was born. If this was a replica, they’d done the purple stain from the Popsicle I’d let melt on the carpet when I was six, the gouges in the hardwood from Sam’s snowshoes, and the three dents in the ceiling from when we’d fired marbles with our homemade slingshots.

			“If this was a replica,” my father said, “that would mean they’d already built it, way out here, wherever this is.”

			Which meant this had been planned far in advance, which was terrifying. It meant people would have studied our cottage, inside and out.

			“And then, last night,” Nia continued, “they would’ve had to move everything out of the real cottage. Someone would’ve heard all that. Our furniture, appliances, all our things loaded into a moving van, then brought out here and put back in exactly the same places? My clothes, my phone, the extra pillow I tossed onto the chair? No one could be that precise.”

			“They might be very good at this,” Dad said.

			I went to the kitchen and opened the fridge. “The pickle is still here!” I said triumphantly. In the back right corner of the bottom shelf was an ancient jar with a single warty pickle bobbing in brine. It had been there for years, and everyone was too terrified to eat it, but for some reason no one had thrown it out.

			I opened the garbage under the sink. The crumpled wrapper from the sub I’d eaten on the way here last night was in exactly the same position—I remembered that big splotch of mayonnaise on the logo. “Even the garbage’s the same. No one’s that good, right?”

			“They would’ve had to move one other thing,” Nia said. “Us. We must’ve been very fast asleep.”

			Reluctantly, Dad said, “Or drugged.”

			I wasn’t sure which was more horrifying: being drugged or being handled while we were unconscious and helpless.

			“How?” The only time I’d been drugged was when I’d had my appendix out. The doctor had injected anesthetic into my hand and told me to count backward from ten. I got to seven, then oblivion.

			“Did anyone feel woozy when they woke up?” Dad asked.

			Not me. I’d woken up with a great D&D idea.

			Nia shook her head, but she was holding her belly with both hands. “What if it hurt the baby?”

			Dad put his arm around her. I could tell from his face he already regretted bringing it up. “He moved earlier, remember? We both felt it.”

			Her breath came fast and shallow. “What if it was something really heavy duty? Anesthetic goes right to the baby.”

			Nia had been very dedicated about her pregnancy. She did yoga and stayed fit and ate only the healthiest foods. This was her first baby and she’d read a ton of books about being a mother.

			“He’s fine,” Dad said. “That was a strong kick he gave.”

			Anxiously, Nia inspected her arms. “Do you see any needle marks? In my elbows or hands?”

			“I don’t think so. No, I don’t see anything.”

			“I want you to check. Everywhere.”

			She hurried to the bathroom. Dad gave me a grim nod and followed her. It was quiet for a bit, then I heard Nia crying and Dad murmuring something I couldn’t make out. In a strangled voice, Nia said, “What about you? Let me see.”

			“Are you guys okay?” I asked through the door, starting to freak out.

			“We’re okay, Zay,” Dad said.

			I paced. A minute later, Nia opened the door, looking ashen, and walked past me into their bedroom.

			“You okay?” I asked her, but she just closed the door.

			“Hey, Zay,” Dad said, “come in for a second.”

			My stomach felt sick. “What’s going on?”

			“Just turn around. I want to check your lower back.”

			He lifted my T-shirt a bit and I sensed his face close to my skin.

			“Okay.” Dad let my shirt drop.

			I turned to him. “What did you see?”

			“We all have the same marks.”

			My head felt swimmy. I touched the counter for balance. “Show me.”

			He lifted his own shirt and with a finger circled an area along his backbone. Arranged in a triangle were three red dots. One was bigger than the others. I thought of needles sinking deep, tubes snaking through my veins and guts. My stomach folded over, and I leaned over the sink and retched up a few strings of saliva. Dad rubbed my back.

			Before, it had been possible to imagine that this thing just happened to us. We woke up on a farm, can you believe it? But now the fact was unavoidable: Someone had intentionally done this to us.

			I was suddenly furious. “I could be back home! With Mom and Sam! Where I actually wanted to be, instead of here with you two and your stupid baby!”

			“Zay.”

			He didn’t look angry, just sorrowful. He tried to hug me, but I shrugged him off. I wanted to burst free of my body and fly.

			“And now look what’s happened! Some weirdos got into the cottage. They came inside and did all sorts of weird shit to us and dumped us out here like some psycho game!”

			My father looked at me. “If it’s a game, you’ll win it.”

			Usually all he said about my gaming was that I spent too much time doing it. That I needed to develop some other skills. Like learning German or playing the trumpet.

			“I know how complicated those games are,” he said.

			“No, you don’t.”

			He’d never played D&D. Only once had he offered to play a video game with me. It was an easy shooter and he’d only lasted three rounds. Each time, I killed him in a couple minutes, while he stared gormlessly up at the sky or down at his feet, trying to figure out how to move his body.

			“I’ve watched you play WarpWorld; I’ve seen you planning for D&D. I can tell how much strategy goes into those campaigns.” I could tell he was pleased with himself for using the word campaigns. “We’re going to need that strategic mind of yours.”

			“Yeah,” I said, feeling calmer. “Okay.”

			“So if this were a game, what’s the first thing you’d do?”

			“Figure out the rules,” I said.
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			In a game, you always have an objective. There are forces or villains acting against you, so it’s good if you can predict their actions. That way, you aren’t just reacting. You can plan ahead, go on the offensive.

			I knew our objective: escape.

			The problem was, I didn’t know their objective yet.

			But in all games, if you waited around, you never learned anything—your enemies found you, and you got killed.

			“We should head up the hill,” I said to Dad. “We’ll get a pretty good view.”

			“Let’s do it,” said Nia, coming out of the bedroom, looking very determined.

			“You up for it?” Dad asked her.

			“As long as it’s not too steep.”

			Last night on the drive, I’d heard her telling Dad she sometimes felt a little breathless because the baby was so big now. Just three more weeks, he’d replied.

			We packed water bottles, nuts, sunscreen. We put on our hats, and my father patted his back pocket to make sure he had his wallet, which I found weirdly reassuring. Like maybe we’d need to buy a slushee somewhere. Or bribe someone for a ride out of here. I grabbed my shovel and Dad brought his crowbar, and we headed out like a bunch of doomed D&D newbies.

			“Hang on,” I said on the deck. “We should be making a map.”

			“Seriously?” Dad said.

			“Zay’s right,” Nia said.

			I checked the compass app on my phone.

			“Yes!”

			“How, if the map app didn’t work?” Dad asked, looking over my shoulder.

			“The compass uses magnets, not GPS.”

			Even if we didn’t have a blue dot, at least we still had north, south, east, and west. I suddenly felt way more optimistic.

			“Nia, your phone has a pedometer, right?” I knew she had a health app because she was very up on how many steps she got in each day.

			“Yeah,” she said, tapping her phone, “and that gives us distances. All the ingredients we need to make a map.”

			We looked at each other in a rare moment of mutual admiration.

			“Well, you two are very impressive,” Dad said.

			I went back inside to get paper and a pencil. Then I set our bearing for the hill, Nia reset her pedometer, and we started off. On the outskirts of the farm, we trampled a path through a field of waist-high grass. Even in the full sun it wasn’t unpleasantly hot. Wherever we were, it had a nicer climate.

			“Have you seen any planes?” I was looking up at the clear sky and couldn’t see a single jet trail.

			“Haven’t been checking,” Dad said, though I knew he would have noticed.

			Before we got to the woods, I turned back the way we’d come. It was surreal to see our cottage plonked down in the middle of a strange farm. Still, it was the closest thing we had to normal, and it made me nervous walking away from it.

			The forest was mostly pines, which was what I called any tree that didn’t have big leafy leaves. The ground, carpeted with soft brown needles, began to rise gently, but there wasn’t much undergrowth and it was easy going. After a while we paused to have some water. Nia chewed some nuts.

			She said, “It’s so quiet.”

			As a general rule, I avoided forests, so didn’t know if this was unusual. But she was right: I hadn’t heard birds singing, or anything scrambling in the bushes. I had noticed that I hadn’t been bitten by a single mosquito yet, and they usually loved me.

			We kept going.

			“Who would do this?” she wondered.

			“A conventional kidnapping doesn’t make much sense,” Dad said. “We’re not rich. Which means there isn’t much of a payoff for the kidnappers.”

			“Especially after all the money they blew, moving our cottage or building a replica,” I added.

			We disqualified witness relocation, reality TV show, and being dead.

			That left the real doozies.

			A sinister government experiment in which our unconscious bodies floated in goo while our hijacked minds experienced this virtual reality.

			“Alien abduction,” I finally said, because I could tell no one else was going to. “It ticks some boxes. Our cottage being moved or duplicated. Waking up somewhere strange with weird marks on our bodies.”

			“These all sound like movie plots,” Nia muttered.

			As we walked, I pulled out my phone and texted Sam.

			send cops to cottage

			(Not delivered.)

			is it still there? maybe there’s clues

			(Not delivered.)

			wish I were back home

			(Not delivered.)

			Up ahead the trees began to thin, and I saw a meadow, bright in the sunlight.

			As we left the forest behind, Nia checked her phone for a signal. “Nothing.”

			I turned to take in the view. It was a good one, even though we hadn’t reached the top of the hill yet. But the only human things I could see, spread out before us, were our cottage and the barn. Surrounding the farm was forest and wild fields. No other buildings, no roads, no cell phone towers.

			“How far have we come?” I asked.

			Nia checked her pedometer. “Four point three seven kilometers.”

			I updated the map. “Maybe we’ll see something at the top.”

			We were back among trees. Mid-stride, my foot struck something, and then something hit me in the chest and face. I stumbled back with a grunt, more angry than hurt. There was nothing in front of me except the view. I turned to warn Dad and Nia just as they collided with the air. Dad swore and checked his nose for blood. Nia had been bounced back by her tummy, and now placed both hands protectively around it.

			“You okay?” Dad asked her.

			“What the hell was that?”

			Cautiously, I reached out. My fingers touched something that felt like a gym mat, dense but with a bit of give. Whatever I was touching, I couldn’t see it. I followed it all the way down to the ground, then as high as I could reach. I walked to the left, running my fingertips along it.

			“I think it’s a wall.”

			“Keeps going this way, too,” Dad said, taking some steps to the right. We looked at each other. In D&D there were invisible walls; in the real world, no. Nia was whipping rocks at it, aiming as high up as she could. They all bounced off. The wall must have been at least thirty feet tall.

			“Is it to keep us out or keep us in?” she said.

			On the other side, the forest continued to rise gently toward the summit. Was there something dangerous or top secret up there?

			“How far have we come?” I asked Nia.

			“Four point eight two kilometers.”

			I marked the wall on our map.

			“Should we see how far it goes?” Dad asked.

			I made a note of our new bearing, and we followed the wall across the slope, pausing every so often to throw more rocks at it. We couldn’t get one over the top. After a couple minutes I heard burbling water. Before long we saw the creek, flowing downhill. We followed the wall right to the bank. When Dad stretched his arm as far as he could over the creek, he said the wall kept going.

			“There must be a gap to let the water through,” I said.

			The creek wasn’t more than twenty feet across, with a pebbly bottom that didn’t look too deep. Dad removed his backpack and stripped down to his boxers. He handed his crowbar to Nia and waded in.

			“Be careful, Caleb.”

			Dad slowly patted his way along the invisible wall, his hands at water level.

			“No gap yet.”

			It didn’t make sense. The creek seemed to flow seamlessly through the invisible wall, bank to bank.

			“Maybe the opening’s deeper down,” I said.

			He was halfway across now, up to his chest.

			“I’ll check.” He reached lower, his cheek grazing the water. He shook his head. “Still feeling the wall. I’m just going to go under so I can reach all the way to the bottom.”

			“Caleb, don’t,” Nia said, suddenly sounding so anxious that it scared me.

			“It’s fine.” Dad took a breath and dipped down. I saw tiny air bubbles trapped in his curly hair. My fear coagulated into panic. I didn’t want him underwater. His crouched shape shuffled across the bottom. I counted seconds and was so relieved when he came up, wiping his eyes.

			“I don’t think this water’s coming from up there,” he said, pointing at the creek on the other side of the wall.

			“Where, then?” Nia asked.

			“Underground. There’s a long vent along the bottom, right against the wall. Pretty sure I felt water pumping up.”

			“Come back,” Nia said.

			I gave him the towel I’d rolled up in my backpack, and he gratefully patted himself dry.

			“So is that even real?” I asked, waving at the view beyond the wall. I’d assumed the wall was transparent, because both sides meshed so perfectly, but now I wasn’t at all sure.

			“Let’s see.”

			Dad, who was now very much a crowbar guy, hefted it behind his shoulder like a baseball bat. The ruthless expression on his face wasn’t one I’d seen before. He swung. The first couple of times, the crowbar bounced off. The third time, with a moist smack, the hooked end bit into the wall. When he wrenched it loose, it left a flickering orange gash in the air. Dad swung again and a shard of what looked like slimy orange Styrofoam landed near my feet.

			“What is that?” Nia asked.

			“Keep going!” I said.

			Dad swung again and this time didn’t stop. Orange chunks flew to the ground. He was grunting and huffing, his face clenched with effort. He’d just managed to hack out a shallow crater the size of a plum when a spark snapped from the wall to his crowbar. With a cry he dropped it.

			“Dad!”

			“I’m okay.” He clenched and unclenched his hands.

			“It’s electrified,” Nia said.

			“Wasn’t at first,” he murmured.

			“It burned you,” Nia said, taking his hands. Across each palm was a red band of skin.

			The crater in the wall flinched and began to shrink. With a wet clicking sound, the wound healed itself and became transparent again. Once more we saw an unblemished view of the creek and hillside.
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