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This one, like everything, is for Corinne



- ONE -

JUST MINUTES BEFORE THE ATTACK in Washington, D.C., Fort’s father was embarrassing him at the Lincoln Memorial.

“President Forsythe Fitzgerald,” his dad said, pointing at the spot each word would go above the giant seated statue of Abraham Lincoln. “I feel like we’re going to need a larger statue, though. These ceilings are high enough to fit that head of yours, but you’re definitely going to need a bigger chair.”

Fort rolled his eyes, but a grin popped out anyway. “I’m pretty sure that they don’t let twelve-year-olds run for president,” he said. “I think I have to be an adult, and that’s when you said I was going to be leading a mission to Jupiter. And curing cancer, I think? The version of me in your head really needs to make up his mind.”

“You’ll do all of that and more!” his father shouted. Other visitors to the Lincoln Memorial began to look at them, making Fort blush. “There’s no time to be lazy, not with all the amazing things you’re going to accomplish! And don’t forget that I still want a flying car, so I’ll need you to invent that too.”

Fort tried to pull his father to a less crowded area, but his dad wouldn’t move. “I will, if you just talk less loudly,” he murmured as two girls slightly older than Fort stared at them, whispering. Fantastic.

“Um, I’m pretty sure as an adult, I can talk as loudly as I want,” his father said. “But stop pushing us off topic, Fort. This is your future we’re talking about! You’re going to be a great man someday, and I for one can’t wait to take pictures in front of your statue as children gaze up at it adoringly!” He waved at the two girls. “See? We’ve already got two volunteers!”

The girls both broke into wide smiles, and Fort felt his face burn with the heat of a volcano. “I’m sorry about this,” he told them. “He thinks it’s funny to embarrass me wherever he can.”

“It’s not not funny,” one of the girls said.

“Intelligent youths around here!” his father shouted in response. “Listen to them, Fort. I hear that children are our future.”

“I’m your future,” Fort hissed at him. “Because once you’re old, I get to decide which nursing home to put you in.”

“Low blow, young man,” his dad said, then pointed at Lincoln. “Do you think our beloved sixteenth president would have spoken to his father that way? And he’s your personal hero!” He leaned closer to the girls conspiratorially. “When my boy here was in diapers, he’d stroll around in a top hat and make us all call him Fort Lincoln.”

One of the girls snorted, while the other turned away to hide her laughter. Fort wondered how easy it’d be to spontaneously combust. “He’s making that up,” he told the girls, his face getting even hotter. “And we really need to be going.”

“Oh, we have plenty of time,” his father said, taking out his phone. “Besides, I think I have pictures of that in here. Girls, do you want to see?”

“I’m just getting really tired,” Fort said, yanking his father by his arm toward the steps of the memorial. “Maybe we should head back to the hotel?”

“Nonsense!” Fort’s father shouted. “Why, we haven’t seen Einstein yet. Did you know there’s a statue of Einstein right off the National Mall, Fort? And the Gettysburg Address!” He pointed at the speech carved into the wall of the Lincoln Memorial to the left of the president. “Look at this. Two hundred and seventy-two words. Short and to the point!”

A slight tremble shook the memorial, like a heavy truck was driving by. Fort looked around nervously, but the tremor only lasted a few seconds, and no one else really seemed bothered by it.

“I think President Lincoln is waking up,” his father whispered to him with a grin. “Did you know a second man gave a two-hour speech before Lincoln at Gettysburg?” He handed Fort a brochure with the Gettysburg Address written out in multiple languages. “I don’t see that speech carved in marble, do you? If that’s not proof that shorter is better, I don’t—”

A second tremor hit, this one more violent. Several people shouted in surprise around the memorial, and Fort almost lost his balance, barely avoiding dropping to his knees on the marble. He looked up at his father in alarm. Was this an earthquake? What was happening?

His father reached over to steady Fort as the trembling stopped again. “Ladies, maybe you should go find your parents,” he said to the two girls they’d been talking to, then turned to Fort. “Are you okay, kiddo?”

“Totally fine,” Fort said, pretending his heart wasn’t still racing. “It was nothing.”

“That’s the spirit,” his father said, though he looked a bit shaken too. “But maybe we should head back to the hotel and grab some dinner. Einstein can wait. After all, time is his relative, I think. Probably a cousin.”

Fort couldn’t even bring himself to roll his eyes. Instead, he shoved the Gettysburg Address brochure in his pocket, and started to make his way through the now-unsettled crowd toward the stairs. As he reached the top of the steps, something strange caught his eye in the distance.

The Lincoln Memorial was surrounded by a circle of roadway, with the Reflecting Pool stretching out from the memorial to the Washington Monument almost a mile away.

But even from that distance, Fort could see lines of people quickly leaving the monument in every direction.

That wasn’t a great sign. But the strangest thing about it was that as far as Fort could tell from this distance, all the tourists were running from the monument in single-file lines, each person moving at the exact same speed.

“Dad, do you see that?” Fort asked, turning around just as a third tremor struck, this time much worse than the last two. The stone of the memorial leaped straight up, throwing Fort a foot in the air. He landed hard as the stone cracked beneath him in a jagged lightning shape all the way down the steps.

“Out!” Fort’s father shouted, pushing the girls toward the exit before grabbing Fort’s hand and yanking him down the stairs.

They made it down to the street circling the memorial, with horrifying noises coming from behind them. The shaking grew more intense, and now people by the Reflecting Pool were running off, again in single file, one behind the other, not even looking as they crossed the street. Fortunately the cars had all stopped and the passengers had exited their vehicles, merging smoothly into the lines of fleeing tourists.

As odd as all of that was, even stranger was that no one was screaming in fear, yelling for a friend, or even saying a word. Instead, they were all deathly quiet, moving in unison like some sort of flash mob they’d been choreographing for months. The sheer silence of those fleeing sent a chill down Fort’s spine.

A horrible new cracking noise erupted across the Reflecting Pool, like rock scraping against rock, and Fort’s father shouted something, but the grinding stone overpowered his words. Fort turned to find people near him pointing at the Washington Monument, and they were all screaming. That at least felt more normal to Fort than the eerie silence closer to the monument and Reflecting Pool.

“Look out!” someone yelled as a car came speeding around the circle, right toward a large group of tourists. One of the two girls from above had just stepped in the path of the car, but the other yanked her out of its way as the car roared past.

“Off the road!” his father shouted, and pushed both Fort and the girls onto the lawn to the side of the crumbling Lincoln Memorial. “We have to get out of here!”

“My mom’s still in there!” one of the girls shouted. “I need to go find her!”

“I’m coming—” the other girl started to say, then abruptly stopped, turned, and ran off toward the side streets.

“Megan?” the first girl called after her. “Where are you going?!”

Fort’s father looked back up into the Lincoln Memorial, then down at Fort. “Wait here,” he said. “Don’t move until I get back! I’m going to go find their mother.”

His father took the cracked steps two by two, pushing up against the crowd like he was swimming up a waterfall. Fort waited for a moment, then ran after him, followed by the remaining girl.

“Look!” someone shouted behind him.

“It can’t be real,” someone else said, filming with his phone.

Fort threw a look over his shoulder for a moment, then froze in place, halfway up the steps.

Next to the Washington Monument, something was pushing up out of the ground.

Something that looked like . . . claws.

Claws that were ten feet tall.



- TWO -

WHAT IS THAT?!” THE GIRL next to Fort shouted, her voice cracking with terror.

Fort couldn’t respond, could barely breathe. This wasn’t happening. This type of thing only happened in movies, not in real life. Definitely not in the middle of Washington, D.C.

Enormous black-scaled fingers pushed up through the ground, sending grass, rock, and dirt flying in every direction. A muffled roar sounded from somewhere beneath them, and Fort felt it even through the ground shaking.

“You get him, I’ll grab her!” Fort heard his father shout from somewhere in the memorial, but Fort couldn’t move. Fear pulsated through his body with every racing heartbeat, freezing his feet to the marble steps like he’d been sculpted there.

TV helicopters flew overhead toward the monument, only to suddenly reverse course as they approached, flying back over the city. Sirens played in the distance too, but somehow never made it any closer. And now the crowds on the monument steps below Fort began to run off in silent waves, as if a command to escape was passing up through them one at a time. But even with the insanely ordered evacuation, the shaking ground made it hard to move, let alone run, and many of them lost their footing as they escaped.

“This can’t be real!” the girl next to Fort said as one of the clawed hands reached up to the Washington Monument and grabbed it with its hundred-foot-long fingers. The obelisk began to tilt, then topple toward the ground.

When it hit, the ground jumped beneath Fort’s feet, and he found himself flying in the air, only to slam into the steps a few feet up.

“Lauren, where is Megan?!” a woman shouted from above him. Fort looked up to find the girls’ mother carrying an old man, one Fort had seen earlier in an electric scooter. “Where did she go?”

Lauren started to answer, only to go silent as her eyes glazed over. Without another word, she turned around and ran down the steps, away from her mother.

“Lauren!” the woman shouted, stumbling against the trembling ground.

“Dad?” Fort shouted up.

“Fort, get out of here!” his father shouted from somewhere inside. “I’ll be right behind you!”

Fort looked back at the devastation across the National Mall, then turned back toward the memorial and forced his feet to move up the stairs, one after the other. Don’t look at it, he thought, gritting his teeth to fight through the fear. You can do this. Dad needs your help!

He took a step, then another, fighting to keep his balance while trying not to think about the horrific creature emerging from the ground behind him. His father needed him, and there was no way he was going to let him down. He had to—

RUN.

The thought hit his mind like a hammer, and Fort instantly straightened up, his mind blank, then turned and ran down the stairs. In the distance, he could see the remnants of the Washington Monument, but that didn’t matter. Nothing seemed to mean anything beyond leaving in an orderly fashion.

RUN.

He hit the bottom of the steps and ran toward the line of people escaping—

“Fort!” his father shouted, and somehow, it cut through the fog in Fort’s head. He slowed to a stop, then froze in place, one foot hanging in midair.

RUN!

The power of the command crashed over him like an ocean wave, drowning out all his other thoughts, and he started jogging, merging in line with the other runners. But as he reached the side of the Lincoln Memorial, he slowed again, then stopped, shaking his head.

What was he doing? His father was still up there!

A young woman plowed into him from behind, knocking him off his feet. She stumbled a bit, then continued running like nothing had happened. Fort stared after her for a moment in confusion, then looked back up the stairs to find his father carrying an older woman who’d been with the man on the scooter.

Fort pushed himself up and made his way back to the steps. “Dad!” he shouted. “Are you okay? I can help!”

“No, just go!” his father shouted, waving with one hand as he slowly tried to maneuver down the shaking stairs.

Fort ignored him and started crawling up the steps on all fours. As he reached the halfway point, though, the marble beneath him exploded, throwing him off into the grass to the side of the memorial. For a moment, everything went blurry and he couldn’t breathe, the air knocked right out of his lungs.

And then two ten-foot tall claws pushed up through the steps where Fort had been standing, and a roar shook the ground, a sound so powerful Fort could feel it in his chest.

A noise like torrents of rushing water thundered behind him, and he turned to find a nightmare rising from the middle of the Reflecting Pool, a giant black-scaled head covered in horns like some sort of crown. The water drained down into the hole it created, and the creature roared again, revealing what looked like row upon row of massive razor-sharp teeth. Its red glowing eyes stared down in fury, and the sheer impossibility and terror of it froze Fort in place. He couldn’t even think, let alone comprehend what he was looking at.

More helicopters flew in, this time painted black, and these actually made it close to the creature. A missile rocketed out of one, slamming into its head, but the monster didn’t even seem to notice.

“Fort!” his father yelled from above. Fort looked up to find his father on his knees on the steps just below the creature’s fingers. The roof was crumbling down all around him, sending huge chunks of marble crashing into the steps.

“Dad!” Fort shouted, and tried to get to his feet, but the shaking was too intense.

The creature’s hand pushed the rest of the way out of the stairs, closing around his father and the woman he’d been carrying. Fort’s heart stopped as he watched his father disappear behind those scaly fingers.

But then the old woman came tumbling out from between the creature’s fingers, crashing to the grass next to Fort, with his father pushing through right after her.

“DAD!” Fort shouted as the creature roared behind him. Something else hissed out of the helicopter and exploded against the creature, but it didn’t matter, nothing mattered but his father getting free. He was almost there, half his body had already made it out of the creature’s grasp—

But then the hand started pulling back below ground.

“Fort!” his father shouted. The creature’s hand curled around him, rupturing the remains of the memorial as it descended back into the ground. “FORT—”

The creature’s massive hand disappeared within the earth, and his father went silent.

“NO!” Fort shrieked, and he crawled toward the wreckage, trying to make his way to the hole his father had been pulled into.

NO. LEAVE NOW. RUN.

“I won’t!” he shouted, not sure who he was talking to, but determined to find his father. “Dad! Can you hear me? Dad!”

He clambered up over the jagged stones, half climbing, half pulling himself toward the hole. A wave of heat swept out of the crack, almost too hot to bear, but Fort pushed himself onward and stared down into the abyss.

“DAD!” he shouted again. . . .

And then something took over, and Fort lost control of his body.

His hands pushed him away from the hole, and his feet climbed him down the rocks. Inside his mind, Fort watched his actions helplessly, almost from a distance, like he was staring down at himself from the wrong end of a telescope.

Inwardly, he screamed over and over, but no sound escaped his lips as his body continued on, jogging him away from danger and into a line with the rest of the silent, fleeing tourists.

NO! he shouted into the void, pushing back with all his strength against whatever force was taking him from his father. He fought and struggled and resisted, his efforts growing in intensity until pain filled his mind and he could barely think, the image of the creature taking his father propelling him to keep battling to free himself, to regain control over his mind, to make it LET GO—

And then, abruptly, his body was his own again. From an impossibly long distance, he heard a scream, and it echoed through his brain. It sounded like a girl’s voice, and she was in pain, but that didn’t matter, nothing mattered except that he was free and could go back to his father. . . .

But a wave of pain washed over Fort, drowning his mind in agony, and everything went dark as he collapsed to the ground, silent joggers flowing around him from every side.



- THREE -

THE ENORMOUS SCALED CREATURE EXPLODED out of a circle of green fire, and Fort couldn’t move, couldn’t even speak, he was so terrified. Someone, somewhere near him, began to speak in a low, ugly voice, saying things he couldn’t understand. Finally he screamed, but the voice didn’t sound like his. It was just like the one in his mind, the girl that he’d heard yell in pain—

And then Fort woke up, and this time he recognized his own terrified shouts. Something grabbed him, and he screamed even louder, trying to break free of whatever had taken over his body.

“It’s okay!” someone said, and strong hands grabbed his shoulders and squeezed, trying to hold him down. “Quiet now. You’re safe!”

Fort fought back for a moment, still screaming, only to slowly realize that he wasn’t on the National Mall anymore. Instead, he was surrounded by various medical machines and screens beeping and glowing around the sterile white room. A middle-aged nurse stood over him, still holding his shoulders and looking concerned.

“I . . . where am I?” he asked, his head feeling like it was full of cotton. “Where’s my dad?”

“You’re at George Washington University Hospital,” the woman said. She let go of him and moved to his side. “You were brought here when someone found you passed out over by the Einstein statue. You’re lucky to have escaped without a scratch.”

“Where’s my father?” Fort asked, his panic growing. Images began filling his head, a woman carrying an older man down crumbling stairs, his father holding an older woman, a monstrous hand closing around him. . . .

“We’ll find him,” the nurse said. “Everything’s chaos right now, and no one knows anything, but we’ll find him. I’m sure he made it out okay.”

Fort slowly shook his head, his mouth dropping open. “No,” he whispered. “He didn’t.”

The nurse frowned and sat down on the bed. “Can you give me your name, and his? He’s probably somewhere else in the hospital right now. We’ll get you two back together in no time.”

In his mind, Fort saw his father being pulled down into the earth before something took him away, a voice in his head that forced him to run. But had there been a voice? A girl, screaming in his head? Or had he just heard someone shouting on the street, and he’d just run away in fear, leaving his father to . . . to be taken? He felt his eyes grow wet, and he had to dig his fingernails into his palms to keep from sobbing. “Fort,” he whispered so quietly the nurse had to lean in. “Forsythe Fitzgerald.”

“That’s a bit unusual,” the nurse said, smiling gently at him. “Is it a family name?”

Fort nodded. “It was my . . . my grandfather’s, my mother’s father. He’s not alive anymore.”

“Was your mother there too, on the Mall?” the nurse asked.

Fort shook his head again but didn’t say anything. The nurse waited for a moment, then stood back up. “And what’s your father’s name? I’ll go see if I can’t track him down.”

The tears flowed down Fort’s face freely now. “John,” he said slowly. “J.D., sometimes.”

“John or J.D. Fitzgerald,” the nurse repeated, jotting it down on a clipboard. “Got it. Now you get some rest, Forsythe. Nothing bad will happen to you here. Whatever it was that happened down at the Mall, it’s over now. Everything’s going to be okay.”

The nurse smiled once more as she left. But the smile was a lie, just like everything else. Whatever had happened, nothing was going to be okay. Not anymore.

For a while, Fort found himself alone, and every so often he would drift into sleep, only to wake up screaming from the memory of the creature, or his father yelling his name. After one of these outbursts, two police officers passing by his room glanced in to make sure he was okay, then sat down outside.

“How’s the National Security Agency building doing?” one of them said.

“One side of it is completely gone,” the other said. “Another of those creatures came up right out of the ground.”

“What are those things? It’s like something out of Godzilla.”

“Whatever they are, this was an attack. The National Mall and the NSA at the exact same time? This had to be planned.”

“You think those monsters planned this? They can think for themselves?”

“I don’t know. But what are the odds that they just happened to pick those two places in particular? Out of the whole country?”

“Are you kidding? What are the odds that they even exist?”

“I’m just saying, someone was making a point. I don’t know who, or how they did it, but we better find out soon. I was down there, at the Mall. The military was using rocket launchers against that thing, and the creature didn’t even flinch.”

“Yes it did. It took off, went back into the ground.”

“Not because of anything we did,” the second officer said. “It started coming out right in the middle of the Reflecting Pool, only it stopped and retreated all of a sudden. Something was controlling that one, same as the one at the NSA.”

“If that’s true, we’re in huge trouble.”

“Shh,” the nurse said, stepping back into Fort’s room. “There’s a child in here. Go talk somewhere else.”

The two officers nodded, then stood up and walked away, though Fort could hear them continuing their conversation a little way down the hall. The nurse gently closed the door behind her, cutting off all outside noise, then approached the bed, looking like she dreaded sharing whatever she had come to say.

“I haven’t located your father yet.” She sat down on the side of the bed and held Fort’s hand. “But it’s only a matter of time, I’m sure. I hate to ask, but do you remember where you saw him last? Do you . . . do you know what happened to him?”

Fort bit his lip, his eyes filling with tears as he looked away.

The nurse paused, then nodded. “I see. Do you have a way to get in touch with your mother?”

Fort shook his head. “She . . . she died years ago. When I was born.”

The nurse swallowed hard. “Oh, Forsythe, I’m so sorry. What about . . . do you have aunts or uncles, or someone—”

“It took him,” Fort whispered. “It took him, down into the ground with it. When it left, like the policemen said. It took my father with it.” The tears rolled down his face, but he didn’t care. He just wanted to let the words out, to let the images free from his head so he didn’t have to keep seeing them. “I tried to save him, to follow.” The memory of the voice returned, and he grabbed ahold of it like he was drowning and it was a life preserver. “But something . . . something made me leave. I couldn’t help myself. It was like I wasn’t in control, couldn’t even move my own legs. I . . . I could watch, but couldn’t do anything!”

“You were afraid,” the nurse said quietly, squeezing his hand. “Terrified, with good reason. Everyone was, including people much older than you. I’m not surprised you ran. I would have run too. Your father would have wanted you to.”

“No!” Fort said, his voice getting louder. “I didn’t just run. Everyone else did, but I stopped. I was trying to help. I couldn’t let him . . . I couldn’t just leave him there. But something was in my head and it made me leave! It was there, I know it was!”

But even as he heard himself, he had to wonder if there really was a voice. With everything that had happened, how did he know it wasn’t just fear making him get away from the creature? What if he’d just made the voice up to justify leaving his father?

The tears wouldn’t stop now, but he fell back against the bed, not sure what to even think anymore. The nurse sighed, then stood up and began fiddling with a needle and some tubes leading into Fort’s arm. “I understand, Forsythe. We all have that voice in our head telling us what to do. But you can’t blame yourself. You did the exact right thing, getting away. For now, just sleep, and we’ll find out what happened to your father in the meantime.”

“You won’t find him,” Fort said as the room suddenly began to get fuzzy. “He’s gone . . . down into the earth . . . with the monster. . . .”

“Don’t you worry about that creature, whatever it was,” the nurse said from what seemed like miles away. “There are people who will keep us safe. They’ll protect us from the bad things. You’ll see.”

And then the room went dark, but even as he passed out, Fort knew she was lying.
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HE’S BEEN HOME FROM THE hospital for almost six months now,” Fort’s aunt Cora said, on the phone in the kitchen. “I can barely get him to eat. And now he’s been suspended from school for fighting, of all things! The other boy made some comment about Washington, pretended to be that . . . that creature, and Fort just went berserk. And then after, he said he barely even remembered doing it.”

Fort ran his fingers over the brochure of the Gettysburg Address in various languages, the last thing his father had given him, then turned back to stare at the muted television in front of him, showing scenes of the destruction from the attacks six months ago.

First, it panned over the headquarters of the National Security Agency in Fort Meade, Maryland, a black-windowed office building that was now half rubble. One of the creatures apparently had ripped its way straight up through the middle of the building before it disappeared back into the ground. The entire facility was now abandoned, with armed guards surrounding it. A military helicopter even intercepted the press copter, forcing it away from the area.

Then the news turned to D.C., where black domes covered the Lincoln Memorial and what was left of the National Mall, with soldiers guarding the perimeter. Beneath those domes was a massive hole that went, well, somewhere. The government wasn’t saying where, or how deep it was either.

But somewhere down there, the creature had taken Fort’s father.

“I don’t know what to do, Lin,” his aunt had continued. “I really don’t. I don’t think he even sleeps more than an hour or two at a time.”

That was true. Every time Fort closed his eyes, he saw the creature emerging from its green circle of fire, coming straight for him while someone shouted in a low, guttural voice in some language he didn’t recognize. Whenever Fort tried to scream, it wasn’t even his voice. It was a girl’s voice, the same one every time.

And then there were the reminders. Everything he saw made him think of his father. Several times a day, Fort found himself imagining his father joking about something, or paying him ridiculous compliments for no reason. Each time it happened, the pain and grief threatened to drown him, and—

A pinch in his hand distracted him, and he looked down to find he’d clenched his fist around the brochure from the Lincoln Memorial, crumpling it. When had he done that? He carefully smoothed it out, then put it down and flipped channels over and over, not caring where he landed.

“There’s this boarding school that offered to take him,” his aunt said, and Fort glanced in the direction of the kitchen. “The headmaster heard about how my brother-in-law . . . everything that happened. Said he had experience dealing with grief and trauma, so maybe he could help Fort. It sounds almost like some kind of military academy, though. And I don’t know if I can just send him away. I’m the only family he has now!”

She was thinking about sending him away? That made sense. Fort nodded to himself, digging his nails down harder. After all, it was at least partly his fault that she had to take care of him to begin with. Cora was his mother’s much younger sister and had just graduated college. She’d been broke ever since, paying off her college while working as a waitress in spite of having a degree in computer science. His father’s life insurance had provided some money, but not enough, especially when Cora had to skip work to pick up Fort from school after his fight.

First she’d lost her sister, Fort’s mother, and now he’d been thrown on her without any warning. And all because he’d run instead of helping his father carry the old woman down, get him off the stairs before—

Fort squeezed his eyes closed and gritted his teeth, trying to force the memories out of his head. Not that it would change anything. His aunt would still have Fort to take care of, something she’d never asked for. All he was doing was making her life harder, just by being there.

Fort turned back to the television to find he’d stopped on a press conference in the White House. Some man in a uniform with a massive number of medals and stripes was speaking, introducing the man next to him, another soldier. Fort frowned and turned the volume on.

“—name is Colonel Charles,” the second man said, smiling grimly. “As General Matheson mentioned, I’ll be heading up the new joint agency based around these threats. The Thaumaturgic Defense Agency, or TDA, has already developed specialized deterrents against future attacks, based on the lack of response to traditional weaponry we witnessed in Washington.”

Specialized deterrents? What did that mean? What could they possibly do to stop those things?

“Do we know where those creatures came from, and what they wanted?” a reporter shouted.

Colonel Charles stared down at the podium for a moment. “The origin of the monsters is still unknown. Certainly they’re nothing we’d seen previously. But leads have suggested a motivating factor behind the attacks. There seems to have been some outside force either controlling them fully, or setting them upon us. We have extensive investigations happening now, but you’ll forgive me if I can’t provide further information at this time. As soon as it’s appropriate, I’ll share everything I can.”

“Was this a terrorist group, or the actions of another country?” a different reporter asked.

“Will there be more attacks?” another shouted.

Colonel Charles frowned. “The people of the United States should sleep soundly. We have no indication of any further attacks and are working day and night to prevent them from happening again.”

“No indication? But you didn’t know about the first one, right?” the same reporter asked.

“What do you mean, unknown origin?” yelled a second. “Where could they have come from?”

“What kind of deterrents are you using? How do you know they’ll be of any greater use against the creatures if you don’t even know what they are?”

“I’m afraid that’s all the time I have,” Colonel Charles said. “I’ll update with further information as the situation warrants.”

He walked off to more reporters shouting out questions, and Fort muted the television again, not sure why he’d even bothered.

Six months later, and they still wouldn’t say who’d done it, or why. Not to mention that all anyone could think about was if and when another attack was coming. Schools had started holding earthquake drills in case one of the creatures tunneled up nearby. The internet was filled with rumors and conspiracy theories about what the creatures were, where they’d come from, and why they’d attacked. But all anyone knew for sure was that there’d been no warning the first time, so they couldn’t expect any the next time.

“Maybe, but you can’t live in fear, Fort,” his father would have said. “Because it’s not a place. Now Cape Fear, that’s a real region of North Carolina, so there, you can live.”

“You shouldn’t watch that,” his aunt said from the doorway, making Fort jump, thankfully pulling him out of his daydream.

“Are you okay?” she asked. “I know that anniversaries, like six months . . .” She trailed off.

Fort nodded at her, just to show he heard. He’d quickly learned that when he didn’t respond, she just asked more questions. He clicked off the TV and slumped back against the couch, closing his eyes. Maybe she’d take that as a hint and leave him alone.

At least then he wouldn’t be dragging her down too.

“I’m going to order us pizza for dinner, okay?” she said, and he felt the couch shift as she sat down next to him. “Whatever you want. Let’s go nuts. I’m talking, like, three toppings.”

He shrugged, not opening his eyes. Food didn’t taste like anything anymore, so it didn’t really matter what she ordered.

“And after that, there’s someone I want you to talk to, okay?” she said. “He’s . . . well, he’s a doctor, but not like that therapist you didn’t like. He runs a boarding school, and he says he can help you. He heard about you from, you know, the news, and reached out to me. He said his school might be a good fit.”

Fort opened his eyes and gave her another shrug, but this time forced the barest hint of a smile, not wanting her to feel bad about sending him away. At least then she could get on with her life.

She hugged him gently and put her head on his. “I miss them too, so much. Your dad and your mom. I’m so sorry you didn’t have more time with your dad, or get to meet your mom. They were amazing people.”

No. Fort pulled away, realizing he might be making her feel bad, but he just couldn’t . . . every time she brought up . . . no. He couldn’t listen to this, not now. He grabbed the Gettysburg Address brochure and stood up, heading for the kitchen. “I’m going to get a soda. Do you want anything?”

She stared at him sadly. “No, I’m okay.”

He nodded and left, passing right through the kitchen to Cora’s bedroom, where he turned on her little TV. More news, but it was covering the protests outside the U.S. Capitol, where thousands of people had gathered to demand military action on whichever country had caused the attacks. Assuming anyone even knew. Several of the signs had suggestions, and they only got more angry and bitter from there.

He flipped through the channels, desperate to keep his mind occupied so he didn’t have to remember, until he landed on some cartoons, something he wouldn’t have to think about. Minutes passed slowly, but eventually he heard Cora call for the pizza, and later, answer the door for the delivery. His aunt had ordered pepperoni, which was fine, since she liked that, and he barely ate more than a slice these days anyway.

“Fort, if you decide you don’t want to go to this boarding school, that’s okay,” his aunt said as she put plates down on the table for dinner. “It’s your choice. If you’d rather stay here with me, we’ll figure things out. Your dad left enough money for us to maybe find another school around here. Or maybe we can try a new therapist?”

Fort didn’t respond. The previous therapist hadn’t gotten more than his name out of him, which he felt bad about. But the last thing in the world he was going to talk about was what happened in D.C., especially with a stranger.

There was silence while they both ate, so Fort tried to keep it going by chewing through his slice as slowly as possible. It made her even sadder when he didn’t eat anything, so he always forced himself to eat at least a little. It also helped because it meant she wouldn’t try to ask him any questions.

The doorbell rang as Cora was putting the rest of the pizza into the refrigerator. She gave Fort a nervous look, then left to go open the front door. From the other room, he heard the deep voice of a man introducing himself, and then, oddly, a girl’s voice as well. They moved into the kitchen, and Fort looked up, curiosity fighting its way through the haze in his brain.

A slightly pudgy man around his dad’s age came through the doorway and smiled at Fort, who forced a smile back. The man wore a black suit and was holding a black briefcase handcuffed to his wrist, which didn’t seem exactly normal for a schoolteacher, but maybe boarding schools were different.

Behind him, an African American girl with short curly hair wearing a green army uniform looked around the kitchen. Her eyes fell on Fort, and she grinned widely, then waved.

“Fort, this is Dr. Oppenheimer,” Aunt Cora said, and the doctor stuck out his hand for Fort to shake, which he did. “He’s here to talk to you about that school I mentioned.”

“That’s right,” Dr. Oppenheimer said. “And this is Rachel.” He gestured toward the still-smiling girl. “She volunteered to give you a student’s perspective of what it’s like at my school. I’ve found that can be very valuable for prospective students.” He glanced at Rachel, who nodded excitedly.

“Ma’am, can I ask a favor before we start?” Rachel said, dancing from foot to foot. “Would you mind if I used the bathroom? It’s been a long trip.”

Fort’s aunt blushed. “Of course! Let me show you where it is. And you don’t have to call me ma’am.”

Rachel waved good-bye to Fort as his aunt led her away. Dr. Oppenheimer placed his briefcase on the table and thumbed the locks open. Feeling curious for the first time in months, Fort moved to look inside, but he was disappointed to find a pack of papers filling it.

“You can call me Dr. Opps, by the way,” Dr. Oppenheimer said, not seeming to care that Fort was looking. “All the children do.”

“Okay,” Fort said as the doctor removed the stack of papers from his briefcase, then felt around the bottom. Something clicked, and Dr. Opps lifted the bottom of the briefcase out, then reached back in and pulled out a long silver chain with some sort of round metal ball at the end.

“Silver works better than any other metal at this,” he said to Fort as he placed the chain around his own neck. “We still don’t know why.”

Fort stared at him in confusion. “Better at what?”

“Can I get you anything, Dr. Oppenheimer?” his aunt said, coming back in, then stopping as she saw the empty briefcase and the silver medallion. “Um, what is—”

Dr. Opps touched her arm, and Cora instantly collapsed to the ground, like a puppet whose strings had been cut.

“Now,” the man said, sitting down at the table as Fort leaped to his feet in shock. “Let’s talk about the Oppenheimer School.”



- FIVE -

THE SIGHT OF HIS AUNT collapsing to the floor shocked Fort for a moment. But then that moment passed and rage filled his mind, memories of D.C. flashing in and out as he launched himself at the man from the school.

“Don’t you touch her!” he shouted, drawing back his arm to punch Dr. Opps. Before he could strike, though, something burning hot slammed into his side, sending him crashing across the room into the opposite wall.

“Rachel, no!” Dr. Opps yelled, stepping out over Fort, hands raised in the air. “Are you okay, Forsythe?”

Fort groaned, rubbing his head, then quickly moved his hands around to feel where he’d been hit, finding his shirt blackened and charred by whatever it was that had struck him. “What . . . what is happening?” he said.

Dr. Opps smiled sadly and extended a hand to help him up. “I’m sorry about your aunt. I should have warned you. But we can’t have her listening to our conversation. There are things she isn’t authorized to hear.”

Fort shook his head, not sure he was hearing right. “You . . . knocked her out because . . . you’re going to tell me top-secret things?”

“I actually encouraged her brain to sleep,” Dr. Opps said, helping Fort back into his seat. “Rachel, go find him another shirt, would you? Preferably the same color as this one.”

Rachel glared at Fort. “Touch him again, and I burn you to ash,” she said, then turned and stalked out of the room.

Dr. Opps half smiled. “One of our best students.”

Fort stared at him. “What . . . what did she do to me?”

“Let’s start a bit further back, shall we?” Dr. Opps said, and reached across the table for Fort’s hand. Fort yanked it out of reach immediately, but Dr. Opps just smiled at Fort’s nervousness. “No need to be scared. It’s much faster to do things at the speed of thought.”

“What are you talking about?” Fort said, his hands safely beneath the table.

Dr. Opps held up the ball at the end of the silver chain. “Our students made it for just this purpose. Wearing it grants me the power to speak to you mind-to-mind.” He shrugged. “It’s really much easier to explain things by way of memories, honestly.”

Fort glanced down at his aunt, who was now gently snoring on the floor. Dr. Opps hadn’t lied about putting her to sleep, apparently. But even seeing that, Fort couldn’t believe he could hear Dr. Opps’s thoughts or see an actual memory. It didn’t seem possible.

Then again, neither did the attack in D.C.

He slowly brought his hand up to the table and laid it down palm-up. “You better not be lying.”

“Oh, I never lie,” Dr. Opps said, reaching for Fort’s hand. “There’s no need. If I didn’t want you knowing something, I’d just erase your memories.”

Fort’s eyes widened, and he started to pull away, but Dr. Opps clamped his hand down on Fort’s, and the kitchen immediately disappeared, replaced by the interior of a car, one stopped above what looked to be an archaeological dig site. Not only that, but the sun was high in the sky, when a moment ago it had been early evening.

“What did you do?” Fort shouted, but no sound emerged from his mouth, and he realized he couldn’t move. Instead, he found himself staring at the steering wheel of the car, where shaking hands held it tightly. But they weren’t his hands. And in his mind, Fort could hear someone else’s thoughts, someone trying to stop the shaking of his hands, trying to appear in control.

Dr. Opps. This was his memory, and Fort was somehow in his mind, seeing everything the doctor had seen and even hearing his inner thoughts!

The man turned to look at himself in the rearview mirror, and inside, Fort almost shouted again in surprise. A man in sunglasses stared back at him, a much younger Dr. Opps, at least by a decade. Fort watched in the mirror as Dr. Opps straightened his hair before opening the car door.

As the doctor stepped out of the car, Fort’s new height—the doctor was much taller than him—made the world seem a bit off. As he reoriented himself, he heard Dr. Opps think that he should try to appear unconcerned when he reached the site, just like the government agents he’d seen in movies. But since his hands wouldn’t stop shaking, he shoved them in his pockets, where at least they wouldn’t be so obvious.

Fort sighed. Between that and the sunglasses, hopefully no one here in Acadia National Park would be able to tell how little sleep he’d gotten, not since early that morning when the news had started coming in from around the globe. . . .

Wait, no. Fort pulled back a bit, realizing he’d been getting lost between Dr. Opps’s thoughts and his own. It was Dr. Opps who hadn’t gotten sleep, after some news from that morning, not Fort. This was so weird, living out someone else’s memories and hearing their thoughts!

But maybe he should just embrace it and follow along? It wasn’t really that much different than watching a movie . . . a very 3-D movie. One where he could also hear the person’s thoughts. And feel what they felt. And know what they knew.
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