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Prologue


In every second of every day, a decision is made somewhere on the planet; and taken all together, it is these decisions that make up our history. But imagine, what if just one of them was made differently? How much would it affect, not only in the seconds that followed, but months and years afterward? As time went on, the influence of this difference would spread more and more, until, perhaps, the whole earth was changed. And that is only one choice. Now consider how incredible it is that you live in the world you do, all those decisions having combined in just the right way to make it as it is.


But who is to say it didn’t also happen differently? This morning, when you woke up, and got straight out of bed, perhaps, at the same time, you decided to doze a few more minutes. Both of these things happened, but in different dimensions, both created by the selections presented. You only remember immediately springing up, but, in that other dimension, maybe there’s another you, who only remembers drowsing away a few peaceful minutes. What if this process is repeated for every choice that has ever been made, throughout all of time? What did you have for breakfast? What clothes did you put on? Did you leave for school or work on time or a bit late? Each selection made creates a new parallel universe, all completely unaware of the others.


Nor is this the only way a parallel universe can be created. Conceivably, there may be others with the exact same history, but at different points along the time line of that history at this exact moment. Somewhere, out in deep space, another planet earth may be revolving where, right now, the dinosaurs are dying; all the great empires are being forged and your parents are meeting for the first time; while, in a further corner of our vast multiverse, our future has already unfolded.


Could you, if your life depended on it, say with absolute certainty that this cannot, indeed, is not happening?


Now, just one final question – Are you in the universe you belong in? Are you sure?





Chapter One


Matt’s first impression of Berkland was not a promising one. The town lay nestled in the heart of southern New Jersey, close to the legendary Pine Barrens. He’d never heard of them himself before moving here, but his parents had made such a big deal about it that he figured he should do some research. It turned out that the place was a hotbed of supernatural theories, the most famous being the Jersey Devil, the supposed product of a poor family from the colonial days cursing its thirteenth child. There was also a whole assortment of other weird tales, including loud booming sounds that were supposedly heard echoing from deep within the woods, alongside sightings of bizarre animals. What was missing though, oddly enough, was any real proof.


Creepy stories surrounding the places he lived was nothing new to Matt. His parents, Steve and Amy Orticus, were both writers for Unknowns, the kind of magazine typically called a trash rag. Frankly, even that was probably being polite. Their bread and butter was anything to do with the strange and unexplainable: alien abductions, missing links, mad scientists, and all manner of other craziness regularly featured in Steve and Amy’s stories, just begging to be sneered at by the masses. In his younger, gullible years, he had eaten the stuff up, but he’d long since grown out of that blissful, unquestioning phase. Now he didn’t believe a word of it, but as for his parents, he wasn’t quite sure. They were certainly enthusiastic enough about following up the stories, but he had noticed a definite reluctance to discuss their work in any detail with him. He didn’t let it bother him anymore. Those articles put food on the table, and that was as far as he cared about them.


Berkland was next up on the weirdness trail; a regular tourist trap, preying on the strange souls desperate for a taste of the preternatural for themselves. A few trips into town had shown Matt that cheap and tacky souvenirs popped up everywhere, and business was always good. After all, he thought, there was no end to people who wanted to be fooled.


He gazed out at the patch of the Barrens that bordered the town. Nothing he could see was any different from any other forest. In fact, it looked perfectly inviting to his eyes. There were times, when he was just a kid, they had lived in areas like this, places trespassing on the doorstep of the wild. Matt couldn’t help grinning as he remembered days spent tramping through dense woods, stumbling across an old hut, or a cave, maybe just the remains of someone’s camp, and letting it fire up his imagination; running home for dinner, full of stories of aliens camping out or vampires hiding from the light of day.


The grin slid off his face as swiftly as it had arrived. But all too soon they would be off to a big city somewhere – covering the mayor’s evil plot to slip mind control drugs into the water or whatnot, and he would find himself in yet one more school, trying to make friends again with kids he had nothing in common with and longing for the next move that would take him back to the land he preferred. At least Berkland was country. That much he could be grateful for. This time, though, the rural quiet didn’t ease his mind the way it usually did. This time, he was worried about something quite different.


Matt was adopted. Steve and Amy had been completely open about this since he was old enough to understand the concept. As for Matt, as far as he was concerned, Steve and Amy were his parents. They were the ones who had loved him and seen him through everything. It was them who sat up with him when he had his chest infections and couldn’t breathe. They were the ones who picked him up and comforted him when he fell. He had no interest at all in seeking out the two people who biologically held that title. However, for some reason, he was in the minority. Matt couldn’t even remember all of the times classmates and teachers, even people meeting with his parents who he hardly knew, insisted he should want to know more about his biological parents: meet with them. No, being adopted was not the problem, the real issue was that his skin was just enough darker than his mom and dad for it to be instantly noticeable, and people did notice. Often, Matt thought to himself, the people who were quickest to notice were not the nicest individuals. He’d lost count of the number of remarks he’d endured about it. Initially, he’d thought it would get easier. It never had. He couldn’t pinpoint exactly when he’d started expecting comments from people, but this lowered expectation of humanity had served him well more times than he would have preferred.


To make things worse, he was starting high school, which would have been hard enough in a familiar community. Now he was at Berkland High, home of the Devils football team, the Crimson gymnastics team, and, it seemed, every sort of team designed purely to remind him how physically inferior he was. Matt had never been fat, but he’d never been any kind of Adonis either. He’d tried working out, but it never stuck. If he’d been in a fairer mood, he might have considered that there were far more students like him than the ones he was worrying about, but the truth was they weren’t likely to soothe his nerves either. They all had their own groups and he brought nothing new to the table except what his parents did, which he was always too embarrassed to bring up anyway. As bad as he felt his family situation and physical weakness were, revealing that his parents were pretty much national laughing stock had never once struck him as any kind of good idea.


The move was happening the next day, a Sunday, meaning he was going to be thrown right into the maw on Monday. He’d never quite figured out if getting it over with immediately was better or worse than having time to sweat over stuff.


They had done this so often, they had the logistics down pat. By late Sunday night everything was set up. His parents’ prized work computers had been installed in their new office, and his bed was laid out in his new room, where he tossed and turned with anticipation for quite a while, before finally succumbing to a fitful sleep.


The next day started well, with homemade waffles for breakfast. The fine feeling of his favorite food in his stomach lasted just until he met his teacher, Mrs. Lynch who, wreathed in false geniality, led him through into his homeroom. Matt stood there, not really listening, as she mouthed the, by now, familiar speech about how everyone should make him feel welcome. He glanced disinterestedly around the room, his gaze coming to rest on the uncomfortable-looking desks and sadly outdated television in the corner. Next came the painful and pointless exercise of introducing himself to anyone who looked possibly receptive. This garnered the usual flurry of polite “Hellos,” and nothing further, leaving him awkwardly standing there, not sure what to do next.


Having played her part, Mrs. Lynch headed off and, encouraged by her absence and the growing silence, people got uncomfortable enough to ignore him again and resume the discussions he’d interrupted. Conversation seemed to center around who had seen what freaky occurrence over the summer, and dissolved into a blur of absurdity that he couldn’t penetrate. This, too, was all part of the familiar routine, but even Matt had to admit that the typical goings on at Berkland lent things a whole new flavor of weird. He glanced around, trying not to look as awkward as he felt. The buzz of conversation around him was growing as everyone relaxed enough to ignore him and resume catching up after the summer break.


“Kirsty won’t go near the woods on her own after seeing that two headed …”


“Man! I’m tellin’ ya, the material was like nothin’ I’ve ever …”


“… really loud, man! In the middle of the …”


Matt tuned out. Listening to them talk was like reading his mom and dad’s stories; seriously strange, and seriously unbelievable. Then, it hit him; if everyone was talking about the strange stuff happening around town, maybe he should come clean about his parents this time? Maybe here, people would be interested and let him fit in. Before he could lose his nerve, he walked up to the nearest group. “My parents work for Unknowns,” he blurted.


There was silence for a bit – just long enough for Matt to allow himself some hope; could crossing this long-feared line be the thing that would finally get him some real friends? Then a girl, a long-faced, red-head wearing glasses with a hot-pink frame, giggled, and that got the rest of them going. Matt blanked his face, showing no reaction to his lukewarm reception. But to have something new shot down like this cut deep, and he felt emotions flooding him in a way that hadn’t happened in years. There was a solid lump wedged in his throat and a pressure in his gut that, at any moment, could equally erupt into rage or have him dissolving into tears. He cursed himself for being stupid enough to think that offering up his parents would make one bit of difference to these people accepting a geeky, uninteresting stranger into their closed society.


Just like that, he was back in his usual shell, not offering friendship and not asking for it. He sat through English, Algebra, and History, keeping his head down, praying the teacher didn’t call on him. For some reason his new teachers rarely seemed to understand that coming into a whole new lesson plan meant he probably didn’t know everything they’d already taught, which of course just made his humiliation worse. For a wonder, this time it didn’t happen. After a few classes, Matt started to consider the possibility that he might be staying here longer than usual, given the wealth of material his parents could find. It occurred to him that maybe he should put a bit more effort into meeting people. But as he looked around for someone else to talk to, he realized his experience that morning had drained any energy he might have had for further attempts at reaching out.


By the time lunch came, Matt wouldn’t have been able to speak to anyone to ask for help if he had been having a heart attack, let alone have the courage to join a table already full of people. The cafeteria was pretty busy but, after a few minutes searching, he managed to find an empty table and sit down. Half way through his pizza, he glanced up to see three guys swaggering towards him. His heart sank; his day was about to get worse. They stayed back just far enough for plausible deniability in case a teacher came along. Matt groaned inwardly.


“New kid, huh?” The one in the middle said. “We got the word on what your folks do.”


He gave Matt a beefy grin, sparing a glance at his companions, wearing the same wide-ass grins, before turning his attention back to Matt. “You really shouldn’t spread that around. That stupid magazine’s the kind of thing even people here laugh at. Makes you pretty low on the food chain, wouldn’t you say?”


Matt sighed. The specifics changed, but the themes stayed the same. New kid in town equaled new opportunity for the bullies to have some fun. Maybe it was his failure earlier and the feelings it had generated; this time Matt decided not to just sit and take it. He held up his hand.


“Yeah, I get it. You’re here to intimidate me, and you do a pretty good job, so can you just consider your work done right now?”


The three of them stared at him for a bit. He had obviously thrown them. This was not the way things were supposed to go. Matt listened to them muttering amongst themselves and fought the urge to laugh. This was probably going to end up making things worse, but he was long past caring. He wanted them to just get the beating, or whatever else, over with, so he could move on. Sure enough, they turned around cracking their knuckles. Next they’d be dragging them along the floor, he thought dryly.


“So what exactly makes you think you can talk to me like that? The middle one was still doing all the talking; the other two probably still had some evolving to do to be able to master language skills.


Head honcho stared Matt in the eyes as he put his hand on the table. Matt crossed his arms. “I just wanted to see the look on your face. And it was worth it.” He was lying – it wasn’t really. The guy didn’t seem to have much in the way of facial expressions. But no need to let him know that.


“Are these people bothering you?”


A boy had stopped by the table and was staring hard at the three jerks. He had brown hair and eyes, and was largely remarkable for just how unremarkable he looked. Matt turned back to his unwelcome company and was surprised to see their faces had gone pale.


“No, not at all,” the one on the left said.


Apparently fear was a contributing factor to evolution, as his language skills had sharpened up in an instant. “We were just leaving, right, Johnny?”


“Yeah, uh, sure,” Chief moron agreed, trying for nonchalance. He aimed one last glower at Matt before they left. Matt would have bet his week’s allowance that he practiced in front of the mirror to perfect that look to be as threatening as possible, but the ongoing lack of color in his face meant the effect was ruined just a bit. Matt allowed himself to bask in the unfamiliar feeling of seeing his tormentors laid low for just a moment.


He was snapped out of it when the newcomer asked, “Can I sit down?” Matt just nodded, and the boy set his tray down and sat. He stuck his hand out and said, “Dave Polsik.”


Matt shook and said, “Matt Orticus.” He hoped Dave would take some charge in steering the conversation from there, because he was now in completely uncharted territory. He’d grown so used to just keeping his head down until his family moved again that the idea of someone actually sticking up for him felt completely foreign. Matt chewed at his bottom lip. This was important; he might just have a shot at a friendship here and he didn’t want to screw it up. Step one, he decided immediately, would be not bringing up his parents, assuming Dave hadn’t picked up on the scuttlebutt already. By now he was noticing the expectant look on the other boy’s face and realized he was actually the one supposed to continue the conversation. The first thing that came to mind was, “So, who are those guys?”


Dave chuckled. “Johnny, Chris, and Steve. I’ve never really bothered to learn their last names. Johnny’s on the football team, which means the school doesn’t really want to keep an eye on him. As long as he keeps winning, you know. The other two, well, I don’t know. I don’t think I’ve heard either of them talk until just now.”


Matt nodded. “I know the type. I’ve been the new kid a few times.”


Dave got a sudden glint in his eye. “Really? What do your parents do?”


Matt silently cursed himself. He’d managed to last a whole minute, and then he’d stumbled into the one place he knew he shouldn’t go. Well, nothing for it now. If he lied, it would just make things worse later on. He took a breath, cherished his last moments of good terms with Dave, and said, “They write for Unknowns.”


Dave paused for a second, during which Matt’s stomach twisted into a granny knot. There was a faraway look in his eyes that Matt found impossible to read. Then he smiled and said, “Really? I recognized the last name but I didn’t think … I love their stuff!”


Matt blinked. Whatever he’d been expecting, that wasn’t it. This was now officially the weirdest thing that had ever happened to him, and considering his parents’ jobs, that was saying something. “Are you sure?” he croaked.


“Are you kidding? I mean, I don’t really believe any of that stuff, but the way they write … well, it makes me want to believe it, is the only way I can think to say it. They just put so much energy into those articles, you get excited reading them, you know?”


That was certainly a way of looking at the family business that had never occurred to Matt. But he wasn’t going to question his good fortune. Besides, a way to take advantage of Dave’s interest had just occurred to him. “If that’s the case, would you like to meet them?”


* * *


On the bus ride home, Matt was sitting alone as usual when Dave dropped in next to him. “I called my father. He said it was fine for me to visit, just for a few minutes. I mean, you’ll be here for a while, right? So no rush.”


Matt struggled a bit with how to respond. Somehow “Good” or even “Great” didn’t quite seem to cover his feelings. But he still ended up going with the latter when he felt the gap in the conversation widening. Dave smiled, so he guessed he’d done all right. For now, they had a little more time to talk, and now that Matt thought about it, there was something he had wanted to know, but had forgotten to ask in the wake of making an actual friend. “How did you scare those guys off, anyway?”


Dave held up a fist. “I’ve been taking martial arts lessons since I was a kid. I only got here myself during the summer, and while I was out jogging I passed a field where some of the football team was practicing. I stopped to say hi, and Jonathan went into that same routine. I … corrected him.”


Matt guessed he must have looked shocked, because Dave quickly continued, “Oh, I didn’t hurt him. I didn’t even touch him. Just a little Kubrick stare, not backing down, and he got the idea. Guys like that, usually their size is all they’ve got. If they find someone who can actually stand up to them, they back down quick enough.”


The bus reached Matt’s stop, and they piled off. Matt’s house was a very short walk away, which he had groaned at that morning, seeing it as just less space between him and the usual torments. But now he saw it quite differently. Suddenly he was excited to show off his house, and see what Dave thought. Then he realized something. “Uh, this is a bit awkward, but I kind of didn’t tell them you were coming. This sort of thing doesn’t usually happen to me, so I guess I’m rusty on the procedure.”


Dave wasn’t fazed. “No problem. I’ll just wait out here while you tell them. Given what I’ve seen of their stuff, I don’t think they’re the type to have an issue with it. Do you?”


Matt shook his head with a grin, and headed inside. He found his parents in their office. They both waved to him as soon as they saw him.


“So, how was it?” his father asked, managing to sound just as enthusiastic about the question as ever, no matter how many times Matt had given the same rote answer.


His mother kept typing away, but Matt knew she was still listening. She had an uncanny ability to stay focused on both her work and any conversation she was in.


Matt smiled. “Actually, I made a friend.”


This got his mother’s attention. She spun to face him with about the biggest smile he’d ever seen from her. “Well, you see? I kept telling you that people would want to be your friend if you just let them. Who could resist?” she said, giving him a look that told him she didn’t see him at all the way he saw himself. “So, what’s his name? Or is it her?” Her face took on a distinctly hopeful expression at the last part.


Matt pretended he didn’t notice; thus far he’d never been out with a girl, and he was beginning to think his mother was growing impatient with his lack of romantic success. For Matt though, it wasn’t really an issue next to the misery his daily existence had been until now, but it was still a subject he was uncomfortable broaching with them.


“His,” he said. “Dave. And it was actually thanks to you. Seems he’s a big fan.”


That got his father going. “Well, how about that? We’d love to meet him.”


Matt felt rather shy suddenly. Then he remembered Dave’s own words on the subject and found a new confidence, allowing him to plow ahead. “Yeah, about that …”


* * *


Luckily, they were happy to talk to their fan right then. Coming through the front door, Dave’s eyes glazed over in sheer bliss for a second, and it was very strange for Matt to realize that this reaction was entirely due to his mom and dad. If he’d ever given their pseudo-celebrity status any thought before, the idea of people having this kind of reaction had never come into it.


“I love your work so much!” Dave said, as soon as he got his glee under control. “I’ve been buying every issue just to see your articles!”


Steve and Amy, for their part, seemed rather nonplussed by this at first. “Well … always nice to meet someone who appreciates what we do,” his father said.


His mother awkwardly picked up the thread. “It doesn’t happen often, really.” And with that, Matt had a startling insight: this situation was actually just as unusual for them as for him. He suddenly found himself wondering what was it actually like, knowing so many people were laughing at you every day? Maybe he owed them both an apology for resenting their moving around so much, even if he’d never actually voiced those feelings out loud.


The conversation had continued while he thought this over. Dave was now saying, “Well, I’d better go now. My dad was pretty cool about letting me come over here, but he wanted me back as soon as possible.”


“Oh, it was wonderful to see you,” his mom said. “I’m so glad Matt has a friend like you.”


Dave smiled. “It’s mutual, believe me. Besides, I know what it’s like to be the new kid. Glad to help.”


The furthest thing from Matt’s mind was wondering what Dave actually meant by that. Not that things could have turned out much differently if he had.





Chapter Two


Jane Watson didn’t let the fact that she only had brothers influence her lifestyle. As much as they had teased her growing up, she liked being girly, and being feminine soon became a point of pride with her. While her older brother, Paul and the younger ones, Jeremy and Alex had spent their time being, well, little boys, she had spent her childhood dreaming of pretty dresses and the right boy to give her heart to. And oh, was it fun to watch them all squirm when she talked about those things. It hadn’t all been fun, though, and at around ten years old she had briefly let them get to her and went through a more boyish phase, during which she’d prowled around the woods with them, playing war games or whatever else they wanted. Her desire for them to accept her had been so strong, she really had tried her hardest to like it, but it hadn’t taken long for her to realize this wasn’t her, and to reclaim her pride in her own identity.


Now, she had a new subject of interest. Dave Polsik was handsome, and nice, at least as far as she’d been able to tell without actually going up and talking to him, which she still hadn’t quite worked up the nerve for. She’d even managed to catch him teaching a lesson to that jerk from the football team, in a very impressive display of physical ability that might translate well to … other things. She wished that sort of idea didn’t come so easily to mind lately, it always made her blush and she was sure her mother, at least, knew exactly what was on her mind whenever it happened.


Sally Watson was a housewife. She wasn’t embarrassed by this at all, despite having been looked down on by some of her so-called friends early in her marriage. When Jane was growing up, her mother had made sure she didn’t feel any shame about it either. It didn’t reflect at all on what she thought was right for other women. It was simply a choice she had made, and if others couldn’t accept it, that was their problem. Jane wasn’t quite sure she would make the same choice when the time came, but the lesson had certainly stuck.


Recently, Dave had started hanging out with another boy, a new kid whose name she hadn’t caught. She was quite glad of this, as having an extra person there would make her feel a lot less awkward about approaching him. Now she just needed to wait for the right moment … except it had been a month since her interest had first been piqued and the time never seemed to come. Of course, Jane was no fool, and knew that a good opportunity had probably come and gone on several occasions already. It was just her own shyness that was keeping her away. And worse, the longer it went on, the more awkward she would feel, until finally, she would just give up altogether. Her mother had cautioned her about this very thing, having gone through it a few times herself.


It wasn’t even as if she didn’t have much to offer. She liked to think she was attractive: after all, many people had told her so. And she didn’t look down on anyone; another lesson her mother had made sure to impress upon her was that everyone secretly hated those types of girls. She had never come out and said so, but Jane had got the sense she was speaking from personal experience and was making sure her daughter didn’t end up the same way. Jane sighed, turning this round and round in her head was not helping. There was only one way to solve the problem, and now she was finally going to do it.


Class had just let out, and ahead of her she saw Dave and his friend, deep in conversation as usual. Well, there was really no use pretending the situation was anything other than what it was; either she took a chance or played safe and spent the rest of her life wondering “what if.” She closed her eyes, took a breath, and marched over to them. She’d given some thought to what she would say and had come up with several promising possibilities but in the moment they all flew out of her head and instead she just said, “Hey, you guys.”


The two of them turned to look at her and, for a second or two, the silence stretched while Jane fought back the urge to run home and hide. She couldn’t believe it was starting to go wrong already.


The other boy spoke first. “H-hello.”


He seemed just as nervous as she was. The notion helped ease her own panic.


She didn’t want to seem rude, so she kept her eyes on him and said, “So, what are you talking about?” And the second the words left her mouth, she immediately started berating herself. She was just coming off as an idiot! To her relief, Dave swooped in to rescue the conversation.


“I’m Dave, this is Matt.” He looked to Matt, who gave him a nod like he was giving permission. “He’s had some problems with bullies, so I’ve been trying to help.”


Jane could have kissed him right there. An actual topic that she could discuss, without coming off like some creepy stalker. Which, she supposed, in some sense, she was, but too late to worry about it now! “Oh. I’ve found it’s best just to stay away from where they hang out, myself.”


Matt shook his head. “Not these guys. They smelled blood in the water and now they’ll be looking for me. Especially when I’m on my own. So, why are you interested, anyway?”


And she’d hit a brick wall again. She couldn’t just tell Dave that she was interested in him. How awkward would that be? Especially with Matt standing right there. Why had she thought an extra person would make this easier anyway? Suddenly she realized that the pause in the conversation had gone on way too long. “Um, well, you just seem like nice guys to talk to?” she said, so overcome with embarrassment she had to look away. Even with her lack of experience in this kind of situation she knew she had just made a big mistake: never give the impression you’re only talking to someone because you’re bored! That wasn’t even the case at all, so why had she made it sound as if it was!


Behind her she heard Dave say, “Well, thank you.”


The words took a little while to sink in. He wasn’t offended? She hadn’t blown it? And indeed she turned around to find they were both smiling at her. Having overcome that first hurdle, she found her confidence increasing just a bit. She didn’t have much more to say about the bully problem but then they turned to discussing the local legends, and she found herself on much firmer ground.


Having lived in Berkland all her life, she had grown up surrounded by the area’s quirkier elements, and as a kid she had loved it all. She had believed in ghosts, devils, aliens; anything that would make the world seem a bit more special. Of course, this was just another opportunity for her brothers to tease her, and that did get under her skin a little. Couldn’t they just let her have this one thing? So she was very happy to find other people she could talk to about it.


It started with Dave bringing up the explosions from the woods, a phenomenon which had been going on for decades, with no known cause, and which had been unusually frequent over the last week. Jane leaped on the topic. “Oh, I’m definitely thinking other dimensions. Something occupying the same space as us is doing something big enough that we’re hearing it in this world.”


Dave’s reaction wasn’t quite what she expected. There was none of the skepticism she’d seen on so many faces when she’d tried talking about this stuff in the past, and indeed, as she now saw from Matt.


“That’s actually one I hadn’t considered before. I like it.”


Jane beamed.


“Wait,” Matt cut in. “So all this other stuff you don’t buy at all, but now, suddenly, you’re into this?”


Dave shrugged. “It’s certainly got more going for it than some other theories I’ve heard. Talk to your parents – I’m sure they could make some good use out of it. Maybe name Jane as a source.”


From there came the discovery that Matt’s parents were writers for a magazine that even people like Jane tended to look down on for being ridiculous. But she didn’t say anything about that, because there was no way she was sabotaging her in with these guys now. Instead she just nodded along and interjected the occasional, “Really.” It was a big relief when it became clear that neither of them thought much of the stories either and she could relax and just be herself again.


After a while, the talk turned to more personal stuff, the most interesting part being when Dave said, “Well, I never knew my mother. She died giving birth to me. My dad’s never remarried. And whenever I tell anyone that, they get all sad and mushy about how it must tear me up inside, but, honestly, it doesn’t. I never knew her.”


From his tone, he clearly found that reaction very annoying, so Jane didn’t push it. Still, this information roused something she liked to call a maternal instinct, and she became more interested in him than ever.


Then came something a bit odd as Dave abruptly returned to the subject of those sounds in the woods.


“You really think it goes to another dimension, huh? Why don’t we try to find out?”


Jane and Matt were taken quite off guard, but both agreed, and Dave simply grinned and the conversation returned to where they’d left off.


* * *


That night, Jane started thinking about Dave’s proposal to investigate the sounds. The more she thought about it, the more interested she became. She didn’t have any clothes suitable for going into the woods of course, but she was sure she could pester one of her brothers to let her borrow something. And if they found some secluded, romantic spot, well, who knew what could happen?


Except Dave didn’t come to school the next day. Jane was able to talk to Matt, at least, and while neither knew what was going on, she was sure it was nothing to worry about. But then he didn’t appear the next day. By now she was getting concerned but Matt brushed it off. “I’m sure if it was something serious he’d get in touch with us and let us know.”


Jane suspected he was putting on a brave face for her benefit, and was grateful for it.


Then something happened that made the truth impossible to ignore. When she got home from school, her mother greeted her with an expression like she had half-expected never to see her again. “The school’s put out a bulletin online,” she told her, worry plain in her face. “Dave’s missing.”


Jane had spoken to her mother about her crush, so she understood her thinking she might have gone missing, too. Then the full weight of what her mother had said hit her. “W-what do you mean – missing?”


Her mother grasped both of Jane’s hands, bringing them up to her chest. “They’re not saying much, Jane. All it says online is that they sent someone to his house. Both him and his father are gone.”


Jane pulled her hands free, all she could think about was getting online and seeing for herself – maybe there was more news now.


Her mother read her easily. “I’ve just looked, there’s no more news yet. Give it an hour or two and we’ll check again.”





Chapter Three


“When was the last time you saw him?”


“Did you see him doing anything unusual?”


“Was he with any suspicious people?”


The questions were being asked of everyone, and no one seemed to be giving any helpful information. Some of the Berkland High students were even starting to talk about how whatever happened to be lurking in the woods that week had eaten him. As far as Jim Serris was concerned, this was one more reason he couldn’t wait to get away from the town. This whole collection of weirdos had done nothing but annoy him while he was growing up. He’d never bought into any of that crazy stuff, even as a kid. Oh, his parents had tried to get him invested, telling him to have some imagination, but he was proud of how early he’d picked up on what crap it all was, and he refused to apologize for it. Maybe he hadn’t been like a regular kid, whatever that was, but from his experience that wasn’t much of a loss.


At least the town had a good football team, of which he was a proud member. Sure, it meant he had to hang out with jerks like Johnny, but it was the one thing he was actually thankful for about growing up here in Berkland. He’d turned into the school’s star player, renowned for both his speed and tackling power. Last season he’d been key to several victories and had been basking in the glow ever since, while flattering himself into thinking he hadn’t let it go to his head too much: that he had let the others know they were valuable members of the team, too. He just hoped that when he finally got away from here, it didn’t turn out he was just a big fish in a small pond, and his skills were nothing special in the real world. His parents had been nothing but supportive, but he’d watched enough pro games to know it was a whole other level of the sport.


But no one was paying attention to the team now, and he didn’t blame them at all. He didn’t know the missing boy himself, besides catching brief glimpses of him a couple times. None of the other players seemed to have known him either, but Johnny had behaved really oddly when Jim had asked him about the kid. Without saying a word, he had simply looked at his shoes, pawed at the floor, got a dirty look on his face, and walked away. Jim wondered what he was missing.


One interesting development involved Jane Watson, whom he’d never really noticed before, until she had come back for the new school year as a full-blown hottie. He’d been trying to find the right time to approach her for a couple weeks, but now she seemed to be spending all her time with that new kid. Of course, he didn’t feel threatened at all. He was confident what Jane’s choice would be if he decided to throw his hat in the ring, but it was just … odd.


* * *


Matt had just finished his turn with the police. Talking with Jane, he learned that they had only asked him the same rote questions as all the other students. No one wanted to say it, but he knew that meant they had zero to go on. All their searching was turning up nothing, and Matt had seen enough cop shows to know a missing person who wasn’t found after two days would probably never be found.


He felt like screaming all the time. His whole life he’d been the odd man out, the dweeb no one wanted to be friends with. And now the boy who had given him the very thing he had craved, the friendship that made life so much better, was who knew where, suffering who knew what. Terrible visions kept flashing through his head – Dave being beaten by kidnappers, or dead in a ditch. And try as he might, he just couldn’t summon any hope that the cops would solve this any time soon.


At least Jane had finally stopped crying. However bad he felt, it always became worse when he saw how this was affecting her. For a while, in a way Matt was quite sure wasn’t healthy, she had refused to say a word about it, pointedly changing the subject whenever he tried to bring it up. Matt knew he should have tried harder to get her to open up but the last thing he wanted now was to drive her away, leaving him completely alone again. Her red and often tearful eyes had told him that she was at least letting some of her emotions out.


Today, a week after the disappearance had been discovered, she had finally opened up enough to him to say something.


“I was going to ask him out, you know.” She glanced away from him “That’s why I came up to you in the first place.”


Matt dug deep inside himself for a little chuckle. “I suppose you didn’t notice me at all?” He quickly regretted his poor attempt at humor as she silently looked down at the side-walk. He’d been hoping to make her laugh, but all he’d succeeded in doing was creating an embarrassing silence between them.


She turned her face up to him and Matt felt himself relax a little. He had been half-expecting to see that he’d set off her tears again, but the look she gave him was calm, although still flat. “I know what you’re trying to do, Matt, and thanks.” She managed a shaky smile. “Just having someone to talk to helps.”


“What about your brothers?” Matt asked. He’d had the idea they were all pretty close.


This did earn him a laugh. “They’ve spent my whole life just pulling my pigtails, so to speak. They yell at me, I yell at them, it’s all pretty messy. Something like this …” Jane shook her head. “I’ve got no idea how they’d take it, and I’m not really in the best space to want to find out right now.”


Matt nodded; he could certainly understand the feeling. “You know what I can’t stop thinking of for some reason? That stuff he said about us all checking out what’s happening in the woods. I don’t know what it is, but I swear, the whole conversation just keeps going through my head, word for word.”


Jane frowned. “Yeah, what was that? I mean, do I really strike you as a girl who would be into that? Although, I was starting to like the idea,” she finished, blushing and turning away.


Matt didn’t know what to say. Talking to girls required learning a new language as far as he was concerned. It was a skill which he’d never been that invested in, but the last thing he wanted now was to make her more emotional. Finally, for want of any better ideas, he said, “You want to do it anyway?”


Jane looked at him sharply. “What do you mean?”


He shrugged. He’d said it, so he might as well just go along with it. “Just something about the way Dave said it. Just bringing it up out of nowhere. I can’t help but wonder if maybe there was more to it than just a casual mention. Maybe looking for whatever’s going on out there can help us find him.”


He noticed Jane preparing to object and held his hand up. “I know, I know. It’s crazy. I’m grasping at straws. But … I just feel like I need to do SOMETHING. I’m going nuts just trying to live my life waiting for other people to solve this, and from where I’m standing, it doesn’t look like they’re doing that great a job. You feel some of this too, right?”


Jane took a while to respond, and Matt saw several emotions flash across her face. He cringed, wondering if he had inadvertently said the thing that really would drive her off for good. It sounded weird to him now that it was out there. But when she spoke, she wasn’t angry or confused. Instead she said, “Say you’re right. What exactly are you expecting to find out there? Hell, what are we even going to do about it anyway?”


Matt had no idea himself. But by now he felt committed to the idea, so he pressed on, “I guess we listen, and if one of the sounds happens, we follow it.”


Jane laughed again. “I don’t have a lot of confidence in this plan.”


Matt could only smile. “Well, neither do I. I’m just pulling stuff out of the top of my head here.” At least it seemed to be working on her mood. She was actually smiling now, and if it was a little tight, well, baby steps. He was a beginner at dealing with this level of emotion and felt very lucky to have even made it this far without crashing and burning.
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