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 As soon as she walked in, she felt the 
tension. The unmistakable stench in the 
air made it worse. Cara had never seen 
these people before, but she knew they 
were important. Not just by how they 
looked. But how they looked at her. And 
the temptation to enter the room 
unannounced was too much for Cara to 
ignore, so she stayed quiet as everyone’s 
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eyes turned toward her.

 One of the men gestured to her. “Good, you’re here. It’s 

great to finally meet you, Cara. Everyone!”

 At his beckoning, the various figures inside the room 

smiled at their guest and welcomed her with hand-shakes and 

half-grins. They each had striking and unique characteristics 

about them, true to their reputation as Advisors. 

 I’m shaking the hand of a legend, Cara couldn’t help but 

realize. She recounted multiple tales, quietly, as she was 

greeted by each of her heroes. Surprisingly, these thoughts put 

her at ease. The Advisors were intimidating, to be certain, but 

in a way that inspired Cara, as they always had. It thrilled her 

to be in their presence.

 “Take this, Cara.” It was the man who had first greeted 

her. He was still smiling.

 Is he giving me a sweater? She handled the bundle of 

cloth and spread it open. It was a soft, gray sweater vest with a 

custom inseam. 

 “Come on, then. Put it on,” he egged her on as she contin-

ued her inspection of the gift.

 The man had a thick, Australian accent, making it clear 

that he was a local. And he had the face of a man who smiles 

quite often, with wrinkles covering all of the edges of his 

mouth. After a good look, it was clear to Cara that this man 

was the Dean.

 “Thank you,” Cara trembled as she carefully slipped the 

vest on, fumbling to keep it centered on her chest. I suppose 

there’s a first time for everything. I wonder if I look good in a 

vest. If only this thing had pockets.

 “Where are my manners?” the man smiled. “I’m Dean 

Sherman. You should recognize me from orientation day. And 

these are your industrious Advisors. We’re incredibly excited 

for you to start your journey here. Even if it is at such a trou-

bling time.”

 So I am in trouble. 

 Dean Sherman walked Cara to a chair near the center of 

the room. She found it to be a strange placement for someone 
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of her stature. The benches in front of her seat were quickly 

filled by the  Advisors, whose faces had returned to their seri-

ous states. Cara wondered for a moment if the other students 

were treated this way, especially this early into the semester. 

Was this warm welcome simply because of who her mother 

was? She couldn’t be certain. 

 “So, why am I here?” Cara asked meekly. “The email said 

you had something important—”

 “The situation at hand is dire,” the dean interrupted. “And 

of course, we need the help of someone with your particular 

talents.”

 The word confused her. This has to be some sort of mis-

take.

 “My…talents?” Cara was terrified. They must have 

brought in the wrong student.

 “Yes, of course!” the dean enthused. “Welcome, everyone, 

to this summit of the Advisors. As you can see, we have a spe-

cial guest. Cara, here, is a new student who comes from a very 

incredible family, as you all know. She’ll be assisting us with a 

few operations.”

 The Advisors were completely silent, though one or two 

shot a glance at Cara. I really shouldn’t be here.

 “I’ll cut to the chase,” Dean Sherman continued. “For the 

last six months, we’ve experienced a surge in child abductions. 

They occur at regular intervals in almost every time zone, espe-

cially in the Eastern Hemisphere. Knowing this, we’ve de-

duced the likely culprits, though we’re unsure of how to pro-

ceed.”

 Strangely, Cara already knew where this was going. Her 

mother had spent most of her life dealing with what this uni-

versity prepared their students to do.

 “Monsters,” the dean declared. “Monsters are stealing our 

children for unknown purposes. They’re lifting the children 

from their own beds in the middle of the night, and it’s getting 

worse. They’re getting more brazen about it.”

 The thought chilled Cara to the bone. Monsters snatching 

kids? She couldn’t figure out why they would act out so bla-

tantly. Or why the dean was letting her in on this.

 Dean Sherman leaned against the lectern. “Our main as-

sumption at the moment is that they’re committing these 

crimes in order to use our children as batteries, powering 

their world with our youngest members.” 

 “But they’ve never resorted to kidnapping,” said an Advi-

sor from the back of the room. “Why start now?”
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 Dean Sherman responded with a nod. “Hence, our di-

lemma.” 

 One of the Advisors near the front of the room stood up.

 “Yes, Renata?” Dean Sherman acknowledged her.

 “As Advisor for the French Region, I think it is important 

to note that the first pattern of abductions started within our 

borders.”

 Cara noted the woman’s simple, unassuming dress. Her 

features were beautiful, but her serious face hid them. As she 

spoke, Cara noted the wrinkles creeping around her eyes.

 “We’ve dealt with these kidnappings a bit longer than the 

other regions,” she explained. “They are only starting to pop 

up in the Americas. My best guess is that the monsters are try-

ing to make their actions less obvious. At first, the attacks 

were sequential and clearly organized. But as time has passed, 

the abductions have become more scattered and random. My 

conclusion is that this is a rogue faction.”

 “Yes, I also believe that to be the case,” said another figure 

from the crowd. He stood to reveal himself. 

 “Ah, yes,” Dean Sherman regarded Cara, “let me introduce 

you to the American Advisor. This is Alec Azam.” 

 Cara nodded and gave him a polite smile. Of course, she 

already knew exactly who Alex Azam was. The world’s best 

Alumni is in the same room as me! Cara had always dreamed 

of meeting him in person. She fantasized the day Alec Azam 

would teach her the ways of the university, so that she could 

one day take over his position after his retirement. Truth be 

told, she had always harbored a distant, innocent crush on the 

man. But all she could do at that moment was pretend to be 

calm and collected.. 

 Without saying hello, Alec started talking, though his ec-

centric eyebrows said just as much as his actual words. “It’s 

more or less confirmed that the monsters have been siphon-

ing energy from our world for nearly a thousand years,” he 

said with wild gestures for every syllable. “For whatever rea-

son, they rely upon on our world for their daily living. Though 

we’ve had…trouble…over the years, monsters and humans 

have held an uneasy truce for the last few hundred years with 

only minor, well, incidents. But now it’s clear that they’re des-

perate, and these are the early stages of an experiment to see 

how much they can take from us without causing a stir.”

 “Well, they’ve caused one!” cried a voice from the crowd, 

which was followed by sounds of affirmation from the rest.

 “Quiet, quiet.” Dean Sherman tried to settle the room. 

“We don’t know for sure what we’re dealing with. And until we 
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do, we must assume that this is the act of an isolated group. 

Not the monster world at large.” 

 Shouts of protest littered the room as various Advisors 

tried to talk over each other. All the while, Cara sat restlessly 

in her seat. 

 These geezers argue more than my aunt and uncle, she 

thought to herself. This was not how she imagined discourse 

among the Advisors to be held.

 Eventually, Cara could no longer hold her tongue. “Can I 

just say something?” Her voice was drowned. “Hey!” she cried 

a little louder.

 “EVERYONE!” 

 Cara’s outburst silenced the room. The uneasy emptiness 

in the air made her realize what she’d done. They’re all start-

ing at me. This was a huge mistake. 

 Nevertheless, Cara continued.

 “Why don’t we ask the monsters themselves? Don’t we 

still have a way to communicate with them?”

 “Not whenever we want,” Alec answered her. “Time travel 

with the doors is still another decade away from being figured 

out, at least. We’ve collected scores of doors that have been 

marked by monster events, but for now, they’re useless until 

we can pinpoint where the monster world truly exists.”

 “That is true,” Dean Sherman added, “but we do have 

other ways of reaching them. Cara, this is where you come in.”

 “Me?” she replied, confused. 

 Why do they need me? 

 “We’re initiating a 2319. Your skills are exactly what we 

need to sneak up on a monster undetected, before they can ab-

duct their latest victim. All you have to do is catch them in the 

act. We can then present the evidence to the Council and 

authorize an invasion.”

 The crowd became restless upon the dean’s uttering of 

2319. 

 “A 2319?” Alec responded. “That’s an act of war. It’s too 

drastic!” 

 “We wouldn’t stand a chance!” protested another voice 

from the audience.

 “We will with one of the monsters as leverage,” the dean 

continued. “And don’t forget. They fear us just as much as we 

fear them.”

 Renata also chimed in. “Yes, but not all of them. The mon-

ster leadership isn’t afraid of us in the slightest. Or have you 

forgotten about Hardscrabble?”

 Dean Sherman wrinkled his brow. “No, I haven’t.” He 

looked at Cara, who was still sitting quietly in her chair. “Cara, 
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I know you are just a student, but the university needs you for 

this. Will you help us?”

 They think I have powers or something. “I’m not sure 

how I could,” she answered meekly. 

 “Nonsense!” Dean Sherman shouted. “And you won’t do it 

alone. We have a team that will be perfect for the job. You’ll 

work together to settle this madness once and for all.”

 She was unable to argue. The force of the dean’s will kept 

her silent, even as she wondered why he had such confidence 

in her. 

 Do they know something I don’t? It was true that Cara 

had some talents. But none of them seemed relevant for sav-

ing children from monsters in their closets.

 A few minutes passed as Dean Sherman describe the de-

tails of the 2319. Truthfully, Cara was too lost in her thoughts 

to pay it much attention. Finally, he adjourned the meeting 

and motioned for the Advisors to exit the room. Cara did as 

well until she was stopped by Alec.

 “Cara, wait,” he said as he touched her shoulder. “I 

wanted to check in with you before you leave. I’m off to Amer-

ica, so I won’t be able to help you with everything, but…”

 He’s talking to me. “Yes?”

 “You were quiet back there. Don’t think I didn’t notice. Lis-

ten, I know you probably don’t think much of yourself. It’s a 

large shadow you have to live under.”

 Cara wanted to pull her hair over her eyes. “I don’t think 

any of you realize how true that is. I’m only in this program be-

cause—” 

 “Of your mother, yes,” he interrupted. “But we wouldn’t 

have accepted you into this program for just that reason. Oth-

erwise, your cousin would be here.”

 Ugh, not her, she groaned.

 “Thank you, Alec. But seriously, I’m not like my mother. I 

don’t have…powers.”

 Alec smiled. “Powers aren’t the only thing that make your 

mother  special. She also has good genes. What truly made her 

succeed in her own right, though, was her imagination.”

 Really? I thought he was more profound than that. “How 

does imagination help anyone?”

 “Think of it this way. Your mothers powers were simple 

on their own. She could turn invisible on command. But over 

time, her imagination exceeded her limitations. She learned 

how to create force fields, change her appearance, and do the 

same to others. In her prime, UltraViolet was unstoppable. 

And you will be too.”
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 “But I don’t have any powers.” Upon saying this, Cara 

glanced down again, ashamed. This had always plagued her.

 Alec lifted her chin up. “Yet.”

•••

 The night was a formidable foe. So when Cara was shaken 

awake the next morning, she proved to be resistant to the sum-

moning. With frazzled hair and a disjointed smile, she wearily 

crept from her bed to the bathroom. As she walked by her 

desk, she glanced at the machine sitting by her lamp. I don’t 

have time for you at the moment, she apologized. Cara had 

put off sleep for several hours in order to fix the box of bolts, 

and she was desperate to continue her work. If only her stom-

ach agreed with love of tinkering. With her bag wrapped 

around her shoulder, she made her way to the dining hall. I 

might not miss my first class for once.

 Cara made it halfway to the dining hall before being 

tapped on the shoulder near the library.

 “Ah, I see you’re already preparing for the day!” a voice 

greeted her from behind. It was the dean. 

 She turned to greet him. “Oh, well—”

 “Ha!” he cut her off. “Why are you heading for main cam-

pus? Classes have been canceled for the day, Cara. Well, for 

you at least. Have you already forgotten about the 2319?”

 Already? It’s only been a day. “Of course not. I was, uh, 

looking for you actually.” I just lied to the dean. I’m a mon-

ster.

 “Perfect! Come with me, then. We’re headed to the assem-

bly hall.” 

 They walked together side-by-side, the dean completely 

oblivious to Cara’s pulsating stomach.

 “So, I have to ask, Dean Sherman. Why’d you pick me for 

this operation?” 

 “To lead the team, of course. Isn’t it obvious?”

 Team?! “Oh, I suppose. I guess I did lead my school’s ro-

botics club.”
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 “I hear you led them to victory! And you were so much 

younger than them. You graduated from high school at age, 

what, 13 or 14?”

 She laughed nervously, already regretting the second im-

pression she was making on him. “I was 15. It was just last 

year.”

 “And you’re already starting college,” he chuckled. “I just 

hope my niece has the same drive as you.”

 “So, when will I be meeting, uh, team?” Hopefully, they’ll 

be more useful than me. 

 “Right now.”

 They arrived at a large, wooden door in the assembly hall. 

Cara had been inside this room a few times before, recalling it 

to be similar to a court room. It would certainly be large 

enough to hold this gathering of monster hunters. 

 The dean opened the door and let Cara proceed first. Sev-

eral faces greeted her, none of them familiar. A young man 

dressed in all black sat on one of the desks. To his right was an-

other boy wearing a Hawaiian shirt and sandals. And the last 

face belonged to a boy wearing a fine-pressed gray suit. They 

approached to introduce themselves. 

 “I’m Madus,” said the boy in the suit, kindly. He was not 

very intimidating, though he acted like he was a commanding 

presence. His dark, coiffed hair didn’t help, as it merely dis-

tracted from his baby face. 

 Cara shook his hand as the next boy joined in. 

 “And I’m Rudy!” the sandaled one said with a smile. “But 

my friends call my Rude.” His personality was as electric as 

his clothing. 

 The last boy stayed seated on his desk as he spoke. 

 “Cochran,” he said plainly.

 “Hi,” Cara said shyly as she smiled a little and cleared her 

throat. “I’m Cara. I guess I’ll be joining you.”

 “Joining? Ha! Leading ‘em is more like,” the dean 

laughed. 
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 Cara turned around to face him. “Are you sure I’m really 

qualified for this? I’m just a student.” And they’re a bunch of 

weird boys, she almost said.

 Her words made the dean laugh even more. “Of course, 

and so are they. Learning by doing has always been our motto 

here at Pixar University.” 

 The dean said goodbye and departed the room, leaving 

Cara and the boys to get acquainted.

 “So,” she started with a nervous chuckle, “what can you 

guys, uh, do?” 

 Cochran rolled his eyes, but Madus and Rudy were quick 

to respond. 

 “Well!” yelped Rudy, who had quickly darted a few inches 

toward Cara’s shocked face. “Back home, I was the best at 

smelling.”

 “OK,” Cara responded slowly as Rudy moved his face 

closer to her hair. 

 “That’s nothing,” Madus laughed confidently as he 

stepped toward them. “I can persuade anyone to do any-

thing.”

 “Oh?” Cara nodded. “That’s…nice. Well, can you convince 

me that this is true?” 

 Madus glanced at Rudy. “Hmmm, she’s good.”

 A scoff echoed from the back of the room. Cochran was 

shaking his head. “Neither of you clowns belong here.”

 “Is that so, overcoat?” Madus retorted, sharply.

 “Yeah, what’s your snuff?” Rudy added.

 Without acknowledging them, Cochran got on his feet and 

walked toward the group. He slowly stretched out his hand. 

They looked on, but there was nothing in his palm. His hand 

then shifted into one finger pointed at Cara. 

 “Cara.” 

 “Yes?”

 “What is your deepest, darkest fear? Answer honestly.” 

 Her eyes bulged. “What? Why?”

 “You want to know what I can do, right?” 

 She looked around, trying to figure out what Cochran was 

getting at. Finally, she tried to answer. 

 “OK, I guess my deepest fear is…Well, I’m afraid of spi-

ders.” 

 Cochran approached her, glaring at her with menacing 

eyes. “Is that your final answer?” 

 Settle down, Regis. “Uh, yes?”

 “Huh.” Cochran turned his back to her. “That’s a lie.”

 “What?”

 “You’re lying. Spiders aren’t your deepest fear.”
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 “Well, maybe not. But what does that have to do with 

you?”

 He turned back around to address her. “I can tell when a 

person is lying. I have 100% accuracy.”

 Unamused, Madus shook his head. “What’s with the theat-

rics, man? You seriously need to relax.” 

 Cara scratched her head in defeat. “OK, well now that all 

of…that…is settled, I guess we can go over our strategy. Here’s 

the brief—”

 “Wait!” Rudy interrupted. “Not everyone is here yet.”

 “What do you mean? Someone else is coming?” Cara 

thought the dean had said this was the whole team.

 “Yeah, someone is else coming,” said an even, female 

voice from the door. 

 Cara turned to see the figure standing in the doorway. Her 

heart sank. Everything inside her stomach wanted to relocate 

to the outside. It was a blonde girl with a single ponytail. She 

was dressed as a traveler, making it clear that she had come a 

long way. And Cara knew this to be true. 

 “No, no, no, NO. Not you. No.” 

 “Geez, good to see you too, Cara. Hey, boys,” she winked.

 The girl was about Cara’s height and age, though her 

blonde hair was a sharp contrast from Cara’s black locks.

 “Who’s uh, who’s your friend?” Rudy smirked as Madus 

adjusted his hair.

 Still petrified, Cara tried to make the introduction. “Guys, 

this is…this…oh my gosh…”

 “Her cousin. Name’s Logan,” she said she popped the 

chewing gum rolling in her mouth. “Nice to meet’cha.”  

 Logan tried to embrace her cousin, but Cara was still in 

shock. So Logan put her arm around Cara’s unwelcoming 

shoulder.

 “Oh, why are you here?” Cara winced. “You’re not even a 

student!” 

 “Yeah, obviously. But you didn’t think old Sherman would 

assign a 2319 on just a couple of students, did ya? I’m your 

muscle for this mess.”
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 Cochran looked up. “Muscle?” 

 “Cara didn’t tell you? I’m a Hero. Same as both our folks.”

 Immediately, Rudy and Madus responded with shocked 

faces. 

 “A Hero?!” Madus cried. “I’ve always wanted to meet a 

Hero!”

 He faced Cara. 

 “Wait, so then why are you a student? You guys are re-

lated, right?”

 Cara looked down. “Well I…Well—”

 “She doesn’t have any powers,” Logan answered with a 

wry grin. She started rubbing Cara’s head with her knuckles. 

“Cara’s the nerd of the family.”

 “What can you do, then?” Cochran asked Logan, hands 

still in his pockets.

 Logan smiled. “Stand back and I’ll show you.” 

 Oh great, Cara moaned to herself.

 Her cousin cracked her knuckles as the students cleared 

the space. As each knuckle cracked, a spark flew from Logan’s 

skin. She then held her fists and cracked the knuckles within a 

ball, releasing even bigger sparks. And with a sly smile that 

made Cara cringe, Logan sparked fire into both of her palms. 

As the boys looked on, impressed, she started to juggle the 

balls of fire with ease. 

 

•••

 Cara thought long and hard about her predicament. It had 

been hours since the reunion with her cousin, but she still 

couldn’t recover from the notion that she’d be trapped with Lo-

gan for the next few days or longer. 

 Why would they call her of all people? Cara wondered. 

It’s not like she’s the only Hero in the world. 

 Of course, the answer was clear. There were few Heroes at 

all, and Cara’s family was notorious for being one of the few 

bands of Heroes left. But like her uncle, she was without any 

powers. Despite their afflictions, both she and her uncle perse-

vered in their own right, taking on roles that suited their own 

purposes. Cara had so desired to pick up one of the eccentric 

skills she saw in the other students at the university. To tell 

when someone was lying? That was a skill that would make 

her far more useful than her show-off of a cousin. What good 

is fire in a world where words are stronger than force? At 

least, that’s the world Cara acknowledged. The century had 

just started, and Cara knew that 2001 would be her year to 
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prove herself as one of the youngest students to ever enroll at 

the university. If anyone had asked Cara why she chose this en-

deavor, she may have claimed that it was simply to find her 

place as the daughter of a great Hero. But really, she had fled 

to the university to get away from the shadow of her family. 

Her legacy couldn’t follow her all the way to Sydney, Australia. 

Or so she thought. 

 The clouds rolled in over the water, welcoming Cara’s 

thoughtful gaze. As she held on to the railing, Cara could smell 

the seawater that seemed to be just inches from her nose. But 

her tranquility was interrupted.

 “Hey cuz,” Logan chattered as she slapped Cara on the 

back. “It’s going to be so awesome to work with you on this! 

It’s been too long, you know.” 

 Cara didn’t take her eyes off the ocean. “Yeah, it’s fantas-

tic.”

 “You know, we’re all super proud of you for coming out 

here…seeing the world. Your mom is always going on about 

how you’re going to be just like Uncle Jack-Jack.”

 With a slight laugh, Cara let her guard down just a little. 

“Thanks, Logan. I know I haven’t reached out to you guys 

much lately.”

 “They understand,” Logan yawned. She stretched her 

arms as she continued. “That’s sort of why dad wanted me to 

come out here. To make sure you haven’t forgotten us.” 

 “I would never forget you guys!” Cara protested. “It’s 

just—”

 “Hard for you to be around us? Yeah, I get it.” Logan 

walked away. “But hey, now we can finally get some of that 

bonding time in. It’ll be just like when we were kids!” 

 Great, Cara grumbled.

 She thought back to all the times Logan had lit Cara’s toys 

on fire when they were little. And she remembered how Logan 

would show off her sparks at Thanksgiving when the turkey 

was undercooked. If her dad was the fastest man alive, then 

she was probably the flashiest, always looking for ways to 

show off her powers. Her hotshot cousin was also never shy 

about using her confidence to embarrass Cara in front of boys, 

though she knew Logan’s intentions weren’t terrible. 

 Cara turned around. “Well I guess—”

 But Logan was gone. 

 With a sigh, Cara looked at the horizon. For almost a sec-

ond, she thought she saw a flash occur just over the water. But 

she ignored it.
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CHAPTER 2

The Agreement



 The air was warm. Yet Wallaby could still feel the cool 

breeze of the coastal air brush against his cracked skin. It had 

been far too long since he had cleansed himself, or even had a 

moment alone, truly.  For that reason, the sight of land on the 

horizon put him at ease. Finally, I get to step off this shaky 

cruise ship. 

 Other passengers onboard the Voyager did not seem to 

share Wallaby’s sentiment. He noted how the travelers 

seemed less than content with the soon arrival to shore. At 

least someone gets a vacation, he grumbled. 

 A young boy approached Wallaby. He couldn’t have been 

any older than seven. “Are you happy to be going home?” the 

teenager asked in a thick, Australian accent.

 “Oh, hello,” Wallaby tried to say politely. “I suppose I 

will. But Australia is not my home.”

 “You’re on a vacation, then? So’s our bunch. My home is 

just past the harbor.”

 Wallaby wasn’t too keen on continuing the conversation, 

but the boy continued regardless.

 “What’s your name?”

 “Wallaby.”

 “That’s a funny name! Are you sure you’re not from 

around here, then?”

 This kid won’t leave me alone. “Yes, I’m sure,” Wallaby 

pronounced shortly.

 The boy turned and glanced at two figures near the front 

of the ship. “Wallaby, do you know those funny looking 

people? I thought I saw you walk through that door over there 

with them not too long ago. I wanted to talk to them, but my 

mum says not to talk to strangers with tattoos.”

 Wallaby looked at Stevin and noticed Mr. Sumner 

hanging off his back, motionless. “Yes, we walked through 

that door together, but they are not my friends.” Not 

anymore, anyway. 

 “They seem strange. Are you here with family?”

 Maybe he’ll go away if I tell him a story. “No, kid. I’m 

here alone. You know how it’s the year 2001 right now? Well, 

I came here from 1935. I’m a time traveler, you see. That door 

over there? I turned it into a portal, just by knocking on it.” 

 “That’s incredible!” the boy resounded. “But I don’t 

believe you. Time travel’s not possible.”

 “It is for magicians like me, kid.”

 “Wow. Could I go with you on your next trip? I’ve always 

wanted to see the pyramids in Egypt or Paradise Falls in 

South America.”
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 “You could do both those things now, kid. The pyramids 

still exist in 2001.” 

 “Wow. How does it work? The door portals, I mean?”

 Strangely enough, Wallaby was completely uncertain. Alec 

had never gotten to that part. Alec. The thought of the pecu-

liar professor caused a sharp pain to cover Wallaby’s face.

 “Are you alright, Wallaby? You seem like you’re about to 

bust open.”

 “Sorry, I was just thinking of my old teacher. I left 

him...Um, I left him back in 1935.”

 “Shouldn’t you go back for him, then? If what you’re say-

ing about the doors is true—”

 “It’s not,” Wallaby harshly interrupted. “I mean I can’t. I 

tried.” Alec would be fine if it weren’t for those Hexagon 

agents. By now, Wallaby assumed, Alec would be gone for-

ever. Back in the Hexagon, when Alec saved him from Willem 

and the others, he noted how the agents were ready to use le-

thal force. Now he was too frightened to go back for the profes-

sor, even if he could.

 “I’m sorry about that,” the boy added after some silence. 

“Will you be here long?”

 Does this kid have parents? “If you don’t mind, I should 

probably go. I have to speak with my, er, companions.” I al-

most referred to them as my friends, Wallaby noted.

 “I hope you make things right with your friends, Wallaby. 

And you should probably keep that furry animal out of sight. 

The deck crew will have your hide if they catch you with ani-

mals.”

 “Thanks, kid.” Wallaby handed him a slip of paper. “Go 

buy yourself an ice cream or something.”

 “This is a receipt.”

 “Yeah, it sure is,” Wallaby said as he slipped away. He 

walked toward Stevin and Sadie, who were still talking by the 

front of the ship. 

 “Hey, guys,” Wallaby greeted them after a pause. They al-

most didn’t realize he had approached them. 

 “Wallaby,” began Stevin, “I’m glad you’re here. We’ve 

been talking about what to do next now that we’re in, well, 

2001. And you and Sadie need to formally meet, obviously.” 

Stevin stepped aside to let Wallaby and Sadie shake hands. 

“Wallaby, this is Sadie, the world’s first human reengineered 

to a super-powered agent of destruction. And Sadie, this is 

Wallaby, a guy from my History class.”
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 “Charmed,” Wallaby said sarcastically as he reached out 

his hand to her.

 Sadie didn’t acknowledge him. Instead, she silently 

walked away.

 Well, that was pretty rude. “What’s up with that girl, Ste-

vin?” 

 “She’s…special,” Stevin answered as he watched her walk 

along the edge of the ship. “She’s a Super. Like in the comic 

books.”

 “You mean The Incredibles? That’s just a comic book, Ste-

vin.”

 “No, her powers are real. You’ve seen it. She can take on 

animal forms. I’ve even seen her turn her arms into bird 

wings. And The Maestro himself called her a ‘Super.’ Isn’t that 

what they’re called in the books?”

 Wallaby thought for a moment as he stroked his chin. 

“Yeah, that’s true, I guess. But those books came out in the 

60s, and she had these powers in the 30s. So, is she—”

 “The first one, like I said before.” Stevin tipped his hat. 

“We should keep her with us.”

 Not while I’m still in this mess. This girl is crazy. “Why? 

You freed her, didn’t you? Why would she help us?”

 “It’s not about us needing her. Even though we could defi-

nitely use her help. No, it’s more about her needing us. Out 

here, she doesn’t know anyone. It’s been 80 years. And before 

we freed her, she’d been in captivity most of her life. We have 

to help her.” 

 No we don’t. Despite his hesitations, Wallaby recognized 

how futile it would be to argue. Once Stevin made up his 

mind, that was that. 

 “How do I get her to talk to me? She seems completely un-

interested in conversation.” 

 Stevin stroked his chin. “Give it another shot. She’s proba-

bly just feeling overwhelmed right now. If I stay here, she 

might feel less pressure.” 

 How convenient for you. Wallaby nodded and stepped 

away. He could her Mr. Sumner mumbling behind him.

 “Mate, can we go somewhere a little less public? I think 

I’m about to get made.” 

 “What? No one’s paying attention to us, Stevin re-

sponded.”

 But Stevin was wrong. Wallaby could see that the boy had 

followed him, and it was clear that the boy heard a voice com-

ing from the furry monster resting on Stevin’s shoulders. The 

boy stared at them with wide eyes, stunned. 
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 With a nervous chuckle, Stevin tried to prevent a scene. 

“Hehe, hey kid. Nothing to see here! My, uh, stuffed animal 

here is pretty cool, right? No reason to scream…”

 A loud yelp filled the air as Wallaby tapped Sadie on the 

shoulder. She frowned, but didn’t face him.

 “Ally, why have you approached me? Can you not see that 

I am basking?”

 Wallaby scratched his head. “Uh, yeah. Sorry to interrupt 

your…basking…but I wanted to officially meet you. We didn’t 

get a chance earlier—”

 She turned to face him. “Ah yes, the seemingly stout one 

from History class. Your body figure suggests a lack of exer-

cise and a gravitation toward saturated fats. I can smell the oil 

on your skin.”

 Wallaby raised his eyebrows. Is it that obvious I haven’t 

showered? “Well, I’m not stout. You can ask my dietician—”

 “You reek of feigned courage. I am Sadie.”

 “Right, I’m Wallaby.” 

 He reached out his hand yet again to shake hers.

 “What? You are not a wallaby,” Sadie argued as she 

grabbed  his arm and peeked under it. “I sense no marsupial 

likeness within your classification.”

 “It’s just my name. I know I’m not a wallaby.”

 “So it is a jest? Your real name is Joey? Like the wallaby?”

 “No, it’s not Joey, either. Look, my parents just have a sa-

distic sense of humor.”

 “This makes sense. Alright, we are now allies.”  
 “I thought we were already…you called me an ally before!”

 “Yes, to lower your guard in case you had ill intentions. 

You wouldn’t have seen my killing blow coming.”

 Wallaby scratched his head. “Yeah, why would I…”

 “Hey guys,” said a voice from behind them. It was Stevin. 

“So, are you both friends now?”

 “No, no,” Wallaby shook his head, “we’re allies.”

 Stevin looked confused. “Ok?” He turned to Sadie. “Can I 

talk to you for a sec? There are some things we need to dis-

cuss.”
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 Both of Sadie’s hands rested on her hips. “Of course. I 

have a few questions as well. I’ll start. Where shall I live for 

the rest of my life? What foods provide the optimal nutritional 

impact in this time period? Is the Hexagon truly nonexistent 

in this year, or must I enact my bloody revenge with haste? 

What year is it? Why is your blonde friend so sweaty? Why are 

those American humans listening to the perfectly synchro-

nized harmonies of several males? Where are we right now at 

this very second? What is the make and year of this nautical 

vessel?”

 The two boys and their stuffed animal stared at Sadie with 

no expressions on their faces. Stevin was the first to speak up.

 “Did you get all that, Sumner?” 

 “Honestly, mate, I have a lot of the same questions. Those 

perfectly synchronized human males know how to bloody har-

monize.” 

 Stevin dismissed Sumner with a harsh look and took a 

deep breath. “Alright, well, let’s start with the important stuff. 

We’re in the year 2001 right now. According to Randall, Mr. 

Sumner’s future self will be at 42 Wallaby Way, Sydney in just 

a few hours. Yes, the Hexagon doesn’t exist anymore. Now it’s 

called the Pentagon, I guess.”

 “And I’m sweaty because it’s really hot right now!” Wal-

laby interrupted as he stretched his shirt collar away from his 

neck.

 Stevin continued. “Because we freed you from those Hexa-

gon guys, you owe us. Help us with this one task, and you’ll be 

free to spend the rest of your days doing whatever it is you 

want to do.”

 Sadie shook her head. “No, no, no. The deal was that I 

help you escape the Hexagon in exchange for freeing me. I al-

ready did that.”

 “Somewhat,” Stevin snapped back. “But we also freed you 

from Randall when he captured you. You still owe us.”

 “I owe you, not the fake marsupial,” Sadie interjected.

 “Hey!” Wallaby grunted.

 “You owe us,” Stevin replied sternly. “We’re a team.”

 That took Wallaby by surprise. Maybe Stevin does see my 

value, for once. He should have near-death experiences more 

often.

 Sadie pondered for a moment before responding. “I find 

these terms agreeable. You did free me from those well-

dressed savages, after all. Fine, what is this favor?”
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 “We’re searching for our friend. Her name is Mary, and 

we need your help to find her. Join us until we complete our 

mission, and your debt is paid.”

 Sadie shifted her mouth to the side of her cheek. “So I 

help you on your mission to find this girl? And that’s it?”

 “That’s it.”

 “You have a deal. Shall we seal the agreement?”

 “Of course.” Stevin offered her his hand.

 Sadie grabbed his arm and locked it around hers. Then 

she struck him with a head butt, causing Stevin to stumble 

backward. 

 “It’s an agreement!” she proclaimed. 

 Without hesitating, Sadie backflipped off of the boat and 

into the water, transforming into a shark as she fell. 

 “We’re just getting started, aren’t we?” Wallaby sighed as 

he sank to the floor.

•••

	  

	   Cara rested the weight of her cheek on her closed palm,  

making her head lean toward the car’s glass window. Every-

thing that passed her glance was a blur of white fences and 

freshly cut yards. Even for Australia, they were quite subur-

ban. 

 “Can you imagine how we would’ve turned out if we’d 

grown up in a place like this?” her cousin asked her from the 

driver’s seat. 

 Growing up with you is the last thing I want to think 

about. Nevertheless, her thoughts drifted to their house in the 

country. Suddenly, she remembered vivid details of how Lo-

gan would set fire to her toys, and later her machines. She will 

pay for that one day, Cara ruminated. 

 “We’d probably be less strange,” Cara finally answered, 

though what she wanted to say was far less polite. 

 Rudy moved his head through the two seats of the vehicle. 

“I didn’t think supers could have normal lives, even as kids,” 

he chimed.
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 “Heh,” Logan retorted, “some supers tried. My dad and 

Cara’s mom grew up in a place just like this one.”

 “Australia?” Rudy asked intently, as if he was dumb 

enough to not know the answer. 

 Logan ignored him. “It’s fun growing up with powers. Or 

in Cara’s case, around people with powers. Life is so much eas-

ier when you can go camping with a fire-breather. And Cara’s 

mom was so powerful, she could make force fields that would 

protect us from the mosquitos all night.”

 “Yeah, we were really roughing it,” Cara said with a hint of 

disdain. “On one trip, Logan even managed to lose the doll I 

gave her.” At least you didn’t set it on fire.

 “Wow, I almost forgot about Big Baby. That was so long 

ago...”

 Back when we called you by your real name, no less. 

Cara grew tired of the conversation. She peered toward the 

rearview mirror to observe Cochran and Madus, who seemed 

nervous about the mission ahead. 

 “We should probably get ready for what’s about to go 

down,” Cara said as she leaned up in her seat. “Madus, we’re 

going to need your help the most.”

 His persuasion skills would be undoubtedly useful in case 

something went wrong. Far more useful than a few fists of 

fire.

. “We have to treat the situation very carefully,” Cara contin-

ued. “This house belongs to the Dean’s niece. He’s putting a 

lot of trust in us to take care of this.”

 Logan curled her lip and gripped the steering wheel as 

they pulled up to the house. “Seems strange to me that he’d let 

his own family get mixed up in this monster business.” She 

looked out the window to view the large, two-story home to 

their left. “If we fail, his kid is gones-ville.” 

 “It’s not like Dean Sherman had a choice,” Rudy com-

mented plainly. “At least we know the monster’s coming here 

ahead of time to steal the kid.” 

 This would be a lot easier if Dean Sherman’s family 

really knew what was going on, Cara thought. It was up to 

Madus to make sure they wouldn’t be around that night. 

 The team stepped out of the car and approached the front 

of the house with Cara and Logan leading the group side-by-

side. For a moment, it was unclear which of them would 

knock on the door. Move aside, Logan. I’m the one in charge, 

here. For all Cara knew, Logan was thinking the same thing. 
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 Finally, Logan took a big step ahead of Cara as they 

stepped toward the door, and she knocked without hesitation. 

 Perfect.

 A short woman with auburn hair opened the door within a 

few moments. She looked to be in her early 30s. 

 “Yes? Can I help you?” she said with a concerned face, as 

if something had her perpetually worried.

 With a gulp, Cara began the plan. “Yes, you can. My name 

is Cara. I’m with the local babysitters club.” 

 She looked over to Logan, who had forgotten to take out 

her fake badge. 

 We need that badge to look legitimate, you idiot. But Lo-

gan had clearly forgotten. 

 “The babysitters club?” the woman said with a skeptical 

look. “But you all banned us from your service a year ago after 

the…accident.” 

 “Uh,” Cara stammered, “water under the bridge! We want 

to, uh—”

 “Make amends,” Logan interrupted. “We feel awful about 

what happened with young…”

 “Darla,” Cara whispered quietly.

 “Darla!” Logan added.

 “You’re really willing to watch Darla again?” the woman 

said with her face all-white.

 “Yep, that’s right,” Cara responded slowly. She looked 

over to Madus to join in. His masterful persuasion skills 

would be enough to convince Darla’s mother to let them watch 

her, she imagined.

 But in a flash, the mother was gone. They hadn’t even no-

ticed she left, but the door was still open. Cara, Logan, and the 

others looked at each other confused. But before they had 

time to shrug their shoulders, the mother returned with her 

husband and two suitcases. 

 “Great! See you next weekend!” the parents said in unison 

as they frantically left the house and entered the car. As it 

drove away in a hurry, Cara and the others could still hear the 

celebratory laughter exiting the car windows.

 “Oh, that’s just a bad sign,” said Madus as they watched 

on. 

 •••

	   There was an unexpected crowd waiting for Agent Willem, 

Florence, and Peaches when they walked through the door 

into the waiting room of the dentist’s office. But the crowd 
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was actually just a group of fish inside a large tank. The rest of 

the room was empty.

 “Hey, we finally made it here alive,” said Peaches with her 

hands on her hips. 

 Florence poked the glass of the tank. “Where do you sup-

pose we are exactly?”

 “This is 42 Wallaby Way, Sydney,” Willem said with a 

scowl. “I guess we’re a little early.”

 “Randall said we would be,” Peaches added.

 Willem leaned against the wall. So, this is our future. 

2001 doesn’t look all that different from 1935. “For now, we’ll 

wait. Those kids are bound to show up here. And Sadie will be 

with them.”

 “How can you be so sure?” Florence asked from behind 

the fish tank.

 “That monstrosity parading as a human is too used to cap-

tivity to venture out on her own. I’ll bet you all the fish in the 

world that she’s tagging along with them. Even if she doesn’t, 

capturing those kids is also a priority, especially if they know 

where she ran off to.”

 “So, we just wait?” asked Peaches.

 Willem took out a toothpick and adjusted his glasses. “We 

just wait.”

 Peaches and Florence plopped themselves onto the couch. 

They’ve left no room for me, Willem didn’t dare say. I take 

them with me on the mission of a lifetime, and yet they still 

disrespect me. 

 “How long will we be here, boss?” Florence said as she 

tried to fix the position of her glasses.  “In the future, I mean.”

 “It doesn’t matter. We’ll return to the same minute we left 

the Hexagon. Everyone back there will be alright.” And I’m 

not about to return empty-handed. 

 Peaches turned to Florence. “Getting here seemed simple 

enough, but you never briefed me on how we’re able to get 

back.” 

 “I haven’t been on many of these trips, to be honest. The 

Maestro is pretty quiet about who organizes these things. But 

every time we venture somewhere in time, Hexagon agents 

manage to find us and bring us back through the doors. Once 

we’re done here, they’ll just appear.”

 Like clockwork, ruminated Willem. He had been through 

the drill plenty. Back at the Hexagon, Randall had tried to bar-

gain with Willem like a fool, claiming only he held the secret 

to traveling through the doors. He’s lucky I didn’t lock him up 

in the box for that. 
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CHAPTER 3

The Babysitters



 The salty air of Sydney Harbor made the inside of 

Stevin’s nose tingle with every sniff. While pleasant at first, 

the sensation made him want to sneeze far more often than 

appropriate. This pestered him without end as he strolled 

down the dock to where the Voyager lay anchor. Sadie walked 

ahead of him, moving more quickly than she needed to, while 

Wallaby fell behind to admire the beauty of the coastline. He’s 

returned to his homeland, Stevin almost joked.

 For a moment, Stevin forgot that Mr. Sumner was still 

clinging to his shoulders. But the curious monster had a habit 

of sneaking over Stevin’s head every few minutes to look 

ahead. At one point, he tried to hide himself under Stevin’s 

bowler hat, though it was far more conspicuous than he 

probably realized.

 “Will you stop that?” Stevin asked him as Sumner’s feet 

dangled over his eyes. 

 “Sorry, Steve. I just wanted to get a better view is all. Hey! 

That gent has an accent like me!”

 Even though Sumner was on his head, Stevin could still 

tell that the monster was pointing. 

 “Stop that! Yeah, except his accent is Australian and yours 

is…British, I guess.”

 Truthfully, Sumner’s accent was difficult to put a finger 

on. It drifted and changed when he spoke, leading Stevin to be-

lieve Sumner adopted it from hearing it somewhere else. Per-

haps the agents who worked with him at the Hexagon had 

thick accents. That would explain it. Stevin didn’t feel certain.

 Mr. Sumner shuffled a bit to reach his chin with his finger. 

“Really? We don’t have countries where I come from. Every-

one’s just different for different reasons. Maybe that’s why we 

don’t have wars.”

 That sentiment strangely offended Stevin, though he 

chose to ignore it.

 Wallaby caught up to them. “Alright, take it down a notch, 

Gandhi.” He laughed at his own joke.

 As Stevin started to feel another sneeze coming on, some-

thing ahead of him caught his attention. It was Sadie, and she 

was arguing with a stranger by the tackle shop.

 Oh no, not now, he panicked. 

 Stevin rushed to the scene with Wallaby not far behind 

him.

 The man at the tackle shop raised his finger to Sadie’s 

face. “You don’t tell me what I can or can’t put on my display! 

These are my supplies!”
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 “Your supplies,” hissed Sadie, “are designed to mutilate 

and ultimately terminate innocent creatures! You must be pun-

ished for your insolence!”

 As Sadie raised her arm to strike the man, it began to flash 

into something else. Stevin guessed it would be the claw of a 

lobster for the sake of full-circle justice. But he grabbed her 

arm just in time to stop her arm from fully transforming. 

 

 “Sadie no!” he whispered loudly. “We can’t do that here. 

Come on!”

 He walked her away from the scene with both of his hands 

struggling to keep Sadie’s one arm in the air. 

 As they moved farther away, Wallaby faced the man and 

shrugged his shoulder. “Sorry, Mr. fish guy! She does this all 

the time at uh, Harryhausens, if it makes you feel better.”

 Frustrated, Stevin let go of Sadie’s arm around the corner. 

“You can’t just attack people, Sadie!”

 “Yeah,” Wallaby joined in, “this isn’t the jungle! Or, uh, 

wherever you’re really from, I guess.”

 Sadie pressed her hands to her hips and bent her eye-

brows. “I was enforcing the laws of nature! That man had no 

respect for the lives of those fish. They died dishonorable 

deaths at his hand. So he deserves the same fate—”

 “He’s a fisherman!” Stevin cut her off. “He does that for a 

living. To feed his family! It’s OK.”

 Wallaby smirked. “If it makes you feel better, we can go 

look at all of the living fish by the aquarium.”

 Without hesitating, Sadie turned to face him. “Your at-

tempts at humor are nothing but a facade for your inability to 

exercise control over personal situations. You shouldn’t even 

speak.” 

 A loud gulp echoed from Wallaby’s throat as he glanced at 

Stevin. “Wow, she’s a bit intense.”

 And correct. As Stevin rubbed his forehead impatiently, 

Sumner flew from his shoulder to address all of them.
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 “Look, you ninnies. I realize we all hate being around each 

other, but let’s not forget the actual reason we’re here. It’s not 

to flay fishermen or to crack jokes. Now, I want to get back 

home. But we can’t do that until we find my future self…who 

will hopefully know where we can find a door. So, shut your 

traps and walk me over to 42 Wallaby Way, Sydney while I try 

to pretend I’m a flipping stuffed animal filled with plush!”

 Stevin, Sadie, and Wallaby traded glances and down 

looks. It was clear to Stevin that he would have to do some-

thing to keep the group moving forward. Even if they didn’t 

quite get along. It would be much easier if we all split up, Ste-

vin started to think.

 “Alright, let’s move on, then.” As he said this, Stevin 

tipped his hat and took a step away from the corner. 

 Sadie and Wallaby followed. 

 

•••

 Willem stared at his toothpick as he clutched it from a 

pocket in his wallet. He only had two of them left, but the end-

less waiting seemed a perfect opportunity to indulge himself. 

As Willem twirled the toothpick around his bony fingers, he 

took a stroll around the dentist’s office to stretch his legs. As 

the sun set, he and his cohorts, Agents Florence and Peaches, 

had left most of the lights off to keep their presence unknown. 

No one will know we’re here. Unless I allow it, of course. 

 Florence joined Peaches on the couch. “Still admiring the 

fish tank, I see.” 

 “Yeah, I guess I am,” Peaches said as she took her eyes off 

of the tank. “I didn’t realize I was staring. I’ve just never seen 

a blowfish before,  I guess.” 

 “Hey,” Florence said softly as she leaned in closer to 

Peaches, “Do you think it was a good idea to let the bald guy 

go?” She couldn’t tell that Willem was hearing everything.

 Peaches frowned and then shrugged her shoulders. “Who, 

Randall? Yeah, I don’t know. That guy really skeeves me out.”
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 Florence laughed. “You know, my sister would love to 

meet you.”

 “Oh, you have a sister?”

 “Yeah, her name is—”

 “Quiet! They’re here!” Willem interrupted as he backed 

away from the window. “Take your positions!” 

•••

 As Stevin, Wallaby, Mr. Sumner and Sadie stepped off of 

the bus, they took a long, hard look at the building ahead of 

them. Part of Stevin wanted to wait before entering. It was get-

ting late, and he knew Wallaby and Sadie were just as tired as 

he was. But Stevin also knew that this could be their last shot 

at finding Sumner’s future self.

 That monster holds the key to finding Mary. We can’t 

waste anymore time.

 Wallaby turned to Stevin. “What do you think is inside?”

 “Hopefully, Mr. Sumner,” Stevin replied.

 “Aw, you mean that?” Sumner said from Stevin’s shoul-

ders with a wide smile. 

 “Oh hush, creature!” Sadie barked. “He’s referring to your 

time-traveling counterpart.”

 Sumner’s wide smile didn’t go away. “I hope we become 

fast friends once we return the hair to him. I’ve always wanted 

a twin! We could pull off so many pranks on our parents!”

 “Monsters have parents?” asked Wallaby.

 “Unfortunately,” Sumner groaned.

 “Shh!” hushed Stevin as they neared the door to 42, Wal-

laby Way, Sydney. “You’re going to wake the block up.”

 “This is a commercial and business park,” chided Sumner. 

“The only person you’re going to wake up is that pelican by 

the window.”

 Stevin’s hands gripped the doorknob. 

 If “this” Mr. Sumner is anything like “that” Sumner, he’s 

going to be slippery. I have to be ready to catch him this 

time.

 But as Stevin started to slowly turn the knob, his foot 

brushed over several papers on the floor. They were letters. 

He glanced at the pile to kick them away, but one in particular 

caught his attention. He took his hand off of the knob and 

reached down to grab the letter.

 Wallaby grimaced. “Uh, Stevin? This isn’t the time to sort 

the guy’s mail.”

 “Yeah, Wallaby, I know. Just hold on a second.”
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 The letter in Stevin’s hand had a name in the top right cor-

ner that he couldn’t ignore. Because it was Stevin Parker. 

 “What’s taking you so long, Stevin?” Sadie asked as she re-

peatedly stomped the ground. “I can shatter the door if neces-

sary.”

 Ignoring her, Stevin gulped and opened the letter to read 

its contents. The paper inside was fresh and new. On it was a 

typed message from his father, Stevin Parker.

 Dear, Philip. Thank you for writing me back when you 

did. I’m sure it’s difficult to know that your own niece is in 

danger, but I’m proud of you for using this situation to our 

advantage. I hope your team is ready to initiate the 2319, 

and I have no doubt that the Hero I sent you will be a tremen-

dous asset. As you may have realized by now, the Hero has a 

special connection with the girl you chose to lead the team. I 

guess I just love to stir the pot. Listen, this is a tough situa-

tion, but those girls will protect Darla. I would even trust 

them with my own son. One last thing. My source has con-

firmed that a child in my own neighborhood will be abducted 

within a few short days. A little girl named Mary. It’s becom-

ing pretty obvious that these abductions are becoming more 

strategic. As if they’re sending us a message to us to let them 

be, before our own kids get taken away. I’m begging you, 

Sherman. Stop them here and now. 

Sincerely, your favorite student. 

Stevin Parker, Jr.

 Stevin lowered the letter from his face. His eyes were wide 

open, and his trembling hands made his whole body shake. 

He clutched the paper again and stared at it as his friends ap-

proached him slowly.

 “Are you OK, Parker?”

 “Yeah, mate. What’s the deal?”

 “Do you require medical alleviation?”

 But Stevin didn’t answer. He looked up and tried to calm 

himself, desperately. Finally, something dawned on him.

 “Wallaby!” he snapped as he turned around. “Grab the 

phonebook on that bench.”

 His harsh tone convinced Wallaby to obey silently. He 

grabbed the yellow phonebook and promptly handed it to Ste-

vin. Wallaby watched as his friend flipped through the pages, 

frantically.
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 “Aha!” he noted as he pressed his finger to something on 

the page. “Sadie, hand me that pile of mail.”

 “Bout time I got to do something,” she said with a spark in 

her words. 

 Sadie grabbed the pile and carefully placed it in Stevin’s 

hands as he tossed the phonebook away. 

 Mr. Sumner rolled his eyes. “Oh, OK. I guess we’re just go-

ing to litter ourselves to my future self. Bravo.”

 “Not now, Sumner,” Stevin responded as he quickly exam-

ined the letters, tossing them as he went.

 “What in the blazes are you even looking for?”

 “No. No. No. No. Yes! Found it!”

 “What?” everyone asked in unison.

 “This return address matches Fred Sherman, the man in 

the White Pages. This is where we need to go.”

 “Why?” they asked in unison.

 “Because that’s where Mr. Sumner is going to be. That’s 

where Darla lives.”

•••

 “What’s taking them so long?” 

 Willem looked frustrated as he peeked through the blinds 

of the window in the waiting room. 

 “Maybe they know we’re here,” Peaches replied, still sit-

ting comfortably on the couch with her feet stretched out. 

 But Willem wasn’t as comfortable. Something’s up.

 His fingers kept two of the blinds apart, just enough for 

Willem to see Stevin, Sadie, Mr. Sumner, and Wallaby chat-

ting near the door to the office. Though he was tempted to sim-

ply rush the door and apprehend them, Willem knew it would 

be easier to catch them indoors. Where Sadie had less room to 

escape. That girl could flash into a bird, for all I know. 

There’d be no catching her after that.

 Unfortunately for Willem, the subtle approach quickly be-

came impossible. Stevin led the group away from the door, de-

spite having his hand on the knob just moments earlier.

 “Come on!” Willem beckoned his agents. “They’re run-

ning!” And with that, Willem was already halfway through the 

door.

 “Running? From what?” Florence asked as she slowly 

arose from the couch.

 “From us!” Peaches replied. “They must know we’re here!” 

  Willem’s face darkened. “If they don’t already, they 

will.”
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•••

 The address to Darla’s house was 542 Hunt Avenue. Aside 

from that piece of knowledge, Stevin and the rest had no idea 

where they were going. They meandered down the street trad-

ing ideas before Wallaby finally stopped someone passing by 

to ask for directions. It was a man riding a red motorcycle.

 “Hey there, do you know where we can find Hunt Ave-

nue?” Wallaby tried to ask over the hum of the motorcycle’s 

engine.

 “Yeah, mate,” the man replied in a thick, local accent, “you 

just have to go a ways down here on Wallaby Way, hit a left 

turn on Potter Street, and then follow that down all the way to 

Cathy Road. Keep going on Cathy until you get to the Catmull 

Museum and then you’ll see Hunt Avenue.”

 As the man relayed all of this to Wallaby, Stevin started to 

notice several dark figures walking toward them. Their pace 

was quickening.

 “Wally…”

 “Not now, Stevin,” Wallaby hushed him without looking 

away from the biker. “So this museum. What’s the color?”

 “Wally, we have to go now.” It was clear to Stevin that the 

figures were more than just familiar. They were devastating.

 Sadie looked up. Something in the air caught her nose’s 

attention. The realization made her face arch down.

 “You!” She turned to the figures, ready to transform into 

who knows what. 

 But before she had a chance to let out her fangs, Stevin 

grabbed her shoulder. “No, we don’t have time! Come on.” 

 He rushed her away, but she was still belligerent. All Ste-

vin could wonder was how they could escape before Willem 

and the others would have a chance to gun them down. Re-

membering his earlier incident with Sumner, a shameful idea 

crossed Stevin’s mind.

 “Sadie, do you see this guy here?” Stevin was pointing at 

the man on the motorcycle.

 Sadie nodded her head.

 “Well, he loves hurting, um, animals. You know, for fun.”

 The expression on her face darkened. “YOU SAVAGE!”

 Suddenly, her head was now a lion, and she roared power-

fully into the side of the motorcyclist, pushing him across the 

road. 

 “Sorry!” Stevin tried to apologize as he rushed Sadie and 

Wallaby on to the bike, though Wallaby was dumbfounded.
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 “What was that?! You just—”

 “We’ll give it back, don’t worry! We gotta go now!” Stevin 

yelled. “Sumner, you still back there?”

 “Just barely, Steve. That roar nearly knocked me off your 

shoulders!”

 Stevin rolled his eyes. “Not much for trying it seems.”

 “Whoa, whoa, wait. Stevin, do you actually know how to 

drive this thing—”

 But before he could get his sentence out, Stevin had al-

ready floored it.

 “I think that’s a yes, mate!” Sumner cried as they dashed 

down the street and picked up speed.

 Sitting at the back, Sadie turned her attention toward 

their pursuers. “Allies! Our enemies are drawing closer. They 

appear to have acquired their own vehicle through stolen 

means.”

 Ha! Stevin thought. How fast could their car be com-

pared to our bike?

 But the revving of the engine behind them answered his 

challenge. Stevin’s face grew pale as he realized the agents had 

managed to acquire a yellow sports car, and it was gaining on 

them fast. 

 “Stevin, turn left here on Potter Street!” 

 Without reacting, Stevin obeyed Wallaby and took the left. 

He used the emergency brake to drift the bike perfectly into 

the street, saving them some space between the bike and their 

would-be captors. 

 “Seriously, where did you learn to ride like that?” Sumner 

asked as they sped down Potter Street.

 “I’ve been riding dirt bikes since I was eight. Don’t worry 

about a thing.” Stevin pushed the gas even further, attempting 

to widen the gap between them and Willem.

 “This isn’t a dirt bike! Oh, turn here on Cathy!” Wallaby 

screamed.

 But Stevin didn’t take the turn well, and the bike stalled. 

Stevin rushed to restart it, just as Willem and his agents 

closed in. The yellow car came to a screeching halt, and Wil-

lem quickly sprang from his seat to turn his gun on them.

 “Stevin!” Wallaby and Sumner both screamed.

 Suddenly, a powerful roar bellowed from behind them. Sa-

die, whose head was still a lion, let out a deep roar toward Wil-

lem’s car, so much so that it pushed the motorcycle forward 

and forced Willem backward. 

 As the motorcycle restarted, Stevin was able to use the 

roar’s momentum to get them away from the scene and out of 
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Willem’s sight. Within a few minutes, they were finally clear 

of the pursuit.

 No one said a word for a few minutes. Wallaby meekly 

gave Stevin the rest of the directions before addressing Sadie. 

“That was a good roar,” was all he could muster.

 But this was enough to prompt Sumner into chiming in. 

“Seriously, I think you broke the sound barrier, mate.” 

 With a nod, Stevin silently agreed.

 Sadie’s entire face became red. “Your compliments are...I 

don’t know how to respond to them.” 

 “You just say thanks, and that’s it,” Wallaby responded 

with a smirk. “And then we say, you’re welcome.”

 “This custom confuses me,” she stated plainly. “Thanks.”

 “You’re welcome,” replied Wallaby. “See, you’ll be ready 

for this new world in no time.”

 His comment made her silent. Moments later, they came 

upon Hunt Avenue and carefully watched the mailboxes to 

find the correct house.

 “Are you sure this is it?” Wallaby asked as he hopped off 

the motorcycle and onto the sidewalk. Ahead of him and the 

others was a small, unassuming house with not a single light 

in the windows.

 Stevin joined him on the sidewalk. “I’m sure of it. This is 

542.” He pointed at the mailbox. 

 Scratching his head, Sumner moved around Stevin’s shoul-

ders. “It’s getting late. Are we just going to knock on the door? 

That would make us wildly rude.”

 As he stood on the sidewalk, staring at the blank house in 

the dead of night, Stevin thought for a moment. Something 

about this place isn’t quite right. He pulled out his oracle and 

turned it on to examine the house. Through the screen, Stevin 

spotted specs of dust on the porch that had just been made 

that evening. He drew closer to find something more substan-

tial. As he leaned down, he spotted a single lock of blonde 

hair. 

 “Uh, Stevin? What are you trying to find, besides their 

shampoo preferences?”

 “This hair doesn’t belong to the Shermans, Wall. It fell 

here a few hours ago.”

 “Sure, but that could belong to the mailman for all we 

know. Come on, Stevin. Let’s just knock on the door.”

 “Wallaby, no!”

 But it was too late. Wallaby knocked on the door, and as 

the last hit from his knuckles met the wood, the door swung 

open. 
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 “Huh?” Wallaby stood perplexed at the door. “I guess it 

was already open.”

 Sadie barged in from behind them. “Wait, something 

smells off.” She sniffed the air ferociously, and then focused in 

on the blonde hair in Stevin’s hand. 

 “It’s just a hair.” 

 “No! There’s someone here. Someone I don’t like…”

 Suddenly, a voice from the top of the stairs echoed down 

to them. “I thought I smelled something off.”

 Sadie looked to see a girl standing up there. She had flow-

ing blonde hair and a dark jacket. Her eyes were fixed 

squarely on Sadie. Within seconds, she realized what Sadie 

was and tensed her shoulders. She lifted her hand and 

sparked flames from her palm.

 “You have ten seconds to explain who you are.”

 But Sadie ignored her demand and lunged toward her in 

the form of a lion. The blonde girl responded with a flick of 

her wrist, sending a ball of swirling fire straight at Sadie. As a 

lion, she easily jumped over the fire and avoided the flames, 

inching closer to her combatant. The blonde girl leaped over 

the stairs and got away from Sadie’s lion form. She rolled over 

the fire she threw at the floor and sent it back to her hand to 

use it again. In response, Sadie turned and lunged for the girl 

again. This time, the blonde girl wasn’t able to leap out of the 

way. Sadie pushed her through the door, nearly colliding into 

Stevin and Wallaby. As the girl fell down the steps of the 

porch, Sadie rushed outside to finish her off. 

 “Maybe we should just let them have their fun,” Sumner 

whispered to Stevin and Wallaby.

 I doubt that’s a good idea. “Come on, while we have a 

chance. We can find Darla’s door.”

 They rushed to the staircase but were met by three young 

men standing at the top. “You didn’t think Logan was alone 

did you?” said one of them.

 Oh great, thought Stevin. Of course there’s more of these 

wackos. 

 “Look,” sounded Wallaby, “we just want to use a door up-

stairs. There’s no reason for violence.” 

33



 “We can’t let you upstairs,” said one of them. “It’s clear 

from the cretin on that guy’s shoulder that you work for the 

monsters. And we’re not letting you take our kid.”

 “Yeah,” added another. “It took us forever to calm that 

brat down.”

 Stevin looked at them with a confused look. “Who are you 

guys?”

 The boy in the middle smiled. “We’re the babysitters.”
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CHAPTER 4

World of Cretins



 There was no more sunlight creeping along the edges of 

the horizon. The quiet neighborhood was now shrouded in 

darkness. Dusk had pushed its way into the cramped streets 

that stretched across Sydney Harbor and down Hunt Avenue, 

but that didn’t mean light had vanished completely. Weaving 

flashes of all kinds of colors appeared and reappeared within 

the front yard of a house with no light in its windows. 

 It was a dangerous scene, to be certain, but Wallaby 

couldn’t help but observe the battle from inside the house. He 

couldn’t take his eyes off those swirling lights, despite how un-

clear it was who was doing what to who. 

 Two figures fought. That was clear enough. One was a girl 

of fire, striking rapidly with her palms as an extension of her 

penetrating, blue eyes. To Wallaby, she was just a stranger.  

Someone who threw fists of fire first, never bothering to ask 

questions. The second figure was no stranger to Wallaby; not 

anymore. She was defensive, but quicker — her motions so 

fluid, Wallaby’s eyes couldn’t seem to catch them even for a 

second. The strength of the fire could be felt from hundreds of 

yards away, but the artistry of the defender was too beautiful 

to miss. Her arms and legs flashed like bolts of lightning with 

every jab that came toward her. And unlike the piercing blue 

eyes of fire, the defender had no doubt in hers. Before the girl 

of fire could perceive it, the defender’s fist made contact. It 

was a blow that would shatter the ribs of any normal oppo-

nent, struck by knuckles that resembled more of an ape’s than 

a human’s. 

 Stevin stole Wallaby’s attention. “Snap out of it, Walliver. 

I can’t have you dozing off in the middle of a fight.”

 “Whoa, we’re not fighters,” harkened one of the young 

men at the top of the stairs. 

 He was the one who ceremoniously announced his group 

as the babysitters. Wallaby was still unsure what that even 

meant. 

 “We can’t let you up here,” the boy continued, “but I think 

we can all agree what’s happening outside this house is more 

interesting than any scuffle the six of us could get into.”

 Mr. Sumner whispered in Stevin’s ear, “He counted me as 

one of you gents!” 

 I suppose the fur ball isn’t used to getting noticed. In-

deed, it was because of Sumner they were in this mess. 

 “I’m guessing we’re after the same thing,” Stevin beck-

oned. “You have a super with you. You’re clearly after the mon-

ster that’s abducting kids. By any chance, do you work for a 

man named Philip?”
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 “I’ll ask the questions, if it’s all the same,” said the same 

boy. “The name’s Madus. Who are you three?”

 “I’m Stevin and this is Wallaby and Mr. Sumner. We’re 

searching for a monster who knows where one of my friends 

is. She’s...one of the abducted children.”

 Is that truly a lie? Wallaby wondered. They were search-

ing for Mary, true enough, but that didn’t mean Sumner’s fu-

ture self had abducted her. Stevin can be quite the manipula-

tor.

 Madus stroked his chin. “Cochran?”

 “He’s only lying about that last part,” said the figure on 

the right.  

 “Interesting,” Madus condescended. “So you’re proven li-

ars.”

 Proven? By what, a guy who thinks he’s a lie detector? 

Wallaby didn’t dare speak his mind. Even with Sumner, they 

didn’t stand much of a chance in terms of numbers. They were 

about the same age, perhaps older, than himself and Stevin. I 

doubt Sumner can put up much of a fight.

 “Look, how about we make a deal?” Stevin finally said. 

“Whoever wins the fight outside gets to decide what happens 

next. Fair enough?”

 Wallaby almost chuckled. Sadie’s the first super and a so-

ciopath. There’s no way she can lose. For once, Stevin’s using 

his head.

 Madus looked to Cochran and the third boy, who had 

been silent. They nodded in agreement. 

 “Fine, we’ll do it your way. I’ll at least spare this suit from 

getting sweat on it. We’ll watch from outside.” 

 The two groups slowly made their way out of the house to 

see how the battle was faring. Their fists were still clashing, 

but it appeared one of the fighters was nearly finished. The 

blonde-haired girl of fire keeled over in pain from Sadie’s 

most recent blow, her knuckles still spewing smoke. One of 

the babysitters rushed to her side.

 She put her hand up to stop him. “I’m fine, Rudy.”

 “You don’t look fine, Logan” Rudy said frantically as he 

swiped the smoke that was flowing from her body. 

 Sadie approached them and placed her hands on her hips. 

“Your ally is defeated. I am the superior species. You’re just an 

impostor.”

 “You’re the poser!” Logan barked back at her. Infuriated, 

she rose to her feet, still clutching her side. “And I’m not fin-

ished!” 
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 A swirl of fire, more red than the hair of her opponent, sur-

rounded Logan. It pushed Rudy away and forced the rest of 

the audience to back away in fear of getting caught in the 

flames. 

 Terrified, Stevin called out to her. “Sadie, don’t hurt her!” 

 “This is no time for your sympathy!” she hastily replied. 

With her eyes fixed on Logan’s typhoon of fire, Sadie took on a 

new shape. 

 Now a hawk, she flew up several stories and then fell 

down near the center of the typhoon, spotting an opening. 

Along the way, she altered her shape to that of a hippopota-

mus. In less than a second, her body made contact, demolish-

ing the ground beneath her as she landed. But Logan avoided 

her assault by propelling herself backward with fire, dispelling 

most of the typhoon. This prompted Sadie to immediately 

flash into a rhino, charging toward Logan at incredible speed.

 They’re going to kill each other, and we’re just watching. 

Suddenly, Wallaby felt someone tap his shoulder. 

 It was Stevin. “Wallaby, let’s go while we have a chance.” 

 Confused, Wallaby raised an eyebrow. “What? And leave 

her here with furnace girl?” 

 “We’ll come back for her once we have ‘other’ Sumner. 

Let’s just focus on catching him while they duke it out.” 

 Mr. Sumner poked his head from Stevin’s shoulder. 

“That’s right, mate. Let’s get this me-napping over with!” 

 Wallaby sighed. It seems like you always excuse yourself 

by saying ‘you’ll come back for it.’ I doubt you even know 

what you’re saying.

 They stepped quietly away from the fight, trying their 

hardest not to get the attention of the babysitters, who were 

distracted by the mesmerizing skirmish. Quickly, the group 

snuck into the house and climbed the stairs to Darla’s room, 

hearing the loud sounds of battle echo through the walls. As 

he scanned the top of the stairs, Wallaby noticed the only 

room with the door closed.

 Darla’s room.
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 Wallaby led Stevin and Sumner to the door and tried to 

open it, discovering it to be locked. 

 “Can you open this Wallaby?”

 “Uh, sure?” I guess we’ll find out. 

 Stepping in front of Stevin, Wallaby knocked on the door 

and shouted his own name. But when he turned the doorknob, 

nothing happened. What a surprise.

 “Hurry up, mate,” Sumner whispered as the sounds of the 

battle became louder. It wouldn’t be very long before the ba-

bysitters caught on to their mischief. 

 Wallaby tried again, but the door was still sealed. 

 “Come on, Wall. Remember what Mr. Azam said? You 

have to be creative. Use your imagination!”

 Of course I remember. With a deep breath, Wallaby 

knocked with his eyes closed.

 Knock knock knock-knock-knock knock-knock knock 

knock knock-knock-knock knock.

 And then he opened his eyes. “Wallaby Jones.” 

 The door swung open without his prompting. Inside, two 

girls looked at them. The shorter one with braces let out a 

scream that cut through the air and stiffened every figure near 

it. The scream caught the attention of everyone outside, caus-

ing them to pivot their ears as they sought the source. 

 “Oh, why’d you have to wake her!” the other girl moaned. 

She was an older girl, probably in her late teens, and she had 

long, dark hair. 

 “MY STUFFED ANIMAL!” the young girl screamed again, 

pointing at Mr. Sumner. The girl climbed out of her bed and 

ran toward the monster, who started to hide himself behind 

Stevin’s shoulders. 

 “Hey, stop that!” Stevin protested as the young girl 

climbed his legs and attempted to bring him down. 

 “GIVE ME MY STUFFED ANIMAL!” she shrieked as she 

bit Stevin’s leg. 

 As he let out a yelp, Sumner flew from his back and 

rushed out of the room. At the end of the hallway was the 

group of babysitters. 

 “Oh, did you want to leave early?” Madus asked with a 

scowl. He adjusted the cuff links on his suit as he spoke. “You 

seem to have a habit of doing that.”

 “Oh blazes,” Sumner laughed nervously, “I’ve gone 

through the wrong escape door. Pardon!” 

 As he turned around, the girl jumped and grabbed him, 

clutching his purple fur with her unforgiving fingers. 

 “YOU NEED A HAIR CUT!” she laughed maniacally.
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 But Wallaby picked the girl up and separated her from 

Sumner. “You are a strange, frightening little cretin. And I’m 

not talking about the purple monster.” 

 Wallaby threw her into the bathroom, closed the door, 

and knocked on it. He could hear the door’s tumblers moving. 

The girl clutched the doorknob, but Wallaby’s knock kept her 

in. 

 “I didn’t know you could lock doors,” Stevin grinned.

 “Neither did I.” Maybe this door thing isn’t so tricky after 

all.

 But there was time for them to talk, as the babysitters 

walked toward Stevin, Wallaby, and Mr. Sumner, forcing 

them into the girl’s room. 

 “We came to catch a monster, but you already have one. 

So I guess we should just snatch all of you and be done with 

it.”

 “Please,” Stevin scoffed, “you can try, but without that fire-

cracker friend of yours, you can’t get us to do anything.”

 Speak for yourself.

 “Enough.” The declarative sound came from behind them. 

It was the girl with dark hair.

 “Cara, we’ve got this,” Rudy assured.

 “No, we don’t. It’s clear that these guys know something 

we don’t.” She stepped closer to Stevin. “You don’t work for 

the monsters, do you?”

 Before Stevin could answer, something large crashed 

through the wall and into the room. It was a rhino.

 “Sadie!” Stevin and Wallaby rushed to the rhino, which 

slowly changed back into a young girl.

 “I’m fine,” she told them. Sadie rose to her feet and looked 

through the hole in the wall. “Look out!”

 They moved away from a fireball that struck where Sadie 

had been laying. Logan quickly followed it as she launched her-

self inside the room. 

 “We finish this now,” she commanded. 

 Both of Logan’s fists became balls of hot fire. Sadie put 

herself in front of her allies, ready to defend them. Cara eyed 

the door to the bathroom, worried that an explosion might 

hurt Darla, or a fire might trap them all. The other babysitters 

backed away slowly, ready to avoid the literal crossfire. 

 This is it. As Wallaby tried to think of an escape plan, he 

heard a sound come from the door behind Logan. Everyone 

seemed to hear it. The door opened and caused everyone to be-

come quiet as they watched a small monster crawl up the wall 

fly in the air, oblivious to their presence.
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 He hovered over the bed as if to pounce on it, not realizing 

it was empty. He was completely focused, but as his wings car-

ried him further up, where his sharp teeth could be seen from 

whatever rested on the pillow, the monster realized no one 

was sleeping there. He moved his face to the eight humans 

and one monster staring at him. One of them with balls of fire 

in her palms. His purple body suddenly became white.

 “Pardon!” he uttered before zigzagging back toward the 

door.

 “Stop him!” Cara ordered the babysitters.

 “Come on!” Stevin urged his friends.

 The two groups shoved each other aside and ran toward 

the door before it closed, exposing themselves to the bright 

light of whatever awaited them beyond it. 

•••

 It was no longer a moonless night. Stevin looked upon a 

bright sky filled with clouds, reminiscent of home. But this 

can’t be home, he imagined. Trembling, he rose to his feet and 

looked around him. A moment of panic came across his face 

when he realized he’d been knocked out. 

 He was on a rooftop. Nothing strange about it, save for 

how Stevin got there in the first place. Finally, he noticed an-

other person resting near him. It was a girl. 

 Stevin inched toward her. “Hello, are you awake?” 

 The girl rolled over, revealing her dark hair, and snapped 

her eyes open. She leapt from the ground and moved away 

from Stevin. She looked around, trying to catch herself up to 

what was happening.

 “You’re the other babysitter, right?” Stevin asked softly, 

hoping to maintain a semblance of civility with someone he 

had been at odds with earlier.

 “Yes,” she responded as she arose and swept the dust from 

her vest, “and you’re the troublemaker running around with a 

super.”

 Stevin raised an eyebrow. “That’s right. You have one too.”
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 “She’s not just a super. She’s a Hero. Big difference.”

 “Is that why she attacked us upon eye contact?” Stevin 

asked coyly as he rubbed his sore neck.

 “Logan can be a bit of a hothead.”

 “Yeah, I noticed. My name is Stevin. Do you have any idea 

where we are?”

 “Cara.” She shook his hand. “If my last memory is correct, 

then you and I are somewhere in Monstropolis.” 

•••

 As soon as Sadie felt the chains on her wrists, she knew 

her life was in immediate danger. It was a familiar feeling. 

Something had managed to knock her unconscious long 

enough to get captured. And chained. She shook herself awake 

and observed her surroundings. 

 One of the first things she noticed was that the room hold-

ing her was moving. She was suspended in the air, making any 

kind of movement impossible. And judging from the bumpy 

ride, she was inside a van taking her somewhere far away. 

 Where am I? she repeated in her head, over and over 

again. She struggled to shake herself from the chains, causing 

a ruckus from both her moans and the shifting of the chains 

holding her.

 “Quiet down already,” uttered a voice from behind her. 

Judging from the proximity of the scent, Sadie could tell some-

one was strapped to the other side of the platform holding 

her. She could also tell who it was.

 “Combustion girl! They’ve captured you as well, I see.” 

 “Wow, you have a sharp ear,” she replied unenthusiasti-

cally. “What do I call you if I’m ‘combustion girl.’”

 “Well, I am the master of all creatures. So you can call me 

Sadie.” And you’d do well to remember that.

 The girl chuckled lightly. “Fine, I’m Logan. I don’t sup-

pose you have some sort of chain-dismantling superpower?” 

 “No. Whoever captured us had the right sort of confine-

ments available to them. So prepared. These restraints are 

canceling out my powers. Same for you, I’m guessing. You 

know, since you haven’t already melted the whole van.” 

 “If only,” Logan said under her breath. “Luckily, this isn’t 

the first time someone’s gotten the upper hand on me like 

this. It’s only a matter of time before I find a way out.”

 Sadie looked around and thought for a moment. The 

chains kept her from shapeshifting into an animal, but Lo-
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gan’s powers could prove more lethal, more quickly. This gave 

her an idea.

 “Logan, do you know how these restraints work?” 

 “Kind of. When the government first built supers, they 

made these chains to keep our powers in check. But if I’m 

right, we should be in the monster world. I’m not sure how 

they could have technology like this, unless monsters have 

powers too or something. At any rate, this technology is pretty 

effective at what it does.. ”

 “That’s right. And I was the one they tested it on. They 

had to use me to perfect it. So I know how it works. They use 

our blood to power these things, so their effectiveness is lim-

ited. That means your chains have to be connected to mine. 

Do you follow?”

 “I think so? What do you mean they tested the chains on 

you?”

 “Good. I’m going to focus all of my power on the chains 

holding me. For a split second, your chains will lose power. 

Use that second to spit on the chains holding your feet. Make 

sure it’s as hot as acid.”

 Logan grinned. “Just say when.”

 All three of Sadie’s chains began to shake as she focused 

all of her might on trying to use her power. 

 “When!”

 With her eyes shut, Logan made her own mouth boil. She 

opened them as a blob of spit escaped her mouth and made 

contact with the chains at her feet. Smoke crept from the 

metal as the spit melted the chains, breaking the link that kept 

her feet immobilized. In an instant, Logan could feel the fire 

coursing through her feet again. She kicked the chains off of 

her feet and sent the flames to her knuckles, breaking the 

chains holding them as well.

 At the front of the van, the driver looked over at his part-

ner, who was head to toe in hazmat gear like himself. 

 “Hey Number 432, did you hear something strange hit 

something else…strangely…back there?”

 “Yeah, I did. That’s strange.”

 The van stopped. The two monsters got out and opened 

the back of the van. “Hopefully, it’s just a loose—”

 Before he could get his word out, the back of the van flew 

forward, blowing the monsters away. Number 432 looked up 

as he came to, seeing two figures in the flames. Finally, he fell 

backward. 

 Sadie bent her neck and cracked her knuckles. “Oh and to  

answer your question, Logan: I’m the original super.” 
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•••

 “I don’t get why you don’t just tell her how you feel.” 

 Wallaby looked closely at Rudy. “It’s not that simple, man. 

She’s like the best person I’ve ever known. And she loves my 

best friend. Not me.”

 Madus put his arm around Wallaby’s shoulder. “Hey, let’s 

be real. Who’s the guy out there risking his neck trying to save 

this girl’s life, huh? Not that chump, I’ll tell you that much.”

 “Well, uh, actually he is. Stevin, the guy I was with back at 

Darla’s house, is her best friend. We’ve both been looking for 

her.”

 “Oh, then you’re cooked.” Madus patted him on the back 

and looked at Cochran across the jail cell. “Hey, you were in 

love once, right?”

 Cochran was sitting with his feet crossed, staring som-

berly at the metal bars that surrounded them. “Of course. She 

was a sunflower with a scent. A hill without the climb. Magic 

without a price.”

 “You all right, mate?” Mr. Sumner asked from the corner. 

He was sitting with his feet in the air, comfortably next to Wal-

laby. “We’re here for you, of course.”

 Cochran shut his eyes. “That’s a lie.”

 The door to the prison block opened, prompting everyone 

to get up and see who was coming. A large slug dressed in a 

hazmat suit slithered toward them.

 “Well, well, well,” the slug said with a grainy voice, “if it 

isn’t the thorn in my side.”

 “Roz!” Wallaby shouted. “I’m so glad you’re here!”

 “Quiet, you imbecile! I’m undercover, so it’s Number 1 to 

you.” She looked at her suit, as if to confirm her claim.

 “Yeah, but I can tell who it is because of your, uh, voice.” 

 “Right. You just cost me a lot of paperwork, kid. Do you 

know what could have happened if word got out that humans 
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were roaming the streets of Monstropolis? Chaos. Pure 

chaos.”

 “Honestly, Roz—er—Number 1, I have no idea what hap-

pened! One minute we were going through a door to the mon-

ster world, and next thing I know I’m in a jail cell with the 

hired help over there. I don’t even know where the rest of my 

friends are!”

 “I see. Strange though that you’ve popped over so far into 

the future. What year was it when you crossed over?”

 “2001, I think. We went there shortly after we sent you 

back.”

 “That’s right!” Sumner shouted as he flew to the prison 

bars. “Remember me? I was supposed to come with you!”

 “It’s been almost 70 years, Sumner. Can’t you tell from my 

hair and wrinkles?”

 “Of course?” Mr. Sumner shuffled nervously.

 “Right,” Roz continued, “well getting you out of Monstro-

polis shouldn’t be much of a challenge. Finding your friends, 

though. That could be a problem. You need to tell me how 

many humans we’re dealing with.”

 Wallaby looked over at Rudy, Madus, and Cochran. “Well 

there were two girls working with those guys. And then you re-

member Stevin and Sadie.”

 “Yeah, the zoo girl. I remember her. I just got word from 

one of my squads that two supers were found unconscious 

about ten minutes ago.”

 “That must be Logan!” Rudy celebrated.

 Roz looked back at Wallaby. “As for your friend Stevin, 

he’s apparently lying low. No other human sightings have 

been reported. And believe me, we’d know if humans were 

seen in the city.”

 “Well, can you let us out of here so I can help you look for 

them?”

 “Not a chance, Wallaby. I’m protecting you right now. If 

the wrong person figured out humans were here, you’d be 

killed on the spot. To the monsters, you’re the most toxic 

thing walking around the monster world.”

 “She’s right, Wallaby,” Mr. Sumner added. “Even I used to 

be afraid of humans. You know, before I was owned by one as 

a stuffed animal. If I could survive that…”

 “Come on, Roz. You can’t just leave me in here. After all, I 

saved you from a cage once!” 

 “Like I said, Wallaby Jones. I’m doing you a favor by keep-

ing you in here. Just wait it out until I find your friends. And 

then you all will be sent where you belong. That’s how it has to 

be.” 
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 At last, Wallaby gave up and retreated to the back of the 

cell. Roz and the rest of the guards left them alone.  

 Moments later, Madus got up. “You can’t trust monsters, 

Wallaby. You should know that.”

 “I don’t. I mean, I don’t think I don’t.”

 Mr. Sumner looked up. “That’s a lot of don’ts.”

 “He’s right,” Rudy joined in. “There’s something you 

should know about your monster friends. Something you 

won’t believe.”

 Curious, Wallaby turned his head to the three babysitters. 

“What’s that?” he finally asked.

 “Glad you asked,” Madus chuckled. “Have you ever won-

dered why monsters scare children? Why they come to the hu-

man world at all?”

 “For fun?”

 “For profit. They use the screams of children as their en-

ergy source. It’s what powers that lightbulb over there. To 

monsters, we’re nothing but batteries.”

 “That makes no sense at all!” Wallaby scoffed as he looked 

back down. These jerks think I’ll believe anything.

 “It’s true,” Mr. Sumner whispered. “There’s a place I used 

to work. Well I wasn’t a scarer, of course. I was an assistant at 

this factory called Monsters Incorporated. We scared children 

for a living. Well I didn’t scare children, but—”

 “We get it,” Madus interrupted. “Now lately, that hasn’t 

been enough for the monsters. They’ve been abducting chil-

dren all over the world. Siphoning their energy at will and 

never returning them.”

 Wallaby was horrified. “That’s impossible! Roz—er—Num-

ber 1 would never be behind something like that!”

 “She’s probably not in on it,” Rudy chimed in. “She works 

for the CDA. Their goal is to keep children out.”

 Wallaby shrugged. “But why? We’re not even dangerous.”

 “It’s a lie orchestrated by the powers that be. Apparently 

it’s to keep monsters from ever getting the bright idea of invad-

ing the human world. There are…other theories.”
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 Wallaby looked down for a moment. “All this time. I can’t 

believe this has been going on for…years?”

 “Centuries,” declared Cochran. “It started hundreds of 

years ago. Probably as soon as monsters figured out how to 

cross over.”

 “So then why are you three after monsters? Aren’t you ba-

bysitters?”

 “Well, not really,” Madus sighed. “We were posing as ba-

bysitters to catch a monster trying to abduct that girl with the 

braces.”

 “Darla?”

 “Yes, Carla. That’s when you idiots showed up.”

 “Wait, we were after that monster too!”

 “Really? Why?”

 Wallaby looked over at Sumner. Something dawned on 

him. These guys don’t realize Sumner is the same monster 

they’re after. I better not let them in on this.

 “He’s…he’s the key to finding the girl we’re after. We think 

he took her.”

 Rudy’s face whitened. “No! Those cretins! They’re in for a 

world of hurt!”

 “No, Rudy, Cochran already pointed out that’s a lie back 

in Sydney. Remember?”

 Rudy scowled. “How dare you try to trick us!”

 “It’s true!” Wallaby begged. “He knows where she is, at 

least.”

 “Regardless, we have to find him,” Madus said calmly. 

 “First thing’s first,” started Wallaby. “We have to get out 

of here.” He raised his knuckles to the wall. And I think I 

know how.

 

 •••

 The three agents took their time trying to figure out how a 

fiery hole had made its way into the side of a building. Barred 

from entering, Willem attempted to sneak past the firemen 

and into the house so he could take a look. Florence and 

Peaches meekly followed him, aware of the dangers that could 

come with getting caught. They were, after all, invaders from a 

completely different era.

 “Do you think Sadie caused this?” Florence asked as they 

crept along the bushes from across the yard of 542 Hunt Ave-

nue.

 “No,” Peaches protested, “Sadie can’t make things catch 

on fire. She’s not that fast.”

 “I don’t know Peaches, I heard cheetahs can get real fast.”

47



 Willem stopped them with a wave of his hand turned 

around. “Follow my lead and act like you belong.”

 “That could get tricky,” Florence sighed as she moved 

along with them. 

 The agents crept through an opening in the fence and en-

tered the back door of the house. It was crawling with firemen 

who had just cleared the house. Policemen and other person-

nel were canvassing the rooms, attempting to figure out what 

happened. Thanks to Willem’s calm composure, they slipped 

through the rooms unopposed and made their way upstairs to 

where the hole was. 

 Willem was the first to enter the room, but someone was 

already inside. A tall man with his hands in his pockets turned 

around and faced them. 

 “I see they’ve sent you already!” he said to them with an 

odd smile across his face. They had never seen him before. 

Slowly, with his hands still in his pockets, the man ap-

proached them. “Name’s Shelby Forthright. I’ve been waiting 

nearly 70 years to meet you three.” 
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CHAPTER 5

Atom



 I’m Shelby Forthright. The sentence still didn’t make 

sense to Willem. It was spoken as if he should know exactly 

who Shelby Forthright was. 

 Inside the crowded crime scene of a room, Willem took a 

step backward and tensed his shoulders. “70 years? That’s im-

possible,” he dismissed.

 The figure across from him didn’t stop smiling. It made 

Peaches and Florence, who stayed positioned behind their 

fearless leader, to look more than unsettled. 

 “Oh, I meant 70 years,” said Forthright casually as he put 

his hands together. “And it’s great that you’ve come this far in 

your mission. You know, to find the girl you call Sadie. It’s im-

pressive work.”

 His demeanor was almost cheery, Willem noted. “Who do 

you work for?” Willem asked coldly. 

 Shelby chuckled. “It’s more about who works for me, to be 

honest. In this case, well, that’s you!” 

 The agents glanced at each other, confused. Even Willem 

couldn’t resist wrinkling his brow. 

 “It’s true!” Shelby added as he started to pace the room. 

“Let me explain. You see, it all happened when you three 

chased after Project Superlative, or ‘Sadie,’ through the door. 

By golly, the Hexagon sure did fall apart after that. The Maes-

tro went into hiding and had a kid or two. Ironically, one of 

‘em ended up working for supers like Sadie. Oh, and I should 

add that Project Superlative was ultimately handed over to a 

new agency, so you’re pretty much out of a job! It’s a shame, 

though, since the National Supers Agency had a pretty solid 

run for a few decades there. Oh, we made great use out of 

those supers until, well, let’s just say it didn’t last forever. At 

any rate, you three never came back, and you know, I can now 

see why that is!”

 A solemn look came over Willem’s face. This guy is in-

sane. But how could he possibly know about Project Superla-

tive?

 “If what you’re saying is true,” Willem played along, “then 

we can go back home. We don’t need Sadie for the project af-

ter all.”

 Shelby put his hands in his pocket and frowned. “Oh, well 

I wish that could be the case, boys, I really do. But you see, 

that’s a bit impossible. Like I said, I can see why you never 

came back.” Shelby paused as his smile disappeared. “It’s be-

cause I never let you.”

 Several figures appeared behind Willem, Florence, and 

Peaches. They quickly placed restraints on the agents before 

they realized what had happened.
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 “What are you doing?” Florence cried. “I hate handcuffs!”

 The figures forced the agents to the ground. Shelby knelt 

down to address them. His face darkened.

 Willem looked up to address him. “Why, Forthright?”

 “Because you failed.”

 “Who are you?!” Willem demanded. “Who are you, 

really?!”

 “I’m Shelby Forthright, Agent Willem. And you don’t get 

to know anything else.”

•••

 Sanderson sat down slowly to eat his birthday dinner. He 

wanted to savor the moment as much as possible. Across from 

him was his wife — a monster so horribly disgusting, some of 

his friends had jokingly called her a trophy wife. She was obvi-

ously flattered.

 “Thank you so much for dinner, Marley. You know 

steamed garbage is my favorite.”

 Marley laughed quietly. “I just wish I could have taken 

you somewhere nice like Harryhausen’s, but—”

 “Nonsense, my smelly darling! You know I treasure your 

cooking after a long day of scaring.” I just hope this tastes as 

good as it smells, he thought.

 They ate peacefully, gazing at each other’s eyes between 

every bite. Until a noise from the other room interrupted their 

meal.

 “What was that, dear?” Marley whispered.

 Sanderson waited for a moment. “Oh, it’s probably noth-

ing.” 

 The stairs creaked, and then a *thud* was heard from up-

stairs.

 Of course. Right in the middle of my birthday! “Wait 

here,” Sanderson said calmly as he got up from his seat. He 

could see that Marley’s face was covered with fear.

 He walked across the dining room and poked his head 

around the corner to look up the stairs. There was nothing. He 

walked upstairs to see where the noise came from, but he only 

scratched his head. As he turned back toward the stairs, he no-

ticed the door down the hallway moving slightly. Sanderson 

tiptoed to the bedroom, exercising his masterful scaring tech-

nique and mastery of stealth. Nothing was more familiar to 

him than a door moving from the air beneath an intruder’s 

feet. 
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 No one gets away with interrupting my birthday. Sander-

son crept beside the wall and slowly grasped the doorknob be-

fore rushing into the room and facing whatever lie ahead of 

him. But he only startled the books lying on the ground in 

front of him. They had apparently fallen off the bookshelf. Re-

lieved, Sanderson picked them up and placed them on the 

desk.

 Moments later, he made his way back down the stairs and 

entered the dining room, ready to finish his meal in peace. 

 “It was nothing, Marley. Just a few books that—”

 Sanderson stopped suddenly as he realized there were two 

intruders in front of him, holding his wife hostage. 

 The one on the left began speaking as Sanderson put his 

hands up. “Really? You read a book called 101 Tips For Get-

ting The Perfect Toilet Bowl Scum?”

 “Now, just take it easy,” Sanderson tried to say as he 

gasped for air. 

 The intruder holding his wife was the strangest monster 

he had ever seen. It had dark brown fur and looked like a sim-

ple bear. Save for the strange tattoo on its left arm. And the 

other intruder was even stranger. It had feathers all over its 

body, but its mouth was filled with sharp teeth. And it had fire 

coming out of its palm.

 “You two…I’ve heard of you. I’ve heard the legends! You’re 

El Pollo Caliente! And y-you’re Grizzly Beth!”

 The bear sighed. “No, It’s Grizzly Death. Why do you mon-

strosities keep getting that wrong?”

 “Look,” the chicken barked, “we’ll just be taking your food 

and calling it a night. No one has to get singed.”

 “Yes, yes! Take whatever you want. Just leave my darling 

Marley alone!”

 The intruders gathered the food from the stove and 

slipped away through the window. But the bear stopped half-

way through the window and met Sanderson’s eyes. 

 “Grizzly Death. Remember that.” 

 And she was gone.

 Finally. “Marley! Are you alright?”

 Sanderson ran to comfort his wife. Terrified, she pointed 

to something resting on the counter. He looked over to see an 

envelope. 

 “Marley, what is this?” What kind of intruder leaves a 

note?

 “They put it there right before the chicken grabbed me!” 

she squealed.”

 He opened the envelope to see a few slips of green paper. 

They had human faces on them.
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•••

 Day 15. Sadie said  this over and over in her head until it 

stuck. I won’t lose track of where I am, she determined.

 But she was still clueless as to the time of day. “Logan, you 

feel where the sun is, correct? How much longer until it 

rises?”

 “I’d say about four hours.”

 Blast. Another four hours just sitting in this alley. Sadie 

craved a way back home, though she couldn’t truly picture any 

sort of home to return to. All she could think of was returning 

to Stevin and her other allies, as annoying as they were. 

 “Your costume has a rip in it,” Sadie commented to Logan. 

“You must have brushed against something sharp when we 

left that last home.”

 “Heh,” Logan chuckled, “I guess I can patch some more 

feathers on it. I’m definitely not going back to running around 

without this thing.”

 Same here. Sadie easily remembered their struggle to navi-

gate Monstropolis after escaping the monsters with yellow 

suits. For days, they had to move around in secret, late at 

night. At one point, they contemplated eating garbage. But 

even after invading homes for scraps of food, they realized 

that “trash” was the main course for these creatures.

 “I wish I could look like a bear, too” Logan complained. 

“Are you sure you can’t just transform me?” 

 Sadie shook her head. “Impossible. That would require a 

tremendous amount of concentration and energy. It would be 

like listening to a record player while you sweep a house.”

 “That doesn’t sound hard at all.”

 Sadie hissed. “Fine, I am deficient when it comes to multi-

tasking.”

 “That’s fine. Any idea where we should go next? I’m still 

keen on the idea of getting out of here. Being a thief isn’t ex-

actly what I signed up for, even if it is from monsters. Besides, 

I don’t think I can take another plate of steaming toenails.”

 Their food is a culinary masterpiece compared to what I 

was fed in the Hexagon, Sadie almost said. “At least we pro-

vide them with some sort of compensation.”

 Logan looked down. “I guess so, though I doubt they can 

do anything with human money. It’s funny. I’ve spent my 

whole life preparing to fight monsters. That’s the only reason I 

became a Hero. And now I’m relying on them for survival. 

Some Hero I am.”
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 “You keep calling yourself that. What is that? Is it point-

less?” 

 “No! Being a Hero is the best job ever. You go around pro-

tecting people with your powers.”

 “Sounds pointless,” Sadie grumbled. Where were these he-

roes when I needed protecting? Did they bother to come for 

me? 

 Logan scowled. “It’s not pointless. What do you use your 

powers for, anyway?”

 “Up until recently, I never used my powers. Unless I was 

being forced to fight killer robots created to beat me senseless 

until I became the perfect weapon. Now I use my powers to ful-

fill a life debt.”

 “Oh yeah, the kid looking for his friend. I hope we find 

them soon.”

 “Hmph,” Sadie pouted, “we don’t even know if my allies 

came through the door with us. If they were around, I would 

have picked up their scent. They could be back in the real 

world for all I know.” 

 “You don’t know for sure,” Logan assured her. “I remem-

ber seeing the others going through the door. They’re proba-

bly in a lot of trouble without us!” she chuckled.

 As the two girls laughed, Sadie relaxed her shoulders. She 

had grown somewhat fond of her newfound ally. If Logan was 

a few years older and somewhat more tolerable, Sadie may 

have even called her a friend. Perhaps someday we can have 

a proper skirmish to see who is the best.

 “Can you tell me about the other supers?” Sadie asked her. 

“Are they…did things get better after my…time?”

 Logan seemed surprised by the question. “Oh, well, um…” 

She looked down. 

 That can’t be a good sign. “I see. I assumed the worst al-

ready. They’re all terrible and inefficient.”

 “No, that’s not it. It’s just that…a lot of them died. Only a 

few of us are left, to be honest.”

 “I didn’t even realize there were a lot.”
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 “There was! We used to have tons of supers. Way before 

even my mom was born, of course. They fought crime and pro-

tected the world from wars and other cool stuff. Gosh, it was 

probably the best.”

 “What happened?”

 Logan sighed. “A lot of things. Supers had to go in hiding. 

Most of them were hunted down and killed. The rest were 

never really heard from again. Except for my family, that is.”

 “Oh yes, the fantastics or whatever they’re called.”

 “I told you! It’s The Incredibles,” Logan corrected. “And 

it’s not really a thing anymore, I guess.”

 “I do enjoy these stories. Especially the ones about your 

rapid patriarch. He’s the only one in the group with ample 

guts, if you ask me.” 

 “Yeah, he’s pretty great, except for when it came to nam-

ing me.”

 “What’s wrong with Logan?”

 “No, that's my middle name. It’s so embarrassing. What’s 

worse is that everyone called me by it during my whole child-

hood. Took forever to shake it off.”

 “I don’t even have a last name,” Sadie mentioned. “Well, I 

do, but it’s just numbers.”

 Logan laughed. “Well, I’m sure it’s better than Logan 

Daisy Parr.”

 “You’re right, that’s horrendous.”

•••

 You were everything to me, Mary. You weren’t just my 

best friend. You were my person. When I had a bad day, or it 

was just boring, you always made it better. Without even try-

ing. You never tried to be anything more than who you really 

are. And that’s why I’m going to find you. And bring you 

home.

 Stevin forced a smile when Cara handed him the bowl of 

berries. Even after three months, he still felt uncomfortable 

when she extended any sort of gesture for him, especially 

when it was actually his turn to find food.

 But that night, his mind was more preoccupied than ever.

 “Thanks, Cara. I promise to get the next two meals.” 

 She took a seat next to him by the lantern. “No sweat. I re-

membered seeing these the last time I scavenged Market 

Street. There are bushes of them growing out of the gardens 

near City Hall.” 
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 “Did you find anything else that was useful?” Stevin asked 

as he pulled the oracle out of his jacket pocket. He used it to 

examine the berries.

 “I did!” Cara took out several sticks of dynamite from her 

knapsack. “Got these from the construction site you spotted 

last week. I had a feeling we’d find something there.”

 “No tools, though?” 

 “Not even a hammer.”

 Stevin confirmed the berries as safe to eat. It was the first 

time they’d managed to find edible fruit in over a month, not 

counting the dried fruit that was clearly tainted. 

 The two of them picked from the bowl and ate slowly as 

the lantern flickered beside them. We’ll be out of gas soon, 

thought Stevin.

 “Tell me another story about your grandfather!” Cara 

chirped as she chewed several berries at once.

 “I think I’ve told you all of them.”

 “You never finished the one about Stratogale!”

 Stevin laughed with his mouth closed. “That’s right. Well 

there’s not much else to it! Once he discovered that Baron Von 

Ruthless had fingerprints all over the plane, he was able to 

free Edna Mode of the charges that her costume design had 

led to Stratogale’s death. The one stipulation though, was that 

Edna was banned from ever adding capes to her costumes 

ever again.”
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 “I never knew that part of the story. My grandpa told it 

pretty differently.”

 “Edna made the whole thing pretty secret, I think. And the 

Superhero Relocation Act came into effect not long after that, 

so I don’t think it’s public knowledge. They had to keep the su-

pers a secret, after all.”

 “Yup. Makes me glad I wasn’t born one.”

 That goes for one of us. “Superpowers would definitely 

come in handy right now. Imagine if you could light a fire for 

us like your cousin!”

 Cara grimaced and punched him on the shoulder. “Stevin! 

You know I have a complex about that!”

 “Sorry, sorry,” he laughed. “You’re gifted in other ways. 

Like berry gathering.”

 She bent her eyebrows and smiled. “Yeah, and at least I 

can actually make a fire.”

 Stevin rolled his eyes. “Whatever. I hear a sandstorm com-

ing, so we should probably get some rest closer to the roof.” 

I’d rather not be buried alive in my sleep.

 The next day, Stevin and Cara ventured out of the apart-

ment to witness the wreckage left by the storm. This time, it 

only left a thin layer of new dust on everything. We got lucky. 

There had only been a few times when a storm had toppled a 

building. 

 “Think we’ll find anyone out here today?” Stevin called 

out to her as they walked down the fire escape.

 “Unlikely!” she yelled back. “I definitely couldn’t survive 

these living conditions!” 

 Stevin stopped for a moment. It doesn’t matter anyway. 

We’ll get to that warehouse soon enough. And then we’ll go 

home. Or anywhere else. And then we’ll find Mary. Mary. 

We’re going to find Mary.

 “Stevin!” Cara yelled out to get his attention.

 “Sorry, I’m coming!”

 Despite their circumstances, both Stevin and Cara knew 

they were incredibly fortunate. When they first arrived to the 

strange city, they believed it to be Monstropolis. But they 

quickly realized that the world they found was completely 

empty, though incredibly familiar. It wasn’t long before Stevin 

recognized the city as his own home, San Francisco. But it 

wasn’t like how he left it. The city was empty, decrepit, and a 

bona fide wasteland plagued with sandstorms and derelict 

buildings. There were no people, and there was barely any 

plant-life. Only the occasional propane tank and gas canister 

still seemed to be useful. Every car battery was dead, render-
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ing long-distance travel nearly impossible. Thankfully, they 

were in the one city Stevin knew like the back of his magnify-

ing glass, and it was also the city with the warehouse full of 

doors. It has to still be here, Stevin determined. 

 It took Stevin and Cara months to traverse the rubble and 

streets of San Francisco while also trying to gather food that 

was actually edible. Finding shelter from the sandstorms had 

also proven to be a hassle as well, but they grew closer to the 

wharf every day.

 Soon, we’ll find the warehouse. And our way home. Early 

on, Stevin remembered that there was a way to power the 

three doors without magic. He didn’t know what it was, but 

he’d worry about that later. Alec’s book could show us. It 

could still be there, Stevin half-reasoned. The first priority was 

finding those doors and some shelter.

 He hadn’t given up on Mary. Not yet. 

 And Stevin had also gotten to know Cara surprisingly well. 

Out of necessity, they became friends. But out of their many 

similarities, they managed to become close friends. Cara was 

more of a problem solver, always looking for solutions in the 

here and now, while Stevin focused more on the road ahead. 

With Cara, they never had to worry about finding a heat 

source. She could fashion machine parts together to create a 

gas lamp or even start a generator for a few hours. Her im-

mense engineering skills had gotten them out of more than 

one scrapes. 

 And of course, Stevin’s oracle also protected them from 

the many dangers of the wastes. Powered by sunlight, it 

guided them away from pockets of the city that were too toxic 

to breathe the air in. It even proved useful as a lens for mak-

ing a fire with sunlight. 

 To pass the time, Stevin and Cara shared everything about 

their lives back home. It was a strange at first, considering 

they were from different time periods. Stevin was barely two 

years old in 2001, where Cara was from. Eventually, they 

made a game of everything that had changed by 2014 in Ste-

vin’s time. And she told him all about growing up in the 90s 

with super-powered family members. 

 At one point, Stevin wondered what would become of 

their friendship when their ordeal was complete. Could I find 

her in 2014? Will she be the same as she is now? The thought 

confused and saddened Stevin. But he didn’t let himself think 

too much about anything besides finding Mary.

 Hours passed as the two teenagers marched along the 

streets of the city, searching for more food. Cara stopped as 
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she noticed something peeking from the ground in front of 

her. “Stevin, do you see this?”

 He hurried beside her and saw a small, red dot moving 

across the ground. “What is—”

 “Look!” Cara interrupted. “There’s more!”
 They looked around to see dozens of red dots surrounding 
them. Finally, they glanced up to see something giant headed 
straight for them.
 Cara grabbed Stevin’s arm and pulled him away. “COME ON!”
 Suddenly, fire erupted from the object as it neared where Cara 
and Stevin had been standing. They ran from the site as fast as 
their legs would take them, but the crash of the mass that hit the 
ground was too close to be ignored. It created a gust of wind and 
rubble that carried Stevin and Cara into the air. 
 Fortunately, they managed to hit the ground at an angle, limit-
ing the harshness of scraping the ground as they were pushed 
away from the crash. Covered in dirt and on the ground, Cara and 
Stevin looked up to see the foreign object covered in a thick, beige 
smoke. The object made loud, strange sounds as the dust cleared.
 What is that sound? Is that an engine? Stevin could barely 
think.
 “Cara, I think that’s a UFO,” Stevin coughed.
 “Stop being ridiculous,” Cara muttered. “It’s probably just the 
fallen part of a building that was loosened by the storm. And the 
fire stuff was just us losing our minds.”

 Stevin didn’t buy it. As the smoke faded away, they could see 
the shape of the peculiar object. It was large, metal, and shaped 
like a spaceship. Like from the movies, Stevin imagined. It had 
three prongs touching the ground beneath it. He could see that a 
latch had opened moments earlier, releasing another strange, 
metal object that descended to the ground. It discharged a canis-
ter and pressed several levers against it. From their angle, it was 
hard for Stevin and Cara to understand what was going on, until 
another object finally came out of the canister and powered on. 
 It almost looked like a white wastebasket, hovering over the 
ground like a drone. It had a black visor that spouted two blue 
eyes when it came alive, displaying arms that appeared seemingly 
out of nowhere. 
 “What is that thing?” Stevin whispered. He was too nervous to 
take the oracle out of his pocket, though he gripped it to make 
sure it was still in one piece. 
 A light sparked from the wastebasket machine. It looked like 
it was scanning the rocks in front of it. Moments later, the ship’s 
engines erupted again. In seconds, the spaceship launched into 
the sky as fast as it had arrived.
 The drone was still scanning the rocks when Stevin arose from 
the ground. “Come on, we should check that thing out.”
 “Are you kidding? It’s probably dangerous!”
 “Maybe it can help us. If that thing’s a robot, it could help us 
understand where we really are. It came here for a reason, after 
all.”
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  Cara got on her feet reluctantly. “OK, but don’t do anything 
too rash—”
 “HEY YOU!” Stevin called out suddenly.
 The drone quickly turned and shot a laser blast directly at 
them. Cara grabbed Stevin and pulled him down just in time to 
dodge it as the building behind them exploded.
 Stevin and Cara fell to the ground, terrified, as the drone flew 
to them and pointed its gun at their face. From its chest, a blue 
light focused over them and blinked. The drone froze and then vi-
brated as a panel on its chest turned on, revealing an icon that was 
shaped like a leaf. The drone’s chest then opened and shot a blue 
light at Stevin’s stomach. It crawled over his entire body and made 
him levitate.
 “Cara, help!” he panicked. 
 She tried to grab him, but the blue light stopped her. It was 
like a force field. “I can’t! Just hang on!”
 The beam pulled Stevin in toward the drone, but he was too 
big to fit inside. His body collided with the drone several times be-
fore the beam turned off. The drone stabilized and almost looked 
mad at Stevin. It pointed its gun at him again.
 “Directive?” asked the drone. Its tone was completely lifeless 
and fittingly robotic. 
 “What?” Stevin asked in fear from the ground.
 “Directive! Directive?”
 “Uh, yeah. Directive.”

 The drone flew toward his face and scanned his stomach. The 
light blinked again.
 “Who are you?” it asked.
 “I’m Stevin. Who are you?”
 “Probe Four. Code name, Atom.”
 Stevin raised an eyebrow. “What do you want with me?”
 “Classified.”
 Cara stepped in front of Stevin, shielding him from Atom’s 
gun. “Not when it involves us!”
 Atom paused for a moment and then lowered his gun. “Hu-
mans should not be here. My directive is to take plant-life to 
Gnome.”
 “Gnome? Like a garden gnome?” Stevin asked.
 “Gnome. The starliner and command center of BnL. Directive 
is to take plant-life to Gnome.”
 “Yeah, we got that,” Cara snapped back. “But we’re not plant-
life. We’re humans.”
 “Wait,” said Stevin, “the berries we ate last night. This thing 
must have detected them when it scanned me.”
 Atom pointed his gun at Stevin again. “Take me to the plant-
life. Directive is to take plant-life to Gnome.”
 “So much for classified,” Cara whispered sarcastically.
 “Alright,” Stevin said calmly, “we’ll take you to your directive, 
mission thing if you stop pointing that laser gun at us.”

60



 Without speaking, Atom lowered his arm and backed away 
from them. His eyes were circular again, and less threatening. It 
bent its neck slightly to motion that it was ready.
 Stevin and Cara dusted themselves off to begin the trek back 
toward City Hall, unaware of what would happen to them after 
Atom got what he wanted.
 “I hope you agree that we can’t trust that thing,” Stevin quietly 
whispered to Cara.
 “Don’t worry, I have a plan. Just follow along and this time, 
don’t do anything hasty.”
 Stevin cracked his knuckles and then gripped the oracle in his 
pocket. No promises.
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CHAPTER 6

Reunion



 Wallaby Jones had never been a leader before. I don’t 

have the stomach for this, he’d say to himself when thrust 

into moments of responsibility. So it scared him silly the 

moment he realized he was pretty good at it. 

 After being separated from Stevin and Sadie, Wallaby and 

Mr. Sumner found themselves trapped in a dangerous world 

with equally dangerous strangers. Rudy was outspoken and en-

thusiastic, but he rarely contributed good ideas. Madus, the 

well-dressed charmer tried his hardest to create a rapport 

with the guards, but they were too afraid to go near the hu-

mans needlessly. And Cochran rarely spoke, choosing instead 

to perfect his art of brooding.

 And so the mantle passed on to Wallaby, the only member 

of the group who didn’t feel like wasting anymore time 

trapped in the world of monsters. Under his leadership, the 

group successfully escaped the prison within CDA headquar-

ters. All it took was a trip to the bathroom and some door trick-

ery. It took a few days of practice, but Wallaby had finally got-

ten the hang of sealing a door from the other side. At least 

when he needed to. 

 It was also Wallaby’s idea to lift the uniforms from the 

CDA locker room, noting how the masks would be effective dis-

guises. Within a few hours of their escape, Wallaby, Sumner, 

Rudy, Madus, and Cochran were roaming the streets of Mon-

stropolis unopposed.

 “No one will bother us while we’re wearing these!” Madus 

pointed out as they strolled down the busy sidewalk in broad 

daylight. “It’s well known that the monsters fear the CDA. 

They don’t even like the possibility of a kid being around, and 

nothing spells child like a child detection agency.”

 “Silence!” Cochran interrupted. “Do you want one of these 

cretins to catch on to us? They’ll eat us alive, most likely.”

 “Oh, that would never happen,” Sumner chimed in with a 

hint of disgust in his tone. “Humans may not be toxic, but I 

doubt they taste as good as they smell.” 

 Wallaby sighed. “I’ll forget I heard that.”

 Survival was their first plan of action after leaving the 

CDA stronghold. After a few nights camping out in the alleys 

of Monstropolis, the group managed to find a warehouse that 

hadn’t been touched in months. It served as an excellent shel-

ter as they foraged for food and supplies from anywhere they 

could find it. It was only in the back of Wallaby’s mind that 

they needed to find a way home, but no one seemed ready to 

discuss it for the first few days. But eventually, camping out in 

an empty, likely condemned, building surrounded by enemies 
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took its toll on the anxious humans.The group struggled to 

come up with a plan for returning home.

 “Rudy, you can smell anything, right?” Wallaby asked one 

night as they sat around the fire lit inside the warehouse. It 

was one of the few times of the day when they could have their 

masks off.

 “That’s right! If only I had something that belonged to 

Cara or Logan. I could lead you straight to them.”

 Wallaby bent his head. “Or Stevin and Sadie.”

 “They’re probably keeping a low profile too,” Madus said 

somberly, as if he actually cared for them. Just a week ago, 

they were his enemy.

 “We have to find them somehow,” Wallaby continued. 

“How hard is it to find humans in a city full of not-humans?”

 In an effort to find their friends, the group split into two 

patrols each day. One group spent their time canvassing neigh-

borhoods in search of Stevin, Cara, Logan, and Sadie. And the 

other group scouted for supplies and a possible way to return 

home. 

 Several days passed, and they didn’t find a trace of their 

missing friends or a hint of escape. Sumner suggested they let 

him draw Sadie, Logan, Cara, and Stevin as a way to show the 

monsters what the humans looked like. Wallaby politely dis-

missed the gesture, which he secretly believed was just Sum-

ner’s attempt to show off his art skills, arguing that any sight-

ing of a human period would be enough for a monster to re-

member.

 But none of the monsters they engaged with had seen any 

humans at all. Not even recently. A few more days passed, 

then weeks. Food was getting scarce, and Wallaby knew that a 

decision had to be made soon.

 Could I leave this place without my friends? I mean, I 

know I can. I have the power to leave anytime I want. 

 That’s when something incredible occurred to Wallaby.

 “Sumner!”

 “Mate, I’m trying to sleep.”

 “The monsters who scare children, like what you used to 

do; you said they work at a factory right?”

 “It’s called Monsters Inc. Haven’t you noticed the adver-

tisements everywhere? You can’t go a block without seeing 

‘em. I just saw a commercial the other day about the joint, and 

there was a funny green guy hiding behind the logo.”

 “That’s where we have to go. It’s the first place Stevin 

would go to get out of here.”

 Sumner thought for a moment. “Right, it’s the only way he 

could possibly leave. Sadie, too, though I doubt she even 
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knows much about where we are. But wait, Stevin’s a bright 

chap. Wouldn’t that mean he’s long gone?”

 It’s worth a shot. “We can at least try to find some evi-

dence of a human break in or something.”

 Sumner’s face lit up. “The security monitors! We could 

use them to see if Stevin or Sadie tried to sneak in. Of course, 

It would take a bit of a while—”

 “It’s our only option at this point. I can’t think of anything 

else. More importantly, we’ll need everyone to pull this off.”

•••

 

 That’s right. Finish cooking your food so we can swoop in 

and share it with you involuntarily. Sadie’s stomach made an 

audible sound, but she disregarded it.

 Logan raised her arms in frustration. “I’m telling you, we 

need better disguises.”

 The two supers sat on the roof of their next supply heist, 

waiting patiently for the monsters inside to begin their meal.

 Speak for yourself. “I’ll admit, my patience is growing 

thinner with each crime,” Sadie groaned. “This world of dan-

ger is not what I escaped the Hexagon for. We must move on 

the door factory now.”

 “Monsters Inc. is heavily guarded, Sadie. And even if we 

could break in, the CDA is always watching that place closely. 

They’d catch us in a heartbeat.”

 “They’d catch you, maybe. But not me. Not while I’m in 

my bear form.” Sadie glanced at Logan and then looked back 

at the monsters setting the table across from them. “Perhaps 

this is where we part ways.”

 A flame erupted from Logan’s palm. “Don’t you even think 

about ditching me now.”

 How dare you raise your fist of flames. I ought to crush 

you like a mouse. “I owe you no loyalties. And the opportunity 

to carry out my life debt is obvious and within my reach.”
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 Logan arose and let the flame grow larger. “Stevin’s proba-

bly still in the city somewhere because he has the same prob-

lem.”

 You don’t know Stevin the Parker. “You’re wrong, Daisy.”

 “I told you not to call me that!”

 “I would have caught Parker’s scent by now if he was in 

this city. He reeks of chemicals high in sugar and caffeine. It is 

likely that he is somewhere else, hopefully back in Australia. 

So I must make my escape now.” With or without you, she 

thought.

 Logan cringed. “And you’d just leave me here alone?”

 Sadie paused and crossed her arms. Daisy has proven her-

self a worthy ally, and she does happen to be the remnant of 

my supposed legacy of perfection and apex superiority. Do I 

dare risk my life debt for this diamond in the rough? Meta-

phors are fun.

 “Fine, we won’t leave yet. But we should still go to the In-

corporation of Monsters. I have a plan, and it requires your 

blind trust.”

 “I’m listening,” Logan said slowly after a brief hesitation.

 Good. “I can smell the blonde one who is out of shape, but 

only faintly. I never spent enough time with him because he 

smells of old cheeses. He’s near the door factory, and I will 

need your assistance.”

 Logan put her hands down, letting the flames disappear. 

“Your people skills needs some serious work, old-timer. Once 

we find the kid; then what?”

 “Then we depart from each other’s company. In the brief 

moments when I can pick up my ally’s scent, I can smell oth-

ers with him quite consistently. They may be your allies.”

 “Perfect. Cara could be with him.” Logan looked at the 

house below them. “I guess it’s worth leaving now, right? I’m 

not even that hungry.”

 Sadie kept her eyes on the horizon. “I’m hungry for jus-

tice.” 

 “Um—”

 “Get it? It’s a metaphor. Like the ones you were telling me 

about.”

 “We’ll work on it. Hopefully, not really.”

•••

 Wallaby leaned back in the chair to start the next security 

tape. He quickly glanced out the glass to see the rest of the 

Monsters Inc. factory. We risked everything to get inside this 

66



place, but it will be for nothing if we don’t find them on this 

footage in time.

 “This is taking forever.” Sumner rolled around the 

counter of the console impatiently. “Want me to go get us 

some java?”

 No, not that sludge again. Wallaby yawned. “We really do 

have to get you some real coffee.”

 Madus walked in with his mask up. “Gentlemen! Just 

checking in. The monitors from last week show nothing help-

ful, but Rudy did manage to find a hilarious video of a guy get-

ting doused by the CDA!”

 “Thanks, Madus. Keep at it. Have you checked in on Co-

chran?”

 “Coast is still clear on his end. Though he said it quite sar-

castically, so hopefully it really is. Turns out it’s pretty easy to 

shut this place down when you’re  with the CDA.”

 Yeah, but not forever. Eventually, someone’s going to 

catch on…Like Roz. But hopefully, I have a little more time to 

study these tapes. 

 The factory in general fascinated Wallaby. During the long 

stretches of screening video, his thoughts turned to the logis-

tics of the monsters’ operations. How do they use these kids’ 

screams as energy? he wondered. And how did they know to 

do it in the first place?

 

•••

 “Do you have his scent?” Logan asked as they hopped over 

the fence.

 “Yes, whatever was covering his face before is gone.” The 

girls stealthily climbed to the roof of the factory, avoiding the 

guards with their expert training. Sadie even noted that their 

string of burglaries had given her a better flair for stealth. 

Watching Logan in action had inspired Sadie to let her body 

flow more smoothly and quietly over the last few weeks.

 “There!” Logan pointed to a window overlooking the fac-

tory floor. “That leads to the doors that have been shut down 

for the night. There’s no monsters inside, I bet.”

 Sadie recalled the other window showing plenty of activity 

going on. Do the monsters have different shifts for scaring 

children? she wondered.

 Still clothed in their disguises, the supers knelt by the win-

dow. Logan put her palm to the window and melted the glass 

almost instantly, gaining them quick access to the scare floor 

below. They dropped down and stopped to catch their breath.
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 “Alright,” Logan said as she surveyed the room. “Now we 

just have to find everyone and—”

 Without warning, the lights flickered on, along with the 

machines laid out across the factory. The door at the end 

opened as several smaller monsters casually entered. It only 

took them a second to notice Sadie and Logan.

 “Hey, who are you guys? We have intruders!” The mon-

ster called out to the observatory deck above them, but no one 

responded.

 Wallaby heard their shouts from the observatory deck and 

put his mask on. “Sumner, get everyone over here!” 

 He looked out through the window, slowly, and saw a fa-

miliar tattoo on the arm of a bear standing in the middle of 

the scare floor.

 I know that tattoo…and that defensive stance that makes 

me scared for my life…

 “Sumner!”

 “What, mate? I’m going!”

 “It’s Sadie!”

 “There’s nothing on that tape you’re watching, mate. It’s 

paused.”

 “No! On the scare floor!”

 Below them, Sadie and Logan contemplated their strategy 

for evading the monsters flooding into the room. The first few 

had been smaller and unassuming, but they blocked the only 

way out. 

 Logan’s palms sparked alive. “Looks like we have to power 

through the entrance, Sadie. You up for it?” 

 “Of course. As Grizzly Death, I’m unstoppable.”

 The supers set their eyes on the exit just as a new group of 

monsters arrived. The cavalry had arrived. 

 “Oh, you’re in for it now,” one of the small monsters cack-

led. “The SCARERS are here! Ha ha!”

 “Still unstoppable,” Sadie murmured, as they rushed to-

ward the exit now guarded by monsters twice their size. “Just 

a little less.”

 One of the monsters was literally covered in teeth, while 

another had talons the size a shark’s mouth. It launched sev-

eral of its sharp, gray talons toward Logan, but she easily de-

fended herself with her fiery fists. Each punch had more im-

pact as they exploded upon the talons, making each swipe ef-

fortless.

 A monster with tentacles managed to get the jump on Sa-

die, who was already contending with the monster covered in 
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teeth. She lunged at the teeth monster as a tentacle pulled her 

back, forcing her to bite him with savage force. 

 “Ow, that’s cheating!” he screamed, letting go of her in-

stantly.

 Above them, Wallaby tried to assess the situation.

 “What are we waiting for?” Sumner begged. “We have to 

help, correct?”

 Wallaby stroked his chin. “We can’t just stroll in there. 

There’s only one way to get those monsters to back down.”

 At that moment, Logan unleashed a whirlpool of flames at 

several of the monsters trying to pin her down, much like the 

typhoon she had learned to make back in Sydney. It bought 

her some time before the monsters flying above her swooped 

down to grab her. 

 “Let me go!” Logan panicked, as they dropped her from 

the top of the room, expecting her to be crushed. 

 But Logan blasted the ground below her with fire, keeping 

her levitated enough to hit the ground softly. 

 “Thanks!” she saluted.

 As she turned, another monster tackled and pinned her to 

the ground. “Sadie, help!”

 “It’s Grizzly Death!” she called out as more monsters 

swarmed around her, as well.

 Cornered, Logan and Sadie started to feel weak as the im-

possibly strong monsters gained the upper hand. This was it 

for them, they supposed.

 “EVERYONE! STOP WHERE YOU ARE!”

 The monsters turned to hear where the loud yell had come 

from. At the door, several unknown figures stepped confi-

dently toward them. Combined with the dramatic look on 

their faces, one may have thought they were walking in slow 

motion. And in just seconds, the monsters realized that the fig-

ures walking toward them…were humans.

 Wallaby, Madus, Rudy, and Cochran (along with Sumner) 

marched toward the now terrified monsters. Rudy cracked his 

knuckles into his fist as Madus reached his hands into imagi-

nary pockets, forgetting they were still wearing CDA suits. 

 As the monsters cowered away from them, Wallaby de-

manded with a scowl, “Get out. Now.”

 Shrieking, the monsters climbed the wall to escape the 

window, while others snuck around to escape through the 

door. Wallaby smirked as they vacated the room. 

 “Ally!” called out Sadie as she reverted to her human 

form. “You have arrived to rescue me from the clutches of the 

non-beasts!” Sadie ran to Wallaby and hugged him, unexpect-

edly. 
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 “Uh, it was nothing,” he blushed. 

 Logan removed her chicken costume and greeted her old 

team. “Glad you guys made it. How’d you even find us?”

 “It was all Wallaby!” Rudy answered with a smile. “He 

kept us safe while you were busy goofing off. So what’s with 

the chicken outfit?”

 “We had to survive somehow,” she smiled. “Where’s 

Cara?”

 Rudy and Madus looked down. “We were kind of hoping 

she was with you,” Rudy shrugged. 

 “Stevin must be with her,” Sadie joined in. 

 “You know where he is?!” Wallaby interrupted.

 “No,” Sadie replied solemnly. “But I know he isn’t here. I 

can’t pick up his scent.”

 “He could still be in Australia!” Sumner chirped from be-

hind Wallaby’s shoulders. “Wallaby, you have to take us back 

there!”

 “No one’s getting the chance.” The harsh tone came from 

behind the group near the door. Everyone turned to see a bald 

man with glasses stepping toward them slowly

 Wallaby backed everyone up. “Randall? What are you do-

ing here? We left you back in—”

 “The Hexagon? You thought those suits could keep me 

locked up? They don’t even exist anymore. And soon, neither 

will any of you.”

 Randall snapped his fingers, prompting Rudy, Madus, 

and Cochran to sneak behind Sadie and Logan. On their 

palms were metal devices emitting a blue light. They placed 

them on the supers, knocking them out immediately with a 

flash of electricity. 

 “Wait, what just happened?” Wallaby did a double take.

 “Seriously, it’s not obvious?” Randall condescended as he 

walked up to Wallaby and removed his glasses. “They’ve been 

working with me since you escaped the CDA. Found them dig-

ging inside of a trashcan while you were off doing who knows 

what. Scared kids will do anything for food.” 

 “Sorry Wallaby, it’s not personal,” said Rudy.

 “It was for me,” Cochran bellowed.

 Wallaby shook his head. “You guys betrayed me for food?”

 “And enlightenment,” Randall interrupted. “They were 

sent her on a vendetta against the superior race known as 

monsters. Such foolishness. And once again, little Wallaby, I 

capture you with absolutely zero effort. You must be feeling 

pretty pathetic right now.”

 “We got rid of you before.”
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 “Ah yes, but with the help of some dumb luck thanks to 

your friend who wants to play detective. Now you don’t even 

have that bumbling twit of a professor helping you. Of course, 

I can’t terminate you quite yet. My boss will want to know 

who you are before we exact punishment. And who knows? 

I’m sure he’ll be grateful you played a part in capturing some 

supers. Maybe he’ll let you help us capture your friend, Mary. 

You’ll get to see her again, but probably not in one piece.”
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CHAPTER 7

Seven Centuries



 The once-glistening city of San Francisco was now veiled 

with ashes. Cara wondered if Stevin knew why. During their 

months together, they rarely spoke about where they must be. 

It was that obvious. They were in a wasteland. Cara recalled 

the one time Stevin spoke openly about what could have 

caused the devastation that lay around them. He pointed to 

one of the skyscrapers stacked with waste and garbage. Cara 

listened intently as he described how the incinerators across 

from them must have been used to burn the garbage into the 

air, causing the smog, toxic pockets of air, and of course, the 

sandstorms. It was one of the moments when Cara realized 

Stevin Parker’s sharp deduction skills, purely granting him 

credibility as someone who could truly find the person he 

cared most about. If only that person was her, Cara eventually 

let herself think. 

 Cara could see that Stevin’s mind was slowly descending 

into obsession. Perhaps even madness, she thought. Too of-

ten, Cara could hear him muttering Mary’s name as he slept, 

though he never stirred. Part of her wondered if he was se-

cretly awake when he coldly chanted Mary’s name in the mid-

dle of the night. The hold that this Mary had on Stevin was in-

credibly real and difficult for her to understand. So it shocked 

her that he would allow such a drastic detour from their mis-

sion when they encountered Atom, the mysterious drone who 

literally fell from the sky. 

 “We can sneak up on him and remove that pesky gun of 

his,” she whispered to Stevin as they led the drone to City 

Hall, as if being led to slaughter.

 Stevin kept his eyes on the road forward, wary of Atom’s 

presence several yards behind him. “Keep your cool, Cara. I 

want to talk to this thing, first. The deal is that we take him to 

find plants or whatever. He may just be grateful enough to tell 

us what we want to know.” 

 Which is? Cara clenched her fists in frustration, careful 

not to display her desire to take action. But Atom didn’t seem 

to notice their muffled conversation. He seemed much too pre-

occupied with his scanner; a device that allowed him to survey 

everything around him — presumably to detect the life within 

every object.

 Finally, Stevin called to the probe as the light from his 

chest flashed red from a failed scan. “Atom, I have a few ques-

tions.”

 “Questions?” Atom hummed.

 Cara joined in. “Yes, questions. And it’s your directive to 

serve humans, correct?” 

 “Directive is to bring plant-life to Gnome.”
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 “Yeah, we got that,” Stevin groaned. “But we also want to 

know a few things about where we are.”

 Atom flew in front of Stevin and stared at him plainly. 

“You are on Earth.”

 “I know. But do you know what year it is? Or why the 

world is like this?”

 Atom blinked, but did not respond. He seemed almost 

stunned, despite having no expressions. 

 “Well?” Cara pleaded.

 The look on Atom’s visor didn’t change. After a few mo-

ments, he turned and flew forward. “You do not know the his-

tory of Buy n Large. This is something all humans learn when 

they are infants.”

 “We lost our memory,” lied Stevin. “We don’t know how 

we got here and are looking for answers.”

 Stevin could tell that this surprised Atom, though the 

drone’s demeanor seemed unchanged. 

 “I will give you the answers you seek, unconditionally,” 

said Atom in his usual monotone. “The year is 2805. It has 

been nearly seven centuries since a human has stepped foot 

on this planet. 695 years to precise.”

 Stevin looked over at Cara. Her face seemed just as para-

lyzed as his when they both heard those words. Seven centu-

ries. 695 years. 

 Millions of thoughts flooded Cara’s mind, but she re-

pressed them as Atom continued.

 “In 2105, all humans were evacuated from Earth due to 

the conditions you see before you. Thus began Operation 

Cleanup. Starliners all over the planet carried the humans to 

predesignated sectors, while WALL•E units incinerated the 

garbage left behind. Originally, our directive was to return the 

humans to Earth after five years in space, but toxicity levels 

rose too sharply. The air became inhospitable, forcing us to 

create a new directive.”

 Cara couldn’t stay silent. “You keep saying ‘our’ and ‘us.’ 

Who are you even talking about?”

 “Why, BnL, of course.”

 Stevin joined his hands together. “So is that why you’re 

looking for signs of plant-life? So humans can return?”

 Suddenly, Atom stopped and faced them. “No, that is not 

my directive. That is the directive of an Extraterrestrial Vegeta-

tion Evaluator — an EVE probe. I am an Atom probe.”

 “Which stands for?”

 “Classified.”
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 “Of course,” grumbled Cara. “Stevin, how in the world did 

we end up this far in the future?”

 “I don’t know,” he replied solemnly. “But we’re getting 

home. Just as soon as we show Atom where the bushes are, so 

he can…well you can just say it, Atom.”

 “Directive is to bring plant-life to Gnome.”

 “Exactly.” Our future is rubble and robots. Cara shouldn’t 

shake what Atom had told her and Stevin. It was painfully sur-

real. 

 Suddenly, everything Cara had worked for seemed mean-

ingless. She thought back to her decision to join Pixar Univer-

sity in the first place. The idea of helping the world — even 

without powers — was the only purpose she had ever allowed 

room for. It was the only time and place where she felt good at 

something. 

 Her mother had always told her that she had a power no 

one recognized. Eventually, Cara started to believe that her in-

tellect was impossible, though she never let herself believe it 

was that special. Nevertheless, she had been labeled a mathe-

matical genius by almost everyone she knew. She graduated 

Oxford at age 9 and spent her early teens changing the land-

scape of physics and robotics. 

 Maybe if I got to England, Logan won’t follow me this 

time. The idea seemed so appealing at the time, and it worked 

for the most part. But no matter how hard she tried, Cara 

couldn’t seem to shake her family’s legacy. One day, I’ll be just 

as hard to find as my mother.

 Joining Pixar University was an itch she couldn’t scratch. 

Her family was used to working in the shadows — preventing 

problems and crises before they even happened. They were 

known by some as Heroes. But really, they were simply well-

trained spies equipped with genetic anomalies. Abilities and 

powers that made them special. And unstoppable. Pixar Uni-

versity offered Cara, someone without powers, the same 

chance to be a little unstoppable.

 It was the school where her uncle Jack, who was also pow-

erless, had gone to find his purpose. He taught her that the 

school was a gathering place of charismatic, brilliant minds 

willing to explore the impossible. And it wasn’t until her first 

day of class that she learned what the impossible truly meant. 

Pixar University was a holding ground for protecting the 

world from disturbances in time and space. It was a place 

where the enforcers of dimensions learned their trade. Mon-

sters were only the first of the problems she had learned about 

during those first few weeks at the university. 
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 And of course, Cara reveled in the location. Thousands of 

miles from her family, Pixar University resided in Sidney, Aus-

tralia. But even that incredible distance couldn’t keep Logan 

away from her. 

 What would she tell Logan now? What would she tell her 

mother? Now that everything they worked for was in sham-

bles, scattered across an empty wasteland devoid of the future 

she fought for. It was all for nothing, she said to herself over 

and over again as they marched across the wastes.

 Cara could see in Atom parts of what she created, herself. 

The concept of biomaterial scanners and microgravity levita-

tion was a theory she helped write the code for. What did her 

discoveries lead to? Did she lend a hand to the empty destiny 

in front of her? A small part of her wondered what eventually 

became of her future self.

 These thoughts gave Cara no respite. She wanted to grab 

Stevin’s arm as they marched forth on those broken streets. 

She wanted him to put his arm around her and tell her that 

everything will be fixed and put back together as it was. It 

would be like all of the other times he had come up with the 

perfect solution when faced with impossible odds. When they 

couldn’t find food, he was first to press forward. When they 

couldn’t find shelter from the sandstorms, he covered her with 

his jacket as they crawled to a space with clean air. When she 

wanted to think that they were safe and that the future was 

safe, she merely glanced at Stevin to observe the resolve in his 

eyes. And for a prolonged moment, she would feel alright.

 But Cara couldn’t lie to herself anymore. Atom finished 

that deception. This wasn’t a wasteland nestled in a far away 

dimension removed from everything she cared about. This 

was Earth. And it wasn’t about to change.

 Stevin finally stopped them as they approached a large, fa-

miliar building. “Welcome to City Hall. Population…well, us.” 

He put his hands on his hips as he strolled down a small hill of 

garbage across the street from the building. 

 Atom flew to the front and scanned it. “Where is the 

plant-life?”

 Cara walked up to him and pointed. “The bushes are on 

the other side, there. We ate all of the fruit growing on them, 

already. There wasn’t a lot. But the bushes themselves are in 

perfect condition.” This should be enough to satisfy your ri-

diculous directives.

 Without hesitating, Atom rushed to the other side of City 

Hall and found the bushes nestled where Cara instructed. He 

scanned them. The light of the scanner flashed as it hit the 

bushes, prompting Atom to grab a leaf from the bush with a 
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beam from his chest. In seconds, the leaf was inserted into his 

chest. 

 Afterward, Atom looked up at Stevin and Cara. He shot 

them with a blast from his gun. Taken off guard, the blast hit 

Stevin first. Atom instantly fired another round directly at 

Cara. 

 As the blast made contact with Cara’s chest, her mind 

slowed down. She could feel the sensation of falling backward. 

She could recognize it and perceive it, as if he existed outside 

of time. But she felt nothing. She just thought about Stevin. 

And then Mary. She looked over at Stevin as she fell, half a mo-

ment before he hit the ground. They made eye contact as eve-

rything went dark.

•••

 Everything’s about to change. 

 It didn’t take long for Wallaby to grow tired of the prison’s 

cafeteria. It was dim, grungy, and full of strange characters he 

could barely have a conversation with. Save for Rey. 

 I wonder if she’s single, he caught himself thinking when 

they first met. 

 He ate his meal in peace with Mr. Sumner casually caress-

ing his food with a fork across from him. Wallaby had learned 

to ignore the monster’s strange habits with human food.

 “I’m guessing you’d prefer to garbage or something?” Wal-

laby asked.

 “Why? Do you know if they’re serving that on Mystery 

Monday?”

 Ignoring him, Wallaby drifted back into his thoughts. 

Rudy, Madus, and Cochran. He fantasized about enacting his 

revenge for their betrayal. They’ll pay for getting us stuck in 

this prison for the last three months. 

 Wallaby stood up from the table and motioned for Mr. 

Sumner to follow him. He didn’t expect backtalk.

 “I was just getting comfortable, mate. You know itchy this 

jumpsuit makes me.”

 “At least the orange doesn’t clash with your fur...oh wait.”

 “Hilarious, mate.” Sumner flew beside him as they exited 

the cafeteria. “Any word yet on Lightning’s…” Sumner paused 

as they passed a guard. “…Lightning’s plan?”

 “No, and it’s been a month. You’d think that hotshot 

would strike while the fire’s hot.” 

 “He can’t help it, mate, he’s a bit limited in this place. And 

you’ve got to be patient to be a racecar, I hear.”
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 “Yeah, I bet you heard that from him.”

 “Quite. Say, how many times do you think we’ve been cap-

tured and put in a prison by now?”

 “I’ve stopped keeping count because it’s that depressing.”

 “I think it’s at least three times.”

 “No, I got captured that time before I met you. Remem-

ber?”

 “Oh yes! With the Scottish folk. Sorry I missed out on 

that. I would’ve made a ripping good dragon imposter.” 

 Wallaby knocked his knuckles against a cell door. It was 

incredibly wide compared to the others, but for good reason. 

The metallic door suddenly changed appearance to become 

transparent. Inside, they could see their old friend.

 “How’s it going, Lightning?” Wallaby greeted him casually 

as he leaned against the transparent door.

 Inside the cell was a racecar flushed with stickers and red 

paint. Its eyes flashed open. “Fine, fellows. Look, I know 

you’re here about—”

 “We can’t keep waiting, McQueen,” Wallaby sighed. 

“Every day we spend locked up in this place is…”

 “Another day we’re spending locked up in this place,” Sum-

ner finished for him.

 Lightning looked flustered. “Look, I know it’s taking 

longer than advertised, but we’re playing with fire here! One 

wrong move and Forthright will send us to the Jurassic, no 

questions asked.” Lightning paused and looked away. “I’ve 

seen him do it before.”

  Wallaby and Sumner glanced at each other. “I know it’s 

risky,” Wallaby began, “but we’re all counting on you. How 

much more time do you need?”

 “It’s simple, really. I’m just waiting on someone to come 

around on helping us. Once he’s on board, we’re good to go.”

 “What’s the debate, then?” Sumner scoffed.

 Lightning winced. “He’s not the easiest guy to talk to. I’m 

sure you’ve run into him.”

 “Oh great. It’s the bear, isn’t it?”
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•••

 “There’s someone I want you to meet.”

 Sadie extended her arm to shake the man’s hand. “It’s a 

pleasure.”

 “You too, Logan.”

 The man put his hand on hers as they exchanged pleasant-

ries. 

 “Welcome to the Resort,” Logan said evenly.

 “They are truly remarkable, Shelby. There’s power simply 

in how they stand. You’ve done great work, here.”

 Shelby laughed. “Well, I can’t take all of the credit for Lo-

gan. She’s a result of cross-genetic reproduction. Her power is 

even more a  force of nature than Sadie’s.”

 The man inspected Sadie’s appearance. “The tattoos? 

What do they mean, Shelby?”

 “They’re sort of a calling card. A way her inventor put his 

mark on what he created.”

 “Ah yes, the Maestro.”

 Shelby laughed again. “No, not the Maestro.” 

 “How did you get them to obey your commands so easily? 

This one here was such a rebellious spirit when Mode tried to 

contain her in his Hexagon.”

 “Yes, I’m aware. That’s why we’ve taken every precau-

tion.” Shelby reached behind Sadie’s neck and motioned for 

her to turn. “These chips did all the work. And they’ve been on 

these girls so long, you could remove them and not even worry 

about their minds reverting.”

 “Fascinating,” the man uttered as he stroked his chin. 

“You managed to repurpose Syndrome’s work so easily.”

 “I’ve had all the time in the world, honestly.” Truly, it had 

taken Shelby months to get the chips to work perfectly, 

though Sadie and Logan were unable to put up much of a 

fight.
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 “Still, to adapt zero point energy into a chip made for or-

ganics, let alone humans…it’s unheard of.”

 “A lot has changed since Operation Colonize,” Shelby said 

confidently. 

 “Yes, I can see that. The toys you experimented on all 

those years…I never knew your true endgame.”

 “That’s actually why I’ve called you here, old friend. 

There’s been a bit of a glitch.”

 “Oh?”

 “It’s the girl. The one we tried to intercept. She’s escaped 

from her time and could be a problem. Now, I’m not saying 

she’s dangerous. But I’ll be frank. We’re not in control of the 

situation.”

 “Yes, which is why you’ve brought me all the way out 

here.” The man coughed. “You know, I appreciate the free trip 

to monster world, but I really don’t know how I can actually 

help you. I am, after all, just a tinkerer!”

 Shelby chuckled. “Don’t be modest, Al! You’re the best 

one we ever had. So you’re the perfect candidate to help us 

learn exactly what we need to learn. Logan, hand me the doll.”

 Logan slowly approached Shelby and handed him an old-

looking cowgirl toy with a red hat and hair. He grabbed it 

from her carefully.

 “This toy was in the girl’s room when she escaped. It 

knows what Mary’s been planning and where she could have 

run off to.”

 Al gazed at the doll with wide eyes. “I haven’t seen this 

one in a long time. Well, not this exact one,” he laughed nerv-

ously. “Let’s just say this doll brings back some painful memo-

ries.”

 “Can you get what we need from it, Al? I’m ready to negoti-

ate price.”

 

•••

 Wake up, you idiot. Stevin awoke without hesitation. As 

soon as he realized he could open his eyes, he forced himself 

awake and into action. He just couldn’t believe where he was.

 He quickly noticed a window in the room and frantically 

rushed to look through it. And endless expanse of darkness 

and stars were all he could see through the pane. Disap-

pointed, Stevin turned his gaze to the room he was being held 

in and struggled to understand where he could be. Everything 

was mostly unassuming, though a strange, matte chrome 

seemed to blanket the room’s architecture.
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 Cara! He finally remembered his last few thoughts before 

losing consciousness. Stevin reached for the door and ex-

pected it to be locked, but who would lock him up? All he 

could remember was the faint realization that Atom had more 

than one directive. As he approached the door, however, it 

automatically went up into the ceiling, as if Stevin was in a sci-

ence fiction movie. 

 “What the…” Stevin walked through the doorway to see 

where he was being held. “If I’m not being locked up, then—”

 “Where are you?” said a voice from behind him. 

 Stevin turned to see his warden, but he was too shocked to 

believe what he saw. Ahead of him, a man with scars stretched 

across his face stepped toward Stevin. 

 “No…you’re…I know you.”

 “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced, actually. 

I’m Agent Willem. And you and I have a lot of catching up to 

do.”
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CHAPTER 8

The Tank Gang



	 The hallway was long and silver. It reminded Stevin of 

the hallways he once roamed inside the Hexagon, only with 

concealed ceiling lights in place of the fluorescents. Even the 

floor was a matte grey and seemed overly polished. Stevin 

thought little of these things, however, due to the tall man 

standing across from him with his hands casually dangling out 

of his pockets.

 Agent Willem.

 They had met twice before. It was Willem and his agents 

who cornered Stevin and his friends during their escape from 

the Hexagon. Stevin could still recall the end of Willem’s gun 

staring straight at him. It was not something he would soon 

forget. They met again in Sydney, when Willem’s agents 

chased them down the streets near Darla’s house. Ultimately, 

though, Stevin couldn’t shake the memory of their first en-

counter. It was because of Willem that Alec stayed behind at 

the Hexagon, after all. It was because of Willem that Mr. Sum-

ner missed his chance to go home. So only one thing seemed 

important enough to ask.

 “Where’s Alec and Cara? And if you try anything, I’ll run. 

Just so you know.”

 Willem stared at him, blankly. It was almost as if he 

wasn’t truly listening.

 I don’t remember him being this slow. “Well?” Stevin per-

sisted. “Out with it! Don’t just stand there.”

 Willem turned his gaze slightly. Stevin couldn’t tell if the 

eyes behind those sunglasses were actually looking at him.

 “Right to the point, aren’t you?” Willem said in a deep, 

cracked tone. “I guess if I were you, I wouldn’t be wasting my 

time with pointless questions either. You’re welcome, by the 

way.”

 “For what?” Stevin asked. You tried to kill me. 

 Willem fixed his eyes on Stevin. “For convincing Atom not 

to scatter your bio-particles and put them back together again. 

I would have faced a lot of heat over that.” 

 Atom! That deranged vacuum cleaner. Or whatever it 

was. 

 “Come on,” Willem gestured Stevin to follow him. 

 Strangely, Stevin felt compelled to obey. I’ll play along for 

now, he plotted. They walked down the hallway, Stevin 

slightly behind Willem. He watched each of Willem’s steps 

very carefully.

 “The girl is fine,” Willem said plainly. “She woke up a few 

hours ago and is in the room ahead of us. But I don’t know 

what became of Alec Azam. My agents and I left the Hexagon 

before his fate was decided.”
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 Stevin didn’t expect such a straight answer. So Alec could 

still be alive.

 “What are the chances his fate was less...deadly?” Stevin 

tried to ask as his voice cracked. How is your voice going to 

crack during the most dangerous confrontation of your life? 

Stevin complained to himself.

 “He’s alright. Sort of. I turned him into a rabbit.”

 “You what?!” blasted Stevin. The sentence seemed far too 

bizarre for him to accept, even after meeting a shapeshifter 

like Sadie. Can the Hexagon do what Sadie does? Can they 

just turn anyone into an animal? The concept was certainly 

frightening. 

 “One thing at a time, kid.” Willem pressed his hand to a 

screen by a large metal door. “Come on,” he said as it arose.

 Inside the room, several tables lied scattered around vari-

ous machines and robot parts. But the first thing to capture 

Stevin’s attention was the person standing near the center of 

the room. It was Cara, whom he had just caught tinkering 

with a machine that looked a lot like Atom.” 

 “Cara!” Stevin rushed to meet her. Her face lit up when 

she saw him coming toward her.

 Willem wasn’t lying. Cara is alright. But why is that mur-

der machine with her?

 “Hey, you finally woke up!” she said as she embraced him. 

“How are you feeling? Peaches said you hit the ground pretty 

hard when  Atom stunned us.”

 Atom. You’re tinkering with the robot who almost killed 

us. He had the same piercing eyes as when he shot Stevin in 

the chest. “What’s going on?” was all Stevin could muster to 

ask. 

 Upon hearing his name, Atom sprang from Cara’s 

clutches. “Directive?” he asked as Cara restrained him.

 After a sigh, she placed her hand on Stevin’s shoulder. 

“It’s fine, Parker. It turns out that Atom’s not as malicious as 

he wants us to think he is. Florence can explain.”

 “Who?” Stevin asked just as he looked around to see what 

else the room had in store for him.
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 He quickly realized that a woman had been standing 

across from them since he stepped inside the room. When her 

eyes met Stevin’s, she dashed to him and hugged him tightly, 

lifting him in the air. 

 “Stevin! I’m so glad you’re alive!”

 “Really?” he asked, confused. “Why would you care? 

We’ve never even met.”

 Florence put him down and adjusted her hair. “Oh, silly. 

Alec told me to make sure I take good care of you! You know, 

before the whole letting you get lost in time incident. He’s go-

ing to be so proud of me for indirectly keeping you and Kent 

Sydney alive!”

 Stevin scratched his head as he tried to process what he 

had just heard. “Wait, how could you know Alec? And you’re 

with the Hexagon, who turned Alec into a—”

 “Oh, I was really working with the Alumni the whole time! 

Alec didn’t tell you? That scamp. So, here’s the scoop. Alec 

and I met in 2027 as teachers at Pixar University. Now, at the 

time, my name was Molly Quinta, but I had to change it to 

Florence when I infiltrated the Hexagon by traveling to 1927 

and pretending to be a spy and stuff.  I was so good at being 

undercover, Willem didn’t suspect a thing! Alec, on the other 

hand, only had to travel back to 2001, though I’m guessing 

you didn’t meet him until…oh, it doesn’t matter. The point is, 

Alec made me babysit your friend, Kent Sydney — or Wallaby 

Jones if you’re using code names — at the Hexagon party back 

in 1935. Though Willem over there nearly ruined everything 

when he turned Alec into a rabbit. But he should be fine! Alec 

is the most resourceful man I’ve ever met. But you know, 

there is something he told me to tell you in case something 

would happen to him. But gosh, if I don’t remember what it 

was. It’s probably important…”

 As Florence pondered for a moment, Willem interjected. 

“Bottom line, kid, is that you can trust us. We’ll make sure 

you’re safe.”

 Stevin gave Willem a harsh look and then turned to Cara. 

She was standing with her shoulders relaxed, and he knew 

why. For the first time in months, they were surrounded by 

people at least claiming to be their friends. Stevin wasn’t so 

sure if the company was worth it.

 “I don’t care,” Stevin dismissed. “I’m not going home. 

Cara, you can do whatever you want, but I’m headed to that 

warehouse. And I’m finding Wallaby, Sadie, Mr. Sumner, and 

Mary.” 

 Angrily, Stevin walked away from the table. I’ve wasted 

enough time, he thought to himself. He grew anxious at the 
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thought of how far Mary seemed to be from where these 

agents had taken him. We’d already be at the warehouse if 

that robot hadn’t attacked us.

 Willem stopped him. “And how will you get there?”

 “I’ll walk,” Stevin dismissed, annoyed that Willem would 

even ask.

 “Really, now? That might be hard considering we’re in 

space.”

 Stevin’s heart sank yet again. He put his palm to his own 

face. “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He then looked at Atom. 

“Go ahead.”

 “We’re on Gnome,” Atom told him. 

 Willem placed his hand on Stevin’s shoulder. “Come with 

me, son. I’ll tell you everything, including how we can get you 

home.”

 I guess I have no choice.

 “Cara, will you be alright?” Stevin glanced back at her. She 

was adjusting the panel on Atom’s chest.

 “Don’t worry about me,” she smiled. “I’ve never felt more 

at home. This technology is amazing.” 

 Believing her, Stevin nodded and proceeded to go where 

Willem intended him. They entered what appeared to be an 

elevator and stood in awkward silence as it ascended.

 Eventually, Stevin broke the silence. “I’m confused about 

one thing, Agent Willem. If I may.”

 “Just one thing?” he responded, staring forward.

 “How long have you been on our side? If at all.”

 Willem bent his neck and removed his sunglasses. “Not 

long, depending on who you ask.”

 I’m asking you. The elevator came to an abrupt stop, but 

Stevin couldn’t feel it push him off balance. It was a strange 

sensation, but easy to adjust to without appearing disoriented. 

With ease, he stepped off of the elevator to Willem’s left. As he 

spread his vision to see the walkway ahead, Stevin caught a 

glimpse of what lie on the other side of the massive window to 

their left. He stared. And he could see Earth staring right back 

him. It’s brown? Suddenly, it made sense. The wasteland of 

San Francisco is everywhere. Earth doesn’t even look like 

Earth. 

 Willem approached him. “I’ll try to explain this the best I 

can, Stevin. Of course, it may be a little hard to take in at first. 

We’ll start with the beginning.”

 The temptation to ignore Willem was quite strong, but Ste-

vin resisted. “Try me.”

 “After you and your friends fled,” Willem explained, “My 

agents and I pursued you through the doors. Those blasted 
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doors. As you may recall, we eventually caught up with you at 

the dentist’s office, but you and your friends left before we 

could capture you.”

 And rightly so, Stevin thought proudly.

 “We tracked you down to the house your super friends 

nearly burned down, but we were too late. Your group and the 

Pixar University students had already passed through the 

doors.”

 Stevin interrupted. “So you know where my other friends 

went?” 

 “Stay with with me, kid. One thing at a time. Before we 

could figure out where you all had went, a man named Shelby 

Forthright stopped us. He claimed to be our boss. Then he cap-

tured us.”

 Shelby Forthright. The name was quite familiar. “I know 

that name from somewhere.”

 “I’m sure you have if you’ve been wandering around down 

on Earth. His recordings are on a loop around this ship, along 

with all of the BnL propaganda you can think up. His holo-

gram even shows up in the bathroom of all places. Holograms 

were never meant to be in the bathroom, kid. It does things to 

you.”

 “You mentioned Buy n Large,” Stevin said lightly. “Atom 

wouldn’t shut up about that place.”

 “Yes, and Forthright is the CEO. It’s not just a place, kid. 

They took over the whole world. Shelby himself was also in 

charge of the Hexagon after you and your friends took down 

the Maestro. Basically, you ruined the timeline.”

 “That’s not possible,” argued Stevin. “We took down the 

Maestro in the 1930s. Shelby Forthright would be long gone 

by now.”

 “True. Except Forthright has been…experimenting…with 

time travel for a while now. Ever since his beloved BnL failed 

in 2110, he’s been trying to ‘fix’ the timeline the way he wants 

it to be. Lucky for us, he’s smart enough to know that he can’t 

mess with time too much. Otherwise, it would become fluid. 

For now, he’s only been interfering with major events occur-

ring in the late 21st century. He jumps around in time periodi-

cally from a base of operations removed from our reach. 

Could be in another dimension, or sometime in the near fu-

ture.”

 How does he know all of this? Stevin didn’t bother to ask 

just yet. “And this guy, Forthright, captured you? Why?”

 “To preserve the timeline. By leaving 1935, we became cha-

otic variables. Uncertainties that he couldn’t control. That dirt-
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bag, Randall, is one of his minions. He’s an enforcer who cap-

tures time travelers and prevents them from ruining Shelby’s 

precious future.”

 “His precious future…I’m guessing that’s not exactly tied 

to the success of his own company, BnL.”

 “Perhaps.”

 “And you obviously escaped.” Stevin looked at Willem’s 

scars. They stretched across the side of his face and down his 

neck. “But not without a price…”

 It was clear that those words affected Willem. More-so 

than Stevin anticipated, certainly. 

 Willem sighed before continuing. “When I left 1935, I took 

a vial of Dominion with me. To be clear, this is the same vial 

that turned Alec Azam into a rabbit. When Shelby Forthright 

captured us, he found the vial, not knowing what it was, and 

assumed it to be deadly. He fed it to me and my agents and 

then separated us before the vial took effect. As they took us 

away, I whispered to my team that we were to meet at the den-

tist’s office after escaping. I was dumped into the ocean, 

shortly before transforming into a fish. My agents, Peaches 

and Flo, turned into fish as well, allowing them to easily slip 

away from their captors. It took a long time, but we all man-

aged to rendezvous at the dentist office by various means. The 

admittedly unforeseen problem, however, was actually escap-

ing.”

 That look on his face, Stevin noted. He almost seems at 

peace. This was a drastic departure from the stern, hardened 

expression Stevin remembered from their first encounters.

 “It was during this time in the fish tank,” Willem contin-

ued, “that something changed me. Well, I should say someone 

changed me. He reminded me of my true purpose in this life: 

my family. I vowed from that fish tank in Sydney, Australia 

that I would return home one day and make amends with my 

old man.”

 Stevin thought of his own father and how important it was 

for him to return home as well. My dad knows about the mon-

sters, Stevin remembered. He could be in just as much dan-

ger as Mary. As all of us.

 “I’m searching for my friend, Mary,” Stevin said to him, 

“so she can see her father again, too. You must relate.”

 “Of course,” Willem replied flippantly. “But that isn’t the 

end of our journey to this strange, depressing future. We even-

tually escaped into the ocean, years after our capture. 2003, to 

be exact. Of course, we had to become humans again, but the 

vial never wore off on its own. I’m not even sure it can. So we 

journeyed back to Metroville in search of a cure, hoping that it 
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lied within whatever was left of the Hexagon. We traveled 

thousands of miles back to California, not knowing what to ex-

pect, really. The Hexagon had been shut down for quite some 

time, as you know. So that’s when Florence revealed her 

treachery to us and explained who she really is. She led us to 

Alec Azam, years before he would meet you and Wallaby 

Jones. And Azam transformed us back to our human forms, 

though we still like to call ourselves the Tank Gang. It has a 

nice ring to it, I think.”

 “So,” began Stevin, “that solved one of your problems. But 

you were still trapped in the wrong time period. And if I re-

member correctly, not even Alec had figured out how to make 

the doors work for time travel.”

 “Precisely. So Alec led us to someone who could help us. 

Ironically, we ended up back in Sydney, looking for Pixar Uni-

versity. I’m sure you’ve heard of it.”

 “Cara’s spoken a lot about the place.”

 Stevin almost revealed that his own father was somehow 

involved with the university, as he recalled the letter ad-

dressed to Philip Sherman. Probably best for me to keep that 

information to myself, Stevin reasoned.

 Willem leaned against the glass, facing Earth. “That’s 

where we learned everything. About the doors, where the mon-

sters really come from, time travel, and most importantly, 

who Shelby Forthright really is and what he’s been up to. We 

joined Pixar University that day. Well, Peaches and I did, 

since Florence was technically still a member. We spent ten 

years training in preparation for our final confrontation with 

Shelby and BnL.”

 “Which leads you to a cruise ship in space, centuries 

later?”

 “Yes, well that was an issue we didn’t foresee. A special 

mission came our way sometime in 2013. The mission was to 

capture Shelby Forthright by traveling to the future. The only 

problem was that in 2013, time travel was still impossible. So 

my team and I volunteered to go into hyper sleep.”

 “So they froze you?”

 “Not literally, but yes. Our perfectly preserved bodies have 

been sleeping for over 800 years. Based on our intel, we knew 

the  Shelby was performing his plans in the distant future. The 

university put us in life preservation tubes designed specifi-

cally for our mission. They created Atom, who was, at the 

time, just an A.I. living inside an everyday computer. He moni-

tored our sleep from within a laboratory in Municiberg, far 

from anywhere Shelby would expect us to be hiding. A hun-

dred years passed before we were discovered. It was during 
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Operation Cleanup, when humans were being evacuated by 

BnL on the Starliners. They put us on the ship you’re standing 

in: Gnome. It’s filled with humans like us who are in hyper 

sleep. The captain of Gnome decided to let us sleep during the 

cruise, since it was only meant to be five years long. But in 

2110, the captain received orders to stay in space, so he woke 

everyone up.”

 “How long did it take you to recover?”

 “Weeks. And we quickly realized that not enough time 

passed. Shelby was long gone before we woke up, and we were 

too far from Earth to catch him anyway. So we repurposed 

Atom into an EVE probe and went back into hyper sleep. 

Atom would spy for us as a probe, always returning to Earth 

to scan for signs of Shelby and his base. 700 long years passed 

until Atom finally woke us up again. Just a few weeks ago.”

 “Why?”

 “Because an EVE probe found something. Plant-life. One 

of the Starliners, called the Axiom, returned to Earth not too 

long ago, prompting Atom to wake us up again. Everyone else 

on this ship is still sleeping. Including the captain.”

 Suddenly, a lingering question that had been plaguing Ste-

vin was answered. 

 “You sent Atom to retrieve us, not plant life. That’s why of 

all the places on Earth, he just happened to land exactly where 

Cara and I were walking.”

 “Yes, we sent him to you. Though as you could probably 

tell, his EVE probe directive was clouding his judgement. 

Thankfully, Cara was able to fix him while you were sleeping. 

She’s a quick learner, it seems. Anyway, once Atom remem-

bered his true directive, he stunned you and Cara in order to 

bring you here unharmed.”

 Stevin tried to find his home on Earth through the win-

dow. “And here we are.”

 “Yes,” Willem replied. “But we’re far from Shelby. And our  

home.”
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 The sadness in Willem’s voice as he uttered those words 

told Stevin more than everything else Willem had already 

said. It was painfully obvious that they were trapped in space, 

and there was no way out. 

•••

 It took Stevin almost an hour to scrub the dirt off of his 

bowler hat. He paid little attention to cleanliness back on 

Earth, which was a result of the persistent garbage that lay eve-

rywhere they happened upon. The other agent, Peaches, had 

visited him a few hours earlier with new clothes. She gave him 

the same jumpsuit everyone else on the ship, including Cara, 

was wearing. But Peaches also had another surprise.

 “I washed your clothes while you were asleep,” she said as 

she handed him the neatly folded outfit. I figured you were at-

tached to that bowler hat, and well, these jumpsuits don’t 

really match that kind of thing.”

 Stevin thanked her, but he suspected she had no idea how 

meaningful the gesture truly was to him. He slipped on the 

jumpsuit but immediately felt uncomfortable. It covered his 

stomach and made his tie stick out. So Stevin cut the suit into 

a jacket, giving him more space to breathe.

 But clothing wasn’t the only thing on Stevin’s mind. He 

was distracted by Willem’s story, which clouded his current 

mission. More and more, Stevin felt certain that there was 

something obvious he was missing. Something that could 

solve everything. Or at least make some sense of it. He always 

prided himself in his ability to unravel even the most bizarre 

mysteries, but it wasn’t because he was a master of deduction. 

He just knew how to connect strings, and Willem’s story about 

BnL was the most convoluted mess of stringless events he had 

ever encountered. 

 The most stringless ones tend to be most connected. Ste-

vin concluded. 

 After nearly getting lost in the ship several times, Stevin 

made his way to Gnome’s control center, where a meeting was 

planned for everyone aboard the ship that wasn’t fast asleep. 

In this case, that only included Willem’s agents, Atom, Cara, 

and himself. Peaches had told him that the meeting would be 

a sort of catching up for him and Cara, but really, it would be 

the discussion that would determine their fates. Stevin sus-

pected that hyper sleep was still on the table for them, which 

he determined to be unacceptable. I’ve wasted enough time 

already.
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 At the end of the hallway, Stevin spotted Cara waiting pa-

tiently for him by the door.

 “About time you made it, Parker. We were about to start 

without you. Nice jacket.”

 “Yeah, yeah. Let’s get this lecture over with.”

 Inside the control center, Willem and his agents were gath-

ered around a table in the center. Holograms of Earth and 

some of the other Starliners were present. 

 “Welcome,” Willem began. “We have much to discuss.”

 Stevin interrupted. “No, we’re not going into hyper sleep.”

 This surprised Willem. “Let’s talk about this calmly, Ste-

vin. We have to discuss every option—”

 “Sure, you’ll discuss it, but your opinion is compromised. 

You think hyper sleep is the solution, and you’re already pre-

pared to argue for it no matter what I have to say. So let’s 

skip to the end. No, I’m not going into hyper sleep.” He then 

turned to Cara. “And I don’t think you should, either.”

 Cara wasn’t surprised. She had gotten to know Stevin’s 

stubbornness first hand during their time as companions. “Ste-

vin, I know you think that warehouse has the answer, but—”

 “I don’t, actually,” Stevin responded nonchalantly. “You 

know as well as I do that the warehouse was a long shot. Even 

if it’s still around, there’s no way for us to use the doors. Not 

without a magician.”

 Willem could no longer hold back his voice. “Which is why 

we should discuss a strategy that lets us  actually do some-

thing.”

 “You think sleeping for another 1000 years is doing some-

thing?” Stevin snapped back at him. “Please, we’ll just wake 

up feeling as clueless as we do now.”

 Florence glanced at Willem, hoping he’d acknowledge her. 

“He’s not wrong, boss.”

 He didn’t acknowledge her. “Fine,” Willem sighed, “then 

what do you suggest?”

 With a smirk,  Stevin adjusted his bowler hat. “You didn’t 

say it outright before, but you don’t actually know why Shelby 

Forthright, BnL’s illustrious CEO, is messing with time, cor-

rect?”

 Willem bent his eyebrows. “No, it’s clear. He’s trying to 

prevent the death of BnL and civilization as we know it.”

 “You mean mistakes he already made? Come on, Willem. 

Think for a minute. If Shelby truly cared about Earth, he 

wouldn’t have to go back to 1935 or any of the other time peri-

ods you mentioned. He would just stop himself from even 
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making BnL what it became. But he hasn’t done that. Why do 

you think that is?”

 Cara’s face lit up. “Because he’s still after what he created 

BnL for in the first place.”

 “Exactly. And he was so desperate to achieve it, he let the 

whole planet bleed itself dry. He’s after something much more 

complicated than just domination.”

 Peaches stroked her chin. “Even if you’re right, Stevin, 

that still doesn’t help us find him.”

 “It does,” Stevin responded, tightly. “Because if we know 

what he’s after, then we know where to go. Willem, you said 

you learned about the world of monsters. Did the university 

ever realize why monsters started to abduct children?”

 “Yes. Randall was involved, actually. They were siphoning 

energy from children. The sickos tried to do it a little more effi-

ciently, but they were eventually stopped by their own peo-

ple.”

 Stevin turned to Cara. “And why would monsters need hu-

man energy?”

 “It’s how they power their whole world, obviously. We 

talked about this a few weeks ago.”

 Stevin nodded. “We did. And it’s been bothering me ever 

since. Monsters need our energy. This whole time, we’ve as-

sumed monsters exist alongside us, just in another dimension. 

But then how would their world be bound by ours? If they ex-

isted in a different plane of existence, then our energy would 

be meaningless to them. Otherwise, it wouldn’t make sense 

for their world to even function. Even still, what is it about a 

child’s scream that makes a machine work?”

 “Well,” Cara explained, “the monsters live in a world 

counter to us, and our foreign emotions are a catalyst for their 

technology. They probably discovered us eons ago and have 

been stealing energy ever since.”

 “But they think we’re toxic,” Florence realized. “I guess it 

doesn’t actually make sense.”

 Stevin placed his hands on the table. “They don’t really 

think we’re toxic. At least, their leaders don’t. One of my 

friends, Sumner, is a monster. He once told me that every 

monster thinks humans can kill them with just a touch. 

They’re scared of us. But not for the reason we think. The mon-

sters must be traveling back in time. They’re stealing energy 

from the past to power their future. And they know it. So they 

tell their people to stay away from humans, so no one changes 

the past.”

 “Our future…is monsters?” Florence shivered.
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 “It makes sense,” said Cara. “The monsters must be what 

comes out of the mess that we left Earth in. For them to re-

build society the way it is…they must be millenniums ahead of 

us. They even have their own working doors.”

 Willem glanced down. “Shelby knows this, too. BnL was 

never just after control. They want power. Actual, human-

based power.”

 “What makes you so sure?” Peaches protested. “What’s so 

powerful about us?”

 Stevin pointed to Cara. “Well, we have one example right 

here. Cara is a super. She’s pretty much an amplified battery.”

 Cara’s face turned white. “What?! I’m not a super! I don’t 

have any powers.”

 “You do. I didn’t realize it until today, but you do. And 

your’e not the only one. Alec, Wallaby, the Pixar University 

students…they all have power. We just channel it differently. 

The Maestro didn’t invent or create supers. He just found a 

way to draw her real powers out. The same goes with every 

other super in history.”

 Willem growled. “Shelby’s been after this the whole time. 

That’s why he let the Earth turn into a garbage bin.”

 “That’s right!” Florence added. “He let the population 

grow to 200 billion on purpose. He’s harvesting energy. But 

how?”

 “That I don’t know,” Stevin replied. “But I’ll bet you any-

thing that Shelby is behind the child abductions, which means 

he’s too far in the future for us to just sleep the time away.”

 Willem chuckled. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I 

think you’re right, Stevin Parker. How did you figure this out 

in just a few hours?”

 “I didn’t have much else to think about.”

 Cara crossed her arms. “That’s all well and good, but we 

still don’t know how to travel through time without a magi-

cian. Unless one of you has something to confess.”

 “That would be you,” said Stevin. “You’re the one who 

brought us here in the first place. To the future, I mean.”

 “What? No, Stevin, you’re wrong.”

 “It’s your power. When we went through the door in Syd-

ney, your heightened emotions must have triggered them. You 

have the power to go back and forth in time.”

 “But…no I don’t!”

 “It’s the only explanation. You just never realized it be-

cause you’ve always kept your emotions at bay. You’ve always 

repressed yourself around your family, who seem so much 
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more, well, special than you. So you buried yourself in your 

studies, trying to impress everyone indirectly. You had no so-

cial life, thus, few social outbursts or moments in your life that 

would allow your powers to manifest. That is, until, your first 

mission, when you suddenly felt your world falling apart. You 

desperately wanted to protect Logan and the rest of your team 

from getting lost in time, so you tried to stop it. But you 

grabbed me by mistake.”

 Stevin didn’t expect his words to bring Cara to tears. He 

felt guilty, but he knew it was necessary. He had suspected 

this about Cara for months, but it wasn’t until now that he real-

ized how dear human energy truly was. In a way, Stevin imag-

ined, everyone could have a potential power, even if they 

couldn’t bring it out on their own.

 Willem put his hands together. “If you’re right, Stevin, 

then we have a ticket out of here and into Shelby’s base of op-

erations.”

 “How do we find that?” Peaches asked.

 Stevin turned to face the window of the control center. 

“Randall. And I know exactly how to draw him out.”

 “How?” asked Willem.

 “We find Mary.”
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CHAPTER 9

Ghosts



 There were 466 of them. Cara counted them carefully, 

and they totaled 466 pieces of what she concluded to be one 

whole satellite. Maybe two. She could see the deteriorated bits 

and wires hovering outside the glass of the ship. The only 

thing that lay beyond them was Earth, though it wasn’t the 

blue planet Cara remembered. It was brown, grainy, and 

frankly awful to dwell on. So she distracted herself with 

counting the individual parts of what must have been an 

intricate, advanced satellite under BnL’s rule. She tried to 

determine the purpose and place for each tiny piece, as if she 

was connecting a puzzle on a coffee table. And like the times 

when she had played with puzzles as a young girl, she was too 

focused to notice that someone had walked in on her 

ruminations.

 “Are you ready?” Stevin calmly asked her from just a few 

feet away. Cara didn’t react to his question with any physical 

movement. 

 “I don’t know,” she stated plainly. It was all she could 

think to say as she crossed her arms and leaned her forehead 

against the cold glass, wishing she had something more fasci-

nating to share.

 Stevin tensed his knuckles and looked down as he spoke. 

“We need to get out of here.”

 His words made her spine tingle. She glanced to her side 

and locked eyes with Stevin.

 “You still think I’m some kind of human time machine, 

right?”

 Stevin worked a half-smile. “That’s a terrible way to put it, 

but yeah, pretty much.” He tried to chuckle, but he caught him-

self. Cara had a knack for seeing through his empty gestures. 

“You can do this, Cara. We need you to do this.”

 He truly believes that, she thought, not that Stevin’s sin-

cerity was ever truly in her doubts.

 Cara let herself observe her friend for just a split second, 

noting his curved, unassuming eyebrows. Finally, she spoke, 

“What if I can’t do it? You’re just guessing I have some kind of 

ridiculous power, and you’re not even thinking about what 

we’ll do when you find out you’re wrong.”

 His demeanor didn’t change, though she assumed her 

words must have stung.

 “Being wrong isn’t an option,” Stevin responded. “Time is 

of the essence, if you know what I mean.”

 “Seriously?” Cara smirked. “You’re not going to make me 

laugh.” 
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 Stevin placed his hand on her shoulder. “Come on. Let’s 

just give it a shot. No pressure. If I’m wrong, and that’s a big 

if, then we’ll figure something else out.” 

 I hate it when you’re right.

 “Cara,” he continued, “you know you can trust me. So 

trust me now.”

 Without thinking, Cara clutched Stevin’s arm and em-

braced him. At first it was just a reflex, but after a moment, 

she just pressed tighter. 

 Cara blinked her eyes open and stepped away. “Sorry, I’m 

just nervous,” she blushed, hoping Stevin was as oblivious as 

he usually was.

 “Let’s go,” he motioned to her, smiling. 

 With a sigh of relief, Cara followed him. 

•••

 Shelby Forthright’s prison was a sterile labyrinth. There 

were too many twists, turns, and twisting turns for Wallaby to 

map the complex out on his own. Even with Sumner’s help, 

the prison proved far too secure for them to easily slip out of. 

At least conventionally.

 Every day, Wallaby and Mr. Sumner spent their lunch 

break plotting their eventual escape. In the first weeks of their 

imprisonment, they traded secrets learned from the inner 

workings of their holding cells and hallways. After a while, 

they moved on to discussing where Sadie and Logan had been 

kept all this time. They grew weary as they slowly realized how 

daunting the task of breaking out would truly be.  

 Sumner took a sip of his food shake in the cafeteria and 

sighed. “Lightning’s plan better work, mate,” he whispered. 

“The last thing I want is to be thrown into the box.” 

 “It’ll be fine, Sumner,” Wallaby said as he observed one of 

their robot guards. They were tall and covered to toe in metal 

armor, making them impossible to overpower. Especially if 

they were anything like the Maestro’s Cynetics.

 “Lightning’s been here way longer than us,” Wallaby con-

tinued, “and he does have the advantage of being a machine. 

Oh, how I wish I was a machine,” he frowned.

 Sumner burped. “Sorry, excuse me. Us monsters were 

taught never to trust machines, you know. That’s why we 

don’t have any robots in Monstropolis. Not even as pets.”

 “So monsters are basically hipsters?”

 “A few. But you’ve probably never heard of them.” 
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 Suddenly, a tap met Wallaby’s shoulder, surprising him. It 

was a woman with short, blonde hair. “Lightning is ready for 

you,” the woman said in a deep, yet still feminine tone. 

 Wallaby’s eyes met Sumner’s as they sprang from the ta-

ble and followed the woman out of the cafeteria. 

 “He caught us right in the middle of lunch, Rey. For all 

our sakes, I hope he’s actually ready this time.”

 “I wouldn’t doubt Lightning, my dear,” Rey said with a sly 

grin. “He’s been concocting this plan for years, as you know. 

Slowly, but surely, he’s calculated every opportunity — every 

weakness — this prison has presented for escape. If he says it 

is time, then it is time.”

 “Right,” Wallaby scoffed. “I’m guessing he finally got that 

bear to help us out.”

 They turned the corner as Rey glanced behind her shoul-

der to address Wallaby. “In a way. They have…an agreement.”

 I know all too well about agreements, thought Wallaby.

 Moments later, they reached Lightning’s cell, where the 

racecar was being permanently held. Lightning himself had 

once explained to Wallaby how his previous attempts at es-

cape forced Forthright to keep him behind bars at all times. 

Even during meals. Rey had been his eyes, ears, and mouth 

for over a year. 

 Rey knocked twice on the cell door. “Lightning, the magi-

cian and the monster are here.”

 Drawing in a deep breath, Wallaby approached the cell 

door and peeked through the bars. He lowered his eyes to see 

Lightning rolling toward them.

 “Hey fellas,” Lightning began, “I’m glad you made it here 

so fast. We have a lot to do and not much time to do it. Rey, 

did you fill them in?”

 “Only briefly, Mr. McQueen. You never know who else 

wanders these hallways.”

 “Good point. Well, the good news is that the bear is defi-

nitely going to help us. But only if you help him, too, Wal-

laby.”

 Wallaby looked puzzled. “What does he need me for?” 

 “He needs you to take him back to his own time period. 

The year 2004. You agree to do that for him with your door 

powers, and he’ll help us get out of here.”

 Great, thought Wallaby. I never should have told that 

racecar I can power the doors.

 Sumner peeked from Wallaby’s shoulders. “What do we 

even need the bear for, anyway? Shouldn’t his freedom be 

enough of a reason to help us?”
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 Lightning sighed. “You mind explaining it to them, Rey? 

You’re so articulate and all.”

 “Of course. Lotso is a special bear. He was once a toy, 

built only to harvest the imagination and energy of children. 

Like all toys were after BnL was founded in the 1950s. In 

Lotso’s time period, every toy has a directive: do whatever it 

takes to make a human happy. But they must also never re-

veal their sentience to children, for the sake of optimizing 

their imagination, which becomes energy as you know. Lotso 

violated this directive in 2007 while strapped to the hood of a 

truck. According to him, he begged a human to free him, forc-

ing Forthright’s enforcers to capture him and bring him to 

this prison. That said, he has a complicated past that he re-

fuses to talk about with anyone, but as a toy, he knows more 

about the inner workings of BnL than anyone. He’s bypassed 

his directive before, so he’s the only…person…who can get us 

through the security doors.”

 Rey turned to Wallaby. “We’re headed to the armory, 

which is just out of reach of the barrier that’s been corrupting 

your magic. Once we get there, it will be up to you to get us 

out of the prison before the guards arrive. We’ll figure out how 

to drop Lotso off after we escape BnL safely.”

 Of course, Wallaby had already assumed that a barrier 

was disrupting his powers. When they first tried to escape the 

prison by powering a door, Wallaby’s knocks fell flat. A barrier 

like the one Randall used to shield Mary’s house from Alec 

was the only explanation.

 Wallaby exhaled sharply and looked to Sumner. “I guess 

we don’t have a choice, buddy.”

 “Yes, just make sure you don’t send him to the wrong 

place like you did Stevin!”

 “How many times do I have to tell you? That wasn’t my 

fault! Probably!”

 “Guys!” Lightning interrupted. “We don’t have time to 

squabble. Lotso’s waiting for us right now in the laundry 

room. It’s showtime.”

•••

 Nothing. That was all Cara could do as they tried to draw 

out her supposed “power.” 

 Willem chose the captain’s lounge as the room where 

they’d attempt to activate Cara’s power. It was large and spa-

cious enough, but Cara still felt crowded as she awkwardly 

stood in the center of the room, trying desperately to make 
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something happen. The eyes of Stevin, Willem, Peaches, Flo, 

and even Atom were fixed squarely on her, but all she could 

do to entertain them was squint her eyes and try.

 But there was nothing. 

 “Guys,” Stevin uttered after a few minutes, “let’s give her a 

little more space. She’s probably feeling a lot of pressure right 

now.”

 That’s putting it mildly.

 Cara thanked him with a nod, but she knew nothing differ-

ent would occur. It was pointless. She had spent most of her 

childhood trying to determine what her supposed power could 

be. She was, after all, one of the only members of her family 

without any special power or ability. As a girl, she had always 

fantasized about being able to turn invisible like her mother or 

have incredible strength like her grandfather. 

 Stevin approached her as Willem and the others scattered 

about the lounge, looking for a comfortable seat within view-

ing distance of Cara. 

 He touched her shoulder and spoke quietly. “Hey, don’t 

forget what I told you. Emotion is what sparks your power. I 

know you, though. Being emotional and flying off the handle 

isn’t really your thing, but right now…well, you have to let 

yourself just go.”

 “I know I have to. But it’s not that easy. I don’t think I 

have anything to be emotional about.”

 “Your family! You’ve always felt ostracized by them, right? 

What about your cousin?”

 Cara shrugged. “They’ve always done right by me. It’s not 

their fault I’m…a failure.” 

 Stevin thought for a moment as she looked down sol-

emnly. 

 “Do you think you’re a failure, Cara?”

 She nodded. “Yes, I have to be.” 

 “Then that’s your answer, isn’t it? You shouldn’t be upset 

with your family. The only person holding you back is your-

self. But you can’t even acknowledge that, can you?”

 “You’re right. I’m a loser. An idiot.” 

 “Only for thinking that you’re a loser and an idiot. Who is 

this person? Why do you treat yourself with such disrespect?”

 Tears flooded her eyes.

 “I don’t know.” She could feel her foot starting to tap anx-

iously. “I don’t know. I don’t know, Stevin.”

 “It’s your own insecurities that broke the bond that you 

have with your family. You don’t feel alone because of them. 

You’re alone because you’re jealous of them. And you’re too 
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selfish to admit because to you, they’re the ones who have to 

be blamed.”

 “No. No, that’s not true.”

 “Isn’t it? Because all I see right now is a whiny, spoiled 

brat who can’t even admit that she's a walking, perpetual pity 

party.”

 “Shut up, Stevin. Just—”

 “And you love it. You love feeling sorry for yourself, be-

cause even if no one else does, you’re still in the clear. You 

hate yourself as much as you love yourself, and that’s why 

you—”

 “SHUT UP.”

 “That’s why you don’t have any power!”

 “ I DO HAVE POWER!”

 Cara’s pupils flashed brightly as a blinding light hit Ste-

vin’s eyes, making him recoil. His hand was still on her shoul-

der as he rubbed his eyes. He opened them to see something 

other than the captain’s lounge on Gnome. They were some-

where else entirely. In fact, they were on a familiar rooftop. 

 “Cara?” 

 She fell to the ground as Stevin stumbled away from her. 

 Stevin looked around to study their surroundings. In the 

corner of his eye, he saw two bodies on the ground. They were 

sleeping soundly. 

 “Cara!” he shouted. 

 She was behind him, still recovering from the ordeal. 

“What is it?” she asked, still reeling from Stevin’s hurtful 

words. Her hand was in the shape of a fist.

 But the first thing she saw as she opened her eyes was an 

alarming sight that was hard to understand. She saw her own 

body next to Stevin’s. 

 “Stevin, that’s us.” 

 He nodded and then gulped. “Should we…wake them up?”

 “I don’t know…this is so confusing. I don’t remember see-

ing our future selves when we woke up. Do you?”

 “No, of course not. But if we wake them up…that changes 

history, right?”

 “Maybe. I want to try it for some reason.”

 “Cara, are you crazy? We could collapse time or some-

thing!”

 “Seriously, listen to yourself sometime. The drama you cre-

ate could win a Tony.”

 Cara approached her past self slowly. She poked the body, 

at first gently, and then harshly when no response occurred.
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 “Here, let me try,” Stevin interrupted, now curious. He 

grabbed the body of his past self and attempt to roll it over, 

but he couldn’t. No matter how hard he pushed, the body 

would not budge.

 “Nothing’s happening,” noted Cara as she tried the same 

with her own past self. “There’s no resistance, though. It’s like 

we’re not even here.”

 “It’s like we’re ghosts.” The thought caused Stevin to 

pause. “Cara, I think Alec tried to tell me about this once.”

 “Your teacher?”

 “Yeah, he once mentioned to me and Wallaby that we 

can’t travel to a time that we already exist in. He said that 

Shelby’s enforcers can  sense anomalies in time, or something. 

What if we’re anomalies right now? Ghosts that can’t be seen 

because we already exist in physical form?”

 Cara stroked her chin. “I guess that makes sense. It’s im-

possible for us to exist in two places at once, so right now 

we’re more or less walking through time right now.”

 “And when we traveled to the future in the first place, we 

didn’t exist anymore. We were able to roam and interact with 

Atom, Willem, and everyone else. Can you take us back to 

Gnome?”

 “What? Why?”

 “I have an idea.”

 “OK, but you’ll have to piss me off again.”

 “Gladly.”

•••

 Lotso studied Wallaby and Sumner carefully before speak-

ing. He was smaller than they anticipated, even though Rey 

had told them he was living, somewhat breathing,  toy. As the 

washing machines rumbled behind them, Lotso just contin-

ued to stare as Rey cleared her throat.
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 “Ah yes,” Lotso started. “Sorry, I was just trying to figure 

out what was so dang special about these two. I mean even the 

monster looks unassuming.”

 Rey smiled politely. “I assure you, Lotso, they are far more 

competent than meets the eye. In fact, they’re directly respon-

sible for the fall of the Hexagon in 1935.”

 Wallaby couldn’t help but grin with pride.

 “1935, eh? So I guess that means they can move around in 

time. Well, assuming these two aren’t just pulling the wool 

over your eyes, Rey.” 

 Her eyebrows arched as her mouth curved upward. “You 

know I’m not one for betting on the wrong horse.”

 “That you’re not. Well, if Rey and Lightning vouch for you 

lot, then I guess we’re good for now. Just tell me one thing.”

 Wallaby and Sumner exchanged glances, as if to silently 

decide who would respond to Lotso. He started talking before 

they could. 

 “How’d you hotshots get captured by BnL in the first 

place?”

 Sumner looked at Wallaby and shrugged. “You know, it 

really is a  crazy story Mr…?”

 “Lots-o'-Huggin' Bear.” 

 “Right, Lotso. Yes, it’s a crazy story. You see, my friend Ste-

vin, well I guess you could say we’re best mates, decided to re-

cruit the world’s first super into helping us unravel a govern-

ment conspiracy that somehow relates to his missing friend in 

a way that I honestly don’t understand or can make sense of. 

And so Shelby and his nitwits have been on our tales ever 

since. Oh, and they succeeded.”

 “Hmmm,” Lotso meditated. “I’m confused, then. Why are 

you helping this Stevin? You’re a monster. Shouldn’t you be 

with them?”

 “Yes, well I suppose I had the opportunity a while ago 

when we were in Monstropolis. I guess…I guess I never really 

had a family there. I was exiled, you see. But Stevin, Wallaby, 

and even that bonkers tattoo super friend of theirs are the 

only fellows I’ve ever felt…attached to.”

 It had never occurred to Wallaby how deep Sumner con-

sidered their friendship to be. But it wasn’t unwelcome.

 “Touching,” Lotso dismissed. “Though I didn’t ask for 

your life story. But you’ve satisfied my curiosity and for now, I 

trust you fine. Just know that if this goes south because of ei-

ther of you two, then I swear to Hasbro I’ll make you regret 

it.”

 “Just get us out of here,” Wallaby groaned. 
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 Lotso grinned. “That’ll be easy enough. I can get you all 

the way to the armory, outside of that barrier. If you deliver 

like you say we can, we’ll all be in our own time in no time.”

 “Sounds good. I’m guessing you’ll lead the way?”

 “No, I’ll lead the way,” said a voice from behind them. It 

was Lightning. “We don’t have much time, fellas. They already 

know I’ve broken through the cell door and will be here soon.”

 “What?!” shrieked Sumner. “Why didn’t you wait for us?”

 “Consider it a motivator for getting your tailpipes in gear. 

Now come on. I’ve been waiting to fire up my engine for 

years.”

 

•••

 “Ghosts?” 

 Willem couldn’t believe their story. 

 “That’s right,” assured Stevin. “And we don’t have time to 

waste. Cara, you got us back here pretty efficiently. Would you 

say you have a handle on your powers now?”

 “Sure,” she said timidly. “I mean, I just had to think about 

it. I don’t know how to explain it, honestly. Right now, I really 

just want to sock you.”

 “That’s the spirit,” Stevin laughed. “Now guys, in order for 

this to work, I’m going to need Atom.”

 “What?” asked Peaches from the couch. “Why him?”

 “Directive?” asked Atom.

 “Yes, you have a new directive, Atom. Willem, you can 

trust me on this.”

 “It’s fine, Stevin. Just tell us what you’re planning.” 

 Stevin paced around the lounge as he tried to collect his 

thoughts. “It’s simple, really. With Cara’s power, we can travel 

anywhere we want. But if we travel to a place where we al-

ready exist, we’ll create an anomaly and become ghosts. If all 

of us do this, then Forthright will send an enforcer after us. 

Only they know where and when the BnL headquarters is.”
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 Willem snickered. “So we bring them to us. Brilliant. And 

don’t worry about the part where we subdue the enforcer. I 

can handle anyone Forthright throws at us.”

 “Don’t forget about your team, Gil,” Florence winked. 

 “Right,” Cara said, determined. “It’ll take all of us for this 

to work. Only question is…where do we go?”

 “Back to San Francisco,” answered Stevin. “We’ll go to the 

moments before Atom found us. We’ll be perfect ghosts.”

 “And we’ll be ready,” Peaches joined in.

 “What about Atom?” asked Willem.

 “Right, I almost forgot!” Stevin added. “Atom has the 

most important job of all. He’s going to keep Gnome running 

until we confront Shelby in the future. Even if that’s thou-

sands of years from now. He’s our getaway van.”

•••

 The alarm was ringing loudly in Wallaby’s ears. So much 

so, he could barely make sense of his surroundings. But it was 

no matter. All he and Sumner had to do was hang on to Light-

ning as he forced himself down the hallways of the prison, 

crushing every guard that dared stand in his way. At each 

checkpoint, Lotso would emerge and hack the entryway, clear-

ing the way for them. Rey was also along for the ride, navigat-

ing Lightning through the prison’s purposefully maze-like ar-

chitecture. 

 Soon, imagined Wallaby, it would be his turn to aid the es-

cape. He would have to conjure a portal in time as soon as 

they cross the barrier. That would require a door and some 

creative knocking, which he’d grown somewhat adept in since 

first being taught by Alec. Still, the thought plagued him. 

What if I fail? 

 Indeed, he determined, the failure of this mission would 

be catastrophic for himself and his allies. Forthright would in-

flict incredible pain upon them. Perhaps even the ultimate 

punishment. And it was all on Wallaby to ensure that this 

wouldn’t happen. 

 I’m gonna get us all killed…

 Wallaby glanced over to Sumner. “You know, it bugs me 

that you don’t have a real role in this mission,” he complained 

as they held on  to Lightning from the top of his trunk.

 “Not my fault, mate. You lot didn’t ask. I suppose I can 

add incredulous comments to everything that happens, like 

‘Oh my! That was close!’ Or perhaps I could throw in, ‘My 

hero!’ whenever Lotso snaps a door open.”

 Wallaby frowned. “Got it, buddy. You can just…got it.” 

106



 The body of a flying guard nearly clotheslined Sumner.

 “Would it have killed you to be built as a pickup truck?!” 

he screamed.

 “Wallaby!” shouted Rey from the driver’s seat. “We’re al-

most at the armory! Get ready to power your door for when 

we get through the barrier!”

 With a sigh, Wallaby tried to feign confidence. “No prob-

lem! You get me there, I’ll get you there! I mean, uh, I’ll get us 

to the, uh, place. Yeah, we’ll get to…where are we going again? 

Oh yeah, 2007! YES! Let’s go! Let’s go…”

 Lightning turned a sharp corner, but it revealed just one 

more door before they would enter the armory. 

 “Lotso!” Lightning shouted.

 “I’m on it,” he replied. 

 They were getting closer to the door, but Lightning 

wouldn’t slow down. 

 “Uh, Lightning?” Wallaby’s eyes widened as they ap-

proached the door at full speed.

 “Almost got it!” Lotso protested. “Don’t stop now!”

 The door was still closed as they grew closer. Wallaby cov-

ered his eyes as Sumner attached himself to Wallaby’s face to 

further cover his eyes.

 They went through the door, but it opened just in time to 

prevent a collision, though they smashed through two of the 

robots on the other side as Lightning drifted into the armory 

to slow down. 

 “We made it!” he shouted weakly. Exhausted, Lightning 

passed out.

 “Now, Wallaby!” yelled Rey. “We have to go now before 

the enforcers arrive!”

 Wallaby shook his head to acknowledge they had not 

crashed and surveyed the room. There were strange weapons 

and artifacts spread across the dark, dungy room. And there 

was only one door still intact.  

 One of the guards rushed to apprehend Wallaby, but he 

fell over. Lotso had tripped him with his cane.

 “Get the lead out, boys!” he demanded before promptly 

smashing the robot guard to pieces.

 “Come on, Sumner. Let’s get that door open.”

 Sumner scoffed. “I’m surprised we’re not smashing 

through it again.”

 Despite the wreckage, they quickly made their way to the 

door on the other side of the armory. Lotso, Rey, and a tired 

Lightning followed, keeping the few remaining guards off 

their back.

107



 Sumner seemed frantic. “Are you sure you can do this, 

mate? You don’t have to lie to me, after all. I’ve seen you fail 

before, and I’m quite used to it, now!”

 “I can do it, Sumner,” he dismissed as he brought up his 

hand to knock on the door. It was a chrome contraption that 

seemed far more advanced than any other door he’d exercised 

magic on, but it was impossible to be picky. This was it.

 “Just do it, Wall!” Sumner shouted at him.

 Wallaby thrust his fist to the door, but he completely 

missed. The door swooped open before he could touch it, re-

vealing two familiar faces.

 “Sadie?”

 Without warning, Sadie grabbed Wallaby by the throat 

and thrust him across the room. Beside her, Logan’s palm 

turned to fire, scaring Sumner into flinging himself away as 

well. 

 No, thought Wallaby as he lay on the ground bruised and 

battered. He looked upon Sadie and Logan’s blank expres-

sions. They’re being mind-controlled.

 “Sadie, stop!” Wallaby tried to scream. His pain made it 

only come out as a harsh tone. “We’re friends!”

 “Friendship is not the directive,” she said coldly. “Direc-

tive is termination.”

 

 

 

108



CHAPTER 10

Our Fate



 Shelby Forthright had been the CEO of Buy n Large for 

so long, the actual number of years he spent there seemed to 

be imaginary. True, he had attempted to keep track of the 

ever-increasing length of tenure, as he would always mark his 

trips through time with stamped forms that detailed every 

minute and purpose for his excursion. It was a taxing exercise 

he employed at the beginning of his career as CEO, when he 

took the reigns from whom he later described as, “that 

bumbling fool of a man.”

 These thoughts swam in Shelby’s mind as he laid back in 

his chair behind the oak desk he never seemed to have time to 

actually work on. His office was a grand room, matching the 

luxury and decadence of the entire station, known to most as 

BnL headquarters, or the resort. Space had never been scarce 

in the resort, to be certain, but that didn’t stop Shelby from 

limiting travel between various parts of it, even for his own 

employees. At the front of the construct was the resort, as 

Shelby liked to put it. He preferred the name because it hand-

ily set that part of the station apart from the harsh confines of 

the prison, which was in the exact center and thus surrounded 

by the construct’s many defenses. This, of course, included the 

barrier blocking any magic user attempting to escape or infil-

trate it. The prison was also a cramped cluster at this point, 

filled to the brim with every dangerous enemy BnL had ac-

quired over the timeless centuries. And they had many ene-

mies. 

 The phone rang. It bothered Shelby, but he picked it up, 

nonetheless, for he knew who was on the other end. No one 

else called him at his office.

 “I was just thinking about you,” he grinned. “I hear Roz 

has been all over your case, lately.”

 “Yeah, but it’s fine,” said the voice on the other side. 

“She’s just doing her job. Hey look, I’ve been looking into that 

thing you asked about. The cowgirl doll? I think I know where 

you can find another one.”

 “That won’t be necessary, old friend,” Shelby chuckled as 

he leaned his head back. “I had someone pick it up from the 

rubble. It’s in our hands, now.”

 “Rubble? Wait, is the girl—”

 “Oh, she’s fine. There was just a mishap or something 

with the house. Thanks again for letting us know about that 

doll, by the way. You’re too reliable!”

 “OK, if you say she’s fine. I guess I’m confused about the 

whole thing. When you asked about the doll, I didn’t think you 

needed that specific one.”
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 “You worry too much, Sullivan. Don’t be like your old 

boss. Boy, was he pain to work with. Hey listen, I have to run, 

but thanks again for the info. Maybe down the road we can set 

up a one-time visit for you and your old friend.”

 “It’s no problem, Mr. Forthright. And if you hear anything 

about Boo, can you just—”

 “Of course, that’s no problem. She’s fine, Sulley.” 

•••

 Rudy and Madus casually entered the warehouse, confi-

dent in Rudy’s ability to smell trouble a mile away. Since they 

joined Randall by betraying Logan and their friends, the pair, 

along with Cochran, began their training as BnL enforcers. Fi-

nally, Randall awarded them their first mission. It was excit-

ing, though Madus couldn’t help but feel jealousy when Ran-

dall chose to keep Cochran at his side. What’s so great about 

him? he secretly wondered.

 “This is the place, Rude. You sure you don’t smell 

nothin’?”

 “Sure as sure, pal. Although, this whole planet smells like 

a junkyard, to be honest.”

 “Randall did say that this might be a wild goose chase. 

Sometimes, these anomalies are nothin’ for us to sweat about. 

No one has a reason to come to this place, after all. The air’s 

barely breathable. I bet you a $10 bill the guy who ended up 

here split after just a minute.”

 “Heh, I’ll take that bet, Mad.”

 They walked around the vast building, eyeing the doors 

that were spread across it. There were too many to count.

 Rudy coughed. “You think this was some kind of door fac-

tory, Mad?” He coughed again. “Not in my life have I ever 

seen this much mahogany.”

 “Nah, you putz. This must be where the doors are shipped 

from. We’re by the wharf, after all.”

 Madus paused as he inspected a door lying on the ground. 

It was an oak door with the numbers A113 written across it. 

“Well, whatever came through here ain’t here no more. But I 

bet ya they used this door to—”

 The door swung open, hitting Madus in the face and forc-

ing him to the ground. Rudy turned as he heard the commo-

tion, just in time to see his friend falling to the floor. Beyond 

Madus, he could see a man stepping through the door still ly-

ing on the ground, its door wide open. The entire body shifted 
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upright as a man stepped into the warehouse and puffed his 

dusted collar.

 Madus bent his neck to see who was stepping out, and he 

couldn’t help but place the face to someone he knew.

 “Hey, haven’t I seen you somewhere before?”

 “Probably. They call me the Pixar Detective.”

•••

 Wallaby’s body went flying through the air. He could 

barely feel his neck after it had been crushed by Sadie’s gorilla 

fist. A part of Wallaby was actually thankful she let go, even 

though it led to his body being flung to the other side of the ar-

mory. 

 When the two supers had entered the armory, Wallaby im-

mediately noticed the change in their appearance. They were 

more fit, as if someone had been training them. And they were 

both dressed in gray jumpsuits similar to the ones worn by 

some of the higher ranking guards. 

 What happened to you? Wallaby silently asked as he felt a 

sharp pain go through his spine. 

 Meanwhile, Logan moved closer to Mr. Sumner. Her 

hands were still engulfed in flames as he looked upon her in 

horror.

 “Now, let’s talk about this like classy gents,” he tried to rea-

son. But Logan’s face was blank, as if nothing fazed her. “I can 

fly, you can shoot fire. Perhaps I can give you flying lessons in 

exchange for not dying.”

 “It’s no use, Sumner!” called Rey as she came to Wallaby’s 

side. She was trying to make sure he could breathe. “They’ve 

been chipped,” she added.

 “What?” Sumner turned back to see that Logan was thrust-

ing her arm toward him, which in his mind meant fire would 

soon be coming his way. He grabbed his feet and shaped him-

self into a ball, just in time for him to quickly roll away as Lo-

gan’s stream of fire hit where he was once standing. 

 Lightning turned to Lotso. “Anything you can do about 

this? You’re the chip expert.” 

 But Lotso was silent.

 “Lotso?! I’m talking to you!”

 There was no answer. Lotso was completely still and mo-

tionless.

 Wallaby tried to move, despite his injuries, and turned to 

Rey. “What’s up with him?” he asked. 
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 She looked at Lotso carefully. “He’s…following his direc-

tive as a toy. I don’t know why.”

 Logan shot a fireball at the group, but Lightning doused it 

with water from his wipers. “I’ll hold ‘em off while you come 

up with a plan! And find a way to wake up Lotso! We need to 

find out how to override their chips!”

 Lightning zipped past them and drove toward Sadie and 

Logan with full force. Logan blasted herself away while Sadie 

transformed into a bat and dodged him.

•••

 Confused, Rudy stared intently as Cara walked through 

the door to join Stevin. “So, you’re here too? I was wondering 

what happened to you in Sydney.”

 “Rudy! What are you doing here? And is that Madus?” 

Cara was excited to see that Rudy and Madus were alright, but 

she was also hesitant to embrace him. Something about 

Rudy’s stance troubled her, along with the fact that they were 

stumbling around the warehouse.

 Madus arose from the ground. “Good to see you too, boss. 

That was quite an entrance.”

 “You’re both alright.” Cara froze. “But you’re here. Are 

you…are you two here for BnL?”

 Ignoring her, Madus rubbed his head and spoke to Stevin. 

“So, you got that door to work. You a magician and a detec-

tive?” 

 “Not quite,” Stevin answered him. Turns out this old ware-

house still has some power, like I anticipated. With Cara’s 

abilities, we were able to make the door work. We came here 

on purpose, though right about now, our past selves are wan-

dering around the remnants of San Francisco.”

 Rudy’s face darkened. “You created an anomaly. You’re 

ghosts right now. Did you do this on purpose?”

 “Something like that,” Stevin replied. “And you walked 

right into our trap.”
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 “No, Stevin, wait.” Cara walked in between them. “Rudy 

and Madus are on my team.” She turned to them. “Did you 

guys get separated? Is that why you’re helping BnL?”

 Madus grinned. He had the ability to persuade anyone to 

do anything, or so he claimed when he joined Cara’s squad 

back in Sydney. And he was sure he could do it here.

 “You got it all wrong, Cara. Rudy and I were captured, but 

we escaped and found ourselves here. Crazy coincidence, I 

know.”

 Cara smiled. “Oh, well that’s good. I’ve been so worried 

about you all. Do you know where Logan is?” 

 Stevin walked up to them. “Cara, stop. He’s lying.”

 She frowned. “What? No, Stevin. It’s alright, I know 

Madus. He’s  a student at the university.”

 Rudy stepped in. “You know, it’s really insulting that you 

would call yourself the Pixar Detective. You’re not even a stu-

dent!”

 “Well,” Stevin smirked, “I’ve sort of been doing your jobs 

for you. I just figured you might give me an honorary title or 

something. Especially since we unraveled the entire BnL con-

spiracy while you were busy being turncoats.”

 Madus met Stevin’s grin with a scowl. “Look, buddy. 

You’re not a detective. You’re just a kid with a fancy bowler 

hat messing with things you don’t know the first thing about. 

Cara, let’s go. We can leave your buddy here.”

 “She’s not going with you,” Stevin interjected. “You’re tak-

ing us to BnL headquarters.”

 Madus ignored him. “Cara, you’re not listening to this 

guy, are you? We’re your friends. You don’t even know this 

guy!”

 Stevin stepped forward. “Whoa, if we’re being technical, 

I’ve actually spent way more time with her than you have. You 

guys barely knew each other for a day based on what she told 

me.”

 Cara pushed him aside. “Hold on, Stevin.” She turned to 

Madus and stared at him, deeply, as if to test his resolve. “Are 

you trying to use your ability, Madus?” she asked earnestly, 

but without weakness in her voice. 

  “What? No way. And if anything, it’s just a skill. It’s not 

like a superpower like what your cousin has.”

 His words did not sway her this time. “You say you can 

persuade anyone to do anything. It’s hyperbole, but based in 

truth. Madus, just tell me what happened to you and the oth-

ers. If you did something wrong, then we can work it out.”

 Madus shifted away from them. The anger was bubbling 

inside him. Rudy walked up to them as well.
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 “That’s rich, Cara. You know how long we had to function 

as a group when you disappeared?”

 “Rudy…I’m sorry. I know I let you guys down, but what-

ever is going on right now, we can work it out.”

 Madus came back to them. His eyes were bloodshot. “No, 

we can’t.” 

 He rushed at Cara, who was still shaken from his harsh 

words. Stevin came in between them and kicked Madus in the 

gut, forcing him several feet away and onto the ground again.

 Rudy was horrified. “You call yourself a detective?! Since 

when do detectives attack my best friend?!” 

 He lunged at Stevin, as if to grab him. But Stevin stepped 

aside and let Rudy lose his balance and fall. 

 “These are students at the hotshot Pixar University?” 

asked Stevin.

 “Freshmen,” Cara replied. 

•••

 There was nothing Randall enjoyed more than his trips to 

Monstropolis. So he was quite displeased when Shelby sum-

moned him back to the resort before the completion of his 

new mission with Cochran.

 Regardless, Randall returned to the headquarters and 

made his way to the control room. This was the room where 

Shelby monitored the timeline alongside only his key enforc-

ers. It was clear to Randall that Shelby favored this room 

above all the others in the station, for it was the only place he 

ever saw the true side of Shelby’s personality. The cold, calcu-

lating side that meant Shelby had no need for appearances or 

deceptions. For this was the only room Shelby ever felt in con-

trol of his operation. And how delicate it had quickly become.

 “Mr. Forthright,” Randall recognized him politely. 

 Shelby greeted him from the screen at the front of the 

room. “There’s been an anomaly here on the station. I can’t 

pinpoint exactly when, but I know it was somewhere in the re-

sort.” 

 Randall adjusted his tie. “That’s impossible. The barrier 

prevents anyone from entering this part of the future, or be-

yond this point of the timeline.”

 With a sigh, Shelby turned to face Randall. “Not necessar-

ily. The anomaly lasted only three minutes. That’s the exact 

amount of time we used to lower the barrier when we brought 

in the prisoners.”

 “Because of the fat magician.” Randall put his palm to his 

face. “I told you that was too much of a risk, Shelby. And for 
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no good reason! That blonde kid doesn’t even have real train-

ing.”

 There was no response.

 Randall continued. “It was only three minutes, sir. I doubt 

any real damage could have been done in that time.”

 Still, Shelby was quiet. Randall began to walk away as 

Shelby finally spoke. “Wait. Bring the tinkerer here.”

 “His last report said he’s not finished with the doll.”  
 “I don’t care. The barrier in the prison has been bypassed 

by your ‘fat magician.’ We’re accelerating our plans.”

•••

 “I’m going to ask you one more time. How does this bar-

rier work?”

 Stevin circled the chair holding his tied up prisoner, 

Madus.

 “Look, it’s not that simple. Shelby uses those barriers to 

keep other time travelers from messing with his ‘resort,’ as he 

calls it. If you try to go there, you’ll create a new timeline. It’ll 

just be an anomaly. You won’t be able to go the original time-

line where Shelby really is. That’s how he keeps the system 

working.”

 Cara leaned against one of the doors and crossed her 

arms. “Then how do enforcers like you and Randall go back 

and forth? And with prisoners?” 

 “They gave us these chips. Somehow, they prevent anoma-

lies, so when we go back, the chips take us back right where 

we need to be  in order to preserve the timeline.”

 Stevin stroked his chin. “So if we go back with you as your 

‘prisoners,’ then we’ll go to the correct, original timeline?”

 “Yeah, that’s how it works. But you won’t be able to enter 

the prison with that barrier up.”

 Stevin looked at Cara. “We have to go to when Wallaby 

and the others were first brought to the prison. Before they en-

tered the barrier.”

 “It’ll create an anomaly,” Madus interjected. “Because my 

past self will be there. If you really want to save your friends, 

you have to go to the exact time Rudy and I left BnL to come 

here. And you can’t go any further than that.”

 

•••

 Wallaby could barely feel his legs as Sadie threw him into 

the corner with the others. The two supers made quick work 
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of Lightning, Rey, Lotso, and Mr. Sumner. And now there was 

only one act left.

 Sadie touched a device in her ear. It was clear that she was 

signaling to someone. “The escaping prisoners have been paci-

fied,” she said suddenly. “Shall we begin the execution?”

 Though he couldn’t hear the voice on the other side, Wal-

laby expected the worst. Please tell her to wait! he pleaded si-

lently.

 Mr. Sumner looked over to him. “Wallaby,” he said 

weakly, “is this it, mate?”

 “Not yet,” he answered, also in a tired voice. “She’s still Sa-

die. I just have to talk to her.”

 With a nod, Sadie walked over to the prisoners with Logan 

by her side. The two supers held up their hands in an aggres-

sive stance.

 “Sadie, wait!” begged Wallaby. “You don’t have to termi-

nate us!”

 “Master is on his way. He wants to see your termination 

for himself. Just to be sure.”

 Wallaby sighed with relief and then continued. “Look, Sa-

die. We’re your friends! See? Don’t you remember me and 

Sumner?”

 “Of course. But I must follow my directive. And my direc-

tive is to follow all orders from the Master.”

 Rey touched Wallaby’s shoulder. “It’s the chip, Wallaby. 

There’s no way to bypass it. She’s completely under his con-

trol, now.”

 “But, Sadie,” Sumner joined in, “you would terminate us 

in an armory? Isn’t that a little anticlimactic? I mean, it’s an 

armory. Shouldn’t we be taken out somewhere a little mo-

re…poetic? Like a volcanic cave!”

 “Sumner, please stop talking,” Wallaby groaned.

 Suddenly, the door opened. Sadie turned obediently.

 “Master, we are ready to—”

 Sadie froze as she saw who was standing in the doorway. 

At the same time, Wallaby and Sumner saw the figure as well.

 “Sadie?” they asked, bewildered. 

 The girl in the doorway had a familiar tattoo on her arm, 

as well as short, red hair. It was shorter than Sadie’s. Sud-

denly, the girl transformed into a cheetah and rushed toward 

them. Behind her, a blonde girl who looked exactly like Logan 

shot a burst of flame at the other Logan.

 Confused, Wallaby noted the differences between both 

sets of Sadie and Logan.
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 They’re wearing the same clothes from when we were 

captured! And their hair is shorter. Are they really Sadie and 

Logan?

 Finally, Wallaby and Sumner saw two more figures enter 

through the door. It was Stevin and Cara.

 “Stevin!” they both tried to shout, though it was muffled 

due to their injuries. Wallaby quickly noticed that Stevin 

looked a little taller, and his jaw line was more pronounced. 

He even looked like he had bulked up a bit, and his face was 

noticeably more confident. 

 “What is this sorcery?!” the dark Sadie demanded as she 

continued to battle the new Sadie.

 The tattoo on new Sadie’s arm glowed as it grew porcu-

pine spikes. “Your reckoning,” she answered as the spikes flew 

toward dark Sadie.

 It took all of dark Sadie’s might to dodge the spikes, caus-

ing her to fall to the ground. The new Logan immediately 

seized the opportunity and blasted her with a heat wave, 

throwing her against the wall and knocking her unconscious.

 The dark Logan tried to stop her, but Cara snuck behind 

her and knocked her out with a baton she had taken off of a 

fallen guard. “Sorry, Logan!” She looked at the other Logan. “I 

mean, other Logan?”

 Stevin grabbed Wallaby’s hand and helped him up as Sum-

ner immediately flew to his shoulders.

 “I missed you guys,” he grinned. “Sorry I was gone for so 

long.”

 Wallaby hugged him, which Stevin didn’t expect. “Where 

did you come from? Where have you been? And where did you 

get these…supers?”

 Again, Stevin smiled. “Thanks to Madus and Rudy, we 

were able to time travel to right before they were chipped. The 

barrier was down long enough for us to rescue Sadie and Lo-

gan. Then we escaped here.”

 “How did you know to come save us at this exact mo-

ment?”

 “We didn’t!” Cara joined in. “We’ve been back for a few 

weeks, hiding in the barracks.”

 “That wasn’t pleasant,” Stevin added. “Anyway, we were 

trying to come up with ways to shut down the barrier. But 

Rudy and Madus signaled to us that you were escaping.”

 “Rudy and Madus?!” Wallaby panicked. “They betrayed 

us!”

 “I persuaded them otherwise,” Cara assured him. 

 Stevin motioned for them to follow. “Let’s go. We don’t 

have much time before the rest of Shelby’s men come to stop 
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us. And I’m assuming you want to bring your fellow inmates?” 

He was looking at Lightning, Lotso, and Rey. “What’s up with 

the bear?”

 “He’s still sleeping,” Wallaby muttered. “At any rate, 

they’re coming with us. But where are we going?”

 “Nowhere,” said a voice from behind them. It was Shelby 

Forthright, and his face looked nearly haunted. “What a gen-

ius move, Parker. You snuck back with Rudy and Madus at the 

exact time so as not to cause an anomaly.” He crossed his 

arms. “You know, this time travel stuff is a bit complicated. 

I’m surprised you were able to handle it without slipping up.”

 “There’s no reason for us to fight, Shelby.” Stevin walked 

in front of his friends, trying to guard them. “We just want to 

leave. You can keep doing your whole time lord routine with-

out worrying about us.”

 “See, that’s impossible,” Shelby laughed. “You’ve already 

dumped oil into the ocean of the timeline, so to speak. You’ve 

polluted it with your reckless trips all over time, costing me a 

world of grief. Not to mention we’re both after the same thing. 

The girl.”

 Stevin’s face lit up. “What do you want with Mary? Did 

you have something to do with her abduction?”

 “I assure you, the only trouble that girl has gotten into has 

been brought on by herself. And now I have to find her and 

make the timeline right, no matter the cost. So you see, there 

is a reason for us to be at odds.”

 Cara stepped forward as well. “Well, you’re at a bit of a dis-

advantage. We have two supers on our side. You have a cheap 

suit.”

 Shelby put his hands in his pockets. “Your supers aren’t 

even real. They’re from a different timeline entirely, branched 

off from the two real supers you just blindsided. I’d say I have 

the advantage.”

 As he spoke these words, Stevin and the others noticed 

that the weapons scattered about the armory were now raised 

in the air, as if someone was levitating them. There were guns, 

batons, and even swords staring right at them. It was exactly 

like the appliances at the cottage.

 “Magic?” Stevin asked.

 Shelby shook his head. “No, you idiot. There is no magic. 

There never was. They’re controlled by my chips, which are 

powered by scream energy. You wouldn’t believe how many 

abducted children it takes to make this place run.”

 “The kidnappings!” Cara realized. “That was you, not the 

monsters!”
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 “Some of them know about it. Those fools always mess up 

somehow, making the operation obvious and getting you 

Pixar types involved. But I’ve managed to get away with it for, 

I don’t know, 20 years now?”

 “You monster,” Sumner growled.

 “Quite. Now, the real question is how shall I rid myself of 

you? It should be poetic.”

 “That’s what I was saying!” Sumner interrupted. 

 

•••

 They were at a dead-end. No scenario in Stevin’s mind 

helped him feel at ease as they were escorted to the room in 

which Shelby Forthright would end their search for Mary per-

manently. In single file,  Stevin and his companions were hus-

tled forward by Shelby’s guards and levitating weapons. A sin-

gle act of defiance would result in immediate termination. 

 If only we had brought Agent Willem with us, Stevin 

wished. He had been unable to make contact with Gnome 

when they had arrived at BnL headquarters. Atom and the 

agents were his only hope, but they too had been lost in time, 

likely due to the efforts of Shelby’s future wrath. 

 The group marched on, eventually entering a large cham-

ber with a bridge going across a moderately large chasm. A fall 

from the bridge would be painful, but nothing serious. Stevin 

wondered why the room was built the way it was, noting the 

various doors hanging from the ceiling.

 Shelby turned to address them as they reached the center 

of the room. The guards stopped their march and retreated to 

the edges of the chamber, away from the bridge.

 “Have you ever wondered how the doors work, Stevin? 

From what I can tell, you and your buddies have no clue. You 

walk through them thinking they’re just these random slip-

spacing time doors. As if they just take you wherever you want 

to go indiscriminately.”

 Suddenly, the doors from the ceiling started to descend.

 “In reality,” Shelby continued, “these doors are actually 

more scientific than you probably imagined them to be. You 

see, they don’t take you just anywhere. Each of the doors 

you’ve walked through have been two sides of the same coin. 

When you go through one door in 2001, you walk through the 

same door thousands of years later. It’s the same door pre-

served over countless years, and it’s what makes this amazing 

feat possible.”
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 Stevin thought for a moment. “You’re wrong. The door we 

took to 1935…that was a door belonging to some kind of weird 

witch, and it took us exactly where we wanted to go. In fact, it 

took us to the middle of a street, not a door that already ex-

isted.”

 The grin on Shelby’s face turned into a frown. “And that, 

Stevin, is why you and your friends can no longer be allowed 

to wander around through time. Reckless ‘magic’ like that is 

what causes all sorts of problems, including the destruction 

you saw for yourself in the 2800s. Don’t you see? Sacrificing 

you is for the greater good.” 

 The doors hanging around them opened on their own, un-

leashing molten lava into the chasm. Somehow, the lava 

wasn’t causing the doors containing them to burst. It was just 

pouring through. 

 “My enforcers placed these titanium doors inside a dor-

mant volcano about 10,000 years ago. Works pretty well, 

right? You’d be surprised, though, how difficult it was to trans-

port these doors to a time before the industrial age, but I’d say 

it was worth it.”

 The chasm was quickly filling up with lava. 

 “I have to leave now, but I’m hoping you enjoyed your stay 

at the resort.” He walked away and signaled the guards to seal 

the doors.

 “Well,” chimed Sumner, “this at least how I pictured us bit-

ing it.”

 The sound of the exit doors slamming shut gave Stevin a 

sudden tremor, especially as he heard the bolts on the other 

side sealing themselves. There was no way out. 

 “Wallaby, can we get to one of those titanium doors?” he 

tried to ask calmly. Everyone else scattered around the bridge, 

desperately scanning for another exit.

 “I don’t think we can reach that far, Stevin. And even if we 

could, there’s still lava pouring out.”

 Rey tried to search Lightning’s compartments for some-

thing to help them. 

 “You’re not going to find anything, Rey. It’s not like my 

wiper fluid is going to get us out of this.”

 “Yes, but if we just had something reminiscent of a door.”

 “I’m sorry…would a tree air freshener work?”

 Stevin ran to Logan. “You can control fire, right? Well, 

how about it?”
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 She covered her forehead. “This is lava! I’m not strong 

enough to manipulate all of the earth sifting through that 

fire!”

 Elsewhere, Sadie approached Cara. “You are related to 

your cousin, yes?”

 “Yeah,” Cara answered, “that’s pretty much how it works.” 

She swiped a large swath of sweat from her brow.

 “You have powers, then? Is there something you can do to 

get us out of here?”

 “Yes!” she screamed. “I can travel through time!” She 

paced for a moment, attempting to focus. “Everyone, gather 

around. I can try to move us out of here.”

 Stevin walked to her and spoke quietly, so only she could 

hear him. “Are you sure, Cara? You could barely send the two 

of us backward a few months. This would be a lot more chal-

lenging.”

 “I have to try.” She motioned for everyone to come closer. 

“Everyone, I have a power that lets me travel through time. 

Join hands with me quickly!” 

 Stevin and Logan grabbed Cara’s hand as Sadie and Wal-

laby soon followed. 

 “Well, this beats any plan I had,” Sumner joked as he flew 

to Wallaby’s shoulder. 

 Lightning drove up as well, but Rey hesitated. “Don’t for-

get Lotso!” she pleaded. 

 As Rey leaned to pick Lotso up, Lightning pushed her join 

the others. Lava was rapidly climbing to the bridge and would 

soon engulf them.

 Stevin looked to Cara as the group finally assembled. They 

both nodded as she shut her eyes, attempting to draw on the 

emotions that awakened her powers on Gnome. Her hands 

were grasping Stevin’s tightly. The stress grew stronger, and 

Stevin could feel that she was struggling. It wasn’t like last 

time, when her eyes just flashed and they were there.

 “Cara?” he asked softly.

 Her face lit up as she screamed at the top of her lungs, 

breaking away from Stevin and Logan. She lost control of her 

body as she flailed around, nearly falling off of the bridge until 

finally, she lost her balance and fell backward into the chasm 

of lava.

 “CARA!!” Stevin and Logan shrieked simultaneously. Her 

body was already halfway toward the lava, and she was too far 

to reach. 

 Just as her lifeless body was about to be lost to the flames, 

something grabbed her with the speed of lightning, abruptly 

ending her descent. Her body had been snatched by a tentacle 
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from Sadie’s arm, and with relative ease, she lifted Cara back 

onto the bridge. 

 Logan approached and helped Sadie lay her down care-

fully. “I owe you my life,” Logan said to Sadie. “Saving Cara 

was kind of like saving me, too.”

 Wallaby fell to his knees. “It won’t matter soon! Cara was 

our last shot, and now she’s passed out!”

 “We’ll think of something, Wall,” Stevin assured him. 

Truthfully, only Cara’s safety had been present in his mind. 

He looked around the room and noticed Lotso still sleeping in 

Rey’s arms. “You never did explain what’s going on with the 

bear,” he commented to Wallaby.

 “What does it matter?” Wallaby replied impatiently. “He 

was one of the inmates who helped us escape. His name is 

Lotso, and he was a toy or something. According to him, they 

operate by certain directives, and apparently, they can never 

wake up around humans. He probably saw you guys and went 

back to his old compulsion or something.”

 Stevin thought of Atom, and he remembered how the ro-

bot was also compelled by his directives. “That doesn’t make 

sense, Wallaby. If he was still bound by those rules, then why 

didn’t it trigger until he saw us?”

 “Come to think of it, he was asleep when Sadie and Logan 

first attacked us.”

 “Sadie and Logan…” Stevin looked around to see what Lo-

gan was doing. She was gently examining Cara, trying to make 

sure her cousin was still breathing. “Logan, do you recognize 

that bear over there?” Stevin asked her.

 The question seemed to startle Logan, as if she couldn’t be-

lieve it was being asked at such a time. Regardless, she looked 

to where Stevin was pointing and got a good look at the toy in 

Rey’s arms. 

 “I-I do actually,” she stammered. “That’s a Lots-o-huggin 

bear! I used to have one as a girl.”

 Without hesitation, Stevin ran over to Rey and wrestled 

Lotso from her arms. He then ran to Logan and presented her 

with the bear. “I know this is a long-shot, but this bear went 
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back to his old directive because of you. Is it…somehow possi-

ble that it’s the same bear you owned as a kid?”

 “I’m not sure,” she replied, confused. “It’s been so long. I 

didn’t even go by Logan back then. Just my middle name, 

Daisy.”

 Suddenly, the bear sprang awake. “Daisy! I found you, 

Daisy!”

 Lotso stumbled to the floor and walked up to her.

 “What? What do you mean you found me?”

 “You…you replaced me.”

 She was silent. Stevin could see that it was coming back to 

her. “Lotso…I left you in the field that day.”

 Lotso’s eyes started to sag, as if he wanted to cry like a hu-

man. “I came back for you. We came back for you. Big Baby 

and Chuckles…we found you.” His face suddenly darkened. 

“But you replaced us!”

 But then, Logan grabbed him and embraced him. “I 

missed you.”

 The anger in Lotso’s face went away as she held him 

tightly. He then hugged her back. “Why is it so hot?” he asked.

 Stevin turned to see that the lava was starting to creep 

over the edges of the bridge. They were out of time. Lightning 

and Rey moved closer to the center of the bridge where every-

one else was huddled.

 As they held each other tight, Stevin gulped. “I guess this 

is it, everyone. I’m so sorry.”

 The lava was only inches away from them. Lightning shot 

wiper fluid at it, but the lava persisted. It was a moment from 

making contact until it stopped all of a sudden. 

 “What?” Lightning couldn’t understand what was happen-

ing. 

 Suddenly the lava went up in the air and moved away 

from them in force. Lightning turned to see Logan effortlessly 

pushing the lava away with Lotso hanging to her back. 

 With a flick of her wrist, she lifted the lava beneath them 

and unleashed it toward the entrance. The force of her blast 

wasn’t enough to open it, so she planted her feet and made 

one final punch. This time, the lava cut clean through the 

door, making a way for their escape.

 “Come on!” Logan ordered. She moved the lava away from 

the door and created a path for them. “Quickly!” she de-

manded as more lava crept closer to their position. 

 The group hastily followed her through the door, making 

sure to dodge specs of lava and heated metal along the way. Sa-

die had transformed into a gorilla in order to effortlessly bring 
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Cara, who was still passed out, with them. In just a few mo-

ments, they were finally clear of the danger and on the other 

side. Logan used the rest of the lava to form a solid barrier of 

earth behind them, sealing the rest of the molten rock within 

the chamber. Finally, they were free.

 “Logan, that was amazing!” Sadie congratulated her. “An 

act worthy of our species.”

 “I don’t know what came over me. It was like being with 

Lotso again suddenly made me feel…I don’t know, energized 

or something. Good call, Stevin.”

 “It was all you. And Lotso, of course,” he answered. “But 

we’re not safe quite yet. We need to get off this station.”

 Lightning drove ahead of them. “Yeah? And where are we 

going to go? It’s not like we can just take a taxi back to Earth.” 

 “I don’t know, mate,” said Sumner from the window. 

“That could be a taxi.”

 They turned to see Sumner pointing at a ship flying to-

ward the lava chamber. “That’s Gnome!” shouted Stevin. 

 But who’s driving it? Stevin wondered. It was clear that 

the ship received his signal when they had infiltrated the 

prison, but there had never been a response. Whoever was fly-

ing the ship must have seen the commotion with the lava, 

prompting them to approach for some reason. Or it was just 

another starliner that happened to look like Gnome.

 “Stevin, what’s Gnome?” Wallaby asked patiently. His re-

lief in their escape from the lava seemed to have relaxed him 

somewhat.

 “The ship that Cara and I found. It’s a really long story, 

but that ship is supposed to be our ride. But now I’m not so 

sure.”

 He checked the watch that Willem had given him to con-

tact Atom. It was beeping, prompting Stevin to press it. Hope-

fully, that would somehow make it work.

 There was static, and then a voice came through. “Stevin 

Parker, this is Gnome. Stevin Parker, this is Gnome.” The mes-

sage kept repeating.

 Stevin quickly realized that it was Atom’s voice. “Atom! 

I’m here with the others. You have no idea how glad I am to 

hear your weird, robot voice.”

 Blasts from the station’s defenses began to beat against 

the starliner’s hull as it approached.

 “Atom, you have to pull back! You’re getting pummeled!”

 “Tranquility, Stevin Parker,” said Atom from the ship. 

“We are not alone.”
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 From both sides of Gnome came two other ships. They 

fired upon the station’s cannons and cleared the way for 

Gnome to continue its docking.

 Before he could make sense of what he was seeing, Stevin 

heard a voice from beside him. It was Cara, who was suddenly 

coming to. “Stevin, are those…?”

 “Other starliners. Atom found some friends.”

•••

 

 In just a few hours, Gnome was a galaxy away from BnL’s 

grasp, as well as Earth’s orbit. Stevin and his companions 

didn’t ask any questions when they boarded the ship and 

waited in the cargo bay as it left the station. Eventually, Atom 

opened the doors and welcomed the group inside the Cap-

tain’s lounge.

 The first thing Stevin saw was a familiar face. It was Agent 

Willem, though his appearance had changed drastically. He 

was noticeably older and had much more silver in his hair 

than before. Not only that, but he had gained quite a bit of 

weight and was sitting in a hover chair covered in controls. Be-

side him was the same sight, only with his other agents, Flo 

and Peaches.

 “Willem, I can’t believe you’re here. How can you be…

here?”

 He laughed. “We’ve been awake for about ten years now. 

It’s good that you came when you did. Atom couldn’t keep us 

in hyper sleep any longer without more solar energy for the 

ship. We were pretty far away when you contacted us, so I 

apologize for the tardiness.”

 “It’s nothing,” Stevin said breathlessly. 

 Cara walked beside him to greet their old friends. “You’ve 

definitely changed,” she regarded.

 “Yes, strange things happen when you’re in hyper sleep 

for thousands of years,” he chuckled. 

 “I’d say,” Flo said in her same, cheery tone. “The nap fi-

nally mellowed old Gil out. He has a sense of humor now!”
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 Willem continued to laugh and looked at the others, who 

were gazing at the sights through the window. “I see you res-

cued your  friends, along with some additional stowaways.” 

 “Yes, we all escaped together,” Cara answered. “And you 

obviously found some unexpected friends, too.” 

 “That’s right!” said Willem, heartily. “We’ve been search-

ing all over the galaxy for other starliners.” He brought them 

to the pilot’s chair and pointed at the ships. “That’s Orion, and 

that’s Carousel. They’ve lasted all of these years too, and the 

humans on those ships are descendants of the first humans to 

evacuate Earth. It’s truly amazing, and we’re on track to find-

ing even more.”

 Stevin rested his hands on his hips. “What do you plan to 

do?”

 Peaches joined in. “It’s simple. With an army of starliners, 

we can take back Earth from BnL and the monsters.”

 Cara trembled. “You want to wage a war?”

 “Not out of want,” Willem sighed. “But those monsters are 

what caused our extinction as a species. Atom recorded the en-

tire thing while we slept. Humans returned on the Axiom and 

recolonized not long after you left, but there was a lack of re-

sources. The monsters are a faction of humans who trans-

formed themselves with magic shared from the animals. They 

wiped out the humans and created that parasitic society you 

found yourselves in. Monstropolis. Without pure humans, 

however, they ran out of energy and had to use time travel to 

abduct children from other timelines. Their crimes are unfor-

givable, made worse by their willing alliance with BnL. So yes, 

we are waging war.”

 Stevin struggled to maintain his composure. How did I 

get caught up in this? he wondered. The ordeal seemed so far 

removed from his search from Mary, and yet it still troubled 

him.

 “Look, this isn’t my fight. Or Cara’s. My mission is back in 

my own time, finding Mary.”

 “She’s being hunted by BnL, is she not?” Willem answered 

back. “And he can interfere with time almost indefinitely. Inac-

tion will surely lead to her death, even if you manage to get to 

her first.”

 “I’ll figure that out later. War isn’t really my thing.”

 Cara stopped Stevin from walking away. “I agree, but Ste-

vin, you have to remember that this is an issue for Pixar Uni-

versity. In a way, it always has been. And you can’t deny Mary 

is involved somehow. Maybe finding her can still be your mis-

sion, while our mission is stopping BnL.”
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 “By our, do you mean your?” Stevin rebuked. “Don’t tell 

me you want to stay, Cara. Your home is in 2001.”

 “I know. But my mission isn’t to go home. I have to pre-

vent the mother of all 2319s.”

 Logan approached them. “Cara, I’m with you. And so is 

Lotso. We can help out here and use your power to report 

back to the university. Assuming you really can time travel,” 

she grinned.

 “Yes, I can. I’m sorry about what happened back there.” 

 As she said those words, a loud thud was heard from the 

back of the lounge. They turned to see Lightning maneuvering 

away from a fat man who had fallen. Rey was terrified by the 

man’s sudden appearance.

 “Who is that?” demanded Willem.

 “I don’t know,” Stevin answered. “He’s not with us.”

 Atom grabbed the man with his levitation beam, while 

also pointing his arm gun straight at the man’s face. 

 “Who are you?” Atom questioned.

 The man was bald and wore glasses. It was evident that he 

was from a time period closer to that of Stevin, Cara, and their 

companions. 

 As Atom held him, Lightning turned to address Stevin. 

“Sorry, guys. He must have sneaked into the my trunk during 

all of the ruckus after the lava room.  That explains why I was 

feeling so sluggish when we got on this ship…I don’t know 

who he is or why he followed us, though.”

 “Please, please!” the man begged. “I was a prisoner at 

BnL, so I snuck out with you all! 

 Wallaby examined the man. “I don’t recognize you. Sum-

ner?”

 “Nothing, mate.”

 “Rey?”

 “Nope.”

 “That’s what I thought. Stevin, between the four of us, we 

would have recognized this guy if he was really a prisoner. My 

money is on him being a snitch for Shelby.”

 “No, I’m not!” the man once again begged. “I was a pris-

oner being held in the resort! My name is Al. Shelby brought 

me to BnL, but not against my will! He hired me to do a job.” 

Al reached into his pocket and took out a doll. “He wanted me 

to reactivate this toy for some reason! But it took a while, and 

he started threatening to send me to the lava room if I 

couldn’t figure it out. Truth is, I got this thing to work, but I 

was terrified of what Shelby would do with me once I’d out-

lasted my usefulness.”
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 Stevin took a close look at the doll he was holding. “Where 

did you get that?”

 “From Shelby. He wanted to see the inside of some girl’s 

room. I don’t ask questions.”

 Mary. That’s Mary’s doll. Stevin recalled seeing the doll 

many times when visiting his friend, and again when he and 

Wallaby had investigated the “treehouse.”

 “That doll can tell us what happened to Mary! How does it 

work?”

 “Can you let me down first?!” 

 Stevin nodded to Atom. 

 As Al hit the ground, Sadie helped him up. “I still have my 

eye on you, round man.” 

 “Again, my name is Al,” he introduced himself.

 “Stevin. So how does this thing work?”

 “That’s the thing. We just have to wake her up. Jessie, it’s 

OK to come out now.”

 The doll suddenly came alive. He gave her a directive, Ste-

vin realized. That’s how he kept it hidden from Shelby. He 

was suddenly glad that Al had betrayed Shelby when he had. 

Now they finally had the upper hand.

 Stevin took the doll from Al.

 “It’s OK, Jessie,” Al told her in a hushed tone. “This is Ste-

vin. He’s good. Right, Stevin?”

 There was a bit of sarcasm in Al’s voice. Stevin disre-

garded it. “Jessie, do you remember me?”

 She moved her eyes and head, but the doll wasn’t quick to 

respond. Something had apparently traumatized her.

 “Can you please help us?” Stevin continued. “Were you in 

Mary’s room when she was taken?”

 The doll’s face suddenly panicked. “Mary…no, she took 

Mary. That thing took Mary.”

 “What thing? What happened, Jessie?”

 Her eyes rolled back, but Stevin held her head back and 

looked at her closely. She met his gaze.

 “Stevin? It’s you. You’re Mary’s friend.”

 “That’s right. And I’m trying to find her. Do you remem-

ber who took her? What happened?”

 Jessie gazed at the ceiling. She was silent, until finally, she 

winced and started to speak. “It was the middle of the night. 

Mary’s door opened, and I woke up. I looked over and ex-

pected to see her mom, but it was someone a lot older. 

 The sound of Jessie’s voice was very smooth, but hard to 

hear. “She walked over to Mary and there were knives every-

where. They were floating in the air. It looked like the stranger 
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was going to murder Mary, but then something weird hap-

pened. She just looked at Mary and stopped. Then she 

snapped her fingers and a bunch of string came out of no-

where and tied Mary up. It was so fast, I don’t even think 

Mary woke up. As it was happening, everything in the room 

started to shake, like the woman was doing something to it. 

She didn’t look like she really wanted to be there. I don’t re-

member too much after that. Just that when I woke up next, 

Mary was gone, and so was the rest of the house.”

•••

 Randall entered Shelby’s office far more confidently than 

expected. It was amusing to Shelby that his second-in-

command didn’t fear his boss, even during one of his foul 

moods.

 “We’ve lost the starliner, sir. But Al successfully infiltrated 

their ship. With the doll, Stevin should be able to figure out 

where Mary is within the next few days, I’d imagine. Just as 

his father promised. I will say, though, it was a risky move 

planting them in the lava room.”

 “I got a little overzealous,” Shelby admitted. “I just wanted 

to get rid of Stevin and do the rest of this thing without him. 

Stevin Parker Sr. would just have to deal with it. But hey, he 

managed to slip by once again, sort of like his old man. Might 

as well use it to our advantage. How are the girls?”

 “Sadie and Logan’s chips are still at full capacity, sir. And 

they’re ready to apprehend the imposters from the branched 

timeline Stevin created. As you say, nothing stands a chance 

against the original. Once Stevin leads us to Mary, the girls 

will swoop in and eliminate all our targets in one swift action. 

We may also have to deal with Al when this is all over. I sus-

pect he’ll leak more information than he was ordered.”

 “Yes, that is likely.”
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EPILOGUE
 

 Her eyes opened quickly, and the realization that she was 

in a foreign place gave her a rush. She raised her torso instinc-

tively, and the speed made her feel the cracks and muscles in  

her back pop. She was in a field, but she didn’t know why. 

There was no one else there, save an old woman standing 

across from her.

 Was she watching me sleep? The thought made her more 

agitated than offended. 

 She studied her surroundings, hoping to discern her loca-

tion without having to ask the strange woman eyeing her from 

a few yards away. Finally, she gave up and rose to her feet. 

Grass and pollen dust fell from her pajamas, and the realiza-

tion of this mess prompted her to wipe it away herself. 

 The old woman was still staring at her. She almost looked 

bored. The frown on her face was one of apathy, not malice. 

For a moment, she wondered if this old woman was her cap-

tor, but the thought seemed ludicrous. This old lady couldn’t 

lift a finger.

 Finally, she gave in to the impatience. “Where am I?”

 The old woman took a moment to answer. “A field.”

 “Alright, well what am I doing here?”

 “Nothing, nothing. But we are certainly doing something.”

 She groaned. This old woman’s double speak was annoy-

ing her. “Yeah, and what’s that?”

 “Why, we’re going to change our fate.” 

 
 

END OF PART 2
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